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Cabin Secrets



Brooke and I pull into our dorm parking lot after grabbing snacks from our campus grocery store. The winter sun is low, turning the asphalt a dusty lavender, and my stomach does this fluttery thing I pretend is just excitement about the trip. Brooke is already unbuckling before the car stops rolling, complaining loudly about the cold as she hops out and shoves her hands into her sleeves.

Jess’s SUV swings into the space beside us a moment later, music thumping through the closed windows. She jumps out wearing a beanie with a ridiculous pom-pom and immediately pulls me and Brooke into a three-way hug. “God, it’s been forever,” she says, squeezing hard enough that Brooke yelps.

The banter clicks back into place almost instantly—Jess teasing Brooke for packing too much, Brooke firing back about Jess’s questionable dating choices. I laugh along, letting the easy warmth of them settle over me. It’s familiar, grounding… and it almost lets me forget the knot sitting heavy in my chest.

Almost.

I try to sound casual when I ask, “So… Riley’s coming, yeah?” The words come out light, airy, the vocal equivalent of a shrug. It’s too careful. Too practiced. Jess doesn’t notice; she’s too busy wrestling a cooler out of her trunk.

“Yep,” she says, grinning. “She texted that she’s two minutes away. Something about hitting every red light.”

Two minutes. My pulse jumps like it heard something dangerous.

We’re still debating whose car to take when another set of headlights glides into the lot. Riley’s sedan pulls up beside us, and before I’m ready for it, she steps out. The cold has flushed her cheeks, and the wind has messed her hair in this effortless, infuriatingly pretty way. She looks the same as she did back then—same soft eyes, same quick smile—but there’s a steadiness in her posture now, something more grown, more grounded.

“Maya,” she says with that smile, and my body reacts before my brain catches up.

We hug, warm coats pressing together. It’s meant to be brief, just a friendly reunion, but her arms tighten for a second, and I feel her breath near my ear. Her hand drifts across my back in a slow, absent motion that sends heat straight through me.

The memory flashes hard and fast—the drunken wrestling, the breathless pause, the soft, terrified kiss that changed everything and nothing at all.

When we pull apart, Riley’s eyes meet mine for a moment too long, and something old and electric stirs between us.

Brooke claps her hands, breaking the spell. “Alright, ladies. Ready for the road?”

I nod, even though nothing inside me feels steady anymore. Riley is here. And whatever we buried isn’t as buried as I thought.

Jess, the control freak out of the four of us, claims the driver’s seat. Brooke climbs into the passenger seat, already scrolling through her playlists like she’s been tasked with curating the soundtrack for a movie. I toss my bag into the back and slide in beside Riley, pretending the choice wasn’t intentional even though my pulse has been fluttering since the moment she pulled up.

The doors shut. The heater hums. The car feels too small the second Riley buckles in beside me.

Jess pulls out of the parking lot with a dramatic flourish, narrating the trip like we’re on some chaotic travel show. Brooke groans and elbows her, calling out her terrible British accent. Their bickering fills the car with the kind of noise I usually find comforting, but tonight it feels like a thin cover for everything simmering beneath my skin.

Riley shifts next to me as Jess hits a bump, and our thighs brush. It’s just fabric against fabric, but the warmth of her sinks through my jeans like my body has been waiting for that exact contact. I try not to react, leaning into the window slightly as if the extra inch of space will help. It doesn’t. The next curve in the road presses us together again, her coat sleeve whispering against my arm.

I force myself into the conversation. Jess is complaining about her boss with the dramatic flair of someone auditioning for a comedy special, and Brooke adds a story about her own job that somehow involves a lost shipment of ergonomic chairs. I laugh at the right parts. I ask questions. I nod along. But most of my attention is trapped in the small, electric points where Riley and I keep touching.

She seems relaxed, leaning back in her seat with her hands folded loosely in her lap. Her smile is easy, her voice soft when she chimes in with a joke or comment. But I see the little cracks in the performance. Her foot taps lightly against the floor whenever the conversation lulls. Her fingers fidget with the zipper of her coat. Every so often, her breath catches for no reason I can place except the one that feels too dangerous to name.

Another bump in the road jostles us. Her thigh presses more firmly into mine, and she doesn’t move away right away. Neither do I.

A memory hits before I can stop it—hazy, bright, warm.

We were nineteen. Riley had tackled me onto my dorm bed in some ridiculous argument over the last slice of pizza. I can still hear our laughter, breathless and loud in the tiny room. She’d straddled me without thinking, pinning my wrists with hands that shook more from adrenaline than strength.

Her face hovered above mine, hair falling around us like a curtain. Her breath had been warm against my cheek, close enough that it lit something low and startling inside me. Then she kissed me—soft, scared, hesitant—and everything inside me tipped forward. I kissed her back. I remember that clearly. The way her mouth tasted like wine. The way her body trembled against mine. The immediate rush of wanting more even though we were both too confused to admit it. We were both straight. At least, that’s what we believed until that moment.

The flashback dissolves as Riley shifts beside me now, her knee brushing mine in a way that snaps me straight into the present. I inhale too quickly, hoping the heater will cover the sound.

Jess is in the middle of a story about a disastrous Hinge date, reenacting dialogue with theatrical hand gestures. Brooke laughs so hard she snorts, which sets Jess off even more. The car fills with loud, wild laughter, the windows fogging slightly as the heat rises.

In the middle of all that noise, I glance at Riley.

She’s already looking at me.

Just for a second. Just long enough for something unspoken to move between us. Her lips twitch like she’s fighting a smile she shouldn’t let me see. My stomach tightens, and I force myself to look back at Jess before anyone notices.

But the message is already clear.

We might’ve buried whatever happened that night, but sitting here thigh to thigh, breathing the same warm air, feeling every small accidental touch, I know neither of us ever managed to kill it.

And judging by the quiet, knowing look Riley just gave me, she knows it too.
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The trees open into a small clearing just as Jess rounds the last bend, and the cabin comes into view like something lifted straight off a winter Pinterest board. Snow dusts the roof and edges of the porch, and warm golden light glows through the windows, soft and inviting. Brooke whistles under her breath, impressed. Jess announces, “You’re welcome,” as if she personally crafted the place with her bare hands.

When we climb out of the car, the cold air hits fast, crisp enough to sting my cheeks. Our boots crunch over fresh snow while we unload groceries, wine, and an unreasonable number of overnight bags. Brooke drops a sack of apples and curses as one rolls under Jess’s SUV. Jess leans down to get it, slips, and nearly wipes out, which sets all of us laughing. The whole moment feels like a familiar kind of chaos, loud and messy and warm enough to melt some of the tension still sitting in my chest.

I carry a bag of wine bottles toward the porch and catch Riley walking beside me with her own armful of snacks. She brushes past me lightly to reach the door, her shoulder grazing mine. When I glance at her, her eyes meet mine—brief, warm, and almost startled—before she looks away too quickly. It isn’t shyness. It’s awareness. That deep kind you pretend not to feel because acknowledging it would change everything.

Inside, the cabin smells like cedar and clean linens, the heat turned up enough that my skin tingles as I thaw. The living room is all rustic beams and oversized furniture, a fireplace framed by neatly stacked wood. Brooke immediately claims the plushest couch with a dramatic sigh.

Jess dumps the grocery bags on the kitchen island and calls out dibs on the bedroom closest to the bathroom. Riley follows behind us, her cheeks still flushed from the cold, her hair curling slightly from the snow’s dampness.

We start wandering through the hallway, peeking into rooms. Brooke and Jess bicker good-naturedly over who gets which bed. I pretend to study the layout, but my attention keeps pulling back to Riley. Every time I look over, I notice her stealing a glance in my direction—just a flicker, just long enough to make my stomach warm—before she darts her gaze somewhere else.

It’s nothing. It’s everything. And it’s happening in every quiet moment between the noise.

By the time everyone settles on their rooms and the suitcases are tossed onto beds, the cozy cabin energy has wrapped around us completely. But beneath all the laughter and movement, I can feel it—the simmering awareness between Riley and me. It threads through every shared look, every quick glance away, every small accidental brush of her arm against mine.

And I know we’ve barely started the weekend.
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I head down the hallway with my toiletry bag still half-zipped, brushing snowmelt off my sleeves as I go. We’ve barely been here an hour and everyone is already scattering—Jess rifling through the kitchen drawers looking for baking sheets she absolutely doesn’t need, Brooke reorganizing the fridge like she’s moving in permanently. I just want my toothbrush so I can feel a little more human after the long drive.

I’m thinking about nothing more interesting than toothpaste when I push the bathroom door open without even slowing down.

And then I stop breathing.

Riley is stepping out of the shower at that exact moment, wrapped in a white towel that clings to her damp skin. Her hair is dripping down her shoulders in soft, wet waves, sending thin trails of water sliding over the smooth curve of her collarbone. Steam from the shower curls around her like she brought the heat of it with her. She looks flushed, bare, startled—too much all at once.

We freeze at the same time. Her eyes widen; mine probably do too. The only sound is the soft drip of water hitting the tile.

I can’t look away. I tell myself to, I really do, but my gaze keeps falling to the droplets running down her chest, disappearing beneath the edge of the towel she has gathered tightly against her body. Her legs are bare, her skin still pink from the hot water. There’s something so vulnerable about her standing there like that, surprised and exposed, yet somehow entirely herself.

“Maya,” she breathes, barely audible.

That one word hits somewhere low in my stomach. I snap my eyes up to her face, pretending I wasn’t just staring, pretending everything inside me didn’t go molten in two seconds flat.

“Oh my god—sorry,” I stammer, choking on the words. “I thought it was empty. I didn’t hear the water.”

“I should’ve locked it,” she says, clutching the towel higher even though it was already secure. Her cheeks are flushed, but not in a way that looks like shower heat. More like… me. More like this moment. “I didn’t think anyone would come in yet.”

Her voice is quiet, breathy at the edges. She looks like she doesn’t know whether to laugh or run.

A droplet slides from her jaw down the line of her neck, and my body remembers too much—her breath against my cheek years ago, the warmth of her weight above me, the slow slide of her lips against mine when we were nineteen and terrified.

I jerk back a step, desperate to stop thinking about any of that before it shows on my face. “No—this is on me. I’m just gonna—yeah.” I step backward too fast, bumping the doorframe with my shoulder hard enough to make her flinch in sympathy. Great. Perfectly smooth.

She gives a tiny, nervous smile. “It’s okay. Really.”

But the way her eyes flicker down my body before darting back up says it’s not just okay. It’s charged. It’s something neither of us knows what to do with.

“I’ll be done in a second,” she whispers.

I nod way too many times, heat roaring up my neck. “Take your time. Seriously.”

Then I flee—there’s no other word for it—down the hallway toward my room, my heart pounding like it’s trying to break through my ribs. By the time I shut the door behind me, my hands are shaking.

I shouldn’t have seen her like that. And I definitely shouldn’t want to see more.
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The kitchen fills with the kind of warm, chaotic noise that makes a place feel lived in. Jess is digging through drawers looking for a spatula she swears she saw earlier, Brooke is hovering over a pan of garlic that’s already smoking, and Riley is slicing vegetables with slow, steady movements that make it look like she actually knows what she’s doing. I hover nearby, pretending to help while mostly trying to keep my pulse under control.

“Brooke, that garlic is a crime,” Jess says, wrinkling her nose dramatically.

“It is caramelized,” Brooke insists, waving her spoon like a weapon.

Riley leans over to peek into the pan, her shoulder brushing mine as she does. The light contact sends heat skittering across my skin in a way that feels wildly disproportionate to the touch. She smells like clean soap and leftover steam from her shower, and when she murmurs, “That’s not caramelized, babe… that’s a candle store fire,” her breath grazes my cheek.

Brooke gasps, offended. Jess cackles. I try to laugh along, but my voice comes out thinner than I want.

Riley moves past me to toss the garlic and start fresh. Her hand grazes the small of my back as she squeezes by, a barely-there touch that still manages to send a little jolt all the way through me. I pretend to grab plates from the cabinet to cover the fact that I momentarily forgot how to breathe.

The wine flows easily once dinner finally makes it to the table. Jess talks with her hands, Brooke tells a story about a disastrous second date, and Riley adds dry comments from her seat beside me. Every time she shifts, her knee bumps mine under the table, soft and accidental until it doesn’t feel like either of us is trying very hard to avoid it.

I keep telling myself to act normal, to stop noticing every inhale she takes, every quiet laugh that vibrates through her chest, every time her eyes catch mine in a way that feels too aware. But sparks keep jumping across my nerves with no warning, lighting up places inside me I’ve spent years pretending aren’t wired for her anymore.

Brooke sets her wineglass down with a clink, her face bright with excitement. “Okay, after we clean up, hot tub time. I’ve been waiting all day to get into that thing.”

Jess cheers. Riley smiles. My stomach does this ridiculous flip—part nerves, part something warmer and far less manageable.

I nod along with everyone else, but inside, a single thought pulses through me: I’m going to see Riley in her swimsuit which is somehow worse than seeing her in only a towel.

The snow starts falling in soft, lazy flakes by the time we make our way out to the deck. The hot tub is already bubbling, steam rising in delicate ribbons that curl into the cold night air. The contrast is beautiful—cold winter darkness wrapped around a pocket of heat that feels almost too intimate for four longtime friends.

Jess flips open the hot tub cover with a triumphant flourish. “Our kingdom awaits,” she announces, already tugging off her sweater.

Brooke laughs and starts peeling out of her layers, talking about how she refuses to be the last one in. I move a little more slowly, partly because my fingers are stiff from the cold, partly because Riley is standing a few feet away, unzipping her jacket with calm, unhurried movements that make it impossible not to watch.

She slips out of her clothes until she’s standing in a simple black swimsuit that clings to her curves in a way that feels unfair. Her skin is still a little pink from the warm cabin, her hair loose around her shoulders. She’s always been pretty, but tonight she looks… something else. Something that makes my pulse thrum in my ears.

I try not to stare. I absolutely fail.

My gaze drifts from the dip of her waist to the smooth lines of her legs to the delicate rise of her collarbone. When she glances over, her eyes meet mine before I can look away. The corner of her mouth curves into a faint, knowing smile—quick, subtle, but unmistakably aware.

Heat rushes through me even though the cold air is biting at every exposed inch of my skin. I tug off my last layer and step toward the tub, praying the steam hides the flush on my face.

Jess climbs in first with a dramatic sigh. Brooke follows, groaning in pleasure. Riley moves next, easing into the water with a soft inhale that makes me want to hear her make a lot of other sounds.

I lower myself in last, the heat enveloping me instantly, mingling with the awareness already building low and warm inside my chest.

Riley doesn’t look at me again right away. But she doesn’t have to. I already feel her everywhere.

The hot tub is smaller than any of us realized when we booked the cabin. Jess claims it “seats six comfortably,” but either she’s lying or the listing was. The four of us are packed close, shoulders and knees touching beneath the swirl of steam. The water is hot enough to make the falling snow melt the instant it touches our skin, and the night feels sealed in by darkness and warmth, like nothing outside this moment really exists.

Jess immediately launches into a story about her freshman-year crush, acting it out with dramatic hand movements that splash water across all of us. Brooke groans, rolling her eyes, but she’s laughing too hard to pretend she hates it. Riley leans back against the tub wall, her hair dampening at the ends, her expression soft and entertained. She looks relaxed in a way I rarely see—content, glowing under the dim porch lights, her skin reflecting the warm red hue of the jets.

I’m doing everything in my power to appear equally mellow, but my whole body is tense beneath the water. It’s ridiculous, considering all I’m doing is sitting next to my friend. My friend who once kissed me like she was scared of what it meant. My friend who is now so close I can feel the heat of her thigh underwater.

We shift a little as Jess’s story gets louder, and Riley’s knee bumps mine. It’s soft, barely noticeable to anyone else, but the jolt that shoots through me feels huge. I tell myself not to overreact. The tub is cramped. We’re all touching. It’s nothing.

Riley doesn’t pull her knee away. Not right away.

I move slightly to adjust my suit strap, trying to give myself more room, but the movement makes my bare thigh glide against hers under the surface. Her fingers brush my leg—light, quick, the kind of touch that could pass as accidental if not for the way my breath shudders out, betraying me instantly. She draws her hand back just a little, but her fingertips linger on my skin for a heartbeat too long.

Jess is now reenacting the moment her crush tried to juggle apples to impress her, and Brooke snorts so loudly she startles herself. The whole tub erupts in laughter, loud and echoing in the cold night air. I try to laugh too, but it comes out thinner, distracted. Riley shifts beside me, her shoulder brushing mine as she leans in to hear Brooke more clearly. Her movement sends another ripple through the water, and her knee slides forward again, bumping mine with more intention this time.

Her breath catches. I hear it—even over the jets, even over Brooke teasing Jess about the apple bruises left behind. It’s tiny and soft, but it sends a warm shock through me that settles low in my stomach.

I look at Riley out of the corner of my eye. She’s staring straight ahead, smiling at something Jess just said, but there’s a faint tension in her jaw, a quiet alertness in her posture. As if she’s aware of every place our bodies are touching. As if she feels all of it too.

Another wave sloshes over the edge when Brooke stretches her legs out and accidentally kicks Jess. The movement shifts all of us slightly, and Riley’s hand brushes my thigh again. This time, instead of pulling away, her fingertips graze upward, soft and slow, as if testing something she’s afraid to name.

My heart lodges in my throat. I don’t move. I can’t.

I stare at Jess while she pantomimes her crush dropping all three apples, but I couldn’t tell you a single word she’s saying. The entire world narrows down to the warm glide of Riley’s skin against mine. To the heat building dangerously fast beneath the water. To the steady, impossible awareness of her body pressed so close to mine that it feels inevitable.

At one point, Riley shifts again to adjust her hair, and her knee slides forward—directly between my legs. It’s light, barely there, but the contact hits me like a spark to dry tinder. My breath catches so hard I worry she can hear it. Brooke and Jess certainly don’t; they’re laughing too loudly to notice anything subtle.

Riley freezes for a millisecond. Her knee remains there—between my thighs, warm under the bubbling water—before she slowly draws back, her movements careful, controlled. She doesn’t look at me. Not right away. Not until she thinks no one else is watching.

Then she turns her head just slightly, her eyes seeking mine.

It’s one second. Maybe less. But everything inside me tightens in response.

I nearly make a sound—a gasp, a moan, something too revealing—but I swallow it down, forcing my body to stay still even though I feel like I’m unraveling from the inside out. I pull in a slow breath, hoping it steadies me, hoping no one notices the heat blooming in my cheeks that has nothing to do with the tub.

Jess finishes her story with an exaggerated sigh, raising her wine tumbler triumphantly. Brooke applauds like she’s cheering at a football game. Snow keeps falling in soft, cold flecks around us.

And under all the noise and laughter, Riley’s leg presses into mine again—just a touch, just enough to say she meant it.

Just enough to warn me we are nowhere near done.
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Towels are draped over our shoulders as we shuffle back inside, the sudden blast of warm cabin air making my skin tingle after the shock of the cold. Jess passes out sparkling waters from the fridge—“Hydration before wine round two,” she declares—while Brooke wraps her towel like a cape and yawns so dramatically it pulls a laugh out of all of us. Her hair is damp and sticking to her cheek, and she looks about five minutes from falling asleep upright.

We settle into the living room, the fire crackling softly, shadows flickering across the wooden walls. Jess plops into the armchair, curling her legs up. Brooke sinks onto the far end of the couch with a groan and immediately pulls a throw blanket over her lap. That leaves the middle cushion for Riley and me, and even though there’s technically space, it doesn’t feel like there is once she sits down.

Her thigh brushes mine the moment she settles in, warm through the towel. She doesn’t shift away. Neither do I.

We drink slowly, letting the sparkling water fizz against our tongues. Brooke mumbles something about how the hot tub melted her spine. Jess responds with a sleepy hum that might be agreement or the beginning of a snore. Their voices fade into a softer, gentler rhythm, the exhaustion of the day wrapping around them like another blanket.

Riley leans back, relaxing into the couch with a sigh that sounds too content for my sanity. A stray curl brushes her cheek. Her towel slips a little at the shoulder, exposing a streak of skin still warm and pink from the hot water. When she shifts slightly to reach for her drink, her knee bumps mine again, firmer this time, less accidental.

My breath catches before I can stop it.

She doesn’t look at me right away. She takes a sip, eyes focused on the fire, lashes casting faint shadows on her cheeks. Then she leans in just enough that her shoulder almost grazes mine and murmurs something low, meant only for me.

“Your laugh in the hot tub… I haven’t heard that one in a long time.”

Her voice is soft, quiet enough that Brooke and Jess don’t react. It slips under my skin like warm honey. I turn slightly, unsure whether she’s teasing or touching something more tender, and find her watching me with an expression I can’t quite read—open, curious, maybe a little shy in a way that doesn’t match how confident she looked earlier.

“I didn’t realize I had different laughs,” I manage, my voice coming out steadier than I feel.

“You do,” she whispers. “That one was real.”

My stomach flips, the kind of slow, deep flutter that has nothing to do with the carbonation in the drink I’m holding. It feels intimate, too intimate for a room where two of our best friends are still sitting, even if they’re half-asleep.

A soft snore escapes Jess, cutting through the quiet, and Brooke lets out a sleepy laugh before announcing she’s heading to bed. Jess follows after a moment, bumping into the coffee table on her way out and muttering something about slippery feet.

Their footsteps fade down the hallway, leaving me and Riley alone on the couch, knees still touching, bodies angled toward each other without even trying.

The fire snaps loudly in the silence.

Riley looks down at our legs for a beat, then back up at me. Her smile is barely there—small, private, and lingering in a way that tells me she knows exactly what she’s doing, even if she isn’t fully admitting it yet.

I take another sip of my drink to buy time, pretending the bubbles are the reason my chest feels light and restless.

The living room settles into a deeper kind of now that Brooke and Jess have gone to bed. The only sounds left are the soft hiss of the logs shifting in the fireplace and the faint fizz of the sparkling water in our cans. The firelight paints the room in warm amber, flickering gently across Riley’s face as she leans back into the couch, her towel draped loosely around her shoulders now that her swimsuit has mostly dried.

My skin is still warm from the hot tub, but the awareness of her body next to mine radiates a different kind of heat entirely—one that gathers under my ribs and makes every breath feel fuller than it should.

Riley takes a sip from her can, watching the flames. “I’m really glad we did this,” she says softly. “All four of us, I mean. It… it feels like old times.”

Her voice has a gentle sincerity to it, the kind that makes me look at her before I can stop myself. The firelight catches in her eyes, turning them a deeper shade, warming their edges.

“It does,” I say, swallowing. “Mostly.”

Her head tilts slightly, just enough that a damp curl brushes her cheek. “Mostly?”

I hesitate. I’m suddenly aware of the way my fingers tighten around the cold aluminum of the can, the way my pulse thuds a little too hard for someone just sitting in a cozy cabin watching the fire. I don’t want to lie—not to her, not after today. But I don’t know how to touch the truth without touching everything else.

“Some things feel… different,” I say finally.

The silence stretches between us, soft but heavy. Riley doesn’t look away from the fire, but I can see her jaw work slightly, like she’s turning the words over in her mind before responding.

“Yeah,” she murmurs. “I guess they do.”

There’s something careful in her voice—careful but curious. She doesn’t press, but she doesn’t move on either. It’s like we’re both circling something in the center of the room, something invisible and alive that neither of us wants to name too quickly.

I take a slow sip of my drink, letting the bubbles sit on my tongue. “It’s just… we haven’t all been together like this in a while,” I say. It’s true, but it isn’t the truth.

Riley nods. “College feels like a lifetime ago.”

I hum in agreement, but the word “college” sends a spark through me I didn’t prepare for. My chest tightens; my fingers tense. I know she feels the shift in the air too, because she finally turns to look at me.

Really look.

Her gaze lingers a beat too long—deep, searching, familiar in a way that makes my stomach flutter with something dangerously close to recognition.

“We were different then,” she says quietly.

My throat goes dry. I force a small, thin laugh. “Everyone’s different at nineteen.”

She doesn’t smile. “That’s not what I meant.”

Her voice is softer now, almost fragile around the edges. It lands in the space between us with a weight that settles over my skin. The fire pops loudly, making me flinch, and I grip my can a little too tightly.

Riley watches the flames for a moment, her expression thoughtful, conflicted. I can feel her inching closer to the thing we’ve both been avoiding for years, and every part of me braces.

Then she says it.

“We never talked about that night.”

The words hit like a physical force. My fingers slip slightly, and I nearly drop my drink. The can bumps the couch cushion instead of the floor, but it’s enough to make me jerk, enough to make heat rush straight up my neck.

My heart slams into my ribcage. The room feels too warm, too small, too intimate for a conversation I spent years pretending didn’t exist.

I manage a shaky breath and stare at the fire, unable to meet her eyes yet. “Riley…” I whisper, not sure what comes after her name, not sure what I even want to say.

But she’s watching me now—waiting.

The night we buried between us for so long is suddenly right here, sitting in the space between our chests, glowing almost as hot as the flames.

And I can feel everything beginning to shift.

Riley doesn’t say anything else right away. She just watches me, her expression softening in a way that makes my breath catch. When she shifts closer, the couch dips beneath her weight, and suddenly her knee brushes mine again—slowly this time, deliberately, like she wants to see if I’ll move.

I don’t.

Her hand slides a little closer on the cushion, fingers curling, hesitating, almost touching mine. The space between us feels charged, fragile, stretched thin like the surface tension of water. One more inch and it’ll break.

“Maya,” she says quietly, my name almost a question.

I turn toward her, and our faces are closer than I realized. Much closer. Her eyes flick to my mouth for a split, devastating moment. My heart stumbles. She leans in—not fully, not enough to count as a kiss, but enough that I can feel her breath against my lips, warm and sweet and terrifying in a way that makes my pulse hammer.

If I tilt forward even a fraction, it’ll happen. The thing we pretended didn’t happen. The thing we buried so deep it still echoes in my bones.

Her gaze lifts to mine again, and everything in it—fear, want, memory—hits me at once.

I inhale sharply and pull back, breaking the tension with a soft, shaky laugh that doesn’t fool either of us. “I… um. I should probably go to bed,” I say, even though my body feels rooted to the couch, desperate to stay exactly where I am.

Riley nods, but disappointment flickers across her face before she smooths it away. She leans back slowly, giving me space, though the warmth of her still lingers along my skin like a handprint.

“Yeah,” she says softly. “Get some sleep.”

I stand on unsteady legs, my heart pounding, my lips tingling from a kiss that didn’t happen—but almost did.

“Night, Riley,” I whisper.

“Night, Maya.”

I walk down the hallway, each step heavy and light at the same time, like I’m carrying something fragile inside me that I’m afraid to examine. And when I finally close my bedroom door behind me, I lean against it, breathless, knowing one thing for certain:

Sleep is going to be impossible.
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Morning comes with the smell of coffee and the sound of Brooke swearing at the toaster. I shuffle out of my room still half-asleep, hair a mess, sweatshirt hanging off one shoulder. Jess is already at the table eating cereal straight from a mixing bowl because she couldn't find the regular ones. The whole cabin hums with that chaotic, easy energy that only happens when everyone wakes up at different speeds.

Riley is at the stove scrambling eggs, her hair pulled up in a loose bun with stray pieces falling around her face. She looks soft and sleepy and unfairly cute in an oversized hoodie. She glances up when she hears me, but her eyes dart away just as fast, like the split second of contact was too much.

My stomach flips. Mine do the same thing.

I move closer to grab a mug, and even though there’s plenty of counter space, somehow Riley shifts just enough to stand next to me. Our arms brush lightly when she reaches for the salt. The contact is nothing, barely noticeable, but it sends a slow warmth through my body that I try to ignore. She steps aside politely, almost exaggeratedly, but her shoulder still grazes mine before she pulls away.

No one else seems to notice the strange gravity between us, the way we keep drifting into each other's orbit despite the fact that we aren’t looking directly at each other. I feel her presence like a pulse under the noise, steady and impossible to ignore.

Breakfast becomes a chaotic mix of burned toast, too many eggs, and Brooke declaring that Jess’s cereal habit is “deeply concerning.” Jess fires back with a crack about Brooke’s inability to use kitchen appliances. Everyone laughs, the kind of easy, familiar laughter that’s been missing for years.

I laugh too, but my attention keeps drifting toward Riley. When she sits at the table, there are two empty chairs. I instinctively take the one beside her.

“Alright, lazy people. We’re going on a hike,” she announces. “Just a short one. The snow is perfect, and if we don’t go now, we’ll never do it.”

Jess groans. Riley winces like she’s not ready to face the cold again. I feel my pulse pick up for a different reason entirely.

A hike means more time together. More accidental touches. More chances for the tension to snap or tighten.

“Fine,” Jess mutters. “But I want hot chocolate afterward.”
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The trailhead is only a few minutes from the cabin, but the moment we step beneath the trees, the world changes. Snow clings to every branch, softening the forest into something quiet and enchanted. Our boots crunch rhythmically along the path, each step sinking slightly into powder. The air is cold enough that every breath escapes in a visible puff, rising and swirling before dissolving into the pale morning light.

Brooke leads enthusiastically, claiming she’s a “natural trail guide,” even though Jess keeps reminding her she’s walked this trail exactly zero times. Jess follows close behind, slipping now and then but recovering with a dramatic flail that makes all of us laugh. Riley falls into step next to me, a little closer than necessary, our arms brushing every few strides. Each touch feels like a small spark through the thick sleeves of our jackets.

The cold should keep me focused, but it only sharpens my awareness of everything—how pretty Riley looks in her knitted beanie, how her cheeks are pink from the brisk air, how the steam of her breath curls gently before disappearing. Every time she exhales, I feel something warm unfurl inside me in stark contrast to the biting wind.

The trail curves around a bend where the snow has packed itself into a thin, deceptively shiny layer. I step onto it before realizing how slick it is. My foot skids, and before I can even gasp, the ground shifts away from me.

“Whoa—Maya!” Riley’s voice cuts through the cold.

Her hands grab my waist instantly—firm, strong, purposeful. She pulls me toward her, steadying me with a force that jolts through my entire body. My hands fly to her forearms on instinct, gripping her tightly as I regain balance.

We stop moving, breathless, bodies close enough that I can feel the heat of her through both of our jackets. Her fingers tighten slightly at my waist, grounding me even as something unsteady rushes up my spine. Our faces are only inches apart. Close enough that I can see the tiny flecks of green in her eyes. Close enough that I can feel her breath warming the cold air between us.

“Got you,” she murmurs, voice low and intimate in a way that curls through me.

My fingers remain wrapped around her arms, holding on longer than necessary. I try to tell myself it’s only for balance, only because the ground is icy, but my heart knows better. Riley doesn’t let go either. For a suspended moment, neither of us moves at all. The world goes quiet, like the snowfall is holding its breath for us.

Her gaze flicks down to my mouth for the briefest, traitorous second. My stomach tightens. I feel myself leaning in—not intentionally, not consciously, but drawn forward by something old and magnetic that’s been humming ever since we reunited.

Time stretches, slow and fragile.

“Maya?” she whispers.

I don’t know what I’m about to say. Or do.

But it doesn’t matter.

“Guys! Look at this weird frozen mushroom thing!” Jess’s voice slices through the forest, loud and oblivious.

Riley jerks slightly, releasing my waist. I pull my hands back a fraction too fast, stepping away as heat floods my cheeks. The cold air rushes between us again, thin and unwelcome.

Jess waves from ahead, proudly pointing at what is definitely just a chunk of snow stuck to a stump. Brooke humors her with exaggerated interest.

I glance at Riley, and she’s already looking at me. Her expression is unreadable—flushed, startled, almost guilty. She quickly tucks a loose strand of hair beneath her hat and clears her throat.

“You okay?” she asks softly.

“Yeah,” I lie, though my pulse is still racing hard enough to feel in my fingertips.

We fall back into step, but the space between us feels completely different now—charged, fragile, humming with the memory of almost touching lips in a frozen forest.

The spell may have broken, but the tension hasn’t gone anywhere. It’s walking beside us with every step.

By the time we make it back to the cabin, our boots soaked and our faces flushed from the cold, everything between Riley and me feels sharpened—like the forest carved the tension down to something bare and impossible to ignore. Jess immediately announces that her legs no longer work, collapsing onto the couch dramatically, while Brooke insists the only cure is another round in the hot tub.

We change back into swimsuits and slip into the steaming water as snow begins falling again, thicker now, the flakes glowing under the porch light. The heat loosens everyone’s limbs but sends my awareness spinning in one direction only—toward Riley.

Even in the crowded tub, she finds the space beside me. Her thigh presses lightly against mine underwater, a warmer, steadier contact than before. It doesn’t feel like an accident anymore. And when she laughs at something Brooke says, her hand brushes my knee beneath the surface, lingering in a way that makes my breath hitch despite the cold air on my shoulders.

Eventually Jess starts nodding off mid-sentence, Brooke following soon after. They stumble inside, wrapped in towels, bickering sleepily about whose turn it is to rinse the wine glasses. Riley and I stay behind a moment longer, steam swirling around us, the night quiet except for our breathing. Neither of us says anything then, but the silence feels like a promise.

And it carries with us into the house.

The four of us dry off, change into something warmer and light another fire. Eventually, the cabin quiets in that unmistakable way it does when the energy drains out of everyone at once.

Brooke yawns so hard her whole body seems to fold around it, mumbling something about her spine dissolving. Jess rubs her eyes, blinking like she’s fighting sleep with the last bit of stubborn pride she has. Within minutes, both of them disappear down the hall, their doors clicking shut one after the other.

I stay in the living room, drawn toward the wide front window where the snow is drifting in slow spirals, illuminated by the porch light. The world outside looks soft and dreamy, blanketed in fresh white, and for a moment I let myself imagine the silence stretching forever. Just me. Just my breath fogging the glass. Just my heart finally slowing down.

Except it doesn’t slow down. It speeds up the moment I hear soft footsteps behind me.

Riley approaches quietly, her presence warm even before she’s close enough to feel. She stops beside me, standing so near that our arms almost touch. The heat coming off her body is subtle but unmistakable, threading into my skin like a quiet question.

“I love how it snows here,” Riley says after a moment, her voice low, still a little sleepy from the hot tub. “Feels cleaner than city snow. Softer.”

I nod, though I’m not sure she’s looking at the window anymore. “It’s beautiful,” I say. “Almost too peaceful.”

She smiles faintly at that. “It’s been good, being here. With all of us. With you.”

The last two words settle in my stomach like a warm drop of honey. Heavy. Sweet. Dangerous.

“Yeah,” I say softly. “It has.”

For a moment, neither of us speaks. The snow drifts and turns, caught in the glow outside. Inside, the fire crackles in the background, throwing a soft warmth across the room. The air between us feels suspended, fragile in a way that makes me afraid to breathe too deeply.

Riley shifts slightly, brushing her arm against mine—light, barely there, but enough to send a warm ripple down my side.

“I didn’t realize how much I missed this,” she says, her voice quieter now.

“Missed what?” I ask, though I’m scared I already know.

She exhales, and I feel it more than I hear it. “Us. All of us. But… you and me too.”

My heart pulsing hard beneath my ribs, I look at her. Really look. Her cheeks are still pink from the hot tub. A few strands of hair have dried in soft curves around her face. Her eyes are bright but unsure, as if she’s stepping out onto thin ice and waiting to see if it will hold.

Her hand moves slowly, almost cautiously, until her fingers brush mine. The touch is featherlight at first, like she’s giving me time to pull away. I don’t. She lets her palm settle fully against mine, our fingers interlacing naturally, easily, like the memory of doing it is still hidden somewhere in our bones.

Warmth rushes up my arm, settling in my chest. I squeeze her hand gently, unable to stop myself.

Riley’s breath catches just enough that I feel it rather than hear it.

The snow keeps falling outside, soft and endless, but inside the world feels sharper, brighter, held in place by the quiet gravity pulling us toward each other.

I don’t say anything. Her hand in mine says enough for both of us.

Riley’s fingers tighten around mine, just enough to make my breath stall. The whole world feels quiet in a way that’s almost unreal—like the cabin itself is holding its breath for us.

She turns toward me first. It’s a slow movement, subtle, her hand still laced with mine. When her eyes find mine, something in her expression opens, soft and unguarded, and it sends a warm, trembling rush through my chest. The firelight flickers across her face, catching the curve of her cheek, the slight shake of her breathing.

“Maya,” she whispers, like saying my name is the only step she knows for sure.

I don’t know who moves next. Maybe we both do. Our bodies lean in at the same time, gradually, so gradually it feels like gravity is guiding us rather than choice. Her free hand rises to my jaw, fingertips brushing my cheek with a tenderness that almost breaks something inside me.

The first touch of her lips is barely a kiss at all—more like a question. Soft. Tentative. Searching.

My heart stops, then starts again with a force that makes my knees weaken. I answer her by leaning closer, pressing my mouth to hers with a slow, aching need that’s been coiled inside me for years. Her breath sighs against my lips, warm and shaky, and her hand slides into my hair, tangling lightly as if she’s afraid to let go.

The kiss deepens without either of us deciding to take it there. One moment it’s gentle, trembling; the next, her mouth parts against mine and heat floods through me so fast it’s dizzying. I grip her hips to steady myself, pulling her closer until her body is flush with mine. Riley makes a quiet sound—barely a whimper, barely a breath—and it sends a shiver down my spine.

Our lips move together with growing urgency, hunger blooming in every shared breath. She presses me back a step, then another, her hands threading deeper into my hair, guiding my mouth against hers with a need that feels both brand-new and deeply familiar. I kiss her harder, my fingers sliding under the hem of her sweater to feel the warm skin beneath. She gasps softly, a sound that shoots straight through me.

We stumble together away from the window, still kissing, still unable to break apart for even a moment. My back brushes against the wall briefly, then we shift again, half-laughing into each other’s mouths as we try to navigate blindly. The fire glows brighter as we reach the living room, its warmth brushing my skin even before we get close.

Riley’s hands move to my waist, pulling me with her until the heat of the fireplace warms the edges of her silhouette. The light flickers across her features, across her parted lips, across her flushed cheeks. She looks wild and soft at the same time—breathless, wanting, undone in a way that makes something deep inside me crack open.

“Maya,” she murmurs again, voice trembling as her forehead rests briefly against mine.

I hold her face with both hands, feeling her breath against my mouth. “Don’t stop,” I whisper, because I can’t imagine stepping away now, not when she feels like this in my arms, not when the years of silence between us are finally burning away in the fire’s glow.

She kisses me again—hungry this time, desperate—and the room seems to collapse around us until there’s only her mouth, her body, her warmth pressing into me as we move together, closer and closer, toward something neither of us knows how to resist anymore.

Riley’s lips are still warm against mine when my hands slip higher beneath the hem of her sweater. The fabric is soft from years of washing, but underneath it her skin is warm and smooth, sending a rush of heat across my palms. She gasps into my mouth—a soft, surprised sound that makes my pulse throb—and lifts her arms without hesitation. I tug the sweater upward, and it peels away slowly, revealing inch by inch of her flushed skin until it slides over her head and onto the floor.

She looks undone and perfect, her chest rising and falling, her hair mussed from my fingers, her lips swollen from kissing. Before I can take in the sight fully, she’s reaching for me. Her hands grasp the hem of my shirt—firm, certain—and she pulls it over my head with a breathless little laugh when it gets momentarily stuck in my hair. I laugh too, startled by the softness of it, and somewhere in the middle of that messy moment our mouths find each other again.

We move in closer, our bodies brushing, heat building between us. Her hands stroke down my sides, stopping at the clasp of my bra. I feel the flicker of hesitation—tiny, fleeting—just as my own fingers find the clasp on hers. For a heartbeat we both stop, holding ourselves in that narrow line between wanting and acting.

Then we unclasp each other at the same time.

Bras fall away in slow, mirrored motions, landing on the rug beside the sweaters. The firelight casts a warm glow across her chest, highlighting the soft curves I’ve imagined without ever admitting it. My breath catches as her bare skin presses against mine, a warm, tender friction that steals my thoughts.

Her hands slide up to cup my breasts gently, reverently. Her thumbs circle my nipples, teasing them into tight peaks as she kisses me again with a deeper hunger. The sensation ripples through me in a low, spiraling rush. I press into her touch instinctively, my own hands finding her breasts, cupping them with equal hunger. Her nipple grazes my thumb, soft yet firm, and she moans quietly into my mouth.

We keep kissing—slow, then deeper, then slower again as our bodies sway together. Riley’s fingers tighten around me, her touch growing more certain, more desperate. I can feel her heartbeat where her chest presses against mine, fast and warm and completely unguarded.

She pulls back just enough to look at me, her eyes dark and bright all at once. Her lips part like she’s about to speak, but instead she leans in again, kissing me harder as our hands explore, circle, tease, learn.

The fire crackles behind us, making the room glow and pulse around the edges. But all I feel is her—her warmth, her breath, her hands cupping my breasts as if she’s memorizing the shape of me by touch alone.

And I match her touch with my own, because I want to learn her too.

Riley’s breath is warm against my cheek when I guide her toward the thick rug in front of the fire. The flames glow across her bare skin, painting her in shifting gold and shadow. She looks wrecked already—hair mussed, lips swollen, chest rising in quick, uneven breaths—as I lower myself to my knees in front of her.

Her hands hover at her waist like she’s unsure whether to help or stop me. I meet her eyes once more, giving her every chance to pull back. She doesn’t. She only exhales shakily and nods, the smallest, neediest sound slipping from her throat.

I hook my fingers into the waistband of her leggings and panties and tug them down in one smooth motion. The fabric slides past her hips, her thighs, her knees, pooling at her ankles. She steps out of them clumsily, breath catching, eyes never leaving mine.

Then she’s completely bare before me.

Heat blooms low in my stomach. I lean in, placing my hands gently on her thighs to part them, revealing the soft, glistening ache at the center of her. She gasps quietly as the cool air touches her skin, her fingers already threading nervously in my hair.

I kiss her once—right on her pussy. Light. Teasing. Electric.

Her whole body jerks, a sudden shiver. “Maya…” she whispers, voice cracking open with need.

That one sound pulls me deeper. I lower my mouth to her again, licking slowly at first, savoring the taste of her. Warm, soft, a little sweet. She trembles as my tongue glides up her slit and circles her clit in small, careful motions. Her thighs tense beneath my palms, then relax, opening wider to me.

Her fingers tighten in my hair, urging me closer, guiding me without saying a word. I respond by sucking gently on her clit, flicking my tongue against the tip of it until she gasps—a sharp, beautiful sound that shoots heat through my whole body.

I slide a finger inside her. She’s already so wet, so ready, that she pulls me in with almost no resistance. Riley’s head falls back, her mouth parting as a soft moan escapes her. I curl my finger gently, searching for that spot I remember wanting to explore years ago but never got the chance to. When I find it, her hips rise off the rug in a desperate thrust.

“Oh—Maya, please—”

Her voice dissolves into a breathy whimper.

I add a second finger, easing it in slowly, feeling her tighten around me. Her walls flutter, gripping me in a way that makes my pulse crash in my ears. I move my fingers in steady, rhythmic strokes while my mouth works her clit, sucking and licking, building the pressure inside her with every movement.

Riley writhes, all restraint gone. Her thighs clamp gently around my head for a moment before she forces them open again, needing more, needing everything. Her grip in my hair is firm but not painful, guiding me closer, holding me exactly where she wants me.

Her breath becomes a series of broken sounds—whimpers, gasps, half-formed pleas. Her hips rock in small, frantic motions, chasing the orgasm already rolling through her.

I feel her start to break.

Her hand tightens in my hair, pulling me against her as her entire body arches. Her climax hits hard—sudden and overwhelming—her voice catching in her throat as she comes around my fingers, pulsing, trembling, holding me to her like she can’t bear for me to stop.

I stay with her through every shiver, every breathless moan, licking her gently until her body finally softens and she sinks back onto the rug, spent and trembling, her hand sliding from my hair in a slow, tender stroke.

When I finally look up, her eyes are heavy, dazed, completely undone.

“Maya…” she whispers, trailing off.

Instead of finishing her sentence, she reaches for me, her hand trembling slightly as she cups my jaw and pulls me up into a kiss. It’s deep and hungry from the first press of her mouth, and the moment our tongues meet, she tastes herself on her lips. She moans softly into the kiss, like she didn’t expect it to affect her as much as it affects me.

Before I can find steadiness, Riley shifts, guiding me backward until my knees buckle and I sink onto the rug. The fire at our backs sends waves of heat across my skin, but nothing compares to the way she looks at me now—flushed, determined, her pupils blown wide with want.

She moves to my waist with slow, deliberate hands. Her fingers find the button of my jeans, unfastening it with a precision that makes my pulse throb. She drags the zipper down slowly, her eyes lifting to mine as the sound fills the quiet room. I lift my hips when she slides the denim down, taking my panties with it in one smooth, devastating stroke.

When I’m bare in front of her, she freezes—not with hesitation, but with awe. Her hands rest on my thighs, thumbs brushing lightly over my skin as she spreads my legs open. The firelight flickers across her face as she takes me in, and I feel exposed in a way that’s both terrifying and deeply, deeply thrilling.

“God, Maya,” she whispers. “You’re so beautiful.”

The words melt something inside me. My breath trembles as she leans in.

The first kiss is gentle—her lips pressing softly against my clit, a warm pulse of contact that makes my hips jerk. Then she does it again, her tongue flicking lightly, teasing, tasting. I gasp, my hand flying into her hair on instinct, fingers tightening around the soft strands.

Riley groans quietly at the contact, and the sound vibrates against me, sending pleasure spiraling low and fast. She settles between my thighs completely then, kissing me again with more pressure, more need, her tongue circling and stroking in ways that make my vision blur. My back arches off the rug, heat sweeping through me like a wave.

“Riley… please,” I whisper, my voice already unsteady, already breaking.

She answers by sucking gently on my clit, her mouth tightening in the perfect rhythm. The sensation crashes into me, sharp and sweet, and I cry out before I can stop myself. Riley moans in response, like my pleasure feeds hers, and her hands slide up my thighs, gripping them firmly to hold me open.

I feel her work become more deliberate, more certain, as she learns me—how my hips jump when she circles slowly, how my breath catches when she flicks her tongue in quick, precise strokes. My fingers tangle deeper in her hair, guiding her even though she doesn’t need the guidance at all.

When she finally slides a finger inside me, my whole body clenches around her. She moves slowly at first, testing, curling her finger just right. Then she adds another, filling me, stroking me in time with her mouth. The combination rips a helpless, broken sound from my throat.

“Oh—god, Riley—I’m close—don’t stop—please don’t stop—”

She doesn’t. If anything, she gets hungrier, sucking my clit with more pressure, her fingers pumping deeper and faster, her moan vibrating through every inch of me. My hips move without thought, grinding into her mouth, chasing the heat building so sharply it almost hurts.

It breaks over me all at once.

My orgasm hits hard, tearing through me in shaking waves. I cry out, gripping her hair, thighs trembling uncontrollably as she holds me steady and keeps going, drawing every last pulse from me with her tongue and fingers. I can feel myself clench around her, feel the pleasure crest and crest again until I can’t breathe, can’t think, can only fall apart in her hands.

When I finally collapse back onto the rug, boneless and panting, Riley lifts her head slowly. Her lips are wet. Her eyes are dark. And the look on her face is pure, devastating desire.

She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, then crawls up my body, her breath hot against my cheek.

“Maya,” she whispers, voice ragged. “You taste incredible.”

The fire settles into a low, steady crackle as we curl up together on the rug, both of us still breathing hard. Riley reaches for the throw blanket draped over the arm of the couch and pulls it over us, tucking it around our bodies until we’re wrapped in a warm cocoon. Our skin is still flushed, still buzzing with aftershocks, and lying naked against her feels impossibly intimate—like we’ve crossed into a place we can’t step back from.

Riley drapes her leg over mine, her thigh warm and soft. I rest my head on her shoulder, feeling the rise and fall of her breaths. One of her hands traces slow, absentminded circles on my arm, grounding me in a way that makes my chest ache.

After a long, quiet moment, she lets out a sleepy laugh. “If Brooke or Jess walk out here right now, we’re never living this down.”

I laugh too, breath catching on the way out. “They’d probably just scream and run back to their rooms.”

“Jess would demand a full explanation,” Riley says, grinning. “Brooke would pretend to faint.”

“Honestly? I don’t care,” I say before I can second-guess it.

Riley’s fingers pause on my arm, then slide up to cup my cheek. She turns her head slightly, looking at me with soft, searching eyes. “Me neither.”

The blanket shifts as she pulls me closer, her forehead brushing mine. We lie like that for a moment, warm and quiet, letting the truth settle between us more solidly than the firelight.

“I’ve wanted this for a long time,” she whispers. “Longer than I ever let myself admit.”

My pulse stutters, but not from fear. “Me too.”

Her thumb strokes my cheek, gentle and sure. “I don’t want this to be just… a moment,” she says. “Not just a weekend thing.”

I swallow, emotion thickening my voice. “I don’t want that either.”

She exhales with relief, her chest softening against mine. “So after the trip…?”

“After the trip,” I whisper, pressing my forehead to hers. “We figure this out. Together.”

Riley smiles then—slow, tender, hopeful—and kisses me softly, like sealing a promise neither of us wants to break.
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The first thing I feel is warmth—Riley’s body tucked tightly against mine, her arm draped over my waist, her face nestled into the curve of my neck. The second thing I feel is the faint ache in my muscles, the satisfying kind that makes last night surge back in a slow, glowing wave.

I open my eyes to the dim morning light filtering through the curtains. Riley stirs against me, letting out a sleepy hum before lifting her head slightly. Her hair is a complete mess, and her smile is soft in a way that tugs at something deep in my chest.

“Morning,” she whispers, brushing her nose against mine.

“Morning,” I whisper back, kissing her gently, slowly, a warm press of lips that feels like a secret.

But the moment I shift, the reality hits us both—we’re naked, curled together under a blanket on the living room floor, discarded clothes scattered around us like confetti.

Riley blinks, then groans softly. “We should probably… get dressed before Brooke or Jess comes out here.”

My stomach jolts. “Oh god. Yes. Definitely.”

We scramble quietly, gathering our clothes in a chaotic, whispered mess. Riley hands me my jeans with a smirk. “These are definitely on backward,” she murmurs. I snort, pulling my shirt over my head as she does the same.

We’re just about to sneak down the hall when we freeze at the sound of footsteps. Brooke emerges first, hair sticking out in all directions, wearing the same oversized sweatshirt she slept in. Jess appears behind her, rubbing her eyes.

Brooke stops mid-stretch, staring at us. “Wait… are those the clothes you wore yesterday?”

Jess squints at us, head tilting, and then her lips curl into a slow, mischievous grin. “Why do you two look like you just got laid?”

Heat floods my face. Beside me, Riley emits a strangled sound that might be a cough or a laugh. We exchange a quick, panicked glance, then shrug in unison.

“We… uh… fell asleep on the sofa,” I blurt. Not technically a lie. Just missing a few details.

Brooke squints like she doesn’t buy it but is too tired to push. “Well, whatever. I’m starving. Last cabin breakfast before we hit the road.”

Jess nods and wanders toward the kitchen. “Yeah, come on. Someone help me find the pancake mix. And coffee. Mostly coffee.”

As they disappear into the kitchen, Riley lets out a breath she’s clearly been holding. She steps closer, fingers brushing my hair gently, smoothing down a stubborn piece. I return the gesture, tucking a curl behind her ear.

Her eyes meet mine, warm and knowing, and she murmurs, “We really have to work on our subtlety.”

I smile. “Next time we’ll set an alarm.”

We share one last quick kiss—soft, secretive—before heading into the kitchen to join our friends, the scent of coffee beginning to fill the air and the memory of last night still glowing beneath our skin.

And just like that, the day begins.
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Julia Young is an author of lesbian FF short stories.

Through her writing, she explores ideas of growing up, sexual awakenings, and adventures with other women.

Some events are loosely based on her personal experiences and some are pure fantasy.
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