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  INTRODUCTION: ALL KINDS OF KINKY


  One of the things I love best about bondage as a practice and as a subject for erotica is how versatile it is. You can restrain someone with kinky items like handcuffs or bondage rope, elaborate bondage furniture, or household items. There are so many avenues to explore and the nineteen stories you’re about to read in Best Bondage Erotica of the Year, Volume 2 get kinky in all kinds of ways, with all kinds of pairings.


  Bondage travels beyond the home in a few of these stories. In “Headspace” by Evan Mora, a workplace gets a kinky makeover of a kind when two lovers put a very adult spin on a certain holiday. A piano player discovers how submitting to the will of her teacher can unlock beautiful notes, and so much more. Whether these bondage scenes take place in bedrooms or more non-traditional venues, what they all have in common is how the players revel in losing one element of movement in favor of all the breathless pleasures that await them.


  You’ll find everything here, from long-term D/s couples to a chef and sous chef engaging in an extremely spicy encounter. You’ll meet a leather library sex fantasy come true and a woman who gets to watch a bondage scene starring the man she’s fantasized about take place before her eyes. You’ll read about a stocking fetish and a sadistic but effective personal trainer. Bondage is also a way for lovers to connect and reconnect, to learn new things about each other as they play. Alexa J. Day serves up some “Restorative Justice” as an apology takes on a very heated meaning for Michael, and he loves every minute of it, telling the reader, “Bound, I feel stronger than ever, my muscles flexed hard in my shirtsleeves.” Discover how bondage and power are intimately intertwined in this racy story of a couple working out their issues and their kinks in mutually satisfying ways.


  You may be used to hearing about bondage as an act for two people, but there are lots of trios here who explore the art of restraint in fun and creative ways. In “Table for Two” by T.R. Verten, John is forced to observe his lovers, straining for them as they flaunt their desire right before him. In “Unicorn” by Jacqueline Brocker, a man who’s restrained outside has a woman try to come to his rescue—only to discover that the last thing he wants is to be released from the control of the woman who’s watching him. And in “Trade Show” by D. Fostalove and “A Constructed Threesome” by Dr. J., the triple plays come with a few unexpected twists.


  From the opening story about a very wild escape room with a woman and the two Dominants she answers to through the closing story, about an art model and the artist she lusts after, and with all the naughty tales in between, you’ll discover all sorts of erotic explorations. In “Escape,” Veronique Veritas writes, “He lingers on the rope encircling my waist and I know what’s coming next now, just not quite when.” This delicious tension of being made to wait, of wanting more while also wanting the person (or people) who hold the power over you to decide what happens next, is played out in all of the stories here. It’s part of the thrill of bondage, of submitting, of putting yourself in the hands of another person. I hope you enjoy the many thrills this book serves up as much as I did.


  Rachel Kramer Bussel


  Atlantic City, New Jersey


  ESCAPE


  Veronique Veritas


  Although I’m lying down, I see a partial image of my two favorite players standing in the room. They’re appreciatively taking in the scarlet walls, blackout curtains, and my naked body bound skillfully to the table by them just moments earlier. It’s just us tonight, as I’ve closed my escape room parlor for a “staff training event.” As trendy as the rooms are, I’ve been making enough money to indulge in closing for a night of personal gain.


  I catch the dim light shifting into different patterns on the woman’s tight black latex shirt and miniskirt. She sets the timer on the wall and numbers start to flash.


  “I think we can beat the last record easily,” she says. Her partner immediately sets to puzzling out the first coded message on the other side of the room. It shouldn’t take them too long to put the pieces together, at least I hope. I’ve purposely made things easy for them ever since we talked in the beginning.


  In the meantime, she walks over to me and traces her fingers across my shoulders. The room temperature is just below comfortable; my nipples already stand firm as she drifts her fingers lower to pinch them.


  “I have a feeling you’re the key to getting out of here, aren’t you?” she whispers. She’s on the right track, I think, as I clench and feel the tiny round plastic ball with the key to the room deep inside me.


  “One step at a time,” I say, teasing. She looks back at me again with that pouty look I love before turning to her partner. He holds a paper with the first puzzle on it.


  “The first clue is ‘warm,’” I hear him announce.


  “My turn!” she says, and takes up the next puzzle as he joins me.


  As he stands above me in his black mesh shirt, I notice his gaze turn toward something on the other table next to me. Within seconds, he lifts a leather strap and traces it along the paths of the black bondage rope: beneath my breasts, crisscrossing my stomach, circling my hips. I bite my lip, ready to drift away into the sensations.


  He snaps the leather in the air and brings me back to attention.


  “Maybe we can make you talk,” he growls, reminding me of the characters we’d discussed.


  “I’ll never give up my country’s secrets,” I spit back. “Not even if you use that thing on me all night.”


  I try not to let the anticipation sparkle in my eyes as he brushes it purposefully across my legs, then snaps it higher up to just barely smack my pussy. It stings my skin and I moan, squeezing my hands into fists beneath my bound wrists. He places a smooth hand on my breasts as they rise and fall with my ragged breath.


  “Our country won’t be forgiving if they find out you held us in a room like this. If you give us the location of the key, they’ll go easy on you. And maybe we will, too . . . ”


  I try to strain myself away even though I can barely move. His mouth moves to my exposed neck and he licks me in one long, deliberate stroke, ending with a kiss on the edge of my chin. I shiver as I hear the woman’s high heels click across the floor again.


  “She’s obviously not going to talk yet,” the woman declares. Her voice sounds like it might be lower, toward my legs. “The other clue is ‘wet,’ by the way. So what do you think that means?”


  Warm and wet and right in front of you . . . I think, wanting so badly for them to get it. For me to get it . . .


  “If you don’t talk, I’ll have to use your mouth for something else,” the man says, and from upside down, I see him strip his black pants and walk toward me again, his erection already stiff and uncompromising. The table I’m on is a sort of modified massage table, so he’s able to carefully lean down the top part where my head rests. He moves over my mouth and eases in the head of his cock; he knows to pulse more gently when he hears me gag at deeper depths. I sense he’s been careful to keep his legs in close reach of my fingers, so I can pinch him if things get too intense, as we agreed upon earlier. But I love the way he plunges into me, and I let my hand ease against the stainless steel of the table.


  The woman unexpectedly strokes the tips of my hipbones with her hands as he fills my throat with his hard cock. I start from her unseen touch at first, but relax as she climbs onto the table, gives me a reassuring brush of her hand, and devours my pussy completely. Her tongue is relatively short, but she more than makes up for it by sucking me deep and licking my clit in firm, upward strokes. The small orb of her tongue piercing drags along the center, making me strain to meet her as I arch my hips as much as I can. The restraints around my ankles are slightly looser so I can prod her with my knee if I need her to stop, but as with the man, I feel completely enthralled by what she’s doing. I can’t hold back the sounds of my pleasure anymore as I come. They escape, slightly muffled by the man’s flesh.


  After some time, his angle inside me shifts slightly as I feel him lean forward to meet her. I hear them leaning together to kiss, casting a conjoined shadow over me. I’m here as part of their experience, just like they’re giving me mine.


  When he stands straighter again, he slips out of me with his own satiated cries before adjusting the top part of the table again so I once again lie flat. His come spatters my face and breasts, rolling into the hollow of the throat he’s just fucked. I barely have time to swallow what’s glistening on my lips when the woman climbs higher, eagerly lapping up everything I can’t reach.


  “Warm . . . and wet,” she sighs, as she cleans the last of his come from my sensitive collarbone.


  “Of course,” I whisper, my throat pleasantly chafed from the fullness of the recent guest. “But what else might it be?”


  I see the realization spark in her eyes and she actually puts her hands to her mouth as she giggles.


  “You are a naughty spy, aren’t you? We’ll just have to pull it out of you, right?”


  She nods to where the man must be getting cleaned up and within moments, she’s repositioned herself beneath me, kneeling and leaning on one elbow as I hear the man walk behind her. Her face shows that he’s started eating her pussy now as she responds with higher pitched gasps and moans. While she writhes, she drives her fingers inside me and progressively explores deeper, taking her sweet time. Her breasts have nearly come out of the top of her latex shirt by now and I savor it all as she reaches the deep place inside me that holds the key. She leads it out by three fingers and, from the look on her face, orgasms again before the man eventually withdraws. Both of them sit back on the edge of the table near my legs. I can partially see the man using a cloth to wipe off the ball that holds the key.


  “Well done,” I praise both of them, glancing at the blinking red timer on the wall as we all rest for the moment. “It looks like you’ve beat the record, so you get another session in the room next month like I promised. What do you think?”


  They both smile in response.


  “That sounds great,” the woman says. “What will it be next time?”


  “If I tell you,” I say, in my best exaggerated spy voice, “I’ll have to kill you.”


  “Maybe if you don’t tell us,” the man teases, “we won’t untie you.”


  “Do I have to beg to be let go or something?”


  The woman leans close to my ear and nips my lobe.


  “What do you think, you double-crossing spy?” she whispers, and I can sense that we’re playing again, more seriously. My already drenched pussy becomes slightly wetter again in response as I look at the timer and see how much time we still have left in the room. Enough time for them to do anything they want to me again . . .


  “I won’t beg for you,” I say, softer this time.


  In response, the woman places the ball with the key into my mouth, making sure that the lines where it splits are parallel to my lips so it won’t pop open. I clench it firmly between my teeth, anticipating what they’ll do next. I savor the mystery of this, as I hear the man going over to the other table again while the woman brushes my taut jawline with her fingertips.


  “You’ll beg,” she whispers, her face close to mine again. I strain away in mock defiance, determined to be an obstinate brat until I can’t resist any longer.


  She draws away and both of them stay out of my limited line of sight. Nothing happens for a while and I’m a bit confused. They couldn’t have left without my knowing, could they? I think. But even though we all know the door isn’t really locked, it would still make enough of a noise that I’d hear it.


  “When do you think the next thing is coming, spy?” the man says. “Is it torture to wait?”


  Some relief comes to me as I realize they’re just tantalizing me further. I close my eyes and groan in response, remembering in acute detail all the other things I’ve okayed them to use on me from the other table. They keep me waiting for a few minutes longer until I really feel myself start to sweat. Then I sense one of them silently stand in reach of my hands again and the other kneeling on the table near my legs.


  “Keep your eyes closed,” the woman instructs me.


  I want to do it, so I comply and nod. I feel her stroke my hair approvingly.


  “Now, beg,” the man demands.


  I’m smoldering with want by now, but I keep acting the part while I still can. I shake my head.


  He traces the lines of the ropes beneath my breasts again, then places a clamp on my left nipple.


  “Now?”


  I’m so glad they chose the clamps—one of my all-time favorites—that I give a soft moan of pleasure from my throat as I enjoy the clamp’s sharp bite and its gradual ebbing into duller pressure.


  I usually put them on myself, so it’s a big step that one of them is doing it to me, but I wanted to try it and it makes me feel so hot to submit to them tonight. When he puts the clamp on my right nipple, though, the pain stays too sharp and doesn’t ebb. I give a more frantic cry and pinch the woman’s leg.


  “Too hard!” she tells him, and he takes it off immediately.


  After a moment, he tries again and this time, it’s in the right spot. When he asks me if it’s okay, I nod and things are fine again.


  “And now do you want to beg, spy?”


  I shake my head again and the rest of me starts to shiver as I feel him purposefully trace his finger from my breasts down the center of my stomach. He lingers on the rope encircling my waist and I know what’s coming next now, just not quite when. I almost beg then, not as part of the role-play, but because I want what comes next so bad.


  He waits another minute, teasing my labia with the softest touches that make me squirm. And then he gingerly finds my clit and, after rubbing over it with his large thumb, I feel the last clamp firmly embrace me.


  I can’t stop myself from gasping even though I knew it was coming. My instinct is to bite down harder on the ball, wondering if I’ll leave scratches on the cheap plastic. But I feel one of them remove it from my mouth before both of them walk away from me again.


  “You know the word that will release you,” the woman reminds me. “Unless you just want to beg for your freedom now.”


  I know she means the safeword we chose before the session, and I’m grateful for the option. But I stay purposefully silent as I relish the sting of the clamps, the fire of their familiar hold on me, the pressure they impress on my body. The pain makes me feel transcendent, holy in a blasphemous way, taken away to another realm. I’m bound and clamped and at the compassionate mercy of my partners, and that thought alone gets me wet all over again as I imagine how helpless I must look. In about ten minutes, they come closer again.


  I open my eyes as the man below me frees my clit. He looks me in the eye as he does it, and I let out a sharp cry before he lowers his mouth to my pussy. He drives his long, unpierced tongue inside me first, then back out around my lips, and finally to my waiting, throbbing clit. It feels completely different than with the woman, but still incredible as I greedily come again.


  As he kneads my clit with his tongue, the woman takes off both of my nipple clamps at the same time. I whimper as she puts her lips to one nipple and strokes the other with her fingertips. Between the two of them at once again and the surreal raw scorch on my freshly unclamped areas, I continue to come and twist beneath my restraints.


  I’m starting to get tired in the best way, and from the looks of it, they are too. Their attentions to me start to soften into completion. I relax into a final resting comfort while my body still sings with the memory of everything it’s enjoyed tonight. I know I’ll still feel the sensations on my nipples and clit tomorrow, my perfect secret that strangers would never guess.


  “Now would you like to be untied?” the man asks, and his voice sounds more familiar to me.


  We’re done playing our parts—for now. I answer yes.


  They work together to release me. The buzzer goes off with perfect timing as I sit on the edge of the table, trying to get my bearings again and flexing my hands.


  I smile at him as the woman comes in to kiss me and carefully massage the rope burns around my breasts. I touch the back of her neck and feel the man kiss the back of mine as I reach my other hand around to stroke the back of his. We make a wonderful triad, I think. We’re not spies anymore, but I’m Vanessa again and they’re my real life partners Sofia and Aron.


  After we leave here, we’ll go back to our apartment and share our bed in contented exhaustion. I know the way Sofia tends to kick the blankets off when she gets too hot and the way Aron will inevitably get up earliest of all of us to work out and drink that nasty whey protein powder. We’ve all discovered how to do these more intimate things through a lot of trial and error these past few years, but it’s been exhilarating each step of the way.


  Sofia rolls her tongue piercing across my lips one more time before she pulls her mouth away and we all sit together for a moment, holding each other, before we start to transform the room once again into a chaste, fun venue for tomorrow night’s real escape room customers. We help each other dress again, pack the implements away in my backpack, unlock the wheels on the tables and roll them into the large hall closets, and lock up the place before starting the short walk home. In the dim night, I walk between them and they both hold either of my hands as we watch the few bright stars we can see beyond the streetlights.


  “They’re so beautiful,” I say, tipping my head upward.


  “Yes, we are,” Aron says with a playful smile as Sofia laughs.


  HAMMERED GOLD


  Rosalind Chase


  Morgan watched the last bites of cereal swirl around the milk in her bowl. She interrupted the white current with her spoon, stirred the opposite way, watched the bloated grains spin counter clockwise.


  Is it degenerative?


  It was a man at the gallery the night before. A man she’d worked with off and on for months but he’d only just found out about her disease. He didn’t understand. How could he know what he was asking?


  How could he ever grasp it?


  The invisible nature of it.


  The way the disease itself was like a ghost. A poltergeist. Existing only to wreak havoc, spread chaos, keep her up at night.


  Morgan thought back. The day she had to leave her last job. The day she started. The day she moved into this apartment. The day she quit going to the support group. The day she joined it. The day her doctor told her she should get some extra help. The day her diagnosis came down. The day she landed in the hospital.


  And there were all the other days in between.


  All the moments that melted into a blur of color and sound and pain.


  And all the moments that should’ve been. All the days that didn’t happen. The trips she didn’t take. The plans she cancelled. The dates she’d shirked.


  Were her days getting worse? Was her life getting worse? Was she degenerating?


  Morgan opened her phone. Scrolled. Scrolled. Her thumbs ached.


  She put the phone back down. Stared out the window. It was full spring now and daffodils and irises had pushed up through the soil in front of the bookstore across the street. The worst of the cold was gone, Morgan hoped, and the warmth of summer would bring a little more ease into her body. Less creaking and cracking and radiating pain. More afternoons with the window open.


  But she wasn’t there yet. That would be weeks down the line.


  Today, it was chilly. Sweater weather. And her body hurt.


  The nerves in her fingers lit up, sending a sickening, shiver-inducing pain straight up her arms, through her chest, and down into her belly. Her knees weren’t much better and she could feel the hard tightness of her shoulders threatening to follow right behind. She fought her instinct to curl in on herself, to make herself small, to hope the pain wouldn’t notice her, would pass her by.


  Is it degenerative?


  She opened her phone again, scrolled through the contacts, glanced outside. No ice. No driving rain. Just a chill. Would the cold hurt? Yes.


  Would it be worth it?


  Yes. A thousand times yes.


  Now if she could just get him to answer.


  She hit the name, Daniel, put it to her ear, let it ring.


  She’d met Daniel when she was in her late twenties. That was a decade ago. Before her diagnosis. Her whole life was lumped that way. Before. After.


  It rang.


  Daniel didn’t use a cell phone. He was old-fashioned and English and refused to give up the rotary phone he’d found on the curb when he’d first moved here. He was like that. Always treasuring things other people threw away. Always noticing something shining and beautiful about things that were a little broken.


  It rang.


  Morgan closed her eyes. How long had it been? Three, four months? Just as the winter had begun to be too much. He’d come to her that day. There was no way she could’ve gone out. He’d arrived at her door in a hand-knit and hand-patched wooly sweater under an ancient bomber jacket and had shaken the frost from his silver hair.


  “Hello?”


  “Daniel,” Morgan said. “I’d almost hung up.”


  “You just caught me, love. I’ve just returned from the market.”


  Morgan pictured his armload of groceries the way it would be written in a movie, with a stiff baguette poking out the top of a paper bag.


  “I wondered if you might have time for me today. I know it’s last minute.”


  She listened to the rustle of paper as Daniel set the bag on the kitchen table, listened to the hard thunk of the glass bottle of milk (where did he get this stuff?) as it shifted against the ancient wooden surface.


  “Lucky girl,” he said. “Come by in an hour?”


  “Yes. I’ll be there,” Morgan agreed, realized she was smiling.


  “Right. See you then.”


  Morgan hung up and took a long, deep breath. She already felt better. Breathe in . . . two . . . three. Hold. Out . . . two . . . three. It was just how Daniel had taught her. It was how she got through her high pain days. Her regular days. And her sessions with him.


  She stood, slowly, and wandered into the bedroom. It didn’t matter what Morgan wore, she knew, but she didn’t want to show up at his pristine cottage wearing ragged sweatpants and her pizza-stained Emmylou concert T-shirt she’d bought back when she could still go to concerts. She peeled every single thing off and stood in front of her mirror.


  She tried to see her long legs instead of the burst veins that spidered under her skin. Tried to see her full breasts instead of the bruises her underwire had left around them the night before. Tried to see a face that was happy in spite of her health, successful in spite of her circumstances, hopeful in spite of her disease. For the most part, Morgan succeeded.


  She wiggled into a pair of leggings and a jersey dress, a soft sweater and buttery leather boots. Daniel lived twenty minutes away. She didn’t need to hurry but she shouldn’t lollygag either. She packed a bag with a change of clothes, her medication (just in case) and, as she was going out the door, the beaded necklace Daniel had given her so many years ago.


  A bead for every breath, he’d said.


  A circle of beads. Going on forever. Like she would never stop.


  “Hello, love,” Daniel said when he opened the door. He was tall and lean. He spent the warm months rowing a single scull up and down the river and spent the cold ones hiking in the mountains. His hair had been white since long before she’d met him and, though she’d never asked his age, she’d loved watching the development of the divergent crow’s feet that told the story of his thoughtful life and the deep dents at either side of his smile which hinted at his quietly joyful nature.


  “Hi, Daniel.”


  “Bad day?”


  “Not so bad,” Morgan said, wrapping her arms around her waist, holding herself close, making sure she didn’t fly apart before she could even get into his house. “Good enough to come out.”


  She let her gaze travel the long length of his body. His worn but well-maintained desert boots led up to soft-looking charcoal trousers and a navy (or, at least, it had once been navy) long-sleeved T-shirt. His skin was perpetually tanned, his snowy shadow perpetually five o’clock, and his mouth perpetually quirked up into a curious almost smile.


  “Come on, then,” he said and nodded his head toward the interior of his cabin.


  She followed him inside and wasn’t wholly surprised to see a fire crackling away in the corner. He always made sure she was warm.


  The interior of the cabin, all rugged and raw and wooden, was cozy. The space was open, with a little kitchen to one side and the living area to the other. The bedroom and bathroom were beyond the closed door, she knew, but her gaze was pulled, immediately, to the object in the middle of the floor.


  Wine leather cushions padded the surfaces of the mahogany bench, which had always looked, to Morgan, a lot like a complicated sawhorse. Its four legs tilted up like twin As and, at front and back, were well-cushioned and sturdy rests for a person to, effectively, kneel on their shins and forearms while their body came to rest against the padded spine of the bench. Each arm and leg rest came equipped with a wide leather cuff to secure the appendages of whoever knelt there.


  Morgan realized she was holding her breath at the sight of it and she let it out, through pursed lips, in a long whisper of air.


  “Are you ready?” Daniel asked from behind her.


  Morgan turned. Her heart was racing. It didn’t matter how many times she came here, nor how many years she had known him, nor how long she could possibly keep doing this. Being here, in this room, with this man and his voice and his skill and, yes, her pain, always made her dizzy with want.


  She nodded, unable to speak for the lump of excitement in her chest.


  “Take off your clothes,” Daniel said.


  She did. She tugged at her dress, her leggings, her bra and underwear and socks. And Daniel watched. He stood, casually, next to the dining table with a mug of steaming tea in his hand and, simply, watched.


  When she started to remove the necklace he held up a hand.


  “Leave it,” he said.


  So she did.


  They stood for several long moments. Him—clothed, ten feet away, noiselessly sipping his tea. Her—naked, bare, raw, in the center of his floor, the hearth sparking and warming her from behind, his steady gaze setting the rest of her on fire.


  “Go to the bench,” he said.


  She moved toward it and heard Daniel’s footsteps first on the hardwood and then on the carpet as he neared her. He held out his hand and she took it, using it to steady herself as she mounted the bench. It really was like a horse, she knew, and once she’d first figured out how to get situated comfortably on it, she always found it again without trouble.


  “Good girl,” Daniel said, his voice like velvet.


  He knelt by her right wrist and brought the cuff up around her arm, adjusting it here and there until it was neither too loose nor too tight. She couldn’t move, but neither was her blood restricted. Instead, she felt secure. Safe.


  Daniel moved around the bench, cuffing her left wrist and then both legs, before stepping back to look at her. How did she know that’s what he was doing? Could she feel his stare? Hear his breath? Know his desire?


  And what was his desire?


  Her?


  Hurting her?


  Healing her?


  Morgan shivered within the restraints. Her torso, from pubic bone to sternum, was supported by the leather pad and she was angled slightly so her head was higher than her ass. Daniel had made the pain horse, as Morgan always called it in her mind, on his own. She had never seen the inside of the woodworking shed she knew stood out back but she’d often imagined it. She imagined it again as she rested her cheeks against the massage table style headrest at the front, which she suspected Daniel had installed just for her. She never asked.


  What would be the fun in that?


  “We’ll start light today,” Daniel purred from behind her. “What’s your pain level?”


  Morgan studied the weft of the forest green carpet below and breathed in a long, deep breath, her ribs expanding, her chest pushing into the stiff leather cushion.


  “Five to six,” she said, breathing out. “It’s not too bad.”


  Morgan knew people—maybe even most people—walked around at a zero, a one, maybe a two. She thought again about the question the man had asked.


  Is it degenerative?


  She breathed in . . . two . . . three. Out . . . two . . . three.


  With every passing moment was she falling more and more apart? That’s what the man had wanted to know. That’s what he’d been asking. What would she be like in a year, ten, twenty?


  Would the pain have eaten her alive by then?


  She heard the long swoosh of leather on metal as Daniel pulled the riding crop from the antique umbrella stand he kept near the fireplace.


  “Yeats?” he asked, gravel in his voice as he took a step nearer to her. “Or Shakespeare? Of course, there’s always Blake.”


  “Yeats,” she said.


  She tried not to brace herself for the first brisk thwack. She tried to let it slide off her like waves over a beach, but she could never help it. She could never relax into the start of a session. And so her fingers gripped tight around the ends of the wooden armrests as Daniel repeated, “Yeats,” and let the crop fly for the first time.


  It landed against her left buttock with a snap. Not too hard. Not too gentle. It stung and the heat radiated out, through her body, to her curled toes and fingers. Warmer than sunshine. She relaxed a little.


  “This is no country for old men,” he started. “The young/In one another’s arms, birds in the trees.”


  Another snap. This one against her right buttock.


  He stepped back. Morgan heard the soft crush of the carpet under his boots as he moved. She imagined him appraising the brief red blossom the leather had left on her skin.


  He continued the recitation.


  The thwack of the crop wasn’t regular, Morgan knew. It didn’t come at the end of each stanza but, instead, wherever Daniel felt it belonged. Wherever a word deserved emphasis.


  “Caught in sensual music,” he said, his voice straining as he brought the crop down hard. It was the first deep hit. The first one that vibrated Morgan to the core. It opened doors in her body, in her mind. She felt the rush of relaxation unlocking her, a piece at a time.


  “Sound clap its hands and sing, and louder sing.”


  Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.


  Morgan didn’t bother biting her lip, didn’t bother gripping at the armrests or digging her forehead into the headrest as she might once have done.


  Instead, she gave herself over to it.


  Let her body slide from one kind of pain into another. Into this other, more beautiful, more perfect pain.


  “And therefore, I have sailed the seas and come.” SNAP.


  She screamed over his next words as the crop bit into her buttocks but she knew what they were.


  To the holy city of Byzantium.


  They’d tried floggers over the years. Paddles, too. But nothing ever worked so well as Daniel’s crop. Nothing ever felt so right. The pure snap of leather against flesh. The reverberating pop through her body. The fireworks that bloomed on her skin and went away just as quickly.


  “And be the singing-masters of my soul./Consume my heart away; sick with desire.”


  Thwack. Thwack. The whisper of his boots on carpet as he adjusted. Thwack.


  The crop cracked against her thighs and Morgan groaned.


  Now she was falling into the warm darkness of her pain. It would take her. She would let it. She welcomed it. She asked for it.


  Thwack.


  She felt an ache of a different kind grow between her legs, felt the heat of her own moisture, felt the power of her own control.


  “I shall never take/My bodily form from any natural thing,/ But such a form as Grecian goldsmiths make—”


  Morgan listened to the hard thump of blood in her ears, the husky rattle of her own voice in her throat, the hot pop of leather against her thighs, close to the backs of her knees.


  “Of hammered gold and gold enamelling.”


  This was her doing.


  Daniel was holding the crop. This was his device on his carpet in his house and it was his voice reverberating through the raw wood walls. And yet it was her choice to be here. Her choice to call him. Her choice to kneel and wait for the delicious snap of the crop. Her choice. Her pain.


  This pain wasn’t some cruel twist of fate. It wasn’t some broken letter in her DNA. It wasn’t some failure of her body to protect her.


  It was Morgan’s pain. It was Morgan who held this power. Power over her body. Power over her mind. Power over this room.


  “Set upon a golden bough to sing.”


  The crop’s wicked tip met the soft, sensitive flesh just outside her sex.


  She groaned and let herself disappear into the mesmerizing rhythm of Daniel’s steady speech. Of the mysterious pattern of his stinging hits. Of the warm power that came with the very fact that she was here, naked and bound, because she chose to be.


  “Of what is past, or passing, or to come.”


  The last snaps came harder, stronger, faster.


  Her heart thundered against the leather below and she felt both more and less present than she’d ever been. She was in this moment and she was everywhere. Nowhere.


  He reared back for one last blow. She knew the poem well, by now.


  She prepared herself without tensing. Without resisting. She breathed into it, her body ready and relaxed as Daniel finally whispered, “To the holy city of Byzantium.”


  Morgan let the pain of the final fierce strike travel the length and depth of her body, let it into her core, her inmost self, let it wrap and curl itself around her fragile heart, shielding it the way thorns shield a rose. This pain was hers. It was her monster and she had tamed it. She controlled it. Her monster, at her bidding, chased away the poltergeist of her other pain. Her daily pain. Not forever. But for now.


  It was enough.


  She breathed . . . two . . . three. Reveling in this moment that seemed to stretch out forever, made so sweet by the combination of pain with pleasure.


  Swoooosh. She listened as Daniel put the crop back into the metal stand. She knew what was coming next and she arched, against the restraints, into it. She could almost feel Daniel—stoic Daniel—smiling behind her back. Amused.


  Morgan heard the deep buzz of the high-powered vibrator and, as Daniel pressed it to her clit, it wasn’t even two hard heartbeats—not even one and a half—before her body, previously relaxed into a state of pain-induced bliss, wound itself up, twisted itself into knots, as pleasure shuddered through her. She felt the muscles of her vagina clench and spasm and grasp, felt the arch of her back even as she pressed her torso into the padded leather, felt the rasp of her throat as she groaned. She was a tangled, coiled spring. And then she was limp.


  She relaxed. Fully.


  She was warmth personified.


  She hurt and yet she felt nothing. She was oblivious and yet she felt everything.


  Every red bloom of every old word that was both intangible and immortal, every abrasion from the leather cuffs against her wrists and ankles, every choice that had led her here to this moment of beauty.


  “All right, love,” Daniel murmured as he knelt beside her. He unbuckled her wrists and ankles and, slowly, helped her rise from the bench.


  “Let’s get you in a bath,” he said. He gathered her into his arms and carried her down the hall and into the first room. It was a big, open bathroom with a deep porcelain tub and bright copper pipes winding through the whole place. The tub was already full and steaming, smelling a little like lavender and a little like cedar and a little like Daniel.


  He helped her step into it and then sat on a wooden bench behind the tub, pushing up his sleeves, as she settled in. The welts up and down her legs stung but she knew they would fade soon, so she cherished them as one does the cherry blossoms. Fleeting. Beautiful. Alive and then gone.


  Is it degenerative?


  Daniel ran oil through her hair, massaged her scalp and neck and back. She let herself lean into his hands, let herself close her eyes and give herself—again—over to him.


  Was this different than what she had felt only moments before?


  Was it the opposite or merely the other half?


  Vicious whipping. Tender bathing.


  Were they not two halves of one whole? Morgan thought they were.


  She could never have taken a bath by herself, in her own home. No, there she had a special chair to keep from passing out, falling over, slipping, bruising, breaking, dying. Here, she was safe. Every moment, safe.


  Soon, probably in less than an hour, Morgan would be dressed. She would thank Daniel, pay him, embrace him, tell him she hoped to see him soon. She would ease herself into her car and she would drive back home. She would get some more work done and she would crawl into bed and wait for another day to begin. Another day of pain. Another day of pain she didn’t choose.


  But not now. Now, she was safe. Here, she was in control.


  Morgan thought about the question again.


  Is it degenerative?


  She sighed into the empty space the question left.


  Her voice surprised her. It echoed, bouncing off water and porcelain and pipes as she recited, “Consume my heart away; sick with desire/And fastened to a dying animal/It knows not what it is; and gather me/Into the artifice of eternity.”


  Life is degenerative, she had answered. All life.


  All any of us had, Morgan knew, were moments.


  And, in this moment, Morgan was free. Free to be in her body, free to exist outside of it. Free of her pain because she controlled it. Free of whatever happened next.
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