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			CHAPTER ONE

			Cerise

			The band’s performance raged to a climax as I felt around in my bag for the handcuffs.

			I hummed with satisfaction when my fingers finally made contact, my mind soothed by the feel of cold metal. I knew the cuffs were in there, but sometimes my compulsions needed to be sated before I made my move.

			My ears throbbed from the barrage of guitar solos, and I knew they would be ringing later, but I didn’t care. Eightiesfest played in Portsmouth every year to sellout crowds, and this year’s lineup was the best yet—only half the rockers had been on reality TV shows or in rehab, so the music was pure and unadulterated. I had been listening to my retro playlist for weeks in preparation for tonight’s pleasure.

			I felt a vibration in my back pocket, signaling an incoming text. I smirked and slid out the phone, anticipating what was about to go down.

			DRESSING ROOM THREE, it read.

			I pushed my way through the crowd and headed toward security. The sweaty man crossed his meaty arms in front of himself, guarding his precious backstage. I flashed my all-access pass, and the stoic guard waved me through with a bored look on his face.

			The musty hallway looked empty, probably because the opening act hadn’t finished yet. There would be forty minutes until the headliner’s performance.

			Just enough time.

			I looked over my shoulder and pushed through the door of dressing room three.

			The room smelled like hairspray, sweat, and whiskey.

			Perfect, so far.

			It was carefully trashed—empty bottles of Jack Daniel’s littered the floor, cigarette smoke diffused throughout the room, and a few electric signs illuminated Alex’s muscular pecs in coordinating neon colors. He was sprawled out on the leather couch, palming his crotch in preparation for my clandestine visit.

			“Hey, Blondie,” he cooed. 

			I popped my grape bubblegum loudly and pulled off my ID, spinning it on my finger. “So,” I began, scrunching my crispy frizz and fluffing my temporarily outrageous bangs, “your band won’t be wondering where you are?” I reached behind me and bolted the door with a loud thunk.

			He took a long pull from the nearly empty whiskey bottle at his side and grimaced from the burn. “I’ve got it covered, you bodacious babe,” he said, twirling an errant drumstick clumsily between his fingers. 

			“Watch your grip,” I replied, commenting on the poor handling of his drumstick. I strode confidently toward the couch where he was perched and straddled him. “You ready?”

			He tossed his head back and bit his smirking, full bottom lip. “What are you going to do to me? Damn, you look . . . tubular,” he moaned, grinding his leather pants into my miniskirt, trying to properly illustrate the effect I was having on him. I spat out my gum with a wet squirt.

			My hot-pink heels dug into the leather couch as I appraised him. He was very attractive—tan skin, big brown eyes, and a very muscular body. My mind was already filing away all the little details of the scene.

			“Wouldn’t you like to know. For now, I’d like you and that radical body to stay perfectly still,” I murmured, snatching my handcuffs and flogger from my bag and placing them within arm’s reach. I pulled him close. “Kiss me.”

			He licked his lips as I leaned in and tongued his mouth. It was wet and sharp tasting from the alcohol, but soft and pliant enough to keep me turned on. He groaned and craned backward, stretching his arms above his head submissively. 

			I sneered. “Didn’t I tell you not to move?”

			His face fell immediately. “I . . . ,” he stammered. “I just saw the handcuffs and thought . . .”

			I lowered my voice and hovered over him. “Don’t think. Just do as you’re told.”

			He relaxed slightly and put his hands by his sides and waited for directions.

			That’s better, I thought.

			“On your knees.”

			He complied, and I watched his posture relax into the pose with ease. He was obviously quite used to submission.

			“Pull your pants down around your thighs.”

			He wiggled out of his rock-star leathers and resumed his position.

			“Do traditional safe words work for you?” I asked.

			He laughed gruffly. “Green.”

			That meant go. I brought my flogger down hard on his ass and he flinched.

			“Green.”

			“I never assumed you were the kind who liked to be spanked, Mr. Rock Star,” I moaned, immediately regretting how cheesy that sounded. I could hear the opening act’s music pulse through the thick steel doors. I slapped to the beat of the tune.

			He grunted. “You have no idea.”

			Smack. Grunt. 

			I gave him a few more quick slaps on each cheek, then flipped him over and began to undo his already half-unbuttoned shirt. A fluorescent green number that matched his bandana. I grabbed the handcuffs and bound his wrists together above his head, like he had hinted earlier. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to cuff him then, it’s just that I wanted to do it at my pace.

			I don’t take suggestions from submissives, I wanted to tell him, but that would break the scene. I flicked his nipples and he gasped.

			“Strum my strings, baby,” he laughed.

			Fuck, not again.

			I dropped the flogger and stood up. 

			“End of scene.” 

			The handcuffed man protested.

			“What, just like that? It’s over?”

			I fumed and considered picking up the flogger to actually punish him.

			“Do you even have to ask?!”

			His long spiky wig shifted to the left and he went from looking insanely sexy to incredibly pathetic. Plus, his eye makeup was starting to smudge.

			“Do your research before a scene. You’re pretending to be the drummer. Don’t talk about fucking guitars!”

			He fidgeted in his restraints angrily. “Listen, give me another chance. Just let me please you, Mistress Cherry,” he sputtered, frustrated. “I mean, I thought things were going really well.”

			I glanced down at his erection, and the fact that my panties were soaked. Yeah, things were going well. Too bad he blew it, I thought.

			He continued to whine pleadingly, solidifying my decision. “Do you have any idea how much I bribed the owners of the club to use this room for our scene tonight? Couldn’t you just, I dunno, enjoy the moment instead of getting hung up on the details?”

			I snatched the keys from my bag and unlocked the handcuffs with a sad clink.

			“When it comes to role-play, it’s all about the details,” I explained, straightening my shoulders. “Dismissed.”

			As soon as he was out the door, I grabbed an index card from my purse and began to scrawl out the facts and minutiae of today’s misadventure. When I got home, the scene would be filed away in my dirty little recipe box.

			I pushed through the crowd on my way out, texting Erin the news:

			STRIKE ONE.
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			“Is it possible you were overreacting?” Erin asked with a sardonic grumble, and blew into her tea.

			I rolled my eyes. “It’s called having standards. And I’m tired of having this conversation.”

			She leaned forward, drawing me in with her gravity. I straightened, sorry to have disappointed her. I immediately regretted the eye roll when she began to speak in her harsh Domme tone. “Dial down the scene stuff and maybe you’ll find a match.”

			“It’s my fetish,” I scoffed, slightly cowed but strong in my conviction. “Why should I compromise?”

			She took my hand gently. “Because you’re limiting your own happiness.”

			I decided to try a new angle.

			I leaned on my elbow, attempting to look casual and unruffled. “Aren’t we all thinning the herd, so to speak? I mean, we limit ourselves to submissive men. What if you met someone amazing, but he wasn’t into the scene?”

			She shrugged. “I can be very convincing.”

			“So can I. And I think if a man has submissive tendencies, he’d do anything to be with me. And that includes role-playing to my little heart’s content.”

			I fidgeted uncomfortably under her iron gaze. She was one of the only people I knew who could unravel me, and that was why I kept her around. 

			It’s important to keep it real, I told myself.

			“Why don’t you go pro? The girls at the dungeon would love to have you.”

			I dismissed her suggestion with a wave of my hand. “I want a role-playing submissive, not a job. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, it just doesn’t do it for me.”

			“Do you mind doing something for me?” she asked cryptically, snatching her phone out of her bag and texting.

			I inhaled. “Sure.” I felt my abs contract with worry. She kept painfully silent for another minute while I waited.

			“You’re going to play with one of my friends, Roy. He’s got a thing for green-eyed Dommes and I’ve been meaning to set you up for weeks.”

			“This is a favor?” I asked.

			She shook her head. “You’re technically doing yourself a favor. Because you’re not going to do a scene with him.”

			I whined pathetically. “Not fair.”

			She laughed loudly and the baristas behind the counter looked over at us. So much for discretion. “You are going to have some fun, Cerise, whether you like it or not.”

			I threw my hands up, splashing some tea as I flailed. “I’m not just going to sleep with your friend because you say so. Or abandon my fetish!”

			Now it was her turn to eye roll. “You don’t have to fuck him,” she deadpanned. “Just paddle him. Or tie him up and taunt him, I don’t know. Test out your toy collection if you want. All I’m saying is give it a shot and loosen up. You may just discover you’re a traditional Domme with role-play tendencies, and not the other way around.”

			Again, she wore me down. “Fine.”

			And then she changed the subject. A lot. She went on and on about her job, her family, and the dog she was thinking about buying. It didn’t dawn on me for a good half hour that she was stalling.

			In fact, I didn’t realize she was killing time until a man approached our table. He was tall and skinny with a few piercings and tats. He looked more like the kind of musicians I liked rather than the typical men I was attracted to, but he was undeniably hot. Especially the collar around his neck. I felt my throat tighten nervously.

			“I’m Roy,” he said, eyes downcast, bending slightly. Yup, he was a sub, all right.

			“Mistress Cherry,” I said coolly. 

			Erin stood up with a satisfied smirk. “Well, then. I’ve done my job. You two have fun.”

			I started to sweat. “Already?” I asked, my voice creaking.

			She approached my still-seated form and clasped a hand on my shoulder. “Choke up on the bat, and don’t strike out.”

			I giggled nervously. “I only have one strike against me.”

			She laughed. “Then let the balls come your way.”

			I buried my head in my hands as Roy silently watched our exchange and snickered. I raised my eyebrow at him and he promptly stopped being so amused by my embarrassment.
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			Salsa breath.

			All I could think of while I was making out with Roy was the fact that his mouth tasted like cheap, jarred salsa. New York City–slicker stuff.

			I wound my fingers in his hair, pulled his head back, and licked his neck slowly. No more kissing. My tongue swiped over his Adam’s apple, which I felt bob at my touch as he groaned.

			He was tied to the chair, and I was grinding myself against him, sprawled across his lap. My fingers traced the tattoos on his collarbone as I desperately tried to forget about the cilantro-laced assault on my nostrils.

			Finally I had enough. “Listerine.”

			He opened his eyes and looked at me quizzically. “Is that your safe word?”

			“No,” I replied, getting up, “you’re going to gargle with it. Your breath smells like leftover chalupas.”

			He snickered. “Close. Bean burrito supreme from Whole Foods.”

			I gagged and headed toward the bathroom and grabbed a little Dixie of the sharp-smelling green fluid.

			“Drink,” I said, shoving it in his face.

			He wrinkled his nose as I tipped the cup to his mouth. “Um, do you have anything more organic?”

			My teeth clenched so hard, I got lockjaw. “Excuse me?”

			“I try to put as few artificial things in my body as possible.”

			You can’t really hover over someone when you’re a five-foot Domme, but I tried my best to stand over him menacingly as I berated him and his hippie tendencies. “So, you must use organic ink and metal for your tats and piercings, huh?”

			He just stared ahead as I pushed the cup closer to his face. “I guess since I’m not swallowing it, sure, I’ll swish it around.”

			I brought my hand back to his mouth forcefully and nudged the little paper cup past his lips. I guess I let the Listerine flow a bit too fast, because before I got to the bottom of the cup, he was spewing it everywhere. My face dripped the minty antiseptic and it pooled on his now not-that-interested crotch.

			“Dismissed.”

			He left without a word, just waggling his middle finger behind him. 

			“How dare you!” I barked. 

			He snorted. “Fuck you, pip-squeak.”

			I scampered up to the doorway and pulled on his collar, trying to spin him toward me. “Excuse me?!”

			He contorted his mouth into a sneer. “You’re probably the least intimidating Domme I’ve ever seen. Maybe you should invest in some platforms,” he snickered. “Or stilts.”

			“GET OUT!”

			I stomped my apparently pathetic two-inch heels into the kitchen and scribbled his entry onto a note card, poking through the paper in three places. I put an asterisk at the bottom with a note regarding freshness of breath as a requirement for future submissives.

			I felt the immediate need to text Erin, but restrained myself. Which is funny, I thought, because I’m used to restraining others. 

			I slumped down at my computer and turned it on. Lots of my buddies in the local BDSM community blogged, so I figured I’d peruse some of their websites and maybe find a man that way.

			Hey, I had two strikes against me now. Any port in a storm.

			Granted, the three-strike rule is self-imposed. I had enough of crappy subs and historically inaccurate scenes. I wanted the real fucking deal, but if I didn’t get it soon, I’d just give up and become a hermit. Meaning I’d date regular guys. 

			Bleh!

			The keys clicked wildly as I explored the blogosphere, which—by the way—was the stupidest term ever. There really wasn’t much of interest. A website about a Portsmouth guy who made custom strap-ons. No thanks. A forum dedicated to the local chapter of Furries. Also gonna opt out of that. 

			Then I found something on Flog Blog that sounded interesting. A local hotel was hosting a BDSM mixer where you got to meet between fifteen and eighteen potential matches in one sitting. 

			I leaned back in my chair and mused for a bit. It was tomorrow night. Should I not tell Erin about my most recent failure and just go? 

			Just then, Bizzy awoke from her slumber. She was the one who begged me to go. I silenced her momentarily with a vibrator and steeled myself for the mixer, ready for anything.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Cerise

			I sat uncomfortably in the hard, maroon banquet chair. I was assigned to seat twenty-one, at a small cocktail table in a hotel ballroom. It was decorated to look like a coffee shop—someplace where you may casually meet someone. Not an event hall rented out by a bunch of horned-up singles with spanking fetishes and the like.

			My bum was starting to fall asleep, so I shifted my weight and prayed for some success. I glanced down at my card—only two more guys to go. 

			Last chance, I told myself again. Then I’m out.

			“Um, you’ve got more prerequisites than med school,” the young potential sub said, eyebrows furrowed. Brian something, I read from the card he handed me. It didn’t matter what his name was, since I had already checked NO once he started to tear apart my set of rules. This most definitely wasn’t going to work out.

			Another one bites the dust.

			“You will address me as Mistress Cherry, and clearly if you have a problem with my requests, then you’re not cut out to be my sub. Next, please,” I said dismissively.

			He held out his hand, wanting a minute to explain. “Come on, who makes these kinds of demands?” he said, face turning red, gesturing at my page of requirements. “Must be self-employed? Must be responsible for role-play props and costumes Monday through Thursday? Seriously, you’re out of your mind. Where’s that freaking bell?”

			That was probably the most tedious thing about the mixer—the timer.

			Every four minutes, the bell would ring, and someone else would come up to my table. Brian was the fifteenth guy to arrive and get frustrated before minute three. That meant I’d have to make small talk with my rejection for another minute before he moved on.

			“So, how about them Sox?” I asked.

			“I don’t like baseball,” he grumbled.

			Neither did I, especially since I was staring down strike three.

			However, I’m sure if I counted, I’d really be on strike twenty-five. I’ve only had a handful of subs that could stand up to my rigorous demands for more than a month.

			The bell rang and I sipped my drink, preparing for another disgruntled man who couldn’t handle my demands. The last of the night, if my watch was correct.

			Then I saw him.

			An absolutely beautiful specimen was making his way toward my little table.

			I sipped the soda again, careful not to smudge my lipstick. Typically, Dommes were easy to find at mixers—the redder the lipstick, the stricter the rules. Mine was crimson on the border of downright arterial. I had hoped that my selection would weed out the weaklings in the pack. I touched it up just in case it had faded and bent down to put the compact back into my bag. By the time I sat back up, he was in front of me.

			“Hello,” he said sheepishly, eyes downcast.

			This was a good sign. Subs ought to act their place at events like this—unlike that last jackass. Please, please be up to my challenge.

			“Sit,” I said to him, gesturing. His posture was erect, but guarded. This man was very stylish—a corduroy blazer over a graphic tee, paired with perfectly fitted dark jeans. Urban, hip. Thank God no leather—I didn’t care how long I’d been involved in this sort of thing, I would never get into leather. Unless it was required for a scene . . . then it would be acceptable. He folded his hands neatly in his lap, and began the conversation in a surprisingly self-deprecating manner.

			“I have something,” he said, eyes still downcast, “I should tell you before we begin.”

			I leaned forward, ready to berate him for speaking out of turn, and not letting me begin our conversation. The nerve of these guys.

			Then again, this was speed-dating and I didn’t want to waste time with a lecture, so I allowed him to begin.

			“I’ve never been kept by a Domme. I have been advised to tell you in advance a few of my qualities that have been turn-offs. Firstly, I can tolerate any kind of pain.”

			Odd, but not a deal breaker. I did the “go on” gesture, rolling my pointer finger.

			“I flinch at nothing, nor do I bruise or redden. Many women have found this off-putting, if you like that sort of thing.”

			“Um, I’m a substitute teacher. I dish out pain all day. I’m not that kind of Domme,” I explained to him, trying to put him somewhat at ease. His posture relaxed somewhat.

			I probably shouldn’t have disclosed my occupation to this guy, but what was he going to do? Show up at every secondary school in the Seacoast Region wearing assless chaps?

			“I also have very cold hands,” he said, trying to hold back his smirk. “It’s been problematic in nearly every encounter I have had. Here, feel.” I reached out my hands and touched his.

			Freezer burn.

			I recoiled slightly, but caught myself and steadied my hand. I said nothing. His eyes remained downcast.

			He was stunningly handsome, I appraised, examining his face. Strong jaw, straight nose, blue-black tousled hair, and lips full enough to almost be considered feminine.

			Almost.

			“I don’t mind cold hands. I’m from Nevada—I love to feel the cold compared to the heat I grew up in. It’s refreshing,” I said. Oh boy, here comes the hurt, I told myself as I handed him my list of needs and wants. “I do, however, have a very long list of requirements, and I’m afraid I’ve scared everyone off, too. I’m just as used to rejection as you seem to be,” I laughed. Half the local community thought it was great that I was a strong woman who won’t settle for anything less than what I want, and the other half thought I was an insane bitch. “In fact, they call me the Deal Breaker.” He smirked again, a small dimple forming in his chin.

			He was wickedly handsome. If the room was less well-lit, I’d be tonguing his earlobe right now.

			“All right,” he said, glancing at the dossier. “Hit me.” He laughed at his choice of words for the situation. I did, too.

			I shifted into uber-Domme mode and breathed in deep, ready for my long-winded explanation.

			Last chance, Cerise.

			“The requests I make of my subs are simple. Show up at my house Monday through Thursday at two PM sharp. On Monday through Wednesday, I will give you role-play prompts. You must come up with the details, props, and costumes. You will e-mail me details about the scenarios while I’m on my lunch break so I can arrive home in character. When I get home at three, you will be in costume and in character. Whatever outfit you may have for me will be hanging in my bathroom. We will perform the scene from three o’clock until whenever I feel it’s over. You will then eat dinner with me and return home. On Thursdays, you will create an original scenario. You have free rein on those days, but please be creative. I may not be a dominatrix in the traditional whips-and-chains sense, but I want your full subservience when you are with me. You will have three-day weekends to yourself.” My voice was strict like a smack on the wrist with a wooden ruler. I hoped he understood that just because he was creating one scene per week, he was not in charge of where it went. I knew my methods were unconventional, but hey, whatever gets you off, right?

			He listened intently, head cocked to the side, eyes still not leaving the table.

			“Is that all?” he asked.

			I gasped to myself. A taker? Usually guys weren’t down with the hours and the financial demands of coming up with new costumes and props four days a week. Then again, judging by this guy’s clothes, he could afford it. Don’t think I didn’t notice the curvy Rs on his Rock & Republic jeans. That cut retailed for $259 at Nordstrom.

			And yes, in addition to being a Domme, I was a serious denim whore.

			“No, that’s not all,” I said, worried that this would be the deal breaker. “You must come up with our first scenario right now. Don’t let me down.” I expected him to either tell me to fuck off, or to walk away in a daze after spending several minutes blathering his way through a half-assed attempt to come up with something that might excite me.

			Of course, when hearing I was a teacher, nearly every potential sub told me the scenario where he was failing my class and wanted extra credit.

			And would do “aaaanything” for it.

			So, the men who usually made it to this round never made it out. Unoriginal pricks.

			“I think I have one you’ll like, if I may,” he said politely.

			I must be dreaming. “Proceed,” I said, both anticipating and dreading what was going to come from his lips next. Please don’t be a student scene . . .

			“I’m a vampire who has endured decades of loneliness. All I want is a woman who I can worship—who will look past all my flaws. I need a fearless Domme who will punish me for all my past misdeeds.”

			This guy was either insane, or a fucking genius.

			And to be perfectly honest, I didn’t care.

			“Sold,” I said. “I like that kind of originality, and seriously, you’re going to need it with me.” I handed him my card and explained that I’d be checking YES for him on the official tally. The organizers of the mixer would tell me at the end of the session if he picked me as well, in addition to other matches. Which there would be none.

			He rose with me, took my card, and looked me in the eyes.

			And somehow just got more beautiful.

			His eyes were gorgeous. Blue tinged with purple. That elusive indigo color they say is in the rainbow, but I’ve never seen it. Stunning. He smiled and I forgot about everything around us.

			The speed-dating for pervs, the interview process, and for a moment—just a moment—my dominant behavior.

			“I’m William Gentry,” he said.

			No, you’re flawless.

			“Cerise by day,” I stumbled out, and straightened my shoulders. “Mistress Cherry by night.”

			His small smile spread into a broad grin. “I like the pun.”

			My jaw fell even lower. “You know that cerise—” I stumbled.

			“Means cherry in French, yes. Clever,” he said, voice lowering dangerously, “and very sexy.”

			Pull yourself together and stop ogling him. He’s going to be your sub.

			“E-mail me to schedule a time to get acquainted and exchange checklists. I expect us to engage in this scenario tomorrow or the next day,” I said stiffly, trying to maintain my best possible poker face.

			“I look forward to serving you,” he said, and walked away.

			I politely took the paper coaster from beneath my Coke and dabbed away the drool.

			Was I up to this?
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			Of course, when you are trying to seem nonchalant, that’s when you are the clumsiest, right? There I stood, fumbling with the keys to my meek but eco-friendly hybrid, as William eyed me from across the parking lot. He hopped in his new SUV gracefully, pretending to check his mirrors. He was staring at me pretty obviously, and I began to dampen my skivvies thinking about the things I was going to do to him.

			“Um, Chilly Willy?” a tall brunette said to me, appearing out of nowhere, arms crossed beneath her breasts sternly.

			“Erin!” I meeped. “You scared the shit out of me!” The keys dropped into a puddle.

			“You are scaring the shit out of me, my dear,” she said, waggling her pointer finger at me accusingly. “Did I see you give your card to Chilly Willy back there? What happened with Roy?” She bugged her eyes and her head cocked in William’s direction.

			Oh.

			I took a deep breath and shrugged my shoulders. “Roy didn’t work out,” I said quickly, and then gestured toward William. “And as for William—have you seen him? He’s gorgeous. Plus, he’s actually agreeing to my terms,” I said casually. Erin was a killer Domme—really stern when she was in the zone, even with her friends. A plain-Jane administrative assistant by day, a fierce conqueror by night. We didn’t really socialize with each other at community functions—normally she and I just shopped and drank tea and talked about tying up men.

			Like all girls, right?

			Erin continued giving me the evil eye. “That guy has issues, Cerise.”

			I leaned against the car, pretending not to care. “Are you going to offer details, or are you just going to give me the creeps?” I took out my lipstick and slicked on another coat of Red Velvet.

			She shook her head and looked lost in thought for a moment. She was trying to find the right words. “He,” she began, finally settling on an answer, “he’s just not normal.”

			“Hey, Erin, try being more vague. That would help.”

			“You really haven’t heard of him?” she asked, uncrossing her arms and placing them on her slim hips. “Look him up on the Flog Blog or FetLife. Before he lived here, he had a few encounters in Philly—I guess he lived there for a while before he moved to Portsmouth. His Dommes all say the same thing—they couldn’t get anywhere with him. His cold hands were such a turn-off.” She lifted her thin eyebrows at me, waiting for some shocked expression.

			“Hence the nickname Chilly Willy?”

			“I’m not done,” she growled. “He’s also really dodgy—it’s like he chickens out or something once things get steamy. Jennifer said he literally ran out the door after they started messing around.”

			I had enough. “Sounds like fun,” I said. “I’ll just wear running shoes instead of fuck-me boots so I can chase him down the street.” 

			I joked only because I didn’t want her to know how desperate I was to find out if all this was true. I couldn’t let her know I’d be devastated if I didn’t find another sub soon. Most important, I needed to be on equal footing with her.

			She was now Brent’s Domme, and I didn’t want her to get too high and mighty just because she was fucking my leftovers. I kicked Brent to the curb about four months ago. Erin played the humanitarian and took him in as her own, but they’re not completely monogamous. Anyways, we hadn’t spoken about it.

			“So, what exactly are you doing here?” I asked, remembering she was happily paired.

			“I’m running this event. I was the girl who did the tallies at the end.”

			I poked her arm playfully. “And you didn’t tell me about it?”

			“I thought you and Roy would get along.”

			I frowned. “I don’t think I can ever eat salsa again without dry heaving.” I stood on my toes and tried to meet her at eye level. “And am I too short to be a Domme?”

			She dismissed my non sequiturs. “Well, let me know if you need any medical assistance when you’ve got frostbite on your nips,” she said smiling. Good, at least we were still on friendly terms. “Up for some tea next Saturday, Shorty?”

			I frowned and hesitated as I mentally flipped through my calendar.

			“C’mon, you’re gonna need to defrost.”

			I nodded. “We have a date with Earl Grey, my dear,” I said, giving her a quick hug. She spun on her heel and walked briskly to her car.

			Before she opened the door to the little green coupe, I opened my window and shouted, “Tell Brent I said hi,” and peeled out.

			Suck on that!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			Cerise

			Strawbery Banke was beautiful at sunset.

			The old, historic homes sat on the water comfortably, the way they had for at least a century or more. The gardens glowed luminously at dusk, petals closing slowly as the sun set.

			It was a great place to sit on a bench and discuss your sexual limits.

			William arrived at seven o’clock on the dot, and I smiled at his punctual nature. He sat next to me and placed his hand on my shoulder and gripped it with sincerity.

			“I’m so glad you wanted to meet,” he said, eyes intense and unblinking. He was a lot more confident than when we had first met.

			“I just think it’s important to get through the difficult stuff before we get to the goods.”

			He rolled his shoulders casually. “I wouldn’t say discussing limits is difficult,” he said smoothly, “especially since I have so few.”

			My eyebrows drifted upward. “Only a few hard limits?” I asked incredulously. “You do realize a standard checklist has a few dozen questions? How long have you been in the scene?” He must not have much experience with our subculture if he thought he only had a few.

			“My only hard limits are food play, blood play, and multiple partners. That’s it.”

			“So you’re looking for monogamy?” I asked.

			He nodded. 

			“Me, too,” I replied, checking his list again. I see he crossed off some of the more off-color hard limits, the ones involving animals and excrement. Guess he didn’t want to get caught talking about that sort of thing in the park.

			As I read down the list, my eyebrows came down from their loft and furrowed. “Breath play isn’t even a soft limit?” I asked. Not that I liked it, but most people refused to do something so dangerous.

			He shrugged. “It doesn’t get me off, but I don’t mind it.”

			I crossed my legs as he talked about getting off. Bizzy, my bossy vag, was nagging me to move in for the kill. I inched closer to him. He didn’t act as though he was going to chicken out, like Erin had said.

			“Public servitude?” That wasn’t for the faint of heart, I thought to myself.

			“Would you like to collar me now? Here, in front of that tour group?” he asked, gesturing toward the large bunch of elderly folks touring the historic homes.

			I gulped and resisted the urge to fan myself. “Some other time. What about canes?” Those hurt.

			“I actually really enjoy them.”

			He must have buns of steel. I’d never met a guy who didn’t weep when I used a cane.

			“You are one tough cookie,” I blurted, then realized you should never call a man a cookie. 

			He laughed. “I guess. It’s more that I’m open to all experiences, and I’m . . . durable. So, tell me, aside from role-play, what are your turn-ons?” He slid his hand from my shoulder down my back. He kept it chaste, but I swear I could have mounted him on the spot. Which would have entertained that group of blue-hairs a great deal more than the details about Portsmouth’s fishing heritage.

			“Well, I suppose it all comes back to the scene. I love attention to detail and originality. If I can truly lose myself in a scene, then you’ve done a good job. I like my men thorough,” I explained, arching my back and pressing my body farther into his hand, “in every way.”

			He scooted closer, took his eyes off me, and scanned the horizon. “And your limits?” he asked nervously.

			I pulled a paper out of my purse. “Not nearly as fearless as yours, but I’m definitely open to many experiences. Like I said, it’s all about the scene. If you incorporate any of these soft limits into a scene, and do it really well, I’d be interested.” He nodded, taking in my checklist.

			“I’m a little traditional,” he explained shyly, “so please don’t be disappointed if I don’t . . . um . . . do some of these things to you at first. I’d like to build up to your soft limits.”

			I blushed. “That’s sweet,” I said, nearly gushing. “I mean, as far as bondage stuff goes, it’s sweet.” I remembered the story about Jennifer, and even though I knew Erin was lying through her teeth, I thought I’d be safe and just ask. “So, which Dommes have you served in the Portsmouth area? It’s a small community.”

			“None. I thought you were aware of my track record,” he said, combing his fingers through his longish hair. He was one of those guys who looked like he was due for a haircut, but it didn’t matter. It fell straight, nearly into his eyes, but curled slightly at the end. I wanted to grip it in my hands. God, why couldn’t our scene be right now? Bizzy hounded.

			“Not even casually? I thought you might have played with my friend Jennifer.”

			“No, I’m afraid not. Glad I don’t have to make things awkward between friends.”

			“She’s not really a friend, she just tags along when she’s not fucking anyone.”

			He nodded and handed me an envelope with more paperwork. “Health records. Clean as a whistle.”

			A whistle I’d like to blow. 

			“Are you on the pill?” he asked quietly.

			I nodded. “The one where you get it four times a year.”

			His eyes widened. “That’s a medical miracle,” he joked. He looked somewhat relieved.

			We laughed some more, and talked casually about places we had been in the area. I was astounded he had never had brunch at the Friendly Toast. “Can I buy you a drink?” I asked. There were so many great bars in Portsmouth, plus it’s always fun to show off a gorgeous hunk on a weeknight.

			“I’m going to politely decline, if I may,” he said. “I planned to check in at work for an hour, and then I’d like to prepare for our scene.”

			“So you do work?” I asked, intrigued. “But only for an hour at a time?”

			He stood. “I own a chain of nursing homes throughout New England. I pop into the New Hampshire ones from time to time, just to make sure everything’s looking good and the residents are happy.”

			“That’s really sweet,” I confessed, not liking the warm feeling this was giving me. He loves old people? I wondered. Does he also rescue puppies from burning buildings?

			“I have to do a little planning for a show. I hired a jazz trio to play there tomorrow evening, which is part of the reason I’m going. Actually, I’d love for you to join me—after our scene, of course. They’re always eager for someone new to talk to.”

			“I don’t really listen to jazz.”

			He pursed his lips. “That doesn’t necessarily mean you wouldn’t like it.”

			“I just don’t know anything about it.”

			William reached down and picked a flower from the small garden to the right of our bench. “Do you like this flower?”

			“Yeah,” I said, appraising the soft pink petals. “It’s pretty. Why?”

			“Do you know what kind of flower it is?”

			I shook my head. “No clue.”

			“See?” he asked. “You can appreciate something without knowing anything about it. Come see the jazz with me.” He took my hand.

			My stomach tightened. This was far too normal. “No thanks.” I smiled to soften the blow.

			He nodded, unfazed. “I’ll just have to appreciate the beauty of the music since I won’t have you by my side.”

			I cleared my throat. “Well, then, William, I’ll see you tomorrow.” I tried to keep my cool as my insides began to melt.

			He bent and kissed my forehead and began to leave. “I’ll be counting the hours,” he said, walking away. He stopped about three feet from me and turned around. “Mistress Cherry.”
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			I didn’t waste any time once I got home.

			Tomorrow, Mr. Freeze was coming over and the house had to be clean.

			So, I put on some punk music and cleaned my house like a motherfucker—it sure as hell was a lot more fun to listen to than jazz. Then again, I probably would just be ogling William if I went to the old folks’ home instead of appreciating the tunes. I tried to put away the thought of the semi-date he proposed, and focused on my music. I bopped along to the beats, dusting, sweeping, and throwing in some sexy moves here and there. Thank God my broom didn’t have eyes; poor guy would be scandalized. 

			I grabbed a paper towel and lovingly wiped down my recipe box, the little treasure that sat on my counter like an innocuous piece of housekeeping. Sordid details of my sexual past, neatly alphabetized by scene. It fit right into my home, both the outside and the contents.

			I lived in a cute town house on a small cul-de-sac. It looked like all the others, and hopefully the neighbors didn’t care about the sporadic men who, for the past two to three years, had been faithfully letting themselves in at two PM. Except for the last few months.

			I couldn’t wait to clean the bedroom. My playroom. My pleasure room.

			I had a brushed-metallic motif going on. Polished-silver curtains, with flecks of bronze here and there. A gunmetal gray comforter. A few framed black-and-white photographs on the wall. Pretty stark, actually. The point of minimalist décor was so that the room could transform into anything once a scene had started.

			My mind was restless—what did William have planned for me this week? The anticipation was killing me; thank God for obsessive-compulsive cleaning routines. I typically did a thorough scrubbing before any new sub came over, just to calm my anxieties. At least I knew a little about tomorrow.

			To say I was excited for our first scene would be a gross understatement. I felt like a romance novel was going to come true in my home. Tomorrow, a dark lover would appear. A lonely vampire who desired domination. I could give him what he wanted. And he, oh yes, would give me what I wanted. I wanted that beautiful face to regard me with reverence. I wanted that lovely mouth to tell me filthy, naughty things. And I wanted that notoriously tight-assed form to pleasure me in a thousand different ways.

			Granted, the vampire thing was kinda overly trendy lately, but I was definitely still intrigued.

			I ran my hand over the cool silk sheets and imagined what his cool body would feel like. If all that were true, I told myself, he may just run a little colder than others. I shook my head to keep the thoughts away as I moved to my toy chest.

			As I removed each piece methodically, as I had done dozens of times, I cleaned it with a wipe and thought about how I’d use it on him.

			Riding crop—maybe not tomorrow. I definitely planned on spanking him with it at some point this week, if things went well. I loved to use the riding crop to set our pace. I’d ride him, and when I wanted to go faster, I’d smack him with it. Giddyup!

			Flogger—hmm, maybe. I wasn’t planning on pleasuring him tomorrow, but who knows, maybe he’d use it on me. Nah, he probably won’t have the guts yet. Most of my subs are shocked when I tell them that, by permission only, they may use floggers and crops on me. Sometimes that was what the scene dictated. I’d had a few flat-out reject the idea of using anything on me that induces the slightest amount of discomfort. I told them that if I asked for it, I got it. That’s what a Domme does.

			Then I dismissed them.

			Massage oil—definitely not tomorrow. The smell of it still reminded me of that unpleasant night. The scent of the almond oil and red wine still wouldn’t come out of my drapes. The bottoms were still slightly stained from when the glasses smashed and the cabernet went everywhere. There was one part of the hardwood floor that was more maroon than the rest. I put a rug over it.

			I think that is enough cleaning for today.

			On to happier subjects: He was coming tomorrow.

			On several levels, I hoped.
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			“Dismissed.”

			The bell had rung, but I typically punctuated the sound with my own permission to leave. Kids filed out of class frantically, desperate to get to lunch.

			But, as always, one or two stragglers remained. It was like this wherever I went.

			The punk kids adored me.

			“Miss Norrel, did you hear Red Monday’s releasing a box set?” Nevaeh asked, bouncing up and down in her hand-painted Chucks.

			I nodded. “Preordered it last week,” I said, giving her friend Lizzie a fist bump. 

			“I got you these,” Lizzie said, reaching into her bag and pulling out a little tissue paper bundle.

			She pushed it into my empty hand and giggled as I peeled off the tape and unfolded the paper.

			Pink hair extensions with a Hello Kitty clip to hold them in.

			“I saw them on some girl at a concert and asked her where she got them,” Lizzie said as Nev tried to clip them in my long blond hair. “I told her I had a teacher who would love them.”

			“Substitute,” I corrected her with a laugh, working the pink part into my own hairdo. I loved extensions, and never shied away from wearing them to work. 

			“Totally you,” they both said.

			I nodded in agreement. “So me.” I smiled brightly at the two little misfits, in their neon socks and multibraceleted forearms.

			“I wish you were our real math teacher,” Nevaeh whined. “You explain the homework better than the actual teacher.”

			Lizzie nodded. “I hear Mr. Wood’s leaving to teach at SNHU—you should totally apply.”

			I shook my head, feeling the artificial pink hairs dangle down my shoulders. “I’m all set. I like being free.”

			“Oh I hear you—I wouldn’t want to come back to this place every day, either,” Lizzie said.

			I held my hands up in protest. “It’s not like that. I enjoy high schoolers. I just like variety.”

			“My friend at Londonderry High said you’re there sometimes.”

			“I’m everywhere, my dear. No escaping me!” 

			The girls picked up their book bags and gave me a quick hug and made their way to lunch.

			The rest of the day, however, dragged like RuPaul.

			Today I was at Newmarket High, a place I frequently called home. One of their math teachers, Mr. Wessel, was a hypochondriac, so I got calls at least once a week here. I was basically part of the faculty. Work today was more torturous than usual—kids had nitpicky questions, the other teachers wouldn’t stop hounding me about helping plan a colleague’s baby shower, and I was literally doing equations in my head for fun to kill time until lunch.

			Lunch meant a break. Lunch hopefully meant an e-mail from him—from Chilly Willy. The anticipation was killing me. I strode toward the teacher’s room purposefully, head in the clouds—or in the gutter.

			“Cerise, so do you think we should go with a ducky theme or a clown theme?” Deirdre asked, trying to catch up to me. I threw up a little in my mouth at her suggestion. Maybe because I thought it was a horrible idea, or also maybe it was because Deirdre was a douche-cannon who talked down to substitutes.

			“Clowns?” I asked incredulously, screeching to a halt. “Isn’t, like, ninety percent of the population terrified of clowns?”

			She pursed her gross, chapped lips at me and pushed her glasses up her nose. “My dad was a clown, thankyouverymuch. I thought it might be cute to have a circus theme for the shower since Katy always does that field trip to the carnival.”

			Katy was a history teacher who was eight months pregnant. Deirdre was a science teacher who kept disgusting specimens in her room on display. She even had a dog fetus she called “Pickled Poochie.” Of course she wouldn’t mind clowns, I noted.

			“Listen,” I said, trying to maintain my decorum, “do what you want; I’m just a sub. All I know is that most people have a visceral reaction to clowns and circus folk, ’kay?” I just wanted her to leave me alone with my pervy thoughts. I didn’t want to think about baby showers—I was only twenty-nine and the only clock inside me was ticking to the beat of “Let’s Get It On.”

			“Fine,” she huffed. “Duckies it is.” She walked away, and I noticed that her jeans were from Sears. I shuddered and continued to the break room.

			I heated my Lean Cuisine panini—oh and seriously, does anyone else think that word sounds dirty?—and discreetly checked my iPhone.

			An e-mail!

			I blushed and leaned against the microwave, feeling its slow rotation vibrate against my back. My thoughts drifted again, for the billionth time, to William. I slid my finger against the screen of the phone, opening the e-mail slowly, savoring the anticipation.

			From: William Gentry

			Subject: Scene One: Atonement

			Date: May 3, 2012

			To: Cerise Norrel

			Dearest potential Mistress,

			I have made all necessary preparations to meet with you today. I made sure my thirst is fully sated, as not to be a threat. The last thing I would want to do is hurt you, but please know that it typically takes extraordinary restraint to control myself. I have been looking forward to our scenario today since we met. Because I do not sleep, my mind has been occupied with thoughts of you and what you would like. I do hope my talents are to your liking, and please know I would do anything you ask, for as long as you will permit. 

			Do not be afraid; my only thirst now is to please and serve you.

			Sincerely,

			William, your potential submissive

			“Cerise, are you going to leave your lunch in there to marinate or what?” Paul asked me, eyes bulging. Apparently I was holding up the line at the micro. Shit.

			Anyone who has teacher-friends knows that we all eat really fast and seldom talk while we dine. That’s because we’re conditioned to wolf down our food as fast as humanly possible. Twenty-six-minute lunches—that was all we got. Factor in five minutes of waiting in line for the microwave, then another two for lunch to cool down, then another three to get back to the classroom, and we were left with virtually no time to eat. Lunch in the teacher’s room was a serious affair, and I was breaking some social faux pas by not removing my panini fast enough.

			“Sorry,” I muttered, bringing my hot sandwich to my seat, fanning it with my hands.

			I pulled my phone back out and began a response while my ham and cheese cooled.

			From: Cerise Norrel

			Subject: Re: Scene One: Atonement

			Date: May 3, 2012

			To: William Gentry

			William,

			I appreciate your assurance of my health; however, your e-mail was more formal than I’d like. I am henceforth requiring a little more pizzazz in your response. Essentially, please go on about being a bad vampire, and how you’d like me to assist you in your atonement.
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