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“Whoa!”

The sound of dirt and rocks crashing far below was barely audible over the sound of Derek’s heavy breathing. With the collapse of the trail’s edge beneath his feet, what had already been a treacherous foot-wide path was now an inch narrower. Silently, he counted to ten, forcing himself to breathe deeply and slowly. Only then did he take a hesitant step forward, crossing foot over foot to hug the inside edge.

Near-accidents like that one got the blood pumping, but the risk was part of the reward. He knew it was foolish to disobey the signs—DANGER! first, followed by TRAIL ENDS HERE! and, finally, no less than three NO TRESPASSING!—but he’d been hiking the escarpment since he was a kid. These slopes, these forests, these rocks? They had been like a second home to him, and the places he loved best were far off the marked trails.

That’s not to say they weren’t dangerous. He’d escaped the kinds of injuries requiring an embarrassing aerial rescue, but he’d still twisted ankles, dislocated shoulders, and broken fingers. His only scar, though, was a bright pink one that ran four inches down his shin where he’d slammed his leg into a rock. It had left him bloody and limping, but he’d have broken more than just a leg had it not bought him precious seconds to find a handhold.

Of course, he had an additional reason for making the hike today. Mistress Xi had extended both an invitation and a challenge, and he’d have risked anything for the chance to finally meet her in person . . . to kneel before her in willing surrender. Six months they’d been chatting, growing from a few times a week to several times a day, and the more they found they had in common, the more adamant she had become about if and how they should meet.

Solstice sun high and dark waters below,

Seek where the trail ends.

Around her curves and over her flow,

Trust where the trail bends.

Such had been the first part of her riddle in rhyme, her directions to test whether he truly knew the hike as well as he promised. He did. Derek knew precisely what she referred to, and had eagerly hiked the narrow trail up from the water’s edge, climbing alongside moss-shrouded rocks to circle the whirlpool. At the spot where a waterfall split the escarpment, halting those hikers curious enough to ignore the signage along the trail, he had tiptoed across a fallen log, slippery from the constant spray, and eased himself down to a hollow between rocks. 

What looked like a dead end was, he knew, merely a detour. He had twisted and turned, eased his way through a gap that couldn’t be seen from above, and emerged to crawl across a second log, half as wide as the first and twice as slippery. From there, the hint of a trail led deeper, snaking through loose shale and perilously undercut ledges—like the one he’d just survived.

Now, guided by decades of practice, he continued along the ledge, clutching dangling roots and jagged outcroppings of rock where sections of the old trail were missing or washed away. At times, he stretched arms and legs to the limit, his muscles trembling as he just barely made it across the gaps. Sweating, Derek pressed his back against the limestone cliff as he shuffled along the narrowest part of the trail. Once again, his feet sent a rain of rocks tumbling down into the swirling waters below. 

Here, where the path took a steep dive downward, he ignored the rusting steel cable that hung so invitingly—he knew its anchors had broken or rotted away years ago, making it more a liability than a climbing aid—and bent his knees to surf his way down the soft slope of dusty sandstone. Once back on solid ground, the path widened, and here it was a matter of leaping from glacial boulder to glacial boulder, always careful to watch for the shine that marked a slippery edge. 

His chest heaving with each strained breath, he paused atop the triangle-shaped beach of smoothed driftwood, Styrofoam buoys, mismatched sandals, plastic bottles, and torn swimwear. Below was the chokepoint where class six rapids were funneled violently into the whirlpool, and that constant, high-speed crash of water against rock was strong enough to toss fallen trees atop the pile of waterlogged trash.

If he’d correctly understood the next step of Mistress Xi’s instructions, what he sought was embedded somewhere in that mess of washed-up detritus.

Above the surf where lost things are,

A cage lies within that which is free.

And high above where sun becomes star,

Trust in the chain you cannot see.

Derek crouched on the edge of the debris field and looked about himself. He knew what the cage referred to, but was stumped by ‘that which is free.’ So much of what lay in that hollow could be said to have been set free in some fashion, but he was looking for something more than torn ropes and broken boat bumpers. He picked up a long piece of jagged decking and used it to turn over larger pieces and drag at tattered clothing.

When he spotted it, he groaned. “That’s clever. A little too on-the-nose, but clever.”

Revealed from beneath a one-piece woman’s swimsuit was a blue box of Freedom brand tampons. He might not have caught the significance of the name had the box not rattled when the board nudged it. Derek shuffled closer and picked up the box. It certainly had a bit of weight to it, and up close, the rattling was far more pronounced. He opened it carefully and shook the contents into his hand.

He smiled.

It was a steel chastity cage, complete with an ominous-looking padlock—open and waiting. It was surprisingly heavy, promising a level of control he hadn’t anticipated from the photos Mistress Xi had shared during their chats. He’d never held such a thing before, much less worn one, but she’d been explicit in her instructions. 

He came to her locked, or he would come not at all.

“Well, here goes.” He looked carefully back along the trail and then forward, around the next bend. Confident he wouldn’t be interrupted, he turned away from the water, unzipped his shorts, and fished out his package. He was average in size, but more a grow-er than a show-er, which was convenient. The base ring of the chastity cage was surprisingly cold against the flesh of his balls, but he managed to wiggle them through it. Fishing his limp shaft through as well proved to be more of a challenge, making him wince, but he managed.

By comparison, sliding the steel cage over his cockhead was simple. Wiggling all his flesh into the tip, however, required more creative adjustment than he’d expected. As careful as he was, he still pinched his skin several times before successfully seating the pins of the cage into the holes of the ring, leaving just the lock.

The lock.

Heavy, solid, and decisive. It lay open in his hand, but there was no key should he have second thoughts (unlikely) or fail to locate Mistress Xi’s den (possible). This was a commitment, a risk in and of itself, but one he came here to make.

With a mental nod to the woman who’d brought him this far, Derek snapped the lock shut and immediately felt the weight of that action. As he tucked his locked package back into his shorts, he sighed in contentment at the feeling of finally, in some small way, being physically under her control. 

He wasn’t done, though. There was still the matter of the star and the chain, but he’d been here often enough that he had a good idea of what she referred to. He crouched down in the center of the debris field and winced at the unfamiliar feeling between his legs. He adjusted himself and looked up to the tangle of tree roots clutching at the rocks above. To him, they’d always looked like claws, as if some slumbering dragon had come to rest, but now he looked not at the roots, but between them.

And there it was. To his left, as if leading him further into temptation, he spotted a star-shaped gap between roots and rocks. It was just high enough that he had to strain to reach it, his fingers scrambling blindly, but he felt what he was seeking almost immediately. With one finger, he dragged it closer to the edge, a fraction of an inch at a time, before the weight shifted enough to slide into his hand.

It was a stainless steel chain, shorter than a necklace, but longer than a collar. There was no simple clasp
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