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      Natalie peeled open the corner of the ivory envelope like it might bite her. Her manicured fingers hesitated before tugging out the card, its metallic script catching the fluorescent light above the breakroom table.

      Westmont High – 10-Year Reunion.

      Cocktails. Dancing. Old flames. August 10th.

      She groaned softly, dropping her forehead to the table.

      “Oh no. Who died?” Sam’s voice slid in smooth and amused as she sauntered into the lunchroom. Her iced coffee sloshed against its plastic lid as she dropped into the chair across from Natalie, all sharp angles and relaxed confidence. Her hair was half-up in a messy knot, a few honeyed strands escaping to frame her sun-kissed face. Tattoos peeked out from under the sleeves of her sleeveless black tee—ink curling up her shoulder like smoke.

      Natalie didn’t look up. “Only my dignity. It’s a high school reunion.”

      Sam’s grin widened as she took a sip. “Oh, those. Nothing like revisiting the trauma of adolescence with overpriced hors d'oeuvres.”

      Natalie sighed again and finally lifted her head. “Jessica’s going to be there. With her new girlfriend, probably. The influencer with the fake laugh and the yoga sponsorship.”

      “Ah,” Sam said, drawing the syllable out like it was a piece of gossip she intended to savor. “The Jessica.”

      Natalie flushed. “Don’t start.”

      “I’m just saying,” Sam said, leaning back with that cocky little smirk she always wore when she knew she was pushing buttons. “If you don’t want to show up solo and sad, I could be your hot fake girlfriend for the night. You know, really sell the heartbreak-to-healing narrative. Bonus points if we make out in front of her.”

      Natalie’s eyes shot up. “Sam!”

      “What? I’m kidding.” Sam grinned, but there was a spark of mischief in her tone that didn’t sound entirely like a joke. “Unless you want me to. I clean up well. Just give me a few hours and a backless dress.”

      Natalie laughed nervously, brushing a crumb off her lap. She knew Sam teased everyone—flirtation was practically her love language—but her heart still stuttered at the mental image: Sam in a dress, all bare skin and swagger, a hand possessively on her lower back.

      “It's not the worst idea,” Natalie mumbled.

      Sam blinked. “Wait. Are you actually considering it?”

      Natalie straightened in her chair. “I mean… it would shut Jessica up. And it’s just one night. We’d be pretending. That’s all.”

      Sam tilted her head, giving Natalie a look that was half challenge, half curiosity. “You do know I don’t half-ass pretending, right? I’m gonna hold your hand. Touch your thigh. Maybe whisper dirty things in your ear just to see her face twist up.”

      Natalie’s breath caught in her throat, cheeks burning. She tried to hide it behind a sip of her tea, but Sam noticed. She always noticed.

      “Still sure that’s all fake to you?” Sam asked, voice low, teasing—but with a flicker of something else underneath.

      Natalie didn’t answer right away. Her gaze drifted back to the reunion card. Jessica’s name danced in her mind, followed by the sharp sting of that breakup. The shouting in the parking lot. The public scene. The rumors.

      And then: Sam’s voice. Sam’s mouth, curved in a wicked grin. The feel of her fingers brushing Natalie’s wrist just now—barely a touch, but warm. Intentional.

      “I’ll think about it,” Natalie murmured, though part of her already knew she’d say yes.

      Sam just leaned back with a pleased smile and took another sip of her coffee. “You do that. Just don’t wait too long. I have a very busy fake girlfriend schedule.”

      Natalie rolled her eyes. But her stomach fluttered anyway.

      God help her, this might actually work.
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        * * *

      

      Natalie waited until the office was nearly empty, lingering by the breakroom fridge with a yogurt she didn’t really want. Her heart had been hammering against her ribs all day, ever since she'd typed Sam's name into the invite RSVP form and then—panicked—hit delete.

      She wasn’t even sure if Sam remembered the joke. But Natalie hadn’t stopped thinking about it. About her. The casual way she offered. The deliberate touch of her hand. The unbothered, amused glint in her eyes.

      And now… she was about to ask.

      Sam strolled in with her usual grace, eyes flicking over Natalie before she even reached the counter. “If you stare at that yogurt any harder, it’s going to file a restraining order.”

      Natalie huffed a laugh, grateful for the tension break, but the nerves didn’t leave her body. “Do you… do you remember what you said the other day? About being my fake girlfriend?”

      Sam blinked, then her lips curved slowly. “Oh, that. I say a lot of scandalous things in this breakroom. You’ll have to be more specific.”

      Natalie licked her lips, forcing herself to meet her eyes. “You offered. For the reunion. And I thought about it. And I think… I’d like to take you up on it. If the offer’s still good.”

      There was a pause. Sam’s smile softened—less teasing now, more real. She leaned against the counter, arms folding across her chest, tattoos flexing along her forearm. “You’re serious.”

      “I am.” Natalie’s voice came out steadier than she felt. “Jessica’s going to be there, and I don’t want her to think she still… gets to rattle me. Or pity me. I need a buffer.”

      Sam tilted her head, thoughtful. “So you want a buffer who’s going to kiss you, touch you, maybe throw in a few hot looks across the room for good measure.”

      Natalie flushed. “Only if it sells the illusion.”

      Sam stepped in closer, lowering her voice. “You’re asking me to pretend to be into you, Natalie. I want you to think carefully about what that means.”

      Her scent was clean and a little musky, like cedar soap and heat. Natalie felt her whole body responding—something low in her belly tightening. “I have,” she whispered.

      Sam reached out and gently tugged a lock of Natalie’s hair behind her ear. “We’re not just going to be holding hands, sweetheart. If you want this to work, we’ll have to sell it like it’s real. That means touch. That means looking at you like I want to rip your dress off. That means—”

      “I can handle it,” Natalie said quickly, too quickly.

      Sam’s brows lifted slightly, but she didn’t call her on it. “Okay,” she murmured, brushing her thumb over Natalie’s jaw before pulling her hand away. “Then let’s make a plan. I’ll pick you up, we’ll show up together, maybe make Jessica a little jealous, maybe make a few other girls question their sexuality.”

      Natalie bit back a smile. “You really enjoy this, don’t you?”

      Sam winked. “What can I say? I’ve always had a thing for making good girls blush.”

      Natalie glanced down at her still-burning chest. She wasn’t sure what she’d just agreed to—but she knew one thing for sure.

      This was going to be a lot harder to fake than she’d thought.
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        * * *

      

      Natalie had expected Sam’s apartment to be chaos—maybe empty wine bottles and mismatched furniture—but instead it was warm, lived-in, surprisingly clean. The walls were lined with books and art, and a long velvet couch dominated the living room in a rich, inviting shade of green.

      “I like your place,” she said, perching on the edge of the couch. She smoothed her skirt, trying not to look as uptight as she felt.

      Sam brought over two mugs of herbal tea and plopped down beside her, thigh brushing thigh. “Don’t look so scared. We’re just making a game plan. No actual seduction. Yet.”

      Natalie’s cheeks flushed, and she reached for her tea just to have something to hold. “I’m not scared.”

      “Mmm.” Sam gave her a sideways look. “You’re stiff as a board and you jumped when my leg touched yours.”

      “I didn’t—”

      “You did,” Sam said with a grin. “But it’s cute. Don’t worry, I won’t bite. Unless it helps sell the fantasy.”

      Natalie choked on her tea. Sam just laughed and leaned back, casual, in control. “Okay. So. Reunion. You’re gonna need to look like someone who’s over her toxic ex and is definitely being dicked down on the regular—figuratively, in your case.”

      Natalie blinked. “That’s… a lot.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ve got work to do.” Sam sipped her tea, then set it down. “Wardrobe first. I’m thinking black dress. Tight. Tasteful, but only just. You’ll wear heels, I’ll wear something that says ‘I know how to use my tongue.’”

      Natalie gave her a look. “You can dress like that?”

      “Baby, I am that.”

      She couldn’t stop the little laugh that slipped out, and Sam’s smile softened, just a little. She scooted closer—just an inch, but enough that their bodies touched again. Her voice dipped low.

      “Next: physical boundaries. We’ll hold hands. I’ll touch your back. Whisper things in your ear. I’ll probably kiss your cheek… maybe your neck if we want to drive Jessica wild.”

      Natalie’s breath hitched.

      Sam noticed.

      “You okay with that?” she asked, but the way she said it wasn’t teasing. It was quiet. Gentle.

      Natalie looked down at her lap, then nodded. “Yes.”

      “And what if I kissed you?” Sam asked. “Just once. In front of everyone. Would that cross a line?”

      Natalie hesitated. The idea made her stomach flutter—and not in a bad way. “No,” she said finally. “That’s fine. Just… maybe not with tongue.”

      Sam smirked. “We’ll see how the night goes.”

      There was a long pause. Sam’s hand drifted over, resting lightly on Natalie’s knee. Her fingers tapped, slow and idle, but every stroke sent little zaps of heat up Natalie’s thigh.

      “You’re doing really well, by the way,” Sam murmured. “Most people wouldn’t dive into a fake-date scheme with someone they barely know.”

      Natalie didn’t move. Her skin felt electric. “It’s not the weirdest thing I’ve done for a girl.”

      Sam smiled, but her eyes stayed locked on Natalie’s. “Was Jessica your only one?”

      Natalie stared into her mug like it held answers. “She was… the first. But not the last time I wondered.”

      Sam’s voice dropped. “And now?”

      “Now I trust you.”

      Sam’s smile softened. “Good,” she said. “Because fake or not, I’ll take care of you.”And just like that, something inside Natalie shifted. Not enough to name. Not enough to act on.

      But enough to keep her from pulling away.
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        * * *

      

      The tea had long since gone cold.

      They were still on the couch—close now, thigh to thigh, air charged. Natalie wasn’t sure when Sam’s hand had landed on her knee, or when her fingers had started drawing little circles that sent tiny zaps straight up her spine.

      “You good?” Sam asked, her voice low, unreadable.

      Natalie nodded. “Too good.”

      Sam’s brow lifted. “Wanna practice? Just to see if we pass as a couple.”

      Natalie’s stomach fluttered. “What kind of practice?”

      Sam leaned in, her breath a whisper against Natalie’s cheek. “The touchy kind.”

      And then she kissed her.

      Not a tease. Not a brush. A real kiss—open, slow, molten. Natalie gasped against her mouth, startled at how fast her body responded. Her thighs pressed together. Her fingers curled into Sam’s shirt.

      Sam pulled back, but only enough to speak.

      “You okay?”

      Natalie exhaled. “Yes.”

      “Then let’s see what we’re working with.”

      Sam moved in again, this time with her hands slipping beneath the hem of Natalie’s top—palms warm on bare skin. She dragged her fingers up Natalie’s ribcage, then cupped her over her bra, brushing a thumb over one nipple until it hardened through the lace.

      Natalie moaned, hips jerking. “God…”

      “You ever been touched like this by a woman?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want more?”

      Natalie nodded. “Please.”

      Sam pushed her back against the cushions, climbed onto her lap, straddling her with practiced ease. She rolled her hips forward once—grinding just enough to make Natalie gasp.

      “Tell me what you want,” Sam whispered.

      Natalie was panting now. “Touch me. Really touch me.”

      Sam slid her hand between them, down the waistband of Natalie’s leggings. She was already wet—slippery, eager, breath caught high in her throat.

      Sam found her clit with two fingers and circled slowly.

      Natalie bucked. “Oh—”

      “That’s it,” Sam murmured, her lips brushing Natalie’s jaw. “Take what you need.”

      Natalie clung to her shoulders, hips moving in small, desperate circles. She wasn’t even trying to stay quiet anymore. She was unraveling—right there on Sam’s couch, fully clothed but completely undone.

      She came fast and hard, body jerking under Sam’s hand, her cry muffled by Sam’s mouth as they kissed through it.

      After, she lay there breathless, trembling, her head tipped back against the cushions.

      Sam kissed her forehead. “Rehearsal’s going well.”

      Natalie managed a dazed laugh. “You think?”

      Sam smirked. “We’re definitely going to sell it.”
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        * * *

      

      Natalie had never worn a dress so tight in her life.

      It hugged every inch—hips, waist, breasts—like it was painted on. Her heels were barely walkable. Her lip gloss felt sticky. And next to her, Sam looked like sin incarnate.

      Jet-black jumpsuit. Hair down in lazy waves. A silver chain at her throat and enough smudged eyeliner to kill. Her ink peeked out from beneath the low-cut neckline, her eyes lined with wicked promise. She didn’t look like someone pretending to be into Natalie.

      She looked like someone who owned her.

      Sam leaned in close as they crossed the lobby, whispering into Natalie’s ear like it was the most natural thing in the world. “You look edible.”

      Natalie’s breath caught. “You’re just saying that.”

      Sam’s gaze drifted over her body, unapologetic. “No, sweetheart. I’m thinking it. Saying it is just a bonus.”

      Natalie swallowed hard. Her nerves were already fraying—and they hadn’t even made it into the ballroom.

      The doors opened with a low whoosh and the noise hit them all at once—laughter, clinking glasses, the distant thump of early-2000s pop. Sam took her hand without asking and laced their fingers together.

      Natalie’s first instinct was to pull away.

      But she didn’t.

      She let Sam lead her in, let the heat of her palm settle into her skin like a brand. Heads turned. Familiar ones. People Natalie hadn’t seen since graduation. And of course, among them—

      Jessica.

      Standing by the bar, her laugh as fake as the blonde highlights in her sleek ponytail. Her new girlfriend was there too—young, tan, very into herself. When Jessica’s eyes landed on Natalie, they narrowed. Then—just as quickly—they widened.

      Sam had leaned in and brushed a kiss against Natalie’s cheek. Light. Warm. But lingering. Just long enough to feel deliberate.

      Natalie’s pulse thundered.

      Jessica’s expression soured.

      “Bingo,” Sam whispered, grinning into Natalie’s skin. “We’ve got her attention.”

      “God,” Natalie muttered, still dazed. “You’re good at this.”

      Sam pulled back just enough to make eye contact—close enough that Natalie could count the tiny golden flecks in her irises. “I told you. I don’t half-ass pretend.”

      “Is that all this is to you?”

      Sam’s smirk faltered, just a little. “Right now? Yeah. Just a game. But if it starts feeling like more—well. I wouldn’t be mad about it.”

      Before Natalie could reply, a classmate wandered over and began asking how they’d met. Sam took the lead with ease, draping an arm casually around Natalie’s waist as she launched into their carefully rehearsed story: “Coffee shop meet-cute. Instant chemistry. Natalie spilled almond milk all over my jeans. Never looked back.”

      Natalie laughed despite herself, slipping comfortably into the role, even as every touch from Sam made her skin burn.

      By the time they moved deeper into the ballroom, they’d fooled at least five people—and Natalie wasn’t sure if the tightness in her chest was nerves…

      Or anticipation.

      Because every time Sam touched her, leaned in, whispered something meant to sell the illusion… it felt less like acting.

      And more like a beginning.
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        * * *

      

      The bass was soft, slow, syrupy—some classic R&B track pulsing through the ballroom like a heartbeat. Sam’s fingers curled around Natalie’s wrist just as the lights dimmed and couples began swaying into the open space.

      “Come on,” she murmured.

      “I don’t dance,” Natalie protested, even as she let herself be tugged toward the floor. Her heels wobbled slightly on the polished tile.

      “You do tonight.”

      The moment Sam pulled her close, Natalie felt it—the heat between their bodies, the gentle push-pull of movement. Sam’s hands found her hips like they belonged there. She didn’t lead with pressure. She led with presence.

      “Relax,” Sam said softly, one hand rising to the small of Natalie’s back. “Don’t overthink it. Just let me move you.”

      Natalie tried to breathe normally. She focused on the music, the press of Sam’s thigh brushing hers, the rhythm that slowed even further as Sam’s palm slid up her spine.

      They weren’t dancing, not really. They were swaying. Sam’s fingers spread, anchoring her, holding her steady while everything inside Natalie fluttered out of control.

      “I can feel your heartbeat,” Sam whispered against her ear.

      “It’s just the music.”

      “No, sweetheart,” Sam said, letting her lips ghost along Natalie’s cheek. “It’s me.”

      Natalie shivered.

      Across the room, Jessica was watching. Natalie knew it without even looking. But oddly, Jessica didn’t matter anymore. Not with the way Sam’s mouth hovered just shy of her neck. Not with her hand sliding ever so slightly lower, fingers pressing through the silk of Natalie’s dress just above the swell of her ass.

      “Is this okay?” Sam asked, her voice a breath more serious.

      Natalie nodded—too fast. “Yes.”

      “Say it.”

      Natalie swallowed. “Yes, Sam. It’s okay.”

      “Good girl,” Sam purred.

      Natalie’s thighs clenched involuntarily.

      Sam pulled back just enough to meet her eyes. “You know this doesn’t feel fake, right? Not to me.”

      Natalie stared up at her, lips parted. “I don’t know what this is.”

      “It’s whatever you want it to be,” Sam said. “But I’m done pretending this is just for show.”

      And then she leaned in—not for a kiss, not yet—but her mouth grazed Natalie’s jaw, just under the ear. Her breath was warm, her voice low.

      “I want to touch you. Not here. Not in front of everyone. But later.”

      Natalie’s legs nearly gave out.

      She clutched at Sam’s shoulders, breathing ragged now. “We said this was just a game.”

      Sam’s mouth curved. “I changed the rules.”

      The song faded into something more upbeat. Around them, the couples shifted and broke apart, the moment shattering like glass. But Sam didn’t let go. Her hand stayed at Natalie’s waist, fingers possessive, protective.

      “Come upstairs with me,” Sam murmured. “No pressure. Just... less eyes.”

      Her breath hitched. Her whole body screamed yes—but her voice failed her.

      “I just… I need a minute.”

      She turned, heart racing, and slipped through the crowd toward the bathroom.

      She wasn’t saying no. She was saying not yet. She just needed to breathe first.

      She turned, heart racing, and slipped through the crowd toward the bathroom.

      Sam didn’t follow. Not right away.
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        * * *

      

      The bathroom door clicked shut behind her with a soft thud.

      Natalie gripped the edge of the sink with both hands, forcing herself to breathe. Her reflection looked nothing like the woman who’d come in here thirty minutes ago—lips parted, pupils blown wide, chest rising and falling like she’d just run a mile in heels.

      What the hell was happening?

      She splashed cold water on her wrists, but it didn’t help. Her body still buzzed from Sam’s touch, from the way she’d said good girl like it meant something. From the way she’d pressed in close and whispered—

      The door opened.

      Sam stepped inside, quiet, calm. Her eyes met Natalie’s in the mirror, and the mood shifted instantly.

      “I needed a second,” Natalie said, voice brittle.

      “I figured,” Sam murmured, leaning against the counter beside her. “You were shaking.”

      “I’m not used to… this.”

      “To girls?”

      “To you.” Natalie turned to face her fully. “You touch me like I’m yours.”

      Sam’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Do you want me to stop?”

      “No,” Natalie whispered, heart pounding. “That’s the problem.”

      Silence settled over them. Thick. Weighted.

      “I’ve never felt like this with someone before,” Natalie said, stepping closer. “It’s not that I never thought about women. I just never let myself… go there.”

      Sam tilted her head, studying her face. “And now?”

      “I can’t stop thinking about your hands. Your mouth. I—” Natalie exhaled sharply. “God, I don’t even know if I like women or if I just like you.”

      Sam’s expression finally softened, something tender breaking through the heat. “You don’t have to figure it all out tonight. You just have to be honest.”

      “I’m scared.”

      “I know.”

      Natalie stepped into her space. Close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her skin. “But I still want you to kiss me.”

      Sam didn’t ask twice.

      She cupped Natalie’s face gently, thumbs brushing her cheeks, and leaned in slow—so slow that Natalie could feel her breath first, then the warmth of her lips. The kiss wasn’t hurried. It wasn’t greedy.

      It was deliberate.

      Sam tasted like mint and something darker. Her lips were soft but confident, coaxing rather than taking. When Natalie parted her mouth with a gasp, Sam deepened the kiss—just enough to make her knees weaken.

      Natalie clutched at her waist, fingers digging into the fabric of her jumpsuit. She’d never been kissed like this. Like someone meant it.

      By the time they pulled apart, Natalie was breathless. Sam rested her forehead against hers.

      “Still fake?” she whispered.

      Natalie shook her head slowly. “Not even a little.”

      Sam’s thumb stroked her cheek. “Come upstairs with me.”

      This time, Natalie didn’t hesitate.

      She just nodded.
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        * * *

      

      The room was quiet when they stepped inside. Soft amber light spilled from the lamp on the nightstand, painting everything in gold. Natalie stood by the closed door, frozen, her pulse thrumming in her ears.

      She’d followed Sam here. Chosen this.

      No one was watching anymore. No reunion, no Jessica, no performance.

      Just them.

      Sam didn’t rush. She slipped off her boots, set her phone aside, and turned to Natalie with a look that was equal parts hunger and restraint. “Still okay?”

      Natalie nodded, but her voice was steadier than she expected. “I want this.”

      Sam moved in slowly, and when she kissed her this time, it wasn’t tentative. It was claiming.

      Natalie melted. Her hands found Sam’s hips, unsure at first, then firmer. Sam’s body was lean and strong, the kind of strength that came from knowing exactly how to move. When their mouths opened together, Sam deepened the kiss with practiced ease—until Natalie moaned into it, hips shifting forward instinctively.

      Sam pulled back just enough to breathe. “God, you’re so responsive.”

      Natalie blinked up at her. “I feel like I’m burning.”

      “That’s good,” Sam whispered. “Let it happen.”

      She tugged Natalie gently toward the bed, fingers threading between hers. When they reached the edge, Sam turned her around, unzipping the back of her dress with delicate slowness. The fabric slipped over Natalie’s shoulders, down her spine, falling in a whisper to the floor.

      Sam’s hands skimmed over bare skin, reverent. “You’re beautiful.”

      Natalie shivered as Sam’s palms grazed the sides of her waist, then her hips. She was still in her bra and underwear, trembling with the heat of being seen like this—wanted like this.

      Sam kissed the back of her neck, then her shoulder, her fingers working carefully at the clasp behind her back. The bra slid off, and Natalie gasped as cool air kissed her newly exposed skin. Sam’s hands were warm in contrast, cupping her breasts from behind as she murmured into her ear.

      “Tell me what feels good. Or tell me to stop. I’ll listen to every word.”

      Natalie couldn’t find words—just a nod and a sound that caught in her throat as Sam turned her, slowly, and laid her down onto the bed.

      Sam undressed in front of her—no showboating, no arrogance. Just confidence. She slid the zipper down her side and let the black fabric fall from her shoulders, revealing inch by inch of warm, inked skin. Her body was lean, strong, effortlessly feminine in the most grounded, magnetic way. The tattoos wrapped around her torso like vines—delicate in places, sharp in others—and Natalie couldn’t look away.

      She didn’t move. Couldn’t.

      Sam stepped out of the jumpsuit, slow and unbothered, then reached behind to unclasp her bra. Her breasts were small, firm, the kind of natural beauty that didn’t beg for attention but commanded it anyway. Her underwear was plain black cotton—unapologetically real. And somehow, that made her even sexier.

      Natalie’s mouth went dry. Her legs pressed together instinctively beneath the sheets, heat building in her belly as she took Sam in fully for the first time.

      It wasn’t about perfection. It was about presence.

      Sam owned every inch of herself. And now, she was about to take her time owning Natalie.

      She climbed onto the bed with a controlled grace, crawling over Natalie’s body like she already knew what she was doing to her. She didn’t pounce, didn’t tease. She just settled—straddling Natalie’s hips with slow, deliberate weight, grounding her.

      Natalie’s breath stuttered.

      Sam leaned in and kissed her—deeper this time, with intention. Their bare chests brushed and Natalie whimpered softly into her mouth, overwhelmed by sensation: the drag of nipples against skin, the delicious friction, the unmistakable wet heat growing between her legs.

      “You’re gorgeous when you melt,” Sam whispered, brushing a thumb along Natalie’s flushed cheek.

      Then her mouth moved lower—down her throat, where she bit gently, just enough to make Natalie gasp. She licked along the hollow of her collarbone, then down to one breast, circling her tongue around the nipple until Natalie arched up with a soft, startled cry.

      Sam smiled into her skin. “That feel good?”

      Natalie nodded, panting. “Yes. God, yes.”

      Sam gave the same attention to the other breast, teasing and tasting until Natalie’s hands flew up, one fisting the sheets, the other gripping Sam’s forearm.

      And still, Sam kept going—kissing down her ribs, her stomach, pausing to drag her tongue slowly over the soft dip of her navel. Every kiss felt like a promise. Every pause made Natalie ache more.

      When Sam reached the top of her underwear, she paused.

      Natalie tensed.

      Sam looked up from between her legs, her eyes sharp but warm. “Still okay?”

      Natalie’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. “Yes. Just…” Her voice trembled. “I’ve never felt this exposed before. Not like this.”

      Sam bent and kissed the inside of her thigh—gentle, reassuring. “You’re safe,” she whispered. “And you’re so, so sexy like this. Let me show you.”

      And then, with the softest tug, she pulled Natalie’s underwear down her legs and off.

      Sam didn’t rush.

      She kissed the crease of her thigh, the sensitive skin just beside where Natalie pulsed with need. Natalie’s breath caught hard in her throat—already desperate, already trembling.

      And then Sam licked her.

      Slow. Upward. Deliberate.

      Natalie cried out, a full-bodied sound that surprised even her. Her hips jerked, and Sam pressed her hands to Natalie’s thighs to steady her, thumbs stroking in circles.

      “Oh my God,” Natalie breathed. “Sam…”

      Sam kept going, mouth warm and firm, tongue working with sinful control—alternating between feather-light flicks and broad, slow strokes that made Natalie’s legs fall open wider, welcoming it, needing it. She circled, teased, then focused—zeroing in on what made Natalie whimper, what made her thighs tremble, what made her hips rise of their own accord.

      Sam didn’t stop.

      She adjusted to every twitch, every pleading moan, listening with her mouth. She moved deeper when Natalie’s voice broke, sucked gently when her thighs locked up, pushed her higher, higher—

      Until Natalie shattered.

      The orgasm rushed through her like a wave crashing all at once—violent and pure and nothing like she’d ever felt. She cried out Sam’s name, high and breathless, her hand clawing at the pillow, the other reaching blindly for Sam’s shoulder like she might float away if she wasn’t held down.

      Sam didn’t leave her. She crawled up her body slowly, kissed her cheek, her shoulder, her throat—then finally her mouth, letting her taste the aftermath on her lips.

      Natalie could barely speak. Could barely breathe.

      But she clung to Sam like she’d known her forever.

      They lay tangled in each other, sweat cooling, skin soft and bare.

      Sam stroked her hair back from her damp forehead. “You still with me?”

      Natalie nodded, eyes dazed. “I didn’t know it could feel like that.”

      Sam kissed her temple. “You were incredible.”

      Natalie turned into her, letting her head rest against Sam’s chest, listening to the slow, steady thrum of her heartbeat.

      “I don’t want to go back to pretending.”

      Sam wrapped both arms around her, tucking her in close. “Then don’t.”
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        * * *

      

      The sheets were a mess. Pillows askew. The air still smelled like skin and sex and something warmer—like trust.

      Natalie lay curled against Sam, one leg hooked lazily over hers, cheek pressed to a bare shoulder. Sam’s fingers trailed slowly up and down her spine, featherlight. No pressure. Just contact.

      Natalie’s voice was a murmur. “I feel like a different person.”

      Sam kissed the top of her head. “You are.”

      She smiled at that—sleepy, content. “That wasn’t just sex.”

      “No,” Sam said, brushing her fingers along the curve of Natalie’s hip. “That was you opening up. Letting yourself want something without shame. That’s brave as hell.”

      Natalie turned her face into Sam’s neck, breathing in her scent. “I didn’t know how much I needed this. Not just the...touch. But you. The way you look at me.”

      Sam’s voice softened. “How do I look at you?”

      “Like I’m allowed to want you back.”

      Sam was quiet for a moment. “You always were. You just didn’t know it yet.”

      A comfortable silence settled over them. Their bodies tangled without urgency, hands trailing without direction. Just...touch. Reassurance.

      Sam shifted, nudging Natalie’s chin until their eyes met. “Do you regret it?”

      Natalie’s brows lifted, startled. “No. God, no. I just—don’t know what happens now.”

      “Nothing has to happen,” Sam said. “No labels, no pressure. We don’t owe anyone an explanation. Not even ourselves.”

      Natalie searched her face. “But I want something to happen.”

      Sam smiled, warm and slow. “Then we’ll figure it out. Together.”

      Their foreheads touched, breath syncing again like it had on the dance floor—only now there was no pretending. Just a new kind of closeness. Real. Raw. Intimate.

      Natalie let her eyes drift shut.

      For the first time in years, she didn’t feel like she was bracing for heartbreak.

      She felt held.
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        * * *

      

      Natalie woke to sunlight brushing her bare shoulder and the soft rustle of fabric. For a moment, she forgot where she was.

      Then she felt Sam’s arm draped over her waist.

      The memories came in warm, vivid waves—Sam’s mouth, her voice, the way she’d taken her time like Natalie was something to savor, not conquer. The sounds Natalie had made. The way she’d clung to her like she didn’t want to let go.

      She stretched slowly under the sheets, her muscles tender in places they’d never been before. A good ache. An ache she wanted to feel again.

      “You’re a morning stretcher,” Sam’s voice said softly from behind her.

      Natalie turned her head and found Sam propped up on one elbow, hair messy, one strap of the bedsheet barely covering her chest.

      “You’re watching me stretch?”

      Sam grinned. “Absolutely. You make it look like foreplay.”

      Natalie flushed. “Don’t start.”

      “Too late. I’ve already got the soundtrack playing in my head.” Sam leaned in and nuzzled her neck. “So. You’re still here. That’s a good sign.”

      “I’m not a runner,” Natalie said, though her voice held a flicker of doubt.

      “No,” Sam said gently, “but you’ve definitely been a compartmentalizer.”

      Natalie blinked at her. “You noticed that?”

      Sam gave a soft shrug. “I notice you. Even when you try not to be noticed.”

      Silence stretched between them—comfortable, but heavy with meaning. Natalie sat up slowly, drawing the sheet around her.

      “I feel like I should be freaking out more,” she said. “This was a big deal for me. But instead I just feel…”

      “Settled?”

      She nodded.

      “That’s how you know it was right,” Sam said. “Even if you’re still figuring out what it means.”

      Natalie glanced at the clock. “Do you think anyone’s talking? About us?”

      Sam smirked. “Oh, definitely. We were the hottest couple there. Jessica looked like she wanted to bite a wine glass in half.”

      “Good.” Natalie smiled to herself. “I hope she choked on her signature cocktail.”

      Sam laughed, then reached for her own discarded tee, tossing it over her head. “We could get breakfast. Room service or that diner down the block. Your call.”

      Natalie stood, slowly, not bothering to cover herself as she crossed to her dress. Sam’s eyes tracked every movement—appreciative, but not demanding.

      “I don’t want this to be a one-time thing,” Natalie said, her voice quiet but sure. “I’m not saying I know what I want long-term. I just know… I want you again. Not just for show.”

      Sam crossed the room and kissed her—slow, tender, but laced with heat. “Then take your time figuring it out. I’m not going anywhere.”

      And just like that, Natalie smiled. No performance. No pressure.

      Just promise.
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        * * *

      

      The office looked exactly the same.

      Fluorescent lights buzzing faintly. Desks cluttered with notebooks and half-dead succulents. The copier whining near the breakroom. But when Natalie stepped off the elevator Monday morning, everything felt different.

      Or maybe she did.

      She was wearing the same soft cream blouse she always did. Same tidy ponytail. Same sensible heels. But her skin still remembered Sam’s mouth. Her inner thighs still felt the lingering ache of being opened for the first time by someone who knew how to handle her.

      Her lips curved—just a little.

      Sam was already there, at her desk, typing lazily with one hand while sipping coffee with the other. Her tattoos peeked out from under a rolled sleeve. Her hair was still a little wild, like she hadn’t bothered taming it much after the weekend.

      She looked up when Natalie entered. No smirk. No joke. Just one long, quiet look that sent a flicker of heat right to Natalie’s core.

      Natalie walked past her with her usual efficiency, but Sam’s voice followed, soft and low.

      “Morning, gorgeous.”

      Natalie stopped, turned just enough to glance over her shoulder. “You can’t call me that in the office.”

      Sam’s smile returned, just a hint of that usual bite. “You mean in public.”

      Natalie’s cheeks flushed, but she kept her voice even. “Some of us are trying to maintain professionalism.”

      “Some of us just spent the weekend moaning into a hotel pillow,” Sam said under her breath.

      Natalie’s breath caught. She shot her a warning look—but her thighs pressed together instinctively.

      Sam’s expression softened. “Relax. I’m not going to blow your cover.”

      “You think I’m ashamed?”

      “I think you’re adjusting,” Sam said. “And I’m okay with that. I’m not going anywhere.”

      That last part landed deeper than it should have.

      Natalie looked at her for a moment, unsure what to say. So she didn’t say anything at all. She walked to her desk, set down her bag, and opened her laptop.

      But she couldn’t focus. Not with the heat still low in her belly. Not with Sam’s presence just a few feet away.

      Mid-morning, a folded note appeared on the edge of her desk. Sam’s handwriting, casual and slanted:

      Thursday night. Real date. No pretending. Wear something that makes you feel powerful. I’ll take care of the rest.

      Natalie didn’t respond. But when she unfolded it again ten minutes later and read the words a second time, her lips tugged into a smile she didn’t bother hiding.

      

      She carried the note home in her purse, reading it again and again like it might change.
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        * * *

      

      Natalie had spent thirty minutes debating her outfit.

      Not because she didn’t have options—but because Sam’s note had haunted her all week.

      “Wear something that makes you feel powerful.”

      In the end, she’d chosen a deep green wrap dress that hugged her waist and showed just enough cleavage to make her second-guess herself. Her heels clicked with quiet authority as she climbed the stairs to the rooftop bar Sam had picked—somewhere moody, strung with golden lights and scented with citrus and summer dusk.

      Sam was already waiting at the edge of the patio, leaning against the railing with her hands in her pockets. She wore all black—slacks and a fitted button-down, sleeves rolled to her elbows, collar slightly undone. The effect was simple. Lethal.

      When she turned and saw Natalie, she didn’t speak.

      She just looked.

      Up. Down. Lingered.

      And smiled, slow and unmistakably hungry. “You listened.”

      Natalie’s lips curved. “I always listen. I just don’t always admit it.”

      Sam stepped forward. “You look stunning. But more than that… you look sure of yourself.”

      “I am,” Natalie said. “More than I thought I’d be.”

      Sam offered her a hand—no teasing this time, no jokes. “Ready for a date that doesn’t involve high school exes and whispered threats?”

      Natalie took it. “God, yes.”

      They sat near the far corner, tucked away under the shadow of a hanging fern. Music drifted from speakers overhead—slow, rhythmic, a little jazzy. Sam ordered sparkling water with a twist of lime, Natalie the same. The waiter raised a brow, but Sam just smiled and said, “We’re here for the company.”

      Conversation came easily. They talked about old teachers, awkward phases, worst kiss stories—until Sam paused, resting her chin on her hand.

      “You know what I keep thinking about?”

      Natalie sipped her drink. “What?”

      “That you let me undress you before you ever let me take you out.”

      Natalie flushed, but she didn’t look away. “I trusted you.”

      “I don’t take that lightly.”

      The silence between them shifted—tighter now, intimate.

      Natalie reached across the table, brushed her fingers over the back of Sam’s hand. “I want to do it again. But this time... not as an experiment. Not because I need to prove anything to Jessica. Just because I want you.”

      Sam’s breath hitched. “Say that again.”

      “I want you.”

      Sam stood, reached for her hand. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The moment the apartment door clicked shut behind them, Natalie pushed Sam back against it.

      Their mouths collided—no slow buildup, no hesitant exploration. Just heat. Familiar and new all at once. Sam made a low sound in her throat, surprised, and Natalie smiled against her lips.

      “Still okay with me taking the lead?” she whispered.

      Sam’s eyes burned. “Fuck yes.”

      Natalie pressed forward, using her body to guide Sam back step by step, kissing her like she meant it this time. Like she owned it. Sam surrendered without resistance, letting Natalie steer them toward the bedroom.

      The green dress slipped off with a whisper. Sam’s hands moved to her waist, but Natalie stopped them with a look.

      “My turn,” she said.

      She undid the buttons of Sam’s shirt slowly, one by one, dragging her knuckles along each inch of revealed skin. When she reached the hem, she peeled it off and tossed it aside, then kissed just under Sam’s collarbone.

      Sam’s breath caught. “You’re dangerous like this.”

      “I’m just getting started.”

      Natalie knelt, sliding Sam’s pants down her thighs. Sam stepped out of them, now standing in nothing but a black bra and her underwear, vulnerable for the first time since this whole thing began.

      Natalie stood, eyes devouring her.

      “Lie down.”

      Sam obeyed.

      Natalie climbed onto the bed and hovered over her, straddling her hips, letting her hair fall around both of their faces like a curtain. “You made me feel so seen,” she said softly. “Now I want to return the favor.”

      She kissed her—slow and deep—then trailed her mouth down Sam’s neck, chest, between her breasts. She unclasped the bra and slipped it off, pausing to take one nipple into her mouth, sucking gently, then flicking with her tongue until Sam groaned and arched up into her.

      Natalie smiled. “Sensitive.”

      “You have no idea.”

      She moved lower. Dragged her tongue along the line of Sam’s ribs, her stomach, the waistband of her underwear. She looked up.

      “Last chance to back out.”

      “If you stop now,” Sam said, voice thick, “I’ll never forgive you.”

      Natalie slid her hands under the fabric and pulled them down, slow and deliberate. Sam was already wet—her arousal obvious, her thighs parting without hesitation.

      Natalie lowered her mouth and tasted her.

      Sam’s reaction was instant—head thrown back, fingers clutching the sheets, a sound halfway between a gasp and a moan. Natalie licked with slow confidence, exploring, learning, teasing. She listened with her mouth, adjusting with every breath and shiver.

      “Jesus,” Sam panted. “You’re a natural.”

      Natalie hummed, then sucked lightly on her clit. Sam’s entire body jumped.

      She didn’t rush. She built it. Bit by bit. Using tongue and lips and pressure until Sam was begging beneath her, panting her name, hips grinding against her mouth.

      “Don’t stop,” Sam gasped. “Don’t you dare stop—”

      Natalie didn’t.

      She wrapped her arms around Sam’s thighs and held her in place as she pushed her over the edge.

      Sam came with a cry—raw and unfiltered, body arching, trembling, then collapsing into the mattress. Her fingers stayed tangled in Natalie’s hair long after the waves passed.

      Natalie crawled up beside her and kissed her—soft and smug.

      Sam blinked, still breathless. “You just ruined me.”

      Natalie tucked her face into the curve of Sam’s neck. “Good.”

      They lay there for a while, hearts racing, skin cooling. Natalie traced lazy shapes over Sam’s stomach.

      “I don’t need labels,” she said softly. “But I know I want to wake up next to you again.”

      Sam pulled her closer. “Then don’t leave.”

      “I wasn’t planning to.”

      And this time, it wasn’t pretend. It wasn’t a game. It wasn’t an act.

      It was real.
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