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IMPORTANT NOTE



This book is an entry-level dark romance, yet it does contain several dark and possibly triggering scenes, ranging from a 33-year age gap, lesophobia from family members, pathological people pleasing, and panic attacks to very descriptive, kinky smut as a result of a consensual kink D/S relationship, which includes use of a strap-on, paddles, collar and leash.

Both FMCs are happily childless.

See the author’s website for the full list.


DEDICATION



For those who need to learn to take up space.


PLAYLIST



With every chapter beginning, you’ll find the name of the song I have associated with it. Not only associated, but also heard while writing it. It is the music that helped me transport the words from my heart onto the page.

Full Her Sins Series Playlist:

Spotify


AUTHOR’S NOTE



Dominance isn’t controlling power.

It is leadership, protection, and provision—allowing trust, growth, and, most of all, liberation for the submissive to become in a safe and nurturing environment.

The dominant is devoted to the submissive, which makes the submissive the one holding the real power.
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MIA
PLAYLIST: HIGH HOPE – JOSIE EDWARDS



“Last question for today,” I say to my class. “We talked about all the plants, their parts, and what they do, and why taking care of the environment is so important. Now, if you were a plant, how would you take care of yourself?”

“I’d drink aaaaaall the water there is,” shouts a girl and adds very seriously. “I’d be Hulk plant.”

“You can’t be Hulk, you’re a girl,” says one of the boys in a tone I do not allow.

“Tone, Timmy. Everyone can be Hulk,” I tell him. “Also, both of you, we like raised hands here,” I say and chuckle. I know they’re all ready for the weekend and can’t wait to get home. “But let’s think about it for a moment. What would happen to a plant if it gets too much water?”

“It drowns,” says another girl.

“Right,” I say. “So the right amount is important.”

“But I’m Hulk-Plant!” says the girl, defiantly. “Hulk can drink anything in any amount and do anything.”

I smile. I love my class so much. I’ve been teaching them for three years now—my first own class, and there’s nothing in the world I’d switch it for.

I release my class for the weekend, tidy up the classroom a bit, and then head to the staffroom. I have to prepare for next week, when I’ll take my class to my community gardening project for some hands-on experience. I also have to get the materials for the other lessons ready, or I won’t do it until Monday morning at the last minute. I might be a teacher now, but organising myself is like doing homework in the morning before class.

Unless I do it now. So, it’ll be a long day for me, not that I mind. I don’t have any other plans anyway. While others my age go out drinking and partying to forget their stressful corporate jobs or find ‘The One’, I like to stay home, reading books, knitting, and cuddling with my two cats. If not for my very outgoing roommate, I wouldn’t even know what's going on in the party scene of London.

I’m head deep into designing a worksheet for the kids next week, when a male voice rips through my mind.

“Still here?” asks Robert, a colleague of mine. He’s my age—I know because we studied together, and it was quite nice to have a familiar face when I started teaching here in Greenwich.

I lived almost my entire life on the other side of London, in Tottenham, while Robert has lived in Greenwich since birth. If I am not completely wrong, he still lives with his family because he takes care of his sick mother. If it comes to men, I never had any inclination to like them, but he is one of the nicer ones. Very engaged with his class, and well, he’s taking care of his sick mother.

“Could ask you the same,” I say, looking up. He sits down next to my laptop on the table.

“What are you preparing?” he asks as he looks at what I am doing.

“I have this community garden,” I say, “ You know, the one at Brockley Station. And we plan to visit there. I prepared a little rally for them with the other gardeners, so they can learn about growing different crops, beekeeping, and stuff like that.”

“What a great idea,” he says. “The kids need more nature.”

“Agreed,” I say. I want him to leave. I need to finish my preparations.

“Listen, Mia,” he says hesitantly, and stares at his hands. “How about we call it a day and grab some dinner somewhere?”

“I—um,” I stammer, because I don’t know what to say. I don’t want to have dinner with him; I've already got my meal prepped at home. I was also looking forward to finishing the third book in a fantasy series I started reading last year, and the last book just came out.

“No strings attached, of course,” he says quickly. “Just as, you know, colleagues, friends. Or we could just get a tea somewhere.”

I am a very nice person, something I am very proud of—most of the time. In moments like this, I genuinely hate myself, because I want to say no, but I can’t. It must’ve taken him so much courage to ask, who would I be to crush him with a no?

“Sure,” I say. “Tea sounds good. I already have plans for dinner with my roommate.” It’s not really a lie, but not the entire truth, so I can live with it.

He smiles broadly.

“Give me ten,” I add. “I have to finish this first.”

Ten minutes later, I find myself walking to a tavern, close to the school, with a wonderful view over the Thames. I have never been in there before, because I don’t go out.

The place is very British, stuffed with picture frames, old clocks, chandeliers, and a sprinkle of everything else. My eyes dart left and right, taking it all in. I feel overwhelmed by it.

We’re placed opposite each other on blue velvet chairs at a table with a view of the Thames.

The next table is very close by, occupied by an older, very eccentric-looking lady. She might be somewhere in her sixties. She has sunglasses on inside, wears a very expensive-looking, colourful, what I would best describe as a female suit. It is frankly not a costume. But then—what do I know about fashion? It is the last thing I am interested in. I knit my sweaters myself and wear the same pair of jeans every day. She is the complete opposite of me—With her short, white-blond hair, she looks something between royal and fashion designer.

Never in my life would I wear anything close to what the woman wears. I like not to draw attention to myself, and that lady screams for it. I’m amazed and repulsed at the same time, and when I sit down with my back to her, I am quite pleased.

Silence passes between Robert and me. I don’t know what to do, and he is fidgeting with his fingers. Apparently nervous. I am as uncomfortable as it can get and have to keep myself from shifting in my seat.

“So, how is your mother?” I ask Robert to start a conversation.

“Still the same,” he says. “Sadly. There is nothing the doctors can do anymore, so we’re making her as comfortable as possible. She’s happy I’m still there, I believe.”

“She must,” I say. The waiter comes, and we order tea. I am and always will be a green tea girl; he chose Earl Grey and a treacle tart.

I’d like one, too, but I hate to eat in public. I am certain that particular issue is my mother’s fault, who has been fussing about my, her own and everybody else's body since I can remember.

‘Do you really want to eat that? It’ll make you even fatter.’

‘Look at that woman there, if she eats one more tart, she’ll explode.’

‘God, I got so fat!’ —said by my mother, who has been a size zero since forever.

I am not. I’m a midsize, apparently inherited my father’s genes there, and I was always too much for her. Too much hips. Too much thighs. Face too round.

I love my mother, but eating has always been an issue for me, thanks to her. It got better since I live on the other side of London and she has her new husband to focus on, but her voice follows me everywhere in my head.

Tea comes, and we haven’t changed another word. It is as uncomfortable as it can get, and I take a way too hot sip from my tea to have something to do with my hands.

Robert eats his treacle tart. The noises he makes while chewing disgust me.

“Is it good?” I ask.

“Very,” he says with a full mouth and takes another bite of it. I sigh silently. I know why I never go out. He’s not even trying to make conversation.

“You come here often?” I try one last time.

“Not really, no. I usually am with my mother. But my sister is visiting this weekend, so I have some time on my hands.”

“Ah,” I say. “Must be nice to have some free time, mustn’t it?”

“I don’t have much else to do,” he says. “School and my mother are all I do, so I am not sure. Additionally, my sister is very annoying.”

I may not know anything about dating and going out, but this is worse than bad.

“Didn’t you organise those bicycle days back at university? What happened to those?” I ask.

“I’d rather spend my time with my mother,” he says before silence falls over us again.

He’s not asking me a single question, I tell myself as I realise I am the only reason we're having any conversation. I wonder how long he’ll go through with it if I don’t ask another question.

In fact, nothing happens. We sit there and stare outside, and I hasten to empty my tea.

“Well,” I say at some point, “I’ll have to leave soon, dinner plans.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot,” he says, and nothing happens. Somehow, I imagined this would go very differently. Like him calling the waiter, but he doesn’t. So I even do that.

We pay separately. I have expected nothing else and wouldn’t want anything different. Worst case, he’d invite me, and I had to return the favour and live through this again.

“Well, that was nice,” he says when we get up, and I almost swallow on my own spit. “We should repeat that.”

“Yeah,” I say awkwardly, knowing whatever happens, I’ll definitely not repeat that. Whatever excuse I have to find, I will, and if I have to tell him my cat ate my neighbour's fish.

He grabs his jacket and walks towards the door, leaving me standing there in absolute disbelief, with my bag in my hand, not even my coat on.

I am frozen for a moment as I stare after him.

“Dear,” I hear a voice behind me and spin around. The older woman—sliding down her sunglasses. She looks at me like I am something less, almost pitiful.

“I’m sorry, dear, I could not help but listen to the disaster that just went down. Unsolicited advice from a woman who lived a life probably double your age, find some self-worth and ditch that man.”

I am as speechless as I have ever been. Who does she think she is? Listening in to personal conversations and…and judging me with her eyes from head to toe.

How I dislike people who judge others without knowing them. It is exactly what my mother does.
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VICTORIA
PLAYLIST: YOU DON’T OWN ME – LESLEY GORE



Idaresay I have seen just about anything in men on this earth, but what I witnessed just now was the most pathetic of the lot.

Women these days have all the choices, all the possibilities, and yet they give their time away to these absolute losers.

I am so distracted by what happened at the table next to me that I have completely forgotten what I came here to do.

I cannot believe the man walked away before the woman even had her coat on. No manners and interest on his part, and no standards on hers.

When I look at her with her natural dark blonde hair in a messy bun, her jeans and a probably hand-knitted sweater, I am not surprised. I can smell the people-pleaser from here all the way to Wembley.

She looks at me with wide eyes and repulsion. Everyone I know calls me an insufferable meddler, a title I wear with pride. Meddling is my favourite business. I simply cannot help it.

“He—he’s not—“ she stammers. “Just a colleague.”

“Not for him,” I say. “He walked out here believing he had the date of his life.”

“Surely not,” she says defiantly—apparently completely clueless. “That wasn’t even a date⁠—“

“I’d bet my entire fortune on it, dearest,” I say as I get up and walk around my table, take the coat from her hands and hold it for her to get into.

I know I am impressive to the ordinary eye: tall, well-dressed, colourful, and confident—her reaction confirms as much. Her eyes widen for a moment, and she opens her mouth to say something, but no words come.

She gets into the coat. A wave of her scent trails into my nose, a soft, unobstrusive vanilla that calls for devotion and invisibility. A refreshing change to the people I usually deal with: the wealthy, the famous, the ones living by status and presence—overall, those who like to make a statement with their expression.

“That is what a man should do,” I tell her. “He should also ask you questions and pay, which is lower than the bare minimum.”

She turns to me and looks me in the eyes with her wide hazel doe eyes.

Oh, to be young and foolish.

She hurries away without another word, leaving her bag on the chair where she placed it to put on her coat.

“Miss,” I call after her, but she simply hurries outside without another glance back.

My eyes follow her outside. I grab her bag and sit down again to finish my Martini, waiting for her return. She surely must notice it at some point.

I focus back on my notepad in front of me. I came here for the silence after meeting a friend at the University of Greenwich about a film project some of her students are planning, but now my mind is distracted. Not because of the project; the project will be phenomenal because I will give the students a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

My mind is distracted by the woman who still hasn’t returned. I’d describe it as sloppy and careless, if not for suspecting that she might be too scared of returning—because of me.

“Can I bring you another?” asks the waiter, and I nod. Meanwhile, my phone rings.

“Yes,” I say when I answer the call, seeing it’s my assistant.

“The lilies are white instead of black,” she says. “I checked the order form, and we checked black, but delivery is white. I already tried to get them elsewhere, but not at that amount. What do you want me to do?”

I take a deep breath. My assistant is a sweet girl, extraordinarily good at organising and coordinating, but she is too lenient and understanding for the hardcore business.

“Tell him he either has 8000 black lilies at the venue before the bell chimes five, or he can close his business. Victoria Fitzroy says hello.”

My assistant sighs and hangs up. I empty my Martini, grab my notebook and the woman’s bag, pay with a generous tip, and leave.

My valet, Henry, awaits me, holding the door open.

In the car, I take a look at the bag. If I am not entirely mistaken, that bag is hand-knitted as well. I unpack it and find nothing except a folder and school materials.

Mia Phillips, I read off the folder. 3rd Year. Apparently, she is a primary school teacher. Fits the optics.

I take my phone.

“I need you to find someone for me,” I say when the ringing stops and Hailie, my woman for all things tracking, answers the call. “Her name is Mia Phillips, teaches 3rd year, somewhere in or around Greenwich. I need an address.”

A moment of silence follows.

“60 Hardy,” she says and hangs up. She was never one for many words, and her name is an alias, but I like the efficiency, at least in matters like this.

“You heard,” I say, and Henry sets the car in motion.

It takes us three minutes by car. I stare at the block of flats, its dull bricks offering no charm. Exactly what I imagined her to live in.

Henry opens the door, and I get out. As I walk up to the house, I know why I live in Belgravia. The dullness of life here would kill me.

I scan for her name. Interestingly enough, it is not the only one on it.

I ring.

Nothing happens.

I wait.

And then the buzzer goes off.

Not even an intercom.

I walk up two staircases of tedious boredom, the very same that the house is dipped in. When I reach the nasty orange flat door, I see a woman who isn’t the one the bag belongs to standing in the doorway. She also wears no trousers and a shirt with holes. I have landed in rat country.

“Oh my god,” gasps the woman. She apparently recognises me.

“Mia Phillips,” I say. “Is she there?”

“I—um,” the woman stammers and then shouts, “Miaaaaaa, are you home?”

Her voice resounds through the staircase like a never-ending canon blast.

“What’s up, Bella?” asks Mia from somewhere in the flat.

“Victoria Fitzroy,” says the woman named Bella as if she can’t believe her own words. “At our door.”

“Who?” asks Mia, and Bella groans.

Mia acts exactly as she looks. I have expected nothing else, and I can’t get fast enough out of this building.

The door opens wider, and Bella withdraws. Mia sees me, and horror appears on her face.

“You forgot something,” I say, holding out her bag. She stares at me as if I were a ghost.

“How did you find me here?” she finally brings over her lips.

“I am a resourceful person,” I say and chuckle. “I also make an effort, unlike most men.” That should be her lesson.

“I don’t need men to make an effort,” she says defiantly. “Nor do I have to impress them.”

“And why is that? Because you don’t feel worthy enough?” I know I can come across as harsh, but this is my personality, and I don’t make myself small to be likeable.

Mia's eyes harden.

“You may think less of me because I don’t live up to your standards,” she says, “But at least I’m not a wealthy, egocentric prick. Must be lonely there when you have nothing better to do than this.”

She turns and slams the door in my face.

I wait.

She opens it again and rips the bag from my hand.

“See,” I call after her as I turn and leave. “You have standards. You just don’t have them around men.”

She looks at me like a reproachful teenager who has been busted doing something forbidden. Tickling people where it hurts most is something I quite enjoy, especially in people who lead such basic lives. Not because I enjoy inflicting pain, I do, in other matters, but I like to uncover the truth of human nature.

If there is one thing I have learned over the many years of my life, it is that still waters run deep—they just need the right person to dive into their depths with.

“Alright, Henry,” I say when I’m back at the car. “Get me to the venue.”

Tomorrow’s event will be one the world has yet to see, though few know about it. But for those who know, it’ll be something they have never experienced before. I say that with the knowledge that my clients can buy whatever thrill and experience they want.

The events I create are one-of-a-kind. For the wealthy elites, those who are everybody to the world and wish to become nobody for a night of frivolous hedonism. Something a select group of people is willing to pay dearly for. In return, they expect not perfectionism, but a rush. And that rush, the exhilaration, is what I deliver.

The entire ride to the venue, my mind lingers with the woman I just met. I cannot distinguish what it exactly is about her, but my mind is occupied.

It is not only her last sentence, in which she verbally attacked me; she is right about everything she said, and I would rather enjoy my life that way. I feel a certain curiosity towards her.

She is clearly untroubled by men, so it leaves me wondering if she is a woman of different tastes, the same I am inclined to.
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MIA
PLAYLIST: PULSAR STAR – ANYA NAMI



Istare at the closed door and can’t believe what just happened. The audacity some people have!

I am not easily enraged, but right now, I am.

“What the hell, Mia!” says Bella. “How did Victoria Fitzroy end up with your bag? And what the bloody hell was that?”

I never wanted to live alone more than I do right now.

“Who is she?” I ask. “Never heard of her before.”

“She’s like royalty. Owner of The £1 Million Club.”

“The what?” I ask.

“It’s a secret club where the rich and famous meet and party. “No one knows anything, but everyone wants part of it, some say even Royals are members,” Bella says, and as I look more puzzled with every word she says,

“Come on, Mia.” The speculations are in the tabloid every month. She’s an institution. Her family is one of the wealthiest in Britain, and she is friends with all the people you know from magazines only.”

“My dear Bella,” I say, “We have been living here together for more than seven years now. When will you finally understand that I’ll open a tabloid the day someone holds a gun to my head and tells me to read it, or I die.”

Bella laughs, I don’t.

“You’re missing all the fun,” she says. “Damnit, I wish you had told her to come inside. That would be a great story. Tea with Victoria Fitzroy in a Greenwich two-bedroom flat. That would be a headline.”

I groan and get back to my room.

I snuggle back into my blanket, lift the clingy one of my cats on my lap and open a book. But I can’t focus on the words. My mind wanders off the entire time, and when I read the same passage the tenth time, I give up.

Who the hell does that woman believe she is?

How dare she?

Not knowing me and having an opinion.

I am rarely angry, but this woman causes my chest to be tight from it.

Telling me I don’t feel worthy enough, who is she?

Does she know me? No.

How I hate rich people!

It has been the same behaviour my mother had grown into after she left my father and married that rich arsehole. He has made her even worse. Money makes people the biggest arseholes. They crush souls, destroy our planet, believe they’re above everyone else and cross boundaries like this.

My fingernails dig painfully into my palm.

I have a stable job, I am a nice person, I help my neighbours, I teach children how to be kind and empathetic, for god’s sake, and that woman comes here and calls me things.

I should have said no to Robert.

That entire thing was what started it.

Robert.

Urgh.

Only then do I remember how all of that could happen. That man. Talks only about himself, asks me no questions, and then tells me he had a great time and that we should do it again.

That Victoria woman was right about that, tells a voice in my head to me.

“But that doesn’t mean everything else is right, too,” I say out loud, trying to shove my thoughts away.

Only my mind doesn’t let me.

If I were completely honest with myself, which I am not, I’d acknowledge she’s right. I don’t have much self-worth; my mother has taken care of that. If I had self-worth, I’d eat in front of other people. I would’ve said no to Robert. But I don’t. Because I am a kind person who thinks of others.

So, what if I have low self-worth?

What does it matter to her if I am okay with it? I have to live with myself, and I am doing just fine.

Everything was fine until that woman opened her mouth and came here. I have everything I need. Peace. Quiet. My cats. Books. There is not much else I need from life.

Of course, I sometimes dream of travelling and learning about other cultures, but I am not a materialist. I am also convinced that those who feel the need to show off how much money they have are the ones with the lowest self-worth of all.

I slap the book closed in annoyance. The sound it makes causes my cat to jump up from the snuggly spot on my lap, and she hides under my bed.

What happened today should be a reminder to me to never go out again, with anyone, ever. Not that I have done much of that before. Here is just another reason.

There was a time when I wanted to, but didn’t have the people to make it happen. Now, I don’t care anymore. I don’t want anything to ever disrupt my peace.

At that moment, my phone rings. I groan as I look at the display. My mother. That woman can sniff me thinking about her.

“Yes,” I say when I answer the phone.

“Are you okay?” my mother asks.

“Yeah, sure, why wouldn’t I?”

“You didn’t call today,” she says.

“Yeah, sorry, I was…um…I had a lot of work to do, preparations for next week.”

“You work too much,” says my mother. “You need to find a man, love, or all the good ones will be taken by the girls out of your league.”

“Mom!” I say, fuming inside within the matter of a second, anger boiling in me.

“It’s true, those girls know how to lock in a man, you should⁠—“

“Mom, seriously, stop it!” I shout and jump up. “I don’t want a bloody man, and I⁠—“

“You what? Those cats of yours won’t take care of you when you’re older. You need children.“

I scoff. Good to know why you had me, I think to myself. I don’t want children. I have my kids at school, and that’s fine. I want my peace at home.

“How’s Rick doing?” I ask to get away from the topic.

“Wonderful,” she says. “He’ll be back on Wednesday, and we’ll fly to Dubai then.”

“Dubai,” I say.

“Yes, he’ll take me for some shopping there. I can’t wait.”

“Great,” I say without meaning it. A knock on my door. “Have fun then. I gotta go, Bella is waiting for me.”

“Oh, tell Bella how I miss seeing her; she should come around more often. She has to tell me how it ended with that Lord she was dating.”

I close my eyes for a moment and breathe out. My lovely mother.

“I need your help,” says Bella through the door.

Everyone wants something from me. So much about nothing disrupting my peace. I heave my body off the bed and stick my head out of the door.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Zip me up, will you?” she asks and turns around. She wears a dark red dress that could not be any shorter. I can almost see her arse.

Bella is the complete opposite of me. Her rich mother lives somewhere in the States now and sends her money every month, while my mother married into money and gives me nothing. Not that I want it, I wouldn’t, but Bella simply uses her parents. I admire it. I’d like to have the guts to do so, too.

Bella’s father has a company and doesn’t give a crap about her, just like mine; it’s one of the few things we have in common. I don’t even know where he is or what he’s doing. After my mother left him, he just vanished. And Bella’s dad, he’s so superficial that I am certain someone will slip on his slickness one day.

“Did you talk to your mother?” Bella asks.

“Yeah,” I say. “The typical.”

“Meh,” says Bella. “Oh, and don’t mind the chaos in the bathroom, I’ll clean that—maybe tomorrow.”

I laugh because I know it will, in fact, not get cleaned unless I do it. I sigh.

I am clean and like things to be structured. Bella is an unbearable slob. Messy. Unorganised. Chaos impersonated—we couldn’t be any more different. She is outgoing, parties every week, and jumps into bed with almost everyone. I don’t mind, while I do mind. I want her to have fun, but I especially mind when I am lying awake in bed, listening to ‘Naughty Wall Bangers 1 to 3’ in one night.

But I deal with it because Bella’s parents own this flat. And rent is very, very low. The only reason I still live here. Well, and Bella can be a very nice person unless not drunk. I learned to love her more than I sometimes admit.

“What are you up to?” I ask her. I always ask, just in case she gets lost—something that has happened more times than I’d like. I have known Bella since university, and it has always been a love-hate friendship between us. I helped her earn her degree, and she helped me stop being the loneliest loner in the entire world.

“Remember that guy from last week?” she asks.

“Which one?” I ask sardonically.

She laughs.

“The one that stayed for breakfast.”

“Oh, that one,” I say with a groan, “Vividly.” Because when I came into the kitchen to make myself breakfast, I ran into an undressed, very, um, broad guy, whom Bella had forgotten to tell that she lives with a roommate.

I don’t like dressed men, least of all do I have to see them naked.

“He’s throwing a party,” she says. “I’ll text you my location when I’m there.”

“Yep,” I tell her. “Anything else? Otherwise, I’d go back to reading.”

“You could join me,” she says. I only cock an eyebrow.

“Alright, alright,” she says, adding, “One day, I’ll make you leave your room and go out with me.”

“That day will never come,” I say and go to the kitchen, now that I am up anyway, and make myself a tea.

Bella gets herself ready, leaves, and returns three times because of all the things she has forgotten. Once for the key, and I have to open the door for her. Once for the phone, and once for the jacket.

In that department, we are twin sisters. I run back at least twice whenever I leave the house. I don’t know how other people do it, but I’d lose my head if it weren’t attached to my body, which is also the reason why I forgot that damn bag earlier.

When Bella is finally out of the house, I take my tea, get my blanket and place myself on the living room sofa. I actually enjoy Bella being gone so often, because it means I have the flat to myself.

It is dark outside when I hear my phone vibrate in my room. I have no clue how much time passed, and when I get up to get it, I see it’s already after midnight.

Seven messages from Bella, she must be drunk to the point of unconsciousness because I cannot grasp what she's trying to tell me.

I sigh and press her name to call her.

When she answers the call, an ear-splitting noise cuts through my brain. Apparently, she's in some club with very loud music.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” I ask, shouting into the phone. “Can’t understand a thing from your messages.”

A maniacal laughter.

“Youu shoullld coome,” she slurs into the phone. “Telllng youh the’ss this guy.”

I don’t even listen to the rest.

“Listen, Bells, grab a cab and come home. Bring him by all means, but no more alcohol, okay?”

I can already see myself holding her hair over the loo if she makes it home. If.

Bella hangs up.

I sigh as I go back to reading.

“She’s not my responsibility,” I tell myself. Only something in my gut nags me.

I glance at my phone and pick it up again, attempting to decipher the messages. I am used to deciphering children’s writing about the strangest things and words, but whatever Bella wanted to tell me, I don’t get it.

I glance at the time. It’s way after midnight.

“No, you go to bed,” I tell myself and leave for the bathroom. While I brush my teeth, images invade my mind, mostly starring Bella dying from choking on her own vomit. It almost happened once, something I do not wish to repeat. I couldn’t live with myself if anything happens to her, while I knew she was wasted. Maybe she meant that ‘you should come’ because she needed help?

I grab my phone and call her again, but she’s not answering, so I write her a message.

Coming to get you




I check the location she has sent me before; it’s a private address, as far as I can see from the maps, over an hour from here, Belgrave Road. I don’t have a car, don’t need one, don’t have a license, and I’m also a huge fan of public transport.

Not right now, though, so I call a Bolt and groan. Because that’s just the thing I like to do on my peaceful Friday night.

I try calling her again.

Nothing. So I grab my coat and put on my shoes.

When I finally reach the address forty minutes later, I can hear the music all the way outside. I walk between the very expensive-looking white houses, and ring the bell on one of the white Georgian ones, where the location shows Bella. I’m not sure if anyone might hear it anyway.

I am amazed by the neighbours' endurance. If my neighbours threw a party like that at that hour, I’d call an officer.

I wait. Nothing happens.

I bang on the door, ring the bell again, try calling Bella again, but nothing.

“Good luck with that,” calls a neighbour, an older man, maybe in his late sixties, sticking his head out of the window.

“Why is that, Sir?” I ask.

“We tried that thrice already, the noise officer came, but nobody opened, it’s the third time this month.”

“A friend of mine is in there,” I say. “I need to get her out.”

“Is she in danger?” asks the man

“She was very, very drunk.”

“Sounds something the police should take care of,” he says, and I understand where he’s going. I also know Bella will kill me if I involve the police.

I ring the bell like fifteen times again.

I wait.

Nothing happens.

I sigh again as I unlock my phone and call the non-emergency line.

I explain about the loud music, and that no one opens, that my friend is so drunk she can’t even text or speak, and that was an hour ago.

I am told they’re sending someone.

I wait. The neighbour asks me if I want a tea or a cookie, which is actually sweet, but I say no thanks.

Two officers arrive, and I am already questioning my choices. My heart beats faster, my chest clenched. My life doesn’t involve calling the police or being out that late. Either Bella will kill me, or the police will tell me I’m an idiot.

What am I even doing here? I should have stayed in my damn bed. What a messed-up day!

I explain the situation and even show the officers the messages, which the neighbour underlines with the report of the noise that has been going on for eight hours straight.

They knock on the door and shout to open it—nothing happens, of course. No one will hear the banging through that noise. One of the officers goes through the neighbour's house to check out the backyard, but comes back because all the curtains are closed.

“We’ll open the door,” says one of the officers, and gets a battering ram from the car they came in.

The door flies open with an earsplitting sound, and the moment it’s open, the music gets unfiltered into the night. My eardrums feel like they’re about to burst. How can anyone exist in that house?

The police officers get inside, and I peek in after them while holding my ears shut. I was told to stay behind, so I do, but somehow, I get a feeling.

And then, the music silences.

“Alive, but weak pulse,” calls one of the officers. Suddenly, I freeze. I can’t tell what makes me do it. I’d never obey a direct order from a police officer, but I need to know if Bella’s alright—so I storm in.

She’s lying on the floor, one of the officers is putting her in a recovery position, next to her, a naked guy, passed out, his face looks pale, and somehow he has red, almost purple, blotchy patches all over his body. My hands fly to my mouth.

The house is a mess; it looks like there has been a party with many people. Drugs, probably lines of cocaine, are on the table.

What the hell, Bells.

I mean, I know she’s a party girl, but drugs?

Horror rushes through my chest.

“Is she alive?” I ask with a weak voice.

“She has a pulse,” says the officer, “Ambulance is on the way, please stay outside, Ma’am.”

I am shoved outside by the other officer.

As I find myself on the street outside again, my brain gets fuzzy.

I sit down on the two stairs leading to the house next door to the left. Time seems to be passing because before I can think straight, blue light dips the street into a chaotic light show.

People are fussing around.

More ambulances arrive.

They’re bringing several people out; I didn’t even see them when I was in there. I only saw Bella.

Oh god. What if she dies?

Goosebumps spread over my arms, and I dig my face into my hands. I’m not made for things like this. There is a reason I became a teacher. It’s mostly uneventful.

I’m close to panicking the moment a kid has a nosebleed or falls. But this here—I can’t.

I don’t know what to do.

I can’t think straight.

My hands tremble slightly.

A hand on my back.

It’s one of the officers.

“Your friend is on the way to the A&E,” she says. “Can you tell me what you know about what happened here?”

I retell everything as it happened with a shaky voice. I tell her I’m a teacher and have been living with Bella for many years now, and never ever heard or seen her take any drugs.

She asks me if I have heard of the man before, whose house this is, Alan Wincester, but I haven’t heard a name.

“Maybe if I see him,” I say. I don’t want to tell them about Bella’s various activities regarding men, but I’m also really bad at remembering names. Worst possible thing to have as a teacher.

“One of the people we found has been pronounced dead by the paramedics. If you feel up to it, could you help us identify him?”

Horror strikes through me.

So the man on the floor is dead.

Dead.

I have never seen a dead person before.

I can’t go back in there.

“I—I don’t know if I can,” I stutter and shake my head heavily, “I’m not made for this. I⁠—”

I zone out. Somehow, I can’t be here. I need to get away.

“I—I’m sorry, but I can’t—I need to leave⁠—“

And I jump up and walk away.

I walk.

And walk.

And walk.

Mindlessly.

Through a part of the city I don’t know well.

I don’t care.

What if Bella dies, too?

What if she’s being charged for the drug thing?

What the hell even happened?

Screeching tyres.

I realise my surroundings again. A car is an inch away from my legs. So close. My fingers glide subconsciously over the hood with an ornament on it. The Spirit of Ecstasy. I don’t know how I, who has no clue about cars, know that and why I even think of it, but I do.

I glance at the driver of the Rolls-Royce, he stares at me, and only when I see his wide eyes do I realise how close this must’ve been.

I need to get back home. What the hell am I doing here?

I turn.

I need to find the station.

Get back home.

But Bella⁠—

I should be where Bella is.

But where did they take her?

I’m such an idiot for not asking.

I—

Chaos in my mind and body.

I can’t deal with any of it.

My breathing gets erratic.

Suddenly, a voice behind me, a voice that causes my body to freeze.

“Miss Phillips.”
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VICTORIA
PLAYLIST: SCARBOROUGH FAIR / CANTICLE – SIMON & GARFUNKEL



Icannot believe my eyes when I recognise the woman who stumbled in front of my car. She is in visual distress, her eyes wide and her chest heaving up and down as if she doesn’t get enough air. Of all the things I have expected this night, stumbling upon her here in Belgravia, I could not have anticipated.

“Are you alright?” I ask her. She keeps staring at me without a word, white in the face, gasping for air, presumably close to fainting.

“Did something happen to you?” I ask, putting my hand on her arm.

Her eyes snap down, as if she could not believe the touch. Her eyes find mine again, almost pleading, and I cannot stop the sensation that briefly stirs through my core. I have always had a thing for pleading eyes, but this is not the situation for anything of the sort.

“My roommate,” she says, “I need—I—“ she glances around, almost disoriented.

“What is with her?” I ask.

Tears flood her eyes.

Oh dear.

I love a crying woman, but I prefer to make them do so out of pleasure, not out of distress.

“Come here,” I tell her, and guide her towards my car with my hand on her back. We are close to home after a very long day with the impending event, but I cannot leave her in this state.

Henry holds the door open for us, and I kindly push her inside. The moment she sits in her seat, her hands start fiddling. When I am seated, and Henry has closed the door, I grasp her hands.

“Tell me what happened,” I say. I cannot act unless I know what has her all wound up.

“Bella—she—I came to get her because she was so drunk, and—and—she was unconscious, the police, hospital, a man dead—I saw a dead man—“ Words stumble out of her mouth.

It is only then that I see how fragile she is. Not in a bad way, just unfiltered, unprotected, raw. Something so appealing to me that her hands in mine cause a prickling sensation to appear in my chest. It should not. I’d be her ruin.

“Do you know what hospital she was brought to?” I ask, and she shakes her head as more tears stream down her face.

“That’s alright, dearest, nothing we cannot find out,” I tell her.

“I—I think I need to go home,” she stammers.

“Henry, if you may get us to Miss Phillips’ home.”

“No,” she says and removes her hands from mine to reach for the door, “Please don’t—I can get home alone, I don’t want to trouble you⁠—”

My hand wanders onto her thigh to stop her from leaving. She has beautiful thighs, something to grab and hold on to. As I have been on the thin side of the body spectrum my entire life, no matter what I eat, I have always enjoyed women with something to hold onto. I like women of all shapes and sizes, but my preference lies with those who have a soft belly, thick thighs and a wiggly ass.

“It is not an inconvenience,” I tell her off, “If so, I would have called you a cab.”

“But—“ Her eyes wander to my hand.

“No but,” I say. “Lean back and take the offer.”

She does as told, unwillingly, from the way she crouches into the seat, and I remove my hand.

“Who taught you you’re an inconvenience? Mother or Father?”

“No-nobody,” she stammers.

“So your mother didn’t make you believe you have to be small and not bother others?”

She gets even smaller, if possible, confirming my theory.

“You’re allowed to take up space, dear,” I tell her, and when she doesn’t react, I decide on a different approach.

I reach for the minibar and get out a glass.

“How about a drink?” I ask. “A little pick-me-up, I have champagne, an excellent whiskey and a gin I brought from⁠—“

“I don’t drink alcohol,” she interrupts me. “Never have.”

“Not even tried it?” I ask because I have never met a person, especially at her age, who doesn’t drink alcohol.

“No,” she says carefully as if she awaits reprimand, “I think it’s toxic. I also like to be aware of my senses.” Her gaze wanders outside the window with her last words.

I open my mouth to say something, when she says, “Please don’t hold back with your judgment. I know I am the most boring person on the planet, but I like it.”

“I don’t believe you to be boring,” I say. “On the contrary.” Her eyes flash at me. I am quite intrigued by women who cannot give up control; they’re quite interesting to me.

“As if,” she says. “I saw how you looked at me, heard your words. My knitted bag and I. I mean, look at you, the car, how you dress, everything—I’m a boring nightmare to you, Bella said⁠—”

Her voice breaks.

More tears come; she wipes them angrily away and stares outside, but more run down her cheeks.

I take the white pocket square from my suit and give it to her; it is the only suitable I have.

She takes it grudgingly.

Meanwhile, I pull out my phone and call Hailie.

“It’s me,” I say when she answers. “I excuse the late-night call, but it is an emergency. I need to find a woman who has been taken to the A&E. I need to know where.” I watch Mia as I call, and she stares at me as if I am a ghost.

“The name?” I ask Mia.

“Bella—Isabella Thorne,” she says, and I repeat the name. I wait. It takes a little longer than I expected.

“St Thomas,” says Hailie, and hangs up.

“Your friend is at St Thomas,” I say casually. “Would you like us to bring you there?”

“I—yes—no—how—how?” she asks with a half-open mouth.

“Connections and money bring you far in life,” I say.

She scoffs derogatorily.

“You are of a different opinion,” I say and chuckle.

“I am,” she says. “Everyone is so obsessed with getting somewhere in life, being something better, showing off what they have and how great they are, and yet, they’re empty inside,” she says, and her tone gets angrier. “A shell performing for others, pushing themselves to new levels, always on the search for the next thrill, the next big thing, always more, but is that what life is for?”

My chest rumbles from her words. I spent my entire life around exactly those people; I’d call myself one of them, although I am very content with where I am. Yet, I always push for the ‘next big thing,’ as she calls it.

“I’d describe my life as rich and colourful,” I say. “There might be a middle ground.”

“Is there?” she asks, with a harsher voice. It is telling me the topic is emotionally loaded. It has been a while since someone has challenged my thoughts, and I quite enjoy it.

“What makes you believe there isn’t?”

She pulls her phone out of her pocket and reads to me. “Victoria Grace Fitzroy, born December 24th, 1966, owner of The £1 Million Club—a private club that reminds one of the old days with its country club flair, yet is something entirely new. Made for the elites, it requests a commitment: A yearly investment of £1 Million for delivering experiences beyond the senses and the soul in exclusive nights of frivolity and hedonism.”

It’s an article in a business magazine, one that brought in several clients—I know it by heart.

Mia continues.

“When asked about what drives her, Victoria says she does not believe in love, but the chemical reaction that the right circumstances can deliver. ‘I see myself as an alchemist of modern desire,’ she tells me with a knowing smile during our interview.” Mia glances at me. “Don’t you see? You are an entertainer, becoming something for those who give you their money. In other words, a role. A shell. A stage puppet.”

There is so much fierceness in her voice that I can tell there is an entirely different person in her than she lets on. She is playing a role herself.

“And what makes me different from the role you play?” I ask her and smile daringly. “You are hiding behind your shy wallflowerism like it is something valuable, the only right thing, and here you are, fierce, engaging, with values and opinions. If you’d only dared to show the real you.”

Her shoulders roll back, and her eyes harden dangerously.

“Stop the car,” she says, and when Henry doesn’t react, she shouts. “Stop the car right now!”

Henry looks at me through the rear mirror, and I nod, so he stops, and Mia jumps out. I lean over to the other side and get one last glance at her. She is tense and angry.

“You cannot run from yourself, Miss Phillips,” I say, and she slams the door shut, only to knock at Henry’s window. Henry lets it down.

“Thank you for driving me,” she says and then leaves.

Even in anger, she is too polite to just walk away—a deep chuckle escapes my throat.

Henry drives me back to my house. The entire time, my mind lingers with Mia and her words, and I cannot help but wonder what else she hides behind the mask she created.

In parts, she was right. My events are, to a certain degree, performances—the exterior is. But what happens with the participants cannot be grasped by anyone who hasn’t experienced it. It is about finding the true self and experiencing oneself.

And I cannot help but wonder what Mia Phillips' true self looks like. I am certain there is more, and I already know I will be unable to resist the desire to uncover it, so I call Hailie for the third time.

“Mia Phillips, I need to know everything you can find on her. Give me a full profile as we do for vetting members. Everything social, what she likes and dislikes, friends, family, connections, past relationships. Search History if you can get it.”
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MIA
PLAYLIST: GOOD GIRLS (ACOUSTIC) – JOSIE EDWARDS



Iam absolutely seething inside. Something that doesn’t happen often, at least not since I left home to live on my own. Who does she think she is? My mother? I don’t even know her; she doesn’t know me. How dare she!

The only good thing to come of it is that my mind is working again. The anger is somehow washing out the fear and horrors of the night.

Also, the cold night air clears my head. I’m not that far from my home, and a walk might help to shake off the sensations in my body.

Being called a wallflower has triggered something in me. Back in school, when all the other girls had boyfriends, everyone called me an invisible wallflower with no personality.

I shudder. Thinking back to my time in school is something I try to avoid. My mother brooded over me with her expectations, the other pupils disliking me, and my teachers finding me very much annoying—it was a horrible time, one I want to forget. I became a teacher for a reason, so none of this happens to a pupil under my watch. And this woman dares to bring it all back up.

I am not a wallflower. Just because everyone left and right throws themselves at men doesn’t mean I am something less. I never felt any desire towards men, not even a bit of curiosity. I had a crush on several women, but my mother made it quite clear that it was something unnatural and told me it was just a phase.

It was never a phase. But now I am twenty-seven and have absolutely no clue how to get to know any women. I met one, once, a couple of months ago. But when she heard I had no experience, I never heard from her again. My first and definitely last ghosting experience. I’m happy with my cats, my books, and the peace in my life.

The peace that was disrupted by a stupid rich lady. And Bella.

“Bella,” I gasp out. I should go to the hospital.

I am still flabbergasted by the fact that Victoria Fitzroy managed to find out where Bella had been taken within the matter of five minutes. Private data of someone admitted to a hospital. One call. In the middle of the night.

I shrug my shoulders and roll them back, just thinking of all the violations that act caused. There is something fundamentally wrong with rich people.

“Okay, what am I doing?” I ask myself.

Back home. I need to get back home to think it through and decide what to do.

It takes me twenty minutes to walk home. When I close the door behind me and lean against it, all the stress floods from my body. I sink to the floor, and my female cat immediately comes to climb onto me. She’s so clingy that I could carry her around in a baby carrier all day, and she would be the happiest cat on the planet.

I stroke over her soft fur, she purrs, and for this sweet moment, the world is alright again.

I should call Bella’s parents. Or the hospital will. Or the police. I could just keep sitting here. Maybe I will. Just for a couple more minutes.

Horribly bright sunlight burns my eyes when I wake up, lying on the floor in front of the door, still in my coat with my female cat curled up to my chest.

My head hurts as much as my body when I heave myself from the floor. Maybe it has all been a very bad dream⁠—

But when I look at my phone, I know it’s not.

Thirteen missed calls from Bella’s dad. My heart pounds in my chest the moment I see it, and I am wide awake. I sit down on the sofa before I dial him, and my cat immediately follows me and jumps onto my lap.

“Mia,” he says without a hello, “Are you okay?”

“Yes, of course, Bella, is she—?“ I ask, but he interrupts me.

“She’s alright,” he says. “We got a house call, please tell me what happened, the Police said drugs?”

“I don’t really know,” I say. I don’t want to get her into more trouble. Their relationship is a love-hate one that got tainted over the years. “She went out, she sent me messages, I called her, she was drunk, and well, I went to get her, she always sends me her location after she got lost that one night, and the Police came in the end and opened the house⁠—“

A cold shudder runs down my back as I recall the happenings of the night. The dead man.

“Is Bella really okay?” I ask.

“She is, will be. They suspect the drugs were mixed with toxins.”

“Oh blimey,” I say. “Are you with her right now? Can I come see her?”

“She’s asleep right now, but I’ll let you know the moment she’s awake. We’re at St Thomas. Her mother is flying in from the States.”

“Thank you,” I say, and we hung up.

Bella will freak out when she hears her mother is coming. One of the few things Bella and I have in common—and the thing we initially bonded over—is what we have endured, and still have to endure, from our mothers. Yet, they’re our mothers. And we love them, even if they make us miserable with their unreachable standards, expectations beyond the moon, and the voice of criticism in our minds. The one I quieten with books and isolation, and Bella with alcohol and men.

I sit for another moment on the sofa before I take my cat and put away my coat and shoes. She loves to be carried around all day, and if I were a really good cat mum, I really would’ve gotten a baby carrier or scarf and carried her around all day. But that would go too far, also, what would people say if anyone ever found out?

So, I go to the bathroom with her on my arm and brush my teeth. Suddenly, the doorbell rings.

Of course, it has to be at this moment, but I am waiting for an urgent delivery of cat food because I forgot to order it on time, so I hurry to the door and press the buzzer, cat on my arm, toothbrush in my mouth.

Horror strikes me when I see the driver of Victoria Fitzroy coming up the stairs. I stare at him as he fights off a laugh. If there was a hole of embarrassment to crawl and hide in, I’d take one right now. What is even doing here?

“Sorry,” I say, mumbling and sucking in toothpaste with saliva to keep from drooling, “Expected the mailman.”

He chuckles. “I have a delivery for you,” he says, holding out a gift box roughly the size of a larger laptop, with an envelope on top.

“Hang on,” I mumble, drop my cat to the ground, which she comments on with a bad hiss and an accusing meow, run to the bathroom, spit out the toothpaste, rinse my mouth, and hurry back to the door, drying my mouth unceremoniously with my pullover.

The driver stands there waiting in the same position as I left him.

“Here,” he says.

“No,” I say. “Whatever it is, I don’t want it.”

“You will,” he says and urges me to take it. “Throw it away if you don’t want it after looking at it, but I will not leave without you taking it.”

I sigh as I take it. In the end, he’s just a man who needs to fulfil orders. The rose-coloured cardboard with its soft finish beneath my fingers feels expensive.

“Good day to you, Miss Phillips,” he says as he leaves. I stare after him, and only when the echo of the entrance door falling into its hinges trails loudly into my ears am I able to think again. I dash to the kitchen, only to see the Rolls-Royce driving off.

I groan and turn as I can already hear the neighbours talking, and if there is anything I hate, it’s publicity and being the centre of attention.

As I walk out of the kitchen, I realise I forgot to close the door. One day, I will lose my head.

Suddenly, I hear meowing on the staircase.

“Of course,” I groan out loud as I run barefoot after my cat.

"Blimey, Pebbles," I say when I finally get her. "Sometimes, you're a real pain in the arse.” She screams at me in protest as I grab her under the belly and carry her back up, only to see that the door has fallen closed. And I, the idiot, have of course no key on me.

I stare at the closed door, cat in my left arm, mysterious package in my right, barefoot on cold tiles, after everything that had happened in the past 24 hours, and I just scream.

The neighbour on our floor comes out of her door.

She's a sweet old lady, nosy, but sweet. "Everything alright, dearest?" she asks.

And I start crying.

"Oh dear," she says and comes to pat my back.

"I locked myself out," I say between sobs. "Bella is in the hospital. Everything's a mess."

"You come with me," she says. "We'll have some tea.”

I don’t want tea with my neighbour. I have a cat on my arm. No shoes. But then she might be lonely and happy for some company—I can at least make something good of the situation. So, I follow her into her flat.

The smell trailing up my nose—I can’t tell what it is, but it is a distinct smell all the elderly have in their homes. I dislike it. I dislike any strong smells, which is also why I can’t stand that Victoria woman. Her perfume is so overwhelmingly prepossessing it gives me a headache. Her entire personality is too much.

I can already feel the anger stir in me again just thinking of her. I glance at the gift box and scoff.

“Everything alright, dearest?” asks the old lady.

“No—yes,” I say, “I just thought of something. I got this box as a gift from someone I do not like.”

“Oh, a suitor,” she says as she points me to a chair in her kitchen. I sit down, place the box on the table, and hold on to Pebbles.

“Something like that,” I answer hesitantly. I don’t know what that Victoria woman even wants with me.

“I always believed you and Isabella to be more than we all knew,” she says.

“Oh,” I say defensively, “No, no. We’re not—we’re just⁠—“

“No worries, child,” she says, setting a teacup in front of me. “When I was young, I could not tell anyone, even married a man for cover. You young ladies have all the options, go for it.”

My cheeks flush. What am I doing here? Discussing things like this with my neighbour, but my mouth won’t shut up.

“So, you never followed your heart?” I ask.

“On the contrary, love. Many, many times. My husband, you see, was gay. By marrying, we entered freedom.”

“Oh,” I say. “That’s fortunate.” I shift slightly in my chair. I don’t like to talk about romance or intimacy.

“Why don’t you open the mysterious box?” she asks.

“Because I intend to throw it away,” I say. “I don’t want any gifts, let alone from—um—her.”

“The lady with the Rolls-Royce,” she says, and I need a black hole to vanish in, right now.

“Don’t you worry,” she says and grasps my arm. “Who knows what will come of it?”

“I don’t want anything to come off it,” I say, take a sip of tea and add, “Mess is what’s coming off it, disruption, chaos.” Words just fall out of my mouth. Why am I like this? Divulging all my secrets to a stranger.

“I am eighty-seven, darling, allow me to tell you, the one thing I have learned in life. The most beautiful mornings are the ones after a heavy storm.”

I rub over my eyes with my free hand, and the other one keeps Pebbles on my lap. She sits there very interested in exploring the new territory with her eyes, and only waits for the millisecond I am distracted enough for her to launch off.

“Why don’t I open it?” says the old lady cheerfully.

“Sure,” I say.

She grabs her glasses from her head, slips them on, and slides open the box, revealing a book lying on satin.

“The Gifts of Imperfection,” she reads aloud. “Brené Brown. Oh, and it’s signed by the author with a personal note,” she says and holds it for me to read.

I grab the book, Pebbles takes her chance, and gone she is, but I don’t care right now.

Dear Victoria, thank you for our friendship. With love, Brené. I read it in my mind and stare blankly at the words. Of all the books she could have gifted me, it had to be this. A book by the woman I admire, the only book of hers I have yet to read.

My eyes wander to the envelope, and I reach for it hesitantly.

I pull out the card with a very playful, cursive handwriting, written in ink.

An ordinary life does not equal insignificance.

— Victoria

PS. Borrowed, not gifted.

Such well-chosen words. A smile hushes over my face. How considerate. This is not a gift to throw at me for the sake of giving; it's to give me something I can actually enjoy.

Does it frighten me a bit how much she knows or suspects about me? Absolutely. But she gave me a book I dearly wanted to read, and she entrusted me with the version from her personal collection.

“Not so bad, huh?” says the old lady, and rips me from my thoughts. I have completely forgotten where I am.

“Very considerate,” I say carefully, and the old lady smiles as she turns to fumble something in a drawer. Meanwhile, I turn the card, only to find a phone number written on it.

I don’t know what to make of it.

My mind is a mess.

A real mess.

Where is she getting at?

“Here, dearest,” says my neighbour and closes the drawer. “Key to your flat, Isabella gave it to me months ago after she locked herself out the third time in a week.”

I gape at her with wide eyes.

“You could’ve told me that before,” I say, “Would have calmed me down a bit.”

“I could,” she says, “But you wouldn’t have joined me for tea then.”

I don’t know if I am happy, sad or relieved, probably all three. I take the key.

“Well, now I have to find my cat,” I say.

Pebbles isn’t hard to find. She sits on an old armchair in the living room and presses her nose against an aquarium.

I grab her, she hisses, and we’re back to normal. I take my package, the letter, and the old lady opens the door for me.

“Just knock and ask,” I say, “Whenever you’d like to have some tea.”

“Oh, I’d love to,” she says cheerfully. “I have to know how your story ends.”

I laugh. “We’ll see to that. I don’t think there even is a story.”

I am pretty sure I am her highlight of the week, and I can’t help but wonder if I’ll be the same one day. Old and lonely, forced to lure in neighbours to have some change in my life.

No, I don’t think so, I tell myself in my head. As long as I have books and cats, I will be more than happy.

Bella’s father calls me the moment I am about to make myself an early dinner to tell me that she is awake.

I reach the hospital half an hour later. It takes me ages to find the room, because I am too proud to ask anyone for help. I don’t want to bother the people who work here.

I knock on the door when I find it, and Bella shouts.

“Come in!”

“Bells,” I say when I walk inside. She’s sitting on her bed, looks pale, and yet she has some rosy cheeks. The room smells like a bar.

“Hi, Mr Thorne,” I say quietly to Bella’s father, who’s standing at the window, apparently on a call. He always is.

“What the hell,” I whisper when I hug her.

She laughs.

It’s the appeasing laugh we do when parents are present.

“How are you?” I ask Bella as I sit down on her bed.

Bella signals to me with her eyes not to dare ask any questions, so I don’t.

“I have to tell you something,” I say, to get the conversation in a different direction.

“Does it have anything to do with Victoria Fitzroy?” Bella asks, ready for me to spill the tea.

I nod.

“Dad,” says Bella. “Can you get me a milkshake or something from the cafeteria? Anything with a bit of sustenance?”

Mr Thorne nods and leaves.

“Tell me,” Bella orders.

“You tell me first,” I say. “What the hell happened?”

“That guy,” Bella says, her voice almost indifferent. “Friends of his came over; they brought some party gifts.”

“Was it cocaine? Since when do you do drugs, Bells?”

“Yeah, well, sometimes it’s nice, gets my mind off things. I told the police that I was drunk, and the idiot made me take it⁠—“

“Bella!” I shout. “You can’t lie⁠—“

“Oh, I can. My mother will freak if she knows I took it on my own. Anyway. There were neurotoxins mixed in there to stretch it.”

I am speechless.

“That idiot died from it. Gave him a bj and he just collapsed. That’s when my mind got all fuzzy.”

Horror strikes through me as I stare at her with wide eyes.

“You look like you have seen a ghost,” Bella says.

“Because I bloody have,” I say. “You nearly died. I saw that dead guy⁠—“

A shudder runs down my spine from the thought of it.

“Guess I owe you one,” Bella says, casually, completely unaffected. And she might be. With Bella, the big emotions surface months after they happened, after a night of too much alcohol.

“Let this be a lesson to you,” I tell her.

“Nah,” she says. “It was quite fun, best trip I ever had.”

“You almost died!”

“Yeah,” she says, and laughs. “Was quite the experience.”

I groan.

“Now, Victoria Fitzroy. Give me the tea,” Bella says, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

“She sent her driver with a gift,” I say. “A book I wanted dearly, from her personal collection, with a note,” I say and add hesitantly, “With her number on it.”

“Ohhhhhh,” says Bella knowingly, a grin appearing on her face. “And did you call her?”

“Of course not,” I say.

“Miaaaaa,” she says.

“What do you want me to tell her?” I snap at her.

“You could start with a thank you and see what comes of it?”

“And what should come of it?”

“You could finally meet someone, a woman.”

“She is bloody sixty!” I say.

“So what? Who cares, Mia? I fuck with people twenty years older than her.”

“But I don’t want to fuck. I want love. Romance. Friendship. Peace. Quietness. Something low-key. That woman is the opposite of everything. She is a public figure. People recognise her. She disrupts my peace, and she owns a strange club where people do god knows what. I don’t want anything to do with it!”

Bella grins and cocks an eyebrow.

“You seem awfully worked up for someone who is not interested.”

“Urgh!” I shout because whatever I say, it’ll all be used against me.

“Mia,” Bella says. “Just try it and dip a toe into the waters. This is your chance. You are being courted by the woman everybody wants.”

“She’s not courting me⁠—“

“Are you bloody stupid?” asks Bella, and yes, I might be.

I get up and get a bag with two muffins from Bella’s favourite bakery I stopped at on my way here.

“Btw, your mother is on the way,” I say. “Did your dad tell you?”

Now it is Bella’s turn to groan.

“He didn’t,” she says with a growl.

“Here,” I say and hand her the bag. “Emotional support muffins.”

Bella laughs. “You’re the best.”

“Do you need anything?” I ask her as I aim to leave.

“Can’t you stay when my mother arrives?” she asks. “She’s so much nicer when you’re around.”

Yeah, another thing our mothers share.

“Sure,” I say and put my bag and coat back.

I watch Bella eat the muffins. She offers me a piece, but I don’t want anything. Mr Thorne returns with a milkshake.

I retell how I got the gift, and Bella laughs hard. I tell her about the neighbour, because we can’t talk about anything else.

“Write her,” Bella says. “What do you have to lose?”

“Everything,” I say.

“Not from a thank you.”

Bella is right. I should at least say thank you.

So I take my phone to type a message.

Bella smirks at me the entire time.

“Don’t,” I hiss at her. My finger hovers over the send button.

“Do it, Mia,” she says.

“I’ll hold you responsible for every mess this causes,” I say as I press send.

“I can deal with that,” she says. “But I know it will be epic.”

“Yeah, epic mess will.”

“Nah,” Bella says and pulls me close. “You’ll see. Growth and all.”

“How about you grow some responsibility?” I ask, making a face.

Bella laughs. “Nah, way too much fun,” she says. At that moment, the door opens, and Bella’s mother enters with an angry look on her face.

Well, that’ll be fun. I am just so glad that this is not my mother.
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VICTORIA
PLAYLIST: AKA’S WHITE WOLF – AMÉLIE FARREN



Henry’s retelling of the delivery amuses me all day. How I would have loved to see her myself. She seems so chaotic in her mind, yet utterly controlled—a living contradiction that makes me sure there is much more to her than the image she has created for the outside world.

While I would like nothing more than to dwell on my thoughts, I have shifted my focus to tonight's event.

La Cage Noir is the name for this month's event. A night to break chains, give up control and find liberation. The cage is seen as a representation of the social norms humans have designed for everyone to live in, wealthy or not—we are all part of a cage named humanity, some less, some more.

Tonight is about removing the cage.

Carnal desire.

Loss of the self.

Becoming the truth.

And I will be their guidance, as always. I am what others call a Lady of Ceremonies—I guide and secure, tense and release, animate and calm down. I call myself The Mistress.

Therefore, I have to prepare.

I have known most of the club's members for many years now, so there is a trusting relationship, and yet every month is a new chapter for me to reinvent myself.

The members come because of me, and only afterwards for their play—I am the person who delivers the experience and the thrill they cannot simply buy somewhere.

We arrive at the venue, and all the black lilies have been delivered and decorated appropriately. We have a full setup with cages, St. Andrew's crosses, benches and tables, hooks and pulls, all arranged in different scenes. The balcony is set for the audience. And while the events offer all sorts of sexually liberating activities, it is meant to be an experience first.

“The glasses need to be set straight,” I tell the bartenders. Everything is black tonight, from glasses to flowers to outfits—everything. Even the condoms and dams are black. While I enjoy colour very much, a night in black looks temptingly mysterious.

I check all the instruments and furniture. Everything has to be perfect. Meaning: clean, stable, organised. Play is as much about planning as it is about letting go; it needs structure, safety and the knowledge of play, including rules that will always be followed.

The rules of play allow the body and mind to be free—they are not a cage, they are liberation.

“Alright, everyone, quick talk-through,” I call after inspecting the last of the equipment and rearranging some of it.

“First of all, thank you all for your work,” I say. “I know a wonderful night lies ahead. As always, eyes down unless requested otherwise, words only when absolutely necessary,” I say. “Awareness-Team, please have in mind we have a new member, she is very high profile and requires a mask, she will be arriving with her wife, who is an experienced dominant, but please keep an eye on them.”

Lilian is a dear friend of mine, one I’d never, ever believed would become a member of my club, but since she and Kat are a thing, she has changed in many ways—for the better.

“Also, I decided on a change of the ceremony. We’ll extend the welcoming period to an hour; I felt it was too short otherwise. That’s it on my end. Any questions or topics on yours?” I ask and glance around.

“Will Mr Anderson be there?” asks a member of the Awareness-Team.

“He will, unfortunately. He’ll be again accompanied by a rather young lady; the nature of it hasn’t been explained to me, but the vetting has verified her as eighteen. He has been thoroughly instructed and reprimanded. I do hope it has an effect. If not, you’ll enforce protocol. Anything else?”

As nothing comes, I tell them, “Let’s get ourselves ready then.”

I slip into my changing room, shower, and let the stylist know I am ready to be worked on.

She has been doing my makeup and hair for over ten years now; we’re a great team and work without many words.

It takes me half an hour to get into my costume. The corsage alone takes ten minutes. The stockings and leather harnesses over my legs follow. My stylist attaches everything, adds the long black leather train skirt with a side opening for one leg, and then helps me into the long-sleeved devil’s-collar, made from soft nubuk leather.

She is finishing the outfit by applying black glitter with skin glue to my face and legs.

“That’s a new one,” I say when she is done, and I look at myself in the mirror.

“I thought it would fit the evening, black, mysterious, while giving the appearance of being slightly otherworldly, almost magical,” says my stylist as she slips on my heels. Not too high, but high enough to make an impression.

As a younger woman, I did everything I could to look young, but now that I am older, I embrace every single one of my wrinkles. I enjoy my age to the fullest—something many people do not understand.

I do treat myself, of course. I weight-train to stay fit, I see a dermatologist every month, and I look fresher than ever—the real magic. So many others my age let themselves go; I do not. I enjoy life, and I wish to keep it that way.

“Mistress, how far along are you?” asks my assistant through the door. She knows I am not to be called Victoria the moment I step into the role, as everyone else is.

“Ready in five,” I answer. Before I go out there, I always take five minutes where I step into the role. Five minutes of becoming.

I rarely get nervous after all this time. I am not going out there as Victoria; I go out there as The Mistress. It is a role I play for my own enjoyment—stepping into a different personality is what makes it so appealing.

A couple of deep breaths as I close my eyes and walk myself through the timeline once more. I am The Mistress—the Lady of the Ceremonies.

I step out of the room, trying to hand my phone to my assistant. It vibrates in my hand, and I glance at it.

unknown number


Thank you. Mia




Three words. I read. Re-read. Draw back my shoulders, but I cannot shake the sensation her message caused in me. Simple, yet so powerful.

“Do you want me to react?” asks my assistant.

My eyes close for the briefest moment as I take in the effect her message has on me, but I have to let go of the thought, let go of the sensations within me.

All the way to the stage, my mind is occupied with forming images. Images that will never come to reality. I have always found it unwise to linger with imaginative thoughts too long, but this time, I cannot stop them from coming.

The show must go on.

A woman kneels gagged at my feet, ordered by her dominant. The flogger in my hand brushes over her skin in a playful moment of anticipation. Every other day, I would have invited her to a lesson in submission; today, my mind wanders, imagining the shy, scared wallflower Mia kneeling before me.

I find myself distracted all evening.

Usually, I engage with members sexually, but today, I cannot. I guide them, entertain them, push them become their feral self, but I am detached.

My mind wanders to Mia at every possible moment, and because I am not completely in focus, I cannot engage—everything else would be negligent. After all, the rules of risk awareness in consensual kink are the highest law in what I do.

I cannot wait for the event to be over. The desire to leave has never been strong; today has been an exception that should not have happened. I deliver perfection; that is why my reputation travels far beyond the normal influence. I cannot have anyone interfere with my business, let alone my ability to focus.

And while it would be a prize to uncover her depth, I know I cannot pursue her. It would be foolish. Not because she is so much younger, I have played with younger women, but because she confuses my mind.

“Get me home,” I tell Henry as I step out of the venue into the night that has become a morning with greyness lurking on the horizon of the darkness. “I do not wish to be disturbed by anyone until Monday morning,” I tell him, and he nods.

What I need is sleep, peace and quietness to release thoughts and sensations. A smirk hushes over my face with the thought, because I think of Mia, who is such an advocate for peace and quiet.

When I wake, it is afternoon. My sleep has been exceptionally well, and after a quick visit to the restroom, I slip back into my bed. There is nothing better than a morning—or in this case, afternoon—in bed. Well, maybe if there were a wonderful lady between my legs licking me, while there is a glass of champagne in my hand, but not much else. Thinking about it⁠—

I let my hand wander down between my legs, where I softly caress the outer lips before I draw closer circles around my clit.

I close my eyes, and the moment I do, I see Mia between my legs, her tongue following my fingers as I command her action. I let the images come, as this might be the only way to release the curiosity I feel towards her.

My core flutters from my imagination.

I roll my hips against my touch as pleasure builds.

The doorbell rings—but I ignore it, Henry has been instructed.

I continue my endeavours to rub with my palm over my clit—suddenly, a knock on the door.

“Seriously, Henry?” I ask angrily. “I specifically told you no interruptions.”

“I am well aware,” he says, “But I also believe you might wish to answer this.”

“What is it, Henry? I am occupied.”

“Miss Phillips,” he says. “At the door.”
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MIA
PLAYLIST: ROYALTY – EGZOD, MAESTRO CHIVES, NEONI



“Stupid, stupid, idiot,” I tell myself as I walk up and down in front of the door of Victoria Fitzroy’s house with its white poles, waiting for the driver, or whatever else he is to her, to return.

I have no fricking clue why I am here, and I regret the chain of stupid decisions that has led me here more with every second. Well, I do know, because stupid, stupid Bella made me.

The door opens, and I stop in my tracks as my heart sinks onto the floor.

“Please, come in,” he says, gesturing for me to enter. I carefully step onto marble flooring into an entrance hall. A round mahogany table stands in the middle of it, a bouquet of what would be at least fifty yellow lilies on it; above it, a golden crystal chandelier. I stare at it because, coming from a lower-middle-class household, this is an entirely different world.

Never, ever in my life have I felt misplaced like this.

This was a mistake, a huge, huge mistake.

Why am I even here? I curse at myself in my mind.

Now, I look at a painting with a frame that alone must cost what I earn in a year.

Just leave, the voice in my head tells me. But how impolite would that be? Disturbing someone on a Sunday, and then disappearing.

I am so stupid to listen to stupid Bella, and now I am standing in a stupid house where I should not be, in a different world where stupid me does not belong.

I should leave⁠—

“Miss Phillips.”

My mind turns off the moment I see her. Up on a massive staircase stands Victoria, dressed in grey wide-plisèe trousers, a black high-neck shirt, and a patterned jacket with golden buttons. She looks like she's just stepped off a catwalk, and I feel even more displaced in my knitted sweater and secondhand market coat.

Her mouth is tugged into a small smirk, with curious eyes that gaze directly into my soul.

“What a pleasant surprise,” she says as she walks down the stairs with a royal graciousness, not breaking the gaze into my eyes. I would’ve stumbled down the stairs and broken my neck if I attempted to walk down stairs without looking at them.

She reaches me, and I realise I have my mouth open the whole time. Humiliation spreads through me, and I close it shut.

“How did you find where I live?” she asks me. Her voice rumbles warmly through my chest.

Words, form words.

“Bella,” I say. “Everyone has that friend who can find out almost anything.”

“Indeed,” she says and laughs. “What brought you here?”

I almost blurted out Bella, too, but I catch me last minute.

“I wanted to return the book,” I say. “It was an illuminating read.” I hold out the box with the book in it for her to take.

“That was fast,” she says. “Feel free to keep it longer.”

“I’d rather not. It seems important to you, and I don’t want a cat or anything to accidentally chew on it.”

“I am certain I could get a replacement in case that unlikely event happens,” she says with a laugh.

“But you said it’s borrowed, so I thought you wanted it back because it’s important⁠—“

“No, dearest, I wrote that because otherwise you never would’ve accepted it, wouldn’t you?”

My mouth opens and closes again, as if steered by an external force.

“Would you like some tea?” she asks me. “I just got up after yesterday’s event. I am famished.”

“I—I don’t know, I really have to get back home—“ I say and mumble, “Have to feed my cats⁠—“

“Your cats will survive being fed a little later, I am certain. If not, I might order Henry to do so for you.”

“Alright, alright,” I say. Nothing would be worse than having an unknown human being in the flat.

“Please,” she says and walks me to a room with double doors. I am flabbergasted the moment the doors open. I feel as if I stepped into a different century in a mansion of royal calibre.

I enter what is best described as a drawing room, which is held in yellow-gold. A flower-pattern tapestry, golden curtains jump aggressively into my eyes. To my left is a massive fireplace, with yellowish, golden-corded sofas and armchairs set around it. To the right, bookshelves and a table set for tea.

I feel like I stepped into the nest of a canary. A very wealthy one.

“Please, sit down,” says Victoria, but I am distracted as I gaze outside through Victorian windows into a tiled, closed courtyard with ornamental grilles, trees and bushes. A house of this size, with a courtyard like this, in Belgravia of all places, must be worth millions and millions of pounds.

And I am in here. I shouldn’t. This is not my world. This is the world that made my mother the way she is now.

“It is lovely, isn’t it?” says Victoria. “You should see it in spring when the first sun warms the tiles and awakens the flowers.”

“I love nature,” I say like an idiot. “I tend a small plot in a community garden.” How awkward that sounds in comparison.

“What are your favourite flowers?” she asks me.

“Daisies,” I say. “They are beautifully subtle.”

Victoria chuckles before she walks to the table and sits down. I glance at her feet; they somehow draw my attention because she wears no shoes. I glance at my feet because I am still wearing shoes—how impolite of me!

I attempt to slip out of them⁠—

“Not necessary,” she says.

“But you are wearing none, I’m so sorry, I didn’t even think.”

“As I said, it's not necessary to put them off. Everyone wears shoes down here. I don’t wear any, because I just got out of bed.”

“Okay,” I say, but slip out of them anyway.

She sighs as I walk over to the table. I don’t know where to sit. Next to her? Opposite her? My eyes wander back and forth as I try to decide. I hate decisions, especially when I’m under stress. My brain feels like glitching.

Victoria gets up and pulls the chair next to her from the table. “Sit down,” she says, and I feel like the biggest idiot of the lot. Who needs someone to tell her where to sit?

Yet, I sit. Gladly. Where she told me to sit.

“What tea would you like?” she asks me.

“Whatever you take,” I say. I can’t make decisions right now. I also don’t want to make a fuss.

She sighs. “What tea would you like?” she asks me again, sternly.

“I really don’t care,” I say. “I like every tea. I don’t mean to cause any trouble.”

Victoria shakes her head in disbelief.

“We will try that again,” she says. “I’ll ask you what tea you like, and you’ll tell me exactly what sort of tea you like, understood?”

I breathe out heavily, regretting my appearance even more. I don’t know what tea I want right now. I’d rather be home without any tea. Victoria stares at me with her blue eyes, piercing me,

“Yes,” I say and add with my eyes wandering to the floor, “I am not stupid, I—I just don’t like decisions.”

“Would you like me to decide for you?” she asks.

I nod, still staring at the floor. How embarrassing. Pathetic. Stupid.

“Henry,” she calls, and the man who I believed to be a driver appears. Apparently, he is a valet. Whatever.

“Assam, loose-leaf for me, and the wonderful green tea we brought from France for Miss Phillips, please.”

“Very well,” says Henry and disappears.

I stare back at the floor. I don’t know what to say, nor what to talk to her about. I shouldn’t have come.

“So, you read the book?” she asks me, and I look up.

“Yes,” I say. “Immediately. I wanted to read it for a long time. I love Brené Brown. I once went to see a talk of hers—“ Suddenly, words fall from my mouth.

Victoria smiles at me.

“Did you like it?” she asks.

Of course I did. I loved it. But I also know that I will apply none of it to my life. A fact I can’t have her know.

“Yes,” I say carefully.

“Yes, but?”

“But I feel it is more for the people who walk the path of self-improvement as a life purpose.”

“And you do not self-improve?”

“I—“ I stutter. It sounds so bad framed like this. “I am happy the way everything is right now.”

“Huh,” she says. “Are you really?”

And there we are again. She is making me question myself, pushing me into inner turmoil. I want to run. Far away.

Tea arrives. It smells wonderful, but I don't want it. I want to leave.

An awkward silence passes because I don’t want to answer her question. I fumble with my teacup to ease the growing discomfort within me.

“I’m not asking to make you uncomfortable,” she finally says, leans forward, and her hand touches my arm. I gasp in and roll my shoulders back as a jittery feeling rushes through me. I have never felt anything like it before, and my eyes widen.

“I’m asking because I am curious,” she says. I look from her hand on my arm up into her eyes.

I swallow hard.

“What are you so scared of?” she asks me.

I rub my fingers together to calm the waves of emotion that are surfacing in me. Why does she affect me so?

She looks at me, waiting patiently for an answer.

“I guess, I’m okay the way things are. I don’t have any ambitions, because peace is what I want.”

“Hmmm,” she says and removes her hand to take a sip of her tea. “Or could it be you are scared of disappointment?”

I stare at her as my chest tightens.

“Could it be that you have been disappointed so many times in life that you protect yourself now by pushing everything away?”

“I—um—maybe,“ I stutter, unable to form a word. Blimey, what is wrong with me!

“Let’s start with an easier question,” she says. “Mia, are you a lesbian?”

My cheeks flush, and I want to hide my face in my hands. Easier question?

She looks at me with drawn-up eyebrows. Judgement.

“I don’t think I feel comfortable talking about my—um—orientation or activities with someone I don’t know,” I say and fumble with my sleeve.

“Is that so?” she asks. She is so self-assured and confident, I am almost envious of her. “Maybe talking to a stranger could be very much…relieving.”

“Or it causes judgment and embarrassment,” I say.

“Do you believe I judge you?”

“Yes,” I blurt out.

“Well, I do not. I am actually quite curious. You assume, and I would bet none of what I truly think will have occurred to you.”

“I can see your reactions, of course, you judge.”

“So, tell me, what do I think of you?” she asks challengingly. “And just so you cannot tell I lie, I’ll write it on a piece of paper—“ Victoria gets up and walks over to a spindly table with an armchair next to it and gets the notepad lying on it.

I watch her write quite a lot, and I’d like to evaporate into non-existence at this point.

“Tell me what you believe I am thinking about you,” she says as she sits back down, folds the piece of paper and puts it on the table.

“Well,” I say awkwardly. “You think I am less of a person because I am a nobody, a wallflower. I’m basic and can’t live up to your standards.” With every word I say, I become smaller. “I’m also boring and messy, and have issues with my mother. I am too young and without self-worth, otherwise a simpleton.”

Victoria looks at me with an unreadable expression.

“Oh, dearest,” she says. “Who made you believe you to be all that?”

“I don’t—I didn’t say⁠—“

“Yes, you did. You described yourself the way you learned to see yourself through another’s eyes,” she says, and a shudder runs down my spine, as another wave of discomfort rolls through me. “Someone who didn’t value you because their eyes were tainted. Their image of you has nothing to do with reality.”

I am not properly processing her words.

“What I think about you couldn’t be any further from what you just described,” she says and takes the paper.

“Miss Phillips, I see this beautiful diamond,” she reads from the paper and heat surges through my entire body. “Raw and wild on the inside, tamed and silent on the outside. I imagine myself touching her, uncovering her, guiding her, showing her the preciousness of existence. I cannot help but think of how good she’d look kneeling for me, undressed, liberated, in trust, as herself.”

I am rendered completely speechless. My mouth drops open because while it was unbelievably sensually written and I heard the words, I am unable to process them properly. I know what she said, but I can’t process the emotional impact it has on me.

I have never been in a situation that went in any sexual direction. I also feel extremely vulnerable right now, unable to cope with the fact that Victoria Fitzroy somehow desires me from the sound of it.

“I—I am not desirable,” I stammer, “I am just—Mia. Just Mia. Boring. A nobody⁠—”

“Just Mia,” she says with a huff. She carefully places the paper onto the table before she stands up with a graciousness I have not seen anywhere before. She is tall for a woman, maybe 6 feet, even barefoot, and compared to me, with my 5’5, I feel so small.

She takes a step closer to me, and my eyes shoot down as her legs touch mine. I stare at my hands in my lap, wrestling with sensations I am not familiar with.

She is so close now. I can sense her, scent her prepossessing perfume washing over me.

My chest heaves up and down, whether I want it or not; I can’t control it.

“Look at me,” she says and pulls up my chin. I let her, reluctantly. My entire body is so tense.

“Whoever made you believe you are something less, I will ruin them without so much as a second of hesitation,” she says, and I melt into her touch.

She is impressive as she is, but the way she talks, the clarity, the way she draws me in—those eyes.

The strength.

The confidence.

She pulls me up by the chin. Goosebumps spread over my arms, and something deep within me flutters. I lose myself in the moment, and I close my eyes for an infinite moment, where I only feel.

My mind is turned off entirely.

There is only her touch.

The sensation it causes me.

I don’t have to think right now.

I am only existing.

Being.

She slightly pushes my head to the side, and I feel her lips against my neck. I shrug as a shiver runs down my spine from it. Her warm breath caresses my skin like a summer breeze, and yet the hair on my arms stands up.

“You are something so special,” she whispers in my ear, “Something I cannot stay away from, even though I should.”

Her hand wanders over my chest, over my collarbone, up to my throat, to my neck, until she grasps my face on the side. Never have I felt anything like this before. My entire body is covered in goosebumps by now.

She pushes my head back into its vertical position. I am simply a marionette. My chest is heaving up and down like after a run up the stairs as I flash my eyes open.

I gaze into her eyes, lost in whatever limbo of space-time this is happening in. My eyes wander ever so slowly down to her lips. The lips that just caressed over my skin. They look so soft, so⁠—

My eyes flash back into hers.

Please show me you feel that, too, I beg in my mind.

She pulls herself close.

My arms hang down, and I don’t even know where my body ends and begins at this point.

She bends down.

And her lips meet mine.

I close my eyes as a lightning bolt rushes through me.

My legs feel like pudding.

I have never kissed anyone before.

What I feel right now consumes my body, and I let it.

My hands shoot up. I somehow want to touch her, hold her close, never let go of the feeling.

The tips of my fingers hover over her chest.

I can’t bring myself to touch her.

I don’t know what to do.

I would break the dam between her and me.

Decisions. Bloody decisions.

“Do it,” she orders me in a demanding whisper against my lips.

And I do.

It is so easy to just do what she tells me to.

I rest my hands on her chest, and the moment I do, my stomach flutters. It feels so unbelievably good.

Her other hand grasps my neck, and she pulls me even closer. Her body pressing into mine.

There is so much longing.

A moan escapes my throat.

One, that scares the hell out of me.

My body tenses, and I freeze.

What am I doing here?

Kissing a woman who is more than double my age?

A woman who lives in an entirely different world?

This is so stupid.

This can never work.

The moment my mind is back on, everything gets rigid.

I lost myself for a moment.

I lost control.

Victoria lets go of me, and my arms shoot up in front of my chest to protect myself.

I take a step back.

I need to get out of here.

“That mind of yours truly is a bastard,” she says, a weak smile on her face. “It is the only thing that keeps you from being who you truly are.”

I don’t even know what to say to that.

“I’m sorry,” I say, turn, and run.

I run out the door, down the street, and only stop when I am so out of breath my lungs hurt.

It is then that I realise I have left my coat and shoes, and am indeed running through Belgravia, of all places, in socks. Like a total idiot.

Why am I such a mess? I ask myself when I sink to the ground, leaning against one of the concrete walls framing Hyde Park Corner. I pull my legs close and hide my face in my arms as tears fight their way to the surface.

Never in my life have I felt so humiliated. Not even when nasty Tom Burland pulled up my skirt in 6th year in front of the entire class.

Audible footsteps very close to me shift my focus from my inner world to the outer world.

A hand on my shoulder, and I look up only to see the valet, Henry.

“Miss Phillips,” he says, “I believe these belong to you,” he adds, and hands me my coat and shoes.

I wipe away my tears as I get up to take it. The embarrassment is crushing me like chains choking my neck.

“I was instructed to take you home,” he says. “If you’d please follow me to the car.”

“I—please don’t. I can take the⁠—“

“It was an order, not an offer,” he says.

“I really don’t—it’s not necessary—you must have a million better things to do.“

“I don’t,” he says. “I do my job properly, which includes following my orders. You are my priority right now, if you may now—” he says and gestures for me to leave.

I sigh as I follow him.

In the corner of my eyes, I see people looking at me.

This was the last time I ever set foot outside of my routine, I swear to myself.
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VICTORIA
PLAYLIST: ENGLAND SKIES – SHAKE SHAKE GO



“And?” I ask Henry upon his return as I look up from my place on the sofa. I have a book in my hand, and yet, I have not read a single line. My mind has been occupied.

“Safely returned home,” Henry says.

“Did she say anything?”

“Nothing of relevance,” he says, and I draw up an eyebrow. “She was quite upset,” he adds. “She cried almost the entire time. I accompanied her into her flat, made her tea and then left. She seemed to be embarrassed by it.”

“Thank you,” I say, nodding sideways to let him know I require some alone time.

In all my sixty years on this planet, I have seen and felt many things. I have met women of all shapes, sizes, and ages. Of course, there has been the occasional feeling of desire that vanished as fast as it came, generally for one single reason: Mediocrity.

My lifestyle is not for the many, the public as much as what happens behind closed doors, but public recognition and the mediocre life do not work well.

Kissing Mia was probably a huge oversight on my end, because she checks all the marks above. As far as I can tell, she never had any relationship or any sexual experience in her life; it would be foolish to think her to be able to tolerate my lifestyle.

Let alone the fact that she is so much younger than I am, which should be reason enough to leave her be. The age difference might work in play, but not with the longing I experience in myself, one I had yet to feel in my life. A pull beyond the normal desire—a sensation I cannot quite shake.

I want her. I want the twenty-seven-year-old primary school teacher from Greenwich. Shy, mediocre wallflower. I should know better than to let those sensations rule me.

I brush with a finger over my lips. I still feel hers on mine; her scent, the soft vanilla, lingers with me. I know my lifestyle could be her liberation, but she might never allow me, nor trust me enough, to enter the place where we could find out.

A thought crosses my mind.

“Henry,” I call, and he enters. “Send a bouquet of flowers to Miss Isabella Thorne at St Thomas to wish her a fast recovery.”

“Of course,” he says. “Do you wish me to sign the card in your name or should it be sent anonymously?”

“In my name.”

He nods and retracts, and I return to my thoughts.

It is night when Henry knocks on the door.

“Enter,” I tell him.

“The flowers have been delivered, and Miss Thorne has been delighted,” he tells me. “She was also quite…chatty,” he adds.

“Yes?” I ask.

“Apparently, Miss Phillips has never had any relationship in her life, something others would call a spinster in the old days. She also said if there is an interest, which I neither denied nor confirmed, the person would need endurance and some persuasion skills.”

I chuckle because it confirms my thoughts.

“Miss Thorne also said, surprise first and ask later is what works best with her rather stubborn roommate.”

Now, I laugh.

“Thank you, Henry,” I say.

[image: ]


The week flies by, and I have decided to give Mia some space to sort herself out. I have to explore myself, by all means. It is Friday when I wake up, my nightgown sweaty and a heated dream I cannot deny. One where Mia knelt for me and begged me to introduce her to my lifestyle.

It takes me a long shower to release the images and sensations from my body, and by the time I have breakfast, I decide I cannot stay away from her any longer.

“Henry,” I say, “We’ll pick up Miss Phillips from school today.”

“Will we?” he asks.

“I also want you to make a reservation with Emilio for six. We’ll be visiting the King’s Vault beforehand. I also want something ready in case she wishes to change into something else. I believe she wears a size 10 in the upper body and a size 12 in the hips; make it fit the occasion while keeping her style. Nothing you’d pick for me. She needs to feel comfortable.”

“I already have something in mind,” he says and glances at his watch. “I’ll be back in an hour and a half, so we will arrive on time.”

I finish my breakfast and get myself ready.

Henry returns and sets three light-grey boxes on the table with a soft thud.

“I got three outfits,” he said. “I believe a choice between options will make it easier for her to accustom herself to it,” he says, and I nod approvingly.

The first is a short, dark-brown knitted pullover with wide arms, soft-fabric high-rise trousers in black, and brown Burberry loafers.

The second is a knitted vest with a dark, wide, fitted shirt, high-rise, wide-legged plisseé trousers in black, and flat leather boots.

The third is somewhat more daring: a knitted V-neck cardigan in cream, a white blouse underneath, black trousers made from a thicker material, and heeled boots.

They are all exquisite and will fit her perfectly. I know why I picked a queer man to work for me. I need someone who understands fashion and style, has an eye for aesthetics, and can read people emotionally. Not that all straight men are blithering idiots, and all gay men are fashion experts, but I happen to find that many gay and bisexual men are more inclined to aesthetic pleasure and present more emotional intelligence.

“They are wonderful,” I say. “Although I am sure she will pick the first.”

If she says yes to the plan, I add in my mind. Something I cannot foresee, but I have confidence in my persuasion skills.

Henry packs the outfits back into the three boxes and takes them to the car. While I thought about using a different car today with lower public visibility, I have decided against it. I want her to feel special today. I also feel the desire to push her threshold.

It is not without a little anticipation that I step into the car. Maybe it is an error on my end, maybe it is not. But who am I not to try?

All the way to Greenwich, I am planning my moves: what I am going to tell her, what I am going to do.

It is no different from planning events, except that I now interact with a human being who is closed off and shy, something I rarely see at my events, where the people aim to draw all the attention to themselves.

We arrive at the school just in time as the children are walking out of the gate. We park on the opposite side, and I stay in the car until all the children and parents are gone.

The man Mia was on a date with walks out of the school with two other colleagues at some point, but no sight of Mia.

“Would you like me to look for her?” asks Henry.

“If she does not appear within the next thirty minutes, I’ll call her.”

So, we wait. I can be very patient, but today I am not.

Once the thirty minutes are up, I take out my phone and dial her number.

It rings, but she doesn’t answer.

“Okay, get her,” I say, and Henry does as told.

The anticipation in me has taken over by now. Nervosity is not part of my personality at this point in my life, but today my heart beats faster than usual.

I cannot sit still any longer, so I step outside the car and lean against it.

I take in the street with its brick buildings. Simple cars, some cypresses and mediocrity shout at me. Greenwich is so different to where I live, it feels like an entirely different universe.

And then the gate opens.

Henry holds it open for her to step through.

I see her, and my heart races.

She is so beautifully uncomfortable. One brief glance up at Henry as she steps through the gate.

A stolen smile appears on her face as she turns and glances at me. My heart skips a beat the moment she does.

I have no idea how she will react

“Miss Phillips,” I say as she walks up to me, and I open the door to the Rolls-Royce. “Please, take a seat.”

She stops and looks up at me. A devouring, insecure glance with her flushed cheeks. I want to grab her, kiss her, touch her, feel those lips on mine again—but I won’t, not until tonight.

“Where are we going?” she asks with her sweet voice, and my heart skips another beat.

“Something you will love,” I say. “Now get in.”

And she does get in.

I close the door and walk around to the other side.

“We will stop at your flat,” I say. “I believe you might want to change for the occasion. Henry has been so kind to get something you might like for you to choose from.”

“I—um,” she begins.

“No discussion,” I tell her. “This afternoon will be a once-in-a-lifetime chance, one I advise you to take.”

“Okay,” she says, and I watch her fight off a grin.

“You actually do what I tell you,” I say, “That’s a first.”

“Mh-hm,” she hums in confirmation, and I finally understand what her roommate meant regarding the surprises. She loves them, yet she dislikes them at the same time.

We reach her flat.

“I’ll wait,” I say as Henry gets out of the car to see her inside and give her the clothes.

She is already out of the car when she freezes with her back to me. Suddenly, she turns, glances at me, leans back inside, kneels on the seat and grasps my face. I cannot believe what is happening⁠—

Her lips find mine, and I am so perplexed that I cannot do anything else but let her. My hands find her body, and all the thoughts I have vanish.

For one infinite moment, my body relaxes into the touch of her lips—a moment that shall never end.

Only it does end.

She stops the kiss, glances ever so briefly in my eyes, and then gets out of the car.

“Give me fifteen,” she says with one last, cheeky glance before she hurries off. Leaving me behind with a whirlwind of emotions as I try to comprehend what just happened.

“Oh, Miss Phillips,” I whisper. “Who would have guessed?”
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MIA
PLAYLIST: LIGHTS – ELLIE GOLDING



Ihave no idea what just happened. I don’t recognise myself as I walk up the stairs to the flat.

A valet with three boxes of clothing behind me.

After I stepped out of a Rolls-Royce with the woman I just kissed in it.

The woman, who is thirty-three years older than me.

The woman, who lives such a different life from mine.

The woman, whom I want to forget, but can’t because she haunts my nights and days.

I brush over my lips, still in total disbelief of my own courage.

I have sworn to stay away from her, to not engage any further, not leave my flat again, and yet, the moment I saw her waiting for me, every single one of my plans was gone. It was like in one of my books, and even if I wanted to, I could never say no.

“Mia, finally!” calls Bella at me when I enter, and when she sees Henry entering with me, her mouth drops open. “Ohhh,” is the only thing she says—way too knowingly.

A board grin appears on Bella’s face.

“What is it, Bells?” I ask, annoyed.

“Nothing,” she says, and her grin and tone couldn’t be any more obvious. “You do you. I can wait.”

I groan.

“Where would you like me to put them, Miss Phillips?” asks Henry.

“In my bedroom, please,” I say and point to the door on the left in the back of the flat. “Mind the cats,” I call after him. “They’re not big with intruders.”

“Seems to run in the family,” he calls after me, and Bella cracks into laughter. It takes all my willpower not to join her.

“I’ll wait outside,” he says when he returns, with Porridge, my male cat, on his arm, petting him.

“How did you manage to do that?” I ask. “He hates being picked up.”

“Apparently, not by me,” he says and lets him down.“Fifteen minutes, you said?”

“Yes!” I say and wait until he’s outside to throw my bag onto the sofa, get out of my coat and hurry into the bathroom.

“You have some serious explaining to do,” calls Bella through the door.

“I don’t,” I growl while I pee.

“Yes, you do. You soooo do.”

I wash my hands and refresh my face before I open the door. Bella, of course, lingered in front of it.

“So?” she asks.

“I don’t know, Bells,” I tell her as I hurry into my room.

“How are you here, with her errand boy?”

“They picked me up from school,” I say. “Told me to get in the car and that we’re going somewhere I’d love. And here I am, supposed to put on one of these⁠—“

I open the first box, and Bella gasps. I, who has no clue of fashion, only recognise the feel of it. And the pullover I pull out feels wonderfully soft in my touch.

“That’s Loro Piana,” says Bella in complete and utter disbelief.

“And who is that?” I ask.

“Blimey, Mia, that pullover alone costs thousands of pounds. It’s one of THE old money brands there are.”

I swallow. Hard. I can’t wear something like that. I hold the pullover as far away from me as I can.

“No, no, no,” says Bella harshly. “You will put that on, get out of here and have the day of your life, and if I have to beat you into it.”

I groan.

Bella unpacks the boxes for me.

“They gave you three outfits to choose from,” she says. “Damn, Mia.”

I take a look at the others, and even I can see they were picked for me. Subtle. Nothing that’s too much and would draw too much attention.

“I’d love to see you in this,” says Bella and holds up high-waist, wide-legged trousers that seem to be made from cashmere from the feel of it.

But I already know what it’ll be.

As I slip my clothes to the floor and put on the outfit from the first box with a knitted pullover in dark brown and a pair of black, high-waist trousers. I don’t feel as out of place as I imagined, but rather as if I'm glowing. I close the slim, dark brown belt and slip on the loafers; they fit perfectly.

“How the hell did she manage to figure out my size?” I ask myself more than Bella, who stares at me as if she has seen a ghost.

“I don’t know, but look at you.” She steers me to the mirror, and when I see myself, my mouth drops open. I don’t recognise myself.

“We gotta do something with your hair, though,” she says, and hurries away.

My hair is up in a bun, like every day.

Bella comes back with a flat iron, a brush and a whole lot of products.

“Bells, I don’t have time for that.”

“You have. Let them wait; every important person is late.”

“It’s disrespectful.“ I say.

“No,” she says and begins to work on my hair. “She wants you, she’ll wait for you.”

“But—“

“No but. Hold still. I’ll work at God’s speed,” she says.

Bella uses the flat iron to wave my hair. She brushes it, and I feel like I am someone famous. She adds a few products, sprays something horribly fruity, and finally clips it back with a golden clip she got from her room. A view strands she left to frame my face in curls. She also applies light makeup and mascara.

“Here,” she says and hands me a light beige coat from one of the boxes. I slip it over my arm because right now I feel so hot, sweaty hot.

“I think I need some deodorant,” I say, and Bella fetches it for me.

I have never felt so out of place and yet so comfortable with it.

“Damn, Mia,” says Bella as we look at her work in the mirror. “Every woman will bow for you.”

“I’d rather not,” I say.

“Figurative speech, love,” she says, and I roll my eyes.

“Ready?” she asks me.

“No,” I say.

“You’ll go anyway, hush, hush,” she says and pushes me out of my room. “You’re only ten minutes late, that’s nothing.”

I groan.

“Have fun,” she calls after me as I open the door.

Henry has been patiently waiting outside, and the corner of his mouth tugs into an appreciative smile.

“You look stunning, Miss Phillips,” he says as he gestures me downstairs.

“Thank you, ehm—Henry,” I say awkwardly. “I can call you Henry?”

“You can and should,” he says and smiles.

He opens the door downstairs for me, and I step outside. I hesitate for a single moment, because I know my neighbours will probably have all eyes on me—but then, they might not even recognise me dressed like this.

Henry also opens the car door for me, and I sit down. I try to do so as elegantly as possible, but as elegant is not in my repertoire—it feels as strange as it can get.

I bite my lips as I glance at Victoria, and the way she looks at me causes a heated wave to surge through my body. Her eyes pour desire from them, and her lips part slightly. Apparently, I have made her speechless.

I am, too. I don’t even know what I am doing here. So I just grin to myself. Like the idiot I am.

Henry starts the car, and we take off.

I avert my eyes to stare outside. I am not good at handling silence, so I try to distract myself. I feel her eyes on me, and at some point, I can’t anymore.

“While I appreciate the gesture, you shouldn’t have—“ I begin, but I am interrupted.

“Silence,” she says, and I close my mouth and fall silent like hexed. Time passes, and I don’t dare issue another word.

“Do you like being told what to do?” she asks me after a while.

I stay silent.

“You may speak now,” she adds.

But I don’t know what to say. Because I do—and what does that say about me?

“I wish to get an answer,” she says, her tone stricter.

“I…um—“ I begin and glance nervously at Henry in the front. He’s listening to everything I say.

“He is paid for his silence,” she says as she follows my gaze. “So, answer. Do you like being told what to do?”

“Yes,” I say, cheeks flushing red. “But it makes me feel bad.”

“Why?” she asks.

“Because I feel less, and judged.”

“What if I tell you following my orders is what I see as the highest form of respect and trust, and I am absolutely captivated by it?”

“You are?” I blurt out.

“Very,” she says. “All you need to do is let me.”

Unbearable heat flushes through me from my pounding heart.

“Okay,” I say and bite my lower lip to keep a smile from spreading over my face. One she has already seen, because a glowing shimmer flickers through her eyes.

“There will be one rule for the remainder of this day,” she says. “You will do what I tell you to, no discussion. I am promising you nothing will hurt you, and you can always set a hard limit. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I say.

“Very well,” she says, a wonderful smile on her face. “Now, tell me, do you like the clothing?”

“Yes,” I say.

“Good,” she says. “You will be with me today. In private and public. You will not be required to interact with anyone. I will do the talking if it comes to it, I will take care of everything—there is no need for you to do anything but enjoy the day, do you understand?”

Her words sound highly cryptic to me. Usually, my personality would force me to try to find out what is about to happen; it would make me argue with her, stop her by all means, but I am not allowed to, and it is as if a heavy burden is lifted off my shoulders.

“Yes,” I say.

She smirks.

The car comes to a halt, and I see we’re in Mayfair, parked in front of one of the Georgian Townhouses.

I wait for her to say or do something, and my heart beats up into my chest. I just hope she’s not taking me to anything like a formal event—she surely will not. I am not fit for an event like that, and she knows that. Right?

Henry gets out, walks around and opens the door on Victoria’s side. She gets out and holds out her hand for me.

I close my eyes for one tiny second before I slide over and take it. The door is closed for us, and Victoria walks me to the entrance door of the house we parked in front of.

There is no flag, no sign, nothing. Just a heavy wooden door with an ornamental knocker, which she knocks twice.

The door opens, and I am guided inside by her hand on my back.

“Victoria,” says a man in a suit who walks up to us and heartily grasps her hand. “It’s been too long,”

“I know, Harold,” she says. “Time is working against us.”

“It does indeed,” he says. “And who might the young lady accompanying you be?” he asks as he looks at me.

I say nothing and smile, as Victoria says, “A particularly delightful change from the dullness of routine.”

What a strange way to speak, and while the words said nothing, they also said everything. Hands are shaken, smiles exchanged.

“Harold, if you would be so kind as to give Miss Phillips and me here access to the King’s Vault,” Victoria says.

The King’s Vault, I repeat in my mind. I have never heard of anything by that name, and my curiosity is piqued. Is it a real vault that once belonged to a king?

“Sure,” says the man.

We walk over black-and-white tiles, framed by dark wooden walls with golden frames and landscape paintings, to a door in the back. It is opened with three different keys.

I am so excited that I hold my breath. I have always been a sucker for history.

The door opens, and I half expect to uncover some sort of treasure, but I am slightly disappointed when there is only a simple staircase leading down.

“Here,” he says, hands Victoria another key, and she descends with me alone.

“I took a lot of thought in what would be something you’d enjoy,” she says as we reach another, rather plain door. “And I do hope this will suffice.”

The lock clicks, and she opens the door.

What comes into view can’t be described with words. I do not have them. Somewhere in the middle of Mayfair, I step into a dungeon-like, arched cellar with row upon row of bookshelves and a table with chairs in the middle of the room.

The scent trails up my nose—one of old books telling all the written tales for the soul, and a warm feeling spreads through me.

“The King’s Vault is a library with books you cannot find in any library on this planet. It is a collection of first editions, royal lectures, banned and burned books reaching back hundreds of years.”

I am completely and utterly speechless. I walk into the underground room, my hand brushing over a wooden shelf.

It feels like magic pulsating through my veins.

“How?” I ask when I am able to form a word again and turn around. “How is this possible? How are we here?”

“Connections,” she says, as she walks up to me and cups my face.

She kisses me, and I am swept off my feet.

A kiss that devours me. So intensely, so longingly, my legs feel jittery, and I even forget where I am. Her tongue enters my mouth, and I can’t think anymore. I just act and play with her tongue. And although I have never done this before, it feels as natural as breathing.

Victoria slowly ends the kiss. She pushes my head slightly back and her lips over to my ear.

“Kneel,” she whispers in my ear, and a bolt of tingling desire rushes through my core.

A part of me shouts to resist, but I do what I am told to do.

So, I sink onto my knees. She guides me down with her hand.

I keep my eyes closed out of embarrassment. It is so silent in here that the walls transport the echo of her heightened breathing into my ears.

Her fingers grasp my chin.

“Look at me,” she says and pulls my head back up.

“I am not going to do anything other than kiss and you unless you explicitly tell me so.”

My mind doesn’t work. I nod, but I don’t quite comprehend what I am confirming. My core tingles in desirous waves.

“Eyes on the ground,” she says and releases my chin. “You will not move until I tell you to. Hands on your thighs, palms up.”

I do as told.

She walks around me, and her hands caress my shoulder, my neck, until the touch is lost. Her heels resound through the room with every step she takes. I am not allowed to look, so I listen to her every move, trying to figure out what she is up to.

“Tell me,” she says from further away. “What is your favourite book?”

“Nightwood,” I say without hesitation.

Steps.

A book taken from the shelf.

More steps, coming closer to me.

A heavy stool pulled screechingly over the floor.

My body is so tense.

I have no idea what will happen.

To my utmost astonishment, she starts reading to me. I can’t understand. Why would she have me sit here and read? My body is still awaiting something else, but it is simply her words that trail into my ears.

A beautiful reading voice.

But I can’t quite focus. My knees hurt, and it’s also cold; my body shivers slightly. It takes all my willpower not to shift, and it feels like I am breaking inside.

I need to move.

She keeps on reading.

Turned page after turned page.

It is when I am sure I can’t sit here for another second that I give up.

It feels like I am surrendering, and the moment I do, my body finally relaxes. The coldness is gone. The pain vanishes. I stop thinking about what might be and simply listen to her beautiful voice.

Word.

By word.

By word.

Never in my life have I been more peaceful than right this moment. Yes, I have peace at home, and there is nothing like getting lost in a good book, but my mind has always been on.

All those thoughts.

They’re gone now.

I can’t end one thought. They come and go, while the only thing I have to do is be.

In stillness.

A peace I did not know existed.
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VICTORIA
PLAYLIST: CAN’T TAKE MY EYES OFF YOU – FRANKIE VALLI



My eyes wander over the pages as I read to her. My plan has been entirely different, but real connections do not happen through planned action; they arise from devotion to the present moment.

And this moment would not have been possible through the enforcement of a plan. This moment is so special, so rare, that I am both captivated and overcome.

I watch her closely whenever I turn a page, and now, with her body relaxed, she has finally surrendered to ease. In any other setting, this would have been the moment where I’d touch her, play with her and make her come, but not today.

Today is about connection and trust. I still cannot believe it is all happening. I have been certain she would not be able to manage to not argue a single time, but here we are—and she is proving me all sorts of wrong, telling me once more that my initial thought about her was right: There is infinitely more to her than she lets on.

I read more.

I do not consider myself a romantic in any way. To me, this is the foreplay for a day in the future when she is ready, but something about it is different from what I've had with any other subs.

Not something.

Everything.

I am never personal; I have never read to anyone, nor have I taken one here or anywhere else. My lifestyle stays in the dark of the closed doors of my club and home. Mia is different. She needs the emotional connection, the kissing, the romance, and, if I am honest with myself, I am not entirely averse to it either.

Like I told Harold, she is a delightful change from the dullness of routine.

My eyes linger on her beautiful figure. In me stirs a desire to touch her, but I will not do so.

As I glance at my watch, I see it is already five. While I could continue reading for the entire night, I want her to have time to explore the vault herself.

I snap the book closed.

Mia flinches from the sound resounding through the arches.

I get up and walk over to her.

“You may move now,” I tell her as I brush over her hair. “Feel free to explore the vault.”

She looks up at me like a different person as she grasps my hand.

The sensation it causes quickens my heartbeat. Her touch is so soft, so subtle, and yet demanding.

She guides my hand to her cheek and closes her eyes. If I am not entirely mistaken, she has never been held properly before, so I give her the space to guide me.

It is the first time she allows herself to be vulnerable with me. To want something. Desire something. Desire me. And our connection.

A flutter surges through me.

Her cheek feels soft, like silk, beneath my palm.

“When we leave her today,” I say silently, “I want you to remember the feeling you have right now. Store it within you. And whenever you touch your cheek, you will remember it.”

She gasps in as she leans into my touch one last time, before she gets up.

She holds my hand for another moment, bites her bottom lip with all her front teeth as she glances up into my eyes, a shy grin of disbelief on her face.

Her eyes shimmer and radiate elation over me—and then she laughs. It’s a heartfelt laugh, one I have seen happen many times, usually with women who had their first orgasm in a row.

I smile at her, brush briefly over her cheek with the back of my finger and pull her close to place a kiss on her forehead. She is so raw, so pure in her emotions, I don’t think I have seen anyone comparable to her ever.

Her gaze and laugh lighten my chest, and I laugh with her.

It is a wonderful moment I will never forget.

“Do you wish to take a look around?” I ask her.

“Yes,” she beams at me with sparkling eyes as she turns and takes in the books. Oh, to be young.

She reads spines, pulls some out to smell them, and I am consumed by watching her.

Yes, I have everything there is in life; I always had it. But with it came a heaviness, duty and discipline, and somehow, this twenty-seven-year-young woman reminds me to see life from an entirely new perspective.

She seems to see herself in an entirely different way, too, because I do not recognise the woman I saw in the tavern anymore.

“No way,” she says incredulously and pulls out a book in front of her.

“No way what?” I ask.

She turns and holds it in front of her so I can see the cover. But what I see is only her glowing cheeks, sparkling eyes, and big smile. I am rarely speechless, but this moment, I am. And only then do I realise what dangerous waters I am rafting in. I cannot lose myself like this—and yet, I do.

“Let me take a picture,” I say when I find my words again and get my phone out. I need this moment curated. For her. And maybe even me.

I can see she wants to argue for a split second, but then she catches herself and smiles warmly into the camera—the book in front of her. I finally get to see what it is: Shakespeare's First Folio from 1623. The original.

“Listen to this,” she says, and I don’t know why I do it, but I press the button to record a video as she begins to read.

“Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale
Her infinite variety, other women cloy
The appetites they feed, but she makes hungry,
Where most she satisfies, for vilest things
Become themselves in her, that the holy priests
Bless her when she is riggish.”



I have seen many, many plays by Shakespeare, and I have heard people read it, but none ever raised goosebumps on my arms.

She smiles at the book, then looks at me.

It is the moment I understand.

Nothing, absolutely nothing, about this woman is mediocre.

“Did you film that?” she asks me, almost horror-struck.

“Yes,” I say, “And believe me when I tell you, if I send that to my friend Walter, a well-known artistic director, he’ll beg you to become part of one of his plays.”

“You’re kidding, right?” she asks me with wide eyes, giggling foolishly.

“I am most certainly not. Never, in my entire life, have I gotten goosebumps from a Shakespeare quote.”

She smiles weakly and puts the book back.

“Maybe,” she says carefully, “It wasn’t the quote, but me. Your reaction to me. Because I have read Shakespeare to many people, and none of them ever had a reaction to it.”

For a moment, I am taken aback as I take in her words.

“Whom did you read it to?” I ask.

“Pupils,” she says.

“Well, not exactly the target audience, is it?” I ask dryly.

“Not exactly, no,” she says, laughing. A laugh that walks straight into my chest. I am too old to not know what is happening to me—what she is doing to me. And it scares me as much as it excites me.

“Come,” I tell her. “Let’s have some dinner.”

Half an hour later, we’re at Hamilton’s. It’s an exclusive restaurant everyone wants reservations for, but it’s booked up for years. Not for me, because I gave Emiliano, the owner, his start-up money and made his immigration possible so he could come to the UK and open the restaurant. I ate in his family restaurant in Mexico several years ago, and I knew the first bite he was meant for something bigger—not that I don’t love a good small family restaurant.

“Victoria,” I hear, the moment we’re placed at the best table in the entire restaurant with a wonderful city view.

“Emiliano,” I say the moment his hand wanders on my shoulder. I get up to hug him.

“May I introduce you?” I say, “Mia. Emiliano.”

Mia is as sweet as it gets. I expected nothing less. I also tell her the story of how Emiliano’s and my paths crossed.

He tells us about a wonderful new wine he discovered, and we, of course, get a glass each without question.

Mia pretends to drink the wine, the people pleaser she is, and I laugh internally.

When I have almost emptied my glass, I switch it with hers.

Her smile says everything.

There it is, the slight lip biting again.

“If you continue to do that,” I say, “I might have to overthink my statement from before.”

“You mean this?” she asks me and bites her lips again.

“Oh, Miss Phillips,” I say warningly, but in a cheerful voice. I do enjoy challenging behaviour here and there.

We get the menu, and I watch her struggle to decide what she wants to eat. Her eyes shoot left and right, and she shifts nervously.

I put a hand on her forearm.

“I will order,” I say. She looks at me with her doe-like eyes in pure gratitude.

“I never go out,” she says hastily. “And when I do, I study the menu online days in advance so I can make a proper decision.”

I stare at her because my mind is lost. She is the most perfect sub. Not because I like to do things for her, I do, but because she can gain so much from it, and it comes so naturally to her.

“Do you have any allergies or things you do not like?”

“Nothing raw,” she says. “If possible vegetarian—but only if it doesn’t⁠—“

“Stop right there,” I say harshly.

She closes her mouth, almost reproachfully.

Emiliano comes to take our orders personally, and I have him prepare something special for Mia, simply to teach her a lesson. I want her to understand that she is allowed to have people tend to her needs.

“You are important, dearest,” I tell her. “Let people take care of you.”

She says nothing and stares at her lap.

“So,” I begin. “Do you have any questions regarding me?”

She looks up at me with wide eyes, as if I'd told her to strip right here.

“You’re allowed to ask questions,” I say. “Be yourself. Be the person I witness coming to life reading Shakespeare to me.”

“I’m scared of the answers,” she says.

I stay with her words for a moment, because while so easily said, they carry a depth to get lost in.

I rest my hand on her forearm.

“Holding back the truth doesn’t make it less real,” I say. At my age, I have found the clarity I did not have at the mere age of twenty-seven. “What do you want from life?” I ask her.

She hesitates a moment. “I don’t know. I love teaching, my peace, and my cats. It is all I ever needed and wanted. And now⁠—“

She takes a deep breath in. “Now, there is you. And I believe I want more.”

“Define more.”

She is so careful with every word she speaks, except when she gets angry.

“More you.”

A giddy feeling rushes through my body, and I cannot keep my breath from quickening.

“Do you know what comes with me?” I ask.

She shakes her head, and her eyes wander back down to her fumbling fingers in her lap.

“I only know what I read online,” she says. “The part where you don’t believe in love.”

“I did say that,” I say, and add in a knowing tone, “But this is a public interview. They are given for performance purposes; what is said carries little meaning, and it is all very superficial. Also, I am generally open to life to teach me otherwise.”

She looks back up at me. I am still struck by how every emotion shows on her face so rawly and imminently.

“You are?” she asks.

“I am. But I’m also aware of the life I live. And as of this point, you know nothing about that life.”

Her eyes flicker, and she asks me with subtle humour in her voice, “Are you telling me you’re a disguised MI6 agent?”

I laugh out loud wholeheartedly.

“If I were, I could neither confirm nor deny,” I say. “But I am not. I simply have very peculiar tastes when it comes to sexual and life’s pleasures.”

She looks at me as if I were speaking in riddles, and her cheeks turn red the moment I use the word sexual.

I smile vaguely.

“Have you ever had sex in your life?” I ask.

She blushes even further and shakes her head.

“I didn’t even kiss anyone,” she says. “I…um…with boys…men…it never felt right, and my mother told me my interest in girls was merely a phase, and she would not have a lesbian daughter, and then I got older, and well⁠—“

“Are you telling me that kissing me was the first time for you?” I cannot believe my ears.

She nods and gets as small as she can.

“Do not hide,” I tell her and pull her chin up. “None of it is bad.”

“I’m a wallflower,” she says, and I feel the pain in her voice. “You said it yourself.”

“Yes. I told you that you hide behind it. There was no, and never will be, any judgment. I rather enjoy it. You should have noticed earlier.”

“Is that what you mean by peculiar tastes?” she asks. “That I kneel for you?”

“A small part,” I say. “I can show you more.”

Our starters arrive. A wonderful, in a square arranged guacamole on a round plate, decorated with edible flowers and Emiliano’s sourdough bread.

She stares at the three sets of cutlery, and then her hands clench into fists.

“The outer one,” I say. “You work yourself from the outside to the inside with each dish.”

She sighs, and I sense it does more to her than it should.

“There is nothing embarrassing about it,” I add. “You grew up in a different environment. There is nothing I cannot teach you.”

Her eyes wander up into mine in a stolen glance of pure devotion. “Show me more,” she says silently, and a fluttery sensation surges once more through my chest.

“I will,” I say. “I am going to ask you some questions before, all of which you will answer without hesitation and in absolute truth.”

“Okay,” she says and takes a forkful of the guacamole in such a lucious way I have to take deep breaths in and out. Images come to my mind's eye, and because I am who I am, I grasp her chin and brush over her bottom lip with my thumb, so its tip enters her mouth. Her eyes bore into mine, but all I can see is my thumb in her mouth.

“Suck it,” I tell her, and she rolls her shoulders in utmost discomfort. Her eyes flash towards the other guests in the restaurant.

“Do it,” I reinforce my order. “No one will notice.”

She opens her mouth further and sucks in my thumb. Her tongue trails around it, and for a single moment, she pushes her mouth onto it, so my thumb is fully in her mouth.

My lips curve with pleasure.

“We are going to have so much fun, Miss Phillips,” I say as I remove my thumb and take my own cutlery.

I give her a moment to eat in peace before I start questioning her.

“Tell me,” I say. “How do you touch yourself when you’re alone?”

“Touch myself?” she asks.

“Yes, touch yourself. Masturbating.”

Her gaze drops down immediately, and I can already guess the answer.

“I—I don’t. Why would I?”

“For pleasure, of course. Have you truly never masturbated?”

“N-not really,” she says. “I don’t like my body that much…I…um—” Her voice trails off.

Never have I met a person who has not explored herself by that age. Nothing about it is bad; it is just so rare, and for all the wrong reasons.

“I devour your body,” I say, and my hands wander on her thigh. “Your body causes me to dream of my hands gliding over it, grasping it, losing myself in it. When I watched you earlier, it was the most wonderful thing I have seen in a very long time.”

This time, not only her cheeks but her entire face flushes.

I lean in on her, and my hand wanders to her inner thigh and further up.

“If you let me, I will show you how to do it tonight,” I whisper in her ear.

She nods.

“Tell me yes or no, be truthful.”

“Yes,” she says with a weak voice.

“Are you scared?” I ask and lean back and let go of her.

“Yes,” she says.

“What are you scared of?”

“That I’m not good enough,” she says.

“I hear you, but you will stop this thought,” I tell her. “What we will do is not about performance. I have absolutely no expectations of you. I wish you to feel yourself tonight, to feel what it is you want and what it is you do not want. I require you to say no, loud and clearly, whenever something does not feel right. Is that something you can do?”

“Yes,” she says, and wipes over her cheek to remove a tear.

“Let’s eat,” I say to reduce the intensity of the situation.

“Why are you doing this?” she asks me after a while.

“Doing what?”

“Me. Dealing with me and my issues.”

“Because I am not dealing with you. I am exploring a woman I find as interesting as appealing,” I say with a smile.

A weak smile appears on her face.

The rest of dinner, we are talking about more superficial topics, something she feels more comfortable with.

We wish Emiliano farewell and leave for the elevators.

We step into it, and before the door is fully closed, I push her by the forehead into the wall with my hand, gliding over it through her hair to cup her head as my lips meet hers. A rather bold move, but three glasses of wine fire my desire and lust.

She melts into my touch.

I kiss her demandingly, with tongue, and when the elevator sounds with the arriving ding, I let go of her as if nothing had ever happened.

She is not as quick to switch; she is quite a mess. A beautiful one.

Henry waits for us and opens the door to the car, and I let her get in first.

“Home,” I tell Henry, and he nods, maybe an increment too knowingly.
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MIA
LOVE ME LIKE YOU DO – ELLIE GOULDING



My hands are wet, and I rub them nervously over my thighs. Whatever it is that happened tonight, I am as far out of my comfort zone as possible. Maybe it is all a dream, and I’ll wake up, and none of it was real.

Only it is real.

The hand pulling me out of the car is real.

The scent in my nose is real.

The cold night air in my lungs is real.

The electrifying sensation in my core is real.

The woman guiding me into her mansion is real.

Her hands wander around my shoulders and pull off my coat. The coat she gave me. The bloody thousand of pounds coat.

“Follow me,” she says and walks me up the stairs to a corridor on the right, where she opens a white door and gestures for me to go inside.

I feel like a puppet, and the best and worst thing is, I am not even opposed to it.

The room is dark, and I see nothing at first. She claps her hands twice, causing me to flinch, and the lights to turn on.

I don’t know what I expected, but this was not it. The room is as big as the living room and kitchen of my and Bella’s flat.

What comes into view first is a huge four-poster bed to the right, made from massive wood. Hooks everywhere.

My eyes fly to the left; almost the entire wall next to a leather armchair and a leather bench is covered with a picture frame that must be fifteen feet high. It shows a photo of Victoria in a tight leather full-body suit with a deep V-neck that shows off her breasts. She sits on a red velvet sofa, her legs wide, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees with a leather crop in her hands, staring directly into the viewer's eye with a confidence I have never seen on anyone's face. Ever.

Words fail me between being absolutely thunderstruck and wondering what kind of person would hang such a picture of themselves to see. The amount of confidence she must have.

“Are you feeling alright?” she asks from next to me.

“Yes,” I say carefully.

“Your face tells something else,” she says.

“It’s just—unexpected.”

“Is it?” she asks me cheerfully.

“I suppose yes,” I say.

“Do you have questions?” she asks me.

“Many,” I say, no idea where to start and end.

“Ask,” she says and sits down in the leather armchair, opening a button of her blouse.

I risk a stolen glance at her breasts, something she seems to find quite amusing.

“So, um, this is what you mean by lifestyle?” I ask.

“Yes and no,” she says. “This is just one room and a small part of what I call lifestyle.”

“Help me understand. Does it have a name? It all sounds so cryptic.”

“It has. I am a dominant, a domme, a mistress, some may call me, and the lifestyle I live is called BDSM—bondage and discipline, dominance and submission, sadism and masochism.”

I swallow. Hard.

“So…you do what? Get off on hitting people who don’t do what you want them to do?”

“No. I offer liberation, trust and experience of the self through different elements of play and rules, which might include consequences like spanking or require elements on the more masochistic side.”

“Still sounds like hitting people to me.”

She chuckles. “It is not about the hitting. It is about the liberation that comes from trust. What other questions do you have?”

“Is that what your events are about?”

“They are, to some degree.”

“So, you live that lifestyle with other people?”

“Yes,” she says.

I stare from her to the picture on the wall and back. I don’t know what to say to it. I can’t imagine what any of it would look like, how it would work, or why people feel they need it.

“How do I fit in there?” I ask.

“I cannot tell,” she says.

“Why? You surely must have something in mind.”

“I do,” she says. “But it is neither my decision nor my place to say; it is yours.”

I am slightly taken aback.

“But isn’t this a two-way street?” I ask.

“Yes, and yet, I cannot—will not—persuade you of something you are not. If this is something you wish to explore, I would be delighted to guide you. If not, you say no, and our paths part.”

A heavy feeling appears in my chest. One that makes me catch my breath and makes swallowing difficult. It is now that I finally understand what she meant in that interview I read about her. She does not believe in love because she lives in a world where love has no place. Who would hit someone they love?

“Remember what you felt in the vault today,” she says and gets up. Her hand cups my cheek. “That feeling. The peace of mind. That is what I offer.”

I close my eyes the moment I feel her touch on mine, and the sensation spreads through my body. Peace.

Whenever I imagined my future, this was definitely not it. But it wasn’t a career ladder or being a mom, either. It was always me, books, my cats and peace.

“How would our life look like?” I ask and open my eyes to look at her. “If I were to say yes to this.”

“Whatever we make it look like,” she says, and her mouth curves up as she brushes through my hair. “Tell me your terms.”

“M-my terms,” I repeat, stunned.

“What do you need to be content?”

I can’t think with her touching me. I have never thought about it, and now, I feel overwhelmed by the question.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I never gave the future much thought. It’s not a husband and a house of kids, though,” I say, and Victoria laughs. She lets go of me, and I can finally think.

There is a moment of pause. I watch Victoria, and while I am bewildered we’re even having this conversation, her radiance draws me in.

“Show me who you are. Show me what drives you, moves you, what is important to you,” she says.

“My life will bore you to death,” I say dryly.

“Mia,” she says, and a shudder runs down my spine, because it is the first time that I can recall that she used my first name. “Just because I can offer you the world, does not mean I do not know how to value a book read in silence.”

A grin stealths onto my face.

“Okay,” I say.

“Okay, what?” she asks.

“My cats need to be fed and cuddled,” I say with a glance at my watch. “That’s what my life looks like.”

Victoria laughs with such rich laughter that I can’t stop myself from joining her.

“Give Henry the key to your flat, and instruct him,” she says as she walks me out of the room. “He’s a sucker for cats. They come to him like he is their messiah.”

“So, that’s why he’s the only one who survived picking up my male cat,” I say.

“Henry,” she calls sternly down the staircase, and he appears through a door down to the left. “Cat duty.”

He smirks.

I feel quite uncomfortable ordering him around.

“Any notice regarding your roommate?” he asks after I've instructed him on their food-and-cuddle routine.

“Not necessary,” I say, and fumble my phone out of my pocket to check Bella’s location. “She is out—yep, still at the party she texted me she’ll be at. She won’t be home until tomorrow.”

“She seems not to have learned anything from last weekend,” says Victoria, and I snort out.

“She thinks it was an amazing, consciousness-broadening trip,” I say.

“One way to see it,” says Victoria, sardonically.

“Well, Bella, she’s—she has different priorities in life,” I say. “Her main objective is not to work and have as much fun as possible.” It is something I secretly admire, because I could never. I have no idea what fun is, and my dutifulness will kill me one day.

“And you don’t?” she asks me.

“I don’t think life is meant to be fun,” I say. “We live, fulfil our duties to the community, and then we die, and no one is going to remember us within the matter of one or two generations, especially if there is no generation reproduced.”

“Huh,” she says.

“I know you look at life differently than I do,” I say, “But not everyone is like you.”

“So…you suffer because everyone else suffers?” she asks casually, but I freeze.

“I—no,” I say. “It’s more complicated like that.”

“Is it?” she asks. “I think it’s quite simple. You do not allow yourself to have fun because you do not feel worthy.”

I roll my shoulders and bring some distance between us. Her words feel like an attack on me.

“I have a proposal for you,” she says. “One day, where you allow yourself to enjoy life, have fun and let yourself be surprised by it. One day. Give me one day to show you what life can be like. And I give you one day to show me the extraordinary in the ordinary.”

We’re standing in the middle of the entrance hall with this monumental chandelier. My eyes wander up and over to the art on the wall, as I consider her words for a moment. I am scared that if I let her, I might never recover from it.

I don’t know why, but I keep thinking of Plato’s Allegory of the Cave as I stare at the Caravaggio oil painting I looked up after my first visit here, which is estimated to be worth around 130 million pounds.

I am one of the people in the cave, only knowing shadows, and when presented with reality and a chance to explore the unknown, I would rather stay in the dark, watching the shadows, than face it.

“Okay,” I say simply and silently as I take my eyes off the painting. “One day.”

Her mouth becomes a warm, radiant smile, making her infinitely attractive.

“Then come,” she says, holding out her hand.

And I take it.

Outside.

Before I can blink, she opens the door to a black Range Rover for me, and I find myself being placed on the white leather passenger seat. I feel horrified by my own decision.

“Do not even think about it,” she says warningly. “Sit down and put the seatbelt on. I’ll be right back.”

While she walks back inside, I look at the car. It’s an Autobiography, something I only know because Bella’s father drives the very same car, just with horrible brown leather inside that makes my eyes hurt. Although the white isn’t any better. I generally have no clue about cars, nor do I care.

Victoria returns five minutes later with a mid-sized bag. I don’t even want to know at this point. This day feels so out of touch already; whatever is about to happen, I don’t care. So, I don’t ask.

I look at her when she settles down in the driver's seat, and it’s like the car was made for her. Everything about it, about her, the car, just fit.

“When was the last time you saw something other than London?” she asks me.

“Um—“ I say and rub my hands over my thighs. “Never.”

Because the truth is, I have always been here, in my cave.

“Uh-hu,” she hums knowingly.

We don’t speak much during the ride. I watch her navigate London traffic, something I could never do, even if I had a driving license. And somehow a feeling crawls up on me that I wish to deny, because something about this feels so normal. So ordinary. Our ordinary.

At some point, she pulls over into a driveway and parks the car in front of a lot of red. I crane my neck to see where we are.

Edmiston London Heliport, I read in my mind, and goosebumps spread over my arms. Not of the good kind. Because I have never been in a plane, let alone a helicopter, and I am scared of heights. Very scared.

“No way,” I’m telling her. “I can’t⁠—“

“You will,” she says and gets out. She walks around to open my door, and I feel like a toddler.

“One day,” she says to remind me. “Henry will take care of everything here in the meantime; your cats will be the most spoiled cats on the planet.”

I groan and curse to myself.

She gets out of the car and is joined by a man in a suit, who takes the car keys and the bag and guides us to a terminal at the heliport.

We are directed onto the field, and a heavy rock drags my stomach to the ground as I see the helicopter with what is supposedly a pilot waiting for us.

“Victoria,” says the man, holding out his hand, “How wonderful to see you.”

So, they know each other.

“Likewise,” she says and takes his hands. “I hope the kids are alright?”

“They are,” he says, while I just stand there, staring at the black helicopter like an idiot.

“Did you and Miss Phillips have a pleasant arrival?” he asks.

“As always,” Victoria says.

“Wonderful,” he says and opens the helicopter door.

“Come,” she says to me, but I am frozen to the ground.

“First time?” asks the pilot, and I nod. “You may just sit for a moment,” he says. “I’ll explain and answer whatever questions might arise.”

Victoria gets inside and holds out her hand for me to take.

I hesitate for another moment.

The cave, think of the cave, I tell myself. One day, no cave.

And I take her hand and climb in.

I am fixed in my seat, with the headset on, when I suddenly hear the pilot's voice in my ears. He explains what is about to happen and starts the rotor.

I will so regret this.

The vibration goes through my body, and my heart beats into my throat the very moment.

Victoria, next to me, watches me carefully, but approvingly.

“Ready?” asks the pilot, and I shake my head.

“You better be,” Victoria says. “You will learn to love it.”

Learn to love it, I repeat to myself, and can’t unhear the sound of the future coming with it.

“London Tower, this is Sierra Echo Yankee Charlie One, requesting departure clearance from London Heliport, Echo Golf Lima Whisky, VFR flight, private charter, routing northbound to private landing site in the Highlands Glenmere Manor, ready to lift.”

Goosebumps spread over my entire body. Private landing site in the Highlands.

“Sierra Echo Yankee Charlie One, this is London Tower, you’re cleared for departure. Maintain heading zero-one-five, climb to one thousand-five-hundred feet. Contact Scottish Control on 124.5 once leaving London airspace. Have a safe flight.”

I can’t believe my ears.

This is really happening.

I bite my lip as a smile displaces itself into a grin of disbelief.

The helicopter lifts off, and my hands, my entire body, are as sweaty as they can get. I try to calm my breathing because the vibrating-while-hovering feeling is absolutely not my cup of tea.

Victoria grasps my hand, and I am embarrassed by how sweaty it is, but she does not seem to care. She caresses with her thumb over the back of my hand in a calming rhythm.

“Focus on something outside,” says the pilot through the headphones. “Something in the distance.”

And when I look up, we’re rising and leaving London underneath us.

It looks so small from up here.

I can’t believe I am doing this.

I’m flying in a helicopter.

With her.

Everything about it is so absurd that I start laughing.

This is probably the scariest and most wonderful thing I have ever done.
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VICTORIA
PLAYLIST: DON’T BLAME ME – TAYLOR SWIFT



Isee her red cheeks and hear the consuming laughter that goes straight into my chest. I cannot tell what made me take her to the most private thing I own. I have never taken anyone to Glenmere. It is my hideout, my safe space, my retreat from the world.

But I want her there. In me is a longing to introduce her to the world she might otherwise never encounter, a world I secretly hope she will fall for. Not my lifestyle, but my world.

Now, watching her not only overcome her fear but let in the feeling of freedom that comes with it, illuminates my heart.

It takes over an hour for the tension to leave her body, and we’re almost at the height of Edinburgh. I do not let go of her hand the entire time. I cannot recall ever holding hands with someone that long—and I am not opposed to it either.

“Look,” I tell her through the headset and pull her hand over to me, pointing down to the illuminated city under us. She leans over as much as the belt allows her.

“Edinburgh,” I say. “Wonderful bookshops and a historic place.”

“I always wanted to go,” she says. “I once read about a wonderful second-hand and antiquarian bookstore. I think it was called McNaughtan’s.”

I smile as I speak to my headset, “Simon, please coordinate a stop in Edinburgh tomorrow afternoon before we head back. We have a bookstore to visit.”

She looks sternly at me and shakes her head, but I simply mouth, ‘One day’.

She rolls her eyes and looks back outside.

Half an hour later, Simon prepares for landing. Beneath us, the grounds are in darkness, except for the house itself and the driveway.

I have been flying with Simon many times now, at night as much as daytime, and he knows Glenmere like no one else, just as we got to know each other over the years. I usually fly alone, therefore I have the time for some chatting—not today, however. Today, I simply wish to look at Mia and her emotional rawness.

We land on the Manor grounds, and Simon gives her and me a hand to climb out of the helicopter. I slip him a key from my coat, the one for the guest house.

“Welcome to Glenmere,” I say to Mia, who stares at the brickstone manor house like she is dreaming.

It is beautiful at night. Clear view of the stars, almost no light pollution except for this three-storey brick wall mansion with Victorian windows, lit by only wallwashers.

“Come,” I say, grasping her hand, aiming to walk with her, but she just stands there, wide eyes, a half-smile on her face, lips slightly parted.

Her eyes trail from the house to me to our hands, and she pulls me close and into a heated kiss. Her free hand softly cups my face while the helicopter rotors whirr down into a gentle hum that becomes the peaceful silence of the night in the Scottish Highlands.

A night that could not have been any more perfect.

“Thank you,” she whispers against my lips before she lets go and walks up the pathway leading to the entrance. She turns back to me and laughs before she spins with her arms wide and throws her head back.

I simply watch her. I have seen many people blossom at my events, but what I'm witnessing right now is something entirely different.

When she stops and notices that I watch her instead of following, she wrestles for one second with herself before she grins and curtsies.

I have to admit that I have rarely felt more alive than right this moment.

“Any more of that and I’ll send that video to my friend at the Royal Opera,” I call towards her as I follow her. She giggles.

Gravel crunches underneath our feet as we walk up to the entrance together. When we reach it, I stop for a single moment.

“This here is as personal as it gets,” I tell her. “I have taken no one here, ever. Not even Henry has been here.”

“Why would you take me here?” she asks with wide eyes in total disbelief.

“Because you are special,” I say—and her cheeks blush so beautifully.

I open the door and turn on the lights. The manor might be from a different time, but I had a very special friend, an architect bring it up to the most modern standard there is. Some may call me old, and in some cases, I am, but not when it comes to living standards.

She walks in behind me, her mouth half open by now.

“This is unbelievable,” she whispers as she takes in the entrance hall, her eyes darting in every possible direction.

“Like I am stepping into one of my novels,” she says, and her fingers glide over a wall to the left.

“Wait until you see the library,” I say. “It is quite extensive.”

“There is a library?” she asks and spins around.

“Yes,” I say, “This way, Duchess of Greenwich.”

Her heartfelt laugh hums from the walls into my chest, as she picks up the ball, nods and walks like a proper lady.

I open the library for her, massive double doors that unveil my father's vast book collection.

I set the weekender down, take my coat off, and sit on one of the leather sofas by the windows. During the day, they allow a wonderful view of the grounds.

Mia is consumed by the books. My eyes linger on her wonderful bottom as she stretches to reach for a book in one of the upper shelves.

She opens it and holds it up to her face to scent it. I have never seen anyone with her devotion to books before.

“Which one is it?” I ask.

“Dumas,” she says. “Count of Monte Cristo—yep, first English edition from 1846.”

“You can read that tomorrow,” I say. “Right now, I want you to come here, kneel between my legs.”

She glances at me with the book hiding her face, only her eyes peering over it at me.

I draw up an eyebrow.

“You know you don’t have to,” I say, because I figured by now she needs reassurance every step of the way. “But I would like you to.”

She lowers the book, closes it and places it onto the black wooden table between us.

She slowly takes off her coat and places it carefully onto the armrest of the sofa to my right.

Only then does she walk over to me. She sinks onto her knees, between my open legs, rests her hands palms up on her thighs, and her eyes wander down to the floor.

“Such a good little girl you are,” I say, and brush over her hair—I am testing the waters. Her face becomes red in an instant.

“Would you like me to teach you what good girls do to please their mistress?” I ask.

She nods, eyes locked to the floor. My core awakens at the mere sight of her.

“First of all, good girls do whatever they’re told to do. You have been really good today, and therefore you will get a reward,” I say.

She bites her bottom lip, and I add praise kink to the list of her traits.

“Secondly, good girls say “please, Mistress” when they want something; and “thank you, Mistress” whenever they get something, do you understand?”

“I do, thank you, Mistress,” she says, and a fire is lit in my core.

“Thirdly, really good girls use their safe words when a boundary is crossed instead of trying to please their Mistress. I am only pleased within the boundaries of total consent. Tell me two words, one for a warning that tells me we are close to reaching a boundary, and a second that tells me there is a hard limit.”

She shifts in front of me. Decision making—I got distracted; I should have known and acted accordingly. So I add, “Would you like me to give you two words?”

“Yes, please, Mistress.”

My mouth tugs into a smirk. She is exquisite.

“Soft limit, Goblin. Hard limit, Dragon,” I say, it's the first thing that comes to my mind, because I know she likes to read fantasy books. It will be something she can easily remember. “Repeat.”

“Soft limit, Goblin. Hard limit, Dragon,” she says.

“Good,” I say as I take my neckerchief off and fold it into a small band. I lean forward to blindfold her with it, well aware of how close my breasts are to her face.

As I make the second knot, I take in the scent of her hair for a moment. Lavender and vanilla—when I let go, I do so with a soft brush over her cheek. It is the anchor I set for her to return to that earlier state of liberation.

She needs a moment to calm down and sit with the unknown to get accustomed to it.

I lean back and watch her shift, tense, breathe heavier and finally calm down.

Only then do I get up. I walk over to the weekender bag, open it with a loud zip. She is supposed to hear and guess. It is all about the game of anticipation.

I take the leather handcuffs and a flogger from it. I have no equipment here because I never bring anyone here, so I had to plan for every scenario in advance.

I walk back to her and throw everything onto the leather sofa. She flinches from the sounds.

I sit down on the sofa again.

“Arms up.”

She lifts them hesitantly. I let my hands wander carefully around her waist, keeping myself from grasping lower to her wonderfully round arse.

I push her pullover up and throw it onto the floor. “You may take the arms down,” I say, and they shoot down in front of her belly.

“No hiding,” I tell her. “Hands on the thighs. I wish to see you.”

She does so very, very slowly. I see her fists clench.

“Do you remember your safe words?” I ask.

“Yes, I do, Goblin and Dragon, Mistress.”

“Good,” I say, and I take in her naked form. She wears a very basic bra, and I already know what I will get her next.

I take the flogger and caress it over her shoulder, down to her chest. The leather is cold, and she has no idea what I hold in my hand, so she is twitching slightly from the sensation.

I repeat the same movement several times on each shoulder until she relaxes them.

“How does that feel for you?” I ask.

“Unusual, but good,” she says.

“I’m using a flogger. It is made from leather and can be used more softly, like this—“ I brush over her shoulder again. “Or more forcefully, like this—” I slap it a little harsher at her side and ribcage.

She gasps slightly and shifts.

“Does it still feel good?”

“Yes,” she says.

I knew it.

“Stand up,” I say, harsher. And she gets up immediately. Such a pleasure to watch.

“Show me your wrists,” I say, and she holds them up.

I reach for the leather handcuffs. I slide the first around her left wrist, close it, then repeat the same on the right. When I am done, I attach them with the carabiners.

“I am going to remove your trousers,” I tell her and open the button. She freezes instantly.

“Do you not want me to do it?” I asks.

“It’s just—“ she stammers, “I—um”

“Form words,” I order her.

“I don’t have matching underwear, and I’m…I’m not shaved—I didn’t plan—didn’t think you⁠—“

I grasp her chin.

“Listen closely, I do not wish you to shave for me. I wish you to be you, whatever it is you desire. I prefer a full bush, you understand?”

“Yes,” she breathes out, and I release her chin to go back to my undressing endeavours.

The trousers slide to the ground, and I kneel to remove her loafers and help her out of them.

When I get back up, I caress with my fingers up her legs, and she shivers from it. My hand wanders further up her back, and I step around her, pushing the table slightly out of the way with my foot.

I stand behind her without touching her. She can feel my presence because she leans in ever so slightly. And I could just let her and kiss her neck from behind. But I don’t. Instead, I push her onto the sofa.

She shrieks before she lands on the leather, kneeling, her arms caught on the backrest.

I breathe out as I see those full, round buttocks with an arched back presenting to me.

Oh, to dive my face into that arse right now!

Instead, I take the flogger and let it glide over her body, down her arse, over the back of her legs.

“I will—as you called it—hit you—with the flogger ten times,” I tell her. “I dare say you will see it it not hitting at all, but rather an explosion of lust. I will start softly and will intensify the strikes. You will count and say thank you after every strike, like the good girl you are. You will use your safe word if it is too much. Confirm you understand.”

“I understand, Mistress,” she breathes out, and I place myself properly so I can strike the right way.

Slap.

She moves from the sensation and arches her back even more before she says, “One, thank you, Mistress.”

I strike again, this time slightly stronger.

Slap.

“Two, thank you, Mistress.”

Another slap.

“Three, thank you, Mistress.”

When we reach the fifth, I intensify the strike once more.

Slap.

“Six, thank you, Mistress.”

Arousal spreads through me as I see the redness appearing on her arse.

She shivers, and I watch her for a moment before I strike again.

“How close to the soft limit are you?” I ask.

“Not close at all,” she says.

“Your body tells me otherwise,” I say. “Are you lying?”

“No, I am not, it’s just very…arousing,” she says and hides her face between her arms.

A silent huff escapes me, and before she can think any more about it, I strike again.

Slap.

“Seven, thank you, Mistress.”

Slap.

“Eight, thank you, Mistress.”

She bends back, and a moan trails into my ears. She is actually enjoying it.

Slap.

“Nine, thank you, Mistress.”

For the last one, I use all the power I have. I want to test her boundaries.

Slap.

She shrieks and gasps before she says, “Ten, thank you, Mistress.”

She rests bend over the backrest of the sofa, breathing heavily. I lean over her, grasp her by the roots of her hair and pull her into a vertical kneeling position on the sofa.

A smile hushes over her face.

I remove the neckerchief around her eyes and sit on the sofa.

“Sit on my lap,” I order her, and she crawls onto me, without sitting down properly.

“You are not too heavy,” I say. “Sit down, properly.”

She does as told, and only then do I open the handcuffs' carabiners.

She watches my every move closely.

“I wish for you to look me in the eye for what is about to happen. Whatever you feel, you will not break eye contact.”

She nods. Her eyes shimmer, and I cannot wait to watch her come.

My hands trail over her thighs, around her arse, and for one infinite moment, I believe I have arrived in heaven.

I roll my hips slightly to animate her to do the same with hers. I guide her movement with my hands and push her slightly to the side until I can feel her heated clit burning my thigh.

She gasps, and it takes all her willpower not to throw her head back.

I push and roll her hips over my leg in a slow rhythm, back and forth.

Her cheeks get redder.

Her eyes glitter with a million shades of lust.

Her breaths are heavier, slowly becoming moans.

She moves her hips on her own, and I take my hands to cup her beautiful heart-shaped face and pull her into me until our noses touch.

She looks at me pleadingly as she rolls her hip for one last time over my leg and then snaps into the state of pure relief.

She throws her head back as one deep moan rumbles through her body. I do not care about any rule-enforcing, right now.

This is what I wanted to watch.

I wander with my hands around her waist to her back and kiss her from her abdomen up to her collarbone.

“This is what my lifestyle is about,” I whisper against her skin.

She brings her head back up, and her eyes radiate such purity of emotions over me that I know that this is something different.

A smile I do not know of myself tugs on my mouth, and while there are all these words I could say, some moments require silence, and this moment right here does.


13


MIA
PLAYLIST: UNTIL THE MUSIC FADES – THE VENICE CONNECTION



When I awake, bright light burns my eyes. I stare at a ceiling with a chandelier on it, in a wooden four-poster bed with the whitest and softest bedsheets I have ever seen.

Not a dream, a voice says in my mind.

I lift myself onto my elbows and glance around. The bedside next to me is empty, but it was definitely slept in.

I squint my eyes from the brightness. Although it’s cloudy outside, there are so many huge windows letting in all the brightness.

I am in a bedroom, in a Highlands Manor, Victoria Fitzroy’s manor. Sixty-year-old wealthy lady whom I happened to call “Mistress” last night.

I glance around but cannot see her, so I fall back into the bed and stare at the ceiling as the memory of last night comes back to my mind. Victoria made me come, and I kind of humped her leg. And then she walked me up her on a bloody leash.

I start laughing at the mere thought of it and dig my face into the sheets, because I am repulsed as much as it turns me on.

Okay, I need to get out of bed and wash all the dirty, dirty thoughts from my mind.

I get up and search for a bathroom. There are three wooden doors in the room; the first is a closet, the second, to my relief, a bathroom—A bathroom the size of other people’s living rooms times two.

While I have seen some things about Victoria’s way of life by now, this bathroom is beyond anything I ever thought she would like and be into. My eyes linger on a round bathtub at least ten feet in diameter to the left, in matte black. Everything is held in matte black.

I step into the room, barefoot, and walk over the wooden flooring.

Who would put wood flooring in a bathroom? I ask myself.

I walk past a mirror so long it takes me six steps to pass it. I dislike mirrors, especially when I have to walk by them naked.

The lid of an equally matte-black toilet opens automatically as I walk up to it, and there are more buttons than I’d like on a toilet.

When I’m done, I wash my hands, take a towel from a shelf of carefully folded, extremely soft towels, and step into a glass cubicle in the middle of the room, which happens to be the shower. Like a glass cage.

It takes me several minutes to figure out how to turn on the water, and when I do, it sprays horizontally into my face. I shriek and turn it off. I also recognise I have no shampoo, and tip out of the cubicle with wet feet over the wood.

I open all sorts of drawers, find toothbrushes and toothpaste, soap and every flavour of shower oil, but no shampoo.

Whatever, I tell myself and take the oil and soap. I’ll just use the soap as shampoo. My hair is low-maintenance anyway.

Several more minutes pass until I manage to make the water fall from the round plate-like thing hanging above me. I don’t even have a name for some of the things that seem to be her reality.

“What happened to a good old showerhead?” I ask loudly when I step under the hot water.

If not for the water pelting down on me, I’d still question my sanity. If anyone ever finds out that I am doing certain…things…with Victoria Grace Fitzroy, I’m cooked.

I let my head fall back, and images flash through my mind. Filthy images.

I shudder.

The shower isn't doing what it's supposed to. On the contrary.

I rinse my hair, turn off the shower, wrap my hair and body in separate towels.

I quickly brush my teeth and then get back into the bedroom, only to realise I have no idea where my clothes are, probably still down in the library. But I can’t walk through the house in my towels.

Damn.

There I am, wrapped in towels and now what?

I check the closet.

Maybe I can take something out of it that might work?

Oh gods, I groan in my mind. I don’t want to sneak through anyone’s private closet. But walking through the mansion searching for my clothes in a towel? Hard no. She must have people attending to the house—what if they see me?

No, I can’t risk it.

I close my eyes and blow my cheeks as I struggle with the decision of what to do.

“Looking for these?” asks Victoria behind me, and I spin around.

She leans elegantly against the door frame, fully dressed in a colourful high-neck and wide-leg trousers, holding my underwear in her hands.

“Yes,” I say, flustered and aim to get them.

“Find something fitting in the closet,” she says and drops them to the floor. “Join me for breakfast afterwards. You need to eat,” she says and walks away.

I don’t know what to make of it. What a strange conversation. And maybe I’d expected the morning after to be—different. She was quite formal, wasn't she? I ask myself in my mind.

I stare at the open door. Something doesn’t sit right with me.

Oh gods, what if she thought I was horrible and can’t wait to get me back? My stomach drops with the thought, and I hold onto my towel as if it could protect me.

With crushing dread getting worse by the minute, I walk into the closet and search for something that might fit me. I do find some underpants, but no bra, so I grab mine from the floor and put them back on.

Afterwards, I try almost everything I can find in the closet, and while some things fit, most draw too much attention.

I am close to a mental breakdown when I look at the mess I made. Clothes are everywhere on the floor because I couldn’t see myself in them in the mirror, or I couldn’t stand the touch of them on my skin. Victoria must be waiting, and I am so stressed out that I sink to the ground at a wall with only my underwear on and hide my face in my hands.

I hate my body so much.

I hate myself right now for hating my body.

I should know better.

I tell the kids in my class every day that everybody is beautiful and not to judge someone by their looks—and here I am, judging myself every day.

“Okay,” I pep-talk myself, “You need to get a grip on yourself. Take the second-best thing, and the moment you’re home, you can change into your comfort clothes. Get your stupid arse up, right now.”

I indeed get up.

I pick out an oversized black blouse, roll up the sleeves, and take one of the shorter soft-fabric trousers. I stuff the blouse messily into the pants so it doesn't look like I am one fat ball, remove the hair towel, glance once in the mirror, ruffle my towel-dry hair to loosen it, and get out of the closet before I lose my mind.

I get out of the bedroom and am confronted with a corridor and a thousand doors.

What the hell, I curse as I open door after door—only to find everything but a kitchen or dining room. I dearly miss Bella’s and my two-bedroom flat.

When I’m done on the upper floor, I head down to the first floor, think it over, and decide to check downstairs first.

I peek in the library, find something like a dressing room, and a kitchen, but no Victoria.

I can’t do this. I am done.

I stand in the middle of the entrance hall, cold tiles underneath my bare feet, when I shout, “Victoria, where the hell are you?”

Shall she call me crazy, blatant, or idiotic, but I’m not searching an entire manor.

“Up here,” she says, and when I look up, she leans casually over they banister on the first floor. My hands become fists as I breathe in and out. Breathing.

“You look stressed,” she says.

“I am,” I say as I walk up the stairs. “I am in clothing I do not like, after opening a bazillion doors, my feet are cold, and I couldn’t find you.”

She chuckles and says, “You express your discomfort, good.”

I stop and stare at her.

“You did this on purpose?” I ask.

“I absolutely did,” she says, “You’re growing already.”

I curse under my breath and mumble, “A good morning and tea would’ve been sufficient.”

I still don’t know what to make of it.

Victoria gestures to a door leading to a study with a table by the windows overlooking the grounds.

“Sit down and drink your tea,” she says. I can’t shake the feeling that she seems cold and distant.

“Is something wrong?” I ask her, not sitting down.

“Sit down and have the tea,” she says.

So something is wrong.

A sensation of horror floods through me. She didn’t like it. I must’ve done something wrong—or she dislikes my body after all. Maybe⁠—

“Nothing has changed on my end,” she says as if she read my mind. “Sit and drink.”

I sit, but don’t drink. I can feel something is not right.

“What’s going on?” I ask. “Something is going on, and I need to know what.”

She looks at me and takes a sip of her own tea before she speaks.

“You will not freak out,” she says. “You will listen and don’t interrupt until I am done talking, and I assure you I am taking care of the situation.”

“What situation?” I ask in a weak voice, and my heart beats immediately against my chest as if I had just run up five hundred stairs.

“I have my lawyers already on it. While it will not change anything regarding the headlines, I will use every single one of my resources to have your life impacted in the slightest way possible.”

“What situation?” I ask, now harsher.

“Someone photographed us at Hamilton’s,” she says, and I’m spiralling down.

She hands me a tablet with screenshots from tabloids and online magazines.

Gold digger or groomed? The shocking affair between Victoria Fitzroy (60) and a 27-year-old primary school teacher.

From classroom to cashmere: How a primary school teacher, Mia Phillips, slept her way into high-society

Inappropriate! Teachers' secret sex life with Victoria Fitzroy

SCANDAL! Victoria Fitzroy’s plaything teaches your children

I can’t breathe properly. My fingers and nose tingle, and somehow everything is suddenly so far away.

There’s a picture of me with Victoria’s thumb in my mouth during our dinner. I stare at it, read the headlines again, and the only thing I feel is coldness. In my limbs and entire body.

This can’t be happening. It must be a nightmare.

Everyone will read this. My colleagues. Parents of the kids. My mother.

I am ruined.

Crushed.

Destroyed.

I don’t even feel myself as a body right now.

There is only this dreadful horror sucking me into the depths.

A hand on my forearm.

Is it even my forearm?

I can’t feel it. Everything tingles.

Suddenly, a slap on my cheek. Heated pain burns on my skin.

“Are you bloody mad?” I shout and jump up.

“I told you to listen to the end, and you not only did not do that, but you are also freaking out.”

“Of course I am!” I shout, words pouring from my mouth. “It’s not you they’re going after, it’s me. You, with all your money and resources, they can’t touch you, I bet scandal is what makes you even more desirable to many. But I? I’ll be dismissed! My life is destroyed! And you do bloody what, slap my face?”

I know I am looking like a mad person right now with my fists clenched, wide eyes, and a body I can’t feel in its entirety.

“Mia,” she says, “I did so to stop the spiralling. Now, you’re turning your rage outside, not inside, which is good.”

“URGH!” I shout so loudly it rings painfully in my own ears because I have no other words. There is so much anger. No, not anger. Rage. I don’t know who I am anymore.

I need to get out.

Out of the clothes.

The house.

The situation.

My own skin.

I need to.

Have to.

But where would I go?

I’m stuck somewhere in nowhere.

Or maybe I should just stay stuck here for the rest of eternity.

No one will care about the bloody tabloids here.

I cover my eyes with my hands.

Let this be a dream.

It has to be.

A nightmare.

Let me wake up.

Right now.

“Deep breaths,” I hear.

But I can’t.

What’s the point of breathing anyway?

My chest feels painfully hollow.

Her hands grasp around my wrists.

She’s standing right in front of me, pulling down my hands.

My protection.

“Stop touching me,” I shout, but she doesn’t. I can’t do this—it is all too much.

“Dragon!” I scream and jump backwards as she lets go of me like electrocuted.

My hands become fists. Not for attack, but protection.

I should have never left the house.

This is what comes from it.

Now I am stuck here.

With a mess of a life.

Tears I don’t want stream down my face.

Everything feels on edge.

I need to get out of these clothes.

I need⁠—

And then I run.

I run out of the study, up the stairs to the second floor, shoot into the bedroom, into the closet, bang the door close and rip the clothes from my body.

My chest heaves up and down as I look at the mess around me, and the feeling of dread consumes me.

I can’t get enough air.

What can I do? There is nothing I can do.

My life is destroyed.

I can’t breathe properly.

My chest heaves up and down, but I am not really breathing. There is no air reaching my lungs.

Everything tingles.

My face.

My limbs.

Air.

I need air.

The door opens, and I see Victoria's shape enter, my vision blurry.

“Mia,” she says. “What do you need?”

Need.

From her?

To leave and let me die here.

My breath is so erratic that the floor swoons underneath me.

“You need to listen to me,” she says.

Need to listen.

What I need is to scream.

And that is what happens.

“I need to listen?” I scream. “Like I listened to you when you told me to suck your bloody thumb in public, and no one will see? Yeah, what a great listen that was! Bloody damned hell, I don’t need to listen. You need to listen, because you—YOU!” Spit flies from my mouth. “With your bloody money and entitled behaviour as if you own the world. Just leave me the hell alone! You’ve done enough damage! My life is a train wreck because of you! I hate, hate, hate you. I should have never left the bloody house!”

Somehow, the screaming helps me refocus my senses. I realise only now I stand in my mismatched, already-worn underwear screaming in a closet. I see Victoria, and know I have said one thing too many, but I don’t care. I am done. So done.

She walks up to me.

“You will listen,” she says harshly as she walks up to me. “I will not have anyone behave like a child throwing a tantrum around me. I hear you, and I told you I am handling the situation. If you would rather act out and run like you always do, by all means, do it, but I will not deal with such behaviour. Look at you! You are operating on madness right now.”

My body feels like it's about to implode, and I act without thinking. My hand slaps her face, harshly.

Never in my life have I gotten violent, but right now, I am backed into a corner with no way out, and she is the threat. After all, it is no different from what she did to me a couple of minutes ago.

An icy look washes over me as she turns and leaves without another word.

I can’t tell how long I stand there, but a while. Because when I’m back to my senses, my body feels cold and I have goosebumps everywhere.

I need to get my clothes and phone. My phone. Calling Bella. She’ll know what to do. She’s used to crisis.

I dart downstairs to the library, find my clothes there—the ones Victoria has gotten for me. But they at least feel like me. I search for my phone in full panic mode until I find it slipped from the coat’s pocket underneath a pillow.

I unlock it, and the moment my eyes fall onto the notifications, I am falling. Drowning. Suffocating.

Hundreds of notifications.

Calls.

Messages.

Emails.

I can’t.

Can’t.

I scream and throw the phone away.

I hate notifications; they give me anxiety on a normal day. Today, I am unable to cope with it.

It cracks loudly upon impact with the floor. I don’t care. I’d rather burn it at this point.

I need to vanish.

Get my cats, a new phone number, and move to a place so remote that no one will ever recognise me.

But how am I going to get my cats? I don’t even know how to get back home from here. There is no way I am flying in that helicopter with her again. And now I might have broken the only tool that would help me get back home.

Tears flood my eyes.

I need a plan, but I can’t think properly.

So I do the only thing I can do to escape reality: reading. I’m in a damn library after all.

I take the book I saw last night, The Count of Monte Cristo, grab a wool blanket, curl up on one of the sofas with my back against the armrest and begin to read with wet cheeks.

When I hit page 204, exhaustion rolls over me. My eyes burn, and I am so tired that I read the same sentence over and over without actually reading it.

I lean my head sideways onto the backrest. Maybe I can close my eyes for a tiny moment and forget everything.

“Mia,” I hear and shoot up. It takes me a moment to orient and understand where I am and that I am living in a nightmare.

Victoria sits on the couch next to me, her hand on my calf. I draw up my legs and grab the open book that threatens to fall down. I must have fallen asleep.

I feel sick to my stomach, and my body is weak. Exhausted. I’m not made for crisis. Worst thing is, I have to jawn. Again and again. As if my body is trying to compensate for the exhaustion.

“I arranged for you to fly back with Simon,” she says. Her voice is cold and distant.

“I’m not putting a foot in that thing again,” I say.

“You will, because you will not stay here,” she says, getting up. “Wheels up in fifteen.”

My eyes follow her back out of the library as I recall her words. I am flying back with Simon. So, does it mean she is staying here?

I don’t want to go back. I can’t.

My hands tremble just thinking about being back in London, and yet all I want is to leave this house and her behind me.

I also need to take care of my cats.

I get up and don’t even care about putting the book or anything back. I scramble my phone from the floor. It has a broken display.

Whatever, I think. I hate the thing anyway, and I only have it to check on Bella and my mother, who calls me every day. Except for yesterday. Probably, most of the calls and messages come from her; she might believe I died because I didn’t answer the phone.

I take the coat, slip on the loafers, and head out to the helicopter. I don’t even look back. It is nothing I want to remember.

“Miss Phillips,” says Simon, the pilot, and holds out a hand for me to take. “I just finished the check, and we’re ready to head back.”

I nod and take the hand reluctantly before I aim to climb into the helicopter.

I don’t know what makes me do it, but somehow I turn. I glance back at the manor house, although I don’t want to.

Victoria stands behind a window, watching me. So she’s really staying here.

Our eyes meet.

My body jolts.

I hesitate.

But I can’t. This is not what I want. I need my peace and quiet.

So, I get in the helicopter.

The door is closed with utmost finality to a chapter ending.

The vibration begins.

Tears stream down my face.

I haven’t felt this horrible ever before.

This has all been a huge mistake.

I should have never left the bloody house.

Stupid, stupid idiot.
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MIA
PLAYLIST: MAKE IT RAIN – GEORGE BARNETT



It is night when I close the door to the flat behind me and sink to the ground. A horror-struck Bella has opened the door for me because I didn’t even have the key to my own flat right now.

“What the bloody hell! I was worried sick!”

“Don’t,” I tell her. “I can’t right now, can’t.”

“What the hell happened?”

“Bella!” I shout, “Not right now.”

I am so exhausted that I feel like I might collapse. The helicopter ride was the most stressful thing I have ever done.

I had to take public transport afterwards with people who most certainly recognised me. I was stared at and even heard whispers. I am overwhelmed, have had no food for an entire day, my body is trembling, and I can’t think.

Pebbles comes and brushes herself against my leg. I grab her. She is the one I need. I squeeze her into me, she purrs. And for one tiny moment, the world is alright.

Tears stream over my cheeks.

What a bloody mess.

Bella sits down next to me. I don’t want her here. I just want Pebbles. And alone time. But Bella doesn’t leave.

I don’t know how long I have been sitting here, but at some point, Bella lies down with her head on my lap and puts her feet up against the wall.

“You know,” she says, “I always thought it would be me who hits the media with some crappy headlines because I fell out of a rich guy's apartment while drunk or found dead because I was murdered by the wife.”

I laugh. In tears. I don’t want to, but I have to.

“Me too, Bells, me too,” I say and pat her shoulder with my free hand. Pebbles immediately complains, wanting me to pet her. I have never been away for a night before, and she is very clingy.

“They’ll forget about it,” Bella says. “Next scandal will come.”

“The media, maybe, but the parents won’t.”

Bella sighs. “Well, that’s crap.”

“Yep,” I say. “But hey, I flew in a helicopter.”

“You what?” she asks incredulously and sits up.

“Yeah. She took me to her manor house in the highlands. Bloody castle that thing.”

“Did anything happen?” Bella asks, I know she wants the gossip. She always pushed me to find someone.

“Many things happened,” I say. I don’t feel comfortable giving her a step-by-step walkthrough of yesterday’s and today’s events.

“Aaaand?” she asks.

“And nothing. I should have stayed home, look what happened.”

“Was she any good?”

“Bells!”

“Come on, Mia, you have to give me something.”

“She knows her stuff,” I say.

“So you finally had⁠—“

“Yes,” I say, humiliated. “Kind of. She made me come with…um, her thigh, I believe.” There is no way I will ever tell her about the leash thing afterwards. My cheeks burn with heat.

“Uhhhhhhhh,” she says. “Was it good?”

“Yes,” I say scarcely.

“Come on, Mia. Give me something.”

“I…well…it was like a dream, but then⁠—“

“What then?”

“It was nice and then morning and reality came, and the tabloids happened, and I think I shouted at her that I hate her and I slapped her face.”

I need to vanish.

“You what?!” Bella is ready to jump up by now.

“She slapped me first. Before. But I completely lost it. The headlines—everything. I am going to lose my job over this, I know it. Look at Preston, he’s so closed up, no way he’ll go full nuclear on me.”

Preston is the head teacher at my school and a deeply faithful man who strongly supports women to be full-time mothers and caretakers.

“Anyway,” I say as I shudder from the mere thought, “Victoria was a real bitch.

“Huh,” Bella says. “What did she do?”

“Called me a child throwing a tantrum, and stuff like that.”

“And were you?”

“I—Bells! You’re supposed to be on my side.”

“I am. Always will. But I need the full story.”

I shake my head as a weak smile appears on my face, as I realise that Bella played me, so I spill all the tea.

And I do tell her.

While talking helps, the distance also tells me that I really behaved like a toddler throwing a tantrum. Victoria tried to help, and I exploded.

Well, she told me nothing would come of it with the thumb thing, so she lied, but in the end, it wasn't her fault.

Victoria was right, I was operating on madness. My chest clenches the moment I think back on the situation in the closet.

Bella laughs when I tell her the tale of me standing in underwear in a closet, screaming at Victoria Fitzroy.

“You did not,” she says.

“Oh, I did,” I say and a displaced laugh surfaces. I have to hide my face.

Bella pats my thigh.

“We all do some things we’d rather like to forget here and there,” she says, “Let me tell you that as the master of disaster.”

We sit there in silence. I pet Pebbles, and we both stare at the purring cat on my arm.

“You should call your mother,” Bella says finally. “I think she called me seven hundred times.”

“I bet. But I can’t.”

“Why?”

I pull the broken phone from my pocket. “Threw it onto the ground when I saw all the notifications on there, display broke, can’t use it anymore.”

“You’re an idiot,” she says.

“I know,” I say. “Can you text her I’m alright, and my phone is broken. I need some quiet time. I can’t deal with her, either.”

“Sure,” Bella says and does it immediately. Bella and her phone are one entity at this point; it’s attached to her like a third arm.

“Bells, what am I going to do?” I ask her with my head resting back against the wall.

“What do you want to do?”

“I want peace and quiet, but I believe that’ll never come again. I might need to move somewhere else.”

“We could move to New York,” Bella says. “My mother recently acquired some flats there.”

I snort.

Moving to New York.

“I mean it, Mia. I’m gladly leaving London behind. If you truly think you need to leave and there is nothing that’s holding you here…”

“Don’t think I don’t realise what you’re playing at,” I say.

“Me?” she asks as innocently as possible. “I’m playing nothing here.”

“Uh-huh,” I say.

More silence passes. My mind is circling back to what has happened. To Victoria. The way she looked at me when I left. That feeling in my body. Last night. Her touch. The moment in the library⁠—

“You think I’m a fool, don’t you?” I ask Bella.

“I think you have issues like all of us, and they cloud your vision.”

“Oh, do tell, what issues do I have?”

“You are dishonest.”

“I am what?” I ask with anger showing in my voice.

“You try so hard to make everyone believe you don’t care about what others think of you, with your knitted stuff and everything, but you do care. You care so much that you don’t go outside because you feel judged and unworthy.”

I draw back my shoulders.

“Thanks for nothing,” I say.

“I’m telling you that so you can grow,” she says.

“Because you grow so much of all the things I told you,” I say.

“Not the point.”

“Exactly the point, give that advice to yourself.”

“Were you happy?” asks Bella. “Before.”

“I—yes, I suppose.”

“You suppose?”

“I don’t want to be happy. I want peace.”

“And living every day of your life the same boring way is peace?”

“Yes,” I say defiantly, and Bella sighs as she gets up.

“You’re lying to yourself, love,” she says and gets into her bedroom, leaving me sitting there feeling even worse than before.

Before she closes the door, she turns.

“You’ll always face pain and restless moments—that’s life. You chose a box to live in, with its own suffering. You decided to swallow it down and hide. But you can choose differently," she says, adding with a faint smile. “I've never seen you as alive as you have been in these past weeks. Be daring, Mia.”

Daring.

A word that triggers the memory of the book Victoria gave me.

Victoria.

“I can’t go back to her, Bells. She called me childish.”

“We all say things we don’t mean when we’re angry, especially when a person is important to us,” says Bella, leaning against the door frame.

Important to us.

“She’s sixty, Bells. Sixty. I am twenty-seven.”

“Who cares? I fucked with an eighty-two-year-old last night on viagra, was the best sex of my life.”

My face flushes immediately.

“Bella!” I shout.

“Just saying,” she says, laughing. “Who cares about the age if she makes you come?”

I shake my head, laughing.

“And what if I crawl back to her and she rejects me?”

“You see it as it is, Victoria Fitzroy made you come, something every woman on this planet will be envious of, and then you move on,” says Bella, shrugging.

Now, I have to laugh. Wholeheartedly.

“Envious, huh?” I ask.

“Of course! Why do you think the headlines are the way they are? Everyone wants to be you.”

I am utterly taken aback.

“What?”

“Mia, that’s how tabloids and media work. They prey on envy, desire and secrets. People are enraged because they wished to be you.”

I have no words and stare at her, dumbstruck.

“Sleep well,” she says a little too knowingly and closes the door to her room, leaving me sit there alone with all my thoughts and emotions.

Well, not entirely alone. I have Pebbles.
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It is night when I wake to a strange noise; my head throbs as I sit up.

It sounds like a rat is running in the walls, which is impossible because the house is made of bricks.

My heart pounds heavily.

Cats.

I look for them. Porridge is curled up and fast asleep, but Pebbles is wide awake, too. She sits at the end of the bed, staring at the window with her tail flipping left and right. She is on edge, like me.

Tac-tac-tac-tac-tac.

I leave the lights off and walk over to the window. Carefully glancing outside.

My heart beats into my throat.

I can’t see anything outside because my room has a garden view, and there are no lights. But was there something moving there?

I am too scared to open the window. And as I have no torch, it wouldn’t do any good either.

Tac-tac-tac-tac-tac.

The noise is freaking me out.

I don’t know what to do, so I sink to the floor underneath the window and draw up my legs, rocking myself slightly.

I am cold, and yet I am not.

Tac-tac-tac-tac-tac.

Maybe this is just a dream.

Yes, it’s just a dream, I repeat in my mind.

When I wake up, I am flat on the floor, curled up like a cat, freezing and feeling horrible. My head pounds, my shoulder hurts, and overall, I haven’t felt worse ever. Did I hear knocking?

I scramble myself off the floor and slink into the kitchen to make some tea and go pee.

When I open the door, I almost have heartattack. Bella is standing right in front of it. So she did knock.

“What the hell, Bells?” I ask as I stare at her.

“Are you okay?” she asks with a strange tone in her voice.

“Yes, why wouldn’t I?” I ask, scowling at her. “What’s going on, Bella?”

She’s standing in front of me, so the view into the living room is blocked.

“You might want to put some more clothes on,” she says. I am wearing only a shirt, no trousers.

“And why is that?” I ask, as I crane my neck, but she steps into the way.

“Just do it,” she says, and I go back into my room.

Bella mouths something at me that awfully looks like “Police.”

I groan.

When I return, Bella stands at the side, two police officers in our living room.

“Miss Phillips?” asks one of them, a woman.

“Yes,” I say as horrors run through my mind.

Is my mother dead? Did someone else die? Has my father been found? A surge of cold horror washes through my insides.

“We have received a call this morning for vandalism,” she says.

“I didn’t do anything,” I blurt out.

“We do not believe such,” says the man. “You were rather the person it was aimed at.”

“Me?” I ask, incredulously, my heart beating faster.

“Indeed,” says the officer. “Someone sprayed the word ‘whore’ onto the house. Is there anyone you believe to have reasons for it?”

I am falling. Without a word, I shoot to the windows of our living room and rip them open.

I glance down. There it is, right underneath our windows, sprayed on the brick walls in red. Big. For everyone to see.

I stare at it.

Come back up.

Turn.

Sink to the ground.

My mind can’t process it.

The only thing I can think of is that I should have never left the house.

Never.

This is all because of her.
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VICTORIA
PLAYLIST: TIME MACHINE – HVCK FYNN



The motor falls silent in front of my door to the London house. It has been a risky path from the beginning, and while I had hoped it would happen later or not at all, it might be for the better that it happened sooner.

There is a reason why I have sworn off love and romance; it clouds the vision. I could’ve seen it coming, and now I feel an emptiness and anger within me that I would rather not have to deal with. Especially not with the paps lingering in front of the house right now.

“Welcome back,” says Henry when I enter the house and throw the weekender onto the floor. “Rough day?”

“Rough week,” I say. “It’s madness out there.”

“It’s the story of the week,” he says.

“Apparently,” I say. “Did you take care of her security?”

“I did. Miss Phillips returned home safely yesterday, but was quite upset. They followed her way and cleared the area of paps for the least possible impact.”

“Good,” I say. “Keep it up until they lose interest. “

“However,” says Henry, “There has been an incident.”

My heart plummets.

Henry shows me a photo of the building where Mia lives.

I never curse, but right now, I do.

Damn hell.

“Why didn’t we catch it?” I ask, harshly.

“They must have come from the back. We covered the front. No one has seen anything until the neighbours called it in this morning.”

“That is not something done easily,” I say. “How did they miss someone carrying a ladder there?!”

“I don’t know,” Henry says.

“Did you reach the headteacher of her school?” I ask, angrily.

“Yes. He has been reluctant to speak with Bill; his traditional values echo those of several parents. The suspension is already issued, and there will be a disciplinary investigation; he also recommended dismissal to the Governing Body.”

Bastards.

“Anything new on the photographer?”

“Yes,” Henry says hesitantly.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Emiliano sent me the guestlist from that night,” Henry says. “One name stood out.”

“WHO?” I ask.

“Olivia Quinn.”

I close my eyes briefly as my lips thin out.

“I surely would have noticed her”, I say.

“She looks quite different today,” says Henry, and shows me a photo of her. And yes, I wouldn’t have noticed her. Nothing about her resembles the woman who has stalked me all these years. Eventually, it had stopped, right after she had met someone.

“I thought she was in a relationship?”

“She ended it several weeks ago. I talked to the ex, she said it was because of you, because Olivia was so obsessed with you.”

I breathe in and out.

“Have someone shadow Olivia’s every move. Mia will freak, I know it. Shit,” I say. Not because Mia will freak, but because this causes more disruption than I hoped.

“Done,” says Henry.

“Mia needs close protection for the time being. Aside from keeping the paps away, this is more serious than I thought.”

“I already set things in motion,” Henry says. “Bill is also preparing a lawsuit against the media outlets for breach of privacy, defamation, and harassment if they continue to follow her. He said it would come in handy if she were dismissed, talking multiple six figures.”

“I believe her job is more important to her than the money, unless someone talks sense into her,” I say.

“Is that likeable?” he asks.

“She is many beautiful things, but having sense in that department is not part of it,” I say with a sigh.

I do not wish for anyone, not even Henry, to know what has happened at Glenmere. I have never been shouted at and slapped in the face before. My subs would have never dared to try.

But Mia—she doesn’t even know what that word means in its full extent. She just acted, emotionally, mirroring parts of my behaviour. I am also certain she has never set a boundary with anyone about anything, which has led to a complete overreaction.

I spent an entire day in solitude, thinking about it, to get to where I am now. As a dominant, I am used to bringing awareness to my actions before I seek reasons from those who obey me, and I can see my part. I did not prepare her for what her involvement with me might mean or lead to.

I have been blinded. Blinded by emotions. Feelings. For her. That young, emotional woman.

Henry chuckles and says, “I did not have any sense at that age either. Something as beautiful as annoying.”

I draw up an eyebrow.

“Would you like me to order some dinner for you?” he asks to evade the topic.

“No,” I say. “I am in dire need of some sleep.”

“Very well,” he says and takes the bag.

“Wake me if something of relevance happens, we’ll see what the morning brings,” I say when I walk up the stairs.

Morning comes, and I feel very much unrested when I enter the breakfast room, where everything is set as usual.

Henry brings me my tea and a laptop.

“You might wish to read it yourself,” he says and opens the laptop in front of me.

I read through the proposal for Mia’s dismissal, and my face hardens with every line.

“They’re going after her for converting children to radical ideologies⁠—”

“Yes, not unexpected after the reaction of the headteacher. Like I said, very traditional.”

“Call Bill,” I say. “We need public uproar for this, so I want the lawsuit framed for such.”

“Should I also call her?” he asks me.

“She’ll never allow it,” I say.

“And probably never forgive you for it,” he says.

“I would rather have her despise me than have her lose her safe place for the misdeeds of others.” Even if I disagree with her rather mediocre choice of work.

“Tell Bill to go after them,” I say. “Full force.”

Henry nods and withdraws.

The next two days pass, and I head from call to call, speaking to lawyers, calling in favours, and making a case with the Equality and Human Rights Commission within the government. I am used to dealing with all sorts of media outlets, or rather, my lawyers, but Mia is not, and I do not want her affected anymore. The farther I get from what happened at Glenmore, the more I see it was all my fault.

I am on a call with my PR-Specialist when I hear shouting outside the door.

Mia.

“I have to call you back,” I say, hang up, and hurry to the entrance hall.

“Where is she?” Mia shouts at Henry in a rage that I have yet to witness. Her face red, her hands aggressively gesturing. “Where?!”

Henry tries to calm the waves, quite unsuccessfully.

“Here,” I say and walk into the entrance hall.

Mia looks at me, murder in her eyes.

“You!” she shouts and walks up to me. “You!”

“What me?” I ask calmly, nodding for Henry to leave. He’ll hear this anyway.

“Haven’t you done enough?” she rounds on me. “First, that woman vandalising the house, calling me out as a whore—“ Her eyes are shimmering darkly at me with fierceness. “And now you’re going all nuclear with the discrimination thing against my school? I am already in trouble, and my name and face are bloody everywhere in the media from Lands End to John O’Groats!”

Her voice echoes through the entrance hall and resounds quite loudly in my ears, but I let her. Some things need to be out before listening is possible. So, I don’t react any more than looking at her.

I believe it is refreshing to see her recognise her boundaries—something she much needs.

“How do you even know all this! Private letters and notices that were meant for me? How do you happen to infiltrate yourself into everything in my life?” she shouts in, without so much as gasping for air once. “Can’t you bloody stay away from me!”

“Miss Phillips,” I say, “You came here.”

“Stop Miss Phillips-ing me!” she roars. “You shouldn’t know about what they’re trying to charge me with. No one should! And yet some media outlets want bloody statements on why I decided to go after them with your bloody lawyer and the bloody EHRC and other associations I did not contact, accusing the school of discrimination!”

“Who contacted you and how?” I ask.

“Why the bloody hell does it matter!?” she shouts so loudly that at this point, the neighbours and everyone on the street outside might hear it.

“Because,” I say silently, “The more they harass you, the more they do to you, the more money we’ll sue out of them.”

“We!” she scoffs out with utmost disgust. “I don’t want the fucking money! You can take your fucking lawyers and fuck the bloody fuck off!”

She stands there, panting, with her chest heaving up and down, a force of nature. Red cheeks, sweat on her forehead, and angrily sparkling eyes.

My eyes wander to her slightly parted lips.

I should not.

I definitely should not.

And yet, I close the space between us, grasp her face and pull her into a feral kiss. She opens her mouth wider, and our lips and tongues meet in a wild embrace.

Her hands demand my body, and I let her. Let her hands massage my breasts, grasp me by the neck, consume me.

I let her, because I desire her.

I find myself pressed against the wall behind me, her thigh pushing between my legs. She rolls her hips against mine, and I cannot stop a smirk from appearing on my face.

“What?” she asks and stops the kiss.

We are both panting heavily, and I brush a strand of her messy hair out of her face and follow my movement with my eyes.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Phillips,” I say as I look back into her eyes. “The real one. The wild one. Messy one. Loud one. The one that takes up space.”

A grin curves her mouth.

“I did yell at you, didn’t I?” she asks with a chuckle.

“It makes you infinitely attractive,” I say. “Come with me.”

I guide her upstairs and into my pleasure room. She giggles when I push her inside.

“Undress,” I say and sit down in the armchair. “Slowly. You’re allowed to look at me.”

She lifts her pullover, pulls it off, slowly. She holds it for a moment and looks at me before it drops to the ground.

She’s wearing a tight top, showing off her hourglass figure. Next, she opens her trousers. Opens them, but does not slide them down.

Instead, she pulls the top over her head first, revealing her wonderful breasts to me.

The top falls to the ground.

She walks over to me and sits down on the leather bench in front of me. She bends down to open the zippers of her boots without breaking the gaze into my eyes in the most lucious way I have ever seen.

Afterwards, she gets back up and kicks off her boots. She stands between my legs, her head slightly tilted. Her eyes look down for the briefest of moments.

“You know I told you to undress yourself,” I say.

“Uh-hum,” she says, grinning. Waiting. Knowing.

I lean forward and slide my hands over her wonderful hips. The trousers fall down, and I follow them with my hands. She made me bow for her. She might not be experienced, but she owns the natural gift of submission, with a sprinkle of bratty behaviour. The exact right amount of it.

My fingers trail over the inside of her legs, and she shivers slightly. I gaze up into her eyes as I kiss over her thigh up to her lower abdomen. Her hands slide over it for protection.

"One day, you will understand that your body is this ravishing piece of art that is a masterpiece to the right onlooker,” I say. "Remove your hands."

Her hands fall to her sides and I grasp her belly with my hands—a feeling I imagine heaven to be like surges through my body.

Her eyes flicker as I kiss over her belly down to her pubic area to pull down her underwear.

Then I lean back.

She reaches back and opens her bra.

It falls onto the ground.

“Undressed,” she says. “Now what?”

My mouth curves dangerously.

“Now you get on your knees and crawl over to the bed, kneel in front of it with your back to me, eyes on the floor.”

She sinks to her knees and leans forward on her hands.

She crawls over and does as told. My eyes follow her as she is the good girl she is. My core flutters solely from the looks and burns as I imagine my palm spanking that wonderful arse of hers.

I let her get accustomed to the kneeling.

When she has found her position, I rise and walk over to the drawers by the door.

I get chains, leather cuffs for wrists and ankles, a spreader bar, a blindfold and a gag.

I drop everything loudly next to her. She flinches, as supposed to.

“Get up,” I say.

When she stands, I take each of her wrists and fix a leather handcuff to it.

“What are your safewords?” I ask.

“Soft limit, Goblin. Hard limit, Dragon,” she says.

“I am testing your boundaries today,” I say. “Use them.”

“Yes, Mistress,” she says—words that caress my desire like silk.

I am close to skipping the part and taking her immediately, but it's the restraint that brings the fun, after all.

I blindfold her and glide my hands over her back.

Smack.

She squeals from my palm meeting her arse—oh what a ravishing view!

I pick a chain, slide it through a hook on the four-poster bed, and fasten it to her leather cuff, stretching her arm. I repeat the same on the other side.

“Take a step back,” I tell her.

She steps back a small one, not trusting my fixation.

“More,” I say, and when she does another small one, I get angier. “More!”

She takes a bigger step back and now hangs properly in the chains.

I kneel to fasten the leather cuffs around her ankles.

“Spread your legs,” I say and slap her inside thigh. She does so hesitantly.

“More.”

Now, I attach the spreader bar. She shifts slightly, but I let her stay with it. Today, I want to test her boundaries. What happened in Glenmere was soft and fun. This here will test her limits—psychological and physical.

“Arch and present you arse,” I order.

A tingling spreads through my clit as I step back and watch. I open my blouse and touch myself for a moment as I watch her arch.

I will have her lick me today. Later, when her legs are weak, her hair is messy, and her body is sweaty.

“Spread further,” I say and slap her cherry with the flat hand. She squeals beautifully, and she spreads her legs, the spreader bar fixing the legs as wide as they are.

Lastly, I take the gag.

“Open your mouth,” I say and push it inside. I fix the leather at the back of her head.

“Say goblin and dragon, so I know what it sounds like.”

“Gwwlnnn, dgagonn,” she says.

“Good,” I say as I walk to a hook rack with all sorts of paddles and crops on it.

I chose a wooden paddle.

“You’ll get ten with the paddle today for not doing what I told you to do yesterday. You did not listen, and you freaked out. I won’t be nice today. There is no need to count, you will show me how grateful you are later when you lick me.”

“One,” I say. Slap.

She squeaks with the gag in her mouth and arches further.

“Two.” Slap.

Her breathing flattens, and I give her a moment to breathe it away before increasing the force on the next one.

Slap.

Slap.

Slap.

She screams into the gag.

Her arse is flaming red. I desire her so much, I am in need of a breath myself.

Slap.

Slap.

Slap.

“Two more,” I say. “They will be stronger.”

Slap.

She arches so heavily and is thrown forward from the impact that she almost loses her balance. I wait to see if she uses a safe word, but she doesn’t.

“Ten,” I say, and the paddle hits her arse one last time. The red skin stays white for a moment before it flames up further.

I let the paddle fall to the ground, step behind her so her one leg is between mine, and bend over to remove the gag with one hand. She spits it out.

Then, my hand wanders between her legs. She is so wet that she might drip her juices over me.

“You liked that, didn’t you?” I say as my middle and ring fingers enter her.

“Yes,” breathes out before a moan escapes her mouth. “Thank you, Mistress.”

I fuck her with my finger until she bends into the chains.

“You will not come until I allow you to,” I say. “Otherwise, I’ll make you come twenty times in a row until you pass out, do you understand?”

“Yes, Mistress,” she says between moans.

I remove my hand, pull her head back by the hair and hold it in front of her mouth.

“Clean my fingers.”

She licks over my fingers with her tongue, and sucks them in, heaven and hell. I have played with many women, but with her—this is something entirely different. My own desire radiates through me. Never have I experienced anything like it.

When she is done, I remove the spreader bar and kneel behind her. I start licking her inner thighs, up to her labia, until I reach her cherry and dig my face into her.

“Oh gods,” she shouts and throws her head back with her upper body bending into the chains. She arches so far her cherry opens even further up to me. It is the moment I lose control.

I enter her with my tongue.

Her taste.

Holy Mother Mary!

I am infinitely turned on as I fuck her with my tongue.

“Victoria,” she screams.

I do not answer her. I cannot stop myself. She also forgot to say please.

“Please, Mistress, please, I need to come, please,” she begs, and only then do I stop for the briefest moment and say.

“Come.”

She explodes without me going back to what I was doing.

“Gooooods,” she screams as the orgasm rolls through her. Her entire body cramps with her head snapping forward.

She just hangs there, panting heavily, hips pumping slightly forwards.

I sit on the bed before her and kiss her, with her juices on my lips.

She seems exhausted, but there will be no pause for her today.

I stand up and lift her up so she can stand.

“Stand on your own,” I snap at her roughly, before I unmount the chain carabiners.

“Undress me,” I order her, and it takes her a moment to move her arms to do so. She opens my blouse with trembling fingers.

Her hair is so messy, I cannot wait to grab it when she is licking me.

She slides my blouse down, and afterwards my trousers. “Underwear, too.”

She kneels down when she pulls down my underwear, and when she comes back up, she sways slightly. I grab her immediately.

“How close to goblin are you?” I ask.

“Not close,” she says. “Just a little light-headed.”

“Hold yourself to the bed,” I say and remove the bra myself. “I’m getting you some water.”

I return from downstairs with a bottle of water and a bar of chocolate.

“Here, drink and eat.”

I half-expected her to argue, but she does not.

“Better?” I ask and take a sip of water myself.

“Yes,” she says, and life returns to her.

“Good, because you’ll need the energy.”

I sit down in the middle of the bed and lean with a big pillow against the headboard, legs wide.

“Crawl to me, kiss me, and then I’ll teach you how to please your Mistress.”

The feral lioness crawling towards me is no longer a kitten. The orgasm has liberated her, and when she kisses me, an electrifying sensation tingles through me.

“Kiss your way down to my breast, circle the nipples with your tongue, and when they’re hard, bite them.”

She trails down as told.

Circles.

And bites.

I moan.

“Yes, that’s what I like, Princess,” I say. “Continue, circling, biting. And start touching my cherry. Caress the outer lips, first.”

I roll my hips against her touch because she does exactly as told. I am proud of my work, because I managed to make her turn of her mind—finally.

“Now, go down with your tongue,” I say when I feel a wave roll through my core. “Outer first. Circle to the clit. No hands until I tell you otherwise.”

She repeats what I have done with her. Wise girl.

Energy builds in my core with every one of her circles.

“Take your middle and ringfinger and enter me. Slow movements, bent upwards, find the spot.”

It takes her a moment to figure it out.

“Mhm, that’s the way,” I tell her when she has it.

“Fasten your movement and circle my clit until I come.”

To my absolute surprise, she moans, too.

“Do you like being a good girl, pleasing your mistress?” I ask.

“Yes,” she breathes against my clit, “I love to please my mistress.”

It was the last thing I needed.

I grasp her head and roll my hip into her movement and freeze her with my thighs as the wave of the orgasm rolls from my core through my body up to my face.

I dissolve in the sensation of relief spreading through me. It has been a while since I last came.

When the sensation ebbs, I release her.

She falls onto the bed, her eyes closed.

“We’re not nearly done here,” I say and get up to grab the chains.
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MIA
PLAYLIST: MISBEHAVE – FRANCES LION



Not nearly done here, I repeat in my mind. My body feels like pudding already. Whatever this is, it is otherworldly. I feel like I'm on drugs when I let my head fall to the side and watch Victoria with chains in her hand, getting something out of a drawer. My eyes can’t focus properly.

She comes back, and I see it's a black leather harness with a—a cock attached. She puts on the harness. No way. I can’t—I need to get up and⁠—

“You will stay in your state and do what I tell you to,” she says. “And that is riding me.”

Stay in your state, I repeat in my head. Right. I just do what she tells me to do.

So, I stay down and wait, eyes down.

Victoria climbs back on the bed.

“Kneel high in front of me, back to me,” she says. “I’ll fix your arms so it’ll be easier. You can put your weight into them.”

I just nod, whatever.

When she is done, she sits down in the same spot as before, only now I have my back to her. Her legs slip underneath me.

I hear her spitting.

My heart begins to race.

Her hands around my hips, grasping my arse and guiding me.

“Get up and sit down on the strap on,” she says. “Slowly and carefully.”

I lean and pull myself up with my arms because my legs are too weak. I feel the cold material at my entrance.

Oh gods.

“Sit down,” she says.

And I slide onto it.

Bloody fucking hell.

The sensation it causes me.

I gasp.

It’s so deep in me.

“Arch,” she says, and grasps my hair to pull me back.

“Ouch,” I scream, because the angle of that thing in me was quite painful.

“Yes, Princess?” she asks me.

“That was⁠—“

I don’t even know if it was painful or just uncomfortably arousing.

In me, a burning desire is released.

“Grab the chains and roll your hips,” she orders me. “Present me your arse.”

I do as told, but I don’t come very far. A burning feeling builds in my core.

And then she slaps my arse.

“Faster,” she says. And I do as told.

Another slap.

I have to moan.

And moan.

More slaps.

I can’t take it any longer.

“Please, Mistress, I need to come!” I shout.

“Come,” she says, slaps me again, and my body explodes as if a volcano spits lava from my core. My hands, legs and entire face are tingling.

And then comes the relief. With the exhaustion, I collapse. I can’t hold myself anymore. I just hang there in the chains.

Whatever.

I don’t even know where my body begins and ends.

[image: ]


When I wake, bright sunlight reaches my face. My body feels utterly knackered, including hurting joints, a burning bum and throbbing head. Yet, I feel great. And when I open my eyes, I see I’m in a bedroom.

The same sheets as in Glenmere Manor. Only this time, we're in London, and Victoria is lying next to me in what must be her bed, sleeping peacefully, one arm on my belly.

I don’t even remember getting here.

I lift the sheets. I am wearing nothing, nor is she.

A wide grin appears on my face as flashes of yesterday's activities come back to me. I still can’t believe any of it really happened. But when I look at my wrists, I can see it did.

I turn to my side and glide with my palm over my bum, burning heat radiating from it. It did indeed happen.

I brush over my lips. Her taste is still on them—I can smell her all over me, and my core tingles just from the thought of it.

Her.

Victoria Grace Fitzroy.

The woman who lies next to me with all her beautiful lines and body. I watch her sleep for a long while, until I can’t keep my hands to myself any longer.

I snuggle up to her, brush through her hair and kiss her.

Softly.

Calmly.

Resembling the many things I feel right now.

“Good morning,” I whisper against her lips when she starts moving.

She opens her eyes, and for a moment she seems be utterly taken aback.

I freeze and lean back.

“No,” she says and closes her eyes as she pulls me close. “Continue.”

And I do.

Her hands wander around me and pull me close, feeling my body, caressing it, devouring it.

Our tongues circle around each other as the kiss becomes hotter.

She pushes me onto her with her one leg between mine. Her hands grasp my hips and rub my clit over her naked thigh. She rolls her hips against mine.

“Ughm,” I moan against her lips as the tingling sensation begins to spread through my core.

At some point, I can’t continue kissing. I need more air. I need to moan. I need to roll my eyes back and let myself be consumed by the sensation she produces in me.

She grasps my face and holds me close, our noses touching each other.

“Roll your hips,” she orders me. “Make yourself come. And when you do, you will not break the gaze into my eyes.”

I roll my hips, press my clit onto her thigh and rub over it. She pushes against me in the most perfect rhythm, guiding my own movement with the grasp around my face.

I feel the energy in my core building up.

One, two, three more movements.

“Oh gods,” I moan, panting heavily, and relief spreads through me. I do not break the gaze into her glittering eyes, even though I want to throw my head back and lose myself in the sensation.

Her lips find mine.

“Good morning to you, too,” she says, and we both smile against each other's lips.

I am released and let myself fall onto my back.

“How did we get in here?” I ask.

“You crawled,” she says. “On this leash.” And she grasps a chain from the nightstand next to her.

I flush, horrified.

“I have never seen anything comparable,” she says. “I have also never taken anyone into my bed,” she adds. “I think I can get used to it.”

I laugh away what she just said, because I don’t know how to answer it.

“Let us have breakfast,” she says and gets up, wrapping herself in a silk morning robe.

“Can I shower first?” I ask.

“Say please,” she says smugly.

I get onto my knees at the foot of the bed, my thighs slightly parted, with my eyes locked down.

“May I please shower first, Mistress?”

There is a moment of silence where my heart pounds so loud I fear it might be heard in the entirety of London.

Her fingers lift my chin.

“You may, Princess,” she says, her mouth tugged into a wide grin. “But no touching yourself. I am laying out clothes for you.”

She lets go of me, and I stare after her.

Lying out clothes for me.

Did she really just say that?

I somehow feel like a little girl with her mommy picking out clothes for her, and the worst thing about it is that I like it. I don’t have to give it one more thought. I can go shower and enjoy it without a single thought about what I am going to wear or how I look.

And so I do.

When I am done, I dry myself, wrap my hair in a towel and return to the bedroom.

Victoria looks at me in my towel. She is already dressed, with her hair done and makeup on.

How the hell did she do that in such a short time?

“Dry your hair,” she says, “And come back naked.”

I just do it. No thinking. Just doing it.

My hair is a wild, fluttery mane when I come back out, the towel around my body falling to the ground.

“Put that on,” she says, handing me clothes, and while I do, she gets a hairbrush from the bathroom.

She has gotten something very fitting for me, the bra, the pants, the pullover, everything feels like it was made for me, and I secretly think that she organised it last night when I apparently was somewhere between total ecstasy and passed out.

“Kneel on the bed, back to me,” she orders me, and I do.

She brushes through my hair, and I can’t believe this is really happening.

“We need to do something about this hair,” she says. “I’ll have my stylist and hairdresser come over tomorrow.”

“I need to get back to my cats,” I say.

“You can do whatever you wish unless you are back here tomorrow at four.”

Bossy. Demanding. Possibly overstepping. And I am definitely in for it.

She braids my hair into one big braid that hangs over my shoulder.

She pulls and tugs until it seems to be to her satisfaction.

“Head back,” she says, and I let my head fall back. “You’re such a good little girl doing what I say,” she says, a proud smile on her face. “We’ll have a lot of fun, Miss Phillips.”

Her lips find mine from above, and everything feels so wonderfully weightless. Easy. Liberating.

“Get up,” she then says and ends the kiss. “We’re having breakfast and afterwards a meeting with the lawyers.”

“The lawyers,” I repeat suspiciously. My chest clenches.

“Yes, the lawyers. Because we are going to go after everyone involved in the little scandal.”

“What if I don’t want to?”

“You simply have to put your signature on a document, and I am taking care of the rest,” she says.

“But the media⁠—“

“The more they harass you, the more you get.”

“But I don’t need the money.” I really don’t. With money comes responsibility. And I don’t want it.

“Give it away then,” she says as we walk to the door.

I consider her for a moment. My eyes wander to my left, and I see myself in a mirror.

I don’t even recognise myself.

The hair.

The clothes.

I bite my lip because I love how I look. Something that doesn’t go unnoticed by her. Her face shows a self-sufficient, almost smug smile.

“And that woman?” I ask because I am actually scared of the woman who allegedly vandalised the house because she is some sort of stalker. At least that’s what everyone in the media said.

“A shadow of the past we will deal with,” she says. “I promise you, I’ll take good care of you.”

“Don’t,” I say.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t make any promises you can’t hold up,” I say, because I haven’t forgotten what happened last time she promised me something.

Victoria looks at me for a moment.

“Then, how about this—” she says and grasps my cheek with her hand. “I promise you to do everything in my power to protect you, take care of you and—“ She bends down until her lips are touching mine as she whispers, “Love you with all I have.”

Love me.

A grin appears on my face as I kiss her.

“Okay,” I say with a bit of cheek in my tone. I am also swooning, but I can’t show her that.

So I take her hand. “Let’s have breakfast,” I say.

I have tea. Victoria reads a paper. I get a book from the shelves without asking and read it while sipping on my tea here and there.

It feels so unbelievably normal.

Henry comes and tells me my cats have been fed and were the sweetest babies, he even shows me a photo of Pepples and Porridge lying on him like they only do on me, little traitors.

“Thank you,” I say. “For being so considerate.”

“Thank her,” he says.

“Did you tell him to do it?” I ask incredulously.

“I did indeed,” says Victoria without looking up from her newspaper.

I don’t even know what to say, so I go back to reading my book. But I can’t focus. Instead, I grin at the pages like an idiot.

“Come,” she says at some point. “Lawyers will be here in a minute.”

We’re walking to a study filled with old books, a single massive desk from another century, and a golden painting.

“Ah, Bill,” says Victoria, while my eyes are occupied taking in the room. I am distracted, and if Victoria hadn’t given me a pat on my back, I wouldn’t even have noticed.

“This is Miss Mia Phillips, my companion,” says Victoria and I spin round. She didn’t say that, did she?

My eyes find hers, a dangerous shimmer in them.

“Mia, this is Bill Davies, my star-lawyer who has yet to lose a case,” she says with a chuckle.

I shake hands with Bill. But whatever conversation is happening, I can’t focus. The only thing on my mind is: She said I am her companion.

So we’re a thing now. Officially?

I am told to sign something, and I do so without asking any questions.

Bill leaves, and the moment the door is closed, it bursts from me.

“So we are official now?”

Victoria laughs. Her rich, self-assured laughter.

She leans in, grasps my chin and kisses me.

“We are,” she says. “Unless, of course, you have other plans.”

“I don’t,” I say and kiss her again.

“Good,” she says. “I’ll tell Henry to get your cats and other stuff here.”

It takes me several moments until I realise what she just said.

“Wait—I can’t—Bella—me here—that’s all a bit fast, isn’t it?” I stutter out.

“I require my sub to be with me at all times,” she says carelessly. “Miss Thorne is welcome to visit any time.”

“You want my cats and me here all the time?”

“I did say that already,” she says, slightly annoyed.

“Say it again,” I say.

Her eyes narrow.

“I wish for you to stay here with me, including your cats,” she says.

I grin because I made her repeat herself.

“Ten with the paddle for the cheek,” she says when she sees it.

My grin only gets wider as I test how far I can go.

She nods knowingly as her mouth tugs into a grin.

Before she can do or say anything, I shout, “Henry!”

He comes into the entrance hall.

“If you would be so kind as to move my cats to this house,” I say like a right old lady of the house without breaking the gaze into Victoria's eyes.

“Very well, Miss Phillips,” says Henry and withdraws.

The moment the door is closed, Victoria says, “Get up there,” and points with her eyes upstairs, where her pleasure room is. “Right now!”

“Of course, Mistress,” I say, but can’t keep the grin from my face.

I will, undoubtedly, pay for it. But I counted on it. I might be her submissive, but I will always keep my free will—even if it drives her nuts. It is supposed to.


EPILOGUE
PLAYLIST: JACKIE O – IZZY ESCOBAR



Victoria

“You will, for Christ’s sake, get your arse onto that stage right now,” I say as I push her like a reluctant child towards the main stage of the Royal Opera House. “There will be no one there except Walter and me. You have read to me a million times. Just pretend it is only you on that stage. You won’t even see us.”

“But—“

“No but. You told me to decide for you, and I did. You belong on this stage. There is no point in dwelling on the past.”

“And what if he thinks I am horrible?”

“He won’t because he has already seen the video I made in the King’s Vault of you reading Shakespeare to me.”

“You didn’t!” she shouts.

“Oh, I did,” I say and add hissing, “Now go, or I’ll make you stand there naked.”

Her face falls. I would never make her do it, and my threat is thereby empty, but she mustn’t know that.

“Remember what Brené told you,” I say.

“Live true to yourself, Mia,” she repeats Brené’s words when we met her last year.

“Exactly. And this is your true self,” I say.

Her eyes are filled with dread.

“Go, now! End of discussion.” I say harshly and give her the final push. She stumbles onto the stage, and I join Walter in the auditorium.

“Excuse the delay,” I say. “Some convincing was necessary.”

“I heard,” says Walter. “Those with a natural talent are generally the ones who need some persuasion,” he adds.

Mia stands on the stage of the Opera House, making herself as small as possible, clutching the book in her hands to her as if her life depends on it.

She glances at me, or wherever she might believe me to be, I am certain she cannot see us with the little light on the stage and the darkness in the auditorium.

She breathes in and out and opens the book.

I see a small smile on her face as her eyes fly over the pages.

I don’t know how many times she has read Macbeth to me, probably a couple of dozen times. I myself am so affluent in it by now that I might do it very well for her.

Only I do not have her talent when it comes to emotional presence and variability. I am a woman of the stage, but my stage has clear rules and does not require me to become so many things at once. I am a Mistress, and that is my role.

Mia is many things, with a talent for becoming everything and everyone, which is why she belongs on stage.

Mia does not read a screenplay. She becomes it. She becomes her books. She becomes the characters, switching seamlessly between them. Which is why she can deliver a performance that even Walter, in his role as the Royal Opera House’s artistic director, has never seen.

Mia begins with the first act, becoming Duncan, the King of Scotland, with a deep voice, then switches to Malcom, one of the King’s sons, with another rich, deep voice—and she bids them all honour with her performance.

“She’s good,” whispers Walter in my ear. Walter is rare in his compliments, but I did not expect anything else.

She reads, no, plays the entire first act, including Lady Macbeth. At some point, she doesn’t even read; it comes from a place deep within her.

“False face must hide with what the false heart doth know.”

She ends her act with the last words of the first act and red cheeks.

Her chest heaves up and down, and my eyes wander to Walter, who claps his hands, getting up and walking down to the stage.

“That was a phenomenal performance, Miss Phillips,” he says and gets onto the stage. Mia flushes like a red rose, and I am falling in love with her all over again.

“Walter Campebell,” he says to introduce himself. “May I issue a special request?”

“Thank you, Sir,” she says and stares at her feet. “Of course.”

“Something your heart speaks truly of,” he says. “I wish to see your emotional depth.”

I can see the horror flicker through her eyes all the way to my seat. I am not going to interfere. This is her moment.

“I am sure there is something,” he says.

“Yes,” she says hesitantly, a weak smile hushing over her face, as she turns towards the auditorium. Towards me. “Something I wrote myself.”

“A universe so vast we only know infinity to describe it, with stars illuminating the darkness of the void, even though they may already have burnt⁠—
When I look at you, my eyes gaze into the endless roam of our galaxy, losing myself in the vastness of your light⁠—
When I hear your voice, my soul travels into the depths of Gaia, becoming one with the force of life within you⁠—
When I feel your touch, my body knows home in the calmness of your ocean, trusting the wisdom of your touch⁠—
And all I know is: Even when your star burns it’s brightest for one last time, I can always look up at the sky to find you shining within the realm you belong.”



My heart stumbles, goosebumps prickling my skin as warmth rushes through me—something that has never happened before to this extent—as I walk down the rows and up the stage, a fluttery sensation surging through me.

We have never talked about what the difference in age means to her; I have always feared she might one day realise the extent of it, and now I have my answer. She already knows. She and her million thoughts have already figured it out—and found peace with it.

I have never called myself romantic, never understood the point of it, but now I do.

My palms cup her face. Her cheeks wet, her lips salty as I pull her into a kiss.

The world around us stops.

There is only her and me, and before I can do anything about it, the words slip from my mouth.

“I love you, my beautiful princess. I love you.”

Mia

“You know what?” I shout with spitting anger at the phone in my hand while I walk up and down the drawing room. “You can go to bloody hell! Take you useless husband, your ignorant existence and your judging arse and leave me the fuck alone!”

“Mia, love,” says my mother on the other end. “Don’t you see what that woman does to you? Never would you have dared speak to me in a tone like this⁠—“

Oh, how I want to strangle my mother right now.

“What she does to me is show me my worth,” I say dangerously, trying to keep myself from shouting. I look at Victoria, who stands opposite me, signalling me to breathe. I do. And then, I say what I should’ve said a long time ago.

“You have done everything you could to keep me small, and now that I ain’t, you can’t stand it. You can’t stand it because you profited from me being small, enduring all your moods, judgments, and expectations,” I say, and my voice gets threateningly silent. “But I am done with you. The only person you ever loved was you. You never loved me for who I am, but for what I can gain for you, which was never enough, and I am done with it.”

With that, I hang up.

I stand there, panting, as I realise what just happened.

Victoria looks at me, smiling.

“I am so proud of you,” she says.

I bite my bottom lip with all my teeth as a grin appears on my face. I stood up to my mother.

I did it.

And everything feels so much lighter. As if a burden was lifted from my chest.
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“Henry!” I shout so loud it might be audible in the entirety of Glenmere Manor. My voice echoes from the stone walls quite painfully into my own ears.

He enters after a soft knock on the door.

“You called?”

“What for the bloodiest of damning hell is this?” I ask him and hold up poor Porridge, who hangs lifeless in a suit made for cats, so he looks like he’s wearing a tailcoat. Pebbles lies on the floor like dead, with a train fixed to her collar.

Henry laughs.

“Well, they need to be properly dressed, too.”

“The hell they do! They’re bloody cats!”

“Yes,” he says. “But they’ll also be the flower cats, as you both made it abundantly clear there won’t be any kids at the wedding.”

“Yes!” I shout. “But this?!”

I put Porridge down; he usually runs away whenever I shout, but the suit has completely immobilised him, and he flaps onto the floor.

“I don’t want to get bloody married anyway!”

“Did you tell her that?” he asks dryly.

“A million times. She keeps telling me it’s just a formality so I can inherit all the shit tone of money I don’t want. I don’t want to even think about it…her not being—for heaven’s sake, I just hate her sometimes!”

“You could open a cat shelter here at Glenmere,” says Henry. “Reason enough?”

I consider him for a moment.

“Okay,” I say, and thereby end the conversation rather awkwardly.

“Anything else?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say and look at Pebbles and Porridge, who both now lie like dead on the floor. “Make these cats stand! It was your bloody idea!”

Henry looks at them, and we both burst into tearful laughter.

“I will,” he says and takes them both with him, one under each arm.

“Mia,” he says and turns when he stands in the door. “There’s a small package on the table. Do not open it until tonight.”

“What is it?” I ask.

“Wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you, would it? It will be…useful, hopefully.”

I roll my eyes.

My level of surprise on this day has already been reached. I hate this entire day.

“Does it have something to do with what I told you to do?” I ask.

“I believe so, but I added a…surprise,” he says cryptically and nods towards the stylist. “Get ready, we’re rolling in five. Bella is freaking out.”

“Tell her to get it together. I am the one marrying, not her.”

Henry laughs. I don’t know what exactly they do, but there is more between them. Bella was out with Henry and his boyfriend twice, and they have just bonded. I know, because I have been seeing a lot of Bella here at Glenmere lately.

“Everything alright?” asks the stylist to me, who has kept silent in a corner during my small freakout.

I glance into the mirror. My hair shimmers red, a new colour Victoria thought I should try out, and I love all about it. The stylist has put my hair up, fit to the tailored female suit I am wearing.

I am so used to Victoria’s world, our world, by now that I see myself in the mirror as me. Not a dressed-up version, but me.

“Yes,” I say, “Stressful day.”

“Always is,” the stylist says. “It’ll all be over before you can blink.”

“Please,” I say sardonically and make my way to the door. We’ll get married at a castle near the manor, in Inverness, because Victoria had to invite half of the world.

There will be people, many, many people. Known people. Even the media. Because I am getting married to bloody Victoria Grace Fitzroy.

I am an idiot.

Henry waits for me in the entrance hall, both cats on his arm, clinging to him for their dear life. I am sure Victoria left Henry with me because she knows I am close to snapping.

Bella is next to him. She’s my bridesmaid and looks absolutely stunning.

Behind them, our sweet old neighbour lady, whom I invited instead of my mother. She has had the wonderful idea to be my stand-in mother.

I look at the three of them, and love spreads through my chest. I didn’t want this whole day. I am doing this for Victoria, but they’re here, and it’s actually quite nice.

“Look at you,” says Bella from downstairs, mouth half open.

“Don’t,” I hiss. “Not one word. Shut up and swallow it down.”

Bella closes her mouth and snorts out, just like Henry. I eye them angrily.

“Ready?” he asks, changing the topic.

“No,” I say as I carefully walk down the stairs with my heels, trying not to slip.

Of course, I do slip on the last step.

“Urgh,” I curse as my ankle throbs.

“Hate, hate, hate these shoes!” I shout.

“Breathe, love,” says Bella. “Breathe and pet your cat.”

“Give her to me,” I say to Henry, pointing at Pebbles.

“Nope, not happening. You’re not going to marry with cat hair on your clothes.”

“Urgh!!” I shout again, groaning.

I am sitting in a black Range Rover with Bella, Henry, my stand-in mother, and my dressed-up cats. Of all the things, this is the wildest moment of my life so far.

We arrive at the venue.

My heart stumbles with every second beat.

My hands are sweaty.

Daisies everywhere.

Daisies.

My favourite flowers.

Victoria really thought of everything.

Henry walks down the aisle with the cats.

Bella walks.

Then I have to follow.

I see all the people.

Staring at me.

All I want to do is run.

My stand-in mother, her walking stick in hand, pushes me down the aisle.

Victoria waits for me in a white suit at the end.

Everything is such a blur.

She says something.

I say something.

Rings.

I blink, and suddenly her hand is on my chin.

She kisses me.

Her whisper against my lips.

“I promise to love you every day for the rest of our lives together, twice as much on the days you forget how wonderful you are.”

And I am me for the first time on this day.

Her touch.

It’s just us.

Her and I.

And—

“Ouch!” I shout as claws dig into my leg.

Far away, people laugh as I glance down. Pebbles hangs from my leg, clinging to me as if I am the only safe place in the world.

I pick her up, lift her in my arms, where she snuggles at my chest, as always. My eyes wander from Pebbles up into Victoria’s eyes.

Victoria, who is now my wife.

And I am hers.

My wife.

I cup her cheek with my free hand and kiss her. Not with cat hair on my clothes, but an entire cat on my arm.

It’s a kiss that is only meant for her. To say all the things I can’t say right now.

Thank you, Mistress, I tell her in my mind.

“I have a surprise for you,” I whisper in her ear when we end the kiss and walk up the aisle to the exit of the ceremony room towards the ballroom.

Of all the things I have imagined, walking down the aisle with one of my cats on my arm and my wife’s hand in mine, to the clicking noise and flashes of several photographers, is so far-fetched that it feels like a dream.

“And when will I learn what it is?” she asks me.

“The moment you tell all these people to bugger off,” I say, and her mouth curves into a smile. A moment I wish to never end, but it does. Because people come to congratulate us. Famous people I have heard of. After all this time, I’m still not used to it.

“You think that cat will let go of you anytime soon?” she asks me after I have been damned to hug several hundred people with a cat clinging to me. Pebbles is just as exhausted as I am, because every second sentence was “Oh, such a cutie,” or a derivative of it, followed by touching.

“I don’t think so,” I say, and when I try to pull Pebbles off, she digs her claws into me.

Victoria sighs.

“Well,” she says, “Dance with a cat it is then. May I please have this dance, Mia Emilia Fitzroy?” she asks me.

I look at her, and right this moment, after all the fictional books I’ve read telling the tales of love, I finally know what love really is.

This is.

This is love.

Dancing with your wife, who has a frightened, clingy cat on her arm on your wedding day and not making her put it down, but respecting it.

“I love you,” I say as I take her hand and we improvise our dance.

At some point, Bella takes her place, and Victoria dances with an old friend of hers.

“It’s the day,” Bella says.

“What day?”

“The day you said would never come,” she says. “We’re partying together. You’re bloody married!”

“Shut up and dance,” I hiss at her.

When the day finally becomes a night, and we’re released from all the people, I have a moment to reconcile. I sit in the Range Rover with Pebbles on my arm still, and I watch Victoria laughing with the neighbour lady. My stand-in mother. The stranger, who loved me more than my own mother.

It’s the moment I realise my mother really did not attend the wedding. My mother, with whom I had a fallout over the relationship with Victoria. My mother, who called me names and stupid for not being a teacher anymore, but pursuing an acting career. My mother, who is not here, because I don’t want her here.

I decided. I. Not she. And I am finally free of her.

I have everything I ever needed right here.

“Ready?” asks Henry from the driver's seat, Porridge on his lap, when Victoria sits down and closes the door.

“Yes,” she says and adds with a glance at me. “There is something I cannot wait to do.”

“Wait, where is Bella?” I ask.

“She has um—“ begins Henry, but I don’t need him to finish.

“Who?” I ask, rolling my eyes.

“Leo,” Henry says.

“No, she didn’t,” I say.

“Pretty sure she did,” says Henry. “Walked in on them.”

I groan.

Whatever.

Bella will be Bella.

“You know what,” I say. “Let her have the time of her life. She finally got to bang the man she always dreamed of.”

Henry does want to say something, but he restrains himself.

We’re back at Glenmere half an hour later. Back in my room, I free Pebbles from her train and place her on my blanket. She is finally ready to let go in the comfort of her known home.

“You are awaited downstairs,” Henry tells me, who has brought up Porridge and a big cardboard box with a ribbon. “You're supposed to wear this.”

I grin and open the box.

Black leather, harness, bra. I close the box. Although he might have been the one who bought it, I don’t need him watch me put it on.

“Mia,” he says. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you. For everything,” I say and pat him on the shoulder. He is quite alright.

He smirks. “You can also thank me for the most epic wedding pictures the world has seen,” he says.

“Oh no,” I say.

“Here,” he says and holds up his phone with a headline and a photo.

“Victoria Fitzroy marries the cat lady,” I read. “They’re ever so nice, aren’t they?”

I look at a photo of our kiss, with Pebbles and her train on my arm. I crack into laughter. “That’s actually pretty epic,” I say.

“It is,” he says and leaves.

I put on the clothes from the box, which takes me a moment to figure out. But when I do⁠—

Bloody hell.

Never, ever have I felt sexier than right now.

I grin at myself and get downstairs, taking my small box with me, the one with my surprise for her.

I open the door to our new pleasure room. Since we are here at Glenmere most of the time, we both found it quite necessary to have.

Victoria sits leaned back in the armchair, dressed in black leather.

I bite my bottom lip the moment I see her. It is the most erotic thing I have ever seen.

“Come here, Princess,” she says. “Kneel.”

I do as told.

“Is that the surprise?” she asks me.

“Yes, Mistress,” I say and hand it to her.

She opens it, and my heart beats into my throat the very moment.

She pulls out the collar I have set Henry on to organise from a special manufacturer. A collar for me. She also pulls out a leash with diamonds on it, in Victoria’s favourite colour—yellow. Henry, you little meddler, I curse in my mind, while I love him for it.

“You better put it on and accustom me to it if you are to introduce me to your club, Mistress.”

“Does that mean you are saying yes to joining me?” she asks incredulously.

“My lovely wife and Mistress,” I say. “What do you think it means?”

I have rarely seen her speechless, and I know it's something she wanted for the past two years, something I have always declined.

“The next event is on July 8th,” she says, a wonderful smile on her face. “The Temple of Liberation.”

“Sounds about right, doesn’t it?” I say, and my eyes wander to the floor.

“You are such a good girl,” she says, her hands caressing my skin as she fixes the collar around my neck.

Her hand brushes over my hair and I close my eyes.

“My beautiful Princess,” she says. “Mine.”

Yes, I am yours.

My mistress.

My guidance.

My safe place.

My heart.

My soul.

My love.

THE END
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