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      The gym always feels different after hours. The fluorescent lights buzz and hum. The echo of our sneakers on the hardwood is the only sound that keeps me from thinking too hard. I like it this way. I like the focus that comes when the doors are locked and the bleachers are empty and the mats look like a private stage.

      Savannah tosses her ponytail and grins at me as if the place belongs to her. In a way, it does. She is a natural crowd magnet, all bright eyes and fearless smile, strong legs under black practice shorts, a tank that clings to her shoulders and the curve of her back. We are seniors on the university team, nationals on the calendar, nerves threaded through every practice. She thrives on that pressure. I catalogue it. I tell myself that is what I am doing now, taking stock the way I always do.

      “Two hours,” she says, tapping her Apple Watch like a coach. “No excuses.”

      “No excuses,” I echo, even though I am already a little lightheaded from the heat trapped in here. The floor smells like resin and lemon cleaner. Her shampoo smells like vanilla. My brain files away too many details.

      We start with jumps and easy counts to loosen everything that stiffened during lecture hall hours. My body remembers before my head does. The squeak of my shoes is a metronome; the breath in and out is a drum. Savannah’s laugh cuts through the space when I miscount and come down a fraction of a beat early.

      “Again,” she says, not unkind. She nudges my elbow with her knuckles, a playful tap, then slides into formation. “Five, six, seven, eight.”

      We move. The routine lives in my bones. Savannah hits every motion crisp enough to make a coach weep, wrists flicking in perfect angles, hips low, core tight. When she lands, the mat shivers under her weight, and I feel it reverberate through my calves. She is so sure of her body that it makes me stand taller too. I tell myself that is why I watch her so closely. Admiration. Study. Nothing else.

      Spotting is the truest test of trust. We start simple, a prep to a cradle, but her weight still translates into a live current in my arms. I step in at her waist and find the heat of her skin through the thin ribbed fabric. Her stomach tenses under my palm. My fingers brush the slick edge where her shirt has ridden up, the line of skin that tastes like salt in my imagination, and that thought arrives out of nowhere and leaves heat blooming in my cheeks.

      “I’m good,” she says, though she stays where my hands place her. There is that smile again, the one that looks like mischief even when she is just breathing. “You ready?”

      “Always,” I say, and somehow my voice comes out steady.

      She rises. I set, absorb, lift into the count. For a heartbeat she is airborne and grinning down at me, and then I bring her back safe. We repeat. Safety and rhythm. Her thigh grazes my shoulder and it is nothing, strictly technical, except my pulse stutters anyway. I shift my grip and pretend the drop in my stomach never happened.

      We work stunts until sweat beads along her hairline and slides down her neck. A strand of hair has escaped the elastic and sticks to her skin. I watch it catch the light and tell myself I am focusing because I want to clean up our lines. She asks about the group toss on Saturday and I answer, but the words feel delayed, as if I have to swim to reach them.

      “Water?” she asks, hands braced on her hips.

      “Yeah.” I get two bottles from my bag and hand her one. Our fingers brush, and it is ridiculous that something so small can spark all the way up my arm. I drink to cool my mouth and it does nothing for the heat low in my belly.

      “We should run the first section again,” she says, tipping her head toward the marked tape lines. “From the top. Sharper arms on the three. Your right shoulder wants to creep.”

      She is right. It always does. I nod. “I know.”

      “I’ve got you.” She winks like it is a promise.

      We set up again. I count, she echoes, and our voices fold together into one sound. The gym becomes the routine and nothing else. I push into the music mapped in my head, muscles burning in the good way. When we stop, we are both panting. Savannah laughs, breathless, happy in that way that always gets me. She steps in to adjust my elbow, fingers warm and sure. They linger a second too long. It is not long at all. I feel it anyway.

      “You over-rotate on the snap,” she says. “Think smaller. Tighter.”

      “Show me,” I say, and she moves behind me without hesitation, sliding her palms along my forearms, guiding my shape. The front of her body presses lightly to my back as she demonstrates the count. Her breath grazes my ear. My skin prickles. We move together, slow, all control, her voice low as she counts it out. I close my eyes for a blink and see the line of her throat instead of numbers. I open them again and stare at the floor.

      “Like that,” she murmurs, and when she steps away it feels like my body tilts to follow her. I stay put. I am fine. I shake out my arms and smile because that is what I do.

      We trade roles and I spot her through a tumbling pass, my hands at her hips, fingers secure, holding her center. Her tank darkens where sweat marks the fabric. Up close, her freckles stand out on the bridge of her nose, and the slope of her mouth looks softer without gloss. When she sticks the landing, she whoops and spins, then stops too close, both of us breathing hard. She is all motion and heat and the clean smell of soap that somehow gets sharper when she sweats.

      “Again?” she asks. The word is a dare.

      “Again,” I say.

      The counts dissolve into a flow that feels almost like dancing. We are not on beat so much as under it, riding something that exists only when it is the two of us and the doors are locked. My hands find her waist without thinking. Her thigh bumps mine and neither of us apologizes. At one point she laughs and it curls low in my belly in a way I do not know what to do with. Admiration, I tell myself, and my body calls me a liar.

      We take a break only when my calves begin to shake. I sit on the edge of the mat and roll my ankles while she stretches her quads, heel to glute, balance perfect. The fluorescent lights make halos on the polished floor. Far away, a night custodian rattles a cart. The rest of the world is a rumor.

      Savannah drops down beside me, close enough that her thigh warms mine through the thin layer of my leggings. She tilts her head back and drinks. A trickle slips from the corner of her mouth and trails down the column of her neck. She catches it with a thumb and licks the salt off her skin without thinking. The motion is casual and it makes my pulse throb in a way that has nothing to do with cardio. I press my palms into the mat and feel the nubby texture against my skin and try to tell myself that this is normal. Friends notice things. Teammates pay attention to form. I am noticing the line of her calves because I want to learn it. I am noticing the way her chest rises and falls because I am trying to match my breath.

      “You okay?” she asks, bumping her shoulder gently into mine. Her smile is there again, warm and a little crooked. It always looks like she has a secret.

      “Yeah.” I smile back and hope it reaches my eyes. “Thinking.”

      “About the cradle or about me doing the tuck?” She leans in like she wants a better look at my face. Her lashes are damp. “Because you had your intense face on.”

      “The tuck,” I say too quickly, then ruin it by laughing. “Okay, both.”

      “Good.” She nudges my knee with hers. “Think about me. It improves your form.”

      The joke lands like a spark. I swallow and let it turn into something harmless. I grab my water again. She stands, offers me her hand. I take it. Her grip is strong and confident and familiar. When she helps me up, our bodies align in a way that feels too precise, hips to hips, shoulder to shoulder. The contact is brief. It echoes.

      “Ready for the partner series?” she asks.

      “Always,” I say again, and I mean it. I do not know what else I mean.

      We move to the center and the air seems warmer, the lines on the floor a map I am trying to read for the first time. Savannah rolls her shoulders and takes her place opposite me, eyes bright and steady. I swallow and count us in. Somewhere in the middle of that first eight-count, when my hands find her waist and hers slip to my shoulders, the night shifts a fraction. It is not dramatic. It is a slide, subtle and sure. The gym feels smaller. The lights feel louder. I hold her and tell myself to breathe, and she looks right into me like she can hear everything I am not saying.

      The mat is slick under my palms, and the hum of the lights above feels louder now that my body’s buzzing from adrenaline. We’ve been running the same tumbling pass for twenty minutes, Savannah refusing to let me quit until I stick my landing the way she knows I can. My arms ache, my thighs are burning, and still she pushes, because that’s who she is. She doesn’t let me off easy.

      “Go again,” she says, brushing sweaty bangs off her forehead with the back of her wrist. Her skin glistens under the fluorescent glare, damp fabric clinging to the tight lines of her abs. I try not to stare, but my gaze betrays me.

      I sprint, pivot, and launch. For a breathless moment I’m flying, until my foot slips on the resin-coated floor. My balance falters, my body tilts. Panic grips my stomach. Then Savannah is there.

      Her hands catch my waist, strong and sure, dragging me against her chest before I can crash. We go down anyway, momentum tumbling us onto the mat in a tangle of limbs. My shoulder slams, her knee knocks mine, and suddenly she’s sprawled over me, warm, heavy, real.

      We freeze.

      Her breath feathers across my cheek, quick and shallow. My heart pounds so hard it feels like it belongs to both of us. Her tank top clings to her, damp and stretched, and I can feel the slick heat of her body pressed against mine. Her thigh is between my legs, snug where I’m embarrassingly aware of myself. My lips part before I can stop them, and hers are right there. So close that one shift, one slip, would erase the space.

      Her eyes catch mine. Bright, sharp, playful when she’s upright, but right now they’re different. Darker. Searching.

      My chest rises against hers, skin sliding on skin through thin fabric. I don’t dare move, but I don’t want her to move either. The smell of sweat and shampoo, vanilla gone sharp with salt, fills my head until it’s all I can breathe.

      The silence stretches, heavy, until she clears her throat and pushes off me with a laugh that sounds too loud. “Guess I saved you.”

      I laugh too, though my voice wobbles. “Yeah. You’d make a good safety net.”

      She offers me her hand and hauls me upright. Her palm is slick against mine, our fingers slipping before I let go too quickly. My skin tingles where she touched me.

      “Maybe stick the landing next time,” she teases, grabbing her water bottle. She tips it back, her throat working, and I can’t look away.

      I wipe my face with the hem of my shirt, hoping it hides the heat rising in my cheeks. My body is still buzzing, and not just from the fall.

      We laugh, we stretch, we talk about the routine like nothing happened. But every time my gaze drifts, I remember the weight of her on top of me, the warmth of her thigh, the way her lips hovered just a breath away.

      And the worst part, the part I can’t admit out loud, is that when she pulled back, a small, traitorous part of me wished she hadn’t.
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        * * *

      

      The gym has cooled a few degrees since we started, but my skin stays hot under the humming lights. We’ve wrung every drop of energy out of the routine, and now we sink into cool down as if the mats could swallow us whole. Savannah drops into a wide straddle, flexes her feet, and folds forward until her chest hovers over the floor. Her ponytail slides off her shoulder like a ribbon. The curve of her spine is a long, smooth line I can’t stop tracing with my eyes. The tank she wears sticks between her shoulder blades, damp in a narrow diamond, and I watch one bead of sweat slip down until it disappears under the band of her sports bra.

      I sit opposite her and try to mirror the stretch, but my hamstrings sing and my focus skitters. She exhales slow, patient, like she could breathe me into better form. “Think long,” she murmurs, voice low and mellow in the empty space. “Crown of your head forward, hips heavy.”

      “Long,” I repeat, but the word catches on something it doesn’t mean to. Because long is the line of her legs, the length of her back, the time it takes for that single drop of sweat to slide south. Long is how this moment stretches until it feels precarious.

      She shifts to the right and reaches for her ankle. The twist pulls her tank higher and reveals the sharp cut of her waist and a hint of skin that looks warm even in these cold lights. My mouth goes dry. I tell myself to look away, to count silently, to be normal. I fix my gaze on the scuffed tape line cutting the mat, and then my treacherous eyes find her again, because of course they do. The world narrows to the soft pull of her bottom lip when she concentrates and the way her lashes fan against her cheek when she blinks.

      “Hey,” she says without looking at me. “You breathing?”

      “Trying,” I say, and it comes out a beat too honest.

      She smiles at the floor and switches sides, left ankle this time, face angled toward me. My stare is a weight I can’t hide. I swallow and tug at my heel like stretching harder will rescue me from my own head. My thighs tremble in that after-burn way, and somewhere lower, a slow heat collects that has nothing to do with exertion.

      Savannah lifts smoothly into a pike and folds forward again, palms sliding over her shins until her fingers brush her toes. Her back rounds and then lengthens, vertebra by vertebra, a living demonstration of control. I am obsessed with control—form, count, repetition—but right now every disciplined part of me is useless. I am caught on the sheen at the nape of her neck and the memory of her pressed against me when we went down earlier. The moment was a near-kiss folded inside a fall, and it keeps replaying with a different ending.

      “See something you like?” Her voice is upturned at the edge, teasing, but when she glances over, her eyes are darker than the joke.

      Blood rushes to my face so fast I feel it. “What? No. I was—zoning. Thinking about the counts for the front half.” I wave a vague hand toward the center line, like choreography could cover me. “You know how I get.”

      “Mmhmm.” She doesn’t call me on it, not exactly. She stretches her arms over her head, interlaces her fingers, and pushes her palms to the ceiling. Her ribs expand, lifting the hem of her shirt an inch. Her belly is flat and tight and slick with effort, and I hate myself a little for how hungry my eyes feel. “You always think too hard,” she says. “It’s very Rory.”

      “Very me,” I echo, and try to smile like I’m in on the joke, like I am not unraveling molecule by molecule.

      She scoots closer and plants her feet against mine, ankles kissing. “Partner stretch,” she says. “We’ll keep you honest.” Her hands catch mine, warm and slightly damp, and we lean, taking turns folding forward so the other can counterbalance. It’s a simple thing; we’ve done it a hundred times. Today it feels like a test I didn’t study for. When she pulls back, coaxing me down, her grip is firm and her thumbs stroke absently along my knuckles. The touch is nothing, a habit, a quirk—and my body takes it like a promise.

      “Flat back,” she murmurs, and I obey, closing my eyes for a breath. It’s easier when I can’t see her, until the dark fills up with the ghost of her weight on me, the way her thigh slid between mine when we fell. Heat pulses low, insistent, mortifyingly obvious to me and hopefully to no one else. I breathe through it and count: four in, four out. The exhale stutters when I open my eyes and find her watching my mouth.

      She lets me up and folds forward herself, trusting me to catch her weight in my hands. My palms press gently to her shoulder blades, warm and slick. “Tell me if this is too much,” I say, but the words are rough, too close to how I mean them.

      “More,” she says immediately, soft, and I do, easing her deeper until she hums once, pleased. The sound slips straight through the place I’ve been pretending doesn’t exist. I make myself focus on the map of her back under my fingers: the little knots near her neck, the smooth plane across her lats, the jump of a muscle when she breathes. I could touch like this for hours. I shouldn’t want to.

      We trade stretches until my legs don’t feel like springs anymore. She rolls onto her back and draws one knee to her chest, then the other, rocking slightly to release her lower spine. The motion is loose, almost lazy, and something about the looseness makes me feral. I look away and reach for my water, the bottle cool and slick, condensation bleeding over my palm. When I drink, the first swallow drips at the corner of my mouth, and I wipe it with my thumb, thinking of how she did the same earlier and how my brain short-circuited watching it.

      “So.” She props up on her elbows and eyes me with unhurried curiosity. “Zoning out, huh?”

      I choke on nothing and cough once. “Always. You know me.”

      “Do I?” She smiles, slow, almost shy for a second, and then the Savannah I know snaps back into place. Bright, wicked, unafraid. “Because I was pretty sure you were staring at my ass.”

      My laugh escapes too loud and ricochets off the rafters. “It’s…God. That’s not…I mean, your form is… textbook.” I flutter a hand as if I have a laser pointer and a clipboard. “We’re seniors, Savannah. Twenty-one and boring. We talk about turnout like other people talk about brunch.”

      “True,” she says, feigning seriousness. “We are painfully responsible.” She sits up and reaches for her towel, dragging it down the sides of her neck. Her eyes flick to me and stick. “But you were staring.”

      The admission is a cliff. I don’t jump. “You caught me in my head.”

      “Okay.” She tosses the towel onto her bag and tips her head, considering. The edge of her mouth hooks, not quite a grin. “Just promise that if you’re going to stare, you at least count for me. I need you on the three.”

      I blow out a breath I didn’t know I was hoarding and let the banter catch me. “Always the three. You and your impossible standards.”

      She scoots close again, knees bumping mine. “That’s why you love me.”

      The word lances and soothes in the same second. She means the easy kind. Teammate love. My stomach doesn’t know the difference. “Obviously,” I say lightly, and it’s not a lie, just not the whole truth.

      We move into shoulder mobility, kneeling across from each other, fingers laced, forearms vertical as we lean together and open our chests. The stretch pulls at everything tight. Her breath brushes my cheek. I can count the flecks of gold in her brown eyes. We hold there, suspended, and it feels dangerous. She looks at my mouth again. I know she does because I look at hers at the exact same time and then both of us look away, guilty and grinning like idiots.

      “Let’s do cat-cow,” she says quickly, and drops onto all fours. The pose is harmless until she slides into it with a slow articulation that makes my throat work. She arches and rounds, vertebrae rippling under her skin, and I swear the lights hum louder. I force my gaze to the floor, then fail, then give in for one more stolen second. The line of her back is a question my body is already answering.

      She catches me this time, her head turned, cheek lifted. “Rory.”

      “Yeah?” The word is paper-thin.

      “See something you like?” It’s the same tease, but she lays it down softer, like an invitation she could still pretend is a joke if I need her to.

      I could say yes. I could say no. The truth crowds my tongue with heat and fear. “I was… thinking,” I say, and hate how weak it sounds. “About the front half.”

      “Right,” she says, and the single syllable is kind but not convinced. She shifts back to her heels and sits up, scrubbing her palm over her face. When she drops her hand, something unreadable passes over her expression and is gone. “We should probably call it. The custodian’s going to kick us out if we don’t.”

      “Yeah.” Relief and disappointment crash into each other so hard my chest aches. I stand and my legs wobble, not from fatigue, from too much feeling. We collect our things in a rattle of zippers and water bottles, the normal sounds of normal girls after practice.

      But nothing inside me is normal. The image loop won’t quit: her mouth a breath from mine; the question in her eyes; the almost that keeps nearing. I don’t understand what’s happening to me, only that the ache in my body feels complicated and new, like touching a live wire and wanting to do it again.

      She slings her bag over one shoulder and looks at me for a long second, no smile, no tease, just that steady, open gaze that always makes me feel seen. “Same time tomorrow?” she asks.

      “Yeah,” I say. “Same time.”

      We kill the lights and the gym falls into soft shadow. The door thunks closed behind us, echoing down the hall. I walk beside her toward the exit, my palm still tingling from where our fingers laced, my mind a mess of denial and want. I tell myself there’s nothing here but adrenaline and proximity, a quick crush of nerves that will fade once I’m home and showered and fed.

      Then she bumps her shoulder into mine and smiles like we’re keeping a secret, and my body answers before my brain can edit the response. Whatever this is, it isn’t fading. It’s gathering. Quiet, sure, and far beyond anything I was prepared to feel.
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        * * *

      

      By the time we meet the next night, the gym has that same after-hours hush, the kind that wraps around us and tells the rest of campus to mind its business. We warm up without much talk, just the shorthand of seniors who share muscle memory and a countdown. When the clock edges past nine, Savannah claps once and jerks her chin toward the corner where the mirrors run wall to wall.

      “Partner stretch,” she says, like it’s nothing.

      I nod and kneel on the mat facing the glass. My reflection looks steadier than I feel. Savannah moves behind me, close enough that I can feel the heat coming off her even before she touches me. She smells like clean sweat and a hint of vanilla from her shampoo. The scent has become a problem I can’t solve. Familiar enough to be safe, intoxicating enough to be dangerous.

      “Arms up,” she murmurs.

      I raise my hands and interlace my fingers, palms turned to the ceiling. Her fingertips find the points of my elbows and guide them back a fraction, opening my chest. When I resist out of habit, she steps in until the front of her body warms the length of my back. The contact is feather-light, but my brain floods with sensation—the slick cling of my tank, the subtle catch of her breath at my ear, the way she adjusts her stance until her inner thighs bracket my hips.

      “Breathe into it,” she says, voice low. “Think tall through your sternum.”

      I inhale, and her palms drift down the top of my arms, slow and sure, like she’s ironing out invisible creases. Goosebumps lift in the wake of her touch. My eyes catch on our reflections: me, spine long; her, all strong lines and intent focus. Her ponytail brushes my shoulder when she leans closer to lift from under my ribs, and the soft drag of hair across sweat-slick skin shoots a bright pulse of heat straight through me.

      “Good,” she praises, a whisper that curls at the base of my neck.

      Her hands settle over my hip bones and hold, thumbs pressing into the soft spots just inside the crest. It’s a trainer’s hold, practical and normal, and the feel of it is anything but. I can’t stop cataloging details. The sure weight of her hands, the warmth seeping from her palms, the way my stomach tightens under her fingers like my body wants to lean back and give her more.

      We shift to a kneeling lunge. I plant my left foot forward and drop into it until my hip flexor lights up. Savannah comes with me, one knee beside mine, one hand sliding to the top of my thigh to keep my knee from drifting past my toes. The other hand lands at my lower back.

      “Soft belly,” she says. “Let me give you a little pressure.”

      I do, and she does—gentle, firm, just enough to coax me into that sweet line where stretch meets ache. The push flattens the small of my back into her palm, and in the mirror I watch the shape of her shift as she leans toward me. The front of her tank clings to the shape of her chest. A thin sheen of sweat makes the light gather along her clavicle. I should be looking at my knee. I am not.

      Savannah’s thumb draws a slow circle against my spine, absent-minded and devastating. My breath stutters. I bite it quiet and let it leave as a sigh. She must feel it, the way my body softens under her hand.

      “Better,” she says, softer now. “You always hold more than you need.”

      “Working on it,” I manage.

      We switch sides, then settle into a seated pike in front of the mirror. Savannah steps over me and plants her feet against mine, ankles aligned, and reaches for my hands. Her fingers lace with mine, damp and warm. We rock together, her weight coaxing me down as mine pulls her upright, and then we trade. The stretch is familiar, but the rhythm is new, a give-and-take that feels like a conversation our mouths are too afraid to have.

      “Flat back,” she cues. “Lead with your heart, not your forehead.”

      “Bossy,” I murmur, because teasing is easier than admitting what I feel when she tightens her grip and draws me forward. Our knuckles brush my calves, then my shins, then the tops of my shoes. The mats smell like rubber and the lemon cleaner the janitor favors. The air smells like her.

      “Effective,” she counters, and the smile in her voice lights me up from the inside.

      When it’s her turn to fold, she exhales and leans into me without hesitation. I guide her down with my hands at her triceps, then slide to her shoulder blades to lengthen the line. Her skin is slick and hot, the muscles under my palms shifting in small, obedient tremors. I shouldn’t be thinking about what it felt like when she was sprawled over me last night, the not-quite of our almost-collision, but my body remembers without my permission. The echo of it thrums under my skin.

      “Tell me if I go too far,” I say, because I need the word.

      “I will,” she promises, and then, after a beat that stretches and stretches, “More.”

      The word is nothing. The word is everything. I give her a little, then a little more, until her breath leaves in a shaky stream that tightens my belly. Her ponytail slides forward, revealing the nape of her neck. I want to put my mouth there and feel her pulse skip against my tongue. The wanting is so precise, so new, that I go still with it.

      “Rory?” she asks without looking up.

      “Hm?”

      “Don’t stop,” she says, and it’s just about the stretch, I know it is, but my head makes it something else and my hands obey anyway.

      We trade positions again and again—hips, hamstrings, quads—until our bodies are loose and humming. When she cues the last one, a chest opener against the wall, my stomach flips because I know how this goes. I face the mirror, clasp my hands behind my back, and lift. Savannah steps in close, close enough that I can count the faint freckles along the tops of her shoulders. She curls her fingers around my wrists and pulls my hands down and away, drawing my shoulders back and my sternum up. The stretch hits like a flare.

      “Think of your collarbones reaching toward the corners of the room,” she murmurs. “Let it spread.”

      Her breath is at my temple now, a warm ribbon that makes my lashes flutter. I watch us in the mirror—me, wide open; her, behind me, anchored and sure, mouth close enough to graze my hairline if she tilted half an inch. Our eyes meet in the glass and hold. Neither of us speaks. She eases me deeper, and my lips part on a quiet sound I don’t recognize until I hear it: want.

      Her fingers don’t leave my wrists when she says, “Okay,” and lets me out of it. They stay for one slow heartbeat, then another, as if she’s reluctant to let me fold back into myself. When she finally loosens her grip, it isn’t enough for our hands to fall away. The backs of her knuckles skim my forearms, barely there. The touch leaves a path like heat lightning.

      We pivot without talking, like we both need motion to tamp down whatever we just let rise. She drops to the mat and pats the space in front of her for a shoulder roll-out. I kneel and scoot back until my spine rests against the front of her thighs. Her legs open to bracket my hips, and she sets her feet flat, caging me without pressure. I could leave. I don’t.

      “Hands across your chest,” she says, voice pitched low and calm, professional in a way that makes me even dizzier. “I’m just going to guide.”

      Her palms find my shoulders, and she starts a slow roll that moves me like water. Forward, up, back, down. Over and over until my muscles unwind and something looser takes its place. When her thumbs push into the ropey knots near my neck, my head tips back on instinct and lands against her shoulder. For half a second, neither of us breathes.

      “Sorry,” I whisper, and don’t move.

      “Don’t be,” she answers, barely there.

      We stay like that, my head cradled in the hollow where her shoulder meets her neck, her hands working the tension from my traps. I let my eyes close. The world narrows to the sound of our breathing and the soft squeak of mat against skin. Time stops trying to be a straight line and turns into a slow, warm circle around us.

      Her hands drift, not by much, just enough to make me very aware of the shape of my body under hers. She sweeps down my arms and back up, kneading gently where my biceps meet the inside of my shoulder. Her pinky grazes the side of my breast through the thin fabric of my tank. The touch is incidental, the kind of glancing contact we’ve had a hundred times in stunts, but neither of us moves to correct for it. The air feels charged, like a storm deciding whether to break.

      I open my eyes because keeping them closed makes everything too vivid. In the mirror, we look like a single shape, her wrapped around me, my body curved into hers. My cheeks are flushed, my mouth a little swollen from biting back sounds. Her gaze is on my reflection instead of me, careful and fixed, as if she’s afraid of startling whatever this is into flight.

      “Savannah,” I say, and immediately wish I hadn’t, because my voice betrays me—breathy, frayed at the edges.

      “Mm?” Her thumbs press into the tight spots at the base of my neck. Relief blooms and burns.

      “I—” The truth surges and skids. I’m not ready to hand it over. “Thank you. For… this.”

      A smile flickers over her mouth in the mirror. “Anytime.”

      She eases her hands away by degrees, like she knows we can’t go from all this contact to nothing without something cracking. When she finally lets me go, the absence is a kind of ache. I pull my knees up and hug them for a second, looking anywhere but at her, because the room feels smaller now and my skin feels too tight.

      We clean up the way we always do, efficient and wordless. But the silence isn’t empty; it’s full of everything we didn’t say. When I sling my bag over my shoulder and look up, Savannah is watching me with that steady, unguarded gaze that makes me feel like a light has been turned on inside my chest.

      “Water?” she asks, offering me a spare bottle from her bag even though mine is right there.

      I take it anyway, our fingers brushing. “Thanks.”

      Her smile is small and real. “You’re welcome.”

      Neither of us mentions how close we were. Neither of us jokes to cut the tension. The charged air doesn’t dissipate; it settles, a quiet current threading through the space between us as naturally as breath. I don’t have words for what’s happening to me, only a body that keeps answering the question her hands ask every time they find me. And when we step back onto the floor to walk drills we don’t need, I understand that what’s pulling us forward isn’t just the count.

      It’s the gravity between us. Undeniable, unsaid, and getting stronger.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, the mats are still warm beneath us when we finally drop, sweaty and spent. Practice has dissolved into stretches again, but neither of us has the energy to pretend it’s just about recovery. I lean back on my palms, chest heaving, and watch Savannah sink cross-legged beside me. Her cheeks glow pink under the fluorescent lights, damp strands of hair escaping her ponytail and sticking to her neck.

      She tips her head back, gulps from her water bottle, then wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. The motion is careless, but my stomach flips all the same. Everything she does lately carries an extra charge, like my body has rewired itself to notice her.

      “I’m wiped,” she says, voice rough with exertion. “My legs are jelly.”

      “Same,” I admit. I stretch mine out and let my heels thump against the floor. My tank clings to me, sticky with sweat, but it’s her damp shirt that keeps pulling my eyes. The way the fabric clings to her chest, the outline of her sports bra visible, the slick sheen that makes her look even more sculpted. I shouldn’t stare, but I do.

      She catches me. Again.

      “You’re quiet,” she says, one brow lifting. “Thinking about something?”

      I fumble for an answer, but she doesn’t wait. She sprawls back on her elbows, legs stretched long, the pose too casual for the heat it stirs in me. “Ever think about how much time we spend together in here?”

      “All the time,” I say, relieved to have something safe to agree with.

      Her gaze lingers, steady and a little too intent. “It’s like… we live two lives. The normal one with classes and friends, and then this one. Just us, after hours, sweating it out on these mats.”

      The truth of it vibrates between us. I nod. “Yeah. It feels different. Like a bubble.”

      She studies me, lips quirking. “So. Who’s filling your time outside the bubble? You still talking to that guy from your econ class?”

      The question is casual, but it makes my chest tighten. “No. That fizzled.”

      “Shame,” she says, though her tone doesn’t sound like she means it. She drags her towel across her collarbone, and the glimpse of bare skin sends my brain stuttering. “I’ve been trying to date,” she admits. “But it always feels… flat. Like I’m going through the motions.”

      I glance at her, surprised at the softness in her voice. “Flat how?”

      She shrugs, looking up at the rafters. “Kissing boys used to be fun. Easy. Lately I wonder if it’s me, or if I’m just bored.” Her eyes cut to mine, sharp and unreadable. “Ever wonder what it’d be like… with a girl?”

      The words hit like a jolt. My throat goes dry. “I—no,” I say quickly, too quickly. “Not really.”

      Savannah smirks, but it isn’t mocking. It’s softer, like she can see straight through me. “Relax, I’m not asking for a confession. Just curious.”

      I laugh, shaky, forcing it out. “Well, you’ve officially outed yourself as experimental.”

      “Maybe.” Her grin widens, but her eyes hold mine. “Or maybe I just like keeping you on your toes.”

      The silence that follows is heavy. I hug my knees, pressing my forehead to them for a second to collect myself. My pulse is wild, my body betraying me in ways I don’t want her to notice. I tell myself it’s just adrenaline, the leftover high of practice. But when I lift my head, she’s still watching me, expression unreadable but sure, and it feels like we’ve stepped into territory neither of us can walk back from.

      “Come on,” she says finally, breaking the moment with a stretch that arches her spine. “One more cool-down and then we’ll call it.”

      Her voice is light, but the undercurrent remains. My body hums with it, a mix of nerves and something dangerously close to want.

      I go through the motions beside her, pretending to focus on the stretch, but the only thing I’m really aware of is her—her voice, her skin, her nearness. And the fact that she said the words out loud, gave shape to the thing I’ve been trying to deny.

      We drop to the mats again, both of us loose from stretching but unwilling to let the night end. Savannah grins, towel draped around her neck, and says, “One more. Then we’re done for real.”

      I nod, though my chest is still too tight. She scoots in front of me and plants her feet against mine, knees bent, hands out. The partner stretch we’ve done a hundred times. I lace my fingers with hers and lean forward as she leans back, our bodies counterbalancing in a slow pull.

      Her grip is strong, warm, damp from sweat. My arms tremble—not from the stretch, but from how aware I am of every inch of contact. She lets me pull her down farther, her chest pressing to her thighs, her ponytail spilling across the mat. When she exhales, it’s a soft sound that I feel in my belly.

      We switch. She sits tall, tugging me forward by the hands. My hamstrings scream, but all I can focus on is the way she’s looking at me—mouth parted, eyes locked on mine, her strength holding me in place. Her knees brush my calves. Her breath fans across my face.

      “Better,” she murmurs, tugging me closer, closer.

      And then it happens.

      I don’t know if I move first or if she does, but suddenly the stretch doesn’t matter. Her face is inches from mine, her lips damp and parted, and before I can second-guess myself, I lean in and press my mouth to hers.

      It’s quick, a flash of heat and salt, the barest press of lips. Still, the world detonates. My heart slams so hard I swear she must feel it through my chest. Her mouth is softer than I imagined. If I’d ever admitted to imagining it at all.

      She inhales sharply, startled, but she doesn’t pull back right away. When she does, it’s abrupt, like she’s caught between shock and something else.

      “Savannah—” My voice cracks. “I didn’t mean—”

      Her hand is still wrapped around mine, grip tight, anchoring. Her eyes are wide, her lips flushed. For a moment she doesn’t speak, just stares at me like she’s seeing me for the first time. Then she lets out a shaky laugh. “You always overthink.”

      I try to laugh too, but it comes out strangled. My face burns. I want to apologize, to take it back, but the truth is buzzing in every nerve: I don’t regret it. Not one second of it.

      We try to stretch again, but it’s useless. Every shift feels charged. My skin prickles when her hand brushes mine. When her thigh knocks my calf, I flinch like I’ve been shocked. We stumble through a few motions, then dissolve into nervous laughter that fades too quickly.

      “Yeah, we’re done,” she says finally, tossing her towel into her bag. Her voice is too light, forced.

      “Yeah.” My throat is dry.

      We pack up in silence. Zippers rasp, sneakers thump into bags, water bottles click shut. Neither of us looks at the other for long. The kiss still hovers in the space between us, heavier than the smell of sweat, louder than the buzz of the lights.

      My throat aches with all the words I’m not saying. The kiss is still on my lips, a phantom pulse I can’t stop replaying, and every step makes the air heavier.

      Savannah is a step ahead of me, her ponytail swaying against the back of her tank. I keep staring at the spot between her shoulder blades, willing myself to speak, to apologize, to joke, to do anything. But my voice has abandoned me.

      She stops short at the edge of the mat, and I almost crash into her. She doesn’t turn right away. Her head tilts like she’s listening for something, though the only sound is the hum of the lights. Then, finally, she pivots, eyes locked on me.

      “Why did you kiss me?”

      The question lands like a slap, sharper because it’s quiet. My stomach drops. “I—” The excuse dies in my throat. I can’t tell her it was a mistake. It wasn’t.

      Her gaze doesn’t soften. She waits.

      “I couldn’t help it,” I whisper, the words scraped raw. “You were right there, and I just… couldn’t not.”

      For a second, her face is unreadable. Then her lips curve into the smallest, most dangerous smile I’ve ever seen. She steps closer, enough that her heat brushes my skin, and lowers her voice.

      “You know what?” she says, leaning in until her breath grazes my cheek. “I didn’t hate it.”

      My pulse hammers so hard it rattles my ribs. “You didn’t?”

      Her eyes darken, lashes heavy. “No. In fact—” She hesitates, lips parting like she’s trying to catch her own courage. “I wanted more.”

      The words detonate inside me. I blink, stunned, my whole body tightening at the edges. She wanted more. My head spins, and before I can answer, she looks away, dragging her towel over her neck with jerky motions.

      The silence that follows isn’t awkward anymore. It’s charged. Waiting.

      Savannah tosses her towel into her bag and glances at me again, eyes bright and unsteady. “So now what?” she asks, like it’s a challenge.

      My mouth goes dry. The “what” is obvious, even if neither of us can say it yet.

      I swallow hard, knowing that the next move—whoever makes it—will change everything.

      Savannah’s words from a breath ago still burn in my ears: I wanted more. The sound of them loops in my head like a drumbeat, steady and unstoppable. My chest pounds, my skin hums, and before I can second-guess myself, before the nerves can talk me down, I lean in and kiss her.

      This time it’s nothing like the quick, clumsy brush from before. This time I mean it. My mouth finds hers with purpose, and when her lips part for me, the air between us collapses. Suddenly we’re tangled together, mouths hungry, breaths shared, the kiss hot and messy and everything I’ve been pretending I didn’t want. She tastes of salt and spearmint gum, sweat and sweetness, a mix so intoxicating I could drown in it gladly.

      Her hand comes up to cradle my jaw, steady and sure, her thumb brushing slow strokes across my cheek like she wants to soothe me even as she devours me. The tenderness of it makes my chest ache, even while the heat coils tighter in my belly. My own hands move instinctively, sliding to her waist. The fabric of her tank is damp and clings to her skin, and when my fingers sneak under the hem, I find the slick warmth of her bare stomach. Her muscles tighten under my touch and she gasps into my mouth—a sound that makes my pulse jump—before she deepens the kiss. Her tongue flicks against mine in a teasing rhythm, and the shock of pleasure it sends through me has my thighs pressing together in a futile attempt at relief.

      We stumble back, still kissing, still clutching, until my balance gives and I sink down to the mats. She follows, never breaking away, until my spine is against the floor and her body is above mine. She shifts to straddle me, knees bracketing my hips, her weight both anchoring and overwhelming. I look up at her, dazed, and the sight makes my pulse skitter: her flushed cheeks glowing under the fluorescent lights, hair sticking damply to her temples, sports bra soaked and clinging to every curve. Her eyes are darker than I’ve ever seen them, pupils blown wide with want.

      “God, Rory,” she murmurs, her voice rough with hunger, before she bends to kiss me again. This one is harder, dirtier, more demanding.

      I moan helplessly into her mouth, the sound spilling out without thought. It only spurs her on. Her hands slide up my ribs, dragging the thin cotton of my shirt with them. She pauses, eyes flashing at me as if to ask for permission, and when I don’t stop her she pulls back long enough to strip it over my head. I’m left sprawled in just my bra, chest rising and falling too fast, my skin tingling under her gaze.

      Her grin is wicked and reverent all at once as she drinks me in. Then her fingers trace the outline of my bra cups, feather-light, teasing me until my nipples tighten against the fabric. She leans down to kiss me again, but her hand slides inside the bra, warm palm cupping me fully.

      The shock of that first touch rips a gasp from my throat. Her thumb brushes over my nipple, already hard from the gym’s chill and from the way she’s staring at me, and the jolt of sensation makes my back arch against her hand.

      “You’re so sensitive,” she whispers, amused and reverent all at once. She pinches lightly, rolling the nipple between her fingers, and I cry out, my hips jerking up toward her in a desperate, clumsy rhythm.

      I can’t stand the imbalance. I want her bare too. My hands fumble at her damp tank, tugging awkwardly, and she helps, peeling it off and tossing it aside. My breath catches at the sight of her: freckles scattered across her chest, muscles cut and defined from years of training, her sports bra stretched taut over breasts that beg for my touch.

      I sit up, greedy, kissing along her collarbone, my lips tasting the salt of her skin. She shudders when I mouth at the swell of her breast through the thin fabric. My nerves scatter, desire takes over, and I tug the bra up to bare her fully.

      The sight makes me dizzy. Her breasts are full and flushed, nipples already tight peaks, begging for my mouth. I lean in and wrap my lips around one, sucking gently. She gasps, her fingers tangling in my hair to hold me there. The sound of her moan vibrates straight through my chest, sharp and hot, feeding something deep inside me.

      I swirl my tongue around her nipple, teasing, then graze it with my teeth just enough to make her cry out. Her hips roll against mine in answer, her body seeking friction. I switch sides, giving her other breast the same attention—sucking, licking, teasing—until she’s gasping my name, her chest heaving, her thighs squeezing around my hips.

      “More,” she breathes, voice ragged, pushing my head closer. “Don’t stop.”

      Her nipple slips wet from my mouth as I kiss lower, savoring the way her body shudders under me. My own thighs are slick, aching with need, and every grind of her against me through our shorts makes me shiver.

      She finally pulls me up for another kiss, messy and hot, our mouths sliding together like we’re both starving. Then, with a sudden twist of her strong arms, she flips us so I’m straddling her. I gasp at the change, bracing my palms on her chest.

      Her hands slide down to grip my ass, squeezing, pulling me flush against her. The grind of my core over hers makes us both moan. Fabric drags over fabric, heat building, need sparking between us like fire on dry wood.

      But she wants more. And God, so do I. Her eyes flick down to where our hips grind together, then back up to me with a heat that leaves no doubt. She hooks her thumbs into the waistband of my shorts and gives them a sharp tug.

      “Take these off,” she says, breathless, her voice low and commanding in a way that makes my stomach clench.

      For a half-second nerves spark in me, but her gaze is steady, unwavering, so sure it burns through the last of my hesitation. I lift my hips and shimmy out of them, clumsy but determined, until I’m left in nothing but my panties—thin cotton, damp with arousal I can’t hide.

      Her eyes drop, and when she sees the wet spot darkening the fabric her lips curve into something wicked and reverent all at once. “You’re soaked,” she murmurs, almost to herself, and the husk in her voice makes me ache. She slides her hand down, palm pressing firmly between my legs.

      The pressure makes me cry out, hips jerking into her palm like I’ve lost control of my own body. Heat sears through me, sharp and overwhelming. She strokes me slowly over the thin barrier, deliberate, every movement careful as if she’s memorizing what makes me gasp, what makes my thighs twitch.

      “Savannah—” Her name leaves my mouth half-plea, half-prayer, rough with need.

      “I’ve got you,” she whispers, and the tenderness in it nearly undoes me.

      Her fingers slip under the waistband and then under the fabric, and the moment her hand touches bare skin I gasp so hard the sound echoes in the empty gym. Her fingers glide through my slickness easily, spreading it, circling my clit in the lightest teasing strokes before dipping lower.

      The first groan she makes is low, guttural, raw. Like the feel of me wet and open is unraveling her as much as she’s unraveling me. “You’re perfect,” she says, voice ragged. Then she starts to stroke me in earnest, slow, steady circles that make my thighs shake and my belly clench with every pass.

      I bury my face in her neck, panting, my hips moving helplessly against her hand. She wraps her other arm around me, clutching me tight against her chest, as if she knows I’m coming apart and she’s determined to hold me together while she breaks me open. The pressure builds hot and insistent, my body tightening, every nerve straining toward the rhythm of her fingers.

      “Please,” I whisper, though I don’t even know what I’m asking for.

      She answers with a kiss to my shoulder, then another to my collarbone. Her hand doesn’t stop working me, but she starts to move lower, trailing her mouth down my chest. She licks one nipple through the fabric of my bra, then pushes it aside to suck me bare, tongue swirling, teeth grazing lightly. I cry out, the dual sensation of her hand between my thighs and her mouth on my breast making my body twitch with helpless need.

      She kisses lower, slow and unhurried, worshipful and relentless. Down my ribs. Across my stomach. Her breath hot against my skin, the scrape of her teeth making me shiver. By the time she reaches the waistband of my panties, I’m trembling. She hooks her fingers in the fabric and glances up at me, eyes dark and searching.

      I lift my hips without hesitation.

      The panties slide down my legs and off, leaving me bare under the buzzing gym lights. The cool air brushes my slick heat for an instant, but then her mouth is there, hot and wet, and I nearly sob with the relief.

      The first stroke of her tongue makes me cry out, a sound so raw it doesn’t feel like it comes from me. She licks from my entrance up to my clit, slow and deliberate, as though she’s savoring every taste. Her tongue circles my clit lightly, then flicks faster, and when I look down she’s watching me with eyes gone black, hungry and intense.

      “Savannah—oh God—” My back arches off the mat, fingers diving into her hair, holding her to me like I’ll die if she stops.

      She moans against me, the vibration sending sparks straight through my body, and then she sucks my clit into her mouth. The suction is deep, her tongue flicking against the swollen nub, and the pleasure slams through me so sharp I can hardly breathe. My legs tremble violently, knees knocking against her shoulders, but she only holds me firmer, keeping me open for her mouth.

      The sounds spilling out of me are shameless—gasps, broken moans, her name tangled with curses. The heat coils tighter and tighter, impossible to hold back. “I’m—oh God, I’m gonna—”

      “Do it,” she urges, her voice muffled against my wetness, her tongue stroking harder. “Come for me, Rory.”

      The command tips me over. My whole body seizes, then shatters, waves of release rolling through me so intense I cry out, shaking against her mouth. My thighs clamp around her head, but she doesn’t stop—she keeps licking, keeps sucking, drawing out every spasm, every helpless sound, until I collapse back onto the mats, dazed and trembling.

      She licks me once more, softer now, almost tender, before crawling up to kiss me, her lips wet with my taste. My head spins at the flavor of myself on her mouth, at the heat still pulsing between my legs. I kiss her back hungrily, clinging, unable to believe how completely she’s undone me.

      She crawls back up, her mouth finding mine, kissing me hard and deep, letting me taste myself on her lips. The shock of it makes me moan into her, dizzy and overwhelmed. I’m still trembling, every nerve raw, but the need to give back, to touch her the way she touched me, takes over.

      With a burst of determination, I press against her shoulder and roll her beneath me. She laughs breathlessly into my mouth, surprised but not resisting, her eyes wide and bright with want. I straddle her hips, my hair falling loose around us like a curtain, and kiss her again, softer this time, reverent, because I can’t believe I get to do this.

      “Your turn,” I whisper against her lips, my voice hoarse with both nerves and hunger.

      Her breath hitches, but she lifts her hips when my hands slide down, helping me tug her shorts lower. The waistband clings stubbornly to her damp skin, but together we push them down and off. The sight that greets me steals the air from my lungs—her panties soaked, the fabric clinging to her, the dark patch of wetness betraying exactly how undone she is.

      When I hook my fingers into the sides and pull them down, she arches her hips without hesitation. The thin cotton slides past her thighs, and then she’s bare before me, wet and swollen and glistening under the harsh gym lights. My breath catches hard. She’s gorgeous. Lush, open, and so vulnerable in a way that makes my chest ache and my body throb all at once.

      “Fuck,” I breathe, unable to stop myself.

      Her cheeks flush deeper, and she bites her lip, her voice a low confession. “This is all for you.”

      The words light me on fire. I bend down, unable to wait, kissing her breasts first, worshipping the perfect swell of them, taking each nipple into my mouth in turn. She whimpers softly, her fingers tangling in my hair, holding me close. I lick and suck, swirling my tongue until her back arches and she’s gasping, begging without words.

      I trail kisses lower, slow and deliberate, tasting the salt of her skin as I go. Across her stomach, down to the curve of her hips, my lips leaving a wet path that makes her tremble. She spreads her thighs for me, opening herself, and when I settle between them, the sheer intimacy of the sight nearly unravels me.

      When I lower my mouth to her, she gasps so sweetly I can’t help but moan into her. The sound vibrates against her and makes her buck up against my face. Her taste floods my tongue. Musky, slick, intoxicating, like nothing I’ve ever known and everything I didn’t know I craved.

      I start slow, licking her the way she licked me, long strokes from her entrance to her clit, savoring every drop. Her thighs quiver around me, her hands gripping the mat and then my hair, tugging when I circle her clit lazily with my tongue. I tease her, pulling back just when she’s panting the hardest, until she groans my name, desperate.

      When I finally seal my lips around her clit and suck, her cry echoes in the empty gym.

      “Rory, yes,” she gasps, her voice breaking, hips rolling against my mouth.

      I steady her with one hand on her hip and slide the other lower. When I press a finger inside her, she’s so hot and tight I groan in surprise. She clenches around me, slick and welcoming, and when I add a second finger, her whole body shudders.

      I curl my fingers, searching, and when I find the spot that makes her cry out, her thighs clamp tight around my ears. “Oh God. Don’t stop.”

      I don’t. I push deeper, fucking her with my fingers while my tongue works her clit, relentless. She’s rocking against me now, chasing her release, breath coming in short, ragged gasps, my name spilling from her lips like a mantra. Every sound she makes is a reward, every tremor of her body a gift.

      Her cries rise higher, her back arching off the mat, until she breaks, screaming my name as her orgasm slams through her. She bucks and shudders, her body clenching hard around my fingers, wave after wave shaking her until she’s gasping for breath. I keep licking, drawing it out, worshipping her until she finally collapses, boneless and spent, her skin glistening with sweat.

      I ease my fingers from her and press soft kisses along her trembling thighs, her stomach, her breasts, until I crawl up to kiss her mouth. She kisses me back weakly but hungrily, tasting herself on my lips, pulling me down against her chest as though she never wants to let me go.

      We’re both panting, shaky, clinging like the world might tilt without the anchor of each other’s bodies. My forehead rests against hers, and for a long moment all I hear is the pounding of our hearts and the harsh rasp of our breathing.

      She laughs first, breathless and dazed, her chest still heaving beneath me. “What the hell just happened?”

      I can’t help laughing too, giddy and raw. “I don’t know,” I whisper, pressing another kiss to her swollen lips. “But I don’t regret it.”
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        * * *

      

      The gym door clicks shut behind us, leaving the echo of our laughter and gasps trapped inside. The night air is cool against my overheated skin, raising goosebumps on my bare arms where sweat is drying. Savannah falls into step beside me, her bag slung over one shoulder, her hair loose now, damp strands sticking to her flushed cheeks.

      The campus is quiet. Streetlamps cast long shadows across the sidewalk, and the world feels emptied out, like the night exists only for us. For a while we walk without speaking, the silence heavy but not uncomfortable. Our shoulders brush once, then again, until she hooks her pinky through mine. The touch is so small, so daring, that my breath catches.

      I lace my fingers with hers. The secret feels dangerous and sweet, my hand swallowed in her warm grip as we walk through the dark.

      “I still can’t believe that happened,” I whisper finally, the words slipping out.

      She squeezes my hand, her smile soft but sly. “Believe it. It definitely happened.”

      We both laugh quietly, the sound too loud in the hush of night. My chest aches with something I don’t have a word for. Nerves, yes, but also relief. I’ve wanted this longer than I admitted, and now that it’s real, it feels like stepping into another life.

      “Do you ever…” I start, then stop. The words feel too big.

      “Ever what?” she prompts, her voice gentle.

      “Think about… what this makes us?”

      Savannah exhales slowly, like she’s been expecting the question. “I don’t know. I’ve never thought of myself as…” She trails off, shrugging. “Not straight. Not gay. Just me.”

      “Same,” I admit. “I never…I mean, I didn’t even let myself wonder. Not until you.” My voice falters on the last part, but I don’t take it back.

      Her fingers tighten around mine. “We don’t have to call it anything. Not yet. It feels right, doesn’t it?”

      I meet her eyes in the glow of a streetlamp. They’re steady, warm, sure. “Yeah,” I breathe. “It feels right.”

      We keep walking, our steps in sync, hands clasped tight in the dark. The cool air clears my head, but the memory of her mouth on me, of her moans spilling into my skin, burns hotter with every block we pass. I’m still trembling inside, not from nerves this time, but from the hunger that hasn’t eased.

      She must feel it too, because when we reach the shadow of a brick building, she tugs me toward it. I stumble back against the wall, the rough surface cool through my shirt. She crowds me, one hand braced by my head, the other sliding to my waist.

      “Savannah—” My protest dies as she kisses me, hard and hungry.

      The brick is cold at my back, but she’s all heat pressed against me, her tongue slipping into my mouth like she owns me. I moan into her, hands clutching her hips, pulling her closer. She grinds against me, slow and deliberate, reminding me in an instant of the gym floor, of her mouth between my legs, of the way she screamed when I made her come.

      I nip at her bottom lip, then trail kisses along her jaw, down to the curve of her throat. She tilts her head back, breath catching, giving me space. The pulse under my lips pounds fast, her skin salty-sweet, and I can’t stop tasting her.

      Her hand slides under my shirt, fingers spreading across my stomach. She drags them higher, cupping my breast through my bra, pinching my nipple until I gasp against her neck. My hips jerk against hers, grinding shamelessly, the friction almost enough to undo me again.

      “God, Rory,” she pants, her forehead dropping to mine. “I could take you right here.”

      She groans, kissing me again, her tongue claiming mine, her thigh sliding between my legs. I ride the press of her body, shameless and needy, my moans muffled by her mouth. For a dizzy moment I really think we might. Right here against the wall, under the streetlight, where anyone could walk by.

      We stay tangled for another long moment, breathing each other in, the night spinning around us. When she finally pulls back, she takes my hand again, lacing our fingers as we start walking.

      Neither of us says another word.

      By the time we reach my building, I know one thing for certain: whatever this is, whatever we call it, we’re not done. Not even close.
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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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