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Chapter 1

THE SOFT GLOW of the television painted the walls of their small apartment in shifting blues and
greens. Outside, the coastal wind rattled the windows, carrying with it the distant hush of waves
breaking against the shore. Ashley had stopped watching the ocean-life documentary twenty minutes
ago. Her thumb swiped across her phone screen, each flick revealing another image, another
distraction.

Jacob sat beside her, his lanky frame folded into the corner of their secondhand couch, a worn
paperback splayed across his lap. His hazel eyes moved behind his glasses, tracking words across the
page with a quiet focus. She glanced at her husband, at the way his messy brown hair fell across his
forehead, at the slight furrow between his brows that appeared whenever he was deep in a story. She
loved that look, that complete absorption in another world. Once, she’d found it fascinating, this
ability to lose himself so completely. Now, a small, restless part of her wondered when she’d started
finding it so... ordinary.

“Shit,” Jacob muttered, reaching for his bookmark, a faded receipt, sliding it between the
pages. “I think I missed something. The colony just collapsed, but I don’t remember why the oxygen

systems failed.”

Ashley smiled. “Maybe if you didn’t read five books at the same time, you’d keep the plots
straight.”

“Four books,” he corrected. “The Asimov doesn’t count because it’s short stories.”

“Nerd,” she said, the word softened by affection.

“Your nerd,” he replied, shifting to peer at her phone. “What’s got you so captivated over
therer Please tell me it’s not another one of those pottery classes you’ll sign up for and abandon three
weeks in.”

Ashley rolled her eyes, but the jab struck closer to home than she cared to admit. The pottery
wheel gathering dust in their storage closet was a testament to her habit of chasing new fascinations,
only to see them fizzle out when the initial thrill faded.

“It’s not pottery,” she said, angling her phone toward him. “It’s jiu-jitsu.”

Jacob blinked. “Jiu-jitsu? Like... martial arts? With the grappling and the...” He made a vague
choking gesture with his hands.



“Yes, with the grappling and the choking,” Ashley laughed. “Someone posted about this place
in the community group. Iron Grip Academy. It’s that converted warehouse down by the boardwalk.”
She scrolled to a photo showing a spacious gym with black mats covering the floor, bodies in white
uniforms twisted around each other in various holds. “They’re offering a two-for-one special for new
members this month.”

Jacob’s eyebrows rose. “And you want us to... what? Learn how to break each other’s arms?”
“It’s not about breaking arms,” Ashley said. “It’s about technique. Using leverage instead of
strength.” She nudged him playfully. “Even a beanpole like you could take down someone twice your

size.”

Jacob snorted. “Right. Me, taking down someone twice my size. Have you met me? I got
winded carrying groceries up the stairs last week.”

“That was because you insisted on bringing up all six bags in one trip.”

“It’s a matter of efficiency,” Jacob said with mock seriousness.

Ashley laughed, but her mind was already spinning with possibilities. She’d been feeling
stagnant lately. Their life together was comfortable, secure, everything she’d thought she wanted. Yet
lately, she’d catch herself staring out the window at the endless horizon of the ocean, wondering what

lay beyond the predictable thythm of their days.

Work at the graphic design firm. Dinner with Jacob. Weekend brunches with friends whose
conversations revolved increasingly around mortgages and baby names. Netflix. Sleep. Repeat.

Her fingers tapped restlessly against her phone case. “I think we should do it,” she said, a
familiar spark of impulse flaring. “Sign up for classes.”

Jacob’s smile faltered. “You’re serious?”

“Why not?”” Ashley sat up straighter, energy flooding through her as the idea took hold. “It
could be fun. Something different. Something we do together.” She paused, watching his hesitation.
“Unless you’re scared I'll kick your ass.”

“Oh, that’s how we’re playing this?” Jacob set his book aside, turning to face her fully. “You
think that just because I spend my days wrangling code instead of, I don’t know, wrangling alligators,

I can’t handle a little physical activity?”

“Your idea of cardio is reaching for the top shelf at the bookstore.”



“Ouch,” But he was grinning now, his initial reluctance softening under her teasing. “I just...
I’'ve never been the athletic type. You know that. I was the kid who got picked last for dodgeball and
first for academic decathlon.”

Ashley slid closer, tucking herself against his side. She could feel his warmth through the thin
cotton of his t-shirt. “I know. And I love your brain. But maybe it’s time we both tried something
new.” She looked up at him, catching his eyes. “I’ve been feeling a little... stuck lately. Like we’re in a
loop.”

Something flickered across Jacob’s face. Concern, maybe, or recognition. “Are you unhappy?”
he asked quietly.

“No,” Ashley said quickly, and it wasn’t a lie. Not exactly. “Not unhappy. Just... restless.”” She
traced a pattern on his knee, searching for words. “Remember when we first met? How we stayed up
all night talking about all the things we wanted to do? The places we’d go?”

Jacob nodded slowly. “You wanted to backpack through Europe. I wanted to learn to sail.”

“And we haven’t done any of it,” Ashley said, a note of frustration creeping into her voice.
“We work, we come home, we watch TV. Then we do it all over again. I'm twenty-four, Jacob.
Sometimes I feel like we’re just... waiting for our lives to begin.”

Jacob was quiet for a moment, his fingers absently playing with a strand of her hair. “I guess
I didn’t realize you felt that way,” he said finally. “I’'m happy with our life. With you. But if you need
more...” He sighed, then offered a small smile. “Jiu-jitsu, huh?”

Ashley felt a rush of affection for him. This was what she loved about Jacob. His steadiness,
his willingness to follow her into her enthusiasms, even when they baffled him. “It could be amazing,”
she said, her voice brightening. “Think about it. We’ll get in shape, learn self-defense, maybe make
some new friends.”

“Or I'll get my face smashed into a mat while a bunch of muscle-bound bros laugh at the
computer nerd,” Jacob muttered, but there was no real resistance in his tone.

“No one’s going to laugh at you,” Ashley assured him. “Besides, everyone’s a beginner at first.”

“Some people are more... naturally beginner-ish than others... but if this is something you
really want to try...”



“It is,” Ashley said. She could see it so clearly, the two of them, stronger, more confident,
breaking out of the rut they’d fallen into. Maybe this would be the thing that quieted the restlessness
inside her, the nagging sense that somewhere along the way, they’d settled for safe when they’d

promised each other adventure.

“Then let’s try it,” Jacob said. He pulled her closer, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “But when
I'm tapping out because some guy built like a refrigerator is crushing my windpipe, I expect you to

avenge me.”
Ashley laughed, wrapping her arms around his waist. “Deal. I’ll be your personal samurai.”

“I think samurai are Japanese, and jiu-jitsu is Brazilian. Or maybe originally Japanese? I should
probably read up on the history before-"

Ashley silenced him with a kiss. “This is why I love you,” she murmured against his lips.
“You’re going to be the only person at that gym who can cite the entire cultural lineage of what we’re

doing.”

Jacob’s arms tightened around her. “And you’re going to be the only person who finds that

even remotely attractive.”

“Mmm, your encyclopedic knowledge of obscure facts is pretty sexy.” She shifted, straddling
his lap, her hands sliding up to cup his face. The book fell to the floor, forgotten. “In fact...”

The television droned on, unwatched, as Ashley lost herself in the familiar rthythm of their
bodies moving together. She pushed away the small voice in the back of her mind that whispered this
wasn’t desire, not really. It was habit, comfortable and safe. The same voice that had been growing

louder lately, wondering if there was something more waiting for her beyond the boundaries of this
life they’d built.

Later, as Jacob slept beside her, his breathing deep and even, Ashley stared at the ceiling, the
glow of her phone illuminating her face as she filled out the registration form for Iron Grip Academy.

Two memberships, beginner level, starting next week.
Her finger hovered over the submit button, a strange mix of excitement and apprehension
fluttering in her stomach. There was no reason for the hesitation. It was just a gym membership, not

a life-altering decision.

It was just jiu-jitsu. A new hobby. Something to break the monotony. Nothing more.



Chapter 2

THE CONVERTED WAREHOUSE stood against the late afternoon sky, its weathered brick face softened
by the golden light of the setting sun. A simple sign above the door read “IRON GRIP ACADEMY”
in bold, no-nonsense lettering. Through the large windows, Ashley could make out the movements of
white and blue clad figures on black mats, their bodies twisting and turning in combat.

“This is it?” Jacob asked, peering up at the building with the same expression he’d worn when
they’d visited that supposedly haunted lighthouse on their honeymoon. Equal parts skepticism and
trepidation.

Ashley nodded, adjusting the strap of her gym bag on her shoulder. Inside were her new yoga
pants and a fitted tank top, selected after an hour of consideration. She’d wanted to look athletic but
not try-hard, capable but not intimidating. The mental gymnastics of her wardrobe choice now seemed
ridiculous, standing in the shadow of this industrial building with its distinctly no-frills aesthetic.

“Ready for this?” she asked, reaching for Jacob’s hand. His palm was slightly damp against
hers.

“As I’ll ever be,” he replied with a forced smile. “Just remember our deal. If I die in there, you

have to tell everyone it was doing something heroic. Not getting twisted into a pretzel by someone
named Chad.”

“No one’s named Chad anymore. That’s so 1990s.” Ashley squeezed his hand. “They’re
probably named Axel or Phoenix now.”

“Oh, much better.”

They pushed through the heavy door into a wall of sound: grunts, thuds, sharp exhalations,
and occasional bursts of laughter. The air smelled like sweat, rubber mats, and cleaning solution. To
their left stood a cluttered desk, stacked with papers and folded white uniforms. To their right was the
main training area, a vast expanse of black mats where pairs of people grappled, their movements
varying from effortlessly practiced to awkwardly tentative.

Ashley felt a buzz of electricity in her veins. There was something raw and vibrant about the
space, something that made her straighten her spine and lift her chin. Beside her, Jacob shifted his
weight, his fingers tapping an anxious rhythm against his thigh.

A young woman with sleek dark hair pulled into a tight ponytail looked up from the desk.
“You guys here for the beginners class?” she asked, her tone brisk but not unfriendly.



“Yes,” Ashley said, stepping forward. “We registered online. Ashley and Jacob.”

The woman, Liz, according to the tag, nodded, checking something on a laptop. “Got you
right here. First class, so the trial gi is included.” She pulled two white uniforms from a stack behind
her, eyeballing Jacob and Ashley before selecting sizes. “You can change in the locker rooms.
Women’s is down the hall on the right, men’s on the left. Leave your shoes in the cubbies by the door.
No street shoes on the mats.”

“Gi?” Jacob asked, taking the folded white uniform with a puzzled expression.

“The uniform,” Liz explained, a hint of amusement dancing in her dark eyes. “Put the pants
on like normal. The jacket goes left side over right, then tie the belt around it. If you get stuck, there’s
always someone in the locker room who can help.” She turned her attention to Ashley. “Any previous
martial arts experiencer”

Ashley shook her head. “Nothing formal. I did gymnastics until I was sixteen, and some
kickboxing classes in college, but that’s it.”

“That’ll help with the body awareness,” Liz said with an approving nod. “First class is mostly
basics anyway. Carlos is teaching tonight. He’s good with beginners. You guys better hurry and change.
Class starts in ten.”

“See you out there,” Jacob said, giving her a quick kiss before disappearing into the men’s
locker room.

The women’s locker room was smaller than Ashley had expected, with white walls and a row
of metal lockers. A few women in various states of dress chatted in the corner, their conversation
pausing briefly as Ashley entered, then resuming after a moment of curious assessment.

Ashley claimed an empty locker in the corner, changed quickly, and studied her reflection in
the full-length mirror by the showers. The gi hung loosely on her frame, the sleeves falling past her
wrists. She rolled them up slightly, then attempted to tie the belt as Liz had described. After three
failed attempts, she settled for a lumpy approximation of the neat knots she’d seen on the other
students.

When she emerged onto the mats, she spotted Jacob immediately. He stood awkwardly at the
edge of the training area, his gi similarly ill-fitting, the pants riding up to reveal his pale ankles. His belt
was tied in what appeared to be a shoelace knot.



“I think we’re doing it wrong,” he muttered as she approached. “Everyone else looks like an

origami project, and we look like we got caught in a bedsheet fight.”

Ashley smothered a laugh. “It’s our first day. We’re supposed to look clueless.” She scanned
the room, taking in the mix of students. There were more women than she’d expected, ranging from
college-aged to middle-aged, with builds running from slim to solidly muscular. The men were equally
diverse, though on average larger and more athletic looking than Jacob, whose lankiness seemed
exaggerated by the uniform.

“Alright, everyone on the mats for warm-ups!” The command cut through the chatter, deep

and authoritative.

A man strode to the center of the room. He was imposing, with broad shoulders and a sharp

jawline emphasized by a closely cropped beard. His dark eyes surveyed the class.
“New faces tonight, I see,” he said, his gaze landing on Ashley and Jacob. “Welcome to Iron
Grip. I'm Carlos, one of the black belt instructors here.” His accent was subtle but present. “Everyone

line up by rank, white belts at this end, colored belts at the other.”

There was a shuffle of movement as students arranged themselves. Ashley and Jacob, unsure,
hung back until a friendly looking woman gestured for them to join the white belt end of the line.

“First day?” she whispered.

Ashley nodded.

“Just follow along. It looks more complicated than it is.”

The warm-up began with jogging around the perimeter of the mats. Ashley fell into an easy
rhythm, her body remembering its athletic past. Jacob, beside her, kept pace but with more effort, his
breathing already quickening. Then came jumping jacks, push-ups, and a series of unfamiliar
movements that involved rolling across the mat in various ways.

Carlos moved through the group, his posture impeccable, occasionally stopping to correct
someone’s form with a brief touch or word. When he reached Ashley during a set of sit-ups, he paused,
watching her for a moment.

“Good core strength,” he remarked. “The gymnastics background?”

Ashley nodded, slightly breathless from the exertion. “It’s been a while, though.”



Carlos smiled. “The body remembers.” He moved on to Jacob, who was struggling with a
backward roll. “Tuck your chin more,” he instructed, demonstrating the motion.

Jacob tried again, managing a wobbly approximation of the movement. Carlos nodded, neither
particularly impressed nor disappointed, and continued his circuit of the room.

After warm-ups came the technical portion of the class. The students sat in a semicircle around
Carlos as he selected a partner for demonstration, a muscular man with a blue belt around his waist.

“Tonight we’re focusing on the basics of positional control,” Carlos announced. “The
foundation of jiu-jitsu isn’t about flashy submissions. It’s about controlling your opponent’s body.”
He gestured for his partner to kneel on the mat.

“First, let me explain the guard position for those who are new,” Carlos said, lying down in
front of his partner. “The guard is one of the fundamental positions in jiu-jitsu. The person on bottom,
that’s me right now, uses their legs to control the person on top.” He wrapped his legs around his
partner’s torso, feet locked together behind the man’s back. “See how I can use my legs? This isn’t a
defensive position like it might look. From guard, the bottom player can attack with sweeps to reverse
position, or go for submissions.”

He unlocked his legs and scooted back slightly. “The person on top, in the guard, wants to
pass these legs and advance to a more dominant position. But they have to be careful.” Carlos
demonstrated by having his partner lean too far forward, immediately wrapping his arms around the
man’s neck. “Lean in wrong, and you might get choked. Posture up incorrectly, and you’ll get swept.”

“When you’re in someone’s guard, you need to be aware of several threats...” Carlos continued,
releasing the mock choke and resetting to a neutral position.

Ashley watched, fascinated, as Carlos worked through a series of positions, explaining the
principles behind each movement. It was like a chess game played with bodies, each shift of weight or
adjustment of grip setting up the next three moves. Jacob, beside her, wore the intensely focused
expression he usually reserved for particularly challenging coding problems, his eyes tracking every
detail of the demonstration.

“Now, let’s have a couple of volunteers to try this,” Carlos said after completing his
explanation. His gaze swept the room, landing on Jacob. “You, the new guy. Come on up.”

Jacob froze, panic flashing across his face. Ashley gave him an encouraging nudge, and he rose
stiffly, making his way to the center of the circle where Carlos waited.

“What’s your name?” Carlos asked.



“Jacob.”
“Alright, Jacob. Lie down on your back. I'm going to show everyone a way to pass the guard.”

Jacob did as instructed, looking like a man preparing for surgery rather than a martial arts
demonstration. Carlos knelt between his legs, explaining to the class how to grip the gi pants, how to
control the hips, how to shift weight to prevent certain counters. As he spoke, he executed each
movement, his body flowing from position to position while Jacob lay rigid beneath him.

“You need to give me some resistance,” Carlos said, his tone patient but firm. “Try to stop
me from passing your guard. Use your legs to control my posture.”

Jacob, clearly unsure what any of that meant, made a vague attempt to push against Carlos
with his legs. The instructor smoothly evaded the pressure, slicing one leg across Jacob’s thigh and
establishing what he called “side control,” his upper body pinning Jacob to the mat.

“From here, we have several submission options,” Carlos continued, shifting his weight
slightly. “But the important thing is establishing this dominant position first. Without proper control,
any submission attempt is likely to fail.”

He demonstrated a transition to another position where he aligned his body perpendicular to
Jacob’s, his chest near Jacob’s head. As he moved, Jacob made an awkward attempt to escape, but his

slim neck became caught in the crook of Carlos’s massive arm.

“And if they make the mistake of turning away while we transition,” Carlos commented,
smoothly adjusting his grip, “we can catch the neck like this.”

He tightened his arm slightly, and Jacob’s face began to redden. After a moment of futile
struggle, Jacob tapped frantically on Carlos’s arm, the universal signal for submission.

Carlos immediately released him and stood fluidly. “That tap is sacred in jiu-jitsu,” he told the
class as Jacob gasped for breath. “When your partner taps, you stop immediately. No exceptions. It’s
how we train at full intensity without seriously injuring each other.”

There were chuckles from some of the more experienced students, quickly suppressed. Ashley
felt a pang of sympathy for Jacob, still catching his breath on the mat, his face flushed with a mixture
of exertion and embarrassment. But beneath the sympathy was something else, something unexpected,
a flicker of... what? Fascination? Attraction? Something about the casual display of dominance, the

controlled power in Carlos’s movements, had triggered a response she hadn’t anticipated.



“You okay?” Carlos asked, extending a hand to help Jacob up.

Jacob nodded, accepting the assistance with as much dignity as he could muster. “Fine. Just...
wasn’t expecting the choke.”

“It wasn’t a choke,” Carlos corrected. “Just a momentary constriction of blood flow to the
brain.” He turned to address the class again. “Partner up and practice the guard pass we just covered.
White belts with white belts, blue with blue. Purple belts and up, feel free to work on variations.”

Jacob made his way back to Ashley, his expression a mixture of relief and embarrassment.
“Well, that was humiliating,” he muttered. “I think my life literally flashed before my eyes when he
caught my neck.”

Ashley squeezed his arm reassuringly. “You did fine. No one expects you to know what you’re
doing on day one.” She paused, then added, “Partners?”

They found an empty section of mat and began awkwardly attempting to replicate the
movements Carlos had demonstrated. Ashley lay on her back, and Jacob knelt between her legs, his
hands hovering uncertainly above her hips.

“I feel like I’'m forgetting everything he just showed us,” Jacob admitted, his brow furrowed
in concentration.

“Start with the grips,” Ashley suggested. “He said to grab the pants at the knee, right?”

As they fumbled through the technique, Ashley became aware of Carlos moving among the
pairs, offering corrections and advice. Her stomach tightened with a mixture of anticipation and nerves
as he approached.

“You’re making it too complicated,” he said, crouching beside them. “Jiu-jitsu is like physics.
Use leverage, not strength.” He looked at Jacob. “May I show her directly?”

Jacob nodded, moving aside. Carlos took his place, kneeling between Ashley’s legs. The change
was immediate and striking. Where Jacob had been hesitant, Carlos was decisive, his hands settling on
her hips confidently.

“Control begins here,” he said, his voice lower now that he was speaking just to her. “I'm
controlling your power center, limiting your mobility.” His weight shifted forward, his chest pressing
against her thigh as he established the grips he’d demonstrated earlier. “Feel how I'm distributing my
weight? Not just resting on you but actively pinning you to the mat.”

10



Ashley nodded, acutely aware of the pressure of his body, the strength evident in his
movements. There was nothing inappropriate about the contact. It was clinical, instructional, but she
couldn’t ignore the way her pulse quickened, the flush of heat that rose to her cheeks.

“Now I’'m going to pass to side control,” Carlos continued. “Try to stop me.”

Ashley attempted to use her legs as she’d seen others doing but Carlos smoothly countered,
slicing his leg across her thigh just as he’d done with Jacob. In seconds, he was beside her, his chest a
solid wall against her arm, his weight immobilizing her lower body.

“Good attempt,” he said, and though his face remained professionally neutral, there was a
warmth in his dark eyes that suggested genuine approval. “You have good instincts. Focus on
developing your hip mobility and your guard will be much stronger.”

He rose smoothly and turned to Jacob. “Your turn. Focus on control, not speed. Precision
before power.”

As Carlos moved on to the next pair, Ashley sat up, brushing a strand of hair from her face,
her heart still beating a touch too fast.

“He makes it look so easy,” Jacob sighed, taking his position on the mat. “Like gravity works
differently for him or something.”

Ashley smiled. “Years of practice, I guess. We’ll get there.”

As they continued practicing, repeatedly failing at what Carlos had executed so effortlessly,
Ashley found her gaze drawn to the instructor as he moved around the room. There was something
compelling about the contrast between his powerful physique and the fluid grace of his movements,
the calm authority in his voice as he corrected another student’s technique.

When he demonstrated a movement on a female blue belt, Ashley noticed the woman’s subtle
reaction, the slight dilation of her pupils, the arch of her back as Carlos established control. So it wasn’t
just her, then. The man had an effect on women. It was probably just the nature of the sport, the
intimate contact required, the vulnerability of the positions. Nothing more.

The remainder of the class included new terminology and unfamiliar movements. By the end,
Ashley’s gi was damp with sweat, her muscles pleasantly fatigued from the unaccustomed exertion.
Jacob looked equally spent, his hair plastered to his forehead, his breath coming in deep, controlled
inhales as they sat for the class closing.

11



“Good work tonight,” Carlos said, addressing the group from his position at the front of the
room. “Remember, jiu-jitsu isn’t about being the strongest or the fastest. It’s about leverage, timing,
and technique.” His gaze swept over the beginners. “Some of you are just starting your journey. Be
patient with yourselves. No one walks in here knowing everything.”

After a formal bow to conclude the class, students began dispersing to the locker rooms or
gathering in small clusters to chat. Carlos approached Ashley and Jacob as they gathered their things.

“How was your first class?” he asked, his towering figure imposing yet somehow
approachable.

“Intense,” Jacob replied with a tired smile. “But interesting. There’s a lot more strategy
involved than I expected.”

Carlos nodded. “Most people think martial arts is all about who can punch harder or kick
faster. Jiu-jitsu is a thinking person’s game.” He turned to Ashley. “And you? What did you think?”

Ashley was suddenly conscious of her disheveled appearance, the wisps of blonde hair
escaping her ponytail, the sheen of sweat on her skin. “It was challenging,” she said. “But in a good

way. I liked the... directness of it.”

“Directness. Yes, that’s a good word for it.”” He extended his hand first to Jacob, then to
Ashley. “I hope we’ll see you both next class. Consistency is key in this sport.”

His handshake was firm. For a brief moment, she felt the full force of his attention, a laser
focus that seemed to take in everything about her in an instant. Then he was moving away, called by
another student with a question.

“He’s... intense,” Jacob commented as they headed for the locker rooms.

Ashley nodded, watching Carlos’s broad back as he demonstrated a detail to the questioning
student.

“But good at what he does,” she replied. “Definitely knows his stuff.”
In the women’s locker room, Ashley showered quickly, letting the cool water wash away the
sweat and tension of the class. As she dressed in her street clothes, she overheard two women talking

near the sinks.

“Carlos was actually giving pointers today,” one said, sounding impressed. “Usually, he just
lets the new people flail around until they figure it out.”

12



“Probably because there were good looking women in class,” the other replied with a laugh.
“You know how he is.”

“True. Did you see how he was watching the blonde? The one with the lanky husband?”

Ashley busied herself with her gym bag, pretending not to hear, though her cheeks warmed at

being the subject of their conversation.

“Can’t blame him. She’s so damn pretty, and she moved really well. Better than her husband,

for sure.”
“Poor guy looked like a fish flopping around when Carlos choked him out.”

They laughed again, then moved on to discussing the technique that had been taught, their
voices fading as they exited the locker room.

Ashley zipped her bag closed with more force than necessary, feeling an unexpected flare of
defensiveness. Jacob might not have the natural athleticism of some of the other students, but he’d
tried, and that counted for something. More than something. The women’s dismissive attitude
bothered her.

But beneath the defensiveness lay a feeling of something like pride at being noticed, for
“moving really well” in a space where she’d felt so utterly new and uncertain.

She left the locker room and found Jacob waiting by the front desk scrolling through his
phone. He looked up when she approached, his face brightening.

“Hey, there’s my jiu-jitsu warrior,” he said, slipping his phone into his pocket. “Ready to go

home and ice... well, pretty much everything?”

Ashley smiled, linking her arm through his. “Absolutely. I think there are muscles hurting that
I didn’t even know I had.”

As they walked toward the exit, she glanced back over her shoulder. Carlos stood on the mats,
deep in conversation with Liz at the front desk. As if sensing her gaze, he looked up, meeting her eyes
across the room. He gave a small nod of acknowledgment, then returned his attention to Liz.

Outside, the evening had deepened, the air cooler against their flushed skin. The boardwalk

was quiet, just a few determined joggers and couples strolling along. The ocean stretched beyond, a
vast darkness broken only by the reflection of stars and distant lights.

13



“So,” Jacob said as they reached their car, “verdict on jiu-jitsu? Are we coming back, or was
this another pottery class situation?”

Ashley considered the question as she slid into the passenger seat. Her body ached pleasantly,
her mind still buzzing with the new experiences, the unfamiliar terminology, the feeling of being
completely focused on the present moment rather than drifting through routine.

And there had been something else, something she wasn’t quite ready to examine too closely.
A spark of... something... when Carlos had demonstrated the technique on her, when his dark eyes
had met hers with that flash of approval.

“I think we should keep going,” she said. “I liked it. Didn’t you?”

Jacob started the car, wincing slightly as he turned to check for traffic. “Aside from being
choked out in front of a room full of strangers? Sure, it was great.”

Ashley laughed. “You weren’t choked out. Just... gently asphyxiated for educational purposes.”

“Oh, well, when you put it that way...” Jacob grinned, reaching for her hand across the console.
“But honestly, I think you’re right. It was interesting. Challenging in a way I’'m not used to. My brain
gets plenty of workouts, but the rest of me could use some attention.”

“So we’ll go back?” Ashley asked, squeezing his fingers gently.

Jacob nodded, his eyes on the road ahead. “We’ll go back. Who knows? Maybe someday I’ll
actually be able to do that guard pass thing without looking like I’'m having a seizure.”

“That’s the spirit,” Ashley said, leaning her head back against the seat. “White belts today,
black belts... eventually.”
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Chapter 3

IRON GRIP ACADEMY quickly became a fixture in their lives, with Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays
carved out of their evening schedule, previously filled with streaming shows neither would remember
the next day. The gym’s raw intensity seeped into Ashley’s consciousness, haunting her thoughts
during otherwise mundane workdays. She found herself revisiting techniques at her desk, fingers
absently gripping phantom lapels while designing marketing materials for vitamin supplements and
local restaurants.

Two weeks in, Jacob and Ashley stood at the front of the class, with new white belts wrapped
around their waists, replacing the loaner belts they’d fumbled with during their first sessions. Ashley’s
fit snugly, the crisp fabric still smelling of the packaging it had come in. Jacob’s hung slightly askew
despite his careful efforts to tie it propetly.

“Stop fidgeting,” Ashley whispered as they lined up for warm-ups. “It looks fine.”
“It keeps coming loose on the left side,” Jacob muttered, adjusting the knot for the third time.

Behind them, Carlos’s voice rang out across the mats. “Line up by rank! Let’s start with
jogging.”

The warm-ups began, the sound of dozens of bare feet slapping against the mats, controlled
breathing, the occasional grunt of effort. Ashley fell into the pace easily, her body adapting faster than
she’d expected. Beside her, Jacob moved with more determination, his breath coming in controlled
bursts as he pushed himself to keep up.

“Remember to breathe through your nose,” Carlos instructed, jogging alongside the group,
seemingly immune to the exertion that had some already glistening with sweat. “Control your breath,
control your body. Control your body, control your mind.”

His eyes met Ashley’s briefly as he passed, and she felt a flutter in her stomach. She’d noticed
him watching her during previous classes, nothing inappropriate, just an evaluating gaze that tracked
her progress. She told herself it was professional interest in a promising student, nothing more. But
the flutter persisted.

After the sixth class, Carlos stopped her as she was leaving.

“Your hip escapes are improving,” he said. “But you’re still hesitating before you bridge. The
split-second delay gives your opponent time to adjust.”
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Ashley nodded, suddenly conscious of the sweat dampening her hairline, the flush she could
feel spreading across her cheeks. “I think I’'m overthinking it.”

Carlos smiled, a brief, understated gesture that transformed his stern features. “The mind is
both our greatest asset and our greatest obstacle in jiu-jitsu. You need to get out of your head and into
your body.” He tapped his temple, then placed his hand lightly on his own chest. “Stop thinking and
start feeling.”

Stop thinking and start feeling. As if it were that simple.

But perhaps it was, at least on the mats. By their fourth week, Ashley found herself moving
more intuitively during drills, her body responding to pressure and opportunity without conscious
calculation. When Carlos partnered her with a muscular blue belt woman for positional sparring,
Ashley surprised both herself and her opponent by executing a smooth sweep, reversing their
positions just as Carlos had demonstrated earlier.

“Beautiful!” Carlos called from across the room, where he was correcting another student’s
technique. “That’s exactly what I'm talking about. Timing and leverage, not strength.”

The blue belt woman, Melissa, gave Ashley a grudging nod of approval before they reset. “Not
bad for a white belt. Especially one who looks like she belongs in a Lululemon ad, not a BJJ gym.”

The backhanded compliment stung, but Ashley kept her expression neutral. ““Thanks. I think.”

Melissa’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Just don’t get too comfortable. This isn’t like those cardio
kickboxing classes where they hand out gold stars for showing up. Jiu-jitsu has a way of humbling
people who think they’re naturals.”

Before Ashley could respond, Carlos appeared beside them. “Switch positions,” he instructed.
“Melissa on bottom this time. Ashley, remember that control comes before submission. Don’t rush.”

As they continued drilling, Ashley caught glimpses of Jacob across the room, paired with a
lanky teenager who moved with the confidence of someone who’d been training for years despite his
youth. Jacob’s face was a mask of concentration as he worked to replicate the armbar Carlos had
demonstrated, his movements stiff but improving with each repetition.

Later, when the class broke into free sparring sessions, Carlos gestured for Jacob to join him
on the mat.

“Let’s see how you’re progressing,” he said, dropping into a seated position, inviting Jacob to
engage.

16



Ashley paused her own sparring to watch, a knot of anxiety forming in her stomach. Jacob
approached cautiously, clearly intimidated but determined. They began to grapple, and for a moment,
Jacob managed to maintain a defensive posture. Then Carlos shifted his weight, creating a distraction
with one hand, and within seconds, Jacob was flat on his back, Carlos mounted solidly on his chest.

“Don’t push directly against strength,” Carlos instructed, his voice carrying across the gym.
“Create angles. Misdirect.” He transitioned smoothly into an armbar, bending Jacob’s arm at a
controlled but uncomfortable angle. Jacob tapped quickly.

“Again,” Carlos said, releasing him and returning to his starting position.

Jacob’s second attempt ended even more quickly, with Carlos catching him in a tight triangle
choke. The third attempt wasn’t much better. By the fourth, Jacob’s face was flushed with a mixture
of exertion and embarrassment, his hair plastered to his forehead, his gi darkened with sweat.

“You’re getting tense,” Carlos observed, standing up and offering Jacob a hand. “Tension
wastes energy. You need to stay relaxed until the moment you explode. Like a cat. Loose until it

pounces.”

Jacob nodded, accepting the hand up. “Right. Loose. Got it.” His voice betrayed his
frustration, though he tried to mask it with a smile.

“Everyone progresses at their own pace,” Carlos said. “Focus on your journey, not on
comparing yourself to others.” His eyes flicked briefly to Ashley, then back to Jacob. “Your wife has
natural athleticism from her gymnastics background. You’re building from a different foundation. Be

patient with yourself.”

The advice was sound, delivered without condescension, yet Ashley saw a flash of annoyance
on Jacob’s face. Later, in the car, he was quieter than usual, his gaze fixed on the road ahead.

“You did great tonight,” Ashley offered, breaking the silence.

Jacob glanced at her. “You don’t have to do that.”

“Do what?”

“The encouraging wife thing. I know I looked like a mess out there.”

Ashley reached across to touch his arm. “That’s not true. You’re getting better every class.”
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“At the rate I'm improving, I'll be a decent white belt in about... ten years.” He sighed.
“Meanwhile, Carlos is practically scouting you for the competition team.”

There was an edge to his voice that Ashley hadn’t heard before, not quite jealousy, but
something close to it. A recognition of imbalance.

“He’s just being a good instructor,” she said. “And I’'m not that good. I got swept by that
teenage girl today so hard I think I left a sweat angel on the mat.”

“I didn’t see that.”

“That’s because you were too busy learning from the master himself.” She pitched her voice
deeper, mimicking Carlos’s accent. “Create angles. Misdirect. Be like water, flowing around obstacles.”

Jacob laughed. “Is that supposed to be Carlos? He sounds like a Spanish Yoda.”
“A Spanish Yoda who could fold either of us into a pretzel without breaking a sweat.”

The humor dissipated the awkwardness, but as they pulled into their apartment complex,
Ashley found herself wondering about the subtle shift she’d felt, the hint of competitiveness where
there had never been any before, the new awareness of physical capability as a measuring stick between
them.

Their fifth week at Iron Grip introduced them to another dimension of jiu-jitsu culture, the
social one. After Friday’s class, Liz approached them as they were gathering their bags.

“A bunch of us are grabbing beers at The Anchor,” she said, nodding toward a group of
students chatting near the front desk. “You two should come. Friday night post-training drinks.”

Jacob glanced at Ashley, uncertainty in his expression. “We were going to order in and watch
that new sci-fi series-"

“Which will still be there tomorrow,” Ashley interjected, surprising herself with her eagerness.
“Let’s go. It'll be fun to get to know people outside of trying to choke each other.”

The Anchor turned out to be a divey bar two blocks from the gym, its walls adorned with
nautical paraphernalia and signed photographs of local fighters. Three tables had been pushed together
to accommodate the Iron Grip crew, a mix of white belts, blue belts, and a few higher ranks, all now
dressed in street clothes instead of gis, though Ashley could still identify who was who.
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Jacob integrated himself into a conversation with two other white belt men, a firefighter named
Mike and a high school science teacher called Dan, who seemed to share his experience of being
perpetual demonstration dummies. Their good-natured complaints about bruised ribs and the
impossibility of escaping side control soon had Jacob relaxing.

Ashley found herself seated next to Liz, who nursed a beer with the same intentionality she
brought to drilling techniques.

“So,” Liz said, “what made you guys decide to try jiu-jitsu? Most couples I know can barely
agree on what to watch on Netflix, let alone voluntarily sign up to get sweaty and uncomfortable

together.”

Ashley smiled, taking a sip of her mojito. “It was my idea, actually. I was feeling... I don’t
know, restless? Like we were stuck in a rut.”

“And Jacob just went along with it?”
“He’s a good sport. Always has been.”

“Sounds like love bullshit.”

“Pretty much.” Ashley smiled. “He’s always been supportive of my ideas, even the ones that
suck.”

Liz nodded, her gaze drifting to where Jacob was animatedly explaining something to Mike
and Dan, his hands gesturing in the same way they did when he talked about particularly elegant code

solutions.

“He seems like a good guy,” Liz said. “Not everyone would put themselves out there like that,
especially in a place like Iron Grip. Carlos doesn’t exactly go easy on the newbies.”

“I’ve noticed,” Ashley said dryly.

“Carlos is...” Liz paused, considering her words. “Well, you’ve probably figured out he’s
intense. Brilliant at jiu-jitsu, but not always the most... emotionally intelligent instructor.”

Something in Liz’s tone made Ashley curious. “You’ve known him a while?”

“Since he opened the gym three years ago. I was one of his first students.” Liz took another
sip of beer. “He’s a great teacher if you’re the type of student he respects. Direct, no bullshit, expects

19



your full commitment. But he can be hard on people who don’t progress the way he thinks they
should.”

Ashley thought about the way Carlos had used Jacob repeatedly for demonstrations, the subtle
edge in his “guidance” that bordered on highlighting Jacob’s shortcomings. “Has he always been like
that?”

“More or less. He’s mellowed some since the eatly days, believe it or not.” Liz smiled. “But
he’s still Carlos. Competitive to his core, convinced he’s always right, and way too aware of the effect

he has on women.”

Ashley felt heat rise to her cheeks, and she quickly took another sip of her drink to hide her
reaction. “What do you mean?”

Liz’s eyes narrowed slightly, assessing. “Come on. You’ve seen it. The way some of the women
in class hang on his every word? Man’s got a waiting list of willing training partners, if you know what

I mean.”
“Oh. I hadn’t really noticed.”

Liz’s expression suggested she didn’t entirely believe her. “Well, consider yourself warned.
Carlos is a fantastic jiu-jitsu instructor, but his off-mat reputation is more... complicated. Especially
when it comes to his female students.” She shrugged, her tone lightening. “Anyway, enough about the
gym drama. Tell me what you do in the real world, when you’re not getting crushed by sweaty
strangers.”

The conversation shifted to work, hobbies, the best restaurants in the area, but Liz’s words
remained in Ashley’s mind, coloring her perception. When Carlos walked into the bar half an hour
later, a ripple of awareness seemed to move through the group. Several people called out greetings,
shifting to make space for him.

Carlos moved with the same control he displayed on the mats, his presence somehow larger
than his already imposing physical frame. He wore dark jeans and a fitted black button-down that
accentuated his broad shoulders and tapered waist. His gaze swept the table, acknowledging each
person with a nod or brief greeting. When his eyes met Ashley’s, she felt that now-familiar flutter in
her stomach, followed immediately by a prickle of self-consciousness, Liz’s warning fresh in her mind.

“Ashley, Jacob,” Carlos said, inclining his head slightly as he passed their section of the table.
“Good to see my newest students integrating into the Iron Grip family.”
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His hand brushed lightly across Ashley’s shoulder as he moved to the far end of the table, the
contact so brief she might have imagined it. She glanced quickly at Jacob, but he was engrossed in
conversation with Mike, apparently not having noticed the fleeting touch or the way it had sent a jolt
of something through her.

The evening continued, the alcohol and shared experiences of the gym creating a comfortable
camaraderie. Ashley found herself genuinely enjoying the company, laughing at stories of spectacular
jiu-jitsu fails and training mishaps. Occasionally, she would catch Carlos looking in her direction, his
expression unreadable. Once, when their eyes met, he raised his glass slightly in a subtle toast before
turning back to his conversation with a purple belt.

By the time they left, Ashley felt a curious mix of emotions she couldn’t quite define, a sense
of belonging to this new community, satisfaction at having pushed beyond their comfortable routine,
and something else, an awareness that made her conscious of each step, each breath, each brush of
Jacob’s hand against hers as they walked back to their car.

“That was actually really fun,” Jacob said, his voice slightly louder than usual, the four beers
he’d consumed evident in his relaxed posture and easy smile. “Dan’s invited me to his Tuesday
lunchtime coding meetup. Turns out he’s working on a data visualization project that’s pretty similar
to what we’re doing at work.”

“That’s great,” Ashley said, grateful for the simple conversation. “I liked Liz. She’s...
straightforward.”

Jacob laughed. “Is that what we’re calling it? She told Mike his triangle choke looked like, and

2>

I quote, ‘a constipated frog trying to do Pilates.

“Okay, brutally straightforward,” Ashley amended, smiling. “But she knows her stuff. And I
get the sense she’s a good person to have in your corner.”

Later that night, lying beside Jacob in their darkened bedroom, Ashley replayed the evening in
her mind, the conversations, the new friendships forming, the subtle dynamics at play. She thought
about Liz’s warning regarding Carlos, the implied history of entanglements with female students.

It shouldn’t have surprised her. Carlos exuded the effortless confidence of a man accustomed
to attention, to getting what he wanted. There was nothing overtly inappropriate about his behavior.
He maintained the line between instructor and student, but there was an undercurrent of something
else, an electricity that seemed to charge the air around him.

Jacob shifted beside her, his breathing already deepening toward sleep. She turned to look at
him, at the familiar profile outlined in the dim light filtering through their curtains. She loved him. His

21



kindness, his intelligence, his unwavering support of her ever-changing interests. Their life together
was good, stable, filled with the comfortable certainties of shared history and mutual understanding.

So why did she find her thoughts drifting to Carlos’s brief touch on her shoulder, the intensity
of his gaze across the bar, the way he moved with such absolute conviction?

It was natural, she told herself. Just a harmless fascination with someone so different from
herself, from Jacob, a glimpse into a world of pure physical mastery, of instinct over intellect. Nothing
more than that.

The sixth week brought rapid progression for Ashley and grudging improvement for Jacob.
After Wednesday’s class, Carlos held her back for an extra fifteen minutes, showing her a more

advanced version of the sweep they’d been drilling.

“You’re picking this up faster than most,” he said, his hand on her lower back guiding her
through the correct hip movement. “But don’t get complacent. That’s when injuries happen.”

“I won’t,” she promised, hyper-aware of the pressure of his hand, the proximity of his body
as he demonstrated the proper angle.

Jacob watched from the sidelines, his expression carefully neutral as he pretended to stretch.
On the drive home, he was quiet until Ashley finally broke the silence.

“Everything okay?”

He glanced at her, then back at the road. “Just tired. Long day at work, then getting my ass
handed to me.”

“You’re being too hard on yourself. You swept Mike today during sparring. I saw it.”

“Mike’s been training for all of two months longer than me,” Jacob said, a rare edge of
bitterness in his voice. “Meanwhile, you’re getting private lessons from Carlos.”

“It wasn’t a private lesson,” Ashley said, stiffening slightly. “He was just showing me a detail
on the technique we were already working on.”

Jacob sighed, rubbing a hand over his face. “I know. Sorry. I'm just tired and sore and feeling
a bit... I don’t know. Inadequate, I guess.”

The vulnerability in his admission had Ashley feeling a mixture of guilt and tenderness. “Hey,”
she said softly, placing her hand on his thigh. “There’s nothing inadequate about you. So what if I'm
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picking up certain movements faster? You’re still the same guy who can solve coding problems that
make your whole team’s brain melt, who can recite entire passages from those sci-fi novels, who makes
me laugh every single day.”

Jacob’s expression softened, one hand leaving the steering wheel to cover hers. “I know. I'm
being stupid. It’s just... different, feeling like I'm not good at something you’re excelling at. We've
never had that dynamic before.”

“Is it a problem? That I’'m doing well»”

“No! God, no. I'm proud of you.” He squeezed her hand. “Really. I just need to get over my
own ego and remember we’re not in competition with each other.”

As they pulled into their parking space, Ashley wondered if that was true. Something really
had shifted between them, a subtle rebalancing of the relationship’s dynamics that neither had fully
acknowledged. In their previous life, before Iron Grip, Jacob had always been the more accomplished
one in many ways. More established in his career, more certain of his path. Ashley’s creative pursuits,
while encouraged, had never quite matched his professional success. Now, for the first time, she was
excelling in an area where he struggled, and the reversal, however minor in the grand scheme of things,
had created a new tension.

That night, as they prepared dinner together, Jacob chopping vegetables while Ashley seasoned
chicken for stir-fry, she found herself watching him with a new awareness, trying to reconcile the
Jacob she’d always known with the Jacob she now saw struggling on the mats. There was something
unexpectedly poignant about witnessing his vulnerability, his frustrated determination as he worked
to improve at something that didn’t come naturally to him. It made her love him more in a way, this
glimpse of his humanity, his imperfection.

And yet, alongside that tenderness ran another current, one that made her uncomfortable to
examine too closely, a newfound awareness of physical power, of capability, of the primal hierarchy
that existed on the mats, where intellectual achievements counted for nothing against the ability to
control another’s body.

She pushed the thought aside, focusing on the simplicity of their evening, the comfortable
routine of cooking together, eating at their small table, discussing plans for the weekend. This was real
life, not the artificial environment of the gym, with its heightened intensity and arbitrary rankings. This
was what mattered.

That night, as Jacob slept beside her, she found herself scrolling through Iron Grip Academy’s

Instagram, pausing on a photo of Carlos demonstrating a technique on another instructor, the perfect
alignment of his body, the controlled power evident even in a still image. Her thumb hovered over
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the like button for a moment before she closed the app and set her phone aside, telling herself she
was just appreciating the technical aspects of the move. Nothing more.
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Chapter 4

FRIDAY EVENING’S CLASS had pushed both Ashley and Jacob beyond their usual limits. The drilling
had been more intensive, the sparring more aggressive, leaving them drenched in sweat and trembling
with fatigue by the time they dragged themselves to the car.

“I think my arms might actually fall off,” Jacob groaned, flexing his fingers against the steering
wheel. “Like, physically detach and flop onto the floor.”

Ashley laughed, wincing as the movement awakened a tender spot on her ribs where she’d
been caught in a particularly tight side control. “At least you’d still have your legs to drive with.”

“Bold of you to assume my legs aren’t also planning a revolt.” He glanced at her, a smile
breaking through his exhaustion. “Shower when we get home? I can’t remember the last time I

sweated this much.”

“Shower sounds perfect.” Ashley leaned back against the headrest, allowing the motion of the
car to lull her into a pleasant daze. Despite the aches and bruises, she felt strangely energized, her body

buzzing with satisfaction.

She’d tapped out multiple times during sparring, but she’d also executed a scissor sweep on a
four-stripe white belt who had at least twenty pounds on her. The moment of success, feeling his
balance break, his weight shift exactly as she’d intended, had sent a surge of exhilaration through her

that she still felt now, even an hour later.
At home, they peeled off their sweat-dampened street clothes, leaving them in a heap on the
bathroom floor. Jacob turned on the shower, adjusting the temperature while Ashley pulled her hair

up into a messy bun to keep it dry.

Steam quickly filled the small bathroom, fogging the mirror. The hot water washed over their

tired muscles, and Ashley sighed with pleasure at the sensation.

“Turn around, let me get your back,” Jacob said, squeezing body wash onto a loofah.

Ashley complied, closing her eyes as he worked the lather across her shoulders and down her
spine in gentle circular motions. His touch was careful, mindful of the bruises that had begun to bloom

across her skin. Badges of honor from the mats, Carlos had called them during class.

Carlos.
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The thought of him came from nowhere, slipping into her mind with the same quiet
inevitability with which he moved across the mats. She’d watched him today during the class,
demonstrating a complex choking technique on a visiting brown belt. The visitor had been skilled, but
Carlos had controlled him with an ease that bordered on dismissive, his movements so efficient they

seemed almost lazy in comparison to the brown belt’s desperate defenses.
“You tensed up,” Jacob murmured, his hands pausing on her lower back. “Sore spot?”

“Mmm, a little,” Ashley lied, pushing the image of Catlos from her mind. “Right there under
your left hand.”

Jacob’s fingers gentled, working around the fictional tender area. “Better?”
“Perfect.” She turned to face him, taking the loofah from his hands. “Your turn.”

As she washed Jacob’s back, tracing the lean muscles that had begun to develop from their
weeks of training, Ashley found herself comparing his body to Carlos’s, the differences in build, in
density, in the way they occupied space. Jacob was taller but narrower, his strength less immediately
evident.

The comparison made her feel disloyal, and she pushed it aside, focusing instead on the
familiar landscape of Jacob’s body, the slight curve of his spine, the freckles scattered across his
shoulders like constellations she could map blindfolded. This was her husband, the man who had
loved her through her best and worst moments, who had never asked her to be anything other than

exactly who she was.
Jacob turned, taking the loofah back and setting it on the shower caddy. His hands came up
to her face, and he leaned down to kiss her, his lips soft against hers. As the kiss deepened she slid her

arms around his waist, pulling him closer.

“I’ve been wanting to kiss you all day,” he murmured against her mouth. “Watching you on
the mats, moving like you were born to do this... it’s so hot.”

His confession sparked a flush of warmth in her core. The knowledge that he’d been watching
her, admiring her, added a new dimension to her eatrlier satisfaction.

“Yeah?” she breathed, pressing closer, feeling him harden against her stomach.
“Yeah.” His hands slid down her body, cupping her breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples.

“You have no idea how sexy you are when you’re focused like that, when you take someone down
and get this little smile, like you knew exactly how it would play out.”
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The image he painted was intoxicating, herself as this capable, confident woman, in control of
her body and the situation. It was a version of herself she was only beginning to glimpse in fleeting
moments at the gym, but his words made it feel more real, more possible.

Jacob’s mouth moved to her neck, trailing kisses down her skin, and Ashley tilted her head to
give him better access. His hands roamed her body with increasing urgency, and she responded in
kind, her own fingers exploring the familiar territory of his chest, his stomach, down to where he was
hard and ready for her.

“Bed?”” he suggested.
“God, yes.”

They shut off the water and barely bothered with towels, leaving damp footprints across the
hardwood as they made their way to the bedroom. Jacob pulled her down onto the mattress, his mouth
finding hers again in a hungry kiss as his weight settled on top of her.

The kisses grew more heated, their hands more insistent. Jacob’s mouth worked its way down
her body, stopping at her breasts before continuing lower, his intention clear. Ashley felt her thighs
tremble with anticipation as his breath ghosted over her inner thighs, her pussy already slick with need.

“Please, Jacob” she whispered, lifting her hips slightly in invitation.

Ashley gasped as his tongue parted her most sensitive flesh, igniting every nerve ending. She
spread her legs wider, opening herself completely to him. Jacob knew her body intimately, knew
exactly how to flatten his tongue for broad strokes along her slit before focusing on her clit with the
pointed tip, knew precisely how to create the rhythm that would build her pleasure without rushing it.

“God, Jacob,” she moaned, her hips rising to grind against his face. Her clit throbbed beneath
his attention, sending pulses of pleasure radiating through her pelvis.

His hands gripped her thighs, spreading them further apart as he worked. He slipped two

fingers inside her, curling them upward to stroke her g-spot while his tongue continued its relentless
attention to her clit. The sensation made her gasp, her inner walls clenching greedily around his fingers.

“Fuck, yes,” she breathed. “Right there.”
Ashley felt herself climbing toward climax, that delicious tension coiling tighter with each pass

of his tongue, each stroke of his fingers inside her dripping cunt. She threaded her fingers through his
damp hair, guiding him more firmly against her, not caring if she was being too rough.
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Just as she was approaching the edge, her mind played a traitorous trick. Suddenly, it wasn’t
Jacob between her thighs but Carlos, his dark eyes looking up at her with that same intensity he had
on the mats. The image sent a jolt of forbidden electricity through her, sharper and more urgent than

before, making her pussy clench involuntarily around Jacob’s fingers.

Unlike previous fleeting thoughts of Carlos that she’d immediately banished, this time Ashley
surrendered to the fantasy. She closed her eyes tighter, desperately holding onto the image of Carlos’s
face between her legs, his powerful shoulders pushing her thighs wider, his tongue claiming her with
the same confident authority he demonstrated in class. She imagined his muscular arms wrapped
around her thighs, pinning her to the bed, giving her no choice but to take the pleasure he offered.

“Yes,” she breathed, the word meant for her imagined lover rather than her husband. “Right
there. Don’t stop.”

In her mind, Carlos smiled against her flesh, a predatory grin that said he knew exactly what
she needed, what she secretly craved. His phantom hands gripped her thighs more firmly, leaving
bruises that would match the ones from training, a secret mark of his possession. His tongue became
more insistent, more demanding, not servicing her but devouring her, consuming her pleasure as if it
were his right.

The fantasy was so vivid she could almost feel the scratch of his beard against her inner thighs,
so different from Jacob’s smooth face. She imagined Carlos’s tongue to be firmer, more probing, his
technique as precise and dominating as his jiu-jitsu. The contrast heightened every sensation, made
her hyper-aware of the building pressure at her core.

“I’'m going to come,” she gasped, her back arching as the tension peaked. “Don’t stop, don’t
stop, don’t fucking stop!”

When her orgasm crashed over her, it was with Carlos’s imagined command driving her over
the edge. “Come for me now, Ashley,” his voice in her mind deeper and more commanding than
Jacob’s could ever be. She imagined him holding her down as she tried to buck away from the intensity,

forcing her to ride wave after wave of pleasure until she was completely spent.

She cried out, her body convulsing with pleasure so intense it bordered on pain, her thighs
trembling against what she now had to remind herself were Jacob’s ears, not Carlos’s. Her pussy
clenched and released in rhythmic pulses, her wetness flooding his mouth as she rode out the climax.
The force of it stunned her, left her gasping and disoriented as the aftershocks rippled through her
body.
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As the pleasure subsided, leaving her breathless and flushed, she opened her eyes to see Jacob
moving up her body, his chin glistening with her arousal, his expression one of satisfied pride. For a
disorienting moment, she had to reconcile the fantasy with reality, adjust to the sight of her husband’s
familiar features where she’d been so vividly imagining Carlos’s more intimidating face.

“That was incredible,” he murmured, kissing her deeply. She tasted herself on his lips, the
tangy evidence of her pleasure coating his tongue as it slid against hers. For a moment, she almost
pulled back, the fantasy of Carlos still so vivid that Jacob’s kiss felt like an intrusion.

Ashley felt a strange, reckless power surging through her. The fantasy had unlocked
something, a hunger, a boldness she hadn’t known she possessed. She sat up, pushed Jacob onto his
back and straddled him, her pussy still sensitive and pulsing from her orgasm.

“My turn,” she said as she positioned herself above him. She felt wild, uninhibited, still half
lost in her fantasy.

Jacob looked up at her with surprise and arousal, his hands settling on her hips. “God, you’re
gorgeous,” he whispered, taking in the sight of her naked body poised above his, her skin flushed, her
blonde hair falling around her shoulders, her pussy visibly slick and swollen from her orgasm.

Ashley reached between them, wrapping her fingers around his cock. It was already rock hard,
the shaft hot and pulsing in her hand. She squeezed it firmly, running her thumb over the head. Jacob
hissed at the sensation, his hips jerking upward involuntarily.

She guided his cock to her entrance, rubbing the head through her folds, coating it with her
wetness. The contact sent aftershocks of pleasure through her still sensitive clit. Slowly, she sank
down, taking him inch by inch, savoring the stretch as he filled her. She could feel every ridge, every
vein of his shaft as it parted her inner walls, the sensation intensified by her recent orgasm.

“Fuck, Ashley,” Jacob gasped as she took him to the hilt, his cock buried completely inside
her. His fingers dug into her hips, his expression a mixture of pleasure and awe. “You feel amazing.”

She began to move, finding a rhythm that started slow. The position gave her control, allowed
her to set the pace and depth. As she rolled her hips, taking him deeper with each downward motion,
Ashley closed her eyes once more, and in the darkness behind her lids, it was Carlos beneath her.

In her mind, his hands were larger on her hips, more commanding, guiding her movements
rather than following them. His chest was broader, scattered with dark hair, rising and falling with
controlled breaths rather than Jacob’s more erratic panting. She imagined the way Carlos would look
at her, not with Jacob’s open adoration, but with that same intensity he brought to everything, like she
was a position he was trying to dominate, a submission he was working toward.
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“That’s it,” she whispered, the words meant for her fantasy lover. “Just like that.”

She imagined Carlos wouldn’t be gentle with her. He would grip her ass cheeks hard, would
thrust up into her with force, would demand her pleasure rather than ask for it. The image was so
vivid she could almost feel the difference. Carlos would undoubtedly be thicker, stretching her further,
his cock hitting spots deep inside that Jacob couldn’t reach. He wouldn’t lie passive beneath her, he
would meet each downward thrust with an upward drive of his hips, challenging her control.

Ashley’s movements grew more urgent, more demanding. She ground herself against Jacob,
her clit rubbing against his pubic bone, sending jolts of sensation through her already sensitized nerves.
But in her mind, it was Carlos’s pelvis she was grinding against, Carlos’s longer and thicker cock hitting
her deepest spots, stretching her to the limit of what she could take.

She sat up straighter, changing the angle so that Jacob’s cock pressed against her front wall
with each thrust. The new position let her see more of his body, but in her mind’s eye, it wasn’t Jacob’s
lean frame beneath her but Carlos’s muscular one. His broad chest, his powerful shoulders, his ripped

abs contracting with each thrust.

“Oh god,” she moaned, lost in the fantasy. Her pussy clenched around Jacob’s shaft, gripping
it tightly as she rode him harder. “Fuck me. Fuck me harder.”

The words seemed to shock Jacob slightly. Ashley was rarely so explicit during sex, but he
responded enthusiastically, planting his feet on the mattress for leverage, thrusting up into her.

“Like this?” he panted, his hands moving from her hips to her breasts, squeezing them roughly,
pinching her nipples.

“Yes,” she hissed, though the affirmation was for the Carlos in her mind, whose imagined
cock filled her so completely she could feel herself stretching wide to accommodate him. She rode
him with an abandon she’d never shown before, her body slick with sweat, her breath coming in short,
sharp gasps, her pussy making obscene wet sounds as it gripped and released his shaft with each

movement.

In her fantasy, Carlos flipped their positions without warning, using his superior strength to
pin her beneath him. She imagined him hooking her legs over his shoulders, folding her almost in half
as he drove into her with powerful thrusts. The imagined position sent a fresh surge of arousal through
her, making her cunt clench tightly around Jacob’s cock.

“Ashley,” Jacob groaned beneath her, his voice cutting through her fantasy for a moment.
“I’'m getting close.”
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She barely heard him, too consumed by the fantasy driving her toward her second orgasm. In
her mind, Carlos was watching her with those dark eyes, one hand wrapped around her throat,
asserting control.

“You’re going to come for me again,” fantasy-Carlos commanded in her mind, his voice
carrying that same authoritative tone he used when instructing a difficult technique. “Let me feel that
tight little cunt squeeze my cock when you come.”

The imagined words pushed her over the edge. Ashley’s second orgasm hit her with surprising
force, radiating outward from her core in pulsing waves that made her cry out. Her inner walls spasmed
violently around Jacob’s shaft, her clit throbbing as pleasure overwhelmed her senses. Her whole body
shuddered, her thighs quivering, her back arching as she desperately ground herself against him,
prolonging the sensation.

“Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh FUCK!” she cried out, the intensity of it shocking her, leaving her
trembling and breathless as she continued to ride Jacob through the aftershocks.

Jacob’s climax followed almost immediately, triggered by the tight pulses of her orgasm around
him. He thrust upward, holding her hips down firmly as he emptied himself inside her, his face
contorted in pleasure. She could feel the hot spurts of his cum coating her inner walls, filling her in
pulsing jets that triggered another smaller aftershock of pleasure.

As the ecstasy subsided, Ashley collapsed forward, her forehead resting against Jacob’s chest,
her breathing gradually slowing. The fantasy of Carlos receded, leaving her with a strange mixture of
satisfaction and disorientation as reality reasserted itself. Her body felt wonderfully used, pleasantly
sore in ways that mirrored her post-training aches.

Jacob’s arms came around her, holding her close. His cock was still semi-hard inside her,
making her aware of every small aftershock that caused her to clench around him.

“That was... wow,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. His voice held a note
of wonder, almost surprise. “I don’t think you’ve ever been that intense before.”

Ashley made a noncommittal sound, not trusting her voice. What could she possibly say? That
she’d just experienced the most powerful orgasms of her life while pretending he was someone else?
That for those minutes, she’d completely surrendered to a fantasy that felt like a betrayal of everything
they’d built together? That she’d practically screamed with pleasure imagining another man’s cock
inside her, another man’s hands on her body?
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“I love when you take control like that,” Jacob continued, apparently interpreting her silence
as breathlessness. “It’s like jiu-jitsu is unlocking this whole new side of you.”

If only he knew just how right he was. This was something new, not just the physical act or
the intensity, but the deliberate fantasy, the complete mental substitution of her husband with another
man. She’d crossed a line tonight, one she hadn’t even known existed until she was already on the
other side of it.

She could feel their combined fluids beginning to leak from her, a warm trickle down her inner
thigh as she rolled off him and onto her side, automatically curling against him as they always did after
sex. Jacob’s arm came around her, pulling her close, his breathing already beginning to deepen toward
sleep.

“Love you,” he murmured.
you,

“Love you too,” she whispered, the truth of it making what had just happened even more
confusing, more troubling.

She lay awake long after Jacob’s breathing had settled into the even rhythm of sleep, replaying
what had happened. Unlike the fleeting, involuntary thoughts she’d had before, tonight she had
actively chosen to fantasize about Carlos. She had deliberately held his image in her mind, had sought
out and cultivated the fantasy until it overwhelmed her, drove her to multiple climaxes more intense
than any she could remember.

What did that mean? Was it just sexual curiosity, the natural result of spending hours in close
physical contact with an attractive man who wasn’t her husband? Or was it something deeper, more
concerning, a sign that something was missing in her marriage, in her sex life?

She remembered the way Carlos moved on the mats, fluid yet powerful, always in control,
always three steps ahead. She thought about his hands, so confident when demonstrating techniques,
the casual strength with which he manipulated his training partners’ bodies. What would those hands
feel like on her bare skin? How would that controlled power translate to bed?

The thoughts sent another pulse of arousal through her, and she pressed her thighs together,
shocked at her body’s response so soon after such intense orgasms.

Ashley finally admitted to herself what she’d been denying for weeks. She was attracted to
Carlos. Not just to his skill or his physical presence, but to him, to the man himself, to his confidence
and control, to the way he moved through the world as if it had been designed specifically for him.
She wanted him in a way that was visceral and undeniable, a hunger that her fantasy had only
temporarily satisfied.
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The admission, even silently to herself, felt like a betrayal. Not an action, not yet, but the seed
of one, a crack in the foundation of her marriage, hairline thin but present nonetheless. She told herself
it would go no further than this, that fantasy would remain just that. She loved Jacob, was committed
to their life together. This was just a temporary fascination, a side effect of stepping into a new world

with its own rules and hierarchies. Nothing more.
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Chapter 5

ASHLEY’S FINGERS TREMBLED slightly as she tied her belt, the white fabric now bearing faint yellowing
from weeks of sweat and washing. She’d stayed late after the official class ended, working on a sweep
that had eluded her during drilling. The women’s locker room was empty, most students having
filtered out twenty minutes earlier. She caught her reflection in the mirror. Flushed cheeks, damp
hairline, the satisfied exhaustion of physical exertion evident in the looseness of her posture.

Two months at Iron Grip Academy had transformed her body in subtle ways. Her arms were
more defined, her core tighter, her movements more measured even outside the gym. But the physical
changes paled compared to the internal ones that kept her awake at night, staring at the ceiling while
Jacob slept beside her.

Since the night she’d surrendered to fantasy, she’d drawn a careful line in her mind. Fantasy
was fantasy. Harmless, private, contained. It meant nothing. She repeated this to herself like a mantra,
even as Carlos’s face intruded her thoughts with increasing frequency, even as she found herself
applying extra care to her appearance on training days, selecting her most flattering sports bras to wear
beneath her gi.

Tonight, Jacob had left early after class, taking the bus home, claiming a work deadline required
his attention. The truth, obvious to them both though neither acknowledged it, was that he’d grown
frustrated after being repeatedly swept by a wiry teenager half his size. Ashley had pretended to believe
the excuse, had kissed him goodbye and promised not to be too late, ignoring the flicker of relief she
felt at having space to train without witnessing his struggles.

She emerged from the locker room into the gym’s main space, now dimly lit and quiet except
for the sound of a floor fan oscillating in the corner. The mats had been cleared, the equipment stacked
neatly along the walls. She spotted Carlos at the front desk, hunched over some paperwork, his broad
back to her.

Ashley hesitated, suddenly self-conscious. She could slip out quietly, avoid the one-on-one
interaction that both thrilled and terrified her. The smart choice, the safe choice. But her feet carried

her forward instead, her gym bag slung over one shoulder.

“Thanks for letting me stay late,” she said, her voice sounding unnaturally loud in the quiet
space.

Carlos looked up, turning to face her. He’d changed from his gi into a snug black t-shirt that
stretched across his chest and shoulders, paired with dark track pants that sat low on his hips.
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“Your dedication is admirable,” he said, leaning back against the desk. His eyes moved over
her appraisingly, not leering but assessing, the same way he evaluated technique on the mats. “The
sweep is looking better.”

Ashley felt a flush of pleasure at the simple acknowledgment. “You saw that?”

“I notice everything that happens in my gym.” He smiled. “Especially when it involves talented

students.”

The compliment had her heart racing. “I’m hardly talented. Just stubborn.”

“Stubborn is good. Jiu-jitsu rewards persistence more than natural ability.” He crossed his
arms, the movement pulling his shirt tighter across his biceps. “Where’s your husband tonight?

Usually, you two leave together.”

“Work deadline,” she said, the lie falling easily from her lips even though Jacob hadn’t asked
her to cover for him. “Some coding emergency.”

Carlos nodded. “He’s missing valuable mat time.”

“He’s been a little discouraged lately,” Ashley admitted, feeling a twinge of guilt for discussing
Jacob’s struggles. “It doesn’t come as naturally to him as it does to me.”

“Few things worth mastering come naturally to anyone.” Catlos straightened, moving around
the desk to stand closer to her. Not inappropriately close, but near enough that she caught the faint
scent of his cologne, something woodsy and subtle. “Your husband thinks too much on the mats.

Analysis paralysis. Common among intellectual types.”

“That’s Jacob,” Ashley said with a small laugh. “He once spent three weeks researching coffee

makers before buying one.”

Carlos smiled, a genuine one that reached his eyes, softening the habitual intensity of his gaze.

The transformation was startling, like watching a predator momentarily at ease.

“And what about you, Ashley? Are you the type to analyze every option, or do you follow

your instincts?”’

The question made the fine hairs on her arms stand up. Ashley swallowed, aware that they

weren’t just talking about consumer choices anymore.
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“Depends on the stakes,” she said carefully. “I can be impulsive with small things. But the
important decisions... those require consideration.”

“And how do you determine what’s important? Sometimes what seems insignificant can
change everything.”

Ashley’s mouth felt dry. They were speaking in code, dancing around something neither was
naming explicitly. She should leave. She should thank him for the training time and walk out the door.
That would be the safe choice, the right choice.

“I suppose that’s the tricky part,” she said instead, taking a small step closer. “You never know
which decisions will matter until after you’ve made them.”

Carlos held her gaze, something shifting in his dark eyes. Recognition, perhaps. Or approval.
“That’s very true.” He reached behind him to the desk, producing a business card. “I’ve been meaning
to give you this. I offer private lessons for students who show promise.”

Ashley stared at the card. Below the formal contact information, a phone number was
handwritten.

“My personal cell,” he explained, watching her reaction closely. “For scheduling purposes. I
only work with a few students this way. The standard rate is $100 per hour, but...” He paused, his eyes
never leaving hers. “I make exceptions for exceptional cases.”

Ashley took the card. “I don’t know if I can afford-”

“As I said, exceptions can be made.” Carlos’s voice lowered slightly. “Think about it. No
pressure. You have potential that group classes won’t fully develop.”

Ashley slipped the card into her bag, aware of the significance of the gesture even as she told
herself it was purely professional. ““Thank you. I’ll, um, think about it.”

Carlos nodded, then glanced at his watch. “I need to lock up soon. Can I walk you to your
car?”

The courtesy seemed both gentlemanly and vaguely threatening, though Ashley couldn’t
articulate why the latter impression registered. Perhaps it was the lateness of the hour, or the emptiness

of the gym, or the unspoken possibility that had manifested between them.

“Sure, thanks.”
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They walked out together, Carlos pausing to set the alarm and lock the door behind them. The
night air was cool against Ashley’s skin. The gym’s parking lot was mostly empty, just her Toyota and
what she assumed was Carlos’s sleek black sedan parked near the entrance.

“That’s me,” she said, pointing to her car with her key fob, the locks clicking open with a chirp
that sounded unnaturally cheerful in the quiet lot.

“Drive safely,” Carlos said, making no move to leave her side until she reached her vehicle.
“And Ashley?”

She paused with her hand on the door handle, turning to look at him.

“If you decide on the private lessons, don’t feel you need to mention it to the rest of the class.
Some students can be... competitive. Jealous, even.” His smile returned, a brief flash of white teeth in
the darkness. “I prefer to keep my individual training relationships discrete.”

The word choices, “relationships”, “discrete”, were loaded with implication. Ashley nodded,
not trusting her voice to remain steady if she spoke. She slid into the driver’s seat and closed the door,
watching through the windshield as Carlos walked to his own car. He raised his hand in a casual
farewell as he got in.

The drive home was a blur, her mind replaying every moment of their interaction, analyzing
every word, every nuance of his expression. Was she reading too much into it? Projecting her own
forbidden attraction onto ordinary professional courtesy? Or was the subtext real? Had he been feeling
out her boundaries, testing for weaknesses in her resolve?

The business card seemed to burn in her bag, a tangible connection to a possibility she both
craved and feared. By the time she pulled into her apartment complex, she’d decided to throw it away
as soon as she got home. The temptation was too great, the risk too high. She wasn’t that kind of
woman. She loved Jacob. Their marriage might not sizzle with the electric tension she felt around
Carlos, but it was solid, real, built on years of trust and genuine affection.

Jacob was still awake when she entered, sitting on the couch with his laptop balanced on his
knees.

“Hey,” he said, looking up with a smile that eased some of the tension in her. “How was the
Y, ) g
extended training session?”

“Good.” Ashley dropped her bag by the door, the card still inside. She’d throw it away
tomorrow. “Really productive. I finally got that scissor sweep down.”
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“That’s great.” Jacob’s enthusiasm seemed genuine despite his earlier frustration at the gym.

He set his laptop aside. “Want to show me sometime? I could use some pointers.”

The simple request, the humility it required for someone as intellectually prideful as Jacob,
touched Ashley. “Of course. Anytime.”

She showered quickly, washing away the gym’s scents. When she emerged, Jacob was in bed,
his laptop set aside, his reading glasses perched on his nose as he flipped through a paperback.

“What are you reading?” she asked, sliding in beside him.

“Just a silly space opera.” He set the book on his nightstand and removed his glasses, turning
to face her. “You look tired. In a good way, though.”

“I’'m pretty wiped,” she admitted, though the fatigue in her body was at odds with the restless
energy in her mind.

Jacob reached out, trailing his fingers along her arm. “Too tired for...?”

The question was hopeful but not demanding. Ashley hesitated only briefly before leaning in
to kiss him, pushing thoughts of Carlos firmly aside. This was her husband. The man who loved her,
who knew her, who had stood by her through every up and down. The man she’d promised herself

to.

They made love in the familiar way of long-term partners. Comfortable, tender. When Jacob’s
fingers found the places that made her gasp, when his body covered hers, Ashley kept her eyes open,
fixed on his face, refusing to allow her mind to wander as it had before. This was Jacob. This was real.
This was right.

Afterward, as he drifted to sleep beside her, Ashley stared at the ceiling, thinking of the
business card in her gym bag. She knew she should throw it away first thing tomorrow. Call the gym’s
main number if she ever decided to book a legitimate private lesson. Set a clear boundary. The safe
choice. The right choice.

But as sleep finally claimed her, Ashley knew with certainty that she wouldn’t throw the card
away. She would keep it, telling herself it was just in case she decided on proper lessons, all the while

knowing it represented something else entirely.
The following morning, before Jacob woke, she retrieved the card from her bag and tucked it

into her underwear drawer, beneath layers of cotton and occasional lace. Hidden but accessible. A
secret fork in the road, a path not taken but not abandoned either. Just in case.
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Chapter 6

DAYS LATER, the Monday evening class was particularly crowded, the mats packed with sweating
bodies drilling a complex guard pass that involved a subtle weight shift and precise hand placement.
Ashley paired with a blue belt woman about her size, their movements becoming more fluid with each

repetition.

Across the room, Jacob worked with Mike, the firefighter they’d befriended at The Anchor.
Mike was stockier but shorter than Jacob, making the physical dynamic of the technique different than
what Carlos had demonstrated. Jacob’s brow was furrowed in concentration as he attempted to
replicate the movement, his lanky frame not quite finding the leverage points that made the technique

effective.

“You’re thinking too much,” Mike said good naturedly after Jacob’s third failed attempt. “Feel

it, don’t analyze it.”

Jacob nodded, wiping sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. “Easy for you to say. Your
center of gravity is practically at ground level. I'm like a giraffe trying to do parkour here.”

Ashley watched Jacob, her attention briefly diverted from her own drilling. Jacob caught her
eye across the room and gave her a small wave, his expression brightening at her notice. The simple
gesture, the evident pleasure he took in her attention, sent a pang of guilt through her chest. The
business card remained hidden in her drawer, untouched but not forgotten. She’d thought of it each

day, rehearsed scenarios where she texted the number, imagined Carlos’s response.

“Focus, Ashley,” her partner chided, noticing her distraction. “You’re leaving space for me to
> YD > g g
recover guard.”

“Sorry,” Ashley murmured, returning her attention to the drill.

When Carlos called time and instructed them to switch roles, there was a momentary shuffle
as people adjusted positions. Ashley glanced toward Jacob again, saw him settling onto his back as
Mike prepared to execute a move from the top position. Nothing unusual, just the normal flow of
class.

Then it happened.

Mike, heavier and more muscular than his height suggested, drove forward with slightly too
much force. Jacob, attempting to create space with his legs, extended his arm to push against Mike’s
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shoulder. The angle was wrong, the pressure too direct. There was an audible pop, followed by Jacob’s
sharp intake of breath.

“Shit,” he hissed, his face contorting in pain. “My shoulder.”

Mike immediately backed off, concern etched on his face. “You okay, man?”

Jacob sat up slowly, his right arm hanging awkwardly. “I don’t think so. Something’s not right.”
Ashley snapped into motion, rushing to Jacob’s side.

Carlos appeared beside her, his expression shifting from mild annoyance at the interruption
to assessment as he took in Jacob’s posture.

“What happened?” he asked, crouching beside Jacob.

“My shoulder,” Jacob said through gritted teeth. “It popped when I was pushing against
Mike.”

Carlos nodded, his demeanor shifting. “Let me see. Can you move it at all?”

Jacob attempted to raise his arm, wincing visibly. “A little, but it hurts like hell.”

“Likely a partial dislocation,” Carlos said after a brief examination. “Not a full dislocation or
you’d be in much more pain. Ice it immediately, then heat after 48 hours. Rest for at least a week,
possibly two.” He looked up at Mike. “Help him to the side, please. And bring an ice pack from the
freezer behind the desk.”

Mike nodded, carefully assisting Jacob to his feet.

“Are you okay?” Ashley asked, her hand hovering near his injured shoulder, afraid to touch it.

“Been better,” Jacob replied, his attempt at a smile more of a grimace. “Sorry to disrupt class.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Ashley said, following as Mike guided Jacob to a bench along the
wall.

Carlos had already resumed teaching, gathering the momentarily distracted class back to the

technique at hand. His voice carried across the gym, authoritative and even. “These things happen.
It’s part of training. Now, watch again as I demonstrate the correct hand placement...”
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Ashley sat beside Jacob as he gingerly applied the ice pack Mike had retrieved. “Should we go
to the ER?”

Jacob shook his head slightly. “I don’t think it’s that serious. Just painful. Carlos is probably
right about it being a partial dislocation.” He grimaced again as he shifted the ice pack. “I’'ve had
shoulder issues before, in college. Same feeling but worse this time.”

“You never told me that.”

“Never came up. It was from moving furniture, not exactly an exciting injury story.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes, the class continuing around them, the rhythmic sounds
of bodies hitting the mats, of controlled breathing and occasional grunts of effort forming a backdrop

to their private bubble of discomfort.

“You should get back to drilling,” Jacob said, nodding toward the main mat area. “No sense
in both of us missing out.”

Ashley hesitated, torn between concern for her husband and the pull of the training she’d
come to crave. “Are you sure? I don’t mind sitting out.”

“I’'m sure. I'll just ice this for a bit, then maybe head home early if it’s not feeling better.” He
attempted another smile, more successful this time. “Go. Learn enough for both of us.”

After another moment’s hesitation, Ashley nodded, squeezing his good shoulder gently before
rejoining her partner. The remainder of the class included more techniques and drilling, her attention
split between the movements she was practicing and periodic glances toward Jacob, still sitting on the
bench, his expression growing more resigned as the ice numbed his discomfort.

When Carlos called the end of class, Ashley immediately went to Jacob’s side. “How’s it
feeling?”

“About the same. Hurts if I move it too much.” He stood carefully, keeping his injured arm
close to his body. “I think take some ibuprofen, maybe try to sleep it off.”

“I’ll come with you,” Ashley said, already gathering their bags.
Jacob shook his head. “No need to miss open mat. I know you’ve been looking forward to

testing that scissor sweep in live rolling.” When she started to protest, he added, “Honestly, I’ll
probably just pass out as soon as the painkillers kick in. Not much you can do except watch me snore.”
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Before Ashley could respond, Carlos approached them.
“How’s the shoulder?” he asked, addressing Jacob directly.
“Still attached, so that’s something,” Jacob replied with a weak attempt at humor.

Carlos didn’t smile. “You need to take this seriously. Shoulder injuries can become chronic if
not properly rehabilitated.” He turned to Ashley. “Make sure he rests it completely for at least a week.
No training, minimal computer work if possible. Ice for the first 48 hours, then switch to heat.”

The directive, delivered as if she were Jacob’s caretaker rather than his wife, sparked a flicker
of irritation in Ashley’s chest. “I think we can manage his recovery,” she said, her tone cooler than
intended.

Carlos raised an eyebrow slightly at her tone but continued addressing Jacob. “When you do
return, I’ll show you some specific exercises to strengthen the joint and prevent recurrence. Bad

shoulder mechanics are a common issue for people with your build.”

“Thanks,” Jacob said, his expression a mixture of gratitude and embarrassment. “Sorry about

disrupting class.”

“Injuries happen to everyone.” Carlos’s voice softened marginally, though his posture
remained authoritative. “The difference between those who advance and those who quit is how they
respond to setbacks.”

The words, though not unkind, carried an implicit challenge that made Ashley bristle. Was he
suggesting Jacob might quit? That he lacked the mental fortitude to overcome a simple injury?

“Jacob’s not a quitter,” she said, the defensiveness in her voice surprising even herself.

Carlos turned his gaze to her, something unreadable flickering in his dark eyes. “I didn’t
suggest he was. Simply offering perspective.” He nodded to them both. “Rest well. We'll see you when
you’re recovered.”

As Carlos walked away to address another student, Ashley felt irritation at Carlos’
presumption, admiration for his confidence, and beneath it all, that unwanted current of attraction

that seemed to intensify rather than diminish with each interaction.

“He’s right,” Jacob sighed, breaking into her thoughts. “About taking it seriously, I mean. I

can’t afford to develop a chronic issue.”
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Ashley nodded, pushing thoughts of Carlos aside to focus on her husband’s needs. “Of course.
We'll follow all the recommendations. Do you want me to drive you home now?”

Jacob hesitated, glancing toward the mats where people were pairing up for sparring. “Actually,
if you don’t mind staying for open mat, I think I’ll just sit and watch for a bit. The distraction might
help with the pain, and ibuprofen works better if I’'m upright anyway.”

The suggestion surprised her. “Are you surer”

“Positive. I'll live vicariously through you.” His smile was more genuine now, though she could
still see the strain around his eyes. “Just promise to submit at least one blue belt in my honor.”

Ashley laughed, relief washing through her at this glimpse of Jacob’s usual good humor. “I’ll
do my best, though no promises. Those blue belts are crafty.”

She helped him settle more comfortably on the bench before joining the open mat session.
For the next hour, she lost herself in the flow of sparring, the instinctive push and pull of bodies
seeking advantage, the puzzle of limbs and leverage that made jiu-jitsu both physically demanding and
mentally engaging. She caught glimpses of Jacob watching from the sidelines, his expression
alternating between wincing at his own discomfort and genuine interest in the techniques being
executed around the room.

Carlos moved through the sparring pairs, occasionally stopping to offer guidance or
demonstrate a detail. When he approached Ashley and her partner, a three-stripe white belt man with
a wrestler’s build, she felt the familiar quickening of her pulse, the heightened awareness of her own

body.

“Your base is too narrow when you’re in his guard,” Carlos observed, crouching beside them.
“It makes you easy to sweep.” He demonstrated the correct posture, his hands briefly adjusting
Ashley’s position, the simple touch sending a shock through her even through the fabric of her gi.

“Like this?” she asked, mimicking the posture he’d shown.

“Better. Now maintain that when he- Carlos was interrupted by the sound of his name being
called from across the gym. Liz stood at the front desk, holding up a phone. “Excuse me,” he said,

rising smoothly. “Remember, base low and wide.”

As Carlos walked away, Ashley’s sparring partner chuckled. “Must be nice getting personal
attention from the boss.”

“What do you mean?” Ashley asked, suddenly defensive.
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The man shrugged, his expression good natured. “Just that Carlos doesn’t stop for everyone
during open mat. Some of us have been here months without getting more than a passing correction.”

Before Ashley could respond, he initiated another round, and she was forced to focus on
defending against his pressure. But the comment remained in her mind, added another layer to her
already complicated feelings about Carlos’s attention.

Was she receiving special treatment? And if so, why? The obvious answer, the one she both
hoped for and feared, made her pulse quicken with a mixture of anticipation and guilt.

Eventually, the open mat session wound down. Ashley, pleasantly exhausted from the rounds
of sparring, made her way back to Jacob, who had been joined on the bench by Mike.

“I am so sorry about your shoulder, man,” Mike was saying. “I came in way too hard on that
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pass ”

Jacob waved off the apology with his good hand. “Not your fault. My technique was sloppy,
and I panicked. Besides, according to Carlos, my ‘shoulder mechanics’ were already suspect.” He
mimicked Carlos’s authoritative tone on the last words, drawing a laugh from Mike.

“Still, I feel bad. First round at The Anchor is on me next time we go.”

“Deal,” Jacob agreed, then glanced up as Ashley approached. “Hey there, warrior woman. Saw
you nearly catch Andrews in an armbar. Very impressive.”

“Nearly being the operative word,” Ashley said, though she was pleased he’d noticed. “How’s
the shoulder?”

“Throbbing, but the ibuprofen’s taken the edge off. Ready to head home?”

As they gathered their things, Ashley noticed Carlos watching them from the front desk, his
conversation apparently concluded. Their eyes met briefly across the room, and something in his gaze,
a question, perhaps, or a challenge, made her stomach flip. She looked away first, focusing on helping

Jacob with his bag.

Outside, the night air was crisp. Jacob walked carefully to his car, mindful of jostling his injured
shoulder.

“I’ll drive,” Ashley said, holding out her hand for the keys. “You just focus on keeping that
arm still.”
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Jacob handed them over without argument. “Thanks. Not sure I could manage the gear shift
anyway.”

As they pulled out of the parking lot, Ashley glanced in the rearview mirror. Carlos stood in
the doorway of the gym, his form silhouetted against the light from inside. Watching them leave. Or,
more specifically, watching her leave.

The drive home was quiet, Jacob’s pain and fatigue evident in the tight lines around his mouth,
in the careful way he held himself against the passenger seat to minimize movement.

“We should set up a doctor’s appointment tomorrow,” Ashley said, breaking the silence. “Just
to be sure it’s what Carlos thinks and not something worse.”

Jacob nodded. “Probably smart. Though from the symptoms, I’'m pretty confident it’s a
subluxation. The same thing happened freshman year, just less severely.”

“What did they do for it then?”

“Sling, rest, physical therapy once the pain subsided.” He sighed, leaning his head back against
the seat rest. “Guess this means no jiu-jitsu for a while.”

The resignation in his voice tugged at something in Ashley’s chest. Despite his struggles,
despite his frustration with his slower progress, Jacob had been committed to their jiu-jitsu journey.
It was the first physical activity he’d stuck with beyond the initial novelty phase, mostly, she suspected,
because it was something they shared.

“You’ll be back on the mats before you know it,” she assured him. “And honestly, a short
break might help. Sometimes stepping away lets things consolidate mentally.”

“Maybe.” Jacob glanced at her. “You should keep training though. Don’t let my gimpy
shoulder hold you back.”

A small barb of guilt pricked at her. Was she disappointed at the prospect of training without
him? Or secretly relieved that she could immerse herself in the gym’s environment without the
complication of his presence, his observant eyes?

“We’ll see,” she said noncommittally. “Let’s focus on getting you healed first.”

At home, she helped Jacob change into pajama bottoms, his t-shirt requiring careful navigation
around the tender joint. The vulnerability of the moment, her strong, capable husband wincing at
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small movements, needing assistance with a task as basic as dressing, stirred a protective tenderness
in her that had been overshadowed lately by her restlessness, her wandering thoughts.

“Thanks,” he said as she guided his injured arm through the sleeve. “Sorry to be a burden.”

“You’re not a burden,” she said firmly, smoothing the fabric gently over his shoulder. “You’re
my husband. This is what we do for each other.”

He smiled at her, the pain in his eyes softened by gratitude, love, trust. “I know. Still, not
exactly the strong, capable protector role I'm supposed to be playing.”

The comment, meant as self-deprecating humor, highlighted something Ashley had been
increasingly aware of since they’d started at Iron Grip. The subtle shift in their relationship’s dynamics,
the way her rapid progress in a physical realm had altered, however slightly, the balance of capability
between them.

“I don’t need a protector,” she said, settling beside him on the bed. “I need a partner. Which
is exactly what you are.”

Jacob’s expression warmed, and he leaned in to kiss her, a gentle press of lips that spoke
volumes about his appreciation for her words. “Even with one functioning arm?”

“Even then.” She returned the kiss, then pulled back to look at him seriously. “But I do need
you to actually rest this thing. No trying to power through. If Catlos...” She paused. “If the advice is

to take it easy for a week or two, that’s what you need to do.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jacob mock-saluted with his good arm. “Though I have to say, a week or two
of limited computer use is going to be a challenge. The Farrier project deadline is coming up fast.”

“We’ll figure it out. Maybe you can dictate code to me, and I'll type it for you.”

Jacob laughed, the sound brightening the room. “I love you, but I'm not sure our marriage
would survive you trying to translate my rambling into actual workable code.”

“Probably not,” Ashley conceded with a smile. “But we’ll find a solution. We always do.”
Later, as Jacob slept beside her, the painkillers having finally pulled him under, Ashley lay
awake, her thoughts churning. The sight of him in pain, vulnerable and restricted, had awakened

protective instincts she hadn’t fully acknowledged before. Yet alongside that protectiveness ran a
parallel current of awareness, that with Jacob sidelined, her time at the gym would be unchaperoned.
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That she would be free to interact with Carlos without the complication of her husband’s watchful
presence.

The realization made her stomach twist with guilt. What kind of person was she becoming, to
see her husband’s injury as an opportunity?

She turned onto her side to face Jacob. She loved him. That had never been in question.

But she felt the pull toward Carlos. The electric current that seemed to vibrate between them
whenever they were in proximity wasn’t diminishing as she’d told herself it would. If anything, it was
intensifying, becoming harder to dismiss as mere physical attraction or the natural response to a
confident authority figure.

The business card remained hidden in her drawer, untouched but not forgotten, a path not
taken but not abandoned either.

Morning arrived with a to-do list of practical concerns that temporarily pushed aside Ashley’s
internal turmoil. Jacob’s shoulder was stiff and painful, requiring help with tasks as simple as putting
on socks. She called his doctor, scheduled an appointment for later that afternoon, then emailed his
boss to explain the situation.

“They can survive without me for a day or two,” Jacob protested weakly as she sent the
message.

“They’ll survive longer than that if necessary,” Ashley replied, her tone brooking no argument.
“And Alicia said they can set you up with voice recognition software if the doctor agrees you need to
limit typing.”

Jacob sighed, cradling his arm carefully as he sipped the coffee she’d prepared. “I feel like an
idiot. All this fuss over a stupid shoulder.”

“It’s not stupid if it hurts,” Ashley countered, spreading peanut butter on toast for him since
he couldn’t manage it one-handed. “Besides, injuries are part of any athletic endeavor. You heard
Carlos, it happens to everyone.”

The thought of Carlos sent a now-familiar jolt through her, a Pavlovian response she was
growing increasingly concerned about. Jacob didn’t seem to notice, too focused on managing his

discomfort to register her momentary shift in demeanor.

“I guess,” he conceded. “Still feels like a setback. Just when I was starting to get the hang of
some techniques.”
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The frustration in his voice was palpable, and Ashley felt a surge of genuine sympathy. Despite
his struggles, Jacob had been committed to improving, had pushed through the awkwardness and
physical challenges with the same determination he brought to complex coding problems.

“It’s temporary,” she assured him, setting the toast in front of him. “And when you get back
on the mats, you’ll have a fresh perspective.”

Jacob nodded, though his expression remained doubtful. “What about tonight’s class? You
should still go.”

The suggestion, while expected given their earlier conversation, still caught Ashley off guard.
The prospect of attending class alone, without Jacob’s steadying presence, sent a shiver of both
anticipation and apprehension through her.

“I’'m not sure,” she hedged. “I’d rather stay with you until we know exactly what’s going on
with the shoulder.”

“We’ll know by then. The appointment’s at two.” Jacob took a bite of toast, speaking around
it. “Seriously, there’s no reason for both of us to miss training. And you love the Wednesday advanced
class.”

He was right. She did love the advanced class, with its more complex techniques and higher
intensity. And Carlos taught on Wednesdays, his instruction more detailed, more hands-on than the
other coaches.

The thought should have strengthened her resolve to stay home, to avoid the temptation of
his presence without Jacob’s grounding influence. Instead, it kindled a spark of anticipation in her

core.

“We’ll see what the doctor says,” she said neutrally, focusing on her own breakfast to avoid
meeting Jacob’s eyes. “If you’re settled and comfortable by then, maybe I'll go.”

The doctor confirmed Carlos’s assessment, a partial shoulder dislocation causing inflammation
and strain to the surrounding tissues. He prescribed anti-inflammatories, recommended a sling for the
next week, and suggested physical therapy to follow.

“What about work?” Jacob asked. “I use a computer all day.”

The doctor, a pragmatic man in his fifties, shrugged slightly. “Limited keyboard use if possible.
Voice recognition software might help. The main thing is to avoid positions that stress the joint while
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it’s healing. So no overhead movements, no lifting with that arm, and definitely no physical activity
that might re-injure it.”

“How long until he can return to jiu-jitsu?” Ashley asked, already anticipating Jacob’s next

question.

“Depends on the healing process. Minimum two weeks, possibly a month before any serious
training. Even then, he’ll need to be careful with that shoulder. These injuries have a tendency to recur
if you rush the recovery.”

Jacob’s expression fell at the timeline, his disappointment evident in the slump of his

shoulders, or shoulder, singular, given the immobilization of the other.

Back at home, with Jacob settled on the couch, his arm properly supported in the new sling,

the question of the evening’s class resurfaced.

“You should definitely go,” Jacob insisted, gesturing to the clock. “You’ve got plenty of time
to get ready, and I’'m fine here. The new pain meds are already kicking in.”

Ashley hesitated, caught between genuine concern for her husband and the undeniable pull of
the gym, or, more honestly, the pull of Carlos’s presence there. “I don’t know...”

“I do.” Jacob’s voice was firm despite his slightly glazed expression, the medication evidently
taking effect. “I’'m probably going to fall asleep soon anyway. And one of us should keep learning,
keep advancing.”

The words, innocent on his part, struck Ashley as unintentionally ironic. Advancing. Moving
forward while he remained behind. Wasn’t that exactly what she’d been contemplating in her darker
moments, her restless thoughts?

“If you’re sure,” she said finally, the decision already made despite her show of reluctance.

“Positive.” Jacob offered a smile. “Just promise to tell me all about it when you get back. Live

vicariously through you and all that.”

As she changed into her gi an hour later, Ashley caught her reflection in the bedroom mirror.
The white uniform, symbol of her novice status, nonetheless suited her. It highlighted the newfound
confidence in her posture that hadn’t been there two months ago. She looked like someone who knew

what she wanted, who pursued it without hesitation.

If only that were true in all aspects of her life.
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Her hand paused at the drawer where the business card remained hidden. Just in case. The
opportunity was here, Jacob at home, unaware, unlikely to discover any communication. A simple
text, “I’d like to schedule a private lesson,” would be professional, innocent on the surface.

The first step on a path she both craved and feared.

Ashley closed the drawer without retrieving the card. Not yet. Not today. The line hadn’t been
crossed, the boundary still intact, if increasingly fragile. As long as she maintained that distinction, as
long as fantasy remained separate from action, she could pretend that nothing fundamental had
changed.

But as she drove to Iron Grip Academy, the anticipation building in her chest told a different
story, one where the line was blurring more each day, where the boundary between loyalty and betrayal
was becoming flimsy.

Not yet, she told herself again. Not today.

But the qualifier, not yet, rather than not ever, was a confession in itself, an acknowledgment
of where her thoughts were leading her, one incremental surrender at a time.
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Chapter 7

THE EVENING CLASS at Iron Grip Academy had an emptier feeling without Jacob’s presence. Ashley
noticed it immediately upon entering. The space he usually occupied was now filled by other bodies,
the spot where he’d normally set his water bottle claimed by someone else.

She changed quickly in the locker room, tying her belt as she listened to the casual chatter of
women discussing techniques, weekend plans, and gym gossip. The normality of their conversations
made her feel like an impostor, as though some invisible marker set her apart. None of them knew
about the business card hidden in her drawer, the thoughts that had occupied her mind for weeks.
None of them could see the hairline fractures spreading through her certainties.

“Hey, Ashley,” Melissa, the blue belt woman she’d sparred with before, nodded toward her as
she closed her locker. “No Jacob tonight?”

“Shoulder injury,” Ashley replied, adjusting her ponytail in the mirror. “Doctor says he needs
at least two weeks off.”

Melissa winced sympathetically. “That sucks. But honestly, first jiu-jitsu injury is kind of a rite
of passage. Shows you’re pushing yourself.” She pulled her hair into a tight bun, securing it. “Carlos

teaching tonight?”

The casual question sent a ripple of awareness through Ashley’s body. “I think so. Wednesday
is usually his night, right?”

“Usually. Unless he’s got a competition coming up, then Liz takes over.” Melissa gave Ashley
an appraising look. “You’re progressing fast for a white belt. Getting lots of attention from the head
coach.”

Something in her tone made Ashley pause, her hands stilling on her belt. “What do you mean?”

Melissa shrugged, but her eyes stayed. “Just that Carlos doesn’t waste time on students he
doesn’t think have potential. Or... other qualities he appreciates.”

Neither acknowledged nor denied the implication. Ashley felt her cheeks warm but kept her
expression neutral.

“I work hard,” she said simply, turning back to the mirror to hide whatever might show on
her face.
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“I’m sure you do.” Melissa’s tone shifted to something more genuine. “Look, I've been at Iron
Grip for three years. Carlos is an incredible instructor, truly. But he’s got a reputation, especially with
female students who train without partners or husbands.” She paused, seeming to consider her next
words carefully. “I’'m not saying you shouldn’t take advantage of his expertise. Just... go in with your

eyes open.”

Ashley’s stomach tightened. “Thanks for the concern, but Jacob and I are solid. I'm just here

to learn jiu-jitsu.”

The words felt hollow even as she spoke them, performative in their conviction. Melissa’s

expression, a mixture of skepticism and sympathy, suggested she wasn’t convinced either.
“Of course,” Melissa said, closing her locker with a metallic clang. “See you on the mats.”

The exchange left Ashley unsettled as she walked into the main training area. Were her feelings
that transparent? Had others noticed the charged current between her and Carlos? The possibility that
their interactions had been observed, analyzed, and categorized by the gym’s social ecosystem made

her simultaneously self-conscious and defiant.

She was an adult woman taking a martial arts class. There was nothing inappropriate about
receiving instruction from the head coach. The rest, the quickened pulse when he approached, the
thoughts after class, those remained private, contained within the walls of her mind. No lines had been

crossed. Not really.

Carlos entered from his office, his presence immediately altering the energy of the room.
Conversation quieted, bodies straightened, attention shifted. Ashley found herself tracking his
movement as he crossed to the center of the mats, her eyes drawn to the fluid confidence in his stride.

“Line up,” he called, his voice carrying the subtle accent that Ashley had come to associate

with authority, with command.

The class arranged themselves by rank, white belts like Ashley at one end, a scattering of purple
and brown belts at the other. Carlos stood in front of them, his posture perfect, hands clasped behind
his back as he surveyed the assembled students.

“Tonight we focus on guard retention,” he announced. “The ability to maintain your defensive
position when someone is trying to pass is fundamental to jiu-jitsu. Without it, you will always be

fighting from a position of disadvantage.”

Ashley felt his gaze pass over her as he spoke. She straightened, suddenly conscious of every
detail of her posture. The alignment of her spine, the placement of her feet, the angle of her chin.
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The warm-up was rigorous, a series of movements designed to prepare the body for the
demands of grappling. Jogging, shrimping, forward and backward rolls across the length of the mat.
Ashley lost herself in the rhythm, her muscles warming, her breath finding the steady cadence of

exertion.

But tonight, even as she moved, her awareness kept returning to Carlos and his
demonstrations, his instructions, the way he circulated among the students as they drilled, offering
corrections with brief touches and concise words. When he approached her during a drill, her focus
faltered, her technique momentarily abandoned.

“Your frame is collapsing,” he said, crouching beside her. “When your partner pressures
forward, your arms need to create distance, not just resist.”” He demonstrated the proper position, his
hands adjusting her forearms. “Like this. Feel the difference?”

Ashley nodded, acutely conscious of the proximity, of his breath warm against her ear, of the

casual strength in his grip. “I think so.”
“Show me,” he instructed, standing to observe.

She repeated the movement with her drilling partner, maintaining the frame Carlos had
demonstrated, creating space rather than simply resisting pressure. When her partner could not

advance, Carlos gave a small nod of approval.

“Good. Remember, jiu-jitsu is about efficiency, not strength. Create frames that use bone

structure, not muscle power.”

The remainder of the class included drilling and sparring. Ashley found herself fully engaged,
her earlier discomfort transmuted into focused intensity. This was why she had been drawn to jiu-
jitsu, the immersive challenge of it, the constant problem-solving, the way it demanded her complete
attention. She could forget about the complexities of her feelings, the guilt that surfaced in quiet
moments, the confusion about what she truly wanted.

When Carlos called time for the final round of sparring, Ashley was paired with Melissa, their
earlier conversation giving the match a subtle edge of competition. Melissa was technically superior,
her three years of experience evident in the smooth transitions, the instinctive responses to Ashley’s
attacks. But Ashley’s athleticism and determination made her a challenging opponent despite the skill

gap-
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“Not bad,” Melissa conceded after submitting Ashley with a well-executed armbar. “Your
defense is getting tighter. But you’re still thinking too much. I can practically see you processing before

you move.”

“Better than not thinking at all,” Ashley replied, accepting Melissa’s offered hand to pull her
up.

“Depends.” Melissa’s smile held no malice, but her eyes remained serious. “In jiu-jitsu, and in
life, sometimes the thinking comes too late. After you’re already caught.”

Before Ashley could respond to the layered comment, Carlos clapped his hands, calling the
class to attention for the closing ritual. They lined up once more, bowed to the center, and then began
to disperse toward the locker rooms. Most students moved in clusters, continuing discussions or
making plans for post-training meals or drinks.

Ashley hesitated, caught between the pull toward the women’s locker room and a needling
desire to stick around. Jacob would be waiting at home, probably already messaging to ask how class
had gone. The right move, the loyal move, would be to change quickly, drive home, and share the
techniques she’d learned while helping him manage his pain.

“Ashley.”

Carlos’s voice froze her mid-turn. She looked back to find him adjusting his gi where it had
come loose during the final demonstrations.

“Yesr” Her voice sounded strange to her own ears, too high, too eager.

“You seemed to struggle with the last guard retention position. If you have a few minutes after
changing, I can show you a detail that might help.”

It wasn’t an unusual offer. Carlos often stayed after class to assist students with specific
techniques. Nothing inappropriate about accepting additional instruction. Nothing out of the

ordinary.

So why did it feel like she stood at the edge of a precipice, her toes curled over the lip of a
dangerous drop?

“Sure,” she said. “I’ll be quick.”

In the locker room, Ashley messaged Jacob from her phone.
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Ashley: Class running a bit late. Carlos showing some details on guard retention. Home in
about 30.

His reply came almost immediately.

Jacob: No worries. Take your time. Just watching Netflix and icing my shoulder. Learn
something cool to teach me when I’m back on the mats.

For a moment, she considered texting back that she’d changed her mind, that she was coming
straight home. But her fingers didn’t type those words. Instead, she put her phone away and checked
her reflection in the mirror, smoothing flyaway strands of hair that had escaped her ponytail during
training.

She told herself it was just professionalism, just taking pride in her appearance. The small voice

that whispered otherwise was easy enough to ignore.

When she returned to the main training area, most of the students had already left. Only a few
lingered, gathering bags or engaged in quiet conversations near the door. Liz was at the front desk,
occupied with paperwork, her attention focused on the task at hand.

Carlos had changed from his gi into black athletic pants and a fitted gray rashguard that
revealed the muscular definition of his shoulders and chest. He stood in the center of the mat, barefoot
like all practitioners in the space, his presence somehow larger now that the room had emptied of

competing energies.
“Ready?” he asked as she approached, his dark eyes tracking her movement.

“Yes,” she replied, suddenly conscious of the informal setting, of the relative privacy created
by the emptying gym. “What detail did you want to show me?”

“Lie on your back,” Carlos instructed, his tone professional despite the intimate command.
“I’ll demonstrate the proper hip movement from the top position first, then you can feel the correct

defense.”

Ashley complied, settling onto her back on the mat. Carlos knelt beside her legs, his expression
focused and analytical, the instructor rather than the man. Yet as he moved into position, his knees
parting her legs to establish the starting point for the guard pass, Ashley felt an awareness that had
nothing to do with technique and everything to do with the fundamental intimacy of their physical

positioning.
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“When your opponent begins to pass, most students make the mistake of pushing directly
against the pressure,” Carlos explained, leaning forward to place his hands on the mat beside her hips.
“This just creates a battle of strength that most women will lose against larger opponents.”

He demonstrated a movement, his weight shifting forward as he attempted to move around
her legs. “Now, try to prevent me from passing using what we covered in class.”

Ashley engaged her core, framed against his shoulders as he’d taught, and attempted to
execute. Despite her effort, Carlos passed smoothly, establishing side control with his chest heavy
across hers, his face suddenly inches from her own.

“See the problem?” he asked, his voice lower now, the words vibrating through the points
where their bodies connected.

Ashley nodded, acutely aware of his proximity, of the controlled weight of him pressing her
into the mat. She could smell the faint traces of cologne beneath the more immediate scent of exertion,
could see the fine lines at the corners of his eyes, the precise edge of his closely-trimmed beard. If she
lifted her head just slightly, their lips would almost touch.

“The issue is timing and angle,” Carlos continued, seemingly unaffected by the charged
atmosphere that had Ashley’s heart racing against her ribs. “You need to disrupt my base before I
commit to the pass.”

He rose slightly, creating space between them. “Let’s try again. This time, when you feel me
begin to pass, bridge your hips up and to the side.”

They reset, and Carlos began another passing attempt. This time, Ashley focused through the
distracting awareness of his body, concentrated on the technical elements. When she felt his weight
shift, she bridged explosively, her hips driving upward at an angle that disrupted his forward
momentum. The movement brought their bodies together in a different configuration, her hips

momentarily pressed against his in a way that sent a surge of heat through her core.

For a fraction of a second, something flickered in Carlos’s expression, a recognition of the
moment’s charged nature, a brief acknowledgment that this was no longer purely technical. But it
vanished so quickly Ashley wondered if she’d imagined it, projected her own awareness onto his

impassive features.

“Better,” he said, his tone unchanged despite the momentary tension. “But your timing is still
late. The key is to feel the shift before it becomes obvious.”
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They continued drilling the position, Carlos passing, Ashley defending, their bodies engaging
in the intimate dance of jiu-jitsu, a constant negotiation of pressure and space, of leverage and weight,
of action and reaction. With each repetition, Ashley became more attuned to the subtle cues that
telegraphed his intentions, more responsive to the Morse code of muscle tension that preceded

movement.

“You’re a quick learner,” Carlos observed after she successfully defended a particularly
determined passing attempt. “Most students take much longer to develop this sensitivity.”

The praise warmed her. “I've always been good at reading people,” she replied, then added
without thinking, “though clearly not perfect at it.”

Carlos raised an eyebrow, sitting back on his heels as they paused the drilling. “Meaning?”

Ashley hesitated, suddenly aware that she’d opened a door to a more personal conversation.
Professional boundaries suggested she should close it immediately, redirect back to technique. But
some reckless part of her wanted to step through, to test the waters beyond the safe shallows of strict
instruction.

“Just that I'm still learning to tell the difference between technical instruction and... other

intentions.”

Carlos’s expression remained neutral, but something kindled in his dark eyes. A spark of
interest, perhaps, or amusement. “In jiu-jitsu, as in life, intentions are rarely pure. We all have multiple
motivations for the things we do.”

“And what are your motivations for offering me extra help after class?” The question escaped
before Ashley could reconsider, bolder than she’d intended.

Carlos smiled. “Professional dedication to developing a promising student.” He paused, the
silence stretching just long enough to become significant. “Among other considerations.”

The admission changed the atmosphere between them, acknowledged the undercurrent that
had been flowing beneath their interactions for weeks. Ashley should have been unsettled by the
confirmation, should have used it as a warning to retreat to safer ground. Instead, she felt a surge of

exhilaration, a dizzying sense of standing at the edge of something forbidden and thrilling.

“What other considerations?” she pressed, her voice steadier than she expected.
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Carlos studied her for a moment, his gaze direct and unapologetic. “I think you know.” He
stood smoothly, offering a hand to help her up. “But knowing and acting are different matters. The
choice is always yours.”

Ashley accepted his hand, allowing him to pull her to her feet. The contact lasted a moment
longer than necessary, his fingers warm and dry against hers before he released her and stepped back
to a more professional distance.

“You have my number,” he said simply, the statement both a reminder and an invitation. “If

you want to continue developing your jiu-jitsu... or explore those other considerations.”
The business card. The door left ajar. The path not abandoned.

“I should get going,” Ashley said, suddenly needing space, air, distance to process what had
just transpired. “My husband is waiting.”

Carlos nodded, no judgment or disappointment evident in his expression. “Of course. Thank

you for staying. Your guard retention will improve significantly with these details.”

The retreat to formal instruction provided a safe exit, a return to the uncomplicated role of
student and teacher. Ashley gathered her bag from the edge of the mat, intensely aware of Carlos’s
eyes on her as she moved.

“Thank you for the extra help,” she said, slinging the bag over her shoulder.

“My pleasure.” The words were standard, the polite response of an instructor to a student’s
gratitude, but something in his tone gave them additional weight.

Ashley left the gym with her thoughts in turmoil. The exchange with Carlos replayed in her
mind as she drove home, each word, each look, each moment of contact examined from multiple
angles like a complex puzzle she couldn’t quite solve.

Had she crossed a line? They’d done nothing inappropriate in a physical sense. The training
had been legitimate, the technique valuable. The conversation, while edging into personal territory,
had remained largely ambiguous, plausibly deniable.

Yet intent mattered. The current of awareness between them, the testing of boundaries, these
were choices, not accidents. And her decision to stay, to engage, to push the conversation beyond
professional limits... that had been a choice too. A small one, perhaps, but significant in what it

revealed about her willingness to venture beyond the safe confines of her marriage.
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Jacob was exactly where she’d left him, settled on the couch with his injured arm secured in
its sling, a half-eaten bowl of popcorn balanced on the cushion beside him. His face brightened when
she entered, genuine pleasure at her return evident in his smile.

“Hey, jiu-jitsu warrior,” he greeted her, pausing whatever he’d been streaming. “How was the
extra trainingr”

“Good,” Ashley said, setting her bag down and joining him on the couch. “Intense. Carlos
showed me some details on guard retention that really helped it click.”

“That’s great.” Jacob shifted slightly to make more room for her, careful not to jostle his
injured shoulder. “Anything you can teach me once I’'m back on the mats?”

The innocent question sparked a flare of guilt. “Definitely. But it’s one of those things that’s
easier to feel than explain.”

“Those are the best techniques,” Jacob said with a small laugh. “The ones that make no sense

until you experience them physically.”

The observation was more apt than he knew. So much of what she’d experienced tonight had
been physical. The charged atmosphere, the heightened awareness of appropriate touches in an
increasingly inappropriate context. How could she explain any of that to Jacob?

“How’s the shoulder?” she asked instead, changing the subject.

“Better with the good drugs,” Jacob replied, patting the sling gently. “But I’'m already going
stir crazy without being able to code properly. Voice recognition software is a special kind of hell for

programming.”

Ashley laughed, grateful for the shift to safer territory. “I can imagine. All those punctuation
marks and parentheses.”

“Exactly. ‘Open parenthesis, close parenthesis, and semicolons gets old after about five
minutes. Alicia suggested I just dictate the logic and let someone else type it, but that’s like asking a
painter to describe a picture for someone else to paint.”

The conversation continued in this comfortable vein through a light dinner and the remainder
of the evening. They watched a movie, Jacob’s good arm around her shoulders, her head resting against
him in the familiar configuration they’d perfected through years together. Everything was normal,
routine, safe.
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When they finally went to bed, Jacob fell asleep quickly, aided by his medication. Ashley lay
awake beside him, staring at the shadows on the ceiling, listening to the steady rhythm of his breathing.

She should be content. She had a good marriage, a husband who loved and supported her, a
life many would envy. The restlessness that had driven her to seek out jiu-jitsu had been satisfied by
the physical challenge and mental engagement of the sport itself. There was no need to complicate
things, to risk everything for the thrill of forbidden attraction.

Yet as the minutes stretched into hours, Ashley found herself reaching for her phone on the
nightstand, opening her messages to compose a text to a number she hadn’t yet added to her contacts
but had memorized from the business card still hidden in her drawer.

Thank you again for the extra help tonight. The details made a big difference.

Professional, appropriate, innocuous. A reasonable message from student to teacher. Nothing
that would raise eyebrows if Jacob happened to see it. Nothing that crossed any definitive line.

Her thumb hovered over the send button, the small action somehow symbolic of the larger
choice she faced. To send or not to send. To acknowledge the current between them or to ignore it.
To step toward temptation or to remain safely on the shore of her marriage.

She pressed send.

The response came faster than she’d expected, the soft vibration of her phone startling in the
quiet bedroom. Jacob stirred slightly beside her but didn’t wake.

Carlos: You’re welcome. You’re an exceptionally quick learner. Most students don’t grasp
those concepts so readily.

Ashley: I had a good teacher.

The reply arrived almost immediately.

Carlos: You had a motivated teacher. Talent deserves attention.

The compliment sent a flutter through her stomach, a physical reaction to words on a screen.
She knew she should end the conversation here, maintain the professional veneer, retreat to safety.

Instead, she found herself typing again.

Ashley: What did you mean earlier? About other considerations?
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This time, there was a longer pause before the response arrived, as if Carlos was carefully
choosing his words:

Carlos: I meant exactly what you think I meant. I find you interesting as a student, yes, but
also as a woman. But as I said, the choice to explore that or not is entirely yours.

The directness of his response both thrilled and terrified her. There was no more ambiguity,
no room for plausible deniability. He had stated his interest plainly, placed the choice in her hands
with a confidence that suggested he already knew what she would choose.

Ashley’s fingers trembled slightly.

Ashley: I'm married.

Carlos: I'm aware.

Then a second message came through.

Carlos: I’'m not asking for a commitment. Just honesty about what you want.

What did she want? The question echoed in her mind, demanded an answer she wasn’t
prepared to give even to herself. She wanted Jacob, loved him still with the deep, roots-in-the-earth
kind of love built over years of shared experiences. But she also wanted the thrill that Carlos sparked
in her, the awakening of something primal and hungry that had been dormant for too long.

Ashley: I don’t know what I want.

It was the closest to truth she could manage.

Carlos: Yes, you do. But knowing and admitting are different matters entirely. When you’re
ready to admit it, let me know. Private lessons are still on offer. No strings, no pressure, no
expectations beyond what happens on the mats.

The insinuation was clear despite the careful wording. Private lessons could remain just that,
technical instruction, professional development. Or they could be something more, if she chose. The
pretense of legitimacy offered a shield, a way to tell herself she wasn’t really crossing lines, just
exploring options.

Ashley: I’ll think about it.

A non-committal response was itself a kind of commitment, an acknowledgment of possibility.
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Carlos: Do that. Goodnight, Ashley.
Ashley: Goodnight.

She set her phone back on the nightstand with a sense of having committed some minor but

significant transgression.

Jacob slept peacefully beside her, unaware of the exchange, of the door that had been nudged
further open. Ashley listened to his breathing. She loved him. That wasn’t a lie or a performance. But
love, she was beginning to understand, wasn’t a simple emotion but a complex ecosystem, capable of
housing contradictions, of accommodating desires that pulled in different directions.

Eventually, she drifted into an uneasy sleep, her dreams a fragmented collage of training
scenarios that morphed into something more intimate. Carlos’s hands on her body, not in instruction
but in desire, the weight of him pressing her into the mat, not for technical demonstration but in
passion. She woke disoriented in the middle of the night, her body buzzing with an arousal that made
her flush with guilt as Jacob shifted beside her, still deep in medicated sleep.
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Chapter 8

THE NEXT DAY PASSED in a haze of routine activities. Work meetings conducted from her laptop at
the kitchen table to stay near Jacob, a trip to the pharmacy for his prescription refill, a quick grocery
run to restock essentials. Normal life, domestic and predictable. Yet beneath the surface of these
mundane tasks ran an current of anticipation, a constant awareness of her phone in her pocket, the
possibility of another message.

None came during daylight hours. Carlos maintained his distance, true to his word about
pressure and expectations. But the silence itself became a presence, a negative space defined by what

wasn’t happening, by what could happen if she initiated.

In the afternoon, as Jacob napped on the couch, his medication pulling him under despite his
resistance, Ashley found herself retrieving the business card from its hiding place in her drawer.

A symbolic object, this small rectangle of paper. A tangible connection to a possibility that
both terrified and enticed her. She should throw it away, delete the text conversation, close the door
that had been left ajar. That would be the loyal choice, the right choice, the safe choice.

Instead, she returned it to its hiding place and reached for her phone.

Ashley: When do you offer private lessons?

Her heart pounded as if she’d just executed a difficult technique.

The response didn’t come immediately, and Ashley found herself checking her phone every
few minutes as she organized the kitchen, wiped down counters, performed small tasks that required
minimal attention. Jacob continued to sleep, his body demanding rest to heal, unaware of the internal
battle raging within his wife mere feet away.

When her phone finally vibrated, she nearly dropped the plate she was drying.

Carlos: Tuesday and Thursday mornings before the gym opens. Sometimes evenings after the
last class, but those spots fill quickly. What works for you?

The question seemed innocent, logistical, the normal scheduling of instruction. But Ashley
heard the subtext: When can you get away? When can we be alone? When are you willing to step

further down this path?

Ashley: I work from home on Thursdays. Morning would work.
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Carlos: This Thursday, 7am? First session is complementary for promising students.
Ashley glanced at Jacob, still sleeping peacefully, before typing her reply.
Ashley: Thursday at 7 works. What should I expect?

The double meaning was an acknowledgment of the game they were playing, the deception
they were maintaining.

Carlos’s response matched her tone.

Carlos: Bring your gi. We’ll start with fundamentals, then move on to more advanced positions
based on your comfort and ability. Nothing you’re not ready for.

The reassurance heightened her anticipation. She was awarene that ‘comfort’ and ‘readiness’
were flexible concepts, that boundaries could shift gradually until you found yourself far from where
you’d intended to be.

Ashley: I’ll be there.
Carlos: Looking forward to it.

Nothing more, nothing less. No pressure, no expectations. Just the quiet confidence of a man
who knew the power of patience, who understood that some submissions required setup, timing, the
careful wearing down of defenses.

When Jacob woke from his nap, groggy and disoriented from the medication, Ashley was
beside him with a glass of water and his next dose, the perfect picture of the attentive wife. If her
smile seemed slightly distracted, if her attention occasionally drifted to the phone she’d left deliberately
on the kitchen counter, he didn’t notice or didn’t comment.

“Thanks for taking such good care of me,” he said, accepting the pills and water with his good
hand. “I know being stuck at home playing nurse isn’t exactly exciting.”

His statement made Ashley’s chest tighten with a mixture of guilt and defiance. “It’s fine,” she
assured him, perching on the edge of the couch beside him. “You’d do the same for me.”

“In a heartbeat,” Jacob agreed, reaching for her hand with clumsy affection. “Though I'd be a

disaster at it. Remember when you had that stomach flu last year? I nearly burned the apartment down
trying to make you toast.”
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The memory, Jacob’s panicked expression as the smoke alarm blared, his earnest attempt to
create a “‘sickbed fort” on the couch with every blanket they owned, pulled a genuine laugh from
Ashley. “You might not be the most skilled nurse, but you make up for it in enthusiasm.”

“That’s me,” Jacob said with a self-deprecating smile. “Enthusiasm over skill. Story of my life
lately.”

The comment, innocent in context, carried an unexpected sting. Was that how he saw himself
now? Defined by what he lacked rather than what he offered? The injury seemed to have deepened an
insecurity that had been growing since they’d started at Iron Grip, a subtle shift in his self-perception
that Ashley had noticed but hadn’t fully acknowledged.

“Hey,” she said, squeezing his hand. “That’s not true. You’re one of the most skilled people I
know. Just because jiu-jitsu doesn’t come as naturally doesn’t mean you’re not talented in a thousand
other ways.”

Jacob’s expression softened, gratitude and something like relief evident in his eyes. “Thanks.
I guess I'm just feeling a bit useless right now. Can’t train, can’t code propetly, can’t even put on a
shirt without help.”

The vulnerability in his admission made Ashley’s planned deception feel suddenly, sharply
cruel. Here was her husband, physically and emotionally compromised, trusting her completely, and
she was arranging clandestine meetings with another man. The contrast between his openness and her
secrecy created a dissonance that was almost physically painful.

For a moment, she considered canceling the private lesson, deleting the texts, recommitting
fully to her marriage. It would be the honorable choice, the kind choice. The kind of choice that the
Ashley who had married Jacob, optimistic, honest, clear in her convictions, would have made without
hesitation.

But she wasn’t that Ashley anymore, or at least not only that Ashley. The woman who had
spent weeks fantasizing about Carlos, who had saved his number, who had accepted his invitation,
that woman wanted something different, something more, something that the safe harbor of her
marriage couldn’t provide.

“You’re not useless,” she said firmly, pushing aside her conflicting thoughts. “You’re injured.
Temporarily. And in the meantime, you have me to help with whatever you need.”
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The irony of her reassurance, of offering support with one hand while concealing secrets with
the other, wasn’t lost on her. But Jacob seemed comforted, his expression lighter as he suggested they
order takeout for dinner, neither of them having the energy to cook after the long day.

As they ate Thai food from containers balanced on their laps, discussing a new series Jacob
wanted to stream, Ashley marveled at the human capacity for compartmentalization. Here she was,
having a completely normal evening with her husband while simultaneously harboring the secret of
Thursday’s appointment. Two parallel realities existing side by side, neither fully acknowledging the
other.

Later, as she washed their few dishes while Jacob brushed his teeth awkwardly with his non-
dominant hand, her phone vibrated.

Carlos: One more thing for Thursday. Come with specific questions or techniques you want
to work on. The more focused the session, the more you’ll gain from it.

Again, the message itself was professional, appropriate. A teacher preparing for a legitimate
instructional session. But Ashley recognized the unspoken message beneath the words. Have a cover
story ready. Know what you’ll tell others about our time together. Maintain the pretext.

Ashley: I will.

And she would. The prudent choice, the choice of someone walking a dangerous line, was to
prepare thoroughly, to anticipate questions, to construct a narrative that would withstand scrutiny.
What techniques had she worked on? What insights had she gained? What would justify an hour alone
with Carlos before the gym officially opened?

Just in case Jacob asked. Just in case someone from the gym inquired. Just in case she needed
to convince herself that this was still about jiu-jitsu, still professional, still within the bounds of

acceptable behavior for a married woman. Just in case.

In bed that night, with Jacob already drifting into sleep beside her, Ashley stared at the ceiling
and questioned who she was becoming. The woman arranging secret meetings, constructing careful
alibis, compartmentalizing her life into separate boxes, this was not the person she had always believed
herself to be. Honest, direct, faithful. Those had been core elements of her identity, untested perhaps,
but firmly established in her own understanding of herself.

Yet here she was, purposely stepping onto a path that contradicted those values, making

choices that would have been unthinkable just weeks ago. The realization didn’t stop her, didn’t change
her plans for Thursday. But it forced her to confront an uncomfortable truth, that identity was not
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fixed but fluid, character not a bedrock but a terrain that could shift under sufficient pressure, sufficient

desire.

She’d always judged those who cheated, who betrayed trusts, who made selfish choices at
others’ expense. Such judgments had been easy from the safe distance of hypothetical scenarios. Now,
as she edged closer to becoming what she had once condemned, Ashley understood the complex
interplay of rationalization and genuine emotion, of desire and justification, that preceded such
choices.

She wasn’t yet a cheater. No physical lines had been crossed. But the mental boundaries were
eroding rapidly, the emotional investment already diverted from her marriage to this new, forbidden
possibility. The text exchanges, the private lesson arrangement, the secrecy, these were not the actions
of someone fully committed to fidelity.

Thursday loomed in her mind, both thrilling and terrifying. What would happen in that private
session? How far would her resolve bend before it broke entirely? And what would remain of her

marriage, of her self-conception, when the dust settled?

Questions without clear answers, paths diverging into fog. As sleep finally arrived, Ashley’s
last coherent thought was a recognition that some choices, once made, could never be un-made. Some
doors, once opened, could never be fully closed again. Thursday was such a door, a threshold between
her past certainties and a future defined by whatever choices she made in the hours she spent alone
with Carlos.

Just the two of them, on the mats, with no witnesses, no interruptions, and no clear limits
except those she chose to enforce or surrender.

The Wednesday between her arrangement with Carlos and the scheduled Thursday session
passed in a strange limbo of anticipation and dread. Ashley moved through her workday, her mind
elsewhere, rehearsing scenarios, imagining encounters, constructing justifications. What would she
wear under her gi? What excuse would she give Jacob for the early morning departure? How would
she respond if Carlos made an explicit advance?

These questions circled endlessly, each answer branching into new possibilities, new decisions
to be made.

Jacob remained largely oblivious, his attention divided between managing his pain and the

frustration of limited mobility. When Ashley mentioned ofthandedly that she might attend an early
morning class on Thursday, he encouraged her without suspicion.
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“You should definitely go,” he said, struggling to open a container of leftovers with one hand.
“No sense in both of us missing training. Besides, I’ll probably sleep late with these meds.”

His trust was both touching and painful, a reminder of what she risked with each step toward
Carlos.

That night, Ashley lay awake long after Jacob had fallen asleep, staring into the darkness,
questioning her choices while simultaneously imagining tomorrow’s possibilities. The contradictory
impulses, to retreat to safety, to advance toward temptation, waged war within her, neither clearly
victorious as the hours crept toward dawn.

When her alarm vibrated softly at 5:30 AM Thursday morning, she was already awake, had
been for most of the night. She slipped out of bed quietly, careful not to disturb Jacob, and moved to
the bathroom. Under the light, her reflection showed the effects of her restless night, shadows beneath
her eyes, a tension in her features that hadn’t been there before.

She showered quickly, the water doing little to ease her jangled nerves. As she dried off, she
faced the first concrete decision of many to come. What to wear beneath her gi? The practical choice
would be her usual sports bra and compression shorts. Functional, appropriate for training. But some
rebellious impulse led her to the drawer containing her nicer undergarments, the ones reserved for
special occasions or intimate evenings.

Her fingers hesitated over a black lace set that Jacob had given her for their anniversary, then
moved past it. Using his gift for this felt wrong, a step too far even for her shifting boundaries. Instead,
she selected a dark red bra and matching underwear. Still more suggestive than her usual training gear,
but not directly connected to Jacob. A small distinction, perhaps meaningless in the larger ethical
breach she was contemplating, but it mattered to her. Some lines, at least, she wasn’t ready to cross.

She dressed in leggings and a loose sweater over the red undergarments, her gi folded neatly
in her gym bag. Jacob stirred slightly as she moved around the bedroom, gathering her things, but
didn’t fully wake. She leaned down to kiss his forehead, a gesture of affection that felt simultaneously
genuine and twofaced.

“Going to class,” she whispered when his eyes fluttered open briefly. “Go back to sleep. I'll
text you later.”

He mumbled something incoherent, already drifting back under the influence of his
medication. Ashley watched him for a moment, this man who had loved her steadily for years, who
trusted her implicitly, who would never imagine she was capable of the deception she was now
undertaking. The weight of his trust, the stark contrast between his perception of her and her current
actions, nearly crushed her resolve.
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But only nearly. She turned away, gathered her bag, and left the apartment without looking
back.

The city was still half-asleep as she drove to Iron Grip Academy, the streets emptier than usual,
the sky just beginning to lighten with the promise of dawn. The gym’s parking lot was deserted except
for a sleek black sedan parked near the entrance. Carlos’s car. The sight of it made her stomach twist

with a mixture of apprehension and anticipation.

She satin her parked car, engine off, considering her options. She could drive away, text Carlos
with an excuse, return home to Jacob, to safety, to the known quantities of her life. She could still step
back from this precipice, still retreat to solid ground.

But as she watched the first rays of sun break over the horizon, painting the world in new
light, Ashley knew she wouldn’t turn back. For better or worse, she would see this through, would
discover what waited for her beyond the boundaries she’d always accepted.

She took a deep breath, gathered her gym bag, and walked toward the door of Iron Grip
Academy, where Carlos would be waiting, where choices would be made that could never be unmade,

where her life might change in ways she couldn’t fully anticipate but had consciously invited.

The door opened before she could knock, as if he’d been watching for her arrival. Carlos stood

in the doorway, dressed in his gi, his expression unreadable.

“Good morning, Ashley,” he said, stepping aside to let her enter. “Ready for your first private
lessonr”

The question was loaded with potential meanings, with paths not yet chosen but clearly
marked. Ashley met his gaze, found her voice.

“Yes,” she said simply. “I’'m ready.”
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Chapter 9

AS ASHLEY FOLLOWED CARLOS into the silent training space, the familiar scents of rubber mats and
cleaning solution mingled with something new. Anticipation, possibility, the electric charge of
boundaries about to be tested.

“You can change in the women’s locker room,” Carlos said, his voice echoing slightly in the
cavernous space. “I’ll set up the areas we’ll be working on.”

Ashley nodded, clutching her gym bag like a shield. The women’s locker room was dark,
illuminated only by the emergency exit sign casting red shadows across the metal lockers. She flicked
on the lights, half-expecting to find someone else there despite the early hour, despite knowing the
gym was closed to everyone but them. The emptiness both relieved and unnerved her.

She changed, the routine familiar yet altered by the unfamiliar circumstances. Sweater folded,
leggings removed. The red underwear she’d chosen seemed garish now under the fluorescent lights, a
physical manifestation of her intentions that she could no longer pretend were innocent. She slipped
into her sports bra and gi pants quickly, then paused, suddenly self-conscious about the gi top.

In regular classes, she wore a rash guard beneath it, an additional layer of modesty, of
protection. Should she maintain that barrier today? Or was the removal of it another small signal,
another incremental surrender to the path she was choosing?

After a moment’s hesitation, Ashley pulled on the gi top directly over her sports bra. Not quite
an invitation, but an acknowledgment of possibility. She tied her belt with carefully, each loop and
tuck a stalling tactic as her heart hammered against her ribs. In the mirror, her reflection stared back.
Outwardly composed but with a flush high on her cheekbones, a brightness in her eyes that betrayed
her internal turmoil.

This was her last moment of true choice. Once she walked out onto those mats, once she
placed herself in physical proximity to Carlos without the buffer of other students, without the
pretense of routine instruction, the momentum would carry her forward, and each subsequent choice
would be made on a slippery slope of escalating intimacy.

She could still leave. Call out some excuse about sudden illness, about remembering an eatly
meeting, about changing her mind. She could drive home to Jacob, crawl back into bed beside his

sleeping form, and pretend this momentary madness had never taken hold of her.

But she didn’t want to. That was the truth that had kept her awake night after night. That was
the truth behind the red underwear, behind the text messages, behind the careful construction of alibis
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and explanations. She wanted this, wanted the danger, the thrill, the forbidden taste of something
outside the safe boundaries of her marriage.

Ashley took a deep breath, released her death grip on the sink, and walked out onto the mats
where Carlos waited.

He stood in the center of the training area, his posture relaxed yet commanding. He’d removed
the gi top, wearing only the pants and a tight black rash guard that emphasized the muscular definition
of his upper body. The sight of him, more exposed than she was accustomed to seeing him during
regular classes, sent a jolt through her that was part appreciation, part anxiety.

“I thought we’d start with some movement drills to warm up,” Carlos said, his tone
professional despite the charged atmosphere. “Then work on the guard retention concepts.”

Ashley nodded, grateful for the semblance of normalcy, the suggestion that this was just
another training session. “Sounds good.”

They began with basic movements, the fundamental patterns that formed the physical
vocabulary of jiu-jitsu. Ashley lost herself briefly in the familiar rhythms, in the body mechanics, almost
forgetting the undercurrent that had drawn her here at this unusual hour.

Almost, but not quite. Because Carlos’s eyes followed her with an intensity that transcended
technical assessment, and his occasional corrections, a hand on her hip to adjust an angle, fingers
wrapping around her wrist to demonstrate proper gripping, remained a fraction longer than strictly
necessary for instruction.

“Your hip mobility has improved significantly,” he observed as she executed a particularly
smooth maneuver. “You’re more fluid in your movements now.”

“Thanks.” The simple praise shouldn’t have warmed her as much as it did. “I’ve been doing
those mobility exercises you showed us in class.”

“It shows.” Carlos gestured toward the center of the mat. “Let’s move on to guard work now.
I want to see how well you’ve retained the concepts.”

Ashley positioned herself on her back as instructed, knees bent, feet flat on the mat. Carlos
knelt between her legs, his expression focused and analytical, the instructor rather than the man. As
he placed his hands on her shins, preparing to demonstrate a passing technique, Ashley felt a seismic

shift in the atmosphere, the suggestion of pure instruction growing thinner by the moment.
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“Remember,” he said, “the key to guard retention is anticipation. Feeling your opponent’s
weight shifts before they commit.”

He began to pass, applying pressure against her legs, and Ashley responded with the framing
technique he’d taught her, creating angles rather than direct resistance. They moved together in the
intimate dance of jiu-jitsu, physical chess played with bodies rather than pieces, each action prompting
a reaction, a continuous negotiation of space and pressure.

“Good,” Carlos murmured when she successfully prevented a pass attempt. “Now let’s
increase the intensity. In a real match, your opponent won’t be gentle.”

He resumed his attacks with more determination, more force, his passing attempts becoming
increasingly difficult to counter. Ashley found herself defensive, reactive rather than proactive,
struggling to maintain the structure of her guard as Carlos applied pressure from different angles,
exploiting small gaps in her defense.

When he broke through her guard, establishing side control with his chest heavy against hers,
Ashley felt a surge of frustration mingled with something else, a primal awareness of his physical
dominance, of the controlled power that had overcome her resistance.

“You tensed up,” he said, his face now inches from hers, his weight careful but substantial
across her torso. “You started thinking too much, trying to predict my movements instead of feeling
them.”

Ashley nodded, acutely conscious of their proximity, of the places where their bodies

connected, his chest against hers, his hip pressing into her abdomen, his breath warm against her
cheek.

“Again,” he said, releasing the position and moving back to his starting point. “This time
g g P g g P >
don’t think about technique. Just feel the pressure and respond naturally.”

They reset, and the drill began again, Carlos attacking, Ashley defending, the intensity building
with each exchange. She felt herself improving with each repetition, her responses becoming more
instinctive, less calculated. But she was also increasingly aware of the sensual undercurrent to their
training, the way Carlos’s eyes held hers during transitions, communicating something beyond
technical instruction.

During one particularly intense exchange, after Ashley had successfully defended several pass
attempts, Carlos changed tactics, driving forward suddenly with more aggression than before. Caught
off guard, she failed to create space quickly enough, and he passed smoothly into mount position, his
body now directly above hers, his weight supported on his knees and palms to avoid crushing her.
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“What happened?” he asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

“I hesitated,” Ashley admitted, her breath coming quicker now, partly from exertion, partly
from the intimate configuration of their bodies. “I wasn’t committed to my defense.”

Carlos nodded, making no move to climb off her. “Commitment is essential in jiu-jitsu. Half
measures get you submitted.” His eyes held hers, the double meaning unmistakable. “You have to
decide what you want and pursue it without reservation.”

Ashley was acutely aware of every point of contact between their bodies, of the slight pressure
of his hips against hers, of the controlled strength evident in the arms positioned on either side of her
head. If she shifted even slightly, their bodies would press together more fully. If she lifted her chin,

their faces would be close enough to-

“Ashley,” Catlos said, his voice lower now, the suggestion of instruction abandoned. “We

both know this isn’t just about jiu-jitsu.”

The direct acknowledgment of what had been unspoken between them sent a tremor through
her body. This was the precipice, the point of no return. Whatever she said next would either close

the door or fling it wide open.
“I know,” she admitted.

“Tell me what you want,” Carlos said, his gaze unwavering. “No ambiguity. I need to hear you

say it.”

Ashley felt her heart hammering against her ribs, her mouth suddenly dry. The request forced
her to confront the reality of her desires, stripped away the comfortable fiction that she was here solely

for training.

“I want...” she began, then faltered, the enormity of the admission momentarily overwhelming

her. “I want something I shouldn’t want.”
g

“That’s not an answer,” Carlos replied, his expression serious despite the charged atmosphere.
“I need clarity, Ashley. For both our sakes.”

She swallowed hard, finding courage in the empty gym, in the strange intimacy of confession.

“I want you,” she said finally, the words escaping like captives breaking free. “I've wanted you for

weeks.”
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Carlos’s expression remained steady, though something kindled in his dark eyes. Satisfaction,
perhaps, or hunger. “Are you sure? Once we cross this line, there’s no going back.”

Ashley was beyond caution now, driven by a need that had been building since the first
moment she’d felt the awareness between them on the mats.

“I’m sure,” she said, and meant it.

They both paused for a moment, the last breath before irrevocable action. Then Carlos
lowered his head and kissed her.

His mouth claimed hers with the confidence of a man who knew exactly what he wanted. His
lips were firm, warm, and surprisingly soft against hers. Ashley inhaled sharply through her nose, the
scent of him, clean sweat, faint cologne, something essentially male, filling her senses. For a moment,
she froze. Then her body responded of its own accord, her lips parting slightly, yielding to the pressure
of his.

Carlos’s tongue traced the seam of her mouth, seeking entrance, and she granted it without
hesitation. When their tongues met, sliding against each other, Ashley heard herself make a small,
desperate sound in the back of her throat. His kiss was nothing like Jacob’s familiar, gentle exchanges.
Carlos kissed like he demanded something from her, like he was claiming territory.

One of his hands moved to cradle the back of her head, fingers threading through her hair,
gripping just tight enough to send a shiver down her spine. His body lowered, his weight pressing her
more firmly into the mat. The solid length of him against her thigh left no doubt about his arousal,
his cock hardening against her even through the thick fabric of their gis. Ashley felt her hips lifting
slightly, instinctively seeking more pressure, more friction.

Her hands, previously frozen at her sides, came up to explore his shoulders. Through the
rashguard, she could feel the defined muscles shifting beneath her touch. She dug her fingers in, pulling
him closer, as the kiss deepened, grew more urgent.

Carlos’s tongue explored her mouth thoroughly, his technique as deliberate here as in his jiu-
jitsu. When he caught her lower lip between his teeth, he applied just enough pressure to send a jolt
of sensation between her legs. Ashley moaned, a sound so naked with want that she barely recognized

it as her own.
The noise seemed to trigger something in Carlos. He broke the kiss, pulling back just enough

to look at her, his breathing noticeably quicker. “Is this still what you want?” he asked, his voice
rougher than before.
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“Yes,” Ashley breathed, a flicker of guilt immediately suppressed by the overwhelming need
coursing through her. “Don’t stop.”

Carlos’s mouth found hers again, more demanding now. There was no hesitation, no
gentleness, just hungry possession that matched the desperate craving building inside her. His tongue
pushed into her mouth, mimicking the act his body clearly wanted to perform. Ashley met him with
equal fervor, her tongue sliding against his, learning his taste, committing it to memory.

As they kissed, his hand slid from her hair down to her neck, fingers tracing the base of her
throat before continuing lower. He found the opening of her gi top, fingers slipping beneath the fabric
to trace the edge of her sports bra, the sensitive skin beneath it. The simple contact of his fingertips
against the upper swell of her breast sent electricity coursing through her, her nipples tightening
beneath the constricting fabric.

“Carlos,” she gasped against his mouth, arching into his touch.

He continued his exploration, his palm now fully covering her breast. He squeezed gently,
then firmer when he felt her positive response. His thumb found her nipple, circling it through the
sports bra, the friction against the already sensitive peak making her squirm beneath him.

Ashley felt herself growing wet between her legs, her pussy throbbing with each touch, each
kiss. She shifted restlessly, trying to create pressure where she needed it most, frustrated by the
limitations of their position, their clothing, the public nature of their location.

As if reading her mind, Carlos broke the kiss again, his expression intent. ““This isn’t the place,”
he said, his control visibly reasserting itself despite the passion of moments before. “Too exposed.
Anyone could walk in.”

Reality intruded briefly. The gym, the eatly hour, the fact that they were lying on training mats
where dozens of people would be practicing within hours. The practicalities momentarily dampened
the fever that had taken hold of her.

“You're right,” she agreed, though her body protested the interruption. “We should stop.”

Carlos studied her for a moment, then rose smoothly to his feet, extending a hand to help her
up. When she was standing, he didn’t release her hand immediately, keeping her close enough that she
could feel the heat radiating from his body. She was acutely aware of his erection, visible now as a
substantial bulge in his gi pants. Her eyes flickered down to it momentarily before returning to his
face, and the corner of his mouth quirked up in acknowledgment of her notice.
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“I didn’t say stop,” he clarified, his voice now a low rumble that seemed to resonate directly
with her clit. “I said this isn’t the place.” He inclined his head toward the back of the gym. “I’'m going
to shower. You’re welcome to join me... if you want.”

The invitation, direct yet allowing her agency, explicit yet framed as her choice, sent a fresh
surge of arousal to Ashley’s pussy already eager to be filled. This was another threshold, another
opportunity to turn back, to reconsider, to choose differently.

“Or you can leave,” Carlos continued. “No pressure. No expectations. No judgment either

way.

He turned and walked toward the men’s locker room without looking back, his stride
unhurried, confident. The message was clear. The decision was entirely hers. He would not pursue,
would not persuade, would not make her choice for her.

Ashley stood frozen on the mat, her body still buzzing with interrupted desire, her cunt wet
beneath her gi pants, her nipples still hard against her sports bra. Her mind raced through implications,
rationalizations, justifications. She could leave now. Could tell herself that a kiss wasn’t really cheating,
not really, not in the grand scheme of things. Could drive home to Jacob with only this relatively minor
transgression on her conscience.

Or she could follow Carlos, could take this final, permanent step across the line she’d been
edging toward for weeks. Could satisfy the hunger that had been building within her, the curiosity that
had invaded her dreams and waking thoughts.

She thought of Jacob, sleeping peacefully in their bed, trusting her completely. Thought of
their history, their shared life, the promises they’d made to each other. Then she thought of Carlos’s
hands on her body, his mouth against hers, the promise of what awaited if she followed him.

In the end, it wasn’t even really a choice. Her feet were moving before her mind had fully
committed, carrying her toward the men’s locker room as if drawn by an invisible force. Each step
seemed simultaneously momentous and inevitable, the culmination of a path she’d been walking since
the first day she’d felt that spark of awareness between them.

The men’s locker room was similar to the women’s but larger, the row of showers at the far
end separated by partial walls that provided minimal privacy. Ashley hesitated in the doorway,
suddenly self-conscious in this unfamiliar territory. Then she heard the sound of water running, saw
steam beginning to rise from one of the shower stalls. Carlos had already begun his shower, apparently
confident in her decision, or perhaps genuinely prepared for either outcome.
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Ashley moved deeper into the locker room, her footsteps echoing slightly on the tiled floor.
As she approached the showers, her heart racing with anticipation, she caught sight of Carlos through
the steam. His back was to her, water flowing over the defined muscles of his shoulders and back, his
gl pants abandoned in favor of complete nudity.

His body was magnificent. Powerfully built, with broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist,
his ass firm and well defined. She couldn’t see his cock yet, but the powerful thighs and tight buttocks
on display made her mouth go dry with desire.

She must have made some small sound, because he turned, unsurprised to find her standing
there. His eyes moved over her still fully clothed form.

“I was hoping you’d come,” he said simply, making no move to cover himself.

Ashley’s eyes dropped involuntarily to his cock, now fully visible and partially erect. It was
thick even in its semi-hard state, darker than the rest of his skin, the head emerging from its foreskin
as it continued to harden under her gaze. It was larger than Jacob’s both in length and girth, the shaft
veined and substantial, rising from a nest of dark hair. The visual confirmation of this fact, something
she’d speculated about in her most private thoughts, made her pussy clench with anticipation.

Ashley stood paralyzed by conflicting impulses, the desire to join him, to strip away her clothes
and the last of her reservations, warring with a final, desperate flare of loyalty to her marriage. “This
is a mistake,” she said, the words automatic rather than heartfelt.

Carlos didn’t argue, didn’t try to persuade her. He simply stood beneath the spray of water,
powerful and patient, his cock now fully erect, standing thick and proud from his body. “Maybe. But
it’s your mistake to make if you want to.”

The response, honest, direct, placing responsibility squarely in her hands, broke through her
final defenses. Ashley reached for the knot of her belt, untying it with fingers that trembled slightly.
She let it drop to the floor, then slipped the gi top from her shoulders, revealing the simple black
sports bra beneath. Carlos watched without comment, his gaze appreciative, allowing her to set the
pace of her own unveiling. His hand moved to his cock, stroking it slowly while he watched her

undress, the gesture natural and unselfconscious.

The gi pants followed, kicked aside with increasing urgency as her initial hesitation gave way
to the hunger that had been building for weeks. Standing in just her sports bra and the red underwear
she’d chosen with such care that morning, Ashley felt a curious mixture of vulnerability and power,
exposed yet in control, desired yet choosing rather than chosen.
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“You’re beautiful,” Carlos said, his voice rougher, betraying the first cracks in his composed

exterior. He extended his free hand, inviting rather than demanding. “Join me.”

Ashley stepped forward, drawn by a need that overrode all other considerations. She pulled
off her sports bra, letting it fall away to reveal her firm breasts, the pale skin contrasting with pink
nipples that had tightened to hard points under Carlos’s appreciative gaze. The red underwear was the
last barrier, the final symbol of restraint. She hooked her thumbs under the waistband and slid them
down her legs in one fluid motion, stepping out of them and leaving them behind like the last remnants
of her hesitation.

Naked now, she stepped into the shower stall, the warm water a shock against her sensitized
skin. Carlos made space for her beneath the spray, allowing her to wet her hair, her face, her body, a
baptism of sorts into this new reality where she was a woman who cheated, who acted on forbidden

desire, who chose passion over fidelity.

When he finally touched her, his hands settling on her waist, drawing her closer, Ashley felt a
shudder run through her entire body, as if some fundamental frequency had changed, altering her at
a molecular level. His skin was hot against hers, the contrast between his olive complexion and her
fairer tone heightened by the water cascading over them both. His erection pressed against her
stomach, hard and insistent.

Carlos’s mouth found hers again, the kiss deeper, more demanding than before, unrestricted
now. His tongue pushed past her lips, claiming her mouth with possessive hunger. His hands explored
her body with confident purpose, mapping the terrain of her shoulders, her back, the curve of her
hips. When his palms cupped her breasts, fingers kneading the soft flesh, thumbs circling the sensitive
nipples, Ashley gasped into his mouth, her body arching into the contact.

“Your tits are perfect,” he murmured against her lips, pinching one nipple between his thumb
and forefinger, the pressure sending a direct line of sensation to her clit. “So responsive.”

Ashley moaned as he increased the pressure slightly, the edge of pain enhancing her pleasure
in ways she hadn’t expected. Carlos lowered his head, his mouth replacing his fingers on one breast.
The wetness of his tongue against her nipple made her gasp. When he drew the sensitive peak between
his lips, sucking firmly while his hand continued to work her other breast, Ashley’s head fell back,
giving herself over to the sensation.

“Tell me what you like,” Carlos murmured against her wet skin, his teeth grazing the underside
of her breast. “I want to make this good for you.”

The consideration surprised her, somehow more intimate than the physical contact. “I like...
intensity,” she admitted, finding freedom in confession. “Not gentleness.”
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Something darkened in Carlos’s eyes. “Good,” he said, and then his mouth was on her neck,
teeth grazing the sensitive skin just below her ear, hands growing more insistent on her body. “Because
I'm not gentle.”

To demonstrate, he backed her against the shower wall, the cool tiles a shock against her skin.
His mouth moved lower, tracing the column of her throat, between her collarbones, descending to
capture her nipple between his lips again. This time, he used his teeth, biting down just hard enough
to balance on the knife’s edge between pleasure and pain. The sensation sent a jolt of arousal straight
to Ashley’s cunt, drawing a loud moan from her that echoed in the tiled space.

“Yes,” she gasped, her hands finding his short hair, holding him against her breast. “Harder.”

Carlos complied, increasing the pressure of his bite while his fingers pinched her other nipple
with matching intensity. The dual sensations made Ashley’s pussy throb, wetness gathering between
her legs despite the shower’s spray. She could feel herself swelling, opening, preparing for him.

His free hand moved lower, splaying across her stomach, then sliding down to her thighs.
Ashley spread her legs slightly in silent invitation, desperate now for his touch where she needed it
most. Carlos’s fingers traced the seam of her pussy, exploring the soft outer lips without yet delving

deeper.

“You’re so wet,” he murmured against her breast, his fingers now slipping between her folds,
finding the slick evidence of her arousal that the shower couldn’t wash away. “Is this all for me?”

“Yes,” Ashley breathed, her hips pushing against his hand, seeking more direct contact.
“Please.”

Carlos’s fingers explored her pussy with thoroughness, as if mapping every fold, every sensitive
spot. When he finally brushed against her clit, Ashley jerked, a whimper escaping her lips. He circled

the swollen bundle, applying just enough pressure to build her pleasure without granting release.

“Your cunt is perfect,” he said, his voice low and rough against her skin. “So responsive. So
eager.”

His words, so different from Jacob’s careful lovemaking, sent another surge of wetness to her
core. Ashley found herself responding to the rawness, to the primal claiming in his words.

“I need more,” she gasped, her hips rocking against his hand. “Please, Carlos.”
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He responded by sliding one finger inside her, the penetration smooth but noticeable, her
body gripping him tightly. Ashley moaned at the intrusion, her inner walls clenching around the digit
as if trying to draw it deeper. Carlos added a second finger, stretching her slightly, the fullness a
delicious preview of what was to come.

“So tight,” he growled, pumping his fingers slowly in and out of her cunt, his thumb now
working her clit in matching rhythm. “You’re going to feel amazing around my cock.”

She rocked against his hand, taking his fingers deeper, her breathing growing ragged as
pleasure built steadily. When Carlos curled his fingers upward, finding the sensitive spot along her
front wall, she cried out, her legs trembling with the intensity of the sensation.

“That’s it,” he encouraged, his voice dark with desire. “Show me how much you want it.”

His mouth moved lower, trailing kisses down her stomach, his fingers still working inside her,
stretching her, preparing her. When he sank to his knees before her, looking up the length of her body
with hunger in his eyes, Ashley felt another pulse of wetness escape her. The sight of him, this
powerful man on his knees, his cock hard and ready between his thighs, his face level with her most
intimate parts, was intoxicating,

“Open your legs wider for me,” he instructed, his hands already guiding her thighs apart,
creating space for himself between her and the wall. “I want to taste your pussy.”

Ashley complied without hesitation, past the point of shame. Carlos’s approval was evident in
his expression, in the appreciative growl that escaped him as he gazed at her exposed cunt, the pink

folds swollen and glistening with arousal.
“Perfect,” he said simply, and then his mouth was on her.

The sensation was electric. Jacob had done this for her many times, but Carlos approached
cunnilingus with a different energy, a confidence bordering on arrogance that transformed the familiar
into something thrillingly new. His tongue explored her thoroughly, starting with broad strokes along
her entire slit before focusing on her clit. The pressure was firmer than she was used to, more insistent,
and her body responded with enthusiasm, her hips rolling against his face instinctively.

Ashley’s hands found his short hair, holding on, anchoring herself as pleasure built with
shocking intensity. Carlos slid two fingers back inside her as his tongue worked her clit, the penetration
and stimulation making her gasp. When he curled his fingers upward, again finding that sensitive spot

inside her while sucking her clit between his lips, she felt her orgasm approaching rapidly.

“Carlos,” she moaned, his name a confession and a plea all at once. “Oh god, yes. I'm close.”
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He intensified his efforts in response, adding a third finger to stretch her further, his tongue
circling her clit relentlessly. The additional fullness, the slight burn of the stretch, pushed her pleasure
higher. His free hand gripped her ass, holding her firmly against his mouth as he devoured her, the
possessive gesture adding to her arousal.

The stimulation was overwhelming, building toward a climax that felt different from anything
she’d experienced before. Sharper, more urgent, tinged with the forbidden thrill of betrayal. When
Carlos hummed against her clit, the vibration was the final push she needed.

“I'm coming,” she gasped, her thighs trembling on either side of his face. “Oh fuck, I'm
coming.”

Her orgasm crashed through her with an intensity that bordered on violence. Ashley cried out,
uncaring of the echo in the empty locker room, her body convulsing around Catrlos’s fingers, her clit
pulsing against his tongue. Her inner walls clamped down rhythmically, each contraction sending a
fresh wave of pleasure radiating outward. She ground herself shamelessly against his face, riding out
every sensation as her cunt spasmed and her clit throbbed.

Carlos didn’t relent, continuing through the waves of her pleasure, his fingers fucking her
steadily while his tongue worked her oversensitive clit. The prolonged stimulation pushed her beyond
her first climax into a second, smaller peak that had her crying out again, her hands pulling at his hair,
her body jerking with the intensity.

Only when her body began to relax, the aftershocks subsiding, did he withdraw his fingers and
rise to his feet. His face was slick with her juices, his expression a curious mixture of satisfaction and
hunger, pleased with her response but far from satisfied himself. His cock stood rigidly from his body,
the head swollen and dark, pre-cum beading at the tip despite the water still pouring over them both.

“Turn around,” he instructed, his voice carrying an expectation of compliance.
Ashley obeyed without hesitation, turning to face the shower wall, bracing her forearms against
the cool tiles. She felt Catlos step closer. His hands settled on her hips with possessive firmness,

thumbs dimpling the soft flesh of her ass cheeks as he positioned her.

“Arch your back,” he directed, applying gentle pressure to her lower spine. “Push your ass out
for me.”

Ashley complied, the position making her feel deliciously vulnerable and exposed. She could

feel the cooler air of the shower stall against her pussy, knew that Carlos could see her swollen pink
lips, the wetness coating her inner thighs, the tight pucker of her asshole.
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“I’ve thought about this,” he admitted, his voice intimate against her ear as he pressed his
chest to her back. One hand reached around to cup her breast, squeezing firmly, while the other slid
between her legs from behind, fingers tracing her still-sensitive folds. “Having you like this. Making
you mine.”

“Yes,” she breathed, pushing back against him, feeling the hard length of his cock slide
between her ass cheeks. “I’ve thought about it too.”

Carlos made a sound, half growl, half appreciation, and positioned himself at her entrance.
She could feel the head of his cock parting her folds, pressing slightly against her opening but not yet
entering.

“Last chance to change your mind,” he said.

“I don’t want to change my mind,” Ashley replied as she reached between her legs to guide
him. “I want you to fuck me. Now.”

The crude language, so unlike her usual speech, seemed to snap the final thread of Carlos’s
restraint. He pushed forward, filling her completely. Ashley gasped at the invasion, the stretch more
intense than she’d anticipated despite his thorough preparation. His cock was thicker than Jacob’s, the
head broader, and the sensation of fullness was overwhelming.

“Fuck,” Carlos hissed through clenched teeth, his fingers digging into her hips as he held
himself still, buried to the hilt inside her. “You’re so tight. So hot.”

Ashley’s body tensed around his intrusion, her inner walls gripping his length as they adjusted
to his size. The slight discomfort quickly gave way to pleasure as her pussy stretched to accommodate
him, as her body recognized and welcomed the invasion. She pushed back against him, taking him

impossibly deeper, a moan escaping her at the sensation.

“Move,” she urged. “Fuck me, Carlos.”

He withdrew slowly, the drag of his cock against her sensitive walls sending shivers up her
spine, then thrust back in with more force. Ashley gasped, her hands scrabbling against the slick tiles
as he established a steady rhythm, deep strokes that pushed her against the wall with each forward

movement.

“Is this what you wanted?” he growled against her ear, one hand sliding up to tangle in her
wet hair, pulling just enough to arch her neck back. “My cock inside you? Filling this tight cunt?”
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“Yes,” Ashley moaned, the slight pain of her hair being pulled adding to her pleasure. “God,
yes. Harder.”

Carlos increased his pace, his hips snapping against her ass with each thrust, the sound of wet
skin slapping against skin audible even over the shower’s spray. The angle allowed him to hit spots
inside her that sent sparks behind her closed eyelids. Her g-spot, the sensitive front wall of her vagina,
depths that Jacob never reached, could never reach.

“You take my cock so well,” Carlos praised, his breathing growing heavier as he maintained
the punishing pace. “So fucking good.”

His hand released her hair, sliding around to her breast again, fingers finding her nipple and
pinching firmly. The sharp pleasure-pain made Ashley clench around him, drawing a groan from deep
within. His other hand moved reached around from her hip to between her legs, fingers finding her
clit.

“Yes,” she gasped as he began to circle the sensitive bundle of nerves. “Right there. Don’t
stop.”

The stimulation was overwhelming. His cock filled her completely, stretching her with each
thrust, while his fingers worked her clit with the perfect pressure. Ashley felt another orgasm building
rapidly, her inner walls beginning to flutter around his shaft, her clit swelling further under his touch.

“Not yet,” Carlos ordered, somehow sensing her approaching climax. His fingers abandoned
her clit, instead reaching up to tangle in her wet hair again, pulling harder this time, forcing her back
to arch more severely. “Not until I say.”

The command, the sharper pain of her hair being pulled, the domination in his control of her
pleasure, all of it combined to push Ashley further into a headspace she’d never accessed with Jacob,
a place of surrender and submission that heightened every sensation, every thrust, every point of
contact between their bodies.

“Please,” she whimpered, desperate now for release, for the culmination her body was
straining toward. Her clit throbbed almost painfully, her pussy clenching rhythmically around his

invading cock, seeking the friction that would push her over the edge. “I need to cum.”

“Not yet,” Carlos repeated, his pace increasing. His cock seemed to swell further inside her
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stretching her to her limits. “You come when I come. Not before.”

1)

He drove into her with intensity, his thrusts becoming more forceful, more erratic as his
control frayed. His breathing was ragged against her ear, his grip on her hip tight enough to leave
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marks. Ashley felt herself balanced on the edge of orgasm, held there by his command, by her own
unexpected willingness to surrender control of her pleasure to him.

When his rhythm finally faltered, his thrusts becoming deeper but less coordinated, Carlos
growled into her ear, “Now. Come for me now, Ashley. Come on my cock.”

The permission was all she needed. Ashley’s orgasm crashed over her with even greater
intensity than the previous, her inner walls clamping down on his cock in rhythmic pulses as waves of
pleasure radiated outward from her core. The contractions were stronger this time, milking his shaft
as her cunt spasmed around him.

“Oh god, Carlos, yes!” she cried out, her voice echoing off the shower walls. “I’'m coming.
Fuck, I’'m coming so hard!”

Her body convulsed, her clit pulsing in time with the contractions of her inner walls, her legs
trembling so hard that only Carlos’s arm, now wrapped around her waist, kept her upright. Waves of
intense sensation flowed through her, each pulse of her pussy drawing a matching groan from the
man behind her.

Carlos followed immediately, driven over the edge by her body’s response. “Fuck, Ashley,” he
groaned, his hips jerking against her as his control finally shattered. “I’m coming inside you.”

A fleeting thought of relief flashed through Ashley’s mind. Thank god for the birth control
pills she’d been on for years, a practical decision she and Jacob had made together. But the thought
dissolved as quickly as it formed, overwhelmed by the physical sensation that followed.

She felt the hot pulse of his release, his cock throbbing as he emptied himself in long spurts
deep within her. The sensation of being filled with his cum, so primal and forbidden, triggered another
small aftershock of pleasure that had her moaning his name again. Carlos continued to thrust through
his orgasm, each movement pushing his seed deeper inside her, marking her internally in the most

basic way.

For several moments, they remained joined, both breathing heavily, their bodies connected in
the most intimate way possible. Carlos’s forehead rested against her shoulder, his breath hot against
her wet skin, his softening cock still inside her, twitching occasionally with aftershocks of his own.

Finally, he withdrew carefully, the sensation of his cock slipping from her body followed by a

trickle of his cum down her inner thigh. He turned Ashley to face him, his expression satiated yet still
intense as he studied her flushed face.
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“You’re magnificent,” he said simply, pushing wet strands of hair from her face with an
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intimacy that felt almost more invasive than the sexual act itself.

Ashley didn’t know how to respond. The haze of desire was clearing rapidly, reality reasserting
itself with brutal clarity. She had sex with Carlos, had let him come inside her, had betrayed Jacob in
the most fundamental way possible, had crossed a line that could never be uncrossed.

“I should go,” she said, her voice sounding strange, distant, belonging to someone else.

Carlos studied her face, seeming to read the conflict there. “No regrets,” he said, his tone
somewhere between a question and an instruction.

“I don’t know what I feel,” Ashley admitted, the confession easier in the aftermath of such
physical intimacy. She was acutely aware of the soreness between her legs, the tender spots where his
fingers had gripped her hips, the slight rawness of her nipples from his attentions, physical reminders
of what they had just done.

Carlos nodded, accepting her honesty without pressing for more. He reached behind her to
turn off the shower, the sudden absence of water making the room feel colder, more exposed.

“Take your time,” he said, stepping out of the shower and reaching for a towel. “Process what
you need to process. But know that I don’t consider this a mistake or a one-time occurrence.” He
handed her a fresh towel from a stack near the showers. “Unless that’s what you want it to be.”

Ashley wrapped the towel around herself, suddenly desperately aware of her nakedness, of the
vulnerability of her position. Between her legs, she could feel the sticky evidence of their encounter,
his semen mixed with her own arousal, marking her in ways that couldn’t be seen but that she felt with
every movement. “I can’t think about that right now,” she said, averting her eyes from his still-naked
form. “I need... space.”

“Of course.” Carlos wrapped his own towel around his waist casually, apparently unbothered
by the abrupt shift in atmosphere. “Get dressed. Take as long as you need. I'll be in my office when
you’re ready to leave.”

He walked away without looking back, leaving Ashley alone in the shower area. She dressed,
her movements automatic while her mind raced through the implications of what she’d just done.

This wasn’t a fantasy, wasn’t a harmless flirtation, wasn’t a line approached but not crossed.

This was actual, physical infidelity, Carlos inside her, his release still present between her thighs, the
evidence of her betrayal written in soreness and satisfaction alike.
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As she pulled on her street clothes, avoiding her reflection in the locker room mirrors, Ashley
tried to categorize her emotions, to make sense of the turbulence within her. Guilt was present, yes, a
heavy weight in her chest when she thought of Jacob, of his trust, of the vows she’d shattered beyond
repair. But alongside it, inexplicably, ran a current of exhilaration, of satisfaction, of something like

powet.

She had wanted something and had taken it, had pursued desire without constraint, had
experienced passion uninhibited by the comfortable patterns of long-term partnership. The cost was
enormous, the potential consequences devastating. Yet some part of her could not fully regret the
choice, could not honestly wish to undo what had just transpired.

What did that make her? What kind of person felt such divided loyalties, such contradictory
emotions?

By the time she emerged from the locker room, gym bag clutched tightly in hand, Ashley had
composed herself externally if not internally. Her hair was damp but neatly combed, her clothes
unremarkable, her expression carefully neutral. Nothing in her appearance would betray what had just
transpired, would hint at the seismic shift that had occurred in her life, in her self-conception.

Carlos was in his office as promised, seated behind a desk scattered with paperwork, dressed
now in jeans and a fitted t-shirt rather than his gi. He looked up when she appeared in the doorway,
his expression revealing nothing of what had transpired between them just minutes earlier.

“All set?” he asked, his tone casual, almost businesslike.

Ashley nodded, not trusting her voice in this moment of forced normalcy after such intimacy.

“Let me walk you out,” he said, rising from his desk. “The front door locks automatically
when it closes.”

They walked through the gym in silence, the space now illuminated by the full light of morning,
the emptiness less intimate and more ordinary. At the door, Carlos paused, turning to face her with
an expression that was suddenly more serious, more intent.

“I meant what I said,” he told her. “No pressure. No expectations. But also no pretending this
didn’t happen or that it was a mistake.” He held her gaze, ensuring his message was received. “The

choice is always yours, Ashley. Always has been, always will be.”

Ashley nodded, acknowledging his words without committing to a response. The truth was,
she didn’t know what she wanted now, whether this had been a one-time fulfillment of fantasy best
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left unrepeated, or the first step on a path she would continue to walk despite the destruction it might
leave in its wake.

Carlos seemed to understand her silence, to respect the complexity of her position. He opened
the door for her without further comment, the gesture courteous.

“Thank you for the lesson,” Ashley said as she passed him, the phrase ambiguous. Gratitude
for the technical instruction or for the more intimate education that had followed, she didn’t specify.

“My pleasure,” Carlos replied, with equal ambiguity. “Same time next weekr”

The question did not demand an answer, not pressure for continuation, but offered the
possibility, the framework for making this more than an isolated transgression.

“I’ll let you know,” Ashley said finally, a non-committal response that preserved her options,
that maintained the fiction that she was still in control of this situation, of her choices, of her desires.

Outside, the morning had fully broken, the parking lot now bathed in sunlight, the world
continuing its normal patterns despite the momentous shift in her private reality. Ashley walked to her
car on legs that still felt slightly unsteady, her body bearing the pleasant ache of vigorous sex, of
intensities she wasn’t accustomed to. Between her thighs, she could still feel the slickness of her arousal
mixed with Carlos’s cum.

As she drove home, the familiar route felt suddenly strange in the aftermath of such
unfamiliarity. Ashley found her mind cycling through rationalizations, justifications, explanations for
what she had done. It was just physical. It didn’t mean she loved Jacob less. It was a need that her

marriage couldn’t fulfill, compartmentalized and separate from her genuine commitment to her
husband.

None of these thoughts fully convinced her, yet all contained grains of truth that she clutched
at against the weight of guilt now settling more heavily as the physical pleasure receded, as the reality
of her return to Jacob, to the man she had just betrayed in the most fundamental way, loomed closer.

What would she say to him? How would she meet his eyes, accept his casual affection, navigate
the intimate moments of their shared life while carrying this secret? Could she truly compartmentalize
as she’d tried to convince herself was possible, or would the guilt, the comparison, the divided loyalty

eventually poison everything?

Questions without answers, consequences not yet fully manifest but inevitable, inescapable.
Ashley’s hands tightened on the steering wheel as she pulled into their apartment complex, the familiar
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building now infused with a strange duality. Home and deception, comfort and betrayal, love and
desire occupying the same space, incompatible yet coexisting.

She sat in her parked car for several minutes, gathering her composure, rehearsing normalcy,
preparing to step back into her role as Jacob’s wife with the evidence of her infidelity written in
invisible ink across her skin. Her phone chimed with a message, and for a moment, her heart leapt
with the certainty that it was Carlos. But it was Jacob, his message simple and trusting.

Jacob: Hope training went welll Made coffee if you want some when you get home.

The ordinary kindness of it, the complete absence of suspicion or doubt, hit Ashley like a
freight train. She had betrayed this man who trusted her implicitly, who loved her without reservation,
who believed in her fundamental honesty even when she had abandoned it completely.

Yet as she finally exited her car, walking toward the apartment where Jacob waited, Ashley
couldn’t honestly say she regretted what had happened with Carlos. The guilt was real, the potential
consequences devastating, the moral failing undeniable. But the experience itself, the passion, the
surrender, the pure physical connection, had awakened something in her that couldn’t be easily
dismissed or forgotten.

She paused at the apartment door, one hand on the knob, aware that she stood at another
threshold. Behind this door was Jacob, their marriage, the life they had built together. Behind her was
what had happened with Carlos, the new reality of her as someone capable of infidelity, of deception,
of divided loyalty.

Two paths, two versions of herself, incompatible yet now part of her identity.

Ashley took a deep breath, arranged her features into a semblance of normalcy, and opened
the door to face her husband, to begin the performance of innocence that would now become part of
her daily reality for as long as she chose to maintain both worlds. The stable, loving relationship with
Jacob and the passionate, forbidden connection with Carlos.

A double life, built on desire and deception. A choice made and remade with each step
forward, each lie told, each truth concealed.

Jacob looked up from the kitchen table as she entered, his injured arm still in its sling, a mug
of coffee cradled awkwardly in his good hand. His face brightened at the sight of her, genuine pleasure

in her return evident in his smile.

“How was the extra training?” he asked, unaware that the question carried such profound
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cornplicated implications.
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Ashley set down her gym bag, crossed the room to kiss his cheek, a gesture once automatic,
now calculated in its casualness. She prepared to deliver the first of what she sensed would be many
lies.

“It was intense,” she said, the words true in ways Jacob couldn’t possibly comprehend. “I
learned a lot.”

And she had, but not just about jiu-jitsu. She had learned about desire and betrayal, about her
capacity for compartmentalization, about the person she was capable of becoming when presented
with temptation and choice.

She had learned that she was someone who could look into her husband’s trusting eyes and
lie without hesitation, who could carry the secret of another man’s touch while accepting Jacob’s
affection, who could maintain the external appearance of the loving wife while harboring the internal
reality of the unfaithful one.

Most of all, she had learned that the boundaries she had once believed fixed and immutable
were in fact permeable, flexible, subject to reinterpretation under the right circumstances, the right
pressure, the right desire.

As she sat across from Jacob, sipping the coffee he had thoughtfully prepared, responding to
his questions about the training with carefully constructed half-truths, Ashley wondered what other
boundaries she might cross, what other lines might blur beneath the insistent pressure of want, of
need, of the hunger that Carlos had awakened and satisfied but not extinguished.

The path forward was unclear, fraught with potential pitfalls, with discovery, with
consequences she couldn’t fully anticipate.

Ashley felt not just guilt but anticipation, not just shame but excitement. Two worlds, two
versions of herself, incompatible yet coexisting. The faithful wife and the passionate lover. The honest
partner and the skilled deceiver. The person she had been and the person she was becoming,.

Both true. Both her. Both chosen with full awareness of the contradictions, the hypocrisies,
the potential destruction inherent in such division.

As Jacob smiled at her across the table, unaware of the transformation that had occurred in

the woman he believed he knew completely, Ashley smiled back, her decision already made though
not yet acknowledged even to herself.
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She would see Carlos again. Would continue down this path despite the cost, despite the risk,
despite the betrayal at its core. Not because she loved Jacob less, but because the hunger Carlos had
awakened demanded satisfaction, because the version of herself that existed in his presence was one
she was not yet ready to abandon, because the double life, complex and fraught with danger as it was,
offered something her life with Jacob could not. The thrill of transgression, the intoxication of desire
without boundaries, the freedom of being someone she had never imagined herself capable of
becoming.

For better or worse, by choice rather than chance, Ashley had stepped across the line from
fantasy to reality, from loyalty to betrayal, from the safety of commitment to the perilous freedom of
divided allegiance.

And despite the guilt, despite the risk, despite the knowledge that this path could lead to

destruction of her marriage, of Jacob’s trust, of her own self-conception, she could not bring herself
to regret the step taken, only to wonder where it would ultimately lead.
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Chapter 10

MONDAY EVENING ARRIVED with a storm, literal and figurative. Rain hammered the gym’s roof,
creating a backdrop to the final minutes of class. Ashley moved through the closing exercises, her
body on the mat but her mind elsewhere. Specifically, on what might happen after everyone else left.

Four days had passed since her encounter with Carlos in the shower. Four days of lying beside
Jacob at night, of casual conversations over breakfast, of helping him navigate his ongoing shoulder
recovery, all while carrying the secret of her infidelity, constantly present yet hidden from view.

Four days of text messages, too. Carlos had been restrained but persistent, his messages
professional on the surface but loaded with implication that made her pulse quicken whenever her
phone buzzed.

Carlos: Looking forward to seeing your technique develop in tonight’s class.
Carlos: The gym will be empty after 8:30 if you want to work on that transition we discussed.

Carlos: Been thinking about your guard retention. It’s particularly impressive from certain
angles.

She’d responded with equal caution, maintaining the appearance of student-teacher interaction
while acknowledging the invitation beneath. And now, as the class bowed out and people began
gathering their belongings, the pressure of anticipation built in her chest, between her legs, in every
nerve ending that remembered Carlos’s touch.

“Great work tonight, everyone,” Carlos called from the front of the room. “Remember to drill
those transitions before Wednesday.”

Students filtered toward the locker rooms, conversations fading as the space gradually emptied.
Ashley took her time rolling her gi sleeves down, retying her belt, creating the appearance of
meticulous attention to her uniform while actually ensuring she would be the last student remaining.

From across the room, Carlos caught her eye, a brief moment of connection that carried clear
understanding. He turned to speak with a departing purple belt, his manner casual, unhurried, giving

no indication of what they both knew was coming.

Ashley headed toward the women’s locker room, heart hammering as she passed Liz at the
front desk.
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“Staying late?” Liz asked, not looking up from the schedule she was updating.

“Just need to stretch propetly,” Ashley replied, the lie coming more easily now with practice.
“My hip flexors are killing me after those triangle drills.”

Liz nodded, apparently accepting the explanation without interest. “Lock up when you leave
if Carlos is gone. The alarm code is on the whiteboard in his office.”

“Thanks.”

In the locker room, Ashley changed into a fresh sports bra. Purple this time, matching the
underwear she’d selected with care that morning. She splashed water on her face, ran a comb through
her hair, applied a touch of the tinted lip balm she’d begun carrying in her gym bag. Small rituals of
preparation that both excited and disgusted her, the planning of her betrayal made manifest in these
little actions.

When she emerged, the gym had emptied completely except for Carlos, who stood at the front
desk reviewing something on the computer. He looked up as she approached, his expression shifting
from professional focus to something darker.

“Everyone gone?” she asked, though she already knew the answer.

“Just us,” he confirmed, saving whatever he’d been working on and shutting down the
computer. “Liz thinks I’'m staying to work on competition footage. What’s your excuse?”

“Tight hip flexors,” Ashley said with a small smile. “Very believable, I thought.”

“Very.” Carlos rounded the desk, moving into her space slowly, giving her time to retreat if
she chose. “I’ve been thinking about you all week.”

The simple admission, spoken in his accented English, sent a pulse of heat through her core.
“Me too,” she confessed. “About you. About... what happened.”

“No regrets?” he asked.
“I should,” Ashley said honestly. “But no. No regrets.”

Carlos’s hand came up to cup her face, his thumb tracing her bottom lip. “Good. Because I

want to taste you again.”
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The directness of his statement, the raw honesty of his desire, made her pulse quicken. This
was what had drawn her to him from the beginning, the unapologetic way he moved through the
world, taking what he wanted without hesitation.

Ashley leaned into his touch, her eyes holding his. “Not here,” she said softly. “Too exposed.”

Carlos nodded, understanding immediately. “Locker room,” he suggested. “Men’s is better.

No one will come in this late, and it has a proper lock.”
She hesitated only briefly before nodding. “Let me get my bag.”
Carlos locked the door behind them, sealing them into their private world.
They moved quickly to the men’s locker room.
“Come here,” Carlos said, sitting on one of the benches, drawing her between his legs.
Ashley went willingly, her hands finding his shoulders as he looked up at her. The power
dynamic was temporarily reversed, her standing over him, but they both knew who was really in

control.

Carlos’s hands went to her gi top, untying her belt, pushing the heavy white fabric from her
shoulders. The purple sports bra beneath drew an appreciative smile.

“You wore this for me,” he observed, not a question but a statement of fact.
“Yes,” Ashley admitted. No point in denying the premeditation, the conscious choice.

“I like that. I like knowing you think about me while you’re getting dressed. That you planned
for this.”

There was something freeing in being seen so completely, in having the darker parts of herself

recognized and accepted rather than judged.
Carlos leaned forward, pressing his mouth to her stomach, just above the waistband of her gi
pants. Even through the fabric, the touch of his lips made her shiver. His hands moved to the

drawstring, loosening it.

“I’ve been thinking about your pussy all week,” he murmured against her skin as he pushed

the pants down her hips. “How tight you were. How wet you got for me.”
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Ashley stepped out it, now standing in front of him in just her sports bra and the matching
underwear.

“Take these off,” he instructed, fingers hooking in the waistband of her underwear. “I want to
see all of you.”

Ashley complied, pushing the underwear down her legs while Carlos watched. When she stood
naked from the waist down, he guided her closer, spreading her thighs slightly with his hands.

“Perfect,” he murmured, leaning forward to press a kiss to the soft skin of her inner thigh.
“Hold onto my shoulders.”

She did as instructed, her fingers digging into the muscle as Carlos’s mouth moved higher.
When his tongue finally made contact with her pussy, tracing a path through her folds, Ashley gasped,
her legs trembling slightly.

Carlos took his time, exploring her. The tip of his tongue circled her clit without providing the
direct pressure she craved. His hands gripped her ass, holding her firmly in place as he teased and
tasted, building her arousal with patience.

“Carlos,” she breathed, her hips tilting forward instinctively, seeking more.

He responded by focusing his attention where she needed it most, his tongue against her clit,
applying firm, steady pressure that made her moan. One hand left her ass, and she felt his fingers trace

her entrance, gathering her wetness before slowly pushing inside.

The sensation quickly built toward orgasm. Ashley’s head fell back, her breath coming in short
gasps as pleasure coiled tighter in her core.

“I’'m close,” she warned, her fingers now tangled in his short hair.

Carlos intensified his efforts, his tongue moving in firm circles while his fingers found that
spot inside her that made stars explode behind her eyelids. When he sucked her clit between his lips,
applying gentle pressure with his teeth, she shattered, her orgasm washing through her in pulsing

waves, her inner walls clenching around his fingers, her thighs trembling.

He didn’t stop, continuing through her climax, drawing out every aftershock until she had to
push at his shoulders, the sensation becoming too intense.

“Enough,” she gasped, her legs barely supporting her weight. “Too much.”
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Carlos looked up at her, his mouth glistening with her arousal, his eyes dark with desire.

“Never enough,” he corrected, but he withdrew his fingers, allowing her a moment to recover.
Ashley took a shaky breath, then reached down to pull at his gi top. “Your turn. Take this off.”

Carlos complied, standing to remove his gi top and the rashguard beneath, revealing his
muscular torso. Ashley’s hands went to his chest, fingers tracing the definition of his pectoral muscles,
the dusting of dark hair that narrowed to a trail disappearing beneath his gi pants.

“These too,” she instructed, tugging at his waistband, enjoying the momentary role reversal.

Carlos smirked but obeyed, untying his pants and pushing them down along with his
underwear, his cock springing free, already hard and glistening with pre-cum.

Ashley sank to her knees in front of him, her hands running up his thighs, feeling the muscle
beneath warm skin. Carlos’s breathing deepened as she wrapped one hand around the base of his
shaft, her thumb tracing the prominent vein that ran its length.

“I’ve been thinking about this too,” she admitted, leaning forward to run her tongue along the
underside of his cock, from base to tip. “About tasting you.”

Carlos’s hand came to rest on the back of her head, applying a gentle pressure. “Then taste
me,” he encouraged. “Take my cock in your mouth.”

Ashley parted her lips, taking the head of his cock into her mouth, savoring the salt-sweet taste
of him, the velvet hardness against her tongue. She swirled her tongue around the sensitive ridge,
gathering the pre-cum that beaded at the tip, before taking him deeper.

“Fuck,” Carlos hissed, his fingers tightening in her hair. “Your mouth feels amazing.”
Encouraged by his response, Ashley established a rhythm, taking him as deep as she
comfortably could before retreating, her hand working what her mouth couldn’t reach. She looked

up, meeting his gaze as she moved, the eye contact adding another layer of intimacy to the act.

“That’s it,” he praised, his hips making small movements as if restraining himself from

thrusting deeper. “You look so fucking good with my cock in your mouth.”
The words, crude and possessive, heightened her own arousal. There was power in this act, in

reducing this controlled, dominant man to broken phrases and tightened muscles. Ashley hollowed

her cheeks, increasing the suction, her tongue pressing firmly against the underside of his shaft.
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Carlos groaned, his free hand bracing against the locker behind him. “If you keep that up,” he
warned, “I’m going to come.”

Ashley didn’t relent. Instead she increased her pace, her hand twisting slightly as it followed
her mouth, creating a spiral of sensation that had Carlos’s thighs tensing beneath her palm. She wanted
this, wanted to taste his release, to bring him the same pleasure he’d given her.

“Ashley,” he groaned, his control clearly wearing out. “I’m going to-”

She didn’t stop and seconds later, Carlos’s cock pulsed against her tongue, his release flooding
her mouth in hot spurts. Ashley continued her movements through his orgasm, swallowing each pulse,
savoring the slightly bitter taste that was uniquely him.

Only when he softened slightly did she release him, sitting back on her heels, a sense of
satisfaction warming her chest at the sight of him, the always controlled instructor now breathing
heavily, his expression almost vulnerable in the aftermath of release.

Carlos extended a hand, pulling her to her feet and into a kiss. If he could taste himself on her
lips, he seemed unbothered by it.

“You're full of surprises,” he murmured when they parted.
“Good ones, I hope,” Ashley replied, suddenly self-conscious in her half-dressed state.

“Very good.” Carlos brushed a strand of hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear. “Stay a
while. I’'m not done with you yet.”

And he wasn’t. By the time they finally left the gym an hour later, Carlos had bent her over
one of the benches and taken her from behind with an intensity that left her legs trembling. Ashley
drove home in a state of satisfied exhaustion, her body bearing the invisible imprint of their encounter,
her mind already calculating when they could meet again.

Jacob was asleep when she arrived, his pain medication having pulled him under despite his

intention to wait up for her. Ashley showered quickly, washing away the physical evidence before
slipping into bed beside him, the dual reality of her life now so familiar it almost seemed normal.
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Chapter 11

WEDNESDAY FOUND HER inventing reasons to stay after class again, creating alibis with a creativity
that would have impressed her former self. This time, she told Jacob she’d been invited to join some
of the women from class for drinks, a girls’ night that would give her a couple of hours of freedom.

“You should definitely go,” Jacob had encouraged. “You deserve a break from playing nurse.”

The casual trust in his voice, the genuine concern for her well-being, had sent a stab of guilt
through Ashley’s chest. But not enough to change her plans.

The gym was busier that evening, a competition class running later than usual in the secondary
training area. Ashley and Carlos maintained a careful professional distance during the regular class,
their interaction limited to brief technical corrections and the occasional glance that carried volumes

of suggestion invisible to others.

When the main class ended, Ashley stayed on the mats, pretending to work on a technique
with another white belt while the room gradually emptied. Carlos was tied up with competition team
members, his attention apparently focused entirely on their preparation, though she occasionally
caught his eyes tracking her movements across the room.

By 9 PM, only a handful of dedicated competitors remained, their training confined to the far
end of the gym. Carlos finally left, making his way toward Ashley with the pace of an instructor
checking on a student’s progress.

“Your hip escape is improving,” he observed neutrally, loud enough to be heard by anyone
who might be listening. “But you’re still not creating enough space before you try to recover guard.”

Ashley nodded, playing along. “Can you show me again? I think I’'m missing something in the
timing.”

Carlos demonstrated the movement, his hands professionally placed on her gi to guide the
technique. To any observer, it would appear to be simple instruction. Only Ashley could feel the extra

pressure of his fingers, the brush of his body against hers as they moved through the positions.

“The team will be at least another thirty minutes,” he murmured during a transition, his mouth
close to her ear under the guise of offering technical advice. “Meet me in my office. Five minutes.”

97



Ashley nodded, continuing to practice the movement as Carlos moved away to check on
something at the front desk. She gave it another few minutes before gathering her water bottle, making
a show of checking her phone as if responding to a message.

Carlos’s office was located behind the front desk, a small room with glass windows that looked
out onto the gym floor but were partially obscured by venetian blinds. Ashley knocked lightly before
entering, closing the door behind her.

The space was surprisingly orderly. A desk with a computer, filing cabinets along one wall, a
small sofa against the other, and various jiu-jitsu memorabilia and photos decorating the remaining
wall space. Carlos was seated behind the desk, reviewing something on his computer, but his eyes
immediately lifted to her as she entered.

“Lock the door,” he instructed quietly.

Ashley complied, the soft click triggering a now-familiar flutter in her stomach. Catrlos rose

from his chair, crossing to the windows to adjust the blinds, ensuring privacy.
“We don’t have much time,” he said, turning to face her. “And we need to be quiet.”

T'he constraints added an element of danger, of forbidden excitement that sent arousal through
gef, g
Ashley’s core. “How quiet?” she asked, moving closer to him.

Carlos smiled. “Very,” he replied, reaching for her. “Think you can manage it?”

“I can try,” Ashley murmured as his hands found her waist, drawing her against him.

Their mouths met with immediate intensity. No gradual build-up, just hunger and need that
had been simmering through the class, through the days since their last encounter. Carlos’s tongue

pushed past her lips, claiming her mouth possessively.

His hands weren’t idle, quickly untying her belt, pushing her gi top off her shoulders. Ashley
responded in kind, her fingers working at his belt, both of them undressing each other urgently.

When he had her down to her sports bra and underwear, black this time, practical rather than
seductive, though Carlos didn’t seem to care, he guided her backward until her legs hit the edge of the

desk.

“Turn around,” he murmured against her neck.
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Ashley complied, turning to face the desk, her hands bracing against the smooth wooden
surface. Behind her, she heard Carlos pushing his gi pants down, felt his hardness press against her
ass through her underwear.

“I’ve been thinking about fucking you all class,” he confessed, one hand sliding beneath the
waistband of her underwear to find her already wet. “Watching you move, knowing how tight your
pussy feels around my cock.”

“Carlos,” she breathed, pushing back against his exploring fingers. “We don’t have much

time.”

He made a sound of agreement, his fingers hooking in the sides of her underwear, pulling the
fabric down her legs. Ashley stepped out of them, now naked from the waist down, acutely aware of
their situation. Competitors were still training nearby, the glass windows offering only partial
concealment.

Carlos’s hands gripped her hips, positioning her more securely against the edge of the desk.
She felt the head of his cock pressing against her entrance, testing her readiness.

“Wait,” she said suddenly, turning her head to look at him. “You have to be quick.”

Carlos paused, meeting her gaze, understanding immediately the practical concerns behind the
request. “Of course,” he agreed. “Now turn back around and bite your lip. I don’t want anyone hearing

you scream.”

The confidence in his statement, the assumption that she would need to stifle sounds of
pleasure, might have seemed arrogant from another man. From Carlos, it was simply fact, backed by
experience. Ashley faced forward again, her fingers gripping the edge of the desk as he positioned
himself once more.

This time, he pushed forward in a single, smooth thrust, filling her completely. Ashley bit her
lip as promised, suppressing the moan that wanted to escape at the delicious stretch, the fullness that
only he provided. Carlos held still for a moment, allowing her body to adjust, his breathing harsh
against her neck.

“So tight,” he murmured, one hand sliding around to cup her breast through the sports bra.
“Every fucking time.”

Then he began to move, establishing a rhythm that was controlled but intense, each thrust

driving her forward slightly before she pushed back to meet him. The desk creaked faintly beneath
them, the sound covered by the distant thuds and calls from the training area.
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Carlos’s hand found her mouth, covering it gently but firmly as he increased his pace. “Don’t
want them to hear you,” he explained, his hips snapping forward with more force. “But I want to

make you scream.”

The combination of the enforced silence, the danger of discovery, and the physical pleasure
of his cock hitting all the right spots inside her quickly built Ashley toward orgasm. She felt it
approaching with startling speed, her inner walls beginning to flutter around him.

“That’s it,” Carlos encouraged, feeling her response. “Come on my cock. Let me feel you.”

Like before, his free hand slid between her legs, finding her clit, circling the sensitive bundle
of nerves in time with his thrusts. The added stimulation pushed Ashley over the edge, her orgasm
crashing through her, her cry of pleasure muffled against Carlos’s palm.

He didn’t slow, continuing to drive into her as she clenched around him, drawing out her
pleasure until it bordered on overstimulation. Only when her body began to relax did he adjust his

rhythm, his breathing becoming more ragged against her ear.

“I'm close,” he warned as he continues plowing into her, his pace becoming more erratic.
“Where do you want it?”

“On my ass.”

Carlos made a sound of approval, his thrusts becoming deeper, more forceful as he
approached his own release. At the last moment, he withdrew, his hand replacing his cock as he
stroked himself to completion, his release spilling hot across her perfect ass, marking her with his

cssence.

For a moment, they remained frozen in that position, both breathing heavily. Then Carlos

reached for a box of tissues on his desk, gently cleaning his cum from her skin.
“You’re incredible,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to her shoulder blade as she straightened.

Ashley turned to face him, strangely moved by the simple care of his actions. There was
something intimate about it, something that went beyond the physical act they’d just shared.

“We should get dressed,” she said softly, aware of time passing, of obligations waiting outside
this small, private space.
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Carlos nodded, retrieving her underwear from the floor, handing it to her with a small smile.
“Same time Friday?” he suggested as they readjusted their clothing, erasing the visible evidence of
their encounter.

Ashley hesitated, mental calculations running through her head. “I can’t stay late Friday,” she
admitted reluctantly. “I have a family thing. I need to be there.”

Carlos absorbed this information without visible disappointment. “Saturday then,” he
countered. “Tell him you’re coming in for open mat. I'll be here, working on competition footage.”
He smiled. “A common interest we’ve discovered.”

The ease with which he suggested the deception, the practical way he approached the logistics
of their affair, should have troubled her more than it did. Instead, Ashley found herself nodding,
already constructing the lie she would tell Jacob, the reasonable explanation for spending Saturday
morning at the gym while he rested at home.

“Saturday,” she agreed.

Before she left his office, Carlos kissed her once more, his mouth firm and possessive against
hers. “Think about my cock until then,” he instructed. “About how it feels inside you. How much you

want it.”
“I will,” she promised, and knew it wasn’t a lie.

Outside, she nodded casual farewells to the competition team members still drilling, her face
composed, her body language giving no indication of what had just transpired. The
compartmentalization was becoming easier, the transition between her two realities smoother with

practice.

On the drive home, she stopped at a bar where the mythical “gitls’ night” was supposedly
taking place, ordering a single drink and taking a selfie with it to create evidence of her cover story.
She even asked the bartender to take a picture of her with two random women at the end of the bar,
explaining it was for her husband who was sick at home, a partial truth that made the lie more

convincing.

The women had been happy to pose, raising their glasses in cheerful solidarity, unaware they
were props in an elaborate deception. Ashley posted the photos to her Instagram, tagging the location,
building her alibi with the thoroughness of someone who had begun to take a certain pride in the craft

of deception.

101



Jacob was still awake when she arrived home, his face lighting up at the sight of her. “How
was girls” night?” he asked, making space for her on the couch beside him.

“Fun,” Ashley replied, showing him the carefully curated photos, ignoring the fact that his
arm was around her shoulders while she could still feel the ghost of Catlos’s touch between her legs.
“I mostly listened to Melissa complain about her boyfriend. Apparently, he’s terrible at remembering
important dates.”

“Amateur,” Jacob scoffed playfully, squeezing her against his side. “Everyone knows that’s
what Google Calendar is for.”

They laughed together, the sound genuine despite the context of lies in which it occurred. This
was the strangest part of her double life, Ashley reflected, the fact that her feelings for Jacob remained
real and true, undiminished by her relationship with Carlos. As if her heart had expanded to
accommodate both connections, separate but equally valid in their own ways.

Later, when Jacob kissed her goodnight, his touch gentle and familiar, Ashley responded with
genuine affection, no trace of the comparison to Carlos’s more demanding kisses visible in her
expression or response. Two men, two kinds of desire, two versions of herself, all coexisting in a
precarious balance that she knew couldn’t last indefinitely but that she was increasingly unwilling to
disrupt.
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Chapter 12

ASHLEY PULLED INTO HER NOW-CUSTOMARY SPOT at Iron Grip Academy early Saturday morning.
The gym was quiet at this hour, open mat officially starting at ten, but the building accessible from
eight for members with key fobs.

Carlos’s car was already there, as promised. Ashley felt the now familiar flutter of anticipation

b (13

as she gathered her bag, the gi inside more a prop than a necessity for today’s “training.”

The front door was unlocked and the gym silent. Ashley made her way through the empty
space, past the vacant front desk, toward the main training area. She found Carlos there, not in his
office as expected, but on the mats, going through a series of solo drills, his movement fluid and

powerful even without an opponent.

He looked up at her approach, a smile spreading across his face, transforming his usually stern
features. “You came,” he said, as if there had been doubt.

“I said I would,” Ashley replied, setting down her bag at the edge of the mat. “I'm trying to
be someone who keeps her promises.”

The irony wasn’t lost on either of them. The woman betraying her marriage vows claiming
integrity in her commitments to her lover. But Carlos didn’t comment on the contradiction, simply
extended a hand, inviting her onto the mat.

“No gi today,” he suggested, eyeing her gym bag. “Just us.”

Ashley understood his meaning. Today, there would be no training, no technical instruction
as foreplay, just the acknowledgment of why they were really there.

She nodded, slipping off her shoes before stepping onto the mat in her leggings and fitted
long-sleeve shirt. Carlos was dressed similarly in compression pants and a rashguard.

“The gym is ours until ten,” he said, taking her hands and drawing her closer.

“Two hours,” Ashley calculated, her body already responding to his proximity, to the promise
in his dark eyes.

“More than enough time for what I have in mind.” Carlos’s hands moved to her waist, warm
and firm through the thin material of her shirt. “I’ve been thinking about you. About us.”
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The simple admission, the use of the word “us,” sent an unexpected warmth through Ashley’s
chest. This thing between them had begun as purely physical, an attraction, an indulgence, a forbidden
pleasure. But somewhere along the way, in the texts between meetings, in the moments of
conversation that punctuated their physical encounters, something more had begun to develop.

“I’ve been thinking about you too,” she admitted, her hands resting on his chest, feeling the
steady rhythm of his heart beneath her palms. “More than I should.”

Carlos studied her face, his expression serious now. “Having second thoughts?”

“No,” Ashley replied honestly. ““That’s what scares me. I should be feeling guilty, conflicted.
And I do, sometimes. But not enough to stop.”

“Good.” His hand came up to cup her face, thumb tracing her bottom lip in a gesture that
had become familiar, almost a ritual between them. “Because I’'m not ready to let you go.”

His words sent a thrill of something dangerously close to happiness through her body. Ashley
leaned into his touch, her eyes holding his, letting him see the truth of her response.

Carlos lowered his head, capturing her mouth in a kiss, his tongue sliding past her lips to claim
her with confidence. Ashley responded eagerly, her arms winding around his neck, pressing herself
against his body.

They sank to the mat together, Carlos guiding her down with gentleness, his body covering
hers as they continued to kiss. His hand slipped beneath her shirt, warm against the skin of her
stomach.

“I want to take my time with you today,” he murmured against her lips. “No rushing. No
hiding. Just you and me.”

The sentiment was romantic in a way their previous encounters hadn’t been, suggesting
something beyond physical release. Ashley nodded, a lump forming in her throat at the tenderness
underlying his words.

Carlos tugged at the hem of her shirt, a question in his eyes. When she nodded again, he pulled
the fabric up and over her head, revealing the simple black sports bra beneath. His gaze traveled over
her exposed skin with appreciation before he lowered his mouth to her collarbone, trailing kisses along
the delicate structure, then lower, between her breasts, down to her stomach.
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Ashley’s hands found his head, fingers threading through his short hair as he explored her
body unhurriedly. When he reached the waistband of her leggings, he looked up, meeting her eyes as
he hooked his fingers beneath the elastic.

“Yes,” she breathed, lifting her hips to help as he pulled it down her legs, taking her underwear
with it in one smooth motion.

Now naked except for her sports bra, Ashley felt a moment of vulnerability under Carlos’s
intense gaze. They’d never been fully naked together on the mats before, the openness of the space
adding a new dimension of exposure despite the privacy he’d assured.

Carlos seemed to sense her momentary hesitation. “You’re beautiful,” he told her with
sincerity. “Every part of you.”

Before she could respond, he lowered his head, pressing a kiss to her inner thigh, then higher,
his destination clear. Ashley held her breath as his mouth found her pussy, his tongue parting her folds
with patience, exploring the sensitive flesh thoroughly.

Unlike their previous encounters, where urgency and time constraints had dictated a direct
approach, Carlos took his time now, mapping her responses, discovering what made her gasp, what
made her thighs tense, what drew those small, helpless sounds from her throat. His hands held her
hips, not restraining but supporting as he concentrated entirely on her pleasure.

Ashley surrendered to the sensation, her body relaxing into the mat, her mind emptying of
everything except the feel of his mouth, the skill of his tongue as it worked her clit with varying
pressure and speed.

Her orgasm built slowly, a gradual ascension rather than a sudden peak. When it finally claimed
her, it was with a depth that made her cry out, her back arching off the mat, her hands fisting in
Carlos’s hair as waves of pleasure radiated outward from her core.

He stayed with her through it, his movements slowing but not stopping as she rode out the
aftershocks. Only when she stopped shaking did he relent, pressing a final kiss to her inner thigh
before moving back up her body.

“That was just the beginning,” he promised, his face hovering above hers, his expression a
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Ashley reached for him, pulling him down for a kiss that tasted of her own arousal, her hands

tugging at his rashguard. “Your turn,” she insisted, wanting him as naked as she was, wanting the full
skin-to-skin contact they’d never fully experienced yet.
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Carlos sat back on his heels, pulling the compression top off in a single smooth movement,
revealing his muscled torso. Ashley’s hands went to his chest, fingers tracing the definition, exploring
the terrain of his body appreciatively.

“These too,” she said, tugging at the waistband of his compression pants.

He complied, standing briefly to remove the remaining clothing, his erection springing free.
Ashley took a moment to admire him, the powerful muscles of his thighs, the flat plane of his stomach,
the impressive length of his cock standing proud from the nest of dark hair at its base.

“Come here,” she invited, reaching for him as he knelt between her legs once more.

Instead of covering her body with his, however, Carlos guided her to straddle him, supporting
her weight as she settled onto his lap, his cock pressed between them but not yet inside her. In this
position, they were face to face, intimate in a way that transcended the purely physical.

“I need to see your face this time,” he explained, one hand coming up to cup her cheek. “I
need to watch you come apart for me.”

She leaned forward, capturing his mouth in a kiss that conveyed everything she couldn’t
articulate. The growing complexity of her feelings, the depth of her desire, the confusion and certainty
that coexisted in her experience of him.

Carlos’s hands moved to her hips, guiding her as she lifted slightly, positioning herself above
his cock. She then sank down slowly, taking him inside, holding her breath due to the stretch, the
fullness that still surprised her despite their previous encounters.

Carlos groaned, his hands tightening on her hips as she seated herself fully on him, his cock
buried to the hilt inside her. “So tight,” he murmured, his voice strained. “So perfect.”

Ashley began to move, establishing a slow rhythm, her ass rising and falling on his length, her
hands braced on his shoulders for support. In this position, she controlled the pace, the depth, but
Carlos was far from passive. His hands guided her movements, his hips rising to meet her on each
downward stroke, his eyes never leaving her face.

“That’s it,” he encouraged as she found an angle that made her gasp. “Right there. Take what
you need.”

Ashley increased her pace, chasing the building pleasure, her nails digging slightly into his
shoulders as the sensation intensified. Carlos’s hand slid between them, his thumb finding her clit.
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“Carlos,” she moaned, her rhythm faltering as a second orgasm approached. “I'm going to

come.”

“Yes,” he urged, his thumb pressing more firmly against her clit, his other hand supporting
her hips as she began to shake. “Come for me, Ashley. Let me feel you.”

The combination of his words, his touch, and the deep penetration pushed her over the edge.
Ashley’s orgasm crashed through her with unexpected force, her inner walls clenching rhythmically
around his cock. She shit her eyes tight and continued to move through it, riding the waves of pleasure,
her body trembling with the intensity.

Carlos held her close, supporting her weight as she collapsed against his chest, her breath
coming in short gasps against his neck. For a moment, they remained joined, her forehead resting on
his shoulder, his hands stroking soothingly up and down her back.

“That was... intense” Ashley said, then shook her head, words failing to capture the
experience.

“I know,” Carlos replied, understanding without explanation.

After a moment, he shifted, still hard inside her. “Turn around,” he suggested. “On your hands
and knees.”

Ashley complied, moving off him and positioning herself as directed, the mat firm beneath
her palms and knees. She felt exposed in this position, vulnerable in a way that heightened her residual

arousal despite her recent release.

Carlos moved behind her, his hands warm on her hips, his cock pressing against her entrance
once more. “Still okay?” he checked, the question another small reminder that beneath the dominant

exterior was a man who cared about her pleasure.

“Yes,” Ashley confirmed, pushing back against him. “Don’t make me wait.”

He entered her in a single, smooth thrust, filling her completely, drawing a moan from both
their throats at the sensation. This position allowed deeper penetration, his cock reaching places inside
her that made her gasp, her head dropping between her shoulders as pleasure built again.

Carlos established a rhythm that was controlled yet forceful, each thrust driving her slightly

forward as she pushed back to meet him. His hands gripped her hips, holding her steady, guiding her
movements to match his own.
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“Your pussy feels amazing,” he told her, his voice rough with exertion and arousal. “So tight
around my cock. So wet for me.”

She arched her back, changing the angle slightly, taking him even deeper with each thrust.
“Harder,” she urged, past the point of restraint. “Fuck me harder, Carlos.”

He complied, increasing both pace and force, his hips snapping against her ass with each
forward drive, the sound of skin meeting skin echoing in the empty gym. One hand left her hip,
tangling in her hair, pulling just enough to arch her back further, to assert his control while giving her
the intensity she craved.

Ashley felt another orgasm building, the relentless stimulation of his cock pushing her toward
another peak despite the sensitivity from her previous releases. Her arms began to shake, partly from

supporting her weight, partly from the overwhelming sensation.

“I'm getting close,” Carlos warned, his rhythm becoming more erratic, his breathing harsh
behind her.

“Make me come again first.”
g

Carlos groaned at her words, his hand leaving her hair to reach around her, fingers finding her
clit. “Come on my cock one more time,” he demanded, circling the sensitive bundle of nerves as he

continued thrusting. “Let me feel you.”

His cock filling her completely and his fingers working her clit pushed Ashley over the edge.
She screamed out his name as her third orgasm tore through her, her inner walls clamping down on
his length, her arms giving out as she collapsed onto her forearms, her face pressed against the mat as
pleasure crashed over her.

Carlos followed her down, his chest against her back, his thrusts becoming more desperate,
more uncontrolled as his own release approached. At the last moment, he withdrew, his cock sliding
between her ass cheeks as he stroked himself to completion, his release spilling hot across her lower

back.
Carlos then reached for his discarded rashguard, using it to clean his cum from her skin.
They collapsed onto the mat together, Ashley turning into his embrace, her head resting on

his chest, listening to the gradually slowing rhythm of his heart. Carlos’s arm wrapped around her,
holding her close.
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“That was...different” she said, unsure of the right words.
“Different,” Carlos echoed, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “But in a good way.”

Ashley nodded against his chest, understanding what he meant. There had been a shift in their
dynamic, a deepening that went beyond the physical, that suggested dangerous territory ahead. But in
that moment, nestled against his warmth, the consequences seemed distant, less important than the

connection they’d just shared.

“We should get cleaned up,” Carlos said, though he made no move to release her. “Open mat

starts in forty minutes.”

Reality intruded once more. Schedules, obligations, the other lives they both maintained
outside this bubble they’d created. Ashley sighed, reluctantly pushing herself up, already missing the
warmth of his body against hers.

“My car during the week?” Carlos suggested as they gathered their scattered clothing, his tone
casual despite the intimate proposal. “I know a place we can park. Private enough.”

Ashley hesitated only briefly before nodding. The progression seemed natural now, from
locker room to office to mats, and now to the world beyond the gym’s walls. Small steps that were
carrying her further from the security of her marriage, deeper into this parallel existence that both
thrilled and terrified her.

“I’d like that,” she said, and meant it, despite the complexity, despite the risk, despite the
certainty that this path led nowhere good in the long run.

Carlos smiled, that rare transformation of his features that still caught her by surprise, that still
made her heart beat a little faster in her chest. He pulled her close for one more kiss, gentle now,

almost tender.
“So would 1,” he replied simply.

They showered separately, in different locker rooms, erasing the physical evidence of their
encounter while carrying the memory of it in their bodies, in the satisfied looseness of their muscles,
in the lingering sensitivity of well-used flesh. By the time other students began arriving for open mat,
Ashley and Carlos were both on the training floor, engaged in what appeared to be a technical
demonstration of the day’s focus technique.

No one watching would have guessed that just an hour earlier, she had been crying out his
name as he drove her to multiple orgasms on the same mats where they now maintained a professional
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distance of instructor and student. No one would have seen the subtle glance they exchanged, the
promise of future encounters, the deepening connection that was rapidly becoming about more than
just physical release.

No one except themselves knew the truth, that what had begun as a forbidden indulgence was
evolving into something far more dangerous, far more significant, far more likely to destroy the careful
compartmentalization that had allowed Ashley to maintain her double life thus far.

As she drove home later, her body pleasantly sore, her mind replaying moments from the
morning, Ashley admitted to herself what she’d been avoiding. This wasn’t just sex anymore. There
were feelings involved now, complicated and confusing, but undeniably real.

Jacob was waiting when she arrived, his face lighting up at the sight of her. Open, trusting,
loving in an uncomplicated way that contrasted sharply with the turbulent emotions Carlos evoked.
He kissed her in greeting, told her about the book he’d been reading while she was gone, asked about
her training with genuine interest.

Ashley answered his questions with half-truths, showed him a technique they’d allegedly
worked on, discussed the progress of her jiu-jitsu journey in terms that were technically accurate if
fundamentally misleading, all while carrying the secret knowledge of Carlos inside her. His touch still
fresh on her skin, his taste still in her mouth, his words still echoing in her mind.

Two men. Two lives. Two versions of herself, increasingly difficult to reconcile.
Something would have to give, eventually. But not today. Today, she allowed herself to exist

in both worlds, to accept both connections, to postpone the inevitable choice that loomed on the
horizon like an approaching storm.
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Chapter 13

“GIRLS’ NIGHT AGAIN?” Jacob asked, looking up from his laptop where a physical therapy video
played, the instructor demonstrating shoulder mobility exercises with a resistance band.

Ashley nodded, applying mascara in the hall mirror. The lie had become easier with repetition,
though something in her still flinched at how smoothly the deception now came. “Melissa broke up
with that guy she was seeing. Amy suggested we take her out, maybe get some drinks.”

“That’s nice of you,” Jacob said, his smile genuine as he paused the video. “Tell Melissa she’s
better off. That guy sounded like an asshole from what you told me.”

Guilt pricked at Ashley’s consciousness. Jacob’s trust, his complete lack of suspicion, made
her betrayal all the more cutting. She tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear, a nervous habit
she couldn’t quite control.

“Don’t wait up,” she said, crossing the room to kiss him lightly on the forehead. “Might be a
late one.”

“I’ve got my therapy exercises and that new sci-fi show to binge, so I'm set.” Jacob caught her
hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Have fun. You deserve a break from playing nurse.”

Ashley forced a smile, gathering her purse and keys, eager to escape before her expression
betrayed her. “Love you,” she called over her shoulder.

In her car, Ashley’s heartbeat accelerated. Carlos’ apartment was across town, in one of those
sleek high-rises with floor-to-ceiling windows and a doorman, a setting as different from the homey
comfort of her place with Jacob as Carlos himself was different from her husband.

The drive gave her too much time to think, to second guess, to contemplate turning around.
This was a significant escalation. Meeting at the gym, moments in his car, those could be
compartmentalized as separate from her real life. But visiting his home, seeing where he lived, brought
a new dimension of reality to what they were doing,.

She almost turned back twice, her hands shaking slightly on the steering wheel as she navigated
through evening traffic. But each time, an image of Carlos would surface in her mind, the intensity in
his dark eyes, the commanding presence of his body, the way he seemed to see parts of her that Jacob
never had, and her resolve would strengthen.
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The building was exactly as she’d imagined. Modern, impersonal, impressive in a cold way.
The doorman nodded as she gave the apartment number, directing her to the elevator with a
professional smile that revealed nothing about what he might think of her late-evening visit.

Standing in front of his apartment door, Ashley hesitated one final time, her knuckles poised
inches from the door. This was her last chance to turn back, to recommit to her marriage, to be the
woman Jacob believed her to be. The thought flickered briefly before dissolving under the stronger
current of desire that had carried her this far.

She knocked.

The door opened almost immediately, as if Carlos had been waiting just on the other side. He
stood in the doorway, dressed casually in dark jeans and a fitted gray t-shirt that emphasized the
muscular build she’d come to know fully through their training and their secret encounters. His
expression revealed nothing beyond mild satisfaction at her arrival.

“You came,” he said, stepping back to allow her entry.

“I said I would.” Ashley moved past him into the apartment, immediately struck by the
contrast to her own home. Where she and Jacob had filled their space with color, with personal
touches and comfortable clutter, Carlos’s apartment was minimalist to the point of bareness. Sleek
furniture in blacks and grays, a single large abstract painting on one wall, floor-to-ceiling windows
offering a view of the city lights. No photographs, no mementos, no evidence of personal history or
emotional attachments.

“Nice place,” she offered, setting her purse down on a glass-topped console table.

“It serves its purpose.” Catlos moved to a small bar setup in one corner of the living room.
“Wine?”

“Please.” Ashley crossed to the windows, needing a moment to compose herself. The city
spread out below, a tapestry of lights against the darkness, making her feel both powerful and
insignificant.

Carlos appeared beside her, offering a glass of deep red wine. She took a larger sip than
intended, grateful for the liquid courage.

“The view helps with visualization,” Carlos said, his own glass held loosely between long
fingers. “When I’'m preparing for competition, I look out at all those people going about their lives,
completely unaware of each other. It reminds me that most opponents are the same. They see what’s
on the surface, not what’s really happening.”
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It was the most personal thing he’d ever shared with her, a glimpse behind the confident
exterior he presented to the world. Ashley found herself unexpectedly touched by this small revelation.

“Is that how you see me?” she asked, turning to face him. “Someone who only sees the
surface?”

Carlos studied her. “I think you’re just starting to see beneath your own surface. That’s more
interesting.”

The observation hit uncomfortably close to home. Ashley turned back to the window, taking
another sip of wine to mask her discomfort. “How long have you lived here?”

“Three years. Since I opened the gym.” Carlos moved closer, not quite touching but close
enough. “But you didn’t come here to discuss my living arrangements.”

The directness, so characteristic of him, both unsettled and excited her. With Jacob,
conversations circled topics, approached difficult subjects gradually, cushioned with consideration for
feelings. Carlos cut straight to the heart of matters, exposing them.

“Maybe I’'m just making conversation,” Ashley countered, a feeble attempt at maintainin
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some control over the situation.

Carlos smiled. “You’re nervous. That’s understandable. This is different from the gym or the
car. More deliberate.”

“Yes,” she admitted, seeing no point in denying what he could so clearly read in her body
language. “This feels more...”

“Real?” he supplied when she faltered. “Less like something that ‘ust happened’ and more
like something you choser”

Ashley nodded, unable to meet his eyes. He had articulated precisely what made this visit so
significant, the element of undeniable choice, of conscious decision rather than momentary weakness.

“Good.” Carlos took the wineglass from her hand, setting both his and hers on a nearby shelf.
“Choices are important. They define us more than anything else.”

His hand came up to cup her face, turning her toward him. When their eyes met, Ashley saw

none of the judgment or disappointment she’d feared, only a dark intensity that resonated with
something equally primitive within her.
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“Why am I here?”” she asked, the question directed as much at herself as at him.

“Because you want something your husband can’t give you,” Carlos answered simply.
“Because you’re tired of pretending to be satisfied with less than what you truly desire.”

The words cut through her defenses, exposing the truth she’d been avoiding acknowledging
even to herself. Her marriage to Jacob was comfortable, loving, safe, but it had never ignited the kind
of consuming passion she’d discovered with Carlos. Jacob’s gentleness, once cherished, now
sometimes felt like timidity, his consideration like an inability to take control.

“And what do you get out of this?” she challenged, needing to understand his motivations, to
know if she was just another conquest, another body to claim.

Carlos considered her question seriously. “You’re beautiful, yes. And the sex is exceptional.
But there’s something more, a hunger in you that matches my own. I enjoy watching you discover
parts of yourself you’ve kept hidden.” His voice dropped lower. “And I enjoy being the one to draw
them out.”

The honesty in his response, the absence of flowery declarations or manipulative flattery,
resonated more deeply than any practiced seduction could have. This was Catrlos, direct, unapologetic
about his desires, offering no more or less than what he truly felt.

“Kiss me,” Ashley said, the request emerging before she could second-guess herself.

Carlos didn’t hesitate. His mouth claimed hers with immediate intensity, all hunger and
possession. His hands moved to her waist, pulling her firmly against him, the hard evidence of his
arousal pressing against her stomach. Ashley responded, her fingers threading through his short hair,
holding him close as their tongues explored with now-familiar rhythm.

They moved toward the couch without breaking contact. When the back of Ashley’s legs hit
the leather, Carlos guided her down, positioning himself above her, his weight supported on his
forearms. Their bodies aligned, his hips settling between her thighs, creating delicious pressure exactly
where she craved it.

Carlos broke the kiss to trail his mouth down the column of her throat. “I’ve thought about
having you here,” he murmured against her skin, sending shivers across her nerve endings. “In my

space, away from the constraints of time or discovery.”

Ashley arched into his touch as his hands moved beneath her blouse, tracing her ribs, the
undersides of her breasts. “I’'ve thought about it too,” she admitted.
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He sat back on his heels, looking down at her with evident appreciation. “Show me,” he
directed, his tone making it clear this was not a request. “Undress for me.”

The command sent a jolt of arousal through Ashley’s core. Jacob had never directed her this
way, had always approached intimacy with careful equality rather than dominance. She found herself
responding to Carlos’s authority with eagerness, sitting up to pull her blouse over her head, revealing
the black lace bra she’d selected specifically for this encounter.

Carlos watched with intensity as she continued undressing, unzipping her skirt, sliding it down
her legs, removing her bra. When she was down to just her matching black underwear, he placed a
hand on her thigh, stopping her.

“Slowly,” he instructed, his voice rougher now. “The rest slowly. I want to savor this.”

Ashley complied, hooking her thumbs in the waistband of her underwear, dragging it down
slowly, revealing herself inch by inch to his hungry gaze. When she was finally naked, she resisted the
urge to cover herself, instead meeting his eyes with a confidence that surprised even her.

“Beautiful,” Carlos said simply, his hand moving to the hem of his own shirt, pulling it off.
His chest was familiar territory to Ashley now, the defined muscles, the dark hair narrowing to a trail
that disappeared beneath his jeans, but seeing him undress in the privacy of his apartment, with no

time constraints or fear of discovery, allowed her to appreciate him in a new way.

He stood to remove his jeans and boxer briefs, his erection springing free, thick and imposing.
Ashley’s mouth went dry at the sight, her body responding with a rush of wetness between her legs.
Carlos rejoined her on the couch, his naked form covering hers, skin against skin, the contact drawing

a soft moan from her throat.

His mouth found hers again, his hand moving between her legs to find her already slick with
arousal. “So wet,” he murmured with satisfaction, his fingers exploring her folds. “Always so

responsive.”

Ashley gasped as he circled her clit, her hips lifting instinctively to meet his touch. “Catlos,”
she breathed, her hands running over the muscled expanse of his back, feeling the power in his

movements.
He worked her with skill, building her arousal gradually, drawing out the anticipation. When

he finally slipped a finger inside her, then a second, Ashley moaned against his mouth, her body
gripping him tightly, welcoming the intrusion.
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“I want to try something new,” Carlos said, his voice intimate, his fingers still moving inside

her, curling to hit the spot that never failed to make her gasp. “Something you haven’t given your
husband.”

Ashley tensed slightly at the explicit reference to Jacob, at the reminder of her betrayal in this
moment of pleasure. “What?” she asked, her voice breathier than intended.

Carlos’s free hand moved lower, past where his fingers were buried inside her, until he reached
the tight ring no one had ever touched with sexual intent. He circled it lightly, not pushing in, just
making his intentions clear.

“No,” Ashley said immediately, instinctively, her body tensing. “I’ve never-"

“I know,” Carlos interrupted, his fingers stilling but not withdrawing. “That’s the point. It
would be something just for us. Something he’s never had from you.”

The suggestion should have repulsed her, should have triggered shame or outrage. Instead, to
her confusion and dismay, it sent another pulse of arousal through her core. The taboo nature of the
act, the explicit claiming it represented, resonated with something dark and primal within her.

Carlos watched her face closely, reading her reaction with uncanny accuracy. “We'll start
small,” he reassured her, his thumb continuing to brush lightly against her rear entrance. “Just my
thumb while I fuck you. If you don’t like it, we stop. Simple.”

His directness, the matter-of-fact way he approached something so forbidden, somehow made
it less frightening. “I don’t know,” Ashley said, genuinely unsure rather than rejecting outright.

“Trust me,” Carlos said, withdrawing his fingers from inside her, bringing them to her mouth.
[13 2
Suck.

Ashley parted her lips, taking his fingers into her mouth, tasting herself on them. The intimacy
of the act, the submission it represented, heightened her arousal rather than diminishing it.

“Good girl,” Carlos praised, his approval sending another jolt of pleasure through her body.
He withdrew his fingers from her mouth, trailing them down her body, leaving a wet path between
her breasts, across her stomach, back to her entrance. “Now let me make you feel good.”

He positioned himself between her legs, the head of his cock pressing against her opening,

stretching her gradually as he pushed forward. Ashley moaned at the familiar yet always overwhelming
sensation of him filling her, her body accommodating his size easily now.
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Once fully inside her, Carlos leaned down, capturing her mouth in a kiss that was surprisingly
tender given the carnal nature of their connection. “Look at me,” he directed as he began to move,
establishing a thythm that was controlled rather than frantic. “I want to see your eyes when you come.”

Ashley complied, meeting his gaze as he drove into her. The eye contact added an unexpected
layer of intimacy to the encounter, a connection beyond the physical that both thrilled and terrified
her. Carlos maintained this visual link as his pace increased, his strokes hitting spots inside her that

sent sparks flowing up her spine.

“Carlos,” she gasped, her hands gripping his shoulders, nails digging into his skin as pressure
built at her core. “Oh god.”

“Not yet,” he commanded, somehow sensing her approaching climax. He slowed his

movements, denying her the friction she craved. “Not until I say.”

Carlos maintained this torturous pace, bringing her to the edge, then easing back, until Ashley
was practically begging, her body trembling with the need for release. Only then did he increase his
speed, driving into her with renewed purpose.

“Come for me,” he finally permitted, his voice rough with his own approaching climax. “Let

me feel you come on my cock.”

The permission, combined with a particularly deep thrust, pushed Ashley over the edge. Her
orgasm crashed through her, her inner walls clamping down on his shaft, her cry of pleasure filling
the sterile confines of his apartment. Carlos continued to move through her climax, prolonging it,

drawing out every aftershock until she was gasping and oversensitive.

As she began to come down from the peak, Carlos withdrew, leaving her empty and
disoriented. ““Turn over,” he directed, his voice allowing no argument. “On your hands and knees.”

Still dazed from her powerful orgasm, Ashley complied, positioning herself as instructed. The
vulnerability of the position, exposed and open to his gaze, sent a renewed pulse of arousal through
her despite her recent release. She felt the couch shift as Carlos knelt behind her, his hands gripping
her hips possessively.

“Stay still,” he commanded, one hand leaving her hip to position his cock at her entrance once

more. “Don’t move until I tell you.”
He entered her in one smooth thrust, filling her completely. Ashley gasped at the intensity, her

body stretching to accommodate him in this position. Carlos remained motionless once fully inside,
his hands on her hips preventing her from moving back against him.
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“Now,” he said, “fuck yourself on my cock. Show me how much you want this.”

The crude instruction, the shifting of agency, sent a shock of both shame and arousal through
Ashley’s system. She began to move, pushing back against him, controlling the pace and depth of
penetration while he remained stationary. The position granted her a semblance of control while
simultaneously emphasizing her submission to his will, a paradox that heightened her pleasure in ways
she couldn’t articulate.

“That’s it,” Carlos encouraged, his hands moving from her hips to her ass, spreading her
cheeks for a better view of their connection and of her tight asshole. “T'ake what you need.”

Ashley found her rhythm, her body moving with increasing confidence as she chased a second
orgasm. The sight of her fucking herself on his cock must have been intensely arousing for Carlos.
His breathing grew heavier, occasional groans escaping his throat when she took him particularly deep.

“You love this, don’t you?” he asked, the question rhetorical rather than seeking confirmation.
“Being free to take your pleasure, no restraint, no pretending to be the good wife.”

The explicit reminder of her marital status sent another confusing mixture of guilt and
excitement through Ashley’s core. She increased her pace, fucking herself on him more forcefully, as
if trying to drive away thoughts of Jacob with physical sensation.

“Answer me,” Carlos demanded, one hand coming down sharply on her ass, the unexpected
sting drawing a startled cry from her lips.

“Yes,” Ashley admitted, the confession torn from somewhere deep and primitive within her.
“I love it.”

“Tell me what you love,” Carlos pushed, his hand coming down on her other cheek. “Be
specific.”

“I love fucking you,” Ashley gasped, her inhibitions dissolving under the dual assault of
physical pleasure and forbidden transgression. “I love your cock inside me.”

“Better than his?” Carlos pressed, the question crossing a line they’d previously avoided in
explicit terms. “Better than your husband’s?”

Ashley hesitated, some last vestige of loyalty making her pause despite the evident truth.

Carlos’s hand connected with her ass again, harder this time, the pain blending into pleasure in a way
she’d never experienced before.
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“Answer me honestly,” he demanded, his voice carrying both threat and promise. “Or I stop
right now.”

“Yes,” Ashley confessed, the admission breaking something loose inside her. “Better than his.
Bigger. Deeper. You make me feel things he never has.”

The admission seemed to trigger something primal in Carlos. He gripped her hips again, taking
control of their movement. “Stop moving,” he ordered, and when she complied, he reached between

her legs, gathering her abundant wetness before bringing his fingers to her rear entrance once more.

He circled her tight ring with slick fingers. “My thumb. While I fuck you. Say yes or no,
Ashley.”

The moment of decision crystallized around her, not just about this specific act, but about
what it represented. Another boundary crossed, an intimacy shared with Carlos that she’d never given
Jacob, another step away from the woman she’d been before Iron Grip Academy entered her life.

“Yes,” she whispered, the single syllable both surrender and liberation.

Carlos made a sound of approval, continuing to circle her entrance with gentle pressure,
gradually increasing the intensity. “Relax,” he instructed as he began to push against the resistance.
“Bear down slightly.”

Ashley followed his directions, focusing on relaxing the muscles, on accepting this new
invasion. She felt his thumb breach the tight ring, just the tip at first, a strange sensation of fullness

and intrusion that walked the line between discomfort and pleasure.

“Good girl,” Carlos praised as his thumb sank deeper, stopping at the first knuckle. “How
does that feel?”

“Strange,” Ashley admitted, her body adjusting to the unfamiliar penetration. “But not bad.”

“It gets better,” Carlos promised, beginning to move his hips again, thrusting shallowly while
his thumb remained in place. “Much better.”

The dual penetration created sensations Ashley had never experienced before, a fullness, a
completeness that sent shivers of unexpected pleasure radiating through her body. As her initial

discomfort faded, replaced by growing arousal, Carlos increased the depth and speed of his thrusts.

“Fuck,” he growled. “You’re so tight like this. So perfect.”
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His praise, combined with the increasingly pleasurable sensations, pushed Ashley toward
another climax. Each thrust seemed to hit every sensitive spot simultaneously, the added pressure of
his thumb intensifying the friction inside her. Ashley cried out, her body trembling on the edge of
release.

“Tell me you’re mine,” Carlos demanded, his rhythm becoming more forceful, more insistent.
“Say it.”

“I'm yours,” Ashley gasped, the words escaping without conscious thought, driven by pure
physical need. “Please, Catrlos, let me come.”

“Again,” he commanded, his fingers moving faster against her clit, his cock driving deeper
with each thrust. “Say you belong to me.”

“I belong to you,” Ashley repeated. “Please!”
“Come for me,” Carlos finally permitted. “Come on my cock while I claim your ass.”

The crude permission was all Ashley needed. Her third orgasm crashed through her with even
greater intensity than the previous ones, her inner walls convulsing around his shaft, her entire body
shuddering with the force of her release. She cried out wordlessly, beyond language, beyond thought,
existing only in the realm of pure physical pleasure.

Carlos continued to drive into her through her climax, his movements becoming more erratic
as his own control slipped. His thumb pressed deeper into her ass, intensifying the sensations still
rippling through her oversensitized body, triggering aftershocks that extended her pleasure beyond
what she’d thought possible.

“Fuck, Ashley,” he groaned as he approached his peak. “I’m going to come inside you. Fill
you completely.”

“Yes,” she urged, pushing back against him, taking him deeper. “Come inside me. I want to
feel it.”

Now her permission triggered Carlos’s release. With a final, powerful thrust, he buried himself
completely inside her, his cock pulsing as he emptied himself in hot spurts that she could feel despite
the overwhelming sensations already flooding her system. His thumb remained in place throughout
his orgasm, maintaining the dual penetration until the last aftershock had faded.
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Gradually, carefully, he withdrew both his thumb and his softening cock, leaving Ashley empty
and trembling in the aftermath of the most intense sexual experience of her life. She collapsed onto
the couch, her body feeling boneless with exhaustion and satisfaction, her mind slowly emerging from
the haze of pure physical pleasure.

Carlos disappeared briefly, returning with a warm, damp cloth that he used to clean her. The
gentle care after such raw passion created a dissonance that Ashley found herself responding to
emotionally as well as physically. He helped her turn over, arranging her more comfortably on the
couch before sitting beside her, one hand lazily tracing patterns on her sweat-dampened skin.

“How do you feel?”” he asked, the question surprising in its apparent sincerity.

Ashley considered before answering, taking inventory of her body, the pleasant soreness
between her legs, the unfamiliar tenderness in her rear, the small pulses of satisfaction still rippling
through her core. “Incredible,” she admitted. “And a little shocked at myself.”

Carlos smiled, satisfaction evident in his expression. “You’re discovering who you really are,”
he said, his hand continuing its idle exploration of her body. “The woman beneath the good-wife

exterior.”

The observation, uncomfortably accurate, punctured the bubble of post-orgasmic
contentment that had enveloped Ashley. Reality began to seep back in. Jacob was waiting at home,

trusting and unaware.

“I should go,” she said, the familiar guilt returning like an unwelcome houseguest. She sat up,
suddenly conscious of her nakedness, of the evidence of their activities still sticky between her thighs.

Carlos made no move to stop her, watching with that same enigmatic expression as she
gathered her scattered clothing. “The bathroom’s through there,” he indicated with a casual gesture.
“If you want to clean up more thoroughly.”

Ashley nodded gratefully, collecting her clothes before heading to the bathroom. Like the rest
of the apartment, it was minimalist and impersonal, with high-end fixtures but no personal touches,
no clutter of toiletries or decorative elements. She closed the door and caught sight of herself in the
mirror, expecting to see some visible change, some outward manifestation of the lines she’d crossed.

But her reflection showed only the same Ashley, perhaps more tousled, eyes brighter than
usual, lips slightly swollen from Carlos’s kisses, but fundamentally unchanged in appearance despite
the seismic shifts occurring beneath her surface. She cleaned herself as thoroughly as possible without
a proper shower, dressed, and attempted to restore her hair and makeup to a state that wouldn’t raise
questions.
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When she emerged, Carlos had pulled on his jeans but remained shirtless, his muscular torso
on casual display as he poured himself another glass of wine. He offered the bottle toward her in silent

question.

“No thanks,” Ashley declined. “I need to drive.”

“Back to him,” Carlos observed, no judgment in his tone, merely statement of fact.

Ashley nodded, gathering her purse, checking it for her keys and phone. “Yes.”

“Will you tell him where you’ve been?” The question was delivered with the same casual
curiosity one might ask about the weather, as if the answer held no particular importance to him either
way.

“No,” Ashley replied, knowing Carlos already understood this aspect of their arrangement.

“Good,” he said, surprising her. “Some truths serve no purpose except inflicting pain.”

The statement, unexpectedly philosophical from a man she’d categorized as primarily physical
in his approach to life, gave Ashley pause. “Is that how you justify this?” she asked, genuinely curious.
“By thinking it’s better he doesn’t know?”

Carlos considered her question seriously, taking a thoughtful sip of wine before responding.
“I don’t need to justify anything,” he said finally. “I’'m not the one married. But if you’re asking how
I sleep at night knowing I'm fucking another man’s wife...” He shrugged. “I believe in honoring

agreements I’ve made. I’ve made none with your husband.”

The cold logic of his position, while morally questionable, carried a certain consistency that

Ashley found herself unable to argue against, particularly given her own far more hypocritical stance.

“I need to go,” she repeated, unable to formulate a response that didn’t expose the fragility of

her own ethical framework.

Carlos crossed to her. He cupped her face with one hand, his touch somehow both possessive

and gentle.

“Next time,” he said, the assumption of repetition evident in his tone, “we can try more. If

you’re interested.”
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“I don’t know if there should be a next time,” she said, the token resistance feeling hollow

even to her own ears.

Carlos smiled, seeing through her with clarity. “Text me when you’re ready to admit what you
really want,” he said, leaning in to place a surprisingly tender kiss on her forehead. “I’ll be here.”
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Chapter 14

THE DRIVE HOME gave Ashley too much time to think, to replay what had happened, to alternate
between reliving the pleasure and drowning in the guilt. Carlos’s release was still inside her, a physical
reminder of her betrayal that no amount of cleanup in his bathroom could completely remove.

By the time she pulled into her apartment complex, Ashley had composed her features,
assembled her alibi, prepared herself to step back into the role of devoted wife. The transition was

becoming easier with practice, a fact that disturbed her when she allowed herself to examine it closely.

Jacob looked up from his laptop as she entered, his face lighting with genuine pleasure at her
return. “Hey! How was girls’ night? Did Melissa survive the post-breakup commiseration?”

“It was good,” Ashley replied, hanging her keys on the hook by the door, removing her shoes.
“She got pretty emotional after a couple of drinks, but I think it was cathartic for her.”

“You’re a good friend,” Jacob said, closing his laptop and setting it aside. His eyes tracked her
movements, making Ashley wonder if something in her appearance or demeanor had given her away.

“Just tired,” she offered, preemptively addressing a question he hadn’t asked. “Long night of
emotional support and overpriced cocktails.”

Jacob rose from the couch, crossing to her. He reached for her, his good arm circling her
waist, pulling her gently against him.

“I missed you,” he murmured, nuzzling her neck in a familiar gesture of affection.
you, 5

The genuine love in his voice, the unquestioning trust, made Ashley’s guilt surge with renewed
intensity. She forced herself to relax into his embrace, to reciprocate his affection despite the alarm
bells ringing in her mind. Carlos’s scent might still cling to her skin beneath her perfume. His cum was
still inside her.

“I'm really tired,” she said, trying to create distance without raising suspicion. “I think I just
need to shower and sleep.”

“In a minute,” Jacob responded, his lips finding hers in a kiss more insistent than his usual
approach. His hand moved from her waist to the small of her back, pulling her more firmly against
him. Ashley felt the evidence of his arousal pressing against her hip, realized with a mixture of panic
and resignation where this was heading.
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“Jacob,” she began, searching for a plausible excuse that wouldn’t hurt his feelings or raise

questions. “I’m not really in the mood...”

“Let me help with that,” he suggested, his fingers already working at the buttons of her blouse.
“I’ve been thinking about you all night.”

While she’d been writhing beneath Carlos, crying out his name, her husband had been at home
fantasizing about her, faithfully awaiting her return. The contrast made her stomach twist.

Jacob misinterpreted her hesitation as simple tiredness rather than reluctance. “Just let me
make you feel good,” he urged, his hand sliding beneath her now-open blouse, cupping her breast
through her bra. “You can just lie back and relax.”

Ashley recognized the route of least resistance when she saw it. Acquiescing would be simpler,
less suspicious than continued refusal. And perhaps this was her penance, to endure the loving
attention of the husband she’d just betrayed.

“Okay,” she agreed, letting him lead her toward their bedroom. “But something quick, alright?
I really am exhausted.”

Jacob nodded, clearly pleased with this compromise. In their bedroom, he undressed her with
care, so different from commanding with which Carlos had directed her own disrobing eatlier. Jacob's
touches were gentle, appreciative, his eyes warming with genuine desire as her body was revealed to
him.

Ashley lay back on their bed, trying to focus on the present moment, on Jacob’s familiar touch,

pushing away intrusive thoughts of Catlos.

“You’re so beautiful,” Jacob murmured with appreciation. “I’'m the luckiest guy alive.”

The sincere compliment, the undeserved worship in his gaze, made Ashley’s throat tighten
with emotion. She reached for him, pulling him into a kiss that she hoped would silence these
declarations that cut too close to her conscience.

Jacob responded eagetly, his body covering hers, his arousal evident against her thigh. But
instead of moving to penetration as she’d expected, as she’d hoped for the sake of speed and simplicity,

he began to kiss his way down her body, his intentions unmistakable.

Panic flared in Ashley’s chest. “Jacob, wait,” she said, her voice higher than normal with barely

contained alarm. “You don’t have to do that. Let’s just-”
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“I want to,” he insisted, already positioning himself between her legs, his hands encouraging
her thighs to part. “Let me taste you. It’s been too long.”

The horrifying realization of what was about to happen paralyzed Ashley momentarily.
Despite her best efforts in Carlos’s bathroom, there was no way she could be certain she’d removed
all traces of his release from inside her. Jacob would be tasting another man’s essence without knowing
it, the ultimate, unwitting humiliation.

“Really, I’d rather just-”
mouth made contact with her most intimate flesh.

she began desperately, but her words cut off in a gasp as Jacob’s

The physical sensation was immediately, confusingly pleasurable. Jacob knew her body well
after years together, knew exactly how much pressure she preferred, which patterns of movement
typically drove her toward climax. But overlaying this physical response was a psychological horror
that made her heart beat thunderously in her chest with revulsion at her own actions, at the deception
being perpetrated in this most intimate moment.

“You taste different tonight,” Jacob observed, pausing briefly before returning with renewed
enthusiasm. “Even better than usual.”

The innocent comment, the unwitting acknowledgment of Carlos’s presence, sent a surge of
conflicting sensations through Ashley’s body. Shame, guilt, and to her everlasting self-disgust, a
powerful wave of forbidden arousal at the taboo nature of what was happening. Her body responded
to Jacob’s skilled attention despite her mental anguish, perhaps even heightened by it.

“Jacob,” she gasped, unsure whether she was trying to stop him or encourage him, her body

and mind at war with each other.

He misinterpreted her tone as pure pleasure, doubling his efforts, his tongue circling her clit
while his fingers slipped inside her, inside where Carlos had been, where the evidence of her betrayal

might still remain.

The thought should have killed any possibility of physical pleasure but to Ashley’s horror, it
sent her hurtling toward orgasm. The forbidden nature of the situation, the layers of deception and
betrayal, combined with Jacob’s genuinely skilled attention created a perfect storm that she was

powerless to resist.

“Oh god,” she moaned, her hips lifting to meet his mouth, her hands fisting in the sheets as

pleasure built to an unbearable peak.

“That’s it,” Jacob encouraged, clearly pleased with her response. “Let go for me, Ash.”
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The use of the familiar nickname, the tender encouragement so characteristic of his loving
approach, contrasted sharply with Carlos’s dominant commands earlier that evening. The
juxtaposition pushed Ashley over the edge into a climax that was as psychologically complex as it was
physically intense. She came with a cry that contained equal parts pleasure, shame, and horrified
fascination, her body convulsing beneath Jacob’s continued attention.

Instead of relenting, Jacob intensified his efforts, driving her through the first orgasm into
building pressure for a second, a technique he’d discovered early in their relationship and deployed on
special occasions. Tonight, perhaps interpreting her unusual responsiveness as enthusiasm rather than
the complex psychological reaction it truly was, he seemed determined to demonstrate his devotion
through dedicated attention to her pleasure.

“Jacob, I can’t-” Ashley began, overwhelmed by the continued stimulation after her powerful
climax. But her protest dissolved into another loud moan as he found precisely the right rthythm, the
right pressure, sending her rocketing toward a second orgasm.

This orgasm hit with even greater force than the first, her body responding to physical
stimulation that her mind could neither control nor fully process. Ashley cried out, her back arching
off the bed, her inner walls clenching around Jacob’s fingers in rhythmic pulses that extended the
pleasure to an almost unbearable duration.

Only when she tugged weakly at his hair, genuinely overstimulated beyond capacity to
continue, did Jacob finally relent.

As he crawled up over her trembling form, Jacob’s mouth and chin glistened in the dim light
of their bedroom. Ashley’s eyes widened with horror as she realized he was coated with the combined
evidence of her arousal and likely Carlos’s lingering traces. She felt tears prick at the corners of her
eyes, blinking them back furiously. Before she could turn away, Jacob’s lips descended on hers in a
deep, passionate kiss.

The taste that flooded her mouth was complex and unmistakable. She tasted her own musky
sweetness mingled with something else, a hint of salt, whether from sweat, tears, or some other fluid,
she couldn’t be sure. Everything was mixing, boundaries blurring just as the boundaries in her life
were dissolving with each deception. She was tasting the blended essence of herself, Jacob, and Carlos,
all three of them connected in this unwitting triangle.

“You taste so good,” Jacob murmured against her lips. “I could do that for hours.”

Ashley whimpered into his mouth, unable to form coherent words as his hands cradled her
face tenderly. The intimacy of the kiss, the innocent sharing of something so taboo, created a perverse
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feedback loop in her mind. Each stroke of Jacob’s tongue against hers reminded her of what he didn’t
know, of the deception being perpetrated in this most loving act.

He reached down, positioning himself between her thighs, the head of his cock pressing
against her entrance. “I want to feel you cum around me,” he murmured, pushing forward slowly,
filling her with careful consideration of her sensitivity after multiple orgasms.

Ashley forced herself to focus on the present, on Jacob’s familiar weight above her, on the
genuine love evident in every careful movement. She wrapped her legs around his waist, accepting
him deeper, trying to ground herself in this moment rather than the confused tangle of emotions
threatening to overwhelm her.

Jacob established a gentle rhythm, his gaze fixed on her face with adoration. “I love you so
much,” he whispered, the simple declaration cutting through Ashley’s emotional armor.

“I love you too,” she replied, the words true despite Carlos, despite her betrayal, despite the
confusion of desires and needs that had led her to this situation.

Jacob’s pace increased slightly as his own pleasure built, his breathing becoming more ragged.
Ashley recognized the signs of his approaching climax, knew the slight change in his expression. She
tightened her legs around him, encouraging him toward completion, desperate for this act to end
before her fragile composure shattered entirely.

“Ashley,” he gasped, his hips jerking forward as he spilled himself inside her, inside where
Carlos had been just an hour earlier, creating a mingling that felt symbolically significant.

Jacob collapsed beside her, gathering her against his chest, his breathing gradually slowing as
contentment settled over him. He pressed a kiss to her temple, his arm draped possessively across her
walst, completely unaware of the turmoil still raging in her.

“That was amazing,” he murmured. “You felt so good tonight.”

Ashley made a noncommittal sound, unable to trust her voice with a more specific response.
She lay rigid in his embrace, staring at the ceiling, her body still buzzing with the aftereffects of multiple
orgasms while her mind reeled with the implications of what had just transpired.

She had crossed even more lines tonight, each more significant than the last. Visiting Carlos’s
apartment, surrendering to anal play, allowing him to finish inside her, then returning to Jacob’s loving
arms and responding to his attention with an intensity fueled by the forbidden nature of their unwitting
threesome. Fach escalation made the next easier, the boundaries between her dual lives increasingly
permeable.
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Jacob’s breathing eventually deepened beside her, sleep claiming him with the easy confidence
of the truly unburdened. Ashley remained awake, her mind cycling through the events of the evening,
searching for some explanation, some justification, some way to reconcile the woman she’d been with
Jacob for years with the woman who cried out beneath Carlos.

The truth, impossible to acknowledge even in the privacy of her own thoughts, was that she
wanted both. The safety and genuine connection she shared with Jacob, and the primal passion she’d

discovered with Catrlos.

Something would have to give eventually. Some choice would have to be made, some sacrifice
offered on the altar of resolution. But not tonight. Tonight, Ashley closed her eyes and tried to sleep,
postponing the inevitable reckoning for another day. Another deception, another step deeper into the
labyrinth of desire and betrayal she’d constructed around herself.

And somewhere across the city, in a sleek high-rise with minimalist furniture and floor to

ceiling windows, Carlos slept soundly, unburdened by the havoc he’d created in a marriage he had no

investment in preserving.
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Chapter 15

JACOB ADJUSTED HIS GI for the fifth time in as many minutes, wincing as the movement pulled at his
still slightly tender shoulder. The Iron Grip Academy locker room felt foreign after his weeks of
absence, the familiar scents of disinfectant and sweat now tinged with an undercurrent of anxiety.

“You sure about this?” he asked his reflection, a habit of self-dialogue he’d developed during
his recovery. The man in the mirror looked paler than he remembered.

He’d spent weeks rehabilitating his shoulder, faithfully following the prescribed exercises,
watching technique videos, visualizing his return. Yet now that the moment had arrived, doubt crept
in. Ashley had continued attending classes without him, coming home with new techniques and
steadily advancing skills that highlighted the growing gap between them.

“Just get through tonight,” he told himself, smoothing his white belt one final time. “It’s like
riding a bike.”

The main gym floor was already bustling when Jacob emerged, students paired off for warm-
up drills, the sounds of exertion and instruction filling the space. He scanned the crowd for Ashley,
finding her near the far wall, already drilling with a blue belt woman.

For a moment, he simply watched the fluid confidence of her movements, the serious
concentration on her face, the subtle nod of satisfaction when she executed a technique correctly. She
looked... different somehow. Not physically, though her body had continued to tone and strengthen
in his absence. It was something less tangible, a presence, an energy that hadn’t been there before.

“The prodigal husband returns.”

Jacob started at the voice beside him. Liz stood with her arms crossed, her compact frame
solid as ever, sharp eyes appraising him with their usual directness.

“Hey, Liz. Yeah, doctor finally cleared me.” He rotated his shoulder in demonstration, hiding
the twinge of discomfort the movement caused. “Good as new. Almost.”

“Hmm.” Her noncommittal response carried more weight than seemed warranted. “Ashley’s
been keeping up with her training.”

“So I see.” Jacob’s eyes drifted back to his wife just as Carlos approached her, adjusting her
grip on her partner’s collar. “She’s gotten really into it.”
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“She has.” Liz’s tone shifted slightly, a subtle emphasis that drew Jacob’s attention back to her
face. She seemed to be weighing her next words carefully. “Carlos has been... very invested in her
progress.”

“He’s like that with all the promising students,” Jacob said, the defense automatic even as a
shadow of doubt bloomed in his chest.

“Sure.” Liz’s gaze flicked to where Carlos was now demonstrating a movement to Ashley,
their bodies aligned in temporary proximity. “Especially the pretty blonde ones whose husbands are
conveniently absent.”

The observation landed like a slap to Jacob's face. Jacob stared at Liz, searching for the humor,
the friendly ribbing that might soften the blow. He found none in her steady gaze.

“What exactly are you suggesting?” he asked, his voice lowered despite the unlikelihood of
being overheard in the noisy gym.

Liz sighed, her usual bluntness tempered by something like regret. “Nothing concrete. Just...
they seem close lately. Lot of private conversations, staying late after class.” She shrugged. “Probably
nothing. I just thought someone should mention it.”

“Ashley’s dedicated,” Jacob said. “She’s always been intense when she gets into something

2

new.

“Right.” Liz glanced toward the center of the room where Carlos was now calling everyone to
line up. “Forget I said anything. Good luck tonight. Take it easy on that shoulder.”

She moved away, leaving Jacob with a switl of unsettling thoughts as he found his place in the
line of white belts. From this angle, he could see Ashley several spots down, her attention fixed on
Carlos at the front of the room. The instructor’s commanding presence filled the space as he explained

the evening’s focus on takedowns and defensive counters.

“Partner up by approximate weight,” Carlos instructed after the warm-up. “White belt with
white belt, blue with blue. If you’re between ranks, go with the higher.”

Jacob found himself paired with a fellow white belt, a stocky former wrestler named Dave.
They worked through the basic techniques Carlos demonstrated, Jacob’s movements stiff and hesitant
as he reacquainted his body with the familiar patterns. Across the mat, he caught glimpses of Ashley
working with another woman, Carlos stopping frequently to correct her form with hands on

adjustments that seemed, in Jacob’s newly suspicious mind, to remain longer than strictly necessary.
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Was it just his imagination? The seed of doubt Liz had planted was rapidly taking root, forcing
him to reexamine interactions he’d previously thought innocent. The way Carlos’s eyes followed
Ashley’s movements. The slight flush on her cheeks when he approached her. The private jokes they
seemed to share.

“You okay, man?”” Dave asked after Jacob botched a simple movement sequence. “You seem
distracted.”

“Fine,” Jacob muttered. “Shoulder’s just a bit stiff still.”

They continued drilling, Jacob’s attention split between the techniques and his increasing
surveillance of Ashley and Carlos. Midway through class, during a water break, he noticed them in
conversation by the edge of the mat, Carlos’s hand briefly touching Ashley’s elbow as he spoke.

After the break, Carlos called for the class to gather around the center of the mat for a
demonstration.

“I need someone to help me show the proper defense against an aggressive takedown
attempt,” he announced, his gaze sweeping across the students before landing on Jacob. “Jacob,
you’ve been away. Let’s see if you remember your basics.”

Something in Carlos’s tone, a subtle challenge, perhaps, or simple indifference, sparked a flare
of defiance in Jacob’s chest. This was his chance to prove himself, to show Ashley that his absence
hadn’t diminished him, that he belonged here as much as she did.

He stepped forward, hyper aware of Ashley’s eyes on him as he took the position opposite
Carlos. The instructor cut an imposing figure in his black gi, his muscular frame and assured posture
so different from Jacob’s leaner build and cautious stance.

“The scenario,” Carlos explained to the watching class, “is an opponent pushing forward
aggressively for a takedown. Your instinct might be to resist directly, which can work if you’re the
stronger person.” His eyes locked with Jacob’s. “But technique can overcome strength advantage.
Jacob, come at me hard. Try to take me down.”

Jacob squared his shoulders, ignoring the twinge in his healing joint. He’d been visualizing this
moment during his recovery, the triumphant return, the restored confidence, Ashley’s pride in his
resilience. With a deep breath, he lunged forward, driving with his legs as he reached for Carlos’s lower
body.

What happened next was a blur. Carlos sidestepped, his hands finding leverage points on
Jacob’s gi that Jacob hadn’t even realized were vulnerable. Before he could adjust, Jacob found himself
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airborne, then crashing to the mat with unmistakable force. The impact reverberated through his body,
a sharp pain lancing through his recently healed shoulder as Carlos followed him down, smoothly
establishing a dominant position.

“Control the head first,” Carlos instructed the class, his forearm pressed against Jacob’s throat,
not enough to choke, but enough to establish total dominance. “From here, you have multiple

submission options.”

To demonstrate, he shifted his weight, applying a shoulder lock that sent another jolt of pain
through Jacob’s healing joint. The pressure wasn’t extreme, but it targeted precisely the area of his

injury with such accuracy that it couldn’t be coincidental.

“Tap when you need to,” Carlos said, low enough that only Jacob could hear, a hint of

something almost like satisfaction coloring his tone.

The pain intensified as Carlos subtly adjusted the angle. Jacob’s face burned with a
combination of physical discomfort and humiliation as he tapped Carlos’s arm, signaling submission.
The instructor released him immediately, standing while Jacob struggled to his feet, his shoulder
throbbing.

“You went for my bad shoulder,” Jacob accused quietly. “That was on purpose.”

Carlos’s expression hardened. “I applied a standard shoulder lock. If you’re not fully
recovered, you shouldn’t be on my mats risking injury. To yourself or others.”

“Bullshit,” Jacob hissed, anger overriding caution, the weeks of frustration and newfound
suspicion coalescing into a reckless courage he’d rarely exhibited before. “You knew exactly what you
were doing.”

A sudden silence fell over the nearest students, attention drawn by the unexpected
confrontation. From the corner of his eye, Jacob saw Ashley taking a step forward, her face a mask of
alarm.

“I think you need to cool off,” Carlos said, his voice low but carrying enough authority that
several students shifted uncomfortably. “T'ake the rest of the night off, Jacob. Come back when you’re
healed. Physically and mentally.”

The dismissal, delivered in front of the entire class, in front of Ashley, was a final, devastating

blow to Jacob’s already wounded pride. He stood frozen for a moment, acutely aware of the collective

gaze of the gym upon him, of Ashley’s conflicted expression, of Carlos’s unwavering stare.
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“This is fucking ridiculous,” Jacob muttered, turning toward the edge of the mat. He grabbed
his water bottle, not bothering to properly bow off the training area in his haste to escape the
suffocating humiliation.

At the edge of the mat, he turned, searching for Ashley. Their eyes met across the distance, a
silent communication passing between them. Jacob tilted his head slightly toward the exit, the gesture
clear. Are you coming with me?

Ashley stood rooted in place, her body language betraying her conflict. For a suspended
moment, Jacob thought she would join him, would choose his dignity over the class, over Carlos.
Then her gaze flickered to the instructor, a brief exchange that Jacob couldn’t decipher, before
returning to her husband with evident apology.

She mouthed what looked like “later,” and stayed where she was.

The betrayal cut deeper than the physical pain in his shoulder. Jacob turned without another
word, grabbing his bag from near the front desk and stalking out of the gym, the heavy door swinging
shut behind him.

Inside, the class gradually resumed, Carlos calmly redirecting attention to the technique at hand
as if the tense exchange had never happened. Ashley moved through the remaining exercises, her mind
replaying the confrontation, the look on Jacob’s face, her own inexplicable hesitation when he’d
silently asked her to leave with him.

Why had she stayed? The question pulsed in her mind as she partnered with a blue belt for
situational sparring. For the technique practice, she told herself. For the routine she’d established. Not
because of the way Carlos had looked at her in that moment, the unspoken claim in his dark eyes, the
invisible tether she’d felt pulling her to remain in his orbit.

When class finally ended, Ashley changed quickly in the locker room, anxiety mounting as she
imagined the conversation waiting at home. She’d chosen the gym over solidarity with her husband, a

decision with outsized implications. As she was leaving, a hand caught her elbow near the front desk.

“Is Jacob okay?” Catlos asked, his tone professionally concerned though his eyes held
something different.

“I don’t know,” Ashley admitted. ““That was... intense.”

“He’s not ready to be back,” Carlos said with calm certainty. “The shoulder needs more time,

and his ego is making him reckless.”
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The assessment, despite its accuracy, sparked a flare of defensiveness in Ashley. “He’s been

working really hard on his recovery.”

“I’m sure he has.” Carlos’s hand remained on her elbow, the contact both casual and intimate.
“But there’s a difference between physical therapy and combat sports. He’s risking re-injury.”

Ashley pulled her arm away gently but deliberately. “I should go. He’s waiting for me.”

“Of course.” Carlos stepped back, his expression neutral. ““T'ext me if you need anything.”

The offer, innocent on its surface, carried weighted meaning after all that had transpired
between them. Ashley nodded without committing, then hurried to her car, her stomach knotting with

each step that brought her closer to the inevitable confrontation with Jacob.

The drive home passed by with rehearsed explanations and imagined scenarios, none of which
prepared her for the reality that awaited.

Jacob sat rigid on their couch, still in his gym clothes, an ice pack wedged against his shoulder
and cold fury etched in every line of his face.

“Hey,” Ashley ventured, setting down her bag by the door. “How’s your shoulder?”

“Don’t.” The single word cut through the apartment’s tense air. “Don’t pretend this is about

my shoulder.”
Ashley took a breath, steadying herself. “Jacob, I-”

“You stayed.” He stood abruptly, the ice pack falling forgotten to the floor. “I was humiliated,
kicked out, and you just... stayed. Like it was nothing.”

“It wasn’t nothing,” Ashley countered, her own defenses rising to meet his accusation. “But
making a scene wouldn’t have helped anything.”

“A scene?” Jacob’s voice rose, a rarity in their relationship that highlighted the depth of his
distress. “Standing by your husband is ‘making a scene’ now?”

“That’s not what I meant-”
“What did you mean, then? Explain it to me, Ashley, because I’'m having a hard time

understanding how my wife could watch that fucking display and choose to stay with the man who
started it!”
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The raw hurt in Jacob’s voice stripped away Ashley’s prepared justifications, leaving her with
nothing but uncomfortable truths she wasn’t ready to acknowledge.

“It was just a class,” she said weakly. “Carlos was out of line, sure, but-"

“Carlos.” Jacob practically spat the name. “Always Carlos. His techniques, his advice, his

fucking gym.” He paced the small living room, agitation evident in every movement. “Liz was right.”
The statement froze Ashley in place. “What did Liz say?”

“That you two seem awfully close lately.” Jacob stopped pacing, turning to face her fully. “That
there are a lot of ‘private conversations’. That you stay late after classes.”

Heat rushed to Ashley’s cheeks, her mind racing to calculate how much Liz might have seen,
how much she could know. “We’re student and teacher. Of course we talk about techniques-”

“Don’t insult my intelligence,” Jacob cut in, his voice quiet but vibrating with intensity.
“There’s something going on. Maybe not... maybe not everything I’m afraid of. But something. I can
g going y y ything g
see it in the way he looks at you. The way you look at him.”

[13 acob_”

“Tell me the truth, Ashley.” His eyes held hers, wounded but resolute. “Are you attracted to
him?”

The direct question demanded honesty. She could lie, should lie, perhaps, to protect what
remained of their fraying bond. But the weight of deception was becoming unbearable, and some

perverse impulse toward partial truth pushed her toward confession.

“It’s not... it’s just physical,” she admitted. “A stupid attraction that doesn’t mean anything. I
love you, Jacob. That hasn’t changed.”

She reached for him, but Jacob stepped back as if her touch might burn him. “How long?”
“What?”

“How long have you been attracted to him?” Jacob’s voice was strained, the question threading
dangerously close to truths she couldn’t reveal.
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“I don’t know. It’s not important.” Ashley’s heart hammered against her ribs. “It’s just

chemistry. It doesn’t have to mean anything.”

“It already does!” Jacob’s control finally shattered, his voice rising to a shout that seemed to
fill their small apartment. “It means you stayed in that gym with him instead of leaving with me! It
means you’ve been thinking about another man while married to me! It means you’ve been lying to

mel!”

The accusations struck with accuracy, each one finding its mark in Ashley’s growing guilt. Her

own temper flared in defensive response.

“So I find someone attractive. That makes me a monster?” she shot back, deflecting from the
truths she couldn’t acknowledge. “I’ve never acted on it. I would never cheat on you, Jacob.”

The lie tasted bitter on her tongue, made all the worse by the moment of hesitation in Jacob’s
eyes, the flicker of belief, of trust that she didn’t deserve.

“I don’t know what to think anymore,” he said finally, the fight draining from his voice. “I
don’t know if I can trust what you’re telling me.”

“Of course you can trust me,” Ashley insisted, stepping toward him again, desperate to salvage
something from the wreckage of the evening. “This is stupid. It’s all in your head. Catlos is just my
instructor, and yes, maybe there’s some weird chemistry, but that’s it. Nothing has happened. Nothing

will happen.”

Jacob stared at her for a long moment, searching her face for assurances she couldn’t genuinely

provide. Whatever he saw, or didn’t see, caused him to turn away, shoulders slumped in defeat.

“I need some space,” he said, moving toward their bedroom. “I can’t talk about this anymore
tonight.”

“So that’s it? You make these accusations and then just walk away?”” Ashley’s fear transformed
to anger, propelling her forward. “That’s fucking mature, Jacob.”

“What do you want from me?” he snapped, turning back. “To pretend everything’s fine? To

ignore what’s happening right in front of me?”
“Nothing is happening!”

“Then leave the gym,” Jacob challenged, his eyes suddenly sharp with clarity. “If there’s
nothing going on, if it’s all in my head, quit Iron Grip. We’ll find another place to train. Together.”
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The ultimatum landed with unexpected weight. Ashley opened her mouth to agree, to take the
easy solution he was offering, but the words wouldn’t come. The thought of leaving Iron Grip, of
leaving Carlos, created a physical ache she couldn’t rationalize away.

Her silence was answer enough.
“That’s what I thought,” Jacob said quietly.

The defeat in his voice triggered something desperate in Ashley, a need to lash out, to wound
rather than examine her own culpability.

“This is about your ego,” she accused. “You can’t handle that I'm better at this than you are.
That Carlos sees potential in me that you don’t have. You’d rather I quit something I love than deal

2

with your own insecurity.
Jacob recoiled as if she slapped him. “Is that really what you think of me?”
“I think you’re making a huge deal out of nothing because you got embarrassed tonight.”

“This isn’t about tonight,” Jacob insisted. “This is about weeks of you pulling away, being
distracted, checking your phone constantly. This is about the look on your face when you talk about

him. This is about the fact that you chose to stay with him tonight instead of leaving with your
husband!”

Each point hit with damning accuracy, driving Ashley further into defensive fury. “I’'m done
with this conversation,” she declared, grabbing her purse from where she’d dropped it. “I'm going

out. I need some aitr.”
“Ashley-"

But she was already moving toward the door, unable to bear the truth reflected in Jacob’s eyes,
the guilt crushing her chest, the devastating realization that everything he suspected was not only true
but vastly understated.

“Don’t wait up,” she called over her shoulder, a final cruelty as she pulled the door closed
behind her, leaving Jacob standing alone in their suddenly silent apartment.

She stormed to her car, hands shaking as she fumbled with the keys. She had nowhere specific

to go, no actual destination beyond “away from here, away from the truth, away from Jacob’s wounded
eyes.”
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Behind the wheel, she sat breathing heavily, adrenaline coursing through her system as the
argument replayed in her mind. She should go to a bar, she thought. Or to a friend’s place. Somewhere
neutral, somewhere safe, somewhere she could collect herself and return home with apologies and
renewed commitment to her marriage.

Instead, her fingers found her phone, pulling up the message thread that had been her secret
lifeline for weeks now.

Ashley: Can I come over?

The response arrived almost immediately.
Carlos: Yes. Now?

Ashley: On my way.

She started the car, the decision made without further consideration.
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Chapter 16

THE DRIVE TO CARLOS’S APARTMENT passed in a haze of justifications and rationalizations. Jacob had
pushed her to this with his accusations. She needed comfort, understanding. It was just a conversation,
a place to clear her head. She wasn’t going there for sex, for the physical validation that had become
a drug she couldn’t resist. She just needed space, perspective.

The lies she told herself were flimsy even to her own mind but they carried her forward, up

the elevator to Carlos’s floor, to his door where she hesitated only briefly before knocking.

He opened it immediately. His expression held a confirmation that he’d anticipated this
outcome from the moment Jacob had stormed out of the gym.

He didn’t say anything, just stepped back to let her in.

Ashley moved past him into the minimalist space she’d come to know intimately over the past
week. “Jacob and I had a fight,” she said, the obvious statement filling the silence as she paced the
living room. “About tonight. About you.” She turned to face him, anger still simmering beneath her
skin.

Carlos leaned against a wall, arms crossed, watching her with that maddening calm that
simultaneously infuriated and attracted her. “And you said?”

“Nothing. I left.” Ashley ran a hand through her hair. “I just... I couldn’t stay there with his
accusations and his wounded looks. Like I’'m some horrible person because I'm attracted to someone
else.”

“Is that all it is?”” Carlos asked, his tone neutral but his eyes intense. “Attraction?”

The question carved through her defenses, demanding a level of honesty she’d been avoiding.
What was this between them? More than physical release, certainly. More than the forbidden thrill of
secrecy and betrayal. But not love, not the steady, deep rooted bond she shared with Jacob. Something

else, something primal and consuming that defied simple categorization.

“I don’t know,” she admitted finally. “I just know I couldn’t stay away. Even when I know it’s
wrong. Even when it’s destroying my marriage.”

Carlos pushed off from the wall. “Nothing is destroyed until you decide it is,” he said, stopping
just short of touching her. “You’re here because you choose to be. No one is forcing you, Ashley.”
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“That’s easy for you to say. You’re not the one lying to your spouse. You’re not the one who
has to go home and pretend nothing is happening.”

“Then don’t go home,” Carlos suggested, the casualness of the proposal contradicting its
seismic implications. “Stay here tonight. Deal with it tomorrow.”

The invitation dangled before her, tempting in its simplicity. A night of freedom from the
weight of Jacob’s suspicions, from the constant navigation of truth and deception.

“I can’t,” she said. “It would only make things worse.”

“Things are already bad,” Carlos observed, reaching out to tuck a strand of hair behind her
ear. “One more night won’t change that.”

His touch, the gentleness so at odds with his usual commanding presence, broke something
loose inside her. Ashley stepped into his space, erasing the careful distance between them, her hands
finding his shoulders as she pressed her lips against his.

Carlos responded immediately, one hand tangling in her hair, the other at the small of her back
pulling her firmly against him. The kiss deepened, conversation abandoned as they gave in to the
physical current that had drawn them together from the beginning.

“I want to forget everything,” Ashley murmured against his mouth. “Make me forget, Carlos.”

He pulled back just enough to meet her eyes, his own dark with desire and something like
triumph. “Come to bed,” he said, taking her hand and leading her toward the bedroom, the direction
already familiar from previous encounters.

The room was sparsely furnished like the rest of the apartment, just a low platform bed with
crisp white sheets, two nightstands, and a sleek dresser. Carlos released her hand as they entered,
turning to face her.

“Take off your clothes,” he instructed.

Ashley complied without hesitation, pulling her shirt over her head, stepping out of her
leggings, unclasping her bra to stand before him in just her underwear. His eyes traveled over her body

but he made no move to undress himself or to touch hetr.

“All of it,” he said, nodding toward the last scrap of fabric separating her from complete
nudity.
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Again, she obeyed, slipping her thumbs into the waistband of her underwear and sliding them
down her legs, kicking them aside to stand fully exposed in the dim light of his bedroom. There was
a power in her surrender, a liberation in following his directives without question or hesitation.

Carlos moved, closing the distance between them, one hand cupping her face as the other
traced a path from her collarbone down between her breasts, to her stomach, stopping just above her
thighs.

“Tell me what you need tonight.”

The question caught Ashley off guard. What did she need? Escape. Oblivion. The mindless
pleasure of physical release without the complications of emotion or consequence.

“I need you to make me yours,” she said finally, the words emerging from some primal place
she rarely acknowledged. “I need to forget there’s a world outside this room.”

Carlos’s eyes darkened at her response, approval evident in the slight curve of his lips. “On
the bed,” he directed, stepping back to allow her room to comply.

Ashley moved to the center of the mattress, lying on her back, watching as Carlos began to
undress. He took his time, revealing his muscular form unhurriedly. When he was naked, his cock
fully erect, he joined her on the bed, positioning himself above her, his weight supported on his
forearms.

“Tonight,” he said, his voice low and intimate, “I want to try something new.”

Carlos lowered his head to capture her mouth in a deep, consuming kiss. His tongue explored
her mouth as one hand moved to her breast, thumb circling her nipple until it hardened beneath his
touch. Ashley arched into the contact, a soft moan escaping her as his mouth left hers to trail down
her neck, across her collarbone, to replace his fingers at her breast.

Carlos took his time, lavishing attention on both breasts until Ashley was writhing beneath
him, desperate for more direct stimulation. He continued his downward journey, tongue tracing the

contours of her ribs, her stomach, her hip.

“Spread your legs for me,” he murmured against her skin, positioning himself between her
thighs as she complied.

The first touch of his tongue against her pussy drew a sharp cry from Ashley’s lips. He worked
her with patience, building her pleasure steadily but never quite enough to push her over the edge.
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Just as she was approaching climax, he pulled away, ignoring her sound of protest. “Turn
over,” he directed, guiding her to her hands and knees, positioning himself behind her.

She felt the head of his cock pressing against her entrance, teasing but not penetrating.

“Is this what you want?”” he asked.

“Yes,” she breathed, pushing back against him, seeking more direct contact. “Please, Carlos.”

He entered her with a smooth thrust, filling her completely, drawing a moan from somewhere
deep inside her. For a moment he remained still, allowing her body to adjust to his size before
establishing a steady rhythm, deep strokes that hit spots inside her that made her vision blur with

pleasure.

“You feel so fucking perfect,” Carlos murmured, his grip tightening on her hip, controlling
the pace and depth of each thrust. “So tight around my cock.”

She moved with him, meeting each thrust, the sound of skin against skin filling the room
alongside their breathing and gasps of pleasure.

Carlos leaned forward, his chest pressing against her back, lips grazing her ear. “Remember
what we started last time?”” His voice had dropped an octave. “How you took my thumb so well?”

Ashley’s body responded instantly to the memory, the forbidden sensation of his thumb
breaching her rear entrance while he fucked her, the overwhelming fullness that had triggered one of
the most intense orgasms of her life.

After her fight with Jacob, after his accusations and her denials that cut so close to the truth,
she craved something that would obliterate thought completely.

“Yes,” she whispered.

Carlos’s hand slid along her ass, his finger finding her rear entrance. He circled it carefully, the
pressure firm but not yet penetrating. “I want more tonight,” he said. “I want all of you, Ashley. Every
part.”

The meaning was unmistakable. What they’d begun before had been preparation for this

moment. For giving Carlos a part of herself she’d never given Jacob, for crossing a final boundary that
would make her betrayal complete.
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“I want that too,” Ashley admitted, the confession emerging from some place deep within her
that had been unlocked by their fight with Jacob, by the thrill of defiance that had driven her straight
to Carlos’s apartment. “I’ve been thinking about it since last time.”

Carlos made a sound of approval, his finger pressing more firmly against her tight opening.
“Tell me exactly what you want,” he demanded. “I need to hear you say it.”

“I want you to fuck my ass,” she said, the crude language foreign on her tongue but
intoxicating in its forbidden honesty. “I want to feel you inside me there. I want you to be the first.”

“The only,” Carlos corrected, his voice carrying that edge of possession that simultaneously
frightened and thrilled her. “Your husband never gets this part of you. This belongs to me.”

“Yes,” Ashley agreed, pushing back against his teasing finger, seeking more direct contact,
more pressure. “Only yours. Please, Carlos.”

He withdrew completely, leaving her empty and aching. Ashley heard him moving behind her,
the nightstand drawer opening. When he returned, his hands were slick with lubricant, the cool
sensation making her gasp as it contacted her skin.

“You remember how to relax for me?” Carlos asked, one slick finger resuming its circular
3 g g
motion around her tlght asshole.

“Yes,” Ashley breathed, focusing on relaxing the ring of muscle, bearing down slightly as he’d
taught her before. “I’'m ready. Please don’t make me wait.”

“So eager,” Carlos observed, satisfaction evident in his tone. “Such a perfect little slut for me.”

The degradation, rather than offending her, sent another pulse of arousal flooding through
Ashley’s system. After the fight with Jacob, after his accusations and her denials, there was a perverse
liberation in embracing exactly what he feared, in becoming, fully and completely, the unfaithful wife
he suspected her to be.

She felt Carlos’s finger breach her entrance, sliding deeper than before, the lubricant easing
the way. The sensation was less foreign now after their previous experience, her body accepting the
intrusion with less resistance. When he added a second finger, the stretch was more pronounced,
walking that fine line between discomfort and pleasure that she was learning to crave.

“Look at how well you take my fingers,” Carlos praised. “Your tight little ass was made for
this.”
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His fingers worked her, stretching her carefully despite the evident hunger in his voice,
scissoring gently to prepare her for something much more substantial. When he curved his fingers just
so, hitting some previously undiscovered spot inside her, Ashley cried out, her entire body jerking

with unexpected pleasure.
“There it is,” Carlos said. ““That’s where you’ll really feel me when my cock’s inside you.”

The explicit promise made Ashley whimper, her hips pushing back against his hand, seeking
more of the intense sensation. “Please,” she begged. “Fuck me now.”

“Soon,” Carlos assured her, adding more lubricant, working a third finger into her. The stretch
was significant now, burning despite the abundant lubrication. Ashley welcomed the intense sensation,
the physical discomfort grounding her, giving her something to focus on beyond the chaos of

emotions that had driven her here.

She heard the sound of the lubricant bottle again, then felt the bed shift as Carlos positioned
himself behind her. The head of his cock pressed against her now-prepared entrance, larger and more

intimidating than his fingers had been.
“Last chance to back out,” he offered, surprising her with this moment of consideration.

“Don’t you dare stop,” Ashley replied, pushing back against him, her body making the decision
her mind had already committed to. “Fuck me, Carlos. Fuck my ass. Make me yours completely.”

He pushed forward slowly, the pressure intense and unyielding. Despite the preparation,
despite the lubricant, the stretch was significant enough to make Ashley gasp sharply. Her hands
gripped the sheets tightly, her body instinctively tensing against the invasion.

“Breathe,” Carlos reminded her, his hands gripping her hips to control the depth and pace of

penetration. “Relax and push back against me.”

Ashley focused on her breathing, on relaxing the muscles that wanted to resist, on accepting
rather than fighting. Gradually, the burning stretch transformed, discomfort giving way to a fullness
that was overwhelming in its intensity. Carlos moved with careful restraint, advancing by small
increments, allowing her body time to adjust to each new depth.

“You’re taking my cock so well,” he praised, one hand leaving her hip to stroke her spine
tenderly. “Such a good gitl for me.”

When he was finally seated completely inside her, both of them remained still, adjusting to the
profound intimacy of the connection. Ashley had never felt so completely filled, so utterly possessed.
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The physical sensation was intense enough, but the psychological impact, giving Carlos this final piece
of herself, something she’d never shared with Jacob, created an emotional significance that threatened
to overwhelm her.

“Move,” she urged when the initial intensity had subsided enough to allow coherent thought.
“Please, I need to feel you.”

Carlos began to move, shallow thrusts at first, careful and measured. His hands returned to
her hips, guiding her movements to match his own, establishing a rhythm that gradually built in
intensity.

“Tell me what I’'m doing to you,” Carlos questioned, his voice tight with the effort of
maintaining control.

“Fucking my... my ass,” Ashley responded breathlessly.
“Tell me how it feels,” he demanded.

“Full,” Ashley managed, the simple word insufficient but all she could articulate through the
overwhelming sensations. “So full. So deep. Like you’re everywhere.”

“I am,” Carlos agreed, his pace increasing slightly as her body accommodated him more fully.
“I’'m claiming every part of you that he never has. Making you mine in ways he couldn’t imagine.”

The explicit reference to Jacob heightened her arousal.

“Yes,” she gasped, meeting his thrusts with increasing confidence as her body adapted to the
unfamiliar penetration. “Only yours. No one else has ever... ah!”

Her words cut off as Carlos reached under, fingers pressing firmly against her clit, the dual
stimulation sending her rocketing toward orgasm. The fullness in her ass, the attention to her clit, the
psychological charge of the taboo they were breaking, all combined to create a perfect storm of
sensation that overwhelmed her capacity for rational thought.

“That’s it,” Carlos encouraged, sensing her approaching climax. “Come for me while I'm in
your ass. Let me feel how much you love this.”

The crude encouragement pushed Ashley over the edge. Her orgasm crashed through her,
inner walls clenching rhythmically, enhancing the sensation of fullness created by Carlos’s cock in her
ass. She cried out wordlessly, beyond language, beyond coherent thought, existing only in the realm
of pure sensation.
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Carlos maintained his pace through her climax, drawing out her pleasure until she was
trembling and gasping beneath him. He continued fucking her, increasing his speed, his intensity. His
own control started to visibly fray as his release approached.

“Where do you want me to come?” he asked.

Ashley said nothing, just grunting with each powerful thrust, her body reduced to primitive
sounds as Carlos claimed her most private opening. The wet, obscene slapping of flesh against flesh
filled the room, punctuated only by her guttural moans and his satisfied groans.

“Where do you want me to come?” Carlos asked again, his voice rough with approaching
climax.

“Inside,” she decided, the choice both surrender and claiming. “Cum in my ass.”

Her permission triggered Carlos’s release. With a final, carefully controlled thrust, he buried
himself completely inside her, his cock pulsing as he emptied himself in hot spurts that she could feel
despite the overwhelming sensations already flooding her system. His hands gripped her hips, holding
her in place as he filled her with his cum, marking her from within in the most primitive, possessive
way possible.

For several heartbeats after his climax subsided, they remained joined, both breathing heavily,
bodies connected in the most intimate configuration imaginable. Then, with careful attention to her

comfort, Carlos withdrew, the sensation of emptiness that followed almost as intense as the fullness
had been.

Ashley collapsed onto the mattress, her body trembling with aftershocks of pleasure and the
emotional intensity of what they’d shared. Carlos disappeared briefly into the bathroom, returning

with a warm, damp cloth that he used to wipe his cock and clean her, his touch gentle on her sensitized
skin.

He stretched out beside her afterward, one arm draped casually across her waist, his expression
satisfied but thoughtful. “So,” he said after a moment of silence. “Your husband suspects.”

The reality of her situation came rushing back, slightly dulled by post-orgasmic contentment.
“Yes,” Ashley admitted, turning to face Carlos more directly. “Liz said something to him about seeing

us together. He wanted me to prove nothing was happening by quitting the gym.”

“And you came here instead,” Carlos observed, no judgment in his tone, merely statement of
fact. “Directly from your fight with him to my bed.”
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Put so baldly, the choice seemed both more deliberate and more callous than Ashley had
allowed herself to acknowledge. “Yes,” she said simply, unable to justify or explain beyond the fact
itself.

“What are you going to tell him?” Carlos asked.

“I don’t know,” Ashley confessed. “That I needed time to think. That I drove around for
hours. He’ll believe me. He always does.”

The bitterness in her last statement surprised even her, a resentment she hadn’t realized she
harbored toward Jacob’s unquestioning trust, his fundamental decency that made her deception both
easier and more reprehensible.

“His trust makes it worse somehow, doesn’t it?”” Carlos said, again displaying that uncanny
ability to read her thoughts. “If he were controlling, suspicious, it would justify all this.” His hand
gestured vaguely, encompassing their naked bodies, the rumpled sheets, the evidence of their passion.
“But he’s not. He’s just... good.”

“Yes,” Ashley agreed, uncomfortable with this sudden insight into her own psychology. “And
that makes me...”

“Human,” Carlos replied when she faltered. “Complicated. Capable of loving him while still
needing what he can’t give you.” He shifted, propping himself on one elbow to look at her more
directly. “What we just did, it’s not about him. It’s about you. About what you need that goes beyond
the tidy boxes of right and wrong.”

The perspective he offered was seductive in its simplicity, its absolution of guilt through
philosophical relativism. Ashley wanted to embrace it, to believe that her choices weren’t betrayals but
simply expressions of her complex humanity. But beneath the rationalization, she knew the truth was
simpler and more damning. She was hurting someone who loved her, breaking promises she’d made
for the sake of her own pleasure and validation.

Ashley hesitated, a question that had been nagging at her since the confrontation at the gym
finally finding its voice. “Did you target Jacob’s shoulder on purpose?” she asked. “During the demo
tonight. Did you intentionally try to hurt him?”

Carlos met her gaze without flinching, without the instinctive denial most people would offer.

A slight smile played at the corner of his mouth. “Yes,” he admitted simply. “He needed to be
reminded of his place.”
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The casual cruelty of his admission should have horrified her, should have been enough to
make her recoil, to recognize the fundamental darkness in this man she’d given herself to so
completely. Instead, she felt a confused mix of emotions, disapproval tangled with a primitive response
to his unapologetic dominance, distaste for his methods alongside an unwilling appreciation for his
honesty.

“That’s...” she began, searching for the right word. Terrible? Unforgivable? Neither seemed
to capture the complexity of her reaction.

“Effective,” Carlos supplied, unbothered by her evident conflict. “He won’t challenge me
again. And it brought you here, didn’t it?”” His hand traced a possessive line down her spine. “So I’d
say it worked out perfectly.”

Ashley fell silent, unable to deny the truth of his assessment yet uncomfortable with what it
revealed about them both, his calculating nature and her own response to it. The knowledge was a
revelation, a reason to end this destructive affair. Instead, it became simply another fact to
compartmentalize, another truth to acknowledge without allowing it to disrupt the separate reality
she’d constructed with Carlos.

“I should go,” she said, though her body protested at the thought of returning to the world
outside this room with its judgments and consequences.

“Stay,” Carlos suggested, his voice neutral, neither commanding nor pleading. “It’s late. Deal
with it tomorrow.”

The temptation to accept was strong, to postpone the inevitable confrontation, to extend this
bubble of physical satisfaction for one more night. But the thought of Jacob waiting, wondering where
she was, perhaps calling friends in search of her, added a layer of cruelty she couldn’t quite stomach.

“I can’t,” she said, forcing herself to sit up. “It would only make things worse.”

Carlos watched her gather herself, making no move to stop her or to press his case. That was
part of his appeal, she realized. He made no demands, placed no expectations of emotional
commitment or future promises. He simply offered what he had, took what was offered in return, and
maintained his autonomy throughout.

“Use the shower if you want,” he said.

She nodded, padding naked to the bathroom where she showered quickly.
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When she emerged, wrapped in a towel, Carlos was asleep, his breathing deep and even, his
powerful body relaxed in apparent slumber. Ashley dressed quietly, gathering her things, pausing at
the bedroom door to look back at him. No tender goodbye, no promises of next time, no declarations
of feeling. This was their pattern, established from the beginning. Physical connection without
emotional complication.

The drive home was a gradient of emotions, physical satisfaction giving way to growing dread,
arousal fading into guilt and apprehension. What would she say to Jacob? What could she say that
wouldn’t compound the lies already between them?

Ashley pulled into the apartment complex. She looked at her phone. 2:33 AM.

Her body still buzzed with the aftereffects of what she’d done. The unfamiliar soreness where
Carlos had claimed her in a way Jacob never had. The sensation of fullness, of surrender, of crossing
a boundary she’d never thought she would cross. Her hands trembled slightly as she cut the engine,
the sudden silence hammering against her eardrums.

What kind of person was she becoming?

Ashley sat motionless, watching her breath cloud in the pre-dawn chill. The apartment
windows were dark. Jacob would be asleep, unaware of where she’d been, what she’d done. She could
slip into bed beside him, and he would never know that hours eatrlier, she had been on her hands and
knees in Carlos’s bedroom, begging another man to sodomize her, crying out as he filled her ass with
his cum.

The shame of that thought finally propelled her from the car. The cold bit through her thin
jacket as she made her way up the path to their building. Each step felt heavy with guilt, yet some
traitorous part of her mind was already replaying moments from the night. Carlos’s commanding
voice, his hands gripping her hips, the incredible fullness as he’d pushed inside her, claiming a part of
her body she’d never given to her husband.

Ashley unlocked the door, easing it open to avoid the slight squeak it often made. This was
her life, the one she kept jeopardizing for moments of forbidden pleasure.

She moved through the darkened living room like a ghost. The bedroom door was ajar, and
she could hear Jacob’s steady breathing within. Ashley paused in the doorway, allowing her eyes to
adjust to the deeper darkness.

Jacob lay curled on his side of the bed, one arm stretched across the empty space where she

should have been all night. Her pillow had fallen to the floor. Had he reached for her in the night,
finding emptiness instead?
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How could she do this to him? How could she come to their bed still tender from another
man’s touch, still bearing the invisible imprint of Catlos’s possession?

Even as guilt twisted in her chest, Ashley acknowledged the uncomfortable truth. She would
do it again. The connection with Carlos, primarily physical but growing increasingly complex, had
become something she couldn’t relinquish despite its cost. The freedom she found in that surrender,
the parts of herself she discovered in his arms, had become necessary to her in a way she couldn’t
articulate even to herself.

Ashley undressed in the bathroom, avoiding her reflection in the mirror. She couldn’t bear to
see whatever might be written on her face. After a quick cleaning with a washcloth, she pulled on her
softest pajamas, armor against the intimacy of skin-to-skin contact she didn’t deserve.

Slipping between the cool sheets, Ashley maintained a careful distance from Jacob’s sleeping
form. She didn’t trust herself to touch him, not with her body still carrying the imprint of another
man. Not with the memory of what she’d done still so fresh, so vivid.

Sleep eluded her despite her exhaustion. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Carlos’s face
above her, felt him inside her, heard his voice commanding her to surrender more fully. Worse were
the moments when those images collided with her awareness of Jacob breathing trustingly beside her.
The two realities couldn’t coexist, yet somehow, they did, both equally real within the confines of her
fractured life.

Tomorrow would bring confrontation, would require more lies, more evasions, more betrayals
large and small. But for tonight, in the darkness, Ashley allowed herself one moment of honesty, one
silent acknowledgment of the truth she couldn’t speak aloud. She was lost now, adrift between worlds,
belonging fully to neither the safe harbor of her marriage nor the stormy sea of her affair.

And despite the pain it caused, despite the destruction it promised, she couldn’t bring herself
to choose.
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Chapter 17

ASHLEY WOKE FULLY to the sensation of the mattress shifting as Jacob sat up beside her. For a
moment, Ashley kept her eyes closed, feigning sleep, delaying the inevitable confrontation. But the
weight of his gaze was palpable, and she knew delaying it was futile.

She opened her eyes to find him studying her, his expression guarded in a way that made her
heart constrict.

“When did you come home?” he asked, his voice carefully neutral despite the hurt lurking
beneath the surface.

Ashley pushed herself up against the headboard, wrapping her arms around her knees in an
unconsciously defensive posture. “Late. Or eatly, I guess. Around three.”

“Where were you all night?”” Jacob’s tone was still measured, still holding back the accusations
she deserved.

The lie she’d rehearsed in the car came to her lips automatically. “Driving, mostly.” She
couldn’t quite meet his eyes. “I needed to clear my head after... after our fight. I ended up at the beach
for a while, just watching the waves.”

Jacob was silent, processing this. Ashley risked a glance at his face and found him studying her
with an intensity that made her wonder if he could somehow see through her, could detect the traces

of Carlos on her skin, in her body.

“You could have called,” he said finally. “I was worried. I kept thinking something might have
happened to you.”

The genuine concern in his voice, the care despite his obvious hurt, pierced Ashley’s defenses.
A sudden wave of real emotion, not the calculated remorse she’d planned to display, but genuine,
overwhelming guilt, swept through her. Tears sprang to her eyes, unexpected in their intensity.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered, the words catching in her throat. “I’m so sorry, Jacob.”

He watched her warily, clearly trying to gauge the sincerity of her emotion. “For not calling?
Or for something else?”
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The question contained layers of meaning, an opening for confession, for honesty, for clearing
the air between them. Ashley felt the weight of that possibility, the chance to come clean, to try to
salvage what remained of their trust.

But the truth would destroy him, would end everything instantly. She couldn’t bring herself to
do it, couldn’t bear to see the look on his face if he knew the full extent of her betrayal.

“For everything,” she managed, tears flowing freely now. “For being distant. For taking you
for granted. For not appreciating what we have.” All true, if woefully incomplete. “I don’t know what’s

wrong with me lately. I feel like I’'m sabotaging us, and I don’t understand why.”

Jacob’s expression softened fractionally, the wariness in his eyes giving way to a cautious hope.
“I just want to understand what’s happening, Ash. One day we’re fine, the next it’s like you’re a million
miles away. And then last night...” He shook his head, the hurt resurfacing. “I’ve never seen that side

of you before.”

“It wasn’t you,” Ashley said, reaching for his hand, relief flooding her when he didn’t pull
away. “I was angry at myself, and I took it out on you. That’s not fair, and it’s not the kind of partner
I want to be.”

“What are you angry at yourself for?”” Jacob’s question was gentle, his thumb absently stroking
the back of her hand in a gesture of comfort that made her guilt spike painfully.

Ashley stared at their joined hands, struggling to find an answer that contained enough truth
to be believable without revealing too much. “I think... I think I’'m scared of how ordinary our life has
become,” she admitted quietly. “And then I feel guilty for wanting more when what we have is so
good.”

It was perhaps the most honest thing she’d said, and the relief of speaking even this partial
truth was immense.

“Is that why you’ve been so caught up in jiu-jitsur” Jacob asked, an edge of insecurity creeping
into his voice. “Because it’s exciting? Different?”

“Partly,” Ashley acknowledged. “It makes me feel alive in a way I hadn’t in a while. But it’s
not...” She hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “It’s not a replacement for us. For what we have.”

Jacob was quiet for a long moment, considering her words, her tears, the vulnerability she was

displaying. Ashley held her breath, waiting for his response, for the verdict on whether her
misdirection had been enough, whether he would accept this version of her remorse.
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“I just miss you,” he said finally, his own eyes growing damp. “Even when you’re right here
with me. I miss how we used to be.”

The simple admission, the naked honesty of it, broke something open in Ashley’s chest. Fresh
tears spilled down her cheeks, but these weren’t calculated or defensive, they were genuine grief for
what she’d done to their marriage, for the trust she’d violated, for the love she’d taken for granted.

“I miss us too,” she whispered, and meant it with every fiber of her being. In that moment,
the fog of desire and destructive impulse cleared, and she saw with painful clarity what she stood to
lose. “I want to find our way back.”

Jacob pulled her into his arms then, his forgiveness more devastating than any accusation
could have been. Ashley buried her face against his chest, breathing in the familiar scent of him, letting
herself be held by the man she’d betrayed only hours earlier.

“We can fix this,” Jacob murmured against her hair, his arms tightening around her.
“Whatever’s going on, we can work through it. Together.”

“Yes,” Ashley agreed, clinging to him, to the hope he offered, to the possibility of redemption.
“Together.”

They stayed that way for a long time, holding each other as the weight between them lightened
incrementally with each passing minute. When Jacob finally pulled back, his eyes were clear, the hurt

not gone but overshadowed by determination.

“Let’s take the day,” he suggested. “Just be together. No gym, no work, no distractions. Like

we used to.”

The proposal, so simple, so healing in its intention, made Ashley’s chest ache with longing for
the uncomplicated happiness they’d once shared. “I’d like that,” she said softly.

They started with breakfast, moving around the kitchen in a dance perfected over years of
shared mornings. Jacob made coffee while Ashley mixed pancake batter, their bodies finding familiar
rhythms in the space. They ate on the balcony, watching the ocean in the distance, talking about small
things. A movie Jacob wanted to see, a new recipe Ashley had been meaning to try, the neighbor’s
noisy dog.

Ordinary conversation, unremarkable in its content but profound in its normalcy, in its
suggestion that they could find their way back to each other. Ashley felt herself relaxing into it, the
constant tension of her double life temporarily easing as she inhabited this single, honest version of
herself. Jacob’s wife, enjoying a quiet morning with her husband.
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After breakfast, they walked along the beach, hands linked, the physical connection a reminder
of their re-commitment. The cool sand beneath their feet, the vast horizon stretching in front of them.

It felt cleansing, restorative.

They spent the afternoon cooking together, making Jacob’s favorite pasta sauce from scratch,
the kitchen filling with the rich aroma of garlic and herbs. Ashley opened a bottle of wine, and they
sipped from the same glass as they worked, passing it back and forth in a gesture of intimacy that felt
both familiar and newly significant.

As dusk fell, they settled on the couch, the remains of their meal cleared away, a comfortable
silence enveloping them. Jacob’s arm draped around her shoulders. The simple touch, affectionate
rather than demanding, made Ashley acutely aware of the difference between what she had with him
and what she’d been pursuing with Catlos.

Jacob’s love was steady, patient, a slow-burning flame that warmed rather than consumed.
Carlos offered intensity, novelty, the sharp edge of desire that left marks on her body and soul. In this
moment of clarity, Ashley understood that she’d mistaken Jacob’s gentleness for blandness, had failed
to appreciate the depth and strength of his quieter passion.

When he kissed her, tentatively at first, she responded with genuine desire, wanting to reclaim
the connection they’d lost, to rediscover the man she’d married and the woman she’d been before
temptation had led her astray.

Their lovemaking that night was tender, purposeful, each touch an act of re-commitment.
Jacob undressed her slowly, his eyes never leaving hers as he laid her on their bed. Ashley surrendered
to his gentleness, allowing herself to be present in this moment, with this man, without the intrusive
memories of anothet’s hands on her skin.

When Jacob entered her, the physical connection mirrored the emotional one they were
rebuilding, careful but deliberate, acknowledging past hurt but moving forward with hopeful
determination. Ashley wrapped her legs around his waist, drawing him deeper, her hands cradling his
face as they moved together.

“I love you,” Jacob whispered against her lips.
“I love you too,” Ashley replied, the truth of it resonating in her chest even as guilt twisted

beneath it. She did love him, had never stopped loving him despite her betrayal. That was perhaps the
most incomprehensible part of what she’d done.

155



Their pace quickened, bodies finding the familiar rhythm that had always worked for them.
Ashley felt her pleasure building, unhurried but inevitable, like a tide rising to meet the shore. When
she came, it wasn’t the shattering, violent release she experienced with Carlos, but something deeper,
more complete, a wave that carried her forward rather than dragging her under.

Jacob followed soon after, his face pressed against her neck. They lay entwined afterward,
neither rushing to separate, the physical connection maintaining the emotional one they’d been
rebuilding throughout the day.

Later, as Jacob slept beside her, his breathing deep and even, Ashley stared at the ceiling, a
strange peace settling over her despite the complexity of her situation. Today had reminded her of
what she stood to lose, of the foundation she’d been systematically undermining with her choices. In
the quiet dark, she made a silent vow. She would end things with Carlos, would recommit fully to her
marriage, would find a way to be satisfied with the life she’d built with Jacob.

The resolve felt solid, unshakeable in the aftermath of their re-connection. Ashley turned

toward Jacob, curling against his sleeping form.
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Chapter 18

FOR THREE DAYS, Ashley maintained her resolution. She deleted Carlos’s number from her phone,
avoided staying after class, threw herself into rebuilding her marriage with focus. Each night, she
initiated intimacy with Jacob, creating new memories to overlay the ones with Carlos that still surfaced

in unguarded moments.

There was a peace in this simplicity, in the singular focus on her marriage. Ashley found herself
rediscovering small pleasures she’d overlooked in her preoccupation with the affair. Jacob’s dry humor
over breakfast, the comfortable silence as they read together in the evenings, the security of falling
asleep beside someone who knew her history, her dreams, her deepest self.

On the fourth day, as she changed in the locker room after class, her phone buzzed with a text

from an unknown number.
I miss the taste of you.

Five simple words that sent a jolt of electric awareness through her body, instantly
undermining her resolve. Ashley stared at the screen, her heart pounding.

She deleted the message immediately, hands trembling slightly as she shoved the phone into
her bag. It meant nothing, she told herself. Carlos had simply found another way to contact her after
she’d blocked his regular number. She didn’t have to respond. Didn’t have to acknowledge it.

But the damage was done. The carefully built wall between her two lives had been breached,
and memories flooded through the gap. Catlos’s hands on her body, his voice in her ear, the weight
of him above her, the fullness of him inside her. The intensity that made her forget everything except

the raw, animal need he awakened.

That night, she was distracted during dinner, her mind repeatedly drifting to the text, to the
man who’d sent it, to the forbidden pleasure she’d been denying herself.

When Jacob reached for her in bed, she responded with faked enthusiasm, her body going
through the familiar motions while her mind wandered to darker, more exciting territories. She came
with Carlos’s image behind her closed eyelids but Jacob’s name on her lips.

The next day at the gym, she maintained her distance from Carlos, feeling his eyes on her

throughout the class but avoiding direct contact. As she gathered her things afterward, he appeared
beside her, his voice for her ears only.
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“You’ve been avoiding me.”

“I'm trying to focus on my marriage,” she replied, proud of the steadiness in her voice despite
the riot of sensation his proximity triggered.

Carlos nodded, accepting this without argument. “If that changes,” he said, his dark eyes
holding hers for just a beat too long, “you know where to find me.”

He walked away then, leaving her trembling with the effort of restraint. The brief exchange
had done more damage than a thousand texts could have. The physical reminder of him, the scent of
his skin, the intensity of his gaze all combining to reignite the craving she’d been fighting to suppress.

Ashley drove home with focus, determined to outrun the desire building inside her. At home,
she channeled the restless energy into cleaning, into cooking an elaborate dinner, into conversation
with Jacob that she struggled to remain present for.

That night, she dreamed of Carlos. Vivid, explicit dreams that left her waking aroused and
ashamed. In the shower, with hot water washing over her skin, she touched herself to memories of

Carlos, biting her lip to keep from crying out as she came with his name echoing in her mind.

A week after their reconciliation, Ashley’s resolve finally shattered completely. Carlos cornered
her in the supply closet after class, his body blocking the exit without touching her.

“Tell me you don’t miss it,” he challenged. “Tell me you don’t think about me when he’s inside

you.
“Don’t,” she whispered, but it was a plea for mercy rather than a denial.

Carlos smiled. “You're fighting yourself, not me,” he observed, reaching out to brush a strand
of hair from her face. “You can lie to him. You can lie to yourself. But your body doesn’t lie, Ashley.”

As if to prove his point, he leaned in, not kissing her but bringing his face close enough that
she could feel his breath against her lips. Ashley remained frozen, wanting desperately to close the
distance between them, to surrender to the hunger clawing at her insides, but held in place by the
memory of Jacob’s trusting eyes that morning.

“I can’t,” she said finally, the words costing her more effort than they should have.

Carlos nodded, stepping back. “For now,” he said, the two words carrying absolute certainty
that her resistance was temporary.
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Two days later, another text came.

You’re beautiful when you cum.

Ashley broke her silence.

Ashley: Stop texting me.

She knew even as she sent it that she was opening a door she’d been trying to keep closed.

The response came immediately.

Carlos: Make me.

The challenge in those two words kept her awake that night, staring at the ceiling while Jacob
slept peacefully beside her. The next day, she skipped the gym entirely, claiming a headache to Jacob,
spending the day instead wandering the beach in a futile attempt to clear her head.

She lasted three more days before succumbing completely. A final text broke her resistance.

Carlos: I dream of being inside you.

Ashley: When?

The single word was an admission of defeat, a surrender to the inevitable.

His response was immediate.

Carlos: Tomorrow. 8pm. My place.

The arrangements were made quickly. Ashley told Jacob she was meeting Melissa and some
other women from the gym for dinner, a lie he accepted without question, his trust in her a knife

twisting in her gut even as she planned her betrayal.

Carlos’s apartment was exactly as she remembered it. He greeted her at the door with a smile,

as if he’d never doubted she would return.

“Wine?” he offered, leading her into the living room where a bottle was already open, two

glasses waiting.

Ashley shook her head. “I don’t need it.”
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Carlos’s smile widened, satisfaction evident. “No. You don’t.” He stepped closer, his eyes
roaming over her body. “Tell me why you’re here, Ashley.”

She swallowed, the directness of his question making her pulse quicken. “You know why.”

“I want to hear you say it,” he insisted, moving closer but still not touching her. “Say exactly

what you came for.”
Heat crept up her neck, a flush of embarrassment mingling with arousal. “I came for you.”
“That’s not specific enough. Tell me what you want me to do to you. Be explicit.”

Ashley hesitated. “I want you to fuck me,” she finally admitted. “I’ve been thinking about your
cock for weeks.”

Carlos’s eyes darkened with approval. “Where do you want my cock, Ashley? Be specific.”

“In my pussy,” she whispered, then louder as confidence grew. “I want your cock inside my
pussy. Hard.”

“Just there?”” he challenged, stepping closer. “Is that all you’ve been craving? Tell me what
you’ve been thinking about when you touch yourself at night.”

How did he know she’d been masturbating to thoughts of him? Was she that transparent?

“I think about your cock everywhere,” she confessed, the words pouring out now. “In my
mouth, my pussy, between my breasts. I even...” she paused.

“BEven?” Carlos prompted, a finger tilting her chin up, forcing her to meet his gaze.

“I even think about you fucking my ass again,” she finished in a rush, her face burning with
humiliation even as her body responded to the confession with a rush of wetness between her thighs.

Carlos’s smile was triumphant. “That’s my dirty little wife, isn’t it? Fantasizing about getting
fucked in all your holes while your husband sleeps beside you.” His hand moved to her throat, not
squeezing but resting there possessively. “Did you ever whisper my name when he was inside you?

Did you ever pretend it was my cock stretching you open?”

“Yes,” Ashley admitted. “Sometimes.”
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“You’re such a fucking slut,” Carlos said, but his tone made it sound like praise. “A married

woman begging for another man’s cock. Does Jacob know what a whore his wife really is?”

She should have been offended, should have slapped him and walked out. Instead, she felt her
nipples harden beneath her blouse, her pussy clenching with need at his degrading words.

“No,” she whispered. “He has no idea.”

“Tell me what you are,” Carlos demanded, finally touching her, his hand sliding up her thigh.
“Say it. I want to hear you admit it.”

Ashley trembled, both from his touch and the humiliation of what he was asking. “I'm... I'm
a slut.”

“Go on. And what else?”

“A whore,” she added, each degrading label somehow making her wetter, hungrier. “Your

whore.”
He moved and she met him halfway. Their mouths collided with bruising force, weeks of
tension exploding into physical reality. Carlos’s hands were everywhere at once. In her hair, on her

breasts, sliding up her thighs.

“I’ve been dreaming of this tight cunt for weeks,” he growled against her mouth. “Were you
wet the whole drive here? Were you thinking about getting filled with my cock?”

“Yes,” Ashley gasped as he bit her lower lip hard enough to sting. “I’ve been wet all day
thinking about it. I couldn’t focus on anything else.”

Carlos pulled back slightly, eyes glittering with dark amusement. “Show me. Show me how
wet your married pussy is right now.”

Ashley’s hands trembled as she unbuttoned her pants, pushing them down along with her
underwear just enough to expose herself to him. Carlos crouched, spreading her with his thumbs to

inspect her glistening sex.

“Look at that,” he murmured, his breath hot against her flesh. “Fucking soaked. Is this all for
me?”

“Just you,” she admitted.
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Carlos ran a finger through her folds, gathering her wetness, then stood and pressed the finger
against her lips. “Taste yourself,” he commanded. “Taste how much your body wants to betray your

husband.”
Ashley parted her lips, accepting his finger into her mouth, tasting her own arousal with a
moan that surprised even her. Carlos watched her suck his finger clean, his expression hungry,

predatory.

“That’s it,” he encouraged. “Show me what a dirty fucking whore you are. Show me how badly

you need my cock.”

Ashley surrendered, to him, to the overwhelming need that had driven her back despite her
better judgment. She dropped to her knees, hands reaching for his belt, desperate to taste him after
weeks of abstinence.

“Please,” she begged, looking up at him as she unfastened his pants. “Let me suck your cock.”

“Since you asked so nicely,” Carlos smirked, threading his fingers through her hair. “Show me
what that pretty married mouth can do.”

Ashley freed his erection, already fully hard and straining toward her. She stroked him in awe,
reacquainting herself with his size, the warmth of him pulsing in her hand.

“You’re going to take every inch down your throat,” Carlos told her. “And you’re going to
thank me for it.”

“Yes,” she whispered, licking her lips. ““Thank you for letting me suck your cock.”

She took him into her mouth, moaning at the familiar taste and weight of him on her tongue.
Carlos didn’t give her time to adjust, pushing deeper, testing the limits of her throat.

“That’s it,” he groaned as she gagged slightly but didn’t pull away. “Take it all like the cock
hungtry slut you are. Show me how much you missed choking on this dick.”

Tears sprang to Ashley’s eyes as he hit the back of her throat, but she relaxed, taking him
deeper, driven by the need to please him, to prove she was worth the weeks of pursuit.

“Fuck,” Catlos hissed, watching her lips stretch around his girth. “You were made for this,

weren’t you? Born to be on your knees with a cock down your throat.”
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Ashley moaned around him in agreement, her free hand moving between her legs to touch
herself as she sucked him with enthusiasm.

“Look at you,” he marveled, “getting yourself off while sucking my cock. Does Jacob know
his wife fingers her cunt while another man fucks her mouth?”

She pulled back to answer, her lips slick with saliva. “No,” she panted. “Jacob would never
understand this part of me.”

“Because you’re my filthy little fucktoy,” Carlos said with absolute certainty. “Now get up. I
want to see if your pussy remembers the shape of my cock.”

When Carlos guided her to his bedroom, she went willingly, shedding clothes along the way,
desperate for the feeling of his skin against hers. By the time they reached the bed, Ashley was
completely naked.

“On your hands and knees,” he ordered, giving her ass a sharp slap that made her yelp in
surprise and arousal. “Show me that married pussy that’s been craving my cock.”

Ashley positioned herself as commanded, spreading her knees wider than necessary,
presenting herself to him with shameless hunger. Carlos ran his hands over her ass, dipping lower to

feel the evidence of her arousal.

“Soaking wet,” he commented, sliding two fingers inside her, making her gasp and push back
against his hand. “Your tight little cunt missed me, didn’t it? Tell me.”

“Yes,” she moaned as he curled his fingers inside her. “My pussy missed your cock so much.
Nobody fills me like you do.”

“Does Jacob’s little dick even reach this spot?” Carlos asked, pressing firmly against her g-
spot, making her whole body tremble.

“No,” Ashley admitted. “He’s not as big as you. Not as deep.”
“And you need it deep, don’t you? Need to be stretched and filled until you can’t think
straight.” Carlos withdrew his fingers, leaving her empty and desperate. “Beg me for it. Beg for my

cock.”

“Please,” Ashley whimpered. “Please fuck me with your cock. I need it so badly. I've been
dreaming about it every night.”
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“Even when Jacob was inside your”

“Especially,” she confessed, the admission so shameful and yet so arousing she could barely

stand it. “I close my eyes and pretend it’s you.”

Carlos growled his approval, positioning himself behind her. She felt the head of his cock
pressing against her entrance, teasing but not yet entering.

“Say it again,” he demanded. “Tell me whose whore you are.”

“I’'m your whore,” Ashley gasped, pushing back against him, desperate to be filled. “Your slut,

’77

your fucktoy. Please, Carlos, fuck me. I can’t wait any more

The sex was rough, primal, exactly what she’d been craving. Carlos took her with a ferocity

that bordered on violence.

“Take it,” he growled, driving into her with punishing force. “Take every fucking inch of my
cock. This is what you came for, isn’t it? To be used like the cum hungry slut you are.”

“Yes,” Ashley cried out, meeting his thrusts with equal force. “Use me. Fuck me harder. Make
me feel it tomorrow.”

“You want Jacob to know?” Carlos taunted, his pace increasing, each thrust jolting her entire
body. “Want him to see you walking funny and know another man destroyed this pussy?”

The suggestion was so taboo, so forbidden, that it pushed Ashley closer to the edge. “No,
but.. oh god... I want to feel you. Want to remember who this pussy belongs to.”

“Who does it belong to?” Carlos demanded, a hand tangling in her hair, yanking her head
back. “Say it.”

“You,” she gasped, tears of pleasure gathering in her eyes. “My pussy belongs to you.”

“And this ass?”” he asked, his thumb pressing against her rear entrance, adding pressure without
penetrating. “Who does this tight little asshole belong to?”

“You,” Ashley moaned. “It’s all yours. Everything.”
“That’s right,” Carlos approved, pushing his thumb just slightly into her, making her whole

body jerk with the new sensation. “Every hole, every inch of this body belongs to me now. Jacob
might have your ring, but I own your cunt, your mouth, your ass. Don’t I?”
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“Yes,” she sobbed, the degrading words pushing her toward an explosive climax. “You own
me. Please let me come on your cock.”

“Beg for it,” he demanded, slowing his pace torturously. “Beg like the desperate whore you

b

are.

“Please,” Ashley cried, all dignity abandoned in her need for release. “Please let me come on
your cock. I need it so badly. I’ll do anything, be anything you want. Just please, please let me come.”

“Touch your clit,” Carlos commanded. “Make yourself come on my cock while I fill this tight
married pussy.”

Ashley’s hand flew between her legs, fingers finding her swollen clit, circling desperately as
Carlos resumed his punishing pace.

“Tell me when you’re coming,” he ordered. “I want to hear you say the filthiest things while
this pussy squeezes my cock.”

“I’'m close,” Ashley gasped, her inner walls beginning to clench around him. “Oh god, Carlos,
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I’'m going to cum
“Say it,” he demanded. “Say what you are.”

“I’'m a whore,” she cried as the first wave hit. “A fucking slut. Your cum hungry whore. Oh
god, I'm coming on your cock!”

When she came, her entire body convulsed around him, her cry of release echoing in the
bedroom. Carlos maintained his relentless rhythm through her orgasm, prolonging it until she was
sobbing from overstimulation.

“Where do you want my cum?”” he growled. “Tell me where you want it, slut.”

“Inside,” Ashley begged, beyond reason, beyond caution. “Please fill my pussy with your cum.
I want to feel it dripping out of me.”

Carlos’s thythm became erratic, his grip on her hips bruising as he drove himself to the edge.
“You want my cum inside this married cunt? Want to walk around with another man’s seed in you?”

“Yes,” she sobbed. “Mark me inside. Make me yours.”
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Carlos followed soon after, his own orgasm accompanied by a litany of filth whispered in her
ear as he emptied himself deep inside her. “Take it all, you fucking whore. This is what you came for.
This is what you’ve been dreaming of. Getting your married pussy filled with my cum while your
husband sits at home like a clueless idiot.”

He stayed inside her, fucking her slowly, releasing every last drop of cum inside her before
finally pulling out. Ashley gasped as she felt his release immediately begin to leak from her, a warm
trickle down her inner thigh. She reached between her legs, gathering the mixture of their fluids on
her fingers.

Carlos watched as she brought her cum-coated fingers to her mouth, sliding them between
her lips with a moan of shameless pleasure.

“Jesus,” he breathed, his cock twitching with renewed interest despite his recent release. “Look

at you, so desperate for my cum you’re scooping it out of your own pussy.”

Ashley’s face burned with humiliation even as arousal stirred again in her core. The
degradation was intoxicating, pushing her to go further. She rolled onto her stomach, moving until
her face was level with his still-hard cock, glistening with the evidence of their coupling.

“I want to clean you” she said, her voice small but eager, barely recognizing herself in this
wanton creature she’d become.

Carlos threaded his fingers through her hair, his grip firm. “That’s what good whores do, isn’t
it? Clean their mastetr’s cock after he’s used them.”

The crude words sent another thrill through her as she leaned forward, taking him into her
mouth, tasting the mingled flavors of his release and her own arousal.

“That’s it,” Carlos encouraged. “Suck every last drop. Show me how much you love the taste

of my cum.”

Ashley moaned, her tongue working diligently to collect every trace, savoring the forbidden
taste with embarrassing eagerness. She should have been disgusted, should have balked at such a
depraved act, but instead found herself growing wetter again, her thighs pressing together to seek
relief as she cleaned him.

“Look at me,” Carlos commanded, tugging her hair to direct her gaze upward. “I want to see

your eyes while you worship my cock with that pretty mouth.”
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She obeyed, meeting his stare as she continued to suck him, her cheeks hollowing with the
effort. The power in his gaze, the utter control he exerted over her in this moment, was as arousing as
any physical touch.

“What would Jacob think if he saw you now?” Carlos taunted, his thumb brushing her
stretched lip where it wrapped around his shaft. “His sweet wife hungrily sucking another man’s cum

from his cock? Would he even recognize the cock hungry slut I've turned you intor”

Tears of shame and arousal gathered in Ashley’s eyes, but she didn’t stop, couldn’t stop. She
took him deeper, letting him hit the back of her throat, desperate to prove how completely she’d
surrendered to this darker version of herself.

“That’s what I thought,” Carlos said with satisfaction, watching her debase herself willingly.
“This is who you really are, Ashley. A married woman with another man’s cum dripping from her
cunt and his cock down her throat.”

He took a hold of her hair and guided her movements, setting a pace that had her struggling
not to gag, his words growing crueler, more explicit with each thrust. “Your husband will never satisfy
you now. Not after you’ve been properly fucked and used. This is what you need, to be treated like
the whore you are.”

Ashley whimpered around him, the degradation intensifying her submission, making her
desperate to please him despite the shame burning through her. When he finally pulled her off his

cock, a thin string of saliva and cum connected them momentarily.

“Did you get every drop?” Carlos asked, his voice mockingly gentle as he wiped a smear from
the corner of her mouth with his thumb.

“Yes,” she whispered, her voice hoarse from taking him so deeply. “Thank you.”
His smile was satisfied. “For what? Say it specifically.”

Ashley swallowed, forcing herself to verbalize the depravity she’d just willingly participated in.
“Thank you for letting me... suck your cock. For letting me taste your cum.”

C(And?’)
“For fucking me,” she continued. “For using me.”

Carlos nodded, pleased with her degradation. “Good girl. Now come here.”
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As they lay tangled in his sheets, sweat cooling on their skin, Ashley felt the familiar cocktail
of satisfaction and shame.

“You were right,” she admitted, not looking at him. “I couldn’t stay away.”

Carlos’s laugh held no mockery, just a simple acknowledgment of what they both had known.
“The trick,” he said, “is to stop fighting it. Accept what you need and take it.”

He propped himself up on one elbow, studying her face. “You loved every filthy word, didn’t
your All those things no proper wife should want to hear.”

Ashley nodded, unable to deny it. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

“Nothing’s wrong with you,” Carlos said, his voice uncharacteristically gentle. “You’re just a
woman who needs more than vanilla sex. You need to be fucked, not just made love to. Used. There’s
nothing wrong with that.”

The idea held a seductive appeal. What if she just embraced this side of herself? Acknowledged
that monogamy, stability, predictability weren’t enough for her?

But the thought of Jacob. His trust, his love, his steadfast belief in her, made such easy
absolution impossible. She couldn’t simply write off her betrayal as self-fulfillment, couldn’t pretend
that her actions didn’t have real, devastating consequences for someone who deserved better.

Ashley left Carlos’s apartment that night with renewed determination to end the affair, to
recommit to her marriage. But even as she made these promises to herself, she knew their hollowness.
She had already proven herself incapable of resisting him, had already demonstrated that her resolve
was no match for the primal need he awakened.

The cycle continued for weeks. Days of avoiding Carlos, of rededicating herself to Jacob,
followed by inevitable surrender, spending hours in Catlos’s apartment or in hidden corners of the
gym after hours. Each time, Ashley returned home swearing it would be the last time, and each time,
she broke that promise to herself.

The compartmentalization became second nature. Ashley the devoted wife coexisting with
Ashley the insatiable lover, neither version fully real, neither entirely false. She grew skilled at the

logistics of deception, at maintaining the elaborate web of lies that kept her double life intact.

There were close calls. A unexplained bruise on her neck that she attributed to a training
accident. A text from Carlos that appeared on her phone screen while Jacob was nearby, requiring
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quick thinking to explain. A mutual acquaintance who mentioned seeing her at a restaurant across
town on a night she’d claimed to be working late.

Each near discovery added a new layer of stress to her already complicated existence, but also,

perversely, heightened the thrill of the affair. The risk of exposure, of losing everything, made each
encounter with Carlos more intense, more desperate, more consuming.
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Chapter 19

WEEKS AFTER THEIR RECONCILIATION, Ashley found herself looking for an opportunity to be alone
with Carlos in a new setting. The moments in his apartment or at the gym had become routine, and
some reckless part of her craved novelty, danger, the risk that had been gradually dulled by repetition.

The opportunity presented itself unexpectedly on a Friday evening. Jacob mentioned that a
group of friends from work was getting together for drinks the following night to celebrate a

colleague’s promotion.

“You should definitely go,” Ashley encouraged, her mind already racing with possibilities.
“You’ve been working so hard, you deserve a night out.”

Jacob hesitated, his natural inclination to include her battling with his awareness of her recent
restlessness. “You’re welcome to come too. Ryan asked about you.”

“That’s sweet,” Ashley said, touching his arm in a gesture of affection. “But honestly, I could
use a quiet night in. Go have fun with your work friends, I'll be fine here with a book and some tea.”

The lie came easily, a small deception laying groundwork for a larger one. Jacob’s expression
cleared, relieved that she wasn’t feeling excluded.

“If you’re sure,” he said, squeezing her hand. “I won’t be too late.”

“Take your time,” Ashley replied, squeezing back, ignoring the twist of guilt in her stomach.
“Have fun. You deserve it.”

The next day passed with anticipation and preparation. Ashley cleaned the apartment, not out
of any desire for Carlos to find it tidy, but to burn off the restless energy coursing through her. When
Jacob left, kissing her goodbye with a promise to text if he was going to be past midnight, she waited
exactly fifteen minutes before sending a message to Carlos.

Ashley: Jacob’s out for the night. Come over.

The response was immediate

Carlos: Address?

Ashley hesitated for just a moment before typing it, aware that she was crossing yet another
line. Bringing Carlos into her home, into the space she shared with Jacob, felt more significant than
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meeting him at his apartment or the gym. It was inviting her affair into the heart of her marriage,
contaminating a sanctuary that should remain separate from her betrayal.

But the transgressive nature of the invitation was precisely what appealed to the part of Ashley
that had been growing bolder, more reckless, more willing to risk everything for the thrill Carlos
provided. She sent the address without further hesitation, then went to prepare herself for his arrival.

In the bathroom, Ashley applied minimal makeup, just enough to enhance her eyes and
highlight her lips. She left her hair down, knowing Carlos preferred it loose, available for him to grip.
The outfit she chose was casual enough that it wouldn’t seem suspicious if Jacob returned
unexpectedly, but selected to be easily removed. A simple sundress with nothing beneath it.

At 8 PM precisely, the doorbell rang. Ashley’s heart hammered against her ribs as she moved
to answer it, the reality of what she was doing suddenly, crushingly clear. Carlos was about to enter
her home, the space filled with evidence of her life with Jacob. Photos of them together, Jacob’s books
on the shelves, the throw blanket they’d bought on their last anniversary draped over the couch.

She opened the door to find Carlos leaning against the frame, his expression one of casual
confidence that did nothing to hide the hunger in his eyes. He looked different here, out of his usual
context. Not in gym clothes or casual attire but dressed in dark jeans and a fitted button-down that
emphasized the breadth of his shoulders, the narrowness of his waist.

“Nice place,” he observed as he moved past her into the apartment, his gaze taking in the
colorful throw pillows, the half-finished painting propped on an easel in the corner, Jacob’s books and
her art supplies mingling on the shelves. “Very... domestic.”

There was an edge to the word, a subtle judgment that simultaneously irritated and excited
Ashley. “It’s home,” she said with a shrug, closing the door behind him.

Carlos turned to face her. “You look beautiful,” he said simply, the directness of the
compliment making heat bloom in her cheeks.

“Thank you,” she replied, suddenly awkward in her own living room, unsure of the protocol
for entertaining her lover in the home she shared with her husband.

Carlos closed the distance between them. “Are we going to pretend we need small talk first?”
he asked. “Or can I just take you to bed now?”

The crudeness of the question, the bold assumption that she’d invited him here specifically

and only for sex cut through the posturing, the guilt, the complex emotions that had been wrestling
in her chest for weeks.
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Still, some vestige of resistance made her hesitate. “Would you like a drink first?”” she offered,

a token gesture toward normalcy.

Carlos smiled. “No,” he said simply. “I want you. Now.” His hand slid to the nape of her neck,
fingers tangling in her hair, exerting just enough pressure to tilt her face upward. “Isn’t that why you

invited me here? While your husband is conveniently absent?”

The explicit naming of what they were doing, the boundary they were crossing, sent a jolt of
mingled shame and arousal through Ashley’s body. She nodded, unable to form words.

“Show me the bedroom,” Catlos directed, his voice leaving no room for further delay or
deflection.

Ashley took his hand, leading him through the apartment she’d shared with Jacob, past framed
photos of their life together, toward the room where they slept, where they made love, where the most

intimate moments of their marriage played out.

She hesitated at the doorway, a final flicker of conscience halting her progress. This was
different from meeting at Carlos’s apartment, from moments in the gym. This was bringing her
betrayal into the most intimate space she shared with Jacob, a violation that could never be undone.

Carlos sensed her hesitation, his hand tightening around hers. “Having second thoughts?”” he

asked, not taunting but observant.

Ashley looked up at him, at the dark eyes that had haunted her dreams, at the mouth that had
mapped every inch of her body, at the man who represented everything she shouldn’t want but

couldn’t seem to resist.

“No,” she said finally, her decision made. “No second thoughts.”

She pulled him into the bedroom, closing the door behind them as if that simple barrier could
contain the magnitude of what they were about to do. The room was dimly lit by the bedside lamp,
the bed itself neatly made that morning, Jacob’s side distinguishable from hers by the book on the

nightstand, the phone charger arranged just so.

Carlos took in the space with a slow gaze, his eyes lingering on the bed. “So this is where you
sleep with him,” he observed.

“Yes,” Ashley admitted.
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Carlos nodded, processing this, then turned his attention fully to her. “And now you’ll sleep
with me here,” he said. “In your marriage bed.”

She nodded.

Carlos stepped closer, his hands finding her waist, drawing her against him. “Tell me you want
this,” he instructed, his mouth hovering just above hers. “I need to hear you say it.”

“I want this,” Ashley whispered, the confession both damning and liberating. “I want you.”

He kissed her then, deep and consuming. Ashley melted into it, her arms winding around his
neck, pressing herself against his body with desperate need.

Carlos’s hands moved from her waist to her back, finding the thin straps of her sundress and
pushing them down her shoulders. The fabric loosened around her, and he guided it down her body,
letting it fall to pool at her feet, leaving her completely naked.

He stepped back to admire her. “Turn around. Let me see all of you.”
Ashley obeyed, turning slowly, feeling his eyes on her.

Carlos remained clothed, the imbalance highlighting her vulnerability, her surrender. He
circled her once, observing her from all angles, the inspection both objectifying and thrilling. When
he stopped in front of her again, he reached out to her breast, thumb grazing her nipple in a touch so
light it was almost torturous.

“On the bed,” he said simply, and Ashley moved to comply, lying back against the pillows she
shared with Jacob, the familiar comfort of the mattress now transformed into a stage for her betrayal.

Carlos didn’t immediately join her. Instead, he began to undress, each movement measured
and confident. He unbuttoned his shirt slowly, revealing the muscled torso she’d memorized through
touch, the definition emphasized by the dim lamplight. He removed his belt, making her shiver with
anticipation. His jeans followed, then his underwear, until he stood naked beside the bed, his erection
prominent, thick and already glistening at the tip.

“Spread your legs,” he instructed, and Ashley did, opening herself to his view, to his desire, to
whatever he planned to take from her in this bed she shared with another man.

Carlos knelt between her thighs, his hands warm and sure as they traced paths up her legs,
over her hips, across her stomach. When he bent to kiss her, his body covered hers completely, his
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weight a delicious pressure pinning her to the mattress that smelled faintly of Jacob’s cologne and her

own perfume.

The kiss deepened, grew hungrier. One hand found her breast, squeezing.

“Carlos,” she moaned as his lips left hers to trail down her neck.

He chuckled against her collarbone, the sound vibrating through her. “Patience,” he
admonished, continuing his downward journey, lips closing around her nipple, sucking hard enough
to make her arch off the bed.

His mouth was relentless, alternating between her breasts, using teeth and tongue to bring her
to a fever pitch of arousal before moving lower, tracing the contours of her ribs, the dip of her navel.
By the time he settled between her thighs, Ashley was trembling, her hands fisted in the sheets, her
breath coming in short gasps.

The first touch of his tongue against her pussy drew a sharp cry from her lips.

“So wet.”

Ashley couldn’t form a coherent response, could only moan as his tongue circled her clit, two
fingers sliding inside her.

“Carlos,” she gasped, her head thrashing against the pillows, her hips lifting to meet his mouth.
Just minutes later, she was close to trembling. “I’m going to come.”

He hummed in approval, increasing the pressure and speed of his attentions, driving her
toward climax. When it hit, it crashed through her with stunning intensity, her body convulsing around
his fingers, her thighs clamping around his head, a cry echoing in the room she shared with Jacob.

Before she could fully recover, Carlos was moving up her body, positioning himself at her
entrance, the head of his cock pressing against her sensitive flesh. “Look at me,” he commanded, and
Ashley forced her eyes open, meeting his dark gaze as he pushed into her.

The stretch was exquisite as usual.

Carlos didn’t move immediately, instead grinding his hips against hers, stimulating her

oversensitive clit, drawing out the aftershocks of her orgasm. “This is what you’ve been craving,” he
said. “This is why you invited me here. To fuck you in your husband’s bed.”
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The crude statement heightened her arousal, the forbidden nature of their coupling adding a
layer of intensity to the physical pleasure already building again.

“Yes,” she admitted. “I needed this. Needed you.”

Carlos began to move then, establishing a rhythm that was deep and demanding, each thrust
driving her into the mattress with force. He hooked one arm under her knee, lifting her leg to change
the angle, allowing him to penetrate even deeper.

“Touch yourself,” he instructed, and Ashley’s hand moved between them, fingers finding her
clit, circling in time with his thrusts. The stimulation quickly rebuilt her pleasure, her inner walls

beginning to clench around him in warning of another approaching climax.

“Not yet,” Carlos said, sensing her nearing the edge. “I want you on top. I want to watch you
ride my cock.”

In one smooth movement, he rolled them, Ashley now straddling his hips, his cock still buried
inside her.

“Show me how much you want it,” he challenged, his eyes locked on hers, his expression a
mixture of desire and triumph.

Ashley began to move, rising and falling on his shaft, finding a rthythm that hit all the right
spots within her. Carlos’s hands moved to her breasts, kneading the soft flesh, pinching her nipples.

“That’s it,” he encouraged as she increased her pace, her head falling back, her body chasing
the release building within her. “Take what you need.”

She rode him with increasing urgency, her movements becoming less coordinated as pleasure
built to an almost unbearable intensity. Carlos’s hands returned to her hips, guiding her, his own hips
lifting to meet each downward stroke, driving himself impossibly deeper.

“Carlos,” she gasped. “I'm so close.”

“Come for me,” he commanded.

Ashley’s orgasm crashed through her, her inner walls clamping down on Carlos’s cock in
rhythmic pulses, her body convulsing above him, a cry torn from her that she was beyond caring might

be heard by neighbors. She continued to move through the waves of pleasure, drawing out the
sensation, vaguely aware of Carlos watching her with satisfaction, his own release still held in check.
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When the aftershocks subsided, she collapsed against his chest, breathing heavily, her body
slick with sweat, her mind temporarily blank of everything but physical sensation. Carlos allowed her
a moment to recover before rolling them again, putting her beneath him once more, still hard inside
her.

“I’'m not done with you yet,” he murmured against her ear, his teeth grazing the sensitive lobe.

“I want to feel you come around my cock again.”

Ashley moaned at his words, at the promise of more pleasure, at the insatiable appetite he
always displayed for her body. Carlos established a new rhythm, slower but deeper, each thrust
precisely angled to hit the spots he’d learned drove her wild.

“Do you let him fuck you like this?”” Carlos asked. “Does he make you come the way I do?”

“No,” Ashley admitted. “It’s not the same.”

Catrlos’s satisfaction was evident in his smirk, in the increased force of his next thrust. “Tell
me,” he demanded, his hand finding her throat in a possessive hold that asserted his dominance. “Tell
me how it’s different.”

Ashley should have refused, should have drawn a line at explicitly comparing her husband to
her lover on her marital med. But the physical pleasure, the forbidden thrill of the situation, lowered

her defenses, made her reckless with truth.

“He’s gentler,” she gasped as Carlos drove into her with punishing force. “He doesn’t... take

what he wants the way you do.”

“And what do you prefer?” Carlos pressed, his hand tightening fractionally around her throat,
his hips never slowing their relentless pace. “His gentleness or this?”

“This,” Ashley confessed, her body betraying any possibility of a different answer as another
orgasm began to build within her. “God, Catrlos, this. Please don’t stop.”

His triumph was palpable, his rhythm increasing as her admission fueled his desire. One hand
slid beneath her, lifting her hips to change the angle, allowing him to drive even deeper with each

thrust. “You’re mine,” he growled against her ear. “This pussy belongs to me.”

“Yes,” she agreed. “Yes, it’s yours. You own it. Please, Carlos, make me come again.”
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Carlos’ control slipped, his thrusts becoming less measured, more desperate, his breathing
harsh against her neck. “I'm going to fill you up,” he warned, his voice strained with approaching
release. “I’m going to come inside you, mark you as mine right here in his bed.”

“Do it,” she urged, her legs wrapping around his waist. “Come inside me. I want to feel it.”
“Touch yourself,” he commanded roughly. “Come with me. Now.”

Ashley’s fingers found her clit, circling rapidly as Carlos’s thrusts became shallow and urgent.
Her third orgasm hit just as he stiffened above her, his cock pulsing deep inside her, filling her with
hot spurts that prolonged her own pleasure, each contraction of her inner walls milking another wave
of his release.

Carlos withdrew carefully, the sensation making Ashley whimper slightly at the heightened
sensitivity of her well-used body. He lay beside her, making no move to hold her but not immediately
leaving either, his presence in the bed she shared with Jacob a jarring reminder of the line they’d

crossed.

“That was...” he began, a rare moment of seemingly genuine emotion coloring his voice.

“Intense.”

Ashley nodded, unable to form words. The physical pleasure had been unprecedented, the
multiple orgasms leaving her body loose-limbed and heavy. But as the endorphins faded, the reality
of what she’d done settled like lead in her stomach. She’d invited her lover into her marriage bed,
allowed him to ejaculate inside her, compared him favorably to her husband.

Carlos seemed to sense her shifting mood. “No regrets,” he said.

“No,” Ashley lied. Regret was already creeping in but acknowledging it would mean
acknowledging the magnitude of her betrayal.

They lay in silence for a time, the intimacy of the moment strangely uncomfortable now that
the passion had receded. Finally, Carlos glanced at the clock on the nightstand, Jacob’s side, she
noticed.

“What time is he expected back?” The practical question, the acknowledgment of the third
person in their equation, broke the strange spell that had held them.

“Not until late,” Ashley said, sitting up, suddenly desperately aware of the evidence of their

encounter, the rumpled sheets, the scent of sex in the air, the dampness between her thighs where
Carlos’s release was already beginning to leak. “But we should probably not push our luck.”
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Carlos nodded, rising from the bed, apparently unconcerned with his nudity as he began to
gather his scattered clothing. Ashley watched him dress, the familiar ritual now strange in the
unaccustomed setting of her bedroom.

“We should do this again,” he said casually as he buttoned his shirt, as if they’d met for coffee

rather than committed the ultimate betrayal in her marriage bed. “I like seeing you here. In your natural
habitat.”

The phrasing struck Ashley as odd, almost clinical, as if she were a specimen being observed.
For the first time, she wondered what she really meant to Carlos, if anything beyond physical release
and the thrill of conquest.

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” she hedged, pulling the sheet around her naked form,
suddenly self-conscious. “It’s risky.”

Carlos shrugged, neither disappointed nor concerned by her hesitation. “Your call,” he said
casily. “But the risk is part of what makes it good, isn’t it?”

The observation, delivered with casual insight, struck uncomfortably close to the truth. Ashley
said nothing, watching as he finished dressing, transforming back into the composed, confident man
who had walked into her apartment an hour earlier.

When he was ready to leave, Carlos crossed to where she still sat on the bed, bending to kiss
her. “Think about me next time he’s inside you,” he murmured against her lips, the crude reminder
shattering the momentary gentleness. “Compare us again.”

Then he was gone, moving through her apartment with familiarity despite having never having
been there before, leaving Ashley alone with the evidence of their encounter and the weight of her
choices.

She moved quickly once the door closed behind him, stripping the bed completely, bundling
the sheets into the washing machine on the hottest setting. She showered thoroughly, washing away
the physical evidence, then sprayed air freshener throughout the bedroom to eliminate any scent of
sex or Carlos’s distinctive cologne.

By the time she remade the bed with fresh sheets, the apartment looked exactly as it had before
Carlos’s arrival. No visible evidence remained of what had transpired there. Yet Ashley felt marked by
it, changed in some fundamental way that she feared might be obvious to Jacob the moment he walked
through the door.
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Jacob returned shortly after eleven, earlier than she’d expected, his cheeks flushed from
alcohol and laughter, his eyes brightening when he saw her curled on the couch with a book. The
perfect picture of the wife enjoying a quiet evening at home.

“You’re back early,” she observed, setting aside the novel she’d been pretending to read while
hyperaware of every sound in the hallway. “How was it?”

“Good,” Jacob said, shrugging off his jacket, dropping onto the couch beside her. “Ryan got
pretty drunk and started telling stories about our boss, so I thought it was time to make an exit before
I heard something I can’t unhear.”

He laughed, the sound so normal, so Jacob, that Ashley felt a fresh wave of guilt crash over
her. Less than two hours eatlier, she’d been in bed, allowing her lover to come inside her where only

her husband should be.

“Smart,” she managed, her voice sounding strained to her own ears. “I was just about to head

to bed.”

Jacob’s arm slipped around her waist, pulling her closer, his lips finding her neck. “Mmm, early
night sounds good to me too.”

The implication was clear in his slightly tipsy, playful tone. Ashley felt panic rise in her throat.

“I'm actually not feeling great,” she said. Her body was genuinely sore from the intensity of
her encounter with Carlos, though not in the way Jacob would assume if she explained. “Cramps.”

Jacob’s expression shifted immediately to concern, his hand moving from her waist to stroke
her hair. “I’'m sorry, babe. Can I get you anything? Tea? Advil?”

Carlos would never show such consideration, would never put her comfort above his own
desires.

“No, I've already taken something,” she lied. “I just need to sleep it off.”

Jacob nodded, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Let’s get you to bed then.”

They moved through their nighttime routine with Jacob brushing his teeth while Ashley
pretended to take pain medication, then changing into pajamas while he used the bathroom. In bed,

he maintained a respectful distance, mindful of her claimed discomfort, though his hand found hers

in the darkness, a simple connection that made her want to weep with guilt and gratitude.
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“Love you,” he murmured as he drifted toward sleep, the alcohol in his system speeding the

process.
“Love you too,” Ashley whispered back, the words true despite everything.
She lay awake long after Jacob’s breathing had deepened into sleep, staring at the ceiling, mind

replaying the events of the evening in detail. Her mind was already anticipating the next encounter,
already craving the intensity that only Carlos seemed able to provide.
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Chapter 20

WEEKS PASSED IN THIS PATTERN of deception and desire. Ashley maintained her marriage with Jacob
through effort, cooking his favorite meals, initiating sex when enough time had passed that she felt
“clean” of Carlos’s touch, engaging in the routines that had defined their relationship before
temptation entered the picture.

She continued meeting Carlos at his apartment, in the gym after hours, twice in his car parked
in a secluded spot overlooking the ocean. Each encounter ended with the same hollow promise to
herself that it would be the last, that she would recommit to her marriage, that she would find the
strength to end the affair.

Each promise was broken as easily as it was made, her resolve crumbling at the first text from
Carlos, the first moment of eye contact across the gym, the first brush of his hand against hers during
a technique demonstration.

The closest she came to ending things was after a particularly intense session in Carlos’s
apartment, when she’d arrived home to find Jacob had prepared a surprise anniversary dinner, not
their wedding anniversary, which was months away, but the anniversary of their first date, a milestone
she’d completely forgotten in the chaos of her double life.

The thoughtfulness of the gesture, the obvious care he’d taken with each detail, her favorite
wine, candles, a playlist of songs from their early days together, had nearly broken her. She’d excused
herself to the bathroom, where she’d vomited from the sheer force of her guilt, then cried silently for
ten minutes before washing her face and returning to the man who deserved so much better than what
she was giving him.

That night, she’d deleted Catlos’s number again, blocked him on every platform, had sworn
to herself that this time, it was really over. For a week, she’d maintained her resolve, focusing entirely
on her marriage, on rediscovering the connection with Jacob that had been her foundation for so long.

Then Carlos cornered her after class, pushed her against the wall of the supply closet, reminded
her body of what it was missing with nothing more than a tightly controlled kiss and the press of his
erection against her hip. She’d crumbled, meeting him at his apartment that same evening, the cycle
beginning again with renewed intensity.

Six weeks after their reconciliation, on a Saturday when Jacob was scheduled to meet friends

for a basketball game followed by lunch, Ashley invited Carlos to their apartment again. The first visit
had been risky but exhilarating, crossing a line that added a new dimension to their affair. She craved
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that heightened intensity, that explicit acknowledgment of exactly what they were doing and where
they were doing it.

Carlos arrived precisely on time, his confidence evident in the casual way he entered her space,
as if he belonged there, as if this wasn’t the most explicit betrayal she could commit against her absent
husband.

“Nice to be back,” he observed, moving through the living room. “You’ve moved the
furniture.”

Ashley hadn’t expected him to notice such a detail. “Just the couch,” she acknowledged.
“Jacob thought it worked better against the other wall.”

“Jacob thought,” Carlos repeated. “And what did you think?”

The question caught her off guard. “I agreed,” she said, though in truth she’d been indifferent
to the change, had gone along with it because it mattered to Jacob and didn’t particularly matter to
her.

Carlos made a noncommittal sound, moving closer to her. “You look beautiful,” he said,
changing the subject abruptly. “New dressr”

“Yes,” Ashley admitted, having purchased it specifically for this meeting, though she’d told
Jacob it was for an upcoming dinner with friends from work. “Do you like it?”

“I’ll like it better on the floor,” Carlos replied. “Bedroom. Now.”

Ashley led him to the bedroom without further hesitation. They’d reached the point in their
affair where preliminaries seemed unnecessary, where both acknowledged the primary purpose of their
meetings was physical release rather than emotional connection.

In the bedroom, Carlos wasted no time, his hands finding the zipper of her dress, pulling it
down. Ashley stepped out of it, letting it pool at her feet, standing in front of him in the matching
white lingerie she’d chosen, another purchase made for this encounter, another small betrayal to add
to the list of larger ones.

“Very nice,” Carlos approved, circling her slowly, his gaze heavy on her skin. “Turn around.”
Ashley complied, presenting her back to him, gasping when his hands found her waist, pulling

her against him so she could feel his arousal pressing against her ass through his jeans. His mouth
found the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulder.
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“I’ve been thinking about this,” he murmured, one hand sliding up to cup her breast through
the lace of her bra, the other moving lower, fingers tracing the edge of her panties. “About fucking
you in his bed again.”

She pressed back against him, wordlessly encouraging his touch.

Carlos guided her to the bed, positioning her on her hands and knees facing the headboard.
“Stay just like that,” he instructed, stepping back to undress himself.

Ashley remained in the position, in the presentation of her body for his pleasure. Behind her,
she could hear the rustle of clothing being removed, the distinctive sound of a zipper lowering.

Then he was behind her again, fully naked now, his hands sliding up her thighs, over her ass,
fingers hooking into the waistband of her panties, dragging them down slowly to expose her to his

view.
Carlos positioned himself behind her, the head of his cock pressing against her entrance.

“Yes,” Ashley breathed, pushing back against him, seeking the fullness that only he provided.
“Please, Carlos.”

He entered her, filling her completely, drawing matching moans from both of them.

“You feel amazing,” he murmured, beginning to move. “So tight around my cock, like you
were made for me.”

Ashley dropped to her forearms, changing the angle, taking him even deeper with each thrust.
Carlos responded with increased force, his hips snapping against her ass with each forward drive, the
sound of skin meeting skin filling the room.

“Look at you,” Carlos growled, grabbing a fistful of her hair and pulling back just enough to
create tension. “Taking my cock so deep in your marital bed. What would your sweet husband think
if he could see you now?”

Each crude word sent a forbidden thrill through Ashley’s body, her arousal intensifying with
the explicit reminder of her betrayal. Carlos released her hair, his hands moving to grip her hips with

bruising force as he pounded into her relentlessly.

Ashley moaned, her inner walls clenching around him at his words. She was already close,
teetering on the edge of release, but not quite there.
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“Please,” she gasped, pushing back to meet his thrusts. “Harder.”

Carlos obliged, the force of his movements pushing her forward on the bed with each thrust.
“That’s it,” he encouraged. “Come on my cock while I fuck you in his bed.”

The combination of his words and the merciless pounding of his cock sent Ashley over the
edge, a orgasm ripping through her.

She cried out his name, her face pressed into the pillow to muffle her scream, her body shaking
beneath him.

He slowed his pace slightly but did not stop. “That’s just the beginning.” He continued fucking
her through the aftershocks, his rhythm changing from rapid thrusts to long, deep strokes that
maintained her arousal even as she recovered from the initial peak.

“Look at how wet you are,” Carlos observed, the sounds of their joining becoming more
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pronounced, more liquid. “Your pussy is dripping for me, soaking his sheets with how much you want
my cock.”

Ashley whimpered, overwhelmed by the intensity of the sensations and the truth of his words.
Carlos increased his pace again, his thrusts becoming brutally fast, the sound of his hips
slapping against her ass echoing in the room. He kept one hand firmly on her hip while the other slid

up her spine to grab her shoulder, using it as leverage to pull her back onto his cock with each forward
thrust.

“How many times has Jacob fucked you like this?”” he demanded, his voice harsh with exertion.
“Has he ever made you feel this good? Has he ever fucked you hard enough to make you scream?”

“No,” Ashley admitted. “Never.”

“That’s why you keep coming back to me,” Carlos declared, punctuating each word with a
powerful thrust. “That’s why you’re spreading your legs for me. Because I give you what he can’t.”

The second orgasm built more quickly than she expected, rising from the barely subsided
waves of the first. Ashley clutched at the sheets, her knuckles turning white as the pleasure spiraled

higher.

“I’'m going to come again,” she gasped, her voice breaking on the words. “Oh god, Carlos,
you’re making me come again!”
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He maintained his punishing pace through her climax, prolonging it, wringing every last
sensation from her trembling body.

Finally, when the aftershocks subsided, he slowed, then stopped, still fully hard inside her.
Ashley collapsed forward, her legs shaking, her breath coming in ragged gasps.

“Don’t think we’re done,” Carlos said. He leaned back, bracing himself with his hands behind
him, bridging his hips forward. “Now show me how much you want it. Fuck yourself on my cock.”

Ashley understood immediately. She pushed herself up on shaking arms, steadying herself
before pushing her pussy back into his cock, beginning to rock back. Slowly at first, then with
increasing confidence, she thrust her ass backward, impaling herself on his length.

“That’s it,” Carlos encouraged, remaining still, letting her do all the work.

She increased her pace, her hips moving in and out. Another orgasm approached more slowly,
building with each backward thrust. Her movements became more desperate, more erratic as she

chased her release.

“Please,” she begged, her arms beginning to tremble with the effort of supporting herself. “I
need to come again.”

Carlos finally took pity on her. He leaned forward and reached beneath her body, fingers
finding her swollen clit.

“Come for me again,” he commanded.
The orgasm crashed over her with devastating force. Ashley couldn’t contain her cries.
Carlos resumed his thrusts as she continued to pulse around him.

He withdrew suddenly, leaving her feeling empty and needy despite her recent climax. “On
your back,” he directed, giving her space to reposition herself.

Ashley collapsed onto the mattress, her limbs loose and heavy from the multiple releases, her
mind temporarily blank of everything except physical sensation. Carlos spread her legs, positioning
himself between them. She could see his face, the hunger in his eyes, the satisfaction at her complete

surrendet.
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“I want to watch you when I come inside you,” he said, entering her again with a thrust that
made her gasp. “I want to see your face when you feel me filling you up in his bed.”

Carlos established a new rhythm, slower but deeper, each thrust forceful, his eyes never leaving
her face, gauging her reactions, adjusting his angle to hit the spots that made her gasp, that made her

inner walls clench around him involuntarily.

“Put your legs on my shoulders,” he instructed, and Ashley complied, the position allowing
him to penetrate deeper.

From this angle, his pubic bone ground against her clit with each thrust, providing constant
stimulation to her already sensitized flesh. Despite having already come multiple times, Ashley felt

another orgasm building, impossible but undeniable.

“I can feel you getting close again,” Carlos observed, his pace increasing slightly. “Your pussy
gets so tight right before you come, like it’s trying to milk my cock.”

“Carlos,” she moaned, her hands still fisting in the sheets, her head thrashing against the
pillow. “Oh god, I'm going to come again. I can’t believe it, but I’'m going to come again.”

His thrusts became more forceful. ““T'ell me who fucks you better.”

“You do,” Ashley gasped. “You fuck me better than anyone ever has.”

“Look at me,” he commanded, his pace increasing. “I want to see your eyes when you come.”

Ashley forced her eyes open, meeting his intense gaze, allowing him to witness her complete
surrender as the orgasm swept through her, less explosive than the previous ones but deeper
somehow, more all-encompassing, pleasure radiating outward from her core to the very tips of her

fingers and toes.

“Four,” Carlos counted, sweat beading on his forehead as he maintained his rhythm. “One
more. You can give me one more.”

“I can’t,” Ashley protested weakly, her body oversensitized, trembling beneath him. “It’s too
much.”

“You can,” Carlos insisted, shifting position. “You will. You’re going to come for me one last
time, and then I’'m going to fill this married pussy with my cum.”
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Minutes later, a fifth orgasm tore through Ashley, one that seemed to tear her soul from her
body. She convulsed beneath him, her back arching off the bed, her toes almost cramping, her inner
muscles clamping down on his cock with such force that had Carlos groaning, his control finally

shattering,.
“I’'m going to fill you up,” he groaned. “Going to come so deep inside you.”
“Yes!” Ashley yelled, still riding the waves of her final climax. “Do it!”

With a final, powerful thrust, Carlos buried himself to the hilt, his cock pulsing as he emptied
himself inside her, marking her internally in the most primal way possible.

They collapsed together, both breathing heavily, sweat cooling on their skin. Eventually,
Carlos withdrew carefully, moving beside her on the bed, his arm thrown carelessly across her.

Carlos turned his head to look at her. “You’re something else, Ashley.”

Before she could respond, a sound from the apartment’s entryway froze her in place. The
distinctive jingle of keys, the soft thud of the door closing.

Jacob was home. Hours eatly.

Panic flooded Ashley’s system, adrenaline instantly clearing the post-orgasmic haze from her
mind. “Oh my god,” she whispered, her entire body going rigid with fear. “He’s not supposed to be
back yet.”

Carlos reacted with surprising speed, rolling off the bed, gathering his scattered clothing.
Ashley scrambled after him, her mind racing through impossible scenarios. Hide Carlos in the closet?
The bathroom? Could they somehow sneak him out the bedroom window despite being on the third

floor?

But it was too late. Footsteps approached the bedroom door, which she’d neglected to close
in her eagerness to get Carlos into her bed. There was nowhere to hide, no escape, no plausible

explanation for the scene Jacob was about to discover.
The door pushed open wider, and there stood Jacob, his expression shifting from curiosity to

shock to devastating understanding in the space of a heartbeat. His eyes took in the scene before him.
Ashley and Carlos, both naked, the rumpled bed, the unmistakable scent of sex in the air.
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For an eternal moment, no one moved, no one spoke. The world seemed to contract to this
single point in time, this moment of irreversible revelation, of dreams shattering and trust dying in an
instant.

Jacob’s face drained of color, his expression so nakedly wounded that Ashley felt physical pain
in her chest at the sight. She opened her mouth to speak but what could she possibly say? No sound
emerged.

Then, with awful dignity, Jacob simply turned and walked away. No shouting, no accusations,
no dramatic confrontation. Just the muffled sound of his footsteps retreating, the quiet finality of the

apartment door opening and closing again.
He was gone.

Ashley stood frozen, horrified, recognition dawning that this moment, this exact, terrible
moment, would divide her life into before and after. Everything she and Jacob had built together,
everything they’d planned and hoped for, everything they’d been to each other, all of it destroyed in a
single instant.

Beside her, Carlos began to dress calmly, apparently unaffected by the catastrophe that had
just unfolded. His detachment, his ability to remain apart from the emotional devastation, suddenly
seemed not confident but cold. Not strong but empty.

“Well,” he said as he pulled on his shirt, his tone almost conversational, “I guess that simplifies
things.”

The callousness of the observation broke through Ashley’s shock. “Simplifies?”” she repeated,
her voice barely recognizable to her own ears. “My marriage just ended, and you think that simplifies
things?”

Carlos shrugged, neither apologetic nor particularly concerned. “It was heading this way
eventually,” he pointed out. “At least now you don’t have to keep lying.”

The observation, accurate but devoid of compassion, crystallized something in Ashley’s
understanding of the man. Carlos had never cared about her, not really. She had been a diversion, a
conquest, a body to satisfy his desires. The affair that had consumed her, that had led her to risk and
ultimately destroy her marriage, had been nothing more to him than an entertaining interlude.

“Get out,” she whispered, suddenly desperate to be alone, to process the magnitude of what
had just happened without his presence muddying the waters further.
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Carlos raised an eyebrow but didn’t argue, finishing dressing with unhurried movements that
made her want to scream, to hit him, to do something to make him understand the gravity of what
had occurred. But he remained untouched by her distress, separate from the emotional wreckage

surrounding them.

“Call me when you’ve calmed down,” he said as he moved toward the bedroom door, as if
they’d had a minor disagreement rather than witnessed the annihilation of a marriage. “We can figure

out where we go from here.”

The presumption that there would be a “we” going anywhere, that she would want to continue
their relationship after seeing the devastation it had wrought, left Ashley momentarily speechless. By
the time she found her voice again, Carlos had already left the bedroom, his footsteps fading as he
moved through the apartment toward the exit.

Alone in the aftermath, Ashley sank to the floor beside the bed where her world had just
imploded, naked and shivering despite the room’s warmth. The full impact of what had happened was
still unfolding in her mind, each realization more painful than the last.

Jacob had seen her with Carlos.

Jacob knew she had been cheating.

Jacob had walked away without a word.

Jacob might never speak to her again.

Jacob was gone.

The magnitude of her loss expanded with each thought, the consequences of her choices no
longer theoretical but immediate and devastating. She had gambled her marriage, her partner, her
future, for moments of physical pleasure with a man who didn’t even care enough to recognize the

tragedy unfolding before him.

What kind of person had she become? How had she strayed so far from the woman she’d
believed herself to be? Honest, loyal, worthy of the love Jacob had given her so freely?

As shock began to give way to the first waves of grief, Ashley curled into herself on the
bedroom floor, sobs rising from somewhere deep within her chest, racking her body with their force.
She cried for Jacob, for the pain she’d caused him, for the trust she’d violated so completely. She cried
for herself, for the happiness she’d discarded and could never reclaim, for the future that had shattered
beyond repair.
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Most of all, she cried for the moment just passed, for Jacob’s expression as he’d registered
what he was seeing, for the awful, dignified silence of his departure, for the knowledge that the last

image he would carry of their marriage was his wife with another man, the most intimate betrayal
possible.

Some wounds could never be healed. Some actions could never be undone. Some choices
echoed forward through time, reshaping everything they touched.

Ashley had made such a choice, and now she would live with its consequences for the rest of
her life.
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Chapter 21

THE PHONE’S SCREEN ILLUMINATED yet again with Ashley’s name, the ninety-seventh time she’d
called in three days. Jacob watched it vibrate against the coffee table of Ryan’s spare room, where he’d
been sleeping since that afternoon. Each buzz seemed to physically move something inside his chest,
a harsh vibration that matched the trembling in his hands that hadn’t fully subsided since he’d walked
through that bedroom door.

The borrowed room felt both like sanctuary and prison, a place to hide and a constant
reminder that he had nowhere else to go. Ryan had asked no questions when Jacob appeared at his
doort, pale and shaking. He’d simply moved his home gym equipment to one side of the spare room,
thrown sheets on the pullout couch, and handed Jacob a beer with a quiet, “Whatever you need, man.”

That first night, Jacob hadn’t slept. Hadn’t spoken. Had simply sat rigid on the edge of the
couch, staring at the wall as if it might offer some explanation for how years of marriage could be
obliterated in a single moment. Ryan had checked on him periodically, concern etched in the furrows
of his brow, but had respected the wall of silence Jacob had erected around himself.

The memory stabbed him each time it surfaced, razor-sharp and relentless. Ashley and Carlos
standing naked in their bedroom, their bodies still flushed with obvious exertion. The rumpled sheets
of the marital bed, sheets he had helped her choose. The satisfied afterglow on her face transformed
into horror when her eyes met his. He had simply turned and walked out. No shouting, no
confrontation, his body moving on autopilot while his mind struggled to process what his eyes had

seen.

His throat constricted at the memory, the same choking sensation that had overwhelmed him
in the car afterward, parked three blocks away because his vision had blurred too severely to continue
driving. He’d sat there, the engine idling while the tears came. Not quiet, dignified tears, but harsh,
wracking sobs that bent him double over the steering wheel.

The phone went silent, then immediately began buzzing with a text notification.
Ashley: Please Jacob. Just talk to me. I'm begging you.

Jacob picked up the phone, thumb hovering over the block button. But something stopped
him. Not hope or forgiveness, but a need for... what? Closure? Understanding? An explanation that
could possibly make sense of how his life had imploded in the space of a heartbeat? Or perhaps it was
something more, the need to look into her eyes and see if anything remained of the woman he’d built
his life around, the woman who had stood before friends and family and promised to love him

exclusively for the rest of their lives.
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Whatever it was, Jacob knew he couldn’t move forward without some kind of resolution. He
couldn’t leave things frozen in that terrible display of betrayal, with no words spoken, no final
acknowledgement of what they’d been to each other. He owed it to himself, if not to her, to face this
head-on rather than simply disappearing.

Ryan’s voice drifted in from the kitchen, the low murmur of a phone conversation punctuated
by the occasional clink of dishes being washed. Jacob caught fragments. “Still not talking much...” and
“No, don’t think he’s eating...” and finally “Give him time, Julie...” Ryan and his girlfriend, discussing
him like a trauma patient, which, Jacob supposed with bitter amusement, wasn’t far from the truth.

The phone screen dimmed, then brightened again with another incoming message.
Ashley: I know I don’t deserve it. But please. I need to see you.

With a decisiveness that felt foreign yet necessary, Jacob typed a brief message.
Jacob: I'll come by the apartment tomorrow at 7 to talk.

He sent it without re-reading, then placed it face-down on the coffee table. The immediate
flood of responses, he could tell from the repeated buzzing, went unanswered. There was nothing
more to say until they were face to face, until he could look into her eyes and ask the question that

kept circling in his mind, the one that overrode all others. How could you do this to us?

Ryan appeared in the doorway, a sandwich on a plate in hand. He set it down next to the
phone without comment, just a gentle clasp of Jacob’s shoulder before retreating back to the kitchen.
The simple gesture of friendship, of support, brought a fresh wave of emotion crashing through
Jacob’s chest. He picked up half the sandwich, forcing himself to take a bite despite the fact that food
had tasted like ash since the moment he’d walked into that bedroom.

Tomorrow at seven. He would see her again, would hear whatever explanation she had
engineered during these three days of separation. Jacob wasn’t sure what he hoped to gain from the
meeting, what words could possibly soothe the wound that had been inflicted. But he knew with
certainty that without this final confrontation, he would never truly be able to move on, would be
forever trapped in that moment of devastating revelation, forever watching his life unravel in slow

motion.
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Chapter 22

ASHLEY HAD BEEN COOKING for hours. Jacob’s favorite lemon garlic chicken was in the oven, the
timer showing twelve minutes remaining. A bottle of the pinot noir they’d discovered on their
weekend trip to Napa three years ago stood open on the counter. The table was set with the good
plates they never used, candles waiting to be lit.

She knew it was pathetic, knew that a meal and some wine couldn’t possibly erase what she’d
done. But she needed to do something, anything that might create a moment of normalcy, a familiar
touchstone from which to begin the monumental task of rebuilding what she’d destroyed.

In the bathroom, she studied her reflection critically. She’d taken unusual care with her
appearance. Hair loose the way Jacob liked it, light makeup to hide the ravages of three sleepless
nights, a soft blue sweater that matched her eyes and that Jacob had once said made her look like the
girl he’d fallen in love with in.

The girl who hadn’t yet betrayed him in the most fundamental way possible.

Her phone sat on the counter, Jacob’s message still open on the screen. Its formality had sent
ice through her veins when she’d received it, but she’d clung to the fact that he was willing to talk at
all. That had to mean something, didn’t it? He could have just ghosted her completely, could have

communicated strictly through lawyers from this point forward.

The fact that he wanted to talk face to face meant there was still a chance. Small, perhaps
microscopic, but a chance nonetheless.

At 6:30 PM, Ashley lit the candles, dimmed the lights to a warm glow, and poured herself a
glass of wine to steady her nerves. She sipped it slowly, rehearsing opening lines in her mind, all of
which sounded inadequate.

“I’'m sorry” seemed laughably insufficient.

“I made a terrible mistake” implied a single moment of weakness rather than months of
deception.

“I still love you” was both true and, she suspected, completely beside the point.
The knock on the door at precisely 7 PM made her jump. Jacob had lived here until three days

ago. He still had his key. The fact that he knocked rather than walking in with that key sent a clear
message about how he now viewed their shared space.
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Ashley moved to the door, her heart hammering against her ribs. When she opened it, the
sight of him hit her like a slap to the face.

Jacob looked different somehow. Thinner, certainly. Had he lost weight in just three days? But
it was more than that. There was a hollowness to his eyes, a tightness around his mouth that aged him
beyond his twenty-six years. He’d always had a boyish quality, an openness that was part of his charm.
That was gone now, replaced by something harder, more guarded.

“Hi,” she said, hating how small her voice sounded.

Jacob nodded once, not quite meeting her eyes. “Ashley.”

He stepped past her into the apartment, stopping short when he saw the carefully set table,
the candles, the wine.

“You didn’t need to do all this,” he said, his tone flat.

“I wanted to,” Ashley replied, closing the door behind him. “It’s your favorite. The lemon
chicken with-"

“I know what it is,” he cut her off, still not looking directly at her. “That’s not why I’'m here.”

The faint hope she’d been nurturing flickered. “I know. But we need to eat, and I thought
maybe...”

“Maybe what?” Now Jacob did look at her, his gaze direct and unflinching. “Maybe we could
have a nice dinner and pretend everything’s normal? That I didn’t walk in and find you and Catlos
having fucked on our bed?”

Ashley flinched. “No, of course not. I just thought-"

“What did you think, Ashley? Really. I'm curious.”

The bitter edge in his voice silenced her. She stood frozen, all her carefully rehearsed
explanations evaporating under the cold reality of his anger.

Jacob moved further into the apartment, specifically avoiding the couch where they’d spent
countless evenings curled together watching movies, reading, simply being together in comfortable
silence. Instead, he stood awkwardly near the kitchen counter, maintaining physical distance that
reflected the emotional gulf between them.
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“Why?”” he asked finally.

Ashley took a deep breath, understanding that his question encompassed far more than just
the immediate circumstance of getting caught. Why had she started the affair? Why had she continued
it? Why had she brought Carlos into their home, their bed?

“I don’t know if I can explain it in a way that will make any sense,” she began, choosing
honesty over an easier lie.

“Try,” Jacob said. “You owe me that much at least.”

Ashley nodded, moving to the couch and sitting, hoping Jacob would join her. When he
remained standing, she forced herself to continue despite the awkward distance.

“It wasn’t about you,” she said. “At least, not in the way you probably think. It wasn’t about
something missing in our relationship, or not loving you enough.”

“Just not enough to stay faithful,” Jacob interjected.

Ashley winced but pressed on. “I’'ve been trying to understand it myself. Why I would risk
everything we have, had, for something so... temporary.” She twisted a strand of hair around her
finger. “At first, it was just physical attraction. Carlos is... he has this confidence, this presence. And I
was flattered by his attention.”

Jacob said nothing.

“But it became more than that. The sneaking around, the forbidden nature of it... it was like a
drug. The more I did it, the more I needed to do it. And Catrlos...” She hesitated, knowing the next
part would hurt Jacob deeply but compelled toward complete honesty in what might be their final
conversation.

“Carlos what?”” Jacob prompted, his voice carefully controlled.

“He gave me something different. Something I didn’t even know I wanted until he offered it.”
Ashley stared at her hands, unable to meet Jacob’s eyes as she continued. “He was dominant,
demanding. He made me feel... I don’t know, consumed in a way that was both frightening and

thrilling.”

“And I never made you feel that way,” Jacob stated, not a question but a realization.
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“No, but that’s not-"’

“Was it because I’'m not built like him?” Jacob asked, a flash of his old insecurity breaking
through. “Not muscular enough, not aggressive enough? Not man enough?”

“God, no,” Ashley insisted, looking up at him now. “Jacob, you are every bit the man he is.
More, in all the ways that should matter.”

“Should matter,” Jacob echoed, catching the qualification. “But clearly don’t, at least not to
you.

Ashley had no answer for that, the truth of it stealing her words.

Jacob moved to the window, staring out at the darkening sky, his back to her. “How longr”

“A few months,” she admitted.

“Since when? Exactly.”

“Since your shoulder injury.” The memory of that first shower encounter flashed vividly in
her mind, the thrill, the raw passion, the overwhelming guilt afterward that hadn’t been enough to

stop her from doing it again and again.

Jacob nodded slowly, as if confirming a suspicion. “So while I was at home, trying to heal so
I could get back to the gym, back to you... you were with him.”

“Yes,” Ashley whispered, unable to offer excuses.

“Did you ever...” Jacob paused, seeming to struggle with something. “Did you ever think about
him when you were with me? When we were having sex?”

The question blindsided her. Ashley opened her mouth to lie, to offer this one small mercy,
but found she couldn’t. Not now, not when truth was the only currency she had left.

“Yes,” she said, the admission barely even audible.
Jacob closed his eyes briefly, absorbing this new wound.

“Was he the first? Or have there been others?”
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“No!” The question startled her with its unexpected direction. “Never. I’ve never cheated
before, never even wanted to. This was... this was something different.”

“Different how?”

Ashley struggled to articulate what had happened to her, the gradual erosion of boundaries,
the compartmentalization that had allowed her to maintain two separate lives without confronting the
fundamental betrayal at their intersection.

“It was like I became two different people,” she tried to explain. “The Ashley who was with

you, who loved you, who built this life with you, she was real. Those feelings were genuine. But there
was this other Ashley too, someone I didn’t even know existed until Carlos... until he showed her to

2

me.
“And which one is the real you?” Jacob asked.
“Both,” she said after a long moment. “Neither. I don’t know anymore.”

Jacob studied her, as if trying to reconcile the woman in front of him with the one he thought
he’d known. “Did you ever plan to end it? Or were you just going to keep lying to me indefinitely?”

“I tried to end it,” Ashley admitted. “After we talked, after I broke down and you forgave me,
even though you didn’t know what you were forgiving. I really tried. I deleted his number, avoided
him at the gym. But then he texted from a new number, and I... I went back.”

“Because you couldn’t help yourself,” Jacob replied, not accusatory but simply stating a fact.

“It sounds like an excuse.”

“It is an excuse,” Jacob agreed. “But maybe also the truth.”

Ashley stood, unable to remain seated under his steady gaze. She moved toward him, stopping
when he subtly shifted away.

“I still love you,” she said, the words catching in her throat. “That never changed. Even when
I was with him, I never stopped loving you.”

“That almost makes it worse,” Jacob replied softly. “That you could love me and still do this.

If you’d fallen out of love with me, if you’d developed real feelings for him, it might actually be easier
to understand.”
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The timer on the oven beeped, a jarring interruption to the most important conversation of
their lives. Ashley ignored it.

“I know apologizing isn’t enough,” she said, fighting back tears. “I know I’'ve broken
something fundamental between us. But if there’s any chance, any possibility that we could try to
rebuild-”

“There isn’t.”
The finality in Jacob’s tone silenced her.

“I'm staying at Ryan’s for now,” he continued, his voice oddly detached, as if he were
discussing business arrangements rather than the dissolution of their marriage. “I’ll look for my own
place. The lease is in both our names, so you can stay here if you want, or find somewhere else. I don’t

really care.”
(13 acob_”

“I need to get some of my things,” he cut her off, already moving toward the bedroom, their

bedroom, the scene of ultimate betrayal.

Ashley followed him, maintaining distance but unwilling to let him retreat completely. “Can
we at least talk about this more? Take some time before we make permanent decisions?”

Jacob paused at the bedroom door, his hand on the knob, visibly steeling himself before

entering.

“I’ve had three days to think about nothing else,” he said. “I've gone over every possible
scenario, every version of the future where I try to forgive you, where we attempt to move past this.
And in every version, all I can see is you with him.”

Ashley kept quiet.

“Even if I could somehow get past that,” Jacob continued, “even if I could learn to trust you
again, which honestly seems impossible... I'd never be able to look at you without wondering if I'm
enough. If you’re thinking about him, comparing us, wishing I were different.”

He pushed open the door and entered the bedroom. Ashley remained in the doorway,
watching as he pulled a duffel bag from the closet and began packing clothes, toiletries, his laptop. She
noticed he was intentional in selecting items with no sentimental connection to their relationship. No
gifts she’d given him, no shirts she particularly loved seeing him in.
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From the bookshelf, he selected several well-worn science fiction novels, favorites he’d read
multiple times, comfort reads for difficult moments. The sight of them disappearing into his bag felt
symbolic, as if he were packing away not just possessions but pieces of their shared history, their
intertwined identities.

“What about couples therapy?” Ashley suggested desperately. “People work through affairs.
It happens all the time.”

Jacob looked up from his packing, something like pity crossing his features. “This wasn’t a
one time mistake, Ashley. It was months of lying, of sneaking around behind my back. And even now,

I’m not sure you really regret it, or just regret getting caught.”

“That’s not fair,” she protested, but the words rang hollow even to her own ears. Would she
have ended the affair if Jacob hadn’t walked in on them? Or would she have continued, addicted to
the thrill, the forbidden pleasure, until... until when?

Jacob zipped the duffel bag closed with a finality that made her heart seize in her chest. As he
straightened, his gaze fell on the bed. Still neatly made with fresh sheets, all physical evidence of what
had happened there erased, though the emotional stain remained.

“I loved you more than I've ever loved anyone,” he said quietly, still looking at the bed rather
than at her. “I thought we were building something real, something that would last our whole lives.”

Past tense. Loved. Thought. Were building. The subtle shift to historical reference wasn’t lost
on Ashley, and it pierced her more deeply than any accusation could have.

“We can still have that,” she insisted, taking a step toward him. “I made a terrible mistake, a
series of terrible mistakes. But people survive this. Marriages survive this.”

Jacob finally looked at her, his expression a mixture of grief, anger, and what might have been
the faintest trace of compassion.

“Some might,” he acknowledged. “But not ours.” He hefted the duffel bag onto his shoulder.
“I need to go.”

As he moved toward the door, Ashley reached out impulsively, her fingers brushing his arm.

“Please, Jacob. Don’t make a permanent decision based on temporary feelings. You’re hurt and angry,
and you have every right to be, but-”
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“This isn’t about anger,” Jacob interrupted, gently but firmly removing his arm from her touch.
“It’s about seeing clearly for the first time. You showed me who you really are, Ashley. Not just by
cheating, but by bringing him here, into our home, into our bed. By lying to my face day after day. By
letting me believe in something that wasn’t real.”

“It was real,” she insisted, tears spilling down her cheeks. “My love for you is real.”

“Maybe. But it wasn’t enough.” Jacob stepped past her into the hallway, moving toward the
apartment door with steady purpose. “I deserve more than being someone’s second choice, their

backup option when the excitement is happening elsewhere.”

“That’s not what you are to me,” Ashley protested, following him. “Jacob, please. We can fix
this. I’ll do anything. I’ll change gyms, I’ll cut off all contact with Catrlos, I'll-”

“It’s too late.” He reached the door, hand on the knob, but paused before opening it. For a
brief, heart-stopping moment, Ashley thought he might be reconsidering.

Instead, he turned to face her one last time, his expression softening slightly. “I hope you
figure out what you really want, Ashley. I hope you find whatever it is you were looking for with him.
But I won’t be waiting around to see if you do.”

With that, he opened the door and stepped through it, closing it behind him with a soft,
definitive click.

Ashley stood frozen, staring at the closed door, the reality of what had just happened, what
she had caused to happen, crashing over her in waves of devastating comprehension. He was gone.
Really gone. And with him, the future they’d planned together, the life they’d been building.

Her legs gave out suddenly, sending her crumpling to the floor in front of the door. The sobs
came then, raw and primal, tearing from her throat with a force that left her gasping for breath. She
curled into herself, arms wrapped around her middle as if physically holding herself together while
something essential inside her shattered beyond repair.

The grief was physical, a crushing weight on her chest, a knife twisting in her gut. But beneath
it lay something even more painful, the absolute clarity of knowing that this wound was self inflicted,
this loss entirely of her own making. There was no external force to blame, no tragic circumstance
beyond her control. Just her own choices, her own weakness, her own failure to value what she had
until it was too late.

200



Ashley didn’t know how long she remained there, collapsed on the floor, her body shaking
with the force of her sobs. Minutes or hours, time lost meaning in the vortex of her grief. Eventually,
the tears slowed, not because the pain had lessened but because her body simply had no more to give.

From the kitchen, the forgotten dinner continued to warm in the oven, Jacob’s favorite meal
prepared with desperate hope now sitting untouched, a testament to the futility of small gestures in
the face of irreparable damage. The candles had burned low, wax pooling on the carefully set table
where they were supposed to have sat together, looking toward reconciliation.

Instead, Ashley sat alone in the apartment they’d made a home, surrounded by evidence of
their shared life. Photos on the walls, Jacob’s favorite mug on the counter, the throw blanket he liked
to wrap around them both on cold evenings, all of it now transformed into artifacts of something lost,
relics of a happiness she had held in her hands and carelessly destroyed.

The realization that had been hovering at the edges of her consciousness since Jacob walked
in on her with Carlos crystallized into brutal clarity. Some mistakes couldn’t be undone, some wounds

couldn’t be healed, some betrayals cut too deep for forgiveness.

She had made her choices, again and again, prioritizing momentary pleasure over lasting
commitment, selfish desire over the love of a good man. And now she would live with the
consequences, not just for days or weeks, but forever. The life she’d planned, the future she’d
imagined, had slipped through her fingers, impossible to reclaim once spilled.

As the apartment grew dark around her, Ashley remained on the floor, facing the first night
of a future she’d never wanted but had nonetheless chosen with every betrayal, every lie, every moment

in Carlos’s arms.

The bed where Jacob had found them, where she had crossed the final line into unforgivable
territory, now loomed in her mind. She couldn’t imagine sleeping there tonight, or perhaps ever again.
The couch where they’d spent countless evenings seemed equally contaminated by memory and loss.

There was nowhere in this space they’d shared that wasn’t haunted by what she’d done, by
what she’d thrown away. Nowhere she could escape the consequences of her actions, the irreversibility
of the damage she’d inflicted.

For the first time, Ashley understood with perfect clarity what it meant to reap what you sow,
to create through your own choices a reality you then have no choice but to inhabit. She had sown
betrayal and deception, and now she would harvest loneliness and regret, not just for a season but
perhaps for the rest of her life.
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The timer on the oven had long since stopped beeping, the apartment silent except for the
occasional shuddering breath that escaped her weary body. Outside, life continued. Traftic passing,
neighbors coming and going, the world spinning on its axis untouched by her private catastrophe.

But within these walls, something had ended definitively. A love story cut short not by fate or
circumstance but by her own hand. A good man walking away not in anger but in self-preservation.
A future erased and rewritten in the space of a single, irrevocable moment of discovery.

Somewhere across the city, Jacob was unpacking his small collection of belongings in his
friend’s spare room, beginning the process of rebuilding a life that no longer included her. And here
she sat, surrounded by the wreckage of what they’d been, facing the reality that some things, once
broken, cannot be fixed no matter how desperately you might wish to turn back time, no matter how
sincerely you might grieve what you’ve lost.

The night deepened around her, hours passing as Ashley remained motionless on the floor,

too empty even for more tears, the weight of consequence settling over her like a blanket. Permanent,
inescapable, self-inflicted.
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Chapter 23

THE EVENING CLASS at Iron Grip Academy was in full swing, the familiar sounds of bodies hitting
mats and strained breathing filling the converted warehouse. Carlos moved through the rows of paired
students, adjusting stances and offering instructions. His teaching style had always been hands on, but
those watching closely might have noticed his attention lingered longer on certain female students,
especially those whose husbands weren’t present.

It had been five days since Jacob’s silent departure from the apartment, five days since Ashley
had watched him pack his bag and leave without a backward glance. Five days of unanswered calls
and texts, of desperate pleas sent into a void. Five days of alternating between crushing guilt and
defensive justification. Five days of sleeping on the couch because she couldn’t bear to enter the
bedroom where Jacob had discovered her betrayal.

Iron Grip Academy had become her only refuge, the one place where the reality of what she’d
done didn’t press down on her with suffocating weight. Here, at least, she could lose herself in physical
exertion, could let her body take over when her mind became too crowded with regret.

Carlos had been unusually attentive since she’d told him of Jacob’s departure, his satisfaction
barely disguised beneath a veneer of sympathetic concern. The affair continued, now without the need
for secrecy, without the thrill of potential discovery. Something fundamental had changed, though
Ashley couldn’t quite articulate what it was. The sex was still intense, still overwhelming in its
physicality, but afterward, the emptiness seemed to expand rather than recede.

She was drilling takedown reversals with a blue belt woman when the door of the academy
banged open with enough force to make everyone turn. Ashley’s heart stuttered in her chest when she
saw Jacob standing there. His eyes scanned the room, bypassing her completely, locking onto Carlos.

“You,” Jacob called out, his voice carrying across the suddenly silent gym. “We need to talk.”

Carlos straightened slowly, a hint of amusement playing around his mouth as he handed his
clipboard to a nearby student. “Class, continue with the drills,” he said calmly, before turning to Jacob.

“I'm in the middle of teaching, but we can speak privately after-”

“Now.” Jacob cut him off, crossing the mat without removing his shoes, an intentional
violation of gym protocol that highligchted how far beyond caring he’d moved.

Ashley froze, her drill partner forgotten as she watched the confrontation unfold. This wasn’t
the Jacob she knew, not the gentle, conflict avoidant man who’d share observations but never raise
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his voice. This was someone else entirely, someone forged in the fire of betrayal, his eyes hard and his
Ys g yal, Y
jaw setina way she’d never seen before.

Carlos glanced at her briefly, a look that held both warning and satisfaction, before focusing
on Jacob. “Fine.” He gestured toward the office door at the back of the gym. “We can talk in-”

“Here is fine,” Jacob said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “I don’t think privacy is
something you’re particularly concerned with.”

A ripple of uncomfortable recognition moved through the students. Most had stopped
pretending to drill, their attention captured by the confrontation. Liz stood near the front desk, her

compact frame tense, her sharp eyes assessing the situation with obvious concern.
“Jacob,” Ashley managed, finding her voice at last. “This isn’t-”

“Stay out of this, Ashley.” Jacob didn’t even look at her, his focus entirely on Carlos, who had
shifted his stance subtly, a fighter’s adjustment, prepared for conflict.

“What do you want to discuss?” Carlos asked, his tone professionally.

Jacob closed the distance between them, stopping just short of violating Carlos’s personal
space. “I want to discuss how you fuck your students’ wives while pretending to be their instructor. I
want to discuss what kind of man preys on marriages for sport.”

Ashley felt the collective attention shift to her, felt the weight of two dozen gazes landing on
her flushed face. The public exposure of her shame was excruciating, but she couldn’t look away from
the confrontation unfolding in front of her.

Carlos remained unnervingly calm. “I think you’re upset, which is understandable. But this
isn’t the place for personal grievances.”

“No, the place for personal grievances was my bedroom, where I found you with my wife.”
Jacob’s voice cracked slightly, the only indication of the emotion churning beneath his controlled
exterior. “But since you brought your personal life into my home, I thought I’d return the favor.”

A murmur rippled through the watching students. Ashley closed her eyes briefly, the
humiliation burning through her. She should intervene, should pull Jacob away, should do something

to stop this trainwreck. But she remained rooted in place, unable to move, unable to speak.

“I think you should leave,” Carlos said, his voice hardening. “You’re disrupting my class.”
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“Your class?” Jacob laughed, a harsh, unfamiliar sound. “Is that what you call it? From where

I’m standing, it looks more like your personal hunting ground.”
Carlos’s expression darkened. “That’s enough. Leave now, or I'll have to remove you.”

“Remove me?” Jacob stepped even closer, his face inches from Carlos’s. “Like you removed
> Y
my wife from our marriage? Like you removed her-"
y g Y

The shove, when it came, surprised everyone, including Jacob. His hands connected with
Carlos’s chest, pushing the larger man back a step. It wasn’t a particularly effective assault, more a
release of pent up fury than a determined attack, but it crossed a line that couldn’t be uncrossed.

Carlos reacted with the trained reflexes of a seasoned martial artist. In a fluid sequence that
seemed almost choreographed, he secured a grip on Jacob’s arm and shirt, and executed a perfect hip
toss. Jacob hit the mat with a dull thud that forced the air from his lungs, and before he could recover,
Carlos had transitioned to a mounted position, one forearm pressed against Jacob’s throat in a restraint
that wasn’t quite a choke but made the threat clear.

“Stop it!” Ashley cried, finally breaking free of her paralysis, rushing forward only to be held
back by Liz’s surprisingly strong grip on her arm.

“Let them handle it,” Liz murmured, her eyes not leaving the scene. “You’ll only make it

worse.”

On the mat, Jacob struggled against Carlos’s hold, his face flushing with a combination of
restricted blood flow and utter humiliation. Carlos leaned closer, saying something too quiet for
anyone else to hear, a private taunt that made Jacob’s eyes widen with renewed fury.

"7

“Get off him!” Ashley called, wrenching free from Liz’s grasp. “Carlos, that’s enough

Carlos glanced up, maintaining the pin with ease. “He attacked me in my gym, in front of my
students. He’s lucky I’'m not pressing charges.” He applied slightly more pressure to Jacob’s throat, a
subtle dominance display that wasn’t lost on anyone watching. “Are you done?” he asked Jacob, loud
enough for everyone to hear. “Or do you need another lessonr”

Jacob’s response was to buck violently, a surge of desperate strength that momentarily
unbalanced Carlos. It was enough for him to scramble free, pushing himself to his feet with jerky,

uncoordinated movements, his breath coming in harsh gasps.

“Jacob,” Ashley tried again, moving toward him. “Please-"
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“Don’t,” he said, holding up a hand without looking at her. His eyes, burning with humiliation
and rage, remained fixed on Carlos, who had risen to his feet. “This place is poison,” he said. “You’re
all fucking poison.”

He backed toward the door, his normally pale face flushed crimson, hair disheveled, clothes
rumpled from the brief grappling exchange. The entire class watched in uncomfortable silence as he
paused at the threshold.

“He won’t love you,” Jacob said, finally looking at Ashley, his voice carrying in the silent gym.
“He’s not capable of it.” Then he was gone, the door slamming behind him.

For several heartbeats, no one moved. Then Carlos clapped his hands sharply.

“Show’s over,” he announced to the class. “Back to drilling. Roberts, Kim, show me that

takedown sequence again.”

The spell broken, students gradually returned to their exercises, though conversations were
subdued, glances still darting toward Ashley, who stood frozen in the center of the mat, the weight of
public exposure pressing down on her with suffocating force.

Liz approached, her expression unreadable. “You should go,” she said quietly. “For today, at
least.”

Ashley nodded mutely, grateful for the excuse to escape. She gathered her gym bag without
changing out of her gi, avoiding eye contact with everyone as she moved toward the exit. Carlos
stopped her with a light touch on her elbow.

“He’ll get over it,” he said with a casual confidence that suddenly struck Ashley as grotesquely
misplaced. “They always do.”

They. The plurality of the word. Not just Jacob. Not just her marriage. They. As if this were a
pattern, a game he’d played before with other women, other marriages.

“I’ll call you later,” she managed, pulling away from his touch, needing to be anywhere but
here, under the collective scrutiny of people who had just witnessed the public evisceration of her

private shame.

Outside, the evening air was cool against her flushed skin. She scanned the parking lot for
Jacob’s car, a part of her hoping to find him waiting, to have a chance to explain, to somehow mitigate
what had just happened. But the space was empty of anything except her own car and the assorted
vehicles of students still training inside.
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He was gone. Again. And this time, the silence of his departure held a different quality, not
shock, but finality. The last tenuous thread connecting them had just been severed in the most public,
humiliating way possible.

Ashley drove home in a daze, her mind replaying the confrontation in an endless loop. Jacob’s
fury. Carlos’s dominance. The moment when physical violence had erupted between them. The looks
on the faces of people she’d trained with for months, the judgment and pity and interest all mingled
together.

Her apartment, their apartment, felt emptier than ever when she arrived. She moved through
it like a ghost, dropping her gym bag by the door, not bothering with lights, not bothering to change
out of her gi as she made her way to the kitchen. The bottle of wine in the refrigerator was still half-
full from the dinner she’d prepared for Jacob’s visit, the dinner that had gone cold as he’d packed his
things and walked out of her life.

Ashley poured a glass with shaking hands, then abandoned it in favor of drinking directly from
the bottle. The alcohol burned going down, but did nothing to dull the ache spreading through her
chest, the knot of self-loathing and guilt that seemed to grow with each passing day.

She sat on the chair at the dining table for what could have been minutes or hours. Her phone
chimed with a text notification. She ignored it, certain it was Carlos, equally certain that whatever he
had to say would only make things worse. But when it chimed again, insistently, she finally pulled it
from her bag.

The message was indeed from Carlos, but its content wasn’t what she expected.

Carlos: Your ex made quite a scene. Had to put him in his place. He won’t be back.

The casual cruelty of it, the dismissive way he referred to Jacob as her “ex” when the wound
was still so fresh, sparked something beyond the numbness that had enveloped her since Jacob’s
departure. Anger, hot and clarifying, surged through her veins.

A second text followed.

Carlos: Come over tonight. I’ll make you forget all about it.

The presumption in those words, the arrogant certainty that sex with him would somehow

erase the devastation he’d helped create in her life, broke something loose inside Ashley. With
trembling fingers, she typed a response.
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Ashley: Fuck you, Carlos. I mean it. FUCK. YOU.

She hit send before she could reconsider, a reckless, momentary satisfaction flowing through
her at the small act of defiance. Her phone rang almost immediately, Carlos’s name lighting up the
screen. Ashley declined the call, a savage pleasure flooding her system as she imagined his surprise at
being rejected.

The phone rang again and again she silenced it, tossing it onto the couch as she continued to
pace the apartment, the restless energy building inside her with nowhere to go.

Another text came through.

Carlos: Stop being dramatic and pick up your phone.

The condescension in those words, the utter lack of empathy or understanding, crystallized
Ashley’s anger into something harder, more focused. She snatched up her keys, driven by an impulse

she didn’t fully understand but couldn’t resist. She needed to confront Carlos face to face, needed to

make him understand what his casual destruction of her marriage had cost her.
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Chapter 24

THE DRIVE TO CARLOS’ APARTMENT passed in a fever dream of rage, her thoughts racing as fast as
her pulse. What would she say? What did she even want from him? An apology? Remorse? Or the

satisfaction of seeing him react to her anger, to force him to acknowledge the consequences of what
they’d done?

By the time she pounded her fist against the door, Ashley’s fury had built to a crescendo. She
heard movement inside, then the door swung open to reveal Carlos in casual shorts and a t-shirt, a
protein shake in one hand and an expression of mild surprise that quickly transformed into a smirk.

“That was fast,” he observed, stepping back to create space for her to enter. “I knew you’d
come around.”

2>

“I didn’t ‘come around,” Ashley spat, shoving past him into the apartment, her shoulder

deliberately clipping his chest. “I came to tell you what a fucking monster you are.”

Carlos closed the door slowly, his expression shifting to one of amused tolerance, as if dealing
with a child’s tantrum. “Is this about your husband’s pathetic little scene at the gym?” He moved
toward the kitchen, setting down his protein shake. “He’s the one who made a fool of himself. Not

2

me.
“You humiliated him!” Ashley’s voice rose to a near scream.

“He attacked me,” Carlos countered with infuriating calm. “What did you expect me to do?

Let him get a few punches in to soothe his wounded egor”

“I expected you to show some basic fucking humanity!” Ashley advanced on him, trembling
with rage. “But that’s beyond you, isn’t it? You’re nothing but a fucking sociopath who gets off on
destroying people’s lives!”

Carlos’s expression hardened. “I didn’t destroy anything. We did that together, remember?
You spread your legs for me. You begged me to fuck you harder while your husband was at home

waiting for you. Every. Single. Time.”

“Fuck you,” Ashley hissed, reacting on pure instinct, her hand connecting with his face before
she’d even registered the intention to slap him. The crack of skin against skin echoed in the apartment.

For a split second, something dangerous flashed in Carlos’s eyes, then transformed into
something worse, a slow spreading smirk that made her want to hit him again, harder.
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“Feel better?” he asked, not bothering to touch the reddening mark on his cheek.

“I despise you,” she said, each word enunciated. “You are the worst mistake I have ever
made.”

“And yet,” Carlos moved closer, invading her personal space, “here you are.” He reached out,
} > > g p y
his finger tracing her jawline.

Ashley knocked his hand away. “Don’t touch me.”
“You didn’t come here to talk,” Carlos said, ignoring her protest. “You came here to fuck.”
“You’re delusional.”

“Am I?” Carlos’s hand shot out, gripping her wrist. “Before your ex came, tell me you weren’t
excited to fuck me after class today.”

“Let go of me,” Ashley demanded, pulling against his grip.

“Make me,” Carlos challenged, his free hand sliding to her hip, pulling her roughly against
him. Their bodies collided, and she felt the unmistakable hardness of his arousal pressing into her
stomach. “Or admit why you’re really here.”

Ashley twisted away from his grasp with exaggerated effort, her movements a performance of
reluctance. But the resistance wasn’t genuine. It was theater, a ritual that allowed her to maintain the
fiction that she wasn’t here by choice, that she wasn’t complicit in what would surely follow. She
walked towards the door.

Carlos saw through it instantly. He stalked after her, closing the distance between them. He
caught her arm from behind, turning her to face him with a fluid control that reminded her of his
dominance on the mats. Before she could renew her pretense of resistance, his mouth descended on
hers.

Ashley bit his lip hard enough to draw blood, a small vindication in the taste of copper on her
tongue. Carlos growled, letting go of her, pulling back just enough to touch his lip with his fingers,

examining the bright red smear with something like approval.

“That’s it,” he murmured, his gaze locked on hers. “Show me how much you hate me.”
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His hand shot out, grabbing a fistful of her hair at the roots, yanking her head back with

enough force to make her gasp.
“What do you want, Ashley?” he demanded, his face inches from hers.
“I want you to-" she began, but the words jammed in her throat.

Carlos’ hand moved from her hair to the collar of her gi top, fingers curling into the fabric.
“To what? Say it.”

When Ashley remained silent, torn between her anger and the traitorous heat building between
her legs, Carlos took the decision away from her. He yanked the gi top open, the fabric parting to
reveal her sports bra beneath.

“Stop,” she said, but her hands made no move to cover herself, to close the parted fabric.

Ashley instinctively reached for her belt, attempting to keep it tied, but Carlos easily loosened
the knot despite her attempts to fight him. His larger hands simply overpowered hers, making her
resistance futile. The belt fell to the floor between them, and then he pushed the gi top roughly off
her shoulders, leaving her in just her sports bra and the gi pants.

“Take off the rest,” he ordered.
Ashley glared at him, genuine rage still simmering beneath the growing arousal. “Fuck you.”

“That’s the plan,” Catrlos replied, his hand moving to the drawstring of her gi pants. “But first,
these need to go. Should I do it for you?”

The question was rhetorical. He was already untying the knot, his larger hands easily
overpowering her half-hearted attempts to stop him. In one fluid movement, he yanked the pants

down to her knees, exposing black lace underwear beneath.

Carlos paused. “You wore these for me,” he stated. Not a question but a statement. He ran a
finger along the delicate waistband. “Planning ahead, weren’t you? Before your husband’s little
interruption changed your plans.”

She had chosen the underwear before class, had worn them beneath her gi all through class.

The secret knowledge that Carlos would eventually see them added a forbidden thrill to every

movement, every technique.
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The cool air against her exposed thighs made Ashley heightened her awareness of her
vulnerability, the precarious position she’d placed herself in despite all her protestations. With her gi
pants tangled around her knees, her mobility was restricted, her balance compromised.

Before she could adjust, Carlos hooked his fingers into the waistband of her lace underwear
and tore those down too, leaving her lower half naked. His hand immediately moved between her
legs, fingers sliding through her folds.

“Look how wet you are,” he observed, the triumph in his voice unbearable in its accuracy.
“Your cunt doesn’t lie, Ashley. It knows exactly what it wants, even when you won’t admit it.”

“Shut up,” she gasped, even as her hips tilted toward his touch, seeking more contact, more
pressure. Each stroke of his fingers sent electric currents through her nervous system, making her grip
his shoulders for support. “Just shut your fucking mouth.”

Carlos laughed. “Make me,” he repeated, pushing two fingers inside her without warning,
making her cry out.

The intrusion was both violation and fulfillment, her body eagerly accepting what her mind
still struggled to reconcile. She pushed down against his invading fingers, her internal muscles
clenching around him, drawing him deeper even as she cursed him.

“Youre a fucking monster,” she said, the words punctuated by her increasingly ragged
breathing.

“And you’re a cheating whore,” Carlos countered, finding her clit, circling it. “But we’re
perfect for each other, aren’t we? Both willing to take what we want, consequences be damned.”

The truth in his assessment sliced through Ashley’s self-deception. She was as culpable as he
was, equally responsible for the destruction of her marriage, for Jacob’s pain.

Just as she approached the edge of climax, he pulled his hand away, leaving her trembling and
unfulfilled. “On your knees,” he commanded, using the same tone that had directed her movements
on the mats, the voice of absolute authority that expected immediate compliance.

“Fuck you,” Ashley spat, but even as the words left her mouth, she found herself sinking to
the floor, her gi pants and underwear still tangled around her knees. Her hands moved to Carlos’
shorts without direction, pulling them down to reveal his erection, already fully hard, the head
glistening with precum.
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This was the contradiction that defined her now, saying one thing while doing its opposite,
her body and mind operating on separate tracks, disconnected from each other and from any coherent
sense of self.

“That’s it,” Carlos encouraged, his hand returning to her hair, gripping it tightly. “Show me
how much you hate me. Choke on my cock while you think about how I put your pathetic husband
in his place today.”

The deliberate cruelty of his reference to Jacob pierced Ashley’s heart, but instead of turning
away in disgust, she took Carlos into her mouth with vengeful intensity. If she couldn’t hurt him with
her words or her slap, perhaps she could make him lose control, to wipe the smug superiority from

his face, to claim some small victory even in the act of submission.

“Get it nice and wet,” Carlos commanded. “Show me what a filthy cock sucking slut you really

b

are.

Ashley pulled back, maintaining eye contact as she gathered saliva in her mouth, then let it
drip obscenely onto his shaft. She spread it with her hand, coating him thoroughly.

“That’s it,” Carlos groaned.

Ashle’s hand twisted around his slick length. She then took his cock in her mouth, taking him
deeper than she was comfortable, her throat constricting around him, drawing a hiss of pleasure from
above.

She worked him with every technique she’d learned during their months together while her
nails dug into his thighs hard enough to leave crescent marks in his skin. The weight of his cock against
her tongue, the stretch of her lips around his girth, the masculine scent of him, all of it was shamefully

familiar, sensations her body had memorized and craved despite everything.

“Those pretty lips were made for sucking cock,” Carlos said as she took him to the back of
her throat. “Tell me how much you love it.”

Ashley pulled off him, panting. “I love sucking your cock,” she admitted, the words burning
like acid even as they aroused her further. “I think about it when I shouldn’t.”

“Like when you’re sucking your husband’s pathetic dick?” Carlos pressed, his eyes dark with
cruel pleasure.

“Yes,” Ashley confessed, her face burning with shame as her hand continued stroking him.
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Carlos smiled. “Look at you. So eager to be used. Did Jacob ever see this side of you? Did he
know his perfect little wife was really a depraved cock hungry slut?”

“No one knows this side of me,” she admitted. “Not even me. Not until you.”

For a moment, Carlos’ expression shifted, something almost like compassion, recognition
maybe, as if he understood the power he wielded and its consequences. But the moment passed,
subsumed by his need to dominate.

“Back to my cock,” he ordered. “Take it as deep as you can. I want to feel your throat.”

Ashley obeyed, surrendering to the self-destructive impulse that had driven her here in the
first place. She took him deeper than before, ignoring her gag reflex, her eyes watering as his cock
pushed past boundaries she’d thought impenetrable.

“That’s it. Fucking choke on it,” he growled. “This is what you came here. Not for some

fucking pathetic attempt to stand up for your husband. You came to be reminded of your place.”

She couldn’t argue, couldn’t deny it, her mouth stuffed full of the evidence of her intentions.
Her hand slipped between her legs, finding herself embarrassingly wet, her swollen clit throbbing at
the merest touch.

Ashley closed her eyes, ashamed yet unable to stop, her fingers making slick circles against her
clit as she worked his cock desperately, needing to bring him to completion, to claim that small victory
at least.

“Look at me,” Carlos demanded, pulling her head back so she was forced to meet his gaze,
his cock still in her mouth. “I want to see the hatred in your eyes while you suck my cock. I want to
see you acknowledge what you really are.”

Ashley stared up at him, tears of rage and exertion streaming down her cheeks, hating him,
hating herself more for the undeniable arousal pulsing between her legs. She pulled back, gasping for
breath.

“I fucking hate you,” she said, the statement absolute in its truth.

“Not enough to stop,” Carlos pointed out. “Not enough to walk away.”

“I hate myself more,” Ashley admitted, the confession rising unexpected from some broken

place inside her, a truth she hadn’t intended to reveal but which perfectly captured the self-destructive
spiral she couldn’t seem to escape.
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“Then let’s give you a reason,” he said. “Something truly worthy of your self loathing.”

He pulled her roughly to her feet, his strength making the movement almost effortless despite
her unsteady balance with pants still tangled around her knees. He spun her around and bent her over
the arm of his leather couch, positioning her ass in the air, exposed and vulnerably presented.

Ashley didn’t resist, couldn’t resist. Her body moved according to a script written by months
of conditioning to his commands, while her mind floated somewhere outside itself, watching with
detachment.

The leather was cool against her bare skin, grounding her in physical sensation when her
emotional landscape had become too chaotic to navigate.

Carlos delivered a stinging slap to her ass cheek, the crack echoing through the apartment like
a gunshot. She cried out, the sound partly pain, partly pleasure.

“Tell me what you want,” he demanded. “Be fucking specific or you get nothing.”
“Fuck me,” Ashley said, the words forced through gritted teeth. “Just get it over with.”

Another slap landed, harder this time, making her cry out louder. “Not good enough,” Carlos
growled. “Tell me exactly how you want to be fucked. Where you want this cock.” He ground his
cock against her, the head leaving a wet smear of precum on her ass.

Ashley pressed her forehead against the cool leather of the couch, closing her eyes in shame.
The position, bent over, pants around her knees, ass raised and exposed, was itself a confession, a
physical articulation of her surrender. But Carlos wanted the verbal humiliation too, the explicit
acknowledgment of her degradation.

2

“In my pussy,” she managed, acutely aware of the wetness dripping down her inner thighs,
betraying her arousal. “Hard. Until I can’t think anymore.” The request was genuine. She wanted the
direct, uncomplicated pleasure of being filled where she ached the most, to drown her self-hatred in

pure sensation.
Carlos paused behind her, his hand tracing slowly down the curve of her spine, coming to rest
at the small of her back. She could feel his cock against her, sliding between her ass cheeks, resting

there.

“That’s not an option today,” he said. “It’s your ass or nothing, Ashley.”
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Ashley’s body tensed. This was not what she had expected, a perverse ultimatum that forced
her to actively choose her own degradation. She could walk away right now. Pull up her pants,
straighten her back, and leave with at least some fragment of dignity intact.

“Please,” she whispered, hating the neediness in her voice. “I want your cock in my pussy. I'm
so wet for you.”

“Not happening,” Carlos said with finality, his finger circling her asshole. “Your ass or nothing.
Choose.”

The choice wasn’t really a choice at all. Ashley needed this, needed him, needed the obliteration
of self that came with surrendering completely. The emptiness inside her demanded to be filled, even
if it wasn’t in the way she’d hoped.

“Fine,” she said, the word a bitter surrender. “My ass.”

“Not good enough,” Carlos countered, his finger applying slightly more pressure but not
penetrating. “Beg for it. Make me believe you want it.”

Ashley closed her eyes, shame burning through her as she forced out the words. “Please fuck
my ass,” she whispered.

“I can’t hear you,” Carlos taunted, removing his finger entirely, denying her even that small
contact. “Say it like you mean it or get dressed and walk out. Your choice.”

“Fuck my ass,” she repeated, louder this time, her voice cracking with desperation and self-
disgust. “Please. I need it.”

“Louder,” Carlos insisted as he worked two fingers inside her, stretching her in preparation.
“So there’s no doubt about what a filthy, cheating whore you really are. So the neighbors can hear
what Jacob couldn’t satisfy.”

“FUCK MY ASS!” she screamed, the vocalization cathartic, a release valve for the pressure
building inside her that had nowhere else to go. “Ram that fucking cock in my asshole! Please, Catlos,

just fucking do it!”

“That’s better.” Carlos withdrew his fingers, and Ashley felt the head of his cock pressing
against her entrance. “Now tell me how much you hate me while I split this tight little shithole open.”

He began to push forward, the pressure intense and unyielding. Ashley gasped as the head
breached her, the burning stretch making tears leak from her eyes. Each millimeter of intrusion felt
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like both violation and fulfillment, her body struggling to accommodate his size. It was a physical
mirror of her fractured psyche, wanting one thing, receiving another, and finding twisted pleasure in
the contradiction.

“I hate you more than I've ever hated anyone,” she choked out, the words punctuated by
sharp intakes of breath as he pressed deeper. “You’ve ruined my fucking life. You’re a piece of shit.”

“And yet here you are,” Carlos reminded her, his hands gripping her hips as he continued his
relentless advance. “Taking my cock in your ass because I told you to, while your husband is
somewhere licking his wounds from the beating I gave him. What does that make you, Ashley?”

The deliberate cruelty, the explicit reminder of Jacob’s humiliation, twisted something inside
her, a knot of self-loathing so intense it manifested as physical pain in her chest. Yet her body
continued to accept Carlos’s invasion, opening to him against her initial desire, the familiar burn giving
way to that unique fullness that walked the line between pleasure and pain.

“It makes me a worthless slut,” she admitted, the words torn from some broken place inside

her. “A fucking whore who can’t say no.”

“That’s right,” Carlos grunted, finally fully inside her, his balls pressing against her dripping
pussy, the part of her body she’d wanted filled, now serving only as evidence of her arousal despite

the intrusion elsewhere. “My worthless slut. Your pussy might be wet but I decide which hole gets
filled.”

“Fuck you,” Ashley spat, the words lacking conviction as her body adjusted to the fullness,
her nerve endings transmitting signals that edged from discomfort into unwanted pleasure.

“You’re the one getting fucked,” Carlos replied, beginning to thrust more forcefully, making
her gasp with each withdrawal and reentry. Her body’s surrender created obscene squelching sounds
that were an auditory testimony to her humiliation. “And not even where you wanted it. But look at
you taking it anyway, desperate for anything I’ll give you.”

His pace increased, each thrust jolting her forward, the leather squeaking beneath them, filling
the otherwise silent apartment. Ashley buried her face in the cushions, muffling the moans she couldn’t
suppress, ashamed of the pleasure building inside.

“Touch yourself,” Carlos commanded, one hand moving to grip her hair, pulling her head

back painfully, arching her spine. “Play with that desperate cunt while I fuck your ass. Show me how
much you hate yourself. Show me what a depraved fucking whore you really are.”
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Her cunt, ignored and empty, still throbbed with need, betraying her mind’s revulsion and her
body’s true state. Ashley’s hand moved between her legs, fingers finding her clit swollen and slick with
her arousal. The dual stimulation quickly built her toward an explosive release, a pressure gathering at
her core that threatened to obliterate her entirely when it broke.

“Look at you,” Carlos taunted, his rhythm becoming more brutal, less controlled. “What
would Jacob think if he could see you now? His precious wife with her asshole stretched around
another man’s cock, drool running down her chin, fingers rubbing her clit. If he could hear the sounds
you make for me that you never made for him.”

“Shut up,” she gasped, her fingers moving faster against her clit, her body racing toward release
despite her mind’s revulsion. “Just shut the fuck up about him!”

“Make me,” Carlos challenged again, his thrusts becoming more erratic as he approached his
own climax. “Make me shut up while I’'m balls deep in your married ass. While my cock is stretching
your shithole wide.”

The obscene description, the raw truth of what they were doing, pushed Ashley over the edge.
She screamed into the leather cushions, the sound primal and broken, pleasure mixed with self-
loathing. Her inner walls clenched around the invading length in her ass, intensifying the sensations,
while her pussy gushed with her release, the evidence of her arousal dripping onto the leather below.

Carlos fucked her through it, maintaining his relentless pace as her body surrendered
completely.

“You’re not worthy of my cum in this greedy ass,” he growled suddenly, pulling out so abruptly
that Ashley gasped at the emptiness, at the loss of the fullness that had momentarily filled the void
inside her. Before she could process what was happening, he flipped her over, his strength making the
maneuver seem effortless despite her awkward position with pants still tangled around her knees.

“On your knees,” he commanded, pushing her down onto the floor. “I’'m going to mark that
pretty face instead. Show you what you really are.”

Ashley found herself kneeling in front of him, disoriented by the sudden repositioning. A part
of her, a fragment of her former self, screamed in protest at what was about to happen. But a darker,
growing part welcomed it, craved it even. This was what she deserved, to be marked, to be branded
visibly with evidence. She wanted it precisely because it horrified her, because it would make concrete
the self-loathing that consumed her.
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Carlos stood over her, one hand gripping her hair to position her face, the other working his
cock with frantic strokes. She could see it was slick and shiny from being inside her, the visual evidence
of her surrender somehow more humiliating than anything that had come before.

“Open your fucking mouth,” he commanded, his voice strained with impending release. “Stick

out your tongue.”

Ashley rebelled, a final, feeble attempt at preserving some illusion of resistance. “Fuck you,”
she spat, but the words had barely left her lips when Carlos erupted, thick ropes of hot semen shooting
across her face with surprising force. It streaked her cheeks, landed in her hair, caught on her eyelashes,
with some landing on her partially open lips.

The first splash shocked her, warm and viscous against her skin. But as he continued to paint
her face with his release, Ashley felt herself sinking deeper into a strange, dissociative euphoria that
was perfect in its completeness.

“That’s it,” Carlos groaned, continuing to stroke himself, making sure to coat her thoroughly.

“Look at you now. Covered in cum like the filthy slut you are.”

Ashley didn’t flinch as more warm stickiness slid down her face. She remained still, allowing

it to trail along her cheeks, her chin.
Before she could wipe any of it away, Carlos pushed his still-hard cock against her mouth.

“Clean it,” he demanded. “Lick it clean of your ass and my cum. Show me how completely I

own you.”

Ashley glared up at him, hatred burning in her eyes, intensified by the humiliation of kneeling
in front of him with his semen dripping down her face. But she parted her lips without further
prompting, taking him inside, welcoming the unfamiliar combination of her own musk and the

remnants of his release.

As she sucked him clean, she didn’t just tolerate the act, she embraced it. Her tongue worked
to gather every trace of fluid, to taste the evidence of where he’d been, what he’d done to her. She
moaned around his shaft, expressing a pleasure that wasn’t faked. There was liberation in this complete
surrender, in exploring the depths of her own capacity for disgrace.

In this moment, there was no more pretense, no more internal conflict. She was exactly what
Catlos had named her. A whorte, a slut, 2 woman who would clean her own ass from a man’s cock
while wearing his cum like a mask. The clarity was almost peaceful, the cessation of struggle, the
embracing of her fall.
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After she hungrily sucked him clean, making sure to run her tongue along every vein, every
ridge, to gather the last traces of their defilement, a final act of rebellion flared within her. She let her
teeth graze his sensitive flesh, then bit down, not hard enough to cause real damage, but firmly enough
to make him yelp in surprise and pain.

Carlos yanked himself from her mouth, his expression flashing from shock to something
darker. “Fucking bitch,” he hissed, but there was something like respect mingled with the anger, a
recognition of the fight still left in her despite everything.

He stepped back, allowing her to collapse onto the floor, her body spent, her mind gradually
reconnecting with the reality of what had just happened.

Her body trembled with the aftermath of orgasm and adrenaline. She had come here burning
with righteous fury, with the moral high ground of the betrayed spouse defending her husband’s
honor. She had stormed into Carlos’ apartment determined to make him acknowledge the pain he’d
caused, to force him to recognize the consequences of his actions. Yet within minutes, she’d been
bent over his couch screaming for him to fuck her ass, and now she sat on his floor with his semen
cooling and congealing on her face, the final humiliation in a series that traced her descent into self-

destruction.

The paradox was too much to hold in her mind. In the midst of her rage at Carlos for
humiliating Jacob, for participating in the destruction of her marriage, she’d submitted to him more
completely than ever before. This wasn’t just a mistake or a moment of weakness. It was a fundamental
fracture in her understanding of herself, a revelation of capacities for self-destruction she hadn’t

known she possessed.

“Are you okay?” Carlos asked, tossing her a towel from the nearby bathroom. The question
was almost laughable in its inadequacy. His tone held none of the dominant edge from moments
before, just a simple concern that seemed almost cruel in contrast to what he’d just done to her, what
she’d begged him to do.

“No,” Ashley answered honestly, tears breaking through her shock to mix with the cum on
her face as she haltheartedly wiped at the mess. The mixture stung her eyes, adding physical discomfort

to her emotional devastation. “I’'m not okay. I don’t think I’ll be okay ever again.”

Carlos sat beside her on the floor, not touching her, maintaining a careful distance that made
his previous invasion of her body seem all the more jarring in contrast.
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“Regret is a waste of energy,” he said, his voice neither cruel nor particularly kind, but
detached, as if offering advice to a stranger. “What’s done is done. You can’t change it. You can only
move forward.”

The platitude, so empty in the face of what they’d just done, what they’d destroyed together,
broke something loose inside Ashley. The sobs came suddenly, erupting from her chest with a force
that doubled her over. She curled into herself instinctively, knees drawn up, arms wrapped around
them, holding herself together as she felt herself coming apart at the seams.

Carlos watched her break down with detachment, making no move to comfort her, to touch
her, to offer false reassurances. He didn’t even try to help her clean his cum from her face. He simply
observed as she collapsed into this protective ball of misery on his floor, half-naked and exposed in
every sense of the word.

His distance, his ability to remain emotionally untouched by the devastation he had
participated in creating, uncovered more about Carlos in Ashley’s understanding. Carlos wasn’t just
selfish or predatory, there was something fundamentally missing in him, an emptiness at his core
where empathy should reside. The flash of almost compassion she thought she’d glimpsed earlier had
been a mirage, a momentary glitch in his programming rather than evidence of deeper humanity.

She had given up everything. Her marriage, her self respect, her sense of identity, for a man
who viewed her suffering with the mild curiosity one might display toward an insect trapped in a glass.

When the storm of tears finally began to subside, leaving her hollow eyed and empty, Ashley
became acutely aware of her disheveled state. With trembling hands, she struggled to pull her gi pants
and underwear back up. Using the sleeve of her discarded gi top, she rubbed frantically at her face,
trying to remove as much of Carlos’s cum as possible, feeling it matting in her hair, flaking on her
skin.

“I should go,” she said, a strand of cum-matted hair falling across her forehead as she fumbled

with the ties of her gi pants. “This was a big mistake.”

“Was it?” Carlos asked, sounding genuinely curious rather than argumentative. “Or was it

exactly what you needed?”

The question forced Ashley to confront an uncomfortable truth that pulsed beneath her shame
and regret. Part of her had needed this, not just the physical release, but the absolute bottom she’d
now hit. Sometimes you had to reach the depths before you could begin to climb upward. In a twisted
way, Carlos had given her the gift of clarity through degradation, had stripped away her last illusions
about what she had become.
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She looked at him, really looked at him, seeing beyond the physical beauty that had first
attracted her, beyond the dominant presence that had kept her coming back. She saw a man who lived
entirely in the moment, unburdened by consequences, by emotional commitments, by the messy
complexities of human connection. A man who could take without giving, who could own without
loving, who could dominate without responsibility, a man who could witness her complete
psychological disintegration with nothing more than mild interest.

“What I needed,” she said slowly, still painfully aware of the residue of his climax drying on
her skin, “was someone who could love me without trying to own me. Who could give me excitement
without destroying what I already had.” Her voice strengthened. “Instead I chose you. Someone who

could own me without ever loving me at all.”

Carlos didn’t deny it. He simply watched as she gathered her remaining clothes, as she finished
dressing with clumsy haste, her movements jerky with the desperate need to escape this apartment,
this man, this moment of absolute truth about herself.

She avoided his bathroom, unwilling to see her reflection, to confront the visual evidence of
what she’d allowed to be done to het.

“You'll call me again,” he said as she headed for the door, the statement casual in its certainty,
as if her breakdown had been just another sexual interlude rather than a fundamental rupture in her
sense of self. “Maybe not tomorrow, or next week. But eventually.”

Ashley paused, her hand on the doorknob, not turning back to look at him, all too aware of
how she must appear. “No,” she said, the word carrying more conviction than she’d felt in months.

“I won’t.”

She stepped out into the hallway, closing the door behind her with a soft click. Something had
ended here, something beyond her affair with Carlos, beyond her marriage to Jacob. Something inside
herself had been excised, cauterized, finally put to rest.

In the elevator, she refused to look at herself in the mirrored walls. When the elevator doors
opened, Ashley hurried through the lobby, keeping her head down, irrationally certain that anyone
who saw her would know instantly what she had done. The night doorman barely glanced up from
his phone, a small mercy in a night that had offered few.

The cold night air hit her face as she exited the building, a bracing shock that momentarily
clarified her thoughts. She fumbled with her keys, dropping them once before managing to unlock her
car with trembling hands. Once inside, she sat frozen, key in the ignition but engine silent, staring
blankly into the distance.
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Everything familiar had been destroyed. Everything certain had been questioned. And in their
place was only wreckage and the nauseating awareness of her own capacity for self destruction. The
world she had inhabited just an hour ago, where she was the wronged party confronting her husband’s
humiliator, where she could still claim some moral high ground despite her affair, had been obliterated,

replaced by this new reality where she was exactly what Carlos had named her. A whore, a slut.

She was, for perhaps the first time in her adult life, truly alone with the consequences of her

choices. No one to blame, no one to save her, no one to share the burden of what she’d brought upon
herself.

Finally, she started the car, necessity rather than decision propelling her forward. The familiar
streets offered no comfort as she drove, no sense of returning to safe harbor. Street lights blurred
through the tears that continued to well in her eyes, forcing her to drive slowly, carefully, when what
she wanted was to accelerate into oblivion, to physically match the emotional crash she was
experiencing.

The apartment complex loomed in front of her, the place that had once been their home now
transformed into something else by Jacob’s absence, by her betrayal. As she climbed the stairs, each
step seemed to require more effort than the last, as if the weight of her actions were physically pulling
her downward.

Inside, the silence was absolute, oppressive in its totality. In the bathroom, she finally
confronted her full reflection under the harsh fluorescent light. Her hair was disheveled and sticky
with dried fluid, eyes red-rimmed from crying, cheeks blotchy and tear-stained. Her face bore the
unmistakable evidence of what had transpired. Flakes of Carlos’s semen still visible in her eyebrows,
on her cheekbones, caught in her hairline. Physical proof of her degradation that no amount of
rationalization could erase.

More devastating was the face staring back at her. She didn’t recognize the woman in the
mirror, couldn’t reconcile this broken, defiled stranger with the person she’d believed herself to be
just months ago. The Ashley who had married Jacob had been confident, principled, certain of her
moral boundaries. This woman, with eyes hollow from self-hatred, was someone else.

The sight made her stomach convulse violently, bile rising in her throat with such force that
she barely made it to the toilet before emptying its meager contents.

She looked exactly like what she was, a woman who had been used and degraded, marked in
the most primal, possessive way possible. Not just physically marked with Carlos’s semen, but
psychologically branded by the knowledge of her own depths, her willingness to surrender every
principle she’d thought defined her.
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With hands that still trembled from the aftershocks of her emotional collapse, she stripped oft
her clothes, the gi jacket and pants, the sports bra and underwear, letting them fall in a heap on the
floor. She couldn’t imagine ever wearing them again, couldn’t bear the thought of these garments
touching her skin, carrying as they did the memory of her complete surrender.

She turned the shower on as hot as she could stand it, steam quickly filling the small bathroom.
When she stepped under the spray, the heat was almost punishing against her skin, but she welcomed
the discomfort, needed it as a contrast to the emotional pain consuming her from within. She scrubbed
her face until it was raw, washing away the physical evidence of Carlos’s dominance, watching his seed
circle the drain along with fresh tears that continued to leak from her eyes.

She shampooed her hair three times, desperate to remove every last trace of him from her
body, fingernails scraping against her scalp with unnecessary force. Yet even as she cleansed herself
physically, she knew the deeper stain remained. She could wash Carlos’s semen from her face, from
her hair, from her eyelashes, but she couldn’t wash away the knowledge of what she had begged him
to do, of how completely she had surrendered, of the hungry way she had cleaned him with her tongue
afterward.

Clean but not cleansed, Ashley wrapped herself in the thick robe that had been a gift from
Jacob on their second anniversary, a reminder of everything she had desecrated, of the love she had
trampled in her selfish pursuit of physical sensation. She made her way to the living room, unable to
stay in the bedroom.

The couch, once a place of comfort, of shared evenings watching movies or reading together,
now seemed alien, unwelcoming, as if it too rejected her after what she had done. But she collapsed
onto it anyway, her legs giving out as the full impact of the day’s events finally hit her with their
complete, devastating weight.

Jacob confronting Carlos at the gym, the public exposure of her shame, her angry drive to
Carlos’s apartment, the humiliation she had both resisted and invited, his semen spraying across her
face, the complete destruction of everything she had once valued about herself.

The sobs, when they came again, were quieter than before, but no less painful, tearing from
her throat with a rawness that suggested they might never stop, might become a permanent feature of
her existence.

In the darkened apartment, surrounded by the ghostly remnants of her marriage, Ashley cried
for Jacob, for the pain she had caused him, for the trust she had violated so completely. She cried for
the woman she had thought herself to be, loyal, loving, worthy of the commitment Jacob had given
her. She cried for the future they had planned together, now lost, replaced by an uncertain path of her
own making, a journey through a landscape she had scorched beyond recognition.
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But mostly, she cried for herself, for the hollowness that even Carlos’s most intense attentions
couldn’t fill, for her realization that she had sacrificed something real and lasting for moments of
pleasure that left her emptier than before, for the knowledge that she couldn’t go back, couldn’t undo
what she had done, couldn’t reclaim what she had so carelessly discarded.

She cried until she had nothing left, until her throat was raw and her eyes swollen, until the
well of tears finally ran dry, leaving her empty, scraped clean of everything except the awareness of
what she had become, what she had lost, what lay ahead in the barren landscape of consequence she
had created.

She stared into the darkness as the first hints of dawn began to lighten the edges of the curtains.
A new day approaching, bringing with it no solutions, no comfort, just the continuing aftermath of
choices that couldn’t be unmade, damage that couldn’t be undone, revelations that couldn’t be

unlearned.

As exhaustion finally started to claim her, pulling her down into the temporary bastion of
sleep, Ashley’s last conscious thought was that she had finally seen herself completely, had confronted
the person she really was beneath the identity she had maintained for so long. It was a brutal truth,
but it was truth nonetheless. And perhaps, somewhere in that unsparing honesty, lay the seeds of

whatever reconstruction might eventually be possible.

But not yet. Not tonight. Tonight was only for the reckoning, for the final acknowledgment
of what she had done and who she had become. Tomorrow, or the next day, or sometime in the
uncertain future, she would begin the work of building something new from the ashes she had created.
But for now, she surrendered to unconsciousness, to the temporary relief of sleep where even

nightmares couldn’t compare to the reality she would wake to face.
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Chapter 25

THE APARTMENT WAS A SHOEBOX. One bedroom, galley kitchen, bathroom with a shower stall barely
wide enough to turn around in. Ashley had signed the lease 1 week after receiving notice that Jacob
had stopped paying rent on their old place. The property manager had been sympathetic but firm. Pay
in full or vacate in thirty days. She couldn’t afford to cover it alone, not with her part-time graphic

design job.

She’d been lucky to find this place at all on such short notice. The real estate agent had called
it “cozy” and “efficient,” real estate code for cramped and barren. It came semi-furnished, a futon that
doubled as her bed, a wobbly table with two mismatched chairs, and a dresser missing one drawer.
The walls were institutional beige.

Ashley stood at the window, clutching a mug of cheap instant coffee as she watched rain streak
the glass. Her reflection looked back at her. Pale, hollowed out, hair pulled back in a hasty ponytail.
She barely recognized herself.

A month had passed since the catastrophe at Iron Grip Academy, since her final, degrading
encounter with Carlos. She’d quit jiu-jitsu the next day, sending an email to the gym manager rather
than risking another face-to-face with Carlos. His texts had continued for weeks afterward, casual at
first, then increasingly demanding, finally settling into silence when she never replied.

She’d found extra hours at work, taking on projects nobody else wanted, staying late when the
office emptied out. The monotony of designing brochures for dental practices and real estate
companies offered a numbing distraction. She’d even picked up weekend shifts at a coffee shop.
Anything to avoid the echoing emptiness of her apartment, to exhaust herself enough that sleep might
come without dreams.

The rain intensified, transforming the view of the parking lot into a blur. Ashley placed her
half-empty mug on the windowsill and pressed her forehead against the cool glass, closing her eyes.

Why hadn’t she taken the Penderson account home to work on? The deadline wasn’t until
next week, but it would have given her something to do besides stand here, marinating in regret.
Besides, what else was there? No friends waited for her calls. She’d alienated most of them during the
affair. No family lived nearby. Her parents were on the opposite coast, and she couldn’t bear the
thought of explaining what had happened, of seeing disappointment replace the pride they’d always
taken in her stable marriage to “such a nice young man.”

Her phone lay on the futon, screen dark. She glanced at it, the familiar urge rising again, the
impulse to text Jacob, to see if today might be the day he’d finally respond. Every previous attempt
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had met with silence. She’d started with lengthy, tearful apologies, then progressed to casual check-
ins disguised as practical questions about their old apartment, finally descending to single-word texts
that screamed of desperation.

Please. Jacob. Talk.

Nothing. As if she’d been erased from his world as thoroughly as he’d removed himself from
hers.

The rain’s rhythm changed, transitioning from steady patter to aggressive drumming. Ashley
pushed away from the window, restless energy propelling her across the small room. She picked up
her phone, then set it down again. Grabbed her sketchbook, flipped through a few pages of half-
finished drawings, abandoned it on the futon. Paced back to the kitchen, rinsed her mug, left it upside
down on the drainboard.

The walls seemed to be closing in. She couldn’t stay here, not tonight, not with this crawling
anxiety working its way up her spine. But where to go? The coffee shop had already assigned shifts,
the bars held no appeal without someone to meet there, the movie theater only reminded her of nights
out with Jacob.

Jacob. The thought of him was a constant ache, an infected wound that wouldn’t heal. Where
was he now? What was he doing? Had he found someone new, someone better, someone who
deserved him?

She grabbed her phone again. Social media offered no clues. Jacob had deactivated his
accounts shortly after leaving. Her thumb hovered over her text message threads, scrolling past her
parents’ concerned check-ins, past work colleagues confirming meeting times, landing on a name she
hadn’t contacted in months. Ryan.

Ryan, Jacob’s friend from college. Ryan, who had given Jacob a place to stay immediately after
the discovery, before Jacob found his own apartment. Ryan, who would definitely know where Jacob

was living now.
It was a breach of boundaries, a stalker move. She should respect Jacob’s silence, his clear
desire to be left alone. But the alternative was another night pacing these four walls, another sleepless

vigil of self-recrimination. Before she could reconsider, she typed a message.

Ashley: Ryan, it’s Ashley. I know you probably hate me, and you should. But I need to talk to
Jacob, even if it’s just once more. Please. I just want to know he’s okay.
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She hit send before she could lose her nerve, then stared at the screen, half-expecting an
immediate rejection. Nothing came. She placed the phone face down on the futon and returned to the
window, watching sheets of rain transform the world outside into a watery purgatory that matched
her internal landscape.

When the phone finally buzzed ten minutes later, she nearly tripped over her own feet rushing
to retrieve it.

Ryan: He’s fine. Better than fine. Leave him alone, Ashley.

She bit her lip, considering her response. Ryan had replied, which was more than she’d
expected. He hadn’t blocked her number or ignored her completely. That was something to work
with.

Ashley: I understand. I just need to see him, to apologize propetrly. To give him closure.

The reply came faster this time.

Ryan: He has closure. He’s moved on. You should too.

Her fingers flew over the screen.

Ashley: Please, Ryan. I’'m not eating, barely sleeping. I just need five minutes. I won’t ask again
after this, I swear.

The three typing dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again. She held her breath.

Ryan: You hurt him worse than anyone ever has. I watched him put himself back together
piece by piece. I'm not helping you tear that down.

Tears blurred her vision. She blinked them away, steadying her breathing before typing again.

Ashley: I don’t want to tear anything down. I just want him to see that I know what I did, that
I'm sorry. If he tells me to go to hell to my face, I'll accept it. Please.

The response took so long she thought Ryan had given up on the conversation.

Ryan: He’s at the Parkview Apartments on Queens. Building C. Don’t tell him I told you. And
Ashley? If you hurt him again, I'll make sure everyone knows exactly what kind of person you are.
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Relief and anxiety coursed through her. She had an address. A location. A chance to see Jacob
face-to-face, to make him understand the depth of her regret, to beg for... for what? Forgiveness
seemed too much to hope for. Understanding, perhaps. Or just a chance to see if his eyes still held
that wounded betrayal, or if they’d hardened completely against her.

Ashley: Thank you, Ryan. I promise I just want to talk to him.

She waited, but no further response came. Ryan had said what he needed to say, given what
he was willing to give. The rest was up to her.

Ashley glanced at the clock. 4:37 PM. If Jacob maintained his old work schedule, he’d be home
around 6:00. She had time to shower, to make herself presentable, to rehearse what she wanted to say.

Under the weak spray of her shower, she scrubbed her skin as if she could wash away the past
month, the past six months. She shampooed her hair twice, conditioned it, let the water run until it
went cold. Afterward, she stood in front of the foggy bathroom mirror, wiping a patch clear to study
her reflection.

The woman looking back at her was a stranger. Thinner, with dark circles beneath her eyes,
cheekbones too prominent, collarbones visible beneath pale skin. When had she lost so much weight?
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten a proper meal. Coffee and protein bars had become
her sustenance, consumed absent-mindedly at her desk while working through lunch breaks, her body
an afterthought to the punishing pace she maintained to avoid thinking.

She towel-dried her hair, letting it fall in natural waves, the way Jacob had always preferred it.
She applied minimal makeup, just enough to bring some color back to her face without looking like
she was trying too hard. Dressed in jeans and that soft blue sweater that Jacob liked.

By 5:30, she was in her car, driving across town to the Parkview Apartments. The rain had
slowed to a gentle mist. She rehearsed what she would say as she drove, discarding opening lines that
sounded too casual, too dramatic, too needy.

“Hi, Jacob.” Too cheerful, as if nothing had happened.

“I know I'm the last person you want to see.” Too self-deprecating, fishing for contradiction.

“I miss you every day.” Too centered on her own feelings.

Nothing felt right, nothing captured the turmoil of regret and longing and shame that had
been her constant companion since the moment he walked out. Perhaps there were no words adequate
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for the magnitude of what she’d done, for the pain she’d caused. Perhaps she should just speak from
her heart when the moment came, without rehearsal.

The Parkview Apartments came into view. Three modern, four-story buildings arranged
around a central courtyard with benches and tended flower beds. Building C stood furthest from the
street, slightly elevated on a gentle slope. Ashley pulled into a visitor parking space, killed the engine,
and checked the time. 5:53 PM. She’d timed it almost perfectly.

Now came the hard part. Should she go to his door? Wait in the lobby? That seemed too
confrontational, too much of an ambush. Better to wait outside, to approach him as he returned from
work, giving him the option to invite her in or to talk in neutral territory.

She got out of her car and positioned herself on a bench near Building C’s entrance, partially
sheltered from the drizzle by a small decorative awning. From here, she could watch for Jacob’s arrival
without being immediately visible to anyone exiting the building.

Minutes ticked by. Six o’clock came and went. Then six-fifteen. Six-thirty. By seven, Ashley
was beginning to wonder if she had the wrong building, or if Jacob had changed his schedule, or if
fate was conspiring to deny her this one chance. The mist had intensified again to proper rain, and
despite the awning’s protection, she felt dampness seeping through her sweater.

Just as she was considering returning to her car to wait, the building’s security door opened.
Ashley straightened, heart hammering, as a familiar figure emerged, but not Jacob. A woman she’d

never seen before stepped out, opened an umbrella, and walked toward the parking area, not noticing
Ashley on her bench.

False alarm. Ashley settled back, wrapping her arms around herself for warmth. Another
fifteen minutes passed. The sky darkened further, streetlights flickering to life around the complex.
She checked her phone. 7:21 PM. Perhaps she should give up, come back another day.

Just as she was about to stand, the security door opened again. This time, there was no
mistaking the figure that emerged.

Jacob.
He looked different, his formerly lanky frame now carried a bit more muscle, his shoulders
noticeably broader under a light jacket. His hair was shorter, exposing more of his face. But the most

striking change was in his bearing. The slight stoop, the hesitant posture that had always characterized
him was gone, replaced by a straight spine, a confident stride.
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He was carrying a gym bag, headed away from the building toward the parking area, not in her
direction. If she didn’t act now, she’d miss her chance entirely.

“Jacob,” she called, standing up.
He stopped, his body going rigid at the sound of her voice. Slowly, he turned, scanning the
area until his eyes found her, half-hidden in the shadows of the awning. For a long moment, he just

stared, his expression unreadable.

“Ashley,” he said finally, his voice neither welcoming nor hostile, just flat with surprise. “What
are you doing herer”

She stepped forward, moving into the pool of light cast by a nearby streetlamp. Rain dripped
from the awning onto her shoulders, but she barely noticed.

“I needed to see you,” she said, her carefully rehearsed speech evaporating, leaving only raw
honesty. “I needed to tell you I’'m sorry. So sorry for everything.”

Jacob didn’t move toward her, but he didn’t walk away either. He adjusted the strap of his gym
bag on his shoulder, his gaze assessing her with a detachment that made her stomach clench.

“How did you find me?” he asked.
“I asked Ryan,” she admitted. “Please don’t be angry with him. I practically begged.”

“Ryan should know better,” he said. Then, with a slight sigh, “But I’'m not surprised. He always
was a soft touch for a sob story.”

The characterization stung, but Ashley couldn’t argue with it. She had used Ryan’s compassion,
manipulated it to get what she wanted. One more sin to add to her ever-growing list.

“I won’t take much of your time,” she promised, taking another step toward him. The rain
was falling harder now, dampening her hair, running down her face, mingling with the tears she could
no longer contain. “I just wanted to tell you that I know what I did was unforgivable. That I never

deserved you. That I think about what I threw away every single day, and I hate myself for it.”

Jacob’s expression softened slightly, not with forgiveness but with something like pity. “You
don’t look well,” he observed, his gaze taking in her too-thin frame, the shadows under her eyes.

“I'm fine,” she lied automatically.

231



“No, you’re not. You’ve lost weight. Too much.”

The fact that he noticed, that he still saw her clearly enough to perceive the changes in her,
gave Ashley a flicker of hope. “I haven’t been eating much,” she admitted. “Or sleeping. I can’t stop
thinking about everything, about how I ruined us.”

Jacob shifted his weight, glancing toward the parking lot and back, as if calculating whether to
continue this conversation in the rain or to suggest they move somewhere else. Finally, he gestured
toward a covered seating area near the building’s entrance.

“Let’s get out of the rain at least,” he said.

Ashley followed him to the small nook, which offered protection from the weather and a little
of privacy. They sat on opposite ends of a bench. Jacob set his gym bag on the ground and turned to
face her directly.

“Look, Ashley,” he began, his voice gentle but firm. “I appreciate that you came here. I believe
that you’re sorry. But I don’t think this is helping either of us.”

“I just needed you to know,” she said. “That’s all. I needed you to hear it from me, face to
face, how much I regret what I did. How I would do anything to take it back.”

“But you can’t take it back,” Jacob said simply. “What happened, happened. We can’t change

2

it.

“I know,” she whispered. “But I keep thinking, if you knew how sorry I am, how much I hate
myself for hurting you-”

“That’s part of the problem,” Jacob interrupted. “You’re punishing yourself. Not eating, not
sleeping. Looking at you now...” He shook his head. “This isn’t healthy, Ashley.”

She laughed, a brittle sound without humor. “What am I supposed to do? Just move on?
Pretend it didn’t happen? Find someone new?”

“No,” Jacob said. “But you need to take care of yourself. You need to find a way forward that
doesn’t involve self-destruction.”

The calm rationality of his response was somehow worse than anger would have been. Anger

she could understand, could meet with her own guilt, could use to flail herself further. This concern
left her adrift, unsure how to respond.
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“I don’t know how to do that,” she confessed. “I don’t know how to live with what I did to
you. With who I became.”

Jacob was quiet for a moment, studying her with an expression that suggested he was choosing
his words carefully.

“After I left,” he said finally, “I was in bad shape. Really bad. I couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep.
Couldn’t stop seeing... what I saw.” He paused, a momentary fracture in his composure revealing the
pain still living beneath the surface. “I thought I'd never get past it. But then someone, my therapist,
actually, asked me a question that changed everything.”

Ashley waited, barely breathing.

“She asked me, ‘who are you punishing by refusing to move forward?” And I realized I was
punishing myself for something I didn’t do.” Jacob met her gaze directly. “I think you need to ask
yourself the same question. Who benefits from your suffering now? Not me. It doesn’t make me feel

better to know you’re not eating, not sleeping. It doesn’t undo what happened.”

His words penetrated the armor of self-loathing. She hadn’t considered that her suffering
might be another form of selfishness, a way to center the narrative around her pain rather than his.

“I don’t know how to forgive myself,” she said softly.

“That’s something you’ll have to figure out,” Jacob replied. “But it starts with taking care of
yourself. With accepting that life keeps moving forward, whether you’re ready or not.”

There was something in his tone, a philosophical distance that hadn’t been there before. This
new Jacob, with his quiet confidence and wisdom, was both familiar and foreign, the man she’d loved

but evolved into someone stronger, more self-possessed.

“Are you... are you seeing someoner” she asked, the question slipping out before she could
stop it. “Romantically, I mean.”

Jacob’s expression closed slightly. “That’s not relevant to this conversation, Ashley.”

“I know, I'm sorry,” she backtracked quickly. “I shouldn’t have asked that. It’s none of my
business anymore.”

“No, it’s not,” he agreed, but without cruelty.
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They sat in silence for a moment, the sound of rain providing a backdrop to the moment.
Ashley twisted her hands in her lap, searching for a way to extend their time together, to delay the
inevitable conclusion of this meeting.

“Tell me about your therapist,” she tried. “Is it helping? Therapy, I mean.”

Jacob hesitated, then nodded slightly. “It is. It’s given me perspective. Tools to process what
happened without letting it define me.”

“That sounds good,” Ashley said, grasping at this small thread of connection. “Maybe I should
try it. Therapy, I mean.”

“I think that would be a good idea,” Jacob agreed. “It’s helped me separate the betrayal from
my sense of self-worth. To understand that what you did was about you, not about me being
insufficient or unworthy.”

His statement was a simple truth. Of course Jacob would have questioned his worth, would
have wondered what he lacked that drove her to seek fulfillment elsewhere. The thought added a new
dimension to her guilt, not just the act of betrayal itself, but the damage it had done to his sense of

self.

“You were always enough,” she said urgently. “More than enough. It was never about you not
being... What happened was my weakness, my selfishness. You were perfect.”

Jacob shook his head slightly. “I wasn’t perfect, Ashley. No one is. But I was faithful. I was
committed. I loved you completely.” He paused, then corrected himself. “I loved who I thought you

were.”

The past tense was a final door closing on what they had been to each other. Ashley felt it like
a physical pain, a severance of the last thread of hope she’d been clinging to.

“I should have been better,” she whispered. “I should have recognized what I had in you.”

“Maybe,” Jacob agreed. “But you didn’t. And now we both have to live with the consequences
of that.” He glanced at his watch, then back at her. “I need to go. I have plans tonight.”

Plans. With friends? With a new woman? She couldn’t bring herself to ask, couldn’t bear to
hear the answer either way.

“Of course,” she said, attempting to gather the shreds of her dignity. “Thank you for talking
to me. For not just walking away when you saw me.”
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Jacob stood, retrieving his gym bag from the ground. “I think it’s best if we don’t do this
again,” he said gently. “I’ve made my peace with what happened, as much as I can. I’'m moving forward

with my life. And you need to do the same.”
“I don’t know if I can,” Ashley admitted, fresh tears welling.

“You can,” Jacob assured her. “But not by looking backward, not by holding on to what we
had. That’s gone, Ashley. We can’t get it back.”

The finality in his voice left no room for argument, no space for the desperate pleas building
in her throat. He was right, she knew he was right, but the reality of it, the loss of him, of them, was
a weight too heavy to bear.

“Can IL... can I at least hug you goodbye?” she asked, her voice small.

Jacob hesitated, conflict visible on his face. For a moment, she thought he would refuse. Then,

unexpectedly, a corner of his mouth quirked up.

“I don’t know,” he said with the faintest glimmer of his old dry humor. “Are you going to take
me to the ground and choke me out?” The jiu-jitsu reference caught her completely off-guard.

Despite herself, Ashley felt a smile break through her tears, a genuine smile that momentarily
cut through the thickness of her grief. It was so quintessentially Jacob, that quiet wit emerging when

least expected.

“No submissions tonight,” she promised, her voice wavering between laughter and tears. “I’'m

pretty sure you could defend yourself now anyway.” She gestured vaguely at his more muscular frame.

Something in the small shared moment of levity seemed to ease the tension. Jacob nodded,

setting down his bag again.
“Okay,” he said. “A hug goodbye.”

Ashley stood, closing the distance between them. When his arms came around her, tentative
and careful, maintaining a slight physical distance even in the embrace, she had to bite back a sob. She
breathed in the familiar scent of him, different cologne now, but underneath it, the essential Jacob-
ness that she’d missed so desperately. His body felt different against hers, more solid, stronger, but
still fundamentally him.
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The hug lasted only seconds before he gently disengaged, stepping back to reclaim his personal

space.

“Take care of yourself, Ashley,” he said, and there was genuine concern in his voice. “Eat
something. Sleep. Talk to someone. A therapist, a friend. Don’t let this define the rest of your life.”

“I’ll try,” she promised, though she had no idea how to begin.

Jacob nodded, satisfied with this small commitment. “Goodbye, Ashley,” he said, picking up
his gym bag again.

“Goodbye, Jacob,” she replied, the words almost catching in her throat.

He turned and walked away, his stride purposeful, not looking back as he crossed the courtyard
toward the parking area. Ashley watched until he disappeared from view, the rain obscuring his figure,
erasing him from her sight as thoroughly as she’d been erased from his life.

She remained standing for several minutes after he was gone, trying to gather the strength to
move, to return to her car, to drive back to her empty apartment. The conversation replayed in her
mind, his gentle but firm rejection, his concern for her wellbeing coupled with his clear boundary
against reconnection.

He had moved on. Transformed his pain into personal growth, built a new life from the ashes
of what they’d shared. While she had been spiraling deeper into self-recrimination, he had been
healing, becoming stronger, evolving into someone who could face his former wife with compassion
rather than hatred.

It was both admirable and devastating. Admirable because it spoke to his fundamental
decency, the essential goodness she’d carelessly discarded. Devastating because it confirmed what
she’d feared most. There would be no reconciliation, no second chance, no opportunity to prove she’d
learned from her mistakes.

Finally, when the chill had seeped into her bones and her tears had run dry, Ashley made her
way back to her car. She unlocked her car and slid behind the wheel.

For a long time, she sat there, key in the ignition, engine off. She stared at the steering wheel,
seeing nothing, her mind racing through the ruins of her life, searching for a path forward that didn’t

seem to exist.

Jacob’s words echoed. “Take care of yourself. Eat something. Sleep. Talk to someone.” Such
simple advice, so impossible to follow when the very foundations of her self-concept had been
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shattered. Who was she now, if not Jacob’s wife? What defined her, if not her marriage? How did she
begin to rebuild when she wasn’t sure what remained worth salvaging?

A tap on the window startled her. She looked up to see an elderly man in a raincoat, concern
evident on his face. Ashley rolled down her window slightly.

“You okay, miss?” the man asked. “You’ve been sitting here a long while. Everything all
right?”

Ashley managed faint smile. “Yes, thank you. Just... gathering my thoughts before driving.”
The man nodded. “Well, drive safe then. Weather’s nasty tonight.”
“I will,” she promised. “Thank you for checking.”

As the man walked away, Ashley realized she’d been sitting in the car for nearly forty-five
minutes. With a deep breath, she started the engine. She needed to go home, even if home was now
just a barren apartment with bare walls and empty corners. She needed to at least try to follow Jacob’s
advice. To eat something. To sleep, if sleep would come. To begin the process of moving forward,
however impossible it seemed in this moment.

The drive back to her apartment passed quickly. Inside, the apartment was exactly as she’d left
it, small, depressing in its lack of personality. She stood in the doorway for a moment, seeing it through
new eyes, through Jacob’s eyes, perhaps. This wasn’t a home. It was a place to exist, to mark time
while wallowing in self-pity.

She crossed to the kitchen, opening the refrigerator out of habit rather than hunger. Its
contents were pitiful. Half a carton of almond milk, a withered apple, a package of sliced cheese with
one slice remaining. The cupboards were equally bare. Some instant oatmeal, a can of soup, a box of
stale crackers.

Jacob was right. She needed to eat. To sleep. To take the basic steps of self-care that she’d
been neglecting in her spiral of self-destruction. With a sigh, she took out her phone and ordered
delivery from the Thai restaurant down the street. Pad thai and spring rolls, comfort food she hadn’t
allowed herself to enjoy in weeks.

While waiting for the delivery, she gathered her laundry, separating it into piles on the futon.

The simple, ordinary task felt like a monumental effort, but also like a first tentative step toward

reclaiming some semblance of a normal life.
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The food arrived, and Ashley forced herself to sit at the wobbly table to eat it rather than
standing at the counter or perching on the edge of the futon. She took small bites, surprised to find
that once she started eating, genuine hunger emerged from beneath the constant nausea of anxiety.
By the time she’d finished half the pad thai and one spring roll, she felt more grounded than she had

in weeks.

After cleaning up, she completed her makeshift bedtime routine. Teeth brushed, face washed,
hair tied back in a loose braid. Lying on the futon in the darkness, staring at the ceiling, she replayed
her conversation with Jacob for the hundredth time.

“Who are you punishing by refusing to move forward?”
“Take care of yourself. Eat something. Sleep. Talk to someone.”

For the first time in weeks, as she drifted toward sleep, her last thoughts weren’t of what she’d
lost but of what small steps she might take tomorrow. A proper grocery shop. Perhaps a walk in the
park if the rain held off. Maybe even a call to inquire about therapy options through her health

insurance.

Small steps. Insignificant in the grand scheme of her collapsed life, but steps nonetheless.
Forward motion, however minimal, in a direction that led away from the wreckage rather than deeper
into it.

As sleep claimed her, one final thought surfaced. Jacob had looked well. Healthy. Stronger in
body and spirit than she’d ever seen him. There was a small comfort in that, a tiny spark of warmth
in the cold expanse of her grief, the knowledge that despite her actions, despite the pain she’d caused,
he was going to be okay.

It wasn’t forgiveness. It wasn’t reconciliation. But for tonight, it was enough to let her close

her eyes and surrender to the temporary oblivion of sleep, free for a few hours from the weight of

what she’d done and the uncertainty of what came next.
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Chapter 26

THE RHYTHM WAS EVERYTHING. Jacob positioned himself beneath the barbell and held his breath.
The number on the plates had steadily increased over the months, a measurement of progress he
found reassuring. 225 lbs today. Neatly his absolute max.

“You good?” Liz asked from her position as spotter.

“Yeah,” Jacob replied, settling his shoulder blades against the bench, finding the perfect grip
width.

Liz nodded, understanding his process after months of regular sessions together. She’d left
Iron Grip Academy a day after Jacob’s confrontation with Carlos, citing “toxic management” in her
resignation email. Their reunion at Vitality Fitness Center, a chance encounter in the protein smoothie
line, had evolved into a friendship based on mutual respect and shared history, unmarred by pity or
awkward questions.

Jacob pushed upward, feeling the comforting strain across his chest and shoulders. The bar
moved smoothly, his form refined through countless repetitions. One. Two. He kept his mind focused
on the sensation, the satisfying challenge of resistance.

On the third rep, his arms began to tremble slightly. On the fourth, Liz’s hands hovered closer
to the bar, ready to assist if necessary. Jacob completed five before racking the weight with a metallic
clank.

“Solid set,” Liz commented, offering a water bottle as Jacob sat up.

“Thanks.” He took a long drink, surveying the gym around them. Vitality couldn’t have been
more different from Iron Grip Academy. Where Iron Grip had been all raw energy and primal
challenge, with exposed brick, flickering fluorescents, the smell of sweat and disinfectant, Vitality was
sleek minimalism, all polished chrome and clear sightlines, soft ambient music playing beneath the

sound of treadmills.

He’d chosen it precisely for that contrast. No ghosts here, no memories lurking in dark
corners. Just the pure mathematics of progress. Weights lifted, calories burned.

“Earth to Jacob,” Liz said, waving a hand in front of his face.

“Sorry.” He capped the water bottle, slightly embarrassed at being caught drifting. “Just
thinking about the program progression. I’'m close to my target on bench.”
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Liz raised an eyebrow, clearly not buying the explanation but choosing not to press. “Three-
minute rest, then final set? Or are you done for today?”

Jacob checked his watch. 6:15 PM. He had nowhere to be, no one waiting at home, but a
strange restlessness had been building in him all day, a sense of anticipation without clear direction.

“One more set, then I think I'll call it,” he decided.

Liz perched on a nearby bench, absently scrolling through her phone while he rested. They
had settled into a comfortable routine after she’d offered to help him refine his lifting form. Their
conversations remained largely centered around fitness, occasionally venturing into work frustrations
or gym gossip, rarely touching on their shared past at Iron Grip. Never mentioning Ashley or Catrlos.

But today, something pushed against the careful boundaries they’d established.
“I ran into Miguel from the old gym yesterday,” Liz said casually, still looking at her phone.
“Yeah? How’s he doing?”

“Good. Mentioned that Carlos left town. Supposedly took a job at some prestigious MMA
training center in Vegas.” She glanced up, gauging his reaction. “Thought you might want to know.”

The news landed with surprising neutrality. Once, the mere mention of Carlos’s name would
have sent a surge of rage and humiliation through Jacob’s system. Now, he felt only a vague curiosity,
like hearing about a distant acquaintance’s career move.

“Hope it works out for him,” Jacob said, meaning it more than he expected to. “Vegas seems
like a good fit.”

Liz studied him for a moment, then nodded, apparently satisfied with what she saw. “Ready
for that last set?”

Jacob positioned himself beneath the bar again, finding his grip. As he pushed through the
final repetitions, muscles burning with satisfying effort, he reflected on his reaction to the news about
Carlos. The absence of bitterness felt like its own kind of victory, more meaningful than any number
on a weight plate.

Afterward, as they wiped down the bench and racked the weights, Liz hesitated, then asked,
“You’ve got plans for the holiday weekend?”
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Jacob shrugged. “Not really. Might drive up to visit my brother and his kids on Saturday.
Otherwise, just the usual.”

“A few of us are doing a beach cookout on Sunday. Very low key. Burgers, volleyball, maybe
a bonfire if the rangers don’t shut us down. You should come. Some fresh air would do you good.”

The invitation caught him slightly off-guard. Though they’d become friendly at the gym, they
hadn’t socialized outside of it.

“I don’t want to intrude on your friend group,” he protested.

Liz rolled her eyes. “It’s not an exclusive club, Jacob. Just people hanging out, enjoying the
last bit of summer before fall kicks in. Besides,” she added, a hint of her trademark bluntness returning,

“you spend too much time alone.”

He couldn’t argue with that assessment. Though his life had stabilized, with work going well,
apartment feeling more like home, regular workouts providing structure, he had maintained a certain
distance from new social connections. Not isolation exactly, but a careful solitude, a space to rebuild
without external pressure.

“I’ll think about it,” he promised, which earned him another eye roll.

“That’s guy code for ‘no,” Liz countered, gathering her gym bag. “But the offer stands. Text
me if you change your mind. I’ll send you the details.”

They parted at the gym entrance, Liz heading toward the parking garage while Jacob opted to
walk home, his apartment only fifteen minutes away. The evening air carried the first hints of autumn,
a crispness that invigorated rather than chilled. He breathed deeply, enjoying the pleasant fatigue in
his muscles, the endorphin calm that had become one of his favorite sensations.

His new neighborhood was still revealing itself to him, a gradual unfolding of small discoveries.
The bakery with exceptional sourdough, the quiet park with chess tables frequently occupied by
intense-looking elderly men, the bookstore that stayed open late on Thursdays and served free wine
to browsers. Tonight, he noticed a new restaurant had opened on the corner, its tables visible through
glass that reflected the last light of day.

On impulse, Jacob stopped and studied the menu posted by the door. Modern American
cuisine, whatever that meant. Probably overpriced and pretentious, but something in the warm lighting
and relaxed posture of the diners inside appealed to him. He realized he was hungry, and the prospect
of another microwave meal in his quiet apartment suddenly seemed unbearably lonely.
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A solo dinner out. Something he’d never done before, but which now felt like a small
adventure, another step in this new life he was building piece by piece. Why not?

The hostess seated him at a small table near the window, providing a view of the street outside
where pedestrians strolled along. The restaurant was about half full, the dinner rush not yet begun,
the ambient noise a pleasant murmur punctuated by occasional laughter.

Jacob ordered a craft beer and the chef’s special, a dish involving short ribs and some kind of
reduction that the server described with excessive enthusiasm. He then settled back, oddly content in
his solitude. He’d brought nothing to read, no phone to scroll through, and found he didn’t need the
distraction. There was something freeing in simply being present, observing without agenda, allowing
thoughts to drift without attaching to them.

Inevitably, those thoughts turned to Ashley.

Three months since their last encounter, when she’d appeared outside his apartment looking
fragile and desperate, begging for a forgiveness he wasn’t sure he had to give. The memory no longer
cut as it once had. He could recall her tear-streaked face without feeling the corresponding twist in his
gut, could remember holding her briefly without the phantom sensations of betrayal.

His therapist, would call this progress. “Emotional decoupling,” she termed it in their weekly
sessions, the gradual separation of memory from visceral response, allowing experiences to become
just that, experiences, rather than active wounds continually reopening.

Jacob sipped his beer, watching a couple on the sidewalk outside lean into each other, laughing
at some shared joke. He felt a momentary pang, not of jealousy exactly, but of recognition. He had
loved like that once, had believed in the small, perfect world created between two people.

Ashley’s betrayal had shattered that belief, but time and distance had clarified something else,
that what they’d had wasn’t as perfect as memory painted it. There had been cracks in the foundation
even before Carlos, fault lines of communication and unspoken needs that might have eventually
fractured anyway. The affair had been the earthquake, but the ground had already been unstable.

His food arrived, the presentation as elaborate as promised, the server hovering until Jacob
took an appreciative first bite. It was good. He ate slowly, savoring the moment, this small luxury
afforded to himself.

Halfway through the meal, his phone buzzed with a text.

Liz: Don’t overthink the beach invite. Just come. Bring chips or whatever. No pressure, good
people, zero drama. You deserve some fun.
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Jacob smiled, recognizing the gruft care beneath her direct approach. Maybe she was right.
Maybe it was time to expand his world, to allow new people in, to risk the messiness of connection
again.

He texted her back.
Jacob: OK, I’'m in. What time?

Her immediate response, a thumbs-up emoiji and detailed instructions, suggested she’d been
waiting for his agreement. The thought warmed him more than he expected, this evidence that
someone was looking out for him, pushing him gently toward the light.

When he finished his meal, the server approached with the dessert menu, but Jacob declined.
He paid the bill, leaving a generous tip, and stepped back onto the street.

The walk home felt different somehow, as if the simple acts of eating at a restaurant alone and
accepting a social invitation had shifted something fundamental. Small choices, tiny rebellions against
the gravity of past pain.

At his apartment, Jacob showered, the hot water easing the pleasant soreness in his muscles.
As he moved around the space afterward, straightening a few items, preparing for tomorrow, he
noticed how the apartment had transformed since he’d first moved in. What had begun as an empty,
anonymous space was now distinctly his. The furniture arranged to his preference, the bookshelves
organized by genre rather than author as Ashley had always insisted, the print of the Tokyo skyline
he’d found at a street fair hanging where he could see it from his favorite chair. Not just an apartment.
A home. His home.

He moved to the balcony, a small concrete rectangle barely large enough for the single chair
and side table he’d placed there, but offering a view of the city lights spread below. In the distance,
beyond the urban glow, he could just make out the darker expanse of the ocean, invisible now but
sensed rather than seen.

Jacob breathed deeply, feeling a quiet contentment settle over him. Not happiness exactly, that
seemed too simple a word for the emotional landscape he now inhabited, but something close to it.
Peace, perhaps. Acceptance. The understanding that pain transforms but does not define, that loss

creates space for new growth, that endings contain within them the seeds of beginnings.
He wondered, briefly, if Ashley had found any similar peace. He hoped so. Not for any

romantic sentiment, but from a place of basic human empathy. Their marriage was over, but he didn’t
wish her continued suffering. Everyone deserved a chance at redemption, at rebuilding.

243



The thought came without bitterness, without the accompanying ache that had been his
constant companion for so long. Just a quiet acknowledgement of a shared past and separate futures,

paths diverging toward horizons yet unknown.

Jacob observed as the city pulsed with night life below, feeling strangely connected to the
anonymous energy of thousands of lives unfolding simultaneously, each with its own triumphs and
tragedies, its own mundane Tuesdays and life-altering Fridays. His story was just one thread in that
vast tapestry, neither more nor less significant than any other.

Tomorrow would come with its own challenges and opportunities. Work deadlines, gym
progress, the beach cookout to navigate. But tonight, in this moment, Jacob found himself exactly

where he needed to be. Present, grounded, open to whatever came next.

Not healed completely, perhaps no one ever is, but healing. Growing stronger in the broken
places. Building something new from the ruins of what was lost. It was enough.
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Chapter 27

THREE MILES INTO HER MORNING RUN, Ashley hit her stride.

The first mile was always the hardest, lungs protesting, muscles reluctant, mind questioning
why she’d subjected herself to this voluntary discomfort. The second mile settled into a grudging
acceptance, body and breath finding their rhythm. But the third mile, that’s where the magic happened,
where running transformed from obligation to liberation, from exercise to meditation.

Her route took her along the waterfront path, the rising sun fracturing across the bay. To her
right, the city still slumbered, buildings silhouetted against the brightening sky. To her left, the water
stretched toward the horizon, its surface ruffled by a gentle breeze. Early morning joggers and cyclists
nodded as they passed, a silent community bound by shared discipline.

Ashley focused on her breath, on the steady impact of her feet against the pavement, on the
movement of her arms. In these moments, body in motion, mind clear, she found a peace that had
eluded her elsewhere.

Running had been her therapist’s suggestion, offered during their third session when Ashley
admitted she felt disconnected from her body, alienated from herself after everything that had
happened with Jacob and Carlos.

“You need to reclaim yourself physically,” Dr. Martinez had said, her direct approach one of
the things Ashley appreciated most about her. “Not through someone else’s validation or desire, but
through your own strength and capability.”

Ashley had started with short, painful jogs around her neighborhood, returning home sweaty,
discouraged, and doubting the wisdom of this particular therapeutic approach. But she persisted,
gradually increasing distance and speed, until running became not just tolerable but necessary, a form
of moving meditation that cleared mental cobwebs and reconnected her to herself.

Now, approaching the four-mile marker of her route, Ashley maintained her pace with ease.
Her body, once neglected during the darkest period after Jacob left, had regained its strength and
vitality. She’d lost the unhealthy thinness of grief and developed lean muscle instead, her form limber
and powerful as she ran.

At the path’s endpoint, Ashley slowed to a walk, cooling down as she approached the watet’s
edge. The sun had fully risen now, morning commuters beginning to populate the path behind her.
She stretched her calves against a wooden railing, breathing deeply, savoring the mixture of
accomplishment and tranquility that followed a good run.
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Her phone, secured in an armband, buzzed with a notification. Ashley checked it reluctantly,
protective of this brief oasis of calm before diving back into the day’s demands.

It was a calendar reminder. “Dr. M - 5:30 PM.”

The weekly therapy appointment. Ashley hadn’t missed one in three months, finding in those
sessions a structure and accountability that helped her navigate the aftermath of her marriage’s
collapse. Dr. Martinez asked the hard questions, challenged her self-pity, pushed her toward honest
self-examination without allowing her to drown in regret.

Today’s session would focus on the divorce papers. They had arrived yesterday, a thick manila
envelope delivered by certified mail. Ashley had placed them unopened on her kitchen counter, not
out of denial but from a desire to approach them with the right mindset, to give them the gravity they
deserved.

Dr. Martinez had been preparing her for this moment. “When the papers come,” she’d said,
“don’t rush through them like a punishment to endure. Take time to acknowledge what they represent,
both the end of something significant and the beginning of whatever comes next.”

Ashley checked the time. 6:48 AM. She began her return journey, maintaining an easier pace
for the four miles back to her apartment. Her mind drifted to the workday ahead. A client presentation
at 10 AM, lunch with her team to celebrate landing the Westbrook account, final revisions on the
Harborview proposal due by end of day. Her professional accomplishments provided their own form
of healing, a reminder that she remained capable and valued in at least one area of her life.

Her new apartment building came into view as she rounded the final corner, a modern mid-
rise with understated architecture and a small but well-maintained entry garden. Nothing like the cozy,
character-filled building she’d shared with Jacob but nothing like the depressing shoebox she’d
inhabited immediately after their split either.

This place, like so much in her life now, represented the middle path she was learning to walk,
neither clinging to the past nor fleeing from it, but building something new that acknowledged both

what was lost and what remained possible.

Inside her apartment, Ashley moved through her post-run routine, stretching thoroughly,
hydrating, showering. As she dressed for work, choosing a rust-colored blouse that complemented
her eyes and made her feel confident, she caught herself humming, a small but significant sign of her

gradual return to herself.
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The divorce papers remained where she’d left them, on the kitchen counter beside the fruit
bowl. Ashley touched the envelope briefly, then turned to prepare breakfast. Yogurt with fresh berries
and granola, a far cry from the coffee-and-nothing diet that had sustained her during those dark weeks
after Jacob found her with Carlos.

She ate at her small dining table by the window, morning light streaming across the surface.
The apartment around her reflected the care she’d taken in creating a new home. Unlike the barren
temporary space she’d first rented, this place bore the marks of intentional choices, walls painted in
warm neutrals, furniture selected for both comfort and aesthetics, artwork that spoke to her creativity.

The first pieces she’d hung were her own, sketches and watercolors created during the art
therapy sessions Dr. Martinez had encouraged, raw expressions of grief, anger, and eventually hope
that charted her emotional journey. Visitors might see them as abstract decorations, but for Ashley,
they were signposts marking how far she’d come.

As she rinsed her breakfast bowl, Ashley’s gaze returned to the envelope. She had an hour
before she needed to leave for work. Enough time to at least open it, to begin the process of facing
this final legal severance from the life she’d shared with Jacob.

She carried the envelope to her small balcony, settling into the comfortable chair she’d
positioned there, one of her first purchases for the new apartment. From this third-floor vantage point,
she could see a corner of the park across the street, morning dog-walkers traversing its paths, a yoga
class gathering on the central lawn.

Ashley broke the seal, sliding out the stack of documents prepared by Jacob’s lawyer. The
language was formal, impersonal, transforming years of love, growth, betrayal, and loss into
standardized legal terminology.

She read carefully, nodding at the equitable division of assets they’d already informally agreed
to through their respective lawyers. Jacob had been more than fair, asking only for items of particular
personal significance, leaving joint purchases for her to claim or dispose of as she saw fit. No alimony
requested or offered. No children to consider, a small mercy in this process.

On the final page, a yellow tab marked where she needed to sign, to formally acknowledge the
dissolution of their marriage. Ashley traced the line with her fingertip, remembering a very different
dotted line, the marriage certificate they’d signed with borrowed pens at city hall, laughing when
Jacob’s kept failing, the clerk’s patient smile as they fumbled through their first official act as husband
and wife.
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Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, but they weren’t the overwhelming sobs that had
once consumed her. Just a gentle acknowledgment of what was ending, of the significance this
relationship had held in her life, of the person she had been and would never be again.

Ashley didn’t sign immediately. She would take the papers to her lawyer first, a final review
before making it official. But sitting there in the morning sunlight, the documentary evidence of her
failed marriage spread across her lap, she felt an unexpected sense of peace. Not happiness, that would
be inappropriate to the occasion, but acceptance. A recognition that this ending, painful as it was,
offered its own kind of mercy.

She gathered the papers, returning them to their envelope carefully. After tucking them into
her work bag, she completed her morning preparations, a touch of mascara, a spritz of perfume, one
last check of her calendar, and headed out, locking the door behind her.

Ashley had thrown herself into her career after the separation, finding in professional
challenges a constructive channel for her energy and a source of validation when so much else in her
life felt like failure. Her colleagues had noticed the change, her increased focus and creativity earning
her a recent promotion and the lead on several key accounts.

What none of them knew, except for Tara in Accounting, who’d become something of a
confidante, was how little existed for Ashley outside of work during those early months. How she’d
used sixty-hour weeks as a numbing agent, how the structured problems of marketing campaigns
offered relief from the chaotic emotional landscape she navigated at home.

But that, too, had evolved. Dr. Martinez had pushed her to create balance, to develop routines
and relationships that existed beyond the workplace. The running, the art classes, the occasional movie
night with Tara, the tentative renewal of old friendships neglected during the worst of her affair with
Carlos, small steps toward a more integrated life.

At 5:15 PM, Ashley packed up her laptop, bid goodbye to her team, and headed to her therapy
appointment.

“The papers came,” Ashley said once settled in the armchair she always chose, angled toward
the window rather than directly facing Dr. Martinez’s desk.

The therapist, a woman in her fifties with silver-streaked dark hair and an unnerving ability to

see past Ashley’s defenses, nodded acknowledgment. “How do you feel about that?”

Ashley had learned to pause before answering this question, to check in with herself rather
than offering the reflexive “fine” that had characterized her early sessions.
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“Relieved,” she said finally, surprising herself with the word. “Not because I want the divorce.
I still wish things could have been different, that I’'d made different choices, but because it’s a clear
ending. No more limbo.”

“Limbo can be its own kind of hell,” Dr. Martinez agreed. “Uncertainty often causes more
suffering than even painful certainty.”

“Exactly.” Ashley gestured vaguely, trying to articulate the complex emotion. “I know this
sounds terrible, but there’s almost a... a freedom in knowing it’s really over. Like I’'ve been holding my
breath for months, hoping for a miracle that deep down I knew wouldn’t come, and now I can finally
exhale.”

Dr. Martinez leaned forward slightly. “That doesn’t sound terrible at all. It sounds like

acceptance.”

“Maybe,” Ashley conceded, still uncomfortable claiming any positive emotion in relation to
the divorce. “But shouldn’t I be more devastated? This is the official end of my marriage, the
relationship I thought would last forever.”

“You’ve been grieving that loss for months,” Dr. Martinez pointed out. “Through the affair,
through Jacob discovering it, through his leaving and the aftermath. This paperwork is just the formal
recognition of what you’ve already been living. The fact that you can approach it with some poise
suggests healing, not heartlessness.”

Ashley considered this, testing it against her internal experience. “I cried a little,” she admitted.
“Looking at the papers this morning. But it wasn’t the desperate sobbing from before. It was more...I
don’t know, respectful? Like acknowledging something important was ending, something that
deserved to be admired.”

“That’s a very healthy response,” Dr. Martinez said. “I’d be more concerned if you felt nothing
at all, or if you were still falling apart completely. Neither extreme would reflect integration of the

experience.”

They spent the remainder of the session discussing what signing the papers would mean for
Ashley’s ongoing identity reconstruction, the practical and emotional aspects of legally returning to
her maiden name, the rituals that might help mark this transition with intention rather than just
administrative finality.

When their time ended, Ashley felt both drained and clarified, as she often did after therapy,

empty of the accumulated tension from carrying heavy thoughts alone, but fuller in her understanding
of herself and her path forward.
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The sun was setting as she left Dr. Martinez’s office. Instead of heading directly home, Ashley
detoured to a small neighborhood market, motivated to cook a proper dinner rather than relying on
her usual takeout. She selected fresh ingredients thoughtfully. A piece of salmon, asparagus, a lemon,
a small bunch of dill, taking pleasure in the sensory experience of planning a meal, of caring for herself
in this fundamental way.

At home, she changed into comfortable clothes and opened the windows, allowing the early
evening breeze to flow through the apartment. She moved around the kitchen, music playing softly
from the speaker on her counter. The simple act of preparing food, slicing, seasoning, arranging,
provided a meditative focus that continued the grounding work begun in therapy.

While the salmon baked, Ashley set her small dining table properly, refusing to succumb to
the casual neglect of eating from a container in front of Netflix. Dr. Martinez had emphasized the

importance of such rituals, especially when living alone. “Treat yourself as you would a cherished
guest, and eventually, that’s how you’ll come to see yourself.”

The meal, when completed, exceeded her modest culinary expectations. Ashley ate slowly,
savoring each bite, proud of this small accomplishment. Afterward, she washed the dishes immediately
rather than leaving them for morning, another practice in her growing repertoire of self-care habits.

The envelope containing the divorce papers sat on her coffee table where she’d placed it.
Ashley regarded it thoughtfully as she curled into her favorite reading chair, a blanket draped across
her legs despite the warmth of the day. Tomorrow, she would take it to her lawyer. Tonight, she would
sit with what it represented, not just an ending, but a beginning.

Her phone chimed with a text.

Tara: How’d it go with the papers? Want company tonight?

Ashley: I’'m okay, actually. Taking care of myself. Rain check for the weekend?

Tara’s response came quickly.

Tara: Proud of you. And yes, Saturday brunch?

Ashley: Perfect.

Ashley was grateful for the friend who offered support without insisting on it, who understood
her need for both connection and solitude.
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She set her phone aside and picked up the book that had been sitting half-read on her side
table for weeks, a novel recommended by Dr. Martinez, about a woman rebuilding her life after a
different kind of loss. Ashley had avoided it despite its brilliant reviews, sensing it might hit too close
to home. Tonight, she felt ready to engage with it, to allow anothet’s fictional journey to illuminate
aspects of her own.

The hours passed in quiet companionship with the story, until Ashley’s eyes grew heavy. She
marked her place, straightened the already-tidy living room, and moved through her evening routine.

In bed, she performed the gratitude practice Dr. Martinez had suggested, mentally listing three
specific things from the day for which she felt thankful. The perfect weather for her morning run, the
successful client presentation, the satisfaction of cooking a beautiful meal for herself.

As sleep approached, Ashley’s thoughts drifted inevitably to Jacob. Not with the desperate
longing that had once characterized these twilight reflections, but with a gentler wondering. Was he
finding his own path to healing? Had he discovered new passions, new friendships? Was he, perhaps,
beginning to date again?

The last question brought a twinge of something in her gut. Ashley examined the feeling with
the honest self-awareness she’d been cultivating. Of course it stung to imagine Jacob with someone
new. But she had forfeited any right to those feelings when she betrayed him. And more importantly,
she wanted him to be happy, to find someone who could love him with the faithfulness and honesty

he deserved, someone who recognized his quiet strength and gentle heart for the treasures they were.

Ashley turned onto her side, adjusting her pillow. The night spread around her apartment, the
city’s ambient sounds forming a distant urban lullaby. In this moment, she was exactly where she
needed to be, alone but not lonely, still healing but no longer broken, the path ahead unclear but no
longer terrifying in its uncertainty.

She had survived the worst of herself and was building something better from the ruins. The
divorce papers weren’t just an end point but a starting line, a formal permission to begin again with
the wisdom earned through painful experience.

Tomorrow would bring its own challenges and opportunities. The lawyer’s appointment, a
difficult client, the ongoing work of becoming comfortable in her reconstructed life. But tonight, in
this moment, Ashley found herself exactly where she needed to be. Present, grounded, open to

whatever came next.

Not healed completely, perhaps no one ever is, but healing. Growing stronger in the broken
places. Building something new from the ruins of what was lost. It was enough.
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Chapter 28

THREE MONTHS LATER, on a crisp morning, Ashley maintained her steady rhythm along the waterfront
path, her breath visible in the winter air. What had begun as Dr. Martinez’s therapeutic prescription
had evolved into an essential ritual, her morning runs providing a foundation for each day.

The cold intensified the experience, sharpening her senses. Six miles was her standard distance
now, the route familiar but never monotonous, the changing light and weather ensuring each run felt
unique. Today, the bay reflected a gray sky, the water’s surface rippled by a brisk wind that brought
color to her cheeks.

Ashley had signed the divorce papers the day after they arrived, a quick, undramatic ceremony
at her lawyer’s office. No contested items, no last-minute negotiations, no tearful reconsiderations.
Just her signature beside Jacob’s, formalizing the end of what they had been to each other. Afterwards,
she’d taken herself to lunch at an upscale café, a small acknowledgement of the moment’s significance.
Not a celebration but not a funeral either, just a quiet marking of transition.

The divorce had been finalized weeks ago. Ashley had chosen to reclaim her maiden name, a
decision that felt integral to her rebuilding. A reclamation of self.

Her mind drifted as her body worked, reviewing the day ahead. A presentation to the executive
team, lunch with Tara, a phone call with her mother scheduled for 6 PM, part of her ongoing effort
to rebuild connections neglected during her affair with Carlos.

Carlos. The name no longer triggered the complex cocktail of shame, and self-loathing it once
had. In therapy, she’d come to understand what he’d represented. Not love, certainly not even genuine
connection, but escape, an exit from a life that had felt simultaneously too safe and too demanding.
Dr. Martinez had helped her recognize the pattern without excusing the choices she’d made within it.

“Healing isn’t about absolution,” Dr. Martinez had told her during a particularly difficult
session. “It’s about integration. Acknowledging the parts of yourself capable of terrible choices, while
refusing to let those choices define your entire identity.”

Lost in the rhythm of her stride, Ashley almost missed him, a figure stretching against the

railing near the four-mile marker, his back to her as she approached. Something in his posture, the set
of his shoulders, tugged at her awareness, slowing her pace fractionally as recognition dawned.

Jacob.
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Her heart performed a complicated maneuver, not quite panic, not quite joy, something
between surprise and inevitability. She considered, for a brief second, altering her route, avoiding the
encounter. But that impulse belonged to earlier pain, to the shame that had once consumed her.
Instead, she maintained her pace, watching as he turned slightly, his profile coming into view.

He looked different. Stronger, more substantial, his formerly lanky frame showing evidence of
physical training. But more than the physical changes, there was something in his bearing, a confidence
that hadn’t been there before. He seemed comfortable in his skin, grounded in a way she’d rarely seen
during their marriage.

Jacob spotted her as she drew closer, recognition flickering across his features. Ashley saw him
make the same calculation she had just made. Avoid or acknowledge? To her surprise, he raised a

hand in greeting, a small but unmistakable gesture.

She slowed as she approached, coming to a stop several feet away, respecting the invisible
boundary between them. Removing an earbud, she caught her breath before speaking.

“Jacob,” she said, his name feeling both familiar and strange on her tongue after months of
only thinking it, never saying it aloud. “Hi.”

“Ashley.” he returned, his voice neutral but not cold. His gaze was direct, assessing but not
Y) > g > g
accusatory. “You’re running now.”

She nodded, adjusting the armband where her phone was secured, oddly self-conscious about
her appearance, hair pulled back in a functional ponytail, face flushed from exertion. “For about six
months. You too, it seems.”

“More recently,” he admitted with a slight shrug. “Still figuring it out.”

“Looks like you’ve figured out quite a bit,” she said, gesturing vaguely toward his obviously

transformed physique.
“Not just running,” he clarified. “Weight training mostly. Running is... newer.”

An awkward silence threatened, but Ashley pushed through it, unwilling to let this chance
encounter slip into uncomfortable nothingness. “You look good. Healthy, I mean.”

“Thanks. So do you.” There was a genuineness to his statement that warmed her despite the

winter chill. “You were too thin, before. The last time I saw you.”
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The reference to their final meeting, when she’d appeared at his apartment complex desperate
and undernourished, brought a flush to her cheeks. “I wasn’t taking care of myself then,” she
acknowledged. “I'm in a better place now.”

Jacob nodded, his expression softening slightly. “I can see that.”

Another silence stretched between them, filled with the sounds of distant traffic and waves
lapping against the shore. Around them, other runners and cyclists passed, oblivious to the significance
of this reunion, this collision of separate orbits that had once been a single, shared life.

“How’s work?” Ashley asked finally, reaching for neutral territory.

“I started somewhere new a couple months ago. Smaller company, more creative control.
Better environment overall.”

“That’s great,” Ashley said, meaning it. “Sounds like exactly what you needed.”

“It was time for a change,” he said simply, the understated response carrying layers of meaning
that extended well beyond his career.

“I know what you mean,” she replied, the same layered significance in her words. “I'm in a
different role. More responsibilities. Leading the creative team now.”

“The promotion you wanted,” Jacob observed. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” Ashley shifted her weight, suddenly aware they were having the most normal
conversation they’d managed since the separation, since the discovery that had shattered everything.
It felt surreal, like actors performing ordinary life against a backdrop of shared catastrophe.

The conversation lapsed again, but the silence felt less strained than before. Ashley found
herself noticing details about him. A new watch, a different haircut, the slight tan suggesting he spent
more time outdoors than he used to. She wondered what changes he saw in her, if he noticed how
she’d regained her physical vitality, how the desperate fragility of their last meeting had given way to
a hard-won steadiness.

“I should let you get back to your run,” she said finally, sensing that the moment had reached
its natural conclusion. “I just wanted to say hello.”

“Of course.” Jacob hesitated, then added, “It’s good to see you doing well, Ashley. I mean
that.”
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Something unclenched in her chest at his words, a knot of guilt she’d been carrying without
fully realizing it. A recognition that he didn’t wish her ill, that he could see her healing without
resentment. “You too, Jacob. Really.”

She felt more she could say, questions about his life now, expressions of regret that might only
reopen healing wounds, acknowledgements of the growth she saw in him, but she held them back.
This brief exchange was gift enough, a moment of humanity between two people who had once been

everything to each other and now navigated separate lives.

With a small nod, Ashley adjusted her earbuds and resumed her run, her stride quickly finding
its thythm again. She resisted the urge to look back, to see if Jacob was watching her go. It didn’t
matter. What mattered was this moment of connection, a reminder that healing could happen on both
sides of a broken relationship.

She ran the final two miles of her route at a steady pace, her mind quieter than usual. By the
time she reached her apartment building, she felt a strange mixture of emotions. Nostalgia without
pain, sadness without despair, something like closure but more nuanced, more textured.

In her apartment, completing her post-run routine, Ashley caught herself smiling at her
reflection in the bathroom mirror. Not a smile of happiness exactly, though there was some of that,
but one of recognition. Of seeing herself clearly, perhaps for the first time in years, a woman who had
made terrible mistakes but refused to be defined by them, who had lost what she thought she wanted
but found what she needed, who had broken something precious but learned how to care for what
remained.

“You’re going to be okay,” Ashley told her reflection, and for the first time, she believed it
completely, without reservation or condition.

At a crossroads, their paths had diverged. But on this winter morning, months after the papers
were signed and filed, they had briefly crossed again, not to reunite, but to recognize in each other the
healing they’d each achieved separately.

It wasn’t friendship. It wasn’t reconciliation. But it was, in its own way, a kind of peace. The

acknowledgement that what they’d shared had mattered, that its ending had shaped them both, and
that life continued, rich with possibility, on the other side of loss.

Ashley picked up her keys, ready to engage with this present moment and whatever waited

ahead, her stride confident, her heart steady and strong in her chest, carrying her forward into whatever

came next.

END
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Author’s Note

I wanted to take a moment to thank everyone who followed Ashley and Jacob’s journey from
beginning to end.

The Black Belt Affair was an exploration of infidelity, self-destruction, identity, and the difficult path

toward healing. I set out to create characters who felt real in both their flaws and their capacity for
growth.

Some readers connected with Jacob's strength and resilience in the face of betrayal. Others found
Ashley's painful journey toward self-awareness compelling, even as they rightly condemned her
choices. Many of you expressed particularly strong feelings about Catlos, who represented predatory

opportunism that can exploit vulnerabilities.

If you have any questions about the story or if there's anything you're still curious about, I'd love to
hear from you.

I'm always interested in hearing what you took away from the story, what resonated with you, or
what you might have hoped to see developed differently.

Thank you for reading,.

Eddie Wilder
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Also by Eddie Wilder

THE BAD TENANT

Tom and Jess Marshall take in a tenant named Bob Caldwell to help with their finances. When Tom
discovers new fantasies, their relationship begins to evolve as they cautiously explore these desires.
Meanwhile, Bob develops an unhealthy obsession with Jess and starts manipulating situations to get
closer to her. As the couple experiments with flirtation and boundary-pushing, they must navigate
complicated emotions while trying to maintain their core relationship.

UNDERCOVER BLONDE

Evelyn Sinclair, a bored housewife with exceptional observational skills, is recruited by the FBI to
infiltrate Club Elysium as exotic dancer "Destiny." What starts as a mission to thwart a terrorist plot
becomes a journey of self-discovery as Evie finds herself caught between different identities: dutiful
wife, undercover agent, seductive performer. As boundaries blur between her separate selves, Evie
must navigate dangerous waters without losing herself completely.

Find all my work at eddiewilder.com

257



