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      Lillian

      I’ve spent my entire life playing by the rules.

      I’m done being the dutiful daughter.

      There’s no way I’m going to agree to an arranged marriage.

      Joining my sister in Seattle is my only option.

      After all, she fled our parents, so I can, too.

      Intrigued by her lifestyle, I give it a try.

      And I meet Bryson.

      He’s older. He’s kind. He’s my friend.

      What he doesn’t know is he’s my everything.

      But we are too different.

      I’m not the kind of woman he dates.

      I’ll never be enough for him.

      

      Bryson

      Lillian is a breath of fresh air I didn’t know I needed.

      Her giggles makes me ache.

      I know I’m not the right man for her.

      But I can’t stop calling her.

      Our connection is magnetic.

      I think about her day and night.

      Now she wants to join Surrender.

      Over my dead body.

      If she’s going to explore this lifestyle, it will be with me.

      The thought of another man touching her…

      I shudder. My skin crawls.

      It can’t happen because she’s mine.
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      Lillian

      

      I grin as my phone rings and hurry out of the bathroom to grab it from my nightstand. Bryson doesn’t know it, but I’ve given him his own ringtone. King of my Heart. It makes me smile every time I hear it.

      Not wanting to miss his nightly call, I leap onto my bed and grab my cell. “Hey.” I try to sound nonchalant, but I’m out of breath.

      “Were you running?” he teases.

      “Ha. Not a chance. You’ll only find me running if someone is chasing me.”

      Bryson laughs. “I thought your mother dragged you to the country club on weekends. Wasn’t there a track?”

      I cringe as I flop onto my back. My mother is not my favorite topic of conversation, but Bryson likes to dig into everything there is to know about me. After a month of talking to him, he knows darn near everything. He somehow manages to pull it out of me.

      “I’m sure there was, but my mother would have choked if I’d suggested using it. She thought tennis was a more appropriate sport for a debutante like myself. Do you have any idea how many hours of tennis lessons I’ve had?”

      “So you’re pretty good, huh?”

      I wince. “Not even close. I’m not coordinated enough, and I don’t have the patience. Most of the time, I ended up with bruises on my thighs from getting hit by the ball so many times. Or, truth be told, I often hit myself with my own racket.”

      “I bet your mother loved that.” Bryson chuckles, a deep sound I’m growing to love. I shouldn’t. He’s just a friend. The thoughts I have about him are totally inappropriate.

      I groan. “She still thought I should wear the cute little skirts, and she made me stand on a stool in her bathroom so she could cover the purple bruises with makeup.”

      Bryson laughs hard. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be laughing. I don’t mean to make light of your childhood. I fully understand that money does not buy happiness.”

      I stare at the ceiling and twirl a lock of my hair around one finger. “Let’s talk about anything other than my mother.”

      “Deal. How was your day?”

      “Depends on how you look at it. I spent some time in the attendance office at the university. If I had a clue about what I wanted to study, I would register to start classes this fall, but maybe I should wait until the spring semester. Take some time to explore my options.”

      “It’s not a bad idea. It’s not like you’re in a hurry. What else happened today? Your tone was off at the beginning.”

      I sigh loudly. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to get a job? I’ve been turned down by every single place I’ve applied to. I didn’t realize it would be so difficult. It’s like they take one look at me and judge me. I don’t even know what it is about me that screams too stupid to hire.”

      “Hey now…” Bryson’s voice switches from playful to serious as he goes all Dom on me. “What have I said about putting yourself down?”

      His tone makes me tingle all over. It always does, especially when he lowers his pitch all bossy-like. I’ve started finding ways to bring that side out of him.

      I roll my eyes hard. Too bad he can’t see me. What would he do if he could? Sometimes we video call, but tonight I’m safe. “Seriously though. I’m just a regular person. I assume I’m okay on the eyes. It’s not like I have two heads or an extra nose. I’ve applied everywhere, from working the cash register in the grocery store to waitressing.”

      What I want is to be normal. I want to know what it would be like to blend in. I’m twenty-one. I was brought up as a wealthy debutante. I want to trade my manicured nails and salon hair in for a ponytail, natural makeup, and torn jeans. I just want to blend in. Is that too much to ask?

      “Lillian, you are more than okay on the eyes,” Bryson admonishes. “As much as I hate to say this, the truth is you don’t have any experience doing any of the things you’re applying for. Why the big hurry? You don’t need the job. Take your time. You’ve been out from under the thumb of your parents for six weeks. You have plenty of money. Don’t rush yourself.”

      I blow out a long breath. “It’s like I need to make up for lost time.”

      “Well, you don’t. You’re young. You have all the time in the world.”

      I kind of wish we were on a video call tonight because I’d like to see Bryson’s face. His serious, no-nonsense expressions are my favorite, though I’d never tell him that.

      “Enough about me. How was your day? Did you make any headway convincing your client to include solar panels?”

      Bryson is an architect. Unlike me, he wasn’t raised with a silver spoon. He worked his way through college, and he works hard at what he does. He has his own business, and I can tell he’s going to be well-known someday. His work is amazing. I’ve looked up some of his projects online.

      He’s confident and kind. He likes to tease me about my wealthy upbringing, but he doesn’t come off as jealous or condescending.

      The truth is the man is a Dominant. That’s how I met him. I went to a kink club called Surrender with my sister, Simone, and Bryson was there. He wasn’t just there. Simone and her boyfriend, Camden, asked him to watch them do a spanking scene so he could help them out with Simone’s odd kink preferences.

      She’s Little. That part isn’t odd. I’ve known that for years. But apparently, she likes her Daddy to inflict quite a bit of pain on her behind, and when he does, she gets aroused.

      I don’t get it. I watched for a while, but then I slipped out of the private room. After all, it was one thing to watch my sister get spanked. Educational. But when things started getting spicy, I bolted.

      Bryson followed me.

      I remember that night like it was yesterday. I’ll never forget the way he hunted me down to check on me. He didn’t have to do that. He could have met up with someone else. Someone his speed. Any number of women had probably been waiting for him to give them some attention that night.

      Bryson has told me how it works. He arrives at Surrender, and submissives sign up for a scene with him. Mostly women, but sometimes men. People who want him to spank them or use any number of toys for impact play. I know all of the implements now because I’ve researched this kinky stuff for hours and hours.

      I jerk out of my musing when I realize Bryson is telling me about his client and how hard it was to convince them to go for energy efficiency. It may be over my head, but it’s fucking sexy when he talks, no matter what the topic is.

      I like to hear his voice.

      “You still with me, Lils?”

      I smile. The only other person who ever called me Lils was my sister when we were younger. Our mother hated it, and she insisted we stop using nicknames. I called her Mony. We were too young to have a clue why that one might make someone cringe.

      Lils makes me feel warm and tingly when Bryson says it. “Yep. I’m still here.” There’s no place I’d rather be. I live for my chats with Bryson. I know he sees me as a charity case, someone far too young to entertain the idea of dating, but to me, he’s my world.

      I’m foolish. No matter how much I research, I’ll never be able to be the sort of woman he wants for a life partner. I might be submissive. I might even be Little. But I’m not a masochist, and Bryson is not a Daddy Dom. He’s a sadist.

      He’s not going to give that up for me, and I wouldn’t ask him to. It’s ridiculous of me to carry on like this, talking to him every evening as if he’s some sort of long-distance boyfriend.

      I’ve only seen him in person once. It was brief. He was kind to me. I’m sure Camden and Simone asked him to check on me. But he gave me his number and told me to call him when I got home so he would know I was safe.

      It’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me. That’s how pitiful my stupid life is.

      I called him that night. We talked for a bit, and then he called me the next night to see how my job search had gone. And the night after that, I called him to ask about the outlandish client he’d seen that day. And so on and so on until it’s become a thing.

      Most nights he calls me. We’re like… I don’t know what we are. Friends? Nothing romantic ever happens between us. He teases me. I ruffle his feathers.

      I’m sure it’s no big deal to him.

      It’s everything to me.

      “I’ve been thinking…” I say, forcing myself to continue, “I think I’ll get a membership to Surrender and start going on weekends.”

      Bryson’s breath hitches. “Surrender?”

      “Yeah, you know, the club you belong to. The place where we met,” I joke. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I don’t think I like his tone now. I bite my lip. I know he goes there often and has gone several times since I met him.

      “Lils…”

      I sit up. “What?”

      He sighs.

      “What?” I say louder. I’m feeling feisty now. “I’m an adult. I’ve done a lot of research. I’m probably even submissive. Possibly Little like my sister. I think I should explore a bit.”

      Silence. I can barely hear him breathing.

      “Bryson, what the hell? You’re acting funny. Do you not think I should pursue my options?” Suddenly, I’m no longer frustrated. I’m intrigued. He doesn’t want me to go to Surrender… Why?

      He inhales deeply. “Of course you should pursue your options. I’m just not sure…”

      I lean forward as he leaves me hanging, those last words giving me nothing. “You’re not sure about what?” My heart is racing. I may have found a way to push this man’s buttons. I’ve been silently lusting after him for weeks, and now he doesn’t want me to go to a kink club? Does he think he’s my big brother or something?

      God, I hope it’s or something.

      A few seconds tick by. “Are you sure it’s a good idea to join the same club your sister belongs to?”

      Did he make that up on the spot? “I think it’s a great idea. It’s not like she wanders around the place naked. She mostly hangs out in the daycare. Besides, it’s safer. I at least peripherally know some people. Camden, Jameson, Natasha…” I met Jameson and Natasha through Simone and Camden.

      “And me. You know me.”

      “Yes. Why do you make it sound like that’s a problem?” I’m not sure where this conversation is going. I’m baffled. But I get the sense I might enjoy the outcome.

      Another deep inhale from Bryson. “It’s not a problem. It’s just…weird. You and I…”

      I’ve never heard him at a loss for words. Where is my confident friend Bryson? I don’t respond. He’s stewing, and I like it. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he… No. No, no, no. I’m not going to let myself even think anything. It’s dangerous.

      I’m nothing to Bryson. I’m a girl he met and enjoys talking to. That’s all.

      “Lillian, I think we should go out to dinner together,” he says, his words coming out fast.

      My brows lift to the ceiling. I replay his words a few times in my head. Am I hearing him correctly? “Are you asking me out on a date?”

      “Yeah, I guess I am.”

      “Like a vanilla date?”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t date vanilla women, Bryson,” I point out. I need to understand better.

      “Maybe I should give it a try.”

      I bite my lip again, fighting a grin even though there’s no reason to. He can’t see me. I swallow and pull myself together. “Are you trying to distract me so I’ll give up on going to Surrender?”

      He sighs dramatically. I think he’s exasperated now, but I’m not sure it’s with me or himself. “Lillian, I like you. I want to spend some time with you. Trust me, I know we’re as different as night and day. I’m clear about that. Will you just say yes and have dinner with me, please?”

      I smile so broadly there’s no way I’ll be able to keep it out of my voice. “Yes, Bryson. I’ll have dinner with you.”

      “Tomorrow night?”

      My heart is racing. “Tomorrow works.”
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      Bryson

      

      What the absolute fuck am I doing? This is madness. I can’t believe I asked Lillian out. It flew out of my mouth. I would have said anything to avoid her going to Surrender.

      I’m not even sure why. I have no right whatsoever to tell her what to do. As she pointed out, she’s a grown adult. She doesn’t need me telling her she can’t join a club.

      Or fuck, maybe she does need someone telling her what to do. Maybe she needs a Daddy. I’m not a Daddy Dom. I’m a fucking sadist who strikes masochists with all manner of implements because they like it.

      I get an adrenaline rush from breaking people—not that I would ever do anything non-consensual. I practice risk-aware consensual kink. I negotiate with every single submissive before I play with them, including ones I’ve already scened with a dozen times.

      But Lillian… She’s so sweet and pure.

      Innocent is the word you’re looking for, asshole.

      If it hadn’t been for Camden and Simone introducing us, I doubt I ever would have looked twice in her direction.

      I sigh. That’s not true. I did a double-take the moment I met her. Something about her caught my eye. Even after she left the private room where I was observing Camden and Simone, I was still thinking of her. If I’d been the one doing the spanking, I would have had to bow out. My mind hadn’t been fully sharp. It kept straying to the adorable woman who’d trembled wide-eyed while she’d watched her sister.

      I’d known then that she was young. A thirty-five-year-old man has no business ogling a twenty-one-year-old woman. Plus, she’s not just young. She’s so fucking innocent. It’s written across her forehead.

      Fuck, maybe that’s what I’m attracted to. But it’s not my usual style. I never pay attention to vanilla women or those who hang out in the daycare at Surrender. I don’t have a damn thing in common with either of them.

      And yet…

      I pull up in front of her apartment building and park. I could have met her at the restaurant like I would have with just about any other woman on Earth for a first date. But no…

      For one thing, it’s not like we met two days ago and she should be nervous about giving me her address. But also, with Lillian, there’s no way I would want her out at night coming to meet me and then returning home alone.

      Hell, her sister, Simone, was attacked by a man in front of this very apartment building. Simone never returned after that night. She ended up moving in with Camden. Lillian moved to Seattle soon afterward and took over Simone’s lease.

      Even though the man who attacked Simone is behind bars, I still cringe every time I think about Lillian living here alone. Or anywhere alone.

      I climb down from my truck and head for the entrance to her building. At least it’s locked. After stepping into the entryway, I can go no farther without using the intercom system to have her buzz me up. But that’s not necessary because she’s standing on the other side of the doors, and when she sees me, she rushes forward.

      My God.

      Part of me had hoped my memory of her had been an illusion. But apparently not. She takes my breath away, the same as she did the first time I saw her.

      She’s smiling as she pushes through the inside doors and joins me in the entryway. “Hey.”

      I return her smile. “Hey back. You look lovely, Lils.” Lovely is an understatement, but it’s not like I should tell her she looks sexy as fuck and turn her around and drag her back upstairs so I can strip her naked.

      That’s not my style. And it’s certainly not her style.

      She’s wearing a dark pink dress. It has spaghetti straps, and it’s fitted around her chest, flaring out under her breasts. It’s short. Stylish. I don’t think she has a bra on, and that thought alone makes my mouth go dry. She is wearing silver sandals.

      She blushes. “Thank you. You look handsome.”

      I reach up to finger a lock of her long brown hair. She has curled it tonight, so ringlets hang all around her. I suspect it took her quite a while to style it that way.

      Her makeup is minimal. In fact, I think she’s only wearing mascara and lip gloss. I’d love to taste it and find out if it’s flavored. But that’s not going to happen. Absolutely not.

      I don’t know why I’m holding a lock of her hair in my fingers. I guess it’s the only way I could justify touching her. Hair doesn’t really count. This is a first date. It’s not like I can lean in and kiss her.

      I’m so out of my element. I don’t do this sort of thing. I only date women I’ve met at Surrender, and even that doesn’t happen often. Women I meet outside the club never catch my eye.

      She looks down at herself and then giggles. “Simone helped me pick this out. She has the most adorable clothes. I think we’re both in a permanently rebellious phase after living in Casa Lighton for our childhood.” She scrunches up her nose.

      I chuckle. “You dressed a specific way in your parents’ home?”

      She rolls her pretty brown eyes. “In the house. Out of the house. At the country club. Hell, if my mother had her way, we wouldn’t even spend time in our bedrooms without being dressed for the eventuality of entertaining a surprise guest.”

      “Yikes.” I cringe. “And this dress wouldn’t have been appropriate?”

      “God, no. Nothing about my appearance would please my mother. The dress is too short and babyish. She would gasp if she saw me in flat sandals. My hair isn’t professionally coifed. I have no foundation on. Just mascara. And…” She wiggles her fingers between us. “I haven’t seen my natural nails since I was about fourteen. It feels so good to have those ridiculous acrylics removed.”

      Wow. She really did escape a madhouse.

      I take the opportunity to reach out and clasp one of her hands in mine. “Well, I, for one, think you look fantastic this way. You should wear whatever makes you feel like yourself. Don’t ever do something to please another person again.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Ready?”

      When she nods, I lead her through the outer glass door onto the sidewalk. It’s late July and warm enough in the evenings to go without a jacket.

      I feel vanilla and out of my element as I hold Lillian’s hand and guide her to my truck. I don’t release it until I have the passenger door open.

      She giggles, a youthful sound I love. She does it often when we’re on the phone. “This is not going to be graceful,” she states, glancing between the seat and the ground. There’s a running board she can use to boost herself, but she’s petite. I’m six-two, and she’s almost a foot shorter than me.

      On instinct, I bend, lift her by the waist, and swing her into the truck.

      Lillian makes the cutest soft squeal as I set her on her bottom, and then she scrambles to ensure her dress is tucked under her. I sort of wish she’d leave it. The idea of her sitting directly on her panties makes my cock hard.

      She has a tiny silver purse that matches the sandals, and she removes the narrow strap from over her shoulder and sets it primly in her lap. I doubt it holds more than her lip gloss and her ID. Probably a credit card. Hopefully some cash, too. I don’t like the idea of her out without any money on her.

      And since when do I think of something like that? I’ve lost my last brain cell. I’m even more certain of that when I find myself pulling the seatbelt across her and buckling it.

      She’s grinning at me as I back out of the car, make sure all her limbs are inside, and shut the door.

      Fuck. Me.

      I think part of me thought if I saw her again, I would realize my imagination had gotten out of hand. But nope. She’s even better this time than I remember. In addition, another part of me thought I could flush her out of my system. Again, nope. That’s not going to happen.

      She has her fingers wrapped around her clutch when I slide into my seat. White-knuckling the small purse, she’s sitting rigid, spine straight. There’s still a smile on her face, but she’s nervous.

      Fuck, it’s not like me, but so am I.

      We already discussed what restaurant we’re going to go to. I learned she likes just about anything, and therefore, I’m the picky one. So, we’re heading to a steak restaurant.

      As I pull out of the parking lot, I glance at her. “Please tell me you’re not going to order a salad.”

      She giggles. “Of course I’m going to order a salad. It’s one of the sides that comes with the petite fillet.”

      I glance at her again, grinning. I can’t stop smiling. “Did you read the menu already?”

      “Yep. I always read the menu before I go out. It’s too stressful to sit down at dinner and not have a clue about what I’m going to order.”

      I smirk. “Is that a thing?”

      “Of course. It’s distracting. I want to be able to talk to you, not read four pages of menu options.”

      My face is going to hurt from all the grinning. “I don’t think I’ve ever thought about it. I glance down, find the T-bone, and I’m done.”

      She gasps dramatically. “What if you’re not in the mood for a steak? What if you want the chicken or the shrimp?”

      “That could happen to you. After all, just because you chose the fillet earlier doesn’t mean you’ll feel like steak when we arrive.”

      “That’s why I always have a backup plan.”

      I laugh. She’s so fucking delightful. “Tell me the backup plan.”

      “Well, runner-up is the shrimp scampi, but only if by the time we arrive, I realize we have zero chemistry and there’s no chance of you kissing me because the garlic would be overwhelming.”

      I laugh so hard that my body shakes. I want to tell her we already have so much fucking chemistry that I’m considering pulling over and kissing her on the side of the road. Instead, I say, “Yikes. I’m going to panic if you order the shrimp.”

      “Nope. Because we’ve already passed that possibility.”

      “Thank God,” I tease. “What’s the backup to the backup?”

      “Well, if my stomach is in knots, I would order something easy to chew. In this case, the vegetarian meal. They only had one on the menu.”

      “It is, after all, a steak restaurant.”

      She shrugs. “It’s good for them to have options in case someone in the party doesn’t eat meat.”

      I turn toward her when I stop at a light. “Or if the person isn’t vegetarian but their date makes them nervous.” I wink at her.

      “See? You get it.”

      I definitely don’t get it, but I’ve never been more entertained in my life. “What comes after vegetarian?”

      “In this case, the baked chicken with steamed vegetables.”

      I scrunch up my face. “You have a thing against your food having any flavor?”

      She giggles again, which was my intention. “No. I just like chicken.”

      “Tell me, sweet girl, under what conditions you would order the chicken. Should I be scared?”

      “No, silly. I would order the chicken if I wasn’t too nervous to chew and I thought there was a solid chance you would end up kissing me and as we walked through the restaurant to our table I thought the steaks on everyone’s plates looked icky.”

      “Icky?” I’ve never been on a better date, and we’re not even at the restaurant yet.
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      Lillian

      
      I was so worried when Bryson picked me up, but for some reason, he calms my nerves. I think it’s the fact that he keeps smiling at me. He turned toward me often during the drive. He held my hand on the way to the truck and then as we entered the restaurant. And now he’s sitting across from me, holding my gaze.

      He hasn’t glanced away. He’s the most attentive date I’ve ever been on.

      Granted, I haven’t been on many dates. On top of that, every date I’ve ever had was with someone either chosen by or approved by my mother. Guys don’t tend to want to go out with a girl again after enduring the vetting process at Casa Lighton.

      In any case, no guy I ever dated cared much about me. They were all either fulfilling a request from their own parents or seeing the dollar signs a connection with me would come with. It was maddening and frustrating, so I gave up on trying a long time ago.

      Bryson’s eyes are dancing as he reaches across the table to take my hand in his. He strokes my knuckles with his thumb as he asks, “So, what’s the verdict?”

      I giggle. I know he’s referring to my meal choice. “Definitely steak.”

      “Whew. That’s a relief. I didn’t like the other options.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with shrimp, chicken, or vegetarian meals,” I tell him.

      His eyes keep wrinkling when he smiles. “Not at all. But I don’t like the idea of you being so nervous you’re afraid you can’t chew. I would hate to think you thought the steaks here looked icky because that would mean my restaurant choice is horrible. And most importantly, it would crush me if you ruled out kissing me at the end of the night.”

      I giggle, which has happened several times since he picked me up. I need to stop it. Bryson isn’t interested in a silly girl. He’s fourteen years older than me. He’s not a Daddy Dom. If I don’t stop acting like a Little, he’s never going to want to see me again. And I already know I want to go out with him again.

      The problem is that I’ve been spending a lot of time with my sister, who’s Little. She’s living her best life. Until I arrived in Seattle, I had no experience with age play. I knew Simone was Little, but I hadn’t fully grasped what that entailed.

      The truth is I’m jealous of her lifestyle. Not in a mean way. More like in an enlightening way. She has the most incredible playroom. It’s pink and frilly and filled with all the things she and I never got to play with growing up.

      It’s not that we didn’t have toys. It’s that we rarely had the freedom to just be children and play. There were always music lessons and tennis practice. We went to etiquette school and learned Latin. Latin, of all things. We had to be dressed at the dinner table and sit properly even when there were no guests. If I never eat off another piece of fine china again, it will be too soon.

      Nevertheless, I sober, schooling my face and smoothing my skirt with my free hand, vowing to stop acting like a Little. I’m not impressing Bryson with that.

      Bryson narrows his eyes. “What happened?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “One second you were laughing; the next second your face fell as if you remembered it’s not appropriate to laugh.”

      I look down and shrug.

      “Lillian… Look at me.”

      Drawing in a deep breath, I lift my gaze.

      “Talk to me.”

      “It’s no big deal.” I shake off the weird mood I created and force a smile.

      “It is a big deal. It matters to me. Tell me what’s going through your sweet head.”

      I sigh. “I just figure you usually go out with older, more sophisticated women who don’t giggle. I’ll try to control myself.”

      He leans in closer, reaches across the table, and holds his other hand open.

      I slowly set my second hand in his, liking the way he squeezes both of my palms.

      “I’ve known you for a month. At any point, have I ever insinuated I didn’t want you to laugh?”

      “No,” I murmur.

      “Your giggle is one of my favorite parts about you. I love that you’re carefree even after twenty-one years under an oppressive roof. You make me feel alive. You’re refreshing. Do not change one thing about yourself, and promise me you’ll never again behave in a way you think you’re supposed to in order to please someone other than yourself.”

      I lick my lips.

      “Be yourself at all times. If things don’t work out between us, you want to be able to look back and know you were authentic. If you spend this dinner pretending to be someone you’re not, how long will you be able to keep that up? A lifetime?”

      I slowly smile, feeling mischievous. “So, you’re saying there’s a chance I might get both a kiss and a second date?” I’ve never been so bold before, but it’s easy with Bryson. He pulls it out of me.

      “Affirmative on both counts, but only if you promise to keep laughing.”

      I tip my head to the side. “What if you stop being funny?”

      He chuckles. “Sweet girl, I’m not the one who’s funny. You are.”

      “Are you saying I’m laughing at my own jokes?”

      His eyes dance again. “I think the reason you giggle is because you’re making up for twenty-one years of seriousness. I think it’s because you spend a lot of time at
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