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Black Feathers
first came out in 1998. Looking back on it now, I
can see these were the stories of my twenties. After all, I was in
my twenties when I wrote them, and they contain all the questing
for self one does at that age, only I transferred it from myself to
my characters. At the time this didn't seem like a theme because I
was in the midst of it, and so I didn't really see it.

 


In the 1990s, sex-positive erotica was
treated like something ground-breaking and new, something liberal
and also politically correct, kind of like curbside recycling. It's
a bit like how everyone knows they should recycle now, and curbside
pickup is fairly ubiquitous, and yet the guilt-inducing indulgences
live on in the actual majority of human behavior. (Participation in
recycling programs is disappointingly low.)

 


Perhaps nowadays sex-positive erotica
is seen more like the organic food movement. Once only the
provenance of hippies and militant vegetarians, now locavore
restaurants cater to upscale clientele, while suburban families
everywhere can shop Whole Foods, or at least the organic produce
section of their local supermarket. There's a general knowledge
that organic is good and, again, ubiquity. But then you realize how
many McDonalds there still are, and how many people either eat
there as a matter of course, or as a guilty pleasure. If
sex-positive erotica is like organic food, there are still a lot of
people out there who just want something deep-fried with ketchup on
it. There are those who depend on the guilt and the buzz of the
"illicit" so much for their own sexual thrill that they can't enjoy
stories where no one's cheating, no one's getting raped, and
everyone is having a good time. Those readers are just like the
people who can't taste anything but ketchup. All I can say to them
is, this dish is not for you.

In these stories there is conflict,
there is pain, there is friction and trouble. But the sex is
consensual, and the stories are intended to arouse. They arouse
through pleasure and desire and exploration, and not through guilt.
No one should feel guilty for reading this book. Unless you're
reading it at work, perhaps. I won't tell.

Cecilia Tan

July 2011


 


 


 Wish
Fulfillment

 


 


Starting one's first book seems as
though it ought to be an auspicious occasion, with much fanfare,
but sitting down here to write this introduction I think I'd prefer
to keep it simple. There are fireworks and crescendos aplenty in
the stories themselves. I decided to open the book here, with the
stories that are the shortest, and in some ways, the sharpest. Each
one is the pith of a fantasy, where the important sex is taking
place in the mind. You might think that fiction would obviously
imply fantasy. But the craft of the fiction writer is judged by how
believable it is, making it less than trivial to remind the reader
that what we are exploring here is the world of our
imaginations--or, more specifically, the world of my particular
erotic imagination. Fantasy is important, and something I'll talk
about again.

"Penetration" is the only story I've
ever written using the "second person" point of view, a form of
writing I believe only works in erotic stories, when the narrator
is speaking to an imaginary (or real) partner. The second person is
pure fantasy, because it is one person's vision of another entirely
dreamed up. When I teach erotic writing workshops, one of the
exercises I give my students is to write an erotic love letter; in
a story such as this that communication becomes prose
fiction.

The other two stories in this section
both have their roots in autobiography--they say you should write
what you know. I won't reveal what parts here are biographical, but
I will say these stories are a reminder of just how important
fantasy and fantasizing were to me when I was young, inexperienced,
and alone. If we can't be free to imagine anything our heart
desires, how will we ever know love or happiness when we find
it?


 



Penetration

 


You think I'm going to tie you down
and fuck you, don't you. You think I'm going to strap on a dildo,
and do this intercourse thing, play butch boy for you, and let you
scream and carry on, indulge your rape fantasies and all that good
stuff, that stuff that gets you so hot, that makes you drip wet...
I can see you dripping now, from the way I grabbed you by the hair
and forced you into the bonds, spread-eagled on your bed. Maybe
it's the bed, especially, that makes you think we're going to fuck,
and maybe it's all the hints you've been dropping to me about the
way you like it, the things you've done... you're a smooth bottom,
practiced, you've been with badder bitches and butches than me. So
if I'm going to give you what you want, I know I've got to give you
something you don't know you want. I'm going to start with my
finger. I pull off my leather glove and toss it away, and work my
index finger right between your wet lips, right into the hot spot,
and into you it goes. I can see the look in your eyes--what, no
foreplay? no clit action?--but as my finger slides as deep as it
can go, your eyes close and you gasp with deep pleasure. Then two
fingers. You don't need foreplay, you don't need lube, sweet thing,
your cunt is hungry and I'm going to feed it. Next, I pull a dagger
from my pocket. It's not a dagger, it's a letter opener, but you
don't know that. I see you gasp and flinch and squirm--you think
I'm going to pretend to cut you, run the tip all over your flesh,
across your nipples... I see your eyes go wide as I dip it between
your legs. Have you figured it out yet? I slide the dull metal into
you, using the flat blade like a tongue depressor, to peer into the
folds of your flesh. Your vagina convulses as you realize what I'm
doing and you strain against your bonds, helpless to stop me. I
know if you really want to stop me. you'll say the word. But you're
too interested, wondering what I'm going to do next, to stop now. I
pull a magic marker out of my pocket and write my name in flowing
script across your belly, then cap the thing and hold you open with
the fingers of one hand while I slide the hard plastic cylinder
into you. Your legs are shaking as I move it in a wide circle...
what are you thinking darling? Have you ever put a magic marker up
your cunt before? Is this something you used to do when you were a
kid, under the sheets at night, terrified of being caught, but
unable to stop your own lust--what did you turn to when your
fingers weren't enough? The marker is not large, but it is hard and
foreign, is that what's making you shake? The thought of this thing
protruding out of your body, probing into places it was never
intended to go? You almost laugh when you see the kielbasa, a
thousand phallic puns half-remembered flicker across your face as
your eyes take in the curve of sausage in my hand. No, I wouldn't,
you think. But I will, and I do, rolling a condom onto the end for
full phallic effect and pushing the thickness against your lips
until they give way and then inching it inside. You whimper, a
sweet sound. It feels big, I know it, I see you clenching and
relaxing, trying to take it in--good girl. It's too soft to fuck
you with so I settle for burying it a few inches deep and then
leaning down to bite off the end. When my nose rubs your clit I
stop my nibbling and pull the meat out of you, toss it away. Too
late I realize I should have made you eat some of it, should have
let you taste your own juice on it. No matter, there is more in
store. The unlit end of a burning candle. You twitch as you feel
the heat of the flame although I'm the one who gets wax on her
hands as I'm moving it from side to side inside you. A pair of
black lacquer chopsticks, so thin you barely feel them at all,
until I split them like a speculum and widen you side to side, top
to bottom. I let you lick them when I'm done. What else can we
stick into your cunt, my girl? I've used up the things that I
brought with me, so I cast about your apartment looking for more.
You've got dildos galore but they don't interest me, cunt girl. I
roll a condom over an Idaho potato I find in your fridge, cold and
fat and wide, and I push the tip of it in as far as it will go. I
fuck you with it until it is sliding in up to its widest point, and
you are moaning and thrashing. Have you ever been fucked with
something this big, cunt girl? You probably have, I don't kid
myself after all the hints you gave me. Have you ever slept with a
man? The potato is getting slick and hard to hold onto, but I'm
shoving it with my palm into you now. I bet you have slept with
men, before, even if you haven't said anything about it to me. How
could that hungry cunt resist? A pole of hard, hot flesh, that fits
snug and twitches in response. I'd love to have one, myself, love
to have one to ram into you and feel your wetness on every nerve
ending. But there's no use wishing for things I don't have, and
what I have is you, wide open before me, your cunt is my cunt and I
can put anything into it that I like. The potato slips out on to
the floor and your head jerks up, your vagina gasping like a fish,
so empty, so needy. A bottle of shampoo. The handle of a hairbrush.
Pinking shears. Yours is the cunt that ate Tokyo. When I'm done
with you there won't be a phallic object left in your apartment
that doesn't smell like your desire. Everything will remind you of
me. I am just beginning to wish I had a crusty baguette to go with
the kielbasa when I decide maybe you've had enough. You sense the
hesitation and look up, hope in your eyes. No, I'm still not going
to fuck you. You realize it when I pack the harness back into my
bag. You want to ask so bad, I see you holding back, you want to
beg me for something but you aren't sure whether you can abase
yourself that way. Silly girl, you'll let me stick anything into
your slit as long as you're tied up. Maybe next time, I'll sit and
watch while I order you to stick things up into yourself: a
flashlight, a fake rubber dog bone, the old standby: the cucumber.
Maybe I'll take photographs of each of these things sticking out of
your cunt to horrify my politically correct friends with. You're
biting your lip with impatience--I'm sorry, my sweet. I get this
way sometimes. For now, what kind of a top do you think I am? Don't
worry, I'll get you off. After all, I've brought a whole array of
things to try on your clitoris: fur, sandpaper, chains, a nail
file, macrame rope, a hairbrush, a braided thong, and when I run
out of those I'm sure there are more things here I can try. I'm not
tired, not in the least.



Daydreaming

 


Things aren't that easy for a young
lad coming out these days, you know. Don't believe me? Think about
it... how on Earth am I supposed to think about the politics of gay
identity, telling my parents in the most painless fashion, and safe
sex, not to mention getting a fake ID, redoing my wardrobe and
getting rid of my roommate on Saturday nights, when I'm going
through life in a hormone-induced, sex-deprived daze? At my desk, I
stare at the phone, wondering whether I should call my father, or
if I should study, or if I should work on my word
processor.

Matthew, my roommate, comes home from
his late afternoon organizational behavior study section. I hear
his key in the lock, the door swings open behind me, then shuts. I
am alone in the room with the jock from Hell.

My eyes freeze on the Chinese history
text on the desk in front of me. Perhaps I should go to the
library? Depending on if he's in a monosyllabic mood... too late,
he grunts as his heavy hand falls on my shoulder. When I don't move
quickly enough, he grabs me by the throat with his other hand and
lifts me right out of my chair. He pulls me onto my creaking
dormitory bed, one hand in my hair, the other hand pushing at his
shorts. I take a deep breath of his doughy sweat before he rams his
hardening cock into my mouth, shoving my head down as far as it
will go. I don't gag, because I take pride in my work, you know.
His meaty hand pumps my head up and down like a piston and I
eagerly await his bitter, salty come. I want to feel it shooting
hot and wet down the back of my throat. I want to suck and lick
every last drop of it off of his man meat.

But that's what I get for having most
of my knowledge of gay sex come from one or two dog-eared
magazines. In reality, Matt comes home, gives me a derisive look,
and then calls one of our neighbors on the phone. The neighbor, an
almost identical twin to Matt with his shorts, t-shirt, and grungy
baseball cap, knocks on the door a few minutes later and the two of
them take off for an early dinner before a fraternity rush party
tonight. Now I know I can expect him at about 3am, and hopefully he
will have puked already before making it back here.

I go to the cafeteria for
dinner somewhat later. As I'm sitting alone with my turkey
tetrazzini, I notice a blond guy walking from table to table
putting flyers on each one. He's wearing a tank top and has
sunglasses perched on top of his head like he's just come from the
beach. As he comes closer I can see how good his tan is.
Maybe he's just from
California, I tell myself.

Then he comes and puts a flyer onto my
table. It's pink and triangular. I snatch it up right away to read
it before he disappears. "Frat boys not your type? Want to rush
where lambda really means something? Come to our meeting... YOU
MIGHT EVEN GET LAID. Brothers In Gaiety--Do It, College Kids!" My
mouth hangs open as I read the meeting time and place. A gay frat?
Could it be?

He must notice my shock and apparent
interest because he circles back around toward me. My pasta is
forgotten as he slides into the chair across from me.

"Um..." I say, trying to think of a
suitably leading question. "Is anyone welcome to join?"

He smiles, but coldly. "You'll find
out soon enough if you've got what it takes."

"What does that mean?"

"Follow me." He leads me out of the
caf, down the hallway under our dorm toward the computer center.
But before we reach the turn in the hallway, he pulls me through a
door and into the steam tunnels. "Are you a virgin?" he says,
suddenly.

"Uh, yes," I admit.

"Good." He pushes my face against the
red painted metal of the door and pulls down my tennis shorts. I
feel his bare hand slide along my ass and my cock hardens against
the coldness of the door. He keeps one hand on the back of my neck,
the pressure just hard enough to let me know that he's in control
of me, while the other one is spreading my ass cheeks, a finger
sliding between my thighs and tickling the backs of my balls, and
working its way into the hot center of my asshole. I gasp and begin
to shudder uncontrollably as his finger works its way deeper, and
then his voice is in my ear. "Quiet down, or do you want everyone
in the comp center to hear you humping this door?"

The flyer is for the golf club. I
leave it on the table with my uneaten turkey.

Back in the room there is a message on
the answering machine from my father. "Colin? We miss you. Your
mother and I would like to hear from you. Try to give us a call
tomorrow, not too late." Something in the edge in his voice makes
me think he's beginning to read between the lines of the letters I
have been sending home. But I can't quite make myself say, "Dad,
I'm gay." It's not for the reason you think. Admitting it is not
going to be the hard part. It's what am I going to say after that
when he says, "Are you sure? Have you... ahem, ahem... have you
ever...?" And I haven't. I erase the message and change my clothes:
a polo shirt, Chinos, penny loafers. I've got a fake ID in my
wallet and a vague idea of where I'm going.

I've heard rumors of one gay bar in
this little city; they call it the No Name because it hasn't got a
sign outside. Of course not, because you have to know it is there
in the first place or you can't go. Coming out would be a lot
easier if someone gave me a map.

A handful of change puts me on a bus
downtown. I move past two women sitting in the front chattering in
Portuguese or Italian or something, toward the back. The bus
lurches away from the curb and throws me into a seat across from a
large black man in a trenchcoat.

Here in the back the engine of the bus
is so loud I can't hear what he says when his lips move. But maybe
he isn't talking to me. He's rubbing his fingers together and
muttering. I realize my eyes have fixated on his hand in his lap
and I recognize what he is doing, then. He is tugging on his penis,
folding it this way and that, and it remains flaccid and dry in his
hand. I want to look away but I can't, I'm fascinated by his
manipulation of the flesh, how he squeezes it between his thumb and
forefinger, and stretches it along his leg. His hands are large and
creased, his palms pink as if he's played with his dick so much,
the color wore off his hands onto it.

And then he sees me looking. His hand
does not hold still. But he stops his muttering, and looks right at
me. He smiles, big white teeth in a friendly mouth, and looks at
the empty seat next to me. He gives a little nod of his head to me.
I nod back, not sure what I'm agreeing to, and put my own hand onto
my fly. I'm hard already from watching him play with himself. I
want him to continue as he had been. But he stops his hand motion
then, and looks at my hand, my crotch, and nods again.

There's no one else in the
back of the bus. What's the harm?
I think. I unzip my fly, push my briefs down, and
let my cock stand up. I let my fingers circle around it and look at
it in the light of passing street lamps.

And then he is next to me, like a big
warm bear, and one, large, seamed hand encircles mine and moves
over my cock. I slip my hand away and there is my seemingly small
red penis, poking out of the cage of his black fingers. His touch
is firm but soft, and he lets the curve of his knuckles fit against
the rim of my cock's head as he pulls on it.

In reality, I am daydreaming so
intensely that I miss the place. I get off the bus several blocks
too far up and find myself in a mostly dead neighborhood, downtown
offices dark for the weekend and unleased retail space with soaped
windows all around. I am heading back toward what I think is the
main drag when I notice two or three figures loitering around the
corner ahead of me.

A car pulls past me, then slows to a
stop at the corner, window rolled down. The driver is saying
something to one of the guys on the corner who takes a few steps
toward the car. Then he goes around to the passenger side and gets
in. As the car pulls away, one of the ones left grinds out his
cigarette with his heel and walks away with his hands in his
pockets and his head hanging. The other settles back against the
wall and his eyes slowly turn my way. We make eye contact. I decide
to ask him for directions.

"Hey there, pretty boy from up on
college hill," he says before I can phrase my question. "Come and
shake that ass over here."

"Um...."

"I mean now, kid." He snaps his
sunglasses over his eyes and everything around me seems darker. His
hair is jet black and his leather jacket gleams with chrome. "Come
show me what you got."

My brain is dimly coming to the late
conclusion that he is a hustler, a male prostitute, waiting for a
customer. "I don't have any money," I say.

He clicks his tongue like a mother
hen. "No, no, sweet buns. I been selling my ass all night. Now I
want yours." He rubs the inside of his thigh and licks his lips.
I'm frozen in place as he saunters close and breathes into my ear.
"Let me do you right, baby. Come to papa."

I can't even answer as his breath
tickles my neck. His tongue flicks my ear and then he pulls me
against him, his tongue snaking along my neck, under my chin, all
over. I feel nothing but spasms of pleasure down my back and I gasp
for breath as the hot, wet pressure moves over my skin.

But then he lets me go. "Well, sugar
pie, I think whether you want it or not, you are going to get
it."

He pulls me into an alley,
a crack between buildings barely wide enough for the two of us, and
pulls out his cock. It is thick and veined and hot to the touch,
and touch it I do, wrapping my fingers around it to learn that yes,
it is as thick as it looks. He growls with pleasure as I stroke him
and I have the vague hope that I'll jerk him off and he'll be
satisfied--I even wonder if I should try to get him in my
mouth--but he chuckles after a moment and pulls my hand away. He
twists my arm behind my back and I barely cushion my head against
the rough brick with the other. He orders me to step out of my
slacks and I do, if only because I hope he won't rip them. I want
him so bad, it's true, I'm whimpering as I spread my legs wider for
him and thrust my ass out as far is it will go. I want that huge
hunk of meat spearing me. I feel it nosing around my virgin asshole
and I know it is impossibly large. I want to say
no, no, no, but I'm
afraid he'll actually stop....

I realize that I've found my way to an
unmarked door. Muffled sounds of dance music come through it. This
must be the place.

The bouncer comes out in a blast of
loud noise and tells me my ID's not valid, but he'll let me in if I
ream his asshole with my tongue. When I'm done with him, to get a
drink I have to let the bartender run cold beer bottles over my
nipples and lie on the bar holding a bottle of Chardonnay in my
crotch while he uncorks it. While I'm on the dance floor, three
guys surround me, strip off my shirt and two of them hold my arms
above my head and lick my armpits while the third one tongues my
cock through my slacks.

 


The phone is cool and smooth in my
hand. I decide that letting my father read this story would not be
the most painless fashion to inform him that his son is gay. But if
it comes down to the proof of the pudding... I don't indulge myself
in the fantasy that he reads it and likes it. I just dial the
number I know best by heart.

 




A True Story

 


You know what I love about
masturbation and a creative imagination? There's always something
new to try. Don't ask me what it is about my parents' house that
makes me tremendously horny. Perhaps there's this lingering effect
of my teen years, spent poring over teen magazines, being
frustrated, hours on the phone with cute but unapproachable boys,
more frustration, and masturbation.

I went back for a visit when I was in
the area for a business trip and one night I found myself wandering
around the house alone after everyone else had gone to sleep. I was
tired of the jill-off-and-zonk-out five-minute orgasm routine. It
was time to work up my will power and top myself again.
Self-bondage has been a part of my masturbating as far back as I
can remember, and that's pretty far. (Age five, if you must
know.)

Kneeling on my bed, I pulled my
panties down to my ankles and wrapped one foot around twice,
binding my ankles tightly together. Pulling my t-shirt over my
head, but without removing it, I exposed my breasts, shivering.
Twisting the shirt between my wrists, I bound my arms behind my
back, with just enough room between my hands that I could still
reach the interesting parts of my body if I tried hard
enough.

Then the Top in me ordered me to shut
off the lights--it's much more effective than a blindfold. You
can't peek. I nudged the wall switch with my shoulder and the room
went black.

I sat that way for a few minutes,
resting my buttocks on my heels and my head on my knees, letting my
mind go blank. I don't know how long I sat like that, but at some
point I was surprised to feel one of my heels was wet. I was
dripping with anticipation.

You little bitch,
I thought to myself, you
can't wait for it, can you? Well, you're going to....
I had the sudden inspiration to try on a belt I
had brought with me. Made with three large metal rings, attached to
each other by two thin studded strips of leather, I wondered if
there was a more creative way it could be worn than just around the
waist.

Of course, I had to find it in my
suitcase in the dark. I hobbled over on my knees, reaching
backwards into the bag to feel for it. Not very hard to find,
though I mistook the leather-studded dog collar for it--that gave
me another idea to try later.

I kicked the panties off my ankles and
threaded one leg through each set of leather straps, putting the
center ring right over my vagina and clitoris. I didn't have
anything else to attach the two end rings to, so I hooked them
together behind my back. I praised my Top-self's cleverness--she
let me turn on the light for just a moment to see how it looked.
Delicious...

I danced around the room in the dark a
little, feeling the leather squeeze my thighs and the hard pressure
of the ring drawing more and more blood to my vulva. I threw myself
down on the bed and slapped myself with the dog collar. But no
matter how hard I tried, I just couldn't hit myself hard enough.
Perhaps it's like tickling yourself--can't be done. I gave up on
that, then, when another idea for the collar came into my
head.

I stood up and threaded it under the
ring, so it was pressed into the crack from my anus to my clitoris.
I pranced around some more, feeling the leather rub against my skin
as I moved my feet. I moaned, then gagged myself with one
thought--my parents were asleep in the next room. I wasn't about to
try to explain anything, so I kept quiet (oh it was so hard to do,
especially near the end!).

My Top decided I was going to wait
some more, though. The number of minutes past the hour would be how
many times I was going to pull that collar through, from one end to
the other, as slowly as possible, before I could come. It was
twenty-five minutes after. That meant twenty-five long slow
agonizing strokes, each cold, round, smooth stud on the collar
grinding slowly over my clit. After about twenty strokes, though, I
lost count. What was I going to do? I couldn't get away with
cheating.

You're so sensitive down
there, aren't you? You couldn't count because you're thinking with
your clit, I told myself.
So, count with it. I
decided to count the number of studs on the collar as I pulled it
through. For every one that I was wrong from the actual number, I
would get five more extra slow strokes. In that instant I became a
prized slave, on display, to be sold. I would fetch a higher price
for more stamina....

But before I began the test, I turned
the light on once more. I looked around the room for something the
right size and shape. Hmmm.... I rolled a condom onto a sample
bottle of shampoo, tied a knot in the end and turned the light out.
I took the collar out of the ring, slid the bottle into my vagina,
and put the collar back. It held the bottle in place
perfectly.

I counted fourteen studs on the
collar, gritting my teeth and whispering the numbers to myself as
each nub of metal tweaked my clit. Then I pulled the collar free,
and counted again with my tongue, licking the juices from it.
Sixteen studs. I counted again with my fingers. Damn. That meant
ten more strokes!

I lay still for a full minute as
punishment for my impatience. As the numbers flipped on the clock
radio, I started the collar moving. I thought I would never get to
ten, my clit throbbing, but I imagined veiled masters watching me
from behind diaphanous curtains, bidding on my price, betting on my
abilities. I finished the tenth stroke-- which I made extra long
and slow--and then moved from my back to be on my knees
again.

Putting one leg through the shirt
between my wrists, I got one hand in back, and one hand in front.
Holding on to each end of the collar, I started sawing it back and
forth on my clit. As I pumped my hips, the shampoo bottle fucked me
and couldn't have stopped myself from coming even if I had wanted
to. I collapsed forward (and almost fell off the bed in the dark)
in a wet heap. I never get this sweaty when someone else works me
over, I thought. I slept soundly next to a small pile of damp
leather and clothing and waited until my parents had left for work
to wash the shampoo bottle.


 



Rituals

 


People--friends, fans, strangers in
e-mail--sometimes ask me if I believe in magic. I can't answer that
question because the definition of magic is so hard to pin down.
What I can say is this: I believe in the importance of rituals as a
part of human life, and that rituals, ceremonies, and rites of
passage carry power, an unquantifiable, sometimes uncontrollable
power. I'm not a pagan and don't know anything about witchcraft or
crystals or that kind of stuff, but I do know that a spell is a
ritual, and so is a prayer--both are a kind of focusing, as the
form of the spell or prayer forces you to define and delineate what
you want, why you are going through those motions, to name your
goal or your obstacles. Well, writing a story is a similar
activity, following prescribed patterns, giving form to energy, and
naming desire.

So here are three stories about
rituals. I was going to go into some detail about each, but really
the thing I should be telling you is that the first story here,
"Heart's Desire," I wrote about my life-partner the day after we
met. I do believe in love at first sight and after feeling that
Cupid's Arrow zap I was too nervous to talk to him much at the
party where we were introduced. I didn't know anything about him or
his home situation--the story blossomed entirely out of my
imagination. But when I wrote it I knew I was trying to cast a love
spell, I was trying to focus my energy in his direction. Do I
believe in magic? I don't know. But the story turned out to be
truer than I'd guessed, and the spell worked--he and I have been
together for six years with no end in sight.

 


 



 Heart's Desire

 


Sometimes, looking around my bed
chamber before I sleep at night, I am awed by what I have. Could I
really have achieved, garnered, realized all of these desires?
Around me the largeness of the house seems to grow, twenty or more
empty rooms between me and the nearest servant, filled up with the
silence I have hoarded. It seemed like hardly any work at all. But
thinking deeper, before dreams begin to creep up under my eyes, I
realize that while it may not have seemed to be such a conscious
effort, subconscious desire is always at work. What was it that
made me invite Glinda to that party?

She and I had never liked one another
particularly. We got along well, based on our mutual respect for
one another's talents, and certain shared tastes. But we differed
in a few opinions and were never friends. Still, I never wanted to
do anything to hurt her. Let me stop kidding myself and you. I
invited her because I secretly hoped she would bring
Corwin.

The party itself was unremarkable as
these things go--the usual beatings and humiliations, and a good
deal of wine was spilled (much less than was consumed). As host I
mostly watched that night, detached from my guests by my stature.
But by the time the fire grew low, we were five women in the
drawing room: myself, three others, and Glin, with Corwin. Their
act had gone uninterrupted since they first arrived, late, at the
front gate.

They had made a grand entrance into
the main hall, her driver announcing "The Lady Glinda Trisel,
Duchess of Alaming."

She swept forward into the room,
trailing a gold and black dress and a crinoline almost as stunning
as her flaming red hair. She fanned herself gently and raised her
voice. "And may I present my consort, Corwin, Prince of the
Panatans." She turned back toward him as the driver shoved him
forward into the room. He stumbled and nearly fell to his knees,
chains clanking, but recovered, eyes smoldering. He was a gorgeous
sight to behold in a blue velvet tunic, the square collar exposing
the gentle curve of his collarbone, his long brown hair bound
behind him in a matching ribbon, and topped by a silver circlet.
His hands were bound in front of him with bright silver chain. She
beckoned and he followed her further into the room, his head held
proudly. It was easy to forget she was a designer and he a
programmer--I saw a noble lady and a prince.

They greeted me, their hostess, first.
Glin and I exchanged some niceties, and I complimented her on the
scenario. We had many people come in costume, enacting everything
from movie characters to wild fancies of their own. But I have a
soft spot for that medieval fantasy period. And Corwin, the
roundness of his face, the fullness of his lips--I would have
thought him beautiful even if he had been a woman. I could not take
my eyes off of him.

Neither could many others. So even at
that late hour, when Glin slapped him in the face (I missed what he
had said to deserve it), they had an audience. As she forced him to
kneel and pushed his head to the ground, unbuttoning the tunic in
the back, Marella turned to me and whispered, "Do you think she'll
let us each have a turn?"

"Goodness, I hope so," piped in Dara,
licking her lips.

I simply nodded, unable to take my
eyes off them. She stripped away the tunic and fastened his hands
behind his back, standing him up by his long hair. Now he wore only
in tight black leggings, his perfect chest exposed. "Cleo? Where
shall we put him?"

I resisted the urge to touch him. "The
drawing room archway." I led them to the gilt doorway, met Corwin's
eyes as we chained him into it. I looked away. Hooks the perfect
height for him. They had originally been placed for a woman my
size, which is small, and Corwin was just about my height. Glin put
a collar around his neck, clipping the long ends of the chains to
it. He made a delicious picture like that, the fire backlighting
his spread-eagled figure, the chains shining in the flames. She put
a pretty black clip onto each nipple and stepped back. I could have
sat and admired him for a few more minutes, but she wasted no time,
going to work on him right away.

She started with a cat-o-nine-tails,
passing it deftly from hand to hand as she worked up a rhythm. She
fairly danced around him as she heated up his skin. The cat was too
light to leave marks; his skin began to glow in the firelight. She
switched to a leather paddle, and we began to hear him. His voice
was as sweet and beautiful as his face. In his pride he tried to
choke off the cries, but when she began using a stiff leather thong
he coughed out a note with each stroke. The thong bit into his
skin, raising a blue welt where it fell. I realized as I was
watching his fists clench in the cuffs, I was clenching my own. She
did not stop. He thrashed in the chains, his hair coming loose from
the ribbon and hanging down over his chest.

"Milady," he gasped out between
blows.

She did not answer him.

"Milady please stop. Ah!" His eyes
were shut tight and he sucked his breath through his teeth as he
tried to keep speaking. "Milady, please!"

"He means nothing to me," she said to
the rest of us, the motion of her arm continuing. "He is but a
spoil of war, like a good horse. A fine possession which I will
use, or misuse, as is my privilege."

His chest heaved with pain, and also I
could see, anger. I suddenly wondered what their safeword was. He
opened his eyes again and I looked away. Was she drawing
blood?

"Come on Glin," I said. "Let us see
the rest of your prize."

She stepped back, smiling. He hung
limp for a moment, resting, while she stripped the leggings down to
his ankles. There was an appreciative sigh from us, the rest of him
was as perfectly formed as the upper half, his strong legs lightly
dusted with hair, and the family jewels hanging delectably between
them. In the light I caught the glint of metal. He wore a ring
around them that matched the circlet in his hair. His legs quivered
as she stepped him out of the leggings and then reattached his
ankles to the door frame.

"May I?" Marella stepped forward,
dangling her cat from her hand.

Glinda bowed graciously and stepped
back. "Please. Make him sing."

Marella was even more graceful than
Glinda, with more variation to her rhythm. My palms were sweating.
I felt my teeth clench as each blow fell. He did not open his eyes
now, trying to melt into the pain. Glinda tweaked the nipple clamps
with her fingers and he screamed. Marella gave him no breath to go
limp. My heart jumped as she gave him a final extra-hard whack. I
wanted to leave the room, but at the same time, I couldn't bear to
leave his presence. Dara got up next and went to work on him with
clothespins. Each of the women had a turn with him, Glinda making
suggestions as they went along, as though they were setting a table
or making a flower arrangement. They blindfolded him. They chatted
among themselves as they marked him.

Glinda flicked the nipple clamps off
and he screamed. But she had turned away from him, to look at me.
"Would you like a turn, as well?" she was saying, but I barely
heard it over Corwin's song of agony. My goosebumps sprang up and I
could barely maintain the act to nod my head.

"Take him down, onto his knees." They
released the collar first, then his hands and he slumped forward
into me. He tried to regain his feet, but I lowered him gently to
the carpet. I could feel his back with my hand, hot, corrugated. I
held his head back with my hand wound in his hair and whispered
into his ear.

"You are the most beautiful creature I
have ever seen." I pinched a very sore nipple and he shook in my
arms. "You are truly, truly a beauty. Do you know why I do this?" I
slapped him on the thigh and he gasped.

"No."

"Pain is a gift from me to you," I
continued, working on the nipples more. "In exchange for your
beauty. At this moment, you are the most precious thing to me on
Earth."

I held him to my chest then, as he
broke down sobbing.

"You are a prince," I whispered. I
looked up then and met Glinda's eyes. She glared, a hint of
disbelief on her face. I don't think she'd heard anything I
said.

She broke character for a moment.
"Well, Cle', do you think he's had enough?"

I shrugged. "Ask him."

She raised an eyebrow, crossing her
arms.

I spoke into his ear, "Corwin, Corwin
are you alright?"

He would not look up from where his
face was buried in my chest. I shrugged at her.

She walked over, knelt down, her hair
sliding down her shoulder to touch his. "Come on, Corwin, let's
go."

He clung to me. She said again, "Let's
go." This time she used her bare hand on his back. He wasn't the
only one who gasped. "That is an order, princeling," she added, as
if that could reestablish the scene's rules. But it was she who had
broken them.

He covered his ears and she raised her
hand again.

"Wait," I said, grabbing her wrist. As
our eyes met I could not tell what she was thinking. I did not want
to play this wrong. "Duchess, how much do you want for
him?"

She raised her eyebrow in surprise.
"Oh, he's not for sale."

"I thought you said he meant nothing
to you." Corwin sobbed silently in my lap, his voice spent. Perhaps
it was true.

"You are right." She stood up and
tapped him with her boot. "I suppose I could set a
price."

"Name it." I swallowed, unable to tell
where this scene was going next.

"Twenty five lashes, hard enough that
we might hear them in the next room." she said, her voice cold. She
held a whip out to me, daring me. "On him. You deliver
them."

I looked into his eyes.

He nodded. I began lifting him up.
"Give me the whip." They put him back up in the frame and Marella
went into the other room to keep count.

"I do this," I said, drawing my arm
back, "because I love you."

My first stroke wasn't hard enough for
Marella to hear, but it was hard enough to make Corwin scream. I
pressed the whip handle to my forehead, praying. I said "I love
you," and let the second one fall. Marella shouted "One!" from the
other room.

On the next blow I drew blood. Corwin
was whimpering. I let another blow fall. Tears sprang to my eyes as
he bit down on a cry. Sweat broke out on his skin as I struck him.
We were both crying. My arm began to hurt. By the time I got to
twenty I didn't know if I could give him the last five. I was
panting, the whip hanging limp as I had to look away from his
tortured skin. You have to do this, I told myself, or she'll finish
it for you. But I could not steel myself to raise my arm
again.

"Cleo!" he said, his head hanging.
"Finish me!"

By the time the last one was
delivered, Glinda had already gone.

I let the whip fall and sank to my
knees, unsure when exactly the line had been crossed between play
and reality, waiting for the scene to end. But there was Corwin in
my arms, kissing me.

Now I lie here at night, before I fall
asleep, admiring his hair falling over the pillow. Some nights,
like tonight, I'm happy to watch the moon shining on his skin, but
other nights, I'll wake him gently and make him talk to me. My
prince.



Summoning

 


In a fit of fury at me, my mistress
Myrtle once said "The only thing worse than a predicament, is
knowing that your own stupidity got you into it." She was wrong. It
was even worse to know she would be waiting for me when I finally
got out of it.

 


But this tidbit of superior knowledge
was no consolation either, as I considered my current position (on
my back) and the keen blade at my throat. Myrtle would have the
last laugh if I got my gullet slit, anyway. I kept still, and
waited to see what the woman would do next.

She eased herself back onto her
haunches and smiled, still holding the knife. She was wearing more
paint than anything else, some beads, some worthless talismans. The
knife however, it had the scent of power about it. The woman sat
all the way back and put it on the ground, the point still toward
me. "You can sit up, you know."

I did. Now I could see the markings on
the ground all around me, mystical signs and sigils. She wiped the
sweat from her brow and smiled again with such satisfaction I
shivered.

"What do you want of me?" I asked.
There was probably some ritual greeting I was supposed to give, but
it had been over a hundred years since the Summer Country had met
with the mortal world, and I hadn't been long in it. No one had
ever mentioned this eventuality to me. If this woman had the power
to summon me from across the borderlands, she had some powerful
magick indeed.

Her smile was almost maniacal. "It
worked," she said.

"Pardon me?"

"It worked," she repeated. For a
moment she didn't seem to know what to say, her self-assurance
sagging, but then she went on. "I didn't think this would work.
I've been trying it every summer since, well, my years won't matter
to you. For many years."

I rested my arms on my knees, feeling
my breeches growing damp from the dark loam under me. She never
would have snared me if I hadn't been screwing around where I
shouldn't have.

Myrtle had been after me again, I'd
heard her calling after me through the wood. I hated Myrtle's
touch. She claimed she'd fashioned me from the stem of a rose and a
sausage, and brought me to life because of, well, because of how
much she liked sausage. And she was always hungry. She was
beautiful as elves go; you know the story, eyes like stars, hair
like the black net of the night that holds you inescapable until
the golden morn. But why she'd made me for a mate, instead of
seeking out one of the highborn in Titania's court, I was not sure.
I suppose none would have her, a rejection which stung her enough
that she had to detest me at least as much as she loved me, perhaps
more.

I had longed to escape from her. I
looked at the knife on the ground. I'd hoped to avoid her for just
another hour, to have just another minute to myself. I'd gone
hiding in the borderlands, where her powers to find me were
weak.

And this woman's were strong. I asked
again, "What would you have of me?"

She picked up the knife and waved it
as she spoke. "You can't leave the circle, but if the circle gets
broken, you are still bound to this blade. Do you know what that
means?"

"No." I admired the blade from where I
sat. It looked to have a handle carven of bone, and a blade that
tapered to a graceful point. "I know nothing of human
magicks."

At that she laughed. "Human magicks!"
She looked at the blade. "Look again, elf, sprite, pixie, whatever
you are." She came forward and knelt beside me. "This dagger came
from elfland with some ancestor of yours," she said. "He, or she,
went back across the border with something that belonged to an
ancestor of mine."

I let myself feel the spark of magick
off that blade. In the golden beams of the setting sun, it was far
too blue to be plain iron or steel. "Um," I said, wanting to back
away from her but unable to because of the circle, "would you like
me to return it?"

Her smile was half-astonishment,
half-amusement this time. "You're not joking, are you?" She
hunkered down a little bit lower, as if to tell me a secret. "Look,
I don't think you get it." She held the blade closer to my face
than I was comfortable with.

I kept guessing. "Were you trying to
summon the elf that did the deed?" I did back away, just a
hair.

"No, no, no." She examined the handle.
"No, I'm supposed to be enacting the revenge of my ancestor on
you."

"Oh." If that blade was what she said
it was, then she could certainly spill my blood with it. So, it
looked like maybe I was going to escape Myrtle after all. It wasn't
fair, to have so little of life before being reduced back to a twig
and a bit of meat. "Are you going to kill me, now?"

She rested the blade against her lip
as she phrased her reply. "I'm not sure." She scratched a bit in
the moist dirt with it. "I don't think so." This time her smile was
apologetic. "You see, I've had to make this up as I went along. And
it doesn't feel like killing you is the right thing to
do."

She stood up and I breathed a sigh of
relief. She was shaking out her hair and scratching herself where
the paint was flaking off of her ribs. When she had stepped out of
the circle, I felt safe enough to speak again. "If you tell me more
about the magick, I may be able to make a suggestion."

"Oh no you don't, elf." She spat out
the word like a curse. "You're my one chance in a million to get
this to work. I'm not letting you botch it up with some faerie
trick."

I shrugged. "Suit yourself. I'm just
curious is all."

"Curious about what?"

"About why you're trying to work a
magick over something that happened before your great-great
grandmother was born. If you'll pardon my asking, why go to the
trouble?"

 


She was gathering wood and sorting it
at the circle's edge into piles of twigs, sticks, and logs. "Ah,
well, it's hard to explain."

"I'm not going anywhere."

She favored me again with a smile.
"Somehow, I didn't expect an elf to have such a sense of
humor."



I tried to think of a witty rebuttal.
I was thinking more about if the fire she was building was going to
be for me. I hoped she wasn't disappointed. "Some would say I have
a thorny wit."

She went on a little longer gathering
wood around the clearing before speaking again. "Well, I figure
this knife is some kind of onus laid on my family. No matter how we
try to get rid of it, it always comes back somehow. I tried, you
see, figuring the magick wasn't real. I mean, no one believes in
this stuff anymore. Sure, me and the girls get together once a
month and dance under the moon, but nothing special happens. But
here's the blade again, and here you are." She wound her black,
wiry hair into a braid down her back. "And the curse is real, so
maybe lifting it will be, too. For a long time I thought the knife
was the source of the curse, but I think the true source is
somewhere, or someone, in elfland. And the knife is going to be the
tool to break it. Or, one of the tools," she said, nodding at
me.

"But, what's the curse?" The last ray
of sun disappeared beyond the horizon.

"It's pretty simple,
really, well, it's just," she blushed, "it's hard to explain." She
fell silent as she made a flame from a colorful tube in her hand.
It hissed as she held it to the birch bark, and then went out with
a loud click. She put the firemaker
into a sack.

I watched her build up the fire as the
shadows deepened in the forest, adding the twigs, then bigger
sticks, and finally two logs propped against one another. Then she
went away. I sat without moving until she returned, the woods black
outside of the fire's light.

"I know what I have to do," she said
to me, the knife still in her hand, the paint still flaking from
her skin. "Take off your clothes."

I shivered a bit as I took off my
tunic and my breeches. The night air gave me gooseflesh.

She hesitated a moment, her eyes on my
selfsame sausage hanging limp between my legs, then hardened her
resolve. I saw the knife flash as she stepped forward into the
circle. She stood before me, then, and using the flat of the blade,
pushed aside one of the fleshy halves of her pubis, exposing the
moist pink underneath. With her free hand, she beckoned me closer,
and then gripping me by my hair, pulled my face close to her
crotch. She pressed my lips against her. Then I felt the tip of the
blade on my shoulder,."Lick me."

My tongue pressed between my lips and
between the folds of flesh on her. I moved it forward and back,
with a care Myrtle never appreciated. This woman did, her grip
tightening and her back arching as I went on. Her hips moved as I
sawed at her slit with my tongue, flicking it over the pearl hidden
there, now grown hard, and tasting salt.

 


But then she broke away. "There must
be more to it," she said.

 


"More to what?"

"Breaking the curse." She looked at
the knife in her hand, and sounded sad. "Maybe I'll have to kill
you after all. I know this damn thing has to be involved
somehow..."

I was already on my knees, perhaps
that's why the begging came so easily. "Please don't," I said,
"Please. I know what you want, I can give it to you, oh please
don't kill me."

She tilted my chin up with the point.
"How do you know what I want?"

Indeed. Because I could feel the fire
deep in her belly, almost see it flickering over her skin. Or maybe
that was the real fire. Because it was so much like what Myrtle was
like, when she was hungry, only without Myrtle's taint to it. I
sensed it with every sense. "Please," I said, again, unable to
explain these things to her, these things that were a part of my
being, part of why I was made.

She let the tip droop. "You can't,"
she said. "The thing I want, the thing I need, I can't have. That's
what was stolen from my ancestor long ago, a curse that has been
passed down to all her daughters' daughters."

I hung my head. This curse had
Myrtle's stink about it. Was this why she was shunned as a
cuckolding partner by the court? Because she possessed a human
woman's capacity for pleasure? Perhaps she possessed even more than
one. Myrtle was voracious, insatiable. Perhaps too that was why
this woman's magick had caught me, with Myrtle's blade, Myrtle's
curse. I wanted to weep. If she spilled my blood, she spilled
Myrtle's blood, and perhaps that would lift the curse. But I
doubted it was so simple. "I'm sorry."

She sighed. "It's not that I don't
like you, don't feel so bad." She put a hand on my head, stroked my
hair. "You do that very well, and I appreciate your trying,
but..."

Her tenderness had brought me to
weep.

"Look, I'll let you try it again,
okay? But I'm telling you, it won't work. It's never worked." She
sat down in front of me and spread her legs. "Go on, I'll command
you to do it if that's what you need."

I wiped my eyes, "No," and set to with
my tongue again. I could feel the blood pulsing though her as I
sucked at the soft flesh, and I lapped with her heart's rhythm. She
began to move again, moaning a bit, working against my tongue. And
I noticed as she fell into the rhythm, that the hand that held the
knife had gone limp.

I kept licking, but could feel at my
chin that other mouth gasping, waiting to be filled. I pressed two
fingers between her legs and they were sucked in. My tongue never
stopped as I began to move my fingers.

"Ah, that's good," she said, her
muscles grabbing my fingers tight. "But I just had an idea, you
see…" She stopped herself with a nervous laugh. "I don't usually do
men, but, well," she flailed her hands a little. "I just got this
feeling." She couldn't bring herself to say it.

I knew what she meant. She wanted
Myrtle's favorite part in there where it belonged. I started to
press forward with it, but she held the knife, unforgotten, against
my chest. She forced me back onto my back and pinned me in place
with it as she mounted me. "Now, move."

I tried to move, to press into her,
but she was too heavy for me to do much. Then she flicked one of my
nipples with the point of the knife and I jumped into her. She did
the other and another jolt of magick went through me, bucking my
hips. I shuddered as she drew the sharp point along the skin over
my ribs, raising gooseflesh but not cutting me. "Ah," she was
saying as I squirmed beneath her, inside her, "that's definitely
it."

She ground her hips against me, then
stopped and sat still, panting. She held the knife up. "This is
nice, but it's still not lifting the curse," she said. "Maybe I am
supposed to castrate you with it, keep you inside me
forever?"

I couldn't answer. Though our bodies
were joined, her mind was leagues away from mine. I tingled from
need; now that I had started inside her I was desperate to keep
going.

 


"Perhaps I need to kill you at the
moment that you come," she went on, exulting in the heat and the
power coursing through her. "Spill your blood onto me, transfer
your pleasure to me?" She laughed. "This is really pretty strange
for me, you know." She pressed the point of the knife against the
hollow of my throat and I thrust into her, shuddering. As my body
jerked, I felt the hot trickle down my skin and knew she'd pricked
me.

As a drop spattered the ground by my
ear, I heard her gasp and squeeze me tighter with her thighs. She
was riding me and I was moving as the blade scratched across my
throat, and as another drop spilled she gasped again. She took the
sharp point to my nipples again, then, pricking each one again and
again until I was bouncing my ass against the ground with desperate
thrusts. She ran the blade down my sternum, nicked me under the
chin, and again, as each drop left the knife she gasped and
shuddered. She left long thin lines of red down my arms, behind my
ear, the prickle of the knife and the magic making sparks off my
skin as I let the spell swallow me whole. Strands of her hair hung
down into my face as she licked the tiny wounds on my neck and I
convulsed under that tender touch.

 


Then, she held herself still, and me
as well with the point suddenly at my groin. She looked into my
eyes and nodded, "Just a wee bit more..." Her hips began to grind
again in double-time as the knife traveled up the length of my body
leaving a red trail in its wake, and then she slashed me across the
cheek. I screamed as she screamed and in that especially long
moment, when the magick was stretched to its limit, I saw the arc
of blood droplets, my blood, Myrtle's blood, swinging through the
air off the edge of the knife, the gleam of the blade like the tail
of a falling star cutting the air, until the strand snapped, and
she fell limp over me, panting, her dark hair obscuring my
sight.

When she didn't move for a while, I
began to wonder if the magick hadn't been too much for her. "Hello?
Are you still there?"

She sat straight up and I winced at
her weight. "Oh," she looked down. "Sorry." She rolled into a
sitting position off to one side. "So that's why it's such a big
deal."

"I'm sorry, what?" I guess we were
both a little dazed.

"Orgasm. No wonder it's such a big
deal. I mean, it felt exactly like I hoped it would, and yet, I
couldn't have really imagined it." She brushed some dirt from her
hands, noticed she was still holding the blade. "I can't believe
I'm saying this to an elf." She looked at the blade.

I looked, too. "Can I, uh, could I see
it?"

She handed it to me, and
then went and put more wood onto the fire. My blood seemed to have
stained it along the edge, but the glow was brighter than ever,
pulsing with a light all its own. I imagined Myrtle howling
somewhere on the other side of the briars and though I smiled, I
also shuddered. I had one ragged feather from the wings of hope and
I clutched at it--that her desire for me would be gone, and that I
might finally taste the freedom of life. That, I thought as I held the dagger
tight in my fingers, I might trade this
trinket for my freedom. Stranger things
have happened.

She was looking at me. "Are you okay?
You look a little ill."

I forced a smile. "I'm fine." The sky
seemed to be turning lighter, or perhaps it was just aglow with my
anxiety. "Um, what now?"

She shrugged. "Well, the curse is
lifted, I feel like a new woman! Goddess, wait until I tell
Felicia!" She squealed with delight. Then she knelt down by me.
"What are you looking at?"

I was watching the dagger glow. As I
held it, felt it warm in my hands, I became certain Myrtle would
want it back. This was the key to her power now, she would neither
love me nor hurt me. I felt where the scar would be along my cheek
with the tips of my fingers.

 


"Thank you." The woman smiled a gentle
smile. "I'm probably not supposed to say that or something, but
anyway." She kissed me on the cheek, just over the crusted line of
the final cut. "I'm going to erase the circle now. As far as I
know, you'll be free to go once it's broken. Or, maybe you need the
sunrise. I'm not sure, actually...."

I held the dagger between my crossed
legs. "Will you wait with me? For the sunrise?"

She smiled. "Sure." She kicked a hole
in the circle with her bare foot, then retrieved a pack from behind
a tree. She wrapped a blanket around herself and then held open a
corner for me as she sat down next to me. She was warm and smelled
like the earth and soon I had fallen asleep, the deep sleep only
the faerie know, we who walk the land adjacent to dreams and death.
With the dawn I would return there, to make my bargain with my
maker, and from there, to start again my life

 


 




Three of Cups

 


Magda brewed chamomile tea
with a touch of comfrey in it for me. I could smell it steeping
from where the cup sat on the white Formica counter of her
kitchenette, familiar and meant to be comforting: chamomile to help
me sleep and comfrey to help clear up any bruises she might have
inadvertently introduced to my flesh in the course of the evening.
But tonight I sat with the comforter wrapped around me on her
futon, watching her busy herself with spoons and saucers, and I
wondered if, for once, she might not ask me whether I wanted to
stay up, or if I wanted to keep
those bruises. Magda and I had been together for a
year now, a year come Solstice, a year of becoming familiar to each
other, a year of settling. A year when, once a week, I would come
to her place, and submit to her touches and tickles and her whips
and paddles, and she would send me off into space, into that
special bliss that we worshipping masochists know. Or she would at
least try to. She carried the tea over to me and sank into the
covers next to me. She was brownly naked, the black gloss of her
hair unbound covering her back like a short cape. My goddess in
flesh.

I took the cup and breathed
the steam. It wasn't like me to be so moody after a scene.
PMS, I told myself, the
universal paean.

She broke the silence, not noticing my
mood. "Oh, I forgot to tell you. Those fire-dancers from Santa Cruz
aren't going to make it to the meeting."

"Why?" In the year we'd been together
I'd not only become a fixture in Magda's life, I'd also become
Programming Chair of Leather Pagans United, her spiritual,
political, and sometimes problematic family.

She shrugged and sipped her tea. "I
don't know, they just said they can't, and to tell you."

"Dammit, Magda, you should have had
them talk to me."

She arched her eyebrow in that High
Priestess way of hers, but the way she looked at me from under her
lashes suggested little girl guilt. Magda could be a contradiction
sometimes. "There wasn't anything you could do."

"I could have gotten them to
reschedule, maybe, and swapped someone into their place. Jesus,
Magda, the meeting's only two weeks away."

Her pouty look turned to a glare at my
pronunciation of the J-word.

"I'm sorry," I said
automatically. I wasn't going to have another version of our
long-standing argument over swear words. She was always coming out
with fake-sounding stuff like "By the Goddess!" whereas my theory
was, swear by using a deity you don't like, not one you do. When I
wanted to needle her, I could make up some pretty fake-sounding
stuff, too, like "Satan take my bicycle!" But not tonight. Tonight,
I was annoyed already. "I'll have to come up with something
else."

She crossed her ankles and leaned
against the perfect white of her apartment wall. "Maybe it's time
to do another mutual respect workshop."

"But last month was the relationship
roundtable."

"I know, but I think some people could
use a refresher." Her dark eyes looked into her tea.

"Like who?" I blew on my tea, trying
to look nonchalant.

"Like Isa," she said, puckering her
lips a tiny bit. "I've been hearing some things."

I blew on my tea some more. If I
waited long enough, she'd tell me. And so she did, rumors, hearsay,
gossip, and dish, which amounted to a probable suspicion that Ms.
Isa, a Top who considered herself a mere second to the Supreme
Goddess herself (hence her interest in a spiritual group like LPU)
was coming down with a case of Top's disease. No one had come
forward and accused her of being a lousy partner, but we hadn't
been seeing as much of some folks as we used to, and rumors did get
started somehow. And seeing as how Magda felt she was bucking to
take the High Priestess role for herself next year, Magda wanted to
know the truth. "I can't let someone who doesn't respect her tools
lead the worship," she finished. "If she doesn't respect her
bottoms, she's not channeling the Goddess, she's just on an ego
trip."

"One way to find out," I said, setting
aside my cold, full cup. "One way for sure."

 


* * * *

 


If I thought it was going to be
difficult, if I thought I was going to have to flirt with Isa and
insinuate myself like a spy, I was wrong. After the meeting Magda
walked up to Isa and told her she wanted her to take me on for a
night, a preliminary to a public worship next month. Isa said sure,
she'd e-mail me about convenient dates.

That's how I came to be
riding down the Pacific Coast Highway to Swanton on a Saturday
afternoon. The music of my own anxiety and nerves played inside my
helmet as my reflexes led me around the curves, sometimes making a
little voice: come on girl good girl
that's the way nice keep on going keep on moving that's it that's a
girl... and whether I was talking to myself
about the ride or my destination I wasn't sure. I had a reputation
with the Leather Pagans as a bottomless bottom, a tough one, like I
could stand up to anything. And, yeah, I had been through a lot,
especially since coming to the Bay Area three years ago. But maybe
having a rep was worse, because I wondered if that meant people
would go farther than they normally would. And tough or no, I had
never outgrown that special chill of anticipation when it came to a
new Top, a new unknown, something new to fear.

I pulled off the highway at a tiny
embankment, five parking spaces and a weather-worn picnic table.
With my helmet perched solidly on the sissy bar, I swung off the
bike and walked to the cliff edge. Below me a living moon of
tidepool craters glistened in the late afternoon sun. I'd taken
this road all the way down to Monterey many times; I'd seen the
aquarium exhibits of anemones and hermit crabs and starfish. Here
they lived as they had for thousands of years. If Mother Nature
could create an organism that looked like a flower but could eat a
fish, it didn't seem unlikely that she'd create a person like
me.

And what was Isa; did she have a
poison sting, too?

 


* * * *

 


She lived in a surprisingly suburban
ranch-style house, like one you'd see a dozen of in different
colors along any housing development east of the Mississippi.
Swanton was a mixture of run-down looking fisherman shacks and
cliff-dwelling mansions with a few odd normal houses like hers. She
had converted the "family room" into a full-blown dungeon with
leather-padded sawhorses, a St. Andrew's cross, and a wall covered
with nasty-looking implements and bondage gear. I had a quick look
at it before dinner when she gave me a tour of the
house.

We sat down to eat on her back patio
where we couldn't see the ocean but we could see the sun set. She'd
grilled vegetables--zucchini and red peppers and huge portabello
mushrooms, mushrooms that you eat like a steak, with a knife and
fork with juice dribbling down your chin. It was while digging in
to one of those that she remarked, "God, how I miss beef
sometimes."

I kept chewing. If I couldn't chime in
sympathetically it didn't seem polite to say anything.

She raised an eyebrow at me. "Are
you... vegetarian?"

She meant
aren't you?, but I shook
my head. "I know, I know, I'm the sacrifice, I should have some
sympathy, some kinship for the lamb. But nature, the Goddess,
whoever, made me a predator, too. And I try to... stay true to that
nature."

She smirked, a little teriyaki sauce
in the corner of her lips. "Well, you know. I didn't give up meat
for spiritual reasons. I saw one too many meat-packing
documentaries and decided it was time to quit." Her tongue snaked
out to catch the sauce and there was no doubt in my mind she was as
much a predator as I. Her hair was black, too, but not the wavy
cloud that Magda's was--more like a smooth helmet the covered her
head and neck and shone with bright bits of red in the sunlight.
She could have been anything, Hispanic, Italian, Middle-Eastern,
but my guess was Filipina. Which got me thinking about Roman
Catholicism and stuff (did she say "God" earlier?) and wanting to
talk to her about becoming pagan, what road she had traveled to
arrive at that choice... but whatever I might have said stayed
under my tongue as she stood. I felt something change, her power
come to her, the subtle shift that was the scene
beginning.

"Your nature," she breathed, echoing
my last words. "Your nature is to serve Her. To serve Her by
serving me. To submit to Her by submitting to me. To perform with
me this rite, of your own choice and will."

I felt that required an
answer but I did not know which to give. Amen, I do, yes ma'am... I nodded
silently.

She went into the house and
I followed her, trying to make my mind a blank, to make myself a
vessel for whatever this Priestess would pour into me. But through
my mind were playing a hundred other scenes, a dozen other first
times with other Tops, other women I had given myself to in the
name of the Goddess. There were always patterns, there were always
things to be expected. So of course I was guessing. With all that
equipment I wondered if she would be the type who would immobilize
me, make me feel her iron grip, and then lay into me with
everything she had. Give it to me both
barrels, baby, I thought, my skin
tingling. I can do this, I can do
this, came my little voice again, the
agitated music preparing me for pain. I can do this. In a basement
off Divisadero I'd had my skin cut and set on fire. In an open
field north of Muir Woods I'd been hung from a tree and whipped
with freshly cut sticks. But usually I was tied to a bed, or
secured with soft cuffs in a rack, while carefully crafted leather
and wood was applied.

We stood outside the dungeon door. She
faced me. "If you have anything to tell me that we haven't already
discussed, tell me now."

I shook my head.

She looked for a moment like maybe
there was something she wanted to tell me, but then it passed and
she looked away, while saying, "Take off your clothes and leave
them here. Once we enter the chamber, we've begun."

I nodded. Some Tops left the bottom
alone for a few minutes while they gathered their own energy, but
not Isa. She turned away from me and began shedding her clothes,
draping them over the back of a chair. I folded mine neatly and
placed them on the floor next to the door. As I bent low to lay
them down I reminded myself one last time of my purpose for being
here, to find out if Isa was... what? Safe, okay, worthy? The real
thing, or not? To see if she'd respect me as an equal? Thus far she
had been exemplary.

Inside the room, the fire of the red
sky mixed with the flicker of candles she lit. She indicated the
open space on the vinyl-padded floor and I knelt there while my
still-busy mind was cataloging details: black floor, soft on the
feet but easy to wash up, where did she get it?

The sound of her chuckle brought me
back to the moment. She held a single candle and stared into it,
then lifted it over her head and let the wax drip down over her
small, firm breasts. Her chuckle became a throaty laugh that
sounded nothing like the Isa I knew. She looked back at me, the
candle burning twin images in her eyes. She knelt in front of me,
waving the candle like a magic wand. The flame burned higher as it
tipped and hot white drops of wax dotted my skin. I sat still
because I did not know what else to do. Unbound, uninstructed, I
reminded myself it was my duty to submit.

And then she was on me, her body on
top of mine, pushing me flat against the padded floor, her wax and
mine pressed together, making me think of flowers in a dictionary.
I hadn't realized it at first but the instant the wax had hit me I
had broken out in a sweat, and now it made my skin slick against
hers. I had no idea where the candle had gone and even though I
told myself it wasn't my place to worry about it, not my
responsibility, the thought remained. Her hands held my head in
place and her mouth sucked at mine, and without thinking, I
struggled. I was used to ritual beatings with numbers called out
and the solemn gathering of energy before the piercing. This
wrestling was so much more like... sex.

She reared up, hands on my
shoulders, pinning me, the gleam still in her eye not from candles
but from an eager madness to devour me. This is my will, I told
myself, this is my
devotion, but I could not make myself sink
into submission. Isa raked her claws across my cheek and I
resisted, my chin up in defiance. I wanted to lie still, and let
her have her way. I wanted to obey, to let the Goddess ravage me if
that be her will. But something in me said fight! I struggled to unseat her from
me and found myself instead face down on the floor, one of her
hands in my hair, one drawing lines down my back with her claws. My
spine arched against that rough touch, like the tide following the
moon. I tried to turn my head, but her hand held me fast. I felt
her hot breath on my neck, her lips moved as she mouthed whatever
incantations she wished into my skin, and then her teeth found
purchase and a frisson of energy shot from the spot straight to my
groin. I felt as if she had plucked a string in me, and the
vibrations grew louder as I fought her, as the sensation strobed
through my brain of her biting me and me bucking and her weight
riding me...

Then her mouth was at my ear as my
legs flailed for some leverage on the slippery floor and she spread
herself over me like a blanket. "Did you wonder why you're not
bound? Did you wonder what I would do?"

I didn't answer except to push harder
against her. I wanted her to let go of me, to let me free. One side
of me knew this was wrong, to resist like this, while the other
side of me knew it could be no other way.

Her voice was loud and low in my ear,
the spice of her breath surrounding me as tightly as any bonds,
"Because I had to know your will. I had to know what you would let
me do."

Obviously, I'll let you do
anything, I wanted to say,
because I haven't been able to stop
you.

And then her weight was gone. I turned
onto my back to find her standing above me, the windows behind her
dark with night. "What will you let me do, eh sister?" She knelt
where she was and I pushed myself back a few inches out of
instinct. "If you serve, you will not move. If you submit, you will
not move."

There was power in the way she crawled
toward me, jungle power, fierce and hungry. She crawled toward my
cunt and licked her lips like a jaguar before she let her tongue
snake out to sting my clit. She jabbed at it, parting the folds of
my flesh with the sharp tip and sinking it hard against my nerves.
I held still. I held my breath. I pressed my hands flat against the
floor and let my head fall back, but I kept my legs as they were,
knees bent, feet flat on the floor, spread wide for her, for Her.
Her hands reached up for my nipples, rolling them in her fingers
like two peppercorns, then pulling them like pieces of taffy. I
raised my head to look and found her eyes staring at me over the
horizon of my mons. Waiting, waiting. Her tongue continued to jab,
the sensation building to a jolt like pain, like a shock, slow but
sharp, a Chinese water torture dripping acid onto my clit, moment
by moment.

I had never felt a pain quite like it
in my life, so bad I ground my teeth and yet I felt a flutter in my
stomach like it might make me come. Now that I had nothing to
struggle against I felt shame heating up my face. Why had I fought
her? Did a year with Magda teach me nothing? How could I have
failed in my devotion that way? My way is to suffer. When I go to
leather bars, when I go to parties or group meetings, it's so hard
to explain to some of these Tops, no I'm not a slave. I'm not a
servant, only to Her. I'm not submissive, only to Her. If I obey,
it is because it will lead to my suffering. If I let myself be put
into bonds, it is to free me to suffer for Her. Simple
really.

The pain grew excruciating. Her tongue
felt like an ice pick, stabbing the nerve cluster without mercy.
But mercy was one thing I never expected. I counted the jabs to
myself, grouping them in sets of ten like a weightlifter, packaging
the feeling to make it manageable. I had withstood worse torture
than this, and I shielded myself with that thought. The goal became
to make it through, to make it to the end. How long would she go on
this way?

I had lost count. My breasts were on
fire, her hands grabbing at hardened wax and pinching my nipples.
That little voice was there, trying to tell me to keep going, but
it was fading, fading as I began to slip away, to the best place of
worship of all. To that place where the mind falls aside and the
body becomes the empty vessel, to that place of pure existence,
pure sensation. I didn't think about it happening at the time,
because if I had thought of it, it would have pulled me back to the
present, back into my consciousness, and ruined it.

I let myself go, my whole body rigid
but resisting nothing, my fingers clutching at a floor I no longer
thought about. Thinking about it now, it happened as if to someone
else, like some slow-motion movie. My hands drew up to my chest,
and held her hands there as my hips bucked hard, pulling her
forward and dragging my cunt across the full length of her tongue.
My hands holding her hands on my breasts as my legs closed over her
head and my hips shook, wringing the orgasm out over my skin, the
convulsion shaking us so hard that we came apart. And then I was on
her, her head on the ground and my cunt grinding into her mouth,
and then covering her, my cunt against her leg, lips spread wide as
I ride her, my hands raking her body and my mouth sucking at her
breasts. There was wax in my mouth but it didn't feel like my
mouth, there was power radiating from between my legs, and I
couldn't stop myself from making myself come.

Then suddenly the orgasms stopped and
I was staring down at my fingers, woven into the straight silk of
her hair behind each ear, staring into her eyes, which no longer
gleamed with hunger but sparkled with awe. She tugged gently at my
hands, pulled them down to her breasts. I found myself eager to
return the torture of earlier, as I twirled her nipples in my
fingers and listened to her moan and cry out. My mouth to her
mouth, my legs wrapped around hers, my hand sank into her pubic
hair, wanting to pinch her clit, to pull it like taffy. But my
finger slipped right past it and went deep into her, and suddenly I
had another handle to hold her down with. Her cries became more
frantic and she thrashed, but not enough to break free of me, not
enough to make me think she didn't want it. My thumb on her clit, I
plunged my long fingers into her and watched her hips rise to meet
me. Could I do this to her for as long as she had done that thing
to me?

I didn't. It seemed only a moment
before she was bucking hard, her hand locked on my wrist and
driving it in faster, her head flailing and her teeth sinking into
my too-convenient shoulder as she struggled to take back from me
the power I had stolen.

But I still had her on my hand, and as
the orgasm subsided and my fingers could move again, I shifted my
weight to keep her from sitting up, pressed my free hand against
her throat, and kept my hand moving. I flicked her clit with my
thumbnail, and felt her cunt convulse. "I want you to come again,"
I heard my voice saying.

She whimpered very softly but did not
say no.

I ground my thumb into her and her
hips rose up, her legs shaking suddenly to give her that extra
boost, and again she came. Again I kept my fingers inside her, and
again I made her come. I made her come until I saw her face, and
saw that she too had gone off to that place of pureness, that place
I always sought and sometimes found.

Thinking about that brought me back to
myself at last. I withdrew my hands from her and sat back on my
heels, receding from her like the tide from the cliff. She lay
there a moment, taking deep breaths, and then she came back to
herself, as well. I saw her eyes blink as she stared at the ceiling
awash with candlelight.

She sat up slowly, her face impassive,
and drew a shaky breath. She shifted, until she was kneeling, too,
but her body continued forward until her head touched the floor in
front of me. Her hands reached blindly for me and I caught them.
Her shoulders shook and I knew she was crying. She held tight to my
hands like her tears might wash her away, and I squeezed back,
helpless to do anything else other than berate myself.

What did you think you
were doing? How could you let yourself go like that?
I didn't understand what had just happened and the
only person I could ask was in tears.

Eventually, she wasn't. She composed
herself, and even began to smile. She wiped back stray tears form
her cheeks and grinned at me. "Thank you," she said.

I wasn't sure if "you're welcome" was
the right thing to say at this juncture, not when I felt like an
apology was on my lips. "I, uh, I didn't expect that to
happen."

"No one ever does," she said, a
wistful sound in her voice that reminded me I knew nothing of where
she had come from. "Not many people can do that. You have a power,
you know."

I shook my head. "No. That is, I don't
know."

"Don't deny it. You felt it. I felt
it. I was yours."

"Stop it." Empty words, loaded words,
like guns. "That's not what I'm like. I'm not supposed
to..."

Isa's eyes turned dark, confusion and
disappointment registering on her face.

No. It had felt good. It felt as good
as the day I had walked out of the Church, and as good as the day I
had first been bound to a cross five years later, as good as the
day I'd discovered as a child just what it was we weren't supposed
to do with our hands in our panties, as good as the day I'd had my
first orgasm from being whipped alone. But good didn't make it
right.

"Look, Isa, it doesn't mean anything."
I pulled my knees up to my chest. "I don't know what it
means."

She looked hurt. "You've taken me to a
place I've never been. This is the first time I've known what it
was like..."

To be the sacrifice, I thought, to be
the one who gets no mercy. "I know," I said, and reached for her,
cradled her head against my breast. "I know."

"I never knew I needed it this much."
She was warm and the room felt cold to me now. "I never knew that
this was what I was looking for. But now I do."

I just nodded. I put her into her bed
with promises I'd join her in a few minutes. When she was breathing
deeply, I went back to the doorway of the dungeon and pulled on my
clothes. In the driveway, I sat for a long moment on the bike,
looking at the moonlit hills and wondering if I should leave. Maybe
she was right, maybe I had touched something deep and important in
myself, something new and vital, just as she had. Maybe I should
stay and explore it more with her.

But I didn't want to see her gaze up
at me with moonstruck eyes. I didn't want the responsibility of
checking her for bruises and making her some tea. I wasn't ready to
think that the same Goddess who moved me to give myself up had
moved me to fight and take and dominate tonight. My world was not
supposed to be so complicated.

I rolled the bike to the end of the
driveway before I started it. Perhaps in the morning everything
would look different. But now I had a dark and unfamiliar road
under me, the curves unwinding beneath the roar of wind and the
crackling of my uncertainty.


 



Into the Gap

 


So I said something earlier about
fantasy and how important I think it is to let the imagination run
free. In the life of a fiction writer this can be difficult only
because if you let your visions run far enough, you can run
yourself right into the genre ghetto of "science fiction."
Personally, I've tried to ignore the boundary between what's "genre
fiction" and what's "literature." I let each story define its
place. In some ways, I think I enjoy things the most when they are
in the gray area, somewhere in between clearly defined areas. In
fact, if I have any kind of overarching worldview, that's probably
it: that it is best to be between. That's me all over--between
white and Asian, between gay and straight, between
female-identified and male-identified (more on that later). So here
are some of the in-between stories, contemporary American stories
that exist on the edge of realism and fantasy: a retelling of a
fairy tale in modern terms, a dream-laden trip into something
different, and an ancient myth come to life.

 


 




The Nightingale

 


Brief Explanation: This
has always been a mysterious tale to me. In the original fairy
tale, the nightingale is taken from the woods to please the
emperor, and then when a mechanical replacement for her is brought
from Japan, she falls from favor and is sent back to the woods.
Despite this shoddy treatment, she returns at the end to chase the
demons of death away from the emperor. It seemed to me the elements
that needed full illumination were her relationship to the kitchen
maid who brings her to the emperor in the first place and her
feelings that brought her back to save him in the end. There are
issues of loyalty here, to king and country, to something larger
than oneself, subservience and submission. There are also the tales
from the romantic poets who believed that the nightingale's song
could only be so beautiful, so sad and full of pain, because the
nightingale pierced its breast with a thorn. Searching for a
context to explore both the issues of loyalty and masochism, I
found the nightingale became a performance artist and the emperor
an underworld mafia figure. (The quotes throughout are taken from
"Fairy Tales by Hans Christian Anderson," a facsimile of the 1884
edition.)

 


* * * *

 


 


"It is my pleasure that
she shall appear here this evening," said the emperor.

 


The knife girl writhes on a stage
scuffed with boot marks and stained with wine, blood, water, and
sweat. The knife is alive as it twirls in her hands, electric as it
flashes under the lights, cruel as it opens her skin and the wound
cries blood. A golden ululation issues from her throat as the blood
flows, and she sings, entranced, transforming her pain into
ecstasy, her self-destruction into sacrament.

She is jarred by the empty sound of
Michael's cough echoing off the walls of the club. He is standing
between Carl and Karen; Karen who the knife girl had almost
forgotten was there.

"I've seen enough," he says to Carl,
and rubs his eyes against the flickering of the lights. Knife girl
sees him pull his coat and fine silk scarf tighter around him even
though the club seems warm to her. "She's hired. Set it up."
Michael, whose name she remembers because he is the owner and she
knows it is important to remember it, turns away from the stage and
disappears through a black door behind the bar.

Carl comes to the edge of the stage,
the silver piercings around his face flashing in the lights, and
says "Well, Night, that's it. See you in a week."

And then Karen steps forward. "Night?
You okay?"

The knife girl presses a hand to the
cut in her arm and the bleeding stops. Now Karen will take her
home, and Night will use the edge of the blade to slice Karen's
clothing from her, the cold edge of it to harden her nipples, the
pin-point of it to flick her clit and the smooth pommel to fuck her
until she cries. The knife girl knows this with a certainty that
makes her close her eyes and press her lips together in something
like a smile.

 


At last they met with a
poor little girl in the kitchen who said "Oh yes, I know the
nightingale quite well."

 


They had been lovers perhaps a month
when Karen had explained it all to her: the club, her bartending
job, Michael's underworld ties, and Carl's idea to turn business
around. Business had been bad, so bad that Karen could lose her
job, Michael could lose the club. "They want a performance artist.
Michael'd heard about that show you did at Artspace and wants to
see you. I told him I could... introduce you." Night had kissed
Karen on the lips and told her of course she would go.

 


* * * *

 


 


The nightingale sang so
sweetly the tears came into the emperor's eyes.

 


The knife girl stands in the darkness
of the dj booth beside the stage and breathes deep. In a few
moments, she will step beyond the veil of darkness and into the
glare and flash of the lights. Karen told her Michael even spent
some extra money to install better lighting and a fog machine.
Announcements of her performance have been made in the right
publications, to the right people. Night takes deep breaths and
waits for the moment to arrive.

The lights dim and she takes her place
in the smoke in darkness. Faint music rises and then the lights,
and then she unfolds herself before the crowd. She lets the rhythm
of the music curve her spine and the faces at the edge of the stage
become small whitish blurs as she spins the knife in the
air.

The knife. It is warm in her hands as
she begins to sing to it, and a little sweat shines on her skin as
she dances. The marks on the stage are obscured by the smoke and
the knife girl feels she is the moon, rising above the storm. The
knife flashes like lightning and she lets her tongue taste the
sharp tang of the metal. She feels the eyes of everyone in the room
on the knife as she presses it to her skin.

Not yet, she thinks. More foreplay
before the penetration. But her voice is getting shaky as she cuts
the gauzy material from her breasts. The song changes, becomes more
breathy and desperate. Night plunges the hilt of the dagger toward
her crotch and hears someone nearby gasp. The knife swoops and
slices open her leggings and she slowly sinks to her
knees.

She hugs the blade to her cheek like a
lover's hand, singing, pleading, singing, until she lets her hand
fall and the knife scratches a red line along her jaw. The pain
opens her eyes and makes her breath deep, her song loud. With one
hand covering her bare crotch, she draws swirls with the knife tip
across her breastbone; in a few places the tip parts the skin and
blood begins to run down her belly toward her crotch. She
crisscrosses the lines of old scars until the blood flows as easily
as her song. Her pubic hair is sticky with her own blood and she
brings her hand up to smear the blood across her eyes, the mask of
war, the mark of death.

At that moment, she looks up. With
those blood-stained eyes she sees Michael in the dj booth, looking
back at her with his eyes full of hunger and sadness.

 


* * * *

 


 


"I have seen tears in an
emperor's eyes," she said. "That is my richest reward."

 


He looks at her the same way when she
goes to collect her pay at the end of the night. He counts out the
bills and holds them in his hand for a long moment, his eyes
focused past her on something only he can see.

"Michael?" She does not lean against
his desk nor look away into the dim stacks of papers that crowd his
office.

His gaze snaps back to her with a
little shake of his overgrown hair. His small beard and moustache,
she notices, are neatly trimmed. He holds the money in his hand, as
if he knows when he gives it to her she will leave. "Is your name
really Night?"

Her eyes, dark and placid, do not
waver. "Do you want me to try the piercing thing next
week?"

"I... sure, whatever." His fingers
touch hers as he hands her the money.

 


 


* * * *

 


 


Now, the whole city rang
with praises of the bird.

 


The knife girl's tongue dances on the
edge of her lover's clit. Karen is squirming, but her bonds hold
her pelvis still while the knife girl uses the tender tip to
torture her. The knife girl has lost track of time, lost in the
sensation of Karen and the rhythm of her tongue moving.

"Ahh! I can't take it anymore!" Karen
pulls hard on her bonds trying to shut her legs, but to no
avail.

Night looks up. Something else, then.
She sucks Karen's swollen clit into her mouth. Her jaw begins to
tremble as she snags the flesh between her front teeth and begins
to close them. Her fingers slide into Karen's cunt. As she bites
down, Karen screams and Night feels the spasms around her fingers
as Karen comes.

While Karen lies limp, Night loosens
the bonds and tucks coils of rope like white cobras into her bag.
She leans over to kiss Karen on the cheek.

Karen stops her with a hand on her
shoulder. "Don't ever do that to me again."

Night's eyes close in a long blink.
"Do what?"

"I didn't like it."

The knife girl considers whether her
remark should cut, or not. "Your body did," she says.

Karen's hand connects with Night's
cheek, a sudden but not forceful slap. Night holds her wrists then
and drags her full weight on top of Karen. "Tell me what you didn't
like."

Karen twists her head to the side.
"I'm not like you. I don't like pain."

Night releases her suddenly, and
stands up. "You're not supposed to like pain. If you did, it
wouldn't hurt so much."

Karen sighs and sits up in the bed.
The only light comes from the street lamp below the window, making
Night's face look blue, her lips dark. "I'm sorry I hit you," she
says, watching Night for a sign of forgiveness. "I... you know you
stir up a lot of crazy feelings...." Night could be a statue of
herself she is so still. "And you've been getting so... at the
club, your show is so extreme sometimes, it scares me. I mean, I
know that's what gets the big crowds, the publicity and everything,
it's great how we're doing, but I just get a little freaked out,
okay?"

Night listens to Karen go on in this
vein for some time before she changes the subject. "So what was
attendance last night?"

"You mean Michael didn't tell you? It
was our biggest night ever."

A big crowd, a rapt crowd, people who
would not be the same today as they were yesterday. Except Karen,
who is easy to distract from her apologies because she does not
really mean them, and Michael, who always watches her with the same
expression. The knife girl chews her lip and wonders what she will
dream about tonight.

 


* * * *

 


 


She was put into a golden
cage and was allowed to fly out every day...

 


She sits in a darkened corner of the
club while insistent rhythms thrum the wall around her. Carl turns
a watchful eye her way as he passes through the club, a walkie
talkie by his ear. He is the one who explained it to her: that her
presence draws people on the nights she is not performing, that the
scenesters and curiosity-seekers alike would come to catch a
glimpse of her, hoping to meet her and spin their own myths about
her. This corner, up beside one of the bars, is not easily
accessible from the dance floor, and Michael often sits here while
he surveys the crowd. Night has made her appearance here several
nights this week and is not surprised when Michael takes a seat
next to her.

When he turns to her with bloodshot
eyes and puts his hand on hers, and then buries his face in his
arms, though, she wonders. And when she takes him back to his
office and he knocks the papers from his desk in a rage and then
beats his fist upon it, she wonders. And when he regains his
composure and apologizes and suggests that she should leave him
alone, and when she takes his chin in her hand and rakes his throat
with her nails, and makes him hurt, and when he falls to his knees,
his eyes closed, his breath shallow, then she wonders. She makes
him come with one hand on his penis and one hand around his throat.
The knife girl knows better than to say anything about
it.

 


* * * *

 


 


The knife girl lets Karen make her
come. She curls up small in a ball until Karen coaxes her open,
soft hands and probing fingers seeking out her pleasure spots and
manipulating them. Night's throat opens with soft cries as Karen's
fingers saw at her slippery clit. Karen pumps her fingers in and
out of Night's soft cunt, rubs her thumb over Night's clit, fast,
slow, hard, soft, and still Night does not come. Her cries become
longer and her breathing deeper, but she does not come. Karen,
tired, takes Night's nipple in her mouth, sucking hard and letting
her teeth graze across the hard flesh. Night decides to let her
think that is what she needs and she lets loose a wail. Karen does
not notice that as Night comes, Night's fingernails are digging in
to her own buttocks.

When they are both relaxed, Karen
brushes Night's hair from her face and says "You are so beautiful
when you come."

"Thank you," Night says.

"Why don't you do it more
often?"

"Because I don't need to," Night
answers.

"But I like to make you
come."

"No," Night says, and though she does
not intend it, her voice is cold.

 


* * * *

 


 


The knife girl arrives early to the
club, before the doors open and the adoring public arrives. She
sheds her coat and carries it to the back room, led by voices. Carl
and Karen are talking in Michael's office.

"There's seriously something wrong
with him." Karen.

"No kidding." Carl.

Night pauses outside the door to
listen.

"I mean, I think he needs to go to a
hospital or to a therapist or something. Doesn't he have
insurance?"

Carl laughs. "Yeah, the mob. Look, he
can't go to the nut house. They'd never trust him
again."

"He doesn't have to be committed. I
think he just needs medication or something. Prozac. I don't
know."

"I've worked for him four years and he
gets like this sometimes. It'll pass. Just keep it quiet or
everything could fall apart around us, you hear me? Something
happens to him and this place goes with him."

Night goes silently back to the main
room and stands under the white house lights thinking that they
look like the lights on a train as it bears down on a crossing.
That night, after her performance, she tends to Michael again. He
is in his office alone, his head on his desk, an empty bottle of
rum at his feet. With her knife pricking the soft, lethal spot
behind his ear, she tells him she knows what he needs, and with her
mark carved into his skin, where it joins self-inflicted scars,
some old, some new, she knows she is right.

 


* * * *

 


 


One day the emperor
received from Japan a present of a golden bird.

 


And so it goes for the knife girl, as
her performances continue, on the stage, with Karen, with Michael,
and it seems to her all will remain that way, until the day she
sees the courier leaving Michael's office. A dark-haired man with
Asian eyes and an impeccable suit. He inclines his head toward her,
as if acknowledging her as worthy of notice, and then
disappears.

Inside the office she finds Michael
with a dreamy look upon his face and a needle, not her kind of
needle, upon his blotter. That night he does not come to watch her
performance and when she visits him later, he responds dully, and
thanks her for coming as if she'd fixed a broken sink for him or
some other necessary but small task. She leaves him to find Karen
swamped with customers at the bar. Carl ushers her to her secluded
corner table and she waits there for the night to end.

The next night, she tries again, but
Michael sends her away. "Look," he tells her, "we've got to have a
little variety to keep the crowds coming down here. Why don't you
take a few weeks off? It'll create a great buzz. I've got some
other acts who can fill in." The knife girl knows when she is being
cut loose.

 


* * * *

 


 


The emperor and the court
now fell in love with the new golden bird and the nightingale was
allowed to fly out the window... ...and then a real grief came upon
the land.

 


The knife girl is not surprised when
Karen comes home early one night a month or so later, angry and
fuming. "He was so fucked up tonight! Everything's going to shit at
the club," she tells her. "These Japanese business types are
hanging around, throwing their money around, but business is down,
and Michael doesn't even seem to want to do anything about it!"
Karen looks around the small apartment they have been sharing and
exhales. "He's fired two other bartenders this week because we
couldn't afford to pay them." Her voice edges on hysterical. "It's
like he doesn't care any more."
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