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The scent hit Chelsie the moment she stepped through the doors—chalk, sweat, and that faint, metallic tang of adrenaline. Pine Valley Gymnastics looked smaller than she remembered—also cleaner, and renovated with newer, nicer equipment—but the sound was the same. The rhythmic thud of landings. The occasional barked correction. The faint hum of dreams being forged and broken. Most often broken. 

Coach Dana Weaver waved her over. “You remember how this place runs,” she said with a grin. Coach Weaver was tall and commanding, really too tall to have ever been a truly elite gymnast, though everything else was in place. She moved with a statuesque grace, and her angular features were framed by intelligent eyes and a resolute jaw. Her curly brown hair was graying in elegant streaks, only in the past few years. “Just try not to scare them too fast.”

Chelsie smiled tightly. She had a graceful frame, vivid green eyes that held a constant intensity, shoulder-length auburn hair, and a pretty girl-next-door face. She wore a black tank top, tennis shoes, and jean shorts, and still had her gymnast’s figure, even having been out of the game as long as she had. “No promises.”

They gathered the girls together mid-warmup. “This,” Coach Weaver said, “is Chelsie Vance. She trained here, as you’re probably already aware. Olympic silver medalist. National champion. She’ll be shadowing and coaching part-time.”

There were gasps. A few whispers. Then: “Cool,” someone muttered.

Only one girl didn’t seem remotely impressed. Chelsie clocked her immediately—Morgan Sloan. She’d heard about Morgan Sloan. Lean, coiled like a spring, wild black hair half-tied up, half escaping. Her face was utterly gorgeous, Chelsie noticed, an ethereal beauty with striking ice-blue eyes. Her features were sculpted and expressive, set against a luminous ivory complexion. She was petite enough to be an elite gymnast, and Chelsie could see that the nineteen-year-old’s slim, fit physique betrayed a sneaky, surprising strength, a coiled, almost feline musculature. Morgan stood slightly apart from the others, arms crossed, eyes narrowed in open appraisal.

Practice went well. It was good for Chelsie to be back in that environment, two years after her incident. At twenty-three she’d already been a grandma in the sport, and she’d gone too hard to try to make a final Olympics, absolutely obliterating her left knee on a misjudged landing. That was a career, for her. She’d thought for certain that she’d never come back, but it had proven surprisingly hard to find some kind of life purpose without the insane world where she’d spent her entire life. So, here she was. And she felt like a fish back in water.

Practice went well, until floor, that is.

Chelsie watched Morgan Sloan nail a pass with stunning power, but the landing flared too wide. “Again,” Chelsie said, evenly. “Your hips opened early.”

Morgan blinked, and scowled for just an instant before remembering her social graces. “That felt right to me.”

“It wasn’t,” Chelsie said. “You lost angle in your second twist.”

Morgan shrugged. “I landed on my feet.”

“Not enough if your knee’s gone in a year.”

Morgan rolled her eyes, turning away. The nineteen-year-old spitfire didn’t say it, but she didn’t need to. What happened to you isn’t going to happen to me, was the unspoken thought. It hung there in the air between them, as surely as if Morgan had printed it on a neon sign. 

After class, Chelsie caught her just as she was on her way out. Sweatshirt on, duffel bag over her shoulder, on her way to the door. “Morgan,” she called.

The girl stopped and turned. Her face was a mask of false innocence, hiding a surprisingly deep and spacious pool of unimpressed resentment. “Am I in trouble?”

“No,” Chelsie said. “But we do need to talk.”

They walked back into the now-quiet gym, mats empty and lights dimmed to night mode. The place was empty and deserted now, which was always how Chelsie had most liked it, back in the day. Chelsie leaned against the beam. Morgan stayed standing, arms crossed.

“You’re talented,” Chelsie said. “But you’re too reckless.”

“I’m not trying to be you,” Morgan snapped. “Some of us don’t have to become a machine just to score a point.”

“That ‘machine’ kept me in the sport for fifteen years.”

“Yeah,” Morgan said. “And how did it end for you?”

Chelsie stiffened. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Morgan shrugged. “All that precision, all that attention to technique,” she said. “And you never achieved your goal, did you? You finally took a shot at being great instead of just competent, you finally tried to do what I do... and you paid for it. So... you had to quit.”

Chelsie stepped forward. “I retired. After an injury I spent eight months rehabbing. You know how this works... I was already too old, and I didn’t get hurt because I tried it your way. I got hurt because...”

Chelsie trailed off, unable to finish that sentence. She felt herself getting emotional, not least because she suspected there might be a sliver of truth in what Morgan was saying. Morgan’s jaw tightened, but she didn’t look away. She wasn’t made uncomfortable by the wetness beginning to sprout in Chelsie’s eyes. “You don’t get it. Some of us live on that edge. I feel when it’s right. You can’t coach that out of me.”

“And you think that passion is enough? You’ll burn hot, then burn out. Talent without control doesn’t last.”

“Control kills joy,” Morgan snapped. “I don’t want to be careful. I want to be great. I’ll get to where you couldn’t get.”

She didn’t elaborate on exactly what that was, but she didn’t need to. Olympic gold. 

Chelsie exhaled. “You’re right. You’ve got something rare. I’m aware of how late you started, how you didn’t have opportunities at an age when most top gymnasts start their careers... But raw talent without discipline is just noise. I’m not here to smother you—I’m here to shape it into something that’ll last.”

They stood in silence, the air between them tense and charged.

Morgan spoke first, quieter now. “You really think I could be great?”

Chelsie looked at her, really looked at her, saw the fire, the fear underneath. “Yeah. I do. But not if you blow your knee out next season. And... you’re running out of chances. You think I’m an old maid in this racket; well, you’re well on your way. It’s gonna happen before you know it. I want to help you make it the rest of the way. I think you have the best chance out of anyone in this gym. Even as late as you started, even everything working against you... I think we can get you there. If you just listen to me, just a little bit.”

Morgan cracked a smile. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll think about it. One condition, though.”

“What’s that?”

“You stop acting like a damn robot.”

Chelsie laughed. “You know, you just met me...”

“I know a lot about you,” Morgan said with a wicked smile. “More than you’d think. All your major competitions, your awards... and your training regime. So, Chelsie Vance, I feel pretty comfortable and confident to be able to say: you need to stop acting like a damn robot. I think if you put aside your ego for a minute, you’ll see that you and I can actually learn a lot from each other.”

Chelsie opened her mouth to argue, give this upstart whippersnapper the old ‘how dare you’ treatment... but then she closed it again. Morgan was probably right. “Deal,” she said, extending her hand.”

“Deal,” Morgan said, approaching and taking Chelsie’s hand and shaking it. 

It was not clear who had first kissed whom. Everything happened quickly. There was forward momentum when Sloan stepped over to shake Chelsie’s hand. There was eye contact. That eye contact and forward momentum became gravity, and that gravity between them did what gravity does. 

Chelsie Vance had not had the conscious thought that she was going to kiss the nineteen-year-old in that moment. She had thought Morgan was absurdly hot from the moment she’d lain eyes on her. Some part of her was annoyed and frustrated by her stubbornness, her ego, her recalcitrance, and some other part of her loved all that about her, finding it terribly sexy. Some part of her wanted to bend her over and spank her and teach her a lesson. Chelsie liked women; she’d known she was gay since puberty. It was not common knowledge that she was; even in the limelight on national television, she’d kept private in the private box and public in the public box. But she definitely only liked women. To her knowledge, Morgan Sloan was not a lesbian, at least not outwardly. But she was certainly kissing Chelsie like she was one. In that kiss there was lust and passion, admiration and resentment, buried desires and fiery erotic need. There had been a barrier between them—Morgan had followed the elder woman’s career, had simultaneously respected her and thought she was better than her, had desired her while simultaneously rejecting those feelings within herself, telling her that she did not desire her. 

All of that released like a dam breaking, within the few seconds of that first kiss. 

And just like that, it was retracted. Chelsie felt herself whimper at the instant longing for Morgan in her absence, when the nineteen-year-old pulled away. She had felt so wonderful, so warm, so lovely, so soft. Her breath smelled of mint and herbal tea, a pleasant combination that Chelsie had wanted to drink in for the rest of the evening. But the young spitfire gymnast had pulled away from her. In Chelsie’s mind, she’d seen a dam catastrophically failing (but in the best way—it was a dam that ought to have failed, as it was holding back Morgan’s true self), but then when she pulled away, in that mental image there was a record scratch pause, and all that water the dam had released went in reverse, as the image rewound, the dam putting
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