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      Natalie tugged at the neckline of her dress for the third time in five minutes, trying not to flash an entire table of extended cousins. The fabric was some soft, expensive blend of chiffon and oppression, clinging to her breasts and pinching just enough at her waist to remind her that she hadn’t come here to be comfortable. She came because weddings were non-optional for best friends.

      Even if that best friend had gone full Pinterest-bride and asked Natalie to wear “sunrise mauve,” a color that made her feel like a frosted cupcake with anxiety.

      She plucked a sweating flute of champagne from a tray and took a long, defiant sip. Her heels sank into the soft grass as she stepped away from the crowd, eyes skimming the string-lit lawn, trying to locate something less nauseating than the hand-painted welcome sign or the professionally moody Instagram photo booth. She spotted the dessert table and made a mental note to hit it hard after this round of speeches. If she had to keep pretending to be social and sentimental for another hour, she deserved at least two lemon tarts and a double pour of whiskey.

      Natalie had never been much for love stories. The kind with twinkling lights and vows about forever. She believed in heat, in touch, in the kind of moment that knocked the wind out of you—not this endless parade of curated affection and calligraphy place cards. It all felt a little too airbrushed to be real.

      And then she saw her.

      Across the lawn, standing beneath the halo of a low-hanging bulb, was a woman who looked as though she didn’t belong at this wedding any more than Natalie did.

      She wore navy. Not the dusty palette of blushes and beiges that everyone else had been handed, but deep, satiny navy that hugged her figure like it had been sewn straight onto her body. The dress was simple, but on her it looked devastating. She had long, bare arms and a narrow waist, and hair that swept up into a low knot like she’d done it in a hurry and it still somehow looked elegant.

      She wasn’t smiling. While the rest of the wedding party tittered at the best man’s speech, she sipped a short glass of something dark, eyes unreadable.

      Natalie stared a second too long before forcing herself to look away. She didn’t know who the woman was, but she didn’t look like the others—didn’t act like them, either. Her dress was elegant, sure, but her lipstick was slightly worn at the edges, and her bun looked like it had been twisted up hours ago and forgotten. There was a looseness to her composure that felt unintentional. Like she wasn’t trying to impress anyone anymore, just enduring the evening with a drink in hand and no patience for bullshit.

      Natalie couldn’t stop watching her. It wasn’t about perfection. It was the opposite. The woman looked like she was barely holding it together—and Natalie wanted to know what would happen if she stopped trying.

      She drifted back toward her assigned table, where a couple of strangers were making polite conversation about destination travel and engagement rings. Natalie slid into her seat with the disinterested expression of someone who had been doing this too long to fake it well. She crossed her legs and let her eyes wander again.

      The woman in navy hadn’t moved much, but her gaze swept across the crowd, detached and assessing. And then, those eyes landed on Natalie.

      Natalie froze.

      The contact wasn’t overt. It wasn’t even a stare. It was just… brief. Enough to make something in her stomach turn over like a coin flipping midair.

      Their eyes held, just for a second. Long enough for Natalie to see that they weren’t brown like she’d assumed. They were gray. Or blue. Something cool. Cool enough to make her forget the heat prickling at the base of her neck.

      Then the woman looked away, calmly, as if she hadn’t felt that flicker. As if it hadn’t meant anything.

      Natalie shifted in her seat, suddenly hyperaware of the press of her thighs, the way the slick fabric of her dress clung to her skin in the late-afternoon humidity. Her champagne was warm now. She took another sip anyway.

      The best man was still talking—something about fishing with the groom, about boyhood and brotherhood and all the sentimental chest-puffing Natalie couldn’t stand. She barely heard him.

      Because now the woman in navy was laughing at something. Not wildly—just a soft, private lift of her mouth, one hand brushing her collarbone like she didn’t want to be seen enjoying herself.

      That smile didn’t match the rest of her.

      And it made Natalie want to see what else didn’t match.

      “God,” Natalie muttered under her breath, pressing the cool rim of her glass to her lips. “Get it together.”

      She didn’t know why she kept looking. It wasn’t like Claire was doing anything special—just standing there, drinking quietly, her mouth set in something close to disapproval. But there was something about her, something Natalie couldn’t quite name. A pull. A tightness low in her belly that didn’t make sense.

      She caught herself watching the curve of Claire’s throat, the way her collarbone peeked out from the wide neckline of that dark dress. She wondered if her lipstick would smudge if she bit her lip. And then immediately wondered why the hell she was thinking about that.

      This was a wedding. A straight wedding. And Natalie was—well, she was straight. Probably. At the very least, she shouldn’t be standing here half-hypnotized by someone who wasn’t even trying to be noticed.

      Still, something about the woman tugged at her attention in a way she couldn’t shake. Maybe it was the elegance that didn’t feel rehearsed. Maybe it was the quiet detachment. Or maybe it was the familiarity—the sense that she’d seen her before, or at least heard about her.

      And then it clicked.

      Of course. That had to be her.

      Natalie tilted her head slightly, taking her in from the corner of her eye. The resemblance was subtle, but it was there—in the cheekbones, in the posture, in that air of practiced disinterest. The same kind of cool charm the groom turned on during toasts. It made sense.

      The groom’s sister.

      So. Claire, then.

      Natalie had heard the name tossed around during bridal prep. Something about Claire arriving late, flying in from the East Coast. The elusive, elegant sibling who couldn’t be bothered with group activities.

      It tracked.

      She watched Claire lean toward one of the older relatives, nodding politely, the picture of cultivated grace. But her eyes—her eyes flitted toward the tent, toward the shadows at the edge of the lawn. Restless.

      Natalie wasn’t sure what possessed her to stand. Maybe it was the fact that her dress was still cutting into her ribs. Maybe it was the need for air. Maybe it was the fact that her panties were damp and her patience had run dry.

      Whatever the reason, she slipped out of her chair and started walking—slowly, casually—toward the far side of the tent, where the crowd thinned and the lighting faded. Her heels wobbled slightly in the grass, and she kicked them off without breaking stride, holding them in one hand like she might weaponize them if provoked.

      She didn’t look back.

      She didn’t have to.

      Because she could still feel it—that moment. That flicker of connection, of curiosity, of something unsaid and undeniable.

      Claire had looked away first.

      But Natalie was pretty sure she’d be looking again.
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        * * *

      

      Natalie’s bare feet pressed into the cool grass as she ducked behind the glowing reception tent. The laughter and music faded behind her, replaced by the sound of the ocean breeze rustling through the palms. It was quieter here. Darker, too—just a sliver of light bleeding through from the tent, painting long shadows across the wall of stucco and white fabric.

      She exhaled hard, arms loose at her sides, heels dangling from one hand. Her dress clung to the back of her thighs, sticky with sweat. Everything about this wedding felt too tight—her bodice, her smile, her place at a table full of strangers who talked in circles about honeymoons and how “blessed” the couple looked. She needed a minute to breathe. Or two. Or five with a shot of tequila.

      She turned the corner—and froze.

      Claire was already there.

      Leaning one shoulder against the side of the tent, heels in one hand, cigarette between her fingers, she looked like something out of a French film. The kind with too much silence and one devastatingly beautiful woman smoking like the world owed her nothing.

      She hadn’t seen Natalie yet. Her head was tilted back just slightly, lips parted around the filter as she took a slow drag. Her hair was still up, but strands had fallen loose around her neck, softening everything. Even the harsh glow of the tent lights couldn’t make her look anything but dangerously magnetic.

      Claire paused when she saw her. “Didn’t think anyone else would be hiding back here.”

      Natalie straightened a little, blinking at her. “Guess we had the same idea.”

      Claire took a slow drag, eyes never quite leaving her. “Some parties are more fun from a distance.”

      Natalie gave a half-smile. “Especially this one.”

      Claire flicked the ash off the end of her cigarette and held it out, wrist turned like an invitation. “Want one?”

      Natalie didn’t smoke. Not really. But something about the way Claire held it, lazy and unapologetic, made her reach out anyway.

      “Sure,” she said, mostly just to see what would happen.

      Claire pulled a second cigarette from a small silver case, then reached for a lighter in her clutch. Natalie watched her flick it once, twice, then hold it out without a word. She leaned in, lips closing around the cigarette, fingers brushing Claire’s as they steadied the lighter together.

      A flash of heat passed between them—faint but undeniable.

      Natalie drew in the smoke, holding it like she might hold a secret. It was harsh, bitter on her tongue. She didn’t cough, but her eyes watered just a little. She focused on the burn in her throat instead of the warmth still buzzing through her fingers.

      “Do you always sneak off during weddings?” she asked, letting the smoke curl from her lips slowly.

      Claire raised one brow, lips twitching faintly. “Only the insufferable ones.”

      “So all of them, then.”

      Claire made a soft sound that could’ve been a laugh—or maybe just agreement. She took another drag, gaze lifting toward the edge of the tent where lights flickered and shadows danced across the fabric. Her profile was sharp, elegant. The kind of face Natalie wanted to trace, not just look at.

      “Yeah, you definitely don’t seem like the sentimental type,” Claire said after a beat, her voice low and smooth. “Not the type to cry during personalized vows and choreographed first dances?”

      Natalie snorted. “Please. I barely made it through the Pinterest slideshow they called a rehearsal dinner.”

      Claire glanced at her. “You’re friends with the bride?”

      “Since middle school. We used to trade boy band posters and dream about destination weddings. She actually followed through. I just...buy dresses I hate and show up out of guilt.”

      “Charming.”

      “You asked.”

      Claire exhaled a long plume of smoke, then tipped her head toward Natalie, finally really looking at her. “And what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “No ring. No date. No well-dressed man waiting to whisk you off to a white-picket future?”

      Natalie raised a brow. “That your way of asking if I’m single?”

      Claire smirked. “Just making conversation.”

      “Mm.” Natalie flicked ash off the end of her cigarette. “No date. No picket fence. No man worth remembering.”

      Claire nodded like she understood. Or maybe just didn’t need more explanation.

      “And you?” Natalie asked, eyeing the elegant band on Claire’s left hand. “Engaged, right? I heard someone mention it earlier.”

      Claire didn’t answer right away. She looked down at the ring, then turned it once around her finger, slow and distracted.

      “Technically,” she said. “Though I haven’t decided if that’s a fact or a mistake yet.”

      Natalie blinked. “Wow. Wedding vibes really working their magic, huh?”

      “I don’t tend to do things halfway,” Claire said, eyes drifting toward the dark edge of the lawn. “Not when they matter.”

      Natalie took another drag from her cigarette, buying herself a moment. “That sounds exhausting.”

      Claire glanced at her again. “Sometimes it is.”

      There was a long beat of silence. Not awkward. Just charged.

      Natalie’s gaze drifted to Claire’s mouth again—just for a second. The lipstick really was worn at the edges, and she didn’t seem to care. She looked undone in a way that was honest. Tired of performing. Natalie knew the feeling.

      She cleared her throat. “So what do you actually do, when you’re not escaping weddings and making passive-aggressive small talk?”

      Claire turned her head toward her again. “I work in law. Contracts. Mostly corporate.”

      “Explains the poker face.”

      Claire’s lips lifted. “And you?”

      “I work in digital media. Copy direction, branding, that kind of thing. Basically, I make people sound cooler than they are.”

      “You must be exhausted.”

      “You have no idea.”

      They shared a slow smile. The kind that felt like it belonged in a different context. Somewhere darker. Somewhere closer.

      Claire moved first, stepping back from the wall and stubbing out her cigarette in a shallow tin ashtray. She didn’t look at Natalie when she spoke.

      “Didn’t think I’d end up having a real conversation tonight.”

      Natalie arched a brow. “That sounds suspiciously like a compliment.”

      Claire finally met her eyes again, and for a second, something unguarded flickered there. “Maybe it is.”

      Natalie shifted her weight, aware of the way the hem of her dress clung to her thighs, of the lingering scent of smoke and salt air. The space between them had shrunk without either of them noticing.

      Claire stepped closer. Not enough to touch. But enough to raise the temperature.

      Claire took a slow drag from her cigarette. “You’re sharper than you look.”

      Natalie gave a dry smile, eyes focused on the glowing tip of her own. “Only when I’m trying not to say something I’ll regret.”

      Claire glanced over, not smiling, but not unfriendly either. “Better to be honest.”

      Natalie looked at her then, caught off guard by the simplicity of it.

      Claire shrugged lightly. “Regret usually finds you either way.”

      Another beat. Fingers brushed as Natalie handed the half-finished cigarette back. It wasn’t necessary. Claire didn’t take it.

      But her fingers lingered anyway.

      The sound of stumbling footsteps and a half-choked yell broke the quiet behind the tent.

      Natalie and Claire both turned as a groomsman—red-faced, shirt rumpled, and clearly several drinks past reasonable—lurched into view.

      “She’s gone,” he announced, panting like he’d sprinted all the way from the buffet table. “The bride. She just... took off.”

      Claire blinked. “What?”

      “Mid-toast,” he said, swaying a little. “She was right there, then—poof. Vanished. Maid of honor’s crying. Groom’s freaking out. They think she went toward the beach.”

      Natalie straightened off the wall. “Of course she did.”

      The groomsman nodded, seemingly satisfied with the delivery of his dramatic news, and staggered off before either of them could respond.

      Claire pushed off the wall with a quiet exhale. “Fantastic.”

      Natalie watched her start walking, the cigarette now abandoned in the shallow dish nearby. Claire didn’t say a word. Just moved with quiet, focused urgency, her heels still in one hand, her long legs cutting effortlessly across the grass.

      Natalie sighed and followed. “Of course the only two sober people have to deal with this.”

      They passed through the edge of the reception, where guests were still drinking and laughing under glowing string lights, oblivious to the fact that the bride had vanished. The toasts had ended, the DJ had started playing something nostalgic and romantic, and no one seemed to notice the empty seat at the head table.

      The air was thick with perfume, champagne, and too much heat. Natalie tucked her hair behind one ear, heels bumping gently against her thigh as she walked beside Claire, both of them barefoot now, dresses rustling as they cut across the manicured lawn.

      “So,” Natalie said, voice low, “is your brother’s wedding living up to expectations?”

      Claire let out a soft, sardonic breath. “It’s exactly what I expected. Big. Beautiful. And probably not as perfect on the inside as it looks from the outside.”

      They walked in silence for a moment, the glow of the party behind them growing dimmer as they approached the narrow path that led toward the water.

      “You said earlier you’re engaged,” Natalie said carefully. “You and your fiancé planning something like this?”

      Claire hesitated. “We were. But it feels more like something we’re supposed to do than something we want to do.”

      Natalie glanced over at her, her tone gentler now. “That doesn’t sound like someone who’s excited to say yes.”

      Claire’s lips pressed into something like a smile—but it didn’t reach her eyes. “He’s safe. Predictable. My family loves him. Everyone does.”

      “But you don’t.”

      Claire looked away. “I don’t know if I even know what that’s supposed to feel like anymore.”

      The words settled between them, heavier than either of them acknowledged.

      Natalie didn’t press. She just nodded, quietly, and walked a little closer.

      They reached the edge of the lawn where the lights gave way to darkness, the narrow path ahead barely lit by scattered torches.

      Claire slowed just enough to glance at her. “Beach is the obvious choice.”

      Natalie nodded, tucking her shoes more securely under her arm. “Guess we’re going on a moonlit rescue mission.”

      Claire arched a brow. “Romantic.”

      Natalie gave a small laugh, low and dry. “Only if we find her before someone ends up face-down in the sand.”

      They stepped into the darkness together, side by side. Dresses swaying. Shoulders nearly touching.

      The sounds of the reception faded behind them.
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        * * *

      

      The path narrowed as they moved away from the reception lawn, the music fading into nothing but a dull thump behind them. Ahead, the torches thinned, leaving only moonlight and the soft rustle of palms as their guide.

      Natalie let out a slow breath as the soft grass gave way to packed sand beneath her bare feet. She kept pace beside Claire, who was moving like someone with a destination, even though they didn’t really know where the bride had gone.

      “I think she probably ducked into one of the cabanas to cry dramatically and fix her mascara,” Natalie muttered, scanning the shadows along the path.

      Claire glanced sideways. “Is that really her style?”

      Natalie sighed. “Not usually. She bottles it up until she can’t anymore. This wedding’s been... a lot.”

      Claire nodded faintly. “People don’t run unless they’re trying to get away from something that feels wrong.”

      Natalie glanced over, her voice softer now. “That from experience?”

      Claire’s mouth tilted. “Something like that.”

      Natalie watched her for a moment. The moonlight caught in the curve of Claire’s jaw, softening the hard edges.

      “So what does that make you—the runner or the thing worth running from?”

      Claire looked at her then, gaze steady and unreadable. “Depends on the day.”

      The path curved gently toward the beach, bordered by tall hedges on one side and palm trunks on the other. The ground grew uneven beneath them, dipping into loose patches of sand that caught at their steps. Claire moved with long strides, confident even without shoes, until a slope caught her off guard and her ankle twisted, sending her stumbling forward.

      “Shit,” she hissed, arms flailing for balance.

      Natalie stepped forward without thinking. Her hand shot out, fingers curling around Claire’s bare arm just above the elbow, warm and taut with tension. Claire’s other hand landed instinctively against Natalie’s waist, steadying herself.

      For a moment, neither of them moved.

      Their bodies were close—too close. Claire’s hair had slipped loose from its clip again, brushing against Natalie’s collarbone. Her skin was warm where Natalie held her, and even warmer where her palm rested against her hip.

      Natalie could feel her breath. Shallow. Quick.

      Claire looked up, their faces only inches apart now. The sharpness she wore like armor was gone for just a second, replaced with something softer—open, searching. Natalie didn’t know what to do with the way it made her feel. Like her chest was too tight and her dress wasn’t helping.

      “You okay?” she asked, quieter than she meant to.

      Claire nodded once but didn’t step away.

      Natalie didn’t either.

      They stood there a beat too long, palms still resting against skin, until the breeze shifted and brought the distant echo of laughter from the reception. Claire blinked and stepped back.

      “I’m fine,” she said, voice low and carefully neutral. “It’s just too dark for this.”

      Natalie let her hand fall. Her fingers tingled. “Definitely.”

      Claire brushed the hair back from her face and resumed walking, a little slower now.

      They didn’t speak for a few minutes. The silence wasn’t awkward—it was something else. Heavy. Anticipatory.

      Natalie kept stealing glances at her out of the corner of her eye. Claire moved differently now, not quite as rigid. There was a looseness in her step, her shoulders less tight. The moon cast her in silver—pale arms, the glint of her earrings, the curve of her back where the dress dipped dangerously low. She looked like something made for shadows and soft wind.

      “I wasn’t kidding, by the way,” Claire said suddenly, not looking at her.

      Natalie blinked. “About what?”

      Claire hesitated. “Not doing things halfway.”

      The words sank in, rippling through Natalie like a dropped stone. She didn’t know what Claire meant by it—if it was about the wedding, or the fiancé she didn’t seem excited to marry, or something else entirely. Something that made Natalie feel warm and unsettled in equal measure.

      She licked her lips and looked ahead, pretending not to notice the way her heart was beating too fast.

      They rounded a curve in the path where the dunes opened wide, leading toward the darker edge of the beach. The ocean was louder now, whispering in waves. The sand stretched empty and pale beneath the stars.

      Claire stopped for a moment, squinting down the shoreline. “She’s not here.”

      “Nope.” Natalie exhaled. “Next theory?”

      Claire turned to look at her, the wind teasing at loose strands of her hair. “You still think she’s crying in a cabana?”

      “I’m starting to wonder if she’s smarter than both of us and booked a ride to the airport.”

      That pulled a real smile from Claire. “I wouldn’t blame her.”

      Natalie smiled back before she could stop herself.

      Then Claire looked away, started walking again.

      And Natalie followed—barefoot, breathless, and trying not to wonder why it suddenly felt like they weren’t looking for the bride at all anymore.
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        * * *

      

      They came upon a garden path which veered off from the main trail, partially hidden behind a row of tall hedges and swaying ferns. A low stone arch framed the entrance, draped in twinkle lights and bougainvillea that looked almost silver in the moonlight. Claire stepped through first, her bare feet nearly silent on the winding flagstones.

      Natalie followed, feeling the weight of the quiet press closer around them. The sounds of the ocean were muffled here, dulled by greenery and the warm thrum of nighttime insects. They hadn’t said much since they left the beach behind. The air between them had shifted—less snark, more silence. The kind that asked to be filled with something truer.

      Claire slowed near a curve in the path, then crouched suddenly.

      Natalie blinked, startled. “What—?”

      Claire reached into the shadows and came up holding a pair of white sandals—dainty, strappy, and unmistakably bridal. A dried petal clung to the heel.

      “Looks like she passed through here,” Claire said softly.

      Natalie stepped closer, her voice catching just slightly. “At least we’re not completely useless.”

      They stood still for a moment, letting it settle in. The trail wasn’t cold. The bride had been here. And maybe still was.

      Claire spotted a bench tucked beneath a sprawling hibiscus tree just ahead and nodded toward it. “Let’s take a second.”

      Natalie didn’t argue. Her legs ached. Her chest felt tight in a way that had nothing to do with walking.

      They sank onto the bench in tandem, dresses whispering against their thighs, knees barely brushing. Claire set the sandals on the ground between her feet, then leaned back, her eyes lifting toward the sky.

      It was a deep velvet black above them, full of stars too distant to name.

      “I’m not sure I want to marry him,” Claire said quietly, her voice barely above the rustle of leaves.

      Natalie turned her head, slowly. Claire’s profile was half in shadow, her jawline tense, lips parted like she might say more—but didn’t know how yet.

      “I’ve said it in my head a hundred times,” Claire continued, still staring upward. “But saying it out loud makes it real. And real means I’ll have to do something about it.”

      Natalie let the words settle. She didn’t rush to respond. Her fingers twisted in the fabric of her dress where it pooled in her lap.

      “He’s not cruel,” Claire added. “He’s not even boring. He’s just... not it. And I keep waiting for that to be enough. For safe to feel like love.”

      Natalie swallowed around the thickness in her throat. “You’re tired of pretending.”

      Claire nodded once.

      “I get it,” Natalie said. “I’m lonely. But too tired of chasing what doesn’t last.”

      Claire glanced at her, brows drawing in slightly. “Honestly, lonely doesn’t sound half-bad right now.” A pause. Then, more lightly, “Maybe I should just give up on men entirely. Switch teams. Only date women from now on.”

      Natalie laughed—quick and sharp, surprised by it—but it caught in her chest just a little. The sound faded, and her expression lingered in something quieter.

      Claire looked sideways at her, her lips curving faintly. “You ever think about it?”

      Natalie blinked. “Think about what?”

      “What it might be like.” Claire tilted her head. “To be with a woman.”

      The air thickened instantly, wrapped tight around the space between them. Natalie’s fingers stilled on her skirt.

      She tried for a smile, but it felt off. “You mean like... in theory?”

      Claire didn’t look away. “I mean in any way that matters.”

      Natalie let the silence stretch, her breath tight in her chest. She’d always been good at reading people. But Claire—Claire wasn’t so easy to read. Or maybe she was, and Natalie just didn’t want to admit what she saw.

      “I’ve wondered,” she said finally, her voice a touch rougher than before. “But it always felt like something I shouldn’t say out loud. Like if I did, I’d have to figure out what it meant.”

      Claire’s gaze softened. “You don’t have to figure it all out.”

      Natalie looked down, then back up. “Is that what you’re doing out here? Figuring things out?”

      Claire smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Maybe I just wanted to sit still with someone who doesn’t expect me to know what I want.”

      That tugged at something inside Natalie—sharp and familiar. She felt it in her chest, low in her belly. Not lust exactly, but a kind of recognition.

      Their shoulders brushed. It wasn’t intentional. Neither of them pulled away.

      Natalie’s heart was pounding in a way that felt completely out of sync with the stillness around them.

      Claire’s voice, low and quiet: “You don’t feel like pretending either. Do you?”

      Natalie’s answer was a breath. “No.”

      Another beat of silence. Claire leaned forward slightly, elbows on her knees, her hands loose between them. “I don’t even know what this is,” she murmured. “This thing happening between us.”

      “It’s not nothing,” Natalie said, almost without thinking.

      Claire looked at her again.

      This time, she didn’t look away.

      The quiet between them stretched, warm and heavy. Neither of them moved. Claire’s hands were loosely laced between her knees. Natalie’s sat curled in her lap, tense in a way she didn’t understand.

      She was staring again. She knew it.

      At Claire’s mouth.

      The curve of her lips wasn’t done up anymore—lipstick worn down to a faint tint, soft and bare. And somehow that made her even more magnetic. Unmasked. Real.

      Claire noticed. Her eyes flicked to Natalie’s, then lower—to her mouth—and back again.

      The shift in energy was so subtle, so slow, that Natalie didn’t even feel herself lean until she was already a breath closer.

      Her pulse picked up. Her breath caught.

      She hesitated, her body caught between impulse and fear.

      Claire didn’t move away.

      That was all Natalie needed.

      She closed the distance.

      Her lips brushed Claire’s with the barest pressure—soft and cautious, more a question than a kiss. The contact sparked something low in her chest, a flicker that made her breath tremble.

      Claire didn’t respond at first. But she didn’t pull away, either.

      Natalie started to draw back, uncertainty rising like heat up her throat.

      Then Claire followed her mouth and kissed her back.

      It was still unsure—nothing rushed or claiming. Just the careful press of two people discovering something new, and not yet knowing what to do with it.

      Claire exhaled shakily through her nose, and Natalie felt it against her cheek. Her fingers twitched, wanting to touch, but she didn’t move. Just kept kissing her—slow, then slower still—until something gave.

      Claire’s lips parted with a small, surprised gasp. It sounded like it had slipped out of her before she could catch it. Like her own body had startled her.

      The sound undid something in Natalie.

      The kiss deepened before she even made the decision. Her mouth moved more boldly now, drawn by the soft heat of Claire’s breath, the way her body leaned closer without hesitation. Their noses brushed. Claire’s fingers found a fold of Natalie’s dress, clutched there, as if grounding herself.

      It was delicate and hungry all at once. Not desperate. Just... alive.

      When they pulled apart, it wasn’t because they wanted to. It was because they needed to breathe.

      They sat there, lips tingling, skin flushed, neither of them looking directly at the other.

      Natalie’s heart was slamming in her chest.

      Claire’s voice came out a little too soft. “We should go.”

      Natalie didn’t answer right away. She couldn’t.

      She didn’t want to move. Not yet.

      Claire was still sitting close, still close enough that her thigh brushed Natalie’s with every shallow breath.

      “We should,” Natalie agreed, finally.

      Neither spoke as they moved back onto the path, retracing steps in the warm hush of night, the garden falling behind them like a dream half-remembered. Natalie’s lips still tingled, her breath still uneven. But the air had shifted. Less anticipation now—more awareness. The kind that settles into your bones when a line has been crossed and there’s no way to uncross it.

      They didn’t talk about the kiss.

      The ocean sounded louder again as they rounded the bend near the far end of the resort. Beyond the slope, low moonlight glinted off sand and waves—and nestled against a dune, half in shadow, was the unmistakable shape of a figure curled in on herself.

      Claire slowed. Natalie followed her gaze.

      Brooke, the bride.

      Her once-pristine dress was bunched around her knees, train dragging in the sand. Her bare feet were covered in it. A heel lay discarded a few feet away. She held the other loosely in her lap like it might anchor her. Her head was tilted back against a rock wall, eyes glassy but open, lips parted in a dazed smile.

      “Jesus,” Natalie muttered, heart tightening. “You idiot.”

      But there was no anger in her voice. Just relief.

      Claire was already moving.

      She crouched beside the bride without hesitation, smoothing the wrinkled fabric of her skirt and gently brushing damp hair back from her flushed face. The bride blinked at her, unfocused but clearly relieved not to be alone anymore.

      “I needed a minute,” she slurred, voice thick with tears that had already dried. “Or an hour.”

      “The wedding was that bad, huh?” asked Claire.

      Brooke’s eyes widened. “What? Oh, no. Nothing like that.” She wiped away a stray tear and smiled. “The wedding was perfect. My husband is perfect.”

      Claire rolled her eyes. “I beg to differ.”

      Brooke laughed in response before continuing. “Well, no offense, Claire, but it’s your parents that are the problem.”

      Claire smiled. “I do not blame you there. They are quite the handful. But, you’ll get used to them. Or you can just move far away from them like I did.”

      They all laughed and Claire slid an arm around her shoulders.

      “Let’s get you up,” she said.

      Natalie stood back, watching.

      There was something about the way Claire moved—careful but firm, graceful without being performative—that caught her off guard. All the sharpness was gone, all the quick retorts and guarded glances. What was left was quiet strength. A steadiness that seemed to ground the whole moment.

      And for the first time all night, Natalie wasn’t just attracted to her.

      She admired her.

      Claire helped the bride to her feet slowly, holding her upright as she wobbled. The bride leaned into her, mumbling something incoherent, and Claire murmured back too low to hear, but whatever she said made the bride give a breathy, grateful laugh.

      Natalie stepped in, gently grabbing the bride’s other arm. They began the slow walk back, Claire supporting one side, Natalie the other. The bride’s weight was light but unpredictable—one moment dragging, the next floating with giddy exhaustion.

      Halfway up the path, the bride muttered something about her train. Claire bent down, wordlessly adjusting the fabric so it didn’t catch. Natalie felt the warmth of her move closer again, the brush of Claire’s shoulder against her own.

      And then Claire looked up—just for a second.

      Their eyes met over the bride’s bowed head.

      The look was brief.

      But heavy.

      It held all the weight of the kiss. All the weight of what they hadn’t said. What they still couldn’t.

      Claire didn’t look away quickly. Neither did Natalie. They just stared.

      And then kept walking.

      They brought Brooke back to the bridal suite which was still scattered with champagne glasses and curling ribbon. Natalie cleared a spot on the bed, sweeping a scattering of petals and fabric out of the way as Claire eased Brooke down gently.

      “She’s out cold,” Natalie said, crouching to tug Brooke’s dress back down over her knees. “At least she made it through most of the night.”

      Claire didn’t answer. She adjusted a pillow beneath Brooke’s head with careful fingers. Natalie paused to watch her. There it was again—that softness. That steady grace no one else at the wedding seemed to bring out in her.

      They stood over the bride for a moment, breath held. When Brooke let out a soft, snoring sigh, they both let theirs go.

      Claire looked over, expression drawn but lighter somehow. We should clean up and get back before someone notices we’re missing too.”

      Natalie nodded, pushing hair off her damp forehead. “You take the bedroom. I’ll use the bathroom.”

      The door closed behind her with a gentle click. She flicked on the light and exhaled slowly at the sight in the mirror.

      Her dress was rumpled and damp at the hem, sand clinging to her calves. Her mascara had smudged just enough to echo the bride’s. And her lips—kissed lips—still looked fuller than usual. She touched them once with the back of her fingers, then shook her head and reached for the zipper at the back of her dress.

      She slid it down slowly, letting the fabric fall away from her shoulders, her skin flushed beneath the overhead lights. The air felt cooler against her chest. She slipped out of the dress, let it pool at her feet, then stood in her panties in front of the mirror. Her hair was tousled. Her breasts bare.

      Then the door opened.

      Natalie turned, startled—but didn’t move to cover herself.

      Claire stepped inside and froze.

      Her eyes dropped without apology, trailing from Natalie’s face to her bare shoulders, down to her breasts, and lower still before darting back up. There was no smirk. No sly remark. Just stillness.

      Natalie could feel her pulse in her neck, in her wrists, between her thighs.

      Claire stayed in the doorway for a second too long. Then took one slow step inside.

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      “You didn’t knock,” Natalie said softly.

      Claire’s mouth parted slightly. She didn’t look away.

      Natalie didn’t either.

      Another step. Claire’s gaze moved deliberately this time, like she was giving herself permission to look—and not rush through it. Natalie could see the way her throat worked when she swallowed. The way her fingers flexed at her sides, unsure where to go.

      “Do you want me to go?” Claire asked, voice rough around the edges.

      Natalie should have answered. Should have reached for a towel. Should have done a dozen things that made sense.

      Instead, she said, “No.”

      The word hung there, suspended in the thick, humid air between them.

      Claire took another step. Now close enough to reach her. But she didn’t—not yet. Her eyes searched Natalie’s face like she was afraid of what she might find there.

      Natalie tilted her chin up. Just a little. “You’re not going to pretend this didn’t happen, are you?”

      “No,” Claire whispered. “Not this.”

      Then finally—finally—she reached out.

      Her fingers brushed lightly over Natalie’s bare shoulder, a featherlight stroke that made her skin jump. Then they dragged down her arm, just enough to settle over the inside of her wrist. Claire lifted it, holding Natalie’s hand between them like something delicate. Precious.

      Natalie let her. Let her look. Let her touch.

      Claire’s hand slid along Natalie’s bare waist, rising slowly until her palm hovered just beneath her breast. She hesitated—but only for a breath—then cupped her. Gently. Reverently. Her thumb brushed over the nipple, a delicate stroke that made Natalie gasp and lean forward without meaning to.

      “God,” Claire whispered, eyes locked on hers, her lips so close they brushed with every shaky breath. “You’re beautiful.”

      The words shouldn’t have done what they did. But they lit something inside Natalie—hot and greedy.

      She surged forward, catching Claire’s mouth with hers. No hesitation this time. No careful pacing. Just the heat between them and the mirrored wall at Claire’s back, cool against her skin as Natalie pressed her into it with quiet urgency.

      Their mouths collided again, hotter than before. Gone was the hesitant sweetness of that first kiss. This was hunger—raw and focused and trembling just under the surface.

      Claire gasped softly against Natalie’s lips as their bodies aligned. Natalie’s thigh slid between Claire’s legs, the friction sparking a low moan from deep in Claire’s throat. Her hands came up instinctively—one tangling in Natalie’s hair, the other gripping the edge of the sink for balance.

      “You’re sure?” Natalie whispered against her neck, breath ragged, lips brushing the delicate skin just below her ear.

      Claire nodded. “God, yes.”

      Natalie kissed down her jawline, lingering at the hollow of her throat. Claire arched, breath shaky, heels pressing into the tiled floor like she needed something to ground her. The hem of her cocktail dress was already bunched at her hips, sheer fabric caught at her waist as Natalie’s hands skimmed up the backs of her thighs.

      Her fingers were cool and certain. Exploring. Mapping.

      Claire’s breath stuttered as those fingers slipped under the lace of her underwear and found heat.

      She was soaked.

      Natalie froze for a second, stunned at how soft she felt, how wet. How real.

      And then—slowly, reverently—she moved her fingers.

      Claire let out a sound that was somewhere between a sigh and a plea. Her forehead dropped to Natalie’s shoulder, breath hot and uneven.

      “Keep going,” she whispered.

      Natalie did.

      Her fingers moved in slow, searching strokes, coaxing rather than claiming. It was awkward for a moment—new territory, unfamiliar angles—but Claire didn’t seem to care. She rocked into Natalie’s hand like it was the only thing keeping her alive.

      “God, you’re—” Natalie started, but couldn’t finish. Her own breath was unsteady now, hips shifting instinctively in rhythm with Claire’s.

      Claire clung tighter to her, her body trembling with every movement. Her lips brushed Natalie’s neck, damp and open-mouthed, as if she couldn’t bear not to kiss something. Her thigh tensed against Natalie’s, rocking gently, rhythmically. Desperation in every motion.

      “Don’t stop,” she breathed.

      Natalie slid her fingers deeper.

      Claire whimpered.

      And then her body broke.

      She came with a shudder, face pressed to Natalie’s neck, her entire body curling around the pleasure like she didn’t know how to hold it all. Natalie felt it pulse through her fingers, felt the slick heat and the way Claire’s thighs clenched, drawn tight and helpless.

      Claire clung to her like she might fall if she let go.

      The aftershocks were soft, drawn out—little trembles that lingered even as the room stilled.

      Neither of them spoke for a long moment.

      Then Claire lifted her head, flushed and wrecked, but smiling.

      And said—breathless, raw, and low:

      “I want to taste you.”

      Then, slowly, never looking away, Claire lowered herself.

      Her fingers skimmed the backs of Natalie’s thighs as she dropped to her knees. She trailed her hands up Natalie’s legs with aching patience, bunching the remains of her dress higher with every inch. When her fingertips reached the waistband of Natalie’s panties, she paused. Looked up.

      Natalie’s breath stuttered. Her hands had found the edge of the sink behind her for support, fingers clutching porcelain, knuckles pale.

      She gave a single nod.

      Claire slid the panties down Natalie’s legs, slow enough that the air itself felt like touch. Natalie’s body tensed as the fabric slipped past her knees, pooling delicately at her ankles. Her dress was bunched at her waist, her skin bare and flushed and fully exposed.

      Claire pressed a kiss to Natalie’s inner thigh—soft, open-mouthed, warm enough to make her hips jump.

      The first flick of Claire’s tongue was careful. Testing. But when Natalie gasped in sharp surprise, Claire smiled faintly against her skin and did it again.

      Longer. Deeper.

      Natalie clung tighter to the sink, her knees threatening to give as Claire’s mouth moved with unhurried passion. Every swipe of her tongue sent a fresh ripple of heat through Natalie’s body, and every soft suck made her breath catch harder. Claire didn’t rush. She teased. She explored like she’d thought about this longer than either of them would ever admit.

      Natalie bit her lip. Hard.

      It shouldn’t have felt this good. Not this fast. Not from someone she barely knew. Not from a woman. But her body didn’t care about what she thought she knew. It cared about the wet slide of Claire’s mouth and the deep, hungry pressure of her lips in all the right places.

      A sharp moan escaped before she could trap it.

      Claire’s hands slipped under Natalie’s thighs, pulling her closer, guiding her onto her toes so she had nowhere to go, no space to hide. Natalie let out a helpless sound as Claire’s tongue circled her again, then again—faster now, then slower, teasing her until her breath came in short, shallow bursts.

      The heat coiled low, impossibly deep.

      “Claire—” she breathed, but the rest of the sentence fell apart.

      Claire didn’t stop. She moaned softly against her, and the vibration alone nearly undid her. Natalie’s body trembled, thighs tightening, everything in her strung tight around that one slick rhythm.

      And then it broke.

      The orgasm hit hard—harder than she was ready for.

      Natalie gasped, full-body, her fingers sliding against the sink as her hips jerked once, twice, then locked. Her eyes fluttered shut. She swore she saw stars.

      When she finally opened them again, Claire was still kneeling. Still holding her steady.

      Still watching her with a hunger that hadn’t cooled at all.

      Natalie sat half-perched on the edge of the bathroom sink, legs slightly apart, dress still bunched at her waist, chest rising and falling in uneven rhythm. Her skin was flushed, damp with sweat, and glowing in the harsh light overhead that neither of them had bothered to turn off.

      Claire was between her legs, upright now—hands braced on Natalie’s thighs, face still a little dazed, lips slightly parted like she was catching her breath. Her cheeks were pink, mascara smudged faintly at the corners. She looked up with a slow blink, then let out a soft, stunned laugh.

      “That was…” Her voice cracked around it, like her body hadn’t caught up yet. “Not what I expected from this weekend.”

      Natalie gave her a crooked smile, brushing a piece of Claire’s dark hair away from her face and tucking it gently behind her ear. Her fingers lingered, slow and unguarded now, trailing down along Claire’s jaw, then pausing at the hollow of her throat.

      Claire didn’t flinch. She leaned into it.

      “Still marrying him?” Natalie asked, voice low but steady. She didn’t smile this time. Just watched her.

      Claire exhaled, long and quiet. Her hands skimmed up Natalie’s thighs again, anchoring there, thumbs stroking absent circles into bare skin. Then she looked up.

      “I think you know the answer to that.”

      For a moment, neither of them spoke.

      There were too many thoughts, too many implications—but they all hovered like background noise. The real conversation was happening here, in the way Claire touched her like she didn’t want to stop, and the way Natalie let her.

      The tile floor was cool beneath Claire’s knees. The mirror behind Natalie’s back had fogged at the edges. And when Claire leaned forward to kiss her again—slow this time, lingering—it didn’t feel like a mistake.

      It felt like the beginning of something neither of them had been brave enough to want until now.
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        * * *

      

      The bridal suite was still quiet when they emerged from the bathroom—dimmed now, the air scented with the ghost of champagne and expensive perfume.

      Brooke was snoring softly on the bed, curled on her side like nothing in the world could touch her. Her phone buzzed lazily beneath a throw pillow, lighting the room in slow, pulsing flashes.

      Claire paused at the edge of the bed, her fingers still laced with Natalie’s. She looked down at the sleeping bride, then sideways at the full-length mirror they’d just fogged up from the inside out.

      Her lipstick was gone. Her hair was wild. And for once, she didn’t smooth it back into place.

      Natalie stepped into her heels again, wobbling slightly before finding her balance. Her dress was wrinkled, her chest still bare beneath the thin fabric—but she didn’t bother fixing that either.

      “What now?” she asked softly, keeping her voice low.

      Claire looked at her like she wasn’t sure whether to laugh or kiss her again.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. “But I know I’m not going back out there pretending this didn’t happen.”

      Natalie’s smile was small. A little uncertain. But real.

      “Good,” she said. “Because I don’t think I could forget it if I tried.”

      They lingered a second longer. Then Claire let go of her hand and reached for the door.

      Just before she opened it, Natalie caught her by the wrist.

      “If you don’t want to sleep alone tonight…” she said quietly, “You can stay with me.”

      Claire’s breath caught, eyes searching hers.

      “I’ll knock,” she whispered.

      And then she slipped out the door, barefoot and flushed, into the flickering hallway light—leaving Natalie behind with a racing heart and the sudden, terrifying hope that this might not be the end.

      It might be the start.
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