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Chapter 1: Packing & Panic

Olivia woke before her alarm, heart already racing, as if her body had known before her brain caught up.

Her phone lay face-down on the bedside table, vibrating itself slowly toward the edge. She reached for it without opening her eyes, thumb smearing across the screen. Light bloomed in the dark, too bright, too urgent.

BBC News: Lockdown measures expected within 48 hours.

Government briefing scheduled for tonight.

Stay at home. Protect the NHS. Save lives.

She sat up, duvet pooling around her waist, the flat cold in that particular early-spring way London did so well—grey even before dawn, air heavy with rain that hadn’t quite decided whether to fall yet.

Notifications stacked on notifications. Twitter threads unspooling into panic and jokes and panic disguised as jokes. Someone had already made a meme. Someone else was arguing about toilet roll. Someone she vaguely knew from university was insisting this was all overblown, while three others replied with links and expletives and fear masquerading as certainty.

Her group chats were worse.

Family 💙

Mum: Have you seen the news??

Mum: You should stock up today.

Dad: Government advice is changing hourly. Don’t panic-buy.

Aunt Claire: I remember foot and mouth, this is nothing like that.

Mum: Olivia you shouldn’t be on your own if this goes on for weeks.

That one landed harder than the others.

She swung her legs out of bed and padded into the kitchen, phone still in hand, kettle on by muscle memory. The flat felt different already—too quiet, as if it was holding its breath. Her mug sat where she’d left it the night before, a lipstick mark on the rim she hadn’t washed off yet. She noticed things like that now. Little traces. Proof she’d been here yesterday. Proof she existed.

She leaned back against the counter and scrolled again, slower this time. Read words instead of skimming them.

Imminent.

Unprecedented.

Stay indoors.

Her chest tightened. Not panic exactly. Something closer to anticipation laced with dread. Like the seconds before a rollercoaster tips over the edge.

Another notification slid onto the screen.

A voice note.

From Tom.

She hesitated before pressing play, suddenly aware of how early it was, how quiet the flat was, how alone she felt in it. Then she tapped.

“Morning,” his voice said, low and warm and already smiling. “So. Apparently we’re all about to become hermits. I don’t know about you, but I feel like if I’m going to be locked inside indefinitely, I should at least be excellent at baking bread or something.”

She smiled despite herself.

“I’ve got a very strong opinion on banana bread,” he continued. “Which is that I’ve never made it, but I would absolutely eat it if someone else did. Just saying.”

There was a pause. A breath. The smile in his voice softened, just slightly.

“Anyway. Text me when you’re awake. We’ll figure it out, yeah?”

The note ended.

She stared at the screen for a moment longer than necessary, then replayed it. Caught the tiny hitch in his voice this time. The way figure it out hadn’t sounded like a joke at all.

They’d been together three months. Not long enough to feel settled, not short enough to feel casual anymore. Long enough to know how he took his coffee, how he kissed when he was distracted, how his hand always found her lower back in crowds. Not long enough to have seen him sick. Or angry. Or bored. Not long enough to know what he’d be like with nowhere to go.

Her mind flicked, unhelpfully, to their last date.

The pub had been crowded then. Laughing, shouting, people brushing past them without apology. He’d had his hand on her knee under the table, thumb tracing idle patterns, nothing explicit but charged in that way that made her skin hum. They’d kissed outside, rain misting the air, mouths soft and unhurried, stopping only because someone bumped into them and laughed an apology.

They’d both pulled back then.

Next time, he’d said.

She exhaled slowly and set the phone down on the counter, kettle clicking as it boiled. Next time suddenly felt like a luxury. A concept from a different life.

Her phone buzzed again.

Tom: Important question.

Tom: How much loo roll do you currently own?

She snorted, leaning back against the counter.

Olivia: Enough to survive a medium-length apocalypse. You?

Tom: I have made… choices.

Olivia: That sounds ominous.

Tom: I panic-bought pasta. I don’t even like pasta that much.

She smiled, fingers hovering over the keyboard. Typed. Deleted. Typed again.

Olivia: Hypothetically… if things get weird…

Olivia: What would you say to… pooling resources?

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Her stomach flipped.

Tom:

Tom: Hypothetically?

Tom: I’d say I promise I don’t snore. Much.

A meme followed. Something ridiculous about “lockdown buddy applications now open.”

Then, a beat later:

Tom:

Tom: Seriously though. If you’re sure. I’d like that.

She closed her eyes.

Sure wasn’t the word she’d use. Curious. Nervous. A little thrilled in a way she didn’t want to examine too closely.

She typed back before she could talk herself out of it.

Olivia:

Olivia: Okay.

Olivia: Let’s do it. Before we overthink it.

She set the phone down again, pulse loud in her ears, the kettle screaming forgotten behind her.

From the bedroom, her overnight bag waited, half-packed from a weekend that now felt impossibly distant. She stared at it, at the open drawer beside it, at the ordinary life she’d assumed would still be there tomorrow.

“What if this is a disaster?” she said aloud, to no one.

The flat didn’t answer.

Her phone buzzed once more on the counter.

Tom:

Tom: I’ll put the kettle on.

Tom: See you soon.

She smiled—small, nervous, real—and went to start packing.

Olivia didn’t sit down to think it through.

If she did, she knew she wouldn’t go.

Instead, she moved. Opened the wardrobe. Pulled out her overnight bag and unzipped it with a sound that felt louder than it should have. The motion steadied her, gave her something to do with her hands while her mind raced ahead of her.

Three months wasn’t nothing. But it wasn’t enough to be sure, either.

She folded jeans, then unfolded them, swapping them for something softer. Jumpers she wore when she wanted to disappear. Dresses she’d worn on dates with Tom and liked how he looked at her in. She paused, holding one of them up, and laughed under her breath.

You’re moving in during a global crisis, she thought. Get a grip.

Her phone lit up again on the bed.

Tom: If this is a terrible idea we can absolutely pretend it never happened

Tom: I am very good at denial

She smiled, despite herself.

Olivia: I don’t know. I feel like this is the sort of thing you either do or regret not doing.

Tom: That sounds suspiciously like something you say right before jumping off something tall.

Olivia: Are you saying you don’t trust me?

Tom: I trust you. I do not trust gravity.

She tossed the phone aside and sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on her knees, breathing out slowly.

Her flat felt suddenly provisional. Temporary in a way it never had before. As if she were already halfway gone, her life here reduced to objects she was deciding whether or not to carry forward.

She reached for her charger. Her notebook. A paperback she’d been meaning to finish for months.

Then she opened the bedside drawer.

She hadn’t planned to.

The vibrator lay where she’d left it, pink and unapologetic, next to a tangle of charging cables. Beneath it, pushed back like something she might pretend she’d forgotten about, the handcuffs. Cheap metal. Soft lining. Bought on a whim years ago, used once, then tucked away and ignored.

Her fingers hovered.

She could leave them. This was supposed to be practical. Sensible. Temporary.

She picked them up instead.

The weight of them in her hand made something twist low in her stomach — not arousal exactly, but recognition. Possibility. She pictured Tom’s face if he found them by accident. The way his eyebrows would lift, the pause before whatever joke he’d make to cover the question he wouldn’t ask out loud.

She dropped them into the bag, right at the bottom, and zipped it closed like she might change her mind if she didn’t.

Her phone buzzed again.

Tom: Real talk

Tom: If you decide not to come I will absolutely understand

Tom: I just wanted you to know that before you feel trapped into it

The word trapped stuck with her.

She typed slowly.

Olivia: I don’t feel trapped.

Olivia: I feel… curious.

Olivia: And a bit terrified.

Three dots appeared almost immediately.

Tom: Same.

Tom: Which feels like a very on-brand way to start something, honestly.

She laughed, the sound echoing slightly in the room.

She stood, slung the bag over her shoulder, and did one last scan of the flat. The mug on the table. The plant she always forgot to water. The faint indentation on the mattress where she slept alone.

Weeks, her mum had said.

Months, the news had implied.

She picked up her phone and called her mum before she could think better of it.

“Hi, love,” her mum said immediately, voice tight. “Have you seen—”

“I have,” Olivia cut in gently. “Listen, I’m… I’m going to stay with someone. Tom. You’ve met him.”

A pause.

“The one with the nice smile?” her mum asked.

“That’s him.”

“Well,” her mum said, relief bleeding into her tone, “that’s good. It’s better not to be alone, isn’t it?”

Olivia swallowed.

“It’s just for a bit,” she said. “Until things settle.”

“Of course,” her mum agreed, too quickly. “Ring me every day. And be sensible.”

“I will.”

She hung up and stood there for a moment, phone pressed to her chest, heart thudding.

She wasn’t being sensible.

She was stepping into something undefined, compressed by circumstance, charged by proximity and fear and the unspoken knowledge that once she crossed that threshold, there would be no easy way out again.

Her phone buzzed one last time as she pulled on her coat.

Tom: I’ve put the kettle on.

Tom: No pressure.

Tom: But I’m glad it’s you.

She closed her eyes, smiled, and headed for the door.

Packing, Olivia decided, was an act of hope. Or maybe defiance. Maybe both.

She moved through the flat, letting habit dictate what she gathered: phone charger, laptop, half-used notebook already thick with margin scrawls. The rain pattered against the window, soft but insistent. Each item she packed made the trip feel more real—and more impossible to back out of.

Jumpers first. The soft grey one Tom had pulled her into after a pub crawl, arms around her waist, his nose cold against her cheek. She folded it carefully, tucking the memory into the bottom of the bag. Jeans. Leggings. Socks, mismatched on purpose, the way she liked.

She hesitated over underwear—practical cotton, yes, but then a matched black set she’d bought months ago and never had the courage (or opportunity) to wear for him. Fingers trailed the lace. Into the bag it went. On a whim, a second, lacier pair followed. The blush that crept up her neck was private, but satisfying.

Toiletries next. Toothbrush. Retainer. Tampons. She double-checked, then checked again, as if running out would be the real disaster.

The bedside drawer, half-open, demanded her attention. She let her hand hover for a heartbeat before opening it fully.

Books. The well-worn copy of Normal People she still hadn’t returned to her friend. A volume of poems she only ever read when she was feeling brave or broken. Both into the bag, heavy with meaning.

Beneath the books: her vibrator, still clean from its last wash, tucked away like a secret she only sometimes remembered she owned. She weighed it in her palm—unassuming, innocent, but potent. It disappeared into a zippered pouch inside the bag.

Her eyes caught on the cuffs again, metal cold and strangely reassuring in her hand. Not for him, not yet. Not for her, even, not really. Just… for possibility. They slid in beside the vibrator, both buried under the buffer of knickers and jumpers. She zipped the pocket closed, heart quickening.

She paused at the window, bag half-packed, watching as a couple hurried past outside—heads down, bundled in coats, pretending the world hadn’t shifted beneath their feet. She wondered if anyone else was making the same calculation, right now. Who to lock in with. Who to risk everything for, or with.

Olivia turned back to the flat, eyes skimming her space. Hairbrush. Scrunchies. Moisturiser. She checked her phone—two missed calls from her mum, a flurry of WhatsApps from her friends, Tom’s name glowing at the top of the chat.

Her flat looked naked now, stripped of her essentials. Just a shell she’d step out of, maybe for a week, maybe for months. The uncertainty gnawed, but underneath it thrummed a sharp, bright note of anticipation. Change was coming, whether she was ready or not.

She stood in the doorway, bag packed but for her charger, and stared at the last item she’d need to decide on: the old hoodie. Too big for her, sleeves frayed, comfort itself. Tom had teased her for always wearing it, claiming it made her look “dangerously off-duty.” She pulled it on and smiled, rolling her shoulders. Let him see her as she really was.

One last sweep—charger stuffed into the front pocket, keys double-checked, wallet. She paused in the entryway, hand on the doorknob, pulse humming with nerves.

Behind her, the flat was silent, only the steady tick of the kitchen clock keeping time. In front of her, Tom was waiting, and the world as she knew it was about to shrink to the size of a one-bedroom London flat.

With a breath—half-steady, half-exhilarated—Olivia stepped out into the grey corridor, locking the door behind her.

She didn’t look back.

Tom was up early, too—though he would’ve denied it if asked. He’d barely slept, mind cycling through every possible disaster and every imagined scenario that ended with Olivia in his bed, in his kitchen, in his space, laughing at his mess.

His flat had never looked so small, so unfinished, so obviously designed for one.

He moved quickly, as if speed alone could disguise the anxiety buzzing in his chest. Dishes stacked haphazardly in the sink—he tackled them with more soap than sense, splashing water everywhere. The shower curtain, left crumpled on the floor last night, was yanked up and snapped into place. He opened the windows wide, then shivered in the cold and shut them again. It all felt performative. Useless.

He eyed the shelf above his bed, frowning at the mix of paperbacks, board games, and a single battered plant holding on for dear life. He plucked a couple of old receipts from the nightstand, stuffed them in a drawer, and tried not to think about how Olivia would read the room—what she’d notice, what she’d judge.

His gaze snagged on the bedside drawer.

He hesitated.

Inside: a coiled length of soft black rope, bought online after one too many late-night confessions with strangers in DMs; a leather collar, stiff from disuse; a plug, still in its box, that he’d ordered with all the optimism of a man who thought he might someday have the nerve to ask someone to use it.

Should he hide it?

Would it be safer—less revealing—to tuck everything away?

He hesitated, holding the collar in his hand, thumb brushing over the buckle. He settled for compromise: rope and plug pushed to the back, collar left just visible, like an accident waiting to happen.

He caught his own reflection in the mirror above the dresser—hair messy, jaw unshaven, eyes tired but bright with a nervous energy he couldn’t tamp down.

He checked his phone. A message from Olivia: Leaving in ten.

His heart thudded.

Panic set in. Had he cleaned the bathroom? Was there enough toilet roll? Did the heating even work properly?

He scrambled to the kitchen, eyes darting over the worktops, grabbing for anything that might make him look more prepared, more grown-up. He counted coffee pods. Checked the fridge.

A single, sad lemon. Two bottles of craft beer. Leftover curry. Half a loaf of sourdough.

Not enough.

He shrugged on a jacket, jammed his wallet into a pocket, and headed out into the brisk air, almost forgetting his mask. The walk to the corner shop was quick, head ducked, heart racing.

Inside, he filled a basket with the essentials—wine, chocolate, a ridiculous number of pasta packets he didn’t even like, extra hand soap, toothpaste.

He reached for a bottle of lube almost by instinct, hesitated, then tossed it in as if daring the universe to comment. The old woman behind him in the queue gave him a side-eye. He shrugged, tried to look nonchalant.

On the walk home, the city seemed paused—like everyone was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Sirens somewhere in the distance. Birds louder than usual. A couple stood on their balcony, arms looped, heads together, laughing at something private. He wanted that.

Back in his flat, Tom stowed groceries, wiped the kitchen surfaces again, and triple-checked the bed was made.

He deleted his browser history, just in case. Left his phone charging on the bedside table.

Then he stood in the hallway, hands shoved deep into his pockets, staring at the door. Any minute now, she’d knock. Any minute, the rest of his life could tip in a direction he’d only half-admitted to wanting.

He glanced down, noticed he’d dropped a sock, and bent to pick it up—just as a shadow passed by the frosted glass.

He froze, suddenly shy, suddenly hopeful.

He was ready. Or as ready as he’d ever be.

Olivia stood in front of Tom’s building, suitcase at her side, the wheels bumping unevenly against cracked paving slabs. The city felt different today—quieter, yes, but not peaceful. The silence was watchful, thick with the anticipation of something about to happen.

She checked her phone one last time.

Tom: Kettle’s on. Door’s open.

She took a breath, squared her shoulders, and stepped into the echoing foyer. Her trainers squeaked on the tile. Up the stairs—pausing at every landing, letting her nerves gather, then push her on again. By the time she reached his floor, her palms were sweating.

Tom’s door was already ajar.

She nudged it with her foot, uncertain whether to knock, to announce herself, or just… enter.

He appeared in the hallway before she could decide. For a beat, they just looked at each other—neither masked, neither smiling quite yet. Olivia saw the strain around his eyes, the slight unevenness to his stubble, the way his hands fidgeted behind his back.

“Hey,” he said, voice a little hoarse.

“Hey,” she echoed, trying to keep it light. “You look—”

“Like someone who’s spent the morning stress-cleaning,” he finished, rubbing the back of his neck.

They both laughed, the sound breaking the spell. She stepped inside, pulling her suitcase in after her. He closed the door behind her with a careful click that sounded, in her head, like a cell shutting.

The hallway was narrow. Their bodies filled it too completely, elbows brushing as they manoeuvred her bag into the bedroom.

“Travel light?” Tom teased, eyeing the bulging zip.

“Shut up,” she said, rolling her eyes, but her smile was genuine. “You should see what I left behind.”

They both hesitated, then hugged—an awkward, fumbling collision that was half greeting, half confirmation that they were, in fact, real people and not just names in each other’s phones. His arms settled around her, careful at first, then firmer as she relaxed into him. For a moment, neither spoke. Her head fit beneath his chin. She breathed in the sharp scent of clean linen, a trace of whatever he used on his hair, and something purely, unmistakably him.

When they broke apart, it was with the embarrassed clumsiness of people who had never before needed to make such a thing last.

“Do you want tea?” he asked.

She nodded, grateful for the ordinary question.

“In a bit. Let me get sorted?”

He led her through the flat—kitchen, living room, his bedroom. She’d seen it before, of course, but it felt different now, weighted by the knowledge she’d be living here, not just visiting. Every surface seemed more significant. The battered sofa, the thrifted prints on the walls, the faint scuff-marks on the skirting board.

The bedroom was small but neat, a double bed made up with blue-grey sheets, one side clearly favoured. There was a shelf cluttered with paperbacks and potted plants, a mug of pens, a pile of running shoes in the corner. It was domestic, but not too lived-in—a man prepared for company, but unused to sharing.

Olivia set her suitcase down at the foot of the bed. Tom hovered in the doorway, hands in his pockets, the silence blooming between them.

“Do you want some space?” he asked, a half-smile twisting his mouth.

She considered. “No,” she said honestly. “But you might.”

He grinned, and some of the tension bled away.

“I’ll make that tea,” he said, ducking back into the hall.

Alone, Olivia unzipped her suitcase. She pulled out clothes, stacking them neatly in the small chest of drawers Tom had cleared for her. Each folded shirt felt like a declaration.

I live here now.

Or: I want to.

Or maybe just: I don’t want to be anywhere else.

She found her toiletries, toothbrush, notebook, and—buried beneath jumpers—the pouch with her vibrator and cuffs. Her heart stuttered, heat blooming in her cheeks, even though she was alone. She slid the pouch beneath a layer of pyjamas. She’d decide what to do with it later.

The last thing she pulled out was her hoodie, comfort-worn and oversized. She held it for a moment, then tugged it on, feeling braver for its weight.

When she emerged, Tom was in the kitchen, pouring boiling water into mismatched mugs.

She leaned against the counter, watching him. He was nervous, she realised, not just about her but about himself—how he’d appear, how much of himself to show. She recognised the feeling intimately.

He handed her a mug, their fingers brushing—too brief, but promising. She let her hand linger for a second longer than necessary.

They drank in silence for a moment, the air full of things unsaid.

“Did you bring everything you need?” he asked, voice casual but loaded.

She met his gaze, steady. “I think so. I might have forgotten something important, though.”

He arched a brow, trying for cocky, failing adorably. “I’ve got all the essentials. You know. Coffee. Wine. About eight kinds of pasta I’ll never use.”

“And lube,” she said, teasing, the word tumbling out before she could stop it.

He blinked, caught, and his ears went pink. “Yeah. For emergencies only.”

She laughed, nerves and excitement colliding in her chest.

A gentle, daring pause. She felt the gravity of the moment—the sense that, if one of them reached, the other would meet them in the middle. But neither did, not yet.

Instead, Tom turned to the groceries on the counter, busied himself unpacking. Olivia joined in, unloading her own bag of snacks and the herbal tea she’d brought just for him. It was easy, this small domesticity. They found rhythms quickly—who washed, who dried, who stacked, who snuck the first biscuit from the packet.

At one point, as they reached for the same bag of apples, their hands brushed again, and this time neither pulled away immediately.

They shared a look—half challenge, half promise.

As they finished, Tom pulled a bottle of wine from the cupboard. “Too early?” he asked.

“It’s five o’clock somewhere,” she replied, grateful for the banter.

They poured small glasses, toasting with mock solemnity.

“To surviving the apocalypse,” Tom intoned.

Olivia clinked her glass against his. “And to house rules.”

His hand lingered over hers, thumb tracing her knuckle for one bold, breathless second.

A flicker of something passed between them. They both felt it, but neither named it.

A beat. A breath.

“Looks like we might need a system for sharing the shower,” she said, voice light, but she didn’t let go of his hand just yet.

He grinned. “And the bed. And the remote.”

She laughed, and for a moment it was almost easy—almost normal. Two people, drinks in hand, a new world unfolding between them.

Behind her, the bag sat half-open, a hint of lace visible at the edge of her clothes. She caught Tom’s eyes flicker in that direction, and she blushed—heat rolling up her throat, thrilling and dangerous.

“Should we unload the rest?” he asked, voice a little rough.

“Yeah. Before I forget what I came here for.”

They moved through the flat together, arranging, making space, weaving their lives into one small, imperfect home.

When they finished, dusk was settling outside. Tom switched on a lamp, and the room glowed soft and golden. Olivia perched on the arm of the sofa, watching him move about—less nervous now, looser in his own skin.

He found the bottle of lube as he put away toiletries, and held it up with a questioning eyebrow.

She shrugged, a mischievous smile tugging at her lips. “You never know.”

He set it down, meeting her gaze, laughter in his eyes but something more, too—an unspoken invitation, or maybe just a promise:

This is real now.

She smiled back, knowing that whatever happened next—whatever rules they made or broke—the decision had been made. They were in this together.

The room was quiet, rain tapping gently on the window. Tom sat beside her, close but not touching, their knees just barely aligned.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he said quietly, sincerity in every word.

“Me too,” she replied, just as softly.

They sat like that, the space between them charged, the future wide open, the outside world finally—blessedly—locked out.


Chapter 2: House Rules

Olivia had never thought of herself as someone who moved in with a man on a whim. That was something her mother might’ve done in the eighties—chasing wildness, an open convertible, some boy who played guitar and made promises that evaporated by sunrise. Olivia’s risks were always calculated. She’d only taken this one because, in some unspoken way, she’d been waiting for an excuse.

Still, as she stepped back into Tom’s hallway, it hit her all over again: she was here. With him. For… who knew how long? The air inside felt slightly too warm, edged with the faint scent of his cologne, lemon cleaning spray, and the lingering memory of burnt toast. Her suitcase made a small, apologetic thud against the wall as she let go of the handle.

She took a breath and glanced around, letting her gaze wander without guilt for the first time. It was a bachelor’s flat, but a tidy one—a little too tidy, she suspected, for a man who lived alone and had only had a few hours’ notice to prepare for company. A stack of board games stood on one shelf—Codenames, Ticket to Ride, a battered Scrabble box with frayed edges. The kitchen was half open-plan, separated from the living space by a breakfast bar that doubled as Tom’s unofficial mail sorting station and, Olivia guessed, occasional dining table.

She trailed her fingers along the edge of the counter, pretending she was just taking in her surroundings when in truth she was cataloguing everything: the mug with a faded NHS logo, the trio of dying basil plants on the sill, the slightly wobbly barstool whose seat cushion was noticeably firmer than the others. Domesticity mixed with transience; she wondered what Tom saw when he looked at her, standing there—an intruder, a guest, a potential disaster.

He moved past her, busying himself with the kettle, filling it with fresh water and clattering it back down. “Milk and one, right?”

She smiled, letting him have the comfort of the routine. “Always.”

The tiny kitchen made it hard to avoid brushing against him as she went to unpack her groceries—her own teabags, some of the expensive granola she liked, the little tin of posh hot chocolate she’d brought almost as an offering. They moved around each other, a kind of dance—she’d step back so he could open the fridge, he’d sidestep to let her into the cupboard.

He watched her, sometimes directly, sometimes by accident, always with that barely-restrained curiosity. Olivia could feel the tension humming under the surface, not quite sexual, but not not sexual either. It was in the way his eyes lingered on the back of her neck when she bent to grab something from her bag; the pause, too long for comfort, as she fished out the charger and then, quickly, a spare bra, which she tucked beneath a jumper before he could see.

They were, in every way, on their best behaviour.

“So,” she said, turning to lean against the counter, hands wrapped around her mug, “what’s the best feature of this place? Sell it to me.”

He pretended to consider, brow furrowing as he took a sip of tea. “Well, there’s the shower, which sometimes gets hot enough to boil a lobster, but only if you sing to it. The kitchen window opens wide enough for illicit exchanges of baked goods with the neighbour. And the view, well—” He gestured grandly toward the tiny sash window that looked out on the bins and the back wall of a barber’s shop. “That’s London’s finest graffiti, there. Very exclusive.”

She laughed, letting herself sink into the performance, the comfort of his voice. He was trying, she realised, to make this less terrifying for both of them.

She wandered into the bedroom to start unpacking, Tom trailing behind her. He pointed out the empty drawers he’d cleared for her things, the shelf she could claim for her books, the side of the bed that got the least draft.

“Feel free to move anything,” he said, running a hand through his hair, “Honestly. I mean, within reason. The running shoes are non-negotiable. Sacred objects, you know?”

She perched on the edge of the bed, toeing off her trainers. “If I start rearranging your socks by colour, you’ll know I’m nesting.”

“That or you’re trying to get a rise out of me,” he said, and she couldn’t help but notice the double meaning, whether he’d intended it or not.

They both paused, the air suddenly still. Then he cleared his throat, retreated to the doorway, and she unzipped her suitcase.

Unpacking was its own kind of performance. She stacked shirts and jumpers, lining up her books with unnecessary precision. She set her toothbrush in the bathroom next to his, the bristles brushing. Her retainer case found a spot in the medicine cabinet, and she smiled, picturing Tom discovering it later and wondering if it was some mysterious feminine secret.

In the kitchen, she heard the clatter of mugs. Tom, filling the silence.

Back in the bedroom, she found herself lingering over the underwear—practical cotton for comfort, lace for hope. She buried the pouch with the vibrator and cuffs beneath a tangle of pyjamas, heat flooding her face as she did. Would he ever see them? Did she want him to?

She took a moment to fold her hoodie over the arm of the chair by the window—claiming the space, leaving her mark. The effect was subtle, but somehow monumental.

Tom reappeared, holding two plates. “I made toast. That’s… about the extent of my culinary prowess. Unless you want cereal. I have an unhealthy relationship with Crunchy Nut.”

She grinned, taking the plate. “Toast is perfect.”

They sat on the edge of the bed, knees almost but not quite touching, eating in companionable silence. She watched him out of the corner of her eye—how he bit the toast, careful not to scatter crumbs; the way he cradled his mug in both hands; the way he snuck glances at her, like he was memorising the lines of her face.

“I can take the sofa if you want the bed,” he offered suddenly, as if the thought had ambushed him.

She turned to face him fully. “No. That’s silly. There’s room. And I snore.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Not possible.”

“Oh, it is. Legendary. Ask anyone.”

He grinned, the tension easing just a little. “We’ll risk it. Besides, I’ve been told I’m a bit of a kicker. Fair warning.”

They finished their toast, the remains of nerves dissolving in shared laughter.

Later, they stood in the hallway, brushing teeth in the cramped bathroom, each making a show of offering to “go second,” both insisting the other take their time.

She watched him in the mirror as she flossed—how he studied his reflection with a kind of bemused suspicion, like he didn’t quite recognise himself in the presence of another person. She wondered if she looked different, too: softer around the eyes, maybe, or just more real.

After, they stood in the kitchen, facing each other across the breakfast bar.

“So,” Olivia said, “now that we’re housemates, I suppose we need some rules.”

Tom set down his mug, a spark of mischief in his eyes. “Oh, definitely. Otherwise, chaos reigns.”

She smiled, feeling something inside her settle—an anticipation of the game, the possibility of rules that weren’t just about living together, but about what else might be possible.

She took a deep breath. “Right. First rule: no talking about the news after eight. I can’t handle any more graphs.”

He nodded, solemn. “Agreed. Second rule: whoever’s late to breakfast has to make it in their pyjamas.”

She laughed. “What if I don’t wear pyjamas?”

A beat. He met her gaze, something flickering between them. “Then you’re making breakfast. Either way, I win.”

She flushed, but didn’t look away. “Fine. Third rule: alternate days for cooking. Unless you’re volunteering to take over all kitchen duties, in which case, I accept.”

He feigned horror. “You’ve tasted my toast. You don’t want that.”

They kept at it, spinning out rules—some practical, some playful, each one a little more suggestive than the last. Bedtime (negotiable). Cleaning rota (no arguments). Shower schedule (“Rock, paper, scissors at dawn”). The list grew, until it felt less like rules and more like an invitation.

Finally, Tom rummaged in a cupboard and pulled out an old mug, chipped but clean. “We’ll call it the Mischief Jar. If either of us wants to propose a challenge or a dare, we write it down and drop it in. Winner gets out of a chore.”

Olivia took a scrap of paper, her heart pounding. She wrote:

Loser of board games does the washing up shirtless.

She folded it quickly, dropped it in before she could change her mind.

Tom, eyes bright with surprise and pleasure, grinned. “I see how it is.”

She shrugged, playing it cool, but her fingers trembled just a little.

They finished the evening with a glass of wine, clinking mugs in a makeshift toast.

“To surviving the apocalypse,” Tom said.

“And not killing each other,” Olivia replied.

His hand lingered over hers, the contact electric.

She met his eyes, heat sparking between them.

“Guess we’ll have to get creative with the penalties,” he said, voice low.

She smiled, the promise of something more burning at the edges of her nerves.

They lingered, the moment stretching, both knowing they were only at the very beginning.

By the time they finished making up their “Lockdown Treaty,” the flat felt less like a temporary shelter and more like a home in flux. There was a new, humming energy to the air—like the charge before a storm, all potential and no release. Olivia felt it in her jaw, in the prickle at the back of her neck. She kept glancing over at Tom, wondering if he felt it too, or if he was just being polite, the way people sometimes are when forced into strange, new arrangements.

Tom washed his hands at the sink—longer than necessary, scrubbing with a kind of focus that almost made her smile. “Hungry?”

She realised she was, though she hadn’t noticed until now. The adrenaline that had powered her through packing, leaving, and arrival had worn off, replaced by a yawning ache in her stomach.

“Starving, actually.”

He grinned, tossing her a tea towel. “In that case, you’re on chopping duty. You strike me as someone who’s lethal with a knife.”

She cocked an eyebrow at him, accepted the challenge. “I once diced an onion so fine it made my ex cry twice. First from the fumes, then from the humiliation.”

He snorted, passing her a wooden cutting board and a haphazard selection of vegetables. “You can show off, but you’re not getting out of peeling these carrots.”

They moved around the kitchen, the rhythm of the work easing them both into a kind of grace. She found herself relaxing, shoulders dropping as she peeled and sliced, the familiar scrape of knife on board steadying her. Tom handled the pasta—he liked it al dente, apparently, and made a show of checking the clock, setting an unnecessary timer.

The meal was simple: a tomato sauce bright with garlic, a few stray chillies, a handful of spinach thrown in at the last second. Olivia loved how Tom cooked—confident, unafraid to improvise, and totally unconcerned with making a mess. He got flour on the edge of the counter and immediately drew a smiley face in it. She left her carrot peels in a little pile, then scooped them into the bin with a flourish. By the time the food was ready, they were both flushed, laughing, and a little out of breath.

They sat together at the breakfast bar, plates steaming in front of them, the glow of the single overhead lamp making everything feel small and private.

Tom raised his fork. “To house rules, then. May they be mostly broken.”

Olivia clinked her own against his, feeling the weirdest surge of gratitude—like she’d been invited into something secret, something worth protecting.

They ate in silence for a few minutes, the sound of the city outside muffled by the old sash windows and the thrum of the kettle cooling on the stove. Olivia took stock: her knees brushing Tom’s under the table, the warmth of the pasta, the satisfaction of a good meal after a long, harrowing day. She felt more real than she had all week, like the world outside could go on without her for a while and she wouldn’t miss it.

“So, worst flatmate story?” Tom asked, stabbing a piece of penne. “I’ll warn you, the bar is high. I once lived with a guy who kept a pet snake in the fridge. In a Tupperware. Next to the butter.”

Olivia almost choked. “That is… that is horrifying. Did you ever eat anything out of that fridge again?”

He grinned. “Not willingly.”

She shook her head, smiling. “Mine’s tamer. My uni roommate used to trim her toenails on the windowsill, right over my basil plants. Killed the basil. I think it died of shame.”

Tom groaned, but he was smiling too. The conversation flowed—easy, unforced, full of self-deprecation and the gentle ribbing of two people who are still learning each other’s edges. They traded stories—about lost keys and noisy neighbours, about the worst parties ever hosted, about failed attempts to cook fancy meals that ended in fire alarms and takeaway. Each story loosened something inside Olivia, let her lay down a little more of the anxiety she’d carried all day.

The meal finished with both of them leaning back, plates empty, bellies full.

“That was genuinely good,” Olivia said, licking a smear of tomato sauce from her thumb.

Tom feigned outrage. “Excuse me, are you surprised?”

“I’m… cautiously optimistic for future meals,” she teased. “You didn’t burn the garlic. That’s half the battle.”

He grinned, pride warming his face. “You’re a hard woman to impress, Olivia King.”

She shrugged, but she was smiling.

Tom collected the plates, rinsing them in the sink. She moved to help, but he waved her off. “I’ve got it. You’re a guest.”

She made a face. “I’m not a guest. I’m a… temporary resident. Flatmate under duress.”

“Flatmate under duress,” he echoed, laughing. “Sounds like the start of a bad romcom.”

“Or a good one,” she shot back, emboldened.

He met her gaze, and for a moment, the air between them was charged—something like a spark, something like a challenge. Then he looked away, focusing on a stubborn bit of pasta clinging to the pan.

Olivia leaned against the counter, watching him, arms folded. “I can handle washing up, you know.”

He glanced over his shoulder, eyes glinting. “Maybe later. I’ve got a system.”

She rolled her eyes but let it go, grateful for the small reprieve.

As he finished, Tom lit a single tealight from a drawer, setting it on the breakfast bar between them. “For ambience,” he said. “Also, in case of blackout. Or vampires.”

She laughed, the sound spilling out of her before she could stop it. The tension that had lived between her shoulders all day melted a little more.

They sat again, the candle flickering between them, the rest of the lights turned low.

“Alright,” Tom said, nudging the notepad with their new ‘treaty’ across the bar, “full disclosure—what’s your worst habit as a flatmate?”

Olivia considered, letting herself be honest. “I leave half-drunk mugs of tea everywhere. Like, everywhere. I don’t mean to. I’ll make a cup, wander off, get distracted, and forget about it. I once found a mug under my bed from before Christmas. There was… something growing in it.”

Tom shuddered in mock horror. “And I thought the snake was bad.”

“What about you?” she pressed.

He pursed his lips. “I’m incapable of finishing a TV series. Doesn’t matter how good it is, I’ll get three episodes from the end and then just… stop.”

She blinked. “That is genuinely sociopathic.”

He grinned, shameless. “I am who I am.”

She nudged his ankle with her foot under the bar, a soft, testing touch. “Anything else I should know before we’re truly locked in?”

He thought for a second. “I sometimes sleepwalk. Rarely. Only when I’m really stressed.”

“Should I lock the doors?”

He looked at her then, expression open, vulnerable in a way she hadn’t seen before. “Maybe. Unless you want company at three a.m.”

She felt her cheeks flush, but she didn’t look away.

The conversation drifted, softened. They talked about books—what she was reading, what he loved as a kid, the one novel that had changed the way he thought about everything. Olivia was struck, again and again, by how easy it was to lose herself in his company. It was like wading into warm water, disorienting and comforting all at once.

As the candle burned low, Tom stood and stretched. “I should clear the rest,” he said, collecting plates and stacking them in the sink. “Otherwise, I’ll regret it tomorrow.”

She followed, shoulder to shoulder as they stood at the sink. He washed, she dried, their movements unconsciously coordinated. At one point, their hands met in the soapy water. She didn’t pull away.

“You know,” he said, voice soft, “I think this might actually work.”

She looked up, met his gaze, and nodded. “Yeah. Me too.”

They finished, wiping down counters and resetting the kitchen. The flat felt different now—lived-in, if only just.

“Movie?” Tom offered, flipping the tea towel over his shoulder. “Or are you wiped?”

“Movie,” she decided. “Something funny. Or terrible. No news, though.”

He saluted, sliding past her into the living room.

They settled onto the sofa, Olivia curling her feet beneath her, Tom slouching into the corner, remote in hand. He scrolled through options, landing on a 90s comedy neither of them had seen in years.

As the opening credits rolled, he tossed her a blanket. She accepted, spreading it over both of them, grateful for the excuse to shrink the space between them.

The film played, laughter easing the last of the day’s tension. Tom passed her a mug of tea halfway through, their fingers brushing as he did. Olivia let her head drop to his shoulder, and he didn’t move away.

They stayed like that, quietly, the city dark outside, the candle guttering out in the kitchen, the only light the flicker of the TV.

Olivia let herself relax—truly, for the first time since the news had broken that morning. She listened to Tom breathe, to the cadence of his laugh, to the rhythm of her own heartbeat slowing to match his.

When the film ended, neither moved for a moment. The credits scrolled. The flat was silent but for their breathing.

Tom cleared his throat, voice low. “I’ll set up the sofa if you want the bed.”

She shook her head, eyes closed. “No. Stay. It’s cold.”

He hesitated, then nodded, settling in beside her.

They drifted, not quite asleep but not entirely awake, either. Olivia felt the weight of his arm around her shoulders, the steady warmth of his body, and thought:

This is how it starts.

Not with fireworks, but with comfort. With letting yourself be seen, and not running away.

She turned into him, just a little, and let herself be held.

The flat felt different after dinner—warmer, as if their laughter and conversation had softened the sharp edges, making space for something new. They hadn’t touched again, not really, but the space between them was thick with suggestion. Olivia could feel it in her hands, her lips, the soft buzz just beneath her skin. She let herself move slowly as she cleared away mugs and tucked the last dish into the rack, careful not to break the spell.

Tom, standing on the other side of the breakfast bar, seemed lighter too. He watched her with that half-grin, half-uncertain look he got when he wanted to ask a question but was too polite to risk being turned down.

“So,” he said, clearing his throat. “We actually doing this?”

She raised an eyebrow, already knowing what he meant, but wanting to make him say it. “Doing what?”

He gestured vaguely to the flat, the ‘treaty’ notepad abandoned at the edge of the counter. “Setting rules. Making it official. You know—like responsible adults.”

She snorted. “You? Responsible?”

He clutched his chest, mock-wounded. “I am a paragon of maturity. Ask anyone who’s seen my spice rack.”

She glanced at the mismatched jars of herbs, half with supermarket labels and half hand-written in biro. “If you can name three spices on that shelf without looking, I’ll let you choose the first rule.”

He squinted, pretending to think hard. “Um… oregano, smoked paprika, and… is that actual basil or just an ex-basil plant?”

She cackled, the tension easing. “I’ll give you paprika and oregano. But that’s definitely parsley, not basil. No rule for you.”

He pretended to pout. “Brutal.”

She grabbed the notepad, flipping to a blank page. “Let’s start with the obvious. Bedtime?”

He leaned his elbows on the counter, eyes glinting. “What, you’re planning to enforce a curfew?”

She shrugged, trying for casual. “If you’re a night owl and I’m not, we’ll kill each other in a week.”

He thought. “Compromise—midnight. Weekdays. Later if we’re watching a film.”

She wrote it down, looping the letters with more care than was strictly necessary.

“Cleaning rota?” she prompted.

Tom was quicker this time, rolling up his sleeves. “I’ll do bins and hoovering. You do bathrooms and kitchen counters?”

She pulled a face. “You’re only saying that because you know I’m obsessed with antibacterial spray.”

He grinned. “You say obsessed, I say blessed.”

They fell into the rhythm easily—shower schedule (alternating mornings, unless someone’s running late), laundry (“first come, first served”), cooking (“rotating responsibility, but emergencies default to toast”). Each rule started practical, but the act of naming them, of putting them down in ink, made them intimate. It was a quiet kind of foreplay—declaring territory, learning each other’s lines.

Olivia found herself watching Tom’s hands as he gestured, long-fingered and careful, the way he tapped the pen against his chin as he thought. She wondered what those hands would feel like if they weren’t just negotiating chores.

Her mind wandered, shame-tinged but hungry. She shook it off, making herself focus on the list.

“Quiet hours?” she asked.

He nodded, suddenly more serious. “Yeah. Especially with you working from home. No loud music or phone calls after ten. Unless there’s an emergency. Or Eurovision.”

She laughed, scribbling it down. “Agreed. No news after eight. I’m enforcing that one.”

He looked at her, honest for a moment. “Deal. No more panic-scrolling at midnight.”

They kept going, rule by rule, each a small negotiation—open windows for ten minutes every morning (“for the soul”), shared playlists, no shoes in the bedroom. They argued over whether coffee mugs belonged in the cupboard or the open shelf (Olivia’s preference), and which side of the sink was for dirty dishes. The process, mundane as it was, felt like building something real.

At last, Olivia paused, pen hovering. “Mischief clause?”

Tom’s eyebrows lifted. “That sounds dangerously fun. Explain.”

She leaned in, her voice dropping a notch. “We’re going to get bored. It’s inevitable. So—whenever one of us feels like it, we can propose a challenge or dare. Winner gets out of a chore. Loser…” She let the sentence trail off, letting the possibilities hang between them.

Tom grinned, delighted. “Loser has to do the chore in pyjamas.”

She hesitated. “Or less.”

He arched an eyebrow, the temperature between them rising by degrees. “Or less?”

She held his gaze, daring him to push it further.

He didn’t. Not yet. But his smile was wolfish as he wrote it down. “Fine. Or less.”

She couldn’t resist. “You realise I basically live in leggings and sports bras, right? You’re going to regret this.”

He shot back, “I’m a man of principle. If I lose, I’ll do the washing up in… well, you’ll see.”

Olivia felt heat bloom in her chest and cheeks, adrenaline thrumming through her. The rules—her rules—felt like a skeleton key, unlocking parts of herself she’d tucked away. The game was just starting.

“Let’s make it official,” Tom said. He rummaged in a drawer, emerging with an old mug. “The Mischief Jar.”

He set it on the counter between them, the clunk louder than it needed to be.

Olivia found scraps of paper, folding each one with trembling fingers. She wrote:

Eat a meal blindfolded.

Do an impression of a celebrity on a Zoom call.

She hesitated, then wrote a third—her handwriting smaller, more private:

Loser does a shot of whipped cream off the winner.

She considered chickening out, but Tom was watching. She folded it, cheeks flaming, and dropped it into the mug.

Tom wrote his own, biting his lip in concentration. “No peeking.”

They mixed up the slips, mug rattling.

“You first,” she said, passing it to him.

He shook it theatrically, then drew a folded paper, reading aloud. “‘Whoever’s late to breakfast has to eat it in pyjamas.’” He grinned, triumphant. “That’s tame.”

She shrugged, casual. “Wait till you see what else is in there.”

He looked at her, something hot and appreciative behind his teasing. “Noted.”

They set the Mischief Jar in the centre of the breakfast bar, a quiet dare waiting for future use.

Tom poured them both another glass of wine. “To surviving the apocalypse. And to… creative penalties.”

She raised her glass, letting it linger against his. “To not killing each other before June.”

His hand lingered over hers, fingers just brushing, then withdrawing. Electricity arced between them—brief, but undeniable.

As they drank, the conversation softened. They wandered back through old rules and new ones, revisiting earlier negotiations with more honesty. Olivia found herself admitting that she sometimes left her socks in the living room, and Tom confessed to eating cereal out of mugs to avoid washing bowls.

The small admissions felt significant, proof that they were, if not perfect, at least willing to try.

Later, as the flat grew quieter, Olivia took her journal from her bag, curling up in the corner of the sofa. She wrote:

Day one. It’s not real yet, but I want it to be. I keep waiting for the moment he realises I’m a mess, but maybe that’s the point—maybe he is too. Maybe that’s why this might work. The rules feel safer than I expected. I want him to break them. Or make me.

In the kitchen, Tom cleaned the mugs and—when he thought she wasn’t looking—scribbled another dare on a scrap of paper and slipped it into the Mischief Jar.

They crossed paths in the hallway, both pretending they’d just been heading to the bathroom.

Olivia paused. “If you add something to the jar, I’m allowed to be suspicious.”

He shrugged, but his eyes were bright. “I’ll never tell.”

She brushed past him, deliberately close, letting her arm linger against his for a moment too long.

Back in her room, she pulled off her jeans, changed into leggings, left her bra on under the hoodie. She caught her reflection in the mirror—bare-faced, tired, and strangely, deeply happy.

Tom’s footsteps padded past her door, quiet. She could smell the citrus of his soap.

She thought about the jar on the counter, about the possibility of being caught out, made to strip, made to obey a silly rule just to see him blush or boast or laugh.

She thought about making new rules—about letting herself want, and letting him see her want.

She set her alarm for morning, climbed into bed, and closed her eyes, letting the possibilities dance behind her eyelids.

In the darkness, her phone vibrated—a single text.

Tom:

You realise you’ll lose the first Mischief dare, right?

She replied, grinning into the dark.

Olivia:

You wish.

She set the phone down, heart beating fast, and fell asleep to the sound of rain, the quiet promise of new rules, and the knowledge that mischief was only just beginning.

Morning in Tom’s flat came too early, but Olivia woke to a quiet that felt more promising than oppressive. Pale grey light filtered through the blinds, outlining boxes, plants, and the faint shape of Tom’s shoulder where he slept curled away from her. They’d ended up, not quite together, not quite apart, on opposite sides of the bed. That boundary—its artificiality, its possibility—made her smile even before she opened her eyes.

She stretched, listening for any sounds from the rest of the flat, then padded to the kitchen. Her feet were cold against the tile, but she liked the shock of it—real, bracing. She set about making tea, filling the kettle quietly, letting herself slip into the rhythm of someone else’s home.

The Mischief Jar still sat on the breakfast bar, empty except for last night’s folded slips. Olivia hesitated, then ran her fingers over its rim, feeling a pulse of anticipation. The idea was silly, childish even, but it had weight now—proof they were both in this, both choosing not just to survive together, but to play.

Tom shuffled in, hair wild, still in his T-shirt and flannel pyjama bottoms. He blinked at her, slow and soft around the edges. “You’re up early.”

She smiled, pouring water into mugs. “Couldn’t sleep. I think I’m still running on adrenaline.”

He slumped onto a stool, rubbing his eyes. “I had a dream you were running a Mischief Jar boot camp. Penalties for bad tea. Laps for leaving socks out.”

Olivia handed him his mug, laughing. “Would you survive?”

He sipped, made a face. “Depends. Do the penalties involve toast?”

She rolled her eyes, then settled across from him, elbows on the counter. The silence between them was comfortable, broken only by the kettle’s soft ticking and the world waking up outside.

“Did you add another dare last night?” she asked, voice casual, but she was studying him.

He ducked his head, but didn’t deny it. “Maybe. Maybe I panicked that yours were too creative and wrote ‘Do ten jumping jacks in the hallway.’”

Olivia grinned. “Bold move.”

“Gotta keep you guessing.”

They sipped their tea, the mug between them like a peace offering, and then the flat began to fill with the tiny details of morning. The rush to claim the shower first (Tom won, but only because Olivia was distracted making a shopping list), the flurry of texts from friends checking in, and the shared negotiation over breakfast—toast versus cereal, fruit versus another cup of tea.

After breakfast, Tom suggested a walk, just as the rain tapered off. The city was quieter than she’d ever known it—cars muted, air sharp with the tang of wet pavement and spring. They walked in step, careful not to brush too close, but never straying far. Tom pointed out the rainbow drawings taped in windows, the chalk messages on the pavement—Stay Home. Save Lives. Thank You NHS. Olivia read them aloud, letting the seriousness of the outside world settle into her bones, then slough away again as Tom cracked a joke about being chased by rogue pigeons.

By the time they got home, the flat felt different: lived in, inhabited by two people not just existing side by side, but circling, daring each other to cross the invisible lines.

Lunch was an improvisation—leftover pasta, an avocado on its last legs, the last of the good cheese Olivia had brought from her own kitchen. They ate in the living room, plates on knees, and Tom queued up a playlist of nostalgic songs, daring Olivia to guess which embarrassing band had been his teenage obsession. (“It was McFly, wasn’t it?” “Absolutely not. It was Busted.” “Oh god, you’re tragic.” “You say that, but you know every word.”)

Afterwards, the sun came out, sharp and clear through the rain-streaked windows. Olivia sprawled on the sofa, Tom sitting at her feet, both pretending not to notice how much of her leg was visible beneath the hem of her borrowed hoodie.

“So what happens if we break a rule?” Tom asked, stretching out his long legs, letting his toes bump hers.

She pretended to think. “Well, that depends. Some rules are just for order. But the Mischief Jar…” She trailed off, watching him.

He sat up straighter, suddenly intent. “What if I break a Mischief Jar dare? What if I just… refuse?”

Olivia felt the thrill, like a shiver running down her spine. “Then you’re in double trouble.”

He grinned. “You’ll have to enforce a penalty, then.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Don’t tempt me.”

There was a beat of silence, loaded, before Tom broke it. “Fine. What if you’re late to breakfast tomorrow? Will you eat it in your pyjamas?”

She grinned, shaking her head. “I don’t really wear pyjamas.”

He froze, just for a moment, then caught himself. “Then you better be on time.”

They both laughed, but the air was denser now, the game suddenly more real.

Tom stood, grabbed the Mischief Jar, and set it between them. “Let’s make it official. One dare each. Right now.”

Olivia’s heart raced, but she nodded, reaching for the slips of paper and the pen he offered.

She wrote, quickly—

Loser of the next board game has to serve breakfast naked but for an apron.

She folded it, feeling her pulse hammer as she dropped it into the jar.

Tom wrote his, biting his lip. “No peeking,” he warned, then dropped his folded paper in after hers.

He shook the jar, holding it out to her. “You first.”

She drew, unfolded the slip, and read aloud: “Do an impression of a celebrity on your next video call.” She groaned, then laughed. “That’s evil.”

He looked proud. “I have a gift.”

She passed the jar to him. He shook it, drew a slip, unfolded it. “Loser of the next board game has to serve breakfast naked but for an apron.” His eyes met hers, heat sparking between them. “Well. That escalated quickly.”

She shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “You scared?”

He grinned. “Terrified.”

They left the Mischief Jar in the center of the table, a totem now, proof that the rules were no longer just about sharing space, but about seeing what they could get away with.

That afternoon, the flat became a stage for new rituals. They played a board game—Scrabble, competitive and cutthroat, both of them pretending not to care about the stakes. Olivia lost, by three points. Tom whooped, leaping up, arms raised. “Tomorrow’s breakfast is going to be a showstopper.”

She rolled her eyes, but inside, she tingled at the thought—the dare was silly, but the promise was electric.

Evening fell in a blue-grey haze. They made dinner together again, moving with more ease than the day before. Olivia danced to a song on Tom’s playlist, daring him to join. He did, awkward at first, then more free, his laughter echoing off the kitchen walls.

After dinner, they settled on the sofa, Tom flipping channels, Olivia curled beside him, her feet tucked under his thigh. They didn’t talk about the Mischief Jar, but both were aware of it—a silent invitation, a shared secret.

Later, as the flat grew quiet, Olivia found herself thinking about rules—not just the ones they’d written, but the unspoken ones. What was allowed, what was forbidden, what they might yet discover about each other when the world outside had shrunk to four walls and two hearts beating in parallel.

She brushed her teeth, caught her reflection in the mirror, wondered if she was blushing. In the other room, Tom washed up, humming tunelessly, the sound strangely comforting.

Before bed, Tom checked the locks, made sure the windows were shut. He lingered in the hallway, just outside Olivia’s door.

“Goodnight,” he said, voice low.

She opened her door, leaning on the frame. “Goodnight.”

He hesitated, then: “Tomorrow’s breakfast. I’ll try not to burn anything.”

She smiled, knowing she’d already lost the dare, knowing she didn’t mind.

“Surprise me,” she said.

He smiled back, and the world shrank to that moment—the two of them, the space between, and the jar on the table, daring them to see just how much trouble they could make together.

Olivia fell asleep easily, for the first time in days.

In her dreams, the flat was full of laughter, of challenges met and rules broken. She woke once, deep in the night, to the sound of Tom shifting in the next room, the faint glow of streetlights painting lines on the ceiling. She lay there, listening to her heart slow, to the quiet confidence that whatever happened next, she wouldn’t face it alone.

And in the kitchen, the Mischief Jar waited—patient, silent, promising that tomorrow would be anything but ordinary.

Olivia woke to the sound of birds, insistent and out of tune. The faint warmth of sunlight crept over her shoulder, golden and reassuring. For a long, slow minute, she lay in bed with her eyes closed, cataloguing her body: limbs heavy, heartbeat slow, an ache in her calves from too much nervous walking, a low hum of anticipation curling in her stomach. She stretched, yawned, and felt the sleep fall off her like a borrowed coat.

The flat was quiet. She could hear Tom in the kitchen, the faint scrape of a mug, the low glug of the kettle. She listened, trying to gauge his mood by the way he moved. No banging, no muttering—just the soft clatter of someone being gentle with his world. She smiled, comfort blooming in her chest.

She dressed quickly, choosing soft leggings and a shirt she hadn’t worn in months, letting the fabric decide who she was today: not a guest, not quite a lover, not just herself, but a new thing entirely—someone unafraid to show up, to be seen. She brushed her hair, remembered to brush her teeth, swiped a little mascara just to feel more human. She stared at her reflection, saw a flush in her cheeks, a brightness in her eyes, and decided to keep it.

When she walked into the kitchen, Tom was already there, standing at the counter in the apron—nothing else but boxers, looking ridiculous and brave and, to her astonishment, unselfconsciously handsome. He had eggs in the pan, toast already buttered, a pot of tea brewing. The flat smelled like hope.

He looked up as she entered, a slow, wicked smile spreading across his face. “You’re just in time. Any later and the forfeit would’ve doubled.”

She grinned, strolled past him with exaggerated casualness, flicking his apron as she did. “You’re lucky I didn’t sleep in on purpose. This is a strong look.”

He shrugged, trying for blasé, but she could see the pulse at his throat, the faint pink climbing his neck. “A deal’s a deal. House rules.”

She perched on a stool, bare toes curling on the rung, watching as he plated up. The eggs were just right—yolk golden and just set, toast warm and crisp. He moved with a confidence she hadn’t seen the night before, like some part of him had clicked into place overnight. She wondered if she had something to do with that. The thought made her smile.

As he brought her plate over, she reached for her mug, fingers brushing his as she took it. Their eyes met—briefly, but long enough for her to see the flicker of nerves and pride in his gaze.

He sat beside her, apron smoothing over his thighs, a little awkward now that the game was up. “Bon appétit. I expect a full review.”

She grinned, biting into the toast, eyes widening. “Very respectable. A solid eight out of ten. You lose a point for presentation, though.” She flicked the apron again, laughter spilling out of her.

He rolled his eyes, but the smile on his lips was genuine. “Tough crowd.”

They ate in companionable silence, the kind that fills up with glances and small smiles and the scrape of knives on plates. Olivia felt herself settling, her body relaxing into the space. She wasn’t tense, wasn’t on edge; she was just… there. Alive. Not thinking about the world outside for the first time in days.

When they finished, Tom gathered up the plates, dropping them in the sink with a flourish. “So. Next Mischief Jar dare?”

Olivia hesitated, letting the anticipation build. She slid the jar across the counter, feeling her pulse quicken. “You pick.”

He fished inside, fingers brushing paper, then drew out a folded slip, eyes flicking up to hers before he read aloud. “‘Do an impression of a celebrity on your next video call.’” He groaned, head falling into his hands. “You are a cruel, cruel woman.”

She cackled, triumphant. “You’re the one who put it in!”

“Yeah, but I didn’t think I’d pick it. That’s not how probability works.”

She shrugged. “Luck of the draw. House rules.”

He stared at the jar, then at her, and Olivia could see the wheels turning—the beginnings of a challenge, a dare unspoken. She relished the feeling, the sense that they were both holding matches near a fuse, daring each other to strike.

The rest of the day passed in a blur of newness. They both had work to do—emails, calls, Tom checking in with his team at the hospital, Olivia reading manuscripts, highlighting passages, making notes she barely remembered later. But every hour or so, one would drift into the other’s space—a refill of tea, a snack offered, a glance that lingered a beat too long.

At lunchtime, Olivia called her mum. She kept it light, glossing over the details, but even through the phone her mum could tell something was different.

“You sound happy,” her mum said, not quite a question.

Olivia paused, looked out the window at the clouds rolling in, the rainbow drawn by a neighbour’s child taped to the glass. “I think I am,” she admitted.

“That’s good, love. Just… be careful with your heart.”

Olivia didn’t answer right away. She didn’t know how to explain that careful was the last thing she wanted right now. That she wanted to run at this, arms wide, rules be damned.

She promised to call tomorrow, hung up, and sat at the window for a moment, letting the sun warm her face.

The afternoon crept by. Tom’s laughter drifted down the hall, muffled through a closed door as he caught up with his sister on FaceTime. Olivia listened, amused, as he tried to explain “cohabitation protocols” to someone who clearly didn’t buy his version of events. She heard him say her name, the sound of it in his mouth new and strange and thrilling.

When he emerged, he was flushed, grinning. “My sister says you’re probably too good for me. I told her that’s true.”

Olivia rolled her eyes, but her cheeks were warm. “She sounds smart.”

“Don’t encourage her. She’ll get ideas.”

As dusk fell, the flat glowed with the warmth of low lamps, shadows long and soft. Olivia poured wine—just one glass each, rationed with a sense of ceremony—and Tom set out the last of the good cheese. They toasted with mock solemnity.

“To surviving the apocalypse,” Tom intoned, voice deep and theatrical.

Olivia clinked her glass to his. “And to not killing each other in the process.”

He grinned, swirling his wine. “To mischief, then.”

She laughed, lifting her glass higher. “To mischief.”

They drank, the wine sharp and bright, and Olivia felt something inside her uncurl—a stretch of possibility, a promise.

Tom set his glass down, fingers trailing over the stem. “What do you think happens if we keep making rules? Do we become better at living together, or just better at breaking them?”

She considered. “Maybe both. Maybe that’s the point.”

He looked at her then, something soft and serious in his gaze. “I like making rules with you.”

She swallowed, the words catching somewhere in her chest. “I like breaking them with you.”

For a moment, everything stilled—the sounds of the street, the distant echo of a car horn, the ticking of the old clock in the hall. Olivia felt the weight of the day settle on her shoulders, not heavy but grounding.

She reached across the counter, her hand covering his. “This is good, Tom.”

He turned his palm up, threading his fingers through hers. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “It is.”

They sat like that, hands joined, the Mischief Jar a silent witness between them.

Later, as the night deepened and the city hushed, Olivia found herself alone in the bathroom, brushing her teeth, studying her reflection. She looked different. Softer, maybe. Or just braver.

She caught Tom’s gaze in the hallway mirror as she emerged, both of them pausing, caught in the strange intimacy of their new world.

“Goodnight,” she said, voice barely above a whisper.

He stepped closer, just for a moment, close enough for her to feel the heat of him, the steadiness. “Goodnight, Olivia.”

She smiled, heart beating fast, and slipped into her room.

She lay awake for a while, listening to the house settle around her, the sounds of Tom moving in the kitchen, the quiet click of a light switch. She replayed the day in her mind: the dare, the laughter, the promise of more.

Before she drifted off, her phone buzzed on the pillow beside her.

Tom:

Next time, you’re the one in the apron.

Olivia grinned into the darkness, typing her reply with fingers that trembled just a little.

Olivia:

Only if you play by the rules.

She set her phone aside, pulled the covers up to her chin, and let the memory of their first toast settle deep in her bones.

In the kitchen, the Mischief Jar glimmered in the half-light—a promise, a challenge, a dare.

Tomorrow, she thought, and closed her eyes. Tomorrow everything might change again. But tonight, she belonged exactly where she was: locked in, rules rewritten, ready for mischief.


Chapter 3: First Mischief

Olivia woke to a weightless sort of happiness, the kind that creeps in only when your brain is still soft and half-dreaming. She heard the city—muted, waking, shy. Sunlight leaked around the blinds, dust motes swirling in the glow. She stretched under the covers, toes brushing the cool edge of the duvet, and listened for signs of life beyond her door.

It was Tom’s laugh that came first—quick, unguarded, like he’d just surprised himself. She heard the muffled thump of a cupboard door, the tinny squawk of the kettle coming to a boil, the click and clatter of someone who was not, by any stretch of the imagination, a morning person but was trying his very best to appear otherwise.

She washed up, dressed in leggings and a long, faded T-shirt, hair still mussed from sleep. She took her time, letting the morning settle in her bones. She wanted to look casual, but not careless; at ease, but not eager. The anticipation that had fluttered through her chest last night had only sharpened in the quiet hours, every nerve strung tight with possibility.

In the kitchen, Tom was coaxing bread from the toaster, his apron already tied—today, over jogging shorts and a vest. He looked up as she entered, smiling as if nothing in the world could be wrong.

“Morning. Thought you’d sleep in, seeing as you lost so badly yesterday,” he teased, setting a plate on the counter.

Olivia gave him a look, lips pursed. “We agreed not to talk about the margin of defeat.”

“Fair’s fair. Winner gets bragging rights.” His grin was lopsided, still soft with sleep.

She perched on a stool at the breakfast bar, tucking her feet underneath. “I’m only letting you be smug because you made toast.”

He poured tea—one hand steady, the other fidgeting with the jar of honey. “Don’t get too comfortable. I’m planning to win everything from now on.”

“Oh? Confident, are we?” She nudged him with her elbow as he handed her a mug. “Maybe you should pick the dare for today, then. If you’re feeling so lucky.”

He brightened, grabbing the Mischief Jar from the center of the counter. Its chipped ceramic caught the morning light, promising trouble.

They’d danced around it yesterday—writing dares, dropping them in, pretending not to care who drew what. But now, as Tom shook the jar, the room seemed to shrink. Olivia felt the air shift—playful, yes, but loaded. Every possibility hummed between them.

“Moment of truth,” Tom said, voice dropping. He held the jar out to her.

She hesitated, biting her lower lip, eyes flicking from his face to the slips inside. “You first. I insist.”

He narrowed his eyes, feigning suspicion. “Scared?”

She smirked. “Never.”

With exaggerated drama, Tom plunged his hand into the jar, fished out a folded piece of paper, and read aloud: “Loser of the board game serves breakfast naked but for an apron.”

There was a beat of silence, then laughter—loud, unfiltered, startled.

Tom held up the slip, shaking his head. “You’re trouble, you know that?”

Olivia’s cheeks flushed, but she kept her chin up. “Can’t be accused of false advertising.”

He tucked the dare behind the sugar bowl, glancing at her with something new in his gaze—a spark, a challenge. “Alright, then. Let’s see who gets to show off their culinary skills.”

She tried to match his bravado, but her heart thudded in her chest. The dare, written half as a joke, was suddenly very real. The prospect of standing in his kitchen, bare but for an apron, was equal parts terrifying and exhilarating.

She sipped her tea, feigning calm. “You realise, of course, that if I lose, I’m making eggs. And you hate my eggs.”

He pretended to groan. “Your eggs are a war crime.”

She threw a cushion at him, missing by miles, and he ducked, laughing.

After breakfast, Tom gathered plates, rinsed them under the tap. He moved with more energy than she’d seen yesterday, his confidence building with every minute. Olivia lingered, watching the line of his shoulders, the flex of his hands. There was something intensely appealing about him here, in his own space, relaxed and unguarded.

He caught her looking and waggled his eyebrows. “Ready for your public humiliation?”

“In your dreams,” she replied, though the words were less certain than she meant them to be.

She cleared her throat, scanning the shelves for a board game that wouldn’t give either of them too much of an advantage. “Cards?” she suggested.

“Cards are too easy to cheat at. Scrabble, then? Test your mettle with real words?”

She raised a brow. “That’s bold, considering you tried to play ‘Zox’ as a word last time.”

“Proper noun!” he insisted, feigning outrage. “I stand by it.”

She rolled her eyes, but the banter loosened something inside her. They set up the game on the living room floor, cushions stacked around, mugs of tea within reach. The morning sun crept across the rug, warming Olivia’s legs as she curled cross-legged, tiles in her lap.

The game was tense from the start, every move loaded with stakes. Tom played fast, daring, risking high-scoring tiles on risky combinations. Olivia played defensively, slow and strategic. The words they formed weren’t just points—they were messages, challenges, secret jokes woven through consonants and vowels.

She played ‘dare’ on a triple word score. He countered with ‘bold,’ grinning. She shot him a look, then played ‘tease,’ just to see his face redden. He retaliated with ‘strip,’ and she nearly choked on her tea.

The air grew thick, their words bolder as the game wore on. Neither mentioned the dare again, but its promise hung between them, making every point, every glance, every accidental brush of hands electric.

In the end, Tom won by just six points. He threw his arms up in triumph, nearly spilling his tea.

“Victory is mine!” he crowed, flopping back onto the cushions.

Olivia groaned, covering her face with her hands. “I demand a recount.”

“Rules are rules, Miss King. I believe there’s a forfeit due?”

She peeked at him between her fingers, laughter bubbling up despite herself. “You’re insufferable.”

He grinned, eyes bright. “Only when I win.”

She stretched out beside him, both of them basking in the glow of shared victory and defeat. The morning felt new again, the room charged with something she couldn’t quite name.

“You know,” he said, voice softer now, “if you really don’t want to do it—”

She shook her head, propping herself up on one elbow. “No way. You’re not getting out of this that easy. I’ll make breakfast. And you’ll eat it. Naked apron and all.”

He laughed, a sound that rang out through the flat, chasing away the last of the old tension.

They lay like that for a while, side by side on the rug, the Scrabble board between them. Outside, a delivery van rattled past. Somewhere upstairs, someone played piano, the notes drifting through the floorboards.

Eventually, Tom nudged her with his foot. “Come on. I’ll help you find an apron worthy of the occasion.”

She rolled her eyes, but let him pull her to her feet. Together, they cleared the game, laughter echoing in the quiet flat.

As they tidied, Olivia’s nerves returned—not dread, but excitement, a slow simmer building at the base of her spine. She wondered if he felt it too—the sense that something was shifting, that the game was no longer just a game.

In the kitchen, Tom rummaged through a drawer, producing a faded red apron with a cartoon chef and the words “Hot Stuff” emblazoned across the front.

“It’s a classic,” he said, waggling his eyebrows.

She took it, running her fingers over the fabric. “You’d better be hungry tomorrow morning.”

He leaned in, voice low. “Starving.”

Their eyes met, and for a moment, Olivia thought he might kiss her. Instead, he stepped back, the moment suspended, unbroken but charged.

She laughed, slipping the apron over her clothes, tying it at her waist. “Trial run.”

He gave her an exaggerated once-over. “You wear it well.”

She spun, hands on hips. “Maybe I’ll make you work for it next time.”

He held up his hands in mock surrender. “I surrender to your culinary prowess.”

They grinned at each other, standing in the middle of the kitchen, the Mischief Jar watching from its perch on the counter.

As the morning wore on, they fell back into routine—Tom checking emails, Olivia reading on the sofa, both aware of each other in a way that felt new and sharp. At lunch, they ate side by side, knees bumping under the table, trading bites of toast and sips of tea.

By the time afternoon faded into evening, Olivia’s nerves had settled into anticipation. Tomorrow’s forfeit would change everything, she was sure of it. But for now, she was content to bask in the warmth of shared mischief, the pleasure of being chosen for this strange, exhilarating experiment.

She found herself humming as she tidied her things, a song she barely remembered. Tom poked his head into the room, smiling. “What’s that?”

She shrugged. “Something happy.”

He lingered in the doorway, watching her. “You look happy.”

She nodded, heart full. “I am.”

He nodded, the silence between them soft and comfortable. “Me too.”

Later, as they settled in for the evening, Olivia curled up beside him on the sofa, the promise of tomorrow hanging between them—electric, unstoppable, and utterly theirs.

The afternoon sun slanted through the blinds, stripes of gold and shadow painting the living room rug. Olivia knelt cross-legged on a cushion, studying the Scrabble board as if her future depended on it. Maybe it did. Tom sat across from her, legs splayed, hands resting carelessly on his knees, eyes bright with mischief. Their mugs steamed between them, the faint scent of mint and bergamot perfuming the charged air.

For a moment, the world outside was utterly, blissfully irrelevant. There was only the two of them, the clatter of letter tiles, and the promise of something unspoken hanging in the room—like static before lightning.

“Remind me again,” Tom said, shuffling his tiles with exaggerated nonchalance, “what exactly are the stakes for this match?”

Olivia rolled her eyes, though her cheeks were already flushed. “Winner gets to keep their dignity. Loser gets to serve breakfast tomorrow—naked, but for an apron.”

He leaned forward, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Should we clarify: actual naked, or just… you know, spirit-of-the-law naked?”

She fixed him with a look. “Tom, you wrote the dare. You tell me.”

He waggled his eyebrows, but there was a hint of nerves beneath the show. “I suppose we should let the apron do all the heavy lifting.”

She couldn’t help herself—she burst out laughing, covering her mouth with her hand. He grinned, clearly pleased to have broken the tension.

They settled in, Tom drawing tiles first and placing the opening word—star. Olivia countered with lime, quick and clean, but he immediately added zen and grinned. She eyed him across the board. “A little too philosophical for this early in the day.”

“It’s about setting the tone,” he replied, sipping his tea. “Balance. Harmony.”

“Smugness,” she corrected, but the word was fond, not cutting.

They volleyed back and forth—cave, grip, note, dart. Each turn grew bolder, the words and the glances, both. At first, the banter was just playful. Olivia stuck her tongue out after a particularly clever move, and Tom threw a tile at her (she threw it back, hitting his shoulder). They traded stories about childhood games, about cheating siblings, about the time Tom’s grandma had spelled arse across the centre square and then pretended it was an accident.

But as the game built, so did the energy. Each touch across the board felt loaded. Olivia caught herself watching Tom’s hands—the way his fingers lingered on the tiles, the strength in his wrists, the subtle fidget when he was thinking. He seemed to be watching her too, eyes flicking to her lips, her knees tucked beneath her, the way she twirled a strand of hair when pondering her next move.

She played dare across a triple word score, just to see what he’d do. He grinned, delighted. “Trying to send me a message?”

She shrugged, feigning innocence, but she could feel her cheeks warming.

He countered with bold, not even hiding the implication.

She arched a brow. “Is this Scrabble, or a personality test?”

He leaned in, elbows on his knees. “Depends. Are you failing?”

She bit back a laugh, then placed tease along the side of the board, overlapping with his bold. The look he gave her—part challenge, part surprise—made something hot coil low in her belly.

He considered for a moment, then played strip. She choked on her tea, and he grinned, unrepentant.

“You are absolutely incorrigible,” she said, voice high but breathless.

“You started it,” he shot back, eyes dancing.

After that, the tension spiked. Every play became a new dare, a new invitation. Olivia felt herself leaning in, elbows on the board, chin propped on her hand as she watched Tom’s every move. He returned her gaze with a lazy confidence that was new and devastating.

They drew close in other ways, too. Their knees brushed as they reached for the bag of tiles. She nudged him playfully after a high score, and he retaliated by leaning over her shoulder to inspect her letters, his breath warm against her ear. She shivered, and he noticed—his eyes went dark, his smile a little less sure.

“You’re cheating,” she accused, trying to regain control.

He raised both hands in mock innocence. “How dare you accuse me of such slander.”

“You’re distracting me,” she clarified, and he didn’t deny it.

She tried to focus, but her mind kept drifting. What would it feel like—really feel like—to stand in his kitchen, just an apron, nothing else? Would she laugh? Blush? Would he stare, or would he look away? Would she want him to look away?

She shook off the thought, laying risk across the bottom of the board. He didn’t miss a beat—he added play, and their eyes met, the words more meaningful than any point tally.

As the board filled, the scores drew even. Tom pulled ahead with a clever use of quay, but Olivia stormed back with a triple word score on lust. They both paused, caught in the moment.

“You really are trouble,” Tom said softly.

She met his gaze, not flinching. “I could say the same for you.”

The final rounds were frantic—each trying to outdo the other, both knowing what was at stake. The words came faster, the moves more daring. When Tom finally played his last tile, it was clear—he’d won. By six points. Barely a victory, but a victory all the same.

He threw his arms up, triumphant. “Victory! I am Scrabble champion of the apocalypse!”

Olivia groaned, flopping back onto the carpet. “You are insufferable.”

He stretched out beside her, grinning so hard his cheeks dimpled. “It’s a gift.”

She covered her eyes with her arm, but she was smiling. “I demand a rematch.”

He nudged her hip with his knee. “Same stakes?”

She lifted her arm just enough to peek at him. “You wish.”

They lay there, the board between them, the world outside a distant, muted hum. Olivia listened to Tom’s breathing—slow, steady, with the faintest hitch every time she looked at him. She felt her own pulse racing, her skin too warm, her thoughts tumbling over themselves.

She cleared her throat, rolling onto her side to face him. “So. What are you going to make for breakfast, then?”

He pretended to ponder, one hand behind his head. “Something simple. Scrambled eggs, maybe. Toast. Fruit, if you’re lucky.”

She propped herself up on an elbow. “Don’t forget the apron. It’s essential.”

He nodded, deadpan. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Their eyes met, the air thick with everything they weren’t saying. Olivia felt a jolt—equal parts fear and delight. The dare was no longer a joke, not just a silly game. It was a line crossed, a new rule written in the heat between them.

They put the game away together, hands brushing, eyes meeting in the space between words. Olivia caught herself reaching for him, then stopped, letting her fingers linger on the back of his hand for just a second too long.

He squeezed her fingers, gentle but sure. “This was fun.”

She nodded, biting her lip. “Yeah. It was.”

He stood, offering her a hand up. She took it, letting him pull her to her feet, the touch lingering long after they let go.

As they moved through the rest of the afternoon—tidying the living room, making tea, idly scrolling their phones—Olivia felt the anticipation building. She watched Tom out of the corner of her eye, the way he carried himself now—prouder, more certain, as if winning the game had shifted something fundamental.

She wondered if she’d ever wanted someone to look at her the way he did just then—hungry, amused, a little in awe.

As evening fell, Tom cooked dinner—nothing fancy, just pasta and sauce—but he insisted on setting the table, lighting a candle, making a ceremony of it. Olivia played along, teasing him about the apron that hung from a hook in the kitchen, threatening to wear it as a hat if he didn’t deliver a decent meal.

He laughed, shaking his head. “You’re impossible.”

She grinned, chin resting in her hand. “You love it.”

They ate side by side, knees touching under the table, the conversation drifting from music to family to the absurdity of the world outside. Every so often, one of them would mention the dare, and the other would blush or smirk, drawing out the tension.

After dinner, they curled up on the sofa, sharing a blanket, watching a film they barely paid attention to. Olivia’s head found Tom’s shoulder, his arm draped loosely around her. The comfort was easy, but the energy between them was anything but. She felt him breathe in, felt his chest rise and fall, and let herself relax into him.

As the credits rolled, Tom turned to her, voice soft. “Still nervous?”

She shook her head, honest. “Not nervous. Just… excited. Maybe a little scared.”

He squeezed her hand. “Me too.”

They sat in the quiet, the only sound the city settling outside, the old pipes creaking, the slow, steady tick of the kitchen clock. Olivia closed her eyes, letting the moment wash over her, knowing that tomorrow, when the dare was paid, everything might change.

But tonight, they were just themselves—two people locked in together, daring each other to break the rules, one small mischief at a time.

Olivia lay awake long before dawn, her mind running anxious, hopeful circuits. The flat was quiet, its usual creaks and groans exaggerated in the hush. Somewhere down the street, a fox barked. Rain traced slow fingers down the window glass. She turned the dare over in her head—naked but for an apron, making Tom’s breakfast—and wondered if she’d ever been so aware of her own skin.

She’d played it cool the night before—teasing, laughing, tossing out threats of “the world’s worst eggs” and making a show of trying on the apron over her leggings, but privately, she felt exposed already. The anticipation was sweet and terrifying. She wanted to see how far she could take it before nerves cracked her façade.

When the sky had lightened to grey and the city’s early buses began to rumble by, she finally slipped out of bed. She moved quietly, careful not to wake Tom, padding barefoot to the bathroom. She showered quickly, letting the hot water scald away the edge of her fear. She dried off, her skin prickling in the cool air, and wrapped herself in her old, threadbare towel for as long as she dared.

Standing before the fogged mirror, Olivia caught her reflection—a flash of herself unadorned, stripped of every layer but anticipation. Her heart beat fast. She grinned at her own nerves, feeling the thrill roll over her in waves. She didn’t want to hide. Not from him.

She dressed only in the apron—tying it tight behind her neck, then once, twice around her waist. It was too short, the hem hitting mid-thigh, her back bare but for a cross of faded cotton. She hesitated, then tucked her hair behind her ears, letting it fall loose and wild, and regarded herself one last time. It was a dare to herself as much as to him: See me. Want me. Laugh with me if you must, but let me take up this space.

She crept down the hallway, heart pounding, every footstep a reminder of her own boldness. The flat was quiet, the morning light uncertain, but it felt charged—alive with possibilities she could almost taste.

In the kitchen, she set about making breakfast, pretending she did this every day. She cracked eggs into a bowl, whisked them hard, buttered slices of bread for toasting. She worked quickly, the cool air raising goosebumps on her arms and legs, every tiny sound—clink of a spoon, scrape of a knife—a drumbeat in the hush.

She’d just set the pan on the stove when she heard Tom stir in the hallway. His footsteps slowed, hesitated, then carried him to the kitchen doorway.

For a moment, neither spoke.

She glanced up, spatula poised. “Morning.”

He froze, his hand gripping the doorframe. His eyes flicked over her—hair tumbling wild, apron tight and ridiculous, bare feet, bare back. His mouth opened, then closed, a flush climbing from his chest to his cheeks.

“Wow,” he managed, voice rough. “You… are a woman of your word.”

She straightened her shoulders, forcing bravado into her smile. “House rules.”

He laughed, a low, surprised sound that made her shiver. “You, uh—want help with the toast?”

She shook her head, focusing on the eggs. “You’re the guest of honour. Sit. Enjoy the show.”

He obeyed, moving to a stool at the breakfast bar, hands braced on the counter. His gaze never quite left her, though he tried not to stare outright. She could feel his eyes everywhere—the way he tracked her movements, the way he tried to keep the moment light but couldn’t hide the edge of awe in his voice.

She plated the toast with a flourish, slid eggs onto a warm plate, poured him a mug of tea, and—just for mischief—leaned over the counter, offering him the plate with a practiced wink.

He took it carefully, fingers brushing hers. “You look… amazing,” he said, quiet and sincere.

She felt herself blush, but let it bloom. “Thank you. Enjoy it while it lasts. Next time, you’re the one on apron duty.”

He grinned, his confidence returning in the wake of her smile. “Looking forward to it. Though I’m not sure I can top this.”

They ate together, Olivia perched on a stool, legs crossed, doing her best to keep the apron from gaping too much when she reached for her mug. Tom was polite, but not perfect—his eyes darted to her legs, her shoulders, the long bare line of her spine. He didn’t leer, didn’t joke, but his attention was a gift, both exhilarating and comforting.

They talked quietly—about silly things at first. Whether toast should always be buttered to the edge. The difference between tea and “builder’s tea.” Olivia teased him about his inability to cook eggs any other way than scrambled. He countered by daring her to try poached next time, if she was brave enough.

With every word, the tension softened into something easier, sweeter. She felt seen, not just for her body—though the heat in his eyes was impossible to miss—but for her courage, her willingness to play, to risk being foolish.

At one point, Tom cleared his throat, voice low. “You’re not… uncomfortable, are you?”

She shook her head, smiling. “No. Are you?”

He looked down, then up at her, earnest. “Honestly? I’m a little jealous. I don’t think I could’ve pulled that off.”

She shrugged. “You would’ve done fine. But I’m holding you to that next time.”

He grinned, a spark of challenge in his eyes. “You’re on.”

They finished eating. Tom stood to clear the plates, but Olivia stopped him with a gentle hand on his arm. “Nope. Winner does the washing up, too.”

He rolled his eyes, but didn’t argue. She watched as he moved around the kitchen, apron still the centre of gravity in the room. She felt oddly powerful—like she’d unlocked a new version of herself, one who could laugh at her own fear and find pleasure in being looked at, wanted.

When the last mug was washed, Tom dried his hands and turned to her, serious now. “Thank you,” he said softly. “Not just for breakfast. For… all of it.”

She shrugged, embarrassed but pleased. “It was just a dare.”

He shook his head. “No. It’s more than that.”

For a heartbeat, they stood in the kitchen, sunlight glancing off the window, the world outside held at bay. Olivia thought he might kiss her. For the first time, she didn’t flinch from the idea—she welcomed it, hungry for it.

Instead, Tom stepped closer, hands gentle on her shoulders. “If you ever want to call a halt—on any of this—just say.”

She smiled, warmth blooming deep and real. “I know. But I don’t.”

His hands lingered a moment, then slipped away, careful and respectful. “Alright. Your move, then.”

She exhaled, slow and shaky, suddenly aware of every inch of skin, every breath in the quiet flat.

They left the kitchen together, laughter trailing after them, the spell not broken but transformed—lighter, sharper, more dangerous.

Olivia ducked into her room to change, letting herself feel the adrenaline, the giddiness. She put on leggings and a big jumper, comfort against the comedown, and stared at herself in the mirror.

She saw the flush in her cheeks, the wildness in her eyes, and grinned. She’d done it. Not for Tom, not really, but for herself. And maybe, just maybe, she wanted to do it again.

When she came out, Tom was on the sofa, flipping through a book, feet up, relaxed in a way she hadn’t seen before. He glanced up, smiled, then patted the space beside him.

She joined him, curling up close, letting his arm drape around her shoulders. They sat in silence, the TV muttering in the background, the quiet between them full of possibility.

After a while, Tom squeezed her arm. “Rematch tonight?”

She grinned, looking up at him. “You’re on. But next time, loser cooks dinner. Naked apron rules still apply.”

He laughed, head thrown back, the sound easy and true.

They stayed like that, side by side, the world outside irrelevant. Whatever happened next, Olivia knew she’d remember this—this morning, this dare, this feeling—for a very long time.

The rest of the morning passed in a kind of golden haze, the memory of the forfeit echoing through every room. Even clothed again—warm in leggings and her oversized jumper—Olivia felt lighter, as if some old weight had fallen away. She caught herself smiling for no reason, humming as she tidied the kitchen, wiping counters that didn’t need wiping just for the feel of doing something ordinary with her hands.

Tom seemed changed, too. He moved with an easy confidence, laughter bubbling up more freely. He joked about the apron, threatened to hide it, teased her about her cooking, but underneath it all was something quieter, warmer—a kind of gratefulness, a gentleness that softened every touch and glance.

They settled on the sofa together, the morning’s sun brightening the small living room, dust motes spinning in the light. Olivia curled her legs beneath her, letting her body relax against Tom’s side. He draped his arm around her shoulders, not possessive, just steady—like he’d wanted to do it for weeks but only now felt welcome.

For a while, they watched TV—something forgettable and light, the sort of show that didn’t ask for much attention. Olivia let herself drift, feeling the rise and fall of Tom’s breathing, the occasional squeeze of his hand on her arm, the way their knees pressed together in the shared warmth of the blanket. Every so often, she caught him glancing down at her, his expression open and unguarded.

She was grateful for the quiet, the easy silence. The forfeit had changed something, but not in the way she’d expected. She wasn’t embarrassed or ashamed. Instead, she felt seen, wanted, cherished for her boldness. Tom’s attention wasn’t the kind that demanded or consumed; it was steady, gentle, and—perhaps most surprising—safe.

Eventually, Tom muted the TV, turning slightly so he could see her better. “You alright?” he asked, voice low.

She nodded, meeting his eyes. “Yeah. I feel… good. Lighter.”

He smiled, thumb tracing slow circles over her shoulder. “You were amazing, you know.”

She felt the heat in her cheeks, but didn’t look away. “It was terrifying, for about five seconds. Then it was just… fun. I don’t know what I was so worried about.”

He chuckled. “Probably me, making a fool of myself.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “You were perfect.”

There was a beat—a pause long enough for meaning to gather, for both of them to feel it.

Tom cleared his throat. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

He hesitated, his hand tightening just a little. “Did you—did it feel good? Not just the dare, but… letting me see you? Like that?”

Olivia thought about it, really considered the feeling. “Yeah,” she said at last. “It did. More than I thought it would. It’s not something I’ve ever done before, not like that. But with you… it felt safe. Exciting, too, but safe.”

He nodded, relief plain in his face. “I’m glad. I don’t ever want you to feel pressured.”

She squeezed his hand. “I don’t. I trust you, Tom.”

He exhaled, the tension melting out of his frame. “Good. Because I want this—whatever this is—to feel good for you. For both of us.”

She smiled, letting her head fall to his shoulder. “It does.”

They sat in silence, the TV flickering in the background, the world beyond the window distant and irrelevant.

As the day drifted on, the ordinary routines of living together resumed—laundry, emails, the slow, satisfying business of being at home with another person. But everything felt subtly altered, every glance and touch carrying a new, unspoken weight.

Later, as they cleaned up after lunch, Tom bumped her hip with his, grinning. “Rematch tonight?”

She arched an eyebrow. “You just want an excuse to see me in the apron again.”

He laughed, pretending to be scandalized. “Who says it’ll be you next time?”

She made a show of rolling her eyes, but the truth was she wanted the game, wanted the stakes. She liked the way her heart raced at the thought of losing again, or—maybe even more—the idea of watching Tom blush his way through his own forfeit.

They set up the Scrabble board again after dinner, the ritual already familiar but newly charged. This time, the game was closer—points neck and neck, every move fraught with banter and sabotage. Tom “accidentally” brushed her foot with his under the table; she retaliated by blocking his best play. They both laughed, letting the competition spark but never sour.

This time, Olivia won—by just three points. She threw her hands in the air, triumphant. “Victory!”

Tom groaned, slumping in his chair. “You’re ruthless.”

She smirked, tapping the apron where it hung on its hook. “You know what this means.”

He grinned, a little shy, but didn’t back down. “House rules.”

She pressed the advantage, leaning in close as she helped him clear the board. “If you’re half as brave as I was, tomorrow’s breakfast will be unforgettable.”

He laughed, nerves and excitement warring in his voice. “Challenge accepted.”

After the game, they curled up together again on the sofa, the new tension between them softer now, richer. Olivia tucked herself under Tom’s arm, feeling the steady beat of his heart, the warmth of his hand on her knee.

They talked, quietly, about everything and nothing—childhood stories, dreams for the future, the absurdity of lockdown. Olivia found herself telling Tom things she’d never told anyone: the time she’d run away from home for a night and spent it hiding in her friend’s garden shed, the secret she kept about always being the last one to leave a party so she could walk home alone. He listened, really listened, his attention unwavering.

In return, Tom confessed things too—his fear of not being good enough, his guilt about his parents’ divorce, the way he’d always felt a little out of step with the rest of the world. Olivia listened, holding his secrets close, offering comfort in the quiet of her touch.

As night fell, they moved through the rituals of bedtime together—brushing teeth, setting alarms, folding laundry. Tom stood in the doorway to her room, looking sheepish.

“Mind if I stay for a bit?” he asked.

She shook her head, smiling. “Not at all.”

He lay beside her, both of them above the covers, facing each other in the dim light. They talked a little more, voices soft and unhurried, until the words ran out and only the comfort of presence remained.

Olivia watched Tom’s face, the gentle line of his jaw, the faint stubble, the way his lashes brushed his cheek when he closed his eyes. She wanted to reach out, to trace the curve of his mouth, to press a kiss to the spot just beneath his ear.

Instead, she settled for letting their foreheads touch, the simplest, sweetest connection.

“I like this,” she whispered. “All of it.”

He smiled, eyes still closed. “Me too.”

Sleep came easily, a warm tide that pulled them both under, safe in the knowledge that whatever happened next, they would face it together.

In the quiet of the flat, as the city drifted deeper into night, the Mischief Jar waited—silent, patient, full of promises. Tomorrow would bring new dares, new risks, new intimacies.

But tonight, Olivia knew: the line between mischief and meaning had blurred. Whatever this was becoming, she was ready for it—eager, even.

And in Tom’s steady, sleeping presence, she felt not just safe, but chosen.


Chapter 4: Bubble Boundaries

The weather broke overnight, heavy clouds settling low across the city. By morning, the flat felt smaller, the light subdued—a soft, grey hush that pressed against the windows. Olivia woke to the sound of rain ticking on the glass, the familiar, comforting clatter that made her want to stay buried in the warmth of her duvet.

But this was Tuesday, and on Tuesdays her friends demanded proof of life. She’d barely stretched when her phone buzzed—a string of WhatsApps, two missed calls, and a reminder that she was “on deck” for the weekly video chat. She made her way to the kitchen in her comfiest pyjamas, hair a tangle, mood somewhere between anticipation and dread.

Tom was already up, hunched over his laptop at the breakfast bar, spooning porridge into his mouth with the kind of absent-minded focus Olivia associated with bad TV or good sex. He looked up as she entered, eyes brightening. “Your fan club’s calling?”

She groaned. “Apparently. They want to see proof I’m alive and not chained in your basement.”

He grinned. “You mean you haven’t shown them the restraints drawer yet?”

She smirked, rolling her eyes. “You wish.”

She poured herself a mug of coffee, wrapping her hands around it for warmth. The flat felt different in the rain—cosier, yes, but also somehow more intimate, as if the rest of the world had retreated and left only the two of them, floating in their own little bubble.

Olivia set up her laptop on the kitchen table, angled carefully to avoid any incriminating glimpses of Tom’s messier habits. As the video call connected, three faces appeared: Maya, perpetually sharp; Jess, radiant and already sipping wine; and Leila, wrapped in a blanket, eyes wide with curiosity.

They all spoke at once.

“Liv! You’re alive!”

“Turn the camera, let’s see him!”

“Is this the infamous lockdown romance?”

Olivia groaned, sinking lower in her chair. “Can we not pretend I’m still single and mysterious for five minutes?”

Jess cackled. “Not a chance. We want the gory details.”

Maya leaned in, eyes glittering. “How’s living with a man? Is he as neat as you hoped? Does he leave the seat up?”

Leila, the softest of the three, simply grinned. “You look happy.”

Olivia blushed, unable to stop the smile that spread across her face. “It’s… good. Different. Messy, sometimes. But good.”

Behind her, Tom moved through the kitchen, making exaggerated efforts to be quiet—tiptoeing, mouthing ‘sorry’ when he clattered a mug. The girls caught sight of him and erupted in whispers.

“That’s him! He’s cute!”

“Tom! Wave for us!”

Olivia turned, shooting him a look. He obliged, offering a sheepish wave before retreating to the far end of the flat. The girls swooned in chorus.

“Oh my god, Liv, keep him.”

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t encourage him.”

The conversation turned to lockdown—how each of them was coping, the strange rituals they’d adopted, the daily news cycles that made time slippery. Olivia found herself relaxing, grateful for the normalcy of old friends, even as their questions turned nosy.

“So… any arguments yet?” Jess asked, eyes twinkling. “Who does the cooking?”

Olivia shrugged. “We share. He’s actually a decent cook. Cleans up after himself, too.”

Leila sipped her tea. “Any… um… unexpected habits?”

Maya pounced. “Yeah, does he snore? Does he sing in the shower? Are you having wild lockdown sex yet?”

Olivia choked on her coffee, spluttering. The girls dissolved into laughter.

“I’m pleading the fifth,” she said, fanning her face.

Jess grinned. “That’s a yes.”

She shook her head, but she was smiling. The teasing was relentless, but beneath it was a warmth she needed—reminders of who she was outside this bubble, proof that her world was still waiting.

From the hallway, Tom’s voice drifted in—a soft, animated murmur. Olivia realised he was on a call too, his laughter carrying through the open doors.

She turned her attention back to the screen, but her mind wandered. It was strange, she thought, to be so exposed in this way—to have her two worlds collide, her old life and her new one vying for space in the tiny flat.

As the call wound down, Maya leaned in, lowering her voice conspiratorially. “Just remember, Liv—you don’t have to prove anything. Just be happy.”

Olivia nodded, blinking against the sudden sting of tears. “Thanks, guys.”

Jess blew her a kiss. “Tell Tom we approve.”

She promised she would, waving goodbye as the screen went dark.

She closed her laptop, letting the quiet settle. The flat felt different now—bigger, somehow, but emptier too.

Tom reappeared a minute later, phone in hand, grinning. “My sister sends her regards. And says you’re too good for me.”

Olivia snorted. “She’s not wrong.”

He leaned against the counter, folding his arms. “You alright?”

She nodded, stretching. “Yeah. Just… weird, you know? Being ‘out’ about this. To them, to your sister. It’s like… now it’s real.”

He softened, stepping closer. “Is that a bad thing?”

She shook her head. “No. Just… new.”

He reached for her hand, squeezing it gently. “I like new. I like us.”

She smiled, heart steady. “Me too.”

He squeezed her hand again, then let go, moving to tidy up the breakfast things. Olivia watched him, noticing the way he moved now—more relaxed, less guarded. She felt a tug of affection, sharp and sweet.

She wandered into the living room, flopping onto the sofa. Tom joined her, setting his phone aside.

“Your friends are relentless,” he said, feigning outrage.

She laughed. “You have no idea. Next week they’ll demand a full progress report.”

He groaned. “I’ll have to up my game.”

She nudged him with her foot. “You’re doing fine.”

They sat in companionable silence, the rain drumming on the windows, the city outside blurred and distant. Olivia felt the weight of the morning settle—soft, but insistent. She was here. With him. Chosen, for now.

After a while, Tom’s phone buzzed—a new message, the screen lighting up with a photo of his nephew, grinning, cheeks smeared with jam. He showed it to Olivia, pride in his eyes.

“Cute kid,” she said, smiling.

“Best thing in my family, by miles.”

They shared a look—comfortable, unhurried. The world could wait. For now, this was enough.

But beneath the ease, something flickered—a question neither had asked, a tension that hovered at the edges. Olivia wondered what Tom had told his sister, if he’d mentioned her by name, if he’d called her girlfriend, partner, or just “the girl I’m seeing.” She realised she wanted to know. She wanted to be claimed, not just accommodated.

She reached for his hand again, squeezing tight. He squeezed back, eyes meeting hers.

The rain softened, the clouds lightening. Somewhere in the building, a neighbour played piano, the notes faint but hopeful.

Olivia closed her eyes, letting the music wash over her, the warmth of Tom’s hand grounding her in the present.

For now, the outside world could wait. Here, in the soft light of the flat, they were safe—together, if only for this day.

After the laughter of the calls, a hush fell. It was a different kind of quiet—heavy, full of invisible threads, a reminder that as close as they’d grown, there were still parts of each other they couldn’t see. Olivia curled up on the sofa with her phone, flicking through messages. Notifications stacked up: her friends sending memes and selfies, a recipe link, old photos from uni nights out. She scrolled, smiling—then paused on a name she hadn’t seen in weeks.

Ben. The ex who was sometimes a friend, sometimes not. He’d sent a single, bland message: Hope you’re surviving the madness. Miss our pub debates.

Olivia stared at it, thumb hovering over the keyboard. She didn’t want to reply. Not really. But she remembered the old ease, the comfort of having someone outside the newness, someone who didn’t need to be impressed or navigated.

For a heartbeat, she considered ignoring it. Instead, she typed quickly, keeping it light:

Still standing. Lockdown’s weird, right? Hope you’re good too.

She pressed send and immediately regretted it. There was no thrill—only a dull ache, a sense of stepping out of the bubble for a breath she didn’t need.

She glanced up. Tom was in the kitchen, rinsing mugs, humming softly to himself. He didn’t look over, but she wondered if he’d seen her hesitate, if he’d noticed her guarded body language.

She set the phone aside, curling into herself. The weight of the morning—the comfort of friends, the confessions, the easy hand-holding—shifted. She felt suddenly exposed, as if she’d cracked the door to something she wanted to keep locked tight.

Tom returned, tea in hand, pausing in the doorway. “You alright?”

She nodded, too quickly. “Yeah. Just tired. Video calls always fry my brain.”

He nodded, settling beside her. They sat in silence, the TV murmuring in the background.

A few minutes later, Tom’s phone buzzed, vibrating against the coffee table. He glanced at the screen, brow arching. Olivia watched as he smiled, typing out a quick reply.

She tried not to look, but curiosity gnawed at her. The name on his phone—Jessie—was unfamiliar. The notification preview was short: You surviving, gorgeous? A small, silly message, but Olivia felt its sting anyway.

Tom set the phone face down, stretching. “My friend Jessie. She’s… well, she’s complicated.”

Olivia forced a smile. “She sounds fun.”

He shrugged, eyes darting away. “We were… something, once. Not serious. She’s a flirt.”

Olivia nodded, swallowing the little flicker of jealousy. She knew she had no right to feel possessive—not yet. They’d never talked about rules, about exclusivity. But she couldn’t help the rush of wanting—wanting him to want her alone, wanting to be the only woman who made him smile like that.

They sat in the thickening quiet, the earlier ease strained. The rain outside had stopped, leaving the flat washed clean but somehow colder.

Tom shifted, clearing his throat. “You get many messages from… people?” The question was casual, but Olivia heard the tension beneath.

She considered lying, but shook her head. “Not really. Just the usual old mates, uni friends, that kind of thing.”

He nodded, staring at his hands. “You ever miss it? Being single, I mean?”

She hesitated, searching for honesty. “Sometimes. But not right now. Not with you.”

He looked at her, surprise and relief softening his face. “Me neither.”

She let out a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. “Good.”

A long silence stretched between them, not uncomfortable now, but charged.

Finally, Tom spoke, voice lower. “I saw Ben messaged you. The ex, right?”

Olivia blinked, then nodded, startled. “Yeah. I didn’t really reply. Just being polite.”

Tom nodded, fidgeting with the hem of his shirt. “I trust you. I do. It’s just… I don’t know. It’s weird, sharing a space. Letting old stuff back in, even a little.”

She reached for his hand, covering it with hers. “I get it. I felt the same when Jessie messaged you. It’s not about trust. It’s just… it makes you feel like you’re not enough.”

He squeezed her hand, grateful. “Yeah. Exactly.”

They sat, hand in hand, both a little exposed, a little less certain, but closer for it.

After a while, Tom stood to make more tea. Olivia watched him move through the kitchen, the confidence of the morning replaced with a new wariness. She realised, with a jolt, how much she wanted to be his anchor—his safe place, the one person who made the rest fade away.

He returned with two mugs, offering her one. Their fingers brushed, lingering a little too long.

“Can I ask something?” he said quietly.

She nodded.

“Would you… would you want to make this official? Like—no dating apps, no flirting, no… old flames. Just us, here. In the bubble.”

Olivia felt her heart lift, relief and happiness colliding. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

He let out a shaky laugh, all his tension dissolving. “Me too. I know it’s fast. But it doesn’t feel fast.”

She shook her head, smile soft. “It feels right.”

He squeezed her knee, eyes bright. “Good. House rules, then?”

She grinned. “House rules.”

They toasted with their tea, sealing the new agreement. The air felt different now—warmer, more certain. The bubble was theirs, defined not by lockdown, but by choice.

They spent the afternoon in easy domesticity, tension replaced with a new tenderness. They cleaned together—Tom vacuuming while Olivia dusted shelves, both humming along to an old playlist. They folded laundry side by side, arguing over the best way to pair socks, the laughter coming easily again.

As dusk settled, Tom set a candle on the windowsill, the soft glow washing the flat in gold. They sat together on the floor, backs to the sofa, sharing a bowl of popcorn and stories from before—their childhoods, their worst dates, the odd rituals that made them who they were.

Olivia felt the earlier friction dissolve into something deeper—a sense of being chosen, of choosing back.

When the first stars appeared outside, Tom pulled her close, his arm around her shoulders.

“I like you here,” he said, voice barely above a whisper.

She rested her head on his chest. “I like being here.”

They sat in the hush, the bubble holding.

That night, the rain returned—a steady, soothing patter that turned the windows to mirrors and made the world outside feel impossibly distant. Olivia padded barefoot into the kitchen, drawn by the soft golden glow of the fairy lights Tom had strung along the cupboards for “mood,” and the promise of a late-night snack.

She found Tom there, elbows on the counter, spoon deep in a tub of peanut butter, caught in the act.

He glanced up, sheepish. “Midnight cravings. Want in?”

She grinned, grabbing two slices of bread, slathering one thick with peanut butter, the other with raspberry jam. They stood side by side at the counter, making sandwiches in silence, the mood easy, a little sleepy, the tension of the day faded to a low, steady thrum.

When the food was gone and the last crumbs swept away, Tom filled two wine glasses, gesturing for her to join him at the breakfast bar. The flat was warm, cocooned by the storm outside, the rest of the world reduced to the two of them, the hum of the fridge, the glow of the fairy lights.

Olivia watched him for a moment, grateful for the normalcy, the ritual of shared food and drink. But beneath it, a question pressed. The day’s jealousy lingered at the edges, softened by their earlier talk but not quite erased.

Tom seemed to sense it. He nudged the Mischief Jar between them, glass catching the light. “You ever think about changing the rules?” he asked quietly. “Now that… you know. Now that this is something.”

She considered, tracing the rim of her glass with her finger. “Yeah. I do.”

He leaned in, earnest. “Can we? Just… talk about it? Make new ones?”

She nodded, pulse quickening. “I think we should.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the storm muffled outside, the kitchen holding its breath.

Olivia reached for the notepad they’d first scribbled the “Lockdown Treaty” on, flipping to a fresh page. She wrote, in neat, careful letters:

HOUSE RULES 2.0

She looked at Tom, who grinned. “You’re a woman after my own heart.”

She grinned back, nerves buzzing in her chest. “Okay. Rule one: No ex talk.”

He snorted. “Agreed. Rule two: No dating apps.”

She nodded, more serious now. “Rule three: No flirting with people outside the bubble. That includes DMing people ‘just for fun.’”

Tom raised his glass, mock solemn. “No bubble breaches. Got it.”

She hesitated, then wrote it down: “Just us. No outside complications.”

He studied her, his eyes softer than she’d ever seen. “That what you want?”

She held his gaze. “Yeah. I do. I want to know what this is, just us. No distractions. No outs.”

He let out a slow breath, the relief evident. “Me too.”

They sipped their wine, letting the meaning settle. The rules were spoken softly, but Olivia felt the ground shift beneath her—something that had been unclaimed was now hers, theirs, defined by choice rather than necessity.

Tom gestured to the Mischief Jar, mischief returning to his eyes. “We should upgrade this, too. Make the dares fit the new rules.”

Olivia laughed, feeling the excitement surge. “Like what?”

He thought for a moment, then grinned. “Winner gets to ask any question—no lying.”

She raised her eyebrows, impressed. “Dangerous.”

He shrugged, bold. “We’re living dangerously.”

She reached for a pen, writing her own: “Loser has to let the winner dress them for a whole day.”

He laughed. “I’m not sure I’m ready for that level of humiliation.”

She grinned, playful. “Too late. Already in the jar.”

Tom scribbled on another slip, folding it with exaggerated care. “Loser does something they’re secretly scared to try—but only if they agree after. No pressure.”

Olivia nodded, folding her own addition: “Winner gets to give the loser a compliment—no sarcasm allowed.”

They dropped the slips into the jar, the clink of paper loud in the quiet flat. The new dares were riskier—not just in the physical sense, but in the ways that mattered: vulnerability, honesty, the willingness to let themselves be known.

Tom leaned back, studying her. “Can I ask you something? Not a dare. Just… for me.”

She nodded, heart in her throat.

“Why me?” he asked, voice soft. “Why this, now?”

She blinked, caught off guard by the seriousness in his tone. “I think… I think because you see me. Not just what I show you, but what I’m scared to show. And you like it. Or at least, you don’t run.”

He smiled, the corners of his mouth trembling. “I do like it. All of it.”

She reached for his hand, fingers lacing with his. “Then let’s keep the rules simple. Just us. Just honesty. And a little mischief.”

He squeezed her hand, eyes shining. “The best kind.”

They sat in the hush, the jar between them, the new rules a living thing—growing, stretching to fit the shape of what they were becoming.

Olivia felt her heart settle, a new calm anchoring her. The storm outside had faded to a drizzle, the world beyond the window distant and irrelevant.

Later, curled up on the sofa with Tom, blanket draped over both their legs, Olivia let herself lean into his side, cheek against his shoulder. He rested his chin on her head, his arms steady around her.

They talked quietly—about everything and nothing, the conversation looping and meandering, never urgent, always kind.

At one point, Tom pressed a kiss to the top of her head, soft and lingering. “Thank you. For trusting me.”

She looked up, meeting his gaze. “Thank you for giving me a reason to.”

They stayed like that, cocooned by the quiet, the rules no longer a cage but a comfort—something to keep the world out, something to keep them together.

Before bed, they drew a new Mischief Jar dare—Olivia’s, as it happened. Tom read it aloud, his cheeks going pink: “Winner gets to dress the loser tomorrow. No arguments.”

She grinned, delight rising. “Looks like you’re about to experience the joy of pink leggings.”

He groaned, mock despair in his voice, but the laughter was real, the affection unmistakable.

As they moved through the rituals of bedtime—brushing teeth, setting alarms, trading sleepy goodnights—Olivia felt lighter than she had in weeks. The bubble had changed shape, but it was still theirs.

Alone in her room, she journaled briefly, words tumbling out:

Today we made new rules. Not just for chores, but for hearts. I want to keep this—him, us, the mischief, the meaning. I’m scared, but I think that’s part of it. I want to be seen. And I want to see him, all the way through.

She tucked the notebook away, slid under the covers, and listened to the quiet—rain soft against the glass, Tom moving in the next room, the steady beat of her own hope.

Tomorrow would bring new dares, new risks, but for tonight, she was safe. Wanted. Chosen.

And the rules—finally—felt just right.

The flat was silent, but Olivia’s mind refused to settle. She sat cross-legged on her bed, the glow from her little desk lamp carving a pool of light in the dim room. The rain had stopped, replaced by the soft drip of water from the gutters and the occasional whirr of a late bus in the street below.

Her journal lay open on her lap, a half-written sentence trailing off where she’d lost her train of thought. She pressed the pen to the page, then hesitated, unsure how to shape the feeling that had been gathering inside her all day.

She had never truly believed in “meant to be,” but tonight, the bubble felt sacred. She and Tom had closed themselves off from the world—not just because of circumstance, but because they wanted to. The old anxieties, the little pricks of jealousy, the ache of uncertainty had been soothed by the new rules, by their honesty, by the weight of his hand in hers.

But beneath the comfort pulsed a sharper desire: not just to be here, but to be chosen. Not by default, not by accident of lockdown, but by deliberate, daily decision.

She wrote, slow and careful:

I want him to see me. Not just as someone who fits, not just as company, not just for now. I want to be wanted, fully. To belong. To know that if the doors opened and the world rushed in again, he’d still pick me.

She set the pen down, turning the words over in her mind. The wanting was sweet, but it frightened her too—how much she cared, how much she’d risked by letting herself fall, quietly and without reservation.

She closed the journal, setting it gently on the nightstand. For a long moment, she sat in the hush, the flat feeling at once smaller and larger than ever before.

In the next room, Tom sat on his bed, legs stretched out, head resting against the wall. The lamp beside him was off; only the blue glow of his phone lit his face. He wasn’t reading or scrolling, just staring at the screen, letting his mind wander.

He thought of Olivia—not just how she’d looked in the kitchen that morning, apron and laughter and all that bare, gorgeous skin, but the curve of her smile as she’d watched him fold laundry, the way her hand had found his during the quietest moments. He thought of her bravery, her willingness to play, to dare, to risk being known.

He wanted her—not just in the flaring, physical way (though that want was undeniable), but in the way that made his chest ache: to see her every morning, to be the one she turned to, to belong to her as much as she belonged to him.

He closed his eyes, letting the wish unfurl inside him:

I want to be hers. I want her to tell me, just once, that I’m hers and she’s mine. That we’re not just playing at this, but building something that lasts beyond the bubble.

The flat creaked, settling in the cool of night.

Olivia, restless, left her room in search of water. She padded down the hallway, pausing outside Tom’s door. Light spilled under the frame, and for a moment she hesitated—wanting to knock, to slip inside, to speak the want that had been growing all day.

Instead, she moved on to the kitchen, filling a glass from the tap. She stood by the window, looking out at the slick streets, the city muted and peaceful. She sipped, breathing deep.

A moment later, Tom appeared in the doorway, hair rumpled, T-shirt loose. He blinked, surprised. “Couldn’t sleep?”

She shook her head, managing a smile. “No. You?”

He shrugged, stepping into the kitchen, close but not crowding her. “Just thinking. About… everything.”

They stood in silence, side by side, the space between them humming with unspoken words.

Olivia set her glass down, turning to face him. “Can I ask you something?”

He nodded, eyes soft. “Anything.”

She drew a breath, letting herself feel the tremor in her hands. “If lockdown ended tomorrow—if we could go anywhere, see anyone—would you still want to do this? With me?”

He didn’t answer right away, and for a second, her heart stuttered.

Then he reached for her hands, taking them gently in his own. “Yeah. I would. I want you, Olivia. Not just for now. Not just because it’s easy, or because we have to. Because I choose you. I’d choose you tomorrow, and the next day, and the one after that.”

She let out a shaky laugh, tears pricking her eyes. “I want to be chosen. Not just needed. Chosen.”

He squeezed her hands, voice thick. “You are. Every day.”

She closed the distance between them, pressing her forehead to his, eyes closed. They breathed together, the hush of the flat folding around them.

“I want you to see me,” she whispered. “Really see me. All the way through.”

He kissed her forehead, gentle and sure. “I do. More every day.”

They stayed like that, holding each other, letting the vulnerability settle into something solid and sweet.

When they finally pulled apart, Tom brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Let’s make a promise.”

She nodded, heart pounding.

“No matter what happens—no matter how crazy the world gets—we keep choosing each other. Every day. Even when it’s hard. Even when the doors open again.”

She smiled, tears spilling over. “Deal.”

They hugged, tight and long, rocking slightly in the dim kitchen, neither wanting to let go.

Later, they stood side by side at the sink, rinsing their glasses, talking about nothing—books they wanted to read, places they might visit, dinners they’d cook together once restaurants opened. Their conversation was gentle, dreamy, threaded through with laughter.

They returned to their rooms, but sleep came easily this time. The wanting was still there, sharp and bright, but it no longer hurt. It was a promise, a tether, a choice.

Olivia slipped under her covers, warmth curling through her. In the other room, Tom did the same.

Both slept soundly, dreaming of ordinary days, of open doors and shared mornings, of mischief and trust and hands held in the dark.

Morning returned with soft gold, sunlight warming the foot of the bed and coaxing Olivia awake. The storm had passed, leaving the air scrubbed clean. She lay still, watching the slow drift of light across the ceiling, letting the comfort of belonging wash over her. She stretched, a slow luxurious ripple, and listened: the apartment was quiet, but not with the lonely hush of her old flat. It was a shared quiet, full of promise.

She dressed in leggings and a borrowed T-shirt—Tom’s, soft from hundreds of washes—and made her way to the kitchen. She moved quietly, not wanting to wake him, but found him already there, standing at the stove. The smell of coffee and frying butter filled the space. He glanced over his shoulder, his smile slow and sure.

“Morning,” he said, voice husky.

“Morning.” She slipped onto a stool, tucking her knees up, chin resting on her arms as she watched him.

He set a mug in front of her, the one with the faded fox on it. “Did you sleep?”

She nodded. “Better than I have in ages.”

He poured himself a cup, then joined her at the table. For a moment, they sat in companionable silence, sipping, toes touching beneath the table.

Olivia closed her eyes, savoring the peace. “This… is good,” she murmured.

He bumped her foot with his. “It is. It really is.”

Breakfast was a quiet affair—scrambled eggs and toast, the radio murmuring old pop songs. Between bites, they traded stories about childhood summers, worst holiday disasters, the things they’d most missed during lockdown. It was easy, the kind of morning where you could believe time was suspended, that nothing outside the four walls could intrude.

After, they cleaned up together, moving in sync, hip to hip at the sink. Tom made a show of drying a plate with dramatic flair, sending droplets flying. Olivia flicked water at him in retaliation, laughter brightening the kitchen. They grinned at each other, happy just to be.

Later, Olivia sprawled on the sofa, Tom at her feet with his laptop open but work mostly forgotten. She scrolled through photos—her parents’ dog in a ridiculous raincoat, her niece’s latest “masterpiece,” a selfie from the friends who’d called yesterday. For the first time, she didn’t feel the pinch of missing out. This was enough.

Tom looked up from his laptop. “Plans for today?”

She shook her head. “Just this. Just you.”

He smiled, soft and genuine. “Good. Because I was hoping we could draw a new Mischief Jar dare.”

She perked up, a thrill of anticipation stirring. “You feeling brave?”

He arched an eyebrow. “Always.”

They went to the kitchen together, the Mischief Jar sitting in its place of honor on the counter. Olivia gave it a dramatic shake, slips of paper fluttering inside.

“Your turn to draw,” she said.

Tom grinned, reaching in and pulling out a folded paper. He unfolded it, reading aloud. “‘Let yourself be truly seen.’” He looked up, a question in his eyes.

Olivia felt her heart catch. The dare was hers—a challenge written in a moment of courage, half-dreading, half-hoping to be drawn. “That one’s… open to interpretation,” she offered, voice barely above a whisper.

He considered, then nodded. “I think I get it.”

They set the dare aside for later, both aware that its fulfillment would come in its own time, in its own way. For now, it was enough just to acknowledge it—a promise that the games they played were about more than fun, that they were building something with risk and meaning.

The day unfolded gently. They spent the afternoon reading—Olivia curled in the window seat, Tom sprawled on the rug. At one point, she dozed, waking to find him watching her, his gaze warm. She blushed, stretching, and he simply smiled.

They took a walk at dusk, the city transformed by fading light. The world felt slow, tentative, as if testing the edges of itself after the storm. They passed neighbors in masks, exchanged shy waves, the hush of a shared secret moving with them down the block.

Back home, Tom cooked dinner—a simple stir fry, Olivia slicing peppers and onions while he fussed with the sauce. They worked around each other, brushing hips and elbows, moving closer than they needed to. Each touch was a reassurance, a reminder that the day’s quiet was shared, not solitary.

After dinner, they washed up, then retreated to the sofa with mugs of herbal tea. The flat was dim but cozy, shadows soft around the edges. Olivia curled into Tom’s side, his arm around her shoulders.

They talked, softly, about the future—what they’d do when the world opened up, the trips they’d take, the friends they’d see, the things they’d bring back into their lives. But beneath it all, there was the unspoken knowledge that whatever came next, they would face it together.

“I’m glad it’s you,” Olivia said at last, voice thick.

Tom pressed a kiss to her temple. “Me too.”

The conversation slowed, fading to comfortable silence. Tom traced lazy circles on her arm, and Olivia let her eyes drift closed.

“I keep thinking about that dare,” he said after a while. “‘Let yourself be truly seen.’”

She opened her eyes, heart quickening. “Yeah?”

He nodded. “I think I want to try. Not tonight, maybe. But soon.”

She reached up, turning his face toward hers. “Whenever you’re ready.”

He smiled, a little unsteady, but grateful. “Thanks for giving me space.”

She pressed her forehead to his. “Thanks for filling it with something good.”

They stayed like that, the world narrowing to shared breath, the pulse of two hearts in sync.

When Olivia finally slipped into bed that night, she felt changed. Not just by Tom’s touch, but by her own willingness to be held, to be known. She lay awake for a while, listening to the city settle, the faint hum of the fridge, the whisper of Tom’s footsteps as he checked the locks one last time.

In the kitchen, the Mischief Jar waited, the latest dare sitting at the top—a promise for tomorrow.

Olivia smiled, pulling the covers up to her chin, letting the warmth of the day wrap around her. She was no longer just surviving. She was choosing, every day, to be here. To risk. To want. To be seen.

Outside, the city exhaled—a long, slow breath. Inside the bubble, Tom and Olivia slept, two halves of a whole, holding each other in the quiet, waiting for the morning and the next mischief that would draw them even closer.


Chapter 5: First Night of Real Play

The flat felt changed even before the sun dipped behind the city’s skyline, a new sort of hush settling between Olivia and Tom. The day had been one of gentle routines—work at opposite ends of the living room, a quiet walk in the last of the April light, laughter over burnt toast at lunch. Yet as dusk crept in and they cleared away the dinner plates, Olivia sensed a new electricity threading the air. The kind that comes before a storm, or a confession, or a first, irreversible step.

They finished cleaning the kitchen side by side, bumping elbows, exchanging the kind of glances that lingered longer than strictly necessary. Tom set a bottle of wine on the table, opened it with a flourish, and poured two generous glasses. He lit a pair of tealights—one flickering in an old jam jar, the other balanced on a saucer—then slid into the chair across from Olivia, smiling shyly.

She swirled the wine in her glass, watching the swirl of gold and rose in the candlelight. She wanted to speak, to break the tension, but didn’t quite trust her voice. Instead, she offered a silent toast; Tom clinked his glass to hers, the sound bright and deliberate.

They drank in silence for a minute, the city’s sounds softened by closed windows and distance. Olivia listened to her own heartbeat, faster than she’d admit. She felt the pulse of anticipation, the want she’d tried to ignore all day. She wondered if Tom felt it too—or if she was about to embarrass herself, finally, in the quiet safety of this bubble.

Tom cleared his throat, glancing up through his fringe. “You know, I was thinking… We’ve got a pretty impressive streak of mischief going.”

She arched an eyebrow, playing at nonchalance. “You’re not complaining, are you?”

He shook his head, lips curving. “Not even a little. I just—” He paused, looking down, fingers tracing the stem of his glass. “I guess I’ve never had this before. This… build. The wanting. The waiting. Feels like we’re circling something.”

Olivia’s throat tightened—recognition, desire, fear. She reached across the table, laying her hand lightly over his. “I feel it too. I think I’ve been circling since the day I walked in the door.”

He smiled, relief flickering in his eyes. “That’s good. I was worried I was… making it up.”

She squeezed his hand, then withdrew, the touch lingering. The wine warmed her, emboldening her tongue. “So. Since you’re feeling brave—dare: tell me a secret. Not a silly one. Something real.”

He sat back, cheeks flushed. “That’s risky.”

“That’s the point.”

He bit his lip, considering. The silence stretched, then broke. “Okay. Secret: I like being told what to do. Not in general—I’m stubborn as hell most days. But in bed… I’ve always wondered what it would be like to just… give up control. Let someone else take charge. Be bossed around, I guess.” He rushed the last part, eyes darting away, then back.

The admission hung in the air—a delicate, trembling thing. Olivia felt her own pulse thrum in response. She smiled, slow and genuine. “I think you’d be very good at it.”

He let out a breath, a laugh half-disbelieving. “Yeah?”

She nodded, then steeled herself, voice barely above a whisper. “Secret for a secret: I own a pair of handcuffs. They’ve never seen daylight. I bought them thinking I’d try… something. Domming, maybe. But I’ve never used them. Not really. I always thought I was too soft, or that no one would take me seriously.”

Tom’s eyes widened, delight and nerves mingling. “You? Too soft? I don’t buy it.”

She laughed, tension melting at the edges. “You haven’t seen my strict voice yet.”

He grinned, lifting his glass. “To discovering new talents, then.”

They toasted, wine sweet on her tongue, the air around them humming with possibility.

Silence returned, but this time it was comfortable—a space for imagining, for wanting, for daring themselves to go further.

Olivia finished her glass, turning it between her palms. She felt Tom’s gaze, warm and open, a gentle invitation.

“So,” she ventured, her voice steadier now, “if I gave you an order right now, would you follow it?”

He sat up straighter, interest bright in his eyes. “Depends on the order.”

She leaned forward, letting her hair fall over one shoulder. “Stand up.”

He blinked, then smiled, pushing back his chair and rising. He waited, hands at his sides, pretending to look nonchalant. But Olivia could see the tremor in his fingers, the way his breath caught.

She stood too, circling the table, stopping just in front of him. “Now,” she said, pitching her voice low, “say, ‘I’m yours tonight. Whatever you want.’”

He hesitated for half a heartbeat, then met her gaze, voice soft but certain. “I’m yours tonight. Whatever you want.”

She swallowed, heat blooming beneath her skin. She reached up, brushing his fringe from his eyes, fingertips lingering at his temple. “Good,” she murmured. “I want you to stay right here while I get something from my room. Can you do that?”

He nodded, voice gone rough. “Yes, Olivia.”

She let herself smile—a real, wicked smile—before slipping away, her heart hammering, nerves and excitement a tangled rush.

In her room, she found the handcuffs—a simple, sturdy pair, cool and weighty in her hands. She paused before the mirror, studying her own face: flushed, bright-eyed, braver than she’d expected. She straightened her shoulders, reminded herself that she was safe here, that Tom had asked for this as much as she had.

When she returned, Tom stood exactly where she’d left him, hands at his sides, eyes shining with trust and anticipation.

She held up the cuffs, letting them catch the candlelight. “Last chance to back out.”

He shook his head, stepping closer. “No chance.”

She laughed, a shiver running through her. “Then let’s see how much trouble you can handle.”

They stood in the golden half-light, the rest of the world forgotten. Olivia pressed the handcuffs into his palm, their fingers brushing—charged, deliberate. Tom closed his hand around them, then looked up, the question clear on his face: Are you sure?

She nodded, voice steady. “I want this.”

He nodded back, surrendering with a smile.

They stood for a moment, the night stretched between them, full of possibility.

Olivia felt the last of her nerves slip away, replaced by something sharper—confidence, longing, delight. She took Tom’s hand, led him down the hallway, their shadows long and tangled on the wall.

In the bedroom, she paused, turning to face him. “One last thing before we start. We talk about what we want. All of it. Deal?”

He grinned, relief and arousal bright in his eyes. “Deal.”

They sat side by side on the bed, legs touching, the cuffs resting between them. Olivia reached for his hand, squeezing tight.

“Let’s make this our game,” she said softly. “No rules but ours.”

He nodded, squeezing back. “Just us.”

For a long, slow moment, they sat in the hush, the dare unspoken but inevitable, their hearts beating in sync. And as the night deepened, so did their trust—ready, at last, to play for real.

They sat side by side on the bed, knees just touching, handcuffs between them on the duvet. The room was dim but warm, the air holding the scent of Tom’s laundry detergent and Olivia’s perfume. From somewhere down the street, a siren rose and fell, but neither of them noticed. They were suspended, the rest of the world held at bay by the thrum of shared nerves and possibility.

Olivia was first to break the hush. She picked up the cuffs, turning them in her hands, letting the cool metal settle her pulse. “I’ve never done this before,” she admitted, voice soft but clear. “Not like this. Not with anyone I actually… care about.”

Tom smiled, relief in his eyes. “Me either. Well, I mean, I’ve read things, and I’ve… imagined things. But I’ve never—” He trailed off, cheeks pink.

She reached for his hand, threading her fingers through his. “We can make this up as we go. As slow as we want.”

He nodded, voice catching. “That sounds perfect.”

For a moment, neither spoke. The air was heavy with all the things they hadn’t said yet, all the questions that wanted answers.

Olivia cleared her throat, nudging his knee with hers. “Let’s start with what we want. What we’re curious about. You go first.”

Tom inhaled, thinking. “I… like the idea of not being in charge. Giving up decisions, letting you tell me what to do. Being tied up, maybe. Or, like, having rules I have to follow.” He gave a sheepish grin. “I think I want to feel helpless. Not scared—just… surrendered.”

Olivia felt heat bloom in her chest, a sharp flash of excitement. “That’s… I like that. I want to try giving orders. Trying things I’d usually overthink—being a bit bossy, maybe even mean, but only if you want it. And using these.” She dangled the cuffs. “Though you can always say no.”

Tom laughed, nerves easing. “I might say no if you suggest anything involving vegetables.”

She grinned, emboldened. “Noted. No cucumbers, no carrots. What about safe words? We should pick one.”

He nodded, considering. “Something not silly. Not too common. What about… ‘pineapple’?”

She let the word roll over her tongue, nodded. “Pineapple. If either of us says it, we stop. No questions asked.”

He held her gaze, serious. “And if I can’t speak? I’ll tap your leg. Three times. Like this.” He demonstrated—a firm, steady triple-tap to her thigh.

She placed her hand on his, matching his gesture. “Got it. And if I need you to slow down, I’ll say ‘yellow light’ or ‘pause.’ Or just touch your shoulder.”

Tom’s smile softened. “You’re good at this. For someone who’s never done it.”

She shrugged, shy but pleased. “I read a lot. And I trust you. That helps.”

He squeezed her hand. “I trust you too.”

They sat with that for a moment—trust, like a blanket draped over them, warm and heavy.

Olivia leaned back, letting herself get comfortable. “Is there anything you absolutely don’t want? Anything off-limits?”

Tom thought, then nodded. “Nothing degrading—like, real humiliation. Teasing is fine. No name-calling that feels cruel. And nothing that’ll actually hurt—no real pain, no marks that won’t fade.”

She nodded, absorbing. “Same for me. I don’t want to feel like I’ve actually scared you. Or crossed a line I can’t uncross.”

He was quiet, then added, “I’m not sure how I’ll feel about being fully naked. Maybe keep my boxers on, at least the first time?”

She squeezed his hand. “Of course. No pressure. We can stop or change anything, any time.”

He grinned. “You’re really good at this.”

She blushed. “I just want it to be good. For both of us.”

They smiled at each other—awkward, giddy, thrilled.

Olivia bit her lip, considering. “Anything you do want to try tonight? Something on your secret wish list?”

Tom hesitated, then whispered, “Maybe… being tied up. Not just with the cuffs, but, like, not being able to move my arms for a while. And maybe you… telling me what to say. Or what to call you.”

Her cheeks flared, but she didn’t flinch. “I can do that. Do you want a title? Mistress? Boss?”

He grinned, shaking his head. “Let’s keep it simple. Olivia. Or ‘ma’am,’ if you want.”

She tried it out, voice low. “Ma’am. That could work.”

They both burst out laughing, nerves finally spilling over.

After a moment, Olivia sobered. “If you want to stop at any point, even if you just feel weird, just say so. No need for pineapple if it’s not a crisis.”

Tom nodded. “Same goes for you.”

There was a new ease between them now—trust built from the willingness to ask, to be vulnerable, to admit uncertainty.

Olivia set the cuffs aside, reaching for a folded scarf at the edge of the bed. “I have these too. If you want.”

He watched her, open and excited. “Yeah. I want.”

She smiled, nerves replaced by anticipation. “Alright. Let’s do this.”

They both stood, Olivia guiding Tom to the top of the bed. He sat, then lay back, hands above his head. She wrapped the scarf around one wrist, tying it securely but gently, then repeated with the other. The fabric was soft, not threatening, and Tom relaxed into the bed, exhaling a shaky breath.

She double-checked each knot, then picked up the cuffs, locking them around his wrists, linking the chain to the headboard. Tom tested the restraints, a slow smile spreading across his face.

“How does that feel?” she asked, voice quiet.

He pulled against the cuffs, grinning. “Good. Safe.”

She knelt beside him, brushing his hair from his forehead. “Still want to keep your boxers on?”

He nodded. “For now.”

She kissed his temple, gratitude and desire mingling. “Deal.”

They paused, letting the moment settle. Olivia stroked his arm, feeling the tension ebb and flow, waiting for Tom to meet her gaze.

“You ready?” she whispered.

He nodded, eyes bright. “Ready.”

She smiled, soft and sure. “Then let’s start.”

Olivia took a breath, settling herself into the hush that filled the bedroom. The bedside lamp cast a golden pool of light across the sheets, making Tom’s bare arms and chest glow warm and alive. He lay back against the pillows, hands secured above his head by the scarves and cuffs, legs outstretched, eyes on her—bright, open, a little wild. His hair was tousled, mouth parted just a little, cheeks faintly flushed.

For a second, Olivia just looked at him, heart racing not with fear but with possibility. He was offering himself to her—completely, almost carelessly. The power was hers for the taking, and she could feel it: a heady mix of responsibility and delight, nerves and arousal.

She sat on the edge of the bed, close enough to feel his warmth but not yet touching. “Still alright?” she murmured, letting the softness in her voice hold both comfort and promise.

Tom smiled, his breathing a little quick. “Yeah. Better than alright.”

She grinned, new confidence threading through her. “Good. Because you’re not going anywhere for a while.”

He let out a shaky laugh, flexing his fingers, testing the cuffs. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Olivia leaned over, her hair falling in a curtain between them. She ran her fingertips lightly up Tom’s arms, tracing the lines of muscle, pausing to brush his wrists where the cuffs pressed. “Any discomfort? Too tight?”

He shook his head, eyes wide. “No. Feels good. Feels… real.”

She nodded, pleased. “Remember, you can stop me any time. Or tell me if you need something.”

He licked his lips, nerves showing. “I know. But I want to see what happens next.”

She let her touch drift down his biceps, over his shoulders, across his chest—a slow, exploratory caress. Each brush of her fingers left goosebumps in its wake. Tom shivered, but didn’t pull away. Instead, he arched into her touch, his breath quickening.

Olivia felt her own arousal bloom, hot and urgent, but she forced herself to move slowly. She wanted this to last—to savor the control, the way he watched her, the way every move she made changed the energy between them.

She smiled, letting a hint of her “strict voice” slip in. “From now on, you speak only when spoken to, understood?”

Tom swallowed, then nodded. “Yes, Olivia.”

She traced a finger over his lips, relishing the way his breath caught. “Good boy.”

The words sent a jolt through both of them. Tom’s eyes went darker, his hips shifting just a little on the sheets.

Olivia stood, slowly circling the bed, letting him feel her gaze on every inch of skin. She stopped at the foot of the bed, running her hands up his calves, then his thighs, squeezing gently, teasing, watching the tension coil in his body.

“Do you trust me?” she asked, voice lower.

He met her eyes, unwavering. “Yes.”

She let her hand slide up, just under the edge of his boxers, fingers pausing at the waistband. “Still yes?”

A breathless nod. “Yes.”

She didn’t undress him—not yet. Instead, she let her fingers dance over the fabric, ghosting, promising, never quite giving him what he wanted. Tom groaned, arching up, but she just laughed softly, enjoying his frustration.

“You’re very obedient,” she murmured, moving back to kneel beside him. “But I think you need to be reminded who’s in charge.”

She reached for a second scarf, this one softer, lighter. She trailed it over his chest, across his neck, watching him shiver. Then she tied it as a loose blindfold, pausing to check his reaction.

“Alright?” she whispered.

He smiled, voice trembling but eager. “Yeah. I like not knowing what you’ll do next.”

She bent to kiss his cheek, lips brushing his stubble. “That’s the idea.”

With Tom blindfolded, Olivia let herself become bolder. She brushed her fingers down his ribs, across his stomach, then back up, tracing idle patterns. She leaned in close, letting her breath fan his ear, whispering, “You’re completely at my mercy.”

He groaned, head turning toward her. “Yes, Olivia.”

She felt powerful, radiant, the nervousness of before transmuted into something fierce and delicious. She watched his body respond to every touch, every word—hips shifting, breath stuttering, arms flexing against the bonds.

She leaned in, her mouth at his ear. “When I say ‘good boy,’ you thank me. Understood?”

“Yes, Olivia.”

She kissed the hollow of his throat, feeling his pulse race beneath her lips. “Good boy.”

He shivered, breathless. “Thank you, Olivia.”

She smiled, pleasure blooming in her chest.

She moved slowly, improvising as she went—sometimes strict, sometimes soft, teasing with her nails, tracing the edges of his boxers, then pulling away just as he started to beg. She flicked her tongue against his hipbone, then sat back, denying him more. She delivered a light, playful smack to his thigh, laughing when he gasped.

At every check-in—“Still good?” “Want me to stop?”—Tom responded with growing certainty. “Yes. Please. More.”

The energy between them swelled, playful and intense. Olivia whispered commands—“Hold still.” “Beg for a kiss.” “Tell me what you want”—and Tom complied, sometimes shy, sometimes bold, always eager to please.

She let him wriggle and whimper, then soothed him with gentle caresses, tracing his jaw, his chest, his hair. She pressed a slow kiss to his lips, lingering, letting him feel her smile.

“You’re doing so well,” she murmured, pride and affection threading her voice.

He smiled, blissed-out. “Thank you, Olivia.”

Eventually, she slipped off the blindfold, running her fingers through his hair. His eyes blinked open, dazed and shining.

She loosened the cuffs, massaging his wrists, then lay down beside him, pulling the covers up over them both.

They lay there for a long time, breathing in sync, hearts pounding.

Tom spoke first, voice soft. “That was… I don’t have words. Thank you.”

Olivia turned to face him, brushing a kiss to his forehead. “Thank you for trusting me. For letting me try.”

He smiled, a little shy, but so, so happy. “You’re a natural.”

She laughed, full and true. “I’m a natural with the right person.”

They tangled together, skin to skin, sharing warmth and laughter and the quiet, steady joy of being known.

For a while, neither moved. Neither wanted to break the spell.

Eventually, Tom wrapped his arms around her, drawing her close. “I want more,” he whispered.

She smiled, heart overflowing. “Me too. But for now—just this.”

He nodded, content, and they lay together, the Mischief Jar gleaming faintly on the dresser, already holding the promise of whatever came next.

The world was soft and new, the flat holding its breath as the moment stretched and shimmered. Olivia felt the adrenaline in her blood ebb, replaced by a sweet, trembling satisfaction. She lay beside Tom, propped on one elbow, watching him come down from that bright edge—eyes unfocused, breathing deep, face open and unguarded in a way she’d never seen before.

She touched his shoulder lightly, tracing slow circles with her thumb. “Still with me?” she whispered, letting the question carry all the care she felt.

Tom blinked, a dazed smile spreading across his lips. “Very much so. That was… wow.”

She laughed, relief and pride bubbling up. “Yeah?”

He nodded, turning his head to look at her. His eyes were dark and soft, mouth still parted from all the moans and laughter. “I mean it. I’ve never—” He stopped, swallowing. “No one’s ever made me feel that safe. Or that—” He blushed, grinning. “Helpless. In the best way.”

Olivia’s heart twisted with tenderness. She smoothed his hair back from his forehead, then leaned in to press a kiss to his temple. “Thank you for letting me. For trusting me enough to… give in.”

He shifted, rolling to face her, their legs tangling beneath the covers. “You made it easy. I kept waiting to feel stupid, but it never happened. Not once.”

She smiled, the last of her own nerves dissolving. “You were amazing. You followed every order. Even when you blushed so hard I thought you’d catch fire.”

He groaned, covering his eyes. “I did blush. A lot.”

She pried his hand away, playful. “You loved it.”

He grinned, surrendering. “I really did.”

They lay together, bodies still close, her hand finding his wrist where the cuff had pressed. She massaged the skin gently, searching for any sign of discomfort. “Nothing hurts?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Just a little tingly. In a good way.”

She let her fingers drift over his skin, slow and soothing. “If you want to talk about any of it… what you liked, what you’d change, what you never want to do again—now or tomorrow, or any time. I want to know.”

He nodded, serious now. “I loved all of it. The rules, the teasing, the way you kept checking in. Being tied up. The blindfold. It was… intense. But good-intense.”

She let out a breath, tension she didn’t know she still carried slipping away. “I was nervous. About getting it wrong, or pushing too far. But you made me feel like I could do anything.”

He kissed her knuckles, earnest and gentle. “You can.”

She blushed, pressing her face to his shoulder for a moment. “What about next time? Anything you want to try?”

He hesitated, then grinned. “I want to see what it’s like if you… don’t let me come right away. Like, make me wait. If that’s not too weird.”

Her whole body tingled, surprise and arousal blending. “That’s not weird. I think I’d like that. But only if you’re sure.”

He nodded, eyes shining. “I’m sure. And you? Anything you want?”

She thought, then shrugged, bashful. “Maybe… more praise. Or, like, being told I’m doing well. That it’s working for you. I’m still guessing.”

He cupped her cheek, thumb gentle. “You’re not just doing well, Olivia. You’re perfect. I’m so lucky it’s you.”

She smiled, tears stinging her eyes. “Now who’s blushing?”

He laughed, pulling her close. “Shut up and cuddle me.”

She wrapped her arms around him, letting his warmth and laughter fill her up. They snuggled under the covers, legs entwined, the flat settling around them like a protective shield.

After a while, they shifted, stretching out side by side. Tom ran his fingers through her hair, voice soft. “Do you want to talk about what it felt like for you?”

She considered, then nodded. “It felt… powerful. And scary. But in a good way. Like, I could see how much you trusted me, and it made me want to take care of you, even as I was bossing you around.” She giggled, nerves resurfacing. “I liked watching you react to every little thing. It made me feel wanted. Like I mattered.”

He squeezed her hand. “You do matter. More than anyone. Especially now.”

She relaxed, soaking up his words.

The laughter that had threaded through their play now returned, gentler, the two of them trading jokes about awkward moments—how the scarf kept slipping, how Olivia’s “strict voice” cracked with nerves, how Tom kept nearly calling her “Coach” instead of “ma’am.”

They giggled until their sides hurt, tension fading into affection. After a while, the giggles faded, replaced by the kind of silence that doesn’t need filling.

Olivia nestled her head on Tom’s chest, listening to his heartbeat, letting the quiet seep into her bones. “I’m glad we did this,” she whispered.

He stroked her back, fingers drawing lazy patterns. “Me too. I feel… different. In a good way. Like we’re not just messing about anymore.”

She smiled, kissing his shoulder. “Yeah. It feels real. Like we actually know each other now. Not just the easy stuff, but the stuff you don’t show to anyone else.”

He nodded, content. “Promise me something?”

“Anything.”

“If it ever gets weird, or too much, or not enough—you’ll tell me? No secrets.”

She nodded, sure. “Same goes for you.”

He pulled her closer, sighing into her hair. “Deal.”

They drifted in and out of sleep, limbs tangled, hearts finally at rest.

Sometime later, Olivia woke to find Tom watching her, his eyes soft with affection. “Can’t sleep?” she murmured.

He shook his head, smiling. “Didn’t want to. Didn’t want to miss this.”

She cupped his cheek, feeling the stubble there, the warmth of him, the trust.

They lay like that, the flat silent except for their breathing, the Mischief Jar gleaming faintly from the dresser, holding their next dare—whatever it might be.

“I’m proud of us,” Tom said quietly.

She grinned. “Me too.”

And in the safe hush of aftercare, Olivia felt the world shrink to this bed, this body beside her, this feeling of being both held and free.

For the first time in her life, she wasn’t scared of what would happen next. She was only curious, and deeply, deeply glad.


Chapter 6: Routine & Ritual

Olivia woke to the familiar glow of her phone screen, the blue light slicing the pre-dawn hush. The BBC News app pulsed with red banners—Lockdown Extended: Two More Weeks, Schools Remain Closed, PM to Give Update at 5PM. Numbers ticked upward: new cases, deaths, recovery rates. She let the headlines blur, scrolling with a numb thumb, trying to gauge whether today’s world would feel any different from yesterday’s.

Rain rattled the windows. The radiator clicked in protest, unable to quite banish the chill that had crept into every corner of the flat. Somewhere in the city, a siren wailed and faded, only to be replaced by the faint chime of a bin lorry reversing down the empty street.

She rolled over, seeking warmth, and found Tom curled on his side, one arm already stretched into her half of the bed. His hair was a sleep-tousled mess, stubble rough against the pillow, mouth slightly open. He looked younger, more vulnerable, the sharp edges of his day persona blurred into softness. Olivia watched him for a moment, letting herself breathe in the simple fact of not being alone.

Tom shifted, mumbling something incoherent, and then his hand found her waist. She went willingly, burrowing under the duvet until they were pressed together, his legs tangling with hers, their bodies seeking that perfect morning fit. His skin was warm where hers was cold, the heat of his breath a counterpoint to the frosty air.

He blinked awake, eyes finding hers, and smiled in a way that still, after all these weeks, made something inside her loosen. “Hey,” he rasped, voice rough with sleep.

“Hey yourself.” She smiled back, brushing her cold toes along his shin. “News says it’s banana bread for another two weeks.”

He groaned, burying his face in her neck. “No more banana bread. Please. I’m begging you.”

She laughed, low and soft. “Fine. But you’re on breakfast duty, then.”

He rolled onto his back, dragging her half with him, until she lay half across his chest. “Deal. As long as you promise not to check the news again until after coffee.”

She hesitated, then set the phone facedown on the bedside table, as if that might make the world outside pause. “Fine. Coffee first. Apocalypse later.”

He grinned, pulling her closer. For a while, they simply lay together, hearts syncing, the only sound their breathing and the slow patter of rain.

Eventually, Tom stretched and yawned, pushing the duvet back. “Come on. If we stay in bed any longer, the world will end without us.”

She snorted, rolling her eyes, but followed him out of bed. The floor was icy under her feet, but the promise of warmth—and caffeine—drew her onward.

The kitchen was dim, only the faintest morning light leaking through the streaked window. Tom filled the kettle, Olivia ground coffee, their movements as practiced as choreography. On the radio, a newsreader recapped the government briefing, voice carefully neutral: “We urge everyone to stay home, protect the NHS, and save lives. Only essential journeys should be made at this time.”

Tom flicked the radio off. “Same speech, different day.”

Olivia poured boiling water into the French press, inhaling the scent, grateful for any comfort that wasn’t filtered through a screen. “It’s like we’re in a holding pattern. Just… circling.”

He handed her a mug, then leaned back against the counter, watching her over the rim of his own. “It’s not all bad,” he said, eyes soft. “There are worse people to be stuck with.”

She sipped, letting the warmth spread through her hands and chest. “You, on the other hand, are lucky I haven’t smothered you with a pillow.”

He smirked, the familiar banter slotting them back into their rhythm. “You’d miss me. Who else would burn toast and call it rustic?”

They stood in the kitchen, sharing silence and small jokes, the flat shrinking around them until it felt like a cocoon—protective, precious, apart from the chaos outside.

Tom finished his coffee first, rinsed his mug, and padded to the bathroom. Olivia trailed after, pausing at the doorway as he stripped off his T-shirt and boxers, tossing them into the laundry basket. She watched the line of his back, the play of muscle as he turned on the shower and stepped inside.

“Care to join me?” he called, voice muffled by steam.

She grinned, shucking her pyjamas and stepping in after him. The water was hot, fogging the glass, turning the world into a blur. She pressed close, letting Tom’s arms encircle her, his chest slick and warm against her back.

They washed together, at first purely practical—sharing the soap, passing the shampoo, turning so each could stand under the spray. But as the water ran hotter, their movements slowed. Tom pressed a kiss to her shoulder, his hands gentle, and Olivia arched into the touch.

She took control with small gestures—tilting his chin to wash behind his ears, holding the showerhead just out of reach when he tried to rinse, forcing him to wait, to ask. The power was playful, but it buzzed under her skin, a reminder of all the ways routine had become foreplay.

When they finished, Tom reached for a towel, wrapping it around his waist. He paused, looking at her, waiting. She said nothing, just watched, enjoying the way anticipation made him fidget.

“May I get dressed, Olivia?” he asked, half-mocking, half-hopeful.

She grinned, savoring the rush. “In a minute. I like you like this.”

He blushed, but held her gaze. “You’re getting bolder.”

She shrugged, stepping close enough to ghost her lips across his collarbone. “Maybe I just like the view.”

He laughed, surrendering, and waited as she dried off, as if this small act—this pause for permission—were the most natural thing in the world.

Later, dressed and warm, they returned to the kitchen. Tom started breakfast—scrambled eggs, this time, with a side of burnt toast. Olivia set the table, humming along to a song that played quietly from her phone.

As they ate, she caught herself watching Tom’s hands—the way he gestured, the care he took slicing fruit, the quick, efficient movements that spoke of someone who needed rhythm and structure to survive chaos. She thought about all the routines they’d built: the shared shower, the slow coffee, the daily debriefs after the PM’s briefings. Each repetition felt like a tether, binding them closer, anchoring them in a world where so much was uncertain.

After breakfast, Tom cleared the table, pausing to rest his hands on her shoulders from behind. “Morning review?”

She nodded, the familiar phrase settling around them like a favourite jumper.

They stood together at the counter, recounting what worked, what didn’t. Olivia joked about the towel rule, Tom teased her about hoarding the hot water. But beneath the laughter, there was something new—an awareness that these rituals were no longer just coping mechanisms, but choices. Deliberate, intimate, theirs.

On the windowsill, Olivia’s phone buzzed again—a breaking news alert: Government scientists urge caution as new variant spreads in London. Stay home, protect the NHS. She silenced it, letting the news slide past her. The world would keep spinning. For now, this bubble was enough.

As Tom disappeared to shower and Olivia tidied up, she found herself smiling. In the heart of repetition, she’d found something close to joy. Not in spite of lockdown, but because of it—because the rituals were no longer just survival, but a kind of worship. Of comfort, of routine, of Tom.

And maybe, she thought, of herself too.

The morning passed in a gentle rhythm, the kind of rhythm Olivia used to crave when her life was frantic and full of outside obligations. Now, within the slow circling of lockdown days, she found herself both grateful for the repetition and restless with a new hunger. By mid-morning, rain streaked the windows and the radio droned another update—“R number still above 1, scientists say,” the presenter intoned—before fading into a cheerful tune that felt almost defiant.

Tom emerged from his second shower of the week—already more than he’d managed in some months before Olivia—and joined her at the kitchen table, towel still draped over his shoulders. He looked expectant, somehow, and Olivia realised she was waiting for him too. Not for news, not for orders, but for some sign that their little rituals meant as much to him as they did to her.

They settled at opposite sides of the table, steaming mugs in hand. A moment passed—quiet, aware.

Tom broke the silence first. “I was thinking. Maybe we should… I don’t know. Make some of this official?”

She arched an eyebrow, intrigued. “What, like a constitution?”

He grinned. “Less parliamentary. More… bubble charter. Just us. Morning check-in, evening review. Rules, but only the ones that make things better.”

She considered, letting the idea unfurl. “Morning check-in. So: ‘How are you feeling? What do you need today?’”

He nodded, serious now. “And not just the easy stuff. Like—if you’re grumpy, say it. If you want to be left alone, ask. If you want… more, or less, or something different. It’s all fair.”

She smiled, warmth rising in her chest. “And the evening review?”

“Debrief,” he said, mock stern. “What worked? What didn’t? Anything that felt weird or amazing. Or if I was a pain in the arse and you want to get it out before bed.”

She laughed, the tension between them dissolving. “I like it. Makes it feel like we’re doing this on purpose. Not just surviving.”

He reached across the table, lacing his fingers with hers. “I don’t want to just survive. Not with you.”

For a moment, Olivia let herself bask in it—the comfort, the honesty, the way their small world had become something worthy of intention.

After check-in, Olivia took out her journal—a battered notebook that had survived from university, pages full of half-started poems and shopping lists. She scribbled their new ritual: Morning check-in: mood, needs. Evening review: what worked, what didn’t. She added a secret note beneath: Arousal and comfort—now the same thing?

Later, after Tom had disappeared into a work Zoom, Olivia wandered into the living room. The Mischief Jar sat on the sideboard, half-hidden behind a stack of cookbooks and a faded game of Cluedo. She picked it up, running her fingers over the chipped ceramic. For weeks it had been a source of fun, a pressure valve. But now, it felt like something else—an artefact, a tool for exploring the edges of comfort and daring.

That afternoon, as the light shifted from grey to gold, Olivia pulled out a pack of coloured sticky notes and a biro, calling Tom in from the kitchen.

“We’re upgrading the Jar,” she announced, clearing a space on the table.

He leaned over her shoulder, watching as she laid out three stacks of sticky notes: green, amber, red.

“Green is for playful—like, wear my socks on your hands during dinner. Amber is… riskier. More vulnerable. Red means… no backing out. If you draw it, you’re in.”

Tom grinned, rolling up his sleeves. “We’re really doing this.”

She nodded, pulse quickening. “Let’s rewrite some of the old dares, add new ones. But only if we both agree.”

They sat together, pen in hand, brainstorming and negotiating. Some dares were silly—sing a song in a silly voice, do a striptease to a TV jingle. Others were sharp with longing—edge for ten minutes, read an erotic story aloud, let the other choose your underwear for a day.

For the ambers, Olivia found herself writing ask permission before touching all day; Tom countered with confess a fantasy you’ve never shared. The reds were few, chosen with care: full day of obedience, public risk—hidden in plain sight, relinquish control completely for one night.

By the end, the Jar was heavy with possibility. Olivia felt the air crackle between them—a mix of anxiety and thrill. “First amber?” she asked, shaking the jar.

Tom nodded, steady now. “Let’s do it.”

She drew, unfolding the slip: Tom must ask permission before touching Olivia all day.

Tom exhaled, then grinned. “That’s… harder than it sounds.”

She met his gaze, letting the seriousness settle. “If you don’t want—”

He shook his head, earnest. “I do. I want to see what happens.”

So the rule was set. The rest of the day became an experiment in denial and control—not of grand gestures, but in every small, habitual touch that now had to be earned.

Tom hovered near Olivia as she washed up lunch things. His hand brushed her back—then paused, caught, and he cleared his throat. “May I?”

She looked over her shoulder, smile slow and sly. “Not right now.”

He withdrew, flushing, but she saw the hunger spark in his eyes.

In the living room, Tom reached for her hand as they passed on the stairs. “May I hold your hand?”

She pretended to consider, then nodded. “You may. Just until the next landing.”

He clung to her, both of them laughing as they climbed.

Each request was more loaded than the last: “May I sit next to you?” “May I kiss your cheek?” “May I touch your knee under the table?” Olivia denied him just as often as she allowed, relishing the flush that bloomed on his cheeks, the way frustration became arousal, became play.

By early evening, the air in the flat was thick with longing. They made dinner side by side, Tom careful never to touch without asking. When he slipped once—habit, reaching for the small of her back—he caught himself, stepping away, hands raised in surrender.

“Sorry. Reflex.”

She smiled, feeling both powerful and protective. “It’s okay. Thank you for remembering.”

After dinner, they sat with tea and talked through their day. The “evening review” was awkward at first—admitting what had worked, what had failed, what had scared or delighted them. But by the end, both were laughing, trading stories about near-misses and victories, about wanting and waiting.

“I didn’t know it would feel like this,” Tom admitted, cheeks flushed. “Being made to ask. It’s… hot. But it’s also—”

“Frustrating?” Olivia prompted.

He nodded, sheepish. “Yeah. In a good way.”

She grinned, tracing circles on his thigh. “You’re getting better at it. Maybe too good.”

He squeezed her hand, boldness blooming. “Next time, your turn.”

She flushed, considering the promise.

As they tidied up and the news played softly in the background—another grim update, another plea for patience—Olivia felt something shift. Routine was no longer just a way to get through the day. It was a language, a game, a ritual. And she wanted more.

Before bed, she opened her journal again, writing in a cramped hand:

Today, I denied him just to watch him blush. Is that love, or just power? Either way, I want both. I want everything.

She set the notebook aside, crawling under the duvet, feeling Tom’s weight settle beside her. He reached for her—paused.

“May I hold you?”

She turned, smiling into the dark. “Yes. Please.”

And in the quiet, with the world narrowed to breath and touch and the ache of longing, Olivia let herself believe that routine could be the wildest freedom of all.

The afternoon unspooled in slow, silken hours, rain giving way to a watery shaft of late sunlight that painted gold on the kitchen cupboards. The “ask permission” dare had started as a joke, a flirt, but by three o’clock, it was a quiet, humming tension that bled into every moment. Olivia was amazed at how much their usual choreography—making tea, swapping the remote, even brushing hands at the fridge—was interrupted, made sharp and meaningful, just by her power to say yes or no.

Tom moved through the flat with an unfamiliar caution. Not stiff, not play-acting—he still slouched on the sofa, still sang badly to the radio—but there was a hesitancy to his touch, a heightened awareness. He caught her eye constantly, waiting for a nod or the tilt of her head before reaching out. It was new for him, this rule. Olivia could see him learning the rhythm, growing bolder and more frustrated with every hour.

By midafternoon, she was reading on the bed, legs tangled in a blanket, the window cracked to let in the fresh-washed air. Tom poked his head in, hair wild from a Zoom call, mug in hand. “May I sit with you?”

She looked up, considering. “For five minutes. Then I want alone time.”

He settled beside her, pressing his knee to hers under the covers. Olivia felt his need, how much he wanted the normality of touch. She let her fingers brush his, then withdrew, making him shiver.

The BBC News jingle echoed from the living room—another live update. Tom turned the TV up, the sound drifting in: “Today, the government is urging stricter adherence to lockdown. Please remember: hands, face, space.” Olivia smiled, the reminder oddly grounding. The outside world was a storm, always changing; in here, the rules were simple, intimate, hers.

Tom stretched, careful not to touch. “May I kiss your cheek?”

She let him, her skin tingling at the softness of it. He lingered, then pressed another kiss, a little closer to her jaw, testing the boundary. She shook her head, and he stopped, grinning, accepting the power shift.

They spent the rest of the day dancing around each other—Tom asking permission for everything, Olivia giving or withholding at whim. At lunch, he asked, “May I taste your soup?” She denied him, watching his mouth fall open in protest, then stole a spoonful of his salad just to tease. In the hallway, he reached for her hand, and she said yes—but only until they reached the bathroom door. She could see his frustration growing, written in the flush on his cheeks, the edge in his voice. It thrilled her.

By late afternoon, the weather cleared, and a shaft of sunlight broke across the living room. Olivia sprawled on the sofa, pretending to read, watching Tom pace as he finished a work call. When he hung up, he hesitated at her feet.

“May I touch your ankle?”

She let him, feeling his fingers graze the bone, light and careful. “That’s all for now.”

He huffed but obeyed, sinking onto the rug beside her. “You’re cruel.”

She smiled, slow and unrepentant. “That’s not a real complaint.”

He shook his head, cheeks flushed. “No. It’s not.”

The TV droned in the background: “Vaccine trials show promise, but public urged to remain cautious.” Olivia muted it, focusing on the room, on the heat simmering between them.

As evening drew in, Tom started dinner—risotto, his hands deft and practiced. Every move was a plea: “May I stand behind you while you chop?” “May I taste the sauce?” “May I hold your waist while you stir?” Olivia allowed some, denied others, growing bolder with every choice. She felt her own arousal mounting—not just from control, but from Tom’s hunger, the way he looked at her, the way he obeyed.

At one point, he leaned in, breathing hot against her neck. “May I kiss you here?”

She considered, then shook her head. “Not yet.”

He groaned, retreating, his hands clenching the edge of the counter. She saw the tremor in his shoulders, the way he struggled not to rebel. The power of it swept through her—a sweet, addictive surge. It would have been easy to say yes. It was harder, and so much hotter, to say no.

After dinner, they curled up with tea, the news still a low murmur—Case numbers rising… lockdown to be reviewed next week…—and Olivia drew Tom into their evening review.

He fidgeted, unable to sit still, fingers drumming on his knee. “That was… intense,” he admitted, voice low.

She arched an eyebrow. “You liked it?”

He nodded, a little sheepish. “Too much, probably. I kept waiting for you to crack, to let me off the hook. But you didn’t.”

She sipped her tea, watching him over the rim. “Did you want me to?”

He grinned, almost bashful. “Yes. And no. I wanted to see how far you’d go. How much I could take.”

She considered him, then set her mug down. “You did well. You asked every time. Even when it made you squirm.”

He laughed, face hot. “I was hard for half the day. Not that you care.”

She leaned in, voice dropping. “I care. I love knowing I can do that to you. That you’ll ask, and wait, and not just take.”

He swallowed, eyes on her lips. “Can I… touch you now?”

She waited, stretching the silence, watching the longing darken his eyes. Then, finally, she nodded. “Yes, Tom. You can touch me.”

He surged forward, kissing her hungrily, hands tentative at first, then greedy. She let him, relishing the desperation, the gratitude in every caress. When he tried to push for more, she pulled back, grinning.

“Not tonight,” she whispered, running her hand down his chest. “You don’t get to come yet.”

He groaned, flopping back onto the sofa, defeated and exhilarated. “You’re killing me.”

She laughed, warmth and power burning in her veins. “I’ll make it up to you tomorrow. Maybe.”

Later, as they got ready for bed, Tom hesitated in the hallway, towel slung over his shoulder. “Thank you,” he said, voice soft. “For… not letting me have what I wanted.”

She tilted her head, genuinely curious. “Why?”

He met her gaze, eyes dark with need. “Because it made me want it more. And because it felt like… you were really seeing me. Not just saying yes because you thought you had to.”

She nodded, understanding blooming. “I like denying you. I like knowing you’ll wait.”

He stepped closer, dropping his towel, bare-chested and unguarded. “Will you hold me? Just for a bit?”

She drew him into her arms, both of them bare, hearts pounding in the hush. They lay together, skin to skin, the air charged but gentle. Tom pressed his face to her shoulder, sighing.

“Tomorrow, will you say yes?” he asked, voice small.

She stroked his back, smiling into the dark. “Maybe. If you ask nicely.”

He laughed, pulling her close. “Deal.”

As they drifted to sleep, Olivia listened to the city outside—sirens, rain, the faint sound of a neighbor clapping at their window. She realized, with a quiet jolt, that she craved this ritual, this power, as much as he did. That comfort and kink were now so entwined she could no longer tell them apart.

In the dark, with Tom pressed close, she whispered, “Thank you for letting me say no.”

He squeezed her hand. “Thank you for not giving in.”

And in the safe, sacred hush of the bubble, both understood: this was no longer just play. This was the beginning of something neither wanted to break.

The next morning, Olivia woke to the sound of rain slapping hard against the glass. The sky was an unbroken slab of grey, the kind of weather that made the whole city seem to shrink. She blinked at her phone: 7:08 a.m., another red banner—New daily cases hit record high; PM to announce stricter measures tonight; Shielding guidance updated. Beneath it, a message from her mum: Don’t go out unless you have to, love. Your gran’s terrified again after the news. Call me later? x

She set the phone aside, throat tight. The anxiety that always hovered now pressed in closer, the knowledge that the virus was not just statistics but people—her people—waiting, worrying, just outside the circle of this flat.

Tom was already up, making tea in the kitchen, the radio tuned low to the Today programme. She padded in, wrapped in her oldest jumper, hair still tangled. Tom poured her a mug, his face shadowed but kind. “Morning, Liv.”

“Morning.” She accepted the tea, letting the steam warm her hands. The radio voice faded in and out: “…expecting a government announcement this evening… hospitals nearing capacity in some regions… stricter mask mandates likely…” Olivia let the words float past, half-heard, half-ignored.

She caught Tom’s gaze over the rim of her mug. “You check in on your mum?”

He nodded, a shadow flickering in his eyes. “She’s fine. Annoyed she can’t get her usual newspaper, but fine. You?”

“Gran’s anxious again. Mum’s just—mum.”

He stepped closer, touched her back, but stopped—remembering the night before. “May I hug you?”

She nodded, grateful for the excuse to lean into his warmth, to borrow his steadiness.

They stood like that, the kitchen too quiet, the rain masking the sound of their breathing. Olivia let herself rest in the shelter of his arms. Outside, the news blared warnings and worries, but here, for a moment, there was only the steady rise and fall of Tom’s chest.

As they moved through the day, the world kept closing in. Olivia had a Zoom with her team—her boss, puffy-eyed, apologised for more furloughs, “just for a few more weeks,” she promised. Tom’s phone buzzed with texts from friends stuck abroad, unable to return for the foreseeable. The landlord emailed to say the building’s stairwell would be disinfected again that evening. In the hallway, a neighbor’s toddler sobbed—too long indoors, too many days of “No, you can’t go to the park.”

At noon, the BBC flashed another update: Supermarket queues building again as new restrictions loom. Police urge calm.

Tom laughed, the sound brittle. “Remember the pasta panic in March? We’re not doing that again, right?”

Olivia shrugged, only half-joking. “If you want penne, you’re on your own.”

She tried to keep the mood light, but the sense of tightening grew with each hour. Even the air felt heavier, freighted with warnings. Every noise from the street seemed urgent—a delivery van idling too long, a distant siren, the sharp bark of someone’s frustration echoing up from the pavement.

In the late afternoon, they watched the Prime Minister’s address on TV. He looked tired, eyes rimmed red, hair more chaotic than ever. “We must all, once again, stay at home. Only go out for food, medicine, exercise. Protect the NHS. Protect your families. We’re in this together, and we will come through this—together.”

Olivia switched the TV off as soon as the broadcast ended, letting silence fill the flat.

She sat at the table, journal open but blank. The urge to write was there, but every word felt insufficient. She didn’t want to record infection rates or the PM’s hair. She wanted to hold onto the ritual she and Tom had built—something to cut through the fog.

Tom sat down across from her, rubbing his face. “Do you think we’ll remember this, ten years from now? Not the stats, but the feeling of it?”

She looked at him, really looked. “I hope so. I hope I remember you, the bubble, the weird rules, the way you wait for permission before touching me. Not just the headlines.”

He smiled, a little sad, a little in awe. “It feels more real than anything outside. Like the world shrank down to what we can hold.”

She nodded, reaching across the table. “I want to keep it. Even when it’s over.”

He squeezed her hand. “We can. We will.”

As evening fell, they cooked together—silent, moving in sync, the kitchen heavy with the scent of garlic and worry. Olivia tried to be present: the warmth of the oven, the sizzle of oil, the ritual of chopping and stirring and tasting. Each act was a spell, warding off the fear that pressed at the windows.

After dinner, they watched a quiz show, calling out answers, laughter coming more easily as the night wore on. When applause sounded from the street—neighbours at their windows, clapping for the NHS—Olivia joined in, leaning out into the drizzle, palms stinging, throat tight. Tom clapped too, his eyes shining in the blue TV light.

Back inside, they curled up together on the sofa, the flat finally quiet. Tom rested his head in her lap, arms around her waist. Olivia stroked his hair, letting her fingers tangle and drift. She could feel his tension melt, replaced by the slow, soft hum of safety.

Later, before bed, she wrote one line in her journal:

The world is smaller now, but what’s left is truer.

Tom joined her, sliding beneath the covers, the weight of the day held at bay by their joined warmth.

He whispered, voice sleep-heavy, “May I hold you all night?”

She nodded, pulling him close, and together they drifted off—two small souls in a shrinking world, clutching the rituals that kept them afloat.

Night had folded itself tightly around the city by the time Olivia and Tom climbed into bed. The day’s news still hung in the air—unwelcome, ever-present—but here, in the hush of the bedroom, the world felt smaller, safer, defined by the borders of a mattress and the warmth of another body. Olivia lay on her side, watching Tom by the glow of her reading lamp. He was already half asleep, the soft rise and fall of his chest comforting in its steadiness.

She reached out, running a finger along his jaw. “You okay?”

He opened his eyes, blinking at her as if surfacing from a deep pool. “Yeah. Tired. It’s like the news is a weight I can’t put down.”

She nodded, understanding threading between them. “I know. It’s everywhere. Even when you turn it off, it’s still there, pressing in.”

He shifted closer, their foreheads almost touching. “Can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

He hesitated, as if searching for the right words. “Did it… mean something to you? All the rules today? The rituals?”

Olivia smiled, feeling the answer rise from somewhere deeper than her chest. “Yes. More than I thought it would. It’s like—I don’t know, like I need it now. Not just for you, but for me. To know what to expect. To have you waiting, asking, obeying. It makes everything feel… deliberate. Even when the world is chaos.”

He exhaled, relief and gratitude mingling. “Me too. It’s like—when you say no, I feel seen. When you say yes, it means more. I want to earn it, every time.”

She brushed a kiss to his cheek. “You do. You always do.”

They fell into silence, the kind that fills up with trust, with the unsaid. The rituals of the day—asking, waiting, withholding, granting—now hummed in her blood, more intimate than anything she’d experienced in the years before lockdown. It was a hunger, but also a comfort. An edge, but also a balm.

Tom rolled to kneel at the edge of the bed, bowing his head. It wasn’t showy—no grand gesture, just a quiet yielding, a thank you made physical. “May I… thank you, properly?”

She nodded, pulse skipping. “Yes, Tom.”

He took her hand, pressing a kiss to her palm, then rested his cheek there, eyes closed. “Thank you for today. For not giving in. For making me wait. I’ve never felt so wanted, even when you said no.”

Olivia cupped his face, letting the tenderness bloom. “You’re welcome. I liked it too. I liked holding that line, knowing you trusted me to keep it.”

He climbed back beneath the covers, arms wrapping around her, their legs tangled. The air between them was charged, the need still unspent, but softened by the quiet satisfaction of a promise kept.

“Do you want to…” he began, voice hopeful, but Olivia shook her head, a playful smile teasing her lips.

“Not tonight. I want you needy. I want to see if you’ll ask even more sweetly tomorrow.”

He groaned, hiding his face in the pillow, but she heard the smile in his voice. “You’re cruel.”

She stroked his back, gentle. “I am. But only because you want me to be.”

They lay together, the outside world reduced to noise and shadow. Olivia thought of the news, the anxious messages from her mum, the clapping neighbours, the looming PM’s address. All of it seemed distant—real, but less urgent than the heat of Tom’s hand at her waist, the softness of his surrender.

As sleep crept in, Olivia whispered, “I think I need this now. Not just you—this. The rituals. The structure.”

Tom squeezed her hand beneath the duvet. “Me too. Promise we won’t stop?”

She pressed her lips to his forehead, sealing it. “Promise.”

Before the lamp was switched off, she caught sight of the Mischief Jar on the dresser, slips of colour gleaming even in the low light. It wasn’t just a game anymore. It was a system—a map for survival, for wanting, for being seen.

She pulled Tom closer, letting their bodies fit the way they always seemed to, and breathed in the scent of him—familiar, necessary, the centre of her shrinking world.

In the quiet that followed, Olivia knew: this was no longer about making lockdown bearable. It was about making meaning. About wanting, and being wanted in return.

Outside, sirens wailed, a neighbour coughed, the PM’s words replayed somewhere on a distant TV. But in the warmth of the bed, ritual had become addiction, structure had become freedom, and Olivia—at last—felt sure that whatever came next, she was ready to meet it, one rule at a time.


Chapter 7: Public Play I

The sky was bruised with early cloud, the city drawn in tight and silent, when Olivia woke to the sound of a breaking-news jingle. On the radio, the Prime Minister’s voice was clipped, unslept, as he delivered what had become a morning liturgy: “From Monday, masks will be compulsory in all shops. Spot checks. Hefty fines for non-compliance. This is how we protect each other…” She lay back, blinking at the ceiling, phone already vibrating with a string of WhatsApps—her mum (again): Double mask if you go out, love. Wipes in your bag. Don’t trust anyone who’s “just popping in for milk.”

By the time she drifted into the kitchen, Tom was already there, phone in hand, a frown creasing his brow. “Sainsbury’s says they’ll limit numbers again. One-in, one-out. Did you see the photos? Queues round the block.”

She nodded, sliding onto a stool, watching him slice bread with unnecessary aggression. “Mum thinks it’s the end times. Again. She wants me to wear gloves and a visor.”

Tom managed a smile, but the heaviness of the new rules pressed at them both. Olivia pulled her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around herself. “Are we running low on anything?”

He ticked items off on his phone: “Bread, eggs, maybe pasta. Soap if you want to start collecting.”

She tried to laugh, but it felt thin. “At least it’s an excuse to leave the flat. Even if it is just to dodge a super-spreader in aisle seven.”

Tom glanced over his shoulder, something sparking in his eyes—a mischief that felt almost like hope. “Actually, I had a thought. What if… next shop trip, you let me be in charge. Like, really in charge.”

She blinked, uncertain. “You mean…?”

He set the knife down, wiped his hands, and turned to face her fully. “A dare. Public. You hand over control. Total obedience. For the duration of the shop.”

A shiver ran through her—not fear, but a live wire of anticipation. “Like… I don’t get a say in anything?”

He grinned, but there was seriousness beneath it. “You can tap out any time. We set rules. But you do as you’re told. Every aisle. Every product. Every pause.” He hesitated, lowering his voice. “I want to see if you’ll let me. If we can do it. Out there.”

Olivia’s heart thudded, the familiar rush of danger and desire mingling with a new, sharper anxiety. “What about… people? The rules?”

He was ready—she saw it in his posture, the way he squared his shoulders. “Covid makes it easier, in some ways. Everyone’s masked, no one’s paying attention. You can wear a mask and your—” He stopped, suddenly bashful. “Your gag. The red one. Underneath.”

She flushed, imagining it: the medium ball, rubbery and bright, pressed between her lips and hidden behind a mask. Not a scarf, not a playful silk, but a gag that made silence absolute—a surrender only they would know.

She exhaled, slow, letting herself try on the idea. “So I’m gagged, masked, can’t speak. Hands in my pockets. You choose everything?”

He nodded, stepping closer. “No touching in public. No scene for anyone else. Just us. But you follow every direction. I’ll tell you what to buy, where to stand, when to move. And you don’t talk—at all.”

Olivia looked down, fidgeting with the sleeve of her jumper. “What about a safe word?”

Tom squeezed her hand, warm and steady. “Squeeze my hand three times if you need out. Or tap my arm, quick, if you panic. If we’re apart, just drop something—anything—on the floor. I’ll end it. No questions.”

She nodded, heart racing now. “And after?”

He let out a breath, smiling. “After, you get whatever you want. Food, sex, a hot bath, a day in bed. All your choice.”

Olivia considered it—public risk, silent obedience, her body already prickling with dread and want. The city outside was a threat, but inside, in this moment, Tom felt like the safest person she’d ever known.

“I want to try,” she said, voice quiet but clear. “But you have to check in with me. Even if I look fine.”

He nodded, pulling her into a quick, hard hug. “Every five minutes, minimum. And we leave the second it gets too much.”

She laughed into his shoulder, nerves and anticipation tangled together. “You’re really taking this Dom thing seriously.”

He kissed her temple, playful but protective. “Only because I know you can take it.”

They went through the list together, prepping for the dare as if for a military op:

Red ball gag, medium size—sterilised, checked for wear.

Black cotton mask, thick enough to hide the bulge.

Baggy coat, deep pockets, for hiding her hands and keeping herself grounded.

Sanitiser, gloves, wipes.

Grocery list memorised—no distractions once the gag goes in.

Tom laid everything out on the bed, going through each item like a checklist. Olivia watched, pulse skipping, feeling both the thrill of surrender and the reality of what it would mean to walk masked and gagged through the world outside.

He practiced with her:

Eye contact, three blinks for “I’m not okay.”

Squeezing his hand hard for “I need out.”

Head shake for “not yet,” head nod for “yes, I’m okay.”

If apart, knock something off a shelf for immediate rescue.

As she tried the gag—fitting it in, strapping it snug, covering it with her mask—Olivia felt her body flush with humiliation and longing. She could barely swallow, could barely form words, but when she met Tom’s gaze in the mirror, what she saw was awe, not mockery.

He smoothed her hair back, hands steady. “You look incredible. Brave. If at any point you want to quit, we quit. Even if we’ve only made it as far as the corner shop.”

She nodded, gratitude surging, and let herself smile behind the mask.

They talked through every risk, every out. “If you need a break, we leave. If anyone asks why you’re not talking, I’ll say you have a sore throat, or we’re in a hurry. You don’t have to play brave for me.”

Olivia’s mum texted again: Are you actually going out today? Promise you’ll be careful? Wear the red mask, it matches your coat!

She showed Tom, and they both laughed, the absurdity of “red for danger” not lost on either of them.

In the hour before they left, Olivia paced the flat, checking her phone, nerves humming. She watched the BBC ticker—New fines for non-mask wearers, long supermarket queues, government to extend furlough—and let the fear of the outside world sharpen the excitement for what she was about to do.

Tom came to stand behind her, arms encircling her waist. “Last chance. Want to back out?”

She shook her head, fierce and soft at once. “I want this. I want to see if I can. With you.”

He nodded, pride and something more—adoration?—glinting in his eyes. “Then let’s make it count.”

As they gathered their things, the world outside felt heavy with threat—Covid, rules, strangers, eyes—but Tom’s presence made every small terror feel like a dare she was hungry to answer.

On the landing, she paused, took a breath, and let him strap the ball gag between her lips, fitting the mask over it with careful hands. When she glanced up, she saw herself in the hallway mirror: eyes wide, masked, anonymous, but burning with anticipation.

Tom took her hand, squeezing once, then twice. “Ready?”

She nodded.

He led her out, into the corridor, the stairwell, the silent, waiting world—where every rule would become risk, and every risk would become memory.

The world outside was unnaturally quiet, the streets scraped clean by months of anxious footsteps. Olivia’s boots echoed on the damp pavement, each step heavier for the secrets she carried. She gripped Tom’s hand tight as they walked, her other hand burrowed deep in her pocket, feeling the latex of a glove—her fallback if she needed out, her grounding against panic.

The mask pressed hot against her skin. Beneath it, the medium red ball gag filled her mouth, holding her jaw wide, the silence almost absolute. Every breath came louder, rasping in her ears, the taste of rubber insistent and strange. The air was chilly but she was already sweating, nerves and anticipation warring with each other in the hollow of her chest.

Tom set the pace, calm and steady. His presence at her side was an anchor; he squeezed her hand twice—a reminder that she could squeeze back, tap out, and everything would stop. He scanned the pavement ahead, glancing at her with coded questions in his eyes: Are you okay? Still want this? Every time, she nodded, heart wild but resolute.

Signs fluttered in shop windows: MASKS COMPULSORY, ONE WAY SYSTEM, WAIT HERE painted in yellow on the pavement. Queues wound out of supermarkets, people hunched beneath umbrellas or scarves. Nobody met anyone’s eyes for long. Olivia felt invisible and exposed at once, the mask making her anonymous, the gag making her a living secret.

Inside Sainsbury’s, the world narrowed to sharp, fluorescent light and the slow shuffle of distanced shoppers. Tom steered her through the entrance, pausing to pump sanitiser into both their palms, rubbing it in with careful ceremony. He took a wipe from his pocket, running it over the trolley handle before gesturing for her to take hold. She obeyed, hands gloved and invisible in her pockets, her only contact with the world the rough grip of metal beneath her palms.

Tom’s voice was low but clear—steady enough to be mistaken for normal conversation. “Aisle four, first. Follow me.” His tone held no hint of game, just command, and Olivia’s pulse raced. She moved as directed, trailing him past the produce, past shelves half-empty of flour and tinned tomatoes. Everywhere, signs of the pandemic: taped-off bakery bins, staff in visors, speakers repeating, Please keep two metres apart at all times.

Olivia’s senses sharpened. She was hyperaware of her body—how she couldn’t swallow properly, how her jaw ached, how every glance from a stranger prickled her skin. No one could see the gag beneath the mask, but she felt as if it glowed, a beacon of her surrender.

Tom stopped by the pasta shelf, turning to look at her. He made a small, sharp gesture—two fingers tapping his thigh: stay close. She stepped forward, head down, every muscle buzzing.

He handed her a pack of spaghetti. She took it in both hands, trying not to fumble. He smiled behind his own mask—a private encouragement—and moved on, gesturing for her to follow.

In the next aisle, he paused at the cereal, eyes scanning the options. Olivia hovered, unsure, until he met her gaze and nodded toward a box of muesli. She plucked it from the shelf, clutching it to her chest, waiting for further instructions.

The humiliation was electric. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t ask, couldn’t argue if he chose something she disliked. Every move was his to make, every decision hers only to obey. When another shopper reached around her for a box of porridge oats, she stiffened, breath catching, but Tom was there—calm, present, a hand at her back (never quite touching, always a hair’s breadth away).

They continued: bread, milk, soap. Olivia followed each instruction, never looking up for long, each second growing heavier with need and shame and wonder. The fluorescent lights seemed brighter, the tannoy louder: Thank you for shopping safely. Please remember to maintain your distance. Spot checks may be in operation in this store.

Halfway through, Tom paused at the end of an aisle, squeezing her hand. She looked up, eyes wide, and he nodded—Are you okay? She nodded back, a rush of gratitude flooding her, love and longing crashing together.

The last item was chocolate. Tom made her choose, but when she hesitated, he took two bars and placed them in the basket himself. He smiled, eyes dancing. “Always choose both.”

They joined the queue, distanced from the next shopper by blue tape. Olivia’s heart pounded, her mouth dry. She could see herself reflected in the freezer doors—just another masked woman in a long coat, nothing out of place. But she knew. Tom knew. The secret hummed between them, brighter and sharper than anything she’d felt in weeks.

At the checkout, Tom loaded the belt, speaking for both of them. The cashier—a young man in a sunflower lanyard, visor fogged with breath—barely looked up. Olivia wanted to disappear, but Tom stayed close, keeping her steady.

When they finished, he sanitised their hands again, then wiped down every item before slipping them into their bags. He thanked the cashier, then nodded for Olivia to follow.

They stepped back into the wind, bags swinging from Tom’s arms. Olivia was trembling, her knees weak, but she stood tall, following his lead as they made their way home.

The walk back was a blur—half panic, half triumph. The city felt sharper, the noise brighter, every car horn and siren a crack in the spell. Tom squeezed her hand at every crossing, never letting her drift too far.

When they reached their building, Tom paused on the steps, finally turning to her fully. He searched her eyes for signs of regret, of fear, of any need to stop. She shook her head, breathless, and squeezed his hand hard—I’m okay. I did it. We did it.

He led her up the stairs, unlocking the flat, ushering her inside with a gentleness that made Olivia want to cry. She stood in the hallway, trembling, as Tom removed her mask, then carefully unbuckled the gag. The cool air hit her face, and she drew in a shaky, glorious breath.

“Are you alright?” Tom whispered, searching her face.

She nodded, eyes shining. “Yes. More than alright.”

He gathered her close, holding her tight, both of them laughing, the relief and adrenaline buzzing between them.

“I’m so proud of you,” he murmured, pressing his forehead to hers. “You were perfect.”

She kissed him, the taste of rubber and sweat and joy on her tongue.

And in that hush, the world outside faded, replaced by the memory of what they’d dared together: silent, masked, anonymous, but so very alive.

The door closed behind them with a final, echoing thud. Olivia stood in the hallway, body vibrating with the aftershocks of what they’d just done. Her mouth felt raw where the gag had pressed, her jaw aching from silence, her hands tingling as sensation came flooding back to her fingertips. The air in the flat was warm and still, thick with the scent of home—cooking oil, fresh laundry, the faint trace of Tom’s aftershave—but everything inside Olivia was windblown, wild.

Tom pressed the shopping bags to the floor and moved to her immediately, reaching with both hands to gently cup her cheeks. “Breathe,” he whispered, eyes searching hers, steady and bright. “You did so well. Are you okay?”

Olivia blinked, let herself draw a long, shuddering breath, and nodded. The urge to cry and laugh warred inside her—relief and pride, exhaustion and an adrenaline spike so sharp it felt like standing on the edge of something enormous.

He unfastened her mask with careful fingers, then worked the buckle of the gag, loosening it and slipping it from her mouth. The cool air against her lips was bliss. Olivia sagged against the wall, pressing her forehead to the paint, feeling her jaw slowly unclench.

Tom stroked her hair back, thumb brushing the hinge of her jaw. “Too much?”

She shook her head, words slow to return. “No. Not too much. Not at all.”

He kissed her cheek, then reached for the hand sanitiser by the door. He pressed a pump into her palm, and together they scrubbed every finger, every crevice, as if washing away not just germs but the ghosts of every passing stranger. He grabbed a packet of wipes, cleaned the handles of the bags, then moved to the kitchen to start wiping down the groceries.

Olivia trailed after him, still trembling, watching his methodical movements. She knew it was ritual—Covid safety, yes, but also a way to ground them both, to anchor themselves back in the safety of home.

When everything was clean, Tom looked up at her—something raw and wild in his gaze. “Come here.”

She stepped into his arms, letting herself be enveloped. He pressed his lips to her temple, then to her mouth, the kiss hot and desperate. All the words they hadn’t spoken, all the nerves and pride and reckless need, burned between them.

“Bedroom,” he said, voice hoarse.

She nodded, letting him lead her down the hallway, neither bothering to flick on the light. Clothes came off in urgent, clumsy bursts—coats, shoes, jumpers, gloves, socks—each layer tossed aside, laughter and gasps tangled together.

Tom’s hands trembled as he pulled Olivia into the bedroom, the shopping bags already forgotten at the door. Their laughter—half relief, half disbelief—faded as he pressed her against the closed door, his breath coming in ragged bursts. For a moment, neither moved; then Olivia lunged first, crushing her mouth to his, tasting the tang of rubber and the salt of sweat. He kissed her back, hungry, his lips rough, his teeth grazing her lower lip in a way that made her gasp.

Tom’s hands found her hips, fingers digging in, possessive and reverent all at once. Olivia fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, yanking it off with little ceremony, exposing the planes of his chest, the line of muscle beneath soft, everyday skin. Her own coat dropped to the floor, sweater following, until she stood in bra and jeans, chest heaving, every inch of skin sparking with leftover adrenaline.

He lifted her, just enough to spin them both onto the bed, the world tilting around the bright focus of their need. Olivia’s hands were everywhere—tracing his ribs, clawing at his back, pulling him down so their mouths met again and again, messy, desperate, laughing and moaning into each other’s mouths.

Tom’s kisses travelled down her neck, his stubble rough and hot against her skin. He nipped at her collarbone, then sucked hard enough to leave a mark—his claim, his thank-you, his need. Olivia arched under him, shivering at the idea of wearing his bruise tomorrow, hidden beneath clothes but thrumming all day with memory.

He pulled her jeans down her legs, pressing hot kisses to her hipbones, her thighs, pausing to mouth at the skin just above her knickers. His hands squeezed her calves, her knees, spreading her gently but firmly as he knelt between them. “You’re perfect,” he whispered, voice cracking with awe and want.

Olivia reached for him, tangling her fingers in his hair, pulling him up to kiss her again. Her need was sharp, a sweet ache at the base of her belly, all the more intense for the long denial in the shop, for the way she’d handed herself over without words. “I want you,” she said, voice hoarse. “Now. Please.”

Tom’s response was a groan, half-choked, as he shucked off his own jeans, leaving them both in underwear, skin to skin, heat blooming between them. He paused, propped on one elbow, running his hand slowly up the inside of her thigh, tracing lazy circles, watching her shudder beneath him.

He pulled her knickers down, slow but with shaking hands, pressing open-mouthed kisses along the way, his breath hot and uneven. Olivia spread for him without shame, heart pounding, the sense of surrender from the supermarket scene still coiled tight inside her.

Tom slipped a hand between her legs, fingers stroking, teasing, spreading slickness from root to tip. He circled her clit with practiced patience, letting her buck up against him, then drew back—denying her, echoing the game from earlier.

She whimpered, frustration and need blurring together. “Don’t tease,” she whispered, barely more than a gasp.

He grinned, voice dark and rough. “After today? You don’t get to order me around.” Still, he gave in, slipping two fingers inside her, curling, his thumb working her clit as he watched her unravel. His mouth was everywhere—on her throat, her jaw, her breast—biting, sucking, soothing.

Olivia came hard, legs trembling, fingers digging into his shoulders as she shuddered and sobbed his name. Tom kissed her through it, whispering praise, never letting up until she fell back, spent and shaking, vision full of stars.

He didn’t wait—couldn’t. She felt the urgency in his grip as he tore off his boxers, pressed himself between her thighs, seeking, desperate. She pulled him down, guiding him inside, her body greedy for him, for the fullness and the heat and the shock of belonging.

They moved together, messy and frantic, a tangle of limbs and want. Tom drove into her with a force that bordered on wild, burying his face in her neck, breath ragged, muttering her name like a prayer. She wrapped her legs around him, heels pressing into his back, matching him thrust for thrust, losing herself in the burn, the stretch, the pleasure that was almost pain.

He came with a broken sound, clutching her tight, shuddering through his release. Olivia held him close, kissing his hair, his ear, his jaw, feeling his heartbeat slow against her chest.

For a long while, they lay tangled, the duvet twisted around their bodies, sweat cooling, hearts still racing. Tom brushed damp hair from her forehead, smiling, sated and soft. “You’re incredible,” he whispered. “What you did today… what you let me do.”

She traced lazy circles on his back, anchoring herself in his weight, his scent. “You kept me safe,” she said. “Even when you scared me. Especially then.”

He looked at her, eyes dark with emotion. “Would you do it to me? Next time?”

She smiled, slow and wicked. “I want to. I want to see you like this—needy, desperate, out of your mind because I said so.”

He grinned, rolling to his side, pulling her close. “Promise?”

“Promise.”

They fell asleep wrapped around each other, bodies aching, the world outside still spinning with sirens and uncertainty. But here, in this bed, was proof that risk could turn into pleasure, that fear could be rewritten as trust, that two people could take all the chaos and make something new—a ritual, an addiction, a promise of more.

The city had gone quiet by the time Olivia finally stirred, the rush of the day giving way to a hush as heavy as snowfall. The air in the bedroom was thick with sex and sweat and the faint, floral tang of laundry powder. Tom lay beside her, arm slung loosely around her waist, his breath warm on the crook of her neck.

She didn’t want to move—didn’t want to lose the closeness, the impossible certainty of his skin against hers. They were both sticky, their bodies still tangled in the aftermath, the duvet a heap at their knees. She let her hand trace the line of Tom’s spine, slow and soft, letting her mind drift between memory and sensation.

After a while, Tom shifted, pressing a kiss to her shoulder. “You still here?” he murmured, voice sleep-thick and wonder-struck.

Olivia smiled, rolling onto her back so she could look at him. “Where else would I be?”

He grinned, propping his chin on her chest. “I keep waiting for you to vanish. For it to wear off.”

She snorted, threading her fingers through his hair. “It’s not going anywhere. Not after today.”

A comfortable silence settled between them. The world outside felt impossibly far away—just muffled city sounds and the low buzz of someone’s TV playing the evening news. Tom traced gentle circles on her stomach, eyes soft. “You were incredible,” he whispered, so quiet she almost didn’t hear him.

She blushed, ducking her head. “You made it possible. I never thought I’d… I mean, that was—” She laughed, breathless at the memory. “It was terrifying and amazing. I didn’t know I could feel so out of control and so safe at the same time.”

He kissed her again, slow and deep, then rested his forehead against hers. “I was scared too. Not for you—I knew you’d handle it. But for me. It felt… huge. Like we crossed a line you can’t uncross.”

She considered this, turning it over. “I think we did. But I’m glad. I want to do it again. Not the same thing, maybe, but something. More.”

Tom’s gaze flickered—eager, nervous. “Would you—” He hesitated, then pushed on, voice barely above a whisper. “Would you ever do it to me? Be in charge, in public? Make me follow?”

Olivia grinned, the idea electric and shocking and right. “Yes. I want to. I want to see what you’re like when you’re the one who can’t speak, who has to obey. I want you to trust me like I trusted you.”

He laughed, some tension bleeding out. “I do trust you. More than I thought I could.”

They lay together, letting the promise settle in. Olivia felt the tug of possibility, the thrill of imagining Tom on his knees, mask covering his red-cheeked face, forced to obey in the same way she had.

“I want to be sure we do it safely,” she said, the old anxieties pricking at the edge of excitement. “Even more careful than today. I want a rule for aftercare. For checking in. I never want to scare you in a way you don’t want.”

Tom nodded, pulling her close. “Deal. And you get to write the rules, next time. Every one.”

She smiled, letting the responsibility thrill and steady her in equal measure. “I’ll make sure you regret that.”

He grinned, not backing down. “Promise?”

She laughed, pressing a kiss to his temple. “Promise.”

For a while, they talked softly—about how it had felt to walk the aisles, the moment Olivia had nearly panicked when a security guard walked by, the thrill of Tom’s voice low in her ear, the knowledge that at any second they could have been discovered. Olivia admitted that, for a moment, she’d wanted someone to see—someone to know. Tom confessed he’d felt powerful and exposed at the same time, that the responsibility for her had nearly undone him.

“It made me want to be even braver,” Olivia said, voice thick. “It made me want to take you apart, make you beg, see how far you’d go.”

He shivered, arousal flickering anew. “I want that. But I want to know I can stop it, any time. I want you to promise you’ll check in, even when I say I’m fine.”

She squeezed his hand, serious. “Always. We’ll build it together.”

They fell quiet again, the sound of their breathing matching, hearts slowing as sleep began to pull them under. Olivia thought of the supermarket—her mask, the gag, the quiet pride of following every order. She thought of Tom’s hand on her back, the way he’d made space for her fear, the way he’d celebrated her bravery without taking credit for it.

She reached for his hand beneath the covers, interlacing their fingers. “Thank you,” she whispered, voice cracking with emotion she didn’t want to hide. “Thank you for seeing me. For not letting me disappear.”

He pulled her close, their bodies fitting in a way that felt fated. “Thank you for trusting me. For letting me push you. For making this—us—something I never want to lose.”

They drifted off, limbs tangled, the echo of risk and surrender making the night feel endless. Outside, the news played on—Covid case numbers, stricter supermarket limits, the same reminder to stay home and stay safe. But inside the flat, Olivia and Tom had built something unbreakable: a language, a promise, a new frontier.

And as the first hint of dawn crept in, Olivia knew that whatever the world threw at them next, she’d face it—one dare, one rule, one surrender at a time.


Chapter 8: Switching Roles

Olivia woke to a strange lightness in her chest—a kind of certainty that, today, something would change. The sun angled through the blinds, striping the rumpled duvet, gilding Tom’s shoulder where it emerged from the covers. He was still asleep, face half-hidden, one hand curled loosely on her pillow. He looked peaceful, soft, a thousand miles from the man who’d commanded her through the supermarket aisles, who’d bent her to his will in public, who’d marked her with hands and teeth only hours before.

But now it was her turn. The thought came with a pulse of heat—excitement, but also fear. It was one thing to talk about switching, to joke about making Tom kneel. It was another to step fully into the role, to risk not just his trust, but her own confidence.

She slipped from the bed, padded to the kitchen in bare feet, and put the kettle on. The world outside was unchanged—Covid news on the radio, headlines scrolling by: Case numbers rise, new travel limits imposed, supermarkets warn of staff shortages. Olivia let it all wash past. Today, their world would shrink to four walls, a mattress, and the rules they chose.

Tom stumbled in, rubbing sleep from his eyes, hair wild. He blinked at her over his mug, smile soft and uncertain. “Morning. You’re up early.”

She set the mugs on the table, drew her knees up beneath her. “Couldn’t sleep. Too much on my mind.”

He studied her, concern threading his voice. “Are you okay?”

Olivia took a deep breath, then met his gaze, steady and sure. “I want today to be mine. I want to try being in charge. All day. No backing out.”

Tom stilled, cup halfway to his lips. She saw the flicker—fear, excitement, uncertainty—cross his face, then resolve. He set the mug down, straightened, and nodded. “Okay. My turn to give up control.”

She smiled, nerves threading her words. “We’ll negotiate. Set rules. But I want it to be real. No topping from the bottom, no jokes to soften it. If you say yes, it’s my show.”

He swallowed, cheeks flushing. “Yes. I want that. But… can we talk through boundaries?”

“Of course.” She slid a notebook and pen between them, flipping to a blank page. “Let’s start with safe words. Pineapple for stop, yellow for slow, three taps if you can’t speak. Okay?”

He nodded. “And gestures—if I’m overwhelmed, I’ll sit on the floor. If I need to be held, I’ll put my head on your lap.”

She wrote it all down, her hand steady even as her heart thudded. “Rules for the day: I pick your clothes, control your routine, decide what you can and can’t do. You ask permission for everything—food, bathroom, phone, TV. You speak only when I say, and you address me as Ma’am. If you slip, there’s a consequence. Nothing cruel, but I want you to feel it.”

Tom listened, colour rising in his cheeks. She saw him squirm in his seat—half anticipation, half embarrassment. “What about… being naked?”

She let him wait, eyes on his. “Not all day. But when I say, you strip. No arguments. And when I say dress, you dress exactly as I tell you.”

He exhaled, voice almost a whisper. “And… touching myself?”

Olivia smiled, letting her confidence settle. “Only if I give you permission. If you touch yourself without asking, there will be a punishment—something we both agree on in advance.”

He shivered, looking both vulnerable and hungry. “Can I say no to anything? Call a halt?”

“Always. If you want to stop, we stop. No guilt, no questions. But if you say yes now, I expect obedience. No bratting, no topping from the bottom, no half-measures.”

Tom met her gaze, the weight of her words settling between them. “Yes, Ma’am. I mean it. I want this.”

She let out a breath she didn’t know she’d been holding. “Then we start now.”

She stood, gestured for him to follow. “To the bedroom. Time to dress for your role.”

Tom trailed after her, shoulders tense, but he moved quickly, eager despite his nerves. In the bedroom, Olivia opened the wardrobe, considering. She chose for him: soft grey sweatpants, no underwear, a fitted white T-shirt that clung to his chest, and a collar—black leather, simple, with a small silver ring at the front. She laid them out, then pointed to the chair. “Strip. Leave everything but the socks on the floor.”

He obeyed, stripping with quick, practiced movements, cheeks flushed as he stood naked in the morning light. She watched, letting him feel her gaze, not looking away as his cock stirred, half-hard already from anticipation and exposure.

“Sit,” she commanded, voice even. “Hands on your knees.”

He sat, back straight, hands trembling slightly.

She took the collar, fastened it snug but comfortable around his neck. “This is your reminder. You wear it all day unless I say otherwise. If I tug, you kneel. If I snap, you freeze.”

He nodded, throat working. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She dressed him in the sweatpants and T-shirt, slow and deliberate, enjoying the way he submitted to every touch. She made him stand, then turn, inspecting him as if he were a piece of art.

She met his eyes, smile slow. “You look perfect. Humble, a little embarrassed, but mine.”

He grinned, shy and proud. “I like being yours.”

Olivia’s heart flipped. “You are. Today, every minute. Now—go make breakfast. Ask me before every step. I want to see how well you obey.”

He paused at the door, turning back. “Thank you for… wanting this. For wanting me.”

She crossed to him, pressing a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you for giving me the chance.”

They moved into the day with a sense of ceremony—a new world built on trust, on boundaries spoken and respected, on the giddy anticipation of power exchanged. For Olivia, it was the thrill of being seen and obeyed; for Tom, it was the deep, slow surrender to someone he wanted to please.

And in the quiet between them, beneath the ordinary sounds of radio headlines and kettle whistles, something new began to bloom: a language made of rules, risk, and the promise of obedience freely given.

Tom moved through the flat with a different energy—cautious, attentive, every gesture laced with anticipation. The collar was snug around his neck, the soft ring at the front cool against his skin. Olivia followed him to the kitchen, settling at the table as if it were a throne. She tucked her legs beneath her, hands folded, eyes following his every move.

He paused before opening the fridge, glancing back at her. “Ma’am, may I start breakfast?”

Olivia nodded, delight sparking. “You may. I want poached eggs, black coffee, and toast—not burnt. You’ll eat when I tell you.”

Tom flushed, nodding, hands already moving. He set about his task, voice silent, posture more careful than usual. As he worked, Olivia watched the tension gather in his shoulders. She relished the feeling: every request, every pause for permission, was a thread that bound him to her. She saw the way his jaw clenched, the way his fingers hovered over the cupboard handles—habit fighting against instruction, the natural urge to move unbidden warping under the weight of her authority.

“Ma’am, may I put the toast on now?”

“Yes,” she replied, savoring the rush. “But don’t touch the eggs until the water boils.”

He obeyed, and she let him stew for a moment, making him wait, drawing out each step. When the kettle finally whistled, she let him finish the eggs and plate up, then pointed to the floor beside her chair. “Kneel. Hands behind your back.”

He knelt without protest, eyes flickering between her face and the floor. Olivia picked up her fork, took a bite of toast, chewing slowly, feeling her own power bloom with every mouthful. Tom’s breathing was audible, shallow and quick, his cheeks pink.

She finished her meal in silence, drawing out the ritual. When she was done, she let her hand rest on his head, stroking his hair. “Good boy. You can have your breakfast now. At the table. But you sit when I tell you.”

He remained on his knees, waiting. Olivia finished her coffee, watching him. Only when she’d drained the last drop did she gesture to the chair. “Sit.”

He obeyed, moving with a deference that was equal parts pride and humiliation. As he ate, she tapped her foot under the table, catching his knee with the tip of her toe. “Remember—no talking unless I ask a question.”

Tom nodded, swallowing. “Yes, Ma’am.”

The day unfolded in layers, each act reinforcing their dynamic. Olivia sent Tom to tidy the living room, then inspected his work, pointing out imagined dust on the shelves, making him redo the books until they were perfectly aligned. She ordered him to fetch her a blanket, then made him kneel beside her as she read, silent, every so often reaching down to scratch his scalp or let her fingers trail along the collar.

She tested the boundaries: “Ma’am, may I use the bathroom?”

“Only if you crawl there and back.”

He complied, a flush high on his cheekbones, but his obedience made her chest swell with pleasure.

In the afternoon, Olivia set him tasks: folding laundry, wiping down kitchen counters, arranging her slippers just so by the bed. She delighted in the small rebellions—an eyebrow quirk, a barely suppressed smile—but made him hold position, scolded him when he fidgeted, praised him when he remembered to wait.

When he brought her a mug of tea, hands shaking slightly, she met his eyes, letting her voice drop. “You’re doing well, Tom. I know this isn’t easy. But you’re making me proud.”

His breath hitched. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

She smiled, feeling the realness of it—the trust, the vulnerability. “Take your shirt off. Let me see you.”

He complied, slow and careful, standing bare-chested in the soft afternoon light. She circled him, enjoying the play of muscle, the flush down his neck, the tension in his hands. She trailed her fingers down his spine, feeling him shiver.

“Hands on your head,” she ordered. “Feet apart.”

He obeyed. Olivia let her hand drift to the waistband of his sweatpants, tugging them lower to expose the crest of his hipbones. She let the threat linger, but didn’t take them off. “You’re mine today. Don’t forget.”

Tom’s voice was shaky, but steady. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She let him dress again, sent him to make her a snack. When he returned, she ordered him to sit at her feet as she ate, resting her hand on his collar, using him as a footrest when she finished. Every touch, every instruction, wove a deeper sense of ownership and surrender between them.

By mid-afternoon, Tom was flushed, breathless, hands twitching in his lap. Olivia could see the strain—the urge to slip back into autonomy, to make a joke, to test her resolve. She fixed him with a look. “Is it hard for you? Giving up control?”

He nodded, honest. “It’s harder than I thought. But it’s… good. I like feeling chosen. Needed.”

She smiled, warmth blooming. “You are. And you’re doing well. One more task—then you can ask for a break.”

She made him kneel again, this time with his forehead resting on her thigh. She stroked his hair, letting him feel the comfort and power in her touch. When she felt him soften, his tension draining away, she let him sit at her side, pulling him close.

“You did well, Tom. Thank you for trusting me.”

He smiled, tired and open. “Thank you for taking care of me. Even when you’re making me work.”

They sat together for a while, the day quiet around them, the rituals of power and obedience now as natural as breathing.

As afternoon faded toward evening, Olivia became aware of a shifting energy in the flat. The playfulness that had animated their new rituals was edged now with something quieter, heavier—a fatigue that wasn’t just physical, but emotional. Tom moved through the rooms with that same careful deference, asking for permission, holding his tongue, kneeling when instructed. But as she watched him clear away the last of the tea things, Olivia saw how effortful it had become: his movements slower, his gaze fixed on the floor when he thought she wasn’t looking.

She closed her book, setting it aside, and patted the sofa beside her. “Come sit with me, Tom.”

He obeyed immediately, folding himself onto the cushions, hands in his lap. She waited until he looked up, his eyes shadowed but open.

“Talk to me,” she said softly. “No rules now. Tell me honestly—how are you doing?”

Tom hesitated, then let out a shaky breath. “It’s harder than I thought it would be,” he admitted. “Not… bad. Not like I want to quit. Just—hard. My head keeps wanting to fight you, to joke, to mess around. And every time I catch myself, I feel both proud that I obeyed, and stupid for finding it so difficult.”

Olivia reached for his hand, squeezing it gently. “I can tell it’s costing you something. I want you to know—it means a lot to me. Not because I want you to suffer, but because you’re giving me something real. You’re letting yourself be changed. That’s… huge.”

He nodded, swallowing. “I want to do it right. I want you to feel strong. It’s just… I’m not used to this. Not letting myself talk, or touch, or move unless someone says. I keep thinking I’ll mess up and ruin it.”

She stroked his knuckles with her thumb. “You haven’t ruined anything. If anything, it’s made me feel even more powerful. Every time you catch yourself and hold back, it’s like a gift. Like you’re saying you trust me to handle you—even when you’re not sure you can handle yourself.”

He looked at her, searching. “Do you like it? I mean, really? Not just the power trip, but… the reality?”

She considered, tracing his wrist. “I do. I love it. But not because I get to boss you around. Because I get to see all of you. The part that wants to be strong, and the part that wants to be soft. I want both. I want to know I can make you melt. I want to know you want to melt for me.”

Tom’s shoulders relaxed, tension easing. “That’s the scary part. Wanting to be seen like that. But it feels… good. In a way nothing else has.”

They sat together for a while, the late sunlight angling through the window, dust motes floating in the golden air. The city’s noise was distant, only the occasional rumble of a passing bus or the muffled sound of a neighbour’s TV breaking the hush.

Olivia squeezed his hand again, voice gentle. “We can stop, if you need to. Or we can change it up. I don’t want you to go past your limit.”

Tom shook his head, a small smile tugging at his lips. “No. I want to see where it goes. I want to give you everything I have, today. Just—maybe a check-in. A pause. And a bit of reassurance that I’m not disappointing you.”

She pulled him close, letting his head rest on her shoulder. “You’re not disappointing me. You’re making me want you more. You’re making me want to take care of you, to push you, to love you in every way.”

He melted into her, letting out a slow sigh, body relaxing into the touch.

After a few minutes, he looked up, eyes clearer. “Can I tell you something a bit embarrassing?”

She grinned, brushing his hair from his forehead. “Always.”

He hesitated, then spoke. “I thought I’d hate being told what to do. But I don’t. Not when it’s you. It’s like… I get to stop trying so hard. I get to be chosen, not just… useful.”

Olivia felt her heart squeeze, moved by the honesty in his voice. “You are chosen. That’s why I want to keep doing this. I want to learn how to make you feel that way every time. Even when we’re not playing.”

He smiled, relief and gratitude mingling. “You’re better at this than you think.”

She nudged him, playful. “That’s the first and last time you get to say something that could undermine my authority.”

He laughed, the tension finally breaking. “Yes, Ma’am.”

They cuddled together, the rituals of the day replaced for now with softness, mutual warmth, and the sense that something new—something vulnerable and strong—was being born between them.

As the sun set, Olivia glanced at the Mischief Jar, already thinking of what new slips she might write, what new rules they might invent. But for now, she was content to hold Tom close, feeling his body settle into hers, both of them braver for having risked a different kind of trust.

Twilight seeped through the flat, turning the corners blue and gold, painting shifting patterns across the bedspread and the hardwood floor. The city’s sounds faded, replaced by the hush of lockdown evenings—just the faint wail of a siren, the soft tap of rain on the window, the occasional burst of news from a neighbour’s television. Inside, Olivia and Tom moved together with a new slowness, the fatigue and vulnerability of the afternoon transformed into something heavier, more electric.

Olivia rose from the sofa, stretching the tension from her arms, and turned to Tom, who watched her with a nervous, hopeful gaze. She beckoned him forward, voice calm but unmistakably commanding. “Come here. Kneel at my feet.”

Tom obeyed at once, the collar cool against his skin, sweatpants clinging to his thighs. He knelt on the rug, hands behind his back, eyes fixed on the floor—a picture of surrender that made Olivia’s breath catch. She stood above him for a moment, letting the power settle over them both, feeling how his submission invited her deeper into her own confidence.

She circled him slowly, bare feet silent, every step deliberate. “You did well today,” she said, letting the words fall heavy in the air. “You gave me everything I asked for, even when it was hard. That means more to me than you know.”

Tom’s breathing was shallow, his body tense and waiting. “Thank you, Ma’am,” he whispered.

Olivia ran her hand through his hair, tugging gently until he looked up at her. His eyes were wide, cheeks flushed, lips parted in anticipation. “You trust me?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

She smiled, slow and sure. “Good. Because I want you to remember this. I want you to know what it means to let go.”

She stepped back, perching on the edge of the bed, leaving Tom kneeling before her. She stayed fully dressed, her authority as clear in her clothes as in her voice. “Take off your shirt. Leave the collar on.”

He did as he was told, folding the T-shirt and placing it on the bed. His chest rose and fell, muscles taut beneath the low light.

“Now your trousers. Slowly.”

He shimmied out of the sweatpants, bare now except for the collar. His cock was half-hard, the flush of arousal obvious and vulnerable. He knelt again, hands behind his back, offering himself with a quiet dignity that undid her.

She let the silence stretch, feeling her own heart pounding, her desire mixed with pride and gratitude. “You are beautiful like this. Do you know that?”

He blushed, looking away. “Only because it’s for you.”

She let him stay there, trembling, then patted her thigh. “Come. Lay your head on my lap.”

Tom crawled forward, nestling against her thigh, his cheek pressed to her skin. Olivia stroked his hair, letting him settle, giving him space to feel held and safe.

She shifted, letting her fingers wander—down his neck, across his back, tracing the line of his spine. When she felt him relax, she raised her hand, brought it down in a gentle smack across his arse. Not hard, just enough to sting, to remind him of the rules.

He gasped, hips jerking, but made no move to pull away. Olivia smiled, rubbing the spot she’d just smacked, then delivered another—firmer this time, the sound echoing in the quiet room.

“Why are you being punished?” she asked, voice soft but unyielding.

He swallowed, voice shaky. “For doubting. For making it hard. For forgetting you’re in charge.”

She nodded, pride blooming. “That’s right. But I forgive you. You gave yourself anyway. That’s all I want.”

She alternated between gentle spanks and long, soothing strokes, letting the ritual become its own language—a mix of discipline and affection, pain and praise. Tom’s body melted under her touch, every tension undone, every shiver met with a quiet, grounding word.

When his breath was ragged, when his skin glowed pink and warm, Olivia let her hand drift between his thighs, cupping him, feeling the weight and heat of his cock in her palm. He groaned, hips rocking instinctively.

“Ask me,” she whispered.

“Please, Ma’am. Please, can I come?”

She paused, relishing the power in the moment, then leaned down, lips at his ear. “Not yet. Hold it for me.”

He whimpered, struggling to obey, muscles quivering with restraint. Olivia stroked him, slow and relentless, bringing him to the edge, then pulling back, denying him again and again until his pleas were breathless and desperate.

Finally, when she was certain he would break, she whispered, “Now. Let go.”

Tom came with a shudder, his whole body trembling, hands fisting in the rug. Olivia held him through it, murmuring praise, her fingers soothing his back, her voice steady.

When it was done, he slumped against her, spent and trembling, tears in his eyes—not from pain, but from the flood of emotion, the sense of being known and accepted.

She cradled his head in her lap, rocking him gently. “You did so well. You gave me everything. I’m so proud of you.”

He looked up, gratitude and awe mingling in his gaze. “I’ve never… felt so chosen. So safe. Thank you, Ma’am.”

She kissed his forehead, letting her own pride and joy pour out. “Thank you for trusting me. For letting me see all of you.”

They stayed like that, a tableau of trust and surrender, until Tom’s breathing slowed and the world outside faded to nothing. In this moment, power and love were the same—no longer a game, but a shared language, a new foundation.

Afterwards, the flat was steeped in quiet—the kind that only comes after the breaking of a storm, when the world has rearranged itself around new truth. Tom rested his head in Olivia’s lap, the collar still snug around his throat, his body warm and heavy against her thighs. His cheeks were flushed, eyes shining, but his muscles had lost their tension. He looked younger, softer, as if the effort of surrender had stripped away years of guardedness.

Olivia stroked his hair, slow and steady, grounding them both. “How are you feeling?” she whispered, voice gentle.

Tom closed his eyes, letting out a long, shaky breath. “Safe,” he murmured. “Exhausted, but… I don’t know. Lighter. Like something shifted.”

She smiled, running her thumb along his jaw. “You did beautifully. You gave me everything.”

He turned, nuzzling her hand. “It’s easy, with you. You make it safe. Even when it’s scary.”

She let that sit for a moment, soaking in the trust between them. The world outside flickered on—a car passing on wet tarmac, the distant chime of the evening news from a neighbour’s window. The latest Covid update scrolled silently across the muted TV: Local cases stabilising, but new variant causes concern. Lockdown likely to continue… Olivia barely registered the words; her world had narrowed to this: Tom’s head in her lap, the soft rise and fall of his breath, her hand soothing his skin.

She shifted, reaching for the blanket at the foot of the bed, tucking it around them both. Tom sighed, curling closer. “Thank you,” he said, voice small. “For not making me be anything. For letting me be like this.”

She leaned down, pressing a kiss to his forehead. “Thank you for letting me take you there. For trusting me to hold you, even at your most undone.”

He smiled, a flicker of playfulness returning. “I like being yours. Even when it means getting bossed around all day.”

She laughed, easing them both further back into comfort. “Good. Because you’re mine tomorrow, too. And the next day. And the one after that.”

They cuddled in the hush, limbs tangled, letting the afterglow become its own kind of ritual. Olivia felt her confidence settle, not as a sharp spike but as a deep, slow pulse—an assurance that this, too, was love: the care after the chaos, the softness after the storm.

Eventually, Tom stirred, stretching. “Do you want to talk about it? The rules, I mean. What worked, what didn’t?”

She nodded, shifting so they sat facing each other, the blanket a cocoon. “I loved how obedient you were. How you tried, even when it got hard. I liked making you wait, making you ask. It made me feel… powerful, but also protective. Like I was holding something precious.”

Tom blushed, nodding. “It was hard. I kept wanting to slip, to make a joke, to get out of it. But every time you held the line, it made me feel… chosen. Like you saw all of me. Even the messy, needy parts.”

She touched his cheek, serious. “That’s what I want. All of you. I want to be the one who can hold that for you.”

He smiled, eyes bright. “And I want you to. I want more days like this. Even when it’s not easy.”

She reached across to the dresser, pulling out the Mischief Jar, and rummaged through for a red slip. She took the pen from the bedside table and wrote in bold, looping script:

“No negotiation. No backing out. One full day at my command.”

She held it up, meeting Tom’s gaze. “For next time. When we’re both ready. We can plan it together, or you can let me surprise you. But it’s happening. This isn’t just play anymore—it’s our thing.”

Tom grinned, pride and nerves in his expression. “I want that. I want to see how far we can go. Together.”

She slid the red slip into the jar, shaking it so it rustled among the others. The sound was small but full of promise—one more ritual, one more dare, one more way to mark the days as their own.

As night deepened, Olivia and Tom curled up together under the blanket, bodies pressed close, the collar now loosened but still worn—a silent pledge of belonging. They talked quietly—about what the next week might bring, about friends they missed, about what rules and rituals they wanted to keep, even after lockdown faded.

Tom rested his head on her chest, listening to the steady thud of her heart. “Are you scared?” he asked softly.

She considered, then shook her head. “Not anymore. Not when it’s with you.”

He kissed her shoulder, a silent thank you, and let himself drift. Olivia watched him slip toward sleep, feeling the weight of his trust, the solid truth of what they’d built. Outside, the world was still uncertain, but inside, ritual had become safety, surrender had become strength, and every slip in the Mischief Jar was a promise: there would always be more.

Before she slept, Olivia whispered, “You’re mine.”

Tom, barely awake, answered, “Always.”

And in that quiet, the rules they’d written for themselves became more than rules—they became a language, a lifeline, a home.


Chapter 9: Marking & Ownership

Olivia woke slowly, surfacing through layers of dream and memory. The flat was silent except for the distant hum of a bin lorry and the faint rattle of rain against the glass. She blinked at the dim light, disoriented for a moment, then found Tom’s arm draped across her waist, his hand curled possessively at her hip. His chest was pressed to her back, breath warm against her neck, and the heat of his body—so familiar now—offered a comfort nothing outside the bubble could match.

She shifted, stretching, and winced at a small, sharp ache on the inside of her thigh. Puzzled, she glanced down, pushing the covers aside. There, blooming on pale skin, was a constellation of bruises—fingerprints, a faint oval the size of a mouth, the flush of a handprint fading from violet to rose. Her body was a gallery of last night’s surrender: evidence of power given and received, of care wrapped inside hunger.

A thrill rushed through her. She ran her fingers lightly over the marks, savoring the sweet, dull ache that followed. The touch made memory flare: Tom’s hands pinning her hips, the sting of his palm, his teeth at her shoulder, her own name torn from her throat and swallowed by the dark. She bit her lip, fighting a smile, and let herself linger—tracing each bruise as if memorizing a secret code.

Behind her, Tom stirred, muttering something unintelligible. He tightened his arm around her, then froze, waking fully. “Sorry—was I squashing you?”

She laughed, rolling to face him, tucking a strand of hair behind his ear. “Not at all. Though you might want to see your handiwork.”

He blinked, then grinned, the memory of last night chasing sleep from his face. “Show me.”

Olivia sat up, pulling the duvet down to her waist. She lifted her leg, displaying the marks with a mix of pride and mischief. Tom’s eyes widened, a slow, wicked smile blooming. “God, I did that?”

She traced a finger along the biggest bruise. “You did. And here.” She reached for his shoulder, tugging him closer, running her thumb along the bite mark she’d left just above his collarbone. “But I wasn’t exactly gentle either.”

He twisted to look, delight flickering across his features. “You left your mark, too.” He rolled onto his stomach, turning to show her the faint red imprint of her hand on his lower back.

Olivia trailed her nails gently over the shape, a sense of possession blooming. “You look good in my colours.”

Tom laughed, then sobered, his voice softer. “Does it hurt? Too much?”

She shook her head, tracing one of the bruises on her thigh. “No. It’s perfect. Like… proof. Like I can still feel you, even when you’re not touching me.”

He shifted, propping himself on one elbow, expression open and raw. “I like knowing I’m still on you. That you’re wearing me, just a little.”

They lay side by side, exploring the evidence of each other, gentle where last night had been rough. Olivia felt a strange pride—not in pain, but in being marked, in carrying Tom’s touch beneath her clothes like a secret only they would understand. It was a rebellion against the world outside: a sign that in here, where the rules were theirs alone, she could be as wild or as soft as she wanted.

Later, as they got dressed, Olivia caught herself checking her reflection in the bathroom mirror. She pulled up her T-shirt, studying the splay of finger-marks along her hip. She felt heat rise in her cheeks, part embarrassment, part satisfaction. It was her secret armour—a private reminder that she was wanted, chosen, claimed.

Down the hall, Tom emerged, towel around his waist. He paused in the doorway, catching her gaze in the mirror. “Admiring your battle scars?”

She grinned, tugging the shirt back down. “Just making sure I look as good as I feel.”

He crossed to her, kissed the top of her head, then gently rolled up his own sleeve. There, just below his bicep, was a faint bite—her teeth, small and neat, still visible hours later.

“I like knowing you’re on me, too,” he whispered, meeting her eyes.

They dressed in comfortable silence, each sneaking glances at the evidence on the other’s body. When Tom leaned in to nuzzle her neck, she let him, letting the warmth settle beneath her skin.

Breakfast was an ordinary affair—toast, eggs, the morning news droning in the background: Vaccine rollout continues, new variant under investigation, government urges caution as restrictions remain. Olivia sipped her coffee, fingers idly finding a bruise beneath the table. She caught herself smiling as Tom stretched, wincing with mock drama as he reached for the jam.

On her first video call of the day, Olivia found her mind wandering. She traced the bruise at her hip, half-listening to her coworker discuss new safety protocols, feeling a secret thrill at the memory of how the mark had come to be. She wondered, idly, if anyone could see the flush on her neck, if the pride she felt was visible on her face.

After the call, Tom found her in the kitchen, holding out his phone. “Look,” he said, displaying a blurry photo he’d snapped of her asleep, the marks bright against her thigh. “I wanted to remember.”

She laughed, blushing, but took the phone, studying the image. It was beautiful, in its own raw way—a testament to what they’d made together.

They spent the rest of the morning comparing marks, teasing each other, inventing elaborate stories for how each bruise had appeared (“fell off my bike,” “attacked by a rogue banana bread,” “lockdown wrestling champion”). But beneath the jokes was something serious: a sense that these signs, these traces of each other, were more than just souvenirs. They were declarations—a way of saying, I am yours, and you are mine.

And as the day spun on, Olivia found herself returning, again and again, to the marks Tom had left. She ran her fingers over them beneath her clothes, feeling grounded and wild all at once. Outside, the world was full of warnings and walls. But here, inside the bubble, every bruise was a promise: that in a world that wanted them careful, small, unseen, they had chosen—deliberately—to belong to each other.

By midday, their marks had become more than just memory. They were a shared language, private and bold. Olivia caught herself glancing at the faded bite on Tom’s shoulder, a wave of satisfaction warming her every time he reached for something on a high shelf or let his collar shift, almost revealing the evidence. She could see him tracing the finger-marks on her thigh beneath the kitchen table, thumb moving in small circles, as if keeping the ache alive.

After lunch, as rain traced fresh rivers down the windowpanes, Olivia leaned across the table, voice soft but sure. “We should make it a rule. Whenever one of us wins a scene, we get to leave a mark—a real one. Somewhere secret, or almost seen. Something you’ll feel all day.”

Tom’s eyes brightened, the suggestion sparking something fierce and delighted in him. “Winner’s privilege?”

She nodded, grinning. “Exactly. You get to pick how you claim me—or I claim you. But you have to wear it. No covering up unless you have to leave the flat.”

He grinned, emboldened. “What if we’re both winners?”

“Then we both get a mark,” she replied, letting the new ritual settle, the rules as thrilling as any game. “But no complaints if it stings tomorrow.”

They shook on it, giggling, but Olivia saw how quickly the laughter became hunger. The ordinary afternoon stretched in front of them, but the flat was suddenly charged with anticipation.

“Show me,” Tom murmured, voice lower. “Show me you mean it.”

Olivia led him to the living room, drawing the curtains against the drizzle. She made him strip to his T-shirt, collar still on, jeans pushed low on his hips. She circled him slowly, letting her fingertips brush over last night’s bruises—each touch both care and promise.

She bent and bit his collarbone, slow and deliberate, holding the flesh between her teeth until he gasped, then soothing the mark with her tongue. She drew back to inspect her handiwork: a flush of red that would turn purple, just above where his T-shirt would end. He’d feel it every time he reached for something, every time the fabric dragged across his skin.

“Mine,” she said, voice low, meeting his eyes.

He shivered, lips parted, arousal blooming high in his cheeks. “Always.”

Tom, emboldened, tugged her close. “My turn?” She laughed, letting him steer her to the sofa. He knelt before her, pulling up her skirt to bare her thighs. His hands were warm, reverent, his touch both gentle and possessive.

He splayed his palm wide against the flesh of her upper thigh and pressed, then delivered a firm smack—enough to sting, but not to startle. Olivia gasped, the pleasure sharp and bright. He did it again, slower, the mark blooming pink beneath his fingers.

He leaned in and kissed the skin, mouthing her name softly into her flesh. “Mine,” he echoed, pride glowing in his eyes.

For a long, quiet moment, they stayed like that—Tom kneeling, Olivia sprawled on the sofa, both a little dazed by the intimacy, the trust, the knowledge that their bodies were now mapped by each other’s claim.

They spent the afternoon this way: teasing, testing, daring each other to go further. Olivia traced the mark on Tom’s collarbone every time he passed, loving the way he winced, then grinned. Tom ran his hand over her thigh beneath her skirt, thumb brushing the handprint until the sting became a thrum, a memory made flesh.

Later, Tom changed for a supply run—mask, jacket, the works. He paused at the door, turning to face Olivia, who watched him with undisguised satisfaction.

“Think anyone will notice?” he teased, pulling the collar of his T-shirt aside to reveal the bite mark—purple now, angry and proud.

She stepped close, adjusting the shirt so just the edge of the bruise showed. “Only if they’re lucky. Or jealous.”

He blushed, kissed her quickly, then disappeared into the damp grey afternoon. Olivia watched him go, a giddy pride humming beneath her skin.

While he was gone, she found herself idly running her fingers over the marks he’d left. The sensation was grounding, a reminder of his touch, of the game they’d made their own. The outside world—Covid rules, anxious texts from her mum, endless government updates—seemed further away than ever.

When Tom returned, cheeks flushed from the cold, groceries in hand, he paused in the doorway, caught her eye, and traced the mark on his collarbone. “Still yours.”

She grinned, ushering him inside, the ritual a living promise.

That night, as they curled together on the sofa, bruises tender and bright, Olivia realized that the act of marking was more than just a game. It was a conversation in touch, a way of saying I see you, I want you, I keep you. Even when lockdown ended, even when the world opened up, she thought, she would want to carry these signs—hidden, almost visible, always chosen.

The kitchen was bright with late afternoon light, rain finally broken, the windows silvered with the memory of earlier storms. Olivia wandered in, mug in hand, her body humming with that tender ache left by Tom’s hands and mouth. She paused by the bookshelf, running her finger along a row of old cookbooks and battered board games—pausing on the dusty Polaroid camera wedged behind a deck of cards.

She pulled it out, brushing flour and fingerprints from the plastic. “Remember this?” she called, waving it as Tom appeared in the doorway, hair damp from his post-shop shower.

He grinned, recognition blooming in his eyes. “Didn’t we use that for New Year’s? You, me, and three bottles of prosecco?”

She laughed, fitting a new film cartridge with a satisfying click. “And that’s how we have photographic proof of your worst moustache.”

Tom crossed to her, curiosity sparking. “What are you thinking?”

Olivia set her mug aside, weighing the camera in her hand. “I want to remember this. Not just in my head. I want to see the marks tomorrow, next week, years from now. I want proof. Evidence. Souvenirs.”

He looked at her, caught off-guard by the earnestness beneath her words. Then he nodded, slow and sure. “Show me.”

She led him to the living room, the air still scented with their rituals. The curtains let in pale, forgiving light. “Take off your shirt,” she said. “I want your collarbone—right there, where I claimed you.”

Tom peeled off his T-shirt, the mark glaring purple and pink against his skin. He stood still, letting her angle the camera, frame the bite just so: a close-up, her hand holding his chin, the collar glinting above the bruise. She clicked the shutter; the camera spat out a white square with a little mechanical sigh.

He turned, baring his back. “Get the handprint, too. That one’s yours.”

She did, stepping close, capturing the curve of her fingers on his skin—proof of a touch only they would understand. She took another of his face, wild-haired and proud, the edge of the collar just in frame.

Tom took the camera from her, nodding at her thigh. “Now you. Hike your skirt up.”

She did, baring the mark he’d left: red, then blue, the shape of his palm printed on her flesh. He knelt to take the photo, reverent, letting the click and whir echo in the quiet. “That’s my favourite,” he whispered, pressing a kiss just beside the mark before lowering the camera.

They took more—some silly, some shameless. Olivia posed biting Tom’s shoulder; Tom licked her thigh just above the bruise. They captured laughter, half-dressed limbs, sly glances, and the little details only the two of them would decode later: the tilt of a head, the gleam of teeth, the soft aftercare touch that lingered long after the game.

When they’d used the whole pack of film, Olivia spread the pictures across the coffee table. They waited, breathless, as each image developed—colours blooming, shapes emerging, secrets turning visible.

Tom fetched an old biscuit tin from the top of the fridge. “Mischief Box,” he declared. “For everything we want to keep.”

Olivia lined the box with slips from the Mischief Jar—folded dares, scrawled rules, silly confessions from early in lockdown. She layered in the new Polaroids, tucking the most beautiful (her teeth on his skin, his handprint on her thigh) at the top. She added the stub of her favourite lipstick (“the one you ruined the first time you kissed me in the kitchen”), a ticket stub from their last film before lockdown, a post-it with Tom’s first joke-dare (“Loser does the washing-up naked”).

They sat together, arms touching, the box between them—a living record of days that felt at once endless and precious.

Olivia closed the lid, hands lingering on the battered metal. “One day, when this is over—when we’re old, or bored, or both—I want to open this and remember exactly how it felt to be wild, and stupid, and yours.”

Tom grinned, pride and softness warring in his eyes. “You’ll never have to remember. I’ll mark you again, every chance I get.”

She laughed, pressing her cheek to his shoulder. “Deal.”

For the rest of the evening, the box stayed on the table, the photos drying, the flat full of the scent of rain and sex and nostalgia. Every so often, Olivia glanced at the images, a pulse of heat and comfort flooding her. They were proof—not just of pain or pleasure, but of courage, of risk, of a love that could survive being seen.

Later, as Tom stretched out beside her on the sofa, arm heavy around her shoulders, Olivia realised the photos had changed something. The marks on her skin would fade, bruises turning gold and green before disappearing. But the images would stay—evidence of who they’d chosen to be, even when the world told them to shrink and hide.

She reached for Tom’s hand, lacing their fingers. “Thank you for letting me keep you,” she whispered.

He squeezed back, gentle and sure. “Thank you for wanting proof.”

They watched the rain blur the city, the Mischief Box safe between them, every photo a small rebellion: we were here, we chose this, we made our own rules and kept them, together.

The days fell into rhythm. The bruises on Olivia’s thigh faded from wine-dark to gold, but the sensation of being marked lingered, haunting her in moments when she least expected it. She found herself tracing the edge of Tom’s bite on her shoulder during morning meetings, fingers idly searching for the softest, most sensitive spot. At night, she caught Tom watching her in the half-dark, his hand pressed to his collarbone, thumb circling the place she’d claimed.

Ordinary life continued. The world outside was still ruled by caution—headlines about new variants, another extension of restrictions, endless government reminders to “Stay Home, Save Lives.” Olivia and Tom took it all in, but their own bubble grew stronger, more insular. The outside world shrank, until their rituals and their bodies were the only geography that mattered.

One evening, as Olivia finished a call with her mum—full of warnings and longing and questions she couldn’t answer—she wandered into the bedroom and caught Tom standing at the mirror, shirt pulled down to reveal the fading mark on his collarbone. He wasn’t flexing, wasn’t posing, just watching himself quietly, almost shy.

She stepped up behind him, pressing her body to his back, wrapping her arms around his waist. “You like it, don’t you?” she whispered, mouth at his ear.

He flushed, caught but unashamed. “I do. I keep touching it, even though it barely hurts now. It’s like… you’re still with me. Even when I’m by myself.”

Olivia kissed his shoulder, then met his eyes in the mirror. “I think I want mine to show. Not to everyone, but… sometimes. It feels like armour. Like proof that I’m not just drifting. That I belong somewhere, to someone.”

He turned, facing her fully. “Is that scary?”

She shook her head, considering. “It’s the opposite. I spent years trying not to take up space, not to make a scene, not to want too much. Now I can look at these marks and know—I asked for this. I chose it. I was wanted. I still am.”

Tom let out a shaky laugh, tension melting from his face. “You are. Always.”

They lay together that night, their bodies tangled, the air between them full of honesty. Olivia confessed how she found herself missing his touch, even in the middle of the workday, her mind wandering to the feel of his teeth or the sting of his hand. Tom admitted that when he wore a shirt over the fading bite, he felt secretly powerful, like he was carrying Olivia’s name beneath his skin.

“It’s strange,” she said, voice low. “The marks make me feel possessed and free at the same time. Like I’m owned, but I chose who owns me. Like I can let go, and it doesn’t make me smaller. It makes me bigger. Braver.”

Tom brushed her hair from her face, eyes full of tenderness. “I love knowing you want to carry me. That you’re not afraid of being seen.”

She smiled, heart full. “Maybe one day, I’ll want everyone to see. But for now, it’s just us. Our own little rebellion.”

They talked about the old wounds they’d brought into this bubble—the times they’d been shamed, told their desires were too much, their needs too messy. Olivia confessed that her last relationship had ended, in part, because she’d wanted more—more touch, more risk, more claim. Tom admitted he’d never really believed he could be wanted for himself, not just for what he did.

“These marks,” Olivia said, running her hand down Tom’s chest, “prove the opposite. We want each other, not just for what we give, but for who we are.”

He kissed her, slow and deep, sealing the promise.

Afterwards, as they curled together, Tom’s hand found the spot on Olivia’s thigh where the handprint was nearly gone. He squeezed, gentle and lingering. “Will you mark me again tomorrow?”

She laughed, wicked and warm. “Only if you ask nicely.”

He grinned, burying his face in her neck. “Please. Make it last.”

Outside, the world was still full of warnings, but inside, the marks they’d given each other were a kind of roadmap—a trail of evidence that, even in lockdown, they had made something lasting and wild. Something that said: I was here. I was wanted. I belonged.

Olivia fell asleep with Tom’s arm across her waist, the ghost of his bite burning bright, already dreaming of new ways to wear his name.

Night deepened around the flat, rain pattering at the window, the world beyond reduced to shadows and distant sirens. Olivia and Tom curled up together on the bed, blankets heaped at their feet, the room heavy with the warmth of recent touch. Their bodies were mapped with fading bruises and new pink handprints—a secret history written in skin.

Olivia lay on her side, tracing the outline of a bruise on her thigh. It was almost gone, just a smudge of yellow and blue, but the memory it held felt sharper than ever. Tom lay behind her, spooning close, his palm pressed to her hip, thumb stroking gentle circles over her skin.

For a long while, neither spoke. They listened to the hush between raindrops, to the soft breath and heartbeat that tethered them to the present. Every so often, Olivia felt Tom’s lips brush her shoulder, light as moth wings, his gratitude and affection carried in silence.

Eventually, Tom murmured, “Is it strange that I miss the marks as they fade?”

Olivia smiled, rolling onto her back so she could see him. “Not strange at all. I miss them, too. But we’ll make more. As many as we want.”

He grinned, eyes tired but bright. “Promise?”

“Promise.” She leaned in, kissing his cheek, her hand curling at the nape of his neck. “Tonight, I just want to hold you. To feel you close and know you’re here.”

He settled against her, his head on her chest, arms tight around her waist. Olivia felt the steady thud of his heart, the security of his weight, the way his presence filled the empty spaces inside her. She let her fingers wander, stroking his back, finding every mark she’d left—each one a small, private spark.

Tom pressed a kiss to her ribs, voice muffled. “Do you ever think about showing them? Letting someone else see?”

She considered, then shook her head. “Not yet. For now, they’re just for us. Our own language. But maybe, one day, when the world feels safe again, I’ll wear your handprint on the beach, or let your bite peek above my dress.”

He smiled, nuzzling closer. “I’d like that. But I like it even more that they’re mine alone, for now.”

They drifted in and out of sleep, the night full of small awakenings: a shiver, a shift, a whispered request for a touch or a kiss. Each time, Olivia found Tom’s hand, pressed it to her heart, and let the comfort of their shared ritual settle her back to rest.

Before dawn, Olivia woke to find Tom watching her, eyes soft in the blue-grey light. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

He hesitated, vulnerable. “Will you mark me again today? Something that lasts. Something I can carry until you’re ready to do it all over again.”

She smiled, threading her fingers through his hair. “Of course. I’ll make it count.”

They lay together, bodies tangled, letting anticipation fill the space between heartbeats. The marks, the Polaroids, the rituals—they weren’t just proof of what had happened, but a promise of what was still to come.

Later, after breakfast, Olivia took Tom’s hand and led him to the window, the early morning sun painting golden streaks across the city. She turned him gently, pressing her lips to his shoulder, her teeth sinking in slow and deliberate. Tom hissed, pleasure and pride in the sound, and let her mark him—this time not as a secret, but as a beginning.

He turned, catching her gaze, a slow, wicked smile blooming. “Mine, too,” he whispered, pulling her close, his own hand finding her thigh, ready to return the favour.

They laughed, breathless, both a little giddy at the endlessness of their game.

That night, after all the chores and small rituals of survival, after the news and texts and the ticking clock, Olivia pulled out her journal. She wrote:

These small bruises make me feel safe and wild. They are proof that I am wanted, and that I want, fiercely. I hope I never lose the courage to be marked, and to mark in return.

Across the flat, Tom drifted off to sleep, his hand absently tracing the newest bite, his body at home in its secret armour.

And in the hush of their private world, they knew: marked, claimed, and remembered—always.


Chapter 10: Denial Games

Friday night had settled thick and slow over the flat, rain pattering at the glass, the world outside walled away by weather and curfew. The air inside was tinged with cinnamon from the apple crumble cooling on the counter and with something sharper—anticipation, the sort that made Olivia’s skin spark every time Tom brushed past her in the small kitchen.

She watched him move—barefoot, casual in sweatpants, the faintest trace of her latest bite peeking above the collar of his shirt. He caught her staring, gave a lopsided grin, and flicked her with the tea towel. “You keep looking at me like you want to eat me. Hungry?”

Olivia laughed, feigning innocence as she dried her hands. “Always. But tonight I was thinking something different.” She waited until he’d set their mugs down on the table, then nudged her chair closer, dropping her voice to a low, conspiratorial murmur. “I want to try something new this weekend.”

Tom’s eyebrows rose, curiosity and nerves mingling. “Oh? You’re not about to suggest another banana bread competition, are you?”

She shook her head, her gaze holding his. “I want to play a denial game. Orgasm control—just for the weekend.” She felt the words settle between them, the air suddenly thick.

Tom blinked, the silence stretching. He fidgeted with his mug, then met her eyes, a flicker of excitement betraying his attempt at bravado. “As in… neither of us comes until Monday? No matter what?”

She smiled, letting a note of challenge creep in. “No one gets to come unless the other says so. No touching yourself. No sneaky showers. If you beg well enough, maybe I’ll let you, but only if I want to. Same goes for me. If you decide I don’t get to, I have to obey. Think you can handle it?”

He shifted in his seat, the tension in his body suddenly obvious. “That sounds… intense. And unfair. What if one of us caves?”

Olivia shrugged, her grin wicked. “Then we talk about it. No shame, no punishment, just honesty. But I want to see how far we can push each other. I want to know what it feels like to want something so badly it hurts, and to have to wait. To have to ask.”

He took a breath, searching her face. “You really want this?”

She nodded, nerves and arousal knotted in her stomach. “I do. I want to make you squirm. I want to see you desperate. I want to feel what it’s like to be kept on edge for once, too.”

He laughed, shaking his head in awe. “You’re a menace. And I love it.”

She reached across, squeezed his hand. “We make the rules together. Safe word is still pineapple, yellow for slow down, three taps for a break. If it’s too much, we stop. Agreed?”

Tom nodded, earnest. “Agreed. Can we set some boundaries? Like, teasing’s okay, but no real pain, and no humiliation that’ll stick after.”

“Of course,” Olivia replied. “No public scenes, no recording without asking, and either of us can check in or call time-out whenever. We keep talking. We keep each other safe.”

He squeezed her hand back, eyes full of warmth and hunger. “You want to start tonight, or wait for morning?”

She let her smile go slow and hungry. “Now. First rule: no coming, no touching, unless you beg for it and I say yes.”

Tom’s throat bobbed as he swallowed, already shifting in his seat. “And you? Same deal?”

She nodded, feeling the anticipation buzz under her skin. “Same deal. Unless you’re mean and say no, in which case I’ll be very cross—and very, very needy.”

He laughed, then sobered, nerves surfacing. “You really think we can do it? Go all weekend?”

She nodded, her confidence gentle but certain. “If you want to try. It’s not about proving anything. It’s about the tension. About wanting.”

He thought for a moment, then grinned, mischief sparking. “Okay. But if you’re going to tease me, you’d better be ready for me to get even.”

Olivia felt her whole body respond to the challenge. “Game on, Tom.”

They spent the rest of the evening laying out their plan—casual, but deliberate. No sex, no orgasms, unless explicitly granted. Kisses, touches, grinding, and all manner of frustration not only allowed but encouraged. At any point, either could pause, check in, renegotiate.

Tom fetched a marker and made a silly, half-joking calendar on the fridge:

FRIDAY – BEGIN

SATURDAY – DENIAL (!!!)

SUNDAY – ???

MONDAY – WINNER?

They giggled, the ridiculousness cutting the tension, but Olivia saw the way his eyes lingered on her, the way his breath came faster as she pressed a slow, teasing kiss to his jaw, then drew back before he could deepen it.

Before bed, they lay together in the soft dark, bodies pressed close, energy buzzing. Olivia stroked Tom’s back, letting her nails scrape his skin, loving the way he squirmed.

She whispered, “You want me to let you come?”

He groaned, rolling onto his back, hands gripping the sheets. “Please.”

She smiled, kissing his cheek. “Not tonight. Maybe tomorrow, if you beg pretty.”

He whined, but there was laughter beneath it. “Evil woman.”

She pressed her thigh between his legs, feeling the heat of his arousal, then pulled away, her own body aching. “No touching yourself,” she reminded him. “I’ll know if you cheat.”

He reached for her, and she let him hold her close—but only that. They drifted into sleep, tension thick and sweet, both knowing that the next forty-eight hours would be full of wanting, of challenge, of power traded back and forth across the small, charged space of their world.

Outside, rain lashed the city and the government announced new travel restrictions. But inside, Olivia and Tom had made a pact—a weekend of denial, a promise of pleasure held at bay, each hungry to see how far desire, and trust, could stretch.

Saturday dawned damp and blue-grey, the rain holding steady against the windows, making the flat feel even smaller and closer than usual. Olivia woke tangled with Tom, his arm heavy around her waist, the steady rise and fall of his breath anchoring her. She lay still, savoring the slow warmth of his body against hers, and the tingling ache already blooming low in her belly—the ache of wanting, of the new game’s promise.

She stretched, pressing her hips back into Tom, delighting at the hardness she found. He murmured sleepily, hips rocking, seeking more. Olivia let him for a moment, then rolled away, grinning over her shoulder. “Not yet.”

He groaned, face pressed into the pillow. “You’re actually going to make me wait, aren’t you?”

She shrugged, feigning innocence. “That’s the point, isn’t it? You agreed, Tom.”

He sat up, scrubbing a hand through his hair, eyes still heavy with sleep. “Yeah, yeah. Sadist.”

She blew him a kiss as she padded to the bathroom, heart racing. In the shower, she lingered under the hot spray, letting her hands wander—just enough to stoke the fire, not enough to put it out. She pictured Tom on the other side of the door, needy and desperate, and felt a secret glow of power.

By the time she returned to the kitchen, Tom was making coffee in nothing but boxers, his body humming with energy. He moved around her, careful not to touch unless invited. Olivia poured two mugs, then perched on the counter, letting her robe fall open just enough to tease.

As Tom handed her the mug, their fingers brushed. He stilled, glancing up for permission. Olivia smiled, savoring the moment. “You can touch. A little.”

He slid his hand along her thigh, tentative, grateful. She let him, but when his thumb traced the edge of her robe, she stilled him with a look. “Enough.”

He pulled back, frustration written clear in every muscle. “You’re going to torture me all day, aren’t you?”

She grinned. “That’s the plan.”

The day unfolded in a slow, teasing dance. Every moment became an opportunity for denial—a brush of lips that ended too soon, a hand that drifted dangerously close then retreated. Olivia found herself getting drunk on Tom’s growing need, on the way he begged without words, his glances lingering, his voice softer than usual.

She made him sit at her feet while she read, petting his hair idly, letting him rest his head on her knee but never offering more. At lunch, she kissed him slowly, tongue flicking into his mouth, then pulled away, leaving him panting and glaring at his sandwich as if it had betrayed him.

In the afternoon, as rain turned to a persistent drizzle, Olivia suggested a movie. They curled together on the sofa, legs tangled, Tom’s hand on her thigh. She let him stroke the bare skin, her own arousal thrumming, but when his hand slid higher, she caught his wrist and shook her head.

“Please?” he whispered, desperation in his voice.

She leaned in, lips at his ear. “Not yet. You want it, you wait. Or you beg me properly.”

He let out a low whine, head falling back against the cushions. Olivia smirked, delighted. She let her own hand drift over the bulge in his boxers, just enough to make him buck up, then withdrew.

Later, she drew him into the bedroom, sitting him on the edge of the bed. “Take off your boxers. Hands behind your back.”

He obeyed, face burning, cock flushed and hard, leaking already from hours of teasing. Olivia knelt between his knees, mouth just inches away, but never touching—her breath hot against his skin, her tongue flicking out to taste the air, never the flesh.

Tom shivered, groaning. “Please, Olivia. I can’t—please.”

She looked up at him, voice gentle but implacable. “You can. You will. Not until I say.”

She stroked him, slow and careful, bringing him to the edge again and again, each time stopping just before he could tip over. She watched the frustration build, the sweat bead at his brow, the way his hands clenched in the sheets.

“Beg better,” she whispered, “and maybe I’ll let you come tonight.”

He tried, desperate and creative—pet names, promises, praise. She laughed, kissing his hip, then stood, leaving him aching and unsatisfied.

That night, they lay together, both vibrating with frustration. Olivia found herself as wound up as Tom, her own body aching, nerves strung tight. She wanted release, wanted to lose herself in sensation, but the power of holding him, of being held in return, was its own kind of pleasure.

As Tom drifted into an uneasy sleep, Olivia slipped her hand between her legs, but stopped herself. Not yet. The denial was a burn, a brand, a promise she was just beginning to understand.

She grabbed her journal, scribbling by the light of the bedside lamp:

It’s harder than I thought—to deny him, to deny myself. But I love the way he begs. I love the way he trusts me with his hunger. I love the way I ache. Tomorrow, I’ll see how much more we can take.

She set the journal aside, curling into Tom, her body trembling with want and power and longing. Outside, the rain had finally stopped, the city washed clean and quiet. Inside, the ache was bright as ever, and the game had only just begun.

Sunday began as a slow-burn ache—Olivia waking to a delicious soreness in her thighs, the echo of last night’s denial burning low and insistent. She stretched in the grey light, reaching for Tom and finding him already awake, propped on one elbow, watching her with a look she couldn’t quite read.

She yawned, blinking sleep from her eyes. “Couldn’t sleep?”

He smiled, mischief sparking. “No. Kept thinking about last night. About you, actually.”

She grinned, rolling toward him. “Good thoughts, I hope.”

He leaned in to kiss her, slow and deep, hand trailing over her waist, just skimming the curve of her hip. Olivia melted into the touch, already anticipating the relief of finally being allowed release. But as his fingers slipped lower, he drew back, eyes alight with intent.

“Wait,” he murmured. “Your turn, remember?”

She stilled, a shiver of nerves running through her. “My turn for what?”

Tom’s grin was wicked. “You teased me all day yesterday. I think it’s only fair I get to see how you handle it.”

She flushed, arousal and dread curling together. “You want to switch? Now?”

He nodded, kissing her again, softer this time. “Let me try. If you hate it, tap out. But I want to see you beg.”

Olivia hesitated, then nodded, a thrill zipping through her. “Okay. Teach me a lesson.”

They spent the morning in a haze of almost-touches. Tom insisted on making breakfast, shooing Olivia away when she tried to help. He served her at the table, coffee just how she liked it, but every brush of his hand was calculated—a graze of thigh, a lingering touch at her wrist, a slow smile when she caught his gaze.

He sat close, one hand on her knee, moving only when she pressed into his touch. Each time she leaned in for a kiss, he pulled away, denying her just long enough to make her whine.

“Not yet,” he teased, echoing her own words from the day before. “You want something, you ask.”

She arched an eyebrow, testing. “Tom, can I have a kiss?”

He leaned in, lips almost touching hers, then paused, voice low. “Say please.”

She rolled her eyes, but the need was real. “Please.”

He kissed her, brief and unsatisfying, then drew back. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

By midday, Olivia’s skin felt too tight, her body humming with denied want. Tom pushed every boundary: whispering filth into her ear while they washed up, sliding his hand beneath her shirt and withdrawing just as she gasped, making her wait for every touch. When she tried to take control—pinning him to the wall or slipping her hand beneath his waistband—he caught her wrists, laughing, and shook his head. “Nope. My turn.”

The reversal was heady. Olivia struggled, torn between wanting to fight and wanting to yield. She found herself bargaining, trying to tempt him into giving in, but Tom stayed firm—sometimes sweet, sometimes infuriatingly smug.

In the afternoon, he led her to the sofa, settling her between his legs. He massaged her shoulders, letting his hands wander lower, always stopping just before she could get what she needed. “You’re so easy to wind up,” he murmured, lips at her ear. “I love seeing you like this. Hungry. Needy. Soft.”

She whimpered, hips rolling back, desperate for friction. “Tom, please. I need you.”

He chuckled, biting her shoulder, then moving away, letting the denial build. “You didn’t say please, Ma’am.”

She huffed, frustrated. “You’re cruel.”

“Payback,” he whispered. “But I promise you’ll thank me.”

By evening, they were both frayed—nerves raw, laughter edged with longing, every glance a question. Olivia lay sprawled across the bed, thighs slick, cheeks flushed. Tom sat beside her, stroking her hair, eyes gentle now.

He leaned down, voice softer. “How are you doing? Want to keep going, or do you need me to stop?”

She met his gaze, heart full. “I want to see how far I can go. But I need you to promise you’ll hold me, no matter what.”

He smiled, cupping her cheek. “Always.”

He drew her close, lips brushing her ear. “One more hour. Then I’ll give you everything.”

They passed the last hour in a tangle—Tom’s mouth and hands everywhere, but never quite enough, Olivia shivering with every denial, every almost, every promise withheld. The line between pleasure and torment blurred, and with it, Olivia’s pride dissolved, replaced by something purer: trust.

When the hour was up, Tom lay beside her, letting her climb into his arms. He stroked her back, voice gentle. “Thank you for letting me do this. For trusting me to take care of you.”

She nodded, tears bright in her eyes. “I never thought I’d want this—want to be kept waiting, want to beg. But I do. Because it’s you.”

They fell asleep wrapped together, bodies aching and unsatisfied but closer than ever. The hunger had become a bond—a proof that denial, too, could be love.

Midnight found Olivia and Tom knotted in the dark, the day’s denial drawn tight between them. The air in the flat was thick—humid with rain, heavy with the weight of every touch that hadn’t been allowed to go far enough. The city outside had faded to a low, persistent hush: the occasional car on wet tarmac, the gentle cough of wind funnelling down the alley, someone’s TV muttering through the wall. It felt as if all the world’s urgency had shrunk to the silent contest between their bodies.

Olivia shifted under the duvet, twisting away from Tom’s heat, then back again, as if unable to bear distance or closeness for more than a moment at a time. She was restless, nerves prickling beneath her skin, her body tight and alive with unshed pleasure. Every brush of fabric, every movement of her own thighs, sent a fresh shock of frustration through her. She squeezed her eyes shut, willing herself not to reach for him—not to slip her hand between her legs, not to give in to the need that had become both torment and comfort.

She could hear Tom’s breathing—uneven, shallow, and unmistakably awake. She wondered if he was battling the same thoughts, if his hand hovered, trembling, at the waistband of his boxers, if his mind spun with images of her, begging and undone.

The tension became a third presence in the room. It filled the space between them, thick and electric. Olivia rolled onto her back, counting the cracks in the ceiling, trying to slow her racing heart. She pressed her fist against her mouth to muffle a groan. God, she wanted—no, needed—to touch, to be touched. Her skin felt too tight, her blood too hot. She wanted Tom’s hands, his mouth, his body everywhere, wanted to be taken, wanted to take in turn.

She thought about calling the game off—about whispering “pineapple,” about begging him to make her come, about throwing pride aside just for the chance to have relief. The temptation was so fierce it scared her. She knew she could end it; she knew Tom would never hold it against her. But the pact held her back, stubborn and sacred. She didn’t want to break first. Not out of pride, but out of something deeper—a longing to see how far she could go, how much want could stretch before it snapped.

Tom shifted, rolling toward her, the mattress sighing beneath his weight. He didn’t reach for her, but the nearness was a new agony. “Liv?” he whispered, voice rough and uncertain.

She turned her head, meeting his eyes in the gloom. Even in the dark, she could see how wide they were, how vulnerable. “Yeah?”

He hesitated, biting his lip. “Are you okay?”

She let out a breathless laugh, half hysterical, half exhilarated. “No. I’m losing my mind. I’ve been lying here thinking about all the ways I want you to touch me, and all the reasons I don’t want to be the first to break.”

Tom smiled, pained and understanding. “Same. I keep thinking, ‘Just five more minutes and she’ll give in. Or I will.’ But I don’t want to. Not yet.”

He reached out, fingers finding her hand under the duvet. The touch was electric, far more intimate than any caress. He laced their fingers together, holding tight, as if anchoring them both to the promise.

They lay in silence, the world distilled to skin and ache and shared restraint. Olivia could feel the pulse in Tom’s wrist, fast and shallow, mirroring her own. She wanted to crawl inside his skin, to drown in him, to make the wanting stop—or to make it last forever.

Finally, she whispered, “Have you ever wanted someone like this before?”

Tom shook his head, the movement brushing his nose against her cheek. “Never. It’s not just the sex. It’s—God, Liv, it’s the fact that you want me to wait. That you trust me enough to deny you, too.”

She closed her eyes, a tremor running through her. “It’s never felt safe, before. To ask. Or to be denied. I always thought it was about being wanted—being irresistible. But this is… different. It’s like you see everything, even the parts I’m embarrassed by, and you want me anyway.”

He stroked her hand with his thumb, slow and careful. “I do. I want you—want this—more than I thought possible. But I have to be honest: I almost caved. I almost touched you, just to see if you’d let me finish it.”

She let out a shaky laugh. “I nearly did, too. I nearly grabbed you and begged.”

They both laughed then, the sound breaking the tension, but the ache remained. Tom’s hand drifted down, resting at her waist, his palm splayed across the soft skin of her belly. He didn’t move further; it was just a touch, warm and grounding, but it was everything.

Olivia let the touch linger, letting herself feel it, letting herself need. “Do you think,” she whispered, “it’s okay to want it to last? To want to wait, even when it hurts?”

Tom considered, then nodded. “I think it’s the waiting that makes it matter. The wanting is the proof. Not just that we can have each other, but that we choose not to—because it’s more than just getting off. It’s trust. It’s… love.”

She pressed closer, pressing her lips to his shoulder. “I’m scared I’ll want it too much. That it’ll be too much to bear.”

He turned, curling around her, his breath hot against her ear. “Then we stop. Whenever you say. No guilt, no shame. But if you want to keep going—”

She met his gaze, the vulnerability in it a mirror for her own. “I do. I want to see how far we can go. I want to see if the wanting becomes something else.”

They lay together, not touching more than hands and a shared, trembling breath. The wanting changed shape—became a comfort, a source of power. It felt like falling and flying at once.

Tom was the first to speak. “Promise me something.”

“Anything.”

“If I ask you to stop, you’ll stop. If you need me to stop, I will—no questions.”

She nodded, fierce. “Always. And same for you. We don’t do this unless it feels safe.”

He smiled, relief in every line of his body. “Deal.”

They spent the next hour not sleeping, not quite, drifting in and out of half-dreams and half-conversations. Every so often, Olivia would roll over, press her face to Tom’s chest, let his heartbeat soothe her. Every time she felt the urge to reach for more, she remembered the promise, the shared strength of their restraint.

The frustration became something holy, almost—an ache they carried together, an act of devotion rather than deprivation.

Later, as dawn threatened, Tom whispered, “Would it be madness to make it another day?”

Olivia was quiet, testing her own limits. She wanted to say no, wanted to give in, wanted to lose herself in the easy heat of his body. But the ache was a fire now, and she was unwilling to put it out just yet.

“I want to,” she whispered. “Let’s see what happens.”

He groaned, a mixture of exasperation and awe. “You’re going to ruin me.”

She laughed, kissing his chest, her own body burning. “Not yet. I’ll ruin you tomorrow.”

He pulled her close, holding her tight, the ache between them alive, electric, a living thing.

Before sleep, Olivia reached for her journal, scribbling in the faint morning light:

Tonight I learned that denial is not about being less wanted, but more. The ache is proof that I am alive, that he is here, that we can choose longing over satisfaction, and call it love. I have never felt so strong or so fragile at the same time.

She set the journal aside, curling into Tom. Outside, the city was waking—bin lorries, a milkman, the first anxious news of another lockdown extension. But in their bubble, the promise remained: they would wait, together, until the wanting became something neither of them had ever known.

Sunday bled softly into Monday—no sharp boundary, just a slow easing of the dark. Olivia and Tom drifted in and out of half-sleep, the flat a cocoon of shared tension. The ache between them was almost companionable now, something they both wore like a favourite shirt, tender and broken-in. The city outside was quiet; only the occasional drone of a newsreader, another set of rising numbers, a distant car splashing through puddles, marked the passing hours.

Olivia lay awake before dawn, watching the faint gold slip over the window sill. Her thighs pressed tight, the heat at her core a living thing. She could feel Tom beside her, every shift in his breathing, every restless twitch as the need flared and faded in him too. She listened for the moment he’d stir—half-hoping he’d break the spell, half-wishing she could hold on to the ache a little longer.

When he finally turned, his hand found her under the covers. They lay facing each other, hair tangled, eyes swollen from too little rest.

“Still want me?” Tom murmured, voice thick with sleep and something darker.

Olivia smiled, brushing his cheek with her knuckles. “I’ve never wanted anything more.”

He grinned, the hunger in his eyes matched by the softness in his smile. “It’s strange. I thought this would drive me mad. But it’s made me want you in every way—not just this.” He squeezed her hand, letting his thumb trace the faint marks left from last week’s games. “I want all of you. Even when I can’t have you. Especially then.”

She felt her heart expand, full and sore. “Me too. It’s not just the sex. It’s this—wanting, waiting. Knowing you’re choosing me, every time you don’t give in.”

He leaned in, forehead pressed to hers, noses touching. “I never knew I could need someone like this. That I could want so badly and not break.”

They lay together in that hush, letting the moment stretch. Olivia felt the ache flare and subside, a wave she could ride forever, or drown in, and she didn’t know which she wanted more.

She slipped out of bed, wrapping herself in Tom’s hoodie, padding barefoot to the kitchen. The air was cool, the tiles shocking underfoot, but the little hurts only made her feel more alive. She put the kettle on, poured two mugs, and leaned against the counter, letting her mind drift.

She thought of all the times she’d tried to fill loneliness with quick pleasure, all the ways she’d tried to control need by satisfying it instantly. This was different: she was not smaller for wanting, but bigger, stretched by longing, brightened by the ache.

Tom shuffled in, hair wild, eyes still heavy. He watched her with a look that was hungry and tender all at once.

They sat at the table, knees touching, drinking their coffee in silence. The denial was a pulse between them, thick and steady. Every glance, every accidental brush, sent shivers through her.

After breakfast, Olivia grabbed her journal, curling up by the window as Tom scrolled absently through news headlines. She wrote:

There’s a strange comfort in being made to wait. In feeling my own need and not running from it. I want, and I am not ashamed. He wants, and he trusts me not to break. We ache together. We belong.

Tom glanced up, catching her eye. “Write something good?”

She nodded, closing the journal, cheeks warm. “Just… how much I like this. How much I like us.”

He came over, sitting behind her, wrapping her in his arms. She leaned back, feeling his heart thump against her shoulder blade.

“You know,” he said, mouth at her ear, “I never thought waiting could feel so good. It’s like… wanting you is proof I’m alive. That we’re alive. That there’s something to look forward to, even when the world outside is a mess.”

She smiled, threading her fingers through his. “That’s it, isn’t it? Wanting is hope. It’s a promise.”

He nuzzled her neck, humming softly. “What if we just… keep wanting? What if we don’t let go of this, even when the rules change?”

She twisted in his arms, looking up at him. “We keep the rules we make. No one else’s. If we want to wait, we wait. If we want to give in, we give in. But it’s always a choice. Our choice.”

He kissed her, slow and deep, then rested his forehead to hers. “You’re trouble, Liv. But you’re my kind of trouble.”

They curled up together, letting the hours slide by, the world outside shrinking to nothing. The hunger didn’t fade, but it became less urgent—no longer a demand, but a companion, a tether. Every so often, Olivia would press her palm to the small of Tom’s back, feeling the warmth, the solidity of him, and smile.

At night, when the flat was quiet and the city had faded again to dark, they lay side by side, touching only where their knees met under the sheets. The ache was still there, sharper than ever, but softer now—a promise, not a wound.

Tom whispered, “Tomorrow?”

Olivia laughed, the sound full of relief and affection. “Tomorrow.”

As sleep crept in, she touched the old bruise on her thigh, feeling it almost gone, but the memory of being marked was alive and electric beneath her skin. She knew that when she woke, she’d still be wanting. And that was good. That was love.


Chapter 11: Video Call Mischief

Saturday afternoon brought the kind of weather that made the world feel too small—rain rattling against the double glazing, the city wrapped in a damp, pewter light. Olivia sat curled in her usual window seat, legs pulled up, thumb scrolling absently through her phone. Most of her group chats were sleepy: memes, sourdough starters, “can you believe it’s been a year?” jokes. But now a new message pinged at the top of the “Quaranteam” thread:

Sophie:

Zoom quiz tonight? 8pm, the whole gang, bring wine and silly hats. Miss your faces!

The replies came fast—yes, yes, “God, yes,” “I’ll be in pyjamas,” “Not another Disney round, I beg you.” Olivia grinned. The last one had run until midnight: cocktails, charades, blurry singalongs, someone’s toddler making a cameo. Lockdown normal, she thought, equal parts sad and sweet. She missed their chaos—the way old friends could make the walls feel less close, if only for an hour.

She called out, “Tom! Quiz night tonight. You in?”

He padded from the kitchen, mug in hand, hair tousled, the remains of a biscuit clinging to his lip. “Are we talking actual trivia, or the kind where everyone just gets progressively drunk and ends up debating which Pixar character would make the best lover?”

Olivia laughed, tossing him a look. “Either. Both. But Sophie’s running it, so expect at least one round on 00s pop. And I’m not letting you cheat this time.”

Tom grinned, flopping onto the sofa beside her, stretching out long and lazy. “I never cheat. I just research aggressively.”

She nudged him with her foot, enjoying the warmth and ease that filled the flat when they bantered like this. “So you’re in?”

He nodded, mock-serious. “Absolutely. Only if you agree to let me be on your team this time. Last time you ditched me for Hannah and left me shouting answers into the void.”

She wrinkled her nose. “You’re still mad about that?”

He leaned closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “Never. But if you want my encyclopedic knowledge of obscure Eurovision winners, I expect full partnership rights.”

She bumped her shoulder to his. “Deal. But you’re not wearing the penguin hat. I draw the line.”

He held up his hands in surrender, but there was a mischievous glint in his eye. “No hat. Got it. What’s the forfeit for the losing team? Dare to be determined?”

They exchanged a look—playful, loaded. In the safety of their bubble, dares had become a kind of love language: a way to spark the mundane, to flirt with rules, to remind themselves that life could still be vivid, even now.

Olivia’s gaze lingered on Tom’s mouth, the faint fading mark at his collar. “Actually,” she said, voice low, “I was thinking maybe we make it interesting.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “Oh?”

She set her phone down, shifting to face him fully. “What if we play a little side game, just us? Something no one else knows about. A secret dare.”

Tom’s eyes darkened, interest clear. “I’m listening.”

She shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “Maybe something to do with obedience. Or risk. Or… both.” She let her voice trail off, waiting to see if he’d bite.

He did, shifting closer. “Like what? Are you thinking cuffs under the table, or remote control, or…”

She giggled, smacking his arm. “Slow down, Mr. Grey. I was thinking something simple. But maybe we decide together.”

He considered, eyes bright. “We could. Or you could just tell me what you want, and I’ll say yes.”

She felt the flush rise in her cheeks, heart picking up speed. The idea of blending their private games with the ordinary world—a secret in plain sight—sent a shiver of excitement through her.

She bit her lip, looking down. “You trust me?”

Tom’s answer was immediate, soft but certain. “Always.”

She looked up, finding him watching her—open, expectant, a little nervous. The comfort of their rituals met the thrill of risk, and she realised she wanted both: safety and danger, the familiar and the unknown, the rules and the moments she could break them.

She leaned in, pressing a kiss to his jaw. “Let’s make tonight interesting, then.”

He grinned, his own anticipation clear. “You plot, I’ll obey.”

Her phone buzzed again: Don’t forget silly hats or forfeits! Sophie’s orders!

Tom groaned. “Maybe I’ll just kneel under the table all night and claim a bad internet connection.”

Olivia smirked. “You wouldn’t dare.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Want to bet?”

They burst out laughing, the sound filling the room, rain forgotten for a moment. The world outside might have been shrinking, but in here, the possibilities felt endless—a dare waiting to happen, a game waiting to be played.

As the afternoon faded, they tidied the flat, made dinner, and debated what kind of secret mischief they could weave into the night. Olivia set aside her favourite mug for wine, found the penguin hat after all, and let herself savour the slow, rising promise of something bold.

Because in lockdown, she thought, sometimes the only way to feel alive was to risk being seen—even if only by each other.

Evening drew in and the world shrank to the glow of kitchen lights and the hum of the laptop warming up on the table. Olivia lit a candle, let the scent of vanilla and rain chase the stale afternoon air from the flat, and watched Tom pace between the living room and the hallway, his nervous energy both infectious and charming.

He stopped at the edge of the kitchen, hands in the pockets of his joggers. “So… what’s the actual dare, then? Or am I supposed to just improvise with a novelty mug and my devastating general knowledge?”

Olivia sipped her wine, rolling the stem of the glass between her fingers. She considered, nerves and excitement tangling in her chest. “I want you under the table for at least the first round,” she said at last, her voice just above a whisper. “Kneeling. Plug in place.”

Tom’s eyebrows shot up, but a flush rose on his cheeks. “The black one, or the remote?”

She grinned, her confidence growing with each heartbeat. “Remote. And you wear the plug until I say otherwise. I control it. You keep your hands behind your back unless I text you instructions. If you need a break, squeeze my ankle, or use our word.”

Tom shifted, a delicious vulnerability in his posture. “What about the camera? Won’t someone notice if I disappear?”

“I’ll keep the laptop angled so you’re out of view,” Olivia replied, practical but teasing. “If anyone asks, you’re making a drink, or fussing with the dog, or sulking about losing the music round.”

He bit his lip, nodding. “And if I can’t—if it’s too much?”

She set her glass down, meeting his eyes. “Then you stand up, sit beside me, and it ends. No shame, no points lost. And if you want out mid-round, just tap my ankle three times. I promise I’ll take care of you, even if it’s the middle of a Taylor Swift lightning round.”

Tom let out a shaky breath, running a hand through his hair. “You’re dangerous, you know that?”

She stood, stepping close, hands sliding under his shirt to rest on his bare skin. “You trust me?”

His answer was a whisper, but it held all the truth she needed. “Always.”

They talked through the rest of the details:

Olivia would send Tom subtle texts for extra instructions—nothing explicit, just codewords (“still,” “hands on knees,” “look up”).

Safe word was “penguin”—easy to remember, impossible to say by accident.

If the plug’s vibration became too much, Tom would wiggle his foot, and Olivia would dial it down.

At the end of the first round, Olivia would decide whether he could join the call or stay beneath the table for another dare.

The logistics were strangely comforting—a ritual of safety and mutual care wrapped in the promise of something dangerous. As they set up the laptop, Olivia felt her own anticipation growing: not just the thrill of controlling Tom, but the knowledge that they were both stepping into something new, a place where their secrets and the “normal” world could brush edges without either breaking.

Tom went to the bedroom to prepare, and Olivia sat on the sofa, pulse skittering. She wondered if she was pushing too far, if the risk was worth the high. But as Tom reappeared—flushed, slightly awkward, the plug in place and a sheen of nervous sweat on his brow—she knew she wouldn’t take it back.

He knelt beside her chair, tucking himself beneath the table, hands folded behind his back. “Ready?” he whispered, a smile trembling at the edge of his mouth.

Olivia tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, checking the camera angle. The laptop framed only her from the waist up, a little of the kitchen behind, nothing to give them away.

She bent, voice low. “You look gorgeous down there. You know that?”

Tom blushed, grinning. “I feel ridiculous. But good. Really good.”

She squeezed his shoulder, gentle but firm. “If you want to stop, you just say so. I want you, not just your obedience.”

He pressed his cheek to her thigh, nodding. “I’m yours.”

The first ping of the Zoom call echoed through the flat. Olivia straightened, let her features slip into the easy smile her friends knew, and clicked “Join.” The gallery grid bloomed—faces, laughter, the familiar chaos of quiz night. She let herself relax into the comfort of it, Tom’s presence at her feet a secret charge running through her.

As the call began, Olivia found herself balancing on a knife-edge between worlds: her friends teasing about wine, her secret power thrumming under the table, Tom obedient and trusting at her feet. She knew the risk, the responsibility, but in this moment—poised between being seen and being known—she felt braver, and more loved, than she had in a long, long time.

The gallery view flashed open: Sophie in a glittery headband, Hannah in a robe, someone’s boyfriend lurking half out of frame, kids’ toys and half-finished wine in every background. Olivia greeted everyone with a practiced smile, adjusting her camera so the kitchen was just out of focus, her body angled to hide any suggestion of movement beneath the table. Her pulse fluttered, but her voice was steady—if a little breathier than usual.

“Olivia, you look glam!” Sophie teased, brandishing her prosecco. “You’re not wearing real trousers, are you?”

Olivia laughed, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Jumper and pyjamas—lockdown chic. The only thing that fits anymore.”

She felt Tom’s presence, a warm hum against her shin, invisible to the world above the table. His cheek brushed her knee as he settled into place, back straight, hands folded behind him. She reached down, just for a moment, letting her fingers drift through his hair, as if tucking in a stray curl. His body tensed, then melted into her touch.

As the quiz began, the room filled with familiar chaos: bad puns, rounds on 00s music and celebrity scandals, Sophie’s dog barking over every answer. Olivia kept half her attention on the banter, the other half on Tom—feeling him shift, the slight movement of his breathing, the subtle tension every time she crossed her legs or tapped his shoulder with her foot.

She texted him:

“Hands on knees. Back straight. Look at me, not the screen.”

A moment later, she felt him comply—posture tightening, his head turning up, eyes locked on her from the dark under the table. The intimacy of the gaze, invisible to anyone else, made her pulse quicken. She let her foot slide along his thigh, careful not to jostle the laptop. Every brush of skin sent a jolt through them both.

“Tom!” Hannah’s voice burst through the speakers. “Where’s your man? Not letting him out tonight?”

Olivia smiled, playing it cool. “He’s sulking. I wouldn’t let him pick the team name.”

The group laughed. Sophie shouted, “Tom, get over here and rescue Olivia from the music round!”

Under the table, Tom squeezed her ankle—a secret code for “all good, but careful.” Olivia pressed her foot lightly against his chest, a silent message: stay, wait, be mine.

She glanced down at her phone, tapped a quick command:

“Stick out your tongue. Imagine what I’d do to you if you could make a sound.”

Tom’s breath hitched, a barely-there exhale. He did as he was told, mouth open, eyes wide and shining. Olivia bit her lip, barely containing a grin, her cheeks warm with arousal and mischief.

The round wore on. With every answer, Olivia found new ways to test Tom—pressing the remote in her pocket to shift the vibration in the plug, watching for the subtle tremor in his thigh, the way his shoulders shuddered when she dialed the intensity up or down. He didn’t make a sound, didn’t break his pose, but the effort was clear. It was obedience and pride, humiliation and devotion, all tangled together.

At one point, Olivia leaned down to “grab a coaster,” letting her lips brush the top of Tom’s ear. “You’re doing so well,” she whispered, voice barely audible. “My good boy.”

He shivered, hands clenching, eyes shining with gratitude and need.

As the call carried on—friends swapping stories, kids shrieking in the background, someone’s wi-fi dropping in and out—Olivia let herself relax into the double vision of the moment. To her friends, she was just another quiz night player, giggling at bad puns and sipping wine. But beneath the table, she was in control, holding Tom in thrall, savoring every small surrender he offered.

The thrill was real—not just the risk of exposure, but the joy of having a secret. Every so often, Tom would look up at her, seeking affirmation, and she would nod, subtle and soft, granting him the approval that meant more than any answer on the quiz.

Midway through, she felt his breathing quicken, the tension in his body straining against restraint. She flicked the remote off, texted:

“Two minutes, breathe. Hands in lap.”

He obeyed, shuddering, relief and frustration mingling on his face.

A burst of laughter exploded from the laptop as someone’s child crashed the screen. Olivia played along, but her heart was with Tom—knowing how much he was giving her, how much he trusted her to hold both his pleasure and his shame.

As the round ended, she leaned down, brushing his hair back, thumb grazing his jaw. “Do you want to keep going?” she whispered.

He nodded, eyes glassy with arousal and pride. “Please.”

She smiled, pressing the remote back to life. The secret held.

The quiz rolled on—scores tallied, forfeits assigned, Olivia’s cheeks warm from wine and power alike. She never let herself get cocky; her gaze flicked constantly between the screen and Tom, watching for the slightest sign of trouble, ready to end the game at the smallest request.

By the final round, the flat was thick with tension—her muscles tight, her pulse racing, her mind full of all the things she’d do to Tom when the call finally ended.

“Last question!” Sophie announced. “Winner gets eternal glory. Or maybe a Deliveroo voucher.”

Olivia grinned, squeezing Tom’s shoulder beneath the table. “You’re already my winner,” she mouthed, silent but clear.

As the call wound down, Olivia let the tension drain—remote off, hands gentle on Tom’s shoulders, her own body shaking with the power of holding so much want, so much trust.

Her friends logged off one by one, voices fading into the quiet. When the final “goodnight” had been said, Olivia closed the laptop, slumped in her chair, and finally, finally let herself reach for Tom—pulling him up into her lap, holding him tight, both of them shaking with adrenaline and relief.

Neither spoke at first. They just held each other, letting the secret fill the space between heartbeats—a promise, a victory, a hunger that would be fed, now that they were alone.

The call was winding down—wine bottles low, Sophie’s screen frozen mid-cackle, friends leaning closer to their webcams, voices softer and more confessional. Olivia felt the room’s energy shift; her muscles were tight, her mind split between the silly warmth of friendship and the simmering need just below the table.

Tom stayed at her feet, invisible but radiating tension. She could feel it in the way he pressed his forehead to her knee, the subtle tremor in his hands as the vibration continued. She had dialed it down, wanting him to float at the edge but not fall, and in return he’d been perfect—still, silent, eyes on her for every cue.

Suddenly, Hannah called out, “Liv, you have to show Tom! Tell him he’s missing Sophie’s hat! Get him on screen—come on, we want to say hi!”

The words hit Olivia like a jolt of cold water. She glanced down—Tom’s eyes wide, mouth parted in a silent “oh fuck.” The remote was still in her hand; the plug still in him. Her heart hammered.

“Umm—” she started, scrambling for calm. “He’s… hang on, let me grab him. He’s sorting the laundry.” She muted her mic, reached down to squeeze Tom’s shoulder—stay, don’t move, wait.

But the chorus was relentless: “Tom! Tom!” and “Come on, just one wave!” Olivia’s screen flickered as Sophie fiddled with her phone. There was no time to negotiate, no way to get Tom safely into view.

She clicked the remote off, mouthing, “Stay.” She angled the laptop away, reaching down for Tom’s arm. He crawled out, quick but careful, pressing himself into her side, out of frame. Olivia wrapped her arm around his shoulders, angling herself so the camera caught only her face and a flash of Tom’s hair. “There he is,” she said, breathless but smiling. “He says hello, he’s just being shy.”

Tom ducked his head, eyes full of adrenaline and embarrassment, but managed a weak wave. “Hey, everyone. Sorry—Olivia was destroying me at the music round.”

The group laughed, none the wiser. Sophie raised her glass, “Cheers, Tom! Don’t let her bully you.”

He grinned, the tension easing just a fraction. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Olivia’s pulse was still racing as the last few rounds stumbled to a close. She could feel Tom’s body pressed to hers, heat and shame and relief mixing in his skin. She stroked his arm, letting her thumb run over his wrist—a small, grounding gesture.

The call ended with the usual chorus of “Goodnights” and “Love yous” and the distant sound of someone’s cat knocking over a lamp. Olivia closed the laptop, slumping back in her chair, heart still thudding. She looked at Tom—his cheeks flushed, eyes glassy, hands shaking just slightly.

For a moment, they just breathed. The silence between them was huge, brimming with everything they hadn’t said, everything they’d risked.

Finally, Tom let out a long breath, leaning into her. “That was… a lot.”

She nodded, running her hand through his hair, cupping the back of his neck. “Are you okay? Too much?”

He shook his head, voice hoarse. “No. I mean—yes, I’m okay. It was… fucking terrifying. And so hot. And so scary. And I don’t know if I want to do it again, but I’m glad I did.”

She smiled, pulling him closer. “You were amazing. Perfect. I almost lost it when they started yelling for you. I thought I’d let it go too far.”

He buried his face in her shoulder. “I trusted you. I still do.”

She held him, both of them shaking now that the adrenaline had nowhere left to go. She let the silence stretch, rubbing his back, breathing him in. The world outside was quiet—rain tapping on glass, a siren somewhere far off, the afterglow of digital connection fading to real darkness.

After a while, she pulled back, pressing her forehead to his. “Thank you for letting me do that. For trusting me, even when it was scary.”

He smiled, exhausted but content. “Thank you for keeping me safe. For making sure I could stop if I needed.”

They sat on the floor, backs to the kitchen cabinets, letting their bodies unwind. Tom curled into her, the plug removed, the risk past, the memory fresh and raw.

Olivia stroked his hair, whispering reassurances, praising his obedience, his courage. She told him how proud she was, how much she’d loved holding him in that space, how much it meant that he’d surrendered so fully, even with the world a click away from discovery.

Tom let himself be held, tension slowly leaving his frame. He confessed how scared he’d been, how much he’d wanted to please her, how the fear and the trust had mingled into something almost holy.

They talked about boundaries—how public-facing play was different, how it demanded new rules, new check-ins, a new level of aftercare.

“I don’t want to risk that kind of exposure again unless we both want it,” Olivia said, serious now. “We need a rule for this. Aftercare. A proper debrief. No surprises.”

Tom nodded, his voice thick. “Deal. But… thank you. I feel closer to you than ever.”

She kissed his forehead, pulling him into her lap, rocking him gently until his shaking eased.

They lay together on the floor until the world felt safe again, until the secret they’d shared became a comfort instead of a threat.

And when they finally crawled into bed, Tom curled into her, Olivia holding him tight, both of them marked by risk, relief, and the unbreakable trust that had carried them through.

The flat felt different after the call—a subtle shift in the air, the quiet more pronounced, every surface humming with the echoes of risk. Olivia and Tom moved through the aftermath slowly, as if their bodies needed time to remember how to relax, how to be ordinary again. The adrenaline was fading, but their hearts still beat hard and quick.

Olivia led Tom to the bedroom, drawing the curtains against the city’s sodium glow. The world outside was distant now, replaced by the warmth and safety of their own space. She sat on the edge of the bed, holding Tom’s hand, her thumb tracing circles over his knuckles.

He sat beside her, close but still, head bowed as he caught his breath. She waited, letting the silence work its healing, letting the comfort of presence fill the room.

Eventually, Tom looked up, voice quiet but clear. “I’m okay. Just… full. You know? That was… more than I thought it would be.”

She squeezed his hand, bringing it to her lips. “You were incredible. I’m so proud of you. And so grateful. You gave me so much trust tonight.”

He let out a shaky laugh, relief and pride in equal measure. “It was scary. I kept thinking someone would see, or I’d say the wrong thing, or the camera would slip. But mostly, I just wanted to do well for you. To make you proud.”

She cupped his cheek, brushing her thumb along his jaw. “You did. You made me feel powerful, but also responsible. Like you handed me something precious. I hope I took good care of it.”

He leaned into her touch, closing his eyes. “You did. I never felt alone, even when my heart was hammering out of my chest.”

They undressed in the soft dark, each movement slow, deliberate, grounded in the rituals of comfort they’d built over months: folded clothes, shared pillows, hands finding skin, kisses as gentle as breath.

Olivia drew Tom down beside her, tucking the duvet over their bodies, letting her warmth bleed into him. She held him close, one hand stroking his hair, the other rubbing his back in slow, steady lines. She whispered praise and gratitude—thank you for trusting me, thank you for being brave, thank you for letting me push the edge but never alone.

Tom let himself be held, his breathing slowing, tension unwinding with every stroke. “I want a new rule,” he murmured, voice drowsy but sure. “Any time we play with other people around—even if it’s just online—we have to do this after. The debrief. The holding. The talking.”

Olivia nodded, heart full. “Deal. No exceptions. No solo dares, either—not for that kind of risk. And if either of us wants out, we say so. Every time.”

He smiled, the edges of his anxiety softened by love. “I don’t want to lose this. The closeness. The feeling of coming home to you, even after something scary.”

She kissed his forehead, sealing the promise. “You won’t. We write the rules. And we rewrite them, together, if they ever stop working.”

They talked through every detail—what had felt good, what had felt too much, what to keep, what to change. Tom admitted he’d loved the power in obedience, the secret thrill of being controlled while the world watched. Olivia confessed she’d felt the responsibility keenly, and wanted always to earn the right to hold him that way.

Eventually, the conversation faded into whispers and long silences, the comfort of trust settling over them like a second blanket. Olivia wrote a new slip for the Mischief Jar, in red ink this time:

After public play: full debrief, mandatory aftercare, no solo dares. Always together.

She tucked it into the jar, letting the ritual anchor the promise.

Before sleep, she journaled, the words pouring out in a rush:

Tonight was risk and reward, fear and closeness, a secret kept safe and shared. We are learning that love is not just what happens when things are easy, but what we build together when we dare the world to see us—even if only a little. I am proud of us. I am proud of him. I am grateful to write new rules, to keep choosing each other, one dare at a time.

Tom was already drifting off, his hand in hers, their bodies pressed close. The city outside was unchanged—Covid warnings on the radio, streets still empty, uncertainty always waiting at the window. But inside, they had found a way to make the ordinary wild, the wild safe, and the dangerous deeply, sweetly theirs.

As sleep took her, Olivia held Tom tighter, knowing that no matter what new risks they tried, the best rule was always this: trust, care, and never, ever alone.


Chapter 12: Intimacy Without Play

Monday evening settled over the city in a hush—rain a faint percussion on the glass, the last embers of sunlight folding away behind tower blocks. The flat was thick with the memory of what had happened the night before: the adrenaline, the risk, the edge of nearly being seen. Olivia moved quietly through the rooms, bare feet scuffing against the wood floor, her own pulse finally slow after so many days of anticipation and daring.

She found Tom in the kitchen, bent over a chopping board, staring at a pile of potatoes as if willing them to become something more interesting. He looked up when she entered, a tired smile tugging at his mouth.

“Fancy something special for dinner, or are we living dangerously with oven chips again?” he teased.

Olivia came up behind him, slid her arms around his waist, rested her chin on his shoulder. “I was actually thinking… maybe tonight, we keep it really simple. No games. No dares. Just you and me, like any other couple in lockdown.”

He stilled, turning just enough to catch her eye. There was something tentative in his gaze—curiosity, maybe a flicker of uncertainty. “You mean… nothing? No rules, no secret challenges?”

She nodded, kissing his shoulder through his T-shirt. “Yeah. I want a night off. I want you, just you. I want us.”

He turned fully, setting the knife aside, studying her face as if searching for signs she was only saying what he wanted to hear. “Is this for you, or for me? You don’t have to… change for me.”

She smiled, touched by his care. “It’s for both of us. I think we need it. I need to know we’re more than just the games. I want to show you I love every part of us—even the boring bits.”

He relaxed then, leaning in for a kiss—slow, gentle, nothing hungry or fraught, just warm. “Alright,” he said, voice quiet but sure. “Let’s do boring. But I want it on record that you started this.”

She laughed, the sound easing the last bit of tension from her shoulders. “Fine. I take full responsibility for the world’s dullest Monday.”

They agreed: no power play, no toys, no playful orders. The only rule was that there would be no rules, just comfort, honesty, and whatever felt right in the moment. They scrolled through takeaway options, settling on the cheapest curry house they could find, and collapsed onto the sofa to wait for delivery, legs tangled, heads close.

Outside, the city felt far away—sirens distant, the endless cycle of government updates and “Stay Safe” banners just another bit of static. Inside, the flat was a bubble of quiet, the only drama the anticipation of naan bread and whether the delivery driver would actually find their door.

When the food arrived, they ate cross-legged on the floor, dipping poppadoms into too-sweet mango chutney, laughing at the chaos of rice everywhere and Tom’s insistence that his curry “wasn’t that hot, actually.” For a while, Olivia let herself pretend the world was normal—that this was a night from the old life, before everything had become so small, so charged with longing and risk.

After dinner, they curled up together with a bottle of wine, old jumpers soft against their skin, TV playing some comfort sitcom in the background. Tom lay with his head in Olivia’s lap, and she traced lazy circles across his scalp, feeling his tension melt away.

They spoke in whispers at first—about silly childhood fears, the worst jobs they’d had, embarrassing holiday stories. Tom told her about a failed backpacking trip in Spain (“I lasted three days, got sunstroke, and was rescued by an elderly couple with a miniature poodle”), and Olivia admitted she’d once fainted in the front row of a West End musical (“it was the excitement, and maybe the fifth glass of Prosecco…”).

The simplicity felt precious. There was no need to prove anything, no performance or structure—just two people letting the ordinary be enough. The distance between their bodies was comfortable, familiar, easy.

At one point, Tom reached up, brushing Olivia’s cheek. “You’re sure you don’t want more?” he asked, voice tentative. “We don’t have to be normal for my sake.”

She bent, kissing him softly. “I want you. However you are. If that means a night of Netflix and naan, then that’s what I want most.”

He smiled, eyes bright. “You’re a better liar than me, if you can make curry and Friends reruns sound like romance.”

Olivia giggled, pressing her forehead to his. “We’re a cliché, aren’t we? Two people stuck indoors, pretending lockdown is date night.”

He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her close. “If this is cliché, I don’t ever want the world to start moving again.”

They sat like that, the minutes sliding by, the outside world held at bay. The thrill was quieter than their usual games, but no less real—a sweetness built on trust, a love that didn’t need to be proved with dares or rules.

Before bed, Olivia went to the bathroom, pausing in the mirror. She studied herself—hair wild, cheeks flushed from wine, eyes softer than she’d seen in a long while. She thought about all the ways love could show itself: in daring, in denial, in risk, but also in stillness, in shared silence, in the easy press of bodies unwinding side by side.

When she slipped into bed beside Tom, there was no prelude of negotiation, no building of tension. Just the familiar comfort of arms and legs entwined, the heat of his body against hers, the gentle, wordless promise that this—this ordinary night—was enough.

As she drifted to sleep, Olivia felt something like gratitude settle over her. For the first time in a long while, she wasn’t waiting for the next thrill or hungry for the next escalation. She was simply here, safe and wanted, and so was he.

And in the quiet between heartbeats, she knew: the games would always be theirs to return to, but this—this was the reason they worked at all.

The hours after dinner unspooled like a silk ribbon, slow and weightless. Olivia and Tom sprawled on the sofa, legs tangled, the last dregs of wine glowing in mismatched mugs. Outside, the rain had gentled to a whisper, the city’s lights blinking in and out behind misted glass. The flat was their whole world—no games, no edge, just the soft, golden hush of being.

Tom stretched, his head in Olivia’s lap, eyes half-closed in that post-curry contentment. Olivia carded her fingers through his hair, feeling the tension slide from his body with each stroke. It was easy, she realized, to love him like this: quiet, silly, vulnerable in a way that didn’t need proving.

They watched half of a rom-com, both losing the plot to fits of laughter and their own running commentary. “He’d never get away with that grand gesture in real life,” Olivia whispered, poking Tom’s shoulder. “That’s an arrestable offense in most boroughs.”

Tom snorted, catching her hand, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. “You say that now, but if I stood outside with a boombox, you’d melt.”

She rolled her eyes, but she grinned. “Depends on the song. And the weather. And whether you were holding a kebab.”

He feigned offense, then tucked his face into her belly, nuzzling her through her old jumper. “You’re lucky I’m not high-maintenance.”

She ran her hand down his spine, marveling at the easy affection that passed between them. There was a pleasure in this kind of closeness—one that didn’t demand surrender or performance, just trust. She pressed a kiss to his temple, tasting the clean salt of his skin, letting the comfort settle deep.

“Tell me something you’ve never told anyone,” Tom murmured, voice muffled. “Something small.”

Olivia considered, biting her lip. “I used to believe that if you held your breath while passing a graveyard, the ghosts couldn’t follow you home.”

He laughed, sitting up just enough to meet her gaze. “You didn’t.”

“I did! I nearly passed out on a coach trip to Canterbury. It’s a miracle I survived adolescence.”

He grinned, eyes crinkling with warmth. “Alright—my turn. I was convinced for years that my dog understood German, because my grandad shouted at him in it whenever he dug up the garden. So I started sneaking him bratwurst as a peace offering. The dog got fat. My grandad was delighted.”

They giggled, the years between childhood and now dissolving. It was a different kind of intimacy—one woven from embarrassment and memory, the softness of lives lived before each other.

They played silly games, too: “Would You Rather” devolved into debates about superpowers and the relative merit of unlimited breadsticks versus teleportation. Olivia lost track of the time, grateful for the chance to be light, to laugh until her cheeks hurt, to see Tom in all his goofy, gentle wonder.

At some point, the TV’s glow faded, replaced by the warmth of a shared blanket and the slow drift of tired limbs. Tom turned, curling into her side, his head pillowed on her thigh. She massaged his shoulders, working at the knots, letting the intimacy be physical but not sexual—just care, just love.

He sighed, breath hitching, letting himself go heavy in her arms. “I could stay here forever,” he murmured. “Like this. Just you, just this.”

Olivia stroked his hair, feeling the ache of gratitude. “Me too. I didn’t know it could feel like this—not just the high, but the soft. The small things.”

For a long while, they sat in silence, listening to the rain, the occasional whir of the fridge, the hum of life happening elsewhere. Their touches were unhurried: fingers tangled, legs entwined, each holding the other as if the world outside didn’t exist.

Later, they shared a mug of tea, passing it back and forth, lips touching where the other’s had been. Olivia watched Tom in the lamp light, his features relaxed, his eyes bright with something that wasn’t lust but its quieter cousin: devotion.

He yawned, stretching again, then pulled her close, blanket slipping from their shoulders to the floor. “Will you stay awake with me a little longer?” he asked. “Just until the world feels ordinary again?”

She nodded, nestling into his arms, her cheek against his chest. “As long as you want. I’m not going anywhere.”

They lay together, listening to each other’s breathing, letting the softness fill the room. There were no marks to show for the night, no dares to record, just the quiet miracle of two people choosing the ordinary, and finding, in it, everything they needed.

And when Olivia finally drifted toward sleep, Tom’s hand in hers, she realized that love—real love—wasn’t always the fire. Sometimes it was the banked coals, the shared warmth, the knowledge that tomorrow would come and they would still be here, still laughing, still holding on.

The quiet between Olivia and Tom grew deeper as midnight approached, the city’s faint rumble replaced by the hush of rain and the tick of the old wall clock. They sat cross-legged on the living room floor, the wine bottle nearly empty, the dregs of laughter settling into something softer, more uncertain.

Olivia stretched, pulling the blanket up around her shoulders, the plush fabric pooling in her lap. Tom traced a finger along the seam where her foot pressed into his thigh. For a long while, neither spoke. It was the comfortable silence of two people who’d chosen each other, but there was an energy beneath it—a question waiting for a name.

Tom broke it first, his voice quiet. “Can I ask you something real?”

She nodded, meeting his gaze in the lamplight. “Always.”

He hesitated, rubbing his thumb over her ankle. “Did you ever… worry? That wanting all of this—the games, the intensity—would make it impossible to just… be normal? Like you’d break something good if you asked for too much?”

Olivia felt the question settle inside her, sharp and familiar. She took a breath. “All the time,” she said softly. “Every time I let myself want more, I worried it would scare someone off. Like if I asked for what I really wanted, I’d lose the chance at everything else—at being seen as someone worth loving, you know?”

He nodded, a little too quickly. “Yeah. I used to think the same thing. That if I ever said no to something ‘normal,’ or admitted I needed more—or less—then I’d be too much work. Like I was only good if I didn’t take up space.”

She shifted closer, sliding her hand into his. “I was always so careful with exes. If they wanted soft, I tried to be soft. If they wanted wild, I tried to be wild. But it was always performing, not choosing. Never really safe to say, ‘this is who I am, even if it doesn’t fit.’”

Tom looked at her, vulnerability naked in his eyes. “I’m glad you’re not careful with me. I don’t want careful. I want you honest. Even if it’s messy. Especially then.”

A lump rose in her throat, gratitude mixed with a lingering fear. “Are you ever scared it’s too much now? That one of us will want something the other can’t give?”

He considered, then shook his head. “I get scared sometimes—mostly that you’ll wake up and realize you need someone less… complicated. Less unsure. But every time we talk, it gets easier. You don’t make me feel like I have to be easy to love.”

She squeezed his hand, voice rough. “You don’t have to be easy. I don’t want easy. I want you. I want the days when it’s hard, too.”

He smiled, relief softening his features. “You know, I’ve never had this before—not just the games, but the talking. The checking in. I used to think love was just… not fighting. But I think it’s actually this—being allowed to ask, and not being punished for the answer.”

She leaned into him, resting her head on his shoulder. “I used to believe that if I wanted too much, I’d ruin everything. That I’d have to choose: be loved, or be honest. But I don’t feel that with you. I feel… free.”

Tom pressed a kiss to her hair. “I want you to be free. To ask for everything. To say no to anything. To know I’ll still be here.”

They sat together, letting the weight of their confessions settle in the quiet. Olivia felt the old worries loosen—the fear of being too much, the terror of being not enough. There was a new comfort in the space between them: a safety born not from avoiding pain, but from facing it and finding love still there.

After a while, Tom tilted his head, voice shy. “Can I tell you something silly?”

She grinned, glad for the shift. “Always.”

“When we first started all this—the rules, the dares, the games—I kept thinking I’d break it. That I’d mess up and you’d see I wasn’t worth all the effort. But now… I think maybe it’s the effort that’s the point. That loving you isn’t easy. But it’s real. And I’d rather have real.”

Olivia’s heart ached—in the best way. “I’d rather have real, too. Even if it’s never simple.”

They curled closer, legs tangled, the blanket sliding to the floor. No marks, no daring, just the steady pulse of two people saying: I see you, all of you, and I’m not going anywhere.

In the lull before sleep, Olivia realized something important: that their love, with all its rituals and risks, was not about needing to be extraordinary all the time. It was about knowing they could come back to the ordinary, to honesty, to each other—again and again, and still belong.

The flat was velvet-quiet in the early hours, every corner hushed and wrapped in lamplight. The world beyond their windows had faded to a rumour of rain. Even the city’s distant sirens seemed gentler tonight. Olivia and Tom moved through the soft silence as if anything louder might shatter the delicate thread that now tethered them.

After their long talk—after laughter, embarrassment, confessions and comforts—something unspoken hovered between them: not a hunger, exactly, but a call. Olivia felt it in every brush of Tom’s fingers along her arm, in the way his gaze softened when she laughed, in how the pauses between their words filled with something warmer than tension.

She ran her hands through Tom’s hair, brushing her fingers at the base of his neck, feeling the shiver that traveled through him. “You look so peaceful,” she whispered, and it was true: all the usual edginess and quicksilver energy had ebbed, leaving a rare, easy gentleness. She wanted to savor it, to mark it as something that mattered as much as any ritual.

He smiled, turning into her palm, nuzzling her skin. “I feel it. Like I’m here, properly here, for the first time in ages.”

She traced his jaw, then his mouth, memorizing the shape and softness of him. “Come to bed?”

He nodded, and they rose—slowly, without urgency—collecting water glasses, dimming the lights. Their footsteps were muffled by the old rug, their breaths the only music. Tom closed the bedroom door behind them, then just stood, looking at her as if he’d never quite seen her this way before.

Olivia caught his gaze and held it, letting her smile show. She slipped her jumper over her head, folding it neatly, baring the simple vest she wore beneath. Tom watched her, something reverent in his stillness—not hungry, but grateful, as if every inch revealed was a gift, not a right.

He undressed, too, not for show but for comfort, peeling his T-shirt and sweatpants away. He hesitated at the edge of the bed, suddenly shy. “It’s silly, but—will you touch me first?”

She reached for him, palms open, drawing him down beside her. They sat, cross-legged and facing, knees pressed together, hands joined. Olivia stroked the back of his hand with her thumb, mapping every freckle and scar, every story he’d let her learn. She kissed his knuckles, then the inside of his wrist, savoring the pulse there—a promise of life, of presence.

Tom exhaled, the breath trembling but steady. “I love when you look at me like that,” he whispered.

She smiled, pressing her forehead to his. “Like what?”

“Like I’m safe. Like I don’t have to be anything but here.”

She kissed him then—slow, not searching, just being. His lips were soft and pliant, yielding without question. They let the kiss unfurl, no rush, no escalation. Every few heartbeats, Olivia would pause, just breathing him in, their noses brushing, hands exploring—Tom’s arms around her waist, her fingers tangled in his hair, stroking down the nape of his neck.

When he pulled back, Tom’s eyes were wet. “I wish I could have learned this sooner,” he said, voice small. “How to be held. How to want it.”

She touched his cheek. “You’re here now. That’s all I want.”

They slid beneath the covers, the sheets cool against their skin. Olivia shivered, Tom pulling her closer, bodies settling together with a sigh of relief. He stroked her arm, up and down, the touch slow and grounding. She felt her body responding, not with fire but with a deep, growing heat—a warmth that spread from her heart outward, kindling slowly.

She trailed her hand down Tom’s chest, learning him all over again. His muscles tensed, then relaxed under her touch. She pressed her palm to his sternum, feeling his heartbeat thrum steady and true.

“Tell me what you need,” she said, voice barely more than a breath.

He swallowed, searching her face. “Just you. Just… this. No roles, no tests, just you.”

She nodded, letting her own longing show. “Then I want you to have all of me.”

They kissed again, deeper now, bodies finding a rhythm as old as time. Olivia let Tom explore, his hands reverent, discovering the curve of her waist, the dip at her lower back. She arched into his touch, not to invite more but to show him that every part of her was offered freely.

Their hands roamed, sometimes gentle, sometimes clumsy—a thigh squeezed, a hipbone traced, a belly stroked. They giggled when Olivia’s foot got tangled in the duvet, when Tom knocked the water glass with his elbow and muttered an apology, when both of them reached for the bedside lamp at once and nearly toppled it.

“Let’s just leave the light on,” Olivia said, laughter warm in her chest. “I want to see you.”

Tom’s face shone with relief, then affection. “I want to see you, too.”

He cupped her jaw, thumb brushing her lower lip, and they kissed—again and again—exploring the taste and shape of each other without urgency. There was nothing orchestrated: sometimes the kisses were slow and melting, other times quick and playful, as if they were discovering something new with every press of their mouths.

Olivia let her hands drift, caressing the soft skin of Tom’s shoulders, the small of his back. He shivered when she ran her fingernails lightly along his spine, murmured her name, and pulled her close. She pressed kisses to his chest, his collarbone, listening to the catch in his breath.

When they finally joined, it was slow—bodies moving together in a gentle dance, no rush, no driving toward climax, just savoring the pleasure of connection. Tom buried his face in her neck, holding her as if afraid she might float away. Olivia wrapped her legs around his waist, anchoring them both, their bodies a single current.

She whispered encouragement, small nothings, love letters spoken against his skin. “You’re beautiful,” “I love you,” “This is enough,” and Tom answered with soft moans, kisses, and his own litany of gratitude.

They moved together, rising and falling, sometimes stopping just to hold, to gaze, to laugh quietly at the wonder of it all. Olivia felt her pleasure build—slow, inevitable, spreading through her limbs like light. Tom was patient, attuned to every shift, every gasp, every whispered plea.

When she finally came, it was like a tide—gentle, enveloping, her body shaking with relief and joy. Tom followed, burying himself in her arms, trembling with the same release, the same astonished tenderness.

Afterwards, they stayed joined, unwilling to break the contact. Tom rested his head on Olivia’s chest, listening to her heartbeat, their breaths mingling in the hush.

She stroked his hair, his back, the swell of his hip, letting her hands learn him anew. “Thank you,” she whispered, tears bright in her eyes. “Thank you for letting me be soft.”

Tom pressed a kiss to her collarbone, voice thick. “Thank you for teaching me. For wanting me when I don’t even know how to ask.”

They talked quietly in the aftermath—about the strangeness of feeling so close without any rules, about the surprise of how good it felt to let go of performing, about how scary it was to be fully seen.

Tom traced her hand, palm to palm, fingers lacing and unlacing. “I used to think I had to be what someone else wanted. Now I just want to be what you see.”

She smiled, brushing hair from his forehead. “And what do you see?”

He took a long time to answer, searching her face as if he might find the answer there. “Home,” he said at last. “I see home.”

They lay together, silent, for a long time—just breathing, just holding on. Eventually, sleep crept in at the edges, but neither was in a hurry to let go.

Before she drifted off, Olivia whispered, “We can play again tomorrow. We can do whatever we want. But tonight… tonight was ours.”

Tom squeezed her tight, pressing a final kiss to her lips. “Always ours.”

And as the rain softened on the glass, and the world outside receded further, they slept—safe in the warmth they’d made, full of the knowledge that they were enough, in every version, in every light.

Olivia woke to the quietest light. The city beyond the window was washed pale by rain, the sky a quilt of silver and lavender. For a long time, she didn’t move—just lay tangled in the warmth of sheets and Tom’s bare, heavy arm draped across her waist. His breath was steady, ruffling her hair with every exhale. She watched the slow rise and fall of his chest, felt the gentle anchor of his body, and let the peace seep into her bones.

Everything about the room felt softer: the muffled echo of the rain, the faint scent of sleep and sex and yesterday’s curry, the disarray of clothes draped over the back of the chair. No sharp edges, no pulse of adrenaline—only the memory of hands that had held, lips that had kissed, bodies that had come together not for conquest but for comfort.

Tom stirred, eyes opening halfway. He blinked at her, sleepy and open, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Hey,” he whispered, voice rough with morning.

“Hey yourself.” She brushed his hair from his brow, savoring the permission to touch without needing an excuse.

He nestled closer, arms curling around her, face buried in her neck. “How’d you sleep?”

“Like someone who’s been safe for a long time,” Olivia answered, surprising herself with the honesty of it.

Tom hummed, lips soft against her skin. “Good. I like that.”

They lay together for a while, speaking only in murmurs and touches. Olivia traced the line of Tom’s spine, let her foot find his under the duvet, delighted in the warmth and weight and ordinariness of him. There was no urge to break the silence, no anxiety tugging at the edge of her thoughts. She realized, with a start, that she didn’t miss the thrill—not right now. What she wanted most was exactly this: the slow, unremarkable miracle of waking up with him, whole and held.

Eventually, Tom yawned, stretching, rolling onto his back. “What do you want to do today?” he asked, voice lazy.

Olivia smiled, rolling to prop herself on an elbow. “I want tea. I want toast. I want to sit in bed with you and not worry about the outside world for at least another hour.”

He grinned, already swinging his legs out from under the covers. “Deal. Stay here. I’ll play breakfast hero.”

She watched him go, her heart full to the brim. When the flat was quiet again, she reached for her journal on the bedside table, penning her thoughts in looping, messy script:

Last night was ordinary. Beautifully, achingly ordinary. We touched and laughed and made love like people who aren’t afraid. For once, I didn’t worry about whether I was enough—or too much—or if the games are the glue holding us together. It turns out, we don’t need glue. We are what holds us. The vanilla is real. The vanilla is good. It makes the rest possible.

She set the journal aside as Tom returned, balancing two mugs and a plate of toast. He slid in beside her, careful not to spill. They ate in bed, trading bites, sipping tea, letting the hours pool around them.

They talked about nothing and everything—the rain, a memory from university, what they might cook for dinner, what the world would look like when lockdown ended. There was a comfort in the banality, a trust that even when the extraordinary faded, something precious would remain.

After breakfast, Olivia tucked her head into Tom’s shoulder, feeling the gentle rumble of his laugh, the quiet of his contentment. She found herself thinking: this is what all the play has been for. Not just the games, not just the heat, but the chance to build something that lasts—something that can hold all the versions of themselves, wild and tame, scared and brave, high and low.

She pressed a kiss to Tom’s jaw. “Thank you for last night.”

He looked at her, surprised. “Thank you. I’ve never felt… so wanted, without needing to be anything special.”

She took his hand, lacing their fingers together. “You are special. Even when we’re just us.”

He kissed her palm, and they fell into another hush, letting the rain sing at the window, letting the morning stretch.

Olivia promised herself that they would return to their games soon—there would be more dares, more ritual, more high-wire days where want was the only rule. But now she knew for certain: none of it was a mask or a crutch. None of it was all that held them.

They were enough. In every way. In every light.

And as the world outside pressed in—Covid numbers on the news, the uncertainty of another week, another variant, another plan—Olivia felt a rare, luminous hope. Because love, she realized, was not about never hungering, never fearing, never changing. It was about making space for everything: the fire, the quiet, the wild, the sweet. The game, and the morning after.

She would carry this knowledge into every dare, every soft night, every storm. It was, she knew, the only rule that mattered.


Chapter 13: Red Slip

The rain had faded to a mist, London’s rooftops blurred behind glass, the flat holding its own small, secret world. It was Sunday evening—the kind of time that seemed to hold its breath, balanced perfectly between what had been and what was coming. Olivia stood by the window, mug of tea warm between her hands, watching a pair of pigeons fight for shelter on the balcony. Behind her, Tom was shuffling through the Mischief Jar, shaking it with an exaggerated seriousness that made her smile.

“Alright, one more before bed?” he called, wiggling the jar in the air.

Olivia grinned, padding over in her socks. “Feeling brave?”

He winked, blue eyes sharp with mischief. “Always. But maybe you should draw. I have a feeling luck’s on your side tonight.”

She reached in, fishing around, the slips of folded paper soft and familiar against her fingers. She pulled one at random—a bright red slip, thick and deliberate, their mutual sign that this was a high-stakes dare. Tom’s eyes widened, but he only raised an eyebrow.

Olivia unfolded the slip, heart picking up pace as she read the words aloud:

“Tomorrow, you do everything I say. No negotiation.”

She felt the air charge—shock, delight, a ripple of genuine nerves. It had been months since they’d written that slip, daring each other to imagine what a whole day of power would feel like. Until now, it had always been a little joke, a fantasy for later. Now, it had surfaced. Now, it was real.

Tom leaned in, voice low but steady. “Well, well… Looks like tomorrow you’re mine, then.”

The words landed differently than they might have weeks ago. Olivia met his gaze, a flicker of trepidation mingling with a hot, secret thrill. “You want it to be you?” she asked, not teasing, but serious, needing the confirmation.

He held her eyes, his own uncertain but bright. “Yes. I want it. I want to see if I can take you—all of you. If you can give it.”

For a moment, neither moved. The flat was a stage, and they were actors pausing before the scene’s final plunge. Olivia’s breath came shallow, chest tight with excitement and fear. She thought of all the times Tom had surrendered, all the trust he’d given her. Now she would match him—maybe even outdo him.

She tried for bravado, but her voice was soft. “No negotiation?”

Tom shook his head. “None. Unless you say the word.”

A slow smile crept across her lips, nervous and needy at once. “I trust you.”

He took her mug, setting it aside, then pulled her in by the waist. His hands were firm, but not rough—a promise. “Tomorrow, you’re mine. Whatever I want. Are you ready for that?”

She shivered, the answer clear in her bones. “I want to be. I want to see what it feels like to belong to you.”

He pressed his forehead to hers, breath hot and even. “You already do.”

They stood in the half-dark, letting the gravity of the dare settle. Olivia felt the weight and wonder of it bloom in her chest: not fear, but a dangerous kind of hope. She could let go—she could be held. And Tom, she realized, wanted not just to play at power, but to claim it, to keep her.

“Let’s sleep on it,” he murmured, kissing her cheek. “But know this—when you wake up tomorrow, you’ll wake up mine.”

She nodded, heart pounding. “Yes, Sir.”

They moved through the rest of the night in a daze. Olivia felt the anticipation rising with every glance, every accidental touch. Tom was gentler than usual—tucking her hair behind her ear as she brushed her teeth, fetching her water, kissing her goodnight like a benediction. But underneath, she sensed something else: an edge, a new certainty building in him, as if the dare had already begun.

In bed, Olivia lay awake for a long time, staring at the ceiling, every cell in her body electric. She replayed Tom’s words—Tomorrow, you’re mine—wondering what it would feel like to give herself over, to hold nothing back, to let the day stretch as long and wide as he wanted. There was fear, yes, but it was threaded with trust and a fierce anticipation she hadn’t known she needed.

Tom reached for her in the dark, pulling her close. He whispered into her hair, “Sleep well, Liv. I want you rested for what’s coming.”

She shivered, curling into his warmth, feeling herself slide toward sleep. In her last waking thought, she pictured the red slip resting on the bedside table—a simple piece of paper, but a key to everything.

And when the morning came, Olivia knew, she would hand it all over. For twenty-four hours, she would be his. No negotiation. No escape. Only the daring, dangerous, beautiful truth of surrender.

Morning arrived heavy with rain, the city blurred behind streaked glass, the air in the flat electric with what lay ahead. Olivia woke with a start—her first thought was not of tea or work or even Tom’s warmth beside her, but the red slip lying on the nightstand, its promise as sharp as any alarm.

Tom was already awake, propped on one elbow, watching her. There was something in his gaze—a steadiness, a hunger—that made her pulse jump.

“Morning, trouble,” he murmured, brushing her hair from her cheek. “Did you sleep?”

She smiled, nerves fluttering in her belly. “Barely. I kept dreaming about… everything.”

He kissed her forehead, a slow, anchoring touch. “Me too. Are you sure you want this?”

She hesitated, searching herself for doubt. There was fear—of losing herself, of letting Tom see the places she was weakest—but beneath that, a fierce, surging need to be held and commanded. “Yes,” she said softly, her voice shaking. “I want to see how far we can go.”

Tom exhaled, relief in the line of his shoulders. “Then let’s talk.”

They sat on the edge of the bed, legs touching, fingers tangled. The red slip lay between them, a bright splash of color on the white duvet.

“Let’s set the boundaries,” Tom said, voice steady. “Hard limits first. What’s off the table—no matter what?”

Olivia took a breath, thinking. “No pain beyond what we’ve already done. No humiliation that lingers—no insults, nothing I can’t laugh off after. Nothing public—no risk of being seen or overheard. And if I use the safe word, everything stops. You bring me back. You don’t push through.”

He nodded, absorbing each word. “Absolutely. My limits: No degradation. I don’t want to actually hurt you, or scare you for real. If you look lost, I check in, no matter what. Safe word is ‘red,’ just like always. If you need to tap out, you do—no questions, no shame.”

She reached for his hand, squeezing tight. “What about soft limits?”

Tom considered. “You tell me if something gets close to a line, but isn’t a full no. I’ll check in. You can brat—once—but then you obey, or the game ends. No topping from the bottom. You do as you’re told.”

Olivia’s mouth went dry, nerves and excitement threading together. “And you? Are you ready to be… in charge? Really in charge?”

He met her gaze, honest and open. “I’m scared I’ll get it wrong. That I’ll push too far, or not far enough. But I want to try. I want to see what it feels like to have you—really have you.”

She smiled, heart pounding. “You already do.”

He reached over, picking up the red slip, turning it between his fingers. “I want a symbol,” he said quietly. “Something you give up, to show you’re mine until tomorrow.”

She considered—a collar was too easy, too familiar. She reached for the delicate silver necklace at her throat, the one she never took off, a key charm dangling from its chain. She unfastened it, letting it pool in Tom’s palm.

He closed his fist around it, meeting her eyes. “You don’t get this back until I say so. Not until the day is done.”

She shivered, the gesture more intimate than any collar. “Yes, Sir.”

They moved through the rest of the preparations with a deliberate ritual: Olivia laid out clothes Tom had chosen—a simple bra and knickers, soft cotton, nothing that would distract her from submission. Tom gathered cuffs, lube, a notebook and pen for instructions, water bottles, and snacks.

He set up a playlist—calm, instrumental, a background hum that would keep them anchored.

Before they began, Tom took Olivia’s hands in his, voice gentle but firm. “I want you to know: You’re safe. You’re loved. You can stop at any time. But if you don’t, you’re mine. All day. No questions.”

She nodded, tears prickling at her eyes—not from fear, but from the enormity of trust. “I want to be yours. All day. No questions.”

He leaned in, pressing his forehead to hers. “Then it starts now. Go kneel in the living room. Wait for me there. Hands on your thighs. Eyes down.”

She swallowed, the order settling into her like a brand. “Yes, Sir.”

She walked through the flat, every step heavy with meaning, every sound sharper, every nerve alight. She knelt, sinking onto the rug, hands on her thighs, eyes on the floor. The city was quiet, the only sound the faint pulse of Tom’s playlist and the steady drum of her heart.

Behind her, she heard Tom moving—preparing, waiting, watching. She felt exposed, but not afraid. The anticipation was a living thing, coiled inside her, waiting to be unleashed.

This was it—the threshold. After months of play, of taking turns, of circling power and surrender, they were finally stepping into the unknown.

And Olivia, kneeling in the hush, realized she wanted it more than she’d ever wanted anything.

Night fell thick and close, the world outside their windows blurred by rain and the orange haze of streetlights. The city felt impossibly distant, as if the whole world had shrunk to their flat, to the soft glow of lamplight, to the hush that came with anticipation and trust.

Olivia curled up in her corner of the sofa, knees hugged to her chest, Tom’s playlist humming quietly from the speakers. She’d been silent since dinner—not out of reluctance, but from a fullness she could hardly name. Every glance Tom sent her way landed heavy, charged with the weight of what tomorrow would bring.

She held her journal in her lap, the pages mottled with old entries: silly dares, fear and delight, the slow unfolding of her desire. Tonight, her pen stuttered on the page, searching for honesty. The words came halting, then faster:

I want to be owned. Not just played with, not just held for an hour or a scene, but really, truly given over. I want to know what it is to be someone’s—no negotiation, no loopholes. I’m scared, but more than that, I’m desperate to see if I can do it. To see if Tom can want me, keep me, even when I’m not easy. Maybe especially then.

A tear slipped down her cheek—not out of fear, but out of a raw hope she had rarely dared to name. She closed the journal, setting it aside. Across the room, Tom sat at the dining table, a notebook open before him, head bent in concentration.

He was writing, too—lists, ideas, the rough edges of a day’s worth of control. She watched the furrow in his brow, the way he tapped the pen against his lip. It was strange and beautiful, she thought, to see him working so hard at wanting her. To see how much the chance to own her meant, and how much he wanted to get it right.

After a while, Tom looked up, catching her watching him. He closed the notebook and came to sit beside her, folding his long legs under himself. He reached out, brushing her hair behind her ear.

“Are you alright?” he asked softly.

She nodded, too full to answer.

He took her hand, holding it between both of his. “I want to do this right,” he admitted, voice shaky. “I want to be good for you. I want you to feel safe. I keep thinking I’ll mess up, or miss something, or go too far, or not far enough.”

Olivia squeezed his fingers, grateful for his honesty. “I’m scared, too. Not because I don’t trust you—but because I do. Because I want to give you everything, and I don’t know if I can. But I want to try.”

He smiled, relief flickering through the nerves in his eyes. “You don’t have to be perfect. You just have to be mine. For one day. That’s all I want.”

She let herself lean into him, resting her head on his shoulder. “I want that, too. I want to see what it’s like to let you have me. To not hold anything back.”

Tom wrapped his arms around her, pulling her into his lap, holding her with a gentle, unbreakable grip. “You’re brave, Liv. Braver than I am.”

She shook her head, laughter and tears tangled together. “I’m terrified. But that’s why I have to do it. I have to see if I can be brave enough to let you love me, even in the places I’m weakest.”

He pressed his lips to her hair, breathing her in. “I will. I promise I will. Even if you break. Especially if you break.”

They sat like that, the city’s hum muted by rain, the lamplight washing everything in gold. Olivia felt her fear slowly give way to trust—a warm tide, carrying her into the unknown.

After a while, Tom shifted, tilting her chin up so he could look her in the eyes. “Tell me again,” he whispered. “Do you trust me?”

She nodded, voice trembling but sure. “Yes, Sir. With everything.”

He smiled, fierce and proud and gentle all at once. “Good. Because tomorrow, you’re mine. Not just in name. In truth. No negotiation.”

She shivered, a bolt of excitement running through her. “I’m ready.”

They rose together, moving through the rituals of night—locking doors, brushing teeth, folding back the covers. Tom paused before bed, holding the silver key necklace up to the lamplight.

“This stays with me until tomorrow night,” he said, voice formal now, a hint of command in the tone.

Olivia knelt, unbidden, at the side of the bed, head bowed, hands open. “Yes, Sir.”

He pressed the key to her palm, then took it gently away, closing his fist around it. “Sleep well, my girl. You’ll need your strength.”

She slid under the duvet, Tom following, the air between them charged. He pulled her close, tucking her head beneath his chin. “If you get scared, you wake me. If you want out, you say the word. No shame, no failure. Only us.”

She nodded, breath unsteady. “Thank you.”

He kissed her, slow and deep, then let her go. The rain outside grew heavier, the world shrinking to the four walls of the bedroom, the space where trust became touch, and touch became promise.

Olivia drifted toward sleep, held in Tom’s arms, heart pounding with anticipation. She didn’t know what tomorrow would bring—only that she would greet it on her knees, key surrendered, her whole self offered, and that Tom, for once, would be ready to take it.

The city outside was awash in darkness, rain painting the windows with ribbons of light. Inside the flat, time seemed to suspend itself—every second stretching into hours, every breath thick with anticipation. Olivia lay in bed, sleep an elusive dream, her mind running in frantic loops around the red slip, the key necklace, the words no negotiation. She’d never been so aware of her own heartbeat, every thud echoing the countdown toward sunrise.

Tom was awake beside her, still as stone, one arm thrown over his eyes. She could sense the tension in him—a storm he was holding back for her sake. Each time she shifted, he squeezed her thigh in silent reassurance. In the hush, she found herself both comforted and restless, desperate for the dare to begin and terrified of what it would mean.

When the first hint of dawn crept into the sky, Olivia slipped out of bed. The flat was blue-grey, silent except for the hum of the fridge and the gentle tap of rain. She padded into the living room, pulling her dressing gown close, and sat in the dim glow, legs tucked under her, breathing slow and deep.

She tried to meditate, but her mind skittered—what would Tom ask of her? Would she be able to give it? What if she failed him, failed herself? The idea of relinquishing control was both a comfort and a challenge—a test of her limits and of his, of their trust, of their courage.

Tom found her there, the silver key necklace glinting in his hand. He sat beside her, knees touching, and together they watched the light bloom behind the city’s rooftops.

“Couldn’t sleep?” he asked, voice a whisper.

She shook her head, smiling crookedly. “Too much to think about.”

He reached over, cupping her cheek, thumb tracing the soft skin beneath her eye. “Me too. I kept going over the plan. Worrying I’d forget something, or go too far.”

“You won’t,” she said softly, though she wasn’t sure which of them she was reassuring. “We’ve done all the work. We’ve set the rules. The rest is just… trust.”

He took a breath, then nodded. “Time for the ritual?”

She nodded, her pulse skittering. They had agreed: to mark the beginning of the day, they would perform a simple ceremony—a way to ground themselves in the promise, to step across the threshold as equals, even if their roles would not be equal for the next twenty-four hours.

Tom knelt in front of her, the key resting in his palm. “Olivia,” he said, voice suddenly sure, deepening into something new and authoritative. “From this moment until I release you, you belong to me. No negotiation, no escape. Do you understand?”

She met his gaze, her own voice trembling but clear. “Yes, Sir. I understand.”

He held out his hand. “Your necklace.”

She placed it in his palm, the loss of its weight against her skin more jarring than she expected. Tom fastened it around his own neck, letting the key rest against his chest—a visible claim, a contract sealed in metal and trust.

He looked at her, eyes shining with both fear and pride. “From now until tomorrow, you will obey. If you need to stop, you use the word. If you’re scared, you tell me. Otherwise, you do as you’re told. Can you do that for me?”

Olivia’s throat tightened, but she nodded, tears pricking her eyes. “I can. I want to.”

He cupped the back of her neck, pulling her close, their foreheads touching. “I’m proud of you. I’m terrified, but I’m proud. I want to see what it’s like to have you—all of you. And I want you to see what it’s like to be kept.”

She shivered, hope and fear mingling in her chest. “I want to be kept. I want to see if I can let go.”

For a long moment, they stayed pressed together, letting the quiet be enough. When Tom finally stood, he helped her to her feet, hands lingering on her shoulders.

“Go. Lay out the clothes I picked for you. Bring the cuffs and the blindfold to the bedroom. When you come back, you’ll knock before entering. You’ll wait for permission. And you’ll kneel until I tell you to stand.”

She bowed her head, heart thundering. “Yes, Sir.”

He kissed her forehead, a benediction and a claim. “You’re mine, Olivia. From this moment, you’re mine.”

She walked through the flat in a daze—gathering the soft cotton knickers and bra, the cuffs they rarely used, the blindfold that had always made her heart race. Each step was a letting go: of second-guessing, of self-doubt, of the thousand tiny ways she usually protected herself. Today, there would be no shields.

She laid everything out on the bed, hands shaking, then paused at the door. She knocked, a small sound in the early morning quiet, and waited—kneeling, breath caught, the anticipation almost unbearable.

She heard Tom’s footsteps, the door opening, the weight of his gaze on her. He stood above her, silent for a long moment, then spoke with gentle finality: “You may enter. But from now on, you crawl unless told otherwise.”

Olivia crawled, crossing the threshold on hands and knees, head bowed, the flat transformed into a world of new rules.

As Tom closed the door behind her, she realized she had never been more frightened, or more free. The countdown was over. The day had begun.

The bedroom door shut behind her with a quiet finality, the world narrowing to the soft hush of carpet, the weight of Tom’s eyes, and the drumbeat of Olivia’s heart. She remained kneeling, hands splayed on the rug, head bowed, every sense magnified. The air felt thick with anticipation, the dawn light silvering the edges of the curtains, lending the room a hush that felt almost sacred.

She listened as Tom moved, slow and deliberate. There was the faint clink of the key necklace as he adjusted it around his neck, a chair scraping against the floor, his feet making measured passes across the room. He was taking his time, she realized—asserting control not through haste, but through stillness, letting the anticipation become part of the discipline.

She heard him sit, the bedsprings creaking. For a while, he said nothing. The silence was a presence in itself, a reminder that this day would move by his pace, not hers. Every second Olivia waited, uncertainty growing, was a lesson: her first, and most important, act of obedience.

Finally, Tom’s voice reached her, low and unhurried. “Come forward. Still on your knees.”

Olivia’s skin prickled. She crawled toward the bed, feeling each movement: the drag of cotton on her knees, the cool breath of air on her back, the blush rising hot on her cheeks. She stopped when she reached the edge of the bed, staying still as she’d been taught.

He let the silence linger, then: “Hands behind your back. Look up at me.”

She obeyed, folding her hands, raising her eyes. Tom sat above her, the silver key glinting at his throat, his gaze focused and calm. She saw pride there—nerves, yes, but also a growing certainty. He was taking up space, holding authority, and the effect was dizzying.

He reached out, thumb tracing her cheek. “Good girl,” he said quietly. “That’s all I want today. For you to listen. For you to let me have you, without question.”

Olivia swallowed, heat and fear mingling in her chest. “Yes, Sir.”

Tom took the cuffs from the bed, turning them in his hands. He let her watch, the ritual unhurried. “Hold out your wrists.”

She did, palms up, the gesture vulnerable and oddly powerful. He buckled the cuffs around her wrists—snug, not tight—a physical reminder that she had chosen to be kept. He fastened the blindfold around her eyes, darkness settling in, sharpening her senses.

Tom’s fingers lingered at her jaw, tilting her face to his. His words were soft, but unbreakable. “From now until I release you, you are mine. You obey, you trust, you let go. Your only job is to listen, to feel, to let me take you wherever I want. The safe word is ‘red.’ Say it if you need it—use it and everything stops. Understood?”

She nodded, voice trembling but sure. “Yes, Sir.”

He traced the key where it rested at his chest. “This is yours, and it’s mine now. You get it back when the day is done. Until then, you have nothing to hold but me.”

Olivia breathed deep, letting go of the last of her fear, the world shrinking to the warmth of Tom’s hands, the quiet of his breath, the anticipation of his command.

He pressed a kiss to her forehead, then stepped away, leaving her kneeling, blind, and bound. The next sound she heard was the chair scraping back, Tom’s voice strong and steady: “Stand up, and face me.”

She rose, a little unsteady, heart racing, body alive with vulnerability and possibility.

Tom circled her, a hand at her waist, at her neck, trailing over her skin as if reacquainting himself with every inch of what he now possessed. The tension in the room was electric, each breath drawing them deeper into the dynamic they had both spent months preparing to enter.

He whispered in her ear, the words shivering down her spine: “You are mine, Olivia. For the next twenty-four hours, your body, your words, your pleasure, your pain—they all belong to me. I will take care of you, I will push you, I will hold you. Do you accept this?”

Her answer was a whisper, shaped from surrender. “Yes, Sir. I accept.”

He smiled, pressing his lips to her shoulder. “Then let the day begin.”

With that, he gave her the first true command—simple, final, and full of promise. The line had been crossed. They were no longer just lovers, no longer just players in a game. For the next day, Tom would hold all the power, and Olivia would belong to him—entirely, beautifully, without escape.

As she obeyed, stepping into the unknown, Olivia realized she had never felt more seen, more frightened, or more ready.


Chapter 14: Consequences

Dawn crept across the flat in slow, hesitant strokes, spilling grey light over the tangled duvet and the discarded cuffs on the floor. Olivia lay awake for long minutes before daring to move, listening to the subtle sounds of Tom stirring—footsteps in the kitchen, the clink of mugs, the faint scuff of a chair pulled out at the table. Every sound carried a new weight: this was not the ordinary morning, and nothing would be hers to claim.

She reached for the spot at her neck where her necklace used to rest, missing its cool, reassuring weight. In its place, she felt the echo of Tom’s touch—the memory of his hand at her nape, the press of the blindfold, the gentleness threaded through every command. Today, she was not just herself. She was his.

She sat up, the cool air prickling over bare skin. Her body was marked with the evidence of last night—faint red lines at her wrists, a bruise at her hip, a soreness between her legs that was not pain but something more intricate, more wanted. She pressed her palm to the spot, breathing in the ache, letting it remind her that the rules had already changed.

Tom’s voice floated down the hall, calm and steady. “Come to the kitchen, Olivia. And kneel in the doorway until I say otherwise.”

She shivered, heart thudding. The old urge to tease or challenge flickered, but she tamped it down, remembering her promise: no negotiation, no topping from the bottom. Today, her only power was obedience.

She rose, moving through the flat with deliberate slowness, feeling every inch of her body: the press of the rug beneath her knees, the way her hair fell across her shoulders, the pulse at her throat. She knelt in the kitchen doorway, back straight, hands resting palm-up on her thighs, eyes fixed on the tiled floor.

She heard Tom set something down—a bowl, a plate, the click of cutlery. She waited, each second stretching, nerves prickling, anticipation and fear swirling together.

After a minute, Tom spoke. “Look at me.”

She raised her eyes. He was seated at the table, dressed simply—jeans, a navy T-shirt, hair still rumpled from sleep. Around his neck hung the silver key, catching the light with every movement. He looked different this morning: quieter, more solid, authority settling into him like a new skin.

He held her gaze for a long moment, then nodded. “Come here. On your knees.”

She crawled across the tiles, feeling the absurdity and the holiness of it at once—how something that could have been humiliating was, with the right trust, an act of worship. She knelt at his feet, looking up, waiting.

Tom set a plate of toast on the floor beside her, poured coffee into a small mug. “Breakfast, my girl. You’ll eat at my feet this morning. Hands behind your back. I’ll feed you.”

Her cheeks burned, but she obeyed, folding her hands behind her, opening her mouth when he brought a piece of toast to her lips. The taste was familiar—salty butter, sweet jam—but the act was transformed by context, by the heat in Tom’s eyes as he watched her chew, by the silence that stretched between bites.

He fed her slowly, never rushing, never mocking. Each piece was a command, each swallow an answer. When she finished, he set the plate aside, wiping her mouth with his thumb.

“Good girl,” he murmured, pride and tenderness wrapped in every syllable.

She glowed under the praise, the words lingering in her chest. She realized, in that moment, how much she craved this—approval, certainty, the comfort of being guided. She let her body relax, letting the structure hold her, letting Tom’s presence become her world.

He tapped her chin, signaling for her to sit back on her heels. “For the next hour, you’ll stay like this—kneeling, silent, eyes on me. If you need anything, you’ll wait until I ask. Your only job is to listen and obey.”

She nodded, feeling her mind slip into the quiet focus that only submission could bring. The kitchen, once the site of ordinary chaos—spilled coffee, bickering over burnt toast, the radio blaring—became a sanctuary. Every sound was sharper, every breath a choice.

Tom ate his own breakfast in silence, only occasionally glancing down to meet her eyes. When he finished, he stood, moving behind her, his hands resting on her shoulders. He pressed a kiss to her hair.

“You’re doing perfectly,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “I want you to remember this feeling—of giving up, of being held. It’s yours, but today, it’s mine, too.”

She breathed out, her body sinking deeper into the posture. For the first time, she felt the restlessness drain away, replaced by a warm, floating peace.

The hour passed in a rhythm of small instructions—adjust your posture, breathe, look at me, close your eyes. Tom’s control was unyielding but gentle, his presence a tether she could trust. When her knees ached, he noticed, guiding her to shift, praising her for enduring. When her mind wandered, he called her back, voice soft but firm.

By the time he finally allowed her to stand, her body was humming, nerves alive but soothed. She looked at him, gratitude blooming in her chest.

Tom smiled, slipping the key under his shirt. “Your day has just begun, Olivia. Are you ready to go deeper?”

She swallowed, her answer clear. “Yes, Sir.”

And as she followed his next command, Olivia realized she had never felt so empty of herself—and never so full.

The kitchen ritual left Olivia raw and radiant, her body light with the afterglow of being seen and held. But as Tom led her to the living room—his palm warm against her lower back—she felt the old tension stirring beneath the quiet. The surrender was real, but so was her instinct to test the edges: to see just how strong the new boundaries were, to find the comfort in being caught.

Tom paused in the doorway, surveying the room. The usual clutter remained—yesterday’s books stacked on the coffee table, a pile of laundry in a basket, the faintest dust gathering on the skirting board. But the air had changed. The flat felt like a stage now, each object part of a scene set for something both ordinary and extraordinary.

He turned to face her, eyes thoughtful. “I want the room clean, Olivia. Start with the laundry, then dust the shelves, then sweep the floor. You’ll ask permission before each new task. No speaking unless I ask you a question, and no music. I want you present for every moment.”

A thrill ran through her—this was more than a chore list; it was a structure, a game of focus and submission. She nodded, hands clasped before her, “Yes, Sir.”

She bent to the laundry, sorting colours from whites, folding each shirt with painstaking care. The silence pressed in, magnifying the rustle of fabric, the patter of rain against the glass, the sound of Tom’s steady breath as he watched her from the sofa.

She finished, turned to him, and knelt. “Sir, may I dust the shelves?”

He studied her, a smile touching the corners of his mouth. “You may. Don’t miss a single surface.”

She rose, reaching for the cloth, the ritual transforming a mundane task into a litany of small obediences. Her mind wandered, but each time it did, she felt Tom’s gaze and snapped back into focus, letting the rhythm of service pull her deeper into herself.

As she moved from shelf to shelf, she felt the urge to push—just a little. She skipped a small corner, left a streak on the mirror, wondering if Tom would notice.

He did. When she finished, he beckoned her over, voice calm but commanding. “Did you check the mirror, Olivia?”

She hesitated, pride and embarrassment warring inside her. “No, Sir.”

He patted his knee. “Come here.”

She knelt at his feet, eyes lowered, heart pounding.

“Look at me,” he said. She obeyed, the shame and thrill of being caught blooming in her cheeks.

“Why didn’t you finish the job?” His tone was gentle, but there was steel beneath it.

She swallowed, searching for the truth. “I… wanted to see if you’d notice. I wanted to know if you were really watching.”

He nodded, understanding in his eyes. “I am. All the time. And I expect you to do as you’re told. But I also expect you to be honest when you fall short. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

He took her hand, his thumb tracing circles over her palm. “Ten lines: ‘I serve with honesty and care.’ Then you’ll sweep the floor, perfectly this time. If you test me again, the next punishment will be a spanking.”

A jolt ran through her—not dread, but anticipation, relief. The structure was holding; Tom was holding her, even at her messiest. She accepted the pad and pen, kneeling in the corner, her handwriting careful and small.

Each repetition grounded her further:

I serve with honesty and care.

I serve with honesty and care.

She finished, brought the pad to Tom, and knelt again, waiting for his verdict.

He read her lines, nodding. “Good girl. Now sweep. Make it beautiful.”

As she moved through the room, broom in hand, Olivia felt her resistance ebb, replaced by a strange, deep joy. She could surrender to the rules, could push and be caught, could find freedom in the simplest tasks. And Tom—so gentle, so unwavering—proved himself worthy of the power she’d given.

When she was done, she presented herself once more, heart light. Tom reached down, lifting her chin, pride glowing in his eyes.

“That’s my girl,” he said softly. “Obedience isn’t about perfection. It’s about trust. And today, I trust you with everything.”

She smiled, tears stinging her lashes, grateful for the gift of being seen and forgiven. The day stretched before her—full of tests, full of grace, each small surrender a step further into Tom’s care.

And as she rose to her next command, Olivia realized that discipline, when given in love, was not punishment at all. It was a kind of promise: that someone would always see her, would always hold her, even when she fell.

Late morning pressed against the window, the rain easing to a soft mist that blurred the world beyond their walls. Olivia knelt in the living room, pulse quick with nerves. She could feel the transition—the safe, ritualized bubble of their home giving way to something more precarious. Today’s surrender, she realized, was not meant to be easy. Tom’s authority was about to follow her out the door.

He stood before her, one hand in his pocket, the other holding the phone he’d been typing on. Around his neck, the key glinted—a constant reminder that her freedom, today, was a privilege on loan.

“Time for your next task, Olivia,” he said, voice steady, eyes full of both pride and a subtle, delicious cruelty. “You’re going to the bakery on the high street. I want you to buy bread, milk, and a treat for each of us. You’ll go masked, hood up, keep your head down, and you won’t speak to anyone more than necessary.”

Her stomach fluttered with anticipation and fear. An errand—simple, almost mundane. But Tom wasn’t finished.

He held up the small pink plug they rarely used outside the bedroom. “This goes in before you leave. You’ll wear it under your jeans, and you’ll remind yourself with every step that you’re mine—even out there.” His gaze flickered over her, tender and possessive. “You’ll write ‘Property of T’ on your thigh with this.” He handed her a marker. “You’ll take a photo before you go. And you’ll keep your phone in your left pocket. I’ll text you instructions to follow while you’re out.”

Olivia flushed, a mix of heat and cold running through her. She wanted this. She wanted the humiliation, the fear, the thrill of being marked and moved like a piece on Tom’s board. But part of her bristled, a prickle of embarrassment stinging her pride. What if someone saw? What if she was too obvious, too needy?

She looked up, voice small. “Are you sure?”

Tom crouched to her level, hand cupping her cheek. “I’m sure. You can say no. Or you can trust me. If it’s too much, you come home, safe word or not. But if you do this for me, you’ll know you’re mine—everywhere.”

She nodded, voice barely a whisper. “Yes, Sir.”

He smiled, kissed her gently, and helped her up. In the bedroom, Olivia stripped, kneeling to insert the plug, then pulled on her jeans and soft jumper, her body already aching from the fullness. She rolled up her trouser leg, uncapped the marker, and scrawled “Property of T” on her thigh in neat block letters. She snapped a quick photo, sent it to Tom, and waited for his reply.

Tom:

Perfect. Five deep breaths. You’re safe. Go make me proud, my girl.

Her heart hammered as she zipped up, pulled on her mask and hoodie, and pocketed her phone. At the door, Tom stopped her, hands framing her face.

“You belong to me,” he whispered, fierce and gentle all at once. “You’re brave. You’re beautiful. You come back safe, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

She nodded, feeling the trembling resolve settle in her bones. She slipped outside, the city strange and bright after so many hours of submission.

The street was busy with the usual lockdown foot traffic—people queueing at the pharmacy, parents hurrying kids along the pavement, the bakery’s awning striped with drizzle. Olivia kept her head down, steps measured, acutely aware of the plug inside her, the words on her thigh, the invisible leash tying her to Tom’s will.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. A new message from Tom:

“Stand at the corner for one minute. Don’t move. Close your eyes and count to sixty.”

Olivia’s cheeks burned, but she obeyed, turning toward the corner near the postbox. She stood still, eyes shut, rain beading on her hood. Each second dragged, the world’s sounds growing sharper—the hiss of tyres, a child’s laughter, someone’s cough. She felt exposed, ridiculous, but also impossibly alive.

At sixty, she opened her eyes, breath shaky, and crossed the street to the bakery. She ordered, voice barely audible, the cashier barely glancing at her. As she waited for her change, her phone buzzed again:

“Touch your thigh. Remember who owns you.”

Olivia pressed her palm to her hip, feeling the warmth of her own body, the pressure of the plug, the scrawl of ink beneath the denim. The humiliation flared, but so did her desire. She was doing this—serving, submitting, letting Tom reach her even here.

She collected the bread and milk, grabbed a pair of brownies, and hurried home, the walk fast and hot with adrenaline. Every step was a reminder: Tom’s rules didn’t stop at the front door. Her body was his, even in public, even in the rain.

At the flat, she stripped as soon as the door closed, breath coming hard. She snapped another photo—her thigh, her flushed skin—and sent it to Tom.

He met her in the hallway, arms open. “You did it,” he whispered, pride ringing in his voice. “Come here.”

She fell into his arms, the tension dissolving into relief and triumph. He held her tight, kissed her temple, and stroked her hair.

“You’re mine, Olivia,” he murmured. “Everywhere.”

Tears pricked her eyes, not from fear, but from gratitude—a wild, shaking joy at having been taken so far, and brought safely home.

The world outside faded behind the closing door, rain-slick pavement traded for the hush and golden light of their flat. Olivia shucked her hoodie and jeans, the plug’s presence sharper after her public ordeal, her nerves wound taut between relief and anticipation. Tom stood in the doorway to the kitchen, arms crossed, the key necklace resting against his chest—a symbol and a challenge.

She paused, feeling suddenly shy, exposed by the memory of obeying him in public, of being both anonymous and utterly owned. Tom watched her, eyes intent but gentle.

“Kneel,” he said quietly. “Right here. Strip to your knickers. Hands behind your back.”

She obeyed, shivering as she peeled away each layer. The flat’s warmth caressed her bare skin, the old rug prickling under her knees. She folded her hands behind her, back straight, heart thrumming in her chest.

Tom approached, slow and steady, circling her like a question he meant to answer. He cupped her jaw, tilting her face up. “You did well, Olivia. You followed every instruction, even when you were afraid. I’m proud of you. Now it’s time for your next lesson—how to surrender your pleasure, not just your obedience.”

Her mouth went dry, anticipation blooming low in her belly. He pressed a kiss to her forehead, then stepped away, retrieving the blindfold and cuffs. He bound her wrists in front, fastened the blindfold, and nudged her thighs open with his knee.

“Stay like that. Don’t move unless I tell you.”

She waited, darkness sharpening every other sense. She heard Tom move—the snap of a bottle cap, the rustle of the toy drawer, the click of the remote. Her breath quickened, the plug inside her suddenly impossibly large, every muscle in her body straining for his touch.

Tom’s hand traced her jaw, her collarbone, her breasts. He took his time, mapping her skin, letting her squirm under the intensity of his gaze—felt, if not seen. When he finally brushed her nipple, a gasp escaped her, sharp and needy.

“Quiet, my girl,” he murmured, his thumb circling, his other hand drifting lower, tracing the seam of her knickers. “You don’t come unless I say. You don’t move unless I guide you. Today, you’re not allowed to take. You only receive.”

He edged her slowly, a hand between her thighs, the other pinching and rolling her nipples, every sensation magnified by her blindness, her inability to do anything but feel. He stroked her until she was shaking, breath coming in sharp, desperate bursts.

“Please, Sir,” she whispered, “I’m so close—”

He stopped instantly, withdrawing all touch. She whimpered, shame and frustration warring inside her. The denial was exquisite, cruel, but also a relief—her pleasure truly not her own.

Tom knelt behind her, mouth at her ear. “You belong to me. Even this. Even now.”

He teased her for what felt like hours—fingers stroking, tongue flicking, vibrations low and insistent, always pulling away before she could crest. Each time he denied her, she felt her self unraveling, pride and composure peeling away until all that was left was raw, trembling want.

She sobbed into the rug, words lost to the hunger in her belly. “Please. Please, Sir, I need—”

He pressed a hand to her lower back, soothing and firm. “Not yet. You haven’t earned it. Not until I say.”

Her body throbbed with need, her mind blank with longing. She felt herself float—untethered from shame or thought, anchored only by Tom’s hands, his voice, the certainty that he would not let her go.

Finally, when she could take no more, Tom gathered her in his arms, blindfold off, cuffs released. He stroked her hair, kissed her cheeks, held her until her trembling eased.

“You did beautifully,” he whispered, pride and possession woven through his words. “I won’t let you come until tonight. You’ll carry this hunger for me. You’ll know who owns you, every second.”

She nodded, tears drying on her cheeks, the ache in her body a living proof of her surrender.

And as Tom lifted her to her feet, leading her toward the bath, Olivia realized she’d never wanted anything so much as this—never trusted anyone to hold her want so gently, or deny her with such love.

By late afternoon, Olivia’s body and mind felt like a single exposed nerve. The craving Tom had stoked in her—edged, denied, stroked, and withheld—had become more than physical need. It was a longing that pulsed in her bones, a hunger that made her hands tremble when she tried to fold laundry, a restlessness she couldn’t soothe with movement or breath. Even Tom’s praise, so grounding earlier, now left her adrift, raw and needy in ways she couldn’t articulate.

Tom noticed the shift. He saw the flinch when he brushed her cheek, the forced smile when he set her another task, the growing glassiness in her eyes. He paused her in the hallway, his hand warm at her elbow, and crouched until they were level.

“Liv. Look at me.” His voice was softer now, the domming edge tempered with worry.

She tried to meet his gaze, but the tears came anyway—silent at first, then with a sound she barely recognized as her own. All the weight of the day, the ache of denial, the dizzying edge of being so thoroughly owned and seen, crashed over her. “I’m sorry—” she managed, voice breaking. “I’m trying, I just… I can’t do it right. I’m too much. I can’t be what you want.”

Tom’s face crumpled, fear and love warring in his eyes. He gathered her into his lap, sitting cross-legged on the floor, cradling her as if she were made of something precious and breakable. “Hey. No. You’re not too much. You’re not failing me. You’re perfect. I should have seen you needed a break sooner.”

She sobbed, words tumbling out: how she’d wanted to please him, how every denial and command had felt both like a blessing and a test she was always on the edge of failing. “I want you to be proud of me. I want to do everything right. But I’m scared—what if I ruin it? What if I can’t come back?”

Tom rocked her gently, his hand stroking her hair, the other pressed to her back. “You haven’t ruined anything, Liv. You’re the bravest person I know. I’m the one who pushed too far. I should have checked in sooner. I was so caught up in being a good dom, I forgot that you’re not just my sub. You’re my heart. And I never want you to break for me—I only want you to be safe.”

She curled into him, letting the tension flow out with her tears. The structure of submission had been safe—until suddenly, it wasn’t. Tom’s arms, his words, became the new boundary, the one that mattered most.

He wrapped her in the blanket from the sofa, pulled her onto his lap, and just held her. He pressed kisses to her hair, whispered apologies and thank yous, telling her again and again that she was good, she was safe, she was his.

When the tears slowed, Tom reached for the water bottle, pressing it to her lips, then wiped her cheeks with his thumbs. “This doesn’t end us,” he said, voice trembling but sure. “It makes us real. It means we’re not playing at trust—we’re living it.”

Olivia nodded, still sniffling but calmer. “I thought I could take anything, if you were the one giving it. But I didn’t know how much I’d want to give, or how scared I’d be that it wouldn’t be enough.”

He kissed her, soft and slow. “It’s always enough. You’re enough. And if I ever make you doubt that, you call me back. You say red, or you just cry, or you look at me the way you just did. I promise, I’ll always come get you.”

They sat on the floor, wrapped together, letting the storm inside and out run its course. Tom asked if she wanted to continue—if she wanted to end the dare now, or see it through in a gentler way.

She thought for a long moment, the ache still present but softened by love. “I want to finish. But maybe… can you just hold me? For a while? No orders. No rules. Just… you.”

He nodded, rocking her, singing a scrap of an old lullaby. The world was reduced to their breathing, the steady warmth of his hands, the promise that love was bigger than any game.

When Olivia finally looked up, she was met with Tom’s smile—shaky, tender, fiercely proud. He pressed her palm to his chest, his heartbeat strong and sure. “We’ll start again, my girl. When you’re ready. And we’ll do it together.”

And as the sun dipped behind the rooftops, painting their flat in gold, Olivia knew she had never trusted anyone so much—or loved anyone so completely.

The hush after tears was almost holy. Olivia lay draped over Tom’s chest on the sofa, wrapped in blankets, her body humming with the exhausted comfort of being wholly cared for. His hand stroked her back in lazy circles, their breaths slow and synchronized. The day’s sharpest edges had softened—need dulled by aftercare, nerves soothed by the gentle liturgy of “I’m here, I’ve got you, you’re safe.”

After a long time, Tom shifted, nudging her upright. His gaze was steady, full of pride and something more: the reverence of a man who’d seen all of her and found nothing wanting. “Ready for the last ritual?” he asked, brushing the hair from her face.

Olivia nodded, the weight of their earlier promise settling back over her—a comfort now, not a burden. “Yes, Sir. I want to finish this. I want to be yours, all the way through.”

He smiled, rising and taking her hand. He led her to the bedroom, where the late-afternoon light spilled in gold across the sheets. On the bedside table were the collar, a fresh marker, the Polaroid camera, and a small square of white cloth.

“Undress for me,” Tom said, his voice both command and invitation.

Olivia peeled away her remaining clothes, standing tall in her nakedness. Tom circled her, hands reverent but claiming, fingertips tracing bruises and bite marks left from the day before. Each touch was both an apology and a promise: You are mine, and I will not let you go.

He took the collar, fastening it snug around her throat. The click of the buckle was loud in the quiet room—a signal, a seal. “You’re collared for me, Olivia. For tonight, for as long as you want to wear it.”

She swallowed, the weight of leather and metal a reassurance. “Yes, Sir. Please mark me.”

He lifted the marker, writing on the inside of her thigh in careful, looping script:

Loved. Owned. Safe.

A tear slipped down her cheek—this one bright with joy, not pain.

“Sit on the bed,” Tom instructed, raising the camera. She knelt, collar gleaming, thigh marked, body bare. He snapped the photo—a burst of white light, a captured moment.

“Now us,” he said, setting the timer and joining her. They curled together, the camera clicking as he kissed her forehead, their limbs tangled, their smiles soft and a little wild.

When the photo developed, Tom tucked it into a small envelope with the white cloth—a scrap of one of Olivia’s old shirts, soft from years of washing. “For the Mischief Box,” he said. “A memory. Proof of how far we’ve come.”

He pressed the envelope into her hand. “Do you want to say anything? Make a vow for next time?”

Olivia thought, heart full. “I vow to trust you. To ask for what I need, even when I’m scared. To let myself be seen—and to see you, always.”

Tom nodded, his thumb stroking her cheek. “I vow to listen. To care for you before the game, during, and after. To remember that being your Sir is an honor I have to keep earning. And to never, ever forget you are my equal, even when you kneel.”

They sealed their vows with a kiss, long and lingering, then lay back on the bed, the collar cool against Olivia’s skin, the ink just beginning to smudge beneath her thigh.

They talked quietly—about nothing, about everything. About how scared they’d been, about what parts they wanted to try again, about how lucky they felt to have built a love that could hold both pain and healing, discipline and devotion.

At last, Tom rose, returning with warm flannels and a bowl of water. He washed her with slow care, gentle as a benediction, then wrapped her in a fresh towel. “One last photo?” he teased, and she nodded, smiling as he snapped her grinning, towel-clad and collar-bare, eyes shining with everything that had come before.

The sun was low now, their flat bathed in twilight. Tom tucked the photos and the vow into the Mischief Box, sliding it back onto the top shelf—a secret only they could decode.

Olivia crawled onto the bed, beckoning Tom beside her. He gathered her in his arms, the collar warm at her neck, his kiss soft at her brow.

“I’m proud of you,” he whispered, voice thick. “Thank you for giving me everything.”

She smiled, content and at peace. “Thank you for taking care of it.”

Together, they drifted into the blue hour, their bodies marked by the day, their hearts marked by each other.

Night drew its slow curtain across the city, blue fading to indigo, rain a memory in the hush beyond their windows. The flat was lit only by the golden spill of a bedside lamp, everything softened, shadows pooled in the corners. Olivia sat on the bed, legs folded beneath her, collar still at her throat, Tom’s marks a gentle ache on her skin. She felt hollowed out and luminous, stripped bare by surrender, filled to the brim with something deeper than pride—something like grace.

Tom sat beside her, silent for a while, hands moving through her hair. The world had become impossibly small: just this room, this breath, this moment. Olivia leaned into his touch, savoring the safety and the weight of the day behind them.

He shifted, turning to face her. “Kneel for me one last time, Olivia.”

She obeyed, sliding off the bed to kneel at his feet, palms open, head bowed. Her body knew the posture now—bones and muscles singing with the memory of obedience, the sweet ache of being seen and wanted. She looked up, eyes shining.

“Thank me,” Tom said softly, voice rough with emotion. “Tell me what today meant to you.”

Her throat tightened, but the words came, raw and real. “Thank you, Sir. For holding me safe, for pushing me, for letting me fall and picking me up again. For not letting go, even when I was scared. For seeing all of me. For making me yours.”

Tom cupped her face, his hands trembling. “Thank you for trusting me. For giving me everything, even the parts you thought were too much. For letting me learn with you. For letting me be your Sir.”

He helped her rise, drawing her into his lap on the bed, cradling her as if she were something rare. They rocked together, slow and quiet, letting the world shrink until all that was left was the slow beat of two hearts, the warmth of two bodies entwined.

After a while, Tom reached for the balm on the nightstand, massaging it into the marks he’d left—the faint bruises at her hips, the words fading on her thigh, the tender flesh at her wrists. Each touch was an apology and a promise: I will never take more than you offer. I will always give you back to yourself.

He pressed a kiss to her collarbone, to her mouth, to the corners of her eyes where new tears shone. “Do you want me to make love to you now?”

Olivia nodded, the hunger softer now—no longer the desperate ache of denial, but a craving for wholeness, for the joining of equals at the end of the storm.

Tom undressed with her, their movements unhurried, deliberate. There was laughter as she fumbled with the buttons on his shirt, giggles when he nuzzled her belly, gasps as his mouth traced every line and bruise. When he entered her, it was slow—no command, no scene, only a mutual surrender to the relief of being wanted and home.

They moved together in the half-dark, hips rocking, hands clutching, pleasure building not in sharp peaks but in waves of gentle heat. Olivia let herself be held, let her body open, let the tears fall when her climax overtook her—tears not of pain but of safety, of love, of having been seen all the way through and returned whole.

Tom followed her, collapsing beside her with a groan and a laugh, both of them breathless, limbs tangled.

They lay in the hush, letting their bodies settle. Tom reached for the collar, unbuckling it with reverence, pressing it to his heart before setting it aside.

He placed the silver key necklace in her palm, closing her fingers around it. “You’re free, Liv. Contract closed. You’re always mine—but now, you’re yours again too.”

She pressed the key to her lips, then to his. “Thank you.”

He curled beside her, arms wrapped around her chest, holding her as the city’s hush deepened outside. They talked a little, sleepily—about what they’d learned, what they wanted to try again, what was too much, what was perfect.

“I never want to stop trusting you,” Olivia whispered, half-asleep.

“You never have to,” Tom replied. “We write the rules. And we break them, together, if we want.”

Olivia drifted toward sleep, heart full. She knew that tomorrow, the world would return—emails, news, the drone of lockdown routines. But tonight, nothing mattered but the softness, the truth, the knowledge that she had been held through everything, and come out the other side.

She belonged, and she was free.


Chapter 15: Furniture Bondage

Olivia couldn’t stop fidgeting. The living room was still littered with the debris of last night’s half-hearted attempt at a film night—empty mugs, a blanket askew, the candles burnt down to stubby nubs. Rain battered the window with a kind of restless urgency she felt in her own bones. She watched Tom as he tidied the kitchen, rolling up sleeves, humming a tune she couldn’t quite catch. He moved with a careless confidence she’d grown to crave. She wanted him, yes—but tonight she wanted something else too. Something riskier. Something that left her marked and shaken, not just sated.

She caught his eye when he returned, the casual glance holding for just a beat too long.

Tom raised an eyebrow, setting down a stack of dishes. “What?”

Olivia’s cheeks warmed, but she refused to look away. “I want… more. Not just a scene. I want you to tie me up. Properly. Not the usual play, but for real. Push me. Test me. Leave me helpless. I want to see if I can take it.”

Tom’s easy smile faded, replaced by the focus that always meant he was taking her seriously. He crossed the room, stopping in front of her, studying her as if searching for the joke. When he saw none, he crouched, voice lower now. “How far?”

She breathed in, letting the tension wind tight. “All the way. Bent over the sofa. Restrained so I can’t move. I want to know you’re the only thing keeping me safe. And I want it to be risky.” She hesitated, then forced herself to say it: “I want you to keep me tied up while you do the Zoom call with your friends.”

Tom’s eyes widened. For a moment he said nothing, and she felt a twist of panic. But then he took her hands, squeezing them tight. “That’s what you really want? You want the fear—the risk of being seen or heard?”

Olivia nodded, the urge burning now. “Yes. I want to see if I can handle it. I want to trust you with that much.”

Tom nodded, the decision settling between them like a lock snapping shut. “Then we’ll do it. But only if we plan it out. No cutting corners. If it feels too much, you use the safe word and I untie you, no questions. If you want to tap out early, you say so. If you panic, we stop. You don’t have to prove anything. Not to me, not to yourself.”

Relief flooded her, so strong her shoulders sagged. “Thank you. I just—I need to know I can go there and come back. I need to know you’ll get me home.”

He stroked her cheek, his thumb tracing the line of her jaw. “Always.”

They set about planning, both suddenly serious. Tom asked question after question, the kind that made her feel seen and secure all at once: “How do you want to be restrained—ankles and wrists, or more?” “What happens if you start to cramp?” “Is it okay if I touch you, or do you want to just be kept?” “What do you need to feel safe?”

She answered honestly, sometimes stumbling, sometimes surprised by her own needs. “I want to be able to breathe and wiggle my fingers. I want to be face-down, but not with my face in the cushions. I want you to check on me, but I don’t want it to be obvious to your friends. You can touch me, but nothing that’ll make me scream.” They both laughed at that, but the edge was real.

Tom brought out the supplies—soft rope, wide cuffs, a silk scarf that could serve as a gag if she needed it, a spare pillow for comfort. He tested each knot on her wrist, demonstrating how he’d tie and untie her quickly if needed. They practiced the safe word—“blue,” for slow down, “red” for stop. Olivia found herself shaking, but not from fear; the care in Tom’s preparations made her feel almost weightless with anticipation.

Together they moved the sofa so it would shield her body from the webcam, measuring camera angles on Tom’s laptop until they were sure no one could see her. They tested the microphone, confirmed that background noise wouldn’t travel. Still, the risk was real—the sound of breathing, a muffled moan, a sudden movement could give her away.

Olivia felt her heart racing. Every step in the planning made the coming ordeal more real, more inescapable. She wondered if she was crazy, if the need for this kind of surrender was something broken inside her. But Tom’s patience, the careful repetition of rules and boundaries, kept her from spiraling. He wanted her—wanted all of her, even this.

When everything was ready, Tom turned off the overhead lights, leaving only the glow of the lamp and the blue rectangle of his laptop screen. He sat beside her, close but not touching. “Last chance. You sure?”

She met his eyes, and in that moment, the nerves fell away. “Yes, Sir.”

Tom nodded, his voice going soft and deep. “Strip for me. Leave your shirt and socks. Everything else off. I want you vulnerable, but I want you warm.” She obeyed, shivering as she peeled off her leggings and underwear, suddenly shy under his gaze.

He guided her to the sofa, bending her over the arm, wrists crossed behind her back and cuffed, ankles spread and bound to the legs of the furniture. He slid the pillow under her hips, tested each knot, then paused, pressing a kiss to her temple.

“You’re safe. I’m right here. If you need me, you only have to whisper.”

Olivia swallowed, tears prickling at her eyes—not from fear, but from gratitude. “I trust you.”

He stroked her hair, then stood, rolling his neck, slipping into the role of casual host as he checked his phone for the call link. Olivia felt the change in the air—the way he shifted from lover to handler, the way the world shrank to the circle of rope, the possibility of being seen.

She could hear her own breathing, fast and shallow, her face pressed into the crook of her arm. The sense of exposure was overwhelming: she was both in the room and outside it, both invisible and impossibly on display.

Tom returned to her side one last time, tucking the blanket over her calves. “It starts now,” he whispered. “Be still. Be brave. And remember, I’m watching you every second.”

He kissed her, gentle but claiming, then moved to the laptop. Olivia closed her eyes, her senses sharpened to every creak, every click, every brush of Tom’s foot as the call began. She wasn’t alone—she was his. And she had never been more afraid, or more alive.

Time lost its shape once Tom began to bind her. Olivia floated through sensation—soft rope against her wrists, Tom’s hands gentle and sure, the hush that settled over the room like a new law. She knelt on the floor as he worked, every muscle vibrating with anticipation. The air between them was thick—no more joking, no more planning, only the quiet intimacy of surrender.

Tom’s voice was soft as he worked. “Tell me if anything pinches. Wiggle your fingers. How does that feel?”

Olivia flexed her hands, the cuffs snug but not painful. “It’s perfect. I like how tight it is—I like not being able to move.”

He smiled, a flash of pride in his eyes, and moved on to her ankles, looping rope around each, anchoring her legs to the solid wooden legs of the sofa. She was left kneeling at first, bent over the broad arm, her belly and hips pressing into the cool upholstery, knees wide and just enough friction from the rug to remind her she was on display.

Her shirt rode up her back, hem bunched at her waist. She felt exposed, her arse bare, thighs parted, only the blanket he’d draped over her lower legs giving her modesty from the room. Tom’s hands roamed gently over her back, smoothing her shirt, fingers lingering along her spine—a silent reminder that he saw everything, that he would not abandon her.

“Breathe for me,” Tom whispered, crouching so they were eye-level. “In for four, out for six. Good girl. Keep going.”

She focused on the breath, the way it slowed her heart, the way her mind quieted as she gave herself up to the helplessness. She wasn’t afraid—not really. There was too much trust here, too much carefulness in Tom’s every movement. But she was scared enough to feel the edge, to know she was doing something she couldn’t take back.

He stroked her hair, letting his fingers tangle at her nape. “I’m going to check the laptop now. You’re safe. If you feel panic, call for me. If you want me, just hum, and I’ll come right away.”

She nodded, cheek pressed to the cushion. “Thank you,” she whispered, voice already slurred with adrenaline.

He stood, his presence receding to the edge of her vision. Olivia listened as he moved—setting up the laptop, testing the camera angle, arranging props in the background to hide anything out of place. She felt the room shift around her, the ordinary living space transformed into a stage set for danger and devotion.

She tested her bonds, tugging gently at the ropes and cuffs. There was no give—no chance of escape, no slack to wriggle into. The helplessness was total and dizzying, her body alternately shivering with excitement and seizing with fear. She thought of the friends who’d soon be on the other end of Tom’s call, of their easy laughter and casual gossip, and how utterly different her reality would be. The risk was absurd, impossible—and so, so hot.

Tom returned, kneeling beside her once more. He cupped her face, his thumb tracing the flushed line of her cheek. “Are you ready?”

She nodded, unable to find words.

“Good girl,” he murmured. “You look beautiful like this. So brave. So helpless. And all mine.”

He kissed her—soft, then deep, a promise and a demand all at once. Olivia melted into the contact, letting it settle her, letting it remind her that this was for her, too.

He checked her bonds one last time, then positioned her arms so her wrists crossed behind her back, rope looped between them and the sofa’s back rail. She could barely move—her entire upper body held in place, her hips pressing into the arm, her thighs splayed wide, feet braced against the rug. It was uncomfortable, and yet somehow just right—every ache a reminder that she was being kept.

Before leaving her, Tom leaned down and pressed his lips to her ear. “When the call starts, stay silent. No moans, no words, no sound unless you need me. I’ll be here the whole time. You’re never alone.”

She managed a whisper. “Yes, Sir.”

He brushed a final kiss to her temple and rose, moving to the other end of the sofa, out of her field of vision. Olivia heard the laptop chime to life, the familiar ping of a group call launching, voices rising in greeting, laughter echoing in a space she was now forbidden to enter.

Her world shrank to the narrow field of Tom’s footsteps, the press of rope, the racing of her heart, the ache and thrill of being completely, utterly powerless.

She let go, floating into the helplessness, and waited for what would come next.

The sound of voices—familiar, distant, safe—flooded the room, pulling Olivia tight against the ropes of her own making. Her world narrowed to the scratch of carpet on her knees, the unrelenting pressure of the sofa’s arm against her ribcage, and the subtle heat blooming along her cheeks. It was impossible not to think about how normal the conversation was on the screen, how none of Tom’s friends could possibly guess what was happening just out of sight.

The laptop’s light flickered, blue and cold, washing Tom’s face in a glow that belonged to another universe. “Yeah, the kitchen looks almost respectable now,” he was saying, voice so steady she almost hated him for it. “Olivia’s been on a mission—she’s made me alphabetise the spices.”

There was a ripple of laughter, and Olivia’s stomach clenched. She listened as Sophie called out, “Where is she, then? Too good for us now she’s got you trained?” The group buzzed, overlapping jokes and teasing. It felt like a fever dream: this ordinary life, this snapshot of “normal,” and her own reality—stripped, tied, exposed, dependent on Tom for everything.

Her face was hidden from the camera’s eye, her body pressed low, but she imagined what might happen if she coughed, if the blanket slipped, if the squeak of rope or the thump of Tom’s hand on her back carried across the microphone. The risk was thrilling, but also sickening. She felt sweat bead at the back of her neck, a cold trickle down her spine.

Tom replied, calm as ever. “She’s got her headphones on, true crime podcast. I’m not risking the murder glare if I interrupt her.” The group laughed again, conversation bouncing away. Olivia tried to focus on her breath, but her mind scattered—snagging on every fragment of conversation, every accidental bump of Tom’s knee against the sofa.

At one point, someone’s dog barked so loud Olivia startled, almost losing her balance. Tom’s hand found her ankle beneath the blanket, squeezing just once—steady, anchoring, a silent I’m here, you’re okay.

She closed her eyes, letting her world shrink to the tightness of her wrists, the warmth of Tom’s fingers, the low thrum of her own pulse in her ears. Her thoughts looped:

Don’t make a sound. Don’t move. Don’t let them hear you.

But the position became harder to hold. Her legs trembled with fatigue; the rope bit a little deeper. Time seemed to move strangely—sometimes she thought only minutes had passed, other times the ache in her muscles made it feel as if she’d been tied there for hours.

She remembered the first time Tom had tied her—how nervous they’d both been, how gentle his hands were as he’d asked, again and again, “Is this okay?” Tonight, he hadn’t needed to ask—he knew her body’s language, the difference between a shiver of fear and a shiver of need.

Tom’s voice dropped, softer, closer to her ear than to the laptop’s mic. “You’re doing so well, Olivia. Breathe. I’m here.”

She bit her lip, nodded as best she could. She tried to focus on Tom’s laughter—how normal he sounded. If he can hold this, so can I.

Then Marcus was recounting some disaster date story—Olivia used to love these calls, the easy sense of community, but now each moment felt split in two: the surface (easy banter, the normalcy of friends) and the undercurrent (her own helplessness, the ache in her thighs, the raw, rising need to be noticed and to stay hidden).

She caught a whiff of herself—sweat, arousal, fear. She wondered if Tom could smell it too.

A cramp began to form in her calf. She flexed her toes, trying not to make a sound, but it only got tighter. Tears pricked at her eyes, the helplessness overwhelming for a moment. She almost whispered his name, almost begged for a reprieve.

But Tom must have seen her shift. The sofa dipped as he leaned down—no one on the call would see, but Olivia felt his breath at her ear. “Squeeze my hand if you need me to loosen it. Just once.”

She did—just once, her fingers clumsy and desperate. He nodded, thumb stroking her ankle. “I’ll fix it in a minute, stay with me.”

Back on the call, someone made a joke about banana bread, Sophie groaned, and the laughter washed over Olivia like static. Tom’s hand slipped under the blanket, massaging her calf, working out the cramp. The relief was so sharp she nearly cried out. But he kept her anchored, made sure she was okay, never let his attention wander.

She realized, suddenly, how exposed she felt—not just physically, but emotionally. She was trusting Tom with everything: her body, her reputation, her ability to endure. She wanted to please him, wanted him to be proud, but also wanted to break, to sob, to tell him it was all too much. Instead, she stayed silent, the rope and his hand her only connection to the world.

The group’s conversation faded to background noise. Tom muted his mic for a moment, leaning close. “You’re perfect, Liv. So strong for me. Just a little longer.”

She nodded, relief and longing twisting together.

The call wore on. Sometimes Olivia’s mind drifted, caught in little flashes of memory—Tom’s face above hers when he’d tied the first knot, the taste of his mouth when he’d kissed her before leaving her helpless. Sometimes she felt nothing but the pressure on her wrists, the ache in her hips, the bone-deep weariness of surrender.

She lost track of time. The world collapsed into sensation: the muted pain, the sound of Tom’s voice, the constant vigilance not to make a sound. Her throat burned from holding back every whimper, every gasp, every plea.

But beneath all that was the trust—the solid, unshakeable knowledge that Tom was watching, holding her, ready to rescue her at a moment’s notice. The risk was real, but so was his care. She floated between the two, buoyed and broken at once.

The group began to say their goodbyes, one by one. Tom made his excuses—dinner, internet trouble, the usual lockdown litany. The call ended with a burst of static and then, finally, silence.

Olivia sobbed in relief, her body going limp, tears spilling down her cheeks. She felt Tom’s hands on her, gentle and sure, undoing each knot, soothing every ache, murmuring soft words she barely heard.

“You did it,” he whispered, kissing the top of her head. “You were incredible. I’m so proud of you.”

She let herself be held, let herself cry, let herself feel all the things she’d kept locked away during the call—the fear, the humiliation, the thrill, the need, the pride.

And as Tom untied the last knot, massaging life back into her limbs, Olivia knew she’d crossed a line she could never uncross. She’d risked everything—her body, her reputation, her trust—and Tom had held it all, had kept her safe, had brought her home.

She looked up at him, eyes shining with exhaustion and something like awe. “Thank you,” she whispered, voice hoarse.

Tom smiled, pride and relief mingling in his gaze. “You’re mine, Liv. Always.”

He helped her to sit up, wrapped her in a blanket, and pulled her into his lap. The room was quiet again, the outside world held at bay.

Olivia let herself float, her head pillowed on Tom’s chest, the ache in her muscles proof of everything she’d given, everything she’d survived, everything she’d become.

The world outside the living room might as well have dissolved; the air was thick and dreamlike, everything slowed by exhaustion and adrenaline. Olivia felt empty and raw, the space inside her carved out by the long strain of silence, the ever-present ache of rope, and the heat of being exposed for so long. Her muscles trembled as Tom unwound the last of her restraints, his hands gentle but unyielding, every knot a ritual of trust.

He didn’t speak at first—just knelt beside her, letting her breathe, rubbing warmth back into her legs and wrists. Olivia kept her face pressed into the pillow, hair matted, cheeks streaked with salt and sweat. She wanted to thank him, but the words wouldn’t come, only a shuddering exhale as the tension started to leave her body.

Tom brushed her hair away, stroking her back in slow, measured lines. “You’re safe,” he whispered. “I’ve got you. All done.”

But Olivia could feel something else swelling inside her—an ache that wasn’t just physical, a tightness behind her ribs that begged for more, for release, for the edge she’d craved all night. The risk, the denial, the helplessness: it had built to a fever, but now the pressure was changing, sharp and almost unbearable.

Tom saw the tremor in her hands, the wildness in her eyes as she lifted her head. He cupped her jaw, voice pitched low. “Do you want to stop? Or do you need to go further?”

Tears welled again, fierce and sudden. “I want… I don’t know. I need something. Please, Sir. Please don’t leave me here.”

He kissed her temple, voice both gentle and commanding. “Color?”

She swallowed. “Green. I’m just… scared. I need you to take me the rest of the way.”

His answer was a slow, approving hum. “Good girl.”

Tom’s touch shifted: firmer, claiming, almost clinical in its intent. He pressed her knees apart, fingers probing at the soreness left by the ropes, his mouth finding the softest skin at her inner thigh. Olivia gasped, the heat of humiliation and want colliding inside her. She tried to push back against him, to hide, but he pinned her with a hand at her hip, holding her steady.

He slid two fingers inside her, slow but relentless, thumb circling her clit in tight, practiced strokes. She was so open, so wet, it almost hurt—her body desperate, greedy, starved for pleasure.

“Stay still,” Tom commanded, his breath hot against her ear. “You don’t come until I say. You don’t move until I let you.”

She sobbed, the sound raw and broken, hips jerking as he teased her closer and closer to the edge. The shame of being so needy, so used, so thoroughly seen was almost as intense as the pleasure itself. She could feel herself breaking—body shaking, mind dissolving in the storm of sensation.

Tom’s grip tightened, his voice cutting through the noise in her head. “Let go, Olivia. Give it to me—all of it.”

The orgasm took her by surprise—hard, wrenching, almost painful. She cried out, not caring anymore if the neighbors or the world heard. Tears streamed down her face, her body convulsing as pleasure and relief and exhaustion crashed together in a single, wild moment.

Tom held her through it, stroking her back, whispering praise, grounding her as she floated through the aftershocks. “That’s it, my girl. You did so well. I’m here. I’m here.”

When it was over, Olivia collapsed into his arms, sobbing in great gulps—half-laughter, half grief. Tom rocked her gently, letting her ride the waves of release until they ebbed into silence.

He pulled her into his lap, wrapping a blanket around them both, holding her close as her breathing slowed.

“Can you talk to me?” he asked softly, brushing tears from her cheeks.

She nodded, voice thready but certain. “Thank you. Thank you for not letting go. Thank you for seeing me through.”

He pressed his lips to her forehead, pride and love and a fierce protectiveness in the gesture. “Always. I’ll always bring you back.”

They stayed that way for a long time, neither speaking, both changed by what had just passed between them—the pain, the pleasure, the breaking, and the being caught.

And as Olivia drifted, weightless and warm in Tom’s arms, she realized this was what she’d really needed all along: to be seen, to be held, to know that even on the edge, she would never, ever fall alone.

The world shrank to Tom’s arms. Olivia pressed her face into the hollow of his shoulder, sobbing hard enough that her whole body shook. Each ragged breath drew in the scent of him—soap, sweat, the lingering tang of rope and sex. The tears wouldn’t stop, not right away. She was wrecked and grateful and so full she almost ached. She didn’t care that her nose was running, or that she was still half naked, or that her voice was cracked from screaming his name into the pillow. None of it mattered except the hands that held her steady, the words Tom murmured into her hair.

“You did so well. I’ve got you, Liv. All the way. All the way home.”

She clung to him, hands twisted in his shirt, afraid if she let go she might spin off into some other reality—a world where she wasn’t seen, where she wasn’t wanted, where the only thing that filled her up was fear. Here, there was only safety. Here, the breaking meant being rebuilt, each word and each touch reassembling her until she could breathe again.

When the sobs ebbed to hiccups, Tom shifted, keeping her wrapped in the blanket, lifting her as if she weighed nothing. He settled her in his lap on the rug, cradling her like a child, pressing slow kisses to her forehead and the shell of her ear.

“Can you hear me?” he asked, voice gentler than she’d ever known it.

Olivia nodded, too spent to answer aloud.

“Good. I want you to feel my hands, my voice. I want you to know you’re safe, that it’s over, that I’m here and I’m not letting go.”

She burrowed closer, the ache in her thighs and wrists now joined by a bone-deep fatigue, her body limp with the effort of everything she’d given. The edge was gone—she was past it, the ordeal finished, and all that remained was this: the warm, humming buzz of aftercare, the softness that comes when you’ve survived the storm and are finally allowed to rest.

Tom rocked her, murmuring a slow, rhythmic litany. “You’re brave. You’re beautiful. You’re mine. I’m so proud of you.” With every word, a little more of the fear bled out of her. Olivia felt herself float, her mind slipping sideways, drifting through memory and sensation: the slap of rope against her skin, the pulse in her throat, the risk of being discovered and the relief when she wasn’t. The way Tom had taken her, claimed her, and—more than anything—caught her.

Eventually, her breathing slowed, the tension seeping from her muscles. She blinked, wiping the last of her tears on the back of her hand, surprised at how heavy her limbs felt. “Water?” she croaked.

Tom smiled, reaching for the glass he’d set nearby. He held it to her lips, patient as she drank. When she’d finished, he wiped her mouth, thumb gentle. “Color?”

She managed a shaky laugh. “Green. Just… floating.”

“Good. That’s good. You did everything I asked. You were perfect. Do you want to lie down? Or sit here with me a little longer?”

She hesitated, still unsure if she could trust her own body. But the idea of being held outweighed everything else. “Stay. Please. Just… stay.”

He wrapped the blanket tighter, tucking her head beneath his chin. She let her eyes close, letting his heartbeat and the slow rise and fall of his chest anchor her. Outside, the rain had faded to silence. The flat was a cocoon—walls thick with safety, the world distant and irrelevant.

They sat in quiet for a long time. Olivia found herself drifting, not quite asleep, her mind cycling through flashes of the night: Tom’s hand at her throat, the laughter on the Zoom call, the way the ropes had cut into her wrists, the way it had felt to break. She remembered the panic—the wild, hopeless certainty that she was too much, that she’d ruined everything—and the way Tom had pulled her back, piece by piece, until she could trust again.

Eventually, Tom stirred, shifting her gently so he could look into her eyes. His thumb traced the curve of her cheek, wiping away a tear she hadn’t noticed. “Tell me what you’re feeling. Anything, even if it’s not pretty.”

Olivia swallowed, searching for words. “I feel… raw. And small. Like everything hurts, but it’s not bad. It’s… clean, somehow. Like all the bad stuff leaked out with the tears. I don’t know if that makes sense.”

He nodded, understanding deep in his gaze. “It does. That’s what I hoped for. I never wanted to break you, Liv—just to see you, and to let you see how much I want you, all of you. Even the messy parts.”

She smiled, tears welling again but this time from joy. “You did. I’ve never felt so… real. Or so safe.”

He kissed her, slow and careful, not asking for anything but the press of her lips against his. Then he pressed his forehead to hers. “Thank you for letting me take you there. Thank you for coming back to me.”

She nodded, unable to speak for a moment. She realized she was still trembling—her limbs slack, her body humming with adrenaline and exhaustion. “I want to move. I want to feel you next to me. Will you hold me in bed?”

Tom smiled, relief and pride in his eyes. “Of course.”

He helped her stand, careful as she staggered, her legs weak and unreliable. He led her to the bed, settled her against the pillows, then climbed in beside her, wrapping himself around her back. The blanket was warm, the sheets cool. Olivia felt herself sink into the comfort, finally letting go of the last shreds of control.

Tom kept up a steady stream of soft talk—sometimes nonsense, sometimes praise, sometimes just the simple fact of his breath in her ear, his hands on her waist. He didn’t ask for more. He didn’t rush. He simply stayed, making sure she had all the time she needed.

After a while, Olivia found her strength returning. The ache in her muscles dulled to a pleasant soreness, the fog in her mind clearing. She rolled over to face Tom, searching his eyes for any sign of regret or concern.

He looked back, open and loving. “You okay?”

She nodded, voice stronger. “I am. I really am. I think I needed this more than I knew.”

Tom tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his fingers lingering. “Me too. I needed to see you let go, to know you trust me that much. I never want to stop earning that trust.”

They lay together, the world small and safe around them. Olivia felt her eyes growing heavy, the day’s ordeal and its aftermath finally catching up. Before she drifted off, she pulled Tom’s hand to her chest, holding it over her heart.

“Don’t let go,” she whispered.

He squeezed her gently. “Never.”

Sleep came for her, and she went willingly—body marked, heart whole, loved in every possible way.

The world, once sharp and overwhelming, now felt soft around the edges. Olivia hovered in a space that was neither sleep nor waking—a place where time stretched and all sensation was gentle, muffled, warm. Subspace, she realized dimly, though she’d only read about it before. It was like floating, every muscle loose, her mind emptied of everything except the feel of Tom’s hands and the slow rhythm of his breath.

Tom stayed with her the entire time, never letting her drift far. Sometimes he simply held her, stroking her hair, tracing patterns along her back, murmuring praise that seeped into her bones. Sometimes he pressed kisses to her shoulder, her temple, her fingers, reminding her she was real, cherished, home. There was no rush, no pressure—only the slow, patient process of coming back together after being so completely undone.

He offered her sips of water, pressing the rim to her lips, careful not to spill. He helped her sit up, wrapping her in a fresh blanket, pulling her into his lap so her legs draped over his thighs. She let herself be small—letting Tom feed her a bite of chocolate, a sliver of banana, a few gentle strokes of her wrist where the rope had left its signature.

Eventually, she managed a soft, hoarse laugh. “Are you ever going to let me move on my own again?”

Tom smiled, pride and adoration warming his face. “Not until I know you’re really back. You scared me a little, Liv.”

She blinked, surprised. “I scared myself, too. But… in a good way. I wanted to go there. I needed it.”

He nodded, understanding without judgement. “You were so brave. You let me see everything. You let yourself break, and you trusted me to catch you. I’ll never take that for granted.”

She nestled deeper into his embrace, breathing in the steady, grounding scent of his skin. “I knew you would. Even when I was scared. Especially then.”

They sat together for a long time, saying little, just holding on. Tom traced lazy shapes on her thigh, his touch always asking—never taking. The flat outside their cocoon was utterly silent, the city muted by lockdown, the only light a gentle spill from the lamp.

At some point, Tom rose and helped Olivia into the bath he’d drawn earlier. The water was hot, perfumed with lavender, steam curling over her skin. He washed her gently, soaping her shoulders, combing out her hair, kneeling by the tub like a priest at the altar of her healing. He spoke little, letting the warmth and care do their work.

After, he dried her with a soft towel, wrapped her in his hoodie, and led her back to bed. Olivia moved as if in a dream, each small act of care a reminder that she wasn’t alone, that her needs were not burdens, that her pleasure and pain were safe to share.

Tucked into bed, she found her journal on the nightstand. Tom handed her a pen without a word, and she scrawled shaky lines:

Tonight I floated. Tonight I was helpless and wanted and small. Tonight I broke, and he held every piece, and then he put me back together. I want to remember this feeling: weightless, cared for, new. I want to remember that I don’t have to be strong all the time. I can let go. I can trust. And when I do, he’s waiting for me on the other side.

She set the journal aside, and Tom curled in behind her, arm heavy at her waist, his chest a wall of heat at her back. They didn’t need to speak—everything important had already been said, in rope and tears and the language of hands.

Olivia drifted toward sleep again, the comfort of his body and the scent of his hoodie anchoring her. She realized, in that hazy moment before dreams claimed her, that she wasn’t just coming back to herself. She was coming back changed—stronger, softer, more hers and more his all at once.

And in the hush between one breath and the next, she whispered, “Thank you for bringing me home.”

Tom’s voice was sleepy, thick with emotion. “Always, Liv. As many times as you need.”

The flat was silent. The city waited. But inside their bubble, safety had never felt so deep, or so well-earned.

The world outside their windows was completely dark now, the city a scattered necklace of distant lights. The chaos and crisis of the day had receded, replaced by a hush that felt earned—like coming home after a long journey. Olivia lay in bed, clean and warm, her head pillowed on Tom’s shoulder. He held her close, fingers absently tracing the curve of her arm. The storm had passed, but its echo still pulsed gently inside her, a reminder of everything she’d risked and survived.

For a long time, they said nothing. Tom’s breathing was slow and deep, his hand occasionally tightening around her ribs in a silent promise: still here, still holding, still us.

Olivia found her journal at the bedside and, with Tom’s encouragement, turned to a fresh page. Her hand shook at first, muscles still unsteady from everything she’d endured and released. The words came slowly, then faster, a tide of truth:

Tonight, I was nothing but need. I wanted more than I thought I could handle. I asked for danger, for surrender, for the fear of being seen—and I got it. I was taken to the edge and brought back again, held in rope and voice and hands that never let me go. I sobbed, I broke, I flew. I was caught. I am loved, fiercely and completely. I want to remember that love isn’t safe, but it is true, and that trust is what makes it real.

She paused, tears blurring her vision, and handed the journal to Tom. He read silently, then reached for the pen and scrawled beneath her words, his handwriting messier, urgent:

I saw you tonight. I saw you as you are—brave, messy, wild, and soft. You let me have you. You let me hold you. You let me learn what it means to be trusted with someone’s whole self. I never want to stop earning that. I never want to take you for granted. Thank you for being mine. Thank you for coming back.

They read each other’s words, eyes shining. Olivia felt something settle in her chest—a quiet, abiding peace, the knowledge that the day’s ordeal had not broken them, but made something new and solid in its wake.

Tom set the journal aside and turned to her, brushing a stray curl from her forehead. “Are you really back with me?” he asked, voice gentle.

She nodded, reaching to stroke his cheek. “Yes. I’m back. I’m better. I feel… more real than I did before.”

He smiled, relief and awe mingling in his gaze. “You amaze me, Liv. The way you open, the way you give. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it.”

She laughed softly, rolling to press herself along his length. “Don’t get used to it. Just keep meeting me there—wherever I go, wherever I need to come back from.”

He kissed her, slow and sweet, and they lay together in the hush. Tom traced invisible shapes on her skin, and Olivia let herself be touched, cherished, reclaimed.

After a while, Tom pulled out a fresh slip of paper and the Mischief Jar, holding it up with a mischievous grin. “New rule for tonight: no rules. Just us, just now, no pressure, no games unless you want them.”

Olivia giggled, taking the slip and tucking it into the jar. “I want this. I want you.”

They curled together, limbs tangled, the afterglow of ordeal and aftercare blending into something gentle and bright. Olivia felt the day’s fears and exhaustion finally loosening their grip, replaced by a kind of calm she’d never known before.

As sleep drew near, she whispered, “We survived it. We’re still here.”

Tom tightened his arms around her. “We’re always here. Even at the edge. Especially at the edge.”

She drifted off with her head on his chest, his heart steady beneath her ear, the day’s lessons and confessions safe between them.

And as the night deepened, the last thought that flickered through Olivia’s mind was gratitude—not just for Tom’s strength or her own, but for the love that could hold so much, could break and heal and begin again, as many times as they needed.


Chapter 16: Service & Denial

Olivia woke before Tom. The flat was peaceful, washed in that blue-grey early light, the city outside still muffled by rain and lockdown silence. She lay there for a moment, feeling the strange, exhilarating hum of energy inside her—the afterglow of the night before, but also something new. Power. Anticipation. The thrill of being the one to decide, to set the rules, to take up space.

She watched Tom sleep—his jaw rough with stubble, his arms splayed over the duvet, a faint mark at his throat where her mouth had lingered. He looked both powerful and young, impossibly trusting in his rest. For the first time, she didn’t want to wait for him to wake. She wanted to command.

She slipped out of bed, padding into the bathroom, splashing her face with cold water to chase away the last cobwebs of doubt. In the mirror, she looked different: steadier, eyes bright, cheeks flushed with purpose. She let herself smile—a small, wicked curve she’d never quite dared before.

When she returned, Tom was stirring. He blinked at her, slow to surface, and she caught the exact moment his gaze focused. “Morning,” he mumbled, voice rough.

Olivia sat on the edge of the bed, cool and deliberate. “Good morning, Tom. Today’s going to be different.”

He frowned, a sleepy smile tugging at his lips. “Oh? Got plans?”

She nodded, letting silence hang just a moment too long. “I do. Today, you’re mine. You’re going to serve me. You’ll obey without complaint. And you’ll wear what I tell you to, do what I say, and you won’t come until I allow it. Understand?”

He blinked, then grinned—until he realized she wasn’t joking. Something changed in his posture, a subtle straightening, as if some animal part of him had sensed a new kind of danger and wanted to see how close he could get without being burned.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, the old bravado creaking a little at the edges.

Olivia rose, hands on her hips. “Strip. All of it. Leave your boxers on the floor. Then put on the apron from the kitchen. That’s all you get until I say otherwise.”

Tom hesitated, eyes searching hers for some hint of mercy. Finding none, he did as he was told—slowly at first, then with a kind of nervous energy that made Olivia’s heart race. He was beautiful like this: bare, exposed, the apron strings cutting a sharp line across his hips. She watched the way his cock thickened, already half-hard, as he stood waiting for her next instruction.

“Good. Now, the cock ring.” She held it out to him, relishing the way his breath caught. “You’ll put it on, now, in front of me.”

Tom’s hands trembled as he obeyed, slipping the ring on, his arousal betraying him. Olivia sat back on the bed, crossing her legs, watching him with the calm of a queen inspecting her knight.

When he was done, she rose and approached him, taking her time, circling. She ran a finger down his spine, pausing at the small of his back. “You’re gorgeous when you submit. Do you know that?”

Tom flushed, but held her gaze. “Thank you.”

“Today, you’ll cook, clean, serve, and obey. You won’t touch yourself. You won’t even think about coming unless I give you permission. And you’ll call me ‘Ma’am’ all day. Clear?”

He nodded, swallowing hard. “Yes, Ma’am.”

Olivia moved to the kitchen, her presence commanding, the energy between them a live wire. She set out tasks for him: emptying the dishwasher, preparing breakfast, tidying the counters. She watched him work, savoring the way his body moved, the way the apron rode up and exposed more of him than it hid. Occasionally, she barked a new order—“Slower,” “Stand up straight,” “Show me your hands”—and each time, Tom obeyed, a little more pliant, a little less sure of himself.

She made him recite the day’s protocol before breakfast:

I will serve without complaint. I will obey all commands. My pleasure is not my own today.

The words seemed to rattle him, but also ground him—Olivia saw it in the way his shoulders relaxed, the way his eyes shone with the relief of being told what to do, of having the burden of decision lifted.

When breakfast was ready, she seated herself at the table and made him stand beside her, hands behind his back. “You’ll eat after me,” she said. “Watch and wait. If I want your help, I’ll ask.”

Tom’s cheeks flared with shame, but he nodded, holding his posture.

She ate slowly, making a show of enjoying each bite. Sometimes she’d beckon him closer, make him fetch the salt or refill her water, always adding a playful twist—“thank me for the privilege,” “tell me how badly you want to please me.”

He grew harder as the minutes dragged on, shifting his weight from foot to foot, torn between embarrassment and arousal.

When she was finished, she allowed him to eat, but only from her hand, sitting on the floor at her feet. “Good boy,” she murmured, stroking his hair. “You’re doing so well. But this is only the beginning.”

He looked up at her, eyes wide, the need and submission raw in his expression. “Thank you, Ma’am.”

After breakfast, Olivia set the day’s rules on the kitchen whiteboard, in bold letters:

Serve without complaint.

Obey instantly.

No touching yourself.

No speaking unless addressed.

My pleasure comes first.

Use “Ma’am” at all times.

You will not come until given permission—and only as I instruct.

Tom read the list aloud, voice trembling, then stood at attention, apron barely covering him, cock straining against the ring.

Olivia smiled, basking in her own power, her own certainty. She realized she wasn’t just playing at dominance—she was discovering something essential, a new edge to herself that was hungry and kind and utterly in control.

As she set him his next task, she leaned in and whispered, “If you break a single rule, you’ll be punished. If you please me, you’ll be rewarded. But your pleasure is mine, Tom. All day.”

He shuddered, eyes closing. “Yes, Ma’am. I’m yours.”

And for the first time, Olivia felt it—felt him give himself over completely, felt herself step fully into the role she’d always wondered if she could claim. The day stretched out before them, full of promise, full of risk, full of the kind of power that leaves everyone changed.

The morning unfolded like a game whose rules Olivia rewrote with every passing hour. She leaned into her new role, watching Tom for every flicker of defiance, every hungry look, every tremor of want. Power, she discovered, was not just about giving orders—it was about watching, waiting, orchestrating each note of Tom’s experience until he was wound as tight as a wire.

After breakfast, she sent him to tidy the living room. “On your knees, apron on, nothing else,” she instructed. Tom shot her a look—half-daring, half-pleading—but obeyed, moving across the floor with careful, almost reverent precision. Olivia followed him, settling on the sofa, crossing her legs to watch.

She added playful, humiliating details: “As you dust, tell me what you’re grateful for. Louder.” He flushed, voice trembling as he listed, “Thank you, Ma’am, for letting me serve. Thank you for letting me kneel at your feet. Thank you for keeping me needy.” His cock was straining against the ring, the exposure making his submission more real with every phrase.

She inspected his work, running a finger over the bookshelves, the skirting, even the tops of the sockets. If she found a single missed spot, she made him repeat a mantra, hands behind his back: “I am here for your pleasure, not mine.” Sometimes, she would stand behind him and press her bare foot to his thigh, making him pause, breathing unsteady, before she let him continue.

At intervals, she would call him over and edge him—palming him roughly through the apron, sometimes making him hold still as she stroked him with slow, agonizing patience. “No noise. No moving,” she’d whisper, lips almost at his ear. “If you so much as gasp, I’ll stop.” More than once, Tom’s body tensed with the effort of restraint, eyes wild with longing.

Each time he reached the brink, she’d step away. “Back to work. Focus.” Tom would groan—sometimes clenching his fists, sometimes dropping his head in defeat—but he never broke a rule. Olivia felt her own arousal rising, a sharp, exquisite thrill in the way she could control every second of his pleasure.

Laundry came next. “You’ll sort it in piles by color and fabric. Narrate everything you do in detail. Make me believe you’re learning something.” Tom complied, voice husky and a little frantic by now, stumbling over the difference between cotton and linen, his words punctuated by the pulse in his throat.

When he hesitated, Olivia would edge him again—this time, making him kneel between her knees as she sat on the bed, her hand slow and merciless. “Look at me,” she demanded, making him hold her gaze while she denied him again and again. “Do you want to come?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” he would gasp, desperate.

“Then serve better. Obey. Earn it.”

As the day wore on, Tom’s body was a study in need: flushed, leaking, trembling. His apron was almost pointless, hanging open as he crawled from room to room, sweat slicking his skin. Olivia’s own arousal burned, her confidence growing with every command, every whimper, every moment Tom knelt at her feet.

She invented chores just to watch him perform: scrubbing the bathroom tiles, folding towels into perfect squares, organizing the pantry in silence except for the recitation of her rules. “Your only job is to serve,” she reminded him. “My pleasure comes before yours.”

When he faltered, when his voice wavered or his posture sagged, Olivia would edge him once more—always with her hand or a toy, never allowing more. She watched the battle in his eyes, the way he nearly begged, the humiliation and relief mingling with a wild devotion that made her ache for him.

By late afternoon, Tom’s movements were slower, his speech slurred with longing. “Please, Ma’am,” he whispered after one especially cruel round of denial. “Please, I’m trying. I’ll do anything.”

Olivia smiled, running a finger down his cheek. “You are doing everything, Tom. You’re perfect. But you don’t get to come. Not yet. Not until I say. Now—fetch me tea, then kneel in the bedroom and wait.”

He staggered to obey, muscles trembling, apron askew. Olivia watched him go, feeling a rush of power that was almost dizzying—a pleasure made of his need, his obedience, and her own discovery that she could hold him there, right on the edge, as long as she wished.

When Tom returned with her tea, he knelt, eyes glazed, breathing ragged. Olivia stroked his hair, letting her touch be both reward and torment. “You serve me so well,” she whispered. “But the day’s not over. There’s so much more I want from you.”

He shivered, voice barely audible. “Anything, Ma’am. Anything you want.”

She let her hand linger at his nape, pride and desire mixing with a fierce tenderness. He was hers—completely, desperately, beautifully so.

And as the sun slanted through the window, painting them both in gold, Olivia knew she was ready for more: more power, more trust, more of Tom’s heart and body given into her keeping.

The evening would bring a new test—a massage, more denial, and the ultimate humiliation of begging. But for now, she basked in the certainty that he would follow her anywhere, and that she could, for the first time, truly lead.

The afternoon sun stretched long fingers across the bed as Olivia lounged in fresh sheets, one leg draped over the other, robe gaping to reveal bare skin and the satisfied flush of command. Tom knelt beside the bed, still wearing nothing but the cock ring and his now-creased apron. Sweat slicked his chest, and his eyes, when he looked at her, were wide and pleading, lips parted as if on the verge of speech—but she’d denied him that, too.

“Your next task,” Olivia purred, sipping her tea, “is to massage me. Full-body, slow, and you’ll ask permission before touching any part of me that feels especially intimate. If I say no, you stop. If I say yes, you make it your focus until I tell you to move on. But you do not, under any circumstances, seek your own pleasure. Is that clear?”

Tom nodded, hands trembling. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She rolled onto her belly, hair tumbling over her shoulders, and pointed to the bottle of oil on the nightstand. “Start at my feet. Work your way up. Use your mouth if I say so.”

He warmed the oil in his hands, kneeling at her feet, his touch tentative at first, then firmer as she encouraged him. Olivia moaned her pleasure with abandon, delighting in every flinch of Tom’s cock, every moment he caught his breath and remembered he was forbidden to seek relief.

He worked up her calves and thighs, kneading deep into muscles still sore from last night’s ordeal. When he strayed too high, Olivia stilled his hands with a word. “Wait. Ask.”

“May I, Ma’am?”

She considered, then shook her head. “Not yet. My back.”

He worked higher, kneading her lower back and shoulders, finding knots of tension and coaxing them to softness. When he hesitated, she directed him, voice low and assured: “Slower. Harder there. Now lighter.” She felt him tremble beneath her command, his entire body tuned to her desire.

After a while, she turned over, letting the robe fall open, exposing her breasts and belly. Tom paused, awe and hunger mingling in his gaze.

“May I touch your breasts, Ma’am?”

She smiled, enjoying the thrill of absolute control. “Yes. Gently.”

His hands were reverent, exploring her curves, the oil making her skin slick beneath his fingers. Olivia sighed, arching into his touch, knowing exactly what this was doing to him—how the proximity, the intimacy, the relentless denial were making him wild with need.

She let him explore, savoring his care, then redirected him again: “My hips. Take your time.” He obeyed, massaging along the lines of her waist, brushing just above her mound, never venturing lower without explicit permission.

Olivia watched the effort it took him not to whimper, the tension that radiated through his arms and chest. Every touch she allowed was a reward; every denial left him aching.

When she sensed him reaching the edge, she placed her hand on his and squeezed. “Use your mouth,” she commanded. “Here.” She guided his lips to her thigh, then her belly, letting him worship her skin with slow, lingering kisses.

But just as he grew too bold, just as she felt him lose himself in her, she pulled him away with a gentle but firm tug of his hair. “Enough. Lie beside me, but don’t touch.”

Tom collapsed onto the bed, his body coiled tight, sweat glistening on his forehead. He trembled with restraint, jaw clenched, every muscle straining against the urge to seek pleasure.

Olivia rolled to face him, eyes bright with satisfaction. “Do you want me to let you come?”

He whimpered, voice ragged. “More than anything, Ma’am.”

“Not yet.” She pressed a kiss to his cheek, soft and sweet. “You’ll beg for it later. You’ll show me how much you need me. For now, you’ll lie there and feel every second of your need. My pleasure. My choice.”

He moaned, helpless, desperate, and Olivia felt a pulse of power surge through her—love, hunger, pride, all tangled together. This was her power: not just to deny, but to make him want, to teach him the beauty of being wanted.

She lay beside him, basking in the heat of his longing, knowing that tonight she would decide when—and if—he was allowed to break.

Evening descended with the hush of anticipation. The flat glowed in warm lamplight, outside darkness falling in gentle waves. Olivia padded barefoot to the kitchen, robe belted loose, hair still damp from the bath Tom had drawn for her. She felt a luxurious, restless ache—the heat of her own arousal wound tight with the thrill of power. Every time she glanced at Tom, kneeling by the fridge in his apron, cock ring still in place, she saw need in the line of his shoulders, the faint tremor in his hands, the way his eyes darted to her and away, unable to bear the weight of her gaze for more than a moment.

She let him cook under her instructions, correcting him often—“chop finer,” “taste before you plate,” “clean as you go.” For every small slip, she’d make him pause, apologize, and begin again. She could feel his frustration growing, layered with anticipation and humiliation, the pleasure of obedience beginning to blur with something rawer.

When dinner was ready, Olivia set the table for one, placing her plate at the head and leaving the rest bare. She poured herself wine and sat, letting her robe slip open at the thigh. “You’ll eat on the floor,” she said, voice clear and calm, “at my feet. No hands unless I allow it. I’ll feed you myself.”

Tom’s cheeks flared with color, but he knelt at her side, apron gaping, shoulders bowed. She watched him fight to compose himself as she took her time with each bite, savoring her food, sometimes meeting his eyes, sometimes ignoring him entirely. The power was a living thing between them, thickening the air.

After a few minutes, she cut a small piece of chicken and held it out on a fork. “Open.”

He obeyed, lips closing around the food, his eyes fluttering shut at the intimacy of it. “Thank you, Ma’am,” he managed, voice rough.

She made him thank her for every bite—every sip of water, every taste of vegetable. “Say it like you mean it. Look at me when you speak.” When he slipped, she’d withdraw the next bite, making him wait, the ache in his belly soon matching the ache in his groin.

“Good boys get fed,” she whispered at one point, her fingers grazing his lips. “And you are such a good boy for me, aren’t you?”

“Yes, Ma’am.” His words came out as a plea, almost a whimper. He was shaking now, the strain of the day’s denial, the humiliation of being on the floor, of being fed from her hand, stripping him down to the bone.

When she was done, she set her plate aside and slipped her foot beneath his apron, stroking along the inside of his thigh, teasing the hard line of his cock. “You want to come, Tom?”

He nodded, barely breathing. “Please. Please, Ma’am.”

She drew her foot back. “You know the rules. You don’t come until you beg. And I haven’t heard you beg yet—not really.”

She stood, untied the apron, let it fall to the floor. She beckoned him forward, seating herself in the dining chair, then spreading her legs just enough for him to see the glisten between her thighs. “On your knees. Crawl to me.”

He obeyed, posture low, hands flat on the rug. Olivia drank in the sight—his broad shoulders, the marks on his hips from kneeling, the flushed, desperate look on his face as he knelt between her feet.

She tipped his chin up with her toe. “Now, beg. Tell me exactly what you want. Tell me why you deserve it. And don’t you dare look away.”

Tom swallowed hard. “Please, Ma’am. Please let me come. I’ve done everything you asked. I’ve cooked and cleaned for you. I’ve held back all day, just for you. I need it so badly—I can’t think straight, I can’t breathe, I want to be allowed, please, please…”

His words tumbled out, shame coloring every syllable. Olivia watched him fall apart—his pride gone, his body shaking, his voice thick with tears and longing. It was beautiful, seeing him this way: all walls down, nothing left but need and obedience and love.

She made him keep going. “That’s not enough. I want to hear how much you want to come for me. How much you want to serve me. How much you want to be used.”

He choked on the next words, but said them anyway. “I want to be yours, Ma’am. I want to come because you let me, not because I deserve it. I want you to use me however you like. I want to be humiliated for you, to beg for you, to know I’m nothing but yours when you want me. Please—please let me come. I’ll do anything.”

She leaned forward, voice velvet and steel. “Show me. Prove it. You’ll come for me—but you’ll do it kneeling, and only when I say. And you’ll do it on my feet. Understood?”

He nodded frantically, tears threatening in his eyes. “Yes, Ma’am. Thank you.”

She reached down, trailing her fingers along his jaw, then pressed her foot between his legs. “Stroke yourself. Slowly. Don’t come until you’re told.”

He wrapped his hand around himself, moving with agonizing control. Olivia watched the muscles in his arms flex, the way his eyes locked on hers, searching for approval. She slid her toes along his shaft, her other foot pressing his chest, holding him down, making him work for every stroke.

“Beg again,” she commanded, and he did—words pouring from him, promises and pleas, broken confessions of how much he needed her, how desperate he was to please.

She toyed with him, sometimes pulling her foot away, making him freeze, sometimes letting him grind against her ankle, reminding him that he was only allowed this pleasure by her grace.

At last, when he was gasping, his whole body rigid, she spoke the final words. “Now. Show me. Come for me—on my feet. Mark me.”

Tom groaned, the sound almost inhuman, as he came—spilling over her toes, his forehead pressed to her shin, every muscle quivering with relief and release. He sobbed as he finished, collapsing against her, clutching her calves as if they were lifelines.

Olivia let him stay like that for a moment, savoring the wild vulnerability of the scene, the sticky warmth on her skin, the shattering trust he’d given her. She stroked his hair, then lifted his chin, meeting his gaze.

“You did beautifully,” she said softly. “You gave me everything I asked for.”

He nodded, tears streaking his cheeks, gratitude and humiliation tangled in his eyes. “Thank you, Ma’am. Thank you.”

She pulled him up into her lap, cradling him like a child, rocking him until his breathing steadied. She wiped his face, kissed his temple, let him curl into her as she whispered praise—gentle, grounding, proud.

“Shhh, you’re safe. It’s over. You’re mine, Tom. All mine.”

They stayed that way for a long time, the room thick with the scent of sex and sweat and surrender. Eventually, Olivia led him to the bathroom, washing his feet herself, drying him with slow, reverent care. She held him in the bath, murmuring soft words, letting the warm water and the touch of her hands draw the last shreds of shame from his skin.

When they finally returned to bed, Tom curled around her, his body pliant and grateful, no trace of the cocky, self-possessed man she’d first met. In his place was someone new: open, trusting, remade by surrender.

They talked in whispers—about how it felt, what they needed next time, what scared them and what thrilled them. Tom admitted, voice trembling, “I never thought I’d beg like that. Never thought I could want anything so much, or feel so safe giving it to you.”

Olivia pressed her lips to his forehead, feeling her own tears start. “You were perfect. I loved every second of it. I never want you to feel less than—only more. Only cherished.”

He smiled, small and private, and pulled her close. “I do. I am.”

In the hush that followed, Olivia realized that power was never about who commanded and who obeyed, but about how deeply they could trust each other to survive anything—even humiliation, even fear, even the loss of pride.

They drifted into sleep, tangled together, the taste of salt and sweat still on their skin, hearts steady and sure.

And as Olivia faded, she understood something new: the freedom she’d found in holding Tom’s pleasure and pain, the strength she’d gained by demanding everything and giving back only what he’d earned. This was love at the edge—exposed, humbled, and, at last, completely seen.

The flat was utterly quiet. Only the soft churn of the boiler and the occasional creak of old floorboards filled the hush left in the wake of their play. Olivia lay on her side, hair tangled on the pillow, her arm curled protectively around Tom’s chest. He was still catching his breath, their bodies sticky with sweat, the scent of sex and surrender lingering in the sheets.

For a while, neither spoke. There was no need. Olivia listened to the thud of Tom’s heartbeat—still quick but steadying, a little louder each time she traced a circle across his chest. His face was buried in her neck, his hand resting against her belly, as if needing the anchor of skin-to-skin to remind himself he was here, that she was real.

She was the first to break the silence. “How do you feel?”

Tom was quiet, then gave a shaky laugh, half-joy, half-bewilderment. “Like I’m hollowed out and put back together again. Like I want to crawl inside your skin and never leave.” He turned, his lips pressing to her collarbone, then paused. “Is that weird?”

She smiled, a tear prickling at the corner of her eye. “No. It’s perfect. That’s how I feel too—most times, anyway.”

Tom rolled to face her fully, his expression soft, uncertain. “I never thought I’d… beg like that. I never imagined I could want something so badly I’d say those things out loud. That you’d want to hear them. That it’d feel… good. Freeing. Terrifying, but also…right?”

Olivia cupped his face, thumb tracing the curve of his cheekbone. “You were amazing. It was—God, it was everything. More than I imagined. And you gave me everything. You let me see you, really see you, and you didn’t run from it. I’ve never felt so powerful or so… trusted.”

He smiled, a flash of shyness in his eyes. “Were you ever scared? Of being too much?”

She nodded. “All day. Even while I loved it, I kept thinking, What if I go too far? What if I push too hard and you hate me, or it ruins something between us? What if I enjoy it more than you can handle?”

Tom shook his head, vehement. “No, Liv. I wanted it. I wanted all of it. And I never want you to hold back for my sake, not if I can trust you with everything I am. That’s the point, right? That we keep finding new ways to give and take, to risk and trust?”

She swallowed, pressing a kiss to his lips. “Right. That’s all I want. To keep discovering. To never have to pretend with you.”

For a long moment, they just held each other—no more games, no more rules, no more power except the gentle, mutual strength of being seen and wanted.

Olivia pressed her cheek to Tom’s hair. “Did you ever feel ashamed?”

He thought, brow furrowed. “Maybe, for a second, when I realized how much I needed to be taken apart for you. How much I liked being humiliated, made to beg. But then I saw your face, and I realized you loved me more, not less, for it. That made the shame go away. I only felt… safe. Honest. Like there was nothing left to hide.”

She squeezed him tighter, tears slipping down her cheek. “That’s all I ever wanted. I never want you to feel small, Tom. Only seen. Only loved.”

He looked up, voice rough. “Will you hold me? Just…hold me. No rules. No orders. Just us.”

She pulled him into her arms, wrapping herself around him, kissing the top of his head. They stayed that way for ages, drifting between words and silence, the room cocooned by the quiet certainty that comes after surviving the storm together.

Eventually, Tom stirred, propped himself up on one elbow, and looked at her—serious, vulnerable. “Next time, I want to know your rules. I want to serve you again. But I want to learn to read you as well as you read me. I want to give back what you give.”

Olivia smiled, running her fingers through his hair. “You already do. Every time you trust me, you’re giving me everything I need.”

He flushed, letting out a shaky breath. “Do you want a bath? Or food? Or just to stay like this?”

She thought, then shook her head. “Just this. Just us. For a while longer.”

He nodded, nestling into her, his arms a fortress. “Thank you, Liv. For everything.”

She held him close, anchoring herself in the simplicity of touch, the truth of their words, the power of having walked to the edge and come back together.

Later, when the world felt real again, they would debrief—talk through what worked, what was too much, what they wanted to try, change, or never do again. They would write it all down, a ritual that grounded their play in honesty and growth. But for now, they let themselves be nothing but two people in a quiet room, loving each other fiercely, gently, completely.

As sleep crept in, Olivia whispered, “You’re mine, Tom. And I’m yours.”

He replied, voice almost lost in the hush, “Always.”

And so they drifted off—equal, cherished, the boundaries between pleasure and pain, dominance and submission, blurred by the trust that made it all possible.


Chapter 17: Bathroom & Modesty Protocol

It started with a dare, as most of their best—and most reckless—adventures did. Olivia lay sprawled on the bed, her body sore and sated from the night before, Tom propped on one elbow beside her. Rain battered the window in sheets, the world outside small and grey, making their flat feel like the last bright, lawless place on earth.

Tom traced lazy circles on her thigh, voice rough with sleep and something softer. “So, what’s next? Is there anywhere left to go after… all that?”

Olivia grinned, a flash of nerves and bravado colliding in her chest. She could feel the urge rising—the need to break through yet another invisible wall, to find out just how much of herself she could offer and survive. “What if we did forty-eight hours with… no privacy?” she said. She watched his face carefully for a reaction.

Tom blinked, clearly surprised. “No privacy? Like—what, no doors closed? No sneaking off to pee?”

She nodded, rolling onto her back and stretching, pushing away her own anxiety with a flourish of confidence. “No doors. No covering up. If you need the bathroom, I see it. If I need a shower, you get a front-row seat. No hiding, no excuses, no pretending we don’t have bodies with all the messy bits.”

Tom laughed, the sound a little incredulous, a little wild. “That’s… bold. Are you sure? I mean, I get the appeal, but… really?”

She felt her cheeks flush but didn’t look away. “I want to know what it’s like. I want to see if we can really take it. No shame, no modesty, no safe illusions. Just… us. All of us.”

He propped himself higher, head cocked. “Even for, you know… everything?”

She let the challenge linger. “Everything. You pee, I watch. I shower, you watch. If you want me to touch myself, I do. If I want you to masturbate, you do. If you fart, if you cry, if you make weird noises—no running, no hiding. For forty-eight hours.”

A charged silence followed. Tom’s eyes darted across her face, searching for hesitation, for some sign that this was just playful talk. But Olivia let the dare settle in the air, refusing to back down. Her heart pounded. The idea made her stomach twist with dread and excitement in equal measure. To be so seen, so unguarded—even in the least “sexy” ways—felt like the next edge she needed to find.

“Let’s set the rules,” Tom said finally, voice lower. “If we’re going to do this, we do it all the way.”

She exhaled, relief and nervousness mingling. “Deal. No closed doors, unless you’re on a call for work and it’s absolutely necessary. We announce what we’re about to do—no sneaking. If one of us truly can’t handle it, we can ask for permission, but it has to be a real reason, not just nerves.”

Tom nodded, thinking. “Showers, too. And no covering up when we get out—no towels unless it’s to dry off, no running to the bedroom to get dressed before the other sees.”

“Exactly. We’re not allowed to make a joke out of it just to escape the moment, either. If we’re embarrassed, we say it. If we’re aroused, we say it. If it gets too much, we can tap out—but we have to say why.”

He ran a hand through his hair, considering. “And… masturbation? That’s fair game?”

Olivia’s lips curled in a smile. “If I tell you to, you do. If you want me to, you ask. If you want to watch, you just say so. Same for me.”

Tom whistled, shaking his head. “You’re really not going to let me keep any secrets, are you?”

“None. Not for two days. If you snore, if I talk in my sleep, if you need to shit three times after breakfast, it’s all out in the open.”

They laughed, the sound a little nervous, but more than anything—free. Tom leaned over, pressing a kiss to her shoulder. “I’m in. But only if you promise you won’t die of embarrassment the first time you have to pee in front of me.”

She grinned, a blush rising anyway. “No promises. But I’ll try.”

He rolled on top of her, pinning her wrists above her head, eyes gleaming. “And what if I order you to do something you’ve never done in front of anyone? Like… touch yourself while I brush my teeth, or sing in the shower, or say something dirty while you’re… you know.”

She felt a bolt of arousal shoot through her, twined with the old fear. “Then I’ll do it. Or I’ll ask for a real reason to stop. But I want to try. I want to see if it makes us closer—or just makes us laugh our arses off.”

Tom studied her, then nodded, conviction growing. “Alright. No privacy, no hiding. No shame. Forty-eight hours.”

He climbed off her, making a show of walking naked to the bathroom, not bothering to close the door. Olivia heard the toilet seat go up, the rush of water, Tom clearing his throat. “You coming to supervise?” he called.

She laughed, scrambling out of bed, suddenly shy as she padded into the hall. She stood in the doorway, arms crossed over her chest, pretending nonchalance.

Tom glanced back at her, half-smiling, half-defiant. “You wanted this, remember.”

She leaned against the frame, pulse racing, nerves and curiosity blooming in her chest. “I know. I want all of it. Even the weird bits.”

He finished, flushed, and turned to face her. They both giggled, some of the tension breaking.

“We’re really doing this, aren’t we?” he asked, stepping close.

She nodded, letting her nakedness be a fact, not a secret. “We are.”

Tom kissed her, slow and deep, a promise and a dare all in one. “God, I love you.”

She kissed him back, a surge of pride and wild affection making her bold. “You’d better. Because I’m going to see every part of you now, whether you like it or not.”

He smirked, backing her into the hall, the spark in his eyes as much reassurance as challenge. “Bring it on.”

Olivia laughed, nerves dissolving into anticipation. She realized then that this wasn’t just another kink or power game. This was about stripping away every mask, every small lie, every performance. It was about trusting each other with everything—need, shame, embarrassment, and delight.

And as Tom led her back to bed, the day stretching ahead of them like a promise, Olivia knew she was ready to discover what happened when you let someone see every hidden part of you, and loved them for it all the more.

The challenge was real the instant the “no privacy” rule was spoken aloud. The air in the flat changed—a little brighter, a little heavier, as if the walls themselves were holding their breath. Breakfast passed in a jittery, shared giddiness; both Tom and Olivia were acutely aware of every sound, every movement, every accidental flash of skin as they moved around the kitchen.

Tom was the first to test the boundaries. Halfway through loading the dishwasher, he paused, looked over his shoulder with a crooked smile, and announced, “I need to pee.” He said it like it was no big deal, but Olivia saw the slight pink in his cheeks, the tension in his jaw.

She followed, determined to play her part. Tom left the door wide open, standing at the toilet with a sheepish grin. “Supervisor?” he asked, the word caught between flirt and dare.

Olivia leaned against the doorframe, arms folded, pretending to be stern. “Proceed.”

He rolled his eyes, chuckling, and did as instructed. The sound of him peeing—a noise she’d always associated with doors firmly closed—made her want to laugh and squirm at once. She watched him, not in a sexual way but in a way that made everything feel more real, more unfiltered. There was something oddly sweet about seeing him so human, so unguarded. When he finished, he turned to face her, hands up in surrender. “Survived. Didn’t die. Didn’t even get stage fright.”

She snorted, trying to keep a straight face. “Gold star for bravery.”

Tom washed his hands, and Olivia caught the look he gave her in the mirror—a mixture of pride, amusement, and anticipation. The game had truly begun.

Her own turn came an hour later. The need built slowly, a low thrum of nerves settling in her belly. She tried to ignore it, but the longer she waited, the more she realized she was more afraid of backing down than of actually being seen.

She found Tom sprawled on the sofa, feet up, phone in hand. “My turn,” she said, voice smaller than she meant.

He looked up instantly, putting his phone aside. “Do you want me to watch, or just be nearby?”

Olivia hesitated, then squared her shoulders. “Watch. I said no hiding.”

She walked to the bathroom, aware of his footsteps behind her. She left the door open, the sudden exposure making her shiver. She sat, trying to be casual, but everything about it felt awkward—how to sit, where to look, what to do with her hands.

Tom knelt in the doorway, eyes soft, not mocking. “You’re braver than me,” he whispered.

She managed a laugh, cheeks blazing. “I feel like I’m about to die.”

He shook his head. “You look beautiful. Honest.”

It shouldn’t have helped, but it did. She let herself relax, let her body do what it needed, let the flush in her cheeks fade into something warmer, more trusting. She even met his eyes as she wiped, refusing to turn away.

When she stood, Tom handed her a fresh towel, a small gesture that felt oddly intimate. “See? Didn’t die.”

Olivia smiled, a surge of affection and pride blooming in her chest. “No, just lost a little bit of my soul.”

They both laughed, the tension easing.

The day unfolded in small, increasingly vulnerable moments. Showering was next: Tom called dibs, making a point of not closing the door, singing off-key as he washed. Olivia perched on the toilet lid, pretending to read, but mostly just watching. There was something tender in the way he soaped his hair, the way his body looked under the spray—less “Tom the lover” and more “Tom the man I live with.” Every scar, every curve, every silly dance move was suddenly on full display.

When it was her turn, she felt exposed again, but Tom made it easier. He brought her a fresh towel, sat on the bath mat, and told stories from his childhood while she shampooed. She found herself relaxing, laughing, even making a show of lathering her legs and armpits, letting him see everything. The old, secret fear—that if he really saw her, all of her, he’d flinch—started to dissolve.

By midday, the initial awkwardness was mingling with something else: arousal. The lines between silly and sexy began to blur. Tom grinned as he watched her dry off, his gaze lingering, his appreciation evident.

“You know, I think I could get used to this,” he teased.

She flicked a damp towel at him, grinning. “Pervert.”

He shrugged, unashamed. “Guilty as charged.”

Yet the experiment wasn’t only about sex. There were moments when one of them farted, when Olivia sneezed and snorted at the same time, when Tom burped and blushed and said, “Excuse me, I guess that’s on the list now.” Instead of recoiling, they laughed—sometimes so hard they had to lean on each other to stay upright.

What surprised Olivia most was the way it made her feel: not smaller, but bigger. Not exposed in a way that shrank her, but revealed in a way that made her feel seen and safe. She began to realize that there was a strange kind of love in letting someone witness every ordinary, even unglamorous part of you—and being met with a smile instead of a wince.

Late that afternoon, Tom made coffee in the nude, Olivia perched on the counter, legs swinging. “Tomorrow,” he announced, “I’m going to make you pee with the door open while you FaceTime your sister.”

She gasped, eyes wide. “You wouldn’t.”

He grinned, waggling his eyebrows. “Try me.”

They dissolved into laughter, the playfulness restoring them both after so many days of rules and restraint.

But beneath the jokes, Olivia knew something fundamental had shifted. She was no longer afraid that Tom would find her unlovable in the details. Instead, she felt the sweet freedom of being known, and the quiet, growing confidence that came from sharing her whole, messy self and being cherished all the more for it.

As night fell and they brushed their teeth side by side, both naked and unbothered, Olivia realized that this experiment wasn’t just about humiliation or exhibitionism. It was about honesty, intimacy, and the courage to be loved exactly as she was.

And as Tom caught her eye in the mirror, both of them grinning like idiots, Olivia knew they were ready for whatever came next—no matter how raw, how silly, or how real it turned out to be.

The second day dawned bright and startling, sun streaming through the blinds as if it, too, were in on their secret. Olivia woke to Tom already up and humming, standing by the window naked, unselfconscious. She stretched beneath the covers, a small part of her hoping he’d forgotten the rules, another part aching to see how much further they could go.

She padded into the kitchen in her own skin, nerves flickering as she realized just how much easier it had become. Tom glanced at her, eyes warm with sleep and mischief, and simply offered her coffee as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

The day was already thick with anticipation. After breakfast, Tom leaned against the counter, arms folded. “So, shower time,” he said, voice carefully casual. “Who’s first?”

She arched a brow, heart racing. “You.”

He grinned, pushing off the counter. “Care to supervise?”

She followed him into the bathroom, heart beating loud in her chest. This time, there was less awkwardness, more curiosity—a new kind of boldness. Tom stepped into the shower, turning his back to her as the spray hit his shoulders. Olivia sat on the edge of the tub, letting her gaze linger. She watched the water bead along his spine, the muscles in his legs, the curve of his ass. She was struck by how ordinary it all was—the way he lathered his hair, the way he tilted his head to rinse, the way his stomach quivered when she giggled at the shampoo mohawk he sculpted.

But it wasn’t all comedy. There was an undercurrent of something hotter, something that hummed between them in the steam. Tom finished, turning to face her, cock stirring as he caught her watching.

“Anything you want to request, boss?” he teased, his tone light but his eyes hungry.

Olivia pretended to ponder, nerves fizzing. “Masturbate for me. In the shower. Now.”

Tom’s eyes widened, surprise and arousal flaring in equal measure. He opened his mouth as if to protest, then seemed to remember the rules. “Yes, Ma’am.” The title was half-mocking, half-reverent.

He closed his hand around himself, moving slow, giving her a show—his eyes locked on hers, a hint of challenge and a whole lot of need. Olivia felt heat rush to her cheeks, her own arousal spiking at the sight of him so exposed, so willing to give her everything, even this. She watched as his strokes grew faster, his breath catching, body flush with color.

“Stop,” she ordered, voice breathless.

He froze, shuddering with the effort, cock leaking against his thigh. “Tease,” he muttered, but his smile was adoring.

She grinned, feigning indifference. “Wash yourself off and get out. I want to see you beg properly later.”

He obeyed, showering her with water as he stepped out, pulling her into a damp, playful hug. “Your turn, brave girl.”

The roles reversed, and Olivia stepped under the hot spray, letting the water run over her skin. She expected nerves, but found herself more emboldened than before. Tom perched on the closed toilet, chin in his hand, watching her openly, no attempt at politeness or pretending to be distracted.

She soaped herself, exaggerating the motions for his benefit—lifting her breasts, sliding her hands between her thighs. The performance was equal parts sincere and ridiculous, but the effect on Tom was obvious. He watched her hungrily, tongue darting out to wet his lips.

“Touch yourself,” he said softly. “Let me watch you. All of it.”

Her cheeks flamed, but she obeyed, pressing her palm between her thighs, circling her clit with slow, deliberate pressure. She kept her eyes on him, letting him see every gasp, every shiver, every moment of real arousal and awkwardness. There was something electric about being this raw, this exposed—a performance that was not just for him, but for herself.

She slid her fingers inside, moaning, half from pleasure, half from the sheer intimacy of the act. Tom’s breathing matched hers, ragged, his cock twitching as he watched. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered. “Don’t stop unless you want to.”

She stroked herself, letting the water mix with her slick, her body burning for release. When she got close, Tom leaned forward, his voice a gentle command. “Now stop. No coming yet.”

She whimpered, hips stuttering, the ache almost painful. She shut off the water, wrapping herself in a towel, glaring at him over her shoulder. “Bastard.”

He smirked, rising to press a kiss to her forehead. “All’s fair. Come on, let’s see what else we can survive.”

The day became a game of dares and teases. Tom would order her to walk from the bathroom to the kitchen naked, or to bend over and show him the parts of herself she usually kept private. She’d return the favor, making him stand in front of her and describe, in detail, what it felt like to be denied, to be wanted, to be so fully seen.

Sometimes the game veered silly: Tom was forced to sing show tunes while lathering his armpits; Olivia had to narrate a “nature documentary” of Tom trimming his pubic hair. They both broke into laughter more than once, dissolving tension, reminding each other that love and play could—and maybe should—exist alongside humiliation and heat.

But beneath the laughter, the arousal built, relentless. Every accidental brush, every stolen glance, every command and denial layered longing atop longing.

After lunch, Olivia dared Tom to sit on the bathmat while she took a bath. She stretched out, water lapping at her skin, letting him see every inch. She brought her knees up, spread her thighs, and ordered him to watch as she traced slow circles over her clit. He knelt, hands in his lap, eyes wide, mouth slack with need.

“Touch yourself,” she said, voice thick. “But don’t come.”

He obeyed, matching her rhythm, their moans twining in the steam. When she got too close, she stopped herself, watching Tom do the same—both panting, desperate, but holding the edge.

Tom’s turn came later. He ordered Olivia to kneel on the tiles, spreading her cheeks, letting him see her most vulnerable places. She did, hands trembling but proud, meeting his gaze over her shoulder. He told her, in explicit detail, what he loved about her body, about her willingness, about her courage.

They played at humiliation and praise, pushing each other to admit the things they usually only thought in the dark. They told secrets—about masturbation, about fears, about fantasies. The more they revealed, the less afraid they became. Each confession was a brick removed from the wall between them.

By midafternoon, the flat was thick with the smell of sex, the air humming with unspent desire. They couldn’t keep their hands off each other, but every time one of them tried to take things further, the other would deny—“Not yet. Not until you’ve shown me everything.”

Evening found them both raw, flushed, hungry. Olivia stood at the sink, brushing her teeth, Tom behind her, naked and erect. She caught his eye in the mirror, saw the mix of adoration and desperation there, and knew she was feeling the same.

He came up behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist, grinding his cock against her ass. “Please,” he whispered, voice thick. “Can we stop pretending we’re not dying for it?”

She smirked, spitting toothpaste into the sink. “Not yet. Maybe one more round. Maybe one more secret.”

He growled, spinning her to face him, hands gripping her hips. “You’re impossible.”

“And you’re mine,” she replied, laughter and longing tangled in her voice.

They stood, naked and honest, their bodies humming with everything they’d risked, everything they’d seen, everything they still wanted.

Tom pressed his forehead to hers, his breath hot on her cheek. “You know, I’ve never felt so exposed, so ridiculous, or so completely wanted in my life.”

She kissed him, slow and sweet. “Me neither.”

They lingered in that space, savoring the freedom of having nothing left to hide—no shame, no secrets, no modesty, just the simple, wild fact of being wholly known and loved.

And as they moved together toward the next challenge—whatever it might be—Olivia felt a new kind of safety settle in her chest: the knowledge that nothing about her body or her needs was unlovable, and that every vulnerable, naked part of her was something Tom would cherish, again and again.

By evening, the air in the flat was as thick as a thunderstorm before it breaks—humid with the scent of sweat, shampoo, sex, and something else: freedom. Olivia felt it buzzing under her skin. All day she’d performed and been watched, had watched and been made to perform, the boundary between humiliation and love dissolving until she no longer knew which was which. There was nowhere left to hide; every barrier had been stripped away, every secret laughed at or cherished, every part of her witnessed.

She sat cross-legged on the bathroom floor, a towel beneath her bare skin, watching Tom pace in front of the sink, hard and flushed and wild-eyed. They’d spent the last hour in and out of the bath, daring each other to new heights of absurdity—singing, peeing, giggling, washing each other’s hair with silly voices and open declarations of love.

But underneath the laughter was something sharper, hungrier. Olivia felt it gnawing at her—an ache in her chest and between her legs, a need to be taken, claimed, ruined and restored in one chaotic act.

Tom stopped in front of her, panting, his hair damp and spiky. “You are impossible,” he muttered, dropping to his knees beside her. “You know that, right?”

She grinned, spreading her thighs in invitation. “So make me pay for it.”

He laughed, but there was no softness in it. He lunged, pushing her back onto the towel, his hands everywhere at once—rough, demanding, more animal than lover. Olivia gasped as he bit at her shoulder, licked the salt from her neck, gripped her hips hard enough to bruise.

The tiles were cold under her back, the room echoing with the sound of their breathing, their laughter, the slap of skin on skin. Tom caught her wrists, pinning them above her head, grinding his cock against her thigh, his voice a growl at her ear.

“You think you can just walk around all day like that?” he demanded, thrusting his fingers inside her without warning. “Baring yourself, teasing me, making me watch while you touch yourself—”

Olivia moaned, the pain and pleasure mingling, her back arching as he fucked her with his hand. “I thought you liked it.”

He twisted his fingers, made her cry out. “I love it. But now you’re mine.”

She bucked against him, desperate, the edge of discomfort sending a thrill through her. “Then take me. Right here. On the fucking floor. Show me.”

He let go of her wrists, only to hook her legs over his shoulders, lining up and sliding inside her in one hard, wet thrust. The shock of it stole her breath, the fullness and heat and sudden, complete possession.

They moved together in a frenzy, all restraint gone. Tom was rougher than usual, all the day’s denial and need funneled into every snap of his hips, every bite at her shoulder, every filthy word spat between gritted teeth. Olivia welcomed it, needed it, her nails scraping at his back, her moans bouncing off the tiles.

At some point, she started laughing—loud, uncontrollable, gasping for breath. She tried to explain why—something about the absurdity of being fucked on a bathroom floor, about the way Tom’s knees were slipping on the wet tiles, about the echoing sound of his balls slapping her ass, about the freedom of knowing he could see and hear everything.

Tom joined her, laughter and groans mixing as he pounded into her, the heat and humor and humiliation swirling together until neither of them knew where one feeling ended and the next began.

“God, Liv, you’re a fucking mess,” he groaned, face buried in her neck. “You’re perfect.”

She grabbed his hair, pulled him closer, licking the shell of his ear. “You love it. You love me like this. Say it.”

He lifted his head, eyes blazing, sweat dripping down his temple. “I love you. All of you. Even when you’re disgusting.”

She snorted, shaking beneath him. “Especially when I’m disgusting.”

That pushed them both over the edge. Tom shifted, angling deeper, his thumb finding her clit. Olivia felt the orgasm rise—fierce, unstoppable, shaking her to the core. She screamed, clinging to him as her body convulsed, every muscle tensing, every part of her laid bare.

Tom followed, hips jerking, a cry torn from his throat as he emptied himself inside her, the pleasure fierce and messy and real. He collapsed on top of her, pinning her to the floor, both of them shaking with laughter and tears.

They lay there, tangled and ruined, the towel twisted beneath them, the room stinking of sweat and sex and love. Tom rolled onto his side, pulling Olivia with him, arms tight around her, his face buried in her hair.

For a while, there was nothing but the sound of their breathing, the drip of water from the tap, the gentle hiss of the showerhead.

Olivia blinked up at the ceiling, spent and soaring, the tiles cool against her back. “That was ridiculous.”

Tom nodded, grinning. “Best sex I’ve ever had on a bathroom floor.”

She swatted his chest, laughter bubbling up. “You’ve done this before?”

He shook his head, eyes wide. “Never. You’re the first. You’re always the first.”

She pressed a kiss to his lips, tasting salt and something sweet. “Good answer.”

He pulled her close, their bodies sticky, breath mingling, the world outside the bathroom reduced to nothing.

After a while, Tom reached for the tap, turning on the bath with his foot, filling the tub with warm water. He helped Olivia up, both of them groaning as sore muscles protested. He washed her gently, soaping every inch of her skin, his hands reverent, worshipful.

She returned the favor, cleaning him with the same care, their laughter softening into something quieter—tender, awed, grateful. The earlier roughness was replaced by slowness, by hands lingering in apology and love.

When they were both clean, they lay back in the tub, limbs entwined, the water hot and soothing. Olivia rested her head on Tom’s chest, listening to his heart, feeling the last of her defenses melt away.

They talked in low voices, replaying the day’s absurdities—the awkwardness, the pride, the shame and the relief, the way each embarrassment had made them bolder, closer, more themselves.

“I don’t think I’ve ever felt so free,” Olivia whispered, tracing circles on his chest.

Tom kissed her forehead, sighing. “Me neither. I didn’t know I could love you more, but I do.”

She smiled, eyes closing. “I love you too. Even when you make me fart in front of you.”

He snorted, tightening his grip. “Especially then.”

They lay in the bath until the water cooled, until their fingers pruned and their bodies felt heavy with satisfaction.

Later, wrapped in towels, they carried their clothes to the bedroom, laughing at the streaks of soap and the bruises blooming on Olivia’s hips.

They tumbled into bed, exhausted, still naked, still unashamed. Tom curled around her, breath warm on her neck.

“Do you think we’ll ever be normal again?” he asked, voice muffled.

Olivia thought, then shook her head. “No. But I don’t want to be. Not if it means going back to hiding.”

He squeezed her, pulling her close. “Me neither.”

They drifted toward sleep, bodies aching, hearts full, the bathroom floor a memory already gilded with laughter and lust.

And as Olivia closed her eyes, she knew she’d never be afraid of being seen again—not by Tom, not by herself, not by anyone. They had touched the bottom of their shame and found joy waiting there, a new kind of love built on honesty, mess, and the freedom to be known in every way that mattered.

The flat was silent, the city outside a suggestion—a distant hum behind double glazing. After the chaos of the bathroom, the wild laughter and the rough need, the world seemed to contract around Olivia and Tom, as if the only thing that mattered was the hush between their breaths.

Olivia felt weightless, draped in a towel that Tom had wrapped around her shoulders with slow, careful hands. They sat on the edge of the tub, legs touching, letting the warmth of the bath fade into the soft heat of shared skin.

For a while, neither spoke. Tom’s arm circled her waist, anchoring her, his thumb tracing small, absentminded shapes along her hip. Olivia let herself lean in, resting her head on his shoulder, her own hand trailing lazy lines across his thigh.

Eventually, Tom broke the silence, voice scratchy but fond. “So. That was… something.”

Olivia laughed, low and genuine, feeling the sound reverberate in her bones. “That was everything. Ridiculous and hot and embarrassing and kind of perfect.”

He turned, pressing a kiss to her hair. “I’ve never felt so unguarded in my life. Not even with myself.”

She nodded, the truth of it settling deep. “I think we just passed the final boss of shame. If there’s anything left to hide, I don’t know what it could be.”

Tom snorted. “Don’t challenge me. I’ll find something.”

She elbowed him, playful. “Please. I’ve seen you snore so loud you woke yourself up. I’ve watched you floss your teeth like you’re playing a harp.”

He grinned, tightening his arm around her. “And you’ve made fart noises in the bath. I rest my case.”

They laughed again, a laughter free of awkwardness, full of shared relief. The edge between the sexual and the silly had evaporated, leaving only intimacy—a sense that nothing was off limits, nothing could diminish them in the other’s eyes.

Olivia shifted, curling into Tom’s side. “Does it feel different? Now that we’ve… you know. Done all of that.”

He considered, tracing the edge of her collarbone. “Yeah. It feels easier. I don’t have to try so hard to be perfect for you. I can just… be. And that’s enough.”

She nodded, her own breath catching at the honesty. “I always worried that if you saw the real me—all of it—you’d run. Or that it would kill the heat, the magic. But it’s the opposite. I feel… freer. Hornier, even. Like there’s no wrong way to be with you now.”

Tom smiled, something soft and awed in his expression. “It’s magic because it’s real. Because you let me see you, not just the you you think I want. And I want all of you, Liv. Even—maybe especially—when you’re a mess.”

She ducked her head, embarrassed and pleased all at once. “You’re getting a bit soppy for a man who just came all over my thigh on a bath mat.”

He feigned outrage, clutching his heart. “You wound me.”

She leaned in, brushing her lips over his. “I love you.”

He replied without hesitation. “I love you more.”

They stayed in the bathroom until the chill drove them back to the bedroom, dragging clean towels and laughter with them. Olivia changed into Tom’s softest T-shirt, letting him dry her hair with gentle hands. He took his time, as if each small act was a new way to say “I see you, and I’m not going anywhere.”

Later, they climbed into bed, bodies tangling naturally, the covers pulled high. Tom switched off the lamp, plunging the room into a darkness that felt safe, earned.

For a long time, they lay together, talking softly. They revisited the last forty-eight hours—what had been hardest, what had made them laugh, what surprised them, what they’d want to try again. Olivia admitted the hardest part was peeing with the door open, and Tom confessed he’d nearly lost his nerve when she’d ordered him to masturbate in the shower.

They talked about limits, about how next time maybe the rules could bend for a moment if either needed it—how the point wasn’t to torture, but to explore, to see how much safety could hold.

They promised not to use jokes to hide from the truth, but also not to take everything so seriously that laughter became another forbidden thing.

As they drifted toward sleep, Tom stroked Olivia’s hair. “Do you feel different?”

She considered. “Yeah. Like there’s nothing left to fear. Like I can love you from the inside out, not just from the outside in.”

He squeezed her, breath warm on her neck. “Then let’s never go back. Let’s keep the doors open. Metaphorically, at least.”

She smiled in the dark, letting the warmth of his words and the weightlessness of her body carry her toward dreams.

Before she drifted off, she murmured, “Thank you for not looking away. For laughing with me instead.”

Tom pressed a kiss to her shoulder, holding her close. “Thank you for letting me see.”

The city outside was still, their flat a bubble of freedom and love hard-won. Olivia slept, the memory of every embarrassing, honest, beautiful moment held safely in the space between their bodies—a space where everything was allowed, and everything was loved.


Chapter 18: Punishment Diary

It began like so many of their games—restless, playful, both still intoxicated by their recent experiments with exposure and surrender. The day was drab, light barely scraping across the sky, and the flat felt too small, too charged. Olivia wanted more, and Tom, eager to please and to push, obliged.

It was Tom’s turn to draw from the Mischief Jar. He grinned as he unfolded the slip, reading it aloud: “Loser endures ten minutes of whatever the winner wants—no safeword except for red.” He arched a brow, that cocky tilt to his mouth. “You up for it?”

She rolled her eyes, feigning boredom, but her pulse spiked. “Always.”

A quick game of cards—Olivia lost, by design or by luck she’d never know. Tom leaned over, eyes dark, his authority settling around him like a heavier coat. “I want to test you, Liv. Real denial. Hands tied, no speaking, no way to touch me or yourself. For ten minutes, I’m going to push, and you’ll take whatever I give.”

She nodded, nervous but excited, trusting the rituals they’d built. She let him tie her wrists to the headboard, let him arrange her naked on the bed, let him fasten a blindfold over her eyes. Her world shrank to sensation—Tom’s voice, his hands, the feel of cool air on her skin.

He started gentle: feather-light strokes down her arms, kisses on her thighs, hot breath at her ear. But as the minutes ticked by, he grew rougher—pinching, nipping, biting at her nipples, edging her with quick, relentless touches, then withdrawing the moment she begged with her body.

She tried to submit, tried to remember that it was a game, that she could stop this at any time, but the denial became sharp, the ache unbearable. Tom’s words grew filthier, commanding, his hands firmer, the sense of being trapped overwhelming. He slapped her inner thigh, not hard but hard enough to sting, and something broke inside her.

The tears started without warning—silent at first, then spilling hot and fast down her cheeks. She tried to breathe, tried to endure, but the panic rose too quickly. The pressure at her wrists, the darkness behind her eyes, Tom’s voice a distant echo—she was underwater, alone.

“Red,” she choked, the word barely more than a sob.

Everything stopped. Instantly, as if Tom had been struck. The weight of his body left the bed, the world tilting back into focus. Olivia felt the blanket pulled up over her, the ropes loosening, the blindfold slipping away.

“Liv—hey. It’s me. You’re safe. It’s over.” Tom’s voice, stripped of its edge, urgent and soft. His hands were on her shoulders, her wrists, cupping her cheeks, frantic in their care.

She blinked up at him, shivering, breath coming in gasps. The room swam in and out of focus, her chest tight, tears still flowing.

“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” Tom was saying, over and over. “I didn’t know, I didn’t realize, I was too far gone—fuck, Liv, I’m sorry.”

She tried to answer, but the words wouldn’t come. Her mouth worked soundlessly, her body wracked with tremors. Tom pulled her up, cradling her against his chest, rocking her gently. The panic receded, slow as a tide, replaced by a raw, aching emptiness.

“I thought I could take it,” she whispered at last, voice cracked and small. “I wanted to. But I couldn’t. I needed you to stop.”

He kissed her hair, his own breath shaky. “You did the right thing. That’s what the safe word’s for. I should’ve seen it sooner. I’m so fucking sorry.”

She pressed her face into his neck, breathing him in, needing the solid warmth, the evidence that this was Tom—not some untouchable dom, but her partner, her lover, the man who would always bring her back.

For a long time, they just held each other—no more roles, no more rules, just the slow, steady reentry into safety. The room was quiet but for their breathing, the storm inside her beginning to subside.

Eventually, Tom shifted, easing her back against the pillows, covering her with a soft blanket. He brushed the hair from her face, checking her wrists, his touch gentle and remorseful.

“I got lost,” he said, voice hoarse. “I saw you struggling, but I thought it was the game, that you were still okay. I wanted to push you, but I should’ve checked in. I should’ve seen it.”

Olivia shook her head, still crying but clearer now. “I didn’t want to stop you. I thought I could push through. But it was too much. I needed out.”

He nodded, understanding etched deep in his features. “You never have to push through for me. Never. The moment it’s too much, you say red. That’s what it’s for.”

She reached for his hand, squeezing hard. “Thank you for stopping. For listening. For bringing me back.”

Tom kissed her palm, his own eyes glassy with unshed tears. “Thank you for trusting me enough to say it. Thank you for loving me enough to come back.”

They sat in the hush, letting the moment settle, letting the pain and shame and fear drain out. There would be more to say—about why, about how, about what needed to change. But for now, all that mattered was this: that the game had ended, the safe word had worked, and love was still waiting for them on the other side.

Tom doesn’t let go of her.

That’s the first thing Olivia becomes aware of once the panic stops roaring in her ears.

His arms are tight around her. Not restraining. Not commanding. Just holding. One hand cups the back of her head, the other pressed between her shoulder blades like he’s physically anchoring her to the world.

“Stay with me,” he murmurs. “You’re here. You’re in the bedroom. It’s just us. You’re safe.”

His voice is different now. No edge. No authority. Just Tom. Her Tom.

She focuses on the cadence of it. The rise and fall. The way his chest expands beneath her cheek. She breathes in time with him. In. Out. In. Out.

Her wrists throb faintly where the rope had pressed. He notices.

“I’m checking your hands,” he says quietly, narrating his movements the way they agreed he would if something ever went wrong. “No rope. No pressure. Just my fingers.”

He lifts one wrist gently, rubbing slow circles over the red marks. Not apologising again. Not yet. Just tending.

The trembling starts to ease.

“I didn’t think I’d need it,” she says eventually, voice small and scratchy. “I thought I could handle it.”

Tom’s jaw tightens. “You don’t get points for enduring something that hurts you.”

She winces. Not because he’s wrong. Because he’s right.

He shifts them so she’s sitting upright, her back against his chest, blanket wrapped around both of them. He reaches for the glass of water on the bedside table and presses it into her hands.

“Small sips,” he says.

She drinks. The ordinary act of it steadies her more than she expects.

For a moment, neither speaks.

The silence is heavier than usual. Not dangerous. But careful.

Tom breaks first.

“I need to say this clearly,” he says, voice low and controlled. “When you said red, I didn’t hesitate. I didn’t question it. That matters.”

She nods.

“It worked,” he continues. “The system worked. You were brave enough to use it. I stopped immediately. That’s not failure. That’s exactly what this is supposed to look like.”

She swallows hard. Tears threaten again—not from fear now, but from relief.

“I was scared,” she admits. “Not of you. Just… of being stuck. I couldn’t tell where the game ended and where I did.”

Tom closes his eyes briefly at that.

“That’s on me,” he says.

“No,” she replies quickly. “It’s not. I agreed. I wanted to push.”

“But I’m the one who was steering.”

That lands differently.

She feels the weight of it in him—not domination now, but responsibility.

He exhales slowly. “I got tunnel vision. I saw you reacting and I thought it was good. I didn’t clock the shift. I didn’t pause to check your breathing. I should have.”

She turns in his arms so she can see his face.

He looks shaken. Not defensive. Not angry. Just… rattled.

“I lost you for a second,” he says quietly. “And that terrified me.”

That’s when she understands.

He isn’t afraid she’ll leave.

He’s afraid he hurt her.

She cups his cheek.

“You didn’t lose me,” she says gently. “I said red. And you came back immediately. That’s the difference.”

His shoulders drop a fraction.

They sit like that for a long time. The energy in the room no longer sharp, but fragile. Newly aware of how thin the line can be.

After a while, he asks the question they both know is coming.

“What was the moment?”

She thinks carefully.

“The slap,” she says. “Not because it hurt. It didn’t really. It was the… tone shift. It stopped feeling like we were playing and started feeling like I was being endured.”

Tom nods slowly.

“Like you weren’t with me anymore,” she continues. “Like you were in your head and I was just… part of the scene.”

That one lands.

He closes his eyes again. Takes it in.

“I was chasing intensity,” he admits. “Not connection.”

She appreciates the honesty.

“That’s the difference,” she says. “I can take intensity. I can take pain. I can take humiliation. But I can’t take being alone inside it.”

Silence.

He presses his forehead to hers.

“You will never be alone in it,” he says firmly. “Not again.”

There’s something steady in that promise. Not dramatic. Just grounded.

He shifts again, easing her fully under the blanket, then reaches for her feet, rubbing warmth back into them.

“I need to check something,” he says gently. “Are you angry with me?”

She considers.

“No,” she says honestly. “Shaken. A little embarrassed. A little disappointed in myself for needing to stop. But not angry.”

“Don’t be disappointed,” he says immediately. “The bravest thing you did tonight was say red.”

That undoes her more than anything else.

She hadn’t realised how much she feared he’d see it as weakness.

“I thought you’d be annoyed,” she admits.

His head snaps up. “Annoyed?”

She shrugs, small. “Like I’d ruined it.”

Tom looks almost offended.

“Liv,” he says softly, “if you ever think your safety ruins anything, I’ve failed you.”

Her throat tightens.

They sit in that truth for a while.

After some time, the trembling fully stops. Her breathing evens. The adrenaline fades, leaving exhaustion behind.

He kisses her knuckles one by one.

“Can we debrief properly?” he asks. “Not now. But later tonight. When you’re fully back.”

She nods.

“I don’t want this to become something unspoken,” he continues. “We don’t bury it. We learn from it.”

That feels right.

They stay wrapped together as the sky outside darkens.

At some point she murmurs, “I still trust you.”

He lets out a breath that sounds like it’s been trapped in his chest for ten minutes.

“Thank you,” he whispers.

Not triumph. Not relief.

Gratitude.

She traces lazy lines across his forearm.

“We’re getting better at this,” she says quietly. “Even when it goes wrong.”

He presses a kiss to her temple.

“Especially when it goes wrong.”

They don’t rush back into anything physical. No quick make-up sex. No proving they’re fine.

Just closeness.

Grounded hands. Warm breath. Real words.

The kind of intimacy that isn’t flashy or thrilling — but solid.

And when she finally rests her head against his shoulder again, she knows something important has shifted.

Not broken.

Deepened.

The safe word didn’t end the game.

It proved they were playing it the right way.

It isn’t immediate.

They don’t leap from rupture into ritual.

They order takeaway. They sit on the sofa under a shared blanket. They watch half an episode of something neither of them will remember tomorrow. They let their nervous systems settle properly.

Only when the flat feels ordinary again — soft lamplight, hum of the fridge, rain ticking faintly against the window — does Olivia speak.

“We need something,” she says quietly.

Tom looks up from where he’s tracing patterns on her knee. “Something?”

“A way to process it. Not just talk. Something tangible.”

He nods slowly. “Okay. What are you thinking?”

She hesitates. Not because she’s unsure — but because it feels strangely formal.

“A diary,” she says. “A punishment diary.”

His brow furrows slightly, but he doesn’t interrupt.

“Whenever something crosses a line,” she continues, “or feels off — not just red-level, but anything that lingers — we write it down. Properly. What happened. How it felt. What we need next time.”

Tom’s expression shifts from confusion to understanding.

“Both of us?” he asks.

“Yes. Both of us.”

She moves to the bookshelf and pulls down her journal. The same one they’d written love notes in. It feels right that it becomes this too.

She hands him a pen.

“Two hundred words minimum,” she says softly. “No filtering. No protecting the other person’s feelings. Just honesty.”

Tom takes the pen like it’s heavier than it should be.

“You first,” he says.

She sits at the dining table, journal open, heart pounding in a very different way than before.

The page stares back at her.

She begins.

Olivia’s Entry

Tonight I said red.

I didn’t want to. I wanted to be strong. I wanted to be the kind of person who can take anything. But something shifted and I couldn’t find myself inside it anymore.

The slap wasn’t what hurt. It was the moment I felt alone. Like the intensity had become more important than the connection.

I was scared that saying red would disappoint you. That you’d see me as weak. That I’d ruined the scene.

But when you stopped immediately and held me, I felt relief more than shame.

I need to know that even at our most intense, you’re still watching me — not just reacting to me.

I don’t regret pushing. I don’t regret playing. I just need us to protect the space between us more fiercely than the thrill.

I still trust you.

Her hand trembles slightly as she finishes.

She doesn’t look up immediately.

When she finally slides the journal toward him, her pulse is loud in her ears.

Tom reads in silence.

His jaw tightens at one line. Softens at another.

He nods once, then pulls the journal back toward himself.

He writes more slowly.

Longer pauses.

Occasionally rubbing his forehead with his thumb.

She watches the rise and fall of his shoulders. The weight of responsibility settling and reshaping itself into something steadier.

Finally, he turns the journal so she can see.

Tom’s Entry

When you said red, my stomach dropped.

Not because you stopped the scene. Because I realised I’d stopped seeing you.

I was chasing intensity. I mistook your physical reaction for consent to go further. I didn’t clock the shift in your breathing. That’s on me.

I felt scared. Not of you leaving. Of losing your trust.

I never want to confuse your endurance with your enjoyment again.

Next time I escalate, I check your breathing. I check your eyes. I check in verbally before shifting tone.

The safe word working is proof that we’re doing this right. But I don’t want to rely on red. I want to see you before you have to use it.

I’m grateful you trusted me enough to stop me.

Olivia swallows hard.

The line about confusing endurance with enjoyment hits deep.

She hadn’t even known she needed that acknowledged.

He looks up at her, not defensive. Not wounded.

Present.

“Is there anything I missed?” he asks quietly.

She shakes her head.

“No,” she says. “You saw it.”

They sit in the quiet aftermath of their words.

The room feels different.

Less charged.

More deliberate.

Tom taps the page gently.

“This matters,” he says. “Not just tonight. Every time.”

She nods.

“I don’t want our growth to just be sexual escalation,” she says. “I want it to be emotional precision.”

He smiles faintly. “That’s very you.”

She nudges his foot under the table.

They read the entries aloud to each other.

Not rushed.

Not dramatized.

Just steady.

Hearing the words in each other’s voices makes them land differently.

Less theoretical.

More embodied.

When they’re done, Olivia closes the journal slowly.

“Now what?” Tom asks.

She considers.

“We don’t tear the page out,” she says. “We don’t erase it. We keep it. But we mark it.”

He raises an eyebrow.

She draws a line across the bottom of the page.

Then writes:

Lesson integrated.

He nods once.

“I like that.”

She meets his eyes.

“This isn’t punishment,” she says softly. “It’s accountability.”

He reaches across the table and takes her hand.

“And repair.”

She squeezes back.

The diary isn’t a dramatic solution.

It’s quieter than that.

Structured.

Intentional.

A reminder that when things go wrong — and they will — the answer isn’t shame or avoidance.

It’s reflection.

And choosing each other again.

They return the journal to the shelf.

Not hidden.

Not sacred.

Just part of the architecture now.

When they climb back onto the sofa, the space between them feels steadier.

Not because nothing broke.

Because something bent — and held.

Tom presses a kiss into her hair.

“We’re good?” he asks gently.

She smiles.

“We’re better.”

The flat felt unusually quiet, the kind of hush that lingered after something important had been said and heard. Olivia tucked the journal away on the shelf, but even as she did, she could feel the weight of the words still humming between her and Tom. The ritual had done its work—opened wounds, named them, stitched them closed. But there was still something unfinished: the need to turn pain into closure, to mark the moment so it couldn’t haunt them later.

She stood in the kitchen, staring at the soft glow of the oven clock, and called softly, “Tom?”

He came in, drying his hands on a tea towel, his face softer than it had been all evening. “Yeah?”

She took a breath. “Do you want to… burn it? Just this page. Not because we’re erasing it, but because we’re integrating it. Letting it go. Making it ritual.”

Tom considered, then nodded. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

They tore a copy of the entries from the back of the journal—careful, deliberate, not rushed. They folded the page twice, words hidden but not forgotten, and went out to the little balcony where a battered tin ashtray still sat from pre-lockdown parties.

The city was muffled and close. Rain hung in the air but did not fall.

Olivia held the paper, her hands steady now, and looked at Tom. “Want to say anything?”

He shook his head, but there was gratitude in his eyes. “You first.”

She struck a match, watching the flame bloom, and touched it to the edge of the paper. The fire was slow at first, then faster—licking up their words, curling the edges, the smoke sweet and sharp. Together, they watched as the diary entry blackened, shrank, dissolved into ash.

When it was done, Tom reached for her hand. “We can remember it without keeping it.”

She nodded, tears prickling—not of grief, but of relief. “It’s a promise. That if it happens again, we face it together.”

He squeezed her fingers. “No avoidance. No secret resentments. We talk, we write, we burn, we move forward.”

They stood outside until the cold crept in. Olivia leaned into Tom, letting his warmth anchor her, both of them silent. The ritual wasn’t about drama. It was about dignity—about refusing to let shame or guilt rot inside them, about choosing each other again.

Inside, they curled up on the sofa. Tom fetched tea, draping a blanket over their legs. “Do you want to set the new rule now?” he asked, a gentle seriousness in his tone.

She nodded. “After any punishment or rupture, no matter how small, we write. Both of us. We read it aloud. We destroy it—together.”

He smiled, relief in his eyes. “A confession ritual.”

“And a release,” she finished.

They pinky-swore on it, both of them grinning at the childish gesture, then more seriously wrote the rule on the whiteboard: Confession & Release required after every hard limit or rupture.

Olivia found herself breathing easier, as if the air itself was lighter.

Tom shifted, drawing her into his lap. “Are we good?” he asked, not pleading, but hopeful.

She wrapped her arms around him, her answer quiet but certain. “We’re good. Stronger, even.”

They didn’t make love that night. The intimacy was in the holding—in the way Tom pressed his face into her hair, in the way Olivia traced his collarbone, in the way their breathing synced as the hours slipped by.

When sleep came, it was deep, dreamless, the kind that only follows a day of honesty and earned forgiveness.

The past didn’t vanish. But it no longer stung.

It was just a lesson, marked and burned and woven into the fabric of what they were building together.

The flat was hushed, the storm outside finally passing, leaving everything washed clean. Olivia and Tom lay side by side in bed, not touching at first, just breathing in the quiet. The tension that had ruled the day was gone, replaced by something steadier—softer, but iron-strong. The ritual burning, the shared words, the new rule on the whiteboard: it all felt like a promise to keep each other safe even in their wildest, darkest moments.

Olivia rolled onto her side, studying Tom in the pale light. He was awake, eyes open, face relaxed for the first time in hours. She let her gaze linger—on the faint smudge of ash under his fingernail, on the tiny furrow between his brows that was finally beginning to smooth.

He met her eyes, and they both smiled—a small, real thing.

“You know,” Tom said, voice low, “I used to think after a bad scene I’d never want to play again. I thought it would break the magic, or make me afraid.”

Olivia nodded, understanding. “Me too. I used to think one wrong move would ruin everything. But now—” She trailed off, searching for words. “Now I feel… not just safe, but free. Like there’s nothing left to fear, because we faced it and we’re still here.”

He reached for her hand, threading their fingers together. “I trust you more now. Not less. Because we did it the right way—even when it was messy.”

She let out a shaky laugh, tears pricking her eyes—not from pain, but from relief and pride. “I trust you more, too. Because you listened. Because you stopped. Because you let me come back to you in my own time.”

He shifted closer, pulling her into his arms, holding her tight. “Thank you for writing with me. For not letting it fester.”

She tucked her head under his chin, heart full. “Thank you for reading it all the way through. For not hiding.”

They lay together for a while, the past hours playing in her mind—not like a wound, but like a story already softening at the edges. She felt the urge to talk about next time—not just as a way to reassure, but as a way to build on what they’d learned.

“When we do intense play again,” she began, “I want to try something new. A check-in, before and after. Maybe a question we always answer. Something like, ‘What are you hoping for? What are you afraid of?’ So we know where we both are.”

Tom nodded, enthusiasm blooming. “A check-in ritual. Like a warm-up and cool-down. We could even write it down, if you want.”

She smiled. “Yeah. I think it’d help. I want to be able to say when I’m scared, or excited, or worried. I want you to know when I need you to watch me more closely, or when I want you to push.”

He squeezed her, pride in his touch. “And I want to be able to tell you when I’m nervous, or when I need a safety net. So I don’t lose you again—not even for a second.”

They talked more—about fantasies, boundaries, what-ifs. About how to keep laughter and lightness alongside intensity. About not letting shame be the last word when things went wrong.

They wrote down their new check-in questions on the back of the whiteboard, laughing as they debated the wording:

What are you hoping for tonight?

What are you afraid of?

What do you want to feel by the end?

What do you need me to watch for?

How will you tell me if it’s too much?

They read the list aloud, together. Then Olivia picked up a colored marker and drew a little heart in the corner. “So we remember this isn’t just about kink,” she said. “It’s about us.”

Tom kissed her forehead. “Always us.”

In the hush that followed, Olivia felt the quiet miracle of new trust settling between them. Not the old, tentative trust of hoping things wouldn’t break, but the trust born from testing, from repair, from coming back together after it all went wrong.

They lay together until sleep claimed them, curled close, their bodies soft with the exhaustion of real work. The city outside was peaceful. Their flat, once the scene of rupture and repair, was now simply home—a place where everything could be survived, everything could be named, and love was always waiting, no matter what happened next.

Before she drifted off, Olivia whispered, “Thank you for letting me call red.”

Tom, already half asleep, squeezed her hand. “Thank you for saying it. Thank you for coming back.”

And the future, when it arrived, would find them ready—stronger, safer, and more in love for having faced the dark and chosen each other again.


Chapter 19: Marks & Selfies

Olivia stepped out of the shower, skin flushed from the heat, hair damp and curling at her temples. She caught sight of herself in the mirror as she reached for a towel—her gaze snagging, as it sometimes did, on the constellation of marks scattered across her skin. There was a fading bruise along her inner thigh, purple deepening to yellow at the edges; a pair of parallel red lines where Tom’s fingernails had gripped her hips; a smudged, almost-invisible bite mark at her shoulder. Each one felt like a secret only she and Tom knew how to read.

She dabbed herself dry, towel sliding over each mark, and felt a shiver of pride and pleasure that surprised her. She’d spent years avoiding mirrors—ducking her gaze from stretch marks, from the asymmetries and oddities that only she noticed. But now, as she looked at the evidence of Tom’s hands and mouth, she didn’t flinch. She smiled. These marks were not flaws; they were memories. Chosen, earned, reminders that she had been wanted and claimed and kept.

Tom appeared in the doorway, toothbrush still in his mouth, a towel slung low on his hips. He noticed her watching herself and grinned, foam at the corner of his lips. “Admiring your battle scars?”

She stuck out her tongue. “Maybe. They’re not just mine, you know. You put them there.”

He spat, rinsed, wiped his mouth. “You look proud. Do you like them?”

Olivia hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah. I thought I’d be embarrassed. Or worried about covering up. But I kind of love seeing them. It’s like—proof. Of us.”

Tom stepped closer, his hand finding her hip, thumb tracing the bruise. “Proof of you being absolutely filthy, you mean.”

She laughed, batting him away, but the warmth lingered. “I was thinking,” she said, voice softer, “maybe we should make it a thing. A ritual.”

He arched an eyebrow. “A ritual?”

“Like… at the end of every day, or every Mischief Jar game, the winner gets to leave a mark on the loser. On purpose. Something that lasts. Like a trophy. Or a reminder. Only if we both want it.”

He considered, lips pursed, gaze serious now. “What kind of marks? Just bruises?”

She shook her head. “Anything. Bite, hickey, handprint, even a little message in pen if we’re not feeling rough. Something we agree on. And somewhere we can hide it if we have to. But also… somewhere we might almost get caught.”

Tom’s grin turned sly. “A little exhibitionism. I like it.”

They sat together on the edge of the bed, naked and comfortable, and talked it through—where marks were okay (no faces, nothing that could get them in trouble at work or on calls), how to check in if someone didn’t want a mark that day, what to do if a mark faded before they wanted it to, what counted as “intentional” versus “accidental.”

Olivia found herself getting more excited the longer they negotiated. “It’s not just about the pain, you know,” she said. “It’s about remembering—feeling it later, tracing it when I’m alone, knowing you put it there. That I’m yours, and you’re mine.”

Tom nodded, serious now. “I get it. It’s like a love letter. But on skin.”

They made the first round playful: Tom won the coin toss and chose to leave a bite mark on the soft flesh just above Olivia’s breast, far enough from the neckline that it could be covered, close enough that she’d know it was there all day. He knelt in front of her, hands gentle, mouth deliberate—a slow, sucking bite that hurt just enough to make her gasp, then made her laugh.

When he pulled back, she looked down and saw the mark already blooming—deep red, a perfect imprint of his teeth. “Looks brutal,” she said, delighted.

He kissed it, reverent. “Looks beautiful to me.”

Then it was her turn: she traced her name in blue pen on the inside of his thigh, letters small and slanted, a private signature that would fade but not be forgotten. He shivered as she wrote, then grinned and sprawled on the bed like a trophy won.

Afterwards, they lay tangled, both marked and marking, grinning at the ceiling.

“We’ll have to up our moisturiser game,” Tom joked.

Olivia laughed, touching her new bruise, already thinking about tomorrow—about shirts slipping, the thrill of nearly being seen, the delicious weight of secret proof.

The ritual was set: each night, a mark. Each day, a reminder. The evidence would be theirs to keep, to hide, to reveal.

And as Olivia drifted into sleep that night, her finger tracing the outline of Tom’s bite, she felt prouder than she ever had before—proud of her body, her bravery, her belonging. Every bruise and scribble proof that she was loved, that she was his, that this story was being written not just in memory, but on her very skin.

The next morning, Olivia woke to the memory of Tom’s teeth and her own secret smile. The bruise on her chest had ripened overnight, a perfect, dark impression that sent a private thrill through her every time she shifted under the covers. She lingered in bed longer than usual, fingers tracing the mark beneath her pyjama top. The sensation was equal parts tenderness and triumph.

It was only when she got up to dress that she realized: today was Zoom call day. The weekly catch-up with her work team—faces in squares, laughter and deadlines and endless talk of pandemic fatigue. She hesitated in front of the wardrobe, weighing shirts with necklines high enough to cover but soft enough to feel the pressure of Tom’s mark beneath. In the end, she chose a loose grey tee, collar slouched just low enough that the edges of the bruise brushed against fabric.

Tom appeared in the doorway, sipping coffee, hair wild. He caught her eye in the mirror and grinned. “Going to show off your prize?”

She rolled her eyes, but the blush in her cheeks gave her away. “Only to you. I’m not getting fired for indecency.”

He came up behind her, hands sliding under her shirt, tracing the mark. “You could wear it lower. See who notices.”

She shivered, the suggestion more arousing than she wanted to admit. “You’re a menace.”

He kissed her neck, voice rough with pride. “I love that you’re marked for me.”

She batted him away, laughing, but the idea stuck. She wore the shirt all morning, feeling the secret heat beneath the cotton, wondering if anyone could see the outline, the color, the proof of Tom’s claim.

When the call started, Olivia was hyper-aware of the camera. Every time she leaned forward, the shirt tugged a fraction lower; every time she laughed or reached for her mug, she imagined the eyes of her colleagues drifting down, pausing, wondering.

Halfway through, her friend Lucy messaged privately: You look extra glowy today. New skincare or new fun? Olivia nearly choked, fingers flying as she typed back: Just a good night’s sleep!

Tom was in the kitchen, watching from just out of frame. He mouthed, “Show them,” wicked amusement in his eyes. Olivia stuck out her tongue, but as she reached for her pen, she let the shirt slip a little more, the edge of the bruise catching the light.

No one said anything, but she felt the rush all the same. The risk was electric—a pulse of adrenaline that left her flushed and grinning.

After the call, Tom cornered her in the hallway, eyes gleaming. “You liked that,” he accused, voice low. “You like being almost caught.”

She met his gaze, defiant and hungry. “And you love watching me squirm.”

He pressed her back against the wall, hands on her hips, mouth at her ear. “I want to mark you somewhere no shirt can hide,” he whispered, voice dark. “But for now, you’ll wear this one for me. All day. No covering up when you’re with me. I want to see what I did.”

She shuddered, the command a brand hotter than any bruise. “Yes, Sir.”

They spent the day playing with the edges of exposure. Tom would “accidentally” tug her shirt lower when they passed each other, or press a kiss to the bruise and then nuzzle her neck, daring her to flinch. Olivia found herself lingering in doorways, arching her back, letting him see his handiwork whenever he wanted.

In the evening, they FaceTimed Tom’s sister. Olivia perched on his lap, hair loose, the collar of her shirt artfully disheveled. Tom’s hand rested on her thigh, fingers tracing invisible patterns. His sister never noticed, or if she did, she said nothing—but the tension was there, delicious and dangerous.

After the call, Olivia turned to Tom, breathless. “I can’t believe how much that turned me on.”

He smirked, satisfaction plain. “You’re a menace too. Maybe tomorrow I’ll wear your name on my skin and see who notices.”

She grinned, emboldened by the risk, the secret, the new game they’d invented together. “Promise?”

He pulled her close, their bodies fitting like puzzle pieces, marks and all. “Promise.”

Later, as they lay in bed, Olivia traced the fading bruise, thinking of all the ways a body could be claimed—visible, invisible, secret, and shared. She realized she was no longer afraid of being seen, not by Tom, not by the world, not by herself.

And as she drifted into sleep, she knew the danger was part of the thrill: the rush of being almost caught, the pride in every mark, the new certainty that she would never hide again.

It started with a joke. Tom found Olivia perched on the bed after her shower, hair wild, the bite on her breast vivid in the afternoon light. He snapped a picture with his phone, and she protested, “Not on there! I don’t need my nudes in the cloud.” She was half-laughing, half-serious, aware suddenly that even a secret could be taken from you if you left it in the wrong hands.

Tom grinned, sheepish. “Fair point. Wait—didn’t you get a Polaroid from your cousin for Christmas? That ancient thing?”

She did. It was tucked away on the shelf beside their holiday board games, still in the box. They unearthed it together, shaking out the square white camera and fumbling with the film pack, laughing at how ancient it felt—heavy, plasticky, nothing like the sleek phones they both carried everywhere.

“Analog porn,” Tom teased, loading the cartridge. “No risk of accidental upload.”

Olivia flushed, but her heart hammered with excitement. “If we’re going to do this, it needs to be a ritual. Not just a picture, but proof. A way to mark the moment and keep it, just for us.”

Tom nodded, handing her the camera. “So, how do we start?”

She thought for a moment. “We each get to take one photo. You of me, me of you, or us together. It has to capture the mark—what it means, how it feels. No deleting, no retakes. We date them, write something on the back, and keep them safe.”

He grinned. “In the Mischief Box.”

She laughed—a small, delighted sound. The Mischief Box was an old shoebox under the bed, filled with slips from their dares, the first handcuffs they’d tried, a broken collar, and now, it seemed, their archive of visible love.

She slipped off her shirt, baring her breast and the purpling bite above her heart. Tom knelt on the floor, composing the shot carefully—her chin up, eyes steady, fingers splayed above the mark. The camera made a satisfying click and whirr. They watched together as the image ghosted into being, the bite already blooming, Olivia’s pride shining through her shyness.

“Your turn,” she said, pressing the camera into his hand.

Tom hiked up his shorts, revealing her blue-inked signature on the inside of his thigh. He lay back, one knee bent, eyes closed, a look of calm trust on his face. Olivia snapped the photo, careful to frame the name, the muscle, the sense of him given over.

They let the photos dry, then wrote the date and a single line on the back:

First official mark. Hers to keep.

My name on him, his teeth on me. The night we started saving proof.

They tucked them in the Mischief Box, the photos facing each other like pressed flowers.

It didn’t stop at one night. The next evening, after a new mark—this one a red handprint on Tom’s hip, Olivia’s victory in a chess game—they took two more Polaroids. This time, Tom posed in the kitchen, half-clothed, mug in hand, the print peeking out above his waistband. Olivia perched on the counter, a faint bruise at her collarbone, eyes daring the camera to judge her.

Sometimes they took pictures together—arms tangled, marks side by side, laughter etched across their faces. Sometimes they photographed just the marks, anonymous and secret and full of story. Always, they wrote the date and something honest on the back:

He wore my hand all weekend. She wore my mouth like a medal. We dared each other to forget, and we couldn’t.

They never looked at the photos right away. They waited, letting the new marks become memory, letting the ritual settle. On Sundays, after the sheets were changed and the coffee brewed, they’d pull out the Mischief Box and sift through the slips and the Polaroids, reliving each moment, each risk, each night they’d chosen to leave a trace.

One Sunday, Olivia found herself tearing up at a picture of Tom, grinning and red-faced, a sharp bruise just below his ribs. “I love that we did this,” she admitted, voice thick. “Not just the marks, but the proof. I love seeing us change—seeing how brave we are, how much more we show every week.”

Tom put his arm around her, drawing her close. “Me too. I thought I’d be embarrassed. But I’m proud. I want to remember this—how far we’ve come, how much we trust each other.”

She smiled, fingers brushing over a photo of her own thigh, bitten and bruised, her face just out of frame. “It’s like a secret scrapbook. Just for us.”

They made more rules: only they could look at the box; no showing anyone else without explicit permission; every new mark got a picture, no matter how small or faded. It wasn’t just about sex, or even kink—it was about pride, memory, the freedom to claim each other and their story, without apology.

One night, as Olivia tucked a new photo away—a blurry image of Tom asleep, her name still faintly visible on his skin—she realized how much had changed. She was no longer documenting proof of pain or humiliation, but archiving love, the many ways belonging could be seen and touched and kept.

And as she slipped into bed beside Tom, their bodies still tingling from the newest marks, Olivia knew: she would never forget these nights, these risks, these moments when the camera caught not just flesh, but everything she’d ever wanted—to be wanted, marked, remembered, and loved.

The marks had started as dares, as games, as ways to keep score or claim a fleeting thrill. But after a week of nightly rituals—of Polaroids tucked away, of shirts slipping low on Zoom calls, of private pride glowing beneath the skin—something changed.

Olivia first noticed it on a Tuesday afternoon, half-listening to a work call, her hand drifting unconsciously to her collarbone. There, under the soft cotton of her T-shirt, was the faded ghost of Tom’s latest hickey: not so bright now, but still present, a stubborn little ache that pulsed in time with her heartbeat. As her fingers brushed the bruise, a wave of calm washed over her—a feeling not of ownership or even arousal, but of being held. She smiled, eyes unfocused, feeling Tom’s teeth as if they pressed there now. She was not alone; she was not unclaimed.

After the call, she found Tom in the kitchen, sleeves rolled to his elbows, brow furrowed as he measured coffee grounds. She crossed the room and pressed herself against his back, sliding her arms around his waist.

He glanced down, saw her hand slip under her shirt. “That one’s still hanging on, huh?”

She nodded, words catching in her throat. “It makes me feel safe,” she admitted quietly. “Like… it’s not just a bruise, it’s a reminder. That you were here. That you chose me.”

Tom set the scoop aside, turning in her arms. “It’s not just you, you know.” He hiked up his sleeve, revealing a purple fingerprint at his bicep. “You left this last night. I keep touching it when I get stressed at my desk. It’s stupid, but it helps.”

She laughed, brushing her thumb over the mark. “Not stupid. It’s like a secret handshake. Or a love letter—one you can feel.”

They started leaving marks with new intention: not just where they could be seen, but where they could be found by accident—a nip behind the knee, a handwritten heart on the ankle, a bruise on the side of the ribs that only showed when Tom stretched for the top shelf. Some nights, Olivia asked for a mark even when she hadn’t lost the game. “I need to feel you with me tomorrow,” she’d whisper, and Tom would oblige, slow and careful, the bite or the bruise less about pain now and more about anchoring her.

The ritual became mutual, then reciprocal. Olivia insisted on marking Tom as well—a bite on his shoulder, a message in ink on his thigh, a set of small purple hickeys along his hipbone. “You don’t get to be the only one showing off,” she teased, but beneath the laughter was a hunger: to give back, to claim him, to write her name where only he would know.

Tom wore her marks with pride. Sometimes, when they curled up in bed, he’d turn to her and ask, “Will you make it visible tonight?” Sometimes she did—a sharp red outline just below his collarbone, a set of scratches down his back. Other times, she marked him where no one else would ever see, a promise kept in the dark.

On the nights when one of them felt fragile, the marks became gentler—less about heat, more about holding. Tom would cup Olivia’s cheek, press a kiss just under her ear, and whisper, “Let me leave a little proof that you’re loved, even on the bad days.” She’d nod, tears prickling, and let him trace a word or a symbol in pen across her shoulder blade.

Olivia started carrying the Polaroids with her sometimes, tucked into a notebook or hidden inside her phone case. When the day got rough, she’d find a quiet spot, slip out the photo, and run her thumb over the glossy surface, remembering the night it was taken—the laughter, the trust, the knowledge that she was cherished.

One rainy Saturday, Tom pulled out the Mischief Box, scattering the slips and Polaroids across the bed. They sifted through them together, laughing over old dares, blushing at some of the racier photos. But the marks in the pictures meant more now than they had at first. Each bruise, each bite, each scrawled message was a page in their own language—a way to say I see you, I want you, I remember you, I choose you again.

As they packed the photos away, Tom caught Olivia’s hand. “I know this started as play,” he said, “but I don’t want to stop. Not just because it’s hot, but because it’s us. The marks, the photos—they’re like a scrapbook no one else gets. A record of all the ways we survived, all the ways we loved.”

Olivia squeezed his hand, eyes shining. “Let’s never stop, then. Let’s keep marking each other, even when we’re old and boring. Even when it’s just pen and paper and memories.”

He kissed her, slow and deep, and she felt the truth of it settle in her bones: love was not just spoken, not just felt, but written into the body, captured in pictures, made real and lasting through a thousand small acts of courage and care.

That night, Olivia asked Tom to mark her in ink: a small word, written just above her hip—mine. She wrote yours on the inside of his wrist. The words would fade in a day or two, but the promise would linger, a love letter only they would ever read.

And as they drifted to sleep, still marked, still new, Olivia knew this was what she’d always wanted: to be wanted, to be seen, to be known by the traces left behind.

By the end of the week, the ritual wasn’t just something Olivia and Tom did for fun—it was part of how they lived. Every evening, no matter how tired, how cranky, how ordinary the day had been, they made time for the nightly mark. Sometimes it was a game—winner chooses, loser submits; sometimes it was simply an unspoken request, a glance or a touch at the dinner table that meant, Tonight, I need to belong to you.

They formalized it with rules written in marker on the inside lid of the Mischief Box:

1. A mark every night, even if it’s only a line of ink.

2. Mutual consent—either can pass, but the other must offer.

3. Polaroid for every new mark, both get a turn as photographer.

4. Every photo dated, labeled, and kept in the Mischief Box.

5. No sharing outside the two of us, ever.

6. Every Sunday, review the Box together. Remember, laugh, reflect.

7. No mark means an extra round the next night.

The first time they read the rules aloud, it felt silly and ceremonial all at once. Tom bowed like a priest, Olivia intoned the list as if it were law. When they finished, they burst into laughter, dissolving the tension and making the ritual theirs—not a chore or obligation, but an act of mutual devotion.

Sunday evenings became sacred. After dinner, they’d bring the Box to bed, upending the slips and photos onto the duvet, sorting through them with a mix of reverence and mischief. They’d reminisce over daring dares, blush over Polaroids where someone’s eyes were wild or shy or tear-bright. Sometimes, Olivia would find herself tearing up at the oldest photos—her body marked and proud, Tom’s face open and joyful, the evidence of how far they’d come.

Some nights, the mark was dramatic: a bite so deep Olivia would carry it for days, or Tom’s hip blooming with the shape of her hand. Other nights, it was soft—an initial penned on an ankle, a fingertip smudge of lipstick on a collarbone, a tiny bruise hidden at the hairline. It was never about pain for its own sake. It was about choosing to belong, to remember, to anchor themselves in each other’s bodies and lives.

Sometimes, Tom would slip a photo into Olivia’s purse before she left for an errand—a private reminder, a secret only she would know. Sometimes, Olivia would tuck one into Tom’s jacket pocket on his way to the shop, a quiet dare to remember who he was coming home to.

On the hard days, when they argued or work pressed too close, the ritual was their truce. The mark was both apology and promise: No matter what, we return to each other. No matter what, you’re still mine, and I am yours.

After marking, they’d often talk—about the day, about memories, about fears and hopes for what their story would look like in a year, in five, in fifty. Olivia found herself wanting to grow old with Tom, not just as lovers, but as keepers of each other’s bodies—she imagined someday tracing faded ink on wrinkled skin, laughing at the memories of every bite, every bruise, every Polaroid.

Tonight, as the ritual wound down, they lay together on the bed, the Mischief Box open between them. Olivia reached for a marker and wrote a new rule, adding it to the lid:

8. On nights when words fail, let the mark say it for you.

Tom watched, eyes soft, and when she was done, he rolled her onto her back, baring her shoulder, pressing his lips to her skin. The kiss was slow, reverent, not hungry but claiming. She felt the mark blooming as he sucked—a gentle pain, a deep comfort.

When he pulled back, Olivia caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror: hair wild, face flushed, Tom’s bite already visible. She smiled, not just at the pleasure, but at the quiet pride—the knowledge that she belonged, that she was chosen, that every mark was both a memory and a map of where she’d been loved.

Tom snapped the Polaroid, writing the date and a single word—Anchor—on the back. They tucked it away, nestled among dozens of others, a secret archive of trust and tenderness.

As they settled into the quiet, Tom curled around her, his hand resting over the mark. Olivia closed her eyes, feeling the warmth of his body, the steady rhythm of his breath, the safe weight of belonging.

In the stillness, she knew: home was not just a place, but a practice. Not just a person, but a ritual—a thousand small choices to claim, to forgive, to mark and be marked, to remember and never forget.

The Mischief Box was just cardboard and paper, Polaroids and ink. But it held a history, a language, a promise: that no matter how the world changed, there would always be this—evidence of love, pressed into flesh, held in secret, cherished and renewed with every night they chose each other again.


Chapter 20: Chastity Play

The package arrived on a Wednesday, sandwiched between junk mail and a box of cat food Olivia didn’t remember ordering. She recognized the return address instantly—a nondescript online shop with a name just vague enough to slip past nosy neighbors, just cheeky enough to make her flush as she signed for it.

She waited until Tom was in the kitchen, hands deep in dishwater, before slipping the padded envelope under her hoodie and tiptoeing to the bedroom. It felt like orchestrating a heist, her heart thudding with nerves and anticipation. The envelope was light, the plastic crinkling as she tore it open, revealing a cheap plastic case and a sheet of instructions written in chirpy, slightly unhinged English.

She stared at the object—a cock cage, transparent and unimposing, less terrifying than she’d imagined, but still capable of making her pulse quicken. She’d ordered it on a whim after midnight, curiosity and stories from kink forums swirling in her head. She had pictured Tom’s reaction, half-dreading, half-craving the surprise, the uncertainty, the shift it would spark in their dynamic.

She sat on the edge of the bed, the device in her hands, and tried to steady herself. She wanted this—not just the power or the novelty, but the trust, the vulnerability, the shared leap into something neither of them could control completely.

Tom called from the kitchen, “You hiding up there, or should I worry?”

Olivia took a breath. “Come here. I have something to show you.”

He appeared in the doorway, wiping his hands on a tea towel, brow furrowed with playful suspicion. When he saw what she was holding, his face went still—surprised, not scared, but knocked off balance in a way she’d only ever seen during their most honest scenes.

He took a step closer, eyes locked on hers. “Is that… what I think it is?”

She nodded, nerves sparking in her belly. “It’s a… starter kit. Chastity. Just plastic, nothing too scary. I thought—maybe we could try it. If you want.”

He took the device from her, turning it over in his hands. He wasn’t blushing or grinning—just serious, a little awed. “You want me to wear this?”

She shrugged, biting her lip. “I want to try. I’ve been reading about it. Not just the denial, but… the control. The trust. I want to know what it does to us—what it does to you. If it’s horrible, we never do it again. If it’s amazing—well. We’ll see.”

Tom sat beside her, cage in hand. “How would it work? Like… I’d wear it all the time? Just for sex? For a day?”

She laughed, relief loosening her shoulders. “I have no idea. That’s why I want to talk about it.”

They sprawled together, back against the pillows, device between them, and began to negotiate.

She outlined what she’d read: safety, hygiene, checking in, no wearing it at work or outside until they’d practiced. Tom asked practical questions—how to pee, how to stay clean, what if it hurt, what if he panicked? Olivia answered as best she could, reading from the instruction sheet, making it clear they could stop anytime, that the safeword was always in play.

“Maybe we start with a day,” she suggested. “Twenty-four hours. I hold the key. We check in every couple of hours. No coming, no touching yourself, unless I say. And I get to tease you. A lot.”

Tom’s smile returned, crooked and bashful. “And you? Do you get anything?”

She shrugged, feeling the delicious heat of her own anticipation. “Maybe I wear something too. Rope, or a plug, or just your hands when I need them. Maybe we both learn what it means to want and not have. To ask and be denied.”

He nodded slowly, letting the idea settle. “Okay. One day. You lock me up, you keep the key. I serve, I beg, I wait. But we’re careful. And if it gets to be too much—”

She squeezed his hand. “We stop. Instantly.”

He let out a breath, the tension dissolving. “Deal. When do we start?”

She grinned, nerves and power rushing together. “Now, if you’re ready.”

He held out his hand, palm up. “Show me.”

She fumbled with the device, laughter bubbling up as they worked through the instructions together. They giggled over the awkwardness—fitting rings, aligning pieces, making sure nothing pinched. When at last Tom was locked in, the cage snug around him, Olivia held up the tiny padlock and clicked it shut with a flourish.

She slid the key onto a chain and clasped it around her neck, letting it fall between her breasts. “There. Now you’re mine. No cheating.”

Tom looked down at himself, a strange mixture of pride, disbelief, and arousal on his face. “I actually can’t touch. Not really.”

She crawled into his lap, pressing her lips to his ear. “That’s the point. For the next twenty-four hours, your pleasure belongs to me. And maybe I’ll let you out tomorrow. Maybe.”

He groaned, helpless and excited. “You’re going to torture me.”

She kissed him, slow and deep. “You love it. I love it.”

They lay back together, the newness of it shimmering between them. Olivia ran her fingers over the chain at her neck, feeling the tiny key, the weight of her promise.

She knew there would be nerves, missteps, moments when it felt silly or too much. But for now, she felt the wild, sweet thrill of trying something brand new—of trusting Tom to trust her, of finding out together where denial and devotion might take them.

And as Tom drifted into her arms, cage warm against her thigh, Olivia whispered, “We’ll check in. We’ll go slow. But you’re mine tonight. All of you. All for me.”

He smiled, already surrendering. “All for you.”

And with that, the next chapter of their story—of wanting, waiting, and belonging—had already begun.

They took their time with the first fitting, hands overlapping, laughing over awkward moments—“wait, which ring?” “That doesn’t look right,” “let’s try again”—until the plastic cage finally clicked into place. Tom stood before her, naked except for the snug curve of the device, cheeks flushed with equal parts nerves and anticipation. Olivia felt a rush of power and care: the responsibility of holding something vulnerable, the excitement of writing a new rulebook together.

She admired her handiwork, the key warm on its chain at her throat, its weight a steady reminder of what they’d just chosen. “How does it feel?” she asked, eyes intent.

Tom shifted his hips, testing the fit. “Weird. Tighter than I thought it would be. I keep wanting to… you know.” He glanced down, trying not to laugh. “But it’s sort of amazing, too. I can’t do anything without your say-so. That’s new.”

Olivia smiled, feeling the heat in her cheeks. “That’s the point. For the next day, I get all the power. You get to serve. And you get to want.”

They built a small ritual together, borrowing from everything they’d learned in the past weeks: a key ceremony. Olivia draped a length of red ribbon through the chain, tying it in a careful bow. “This is the only key. You’re not allowed to ask for it, except for safety. If you need out, all you have to do is ask, and I’ll unlock you—no questions, no shame.”

Tom nodded, a kind of reverence in his eyes. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She leaned in, brushing her lips over his ear. “But if you make it to morning, you get a reward. If you beg or whine, you get more denial. Deal?”

He grinned, cocky even in captivity. “Deal.”

They set a timer—twenty-four hours, the digital numbers glowing on her phone. Olivia felt a surge of giddiness: here was a countdown with real stakes, a game with rules she could bend to her will.

The first hours were playful. Olivia paraded around the flat in his shirt and little else, the key swinging between her breasts. She made Tom serve lunch in nothing but the cage and an apron, giggling as he blushed when she leaned over to retrieve the salt, her hand brushing his thigh. When he bent to tidy the living room, she pressed the key into his palm, then snatched it away, taunting him: “Careful, you don’t want to lose your only chance at freedom.”

He played his part with good humor, making tea, fetching snacks, massaging her shoulders as she sprawled on the sofa. Whenever he forgot himself—letting his hands drift down, sighing at the friction of the cage—Olivia reminded him: “No touching. You’re locked for me.”

Tom’s arousal became the running joke of the afternoon. Every time she glanced his way, she found him shifting, pressing his thighs together, his face half-defiant, half-begging. “You look so needy,” she teased, running a finger down the line of the cage. “Is it uncomfortable? Do you want out?”

He shook his head, jaw set. “No, Ma’am. I want to be good.”

She stroked his cheek, pride and desire twining in her chest. “You are good. And you’re mine. All mine.”

In the late afternoon, Olivia made a show of showering with the bathroom door open, letting Tom watch as she soaped her body, lingering over her breasts, tracing her fingers down her stomach. He groaned from the doorway, pressing his palm to the front of the cage, helpless.

“Please…” he whispered, voice thick.

She smiled sweetly. “Not yet. Maybe if you ask nicely later. Maybe not at all.”

After her shower, she dried off slowly, letting the key swing as she towelled her hair. She could feel Tom’s eyes on her, the longing in his gaze matched by a kind of reverence—like he was grateful for the ache, grateful to be denied.

That evening, Olivia cooked dinner in her knickers and Tom’s hoodie, the key flashing every time she reached up for a pan. She kept up a steady stream of teasing: brushing against him at the stove, sliding her hand under his shirt only to stop short, kissing his neck and then laughing as he whimpered.

They ate cross-legged on the floor, Tom serving her seconds without being asked, his submission blooming into something more than just sexual need—a desire to please, to serve, to make her happy.

After dinner, Olivia invited him to her lap. She stroked his hair, the key tapping against his chest. “Tell me what you’re feeling.”

He flushed, eyes shining. “Frustrated. Desperate. Kind of… honored? I know that sounds weird.”

She shook her head. “Not weird at all. You’re giving me something precious. Your pleasure. Your trust.”

He looked up at her, adoration open on his face. “And you’re keeping me safe.”

She pressed a kiss to his forehead. “Always.”

As night fell, they curled up together, Olivia cradling Tom against her chest, the chain and key glinting between them. He drifted to sleep with his hand on her thigh, the cage a silent vow.

Olivia lay awake a while longer, marveling at how easily the world could be remade with a single choice—a plastic lock, a length of ribbon, a promise kept for one night.

She didn’t know if chastity would become their new normal, or if tomorrow would bring relief and laughter and a vow to never do it again. But tonight, she cherished the hush between them, the bright line of devotion drawn by denial, and the feeling of power that was not just taking, but holding, cherishing, loving all the more for having been given something so intimate to keep.

By the time the sun dipped behind the flats across the street, the edges of play had grown blurry and hot. Tom moved through the flat with a restless energy, each task colored by the knowledge of what he wore—and, more keenly, what he couldn’t do. He scrubbed dishes, folding his body awkwardly to avoid pressing the cage against the sink; he vacuumed, shot glances at Olivia, seeking praise, reassurance, even a hint of leniency.

But Olivia offered none. She drifted from room to room in a robe and nothing else, hair loose around her shoulders, the key gleaming on its red ribbon. Every so often, she’d call Tom in for some trivial service—a cup of tea, a foot massage, a quick cuddle on the couch that ended with her hand on his thigh, fingers never quite venturing far enough.

It was harder than she expected, this kind of power. Watching Tom squirm, seeing his arousal rise only to plateau, feeling his hunger grow with every denial—it filled her with a wild pride, but also a deep, answering ache. She wanted to give in, to reward him for his patience, to let him come apart in her arms. But she also wanted to hold him there, right at the edge, where devotion lived and every breath was a prayer for more.

Late in the evening, as the flat grew quiet and rain ticked at the windows, Olivia pulled Tom into the bedroom. “Take off your clothes,” she said, her voice soft but unyielding.

He obeyed, standing awkwardly at the foot of the bed, the plastic cage stark between his thighs. He was flushed, eyes glassy with need. Olivia stepped close, circling him, letting her fingertips skim along his arms, his shoulders, his chest.

“Does it hurt?” she asked, tracing the seam of the cage.

He shook his head. “Not really. It’s just… there. I keep wanting to get hard, but it doesn’t let me. It’s like my whole body is waiting.”

She nodded, pressing a kiss to his collarbone. “Good. I want you to wait for me. To think about me every time you ache.”

She slipped out of her robe, baring a rope harness beneath, the cotton strands marking her skin in intricate lines and knots. Tom’s eyes widened, a groan escaping his lips.

“You’re not the only one denied tonight,” Olivia whispered, climbing onto the bed and gesturing for him to kneel. “I want to know what it feels like for both of us. To want, and not have. To serve, and not be served.”

She made Tom worship her—kissing the knots, tracing his tongue along the rope, hands gentle but insistent. She let him touch, but never where he most wanted, always steering him away, making him beg with his mouth, with his eyes. Her own need built in tandem, sharp and exquisite, the harness a constant reminder of her own submission, her own willingness to suffer and serve.

They spoke in low voices, sharing the ache: Tom confessed how denial made every sense sharper, how the ache became a kind of prayer; Olivia admitted how it felt to hold power and still want to yield, to feel the burn of rope and the burn of longing at the same time.

Every act became a negotiation, a game of brinksmanship: Olivia let Tom edge her with his mouth, then pushed him away; Tom massaged her thighs, then pleaded for a chance to taste, to be tasted, to do more. Each time, Olivia denied him—and herself—relentlessly gentle, always checking in, always making sure the ache was sweet and not cruel.

After an hour of this, they lay together, side by side, bodies buzzing with unspent need. Olivia rolled to face Tom, her fingers brushing his cheek.

“Do you hate me yet?” she teased, her voice thick.

He shook his head, smiling, though his eyes were bright with tears. “I love you more for it. I never knew I could want you this much, or that you’d want me enough to keep me waiting.”

She kissed him, slow and deep. “I do. I love every second of it. Every whimper, every plea, every time you look at me like I’m the only thing in the world.”

They shared everything that night—laughter, longing, little confessions about past lovers, past fears, the fantasy of being kept, the terror of being forgotten. Tom asked Olivia what it meant to her, this power, this play; Olivia answered honestly, admitting her own doubts, her own thrill at being trusted with so much vulnerability.

“I think I understand now,” Tom whispered, head resting on her shoulder. “It’s not just about not coming. It’s about giving you something I’ve never given anyone else. My need. My surrender.”

Olivia nodded, running her fingers through his hair. “And it’s about holding you there, even when I want to let go. About cherishing you, and myself, enough to wait.”

The hours passed slowly, a symphony of longing and love. Eventually, they drifted to sleep, Olivia curled around Tom, the key cold and solid against her chest, the cage a gentle weight between them.

Neither of them came that night. They didn’t need to. The ache was proof enough—a testament to patience, devotion, and the new, uncharted territory they were discovering, together.

By morning, the flat felt different—quieter, somehow softer around the edges. Olivia woke first, her body still humming with unmet need, but also with a strange, deep pride. The chain with Tom’s key rested heavy against her breastbone, a silent promise. She turned on her side and watched him sleep, his jaw relaxed, his hands curled in loose fists, the outline of the cage beneath the sheets. It was a sight that made her ache—not just with arousal, but with love and responsibility.

When Tom stirred, his first movement was instinctive: his hand slid down, fingers pressing absently to the plastic cage, a wince flickering across his face. Then he saw Olivia watching, and his whole expression changed—softening, opening, yielding.

“Good morning,” he said, voice husky.

She leaned over and kissed him, slow and lingering, letting her hand rest atop the cage. “Still mine?”

He nodded, a flush rising up his throat. “Always.”

They lingered in bed, Olivia teasing him with gentle touches, careful not to cross the line from care into torment. She could see the effect on him—his need now colored by devotion, his service a kind of worship. It wasn’t just about not coming, or even about being denied—it was about choosing to belong to her, body and mind, and about her choosing to honor that gift.

Breakfast became a ritual. Tom cooked, moving with a reverence that Olivia hadn’t seen before—every action an offering, every glance seeking her approval. He served her tea first, then himself, and waited for her to begin eating before lifting his own fork. She made a point of praising his service, her gratitude genuine. “You look beautiful this morning,” she told him, voice warm. “I love seeing you like this—giving, gentle, all mine.”

He beamed, pride flickering in his eyes. “I love serving you. I didn’t know how much I needed it.”

Throughout the day, Olivia played with the power of the key. She wore it around her neck, sometimes tucking it into her bra, sometimes letting it dangle free as she walked through the flat. She made a game of hiding it—nestled in her shoe, tied around her ankle, slipped inside a locked drawer—and Tom would beg her to show him, his need sharpening every time he realized how far away his release really was.

At her command, he bathed her in the late morning sun, kneeling on the bathmat as he washed her hair, soaped her back, dried every inch of her with a fresh towel. There was no teasing then, no playfulness—just the solemnity of being trusted, of being allowed to care for someone so openly.

“You’re not just serving because you’re denied,” she told him quietly, fingers combing through his hair. “You’re serving because you want to give. That matters to me, Tom. That makes me want you even more.”

He swallowed, eyes shining. “Thank you for letting me.”

In the afternoon, she gave him chores—tidying, organizing, folding laundry—but each task was laced with affection. She checked his work, praised him when he took extra care, corrected him gently if he missed a spot. Every act became a small ritual of devotion, a way for Tom to show love without words, and for Olivia to receive it without guilt or hesitation.

They both wore their symbols: Olivia’s key, Tom’s cage. And for a while, the ache of denial faded into something else—a quiet peace, a knowledge that they were both wanted, both necessary, both entirely present in the moment.

Later, when the need returned, Olivia pulled Tom into her lap, wrapping her arms around him, cradling him like something precious and fragile. “You’re doing so well,” she whispered. “You’re beautiful when you serve. You’re beautiful when you wait.”

He buried his face in her neck, voice muffled. “I want you so much it hurts.”

She kissed his temple. “I know. I feel it too. But this is worth it—this ache, this devotion. It’s proof that we belong to each other, not just for pleasure, but for everything.”

He nodded, breath hitching, tears threatening at the corners of his eyes. “Thank you for holding the key. Thank you for making me wait.”

Olivia pressed her palm to his chest, feeling his heartbeat, the chain cool beneath her fingers. “Thank you for trusting me to keep it safe.”

They lay together as afternoon slipped into evening, the flat cocooned in golden light, their bodies still denied, but their hearts wide open.

As night fell, Tom served her dinner and knelt beside her as she ate. Olivia fed him bites from her fork, the ritual now one of mutual surrender—a way to say I choose you, over and over, even in denial.

When the time came to check in, Olivia unlocked the drawer and produced the key. She let Tom hold it in his palm, feeling its weight, its promise. “Not yet,” she said gently, reclaiming it, watching as relief and disappointment flickered through his eyes.

“We’ll do this together,” she promised. “One more night. Then I’ll let you out. But only because you’ve earned it.”

He nodded, bowing his head. “Whatever you want. I trust you.”

She pulled him into bed, wrapping her body around his, the key tucked safely between them.

And as they drifted into sleep, Olivia felt a calm she hadn’t known before—a sense of being trusted, of being needed, of holding something fragile and fierce and utterly theirs.

The ritual was not about suffering, not about power for its own sake. It was about surrender. About choosing each other, again and again, even in frustration, even in longing, even in the hush that only comes after hours of wanting and waiting, together.

Night had settled fully by the time Olivia brought out the key for the last time. They’d eaten dinner slowly, savoring every glance, every brush of fingers over plates and knees. Conversation meandered—funny stories from Tom’s childhood, Olivia’s half-baked ideas for future Mischief Jar dares, a running joke about whether Tom would ever walk into a hardware store and see a padlock without getting hard.

But beneath the laughter was a current of expectation so taut it vibrated in the air. Tom grew quieter as the hour grew late, his hands wandering, then stopping, a habitual denial. Olivia watched him, the pride and affection in her chest layered with her own gnawing need. She wanted to unlock him for herself, not just for him—a reward for devotion, a chance to witness him come apart because she allowed it.

In the bedroom, the ritual felt as serious as any ceremony they’d ever tried. Olivia sat on the bed, the key warm in her hand, Tom kneeling in front of her. The chain was loose around her neck now, slipping into her palm as she unclasped it and dangled the key in the light.

“Are you ready?” she asked, voice low.

Tom’s reply was a whisper. “I’ve never been more ready.”

She drew him close, pressing a kiss to his forehead, then another to his lips—slow, deep, promising. She helped him undress, fingers careful on the lock, hands gentle as she worked the tiny padlock free. She watched his face for any flicker of doubt, any sign that he wanted to stop, but found only reverence there—a raw gratitude that moved her nearly to tears.

When the lock clicked open, Tom shivered. Olivia slipped the cage off, laying it beside them on the bed like a relic, both ridiculous and sacred. She ran her fingers over the marks left behind—faint lines, a touch of redness, proof of his patience, his trust.

She kissed the bruised skin, her own arousal cresting, but she didn’t rush. She wrapped her arms around him, holding him, letting him feel the comfort of her body before the heat returned. “You’re free,” she whispered. “But you’re still mine. Always mine.”

He groaned, pulling her onto his lap, mouth searching for hers. His hands were everywhere now—urgent, desperate, reverent. Olivia let him lead for a moment, loving the shift from restraint to hunger, the way his body moved under her touch, the trembling in his thighs as she settled between them.

She teased him at first, hands light, kisses softer, drawing out the tension until Tom was nearly sobbing with need. “Please,” he begged, “please let me come, I can’t—”

She smiled, her heart aching with tenderness. “Only when I say. Only for me.”

When she finally took him in hand, it was slow, deliberate, her eyes never leaving his face. She watched as his breathing quickened, as his muscles tensed, as the edge he’d been clinging to for so long broke at last.

“Now,” she whispered, and Tom came with a cry that was half relief, half adoration—his whole body shaking, hands clutching her waist as if afraid she might vanish.

After, he collapsed against her, trembling, tears slipping down his cheeks. Olivia held him through it, rocking him gently, whispering praise and comfort. “You did so well. You were perfect. You gave me everything.”

Tom could barely speak at first. When he did, his voice was thick with emotion. “Thank you for letting me wait. Thank you for keeping me safe. Thank you for… everything.”

She stroked his hair, anchoring him, letting the words settle into the space between them. She could feel her own release shimmering just beneath the surface—a satisfaction not of orgasm, but of power given and returned, of trust built and tested and held.

They lay together, limbs tangled, hearts racing. Olivia massaged his thighs, rubbed lotion into the marks where the cage had pressed. She checked for bruises, for chafing, for any sign that he needed more care than she could give. Tom let her tend to him, the vulnerability in his eyes matched by a new, softer pride.

When they finally spoke, it was with the ease of people who had survived something together.

“I thought it would just be hot,” Tom admitted, tracing lazy circles on Olivia’s back. “I didn’t realize it would make me feel… so wanted. So grateful. Like every hour you held the key was another hour you chose me.”

Olivia kissed his temple. “I did choose you. Every second. Even when it was hard. Especially then.”

He smiled, sleepy and sated. “Would you do it again?”

She nodded. “Maybe not all the time. But yes. I loved holding you there. I loved knowing you trusted me enough to wait.”

They fell into silence, the air soft and thick with comfort. Aftercare was slow, almost drowsy—a bath together, soft towels, a new mark inked gently on Tom’s hip (“Set Free. Still Hers.”), Olivia’s fingers threading through his hair as he drifted toward sleep.

As they lay in the dark, Olivia felt the truth of what they’d found—how denial could become devotion, how wanting could make room for deeper belonging, how the ache of waiting could be as beautiful as the pleasure of release.

She closed her eyes, Tom’s breath warm on her shoulder, and promised herself to remember this feeling: not just the triumph of power, or the thrill of control, but the quiet gratitude of being trusted with someone’s need.

Before sleep took her, she whispered, “Thank you for giving me the key.”

Tom murmured back, half dreaming, “Thank you for keeping it safe.”

And in the hush that followed, Olivia knew—whatever they tried next, wherever their mischief and daring took them, they’d always find their way back to this: a key, a lock, a promise, and the sweet, slow unfolding of love, one denial at a time.


Chapter 21: Ultimate Mischief Dares

The Mischief Jar sat like a totem at the end of the bed—clear glass, colored slips of paper curling against the sides. Olivia had drawn from it a hundred times before, but never with the knot of anticipation she felt tonight. Tom lay sprawled beside her, hair mussed from her fingers, eyes bright with curiosity and something sharper. The air between them was charged, hungry for escalation.

She reached in and plucked the deepest red slip—a color reserved for dares with teeth, the ones that could change the rules. She unfolded it, heart in her throat.

Tom read aloud, voice low and even: “Forced confession. On camera.”

A hush fell, not of fear, but of awe. Olivia felt her cheeks go hot. Tom’s hand slid over hers, warm and grounding. “What does that mean for you?” he asked, always careful, always offering her a way in.

She thought, words tumbling. “It means… saying something I wouldn’t admit out loud. On video. Not just for you, but for the camera. Something real. Something that makes me want to hide and beg to be seen at the same time.”

He nodded, thumb stroking the back of her palm. “Does it have to be sexual?”

She smiled, nervous. “I think so. But it doesn’t have to be—explicit. Just honest. Maybe about what I want, or what you do to me, or something I’ve never told anyone.”

Tom squeezed her hand. “What’s off-limits?”

She took a breath, searching herself. “No outing other people. Nothing I couldn’t live with if it leaked by accident. But… I want to go right up to the line. I want to feel seen.”

He nodded, serious as always. “Do you want me in the room?”

She hesitated. “Yes. Please. But I want you to hold the camera. And I want to watch your face while I talk.”

Tom kissed her knuckles, then got up, finding his phone and opening the camera app. He set the lighting low, so the room felt private, safe. Olivia sat up against the headboard, knees drawn to her chest, shirt slipping off one shoulder.

“Ready?” he asked.

She nodded, though her stomach flipped. “Ready.”

He aimed the camera, hands steady, his eyes locked on hers. “Whenever you are.”

Olivia swallowed, nerves prickling at her scalp, then looked directly into the lens. She spoke softly, voice shaking.

“My name is Olivia, and I’m about to tell you something I’ve never said out loud. I like to be watched. I like it when you make me beg, when you tell me what to do, when you don’t let me hide. I pretend I’m brave, but really I want you to see how much I want it. I want to be exposed. I want you to see me blush and squirm. I want to know that you’re watching, even when I’m ashamed.”

She faltered, breath catching. Tom said nothing, just holding the phone steady, eyes gentle.

“I think about you—about us—when I’m alone. I think about what it would be like if you made me do this in front of someone else, or if I had to say all the filthy things you’ve made me feel. Sometimes I’m scared you’ll see too much and stop wanting me. Sometimes I want you to see everything. Even the ugly parts. Even the desperate, hungry, greedy parts.”

She felt tears stinging, but didn’t stop. “So this is my confession: I want to be yours. I want to be kept, used, loved, even when I’m a mess. I want to be the girl who blushes for you on camera and still looks you in the eye afterward.”

She let the silence land, heavy and true. Tom lowered the phone, moving to sit beside her. He cupped her face, brushing away the single tear that had slipped free.

“That was beautiful,” he whispered. “Thank you for trusting me.”

She laughed, a shaky sound. “I feel like I just handed you my insides.”

He pressed his forehead to hers, phone forgotten. “You did. And I love every part of you, Liv. Especially the ones you’re scared to show.”

They sat in the hush, her confession lingering in the air, the rush of being seen and not rejected blooming in Olivia’s chest. Tom held her, anchoring her, until her heart slowed and the shame faded into something softer: pride.

He kissed her, slow and careful, then showed her the video. She watched herself speak, watched her own face flush and eyes flicker. She didn’t cringe—she marveled. I’m still here. I’m still loved.

They talked about what to do with the recording: keep it, locked and secret, or delete it as soon as the aftercare was done. Olivia chose to keep it, tucked into their Mischief Box—proof of how brave she could be when Tom was the one watching.

As they curled up together, Tom murmured, “Ready for your next dare?”

Olivia laughed, heart lighter than it had been all week. “Only if you’re ready to be the one confessing next time.”

And as she drifted toward sleep, she knew that this, too, was love: to risk the most embarrassing, hungry parts of herself—and to find safety, arms, and acceptance waiting on the other side.

It was Tom’s turn now.

The confession dare lingered between them, Olivia’s vulnerability still buzzing in the air. But when she drew her next Mischief slip and handed it to Tom, he swallowed, reading the scrawled words: “Inspection Parade. Full exposure. Recite the rules.”

She watched the emotions flicker across his face—excitement, dread, a flash of mischief. He squared his shoulders, meeting her gaze with that same dogged trust he’d offered her all year. “How do you want me?” he asked.

Olivia relished the question—the way it made her pulse skip, the way it let her build the scene brick by brick. “I want you naked,” she said. “Plugged. Hands behind your head. Stand at the end of the bed.”

Tom nodded, face serious. He fetched the small black plug from the drawer, lube at the ready, never breaking eye contact. Olivia watched as he worked it in, biting his lip, eyes bright with nerves. When he was done, he stood tall, skin flushed, hands laced behind his neck.

She made a slow circuit around him, inspecting every inch—the fading marks on his hips, the fresh hickey below his ribs, the ghost of her name in blue ink on his thigh. She ran her palm down his spine, loving the way he shivered and leaned into the touch.

“Posture,” she said gently, and Tom straightened, feet apart, chest up, a soldier in service to her gaze.

She began the ritual, voice clear and commanding. “You will recite the house rules. If you make a mistake, you thank me for correcting you. You do not lower your arms until I say. Understood?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” he replied, voice soft but sure.

Olivia took a seat at the end of the bed, legs crossed, the perfect audience. She tapped her phone to record—this, too, would be evidence of their courage, their willingness to risk being seen.

Tom began:

“Rule one—consent is ongoing, both can stop at any time. Rule two—Mischief Jar dares must be attempted unless vetoed. Rule three—safe word is red. Rule four—marks go where we agree, no faces, no hands below the knee. Rule five—check-ins before and after play. Rule six—Polaroid after every new mark, kept private. Rule seven—after any punishment or rupture, we write and read aloud. Rule eight—on nights when words fail, let the mark say it for you.”

His voice wavered once—Olivia corrected him, making him repeat the missed line, and he thanked her with a blush that crept down his chest. She inspected him again, pausing at every mark, tracing her fingers over bruises, bites, lingering at the plug. Tom whimpered, humiliation and pride blending on his face.

“Very good,” she praised, softer now. “You can lower your hands. But you stay standing. I’m not done admiring you.”

She had him turn in a slow circle, showing himself, holding his head high. She made a show of running her hands across his body, pausing at the plug, then cupping his jaw, making him look her in the eye.

“You’re beautiful like this,” she murmured. “Exposed, obedient, strong. This isn’t about breaking you. It’s about showing you how much I see you, how much I want all of you, even when you’re embarrassed.”

Tom’s breathing grew ragged, a single tear tracking down his cheek. Olivia pressed a kiss to his shoulder, pride and tenderness swelling in her chest.

She finished the inspection by kneeling in front of him, tracing the lines of his thighs, then rising and embracing him fully. The tension snapped—Tom buried his face in her hair, shaking.

She whispered, “You did perfectly. Thank you for trusting me.”

He clung to her, the performance and shame dissolving into comfort, love, and the purest kind of surrender.

Later, they watched the recording together, Tom blushing but beaming at Olivia’s praise. He asked her to keep it in the Mischief Box, his own proof of courage—of being seen, humiliated, and still loved.

And as they curled together under the covers, the memory of the parade warming the space between them, Tom whispered, “Thank you for making it safe. Even when I’m stripped bare.”

Olivia smiled, heart full. “Thank you for letting me see you. All of you.”

The flat was saturated with a new kind of nervousness. It wasn’t just arousal, or shame, or the thrill of having crossed another line together—it was the electric, almost giddy fear that comes from standing naked in front of someone, soul as bared as skin.

They had each confessed on camera now: Olivia’s voice shaking as she named her need for exposure and humiliation; Tom’s face open and vulnerable as he stood for her inspection, reciting their rules and letting her gaze catalogue every inch of him. But tonight, neither of them was ready for the ritual to end.

It was Olivia who dared first. She held up the phone, grinning a little, heart in her mouth. “We could record something together,” she suggested. “Like… take turns confessing. Maybe not just what we like, but something we’ve never said out loud. A fantasy, a secret, an embarrassing thing that still makes us blush.”

Tom’s eyes widened, and for a moment, she thought he might back out. But then he nodded, nervous and excited, a crooked smile blooming on his lips. “Only if we do it together. And we set rules—if it gets too much, we stop, no questions asked. And… we delete anything we want, no matter what.”

“Deal,” Olivia agreed, already feeling the blood rush in her ears. “I want to start.”

They settled cross-legged on the bed, phone propped against a pillow, camera pointed not at their bodies, but at their faces—close, open, unfiltered. Olivia pressed record, holding Tom’s hand in her lap. “Confession night,” she announced, voice trembling but brave. “Rules: no lies, no hiding, and you can laugh, but only if you mean it.”

She turned to Tom, waiting for his nod, then spoke directly into the lens.

“I’m afraid that sometimes, when we play these games, you’ll think I’m too much. Too needy, too greedy, too messy. I’m scared that if you see all the ways I want to be used or made to beg or shown off, you’ll love me less. But the truth is—I think about it all the time. About what it would be like to perform for you, to be told what to do in front of someone else, to let go of shame and let you watch me fall apart. It scares me, but I want it. I want you to want it, too.”

Tom squeezed her hand, his eyes shining with recognition. “I’m scared you’ll get bored of me. That you’ll want more than I can give, or that I’ll say no one time and you’ll feel like I’ve failed you. My secret? I fantasize about you making me beg in public. About being used and shown off. About having to kneel in front of you, not because I want to, but because you need it, and I need to be needed. I want you to make me feel helpless and precious and owned, all at once.”

They both laughed, relief and heat mingling.

Olivia reached for the phone, turning it off for a moment. “Okay, that was intense.”

Tom nodded, exhaling shakily. “I’ve never said that out loud. Not even in my head.”

She smiled, pride softening her nerves. “Let’s try again. Smaller this time. Something silly.”

They took turns, recording confessions and hitting stop whenever they needed a break. Olivia admitted she sometimes watched videos of other couples playing with denial and imagined Tom watching with her, telling her what to say, how to touch herself, whether she was allowed to come. Tom confessed that he sometimes got hard at the thought of being made to clean the whole flat naked, then stand in the window and wave to a passing stranger.

They cackled at the absurdity, pausing to kiss, to check in, to make sure the laughter was release and not discomfort. Sometimes the camera stayed on, sometimes it was shut off mid-sentence when someone needed a moment to breathe or regroup.

The confessions grew messier, more specific, and somehow less terrifying with each round. Olivia whispered her desire to be leashed and paraded, to have Tom tell her who she was in front of a mirror and make her believe it. Tom said he wanted to be collared, to wear a lock at her whim, to have her write orders on his skin and then make him obey.

They both talked about embarrassment—not just the sexy kind, but the real kind. Tom admitted he’d been ashamed of crying in front of her the first time she denied him an orgasm; Olivia confessed that after their first punishment diary entry, she read it back and nearly tore it up, terrified she sounded broken.

As the hours slipped by, the mood shifted from anxious to reverent. Each confession was met with tenderness, not ridicule; with gentle teasing, but never scorn. They paused often to touch, to remind each other that they were still here, still wanted, still loved.

At one point, Tom set the phone aside, crawling into Olivia’s lap. “Thank you for being brave with me,” he murmured. “I never thought I’d get to say these things out loud. Or that anyone would still want me after hearing them.”

She cradled his face, kissing his temple. “That’s the point, isn’t it? We confess so we can let go of the shame. So we know that nothing is too much. Not for us.”

They spent the rest of the night curled up together, the phone forgotten, the Mischief Box open on the bed. They added slips for each new confession, writing them down in code only they would understand.

Olivia: leash, mirror, audience.

Tom: collar, orders, cleaning for her.

Both: permission to want, permission to fear, permission to laugh.

At dawn, as light crept through the blinds, Olivia watched Tom sleep—softer, lighter, his features unguarded. She realized that what they’d built was more than just kink or play or ritual; it was a place where even the deepest, strangest truths could live and breathe without fear.

She tucked the phone into the Mischief Box, along with the slips, and slid back into Tom’s arms.

In the hush before waking, she made herself another promise: never to be silent about desire, never to shame Tom—or herself—for needing more, or less, or something entirely new.

And as she drifted off, she knew this was love at its bravest: not just daring to act, but daring to speak, daring to be known, and daring, always, to be loved all the more for it.

The flat felt cocooned after all they had risked. A hush, gentle and warm, settled over the room. The phone, still resting atop the Mischief Box, was switched off now—no more recording, no more confessions. Just the two of them, raw and real, as the adrenaline faded and something deeper returned.

Olivia and Tom lay on the bed, not quite touching at first, both processing the hours of exposure and laughter and trembling honesty. Olivia could still feel the ghost of her words, the sharp sweet shock of hearing Tom’s. There was a weightlessness now, a peace that only came after the storm.

Tom turned onto his side, his eyes wide and searching. “You all right?” he asked softly.

She nodded, smiling with a fatigue that was as much emotional as physical. “Yeah. I’m really okay. Just… kind of stunned.”

He reached for her hand. “Me too. I didn’t know I was carrying all that inside me. Didn’t know how good it would feel to let it out.”

She squeezed his fingers, relief flooding her. “Me neither. It’s like there’s nothing left to be scared of now—not with you.”

They lay like that, hands linked, their breathing syncing as the world outside faded to silence. Olivia felt tears prick her eyes—not from shame, but from the tenderness of being so seen and still wanted.

Tom sat up, reaching for the glass of water on the nightstand. He handed it to her, then tucked the duvet higher around her shoulders. “Thank you for saying it all,” he murmured. “For being brave first. For not laughing at the weird stuff.”

She grinned, a little teary. “You’re the only one who gets to see all of it. I trust you with every bit. Even the humiliating bits. Especially those.”

He brushed her hair off her face, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “You make me feel safe to want things. To change my mind. To be embarrassed and still be yours.”

Olivia’s laughter was shaky but true. “We’re such freaks.”

“Best kind,” Tom replied, his smile crooked and soft.

They talked for a while—gentle, aimless conversation, weaving new confessions into their ordinary life. Tom told her what it felt like to recite the rules, to be watched, to stand there and know he couldn’t hide. Olivia described the rush of confessing on camera, the wild fear and wild pride of letting herself be that exposed.

Each told the other what was hardest—what made them want to stop, what made them want to go further next time. They agreed that laughter had saved them, that every giggle was a rope thrown across a chasm.

When words began to run out, Olivia pulled Tom close, stroking his hair, humming something tuneless under her breath. She pressed soft kisses to his face, his jaw, the corner of his mouth. She whispered, “You’re good. You’re so good. I’m proud of you.”

He went boneless in her arms, letting himself be held, soaking up the praise. “Thank you for not letting me hide.”

They stayed wrapped together, drifting in and out of conversation and quiet. When Tom’s body started to shake—not from arousal now, but from the leftover nerves—Olivia tucked him in tighter, rubbing his back until his breath slowed.

She reassured him with soft words, but also with her presence: hands steady, touch gentle, never rushing. She offered him a snack, a sip of juice, every small act of care a way of saying, You’re safe here. Nothing you said scared me away.

When at last he looked up, eyes wet but clear, she smiled. “Want to look at the Box together? Or shall we just sleep?”

Tom shook his head, then reached for the Mischief Box anyway. He pulled out the new slips, rereading the coded confessions they’d written: mirror, leash, cleaning, permission to laugh. He added a new one, scribbling it quickly: Tonight we survived. Tonight we grew.

He tucked it in, shut the lid, and set the box back beneath the bed.

Olivia burrowed into his arms. “I love you. More than I knew I could.”

He squeezed her, voice steady now. “I love you, too. There’s nothing you could say that would make me leave. Nothing you could want that would make me want you less.”

The reassurance landed, filling every crack that fear had left behind.

They drifted to sleep wrapped around each other, the confessions now folded safely into memory, the shame dissolved by laughter and love and the careful tending of each other’s hearts.

In the morning, Olivia knew, there would be new dares, new slips, new risks. But tonight, there was only this: two people, more known, more wanted, and more free than ever before.

The world outside their window was still, the city’s heartbeat muffled by midnight. In the hush of their bedroom, Olivia and Tom curled together, the quiet a balm after the storm of confessions and dares. They weren’t tangled in the aftermath of sex or play this time, but in the aftermath of having risked their truest selves—and survived it.

Olivia lay on her side, head tucked beneath Tom’s chin, his arms wrapped securely around her middle. She could feel the slow, even pulse of his heart against her back, steady and grounding. Her own body felt heavy and light at once—every muscle loose, her mind soft and bright, the edges of shame blurred by the warmth of his embrace.

For a long time, neither of them spoke. Words felt both too much and too little. Olivia closed her eyes, replaying the night’s dares: her confession on camera, Tom’s inspection parade, the wild laughter as they took turns recording whispered fantasies, the comfort of soft aftercare. Every memory was threaded with something new—an awe at what they’d dared to admit, and a gentle pride at being loved anyway.

Tom’s hand drifted up, tracing slow circles on her shoulder. “Do you feel different?” he asked at last, voice low in the dark.

Olivia took a moment before answering, searching for the truth that lived beneath her ribs. “I feel… freer. Like I’ve finally stopped waiting for the other shoe to drop. Like I know, for real, that you won’t turn away from anything I say. Or want. Or am.”

He pressed his lips to her temple, the gesture soft as a benediction. “I never will,” he murmured. “You could tell me anything, Liv. You could want anything, and I’d still want you.”

She rolled to face him, eyes searching his in the dim light. “Even if I want things that scare me? Or you?”

Tom nodded, unwavering. “Especially then. I’d rather you be scared with me than brave alone.”

A smile broke through, sudden and unguarded. Olivia touched his cheek, let her thumb trace his jaw. “I never knew it could be like this. Not just the sex or the kink or the games—but this. The knowing. The safety.”

Tom’s own smile was soft, sleepy, but full of conviction. “Me neither. I used to think trust was about never letting someone see the bad bits. Now I think it’s about letting you see them first.”

They lay like that, forehead to forehead, breath mingling. Every fear confessed, every shame named, now woven into the fabric of what they shared.

“I think tonight changed something,” Olivia whispered. “Not just for us, but for me. I don’t feel like I have to hide anymore. Not the hard stuff. Not the silly stuff. Not the hunger.”

Tom tucked her hair behind her ear. “You don’t. Not ever. That’s the deal, right? Everything in the open. No more secrets. No more dares we can’t name.”

She nodded, heart full. “That’s the deal.”

They talked quietly—about what they wanted next, about boundaries, about which confessions left them tingling with possibility and which still felt raw at the edges. They made a new pact: to check in after every red slip, to talk before every new dare, to keep laughter in the ritual even when things got scary.

At some point, Tom asked, “What was the bravest thing you said tonight?”

Olivia thought, then grinned. “Saying I want to be watched. Saying I want you to see me fall apart, and still stay.”

He kissed her, slow and sure. “That was my favorite, too. Because I get to be the one who stays.”

“And you?” she asked.

He blushed, but met her gaze. “Admitting I want to be made to beg, to be put on display. That I want you to write your rules on my skin. I always thought that was too much.”

Olivia smiled, pulling him closer. “It’s never too much. Not for us.”

The words echoed in the quiet, a promise and a comfort both.

They drifted off wrapped around each other, hearts lighter, trust deeper, every confession now a thread tying them closer.

In the dark, just before sleep claimed her, Olivia whispered, “Thank you for seeing all of me. For loving all of me.”

Tom’s answer was muffled by her hair, but she heard it, sure and unwavering. “Thank you for letting me. Thank you for letting me be all of me, too.”

The city outside faded to nothing. In their little bubble, every secret was safe, every dare survived, every truth woven into a new, unbreakable layer of trust.


Chapter 22: Remote Play & Public Risk

It began as a whisper—half-joke, half-dare, the kind of suggestion Olivia would have kept buried just a few months earlier. But tonight, emboldened by the memory of their confessions and the lingering ache between her legs, she let it tumble out over their shared glass of wine.

“We’ve done almost everything in here,” she said, gesturing at the flat, at the tangled bedsheets, at the Mischief Box peeking from beneath the bed. “But I want… more. I want to feel it outside. I want you to make me suffer in public.”

Tom set his glass down, the sound sharp in the hush. He looked at her—not startled, not cautious, but hungry. “How much more?” he asked, voice low.

She swallowed, letting herself meet his gaze. “I want you to use me. On the walk. With the remote. No mercy. No holding back unless I say red.” Her voice shook, but her hands didn’t.

Tom didn’t smile. He studied her for a long moment, the air thick with possibility. “And if you beg me to stop before the safe word?”

“Don’t,” she said, heart thundering. “Don’t stop. Not unless I use the word or the signal. I want you to see how far I’ll go. I want you to push me.”

A slow grin spread across Tom’s face—not mocking, but fierce. “You want to be humiliated?”

She nodded, heat spreading from her cheeks to her chest, down between her thighs. “I want to be made to obey. To be so desperate and scared that I can’t think straight. I want to be marked by it—inside and out.”

Tom leaned forward, his hand covering hers, thumb circling her knuckle. “Then you’ll do exactly as I say. On the walk. No panties. Just the toy and your leggings. You’ll follow orders, no matter how exposed you feel. If I tell you to stop, you stop. If I tell you to say something, you say it. If I make you beg, you beg. Understood?”

She bit her lip, nodding. “Yes, Sir.”

“And the rules?” Tom’s tone shifted, crisp and clear. “We set them together, now. Non-negotiable.”

Olivia’s heart fluttered. “Safe word is red. Hand signal—three taps on my thigh. If I use either, you stop instantly, no questions.”

Tom nodded. “And if you can’t speak? If you freeze?”

She mimed the signal. “Three taps, anywhere you can see. You promise not to pretend you missed it?”

He looked wounded at the idea. “Never. If I miss it, you stop playing with me. And I never want that.”

She laughed, relief blooming, and squeezed his hand. “And if someone sees, or asks—cover story?”

“We’re playing a fitness game,” Tom said, quick as a flash. “You have to follow my prompts as part of a challenge. If anyone pushes, we stop. No shame, no scolding later.”

She nodded, then hesitated. “How far will you push me?”

Tom leaned in, voice dark and gentle. “I’ll take you as far as I think you can go, and then one step further. You want this, I want this, but I will never put you in real danger. No exposing body parts, nothing illegal, nothing you’ll hate yourself for after. But I will make you obey. I will make you squirm.”

Olivia trembled, her body already primed for the game. “I want you to make me regret saying yes.”

His gaze sharpened, mouth quirking with pride. “You might. But you’ll thank me after.”

They sealed it with a kiss—deep, slow, a taste of the risk to come. When they broke apart, Tom’s voice was all command. “Get your things. No panties. Wear the tight leggings, the thin shirt, your trainers. Bring the toy.”

She obeyed, her legs shaking as she went to the bedroom. She stripped, skin tingling, and stood naked in front of the mirror. She could see the old marks Tom had left on her—fading hickeys, faint fingerprints, the word mine still ghosting her hip in blue ink. She wanted new marks, ones no one else would see but that would leave her trembling long after.

Tom entered, holding the remote, his eyes raking over her. “Come here,” he ordered.

Olivia went, heart pounding. Tom made her bend over the bed, spread her legs wide, and watched as she slid the toy inside, the stretch as much psychological as physical. He reached between her thighs, holding her open, watching the slickness, the way she shuddered as the toy settled in place.

He knelt behind her, voice close at her ear. “Say it.”

She bit her lip, cheeks flaming. “I want you to control me, even if I’m embarrassed. Even if someone sees.”

Tom held her gaze in the mirror. “Again.”

She repeated it, louder, fighting the urge to hide. “I want you to control me, even if I’m embarrassed. Even if someone sees.”

He snapped a photo—just her face, her body bent, her eyes wild. “For us. To remember how brave you were.”

He dressed her: the leggings, stretched tight, no barrier underneath; the thin shirt, clinging to her skin; a mask, ordinary and strangely anonymous. Tom tucked the remote into his pocket, wrapping the red ribbon around his wrist as a private sign. “If you cover yourself without asking, you’re punished at home. You speak when spoken to, you obey, you keep your eyes on me unless told otherwise.”

He watched her, a wicked delight in his voice. “How do you feel?”

She answered honestly. “Terrified. And so fucking wet.”

He grinned, satisfied. “That’s what I want. I want you trembling all the way through. I want you to feel my control in every step.”

They paused at the door, Olivia’s nerves spiking, her hands shaking. Tom cupped her face, thumb smoothing her cheek. “You can back out now, if you need. Last chance.”

She looked up at him, pride and longing warring in her chest. “Don’t you dare go easy on me.”

He smiled, pressing a kiss to her lips. “No mercy, then.”

And with that, they stepped into the hall, the world beyond their flat suddenly vast and charged. Olivia felt every inch of fabric, every flutter of the toy deep inside, every ounce of Tom’s attention locked on her.

She was ready to be used, to be risked, to be seen and made to obey—whatever that meant, wherever the edge took her.

The door shut behind them, and the dare truly began.

They paused in the corridor, the chill of the outside world pressing in through the communal stairwell. Olivia’s heart hammered behind her mask, the toy inside her a constant, insistent reminder of the pact she’d made—no mercy, no rescue, no backing down unless she used the safe word or signal.

Tom closed the flat door, locking them out and in at the same time. He pocketed the key, then reached for Olivia’s hand, threading their fingers together. “Are you sure?” he asked, voice hushed, eyes searching.

She nodded, her pulse a frantic drumbeat. “I want this. All of it.”

He squeezed her hand. “Good girl. Then you’ll give me all of it—your fear, your arousal, your obedience. If I tell you to stop, you stop. If I tell you to speak, you speak. You don’t cover yourself, you don’t argue. You keep your eyes on me unless I say otherwise. Understood?”

“Understood, Sir.”

He smiled—fierce, proud, and wickedly excited. He unwrapped the red ribbon from his wrist and tied it around her own, just above the pulse point. “If you can’t speak, three sharp tugs. I’ll see it. I’ll stop. Otherwise—you’re mine to play with until we get home.”

She shivered, anticipation and dread tangling inside her. Tom reached for her mask, adjusting it so it sat perfectly on her face. He tucked her hair behind her ears, running his hands over her shoulders and down her back, letting the touch linger at the waistband of her leggings.

“Legs apart,” he whispered.

She obeyed, spreading her feet, back pressed to the wall, waiting.

He ran his palm between her thighs, cupping the outline of the toy. “You’re going to remember this walk every time you wear these leggings,” he murmured. “Every time you see this mask. Every time you step outside with me.”

Olivia moaned, soft and desperate. “Please… tell me what to do.”

He grinned, satisfied. “First: hands at your sides. No hiding. Stand straight. Shoulders back. I want everyone to see how proud you are to be mine.”

He stepped back and snapped another photo—her eyes above the mask wild, her posture a study in arousal and discipline.

He whispered in her ear, “Last chance. I’m going to make you beg before we get home. You’re going to thank me for every order. You’re going to walk behind me until I say otherwise.”

She nodded, barely breathing. “Please. I want you to.”

He slid the remote into his jacket pocket, then pressed a button—one sudden, high pulse that made Olivia gasp and grab at the air, nearly buckling at the knees. Tom caught her, steadying her with both hands.

“Steady,” he whispered. “That’s just a taste. Now, walk.”

They descended the stairs in silence, Olivia a tangle of nerves, the buzz between her legs fading to a simmering ache. The outside world felt colder, brighter, and impossibly exposed. The street was emptier than usual—lockdown quiet, only the occasional dog walker or masked neighbor on the move.

Tom set a slow pace, making her trail a few steps behind. Every so often, he pressed the remote—short, sharp bursts that made her whimper, then bite her lip to stifle any sound. Every vibration felt louder in the quiet, every step a fresh risk.

At the end of the block, he stopped and glanced back. “Stand by the fence. Hands on top. Look at me.”

She obeyed, hands on cold metal, mask hiding her expression from the world but not from Tom. He pressed the button again, a longer, pulsing wave that left her trembling.

“Say, ‘Thank you, Sir,’” he commanded, voice low but clear.

She hesitated, then spoke, the words muffled but unmistakable. “Thank you, Sir.”

A jogger passed, barely glancing their way, but Olivia’s blood sang with the fear that someone, anyone, could see the outline of her arousal.

Tom leaned in, eyes dark. “If you want mercy, now’s the time.”

She shook her head, her cheeks burning. “No mercy. Please, Sir. I want more.”

He grinned, the approval in his gaze sending another surge of heat through her. “Then you’ll get more.”

He resumed the walk, ordering her to stay a step behind, to keep her hands at her sides, to look up and meet the eyes of anyone they passed. Every time she faltered, every time her hand twitched toward her body, he pulsed the remote again—a reminder, a punishment, a gift.

They crossed paths with an elderly neighbor walking her dog. Tom made Olivia stop, crouch down as if to pet the animal, and whispered, “Smile. Don’t make a sound.”

Olivia managed a tight smile, legs shaking as the toy hummed to life again. She stroked the dog with trembling fingers, the old woman chatting about the weather, oblivious to Olivia’s breathless nods and flushed cheeks.

When they moved on, Tom squeezed her shoulder, pride in his touch. “You’re perfect. You’re filthy. And you’re all mine.”

She glowed with it—humiliation and pleasure so tangled she could no longer tell where one ended and the other began.

As they rounded the corner, Tom paused at a bench, gesturing for Olivia to sit. He knelt in front of her, voice soft but firm. “Spread your knees. Hands in your lap. Keep your eyes on me.”

She obeyed, the cool air rushing between her legs. He pressed the remote again, the toy buzzing loud in the hush. Olivia bit her lip, desperate to beg, desperate to come, desperate for anything that would break the exquisite torture of being so utterly exposed.

Tom leaned in, lips brushing her ear. “You’re going to thank me for every second of this when we get home. Say it.”

She did, voice shaking. “Thank you, Sir. Thank you for using me. Thank you for making me suffer for you.”

He stood, offering his hand to help her up. “Good girl. Now walk. And don’t you dare come until I say.”

They moved on, Olivia’s body a live wire, every sound and sight and step imprinted with Tom’s control. The world felt small and enormous all at once—every passerby a possible witness, every word from Tom a fresh order to obey.

By the time they reached their block, Olivia was shaking—part fear, part pleasure, part wild, feral need. She looked up at Tom, her eyes pleading.

He squeezed her hand, pride and hunger in his gaze. “You’ve never looked so beautiful.”

She smiled, a tremor in her lips, her whole body singing with gratitude and longing.

And as they stepped back into the building, she knew—this was the hottest, riskiest, most alive she’d ever felt.

She was ready for whatever came next.

They walked. One foot in front of the other, hearts racing, the world outside shrunk to the circle of Tom’s control and Olivia’s desperate effort to obey.

Every few steps, the toy pulsed inside her, stronger than she’d expected—never enough for release, but always enough to make her gasp, then clamp her mouth shut behind the mask. Tom’s hand rested over the remote in his pocket, thumb ready. Every time she glanced up, his eyes glinted with pride and heat, as if he could see every tremor in her thighs.

A car passed. Tom squeezed the remote. Olivia stumbled, catching herself against a lamppost. “You all right?” he said, voice light, as if they were out for a stroll.

She nodded, breathless. “Yes, Sir.”

He grinned, nodding toward a bench by the bus stop. “Sit.”

She obeyed, knees together, trying to look casual. The wood was cold even through her leggings, the toy a throbbing presence. Tom sat beside her, angling his body so no one could see what he was doing, then pressed the remote again—long, insistent. Olivia nearly whimpered, pressing her fist to her mouth. A cyclist whirred past. Someone shouted in the distance.

Tom leaned close, voice low. “Open your knees a little. Just enough for me to see.”

She obeyed, the stretch subtle but unmistakable. Tom’s hand drifted to her thigh, tracing lazy circles. “Good girl,” he murmured. “Now, say ‘Thank you for making me your plaything, Sir.’”

Olivia’s cheeks burned, but she obeyed, voice barely above a whisper. “Thank you for making me your plaything, Sir.”

He pressed the remote again, timing the pulse with the words. She bit her lip, eyes fluttering. The risk—of being seen, of being overheard, of losing control—sent a thrill through her belly sharper than any orgasm.

They got up and walked on. Tom kept her a step behind, every so often glancing back, signaling with a tilt of his head. “Stop. Tie your shoe.” She knelt, ass in the air, feeling the cool air on her skin, the toy humming at a low, relentless setting.

A man walked past with a dog, nodding at Tom. “Evening,” he said. Olivia mumbled a greeting, mortified at the sound of her own voice—thick with need, trembling.

Tom grinned, the remote pulsing harder. “Good girl. You’re doing so well.”

They turned onto a side street. The air was quiet, the dusk deepening. Tom stopped her by a low stone wall, pressing her hands to the rough surface. “Legs wider. Back arched.”

She obeyed, cheeks flaming, aware that anyone passing could see her bent, offered, obedient. Tom crouched behind her, his hand tracing the line of her ass, then the toy, then up to the waistband of her leggings.

“You’re soaking,” he whispered. “If I checked your thighs right now, I’d find you dripping.”

She moaned, nodding. “Yes, Sir. I can’t help it.”

He pressed the remote to the highest setting—just for a moment, just long enough for her knees to shake, her breath to stutter. “You want to come here, in public?”

She shook her head, gasping. “No, Sir. Not unless you say.”

He released the pressure, switching the toy back to a low, maddening hum. “You’re not allowed. Not yet. Beg me when we get home.”

She bit her lip, shame and arousal flooding her, the lines between humiliation and worship blurring.

As they walked back toward the main street, Tom spotted a neighbor—a woman from two doors down, always chatty, always eager for a word. He grinned, pulling Olivia close. “Smile. If you say anything but the truth, I’ll punish you when we get in.”

The woman waved. “Evening! You two out for your exercise?”

Olivia fought to keep her voice steady. “Yes—just needed the fresh air.” She felt the toy buzz again, hard and sudden. She almost groaned, but managed to smile, clutching Tom’s arm for support.

The neighbor chatted for a moment about lockdown, about her cat, about the weather. Olivia’s body was a live wire, every muscle clenched, the effort of not betraying herself almost too much. Tom stroked her back, gentle and controlling. “We’d better get home before curfew,” he said politely, then led Olivia away, his hand never leaving her side.

As soon as they turned the corner, Tom pressed her against the fence, face inches from hers. “You didn’t break,” he whispered, voice thick with pride. “You’re so fucking good.”

She whimpered, desperate. “Please, Sir. Please let me come.”

He shook his head, eyes alight. “Not yet. One more task. When I say, you’ll kneel. You’ll thank me for every second of this walk. You’ll beg for your release. Loud enough for me to hear. And if someone sees, you’ll keep going.”

Olivia knelt, gravel biting her knees, the mask making her breath hot and ragged. She looked up at him, surrender in every line of her body.

“Thank you, Sir,” she whispered, “for using me, for making me yours, for making me suffer in public. Please let me come. Please, Sir.”

Tom ran his hand over her head, the toy still pulsing. “You’ll get what you want—when we get home. Not before.”

He pulled her to her feet, holding her tight. Together, they finished the walk, Olivia’s mind blank with longing, her body quivering, every step a promise of release and a memory of the risk she’d survived.

By the time they reached their door, she was shaking, eyes wet with relief and anticipation. Tom pressed her against the wall, whispering, “You did perfectly. I’ve never wanted you more.”

She smiled, exhausted and exultant, the lines between humiliation and devotion, fear and pleasure, drawn tight around her like a second skin.

She was his. She had proved it, in the open air, with every trembling step.

They were almost home when it happened.

The air was cool, dusk blurring the outlines of trees and terraced houses. Olivia was flushed, trembling with need, sweat drying beneath her mask. She was exhausted—body ringing from Tom’s every order, mind slick with the shame of how much she wanted to be seen, used, risked.

Tom slowed at the gate to their building, but instead of heading inside, he turned her toward the alley that ran behind the block—a shortcut, but also the most exposed path. She glanced at him, eyes wide, fear and excitement tangled in her chest.

He leaned close, voice low and dangerous. “Last dare, Liv. You stand by the wall, legs apart, hands flat against the bricks. I want to see you hold yourself open for me, right here.”

She hesitated—just a flicker, just enough for him to see her nerves spike. He squeezed her hand, gentle but unyielding. “Red if you need it. Otherwise, you do as you’re told.”

She nodded, stepping to the wall, the roughness biting her palms. She spread her legs, feeling the air rush between them, the toy humming at Tom’s mercy. Her heart pounded. They were in full view of anyone coming from either end of the alley, a danger that sent adrenaline surging.

Tom crouched behind her, voice sharp with command. “Good girl. Now say, ‘I’m yours, Sir. Use me. Make me suffer in public.’”

Her voice was a whisper, broken and desperate. “I’m yours, Sir. Use me. Make me suffer in public.”

Tom pressed the remote, the toy going to its highest setting—a deep, relentless vibration that sent Olivia nearly to her knees. He pressed his palm between her thighs, making sure she stayed open, exposed, helpless.

Then—a voice. A familiar one.

“Olivia? Is that you?”

Olivia froze, panic flooding her veins. She recognized the voice instantly—her friend Mia, who lived in the next block, the kind of friend who stopped to chat no matter what.

Tom’s body went rigid. He stepped between Olivia and the alley’s entrance, shielding her. “Stay still,” he whispered, his tone suddenly all concern.

Olivia fought for control, forcing her breathing calm. She pressed her forehead to the wall, hands shaking, heart roaring in her ears. The toy was still buzzing inside her. She reached for the ribbon on her wrist—almost tapped out, but something in Tom’s eyes steadied her.

Mia’s footsteps drew nearer. “Olivia, is that you? Oh my god—are you okay?”

Tom raised his hand in a casual wave, blocking Mia’s line of sight. “Hey! Just helping Liv stretch out her back—she’s been running, her hamstrings are toast.”

Olivia choked on a laugh, forcing herself to nod, her face hidden by her hair and mask. “Yeah—cramp. Sorry, Mia, I’ll just—” She trailed off, focusing all her will on standing upright, keeping her body from giving away her humiliation.

Mia stopped a few metres away, concern softening her voice. “You guys okay? Need a hand?”

“No, thanks, just finishing up,” Tom said easily. He stepped forward, putting his body in front of Olivia. “We’re good. Hope you’re keeping well!”

Mia lingered, uncertain, then shrugged. “Alright. See you both soon!” She walked off, the click of her shoes echoing down the alley.

As soon as Mia turned the corner, Tom was there—his hand gentle on Olivia’s shoulder, his other hand quickly switching the toy off. “Liv. Are you alright?”

Olivia turned, body shaking. She couldn’t tell if she was laughing or crying. Relief and adrenaline crashed through her. She clung to Tom, burying her face in his chest.

“Breathe,” he whispered, arms holding her tight, blocking the world. “You did so well. I’m so fucking proud of you.”

She gulped air, tears wetting his shirt. “I thought—I thought she’d see, I thought I’d die—”

He stroked her back, voice low and steady. “She didn’t. You stayed with me. You were perfect. You can let go now.”

She sobbed, the panic melting into a wild, reckless laughter. “I almost used the signal.”

Tom pressed his forehead to hers, his own breath shaking. “You could have. I would have stopped. I was ready.”

She nodded, letting his strength ground her. “But I wanted to try. I wanted to see if I could handle it. I didn’t want to let you down.”

He held her face in his hands, making her meet his eyes. “You could never let me down. Never. You did everything right. You gave me your trust, and I swear, I’ll never take that for granted.”

For a long time, they stood there—Olivia trembling, Tom holding her, the alley suddenly a cocoon rather than a threat.

Finally, Tom tucked the remote away, helping Olivia straighten her clothes. He kissed her forehead, his touch reverent. “No more dares tonight. You’re done. Let me take you home.”

They walked back to their building, Olivia clinging to Tom’s arm, her legs unsteady but her heart buoyed by something new: a fierce pride, a knowledge that she had faced her edge and survived.

In the lift, Tom turned her to face him, hands cradling her jaw. “You are the bravest, filthiest, most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

She smiled, tears and laughter mingling. “You make me feel that way.”

As they reached their door, Tom swept her into his arms, carrying her inside, the adrenaline still burning in both their veins. He laid her on the bed, peeling off her mask, kissing her as if he could pour every ounce of praise and gratitude into her skin.

“You did it,” he whispered. “You gave me everything.”

She nodded, blissed out and raw. “And you took care of me. Even when I was terrified.”

He lay beside her, stroking her hair, letting her come down slow. “Always. That’s what real power is. Not pushing until you break—but knowing when to catch you, when to hold you, when to bring you back.”

She curled into his arms, safe at last, the world outside shut out.

And as she drifted toward sleep, Olivia realized she was more alive—more owned, more free—than she’d ever been before.

The flat was dark and silent as Tom carried her across the threshold, the city’s noise sealed safely outside. Olivia clung to him, dizzy from adrenaline and relief, the imprint of the alley still burning on her skin. She was trembling—still on the edge, still haunted by the near-miss, still aching with need.

Tom closed the door with his foot, never letting her go. He set her gently on the bed, kneeling before her, eyes wild and reverent. “You did it,” he whispered, awe in his voice. “You were perfect.”

She shook her head, tears threatening. “I almost lost it—I almost—”

He kissed her hard, silencing the words, swallowing her fear and shame with the force of his mouth. His hands were everywhere—stroking her thighs, peeling off her leggings, cupping her face, holding her steady as if she might vanish.

“Don’t,” he said, voice rough. “Don’t doubt for a second. You gave me everything tonight. You let me see you at your limit and you still trusted me to bring you back.”

He pressed her knees apart, slipping the toy from her body with a tenderness that made her shudder. She gasped at the loss, the sudden emptiness, the heat of Tom’s palm replacing the relentless buzz.

He didn’t tease. Didn’t draw it out. He pulled her to the edge of the bed, dropped to his knees, and pressed his mouth to her—hungry, grateful, worshipful. Olivia cried out, her body unspooling at last, every nerve exposed and begging. Tom licked and sucked, his hands pinning her hips, his praise whispered against her skin. “So good. So brave. Mine. Mine.”

It was too much, too soon, too needed. Olivia shattered, her orgasm tearing through her in hot, wracking waves, the relief as violent as the build. She sobbed his name, legs locking around his shoulders, fingers fisting in his hair. Tom didn’t stop—he coaxed her through it, licking her clean, letting her ride the crest again and again until she was spent, limp, boneless.

When he rose, his face was wet with her, his eyes bright with unshed tears. He climbed onto the bed, gathering her into his lap, cradling her as she trembled and cried.

“I’ve got you,” he whispered, rocking her. “You’re safe. You’re home. You did everything right.”

She clung to him, body shaking with the comedown, tears streaking her cheeks—fear, relief, gratitude all tangled together. “Thank you,” she whispered, over and over. “Thank you for holding me. Thank you for stopping when I needed. Thank you for making it so much.”

Tom stroked her hair, his touch gentle, grounding. He wiped her face, kissed her temples, wrapped her in a blanket and held her until the tears faded and her breath steadied.

When she could speak again, she looked up at him, wonder blooming in her chest. “I’ve never felt so alive. Or so seen.”

He smiled, his own voice unsteady. “You were magnificent. I was so scared, but you trusted me anyway. You make me want to be the man who always brings you back.”

They lay together in the quiet, their bodies tangled, their breathing slow and matched. Tom pressed a kiss to the crown of her head. “I’ll always bring you back, Liv. I promise.”

She smiled, soft and sated. “And I’ll always want to go to the edge with you. Even if it terrifies me.”

He laughed—a choked, wild sound—and pulled her closer. “Next time, I’m wearing the toy. You can be the monster.”

She giggled, relief finally settling into warmth. “Deal. But only if you promise to beg.”

“I will. I’ll beg so prettily you’ll never want to stop.”

They fell quiet again, the air between them thick with love and the afterglow of having survived something new, something real.

Eventually, Tom reached for the Mischief Box, tucking a slip inside: Tonight, we survived the edge. She held, I held, and we are more ourselves than ever.

Olivia watched him, heart so full it almost hurt. “Thank you,” she said, one last time, voice steady and true.

He leaned in, kissing her slow. “Thank you for letting me risk it all. Thank you for letting me bring you back.”

The night was deep and silent, and as they curled into sleep, Olivia felt a new kind of safety—a trust built not just on what they had dared, but on the promise that, no matter how far they went, they would always return together.


Chapter 23: The Fight

The day after the alley—the day after the edge—should have felt like victory. Olivia woke to sunlight pooling through the curtains, Tom’s arm heavy around her waist. Her body was tender, nerves still electric with remembered risk. She was raw in the best and worst ways: emptied and grateful, but also stretched thin, a faint ache beneath the surface of every movement.

Tom was already awake, staring at the ceiling. He kissed her shoulder when she stirred, but there was a heaviness to it, a pause before his lips touched skin. She wanted to roll into him, to wrap herself around his body and let the warmth soothe away the tightness in her chest, but something kept her on her side of the bed. Instead, she lay there in the hush, listening to the slow tick of the clock and the distant drone of a delivery van below.

Their morning routine was usually easy—Tom making coffee, Olivia feeding herself spoonfuls of yoghurt, some shared laughter over the news. Today, it all felt wrong. Every noise was too loud: the clatter of the spoon in the sink, the jangle of Tom’s phone when it buzzed on the counter. Olivia caught herself flinching, breath short, irritation sharp for no reason she could name.

Tom barely glanced up from his phone, thumbs moving quickly. He smiled at something—just a flash, a crooked quirk of his lips that used to make Olivia’s chest bloom. Now, it made her hackles rise.

“What’s so funny?” she asked, trying for lightness but hearing the brittle edge in her own voice.

“Just a stupid meme,” Tom said, not looking up.

She craned her neck, peering at the screen. A chat app, an old friend’s name at the top. The back-and-forth had that easy shorthand of history—teasing, emojis, a private joke Olivia wasn’t in on.

She heard herself say, too quickly, “Talking to anyone special?”

Tom glanced up, surprised by her tone. “Just Mark. He sent a clip of that old pub night. Remember?”

She shrugged, pretending to be busy with her coffee. But the irritation stuck, growing heavier. “You seem pretty cheerful,” she muttered, instantly regretting how petulant she sounded.

Tom frowned, sensing the shift. “Sorry—I just needed something to laugh at. Is that a crime?”

“No,” she said, voice flat. “I just didn’t think you’d want to be glued to your phone after last night.”

The silence grew cold. Tom put the phone face down. “Olivia, what’s going on?”

She shook her head, refusing to meet his eyes. “Nothing. It’s fine.”

He waited a beat, then got up to wash his mug. The muscles in his back were tense, his movements stiff. Olivia wanted to reach out, to smooth a hand along his spine, but her pride won out. Instead, she stared at her phone, thumb hovering over her own group chat, where an ex-boyfriend had left a comment on her last story—You still know how to make trouble—and she’d replied with a laughing emoji.

She glanced up to see Tom watching her, brow furrowed.

“You’re in a mood,” he said softly.

She bristled. “Maybe I am. Maybe I’m tired of being the only one who cares about us.”

Tom stared, mouth tight. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me,” she shot back. “You’re always chatting to people, always laughing at something outside this flat. Maybe you’d rather be locked in with someone else.”

He blinked, shock and hurt flickering in his eyes. “That’s not fair.”

Olivia’s voice rose. “Isn’t it? I see the way you light up for them. I see you grinning at your phone while I sit here feeling like an afterthought. Are you even here, Tom? Or is this just somewhere you crash between messages?”

Tom’s jaw clenched. “So now I’m not allowed to have friends? Or a life outside of you?”

She crossed her arms, voice trembling with anger she hadn’t known was waiting. “That’s not what I’m saying—”

“Really?” Tom’s voice cracked. “Because it sounds a lot like you’re accusing me of cheating.”

The word hung in the air, ugly and raw. Olivia felt the sting, tears suddenly threatening. “I never said that.”

“But you’re thinking it.” Tom shoved his hands through his hair, pacing the tiny kitchen. “God, Liv, you’re the one who gets constant DMs from your ex. You’re the one posting thirst traps on your story. But I can’t laugh at a joke without it turning into a fight?”

She stood, fists clenched. “Maybe I wouldn’t need attention if you actually looked at me sometimes instead of that stupid phone.”

Tom’s eyes blazed. “Don’t. Don’t turn this around. I’m here, every day, every night, trying to be what you want. I give you everything, and it’s never enough.”

For a second, neither of them breathed. Olivia felt the room tilt, the safety of the bubble gone, replaced by something sharp and cold.

She wanted to say I’m sorry—wanted to reach for him, beg for comfort, rewind the words that spilled out too fast. But pride clamped her mouth shut. Instead, she turned away, blinking hard, shoulders stiff.

Tom let out a bitter laugh. “Great. So much for the magic bubble, huh?”

He snatched his phone and left the kitchen, footsteps heavy. The bedroom door clicked closed behind him, the flat suddenly too big, too empty.

Olivia slumped onto a chair, trembling with the shock of what they’d said. The silence pressed in—dense, suffocating. The fight had started as nothing, but now it felt like everything.

And for the first time since lockdown began, Olivia wondered if their bubble could really survive the outside world—if it could even survive themselves.

Olivia didn’t mean to follow him.

She told herself she was giving him space. That she was staying in the kitchen because she was the reasonable one. That he’d cool down and come back and they’d both pretend it was nothing.

But the bedroom door stayed shut.

The silence stretched.

And suddenly the flat felt small in a suffocating way instead of an intimate one.

She stood up.

She hated that she was the one walking toward him.

She hated even more that she didn’t want the fight to end without being heard.

She knocked once, sharply.

No answer.

She opened the door.

Tom was standing by the window, arms folded, staring down at the street like he wished he were anywhere else.

“You don’t get to just walk away,” she said.

He laughed under his breath. “Oh, I don’t?”

“No. Not when you twist what I said.”

Tom turned, eyes flashing. “I twisted it? You implied I’d rather be somewhere else. With someone else.”

“You are somewhere else half the time,” she shot back. “You’re always checking your phone, always laughing at things I’m not part of.”

“So now I have to perform my happiness exclusively for you?” His voice rose. “I’m allowed to have friends, Liv.”

“I didn’t say you weren’t!” she snapped. “I’m saying I feel like I’m competing with a screen!”

“And I feel like I’m competing with your expectations,” he fired back instantly. “With the next test. The next dare. The next way I have to prove I’m enough.”

The words landed hard.

Olivia blinked. “Prove you’re enough?”

“Yes.” His jaw tightened. “Do you know what it’s like, constantly wondering if I’m pushing you far enough? If I’m dominant enough? If I’m not too dominant? If I’m exciting enough? If I’m going to disappoint you the second I say no?”

Her chest tightened. “That’s not fair.”

“It’s how I feel.”

The air thickened.

She hadn’t expected that.

“You think I’m testing you?” she asked, quieter now, but still sharp.

Tom raked a hand through his hair. “Sometimes, yeah. Sometimes it feels like if I don’t escalate, if I don’t take you further, if I don’t control you just right, you’ll get bored.”

Her stomach dropped.

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it?” he shot back. “You’re the one who keeps wanting more. Hotter. Riskier. Public. Edge. Edge. Edge.”

“That’s because I trust you,” she said fiercely.

“And what happens when I don’t want to go to the edge?” he demanded. “What happens if I’m tired? Or scared? Or I just want a normal bloody walk?”

The word normal stung.

She crossed her arms. “You could say that.”

He laughed harshly. “Could I? Or would that make me the boring one?”

“That’s not what I think!”

“It’s what I feel.”

Silence slammed between them.

Olivia felt heat flood her face. Shame. Anger. Fear. All tangled together.

“Well maybe,” she said, voice shaking now, “maybe if you actually told me what you need instead of pretending to be fine all the time, I wouldn’t have to guess.”

Tom stared at her. “I do tell you.”

“No, you don’t. You perform.” The word slipped out before she could stop it.

His expression changed instantly.

“Perform.”

“Yes.”

“Like I’m acting.”

“Sometimes it feels like you are,” she said, and immediately wished she could take it back.

His voice dropped, deadly calm. “You think I’m faking this?”

“I think you try so hard to be what you think I want that I don’t know if you’re even here half the time.”

That one landed.

Tom stepped back like she’d shoved him.

“You want honesty?” he said quietly. “Here it is. Sometimes I don’t know if you love me or the version of me that pushes you to the edge.”

The room felt like it tilted.

“That’s cruel,” she whispered.

“No,” he said, eyes bright. “Cruel is telling me I light up more for my friends than for you. Cruel is implying I’m looking elsewhere because I smiled at a message.”

She swallowed. “I didn’t mean—”

“But you did.” His voice cracked. “You meant you’re scared. And instead of saying that, you attacked me.”

That hurt because it was true.

“So what?” she snapped, because pride was still louder than vulnerability. “You’re perfect? You never get insecure? You’ve never wondered if I’ll wake up and decide you’re not enough?”

His mouth opened, then shut.

They were too close now. The air between them electric and volatile.

“You flirt online,” he said finally. “You like the attention.”

Her head jerked back. “Excuse me?”

“I’ve seen the comments. The DMs. You laugh. You reply. You don’t shut it down.”

“And you don’t shut down yours!”

“Because I trust you,” he shouted.

She flinched.

“So do I,” she shouted back, though even she heard the crack in it.

He stepped away, breathing hard. “No, you don’t. If you did, we wouldn’t be here.”

The words hit like a slap.

They stood there, both shaking, both furious, both wounded in ways that had nothing to do with the walk, or the toy, or the phone.

This wasn’t about social media.

It wasn’t even about jealousy.

It was about being seen and still being chosen.

And suddenly neither of them felt certain.

Olivia’s voice broke first. “I’m scared, okay?”

The words were torn from her.

Tom froze.

“I’m scared,” she repeated, tears spilling now. “I’m scared that this is just lockdown intensity. That when the world opens up, you’ll realise you don’t need all this. Or me.”

His face softened—but only slightly. He was still hurt.

“You think I’m just here because we’re trapped?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “Sometimes it feels too intense to be real.”

He exhaled slowly, like he’d been punched in the stomach.

“And instead of telling me that,” he said, voice quieter but still raw, “you accuse me of wanting someone else.”

She had no answer.

Because that was exactly what she’d done.

He shook his head, exhausted now. “I can’t keep proving myself every day, Liv. I can’t live inside a test.”

Her breath stuttered. “I don’t want you to.”

“Then stop acting like I’m about to fail.”

The words hung there.

Ugly. Honest. Terrifying.

Tom grabbed his hoodie from the chair.

“Where are you going?” she asked, panic slicing through the anger.

“Balcony,” he said flatly. “I need air.”

He walked past her.

She didn’t stop him.

The balcony door slid open. Cold air rushed in. Then it shut.

Olivia stood alone in the bedroom, the silence roaring.

The bubble felt fragile now. Not magical. Not intoxicating.

Fragile.

For the first time since they’d locked themselves in together, she wondered what would happen if it burst.

The silence after a fight is always the worst. Not the shouting or the slammed doors, not the words hurled like knives. No, it’s the space that comes after, thick and echoing, when every little sound is proof that the other person isn’t there.

Olivia wandered the flat in a daze. She tried to make tea—her hands shook so badly she spilled boiling water on the counter and swore, mopping it up with a ragged towel. She tried scrolling through her phone, but the bright, laughing world of social media felt like a lie. She wanted to text Tom—come back inside, please—but pride glued her fingers to the screen.

She paced from the kitchen to the living room, glancing out at the balcony every few minutes. Tom was just a shadow through the glass, arms wrapped tight around himself, hoodie pulled over his head, eyes fixed on the city below as if searching for an escape route.

She hated how familiar the whole thing felt: the icy pause after a fight, the way her mind split into two voices. One said, You’re right. He should apologise. The other, softer, asked, But what if you’re the one who wrecked this?

Eventually, she gave up trying to distract herself. She curled on the couch with her knees to her chest, the city lights flickering on as the sky darkened. Time crawled. Her head throbbed. Hunger came and went. She scrolled through old photos on her phone—Tom’s grin, their first day in lockdown, silly mask selfies, the endless series of marks and Polaroids tucked in the Mischief Box. All of it felt a hundred years away.

Every so often she’d hear Tom move—feet on the boards of the balcony, the creak of the door when he came in for a jacket, the brief hum of the bathroom fan. They circled each other like ghosts, sharing a home but not a life, both too proud to break the spell.

She started to journal. She wrote in her favourite notebook—the one she used for dreams, for planning dares, for secrets. The words poured out in stuttering lines:

I’m angry. I’m scared. I want him to come to me first. I want to be forgiven before I’ve said I’m sorry. I want him to say he loves me and he’s not leaving, even when I pick a fight for no reason. I want him to read my mind and know I’m only cruel when I’m terrified. But what if he’s tired? What if I’ve drained the last of his patience? What if he walks out and the world opens up and he just… lets me go?

The page blurred with tears.

She snapped the notebook shut, pressing it to her chest like a shield.

On the balcony, Tom smoked a cigarette—something he’d sworn he’d quit after university. She watched the tip glow in the dark, a tiny red flare every time he exhaled. She wondered what he was thinking. If he was blaming her. If he was already building the walls that would keep her out forever.

Her mind replayed every word of the fight. She thought about Tom’s accusation—you test me, you want more, you want the edge, you want a version of me—and hated how true it felt. She thought about her own jealousy, how it twisted everything. She remembered the look on his face when she’d said perform, the way he’d stepped back as if burned.

She remembered other fights—different flats, different men. The pattern was always the same: she pushed, they retreated, she apologised, they forgave, and then one day, they didn’t.

The hours crawled. Night deepened. She heard Tom come in from the cold, heard the bedroom door close. She longed to follow, to slide in beside him, to press her face to his back and say I’m sorry, I’m scared, I love you. But pride was heavier than longing.

She slept fitfully, curled in a blanket on the couch, waking every hour to check her phone. No messages.

Morning bled gray through the windows. She sat up, stiff and sore, hair wild, heart aching. The flat was quiet. The door to the bedroom was closed.

She made tea. Sat at the table. Waited.

Nothing.

She texted her best friend, typing I messed up but not sending it.

She read over her journal entry, wanting to tear it out, wanting to set it on fire, wanting to hand it to Tom and say this is all of me, even the ugly bits.

But she didn’t.

She waited. Pride and pain locked together. Wondering which would break first.

In the bedroom, Tom lay staring at the ceiling. He listened to Olivia move around the flat, his own heart pounding with anger, regret, and a bottomless exhaustion.

He replayed every word, every accusation, every time he’d failed to be enough. He thought about leaving—about grabbing his shoes, walking until the city swallowed him. He thought about crawling to her and begging for forgiveness. He did neither.

He wrote nothing, texted no one, just stared at the ceiling and tried not to cry.

They were two bodies in the same apartment, closer than ever and yet more alone than they’d been all lockdown.

When night fell again, the silence was a third presence between them, heavy and cold.

Olivia lay awake, staring at the dark, heart pounding, mind looping on one hope: that somehow, tomorrow, one of them would be brave enough to go first.

Morning came heavy, the sky a flat, endless grey. Olivia sat at the table for a long time, staring at the mug in her hands, the world outside slow to stir. She was tired in a way that went beyond sleeplessness—her limbs ached, her mind felt hollowed out, the flat too quiet and too loud all at once.

She heard Tom moving behind the bedroom door—footsteps, the faint hiss of the shower, the rhythmic clink of a razor against the sink. She wanted to rush in, to throw herself into his arms, to sob out every ugly truth. But the fear of being rejected—of him turning away—was almost paralysing.

Still, something had to give.

She stood outside the door, hand poised to knock, heart hammering. The silence on the other side was absolute.

She forced herself to knock—softly, then again, louder. “Tom?” Her voice trembled. “Can we talk?”

There was a pause—long enough that she almost bolted. Then the door opened, just a crack. Tom’s face appeared, hair damp, eyes red-rimmed. He looked exhausted, older somehow.

He didn’t say anything, just waited.

Olivia swallowed. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t… not talk to you. I’m sorry.”

Tom opened the door wider, but said nothing. She stepped into the room, her hands shaking, voice barely above a whisper.

“I was awful. I accused you of things that aren’t fair. I said things I wish I could take back. I…” She broke off, tears threatening. “I’m just scared, Tom. All the time. Scared that you’ll leave, that I’ll mess up, that you’ll decide I’m too much.”

Tom’s face didn’t soften—not yet. But he nodded, arms folded tightly across his chest. “Why didn’t you just say that?”

She sniffed. “Because if I said it, it’d be real. If I said it, you might agree. And I’d lose you for real, not just in a fight.”

He exhaled, a shaky sound. “Liv, I’m scared too. I’m scared I’ll never be enough. I’m scared that if I say no, or if I’m not strong enough, you’ll get bored. I’m scared that all this—” He gestured around the room, at the flattened duvet, the crumpled clothes, the mask tossed in the corner. “—is just a lockdown fever dream. That it’s not real, or at least not sustainable.”

She wiped her cheeks with the heel of her hand. “I know I push you. I know I want more and more because I’m terrified you’ll stop wanting me. I test you because I can’t believe it’s real. That someone would stay and still want all of me.”

Tom dropped his arms at last. “I hate feeling like I have to perform. Like if I’m not enough, or if I want to slow down, you’ll see right through me.”

She took a shaky breath, stepping closer. “I don’t want you to perform. I want you. Even when you’re tired, or scared, or just… ordinary.”

He looked away, biting his lip. “I don’t always want to be in control. I don’t always want to take you to the edge. Sometimes I just want to hold you. Or be held.”

She nodded, heart aching. “Sometimes I just want to be told it’s okay to need. To mess up. To ask for comfort.”

He finally met her gaze, and there it was—the old warmth, the old longing. “Why do we do this?” he asked softly.

She laughed, shaky. “Because we’re idiots. Because we love each other. Because we’re both terrified of being left first.”

Tom exhaled, shoulders dropping. “I hate fighting with you.”

“Me too.”

He sat on the edge of the bed, head in his hands. She crossed the room, knelt in front of him, and placed her palms over his knees.

“I love you,” she said. “I love the you that’s in control, the you that gets scared, the you that worries about being boring. I love all of it. I just… need you to say you’re not going anywhere.”

He lifted her hands, kissing her knuckles. “I’m not going anywhere. Even when I’m angry. Even when I’m scared. Even when I need air.”

She crawled into his lap, wrapping her arms around his neck. He buried his face in her shoulder, breath shaking.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, voice muffled.

“I’m sorry too.”

They stayed like that, clinging, the apology sinking in, the fear ebbing. When she finally pulled back, Olivia saw tears on Tom’s cheeks. She wiped them away, pressing her forehead to his.

“We’ll make new rules,” she said. “We’ll make space when we need it. We’ll say the hard things before they turn into a fight.”

Tom nodded, voice rough. “No social media during play. No keeping score. And more honesty, even when it’s ugly.”

She smiled, a sad, hopeful thing. “Deal.”

They stayed locked together, holding on tight, both afraid to let go in case the other vanished.

In the hush that followed, the tension drained from the room. For the first time since the bubble burst, Olivia felt like she could breathe again.

“Can we just… stay like this?” Tom asked.

She nodded. “As long as you need.”

He pulled her into bed, curling around her, their bodies tangling, hearts pounding together. There were still things to fix, still rules to renegotiate, still wounds to heal. But for now, they were together. Still chosen. Still safe.

In the fragile quiet, Olivia finally believed it: that love could survive even the worst storm, if both people were brave enough to risk being truly seen.

The bed creaked beneath them as Tom tugged Olivia closer, the two of them half-tangled, half-clinging, a hush like the breath before rain filling the room. Neither moved at first. They just lay there, faces inches apart, feeling the warmth where their hands met and the chill of all that had nearly broken them.

Olivia’s pulse thudded, loud and steady. Tom’s fingers traced lazy circles on her shoulder, as if mapping the shape of forgiveness. She wanted to cry again—not from grief, but from the fierce relief of being here, still wanted, still chosen, even after the ugliest parts of themselves had been laid bare.

They didn’t talk, not at first. It was as if their bodies knew better than their minds how to speak now—gentle touches, slow breaths, a thumb brushing tears from a cheek, a hand smoothing hair back from a damp forehead. The language of comfort, simple and old as the world.

Tom rolled onto his back, pulling Olivia atop him, his arms a fortress. She buried her face in his neck, breathing in the familiar, earthy scent of him. He squeezed her tight, then loosened his grip, letting her settle, letting her choose how close to come.

“I’m scared too,” he whispered, voice raw with truth. “But I want to be here. With you. Not just for the dares or the games or the edge. I want all of it. Even the quiet.”

She nodded against his skin, words coming slowly, carefully. “I love the games, but I don’t need them to love you. I want you, even when we’re just… us.”

His hands mapped her back, slow and reverent. “Sometimes I just want you to hold me. Sometimes I want to be the one who’s cared for.”

She kissed his jaw, then his lips, gentle, then deeper, the taste of him grounding her. “I want to hold you, Tom. I want you to let me in.”

They lay like that, kissing softly, the urgency of lust replaced by something steadier—comfort, hunger, the long slow return to safety. Olivia felt her body respond, not with the wild desperation of their edgeplay, but with a tenderness that ached. She slid her hands under his shirt, tracing the lines of his ribs, feeling the fragile rise and fall of his breath.

Tom shivered, letting her undress him, the usual bravado gone. He was quieter, softer, his need less about conquering and more about being known. He let her set the pace, let her mouth linger where it wanted, let her hands explore as if reacquainting themselves with a landscape almost lost.

When they finally made love, it was slow—each movement a question, each gasp an answer. Olivia rode him gently, their eyes locked, the room silent but for the soft sounds of skin and breath and the occasional whispered reassurance: I’m here. I love you. I’m not going anywhere.

The orgasm, when it came, was quiet—a sigh rather than a shout, a release that was as much about grief as pleasure. Tom held her close through it, arms tight, eyes wet. When he slipped free, Olivia curled into his chest, letting his heartbeat calm the last shreds of fear.

They stayed entwined, the sweat drying, the silence finally sweet.

After a while, Tom spoke, voice rough but sure. “Let’s make some rules. For real this time. So we don’t get here again.”

She nodded, tracing a line over his heart. “No social media during play. No scoring points for pain. If either of us needs space, we ask for it, no guilt.”

He smiled, small and genuine. “And more check-ins. Not just after scenes. Even on the boring days.”

“Especially on the boring days,” she agreed.

He stroked her hair. “And if we fight again—”

“We will fight again,” she interrupted, smiling.

He grinned back, the tension easing. “Right. So when we fight, we don’t hide. No sleeping apart, no waiting for the other to go first. Just… say the scary thing. Even if it’s ugly.”

She kissed him, tasting salt. “Deal.”

They drifted into quiet again, the kind that came from having survived something real. Olivia thought about how close she’d come to losing all this—how easy it had been to wound, how hard to admit her fears. She felt the difference now, the way Tom’s arms didn’t just hold her, but anchored her. The way her own hands could comfort, not just crave.

As the afternoon slipped into evening, they dressed in pyjamas, ordered takeaway, and curled up under a blanket on the sofa. The bubble was still there, but it felt earned now—more fragile, but more honest.

They watched trash TV, fingers twined, laughter coming easier, each small touch a reminder of what they’d fought for.

Before bed, Tom wrote a new slip for the Mischief Box:

Today we fought. Today we survived. We’ll do it again, and we’ll choose each other every time.

Olivia tucked it in, heart full, the echo of their argument fading under the promise of tomorrow.

As they fell asleep, tangled and warm, she whispered, “Thank you for staying.”

Tom squeezed her hand. “Thank you for making me want to.”

The night was quiet. The storm had passed. The bubble—cracked, patched, but unbroken—held.


Chapter 24: Breakdown & Aftercare

Olivia woke to pale light spilling through the curtains, the air in the bedroom cool and perfectly still. For a moment, she just lay there, not quite sure what had changed. Her body ached, not from sex or dares or any edge, but from the kind of exhaustion that only comes after a storm. The silence felt different—no longer heavy with what hadn’t been said, but softly emptied, as if the worst of the weather had finally passed.

She turned her head and saw Tom beside her, still deeply asleep. His face, usually animated even in dreams, was slack now, almost boyish, mouth parted just enough for the faintest snore. She watched the slow, steady rise and fall of his chest, and something in her loosened: a knot she hadn’t known she was holding.

She reached out and let her fingers drift over his hair, his brow, the line of his jaw. There was a faint furrow between his eyebrows—remnants of tension, or maybe a dream. She wondered if he was reliving the fight, the accusations, the late-night confession. Or maybe, like her, he’d found some small comfort in knowing the truth was out at last, ugly and unfinished as it was.

She slipped quietly from the bed, pulling on an old hoodie and padding barefoot into the kitchen. The flat was cold under her toes. She filled the kettle, grateful for the familiar hush of morning rituals: the click and rumble of the boil, the smooth, careful scoop of tea leaves, the steam curling in the dim light. She tidied up the living room, folded a blanket over the couch where she’d spent the worst night of her life, smoothed the cushions as if she could erase the memory.

When the kettle clicked off, she made two mugs—one with sugar, one without—just as Tom liked. She added a splash of milk to his, the way she always did when she wanted to be gentle. She found his favourite mug, chipped at the rim, and held it in both hands as if it might anchor her to the present.

She stood in the doorway, watching him sleep. He looked so small, suddenly—so human. Not her dom, not her rescuer, not the source of her longing or pain, but just Tom: the man she loved, the man she nearly lost to a few cruel words.

She set the mug on his nightstand and slid back into bed, tucking herself against his side. He woke slowly, groggy and blinking in the pale light. For a moment, confusion creased his brow, and Olivia felt a surge of panic—what if he’s still angry, what if last night hasn’t changed anything—but then he reached for her, hand seeking hers under the covers.

“Hey,” he mumbled, voice rough.

“Hey,” she whispered back.

He found the mug, smiled sleepily. “You made tea.”

She nodded, squeezing his fingers. “Thought you could use something warm.”

He took a sip, eyes fluttering closed in pleasure. “You always know.”

They lay there in silence, sipping tea, the covers pulled high. The city outside was waking up—distant horns, the creak of pipes, a neighbour’s dog barking in the courtyard. In their bubble, time slowed.

Tom set his mug aside, rolling to face her. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, studying her with quiet intensity. “Did you sleep?”

She shrugged. “Enough. Not really. I kept waiting for you to come find me.”

He kissed her forehead. “I kept waiting for you to knock.”

She smiled, a sad, soft thing. “We’re idiots.”

He chuckled, a small, honest sound. “Yeah. But we’re still here.”

She pressed her nose to his shoulder, breathing in the familiar scent of skin and old laundry soap. She let the weight of his arm settle around her waist, felt the warmth seep into her bones.

For a long time, they didn’t speak. They just lay together, the tea growing cold on the nightstand, hearts beating slow and steady in the hush. Every so often, Tom would trace a circle on her back, or she’d press a kiss to his collarbone—small acts of devotion, a silent promise that last night wasn’t the end.

When she finally pulled back, Olivia studied his face, the lines softer, the exhaustion less sharp. “I’m sorry for all of it,” she whispered. “For the fight, for the things I said, for not coming to you sooner.”

Tom shook his head. “Me too. For everything I said, and everything I didn’t.”

She tucked herself under his arm again. “Let’s just… not talk for a while. Just be here.”

He nodded, pulling her close. “Best idea you’ve had in ages.”

They fell into a half-sleep, bodies tangled, comfort replacing the old ache. When Olivia drifted awake again, Tom was watching her, a small, private smile on his lips.

“You know,” he said, “I think this is the best aftercare I’ve ever had.”

She grinned. “Not every crisis needs a scene or a ritual. Sometimes you just need tea. And a hand to hold.”

He squeezed her hand, kissing her knuckles. “I’ll take this over any dare.”

They let the morning pass in gentle increments: the tick of the clock, the slow stretch of light across the bed, the warmth of two people who almost lost each other and chose, quietly, not to.

There would be more words later—harder ones, necessary ones. But for now, there was only this: a bubble, battered but unbroken, holding them safe in the soft silence of a new day.

The tea went cold between them before either of them moved.

It wasn’t dramatic anymore. No sharp edges. Just two tired people in a quiet room, knowing they couldn’t skip this part if they wanted to mean what they’d said last night.

Tom shifted first, propping himself up against the headboard. Olivia mirrored him, pulling the duvet around her shoulders like armour that no longer needed to be armour.

“Okay,” he said softly. “Let’s actually do this.”

She nodded.

There was something almost clinical about it at first. Not cold — just careful. Like handling something fragile.

“You go,” she said.

Tom exhaled slowly. “When you said I was performing… that hurt the most.”

She flinched. “I know.”

“No,” he shook his head gently. “I need to say it properly. It hurt because I already worry that I’m not enough without trying hard. I already feel like if I don’t show up as confident and in control, I’ll disappoint you.”

Her chest tightened.

“So when you said it felt like I was acting… it confirmed the thing I’m scared of.”

“That you’re not real?” she whispered.

“That I’m not wanted unless I’m exceptional.”

The words sat between them.

Olivia swallowed hard. “I don’t want exceptional. I want you.”

He gave her a small, sad smile. “I know that now. I didn’t in that moment.”

She shifted closer but didn’t touch him yet. “When you said I test you… that hurt me.”

Tom nodded. “I know.”

“It made me feel manipulative. Like everything I ask for is some kind of trap.”

“It’s not,” he said immediately.

“Sometimes it is,” she admitted quietly. “Not on purpose. But sometimes I push because I’m scared you’ll get bored.”

He studied her face. “You think I’d get bored of you?”

“I think I’m a lot,” she said honestly. “I want intensity. I want growth. I want to feel alive. And I worry that if things go still, you’ll realise you could have something easier.”

Tom let out a slow breath. “Liv… easier isn’t better. And I don’t want easy. I want real.”

Her eyes burned.

He continued, voice steadier now. “But I don’t want to feel like if I slow down, I lose you.”

She nodded. “You won’t.”

“I need to hear that,” he said. “Not just after a fight. Regularly.”

She reached for his hand this time, threading her fingers through his. “Okay. I can do that.”

They sat like that for a moment.

“About the phone,” she said quietly.

Tom gave a tired huff of a laugh. “The phone.”

“I wasn’t really angry about Mark,” she admitted. “I was angry because you looked relaxed.”

He blinked. “Relaxed?”

“You were smiling. Easy. And I realised I hadn’t seen you look easy with me in a few days. And it made me feel like I was the stressful part of your life.”

His expression shifted immediately.

“Liv,” he said gently. “You’re not the stressful part. The world is stressful. The lockdown is stressful. I talk to friends because it reminds me there’s more than four walls.”

She nodded slowly. “I know that rationally. I just… sometimes I feel like if you can get that from someone else, you won’t need me.”

He squeezed her hand. “I don’t need you because you’re my only source of laughter. I need you because you’re my partner.”

The word settled warmly between them.

Partner.

She let out a shaky breath. “I need to stop assuming the worst.”

“And I need to stop withdrawing when I feel accused,” he added. “I go cold because I don’t want to escalate. But it probably feels like abandonment.”

“It does,” she said softly.

They both absorbed that.

There was a pause before she said, “Can we talk about the edge?”

Tom’s thumb stilled over her knuckles.

“Yeah.”

“I don’t want it to feel like pressure,” she said. “I want it to feel like choice.”

“It does,” he said carefully. “Most of the time.”

“And the rest?”

“The rest,” he admitted, “I sometimes feel like I’m chasing a moving target. Like the dares get bigger because we’re bored. Not because we need them.”

She thought about that.

“Maybe sometimes they do,” she said. “Maybe we’ve been using intensity to avoid sitting still.”

Tom gave her a look of quiet recognition. “That feels true.”

The admission didn’t feel like failure. It felt… adult.

“So what does the edge look like now?” she asked.

He considered it.

“It looks like something we walk toward deliberately,” he said. “Not something we escalate just to prove we can.”

She nodded. “And if one of us says ‘not today,’ that’s enough.”

“More than enough,” he agreed.

Silence fell again, but it wasn’t heavy this time. It felt thoughtful.

“I don’t want to lose the heat,” she said eventually. “But I don’t want it to be the glue.”

“It’s not the glue,” he said firmly. “It’s the spark. We’re the glue.”

Her throat tightened at that.

They stayed there, knees touching under the duvet.

“There’s something else,” Tom said carefully.

She braced.

“When you said you were scared I’d leave… that broke me.”

Her eyes widened. “Why?”

“Because it means you don’t fully believe I’m here by choice.”

“I do,” she protested softly.

“Not fully,” he said gently. “If you did, you wouldn’t brace for impact every time we fight.”

She had no defence for that.

“I’ve had people leave,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“And I’ve left,” she added, just as quietly. “When it got too hard.”

He nodded.

“I don’t want to run this time,” she said. “But I need help not sabotaging it.”

Tom leaned forward and kissed her forehead, slow and deliberate.

“Then we practice,” he said. “We practice staying.”

The simplicity of it made her laugh through tears.

“Practice staying,” she repeated.

They sat back against the headboard, hands still linked.

“So,” he said after a while, a hint of humour returning, “no more accusing me of secret girlfriends because I laugh at a meme?”

She smiled sheepishly. “No more.”

“And no more implying you only want me when I’m at full performance mode?”

“Never again.”

“And if either of us starts spiralling?”

“We say it out loud,” she said firmly. “No sarcasm. No weaponising it.”

He nodded.

They sealed it not with sex or theatrics, but with a quiet kiss. Soft. Certain.

The debrief didn’t erase what had happened.

But it made it survivable.

And as they shifted out of bed to start the day — still close, still raw, but steady — Olivia realised something important:

The edge wasn’t what made them strong.

This was.

After the heavy words, after the apologies and quiet vows, it was as if the only language left was touch.

They left the bedroom together, still moving slowly, hands brushing as they passed in the narrow hallway. The flat felt different—no longer a battlefield, but something like a sanctuary. The kind you have to earn, not just inherit.

Olivia stood at the window for a while, watching a few masked neighbors hurry by, the city coming to cautious life below. She felt hollowed out, but not empty—a vessel washed clean by storm and morning.

Tom appeared beside her, arms crossing over his chest, head tilting toward her without needing to lean in. “How’s your back?” he asked.

She smiled, small and true. “Stiff.”

He kissed her hair, then took her hand, leading her back to the bedroom. “Lie down. Let me help.”

She went, folding herself onto her stomach, cheek pressed to the pillow. Tom straddled her hips, warm thighs cradling her, and began to knead the knots at her shoulders. His hands were careful at first, mapping old aches, asking silent questions with every press and circle.

“You always know where I need it most,” she murmured, eyes drifting shut.

“I pay attention,” he said softly.

He worked her back, tracing the line of her spine, coaxing the muscles to release their secrets. Olivia breathed deeply, letting herself be cared for—really cared for, not just desired or claimed. He moved lower, thumbs pressing circles into the base of her back, then up to her neck, fingers in her hair, the tension of the last twenty-four hours melting away.

“Tell me if you want me to stop,” Tom whispered.

“Don’t stop,” she said, voice thick with gratitude.

When he finished, he kissed the nape of her neck, light as breath. “Your turn,” he said, rolling off to the side.

She sat up, stretching her arms overhead, then knelt beside him. Tom rolled onto his stomach, baring his back for her—trust offered in the soft arch of his shoulders, the exposed curve of his neck. She oiled her hands and started to work, slow and attentive, finding each knot, each tender place, each reminder that stress lives in the body as much as in words.

He sighed, relaxing beneath her touch. She traced small circles at the base of his skull, running her nails gently down his back, then pressed her palms to his shoulder blades, grounding him.

When she was done, Tom caught her wrist, brought her hand to his lips, and pressed a kiss there—a thank you, a promise, a tiny ritual all their own.

Later, they moved into the bathroom. Tom ran a bath, adding the fancy oils Olivia always forgot they owned. He checked the water temperature with his wrist, the way she did, then beckoned her in with a crooked smile. She stripped, sliding into the steaming water, moaning softly at the heat.

Tom knelt beside the tub, rolling up his sleeves, and began to wash her hair. His fingers were strong but gentle, massaging her scalp, the lather a kind of blessing. He poured warm water over her head, rinsing away the last of the suds, then used a sponge to clean her arms, her back, her legs. There was nothing sexual in it—only love, and the slow rebuilding of trust through the quiet attention of hands on skin.

Olivia leaned back, closing her eyes, letting Tom care for her. The fear and doubt and adrenaline of the previous day faded under the steady rhythm of the bath, replaced by a drowsy peace.

When she was ready, Tom helped her out, wrapping her in a soft towel, drying her hair, patting her skin dry. He pressed a kiss to her shoulder, then left her to dress while he tidied up the bathroom, folding the towels, wiping the sink.

They made breakfast together—scrambled eggs, toast, coffee strong and sweet. The simple act of moving around the kitchen, working in tandem, felt like a new kind of intimacy. Tom handed her a plate with a smile; Olivia buttered his toast, cutting it into triangles just because she could.

They ate at the table, knees touching, the window cracked open to let in the faint spring air. No one spoke for a while. It was enough to be side by side, to share the gentle clatter of forks and the contentment of ordinary food.

After, they washed the dishes together, each rinsing and stacking, falling into an easy rhythm. Olivia dried a mug, handed it to Tom, let her fingers linger on his for a moment longer than necessary. He smiled, eyes soft, the bruises of last night fading into something almost tender.

They moved to the sofa, curled up beneath a blanket, Olivia’s feet tucked under Tom’s thighs, Tom’s arm draped over her shoulders. She dozed, waking to the sound of his breath, the weight of his hand, the steady beat of his heart. Sometimes he traced lazy patterns over her wrist; sometimes she pressed her nose to his shirt, breathing him in.

The flat was peaceful, the world outside receding. Olivia felt herself coming back into her own skin, the memory of the fight growing smaller with every touch.

“Thank you,” Tom murmured, voice barely more than a breath.

She smiled. “For what?”

“For letting me care for you. For letting me ask for care in return.”

She pressed her cheek to his chest. “That’s all I ever wanted.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Me too.”

They drifted in and out of sleep, the day sliding by in increments of softness—tea, a shared snack, a quiet moment spent reading together. No need to fill the silence, no need to prove anything.

This was aftercare in its truest form: the deliberate choosing of each other, over and over, until peace returned.

And for the first time in days, Olivia felt hope take root again.

The afternoon was a hush, thick with the kind of peace that comes only after the storm has been named and survived. The flat was warm from the bath, the kitchen window open just enough to let in birdsong and a whisper of spring.

Tom dozed on the sofa, a book open but forgotten in his lap. Olivia sat at the end, her knees tucked under her, scribbling in her journal. The words came easily—no longer frantic or defensive, but slow, thoughtful. Today I felt safe. Today we chose to care for each other instead of scoring points. Today I remembered that love isn’t something you win, it’s something you tend.

She closed the notebook, thumb tracing the grain of the cover. Tom stirred, stretching and rubbing at his eyes. “You writing?”

She nodded, suddenly shy. “Trying to make sense of it all.”

He hesitated, then reached for his own journal—one he almost never showed her. “Can I… would you want to trade? Just for today. Just so we know.”

Olivia’s heart thudded. The idea was terrifying and strangely freeing. She handed him her notebook, palms sweating, and accepted his in return. For a moment they just sat, books in hand, the weight of trust heavy between them.

Then they read.

Tom’s handwriting was cramped and uneven, scrawled in the margins and across lines, sometimes trailing off mid-thought. I’m so fucking angry. I’m so tired. I miss her even when she’s in the room. I wish I knew what she wanted. I wish I could say what I want without feeling weak. I want her to come find me. I want to come back inside. I want to be forgiven before I say I’m sorry.

Olivia’s tears started almost immediately. She read on, seeing her own words reflected in his—different phrasing, but the same ache, the same hunger to be wanted and chosen, the same terror of being left first.

Tom was silent as he read her journal. His face shifted with every paragraph—pain, recognition, guilt, a sad sort of wonder. When he finished, he set the book aside and reached for her.

They didn’t speak at first. Olivia crawled into his lap, pressing her face into his neck, tears slipping down her cheeks. Tom wrapped his arms around her, holding her as if he might lose her all over again.

“I didn’t know you felt that way,” he whispered, voice thick.

“I didn’t know you did either,” she said, voice muffled against his shirt.

He laughed, the sound broken and wet. “We’re idiots.”

She managed a watery smile. “Best kind.”

They stayed like that, the books beside them, words laid bare, no secrets left to rot between them. The tears weren’t just for pain—they were for relief, for the gratitude of being seen and not turned away.

Eventually Tom pulled back, cupping her face in his hands. “Thank you for letting me see. Even the parts you’re ashamed of.”

She nodded. “Thank you for still being here.”

They lay back, side by side on the sofa, her head on his chest, his thumb tracing circles over her shoulder. The world outside faded, the flat shrinking to the quiet centre of the bubble.

“I want to make new rituals,” Tom said after a while. “Not just for kink, but for this. For checking in. For reminding ourselves that it’s okay to be scared.”

She smiled, hope blooming. “What did you have in mind?”

“Weekly check-ins. Journaling together, even just for ten minutes. A rule that we have to swap if things feel heavy, or if one of us writes ‘please read’ at the top.”

Olivia nodded, heart lifting. “I’d like that.”

They brainstormed together, scribbling ideas in the margins of their journals: Ask for reassurance, not proof. Make space for silence. Make each other tea after arguments, even before apologies. Try to laugh, even when it’s messy.

As the sun dipped, they made dinner, moving quietly in tandem—Tom chopping onions, Olivia stirring sauce, neither in a hurry. They ate at the table, feet tangled, smiles easier now, conversation gentle and unforced.

Later, Olivia pulled out the Polaroid camera, snapping a photo of the two of them in pyjamas, journals open on the table, the light golden and forgiving. She wrote the date and a simple caption on the back: Still here.

They tucked the photo and the latest journal entries into the Mischief Box, sealing this chapter not with a dare or a mark, but with the knowledge that they’d survived something harder.

Before bed, Tom read aloud a few lines from Olivia’s journal that had made him laugh—her description of his “grumpy pre-coffee face,” the note about wanting to keep his old, ugly hoodie forever. She countered by quoting his dream of “running away to the sea with a dog, some tea, and you, if you promise not to bring the whole spice cupboard.”

They fell asleep holding each other, the pain not erased but softened, the safety more real for having been risked.

In the quiet, Olivia realized that sometimes aftercare wasn’t about sex, or scenes, or even comfort. Sometimes it was about letting yourself be read, line by imperfect line, and believing—finally, fully—that you were enough.

Evening came quietly, sunlight softening to a gentle glow that slipped through the kitchen window and painted the flat in gold. Olivia and Tom moved through their little home with a hush—cooked together, washed dishes together, let the ordinary routines soothe muscles still sore from days of tension.

But something was different now. The air felt clearer. Every gesture—passing the salt, folding tea towels, bumping hips at the counter—carried a new kind of promise: We’ll do this differently, now. We’ll look after what matters most.

After dinner, Tom dug into a drawer and emerged with a notepad and a battered pen. He set them on the coffee table beside the Mischief Box. “Let’s make this official,” he said, voice playful but sure.

Olivia smiled, curling her legs under her and reaching for the pen. “A new chapter, then?”

He nodded, pulling her close. “A gentler one. But not a boring one.”

They took turns scribbling out their new aftercare rituals, each suggestion met with a thoughtful hum, an easy laugh, or an immediate yes.

	Weekly check-in night: No phones, no distractions, just the two of them, tea in hand, talking through the week’s highs, lows, and anything that still aches.

	Journals exchanged on request: No secrets, but no demands—if one writes “please read” at the top, it’s a gift, not an obligation.

	Ritual tea after every argument: Apologies made, or not, a cup is still brewed and shared in silence if words are too hard.

	Soft-touch Sundays: A morning spent in bed, not for sex but for skin and laughter and holding—reminding each other they’re wanted, even without the games.

	Mischief Box entries expanded: Not just for dares, but for gratitude slips, apology notes, and memories of getting through hard days.



They wrote each one out, giggling at Tom’s messy handwriting, Olivia’s doodles in the margins—a cup of tea, a badly drawn heart, a pair of stick figures hugging.

Once the list was complete, they read it through together, the hush in the room a gentle benediction.

Tom reached for the camera again, snapping a Polaroid of them beside their list, cheeks flushed, eyes shining with something raw and new.

“This one’s going in the box,” he declared.

Olivia wrote a caption on the back: A new start. We survived the storm.

They tucked the list and the photo into the Mischief Box, along with slips of paper from the last few days—notes of anger, apology, forgiveness. The Box was heavier now, layered with the history of not just pleasure but pain, not just dares but the promises that come after.

“Let’s promise each other one more thing,” Olivia said, voice soft. “Let’s promise to ask for what we need, even if it’s just a hug. Even if it’s just quiet.”

Tom nodded, reaching for her hand. “I promise. And I promise to believe you’ll stay, even when you’re scared.”

She smiled, relief flooding her. “And I promise not to run. Even when it feels easier.”

They sealed it with a kiss, slow and warm. There was no rush to bed, no hunger to devour or be devoured. They curled on the sofa, feet tangled, listening to the evening settle around them.

When the first star appeared outside, Olivia pressed her head to Tom’s chest, breathing in the steady rise and fall. “Do you feel different?” she whispered.

“Yeah,” Tom replied, thumb tracing circles over her knuckles. “I feel… held. Not just by you. By what we’ve built.”

They sat together until sleep pulled at their eyelids, the new rituals tucked into memory and paper both. Before bed, Olivia wrote one last slip for the Mischief Box: We learned to fight. We learned to stay. We made our bubble stronger by letting it bend.

As they curled under the covers, Tom murmured, “Thank you for forgiving me.”

Olivia kissed his shoulder. “Thank you for fighting for us.”

The flat was quiet. The night was soft. Tomorrow would come, with its own struggles and sweetness, but tonight, they were together, and that was everything.

The bubble, once battered and nearly broken, gleamed with the golden, mended seams of what they’d survived—proof that even the deepest cracks could be filled with love.


Chapter 25: The Confession Scene

The days after the fight blurred, soft and tentative—a quiet unlike any they’d ever known. The new rituals helped: tea after arguments, journal check-ins, the slow, daily effort of being gentle. But for Tom, something still gnawed at the edges. He moved through the flat with care, never wanting to crowd Olivia, but never straying far. He watched her for signs: the way she tucked her knees to her chest when she read, the smile that was real but still shadowed.

He loved her fiercely. The fight had not changed that; if anything, it had only proved how much he could risk and still want to stay. But a part of him wouldn’t let go of the memory—his own raised voice, the look on Olivia’s face when he said the wrong thing, the feeling that he had failed some silent test he didn’t know he was taking.

It came to a head one rainy afternoon. Olivia was curled on the sofa, laptop open but unread. Tom hovered in the doorway, hands shoved deep in his pockets.

“Liv?”

She looked up, the tired affection in her eyes softening something in him. “Yeah?”

He shifted his weight. “Can we talk?”

She closed the laptop, giving him her full attention. “Of course. Is everything okay?”

He hesitated, words tangling in his mouth. He crossed the room and sat beside her, careful not to touch her knee until she nodded him closer.

“I know we’re… better,” he began, “but I don’t feel right. I don’t feel finished.”

Olivia’s brow furrowed in concern. “What do you mean?”

He took a breath. “I don’t know how to let go of the guilt. Of how I treated you. Of the things I said and the way I made you feel.” He stared at his hands, forcing the words out. “I know you’ve forgiven me, but I haven’t forgiven myself. And I… I need to make it right. Not just with words. I need to feel it. In my body. I need you to… help me come back.”

Olivia was silent for a moment, searching his face. He met her gaze, letting her see the rawness, the fear that maybe this made him weak or needy or impossible to love.

She nodded, slow and thoughtful. “What are you asking for?”

He swallowed. “I want you to… punish me. Not out of anger, but as a ritual. I need to confess what I did wrong, and have you decide how I pay for it. I need to be made to kneel, to say it out loud, to feel… cleansed. Chosen. Forgiven.”

Her eyes softened even further, but he saw the hesitation, too. “You want a scene. A real one.”

He nodded. “Only if you want it. Only if it helps you too. I don’t want to turn our pain into a game. I just—”

She squeezed his hand, gentle but firm. “Tom. I understand. I think… I need it too. I need to see you let go of the guilt. I need to take control, to decide when it’s done.”

He let out a shaky laugh, half relief, half nerves. “Will you? Will you design it? Will you tell me what to do, what to say, what to endure?”

She squeezed tighter. “Yes. But only if we do it right. Safe words. Full consent. Aftercare before, during, and after. No punishment that’s just about pain. Only what helps you feel forgiven.”

Tom nodded, tears pricking his eyes. “Thank you.”

She pulled him into her arms, holding him tight, pressing her face into his hair. “Thank you for asking. Thank you for trusting me with this.”

They stayed wrapped together, letting the moment breathe, letting old shame begin to loosen.

When she pulled back, her expression was different: not just loving, but commanding. “I want to take the rest of today to plan. Tonight, you’ll come to me in the bedroom, just as you are. You’ll kneel and confess. I’ll decide the ritual. And we’ll walk through it together. Agreed?”

He nodded, nerves and longing mingling in his chest. “Agreed.”

She smiled, a glimmer of anticipation behind her eyes. “Go. Rest. Prepare. And know you’re already halfway forgiven.”

He left her on the sofa, lighter than he’d felt in days.

For the rest of the afternoon, Tom moved quietly, feeling both dread and relief. He tidied the bedroom, showered, chose soft clothes that would be easy to remove. He journaled—about fear, about hope, about the secret thrill of surrender.

As evening fell, he saw Olivia move through the flat with purpose, gathering candles, fresh towels, her favourite music queued up on the speaker. Her command was gentle but unmistakable—a signal that he could trust her to lead.

When the appointed hour arrived, Tom stood in the doorway of their bedroom, hands trembling. Olivia waited for him, calm and regal, the bed made, the room scented with something warm and floral.

He stepped inside, knelt at her feet, and offered up all the words that had been eating him from the inside.

And Olivia listened, her silence as steady as a hand on his heart—ready to forgive, to reclaim, and to begin again.

The sky was dusk-blue outside, streaked with the remnants of rain. Olivia shut the bedroom door behind her and stood for a moment, letting the stillness settle. This was a different kind of scene—a ritual, a reckoning, a chance to rewire what had been torn. It made her both nervous and fiercely protective.

She began to prepare with the slow precision of someone rebuilding a sacred space. She stripped the bed, laying clean sheets, smoothing the quilt with steady hands. She found candles in the bathroom cupboard—two fat white ones and a mismatched pair in little glass jars. She lit them, setting them on the windowsill and the nightstands, letting the flames paint the walls with shifting gold.

She took her time selecting what she needed: Tom’s collar, the soft leather one he’d worn on their best nights. A length of silk rope—gentle, not for restraint but for presence. Her favourite playlist: low, slow music, voices that sounded like comfort and command. She laid everything out on the dresser, checking and double-checking. She opened the window a crack for fresh air, the scent of rain mixing with candle wax.

She paused in the mirror, meeting her own eyes. There was resolve there—no trace of anger, only a kind of measured gravity. She chose simple clothes: soft black trousers, a camisole, bare feet. Nothing that would distract from what she was here to do. She tied her hair back, washed her hands, let the water run cool over her wrists.

When the room was ready, she sat on the bed, letting her posture shift: shoulders back, spine tall, chin lifted. She breathed in deep, steadying herself—not just for Tom’s sake, but for her own. She wanted to be the anchor. She wanted to be the one who decided when forgiveness was real.

A soft knock broke her reverie.

“Come in,” she called, her voice level.

Tom entered, eyes downcast, moving quietly to kneel before her. He wore a plain white T-shirt and soft shorts, his face clean, hair damp from the shower. He looked up at her, searching for something—permission, courage, absolution.

She let silence bloom for a long moment before she spoke.

“Do you understand why we’re here?” she asked gently.

Tom nodded. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She reached for the collar, holding it out. “May I put this on you?”

“Yes, please.”

She fastened the collar at his throat, fingers careful, letting him feel the weight and promise of it. She pressed her palm to the pulse point beneath it, grounding them both.

“These are the rules,” she said, voice calm but firm. “You will kneel. You will speak only when spoken to, or when answering a direct question. You will confess—out loud—what you are sorry for, what you fear, what you want forgiven. I will decide what is required of you. Safe word is ‘red.’ If you say it, everything stops, no questions.”

Tom nodded, breath catching. “Understood.”

She placed the rope in his open hands. “This is not for punishment. It’s for connection. Hold it, or I’ll tie it loosely around your wrists—your choice.”

He glanced up, eyes shining. “Please tie me.”

She smiled, warmth blooming in her chest. “Good boy.”

She wrapped the silk around his wrists—not tight, just enough for him to feel held. She let her fingers linger, a silent message: You are safe. You are seen. You are not alone.

She knelt in front of him, so their eyes were level. “I am not here to hurt you. I am here to witness. To guide you through this. To decide when the slate is wiped clean.”

Tom swallowed hard, blinking back tears. “Thank you.”

She cupped his face in her hands, letting him feel her steadiness. “You’re already forgiven. This is just so you can believe it.”

He nodded, voice rough. “I need that.”

She rose, taking her place on the bed again, leaving him on his knees at her feet.

“Are you ready?” she asked, one last time.

Tom looked up, fierce and hopeful. “Yes, Ma’am. I’m ready.”

She picked up the pen and placed it beside her on the sheets.

“Then confess, Tom. I’m listening.”

He began to speak—soft, halting at first, then steadier as the words came. Olivia listened, present and open, letting the ritual do its work: a slow, careful unwinding, the start of being whole again.

The candlelight flickered, casting long shadows across the room. Tom knelt, wrists cradled in silk, feeling the collar snug against his throat, Olivia’s presence a gentle gravity on the edge of the bed. For a heartbeat, the world shrank to the hush of his own breathing and the press of his knees on the soft rug.

He searched for words, tongue thick in his mouth, fear and longing tangled together. But Olivia was patient. She let him begin in his own time.

“I’m sorry,” Tom said, voice thin. “I’m sorry for the things I said in anger. For not hearing you, for turning away, for making you feel small. I’m sorry for letting my pride get louder than your pain.”

He swallowed, eyes fixed on the floor. Shame prickled at his skin—a familiar, unwelcome ache. Olivia leaned forward, her hand on his shoulder, grounding him.

“What are you most afraid of?” she asked softly.

Tom blinked, fighting tears. “I’m afraid you’ll see all the ways I fail you and decide it’s too much. That you’ll want someone less messy. Less fragile.”

Olivia nodded, her silence patient, a vessel for his confession. She picked up the pen and took his right arm in her hand, uncapping the pen with her teeth. On the inside of his forearm, in careful script, she wrote: I am allowed to be messy. I am still chosen.

Tom shivered, watching the words bloom on his skin. The ink was cool, her touch warm.

“What do you want forgiven?” she asked, her voice firmer now, as if ushering him forward.

He licked his lips. “I want forgiveness for withdrawing. For making you come to me for comfort when I should have offered it. For making you feel like you had to earn my love instead of knowing it was always there.”

She wrote again, this time on the inside of his wrist: You do not have to earn love. You are loved already.

Tears blurred his vision. Olivia set the pen aside and cupped his jaw. “Look at me,” she said.

He did, and in her eyes he saw not judgment, but fierce tenderness.

“I’m proud of you,” she murmured. “It’s brave to speak it. To own it.”

He breathed, shakily, the words flowing easier now. “I want to be better at asking for what I need. I want to be able to say ‘hold me’ without thinking it makes me weak. I want to be someone who helps you feel safe, even on my worst days.”

Olivia guided his left arm into her lap, inscribing: I am not weak for needing care. I am worthy of comfort.

She traced the line with her thumb, her touch a silent benediction.

For a while, Tom just knelt, letting Olivia mark him—his arms, his chest, even the flat of his palm. Each line was a truth he wanted to believe but struggled to claim.

	Forgiveness is for both of us.

	Pain is not proof of love.

	You are allowed to return. Again and again.



Olivia prompted him, gently but relentlessly. “Is there more?”

He nodded, voice a whisper. “I want to let go of the story that I’ll always be the one left behind.”

She drew a final line across his collarbone, just above the leather: You are wanted. Still. Always.

Tears slid down his cheeks, silent and unashamed.

Olivia pulled him into her arms, rocking him gently, her hands rubbing his back through the thin cotton of his shirt.

“I see you,” she whispered into his hair. “I forgive you. I choose you. Not because you’re perfect, but because you’re real.”

Tom melted into her, the last of his resistance breaking. The words inked on his skin felt like a second heartbeat—truths written where he could see them, where she could see them, where neither of them had to carry the weight alone.

He knelt there, Olivia’s arms wrapped tight, the candlelight softening the corners of the room. The world felt quiet, safe, remade.

When he was ready, Olivia kissed his temple. “There’s more to come. But you’re not alone in this. Not ever again.”

Tom nodded, letting the tears come—relief and shame, love and release, all bound together in the act of being seen and forgiven.

The confessions lingered in the air, a gentle ache. Tom’s skin was mottled with ink, each phrase a scar turned to promise. Olivia’s hands trembled not with nerves, but with a fierce tenderness. She wanted to give him what he’d asked for—closure, consequence, the clean line between shame and absolution.

She stood, moving with a quiet purpose to the dresser where she’d set out everything they might need. She picked up the paddle—light, polished wood, never used in anger. She showed it to Tom, holding it in both hands so he could see her intent.

“This isn’t for pain,” she said softly. “This is for memory. For letting go.”

Tom nodded, breath shallow. He shifted, pressing his forehead to the rug, knees wide, arms outstretched, wrists still gently wrapped in silk. Olivia guided him forward with a hand at his back, settling him into position—a bow of trust, a willingness to be marked and then set free.

She knelt beside him, running her fingers over the words she’d written on his arms. “I will give you ten,” she said, her tone gentle but unyielding. “One for every fear you named. You will count them. You will say ‘I am forgiven’ after each.”

Tom nodded, voice thick. “Yes, Ma’am.”

She raised the paddle, brought it down in a crisp, measured smack—not cruel, but impossible to ignore. Tom hissed, then steadied.

“One,” he said, voice trembling. “I am forgiven.”

Another. A pause.

“Two. I am forgiven.”

Olivia paced each swat, letting him breathe in between, watching his body tense and release. She wove her voice through his, anchoring him with praise and the steady rhythm of her touch.

When they reached ten, Tom was trembling, eyes squeezed shut, tears streaking his cheeks. Olivia set the paddle aside and gathered him into her lap, untying his wrists, pulling him close.

“You’re safe,” she whispered, stroking his hair. “You did so well.”

He clung to her, body shaking with something older than pain—grief, relief, the slow dissolution of old patterns.

When his breath calmed, Olivia rose and led him to the bathroom. She ran warm water, soaked a cloth, and washed the ink from his skin, word by word. Each phrase faded beneath her touch, but the memory lingered—no longer an accusation, but a lesson learned and released.

She knelt before him, drying his arms, pressing kisses to every place she’d marked. She cleaned his face, wiped away tears, held him until he leaned into her, spent and new.

“You are forgiven,” she said again, voice clear and unshakeable. “You are wanted. You are mine.”

Tom nodded, his voice wrecked but true. “Thank you. Thank you for holding me accountable. Thank you for letting me come back.”

She smiled, the last of her own anger washed away. “Thank you for asking. For trusting me with all of it.”

She led him back to the bed, tucked him under the covers, climbed in beside him, and pulled him to her chest. She wrapped her arms around him, humming softly, rocking him as if he were both lover and child—fragile and strong, forgiven and wanted.

They lay in silence, heartbeats syncing, the aftercare as deliberate as any dare they’d ever played. Olivia rubbed his back, whispered little nothings—praise, affection, nonsense words of comfort. Tom melted into her, letting go of everything he’d held too long.

Eventually, the tears stopped. Tom smiled, exhaustion and gratitude mingling in his eyes. “I feel… lighter.”

Olivia pressed a kiss to his forehead. “That’s the point of ritual. We carry things too long until someone helps us lay them down.”

He nodded, settling against her. “I never want to hurt you again.”

“I know,” she said softly. “And I never want to punish you again for anything but this: letting you come home.”

They stayed like that, the quiet deep and gentle, until sleep crept in and swept them both away.

The guilt, the pain, the fear—they’d all been named, faced, and finally—mercifully—set aside.

And in their place was something simpler: the peace of being seen, of being chosen, of being home.

The bedroom was quiet, only the low hum of candles and the distant hush of city night outside the window. Tom lay curled against Olivia’s side, head on her chest, their bodies entwined beneath the clean sheets she’d chosen for this very reason: a new start, a soft place to land.

For a long while, there was nothing but the rhythm of their breathing, the steady drum of Tom’s heart, the faint tick of the radiator cooling in the corner. Olivia stroked Tom’s hair, her fingers drifting over his scalp, then down the nape of his neck and across the smooth skin of his shoulder. Every inch of him felt softer now, unburdened, as if the ritual had carved away the sharp edges of shame.

“Thank you,” Tom whispered, voice rough but clear. “Thank you for making it real, for not letting me hide.”

Olivia pressed a kiss to his temple, the gesture as much for herself as for him. “Thank you for asking for what you needed. For letting me be strong for both of us.”

Tom shifted, turning onto his back, pulling Olivia closer until her head rested on his chest. His hand traced the line of her spine, feather-light, a new kind of permission. “I want you to know,” he murmured, “I’ve never felt safer than when I’m like this—with you, after everything. You see all of me, even the parts I’m scared of, and you don’t turn away.”

She blinked back tears—not of pain, but of relief. “That’s all I ever wanted. For both of us. To know that no matter how messy or scared we get, we’re still wanted. Still home.”

He smiled, and the last of the tension in his jaw melted away. “Can I… can I touch you now?”

Olivia nodded, her voice just a whisper. “Please.”

There was no rush. No hunger to devour, no edge to prove. Tom rolled to his side, cupping her face in both hands. He kissed her slowly, deeply, letting the warmth gather between them. His lips moved down her throat, over her collarbone, each touch an apology and a promise.

Olivia’s hands roamed his back, tracing the places where she’d written, where she’d washed the words away. She felt him shiver under her touch—not from shame, but from the sweet ache of being received. When Tom pulled her atop him, Olivia let herself be held, let her body guide the way. She straddled him, pressing her forehead to his, the tips of their noses touching, breath mingling.

They made love as if they had all the time in the world. No games, no scripts, no need for dominance or surrender—just two bodies seeking solace, building trust with every movement. Tom’s hands framed her hips, gentle and sure. Olivia moved slow, letting him feel her, see her, never looking away.

It was quiet, the kind of lovemaking that felt more like prayer than play. Every gasp, every moan was a blessing—thank you, I’m here, I’m not leaving.

When Olivia came, she did so with tears in her eyes, her fingers laced with Tom’s, their bodies pressed close. Tom followed her, breath catching, a shudder running through him as he let go for the first time in days—not just of pleasure, but of everything he’d carried.

They stayed tangled after, hearts racing, skin damp, bodies humming with the gentle aftershock of release. Tom kissed Olivia’s cheeks, her eyelids, her lips, over and over, until laughter crept in and the tears faded to smiles.

Afterward, Olivia reached for the notebook they kept by the bed—their ritual for every milestone. She wrote a new slip for the Mischief Box in careful script:

We confessed, we forgave, we found our way back—together.

She handed it to Tom. He read it, then pressed it to his lips before placing it inside the box with reverence.

“I love you,” he said, voice steady, sure.

Olivia curled into his side, letting her own words be simpler than ever. “I love you too. More every time we choose each other again.”

They drifted off, limbs entwined, the room awash in the gold of dying candles and the promise of tomorrow—a tomorrow they would meet, not as two people fighting to survive, but as partners, proven and reborn.

In the hush of night, the bubble held—not by denial, not by perfect obedience, but by the beautiful, bruised, unbreakable act of coming back to one another, over and over, as long as it took.


Chapter 26: New Rules

Morning came softly, sunlight spilling golden and slow across the bedroom floor. The city outside was still half-asleep—quiet except for the far-off hum of a bus and the occasional pigeons muttering on the window ledge. Inside, the air was warm and safe, the heavy hush of true rest wrapping around Olivia and Tom like another layer of blankets.

Olivia woke first, her body heavy with satisfaction, the sweetness of sleep clinging to her skin. She blinked at the ceiling, letting the shape of the new day settle. Next to her, Tom slept deeply, his breath slow and even, one hand sprawled across her hip as if anchoring her to the world. She studied him, her chest tightening with the familiar, bittersweet ache of love: the way his lashes made a smudge on his cheek, the softness at the corner of his mouth, the steady pulse in his throat.

She let herself remember, for just a moment, how close they’d come to losing this. She remembered the fight—the cold, empty rooms, the days of not speaking, the ache of thinking it might not be repairable. Then the confession, the ritual, the slow and stubborn choosing of each other over and over until the darkness faded.

She shifted, curling into Tom’s side, and pressed her lips to his bare shoulder. He stirred, a sleepy, contented grunt, then blinked awake.

“Hey,” he murmured, his voice rough, eyes crinkling into a smile.

“Hey,” she echoed, smiling back, their faces inches apart.

For a while, they just lay there, not needing to say anything. Tom’s hand traced lazy lines along her spine. Olivia played with the ends of his hair, twisting a lock between her fingers, drinking in the peace they’d fought so hard to reclaim.

“Do you feel different?” Olivia asked quietly, her voice hesitant, afraid to break the spell.

Tom’s answer was slow but sure. “Yeah. Like we made it through something. Like we’re… I don’t know, stronger? Or maybe just more real.”

She nodded, letting herself relax into the words. “I keep thinking about how scared I was. Not just of the fight, but of you leaving. Of waking up and finding you’d decided it was too much.”

He kissed her forehead, holding her a little tighter. “I was scared too. Scared I’d ruined everything. Scared I’d lost you before I even knew how to fix it.”

They were quiet, each turning those fears over like smooth stones. Finally, Tom laughed—soft and a little shaky. “We’re a mess, aren’t we?”

Olivia smiled, the tension breaking. “The best kind. I’d rather be a mess with you than perfect with anyone else.”

He grinned, genuine and bright. “Same.”

They lay in the warmth, feet tangled, the world outside their little bubble drifting past unnoticed. Olivia found herself giggling, suddenly, at the memory of one of their first lockdown mornings—Tom making pancakes with flour everywhere, the kitchen a disaster, both of them in pyjamas at two in the afternoon.

“Do you remember that first week?” she said, laughter in her voice. “We didn’t even know how to share the fridge without fighting.”

Tom groaned, covering his face with a pillow. “Don’t remind me. I thought you were going to throw me out over a half-eaten yogurt.”

She nudged him, laughing for real now. “I almost did. You left it open. You monster.”

He dragged the pillow away, laughing too. “And you put the cheese in the fruit drawer on purpose just to mess with me. Admit it.”

She rolled her eyes. “Maybe. Just a little.”

Their laughter faded into the easy, golden hush. The kind that meant the storm was truly over.

After a while, Olivia sobered, brushing her fingers over Tom’s cheek. “I don’t want to go back to how it was. Not just before the fight, but before… all of this. I don’t want to forget what we learned. How easy it is to drift. How hard it is to come back.”

Tom cupped her face, gaze clear and open. “We won’t. Not if we keep doing this. Talking. Touching. Naming what hurts before it festers.”

She nodded, pressing her forehead to his. “Let’s make it a rule.”

He smiled, thumb brushing her jaw. “Let’s make a whole new list.”

For a while, they just breathed together, basking in the sweetness of this fragile, hard-earned peace. Olivia let gratitude sink in: for Tom, for the safety of his arms, for the resilience of their love, for the fact that they were still here—still messy, still daring, still together.

Eventually, they climbed out of bed, stretching, moving through the morning in sync—coffee, warm showers, lazy kisses in the doorway.

The flat felt like a different place: no longer just a shelter, but a home marked by risk and repair, dares and laughter, new rules waiting to be written.

As sunlight flooded the kitchen, Tom grinned at her across the table. “Ready to make it official?”

Olivia smiled back, heart full. “Pen and paper. Mischief and all.”

The day stretched before them—golden, wide, and waiting for whatever they’d dare next.

Sunlight filled the kitchen, painting everything in honey and cream. Olivia set out mugs of coffee, the steam curling between her and Tom as they sat cross-legged at the table. In the centre was the Mischief Box—its battered corners, stickers, and scuffs a record of all their lockdown adventures. Alongside it, a stack of notepads, a rainbow of pens, and a handful of empty slips of paper waiting for new mischief.

Tom spun a purple pen between his fingers, grinning. “So—pen, not pencil, right? No erasing if we get cold feet.”

Olivia nudged him, her own pen already uncapped. “Ink. Commitment. No running away if you decide the ‘no cheese in the fruit drawer’ rule is too much.”

He laughed, leaning into the comfort of their banter. “Okay, you start. What’s the first rule of the new era?”

She thought, then wrote in looping, careful script:

	Weekly check-in: Once a week, phones off, tea made, we talk—about the good, the hard, and everything in between.



Tom nodded, his eyes soft. “Yes to that.” He wrote beneath hers, his handwriting blocky and earnest:

	No social media during play or aftercare. The world can wait; our attention belongs here.



They smiled, the intimacy of negotiation already heating the air between them.

Olivia chewed her lip. “Here’s a big one: If either of us needs space, we ask for it—out loud. No guilt, no sulking, no silent treatments.”

Tom added a star beside it. “And if we fight, we don’t sleep apart. Even if we have to go silent for a bit, we do it together.”

She squeezed his hand, relief blooming in her chest.

They kept going:

	Red slips are sacred: If a red slip is drawn, all rules pause until it’s finished—no jokes, no backing out unless the safe word is used.

	Aftercare isn’t just for sex: Hugs, tea, gentle words, whatever we need—even after a rough day, not just a scene.

	Honesty before escalation: If something hurts (physically or emotionally), we name it before we play again.

	Journals exchanged on request: If “please read” is written at the top, it gets read, and talked about, no matter what.

	Mischief is for both of us: Dares, comfort, wild cards—everyone plays, everyone wins.



Some rules were serious, some playful:

	One day a month: pyjama day, all day.

	The loser of the cheese debate makes breakfast.

	First person to sulk does the dishes for a week.



Tom added, with a blush, “And maybe: One wild card per week—something neither of us has done before. Doesn’t have to be kink. Could be… I don’t know, a new recipe, dancing in the rain, building a pillow fort.”

Olivia’s eyes sparkled. “Deal. But I’m still not eating pickled herring, no matter how wild you get.”

He snorted, pretending to cross it off his mental list.

When the rules were finished, they reread them together, laughter mixing with the kind of quiet joy that felt like safety. Tom found tape and posted the list to the fridge, making a ceremony of smoothing out every crease, Olivia at his side.

She looked up at him, the words still humming between them. “We’re really doing this.”

Tom kissed her forehead, holding her close. “We are. For real, this time.”

Olivia felt a weight lift. The rules weren’t a prison—they were a promise. A way to remember, in the thick of ordinary days and future storms, what mattered: that the bubble was a choice, not an accident; that safety was something you wrote in ink, over and over, until it felt true.

She tucked the old rules back into the Mischief Box, adding the new ones on top. “Here’s to us, and to never eating yogurt out of the container again.”

Tom grinned. “Here’s to rules worth keeping.”

Their laughter filled the flat, the sense of renewal spilling into the bright new day.

The notepad was nearly spent, a scatter of colourful pens uncapped and abandoned across the table. The kitchen clock ticked somewhere behind them, but neither Olivia nor Tom noticed—they were lost in the gentle chaos of laughter and ideas, the Mischief Box propped open, ready to swallow their newest offerings.

Olivia held up an old mug, its chipped rim already familiar. “One Mischief Jar, ready for restocking.”

Tom grinned, sifting through the pile of blank slips. “The stakes are higher now. You know, with all we’ve survived, I think the dares should be bolder—and kinder.”

She cocked her head. “Both?”

He nodded, handing her a slip. “You start.”

Olivia thought for a moment, pen poised. She wrote in neat script:

	Draw a bath for the other and stay until the water runs cold. No phones, just stories.



She folded it, dropped it in the jar. “A dare and a gift, all in one.”

Tom wrote his own:

	Public compliment day: The next time we’re out, you have to tell me (loudly) one thing you love about me, no matter who hears.



Olivia snorted. “You just want to see me blush.”

He grinned. “Absolutely.”

They fell into a rhythm—passing slips, trading dares, giggling as each new idea layered risk with care.

	Red slip: “You plan the night: dinner, playlist, and a new kink we haven’t tried—no vetoes except for safe words.”

	Dance together in the kitchen for one whole song, even if dinner is burning.

	Loser of next board game wears nothing but an apron while making breakfast.

	Winner chooses the movie; loser provides a running massage throughout.

	Bedtime story night: the most ridiculous, smuttiest, or sweetest plot wins a back rub.

	Try a meal neither of us has ever cooked before. Loser does all the dishes.

	Wild card: “Draw this and you can cash in one ‘no questions asked’ fantasy.”



They included comfort dares too—small rituals meant to soothe, not just stir:

	Make a playlist for the other person’s worst day. Listen together in the dark.

	A day where every compliment must be spoken, not just thought.

	Rainy afternoon fort-building, complete with snacks and hiding from the world.



Halfway through, Olivia grinned, scribbling a dare and folding it carefully. “Your turn to find this one,” she teased.

Tom dug through the jar, pulling it free:

	Describe your dirtiest fantasy out loud—no blushing, no rushing.



His ears went pink, but he only grinned. “You’ll regret giving me that much power.”

She bit her lip, eyes sparkling. “Try me.”

He responded with one of his own, pushing the boundary a bit:

	You control the next scene, no negotiation. I submit, you decide.



Olivia swallowed—excitement and nerves all tangled—but nodded, feeling the heat of being trusted with that level of power.

They kept going, laughter bubbling as they debated the merits of “breakfast in bed” versus “bed in breakfast,” whether “midnight balcony dance” was romantic or just freezing, and how many red slips was too many.

When they’d filled the mug, Tom ran his fingers around the rim, solemn. “You know, every dare in here is a promise.”

Olivia nodded, sliding the lid on the Mischief Box. “A promise that play is a choice, not a test.”

Tom reached across the table, took her hands in his. “And that we’ll never stop daring each other—even when it’s hard.”

She squeezed back. “Especially when it’s hard.”

They sat in the golden afternoon, the Mischief Jar at the centre of their little world—full of hope, of risk, of the belief that mischief and care could belong to the same story.

Olivia thought about all the dares they’d lived through—how some had hurt, some had healed, all had changed them. She thought about Tom, about herself, about the promise that tomorrow could be braver and gentler at the same time.

When Tom leaned in for a kiss, she met him halfway, feeling the laughter and longing mingled on his lips.

“Ready for whatever comes next?” he whispered.

She nodded, sure at last. “Always.”

They left the Mischief Jar on the kitchen table, slips of paper bristling like promises. Sunlight had shifted, mellowing into late afternoon, filling the flat with the drowsy peace of a well-kept secret. Olivia leaned back in her chair, stretching her arms overhead. “Pick one?” she asked, eyes bright.

Tom grinned and reached for the mug, swirling the slips, the anticipation a game all its own. He closed his eyes and drew one at random, unfolding the paper with a flourish.

“Loser of the next board game wears nothing but an apron while making breakfast,” he read, laughing. “You’re on, partner.”

The game they chose was old and familiar—dog-eared cards, missing tokens, inside jokes scrawled on the score sheets. It was competitive, but only in the way that meant nobody kept real score. Laughter spilled from the table, jokes turning into flirting, and even their bickering had a sweetness to it.

Olivia lost, by a margin so narrow Tom had to triple-check the rules just to be sure. She rolled her eyes, but accepted her fate with a mock solemnity, untying her robe, wrapping herself in the faded apron, and striding into the kitchen with exaggerated confidence. Tom cheered and whistled, ducking a flying tea towel.

She made eggs and toast, every movement a deliberate tease. Tom perched on a stool, eyes alight with mischief and something softer. He snapped a Polaroid, Olivia posing with a spatula, one hip cocked, apron strings trailing.

When breakfast was done, she joined him at the table, tucking her bare legs up on the chair. The air was full of jokes—bad puns, invented song lyrics, silly challenges for who could eat the most toast in one bite. Even the most ordinary things felt precious—passing the butter, wiping crumbs from his chin, letting herself bask in the safety of being completely, ridiculously herself.

They spent the rest of the day daring each other to small, gentle risks: dancing barefoot to a forgotten playlist, building a pillow fort in the living room, sharing childhood secrets as they curled inside the makeshift den. At one point, Tom grabbed Olivia’s hand and pulled her onto the balcony. “Midnight dance, but early,” he whispered, spinning her under the wide, blue sky.

The air was cool, the city below oddly peaceful. Olivia rested her head on Tom’s shoulder, letting him sway them back and forth. They were both a little off-rhythm, giggling as their toes tangled, but it didn’t matter. The music was theirs, the world reduced to a patch of concrete and fairy lights strung above.

Back inside, they built their “lockdown syllabus”—a list of everything they’d survived together: pandemic panic, work from home, boredom, kinks gone wrong, fights, make-ups, midnight confessions, new rituals. Olivia drew doodles in the margins: a little bubble, two stick figures hugging, a mug labelled “mischief.”

As dusk settled, they made dinner side by side, passing pans, licking sauce from spoons, giving each other little pushes and kisses as they moved. Tom flicked flour at Olivia, she retaliated with a spoonful of jam, and before long the kitchen was a mess—just like that first week, only now the mess was a sign of comfort, not chaos.

After dinner, they curled on the sofa, wrapped in the same old blanket, watching a terrible movie with their legs entwined. Olivia felt Tom’s hand tracing patterns on her thigh, not hungry, just present. She watched the light shift across his face, saw him smile at nothing in particular, and felt her own heart bloom.

Their home had changed. Once a bunker, then a cage, it had become something else: a haven. A playground. Every corner now held a memory of risk survived, of pain met with forgiveness, of joy returned.

“Do you feel it?” Tom whispered, voice soft in the dimness.

Olivia nodded, not trusting her voice. She squeezed his hand.

“I never want to forget how hard it was,” she said quietly, “because it makes this—” she gestured at the messy living room, the Mischief Jar, the pile of board games on the floor— “so much sweeter.”

He kissed her, slow and grateful. “Me neither.”

The flat was quiet, the outside world distant. In their little bubble, they had found not just shelter, but each other—imperfect, bold, willing to laugh even in the aftermath of storms.

As they drifted toward sleep, Olivia thought: This is what sanctuary feels like. Not safety from risk, but the promise of returning, again and again, to joy—even when the rules change, even when the world is uncertain.

She closed her eyes, Tom’s arm tight around her, the Mischief Jar full to bursting, and knew: they were home.

Night fell gently over the city, softening rooftops and blurring streetlights. Inside the flat, the air was golden with lamp light, scented with the last of the dinner, and humming with the quiet satisfaction of a day well spent. Olivia and Tom lounged on the sofa, bare feet tangled, the Mischief Jar sitting proud on the table—stuffed with promises, wild hopes, and inside jokes.

Olivia stretched, arching her back like a lazy cat. “We did it,” she murmured. “We really did.”

Tom grinned, voice warm. “We survived another chapter.”

They moved through the flat in companionable silence, posting their new list of rules on the fridge with a magnet shaped like a cartoon sun. Tom straightened the paper with care, Olivia tracing each line with her finger as if reading them aloud to the room. The words shimmered: Weekly check-ins. No social media during play. Red slips are sacred. Ask for space, and give it. Play is a choice. Aftercare is for everything. Mischief belongs to us both.

It wasn’t just a list. It was a map—a record of where they’d been lost, where they’d found their way back.

They spent a while tidying: washing mugs, folding the blanket, stacking board games. Every act felt like a kind of closing ritual—preparing their bubble for whatever the world might throw at them next.

As evening deepened, Tom poured them both mugs of tea. Olivia took hers to the window, pressing her forehead to the cool glass. Outside, the street was empty. The world felt both far away and very close—a hum of possibility just beyond their sanctuary.

Tom joined her, his arm around her waist. They sipped in silence, comfortable and unhurried.

“You think it’ll always be like this?” Olivia asked softly, not really expecting an answer.

Tom thought for a moment, then shook his head. “I hope not. I hope it keeps changing. I hope we keep having to figure it out. That’s what makes it real.”

She smiled, content. “Me too.”

They finished their tea, putting the mugs in the sink, neither wanting to let the moment end. Tom reached for the Mischief Jar, swirling the slips like a magician. “One for the road?” he teased.

Olivia laughed. “Let’s save it for tomorrow. Tonight, I just want to be here. With you.”

He nodded, drawing her close, tucking her against his chest. “Me too. No dares. Just us.”

They curled up together on the sofa, wrapped in each other and the easy, earned quiet. They talked in low voices about small things—books to read, recipes to try, the idea of painting the hallway a wild new colour.

At some point, Tom pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’m proud of us.”

Olivia closed her eyes, feeling the warmth bloom in her chest. “Me too. We broke it and put it back together and it’s better for the cracks.”

They watched a little TV, holding hands, but soon the sound faded to the background, the day’s peace lulling them toward sleep.

Before bed, Olivia wrote a last slip for the Mischief Box:

Today we wrote the rules. We played, we forgave, we laughed. The bubble is not a cage. It’s a choice, every day.

She slipped it in, the box heavier now—not with fear, but with all they’d earned: risk and care, forgiveness and mischief, dares and daily, ordinary love.

In bed, Tom spooned behind her, tracing the curve of her hip, breath slow and steady.

“Tomorrow,” he murmured, “we start again. Whatever comes.”

Olivia smiled into the dark. “With you? Always.”

The flat was quiet. The world outside waited, unpredictable as ever. But in their little bubble, lit by the glow of new rules and mischief, Olivia and Tom held fast to each other—a team, a mess, a marvel. They had risked, broken, dared, forgiven. And now, they rested. Mischief endured.


What Happens After Lockdown… Doesn’t Stay There

They thought it would end when the world opened back up.

They thought mischief was just a game.

Just something to survive the silence.

Just something to pass the time between government briefings and supermarket queues.

But Olivia and Tom didn’t just fill the lockdown.

They rewrote themselves inside it.

Now the streets are busy again.

Friends want dinners.

Work demands attention.

Families expect explanations.

And the rules they made behind closed doors?

They don’t disappear just because the doors are open.

The Mischief Jar still sits under the bed.

The marks still fade slower than they should.

And the power they learned to trade in whispers and locked rooms?

It doesn’t feel temporary anymore.

In Book Two, the real test begins.

Because it’s one thing to surrender in isolation.

It’s another thing entirely to stay that brave

when the world is watching.

More risk.

More exposure.

More dangerous dares.

And a question neither of them can ignore:

Was lockdown the excuse…

—or was it the beginning?
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Also by Roman Vale

Thank you for reading.

If you found meaning, intensity, or pleasure in these pages, I’d be deeply grateful if you left a review. Your words help others discover the story — and ensure it continues to reach those who need it most.

— Roman Vale
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She said she could take it. He never promised to stop.

Kate wants more than date nights and polite kisses. She wants the tremble that starts in her belly when she kneels; the hush that turns the world soft when he says good girl. One reckless whisper at the kitchen table—do your worst—becomes a contract neither of them can forget.

Sam doesn’t bargain with desire; he builds it. Rules arrive like gifts wrapped in ribbon: how she stands, how she speaks, how she waits. Mornings taste of obedience; evenings taste of consequence. And when he decides her devotion should be worn, not just spoken, Kate feels the first cool brush of metal and understands: this isn’t a phase. It’s a life.
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Fourteen days.

Fourteen keys.

One lock she controls completely.

Isla Mercer does not play games.

Every February, she begins the same ritual—carefully measured, deliberately unromantic, and absolutely unyielding. A glass heart sits in the centre of her living room, filled with fourteen identical keys. Each one represents a day of control. Each one must be earned through obedience, service, and restraint.

Theo has agreed to submit.

From the moment the lock clicks shut, his pleasure is no longer his concern. Isla does not offer mercy, reassurance, or reward. She offers structure. Rules are spoken once. Failure resets everything. Desire is allowed only as fuel for obedience, never as a bargaining tool.
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She was chosen because she could not be compromised.

She fell because she believed it.

Detective Superintendent Mara Ellison has built her career on one unassailable truth: she does not bend.

Not to money.

Not to pressure.

Not to desire.

When a powerful mafia organisation begins quietly destabilising a high-profile investigation, Mara is brought in as the ultimate safeguard — a legendary anti-corruption officer tasked with protecting the case from influence, seduction, and collapse.

At the centre of it all stands Isabela Moretti.

Elegant. Patient. Untouchable.

A woman whose power does not announce itself — and does not need to.

From their first meeting, Isa does nothing wrong.

She makes no threats.

Offers no bribes.

Crosses no lines.

And yet, something begins to shift.
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The Valentine Handler: A Dark Valentines Day Romance of Chastity, Control, and Surrender
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Every February, she takes one man.

Powerful crime families don’t call Valentina Moreau to kill their problems.

They call her to reassign them.

Known only as the Valentine Handler, Valentina specialises in bloodless victories—contracts instead of bullets, devotion instead of destruction. Her methods are elegant, discreet, and irreversible.

This year’s assignment is Luca De Santis: a reckless syndicate heir whose charm, excess, and entitlement are destabilising the city’s fragile balance of power. Killing him would start a war. Letting him live unchecked would be worse.
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On the night before their wedding, Elena and Daniel sign a joke “Marital Control Contract.”

What begins as laughter quickly becomes the most dangerous kind of truth.

When fiery, athletic, red-haired Elena slips the velvet pouch with the key into her bag, she tells herself it’s only a game. But once the ring is on her finger and the vows are said, something shifts inside her—something bold, hungry, and impossibly powerful. Daniel expects a perfect wedding night. Instead, his new wife gives him a soft kiss, a teasing smile… and the first denial.
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