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STORY 1 – THE INVITATION

	The invitation arrived on cream cardstock, no name, just a single symbol embossed in matte black—a circle with an inverted triangle inside. I recognized it. Twenty minutes later, I was pushing through a heavy oak door in an alley I'd passed a thousand times without noticing. The bar behind was empty except for a single bartender polishing a crystal glass, who nodded toward a curtained archway.

	Beyond the curtain, the air cooled, the lights dimmed to a single amber spotlight. In its center stood a woman, motionless, facing away. Her back was bare to the waist, skin pale and smooth. Her posture was rigid but not fearful. A man stood to the side, a server, holding a silver tray. On it rested a single black silk blindfold and a pair of slim, leather cuffs, linked by a short chain. He approached, wordless, offering the tray.

	She had not moved, not even when I entered the room. I took the cuffs, the leather cool and stiff. Their weight was perfect. Her control was impressive. A lesser woman would have flinched, would have turned. Her discipline was the true invitation. I walked a slow circle around her. Her eyes were closed, long lashes resting on high cheekbones. A single dark curl escaped its pin at her nape. She smelled of clean linen and something else, something metallic and sharp, like fresh blood.

	Her breathing was measured, almost inaudible. I reached out, not to touch her, but to let her feel the displacement of air as my fingers passed an inch from her shoulder blade. She did not react. Her stillness was a choice, a presentation. The server had vanished. We were alone. Her obedience was a physical presence in the room, a third entity between us, tangible as the scent of her skin or the silence of our breathing.

	I set the cuffs on a small lacquer table beside her. The clink of metal on wood was the only sound. Her hands remained clasped behind her back, a posture of restraint without the need for restraints. I retrieved the blindfold. The silk was cool, heavy. I stepped behind her, my shadow swallowing hers in the amber light. I lifted the dark silk to her face, letting it brush against her cheek before I covered her eyes. Her lids fluttered once beneath the fabric. A slight intake of breath, controlled, released. Then nothing. She accepted the darkness.

	The transformation was immediate. With sight gone, her other senses heightened. The slight tremor in her hands was now perceptible. Her posture, once rigid with discipline, softened into something more vulnerable. She leaned back, infinitesimally, toward the warmth of my body. A test. An unconscious seeking. I did not move away, but did not close the distance either. Her breath hitched. The wait was its own kind of touch.

	Now, the cuffs. I took one wrist. Her pulse beat fast under my thumb, a trapped bird. I closed the leather around it. The click of the lock echoed in the silence. Then the other. Her hands were no longer her own. I gave the short chain a gentle tug. She took a small, stumbling step backward, colliding softly with my chest. A gasp escaped her lips, the first uncontrolled sound she had made. Her body was tense, a wire pulled taut. She was caught, but not held. She was waiting.

	Her vulnerability was exquisite. Blind and bound, she existed in the space I created around her. I ran a single finger down her spine, from nape to the dip of her lower back. Her shudder was gratifyingly violent. Another finger traced the line of her shoulder. Her head tilted, exposing her throat. An offering. I accepted, not with a bite or a kiss, but with the light pressure of my thumb against the pulse point in her neck. I held it there, feeling her life beat against my skin. Her knees threatened to buckle. I held her up with that single point of contact.
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