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A Note on Content




Dark erotica ahead—expect intensity (🌶️🌶️🌶️🌶️), explicit BDSM, psychological tension, and a marriage fighting its way back from the edge. 

For details, scan the QR code below or visit https://southernheatromance.wordpress.com/content-notes/.

 — Q
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Wicked Science




Some marriages don't fail—they flatline. Two people sharing a bed like strangers, love slowly suffocating in silence. 

The Meridian Institute specializes in resurrection. On a private island where NDAs run longer than wedding vows, desperate couples sign away their privacy for one last chance. The experiments push boundaries. The observations never stop. And participants discover desires they never knew they had—along with truths about the Institute that were never meant to surface.

Welcome to The Meridian, where science meets desire and consent comes with fine print.

Read it carefully. No one ever does.

— Quinn Sterling
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Chapter 1

The Last Resort


ELARA





Fifty thousand dollars to save a marriage. 

The number churned through Elara's mind as the ferry cut through gray-green waves toward the island. Fifty thousand. Nearly everything they'd saved for a down payment on a house. Six years of careful budgeting, of saying no to vacations and yes to 401k contributions. Gone. Spent on a last-ditch attempt to fix what she'd broken.

This is our last chance.

The thought settled in her chest like a stone. Heavy. Inescapable.

She gripped the ferry's railing, salt spray misting her face, and didn't look at the man sitting twenty feet away on a bench. Didn't need to. Marcus's presence pulled at her the way it always had—that magnetic draw that had brought her to him in a crowded college library nine years ago, when he'd looked up from his architecture textbook and smiled at her like she was the only person in the room.

He wasn't smiling now.

Elara risked a glance over her shoulder. Marcus sat hunched forward, elbows on his knees, staring at nothing. Dark circles shadowed his eyes. His sandy brown hair—perpetually disheveled even on good days—looked like he'd been running his hands through it. Again. The nervous habit he'd developed six months ago. At six-foot-two, he usually carried himself with easy confidence, but now his broad shoulders curved inward like he was trying to disappear.

Six months ago, when he'd picked up her phone to check the time and seen Ryan's name on the screen. Again. And again. And the messages beneath that made it clear she'd been confiding in her coworker about things she should have been sharing with her husband.

I feel invisible.

Does he even see me anymore?

Sometimes I wonder if we've just become roommates who occasionally have sex.

She'd never touched Ryan. Never kissed him. Never even met him outside of work. But the emotional intimacy—the way she'd turned to another man when her marriage started feeling hollow—had cut Marcus deeper than any physical affair could have.

She'd watched his face when he'd read those messages. Watched him crumble. Watched the man who'd promised to love her forever realize he wasn't enough.

I did that to him.

The guilt was a living thing inside her chest, clawing and relentless. She deserved it. Deserved worse, probably. But Marcus—Marcus deserved better than what she'd given him.

Which is why they were here. On a ferry to a private island neither of them could afford, trusting strangers with the shattered remains of their marriage.

The Meridian Institute.

She'd found it during a desperate 2 AM Google search: save failing marriage intensive therapy. Most results were standard couples counseling, weekend retreats with trust falls and communication exercises. But The Meridian had been different. Exclusive. Expensive. Promising.

"We don't save marriages," their website had stated. "We help you remember why they were worth fighting for."

The intake process had been exhaustive—questionnaires, video interviews, psychological assessments, financial verification. They'd accepted less than ten percent of applicants. Elara had thrown herself into the application the way she attacked everything: with meticulous precision and relentless determination.

If she could just fix this. If she could just find the right solution, implement the right strategy, execute the right plan—

Control, her mother's voice echoed in her head. You always need to control everything, beta. Sometimes you have to let go.

Easy for Amma to say. Her parents had been married thirty-five years, steady as bedrock. They'd immigrated from Andhra Pradesh before Elara was born, built a life from nothing, raised her with clear expectations: excel academically, marry well, make them proud.

She'd checked all the boxes. Berkeley undergrad. MBA from Stanford. Senior Marketing Manager at twenty-nine. Married to a kind, stable man with a good career.

And somehow, she'd still failed at the one thing that mattered most.

The ferry's engine cut, jolting her from her thoughts. An island materialized from the mist—lush and green, with white buildings gleaming against dark cliffs. Beautiful. Isolated. Exactly as advertised.

No phones, the acceptance packet had warned. No outside contact. Seven days of complete immersion in your relationship.

Seven days to fix six years of slow deterioration.

Seven days to become strangers who could barely look at each other.

Or seven days to remember why they'd fallen in love in the first place.

Elara pulled her hair out of its ponytail—the straight black length whipping in the wind—then immediately twisted it back up. Tighter this time. Severe and controlled. Armor in place. She caught her reflection in the ferry's window: dark brown eyes shadowed with exhaustion, warm brown skin looking dull despite her athletic runner's build. Twenty-nine and she looked like she'd aged years in six months.

"We're here." Marcus's voice came from behind her, rough from disuse. They'd barely spoken during the drive to the ferry terminal, during the two-hour wait, during the forty-minute crossing.

She turned. He stood a few feet away, hands shoved in his pockets, shoulders hunched against the wind. Tall—she'd forgotten how tall, how safe she'd once been just standing near him. His hazel eyes met hers for a brief second before sliding away.

"Yeah." Her voice came out steadier than she felt. "We are."

The ferry docked with practiced efficiency. A woman waited on the pier—mid-forties, white, expensive gray suit tailored to perfection, dark hair pulled into a sleek bun. Sharp features that suggested she didn't suffer fools. She smiled as they disembarked, professional and welcoming.

"Mr. and Mrs. Reid. Welcome to The Meridian Institute." Her voice carried the polish of someone accustomed to managing people. "I'm Dr. Sophia Vance, lead researcher. I'll be overseeing your program this week."

Researcher. Not therapist. Elara filed that away.

"Thank you for having us." She shook Sophia's offered hand, noting the firm grip, the assessing gaze.

Marcus shook hands next, his own grip brief. "Appreciate the opportunity."

"Of course." Sophia's smile didn't quite reach her eyes. "Shall we? I'll show you to your suite and give you the orientation."

They followed her up a stone path toward the main building. Elara's suitcase wheels clicked against the pavement—a steady, rhythmic sound that filled the silence between them. Marcus walked beside her, not touching, a careful two feet of space maintained.

When did we start needing space from each other?

The facility was stunning. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the ocean. Modern architecture blended with natural elements—stone, wood, clean lines. Everything gleamed. Everything felt intentional.

"The Meridian accommodates up to twenty couples at a time," Sophia explained as they walked through an airy corridor. "Currently, we have six couples in residence, including yourselves. You'll interact during some group sessions, but most of your work will be private."

"What kind of work?" Elara asked. She'd read the packet, but it had been deliberately vague. Experiential learning. Guided exploration. Boundary expansion.

"Exercises designed to help you reconnect," Sophia said smoothly. "Communication drills. Trust-building activities. Intimacy workshops. All tailored to your specific needs based on your intake assessments."

Marcus's jaw tightened. He hated vague answers. Always had.

Sophia stopped in front of a door marked with a discreet number: 7. "Your suite. We've provisioned it with everything you'll need. If you require anything else, there's an intercom system."

She opened the door, revealing a spacious room with ocean views. Minimalist furniture. Soft lighting. A seating area with a couch and chairs. A bathroom visible through an open door.

And one bed.

King-sized. Covered in white linens. Impossible to ignore.

Elara's stomach clenched. They'd been sleeping in separate rooms for three months. Ever since the night she'd confessed about Ryan, when Marcus had looked at her like she was a stranger and said, I can't sleep next to you right now.

"I'll give you thirty minutes to settle in," Sophia said, either oblivious to the tension or expertly ignoring it. "Then we'll meet in my office for your initial consultation. Second floor, room 201."

She left with another professional smile, the door clicking shut behind her.

Silence descended. Heavy. Suffocating.

Elara gripped her suitcase handle. "I can take the couch."

"Don't." Marcus crossed to the window, putting the bed between them. "It's a week. We can share a bed."

Can we? She wanted to ask. But the set of his shoulders—rigid, defensive—told her to drop it.

She wheeled her suitcase toward the closet. Started unpacking with methodical precision. Blouses on hangers. Pants folded. Underwear in drawers. If she focused on the task, she didn't have to think about the bed. About sleeping next to him for the first time in months. About whether she'd be able to handle it without breaking down.

Marcus stayed by the window. She could feel him watching the ocean, jaw clenched, probably second-guessing this entire trip.

Say something, she willed him. Yell at me. Tell me I'm an idiot for thinking this would work. Tell me you hate me.

But he didn't. He just stood there, separate and silent, and somehow that was worse.

Elara hung her last shirt with deliberate care. Closed the closet door. Turned to find Marcus still at the window, hands shoved in his pockets.

"When did we become strangers?" The words escaped before she could stop them. Quiet. Honest. Devastating.

Marcus's shoulders tensed. For a long moment, he didn't respond. Then, without turning, he said, "I don't know. Somewhere between you choosing to talk to him instead of me and me being too afraid of conflict to fight for you."

The admission hung between them—raw and painful and true.

"I'm sorry." Her voice cracked. "I'm so sorry, Marcus. I know it doesn't fix anything, but—"

"You've apologized." He finally turned, and the exhaustion in his face made her chest ache. "A hundred times. I know you're sorry. But sorry doesn't tell me why. It doesn't tell me what I did wrong, what I failed to give you, why I wasn't enough."

"You didn't do anything wrong." Tears burned her throat. "It was me. I was scared and stupid and I didn't know how to—"

"How to what?" His voice rose slightly. "How to talk to your husband? How to tell me you felt invisible? You found words for him, Elara. Why couldn't you find them for me?"

Because Ryan had been safe. An outlet. Someone who didn't know her well enough to be disappointed when she couldn't be perfect.

Because admitting vulnerability to Marcus—admitting she was failing at their marriage the way she'd never failed at anything—had felt impossible.

Because she was a coward who'd rather confide in a stranger than risk her husband seeing her cracks.

"I don't know," she whispered. "I don't know why it was easier with him. But it was wrong. I know it was wrong."

Marcus scrubbed a hand through his hair. "I'm not trying to fight with you. I'm just—I'm tired. I'm tired of being angry and hurt and feeling like I'm not enough. I'm tired of us being broken."

"Me too."

"So maybe this place can help." He sounded more like he was trying to convince himself. "Maybe they can fix whatever's wrong with us."

"Maybe." She wanted to believe it. God, she wanted to believe it.

A soft chime sounded—the intercom. Sophia's voice, warm and professional: "Mr. and Mrs. Reid, please join me in room 201 when you're ready."

Marcus met her eyes for the first time since they'd entered the suite. "Ready?"

No. Not even close.

"Yes," she said.

They left the suite together, walking side by side down the pristine hallway. Not touching. Not talking. Two people who'd promised forever, now strangers gambling everything on one last chance.

Please let this work, Elara prayed to a god she wasn't sure she believed in. Please let us find our way back.

Because if this didn't work—if fifty thousand dollars and seven days couldn't bridge the canyon between them—then she didn't know what would.

And she wasn't sure she could survive losing him.

Even if she deserved to.

Room 201 was less clinical than Elara had expected. Warm lighting. Comfortable chairs arranged around a low table. Windows overlooking the gardens. It could have been a therapist's office anywhere.

Except for the cameras.

Small. Discreet. Mounted in corners. She counted three before Sophia gestured to the chairs.

"Please, sit." Sophia settled into her own chair, tablet in hand. "I know you're both anxious. That's normal. Let's start with the basics."

Elara perched on the edge of her seat, spine straight. Beside her—close enough that their knees almost touched—Marcus leaned back, arms crossed.

"The Meridian Institute is a research facility," Sophia began. "Our mission is to study relationship dynamics and develop interventions that help couples reconnect. Everything you do here is part of that research. You consented to observation and data collection in your intake paperwork."

"Everything?" Marcus asked, an edge to his voice.

"Everything." Sophia's gaze was steady. "Conversations. Exercises. Private moments. We're studying how couples interact when they're trying to rebuild. That requires comprehensive observation."

Elara's stomach twisted. She'd skimmed that part of the paperwork, too focused on the promise of help to fully process what she was agreeing to.

"For the next seven days," Sophia continued, "you'll participate in structured exercises designed to break down the barriers between you. Some will be comfortable. Some won't be. But I promise you—if you commit fully to the process, you'll leave here different than you arrived."

"Different how?" Elara asked.

"That depends on you." Sophia's smile was almost sympathetic. "Some couples leave with their marriages healed. Some leave with clarity about ending them. Some leave with something in between. But everyone leaves with truth."

Truth. Elara wasn't sure she was ready for truth. She'd spent so long constructing careful facades—the perfect daughter, the perfect employee, the perfect wife who definitely wasn't failing at her marriage.

"What do we do first?" Marcus's voice was flat. Resigned.

"Tonight, you rest. Settle in. Tomorrow morning, we begin individual consultations—one-on-one sessions where I'll assess each of your needs and desires. Then we'll start joint exercises." Sophia leaned forward. "I want to be clear about something: this will be uncomfortable. You'll be asked to confront things you've been avoiding. You'll be vulnerable in ways you haven't been in years, possibly ever. Can you commit to that?"

Elara looked at Marcus. He looked back. For one second, his expression cracked—she saw the fear beneath the exhaustion, the desperate hope he was trying to hide.

We're both terrified.

"Yes," she said.

"Yes," Marcus echoed.

"Good." Sophia made a note on her tablet. "One more thing. You both mentioned safe words in your intake. Have you established them?"

Heat crept up Elara's neck. That section of the questionnaire had been… explicit. Questions about sexual preferences, fantasies, boundaries. She'd filled it out alone in her office at midnight, blushing at her own honesty.

"Not yet," Marcus said, voice carefully neutral.

"Then do that tonight. You'll need them." Sophia stood, signaling the end of the session. "Standard traffic light system works well: green for continue, yellow for slow down, red for stop immediately. Does that work for you both?"

They nodded mutely.

"Excellent. Dinner is at seven in the main dining room. I'll see you tomorrow at nine, Elara. Marcus, you're at ten." She walked them to the door. "Rest well. Tomorrow, the real work begins."

The dining room buzzed with quiet conversation. Six couples, including them. Twelve people who'd paid obscene amounts of money to fix their broken relationships.

Elara picked at grilled salmon she couldn't taste while Marcus systematically worked through his plate across from her. They'd chosen a table in the corner, away from the others. Neither had suggested sitting with the group.

"This is weird," Marcus said finally, voice low.

"Yeah."

"Fifty thousand dollars weird."

"Yeah."

He set down his fork. "Elara."

She looked up. His hazel eyes were serious, searching hers.

"I want this to work," he said. "I need you to know that. I'm here because I still love you, even though everything's fucked up. I'm here because I don't want to give up on us."

Tears threatened. She blinked them back. "I love you too. I never stopped. I just… forgot how to show you."

"Then we remember. Together." He held out his hand across the table.

She stared at it. At the calluses from his architectural models, the scar from a table saw accident in grad school, the gold band on his fourth finger.

When did I stop reaching for him?

Slowly, she placed her hand in his.

His fingers closed around hers—warm and familiar and achingly right. A connection. Fragile. Tentative.

But there.

"Together," she whispered.

For the first time in six months, Marcus smiled. Not the full, brilliant grin that had made her fall in love with him. But a small, cautious curve of his lips that felt like hope.

Maybe The Meridian could help them.

Maybe they could find their way back.

Maybe fifty thousand dollars and seven days was exactly what they needed.

Please, Elara thought, holding her husband's hand across a table on an island full of strangers. Please let us find each other again.

Because losing him would destroy her.

And she was so tired of being broken.








  
  

Chapter 2

Welcome to The Meridian


MARCUS





The suite's king bed mocked him from across the room. 

Marcus stood at the window, watching waves crash against black rocks below, and tried not to think about the fact that tonight he'd sleep next to his wife for the first time in three months. Next to Elara, who smelled like jasmine and looked at him like he was a stranger. Elara, who'd given her thoughts and feelings and late-night confessions to another man while Marcus had been too careful, too conflict-avoidant, too fucking nice to demand she give them to him instead.

His reflection stared back at him in the darkening glass. Dark circles. Disheveled hair from running his hands through it on the ferry. At six-foot-two, he usually felt solid, grounded. Right now, he felt hollowed out.

Behind him, he heard Elara moving through the suite—closet doors opening, hangers sliding on rods, that methodical precision she applied to everything. Including their marriage, apparently. Step one: have emotional affair. Step two: get caught. Step three: throw money at the problem.

Fifty thousand dollars.

His stomach twisted. That was the down payment on a house. The safety net he'd been building since his parents' divorce taught him that financial instability destroyed relationships as surely as infidelity.

But what did it matter if they had a house when they couldn't stand to be in the same room?

"Marcus?" Elara's voice cut through his thoughts. Quiet. Uncertain.

He turned. She stood by the bed, dark brown eyes searching his face. Her straight black hair was down now, falling past her shoulders instead of pulled into that severe ponytail. She looked younger like this. Vulnerable. The woman he'd fallen in love with at nineteen, not the corporate executive who'd forgotten how to let him in.

"Yeah?"

"I can take the couch." She gestured to the seating area. "If you want the bed."

"We paid fifty thousand dollars to be here." His voice came out harsher than intended. "I think we can manage to share a bed for a week."

She flinched. Good. Maybe he wanted her to flinch. Maybe he was tired of being the understanding one, the patient one, the one who swallowed his anger so she wouldn't have to face the depth of what she'd done.

"Okay." She turned back to her unpacking.

The silence stretched between them—heavy and familiar and suffocating. This is what they'd become. Polite strangers sharing space, carefully stepping around the landmine of honest conversation.

A soft chime interrupted them. The intercom crackled to life with Dr. Vance's smooth, professional voice: "Mr. Reid, I'm ready for you now. Second floor, room 201."

Marcus grabbed his wallet from the dresser. Elara didn't look up as he left.

Room 201 was designed to look comfortable—warm lighting, soft chairs, a couch that probably cost more than his car. But cameras blinked from three corners, and the pristine white walls felt clinical despite the artwork. A therapy room trying very hard not to look like a laboratory.

Dr. Sophia Vance sat in a leather chair, tablet balanced on her knee. Mid-forties, white, sharp features that suggested she didn't suffer fools. Her dark hair was pulled into that same sleek bun from earlier, and her gray suit looked tailored to perfection. She gestured to the chair across from her.

"Marcus. Thank you for being punctual." Her smile was professional, assessing. "How are you settling in?"

"Fine." He sat, immediately feeling too large for the chair. "The suite is nice."

"But?"

"But nothing. It's nice."

Sophia's gaze sharpened. "Marcus, we have seven days together. You can spend them giving me polite deflections, or you can be honest. Your choice. But only one of those options has any chance of saving your marriage."

The bluntness startled him. He'd expected therapeutic platitudes, gentle leading questions, the soft approach therapists usually took. Not this direct challenge.

"Honest," he said slowly. "You want honest?"

"I want the truth you've been afraid to say out loud."

Marcus's jaw clenched. The truth. The truth was ugly and raw and he'd spent six months choking it down because saying it would make it real.

"She had an emotional affair." The words tasted like ash. "My wife fell in love with someone else. Or maybe she didn't fall in love, maybe she just wanted someone who wasn't me. Someone who listened better or talked better or was just… better."

"Did she say that?"

"She said it wasn't physical. Like that makes it better." He laughed bitterly. "I read the messages, Dr. Vance. I saw how she opened up to him. The things she told him—about feeling invisible, about wondering if we'd made a mistake, about all the ways she was unhappy. Things she never said to me."

"Did you ask her to say them to you?"

"I—" He stopped. Had he? Or had he just assumed everything was fine because addressing problems meant conflict, and conflict meant his parents' divorce all over again?

"I don't like fighting," he admitted. "My parents' marriage ended in screaming matches and broken dishes and lawyers. I swore I'd never do that. Be the nice guy. The understanding guy. The guy who doesn't push."

"And how did that work out?"

"She confided in another man instead of me." The anger surged hot and sudden. "So not great."

Sophia made a note on her tablet. "Tell me about him. The other man."

"Ryan. Works in her building. Marketing, like her." Marcus's hands fisted on his thighs. "Charming. Articulate. Probably never runs out of things to say. Everything I'm not."

"You think she wanted him because he's different from you?"

"I think she wanted someone who made her feel seen." The admission hurt. "And I stopped seeing her somewhere along the way. Got comfortable. Assumed she was happy because she didn't complain. Didn't notice she was pulling away until she'd already gone."

"Do you blame her?"

The question landed like a punch. "What?"

"For the affair. Do you blame her, or do you blame yourself?"

Marcus stared at her. "Both. Neither. I don't know." He scrubbed his hands through his hair. "I blame her for not talking to me. For choosing someone else when she should have chosen us. But I blame myself for being so fucking passive that she felt invisible. For not fighting for her. For being nice when maybe what she needed was intensity."

"Interesting word choice. Intensity." Sophia leaned forward slightly. "What would intensity look like?"

"I don't know." But he did know. He'd thought about it every night since finding those messages. Thought about pulling Elara away from her laptop, from her phone, from every distraction and making her focus on him. Making her see him. Making her remember why she'd said yes when he proposed.

"Try," Sophia pressed. "If you weren't being nice, what would you do?"

The dark thought rose unbidden: I'd make her forget he exists. I'd mark her, claim her, make sure she never looked at anyone else again. I'd be everything she can't ignore.

Heat crawled up his neck. "I'd… be different. Less passive. More assertive."

"You'd take what you want instead of waiting for permission."

"I guess."

"That frightens you."

It wasn't a question. Marcus met her gaze and found understanding there—not judgment, just clinical observation.

"My dad was assertive," he said quietly. "Aggressive, really. Demanded things from my mom. She eventually left him. I learned that pushing women away means losing them."

"But being passive lost Elara too."

"Yeah." The word came out rough. "So I guess I'm fucked either way."

Sophia set down her tablet. "Marcus, let me be clear about something. The Meridian doesn't teach people to be someone they're not. What we do is help couples discover who they actually are beneath the personas they've constructed. The 'nice guy' isn't the real you—it's armor. Protection against becoming your father."

"And you think the real me is what? Some possessive asshole?"

"I think the real you contains desires you've been afraid to acknowledge. Desires that might terrify you because they feel dangerous. But desire isn't inherently harmful. It's what you do with it that matters."

Marcus's heart hammered. "What if she doesn't want that version of me?"

"What if she does?" Sophia's smile was knowing. "Elara came here too, Marcus. She's desperate to fix this marriage just like you are. People don't spend fifty thousand dollars on relationships they want to abandon."

"She might want to fix it. Doesn't mean she wants me."

"Did you ever ask her what she wants? Truly wants—not the safe, acceptable answer, but the raw, honest truth?"

No. He hadn't. Because asking meant risking an answer he couldn't handle.

"The experiments will push you both," Sophia continued. "You'll be put in situations designed to strip away the politeness and reveal what's underneath. You might discover desires you didn't know you had. Both of you." She paused. "Are you willing to let that happen?"

Marcus thought about Elara in their suite, unpacking with methodical precision. Thought about sleeping next to her tonight, close enough to touch but with an ocean of distance between them. Thought about another six months of this half-life, or a divorce, or just slowly dying inside a marriage that had become a tomb.

"Yes," he said. "I'm willing."

"Good." Sophia stood, signaling the end of the session. "Tomorrow, Elara has her individual consultation. Then we begin joint exercises. For tonight, I have one simple instruction: sleep in the same bed. No touching required. But share the space you've been avoiding."

"That's it?"

"Proximity breeds intimacy, Marcus. Or it breeds confrontation. Either way, it's progress."

Marcus returned to the suite to find Elara curled in one of the chairs, laptop open, frowning at her screen. Still in work mode. Still hiding behind productivity.

"I thought we weren't supposed to have devices here," he said.

She jumped, hand flying to her chest. "Jesus, Marcus. You scared me."

"Sorry." He wasn't sorry. Part of him liked startling her. Liked disrupting her careful control. "Your laptop?"

"They let me bring it for journaling. No internet, though." She closed it. "Dr. Vance suggested documenting our experience."

Of course she'd already started documenting. Analyzing. Turning their marriage into a project with measurable outcomes and action items.

"What did you write?" He crossed to the mini-fridge, pulled out a water bottle.

"Nothing yet. Just thinking."

"About?"

"Why you're being hostile."

Marcus froze, bottle halfway to his mouth. "I'm not—"

"You are." She unfolded from the chair, standing to face him. Even at 5'6", she had a presence when she wanted it. "You've been angry since we got on the ferry. I get it. You have every right to be angry. But if we're going to do this, if we're really going to try, you can't just ice me out."

"I'm not icing you out."

"You barely looked at me during dinner."

"I looked at you."

"You looked through me." Her voice cracked slightly. "Marcus, please. I know I don't deserve patience. I know I fucked everything up. But we're here now, and I'm trying, and I need you to try too."

Something in her tone—the rawness, the vulnerability she usually kept locked away—made the anger drain out of him.

"I saw Dr. Vance," he said instead of answering.

"How was it?"

"Uncomfortable." He set down the water bottle. "She asked about Ryan."

Elara's face went carefully blank. "What did you say?"

"The truth. That it hurt. That I don't know how to forgive you when you won't tell me why you needed him instead of me."

"I didn't need him—"

"You confided in him, Elara. Things you never told me. That's need."

She wrapped her arms around herself, defensive and small. "I was wrong. I know I was wrong."

"I don't want you to apologize again." He moved closer, watching her tense. "I want to understand. What was missing? What did I fail to give you?"

"You didn't fail—"

"Yes, I did." He stopped a few feet away, hands shoved in his pockets to keep from reaching for her. "I was passive. Comfortable. I stopped fighting for you because I thought being easy to live with was enough. It wasn't."

Elara's eyes glistened. "I stopped fighting too. Stopped trying to connect because work was easier. Stopped being vulnerable because perfect was safer. We both failed."

"So what do we do now?"

"We try." She took a shaky breath. "We spend seven days being uncomfortable and honest and we try."

Marcus nodded. The silence between them felt different now—still heavy, but less hostile. More like grief than anger.

"I should shower," Elara said finally. "It's been a long day."

"Yeah. Go ahead."

She disappeared into the bathroom. Marcus heard water running, heard the shower door close, and tried not to think about her naked on the other side of that wall. Tried not to remember what her skin felt like, tasted like, sounded like when he made her come.

When he made her come. Past tense. They hadn't had sex in over a month. Hadn't touched in three. The longest drought of their marriage, and it felt like dying by inches.

He changed into sleep pants and a t-shirt. Pulled back the covers on one side of the bed. Stared at the vast expanse of mattress and wondered how something meant for two people could feel so empty.

Elara emerged from the bathroom in flannel pajamas—full coverage, nothing seductive. Her wet hair hung loose, dripping on her shoulders. She looked younger. More like the girl he'd married than the woman she'd become.

"Which side do you want?" she asked.

"I don't care."

She chose the side farthest from the window. Climbed in carefully, staying on the edge of the mattress like it might burn her. Marcus took the other side, leaving a careful two feet between them.

The lights went out with a voice command from Elara. Darkness settled over the room, broken only by moonlight through sheer curtains.

Marcus lay on his back, staring at the ceiling. Beside him, Elara's breathing was careful and controlled. Neither of them moved.

"Marcus?" Her voice was small in the dark.

"Yeah?"

"I'm glad we're here. Even if it's awful. Even if we fail. At least we're trying."

His throat tightened. "Yeah. Me too."

Silence again. But after a few minutes, he heard her breathing even out. Sleep claiming her the way it always did—quickly, efficiently, no tossing and turning.

Marcus stayed awake, hyper-aware of her presence. The scent of her shampoo. The soft sounds of her breathing. The warmth radiating from her body across the space between them.

I'd make her forget he exists. I'd make sure she never looked at anyone else again.

The thought circled back, dark and insistent. Dr. Vance's question echoed: What would you do if you weren't nice?

Marcus didn't have an answer yet.

But something inside him—something he'd kept carefully locked away for thirty years—was beginning to wake up.

And it was hungry.
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