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On fantasy vs. reality


Hello friends! Thank you so much for downloading this book. We had so much fun writing it. 

In our blogs and newsletters we make clear that the Kumquat Publishing writers are actual kinky perverts. However, we want it to be known that the stories which follow aren't instruction manuals on how to have a BDSM relationship or experience. 

In our stories people deceive each other, they drink alcohol before engaging in kink activities, they don't always make their expectations clear, they don't have safe sex, and sometimes don't consent to every activity that occurs. We write the stories this way because we think it makes them more interesting. These stories are for fun. In healthy relationships communication, consent, and trust are paramount. 

We would love for you to get inspired by the stories and have wonderful and safe adventures of your own, but please make sure you are conducting yourselves honestly, transparently, and with the full consent of everyone involved. Please look up concepts like Risk Aware Consensual Kink (RACK) or Safe, Sane, and Consensual (SSC) or consider attending live classes before engaging in risky behaviors.


From the Author

From the Author

This one got away from me.

I thought I knew where the story was going. I thought I knew Ray. But somewhere in the writing, something shifted, and Sharing Cassie became one of my most personal works.

As many of you know, Alexandra and I are transparent about the fact that we enjoy many of the activities we write about. Someone recently asked me if I’ve ever lived out these fantasies. The answer? With a few exceptions that defy physics, yes. Nearly everything that happens in these pages has some root in my lived experience.

That means I’ve known someone like Ray. I’ve lost people, both literally and metaphorically. I’ve followed desire into darker places and come out changed. Sometimes that journey is worth it. Sometimes it hurts. And sometimes you only understand which it was once you’re on the other side of it.

This book leans more into kink than my earlier ones. I know that won’t be for everyone. But none of my books are instruction manuals. They aren’t here to validate, explain, or defend. They are stories. Let them be what they are, and let them mean what they need to mean for you.

So take what resonates. Leave room for the people who see themselves in these pages. And if something challenges you, maybe sit with that a little. That’s part of the experience too.

Much Love
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Chapter 1: Celebration

The cork hit the ceiling with a soft pop.

Teddy watched the maître d’ catch it with the practiced ease of a man who’d opened a thousand bottles of champagne in Chamberlain’s burgundy-walled dining room. The sound was muffled by heavy curtains and the low murmur of Saturday night conversations, but Teddy still found himself grinning at the ritual of it all.

“Congratulations to you both,” the maître d’ said, his voice carrying the formal warmth that expensive restaurants cultivated. He poured the Veuve Clicquot into two flutes with theatrical precision, the bubbles rising in perfect streams. Teddy noticed how the man’s hands never shook, never spilled a drop. That kind of competence that came from years of making other people’s celebrations feel special.

Cassie reached across the table and squeezed Teddy’s hand, her wedding ring catching the amber light from the old-fashioned sconces. “I still can’t believe it,” she said, shaking her head. Her blonde hair fell across one shoulder, and she pushed it back with her free hand. A gesture Teddy had watched her make thousands of times before.

The maître d’ retreated with a practiced bow, leaving them alone in their corner booth.

The leather creaked as Cassie shifted forward, her eyes bright with excitement. “San Francisco, Teddy. Actual San Francisco.”

Teddy lifted his flute, the champagne fizzing against his lips as he took a sip. The bubbles were sharp and clean, nothing like the beer he usually drank while working late at his desk.

“Tell me again what the creative director said when she called.”

“She said I was exactly what they were looking for.” Cassie’s cheeks were already flushed, though whether from excitement or champagne, Teddy couldn’t tell. “That my portfolio showed ‘Midwestern authenticity with coastal sophistication.’ Whatever that means.”

“It means they want someone who won’t bullshit them but knows how to make things look expensive,” Teddy said. He watched her fingers trace the rim of her glass, a nervous habit that only appeared when she was trying not to get too excited about something. “Which is exactly what you do.”

“From the woman who’s been living in Nebraska her entire life and thinks Olive Garden is fine dining,” Cassie said, rolling her eyes at herself. She took another sip of champagne and shook her head. “I’m going to be such a fraud out there.”

“You’re not a fraud,” Teddy said, reaching across to cover her hand with his. “You’re the woman who redesigned the entire visual identity for Mutual of Omaha and made their annual report look like something people actually wanted to read. You make insurance sexy, Cass. That’s not Midwestern luck.”

She turned her palm up to lace their fingers together. “It’s different, though. Out there, everyone’s going to be …” She gestured vaguely with her free hand. “I don’t know. Cooler. More experienced. They probably all went to art school in New York and have opinions about typefaces I’ve never heard of.”

…“And they’ve probably never had to make a corn syrup company’s logo look sophisticated,” Teddy replied. “Trust me; you’ll figure it out. You always do.”

The waiter appeared at their table with menus bound in burgundy leather, setting them down with the same practiced discretion as the champagne service.

Teddy glanced around the dining room at the other couples, most of them older, celebrating anniversaries or business deals with the same ritual they were performing now.

“I still can’t believe you’re okay with this,” Cassie said, opening her menu but not really looking at it. “Most husbands would be freaking out about their wives moving them across the country for a job.”

Teddy shrugged. “Most husbands don’t get to work in their pajamas while their brilliant wives support them in the style to which they’d like to become accustomed.”

“You don’t work in pajamas.”

“I could, though. That’s the beauty of freelance.” He grinned at her over his menu. “Besides, you’ve put up with me disappearing into murder cases for six years. It’s your turn to be the one with the exciting career.”

Cassie closed her menu and leaned back against the leather booth. “Do you think we’re crazy? Leaving everything we know for a city where a studio apartment costs more than our mortgage?”

“Probably,” Teddy said. “But the good kind of crazy. The kind where you look back in twenty years and either think ‘best decision we ever made’ or ‘at least we tried something.’”

“Very philosophical for a Saturday night.”

“It’s the champagne. Makes me wise.” He raised his glass toward her. “To Cassie Miller, soon-to-be creative director of …” He paused, squinting at her with mock confusion. “What’s the company’s name again?”

“Meridian Creative,” they said in perfect unison, both grinning at the familiar routine.

“Don’t make it sound so official. I haven’t even started yet.” But she lifted her glass anyway, meeting his in the middle of the table.

“To not knowing what the hell we’re doing.”

***

The porch light cast long shadows across their front steps as Teddy fumbled with his keys, the champagne making his fingers less precise than usual. Cassie leaned against the doorframe beside him, already reaching behind her neck to find the zipper of her dress.

“Need help?” she asked, though she made no move to actually assist him.

“Got it.” The lock finally turned, and they stepped inside to the familiar scent of their house. Coffee grounds from that morning, the faint residue of Teddy’s aftershave, the vanilla candle Cassie had burned while getting ready earlier.

She kicked off her heels in the entryway and padded toward the bedroom, the black fabric of her dress already slipping down her shoulders. Teddy followed, loosening his tie as he watched her move through their space with the easy confidence of someone who was home.

She turned toward him as the dress pooled at her feet, standing there in her bra and underwear without any self-consciousness. Not posing, not performing, but not dismissive either.

“You’re overdressed,” she said, stepping closer to work at his belt buckle.

Teddy let her hands move against his waist while he reached around and unhooked her bra with one hand, the clasp giving way with a subtle snap.

Cassie smiled against his mouth as she kissed him. “Still got it,” she murmured.

“Never lost it.” He traced the curve of her hip with his palm, feeling the familiar geography of her body. She was softer now than when they’d first married, but in ways that made him want to touch her more, not less.

They fell onto the bed together, Cassie’s hands working at the buttons of his shirt while Teddy pushed her bra straps down her arms. The fabric whispered against her skin as it fell away, and he took a moment to look at her in the dim light filtering through their bedroom curtains.

Her breasts were full and soft, nipples already tightening from his attention.

She tugged his shirt free from his shoulders and ran her palms across his chest, fingers tracing the sparse hair there. “You’re warm,” she said, pressing closer so their skin touched from chest to hip.

Teddy hooked his thumbs into the waistband of her underwear and drew them down slowly, his hands following the curve of her thighs. Cassie lifted her hips to help him then reached for his belt buckle with deliberate fingers. The leather slipped through the loops with a soft whisper, and soon they were both naked, hands exploring familiar territory with the patience of people who had nowhere else to be.

Cassie combed her fingers through his hair as he kissed her neck, and she made that soft sound in the back of her throat that meant she was settling into the moment.

Teddy was aroused but not fully hard yet, the champagne and familiar routine leaving him in that pleasant space between wanting and urgency. Cassie seemed to understand without discussion, kissing her way down his chest with deliberate slowness.

“Let me,” she murmured against his abs, her breath warm on his skin.

She took him into her mouth with practiced ease, her tongue working against him as her hand cupped the base. This was part of their rhythm now, had been for years. Not a chore or an obligation, but something she genuinely enjoyed. The way he responded to her mouth, the soft sounds he made as she worked him with patient attention.

Teddy’s fingers found her hair, not guiding but just touching, his body responding quickly to the heat and pressure of her lips. She knew exactly how to move, when to use more pressure, when to pull back and tease.

In less than a minute he was fully hard, pulsing against her tongue.

“There we go,” she said, lifting her head to smile at him before moving back up his body to kiss his mouth.

She moved back up his body to kiss his mouth, and he could taste himself faintly on her lips. His hands traced down her sides, one palm cupping the weight of her breast while the other settled on the curve of her ass, pulling her closer against him.

Teddy kissed along her neck, finding the spot just below her ear that made her breath catch. He worked his way down the familiar path of her collarbone, taking his time at her breast, his tongue circling her nipple until she arched into his mouth.

“Mmm,” Cassie hummed, her fingers threading through his hair as he continued lower, kissing across her ribs, down to her navel.

His hand moved between her legs, fingers slipping through her wetness before finding her clit. She was already warm and ready, but he took his time anyway, circling gently at first, then with more pressure as her breathing deepened.

Two fingers slid inside her easily, curling slightly as his thumb continued its work above.

Cassie’s thighs relaxed on either side of his hand as he worked her with steady, practiced movements. This wasn’t romance or seduction anymore, just the comfortable mechanics of pleasure between people who knew each other’s bodies completely. His fingers moved in the rhythm she liked, not too fast, with just enough pressure on her clit to make her hips tilt toward his touch.

“That’s good,” she murmured, one hand still in his hair while the other gripped the sheet beside his shoulder. Her breathing had shifted, becoming deeper and more focused.

Teddy could feel her getting closer, the subtle changes in how she moved against his hand, the way her muscles tensed. He adjusted his angle slightly, curling his fingers inside her while his thumb maintained its steady circles.

Within a few minutes, she was pressing harder against his hand, her body drawing tight with approaching release.

She came quietly against his fingers, her body tensing and then relaxing as the orgasm rolled through her. A soft moan, nothing dramatic.

Just the familiar sound of her pleasure that he’d been hearing for six years.

“Come here,” she said afterward, pulling him up to kiss her again.

They shifted naturally into missionary position, Cassie wrapping her legs around his waist as he slid inside her. The rhythm they found was unhurried and steady, their bodies moving together with the practiced ease of long familiarity.

Teddy watched her face as they moved, the way her eyes fluttered closed, the small smile that played at the corners of her mouth.

His hands found her hips, guiding their movements as she tilted up to meet each thrust. She was warm and wet around him, her body accepting him completely. Cassie’s fingers traced patterns on his back, occasionally tightening when he hit the right angle, her breath coming in soft sighs against his ear.

They moved together without urgency, taking their time with the familiar dance of their bodies. Teddy could feel himself building toward release, that steady climb that came from being with someone who knew exactly how to touch him.

Cassie’s breathing deepened beneath him, her legs tightening around his waist as she chased her own pleasure.

Teddy buried his face in her neck as he came, his breathing rough against her skin. They stayed connected for a moment afterward, both catching their breath, before he rolled to the side and pulled her against him.

They lay there for a few minutes, legs tangled, Cassie’s head on his chest. Neither spoke, but it didn’t feel empty.

Teddy went to the bathroom first, and when she finally came back, her face freshly washed and moisturized, she climbed into bed wearing one of his old T-shirts.

“Good celebration,” she said, settling against his side.

“The best kind,” Teddy replied, his arm tightening around her shoulders.

Within minutes, her breathing had evened out into sleep, but he stayed awake a little longer, staring at the ceiling and thinking about San Francisco.

About starting over in a place where nobody knew them, where anything could happen.




Chapter 2: A New Home

The staircase was a fucking nightmare.

Teddy paused on the second landing, a box of books pressed against his chest, sweat already soaking through his flannel despite the October chill. The narrow steps twisted upward like something designed to punish people who owned more than a suitcase.

“You okay up there?” Cassie called from below, her voice echoing off the faded yellow walls.

“Just enjoying the authentic San Francisco experience,” he panted back.

She appeared around the corner, carrying a spider plant in one hand and a bag of Thai takeout in the other, taking the stairs with the easy rhythm of someone who hadn’t been hauling boxes for the past two hours. Her cheeks were flushed from the effort, but she looked energized rather than exhausted.

“We’re going to have amazing legs by December,” she said, passing him on the landing.

Teddy watched her disappear around the next turn then hefted the box higher and followed. The air in the stairwell was thick with the smell of old wood and someone’s morning coffee, mixed with the faint eucalyptus scent that seemed to drift through every open window in the city.

By the time he reached the top floor, Cassie was already wrestling with the lock on their door, the plant tucked precariously under one arm.

“Here.” He set the box down and took the keys from her, his hands steadier despite the climb.

The door swung open to reveal their new life: a narrow galley kitchen to the left, a living room barely large enough for the couch they’d shipped ahead, and beyond that, a single bedroom with windows facing the street. Everything was smaller than the photos had suggested, compressed into a space that felt more like a ship’s cabin than an apartment.

“It’s cozy,” Cassie said, stepping inside and setting the plant on the counter.

Teddy followed her in, looking around at the uneven hardwood floors and the wall heater that was already clicking randomly in the corner.

“It’s a shoebox.”

“It’s a charming shoebox,” Cassie corrected, already opening cabinets and peering into the shallow closets. “Look at this molding. And the light.” She gestured toward the windows where afternoon sun was streaming across the floor in golden rectangles.

Teddy had to admit the light was good. Better than their house in Omaha, where the neighbor’s oak tree had kept the living room dim even on sunny days. Here, everything felt exposed and bright.

“Where’s my desk going to go?” he asked, surveying the space.

Cassie tilted her head, considering. “Bedroom? Or we could put it in that corner by the window.”

He looked where she was pointing. The corner was maybe four feet wide, wedged between the kitchen and what passed for a living room. In Omaha, he’d had an entire home office with built-in shelves and a door he could close when he needed to focus.

“Perfect,” he said, trying to keep the skepticism out of his voice.

Cassie was already unpacking the Thai food, setting containers on the counter like she was arranging flowers. She moved through the small space with surprising grace, as if she’d been living here for months instead of minutes.

There was something about watching her in this space that stirred something in Teddy’s chest. Not arousal exactly, but recognition. She looked like she belonged here already. The way she leaned against the narrow counter, the way the afternoon light caught her hair. Like the city had been waiting for her.

“You look good here,” he said.

She glanced up from the pad thai, raising an eyebrow. “I look sweaty and covered in cardboard dust.”

“You look like you fit.”

That made her smile, the kind that reached her eyes and made her whole face softer. “Do I? I was worried I’d feel like a tourist forever.”

“Not you.” He moved closer, wrapping his arms around her waist from behind. She leaned back against him, solid and warm despite the thin walls and unfamiliar sounds seeping in from every direction.

From somewhere below came the muffled thump of footsteps, followed by what sounded like a dog barking. A door slammed. Someone was playing jazz two buildings over, the bass line threading through the afternoon air.

“Listen to that,” Cassie said, tilting her head toward the window. “It’s like the whole neighborhood’s alive.”

Teddy nodded, letting the sounds wash over him. In Omaha, their house had been surrounded by predictable quiet, with the occasional lawnmower and kids riding bikes past on summer evenings. Here, everything layered together in a way that felt both overwhelming and oddly comforting. Car horns and conversation, the hiss of someone’s espresso machine, footsteps on the sidewalk three floors below.

A laugh drifted up from the apartment directly beneath them, deep and male, followed by a woman’s voice saying something indistinct.

“That must be our downstairs’ neighbor,” Cassie said. “We should introduce ourselves once we’re settled.” She pulled away from him to grab plates from one of the boxes. “Community building and all that.”

Teddy found himself listening to the voices below, not quite able to make out words through the floor. The woman’s laugh was lighter now, musical. The man said something that made her laugh again.

“You hungry?” Cassie asked, already dividing the pad thai between two plates.

“Starving.” Teddy realized he hadn’t eaten since the gas station coffee and stale muffin somewhere outside Sacramento. They’d been driving since dawn, then hauling boxes up those stairs for hours.

They sat on the floor in what would eventually be their living room, backs against the wall, eating off paper plates balanced on their knees. The Thai food was better than anything they could get in Omaha, the kind of discovery that made the whole upheaval feel worth it.

“So,” Cassie said, twirling noodles around her fork. “First night in San Francisco.”

“First night,” Teddy agreed. Through the windows, the light was starting to shift toward evening, casting longer shadows across the uneven hardwood. “How does it feel?”

She considered this, chewing thoughtfully. “Weird. Good weird, but weird.”

“Yeah.” He knew what she meant. Everything familiar had been stripped away—their routines, their spaces, even the sounds outside their windows. “I keep expecting to hear the Hendersons’ dog barking.”

“Instead, we get …” Cassie tilted her head, listening. The voices below had shifted to what sounded like cooking sounds—the sizzle of something hitting a pan, the clink of utensils against ceramic.

“At least someone knows how to use their kitchen,” Teddy said, looking at their narrow galley with its ancient refrigerator and two-burner stove.

“We’ll figure it out.” She nudged his shoulder with hers. “Remember when we moved in together? You burned spaghetti water.”

“You can’t burn water.”

“You found a way.”

They finished eating in comfortable silence, listening to the city settle into evening around them. A siren wailed somewhere in the distance. A car door slammed. The jazz from down the block had shifted to something slower, more atmospheric.

When they were done, Cassie gathered the empty containers and stood up, stretching. “I should probably unpack some clothes before bed. I have orientation at nine tomorrow.”

Teddy watched her disappear into the bedroom, already moving with purpose even after the long day. He could hear her opening boxes, the rustle of tissue paper, hangers clinking against the closet rod.

He stayed on the floor a few minutes longer, letting his body fully relax for the first time since they’d left Omaha.

The apartment felt different now that they’d eaten in it, less like a temporary stop and more like the beginning of something.

From below came the faint sound of a television then silence. The smell of whatever their neighbor had been cooking lingered in the air—garlic and something smoky that made Teddy’s mouth water despite having just eaten.

When he finally got up and headed toward the bedroom, Cassie was already in bed, wearing one of his old Nebraska T-shirts, her face glowing in the light from the streetlamp outside. They still hadn’t hung curtains.

“Come here,” she said softly.

Teddy turned off the light and climbed in beside her. The mattress sat directly on the floor. They’d deal with finding a bedframe later. For now, this was enough—her warmth against his side, the unfamiliar sounds of the city filtering through thin walls, the sense of floating in something new and undefined.

Within minutes, Cassie’s breathing had evened out into sleep. But Teddy lay awake longer, staring at the ceiling, hyperaware of every creak and whisper around them.




Chapter 3: The City That Watches You

The Mission was already awake by the time they found the brunch place Cassie had bookmarked on her phone.

Tables spilled onto the sidewalk where people with elaborate tattoos sipped cortados and argued about startups. A man in paint-splattered overalls walked past, leading a pit bull wearing a rainbow bandana. Two women at the next table were speaking rapid Spanish, laughing over plates of chilaquiles that smelled incredible.

“This is it,” Cassie said, checking her phone against the hand-painted sign above the door. “Dolores Park Café.”

Teddy looked around at the mismatched chairs, the succulents hanging from every available surface, the barista with full sleeve tattoos grinding beans behind an espresso machine that looked like it belonged in a laboratory.

“Very … organic,” he said.

Cassie was already claiming a table by the window, sliding into a chair like she’d been coming here for years. The morning light caught her hair and made her look more awake than he felt. She’d been up early, scrolling through work emails and googling San Francisco coffee shops with the focused energy of someone preparing for battle.

“You nervous about Monday?” Teddy asked, settling into the chair across from her.

“Excited,” she said, then paused. “Maybe a little nervous. But look at this place.” She gestured around them at the controlled chaos of weekend brunch service. “Everyone looks so … intentional. Like they chose to be exactly who they are.”

A waitress with short pink hair and multiple ear piercings appeared at their table, setting down two ceramic mugs without being asked. The coffee was dark and bitter, nothing like the diner brew they were used to back home.

“Thanks,” Teddy said, but the waitress was already moving to the next table, balancing three plates on her forearm with practiced ease.

Cassie was watching everything—the way people dressed, how they moved through the space, the easy familiarity of regulars ordering without looking at menus. She had that focused attention she got when she was studying something new, filing away details for later use.

“You fit right in,” Teddy observed.

She looked at him over her coffee mug. “Do I?”

“You look like you belong here. Like you always have.” He gestured toward a woman at the next table who was typing on a laptop covered in activist stickers. “We just need to get you a septum piercing and a tattoo of a succulent or something, and no one will believe you’re from Broken Bow.”

She laughed, then paused, her eyes widening slightly. “Wait … is a septum piercing down there?” Her eyes gestured vaguely toward her crotch.

“No!” Teddy nearly choked on his coffee. “It’s this part of your nose!” He pointed to the space between his nostrils.

“Oh, well, in that case, definitely not,” she said, wrinkling her nose.

“You would have considered piercing your, um, nethers?”

She laughed again, louder this time. “At least that I wouldn’t have to explain to Ma, Pa, the mayor, the schoolteacher, and the pastor when we go home for Christmas.”

The image of Cassie trying to explain intimate piercings to the Methodist congregation back home made Teddy grin despite himself. “Fair point. Though I’m pretty sure Pastor Williams would have some thoughts about the succulent tattoo, too.”

“Pastor Williams has thoughts about everything,” Cassie said, stirring sugar into her coffee. “Remember when he gave that whole sermon about yoga pants being a gateway to moral decay?”

“And you wore them to church the next Sunday.”

“Someone had to test his theory.” She took a sip and made a satisfied sound. “God, this coffee is good. We’re never going back to Folgers, are we?”

Teddy looked around at the controlled chaos surrounding them. “I don’t think we’re going back to a lot of things.”

Something in his tone made her study his face more carefully. “You okay with that?”

“Yeah,” he said, and meant it. “Just … processing, I guess.”

The waitress returned to take their order, and Cassie asked for the breakfast burrito with extra salsa verde. Teddy ordered eggs Benedict, partly because he’d never seen it on a menu in Nebraska.

***

An hour later, they were walking through the Castro, Cassie’s hand tucked into the crook of Teddy’s elbow as they navigated the Saturday morning foot traffic. Rainbow flags hung from nearly every storefront, and the sidewalks were crowded with people who seemed to treat getting dressed like an art form.

A shirtless man in leather shorts walked past them, leading a golden retriever wearing a tiny pride flag. Two drag queens in full regalia were having an animated conversation outside a bookstore, their voices carrying over the street noise.

“It’s so”—Cassie paused, searching for the right word—“out loud.”

“That’s kind of the point,” Teddy said, steering them around a group of tourists taking selfies in front of a mural.

They turned a corner and found themselves face-to-face with a massive brick fortress that seemed to belong to another century entirely. Gothic windows, imposing walls, the kind of architecture that suggested secrets and ceremonies.

Cassie stopped walking. “What is that?”

Teddy slowed, recognizing the building immediately. “That’s the Armory.”

“Armory, like … military?”

“It was, originally. Built over a century ago.” Teddy found himself studying the building’s façade, noting details he hadn’t paid attention to the first time he’d researched it. “But yeah, more recently, it was a kink studio. They filmed porn there for years.”

Cassie’s eyebrows rose. “Porn?”

“BDSM stuff, mostly. High production value, from what I understand.” He shifted his weight, hands finding his pockets. “I investigated a case once that was tangentially related to it.”

“A case?” She turned to look at him fully now, curiosity sharpening her voice. “What kind of case?”

“Guy became obsessed with recreating scenes he’d watched. Started small, but escalated. Eventually, someone got hurt badly.” Teddy’s voice took on the matter-of-fact tone he used when explaining crime scenes. “It wasn’t the porn that broke him, though. Media liked that angle, but it was trauma, untreated mental illness. The usual spiral.”

Cassie was quiet for a moment, processing. “Did you watch any of it?”

He chuckled, not really embarrassed. “Yeah. I wanted to figure out what he was trying to do. When they say ‘don’t try this at home,’ they’re talking about shibari rope suspensions.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Did you like what you saw?”

The question hung between them on the sidewalk, more direct than he’d expected. Teddy found himself looking back at the building’s imposing façade, then at his wife’s face. There was no judgment there, just genuine curiosity.

“It was”—he searched for the right words—“intense. Professional. Nothing like the stuff you accidentally stumble across online.”

“But did you like it?”

He met her eyes. “Some of it, yeah. There was something about the way they communicated with each other. Real … like, before you do some of that stuff, you’d have to have real conversations with yourself and the people you’re doing it with.”

Cassie nodded slowly, as if filing this information away. “Interesting that you never mentioned any of this before.”

“I didn’t think you’d be …” He trailed off.

“What? Interested? Open-minded?” There was something underneath her light tone that felt more serious. “You think I don’t have a dark side?”

He chuckled. “I’m so sorry, Mistress Cassie. How can I make up for my indiscretions?”

“Oh my, a girl could get used to that,” she said, grinning.

They started walking again. The Armory receded behind them, but Teddy found his thoughts lingering on the conversation, on the way Cassie had looked when she’d asked about his dark side.




Chapter 4: Heirloom Tomatoes

The staircase felt steeper than usual after a full day of walking through the city.

Teddy shifted the canvas grocery bags to his other hand, listening to Cassie laugh about something from their afternoon in Golden Gate Park. Her cheeks were still flushed from the sun, and there was a grass stain on her jeans from when she’d sprawled out to read the farmers’ market signs.

“I still can’t believe you bought three different kinds of olive oil,” she said, taking the stairs one at a time.

“Research,” Teddy replied. “We need to figure out what we like here.”

“What we like is whatever doesn’t cost forty dollars a bottle.”

They reached the second-floor landing, and Teddy was about to make a joke about California pricing when a door swung open directly in front of them.

The man who stepped out was carrying a wooden crate that looked like it had come straight from a magazine photo shoot. Heirloom tomatoes in shades of purple and yellow, wild mushrooms still dusted with soil, herbs that made the narrow hallway smell like a garden.

Cassie stumbled slightly, caught off guard by the sudden appearance. Teddy reached out to steady her, his hand finding her elbow.

“Sorry,” the man said, shifting the crate to one arm with easy strength. “Didn’t see you coming up.”

He was about six feet tall, lean and wiry in the way of someone who spent long hours on his feet. Light brown skin with golden undertones, short, neat curls clipped closer on the sides. A worn black T-shirt showed off tattooed forearms, and a canvas apron was folded and slung over his shoulder like he’d just come from work but hadn’t bothered changing.

“No worries,” Cassie said, steadying herself. “We’re still figuring out the building’s rhythm.”

The man smiled, and something about his presence filled the narrow space. Not aggressive or overwhelming, but fully there in a way that made you pay attention.

“You must be the new tenants upstairs. I’m Eli.”

“Cassie,” she said then gestured toward Teddy. “This is my husband, Teddy.”

Eli nodded at both of them, making eye contact when he spoke. “Welcome to the neighborhood. How are you settling in?”

“Still unpacking,” Teddy said, though he found himself studying the contents of Eli’s crate. A purple artichoke sat on top like something from a still life painting. “But we’re getting there.”

Eli shifted the crate slightly, nodding toward their grocery bags. “Where’d you come from?”

“Omaha,” Cassie said. “Big change.”

“No doubt. What pulled you west?”

“Work,” she said, and Teddy noticed the way she straightened slightly when she talked about it. “I got hired by a design firm downtown.”

“Right on. What kind of design?”

“Branding, mostly. User experience stuff.” She glanced at the crate again. “Okay, that’s the sexiest turnip I’ve ever seen.”

Eli laughed, a sound that carried genuine amusement. “Purple artichoke, but I respect the enthusiasm. I run a spot called Mirepoix down in the Mission.”

Cassie tilted her head. “That’s … like a food thing, right?”

“Foundation of every sauce worth making,” Eli said, and Teddy caught the way his eyes lit up when he explained it. “We do seasonal, local stuff. Food that actually means something, you know? We’re tucked down on Valencia, near 22nd.” Eli adjusted his grip on the crate. “Tell them Eli sent you. First dessert’s on me.”

Cassie grinned. “We’ll have to take you up on that.”

“You should. We’ve got this chocolate tart happening right now. Madagascar vanilla, little bit of sea salt, sits on your tongue like a secret.”

Teddy found himself watching the easy back-and-forth between them. Cassie had that animated energy she got when she was genuinely interested in something, the way she leaned forward slightly and tucked her hair behind her ear. It wasn’t flirtation, just Cassie being Cassie. But something about seeing it directed at someone else made him notice it in a way he hadn’t before.

“We should definitely check it out,” Cassie said. “Right, Teddy?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Sounds great.”

Eli nodded once then shifted the crate back to both hands. “I should get moving. These won’t prep themselves. Good meeting you both.” He headed down the stairs, toward the building’s exit, boots quiet on the worn wood.

As soon as Eli’s footsteps faded down the stairwell, Cassie turned to Teddy with raised eyebrows. “Well he was intense,” she said, starting up the stairs to their floor.

Teddy nodded, following behind her. “Yeah, seemed like a character.”

“Did you see how he talked about that dessert? Like he was describing a love affair.”

Teddy had noticed. The way Eli’s voice had shifted when he’d mentioned the chocolate tart, the deliberate poetry of it. It was the kind of confidence that came from knowing exactly what you were good at.

They reached their door, and Cassie fumbled for her keys while balancing the grocery bags. “I’m definitely curious about the restaurant now. That whole conversation felt very … I don’t know. Adult.”

“Adult?”

“Like talking to someone who actually knows what they’re doing with their life.” She got the door open and stepped inside. “Can you imagine having that conversation with Jim Henderson? He’d be like, ‘Yeah, we got pie at the diner. It’s pretty good.’”

Teddy laughed despite himself. It was true. Their conversations with neighbors back home had mostly revolved around weather, lawn care, and where to get decent takeout. Nothing wrong with that, but it was a different energy entirely.

Inside the apartment, Cassie started unpacking their groceries while Teddy moved to the window. The late afternoon light was slanting across the neighboring buildings, and he could see into a few of the backyards and fire escapes.

There was Eli, already visible in the small courtyard behind their building. He’d traded the produce crate for a mason jar filled with something dark, and he was talking to a woman with short gray hair who was tending to plants on the fire escape. His hands moved as he spoke, animated but controlled.

Even from this distance, Teddy could see the same energy that had filled the stairwell. The way Eli inhabited his space completely, like he belonged exactly where he was.

“What are you looking at?” Cassie asked from the kitchen.

“Nothing,” Teddy said, but he didn’t step away from the window immediately. “Just getting a feel for the neighborhood.”

Cassie joined him at the window, peering over his shoulder. “Oh, there he is. Does he live in the back unit, too?”

“Must be.” Teddy watched as Eli gestured toward something in the woman’s garden then took a sip from his mason jar. “Seems to know everyone.”

“That’s nice. I like that.” Cassie moved away from the window to finish with the groceries. “We should make an effort to be more social here. Back home, we barely talked to anyone except the Hendersons, and that was only because their dog kept getting loose.”

She was right. In Omaha, they’d lived in a kind of friendly isolation—waves across driveways, brief conversations about package deliveries, the occasional borrowed cup of sugar. Nothing like the easy familiarity their neighbor had just shown with the woman in the courtyard.

“God, I’m sticky,” Cassie said, pulling her shirt away from her skin. “I need a shower. We both do.”

“Good idea,” Teddy said, turning away from the window.

They headed toward the tiny bathroom together, both peeling off clothes as they went. Cassie got there first and turned on the water, testing the temperature with her hand.

“You know what? Let’s just both get in,” she said. “How small can it be?”

The answer was: small.

They squeezed into the narrow shower stall together, Cassie laughing as Teddy’s elbow knocked against the soap dispenser. There was barely enough room for one person, let alone two adults trying to maneuver around each other.

“This is ridiculous,” Cassie said, trying to duck under the spray while Teddy pressed himself against the back wall. “We’re like sardines.”

“Sexy sardines,” Teddy replied, which made her laugh harder.

“Move your leg—no, the other way. There’s literally nowhere to put my arms.”

They managed a few minutes of awkward coordination, Cassie washing her hair while Teddy held the shampoo bottle and tried not to step on her feet. But when she tried to rinse and he attempted to reach around her for the soap, they both started cracking up.

“Okay, this is not working,” she said, wiping water from her eyes. “You get out first. I’ll finish up.”

Teddy stepped out onto the bath mat, grabbing a towel as Cassie adjusted the water temperature behind him. He dried off slowly, in no particular hurry, watching her through the glass door of the cramped shower stall.

She moved with easy confidence behind the glass, running her hands through her wet hair, tilting her face up into the spray. The water ran down her body in streams, over the curve of her breasts, along her ribs, gathering at her hips before disappearing down the drain.

He’d seen her shower countless times before, but something about this felt different. Maybe it was the new space, the unfamiliar light filtering through the frosted window, or just the way she looked more relaxed than she had in months. Her shoulders weren’t carrying the tension they’d held back in Omaha.

When she reached for the body wash, squeezing some into her palm, Teddy found himself paying attention to details he usually took for granted. The way she worked the soap across her skin, methodical but unhurried. The arch of her back as she lifted one leg to wash her foot.

“You’re staring,” she said without looking at him, but there was amusement in her voice.

“Can you blame me?”

She smiled, rinsing the soap from her arms. “I suppose not.”

He saw her bite her lip for a second before pressing her soapy breasts against the glass door and rubbing them up and down for about ten seconds, leaving streaks on the surface.

Teddy laughed, shaking his head. “How did I end up with such a sexy wife?”

She grinned at him through the glass. “Lucky, I guess.”

He looked down and realized he was hard, his body responding to her playfulness with an intensity that caught him off guard.

When she finally turned off the water and stepped out, reaching for her towel, Teddy was still watching.

She didn’t bother drying off completely before moving toward him. Water still beaded on her shoulders and ran in thin streams down her back as she pressed against him, her damp skin cool against his chest.

“Mmm,” she hummed, tilting her head up to kiss him. “You taste like the city.”

“Salt and smog?”

“Adventure.” She grinned.

“Adventure?” he responded. “Really?”

“Yes,” she playfully hissed. “Adventure and danger. You know … it’s a dangerous business, going out your door. You step onto the road, and if you don’t keep your feet, there’s no knowing where you might be swept off to.”

Teddy grinned. “Hmm … what’s that from?”

“Fellowship of the Ring,” they said in unison then started laughing.

He kissed her harder. His hands found her waist, still slick from the shower, and he guided her backward toward the bedroom. She let him lead, but her hips rolled against him with each step, her fingers traced deliberate patterns across his chest.

They fell onto the bed together, the late afternoon light from the window casting everything in gold. Cassie’s hair was still damp against the pillow, darkened from blonde to honey brown, and when she looked up at him there was something in her eyes that hadn’t been there that morning.

“Come here,” she said, pulling him down to her.

Teddy moved over her, and she reached down to guide him, her fingers wrapping around him with familiar ease. But when she felt how hard he already was, she paused, looking up at him with raised eyebrows.

“Well,” she said, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “Someone’s ready.”

“You did press your boobs against the shower door,” he pointed out.

“I’ll make a note that titties on the glass has that effect,” she said, shifting beneath him to position herself. “I like this version of you.”

He slid into her slowly, both of them exhaling at the connection. She was on her back beneath him, legs wrapped around his waist, but instead of the gentle rhythm they usually found, his movements were more demanding, his grip on her thigh firmer than usual.

Cassie responded immediately, her back arching as she met his movements. When he leaned down to kiss her neck, she turned her head to give him better access, and when his teeth grazed her skin, she made a sound that was deeper, more urgent than her usual soft sighs.

“Harder,” she said, and there was something in her voice he hadn’t heard before.

Teddy complied, his thrusts becoming more forceful, more deliberate. Each time he drove into her, Cassie’s breath escaped in sharp gasps that filled the quiet apartment. Her legs tightened around his waist, pulling him deeper, and he found himself watching her face with an intensity he hadn’t felt in months.

“God, you feel good,” he said, his voice rougher than usual.

Cassie’s fingers dug into his shoulders, her nails leaving small crescents in his skin. The sounds she was making weren’t the soft sighs he was used to - they were raw, unfiltered, hungry. When he shifted his angle slightly, hitting that spot that made her eyes flutter closed, she cried out loud enough that he briefly wondered if their neighbors could hear.

“Don’t stop,” she said, and there was an edge of desperation in her voice that made his pulse race.

He found a rhythm that had her meeting each thrust with her own urgency, their bodies moving together with a kind of controlled violence that was new for them. When he moved his hand to her throat, not squeezing but just resting there with gentle pressure, she gasped and pushed up into him harder.

“Yes,” she breathed, her voice catching. “Like that.”

He’d never touched her throat before during sex, had never even thought about it. But something about the way she’d responded to his rougher touch made him want to test other boundaries, to see what else would make her make those sounds.

His other hand slid behind her head, fingers tangling in her damp hair as he held her in place, supporting his weight on his elbow. Cassie’s back arched off the mattress, and when she looked up at him her pupils were dilated, her lips parted.

“Harder,” she said again, and this time it came out as almost a growl.

Teddy’s grip on her throat tightened just slightly—not enough to restrict her breathing, but enough that she felt claimed, controlled. The sound she made in response was pure animal pleasure, and it drove him to move faster, deeper, chasing something he couldn’t quite name.

Her legs wrapped around him tighter, her heels digging into his lower back as she pulled him into her with each thrust. The bed frame creaked rhythmically against the wall, and somewhere in the back of his mind Teddy registered that they were being louder than usual, ignoring the thin walls

“I’m close,” Cassie panted, her fingers clawing at his back. “Don’t stop, don’t you dare stop.”

He could feel her starting to tighten around him, her body drawing taut like a wire about to snap. When he pressed his thumb gently against the side of her throat while maintaining his rhythm, she shattered beneath him.

When she came, it was with her head thrown back against the pillow, her body arching beneath him like a bow string pulled taut. She cried out loud enough that anyone in the building would know exactly what was happening, but neither of them cared. The intensity of it surprised them both - louder, more abandoned than usual.

Her climax triggered his own. Teddy buried his face in her neck as he finished, his breathing ragged against her damp skin, his body shuddering as he emptied himself inside her.

They stayed connected for a long moment afterward, both catching their breath. Cassie’s fingers traced lazy patterns on his back, and when he finally lifted his head to look at her, she was smiling.

“Well,” she said, her voice still slightly breathless. “Was that in your research videos?”

Teddy felt his face flush slightly. “Probably … I might remember a few things.”

Cassie curled into him, already drowsy from the combination of the hot shower and intense sex. Within minutes, her breathing had evened out into sleep.

Teddy lay awake longer. The unfamiliar sounds of the city filtered through their windows—distant sirens, the hum of late-night traffic, someone’s music playing three buildings over.

Then, closer, he heard the soft thud of footsteps on the stairs. A door opening and closing. The faint clink of dishes being moved around in a kitchen directly below them.

The building was alive with other people’s lives, other people’s routines, other people’s sounds drifting through walls that were thinner than he’d realized.

Cassie shifted against him in her sleep, her breath warm against his chest.

Teddy closed his eyes and let the sounds of his new life wash over him, wondering what tomorrow would bring in a city where anything seemed possible.




Chapter 5: The Offer

Cassie had been gone for less than an hour, but the apartment already felt different without her energy filling the small space.

Teddy stood at the kitchen counter, nursing his second cup of coffee and replaying her morning routine in his mind. She’d been up early, moving through their cramped quarters with the focused efficiency of someone preparing for battle. Shower running at 6:30. Hair dryer humming.

“Wish me luck,” she’d said, kissing him goodbye. She’d paused at the door, keys in hand, looking back at him with that mixture of excitement and nerves. “Don’t work too hard while I’m gone.”

Now the apartment felt hollow in her absence.

Teddy moved to his laptop, settling into the corner they’d designated as his office space—a card table wedged between the kitchen and what generously passed for a living room. Back in Omaha, he’d had an entire room with built-in shelves and a door he could close. Here, his workspace consisted of whatever surface wasn’t currently occupied by unpacked boxes.

His desktop background—a sunburned beach photo from their Costa Rica honeymoon—felt like it belonged to another lifetime. The to-do list he’d written the night before sat beside his coffee mug: Finish Morrison insurance case. Research SF grocery stores. Call internet company about slow connection. Unpack bedroom boxes.

The Morrison case file was already open on his screen, cursor blinking after a half-finished sentence about financial discrepancies. A straightforward insurance fraud he could usually knock out in a morning.

But today, his mind kept wandering. Through the thin walls, he could hear the building coming alive around him. Running water across the hall, someone practicing violin upstairs, the distant hum of the MUNI line.

He forced himself to focus, typing: Bank records from March show regular deposits that don’t correspond with Morrison’s stated employment income. Delete. Morrison’s March banking activity reveals … Delete. The words felt clunky, artificial. Back home, he could lose himself in this kind of analytical work for hours. Here, everything felt like an interruption.

He saved the document without finishing the sentence and leaned back in the uncomfortable folding chair they’d borrowed from their landlord. Maybe it was the change of scenery, or maybe it was watching Cassie throw herself into something new while he remained stuck in the same routines. Either way, he felt restless.

His phone buzzed against the card table. A text from Cassie: OMG this office is INSANE. Like a tech startup had a baby with an art gallery. Will tell you everything tonight. How’s your morning going?

He stared at the message, thumb hovering over the keyboard. Fine seemed inadequate. Struggling to focus felt too honest. He settled on: Slow start. Tell me about the insane office.

Her response came immediately: Later! Meeting in 5. Love you.

Teddy set the phone aside and opened his email, hoping for something more engaging than insurance fraud. Most of his inbox was the usual—spam, newsletters he’d forgotten to unsubscribe from, a reminder about updating his LinkedIn profile. But one subject line made him pause: “SF Case – Right in Your Backyard?” The sender was Diego Morales.

Teddy smiled despite himself. He’d been wondering when he’d hear from Diego again. They’d worked together on three different projects over the past two years, and Diego had a good eye for stories that seemed routine on the surface but revealed darker complexities underneath.

Teddy clicked open the email, curious despite himself.

Hey Teddy,

Hope the move to SF is going smoothly. Remember how I was always bitching about freelance work? Well, I finally landed that TubeFlix position I was chasing, and we just got a tip about a case from your new neighborhood.

Guy died in some kind of fetish accident. Hood, restraints, the whole nine yards. Reminded me of your BDSM case back in Nebraska. There’s something off about the scene, according to our source. Could fit perfectly into the “deviant deaths” series we’re developing.

Thought I’d throw it your way since you always said you wanted to work on something bigger. Let me know if you want more details.

Diego

Teddy read through the email twice, feeling the familiar tug of professional curiosity mixed with opportunity. He clicked reply and started typing.

Thanks for thinking of me for this. Can you send over whatever details you have? I’m curious about what makes the source think something’s off about the scene.

He was about to click for the send button when a rhythmic thumping started coming through the floor. Thump. Thump. Thump. Regular as a metronome, but getting faster.

Teddy paused, fingers hovering over the keyboard. It sounded like someone was moving furniture. Maybe Eli rearranging his kitchen table or something. The thumping continued, accompanied now by what sounded like creaking floorboards.

Thump-thump. Thump-thump. Thump-thump.

Teddy found himself tilting his head, trying to pinpoint where exactly the sound was coming from. It seemed loudest near the kitchen area.

He stood up from his makeshift desk and moved toward the sound, following it to where it seemed most distinct.

There was a heating vent in the corner, near the floor. The kind of old building feature that probably connected multiple units through shared duct work. Teddy knelt down beside it, putting his ear closer to the grate.

That’s when he heard it clearly—a low moan, unmistakably human. Followed by another. And suddenly, the rhythmic thumping made perfect sense.

Teddy sat back on his heels and laughed quietly at himself. He’d been crouched on his apartment floor, ear pressed to a heating vent, inadvertently eavesdropping on his neighbor’s morning sex life like a teenager trying to peek through keyholes.

He stood up, brushing dust off his knees, and walked back to his laptop. The email was still open, cursor blinking after his half-finished response to Diego. The sounds from below continued, muffled now that he wasn’t actively listening, but still audible enough to be distracting.

Teddy looked at the screen for a moment then closed the laptop without sending the message. Whatever Diego’s case involved, it deserved more attention than he could give it right now.

He grabbed his coffee mug and moved to the kitchen. Through the window, he could see the city going about its Tuesday morning business. The sounds from downstairs had quieted, replaced by car horns and distant conversations.

Teddy rinsed his mug in the sink and tried to refocus on something productive. Maybe he could finally tackle those bedroom boxes Cassie had been eyeing hopefully for the past three days.

***

By the time Cassie’s key turned in the lock, Teddy had managed to unpack exactly one box—mostly summer clothes they wouldn’t need for months—and had returned to staring at his laptop screen with renewed determination to finish the Morrison case.

The door swung open, and she practically bounced inside, her energy filling the small apartment. Her cheeks were flushed, her hair slightly windblown from the walk up the hill.

“Oh my God,” she said, dropping her purse and kicking off her heels. “Teddy, this city is insane. I feel like I’ve been drinking espresso all day.” She flopped down on their small couch, legs curled under her, and looked at him with bright eyes. “Tell me you had a productive day so I don’t feel guilty about how amazing mine was.”

Teddy saved his document—he’d managed to add exactly two sentences since morning—and turned to face her. “Define productive.”

“Did you finish the insurance thing? Start on something new? Unpack more than one box?” She gestured toward the bedroom where the evidence of his minimal progress was visible.

“I unpacked summer clothes in October in San Francisco,” he said. “So, technically yes, but also no.”

Cassie laughed. “My creative director said discomfort makes better work, and I believe it.” She studied his face. “What about you? Anything interesting cross your desk?”

He hesitated, thinking about Diego’s email still sitting in his drafts folder. “Actually, yeah. Got a message from Diego Morales. Remember him? He landed that position with TubeFlix.”

“Diego …” She paused, placing the name. “Right, the guy who always had good instincts about stories. That’s huge for him.”

“Yeah, and he reached out about a case here in the city. Something that might fit their true crime series.” Teddy shrugged. “I was going to pass on it. We’re still settling in, and it sounds like it could get complicated.”

Cassie tilted her head, studying him with the same focused attention she’d probably been giving design briefs all day. “What kind of complicated?”

“The kind that involves kink clubs and fetish scenes,” Teddy said, watching her reaction. “Guy died in some kind of accident—restraints, hoods, the whole thing. Diego thinks there might be more to it than just bad luck.”

Cassie’s eyebrows rose, but not with the skepticism he’d expected. Instead, she looked genuinely intrigued. “That sounds fascinating.”

“It sounds like a headache,” Teddy replied. “I’d be spending weeks interviewing people in leather harnesses and trying to understand scenes I have no context for.”

“So you’d learn something new,” she said, leaning forward slightly. “And it’s not like you’re a prude, if last night was any indication.” She grinned at him, eyes sparkling with mischief.

Heat flushed up Teddy’s neck. The comment was playful, but something about it made him shift uncomfortably on his chair. No, he thought, not a prude. But what exactly am I, then?

The memory of his hands on her throat, the way she’d responded to his rougher touch, felt suddenly loaded with implications he wasn’t ready to examine.

“Come on, Teddy,” Cassie continued, apparently oblivious to his internal discomfort. “I move us to San Francisco and you immediately get offered a case like this? What are the odds? We came here for new experiences, right? To push ourselves outside our comfort zones?” She gestured around their small apartment. “This sounds like exactly the kind of work that would get you excited again.” She paused, studying him. “When’s the last time you were really excited about a case?”

The question hit closer to home than he’d expected. The Morrison insurance fraud was solid work, but it wasn’t exactly compelling. Most of his recent cases had been variations on themes he’d explored dozens of times before.

“Besides,” she added with a grin that was equal parts supportive wife and mischievous co-conspirator, “you should take me with you. I’m good with weird.”

“You’re serious,” he said.

“Dead serious.” She grinned at her own unintentional pun. “Okay, maybe poor choice of words. But yes, I’m serious. Do it.”

He nodded. “All right. I’ll tell Diego I’m interested.”

“Good.” She stood up, stretching like a cat, and headed toward the kitchen. “Now, what do we have for dinner? I’m starving, and I have about a thousand stories from today that I’m dying to tell you.”

Teddy watched her move through their small space with renewed energy. Maybe she had just solved both their problems with a single conversation.




Chapter 6: Research

The laptop screen had been glowing for over an hour, tabs multiplying like digital kudzu across Teddy’s browser. FetBook profiles, forum discussions, blog posts, news articles—all roads leading back to the same case file Diego had sent: Raymond “Ray” Lowell, dead eighteen months, whose online persona was KCRopeChief.

While other users posted quick updates in abbreviations and emoji-heavy fragments, Ray wrote in complete sentences, even in comment threads. His profile description read like a technical manual:

Rope enthusiast and educator. Kansas City transplant exploring the depth and artistry of shibari. Always learning, always teaching. Precision through practice.

Teddy scrolled through Ray’s wall, reading the comments that had accumulated since his death eighteen months ago.

“Thanks for all the workshops, Ray. You taught me to value precision.”

“Your attention to detail made everyone safer. Rest well.”

“The community won’t be the same without your knowledge.”

“Learned so much from watching you work. Thank you.”

“Hope you found what you were looking for.”

Teddy paused at that last one. Found what he was looking for? He scrolled further, reading through dozens of similar messages. Respectful, fond even, but something about the tone struck him as oddly … resigned.

Teddy clicked through to Ray’s photos, dozens of them spanning three years. All rope work. Early photos showed Ray with various partners—teaching workshops, demonstrating ties, always the rigger with different models. The images had an educational quality, Ray’s face visible and engaged, clearly communicating with whoever he was working with.

The middle period showed fewer partners, but Ray’s technical skill had clearly advanced. The rope work grew more complex, more artistic. Then came photos with Ray as the subject—first occasionally, then more frequently.

In the final months, the photos featured only Ray himself, bound in elaborate patterns. Beautiful work, technically impressive, but no one else appeared in frame. Even when the images showed complex suspension rigs, there were no hands adjusting rope, no second shadow, no indication of a partner.

Teddy scrolled to Ray’s relationship status history. Various partners listed and changed over his first two years on FetBook. Then, eight months before his death, “Rope Bunny.” Four months later, “Rope Bunny - Someone Not on FetBook.” That final change had generated several comments from friends asking who the mystery partner was. Ray had never responded to any of them.

Teddy closed the laptop and slid it into his messenger bag, along with the notebook where he’d been jotting down questions about Ray’s final months.

The Knot Gallery was in the Castro, according to Google Maps. A twenty-minute walk, longer if he took his time.

He was reaching for his jacket when the rhythmic thumping started coming through the floor. Thump. Thump. Thump. Different from before—not the steady rhythm of a bedframe against a wall, but something sharper. More deliberate. Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

Without thinking, Teddy found himself moving toward the heating vent, kneeling down and putting his ear close to the grate. Wood on skin, he realized. That’s what wood on skin would sound like.

Then, muffled but distinct through the duct work, “Thank you, Sir.” Followed immediately by laughter—both voices, easy and warm.

And for one disorienting moment, the woman’s voice had sounded exactly like Cassie. He knew it wasn’t her, knew she was downtown at Meridian Creative, probably sitting in some conference room discussing font choices or color palettes. But his mind conjured the image anyway—Cassie bent over Eli’s bed, looking back over her shoulder as Eli raised a cutting board, the sharp crack of wood against her pale skin, her voice warm with gratitude. His pulse quickened.

The fantasy lasted less than three seconds before he shook his head and laughed at himself. He grabbed his phone and texted: How’s your day going?

Her reply came immediately: Sooo busy. All good though. You?

Just working. Miss you.

Miss you, too. See you tonight.

Normal. Completely normal.

Teddy grabbed his jacket and headed for the door.

The Castro was settling into its afternoon rhythm as Teddy made his way down the hill, the lunch crowd beginning to emerge from cafés and shops.

The Knot Gallery sat wedged between a vintage clothing store and a coffee shop that advertised “ethically sourced everything.” The storefront was clean, modern, with large windows that let in plenty of natural light. Not what he’d expected—no dark corners or intimidating atmosphere. It looked more like an art gallery.

A small bell chimed as he pushed through the door. The interior was bright and well-organized, with rope displays arranged like sculptures throughout the space. Educational posters lined one wall, showing different knot patterns and safety techniques. It felt professional, even academic.

“Afternoon,” called a voice from behind the counter. “Let me know if you have any questions.”

The man was in his forties, a little overweight, with an unkempt beard and the kind of friendly demeanor that suggested he genuinely enjoyed talking about his work. He wore a faded T-shirt that read “Let Me Show You the Ropes.”

Teddy nodded and began browsing, running his fingers along different rope samples hanging from wooden pegs along the wall. He pulled out his phone and glanced at his notes. Ray had liked 3.5mm jute for suspensions. There had been heated discussions about it in the forums, other users arguing hemp was safer for that kind of work.

He scanned the displays, looking for jute rope in that specific diameter. Most of what he saw was hemp, organized by thickness and length. Finally, on a shelf near the back, he found a section labeled “Natural Jute,” with spools arranged by size.

“Looking for something specific?” the man asked, having noticed Teddy’s focused search.

“Actually, yeah. Jute rope. 3.5mm.” Teddy approached the counter. “I’ve been reading about different types, trying to understand the differences.”

The man’s eyebrows rose slightly. “3.5mm jute? That’s pretty specific. Most people start with hemp, especially for anything load-bearing. Jute’s trickier to work with.”

“What makes it trickier?”

“Well, it’s lighter, more responsive. Experienced riggers love it because it gives better feedback, moves faster through ties. But it’s also less forgiving. Hemp has more stretch, more margin for error.” The man walked over to the jute display. “You thinking about suspension work?”

“I’m just starting to look into this stuff,” Teddy said. “Joined the Bay Area Rope Bite group on FetBook, and there were some pretty heated discussions about jute versus hemp. Some people get real passionate about this stuff, don’t they?”

The man’s expression shifted slightly, something more serious creeping in. “Yeah … some people do.”

There was a pause, and Teddy sensed he’d touched on something. The man seemed to be choosing his words carefully.

“Look, rope’s a tool. Important to know your tools, but at the end of the day, it’s about the people using it.” He gestured toward a bulletin board covered with class schedules and safety notices. “You thinking about taking some classes? We do workshops here every other weekend. Basics, safety, that kind of thing.”

“What about other places?”

“The Armory does some, too. They’ve got more space, can handle the bigger suspension rigs. They do tours and workshops, some parties. The film studio moved out, but it’s still there.”

Teddy felt a familiar pull of curiosity. The Armory had been lurking in his thoughts since that first walk through the Castro with Cassie.

“Just … if you’re serious about this, take classes. Real ones, with real instructors. Not YouTube videos.” The man’s tone had become more earnest. “Especially if you’re thinking about suspension work with jute. That combination … it’s not forgiving.”

“Yeah,” Teddy said. “I saw something online about ‘real riggers’ using jute.”

The man laughed, a warm, genuine sound. “You know how a herd of lions is called a pride? A bunch of ravens are called a murder? Well, a bunch of riggers is just called a ‘pissing contest.’ No shortage of opinions.”

Teddy smiled despite himself. “So, there’s no right answer?”

“Oh, there’s plenty of right answers. Just depends on what you’re doing and who you’re doing it with.” The man pulled down a spool of 3.5mm jute, letting Teddy feel the texture. Then he grabbed a similar spool of hemp. “Here, feel both of these. Most beginners couldn’t possibly tell the difference.”

The ropes felt similar at first touch, but there was something subtly different about them. The jute seemed smoother, more responsive under his fingers.

“Okay, now close your eyes and stick out your hands,” the man said.

Teddy complied, feeling slightly ridiculous but curious. He felt the man place one rope in each palm.

“Which one is which?”

Without hesitation, Teddy lifted his right hand. “This is the jute.”

The man’s eyebrows shot up. “Huh. That’s … actually pretty impressive. Most people take a while to develop that kind of sensitivity to different fibers.”

Teddy looked down at the ropes, genuinely surprised he’d been so certain. He had no idea why he’d known, but he’d felt absolutely sure.

Teddy walked back to the jute display. “Can I get that eight meter bundle?”

“You can’t do too much with 8m, just a basic hand or arm tie really. We have basic bundles starting at thirty.”

“Maybe next time. For now, I just like the feel of it.”

He carried the rope to the counter. “That’ll be fifteen dollars.”

Teddy handed over his credit card, watching as the man wrapped the rope in brown paper like it was a fine bottle of wine.

The man handed him the wrapped rope.

“Thanks.”

Outside, the afternoon sun felt bright after the shop’s interior. Teddy tucked the rope under his arm and started walking toward Mission Street.

I wonder if the Armory gives tours.




Chapter 7: Dark Sides

The apartment felt smaller when Teddy returned, the brown paper package tucked under his arm like evidence of something he couldn’t quite name. He set the rope on the kitchen counter and opened his laptop.

He typed, “The Armory, San Francisco tours” into Google. The website was sleek, professional, nothing like the gothic fortress he’d walked past with Cassie. “Historical tours available Tuesday through Saturday. Experience the architecture and learn about this iconic San Francisco landmark.”

Ray had been a regular there, according to the forum posts.

Teddy clicked through to the booking page and selected a slot for the next day. Wednesday, three p.m. He wanted to see Ray’s old haunts, maybe meet someone who knew him. And if he was being honest with himself, he wanted to see what all the fuss was about.

The confirmation email arrived instantly, along with a brief note about what to expect:

Our guides will walk you through the building’s history, from military armory to film studio, to its current incarnation as an event space. Tours last approximately 90 minutes.

Teddy closed the laptop and moved to the window, looking down at the courtyard below. Eli’s apartment was quiet, no movement visible through the windows. The rope sat on the counter behind him, still wrapped in brown paper, but its presence felt heavier now—less like an impulse purchase and more like a commitment to something he didn’t fully understand yet.

He was still standing there when he heard Cassie’s key in the lock.

“I come bearing gifts,” Cassie announced, pushing through the door with a white paper bag that smelled incredible. “Soup dumplings from that place on Irving everyone keeps talking about. I figured we needed to start eating like actual San Francisco residents.”

She kicked off her heels and padded to the kitchen in stocking feet, setting the bag on the counter next to the wrapped rope without seeming to notice it. Her cheeks were flushed from the walk up the hill, and there was an energy about her that suggested her day had gone well.

“How many did you get?” Teddy asked, moving to help her unpack the containers.

“Eighteen. Which is either exactly right or completely insane.” She opened the first container, revealing neat rows of delicate dumplings with twisted tops.

Teddy reached for one with his fingers, but Cassie caught his wrist. “Wait! There’s a technique. The guy behind the counter was very serious about this. First, you need a spoon,” she said, grabbing two from the drawer. “Then you pick it up with chopsticks carefully, because if you puncture the skin, all the soup leaks out and you’ve basically ruined it.” She demonstrated, lifting a dumpling with practiced precision and setting it on her spoon.

“Then you bite a tiny hole in the top—just the very tip—and sip the broth inside. It’s going to be hot, so don’t burn your tongue.” She bit delicately into the dumpling’s twisted peak and made a small slurping sound. “Oh God, that’s good. Then you eat the rest in one or two bites while it’s still warm.”

Teddy followed her lead, lifting a dumpling carefully onto his spoon. The broth was rich and savory, better than anything he’d expected from what looked like such a simple dumpling.

“He was very passionate about proper dumpling consumption,” she said, already reaching for her second one. “Apparently, most Americans just bite into them like regular dumplings and wonder why they’re disappointed.”

“Thank God I have you to show me these things,” Teddy said, and despite the dramatic tone, he meant it.

“Agreed! I’ve always said your lack of dumpling etiquette was holding you back.” She smiled and took another careful slurp from her dumpling.

“So, how was day two as a San Francisco creative?” Teddy asked, settling into the rhythm of the dumpling ritual.

“Intense. Good intense, but intense.” She paused to navigate another dumpling. “We’re working on this rebrand for a client who makes artisanal dog treats and, apparently, there are very strong opinions about whether the packaging should convey ‘rustic authenticity’ or ‘premium sophistication.’”

“Ah, the eternal struggle between folksy and fancy.”

“Exactly! But Marcus—he’s the creative director—spent forty-five minutes explaining the psychological difference between serif and sans-serif fonts in pet product marketing.”

“Sounds a little mansplainy.”

“A little! But he was so passionate about it that I let him keep going.” She reached for another dumpling. “What about you? Make any progress on the article?”

“Some. Spent the afternoon getting a feel for the scene.” Teddy kept his tone casual, not mentioning the rope shop specifically. “It’s an interesting community. Very … particular about safety and technique.”

“That makes sense. If you’re doing dangerous stuff, you’d want to be careful about it.” She picked up another dumpling with her chopsticks. “Did you learn anything useful?”

“Still putting pieces together. It’s early. But I’ve got tomorrow planned already.” Teddy reached for his last dumpling. “I think there’s a story there.”

They finished eating in comfortable silence, the empty containers scattered between them on the small table.

Teddy started gathering the empty containers, stacking them neatly before moving to the sink. He’d barely turned on the water when Cassie asked, “Is this to tie me up?” She had a huge smile, holding the unwrapped rope in both hands, examining it with obvious delight.

“Not really. It’s barely enough for a basic hand tie,” Teddy said, turning off the water.

Cassie walked back into the kitchen space, still holding the rope, running her fingers along its length. “Then do a basic hand tie!”

“I don’t know how,” Teddy said, turning back to the dishes.

Cassie pulled out her phone with her free hand. “There’s literally YouTube for this.”

“You can’t learn safe ties from a YouTuber. You need proper classes, instruction from someone who knows what they’re doing.”

“You’re being such a wuss,” she said, grinning and giving the rope a playful swing as she walked past him toward the fridge.

That was when Teddy turned and grabbed her ass—hard. His hand clamped down through her skirt with enough force to stop her mid-step, freezing her in place.

“What did you just call me?”

“What?” she said, turning to look at him with confusion.

“I asked you a question.”

“I was joking,” she said. The smile was still on her face, but smaller now.

Teddy stepped closer, his voice dropping to something lower, more controlled. “Bend over. Hands on the table.”

There was a pause. Then Cassie moved toward the small dining table, placing her palms flat on its surface and leaning forward.

Teddy moved behind her and lifted her skirt, bunching the fabric at her waist. Her black tights stretched across her ass, and he hooked his fingers into the waistband, pulling them down to her knees, along with her panties.

He placed his hands on her bare skin, warming it with his palms. He thought back to the videos he’d watched for the first BDSM case he’d worked on. There was a methodology for spanking safely. The specifics flooded into his consciousness: cupped hand for sensation rather than pain, targeting the ass cheeks and where the leg met the curve.

The first slap came light, more sound than force.

“What are you doing?” she asked, glancing back at him.

“Quiet.”

He slapped her right cheek, then her left. Not hard, keeping his hand cupped the way he’d learned.

He kneaded her ass with both hands, working the flesh to get blood flowing to the area. He remembered from the videos that this made it both less painful and more arousing for the recipient. Then he started spanking her again, harder this time.

She yelped and bit her lip. His hand hovered over her pussy. He could feel heat radiating from it.

“Teddy …”

“Quiet!” he said quickly, spanking her again. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

He spanked again. She didn’t respond.

“I can feel the heat coming from your pussy. You are enjoying this.” Another spank. “Tell me you like this, or I’m going to stop.”

The indecision on her face was obvious.

He rubbed her ass again, fingers trailing lightly across the warmed skin. She didn’t say anything.

“Okay … I guess I was wrong; you don’t like it.” He started to pull her tights back up.

“I like it!” she said, biting her lip afterward and looking down at the table. Her breathing had grown shallow, and she closed her eyes as if trying to process what she’d just admitted.

“I know,” he said, returning to spanking her. He continued for another minute, alternating between her cheeks, watching her body respond to each impact.

Teddy undid his pants, pushing them down along with his boxers. He could feel how incredibly erect he was as he positioned himself behind her. Without ceremony, he entered her from behind, both of them gasping at the sudden connection.

He gripped her hips and began moving, not with the gentle rhythm they usually found, but with something more demanding. Each thrust pushed her forward slightly against the table, the dishes still scattered across its surface clinking softly with the movement.

Cassie’s hands pressed flat against the table for support, her breath coming in short gasps. She didn’t speak, didn’t look back at him, just took what he was giving her with a kind of focused intensity that was new for both of them.

The control he felt was intoxicating—the way she’d submitted to the spanking, the heat he could feel radiating from her body, the sounds she made when he moved deeper. This wasn’t the careful, considerate sex they usually had. This was something rawer, more honest.

Then the image from earlier flooded back—Cassie bent over Eli’s bed, looking back over her shoulder as Eli raised a cutting board, the sharp crack of wood against skin, her voice warm with gratitude. “Thank you, Sir.”

The fantasy hit him like a physical blow. Instead of fighting it, he let it wash over him, imagining Cassie in this same position but for someone else, submitting to another man’s control with the same breathless acceptance she was showing him now.

The thought of her giving this part of herself to Eli, of another man discovering what he was discovering, drove him past the point of control. His thrusts became more urgent, more desperate, chasing something he couldn’t name.

He came hard, buried deep inside her, his body shuddering as the fantasy and reality crashed together.

She stood slowly, reaching back to rub her ass where his hands had left their mark. When she turned to face him, there was a grin on her face—not embarrassed now, but satisfied in a way that surprised them both.

She walked to him and they kissed deeply. Her mouth was warm and insistent against his, her hands finding his chest as if anchoring herself to him. When they finally broke apart, she was breathing harder than the kiss alone would have warranted.

“I’ll finish here. You go clean up,” he said, gesturing toward the scattered dishes and takeout containers.

“Okay,” she said and smiled.

He heard the shower turn on as he gathered the empty dumpling containers and rinsed the plates they’d barely used. His movements were automatic, methodical, but his mind was elsewhere.

He looked at his hand. It stung just a little bit. The palm was red.

That was weird, he thought.




Chapter 8: The Guide

“Hi! I’m Sasha. I use they/them pronouns, and I’ll be your guide today.”

Sasha was short and femme-presenting, with cropped hair and an easy confidence that immediately put the small group at ease. Teddy had probably met more non-binary people in a week in San Francisco than he had in the last five years in Omaha. He accepted it with the same inquisitive and non-judgmental nature that he did most things that were outside of his personal frame of reference.

Teddy counted seven other people scattered around the lobby—a mix of couples and solo visitors, some looking like curious tourists, others with the focused attention of people genuinely interested in what they were about to see. He couldn’t help but notice the other Midwesterners sticking out like a sore thumb.

“Follow me, and we’ll start with some history,” Sasha said, leading them toward a corridor lined with framed photographs. “This building started as a military armory in 1912. It was purchased by Kink.net in 2008 for use as a film studio. Even though Kink.net is no longer the owner, there are still many adult films being made here. We do everything from art installations to private parties to educational workshops.”

Someone from the group spoke up. “I didn’t know Kink.net was no longer the owner.”

“Well, starting in the last five years or so, anyone with a decent camera and low inhibitions can become an adult content creator. The big studios have had to find new ways to turn a profit.”

Sasha gestured for them to follow and led the group down a wide hallway.

They entered a large, high-ceilinged room with padded mats covering most of the floor. Metal rings and attachment points were bolted into the ceiling at regular intervals, creating a grid pattern overhead. The space felt simultaneously industrial and intimate, like a gymnasium designed for specific purposes.

“This is our primary bondage studio,” Sasha said, gesturing around the room. “Those are hard points in the ceiling for suspension work. Everything’s rated for way more weight than you’d ever need, and we have spotters for any serious rigging.”

One of the tourists raised his hand. “Is this safe?”

“Well, if you mean rope play in particular, the answer is no. If you mean BDSM in general, the answer is also no.” Sasha’s deadpan delivery got a few chuckles from the group. “Rope play carries with it the risks of nerve damage, muscular tears, skin damage, and a host of other possible problems.”

“Asphyxiation?” Teddy asked.

“Depending upon the tie you’re doing, yes. Here, we have hard points that are professionally installed and regularly inspected. Any event with more than a couple people will have designated safety monitors, sometimes working in shifts. We always have safety shears to cut through rope. And … frankly, every fifth person in the community seems to be a doctor, a nurse, or an EMT. Don’t ask me why.” Sasha shrugged.

“BDSM in general, if people are being responsible, is governed under the concepts of RACK—Risk Aware Consensual Kink. Many people also use the term SSC, but we default to RACK because it acknowledges the danger and emphasizes that everyone is responsible for their experience.”

Sasha led them down another hallway and into a room that looked startlingly normal. A regular bedroom with a queen-sized bed, nightstands, and a connecting living room area with a couch and coffee table. If not for the discreet camera mounts and professional lighting, it could have been someone’s actual apartment.

“This isn’t very kinky,” one of the visitors commented.

“This is our Domestic Goddess set,” Sasha said with a slight smile. “It’s intentionally designed to look like a 1950s housewife fantasy, then turn it completely on its head. Used for hotwife, cuckold, and femdom scenarios. Some of the currently best-selling content out there.”

A woman in the group raised her hand. “Can you explain what those terms mean?”

Sasha launched into rapid-fire definitions. “Hotwife is when a woman has sex with others, often with her husband’s permission or encouragement. Cuckolding is the humiliation-based version of hotwifing. Queen of Spades refers to White women who only sleep with Black men, often in a cuckolding dynamic. Vixen is a neutral or softcore hotwife term. Cuckquean is a woman who enjoys watching her male partner with others. Bull is the outsider who participates. Cuckcake is the female version of a bull, who sleeps with the cuckquean’s husband.”

Someone from the group spoke up. “Isn’t the female version of a bull a cow?” It was asked as a genuine question, not trying to be an asshole.

Sasha laughed, as did several others. “Yes … I’m glad you caught that. To avoid calling a whole bunch of otherwise innocent sluts cows, we had to come up with cuckcake.”

The group’s amusement rippled through the room.

Another person, one of the men in the group, raised his hand hesitantly. “Is it weird that men want to watch their wives with other people?”

“Not at all,” Sasha replied without missing a beat. “Some men get off on having so much control over their partner they decide who they fuck and make them perform. It’s not about humiliation—it’s about ownership.”

Teddy felt his arousal spike at those words. The idea of having that level of control, of deciding who Cassie would be with and watching her perform for him. He stowed the thought away, trying to keep his expression neutral as the group continued asking questions.

“And other people have humiliation fetishes. Honestly … there are so many genuinely evil people in the world that I don’t have the time to judge what gets someone hard or wet on their off hours.” Sasha paused. “I am not being political … I’ve been told to avoid that.” An uneasy silence settled over the group. “Okay! Moving along.”

The tour moved into a much larger space with industrial concrete floors and soaring ceilings. Massive metal frames and rigging equipment dominated the room; some pieces clearly permanent installations, others looking like they could be reconfigured for different purposes.

“This is where we filmed Total Capitulation for years,” Sasha said, gesturing to a large wrestling mat area. “Three rounds of competitive quasi sexual wrestling, usually between women. Loser strap-on-fucks the winner.”

A woman in the crowd said, “Sounds like they both win.”

Sasha pointed at her as though making a genuine connection. “Thank you. I have always thought that.” They looked at the crowd. “Well, now you know a little bit about me and the MILF in the center with the ‘Not Everything is Flat in Kansas’ T-shirt.”

People chuckled, and the Kansan smiled and got a little red.

“And this whole space”—they gestured around the cavernous room—”George Lucas actually filmed parts of The Empire Strikes Back here back in the seventies. The Drill Court was perfect for the spaceship interior shots and special effects work. Pretty wild that we went from Star Wars to … well, a different kind of fantasy fulfillment.”

Teddy looked around the cavernous space, taking in the sheer scale of the operation. Cables and pulleys hung from the ceiling, and he could see the remnants of elaborate lighting setups. This wasn’t amateur hour—it was a serious production facility.

“Most of this equipment is still functional,” Sasha continued. “We rent it out for private events, workshops, parties. The wrestling mats get a lot of use for beginners’ classes.

“All right, that wraps up our tour,” Sasha said as they made their way back toward the lobby. “If anyone’s interested in events or workshops, we’ve got a calendar at the front desk. Classes for beginners happen most weekends, and we do parties pretty regularly. Just remember: everything here is about consent, communication, and knowing your limits.”

As the group began to disperse, some people lingering to ask Sasha more questions, Teddy hung back. He waited until most of the group had moved toward the exit before approaching.

“Quick question,” he said, keeping his voice casual. “Do you know anything about events or parties where I might meet people who were part of the scene a few years back?”

Sasha raised an eyebrow. “Looking for someone specific?”

“Maybe. I heard about someone. Ray Lowell, went by KCropeChief? I think he used to teach here.”

Sasha smiled. “I’ve seen the pictures. I know some people who used to let him tie them. He was a prodigy. It’s a very sad story. I don’t know enough to feel good saying anything else, though.”

“Okay. I understand that. I would enjoy learning more about him, at least from a safety point of view.”

“Maybe I can help,” a familiar voice cut in immediately.

Teddy turned to see Eli approaching, casual but observant, a gym bag slung over one shoulder. He looked completely at ease in the space, like he belonged there.

Eli greeted Sasha with a warm hug. “Friday?” he asked.

Sasha’s face lit up with excitement. “Absolutely.”

Eli turned his attention to Teddy, jerking his head toward the exit. “There’s a café across the street. You’re hungry.”

Teddy momentarily stayed where he was before following Eli. “How do you know I’m hungry.”

“I’m a chef,” Eli said with a laugh as Teddy caught up with him.




Chapter 9: The Teacher

The café was exactly what Teddy was beginning to expect from San Francisco—exposed brick walls, mismatched vintage furniture, and the kind of carefully curated casualness that probably cost more to achieve than it looked. A few patrons sat scattered throughout, typing on laptops or chatting softly over ceramic mugs that looked hand-thrown.

Eli held the door open, gesturing Teddy inside with easy confidence. They approached the counter where a bearded barista was arranging pastries behind glass-like small sculptures.

Just before ordering, Eli turned to Teddy. “Trust me?”

“With food? Absolutely.”

“Two crispy duck confit sandwiches with fermented mustard greens on fresh sourdough,” Eli told the barista. “And a side of seaweed chips.”

They claimed a table by the window where late afternoon light filtered through, casting everything in warm amber. The drinks came first; Eli had ordered them both some kind of house-blend coffee that tasted like it had been grown on a specific hillside by monks.

“How was the tour?” Eli asked, settling back in his chair.

“Educational,” Teddy said. “The diversity of people in the tour group was interesting. All different ages, backgrounds.”

“Ha … not everything is flat in Kansas.”

“Or Omaha!”

Eli grinned. “What drew you to the tour? Was it just to ask about Ray?”

“I guess that was the official reason, but not the only.” Teddy paused. “Did you know him?”

The sandwiches arrived, and they looked incredible. The duck was perfectly crispy, the greens had a sharp, fermented bite that cut through the richness, and the sourdough was still warm from the oven.

Eli nodded, taking a bite of his sandwich before answering. “Yeah. Took a class from him. Learned a lot. Wouldn’t call us friends, though. I don’t think he let people in like that.”

“What was he? Like as a teacher?”

“Brilliant. Technically perfect.” Eli paused, choosing his words carefully. “He was a technician. The rope was his real partner. The work was flawless, but … you always felt like you were part of a formula.”

Teddy leaned forward slightly. “What do you mean?”

“It was beautiful to watch—don’t get me wrong—but it felt clinical. Like he was more interested in solving the puzzle of the tie than connecting with whoever he was tying.” Eli took another bite then continued. “He hurt someone once. Not badly, but it rattled him.”

“What happened?”

“I was there, at a party. He was attempting this complex reverse ebi suspension—full-body bind, legs folded high against the chest, back arched steep. Really advanced stuff, visually striking.” Eli’s expression grew more serious. “But he pushed too hard, wanted something the rope could do that his partner’s body couldn’t handle. She ended up with a back injury—muscular tears, nerve issues. She recovered fully, but it took months.”

Teddy set down his sandwich. “How did Ray handle it?”

“Worse than anyone else. His partner forgave him … he didn’t do anything that she didn’t sign off on. And she recovered. Ray never forgave himself.” Eli took a sip of his coffee. “If you’re in this lifestyle long enough, you’re going to cross a line somehow, by accident, oversight, or through failed communication. How you handle it is everything.”

“And he handled it poorly,” Teddy said.

“Yeah. Very poorly. He just did self-ties after that, at first in public, then just at home. Like he didn’t want to put anyone else at risk. I hate to say it … but no one was really surprised when he didn’t make it out of the ropes one day.”

“Yeah.”

Eli met his eyes. “You could probably find all this out from other people … I didn’t really know him that well. No one did. But he wasn’t some freak or suicidal guy. The kink just became something private for him, between him and the rope. Trouble is, what he was into isn’t safe to do alone.”

Eli set down his sandwich. “I hate it when people take stories like Ray’s and turn them into sensational bullshit about dangerous perverts. Ray had problems, sure, but he doesn’t deserve to only be remembered for how he died.”

“How would he want to be remembered?” Teddy asked.

“For the art. The way he could make someone feel beautiful, transformed. How his partners looked when he turned them into living sculpture.” Eli paused. “And maybe he’d want people to learn from what went wrong.”

“So it was obsession that killed him, not the kink itself.”

“Exactly.” Eli nodded slowly. “I don’t know what kind of story you’re planning to write, but please don’t make it all about the tragedy.”

“I won’t.”

They ate quietly for a few minutes before Teddy spoke again.

“Do you do much ropework yourself?”

“Not really. I’m decent at it, but it’s not my thing. Takes so much focus that it pulls me away from my partner instead of bringing us closer.”

“So other stuff then? Spanking, paddling …”

“Yeah, that’s more my speed. I’m here for the connection with the person. Kink is just a way to get there, to connect in a really intense way.”

Teddy shifted in his seat then decided to be honest. “I can hear you through the walls sometimes. Our apartments share some duct work, I think.”

Eli chuckled, not looking embarrassed. “Sorry about that. Old building, thin walls. I should probably apologize to the whole floor.”

“It’s fine. Just … you clearly know what you’re talking about.” Teddy took a sip of his coffee. “That domestic goddess set at the Armory seemed pretty intense to me. All those different variations.”

“Ha, yeah. The theatricality of it appeals to some people. Playing with power dynamics, roles, that kind of thing.”

Teddy hesitated then pushed forward. “Do people really share their partners? I mean, actually do it, not just fantasize about it?”

“Sure. Mostly for fun, mostly with a lot of communication beforehand. The swinging community can be a little more chaotic … and usually involves more alcohol, to be honest.”

Eli glanced at his watch and sighed. “I should probably head out. Got to prep for dinner service tonight.”

He stood up, grabbing his jacket from the back of his chair. “Look, if you or Cassie have questions about any of this stuff, or just want to hang out sometime, let me know. But maybe check through the floorboards first to make sure I’m not busy.” He winked.

“Thanks for this,” Teddy said, gesturing to the sandwich. “And for talking about Ray.”

“No problem. Just … remember what I said about the story, okay?”

Teddy nodded. “I will.”

Eli headed toward the door then paused and looked back. “Tell Cassie I said hi.”




Chapter 10: The Walk

“—maintain three points of contact at all times. Single-line dependency creates failure points that compromise structural integrity.”

Ray’s voice carried technical precision, like an engineer explaining load-bearing calculations. On screen, he moved around his model with methodical efficiency, checking each rope placement, testing tension with practiced fingers. The woman suspended horizontally rotated slowly, her body held in an elegant arch, arms bound behind her back in a complex weave that looked like a living sculpture.

Her body bore the stress of the position—muscles engaged and stretched—but her expression looked almost meditative. Eyes closed, breathing steady, completely surrendered to the experience.

“Optimal binding requires mathematical precision,” Ray continued, his focus entirely on the rope work. “Each wrap serves structural and aesthetic function. Deviation from proven patterns introduces unnecessary variables.”

Teddy leaned back in his chair, absorbed in the technical explanation.

The apartment door opened with its familiar creak, followed by Cassie’s voice calling out, “I’m home!”

Footsteps crossed the hardwood, her bag hitting the floor with a soft thud. Teddy heard the sound of heels being kicked off, one landing with a hollow knock against the baseboard.

He paused the video just as Cassie appeared in the doorway, still in her work clothes but already looking more relaxed.

“Hey,” she said, moving toward him for a quick kiss. “How was your afternoon?”

“Educational,” Teddy replied, accepting the kiss and pulling her close for a moment longer than usual.

Cassie glanced at his laptop screen, taking in the paused image of the suspended woman. “Who’s that?”

“Ray. The guy I’ve been researching.”

Cassie studied the frozen frame more carefully. “Can I see?”

Teddy clicked play. Ray’s voice resumed its calm explanation while the model continued her slow rotation, the rope work creating geometric patterns across her skin.

Cassie watched for nearly a minute, her expression shifting from curiosity to something deeper. When the suspended woman rotated to show her peaceful face, Cassie’s own expression softened.

“It’s beautiful,” she said quietly. Then, after another moment … “He really loved it, didn’t he?”

“Yeah.” Teddy paused the video again. “He’s the guy who died alone in his ropes.”

Cassie’s face fell slightly. “So it wasn’t a murder?”

“Nope.”

“That’s so sad.”

They sat in silence for a moment, both looking at the paused screen where Ray’s hands were captured mid-adjustment, forever frozen in his element.

“Let’s go for a walk,” Teddy said, closing the laptop.

They stepped out into the late afternoon air, the city settling into its evening rhythm around them. The steep sidewalks of their neighborhood carried the sounds of dinner preparations drifting through open windows—the sizzle of onions hitting hot oil, the clink of wine glasses, fragments of conversation in three different languages.

Cassie slipped her hand into Teddy’s as they walked downhill toward Valencia Street. A woman in paint-splattered overalls walked past them leading a dog wearing a knitted sweater. Two men sat on a stoop sharing a bottle of wine and arguing good-naturedly about baseball.

“How was your day?” Teddy asked as they turned the corner.

“Same as usual. Intense, tiring, rewarding.” Cassie squeezed his hand. “I’m glad we’re here, but my brain feels fried. Like I’ve been speaking a foreign language all day.”

They passed a bookstore with its doors thrown open, folk music spilling onto the sidewalk along with the scent of coffee and old paper. A mural covered the entire side of the next building with swirling colors that seemed to move in Teddy’s peripheral vision.

“I want to apologize,” Teddy said as they paused at a crosswalk. “For how aggressive I’ve been the last few days. In bed, I mean.”

Cassie looked at him with surprise. “I liked it.”

“Yeah, I could tell.” The light changed, and they crossed, weaving around a group of teenagers on skateboards. “But liking it doesn’t mean we shouldn’t talk about it. Just because you’ve been enjoying it doesn’t mean I won’t go too far someday.”

“What do you want to do to me that you think I wouldn’t be okay with?” Cassie glanced at him, half-joking but genuinely curious.

“I don’t know. That’s the point.”

They walked past a corner market where the owner was arranging fruit displays on the sidewalk, pyramids of oranges and apples catching the golden light. The smell of fresh bread drifted from a bakery across the street.

“I visited the Armory today,” Teddy said as they turned onto a quieter side street lined with Victorian houses painted in bold colors. “Took a tour, learned about RACK: Risk Aware Consensual Kink. It’s about acknowledging that what people do is dangerous, but being smart about it. Communication, safety, all that.”

Cassie nodded, listening.

“Then I talked to Eli afterward.” Teddy guided them around a man walking three dogs of completely different sizes. “He told me about Ray. How he hurt someone once. Not badly, but enough to shake him. After that, Ray stopped trusting himself with partners. He just tied himself, alone.”

They passed a house where someone was practicing piano, scales drifting through an open window. A cat watched them from a fire escape, yellow eyes following their movement.

“Ray fell in love with the acts instead of the people,” Teddy continued. “That’s what killed him. I never want that to be me.”

Cassie grabbed his arm, stopping them both on the sidewalk. “That could never be you.”

Teddy smiled back at her. “You don’t think I have a dark side?”

She laughed, and he did, too, both remembering her words from their walk past the Armory weeks ago.

“Tell me about your dark side,” she said.

They started walking again, passing a community garden where someone had strung lights between the fence posts. The glow caught in Cassie’s hair as Teddy chose his words carefully.

“I want to do everything with you. To you. Maybe not everything everything, but …” He paused, watching a couple emerge from a wine bar, laughing about something. “I love controlling you. I love deciding what happens to you. Exactly how much you feel. What kind of sensation. How long you get to enjoy it.”

Cassie’s hand tightened on his arm, but she didn’t interrupt.

“When I had you bent over that table, when I was spanking you and you were trying to decide whether to admit you liked it …” Teddy’s voice grew quieter, more intense. “This might sound ridiculous … but making you admit that you liked it was one of the hottest, sexiest moments of my life.”

A streetlight flickered on above them as dusk settled over the neighborhood. Someone was grilling on a nearby balcony, the smell of charcoal and vegetables mixing with the eucalyptus scent that seemed to follow them everywhere in the city.

“That sounds amazing,” Cassie said, her voice soft but certain. They paused at another crosswalk, waiting for a vintage streetcar to rumble past, its bell clanging. “With my job, all I do is decide things. Every day, all day. What color, what font, what message, what feeling we’re trying to create. By the time I get home, the idea of surrendering control, of just … experiencing pleasure without having to be responsible for it …” She looked up at him as they crossed the street, a small smile playing at her lips.

A group of friends spilled out of a restaurant, their laughter echoing off the narrow street. Fairy lights twinkled in the windows of a bookstore that specialized in poetry and radical politics.

“I trust you completely,” Cassie continued, squeezing his hand. “And this conversation just wiped out the last little bit of tension or mistrust I hadn’t even known was there.”

They walked past a mural depicting women of different ages and ethnicities, their faces turned toward a rising sun. The artist had painted it so skillfully that their eyes seemed to follow passersby.

“You can really do whatever you want to me,” Cassie said. “And if I don’t like it, well … should I have a safe word or something?”

Teddy laughed, the sound carrying genuine warmth. “How about we use the same safe words we’ve been using for years: no or stop.”

“That’ll be easy to remember,” Cassie said.

They turned onto a street lined with food trucks, the air thick with the smell of Korean barbecue and fresh tortillas. A busker played guitar on the corner, his case open and scattered with dollar bills and coins. People moved around them with the easy confidence of locals—couples holding hands, friends debating where to eat dinner, someone walking a bulldog wearing a rainbow bandana.

“What if I wanted help doing things to you?” Teddy asked, his voice casual but loaded with meaning.

Cassie gave him a wicked smile, her eyes sparkling with mischief and anticipation. “I could get behind that.”

He smiled back. “In the mood for free dessert?”




Chapter 11: Mirepoix

Mirepoix buzzed with the kind of energy that made Teddy understand why people fell in love with San Francisco. The main dining room was full, but they found a small table in the bar area where jazz played softly and the lighting cast everything in warm amber. The space felt intimate without being cramped, upscale without being pretentious.

Cassie settled into her chair and looked around appreciatively. “This is nice. I can see why Eli’s proud of it.”

“Different from Olive Garden,” Teddy said, scanning the menu.

“Hey, Olive Garden has its place. Just not in the Mission district of San Francisco.”

They ordered—Cassie chose the seasonal risotto, Teddy went with the braised short ribs. As they waited for their food, they fell into the easy rhythm of a couple who genuinely enjoyed each other’s company.

“Tell me about your day,” Teddy said. “The real version, not the ‘intense but good’ summary.”

Cassie laughed, settling back in her chair. “Okay, the real version. We spent forty-five minutes in a conference room arguing about whether the font for this dog treat packaging should be ‘approachable whimsical’ or ‘trustworthy playful.’ Forty-five minutes, Teddy. About a font.”

“Those sound like the same thing.”

“That’s what I said! But, apparently, there’s a crucial psychological difference between Gotham and Proxima Nova that determines whether pet owners will trust you with their golden retriever’s digestive health.” She picked at the bread basket. “Then the intern—sweet kid, but completely overwhelmed—accidentally ordered oat milk lattes for a client meeting where half the people were lactose intolerant anyway.”

“Did anyone die?”

“Only my will to live. But we survived, the client loved the ‘approachable whimsical’ direction, and I got to eat way too many free pastries.” She grinned. “What about you? How was the famous Armory tour?”

“Well, I learned that there’s an entire room called the Domestic Goddess set that’s designed to look like a 1950’s housewife fantasy and then completely subvert it.” Teddy broke off a piece of bread. “And, apparently, they used to film something called Total Capitulation, which is three rounds of competitive quasi-sexual wrestling where the loser has to pleasure the winner.”

“That sounds like everyone wins,” Cassie said, echoing the Kansas tourist.

“That’s exactly what this woman in our group said. The tour guide was so excited to find a kindred spirit.” Teddy grinned. “Oh, and George Lucas filmed parts of The Empire Strikes Back there in the seventies. So we went from Star Wars to … well, a very different kind of fantasy fulfillment.”

Their entrees arrived, perfectly plated and steaming. Cassie’s risotto looked like art, and Teddy’s short ribs smelled incredible.

“This city is so weird,” Cassie said, taking a bite. “I love it.”

“Yeah,” Teddy agreed, watching her face light up as she tasted her food. “I think we made the right choice.”

They ate in comfortable silence for a while, both savoring the food and the easy intimacy of being somewhere new together.

As they finished their entrees, their waiter approached with a professional smile. “How was everything?”

“Incredible,” Cassie said, setting down her fork with obvious reluctance.

“Eli invited us,” Teddy said. “He mentioned he’d take care of dessert, so whatever you think is best.”

“Absolutely. Before I take your order, I just need to ask a few quick dietary questions first. Any lactose intolerance or dairy allergies?”

“No,” they both said.

“Gluten-free, or just avoiding it for general vibes?”

“No.”

“Any nut allergies—tree, ground, or existential?”

“No … what?”

“Soy okay, including soy lecithin, soy sauce, and ironic tofu?”

“Yes?”

“Are you currently vegan, vegetarian, pescatarian, or post-vegan rewilding?”

Cassie blinked. “Post-vegan what?”

“Avoiding nightshades, or do they just give you emotional flashbacks? Do you prefer food cooked with seed oils, animal fats, or ancestral intentions? Are you on a pre-ayahuasca purge and avoiding salt, sugar, and eye contact? Any sensitivities to foods grown during Mercury retrograde? And finally, do you eat mushrooms, or do you consider them sentient forest prophets?”

“Sentient forest prophets?” Teddy interrupted.

The waiter grinned. “Eli encourages us to mess with his friends. I’ll let him know you’re here.”

After the waiter disappeared, Teddy and Cassie sat holding hands across the small table, both still laughing.

“I like this place,” Cassie said. “I like him.”

“Yeah, me, too.”

The jazz had shifted to something slower, more intimate, and the bar area had grown quieter as the dinner rush wound down. Teddy leaned forward slightly.

“So … about me getting help doing stuff to you?”

Cassie giggled. “Yes?”

“I sort of had an idea about who I might ask.”

“Who’s the lucky gentleman?” she said coyly.

That’s when Eli appeared at their table, carrying a small plate with what looked like a deconstructed apple pie—caramelized apples, crumble topping, and a scoop of cinnamon ice cream arranged like a small sculpture.

“And here is my Midwestern comfort dessert with a California attitude for my new neighbors,” he said, setting it down. “Didn’t expect to see you twice in one day, Teddy.”

“Hi, Eli.”

Teddy looked at Cassie with raised eyebrows, a small smile playing at his lips. Cassie’s eyes widened as she realized what he was suggesting, her cheeks flushing as she suddenly became focused on the small silver spoon that came with the dessert.

“This looks great,” Teddy said. “By the way, there’s something I wanted to ask you about, but it’s probably not a workplace discussion.”

Eli looked confused at first then glanced between Teddy and Cassie. Something clicked.

“I look forward to hearing it,” he said, smiling.




Chapter 12: Earning the Title

“She’ll really say ‘stop’ if she wants to stop?” Eli asked, adjusting one of the leather cuffs hanging from the spanking bench.

Teddy chuckled from where he sat in the minimalist living room, taking in the space. Clean lines, carefully chosen furniture, a few pieces of art that suggested someone with strong aesthetic opinions. Through the open kitchen doorway, he could see a knife block that probably cost more than most people’s rent—The tools of someone who took their craft seriously.

“Yes,” Teddy said. “Is that the third time you’ve asked?”

Eli smirked, testing the other cuff. “There will be a fourth if I feel I need it.”

“Fair enough.”

They both glanced toward the door as footsteps approached in the hallway above then faded toward the stairs.

“She’s officially late … now,” Eli said, settling into the chair across from Teddy.

“Back in Omaha, you’re not allowed to complain when a lady takes her time getting ready,” Teddy replied.

“So you didn’t pick out what she’s wearing?” Eli asked.

“I told her it’s the only decision she needs to make for the rest of the day.”

Teddy gestured toward the spanking bench. “Where’d you get that? It’s beautiful work.”

“A friend made it. Custom job.” Eli ran his hand along the smooth wood. “I wish I had a St. Andrew’s Cross, but those are hard to move into an apartment.”

Teddy was about to ask what that was when the door opened slowly.

Cassie stepped through the doorway wearing a tan trench coat belted at the waist. But it was the dark sunglasses and wide-brimmed hat that made both men pause.

Teddy burst out laughing. “Really? The full spy movie treatment?”

“I didn’t want the neighbors to recognize me,” she said, though her grin betrayed how much she was enjoying the theatrics.

“You walked down one flight of stairs in our building,” Teddy said, still chuckling as he stood and walked toward her.

“You never know who might be watching,” she replied with mock seriousness.

When he reached her, Teddy gently removed the sunglasses, then the hat, letting her blonde hair fall around her shoulders. “You look beautiful.”

He moved behind her, hands finding the belt of her trench coat. “Ready?”

Cassie nodded, and Teddy slowly untied the belt, then pushed the coat off her shoulders. It fell to the floor in a whisper of fabric.

Underneath, she wore deep red lingerie, a one-piece that dipped low between her breasts and rode high on her hips, the lace pattern creating shadows across her pale skin. The matching heels added height and made the line from her thighs to her calves appear endless.

Teddy circled her slowly, his hands trailing across her skin, fingers brushing over her breasts through the lace, then delivering a soft slap to her ass that made her breath catch.

“Straight from Omaha, Nebraska,” he said, looking at Eli with obvious pride. “A perfect Midwestern all-American girl.”

Eli was grinning. “For me?”

Teddy nodded then turned Cassie’s face toward him with gentle fingers under her chin. “You’re going to do what he says, right?”

She nodded, her cheeks already flushed.

“You’re going to do a good job for me?”

Another nod, her face burning now.

“And you’re going to say stop if you need to?”

“Yes,” Cassie said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I will.”

Teddy gave her a light push toward Eli. “She’s all yours.”

Eli approached her slowly, his movements deliberate and unhurried. He walked around her in a wide circle first, taking her in from every angle—the way the red lace contrasted with her pale skin, how the heels changed her posture, the slight tremor in her breathing.

“She’s perfect,” he said to Teddy, but his eyes never left Cassie.

Then he moved closer, his hands coming up to touch her. First, her hair, running the blonde strands through his fingers. Then her shoulders, his palms warm against her skin. He traced the line of her collarbone with one finger, then down to where the lace began.

“You smell incredible,” he murmured, leaning close enough that his breath stirred her hair. “Nervous?”

Cassie nodded, not trusting her voice.

“That’s normal,” Eli said gently. “We’ll take our time.”

His hands continued their exploration—down her arms, across her waist, fingers tracing the edges of the lingerie without quite touching what lay beneath. When he moved behind her, his palms settled on her hips, thumbs brushing the small of her back.

“Perfect,” he said, more to himself than to either of them.

With gentle pressure, Eli guided her toward the spanking bench. “Come here,” he said softly.

The bench was positioned perfectly in the room—high enough that she’d have to bend over it, padded leather that looked both comfortable and purposeful. Eli’s hands on her hips positioned her exactly where he wanted her.

“Lean forward,” he instructed, his voice calm but authoritative. “Rest your weight on your forearms.”

Cassie complied, bending over the bench. The position put her ass high in the air, the red lingerie stretched tight across her curves. Eli adjusted her stance slightly, spreading her legs just enough.

“Look at that,” he said appreciatively, his hand tracing the curve of her ass through the lace.

He reached for the leather cuffs hanging from the sides of the bench, holding one up for her to see. “These will keep you exactly where I want you,” he said, his voice taking on a more commanding tone. The first cuff went around her left wrist—not tight enough to cut off circulation, but firm enough that she couldn’t pull free. Then the right.

“How does that feel?” he asked, testing the restraints with a gentle tug.

“Good,” Cassie managed, her voice slightly breathless.

“Can you get away?”

She got a little red. “No.”

“Would you even want to get away?” he asked, his hand cupping her ass through the lace.

“No,” she said quietly, shaking her head a little.

Eli’s hands moved to her ankles, spreading her legs wider before securing the ankle cuffs. “Perfect. Now you’re completely mine.”

He stepped back to admire his work then looked over at Teddy. “The first spanks should always be gentle,” he said, his voice taking on an instructional tone. “You want to warm the skin, get the blood flowing. You can knead the ass a bit, too.”

He demonstrated by massaging Cassie’s cheeks through the lace, working the muscle with firm but gentle pressure. Then came a light tap on her right cheek, his hand cupped slightly. The sound was more theatrical than painful.

“See how I keep my hand curved? That creates more sound than sting. It’s psychological as much as physical.” Another gentle spank on her left cheek. “The difference between a cupped hand and a flat one is significant. Flat hands create sharp, stinging sensations. Cupped hands give you that satisfying smack—”

“Without as much immediate pain,” Teddy finished.

Eli smiled, clearly pleased. “You’ve done your homework.”

“Some,” Teddy said with a grin.

“Good. Then you’ll appreciate this.” Eli’s technique shifted slightly, his spanks becoming more deliberate, establishing a steady rhythm that had Cassie’s breathing deepening with each impact.

Between spanks, his fingers trailed along Cassie’s inner thighs, brushing against the fabric of her lingerie. She gasped softly at the contrast—the building warmth on her ass followed by the gentle touches.

Eli’s touch grew bolder, his fingers sliding beneath the edge of her lingerie to stroke her directly. Cassie’s sharp intake of breath filled the room.

“She’s already wet,” Eli observed, his voice appreciative. He leaned down and pressed his lips to the warming skin of her ass, alternating between gentle kisses and small bites that made her squirm against the restraints.

“The pain and pleasure need to work together,” he said, straightening up. “One amplifies the other.”

His spanks increased in intensity now, each one landing with more force than the last. Cassie’s breathing became ragged, her body tensing with each impact then relaxing as his hands soothed the heated skin.

“Ten consecutive now,” Eli announced, positioning himself. “No breaks between.”

He looked at Teddy. “Watch her face.”

The first spank landed harder than any before. Cassie’s eyes flew open, meeting Teddy’s gaze across the room. The second followed immediately, then the third. By the fifth, her jaw was clenched, breathing coming in sharp gasps through her nose.

“Keep looking at me,” Teddy said softly.

She held his gaze as the remaining spanks fell, her eyes watering slightly but never looking away from her husband’s face.

When the tenth spank landed, Cassie’s whole body trembled. Her lip quivered as she fought to maintain eye contact with Teddy, right on the edge of something—pain, pleasure, or surrender, it was impossible to tell which.

Eli stopped, his hand resting gently on her heated skin. Then his fingers moved between her legs again, finding her slick and swollen. He rubbed her clit with slow, deliberate circles.

“Look at how she responds,” he said to Teddy, his voice filled with admiration. “Most sluts don’t realize how much pain they can take until someone shows them.”

Teddy leaned forward, speaking directly to Cassie while Eli continued his gentle rubbing. “When we were growing up, the girls were taught that ‘slut’ was the worst thing you could be, right, Cassie?”

Cassie nodded breathlessly, her hips moving against Eli’s fingers.

“But she doesn’t think it’s a bad word anymore. Do you, Cassie?”

She shook her head, unable to form words as the sensation built.

“I think she wants to work very hard to earn that title,” Teddy said, watching her face intently.

The combination of his words and Eli’s touch sent her over the edge. Her orgasm hit suddenly, making her cry out as her body shook against the restraints.

Eli let her ride the wave, his fingers gentling but not stopping as she shuddered through the aftershocks. When her breathing began to even out, he stepped back and delivered a sharp spank that made her gasp.

“Girls like you need to ask permission to come,” he said firmly. “Do you understand?”

Cassie was still dazed, floating in the aftermath of her orgasm. The question didn’t seem to register.

Another spank, harder this time.

“Do you understand?”

“Yes!” she gasped, suddenly alert. “I understand. I’m sorry.”

“Good,” Eli said, his hand soothing the spot he’d just struck. “I’m glad we got that cleared up.”

He walked around to the front of the bench where Cassie’s head was positioned at the end. She looked up at him with flushed cheeks and glazed eyes, still catching her breath from the orgasm.

Eli reached for his belt, the sound of the buckle loud in the quiet room. “Now, let’s see what your instincts tell you to do.”

He unzipped slowly, the sound deliberate in the quiet room. When he freed himself, Cassie’s eyes widened slightly. He was already hard, thick and dark, clearly aroused by what had just transpired.

Cassie stared for a moment, taking in the sight of him. Then, without any prompting, she leaned forward as much as the restraints would allow and opened her mouth, her tongue extending in clear invitation.

Eli smiled, pleased by her initiative. “Good girl.”

He positioned himself closer, letting her set the pace as she strained forward to reach him. The angle was awkward with her restrained, but she was determined, her lips wrapping around the head of his cock with obvious hunger.

Teddy watched from his chair, fascinated by his wife’s eagerness. This wasn’t the hesitant woman from their bedroom back in Omaha. This was someone embracing exactly what she wanted.

After several minutes, Eli pressed deeper into her mouth, establishing a slow rhythm as she accommodated him. His breathing grew heavier as he watched her work.

Teddy stood up from his chair, moving closer to watch. “Here you are, Cassie. Taking another man’s cock while your husband watches. Who knew I married such a slut?”

Cassie moaned around Eli, the vibration making him groan in response. The word clearly affected her, her body responding even as her mouth was occupied.

Teddy moved behind her, his hands finding her heated skin. “Look how wet you are,” he said, his fingers sliding between her legs. “Getting spanked and used like this turns you on, doesn’t it?”

She could only whimper in response, her attention divided between Eli’s slow thrusts and Teddy’s exploring touch. The dual stimulation was overwhelming—her husband’s familiar hands contrasted with the stranger’s cock filling her mouth.

“She’s dripping,” Teddy observed, his fingers working in slow circles. “I think she likes being called a slut.”

“She’s well on her way to earning the title,” Eli agreed, his voice strained with pleasure.

Teddy increased his ministrations, his fingers finding the perfect rhythm. “Don’t you dare lose focus on what you’re doing up there. You should be able to handle two things at once.”

Cassie’s breathing became more labored around Eli as Teddy’s touch grew more insistent. She was struggling to maintain her technique as the pleasure built, but she was determined not to disappoint either man.

“That’s it,” Teddy encouraged, feeling her body start to tense. “Show him what a good little slut you can be.”

The combination of his words, his touch, and Eli’s presence pushed her toward another climax. Her second orgasm built more slowly but hit just as hard, her muffled cries vibrating around Eli as her body shook.

Teddy stepped back, watching as Cassie came down from her second orgasm, still breathing hard around Eli. Her body was flushed and trembling, overwhelmed by the intensity of the dual stimulation.

Eli gently pulled back from her mouth, stroking her hair as she caught her breath. “You did beautifully,” he said softly, then looked over at Teddy. “But I think it’s time we finished this properly.”

He began releasing the remaining restraints on her wrists, his movements careful and deliberate. “Lie back down. On your back this time.”

He positioned her lengthwise along the padded bench, her head near one end, legs spread on either side. The red lingerie was disheveled now, damp with sweat and arousal.

“Perfect,” Teddy said, moving to stand behind her head. His hands settled on her shoulders, holding her steady. “I want to keep her exactly where you need her.”

Cassie looked up at her husband, understanding flickering in her eyes. She wasn’t being asked to make choices or take initiative. Everything was being decided for her, done to her.

Teddy looked down at her and saw something deeper in her expression. “What are you thinking?”

She smiled, her voice slightly loopy from the endorphins. “I just … I don’t know if you’re using me or I’m using you.” She giggled.

The men looked at each other.

“Oh, that was way too deep,” Eli said.

“She’s not supposed to be thinking that hard,” Teddy agreed.

“No, she is not,” Eli said, positioning himself at her entrance.

And then he entered her.

Cassie’s gasp cut through any lingering philosophical thoughts as Eli pushed inside her. Her back arched off the bench, her hands instinctively reaching up to grip Teddy’s arms.

“There we go,” Eli said softly, watching her face as he filled her completely. “Much better.”

Teddy felt her fingers tighten on his forearms as she adjusted to Eli’s size. Her breathing was shallow, eyes wide with the intensity of the sensation.

“How does she feel?” Teddy asked, his voice rough with arousal.

“Incredible,” Eli replied, beginning to move with slow, deliberate strokes. “So tight. So wet.”

Each thrust drew a soft sound from Cassie—not quite words, just pure reaction to being taken by another man while her husband held her in place. The philosophical moment was completely forgotten, replaced by pure physical sensation.

“Look at her,” Teddy murmured, watching his wife’s face transform with each movement. “She’s exactly where she belongs.”

Eli’s rhythm gradually increased, his hands gripping her thighs as he drove deeper. The bench creaked softly under the force of his movements, but it held steady, designed for exactly this purpose.

Cassie’s body responded eagerly to Eli’s rhythm, her hips rising to meet each thrust despite being held in place by Teddy’s steadying hands. The sounds she was making grew louder, more desperate—wordless expressions of pleasure that filled the apartment.

“She’s getting close again,” Eli observed, his breathing becoming more labored. “I can feel her tightening around me.”

Teddy looked down at his wife’s flushed face, her eyes half-closed with pleasure. “Are you going to come for him, Cassie?”

She could only nod, her grip on his arms tightening as the sensation built inside her.

“Ask permission this time,” Teddy commanded softly.

“Please,” she gasped between Eli’s thrusts. “Please, can I come?”

“What do you think?” Teddy asked Eli, enjoying the control they had over her pleasure.

Eli’s pace quickened, driving her closer to the edge. “I think she’s earned it.”

“Then come for us,” Teddy said, his hands stroking her hair. “Let us hear how good he’s making you feel.”

As Eli felt her pulsing around him, something shifted in his expression. The controlled, gentle demeanor gave way to something more primal. His breathing accelerated sharply, and a heavy grunt escaped him as her orgasm triggered his own response.

“Fuck,” he growled, his grip on her thighs tightening as he drove into her with increasing urgency. The careful rhythm abandoned for raw need.

Teddy watched, fascinated, as the composed chef disappeared entirely. This was Eli unleashed, chasing his own release with the same intensity he’d brought to controlling Cassie’s pleasure.

Another grunt, deeper this time, as Eli’s movements became erratic. His face was flushed, jaw clenched, completely lost in the sensation of her tight heat gripping him.

“That’s it,” Teddy encouraged, his own arousal evident as he watched another man take his wife with such animal intensity. “Take what you need.”

Eli’s climax hit him hard, his whole body tensing as he buried himself deep inside Cassie with a final, guttural sound that was pure satisfaction. He stayed there for long moments, breathing heavily, letting the waves of pleasure roll through him.

When he finally opened his eyes, the gentle demeanor slowly returned, but there was a satisfied gleam that hadn’t been there before.

Eli pulled back slowly, his breathing still heavy as he caught his breath. He moved to the kitchen area, grabbing a glass of water and settling into one of the chairs, his body finally relaxing after the intensity.

Teddy helped Cassie off the bench, her legs still unsteady from everything that had happened. She sank down onto the floor next to him, and he settled down beside her, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. She leaned against him, her body still trembling slightly from the aftershocks.

They sat in comfortable silence for several minutes, all three of them processing what had just occurred. Cassie’s breathing gradually slowed, her head resting against Teddy’s shoulder.

Eventually, she looked up at him with tired but satisfied eyes. “Did I do okay?”

“Yeah,” Teddy said softly, his voice full of genuine pride and affection. “I’m very proud of you.” He kissed her forehead tenderly.

The gesture was simple but loaded with meaning—reassurance, love, and approval all wrapped into one gentle touch. Despite everything that had just happened, she was still his wife, and he was still completely devoted to her.




Chapter 13: The Pitch

The laptop screen flickered as the connection stabilized, Diego’s face appearing in the familiar rectangle of a Zoom call. He was in what looked like his home office, TubeFlix branded coffee mug in hand, the casual professionalism of someone who’d been working remotely for years.

“Teddy! Good to see you, man. How’s San Francisco treating you?”

“Can’t complain,” Teddy replied, settling back in his chair. “Thanks for making time for this.”

“Of course. I’ve been looking forward to hearing what you dug up on our deviant rope guy. It’s been what, three weeks since you sent over those preliminary notes?” Diego’s energy was expectant, the enthusiasm of someone anticipating a good story. “Please tell me you found some juicy details. The network’s been pushing hard for content that really grabs people, you know?”

Teddy felt the familiar tightness in his chest that came before difficult conversations. “About that, Diego. I need to talk to you about the direction this story should take.”

“Okay …” Diego’s expression shifted slightly, picking up on something in Teddy’s tone. “What’s going on?”

“Ray Lowell wasn’t a deviant,” Teddy said simply. “He was an artist. A teacher. Someone who cared deeply about what he did and the people he worked with. His death wasn’t some kinky accident—it was a tragedy born out of isolation and perfectionism.”

Diego’s eyebrows rose. “Okay, but … I mean, the guy died alone in rope bondage, right? That’s got to be worth something for the series.”

“It’s worth something, just not what you’re thinking.” Teddy leaned forward slightly. “This man taught workshops, helped people explore safely, created beautiful work. He had a community that respected him. When he made one mistake—hurt someone accidentally—he couldn’t forgive himself. He retreated, stopped trusting himself with partners, and that isolation eventually killed him.”

“That’s …” Diego paused, his marketing brain clearly recalibrating. “That’s actually pretty compelling. More human interest than sensational, but compelling.”

“Exactly. Ray deserves better than being lumped in with whatever other stories you’ve got planned for the deviant series. He deserves dignity.”

Diego set down his coffee mug, his expression growing more serious. “So, what are you thinking? Different series? Different angle?”

“Artists who became obsessed with perfection. People who lost themselves in their craft.” Teddy gestured slightly. “Ray fell in love with the art instead of the connection. The technique became more important than the person. That’s what killed him—not the kink, not some deviant impulse. Just a man who couldn’t see past his own need for flawless execution.”

Diego was quiet for a moment, his expression thoughtful. “Obsession,” he said slowly. “That could work. We’ve been looking for a series concept that goes deeper than surface-level sensationalism.”

“Ray’s story fits perfectly. The progression from passionate teacher to isolated perfectionist. The way his community tried to pull him back but couldn’t reach him.” Teddy leaned back slightly. “It’s not about the rope work being dangerous—it’s about what happens when someone becomes so focused on technical mastery that they lose sight of everything else.”

“And you have sources who can speak to that progression? People who knew him at different stages?”

“Several. Former students, people who watched him change over time. Even the person he accidentally hurt is willing to be interviewed.” Teddy paused. “They all say the same thing—Ray was brilliant, but he couldn’t forgive himself for being human. Some want anonymity, which honestly just adds to the mystique.”

Diego was nodding now, clearly warming to the concept. “This could actually be stronger than what we originally discussed. More psychological depth, broader appeal. The network’s been pushing for content that feels more premium.”

“It’s the story Ray deserves. And it’s the truth.”

“All right,” Diego said, straightening up. “Let me pitch this upstairs. ‘Obsession’—artists consumed by their pursuit of perfection. I think they’ll bite.”

“How long do you need?” Teddy asked.

“Give me a week. I’ll need to draft up the new pitch, run it by the creative team.” Diego paused. “You know, that insider access you’ve built—that’s exactly the kind of thing that gets the network’s attention.”

“As long as you keep the focus on the artistry and the psychology. No sensationalism.”

“Understood. And Teddy?” Diego’s expression grew more serious. “This is good work. I mean it. Not what I was expecting, but maybe that’s exactly why it’s strong.”

“Thanks. I appreciate that.”

“I’ll be in touch once I hear back from the suits. Probably early next week.”

The call ended with the familiar sound of the Zoom disconnect. Teddy closed the laptop and sat back in his chair, feeling something he hadn’t experienced in a long time after a professional conversation. Not relief, exactly. More like satisfaction.

He’d stood his ground without burning bridges. He’d protected Ray’s memory while still delivering a story worth telling. And most importantly, he’d found the kind of work he actually wanted to be doing.

The sound of footsteps on the stairs interrupted his thoughts. Cassie’s voice carried down from above.

“I’m back!”

A few minutes later, Cassie appeared in the doorway, carrying two steaming containers, the rich aroma of spice and beef broth filling the small apartment.

“Spicy beef noodle soup,” she announced, setting one container in front of him. “From that place in Chinatown you’ve been wanting to try.”

She settled into the chair across from him, opening her own container and studying his face as she did. “You look satisfied with yourself,” she observed.

“I am,” Teddy said.

He stood up, pulled her to him, and kissed her.

When they broke apart, he reached into his messenger bag and pulled out a small black box.

Cassie opened it, her breath catching slightly. Inside was a collar of polished silver—sleek, simple, beautiful.

“Turn around,” he said softly.

She faced the mirror by the door. Teddy stepped behind her, lifting the collar from the box. His hands were steady as he fastened it around her throat, the cool metal settling perfectly against her skin.

In the reflection, their eyes met. Cassie’s fingers rose automatically to touch the smooth surface, a small smile playing at her lips.




Chapter 14: Tonic

Tonic occupied what had once been the Armory’s main hall, the soaring brick walls and Gothic windows transformed into something both industrial and intimate. The private kink club had taken the building’s imposing architecture and softened it with warm light that pooled from carefully placed fixtures, casting long shadows across polished concrete floors.

The music pulsed low and steady, more felt than heard, like a collective heartbeat threading through conversations and the soft percussion of leather on skin.

Teddy and Cassie entered together, moving with the easy confidence of people who belonged. She wore black latex that caught the light as she walked, a dress that hugged her body like liquid, paired with strappy heels that made her legs look endless.

The silver collar at her throat gleamed against her pale skin, sleek and purposeful. As they paused at the entrance, she touched it once with her fingertips, a small ritual that made Teddy’s chest tighten with pride.

They were noticed. A couple across the room caught sight of them, exchanged knowing smiles, offered a casual nod. Not an invitation—acknowledgment. Recognition among their own kind.

They walked slowly through the space, taking in the familiar rhythm of the club. Groups clustered around low tables, their conversations punctuated by soft laughter and the clink of glasses filled with ginger ale and soda water as often as actual alcohol—the community’s unspoken commitment to keeping scenes safe and consensual. Others watched scenes in progress with the focused attention of people who understood what they were seeing.

Cassie moved with quiet radiance as they passed a pair of women deep in conversation near one of the stone columns. One of them turned as they approached—Asian, elegant, wearing leather that looked like it had been tailored specifically for her body.

She said something to Cassie, too quiet for Teddy to hear over the music. Cassie responded, leaning closer. The woman smiled and gestured toward Cassie’s collar, her fingers not quite touching but clearly appreciating.

Cassie glanced back at Teddy. He gave the smallest nod.

She kissed the woman then, slow and deliberate, their bodies close enough that the latex squeaked softly against leather. When they parted, both women were smiling. Cassie’s cheeks flushed pink as her fingers found her collar again, that same unconscious gesture.

They separated without words, the moment complete in itself.

As they continued walking, the rhythmic sound of leather on skin grew more distinct. They rounded another column and found the source—an imposing wooden X-frame that stood nearly seven feet tall, its dark wood polished to a rich gleam. The X shape signifying that it was a St. Andrew’s Cross, as Teddy had learned since arriving in the city.

Sasha was secured upright against it, arms spread wide along the upper beams, a black silk blindfold covering their eyes. Their back was already marked with the telltale crosshatch pattern of expert flogger work, skin flushed pink and red in geometric lines.

Eli stood behind them, a flogger in each hand, moving with the practiced rhythm of someone who had turned impact play into an art form. The twin floggers struck in alternating beats, fast and precise, painting vertical lines along Sasha’s upper and middle back. Left hand, right hand, left hand, right hand—the rhythm hypnotic and unbroken.

He noticed them mid-swing, glanced over without breaking rhythm, and gave them a subtle nod. Teddy returned the gesture while Cassie watched Sasha’s face with fascination—the way their mouth hung slightly open, the peaceful expression despite the intensity of the scene.

After a few moments, they moved on, leaving Eli to his work.

They found a quieter alcove tucked between two of the original stone pillars, one of the intimate spaces designed for watching or resting. The curved architecture created a natural pocket of relative privacy while still keeping them connected to the club’s energy.

Teddy settled onto the low leather bench that lined the wall. Cassie sat beside him, then shifted to lean back against his chest, fitting perfectly into the circle of his arms. The latex of her dress was smooth and cool against his hands.

Her fingers found her collar again, tracing its smooth edge with obvious pleasure. The gesture had become unconscious over the weeks, a way of grounding herself in who she’d become.

Teddy rested his head against her shoulder, feeling the steady rhythm of her breathing. Around them, the club’s atmosphere pulsed—the distant thump of bass, soft conversations, the occasional sound of leather striking skin from various scenes in progress.

A mirror hung on the wall across from them, and their eyes met in its reflection. They looked good together. Natural. Like people who had found exactly where they belonged.

They stayed like that for a long moment, not needing words.

Eventually, they stirred. Not because anything had changed, but because the night felt complete. They had seen what they’d come to see, felt what they’d come to feel.

Teddy stood first, offering his hand. Cassie took it and rose gracefully, the latex of her dress catching the light one final time as she smoothed it down.

They walked toward the exit together, moving through the familiar geography of the club. Past couples still deep in conversation, past scenes still unfolding with patient intensity.

On their way out, they spotted Eli and Sasha in a quiet corner near the back wall. Sasha was curled up in Eli’s arms, both of them seated on a cushioned mat. Eli held them close, whispering something soft and private. Neither was aware enough to notice Teddy and Cassie walking by—they were lost in their own world of aftercare and connection.

The rhythm of the place continued around them, unbroken.

At the entrance, Cassie paused and glanced back over her shoulder. Not to say goodbye, just to take it all in one more time. The warm light, the confident voices, the sense of belonging to something larger than themselves.

Her fingers found her collar again, that small gesture of recognition and gratitude.

Then they stepped out into the San Francisco night, hand in hand, carrying the club’s energy with them into whatever came next.

Epilogue: The Perfectionist

Teddy and Cassie were curled together on the couch, her legs draped across his lap, both of them wrapped in the soft gray blanket they’d claimed from the bedroom. Empty containers of knife-cut noodles from their favorite Central China place sat abandoned on the coffee table, chopsticks balanced precariously on the edges.

The TubeFlix logo dissolved into darkness, followed by simple white text: “OBSESSION: Episode 3 – “The Perfectionist”

Teddy felt Cassie shift slightly against him as the opening images began. No music, no dramatic flourishes. Just a slow, steady pan across an empty studio space. Sunlight streamed through tall windows, illuminating ropes hanging from hooks like sleeping snakes. A single wooden stool sat in the center of the frame. Dust motes drifted lazily through the shaft of late afternoon light.

The silence stretched long enough that Teddy wondered if something was wrong with the audio. Then a calm, unadorned voice began the narration.

“Ray Lowell was known for what he made and how he made it.”

The screen cut to archival footage. Ray in a workshop space, demonstrating techniques to a small group seated on mats around him. His movements were deliberate and unhurried as he worked with a length of jute rope, his hands gentle and precise. The Ray on screen looked younger, more open, making eye contact with his students as he explained each step.

“Basic chest harness,” his recorded voice explained, the audio slightly tinny from the older camera. “Support here, here, and here. Always check circulation. Always ask how they’re feeling.”

The camera caught him pausing mid-demonstration to adjust something on his model’s shoulder, a small gesture of care that spoke to years of experience.

“He was obsessed with getting it exactly right,” a voice over a freeze-frame of Ray’s focused expression said. The interview subject remained anonymous, identified only as “Former Student” in the lower third. “Every wrap had to be perfect. Every line had to be clean. But he never forgot that there was a person inside all that rope.”

The documentary cut to photographs from Ray’s artistic period. Models suspended in complex patterns, their bodies transformed into living sculptures. The compositions were striking, geometric patterns of rope and flesh that seemed to defy gravity.

A gallery curator who had hosted a photography exhibition of Ray’s work appeared on screen. “People felt beautiful in his rope. They looked incredible, and they knew it. Models would drive hours just to work with him because he had this gift for making them feel like art.”

The screen went black, then simple white text appeared: “2016”

The mood shifted. Still images of a workshop space after hours. An empty chair. Rope half-unspooled on a mat. Notes scattered on a table, Ray’s careful handwriting visible in the frame.

The narration became more clinical, factual. “An experienced partner. A suspension that went wrong.”

Cut to an interview with a woman in her thirties. Her face was pixelated, but her voice was clear. The ID read “MadBunny1992.”

“Slipped disc. Bad one,” she said in a flat Brooklyn accent. “I knew there were risks going in. Ray never lied about that. He was actually more cautious than most riggers I’d worked with.”

She paused, her posture shifting as she seemed to collect herself. One hand lifted to adjust her curly brown hair, then dropped out of frame.
“It took months to recover. Physical therapy, the whole thing. Ray checked on me a couple times at first, made sure I had what I needed. But then... I started having to check on him instead.”


Her head dipped for a beat before she faced the camera again.
“I forgave him. He never forgave himself. I still carry some resentment, because I lost a friend—or at least someone I thought was a friend.”


There was the sound of a sniff, a motion as if she wiped her face.
“I really miss him.”


The documentary showed images from Ray’s social media during this period—posts that went from regular workshop announcements to longer and longer gaps of silence. His FetBook profile, once active with community discussions, showed no activity after March 2016.

“He disappeared from the public scene,” the narration continued. “Not in scandal or anger. He simply stopped teaching.”

Then the images changed. Ray’s social media began showing a different kind of work—photographs of himself in elaborate rope patterns. Self-suspension pieces that grew increasingly complex over the months.

Cut to another former student, this one willing to appear on camera. “Plenty of people practice self-suspension. It’s a legitimate part of the art form. But most people know their limits.”

The photos on screen showed Ray’s progression—simple ties at first, then more ambitious work. Each image was more technically challenging than the last.

“Ray didn’t like limits,” the student continued. “That’s what made him brilliant as a teacher. But when you’re working alone …” She shrugged, leaving the sentence hanging.

The documentary showed more stills from this period. Ray suspended in increasingly precarious positions, the rope work flawless but the isolation evident. No hands adjusting the lines. No second person visible in any frame. Just Ray, alone with his pursuit of technical perfection.

Eli appeared on screen for the first time, seated in the private dining room at Mirepoix. “He didn’t stop creating. But he stopped connecting. He got obsessed with perfecting something you’re not supposed to do alone.”

The narration shifted to its final tone, quiet and direct. “In early 2020, Ray Lowell was found in his studio, suspended. He had died from asphyxiation. Authorities ruled the death accidental.”

A long pause. The screen showed only the empty studio again, that same shaft of afternoon light.

BunnyHop1995’s voice returned, audio only over the still image. “I don’t know if he meant to die. I think he just forgot what the work was for.”

The documentary cut to footage from a small memorial gathering. Candles arranged on a table. Printed photographs of Ray’s work—both his teaching days and his artistic period—displayed with quiet reverence. No dramatic music, just the ambient sound of people moving softly through the space.

Someone read from a prepared statement, their voice steady but emotional. “He gave us space to explore safely. He didn’t always give himself the same grace.”

The former student from earlier appeared again. “He wasn’t a cautionary tale. He was a teacher who cared too much about getting it right. But he needed people more than he let himself believe.”

The final shot was another slow pan of Ray’s studio. Empty hooks. The wooden stool. A single length of rope hanging motionless in the still air. A reminder of work unfinished.

Fade to black.

Final text appeared: “Ray Lowell (1978-2020) Artist. Educator. Human.”

The credits began to roll, white text against black, accompanied only by silence.

Teddy and Cassie didn’t move immediately. They stayed curled together on the couch, processing what they’d just watched. The weight of Ray’s story hung in the quiet apartment.

Cassie shifted to look up at Teddy. A single tear had formed at the corner of his eye, threatening to fall.

She reached up with gentle fingers and wiped it away.

They looked at each other for a long moment.

Teddy reached for the remote and turned off the TV. The screen went dark, leaving them in the soft glow of the city lights filtering through their windows.

They sat together in the silence, holding each other, carrying Ray’s memory forward into whatever came next.
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