


5. Iron & Ink.

The late-afternoon light sliced through the high windows of the —
Heartmere gym, turning the dust motes into suspended gold. It [
smelled of chalk, rubber, and the salty humidity of the coming

evening.

The gym was nearly empty. Just the low hum of the AC and the
rhythmic, metallic clank of iron meeting the rack.

Rebecca was finishing a set of deadlifts. Her movement was a (&
study in engineering: neutral spine, lats engaged, breath
synchronized with the exertion. She wore slate-gray leggings and a
matching crop top that showed off the definition of her abs—not
decorative, but functional. She checked her wrist monitor. Heart
rate: 145. Recovery time: 45 seconds.

Precision.
Then, she saw it in the mirror.

A few meters away, on the yoga mats, Monica was moving. If
Rebecca was geometry, Monica was watercolor. She wasn't
following a routine; she was flowing through a chaotic sequence of




deep lunges and twists, barefoot, her earbuds tucked into her

sports bra.

Rebecca racked the bar with a little more force than necessary.
She grabbed her towel and turned.

"Your anterior cruciate ligament is going to file a restraining
order by morning," Rebecca said, her voice cutting through the
quiet.

Monica didn’t startle. She was deep in a low lunge, one arm
reaching for the ceiling. She exhaled slowly, rotating her torso
before looking at Rebecca upside down.

"Good afternoon to you too, Engineer." Monica rolled upright
with a fluid grace that annoyed Rebecca immensely. "l see you're
still angry about the eighteen minutes."

"I'm not angry," Rebecca corrected, picking up her water bottle.

"I'm calibrating. Lateness suggests a lack of respect for the data.”

Monica stood up, smoothing her floral leggings. She walked over
to the rack, invading Rebecca’s sterile personal space just enough
to be noticeable.




"Speaking of data,” Monica said, her voice dropping a notch.
"Did you check the server?"

Rebecca paused, bottle halfway to her mouth. "Why?"

"The Greenhouse Yield Report,” Monica said, a small,
triumphant smile playing on her lips. "l didn't just finish it this
morning. | optimized it. | found a way to reroute the gray water
filtration to the hydroponics. We can increase the dragon fruit yield
by 15% without extra power."

Rebecca lowered the bottle. She stared at Monica. The chaotic, |
barefoot philosopher who quoted poetry had just solved a logistics @,
problem that had been bugging Rebecca for weeks.

"You rerouted the filtration logic?" Rebecca asked, skepticism
warring with impressiveness.

"It was a metaphor,” Monica shrugged, leaning against the
dumbbell rack. "The water wanted to go there anyway. | just
removed the obstacles. It’s uploaded. Read it."

For a moment, the only sound was the whir of the ceiling fans.
Rebecca looked at Monica—really looked at her. Beneath the




messy hair and the flowery scent, there was a mind that cut as

sharp as glass.

"If the math holds up,” Rebecca said slowly, "I might forgive the

eighteen minutes."

"Generous,” Monica teased. She turned to pick up a light
dumbbell. "Now, if you'll excuse me, | have shoulders to destroy."

"Not with that form, you don't."

Rebecca watched for a beat, her eyes tracking the dangerous
strain in Monica’s lower back as she reached for the dumbbell. It
wasn't just about the rules anymore; it was about the looming

collapse of the structure she had just begun to respect.

She stepped in before she could stop herself. The instinct to
correct a critical failure was stronger than her social filter.

"Put it down,” Rebecca commanded softly.

Monica paused, the weight in her hand. She looked at Rebecca,
intrigued. "Is this an order?"

"It’s an intervention. You're rounding your lower back. You're
liftting with your ego, not your glutes." Rebecca gestured to the

space in front of the mirror. "Show me your hinge."



"My what?"

"Hip hinge. The basis of all movement." Rebecca moved closer.
The air between them suddenly felt very thin. "Feet shoulder-width
apart. Soft knees."

Monica set the weight down and took the position, her gaze
locked on Rebecca’s reflection in the mirror. She didn't protest; she
simply waited, her pulse visible at the base of her throat.

"Like this?" Monica asked, tilting her pelvis.

"No." Rebecca moved behind her. She hesitated for a fraction of
a second, her hands hovering near Monica’s waist. The heat
radiating from Monica’s skin was palpable. "You're collapsing. You

need to trust your posterior chain."
Rebecca placed her hands on Monica’s hips.

The contact was electric. It was meant to be clinical—a
correction of posture—but the moment skin met fabric, the
context shifted. Rebecca’s thumbs pressed into the dimples of
Monica’s lower back, her fingers splaying over the curve of her
hips.




Monica’s breath hitched. In the absolute silence of the gym, that
sharp intake of air was a physical admission that neither of them
could ignore.

"Push back into my hands," Rebecca murmured, her voice lower,
huskier. She leaned in, her chest inches from Monica’s back. She
could smell the vanilla in Monica’s hair. "Keep your chest up. Don't
collapse.”

Monica pushed back. Her body aligned perfectly against

Rebecca’s guidance. The movement was solid, grounded.

"Is that... efficient?” Monica whispered, staring at their
reflection. Her cheeks were flushed.

Rebecca held the position a second longer than necessary. Her
thumbs traced a small circle on Monica’s hip bone. She felt the
power there, the hidden strength she usually overlooked.

"It’s adequate,” Rebecca said, her voice tight.

She pulled her hands away as if burned. The loss of contact left
a cold space between them.




Rebecca stepped back, clearing her throat, retreating into the
safety of technical terms. "Keep that alignment. Add load only

when you can maintain the structure.”

Monica turned around slowly. The playful irony was gone from

her face, replaced by a raw, open curiosity.

"You know," Monica said softly, "for someone who claims to hate
chaos... you have very dangerous hands."

Rebecca didn't answer. She couldn't. She turned back to her
barbell, her hands trembling as she reached for a weighted plate. It
slipped from her fingers, clattering against the iron rack with a
sound that was far too loud for someone who claimed to have
everything under control. She gripped the cold steel of the bar,
trying to ground herself.

"Read the report, Rebecca," Monica added, picking up her towel.
"You might find we speak the same language after all."

Monica walked out of the gym, leaving the scent of vanilla and the
echo of a challenge hanging in the heavy air.

Rebecca stood there, alone in the mirror. She looked at her

reflection—perfect posture, perfect control. And a flush on her

neck that no amount of ventilation could cool down.



