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Chapter 1 - A willing change
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The campus buzzed with an electric energy that seemed to hum through the soles of Melissa's feet as she walked towards the student union. It was the first day back after spring break, and the air was filled with a mix of anticipation and relief. She could feel the sun on her back, warming her through her t-shirt, as she dodged a pair of freshmen arguing over a shared textbook

As she approached her dorm, she couldn't help but notice the new banner hanging above the entrance. "Welcome Back, Bears!" it read, the university's mascot grinning down at her. She shook her head, smiling to herself. The school's constant attempts at spirited enthusiasm were always a bit too much, yet somehow, they still managed to put a smile on her face.

Her key clicked in the lock, and she pushed open the heavy wooden door. The dorm room was a familiar chaos - clothes strewn across the chair, textbooks piled on the desk, and posters of her favorite bands lining the walls. She had lived here since her freshman year, and despite the lack of personalization, it felt like home.

Well, as much as any place could feel like home when you were constantly changing. She sighed as she looked at her reflection in the full-length mirror leaning against the wall. The same face looked back at her, framed by long, dark hair that fell in loose waves around her shoulders. Gray eyes stared back at her, reflecting her frustration.

"You still look the same, Mel," she muttered to herself, running a hand through her hair. She grabbed a nearby hair tie and pulled her hair back into a messy bun. It was a small change, but it felt significant.

She turned to the side, studying her profile. She looked... soft. Feminine. It wasn't that she hated being a woman, but she always felt like she was playing a part, like she was wearing a costume that didn't quite fit.

She had always been more comfortable in jeans and band t-shirts than dresses and skirts. She had always preferred the company of her guy friends to the girls she'd gone to high school with. And she had always wanted to be seen, really seen, for who she was, not what she looked like.

She remembered the countless times she had been underestimated, overlooked, or dismissed because of her appearance. She was more than just a pretty face, she was strong, intelligent, and independent. But how could she show that when she didn't even feel like herself?

She let out a huff of frustration and turned away from the mirror. She needed a change. She opened her laptop and pulled up her favorite streaming service, putting on a playlist of her favorite rock songs.

The familiar guitar riffs and drum beats filled the room, drowning out the quiet murmurs of her dorm mates down the hall. She needed the music to clear her head, to find the courage she was looking for.

As she started to stretch, warming up her muscles, she noticed her reflection in the mirror again. She chose to focus on the strength she saw, the potential for change. She had always been athletic, playing soccer since she was a kid, but she wanted more muscle, more definition. She wanted to look as strong as she felt inside.

She started with push-ups, hands gripping the worn carpet as she lowered herself to the ground. She could feel the burn in her arms, the strain in her shoulders, and she pushed harder, driven by a newfound determination.

As she moved onto squats, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror again. Her hair had slipped from its bun, falling in disheveled waves around her face.

She suddenly wished it was shorter, that it wouldn't get in her way. As she transitioned into lunges, she felt a strange tickling sensation at the back of her neck. She paused mid-lunge, her brow furrowing in confusion.

She reached back, her fingers brushing against something rough and unfamiliar. Her heart pounded in her chest as she turned to look in the mirror, her eyes widening in disbelief. Her hair was shorter, much shorter. It stopped just at her chin, framing her face in a way that was completely foreign, yet somehow familiar.

She slowly stood up, her eyes never leaving her reflection. She reached up, touching her hair again, her fingers brushing against the short strands. It felt different, but it also felt right. She tentatively smiled at her reflection, her gray eyes sparkling with a mix of shock and excitement.

One moment she was cursing her long hair, and the next, it was gone. She shook her head, watching in the mirror as the short strands moved with her. It was like she had manifested the change, willed it into existence. She pinched herself, hard, to make sure she wasn't dreaming. The sting was real, and she let out a small laugh, still unable to believe what she was seeing.

She had always wanted to try a pixie cut but had never been brave enough to actually do it. Now, here she was, sporting a look she loved without even stepping foot in a salon. She couldn't help but feel a thrill of excitement and a smidge of fear course through her. What else could she change? And how?

She had been so focused on her workout, so lost in her thoughts, that she hadn't even noticed the transformation happening. It was like her body was responding to her desires before she could even fully formulate them.

She scoffed softly, her gaze still locked onto her reflection. This had to be some sort of weird fluke, a one-time glitch in the matrix. Right? It had to be. There was no way she could just... change herself like that. She shook her head, her short hair swishing lightly, and turned away from the mirror. She needed to clear her head.

She grabbed her water bottle from the desk and took a long sip, letting the cold water ground her.

As she exhaled, she couldn't help but hope that the hair thing wasn't a one-time deal. She wished she could make more changes, like building some actual muscle. She was tired of feeling soft, tired of feeling so... feminine. She wanted her body to reflect the strength she felt inside, to match her personality instead of just her appearance.

She eyed the weights tucked under her bed, a remnant of the time she had tried to get into lifting. She hadn't stuck with it, feeling self-conscious in the gym and never seeing much progress. But if this sudden change was real, if she could actually control it... what if she could? She stepped closer to the mirror and willed her body to change, to grow stronger and more muscular. She imagined the soft curves of her body transforming, the fat melting away, replaced by lean muscle.

To her absolute shock, her body began to shift once more. She watched in the mirror as her shoulders broadened and her arms thickened. Her stomach flattened, the softness disappearing as if it had never been there. She flexed her new muscles, marveling at the definition, the power she could feel coursing through her.

She couldn't believe it. She had wanted a change, and her body had responded. It was as if she could shape herself into whatever she desired, like clay in her hands.

She couldn't help but feel a sense of awe and wonder, mixed with a healthy dose of disbelief. Was this some kind of dream? Or had she somehow tapped into some hidden ability?

She stretched her new muscles, testing their limits. She felt stronger, more capable. More... herself. She couldn't help but smile, the expression widening as she caught sight of the mirror again. She almost didn't recognize the person looking back at her. But she liked what she saw.

A lot. The changes she had made felt right, like she was finally seeing herself as she always should have been. Yet, she couldn't help but hesitate. She had just drastically changed her appearance, and while she loved it, she knew that others might not be as accepting. She wondered if she should continue to change herself, to keep exploring this newfound ability. But she quickly dismissed the thought. She didn't want to draw too much attention. She had to be smart about this, careful. She couldn't just show up to class looking completely different.

She decided to stop for now. She could tell people she had cut her hair and done a lot of exercising during her break. It wouldn't be a lie, after all. And it would give her time to figure out what was happening, to understand her new ability before she made any more changes.

She knew she should stop, should leave things as they were for now, but as she stood in front of the mirror, seeing the new person staring back at her, she couldn't help but feel there was more she wanted to change. Just one more thing, she told herself. Just one more little change.

She cleared her throat, focusing on the slight lilt that had always been there, the softness that made her feel like she was playing a part. She willed her voice to change, to deepen and strengthen, to sound less... girly. It took a moment, but then she could feel it, the shift in her throat, the new timbre of her voice. She tested it out, saying, "Hello," into the silent room. The word came out stronger, more confident, more her. She smiled, liking the sound of it. This was better. This felt right.

More right than anything else had in a long time. She turned away from the mirror, stretching her arms behind her back, feeling the new strength in her muscles. She paced her dorm room, testing her new voice, her new body. She wanted to shout with excitement, but she knew she had to keep it together. She couldn't afford to draw attention to herself, not yet.

She needed to think, to plan. She knew she couldn't show up to class looking like a completely different person overnight, and she didn't want to raise any suspicions. She decided that for now, she would go shower and go to bed. It was already quite late, and most students were surely already asleep. She wanted to give herself time to process all the changes, to figure out what was happening and how she could control it. She shut her laptop, the music fading away.

The communal bathroom was quiet, save for the distant hum of the fluorescent lights and the steady drip of a leaky faucet.

Melissa stepped inside, her reflection in the mirror showing a person she barely recognized. She was about to turn on the shower when she saw a girl she didn't know, brushing her hair in front of the mirror. The girl glanced at Melissa, her eyes widening slightly as she took in Melissa's new physique.

"Wow, you're really muscular," the girl said, her voice holding a hint of jealousy. "How long have you been working out like that?"

Thrown off guard, Melissa paused for a moment, her mind racing. She had to be careful. She couldn't just blurt out that she had magically transformed her body overnight. She decided to go with a partial truth.

"Oh, uh, thanks," she said, attempting to nonchalantly lean against the bathroom counter. "I've been pretty dedicated, you know? Started out small, but I really got into it over the break." She hoped her voice didn't betray her nervousness.

The girl nodded, clearly impressed. "That's awesome. I've been trying to get into working out more, but it's hard to find the motivation, you know?"

"Definitely," Melissa agreed, trying to keep the conversation light and casual. She didn't want to draw too much attention to herself. "You just have to start small, find something you enjoy, and stick with it. Consistency is key," Melissa advised, feeling a bit like a fraud as she said it. She hadn't exactly earned her muscular physique through consistent hard work. It had happened in an instant, like magic. But she couldn't exactly tell this girl that. She had to play it cool, act like this was all normal.

The girl nodded, looking determined. "Yeah, that makes sense. Thanks for the tip." She turned back to her reflection, continuing to brush her long, wavy hair.

Melissa let out a silent sigh of relief. She decided to make a quick escape before the girl could ask any more questions. "No problem," she said, backing away towards the showers. "Good luck with your workouts."

The girl smiled at her reflection. "Thanks. I think I'm going to start with yoga. My roommate's been bugging me to try it with her."

Melissa nodded. "Yoga's great. It's a good starting point."

She quietly stepped into the shower stall, the warm water a welcome relief after the adrenaline rush of her transformation. She leaned against the tile wall, her head resting on her arm as she let the water cascade over her. She couldn't believe what had happened. It was all too surreal, too impossible. But here she was, standing under the showerhead, her body aching from the sudden changes, her mind racing with questions she didn't have answers to. She had to be careful, so careful. She couldn't let anyone suspect what was happening to her.

As she washed her hair, she couldn't help but run her fingers through the short strands, still marveling at the change. The water felt different, too, as if her new body responded to it differently. She shivered, a mix of excitement and fear coursing through her.

She couldn't help but run her hands over her new body, feeling the defined muscles, the broad shoulders, and the flat stomach. The water cascaded over her, and she flexed her arms, watching as the muscles rippled under her skin. She had never felt more powerful, more alive. She couldn't believe the changes she had made, the new strength she could feel radiating from within. She admired the strength in her shoulders, the definition in her arms, and the power in her legs. This was her. This was who she was meant to be.

Despite the relief she felt from the warm water, she knew she couldn't stay in the shower forever. She quickly washed her hair, lathering up the short strands and rinsing them clean. She scrubbed her body, feeling the new muscles under her fingers, and rinsed off the suds. As she stepped out of the shower, she wrapped herself in a towel, her heart pounding with a mix of excitement and anxiety.

She made her way back to her dorm room, her footsteps echoing in the quiet hallway.

She could feel the exhaustion creeping up on her, her muscles protesting the sudden changes. She had never felt so drained in her life, like every ounce of energy had been sapped from her body. She made quick work of drying off and changing into her pajamas, her movements slow and deliberate.

As she slipped under the covers of her bed, she let out a sigh of relief, her body finally able to relax. As she felt the softness of her mattress beneath her, she could finally let go.
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Chapter 2 - Keeping a secret
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The classroom was a dump—that's the only word for it. Chalkboards so worn out you could barely read the lessons, and desks that looked like they'd survived a war. The window at the back offered a view of the garden outside, but the glass was so grimy it was like looking through a permanently fogged-up windshield.

Melissa arrived early, hoping to get a head start on the math lesson that had been left hanging before spring break. She knew she should've been reviewing the quadratic equations, but her mind kept wandering. Her reflection in the window caught her eye, and she couldn't help but smile at the sight of her short, dark hair, a stark contrast to the longer locks she used to have.

"Mel!" A playful poke in the cheek startled her. She looked up to see Rosie, her long red curls bouncing as she leaned over the neighboring desk. "You're early. You must be dying to see our old math teacher again or maybe show off your new haircut?" Rosie teased, her Irish accent somehow making the mundane sound exotic. "I gotta say, it really suits you. Gives you a certain je ne sais quoi."

Melissa rolled her eyes but grinned, appreciating the compliment. "Thanks, Rosie. I just thought it was time for a change." She looked back down at her notebook, trying to focus on the equations scrawled across the page.

Rosie settled into the desk next to her, swinging her legs like she was still in middle school. "You know, I've been meaning to ask—what made you do it? Not that I'm complaining, you look great. But you've always been so... consistent."

Melissa hesitated, her pencil hovering over the paper.

She could feel Rosie's gaze on her, waiting for an explanation. "I dunno," she said finally, shrugging. "Just felt like it, I guess."

Rosie leaned in closer, her green eyes sparkling with curiosity. "Well, whatever the reason, it's working for you. I mean, look at you," she said, gesturing to Melissa. "You're more confident, more... you know, you. It's hot."

Melissa felt a blush creep up her neck, but she laughed it off. " Hot? Really?"

Rosie nodded, biting her lower lip. "Yeah, really. I mean, it's not like you need to try harder or anything, but there's just something about you now that's..." Rosie trailed off, her fingers brushing against Melissa's arm.

Before Melissa could respond, Zac walked in, his brown hair ruffled, a soccer ball tucked under his arm. "Hey, ladies," he greeted, flashing a grin that could melt butter. "Rosie, you're looking... well, you're looking like Rosie," he said, winking at her.

Then his eyes shifted to Melissa. "And Melissa, you're looking... different." He squinted, trying to put his finger on it. "Did you get a haircut or something?"

Melissa nodded, tucking a strand behind her ear. "Yeah, just before break. You like it?"

Zac shrugged. "It's cool. Suits you, I guess." He dropped the soccer ball on a nearby desk and plopped down in his seat. "Man, I wish I could grow a beard like that," he chuckled, nodding toward the door where their math teacher had just entered. The old man's bushy beard and disheveled hair made him look like he'd just returned from a week-long camping trip.

He shuffled to the front of the class, his eyes scanning the room with a mixture of weariness and anticipation. "Alright, class," he began, his voice gravelly from years of teaching and smoking. "I trust you all had a lovely break. Now, let's dive back into quadratic equations, shall we?"

the teacher continued, writing a complex formula on the chalkboard. The lesson proceeded languidly, the serious students struggling to follow as if the teacher was speaking a foreign language. Melissa tried to concentrate, her pencil dancing across the paper as she attempted to decipher the foreign symbols. She glanced at Rosie beside her, only to find her friend more concerned with painting her nails a glossy shade of red than with the lesson at hand.

Melissa suppressed a sigh, her eyes drifting back to her own notes. She couldn't blame Rosie for being distracted; math had never been her strong suit. But the sight of Rosie's careful, methodical strokes with the nail polish brush was almost hypnotic, making it even harder for Melissa to focus on the lesson.

———
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The bell finally rang, mercifully breaking the spell of numbers and equations.

As the students began to pack up their belongings, Melissa felt a sudden surge of energy. She stood up, stretching her arms above her head and rolling her shoulders back, feeling the muscles in her back and arms flex. The lesson had ended, and with it, the lethargy that often accompanied Math. She glanced over at Zac, who was already lacing up his sneakers, a grin spreading across his face. "You ready for this, Melissa?" he asked, already knowing the answer.

"More than you know," Melissa replied, a genuine smile playing on her lips. The next class was their favorite—PE. It was a chance to release all the pent-up energy and tension from the day's academic rigors. She hadn't been looking forward to returning to school after the break, but knowing that this class was on the schedule made the day a little brighter.

Melissa grabbed her bag and started to walk rapidly towards the gymnasium changing room.

"Whoa, slow down there, Mel!" Rosie called out, her heels clicking against the tiled floor as she hurried to catch up. "You're moving so fast I can barely follow you!"

Melissa slowed her pace slightly, realizing she'd been so focused on getting to class that she'd left Rosie in the dust. She glanced back and offered an apologetic smile. "Sorry, Rosie. I just can't wait to get out there."

Rosie rolled her eyes but grinned, falling into step beside her. "I get it, I get it. You're a sporty girl. But don't forget about little old me back here. I'm more of a 'watch from the sidelines and cheer' kind of girl."

Melissa laughed, remembering the last time they'd had PE together. Rosie had spent most of the class perched on the bleachers, her long legs stretched out in front of her, chatting with a few other girls.

As they entered the changing room, the sound of laughter and chatter filled the air. Melissa and Rosie found a pair of empty lockers and began to undress.

Rosie looked at Melissa, her eyes flicking over her friend's sports bra and shorts. "You know, Mel, I'm starting to think you must have a secret gym membership or something. You're always in workout clothes, and you're looking... different. Stronger, I guess."

Melissa chuckled, pulling her t-shirt over her head. "Yeah, I've been hitting the gym a bit more. It feels good, you know?"

Rosie nodded, running a hand through her curls. But you should really wear other things sometimes, you know? There are a lot of cute ones out there, and your size is popular. I swear, it's like every store is catering to girls like you. But for me? It's like searching for a unicorn in a haystack." Rosie sighed dramatically, her hands on her hips as she looked at Melissa. "You know, it's not fair. All the cute bras are in small sizes, and I had to look everywhere to find a cute one my size. It's like the world is conspiring against my boobs." She pouted, pushing her chest out slightly as if to emphasize her point. "But I finally found this cute bra, and I really wanna show it off."

Melissa raised an eyebrow. "That's... definitely cute. But are you sure you want to wear that to the gym? It doesn't look like it's made for running."

Rosie waved a hand dismissively. "Oh, I won't be doing much running. I'm more of a walk-and-talk kind of girl." Rosie flashed a wicked grin, adjusting her new bra under her t-shirt. "Besides, who needs to run when you can stroll and still look fabulous?"

Melissa chuckled, tugging on her sneakers. "That's all well and good, but remember, we're being timed today. Five kilometers. And Mr. Pritchard doesn't take kindly to strolling." Melissa knew their PE teacher was a stickler for results, and he'd been known to disqualify students for not meeting the required pace.

Rosie waved her hand again, her lips pursed in a playful pout. "Oh, I'll manage. Besides, maybe my... assets will distract him enough that he won't notice my speed." She winked, giving Melissa a nudge.

Melissa laughed, shaking her head. "I doubt that. Mr. Pritchard is all about discipline and focus. He won't even notice what you're wearing."

Rosie shrugged, offering a playful wink. "We'll see."

As they made their way into the gymnasium, Mr. Pritchard stood at the center, his whistle hanging from his neck, a stopwatch in his hand. "Alright everyone, today we're running five kilometers. Gather 'round, let's go over the route," he barked, his voice echoing in the cavernous space.

Zac jogged over to them, a sweat band already tied around his forehead. "You ready for this, Melissa? I'm itching to run."

Melissa nodded, a competitive gleam in her eye. "I'm ready, Zac. Always up for a challenge." She couldn't help but think back to their childhood, when she and Zac were inseparable. They'd race each other everywhere—to school, to the park, even to the ice cream truck. She'd always been faster, her lithe frame and endless energy giving her an edge. But after puberty, things changed. Despite training just as hard, she never beat him anymore. Their rivalry had faded, and with it, their closeness. Things had been different since he'd asked her out and she'd turned him down. The air between them had shifted, like an invisible barrier had been erected. They were still friends, but not the same.

Zac flashed a grin, his eyes sparkling with a similar determination. "Game on, then. I promise I won't go easy on you," Zac said, already bouncing lightly on his toes, warming up.

Mr. Pritchard blew his whistle, signaling for everyone to quiet down. "Alright, listen up. The route today is straightforward—we'll start here, loop around the campus, and finish back here. Keep to the marked path, and no cheating. Anyone caught cutting corners will be disqualified." He handed out small timing chips to stick on their shoes. "Attach these, and we'll track your time. Let's move out."

The class began to stream out of the gym, breaking into small groups. Melissa, Rosie, and Zac fell into step together, their shoes squeaking against the polished floor. As they made their way to the start line, Melissa couldn't shake the feeling of anticipation that had settled in her chest. She loved the rush of adrenaline that came with a good run, the way her heart pounded and her muscles burned. It was a feeling she'd always chased, even before her body began to change.

As they lined up at the starting line, Melissa felt Zac's eyes on her. He was looking at her the way he used to when they were kids, like she was his biggest competition. She met his gaze, and they shared a nod—a silent pact to push each other to the limit.

Mr. Pritchard blew his whistle, and they were off. The air smelled like freshly cut grass and the faint scent of chalk from the track.

Melissa's heart pounded in her chest as she and Zac quickly fell into a synchronized stride, their competitive spirit driving them forward. She felt lighter than air, her muscles taut and ready, the world around her a blur of green and blue. For the first time in what felt like forever, she was matching Zac's pace, their footsteps falling in perfect unison. The thrill of the challenge electrified her, and she could see the same determination mirrored in Zac's eyes. They were running side by side, equals, pushing each other to go faster, to reach that elusive next level.

Rosie, on the other hand, was having a different experience. She had fallen back, walking rather than running. She was chatting with another girl who was also doing more walking than running. She was telling a story about her weekend, and Rosie was laughing, her curls bouncing with each step.

"Hey, you two!" Mr. Pritchard's voice cut through their conversation like a whip. "I said run, not stroll! Start moving, or you'll both be doing laps at the end of class!" Mr. Pritchard barked, his lips pressed into a thin line of disapproval. Rosie and her friend exchanged a guilty glance before picking up the pace.

Rosie's arms pumped at her sides, her breathing already labored as she tried to keep up with the sudden change in speed. She gasped between breaths, her hand splayed across her chest to keep her new bra from bouncing too much. "I swore I'd go easy today, but..." She trailed off, her words lost to the huffing and puffing of her newfound pace.

Her friend, a petite girl with pigtails, was breathing loudly and rhythmically, her steps matching the beat of her inhales and exhales. Rosie matched her friend's path, her breaths synchronizing with the girl's, their gasps for air echoing off the nearby buildings. "Can... we... slow... down?" Rosie panted, her hands on her knees as they rounded a corner.

Her friend shook her head, her face flushed a bright red. "No way, Rosie. We don't want Mr. Pritchard on our case again." Despite the protest, her own breaths were coming in shorter bursts, her voice strained.

Rosie grimaced, her chest heaving as she tried to keep up. "You're right, you're right. I just... I didn't expect this to be so... so... hard," she gasped, her words punctuated by breaths that came out in short, ragged bursts.

As they turned another corner, Rosie spotted Melissa and Zac up ahead, their strides long and powerful. She couldn't help but feel a twinge of envy mixed with admiration. She knew Melissa was athletic, but she hadn't realized just how much until now. Watching her friend run, Rosie couldn't help but feel a little intimidated.

She'd always known Melissa was athletic, but the way she kept up with Zac—who was known for his speed and endurance—was impressive. Rosie had always admired Melissa's independence and confidence, but now, seeing her like this, she found herself feeling something else. It was more than admiration, more than envy. It was... attraction.

Rosie shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. She couldn't be feeling this way about her best friend, could she? She pushed the thought away, focusing instead on the task at hand—surviving this run without collapsing.

As if sensing her struggle, her friend nudged her gently. "Come on, Rosie. You can do this. We're almost halfway."

Rosie nodded, straightening her back and adjusting her ponytail. She took a deep breath and pushed herself to match her friend's pace. She could do this. She had to. The last thing she wanted was to be benched for the rest of the class.

Meanwhile, Melissa and Zac continued to push each other, their strides falling into a rhythm that bordered on hypnotic. They were both used to running together, but this time felt different. There was an energy between them, a charge that had been missing for a while.

It was as if their competitive spirit had reignited something within them, something that had been dormant. Melissa's breath hitched as she glanced over at Zac, his face flushed with exertion, a determined glint in his eyes. She felt a sudden warmth spread through her, a sensation she couldn't quite place. It was exhilarating, thrilling—and a little unsettling.

As Melissa and Zac approached the end of their run, Melissa found herself suddenly wondering if she should change herself again, just a little bit. She could push a bit harder, go a little faster, and finally beat Zac for the first time since they were kids. The thought was tantalizing, but she quickly dismissed it. She couldn't risk it. Her secret was safe for now, but if she started pushing her body into uncharted territory, who knew what might happen? What if something went wrong, and Zac or someone else noticed? She couldn't take that chance.

Her breath hitched in her chest as she forced herself to maintain their current pace. She wouldn't let herself get carried away, no matter how much she wanted to.

As they crossed the finish line, Zac stumbled slightly, his hand catching Melissa's elbow to steady himself. He let out a whoosh of air, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. "Damn, Melissa. You're... you're fast," he managed to gasp out, a genuine smile spreading across his face.

Melissa grinned back, her own breath coming in short, quick bursts. "So are you, Zac. So are you." She felt a surge of pride, of accomplishment. This was what she lived for—the thrill of competition, the satisfaction of pushing herself to her limits. She loved the way her heart pounded in her chest, the way her muscles burned and ached in the best possible way. And for the first time in what felt like forever, she and Zac had run side by side, equals, pushing each other to the limit.

Mr. Pritchard walked over to them, his whistle hanging around his neck, a clipboard in hand. "Well, well, well," he said, his eyes scanning the list of times. "It seems someone's been doing some serious training over the break." He looked up at Melissa, a rare smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "Your time this week is almost seven minutes faster than it was before the break. Whatever you're doing, keep it up." He clapped her on the shoulder, leaving a chalky handprint on her shirt. 
"I'm impressed, Melissa. Really impressed." Mr. Pritchard then turned to Zac, his expression more neutral. "And you, young man, need to work on your form. Your time improved, but your technique still leaves something to be desired."
He circled a few notes on his clipboard before moving on to the next student.

Melissa felt a flush of pride, the words of praise warming her chest. She couldn't help but steal a glance at Zac, hoping to share the moment with him. But Zac was already rubbing his shoulder ruefully, his brow furrowed as he studied Mr. Pritchard's clipboard. "Yeah, yeah, I know. I'll work on it," he muttered, clearly more focused on the critique than the compliment.

Melissa sighed internally, the moment passing as quickly as it had arrived. She knew Zac could be obsessive about his training, but sometimes she wished he could just enjoy the victory without dissecting it. She should have known better than to expect him to be different today.

As Melissa and Zac stood there, panting and trying to catch their breath, they noticed Rosie and her friend finally approaching the finish line. Rosie's chest was heaving, and her face was flushed a bright red, but she managed a wave and a grin as she crossed the line. Her friend trudged behind her, her shoulders slumped in exhaustion. Bringing up the rear, and by quite a distance, were a nerdy girl who was almost walking sideways to keep her balance and a boy who looked like he'd given up halfway through and was now shuffling along, his head down.

Mr. Pritchard sighed heavily as he checked them off his list, shaking his head in disapproval.

"Melissa, Zac, help them out, will you?" he grunted, waving his clipboard towards the two stragglers. "Make sure they're hydrated and catch their breath before they go collapsing on the floor."

Melissa nodded, heading towards Rosie and her friend. "You two did great," she said, holding out a water bottle. "Drink up."

Rosie gratefully took the bottle, tipping it back and letting the water pour down her throat. "Thanks," she gasped between swallows. "I thought I was gonna die out there."

Melissa chuckled, ruffling Rosie's curls. "You did look like you were seeing angels at one point."

Rosie laughed, a breathy sound that was quickly replaced by a cough. "Yeah, well, I should've known better than to wear a new bra on race day. Lesson learned," Rosie said, patting her chest dramatically. "I think I've earned a break after that."

Melissa smirked, handing the other water bottle to Rosie's friend. "You'll feel better once you catch your breath. Just take it easy for a bit."

Zac, meanwhile, had made his way over to the two stragglers. He handed them each a water bottle, offering words of encouragement. "Great job, you two. Keep it up." He offered a reassuring pat on the back to the boy, who looked like he might keel over at any moment.

Mr. Pritchard blew his whistle, signaling the end of class. "Alright, that's it for today. Remember to stretch and cool down before you leave."

Melissa watched as her classmates filtered out of the gym, their laughter and chatter slowly filling the space once again. She turned to Rosie, who was still nursing her water bottle, her chest still heaving slightly. "You sure you're okay, Rosie?"

Rosie nodded, giving her a reassuring smile. "Yeah, I'll be fine." Rosie finally managed to get out, taking one last gulp of water before handing the bottle back to Melissa.

"So, what happened to your friend? Libby was it ? She took off pretty quick."

Rosie's face darkened slightly, and she glanced around the room as if to make sure no one was listening. "To be honest, Mel, it's probably best if you don't know." Rosie's voice was barely a whisper, her eyes darting around the gym as if someone might overhear.

Melissa's brow furrowed, her concern immediately piqued. "Why? What happened to Libby?" She set down her water bottle, her hands already fidgeting with the idea of going after her friend.

Rosie bit her lip, looking torn. "It's just... it's complicated. I shouldn't have said anything."

Melissa's worry escalated, her lips set in a thin line. "Rosie, what's going on? I'm going to find Libby, so you might as well tell me now."

Before Rosie could protest, Melissa was already striding away, her eyes scanning the gym for any sign of Libby. She remembered seeing her classmate dart off in the direction of the equipment room, and now her curiosity was piqued. What could possibly be going on that Rosie didn't want to tell her?

Melissa pushed open the heavy door to the equipment room, the dim light and the smell of rubber and sweat greeting her. She stepped inside, her eyes quickly adjusting to the shadows. And there, in the corner, she saw Libby, huddled over something on the floor. It took her a moment to realize that she was... masturbating. Melissa's mind raced, trying to process what she was seeing. She'd never caught anyone in the act before, and she certainly hadn't expected to find Libby like this. But there she was her hand moving quickly between her legs.

Melissa froze, her body stiffening in shock. She didn't know what to do or say. Should she turn around and leave, pretending she hadn't seen anything? Or should she confront Libby, try to understand what was going on?

Melissa stood rooted to the spot, her mind a whirlwind of confusion and shock. She had walked in on something intimate and private, something she hadn't expected to see. She couldn't help but watch for a moment, her eyes wide with disbelief. She had never seen someone masturbate before, and the sight was both startling and strangely fascinating. Libby was lost in her own world, her breath coming in short gasps, her body taut with tension. Her hand moved with a frenzied urgency, her fingers sliding between her legs, rubbing and pressing in a way that had her back arching and her hips lifting off the floor. Her eyes were closed, her head thrown back, her teeth clenched tight. She was biting her t-shirt, the fabric muffling the small noises that threatened to escape her lips, desperate to keep herself from making any sound.

Melissa's heart pounded in her chest, her breath catching in her throat. She felt like an intruder, like she was witnessing something she shouldn't. But she couldn't look away. The intensity of Libby's movements, the desperation in her face, it was all too much to ignore. She could see the way Libby's body tensed and released, the way her breath came in short, ragged gasps. She could feel the tension in the air, the raw, primal energy that seemed to pulse from Libby's very core.

She was lost in her own world, her body writhing and twisting as she sought her release. Her hand was a blur between her legs, her fingers slick with her own arousal as she rubbed and pressed and stroked. Her breath was coming in short, sharp gasps, her chest heaving as she fought to control herself, to keep from crying out.

Melissa could see the way her hand was working, her fingers slick with her own wetness, her thumb circling her clit in rapid, desperate motions. She was so close, her body taut and trembling, her eyes clenched shut, her teeth gritted together.

It was clear she was nearing the edge, her movements becoming more frantic, her breaths coming in short, sharp bursts. Melissa finally tore her gaze away, her heart pounding in her chest. She had to leave, now. She couldn't stand here and watch this, no matter how much her curiosity pulled her in. She took a slow, careful step backwards, her eyes fixed on Libby's hunched form.

She moved slowly, carefully, trying to retreat without making a sound. But fate, it seemed, had other plans. As she stepped back, her foot caught on the edge of a dumbbell, sending it clattering across the floor.

Libby's eyes flew open, her body jerking with a startled gasp. She looked up, her eyes wide and terrified, her hand still frozen between her legs. Melissa froze as well, her heart leaping into her throat. She had been caught red-handed, and there was no denying it.

Libby's face was a mask of horror and embarrassment, her hand still frozen between her legs, her body shivering like a deer in headlights. She scrambled to cover herself, her movements desperate and frantic, her wide eyes never leaving Melissa's.

"Oh my god, oh my god," she stammered, her cheeks flaming with embarrassment and humiliation. "I'm so sorry, Melissa. I can explain..." Libby's voice trailed off, her cheeks burning with a mix of embarrassment and fear. She hugged her knees to her chest, her eyes darting around the room as if looking for an escape route. "It's just that... I don't know why, but whenever I exercise, I can't help but feel really aroused. It's like my body can't tell the difference between running and
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