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CHAPTER 1




"Girl, if you don't stop lying to yourself, I’m gonna have to call your mama and tell her she raised a fraud," Natasha said, her voice crackling with static and mischief over the FaceTime link.

Lara let out a dramatic, soul-deep sigh, flopping back onto her pillows. "I am telling you, the man tried to 'dine and dash' on a first date! At the Red Lobster! Do you know how much pride I had to swallow to pay for that Ultimate Feast while he pretended he ‘left his wallet in his other joggers’?”

"No!" Natasha gasped, her dark skin glowing under the ring light she clearly used for her medical school study sessions. "Not the cheddar bay biscuits, Lara! He really played you for a plate of scampi?"

"The total, unadulterated audacity," Lara groaned. "I told him to CashApp me his half right there at the table. You know what this fool said? He said his account was 'under review' because he was moving too much weight."

"Moving weight? The only thing that boy is moving is his mama’s lawnmower," Natasha cackled, her head falling back as she let out a rich, melodic laugh. "Oh, honey, the bar is in hell. It’s sitting right next to the furnace."

"I know, right? Obviously, I told him to lose my number, my handle, and my mind."

"I should think so! You’ve been through enough frogs to start a swamp, Lara. It’s getting embarrassing for the culture."

Lara and Natasha had been thick as thieves since they were sixteen, working back-to-back shifts at a local soul food spot in Hampton. They’d spent their summers dodging greasy floors and even greasier men, forming a bond that was part sisterhood, part survival pact.

"Anyway," Lara continued, "so then the man tells me he’ll catch me on the next one. Like there’s gonna be a 'next one'!"

"Oh my days!" Natasha wiped a mock tear from her eye. "As if—"

"—there’ll be a next date," they both finished in unison, dissolving into fits of giggles.

"I’m serious, Tash," Lara said, catching her breath. "Fucking men. Fucking Tinder. I am officially retired. Hanging up my jersey. Putting the heels in the back of the closet."

"Finally," Natasha said, her expression shifting from hilarious to predatory-lite. Her face filled the screen, her eyes searching Lara’s. "Took you long enough to see the light. I’ve been telling you for months, the 'Sapphic Side' has better snacks and significantly less disappointment."

Lara rolled her eyes, but she couldn't help the small smile tugging at her lips. This was their routine—Natasha, the out-and-proud future surgeon, trying to recruit Lara into the fold.

"Seriously, give girls a go," Natasha nudged. "You won't regret it. We actually listen, we smell like vanilla and cocoa butter, and we know exactly where the 'reset button' is."

"Mmmm, honey, I have," Lara said, trying to sound as nonchalant as a Sunday morning.

"What?! Catherine?!" Natasha shrieked so loud Lara had to pull the phone away from her ear. "The girl from the cookout? Really? When? I need dates, details, and a full forensic report! Now!"

"Nope, nothing you don't know already. Just some... experimentation."

"Oh." Natasha’s shoulders slumped in theatrical disappointment. "Well, those high school fumbles hardly count. That was basically practice."

"Excuse me!" Lara put a hand to her chest, mock-outraged. "I thought you said that it was kissing me that made you realize you were into women."

It was true. A legendary sleepover back in the day, a bottle of cheap strawberry wine, and a game of Truth or Dare that went a little too far. They had scandalized their little friend group, but while Natasha had used that spark to ignite her true self, Lara had tucked it away like a secret she wasn't ready to tell.

"Pish!" Natasha’s hand waved dismissively at the camera. "That was amateur hour, sweetie. We barely locked lips, and that timid little tongue of yours didn't even venture out of the harbor. I've had years of specialized training since then..."

She slowly ran her tongue along the seam of her full, dark lips, a look in her eyes that was so unashamedly lewd it made Lara’s stomach do a localized backflip.

"Girl, if you call 'tongue-wrestling' me during spin the bottle 'better'," Lara made aggressive air quotes, "then the standards over there are lower than I suspected."

"Wait, we only got to kiss for like three seconds before Marsha started screaming about 'home wrecking'!" Natasha laughed. "I forgot how messy we were."

"Right? Damian didn't even care, but Marsha acted like I’d stolen her inheritance," Lara recalled. "But no, I was thinking about that night I came to visit you at the University of Virginia. After I graduated."

"Um, hello? I was absolutely toasted on Hennessy that night," Natasha admitted. "I don't even remember it—I have to take your word for it. I’m amazed I found your mouth. You're lucky I didn't end up licking your forehead."

"Mmmm, is that the new 'medical' seduction technique? Cranial lubrication?"

"Ew! Lara! Gross! Keep your medical fantasies to yourself!"

They both laughed, the kind of easy, soulful laughter that only comes from a decade of shared secrets. But then Lara’s smile flickered. "And then there was the time..." she started, but stopped, a grimace crossing her face.

"Aaaaaand moving on!" Natasha said quickly, her tone turning soft.

She knew. She always knew. It was the "Fuck-the-Pain-Away" phase after Damian passed. Lara had been a ghost of herself, trying to fill a hole in her heart with anything that moved. She’d dragged Natasha to a club, seen a guy she thought might distract her, and decided to use her best friend as bait. She’d ground against Natasha, kissed her with a desperation that wasn't about love, but about being seen.

It had worked. The guy had been a jerk, and the sex had been worse, but the look of hurt on Natasha’s face the next morning had been the real tragedy.

"You used me, Lara! Like I was a prop in some straight girl’s music video!" Natasha had yelled back then.

Lara had tried to laugh it off, but she’d been a coward. It had taken weeks of groveling to get back to this—to the "besties" vibe. But the truth Lara never admitted?

Natasha was an incredible kisser. Even in that mess of a night, Lara remembered the taste of her—like peppermint and honey. She remembered the way Natasha’s soft curves felt pressed against her, a warmth that made her feel safe for the first time in months.

"Lara! You still on Earth?" Natasha clicked her fingers at the screen.

"Sorry, I was... what were we talking about?"

"How you need to stop chasing these dusty men and get you a woman who knows how to treat a queen."

"Pshaw," Lara scoffed. "Nah, I just... I think I’m just a 'stiff drink and a hard man' kind of girl, Tash."

"Oh really?" Natasha’s voice dropped into a low, sultry drawl. "How big?"

"God! I don't know! It’s not about the size, it’s just the... the feeling of something... you know."

"Hang on..." Natasha’s camera tilted toward her ceiling as Lara heard her rummaging through a drawer. "One sec!"

"Right." The camera settled again, showing Natasha’s face, now glowing with a devious light. "Since you’re so worried about the 'equipment', let’s see what the inventory looks like. If the lady is just starting out, might I suggest the 'Midnight Special'—six inches of medical-grade silicone, dual-density for that authentic feel..."

"Natasha!" Lara shrieked, her face turning a deep mahogany with embarrassment as Natasha waved a sleek, black toy in front of the lens.

"—or, if the lady is feeling particularly adventurous," Natasha continued, ignoring the protest, "we have the 'Hampton Hammer'. Nine inches of glory, five inches of girth. This one doesn't get tired, it doesn't need a snack halfway through, and it certainly doesn't 'forget its wallet' at Red Lobster."

Lara was howling with laughter, clutching her stomach as this purple monster entered the frame like a villain in a sci-fi movie.

"Lara, stop! My mama is in the next room!"

"—and for the connoisseur," Natasha held up a complex, flesh-colored contraption, "the strapless. It has a reservoir. You can fill it with whatever you want. One girl asked me for warm coconut oil once..."

"Natasha! I am calling the police!" Lara squealed, her eyes wide. "That looks like something from NASA."

"It’s science, baby! Look at this pulse." Natasha squeezed the base, and Lara felt a strange, traitorous hum in her lower belly.

"Wow," Lara shook her head. "The industry has really evolved."

"Hasn't it?" Natasha grinned. "So, your 'craving' for a man is really just a craving for a sensation. And I promise you, a woman who loves you will give you that sensation until you’re begging for mercy—and then she’ll make you breakfast."

Lara rolled her eyes, but the humor faded into something softer. "It’s not just about the sex, Tash. It’s about... knowing someone. Being understood. Having that person who just gets you."

"Exactly," Natasha said, her voice dropping to a whisper. "They’ve got to be your best friend first."

Lara felt a familiar pang in her chest. Damian’s face—his lopsided grin, the way his eyes crinkled when he called her 'Queen'. "Thinking about him?" Natasha asked softly.

"Yeah. I still miss him every day."

"I know you do. And that’s why you’re the best person I know. You love deep, Lara."

"Is it a problem, though? That I can't let go?"

"No. I miss him too. He was like a brother. But Lara... you’re trying to skip the steps with these new guys. You had years with him. You can’t find that in a Tinder bio."

The silence between them was thick, comfortable, and filled with a decade of unspoken things.

"The only person I’m as close to as I was to him..." Lara whispered, "is you."

"Well, then the solution is clear," Natasha said, her eyes locked onto Lara’s through the screen. "You need to date me."

Lara snorted. "Two problems, Dr. Jones. One: you’re in Richmond finishing your residency. That’s a drive."

"And?"

"And you have no free time! You’d be falling asleep into your salad on our dates."

"I’d drive to Hampton every single weekend for you. Don't play with me."

"Sigh. Dramatic exhale," Lara narrated.

"And the second problem?" Natasha asked, leaning closer to the camera.

"Tash... you’re a girl!"

Natasha gasped, slapping her cheeks. "Wait! No way!" She pulled the waistband of her leggings out, looking down. "Oh my god, you’re right! Someone call the news!"

Lara couldn't stop the laughter. Natasha was a clown, but a beautiful one.

"Wait, there’s more!" Natasha grabbed her chest, then, with a mischievous wink, she flipped her silk camisole up for just a second. "Look! Boobies!"

Lara’s heart did a violent thud against her ribs. She’d seen Natasha in various states of undress for years—beaches, locker rooms—but this was different. The lighting, the intent, the way Natasha’s dark skin looked like polished onyx...

"Guess you're right," Natasha said, pulling her top down, her eyes dancing. "I am a girl. But I don't see how that’s a problem."

"Tash, I’m straight," Lara said, though the word felt a little hollow in her mouth.

"Honey, sexuality is a sliding scale. You’re only straight until you meet the right woman. And you’ve already admitted I’m your favorite person."

"I... I don't know if I could be with a girl. The vibe, the feel... it’s different."

"Is it in his eyes?" Natasha started to hum, her voice silky and rich.

"Lara, don't you start with the Cher..."

"Is it in his sighs?" Natasha sang louder, grinning.

"No, that’s just his asthma!" Lara shot back, but she was already losing the battle.

"If you wanna know if he loves you so..." Natasha belted out.

"It’s in his kiss!" Lara finished, her voice joining in. They both collapsed into laughter, the tension breaking into a million pieces.

"Seriously though," Natasha said, wiping her eyes. "You don't think a woman can kiss you into a different dimension?"

"It’s just... different. Like black olives vs green olives. Same thing, but different vibes."

"Newsflash," Natasha held up a finger. "I need a drumroll."

Lara tapped a rhythm on her headboard.

"Dr. Natasha Jones... now likes black olives."

Lara faked a scream. "That is the most mid news I’ve ever heard! I had to pick those things out of the pasta for years!"

"The point is," Natasha said, her gaze turning serious again, "you just haven't had the right ones. You don't need to kiss ten more girls, Lara. You just need to kiss me six more times. That’s the rule. Ten times to like something."

Lara laughed, her cheeks aching. "You’re crazy."

"I'm crazy about you," Natasha said, and for once, she wasn't joking. "You want a best friend? You want trust? You want someone who knows your soul? I’m right here. I’ve been here."

Lara’s breath hitched. "But you’re in Richmond."

"What if I wasn't? What if I got a placement at Sentara in Hampton?"

Lara paused. "If you lived here... I’d date you."

"Bet," Natasha said.

***

Two months later, Lara stood in front of her mirror, adjusting a tight, cream-colored bodysuit that hugged every curve of her frame. She’d paired it with high-waisted honey-brown leather pants and a pair of gold hoops that caught the light.

Natasha had done it. She’d secured a spot at the hospital in Hampton. She’d moved back two weeks ago. And tonight was the "Date."

Lara’s heart was hammering a frantic rhythm. She’d shaved everything. She’d used the "good" perfume—the one that cost too much and smelled like jasmine and sex.

"It’s just Tash," she whispered to her reflection. "Just your best friend. Who is now a doctor. And apparently wants to eat you alive."

She walked downstairs to find her mother in the living floor, laughing at something Natasha was saying. Her mother was a force of nature, and seeing Natasha charm her was nothing new—but seeing Natasha tonight was like seeing her for the first time.

Natasha was wearing a deep emerald silk wrap dress that draped over her curves like liquid. Her hair was in soft, voluminous waves, and her makeup was flawless—a gold shimmer on her lids and a deep, glossy berry on her lips. She looked like a goddess stepped out of a dream.

Lara stopped on the bottom step, her mouth slightly dry.

Natasha looked up, her brown eyes sweeping over Lara with a slow, appreciative heat that made Lara’s knees feel like jelly.

"Ready to go, beautiful?" Natasha asked, her voice a low vibration that seemed to settle right in Lara’s core.

"Yeah," Lara managed, her heart leaping. "I think I’m ready."


CHAPTER 2




The humid air of Hampton, Virginia, usually felt like a warm hug, but tonight, as Natasha and Lara walked arm-in-arm toward Lara’s parents’ house, it felt heavy with the silence of a date that hadn’t quite landed.

"I'm sorry," Natasha said, her voice dropping an octave as they turned onto the quiet, tree-lined street. "That didn't really work, did it? The whole 'big night out' vibe?"

Lara squeezed Natasha’s arm, feeling the silk of the emerald dress under her fingers. "No, girl, I’m sorry. It was my fault. I was in my head too much."

"No, it wasn't—"

"—yeah, no, hear me out—"

"—no, no, no—"

They both started talking over each other, their voices rising in that competitive way only best friends can manage, until a sash window across the road slid up with a sharp creak.

"Look, loves!" Ms. Darcy, the neighborhood’s unofficial night watchman, stuck her head out, her silk bonnet gleaming under the streetlamp. "It’s both your faults for being this loud at one in the morning! I love y'all, but some of us have to be at early service!"

"Sorry, Ms. Darcy!" they whispered in unison, ducking their heads like guilty teenagers.

"Y'all get inside," she whispered back, a suppressed chuckle in her voice. "And Lara, tell your mama I’ll bring that sweet potato pie by tomorrow."

"Will do!" Lara hissed. They scrambled for the front door, stifling giggles as they fumbled with the keys, the phantom threat of a neighborhood scolding fueling a sudden, frantic energy.

Once inside, the silence of the house wrapped around them. Lara’s parents were likely fast asleep; being deaf, they weren’t bothered by the floorboards, but Lara and Natasha still moved with practiced stealth.

In the upstairs bathroom, the two of them stood side-by-side, the bright vanity lights reflecting off Natasha’s dark, luminous skin and Lara’s glowing highlights.

"No, for real, Lara," Natasha said, reaching for a makeup wipe. "It was my fault. I definitely overdid it with the outfit. I looked like I was hunting for a trophy wife, not taking my best friend on a first date."

"Mmmm, Tash! Don't even play. You looked amazing! Every head in Adelina’s Yard turned when we walked in."

"I know," Natasha sighed, checking her reflection with a hint of a smirk. "That was the problem. I was so busy being 'The Doctor' that I forgot to just be Natasha."

"Well, you did get hit on quite a bit," Lara reminded her, bumping her hip against Natasha’s. "That group of guys at dinner was ready to buy the whole bar just for a smile."

"And then the Queen’s Shilling," Natasha groaned. "I’ve never had so many women try to 'rescue' me from my 'straight friend' in one night."

Lara laughed, the memory of the club’s bass-heavy R&B and the neon lights washing over her. "I'm sorry. I should have made it more obvious I was with you. If I’d danced closer, maybe they wouldn't have been so bold. But I felt like such a tourist."

"You were the 'straight friend' mascot tonight," Natasha teased. "What was it that girl with the fade said to me? 'Your face or mine?'"

"Peak cringe!" Lara squealed, muffled. "She looked like she’d just gotten her learner’s permit. I don't know how she even got past the bouncer."

They giggled, the tension from the car ride home finally evaporating.

"I just..." Lara started, her voice softening as she looked at Natasha through the mirror. "I don't know how to dance with a girl that’s not in a 'bestie' way, Tash. It’s been so long since I even tried to think that way. Not since... well, you know."

The name Damian didn't need to be spoken. It hung in the air, a familiar ghost that usually brought a chill, but tonight, in the warmth of Natasha’s presence, it just felt like a soft memory.

"I know," Natasha said gently. "I should have listened to you. It was silly of us to go out and do the same stuff we always do. If it’s no different from normal, how are you going to feel any different?"

She paused, looking over her shoulder as Lara sat on the edge of the tub. "It’s like me staying the night here. I love this house, and Ms. Darcy is right—it’s safer than me driving back to my place at this hour—but where’s the tension? Where’s the 'will she or won't she'?"

"Tash, I agreed to kiss you, not give you a key to the city," Lara joked, though her heart gave a traitorous little flutter.

"Exasperated sigh," Natasha narrated, shaking her head as she applied toothpaste to her brush. "Anyway, I should have listened to what you said about the 'vibe.' You want that energy, that protection, that... whatever it is men provide."

"Well, how are you gonna manage that? You’re five-foot-seven and wear Chanel," Lara challenged, grabbing her own brush.

"You'll see," Natasha winked, her eyes sparkling with a challenge that Lara didn't quite understand yet.

They brushed their teeth in a comfortable, rhythmic silence. Despite the lack of "fireworks" on the dance floor, Lara felt a deep sense of peace. Having Natasha back in Hampton, working at the hospital, being a constant in her life again—it was a blessing she didn't take for granted. Natasha was a whirlwind of brilliance and beauty, a surgical resident who somehow found time to be the world’s best friend.

As they finished up, Natasha gathered Lara into a hug. It was warm, smelling of cocoa butter and the faint, expensive scent of her perfume. Natasha tried to pull away after a second, but Lara held on.

"Nope," she whispered. "Give me a minute."

When they finally broke apart, Natasha looked a little sad, a yawn catching her off guard. "Goodnight, Lara," she said, heading toward the guest room.

"Wait," Lara called out. "That’s it?"

Natasha turned, looking puzzled. "What do you mean?"

"Mmmm, well... wasn't the whole point of this date to get kiss number one out of the way?"

Natasha pouted, her full lips looking particularly soft in the dim hallway light. "I thought the whole point was to spend time with my favorite person? I didn't want to force it."

"Well, duh!" Lara laughed, stepping toward her. "I had a great time, Tash. Truly."

"Me too," Natasha sighed, leaning against the doorframe. "But you weren't into it. I could tell. You just felt like you were out with your girl."

"Because I was." Lara paused. "So... does that mean we can forget the whole 'ten kisses' experiment?"

Natasha didn't answer. Her expression shifted, her eyes becoming glassy. "I was hoping you'd be so hyped up by the music and the vibe that you’d just... naturally want to. That it wouldn't feel like a chore."

"Aw, honey! I'm sorry."

And then, it hit Lara. In the quiet of the landing, with the scent of toothpaste and the lingering adrenaline of the night, she saw it. This wasn't just a clinical trial for her sexuality. Natasha wasn't just being a "good friend."

She wants me. She actually wants me.

The realization was so sweet, so terrifyingly beautiful, that Lara didn't even think. She acted on instinct, the way she did when she was translating a particularly emotional song—her body moved before her mind could catch up.

She reached up, her fingers tangling in the soft waves of Natasha’s hair, and pulled her down.

"Lara, wha—"

The kiss was sudden, tasting of mint and surprise. Natasha stiffened, her breath hitching sharply against Lara’s cheek. But then, the surprise melted. Natasha’s arms wrapped around Lara’s waist with a sudden, desperate urgency, pulling her flush against the silk of her dress.

It was... different.

Natasha was soft where a man was hard, but there was a strength in her grip that Lara hadn't expected. Her lips were plush, moving with a practiced, rhythmic grace that made Lara’s toes curl into the carpet. It was fragrant and delicate, Natasha’s tongue teasing hers with a shy, seeking motion.

Lara tried to sink into it. She closed her eyes, focusing on the sensation of Natasha’s breasts pressing into hers, the warmth of her skin, the way her hands moved up to cradle Lara’s face.

But her brain wouldn't shut up. This is Tash. This is the girl who helped you through your board exams. This is the girl who knows your favorite takeout order and your worst fears.

She froze. The intimacy was too much, too fast.

Natasha felt the shift instantly. She slowed down, her lips lingering for a second before she pulled back, her eyes searching Lara’s.

"You kissed me," Natasha whispered, her voice thick with emotion.

"Yeah."

"Why?"

Lara looked at her, seeing the mix of hope and hurt in those brown eyes. "I thought... wasn't that the deal?"

Natasha’s expression hardened, just a fraction. She pulled her arms away, creating a cold gap between them. "You wasted it. You weren't ready, Lara. You were just checking a box."

"Honestly, Tash... I don't know if I’ll ever be ready the way you want me to be. I’m sorry."

Natasha nodded, her jaw tight. A single tear shimmered in the corner of her eye, but she didn't let it fall. "Goodnight, Lara."

"Goodnight, Tash..." Lara reached out, but Natasha had already turned. The guest room door clicked shut, leaving Lara alone on the landing, the ghost of the kiss still burning on her lips.

Three Weeks Later:

The doorbell lights in the kitchen flashed—a signal for Lara. Natasha was here.

Lara checked her reflection one last time. Natasha had been mysterious about today’s "date." The instructions were specific: leggings, a t-shirt, and hair in a ponytail.

Since that night on the landing, things had been... delicate. They’d talked, they’d laughed, but every time Lara tried to apologize for the "wasted" kiss, Natasha would shut it down. “Not yet,” she’d say.

Lara walked down the stairs and heard a sound that made her stop in her tracks—her mother, Ms. Sutherland, letting out a genuine exclamation of surprise. Her mother rarely vocalized, preferring the elegance of sign, so whatever was happening at the door was major.

Lara rounded the corner and gasped. Standing there, talking animatedly to her mother, was a young man in a sharp, electric-blue suit.

Wait. No.

"Oh my god! Tash! What did you do?" Lara signed and spoke at the same time, her heart leaping.

Natasha turned, a brilliant grin on her face. Her long, flowing hair was gone, replaced by a chic, chin-length blonde bob that made her look incredibly sharp and androgynous. She was wearing a pop-art blue suit, a crisp white shirt, and a blue tie. On her right hand, she wore rings with delicate chains attached to them.

Ms. Sutherland whacked Lara’s arm, signing furiously: Be tactful! She looks handsome!

"Sorry!" Lara laughed, her eyes wide. "It’s just a shock! The hair looks amazing, Tash!"

"I’m not Natasha today," she teased, signing to Ms. Sutherland that she was dressed as Kurapika from Lara’s favorite anime, Hunter x Hunter.

"Kurapika! You went full cosplay!" Lara squealed, jumping up and down. "You look... wow. You look powerful."

"And now for you," Natasha said, pulling a padded, patterned kimono from a bag. "You’re Queen Oito. The one I have to protect."

Lara’s heart did a slow, heavy thud. Natasha had remembered. Out of all the shows they’d watched, Lara had always loved the protective dynamic of that arc.

"Where's my cockroach?" Lara joked, referring to a specific plot point.

Natasha’s face fell in mock disappointment. "I drew the line at live insects, Your Majesty."

After posing for pictures for Lara’s mom—who was clearly loving the drama of it all—Natasha ushered Lara out the door.

"Where are we going?"

"It's a surprise," Natasha signed, her movements crisp and confident in the suit.

They walked down the street until they reached a low-slung, sleek red sports car parked at the curb. A Ferrari.

"Natasha! What the hell? Is this a rental?"

"You said you wanted 'guy vibes'," Natasha said, walking over to the passenger side and opening the door with a flourish. "So I hired the most 'compensating for something' car I could find. If I'm going to be your protector today, I’m doing it in style."

"This is too much, Tash!" Lara laughed, though she was already climbing into the leather seat.

"It’s just right," Natasha said, walking around to the driver's side. She handled the car like a professional, the engine roaring to life with a sound that vibrated through Lara’s chest.

As they purred through the streets of Hampton, heading toward the highway, Lara couldn't stop looking at her. Natasha looked commanding. The way she checked her mirrors, the way her hands gripped the steering wheel—it was a totally different "vibe" than the night at the club.

"You know," Lara said, "Kurapika shouldn't know how to drive this well."

"I'm a fast learner," Natasha smirked.

They hit the I-64, and Natasha floored it. The thrust forced Lara back into her seat, a rush of "fearousal" flooding her system. The power of the car, the sharp look of the woman beside her, and the sheer effort Natasha was putting in to make her feel something... it was working.

"Eeeeeeee!" Lara shrieked as they hit eighty. "Okay! I get it! I get the appeal!"

"Yeah?" Natasha yelled over the engine, her eyes bright.

She took one hand off the wheel for a split second, patting Lara’s thigh just above the knee. The touch was brief, but it sent a jolt of electricity straight to Lara's core.

Oh, she’s good. She’s real good.

"Tash," Lara said, her voice breathy. "Next exit. We need to stop."

"You okay?"

"No," Lara said. "I think I want kiss number six. A real one."

Minutes later, they were parked in a secluded corner of a rest stop. Natasha had Lara leaning back against the warm hood of the Ferrari.

"May I kiss you, my Queen?" Natasha asked, her voice low and steady.

Lara swallowed hard, her heart hammering. "Yes."

This time, Natasha didn't wait. She cupped Lara’s jaw, her thumbs stroking her cheekbones. She leaned in, her lips firm and demanding. It wasn't the soft, tentative kiss from the landing. This was a "Kurapika" kiss—intense, protective, and unyielding.

Lara matched her, her hands gripping the lapels of the blue suit. She felt wild, off-balance, the heat of the car behind her and the heat of Natasha in front of her.

"Get a room, you posh pricks!" a voice yelled from a passing truck.

They pulled apart, breathless, as a group of guys in a van catcalled them. Natasha’s expression shifted to a grimace of stoic annoyance, but Lara just laughed, leaning her forehead against Natasha’s shoulder.

"Ignore them," Lara whispered.

"It’s hard to ignore the ignorance," Natasha sighed, checking her watch. "But we have a schedule to keep. Anime-Con waits for no one."

The rest of the drive was lighter. They sang along to the radio, belt out songs by Ms. Nadine and 90s R&B. Lara felt a wall breaking down. She looked at Natasha—the doctor, the nerd, the best friend, the woman who had just rented a Ferrari to make her smile—and for the first time, the "sapphic side" didn't feel like a foreign country. It felt like home.

"You really went all out, Tash," Lara said as they pulled into the convention center parking.

"I told you," Natasha said, putting the car in park and turning to look at Lara. Her eyes were different—she had put in red contacts to match the character’s "Scarlet Eyes." "I'll do whatever it takes to show you that what you're looking for isn't a gender. It's a soul."

Lara reached out, tracing the line of Natasha’s new jawline. "I think the message is starting to get through, Doctor."

Natasha beamed, her red eyes glowing with triumph. "Good. Because we still have four kisses left, and I plan on making every single one of them count."


CHAPTER 3




The drive back from the convention felt like floating. The adrenaline from the Ferrari’s roar and the high-definition thrill of the rest-stop kiss lingered, a low-voltage hum beneath Lara’s skin. By the time they reached the outskirts of the neighborhood, the neon-bright world of anime felt like a fever dream, and the reality of Natasha’s life—exhausting, demanding, and brilliant—started to pull them back to earth.

The whole day had been a whirl. They had spent hours lost in a sea of vibrant hair and intricate armor, listening to panels of voice actors whose work Lara found strangely relatable. As a sign language interpreter, she felt like a translator of the same cloth, trying to capture psychological subtext in her actions just as they tried to capture it in their voices. Lara had bought a stack of manga for her father; he was the one who had sparked her obsession, often noting that deaf people loved anime for its intentional visual storytelling and the necessity of subtitles.

They had danced in a silent disco—Natasha sharp in her blue suit, Lara elegant in her kimono—and shared a laughing, slightly awkward lunch in a maid café. But by two o’clock, the cracks in Natasha's armor began to show. Lara noticed her friend flagging, a slow blink here, a stifled yawn there.

"Sorry," Natasha murmured, leaning her head against a pillar near the exit. "I was on overnight. My brain is starting to turn into surgical mush."

"Oh, babe! Sweetie, you’ve got to look after yourself," Lara said, reaching out to brush a stray blonde hair from Natasha’s forehead. "How much sleep did you actually get?"

"Um, about three hours."

"Natasha!" Lara felt a flash of genuine crossness. "Please tell me you aren't working tonight?"

"No," Natasha said, though her eyes shifted.

"But?" Lara knew there was more.

"I’m on early tomorrow. I start at 7:00 AM."

"This is crazy!"

"I know," Natasha said, her voice dropping to that soft, honeyed tone. "But it was so worth it to see how happy you are."

Lara didn't have a witty comeback. She simply pulled Natasha into a tight hug, breathing in the scent of cocoa butter and expensive suit wool. "Right. Well, we should get going then."

"No, come on," Natasha protested, though she strangled another yawn. "It’s still early, and May Hong’s performing later."

"Do you particularly want to see her?"

"Do you?"

"Not what I asked, Tash! Am I insured to drive that car?"

"No, sorry."

"Right, well we better get going then. Can't have you falling asleep at the wheel. You need to go to bed."

The ride home was quieter. Lara kept the music upbeat, forcing Natasha to sing along to Travis Scott and Drake to keep the sleep at bay. When they finally reached the neighborhood, Lara insisted on being dropped off at Natasha's parents' house rather than making Natasha drive the extra distance to her own.

Inside, Lara sat for a quick cup of tea with Natasha’s parents, Ms. Sutherland and Mr. Jackson. They fussed over "Dr. Natasha" and her new haircut, while Lara sat on the periphery, feeling the ghost of their earlier kiss. When it was finally time to leave, Lara gave Natasha a long, lingering hug.

"Thanks so much for today," Lara whispered. "It was amazing. You're amazing."

"And you're worth it."

"Hmmmm. Now get to bed."

"Yes, my queen!" Natasha teased, giving a tired salute.

Lara laughed and blew her a kiss as she left. It was only when she was halfway down the block that she realized Natasha hadn’t tried to kiss her again. Not since the rest stop. It was as if Natasha was giving her space to breathe—or perhaps she was simply that exhausted.

At home, Lara shared the day with her parents. They sat at the kitchen table, the light warm and yellow, playing Knaves. They used special card holders—essential in a deaf household—so they could sign with both hands without accidentally revealing their cards. It was a riot, as usual, with Lara and her mother forming a silent alliance against her father.

But when the house fell silent, sleep wouldn't come. Lara lay in bed, her mind a kaleidoscope of blue suits and red contacts. She pulled out her phone and found herself on Xnxx stories site, scrolling through the lesbian section until a title caught her eye: When the Heart Breaks.

It destroyed her. The prose was raw and beautiful, capturing the specific, hollow ache of losing a partner. Lara read it through blurry eyes, tears dampening her pillow. Damian’s death had hit her so hard she’d had to take a year out of her university course. What had saved her, what had pulled her back from the edge of despair, was Natasha. For a year, Natasha had driven back every single weekend from her hometown just to be a constant, silent presence in Lara’s darkened room.

Lara wondered, as she clicked through the "similar stories" sidebar, if Natasha had ever read things like this. If she had ever sought out these stories of women loving women to find herself, the way Lara was doing now.

The Seventh Week:

The following weeks were a blur of "almosts." They met up for quick lunches or coffee in the park, but Natasha made no further attempt to kiss her. Lara was both relieved and, secretly, a bit disappointed. She had become addicted to the emotional landscape of the stories she found online, wondering if she could ever feel that brand of devotion for a woman.

Yet, Natasha seemed to be pulling back, becoming more "bestie" than ever.

"Um, so, do you remember the doctor you met the other day?" Natasha asked one afternoon. They were lounging on her parents' sofa. Natasha was twirling a lock of her short hair—a nervous tell.

"No. Which one?"

"He's called Stephon, Dr. Ferguson. A couple of years away from a consultancy. He was asking if you were seeing anyone."

Lara sat up, leaning forward. "And what did you say?"

"Well, I asked around the nurses, and apparently he's not a dick. He was dating a fellow doctor, but she moved to Utah and they didn't want to do long-distance."

"That's not what I asked."

"Anyway," Natasha shrugged, "do you want me to give him your number?"

"Tash! Stop being weird. Why are you asking me this?"

Natasha blinked and looked away. "He asked me. Didn't feel right for me to make a decision for you."

"Okay. Well, thank you. But no. Tell him 'it's complicated'," Lara said, her voice firm.

"Is it?"

"Isn't it?"

A slow, familiar smile began to creep back onto Natasha’s face.

"How long until you have to leave for your shift?" Lara asked.

Natasha glanced at the clock. "Ugh. Twenty minutes."

Lara made a decision. She stood up, moved over to Natasha, and gently pushed her back onto the chaise longue.

"Lara? What are you doing?"

"Where are your parents?" Lara asked, her voice dropping.

"How oddly thou repliest: where is your mother?" Natasha quoted, her eyes dancing.

Lara didn't let her finish. She jumped on her, straddling her waist and digging her fingers into Natasha’s ribs. "Now. Is. Not. The. Time. To. Quote. Shakespeare!"

Natasha shrieked with laughter, squirming under the tickling. It was a familiar game, but the friction of their bodies felt entirely different now. There was a weight to it, a heat that hadn't been there when they were younger.

Lara relented but didn't move. She grabbed Natasha’s wrists, pinning them to the cushion above her head. Natasha’s face was flushed, her pupils blown wide. She was breathing heavily, her chest heaving against Lara’s stomach.

"What are you doing?" Natasha whispered, her voice trembling.

Lara looked down at her, tracing the rapid pulse in Natasha’s neck. "Where are your parents?" she asked again.

"Um," Natasha gulped. "Out."

"Good."

Lara leaned down, her hair falling around them like a curtain. Just before their lips touched, Natasha made a sound—a tiny intake of breath that caught in her throat. It was a sound of pure, agonizing anticipation.

But Lara didn't kiss her. Not yet.

She was gentle, barely brushing her lips against Natasha’s. She kept her mouth open, moving slowly, feeling their breaths mingle. Every time Natasha stretched up to capture the kiss, Lara withdrew just millimeters.

Natasha groaned, writhing beneath her. "Fuck, Lara, kiss me please!"

"Not yet," Lara whispered.

Lara shifted, pressing an open-mouthed kiss to Natasha’s cheek, then followed the line of her jaw down to her throat. As Natasha tilted her head back, Lara nibbled at her skin, her tongue circling the pulse point. Natasha moaned, her body bucking.

"Please!"

"Patience," Lara murmured against her skin. Natasha smelled of vanilla and fifteen years of history.

Lara kissed her way back up, taking Natasha’s earlobe between her teeth and sucking gently. Natasha’s chest was heaving, and she managed to wrench her hands free, tangling her fingers in Lara’s hair to pull her closer.

"Please," Natasha whispered.

Lara leaned up, gazing into her eyes. "Okay?"

Natasha nodded.

"Number seven," Lara said.

Lara bent down and finally captured her mouth. It was deep, wet, and incredibly soft. A groan of pleasure vibrated from Natasha’s throat into Lara’s, an affirmation that sent a shockwave through her body. Their tongues met, a shy dance that quickly turned hungry. Lara didn't want to stop; she didn't want to break the contact and "waste" another one of the ten kisses. She stayed there, lost in the taste of her, pressing Natasha into the cushions.

They eventually ended up side-by-side, panting. Lara’s eyes flicked to the clock.

"Shit! Tash, you're going to be late!"

They scrambled out the door in a flurry of chaos.

"I'm sorry I made you late," Lara panted as they reached the corner.

Natasha stopped suddenly and grabbed Lara’s shoulders. "Did you mean it, Lara? The kiss? And the 'complicated' part?"

Lara looked at the brilliant, exhausted woman who had been her anchor for so long. "Yeah, Tash. It’s definitely complicated."

Natasha let out that hitching breath and did a tiny, silent fist-pump. "I want to kiss you again so bad right now. But I'm out of time!"

"Well," Lara said, a playful spark in her eye, "you've still got three left."

"Saturday," Natasha said with resolve. "I'm off Saturday. Can I take you out? For real?"

"Sure. And Natasha?"

"Yeah?"

"Now you know how I like to be kissed. Don't forget it."

Natasha’s face turned bright red. She squeezed her eyes shut, then gave a dazzling smile. "I won't forget!" she called out, running toward the hospital. She paused, blew a kiss, and mimed catching it and placing it over her heart before disappearing inside.

The Following Monday:

"This is weird... but kind of cool," Lara signed, keeping her hands steady.

She was extremely self-conscious. Her face and hands were covered in tiny reflective markers for motion capture. She looked like something out of a sci-fi film.

That’s what everyone says, Jacob signed back, a grin splitting his face.

Lara had been hired by a tech firm to be filmed for a new app that would convert text into a high-fidelity signing avatar. She had mixed feelings about it. On one hand, the idea of an AI replacing the raw, emotional work she did at theaters felt cold. On the other hand, anything that made life easier for the deaf community—for people like her parents—was worth exploring.

As she watched the sensors on the screen mirror the fluid motions of her hands, Lara realized that whether it was through a machine or her own skin, she just wanted the world to finally understand what her heart was trying to say.


CHAPTER 4




Jacob broke Lara out of her heavy reverie by crossing his fingers and shaking them in a sharp, rhythmic ready sign. There was something distinctively crisp about the way he executed the movement, a specific flair that felt like a phantom limb of a memory.

Hampton was breathing softly outside the glass walls of the tech firm, the late afternoon light stretching across the polished floors, but inside the studio, the air was thick with the silent, beautiful dance of hands.

Lara blinked, her hands rising instinctively to form a reply. “Yes, sorry,” she signed, a sheepish smile tugging at her lips. “Um... did you go to the Hampton School for the Deaf, by any chance?”

Jacob tilted his head, his broad shoulders shifting as his stance signaled a curious inquiry. “Yes, I did,” he replied, his movements elegant and steady. “How did you catch that?”

Lara let out a silent, breathless laugh that crinkled the corners of her eyes. “My parents both teach there—Ms. Sutherland and Mr. Jackson? You made the ‘ready’ sign exactly like my dad does. It’s like a fingerprint.” She leaned back slightly against the stool, her hands continuing the explanation with the fluid grace of someone who had been speaking with her fingers since she was in the crib. “People don't realize there are dialects in sign language. Idiosyncrasies that get passed down from specific teachers. I was floored when I got to the university and realized the signs I grew up with were essentially a family ‘accent’ from the Hampton faculty.”

Jacob’s eyes widened, a bright, genuine warmth flooding his face. “Oh my days!” he signed, his movements becoming more animated. “You’re Ms. Sutherland and Mr. Jackson’s daughter! Lara, right? How are they doing? Are they still as legendary as I remember?”

For the next twenty minutes, the recording script lay forgotten on the table. They signed back and forth with a rapid-fire energy, a bridge of shared history spanning the gap between them. Jacob was four years older, and while Lara didn’t remember him from the halls of the school—she hadn't attended the deaf school herself—she had been a fixture at every play, fundraiser, and sports day.

“I remember always being the designated tour guide,” Lara signed, her expression playful. “Whenever a student from the deaf school came to look at the local community college or the mainstream sixth form center, the teachers would drag me out of class, even when I was just a scrawny kid, because they knew I could actually talk to the visitors.”

Jacob chuckled, a deep, silent vibration of the chest. “You were the bridge, even back then.” He shared stories about her parents that Lara had never heard—tales of her father, Mr. Jackson’s quiet patience in the woodworking shop and her mother, Ms. Sutherland’s fierce, protective nature in the classroom.

Watching him sign was like watching a master cellist. Jacob was a big man, perhaps a little soft around the edges from years of sitting behind a keyboard, but his hands were miracles of precision and soul. He was professional, charming without the oily residue of a salesman, and he had a way of looking at Lara that made her feel like the only person in the room—a feeling she hadn't realized she was starving for.

“Shouldn’t we get back to the recording?” Lara signed eventually, her conscience pricking her. “I know your company is paying a lot for my time.”

Jacob paused, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “Well, we can... but don’t worry. I’ve actually been recording our conversation this whole time. Is that okay? Your range of expression when you’re talking about your family is exactly what the AI needs to learn.”

Lara felt a heat creep up her neck. “Yes, sure. Nothing I’ve signed has been particularly scandalous.”

“Cool, cool. Right, back to the script.”

The next hour was an immersive exercise in empathy. Jacob had her roleplay scenarios—scripted at first, then improvised. She was a frustrated customer at a bank, a flirtatious patron in a café, a harried traveler at a train station. He pushed her to find the emotional core of each sign, to let the frustration bleed into the sharpness of her elbows or the joy into the lift of her chin.

“You’re incredible at this,” Jacob signed during a break, his hands moving with a soft, reverent quality. “You have this grace, Lara. Even when you’re signing ‘angry,’ it’s... it’s wonderful to watch.”

Lara felt her cheeks ignite. “Do you want me to be curter? More crass? I can do ‘annoyed neighbor’ if that helps the data.”

Jacob shook his head, his gaze lingering on her face a second too long for it to be purely professional. “No, I wasn't complaining. Trust me, I’ve worked with plenty of other translators. I’ve got ‘crass and curt’ covered. What you have is... different.”

The compliment hung in the air, sweet and heavy. Lara focused on the little mo-cap dots stuck to her skin, trying to ignore the way her heart was suddenly drumming against her ribs.

When the session finally ended and the gear was packed away, Jacob stood by the door, rubbing the back of his neck. “Look, Lara... would it be totally inappropriate and unprofessional if I asked for your number?”

Lara froze. Objectively, Jacob was a catch. He was kind, talented, and he understood the silent world that defined her life. Being able to communicate with her parents wasn't just a plus; it was a fundamental necessity. And yet, the image of Natasha—dressed as a sharp-suited anime character, smelling of vanilla and chaos—flashed unbidden in her mind.

What is Natasha playing at? Lara thought for the thousandth time. This "ten kisses" experiment was turning into a psychological obstacle course.

“Um,” Lara signed after a silence that stretched painfully thin. “It’s... it’s complicated.”

Jacob’s face fell slightly, but he took it with a graceful nod. “Okay, fair enough. Is there room for a little more complication?” he signed hopefully, a crooked smile returning to his face.

Lara looked at him, truly looked at him. “Maybe,” she signed. “I just need to kiss my best friend three more times first.”

Jacob’s hands stopped mid-air. He stared at her, then broke into a wide, disbelieving grin. Naturally, Lara had to explain. By the time she finished the abbreviated version of the "sexual awakening contract," Jacob was leaning against the doorframe, shaking his head.

“Wow!” he signed emphatically. “That’s so... brave. Of both of you.”

“Thanks. But why brave?”

“Well, I can’t imagine me agreeing to kiss my best male friend ten times just to see if I was into guys,” he signed with a laugh. “And I like to think I’m pretty open-minded. There’s a level of trust there that’s... intense.”

“I think it’s different for girls,” Lara signed, though even as she formed the words, they felt hollow.

“Is it?”

Lara started to sign a rebuttal, then stopped. She didn't have an answer.

***

Saturday arrived with the kind of thick, humid heat that made Hampton feel like it was breathing. Lara stood before her mirror, checking her reflection. Natasha had promised a "gig," which in their language meant a night of sweat, loud guitars, and ringing ears.

Lara had leaned into the aesthetic: a faded Idles band tee, dark jeans, her favorite choker, and the worn-out Converse that always reminded her of her failed attempt to learn how to skateboard in high school. She looked like the girl who knew where the after-party was, even if she usually preferred a book and a cup of tea.

When the doorbell light flashed downstairs—a sharp, rhythmic pulse—Lara knew Natasha was here. And, as usual, her mother was already at the door.

By the time Lara reached the landing, she saw her mother’s right hand fly up, blocking her path with a series of sharp, staccato signs.

Lara’s mother was a marvel of cognitive processing. After thirty years of teaching primary school, she had mastered the "split-brain" technique. She could sign one set of instructions with her left hand to a visitor and a completely different, often bossy, set of commands with her right hand to her daughter.

“Be careful. Be tactful. Don’t mess this up,” her mother’s hand flicked in Lara’s face, repeating the signs with insistent, rhythmic authority.

“Mum, move!” Lara signed, trying to duck around her. Her mother’s hand followed her like a heat-seeking missile, physically shielding Lara’s view of the guest at the door while her other hand continued a separate conversation with Natasha.

Finally, Lara managed to physically move her mother’s arm aside. She stepped into the foyer and the words died in her throat.

"Um... hi?" Natasha said.

Lara’s jaw dropped. She felt as if she had stepped into a different dimension.

Natasha had dyed her hair a deep, raven black. It was shorn into a sharp, masculine side-part, shaved tight at the temples. She was wearing thick, square-rimmed glasses—frames Natasha only wore in the privacy of her own room when her eyes were too tired for contacts.

But it was the face that stopped Lara’s heart. Natasha had a faint, perfectly groomed mustache and a shadow of stubble along her jaw. It was expertly applied—the work of someone who spent their life in surgical precision—but it was there.

She was wearing a collared blue shirt tucked into men’s cut drainpipe jeans, with a familiar, bulky windbreaker over the top. And there was an unmistakable, purposeful bulge at the front of her jeans.

The air in the hallway felt heavy. Lara’s mother and Natasha both seemed to be holding their breath, waiting for the explosion or the laughter.

Lara’s eyes traveled up and down, processing the sheer commitment to the bit. A disorienting wave of nostalgia hit her—a smell, a silhouette, a feeling she couldn't quite name but that made her stomach do a slow, painful flip.

"Is that my dad’s windbreaker?" Lara finally managed to say, her voice barely a whisper.

Her mother tapped her sharply on the arm—the sign equivalent of a tut-tut.

"Er, yeah," Natasha said, her voice sounding a fraction deeper, intentional. "Your mum was worried I'd be cold. She insisted."

"Mum!" Lara signed, her hands frantic. "It’s June in Virginia! It’s eighty degrees!"

“It’s a breezy evening,” her mother signed back with a stoic face, before nudging Lara toward the door. “Your hair looks amazing, Natasha.”

"Thanks," Natasha said, a visible tremor of relief passing through her shoulders.

"Shall we go?" Natasha offered her arm, a courtly, old-fashioned gesture that felt absurd and strangely charming in the context of her new look.

They walked down the sidewalk, the evening sun casting long, golden shadows across the lawns. Lara took the offered arm, her brain still trying to catch up with her eyes.

"How did you... is that actual makeup?" Lara asked, leaning in close.

"The stubble is. The mustache is a professional-grade glue-on," Natasha said, though she kept her eyes forward. "But it’ll ruin the 'vibe' if I talk about the mechanics too much."

"What vibe, Tash?"

"Call me 'Oli.' Seriously. Tonight, I’m Oli."

Lara let out a breathy laugh, side-eyeing the woman beside her. "Come on, Lara, go with it," Natasha urged. "You said you liked the 'vibe' of being with a guy. I wanted to show you... I wanted to see if I could give you that."

"And you thought this was what I meant?" Lara interrupted, her tone a mix of amusement and something sharper.

Natasha flinched. The bravado in her posture slumped for a fraction of a second, and she looked genuinely hurt. "I just wanted to try," she murmured.

Lara immediately felt like a monster. She reached out, squeezing Natasha’s arm. "I’m sorry. I love that you went to all this effort, truly. It’s just... Tash, no guy has ever offered me his arm like this. It’s like we’re in a period drama."

"No? Should I walk apart from you then?" Natasha started to detach herself, her face darkening.

"No," Lara said softly. She reached down and slid her palm into Natasha’s, interlacing their fingers. "You should just hold my hand. Like a person."

Natasha’s blush was visible even under the faux stubble. She squeezed Lara’s hand back, and to Lara’s surprise, the contact felt grounded. Electric, but steady.

"Better?" Natasha asked.

"Better."

They caught the bus, heading for the top deck and finding the rear seats. It was mostly empty, the hum of the engine providing a low-frequency soundtrack to the tension between them. Lara couldn't stop staring. There was something nagging at the back of her mind—a recognition she couldn't quite pin down.

"What?" Natasha asked, noticing the scrutiny.

"Eight incoming," Lara whispered.

She didn't wait. She reached up, her hand cupping the nape of Natasha’s shorn neck, and pulled her down.

"Here? On the bus?"

"Right here. Just make sure we don't miss our stop."

Natasha had clearly been practicing. She didn't rush in. Her mouth hovered over Lara’s for a heartbeat, teasing the skin, letting the heat of their breath mingle. Lara savored the anticipation, her eyes fluttering shut as the first brush of lips occurred.

The kiss was tender, exploratory. The faux mustache tickled Lara’s upper lip, a strange, tactile sensation that sparked a flash of memory—something from years ago, buried under grief. Lara’s fingers stroked the soft, shorn hair at the back of Natasha’s head, and she felt herself sinking into the moment.

Natasha’s tongue ventured out, a shy, seeking motion that Lara received eagerly. The "vibe" was different. Natasha was leaning into a more assertive role, her chest firm beneath the windbreaker, her hand resting heavily on Lara’s thigh.

It was blissful, but it was also disorienting. There was a scent—a faint, ghostly fragrance clinging to the jacket—that was starting to drown out everything else.

When the kiss broke, Lara stayed with her eyes closed for a moment, her heart hammering against her ribs. She opened them to find Natasha watching her with an expression of deep concern.

"Mmm. That was a lovely kiss, Oli," Lara said, her voice a bit shaky.

"Good, I'm glad," Natasha said, though she seemed distracted. "This is our stop."

They hopped off and headed for a small tapas bar. Over plates of patatas bravas and cold beers, they talked about their weeks. Lara told her about Jacob and the motion-capture project.

"Jacob seems like a good guy," Natasha said, her voice tight. "Does he sign well?"

"Beautifully," Lara said. "It’s... it's a very different vibe."

Natasha took a large gulp of her beer, then pivoted. "I have some news too. I met with two researchers at the hospital. They’re looking at using stem cells to replace damaged cochleae. Human trials are expanding, and they want me on the surgical team."

"Tash, that’s incredible!"

"It’s mostly for late-onset deafness and extreme tinnitus sufferers," Natasha added quickly, a defensive note in her voice.

Lara smiled. She knew how sensitive the "cure" conversation could be in the deaf community. Identity vs. disability. “It’s good to have options,” she signed briefly.

"And," Natasha continued, "both the lead researchers are women. And both gay."

"Why does that matter?"

"It doesn't affect the science," Natasha said, her eyes bright. "Iron doesn't care if you're straight or gay; it still rusts. But it was just... nice. To not have to accommodate male egos for once. To just be seen as a peer."

"How did you even know they were gay? Is there a secret handshake I don't know about?"

Natasha laughed, a genuine, ringing sound. "No, it was just obvious. And I’d just had this haircut, so I think they figured I was part of the club."

"How do you feel about the hair, really?" Lara asked, reaching across the table to touch a shorn temple.

"It’s easier in the mornings," Natasha admitted. "But my neck feels... naked. I’ll probably regret it by December."

"I’ll get you a very stylish scarf for your birthday," Lara promised.

The light in the bar was dimming as the evening wore on. Natasha seemed to be trying harder to maintain her "masculine" posture—uncrossing her legs, splaying them wide, taking larger gulps of her pint. Lara found it endearing and hilarious at the same time.

"You know what’s funny?" Natasha said. "The staff at the hospital are already treating me differently. I’ve only had the hair since Wednesday, but this one nurse who usually treats me like a med student? She was suddenly all deferential to me on Thursday. She even asked my opinion on a chart."

"That’s wild. And depressing."

"Right?"

Natasha refused to tell Lara where they were going next. She led her through the streets of Hampton, weaving through the crowds of the local nightlife. They reached a record store where a small crowd had gathered for an in-store performance.

"Right. Guy vibes," Natasha said, taking Lara’s hand and pulling her through the predominantly male crowd toward the front.

"Who are we seeing, Tash?"

"It’s a surprise—"

"It’s Fink!" a guy next to them shouted to his friend.

"Really?" Lara squealed, her face lighting up. "I love Fink!"

Natasha looked both triumphant and slightly annoyed that the surprise had been ruined. Lara threw her arms around her, pressing into a tight hug. As she did, she marvelled at how hard Natasha’s chest felt. She’s bound herself, Lara realized. She really went all the way.

The music started—the rapid, hypnotic strumming of a guitar and a repetitive piano chord. It was Lara’s favorite song.

She sighed happily, leaning back into Natasha’s chest. Natasha wrapped her arms around Lara’s waist, her chin resting on Lara’s shoulder. Something hard bumped into Lara’s backside as they swayed. A rush of heat, unbidden and intense, flashed through Lara’s system.

She closed her eyes, letting the music wash over her.

The devil's right there, right there in the details...

The lyrics swirled around her. This felt so familiar. The way she was being held. The height of the person behind her. The pressure.

Put your arms around somebody else, and don't punish yourself...

And then, the scent hit her. It wasn't vanilla. It wasn't hospital soap. It was a faint, musky fragrance—Lynx deodorant mixed with a specific shaving soap.

It was the scent of safety. It was the scent of the past.

You don't want to hurt yourself, hurt yourself...

Lara’s eyes flew open. She turned in Natasha’s arms, pushing back a little to look at her.

The black hair. The side-part. The thick, square frames. The mustache. The windbreaker.

"Tash?" Lara’s voice was a ragged whisper.

She looked closer. The details were screaming now. This wasn't just a "guy vibe." This was a costume. This was a ghost.

The hair was cut exactly like Damian’s used to be. The glasses were a near-perfect match for the pair he’d worn.

Lara felt the air leave her lungs. She looked at the windbreaker—her father’s jacket. But beneath it, she caught a glimpse of the worn leather collar of the jacket Natasha had bought for Damian years ago.

The realization hit her like a physical blow. Her mother hadn't been blocking her view because she was being "tactful." She had been trying to hide the fact that Natasha was cosplaying as Lara’s dead boyfriend.

I can be wrong about anybody else, so don't kid yourself...

Tears began to spill down Lara’s cheeks, hot and sudden.

"Lara?" Natasha’s face shifted, a mask of pure horror as she realized the shift in the room. "Lara, I just thought—"

"What were you thinking?" Lara choked out.

She pushed away, her hands trembling. The music felt like a serrated edge now, cutting through her. She shoved her way through the crowd, ignoring the confused looks of the other fans. She burst out onto the street, the night air hitting her like a slap.

A taxi was pulling up to the curb. Lara flagged it down and scrambled inside, pulling the door shut just as Natasha stumbled out of the record store, calling her name.

"Where to, love?" the driver asked, glancing at her in the rearview mirror.

Lara gave him her address through a sob, buckling herself in and burying her face in her hands.

It had been six years. Six years since the world had collapsed, and she still missed him so much it felt like a fresh wound.

"Are you okay?" the driver asked, his voice kind.

Lara shook her head vigorously, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand. Her phone buzzed in her pocket—a text from Natasha—but she ignored it. She couldn't speak. She couldn't even breathe.

"Here." The driver passed a pack of tissues through the partition.

"Thanks."

When she finally reached her house, she didn't go through the front door. She went to the porch, searching through the coat rack behind the heavy winter parkas.

There it was.

Damian’s old leather jacket.

He’d found it in a vintage shop years ago, eyes lighting up at the sight of it, but the price had been too high for him. He’d sighed and put it back. Natasha had seen that look. She’d gone back the next day and bought it for him. It had been his prized possession.

Lara pulled it off the hanger and slid it on. It was far too large, the sleeves swallowing her hands, the heavy leather smelling of the past—Lynx, soap, and the faint, sweet scent of the man she had lost.

She needed to be with him.

She walked to the local park, the evening light fading into a bruised purple. She found the spot. The bench.

Damian Brown (2000-2023). Beloved son and friend. Always in our hearts.

"Hi, Damian," she whispered, her voice breaking. "I’m sorry I haven't been here in a while. I... I’ve been trying to move on. But I still miss you."

It wasn't supposed to be him. The news had said it was the elderly, the vulnerable. Not a fit, twenty-three-year-old.

They had been happy and in love. And then, despite the masks and the hand sanitizer and the lockdown, they both got sick. Lara had recovered. Damian hadn't.

Lara knew the guilt still ate at everyone who survived him.

By the time she’d found a way to the hospital, Damian was barely conscious. She wasn't allowed inside. Four days later, the call came. Acute organ failure.

The man she was going to marry was gone.

"I wish you were here," Lara said, sitting on the bench.

She let the leather jacket wrap around her, pretending—just for a second—that it was his arms. But the only ghosts in the park were the ones she had brought with her.

Underneath the crushing sadness, a new spark began to flicker: anger.

How could Natasha do it? How could she dress up as him? How could she try to use his memory, his "vibe," to win a game of ten kisses?

What the hell was she thinking?


CHAPTER 5




The front door of the house clicked shut with a heavy, final thud, but for Lara, the silence that followed was louder. She stood in the center of the hallway, still draped in Damian’s oversized leather jacket, the scent of the past a suffocating weight on her shoulders. Her chest felt hollow, a cavern carved out by six years of grief and one night of spectacular, confusing betrayal.

Before she could retreat to the sanctuary of her bedroom, the kitchen door swung open. Ms. Sutherland and Mr. Jackson were there, standing like a unified wall of parental concern. In the silent house, their presence felt monumental.

One of the few drawbacks of having deaf parents was the physical requirement of communication. Lara wanted nothing more than to curl into a ball and disappear, but you can’t talk to someone and cuddle them at the same time in sign language. To speak was to be seen; to be heard was to be vulnerable.

Lara didn't even try to sign. She simply walked into her father’s reach. Mr. Jackson didn't need words; he wrapped his arms around his daughter, pulling her into a sturdy, protective embrace. Lara buried her face in his shoulder, letting the last of her tears soak into his shirt. For a long time, the only movement in the room was the rhythmic stroking of her father’s hand against her back.

Eventually, Ms. Sutherland moved closer. She gently cupped Lara’s cheek, her thumb tracing the tear tracks, forcing Lara to meet her eyes.

“Don’t freak out,” her mother began—the universal sign for start freaking out immediately—“but Natasha is here.”

Lara stiffened, wrenching herself out of her father’s arms. “What?!” her hands demanded, the signs sharp and jagged. “After that? How could you let her stay?”

“She told us what happened, sweetie,” Ms. Sutherland signed with a calm, level gaze. “She’s in the living room. I told her she could stay to apologize, and then she had to go. She’s distraught, Lara.”

“I can’t believe this—” Lara started, her hands flying in a blur of indignation, but her mother caught her wrists, grounding her.

“She was stupid,” Mr. Jackson interjected, his signs slow and deliberate. “She realizes that now. But it came from a good place. Let her say sorry. You’ve hurt her before—”

Lara froze. Her eyes went wide, her breath hitching. How did he know? The memory of that desperate, adrenaline-fueled kiss in York flashed through her mind—a secret she thought she’d buried under layers of friendship. “How do you...?”

Her father didn't elaborate. He simply took a breath, his expression softening. “I know you’re angry. But you shouldn't go to sleep before she’s apologized. It’ll fester.”

Ms. Sutherland nodded in firm approval. “I agree.”

Lara looked at them, then up at the ceiling, her fists clenching at her sides. Twenty-six years of being an only child had taught her one immutable truth: she would never win against a combined front of her parents. They were a tactical unit.

“Fine,” Lara signed, slapping her chest twice in the sign for acceptance.

“It’s the right decision,” her father signed as her mother turned to lead the way.

Lara paused, catching her father’s eye one last time. “How did you know about what happened in York anyway?”

Mr. Jackson looked at her quizzically, his brow furrowing. “What happened in York?”

Lara’s heart did a panicked skip. “Oh, never mind,” she signed quickly, retreating toward the living room. Now she was left wondering what on earth he had been referring to.

"I'm so sorry, Lara. That was stupid and thoughtless of me."

Natasha was standing in the doorway of the living room, looking small. She had scrubbed the fake stubble from her face and removed the glue-on mustache, but the skin around her mouth was red and irritated from the friction. Her eyes were bloodshot, her face puffy from crying. She was still wearing the blue shirt and the jeans, but without the "Oli" persona, she just looked like a woman who had broken her own heart.

Lara pursed her lips, the anger still a low-voltage hum in her veins, but seeing Natasha so utterly broken made the sharp edges of her fury begin to dull.

Without a word, Lara walked across the room. She didn't yell; she didn't sign. She simply threw her arms around Natasha. Natasha let out a broken sob, burying her face in Lara’s neck, whispering "I'm sorry" into her skin over and over until the words became a rhythmic chant.

"We'll be okay," Lara whispered into the silence, her voice thick. "I'll forgive you eventually. I just... I need a minute. I'll call you in a week or so, okay?"

Natasha gulped, nodding vigorously against her shoulder.

“I’ll drive you back,” Mr. Jackson signed, appearing in the doorway.

“Thanks,” both women replied simultaneously, the shared sign coaxing a tiny, watery smile from Natasha.

As they walked to the door, Natasha grabbed Lara’s hand. They walked toward the car, their arms stretching out as the distance grew until only their fingertips were touching, and then, with a final, lingering drag of skin on skin, they pulled apart. Natasha looked lost as she climbed into the passenger seat of Mr. Jackson’s car.

“Tea?” Ms. Sutherland asked, her hand on Lara’s shoulder.

Lara nodded and followed her mother into the kitchen. Soon, two mugs of steaming Earl Grey sat between them on the island. The warmth of the ceramic felt grounding.

“I can’t believe she did that, Mum!” Lara vented, her hands moving with frantic energy. “What was she thinking? It was offensive. It was creepy. It was just... wrong.”

“I know,” her mother signed, her eyes kind. “She knows that too, now.”

“But pretending to be Damian! How is that a 'good place'?”

Ms. Sutherland sighed, a physical movement accompanied by a negating wave of her hand. “No. She wasn't trying to be Damian, Lara. She was trying to be LIKE Damian. And it was as much for her as it was for you.”

“That makes no sense!”

“Think about it,” her mother urged. “She has this idea that she needs to provide 'boy energy' to win you over. She thinks she needs to look and act like a man to satisfy what you’re looking for. So, who does she model herself after? The man she loved and respected the most. The man who set the standard for how you should be loved. Damian.”

Lara blinked, the anger in her chest shifting into a dull, heavy ache. She could see the twisted, desperate logic of it. Natasha wasn't mocking him; she was deifying him. “I... I guess I see it. But it’s still insane.”

“I tried to tell her it was too much,” Ms. Sutherland added. “But she was just so desperate.”

“Huh?”

“She told us about the countdown. About the ten kisses.”

Lara threw her hands up, her face heating. “Of course she did. She’s a surgeon, she’s obsessed with protocols!”

“She’s worried she’s not enough, Lara,” her mother signed, her expression becoming uncharacteristically serious. “She’s so keen to give you what you think you want. She’s terrified she’s going to run out of chances.”

“I don't know why!” Lara signed back. “It’s just an experiment! Why is she making such a song and dance about it?”

“Don’t you know?” Ms. Sutherland signed, the emphasis so strong that Lara’s hands froze in mid-air.

Lara stopped. She looked at her mother, who was raising an eyebrow in that way that meant Lara was missing the obvious answer to a very simple question.

“Should I know?” Lara signed tentatively.

Ms. Sutherland smiled and shook her head. “I don’t think it’s for me to say.”

“Oh, come on, Mum!”

“No. You’ll work it out. And if you can't... well, maybe that’s for the best.”

Lara slapped her hands down on the kitchen island. “Give me a clue! Just one!”

Ms. Sutherland chuckled, a soft vibration. “Sorry. It’s just been so obvious to me for years and years. I can’t believe you haven't seen it.”

She didn't give Lara another sign.

That night, sleep was a ghost. Lara lay in bed, the moonlight filtering through the blinds. Her mind was a kaleidoscope of the day's events: Jacob’s elegant hands, the taste of Natasha’s lips on the bus, the haunting scent of Damian’s jacket.

She looked over at her bookshelf. Her old copy of Symbols of Love was still there. She remembered lending it to Damian with the strict instructions to "read and learn," and the mischievous grin he’d given her a week later. The clan in those books signed to one another—a detail that had made her feel seen as a teenager. The author had written that it was impossible to lie in sign language.

Lara knew that was rubbish. You could lie with your hands just as easily as with your tongue if you were a good enough actor. But her mother... her mother was different. She read body language like a forensic scientist. She had known about Damian months before their first kiss. She had predicted every breakup in their friend group.

So what has she been seeing all these years?

***

"Lara! Hey!"

Marsha jumped up from the restaurant table, her floral summer dress fluttering. "Hey you! God, look at you, you look fabulous!"

Lara laughed, feeling decidedly underdressed in her denim shorts and tank top. Marsha looked like a summer dream—backless dress, chestnut curls, and a glow that spoke of a very happy secret.

"Thank you," Marsha said, blushing. "Lara, this is Latoya."

Latoya stood up, her grip firm and her smile easy. She was exactly what Natasha had described as a "soft butch"—short hair, cargo pants, a tight tee that showed off toned arms, and a thumb ring.

"Pleased to meet you," Latoya said.

"Likewise."

As they ordered drinks, Lara couldn't help but compare Latoya to Natasha’s disastrous "Oli" persona. There was a natural ease to Latoya’s masculinity that Natasha had been trying so hard to manufacture.

"So, what do you do, Latoya?"

"I'm a PE teacher," Latoya said with a wink. "Go ahead, laugh at the cliché."

Lara laughed instead. "I like it. So, how did you two meet?"

"Are you sure you want to ask that now?" Marsha teased. "Katherine is coming, and if we tell you now, we'll just have to repeat it."

As if on cue, Katherine arrived, a whirlwind of hugs and Polish-accented laughter. Once the drinks were refreshed, Marsha leaned in, her eyes shining.

"So, I was in the mall with my mum," Marsha began. "This guy runs past and snatches my bag right off my shoulder. I was so shocked I couldn't even scream."

Katherine and Lara gasped in unison.

"But then!" Marsha splayed her fingers. "This figure just flies out of nowhere and just... SLAMS into him. Like, literally. He went flying into a wall."

Lara looked at Latoya, impressed.

Latoya shrugged modestly. "I play rugby. Tackling is second nature."

"And she’s pinning him down," Miriam added, fanning herself playfully. "Knee in his back, arm twisted. She looks at me and says, 'Are you okay, Miss?'"

"And you replied with, 'As long as you're single,'" Katherine finished, and the table erupted in laughter.

"It was quite intense," Latoya admitted, rubbing the back of her neck.

"God, yeah. She met half my family before our first date," Miriam said. "We’ve been pretty inseparable for the last three weeks."

As the meal progressed, the conversation drifted to Katherine’s upcoming wedding to Templeton. "I’m going to need to change the seating plan now, aren't I?" Katherine said, gesturing to Latoya.

"Do you mind?" Marsha asked.

"Not at all," Katherine said, but then she paused, looking at Marsha. "It’s just... there’s going to be at least three of your exes at the wedding."

Latoya shrugged, completely unbothered. "Babe, a hottie like you? Of course there are exes. It’s what happens in a tight group. I’m still friends with mine."

"That’s a healthy way to look at it," Lara agreed.

"Yeah, though ironically," Marsha said, gesturing toward Lara, "one of those exes is Lara’s new girlfriend."

Lara nearly sprayed her cider across the table. "I—what? We aren't girlfriends!"

"Oh, don't get hung up on labels," Marsha waved it away. "I did invite Natasha today, but she’s on a shift."

"She must be walking on air," Katherine added, smiling at Lara.

"I’m not—wait, what?" Lara’s hands were shaking.

"Natasha’s been mooning after Lara forever," Katherine said to Latoya. Then she winced, looking at Lara’s stunned expression. "Sorry, Marsha. Was that tactless?"

Marsha laughed. "It’s fine, Kat. We weren't right together anyway."

Lara sat there, the world tilting on its axis. "Wait. Hold on. How long has Natasha had a thing for me?"

The three women looked at Lara as if she had suddenly started speaking in tongues.

"I mean... like, a decade? Duh?" Katherine said.

"What!?"

Marsha reached across the table, taking Lara’s hands. "Sweetie, did she never tell you why we broke up?"

"She... no. She didn't."

"Look, she was a great girlfriend. But eventually, I got tired of being the girl she settled for rather than her first choice."

Lara’s breath hitched. "What?"

"Lara," Katherine said softly, "Natasha has been in love with you since we were teenagers."

"In love?" A cold shiver raced down Lara’s spine. "But... I was with Damian. She never said anything."

"How could she?" Katherine asked. "You two only ever had eyes for each other. She wasn't going to get in the way of that."

"But I knew," Marsha added. "We all did. I got fed up with being the second person she’d call with news. The second person she’d think of. I wanted to be someone’s first. So I broke it off."

Lara sat in a daze. "I remember you were so upset. I always thought Natasha was the one who broke your heart."

Marsha shook her head. "No. It was me."

The rest of the lunch was a blur. Lara ate her food mechanically, her brain feeling like it had been filled with popping candy. Every memory of the last ten years was being re-coded, re-contextualized. Every late-night visit, every "bestie" moment, every lingering look—it wasn't just friendship. It was devotion.

***

When Lara got home, she marched through the house looking for her mother. She found her father in the garden, but he didn't know when Ms. Sutherland would be back.

Lara couldn't settle. She paced the kitchen. She ate a whole sleeve of ginger biscuits. She went out to the garden and started deadheading roses with such intensity that her father eventually had to take the shears away from her.

Finally, the front door opened.

Lara was in the hallway before her mother could even take off her coat.

“How long has Natasha been in love with me?” she signed, her movements large and desperate.

Ms. Sutherland paused. She looked at her daughter, a slow, knowing smile spreading across her face.

“Always,” she replied.

Nine P.M.

Lara paced in Natasha’s bedroom, her nerves frayed to a breaking point. Natasha’s mum was on house calls, and her dad, Alex, had gone out to the bar. She was alone.

She checked herself in the full-length mirror. She was wearing her old school uniform—the plaid skirt, the white button-down, the blazer. It was ridiculously short, the hem riding high on her thighs. She felt exposed, vulnerable, and absurdly nostalgic.

Am I making a mistake? She heard the key in the lock downstairs.

"Lara?" Natasha’s voice called out, weary and thin.

Lara’s mouth went dry. She took a sip of water, her heart hammering. "I'm in your room!" she called back.

She arranged herself on the bed, lying on her stomach, propped on her elbows with her feet kicked up behind her. She pretended to be deeply engrossed in their high school yearbook.

"I'm sorry I'm late," Natasha began as she pushed open the door. "You won't believe what happened in the ER—"

She stopped. The silence in the room became a living thing.

Natasha stood in the doorway, her bag slipping from her hand. Her lips parted, her eyes roaming over Lara in the uniform, the Alice band in her hair, the sheer history of the look.

"Tough day?" Lara asked, her voice dropping into a flirtatious hum.

"Yeah," Natasha whispered. She just stared, her pupils blown wide.

Lara felt the power shift in the room. She rolled onto her side, the skirt riding up even further. She saw Natasha’s throat move as she swallowed hard.

"Krk." That sound—the hitching intake of breath Lara had heard on the bus—echoed through the quiet room.

Lara patted the spot on the bed beside her. "Are you hungry?"

Natasha nodded slowly, moving toward her as if in a trance.

"I made you a sandwich," Lara said, gesturing to the side table. "And I got you some Bacardi Breezers."

Natasha’s eyes flicked to the plate. It was a brie and cranberry roll—the exact snack Lara’s mum used to leave for them after school. The Breezers were the neon-colored drinks they used to sneak into the park at sixteen.

Natasha looked at the food, then at Lara, then at the yearbook.

And then, she did something Lara didn't expect. She sat down heavily on the floor, covered her face with her hands, and started to cry.

"Tash? Sweetie, what is it?" Lara scrambled off the bed, kneeling in front of her.

"I’m sorry... I’m just so sorry," Natasha sobbed, reaching out to cling to Lara. She buried her face in the white shirt, her fingers digging into the fabric of the blazer. "I want to kiss you... I want to so bad... but I know I stink of the hospital and I’m a mess and I... I don't want to ruin it."

Lara let out a surprised, melodic laugh. She pulled Natasha’s face up, wiping the tears away with her thumbs.

"Go and shower then," Lara giggled. "I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be right here."

Natasha gave her a watery, beautiful smile. She stood up, shedding her bag and her exhaustion, and headed for the en-suite. The sound of the shower starting filled the room.

Lara sat back on the bed, her stomach rumbling. The butterflies were still there, but the fear was gone. She felt a surge of heat—an anticipation that made her skin tingle.

She decided to head down to the kitchen to find something more for them to eat. Tonight wasn't about the past anymore. It was about the three kisses they had left.


CHAPTER 6




The steam from the bathroom followed Natasha out like a ghostly silk train, carrying the scent of sandalwood and expensive hospital soap that had finally replaced the sterile clinical tang of her shift. She stood in the doorway, her silhouette framed by the hallway light, wrapped in a plush white robe that clung to the damp curves of her body. Her newly shorn hair was spiked with moisture, giving her an edge that was both vulnerable and strikingly handsome.

Across the room, Lara remained as she was—a living time capsule in that short plaid skirt and white button-down. The sight hit Natasha with the force of a physical blow, a rush of high school hallways and unrequited pining that made her knees feel weak.

Lara didn't say a word. She simply crooked a finger, a slow, deliberate come-hither motion that set the air on fire.

"You're going to be the death of me, Lara Jackson," Natasha whispered, her voice a low, raspy vibrato as she crossed the rug.

The moment Natasha’s knees hit the mattress, Lara didn't give her a chance to breathe. She lunged forward, her hands cupping Natasha’s face, and seized her lips in a kiss that was less of an invitation and more of a reclamation. It was deep, hungry, and desperate, a decade of suppressed tension exploding in a single point of contact. Natasha let out a sharp, needy moan into Lara’s mouth, her hands tangling in the fabric of the school blazer as the world outside the bedroom door ceased to exist.

Lara’s fingers found the belt of the robe, tugging it free with a frantic efficiency. As the heavy terrycloth fell away, it revealed Natasha’s mocha skin, glowing like polished mahogany under the amber hue of the bedside lamp. She was magnificent—toned, nude, and trembling under Lara’s gaze.

“Is this the eighth kiss?” Natasha teased breathlessly, her eyes dark with a mix of humor and raw desire.

“Yes,” Lara murmured, her lips ghosting over Natasha’s jawline. “Now let’s make it nine.”

They crashed back together, their tongues twirling in a feverish dance that tasted of salt and longing. The kiss deepened until it felt like they were trying to swallow each other's souls. When they finally pulled away, panting, Lara looked up at her best friend—really looked at her—and saw the woman who had been standing in the shadows of her heart for years.

“I want you, Natasha,” Lara whispered, her voice steady despite the thrumming of her pulse.

Natasha’s hands hovered over Lara’s waist, her expression a mask of beautiful hesitation. She wanted this more than her next breath, but the surgeon in her demanded precision—demanded absolute certainty.

“You sure you wanna do this, Lara? Truly? I don’t want this to be part of the experiment. I want it to be us.”

“I’ve never been surer of anything,” Lara breathed.

To prove it, she began stripping out of the uniform, the buttons of the shirt popping under her haste. Natasha aided her, her touch reverent as she helped peel away the layers of the girl Lara used to be to reveal the woman she was becoming.

Soon, they were two maps of skin and heat, thrashing about the bed in a tangle of limbs. Discarded clothing lay in forgotten heaps on the floor as they reclaimed the bed as their sanctuary. Natasha leaned down, her nose brushing against the crook of Lara’s neck. She could smell the sweet, musky scent of Lara’s arousal, a heady perfume that made her vision swim.

She wanted to dive deep immediately, but she forced herself to savor the journey. She trailed her lips down Lara’s neck, biting softly at the sensitive cord of her throat, then moved to the elegant line of her collarbone. When she reached Lara’s breasts, she circled the nipples with her tongue, watching them peak under the lamplight before taking one into her mouth. She slurped and tugged, her movements rhythmic and primal.

“Oh God, Tash... that feels so good,” Lara moaned, her head falling back against the pillows, her eyes hooded and glazed with ecstasy.

Emboldened by the sound of her name on Lara’s lips, Natasha moved lower. Her tongue twirled around Lara’s navel before her face descended into the soft, dark curls of Lara’s bush. She paused, inhaling the scent of her, the intimacy of it making her heart race.

“Dayum, Lara... your hairy pussy looks beautiful,” Natasha complimented, her voice thick with genuine admiration. “I love me some bush. It’s so... you.”

Lara’s face went crimson, a beautiful blush spreading to her chest. “Eat me, Tash. Eat this pussy. Please.” She reached down, her fingers tangling in Natasha’s short hair, urging her head down as she spread her thighs wide, offering herself completely.

“Gladly,” Natasha whispered.

She went down on her with a hunger that had been brewing since they were teenagers. She tasted the slick sweetness of Lara’s arousal, finding the flavor better than any vintage wine. This wasn’t just a taste; Natasha was fully locked in. She thrust her tongue deep, mimicking the motion of a lover, while her thumb found Lara’s clit.

Lara quivered, her body arching off the sheets as she began to cum, her own hand reaching down to rub her clit frantically in a desperate bid for more.

“You love eating this hairy pussy, huh?” Lara teased through a ragged gasp, her eyes rolling back as the first wave of the orgasm hit her. Her other hand mauled Natasha’s shoulder, her nails digging in as she creamed against Natasha’s searching tongue.

“Fuck yeah, Lara. You taste amazing. Like a sun-ripened peach,” Natasha breathed, looking up for a split second with wet lips.

“Peach? I love that,” Lara smiled, but the expression was quickly devoured as Natasha returned to her task, slurping on her clit with a fervor that had Lara thrashing from side to side.

Lara’s toes curled, her nails digging into the silk sheets as she experienced a passion she had never known with any man. It was the intuition of it—the way Natasha seemed to know exactly when to apply pressure and when to be soft.

Natasha slipped two fingers inside her now, curling them upward to find that sweet spot, and within seconds, the dam broke. Lara didn't just cum; she erupted. A squirting mess of absolute bliss soaked the sheets and Natasha’s face, an out-of-body experience that left Lara babbling nonsense and sobbing with pleasure. Natasha didn't flinch; she lapped it all up, capturing every drop of the essence Lara had given her.

When Lara finally collapsed into a quivering heap, Natasha crawled up her body, kissing her deeply, making Lara taste the remnants of her own climax on her lips.

“Now that... that was the tenth,” Lara whispered against her mouth.

Natasha chuckled softly, brushing a stray hair from Lara’s damp forehead. “I didn’t know we were still keeping count.”

“It’s a penchant of mine,” Lara said, a mischievous glint returning to her eyes. “But right now, I want a turn. Get on all fours, Tash. I want to admire that ass.”

“As you wish,” Natasha replied, her voice a purr of submission.

She flipped over, arching her back and pushing her sexy ass out toward Lara.

“Spread those lovely cheeks for me,” Lara ordered, her voice taking on a new, assertive edge.

She spat on her fingers, rubbing them over Natasha’s clit to prime her before lowering her face. She ran her tongue up and down the pouty, wet lips of the girl who had loved her in silence for a decade.

“Fuck yes... lick that wet pussy,” Natasha pleaded, her fingers gripping the headboard for dear life.

“Mmm, this actually tastes good,” Lara marveled, the discovery of a woman’s flavor sparking a new fire in her. “I’m a fan.”

“You’re not bad for a first-timer,” Natasha panted.

“Why thank you,” Lara said, and then she went wild.

Outside, the Virginia sky finally broke, and a heavy rain began to lash against the windowpane, providing a rhythmic backdrop to their lust-filled cries. Lara held onto Natasha’s hips and dug in, her tongue working with a skill she’d only ever read about in the romance novels she loved. She twirled her tongue deep, "tongue-fucking" her until Natasha was hissing and moaning into the pillows.

Lara came up for air only to press her face against Natasha’s backside, kissing her cheeks passionately before running her tongue over the delicate "O" ring of her bunghole. The sensation sent a lightning bolt through Natasha’s spine.

“You like that, Tash? Me licking your ass?” Lara teased, groping the firm flesh of her cheeks.

“Yes, Lara! Eat my fucking asshole!” Natasha cried out, her own fingers now reaching between her legs to rub her clit furiously. She squirted heavily onto the sheets just as Lara’s tongue began to circle her center again and again.

Eventually, the fire burned down to a glow. They collapsed together, spooning under the heavy duvet as the rain turned into a full-scale thunderstorm. The room flickered with the blue-white light of lightning, followed by the roar of thunder that finally broke the spell of pure lust, replacing it with a profound, quiet tenderness.

They pulled away from each other’s lips, laughing and panting, the adrenaline slowly receding. Natasha got up, wrapping herself back in the robe to fetch them two cold cans of Sprite. They sat propped up against the pillows, sharing the drink in the dark.

“Marsha told me today,” Lara said softly, her voice echoing in the quiet room. “She told me you always had a crush on me. That even when you were with her, you were thinking of me. That she felt like second best.”

Natasha went still, the can of Sprite halfway to her lips. She set it down on the nightstand and turned to Lara, her expression raw and honest.

“It’s all true, Lara. I’ve always loved you. From the first time I laid eyes on you at school, I knew you were my soulmate. I just... I didn't want to ruin what we had. I thought having a piece of you as a best friend was better than having nothing at all.”

She drew her lips close to Lara’s, her breath warm. “And now that we’ve completed the ten kisses... would you consider yourself my girl?”

Lara smiled, a true, brilliant smile that reached her eyes. “Girl, freak, and any damn thing you want me to be.”

They leaned into one last kiss—a slow, liquid collision that held no trace of the "experiment" or the tentative "kisses" that had come before. This was a kiss of arrival, the tectonic plates of their lives finally shifting into a perfect, permanent alignment.

They fell asleep tangled in a Gordian knot of limbs, the storm outside screaming against the glass while inside, the silence was no longer an empty void, but a vessel overflowing with everything they had finally dared to say.

“I love you,” Lara whispered, her breath ghosting against the pulse-point in the hollow of Natasha’s neck. Those words were the last tether to the waking world before the velvet darkness of sleep claimed them both, heart to heart, two separate melodies finally resolving into a single, breathtaking chord.
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