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Elena stood at the kitchen island, slicing strawberries for the smoothie she made every morning out of habit more than desire. Sunlight streamed through the wide bay window, painting golden stripes across the granite countertop and the neatly stacked mail that Mark had sorted the night before. Their house was one of those perfectly manicured colonials in Willow Creek Estates—white siding, black shutters, a lawn that the landscaping service kept impossibly green even in late fall. From the outside, everything looked curated, intentional, enviable.

Inside, Elena felt like she was living in a catalog someone else had designed.

She glanced at the clock above the stove: 7:42 a.m. Mark would be down in three minutes, like always. He ran on a schedule so precise it could have been programmed into an app. She heard the shower shut off upstairs, the soft thud of his feet on the hardwood as he moved from bathroom to closet. She knew the sequence by heart: towel off, deodorant, the quiet rustle of his khaki pants sliding up, the careful knotting of his tie in front of the mirror he still angled slightly toward her side of the bed so he could watch her sleep on weekends.

When he appeared in the doorway, he was already smiling that small, apologetic smile he wore whenever he thought he might be interrupting her thoughts.

“Morning, babe,” he said, voice soft, as though the house itself might still be asleep. He crossed the kitchen and kissed the top of her head, careful not to disturb the loose waves of her dark hair. His lips lingered for half a second—just long enough to register affection, not long enough to suggest anything more urgent.

“Morning,” she replied, tipping her cheek up so he could reach it next. She handed him the smoothie she’d already poured into his stainless-steel tumbler. “Banana, spinach, and the protein powder you like.”

“You’re the best.” He took it gratefully, leaning against the counter while he sipped. “I might be home a little late tonight. Victor’s got us prepping for the quarterly review, and you know how he gets.”

Elena nodded, keeping her expression neutral. She did know how Victor got. Mark had been complaining about his boss for two years now—subtle digs wrapped in self-deprecating humor, never quite rising to the level of real anger. Victor was demanding, Victor was unfair, Victor rode Mark harder than anyone else in the department. And Mark absorbed it all, came home, kissed her on the cheek, and asked what she wanted for dinner.

“I’ll keep something warm for you,” she said.

He beamed, as if she’d offered to solve world hunger. “Have I told you lately how lucky I am?”

“Yesterday,” she teased lightly, but the words tasted flat in her mouth.

Mark checked his watch, winced theatrically. “Gotta run. Love you.” Another quick kiss—this time on the lips, dry and closed—and he was gone, the front door clicking shut with the gentle finality of a period at the end of a sentence.

Elena stood in the sudden quiet, listening to his car back out of the driveway. Only when the engine noise faded did she let her shoulders sag.

She carried her own smoothie upstairs to the spare bedroom she’d converted into an office. The room overlooked the backyard: a rectangle of perfect grass, a maple turning scarlet, the neighbor’s golden retriever nosing along the fence line. She settled into her ergonomic chair, opened her laptop, and stared at the half-finished logo design for a boutique candle company. Pastel swirls, soft serif font. Safe. Pretty. Unobjectionable.

Her mind wandered almost immediately.

It always did these days.

She thought about last night—how Mark had reached for her in bed after they’d turned off the lights. His hand had slid tentatively across her hip, a silent question. She’d rolled toward him, let him kiss her neck, let him move over her with the same careful rhythm they’d fallen into years ago. It had been pleasant enough, the way a warm bath was pleasant. He’d whispered “I love you” at the climax, voice cracking with earnestness, and she’d murmured it back because it was true, in its way. Then he’d rolled off, pulled her into the crook of his arm, and fallen asleep within minutes, breathing steady and trusting against her hair.

She had lain awake for an hour, staring at the ceiling fan’s slow rotation, feeling the familiar ache low in her belly. Not the afterglow kind. The unsatisfied kind. The kind that whispered, This is not enough.

Elena closed the design file without saving. Her cursor hovered over the browser icon. She told herself she was just going to check email, maybe scroll through design inspiration on Behance. But her fingers moved on autopilot, typing the URL she’d bookmarked under a bland folder labeled “Research.”

The forum loaded: dark mode, red accents, usernames in bold. BoundDesires. She’d been lurking for six months now, longer if she counted the hesitant Googling that had led her here. She never posted, rarely even liked anything. She just read. Threads about negotiation, about aftercare, about the exquisite terror of handing over control to someone who knew exactly how to wield it.

She clicked into a new post titled “First time surrendering completely—worth the fear?” The original poster described being bound spread-eagle to a St. Andrew’s cross, blindfolded, while her Dom alternated between a flogger and a vibrator until she sobbed from overstimulation. The replies were a mix of encouragement, shared stories, practical advice about hydration and drop.

Elena’s pulse quickened. She shifted in her chair, aware of the sudden warmth between her thighs. She hated how easily this affected her. Hated, too, the guilt that followed like clockwork.

She closed the tab quickly when she heard the mail truck outside.

Downstairs, she busied herself with laundry, wiping down counters that were already clean, anything to outrun the restlessness. In the bedroom, she opened Mark’s dresser drawer to put away folded socks and paused. On her side of the closet, behind a stack of sweaters she rarely wore, was a small lockbox. She hadn’t opened it in weeks.

Today, she did.

Inside: a pair of leather cuffs lined with fleece, a simple black blindfold, a silicone vibrator still in its discreet packaging. Gifts from a different lifetime. She lifted the cuffs, ran her thumb over the cool metal buckles. They’d been bought during a tipsy online shopping spree after a particularly vivid dream. She’d imagined showing them to Mark, whispering that she wanted to try something new. In her fantasy, he’d looked surprised, then intrigued, then taken charge in a way that made her knees weak.

In reality, she’d chickened out. The box had stayed hidden.

She remembered college—really remembered. Jake. Tall, broad-shouldered, with a quiet intensity that had unnerved her at first. They’d started dating sophomore year. One night, after too much cheap wine, he’d pinned her wrists above her head during a make-out session and growled, “Stay.” The command had shot straight through her like electricity. She’d stayed, trembling, soaked, desperate for whatever came next.

He’d been careful, curious, enthusiastic. They’d experimented with scarves as makeshift restraints, with spankings that left her ass pink and stinging, with him ordering her not to come until he said. Every time she obeyed, something inside her unlocked. She felt weightless, luminous, utterly known. Subspace, she’d later learn the word for it. Back then it was just magic.

When they broke up senior year—amiably, inevitably, different coasts—she’d assumed she’d find it again. That dominance and submission were just part of the sexual spectrum most couples eventually explored if they stayed together long enough.

She’d been wrong.

Mark was gentle, considerate, egalitarian in every sense. He believed in asking, never assuming. He believed her pleasure mattered as much as his, which was sweet. It was also, increasingly, maddening. She didn’t want to be asked if she was comfortable every thirty seconds. She wanted to be taken. Told. Owned, for an hour or two, and then cherished afterward.

She’d tried hinting once or twice early in their marriage. Suggested he hold her hands down. He’d done it lightly, almost playfully, then released her immediately to check if it was okay. Another time she’d asked him to spank her. He’d given a few hesitant pats, laughing nervously, asking if it hurt too much. She’d assured him it didn’t, but the moment had fizzled.

After that, she stopped asking.

She closed the lockbox and slid it back behind the sweaters.

Downstairs again, she made herself a sandwich she didn’t really want and sat at the kitchen table scrolling through her phone. A text from Mark popped up: Miss you already. Hope your designs are going well today! ❤️

She stared at the heart emoji for a long moment.

She typed back: Miss you too. Killing it here. Have a good afternoon.

Then she opened the forum again, just for a minute, she told herself.

Just to read one more thread.

By the time the afternoon light slanted low and golden through the windows, she’d read dozens. Her body hummed with unspent energy, her mind crowded with images she couldn’t shake. She closed the laptop firmly and went for a run—three miles around the neighborhood loop, earbuds in, pushing hard enough to quiet everything else.

When she returned, flushed and sweaty, she felt marginally more in control.

Mark texted at 6:15: Running late. Victor wants one more revision. Home by 8? Order Thai if you’re hungry.

She ordered Thai for both of them, showered, changed into leggings and one of his old college hoodies that hung loose on her frame. When he finally walked through the door at 8:27, he looked exhausted, tie loosened, hair slightly mussed in a way that made him seem younger.

“I’m so sorry,” he said immediately, dropping his bag and coming straight to her for a hug. “It was endless.”

“It’s okay,” she said into his shoulder. He smelled like office air-conditioning and the faint cedar of his cologne. Familiar. Safe.

They ate pad thai cross-legged on the living-room rug, some sitcom rerun playing in the background. He talked about work—Victor’s latest critique, the coworker who’d thrown him under the bus in a meeting. Elena listened, nodded, offered sympathetic murmurs. Inside, a small, traitorous part of her wondered what Victor looked like when he was angry. If his voice got low and dangerous. If he ever took that intensity anywhere besides the boardroom.

After dinner, Mark loaded the dishwasher while she checked emails. He suggested a movie; she agreed. They curled up on the couch, her head on his chest, his fingers idly stroking her hair. Halfway through, his hand drifted lower, cupping her breast tentatively through the hoodie.

She turned her face up to kiss him. They made out lazily, sweetly. His touches stayed gentle, exploratory, waiting for her signals. When she guided his hand between her legs, he stroked her with the same careful attention he gave everything else—until she came quietly, biting her lip, clinging to him.

Afterward, he held her close, whispering gratitude and love.

She fell asleep that night with her back to him, staring at the wall, the ache still there—quieter now, but persistent.

Like a promise she hadn’t yet broken.

***
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The next morning unfolded like a carbon copy of the one before: smoothie, kiss on the cheek, Mark’s car reversing down the driveway at 7:45 sharp. Elena watched from the window until the taillights disappeared around the corner, then let the curtain fall back into place.

She told herself she would work today. Really work. The candle company logo needed revisions; the client had sent polite but firm notes about making it “a touch more luxurious.” Elena opened the file, stared at the soft gold foil effect she’d applied to the lettering, and felt nothing. No spark of creativity, no satisfaction in the craft. Just a vague nausea at the thought of spending hours tweaking kerning for someone else’s scented soy wax.

She closed the laptop again.

By ten o’clock she was pacing the house in her socks, phone in hand, thumb hovering over the BoundDesires icon she’d buried three folders deep. She didn’t open it. Instead she cleaned the refrigerator—tossing expired yogurt, wiping shelves, reorganizing condiments by height. When that was done she rearranged the pantry. Then the linen closet. Anything to keep her hands busy and her mind from drifting to the places it wanted to go.

At noon she ate a salad standing over the sink, scrolling Instagram out of habit. Perfect couples in matching athleisure on vacation. Perfect wives announcing pregnancies with artful bump photos. Perfect kitchens with marble islands twice the size of hers. She liked a few posts mechanically, then threw the phone onto the couch like it had burned her.

Upstairs, she opened the lockbox again. This time she took the cuffs out. They were surprisingly heavy in her palm, the leather supple and cool. She buckled one around her left wrist, just to feel the snug embrace of it. The metal buckle clicked shut with a soft finality that sent a shiver up her arm. She imagined another hand doing it—someone else’s fingers tightening the strap, checking circulation with clinical detachment, voice low and calm as they asked, “Color?”

Green, Sir. Always green.

She unbuckled it quickly, cheeks hot, and shoved everything back into the box.

The afternoon stretched endlessly. She tried a yoga video in the living room, but the instructor’s soothing voice grated on her nerves. She turned it off halfway through downward dog and ended up on the couch instead, blanket pulled to her chin, staring at the ceiling. Memories of Jake surfaced unbidden: the way he’d loop his belt through the headboard slats and secure her wrists to it, the delicious strain in her shoulders, the helpless thrill when he stepped back to admire his work. How he’d trace a single fingertip down the center of her body, from sternum to navel to the place she ached most, and make her beg before he touched her properly.

They’d been so young. So unafraid of wanting things.

She must have dozed off, because the next thing she knew the front door was opening and Mark’s voice called out, “Honey? I’m home early!”

She sat up too fast, blanket tangled around her legs. “In here,” she answered, smoothing her hair.

He appeared in the doorway carrying a paper bag from the gourmet market downtown, grinning like a kid who’d gotten away with something. “I escaped at four. Victor was in a surprisingly good mood—some deal closed ahead of schedule—so I thought we could have a proper date night. I got those stuffed artichokes you like, and that bottle of Pinot Grigio we had on our anniversary trip.”

Elena felt a rush of affection for him, genuine and uncomplicated. This was the Mark she’d fallen in love with ten years ago: thoughtful, eager to please, boyishly proud when he managed to surprise her. She stood and kissed him properly, letting it linger a little, tasting coffee on his tongue.

“You’re amazing,” she said, and meant it.

They cooked together—well, Mark cooked while she chopped vegetables and set the table on the back patio because the evening was unseasonably warm. He talked animatedly about the deal that had saved his afternoon, about how Victor had actually clapped him on the shoulder and said “Good work, team.” Mark’s eyes shone with relief and pride. Elena listened, asked questions, laughed in the right places. For an hour or two, the restlessness quieted to a dull hum.

They ate under string lights Mark had installed last summer and barely ever used. The artichokes were perfect, the wine cold and crisp. When the bottle was empty, Mark reached across the table and took her hand.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said, a faint flush on his cheeks that might have been the wine or nerves. “We should take a trip. Just us. Maybe that little inn in Vermont we talked about? I could put in for the time off next week.”

Elena’s heart squeezed. She pictured cozy fireplaces, hikes through falling leaves, mornings in bed with nowhere to be. It sounded lovely. Safe. Sweet.

“That would be wonderful,” she said softly.

His smile could have powered the neighborhood. “I’ll book it tomorrow.”

They cleared the dishes together, moving around each other in the small kitchen with practiced ease. In the living room, Mark put on music—some mellow indie playlist he knew she liked—and pulled her onto the couch. They kissed slowly, lazily, the way they used to in the early days when everything still felt new. His hands slid under her shirt, warm against her back. She arched into him, wanting to lose herself in the familiarity.

When he whispered, “Bedroom?” she nodded.

Upstairs, clothes came off in stages. Mark was attentive, as always—kissing her collarbone, her breasts, asking if this felt good, if she wanted more. She guided him inside her, wrapped her legs around his waist, met his gentle thrusts with her own. It was nice. It was loving. When she came, it was a soft wave rather than a crash, pleasant and fleeting. Mark followed soon after, burying his face in her neck, murmuring her name like a prayer.

Afterward, he spooned her from behind, arm draped over her waist, fingers tracing idle circles on her stomach. “I love you so much,” he said into her hair. “I’m the luckiest guy in the world.”

“I love you too,” she whispered back. And she did. God, she did.

But when his breathing evened out into sleep ten minutes later, she lay staring at the sliver of moonlight on the wall, body still humming with a need that gentle lovemaking couldn’t touch. The ache was sharper now, edged with frustration. She felt like a fraud—curled against the man who adored her, secretly cataloging all the ways he wasn’t enough.

Carefully, she slipped out of bed. Mark stirred but didn’t wake. Downstairs, she poured herself a glass of water and stood at the kitchen window, looking out at the dark street. Every house on the block had its lights off; everyone else was asleep, living their orderly lives. She envied them their peace.

Back in the office, she opened the laptop again. This time she didn’t fight it. The forum loaded instantly, remembering where she’d left off. A new private message blinked in the corner—someone had noticed her profile views, perhaps, or the single anonymous “like” she’d accidentally left on a post weeks ago. The username was Master_Edge. The message was simple:

Saw you reading about surrender. Curious if you’ve ever taken the next step. No pressure. Just conversation.

Her heart hammered. She stared at the words for a long minute, finger hovering over the keyboard. She could ignore it. Close the tab. Go back to bed and pretend none of this existed.

Instead, she typed: Not yet. But I think about it constantly.

She hit send before she could second-guess herself, then slammed the laptop shut as if someone might walk in and catch her. Upstairs, she slid back under the covers. Mark shifted in his sleep, instinctively reaching for her, pulling her close again. She let him, pressing her back against his chest, feeling the steady rise and fall of his breathing.

For the rest of the night she didn’t sleep. She lay awake counting heartbeats—his calm and even, hers quick and traitorous—while somewhere in the dark, a door she’d been pretending wasn’t there creaked open just a fraction wider.

The invitation had arrived two weeks earlier, tucked into Mark's briefcase like contraband. Corporate holiday mixer, black-tie optional, at the downtown hotel that smelled of money and over-perfumed lilies. Mark had sighed when he showed it to her, running a thumb over the embossed letters as if they might bite. Victor's idea of team-building, he'd muttered. Means free bar and forced small talk. Want to come? You don't have to, but it'd be nice to have backup.

Elena had hesitated—one beat too long—then smiled. I'll come.

Now she stood in front of the full-length mirror on Friday evening, adjusting the neckline of a dress she hadn't worn since their last anniversary. Deep burgundy silk, cut low in the back, clinging to hips she rarely bothered dressing up for anymore. She told herself it was just fabric, just a party. But the way the hem swished against her thighs felt like prelude.

Mark appeared behind her, tie half-knotted, eyes widening in the reflection.

“Whoa,” he breathed.

She arched a brow. “Too much?”

“Too little,” he corrected, hands settling lightly on her waist. His reflection grinned behind hers, boyish and proud. “You look... incredible.”

She leaned back into him, just enough to feel the warmth of his chest through his crisp white shirt. “You clean up nice yourself.”

He laughed, self-conscious, and fumbled with the tie. Elena reached up, finished the knot for him, fingers brushing the warm skin of his neck. For a second their eyes met in the mirror—hers dark with something unnamed, his bright with uncomplicated admiration.

“Ready?” he asked.

“As I'll ever be.”

The hotel ballroom was already buzzing when they arrived. Crystal chandeliers cast fractured light over clusters of suits and cocktail dresses. A string quartet played something tasteful in the corner, competing with the low roar of conversation and laughter. Mark guided her through the crowd with a hand at the small of her back—protective, but light, as if afraid to press too hard.

They found their table near the edge of the dance floor. Mark's colleagues greeted them with handshakes and air-kisses: Tom from accounting, Sarah from HR, a few others whose names Elena forgot immediately. She smiled, made small talk about the weather and holiday plans, sipped the champagne a waiter pressed into her hand.

Mark stayed close, topping off her glass when it dipped low, introducing her proudly as “my brilliant wife, the designer.” It was sweet. It always was.

Then Victor arrived.

He entered the room like he owned it—which, in a way, he did. Tall, broad-shouldered, early forties with salt-and-pepper hair cropped close and a jaw that looked carved from granite. His tuxedo fit like it had been invented for him alone. Conversations shifted subtly as he moved through the crowd: backs straightened, smiles sharpened. He shook hands firmly, clapped shoulders, his deep voice cutting through the noise without effort.

Mark spotted him first. His fingers tightened fractionally on Elena's arm. “There he is. Let's get the introductions over with.”

They approached as Victor finished greeting a cluster of executives. Up close, he was even more imposing—six-three at least, with eyes the color of storm clouds and a presence that seemed to pull the air toward him.

“Victor,” Mark said, voice pitched a little higher than usual. “Great turnout tonight.”

Victor's gaze flicked to Mark, assessed, then warmed into something almost genial. “Mark. Glad you could make it.” His handshake looked firm enough to bruise. “And this must be the famous Elena.”

Mark beamed. “Yes, sir. Elena, Victor Langford—my boss.”

Victor took her hand—not a shake, but a hold. His palm was warm, dry, enveloping. He didn't release immediately. “Mark's mentioned you often. Though he failed to mention how stunning you are.”

Heat rose in Elena's cheeks. She laughed softly, trying for casual. “He exaggerates my talents.”

“I doubt that.” Victor's eyes held hers a second longer than politeness required. There was nothing leering in it—just a steady, appraising intensity that made her feel suddenly, sharply visible. “What do you design?”

“Mostly branding for small businesses. Logos, packaging. Nothing as exciting as whatever deals you close.”

His smile curved, slow and knowing. “Everything has its excitement, if you know where to look.”

Mark chuckled nervously beside her. “Elena's being modest. She's got clients lined up.”

Victor finally released her hand, but the imprint of his grip lingered. “I'm sure she does.” He turned to Mark then, the warmth cooling a few degrees. “We'll need that revised forecast on my desk Monday morning. The board's antsy.”

Mark nodded quickly. “Already in progress. I'll have it to you first thing.”

“Good man.” Victor clapped Mark's shoulder once—hard enough that Mark swayed slightly—then excused himself to circulate.

Elena watched him go, pulse thrumming in her ears.

The rest of the evening passed in a blur of small talk and canapés. Mark drank steadily, loosening into stories about office politics that Elena had heard versions of before. She nodded, smiled, but her attention kept drifting to Victor across the room. He moved from group to group with effortless command, laughing at the right moments, leaning in to make points that had people nodding vigorously.
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