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You like anticipation more than you admit.

You like the build more than the release.

Don’t worry. I noticed.

— R. Vale
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Chapter One — The Cabin Without Signal

The road had stopped being a road approximately twenty minutes ago, and Amelia was beginning to suspect it had never been much of one to begin with.

What had begun as tarmac—cracked and weedy, but recognisably intended for vehicles—had devolved into gravel, then compressed dirt, then something that resembled a hiking trail more than any thoroughfare meant for a car. The GPS on her phone had given up around the same time the tarmac did, the little blue arrow spinning uselessly in the centre of the screen before flashing that infuriating “No Signal” message that would become a theme for the weekend. Lucas, for his part, seemed entirely unbothered by the increasingly theoretical nature of their route. He drove with the calm assurance of a man who had memorised the way weeks ago and was now simply executing a plan.

“You’re smiling,” he said without looking away from the windshield.

Amelia realised he was right. She could feel the expression on her face—something between anticipation and the particular kind of nervous excitement that preceded a negotiated scene. The nervousness was part of it, perhaps the best part. She had spent the past three weeks in a state of low-level arousal that spiked whenever she thought about this weekend, which was often. Her work had suffered. Her concentration had fragmented. She had found herself staring at contracts at her solicitor’s office, seeing words like *liability* and *indemnification* and thinking instead about the document Lucas had drafted for their Easter game.

“I’m thinking about the contract,” she admitted.

“Of course you are.” He glanced at her, one corner of his mouth lifting. “You’ve probably memorised it.”

“I have memorised it. I drafted half the amendments myself.”

“I remember. I remember you insisting on a clause about environmental hazards specifically relating to rabbit holes.”

“That was a legitimate concern. It’s Easter. I’m going to be running through unfamiliar woodland in the dark. The last thing I need is to break my ankle in an actual rabbit hole. The irony would be intolerable.”

Lucas laughed, the sound warm and familiar in the enclosed space of the car. They had been together for four and a half years now, long enough that his laugh had become one of her favourite sounds, one of the touchstones she used to orient herself in the world. She knew the variations of it—the quiet huff of amusement at something dry, the full-throated laugh that crinkled the corners of his eyes, this one, the tender exhale that meant he found her charming. She had catalogued them the way she catalogued everything, building a reference library of Lucas in her mind.

“The clause stays,” he said. “I added a note about fox dens as well.”

“Naturally.”

“And badger setts. I consulted a wildlife guide.”

Amelia turned in her seat to look at him properly, her seatbelt pulling against her shoulder. The late afternoon light slanted through the windshield, catching the grey at his temples that had started appearing two years ago and which she found inexplicably attractive. He was thirty-four to her twenty-nine, and the age difference had never mattered much until moments like this, when he revealed that he had spent time researching local fauna specifically so he could anticipate ways she might injure herself during a scene. It was the same meticulous attention he brought to his wildlife photography—observation, preparation, environmental awareness. He saw ecosystems where other people saw landscapes. He saw potential threats where other people saw scenery.

“Badger setts,” she repeated. “You’re worried I’ll fall into a badger sett.”

“I’m worried you’ll be running in the dark and twist your ankle in a hole you couldn’t see. Badger setts are a known hazard in this area. The terrain maps show significant burrow density.”

“You’ve been studying terrain maps.”

“I’ve been preparing.”

Something warm and tight moved through her chest. This was what she had fallen in love with, underneath everything else—this carefulness, this attention to detail. People who did not understand their dynamic sometimes assumed that her desires meant she wanted recklessness, chaos, danger without parameters. They could not have been more wrong. What Amelia wanted was structure. She wanted to know that the man she trusted with her fear had done the work. She wanted to surrender to someone who had already considered every possible way things could go wrong and planned accordingly.

“How many trail cameras?” she asked.

He smiled again, but this time it had an edge. “Enough.”

“Lucas.”

“You’ll find out when I want you to find out.”

The response sent a small thrill down her spine. This was another thing she loved—his ability to shift from partner to orchestrator with just a change in tone. The man who had researched badger setts because he was worried about her safety and the man who would spend tomorrow night hunting her through the woods were the same person, but they felt different. They were supposed to feel different. That was the point.

The car crested a small rise, and suddenly the forest opened around them. Amelia caught her breath. The cabin sat in a clearing perhaps fifty metres across, a structure of dark wood and weathered stone that looked as though it had grown from the landscape rather than been imposed upon it. The design was deliberate—she recognised Scandinavian influences in the clean lines and the way the roof seemed to fold into the surrounding trees—but there was something almost primitive about it as well. It looked like a place where people came to disappear.

“The owners use it for hunting parties in the autumn,” Lucas said, pulling the car to a stop in front of a low stone step. “They rent it out through an agency that specialises in remote properties. Total isolation guaranteed. The listing explicitly mentions that previous guests have complained about the lack of mobile signal as if it were a problem to be solved rather than a feature.”

“It’s perfect.”

“I thought you’d say that.”

He turned off the engine, and the sudden silence was startling. Amelia could hear wind moving through the canopy, the distant call of some bird she could not identify, and nothing else. No traffic. No voices. No hum of civilisation. They were alone in a way she had not experienced since their last trip to his family’s property in Scotland, and even that had felt different—populated by memory and expectation. This place was blank. Unwritten.

“Last chance to call it off,” Lucas said. The words were light, but she could hear the seriousness underneath. This was part of their protocol. Every scene, every negotiated dynamic, included moments of explicit confirmation. He would not take her consent for granted. He would not assume that her enthusiasm three weeks ago translated to enthusiasm now, in this moment, with the reality of isolation pressing against the windows.

Amelia unbuckled her seatbelt and leaned across the centre console to kiss him. It was not a passionate kiss, not the kind that led to other things, but something more deliberate—a seal, a signature, an act of formal agreement. She could taste the mint he had eaten an hour ago and underneath that, something that was simply him.

“I don’t want to call it off,” she said against his mouth. “I want to get inside. I want to see the basket. I want to know exactly what I’m agreeing to before I sign it.”

He pulled back just far enough to look at her, his thumb tracing along her jaw. “That’s my careful girl.”

“I’m not careful. I’m risk-averse. There’s a difference.”

“Mmm. And yet here you are, about to agree to be hunted through unfamiliar woodland by a man in a rabbit mask.”

“The mask is your choice. I would have been fine with a balaclava.”

“Where’s the theatricality in that?”

She laughed again, and the sound felt right in this space, absorbed by the wooden walls and given back transformed. She climbed out of the car before she could overthink the sensation, her boots crunching on the gravel as she stretched muscles that had been cramped for the better part of three hours. The air was different here—cleaner, sharper, carrying the green scent of growing things and the mineral tang of damp earth. It smelled like spring. It smelled like beginning.

Lucas was already at the boot of the car, extracting their bags. They had packed light—clothing for the weekend, toiletries, the specific items she had been instructed to bring. The bunny costume hung in a garment bag in the back seat, invisible but present, a promise and a threat wrapped in black plastic. She had tried it on twice since it arrived, standing in front of her bedroom mirror, studying her own transformation. The woman who looked back at her from the glass had seemed both familiar and strange—decorated, objectified, prepared for use. She had touched herself that night thinking about Lucas seeing her in it, about what his eyes would do when the fabric finally came off.

“The basket is inside,” Lucas said, as if reading her thoughts. “I packed it this morning before we left. You can check the contents before we review the contract.”

“I want to check everything. The terrain. The perimeter. The emergency supplies.”

“I know you do.” He handed her the lighter of the two bags and hoisted the other over his shoulder. “That’s why I built time into the schedule. You can inspect to your heart’s content before I blindfold you.”

The word *blindfold* landed in her stomach with weight. They had done sensory deprivation before, but always in controlled environments—their flat, a hotel room, the private dungeon they sometimes visited south of the river. Being blindfolded in unfamiliar woods was different. Being blindfolded and then released into darkness with nothing but her own instincts and the knowledge that he was somewhere behind her, watching, waiting—that was different.

“Stop,” she said, and he paused immediately, bag still on his shoulder. “I need a moment.”

“Take it.”

She stood in the fading afternoon light, breathing slowly and deliberately, letting herself feel the full weight of what they were about to do. This was part of her process. She had learned, over years of therapy and self-examination, that her need for control manifested in strange ways. She could not surrender until she had examined every angle, considered every outcome, terrified herself with possibility. The fear was the point. The fear was the release valve. If she did not feel it now, consciously and deliberately, it would find other ways out later—ways she might not be able to manage.

“I’m thinking about everything that could go wrong,” she said.

“I know.”

“I’m thinking about injuries. Wildlife. Exposure. The possibility that you won’t find me in time and I’ll be wandering the forest until dawn with frostbite.”

“It’s March. The temperature won’t drop below eight degrees. You have a thermal blanket in the basket. You have a flare if you need to end the game early.”

“I’m thinking about what happens if you catch me in the first hour and the whole weekend feels anticlimactic.”

That earned her a real smile, sharp and certain. “I won’t catch you in the first hour.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I’ve seen you run. Because I’ve watched you think. Because I know you’ve already memorised the terrain maps on your phone even though you pretended to be looking at emails during the drive.”

She felt her face warm. “I was looking at emails.”

“You were looking at emails for approximately thirty seconds. Then you minimised the mail app and opened the Ordnance Survey website. I could see the reflection in the window.”

“You weren’t even looking at me.”

“I didn’t need to look at you. I know how you prepare for things, Amelia. It’s one of the things I love about you. You’ll have calculated route options. Identified water sources. Noted the location of every clearing and every dense patch of cover. You probably have a contingency plan for encountering hikers.”

“I do, actually. The contract states that the game pauses if civilians are present. We both retreat to separate locations until the area is clear.”

“See? You’re ready. You’re more ready than anyone has ever been for a game of adult hide-and-seek.”

“It’s not hide-and-seek. It’s a structured consensual fear experience with defined parameters and negotiated outcomes.”

“I stand corrected.”

He started toward the cabin door, and after another moment, she followed. The stone step was uneven beneath her boots, and she filed that information away—uneven terrain, watch her footing, don’t assume stability. The door itself was heavy oak with a black iron handle that turned smoothly under Lucas’s palm. He had clearly been here before, probably to prepare the space, probably to memorise it the same way she had tried to memorise the terrain maps. He was always one step ahead. That was part of the game too.

The interior of the cabin was darker than she expected, the windows smaller than they had appeared from outside. Lucas flipped a switch, and warm light filled the main room, revealing a space that was precisely what she would have chosen if she had been designing it herself. Exposed beams overhead. A stone fireplace against one wall, already laid with kindling and logs. A kitchen area with copper pots hanging from a rack, clean and clearly unused. A table made of rough-hewn wood, scarred by years of use but solid, positioned in the centre of the room like an altar.

On the table sat two objects: a bottle of water, still sealed, and a folded document.

Amelia’s mouth went dry.

“Before anything else,” Lucas said, setting down the bags, “I want you to drink half that bottle. Then I want you to use the bathroom if you need to. Then we’ll sit down and review the contract together. You can request amendments. You can ask questions. You can take as long as you need.”

“And if I want to add a clause about something we haven’t discussed?”

“Then we discuss it. Nothing is locked until you sign. And even after you sign, the abort phrase remains in effect. You know that.”

“I know. I just—”

“You want to say it out loud. You want to hear yourself say it.”

She nodded. This was another thing he understood about her, perhaps the most important thing. She needed to verbalise her consent. She needed to hear the words leave her mouth and exist in the air between them. It was not enough to think yes. She had to speak it. Otherwise, some part of her would remain unconvinced.

“I’m nervous,” she said. “I’m excited. I want this more than I’ve wanted anything in a long time. But I’m nervous, and that’s part of why I want it. I need you to know that I’m choosing this with full awareness of my own fear. I’m not ignoring the fear. I’m accepting it.”

Lucas crossed the space between them and took her face in his hands. His palms were warm against her cheeks, his thumbs resting along her jaw. He had photographer’s hands, steady and precise, capable of holding a lens for hours without tremor. Those same hands would bind her tomorrow night. They would carry her through the forest. They would unwrap her like the gift she had agreed to become.

“I know,” he said. “I know exactly what you’re choosing. And I know what I’m choosing too. This isn’t something I’m doing to you, Amelia. It’s something we’re doing together. My role is different, but the weight is the same. I’m trusting you to communicate your limits. You’re trusting me to respect them. We’re trusting each other with something that would look like violence to anyone watching from outside.”

“It would look like kidnapping.”

“It would look like a man hunting a woman through the woods and carrying her back bound and gagged. That’s what the scene requires. That’s what we’ve negotiated. But the reality is that you hold more power than I do. You can end it with a word. I can’t.”

“The power exchange is asymmetric.”

“The power exchange is precisely as asymmetric as you want it to be. You’ve just described the fundamental paradox of what we do. You surrender, but your surrender is controlled. You submit, but your submission is chosen. The game wouldn’t work any other way.”

She reached up and wrapped her fingers around his wrists, feeling the tendons shift beneath his skin. His pulse was steady. Of course it was. He had been planning this for weeks, maybe months, constructing the architecture of a scene that would give her exactly what she needed. The gratitude she felt in that moment was overwhelming, a lump in her throat that made it difficult to speak.

“Okay,” she managed. “Water first. Then bathroom. Then contract.”

“Then dinner. Then rest. Tomorrow we begin.”

He released her face and stepped back, giving her space to move. She crossed to the table, cracked the seal on the water bottle, and drank half of it in long, measured swallows. The water was cold and clean, and she could feel it settling in her stomach, grounding her in her body. She was here. She was present. She was choosing.

“Where’s the bathroom?” she asked.

“Through the bedroom. Door on the left.”

She moved through the cabin, noting details as she went. The bedroom was small but well-appointed, a queen-sized bed with a wooden frame that looked sturdy enough to support restraint points. She filed that information away. The sheets were white, pristine, turned down with the kind of care that suggested housekeeping services. The bathroom was compact, tiled in slate, with a shower that would barely fit two people but would serve their purposes. She used the toilet, washed her hands, and studied her own reflection in the mirror above the sink.

The woman who looked back at her seemed calmer than she felt. Her hair was still in the twist she had put it in that morning, dark strands escaping around her temples. Her face was pale from the drive, from the waning light, from the nerves that had been her constant companion for three weeks. But her eyes were clear. Her jaw was set. She looked like someone who had made a decision and intended to see it through.

When she returned to the main room, Lucas had lit the fire. The kindling was catching, small flames licking at the edges of the larger logs, throwing dancing shadows across the stone hearth. He was sitting at the table now, the folded document in front of him, a pen beside it. The pen was her preferred brand—fine tip, black ink, the kind she used to mark up contracts at work. The detail was small, but it mattered. He had thought of everything.

She sat across from him and reached for the document.

“Should I read it aloud?” she asked.

“However you want to do this.”

She unfolded the paper and began to read, her lips moving slightly over the words even though she had memorised them weeks ago. The language was formal, almost legalistic, drafted in the style of the contracts she worked with professionally. *The Offering Agreement*, it said at the top, and beneath that, *A Negotiated Fear Experience Between Consenting Partners*. The structure was clean: definitions, duration, parameters, boundaries, contingencies, signatures.

*Duration: The experience shall commence at 18:47 on Saturday, 30 March, and shall conclude at 05:58 on Sunday, 31 March, unless extended by mutual agreement or terminated by activation of the abort phrase.*

*The abort phrase, she read. Banana pancake. They had chosen it together during a late-night brainstorming session, selecting something that would never naturally occur during a scene in the woods. If either party spoke the phrase, the experience would end immediately. No penalties. No judgment. Full aftercare would still be provided.*

*Capture Definition: The prey shall be considered captured when she has been physically immobilised by the predator for a continuous period of sixty seconds. Immobilisation is defined as restraint of both wrists and prevention of upright posture. Once capture is confirmed, the prey surrenders all autonomy until the designated conclusion time on Sunday morning.*

*Sanctuary Post: A marked location exists within the designated terrain. If the prey reaches this location before the predator initiates capture, she shall be declared the victor and may choose any fantasy for Sunday’s activities, to which the predator must submit fully.*

Amelia paused at that section. The sanctuary post was a wildcard she had been thinking about since they first discussed it. The odds of reaching it were low—she had seen the terrain maps, understood the difficulty of navigating unfamiliar forest in darkness—but the possibility existed. Victory was theoretically achievable. That was important. If the game were rigged, the surrender would feel hollow.

“Is the sanctuary post actually reachable?” she asked.

Lucas nodded. “I placed it at a location that would take approximately four hours to reach at a steady pace, assuming no detours. The challenge isn’t distance. It’s navigation and evasion. You have to reach it without being caught.”

“And you’re confident you could catch me before I get there?”

“I’m confident I’ll try. Whether I succeed depends on how well you run.”

She returned to the document.

*Equipment: The prey shall carry a designated basket containing the following items: hemp rope (ten metres), silk ribbon restraints (three metres), ball gag, blindfold, remote vibrator with fresh batteries, thermal emergency blanket, surrender flare, and signed copy of this agreement. The predator reserves the right to confiscate and use any item in the basket once capture occurs.*

*The prey shall wear the designated costume: lace bodysuit with bunny motif, corset, fishnet stockings, silk tail attachment, ear headband, and ribbon choker with gift tag. Additional restraints may be added by the predator at any time during the experience.*

*Boundaries: The following are explicitly prohibited: choking to the point of unconsciousness, leaving visible marks that would not fade within forty-eight hours, exposure to any persons outside the agreement, penetration before capture is confirmed, deliberate infliction of injury, and any activity not pre-negotiated in writing.*

Amelia read the list twice, confirming that everything they had discussed was present and accounted for. The boundaries were firm. The consent was documented. The structure was solid. This was what she needed—paperwork, clarity, the reduction of chaos to manageable components.

“Everything looks correct,” she said finally. “I have one addition.”

Lucas raised an eyebrow. “Go ahead.”

“I want to add that either party can request a check-in pause without ending the scene. A pause, not a termination. Time to catch our breath, reassess, confirm we’re both still in a good headspace. It wouldn’t count as a surrender. It would just be… maintenance.”

He considered this for a moment, then nodded. “That’s reasonable. Write it in.”

She picked up the pen and added the clause in her neat, precise handwriting, the words fitting into the margin as though they had always belonged there. *Either party may request a temporary pause for welfare check-in. Such pause shall not be counted as use of the abort phrase and shall not affect the outcome of the experience.* She initialled the addition and handed the pen to Lucas, who added his own initials beside hers.

“Anything else?” he asked.

“No. I’m satisfied.”

“Then sign.”

She signed her name at the bottom of the page, the motion feeling weightier than it should have. It was just ink on paper. It was also a promise. It was a formal declaration that she was choosing to be afraid, choosing to surrender, choosing to trust another person with the most vulnerable parts of herself. When she looked up, Lucas was watching her with an expression she could not quite read—something between tenderness and hunger.

“My turn,” he said, and signed below her name.

The contract was complete. The weekend could begin.


Chapter Two — The Offering Agreement

The contract lay between them on the scarred wooden table, freshly signed, its ink still dark and wet in the firelight. Amelia stared at her own signature—the precise, familiar angles of her handwriting—and felt the weight of what she had just done settling into her bones like sediment in still water. She had signed contracts before, hundreds of them, agreements that transferred property and allocated risk and determined the fates of people she would never meet. This was different. This was a contract for her own surrender.

Lucas was watching her with that particular stillness he brought to his photography, the patience of a man accustomed to waiting for the perfect moment. He had not moved since signing his name, had not reached for her or spoken or done anything to break the spell of the agreement now binding them. The fire crackled behind him, throwing shifting light across his features, and Amelia thought suddenly of how he would look tomorrow night in the mask he had chosen—the featureless bunny face that would erase everything familiar about him, leaving only the anonymous intent of a hunter.

“The basket,” she said, because she needed something concrete to focus on, something that was not the rising anticipation in her chest or the treacherous heat between her thighs. “I want to see what’s in it.”

“I expected you would.” He rose from the table and crossed to one of the bags he had carried in from the car. From its depths, he extracted a wicker basket approximately the size of a picnic hamper, its lid secured with a cream ribbon tied in an elaborate bow. The sight of it made Amelia’s breath catch. It looked innocent, domestic, the kind of basket one might fill with chocolate eggs and soft toys for a child’s Easter celebration. That it contained rope and gags and restraints instead made the dissonance exquisite.

He set the basket on the table beside the contract and untied the ribbon with deliberate care, letting it pool on the wood like a cream-coloured snake. The lid lifted to reveal an arrangement so precise it might have been curated for a photograph. Each item had its place, separated from its neighbours by compartments lined with pastel tissue paper. The aesthetic was intentional—Easter themes, spring colours, the visual language of innocence repurposed for something far darker.

“Tell me what you see,” Lucas said, settling back into his chair.

Amelia reached into the basket and lifted the first item: a bundle of hemp rope, natural-coloured and soft to the touch, coiled in a perfect circle. She tested its weight in her hands, ran it through her fingers, felt the slight scratch of natural fibre against her skin. Ten metres, the contract had specified. Enough to bind her thoroughly. Enough to make escape impossible once he had secured her.

“Hemp rope,” she said. “Natural fibre. Low stretch. Good for structural ties.”

“Good. What else?”

She set the rope aside and lifted the silk ribbon—three metres of it, pale pink, the colour of cherry blossoms or the inside of a shell. Unlike the rope, this was meant to be seen. The rope was practical. The ribbon was decorative. The ribbon would mark her as gift rather than captive, though the distinction was purely aesthetic.

“Ribbon restraints. Pink. For the prize presentation.”

“Correct. Continue.”

One by one, she removed the items from the basket and laid them on the table beside the contract. The ball gag was black silicone with a leather strap, small enough to be comfortable for extended wear but large enough to serve its purpose. She remembered when they had selected it together, scrolling through options on a specialist website, comparing sizes and materials. She had been embarrassed at first, her professional mind rebelling against the intimacy of choosing something that would fill her mouth and silence her voice. Lucas had been patient, guiding her through the options without pressure, until she found herself clicking “add to basket” on the one that felt right.

The blindfold was silk, the same pale pink as the ribbon, padded for total darkness. She had worn blindfolds before, but this one was new, purchased specifically for this weekend. The thought of it—of never-before-used fabric pressed against her eyes while she stumbled through an unfamiliar forest—made her stomach tighten with something between fear and anticipation.

The remote vibrator was a brand she recognised—a high-end model with multiple settings and a range that would easily cover the distance of a forest clearing. Fresh batteries glinted beside it, still sealed in their packaging. She imagined him turning it on while she was hiding, forcing her to stay silent while pleasure bloomed between her thighs and the forest listened for any sound she might make.

The thermal blanket was folded into a square the size of her palm, silver on one side and gold on the other, designed to retain body heat in emergency situations. She had read about hypothermia cases in wilderness settings during her preparatory research. The blanket was not theatrical; it was genuinely necessary. She appreciated that he had included practical equipment alongside the more performative items. It demonstrated the same meticulous care that he brought to everything—the same care that made it possible for her to surrender at all.

The flare was similarly practical—a bright orange cylinder with clear instructions printed on its side. *Pull tab. Point upward. Activate.* If she used it, the game would end. She would be surrendering, but she would be safe. The emergency option was essential to the psychology of the experience. She needed to know that she could stop it. Without that knowledge, the fear would be meaningless. With it, every moment she chose not to use the flare became a choice to continue.

“Tell me about the flare,” she said, holding it in her palm. “How would you find me if I activated it?”

“Sound and light. The flare produces a high-pitched alarm along with the visual signal. Even in dense forest, I could locate the source within minutes. You’d be waiting for me. I’d find you sitting or standing or however you’d arranged yourself, and the game would end. No consequences. No penalty. Just aftercare and dinner and whatever else you needed.”

“And if I never use it?”

“Then the game concludes as negotiated. Either you reach the sanctuary post and claim victory, or I catch you and claim you.”

She set the flare down and lifted the final item: a laminated card tucked into the bottom of the basket, partially hidden by the tissue paper lining. It was a smaller version of the contract they had just signed, the key terms printed in clear type, with space for signatures at the bottom. This was the document she would carry with her into the woods—proof of consent, proof of choice, proof that whatever happened between the trees had been agreed upon in advance.

“I didn’t know about this,” she said.

“I had it made after we finalised the terms. You can keep it in the basket or carry it on your person. Your choice. But I wanted you to have something physical with you. Something that reminds you that this is real, that you chose it, that the man hunting you is the same man who sat across from you and signed his name below yours.”

Amelia studied the card, turning it over in her hands. The production value was high—heavy cardstock, clean printing, a small hole punched in one corner for a lanyard or chain. He had thought of everything. He always thought of everything. The care behind the gesture made her throat tight.

“I’ll keep it in the basket,” she said finally. “If you catch me, I want to be able to show you that I had it with me the whole time.”

“As you wish.”

She began replacing the items, arranging them as precisely as she had found them. The basket would be heavy, but not impossible to carry. The weight would be a reminder of what she carried with her—consent, capability, and the possibility of surrender. When she finished, Lucas reached across the table and placed the signed contract on top of the pile before closing the lid and retying the ribbon.

“Tomorrow, after you’re dressed and ready, I’ll seal this,” he said. “You won’t be able to open it without breaking the seal. If you break the seal during the game, you’ll be admitting that you needed to check the terms—which means you’ve lost confidence in your own consent. That would count as a partial surrender.”

“That wasn’t in the contract.”

“It’s an amendment. You can accept or reject it.”

She considered the implications. The sealed basket would be a test of her own certainty. If she opened it, she would be admitting doubt, and doubt was a form of defeat. But if she accepted the amendment, she would be adding another layer of pressure to an already intense situation. The game was becoming more complicated, more psychological, more intricate. She found she liked that. The complexity gave her something to push against.

“Accepted,” she said. “But I want something in return.”

“What?”

“Tell me how many trail cameras you placed in the forest.”

Lucas smiled, and the expression held the particular satisfaction of a teacher whose student had asked exactly the right question. He leaned back in his chair, fingers laced behind his head, and regarded her with something close to pride.

“You know I won’t answer that directly.”

“Then answer indirectly. Give me a range. A sense of scope. Something I can use to plan.”

“Planning is part of the game. If I tell you where the cameras are, or even how many, I reduce the uncertainty. The uncertainty is essential. You need to feel watched without knowing exactly where the watching happens. You need to wonder if that sound you heard was an animal or a shutter clicking. You need to feel eyes on you even when you’re alone.”

“And if I find one? If I spot a camera during the game?”

“Then you’ve earned information. You’ll know that location is compromised, and you can plan accordingly. I won’t penalise you for noticing. Observation is part of your skill set.”

Amelia chewed on this. The answer was better than she had expected—worse, in some ways, because it meant she would be second-guessing every clearing and trail, wondering if a camera was watching her from behind a tree or tucked into a rock formation. But it was also fair. He was right that the uncertainty was part of the experience. If she knew where every camera was, the game would become a navigational puzzle rather than a psychological one.

“Okay,” she said. “I accept that. But I have another question.”

“Ask.”

“What happens to the footage afterward?”

“It stays private. Encrypted storage, password-protected, accessible only to me. I’ll edit it into a compilation—if you consent—and we can watch it together. If you want specific moments deleted, they get deleted. If you want the entire file erased, it gets erased. You have final say over what happens to any record of the experience.”

“Even if I lose? Even if you catch me and I become your prize?”

“Even then. The power exchange has limits. Your image, your body, your vulnerability—those belong to you. I’m borrowing them for the duration of the game, with your permission, but I don’t own them. I never will.”

She felt the words settle into her like stones dropping into water. This was the paradox that people outside their dynamic never understood. The surrender was real, but it was contained. The power exchange was genuine, but it was bounded by a framework that prioritised her safety and her dignity. Lucas could hunt her, capture her, bind her, use her—but he could not take from her what she had not explicitly given.

“I want to add something to the aftercare protocol,” she said. “I want us to watch the footage together before we leave the cabin. I want to process it while we’re still in this space, before we go back to normal life. I don’t want to carry it around inside me for weeks before I see what we actually did.”

“Done. I’ll add it to the final terms tonight while you sleep.”

“While I sleep?”

“You’ll need rest. Tomorrow will be physically demanding. I’ll stay up, review the cameras, make sure everything is ready. When you wake, the final preparations will be complete.”

She nodded slowly, accepting this. There was something both comforting and unsettling about the idea of him staying awake while she slept—comforting because it meant he was taking care of the logistics, unsettling because it meant she would be unconscious while he made final decisions about her experience. She would have to trust him. That was, after all, the entire point.

“I want to see the terrain,” she said. “The actual ground, outside. I want to walk the perimeter of the cabin before it gets dark, get a sense of what I’m working with.”

“I planned for that. Let me get my boots.”

They spent the next hour outside, the last light of the fading afternoon stretching long across the forest floor. Lucas led her on a circuit of the immediate area, pointing out landmarks she could use for navigation—the distinctive fork of an ancient oak, a cluster of boulders covered in moss, a stream that ran northeast toward the valley. He showed her where the dense tree cover opened into clearings and where the undergrowth would make movement difficult. He did not show her where the cameras were, but she found herself scanning the trees anyway, looking for the glint of a lens or the subtle shape of a weatherproof housing.

The forest was different from the woodland she had known as a child in Surrey. Those woods had been managed, tamed, crisscrossed with footpaths and bridleways. This was something older and wilder. The trees pressed close, their branches interlocking overhead to filter the light into something green and underwater. The ground was soft with accumulated leaf litter, springy beneath her boots, and the air smelled of growth and decay and the mineral tang of the stream they could hear but not yet see.

“Watch your footing here,” Lucas said as they crossed a section where the ground grew uneven, roots breaking through the soil like the backs of submerged creatures. “The terrain shifts after rain. What looks solid might be soft underneath. Test before you commit your weight.”

She nodded, filing the advice away. Every piece of information he gave her was a tool she could use tomorrow night. She memorised the texture of the bark on different trees, the way the undergrowth thinned in certain areas, the locations where a stream crossing would force her to slow down. She was building a mental map, layer by layer, though she knew it would be different in the dark.

“The sanctuary post is four kilometres northeast,” Lucas said, gesturing into the trees. “The terrain rises for the first two kilometres, then levels out. You’ll be climbing in the dark, navigating by feel and memory. I’ve marked the post with reflective tape—it will catch any light you shine on it, but you’ll have to be close enough to see it.”

“And you’ll be tracking me the whole time.”

“I’ll know where you are within a five-metre margin. The GPS anklet updates every thirty seconds. Even if you find a way to block it, I’ll have the trail cameras and my own knowledge of the terrain. You can run, Amelia, but you can’t disappear.”

The words should have frightened her. Instead, they sent a thrill of anticipation through her body that settled low in her belly. She would be hunted. She would be pursued. She would be watched. The knowledge was terrifying and arousing in equal measure, the two sensations braiding together until she could no longer tell where one ended and the other began.

“What if I hide?” she asked. “What if I find a spot and stay still, make you come to me?”

“Then I’ll come to you. The game doesn’t require constant movement on your part. If you want to make me hunt you in earnest, find a hiding spot and wait. But remember—I know this terrain better than you do. I’ve had weeks to study it. And I’ll be able to see your body temperature through the thermal imaging on my tracking equipment. You’re warm against a cold forest. You’ll glow.”

She had not known about the thermal imaging. The information recalibrated her understanding of the game. She had been thinking in terms of sight and sound, movement and stillness, the traditional elements of hide-and-seek. But he would be tracking her through heat signatures, through the very warmth of her body. She would be visible even in complete darkness, even behind cover, even if she held her breath and stayed perfectly still.

“You could have told me about the thermal imaging earlier,” she said.

“I could have. But I wanted to see your face when you learned it now.”

She laughed, despite herself. “You’re enjoying this.”

“I’ve been enjoying this for three weeks. Watching you prepare. Watching you pretend you weren’t thinking about it constantly. Watching you reorder your calendar so you’d have recovery time on Monday.”

“You noticed that.”

“I notice everything about you, Amelia. I notice when you’re aroused and trying to hide it. I notice when you’re afraid and trying to hide that too. I notice the way your breathing changes when we discuss the game. I notice that your pupils dilate when I mention capture.”

She felt her face warm and was grateful for the fading light. He was right, of course. He was always right. She had been walking through her life for the past three weeks in a state of constant, low-level arousal that spiked whenever she allowed herself to think about what was coming. She had masturbated more in the past twenty-one days than in the previous three months combined, and even then she had not been able to bring herself to orgasm without imagining his hands on her, his rope around her wrists, his voice in her ear telling her she had lost.

They continued walking, the forest growing darker around them. Lucas pointed out a depression in the ground where water collected after rain, a potential hazard if she stepped in it unexpectedly. He showed her a fallen tree that could provide cover, a rock formation that could serve as a landmark. Each detail was a gift, a piece of himself he was offering to help her survive the night.

“I need to ask you something,” she said, stopping at the edge of a small clearing. The ground here was carpeted with early spring flowers—wood anemones, she thought, though her botanical knowledge was limited—their white petals luminous in the dimming light. “What do you get out of this? I know what I get. I get the fear, the surrender, the release of control. But what do you get? You’re doing all the work. Planning, preparing, tracking, chasing. Where’s your reward?”

Lucas was quiet for a long moment, his eyes on the trees beyond the clearing. When he spoke, his voice was lower than before, stripped of its earlier playfulness.

“I get to watch you become what you want to be. The woman who runs, who fights, who loses. The woman who surrenders completely because she’s chosen to. I get to see you strip away all the careful control you carry in your daily life and become something rawer. Something more honest. I get to be the one you trust with that. I get to be the one who catches you when you fall.”

The words landed in her chest and stayed there. She had asked the question expecting a practical answer—the thrill of the hunt, the satisfaction of victory, the pleasure of having her at his mercy for a weekend. She had not expected this. She had not expected him to articulate something she had not fully articulated herself.

“I’m afraid,” she said quietly. “I’m afraid of how much I want this. I’m afraid of who I become when I let go. I’m afraid that if you see that part of me—the part that wants to be caught, to be used, to be owned—you’ll think less of me.”

Lucas turned to face her fully, his hands coming to rest on her shoulders. “I’ve seen that part of you already. I’ve seen it in the way you respond when I take control. I’ve seen it in the way you beg when you’re close to orgasm and I won’t let you finish. I’ve seen it in the contracts you write, the clauses you add, the ways you construct frameworks that let you feel safe enough to fall. I know exactly who you are when you let go, Amelia. And I love who you are. Not despite those desires. Because of them.”

She wanted to kiss him. She wanted to sink to her knees right there in the clearing and show him what his words did to her. But they had rules about that—the first scene of the weekend was the hunt, and nothing would happen before then. He had designed it that way deliberately. The anticipation was part of the experience. By the time he caught her tomorrow night, she would be desperate.

“Take me back to the cabin,” she said. “I want to eat. I want to sleep. I want to wake up tomorrow and become someone else.”

They walked back through the darkening forest, Lucas’s hand warm against the small of her back. The cabin lights glowed through the trees, a beacon in the wilderness, and for a moment Amelia felt a pang of something that might have been loss. Tomorrow she would leave this safety behind. Tomorrow she would walk into the dark alone, carrying nothing but a basket and her own willingness to be found.

Dinner was simple—pasta with a jarred sauce, bread rolls, a bottle of wine they did not finish. They ate at the table with the basket between them, its cream ribbon a constant reminder of what tomorrow would bring. Amelia found herself staring at it throughout the meal, her eyes drawn to its innocent shape while her mind filled with images of what it contained.

“Stop looking at it,” Lucas said, not unkindly. “You’ll see it plenty tomorrow.”

“I can’t help it. It’s sitting there like a… a bomb. A beautiful, wrapped bomb full of rope and gags.”

“Would you rather I put it somewhere else?”

“No. I want to see it. I want to remember what I’m agreeing to.”

“You’ve already agreed. You signed.”

“I know. But signing is abstract. The basket is concrete. The basket is physical proof that this is happening, that I’m going to walk into the woods with restraints I’ve chosen for myself, that I’m going to hand you the tools of my own capture.”

Lucas set down his fork and regarded her with an intensity that made her breath catch. “Is that what’s arousing you? The self-complicity? The knowledge that you’re participating in your own surrender?”

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

“That’s one of the things I find most beautiful about you. The way you make yourself complicit. The way you sign contracts and pack baskets and choose costumes. You’re not being taken against your will. You’re handing yourself over. The surrender is yours to give, and you give it deliberately. Every time.”

“Does that make me strange?”

“It makes you honest. Most people spend their whole lives pretending they don’t want things they want. You’ve found a way to want what you want openly, with someone who wants to give it to you. That’s not strange, Amelia. That’s rare.”

She reached across the table and took his hand, threading her fingers through his. The contact grounded her, reminded her that this was Lucas, her partner, the man who had loved her for four and a half years and showed no signs of stopping. Tomorrow he would wear a mask and become someone else, but underneath the mask he would still be the man who researched badger setts and remembered her favourite pen brand.

“Can I ask you something else?” she said. “Something about the past?”

“Anything.”

“How did you know? With me, I mean. How did you know I would want this?”

Lucas was quiet for a moment, his thumb tracing circles on the back of her hand. The firelight caught his features, softening them, making him look younger than his thirty-four years.

“I didn’t know,” he said finally. “Not at first. When we met, I thought you were beautiful and brilliant and completely unavailable to someone like me. You were so controlled. Every word you spoke was measured. Every movement was deliberate. I thought you were the most put-together person I had ever met.”

“And then?”

“And then I started noticing things. The way you held your breath when I stood too close. The way your pupils dilated when I made decisions for you—what to order, where to sit, which path to take. The way you always, always positioned yourself so I was between you and the door. I started to wonder if your control was something you were maintaining, or something you were desperate to let go of.”

Amelia felt her chest tighten. She remembered those early months, the attraction that had terrified her, the way she had fought against her own responses. She had spent her entire life building walls, and here was this man who looked at her as if he could see straight through them.

“The first time I tested it,” Lucas continued, “was at that restaurant in Soho. Do you remember? The one with the low lighting and the loud music?”

She nodded. She remembered. She had been wearing a black dress that made her feel sophisticated and in control. He had ordered for her without asking what she wanted, and instead of being offended, she had felt a rush of something so intense she had to grip the edge of the table.

“I watched your face when I told the waiter what you’d be having,” Lucas said. “You went still. Not frozen—focused. Like every part of you was paying attention to what I was doing. And when the food came, you ate what I’d chosen without comment. You ate what I gave you, and I thought, *there she is*. There’s the woman underneath all that control.”

“I went home that night and couldn’t stop thinking about it,” Amelia admitted. “I couldn’t understand why it had affected me so much. It was just food. You’d picked a meal for me. That shouldn’t have been significant.”

“But it was. Because it was the first time you let me make a decision for you. The first time you chose to follow instead of lead. And your body knew what your mind hadn’t figured out yet.”

“How long before you said something?”

“A month. Maybe six weeks. I wanted to be sure. I wanted to give you time to show me who you really were, not who you thought you should be. And then one night we were at my flat, and you were tense about something—work, I think—and without thinking I put my hand on the back of your neck. Just rested it there. Not squeezing. Just holding. And you melted. You literally melted against me. Your whole body went soft. And I knew.”

Amelia closed her eyes, the memory washing over her. She remembered that night. She remembered the pressure of his palm against her neck, the sudden release of tension she hadn’t known she was carrying, the feeling of being held in place by something as simple as a hand.

“What did you say?” she asked, though she already knew.

“I said, ‘I think you need someone to take care of you.’ And you said—”

“‘I don’t know how to let anyone do that.’”

“And I said, ‘I could teach you.’ And you said—”

“‘Please.’”

The word hung in the air between them, as charged now as it had been four and a half years ago. That single syllable had changed everything. It had opened a door she hadn’t known existed and led her into a life she had never imagined for herself. A life where her desire to surrender was not a weakness but a gift. A life where the man she loved understood what she needed before she understood it herself.

“I was so scared,” she said. “I thought there was something wrong with me. I thought wanting this made me broken.”

“There’s nothing broken about you. You’re the most whole person I’ve ever met. You just had pieces you didn’t know what to do with until you found somewhere to put them.”

She opened her eyes and looked at him across the table. The firelight painted his face in shades of gold and shadow, and she felt a rush of love so powerful it made her chest ache.

“Thank you,” she said. “For seeing me. For waiting. For being patient while I figured out how to be who I am.”

“Thank you for letting me see. Thank you for trusting me with all those pieces.”

They finished dinner in comfortable silence, the basket between them, the fire crackling in the hearth. Tomorrow everything would change. Tomorrow she would run. Tomorrow she would be caught. But tonight, in this moment, she was simply Amelia, sitting across from Lucas, eating pasta and drinking wine and feeling grateful for the life they had built together.

“I’m going to shower,” she said finally, standing from the table. “And then I’m going to sleep. And when I wake up, I want to see the costume. I want to understand what I’m becoming.”

“I’ll have it ready.”

The bathroom was small but the water pressure was excellent, and Amelia stood under the spray longer than strictly necessary, letting the heat soak into her muscles. She was sore from the long car ride, from the unfamiliar exercise of walking through uneven terrain, from the constant low-level tension of the past three weeks. Tomorrow would be more demanding. Tomorrow she would run.

She washed her hair with the shampoo she had brought—the same brand she used at home, the same scent of bergamot and cedar that Lucas said he loved. The familiarity was comforting. Whatever else changed this weekend, she would still smell like herself. She would still be Amelia underneath the bunny costume, underneath the fear and the arousal and the surrender.

Steam filled the small bathroom, fogging the mirror above the sink, and she took a moment to study her blurred reflection. The shape of her body was visible through the condensation—the curve of her waist, the swell of her hips, the suggestion of breasts beneath the spray. She thought about what that body would look like tomorrow, decorated and bound, offered up like a gift. She felt a flutter of anticipation that was not quite fear and not quite desire but something in between, something that defied easy categorisation.

When she emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, Lucas was sitting by the fire with a tablet on his lap. The screen glowed blue-white in the dim room, and she caught a glimpse of a grid pattern before he switched it off.

“Cameras?” she asked.

“Checking the feeds. Making sure everything is operational for tomorrow.”

“And is it?”

“Every single one. The forest is ready for you.”

She crossed to the bed and sat on its edge, her damp hair dripping onto her shoulders. The bedroom was separated from the main room only by a partial wall, an architectural choice that created a sense of openness while still defining distinct spaces. She could see Lucas by the fire, his profile sharp against the flickering light, and she felt a surge of affection so strong it bordered on pain.

“Come to bed,” she said.

“I told you—I’ll be up for a while yet. Final preparations.”

“I don’t want to fall asleep alone. Not tonight. You can work in bed, can’t you? The tablet is portable.”

He looked at her for a long moment, something shifting in his expression. Then he stood, crossed to the bed, and sat beside her, his hand finding the curve of her neck.

“I forget sometimes how much you need connection before isolation. You’re about to spend the most intense night of your life alone in the dark, running from me. Of course you need to be held first.”

“I don’t need to be held. I want to be held. There’s a difference.”

“The difference is precisely what makes it valuable.”

He helped her remove the towel, his hands gentle and unhurried, and pulled her under the covers beside him. She curled against his chest, her ear pressed to the steady rhythm of his heart, and felt the last of the day’s tension begin to drain from her body. His hand stroked her hair, her shoulder, the curve of her waist, touching her without urgency, without demand.

“Tell me about the first time you knew,” she said sleepily. “The first time you understood what you wanted. What this was.”

His chest rose and fell beneath her cheek. “I was eighteen. I was at a party, and there was a girl I liked. She was wearing a ribbon in her hair—a red ribbon, I remember it exactly. And I had this sudden, overwhelming image of using that ribbon to tie her hands. Not to hurt her. Just to… hold her. To have her in a way that felt more complete than anything else I could imagine.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing. I was eighteen and terrified of my own desires. I never spoke to her again. I avoided parties for months. I thought there was something wrong with me.”

“And then?”

“And then I got older. I read things. I talked to people. I learned that wanting to tie someone up didn’t make me a monster. It made me someone with specific desires, and those desires could be expressed ethically with willing partners. It took years to get here. Years of work.”

“And now you’re about to spend a weekend hunting me through a forest.”

“Now I’m about to spend a weekend giving you exactly what you need. Which happens to be exactly what I need too.”

She smiled against his chest. The words were warm, and she was warm, and the bed was soft, and the fire was crackling in the other room, and tomorrow everything would change. But tonight she was safe. Tonight she was held. Tonight she was loved.

“Lucas?”

“Mmm.”

“Thank you. For all of it. The planning, the care, the badger sett research. Thank you for being the kind of man I can trust with this.”

His arms tightened around her. “Thank you for being the kind of woman I can trust with it back.”

She fell asleep to the sound of his heartbeat and the knowledge that when she woke, the game would begin.


Chapter Three — Dressing the Bunny

Amelia woke to the smell of coffee and the sound of birdsong through walls that were thinner than they had seemed the night before. The light filtering through the small bedroom window was grey and soft, the particular quality of early morning in spring before the sun had fully committed to rising. She lay still for a moment, taking stock of her body—the warmth of the sheets, the faint soreness in her muscles from yesterday’s walking, the hollow pit of anticipation that had taken up residence in her stomach sometime during the night.

Today. The word sat in her mind with weight, physical and present. Today she would become something else. Today she would walk into the forest wearing a costume that transformed her from Amelia Hart, environmental solicitor, into the Bunny—a creature of prey, an offering, a gift waiting to be unwrapped. The thought sent a shiver through her that had nothing to do with the temperature of the room.

She reached across the bed and found the sheets beside her cold. Lucas had been gone for some time. The tablet he had been working on last night was no longer on the nightstand. In its place sat a folded note, written in his familiar handwriting, the letters precise and slightly slanted to the right.

*You slept late. I let you. Coffee is in the pot. When you’re ready, come to the main room. The costume is laid out on the table. Take your time getting dressed—this is part of the transformation. I’ll be outside checking the perimeter. When you’re finished, stand by the fire and wait for me. Do not come outside. Do not speak until I return. Today you are becoming, not doing.*

Amelia read the note twice, then set it carefully on the nightstand. The instructions were clear. The ritual had already begun, even in his absence. She was to dress herself, transform herself, prepare herself to be seen. The act of putting on the costume was part of the scene, and she was meant to experience it fully, with intention.

She rose from the bed and crossed to the bathroom, where she showered quickly and thoroughly, washing away the remnants of sleep and preparing her skin for what would come. The water was hot, almost too hot, and she let it run over her until her flesh was pink and sensitive. She did not allow herself to think too much. Thinking would come later. For now, there was only the ritual—cleanse, dry, prepare.

When she emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, she found the main room transformed. Lucas had been busy while she slept. The table where they had eaten dinner and signed the contract had been cleared of everything except the costume, each piece laid out in a precise arrangement that reminded her of the basket’s contents. The items gleamed in the morning light—lace and silk and satin, arranged like the components of a particularly elaborate ritual.

The garment bag she had noticed in the car was gone, its contents now displayed for her examination. Amelia approached the table slowly, her eyes moving across the assembled pieces, cataloguing each one. The bodysuit was the centrepiece—a delicate confection of black lace with pink accents, designed to look like something between lingerie and costume. The bunny motif was subtle but unmistakable: small embroidered rabbits around the neckline, ear-shaped cutouts at the hips, and a small pom-pom tail that would attach at the base of her spine.

Beside the bodysuit lay the corset, black satin with pink ribbon lacing, structured and stiff enough to reshape her silhouette. She had worn corsets before, but this one was new, purchased specifically for this weekend. The cups were designed to lift and display rather than conceal, and the hem curved down in front to meet the bodysuit’s waistline. Next to it sat a pair of fishnet stockings, black with tiny pink bows at the thighs, and a garter belt to hold them in place.

The accessories were arranged to the left: a pair of satin ears on a headband, stiff enough to stand upright; a choker made of the same pink ribbon as the basket ties, with a small metal tag hanging from its centre; and a white silk tail that would attach via a small clip hidden in the bodysuit’s fabric. Each piece was beautiful, deliberate, designed to transform her into something both playful and perverse—the Easter Bunny as fetish object, as prey, as gift.

Amelia stood before the table for a long moment, breathing slowly, letting herself feel the weight of what she was about to do. She had chosen this. She had agreed to this. Every piece had been discussed and approved. And yet, standing here in the thin morning light, with the costume laid out before her like an offering, she felt the reality of it in a way she hadn’t during their negotiations.

She dropped the towel.

The air was cool against her bare skin, raising goosebumps along her arms and thighs. She stood still for a moment, letting herself feel exposed even though she was alone, letting the vulnerability wash over her. This was part of it too. The transformation began before the costume went on. It began with the choice to stand naked in a remote cabin, preparing herself to be hunted.

She reached for the bodysuit first. The lace was soft against her fingers, more delicate than she had expected, and she stepped into it carefully, pulling it up over her thighs and hips. The fit was precise—Lucas had taken her measurements himself, weeks ago, under the pretence of buying her a dress—and the fabric hugged her body like a second skin. The cutouts at strategic locations left little to the imagination, and she felt the cool air against places that would normally be covered: the curves of her hips, the small of her back, the tops of her thighs where the leg openings curved upward.

The bodysuit fastened at the crotch with small hooks, and she secured them with fingers that trembled slightly. The sensation of being encased in lace, of feeling the fabric move against her most intimate areas, was both comforting and arousing. She was already beginning to feel different. Already beginning to feel less like Amelia and more like something else. Someone else.

Next came the stockings. She sat on the edge of the bed to pull them on, taking her time, savouring the ritual of it. The fishnets were finer than she had expected, the mesh small enough to create the illusion of texture rather than transparency. She rolled each one up her leg carefully, smoothing the fabric as she went, feeling the familiar transformation that came with putting on hosiery. There was something about stockings that had always made her feel different—more put-together, more deliberate, more aware of her own body.

The garter belt went around her waist, and she attached the clips to the stockings with practiced movements. She had worn garter belts before, though usually under dresses for formal events. This was different. There was no dress to cover it, no illusion of modesty. The garter belt and stockings framed her body, drawing attention to the lace-covered mound between her thighs and the curve of her hips. She was displaying herself, even though no one was there to see.

The corset came next, and this required more care. She wrapped it around her torso, positioning it so the cups lifted her breasts and the boning ran parallel to her spine. The front fastened with a series of hooks that she secured one by one, feeling the structure of the garment begin to take hold. Then came the lacing at the back. She reached behind her, fingers finding the ribbons, and began to tighten.

This was the part she could never quite manage alone. The corset was designed to be laced by someone else, with the laces running from top to bottom in a way that made it difficult to achieve proper tension from the front. She did her best, pulling and tightening, feeling the garment compress her waist and lift her breasts until they threatened to spill over the cups. The result was dramatic—her waist narrowed, her hips curved, her body transformed into something more exaggerated, more theatrical. She looked at herself in the small mirror above the fireplace and barely recognised the woman staring back.

The ears went on next. The headband was comfortable, the satin covering soft against her hair, and the ears themselves stood upright and alert. She adjusted them slightly, making sure they were centred, and felt a small flutter of something that might have been embarrassment. She was wearing bunny ears. She was wearing bunny ears and a corset and fishnet stockings, and soon she would be running through the forest with a basket full of restraints, hoping not to be caught. The absurdity of it collided with the eroticism, creating something that defied easy categorisation.

The tail was last. She reached behind her, found the small opening in the back of the bodysuit, and clipped the white silk pom-pom into place. It sat at the base of her spine, just above the curve of her buttocks, a ridiculous and delightful accent that completed the transformation. She was the Easter Bunny now. Not Amelia. Not the solicitor. Not the careful, controlled woman who drafted contracts and managed risk. She was prey, waiting to be hunted.

She stood before the mirror for a long moment, studying her reflection. The woman who looked back at her was beautiful, though it felt strange to think it. The costume emphasised every curve, every line, every soft plane of her body. Her breasts lifted above the corset’s edge, the lace of the bodysuit barely concealing her nipples. Her waist narrowed dramatically before flaring into hips that the stockings and garter belt framed perfectly. The ears gave her an air of playful perversity, and the tail—she twisted to see it in the mirror—added a touch of whimsy to what was otherwise a deeply erotic ensemble.

She felt exposed. She felt objectified. She felt powerful.

The final piece sat on the table where Lucas had left it: the choker with its small metal tag. Amelia picked it up, feeling the weight of it in her palm, and turned it over to read the inscription. The tag was small but the engraving was clear: *PROPERTY OF THE BUNNY*. The words made her breath catch. This was not a collar in the traditional sense—it was too delicate, too pretty for that—but it functioned the same way. It marked her. It claimed her. It announced to anyone who saw it that she belonged to someone, that she had been caught and kept and named.

She lifted her hair and fastened the choker around her throat, feeling the ribbon settle against her skin. The tag hung just below the hollow of her neck, visible and undeniable. She was marked now. The transformation was complete.

Or almost complete. There was one more thing, the most important thing: the basket. She crossed to where it sat beside the fireplace, the cream ribbon still tied in its elaborate bow, the contents hidden from view. Lucas had said he would seal it this morning, and she could see the small wax stamp now, pressed into the ribbon where it crossed itself. The seal bore the image of a rabbit, stylised and elegant, and she knew without asking that breaking it would constitute the partial surrender he had described yesterday.

She knelt beside the basket and ran her fingers over the wax seal, feeling the raised edges of the design. The seal was beautiful, another detail he had thought of, another way he had made this experience deliberate and complete. She wondered briefly what he would do if she broke it now, before the game even began. Would that count as surrender? Would he claim her right here in the cabin, skip the hunt entirely, take her while she knelt before him in her ridiculous costume?

The thought sent a pulse of heat between her thighs. She was aroused, had been aroused since she woke, and the arousal was building with each step of the transformation. She wanted him to come in and see her like this. She wanted him to cross the room and take her without asking. She wanted to skip the waiting and the running and the fear and go straight to the part where she was caught.

But that wasn’t the game. The game required the hunt. The game required her to run and him to pursue, and the capture would mean nothing without the chase. So she stayed where she was, kneeling beside the sealed basket, waiting for whatever came next.

The sound of the cabin door opening broke through her thoughts. She did not turn—his note had been clear about that—but she heard his boots on the floor, heard him pause just inside the threshold, heard the soft intake of breath that told her he was seeing her for the first time.

The silence stretched. Amelia’s heart pounded in her chest. She could feel his eyes on her, on the curve of her spine, on the tail that sat at the base of her back, on the ribbon at her throat that marked her as his. She felt examined, appraised, and the feeling made her tremble.

“Stand,” Lucas said. His voice was different from last night—not cold, but not warm either. Controlled. Formal. The voice of the game, not the voice of the man who had held her while she slept.

She rose to her feet and turned to face him. He stood in the doorway, morning light silhouetting his figure, and she could see the mask dangling from his left hand. He was not wearing it yet—she could still see his face, still see the familiar features she loved—but the mask’s presence signalled that the transformation was coming for him too. He would become someone else tonight, just as she had become someone else this morning.

He crossed the room slowly, his eyes never leaving her body. She felt the weight of his gaze like a physical touch, tracing over her shoulders, her breasts, her waist, her hips. He was memorising her, she realised. He was creating a mental image to carry with him into the hunt.

“Turn,” he said.

She turned, presenting her back to him. She heard him move closer, felt his hand brush against the tail at the base of her spine.

“This is new,” he said, fingering the silk pom-pom. “I like it.”

“I thought it completed the look.”

“It does. You look exactly like what you are.”

She wanted to ask what he meant by that, but she knew. She looked like prey. She looked like a gift. She looked like something that had been prepared and presented and offered.

His hands moved to her waist, settling there with familiar pressure, and she felt the warmth of his palms through the corset’s satin. He turned her back to face him, and his expression had shifted into something more intense, more focused. The man who had held her last night was still present, but overlaying him was something else—the hunter, the planner, the one who had spent weeks preparing for this moment.

“You’re beautiful,” he said. “I want you to know that. Before the mask goes on, before the game begins, I want you to hear me say it. You’re beautiful, and I’m grateful that you’re trusting me with this.”

“Lucas—”

“Don’t.” He pressed a finger to her lips, silencing her. “Not my name. Not today. Today I’m not Lucas. Today I’m the Bunny. And you’re the prize.”

She nodded, accepting the correction. The game had its own rules, its own logic, and she had agreed to all of them. The man she loved would be waiting for her on the other side, after the capture, after the surrender. But between now and then, there was only the hunt.

He stepped back and reached into his pocket, withdrawing two items. The first was a small black device, sleek and oblong, about the size of a matchbox. The GPS anklet. He knelt before her and fastened it around her left ankle, just above the fishnet, tightening the strap until it sat snugly against her skin. The weight of it was negligible, but she felt its presence like a brand. She was being tagged. She was being tracked. Wherever she went in the forest, he would know.

“This updates every thirty seconds,” he said, standing. “The signal is strong enough to penetrate even dense tree cover. There’s nowhere you can go that I won’t find you.”

“Understood.”

The second item was a small bell, the kind that might adorn a cat’s collar. He attached it to a thin leather cord and fastened the cord around her right thigh, just below the garter clip. The bell sat against her fishnet-covered skin, its metal surface cool, and when she shifted her weight, it let out a tiny chime.

“The bell stays on until you’re caught,” Lucas said. “If I find it discarded in the forest, that’s a penalty. It won’t change the outcome—I’ll still find you, still claim you—but the penalties will accumulate. And after the game, we’ll discuss what they mean.”

“What kind of penalties?”

“The kind that make you regret breaking the rules. The kind that remind you who’s in charge.”

She felt her throat tighten. The bell was a constraint she hadn’t anticipated, though perhaps she should have. It would make stealth nearly impossible. Every step she took would be accompanied by a small chime, and if she tried to hide, the sound would give her away. She would have to move carefully, mindfully, each step deliberate and controlled. Or she would have to accept that hiding was futile and focus on running instead.

“I understand,” she said.

“Good. Now stand by the fire.”

She moved to the fireplace as instructed, positioning herself in the warmth of the dying flames. He watched her for a moment, his eyes moving over her costumed body, and she felt the weight of his attention like a caress. Then he turned and walked to the table where the contract still lay.

“Today at 18:47, I’ll release you into the forest,” he said, his back to her. “You’ll have a three-hour head start. I’ll enter the woods at 21:47, wearing the mask. From that moment until capture or sanctuary, I will not speak. I will not answer questions. I will not negotiate. You’ll hear me behind you, you’ll feel me watching, but you won’t hear my voice until I’ve won.”

“And if I win? If I reach the sanctuary post?”

“Then you’ll hear my voice congratulating you. And then you’ll tell me what you want for your victory prize.”

She watched him as he spoke, noticing the tension in his shoulders, the careful control in his movements. He was preparing himself too, shifting into the mindset the game required. They were both becoming something else today.

“One more thing,” he said, turning to face her. “I’m going to seal the basket now. Once it’s sealed, you can carry it but not open it. If the seal is broken when I find you, I’ll know you doubted yourself. I’ll know you needed to check the terms. And I’ll know you weren’t fully committed to the surrender.”

“I understand.”

He crossed to the basket and produced a small candle and a metal stamp. He lit the candle and held the stamp over the flame, heating the metal. Then he melted a small pool of wax over the ribbon’s knot and pressed the stamp into it, creating a perfect impression of the rabbit design. When he lifted the stamp, the seal was complete.

“Kneel,” he said.

She knelt beside the basket, her knees pressing into the wooden floor, her body arranged in a posture of submission. He stood over her, tall and authoritative, and she felt the power dynamic shift between them. This was what she wanted. This was what she had chosen.

“Hands,” he said.

She extended her hands, wrists together, palms up. He reached into his pocket again and withdrew a length of the same pink ribbon that filled the basket. He wrapped it around her wrists, binding them together loosely, not tight enough to restrict circulation but tight enough to be felt. The ribbon was a symbol, not a restraint—or rather, a restraint that existed primarily as a symbol.

“This is how you’ll wait for me to return,” he said. “Bound, kneeling, thinking about what’s coming. When I come back for you, I’ll cut the ribbon and give you your final instructions. Then I’ll blindfold you, spin you, and release you. The game will begin.”

He turned and walked toward the door. At the threshold, he paused and looked back at her.

“Don’t move. Don’t speak. Just wait. I’ll know if you do either.”

Then he was gone, and Amelia was alone, kneeling beside the sealed basket with her wrists bound in pink ribbon and her body transformed into something unrecognisable. The fire crackled softly beside her, the morning light grew stronger through the windows, and the game she had chosen began to feel very, very real.

She stayed where she was, knees aching slightly against the hard floor, wrists resting in their ribbon binding, and tried to steady her breathing. The wait stretched. Minutes passed, or what felt like minutes—she had no way to measure time except by the movement of light across the floor. She thought about what was coming, about the three-hour head start she would have, about the terrain she had memorised yesterday. She thought about the GPS anklet tracking her every move, about the bell that would chime with every step, about the thermal imaging that would make her visible even in complete darkness.

She thought about the basket beside her, sealed and waiting. She thought about what it contained.

And she thought, very carefully, about the amendments she had not mentioned to Lucas.

The amendments lived in the lining of her jacket, which hung on a hook by the door. She had prepared them before they left London, sewing small pockets into the jacket’s interior with careful, deliberate stitches. The first pocket held a second GPS tracker—a cheap model, purchased online and activated on a separate account. The second pocket held a micro cutting tool, small enough to fit in her palm, sharp enough to cut through rope or ribbon. The third pocket held nothing, but it could hold something. It was there if she needed it.

She had not told Lucas about any of this. The contract did not explicitly forbid additional equipment—it specified what she would carry in the basket, but it said nothing about what she might carry on her person. The omission was deliberate. She had reviewed the language carefully, looking for loopholes, and she had found one.

The second tracker was insurance. If she could find a way to disable or remove the GPS anklet, she would still be trackable—but she could leave the second tracker somewhere else, create a false trail, make him think she had gone a different direction. The cutting tool was escape. If he caught her and bound her too loosely, or if something went wrong and she needed to free herself quickly, she would have options. The empty pocket was possibility. She did not know yet what she might need, but she had learned, in her years of risk management, to prepare for the unexpected.

Was this cheating? She had asked herself that question many times over the past three weeks, ever since the idea had first occurred to her. The contract specified that the game required her to run, to evade, to attempt escape. It said nothing about whether she was allowed to improve her chances. The spirit of the game suggested that she should accept the constraints he had imposed, but the letter of the game left room for interpretation.

And there was something else, something she had only begun to understand about herself: she wanted to win. Not because she feared losing, but because the victory would mean more if she earned it. If she reached the sanctuary post despite all his advantages—despite the GPS and the cameras and the thermal imaging and the bell—she would have proven something to herself. She would have proven that she could survive, could outthink, could overcome.

She did not think she would win. The odds were against her, and she knew it. But the attempt mattered. The effort mattered. And if she lost, if he caught her despite her preparations, the loss would be more complete, more devastating, more satisfying because she had truly tried.

These were the thoughts that occupied her as she knelt by the fire, waiting for Lucas to return. She did not move. She did not speak. She waited, as instructed, and let the anticipation build.

When the door finally opened, she heard it before she saw it—the creak of hinges, the sound of boots on the floor, the familiar rhythm of Lucas’s steps. He crossed to where she knelt and stood over her, his shadow falling across her body.

“Good,” he said. “You waited.”

She said nothing. She had been told not to speak.

He knelt beside her and produced a small knife from his pocket. With careful movements, he cut the ribbon binding her wrists, freeing her hands. She flexed her fingers, feeling the blood flow return to normal, and rubbed the faint marks the ribbon had left on her skin.

“The head start begins in two hours,” Lucas said. “I have some final preparations to make outside. When I return, I’ll blindfold you and release you. The basket stays sealed. Do you understand?”

She nodded.

“Good. Stay here. Stay warm. And remember what you’re becoming.”

He rose and left again, the door closing behind him with a soft click. Amelia stayed where she was, kneeling by the fire, thinking about what she had hidden in her jacket and what it would mean for the game to come.

She was still Amelia, somewhere underneath the costume and the ritual and the carefully constructed surrender. But she was also something else now—something that wanted to win, something that had prepared in secret, something that would not simply accept defeat.

The Bunny was ready. And so was she.


Chapter Four — The Bell's Warning

The two hours passed in a haze of anticipation and careful mental preparation.

Amelia remained by the fire as instructed, her knees gradually numbing against the hard wooden floor, her body adjusting to the unfamiliar constraints of the corset and the persistent whisper of lace against her most sensitive skin. The fire had begun to die down, the logs she had knelt beside now reduced to glowing embers that cast a dim orange light across the cabin’s interior, and she watched the shadows shift on the walls as the flames flickered their last. She could have added more wood—there was a pile of it beside the hearth, neatly stacked and dry—but she had been told to stay where she was, to wait, and so she did not move.

The costume had become a second skin now, the initial strangeness of it fading into something like acceptance. She was aware of every piece—the lace bodysuit that barely covered her, the corset that compressed her waist and lifted her breasts, the fishnet stockings that framed her thighs, the tail that brushed against her lower back when she shifted, the ears that sat atop her head like a crown. The choker at her throat was a constant presence, its small tag resting in the hollow of her neck, and she found herself touching it periodically, running her finger over the engraved words that marked her as property. *PROPERTY OF THE BUNNY*. The claim was symbolic, theatrical, but it felt real. It felt like a brand.

She used the time to think, to plan, to construct mental maps of the terrain she had memorised from the Ordnance Survey website. She visualised routes through the forest, identified potential hiding spots, calculated distances between landmarks. She had studied the topography carefully, noting the rises and falls of the land, the locations of water sources, the areas where tree cover was densest. She had memorised the position of the sanctuary post—four kilometres northeast, on elevated ground, marked with reflective tape that would catch any light she shone on it. The problem, of course, was that she would not have a light. The blindfold would prevent her from seeing anything, and she would have to navigate by feel and sound alone.

She rehearsed contingency plans for encounters with wildlife, unexpected terrain hazards, the possibility of injury. The forest was home to foxes, badgers, deer, and a small population of wild boar that had been reintroduced to the area several years ago. She had read about the boar with particular attention—they were generally shy and avoided humans, but they could be aggressive if surprised or cornered, and a sow with piglets was dangerous. She would need to be careful where she walked, especially in the dark. The thermal blanket in the basket was designed for emergencies, but hypothermia was a genuine risk if she was forced to remain still for extended periods in the cold March night.

She thought about the flare, nestled in its compartment in the basket. The emergency signal that would end the game, bring Lucas running, transform her from prey back into partner with a single pull of a tab. She hoped she would not need it. She hoped she would have the strength to see the experience through to its natural conclusion, whether that meant capture or victory. But knowing the flare was there, knowing she had an exit if she needed one, made the surrender possible. Without that safety net, the fear would have been meaningless.

She was a solicitor by trade, trained to anticipate worst-case scenarios and prepare for every eventuality, and she brought that same methodical approach to her preparation for the hunt. She had considered every angle, every risk, every possible outcome. She had prepared herself mentally and physically for what was coming. And she had prepared something else as well—something Lucas did not know about, something she had hidden in the lining of her jacket, which still hung on its hook by the door.

The amendments. Her secret contingencies. Her insurance against total helplessness.

She had prepared them before they left London, sewing small pockets into the jacket’s interior with careful, deliberate stitches. The first pocket held a second GPS tracker—a cheap model, purchased online and activated on a separate account. The second pocket held a micro cutting tool, small enough to fit in her palm, sharp enough to cut through rope or ribbon. The third pocket was empty, a space for possibility, a place to put something she might find or need.

The second tracker was her contingency against the GPS anklet Lucas would place on her. The contract specified that she would be tracked, but it did not say she had to make tracking easy. If she could find a way to disable or remove the anklet—and she had ideas about that, though nothing certain—she would still be trackable. But she could leave the second tracker somewhere else, create a false trail, make him think she had gone a different direction. It was a long shot, a desperate gamble, but it was a chance. And chances mattered.

The cutting tool was more straightforward. If he caught her and bound her too loosely, or if something went wrong and she needed to free herself quickly, she would have options. The tool was small but sharp, designed for cutting through restraints in emergency situations. She had tested it on similar materials to the rope and ribbon in the basket, and it had worked. If she needed to escape, she could.

The empty pocket was something else entirely. She did not know what she might need it for, but she had learned, in her years of risk management, to leave room for the unexpected. The pocket was there if she needed it. That was enough.

Was this cheating? She had asked herself that question many times over the past three weeks, ever since the idea had first occurred to her. The contract specified what she would carry in the basket, but it said nothing about what she might carry on her person. The omission was deliberate. She had reviewed the language carefully, looking for loopholes, and she had found one. The spirit of the game suggested that she should accept the constraints he had imposed, but the letter of the game left room for interpretation.

And there was something else, something she had only begun to understand about herself in the years since she and Lucas had begun this dynamic: she wanted to win. Not because she feared losing—though she did, in a way that made her stomach tight and her breath short—but because the victory would mean more if she earned it. If she reached the sanctuary post despite all his advantages—despite the GPS and the cameras and the thermal imaging and the bell—she would have proven something to herself. She would have proven that she could survive, could outthink, could overcome.

She did not think she would win. The odds were against her, and she knew it. Lucas had been planning this for weeks, had studied the terrain, had placed cameras and planned routes. He had advantages she could not match. But the attempt mattered. The effort mattered. And if she lost, if he caught her despite her preparations, the loss would be more complete, more devastating, more satisfying because she had truly tried.

These were the thoughts that occupied her as she knelt by the dying fire. She did not move. She did not speak. She waited, as instructed, and let the anticipation build.

The light through the windows shifted as the morning gave way to afternoon. She watched the shadows lengthen, watched the quality of the illumination change from the flat grey of early day to something warmer and more golden. The forest beyond the cabin was alive with sound—birds calling, branches creaking in the wind, the occasional rustle of something moving through the undergrowth. She listened to it all, storing the sounds away, building a library of auditory information she might need later.

At some point, she became aware of a new sensation. The arousal that had been simmering beneath the surface since she put on the costume had begun to intensify, fed by the anticipation and the inactivity and the constant friction of lace against her most sensitive areas. She was wet—had been wet for hours—and the bodysuit did nothing to hide it. She could feel the dampness between her thighs, the slick heat of her own desire, and she was grateful that Lucas was not there to see. Or perhaps disappointed. She could not decide which.

She thought about what would happen if he walked in right now and found her kneeling by the fire, wet and wanting, her body betraying the arousal she was trying to ignore. Would he take pity on her? Would he touch her, give her some relief before the game began? Or would he simply observe, file the information away, use it against her later when he had her bound and helpless?

The thought made her wetter. She shifted slightly, trying to find a position that relieved the pressure, but there was no relief to be found. The costume was designed to keep her in a state of constant awareness, and it was succeeding.

She forced herself to think about other things. About the terrain. About her route. About the sanctuary post and the three hours she would have to reach it. She thought about the bell on her thigh and the noise it would make, the way it would give her away no matter how carefully she moved. She thought about the GPS anklet and whether she could disable it somehow, or at least interfere with its signal. She had read about GPS jamming, about the frequencies the devices used, about the materials that could block or degrade the signal. She had not brought any of those materials—there had not been time, and she had not been certain they would work—but the knowledge was there, filed away in case she found an opportunity.

She thought about Lucas, about what he was doing outside, about the final preparations he had mentioned. She imagined him checking the trail cameras, verifying the GPS signal, placing the reflective tape at the sanctuary post. She imagined him putting on the mask for the first time, letting the persona of the Bunny settle over him like a second skin. She wondered if he was thinking about her now, kneeling by the fire in her ridiculous costume, waiting to be released into the dark. She wondered if he was aroused by the thought, if his body was responding to the anticipation the way hers was. She hoped so. She wanted him to want this as much as she did.

The fire had nearly died by the time the door finally opened. Amelia heard it before she saw it—the creak of hinges, the sound of boots on the floor, the familiar rhythm of Lucas’s steps. She straightened slightly, her knees protesting after so long in one position, and turned her head toward the sound.

He stood in the doorway, silhouetted against the afternoon light, and she saw that he had changed. He was wearing dark clothing now—black cargo trousers, a black thermal top, black gloves tucked into his belt, black boots that looked sturdy enough for any terrain. His face was still visible, still familiar, but there was something different in his expression. The warmth she was used to seeing had been replaced by something harder, more focused. The transformation had begun. He was becoming the hunter.

But the mask was not yet on his face. The Bunny face dangled from his left hand, swinging slightly on its elastic strap, the white surface catching the light from the windows. Seeing it like that, disconnected from his body, was somehow more disturbing than seeing it worn. It looked like a death mask, a hollow shell waiting to be filled.

“Stand,” he said.

She rose to her feet, her knees protesting, her body stiff from the long hours of kneeling. She faced him, her costume on full display, her arousal hidden but present. He studied her for a long moment, his eyes moving over her with the same careful attention he had shown earlier that morning. Then he crossed the room and stood before her, close enough that she could smell him—woodsmoke and pine and something underneath that was simply Lucas.

“You’ve been thinking,” he said. It was not a question.

“Yes.”

“About what?”

“Routes. Contingencies. The sanctuary post. Whether I have any chance of reaching it before you find me.”

His lips curved slightly. “Do you think you do?”

“I think the odds are against me. But I’m going to try.”

“Good. I want you to try. It won’t be any fun if you don’t.”

He reached into his pocket and withdrew two items. The first was a small black device, sleek and oblong, about the size of a matchbox but slightly thicker. The GPS anklet. She had known it was coming, had prepared herself for the weight of it, but seeing it in his hand made the reality sharper. This was the instrument of her tracking. This was how he would find her, no matter where she ran.

He knelt before her and fastened it around her left ankle, just above the fishnet, tightening the strap until it sat snugly against her skin. The device was lighter than she had expected, but she felt its presence like a brand. She was being tagged. She was being tracked. Wherever she went in the forest, he would know.

“This updates every thirty seconds,” he said, standing. “The signal is strong enough to penetrate even dense tree cover. There’s nowhere you can go that I won’t find you.”

“Understood.”

“The device is waterproof and tamper-proof. It will alert me if you try to remove it or damage it. And the penalty for tampering is severe.” He paused, his eyes meeting hers. “I don’t think you’ll try to remove it. But I wanted you to know that I’ll know if you do.”

“I won’t try to remove it.” The lie came easily, smoothly. She had no intention of trying to remove the anklet—not because she accepted his tracking, but because she had other plans.

The second item was a small bell, the kind that might adorn a cat’s collar. It was silver, delicate-looking, and attached to a thin leather cord. He fastened the cord around her right thigh, just below the garter clip, adjusting it so the bell sat against her fishnet-covered skin. When she shifted her weight, the bell let out a tiny chime, sweet and clear.

“The bell stays on until you’re caught,” Lucas said. “If I find it discarded in the forest, that’s a penalty. It won’t change the outcome—I’ll still find you, still claim you—but the penalties will accumulate. And after the game, we’ll discuss what they mean.”

“What kind of penalties?”

“The kind that make you regret breaking the rules. The kind that remind you who’s in charge.” His voice was calm, matter-of-fact, as if he were discussing the weather. But underneath the calm was steel, and she felt it press against her like a physical weight.

She considered the implications. The bell would make stealth nearly impossible. Every step she took would be accompanied by a small chime, and if she tried to hide, the sound would give her away. She would have to move carefully, mindfully, each step deliberate and controlled. Or she would have to accept that hiding was futile and focus on running instead. Neither option was ideal, but that was the point. The constraints were meant to make her capture inevitable.

“I understand,” she said.

“Good. Now stand by the fire.”

She moved to the fireplace as instructed, positioning herself in the warmth of the dying embers. He watched her for a moment, his eyes moving over her costumed body, and she felt the weight of his attention like a caress. Then he turned and walked to the table where the contract still lay.

“Today at 18:47, I’ll release you into the forest,” he said, his back to her. “That gives you approximately three and a half hours of daylight, assuming you can navigate blindfolded. After dark, you’ll have to rely on your other senses. The head start ends at 21:47. I’ll enter the woods then, wearing the mask. From that moment until capture or sanctuary, I will not speak. I will not answer questions. I will not negotiate. You’ll hear me behind you, you’ll feel me watching, but you won’t hear my voice until I’ve won.”

“And if I win? If I reach the sanctuary post?”

He turned to face her. “Then you’ll hear my voice congratulating you. And then you’ll tell me what you want for your victory prize. Anything you want, within the boundaries we’ve already established. I’ll submit to you until Monday morning.”

The thought sent a thrill through her. The possibility of victory, of reversing their roles, of having him at her mercy for an entire night—it was intoxicating. But the odds were slim. He had every advantage, and she had only her wits and her preparation and the secret items hidden in her jacket.

“One more thing,” he said, reaching into his pocket again. This time he withdrew a small folding knife, which he pressed into her hand. “This is for the basket. If you need to access the contents, you can cut the ribbon. But cutting the ribbon means breaking the seal, and breaking the seal means admitting that you needed to check the terms. That’s a partial surrender. I’ll know you doubted yourself.”

She looked at the knife in her hand, its blade folded into the handle, its weight surprising. He was giving her a tool that could be used against him—the same tool, she realised, that she had hidden in her jacket. But the knife came with conditions. It came with a psychological cost.

“Why are you giving me this?”

“Because I want you to have choices. Real choices. Not just the illusion of choice.” His eyes met hers, and she saw the man she loved beneath the hunter’s mask. “This whole game is about choice, Amelia. You choose to run. You choose to hide. You choose to surrender or fight. I want you to know that every decision you make tonight is yours. Even the decision to break the seal.”

She closed her fingers around the knife. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. You haven’t been caught.”

He turned and walked toward the door. At the threshold, he paused and looked back at her.

“The blindfold goes on at 18:47. Be ready.”

Then he was gone, and Amelia was alone again.

The remaining hours passed in a blur of final preparations and mounting anxiety.

Amelia used the time to stretch her stiff muscles, to drink water from the bottle Lucas had left on the table, to use the bathroom one last time. She knew that once the game began, she would not have access to any of these comforts. The forest would provide what it provided, and nothing more.

She also took the opportunity to retrieve her jacket from its hook by the door. She had left it there the night before, and Lucas had mentioned finding the hidden items—but when she checked the pockets, everything was still in place. The second GPS tracker, the cutting tool, the empty third pocket. He had said he knew about them, but he had not removed them.

Why? The question gnawed at her. If he knew she had secret contingencies, why leave them in place? Was he that confident in his ability to catch her regardless? Or was there something else going on, some strategy she could not see?

She put the jacket on over her costume, feeling the weight of the hidden items against her ribs. The jacket was lightweight, designed for spring weather, and it did nothing to conceal the costume beneath. But it gave her pockets, and pockets gave her options.

At 18:40, the door opened again. Lucas entered, his face still visible, his body still dressed in black. The mask dangled from his hand.

“It’s time,” he said.

She stood by the fire as instructed, her heart pounding in her chest, her body thrumming with fear and anticipation. He crossed to her and stood close, his breath warm on her face.

“This goes on now,” he said, lifting the pink silk blindfold. “Once it’s in place, I’ll give you your final instructions. Then I’ll spin you three times, and you’ll begin walking in whatever direction feels right. You won’t know where you are or which way the cabin lies. You’ll have to find your own way.”

“And the head start?”

“Three hours. You’ll have three hours to put as much distance between yourself and this cabin as you can. After that, I’ll come looking. And when I find you, the game will end.”

She nodded, accepting the terms. This was what she had agreed to. This was what she wanted.

He stepped behind her and placed the blindfold over her eyes. The silk was cool against her skin, the padding blocking all light, and suddenly she was in darkness. She felt his hands on her shoulders, steadying her, and heard his voice close to her ear.

“Final instructions,” he said. “Listen carefully. The basket contains everything you need for the capture. Rope, ribbon, gag, vibrator. When I catch you, I’ll use whatever I choose from the basket, and you’ll surrender it without protest. The contract is in there too, and the flare. Use the flare only if you’re genuinely in danger. It ends the game. It means you’ve given up. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“The bell on your thigh will make stealth difficult. You can try to move quietly, but the forest has ears, and the bell was designed to be heard. If you want to hide, you’ll have to be clever about it. If you want to run, you’ll have to accept that I’ll hear you coming.”

“I understand.”

“The GPS anklet is waterproof and tamper-proof. Don’t bother trying to remove it. I’ll know if you do, and the penalty will be severe.”

“I won’t try to remove it.”

“Good. Now, one more thing.” His voice dropped lower, becoming almost gentle. “I want you to know that I’m proud of you. For choosing this. For trusting me with this. Whatever happens tonight, whether you win or lose, you’ve already given me something precious. You’ve shown me that you trust me completely. I won’t forget that.”

She felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes, absorbed by the silk of the blindfold. The words were unexpected, tender, and they reminded her that beneath the game and the ritual and the power exchange, there was love. There was partnership. There was the man who had held her while she slept and would hold her again when this was over.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Now,” he said, and his voice shifted back to the formal tone of the game. “Turn around.”

She turned, disoriented by the darkness, and felt his hands on her shoulders again. Then he began to spin her. One rotation. Two. Three. The world became a blur of motion and darkness, and when he stopped, she had no idea which direction she was facing. She swayed on her feet, fighting for balance, and felt his hand steady her one last time.

“The forest is in front of you,” he said. “Take your first step. Don’t come back to the cabin until the game is over. One way or another, you’ll return as my prize.”

Then his hand was gone, and she was alone.

She stood in the darkness for a long moment, gathering herself, orienting to the absence of sight. She could hear the forest beyond the cabin—wind through leaves, the distant call of a bird settling for the night, the subtle rustle of something moving through undergrowth. She could smell the green scent of growing things, the mineral tang of soil, the faint trace of woodsmoke from the fire she had stood beside. She could feel the air on her exposed skin, cool and slightly damp, carrying the promise of evening.

She took her first step.

The ground beneath her feet was uneven, and she stumbled slightly before finding her balance. The bell on her thigh chimed softly with the movement, and she winced at the sound. She had known it would be there, had understood its purpose, but hearing it in action was different. Every step she took would be accompanied by that small metallic sound, a constant announcement of her presence to anything listening in the dark.

She took another step, and then another, moving slowly and carefully away from what she hoped was the cabin. The darkness was disorienting, and she had to rely on her other senses to navigate. She felt the ground with each step, testing for stability before committing her weight. She listened for the sounds of the forest, trying to distinguish between natural movement and something else. She smelled the air, searching for any indication of direction or danger.

After perhaps fifty steps, she felt the quality of the ground change beneath her feet. The packed earth near the cabin gave way to something softer—leaf litter and moss, the accumulated debris of a forest floor. The trees grew closer together here; she could feel branches brushing against her arms and shoulders, could hear the whisper of leaves against the lace of her bodysuit. She was in the forest now. She was truly in the forest, alone and blind and hunted.

She allowed herself a moment of panic. It washed over her like a wave, rising from somewhere deep in her chest, and she let it come. This was part of the process, part of the experience she had chosen. The fear was real, and it was hers, and she had earned it through her careful preparation and deliberate surrender. She stood still in the darkness and let the panic move through her, let it shake her shoulders and quicken her breath and tighten her throat. And then, when it had done its work, she let it go.

She opened her eyes behind the blindfold, a gesture that changed nothing but signalled something to her own body. She was ready. She was present. She was going to survive this.

She began to walk.

The first hour was the hardest.

Amelia moved through the forest in what she hoped was a straight line, guided by the texture of the ground beneath her feet and the sounds of the forest around her. The blindfold made everything more difficult—she had to feel each step before taking it, testing for roots and holes and uneven terrain that could send her sprawling. Her progress was slow, painstaking, and the bell on her thigh chimed with every movement, a constant reminder that she was not invisible, that she was not silent, that she was prey moving through a landscape that belonged to someone else.

The costume, which had felt so transformative in the safety of the cabin, became a liability in the forest. The lace bodysuit offered no protection against the branches that scraped against her skin, leaving thin trails of sensation that might have been scratches. The corset restricted her breathing, forcing her to take shallow breaths even as her exertion demanded more air. The fishnet stockings caught on twigs and brambles, snagging and pulling with each step. The tail, which had seemed whimsical and delightful that morning, now caught on branches and undergrowth, requiring her to reach back and free it constantly. And the ears—she had almost forgotten about the ears until a low-hanging branch caught the headband and nearly knocked it from her head.

She paused in a small clearing, catching her breath, and took stock of her situation. She had been walking for approximately an hour, though without sight she could not be certain. She had covered perhaps a kilometre, maybe less, moving slowly through the unfamiliar terrain. The forest around her was quiet, the sounds of birds fading as the afternoon wore on, replaced by the rustle of wind through branches and the occasional snap of something moving in the undergrowth. She was alone. She was lost. She was exactly where she was supposed to be.

The basket hung heavy on her arm, its cream ribbon a ghostly presence she could feel but not see. She thought about what it contained—the rope, the ribbon, the gag, the vibrator, the contract, the flare. She thought about the seal on the ribbon, the rabbit stamped in wax, the promise she had made not to open it. She thought about the document inside, the laminated card that proved her consent, and wondered if she would need it.

She did not open the basket. She did not need to check the terms. She knew what she had agreed to.

She thought about the jacket she wore, about the items hidden in its lining. The second GPS tracker, recording her position to a separate account. The cutting tool, small and sharp and ready. She could reach them if she needed them, could pull them from their pockets in an instant. But for now, she left them where they were. She was still running. She was still trying to win.

She began walking again, moving more quickly now that she had found her rhythm. The terrain sloped gently upward, and she realised she was climbing—the beginning of the rise Lucas had mentioned, the two-kilometre ascent toward the sanctuary post. If she could maintain her pace, if she could avoid injury, if she could navigate successfully in the dark, she might reach the post before he began his pursuit. She might win.

The thought gave her energy. She pushed forward, her bell chiming with each step, her body warming with exertion despite the cool air. The forest grew denser as she climbed, the trees pressing closer, the undergrowth thicker. She had to slow down to pick her way through the obstacles, feeling ahead with her hands, testing the ground with her feet. Several times she stumbled, catching herself on branches or trunks, her heart pounding with the momentary panic of near-falls. But she did not fall. She did not stop.

The light was fading. She could feel it in the changing quality of the air, the cooling temperature, the shift in the forest’s sounds. The birds had gone quiet, replaced by the first tentative calls of nocturnal creatures. The darkness behind her blindfold was no different, but the forest itself was changing, becoming something else, something more dangerous and more alive.

Sometime during the second hour, she found the stream.

She heard it before she felt it—the sound of running water, gentle but persistent, somewhere to her left. She turned toward it, drawn by the promise of fresh water, and made her way carefully through the undergrowth. The ground grew softer as she approached, damp and spongy beneath her feet, and then her boot splashed into shallow water and she gasped at the cold.

She knelt by the stream, setting the basket carefully on the bank, and cupped water in her hands to drink. The water was cold and clean, tasting of mineral and moss, and she drank until her thirst was satisfied. Then she sat back on her heels and allowed herself a moment of rest.

The blindfold was becoming uncomfortable. The silk pressed against her eyes, creating pressure that had evolved into a dull ache, and she longed to remove it. But the instructions had been clear: the blindfold stayed on until she was caught or she reached sanctuary. Removing it would be a violation of the rules, a surrender of sorts, and she was not ready to surrender.

Instead, she reached into the memory of her preparation and pulled out the mental map she had constructed. The stream ran northeast, according to the terrain she had studied. If she followed it, she would be moving in the general direction of the sanctuary post. The stream would eventually lead to a broader watercourse, which she could use as a landmark. It was a strategy. It was a plan.

She rose and began walking again, following the sound of the water.

The trail camera was almost invisible.

Amelia would have walked right past it if she hadn’t stumbled on a root and caught herself on a nearby tree. As her hand pressed against the bark, she felt something that wasn’t bark—something smooth and angular, tucked into a hollow where a branch had broken away. She froze, her fingers tracing the shape, and realised what it was.

A camera. One of Lucas’s trail cameras, positioned to capture anything that moved along this route.

She stepped back, heart pounding, and realised the implications. He had been watching her, or would watch her later. Every step she took, every stumble, every moment of rest—captured and recorded for his later review. She felt exposed, violated, and aroused all at once. The knowledge that he would see this footage, would watch her struggle through the forest in her ridiculous costume, sent a pulse of heat between her thighs that she was powerless to ignore.

She turned her face toward the camera, knowing it would capture her expression, her fear, her unwilling arousal. Let him see. Let him watch. Let him know what this was doing to her.

Then she forced herself to move on, leaving the camera behind. But now she was hyperaware of the possibility of other cameras, hidden in trees and tucked into rocks, watching her from every angle. She scanned the darkness uselessly, her blindfold preventing her from seeing anything, and felt the weight of surveillance pressing against her skin.

It was a psychological game as much as a physical one. He wanted her to know she was being watched. He wanted her to feel his presence even when he wasn’t there. The cameras were extensions of his gaze, scattered through the forest like eyes, and she was moving through a landscape saturated with his attention.

She wondered how many there were. She wondered if he was watching the feeds in real time, sitting in the cabin with his tablet, tracking her progress through the screens. She wondered if he was aroused by what he saw, if her struggles and her vulnerability were feeding his anticipation the way the thought of him fed hers.

The night deepened around her. The temperature dropped, and she found herself shivering in her thin costume, her body heat insufficient to ward off the chill. She thought about the thermal blanket in the basket, but she did not want to stop, did not want to waste time accessing it. She would keep moving. Movement meant warmth. Movement meant progress.

She had been walking for nearly three hours now. Her head start was almost over.

The thought sent a fresh wave of fear through her, and she welcomed it. This was what she had wanted. This was what she had chosen. The fear was proof that the game was real, that the stakes were meaningful, that she was truly surrendering something by participating.

She began to climb more quickly, pushing her body harder, trying to cover as much ground as possible before he began his pursuit. The terrain grew steeper, rockier, more difficult to navigate in the dark. She stumbled more frequently, catching herself on trees and rocks, her bell chiming with each misstep. She was making noise, leaving signs of her passage, but she could not afford to be careful. She had to move.

At some point, she considered the flare. The emergency option. The surrender she could invoke at any moment. She could pull it out now, activate it, end the game before it truly began. He would come for her, would find her sitting by the forest path, would take her back to the cabin and hold her and tell her it was okay. She could choose that. She could choose to stop.

But she did not. She kept walking. She kept climbing. She kept trying.

And then, just as she was beginning to think she might have a chance, she heard it.

A sound. Faint, distant, but unmistakable. The sound of a branch snapping somewhere behind her, somewhere below her on the slope. The sound of something large moving through the forest.

The sound of the hunter entering the woods.

She froze, pressing herself against a tree, her breath coming in short gasps. He was out there now. He was coming for her. The mask was on his face, the hunter in him fully emerged, and he would not stop until he had found her.

The game had truly begun.

She waited, barely breathing, listening for any indication of his approach. The forest was quiet, the night sounds paused as if holding their breath. She could hear nothing but the wind and the distant stream and the rapid pounding of her own heart.

Then, from somewhere far away, came another sound. A low, melodic whistle, drifting through the trees like a message.

He was telling her he was coming. He was letting her know that the hunt had begun.

And Amelia, pressed against her tree in the darkness, felt a smile spread across her face.

She pushed off from the trunk and began to run.

The forest became a blur of sensation and sound. Amelia ran without thought for stealth, her bell chiming wildly with each step, her body crashing through undergrowth that scraped and pulled at her costume. She could not see where she was going, could only feel the ground beneath her feet and the air rushing past her skin, but she ran anyway. The fear had become something else now—something sharper, more electric, more alive. She was prey. She was being hunted. And for the first time since she had put on the costume, she felt truly, completely herself.

She did not know how long she ran. Time had become meaningless, measured only in heartbeats and footfalls and the desperate gasps of her breath. She stumbled and recovered, fell and rose, pushed through obstacles that tore at her lace and her fishnets and her exposed skin. She was leaving a trail a mile wide—broken branches, disturbed undergrowth, the constant chiming of her bell—but she did not care. She was running. She was alive.

At some point, the terrain levelled out, and she realised she had crested the rise. The sanctuary post was somewhere ahead of her, perhaps a kilometre or two, marked with reflective tape that she would not be able to see. She had no light to shine on it, no way to locate it in the darkness. She would have to search blindly, feeling her way through the forest, hoping to stumble across it before he found her.

She slowed to a walk, conserving her energy, trying to move more quietly. The bell on her thigh was less insistent now, its chiming softer with her more measured pace. She listened for sounds of pursuit, but the forest had gone quiet again, as if holding its breath. She could hear nothing but the wind and the small noises of nocturnal creatures going about their business.

Was he close? Was he watching her right now, through the thermal imaging he had mentioned, seeing her heat signature against the cool forest? Was he circling around her, cutting off her escape routes, herding her toward a trap?

She had no way to know. The uncertainty was maddening, terrifying, and exhilarating all at once.

She continued walking, moving northeast as best she could determine, searching for anything that might indicate the sanctuary post. The forest floor was relatively clear here, the trees more widely spaced, and she was able to move more quickly. Her body ached from the exertion, her lungs burning with each breath, but she pushed on. The prize was close. She could feel it.

And then, just as she was beginning to hope, she heard it again.

Closer this time. Much closer.

The sound of footsteps. Deliberate. Measured. Moving through the forest with the quiet confidence of someone who knew exactly where they were going.

He had found her.

Amelia pressed herself against another tree, her breath frozen in her throat, her body trembling with fear and adrenaline. The footsteps were somewhere to her left, perhaps thirty metres away, moving slowly through the undergrowth. She could hear the soft crunch of leaves, the gentle snap of twigs, the almost inaudible rhythm of breathing that was not her own.

She waited. She had no other choice. If she ran, he would hear her bell. If she stayed still, he might pass her by.

The footsteps grew closer. Twenty metres. Fifteen. Ten.

And then they stopped.

The silence was absolute. Amelia could hear nothing but her own heartbeat, pounding so loudly she was certain it would give her away. She pressed herself harder against the tree, her fingers digging into the bark, her body rigid with tension.

Something brushed against her ear.

She screamed.

The sound tore from her throat before she could stop it, a raw cry of fear and surprise that echoed through the forest. She spun away from the tree, stumbling backward, her hands raised in useless defence, and then she heard it.

Laughter. Low, quiet, and unmistakably familiar.

The Bunny was laughing at her.

“You’ve made this too easy,” he said, his voice emerging from somewhere just beyond her reach. “I’ve been watching you for the last thirty minutes. You ran straight into my trap.”

She backed away, her bell chiming with each step, her body shaking with a mixture of fear and something else. He was toying with her. He had let her run, let her think she had a chance, and now he was revealing that the hunt had been over before it began.

“Where are you?” she demanded, her voice rough with exertion. “Show yourself.”

“I don’t think so. Not yet. First I want you to understand something.” His voice moved as he spoke, circling around her, always just out of reach. “I know where you are at all times. I know where you’re going. And I know that you’ve been carrying something that wasn’t in the contract.”

Her blood ran cold.

“The jacket,” he said. “The one you’re wearing. You didn’t think I’d find the extra tracker and the cutting tool you’d hidden?”

She stopped moving. The game was up. He had known all along, had let her think she was being clever, had watched her prepare her secret contingencies with the same patient attention he brought to everything.

“How long have you known?”

“Since you packed it. Did you really think I wouldn’t notice you sewing extra pockets into your jacket? I’ve been watching you prepare for this for three weeks, Amelia. I know every move you’ve made.”

The use of her name—not the Bunny, but Amelia—sent a shiver through her. He was breaking the rules, speaking to her as himself, but somehow that made it worse. It reminded her that the man hunting her was the man she loved, the man who knew her better than anyone, the man who had just outsmarted her completely.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“Now,” he said, his voice very close now, right beside her ear, “you surrender. You’ve lost. You tried to cheat, and you failed. And now you belong to me until Monday morning.”

His hand closed around her wrist.

She gasped at the contact, the first touch since the game began, and felt the weight of his grip like a brand. He was real. He was here. And he had caught her.

“I’m going to take the blindfold off now,” he said, his voice low and rough. “I want you to see what’s coming. I want you to see me.”

He reached up with his other hand and pulled the blindfold from her eyes.

The forest was dark, illuminated only by the thin light of a crescent moon filtering through the trees. But it was enough. It was enough to see his face—or rather, to see the mask that covered it. The Bunny face, white and featureless except for the dark holes where his eyes should be, staring at her from the darkness like something from a dream.

She stared at the mask, at the anonymous predator who had hunted her through the forest, and felt the last of her resistance crumble.

She had lost. She had been caught.

And now, at last, she could surrender.


Chapter Five — The Claiming

The mask loomed before her in the darkness, white and hollow, the dark sockets where his eyes should be revealing nothing of the man beneath. Amelia’s breath came in ragged gasps, her chest heaving against the constraints of the corset, her pulse visible in the tremor of her hands. She had been caught. The realisation settled into her bones like cold water, a truth so complete it left no room for denial or bargaining. Three hours of blind navigation through unfamiliar terrain, and he had found her in minutes. He had let her run. He had watched her struggle. And when he had grown tired of the chase, he had closed the distance between them with the casual ease of a predator who had always known exactly where his prey was hiding.

His grip on her wrist was firm but not painful, his fingers wrapped around the delicate bones with controlled strength. She could feel the leather of his gloves against her skin, smooth and cool, a barrier between her flesh and his. Everything about him was different now—his posture, his stillness, the way he held himself apart from her even as he held her captive. The Lucas she knew, the man who made her tea and remembered her favourite pen brand, was gone. In his place was the Bunny, the masked hunter who had pursued her through the night and won.

“The basket,” he said, his voice emerging from behind the mask in a way that made it seem disembodied, disconnected from any human source. “Give it to me.”

She fumbled with the handle, her fingers clumsy with fear and adrenaline, and held it out toward him. He took it from her without releasing her wrist, transferring his grip to receive the wicker container, and she felt the weight of it leave her arm for the first time in hours. The basket had been her constant companion since the cabin, a physical reminder of the surrender she had agreed to, and surrendering it now felt like giving up something essential. Without the basket, she had nothing. Without the basket, she was truly his.

He set the basket on the forest floor and knelt beside it, pulling her down with him by her wrist. She knelt on the soft earth, her knees pressing into leaf litter and moss, her body arranged in a posture of submission that felt both foreign and familiar. The costume suddenly seemed more ridiculous than ever—the bunny ears, the lace bodysuit, the tail at the base of her spine—and she felt a flush of embarrassment that had nothing to do with her physical state.

“Hands behind your back,” he said.

She hesitated for just a moment. This was the point of no return, the moment when choice gave way to command, when her will became secondary to his. She could still resist. She could still fight. The game had rules about resistance—she was allowed to struggle, to protest, to make him work for every inch of her surrender. But the resistance had already been burned out of her by the chase, by the fear, by the overwhelming knowledge that she had lost. She did not want to fight. She wanted to submit.

She placed her hands behind her back.

She heard him open the basket, heard the rustle of tissue paper and the soft clink of items being moved. Then she felt the rope—natural hemp, slightly rough against her skin—wrapping around her wrists. He bound her with methodical precision, the knots tight enough to hold but not so tight as to cut off circulation. She had researched shibari before this weekend, had studied the aesthetics and the techniques, and she recognised the form he was using. A box tie, her wrists crossed and secured, the rope wrapping around her torso to create a harness that pressed against her breasts and restricted her movement without fully immobilising her arms.

The binding took several minutes, and she used the time to study what she could see of him in the darkness. The mask was the most striking feature—white and featureless, reflecting the thin moonlight that filtered through the trees, the dark eye-holes revealing nothing of his expression. His clothing was black from head to toe, designed for stealth and practicality, and she could see the outline of additional equipment on his belt—a knife, a flashlight, something that might have been a radio. He had prepared for this. He had come into the forest equipped for a long pursuit, and she had never stood a chance.

When the rope harness was complete, he circled around to face her. The mask stared down at her, blank and patient, and she felt herself shrink under its gaze. She could not read his expression, could not see his eyes, could not find any trace of the man she loved in that hollow white face.

“Look at me,” he said.

She raised her eyes to meet the dark sockets of the mask.

“You tried to cheat,” he said. “You brought items into the game that weren’t part of our agreement. A second tracker. A cutting tool. Did you think I wouldn’t notice?”

She swallowed hard, her throat dry. “I didn’t think you’d check.”

“You didn’t think I’d check.” He repeated the words slowly, as if savouring them. “You’ve been planning this for three weeks, Amelia. You’ve been sewing secret pockets and researching GPS frequencies and testing cutting tools on sample rope. And you didn’t think I’d check.”

The use of her name felt like a violation. He was supposed to be the Bunny, anonymous and masked, not Lucas, the man who knew her weaknesses and could use them against her. The collision of identities was disorienting, and she found herself unable to formulate a response.

“The rules were clear,” he continued. “You carry what’s in the basket. Nothing more. Nothing hidden. You agreed to that.”

“The contract didn’t specify—”

“The contract didn’t need to specify. The spirit of the agreement was obvious. You knew what you were doing. You knew it was wrong.”

She had no defense. He was right. She had known, even as she prepared her secret contingencies, that she was pushing against the boundaries of what they had agreed to. She had told herself it was within the letter of the contract, but she had known, somewhere deep inside, that it violated the trust that made the contract possible.

“What happens now?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Now you pay the penalty. The hidden items constitute a breach. And breaches have consequences.”

He reached into the basket again and withdrew the ball gag. The black silicone gleamed in the moonlight, the leather strap dangling from either side, and Amelia felt her breath catch. She had known this was coming—the gag was in the basket, and the basket’s contents were meant to be used on her—but knowing was different from experiencing. The gag would take her voice. It would reduce her to silence, to sounds without meaning, to a creature that could not protest or negotiate or beg.

“Open,” he said.

She hesitated again. This was the last boundary. Once the gag was in place, she would have no way to communicate except through gesture and sound. She would be truly helpless.

But she had already lost. The game was over. The resistance was pointless.

She opened her mouth.

He pressed the gag between her lips, the silicone firm and slightly yielding against her tongue, and fastened the strap behind her head. The fit was snug, the ball large enough to fill her mouth without causing pain, and she felt her jaw stretch to accommodate it. She tested the restraint, trying to form words, and produced only a muffled sound that might have been a moan or a whimper. Her voice was gone. She was silent.

He stood, pulling her up with him, and she swayed on her feet, disoriented by the sudden change in position. The rope harness shifted against her body, pressing against her breasts, reminding her of its presence with every breath. The gag filled her mouth, a constant pressure that made her aware of her own helplessness. And the mask still stared at her, patient and unmoving, waiting for whatever came next.

“Walk,” he said.

He turned her around and guided her forward with a hand on her bound arm. She walked blindly, unable to see where she was going, trusting him to lead her through the dark forest. The bell on her thigh chimed with each step, a absurd reminder of the prey she had been, and she felt the sound echo through the trees like mockery.

They walked for what felt like a long time. The terrain was uneven, and she stumbled several times, only his grip on her arm keeping her from falling. She could hear nothing but the sounds of the forest and the chiming of her bell and the soft crunch of their footsteps on the forest floor. She could see nothing but shadows and moonlight and the occasional glint of the mask when it caught the light at certain angles.

Eventually, she became aware of a change in the quality of the darkness. The trees were thinning, the undergrowth giving way to something clearer, and she realised they were approaching the edge of the forest. The cabin. He was taking her back to the cabin.

The thought sent a wave of something through her—relief, fear, anticipation, all tangled together. The cabin meant safety, warmth, the presence of a bed and a fire and the trappings of civilisation. But it also meant the true claiming, the moment when the hunt would end and the real game would begin. He had caught her in the forest, but he had not yet taken her. That would happen in the cabin, in the space they had prepared, with all the tools and toys and equipment he had assembled.

The cabin materialised out of the darkness, its windows glowing with the light of a fire that had been stoked in their absence. The door stood open, a rectangle of golden warmth in the dark forest, and he guided her toward it with steady pressure on her arm. She stepped across the threshold and felt the heat of the interior wash over her, a stark contrast to the chill of the night. The fire crackled in the hearth, casting dancing shadows on the walls, and the familiar space had been transformed by the presence of additional equipment—a wooden chair placed at the centre of the room, a table covered in items she could not immediately identify, a camera on a tripod pointed at the chair.

He closed the door behind them, sealing them inside, and the forest sounds faded to silence. The cabin was warm, almost too warm after the cold of the night, and she felt sweat prickle at her hairline beneath the bunny ears. Her body ached from the exertion of the chase, her muscles protesting the hours of blind navigation, and she wanted nothing more than to collapse onto the bed and sleep for a week.

But that was not what was going to happen.

He guided her to the chair and pressed down on her shoulders, indicating that she should sit. She lowered herself onto the wooden seat, feeling the hard surface press against her thighs through the fishnet stockings, and watched as he moved around the room, adjusting the camera, checking the fire, preparing whatever he had prepared. The mask still covered his face, and she found herself longing to see his expressions, to read something in his eyes that would tell her what he was thinking.

He returned to stand before her, and she saw that he had something in his hand. The pink ribbon from the basket, three metres of silk the colour of cherry blossoms, the same ribbon that had sealed the basket and now would seal her. He unwound it slowly, letting it drape between his fingers like water, and she watched its progress with helpless fascination.

“Eyes on me,” he said.

She met the dark sockets of the mask.

“The penalty for the hidden items begins now,” he said. “You will sit in this chair. You will not move. You will not struggle. You will accept whatever I do to you. If you move or struggle, the penalty extends. Do you understand?”

She nodded, the motion restricted by the gag in her mouth.

“Good.”

He began to wrap the ribbon around her, starting at her ankles and working his way up. The silk was smooth against her fishnet-covered skin, cool and delicate, and she felt each loop as a separate sensation. He bound her ankles to the chair legs first, then her thighs to the seat, then her waist to the back of the chair. The ribbon criss-crossed her body, creating a web of pink silk that held her in place, and she felt herself sinking into the constraints as if they were a second skin.

When he reached her upper body, he wove the ribbon between the ropes of her harness, integrating the two bondages into a single complex structure. The ribbon passed over her breasts, under her arms, around her torso, each loop tightening the overall structure until she could barely move at all. She was mummified in silk and hemp, transformed from a person into an object, a gift wrapped in pink and natural fibres and presented for his enjoyment.

The final length of ribbon went around her eyes, forming a blindfold that blocked out the light. She felt him tie it behind her head, securing it in place, and then darkness descended. She was back in the dark, back in the state she had occupied for hours in the forest, but this darkness was different. This darkness was deliberate, controlled, chosen by him.

She heard him move away, heard the sound of his footsteps on the wooden floor, heard the creak of the camera being adjusted. Then silence.

She waited.

The silence stretched. She could hear nothing but the crackle of the fire and the sound of her own breathing, harsh and labored around the gag. She tested her bonds, trying to find any slack, any weakness she could exploit, but the ribbon and rope held her firmly in place. She was trapped. She was captured. She was his.

Then, without warning, she felt his hand on her thigh.

The touch was gentle, almost casual, his fingers tracing a path from her knee to the edge of her fishnet stocking. She jerked at the contact, her body responding before her mind could catch up, and she heard his low chuckle from somewhere to her left.

“Sensitive,” he said. “Good.”

His hand continued its exploration, moving up her thigh, across her hip, along the curve of her waist. Each touch was deliberate, patient, designed to map the terrain of her body in the same way he had mapped the terrain of the forest. She felt herself responding despite her fear, her body warming to his touch, her skin tingling wherever his fingers passed.

The costume, which had seemed so absurd in the forest, now seemed designed for this. The cutouts in the bodysuit gave him access to patches of bare skin that he exploited ruthlessly, his fingers finding the sensitive spots at her hips and the small of her back and the insides of her thighs. The corset pushed her breasts up for his attention, the lace barely concealing her nipples, and she felt him trace the edge of the garment with the same methodical attention he had shown throughout.

“You’re wet,” he observed, his fingers finding the dampness between her thighs. “Has this been going on all night?”

She felt her face heat with embarrassment. Yes. Yes, it had been going on all night. The fear and the exertion and the costume and the knowledge of what she was doing had combined to create a state of constant arousal that she had been unable to ignore. She had been wet since the cabin, wet through the forest, wet even as he bound her and gagged her and prepared her for whatever came next.

“The hunt aroused you,” he said. It was not a question. “Being pursued. Being caught. Being bound. All of it.”

She nodded, the motion restricted by her bonds.

“You’re learning something about yourself,” he continued, his fingers still tracing lazy patterns on her inner thigh. “Something you might not have known before. You like this. Not just the surrender, but the capture. The fear. The helplessness. You like being prey.”

She wanted to deny it, but she could not. The gag prevented speech, and even if it hadn’t, she wasn’t sure she would have been able to form the words. He was right. She liked this. She had liked running through the forest, knowing he was behind her. She had liked the moment when his hand closed around her wrist, the moment when she realised she had lost. She liked being bound and blindfolded and at his mercy. The knowledge shamed her and excited her in equal measure, and she felt her body respond even as her mind reeled from the implications.

His fingers moved higher, finding the edge of the bodysuit, tracing the line where lace met skin. She felt him hook his finger under the fabric, pulling it aside, and she tensed in anticipation of what was coming.

“Relax,” he said. “This is just the beginning.”

She felt something press against her entrance—his finger, she thought, though she couldn’t be sure—and then it slid inside her with a ease that confirmed what he had already observed. She was wet. Her body was ready. Her mind might still be catching up, but her body knew what it wanted.

He began to move his finger slowly, deliberately, exploring her interior with the same patience he had shown in exploring her exterior. She felt her muscles tighten around him, her body responding without her consent, and she heard herself make a sound around the gag that might have been a moan or a whimper or something in between.

“Responsive,” he observed. “Very responsive.”

He added a second finger, stretching her, and she felt the sensation intensify. Her hips tried to move against him, seeking more, but the ribbon and rope held her firmly in place. She could not move. She could only receive.

Then, without warning, he withdrew.

She heard him move away again, heard the sound of items being moved on the table, heard the click of something being activated. She had a moment to wonder what was coming before she felt it—the vibrator from the basket, pressing against her clit, its surface smooth and cool against her heated flesh.

He turned it on.

The sensation was immediate and overwhelming. The vibrator pulsed against her most sensitive spot, sending waves of pleasure through her body that made her gasp and strain against her bonds. She felt the orgasm building almost immediately, the hours of arousal and fear and anticipation coalescing into something that threatened to consume her.

Then he turned it off.

She whimpered around the gag, her body desperate for release, but he did not turn it back on. Instead, she felt him adjust something—perhaps the position of the vibrator, perhaps its angle—and then his fingers were inside her again, moving in rhythm with something she couldn’t identify.

“You don’t come until I say you come,” he said, his voice calm and controlled. “The penalty includes denial. You tried to cheat, and now you have to earn your pleasure. Do you understand?”

She nodded frantically, willing to agree to anything if he would just let her finish.

“Good. We’re going to do this for a while. I’m going to bring you to the edge, and then I’m going to stop. Over and over again. Until I decide you’ve paid enough.”

She heard herself make a sound of protest, but he ignored it. The vibrator turned on again, the pleasure built again, and just as she reached the edge, he turned it off.

The process repeated. On and off. Pleasure and denial. Edge and retreat. She lost count of how many times he brought her to the brink before pulling her back. The orgasms she was denied accumulated inside her, a pressure that built and built without release, and she felt herself descending into a state of desperate, overwhelming need. She would have done anything in that moment—anything—if he would only let her come.

Time became meaningless. The darkness and the pleasure and the denial combined to create a state that was almost dreamlike, a place where the only thing that existed was his touch and his voice and the relentless rhythm of the vibrator against her clit. She was no longer Amelia, no longer the solicitor, no longer the careful, controlled woman who drafted contracts and managed risk. She was something else now—something more primitive, more desperate, more honest.

She was prey. She was captured. She was his.

And she had never been more aroused in her life.

When he finally let her come, the orgasm was so intense she saw stars behind the blindfold.

The pleasure crashed through her in waves, each one stronger than the last, and she felt her body convulse against her bonds as the release she had been denied for so long finally arrived. She screamed around the gag, the sound muffled but still audible, and felt the contractions ripple through her core as her body exhausted itself in pleasure.

He kept the vibrator on through the orgasm, extending it, drawing it out until she was shaking and oversensitive and desperate for it to stop. Only when she had truly nothing left to give did he turn it off, and she slumped in her bonds, her body spent, her mind blank.

She felt him remove the blindfold, and the light of the fire flooded her vision. She blinked against it, her eyes adjusting slowly, and when she could see again, she found him standing before her. The mask was still in place, but she could see his eyes through the dark sockets—dark, intent, satisfied with what he had done.

“Good girl,” he said, and the words sent a final shiver through her body.

He began to untie her, working from the ribbon to the rope, releasing her body from its constraints one piece at a time. When her hands were finally free, she flexed her fingers, feeling the blood flow return to normal, and rubbed the marks the rope had left on her skin. He removed the gag next, and she worked her jaw, trying to ease the ache that had developed from having it stretched for so long.

“Stand,” he said.

She rose on unsteady legs, her body still trembling from the intensity of the orgasm, and faced him. He reached up and removed the mask, revealing his face at last—the familiar features she loved, the eyes that had watched her through the entire ordeal, the mouth that had spoken the words that had undone her.

“Lucas,” she said, her voice rough from disuse.

“Not yet,” he said, setting the mask aside. “The night isn’t over. You’ve paid the penalty for the hidden items, but you still owe me for the game itself. You lost, Amelia. You belong to me until Monday morning.”

She felt the words settle into her like stones dropping into water. He was right. The game was not over. The capture was just the beginning.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“Now,” he said, taking her hand and leading her toward the bedroom, “I claim my prize.”


Chapter Six — The Prize

The bedroom was not what Amelia had expected.

In her imagination, fueled by the research she had conducted and the stories she had read, she had pictured something dungeon-like, all stone walls and iron fixtures and equipment designed for pain. The reality was almost disappointingly normal—a small room with wooden walls and a single window looking out into the dark forest, dominated by a bed that was larger than the one in the main room. The sheets were white and crisp, the pillows plentiful, the duvet folded back in anticipation. A fire crackled in a small hearth against one wall, casting the room in warm, flickering light, and several candles had been lit on the nightstand, their flames dancing in the drafts.

But as Lucas guided her across the threshold, she noticed the details that distinguished this space from any ordinary bedroom. Iron rings had been set into the wall at various heights, their metal dark with age or deliberate treatment. A wooden chest sat at the foot of the bed, its surface worn smooth, its contents hidden from view. And the bed itself, upon closer inspection, featured similar iron rings at the corners of the headboard and footboard, designed to receive chains or rope or whatever else the occupant desired.

Lucas closed the door behind them, sealing them into the intimate space, and Amelia felt the weight of what was coming settle over her like a second skin. The orgasm he had wrung from her in the other room had drained something essential from her body, but her mind was sharp now, alert to every detail, every possible implication of what the next twelve hours might hold.

“Turn around,” he said.

She turned to face him, her body still clad in the ridiculous costume, her skin still bearing the marks of the rope and ribbon that had bound her. The bunny ears had somehow remained in place throughout the entire ordeal, a absurd reminder of the role she had agreed to play, and she reached up now to remove them.

“Leave them,” Lucas said. “I haven’t told you to take anything off.”

She lowered her hand, the ears remaining perched atop her head, and felt a fresh wave of vulnerability wash over her. The costume had become a kind of armour in the forest, a way of separating herself from the experience, but now, in the warmth and intimacy of the bedroom, it felt like exposure. She was wearing lingerie and animal ears and a fluffy tail, and the man she loved was about to do whatever he wanted to her.

He crossed to the wooden chest and opened it, revealing a collection of items that made Amelia’s breath catch. Rope in various colours and thicknesses, cuffs made of leather and metal, chains that clinked softly as he moved them aside, a selection of toys that ranged from the familiar to the utterly foreign. He studied the contents for a moment, considering, and then withdrew several items: a length of black rope, a blindfold made of black silk rather than the pink she had worn before, and a small device she didn’t recognise.

“On the bed,” he said. “Face down. Arms above your head.”

She moved to the bed and climbed onto it, feeling the crisp sheets against her fishnet-covered knees, the softness of the mattress beneath her. She positioned herself as instructed, her face pressing into a pillow that smelled of lavender and something else, something warm and masculine that was simply Lucas. Her arms stretched above her head, her fingers finding the iron rings set into the headboard, and she waited.

The mattress dipped as he climbed onto the bed behind her. She felt his hands on her ankles first, pulling her legs apart, positioning her for access. The tail at the base of her spine shifted with the movement, and she felt suddenly, acutely aware of how ridiculous it must look—a grown woman in bunny ears and a fluffy tail, face down on a bed, waiting to be taken.

“You’re thinking too much,” Lucas said, as if reading her mind. “I can feel it in the tension of your muscles. You’re analysing this, evaluating it, trying to maintain some illusion of control.”

She didn’t deny it. He was right, as he so often was.

“Let go,” he said. “You’ve already lost. The game is over. Now there’s only this—me, you, and the hours between now and morning. Stop thinking and start feeling.”

His hands moved up her legs, tracing the lines of her fishnets, finding the spots where the fabric had torn during her flight through the forest. The touch was gentle, almost clinical, as if he were cataloguing the damage she had sustained during the hunt. When he reached the bell still tied around her thigh, he paused.

“This stayed on,” he observed. “Good girl. You followed the rules, even when you were breaking them.”

He untied the bell and set it aside, the small chime it produced as it left her skin seeming impossibly loud in the quiet room. Then his hands continued their journey, moving up over her hips, along the curve of her waist, across the rope harness he had tied earlier and which still pressed against her through the fabric of the bodysuit.

“I’m going to take this off now,” he said, his fingers finding the knots at her wrists. “The harness served its purpose in the other room. But now I want access to all of you.”

He worked the knots loose with practiced efficiency, and Amelia felt the pressure of the rope ease as he unwound it from her torso. When her arms were free, she lowered them to her sides, feeling the ache in her shoulders from having been bound for so long. He continued to remove the harness, peeling the rope away from her body piece by piece, and she felt each liberated inch of skin as a small victory.

“Take off the corset,” he said. “But leave everything else.”

She rose to her knees and reached behind her, fumbling with the hooks that fastened the corset at the front. The garment had compressed her waist for hours, and she felt suddenly, strangely light as it fell away from her body. Her breasts, freed from their structured confines, settled into their natural position, the lace of the bodysuit barely concealing them.

“Lie back down.”

She returned to her position, face down, arms above her head, and felt the cool air of the room against her newly exposed back. The bodysuit still covered most of her, but the removal of the corset had changed something, made her feel more naked somehow. She was increasingly exposed, increasingly vulnerable, increasingly at his mercy.

He took her wrists and bound them together with the black rope he had selected, then secured them to the iron ring at the centre of the headboard. The position stretched her arms above her head, her face turned to the side against the pillow, her body laid out before him like an offering. She tested the bonds, feeling the secure hold of the rope, and found that she could not move her arms at all.

“Now the legs,” he said.

He moved to the foot of the bed and bound her ankles with the same black rope, securing each one to an iron ring at the corners of the footboard. The position spread her legs wide, exposing her completely, and she felt a fresh flush of embarrassment at her vulnerability. She could not close her legs. She could not hide. She was open to him in every way that mattered.

She heard him move around the room, heard the rustle of clothing being removed, heard the soft sound of items being placed on the nightstand. When he returned to the bed, she felt the warmth of his bare skin against her legs, the hard muscles of his thighs pressing against the softness of hers. He was naked now, or nearly so, and the realisation made her body tighten with anticipation.

“You’ve been wet for hours,” he said, his hand sliding between her legs from behind, finding the evidence of her arousal. “The forest, the capture, the penalty—all of it has been building to this. You’re ready to be taken. You’re desperate for it.”

She couldn’t deny it. Her body had been in a state of constant arousal since she put on the costume, and the orgasm he had given her earlier had only taken the edge off. She was still hungry. She still wanted more.

“But I’m not going to take you yet,” he continued, his fingers exploring her with maddening slowness. “First, I’m going to unwrap you. I’m going to remove every piece of this costume, one by one, and I’m going to make you feel every moment of it. By the time I’m inside you, you’re going to be begging for it.”

She felt his hands move to the bodysuit, finding the hooks at the crotch that secured it. He released them one by one, his fingers brushing against her most sensitive flesh as he worked, and she felt the fabric begin to gap and loosen. The cool air of the room rushed in against her heated skin, a contrast that made her shiver.

“Tell me what you want,” he said, his voice low in her ear.

She hesitated, the words catching in her throat. She had never been good at asking for what she wanted, at voicing her desires out loud. It was one of the reasons they had developed this dynamic—she craved the surrender, the release from having to ask, having to choose. But he was making her ask now, making her put words to the need that burned inside her.

“I want you,” she managed, her voice rough.

“Be more specific. What do you want me to do?”

“I want you inside me. I want you to take me. I want—” She broke off, the words too much, too honest.

“Go on.”

“I want to be fucked,” she said, the crudeness of the word making her face heat even as her body responded to it. “I want you to use me however you want. I want to be yours.”

The admission hung in the air between them, raw and vulnerable. She had said things like this before, in the privacy of their dynamic, but never with such complete honesty. Never when she had already been so thoroughly defeated, so completely stripped of her usual defences.

“Good,” he said, and she heard the satisfaction in his voice. “That’s what I wanted to hear.”

He pulled the bodysuit down over her hips, the lace sliding against her skin like a whisper, and she felt herself revealed inch by inch. The fabric gathered at her waist, then her thighs, then her knees, and he worked it down her legs with careful attention, mindful of the fishnets still covering them. When the bodysuit was finally free, he tossed it aside, and she lay in nothing but the fishnet stockings and the bunny ears and the tail that still clung to the base of her spine.

The tail. She had almost forgotten about it, had grown accustomed to its presence throughout the night. But now, as she lay naked before him, she felt it as a reminder of the role she had agreed to play. She was the Bunny. She was prey. She was his prize.

He must have been thinking the same thing, because his hand found the tail, his fingers tracing its shape, testing how it was attached.

“This stays,” he said. “I want to see it while I take you. I want to watch it bounce while I fuck you from behind.”

The words sent a fresh wave of heat between her thighs, and she felt her body clench around nothing, desperate to be filled. She was beyond embarrassment now, beyond dignity. She wanted him so badly she could barely think of anything else.

The fishnets came next. He peeled them down her legs with the same careful attention he had shown with the bodysuit, his fingers tracing the lines of her muscles, the curves of her calves and thighs. When they were gone, she was truly naked except for the ears and the tail, her skin bare and exposed, every inch of her available to his gaze.

“Beautiful,” he murmured, and the word was so simple, so sincere, that she felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes. “You’re beautiful, Amelia. You’re brave and you’re strong and you’re mine. And I’m going to spend the rest of the night reminding you of that.”

He moved behind her, positioning himself between her spread legs, and she felt the heat of him against her entrance. He was hard, had been hard for some time, and the evidence of his arousal pressed against her with an insistence that made her breath catch.

“Last chance to use your safeword,” he said, the words a ritual they had established long ago. “Once I start, I won’t stop until I’m finished.”

“I don’t want to stop,” she said. “I want you.”

He pushed inside her.

The sensation was overwhelming after hours of buildup and denial. He filled her completely, his length and girth stretching her in ways that bordered on pain but crossed over into pleasure, and she heard herself cry out against the pillow. He did not pause, did not give her time to adjust, but began to move immediately, each thrust driving her into the mattress, each withdrawal leaving her empty and desperate for more.

The tail bounced with each impact, just as he had promised, and she felt the absurdity of it mix with the pleasure in a way that made her head spin. She was being fucked while wearing bunny ears and a fluffy tail. She was prey that had been caught and claimed. She was his.

His hands found her hips, gripping them hard enough to bruise, and he used the leverage to drive deeper, harder. The sound of skin against skin filled the room, mixing with her moans and his grunts and the creak of the bed beneath them. She could feel the pleasure building again, the orgasm that had been denied earlier now rushing back with renewed intensity.

“Don’t come,” he said, as if sensing her approaching release. “Not yet. Not until I say.”

She whimpered, the denial almost unbearable, but she forced herself to hold back. She had learned her lesson earlier—the penalty for disobedience was extended denial, and she did not think she could survive another round of being brought to the edge and held there.

He changed the angle of his thrusts, finding a spot inside her that made her see stars, and she felt her control slipping. She was going to come. She couldn’t stop it. The pleasure was too intense, the buildup too long, the need too overwhelming.

“Please,” she gasped, the word torn from her without conscious thought. “Please let me come. I can’t—I can’t hold it—”

“Now,” he said, driving into her one final time. “Come for me.”

The orgasm crashed through her with a force that stole her breath. She felt herself clench around him, felt her body convulse against her bonds, felt the waves of pleasure radiating outward from their joined bodies to consume her completely. She screamed into the pillow, the sound muffled but still audible, and felt him follow her over the edge, his own release pulsing inside her as he groaned against her back.

They stayed like that for a long moment, bodies locked together, breathing harsh in the quiet room. She could feel his heart pounding against her back, feel the sweat that had formed between their bodies, feel the gradual softening of him inside her as the intensity of the moment passed.

When he finally withdrew, she felt empty in a way that was almost painful. She wanted him back inside her, wanted to stay connected, wanted to prolong the intimacy of the moment for as long as possible. But he had already moved away, already untied her ankles, already released her wrists from the headboard. She was free, technically, though she made no move to leave the bed.

“Turn over,” he said.

She turned onto her back, her body aching in ways both pleasant and not, and looked up at him for the first time since the claiming began. He was naked now, his body lean and muscular in the firelight, his face softened by satisfaction. The mask was gone entirely, stored who knew where, and she saw only Lucas—the man she loved, the man who had just taken her with more intensity than he had ever shown before.

He climbed back onto the bed and positioned himself between her legs, his hands finding her thighs, spreading them open. She thought, for a moment, that he was going to take her again, and she felt a mixture of exhaustion and anticipation at the thought. But instead, he lowered his head.

His tongue found her clit with unerring accuracy, and she gasped at the sensation. She was sensitive, almost painfully so, and the direct stimulation after the intensity of the claiming was almost too much. She tried to close her legs, to escape the overwhelming sensation, but his hands held her thighs apart with gentle but inexorable pressure.

“You taste like us,” he murmured against her, the vibration of his voice adding another layer of sensation. “Like my cum and your arousal and everything we just did. I want more.”

He resumed his attention, his tongue moving in patterns designed to drive her mad, and she felt another orgasm building despite her exhaustion. She had already come twice—once in the main room, once in the bedroom—and her body was wrung out, depleted. But he seemed determined to extract every possible drop of pleasure from her before the night was through.

The third orgasm was different from the others—slower, deeper, rolling through her like a wave rather than crashing like a tsunami. She felt it build gradually, felt her body climb toward the peak with a sense of inevitability, and when she finally fell over the edge, it was with a long, low moan rather than a scream.

He lifted his head and looked up at her, his lips glistening with evidence of what he had done. “One more,” he said. “You have one more in you. I can feel it.”

She shook her head, not trusting her voice. She was empty. She had nothing left to give.

But he had already lowered his head again, his tongue finding her once more, and she felt her body respond despite her protest. He was right. There was more. There was always more when he touched her.

The fourth orgasm took longer to build, his patience seemingly infinite as he worked her toward the edge. He alternated between broad strokes and focused attention, between gentle licks and firm pressure, reading her body with a precision that spoke to years of practice. When she finally came, it was with a force that surprised her—a full-body convulsion that left her shaking and tearful and utterly spent.

He climbed up her body and gathered her into his arms, holding her against his chest as she trembled. The bunny ears had finally fallen off at some point, and her hair was a tangled mess, and her body was covered in marks from the rope and his hands. She felt wrecked. She felt complete.

“You did so well,” he murmured into her hair. “You were perfect. Everything I imagined and more.”

She burrowed against him, not ready for words, not ready to process what had happened. She wanted to stay in this moment, in this bubble of warmth and safety and pleasure, for as long as possible. Tomorrow she would think about what it meant, what she had learned, what she still wanted. Tonight she was simply his.

They lay like that for a long time, the fire crackling in the hearth, the candles flickering on the nightstand, the night pressing against the windows. At some point, he pulled a blanket over them, and she felt the warmth settle around her like an embrace. At some point, her breathing slowed and her eyes grew heavy and she drifted toward sleep.

But just before she crossed the threshold into unconsciousness, she heard him speak.

“The night isn’t over,” he said, his voice soft but carrying an edge of promise. “When you wake, we’ll continue. You’re mine until Monday morning, Amelia. I’m not done with you yet.”

She smiled against his chest, the words settling into her like a promise, and let herself fall asleep.

She woke to the sensation of hands on her body.

The room was darker now, the candles burned down to stubs, the fire reduced to glowing embers. She had no idea how long she had slept—minutes or hours, she couldn’t tell—but her body had not fully recovered from the exertions of the night. She was sore in places she hadn’t known could be sore, and the hands tracing patterns on her skin both soothed and inflamed.

“Lucas?” she murmured, her voice thick with sleep.

“Who else?”

She turned her head and found him lying beside her, propped on one elbow, watching her with an expression she couldn’t quite read in the dim light. His free hand continued its exploration of her body, tracing the lines of her collarbone, the curve of her breast, the dip of her waist.

“How do you feel?” he asked.

She considered the question, taking stock of her body. “Wrecked. Exhausted. Sore.” A pause. “Happy.”

His lips curved into a smile. “Good. That’s what I was hoping for.”

His hand moved lower, finding the curve of her hip, and she felt her body begin to respond despite her exhaustion. The night had awakened something in her—a hunger, a need, a capacity for pleasure that she hadn’t known she possessed. She wanted him again, even though she was not sure her body could take more.

“I told you the night wasn’t over,” he said, his fingers dipping between her thighs. “You’re still wet. Still ready.”

“I don’t know if I can—”

“You can. You will. Trust me.”

He moved over her, positioning himself between her legs, and she felt the hard length of him pressing against her entrance. He was ready again, had been ready while she slept, and the knowledge that he had been watching her, wanting her, sent a fresh pulse of heat through her body.

He entered her slowly this time, with a gentleness that contrasted sharply with the intensity of before. Each inch was a revelation, a claiming of territory he had already claimed but wanted to claim again. She felt herself stretching to accommodate him, felt her body opening to receive him, and when he was fully seated inside her, she let out a long, shuddering breath.

“This is how I want you,” he said, his voice low in her ear. “Face to face. Looking at me. Knowing who’s inside you.”

She met his eyes, seeing the intensity there, the possessiveness, the love that underlaid all of it. This was not just about the game, not just about the hunt and the capture and the claiming. This was about them—about what they had built together, about the trust that made everything else possible.

He began to move, his hips rolling in a slow, deliberate rhythm, and she felt every stroke as a declaration. He was telling her something with his body—something about ownership and surrender and the intimacy that existed between them. She lifted her hips to meet him, matching his rhythm, participating in the conversation he had started.

“I love you,” she said, the words escaping without conscious thought.

He stilled for a moment, his eyes searching hers. Then he lowered his head and kissed her—a deep, claiming kiss that tasted of them and everything they had shared. When he pulled back, his expression had softened into something almost tender.

“I love you too,” he said. “I love you so much it terrifies me. I love you enough to do this—to hunt you and catch you and take you and make you mine in every way that matters. I love you enough to give you what you need, even when what you need is to be prey.”

The words washed over her like a benediction, settling into the places where fear and doubt had lurked. She had known, on some level, that what they did was an expression of love rather than a violation of it, but hearing him say it aloud made it real in a new way. She was not broken or damaged for wanting this. She was loved.

He began to move again, his rhythm still slow but building in intensity. She felt the pleasure growing, the familiar climb toward release, but this time there was no denial, no command to hold back. He was giving her this—giving her the freedom to feel, to respond, to let go.

She came with his name on her lips, her body arching against his, her hands clutching at his shoulders. He followed her moments later, his release pulsing inside her, his groan mixing with her cries in the quiet room. They collapsed together, a tangle of limbs and sweat and satisfaction, and she felt the last of her tension drain away.

They lay in silence for a long time, the fire now nothing but embers, the room growing gradually colder as the night deepened. At some point, Lucas rose to add wood to the hearth, and she watched the flames spring back to life, casting new shadows on the walls.

“What time is it?” she asked.

“Late. Or early, depending on your perspective.” He crossed back to the bed and climbed in beside her, pulling her against his chest. “We have a few hours before dawn. Then we’ll eat, and rest, and see what the day brings.”

“What does the day bring?”

“Whatever I want.” His voice carried a hint of the predator he had been earlier. “You’re mine until Monday morning, remember. I have plans for you.”

She shivered, a mixture of anticipation and exhaustion, and burrowed closer against him. She would face whatever came when it came. For now, she was warm and safe and thoroughly claimed, and that was enough.

“Sleep,” he said, his hand stroking her hair. “I’ll wake you when it’s time.”

She let her eyes close, let her body relax against his, let the darkness take her. The last thing she felt before sleep claimed her was his lips against her forehead, a gesture so tender it made her heart ache.

She was prey. She was captured. She was his.

And she had never been happier.


Chapter Seven — Morning Rites

Amelia woke to the smell of coffee and the soft light of early morning filtering through the bedroom window.

She lay still for a long moment, taking stock of her body before opening her eyes. Every muscle ached with a deep, satisfying soreness—the kind that came from sustained physical exertion rather than injury. Her thighs burned from the hours of walking and running through the forest, her shoulders protested from being bound above her head, and between her legs she felt a tender swelling that spoke to the repeated use of the night before. The marks from the rope had faded to pink lines on her skin, but they were still visible, still present, still proof that the events of yesterday had been real.

She opened her eyes and found the bedroom transformed by daylight. The fire had burned down to ashes in the hearth, the candles had guttered out sometime during the night, and the grey light of early morning gave everything a soft, ethereal quality. The ropes and restraints that had held her captive had been removed at some point—she didn’t remember when—and she lay in the centre of the bed, wrapped in blankets, alone.

The space beside her was still warm. Lucas couldn’t have been gone long.

She pushed herself up onto her elbows, wincing at the protest of muscles she had forgotten she possessed, and looked around the room. Her costume from yesterday—the lace bodysuit, the fishnet stockings, the bunny ears—had been gathered and placed on a chair in the corner, a neat pile of evidence. The wooden chest at the foot of the bed was closed, its contents hidden once more. The room looked almost ordinary, as if the events of the night had been nothing more than a particularly vivid dream.

But the soreness in her body told her otherwise.

The door opened, and Lucas entered carrying a tray. He was dressed now, though casually—a simple t-shirt and joggers, his feet bare against the wooden floor—and the sight of him looking so domestic, so normal, created a moment of cognitive dissonance that made Amelia blink. This was the same man who had hunted her through a forest, who had bound her and gagged her and taken her with an intensity that still made her breath catch. This was the same man who had whispered declarations of love while inside her, who had held her while she fell asleep, who had watched her through a mask with eyes that saw everything. And now he was bringing her coffee in bed as if they were on holiday.

“Good morning,” he said, setting the tray on the nightstand. “How do you feel?”

“Wrecked,” she admitted, her voice rough from sleep and other things. “Sore. Confused.”

“Confused about what?”

She pushed herself up higher, letting the blanket fall to her waist, and looked at him directly. “About this. About you. About how you can be the person who did those things to me last night and also the person bringing me coffee this morning.”

He settled onto the edge of the bed, his weight dipping the mattress, and regarded her with an expression she couldn’t quite read. “They’re not different people. They’re both me. The hunter and the caretaker. The one who takes and the one who gives. That’s what this is, Amelia—it’s not about separating parts of myself, it’s about integrating them. About being whole with you in a way I can’t be with anyone else.”

She considered this, turning the words over in her mind. She had always thought of their dynamic as something separate from their regular relationship—a game they played, a hat they put on and took off. But maybe that wasn’t quite right. Maybe the game was just a way of expressing something that existed between them all the time, something that didn’t turn off when the ropes came off.

“I need to shower,” she said finally. “And eat. And probably stretch for about an hour.”

He smiled. “Breakfast first. Then you can shower. I have plans for today, and they require you fed and functional.”

“What kind of plans?”

“The kind you’ll find out about when I’m ready to tell you.” He reached for the tray and set it across her lap, revealing a simple but substantial breakfast—scrambled eggs, toast, fresh fruit, a pot of tea, and the coffee she had smelled from her waking. “Eat. You’ll need your strength.”

She ate, surprised by how hungry she was. The food was simple but well-prepared, the eggs fluffy and the toast perfectly crisp, and she found herself cleaning the plate without conscious thought. Lucas watched her eat with a satisfaction that might have been proprietorial or might simply have been affectionate—she couldn’t tell, and perhaps it didn’t matter.

When she was finished, he removed the tray and set it aside. “Shower’s through there,” he said, indicating a door she hadn’t noticed before, set into the wall beside the fireplace. “Take your time. Clean yourself up. When you’re done, come to the main room. Don’t get dressed—I’ll have clothes ready for you there.”

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood on unsteady feet, her body protesting the movement. The soreness was more acute now that she was upright, and she found herself moving carefully, protecting the parts of her that had been most used.

“Amelia.”

She paused at the door and turned to look at him.

“You were perfect last night. I want you to know that. Everything I planned, everything I hoped for—you exceeded it. Thank you for trusting me.”

The words settled into her like warmth, easing something she hadn’t realised was tense. “Thank you for catching me,” she said, and she meant it on every level.

The shower was small but well-appointed, the water pressure strong and the temperature adjustable to a nearly scalding degree. Amelia stood under the spray for a long time, letting the heat work into her muscles, washing away the evidence of the night before. She examined her body as she cleaned, cataloguing the marks Lucas had left—the rope lines on her wrists and torso, the bruises on her hips where his hands had gripped, the general pinkness of skin that had been scraped by branches during her flight through the forest. She looked, she thought, like someone who had been thoroughly claimed.

The tail had been removed at some point—she didn’t remember when—and the clip that had held it in place had left a small red mark at the base of her spine. She touched it now, remembering the sensation of the fluffy accessory bouncing while Lucas fucked her from behind, and felt a flush of embarrassment and arousal that had no business arising in the sober light of morning.

She stayed in the shower until the water began to cool, then dried herself with a fluffy towel she found hanging on a rack. Her reflection in the small mirror above the sink showed a woman she barely recognised—hair tangled and wild, eyes bright with something that might have been satisfaction or exhaustion or both, lips slightly swollen from the gag and other uses. She looked thoroughly used. She looked happy.

She wrapped the towel around her body and opened the door to find the bedroom empty. Lucas had gone, as promised, and the pile of costume on the chair had been removed. The room was clean and orderly, as if the events of the night had been erased, and she felt a moment of something that might have been loss before she pushed it aside.

The main room was warm, the fire rebuilt, the table set with fresh items she didn’t immediately recognise. Lucas stood by the window, looking out at the forest that had been the site of her capture, and he turned when he heard her approach.

“Feel better?”

“Much.” She tightened the towel around herself, suddenly aware of her nakedness in the daylight. “You said something about clothes?”

“I did.” He crossed to the table and picked up a bundle of fabric, which he held out to her. “These.”

She took the bundle and shook it out, revealing a simple shift dress in a soft grey fabric, lightweight and comfortable-looking. It was the kind of thing she might wear on a casual weekend at home—nothing overtly sexual, nothing costume-like, just a simple garment designed for ease and comfort. She had expected something more elaborate, something that signalled the continuation of the game, and the ordinariness of the dress caught her off guard.

“This is it? No underwear, no… accessories?”

“You’ll wear what I give you. Nothing more, nothing less.” His voice was calm but carried an edge that reminded her the game was not over. “The dress is comfortable. You’ll appreciate that by the end of the day.”

She dropped the towel and pulled the dress over her head, feeling the soft fabric settle against her skin. The fit was loose but not shapeless, skimming her body without clinging, ending just above her knees. It was, as he had said, comfortable—and after the constriction of the corset and the bodysuit, comfort was welcome.

“What now?” she asked.

“Now we talk.” He gestured to the chairs by the fire, and she settled into one, tucking her legs beneath her. He took the other, angling it to face her, and for a moment they simply looked at each other in the flickering light.

“I want to check in,” he said, his voice shifting into something more serious. “Last night was intense—more intense than we’ve ever done before. I need to know how you’re processing it. Not just physically, but emotionally. Psychologically.”

She had been expecting this, or something like it. Their dynamic had always included these conversations—debriefs, they called them—in which they discussed what had worked, what hadn’t, how they felt about what they had done. It was part of what made their play possible, the foundation of trust on which everything else was built.

“I feel… strange,” she admitted, searching for words. “Good strange, mostly. But there’s a lot to process. The hunt was different from anything we’ve done before. More real. More frightening. And the capture…” She trailed off, uncertain how to articulate the complexity of her feelings.

“The capture was intense,” Lucas agreed. “For both of us. I’ve been thinking about it all night, trying to understand what happened between us out there. The dynamic shifted in ways I didn’t expect.”

“How do you mean?”

“When I caught you, I wasn’t pretending. The mask, the silence, the hunt—all of that was planned, but the feeling underneath was real. I was genuinely hunting you. I genuinely wanted to catch you. And when I did…” He paused, his eyes searching hers. “I felt something I’ve never felt before. Not just arousal, though that was certainly present. Something deeper. Something primal.”

She nodded, recognising the feeling he was describing. “I felt it too. When you caught me, when I realised the game was truly over—it was like something clicked into place. Like I had been waiting for that moment without knowing I was waiting.”

“That’s what I wanted to explore today. That feeling. That click.” He leaned forward, his expression intent. “I want to take you deeper into it. I want to see how far we can go before we find the edge.”

A shiver ran through her at the words, a mixture of anticipation and fear. “What does that mean? ‘Find the edge’?”

“It means pushing beyond what we’ve done before. Exploring the dynamic in ways we haven’t tried. Testing limits we’ve only talked about.” His eyes held hers, unblinking. “It means consent, fully informed and freely given, to things I haven’t even decided yet. Things we’ll negotiate as we go. Things that might scare you—and might scare me too.”

She felt her heart rate increase, the familiar cocktail of fear and arousal that had become associated with their play. “What kinds of things?”

“Constraint without release. Extended scenes. Psychological elements we’ve only touched on before.” He reached out and took her hand, his grip warm and firm. “I won’t do anything you don’t consent to. That’s not what this is about. But I want to explore the places where consent becomes uncertain—not because you don’t want to give it, but because you don’t know what you’re consenting to until it’s happening.”

The words landed with weight, and she felt the implication of them settle into her bones. He was asking her to trust him in a new way—not just to respect her limits, but to discover those limits with her in real time. It was a risk. It was also, she realised, exactly what she wanted.

“I trust you,” she said simply.

“I know you do. That’s why I need to be sure you understand what I’m asking. Today isn’t going to be like yesterday. Yesterday was a game with rules and structure and clear endpoints. Today is going to be more… fluid. I’m going to do things to you, and you’re going to let me, and neither of us is going to know exactly where we’re going until we get there.”

She nodded slowly, processing. “Safewords still apply?”

“Of course. They always apply. But I want you to think carefully before you use one. I want you to sit with the discomfort, the fear, the uncertainty, and see if you can move through it rather than stopping it. Can you do that?”

She thought about the question, about what it was really asking. He was asking her to stay present with difficult feelings, to trust that he would guide her through them rather than simply stopping when things got hard. It was a different kind of surrender than they had practiced before—surrender not just of her body, but of her need to know what was coming.

“I can try,” she said. “I can’t promise I won’t safeword if it gets too much, but I can promise to try.”

“That’s all I’m asking.” He squeezed her hand and released it, sitting back in his chair. “Now. Let me tell you what I have planned for this morning.”

The wooden chair from last night had been moved to the centre of the room, positioned facing the windows that looked out onto the forest. The light was stronger now, the sun having risen fully, and the scene beyond the glass was deceptively peaceful—green trees, dappled light, birds moving among the branches. No sign of the hunt that had taken place there the night before.

“Sit,” Lucas said.

Amelia moved to the chair and sat, feeling the hard wooden seat beneath her, the firm support of the back. She had been in this chair before, she realised—the same chair he had bound her to for the penalty, the same chair where he had denied her orgasm until she thought she would break. The memory sent a fresh pulse of heat between her thighs, and she shifted slightly, trying to find a comfortable position.

“Hands on your knees,” Lucas said. “Palms down. Feet flat on the floor.”

She arranged herself as instructed, her body assuming a posture of attention that felt both formal and exposed. The dress rode up slightly as she positioned her legs, and she felt the cool air of the room against her bare thighs, a reminder that she wore nothing underneath.

“Today I’m going to teach you something,” Lucas said, moving to stand behind her. “I’m going to teach you how to be still.”

She felt his hands on her shoulders, light but present, his fingers tracing the line of her collarbone through the fabric of the dress.

“Yesterday you ran. You moved. You struggled. Today you’re going to learn to accept without resistance. To receive without reacting. To be present without needing to act.”

His hands moved up to her neck, his fingers finding the sensitive spot just below her ears, and she felt herself tilting her head back slightly, into his touch.

“The first lesson is breath,” he said. “I want you to breathe in for a count of four, hold for a count of four, breathe out for a count of four, hold for a count of four. Can you do that?”

“Yes.”

“Then start.”

She began the pattern—in for four, hold for four, out for four, hold for four—and felt her body begin to relax into the rhythm. The breathing was familiar, something she had practiced in yoga classes and meditation apps, and she found it easy to settle into the pattern.

“Now,” Lucas said, his voice close to her ear, “I want you to maintain that rhythm while I do this.”

His hands moved to her breasts, cupping them through the fabric of the dress, his thumbs finding her nipples and pressing. She felt her breath falter, the rhythm breaking, and she heard his soft correction.

“Start again. Maintain the breath.”

She resumed the pattern, forcing herself to focus on the counting even as his hands continued their exploration. He was gentle at first, almost clinical, but gradually his touch became more insistent—pinching, pulling, twisting in ways that sent sparks of sensation through her body. She struggled to maintain the breathing, her body wanting to react, to arch into his touch or pull away from it, but she forced herself to stay still.

“Good,” he murmured. “You’re learning. But we can go deeper.”

His hands left her breasts and moved to the hem of her dress, lifting it, exposing her thighs to the cool air. She felt him gather the fabric at her waist, leaving her bare from the waist down, and she had to fight the urge to close her legs, to hide herself from his gaze.

“Breath,” he reminded her, and she realised she had stopped again. She resumed the pattern, forcing herself to focus, even as his hands moved between her thighs.

He found her wet, as she had known she would be. The combination of his touch, his voice, the memory of the night before, had been building arousal in her since she woke, and his fingers slid through her slickness with ease.

“You’re aroused,” he observed. “Good. That will make this easier.”

She felt him press a finger inside her, then two, his touch deliberate and exploring. The sensation was intense after the soreness of the night, her body both craving and resisting the stimulation, and she felt her breath falter again.

“Don’t stop breathing,” he said, his voice calm but firm. “The breath is the anchor. Everything else—everything I do to you—is just sensation. It passes through you like water. The breath stays constant.”

She clung to the breathing as he continued his exploration, his fingers moving inside her, his thumb finding her clit, his other hand returning to her breast. The dual stimulation was overwhelming, pleasure building despite her determination to remain passive, and she felt her body beginning to tense toward orgasm.

“Stop,” Lucas said, removing his hands abruptly.

She gasped at the sudden cessation, her body aching for completion, but she maintained the breathing pattern as she had been taught.

“Good,” he said. “You stayed present. You didn’t chase the pleasure. That’s the first lesson.”

He moved around to face her, his eyes meeting hers, and she saw the same intensity she had seen the night before—the hunter looking out from behind the familiar features of the man she loved. But there was something else there too, something she couldn’t quite name. Pride, perhaps. Or satisfaction. Or something deeper than either.

“The second lesson,” he said, “is about surrender. Not the surrender of being caught—yesterday taught you that. But the surrender of control over your own responses. The surrender of the need to know what comes next.”

He reached into his pocket and withdrew something she couldn’t immediately identify—a small object that glinted in the morning light. As he held it up, she realised what it was: a small silver clamp, padded at the tips, attached to a length of delicate chain.

“Yesterday I took your sight,” he said. “Today I’m going to take your silence.”

She felt her eyes widen at the implication. “You’re going to—”

“I’m going to ask you questions. And you’re going to answer them. Fully. Honestly. Without holding anything back.” He let the clamp dangle from his fingers, the chain swaying gently. “And to help you remember that your voice belongs to me now, you’re going to wear this.”

He lifted the hem of her dress, exposing her breasts, and she felt the cool air against her nipples, already peaked from his earlier attention. He attached the clamp to her left nipple, adjusting the tension until it was firm but not painful, and she felt the weight of it as a constant, insistent presence.

“This is a reminder,” he said, attaching a second clamp to her right nipple. “Every time you speak, you’ll feel it. Every word you say will be accompanied by this sensation. And if you lie—if you hold back, if you dissemble, if you try to maintain control over what you reveal—I’ll know. And I’ll adjust the clamps accordingly.”

She felt the chain settle between her breasts, the weight of it pulling slightly on her nipples, creating a sensation that was neither pleasure nor pain but something in between. She had worn nipple clamps before, but never like this—never as a tool of interrogation, a means of ensuring her honesty.

“Do you understand?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, and she felt the clamps shift with the movement of her chest, the sensation sharper than before.

“Good. Then let’s begin.”

He pulled another chair to face her, settling into it with the casual ease of someone about to have a conversation. But there was nothing casual about his expression, nothing relaxed about the way he held himself. He was entirely focused on her, his attention a weight she could feel pressing against her skin.

“Tell me about the moment you realised you’d lost,” he said. “Not the capture itself—the moment before, when you heard me behind you and knew I was going to find you. What were you feeling?”

She thought back to the forest, to the darkness behind her blindfold, to the sound of his footsteps moving through the undergrowth. The memory was sharp and immediate, as if it had happened minutes ago rather than hours, and she felt her body respond to the recollection.

“I was afraid,” she said. “But not just afraid. I was… excited. The fear and the excitement were mixed together, and I couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. I knew you were going to catch me, and part of me was relieved. Part of me wanted it to be over, wanted to stop running. But another part—” She hesitated, the admission difficult.

“Go on,” Lucas said.

“Another part wanted you to earn it. Even though I knew I’d lost, I wanted you to have to work for it. I wanted to make you hunt me, even if only for a few more minutes.”

She felt the clamps shift as her chest rose and fell with her breathing, the sensation a constant reminder of her exposure. The honesty was difficult—she had never admitted this to herself, let alone to him—but the words were coming now, unbidden and unstoppable.

“Is that wrong?” she asked. “To want you to work for it, even when I’d already decided to surrender?”

“There’s no wrong in what you feel,” Lucas said. “Only what you do with those feelings. You chose to run. You chose to hide. And when I caught you, you chose to surrender. The wanting—the complicated feelings underneath—that’s just being human.”

He leaned forward, his eyes holding hers. “Next question. When I put the gag in your mouth, when I took away your voice—what did you feel?”

This was harder. The gag had been a turning point, the moment when the game had shifted from pursuit to capture, from chase to claim. She had expected to feel afraid, or perhaps relieved, but what she had actually felt was more complicated than either.

“Small,” she said, the word coming out before she could examine it. “I felt small. Not in a bad way—in a way that made everything else feel simple. I didn’t have to decide anything, didn’t have to negotiate or consent or respond. I could just… exist. Let you do whatever you wanted. Let go of everything except the experience.”

The clamps tugged at her nipples as she spoke, the sensation sharp and present, and she realised her breathing had quickened. The memories were arousing her, the act of articulating them making them more real, more immediate.

“Did you miss your voice?” Lucas asked. “Did you want it back?”

She considered the question carefully. “At first, no. I was grateful not to have it. But later—when you were denying me, when you kept bringing me to the edge and pulling back—I wanted to beg. I wanted to use words to convince you, to plead with you, to make you let me come. And not being able to do that was its own kind of torture.”

“Good.” The word was simple, but the approval in his voice sent a flush of pleasure through her. “That’s exactly what I wanted you to feel. The desperation of not being able to ask for what you want. The frustration of being at someone else’s mercy.”

He stood and circled behind her again, his hands coming to rest on her shoulders. She felt the warmth of his palms through the thin fabric of the dress, the pressure of his fingers against her muscles, and she had to fight the urge to lean back into him.

“One more question,” he said, his voice low near her ear. “The most important one. When I finally let you come—in the chair, after all the denial—what did you feel?”

The memory washed over her, vivid and intense. The orgasm had been overwhelming, crashing through her with a force she had never experienced before, and in its aftermath she had felt something she had struggled to name.

“Gratitude,” she said. “And relief. And something else—something I don’t have a word for. It was like being emptied out. Like everything I’d been holding—the fear, the arousal, the resistance, the wanting—all of it just poured out of me, and I was left with nothing but the feeling. Nothing but the present moment. Nothing but you.”

She felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes, the admission more vulnerable than she had expected. The experience had changed something in her, opened something she hadn’t known was closed, and putting it into words made the change feel permanent, irreversible.

“I felt like I was yours,” she finished, the words barely above a whisper. “Not because of the contract, or the game, or the ropes. But because I wanted to be. Because being yours felt like the most natural thing in the world.”

Lucas was silent for a long moment, his hands still resting on her shoulders. Then he moved around to face her, his expression soft in a way she hadn’t seen since the night before.

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” he said quietly. “That’s what I needed to know.”

He reached out and gently removed the clamps, the release of pressure sending a fresh wave of sensation through her nipples. She gasped at the feeling, the blood rushing back to the compressed tissue, and she felt her eyes water with the sharpness of it.

“You’ve done well,” he said, setting the clamps aside. “You’ve learned the first two lessons. Now it’s time for the third.”

“What’s the third lesson?”

He smiled, and there was something in the expression that made her breath catch. “The third lesson is about endurance. About staying present when you want to escape. About finding the edge you didn’t know existed.”

He took her hand and pulled her to her feet, guiding her toward the bedroom door. “Come with me.”

The bedroom had been transformed in her absence.

The bed had been stripped to its mattress, the sheets and blankets removed, and the iron rings at the corners gleamed in the light of candles that had been lit while she was in the main room. But it was what occupied the centre of the bed that made Amelia stop in the doorway, her breath catching in her throat.

A wooden frame had been set up on the mattress—a structure of bars and crosspieces that formed a kind of cage or rack. Leather cuffs dangled from various points on the frame, and the entire apparatus was positioned to allow access from multiple angles. She had seen something like it in her research, had even suggested they might try it someday, but seeing it in person, knowing it was meant for her, was something else entirely.

“This is called a mounting frame,” Lucas said, his voice calm and instructive. “It’s designed to hold you in position—any position I want—for as long as I want. The cuffs are padded, the frame is stable, and the access it provides is complete. Once you’re in it, you can’t move. You can’t escape. You can only endure.”

She stared at the structure, feeling a mixture of fear and arousal so intense it made her dizzy. “You want me to—”

“I want you to get on the bed and let me secure you to the frame. Face up, to start. I want to see your face while I take you apart.”

She moved toward the bed as if in a dream, her body responding to his command before her mind could catch up. The frame looked both clinical and somehow organic, the wood smooth and dark, the leather cuffs well-worn from use. She climbed onto the mattress and positioned herself within the structure, feeling the cool air against her skin where the dress had ridden up.

“Lie back,” Lucas said. “Arms above your head. Legs spread.”

She arranged herself as instructed, feeling the vulnerability of the position, the exposure of having her most intimate parts open and available. He moved around the bed, securing first one wrist and then the other to the cuffs at the top of the frame, then doing the same with her ankles at the bottom. When he was finished, she was spread-eagled on the mattress, held in place by the leather restraints, completely at his mercy.

“Comfortable?” he asked.

She tested the bonds, finding them secure but not painful. “Yes.”

“Good. Then let’s begin.”

He reached for the hem of her dress and pulled it up, baring her from the waist down. She felt the cool air against her exposed skin, the vulnerability of the position, and she had to fight the urge to close her legs—a futile impulse given the restraints that held them open.

“You’re wet again,” he observed, his fingers finding the evidence between her thighs. “All that talking, all those admissions—it aroused you, didn’t it? Having to tell me the truth about what you felt.”

“Yes,” she admitted, the word coming out breathless.

“Good. That’s what I wanted. I want you aroused, want you ready, because what comes next requires your full attention.”

He moved to the nightstand and opened a drawer, withdrawing several items that he set on the bed beside her. A vibrator—larger than the one from the night before. A bottle of lubricant. A blindfold. And something else, something she didn’t immediately recognise—small and silicone, shaped like a tapered cone.

“Do you know what this is?” he asked, holding up the unfamiliar object.

She shook her head.

“It’s a training plug. Designed to be worn for extended periods, to prepare the body for larger things.” He let the implication hang in the air between them. “We’ve talked about this before. About training you to take me in ways you haven’t before. Today we’re going to start.”

She felt her eyes widen, a fresh wave of fear and arousal washing through her. They had discussed anal play in the abstract, had even experimented with small plugs and fingers, but this was different. This was deliberate, structured, part of the scene he had constructed.

“I’m going to prepare you now,” Lucas said, his voice calm. “I’m going to use the lubricant and my fingers to get you ready, and then I’m going to insert the plug. It will feel strange at first—perhaps uncomfortable. But I want you to breathe through it, to relax into it, to accept it as part of your surrender.”

He positioned himself between her spread legs, his hands moving to her thighs, and she felt the first touch of his fingers against her most private entrance. The sensation was foreign, uncomfortable, and she had to remind herself to breathe, to stay present, to accept what he was doing.

“Relax,” he murmured, his fingers working the lubricant into her. “Let me in. Let me have all of you.”

She forced her muscles to unclench, forced her body to accept the intrusion, and felt his fingers slide deeper. The sensation was strange—not painful, exactly, but not pleasant either. It was simply present, a constant reminder of what she was allowing him to do.

“That’s good,” he said. “You’re doing well. Now I’m going to insert the plug. Take a deep breath and let it out slowly.”

She followed his instruction, and as she exhaled, she felt the plug press against her, then slide inside. The sensation was intense—a feeling of fullness that was unlike anything she had experienced before, a constant pressure that made her aware of her body in a new way.

“How does that feel?” Lucas asked.

“Full,” she managed. “Strange. Not bad, just… present.”

“Good. That’s exactly how it should feel. Now I want you to wear it while I do other things. I want you to feel it every time you move, every time you breathe. I want it to be a reminder of what you’ve surrendered.”

He moved up her body, positioning himself between her legs in a way that made the plug shift inside her. She gasped at the sensation, the movement sending sparks of feeling through her body, and she felt her arousal spike despite herself.

“Now,” he said, reaching for the vibrator, “I’m going to take you apart. And you’re going to let me. And when you think you can’t take any more, you’re going to take more. Because you’re mine, Amelia. And I’m not done with you yet.”

He turned on the vibrator and pressed it against her clit.

The orgasm built slowly at first, then crashed through her with a force that made her scream.

Lucas had been working her for what felt like hours, bringing her to the edge repeatedly, then backing off, letting the arousal ebb before building it again. The plug inside her added a dimension of sensation she had never experienced before, a constant pressure that made every touch more intense, every moment more overwhelming.

She had lost count of how many times he had denied her. Three? Four? Five? The numbers had become meaningless, lost in the haze of need and frustration and desperate, overwhelming want. Her body ached for release, every nerve ending screaming for the orgasm he kept pulling away, and she felt tears streaming down her face, tears she hadn’t realised she was shedding.

“Please,” she gasped, the word torn from her without conscious thought. “Please, I can’t—I need—”

“You need what?” Lucas asked, his voice calm despite the intensity of what he was doing. “Tell me. Use your words.”

“I need to come. Please. I’ll do anything. Just let me—”

“Not yet.” He removed the vibrator, and she sobbed at the loss. “You’re not ready. You haven’t earned it.”

“I’ve earned it,” she pleaded. “I’ve done everything you asked. I’ve told you the truth. I’ve stayed present. I’ve taken everything you’ve given me. Please, Lucas, please—”

“Remember your lessons,” he said, his voice cutting through her desperation. “Breath. Surrender. Endurance. You’re struggling because you’re trying to control the outcome. Let go. Trust me. Trust that I’ll give you what you need when you need it.”

She forced herself to breathe, forced herself to focus on the pattern he had taught her—in for four, hold for four, out for four, hold for four. The breathing didn’t calm the need, but it gave her something to focus on, something to hold onto in the midst of the overwhelming sensation.

“Better,” Lucas said. “Now I’m going to give you one more edge. And then I’m going to decide whether you’ve earned your release.”

He pressed the vibrator against her again, and she felt the orgasm build one more time. Her body was exhausted, wrung out, pushed to limits she hadn’t known existed, but the arousal was still there, still building, still demanding release.

“Please,” she whispered, not even sure what she was asking for anymore.

“Now,” Lucas said. “Come for me.”

The orgasm was different from any she had experienced before. It didn’t crash through her—it radiated, starting from her core and spreading outward in waves that seemed to go on forever. She felt the contractions deep inside her, felt her body clench around the plug, felt every nerve ending fire at once in a symphony of sensation that left her breathless and trembling.

When it was finally over, she lay limp in the restraints, her body spent, her mind blank. She was only vaguely aware of Lucas releasing her from the frame, removing the plug, pulling her into his arms. She felt the softness of sheets beneath her, the warmth of his body against hers, the sound of his voice in her ear.

“You did so well,” he was saying. “You were perfect. Everything I hoped for and more.”

She wanted to respond, but the words wouldn’t come. She was floating somewhere outside herself, drifting in a haze of pleasure and exhaustion and something deeper—something that felt like peace.

She felt him pull a blanket over them, felt his arms tighten around her, felt his lips press against her forehead.

“Rest now,” he said. “We have the whole weekend ahead of us.”

She let herself sink into the darkness, trusting him to catch her.


Chapter Eight — The Quiet Hours

She slept deeply and without dreams.

When Amelia finally surfaced from the darkness, it was to find the bedroom bathed in the golden light of late afternoon. The candles had burned down to stubs in their holders, the fire in the hearth had been reduced to a bed of glowing embers, and the air held a stillness that felt almost sacred. She was alone in the bed, the sheets cool beside her, but she could hear movement elsewhere in the cabin—the clink of dishes, the soft tread of footsteps, the distant sound of water running.

She lay still for a long moment, taking stock of her body. The soreness from before had deepened into something more pervasive, a bone-deep ache that spoke to the intensity of the day’s activities. Her wrists and ankles bore the marks of the leather cuffs, red lines that would likely bruise by tomorrow. Between her legs, she felt tender and swollen, the evidence of repeated stimulation and denial. And the place where the plug had been—she felt its absence as a strange hollowness, a reminder of what she had allowed him to do.

She stretched slowly, feeling her muscles protest and then gradually release, and pushed herself up onto her elbows. The room looked different in the afternoon light, softer and more inviting than it had seemed in the harsh clarity of morning. The mounting frame had been removed from the bed at some point, the restraints stored away, and the space looked almost ordinary again. Only the rumpled sheets and the faint smell of sex gave evidence of what had transpired.

The door opened, and Lucas appeared in the threshold. He had changed clothes at some point—dark jeans now, a navy jumper that made his eyes seem darker—and he carried a glass of water in one hand and a small plate in the other.

“You’re awake,” he said, crossing to the bed. “How do you feel?”

She considered the question, searching for an honest answer. “Tired. Sore. Hungry.” A pause. “Floating.”

“Floating is good. It means you went deep.” He set the water and the plate—crackers and cheese and slices of apple—on the nightstand and sat on the edge of the bed. “Eat something. Drink. Your body needs to recover.”

She pushed herself upright, letting the sheet fall to her waist, and reached for the water. The first sip was cool and refreshing, and she realised how thirsty she was. She drained half the glass before setting it down and reaching for the food.

“What time is it?” she asked between bites.

“Nearly four. You’ve been asleep for about three hours.”

Three hours. It felt both longer and shorter than that—longer because of how much had happened before she slept, shorter because she felt as though she had barely closed her eyes. She finished the crackers and cheese and reached for an apple slice, surprised again by how hungry she was.

“I thought we might take the evening slow,” Lucas said, watching her eat. “We’ve pushed hard today. I want to give you time to process, to recover. Tomorrow will be intense again, but tonight can be… gentler.”

The word “gentle” seemed foreign in the context of the weekend, almost jarring. She had expected the intensity to continue, had steeled herself for another round of edging and denial and pushing boundaries. The offer of gentleness caught her off guard.

“What does ‘gentle’ mean?” she asked, not quite able to keep the suspicion from her voice.

He smiled at that, a genuine expression that softened the lines of his face. “It means food and rest and conversation. It means I take care of you rather than pushing you. It means we spend the evening together like normal people, without the games.”

“And then tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow we go deeper. But tonight is for recovery. For connection.” He reached out and touched her face, his fingers gentle against her jaw. “You gave me a lot today, Amelia. More than I expected. I want to honour that by giving you something in return.”

She leaned into his touch, feeling a surge of emotion she couldn’t quite name. The intensity of the day had created a distance between them—not a bad distance, but a separation created by the roles they had inhabited. He had been the one in control, the one who took; she had been the one who surrendered, the one who received. The offer of normalcy, of connection, felt like a bridge back to each other.

“Okay,” she said. “Gentle sounds good.”

He ran her a bath.

It was such an ordinary gesture, such a domestic kindness, that Amelia found herself blinking back tears as she sank into the steaming water. The bathtub was claw-footed and deep, positioned beneath a window that looked out onto the forest, and the water was scented with something herbal and faintly floral—lavender, she thought, and perhaps chamomile. Candles had been lit on the windowsill and around the edge of the tub, their flames flickering in the drafts, casting dancing shadows on the tile walls.

She had expected to take the bath alone, but Lucas stripped off his clothes and climbed in behind her, pulling her back against his chest, his legs bracketing hers beneath the water. The intimacy of the position felt different from the intimacy of the scenes—softer, more equal, less about power and more about closeness.

“How are you feeling about today?” he asked, his voice low near her ear. “Not physically—I can see how you’re feeling physically. I mean emotionally. Psychologically.”

She leaned back against him, feeling the warmth of the water and the warmth of his body, and considered the question. “Honestly? I don’t know yet. It’s all still… settling. Like sediment in water that hasn’t finished falling to the bottom.”

“That’s normal. These things take time to process.” His arms wrapped around her waist, his hands resting on her stomach. “Is there anything that stands out? Anything you want to talk about?”

She thought back over the day—the chair, the interrogation, the clamps, the mounting frame, the plug, the endless edging and denial and final release. Each moment had been intense, but one stood out above the others.

“The questions,” she said. “When you made me tell you what I was feeling during the hunt. That was… harder than I expected.”

“Harder how?”

“Harder to be honest. I’ve never really admitted those things to myself, let alone to someone else. Saying them out loud made them real in a way they weren’t before.”

“What things specifically?”

She felt her face heat, the memory bringing a flush that the warm water couldn’t account for. “That I wanted to be caught. That I wanted to surrender. That being yours felt like the most natural thing in the world.”

His arms tightened around her. “Those are beautiful things to admit. Nothing to be ashamed of.”

“I know. But it’s still… exposing. I’ve spent my whole life being careful about what I reveal, controlling how I present myself to the world. Letting go of that control, even with you, is hard.”

“That’s why we’re doing this,” he said. “That’s what this weekend is about—not just the physical surrender, but the emotional one. Learning to let go of the need to control how you’re perceived. Learning to trust that you can be seen fully and still be loved.”

The words landed with unexpected force, and she felt tears prick at the corners of her eyes again. She had known, on some level, that this was what they were doing—this was what their dynamic had always been about—but hearing him articulate it made it real in a new way.

“I’m scared,” she admitted, the words small in the candlelit space. “Not of you, or of what we’re doing. But of what it means. Of how much I want this. Of who I become when I let go.”

“Who do you become?”

“Someone I don’t recognise. Someone who wants things I’ve never let myself want. Someone who—” She broke off, uncertain how to finish the thought.

“Someone who what?”

She took a breath, forcing herself to continue. “Someone who might want more than just a weekend. Someone who might want this all the time.”

The admission hung in the air between them, heavy with implication. They had talked before about the possibility of a more permanent arrangement—a relationship structure that incorporated their dynamic more fully—but it had always been hypothetical, a someday conversation rather than a now conversation. Saying it out loud, in the aftermath of what they had shared, made it feel immediate and real.

Lucas was quiet for a long moment, his breath warm against her hair. Then he spoke, his voice careful and measured.

“I’ve been thinking about that too. About what it would mean to extend this beyond weekends and holidays. About what it would look like to have this kind of connection all the time.”

Her heart rate increased, the water suddenly feeling hotter against her skin. “And?”

“And I think it’s something we should discuss. Not now—tonight is for gentleness, for recovery, for connection. But soon. Before we leave this place. I want us to leave with a clear understanding of what comes next.”

She felt something loosen in her chest, a tension she hadn’t realised she was holding. The possibility of more—of taking what they had built here and carrying it into their ordinary lives—was both thrilling and terrifying. But knowing that he was thinking about it too, that she wasn’t alone in wanting something deeper, made the fear more manageable.

“Okay,” she said. “Soon. But not tonight.”

“Not tonight,” he agreed. “Tonight we just are.”

They ate dinner by the fire.

It was a simple meal—roasted chicken with root vegetables, bread and butter, a bottle of red wine that Lucas had opened to breathe while she bathed—and they ate it on plates balanced on their laps, sitting in the chairs by the hearth. The fire crackled and popped, casting warm light across the room, and the windows had grown dark with the evening, reflecting the flames like mirrors.

Amelia was dressed again in the simple grey shift, her hair still damp from the bath, her feet bare against the wooden floor. Lucas had pulled on jeans and a jumper, and they looked, she thought, like any couple on holiday—ordinary, domestic, unremarkable. The contrast with what they had done that afternoon was stark, and she found herself marvelling at how easily they could shift between worlds.

“Can I ask you something?” she said, setting her plate aside and reaching for her wine.

“Of course.”

“The mounting frame. The clamps. The plug. All of it.” She gestured vaguely, trying to encompass the scope of what they had done. “How did you know? How did you know what I needed before I knew it myself?”

He considered the question, turning his wine glass in his hands. “I didn’t know, exactly. I hypothesised. Based on what you’ve told me over the years, what I’ve observed, what I’ve felt when we’ve played before. I constructed an experiment to test those hypotheses, and you confirmed them.”

“That makes it sound very clinical.”

“It was clinical, in its way. The planning, the preparation, the execution—all of it was deliberate, structured, designed to produce specific outcomes.” He met her eyes, his expression serious. “But the feeling underneath—the wanting, the care, the love—that wasn’t clinical. That was just me, wanting to give you something you didn’t know how to ask for.”

She felt the words settle into her, a warmth that had nothing to do with the fire or the wine. “What did you want to give me?”

“Permission. To want what you want. To be who you are underneath all the careful control. To experience pleasure without guilt, surrender without shame, connection without conditions.”

The tears she had been holding back all evening finally spilled over, running down her cheeks in silent streams. She wasn’t sad—she wasn’t sure what she was, exactly. Overwhelmed, perhaps. Grateful. Seen.

“That’s what you’ve given me too,” he continued, his voice rough. “Permission to be the part of myself I’ve always hidden. The part that wants to control, to possess, to take. I’ve spent my life being ashamed of those desires, trying to suppress them, trying to be the good man I thought I should be. With you, I don’t have to choose. I can be both—the man who loves you and the man who needs to own you.”

She reached out and took his hand, their fingers intertwining. “I love both parts of you. I love the man who brings me coffee in the morning and the man who hunts me through the forest. I love the man who holds me in the bath and the man who denies me orgasm until I beg. All of it. All of you.”

He lifted her hand to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles, his eyes never leaving hers. “And I love you. All of you. The woman who drafts careful contracts and the woman who hides GPS trackers in her costume. The woman who argues cases in court and the woman who screams my name when she finally comes.”

She laughed at that, a wet sound through the tears. “I can’t believe you’re still bringing up the trackers.”

“I’m going to bring up the trackers for the rest of our lives. It was a masterful attempt at cheating, and you should be proud of it.”

“I’m not proud. I’m embarrassed. I thought I was being so clever, and you knew the whole time.”

“That’s the point. I always know. That’s what makes this work—the trust that I’ll know, and the trust that I’ll use that knowledge to give you what you need rather than to hurt you.”

She nodded, understanding what he was saying. The dynamic they had built wasn’t about equality in the traditional sense—it was about a deeper kind of balance, a system of checks and counterweights that allowed both of them to explore parts of themselves they couldn’t explore alone.

“So what happens tomorrow?” she asked.

“Tomorrow we go deeper. I want to push you further than I’ve ever pushed you before. I want to find your edges and see what lies beyond them.”

“And if I safeword?”

“Then we stop. Immediately. No questions, no judgments. We stop and we take care of you and we figure out together what went wrong. The safeword is sacred, Amelia. It’s the foundation of everything we do.”

She knew this—they had discussed it many times, in many contexts—but hearing him say it, on the eve of pushing further than they ever had, felt important. It was a reminder that the power she was giving him was not absolute, that she retained the ultimate control, that the surrender was a choice she made continuously.

“I want to try,” she said. “I want to see how far I can go.”

“Then tomorrow you will. But tonight—” He released her hand and leaned back in his chair, his expression softening. “Tonight I want to hear about your week. I want to hear about the case you’re working on, and the conversation you had with your mother, and the book you’ve been reading. I want to know about your life outside this place.”

The shift in topic was disorienting, but she understood what he was doing. He was pulling her back to herself, grounding her in the ordinary details of her existence, reminding her that the woman she became in this cabin was not separate from the woman she was in the world. They were the same person, and both deserved attention and care.

So she told him about the case—a complex contract dispute that had been consuming her attention for weeks. She told him about her mother’s increasingly frequent calls and the unspoken questions they contained. She told him about the novel she’d been reading, a historical fiction that had captured her imagination. And he listened, asking questions, offering observations, engaging with her as an equal rather than as the dominant partner in their dynamic.

It was, she realised, exactly what she needed. The intensity of the day had left her feeling unmoored, disconnected from the ordinary rhythms of her life. This conversation was an anchor, a reminder of who she was when she wasn’t being hunted and claimed and taken apart.

They talked until the fire burned low and the wine was gone and the night had grown deep around them. At some point, Lucas rose to add wood to the flames, and she watched him move around the room, this man who knew her better than anyone, who had seen parts of her she had never shown to another living soul, and she felt a rush of love so intense it was almost painful.

“Come to bed,” he said, holding out his hand.

She took it and let him lead her to the bedroom.

The bedroom was warm, the fire having been rebuilt in her absence, the sheets turned down in invitation. But there were no restraints tonight, no frame, no implements of pleasure or pain. Just a bed, and a man, and the promise of sleep.

She climbed beneath the covers and felt him settle in beside her, his body warm and solid, his arm wrapping around her waist to pull her close. She fit against him perfectly, her back to his chest, her head resting in the hollow of his shoulder, and she felt the last of the tension drain from her body.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice soft in the darkness.

“For what?”

“For today. For tonight. For knowing what I need before I know it myself.”

He pressed a kiss to the back of her neck. “Thank you for trusting me. For giving me so much. For being brave enough to go where we’re going.”

She felt sleep pulling at her, the exhaustion of the day finally catching up. “I’m scared of tomorrow,” she admitted, the words slurring slightly with fatigue.

“I know. I am too.”

The admission surprised her. “You’re scared?”

“Of course. Every time we push further, I’m scared. Scared of hurting you, of going too far, of failing to catch you when you fall. The only way to do this without fear is to do it without care, and I care too much to ever be careless.”

She turned in his arms, facing him in the darkness, and found his eyes gleaming in the light of the dying fire. “That’s why I trust you. Because you’re scared too. Because the fear means you’re paying attention.”

“Yes.” His hand came up to cup her face, his thumb tracing the line of her cheekbone. “I will always be paying attention. I will always be watching, and listening, and feeling for the moment when you need me to stop or slow down or push harder. You don’t have to worry about that.”

“I know.” She leaned forward and kissed him, a soft press of lips that contained all the things she couldn’t find words for. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” He deepened the kiss, his tongue sliding against hers, and she felt a spark of desire flare in her exhausted body. But he pulled back before it could catch fire, his smile visible in the darkness. “Sleep now. Tomorrow will be here soon enough.”

She settled back against his chest, letting the steady beat of his heart lull her toward sleep. The night wrapped around them like a blanket, and she felt safe in a way that had nothing to do with locks or walls and everything to do with the man who held her.

Just before she drifted off, she heard him speak again, his voice soft as a prayer.

“You were magnificent today. You exceeded every expectation I had. Tomorrow you’ll do it again, and I’ll be there to catch you when you fall.”

She smiled against his chest and let the darkness take her.

She dreamed of running.

In the dream, she was in the forest again, the blindfold over her eyes, the basket in her hand. She could hear him behind her—the soft crunch of footsteps on leaves, the occasional snap of a branch—and she was running, running, running. But the running didn’t feel like flight. It felt like a dance, a conversation between predator and prey, a game whose outcome had been decided before it began.

She ran not because she thought she could escape, but because the chase itself was the point. The running was a gift she was giving him, a performance of resistance that they both knew was performance. And when his hand finally closed around her wrist, when she felt the weight of his body press her against the earth, the surrender that followed was not defeat. It was completion.

She woke to find tears on her cheeks, the dream still vivid in her mind.

The room was dark, the fire having burned down to embers, and the clock on the nightstand read 3:47. Lucas slept beside her, his breathing deep and even, his body warm against hers. She lay still for a long moment, processing the dream, trying to understand what her sleeping mind had been telling her.

The dream had reframed the hunt. In her waking memory, the chase had been terrifying, desperate, a flight from a predator she could not see. But in the dream, the fear had transformed into something else—something that felt almost like collaboration. She had been running, yes, but the running had been purposeful, intentional. She had been giving him what he wanted, and what she wanted too.

The realisation settled into her like a stone dropping into still water. She had not been a victim of the hunt. She had been a participant. The game they had played required both roles—the hunter and the hunted—and both were equally important. Her surrender was not something he had taken from her. It was something she had given.

She shifted closer to Lucas, pressing her body against his, and felt his arm tighten around her in his sleep. The movement was instinctive, protective, and it reminded her that even in unconsciousness, he was watching over her. Even in sleep, he was her safe harbour.

She closed her eyes and let the dream fade, let the warmth of his body and the comfort of his presence carry her back toward sleep. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new edges, new opportunities to surrender and be caught. But for now, she was here, in his arms, and that was enough.

She woke again to the smell of coffee and the grey light of early dawn.

The bedroom was cold, the fire having died sometime in the night, and she could see her breath in the air. The space beside her was empty, the sheets cool to the touch, and she heard movement in the main room—the sounds of someone building a fire, opening cupboards, preparing for the day.

She rose and wrapped a blanket around her shoulders, then padded barefoot toward the door. The main room was warmer, a fire already crackling in the hearth, and Lucas stood by the window, watching the dawn break over the forest. He turned when he heard her approach, and his expression was soft in the early light.

“Good morning,” he said. “How did you sleep?”

“Dreamed about the hunt,” she said, moving to stand beside him. “It felt different in the dream. Less like being chased, more like… dancing.”

He nodded, as if the words confirmed something he had suspected. “That’s how it should feel. The chase is a collaboration, even when it doesn’t feel like one. The prey chooses to run, chooses to hide, chooses to be caught. The hunter simply follows the choreography the prey has set.”

She thought about this, turning the idea over in her mind. “So even when I was running from you, I was also running toward you.”

“Yes. Exactly.” He turned to face her, his hands finding her shoulders, his eyes meeting hers. “That’s what this weekend is about. Learning that your surrender is a choice, that it’s always been a choice, that nothing I do to you can take away your agency. You choose to submit. You choose to be caught. And you can choose to stop at any moment.”

The words echoed what he had said the night before, but they landed differently in the light of morning. In the clarity of dawn, they felt less like reassurance and more like revelation. She had always thought of submission as giving something up—power, control, agency. But Lucas was framing it as something different. As a choice that retained its power even as it exercised it.

“I want to go deeper today,” she said, the words emerging with a certainty that surprised her. “I want to find those edges you talked about. I want to see what I’m capable of.”

His eyes darkened with something that might have been desire or might have been fear. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. Whatever happens, I want to know that I went as far as I could go. I want to know that I didn’t hold back.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead, his lips warm against her skin. “But first, breakfast. And coffee. And a conversation about what ‘deeper’ means to you.”

She nodded, feeling the familiar flutter of anticipation in her stomach. Today would be harder than yesterday—she knew that without being told. But she also knew, with a certainty that went deeper than thought, that she was ready.

She was ready to find out what she was made of.


Chapter Nine — Deeper

The breakfast was substantial, but Amelia could barely taste it.

She sat at the small table by the window, picking at eggs and toast and fruit, her mind already racing ahead to what the day would bring. Lucas ate with apparent calm across from her, his manner relaxed and unhurried, as if this were any ordinary morning rather than the prelude to something they had never attempted before. The contrast between his composure and her nervous energy was stark, and she found herself watching him with a mixture of irritation and admiration.

“You’re not eating,” he observed, not looking up from his plate.

“I’m not hungry.”

“Eat anyway. You’ll need the energy.” He finally met her eyes, his expression softening slightly. “I know you’re anxious. That’s normal. But part of surrendering is trusting me to take care of you, and that includes making sure you’re fed and hydrated before we begin.”

She forced herself to take another bite, chewing mechanically, swallowing without really tasting. The food felt heavy in her stomach, a weight that sat uneasily alongside the flutter of anticipation that had been building since she woke.

“What’s going to happen today?” she asked, setting down her fork.

“We’re going to have a conversation first. About boundaries, about expectations, about what ‘deeper’ means to each of us. And then—” He paused, considering his words. “Then I’m going to take you further than you’ve ever been. Further than I’ve ever taken anyone.”

The words sent a shiver through her that was equal parts fear and arousal. “That sounds ominous.”

“It’s meant to. What we’re attempting today requires both of us to be fully present, fully committed. There’s no room for hesitation or doubt once we begin.” He reached across the table and took her hand, his grip warm and firm. “But first, we talk. That’s non-negotiable.”

She nodded, appreciating the structure even as part of her wished they could simply begin. The talking was harder in some ways than the doing—it required her to articulate desires she barely understood, to examine motivations she preferred to leave unexamined, to be honest in ways that felt almost impossible.

“Tell me what you’re afraid of,” Lucas said, settling back in his chair.

The question was direct, characteristic of his approach, but it still caught her off guard. She had expected him to outline what he had planned, to give her a framework for the day. Instead, he was asking her to expose her own uncertainties.

“I’m afraid of losing myself,” she said after a moment, the words coming slowly. “Not in the moment—I’ve already experienced that, and I know it’s temporary. I’m afraid of losing myself in a more permanent way. Of becoming someone I don’t recognise, someone who can’t function in the ordinary world.”

“That’s a reasonable fear. It’s one I share, honestly. The line between transformation and dissolution is thinner than most people realise.” His thumb traced circles on the back of her hand, a soothing gesture that grounded her in the present. “What else?”

“I’m afraid of wanting too much. Of discovering that I want things I can’t have, that I need things you can’t give me.”

“What kinds of things?”

She hesitated, the admission difficult even after everything they had shared. “More. More intensity, more surrender, more of whatever this is. I’m afraid that once I get a taste of going deeper, I’ll want to keep going. That I’ll never be satisfied with ordinary life again.”

Lucas was quiet for a long moment, his eyes on their joined hands. When he spoke, his voice was careful and measured. “I have the same fear. Not that you’ll want more than I can give—I believe I can give you quite a lot—but that once we open this door, neither of us will want to close it. That the life we’ve built outside this place will feel hollow by comparison.”

“Does that scare you?”

“Every day. But I’ve also come to believe that it’s a risk worth taking. The alternative—never knowing how deep we could go, never exploring the full scope of what’s possible between us—feels worse than the risk.”

She nodded, understanding completely. The fear was real, but it wasn’t a reason to stop. It was simply a price they both had to be willing to pay.

“What about you?” she asked. “What are you afraid of?”

He considered the question, his expression thoughtful. “I’m afraid of going too far. Of pushing you past your limits without realising it, of damaging something precious in the pursuit of intensity. I’m afraid of becoming the thing I’ve always feared—a man who takes without consent, who confuses possession with love, who destroys what he tries to claim.”

“You could never be that.”

“I could. Every dominant could. It’s a line that exists in all of us, and the only thing keeping us on the right side of it is constant vigilance and genuine care.” His grip on her hand tightened slightly. “That’s why we have safewords. That’s why we have conversations like this. Because the moment I stop checking, stop asking, stop making sure you’re still with me—that’s the moment I become something neither of us wants.”

The honesty of the admission touched her deeply. He was showing her his own vulnerability, his own fear, and in doing so, he was demonstrating exactly why she trusted him. A man who feared his own darkness was a man who would never let that darkness consume her.

“I’m ready,” she said, the words emerging with a certainty that surprised her. “Whatever you have planned, whatever you want from me—I’m ready.”

He studied her face for a long moment, searching for something—hesitation, doubt, anything that would contradict her words. Finding nothing, he nodded slowly.

“Then let’s begin.”

He led her to the bedroom, but stopped her at the threshold.

“Today is different,” he said, his voice carrying a weight that made her breath catch. “Today there are no scenes, no structured activities with clear beginnings and endings. Today is one continuous experience. I’m going to take you apart piece by piece, and I’m going to keep you in that state for as long as I decide. There will be no breaks, no rest periods, no opportunity to gather yourself. You will be mine completely, continuously, until I choose to release you.”

The words washed over her, both terrifying and intoxicating. “How long?”

“That’s not for you to know. Part of the surrender is giving up your sense of time, your need to anticipate what comes next. You will experience each moment as it arrives, and you will trust me to know when you’ve had enough.”

She felt her heart rate increase, the flutter in her stomach intensifying. The loss of temporal structure was more unsettling than she had expected—knowing that there would be no defined endpoint, no clear moment when she could say “just a little longer and then it’s over.” She would have to endure without knowing how long the endurance would last.

“If it becomes too much—” she started.

“Then you use your safeword. But I want you to think carefully before you do. Part of what we’re exploring today is your relationship with your own limits. Are you stopping because you genuinely can’t take any more, or because you’re afraid of what happens if you keep going? I want you to stay present with that question. I want you to notice the difference between ‘I can’t’ and ‘I’m afraid to.’”

She nodded, understanding what he was asking. The safeword was always available, but using it was a decision with consequences beyond the immediate moment. It would end the scene, yes, but it would also mean she had reached a boundary she couldn’t cross. And part of her—the part that had asked for this, that had said “deeper”—wanted to know where those boundaries actually were.

“Take off your clothes,” Lucas said. “All of them. Fold them and put them on the chair.”

She undressed quickly, efficiently, her fingers working the fabric of the grey shift without hesitation. Being naked in front of him was no longer novel—they had long since passed the point where undressing felt like exposure—but the context gave the act new weight. She was stripping away not just clothing but the last vestiges of the ordinary world, the last reminders of who she was when she wasn’t his.

When she was finished, she stood before him in nothing but her skin, the cool air of the room raising goosebumps along her arms. He circled her slowly, his eyes travelling the length of her body, and she felt the weight of his gaze like a physical touch.

“Beautiful,” he murmured. “But today, beauty is not the point. Today is about what lies beneath the surface. Today is about what you become when there’s nothing left to hide behind.”

He moved to the wooden chest at the foot of the bed and opened it, revealing an array of items she had only glimpsed before. Rope, of course—lengths in various colours and thicknesses. Cuffs and chains. Implements she recognised and some she didn’t. And something new, something she hadn’t seen in their previous explorations: a leather hood, smooth and featureless, with openings only for the nose and mouth.

“Today I’m going to take your face,” Lucas said, holding up the hood. “I’m going to cover the part of you that expresses emotion, that reveals your thoughts, that marks you as an individual. When you wear this, you won’t be Amelia anymore. You’ll be something else—a creature, an object, a vessel for whatever I choose to put inside you.”

She stared at the hood, feeling a complex mixture of fear and fascination. The erasure of identity it represented was more extreme than anything they had attempted before. To lose her face, the most fundamental marker of who she was—what would that feel like? Who would she become?

“Turn around,” he said.

She turned, presenting her back to him, and felt him gather her hair, pulling it away from her face. The hood slipped over her head, and she felt the leather conform to her features, pressing against her eyes, her cheeks, her jaw. The world went dark, and suddenly she couldn’t see, couldn’t speak properly, couldn’t make any expression at all. She was reduced to breath and sensation, a body without a face.

“Can you breathe?” Lucas asked, his voice close to her ear.

She nodded, testing the airflow through the openings at her nose and mouth. It was adequate, though the sensation of having her face covered was claustrophobic in a way she hadn’t anticipated.

“Good. Now I’m going to bind you. Not to the bed, not to a frame—to yourself. You’re going to become a package, compact and contained, unable to move or resist or do anything except experience what I give you.”

She felt rope wrap around her wrists, pulling them together behind her back. Then more rope, winding up her arms, binding her elbows together in a way that forced her shoulders back and thrust her chest forward. The position was uncomfortable, bordering on painful, and she felt her muscles protest as they were forced into an unfamiliar configuration.

“Breath,” Lucas reminded her. “Stay present. Don’t fight the sensation.”

She forced herself to breathe, to focus on the pattern she had learned the day before—in for four, hold for four, out for four, hold for four. The breathing didn’t make the position comfortable, but it gave her something to focus on, something to hold onto as her body was arranged according to his will.

The rope continued to wind around her—her torso, her waist, her thighs. He created a harness that pressed against her breasts, accent


Chapter Ten — The Hollow

Time became meaningless inside the leather.

Amelia had no way of knowing how long she had been bound, how many positions Lucas had arranged her in, how many times he had brought her to the edge of release only to withdraw and leave her aching. The hood had done exactly what he promised—it had taken her face, her identity, her sense of herself as a person with a name and a history and a life beyond this moment. She was no longer Amelia, no longer the solicitor, no longer the careful woman who drafted contracts and managed risk. She was something else now. Something simpler. Something that existed only to receive.

The position he had placed her in was the most challenging yet. She was on her knees, her bound arms raised behind her back and secured to a hook in the ceiling, forcing her torso forward at an angle that strained her shoulders and made her balance precarious. Her thighs were spread wide, her ankles secured to rings in the floor, and the rope harness around her torso had been adjusted to press against her breasts in a way that made every breath a reminder of her constraint. The hood still covered her face, blocking out light and muffling sound, and she had long since lost track of whether her eyes were open or closed.

She was not alone in the darkness. Lucas was there—she could feel his presence, hear his breathing, sense the weight of his attention on her exposed body. But he had not spoken in what felt like hours, had not touched her except to adjust her bonds or check her circulation. The silence was part of it, she understood. The waiting was part of it. He was teaching her something about endurance, about presence, about the difference between the passage of time and the experience of it.

Her body ached in ways she had never experienced. The position was punishing, each muscle forced to work continuously to maintain her balance, each joint stretched to the limit of its flexibility. The ropes pressed against her skin with an insistence that had moved from sensation to pain and now existed somewhere beyond pain, a constant companion that had become almost comforting in its reliability. She was aware of her body in a way she had never been before—every fibre, every nerve, every point of contact between her flesh and the bonds that held her.

But beneath the physical sensation, something else was happening. Something she had no words for.

The silence inside the hood had grown deeper, more profound, as if the darkness had weight and substance. Her thoughts had become sparse, scattered, and then had ceased entirely for long stretches. There was only the present moment—only the ache in her shoulders, the stretch in her thighs, the press of the rope against her breasts, the sound of her own breathing inside the leather enclosure. And beneath even that, there was a stillness that felt almost like peace.

She had stopped wanting things to be different. She had stopped wishing for release, for relief, for the comfort of her ordinary life. She had simply accepted what was, and in that acceptance, she had found something unexpected. A quiet place inside herself that she had never known existed. A place that didn’t need to control, didn’t need to anticipate, didn’t need to be anyone at all.

The hood moved, and she felt his fingers at the back of her head, working the fastenings. Cool air rushed against her skin as the leather was pulled away, and she blinked against the sudden light, her eyes watering, her vision blurred.

Lucas knelt before her, his face close to hers, his expression unreadable. He held a cup of water to her lips, and she drank greedily, the liquid cool and sweet in her dry mouth.

“How long?” she managed, her voice rough from disuse.

“Three hours.”

Three hours. It had felt like both longer and shorter—an eternity and an instant, contained within the darkness of the hood. She tested her position, feeling the strain in every muscle, and realised she had been holding the pose for three hours without a break, without relief, without anything to distract her from the pure experience of endurance.

“You did well,” Lucas said, setting the cup aside. “You went somewhere. I could see it in your body—the moment you stopped fighting and started accepting. That’s what I wanted. That’s what we’re building toward.”

“Building toward what?”

He smiled, but there was something serious beneath the expression. “Toward the place where there’s nothing left but sensation. Toward the place where you stop being a person with thoughts and fears and desires and start being pure experience. That’s the edge I want to find with you. That’s the deep place we’re exploring.”

She nodded, understanding and not understanding at the same time. The three hours in the hood had been difficult, yes—painful, challenging, exhausting—but it had also been something else. Something she had never experienced before and wasn’t sure she could put into words.

“I want to go further,” she said, surprising herself with the words. “I want to see what’s on the other side.”

His eyes darkened with something that might have been desire or might have been concern. “Are you sure? What we’ve done so far today is just preparation. The next part will be more intense. You won’t have the safety of position holding, of being able to focus on physical endurance. You’ll have to face what’s inside you when there’s nothing else to hold onto.”

“I’m sure.”

He studied her face for a long moment, searching for something—doubt, hesitation, anything that would contradict her words. Then he nodded and rose, moving behind her to release her arms from the hook in the ceiling. She groaned as her shoulders were allowed to return to a more natural position, the relief so intense it was almost painful.

“I’m going to unbind you completely,” Lucas said, his fingers working at the knots. “You’ll have a few minutes to stretch, to use the bathroom if you need to, to drink some water. And then we’ll begin the second phase.”

She felt the ropes fall away one by one, her body gradually returning to her control, and the sensation of freedom was almost overwhelming after hours of constraint. She stretched carefully, working the stiffness from her muscles, and took the opportunity to move her arms and legs through their full range of motion.

“The second phase?” she asked, rolling her shoulders.

“The phase where I take everything you think you know about yourself and turn it inside out.” His voice was calm, matter-of-fact, as if he were describing a routine procedure. “The phase where you discover what’s left when there’s nothing else.”

She knelt on the bed, her hands resting on her thighs, her eyes on Lucas as he moved around the room preparing whatever he had prepared. The break had been brief—perhaps fifteen minutes—and her body still ached from the three hours in bondage, but she felt strangely energised, as if the experience had tapped into a reserve she hadn’t known she possessed.

The hood lay on the nightstand, a dark reminder of what she had already endured. But Lucas had added other items to the surface—a blindfold, a pair of noise-cancelling headphones, something that looked like a vibrator but was shaped differently from any she had seen before. She watched him arrange these items with careful attention, wondering what he had planned, how he intended to take her further than he already had.

“Lie back,” he said, turning to face her. “Arms at your sides. Legs spread.”

She arranged herself as instructed, feeling the soft sheets beneath her, the warmth of the fire on her skin. The bedroom had been transformed again at some point—more candles, fewer items of furniture, a sense of space and emptiness that felt intentional.

“Today I’m going to take your senses one by one,” Lucas said, climbing onto the bed beside her. “First your sight.”

He placed the blindfold over her eyes, and darkness descended. She felt the soft fabric press against her face, blocking out the light, and she was back in the darkness she had inhabited for three hours. But this darkness was different—softer, less claustrophobic, chosen rather than imposed.

“Then your hearing.”

She felt the headphones settle over her ears, and the world went silent. She could hear nothing—no fire crackling, no breath, no sound of any kind. It was a strange and disorienting sensation, as if she had been plunged underwater, and she felt a moment of panic before she forced herself to breathe through it.

“And then—” His voice came through the headphones, startling her with its presence. She hadn’t realised they were connected to anything, hadn’t expected to hear him at all. “Then I’m going to take your sense of self.”

She felt the bed shift as he moved, felt his hands on her body, positioning her, arranging her. She couldn’t see, couldn’t hear anything except his voice in her ears, and she felt the vulnerability of the position acutely. She was completely at his mercy, completely dependent on him for any information about what was happening.

“What you’re experiencing now is sensory deprivation,” Lucas said, his voice calm and instructive. “Without input from your eyes and ears, your brain will start to generate its own stimulation. You might see things that aren’t there, hear sounds that don’t exist. This is normal. This is your mind trying to fill the void.”

She felt his hands on her thighs, spreading her wider, and she had a sudden, intense awareness of how exposed she was. Without sight or sound, her sense of touch had become heightened, every contact between his skin and hers registering with an intensity that bordered on overwhelming.

“I’m going to stimulate you now,” he said. “But I’m not going to let you come. I’m going to keep you at the edge for as long as I decide, and you’re going to experience every moment of it without any way to anticipate when it will end.”

She felt something press against her entrance—the unfamiliar toy she had seen on the nightstand, she realised—and then it slid inside her. The sensation was intense, her body still sensitive from the day’s earlier activities, and she felt her muscles clench around the intrusion.

“This is a G-spot vibrator,” Lucas explained, his voice clinical despite the intimacy of what he was doing. “It’s designed to target a specific area inside you—an area that responds differently from the clitoris. Most women find stimulation there to be more intense, more overwhelming, more difficult to control. You’re going to learn what that feels like today.”

He turned the vibrator on, and she felt a deep, thrumming sensation inside her that was unlike anything she had experienced before. It was less focused than clitoral stimulation, more diffuse, but somehow more insistent. She felt her body begin to respond immediately, arousal building despite her exhaustion, despite the hours she had already spent in bondage.

“The first orgasm will come quickly,” Lucas said. “I want you to let it happen. I want you to experience the release without holding back. But after that—” He paused, and she felt the weight of his intention even through the sensory deprivation. “After that, we begin the real work.”

The vibrator shifted inside her, finding a spot that made her gasp, and she felt the orgasm building with a speed that surprised her. It crashed through her less than a minute later, a wave of pleasure that was different from any she had experienced—deeper, more profound, originating from a place she hadn’t known existed.

She was still trembling from the aftermath when she felt the vibrator shift again, finding a new angle, a new rhythm. The sensation was almost too much, her body still sensitive from the first orgasm, but Lucas didn’t stop. He kept the stimulation going, kept the vibration thrumming inside her, and she felt another orgasm building almost immediately.

“This is the edge,” Lucas said, his voice cutting through the sensation. “You’ve just come, but I’m not giving you time to recover. Your body doesn’t know whether to chase the pleasure or flee from it. That confusion—that space between wanting and not wanting—that’s where we’re going to stay.”

She felt herself approaching the second orgasm, the pleasure building despite her exhaustion, despite the overwhelming nature of the sensation. But just as she was about to tip over the edge, the vibrator stopped.

She cried out, or thought she did—she couldn’t hear herself, couldn’t tell if the sound had escaped her throat. The denial was almost painful, her body poised at the edge of release and then abandoned, and she felt tears squeeze out from beneath the blindfold.

“That’s what denial feels like when you can’t see it coming,” Lucas said. “When you don’t know when it will start again, or if it will start again. You’re completely at my mercy, completely dependent on my decision. And I haven’t decided yet how long I’m going to make you wait.”

The silence stretched. She couldn’t see, couldn’t hear, couldn’t feel anything except the absence of sensation where the vibrator had been. The darkness behind the blindfold seemed to pulse with phantom shapes, and she realised Lucas had been right—her brain was generating stimulation to fill the void.

Then the vibrator started again, and she screamed.

She lost count of how many times he brought her to the edge.

The pattern was relentless—stimulation until she was poised on the brink of orgasm, then withdrawal, then waiting, then stimulation again. Sometimes he let her come; mostly he didn’t. There was no pattern she could discern, no way to predict when he would grant her release and when he would deny it. She was adrift in sensation, unable to anticipate, unable to prepare, unable to do anything except experience whatever he chose to give her.

Time had ceased to exist. Without visual or auditory cues, without any way to mark its passage, she had no idea how long she had been lying on the bed, no idea how many cycles of pleasure and denial she had endured. There was only the darkness, the silence, and the insistent thrum of the vibrator when Lucas chose to activate it.

Her body had transcended exhaustion. She was operating in a space she hadn’t known existed, a place where fatigue and arousal and desperation and acceptance had all blended together into something that defied categorisation. She was not thinking—she had stopped thinking long ago. She was simply feeling, existing, being.

And beneath it all, that stillness she had discovered during the bondage was growing. The place inside her that didn’t need to control, didn’t need to anticipate, didn’t need to be anyone at all—that place was expanding, filling more of her consciousness, becoming more real than the pleasure or the denial or the desperation.

She was losing herself, but not in the way she had feared. She was not being destroyed or erased or diminished. She was being emptied, cleared out, made into a vessel that could contain something new. And the something new was peace.

“You’re close,” Lucas said, his voice cutting through the darkness. “I can feel it in your body. You’re approaching the edge of yourself, the place where Amelia ends and something else begins.”

She felt the vibrator shift inside her again, finding the spot that made her whole body clench, and she felt an orgasm building that was different from all the others. It was bigger, deeper, originating not just from her body but from somewhere in her core, somewhere she hadn’t known existed.

“This time I’m going to let you come,” Lucas said. “But I want you to stay present. I want you to feel what happens when you let go completely, when you stop trying to hold onto yourself and just let the experience take you.”

The orgasm built, and built, and built, and then it crashed through her like a wave breaking against a cliff. She felt herself dissolve, felt the boundaries of herself become permeable, felt everything she had been holding—the fear, the control, the desperate need to maintain some shred of identity—wash away in the flood of sensation.

She was nothing. She was everything. She was the darkness and the silence and the pleasure and the peace. She was not Amelia, not the solicitor, not the careful woman who drafted contracts. She was simply being, without qualification or definition.

And in that moment of dissolution, she found something unexpected.

Freedom.

The headphones came off first, and the sound of her own breathing flooded her ears.

She was gasping, her chest heaving, her body trembling with aftershocks from the orgasm that had shattered her. The blindfold came next, and light returned to her world—soft, golden, candlelight that made her eyes water and blink.

Lucas was lying beside her, his body warm against hers, his expression tender in a way she had never seen before. He was stroking her hair, her face, her shoulders, grounding her in her body, bringing her back to herself one touch at a time.

“Welcome back,” he said softly. “You were gone for a while.”

“How long?” she managed, her voice rough.

“About four hours. The last hour was—” He paused, as if searching for the right word. “Remarkable. You went somewhere I’ve never seen anyone go. You became something else entirely.”

She lay still, processing the information, trying to understand what had happened to her. The memory of the dissolution was already fading, the specifics of the experience slipping away like water through her fingers. But the feeling remained—the peace, the freedom, the sense that something fundamental had shifted inside her.

“I didn’t know it could be like that,” she said finally. “I didn’t know I could feel that way.”

“Neither did I. I’ve read about it, studied it, but I’ve never witnessed it before. The subspace you reached wasn’t just physical or even psychological. It was spiritual. Transcendent.”

The words felt too large for what she had experienced, too grand. But she couldn’t deny that something significant had happened, something that couldn’t be explained by endorphins and neurotransmitters alone.

“What happens now?” she asked.

“Now we rest. Now I take care of you. Now we process what happened and figure out what it means.” He pulled her closer, wrapping his arms around her, and she felt the warmth of his body seep into her exhausted muscles.

“Was it what you wanted?” she asked. “Did I do what you needed me to do?”

“You exceeded every expectation I had. You gave me more trust, more surrender, more of yourself than I had any right to ask for.” His voice cracked slightly on the words, and she realised that the experience had affected him too. “I’m honoured. I’m humbled. I’m grateful beyond expression.”

She let herself sink into his embrace, let the warmth and the safety and the love wrap around her like a blanket. The exhaustion was absolute now, her body demanding rest, her mind beginning to shut down in self-protection.

“Sleep,” Lucas said, as if reading her thoughts. “We’ll talk more when you wake. For now, just let go.”

She closed her eyes and did what he asked.

She let go.

She dreamed of floating.

In the dream, she was suspended in darkness, weightless and formless, with no up or down, no forward or backward. There was no fear, no disorientation, no need to be anything at all. She simply was, existing in a state of pure being that felt both unfamiliar and deeply right.

From somewhere in the darkness, she heard Lucas’s voice, though she couldn’t make out the words. The sound of it was enough—a reminder that she was not alone, that she was held, that there was someone waiting for her on the other side of the experience.

She reached out, though she had no hands, and felt him take hold of her, though she had no body to grasp. The connection was immediate and complete, a thread of love and trust that stretched between them across the void.

“Come back to me,” he said, and this time she heard the words clearly.

“I’m coming,” she replied, and she felt herself begin to move—not through space, but through something deeper. Through layers of herself she had never explored, through barriers she hadn’t known existed, toward the light that was him.

She woke to find tears on her face and his arms around her.

“Shh,” he murmured, his hand stroking her hair. “You’re safe. You’re here. I’ve got you.”

She clung to him, her body shaking with emotion she couldn’t name, and let him hold her through the storm. The dream had stirred something that the waking experience had left dormant—a sense of the vastness of what she had been through, the magnitude of the journey she had taken.

“I went somewhere,” she said, her voice muffled against his chest. “Somewhere I’ve never been before.”

“I know. I watched you go. I watched you become something else.”

“Did it scare you?”

“Terrified me. Every moment of it. But it also—” He paused, and she felt him swallow against her cheek. “It also showed me something. About you. About us. About what we’re capable of together.”

She pulled back to look at him, her eyes searching his face in the dim light. “What did it show you?”

“That love and control aren’t opposites. That surrender isn’t loss. That the deepest intimacy requires the greatest risk.” His eyes were bright with unshed tears, and she realised how much the experience had cost him too. “You trusted me with everything you are, and I held you through it. That’s not something either of us will ever forget.”

She nodded, feeling the truth of his words settle into her bones. The weekend had been about pushing boundaries, about finding edges, about exploring what they were capable of. But it had become something more—a crucible that had transformed both of them, a test that had revealed the depth of what they shared.

“What time is it?” she asked, suddenly aware that she had no idea how long she had slept.

“Late. Nearly midnight. You’ve been out for about six hours.”

Six hours. It felt both longer and shorter than that—longer because of the depth of the rest, shorter because her body still ached and her mind still felt tender. She stretched carefully, feeling the protest of muscles that had been pushed beyond anything she had experienced before.

“I need water,” she said. “And probably food. And maybe a very long bath.”

“All of those things are available to you.” He released her and rose from the bed, moving to a table she hadn’t noticed before. It held a pitcher of water, a plate of sandwiches, a bowl of fruit. He brought the items to her, and she realised how much preparation he had done while she slept.

“You’ve been taking care of me this whole time,” she said, accepting a glass of water.

“That’s my job. That’s what I signed up for when I agreed to do this.” He sat beside her on the bed, watching her drink and eat with obvious attention. “The taking is the visible part, the dramatic part. But the care is what makes it possible. Without the care, there’s no trust. Without the trust, there’s no surrender.”

She nodded, understanding completely. The weekend had been filled with moments of intense sensation and profound experience, but beneath all of it ran a current of care and attention that made everything else possible. He had never stopped watching, never stopped checking, never stopped making sure she was safe.

“How do you feel?” he asked, as she finished a sandwich and reached for another.

“Empty. In a good way. Like something that was taking up space inside me has been cleared out.” She paused, trying to find words for the experience. “I didn’t know how much I was holding until it was gone. The control, the fear, the need to be someone specific. It was exhausting, and I didn’t even realise it.”

“That’s what I was hoping you’d find. Not just the physical intensity, but the emotional release. The freedom that comes from letting go of everything you think you have to be.”

“It worked.” She smiled, the expression feeling strange on her face after everything that had happened. “I feel like I’ve been remade. Like I’m still becoming whatever I’m going to be when this is over.”

“You are. We both are.” He took her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers. “This weekend changed something between us. I don’t know exactly what yet, but I know it’s significant.”

She looked at their joined hands, feeling the connection between them as a tangible thing. The love was still there, but it had been transformed by what they had shared—deepened, strengthened, made more real by the intensity of the experience.

“Tomorrow is the last day,” she said. “What happens then?”

“Then we go home. We return to our ordinary lives, our ordinary routines. But we take this with us. We carry what we learned, what we experienced, what we discovered about ourselves and each other.” He squeezed her hand gently. “And we start figuring out what comes next. Not tonight—tonight is for rest and recovery. But soon.”

She nodded, feeling a mixture of anticipation and sadness. The weekend had been transformative, but it was also temporary. Eventually they would have to leave this place, return to the world where they were Amelia and Lucas, solicitor and software developer, ordinary people with ordinary lives.

“Will it be different?” she asked. “When we go back?”

“It will be different because we’re different. But different doesn’t mean worse. It means we have something now that we didn’t have before—a deeper understanding of who we are and what we can be together.”

She finished eating and lay back against the pillows, feeling the exhaustion beginning to claim her again. Lucas rose and cleared the dishes, then returned to the bed, settling beside her with an ease that spoke to the comfort they had built over years of being together.

“Can we just sleep now?” she asked, her voice already fading. “Can we just be together without anything else?”

“We can,” he said, pulling her close. “We can do whatever you need.”

She let herself drift, feeling the warmth of his body, the softness of the sheets, the safety of being held. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new conversations, new discoveries. But for now, there was only this—the two of them, tangled together in the darkness, breathing each other’s air.

She was not afraid of tomorrow. She was not afraid of anything.

For the first time in her life, she was simply at peace.


Chapter Eleven — The Return

She woke to grey light and the sound of rain.

The storm had come in sometime during the night, and now the world beyond the windows was veiled in mist and water, the forest reduced to dark shapes glimpsed through the downpour. The fire in the hearth had burned to embers, and the bedroom was cool, the kind of cool that invited burrowing deeper beneath the blankets rather than rising to face the day.

She was alone in the bed, but she could hear Lucas moving about in the main room—the soft sounds of someone trying to be quiet, the clink of dishes, the rustle of fabric. She lay still for a long moment, taking stock of her body and her mind, assessing what remained after the extraordinary experiences of the previous day.

Her muscles ached, but it was a different quality of ache than before—less acute, more diffuse, as if her entire being had been worked over rather than specific parts. The soreness between her legs had faded to a gentle tenderness, and the marks from the ropes had softened overnight, though they were still visible against her skin. She felt drained in a way that went beyond physical exhaustion, as if something essential had been poured out of her, leaving an empty space that hadn’t yet been filled.

But the empty space didn’t feel like lack. It felt like potential. Like a vessel that had been cleaned and prepared, waiting to be filled with something new.

She rose and made her way to the bathroom, her movements slow and careful, her body still adjusting to the ordinary business of being physical. The shower was warm and welcome, the water washing away the remnants of sleep and the last traces of the previous night’s tears. She stood under the spray for a long time, letting the heat work into her muscles, letting the steam fill her lungs, letting herself simply exist without expectation or demand.

When she emerged, wrapped in a towel, she found Lucas standing by the window, watching the rain. He turned when he heard her, and his expression was soft in the grey morning light.

“How do you feel?” he asked, the question carrying weight beyond its simple words.

" Different,” she said, after considering for a moment. “But good different. Like I’m still becoming whatever I’m going to be.”

He crossed to her and pulled her into an embrace, his arms wrapping around her with a gentleness that felt almost reverent. She let herself be held, let her head rest against his chest, let the warmth of his body seep into hers.

“I made breakfast,” he said, his voice soft against her hair. “And coffee. And I’ve been thinking about what we need to discuss before we leave.”

She pulled back to look at him, seeing the gravity in his expression. “The conversation about what comes next.”

“Yes. But first, food. And warmth. And whatever else you need to feel grounded before we dive into the deep waters.”

The breakfast was simple but substantial—eggs and toast and fresh fruit, a pot of tea, the coffee she had grown to depend on over the weekend. They ate at the table by the window, watching the rain fall in sheets against the glass, the forest beyond invisible behind the curtain of water.

“I’ve been thinking about what you said yesterday,” Lucas began, setting down his coffee cup. “About wanting more than just a weekend. About wanting this to be part of our ordinary lives.”

She nodded, feeling the flutter of nervousness in her stomach. The conversation they had deferred the night before was finally happening, and she wasn’t sure she was ready for it, however much she wanted it.

“I’ve been thinking about it too,” she admitted. “About what it would mean to carry this back with us. To be Amelia and Lucas in the world, and also whatever we become when we’re alone together.”

“And what have you concluded?”

“That I want it. That I’m terrified of it. That I don’t know exactly what it looks like, but I know I don’t want to leave it behind when we drive away from here.”

He nodded slowly, his eyes on the rain-streaked window. “I feel the same. This weekend has shown me something about us—about what we’re capable of, what we can be to each other. I don’t want to lose that by returning to the patterns we had before.”

“What did you have in mind?” she asked, the question tentative.

“I don’t have a fully formed plan. But I have ideas. Principles. Things I’ve been thinking about for a long time, but never felt able to propose until I knew you wanted them too.”

“Tell me.”

He turned to face her fully, his expression serious. “I want to formalise our dynamic. Not just as something we do on weekends or holidays, but as a fundamental part of how we relate to each other. I want to be your dominant—not just in scenes, but in our daily lives. And I want you to be my submissive—not just in the bedroom, but in how we make decisions, how we structure our time, how we prioritise our relationship.”

She felt her heart rate increase, the implications of what he was proposing washing over her. This was more than an extension of their play—this was a restructuring of their entire relationship, a commitment to something that went beyond anything they had attempted before.

“What would that look like in practice?” she asked, her voice carefully neutral.

“It would look like us sitting down together and negotiating a protocol that works for both of us. Rules and expectations that we both agree to, that we both find value in. It might include things like you asking permission before making certain decisions, or checking in with me at specific times during the day, or following guidelines I set for your self-care and wellbeing. But the specifics would be up to us to determine together.”

“And the sexual component?”

“That would continue, obviously. But it would become part of a larger framework. The intensity we’ve found this weekend wouldn’t be confined to special occasions. It would be woven into the fabric of our daily lives.”

She considered this, turning the idea over in her mind. The appeal was obvious—the deep surrender she had experienced, the profound connection, the sense of being held and guided and owned. But the practical implications were enormous. She had a career, responsibilities, a life that required her to function independently. How could she maintain all of that while also belonging to someone in the way he was describing?

“I have questions,” she said finally.

“Ask them.”

“How would this work with my job? I can’t be checking in with you during court appearances, or asking permission before I respond to client emergencies.”

“Of course not. The protocol would account for the realities of your life. I’m not proposing that I control every aspect of your existence—I’m proposing that we create a structure that acknowledges your submission in ways that are practical and sustainable. That might mean rules that only apply outside of work hours, or provisions for emergency situations, or different levels of protocol depending on circumstances.”

“And what about when we’re with family? With friends? I can’t exactly call you ‘Sir’ at my mother’s dinner table.”

“The protocol would include provisions for different contexts. Public versus private, vanilla settings versus kink-friendly spaces, times when we’re together versus times when we’re apart. We would design it together, based on what works for both of us.”

She nodded slowly, beginning to see how it might work. The picture he was painting was not one of total control, but of intentional structure. A framework that would allow them to maintain the dynamic they had discovered without sacrificing the other aspects of their lives.

“What about the intensity?” she asked. “This weekend was overwhelming in the best possible way, but I don’t know that I could sustain that level of experience on a daily basis. My body needs time to recover.”

“Of course. The intensity we reached this weekend would be reserved for special occasions—weekends like this, scenes we plan in advance, times when we both have the energy and space to go deep. The day-to-day dynamic would be gentler, more subtle. The structure would be there, but it wouldn’t require the same kind of physical and emotional output.”

She felt something relax inside her, the fear that he was asking for more than she could give beginning to ease. What he was proposing was ambitious, yes, but it was also realistic. It accounted for the complexities of their lives, the limitations of their bodies and minds, the need for balance between the extraordinary and the ordinary.

“I want this,” she said, the words emerging with a certainty that surprised her. “I want to try. I want to see what we can build together.”

The smile that crossed his face was like the sun breaking through clouds. “So do I. More than I can express.”

“But I need time,” she continued. “I need us to figure out the details together, to negotiate the specifics, to make sure we’re both getting what we need from this. I don’t want to rush into something this important.”

“Agreed. We’ll take it slowly. We’ll draft a protocol together, revise it as we learn what works and what doesn’t, check in regularly to make sure we’re both still on the same page. This isn’t a contract you sign once and forget about—it’s a living document that evolves as we do.”

She nodded, feeling the weight of the commitment they were making. This was not a scene they could walk away from when it was over. This was a fundamental change in how they related to each other, a promise to build something new on the foundation they had established.

“When do we start?” she asked.

“We start now. Today. But gently.” He reached across the table and took her hand, his fingers intertwining with hers. “Today is for transition. For processing what happened yesterday, for beginning to think about how we carry it home. Tomorrow we can start drafting the protocol, talking specifics. But today is for care and connection.”

She squeezed his hand, feeling the love that flowed between them, the trust that had been deepened by everything they had shared. “That sounds perfect.”

The rain continued throughout the morning, a steady downpour that made the cabin feel like a world unto itself. They moved through the hours with deliberate slowness, savouring the last of their time in the space that had transformed them.

They packed slowly, sorting through the items that had been used over the weekend—the ropes and restraints and toys that would return with them to the ordinary world, the remnants of the costume that had marked Amelia as prey. Each item carried memory, weight, significance, and she handled them with a kind of reverence that surprised her.

“Can I keep the ears?” she asked, holding the bunny ears in her hands, feeling the softness of the fabric.

Lucas smiled. “They’re yours. Everything you wore this weekend is yours to keep.”

She added them to her bag, a strange and treasured souvenir from an experience she was still processing. The ears represented the role she had chosen to play—the prey, the hunted, the surrendering creature who had discovered freedom in being caught. She wasn’t sure she would ever wear them again, but she wanted to keep them. They were part of her story now.

By early afternoon, the rain had begun to ease, and the light had shifted from grey to something approaching gold. The forest was emerging from the mist, trees glittering with droplets, the ground dark and saturated with water. It was time to leave.

She stood at the window, watching the clouds break apart, feeling the pull of the world beyond the cabin. Her ordinary life was waiting—cases to review, emails to answer, a mother who would want to know about her weekend getaway. But she was not the same person who had arrived on Friday. She carried something new inside her, something that had been forged in the crucible of the past three days.

“Ready?” Lucas asked, coming to stand beside her.

“Almost.” She turned to face him, taking in the familiar features of the man she loved, the man who had taken her apart and put her back together, the man who was now asking her to trust him with the shape of their future. “I want to say something before we go.”

“I’m listening.”

“This weekend was the most intense experience of my life. I went places I didn’t know existed, felt things I didn’t know I could feel, became someone I didn’t know I could be. And I did all of that because I trusted you. Because I knew, even when I was scared, even when I was overwhelmed, that you would keep me safe.”

“That trust is the most precious thing you could give me,” he said, his voice rough. “I will never take it for granted.”

“I know you won’t. That’s why I’m agreeing to what you proposed. That’s why I’m willing to build something new with you, to reshape our relationship around this dynamic we’ve discovered.” She reached up and touched his face, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw. “I love you. I trust you. I want to be yours—not just for weekends, but for always.”

His eyes glistened, and she realised he was fighting back tears. “I love you too. I want the same thing. More than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

They stood there for a long moment, the weight of the commitment settling between them, the promise they were making to each other solidifying into something real. Then Lucas took her hand and led her toward the door.

“Let’s go home,” he said.

The drive back was quiet, but not uncomfortably so.

They had said most of what needed to be said, and the silence between them was filled with the presence of the other rather than the absence of words. Amelia watched the landscape change through the window—the dense forest giving way to scattered trees, then to farmland, then to the outskirts of the city where their ordinary lives awaited.

She felt strange, transitioning between worlds. The woman who had been hunted through a forest, who had worn bunny ears and a fluffy tail, who had been bound and gagged and taken apart piece by piece—that woman seemed like someone else now, a creature from a dream or a story. But she also felt that woman’s presence inside her, a new layer of identity that had been added to all the others. She was Amelia, solicitor, daughter, friend. And she was also something else now—something that belonged to Lucas, that had learned to surrender, that had discovered freedom in the most unexpected place.

“What are you thinking?” Lucas asked, breaking the silence as they entered the city limits.

“That I’m different. That I’m the same. That I don’t quite know how to hold both of those things at once.”

“That’s normal. Integration takes time. You’re not supposed to emerge from this weekend fully formed as a new person. You’re supposed to emerge with new knowledge, new experiences, new possibilities—and then figure out what to do with them.”

She nodded, appreciating his perspective. The transformation she had undergone was not the end of something, but the beginning. The work of integration would happen in the days and weeks to come, as she discovered how to carry what she had learned into the life she had built.

“What’s the first thing you’re going to do when we get home?” she asked.

“Check my email, probably. Fall asleep on the couch. Maybe order Thai food if I can stay awake long enough.” He smiled at her. “What about you?”

“The same, probably. And a bath. A very long, very hot bath.”

“Before or after the Thai food?”

“Definitely before. I need to wash the rest of the forest off me.”

They lapsed back into silence, comfortable now, the ease of two people who knew each other well. The city grew around them, buildings rising, traffic increasing, the ordinary world reasserting itself with every mile. And Amelia found, to her surprise, that she was not dreading the return. She was not mourning the end of the weekend or wishing she could stay in the cabin forever. She was ready to go home, ready to begin the next chapter, ready to see what their new life would look like.

The car pulled into the driveway of the house they shared, and Lucas cut the engine. They sat for a moment, looking at the familiar facade—the windows, the door, the garden she had spent so many hours tending. It looked the same as it had when they left, but she knew that everything inside had changed.

“Shall we?” Lucas asked, his hand finding hers.

“We shall.”

They gathered their bags and made their way to the door, the rain beginning to fall again behind them.

The bath was everything she had promised herself.

She lay in the steaming water, her muscles finally beginning to release the tension they had been holding for days, her mind drifting in the warmth. The bathroom was familiar—white tiles, claw-footed tub, the plants she had nurtured on the windowsill—but it felt different now. Or perhaps she felt different in it. The space had not changed, but her relationship to it had.

She thought about the weekend as she soaked, letting the memories surface and drift away like leaves on water. The hunt through the forest, the moment of capture, the claiming that followed. The hours in bondage, the sensory deprivation, the dissolution of self that had revealed something unexpected beneath. The conversations, the negotiations, the commitment they had made to each other. All of it swirling together, a flood of experience that she was only beginning to process.

And beneath the memories, the question that had been with her since she woke: who was she now? What did it mean to be Amelia after what she had been through? How did she integrate the part of her that craved surrender with the part of her that was a successful professional, an independent woman, a person who had built a life on her own terms?

She didn’t have answers yet. She wasn’t sure she would ever have complete answers. But she was beginning to think that was okay. The point was not to arrive at some final understanding of herself, but to keep exploring, keep discovering, keep being willing to go deeper into whatever she found.

A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.

“Can I come in?” Lucas asked from the other side.

“Of course.”

The door opened, and he entered with a towel wrapped around his waist, his hair damp from his own shower. He crossed to the tub and sat on the edge, his eyes on her face.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“Human again. Almost.” She shifted in the water, making room. “Do you want to join me?”

He considered for a moment, then dropped the towel and climbed into the tub, settling behind her the way he had in the cabin. She leaned back against his chest, feeling the warmth of his body against hers, and let out a long breath.

“I’ve been thinking about the protocol,” she said. “About what I might want it to include.”

“Tell me.”

“I want structure. Not rigid rules that feel like a cage, but guidelines that remind me of who I am in relation to you. Something that creates moments of connection throughout the day, even when we’re apart.”

“What kind of moments?”

“Morning check-ins. Texts at specific times. Permission for certain things—not everything, but enough to keep the dynamic present in my mind.” She paused, trying to articulate what she was feeling. “I want to know that I’m yours, even when I’m at work, even when I’m with other people, even when we’re not physically together.”

“I can work with that.” His arms wrapped around her, his hands resting on her stomach. “What else?”

“I want us to have regular time for scenes. Not necessarily every weekend—our schedules won’t allow that—but consistently enough that we don’t lose the intensity. Once or twice a month, maybe. More if we can manage it.”

“Agreed. I’ve been thinking about that too. About how to maintain the dynamic without burning out.”

“And I want—” She stopped, uncertain how to phrase what she was feeling.

“What do you want?”

“I want you to own my pleasure. Not just during scenes, but always. I want to ask permission before I touch myself, before I come, before I do anything sexual. I want that part of me to belong to you completely.”

The request was bolder than anything she had proposed before, and she felt her face heat as the words left her mouth. But she meant them. The denial and control Lucas had exercised over the weekend had awakened something in her—a desire to be owned in a way that went beyond the physical.

“Are you sure?” Lucas asked, his voice carefully neutral. “That’s a significant level of control to give up. It would affect your daily life in ways that might not always be convenient or comfortable.”

“I’m sure. I’ve thought about it a lot, especially after yesterday. The moments when you denied me, when you controlled when and how I experienced pleasure—those were some of the most intense of the entire weekend. I want to carry that with me. I want to know, every time I feel desire, that what happens next is up to you.”

His arms tightened around her, and she felt his breath against her ear. “Then that’s what we’ll do. I’ll think about how to structure it, what rules to put in place. And we’ll discuss it before we implement anything.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank you for trusting me with it. That’s not a small thing you’re offering.”

She relaxed against him, feeling the warmth of the water and the warmth of his body and the warmth of the connection between them. The details would be worked out later—the specific rules, the exact parameters, the practical considerations. But the foundation was laid. They were building something together, something new, something that would carry them forward into whatever came next.

“Lucas?” she said, his name soft in the steamy air.

“Yes?”

“I’m glad we did this. I’m glad I trusted you. I’m glad we’re going to keep exploring together.”

His lips pressed against the back of her neck, a gesture of tenderness that made her heart ache. “So am I. More than I can say.”

They ordered Thai food and ate it on the couch, the television playing something neither of them was watching, the rain continuing to fall outside. It was the most ordinary evening imaginable, and yet everything felt different. Every glance, every touch, every moment of silence carried an undercurrent of the dynamic they had established. They were still Amelia and Lucas, still the couple who had built a life together over years of ordinary moments. But they were also something else now—dominant and submissive, owner and owned, two people who had agreed to reshape their relationship around a truth they had discovered in a cabin in the woods.

They went to bed early, both of them exhausted from the emotional and physical demands of the weekend. But before they slept, Lucas pulled her close and spoke words that she would carry with her into the days ahead.

“This is the beginning,” he said, his voice soft in the darkness. “Everything we’ve done, everything we’ve discovered—it’s just the foundation. We’re going to build something beautiful together. I don’t know exactly what it will look like, but I know it will be ours.”

“Ours,” she repeated, the word a promise. “I like that.”

She fell asleep in his arms, the rain on the windows a lullaby, the future stretching before them like an unwritten book.

She woke early on Monday morning, before the alarm, her body still attuned to the rhythms of the weekend. The room was grey with pre-dawn light, the rain having passed in the night, and Lucas slept beside her, his breathing deep and even.

She lay still for a long moment, thinking about what lay ahead. Today she would return to work, to the cases and clients and demands that composed her professional life. Today she would be Amelia the solicitor, the competent advocate, the woman who argued cases in court and negotiated contracts and commanded respect in her field. Today she would re-enter the world as the person she had always been.

But she would also be someone new. Someone who carried a secret beneath her professional exterior, a hidden truth about who she was and what she needed. Someone who had agreed to belong to another person, to submit to his guidance, to structure her life around a dynamic that most people would never understand.

The thought should have frightened her. It should have made her question what she had agreed to, what she had revealed, what she had become. But as she lay there in the grey light of morning, she felt only peace.

She was not losing herself. She was becoming more fully herself. The surrender she had offered, the submission she had agreed to—these were not diminishments but expansions. She was claiming a part of herself she had denied for too long, and she was doing it with someone who loved her enough to hold her through the process.

She turned her head to look at Lucas, sleeping beside her, and felt a rush of love so intense it was almost painful. This man—this complicated, careful, passionate man—had seen parts of her she had never shown to anyone. He had taken her to the edge of herself and brought her safely back. He had offered her a future she hadn’t known she wanted, and he had done it with a tenderness that belied the intensity of what they shared.

She reached out and touched his face, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw, feeling the roughness of his stubble beneath her touch.

“Good morning,” he said, his voice rough with sleep, his eyes opening to meet hers.

“Good morning.” She leaned forward and kissed him, a soft press of lips that carried everything she couldn’t say. “I should get ready for work.”

“Stay a minute longer.” His arm wrapped around her, pulling her closer. “The world can wait.”

She let herself be held, let the warmth of his body and the strength of his arms anchor her before the demands of the day began. This was what she had agreed to—not just the intensity of scenes, but the quiet moments of connection, the reminders that she was loved and valued and held.

“I’ll text you at lunch,” she said, when she finally pulled away. “To check in.”

“I’ll be waiting.” He smiled at her, the expression soft and full of affection. “Have a good day, Amelia. I’m proud of you. I’m grateful for you. I love you.”

“I love you too.”

She rose from the bed and made her way to the bathroom, her body still aching in places that reminded her of everything they had shared. The woman who looked back at her from the mirror was the same as always—same face, same hair, same eyes. But something behind those eyes had changed. Something had been awakened that would never go back to sleep.

She was ready. Ready for work, ready for the world, ready for whatever came next. She was Amelia, and she was his, and she was beginning to understand that those two things were not in conflict but in harmony.

She turned from the mirror and stepped into the shower, the water washing over her like a blessing.

A new chapter was beginning. And she could not wait to see what it would bring.
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She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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She was chosen because she could not be compromised.

She fell because she believed it.

Detective Superintendent Mara Ellison has built her career on one unassailable truth: she does not bend.

Not to money.

Not to pressure.

Not to desire.

When a powerful mafia organisation begins quietly destabilising a high-profile investigation, Mara is brought in as the ultimate safeguard — a legendary anti-corruption officer tasked with protecting the case from influence, seduction, and collapse.

At the centre of it all stands Isabela Moretti.

Elegant. Patient. Untouchable.

A woman whose power does not announce itself — and does not need to.

From their first meeting, Isa does nothing wrong.

She makes no threats.

Offers no bribes.

Crosses no lines.

And yet, something begins to shift.
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Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”

What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.

When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.
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