

MY CHOICE

HER FORBIDDEN LIST

A Wife-Chosen Personal Trainer and Cuckold Confession

BOOK 4 OF 10

OLIVIA CROSS

Copyright © 2026 Olivia Cross. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is entirely coincidental.

This volume contains Book 4 of Her Forbidden List: My Choice. For the full progression of Claire and Ethan's marriage, read the series in order.

18+ CONTENT NOTICE

This book is intended exclusively for readers eighteen years of age or older. It contains explicit sexual content, strong language, hotwife and cuckold themes, marital jealousy, consensual adult role-play, and psychologically intense adult themes. All characters are adults, and every sexual encounter described is consensual.

A NOTE FROM OLIVIA CROSS

Olivia Cross Heat Level: 5/5 - Explicit

My Choice is Book 4 of Her Forbidden List. Each volume changes the emotional balance of the next, so the series is designed to be read in order.

The list continues. The marriage remains the choice.

Olivia Cross

CONTENTS

1. The Private Hour

2. What I Brought Home

3. The Glass Wall

4. The Room I Booked

5. The Dress He Did Not Choose

6. When He Walked In

7. My Rules

8. The Man I Chose

9. After Nico

10. The Card

CHAPTER 1

THE PRIVATE HOUR

CLAIRE

“One more. This time, stop watching the door,” Nico said.

I pushed my ass back into his hand.

The private gym had gone quiet around us. No receptionist. No clients dropping weights. No voices passing through the hallway outside the glass. Only low music, the dry rasp of my breathing, and Nico Reyes standing close enough that the heat from his chest moved through the thin gray shirt between us.

His palm stayed on my right hip.

That was all.

One hand. Five fingers. Pressure through black leggings.

At home, Ethan wore a steel cage because I had locked it around him before leaving. He knew the trainer’s name. He knew the dark curls, the strong legs, the warm brown skin, and the careful hands he had noticed during ordinary visits to the gym.

He did not know how those hands felt.

I did.

“Your lower back keeps taking the work,” Nico said.

His voice carried no flirtation. That made the touch worse. A careless man would have grabbed. Nico corrected. His thumb pressed beside my spine while the heel of his palm guided my hip another inch.

“Send the weight backward.”

I bent deeper over the mat.

Black fabric stretched across my ass. Sweat cooled beneath my sports bra. The air-conditioning had been turned low after closing, but Miami heat still clung to the windows, turning the dark glass into a mirror.

I saw us there.

Me on all fours.

Nico behind me.

His hand where my husband had imagined another man’s hand for years.

The hallway reflected empty.

Ethan should have been there.

That was the point.

Nico watched my reflection. “You keep looking for someone.”

“My husband.”

“He stayed home.”

“I know. Looking at myself is harder.”

“Then look at yourself.”

The words hit harder than his hand.

I raised my eyes to the glass.

Claire Hart, thirty-six. Dark hair tied high. Brown eyes bright from effort. Brown skin shining across my shoulders. Five feet six in heels, though the position made me look smaller beneath the man behind me.

I had completed Ethan’s three fantasies.

A stranger in a bar.

A bull in a hotel.

Something bigger held in my husband’s hands.

The black ink was finished.

The red ink began with one sentence.

Choose the man myself.

Nico moved his hand lower.

Not onto my ass. Close enough that my muscles tightened beneath the leggings.

“You do that every time,” he said.

“What?”

“Brace before I touch you.”

“Maybe I know where your hand is going.”

“You know where you want it to go.”

I looked at him in the glass.

The control in his face had cracked slightly. His jaw held too tight. The dark eyes that had remained professional for eight months moved across the line of my back and stopped at the place his palm nearly touched.

Nico was not Roman.

Roman filled a hotel room with quiet certainty. He had understood the chair, the husband, and the marriage almost before I did.

Nico had pride.

I had seen it whenever Ethan waited in the lounge. The small tightening near Nico’s mouth when my husband watched him work. The way he corrected male clients with fewer words than women. The way he disliked being watched while he worked.

He did not want to be a prop in another man’s fantasy.

That made me choose him.

“Your hand is shaking,” I said.

“It isn’t.”

“Your thumb is.”

His thumb pressed harder.

I smiled at our reflection.

The woman in the glass did not look married in the ordinary way. The gold ring remained on her left hand, bright against the black mat, but the rest of her belonged to a decision her husband had not made.

Nico leaned closer.

“What does he think I’m doing?”

“Whatever hurts him most.”

“And what is that?”

“That you’re better at touching me than he expected.”

His breathing changed.

So did mine.

Nico moved around me and crouched near my left shoulder. Up close, I saw the thin scar through his right eyebrow and the lighter patch along one knuckle. His beard had grown past the clean line he wore during morning sessions. He looked less polished after hours. More tired. More dangerous because the control had started costing him something.

He placed two fingers under my chin and lifted my face toward the mirror.

“Your husband thinks this is about hands.”

“He wrote the first three. He doesn’t get to define the fourth.”

“What does the fourth mean?”

I held his eyes in the glass.

“It means I picked you.”

For the first time that night, Nico hesitated.

It lasted one breath.

A man less proud might have smiled. A man more arrogant might have treated the sentence as payment.

Nico looked almost angry.

“Why? Tell me what you think you see.”

“Because you see him.”

“I barely know him.”

“You know when he waits in the lounge. You know which leggings make him stare. You know he watches your hands.”

Nico stood.

“You want me because he hates it.”

“I want you because I decided to.”

The distinction mattered to me.

It mattered to him too.

His hand closed around my waist and pulled me upright. The movement was fast enough to make my breath catch. My back met his chest. The ridge beneath his training pants pressed against the upper curve of my ass.

He was hard.

The proof changed the room.

For eight months, Nico had been posture, schedules, and clean instructions. Now his cock pressed against the fabric covering the wife who had chosen him while her husband waited at home behind steel.

I did not move away.

Nico’s mouth came near my ear.

“You booked an hour.”

“I know. I counted every minute.”

“Forty-seven minutes are gone.”

“Then use the rest.”

His fingers spread over my stomach.

The other hand stayed on my hip.

He did not kiss me.

He made the silence do it.

My pulse moved against his forearm. Sweat cooled at the base of my neck. The rubber mat smelled warm beneath us, mixed with disinfectant, coffee from the dark lobby, and the clean salt rising from his shirt.

Nico’s palm moved once across my stomach, slow enough to make me follow it with my breath.

Then he stepped back.

The loss felt deliberate.

“Finish the set,” he said.

I turned.

His face had recovered. Almost.

I dropped to the mat again.

Nico stood behind me.

This time, when his palm settled on my hip, I pushed back before he told me.

At home, Ethan watched the clock.

I imagined the steel tightening around him.

I imagined him saying Nico’s name to an empty bedroom.

The thought made me smile.

“Again. Give me your weight instead of your fear,” Nico said.

I gave him another repetition.

Then another.

By the last one, his hand had moved low enough that neither of us could call it training.

I held the final position while the muscles in my thighs trembled.

Nico’s palm remained near the crease beneath my ass. His fingers spread wider each time I breathed. The pressure was not enough to satisfy either of us. It was enough to make the lack of movement feel deliberate.

“Ten seconds,” he said.

I counted them in Ethan’s absence.

One. My husband staring at the clock above our bed.

Two. Steel pressing into the cock he had asked me to compare.

Three. Nico watching the green light on the wall turn to eight fifteen.

Four. My wedding ring against the black mat.

Five. His thumb drawing a slow line through fabric.

Six. The thought that I could turn my head and kiss him.

Seven. The knowledge that I would not.

Eight. The power of making both men wait.

Nine. My pussy tightening around nothing.

Ten.

Nico removed his hand.

I sat back on my heels and looked up at him.

Sweat darkened his gray shirt from collar to chest. One curl had fallen over his forehead. The left shoulder he usually kept perfectly level sat slightly lower than the right.

“You favor that side,” I said.

His expression closed.

“You came here to train.”

“I notice men.”

“Your husband noticed too much.”

“He noticed you.”

Nico looked toward the empty hallway.

For the first time, I saw something beneath the pride that was not hunger. A brief, old irritation. The kind built long before a married woman arrived in green leggings.

“People watch trainers all day,” he said. “They decide we are confident because we count loudly and wear fitted shirts. They never see what the weight took first.”

I rose.

“What did it take from you?”

His gaze dropped to my mouth.

“Another night.”

The refusal did not feel polished. It felt protective.

That interested me more than an answer would have.

I picked up my water bottle and drank. Cold water ran over my tongue. The plastic carried a faint lemon taste from the tablet I had dissolved before leaving home.

Nico watched my throat move.

“Why did you book me after hours?” he asked.

“Because you look different when no one is paying.”

“You are paying.”

“Not for what you want.”

His nostrils flared.

I moved close enough to touch his shirt with two fingers. Damp cotton clung to hard muscle. His chest rose beneath my hand.

“You could have kissed me,” I said.

“You would have let me.”

“I would have decided after you tried.”

That answer made his cock press harder beneath black fabric.

Nico caught my wrist and lowered my hand.

“Your husband should be here for the first mistake.”

The sentence surprised me.

Not because it sounded respectful.

Because it exposed the trainer’s own rule. Nico did not fear Ethan. He feared becoming a secret before he understood the cost of being seen.

I took my wrist back.

“This was not a mistake.”

“No.” His eyes moved over my face. “That is the problem.”

The clock reached eight seventeen.

Our paid hour was over.

Neither of us moved toward the door.

I lifted my gym bag from the bench and walked past him. At the glass door, I looked back.

Nico remained near the mat, shoulders wide beneath gray cotton, hands open at his sides as if he did not trust them near me again.

“Next time,” I said, “my husband watches.”

His jaw tightened.

“You already decided there is a next time.”

“I decided before I came.”

The glass door closed between us.

Nico watched me cross the dark lobby.

At home, Ethan waited to learn which part of his fear I had brought back.

CHAPTER 2

WHAT I BROUGHT HOME

CLAIRE

Ethan was sitting on the bedroom floor when I came home.

Not the chair.

The floor.

His back rested against the side of our bed. His blue shirt hung open at the throat. Dark trousers remained fastened over the cage, though the hard line beneath them showed how fiercely his cock had fought the steel.

The room smelled of air-conditioning, his cologne, and the storm gathering over the bay.

He looked at my leggings first.

Then my face.

“Forty minutes late.”

“Nico extended the session.”

The name reached him before I crossed the room.

His jaw tightened. Sweat shone near his temple despite the cold air.

I placed my gym bag beside the dresser.

Ethan’s gaze followed my hands.

“Did he touch you?”

I untied my hair.

Dark curls fell against my shoulders, damp at the roots.

“He is a trainer.”

“That answer belongs to women who have nothing to hide.”

I smiled.

My husband had learned.

I walked toward him one slow step at a time. The black leggings carried the heat of the gym, the pressure of Nico’s palm, and a darker patch between my thighs that Ethan found before I reached the bed.

His nostrils flared.

“He made you wet.”

“The choice did.”

“Nico.”

“Yes.”

The honesty struck him cleanly.

I stopped between his spread knees.

Ethan looked up at me. Six feet tall when standing, lean and strong, gray-green eyes made pale by jealousy. On the floor, he looked stripped of every advantage except the one that mattered.

He knew me.

That knowledge was why I could hurt him.

I caught the bottom of my sports bra and pulled it over my head. Sweat had darkened the fabric beneath my breasts. Cool air touched my nipples and tightened them.

Ethan swallowed.

“Smell me,” I said.

He leaned forward.

His nose touched the damp skin below my navel. His breath moved hot through the leggings. I placed one hand in his hair and guided him lower until his face pressed between my thighs.

The cage strained beneath his trousers.

“Tell me what I brought home.”

“Gym.”

“Do not stop at the room. What else?”

“Your sweat.”

“More. Tell me the detail that made you hard.”

His mouth moved against the fabric when he answered.

“Another man’s hands.”

I tightened my grip in his hair.

“Good husband.”

Ethan groaned.

The sound vibrated through the cloth against my pussy.

I pulled the waistband down.

Slowly.

The leggings peeled from my hips, carrying the smell of clean sweat and the slickness that had gathered while Nico stood behind me. I stepped out of them and left them crumpled beside Ethan’s knee.

No panties.

His eyes closed for one second.

“Look.”

They opened.

I spread my feet and let him see what forty-seven minutes beneath Nico’s hands had done. My pussy shone. A small line had dried high on one thigh.

Ethan’s breathing turned uneven.

“Did he see this?”

“He saw the leggings.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

“No. I answered the question I could survive.”

Relief moved across his face.

I disliked how quickly I wanted to take it away.

“He felt it through the fabric.”

Pain and heat arrived together.

Ethan’s hands closed into fists beside his legs.

“He put his hand there.”

“Near.”

“How near?”

I took his right hand and pressed it against the damp cloth on the floor.

“Close enough that he knew.”

The fabric clung to his palm.

Ethan stared at it.

Then at me.

“You locked me here while another man learned what makes you push back.”

“Yes.”

His eyes darkened.

The sentence had not come from a script. It came from the husband who had spent an hour inventing every missing touch.

I reached into the tiny pocket at the back of the leggings and removed the key.

It lay bright against my palm.

Ethan watched it.

“Stand.”

He rose slowly.

The cage showed through his trousers, a hard metal shape beneath dark fabric. I opened his belt and lowered the zipper. His trapped cock pushed red and swollen against steel, slick at the tip where it had leaked during the wait.

I touched one finger to the bars.

Ethan jerked.

“Forty minutes late,” I said. “How many times did you picture his hand under my clothes?”

“Too many.”

“How many times did you think I would let him fuck me at the gym?”

His throat moved.

“Every minute after eight.”

I turned the key.

The lock clicked.

Ethan exhaled as if the room had opened around him. I removed the steel carefully. His cock rose hard and angry, marked where the cage had held it. A clear bead gathered at the head before I touched him.

I did not wrap my hand around him.

I dragged the key down the underside instead.

He shook.

“Nico was hard,” I said.

Ethan’s cock jumped.

“He pressed against my ass while he held my waist.”

Another pulse.

“He wanted to kiss me.”

“Did he?”

“No.”

Ethan looked at my mouth.

I leaned close enough that my lips brushed his without giving him the kiss.

“I chose the waiting too.”

His hands reached for my hips.

I caught both wrists and placed them against the wall behind him.

“Keep them there.”

Ethan obeyed.

I sank to my knees.

The tile felt cool beneath me. His cock stood inches from my face, red at the head, darkened by the pressure he had carried for more than an hour.

I licked only the clear bead.

Salt. Heat. My husband’s frustration.

Then I stood again.

Ethan stared at me.

“That’s all?”

“That is all Nico earned.”

His face changed.

I took his cock in one hand and stroked once.

Hard.

His head fell back.

“And this is what my husband gets when he tells me the truth.”

I moved faster.

Ethan fought to keep his wrists against the wall. His stomach tightened beneath the open shirt. The lean lines of his waist went rigid. Every stroke pulled another rough breath from him.

I watched his face rather than his cock.

That was where the marriage lived.

“Nico’s hand covered more of my hip than yours,” I said.

Ethan’s eyes opened.

“He made me look at myself while he touched me.”

My hand twisted near the head.

“He told me to stop looking for you.”

“Claire.”

“I didn’t.”

The truth softened something in him.

I ruined the softness with the next sentence.

“I looked because I wanted to see how I appeared with him behind me.”

Ethan’s hips moved into my fist.

“Your slut wife chose the trainer with the hands you hate.”

His breath broke.

“Say his name.”

“Nico.”

“Again. Say his name while my husband is in my hand.”

“Nico.”

“Tell me what he touched.”

“My wife’s hips.”

“What did she do?”

“Pushed back.”

My hand moved faster.

Ethan’s palms scraped the wall. His chest rose sharply beneath the open shirt.

He was close.

I stopped.

His cock pulsed in my hand, desperate and denied.

“Fuck.”

I stepped away.

Ethan looked at me with pain so open it made my stomach tighten.

“Bed,” I said.

I climbed onto the mattress and spread my knees.

He moved toward me.

“Not your cock.”

The command stopped him.

I pointed between my thighs.

“Your mouth.”

Ethan dropped to his knees at the edge of the bed.

I caught his hair and pulled him close.

“Clean the choice I brought home.”

His tongue touched me.

The first stroke tore a moan from my throat.

Ethan tasted the hour Nico had built without ever seeing me naked. He tasted sweat, slickness, and the cruel satisfaction of a wife who had left him behind and returned with another man’s name on her lips.

He licked harder.

I watched his hard cock hanging between his thighs, denied and shining.

“Think about his hand,” I whispered.

Ethan groaned against me.

The sound pushed me closer.

I opened wider and used his mouth until the room blurred at the edges. My fingers tightened in his dark hair. The storm broke beyond the windows, rain striking the glass in sudden sheets.

I came with Nico’s name in my head and Ethan’s tongue against my clit.

The contradiction made me shake harder.

My husband kept licking until I pulled him up.

I dragged him onto the bed, wrapped my legs around his waist, and took his cock in my hand.

He was one stroke from coming.

I guided the head between my thighs.

“Not in me.”

Ethan’s eyes burned into mine.

“Where?”

I pressed his cock against my stomach and stroked him with the hand wearing my ring.

“Mark the wife who chose another man.”

His come hit my skin in hot streaks.

The first crossed my navel. The second landed beneath one breast. The third ran warm along my side as Ethan shuddered over me, face twisted by jealousy and relief.

I kept my hand moving until he had nothing left.

Then I pulled him down.

His mouth found mine.

The kiss tasted of me.

Rain swallowed the city outside.

Ethan’s forehead rested against mine.

“Did you choose him because he is better than me?”

The question was not a check.

It was the wound beneath item four.

I touched the scar through his eyebrow, the one I had kissed for twelve years.

“I chose him because he is not you.”

Pain flickered.

I held him closer.

“And I came home because no one else is.”

We stayed tangled beneath the storm while my come dried on his mouth and his cooled across my skin.

The red ink had begun.

CHAPTER 3

THE GLASS WALL

CLAIRE

Nico had not messaged me since Thursday.

That irritated me more than it should have.

I carried his silence through a Monday campaign meeting, through two client calls, through lunch eaten over a keyboard while Miami sunlight turned the office windows white.

Ethan texted twice.

The first message asked whether my thighs were sore from training.

The second contained only one word.

Nico?

I left both unanswered until four.

Then I sent Ethan a photograph from the restroom mirror.

Gray pencil skirt. White blouse. Wedding ring holding the hem high enough to show the black lace at my hip.

No caption.

His reply came immediately.

You’re seeing him tonight.

I lowered the skirt and looked at my face.

The woman in the mirror knew her husband too well.

Yes, I wrote.

This time you’re coming.

At six thirty, Ethan waited in the lobby of my building wearing the navy suit he had worn to work. Tie removed. Sleeves still buttoned. He looked controlled until I reached him.

Then his eyes dropped to the skirt.

“Gym clothes?”

“In the car.”

“You sent me that photograph from work.”

“I know. I wanted the question to follow you all day.”

“Why?”

“Because you asked his name.”

The elevator opened.

We rode down with three strangers. Ethan stood close enough that his knuckles brushed mine, but he did not take my hand. Silence tightened between us while a woman beside the doors discussed dinner reservations.

When we reached the garage, I opened the trunk.

A garment bag lay across the back.

Ethan stared at it.

“What did you bring?”

“What I want him to see.”

I changed in the rear seat while Ethan stood outside the car.

He watched through the tinted glass as I removed the white blouse and gray skirt. Beneath them, no bra. Black lace panties, which I left in the bag. I pulled on deep green leggings and a black sports bra with thin straps crossing my back.

The green was deliberate.

Ethan had first noticed Nico watching me in that color.

I opened the door and stepped out.

My husband’s gaze moved over every line.

“You wore those for him.”

“I wore them because you remember.”

The answer did not comfort him.

Good.

The private gym occupied the top floor of a glass office building near Brickell. At seven fifteen, most employees had gone home. The lobby smelled of stone, air-conditioning, and rain carried in on expensive shoes.

Nico waited beside the reception desk.

Gray shirt. Black pants. Dark curls still damp from a shower.

His eyes found Ethan first.

The hesitation was small, but I saw it.

Nico had expected me alone.

I enjoyed surprising him.

“Your husband came.”

“He wanted to see your hands.”

Ethan’s jaw moved.

Nico looked at him.

“I thought he already had.”

“Not close enough,” I said.

The lounge stood behind a glass wall along the training floor. Four low chairs, a coffee machine, and no place to hide from the room beyond it.

I led Ethan there.

“Sit.”

He lowered himself into the center chair.

I placed his phone on the table beside him.

“No photographs.”

“I wasn’t going to.”

“You were thinking about it.”

His eyes told me I was right.

I bent and kissed him once.

Nico watched from the other side of the glass.

Then I left my husband in the lounge.

The door closed behind me with a soft hydraulic hiss.

Nico stood near the cable station, arms folded.

“You like putting men behind glass.”

“I like knowing where they look.”

“He doesn’t like me.”

“He doesn’t need to.”

Nico’s eyes moved toward Ethan.

“What do you need?”

The question came with more heat than professionalism.

I stepped close.

“A good session.”

His mouth tightened.

Pride again.

Nico did not enjoy being reduced to a service, even when the service was exactly what made him hard.

He pointed toward the squat rack.

“Then train.”

For twenty minutes, he barely touched me.

He made me work.

Squats until my thighs trembled. Lunges across the black floor. Hip drives with a heavy band above my knees. Sweat ran between my breasts and darkened the waistband of the green leggings.

Ethan watched every repetition.

His suit made him look misplaced in the lounge. A husband waiting after work while another man studied his wife’s hips.

Nico’s restraint became its own cruelty.

He corrected me with words. Two fingers near my shoulder. The toe of his shoe against mine.

Never the hands Ethan had come to see.

I understood what Nico was doing.

He wanted me to ask.

I refused.

During the final set, my knees began to shake.

Nico stood behind me.

“Lower.”

I dropped deeper.

“Hold.”

Heat spread through my thighs.

Sweat slipped beneath the sports bra.

Ethan leaned forward in the chair.

Nico saw him.

His hand closed around my waist.

The first full touch struck through the glass.

Ethan’s fingers tightened on his knees.

Nico kept his palm there while I rose.

Then he used the other hand.

One on each hip.

He guided me down again, chest close to my back, breath touching the curls near my ear.

“Your husband came for this.”

“He came because I told him.”

“Same thing?”

“No. This time I chose the man before he saw the room.”

I looked at Ethan through the mirror.

“He obeyed me. You are still deciding whether you will.”

Nico’s hands tightened.

The leggings pulled across my ass when he sent my hips backward.

His cock pressed against me through two layers of fabric.

Ethan saw.

His face changed so sharply that I almost lost the position.

The husband in the lounge wanted to stand. I saw it in the movement of his shoulders, the way one foot shifted beneath the chair. He wanted to cross the glass, remove Nico’s hands, and prove the wife in green still belonged to the man in the suit.

He also wanted Nico to press harder.

That was the part he could not hide.

I pushed back.

Nico inhaled near my ear.

Ethan stayed seated.

The three of us held the position for one long second.

Then Nico stepped away.

“Water.”

The dismissal embarrassed me.

I walked toward my bottle without looking at Ethan.

Nico followed.

“You don’t like losing control of the scene,” he said quietly.

“I haven’t.”

“You pushed back because he was watching.”

“I pushed back because you were hard.”

His eyes sharpened.

“Better answer.”

I drank.

Water ran cold across my tongue, carrying the faint taste of mint from the bottle. My pulse remained fast.

Nico looked toward the lounge.

“Does he know what happens next?”

“No.”

“Do I?”

“Not yet. I want you walking in unsure.”

That finally made him smile.

Not the polished smile he gave clients.

Something darker. Uneven. Human.

The session ended at eight fifteen.

I stepped through the glass door with sweat shining across my chest.

Ethan stood.

His eyes went to the place Nico had pressed against me.

Then to Nico.

“Good session?” Ethan asked.

Nico wiped his hands with a towel.

“Your wife likes making simple movements difficult.”

“She does that with everything.”

The men looked at each other.

Neither smiled.

I stood between them and felt the rivalry move through the air like heat before rain.

Then I took Ethan’s hand.

“Come on.”

In the elevator, he did not speak.

The mirrored walls showed the stain of sweat beneath my breasts and the hard shape beneath his suit trousers.

I pressed the emergency stop between floors.

The car shuddered.

Ethan looked at me.

I lifted the green waistband.

His eyes dropped.

“No panties,” I said.

His breath left him.

I caught his tie-less collar and pulled him down.

“Kneel.”

The elevator lights hummed above us.

Ethan lowered himself in the suit.

I turned, braced both palms against the mirror, and pushed the leggings to my thighs.

My ass faced him.

The reflection showed his pale, jealous face behind my brown skin.

No panties. The green fabric bunched at mid-thigh. I was already wet. The glass showed the shine between my legs before Ethan touched me.

“Show me what you wanted to do through the glass.”

His hands closed around my hips.

Hard.

The first bite of possession made me moan.

Ethan buried his mouth between my thighs.

His tongue dragged from my clit to the opening of my cunt. He tasted gym and heat and the hour another man had spent with his hands on me. I pushed back onto his face.

The stopped elevator held our sounds between floors. Wet. Close. His breath against my ass.

I watched him in the mirror.

“Nico had both hands here,” I said.

Ethan gripped harder.

“He was hard against me. I felt his cock through the pants. I pushed back on it while you sat behind glass.”

His tongue drove deeper.

I heard him eat me. I wanted him to hear it too.

“I pushed back because I knew you could see.”

The confession made his whole frame tense behind me.

I rocked against his mouth until the mirror fogged near my face. One of his hands left my hip and opened my pussy for his tongue. Two fingers pushed into me. I was so wet they went in easy.

“Fuck. Yes. Clean the wife he touched.”

When I came, Ethan’s name left me first.

Nico’s followed silently.

That was the secret I carried out of the elevator.

CHAPTER 4

THE ROOM I BOOKED

CLAIRE

I booked the room without telling Ethan.

That was the first act that truly belonged to item four.

Not choosing Nico.

Not wearing green.

Not pushing back while my husband watched through glass.

The room.

A corner suite at the Marlow, across town from the hotel where Roman had first fucked me. Different hotel. Different view. Different man. Different wife.

I used my own card.

I chose Friday.

I requested late checkout.

Then I closed the confirmation and walked into a budget meeting as if I had not just purchased six hours for my marriage to become something new.

Nico messaged that afternoon.

Your husband looked ready to break the glass.

I read the sentence beneath the conference table.

My thighs tightened.

I replied:

He stayed seated.

Nico:

You made him.

Me:

I chose to.

A pause.

Then:

What are you choosing next?

I did not answer.

Silence had worked on Ethan for years. I wanted to know what it did to Nico.

At home, the folded list waited beneath my jewelry box.

The first three items carried red checks. The fourth line remained untouched.

Choose the man myself.

Ethan found me reading it after midnight.

He stood in the bedroom doorway wearing gray sleep pants and nothing else. His lean chest carried the faint marks of my nails from the elevator. Dark hair disordered. Gray-green eyes too awake.

“You already chose.”

“I chose a trainer.”

“What is left?”

I folded the paper.

“To choose what he becomes.”

Ethan came closer.

“Nico wants you.”

“Yes. He wants the part of me you taught to provoke.”

“You like that.”

“Yes. I want to find out whether the wanting survives the hotel.”

“You want him again.”

The bedroom held its breath.

Miami glowed beyond the windows, towers scattered across black water. A helicopter moved red light between buildings. Somewhere below, a car horn sounded twice and vanished.

I looked at my husband.

He wanted honesty.

The list had taught him that honesty could draw blood.

“Yes. More than I should this soon.”

His mouth tightened.

“More than the gym.”

“Yes. I want him away from the mirrors and under my hands.”

Ethan sat on the edge of the bed.

The mattress lowered beneath him.

I remained standing with the list in my hand.

“Is this still about me?” he asked.

There it was.

The question beneath every scene since The Black Rabbit.

The fear that one day my answer would be no.

I sat beside him.

“Item four is mine.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“It is the only honest one.”

He looked down at his hands.

Long fingers. Careful nails. The hands that had held a nine-inch toy and pushed it into his wife because she ordered him to. The hands that had driven through rain while Roman touched me in the back seat. The hands that had never failed me in twelve years of ordinary life.

I covered one with mine.

“I want Nico because I picked him,” I said. “Not because you found him. Not because a profile approved him. Not because he understood the chair.”

Ethan’s thumb moved beneath my wedding ring.

“And if he wants more?”

“He will.”

“You sound certain.”

“I saw his face when I said I chose him.”

Jealousy moved across Ethan’s jaw.

I touched it.

“He hates being part of your fantasy.”

“Then why is he here?”

“Because he wants to be part of mine.”

The sentence made Ethan hard beneath the thin gray fabric.

I saw it rise.

He saw me notice.

“My honest little cuck,” I whispered.

The insult broke the heaviness without removing it.

Ethan caught my wrist and pulled me across his lap.

I let him.

His mouth found mine. The kiss was rougher than the one after Roman. Less frightened. More angry.

I straddled him and felt his cock press between my thighs through our clothes.

“Friday,” I said against his lips.

His hands tightened on my ass.

“What happens Friday?”

I reached behind me and placed the hotel confirmation on the nightstand.

Ethan saw the Marlow logo.

His grip changed.

“You already booked it.”

“Yes. I booked him before fear could make the choice for us.”

“You didn’t tell me.”

“I’m telling you now.”

“Two days before.”

“Enough time to suffer.”

His cock hardened further beneath me.

I rolled my hips once.

Ethan’s breath caught.

“Who chose the room?” I asked.

“You.”

“Who chose the man?”

“You.”

“Who decides where my husband sits?”

“You.”

The answers grew rougher each time.

I slipped one hand into his sleep pants and wrapped it around him.

“Friday, you drive.”

His eyes closed.

“You carry my bag.”

My thumb moved across the head.

“You open the door.”

Ethan groaned.

“And when Nico walks in, you learn what my choice looks like without glass between you.”

I stroked him until clear slick coated my fingers.

Then I stopped.

Ethan stared at me.

“Two days,” I said.

“That’s cruel.”

“Yes. I want the cruelty honest.”

I climbed from his lap.

The list returned beneath the jewelry box.

Ethan remained on the bed with his cock hard beneath gray fabric and the hotel confirmation beside his hand.

I turned off the lamp.

In darkness, he asked the question I knew would follow him until Friday.

“Have you already told Nico?”

I closed my eyes.

“No.”

That answer was true.

The message I sent the next morning changed it.

Friday. Nine. Marlow Hotel. Room number after eight.

Nico replied ten minutes later.

Is Ethan coming?

I looked across the breakfast table at my husband.

He was reading an email, pretending not to watch my phone.

I typed:

He is driving.

Nico’s answer came faster.

Good.

For the first time, the trainer sounded ready to be more than a pair of hands.

CHAPTER 5

THE DRESS HE DID NOT CHOOSE
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Friday began with a dress Ethan hated.

Cream silk. High neck. Long sleeves. Fitted through the waist and hips. From the front, elegant enough for a gallery reception. From the back, cut low enough that the first hand on me would touch bare skin.

Ethan had not seen it before.

Neither had Nico.

That mattered.

I dressed in silence while afternoon heat pressed against the windows. Miami had turned gold and white beneath the sun. Boats cut bright lines across the bay. The air-conditioning worked hard enough to make the curtains move.

Ethan stood near the dresser in black trousers and a white shirt.

No tie.

The same clothes he had worn when Roman came to the hotel.

He realized it when I did.

“You chose that shirt.”

“You packed it.”

“I packed three.”

“You picked the one you bled in last time.”

There had been no blood.

He meant emotionally.

I stepped into black heels.

Ethan watched the dress climb when I bent to fasten the straps.

No panties.

His eyes found the absence.

“Nico knows?”

“That I am not wearing underwear?”

“That tonight is more than training.”

“He knows the room number.”

“That isn’t what I asked.”

I stood.

“He knows I chose him.”

Ethan’s gaze moved to the wedding ring.

I wore no other jewelry.

Not the collar from item three. Not earrings. Not the necklace he had given me on our tenth anniversary.

Only the ring.

The symbol did not protect the marriage from what we were doing.

It made the scene belong to it.

I handed Ethan the garment bag containing my robe and the small black case with toiletries.

He took both.

“Good husband.”

His face tightened.

I kissed his cheek.

We drove through Friday traffic without music.

The city moved around us in heat and chrome. Brickell towers reflected the sinking sun. Palm shadows broke across the windshield. The car smelled of Ethan’s cologne, leather warmed by the day, and the jasmine perfume I had chosen because Nico had once leaned closer when I wore it at the gym.

Ethan noticed.

“You wore that Monday.”

“At the session.”

“He remembered it?”

“He breathed differently.”

My husband gripped the wheel.

I placed one hand on his thigh.

“You see everything now.”

“I wish I saw less.”

“No, you don’t.”

His cock pressed beneath his trousers before we reached the hotel.

The Marlow valet recognized us.

That should have embarrassed me.

It did not.

The lobby carried cold air, white flowers, polished stone, and the low murmur of people pretending not to study one another. Ethan carried my bag. I walked half a step ahead, the silk dress moving over my ass.

A man near the bar watched me cross the floor.

Ethan saw him.

Item one had changed the way he walked into every room.

The elevator reflected us side by side.

Husband and wife.

No bull yet.

I touched the button for the twelfth floor.

Ethan looked at the number.

“Below Roman’s floor?”

“Three floors lower.”

“You remembered.”

“I remember everything.”

The suite opened onto a wall of windows facing the bay. A low bed stood near the center. Dark blue sofa. Marble bathroom. A dining table for two. No chair prepared beside the mattress.

Ethan noticed immediately.

“Where do I sit?”

“I haven’t decided.”

The uncertainty made him harder.

I removed my heels and walked barefoot across the carpet. The silk whispered around my thighs. Ethan placed the garment bag on the sofa.

“Open my dress.”

He came behind me.

His fingers found the small hooks at my neck, then the zipper running down the low back. He lowered it slowly.

Cool air touched my spine.

Ethan’s mouth brushed my shoulder.

I turned my face away.

“Not yet. I want to feel whether you stop the instant I ask.”

He stopped.

The dress loosened around my chest.

“Leave it.”

He let the zipper hang halfway.

I crossed to the table and removed the folded list from my purse.

Item four waited in red ink.

Ethan stood near the sofa, white shirt open at the throat, watching the wife he had helped undress for another man.

“Read it,” I said.

“Choose the man myself.”

“Again. Say the choice like it belongs to me.”

He repeated it.

I poured two glasses of whiskey from the minibar.

One for Ethan.

One left untouched for Nico.

At eight fifty-eight, the knock came.

Ethan’s hand tightened around his glass.

I watched him hear the sound.

The husband who had driven Roman through a storm now stood in a quiet suite while the man from our real life waited outside.

“Open it,” I said.

Ethan placed the whiskey down.

He crossed the room.

His hand rested on the handle.

For one second, he looked back.

I stood by the windows with the dress open down my spine, wedding ring bright against the glass in my hand.

“Your choice,” he said.

“Yes.”

Ethan opened the door.

Nico stood in the hallway.

Black shirt. Dark jeans. No gym bag. No tablet. No professional smile.

He looked at Ethan first.

Then at me.

The pride I had seen beneath fluorescent lights changed into hunger.

Nico stepped into the suite.

Ethan closed the door behind him.

The lock clicked.

No glass separated us now.

CHAPTER 6

WHEN HE WALKED IN
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Nico did not speak for the first ten seconds.

He stood near the door and looked at me.

The cream dress remained zipped halfway down my back. Bare feet against dark carpet. Wedding ring around the glass of whiskey I had poured for him. Ethan three steps away, close enough to stop anything and hard enough to prove he would not.

Nico’s gaze moved slowly.

Face.

Mouth.

The open line of my back.

Hips wrapped in silk.

Then Ethan.

“You dressed alike,” he said.

Both men wore black, though Nico’s shirt was black and Ethan’s white.

“Opposite,” I said.

Nico’s mouth curved.

He crossed the room and took the glass from my hand.

His fingers brushed my wedding ring.

The small contact made Ethan inhale.

Nico noticed.

“Still watching the hands?”

Ethan held his gaze.

“Still putting them on my wife?”

The trainer’s smile disappeared.

There was the flaw beneath Nico’s control.

He disliked being reminded that I belonged to a marriage. Not because he wanted to steal me. Because pride made him want the moment to exist on its own terms.

I stepped between them.

“He did not choose you,” I told Nico.

“I know. Your posture told me before your mouth did.”

“He did not invite you.”

“I know. That is why I am waiting for your instruction.”

“He brought me because I told him to.”

Nico looked at Ethan.

“And you came.”

Ethan’s answer was quiet.

“She is my wife.”

The sentence carried no apology.

Nico drank the whiskey.

Then he set the glass down and reached for the zipper at my back.

Ethan’s shoulders tightened.

I did not look away from him.

Nico lowered the zipper the rest of the way.

Silk loosened over my breasts and hips. His knuckles dragged along my spine. The dress fell from my shoulders, caught briefly at my waist, then pooled around my feet.

I wore nothing beneath it.

Nico’s breathing changed.

Ethan’s did too.

I stepped out of the silk and stood naked between them.

Miami glittered through the windows behind me. Thousands of lights across black water. Towers rising like mirrors. The city had watched strangers, bulls, cages, toys, and now a trainer from the building where I bought coffee after workouts.

Nico placed one hand on my waist.

The other lifted my chin.

He kissed me.

Not careful.

Not the controlled near-touch from the gym.

His mouth opened mine with weeks of restraint behind it. His beard scraped my skin. Whiskey moved bitter across his tongue. The hand at my waist pulled me against the hard ridge beneath his jeans.

I kissed him back.

The first real taste of the man I had chosen was smoke, whiskey, mint, and pride.

Ethan watched from three feet away.

I felt him in the room as sharply as Nico’s mouth.

The husband’s silence pressed against my back. His jealousy had weight. I could almost feel his hand between my shoulder blades, wanting to pull me away and push me closer at the same time.

Nico broke the kiss first.

He looked at Ethan.

“She tastes like you knew she would.”

The sentence angered me.

Not because it was cruel.

Because Nico had made the moment about the husband after insisting he was not a prop.

I caught his shirt and pulled him back.

“Look at me, Nico. Not at the husband you expected to control.”

Nico did.

“This is my item. You answer to me inside it.”

His eyes sharpened.

I opened the first button of his shirt.

Then the second.

“You do not perform for him.”

Another button.

“You do not compete with him.”

I spread the black cotton and placed my palms against Nico’s chest. Warm skin. Dark hair across hard muscle. A pale scar near his left rib, longer than I expected.

My fingers traced it.

Nico caught my wrist.

“Baseball cleat,” he said.

“You played?”

“Minor leagues. Three years.”

“What ended it?”

“I wasn’t good enough.”

The answer came flat and fast.

There it was again.

Not perfect.

Nico had built his control over the place where failure still lived.

I touched the scar once more.

“You hate being second.”

His hand tightened around my wrist.

Ethan heard it.

Nico looked at my husband.

“I hate pretending second is the same as chosen.”

The sentence cut in two directions.

Ethan’s face changed.

So did mine.

I moved my wrist free and slapped Nico across the cheek.

Not hard enough to injure.

Hard enough to silence the comparison.

The room went still.

Nico turned his face back slowly.

A red mark rose beneath his beard.

Ethan’s cock pushed visibly against his trousers.

I placed my palm against Nico’s marked cheek.

“You are here because I picked you,” I said. “Do not make that smaller by needing to beat my husband.”

Nico’s eyes held mine.

Then he smiled.

A real smile this time. Crooked. Almost relieved.

“You are worse outside the gym.”

“I am honest outside the gym.”

His hand closed around the back of my neck.

“Then be honest.”

He kissed me again.

Harder.

The slap had broken the last polished layer. Nico’s mouth turned rough. He bit my lower lip. His fingers dug into my waist. I felt his cock through his jeans, thick and hot against my stomach.

I reached between us and opened his belt.

The metal buckle struck softly against itself.

Ethan stared at my hands.

I lowered Nico’s zipper and slid my palm beneath black briefs.

His cock filled my grip.

Not as long as Roman.

Thicker through the middle than Ethan.

Hot enough to make my fingers tighten.

Nico groaned against my mouth.

I stroked once.

Then looked at Ethan.

He had gone pale around the lips. Sweat shone near his hairline. One hand opened and closed beside his thigh.

He wanted to touch himself.

I shook my head once.

Ethan kept both hands visible.

Nico followed my gaze.

“You control him with a look.”

“Twelve years of practice.”

“And me?”

I tightened my hand around his cock.

“You are still learning.”

Nico’s breath broke.

I dropped to my knees.

The carpet pressed softly beneath me. Nico stood over me with his shirt open and jeans lowered enough to free the cock I had chosen before ever seeing it.

Ethan remained near the sofa.

I looked at him first.

Then opened my mouth around Nico.

The trainer’s hand closed in my hair.

My husband’s fingers curled into fists.

The first taste carried salt and the clean bitterness of soap. Nico’s cock stretched my lips, thick enough to make my jaw work. I took him slowly, learning what pride felt like against my tongue. Spit gathered. I let it run. I wanted the sound.

Nico groaned.

Ethan did not make a sound.

That silence reached me deeper.

I pulled back and licked the head. Circled it. Took him again until my lips met my fist.

“Tell him what my mouth does to your control,” Nico said.

I stopped.

He had made the same mistake twice.

I looked up.

“No. He does not get this part through you.”

Nico’s hand loosened in my hair.

“This is not a message for my husband. This is my mouth on the cock I chose.”

Ethan’s breath changed.

I took Nico again because I wanted the cock in my mouth, not because a watcher needed narration.

That difference made the scene hotter than any command.

For several minutes, the only words were broken curses from Nico and my own breath between strokes. I used my hand at his base. Saliva warmed my chin. His thighs tightened beneath my palms. Each wet pull filled the suite. Ethan’s cock showed through his trousers and he still did not touch it.

Ethan watched his wife suck the man she had chosen without being invited into the meaning.

The exclusion hurt him more than an insult.

I saw it.

I loved him for staying.

When Nico’s breathing turned rough, I pulled off. A line of spit connected my lip to his head.

He looked down at me, face stripped of control.

“Bed,” I said.

I stood.

Nico kicked off his jeans.

Ethan remained dressed.

I took my husband’s hand and led him to the mattress.

Then I placed his palm against my chest.

My heart hammered beneath it.

“Feel what my choice does to me.”

Ethan’s eyes filled with pain, hunger, and the terrible pride that had carried us through three items.

I kissed him.

Nico watched this time.

That was the order I wanted.

Wife and husband first.

The chosen man waiting behind us.

CHAPTER 7

MY RULES
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I kissed Ethan until his hands stopped trembling.

Not until his jealousy disappeared.

I did not want that.

Jealousy was the wire connecting him to every touch. I only needed him steady enough to feel the current without breaking.

His mouth opened beneath mine. Twelve years lived in the way he tilted his head, the way his thumb found the line beneath my breast, the way his breath slowed when I pressed my forehead to his.

Nico stood naked near the foot of the bed.

His cock remained hard.

He watched the marriage he had wanted to escape becoming the center of the room.

I pulled away from Ethan.

“Sit against the headboard.”

He removed his shirt, then his trousers. No cage tonight. I wanted him free enough to fight himself.

Ethan settled against the pillows with his cock hard over one thigh.

I climbed onto the mattress and knelt between his legs.

Nico watched me place one hand around my husband.

The contrast was immediate.

Ethan familiar in my grip. Leaner, lighter, shaped by years of my mouth and thighs. Nico thicker, darker, waiting less than a meter away.

I stroked Ethan once.

“Hands on the sheets.”

He obeyed.

I turned to Nico.

“Come here. I chose you; now let him see why.”

Nico approached the bed.

His pride had changed after the slap. Not vanished. Redirected. He looked at me instead of Ethan when he moved. That was what I wanted.

I spread my knees.

Nico placed both hands on my hips.

The same hands from the gym.

No leggings now.

His palms covered bare skin, warm and rough from weights. One thumb rested near the place where my thigh met my ass. The other pressed beside my navel.

Ethan watched every finger.

I leaned back against my husband’s chest.

My hand remained around his cock.

Nico lowered his mouth to my left breast.

The first pull made me inhale sharply.

His beard scraped the soft skin beneath my nipple. His tongue moved slowly, then his teeth closed with enough pressure to make my grip tighten around Ethan.

My husband groaned behind me.

Nico moved to the other breast.

I watched his dark curls against my brown skin. Ethan’s chest rose beneath my back. His cock pulsed in my hand each time the trainer’s mouth changed sides.

“This is what you watched through glass,” I whispered to Ethan.

His breath touched my ear.

“Not enough.”

The answer surprised me.

I turned my face.

Ethan’s eyes were fixed on Nico’s mouth.

“Then look closer.”

I pulled Nico up by the hair and kissed him while leaning against my husband.

Nico’s tongue carried the taste of my skin. Ethan felt the movement through my back. I stroked my husband as I kissed the trainer, slow enough to keep him hard and far from finishing.

Nico’s hand moved between my thighs.

His fingers found me slick.

The first stroke split my attention cleanly.

Ethan’s cock in my hand.

Nico’s fingers against my pussy.

My own breath between two men.

I ended the kiss and looked at Nico.

“Show me the hands I chose.”

He pushed two fingers into me.

My hips lifted.

Ethan’s stomach tightened behind me.

Nico worked slowly at first, watching my face. His other hand held my thigh open. The tendons in his wrist shifted with each movement. Sweat darkened the center of his chest.

I had watched those hands correct strangers for months.

Now they moved between my legs while my husband’s cock leaked into my palm.

Nico curled his fingers.

A cry left me before I could make it pretty.

Ethan’s hands gripped the sheets.

“Claire.”

I looked back at him.

His face carried everything the list alone could never show. Fear that Nico would learn me too quickly. Hunger to watch him try. Pride that I still held Ethan’s cock. Rage that pride did not make the fingers disappear.

I tightened my grip around him.

“Your wife picked good hands.”

Ethan’s jaw clenched.

“Yes.”

Nico added another finger.

The stretch made me gasp.

My thighs opened wider. I rocked against his hand, no longer performing a controlled wife. The room smelled of whiskey, sweat, jasmine, and sex warming the cold hotel air.

Nico’s thumb found my clit.

I came quickly.

Too quickly.

The first orgasm struck through me while I leaned against Ethan and stared at the man who had caused it. My fingers tightened around my husband. Nico kept his hand moving until my legs shook across the bed.

Ethan watched my face change.

I heard his breathing near my ear, rough enough to sound wounded.

When the last pulse passed, Nico removed his fingers.

He lifted them toward his mouth.

I caught his wrist.

The trainer looked at me.

I turned his hand toward Ethan.

My husband stared at the shine across Nico’s fingers.

“Clean them,” I told Ethan.

The command reached all three of us.

Ethan looked at my face.

No question.

No ceremony.

He leaned forward and took Nico’s fingers into his mouth.

Nico’s control broke for one visible second.

His cock pulsed.

Ethan sucked the taste of his wife from another man’s hand while I watched from between them.

The image was not on Ethan’s list.

It belonged entirely to mine.

Nico removed his fingers slowly.

Ethan sat back against the headboard, lips wet.

I kissed him.

He tasted like me and pride swallowed hard.

Then I turned to Nico.

“Condom.”

He reached for the packet on the nightstand.

I watched him roll it over his cock.

His hands were less steady now.

That pleased me.

Nico looked toward the mattress.

“How?”

The question did not hand him control.

It asked for my design.

I moved onto my back between Ethan’s legs, head resting against my husband’s thigh.

I opened my knees toward Nico.

“Face me.”

Nico came between them.

Ethan’s hand moved into my hair.

I reached up and wrapped my fingers around his wrist.

Not holding hands.

Holding the husband to the exact place where he could feel every movement of my head.

Nico guided his cock along my pussy.

The first contact made my stomach tighten.

He dragged the head through my slickness. Once. Twice. I felt how wet I was for him. The condom was thin enough that the heat still came through.

This was different from Roman.

Roman had been the first impossible threshold. Size, fear, the chair, the husband’s original fantasy becoming flesh.

Nico was not a threshold.

He was a decision.

That made the first push more dangerous.

The head pressed against me.

I looked up at Ethan.

His gray-green eyes widened.

Nico pushed slowly.

My pussy gave around him inch by inch. Thick pressure spread through me. I heard myself take him. A wet, tight sound. My breath caught against Ethan’s thigh. His fingers tightened in my hair.

Nico’s jaw flexed.

The confidence from the gym disappeared as he felt the wife who had chosen him take the first part of his cock.

His breath changed against my face.

The sound pleased me because it was not polished. Nico had corrected hundreds of movements with calm hands, yet the first tight grip of my cunt stole the air from him.

He remained shallow for one long beat.

I felt the thick head pressing where my muscles still resisted, the slight tremor in his thighs, the rough edge of his thumb at my knee. Hotel air cooled the sweat between my breasts. Ethan's skin warmed my cheek.

My husband's pulse beat through the wrist I held.

Nico watched my mouth. Ethan watched my eyes.

I could see both men learning different truths from the same inch.

Nico learned I did not yield as easily as my invitation suggested.

Ethan learned that I wanted to.

I lifted my hips.

The movement took Nico deeper. His jaw tightened and the pride in his face broke into a brief, unguarded need.

“Fuck,” he said. Quiet. Real.

That version of the word sounded better. Human. Pulled from him rather than offered for effect.

I opened my knees farther and felt the next part work through me. Pressure spread slowly, forcing my breath into short pieces against Ethan's thigh.

“That’s it. Give me the rest. Let my husband watch you fill me.”

My husband did not pull my hair.

He held it as though he needed one familiar thing beneath his hand while another man changed the shape of the moment.

Nico pushed again.

The room narrowed to cedar soap, cold sheets, the salt on my lip, and the widening shock in Ethan's face.

“Fuck,” Ethan whispered.

I opened wider.

He moved deeper.

Every inch carried a different thought.

My husband is touching my hair.

Nico is watching my face.

I chose the room.

I chose the man.

I chose this.

The last thought frightened me most because it left no fantasy to blame.

Nico filled me until his hips met the backs of my thighs.

The fullness held me still.

Ethan’s heart beat against the wrist I held.

I could feel the pulse.

Nico looked at him.

I caught Nico’s chin and turned his face back to mine.

“No competition.”

His eyes darkened.

Then he pulled back.

The first full stroke changed the air.

Nico drove into me again, harder.

My cry struck the windows and returned smaller.

Ethan’s hand trembled in my hair.

I held it there.

“Watch your wife take the man she picked,” I said.

Nico began to fuck me.

The first strokes stayed deep and measured. Each pull left me empty for half a breath. Each return pressed the fullness back through me until my thighs tightened around his hips.

Ethan’s hand remained in my hair.

I watched his face while Nico moved.

My husband’s lips had parted. Sweat gathered beneath his dark hair. His chest rose too quickly for a man sitting still. The cock over his thigh leaked a clear line that reached the base before he wiped nothing away.

He wanted the evidence.

I wanted him to keep it.

Nico drove deeper.

My head shifted against Ethan’s leg. The movement rubbed my cheek over familiar skin while another man’s cock worked through me. That contrast made the room sharpen.

Nico’s cedar soap.

Ethan’s cologne fading beneath sweat.

Cold hotel air over my breasts.

The salt on my upper lip.

The blunt sound of Nico’s hips meeting the backs of my thighs.

The soft scrape of Ethan’s ring against my scalp.

I reached up and touched my husband’s mouth.

His lips closed around two fingers.

The sight made my pussy grip Nico.

He groaned.

“You felt that,” I said.

Nico’s hands tightened around my knees.

“Your husband’s mouth made you squeeze me.”

“Yes. My husband knows where my body gives me away.”

Ethan sucked my fingers harder.

Nico pushed deep and stayed there.

The pressure spread until I had to breathe in short pulls. Not pain. More than comfort. The exact place where my choice stopped being an idea and became a man holding himself still between my thighs.

I looked at Ethan.

“He is thicker than you.”

My husband’s throat moved around my fingers.

Nico’s cock pulsed.

I removed my hand from Ethan’s mouth and dragged the wet fingers across his lower lip.

“But you know what my face means.”

Ethan nodded once.

Nico pulled back and drove into me again.

My voice broke.

The trainer watched the answer appear in my expression and hated that Ethan understood it first.

That was the human flaw I had chosen. Nico wanted to learn me quickly because learning felt like winning. Ethan had twelve years he could never replace.

I used the difference.

“Turn me over,” I told Nico.

He withdrew and pulled me onto my knees.

The sudden emptiness made my pussy tighten. Cool air touched the slickness across my thighs. I moved to all fours facing Ethan while Nico came behind me.

My husband sat against the headboard with my face less than a foot from his cock.

Nico’s hands settled on my hips.

The sight matched the shape of Ethan’s oldest fantasy, but the power belonged to the red ink now.

I lowered my mouth over my husband.

Ethan gasped.

At the same moment, Nico pushed back into me from behind.

The first combined movement split me between them.

Ethan’s cock filled my mouth with familiar heat. Nico’s thicker shaft drove through my pussy, stretching the soreness he had already made. I heard both. The wet of my mouth. The wet of my cunt. My wedding ring pressed into the sheet beside Ethan’s thigh.

I moaned around my husband.

The sound traveled through his cock. His hand caught the back of my head, not controlling, holding on.

Nico began a harder rhythm.

Each stroke pushed my mouth deeper over Ethan. Each time Nico pulled back, I lifted and breathed. The two men created a pace neither could control alone.

I could.

I raised one hand toward Nico without looking back.

“Slower. I want to feel you.”

His hips changed immediately.

I squeezed Ethan near the base and took him deeper.

“Now harder. Fuck your choice into me.”

Nico struck forward.

My mouth slid down Ethan until my lips met my fist. Tears gathered at the corners of my eyes. Spit ran. Ethan looked down at me, wrecked by the image of his wife using him while the man she chose took her from behind.

I pulled off and breathed against the head of his cock.

“Tell me what you see.”

Ethan’s voice shook.

“My wife on her knees.”

“More. Tell me what Nico’s hands make you imagine.”

“Nico’s hands on your ass. His cock in you. Your mouth on me.”

One of those hands landed across me.

The slap cracked through the room.

Heat spread over my right cheek.

Ethan’s cock jumped near my mouth.

“My wife liked that,” he said.

Nico struck the other side.

I pushed back to meet the next stroke.

“My slut chose the man hitting her.”

The word reached me from Ethan, not Nico.

That made it intimate.

I took my husband into my mouth again.

Nico fucked me harder.

The bed rocked beneath us. My breasts moved over the sheets. Sweat ran down Nico’s stomach and fell warm against my lower back. Each thrust made a wet slap against my ass. Ethan’s fingers tightened in my hair each time I swallowed more of him.

He was close.

I felt the signs I knew better than any trainer knew posture. His thighs went rigid. His stomach pulled tight. The pulse beneath my tongue turned heavy and fast.

I lifted my mouth away.

Ethan groaned.

“No.”

I wiped saliva from my chin with the back of my hand.

“You finish when I have chosen enough.”

Nico’s grip dug into my hips.

“How much is enough?” he asked.

I looked at Ethan.

“When my husband stops believing this happened to him.”

Ethan’s face tightened.

I pushed back hard onto Nico’s cock.

“This happened because I wanted it,” I said.

Another stroke.

“I booked the room.”

Another.

“I chose the dress.”

Nico’s palm spread over the red mark on my ass.

“I chose the hands.”

He drove deep.

“And I chose the man.”

Ethan stared at me as the truth stripped away the last protection of his fantasy.

Then his hand moved from my hair to my cheek.

“I know. That is why I am still holding you,” he whispered.

The acceptance made my eyes burn.

I kissed his palm.

Nico pulled me upright before the emotion could soften the scene. My back met his chest. One hand closed around my breast. The other moved between my thighs.

He worked my clit while his cock continued driving through me.

I reached forward and wrapped my hand around Ethan again.

Three movements.

Nico’s hips.

Nico’s fingers.

My fist over my husband.

The room narrowed to rhythm and breath.

Ethan watched Nico’s hand between my legs. Nico watched my hand around Ethan. I watched both men understand that no one in the room had the whole of me.

That was mine.

I came with my head against Nico’s shoulder and my eyes fixed on Ethan.

The orgasm built slower than the first, gathering through every place the men touched. My thighs locked. My hand stopped around Ethan. A cry rose from my chest and broke into his name.

Not Nico’s.

Ethan’s.

The husband’s face opened with relief and pain.

Nico kept me upright through every pulse.

When the shaking eased, I turned my head and kissed the trainer.

Then I reached for Ethan again.

The order mattered.

The choice was mine.

CHAPTER 8

THE MAN I CHOSE

CLAIRE

I lay back again with my head against Ethan’s thigh. Nico’s renewed rhythm was too controlled.

Even naked, even buried deep in another man’s wife, he moved like a trainer counting repetitions. Pull. Push. Breathe. Hold.

I hated it.

I had not booked the room to be corrected.

I lifted my hips and met him harder.

The change made Nico lose one breath.

“Faster,” I said.

His hands tightened around my thighs.

The next stroke landed deep enough to make my voice break.

Better.

Ethan felt the sound through the thigh beneath my head. His fingers remained in my hair, not pulling, only holding contact while Nico’s cock moved through me.

The bed shifted beneath three people.

Miami lights trembled across the glass.

Nico watched my breasts move with each impact. Sweat gathered along his temples. The scar near his rib flexed when his stomach tightened.

He was beautiful in a way that irritated me.

Not perfect.

The crease between his brows showed how hard he was working not to come too quickly. The left shoulder sat slightly lower from the old injury he had never fully repaired. His pride made him hide the weakness, but the faster rhythm exposed it.

I noticed because I notice men when I decide to use them.

Nico saw my eyes on the scar.

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Study me.”

I smiled despite the cock driving through me.

“You study everyone.”

“At work, yes. Tonight I am trying not to miss what you hide.”

“This is my work tonight.”

His mouth tightened.

Then Nico pulled almost all the way out and slammed back in.

The answer tore a cry from me.

Ethan’s cock pressed hard against my shoulder.

I turned my face and saw it standing over his thigh, slick at the head. He had not touched himself. His free hand clawed the sheet near my breast.

My husband wanted to intervene.

I saw it in the way his torso leaned forward whenever Nico drove too hard. He wanted to catch my hip, slow the man, protect the place that had belonged to our bed for twelve years.

He also opened my hair farther from my face so he could watch my expression.

The contradiction lived in every breath.

I reached up and wrapped my hand around Ethan’s cock.

He groaned.

Nico did not slow.

I stroked my husband while the trainer fucked me, one man moving through my hand, the other through my pussy.

The marriage became a circuit.

Nico’s hips drove the current.

Ethan carried it.

I controlled where it went.

“Tell me what hurts,” I whispered to Ethan.

His eyes stayed on Nico’s cock disappearing between my thighs.

“That you picked him before I saw him naked.”

My hand moved faster.

“Keep going. Tell me what Monday will do to you.”

“That he’ll touch you at the gym after this.”

Nico heard.

His rhythm changed.

Not faster.

Heavier.

The pride in him liked the future tense.

I felt it.

“That you will wear those leggings again,” Ethan said. “And both of you will remember this bed.”

My pussy tightened around Nico.

He cursed.

Ethan’s face twisted because he saw the reaction.

“That,” he said. “That fucking hurts.”

I stroked him harder.

“My jealous little cuck.”

Nico bent over me.

His mouth covered mine.

The angle sent his cock deeper. My legs rose around his hips. Ethan’s thigh remained beneath my head, keeping the husband physically present while another man’s tongue moved over mine.

Nico kissed like he trained when control finally failed.

Hard. Impatient. Almost angry.

I liked the flaw more than the perfection.

His hand caught my breast. Fingers dug around the soft flesh. The other gripped my hip and drove me upward to meet each stroke.

Ethan’s cock pulsed in my fist.

He was close.

I stopped stroking.

The denial made him groan near my ear.

Nico heard that too.

“Your husband needs help.”

“He waits.”

Nico looked at Ethan.

This time, the glance carried no competition.

Something more dangerous.

Understanding.

He saw what I had built.

The bull was not replacing the husband.

The wife was using both reactions to make the scene larger.

Nico rose onto his knees and pulled me with him.

I sat astride his thighs, cock still deep. Ethan remained in front of me against the headboard.

The new position placed my back against Nico’s chest and my feet on either side of Ethan’s legs.

Nico’s hands held my hips.

He lifted and lowered me over his cock.

The first downward movement made me cry out.

Ethan watched from less than a foot away.

My breasts moved near his face. Nico’s dark hands covered my waist. His cock pushed up through me while my husband stared into my eyes.

I reached for Ethan.

He took my hand.

The wedding ring pressed between our palms.

Nico drove upward.

I squeezed Ethan’s fingers.

Not because I needed rescue.

Because I wanted him to feel how much I was taking.

“Look at me while I take what I chose,” I said.

He did.

“Your wife chose this cock.”

Ethan’s breath shook.

“Yes. Say the rest.”

“She chose the man attached to it.”

“Yes. And she did not ask permission.”

Nico’s grip tightened.

I came down harder.

“She chose to make you watch.”

“Yes. I watched her choose it.”

The last answer broke.

Nico lifted me again and drove deep.

My orgasm started low and spread fast, built by the cock beneath me, the hands around my waist, and Ethan’s wedding ring cutting into my palm.

I tried to keep looking at my husband.

The first pulse closed my eyes.

The second made my thighs shake.

The third pulled a raw cry from my mouth while Nico kept moving and Ethan held my hand as if the marriage could survive anything as long as neither of us let go.

When my eyes opened, tears had gathered in his.

Not sadness alone.

Too much feeling with nowhere clean to go.

I lifted our joined hands to my mouth and kissed his ring.

Nico slowed behind me.

His breath came rough near my neck.

“I’m close,” he said.

I turned my head.

“Not yet. I want him desperate for the ending.”

His jaw tightened.

Pride resisted the order.

I rolled my hips over him slowly.

“You wanted to know why I chose you.”

Nico held still beneath me.

“Tell me.”

“Because you hate being second.”

His fingers dug into my waist.

“And tonight?”

I looked at Ethan.

“My husband is first.”

The words hurt Nico.

I felt the reaction in his cock.

They also made him harder.

That was when I understood his real weakness.

Not losing.

Being chosen despite losing.

I moved over him again.

“You are the man I picked for this.”

Nico’s breath broke.

“Nothing smaller about that.”

He gripped my hips and fucked upward, restraint gone.

The strokes turned hard and uneven. Ethan held my hand. I watched both men lose control for different reasons.

Nico came with his face pressed against my shoulder, cock pulsing through the condom deep in me.

The sound he made was not calm.

It was almost wounded.

I stayed seated over him until the last movement passed.

Then I turned and kissed his marked cheek where I had slapped him.

“You learned,” I whispered.

Nico laughed once, breathless.

“Your husband married a problem.”

Ethan answered before I could.

“I know. She made the choice where both of us could see it.”

The pride in his voice nearly made me come again.

CHAPTER 9

AFTER NICO

CLAIRE

Nico dressed without hurry.

That irritated Ethan.

I saw it in the way my husband watched each button close over the trainer’s chest. Nico pulled on dark jeans, fastened his belt, and stood near the window while the city stretched below us.

He looked less controlled after sex.

Hair disordered. Red mark still faint beneath his beard. Mouth swollen from kissing me. The scar near his rib visible until the last button disappeared.

I remained naked on the bed beside Ethan.

My thighs were open. The condom lay tied in the wastebasket. Sweat cooled along my stomach. Nico’s fingerprints darkened slowly at my waist.

Ethan looked at the marks.

Then at Nico.

“You will see her Monday.”

Nico met his eyes.

“Yes. I will see her Monday.”

“At the gym.”

“Yes. And neither of us will forget this room.”

The simplicity made the future real.

Roman belonged to hotel rain and one controlled night. The stranger from The Black Rabbit belonged to a locked bathroom and no name.

Nico had a schedule.

A keycard.

Clients who knew me.

A coffee order from the lobby downstairs.

He would see my wedding ring beneath fluorescent lights and remember how it pressed into Ethan’s palm while I rode him.

That was the danger of item four.

I had not chosen a man who could vanish.

Nico picked up his phone from the table.

Before leaving, he came to the bed.

He looked at me, not Ethan.

“Seven Monday?”

“Six thirty.”

“I have a client.”

“Move her.”

His mouth curved.

Pride again.

“You think the rules stay here.”

“I think you will make room.”

Nico looked at Ethan.

My husband’s face stayed still.

Then the trainer leaned down and kissed me once.

Slower than before.

No performance.

No challenge.

A private kiss delivered in front of the husband because I had chosen that too.

When Nico lifted his mouth, he placed a card on the nightstand.

Black paper. Silver lettering.

GABRIEL VALE — PRIVATE PORTRAITURE

I looked at it.

Nico buttoned his cuff.

“He shot campaign work for the gym last year.”

“Why are you giving me this?”

“He likes women who know where to look.”

Ethan saw the card.

Item five moved between us before anyone named it.

Be photographed by another man.

Nico walked to the door.

His hand rested on the handle.

Then he looked back.

“Six thirty.”

“Move the client,” I said.

He smiled and left.

The lock clicked.

Silence followed him.

Ethan sat on the edge of the bed.

I remained near the center, naked, sore, and carrying another man’s marks.

For almost a minute, neither of us spoke.

The air-conditioning hummed. A boat moved a line of white light across the bay. Somewhere in the hallway, wheels rattled over carpet and faded.

Ethan looked at the door.

Then at me.

“You told him to move a woman for you.”

“Yes. I made the decision in front of you.”

“You will see him in three days.”

“Yes. I will walk back into his gym.”

“You kissed him goodbye.”

“I did.”

His hands tightened between his knees.

I moved toward him.

Ethan stood before I reached him.

The sudden movement made me stop.

For one breath, anger filled the room.

Not staged jealousy.

Not the useful heat we fed with insults.

Real anger.

His face had gone pale beneath the flush. His eyes shone too brightly. The vein near his temple moved.

“You enjoyed making him matter.”

The sentence landed harder than a shout.

I wrapped my arms around myself.

“Yes.”

Ethan laughed once without humor.

“Of course.”

He walked toward the bathroom.

I followed.

The marble floor cooled my feet. Ethan stood at the sink with both hands braced against the counter. His reflection looked older than thirty-nine.

I stopped behind him.

“He matters because I will see him again,” I said.

“That helps.”

“It is supposed to hurt.”

“That doesn’t mean every wound is sexy while it happens.”

The honesty silenced me.

This was the part no list could organize.

The moment after the scene when the people returned and discovered what the fantasy had left on the marriage.

I touched his back.

Ethan flinched.

Not away.

Enough that I felt it.

Guilt moved through me, cold and immediate.

I had wanted Nico’s pride, Ethan’s jealousy, and the power of choosing without asking either man to make the choice comfortable.

I had gotten all of it.

Now my husband stood beneath bathroom lights trying to decide whether my hand still felt like home.

I pressed my forehead between his shoulder blades.

“I saw your tears.”

He closed his eyes in the mirror.

“I hated that.”

“I didn’t.”

“Claire.”

“I loved you for staying.”

His mouth tightened.

“That isn’t the same as loving what it cost.”

Ethan turned from the mirror.

His eyes were red, not from tears alone. Anger had held them open too long.

“You kissed him like I was not here,” he said.

“I kissed him because you were here.”

“That does not make it kinder.”

“No. I am not asking you to call it kind.”

His hand dragged across his mouth.

“I sat on that bed hard enough to hurt, watching you come with a man I will see beside the treadmills on Monday. Roman vanished into rain. Nico has a schedule.”

“I can cancel.”

“Do not.”

The answer came so fast it sounded furious.

Ethan struck the counter with the heel of his palm, then left it there, shaking.

“That is the part that scares me,” he said. “I want you to go back. I want him to look at your ring and remember the hotel. I also want to break every mirror in the gym before he can.”

I moved closer without touching him.

“You come before the list.”

“Even this item?”

“Every item.”

He studied me for several seconds, searching for performance.

I let him find none.

“If the cost becomes larger than us, it ends,” I said.

His breathing slowed, but the anger remained.

Good.

Trust did not require pain to become pretty before we acknowledged it.

“I know.”

The answer came quietly.

I turned on the shower.

Water struck tile and filled the room with steam. I did not tell Ethan to follow. I stepped beneath it alone.

Hot water ran over my hair, breasts, stomach, and thighs. It carried sweat and the hotel from my skin. The marks remained.

Ethan stood outside the glass.

The position echoed too many earlier scenes.

Husband watching.

Wife on the other side.

I opened the door.

No speech.

No command.

I held out my hand.

Ethan took it.

He stepped into the shower wearing nothing. Water flattened his dark hair and ran over the lean chest I knew better than my own reflection.

For a while, we washed without talking.

He cleaned the lipstick from my mouth with his thumb. I traced the red place where my grip had marked his cock. He washed between my thighs slowly, not erasing Nico, only caring for the skin that belonged to me.

The tenderness hurt more than jealousy.

Ethan’s forehead touched mine beneath the water.

“Did you think about leaving with him?”

“No. I never imagined a life outside ours.”

The answer came at once.

“Did you want him after he left?”

“Yes. My body kept wanting him after the room went quiet.”

Ethan closed his eyes.

I held his face.

“I also wanted you before the door closed.”

“That is the problem.”

“It is the marriage now.”

His eyes opened.

The truth frightened both of us.

I kissed him.

Not to prove ownership.

Not to make him taste Nico.

Because the silence had become unbearable.

Ethan kissed me back slowly.

Water moved between us. His hands settled at my waist, directly over Nico’s marks.

He felt them.

His grip tightened.

“Reclaim me,” I whispered.

The phrase sounded too easy for what I needed.

Ethan understood anyway.

He turned me toward the glass and pressed my palms against it. His cock hardened along my ass. The first contact carried anger, love, and the fear that tenderness alone could not reach the place Nico had disturbed.

Ethan pushed into me from behind.

My pussy was still sensitive. The familiar shape met the soreness Nico had left and turned it into something that belonged to the marriage.

I cried out.

Ethan held my hips and fucked me beneath the shower, no dirty speech at first. Only breath, water, and the blunt sound of us against wet skin.

I watched his reflection behind mine.

Gray-green eyes fixed on my face.

Jaw tight.

Dark hair dripping.

My husband did not look small.

He looked terrified and furious and more beautiful than any controlled man had a right to be.

“Say what I am to you when another man’s name is still in the room,” he told me.

I knew what he needed.

“My husband.”

His hips drove harder.

“Again. Say it like a claim.”

“My husband.”

“Who is taking you home?”

“You did.”

“I am.”

“You.”

The answers broke around gasps.

Ethan’s hand moved between my thighs. His fingers found my clit while his cock filled the place Nico had used an hour earlier.

I came against the glass.

Not because he was better.

Not because Nico was gone.

Because Ethan knew exactly which wound he was touching and loved me enough to press there anyway.

My knees shook.

He held me upright and came deep, face against my shoulder, my name broken against wet skin.

We stayed beneath the water until it cooled.

Afterward, Ethan wrapped me in a white hotel towel and carried me back to the bed.

No chair.

No bull.

No list.

Only the two of us lying close while the card on the nightstand waited for morning.

Ethan rested on his back. I lay partly over him with one leg across his thighs. The hotel sheet covered us to the waist. His fingers moved through my damp hair in slow passes.

For several minutes, the only sound was the air-conditioning and our breathing settling into the same pace.

I traced the small scar at his right eyebrow.

“Nico has one there too,” Ethan said.

Jealousy had made him notice the same detail.

“His is on the other side.”

“You studied him.”

“Yes. I wanted to know the man I chose, not only his body.”

Ethan looked toward the dark ceiling.

“What did you learn?”

The question was not about sex alone.

I thought of Nico’s lower shoulder, the old baseball scar, the anger when he felt compared, and the moment relief crossed his face after I slapped him.

“He hates failing more than he likes winning.”

Ethan’s fingers paused in my hair.

“And that attracted you.”

“It made him real.”

“Roman was real.”

“Roman knew his role too quickly. Nico fights the role because he wants the choice to mean more.”

My husband absorbed that.

The honesty was not kind, but kindness had never been the same as intimacy between us.

Ethan turned toward me.

“What does it mean?”

“That I wanted him before I knew whether he would be good in bed.”

The sentence hurt him.

I saw it and did not take it back.

“That is different,” he said.

“Yes. Nico will still be there when the fantasy is over.”

“The stranger was a scene. Roman was a fantasy with a face. Nico…”

“Lives twenty minutes away.”

“You know his schedule.”

“He knows mine.”

Ethan’s palm moved from my hair to the back of my neck.

“Monday.”

“Monday.”

The word settled like another person in the bed.

I pressed my mouth to his chest and listened to his heart. It had slowed, but not fully. Beneath the steady beat lived the knowledge that the hotel would end and the gym would remain.

“I could cancel,” I said.

Ethan’s hand tightened.

I had not offered to ask. I stated the fact because it was mine to decide.

He stared at the windows.

“No.”

The answer surprised me.

“Why would staying home hurt more?”

“Because then I spend the rest of the week wondering what would have happened when you saw him again.”

“And if I go?”

“I know.”

“You never know everything.”

His eyes returned to mine.

“That is what number six is for.”

The night alone.

The item neither of us could look at for long.

A chill moved over my skin despite the warm room.

Ethan noticed.

He pulled the sheet higher and wrapped both arms around me.

The gesture was ordinary. Protective. Almost domestic.

It broke something open in my chest.

I had spent the evening proving I could choose another man. Ethan answered by choosing to hold the woman who returned.

A tear reached his skin before I realized I was crying.

He touched it with one finger.

“Guilt?”

“Some.”

“Regret?”

I looked toward Nico’s card.

“No.”

Ethan nodded slowly.

“Me neither.”

The confession carried no triumph.

We kissed beneath the hotel sheet, quiet and exhausted, while the city continued beyond the glass.

The fantasy had ended.

The consequence had not.

CHAPTER 10

THE CARD

CLAIRE

Gabriel Vale’s card remained on the nightstand when we woke.

Black paper against white marble.

Silver letters catching Miami morning.

Ethan saw it before he looked at me.

I watched the recognition settle across his face.

Item five.

The photographer.

My husband lay on his side, one hand beneath the pillow, dark hair flattened at the temple. Sleep had softened the anger but not erased it. A faint bruise marked the place near his shoulder where I had gripped him in the shower.

I touched it.

Ethan looked at the fingerprint marks around my waist.

Nico’s hands.

Two men’s evidence facing each other in morning light.

“Monday,” he said.

“Nico moved the client.”

“You checked?”

I reached for my phone.

A message waited from six twelve.

6:30. Don’t wear green. I won’t be able to pretend it is training.

I showed Ethan.

His jaw tightened.

“He says that after one night.”

“He was honest.”

“He was possessive.”

“So are you.”

“I’m your husband.”

“Nico is my choice.”

The old anger flickered.

I placed the phone facedown.

Then I took Ethan’s hand and pressed it over my heart.

“Both things are true.”

He felt the beat beneath my breast.

I did not promise Nico would become nothing. That would have insulted the night and the husband who had survived it.

I did not promise he would become more.

The uncertainty belonged to the red ink.

We ordered breakfast to the room.

Coffee. Eggs. Toast. Strawberries. Ethan ate little. I sat across from him wearing the hotel robe and nothing else, one knee visible where the robe parted.

The card waited between the coffee pot and the sugar bowl.

“Have you looked him up?” Ethan asked.

“Gabriel?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

A lie would have been easy.

The truth was better.

“I wanted you here when I did.”

That softened him.

I opened the photographer’s website on the tablet.

No explicit photographs appeared on the first page. Black-and-white portraits. Women in hotel windows. Men seated beneath hard light. Couples looking at each other as if the camera had interrupted an argument.

The work felt intimate without showing much skin.

That was more dangerous than a gallery full of naked models.

Gabriel did not photograph bodies.

He photographed the second before people admitted what they wanted.

One image stopped me.

A woman in a dark collar stood before a mirror. Her husband appeared out of focus behind her, seated, hands open over his knees. A man’s shadow crossed the wall between them.

Ethan stared at it.

“Nico knew which card to give you.”

“Yes. He knew curiosity would do the rest.”

“He has seen this work.”

“Yes. I want to know what Gabriel imagined.”

“Maybe he imagined you in it.”

The thought moved through me.

A trainer seeing a portrait before he ever touched the woman who would belong in it.

I clicked the contact page.

Private sessions by referral only.

A form asked for name, preferred date, concept, and the person who referred us.

Ethan watched my fingers hover over the keyboard.

“Write Nico.”

I looked at him.

Pain remained in his face. So did hunger.

He wanted the next wound shaped before the current one had closed.

I typed:

Referral: Nico Reyes.

Concept: A married woman wearing a collar while her husband watches another man direct her.

Ethan’s breathing changed.

I added:

The husband will be present.

Then I stopped.

Item five had been written in red.

Be photographed by another man.

The camera would not belong to Ethan.

The direction would not belong to him either.

I looked at my husband.

“What should I wear?”

He stared at the screen.

“This one is yours.”

The answer surprised me.

Not surrender.

Understanding.

I completed the form without asking his opinion.

Preferred date: two weeks.

I attached no photograph.

Gabriel would meet me without preparation.

I pressed send.

The confirmation appeared.

Ethan exhaled slowly.

I picked up the folded list from my purse.

Four lines.

Three black fantasies checked in red.

The first red sentence waiting for proof.

Choose the man myself.

I drew the check beside it.

The pen moved smoothly over the paper.

Ethan watched.

“What did choosing him change?”

I looked at Nico’s marks on my waist.

Then at the bruise my husband carried from the shower.

“It removed the excuse.”

“What excuse?”

“That I was only becoming the woman you imagined.”

The words settled between us.

I touched the next line.

Be photographed by another man.

Ethan looked at Gabriel’s card.

“When does he answer?”

As if summoned, the tablet chimed.

A new email.

GABRIEL VALE STUDIO.

The message contained three sentences.

Nico told me you would write.

Come alone for the consultation.

Bring the collar.

Ethan read it over my shoulder.

The room changed.

“Alone,” he said.

“Consultation.”

“He knows about the collar.”

“I wrote it in the form.”

The thought sharpened the danger.

Nico had spoken about me after leaving the hotel. My form had supplied the rest, including the object I had chosen for my throat.

Ethan saw the realization in my face.

“You like that.”

“Yes. Being anticipated makes the choice feel dirtier.”

He looked at the checked fourth item.

Then the fifth.

“Monday, Nico. Then Gabriel.”

“Yes. I am not slowing the list down for fear.”

The red list was moving faster than the black one had.

That should have frightened me.

It did.

I folded the paper and placed it beneath Gabriel’s card.

Ethan reached across the table and took my hand.

No command.

No insult.

Just his fingers around mine while the next man waited behind an email.

Miami burned bright beyond the windows.

The city looked clean from twelve floors up.

We knew better.

EPILOGUE

THE CONSULTATION

CLAIRE

Gabriel’s studio occupied the top floor of a converted warehouse in Wynwood.

White walls. Black steel. Tall windows holding the late afternoon sun. Murals covered the buildings across the street, color burning beneath Miami heat.

I arrived alone.

That was the first line of his email.

Come alone for the consultation.

Ethan waited at home with the folded list on our kitchen table.

No cage.

No command not to touch himself.

Freedom could be crueler when he had to decide what to do with it.

I wore a fitted black dress, sunglasses, and my wedding ring. The collar rested in a small velvet bag held in my purse.

A woman at the reception desk took my name and pointed toward a set of black doors.

“Mr. Vale is waiting.”

The studio beyond them was colder than the hallway.

Cameras stood on tripods beneath enormous soft lights. A white bed occupied one set. A dark leather chair waited on another. Mirrors leaned against unfinished brick.

Gabriel Vale stood near the windows.

Forty, perhaps forty-two. Tall without Nico’s bulk. Silver beginning at his temples. Black shirt buttoned to the throat. Thin-framed glasses. Long hands holding a camera as if it weighed nothing.

He looked at my face first.

Then my ring.

Then the purse.

“Nico said you would bring a husband.”

“He will come for the session.”

“But not today.”

“No. Today the camera comes first.”

Gabriel set the camera on a table.

“What did Nico tell you about me?” I asked.

“That you choose men by their hands.”

“What did he tell you about himself?”

Gabriel's mouth shifted by a fraction.

“That I photographed him once and he never forgot the room,” Gabriel said.

“Why did he remember you?”

“He did not know what to do with his hands when no one needed correction.”

Gabriel circled me slowly. His gaze moved over the line of my neck, the black dress, the wedding ring, then returned to my face.

“Most men become useless when the pose stops obeying them,” he said.

“And women?”

“Women usually know what they want. They need someone willing to photograph the second they stop pretending.”

He stopped in front of me.

“Your husband. What does he want?”

“To watch.”

“That is the picture. What does he want after the camera is gone?”

I remembered Ethan braced over the hotel sink. The anger in his eyes. The hand trembling over marble.

“To know I return.”

Gabriel looked past me toward the empty studio chair.

“That is more interesting than watching.”

“Will he be in the photographs?”

“You tell me.”

“Every frame. Even when the focus is on me.”

Gabriel studied my face through his thin glasses.

“Most wives ask me to crop the husband away.”

“I am not most wives.”

“Nico said that too.”

The camera remained on the table, yet I already felt recorded.

“He noticed more than I realized.”

Gabriel’s expression did not change.

My pulse moved faster.

“What else does the camera see before I do?”

“That your husband watches your face before he watches what the man does.”

The accuracy irritated me.

Nico had seen more than I realized.

Gabriel approached.

He stopped close enough to make me lift my chin.

“Show me the collar.”

I removed the velvet bag and placed it in his palm.

Gabriel opened it.

Black leather. Small silver ring. The object that had locked Ethan into item three and now waited to become a photograph.

Gabriel ran one thumb over the leather.

“Put it on.”

I lifted my hair.

He came behind me.

His fingers closed the buckle at my throat.

No camera yet.

No husband.

Only another man’s hands fastening a symbol around my neck because I had come alone.

Gabriel turned me toward the nearest mirror.

The black dress. The collar. Brown skin. Dark hair. Wedding ring.

He stood behind me, not touching after the buckle closed.

“Look at yourself,” he said.

The words echoed Nico’s first private session.

I did.

Gabriel studied my reflection.

“Tell me what you see when the camera takes your excuses away.”

“My husband’s wife.”

“Too easy.”

I held his eyes in the mirror.

“A woman who finished his list and kept going.”

Gabriel’s mouth moved slightly.

“Better.”

He picked up the camera.

The lens pointed at me.

“I do not take test shots,” he said. “Everything counts.”

The first click sounded through the studio.

I had not removed a single piece of clothing.

My thighs tightened anyway.

Gabriel lowered the camera.

“Bring Ethan Friday.”

“What should he wear?”

“Nothing that matters.”

“And me?”

His eyes moved to the collar.

“Wear the word you want him to see.”

The answer made item five open in my mind.

A pair of panties with letters across the front.

A riding crop on a white bed.

My husband locked beneath studio lights while another man decided how his wife should kneel.

Gabriel handed me the velvet bag.

He kept the first photograph.

I removed the collar and placed it away.

At the black doors, I looked back.

Gabriel had already turned toward his computer.

My face appeared on the monitor.

Black dress. Collar. Wedding ring. Hunger I had not known the camera could catch before I undressed.

“Friday,” he said without looking at me.

I stepped into the hot Wynwood evening.

My phone vibrated before the elevator arrived.

A message from Ethan.

How did he look at you?

I touched the place where the collar had pressed into my throat.

Then I typed:

Like he already knew where to put me.

Three dots appeared.

I smiled at the closing elevator doors.

Item five had begun.

KEEP READING HER FORBIDDEN LIST

THE PHOTOGRAPHER

Claire's choice has changed the rules. Next, another man's camera turns watching into something permanent.

OLIVIA CROSS
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