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Top 10 Reasons Why Dommes Shouldn’t Date Each Other
 
Trinity’s Version
 
1. She always has to be right.
2. She is never wrong. See #1.      
3. She’s a control freak. See #1.
4. She’s so accustomed to her clients submitting that she acts as if I will do the same.
5. Sometimes, I wish we could fight like regular people. Yell, scream, walk away in a huff, and pretend it never happened the next day. But, no, we have to “make sure we understand each other so this never happens again.”
6. Power struggles. Need I say more?
7. Even when she “lets” me be in charge for a scene, she still tops from the bottom. And critiques. And gives pointers how to improve my technique. Let’s just say she shouldn’t agree to try breath play with me. Ever. Maybe not rope play, either.
8. There is NO right way to load a dishwasher.
9. She still sees me as her submissive from ten and fifteen years ago, not the professional Domme I’ve become now. You know the saying about prophets not being accepted in their hometown? Dommes never get respect from the people who trained them.
10. You can never, ever, fool someone who reads people for a living.
 
Graciela’s Version
 
1. She “borrows” my best toys when she thinks I’m not looking, and she never puts them back in the right place.
2. She thinks dominating is about controlling other people, but she hasn’t yet learned to control herself.
3. She treats being a Domme as if it were an ego boost and an accomplishment, not a service in the betterment of others.
4. When she devalues the submission I expect from her, she devalues the submission from her own clients.
5. She forgets I was a professional Domme before she knew the difference between a flogger and a cat o’ nine tails.
6. She forgets what I taught her, and she thinks her new methods are better.
7. She wants me to take turns submitting to her, but she doesn’t do it right.
8. Silverware is sorted into separate slots, alternately pointing up and down so they don’t nest. Everything comes out clean.
9. PMS times two. Need I say more?
10. She doesn’t understand the sexiness of a woman giving herself fully to the woman who loves her.
 



 
Breaking Boundaries
 
 
Present Day
“I didn't know she was falling in love with me!” My voice rises at her accusation.
“Bullshit.”
“Excuse me?”
“You heard me. You've worked as a professional for ten years, and you can't tell when a client forms an inappropriate attachment? Tell me another one.”
I should never have called Graciela, but I didn't know what to do. I spin in the wheeled office chair of my hosts' office-turned-guest-room, and I work to keep my voice down. “You didn't say anything when I brought Mira to visit you. You spanked her.”
Her censure crackles through the phone. “I beat that whining out of you on your first day as my submissive.”
She did. She made me kneel, fifteen years ago, and read a list of excuses I might be tempted to use with her. I paid for each one with a lash of the belt, and I never said them again.
I couldn't help it.
It wasn't my fault.
I didn't mean to. 
I saw someone else do it.
You didn't tell me not to. 
I'm trying as hard as I can.
I'm not perfect. 
You expect too much.
It's too hard.
I can't do it.
On and on the list went, and halfway through I begged her to stop. I swore I would never say them. In response, she made me start again at the beginning. She cradled me afterward as I sobbed, and she promised we would start fresh. After that first day, I never allowed an excuse to cross my lips. Until now.
It's been fifteen years since Mistress Graciela took me on as her submissive and ten since I allowed her to touch me, but I still resent and respect the woman who taught me about submission, love, and betrayal.
“Fine. Everything's my fault, like always. What about Mira?”
“I didn't say that.”
“Oh, shut up, Graciela. Everything's been my fault since the day we met.” I bite my tongue too late, wishing I could take the words back. Something about her brings out the worst in me and always has.
“Yes, Trinity. You are the injured party here.”
There was a time when her withering sarcasm would have dropped me to my knees, begging forgiveness and a chance to make amends. Today, it makes me angry. “It's not about me. It's about Mira, and—”
“Yes.” She cracks her agreement like a whip. “When Hana brought Mira to you as a paid client, it was about them. When they invited you to their home as a guest, it was about them. When you played on a vulnerable girl's emotions and taught her to love you, was it about them?”
“I never—”
“Accepted an invitation to visit them in their home and abused their trust?”
Every excuse rises to my rebellious lips, but I keep silent.
“To make it worse, you regress Mira to a Little state? Do you understand--”
All at once, incongruously, I remember the first time Graciela spanked me for pleasure. I’d begged her for ages not to exclude me. “To see if you like it,” she said. I was scared out of my mind and terrified to try, but I determined to take anything her clients could.
“I won't hurt you,” she said, patting her knees and gesturing for me to lie across. “Not unless you are very, very good and ask very, very nicely. This time, I’ll show you what it's like to get an adult spanking when it’s my decision, not yours.”
I crept toward her, spitless with fear.
“Remember,” she said, “at any time you may use your safeword. But I won't do more than a little patting.”
I hesitated, and she held out her hand. “Take a risk, Trinity. What's the worst that could happen?”
She left my clothes intact, and as promised her love pats hurt less than banging my knee into the doorjamb. 
“Is this all?” I asked, let down. Gone were my fears of looking like a wimp in front of the professional, awe-inspiring Mistress. 
“For now,” she said, giving one token spank. 
My body quivered with the need for her to continue. “Please,” I begged.
“Please what? Stop?” She luxuriated in making me say the words that burned my cheeks with embarrassment.
“Please...more...don't stop.”
“No,” she said. “You're adorable and I could spank you all day, but it's my job to set the limits.” 
The one thing I never allowed Graciela to do was treat me as a Little. I couldn't bear the talk of mommy and daddy, not after the experiences with my own. Ever patient, she trained me in the basics and respected my limits.
“Has this all been a game to you?”
Graciela's evidently been haranguing me during my trip down memory lane, and I draw a deep breath. Haughty and self-righteous as she might be, she never would have allowed Mira to get hurt on her watch. Gracie worked as a professional Domme before I knew the difference between a flogger and cat o’nine tails.
She is, after all, my mentor. Was. No matter how deep the rift between us, she will make the situation better. Not for my sake, but for the sake of the little girl who got hurt by my carelessness.
“I was wrong,” I say, choking over the words. “What can I do to make things better?”
The line goes silent, and a stirring of my past self panics. Is she angry, she who used to determine the rising and setting of my sun? Have I failed the woman who rescued me and threw me out?
She will take care of Mira. For Mira's sake, not yours.
“Boundaries got crossed,” she says, and I wince. “Innocent people got hurt. To fix the situation, they will have to get hurt more.”
She used to exact heavy penalties for the smallest infractions, but the price to pay was mine. No one else’s.
“You will have to hurt them more. You need to sever your bond so Mira and Hana can write you out of their lives and move on.”
Mira, the fragile, sweet girl who seems at once like a daughter and a sister. She is me ten years ago, lost in a world that values strength over sweetness. I would rather cut off my arm than hurt her, but Gracie is right. I have lost everything in my greed, and the only way forward is to remove myself from their lives.
“I can't—”
“Did I not teach you to delete that excuse from—”
“Please,” I beg. For my sake alone, I would tell Graciela to go fly a kite. For Mira, I will humble myself.  “Nurse Trinity meant something to her. If I hurt her, she loses the memory of our time together. I can't take that away from her, too.”
“You already did.” But Gracie sighs.
“I'll do everything you say.”
“I've heard that one before.”
“Gracie, please. For Mira.”
Another sigh. “Fine. But don't look at her without my permission. Do you understand? And you'll come here afterward.”
“Yes, Mistress,” I say, and it's not until we hang up that I realize my words.
Fifteen years later, and the words feel as wrong as they felt right before.
Yes, Mistress. 
 
***
 
I hang up the phone before I can blurt out my real thoughts.
Were you out of your mind?
Did you learn nothing in our five years together?
You worked in my industry for ten years! Where are your ethics?
How many people know I trained you? Do they think I taught you this behavior?
I want to strangle Trinity, this girl who played at Domme and didn't care who got hurt in the process. I pace back and forth in my living room, growing more and more agitated. Why hadn't I suspected something was wrong when Trinity called me after a decade of silence?
I want to see you again.
This girl I'm disciplining.
I should have recognized Trinity's tells. Whenever she did something she shouldn't, she overcompensated by following every unimportant rule to the letter. She obtained permission from Mira's Domme, set ground rules for the interaction, coached Mira through the encounter...and manipulated us both into playing her game.
I take out my running shoes and tie them onto my feet. It's cold out, but I jog in place while waiting for the elevator. By the time I reach the ground floor, I've worked up a light sweat and crisscross through the apartment complex grounds. Remington Town is full of young families and professionals, and the playground rings with laughter of little ones. I pause to catch my breath, touching my toes and breathing through my nose. I haven't jogged as often as I should, and my body dislikes this new abuse.
Mira will be fine if I'm there.
What professional Domme worth her salt would allow a vulnerable submissive to visit on her own? Why had I played into Trinity's hands? I remember Mira's gaze of adoration, and I feel sick. If Trinity committed a grievous error, I allowed it to happen.
Worse, the only solution is for me to hurt her more.
Nurse Trinity meant something to her. If I hurt her, she loses the memory of our time together. I can’t take that away from her, too.
Trinity is right, but she created this situation. What was Mira's Domme thinking to trust her charge to a stranger, sight unseen? Why did I go along with the plan?
The curve of Trinity's bottom, the ever-so-slight lisp to her “s”es, and her wonderful gentleness had reached me in a way they never had before. I never expected to hear from Trinity again, let alone conduct a scene with her.
My sneaker slips in a crack on the pavement, and I twist my ankle. Breathing hard, I shake out tense muscles and walk off the pain. Hair gets in my eyes, and I wish I'd thought to put it back into a ponytail. Some Mistress Graciela I must be, streaked in perspiration and out of shape.
I lumber back to my building and wheeze as I wait for the elevator. A little girl comes out, clutching a violin case and a backpack illustrated with the local music school's logo. My heart gives a pang. Mira was not a little girl, at least not physically, but she gave her innocence to Trinity. To me.
By the time the elevator trundles to my floor, I've stretched my sore muscles and head toward the shower. My phone beeps with unanswered calls, but I ignore them. The hot water washes away my frustration, and I emerge cleansed and refreshed.
“Hello, this is Hana, Mira's girlfriend. I've been talking with Trinity, and she said you have an idea how we can address the situation. I'd be grateful to hear it.”
I sigh and hit the call back button. Might as well get it over with. “Yes, this is Graciela.” Briefly, I outline my plan. Into the stunned silence, I answer the unspoken objection. “Yes. It is brutal and unfair, but it will work. You need your girl back.”
In a defeated voice no Domme should use, Hana acquiesces. “We will do as you say. I don't know what else to do.”
I choose a simple outfit consisting of a plain skirt, ankle boots, and a soft sweater. Mira needs Evil Mistress Graciela, but there's no need to scare her more than necessary. I pack my toy bag and dab on some foundation, lipstick, and blush. I will terrify her tonight, but at least it won't be wearing stilettos and a leather corset.
When the taxi arrives at Hana's building and the security guard buzzes me in, I take a deep breath. It's time to become Mistress Graciela who fixes things. The people who hurt Mira are too squeamish to solve the problem, so I must do it.
In and out. Make the incision, lance the infection, and sew up the skin. Trinity and Hana have their orders. Now we must begin our charade.
How can I fault Trinity for breaching boundaries with a submissive, when I did the same to her?
 
 



 
Runaway
 
 
Fifteen Years Earlier
She shows up one night on my doorstep, bearing overdue gifts of moo shu pork and cream cheese wontons. Her cute, perky delivery girl cap slips down her forehead until she talks to my shoes rather than to me.
“Happy Fortunes,” she mumbles, swiping my proffered credit card and holding out a brown paper sack stapled with a receipt. The usual delivery boy shakes my hand and offers small talk in the hopes of increasing his tip, but this girl doesn't look up as I take my food.
“I expected you an hour ago,” I snap, opening the bag to reveal styrofoam containers packed with cold food. “Where's Nick?” He knows my order and shows up at six o'clock without fail. He keeps my food hot.
She cringes. “Sorry,” she whispers. I begin a sharp response, and she hangs her head. “I got lost. I couldn't find Lilac Drive. I went to Lilac Drive two blocks down, but it didn't have your house number.”
I could tear open the containers to eat the contents within seconds, but I take out a dollar bill from my wallet. She refuses to accept it. “Our cul-de-sac loops through Twenty-Third Street, so there are two corners of Lilac Drive and Twenty-Third. Didn't you know?”
Her silence speaks her answer. “Please don't tell my boss.”
She gulps as I take out the box of fried rice and set it on the counter. Cold rice, and she licks her lips without realizing it. Her pinched face pricks my conscience. I worked delivery routes in college, too, running from one end of the town to another and barely making enough money to pay for car upkeep.
“Why don't you stay and eat dinner with me?” I say, surprising both of us. My best friend Jessie left long ago, fed with a cheese sandwich instead of our weekly Chinese.
“Me?”
“Or do you have to deliver other places?”
She shakes her head. “Yours was the last for tonight.”
“Come on.” I open the cartons and dump food onto a plate before popping them in the microwave. “Help yourself. It'll just get thrown away, anyway.”
She takes a step forward, reminding me of a twitchy-nosed bunny. “Really?” She sniffs as the microwave sends out the delectable aroma of spice and oils.
“Sure. Fix a plate and grab yourself a pop.” I take out the steaming dish from the microwave, collect a pair of disposable chopsticks, and sit at the table. She stands in the doorway, paralyzed as tears spill down her cheeks. “Oh, for crying out loud.” Maybe it's not the best choice of words.
“I'm new, and...” She dissolves into another flood of tears, and I sigh.
I listen to people's problems all day for work. I don't want any more right now, but I did extend the invitation. “Get something to eat, and sit down. It can't be that bad.”
She turns and flees, leaving the door wide open and dropping her credit card reader in the stairwell.
“Wait!” I call. I set down my plate, but she starts her car and disappears into the darkness before I cross the room. I shake my aching head. I wanted dinner with my bestie, not interruption from some weird emo girl. Picking up the credit card reader, I fight with myself. Why should I fix someone else's mistake? My better side intervenes, and I remember the terror in the girl's eyes before she ran away. She'll get in trouble for losing an expensive machine. It's not that far to the restaurant.
Grumbling, I grab my wallet and keys. By the time I reach Happy Fortunes, the owner has closed for the night. I pound on the door, holding up the card reader.
“We're closed!”
I wave away her objections. “Your delivery girl dropped this. It's yours.”
It's Mrs. Zhang's turn to grumble as she shuffles to the door. “So sorry, Gracie. I fired Trinity. We'll give you your next meal free.”
“Fired her? You can't!” I hold out the reader, stunned by my reaction. Why do I care? Her tears, that air of utter hopelessness...
“Customers complain, want their money back. We'll lose business. I can't afford a lazy girl. Nick will be back next week.” Mrs. Zhang takes back the machine and taps it against her leg. “Broken. She cost me hundreds of dollars, and now I can't take it out of her paycheck.”
Common sense wars with my instincts, but I tell the former to shut up. “How much?” I take out my wallet.
“Why do you care?” Mrs. Zhang echoes my unspoken thoughts. “She is your friend?”
“No,” I say. “If I pay for what she cost you, can she have her job back?” And ruin another week's dinner with her weeping and bad driving?
Mrs. Zhang's black eyebrows form a tent on her forehead. “Five hundred and sixty-three dollars for someone you don't know, if I let her come back and lose more customers?” But she nods. “What do you want?”
Want? I don't know. “Her address,” I say. “I want to make sure she's all right.”
Mrs. Zhang hauls out a steno notebook from her apron pocket. “Nine eighty-four Rosemary Lane. Write the check to Happy Fortunes.”
Of course. The credit card reader is broken. I write the check, wondering to myself. What if I were a person with bad intentions? Would Mrs. Zhang still give me the address? “What's her name again?”
“Trinity Maddox. I'll let her have another try, but one mistake and she's gone.” Mrs. Zhang takes the check and writes down the address. “Tell her tomorrow at two o'clock, and if she's one second late she's fired.”
Poor Trinity. No wonder she cringed so much. “Thanks, Mrs. Zhang. Good night.”
 
***
 
I don't need GPS to find nine eighty-four Rosemary Lane, as the shouting rings half a block in each direction. A girl's screams, sounding too much like a child's, rise in counterpoint to a man's brutal rant laced with more misogynist epithets than a high school bathroom stall. Sliding my Honda Accord next to the curb and slamming the driver door shut, I go through a mental checklist. Car keys clutched in my right fist, gravity centered low, and balance allowing quick responses to the unexpected. The slip-on shoes could have been swapped for sneakers, but at least they aren't heels. Hair is in a loose ponytail that's too easy to grab, but with any luck it won't come to that.
Trinity freezes as I step onto the driveway, but the man brandishes a golf club. He brings the head across the small of her back, and she crumples to the ground with another scream. I scream before I stuff a fist into my mouth. She could have been a puppet on strings, collapsed into a lifeless heap when the master removed his support. He turns toward me and I want to flinch, but I hold my ground. Physical violence, then, is not the answer. Only a coward strikes a child. Whatever happens, it will take smarts instead of fists. But how?
“Good-for-nothing, can't keep a loser job...”
“Daddy, I'm sorry!”
He kicks her with the tip of his work boot, and in a flash I dive between them to cover her with my body. He spits on her face.
“Fucking dyke! You straighten up and accept what the Bible says, or get the hell out of my house. Get out of my way, bitch.”
I've trained in more forms of martial arts than most instructors, but it takes a lifetime of training not to wrest the golf club out of his hand and beat him senseless with it. I think fast. I'm asking for a world of trouble, but I can't walk away. I can't. I'll deal with the repercussions later.
“Sir,” I say, drawling as much sarcasm as possible into the term of respect. “I'm from DCF. I'll be taking your child into protective custody tonight.”
He could call my bluff. Is Trinity young enough to qualify for protection from child services? He could call the police, but he can't be stupid enough to do that. He could demand to see identification. But instead, he turns on his work boot heel.
“You're probably a fucking dyke, too. If either of you ever set foot on my property again, I'll kill you.”
I take that as permission, and I cradle Trinity's bruised head in my lap. She gasps, tiny hurt snuffles of heartbreak.
“My name is Graciela,” I say, wanting to stroke her cheek but afraid of making the bruise worse. “I'm going to take you to the hospital, okay?”
“No!” She struggles to sit up, and I restrain her with light pressure on her shoulder. 
“He might have hit your kidney. You could go into shock—”
“He’ll find me. They’ll take my name, and…”
She pulls away from me, and I sigh. “Okay. I'll bring you to my house, and I'll ask my friend to come over. She's an ER doctor, but I bet she'll want an X-ray to see if a rib's broken.”
Trinity sobs, and I stroke her thick, dark hair. “It's all right, sweetheart,” I say, kissing the top of her head. “You're safe now. No one can hurt you.”
When the front door to the house bangs shut, she bolts to her feet. Helping her into my car, I make her lie down on her good side in the backseat. I punch the number one on my phone.
“Jessie,” I say, leaving a recording at the beep. “Come over as soon as your shift's done. I don't care if it's three am. I've got a girl who's hurt.”
What the hell am I doing? I ask myself. I should call DCF for real and drive straight to the emergency room, no matter what this girl says.
“Trinity?” I ask, cursing myself as a fool. “Are you hungry? I've got some Chinese at home.”
 



 
Leaving
 
 
Present Day
“You can’t do this to Mira,” Trinity murmurs. 
Hana sits in shock, absorbing my words. “It will kill her. Or she’ll leave me. Or both.”
She’ll leave me. When did I think the same thoughts, ten years ago? Watching the guilt and self-recrimination cross Hana’s face, I can’t help remembering my own reaction to my beloved leaving. 
“Get out.”
“Please, Gracie, if you’d just let me explain—”
“Get out or I’ll call the police and have them physically remove you.”
Trinity fell to her knees, weeping. “Mistress! My Mistress, please forgive me. I’m so sorry. Punish me—”
I turned away and picked up the phone. “Yes, this is Graciela Fairbanks at eight forty-nine Lilac Drive. I’d like to report an intruder, please.”
As Trinity got to her feet and backed toward the door, she offered one last plea. “You said you would guide me, protect me. You said there was nothing inside of me you couldn’t love.”
My head wants to agree. I ache to give her the chastisement she needs, to clear the slate, and to welcome her back. But my heart has turned into a brick of fruitcake, leaden and useless. 
“You promised.” She crawls toward me, reaching for the back of my shoe. “You said I would be your girl forever.”
“Yes, please send a sheriff. The intruder refuses to leave.”
“Mistress…”
I yanked my foot away, grazing her cheek in my haste. “Never call me that again. I’m not your Mistress.”
Hana stares at her hands, whispering as if to herself. “If she leaves, I’ll die.”
“Stop it.” Anger lends snap to my words. “You’re the Domme. Act like it. If she tries to run out, tell her leaving means she can’t come back.”
Trinity jerks her head toward me, the crushed puppy-dog plea as clear as it is silent. “Submissives are supposed to make mistakes,” she protests. “It’s in their nature.”
I focus on Hana. “If Mira deserves you, she will obey. She will not respect you unless you set the boundaries.”
Across an ocean of living room space, Trinity bobs like a lost sailboat caught between crashing ocean liners. 
 



 
Seventeen
 
 
Fifteen Years Earlier
“What the hell?” I lunge toward the bedroom door, but Jessie blocks my path. “She's seventeen? Is it legal to keep her here?”
“Stop it, Gracie. You'll scare her, and she'll run away. Do you want her on the streets?”
“We have to let the police know, or child protective services, or—” I shake her arm off, but she glares at me until I back down.
“That she'll turn eighteen next week, and even if her parents file a missing child report it'll be too late to do anything?”
“She's a baby!” Nauseated, I sit down with a thump. I thought Trinity was a graduate student, or at the very least undergraduate. She's a minor, and if her asshole of a sperm donor shows up I have no legal grounds to keep him away. “She needs foster parents, right?” I'm not equipped for this. It's been hard enough to get meals for both of us, clothes for her, and to move and speak in ways that won't send her skittering away in fear.
“Stop freaking out. I need photos for evidence in case something does happen, but she won't let me. She trusted you enough to stay at your home. Come and talk to her.”
Jessie motions me toward the guest bedroom, but I hang back. What am I, a cradle-robber? I now share my house with a girl too young to vote, rent a car, or drink alcohol.
“Trinity,” Jessie coaxes in her easy, friendly manner. “You're scared, and you don't know me. I promise I won't do anything without your permission, but I need pictures of your injuries. If your parents find you, they can make you go with them unless we have proof.”
Trinity huddles on her left side, a tear trickling sideways as she cradles her abdomen.
“Tell her we have to go to the hospital so you can X-ray her,” I murmur to Jessie. She's the doctor and not I, but no one could receive a kick from a steel-tipped work boot without getting cracked ribs and internal bleeding or worse. These thoughts, worrisome enough already, seem all the more burdensome in the face of a legal minor.
“Stop telling me how to do my job,” she murmurs back.
I stay as far away from the girl as possible, using Jessie as an intermediary shield. “Just do what she says,” I offer to Trinity. Jessie glares at me. “I mean, it's okay.”
I don't know why Jessie wants me to persuade Trinity. The girl ran away the first time I tried to talk to her. She probably came home with me because she was in too much pain to think. Jessie kicks my ankle, and I wince. I'll have a nasty bruise tomorrow.
“What if we talk to your parents?” I have no idea where the words come from, but the girl's eyes slide upward. Hoping Jessie will stop me before I botch everything, I start improvising. “We'll ask for the papers you need, like your birth certificate and Social Security card. And we’ll make sure they won't come after you.”
Her so-called father threatened to kill me if I set foot on his property again, but I'll take Jessie with me. She's a good second.
“Could you...” Trinity's voice cracks. “Could you get the afghan Nana made for me?” She huddles, if possible, even smaller.
“Okay,” I promise. “But you have to let Jessie take the photos, or we risk your parents demanding for you to go home.”
“They don't want me,” she says, and I have to stare hard at the ceiling to keep back the tears stinging my eyes.
“Honey, I need you to lift your shirt where the bruises are.” Jessie picks up her digital camera and adjusts the settings.
“Should I take off my pants, too?”
It takes me a second to understand, and without thinking I kneel by the bed to take her hand in mine. “No one will hurt you ever again.” It's a foolish promise, impossible to keep, but someone needs to make it.
“Let's do one spot at a time, honey. A little higher. There you go.” Jessie snaps a few times. “And your back.”
When Trinity puts her shirt down and lowers her pants, the bruises on her inner thighs make me want to vomit.
“Did he...” Why do I ask when I don't want to know?
She holds still for the camera and turns over as instructed. Her voice is emotionless. “He said he'd teach me to stop being a fucking dyke.”
Jessie snaps the last few pictures, and she takes a breath. “I'm a mandated reporter and you're not an adult yet. Legally.”
Trinity shakes her head and reaches for the camera. “You can't...”
Jessie looks at me. I give a helpless shrug. “If we call DCF, will they get anything done in a week?”
“He'll kill me!” Trinity rises from the bed, but I stop her.
“He did say that.” I turn toward Jessie. “What if you submitted the paperwork after she turns eighteen next week?”
“I don't know.” Jessie runs her fingers through her hair. “If he did it to you, he'll do it to others. He needs to be reported.”
Before Trinity can object, I take her hand in mine. “Why don't you wait here, Trinity, while Jessie and I go talk to him? If we can get your ID, it'll be one less paperwork battle for you later. And your blanket. What color is it?”
“Pink.” She draws into herself, as if remembering something she wants to forget. “Thank you.”
It's Jessie's turn to shrug. What can we do when a child thanks us?
 
***
 
“I said if you ever set foot—”
Jessie, quiet Jessie, raises her voice. “If you don't want me to call the police and have you hauled to jail, you'll give us Trinity's papers.”
“And the pink blanket from her grandma.” Sneakers are tied securely, hair is pinned in a braid, and my favorite yoga pants will give flexibility if I need to move quickly. I've got pepper spray hidden in my coat pocket, and Jessie had the ridiculous idea of bringing a golf club. She holds it in full view, as if she brought a walking stick. This is the most idiotic thing I have ever done, but with Jessie by my side it seems almost sane.
Glancing at her, I realize. She'll file her mandated report, and child protective services will get involved somehow. Jessie knows this and I know it, but we still take the steps Trinity needs.
If we leave, we're trusting you not to run away before we come back.
Jessie was so stern that Trinity promised. But now, looking at her, I wonder if Trinity agreed because of the last three words.
Have people told Trinity before that they will come back? Or do they tell her to get out?
Jessie keeps talking, talking, talking until the potbelly and receding hairline thrust the papers and blanket into our arms. When we get back into her car, I lock the doors and tell her to hurry up.
“You're going to report, aren't you?”
She nods.
“Will they put her into foster care?” I only met Trinity a few hours ago, and the thought sickens me. “Can she stay with me? I mean, if she wants to?”
I have no idea how I'll explain my lifestyle to a seventeen-year-old, but Jessie will help. A friend runs an apartment complex, and I bet he'll offer rent discounts once Trinity's ready to move out.
“Let's find out,” Jessie says. “At the ER. She needs a rape exam.”
We haven't said the word out loud yet, but I nod. “I could kill him,” I say.
“Slowly,” she cautions. “Slice off one ball at a time, and—”
 
***
 
When we get to my house, Trinity has fallen into a fitful sleep. I hate to do it, but I shake her awake and hold out the blanket. She throws an arm in front of her face and cries out, and I could kick myself. How can I touch her without awakening bad memories? It will be hard enough to face tonight's ordeal. Jessie called ahead to the ER and asked her boss to have a social worker on standby.
I sit on the bed next to the girl who's been in my life fewer than six hours, and I try to emulate Jessie’s calm confidence. “Jessie's taking you to her friend at the hospital to make sure everything is okay. If you don't want to see your parents anymore, tell the social worker so she can keep you safe.” I gulp. What the hell am I doing? “I'd like you to stay with me until you decide where to go next.”
At seventeen, I would have threatened harm to anyone who told me what to do. I was sure I knew best, and I would have proven it through my challenger's choice of martial arts. This girl, however, asks only one question.
“What will happen to my parents?”
I glance at Jessie. She stands next to us and does the calm, confident voice better than I.
“Because you're not eighteen yet, Gracie and I will have to tell some people what happened. You don't have to,” she hastens to add, and Trinity relaxes. “Given the eyewitnesses and the seriousness of your bruising, plus what they're likely to find in the rape exam, your dad will probably spend some time in jail. Your mom might, too. But it's not your fault.”
Trinity hugs the pink knitted yarn to her chest, looking so much younger than her years that I wonder if I should buy a night light. “What if I don't want him to go to jail?” She asks as if she tests us. Maybe she does.
“It's not your decision,” I say, and she gives a nod.
“Okay.” Jessie holds out her hand, but Trinity edges closer to me. “Could you come, too?”
And in that moment, I lose my heart forever to a girl-child who will cause me more pleasure and pain than anyone else on Earth. 
 



 
Fixing
 
 
Present Day
Graciela enters with her proper hostess gifts of fruit and wine, and we embrace. She’s coached us on every detail of tonight’s performance. It is scripted delivery, nothing more. 
“Thank you for making time during your busy season,” I say, infusing the correct amount of formality and respect with just less attempt at sincerity. For Mira’s sake, I will play the role. For my sake, I want dignity even if it is a mere scrap. 
“It’s always busy season,” she says, and I wince. The important Mistress Graciela has deigned to rescue the hapless and feckless Trinity. Mira and Hana flit around us like uneasy butterflies, and I serve oolong tea. I thought to establish a polite atmosphere, but the irony of our positions is not lost on me. I stop in front of my former Mistress, murmuring the correct words of subservience as I attend to her royal needs. 
“Thank you for your hospitality.” Gracie ignores everyone but the girl who brought all of us together. “Mira. Get your cane.” 
So strong is Graciela’s self-assurance that I nearly leap to obey. Ten years later, she can still command the tiny, reptilian part of my brain that responds to instinct long outdated. There was a time when I would have given anything for her to punish me, because it meant she loved me. Today, I am of no consequence. 
“Mira. You and I are new, so I will give you one free pass. You just got it. From now on, any disobedience will cost you.” 
When Mira flees, as we knew she would, Gracie reinforces our roles. Loudly enough for Mira to hear while cowering in the entryway, Gracie orders Hana without any deference for the fellow Domme. “Say it.”
Gracie specializes in cajoling, commanding, and tricking people to bend to her will. She is equal parts cruel to the frightened little girl and the defeated Domme. When I was the frightened little girl, I saw only the love, the validation, and the caresses. Now, watching Hana forced to disown her girl, I could throw up.
Hana obeys, her voice sticking in the effort to form the words no Domme should say to the girl she loves. “If you walk out that door, don’t come back.”
“Come here, Mira.” Gracie is smug in her authority, smug in knowing the world will obey her. “With your cane. Now.”
“No!”
Hana pushes back her chair and gets to her feet. “You cannot expect me to—”
Graciela flicks a glance toward me, and the years melt away. I am attuned to her will, performing her actions without instruction. 
“I’ll go,” I say, fighting back guilt and nausea at creating this situation. I’ll take care of it.
I’ll fix what I broke.

 



 
Eighteen
 
 
Fifteen Years Earlier
“Don't any of your friends have eighteen-year-old little sisters?” I scroll through the local grocery store's bakery page. Anything adult is lost in a sea of cartoon characters, popular franchised characters, and gigantic princess and teddy bear cakes.
“Isn't eighteen a little old for setting up play dates?” Jessie slams her car door shut. “Hang on. I gotta pay.”
The celebration cakes are no better. Happy retirement! A black over-the-hill design. Lavish wedding designs. What happened to a simple birthday cake appropriate for any age?
“Okay, I'm back. Gas prices are a killer! Aren't you forgetting something, though? Maybe Trinity doesn't want to celebrate. Have you asked her?”
“No.” There. A plain white cake with a few pink roses. That will have to do. I type in Trinity's name with Happy 18th Birthday! “It's nothing, just a cake and a few gifts. Can't you help me find guests her age?” Trinity's hard at work with the guest bedroom door shut, filling out the paperwork for a general equivalency diploma. It turns out her homeschooling parents didn't actually homeschool, so they have no paperwork for proving Trinity's learned the necessary skills to get a job. Or go to college.
“I don't think it's a good idea. She's getting used to you at last, and me a little bit. If we add someone else, she'll freak out. Hold on. Where'd you send the cake order?”
“To Mike's, but the online form said it takes an hour.” I gaze around the tidy living room. “What kind of pizza should I get?”
“Stuffed crust. Everyone loves stuffed crust. What else does she like?”
What does Trinity like? So far, she's volunteered few opinions. Everything is “fine” or “okay,” and she doesn't dislike anything except eggs. She politely asks if she may have a glass of water or use the bathroom, and she won't touch anything except to clean it.
I need to find her a friend soon, or I'll go crazy. I don't want a live-in servant who cleans everything and takes nothing. The social worker couldn't find any relatives except a great-uncle in a nursing home, and as of today Trinity can decide where to live. She has the legal right now, at eighteen years of age. I nearly got her fired again from her delivery job, but that's a story I'd rather not remember. I had to pay Mrs. Zhang more money. Pretty soon, I'll own the restaurant.
“Get half veggie and half meat,” Jessie suggests. “She'll like one of them. What? They don't have your cake order.”
I glance at my computer. Rats! The form never went through. Stupid wi-fi. “Just get any cake,” I groan. “Are you bringing Skylar?” I never know whether she and Jessie are on-again or off-again.
“Nah. She wanted space.”
I snort. If Jessie and Skylar had any more space, they'd live on separate continents. “You mean she turned down your booty call.”
“Shut up,” she says good-naturedly. “The baby will hear you.”
Out of Trinity's earshot, we've taken to calling her “the baby.” It's inappropriate, but it makes me feel better about having someone so much younger in my home. Thank goodness she has her own bedroom. “I'm sure she understands grown-ups have sex, but I'll talk to her about birth control if you like.”
“Better talk to her about how babies are made, too.” Jessie shushes me before I can answer. “What should I have them put on the cake? Happy birthday, Trinity?”
“Happy eighteenth. Don't get a kiddie cake.” I've switched over to the online pizza ordering page and checked off the options. Hand-tossed, parmesan cheese and pepper packets on the side, and stuffed cheesy crust. “Hey, the only pop we have left is Dr. Pepper. Pick up something on your way out, okay?”
“Oh, I know! I'll call Myriah and tell her to come over.”
“Your next-door neighbor's kid? What is she, thirteen?” Maybe Jessie should get the kiddie cake, after all.
“Nah. Sixteen, at least. I’d better let her know. See ya.”
Great. Good thing I hadn't planned on serving wine. I grab paper plates and napkins, disposable cups, and the gift I picked up at the party store. It's a silly little thing, a wooden angel figurine holding a rose. “Loving Angel,” it's called, and I hope Trinity will think of an angel loving her.
 
***
 
Tucked away in Graciela's guest room, I stare at the papers with growing horror. Biology? Geometry? Literature? Civics? I can crochet, I can run a house, and I can take care of my little brothers and sisters. Daddy didn't believe in too much book learning for anyone, but especially not for girls. He told the state he didn't want us in formal school, and no one bothered us after that. Home “school” meant keeping mouths fed, bottoms diapered, and fingers out of places they shouldn't touch. Sundays meant church in our living room, holding one squirmy baby after another and trying every trick to keep them quiet.
When Daddy lost his job and sent me to earn money instead, I could barely drive the car.
Why would I need to know the capitals of countries I've never seen, when I'll never visit them anyway?
There's a knock at the door, and I cover the blank forms. Graciela enters, looking harried. Guiltily, I pull the papers back toward me.
“How's it going?” She pulls up a chair and sits down next to me, but I don't have much to show her. “May I look?”
I shrug. Go ahead. Yell now and get it over with.
She shuffles through the papers, frowning. “You haven't learned any of this?”
Another shrug. The forms don't ask what I know; they point out my ignorance. I can't find x or discuss the conditions leading up to a war. I can make a sweater that will outlast hard playing, but the papers don't want to know.
“Sandra can get you some financial assistance, but you have to get education or a job, or both. Your parents didn't go to college right? You can get first-generation student grants at the community college, but you need a GED first.” Graciela taps the papers against the desk and lays them in a neat pile. “What about going to a GED class at the adult ed center?”
A class? Filled with other people? I stare at her dangly silver earrings, watching them sway back and forth as she talks.
“Sandra says they're small classes, the teachers are nice, and you'll get a lot of help.”
“How did you know you liked girls?” I blurt out the question before I can think, and I cover my mouth in horror. “I'm sorry! I didn't mean it!”
The swirly silver earrings sway some more as she takes my hand away. “It's okay! You've never met someone else who likes girls, right?” She gives a bright smile, the one that makes me breathless inside, and thinks about it.
“No.”
“I don't know. I never liked boys, and I didn't know why. I thought something was wrong with me.” She picks up the red plastic comb she bought for me and runs the teeth against the pad of her thumb.
I nod. Boy, do I know what she means.
“I tried dates with boys, but it always made me feel weird inside. Like I didn't want them to touch me, only what was the point of dating if I didn't let them kiss me? And then I met Annie in college, and...” She gives a sigh, thinking. “She made me understand all the love songs and romance books and movies I'd never understood before.”
“Didn't your parents object?” Object. It's an understatement.
“They were disappointed. Still are, I think. I don't talk to them much. My mom calls every few months with a huge ‘emergency’ that really means a cousin got married who’s younger than I am.” She bounces the flat of the comb against the edge of the desk. “Listen, Jessie's coming over with a friend, and I ordered pizza. Do you mind?”
Mind? It's her house. “Okay,” I say. “I'll start cleaning.” I stand up, but she pushes my shoulder with an exasperated sigh. I cringe. No matter what I do, it's wrong.
“I don't want you to clean anything!” She stares at me, as if trying to figure out what to say, and lowers her voice. “We want to wish you a happy birthday. That's all.”
In my family, birthdays mean getting a lecture on growing up in God's will and turning into a woman who will serve God by serving her man. It means added duties, harsher penalties for failure, and less understanding of mistakes.
“Th-that's okay,” I stammer. “I have to finish the forms.” It will take me three seconds to sign saying I know nothing, but I don't want to think about today. My only relief is that Sandra and Graciela reassure me today means I can make my own legal decisions. What those will be, I have no idea, but they will be mine.
“Hey,” she says, leaning forward. “It won't be a big deal. We want to say happy birthday and we're glad you were born. That's all. You'll eat pizza, won't you?”
I don't know what to say. When has anyone ever said, “I'm glad you were born?” “Thank you,” I offer. I can't figure her out. She gets irritated for the strangest reasons, but she never loses her temper. Sometimes, she touches my shoulder, or arm, or wrist, and it gives my heart a funny thump. Sometimes, I wonder what it would be like to kiss her, and I have to shove the thoughts away.
“Come on,” she says, and the softness of her hand in mine makes me rise and follow to the living room where Jessie and a new girl arrange a cake, pink helium Happy Birthday balloon, and three bottles of soda. Jessie hands me a tiny red envelope, saying to hurry up and open it.
“Not before dinner!” Graciela props open the box and takes the envelope away.
“Stop being so bossy!” Jessie gives it back to me, telling me to open it. “You need some clothes. And music, whatever you crazy kids like these days.”
The envelope contains a handwritten promise for a shopping trip to pick out clothes and entertainment of my choice, with the added instructions, “Annoying Gracie is a bonus.”
“This is my next-door neighbor, Myriah,” Jessie says, and Graciela gives a huff.
“If we're giving presents, she should blow out candles on her cake and make a wish first.”
“Hi, Trinity,” says the new girl, holding out a bouquet of pink and white roses. “Happy birthday. Thanks for letting me come to your party.”
I stare from one face to the other, unable to speak. “Excuse me.” I dart past balloons and cakes and presents toward the safety of the empty guest room.
After a moment, the door opens and Graciela enters. Without a word, she holds her arms out. I should know better, but I allow her to enfold me in the warmth and softness that promise everything impossible to believe.
“Shh,” she says, rocking me from side to side. “Nothing bad will happen.”
She is wrong. But for today, I will trust.
“Come on.” She kisses my cheek, and I have the wild, uncontrollable urge to turn so her lips brush against mine. “You haven't opened my present yet, and the pizza's getting cold.”
She holds out her hand, and I follow her back out to the party. Jessie hands me a paper plate while she discusses current fashions with Myriah. They'll take me to the mall, they decide, so I can choose from dozens of clothing stores.
When I open the little wooden angel from Graciela, my heart constricts. Loving Angel. I hold it in my shaking hands. “It looks like you,” I say, and Graciela hugs me again.
 



 
Acceptance
 
Present Day
I follow Mira into the hallway, battling the instincts I’ve developed as a professional nurse-slash-disciplinarian for the past decade. I want to cuddle her, rock her, and kiss her fears away. I want to make her feel better, but Graciela tells me this desire is selfish. I have to think of Mira, she says. I have to inflict pain. Betrayal. Gracie said I of all people know how about betrayal. Ten years later, and she still does not forgive.  
Mira lifts a tear-stained face toward me, and the terror in her eyes makes me sick. 
Kindness is cruelty. Cruelty is kindness. 
To be kind to Mira, I must be cruel. To show her kindness is to put myself in between this girl and her Domme. To show her cruelty is to send her back in the right direction. I am not her Domme and never will be. I cannot love her, not for my own. 
At the very least, I can say the hurtful words in my gentlest tone. “Your first instinct is to run. Throw it away. Your second instinct is to fight. Throw that away, too. Use your third instinct, to do as you are told.”
Mira doesn’t want to obey. She wants to run far away, or she wants Nurse Trinity to hug and make everything better. I didn’t want to obey when I was her age, either. Once the fun and games faded and I realized the cost of my commitment, I also wanted to leave. But where? Mira has more options than I did, but Hana is her girlfriend. Domme. Life partner. Soul mate. She won’t throw her lover away. The way Gracie did. 
“Can we talk about this? Please?” Her chin trembles, and I long to kiss her cheek. She is not yours, Trinity. 
“Yes.” I don’t trust myself to say any more.
“Thank you.” 
She turns toward the living room with a gusty sigh of relief, obviously assuming she has been given a reprieve. I wince as I touch her shoulder. 
“After Mistress Graciela gives permission.” 
She screams in disbelief as I march her back to the living room. I give her the cane and park her in front of Graciela. I step back, unable to meet anyone’s eyes. I caused this. Gracie might wield the cane, but only because I asked her to take my place. When she lashes the wood against Mira’s innocent buttocks, she punishes my sin. 
Please, Mira. Accept your “punishment,” no matter how unfair. Forgive me, and go back to your Domme.
 



 
Bluebeard
 
Fourteen years ago (six months after Trinity’s eighteenth birthday)
“I have to talk to Gracie now!”
I stare at the phone in consternation. Graciela said, under pain of death, I should never go downstairs. She brings visitors—she calls them clients—and often I hear strange noises, but I am never to make contact. 
“I’m sorry,” I mumble into the landline. “She’s busy right now.”
“I know she’s there! Stop colluding and get her to the phone.”
 At home, disobeying one order was acceptable if Daddy gave a different one. Does Graciela’s mother outrank Graciela? I set down my geometry homework and creak my door open. No one is around. “Okay, I’ll find her.”
I start and stop several times before heading downstairs, gripping the cordless phone as if it will save me from consequences for disobedience. I duck through an empty room and down the hallway, drawn toward the light radiating from the open door. Whacking, soft cries, and Graciela’s voice carry through the darkness. 
“That’s a good girl. There you go. Hold still, my good girl.”
A painful sensation stabs my chest. It sounds like someone is getting beaten, which should be a terrible thing, but Graciela makes the encounter sound intimate, tender, and loving. She sounds alert and present, instead of distant as with me. She has never called me her good girl.
I hang back, pushing the mute button on the phone. For months I have tried to do everything Graciela asked and more, but it never makes her happy. She arranged tutoring with Myriah and GED classes through Sandra, and she set up an online page to sell my sweaters and crocheted baby items. But it is all business, and she gets snappish when I clean or take care of the house. I never pleased Daddy, either, but he didn’t tell me to leave things alone and study instead. Why can’t I be Graciela’s good girl? What is so special about this one?
When I tiptoe closer, Graciela comes into full view. She cradles a grown woman in her arms. Have they been kissing? 
“You’re such a brave girl, Samantha,” she croons. “A brave, strong girl.” 
Graciela glows with pride, soothing and petting until my stomach twists. What wouldn’t I give to be in her arms and receive praise? I want to lunge forward and rip this Samantha away. I’ve tried to do everything Graciela wants. I’ve learned the impossible twists and turns of our city map to deliver General Tsao’s chicken and fried rice at all hours of the day. I’ve found x so many times that I could write a missing person report. But whenever I try to touch her, or lean closer, or look at her too long she moves away. 
“Thank you, Mistress.”
Mistress? I’ve never heard anyone call Graciela that, not even as a joke. 
“Will you please spank me with the hairbrush and teach me to be a better girl?”
Graciela kisses Samantha’s forehead, and a snake of jealousy wriggles in my stomach.
“Of course, dear girl. With pleasure.” She lays the woman facedown and picks up a wood-backed brush. “You know the rules. You may cry and beg for me to stop, but you may not reach back or get up. If you do, I’ll use the restraints and start over.”
Without knowing why, I gulp. This version of Graciela is someone I’ve never seen. Her eyes are brighter, her movements surer, and her touch at once commands and caresses. Forgetting injunctions to the contrary, I step toward the light. Graciela brings down the brush in a motion surprising in its grace. Samantha cries out, throwing her head back to wail. I should race to protect her, but instead my breath quickens. Graciela does this and never told me? Samantha wriggles, reminding me of all the sinful pleasures Daddy warned would send the sinner to hell.
Watching Graciela minister to Samantha, I wish I could be the one to go. 
“Oh, my God!” Graciela drops the brush and turns Samantha so she can’t see me. “Trinity! Get out of here!”
“Your mother’s on the phone,” I offer. “She says it’s an emergency.”
In the scuffle that follows, Graciela barks for me to duck into the bathroom and close the door. She apologizes to Samantha, murmuring reassurances and negotiations I can’t hear. Footsteps escort her upstairs and out, but I remain locked in the bathroom. Normally, I would change the towels and clean the mirror and counter. This time, I back into the corner and await my doom. Graciela never shouts, but I made her do it today. What will happen next?
When the door opens, Graciela shocks me by offering the apology. “I’m sorry you had to see that. None of it will affect my relationship with you.” She averts her gaze as if she were the one who did wrong.
“What if I want it to?” I stare at the light fixture above the medicine cabinet.   
“Don’t be ridicul—”
“Why not?”
“You’re too young.” She braces herself against the doorframe, blocking me inside. 
Her answer to everything makes me draw up to my full height, two inches taller than this woman who claims I am a baby. “I’m eighteen.” And a half. 
“I am,” she says, floundering for the correct explanation. “I take clients who need to be healed, cleansed, and forgiven.”
“That’s me!” I burst out. 
She shakes her head, sadness lining her face. “You think you are. What wrong could you have committed?”
Honor thy father and mother.
“No,” she says.
That it may be well with thee, and thou mayest live long on the earth.
“Absolutely not.”
“Why not?” It’s the first time I’ve argued. I duck underneath her arm and peer into the forbidden room. It’s filled with a bench, an oversized rocking chair, the hairbrush she used to spank Samantha, and a dizzying array of paddles, whips, and other items I can’t name. A funny cross stands against one wall, and a waist-high padded bench sits next to it. Straps decorate the bench at odd intervals. On the opposite side stands an enormous wooden desk and teacher’s chair.
“Trinity! Get out!” She takes my arm, but I shrug away and pick up the hairbrush.
“I want to try.”
She yanks the brush away. “Don’t touch that! And I will never hit you.”
“Please.” I want her arms around me as she tells me I am her good girl. I want to bask in her special proud glow. I want to be brave. 
“No.” She flips the light switch off and shoos me toward the hallway.
“Just tell me why!” I refuse to move until she turns the light back on and sighs. “Why not?” Why Samantha and not me?
For the first time, she meets my eyes. “You really want to know?” I nod, and she makes me sit down on the lower bench. She takes the brush away and slaps it against the palm of her hand. “Two reasons. First, your dad hit you so hard he could have caused kidney failure or worse. I’m not touching you with a feather.”
Wow. Maybe I shouldn’t ask questions without preparing to hear the answers. “That’s not fair. I don’t get to try things because of what my dad did? He did it, not me. It’s not my fault.”
I give her a sudden, startled glance. It’s not my fault. How often has she tried to tell me that, and I didn’t listen? 
“It’s not,” she agrees. “You’re also too young to drink or vote or rent a car. That’s too young to know whether you are interested in BDSM for real, or if you’re idealizing me as a savior-rescuer.”
I ignore the first and last parts and focus on the middle. “BDSM?”
“Bondage. Discipline. Sadomasochism.” She waits for a sign of recognition that won’t come. “Using different types of play for sexual pleasure and personal enjoyment.”
My face grows hot. Is that what I walked in to nearly witness, sexual pleasure? Is that why my heart jumped at the sight of Graciela enjoying it with someone else? Maybe I am young, but I’m old enough to know what feels right. “I want to try,” I say, persistent for a reason I don’t understand. “You do this all the time. You wouldn’t hurt me.”
She sits down next to me and pats the bench in between us. “People who come into this room are my clients. They pay money for me to act out a fantasy with them. They want to role-play being a teacher and student, or employee and boss. Or they want to confess something they’ve done and be punished for it. I couldn’t have that kind of relationship with you.”
“Because it’s sexual?” I blurt out yet another question without thinking. Instead of growing offended, she smiles.
“No. It’s a professional relationship, not a sexual one. While I care about them, they are my clients and separated from my personal life. You, I couldn’t separate.”
I give a tiny smile back. “You won’t hit me because I’m special?”
She laughs. “Spank, but yes. The only time I could spank someone outside of work…” She clears her throat. “It would be my lover. My submissive.”
I wait for her to explain, feeling oddly comforted.
“I am a Mistress,” she says, and she tosses her head in a sparkle of pride. Her back straightens, and sitting on the bench she conveys regal assurance. “If I spank someone for personal reasons, she will be the love of my life. She will belong wholly to me, and she will submit to me. I will protect her with my life and guide her to be the best person she can be. In return, she will obey.”
That’s me! I want to shout agreement until the last word. Obey? No, thanks. “I already belong to you,” I say tentatively. “You protect me. I do what you say.”
She stands up and ruffles my hair. “I am a harsh Mistress and a demanding one. My last submissive could not handle the strain, and I wouldn’t do that to you even if you were old enough. Go and grow up, and if you’re still interested in a few years we can talk again.”
She means it kindly, but dismissal still hurt. I’ms not too young to know my mind. If she earns a living and people pay for spanking, why would it be wrong to do to me? “I don’t idealize you,” I say as one last parting shot. 
“Upstairs,” she says, and she motions for me to go before her. 
When I take the first step on the staircase, she gives a soft whap to the back of my skirt. I giggle and glance at her, wondering what to make of the tingle and excitement growing inside. 
“That’s all you get.” She winks and turns off the lights in the basement. 
 



 
Unforgivable
 
Present Day
Trinity brings Mira back into the living room, depositing her in front of me as if I am the wicked witch who will make her nightmares come true. I will, but only because Trinity is too cowardly to do it herself. A mature Domme would have nipped the infatuation in the bud. A professional Domme would have hurt Mira’s feelings sooner rather than later, and a kindly if ego-bruising talk would have sufficed. Instead, I accept the cane along with the responsibility to terrorize this girl who has done no wrong.
I failed in teaching Trinity about boundaries. I must not fail with Mira, or I will have more blood on my hands. 
“Hand me the cane,” I say. How cold I sound, how unfeeling! “Ask me to give you a proper thrashing with it.” Mira glances toward her Domme, as she should. Break, Mira. The sooner you break, the less pain I must inflict. I take her chin in my hand and stare at her with all the severity I can summon. “You’re new.” So new. A baby who has no place with the grown-ups. Go to your lover and let her shelter you. Trust her. Hate me, and forget Trinity. “And for your own sake, I would like you to obey.”
I would not. I want her to flee toward Hana, begging for the events to halt. Mira watches, wide-eyed, and I continue. “But if you don’t feel you can do that, tell me now and I will take that choice away from you.” 
Silence. She doesn’t know whom to obey. Choose Hana. Tell me to go screw myself, and no one but Hana has authority over you. Please, Mira. 
I tug on her chin. “Can you obey?” She tries to pull away, without strength or conviction. If she had been my Trinity ten years ago, I would have whipped her after the first refusal to answer a question. Because she is Mira, I tread more carefully. She must break, but break into pieces Hana can heal. “Or do I need to make you?”
“I won’t.” Not brave enough for full defiance, Mira offers feeble words instead of resistance. 
Trinity holds out the blindfold, and I nod. “Yes, please. Restraints.” She takes away Mira’s sight, and we pin her to the armchair with ties and a gag. She fights like one demented, but she does not shove us aside with her real strength. She fights but does not dismiss us. I grit my teeth, wishing more than ever Trinity had used her head instead of her greed. It is time for the last resort, the one I had prayed not to need. 
Lowering the girlish white cotton panties, I slide a silicone toy in between Mira’s legs.
Trinity steps forward. “Don’t,” she breathes. I stare at her. 
You of all people should understand why I must.
 



 
Your Girl
 
Fourteen years ago (one week before Trinity’s nineteenth birthday)
“Oh, my God!” 
The words slip out before I can think. The living room has been decorated in candles, and Trinity stands before me in a slip dress too red, too skimpy, and too revealing. The blood red washes out her complexion, and the silky fabric ends at her hips instead of mid-thigh. The effect is both cartoonish and devastating, showing far more skin than I can trust myself seeing.   
At my alarm, her face crumples. “I have to talk to you,” she says, white knuckles fingers twisting at the hem of her handkerchief posing as a dress. “About us.” She’s drawn eyebrow pencil too thick, and the blood red lipstick stands in stark contrast to the pallor of her frightened, determined face. 
“Not now.” I set down my laptop and stumble toward the kitchen. “I need a drink.” I try not to have alcohol in front of her, but I can’t face a baby seductress without liquid courage. I grab a random bottle of Crossing Vineyards wine from the wine rack and ease the cork out. A good, bracing few sips later, I gulp half the glass before turning back to my little Lolita. 
“You told me to grow up,” she says throwing her head back and rubbing the inside of her elbow. “I did. I’m nineteen next week, it’s been a year, and I’m old enough to know what I want.”
Such a brave baby chick, defying my orders. A rush of protectiveness halts the words I want to speak. You’re still practically a child. What nineteen-year-old knows what she wants, really? I didn’t. At nineteen I couldn’t choose a college major, let alone a life partner. 
She takes a step closer, her chest heaving. “I’ve done everything you said. I got my degree. I’m taking classes at community college, I’m working full time, and I didn’t bring up any mention of how I feel about you. You keep saying it will change, but it won’t. Jessie said—”
My eyebrows shoot upward. “You talked to my best friend?”
She gulps, circling her palms against each other. “She said to give it six months. To do exactly as you said and see if I still felt the same afterward. If I did, I should tell you I’m serious.” Her lower lip quivers, and the costume of adulthood makes her look even younger. Softer. Vulnerable. 
Impulsively, I grab a facial cleansing wipe. “C’mere.” She comes, unwillingly, and I rub the garish colors from her sweet, clear skin. She pulls away, but without thinking I slap the back of her skirt. “Hold still.”
She stands without breathing, eyes growing wider as I fold the wipe and dab at skin already clean. Blushing, I turn away. She puts out a hand to stop me. “You feel it, too. Don’t you?”
I don’t trust myself to answer, and she turns my cheek toward her. It’s my turn to hold my breath as she draws in closer and closer until our lips touch. The faint stinging taste of chemical cleaner mixes with the honey-sweet softness of her mouth. I tilt my head sideways to get a better angle, dropping the wipe and holding her at the waist. 
“You…can’t…” I pull backward, but she links her arms under mine. “I’m too old for you, you don’t know what you’re getting into…you’re just a baby.”
“Shut up,” she says with a puff of minty toothpaste freshness. 
“Did Jessie tell you to say that?” I’ll give her a piece of my mind, but later.
“No. She told me to do this.” Trinity reaches around the back of my head to loosen the ponytail and comb her fingers through the long strands. 
I moan. Damn Jessie, spilling my secrets. “I’m gonna kill her—”
Then Trinity says three words that stop the world. 
“I love you.”
 
Graciela pushes away, giving an odd choking sound. But it was going so well! What did I do wrong? “No.”
“You can’t say no! This isn’t your decision!” I cross my arms over the whisper-thin dress, feeling more exposed than if I were nude. 
She wipes the back of her hand across her mouth, breathing hard. “Someone has to set boundaries here. Someone has to think with her brains and not her hormones.”
Hormones. “You do. You feel it!”
“I didn’t say that.” The lie is pathetic in its transparency. “You’re a child. I told you to wait a few years and grow up.”
“You did, and I waited a whole year. What do you need, a neon sign?” I throw my head back, refusing to cry. “You’re my Mistress in everything but name, anyway. I do what you say. I try to please you.”
“You don’t know what it means to have a Mistress.” Her dismissiveness stings in its unfairness.
“You won’t let me know! I live in your house, and—”
“That’s it.” She snaps her fingers. 
“What?” I run my finger underneath the spaghetti straps and lift them higher on each shoulder. 
She walks back to the counter and picks up her wine glass, pours herself a generous amount from a fresh bottle, and swirls the liquid before swallowing. “This is a bad idea.” She drinks some more wine. She doesn’t say no. She doesn’t deny or acknowledge what I said. She keeps repeating to herself that “this” is a bad idea, whatever it is. 
“It’s my birthday next week,” I say, keeping my voice low. “Didn’t you say I get to make a wish?” Last year, I couldn’t. I closed my eyes when Jessie, Myriah, and Graciela told me to, but I waited a few seconds before opening them. Myriah wanted to know what I wished for, and Graciela said not to tell or it wouldn’t come true. 
For Graciela, and for Jessie, we had birthday cakes and dinners in restaurants. Jessie took me shopping for birthdays, for Christmas, and for an amazing number of occasions. I’ve never been so spoiled in my life, and I can’t understand why Graciela doesn’t see it. How many birthdays must I have before I can claim happiness? 
She sets down her glass and comes back toward me. “C’mere, honey,” she says as if I am her baby sister. “What is your wish?”
She said last year I shouldn’t tell, but maybe the rules have changed. I clasp my hands together, willing her to listen to me as an adult instead of a child. “For you to be my Mistress.”
 
Trinity hugs herself, almost daring me to challenge her. I swallow my objections, make her sit on the couch next to me, and question her as if she were a prospective client. 
“What would it mean for me to be your Mistress?”
Joy flickers in her eyes. Did she expect refusal? “You tell me I am your good girl, and you protect me.” She lowers her voice further. “You spank, correct, and teach me to be a better person.”
I sit in stunned silence. How can this child—no, I have to stop calling her that—this woman-to-be understand what half of my clients cannot? “You don’t wish it to be fun? To play games, roles, perhaps?”
“I want to please you.” 
My heart thumps. Kelly, my former submissive, did not learn this in our two years together. Trinity must have been coached. “Did Jessie tell you what to say?” I curse my tactlessness when she cringes.
“No, I swear! Just that playing with your hair turns you on.” She blushes. 
I’m gonna kill Jessie. Again. “You understand that if I am your Mistress, we are not equals?” She frowns. My heart sinks, until she speaks up.
“We’re not equals now. What would be different?”
My palm itches to take her over my knee and show her just how different. Stop it, hormones. “I will make decisions you may not like. We can talk about it, but ultimately I take care of you.” I long for her touch, to the point that I have to take a moment to focus. “If you displease me or disobey, there will be consequences.”
She shoots me a glance of longing so stark that I lose control of my last functioning brain cells. “Do I have to displease you to get a spanking?”
What the hell. I shouldn’t have had so much wine. I draw her chin closer to me and gaze into her eyes. “Do you need to be spanked?”
“Yes,” she breathes, moving toward my lap before I indicate. I watch in awe as she positions herself, awkwardly and with many apologies as she finds the right position. “Please, Mistress.”
I squeeze my thighs together, flooded with desire I can no longer control. “I didn’t say you could call me that.” I try to sound gruff, but the ache in between my legs threatens to impede movement. 
“May I call you Mistress, ma’am?”
Enchanted, I lift her flimsy red dress and stroke the baby soft skin underneath. She is so fragile, so sweet and yet with a strength I never suspected. Is she giving herself to me? Should I allow her when she doesn’t know what it means? 
“Ma’am?”
“Yes!” I jump, giving her a slap. She squeals and giggles, kicking in the most delightful way. “No. Not until you have earned the right.”
“Yes, ma’am.” She shifts onto her elbows, arching her back and searching for a comfortable spot. “Were you going to spank, ma’am, or were you planning on some pat-a-cake first?”
I snort. “Did you forget the part about obeying me?” I lift my hand and drop it in a handprint on her left buttock, gazing in wonder as the delicate skin trembles on impact. She lets out a soft “ooh,” and I lean down to kiss the skin I marked. 
“Are you kissing my—”
I straighten up and swat the other cheek, smoothing the pinkened flesh and kissing it as well. “I will never hurt you,” I promise. “At least not unless I can kiss and make it better.”
“Less kissing, more spanking.” She giggles, and laughter bubbles up my chest. 
“Excuse me, little madam. I am looking for a submissive, not a brat.” I swat again, and she gyrates in my lap. “This is turning you on, isn’t it? You don’t want discipline at all. You want me to spank so you can relish your naughtiness.” I part her thighs to slap lower down. “Does Mistress have to take a hairbrush to her naughty girl, or will it take the riding crop?”
Instead of answering, she bursts into tears. Horrified, I whip her upright. “Trinity! This is why I didn’t want to spank you.” The muddle of wine and euphoria settles in a sickening thump. I hug her. “We need a safeword so I know if it’s too much and you need to stop.”
“No,” she corrects, burying her face in my shoulder and clinging to me for all she is worth. “You called me your girl. Your girl. You can’t take that back.”
Humbled, I wrap my arms around her. This is a terrible idea, Graciela. Oh, shut up. “My girl,” I croon. “My good girl.”
 



 
Asking
 
 
Present day
When Mira breaks, Hana shoves us aside to untie her. I breathe a sigh of relief. Thank God. We can stop. Gracie was right, as always. Mira will forget me after this, or at least she will try to forget. I squash the part of me that hopes Mira never will. She’s not yours, Trinity. Thou shalt not covet thy host’s submissive. 
Gracie nods to me, and once more the years fall away. She communicates with a gesture that renders words unnecessary. Leave. Without thinking, I step backward from Mira and flee to the guest room. Mira’s strangled cries pierce my heart, and my vision blurs as I drop onto the bed. Gracie follows, standing in the doorway with her arms crossed. 
“Yes.” Her unspoken judgment rankles in its accuracy. “It’s my fault. We’ve already established that.”
“Grow up, Trinity. It’s not always about you.” To my surprise, Gracie sits on the bed next to me. Fifteen years ago, she brought me to her home and sat on her guest room bed as she explained that no one would hurt me again. 
I brush away tears. “Isn’t there an easier way?”
She understands I mean Mira, not myself. “You helped her form an attachment to both of us, an inappropriate one. Breaking bonds is supposed to hurt.” Her voice hardens. “That’s why we should only create bonds with people who deserve our trust.”
Trust. She says the situation is not about me, but it is. Why else would she emphasize trust and deserving it? “Sometimes, people deserve a second chance.” I don’t want the second chance, but I’m tired of her sneering. 
She reaches toward me, and then draws her hand back. “Sometimes, people need to ask for a second chance.”
My heart races. Does she mean what I think she means? I was her good girl, once. She did come tonight, after all. She took my place. I open my mouth to ask, but she turns toward the door. “Shh.”
“How could you?” Mira’s voice rises in the fury of receding terror. 
As one, Graciela and I return to the living room. She says words. I say words. Mira’s horror recedes only slightly before we speak more words. Gracie soothes; I reason. Hana cuddles Mira in an embrace that makes my heart jump. I want to hold Mira. I want…
But it is no longer about me. 
“It was cruel,” Mira says, from the safety of Hana’s lap. 
Graciela pounces on Mira’s mistake. “What you did was cruel, too.”
Mira sits up, eyes flashing in anger, but Gracie continues without sympathy.
“If you want an open relationship with Hana, you talk to her about it. You don’t manipulate, top from the bottom, and let someone else come between you.”
I can’t breathe, let alone speak. 
“You don’t fantasize and put someone else in the middle, and you don’t disrespect your Domme and partner.” Gracie challenges Mira with each word, but I cringe. Ten years later, my Domme and partner does not forgive me. Former Domme and partner.
When Mira bolts out of the apartment and does not return, Graciela stands up. “Pack,” she orders me. “You’ve done enough damage here.”
As submissive as Mira was not, I take out the suitcase and carry-on bag Gracie told me to prepare before she came. I can’t find my passport, but I don’t dare tell her that. I should board the plane to return home tomorrow, but nothing matters. She’s made me talk with my boss and accept administrative leave for six months. There is nothing for me back in Ohio, just as there is nothing for me anywhere else. 
She tells me to leave, but I stare at the empty living room littered with uneaten cookies and cups of tea. We might have come for a tea party, but instead we leave chaos. Will Mira return to Hana? Have we ruined their relationship forever? Have I?
I should protest Gracie’s high-handedness, but remembering the agony on Hana’s face stops me cold. 
Fifteen years ago, Graciela offered me a choice. Today, the choice is not mine even if I tried to make it. 
“Come,” she says. Fifteen years after our first encounter, I follow her orders. 



 
Training
 
 
Thirteen years ago (six months after Trinity’s nineteenth birthday)
“Kneel.” 
She dips her knees, darting glances for approval in between each movement. “Like this?”
I hide a smile, tapping the doubled-up belt against my thigh. “When I give an order, I expect obedience. Not conversation.” 
She hangs her head, ashamed of failure before we begin. “Sorry.”
I cup her chin in my hand, making her face me. “You will apologize when I tell you to, and not otherwise.” Breaking protocol, I bend down to kiss her cheek. “Today will be hard, dear one. This week will test your endurance. Only then will we know if you are ready to handle the rigors of being my submissive.”
She fidgets, looking away. I slap the side of her cheek with the heel of my hand, too light to hurt but hard enough to get her attention. 
“There are two ways you can stop the training. One, you can withdraw your request to become my submissive. Two, you may use your safeword.”
Her lips part to ask a question. To save her from the penalties of speaking without permission, I release her chin and press a small white card into her palm. She stares down at the shimmery red circles. 
“Buttons?”
I nod. “If you say ‘buttons,’ the action will stop. We will call a timeout, I’ll check in with you to see what’s wrong, and we will discuss what will make you more comfortable. You may use your safeword if the training triggers a reaction that you cannot control, or if you are in severe physical or emotional distress.” I watch for her reaction, but she shows surprise rather than comprehension. “If you use your safeword frivolously or as an attempt to escape deserved punishment, there will be consequences.”
She drops her gaze. “May I ask a question?”
“Yes.” I assume she wants to know about the consequences or punishment, but she surprises me.
“Why buttons?”
Taken aback, I rub the smooth leather of the belt in my hands. “Because,” I say at last. “No matter what happens here, no matter how difficult the training becomes, I will button you back up. Always.”
She bows her head. “And then I get to call you Mistress?”
I am glad she isn’t looking at me. The joy on my face would give away my own lack of personal control. “Yes,” I say. “You’ve waited for six months, and you are ready.”
Six months, I’d told myself. Wait six months to see whether Trinity’s interest in having a Mistress waned as time passed. No matter what she claimed, she was too young and too naïve to know what she wanted. But instead of reducing interest, the wait made her grow more eager. 
I started with playful swats. A hand slap as she left the room, or a love pat as she sat down. Once, I grabbed a wooden spoon while in the kitchen and whapped her backside with it. Her perfect O of surprise made me laugh. She rubbed her bottom, as if puzzled such a thing could happen. 
“A wooden spoon?”
“Yes,” I explained. Patiently. “I can use a rubber spatula if you prefer, but they hurt more. Want me to show you?”
“No…no, thanks!” She giggled and rubbed some more. “A wooden spoon. You’re crazy.”
I caught her by the elbow, bent her over, and decorated the seat of her pants with a solid volley of spanks. She squirmed like an eel, yelping and trying to get free. “Crazy, huh? Take it back.”
“N-n-no…ouch!” She grinned even as she winced. “Ow!”
I landed a good, hard smack and released her. “That’ll teach you to call me crazy. Naughty.” 
She hopped up and down, plastering her hands on her buttocks and twisting in the most adorable manner. Unshed tears sparkled, making her eyes shine like jewels. Impulsively, I kissed her. Trinity’s eyes widened. I pulled back, but she put her arms around me. 
“I shouldn’t—“
“I’ve wished you’d do that for so long,” she breathed.
I stood perfectly still. “Why didn’t you tell me?” I’d avoided spending time together for fear of pushing my desires onto her.
“I’m too young, remember? Too young to know what I want, too young to recognize love. Too young…” She mocked me, gently. 
I wanted to take her to my bedroom and do inappropriate things to her, but I held onto a pretense of self-control. “What do you want?”
She dropped her head and peered upward through those long, dark lashes. “My Mistress.”
Damn it. “For real?”
She nodded.
“Really for real. No more fun and games. I told you I am a harsh Mistress.”
She smiled. “But you will be mine.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
I give her a printed sheet. “If you are my submissive, you will accept responsibility without excuses.” I stop her before she can interrupt. “This is not time for discussion. You do not want to say these excuses now because you are not facing the consequences of your actions. The point of training is to eliminate problems before they occur, not after. Should you deliberately displease me…” 
She shivers. “I won’t.”
“Not more than once.” I let the words sink in. “And by becoming my submissive, you belong to me.” She starts to exclaim in joy, but I cut her off. “Only me. I do not share.”
“No, of course not—“
“Ever.” I wait until she quiets down. “I am a harsh Mistress, but I am not unreasonable. If you come to me and confess, I will punish you only as much as I must. If you lie or try to hide, you will feel the weight of my heavy hand. If you are unfaithful…” I think of how to convey the gravity of the offense without terrifying her. “Whatever wrong you commit, we will deal with it. But if you are not prepared to honor the sacred nature of our relationship, you should walk out the door right now. Unfaithfulness, I cannot forgive.”
“Never—“
I slap the belt against my thigh. “I said, I cannot forgive. I will not. Do you understand?”
She gives a noisy swallow and nods. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Over the bench.”
She crawls across the padded bench, and I hand her the paper she’s already dropped. “Like this?”
“Yes. Read each excuse one at a time. You will feel the punishment for speaking it to me, and you will never repeat it in my presence again.” I tug her thick pants into place. I am a harsh Mistress, but not a cruel one. “Begin.”
Her voice quavers. “I-I…I couldn’t help it.”
Thwack! I snap the leather against her bottom, and she squeals in surprise. She has felt the belt before, but in play. She jiggles back and forth, giving soft exclamations of pain. “Go on.”
With marked reluctance, she voices the next item. “It…it…” She stops. “It wasn’t my fault.”
Thwack! She rears back, twisting, and I press her right shoulder blade to force her into position. “Continue.”
A sniffle. “I didn’t mean to.”
Thwack! I cross to the other side so I can keep the application even. 
“I..I saw…” She protests, feebly. “I wouldn’t say this!”
Thwack! “Say it properly, or we’ll begin again.” 
“Why are you mad at me?” She wriggles, jackknifing across the bench in an effort to massage her sore buttocks. “I never said it, not for real.”
Because it is her first day, I kneel beside her. “Do you want me for your Mistress?”
“Yes!” But anger tinges her answer.
“Do you want to use your safeword? Should we go back to being housemates without a relationship?” I curl up the belt and wait. The first test will determine the rest of training and our entire relationship, and in all honesty I’m not sure whether I want her to pass. It’s been three years since Kelly and I parted ways, and it’s a scary prospect to open my heart again. People think the submissive is the vulnerable one, but the Mistress has the most to lose. She might not have a welted bottom or rules for her daily living, but she opens her heart and life in the service of another. 
I want to cherish Trinity, but I can’t shake the fear she will leave me the same way Kelly did. Kelly wanted submission until it was no longer convenient, and until someone better showed up. 
“I saw someone else do it.” Trinity clenches her fists, waiting. 
I rub her back. “This is going to hurt, honey.” Thwack!
“You didn’t tell me not to.” She keeps her voice steady, only shaking a bit on the first word. 
Thwack! Because two layers of clothing protect her skin, I let the belt hit with full force. She gasps, rocking back and forth while clutching the site of injury. 
“Ow!” She screams as much in frustration as in pain. “I’m trying as hard as I can!”
Thwack! “I expect no less. We will both assume that, as anything else will earn you a punishment.”
“I’m not perfect.” She whimpers, and I want to tell her to stop. I want to gather her in my arms and tell her it will all be okay. But how can I reassure her when the strength must come from within? 
Thwack!
“You expect too—“ She rolls to one side, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I’ll never say these, I swear! Stop! Please, stop!” 
I want to throw down the belt, but we have to know whether she can continue. I can’t give my heart to someone who wants pretend discipline. I want the real deal, not someone who plays a submissive in the bedroom. “Say it, Trinity.” 
“Please!” She wobbles to her feet and throws herself at me. “Don’t make me do it. I won’t say or do anything you hate. Don’t make me say them, please.”
I gave Kelly too much leniency, and it ruined us. I make my voice cold and disentangle myself from her embrace. “Either you get back over the bench and start again, or I will cuff you to the bench, punish you for your disobedience, and then you still start the list again. Do you understand?” She stares at me with such sorrow that I offer her one last out. “If you want this to stop, you know how.” I touch the buttons she still clutches in her right hand. “Safeword, or start again.”
She tries to kiss me, and I put a hand in between our lips. “I just—“
I stare her down. “If I have to restrain you, I promise you won’t like it.” 
She melts onto the bench, giving soft, heartbroken cries. She fumbles with the now-crumpled sheet of paper, and the first excuse is oddly appropriate. “I couldn’t help it.”
I should go harder on her for disobedience, not easier. But the sobs sound so much like her first night’s cries that I set the belt down. Smoothing the shirt across her back, I massage her tense shoulders. “I know you couldn’t, darling. But this week of training is to break your pride and stubbornness. You can’t be mine as long as you shut me out. You feel as if you are losing your entire self, and as if I ask more than you can give. Trust me. If you can’t trust yourself, trust the woman to whom you’ve given your life. We’re pushing your limits. Let go, sweetheart. Let me catch you. It’s my job.”
Her sobs grow quieter, and I offer the prize she has wanted ever since she moved in a year and a half ago. “Once you finish the training, I am your Mistress. Now and forever. I belong to you alone, and you belong to me. We will have a special ceremony to celebrate your victory over yourself.”
I let her grip my hand, and she pleads with me. “You’re not angry?”
I lie across the bench next to her, holding her shuddering body next to my own. I pull her hair to the side and kiss the back of her neck. “No. This is training. If you ever make me angry, I won’t be able to look at or touch you. You won’t have to ask whether I’m angry.”
She sniffles and consults the paper. “It wasn’t my fault.” She allows herself to linger on the last word, as if trying to make me understand.
“It’s not your fault,” I agree. “But actions have consequences, and a submissive who shirks her duty has no place with me. Do you understand?”
She whispers a “yes,” and I pick up the belt. She cries out, but I let it fall limply across her bottom. She reads each excuse out loud, and by the end we both are in tears. We slide to the floor, and I cradle her in my arms while murmuring praise and admiration. 
“Such a good girl, such a wonderful, brave girl.” I stroke her damp forehead. “That wasn’t so bad, was it? You passed your first ordeal.”
She nestles her cheek on my shoulder, crying out the pain without self-consciousness. “It hurts so much.” She squirms, unable to sit without applying pressure on a sensitive spot. Gone is the anger, and in its place shines the pure, gentle-hearted spirit of a girl who should have been treasured from her first day of life. I cuddle her, kissing the sweet skin. 
“My girl,” I say, wanting to sing out the words. “I’m so proud of my girl. That was nasty, wasn’t it? But the pain has cleansed you, let you wash away the hurt and anger. When you belong to me, dear girl, nothing anyone else says will matter to you. Your father—“ A wild fear appears in her eyes, but I rock her with extra kisses until she calms down. “Your father, your mother, the people who said hurtful things to you…none of them will matter. You will be strong and confident, a woman at her most beautiful, because you are loved and worthy.”
She gives a small smile, as if she does not believe but enjoys the fairy tale. I let out a deep breath and break the next news to her. The tests of submission come in various forms, and the belt spanking will be child’s play compared to the next test. 
“And to be confident, you must be able to stand on your own. I will always be here for you and take care of you, but you need to learn independence.” I shush her, gently. “We’re going to move you into a studio apartment of your own. It’s just a few miles away, and you can visit here as often as you want. But you need space to become your own person. Becoming a submissive means deepening your sense of self, not losing it. Do you understand?” I kiss her forehead to mitigate the sting of my words. 
She pulls away, confusion clouding her expression. “What did I do wrong?”
I lift her up from my lap and swat her bottom, hard. “If you do something wrong, I’ll tell you. I asked if you understand.”
She yelps, twisting until I swat her again. “Ow! No,” she admits. “Am I allowed to say that?”
I hug her tightly. “Yes. Jessie will help you move this afternoon. She’ll get you stocked with whatever supplies and groceries you need, and you’ll come back tomorrow morning for your second day of training.” 
The tears overflow once more, and she gulps a few times before replying. “Yes,” she says. “I understand.” 
She doesn’t, but I pet and praise her anyway. It will take baby steps, for both of us. It takes time for a Mistress and her submissive to grow together. 
 



 
Moving In
 
 
Present day
Once we enter my apartment, Trinity trudges after me with a mixture of guilt and crossness. She never did like facing consequences, and she hated admitting her limitations. We could not fix the situation with Hana and Mira, although instinct tells me they will find their way back together somehow. Perhaps they will let us know, but more likely they will find us irrelevant once they heal. No news, in this case, will have to mean good news.
As to Trinity and I, my two-bedroom apartment looms smaller than I remembered. Do I give her a yo floor mattress to put in the limited space in the playroom, or should she sleep in the living room? I will not share my bedroom. Human decency requires providing her a place to live, nothing more. I can’t believe she lost her passport. The cynical part of me wonders if the timing is too convenient. Without a passport, Hana and Mira would have had to host Trinity for longer. Now, she will stay with me instead. 
“Shower’s in there.” I toss a towel and washcloth onto the bathroom counter. 
“Don’t worry about me,” she says stiffly. “I know you don’t want me here. I’ll get a hotel room instead.”
“With what money? You’re unemployed, remember?” As much as I don’t want her here, I can’t abide foolishness. “You’ll stay here for a day or two until you can get your passport and go home. That’s all. I’m not proposing marriage. Take a shower.”
She stands in the doorway, still holding onto her black nylon suitcase and overstuffed duffel bag carry-on. 
“What?” My conscience pricks me. 
“I know you hate me…” 
Her chin quivers. Damn it. I can’t stand when her chin quivers. Pretty soon her eyes will fill up, and she’ll tuck her head toward her chest like a turtle wishing for its protective shell. 
“I don’t want to be here, either.” She backs up toward the door, as if she has somewhere else to go.
The shred of sympathy vanishes. Will she run down the stairs next, dropping her credit card reader and vanishing into the night? Is it too much to say a simple thank you for hosting her? Why must she make everything so complicated? 
“It’s one night, Trinity.” I yank away her suitcase and push her toward the bathroom. “You already decided you didn’t want forever.”
She puts her hand over mine, freezing in an action shot of taking and receiving. “What if I did? What if I still do?”
I stare at her, but she does not look away. She gazes into my eyes with a strength I never knew she had, and it is I who must yield.
 



 
The Ceremony
 
 
Thirteen years ago (Just before Trinity’s twentieth birthday)
Uncharacteristically, Gracie gave me only one order in preparation for the ceremony. Tonight, her best friend Jessie will lead us through the commitment ritual in which Gracie claims me. I will be hers alone, answerable to nobody except the one who wields the whip.
When Jessie instructs, you will present me with a symbol of your submission and faithfulness. 
No matter how much I pestered, Gracie limited her advice to one point. I should prioritize significance over monetary value.
If I tell you what to choose, it won't be your symbol. 
My clothes, I don't have to worry about. Gracie will decide what I wear (or don't wear), and the script of the ceremony is up to her. All I must do is obey, although “all” doesn't describe that impossible task. Worse, I have to find an impossible gift to signify my love and devotion. I've given her a few gifts over the past fifteen months, but they were only the usual flowers, chocolates, and other tokens of a new relationship. Gracie likes being the one to give.
I never knew about submission before I met Gracie, and sometimes I still don't think I know. But she makes me feel loved and cared for, and no one has ever given me that before.
Pacing in my tiny apartment, I pick up my phone and dial Jessie. If anyone can help me, it's Gracie's best friend from high school.
“Trinity! Ready for tonight?”
“No,” I groan. “I have to give her something, and she won't say what she wants!”
“That would ruin the point of you giving her something.”
She doesn't jump to offer assistance, the way I hoped she would. “But you know her better than I do. Couldn't you give me a hint? She said it's not supposed to be expensive. Not that I could afford a pair of diamond earrings, but...what if she doesn't like it? You don't want her disappointed, do you?”
Jessie sighs. “Fine. I'll go shopping with you, but don't tell Gracie.”
Fifteen stores later, Jessie calls a halt to the trip. “Let's sit down and think this over,” she says, finding an open table at the mall food court. “You have no idea what you want. We've looked at jewelry, electronics, knickknacks, and clothes.”
I throw myself onto the bench and repeat the same objections she's heard in the past two hours. I tick each one off on a finger. “Jewelry's out if it looks too much like what she'll give me at the ceremony, and I don't know what she's giving me. Plus, it can't be expensive. The cheap stuff looks crappy. Phone and music and video stuff are boring. Plus, it's expensive. She doesn't like clutter. All of the decorations are too kitschy or for old married heterosexual couples. She loves her leather corsets, but she has them custom made. I can't get anything for tonight!”
“Listen,” Jessie says, grabbing a smoothie for each of us. “Aren't you going about this the wrong way? You're not supposed to provide for her, right? I don't get this Fifty Shades stuff, but isn't this ceremony supposed to be you promising to obey her?”
Obey. My stomach gets quivery at the thought, tantalizing and terrifying at the same time. Love is easy, but “obey” is altogether different. “She has to like what I give her,” I insist. “She's been amazing, and...”
“What are you trying to tell her with the gift? What would show her that you want her to be in control?”
“Not control,” I correct. No one will ever control me. “Guide? Protect?” I stick out my lower lip, thinking hard. Jessie's not in the lifestyle, but she doesn't think it's weird. Sometimes, she's easier to talk to than Gracie. “Her whip? But Gracie's whip is fancy and handmade. I can't compete with that.”
Jessie jumps up and grabs my arm, leaving our smoothies on the table. “That's it!”
“What?” I wasn't finished with the strawberry pineapple.
“I know what you should give her! Let's go.” She drags me to the Le Creuset store.
“But we don't cook--”
She picks up a utensil and brandishes it. “What Gracie used the first time she spanked you with an implement.”
“Shh!” Mortified, I pray no one else has overheard. Gracie told her about the spoon, and Jessie found it hilarious despite my embarrassment. What would people think if they knew I, a grown woman, got my butt blistered by the woman I love? They wouldn't mind the kinky sex or even the handcuffs, maybe, but the simple, childlike spankings are for Gracie and me alone. Even Jessie finds it funny.
Whack! Jessie laughs, and I give a muffled squeal. No one's ever swatted me except for Gracie, except of course in childhood. I grab for the spoon, and Jessie laughs some more. “Sentimental value. Not too much money. Can't be beat.” She waves the spoon again.
Purely to shut her up, I grab the spoon and run to the cash register. I don't think a little kitchen tool is what Gracie had in mind, but I'll wrap it in pretty paper. Or shouldn't I? What does she expect?
On our way to the parking lot, Jessie puts an arm around my shoulder. “Hey,” she says. “Sorry if I shouldn't have whacked you in public.”
Something funny wriggles in my stomach, a reaction I can't name. I notice, although I'm sure I shouldn't, that her laugh rings extra-bright and her arm fits around me with perfect grace. “That's okay,” I say in a breathless rush. “We won't tell Gracie.”
“Agreed,” she says, and for a moment her hand rests in mine.
 
***
 
Jessie reads through the script I spent weeks perfecting, following every cue exactly as we rehearsed. Trinity kneels before me, her hands clasped on top of her thighs and her head bowed. The sweet baby doll dress flutters just past her hips, and I washed and arranged her long hair in a braid decorated with deep pink azaleas to match the petals scattered around the white candles. The demureness of her outfit contrasts with the nakedness underneath. She is prepared for me, in all senses of the word.
“Do you, Graciela Fairbanks, pledge to protect, guide, cherish, and chastise your submissive, honoring her submission and devotion?” Jessie, usually so irreverent about this side of me she doesn't understand, stumbles over the last few words. Something changes in her tone, and she gazes at Trinity who trembles in anticipation.
“I do.” I reach for the small linen envelope Jessie placed in front of the first candle, as I instructed. Accepting the lighter, I set the wick ablaze. The wax warms, and soft vanilla scent rises from the light.
“And what do you give to your submissive as a sign of your love and dominance?” Jessie waits with the red velvet pouch as I take Trinity's right hand in both of mine.
Opening her hand, I slide the card of pearl buttons and set it in her palm. She gives a tiny gasp, looking upward despite my orders not to. Before she remembers and glances back down at the floor, her tear-filled eyes communicate an entire speech in one glance. You remembered. You promised, no matter how difficult life became, you would button me back up. It was my first gift, the day I asked her to become officially mine.
Breaking script, I duck down to kiss her sweet-scented hair. This girl I have come to love offers me her entire self, and I will never forget the value of her gift. I have to swallow twice before I can answer Jessie's next question. Giving her the empty linen packet and taking the pouch in exchange, I take out the single strand of tiny pink seed pearls.
“Trinity Maddox,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. She was afraid of the word “collar,” afraid of the leather-and-buckle affairs she found online. She thought I would put her in a chastity belt or make her act like a dog or horse. I fasten the clasp around her neck, letting the jewelry rest against her collarbone. “With these buttons and this pearl necklace, I give you the love and guidance a Domme gives to her submissive. When you struggle with doubts whether you are loved, hold onto these reminders of your worth in my eyes.”
I've told her she may not move or speak unless instructed, but she bobs her head in an inarticulate agreement. That's my girl, lax on protocol but filled with good intentions.
“Trinity Maddox, do you pledge to obey your Domme, honoring her with your behavior, words, and thoughts? Will you submit to Graciela when it is inconvenient, when you think you know better, and when it seems too hard?”
Trinity tries to answer, but her words are indistinguishable through her tears. She starts to get up. I hold out a hand to make her stay kneeling, but my brain belatedly registers Jessie's instructions for Trinity to present her gift to me.
I want nothing from Trinity but her submission. It's my job to provide for her, and I don't want gifts. A Domme should spoil her sub, not the other way around, but Trinity will not be happy unless she feels she contributes her share.
Trinity picks up a white cloth bundle tied in satin pink ribbons, and she offers it while standing nearly eye-to-eye. I accept the package and untie the ribbons carefully. I smile at the silk handkerchief wrapping. We'll use them as blindfolds, or restraints, or even packing material in a pinch. She pestered me for weeks what she should buy, and I was tempted to spank her every time she brought it up. She needs to think for herself, no matter what she thinks our relationship means. I want a submissive who submits with strength, not someone who gives a gift not worth giving.
When the cloth falls away to reveal a wooden spoon, I blink. How could I have doubted my girl? She remembered. The first time I spanked her, I grabbed a wooden spoon and cracked it across her backside. She laughed, shrieked, and called me crazy. When I told Jessie the story, she couldn't believe an entire kinky relationship could begin with an innocent cooking tool. Now, she refuses to use anything in my kitchen unless I swear it hasn't spanked Trinity's bottom.
We bought Jessie her own wooden spoon, but it became ours the next day.
I rub the polished, curved wood, smiling with the memory. I heft the spoon in my right hand, enjoying the weight. Not so heavy to create fatigue, but not so light it will fly out of my hand. A spoon meant for spanking.
I meant to give Trinity a thorough whipping with my riding crop for her first spanking as my official submissive, but nostalgia changes my mind. “Come here,” I say, nodding at Jessie who takes the hint. “I am pleased.” I sit down and spread my skirts across my lap.
She comes toward me, holding onto the packet of buttons. I help her across my thighs, and she gives a startled squeak as I flip up the skirt of her dress. Jessie, who has never understood my love of submission and dominance, gazes at Trinity's naked backside with new appreciation. I hide a smile. Jessie will make a good submissive someday, but not until she is ready. She's too caught up in her ideas of weakness versus strength, but the gift of a beautiful girl's submission seems to introduce new awareness. It was the reason I asked Jessie to officiate at our collaring ceremony. I wanted my best friend to feel what I feel, and to understand that discipline and dominance are about love, not abuse.
Trinity holds perfectly still as I have taught her, and she doesn't give more than a small, sharp breath when I bring down the spoon across her upturned buttocks. A pale pink imprint blossoms and darkens, and I place another one on the opposite cheek. Jessie gasps, and I rub the punished skin.
“Will you obey?” It's not in the script, but it feels right.
“Yes,” Trinity whispers.
I slap the wood against the most tender line where thighs meet buttocks, and she gives a sharp, surprised wail.
“Yes, Mistress! Mistress!”
Jessie's eyes grow as wide as saucers, and she gulps. I wonder if this is too much for her, but she doesn't excuse herself.
“You are mine,” I say, and I nod for Jessie to finish. She speaks the final blessing, and I can't comprehend a single word. I should take the crop as planned, but instead I help my new submissive sit up so I can cuddle her. Wiping away tears, I kiss her cheek. “Never forget.” We're official now.
I give her a noisy open-handed slap on her bottom, sending her to serve us with drinks. She hurries to obey, pink-cheeked and still sniffling.
“Wow,” Jessie says to me in an undertone. “I had no idea it would be so intense.”
I give my best friend a hug. “Thank you for doing this. I wouldn't have wanted anyone but you.”
“I never got it before,” she admits. “But it was amazing. It must be amazing to be a Domme.”
I smile as Trinity kneels before me, offering a glass of sparkling wine. “It's amazing to be a Domme to this one.” Trinity blushes and retreats to the kitchen for the rest of the refreshments.
“This is for you,” I say, offering a small package to Jessie.
“Oh!” Surprised, she opens the wrapping paper to find a perfume box. Puzzled, she takes out the empty bottle of Chanel No. 5. She laughs and hugs me. “You're always such a trickster! It's not my turn to get it back yet.”
“It's my turn if I say it is,” I grin. We've passed back the same empty bottle for going on eight years now, always finding an occasion to surprise the other. “But here's your real gift.” I hold out another package.
She opens this one, her expression growing thoughtful. The Joy of Submission, a handbook written by a professional submissive on the benefits of the lifestyle. “Still trying to convert me?”
“No,” I say. “Just glad you're learning to understand me.”
When Trinity returns and offers Jessie a plate of prettily arranged appetizers, Jessie's expression grows thoughtful once again. I long for private time with my new submissive, but I give thanks for a lifelong friend who is willing to understand what she doesn't share.
“What are friends for?” she asks.
I reach down to pat Trinity's shoulder. “For sharing the best times of our lives.”
 



 
Desire for Forgiveness
 
 
Present day
“Kneel.” 
Graciela, my one-time disciplinarian and lover, points to the floor in front of her. She doesn’t book clients on Thursdays, so she shucked off the ultra-feminine corset and leather thigh-high boots in favor of her beloved yoga pants and oversized t-shirt. She tied her hair into a loose knot, and a few strands fall over her right ear. I submitted to Graciela ten years ago, but I swore never again. Not to anyone, but never to her.
You deserved it. You made your choices, and you betrayed her trust.
Not just Graciela years ago, but two more women now. One little more than a girl, someone who trusted me with her soul and didn’t see how much I wanted her for my own. How many lives have I ruined?
Thou shalt not covet thy host’s submissive. 
“I said kneel, Trinity.” Graciela hitches her shirt toward the front. She hates chokers, scarves, and necklines that hug too close. She needs room to breathe, she says. Ten years ago, I would have scrambled to obey. I would have sunk to my knees and maintained the proper posture, straining to perform her will. I would have despaired when I inevitably failed, and I would have blamed myself as I did every day of the last decade.
Today, I throw my head back. I am a professional in my own right, and I answer to no one. If she wants me on my knees, she’ll have to full-body wrestle me to the ground. She’s almost two inches taller, but I have the sturdier body. I can take her down. 
“You can do this the hard or easy way.” Graciela takes a step closer.
I’ve used that line on half the Littles who come through my nursery door. Most of my best tricks come from the five years submitting to her, but that was a long time ago. “I said I would take administrative leave,” I remind her. “I will submit to a disciplinary review. If my boss wants to fire me in six months, I’ll leave without a complaint. But I will not kneel to you, Graciela Fairbanks.”
The hand that used to bring me to ecstasy takes my chin as she did to Mira nights before, when Gracie wreaked terror in the name of re-establishing boundaries. I step backward. She continues to grip, and after a brief, intense struggle I yield. I can fight her with brute strength, but she is in her dominant zone. She might welcome the struggle, her victory, and my defeat.
“You will,” she says, lowering her hand until she forces me to bend over. “You can do it now, of your own volition, or you can kneel after I’ve explained why it is necessary.”
Her living room clock rings the half hour, but I have nowhere to go. No appointments, no work schedule, and no obligations. I’m trapped in this strange, foreign land, and she is the only one to take me in. When I came overseas to spend Christmas and New Year’s with former clients, I got so caught up in the excitement of sightseeing and playacting that I forgot my place. I acted as if I had a right to a relationship with someone who once paid for my services. I forgot I am a professional for hire, not someone to love for eternity.
Thou shalt not covet thy host’s right to love and expect love.
I grew to care for Mira Addleton the way no professional Domme should care for a client. I am the fulfiller of fantasies, the deliverer of joy, and the perfect servant whose life revolves around her betters. I wield the slipper or hairbrush or paddle or nursery cane, but true power comes from the owner of the pocketbook. 
“Your choice, Trinity.” The cold fingers grip with surprising strength, and her flinty eyes snap colder still.
She will break me, but honor demands we pretend there is an alternate ending. I’ve forgotten how well she does the shiver-my-insides act. When I saw her with Mira, my heart thumped in remembrance. No one does tough Domme better than Graciela. In the five years we loved each other, I never out-maneuvered her, at least not until she allowed it to happen.
And then she threw me out. 
She bends at the knee to lower me further. I shake with the effort of resisting, my own knees almost parallel to the floor. If I slip my hand underneath hers at the right moment with the right force, I can flip her grip and spiral out of her grasp. I hesitate too long, and she releases my chin. I thump onto my knees. I want to spring up, jump backward, and challenge her with every fiber in my body. I forgot how self-righteous she can be, how utterly convinced every word contains the Ten Commandments deliverable to the illiterate masses. 
I used to find her dominance sexy, but now it pisses me off.
“Well?”
I refuse to remember the words she taught me. “We-ell?” I mimic, drawing out the last syllable. It’s difficult to keep a cocky attitude while in a posture of penitence, but I do my best. When I was her sub, she would take my sarcasm as a cue to play rough. She calibrated her responses to mine, grasping hair to twist and pull. She took her whip and forced me to beg forgiveness as she punished without mercy. 
To inflict cruelty is not the same as to punish. To punish includes catharsis, forgiveness, and restoration. No, the ultimate cruelty is not to punish but to offer hope. As her inexorable net draws closer, I would take one thousand lashes of her whip rather than believe her punishment means something more.
She loved me, once. 
She runs her fingers through my hair, and the insides of my stomach clench. I back away, but she pulsates her fingers in a gentle rocking motion. I lean into her touch like a cat nuzzling its human’s hand, forgetting initial resistance. Her leg comes forward, and I wrap my left arm around the back of her calf and outside the kneecap. Embarrassed, I let go but she squeezes her leg against my chest and nudges my chin upward. 
“Obey.” She hasn’t picked up an implement or moved toward her stash of supplies in the playroom, but the single word sends chills down my spine. “Or things will get worse.”
They already did. I remembered how it felt when you loved me. When you forgave, before I became unforgivable.
“I will not.” She can force me to my knees, but I will keep my dignity. “I said I will never submit to you again, and I meant it.” We will discount my kneeling pose as a one-time aberration.
Graciela of ten years ago would press the heel of her foot against a pressure point until I cried out. Instead, she lets me stay in place until my knees ache and legs grow numb. She always could outlast me. I launch one last effort to hold onto anger. Our breakup last time almost killed me. This time, I will not survive. I hurl my bitterness in an accusation.
“You cost me my job, my life—” 
Slap!
She knocks my cheek into my shoulder, and my ears ring. I want to touch my stinging face, but my arm is entangled around her leg. If she would let me stand up and face her on equal ground, I could listen. Instead, she seeks to humiliate. She is alpha to my beta; I am dominant only with her permission. When I brought Mira and presented her as my charge, I gloried in the rush of being recognized as dominant by the woman who will never accept my authority. 
She raises her hand a second time, and I stare while trying not to flinch. Thank goodness she hasn’t put on her rings for the day. The slap comes again, and my voice cries out without my permission. It doesn’t hurt, at least not as much as I expect, but I can’t stand to be trapped against her body and subject to her whim. I won’t beg. I won’t struggle, but I won’t give in. 
“What would you do if Mira had talked to you that way?”
I would gasp if Gracie hadn’t wedged my body between her legs, almost too tightly for breath. “You think hitting me will make Mira feel better? I’m not a submissive.” The words I want to say will wreak ugliness no touch of the cane can ever erase. 
You want to be part of my life and fix my problems now? Too fucking little, ice queen. Too fucking late.
Her eyes flash, and she steps back in disgust. “A real submissive would have integrity.” 
I slump onto the floor. I remember Mira’s blindfolded terror as Graciela bound and gagged her. I wanted her for myself, no matter who got hurt. In the end, it was Mira. I can admit that to myself, or at least allow Graciela to push that truth on me, but she ignores the other truth. Ten years later, she still has not forgiven me for cheating on her.
“A real Domme would put her submissive’s needs first, but Mira wasn’t yours. Was she?”
I catch my breath. A person can be raked across the coals only so many times before self-preservation instincts kick in. “Did you put my needs before yours when you refused to take me back?”
She blanches, the steely self-control wavering. “This is now,” she says. “Not then.” But it is, and we both know it. “I never think about that, so why would you?” She lies. Perhaps she thinks I manipulate to take control of the situation. Perhaps I do. 
Thou shalt not covet forgiveness.
I forgot the extent of Graciela’s cruelty. I should walk away, but her words strip my will. I kneel in earnest, pressing my forehead toward the ground. 
“You used an innocent girl, played on her emotions, and brought her to me as if she were your charge. You took advantage of her Domme’s generosity and tried to cultivate an exclusive relationship behind her back. You courted Mira’s affections to the detriment of her relationship with her Domme and girlfriend.” 
I rock back and forth, not caring how obsequious I may look. I want her to stop, no matter what it takes. She talked at me the night in Mira and Hana’s apartment, when we brought Gracie over for the intervention. I agreed to her plan, and I wrote the letter as directed. But I did not anticipate the cost she would make me pay. 
Graciela fixes things. She used to fix me.
She crouches on the floor, lowering her face to make eye contact with me. “Do you understand what you did was wrong?”
Graciela can make a penguin agree to buy ice skates. I nod.
“That’s ‘Yes, Mistress,’” she says in a soft, dangerous voice. 
“Yes, Mistress.” I will writhe afterward, remembering how she brought me to my knees. Right now, however, my whole being seeks to please her, and I hate her for it. 
“And what should I do about this wrong you committed?” She sits back on her haunches, waiting for the inevitable answer.
“What…what you did…to M-Mira.” 
She will make me submit to her, and I will lose my heart to her all over again. She will make me love her, and I will numb myself in the vain effort to forget her after she leaves. She will make me call her mine, and I will labor for years to erase the hole she burns into my heart. 
I lost Graciela through my own foolishness years ago, but this time she will force me to relive every moment of her anger and rejection. I was young, naïve, and greedy. I wanted too much, and I lost it all. 
She will bend my body to her will, but my soul will never recover. 
I rise before she gives her order, and I shuffle, unbidden, into her playroom to retrieve the tools for chastisement. I am no longer Nurse Trinity, Mistress of my domain. I am Trinity, the object of Mistress Graciela’s displeasure who must be washed clean.
I hand her the tools of her trade. She motions to prepare myself. First, the gag. I stuff my mouth with the handkerchief and secure it with a second cloth tied to the back of my head. Leaning over the back of her rocking chair, I adjust the padded cushion against my hips before sliding the satin black blindfold into place. I hold out the ties, unable to see or speak. 
Footsteps come nearer, and she fastens each wrist to an arm of the chair. She nudges my feet apart and threads the silk around my ankles, knotting them too securely for me to move. Then, when I am without voice or volition to object, she flips my skirt up and tears the thong away. How she used to rip off undergarments, teasing and tantalizing with each movement! She made the aggression an act of love, but today she is the conqueror. I am the defeated. 
Even knowing what is ahead, or perhaps because I do know, my stomach cramps in fear.
How brave Mira was. 
Mira didn’t struggle until the very end, not until—oh, no! Gracie can’t! But she does. She teases me with one of her silicone toys, nudging it in and out. In and out, creating an unholy, mortifying need despite the lack of witnesses. My body betrays again, convulsing in its desperation to follow her deft dance of desire. In, out. I plead into the cloth for her to stop, but she is as relentless as she is skilled. My calves cramp from the effort to push against the floor, and a charley horse threatens to form in my right leg. I beg, but the cloth turns words into mushy nonsense. 
Mira couldn’t safeword, either. Not that Graciela gave me one. Does she remember our old safeword? Buttons, pearly red buttons on a dimestore white card, her first gift to me. She said no matter how much life fell apart, she’d button me back up. 
When the cane strikes, I relax. I forgot pain takes a moment to set in, and the searing, white-hot blaze catches me by surprise a few seconds later. I scream, almost grateful for the restraints holding me in place. Unlike with Mira, Graciela canes me in silence. One stroke for each year of my life, she promised, and she follows through. 
When she stops, the world goes black. Without the touch of the cane, without her beside me, I drift in a sensory-deprived ocean, awash in pain. It has been ten years since anyone raised a hand to me, but the body does not forget. It undulates, lit with passion unsuccessfully smothered, and the raging need inside of me smolders. 
It is right. Balance has been restored. 
At long last, she loosens the ties and removes the blindfold and handkerchiefs. She has made me new, baptizing with pain and power. 
I should have accepted her discipline when she first decreed. I would have been cleansed and forgiven, but instead I destroyed three lives with my inability to face the consequences of my wrongdoing.
I ask the question I never thought I’d dare ask. “Will you take me back?”
She takes me into her arms, kissing and crying, her knot coming undone as we taste each other. The coconut-scented locks flash an image of lathering each other in sunscreen, rolling in the beach sand, and chasing after waves hand and hand. 
“I’m not a submissive,” I hasten to explain. I am still Nurse of my domain and head of my department, if I ever am allowed to work as a professional Domme. 
“No,” she agrees, sitting down in the chair and taking me onto her lap. “I’ll have to train you again.”
Her kisses make it difficult to speak. “You break me, you buy me.”
“As long,” she says, deep and throaty, “as it’s not another buy one get one free deal.”
“Just you,” I promise. “If you think you can handle me.”
She growls. “You should be afraid, not I.” She pushes me onto the floor, and I surrender. 
Who knew forgiveness felt this good? 







 
Memories
 
 
Ten years ago
When Trinity finally leaves, I storm into her old room and toss everything onto the floor. Cold fury makes every movement deliberate and efficient. I pack all of her clothes, her pictures, and the odds and ends that collected over the past years. After setting the taped boxes in the front hallway, I stare at the couch where I sat when Trinity first appeared five years ago. 
“Happy Fortunes,” she’d said. Savagely, I wish I had sent her away and left the credit card reader for someone else to pick up. Then I check myself. Would I have wanted her to lie beaten in the driveway, without anyone to intervene? 
Her neighbors would have helped. Someone else would have called the police. It didn’t have to be me. 
And maybe it did. The nick on the coffee table tells the story of spanking her across it and catching my rings on the edge. 
Did Jessie spank her? Did they do it on this couch? Did…
I head to the bathroom in an effort to clear my head, but there lies her pink toothbrush. I imagine I can taste her minty breath. How I loved to catch her outside of the bathroom and ambush her with a kiss, followed by a swat of course. 
I told her I would not forgive. Could not forgive. I warned her. 
And yet, the house echoes with the stillness of death. Who said to have loved and lost is better than not to love at all? That person would say differently if she loved and lost not one soul mate but two. 
In a moment, I make my decision. I’m done with Ohio, done with the US, and done with this life. I’ve always wanted to go abroad. I’ll teach English, maybe. 
I call a storage company to find out my options. It’s time to cut my losses and forget what must be forgotten



 
Finding Trinity
 
 
Present day
We sleep together, literally together for the first time in I can't remember how long. She snuggles next to me, and she whispers words that strike terror in my heart. “It's not enough to be sorry. You need to understand, really understand, the position you put Mira in.”
She has already applied the cane. She already brought me to my knees, making me beg for mercy that never came. I push away, rolling onto the far side of her bed. She slaps my bottom and turns my shoulder to face her. “This kind of attitude only convinces me that I am right.”
Everything convinces her she is right, but I hold my tongue. How can I explain she can't push beyond reasonable human endurance? I haven't agreed to submit, now or permanently. Before I can point that out, she quashes my argument.
“Only a bully abuses power at the expense of the weak. You used to know that, Trinity.”
I turn over, and this time she lets me. I stare at the wall for hours, listening to her breathing deepen and fall into the slow rhythm of sleep. I'd like to call her the bully, but she would understand the fear behind the petulance. The only thing worse than her lectures is her understanding when I am wrong.
The next morning, she shakes me awake and sets out a simple white T-shirt with a tiny pink ribbon bow at the neckline. Nothing else.
“You've got to be kidding--”
She picks up the shirt and hangs it in the closet. “Today, you start with nothing. Everything must be earned. Since the shirt didn't meet your standards, you'll wear nothing at all.”
I gape at her, shivering in my thin pajamas.
She holds out her hand. “Now.”
She can make things worse if she tries. She can always make it worse. I step out of my clothes and relinquish them, wrapping my arms around my bare chest. I gaze with envy at her familiar yoga pants and shirt. Remembering, unwillingly, I jut out my chin. Understanding flashes in her eyes, and she turns to leave the room.
“Please,” I choke out. She keeps walking, but her steps slow. I hate saying the words, but she will make good on her threat. “Please may I have my shirt?”
She pauses. “Whose shirt?”
She's in full Domme mode today. “Your shirt.”
She turns around, as if waiting, but I will not call her Mistress. Not here, not now. Instead, she crosses the room and lifts my chin. “You want to be a good girl for Mama, don't you?”
“No!” In all of our years, in all of her exercises, she always respected that line. No ageplay. No parenting. It was one of the few times I used my safeword. Instinct tells me she will not respect that now.
“Don't you?” She issues the challenge, eyes glittering.
Before last night, I would have thrown her words back into her face. Today, I hesitate a moment too long and she claims her victory. Gracious in my defeat, as always, she lifts the little T-shirt over my head and pulls each arm through the sleeves. I fumble for a mental grip as she picks up the hairbrush on her dresser, escorts me to the empty corner next to the window, and spanks on top of the cane marks from last night. It takes only a few swats to bring out a sniffle, and she raises my arms above my head. Not clasped on top of my head, but straight up in the air and not touching anything. She must have learned new tricks since our time together.
“Be a good girl,” she says, “or Mama will have to punish you.”
She walks out of the room, and it's all I can do to stay in position. I tell myself to assert myself and put my foot down as a fellow Domme and not her submissive who will take orders. She's nudging me closer to the brink, and who will put me back together again after I tumble into the abyss and crash into a million pieces? Years ago, I used my safeword and she talked me down from the panic. This time, I tremble before muscle fatigue makes my arms shake.
I won't. But after last night, I have no doubt whether she can override that “no.”
By the time she returns and lets me out of the corner, the sockets of my arms ache no matter how much I rub. I scowl, but she gives my nose a warning tap. She holds out a pair of pink and white cotton panties with a ribbon bow on each side. “You have a choice to make,” she says.
I'd tell her where to go, but she would take the T-shirt back, too. “Please.” It's hard to speak through clenched teeth. “May I have...”
She waits, relishing instead of relieving my discomfort. “A tissue? Extra time to sleep?”
Did I torment the Littles this way in my nursery, deliberately frustrating and misunderstanding their requests? Did they squirm, wishing they could disappear into an underground vault, never to be seen again? Did it serve any educational purpose at all, or was it part of a mutual game?
Unwillingly, I think of Mira. How frightened she was when she first came to me, and how confused! She didn't want to have a mother figure or a nurse, either.
“Please,” I say. “Let me have the clothes.” I won't say “ma'am” or “Mistress,” but she increases the stakes.
“Mama,” she prompts, and her gaze flickers from my shirt to the hairbrush now resting on the bed.
I can push her if I want to. I can hold out, make her force each concession. But she makes me feel childish and small, and more than anything I want the little piece of cotton in her hands. “Mama,” I croak, and she kisses my cheek before pulling the panties into place.
“Good girl,” she says, and my knees weaken. She sees it in my eyes, and she repeats herself. “Good girl.”
 
***
 
She watches my every move, attuned to the slightest cues. Her bottom cheeks peek out from underneath the elastic of the little-girl panties, and it's all I can do not to pinch them in passing.
Focus, Gracie. You're supposed to teach a lesson, not satisfy your lust. I beat raw eggs with a fork, adding shredded onion, spinach, cheese, and mushrooms. I can do both at the same time, can't I? Trinity's tiptoeing the line in between obeying and rebelling, and it's time to give her a push. The omelet comes out golden and perfect.
“Sit down.” I set a fork and knife next to the plate, along with a generous cup of grapefruit juice. She stares in disbelief, and I wait. I hate eggs, her eyes say. And grapefruit. You know that. I do. “Eat your breakfast.”
Disbelieving, she picks up the fork. Indignation prickles her skin, and she jabs at the omelet. Sure enough, she screws her mouth into disgust and sets the fork back down. Before she can blink, I jerk her by the arm, whip her panties down to her knees, and grab the nearest wooden spoon to paint a circle of red imprints across each buttock. Each impact gives a satisfying snap that will leave her with soreness for at least a few hours. When she refuses to stand still, I circle each cheek again, swatting her forward with my spanking arm and keeping her in place with the other. She howls like the little girl she doesn't want to be, fighting to get out of my grasp.
“Ow! It's not—ow!—fair!”
I beat that excuse out of her years ago, or I should have. I adjust my grip and extend a fiery line down the back of each thigh. She squeals, artificial dignity forgotten as she does the mad dance of a punished little girl.
“I'll eat it!” She lunges toward the formerly despised plate, but I haul her back in front of me.
She's needed far more than this for years, and I'm determined to do the job properly this time. I tip her forward so I can crack the spoon against her most tender sit-down spots, and her cries climb an octave.
Perhaps it shouldn't feel this good to swat her. I stop with much regret when her cries turn inarticulate, yank her panties back up, and push her back onto the chair. I slap the spoon down next to her plate, and she cringes and grabs her fork. She picks up a bite of omelet and gulps it down, breathing hard. Within record time, she cleans her plate and drains her cup, wincing. She would have preferred me to wash her mouth out with soap, which is exactly why I did not. I'm saving that for later when I can catch her by surprise.
“Are we feeling like a big-shot nursery Domme right now?”
She lowers her head. “No, ma'am.”
The “ma'am” surprises me, but I hide it. “Brush your teeth, get the hairbrush from my bed, and wait in front of the rocking chair. Let me know when you are ready for your next spanking.”
Her face falls, but she bites her lip. “Haven't I been punished enough?”
I stare her down. “I'll do you the favor of pretending I didn't hear that. But you just lost a privilege.” I tug the panties down and off, and she grabs for them. “The longer you make me wait, the more time I'll have to remember just how displeased I am with you.”
She gives a frustrated wail as she trots to the bathroom, spanked cheeks bobbing with each step. She'll feel that spanking alone for at least a day, and with the hairbrush I plan for her to sit gingerly at least until the weekend. She always did respond best to an intense set of spankings in a short time, with reminder spankings to rekindle the lesson in the days afterward.
As she emerges in a cloud of peppermint, red-eyed and red-cheeked, she throws me a despairing glance before retrieving the flat-backed oval wooden hairbrush. I stare back, unmoved. What she really needs is a thorough whipping to drive the lesson home, but that will have to wait until Little Trinity grows up again.
She stands in front of the rocking chair, twisting the brush in her hands. She opens her mouth to call me, thinks better of it, and waits some more. I set the last clean dish in the dish drainer, wash my hands, and wait as well.
“Please,” she says, so sweetly that my heart gives a tug. “Do you have to? Can't we just be done?” Without thinking, she reaches back to rub her backside.
All sympathy vanishes. “Trinity! What would you say if Mira asked you that?”
“I—I I didn't mean...”
I shake my head. Was Trinity always this irresponsible? How did she function for years as a professional Domme? Or maybe this is why she changed jobs so often, but from all accounts she was liked and respected at her last job. I meant to regress her today, but so far she's slipping backward in all the wrong ways and none of the right ones.
Then again, hadn't I stressed that every person needs a safe place to retreat to bad behavior? If someone had brought Trinity back to whining and tantrums years ago, maybe she wouldn't have wreaked such destruction in other people's lives. But she used her safeword the first time I tried, and I didn't have the heart to push. If I had a family like Trinity's, I wouldn't want to play family roles, either.
But...I sigh. Maybe that's why I should have. I helped create this situation, too.
I watch her shifting weight from one leg to the other, her mouth turned down in an anxious frown. She rubs her punished cheeks, and I have to smile. This is the child she should have been, naughty and disciplined for her own good. Taught right from wrong so she could grow up into a good person, not beaten down for things she can't control. It took months after bringing her home to give her a spanking, and only because she begged out of jealousy. She couldn't stand not experiencing what clients paid good money to receive. Before I knew it, she wanted training and regular attention.
She holds out the hairbrush in my direction, dropping her gaze to the floor. “If...if you spank me,” she whispers. “Will you forgive me?”
“Yes,” I say, in a rush of gratitude. “And you will forgive yourself.” I cross the distance between us, putting her over my lap and setting her backside ablaze. Normally, in Little space, I would punish gently, but we need to clear the slate. It will take many times as the issues re-surface, but for now I need to spank away the hurt, resentment, and anger. She tries to bear it in silence, but years of efficient brush technique plus the previous spankings wipe away her resistance within seconds. She will need a grown-up whipping later, to deal with grown-up feelings, but for now she needs to sob across her mama's lap.
“Stop!” she begs, more for show than reality.
Her cries have changed from indignant to sorrowful, and I cover her sit spots in blister-inducing swats. I don't want to cause her this much pain, especially not in this frame of mind, but with Trinity lessons must be done thoroughly or not at all.
“What happens to naughty little girls who disobey their mama?” I pause, and she gives a hiccup. She shudders underneath my hand. “Answer!”
She chokes out a cry of pain unrelated to the newly forming blisters. “Mom said if she knew how I'd turn out, she would've drowned me in the bathtub when I was born.”
My heart stops. “Sweetheart—”
“She dragged me by the hair, saying she'd teach me a lesson if it were the last thing I did. She said no one would ever love me. And she started crying, and Dad took the golf club and...”
My arms ache to pick her up and cuddle her, but her back still stands rigid. The walls aren't down yet. I wait for a moment to see whether she will continue, but she drifts into silence.
“Darling—”
“Shut up!”
She struggles to get off my lap, and I set the hairbrush against her thighs. “What your parents did to you was abominable. Unforgivable. But you will not let their cruelty ruin your life and the lives of people around you.” She whimpers, knowing instinctively what will come next. “Who's your mama now, Trinity?”
“You are.”
Smack! I land the brush hard enough on the back of her right thigh to leave a distinct print that will last for days. “And who are you?”
“Your little girl.” She screamed in terror, years ago when I tried to take her down this path. Now, she whimpers and cries out at the equally hard spank on her left thigh. “I'm sorry!”
We're getting somewhere at last. I switch the brush to my left hand and rub her red-hot skin with my right. “You're sorry you're getting spanked, and you're sorry you have terrible parents who abused you. You're not sorry for all of the trouble you've caused.”
She raises a howl of protest, but I stop her with a hand slap.
“We will deal with that later, but for now you are Mama's little girl. Do you understand?”
She shakes all over, crying softly. “Don't want to. Bad things will happen.”
“No.” I slap again for emphasis, but gently. “Mama's in control. You are a little girl whose job is to listen, to obey, and be good. A little girl can do no wrong, or at least no wrong that her mama can't spank out of her. Do you understand?”
I've always wondered why Trinity chose the one dominance she refused to experience herself, ageplay, and turned that into her career. She must have given this lecture to hundreds of little girls and boys in adult bodies, but she never learned it herself. Maybe she thought if she said it enough, she could believe it.
“No,” she protests, giving a weak kick.
I pick up the brush and spank until she glows cherry red from the crown of her bottom to just above the backs of her knees. She howls until her voice grows hoarse, and then she snuffles in limp, exhausted release. Taking my cue, I set the brush on the end table and help her sit up. She gives a scream as punished bare skin makes contact with my cotton pants, but I grab the yellow blanket and wrap her in it, rocking as if she were a tiny baby.
“Shh.” I croon the first children's song that comes to mind. “Hush, little baby, don't say a word. Mama's gonna buy you a mockingbird.”
She melts into my arms, tears glistening on her cheeks.
“And if that mocking bird won't sing, Mama's gonna buy you a diamond ring. And if that diamond ring turns brass, Mama's gonna buy you a looking glass.” I hold her tightly, stroking her hair and holding a tissue to her nose and eyes when necessary. “And if that looking glass gets cracked, Mama'll buy a brush so you're always smacked.”
She giggles, pulling her arm out of the blanket to pat my hand. “Maybe I say no.”
“And if that little girl says no, Mama will spank her high and low.”
She wipes her eyes, giggling some more. “Maybe I'll run away.”
“You tried that already,” I say, breaking out of the song. “How well did that work for you?”
She blushes and mumbles something apologetic.
“And if that naughty girl runs away,” I sing, pulling her closer to me, “Mama will find her the very next day.”
Trinity shifts to get more comfortable but yelps when another sore spot makes contact with my legs. “Always?”
I nod.
“Promise?”
“With all my heart.” I hum the melody, and she rests her head on my shoulder.
“Next time, can you spank a little less?”
“Just for that, little girl, you'll have eggs for lunch, too.” At her look of pure disgust, I laugh and kiss her cheek. “You're mine, Trinity-girl. Always and forever, but don't expect to sit much from now on.”
“Yes, Mama.” She reaches up and touches her bare neck. Shyly, she looks up from under her lashes. “But I don't have your necklace anymore.”
“Naughty girl,” I scold, my heart racing as tears spill from my own eyes. “Mama will have to spank you for being so careless, and then we'll buy a new one.”
“Really?” She squeals and falls onto my shoulder in a weepy, ecstatic hug.
“Yes,” I say. “So we'll have to get another wooden spoon, too.”
She gives a mock pout, and we break into crazy, wonderful laughter.
“Will you ever let me be a Domme again?”
I brush her damp hair back from her forehead. She's done well, and she deserves a serious answer. “Maybe. But not unless we sort you out first. You can't take care of other people when you need something of your own. That's how this whole trouble started, isn't it?”
She looks away, and I give her a light slap on the cheek.
“I said, that's how this trouble started. Isn't that right? You weren't honest about your own needs, and you tried to take from others what wasn't yours to have.”
“Yes, Mama,” she answers, and I hug her close.
My girl.
Home at last.
 



 
Promises
 
 
Thirteen years ago (Trinity’s twentieth birthday)
“C’mere.” My Mistress pats the couch cushion. My Mistress. At last, she has given permission to call her mine. 
I snuggle as close as I can get to Gracie. She laughs and taps my thigh.
“You act as if I’ve ignored you for a century.”
“I’d be dead if that were the case.” I giggle as she pulls me across her lap.
“I was going to let you sit with me for once.” She lifts my hair to the side and kisses the back of my neck. “Must I spank you every second of the day?”
“Sounds good to me. Unless you’re worried about straining your hand?” I stretch across the couch, luxuriating in the softness of the suede cover. 
She gives a lazy slap, biting back her laughter. “Who said I’d use my hand? And what did I tell you about wanting a submissive and not a brat?” 
I put my head in my arms, burrowing deeper into the couch. “You promised,” I remind her. “If I got through the training, we could have a Fun Night.” And stay over. When she made me move out, I hadn’t realized the benefits. I’d cried myself to sleep the first night, even with Jessie staying to make sure I would be all right. I cried the next three nights, too, until Graciela dangled the reward of a Fun Night. I hated leaving her house each night, but it made tonight even more special. I can spend the whole night with her, something I took for granted before.
She massages the thin fabric of my leggings, drawing out a squeak whenever she uses extra force. “Yes, my darling, but did you think the fun would be for you?”
I gasp, realizing the truth of her words. What does she have planned? She lets me worry for a minute before doing a drumroll on my buttocks. 
“I’m kidding. Someone has a birthday, right?”
She remembered! Last year when she barely knew me, she threw me a wonderful party. This year, she didn’t say anything and I thought she forgot. Something warm and fuzzy slides down my stomach, planting a goofy grin across my face. “Yes, Mistress.” I wish I could say that to everything. Yes, Mistress. It’s sunny outside today. Yes, Mistress. Good morning. Yes, Mistress. 
She peels the leggings down, kneading the pink-and-white panties Jessie helped me buy. “You know what you didn’t get last year?”
I shake my head, although I have an idea. “Yes, Mistress. I mean, no, Mistress.”
She pushes the gray leggings to my ankles and squeezes my bottom cheeks until I could scream with longing. “A birthday spanking.”
I quiver like an excited puppy, almost unable to speak. She’s put me through obedience exercises that brought me to tears or my knees, or both. She’s tested my strength in ways I didn’t know were possible. Through it all, she had a kind of grim determination as if she wanted to prove I couldn’t handle it. Today, she bubbles with joy only exceeded by my own. “Yes, Mistress! Please!”
She laughs. “Such a naughty girl you are. You can’t wait for Mistress to spread your legs and find out how much you want this spanking, can you?”
I blush to the tips of my ears. She’s reassured me over and over that she loves my enthusiasm and it’s nothing to be ashamed of, but I still press my thighs together. I don’t want her to see, but of course she does. She pushes my panties down further, dropping my right knee toward the floor so she can get better access to my excitement. 
“My,” she says, surprised out of her teasing tone. “Goodness, Trinity, I haven’t even spanked you yet!”
I cover my face, wishing I could control my body’s reactions. She leans down and kisses the top of each bottom cheek, patting it like a sandcastle. “I’m sorry, Mistress.”
“Sorry!” She sits upright and brings down a slap on each cheek. “Sorry for showing your happiness at receiving your Mistress’ attention?” Smack! “Sorry for presenting yourself, obediently and respectfully as a good submissive should?” 
She peppers my bottom with spanks until I drift into a giddy, giggly daze. “Yes, Mistress,” I repeat, because I never get to say the words enough. “Yes, Mistress! Yes, Mistress!”
She laughs again. “I asked if you’d been naughty, my sweet.”
Oops! I must not have been paying attention. Naughty means I get more spanking, right? “Yes, Mistress! Wait. Is that bad?”
She spanks and rubs, spanks some more, and opens a new jar to spread cooling peppermint cream across my bottom and thighs. I sigh in complete bliss. “Yes,” she agrees. “It is very bad to enjoy yourself without allowing your Mistress to give the pleasure. Like this—“ and she switches on a vibrating pointed soft item I can’t identify.
Deftly, she weaves it in and out of my most sensitive parts, never allowing the vibrations to stay too long in one place. It feels the way a tongue must feel, lapping and quivering. Within seconds, I’m begging for relief. She calls me her favorite pet names, sweetie and honey and darling. 
“No,” she says, shutting off the vibrator. I could cry with frustration. “Not until you get your spanking. I wouldn’t want to spoil the fun, would I?”
After the warm-up from the toy, the solid hand swats awaken an unbearable, unquenchable fire. I want to know her as Adam knew Eve, and I beg to go to hell if I can experience her pleasure first. 
She spanks far past twenty, crooning impromptu love poetry. I am her girl, the light of her life, and the force pulling the tides of the ocean. Seeing I can no longer speak coherently, she turns me over and gathers me into her arms.
“No,” I wail. I don’t care how many she gave me; she stopped too soon. At my distress, she kisses for real this time. 
“My love,” she says, standing up and making me join her. “I think it’s time you shared my bed.”
I push past her in the effort to reach the promised bed, and I fall flat on my face in a tangle of leggings and panties. She laughs, gently, and rips them off. 
“Come,” she says, and I do. Over and over, far into the night. 
 



 
Buttons
 
 
Present day
This time, I write my own vows. It’s not as elegant as Gracie’s ceremony years ago, but she has eyes only for me. It is just the two of us, as it always should have been. 
I kneel before her in a simple white dress, barefoot and with my hair braided to the side. I hold out the trembling piece of paper as I read out loud. “I, Trinity Maddox, pledge to remain faithful to Graciela Fairbanks, my Domme and lover. I promise to submit to your discipline, to let you make decisions in my best interest, and to trust you.”
She chimes in, speaking without a script. “I, Graciela Fairbanks, pledge to cherish and discipline Trinity Maddox, my submissive, my lover, and my soul mate. I promise to spank you, to love you, to punish, and to forgive.” She pauses, swallowing several times and blinking rapidly. “I promise to trust you and to hold you close. And to make sure you never sit down comfortably again for the rest of your life.”
She takes out a string of seed pearls, closer to white than pink this time. I bend my head for her to fasten the clasp, and at a tap on my chin I lean backward. She bends down to drop a kiss as soft as butterfly wings, as if I am a flower and she the honeybee. 
I read from the next paragraph on my sheet. This part took me ages to write, and my chest grows cold and shaky as I speak the words I hope Gracie can understand. 
“I can’t give you a symbol of my faithfulness, because I have already broken trust with you. I can only offer myself—all of myself this time—and hope it is enough.” The next words are the hardest I have ever had to say. “Instead of giving you a gift, I will hold onto these buttons as a reminder of my promise to you. And myself. And…” I close my eyes and wish Gracie could finish for me, but she has always insisted I am my own person. “I humbly ask my Mistress to punish me for my unfaithfulness, to show I am forgiven and that we can begin anew.”
If you come to me and confess, I will punish you only as much as I must. If you lie or try to hide, you will feel the weight of my heavy hand.
Or lose her altogether. With God as my witness, I will never lose her again.
She curls her fingers in the wisps of hair sticking out from my braid, and her expression grows thoughtful. “What if I say no?” 
Hope and despair war in my heart. I dread whatever punishment fits the crime of sleeping with her best friend and lying about it. How many lashes of the whip are needed to erase the sins of a decade? And yet, how can I truly be hers again unless they do? 
Trinity of ten years ago would throw herself onto her Mistress, wailing and protesting. She would demand her own way. This new Trinity bows her head and steels her voice. “Then I will accept my Mistress’ decision.”
I am a harsh Mistress, but I am not unreasonable.
Can I trust her forgiveness if she does not exact a penalty? Can I endure the punishment if she does inflict it? I fight to stay in position, and the seconds tick by with agonizing indecision. In that moment, suddenly I understand. The decision is hers, not mine. Whatever she decides will be the right decision for both of us. As I realize this, a wave of relief washes from top to toe. 
I am Nurse Trinity, Mistress of my nursery. I was, and maybe at some point I will be again. But for now, I am Trinity Maddox, the submissive whose heart and body belong to the Domme who loves her. What my Mistress decides, I will accept. With my whole heart, not with false pretenses. 
At last, my Mistress takes a step backward. I want to cry at the loss of her, but it is only for a moment. “Rise,” she says.
In submitting myself to the one who claims me, I have been raised to her level. She embraces me, kissing and stroking. 
“You are mine.” She pats my tear-stained cheeks. “And I need forgiveness, too.”
 
Later, she hands me a small printed card. 
Psalm 27:10. When my father and my mother forsake me, then the Lord will take me up. 
 
 



A Letter from Anastasia
 
In researching Mistress on Her Knees, I was fascinated with one central question. What happens when a disciplinarian needs discipline? Dominance and submission work well when the involved parties know the roles to play, but too often these roles are thwarted by pride, inexperience, or miscommunication.
Desire in Any Language, the first book with Mira and Hana, is one of my favorites because of its non-eventful coming out. Mira learns to accept herself as someone who needs to be spanked, and acceptance of her sexuality grows from this realization. When Hana takes Mira to a fantasy BDSM resort in Mira’s Miracle, Mira has to face her fears by expanding her personal circle. In doing so, she opens herself up to greater emotional connection but also greater hurt. Trinity, the professional disciplinarian at the resort, takes Mira under her wing and forms an attachment with her.
As part of Ana’s Advent Calendar 2014, I offered a few follow-up scenes of what my characters had been up to since their last publication. The response to Mira and Hana was so overwhelming that it developed into a full-fledged sequel, Fire of Desire, and out of that sequel came the story of Trinity and her former lover, Graciela.
What happens when professionals cross boundaries? How does a professional caregiver respect the line between fantasy and reality? In disciplining Mira, Trinity received financial compensation yet came to care for Mira as if she were a daughter or a younger sister. Readers’ anger at Trinity overstepping boundaries made me want to delve more deeply into Trinity’s story, and each discovery helped me understand a woman wounded and need of love.
If you enjoyed this story of Trinity and Graciela, I hope you’ll check out the other books in this series.
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