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Chapter 1

We flew into Honolulu around midday. I was seated beside Brynn and Zoey in our row, and even the flight attendants seemed charmed by the energy surrounding our group. There was no missing our excitement—well, mostly theirs. I’d grown used to traveling with The Aces for tournaments, but this felt different. Hawaii was a bigger event, with higher stakes for the team and more pressure on everyone. The moment we stepped off the plane and into the breezeway, a warm, salty breeze drifted in through the open corridor, and I inhaled a breath of ocean air.

I handle all the photography and social media content for The Aces. It’s an eclectic job, and I like it that way. Today, though, I was just trying to keep track of everyone’s bags and ensure they all made it to the baggage claim without accidentally leaving something in the overhead bins.

Zoey, in her usual playful mood, swung her carry-on over her shoulder and said, “Think the beaches here can handle us, Owen?”

I laughed. “You say that like beaches can prepare themselves.”

Kinsley—quiet, sweet, and easy to blush—hovered just behind Zoey, clutching a giant tote bag as if her life depended on it. “I’ve never been to Hawaii,” she confessed shyly, giving me a small smile. “Feels almost like a dream.”

“Kins, you’re gonna love it,” Brynn chimed in. Brynn exuded a cool, competitive aura, and she rarely passed on an opportunity to outdo someone. “Most scenic place we’ve traveled for a tournament so far.”

Presley rolled her eyes—the older, redheaded ‘team mom’ character. “I’ve been here a few times. Let me tell you, you can’t slack off on the sunblock.” She pulled her own bag off the belt as soon as we reached baggage claim. “I swear, you don’t want to start peeling the day of the match.”

Bill, our manager, waddled over to us with a friendly grin. He was a bit out of breath from hauling his own luggage. “All right, folks, the hotel’s waiting. We’ve got two rooms for you ladies and one for me down the hall,” he said, then gestured to me, “Owen, you’re bunking in with them?”

I gave him a nod. “Yeah, I’ll share with Presley and Brynn.” That was the arrangement for this trip. Zoey and Kinsley would share a room to themselves.

Before long, we stepped outside into a sunlit arrival area, and a short shuttle ride took us to our hotel. It was a cozy spot across from the beach—nothing super fancy, but it was still a slice of Hawaiian paradise. The palm trees around the driveway swayed gently, and I could hear the rhythmic sound of waves crashing somewhere in the distance.

Inside the lobby, I was greeted by a blast of air conditioning and the sight of bright floral arrangements. We headed to the desk, signed some forms, and shuffled into the elevator in one big mass with our luggage. There was that excited tension in the air that always accompanies a new place—especially somewhere as iconic as Hawaii.

“Zoey and I have a double room,” Kinsley reminded us, checking the room key in her hand. “Fifth floor, room 510.”

“And we’re…?” I glanced at Brynn’s keycard.

“512,” she read. “Right next door. That’s convenient.” She had a playful look in her eyes that made me wonder if she was cooking up some challenge or other. Brynn was never one to back down from an idea that might be even remotely called competition.

Our hallway had bright tropical wallpaper. I slid the key into the room’s lock, and the door clicked open. Presley stepped in first, flicking the lights on and setting her luggage down. The space was welcoming but modest: two queen beds, a small round table in the corner, and a partial ocean view through sliding glass doors that led to a narrow balcony.

Brynn wasted no time dropping her duffel bag on the bed nearest the window. “Shotgun on this bed. Pres, you want to share, or you want me to bunk with Owen here?” Her tone was lighthearted, but the question felt oddly loaded.

Presley responded with a shrug. “I can share with you, Brynn. Unless Owen’s craving a bed buddy.” She turned to me with a smirk. Presley’s teasing was never subtle, yet it always had a caring, protective undercurrent for the rest of the girls.

I coughed. “I, um, I’ll take the other bed. You two can have that one.”

“Works for me,” Brynn said, patting the spot next to her. “I don’t mind bunking with Presley—she’s a decent cuddler.”

We all set down our things. I unpacked a few essentials, though I kept my camera and lenses near the top of my bag. When you’re a team photographer, you learn that a prime shot can pop up at any time—especially on a place as scenic as a Hawaiian island.

A few minutes in, we gathered in the hallway again. Zoey and Kinsley had already changed to light sundresses over their bikinis, ready to explore. Seeing them that excited made me grin. Bill brought us together with a wave of his hand.

“All right, gang, there’s a little beachside restaurant walking distance from here. It’s got thatched roofing, apparently. Tiki torches, the whole Hawaiian vibe,” Bill explained. “We’ll have our welcome meal there, then we can get some rest.”

We trooped outside, crossing a busy street lined with surf shops and small cafes. The late afternoon sun beat down on our shoulders, but there was a comfortable breeze off the Pacific that kept the heat tolerable. In just a few steps, the sandy beach came into view on our left, waves rolling in hypnotically.

The restaurant was even more picturesque than Bill’s description: wooden pillars held up a wide thatched roof, and there was an open-air seating area with tiki lights. The gentle hush of the ocean rose and fell behind us. Once we were seated, the soft strum of Hawaiian music from a nearby speaker put me at ease—like we’d stepped right into a travel magazine spread.

Zoey lowered herself into a seat next to me, flipping her blonde hair over one shoulder. Kinsley took the seat on her other side, while Brynn and Presley shared the opposite bench. Bill squeezed in at the head of the table, looking over the menu with intense curiosity, as if he were reading some foreign language.

I scanned the laminated pages. “Poke bowls, Kalua pork, grilled pineapple…” My mouth watered. “I’m game for it all.”

“Better pace yourself, man,” Brynn warned with a playful grin. “We’re here for a few days, so if you gorge on the first night, you’ll regret it tomorrow.”

I snorted. “Duly noted. Gotta be able to move if I’m snapping photos of your quick sets and spikes.”

“Speaking of which, let’s talk business for a sec,” Bill said, leaning forward with his palms on the table. “I’ve said this before, but I’ll say it again: first place here means a huge sum of prize money. That could really put The Aces on the map. We’d attract more sponsors, more recognition.” He looked around at the girls, who were listening with various expressions of determination and excitement. “You win here, you can secure the future of the team. We’re talking a big chunk of money.”

Presley nodded slowly, her red hair catching some of the tiki light’s glow. “We know, Bill. We’re not afraid of the pressure.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” he said, leaning back with a wide smile. “Let’s make sure we’re all on the same page. Practice starts tomorrow before your first match. You’ll have a Texas team up first. They’re newcomers, so hopefully we can handle them—but I don’t want us getting complacent.”

Zoey flicked her eyes to Brynn. “No chance of that, right, Brynn? Maybe you can challenge me to wind sprints across the beach to keep us from slacking.”

Brynn shot her a quick grin. “Don’t tempt me.”

The waiter appeared to take our orders. We gave him an assortment of dishes—poke bowls, grilled chicken, fresh seafood platters, a round of fruity drinks for the ladies, a chilled soda for me, and a beer for Bill. As we waited, Bill recapped logistical details: the shuttle schedule to the tournament beach, extra practice times, official gear guidelines, and so on. I tuned most of it out once I confirmed the photography deadlines. Half of my job was to capture the raw excitement of these matches and share them to keep fans back home engaged. Easy enough, especially when my subjects were The Aces—no shortage of photogenic moments among this group.

When our food arrived, the enticing smell of fresh fish and sweet pineapple wafted in the humid air. Zoey took a huge forkful of her poke bowl and moaned appreciatively, which got Kinsley giggling. I tried a bite of my dish—tender, grilled fish drizzled with a tangy sauce—and was blown away by how delicious it was.

We ate and laughed, occasionally pausing for sips of our drinks. The conversation drifted to memories from previous tournaments, and some funny moments they’d had during prior travels. Bill told a story about nearly falling off a dock last year while chasing a stray volleyball and how Zoey drastically overreacted, jumping in after him. Zoey gave a playful nudge to his gut, like she was half-proud of the rescue.

As the night sky deepened, the tiki torches around us glowed brighter. The ocean behind the restaurant was little more than a dark swath with white foam flickering in the moonlight. A warm wind breezed through, carrying hints of salt and seaweed. By the time we headed back to the hotel, I felt tired, satisfied, and excited for the next day’s match. The girls all seemed to share that combination of nerves and anticipation that comes with a new challenge.

Back in our shared suite, I helped Presley and Brynn lug the rest of their bags inside. Zoey and Kinsley said goodnight at their door, Kinsley already looking half-asleep. Slipping into my bed, I inhaled the faint coconut-lime scent of the freshly laundered sheets. The last thing I heard before dozing off was the soft laugh of Brynn saying something snarky to Presley as they climbed into bed together.

Tomorrow, we were hitting the sand—but tonight, Hawaii was lulling me into relaxation with its balmy air.


Chapter 2

I woke up with sunlight leaking around the edges of the hotel curtains, enough to make the room bright even with the fabric drawn. My phone alarm went off on the nightstand, a sharp insistence that cut through the last layer of sleep. I fumbled a hand over the screen, blinking until I could focus on it, then hit it off and pushed myself upright.

Across the room, Presley and Brynn were still sprawled on their bed in the wrecked way people sleep after travel and adrenaline. The alarm had gotten them, though. Presley shifted first, rolling onto her side with her hair half over her face. She blinked like each one took effort. Brynn made a show of it, letting out a long groan and burying her face into the pillow, arms wrapped around it like it could hide her from morning.

“Come on, rising stars,” I said, voice still a little rough. I swung my legs over the side of my bed and planted my feet, letting my brain catch up. “Time to greet Hawaii in the best way possible, coffee and preparing for your first match, remember?”

Brynn lifted her head just long enough to aim. The pillow came off their bed in a fast arc and hit me in the chest with a soft thump that still made me rock back a little.

“Shut up,” she mumbled, voice muffled because she’d already dropped her face back into the mattress. Then she tilted her head just enough to add, clearer, “but also yes, coffee.”

Presley pushed herself up onto an elbow. She rubbed at one eye with the back of her hand, then pointed at me lazily, like she was trying to scold me but didn’t have the energy. She didn’t say anything, just yawned and sat up, legs pulling under her.

I stood, stretched my shoulders once, and started grabbing what I needed. Clothes first. I dug into my bag, pulled out a pair of comfortable shorts, stepped into them one leg at a time, and hooked my thumbs into the waistband to tug them up. A T-shirt went over my head next, the fabric snagging for a second on my hair before settling on my shoulders. I checked my pockets automatically, even though there was nothing important to lose. Phone, wallet, room key. Then I reached for my camera bag, slid the strap over one shoulder, and adjusted it so it sat against my side instead of pulling at my neck.

Presley was already, sliding off her bed and going to her suitcase. She pulled out her micro bikini and changed without making a big deal out of it, stepping out of her sleep shorts, bending to pull the bottoms up, then fastening the top with her hands behind her back. She layered short shorts over the bikini bottoms for the walk, hands smoothing the waistband down, checking herself quickly in the mirror by the dresser with a quick tilt of her head. Brynn took longer, but only because she kept pausing to complain under her breath. She got into a crop top and matching cheeky shorts, tugging the top down, then lifting her arms to adjust the straps, twisting side to side to make sure everything sat right.

They were dressed like they planned to win and look good doing it. I kept my eyes on my own hands while I tightened the camera bag strap and checked the zipper. I failed at not noticing anyway. I redirected fast, opening the bag enough to confirm my lens cap was in place and the spare battery was where it should be.

We moved out into the hallway together, our door clicking shut behind us. Zoey was already there, waiting like she’d been ready for ten minutes and the rest of us were late on purpose. She was tapping her foot with impatience that didn’t need a watch to measure. A bright pink string bikini was visible under a loose tank top, the straps knotted at her hips. She shifted her weight from one leg to the other, eyes flicking down the hall like she expected Bill to appear any second.

Kinsley stood a little behind her, shoulders slumped slightly, mesh cover-up hanging on her frame. She rubbed at her eyes with the heel of her hand and blinked hard like she was trying to reset her face into awake. Her hair was pulled back, but not perfectly. A few strands clung near her temples.

“Bill?” I asked, mostly to the group.

Zoey lifted a shoulder. “Already down there,” she said, like it was obvious.

That tracked. He always did that. Up early, organized, ready to point everyone in the right direction with that steady cheerfulness he leaned on when he was in charge.

We went downstairs as a pack, moving through the hotel’s main level toward a small coffee bar near the lobby. The line wasn’t terrible. Bill was there, just like we’d guessed, standing with his hands on his hips like he was doing an invisible headcount. He gave us a quick nod, then started ordering in the tone of a man trying to keep things moving.

I grabbed a coffee, then another for later, because I knew I’d want it. I picked up a pastry that looked easy to eat quickly and another one to shove into my bag. Presley chose something small, Brynn chose something bigger and stared at it like it was an emotional support item. Zoey took hers and immediately started drinking, like the caffeine needed to be in her bloodstream before anything else could happen. Kinsley held her cup with both hands, taking careful sips.

Bill gestured us toward the shuttle pickup area. We filed out, climbed in, and took seats wherever they were open. I slid into a spot near the side and adjusted the camera bag onto my lap so it didn’t swing into anyone. The shuttle started up and pulled away, rolling along the coastal road toward the tournament venue. Everyone looked out windows or down at phones. Nobody tried to force conversation. Any jokes that did get made were short and died quickly, like they were saving their energy. Even Brynn’s usual commentary was toned down, limited to a muttered complaint about the early hour and another sip of coffee.

Through the windows, palm trees slid past in soft blur. Between breaks in the foliage, the ocean flashed into view, then disappeared again. The ride had that quiet before-game feeling, the kind where everyone is thinking about the first serve even if they pretend they’re not.

When we arrived, the shuttle stopped and the door opened. Heat rolled in immediately, and I stepped down onto sand that was already warm enough to make me shift my feet inside my flip-flops. The soles weren’t thick, and I could feel the heat through them as I walked. I moved faster without meaning to, angling toward the tournament area with its temporary awnings and bleachers.

This beach wasn’t the one by the hotel. It was wider, with more open space and a steady breeze that pushed at loose clothing and lifted strands of hair. Bleachers had been assembled under shade structures, and a few stands were set up nearby selling shaved ice and souvenirs. An announcer’s booth sat elevated, and someone was testing audio, the speaker crackling briefly as they adjusted it. Nets were already up. Lines in the sand marked courts in clean rectangles.

The Aces dropped their bags near a designated bench area. Presley set hers down with a quick bend and straightened, stretching her arms overhead. Brynn kicked off her flip-flops and dug her toes into the sand for balance, then rolled her shoulders. Zoey swung her bag off one shoulder and planted it down like she was claiming territory. Kinsley placed hers more carefully, then hovered for a second as if she wasn’t sure what to do with her hands.

Bill left us to walk over to a tournament official. He leaned in slightly, talking with purposeful gestures, probably confirming check-in details and match timing. I didn’t follow. I focused on my camera.

I unzipped the bag, pulled out my DSLR, and wrapped the strap around my wrist before I even lifted it fully. Lens cap off, stowed in the side pocket. I checked settings, thumb moving over dials, glancing at the screen, adjusting exposure for the bright conditions. I switched lenses, turning the mount until it locked, then raised the camera to my eye and tested a few angles. I took a couple of wide shots first, framing the court and bleachers, then tightened in on the girls as they started stretching. Presley bent forward with straight legs, hands reaching toward the ground. Brynn dropped into a squat, elbows pressing her knees outward as she shifted her weight side to side. Zoey swung her arms across her chest, then rolled her neck in a slow circle. Kinsley did smaller movements, trying to loosen her shoulders, gaze focused downward.

“Just a warm-up match, right?” Zoey asked, turning her head toward me. She sounded casual, but her eyes had that sharp focus, like she was trying to label the pressure so it wouldn’t get to her.

I lifted one shoulder in a small shrug, keeping my camera half raised. “You’ve still got to bring the heat,” I said. “But yeah, it’s the beginning of the bracket.”

Zoey nodded once, like that was enough, then turned back to her teammates. She said something low to Brynn that I didn’t catch, and Brynn answered with a quick grin and a bounce on her toes.

A few minutes later the announcer’s voice came through the speakers with more confidence. He called for the Texas team, The Sun Dogs, to come onto the court. Three women stepped out in matching orange bikinis, two of them tall with long strides, the third shorter and moving with quick, contained energy like she could change direction instantly. They waved politely toward the crowd, and a small cluster of people responded, clapping and calling out.

Then the announcer introduced The Aces. Zoey, Brynn, Presley, and Kinsley. The four of them trotted out together. Zoey looked like she owned the sand the second her feet hit it. Brynn lifted a hand in a casual wave that still managed to draw attention. Presley smiled like she knew exactly what effect she had. Kinsley followed close, posture a little tight but eyes alert.

The crowd wasn’t massive, but it was enthusiastic in that way small crowds can be. People leaned forward, phones out, some shouting names even if they’d just heard them. The vibe was curious and upbeat, like everyone wanted to see what this bracket had to offer.

I took my place on a sideline chair where I had a clear angle on the court. I sat forward, elbows close, camera ready. I tracked the referee as he raised the whistle, then blew it to start play.

Kinsley served first.

She stepped behind the line, cradled the ball in one hand, and took a breath that made her shoulders rise. Her toss was clean. Her arm swung through and met the ball with a sharp snap of motion, sending it over the net with more power than her quiet presence suggested. The Sun Dogs reacted fast, but it still forced a scramble. One of the taller players lunged and got an awkward bump up, the ball wobbling in the air instead of floating clean.

Zoey moved in, feet quick in the sand, knees bent. When the return came back, a little too close to the net, she jumped. Her hands went up, fingers spread, and she blocked the spike attempt with a solid wall. The ball deflected down hard, and the crowd gave a collective whoop.

I caught it, camera clicking in quick bursts. Zoey midair, hands over the net, the ball compressed slightly against her palms. I followed the ball down, then snapped another shot of Kinsley’s face as she realized that point was theirs, her mouth parting in surprise.

Brynn went to serve next. She bounced the ball once, twice, eyes on the far side. Her shoulders rolled back, and then she tossed and hit with force. The serve came in fast, low, and aggressive. One of the Sun Dogs took it but got pushed back on her heels, arms jarring as she tried to control it. The set that followed was messy. The ball drifted off target, and the third player had to chase it, sending a weak return over.

Presley dropped low for a save on a later rally, knees bending deep as she shifted her weight. Sand sprayed around her calves as she dug in. She flicked her arms up at the last second, popping the ball back into play with a controlled bump that kept it from dying. Her face was focused, mouth slightly open as she tracked the ball’s arc. She recovered fast, pushing up from the sand, brushing grit off her thigh with one quick swipe before moving back into position.

The Aces dominated the first set. They made the Sun Dogs chase constantly, forcing them to stretch for saves, pull off rushed sets, and take swings from awkward angles. It wasn’t a shutout. Texas got points, earned a couple of clean hits, and capitalized on a brief miscommunication when Zoey and Brynn both went for the same ball and it fell between them. Zoey slapped a hand against her thigh in irritation, then pointed and said something short to reset their spacing. Brynn nodded, expression turning serious.

After that, The Aces tightened up again. Kinsley’s serves stayed strong. Zoey controlled the net. Brynn hit hard and kept pressure on with placement that made the other side move. Presley kept digging and recovering, saving balls that looked like they should have dropped. The second set followed the same pattern. Texas fought, but the momentum stayed with The Aces.

By the time they secured the stat line for the match, they’d won two sets straight, sending The Sun Dogs to the lower bracket.

I checked my camera quickly during the short lull after the final point, flipping through frames with my thumb. I had wide shots with the court and sky, silhouettes against bright light, and tight shots of faces and hands. I’d caught sand kicked up around dives and the exact split-second of contact on spikes. Plenty for the team’s social media, plenty for Bill to post with proud captions.

Cheering erupted when the last point landed. Presley and Brynn met in the middle and slapped palms, then did it again because the first one wasn’t enough. Zoey stepped straight into Kinsley, arms going around her in a quick hug that lifted Kinsley’s feet for half a second. Kinsley froze, then hugged back awkwardly, her face going pink with pride and disbelief.

Bill came in from the sideline clapping, his hands coming together in a rhythm that was enthusiastic even if it looked a little awkward. “That’s my team!” he boomed, voice carrying. “Congratulations on the first win, ladies.”

Zoey pointed a finger gun at him, arm extended, then flicked her thumb up like she’d just fired it. “You want to line us up for interviews or something?”

Bill chuckled and shook his head. “Not today. We’re done until tomorrow. You’ve got some downtime now. Enjoy Hawaii, but don’t go too crazy. We have more matches to come.”

They started gathering their things. Presley picked up her bag and swung it onto her shoulder, then glanced over at me. She held my eyes for a beat and gave me a small, quick playful look that made my stomach tighten. I wasn’t sure what it meant. I just knew I liked it.

We packed up equipment and moved back toward the shuttle area, steps slower now that the pressure was off. The group’s energy had shifted. Shoulders were looser. Brynn talked more, replaying one of her serves with exaggerated hand gestures. Zoey nudged Kinsley lightly with her elbow like she was trying to keep her from shrinking back into herself. Kinsley smiled, still a little shy, but she didn’t look like she wanted to disappear.

On the shuttle ride back to the hotel, people leaned into their seats. Someone passed a pastry down the row. Bill sat near the front, checking something on his phone, then looked back and gave the group a satisfied nod like he was filing the win away in his mental schedule.

That afternoon, most of them hung around the hotel pool or the beach across the street, rotating between water and lounging, showing off new sun lines and talking about what they’d do tomorrow. I stayed busy uploading photos. I pulled my laptop out, connected the camera, and transferred files in batches. I culled quickly, flagging the sharpest shots and deleting the obvious misses. I edited lightly, adjusting brightness and contrast so the action popped without looking fake. Then I scheduled posts, wrote short captions, and tagged the team account, making sure the order of images told the story of the match.

By the time dinner rolled around, all of us had congregated at a small burger joint near the hotel. We crowded into a table setup that barely fit, knees bumping, bags hooked over chair backs. People talked over each other, laughing about the day’s highlights. Brynn mimicked the look on an opponent’s face after one of Zoey’s blocks. Presley described her best dig with her hands, showing the angle of her arms. Zoey took credit for “intimidation tactics” with a grin. Kinsley kept smiling every time someone mentioned her serve, still looking slightly shocked that everyone was praising her.

I listened, chimed in when it made sense, and watched the team glow with the first-win confidence. The second day in paradise had started well, and sitting there with them, I wanted to believe it would only get better.


Chapter 3

That evening, once the sun was fully gone, we went back to our rooms long enough to swap out the day’s tournament clothes for beach stuff that actually felt like a break. I pulled on a loose tank and shorts, checked that my phone and room key were in my pocket, and slung my camera strap across my chest so it sat against my ribs instead of sliding around. When I met up with everyone in the hallway, it started with that loose, everyone-do-your-own-thing energy. I told myself I would hang back and let the girls split off if they wanted. Within a couple minutes, though, our pace matched and we naturally ended up as one group moving together.

We crossed from the hotel side onto the sand. The beach was calmer now, not empty, but not crowded either. Light reached in from a distance instead of right overhead, so faces were softer and the edges of things were less sharp. I kept my camera in my right hand with my finger resting along the body, not on the shutter, and watched for the kind of moments I liked to catch, the ones that didn’t look staged.

Out over the water, the surface shifted constantly, the darker parts and lighter parts changing as the waves moved. Above it, the sky was clear enough that stars showed through without having to strain. I slowed when I spotted Kinsley closer to the shoreline, separated from the rest by a few steps. She had her feet in the wet sand, toes at the line where the water slid up and then pulled back. She stood with her arms relaxed, shoulders slightly forward, staring out as if she was trying to memorize the whole scene.

I walked toward her without rushing, keeping my steps lighter so I didn’t kick sand toward her calves. When I got close enough to be sure she’d hear me, I let my expression stay friendly and open.

“Enjoying it?”

Kinsley startled, her shoulders rising and her head turning quickly toward me. For a second her eyes were wide, like she’d been somewhere else entirely. Then her face warmed, color lifting into her cheeks. She nodded and pressed her lips together before letting them part.

“It’s beautiful,” she said. Her gaze slid back to the water for a beat, then returned to me. “I’m not used to the ocean. Feels… freeing.”

I raised the camera and adjusted my grip, thumb rolling the dial until the settings were where I wanted them. I didn’t crowd her. I took one step sideways to frame her against the water and sky. She wasn’t posing. Her hair moved a little against her cheek and she didn’t even seem aware of it. I waited until the wave line crept close to her toes again, until she shifted her weight and the angle of her body looked natural, then I pressed the shutter.

I took a few more, small changes in framing. One with her full silhouette. One tighter where her face turned slightly down as if she was thinking about something. I checked the screen quickly, just enough to confirm exposure, then lowered the camera.

“Your first Hawaii tournament is off to a good start,” I said. “You played well today.”

“Thanks.” She sounded like she meant it, but her voice stayed soft. She lifted a hand and brushed a lock of dark hair away from her face, tucking it back. Her fingers paused near her ear, then dropped. “I’m just trying not to let the pressure get to me. It helps having all of you around. Especially Zoey.” A small smile flickered and threatened to turn real. “She’s silly, but she makes me laugh.”

Before I could answer, Zoey’s energy hit like a wave. She came bounding across the sand from behind us, knees lifting high, arms swinging, moving too fast to stop cleanly. She almost ran straight into Kinsley. Kinsley stepped back half a step, instinctive, and Zoey’s hands came up, palms out, like she’d barely caught herself from a collision.

“Hey, you two!” Zoey said, grinning wide like she’d found us doing something forbidden. “Stop being all serious over here. Let’s do some photos for our fans.”

She planted her feet, turned her body toward my camera like she knew exactly where the lens was even though it wasn’t raised, and did an exaggerated pose. She flipped her blonde hair back with a dramatic sweep, then angled her chin up with the kind of confidence that made it obvious she’d done this a million times.

A laugh came out of me before I could stop it. I brought the camera up again, eye to the viewfinder. “All right,” I said, “hold still.”

Zoey didn’t hold still, not really. She shifted, found her angle, then hooked an arm around Kinsley’s shoulders. Kinsley’s posture went stiff for a second, then she let herself relax into it, the surprise easing into a real smile. Zoey leaned her cheek toward Kinsley, forcing them into a tight frame. I adjusted my stance, backing up a step so I wouldn’t cut off their heads, and snapped.

I took another. Then another, quick, trying to catch the moment when Kinsley forgot to be self-conscious and Zoey’s grin turned less performative and more genuine. I waited for their eyes to line up with the lens, for the reflections of light to make their expressions readable even in the dimness. Each click was deliberate. I didn’t shoot nonstop. I shot when they looked like themselves.

Zoey dropped her arm and immediately reached for my camera.

“Now you get in one, Owen,” she teased, fingers already closing around the body. Before I could object, she tugged it right out of my hands. She pointed at Kinsley with the camera like it was a referee whistle. “Take a selfie with him.”

Kinsley’s cheeks went red fast, the blush spreading up her face. She opened her mouth like she might protest, then stopped, eyes flicking to me as if checking whether I wanted to bail her out. I didn’t. I stepped in close enough to fit the frame and let my shoulder touch hers. The contact made me suddenly aware of how warm her skin was even through fabric. She leaned into my side, hesitant for a beat, then committed, bringing her arm around my waist lightly so she didn’t look like she was just hovering there.

Zoey held the camera in both hands and fussed with it like it was about to explode. She shifted her grip, then shifted again, thumbs sliding over buttons. She squinted at the screen and moved her hands higher, then lower. She took a step back and almost sank her heel into softer sand, catching herself with a quick hop. Her lips moved silently as she concentrated, trying to make sure she didn’t drop it.

“Okay, okay,” Zoey muttered, angling the camera upward to get more of the background. She stuck her tongue out slightly in focus, then pulled it back in. “Hold.”

Kinsley went still. I went still too, but I couldn’t stop the small smile that took over my face. I felt Kinsley’s breath against my side when she exhaled. Zoey adjusted the angle one last time, arms extended, then hit the shutter.

“There,” Zoey said, satisfied. She lowered the camera and handed it back to me with a flourish like she was returning a trophy. “Perfect. Fans are going to eat that up.”

Kinsley eased away from my side, not abruptly, but enough that I noticed the absence of her warmth. She smoothed her hair again like she needed something to do with her hands. Her eyes stayed down for a second, then lifted, her expression half embarrassed, half amused.

Off to the side, Brynn had been doing her own thing the whole time. She wasn’t watching us. She stood a few yards away where the sand was a little firmer, stretching one leg forward, foot flexed, and leaning into it with both hands braced on her thigh. Then she switched legs. She rolled her shoulders, rotated one ankle, then the other. The movements weren’t dramatic, just consistent, like her body needed to stay tuned even during downtime.

Zoey’s attention snapped elsewhere. She tilted her head, eyes narrowing toward the neighboring hotel area like she’d picked up on something interesting.

“Ooh,” she said, already turning. “I hear music.”

She trotted off, not bothering to wait for anyone, leaving Kinsley and me near the shoreline. Kinsley watched Zoey go, then looked back at the water like she was grateful for the reset. I let her have it. I didn’t push conversation. I checked the last photo quickly, then lowered the camera and slipped the strap more securely over my shoulder.

Brynn lifted a hand and curled her fingers at me, a small beckoning motion. When I walked over, she angled her body so we weren’t facing the others, and she lowered her voice.

“Hey, Owen,” she said. “Got a minute?”

“Sure.” I kept my tone easy. “What’s up?”

She shifted her weight, then crossed her arms. Her eyes flicked past me once, checking where Presley and Kinsley were, and whether Zoey had circled back. Satisfied, she focused on me.

“So,” Brynn said, “I was thinking about going for a morning jog tomorrow. Early. Just because we’re in paradise doesn’t mean we slack off, right?”

“Right,” I said. I took a breath, then added, “You want some company?”

Her mouth curved. She leaned in just enough to bump her shoulder against mine. It wasn’t hard. It was the kind of nudge that made it clear she expected me to be game.

“I was hoping you’d say that,” she said. “I know you like to stay active. Plus, you can’t let that camera bag be your only workout.”

I laughed, brief and quiet. “Fair enough. I’m in.”

The playful look didn’t disappear, but something shifted underneath it. Brynn uncrossed her arms and let them hang at her sides for a second, then she brought one hand up and rubbed her thumb against the side of her index finger, like she was deciding how to start. Her gaze moved over my face, not in a flirty way at first, more like she was measuring whether I was paying attention.

“Look,” she said, and her voice dropped another notch. “I’ve been wanting to… talk about us.”

My pulse picked up immediately, sharp enough that I felt it in my throat. I didn’t move away. I didn’t move closer either. I just watched her and waited.

“Yeah?” I asked, quieter than I meant to.

Brynn stepped closer, shrinking the space between us to almost nothing. Her eyes stayed on mine. She didn’t fidget now. The hesitation had turned into a decision.

“I like you, Owen,” she said. “In a more-than-friends sense.” She held my gaze like she wanted to make sure I didn’t misunderstand. “And I liked the time we spent together on the team bus or those late nights organizing photos.”

Her confidence wavered, just slightly, and it made her look younger, more human than the version of her that usually treated everything like a competition.

“But this is complicated,” she went on. “Because we’ve got Zoey, Presley, Kinsley. We’re all part of this weird dynamic.” She took in a breath that lifted her chest, then let it out. “I just want to be sure you’re okay with that. If you want to keep it quiet.”

I lifted my hand and set it on her shoulder. The contact was steady, a way to ground both of us. My fingers spread over the fabric there, not squeezing, just holding. I swallowed once before answering.

“I like you too, Brynn,” I said. My voice sounded rougher than it had a minute ago. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “I don’t have a perfect plan for how to handle it, but I’m not against it.”

Her face softened. The corners of her mouth lifted, not into a huge grin, but something warm and relieved. She didn’t waste time second-guessing. Brynn leaned in and pressed her mouth to mine.

The kiss hit with an immediate heat that made my stomach flip. I responded, at first cautious, then letting my lips part as the contact deepened. My hand stayed on her shoulder, and my other hand came up to her side, fingers settling at her waist, pulling her a little closer. Brynn’s arms slid around my middle and locked there, forearms pressing against my back through my shirt. She held me to her, firm enough that I could feel the shape of her body against mine.

We stayed like that for a moment, connected and still except for the small adjustments of mouths and breath. Then we separated, not with a dramatic pull-away, but with a slow easing back until there was air between us again.

Brynn’s cheeks were faintly flushed. She kept her eyes on mine as if she wanted to check that I hadn’t changed my mind in the last ten seconds.

“We should keep this on the down low, though,” she said, “at least until we know what the others are comfortable with.”

“Yeah…” The word left me on another exhale. I rubbed my thumb lightly against her shoulder, then let my hand drop. “I think Zoey might have guessed something was going on with us.”

Brynn nodded once. “Zoey’s no fool. I bet she’s got her own interests.” Her expression turned practical again, the athlete calculating the best approach. “Anyway, let’s not lie to anyone, but let’s also not spring it on the entire group at once.”

“I agree,” I said. The relief was real, mixed with a jittery excitement that sat under my skin like I’d just finished a hard set and my body hadn’t decided whether it was tired or energized.

A voice carried from farther down the shore. Presley was calling for us, talking about checking out the lit-up tide pools. Brynn glanced that direction, then back at me. She leaned in again and gave me one more quick kiss, shorter and lighter, like punctuation.

Then she turned and walked off toward Presley, leaving me standing there with my camera strap against my chest and my heart thumping too hard for a casual beach stroll.

The rest of the night settled back into something calmer. We wandered along the sand together, shifting around each other as we looked at what Presley wanted us to see. I took a few more photos when moments presented themselves, then stopped when it felt like the camera was getting in the way more than it was adding to anything. Eventually we headed back toward the hotel, the group naturally bunching up again as we neared the entrance.

Kinsley and Zoey peeled off to their suite. Zoey was still riding her own energy, talking with her hands and moving a step ahead, while Kinsley stayed closer to her side, listening more than speaking. I watched them go until they were out of sight, then turned toward my own room.

Later, when we were in for the night, I ended up in bed with Brynn a few feet away. We didn’t bring up the kiss. Neither of us pointed at it or tried to define it out loud. In the dim, our eyes met once across that small space, and the look she gave me was quick and loaded enough that it almost made me grin.

Tomorrow, we’d go jogging. Somewhere between that run and the next match, I’d have to figure out how to navigate a budding fling with The Aces’ most competitive player.


Chapter 4

Morning arrived with a pink-orange sunrise that looked almost unreal through the gap in the curtains. The light crept across the room in a thin band, catching the edge of the dresser and the rumpled sheets. I stayed still for a second, listening for any shift from Presley’s side of the room, then turned my head enough to check her without lifting my shoulders.

Presley was curled up inside what she’d built during the night, a pile of pillows dragged into a loose wall around her. One pillow was tucked under her knees, another pressed against her back, and a third half covered her head like a hood. Her red hair stuck out in a messy fan over the pillowcase. Her breathing stayed slow and even. No flinch, no stirring.

I slid my hand along the sheet until I found the edge near my thigh, then eased my legs out one at a time. My feet found the carpet. I shifted my weight carefully, rolling through my soles instead of stepping hard. The mattress barely dipped as I stood. I reached for the clothes I’d set out the night before and pulled them on without snapping fabric or yanking too fast. Socks first, then a T-shirt, then I tucked my phone into a pocket and checked that it wouldn’t fall out.

On the other bed, Brynn was already awake and halfway dressed, sitting upright with one knee bent as she tugged on a pair of black running shorts. She threaded one leg through, then the other, then stood and hooked her thumbs under the waistband to pull them into place. Her hair was up in a rough ponytail that still had sleep creases in it. She caught my eyes and flashed a grin like she’d been waiting for me to move.

She didn’t speak. Instead, she lifted her chin toward the door and pointed at it, a quick, impatient gesture that said hurry up. I nodded back and grabbed my room key, pausing long enough to glance at Presley again. Presley didn’t move.

Brynn eased the door open a few inches and looked into the hallway, then widened it just enough for us to slip through. I pulled it shut behind us with my hand on the handle so it clicked softly instead of slamming. We started down the hallway in socks, each step careful. The carpet helped, swallowing the impact of our feet, and we kept our arms close to our bodies to avoid brushing the walls or bumping anything.

At the elevator, Brynn pressed the button once. The light came on. We waited without talking, looking at the doors as if watching them would make them arrive faster. When they slid open, we stepped inside, turning to face outward. Brynn tapped the lobby button and leaned back against the side panel. The doors closed. We rode down in silence, both of us awake enough to move but not interested in conversation yet.

The elevator opened into the lobby. We walked past a small seating area and toward the front desk. One of the staff members on duty looked up and gave a polite nod that said they were used to people going out early. I returned the nod, and Brynn gave a quick half smile without breaking stride.

The air outside hit my skin immediately, cooler than the room and slightly damp. The humidity clung to my forearms and the back of my neck as soon as we stepped out. Brynn rolled her shoulders once like she was shaking off leftover sleep, and I adjusted my shirt where it stuck slightly along my spine.

The sky was in that in-between state where the colors were still soft and shifting, the sun not fully up but already pushing light into everything. Brynn stopped for a second at the edge of the walkway, planted her feet, and drew in a deep breath. She stretched her arms overhead, fingers spread, elbows straight, then tipped side to side as if loosening her ribs.

“Now this is what I’m talking about, fresh air, open beach.” Her voice was quiet but energized. She lowered her arms and nodded toward the sand across the road. “Let’s do a couple miles, then we can come back for breakfast with the others.”

“Lead the way,” I said. I moved to her side and matched her starting pace as she stepped off.

We crossed over and reached the beach. Brynn angled toward the firmer stretch near the waterline where the sand held together better. She started jogging at an easy pace, not sprinting, not shuffling, just steady. I fell in beside her, leaving enough space that our arms wouldn’t bump. The sand gave slightly under my shoes with each step, forcing my calves and ankles to work harder than they would on pavement. I adjusted quickly, shortening my stride so I didn’t waste energy fighting the surface.

The water came close enough to touch our feet now and then, a thin sheet sliding up and then retreating. Every time it reached me, it cooled my toes through the fabric, then left a slickness that made the sand stick. Brynn didn’t seem to care. She kept her eyes forward, posture upright, breathing controlled. Her arms swung in a compact rhythm, hands loose.

After a few minutes, my breathing settled. I kept my gaze on the line ahead of us while tracking Brynn in my peripheral vision. She had that competitive edge even on a casual run. If I drifted half a step behind, she’d cut her eyes toward me, not slowing, the look sharp enough to pull me back in.

When she did it the first time, I pushed a little harder, driving my knees forward and leaning slightly into the pace. The sand resisted, then gave, and I closed the gap. Brynn’s mouth curved, satisfied. I huffed out a laugh, and she let out a short one in return, like we were daring each other to keep it up without saying it aloud.

We kept moving. The run stayed easy, but it still worked me. My shirt started to cling in places, damp across my chest and between my shoulders. I rubbed my thumb briefly along the edge of my phone in my pocket, checking it was still secure, then focused again on my breathing and stride. Brynn stayed consistent, making small adjustments when the sand softened or the waterline shifted. When the wet sand thinned, she angled closer to the water again to keep our footing firm.

Eventually she started to arc us back, turning our route so we’d loop toward the hotel. The light had shifted while we ran. The sun was higher now, less pastel and more direct, and warmth settled onto my shoulders and the top of my head. Sweat beaded more heavily along my forehead and ran down the sides of my face in thin lines. Brynn’s skin had a sheen to it too, her ponytail darker where it had soaked up sweat.

By the time the hotel came into view again, my legs felt heavy in a satisfying way, worked but not wrecked. Brynn slowed first, easing down into a walk without stopping completely. I followed, letting my breath come down gradually instead of crashing into stillness. Brynn lifted the back of her hand and wiped across her forehead, then shook her fingers once as if flicking off sweat. She took a few deeper breaths, chest rising and falling.

“We should do that every morning,” she said, words spaced between breaths. “Or at least whenever we can.”

“I’m down,” I replied. I rolled my shoulders, trying to loosen the tightness along my neck, then walked beside her toward the entrance.

Back inside, the lobby felt cooler against sweat-damp skin. We headed toward the small dining area where breakfast was set up. The rest of The Aces were filtering in, some still blinking like they’d just woken up. Presley was the easiest to spot immediately, fiery red hair pulled up but still chaotic around her face. She looked more awake than I expected, which meant she’d either slept well or was running on stubbornness.

She lifted her hand and waved us over, two fingers crooked in a come here motion. Brynn and I joined them, pulling out chairs and sliding into spots at the table. Zoey had already grabbed plates. She passed one to me, then another to Brynn, her expression bright even though her eyes looked a little puffy with sleep.

Kinsley had a coffee cup in each hand, careful not to slosh as she leaned over the table to set them down. She poured coffee for everyone in turn, the stream steady, stopping before it reached the brim. Someone nudged sugar packets toward the center. I stood to hit the buffet and built a plate quickly. Eggs first, then bacon, then fruit, then a couple slices of toasted bread. The jog on sand had sharpened my appetite into something blunt and immediate. I didn’t overthink it. I just piled on enough food that I wouldn’t be distracted by hunger an hour later.

We ate with the kind of focus that comes after exercise and early mornings. Forks moved. Coffee got sipped. Presley took a bite of bacon, chewed, then reached for her cup. Brynn ate fast but didn’t rush, taking a sip of coffee between bites.

Bill showed up partway through, walking with his clipped stride like he was always half a second behind his own schedule. He stopped at the edge of the table, adjusted his belt with both hands, and looked over all of us like he was counting heads.

“Great news,” he announced. “Sponsors want to do some quick ad shoots today before the next match. They set up a filming spot at a beachfront bar. So you’ll have your photo ops, your promotional videos, all that.”

Presley’s eyebrows lifted. She swallowed what she was chewing before she spoke, then glanced around at the rest of us like she was collecting agreement. “By quick ad shoots, you mean it’ll take half the day, right?”

Bill chuckled, not denying it. “Yeah, yeah, it might. Look, these sponsors pay a chunk of the bills, so we gotta keep them happy.”

Brynn leaned back in her chair just enough to show her irritation, then rolled her eyes. “We get it. Gotta do the dance.”

“But at least it’ll be a new part of the island,” Zoey cut in. She sat up straighter, trying to spin it into something tolerable. “We’ll see more beaches, and they usually give us free energy drinks, so… that’s a plus.”

Presley snorted softly and went back to eating. Kinsley gave a small nod like she was agreeing with Zoey even if she didn’t love the idea. I took another bite of eggs and started mentally rearranging the day, thinking about what gear I’d need and how much sun I’d be in.

After breakfast, we split up to get ready. The sponsor gear was laid out and waiting. The girls changed into bikinis with logos placed strategically, along with cover-ups that looked like they belonged in a catalog. Brynn pulled on hers and adjusted the straps so they sat flat instead of twisting. Zoey checked her top twice, tugging it into place with quick, precise movements. Presley tied her cover-up, then untied it, then retied it looser like she’d decided she didn’t want anything restrictive. Kinsley smoothed the fabric over her hips and kept checking the logo placement like she didn’t want it wrinkled.

I grabbed my camera bag and did a fast inventory without dumping everything out. Body, main lens, backup lens, extra batteries, spare memory cards. I zipped pockets shut and tugged at the strap to make sure it would hold. I added sunscreen to an outer pocket, then decided against it for the moment and shoved it deeper where it wouldn’t fall out if the bag tipped.

A chartered shuttle arrived. We filed in, settling into seats without much chatter. I took a spot where I could brace the camera bag against my leg. The driver pulled out, and the hotel dropped behind us. During the drive, I watched the scenery through the window. Greenery passed in dense stretches. Volcanic slopes rose in the distance. The ocean flashed into view in sections, bright and sparkling under the sun when the road curved.

We pulled up at a beachfront bar that had been converted into a temporary set. A small production crew waited, already busy. People moved between equipment: cameras on tripods, diffuser panels held upright, cases of gear opened with items laid out inside. Props were arranged in small clusters, then shifted again as someone reconsidered placement.

Bill stepped out first and shook hands with a couple of people who came forward to greet him. After that, crew members approached us, introducing themselves quickly and gesturing toward where they wanted everyone. A few of them greeted me too, asking if I was the team photographer, then pointing out where I could stand without getting in their shot.

We found out fast the ads were for an energy drink brand and a clothing line aimed at beach-lifestyle types. Cans of the drink were stacked in coolers and on a table for display. Apparel pieces were draped on hangers nearby. Someone offered the girls drinks and reminded them to keep labels facing out whenever possible.

I stayed behind the main action, camera up, taking candid stills while the production crew set up their angles. I moved in short bursts, step to the side, crouch, stand, shift again, always checking where the filming cameras were pointed so I didn’t wander into frame. When I got a good candid of Zoey laughing with a crew member, I snapped twice, then lowered my camera and backed away.

The girls took turns being interviewed. Zoey went first. She faced the interviewer, shoulders relaxed, and joked easily on camera, her hands moving as she talked, then catching herself and bringing them back down when someone reminded her to keep the product visible. Brynn followed, more concise. She answered with focus, talking about training and effort, her tone direct. She didn’t fidget, just held eye contact and kept her posture steady.

Kinsley was next. She looked stiff at first, fingers lacing together in front of her until the interviewer asked something softer and she loosened. Her mouth lifted into a small smile, and her answers started to flow more naturally. Presley went after that. She stepped into place like she owned it, chin tipped slightly up, confident smirk in place. She dropped a couple of witty lines that made the crew laugh, then paused long enough for the laughter to die down before continuing.

After interviews, they moved to an on-court demonstration on a patch of sand behind the bar. A portable net had been set up, poles anchored into the sand and tightened. The girls walked out there barefoot, testing the sand with their toes, shifting weight to find stable footing. A drone lifted overhead to capture footage. I positioned myself closer to the ground, choosing angles where I could catch dives and spikes without blocking the filming crew.

They ran through short sequences. Serve, pass, set, spike. Brynn jumped and hit hard, landing with knees bent, arms coming down to balance. Zoey dove for a ball, sand sticking to her forearms and stomach when she popped back up. Presley called something to Kinsley, then clapped when Kinsley made a clean save. They cheered each other on between takes, then reset when the director asked for another run. I snapped continuously, adjusting my stance, shifting from kneeling to standing, tracking movement through the viewfinder, then stepping out of the way when a camera operator needed my spot.

Time dragged. Takes got repeated. Wardrobe got adjusted. Someone dabbed sweat off Brynn’s forehead with a towel and repositioned a strap. Zoey drank from a can, then turned it so the logo faced outward before they rolled again. Presley brushed sand off her thigh with the side of her hand, then shook it off her fingers and walked back to her mark.

Hours passed, far longer than anyone wanted. By the time the crew finally called it, the sun was lower, and everyone looked drained. The girls’ shoulders were flushed. Their hair was damp and messy. My hands felt tired from gripping the camera for so long, and my neck ached from looking through the viewfinder and scanning constantly.

Bill looked energized anyway, thrilled with how The Aces came off on camera. He talked to the crew for a few minutes, nodding, gesturing with one hand as he spoke. The girls hovered nearby, shifting their weight, waiting for the signal that they could leave.

The shuttle ride back to the hotel was quiet. Presley leaned her head back against the seat, eyes closed, arms folded loosely over her stomach. Brynn stared down at her phone, thumbs moving, likely texting. Zoey and Kinsley whispered and giggled at something private, then the giggles faded and they sank into their seats, eyelids heavy.

Once we got back, everyone split without ceremony. Some talked about grabbing dinner, others muttered about going straight to bed. The group scattered toward elevators and hallways. I headed to my room, camera bag hanging off my shoulder, and the moment I stepped inside the fatigue hit harder. I set the bag down carefully instead of letting it drop. The bed looked too inviting.

I sat on the edge of it, then shifted back until I was sitting more fully. My shoulders sagged. My stomach reminded me I was starving, but the idea of putting on shoes again and going out felt like effort. I understood why some of them were skipping food. I rubbed my face with both hands, then let them fall to my thighs.

Presley appeared at the bathroom doorway, hair looser now, face shiny with sweat. She held the doorframe with one hand and looked at us like she was weighing how much she cared. “I’m too tired to shower, but I’m also too sweaty not to.”

Brynn was on her bed, already sprawled out. She rolled onto her stomach and laughed into her pillow, shoulders shaking once. “Just do it quick, Pres. No one needs to be stinky.”

“Don’t mind me,” I said. I leaned back, supporting myself on my hands for a second before letting my elbows bend so I could sink closer to the mattress. “I think this is the most physically draining day for me so far. Photography in the sun always knocks me out.”

Presley reached back and flicked off the bathroom light, deciding in real time. She stepped fully into the room and let her arms drop at her sides. “I’ll shower in the morning. You guys mind if we just crash early?”

No one argued. Brynn mumbled agreement into her pillow. I nodded and shifted my legs onto the bed. Presley moved toward her own bed and started pulling the blankets back.

We settled in without making it complicated. Tomorrow was another match day, and we needed the energy.


Chapter 5

Late into the night, I woke up from a short doze and realized Presley and Brynn were still awake, quietly talking on their shared bed. A small lamp was on, casting a warm glow across the room. The curtains were drawn, leaving only a hint of moonlight on the edges.

Presley waved me over quietly. “Thought you were out for the night, Owen,” she teased in a soft voice.

I rubbed my face. “I almost was. You two still up?”

Brynn nodded. “We were talking about tomorrow’s match versus that team from San Francisco. They’re known for being aggressive. I’m worried.” She hesitated, then sighed. “I let that stuff get in my head.”

Presley patted her back. “Don’t psych yourself out. We’ve been working hard—physically, we’re ready. Mentally, we just gotta keep our cool.”

Brynn pressed her lips together, frustration evident. “Yeah, but I can’t help feeling tense. My shoulders are constantly knotting up.”

I sat up properly. “A stress knot?”

“Feels like it,” she mumbled. “It’s so tight, it’s killing me.”

Presley eyed me, then Brynn. “Hey, Owen gives decent massages,” she said with a mischievous grin. “Right, Owen?”

I shrugged, “I’m no pro, but yeah, I know the basics. It can help with muscle tension.”

Brynn’s eyes lit up hopefully. “Would you? Just for a bit? I’d really appreciate it.”

“Sure,” I said, easing myself off my bed and stepping over to theirs. It was an odd moment, but I didn’t hesitate. I could feel Brynn needed some reassurance.

Brynn sat on the edge of the bed, pulling off her crop top, leaving just her bikini bandeau. Then she paused, glanced at Presley, and after a moment’s thought, she unclasped it as well. She covered her chest with an arm briefly, turning her back to me. “It’s easier if I have nothing in the way, right?”

My heart beat a little faster. “Right,” I managed, clearing my throat. I settled behind her on the bed, kneeling so I could reach her shoulders. I started gently, pressing my thumbs along the tight muscles near her neck.

She let out a soft, relieved moan, head dropping forward as I worked out the knots. “Oh my god, that feels so good.”

Presley, lying on her side, watched with interest. “Owen, you might have magic fingers.” She then propped herself up. “Me next,” she teased.

I kept working on Brynn’s back, taking my time. The tension in her trapezius was definitely there. She relaxed more and more, leaning into my hands, occasionally letting a soft sigh slip out. I noticed how her skin glowed under the warm lamplight.

After a while, Presley made a playful groan. “All right, you can’t hog him all night, Brynn. My turn.” She shifted until she was sitting next to Brynn on the bed. Presley reached behind her neck and pulled her bikini strings loose as well, tossing the top aside. She wasn’t shy, that was for sure. Her red hair brushed across her exposed shoulders, and she locked eyes with me.

I tried to remain calm. “Okay, come on over.”

They shuffled around so that Brynn moved over, and Presley took a seat in front of me. Brynn rested on her stomach, presumably still enjoying the aftereffect of that massage.

Presley’s back muscles were tense too, likely from a full day of filming, plus the upcoming match anxiety. I applied gentle pressure, kneading from her shoulders down along her spine. She let out satisfied hums, glancing at Brynn occasionally. Brynn propped herself on an elbow, watching us with a relaxed smile.

“I could get used to this,” Presley murmured. She tilted her head and gave me a lazy grin over her shoulder. “You ever wonder if we push you around too much?”

I chuckled softly. “Sometimes. But I don’t mind.”

Presley’s eyes gleamed. “Well, we appreciate you.” Her gaze flitted to Brynn. “Right, Brynn?”

Brynn gave an enthusiastic nod. “Of course we do.”

I felt Presley’s breathing shift under my hands, a sign she was loosening up. My thumbs traveled in slow circles, and she leaned back, pressing softly against me. That’s when I realized Brynn had slid closer again, brushing her fingers lightly on Presley’s arm.

Presley turned her head to glance at Brynn. Something unspoken passed between them. Then Presley twisted her body halfway, meeting Brynn’s lips in a gentle kiss. My breath caught in my throat. Of course, I’d always known they were close, but I hadn’t expected to witness it quite like this. The kiss was soft, but quickly deepened, Brynn’s hand tucking into Presley’s hair.

I paused what I was doing, holding still with my hands half-finished in place, because any movement felt like it would break whatever had just clicked into place between them. My eyes stayed on their mouths. Presley’s lips parted; Brynn’s mouth followed, slow at first, then more certain. Brynn’s fingers spread at the back of Presley’s head, nails catching slightly in the strands as she adjusted her grip and pulled Presley closer by inches. Presley’s shoulders shifted, her chest lifting as she leaned into it.

They didn’t hurry. They stayed there long enough that my lungs tightened and I had to swallow to make myself breathe again.

Yet a moment later, they both turned their attention to me, and my pulse hammered. Brynn placed a hand on my shoulder and tugged me closer. The pressure was firm, not a question. She guided me in, closing the gap with a small pull that made my stance adjust automatically, feet setting more square beneath me. Her palm stayed on my shoulder while her other hand slid to the front of my shirt, fingers hooking lightly in the fabric as if to keep me from backing away.

She pressed a kiss to my temple, then my jaw, then my lips. Each kiss landed and lifted, landed and lifted again, her mouth warm and slightly insistent by the time she reached my lips. I didn’t overthink it. I let my face turn toward her, let my mouth open to hers. Her lips moved against mine with a slow, testing pressure, then a deeper one when I responded. My throat tightened again, this time from the rush of it.

Presley joined in, her lips brushing along the other side of my neck. Her touch started lighter than Brynn’s, a sweep of mouth and breath against skin that made my skin raise under it. She found the place just below my ear and mouthed there, then shifted down, placing short kisses along the line of my neck. One of her hands came up to the back of my neck, fingers resting at my hairline as she angled me slightly, giving herself room to kiss where she wanted. Her other hand slid down over my chest through my shirt, palm flattening, then moving in a small circle that made my attention flicker between both of them.

Brynn’s hand stayed on my shoulder, thumb rubbing a small line back and forth as if marking time. She pulled away from my lips only enough to look at me. Her gaze dropped, then rose again, and she leaned in for another kiss, firmer this time, as though she’d decided I wasn’t going anywhere.

Presley’s mouth moved again at my neck, more deliberate. She pressed her lips harder, held them there a beat, then released. The pressure left a pulse on my skin. I felt her smile against me without seeing it.

I lifted my hands, uncertain for one second where to put them without taking control away. Then I placed one hand at Brynn’s waist, fingers spreading along her side. With the other, I reached back for Presley, palm settling at her hip. Both women reacted with small shifts, making space for my touch. Brynn’s hips angled toward me. Presley pressed closer at my back, her breasts brushing me through her shirt and mine, a steady contact that made me suck in air.

Brynn’s fingers moved from my shirt to the buttons. She worked them one by one, not rushing, her knuckles grazing my skin as the fabric opened. With each button undone, cooler air hit my chest. She pushed the shirt aside, palm sliding over my bare skin, then down over my stomach. Her hand paused at my belt line, fingers tapping once, then hooking into the waistband.

Presley’s hands came around me from behind, her fingertips skimming over my ribs, then to the center of my chest. She splayed her hands there, palms pressing lightly, as if feeling my heartbeat under her hands. Her nails dragged down a short line, leaving a faint sting that made my skin tighten.

Brynn leaned in again, kissing the corner of my mouth, then my lower lip. She bit gently, tugged, released. My mouth opened on a breath. Her tongue flicked against mine, then she pulled back just enough to let the moment hang.

Presley’s lips returned to my neck, then dipped lower, to the hollow above my collarbone. She kissed there, then licked once. Her hands slid down my torso to my belt, joining Brynn’s. Four hands at my waist, each making small adjustments, fingers bumping, then finding their own purchase.

Brynn unfastened my belt. The leather slipped free of the buckle with a small movement. She pulled the end through the loops, drew it out, and let it fall from her hand. Presley’s fingers moved to my fly, undoing the button, then tugging the zipper down. Brynn’s hand slipped inside my boxers. Her fingers curled around my cock, which had already thickened. She gripped me fully, thumb running along the underside. The contact hit hard and direct, making me tighten my stomach. She stroked once, slow from base to tip, then paused and held me.

Presley pressed her mouth to my shoulder, then shifted forward beside me. She turned my face with two fingers at my chin and kissed me again, brief and wet, then pulled away to look down. Her hand slid under my boxers as well, fingertips brushing the head of my cock where Brynn’s hand had left it slick with pre-cum. Presley’s touch was lighter, teasing. She traced the line of the tip, then dragged her fingers down the shaft, collecting more.

Brynn’s mouth returned to my neck, her teeth scraping gently once at the skin before her tongue smoothed it. Presley dropped to her knees first. She didn’t do it dramatically. She simply lowered herself, hands steady at my hips as she went, her eyes tracking downward. Brynn followed a beat later, bending at the knees and lowering too, her hand sliding to my thigh to balance herself. Both of them in front of me, both of them close enough that their hair brushed my stomach.

Presley pulled my boxers down with one hand, tugging them past my hips. Brynn helped, fingers catching the waistband and easing it lower. The fabric slid down my thighs, then gathered. I stepped out of it without looking, lifting one foot, then the other, to clear it. Brynn’s hands moved to my calves for a second to steady me.

Presley took my cock in her hand and held it up, angling it toward her mouth. She licked the tip first, a slow sweep that made my knees feel looser. Her lips closed around the head. She sucked gently, cheeks hollowing a little, then released with a wet slip. Her tongue circled the rim. She shifted her hand down the shaft so she could take more without forcing it.

Brynn leaned in from the side. She kissed my inner thigh, then another kiss higher, her mouth opening wider as she pressed her tongue to the skin. Her hand slid up to cup my balls, fingers curling underneath, lifting them slightly. The way she held them made my cock jump in Presley’s mouth.

Presley took me deeper. Her lips stretched around me, her mouth warm and tight. She bobbed her head in short, controlled motions, taking a little more with each one, then easing back. Spit slicked the shaft where her hand moved with her mouth, keeping the friction even. My breath came in broken pulls. I looked down at them, unable to stop.

Brynn’s mouth moved closer to my cock. She opened her lips and licked along the underside, starting near the base and dragging her tongue up toward where Presley’s lips were sealed. Presley paused, holding me in her mouth while Brynn licked. Then Presley pulled back enough to let Brynn take the head for a moment. Brynn’s lips closed around the tip; she sucked, then let her tongue press against the slit, collecting pre-cum. She swallowed once, throat working, and the sight of it hit me in the gut.

Presley immediately replaced her, taking more length, while Brynn shifted lower and licked my balls, her tongue flattening and dragging slowly, then curling around one at a time. She sucked gently, then released, lips wet. One of her hands moved to my ass, fingers spreading, squeezing once as if checking the tension there.

Presley’s rhythm changed. She used her hand at the base to keep herself from taking too much at once, and her mouth worked the upper half, sucking harder on the upstroke, easing pressure on the downstroke. Her tongue pressed along the underside, tracing the vein. She breathed through her nose, hair falling forward; she pushed it back with a quick flick of her head and didn’t stop.

Brynn lifted her face and kissed Presley, quick and open-mouthed, transferring saliva between them without hesitation. Presley pulled off my cock with a wet pop and turned her mouth to Brynn’s. They kissed again, longer this time, tongues sliding. Brynn’s hand stayed on my cock, stroking while they kissed each other, keeping me hard and leaking. Then Brynn guided Presley back down with a hand at the back of her head, not forcing, just directing.

Presley took me back into her mouth. Brynn leaned in and licked the side of my shaft where Presley’s lips didn’t cover, then moved up to kiss the corner of Presley’s mouth while Presley sucked me. The angle made Presley’s cheek press against Brynn’s fingers; Brynn’s thumb rubbed Presley’s cheekbone once, then dropped.

My hands moved automatically. I threaded my fingers into Presley’s hair at the back of her head, not pushing, just holding. With the other hand I cupped Brynn’s head for a moment, palm against her hair, fingers spreading. Brynn looked up at me, eyes steady, then lowered her mouth again to my balls, taking one into her mouth and sucking while her hand squeezed the other. The combination made my hips jerk forward a few centimeters. Presley adjusted immediately, following the movement so I didn’t slip out of her mouth.

They alternated without speaking. Presley would suck and stroke, then pull back enough for Brynn to take the head and tongue it. Brynn would suck, then slide her tongue down the underside while Presley kissed and licked the tip. Their hands touched occasionally at my thighs, at my hips, small collisions that turned into brief squeezes. More than once, Brynn leaned over to kiss Presley in the middle of it, as if she couldn’t stop herself. Presley would answer, mouth still wet, then return to my cock.

My stomach tightened hard. I pulled a breath through my teeth and tried to hold off. Brynn noticed. She shifted her hand to my hip, holding me in place, and Presley slowed, then changed pressure. She used her tongue more, circling and teasing rather than sucking hard. The edge backed off slightly, leaving me shaking.

Brynn rose to her feet first. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then leaned in to kiss me again, tasting herself and Presley on my lips. Her breasts were bare, nipples already tight. She guided my hands to them without words, placing my palms on the outer curves and pressing in.

Presley stood too, hands going to her own shirt. Her breasts slightly bounced as she moved as she immediately stepped into Brynn’s space and kissed her. Their mouths met, and Brynn’s hands moved to Presley’s breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples. Presley reacted with a small lift of her chest, pushing into it. Brynn pinched lightly, then released. Presley’s fingers slid down Brynn’s stomach, then to the waistband of her pants.

I watched them for a second, cock hard and wet between my legs, feeling almost peripheral even though they kept touching me. Then Brynn reached back and grabbed my wrist, pulling my hand between them. She placed my fingers on Presley’s nipple. I brushed it, then rolled it between two fingers. Presley’s breath hitched; her head tipped back a fraction, and her mouth opened against Brynn’s.

Presley’s hands worked at Brynn’s pants, unbuttoning, unzipping, then tugging them down. Brynn stepped out, one leg then the other. Underneath she wore panties that clung tight. Presley hooked her fingers under the elastic and pulled them down too. Brynn lifted one foot, then the other, stepping free. She stood naked, legs slightly apart, one hand sliding down between them briefly, fingers touching her wetness, then lifting to show the sheen on her fingertips before she reached for Presley again.

Brynn returned the favor. She undid Presley’s pants, eased them down, and Presley stepped out. Brynn knelt and pulled Presley’s panties down slowly, eyes up as she did it. Presley’s pussy was already wet, lips swollen. Brynn pressed her mouth to Presley’s inner thigh, then kissed higher, then higher again, stopping just short of Presley’s pussy. Presley’s hand went to Brynn’s hair, fingers threading in, holding.

Brynn glanced at my cock, then reached out and stroked once, spreading the slickness. Her grip tightened at the base, then released. Presley leaned in and kissed me, then lowered her mouth to my chest, kissing down my sternum, then my stomach, then dropping further. She licked the tip of my cock once, then stood again, shifting her attention back to Brynn.

They repositioned with small steps, guiding each other by wrists and hips. Brynn lowered to her knees in front of Presley again, spreading Presley’s legs wider with her hands. Presley planted her feet, knees soft, and braced one hand on my shoulder to steady herself.

Brynn’s tongue touched Presley’s pussy. She started with a broad lick from bottom to top, then another, slower, pressing harder at the end. Presley’s hips moved forward instinctively. Brynn held her hips with both hands, thumbs near the crease, keeping her in place while her mouth worked. She separated Presley’s lips with her fingers and licked inside, short strokes that made Presley’s thighs tense. Brynn sucked Presley’s clit into her mouth, then let it go, then did it again, more firmly.

Presley’s head tipped back. Her mouth parted. She didn’t speak. Her grip on my shoulder tightened, nails pressing into my skin. I leaned in and kissed her neck, then her mouth, catching her lower lip between my lips for a second.

While Brynn ate Presley, Presley reached for Brynn’s head and pulled her up just long enough to kiss her, tasting herself on Brynn’s mouth. Brynn swallowed and went back down immediately, tongue flattening again, then narrowing as she focused on Presley’s clit.

Presley turned, pulling Brynn up to her feet. Brynn came up on her knees first, then stood. Presley kissed her again, hands on Brynn’s cheeks, then pushed her gently backward until Brynn’s back met the surface behind her. Brynn’s hands went to Presley’s hips, guiding her closer. Presley dropped to her knees and pressed her mouth to Brynn’s pussy, returning it without pause. She licked along Brynn’s slit, then sucked Brynn’s clit into her mouth. Brynn’s fingers threaded into Presley’s hair, holding her there.

I stepped in close behind Presley. My cock pressed against her ass. Presley reached back between her legs and guided me, hand wrapping around my shaft and angling it. She looked over her shoulder at me once, then faced forward again and went back to licking Brynn.

I pushed into Presley’s pussy from behind, slow at first. She was wet enough that I slid in with steady pressure. Presley exhaled hard through her mouth, face still buried between Brynn’s thighs, and her hips rocked back to take more. I filled her fully, balls touching her ass at the end. I held there, hands on her hips, fingers digging in just enough to keep control of the pace.

Brynn watched, eyes half-lidded, then leaned forward to kiss Presley while Presley stayed on her knees and I stayed inside her. Their mouths met over Presley’s shoulder. Brynn’s hand slid down to Presley’s breast, squeezing, thumb rubbing the nipple. Presley moaned into Brynn’s mouth, and the vibration carried through her body around my cock.

I started to thrust. Short strokes at first, pulling back a few inches, then pushing in again. Presley’s pussy clenched around me each time, wet and tight. Her hand braced on Brynn’s thigh for leverage while her mouth kept working at Brynn’s clit. Brynn’s hips lifted and rolled to meet Presley’s tongue, chasing it.

After a few thrusts, I changed angle, lifting Presley’s hips slightly and pulling her back onto me harder. The shift made her gasp. She didn’t stop. She kept licking Brynn, cheeks wet with slick, mouth moving faster now. Brynn’s hand moved to her own breast, pinching her nipple while she watched Presley’s face and my cock pushing into Presley’s pussy from behind.

Presley pulled off Brynn’s pussy long enough to kiss her again, messy and close. Brynn kissed her back, tongue sliding, then pushed Presley down again with a hand at the back of her head, guiding her right back where she wanted.

My thrusts deepened. I pulled Presley back until the head of my cock nearly slipped out, then pushed in hard again, making her body jerk forward. Brynn’s legs tightened around Presley’s shoulders. Presley’s fingers dug into Brynn’s thighs. Brynn’s mouth opened, and she grabbed Presley’s face, pulling her up into a kiss while I kept fucking Presley. Their kiss turned hungry, lips sliding, saliva stringing briefly between them when they separated.

Presley shifted onto her side and then forward, adjusting her knees and elbows so she could keep eating Brynn while taking me. The new position made my cock hit differently, and Presley reacted immediately, hips rolling back, taking it. I tightened my grip on her hips to keep her steady.

Brynn reached down and touched Presley between her legs, fingers finding Presley’s clit, rubbing in small, fast circles while Presley’s pussy clenched around me. Presley’s breath became uneven; her shoulders shook. She kept her mouth on Brynn, tongue flicking, then sucking, her pace turning frantic.

Presley came first. Her whole body locked, then shuddered. Her pussy clamped hard around my cock in pulses. She pressed her face into Brynn’s pussy and moaned there, hips still pushing back against me even as she shook. Brynn kept rubbing her clit through it, not letting up until Presley’s tremors eased.

I didn’t stop. I slowed for a few strokes, then picked it back up as Presley’s body loosened again. Brynn’s eyes stayed on me. She shifted, sliding out from where she’d been braced, then moved around, turning herself so she could get closer to my cock.

Presley pulled away from Brynn and crawled forward enough to free space. Brynn dropped to her knees beside Presley. She leaned in and kissed Presley again, brief, then angled her body toward me. She reached between us, guiding my cock out of Presley with one hand. It slipped free, wet and shining. Brynn stroked it twice, spreading Presley’s slick along the shaft, then brought the head to her pussy.

She held her lips open with her fingers and eased me in. The entry took a moment; Brynn breathed out, shoulders dropping as she adjusted. I pushed slowly until I was fully inside her. Brynn’s hands went to my hips, holding me close. Presley moved behind Brynn, kissing her shoulder, then her neck, then reaching around to cup Brynn’s breasts. Presley rolled Brynn’s nipples between her fingers, alternating pressure, keeping Brynn arched and open.

I began to thrust into Brynn. Brynn took it with steady movements, rocking her hips forward to meet me. Presley’s mouth found Brynn’s neck again, then her jaw, then her lips. Brynn turned her head to kiss Presley while I fucked her. Their kiss stayed connected longer this time, mouths moving slowly even as Brynn’s body moved on my cock.

Presley slid down between Brynn’s legs. She didn’t push Brynn away from me. She fit herself underneath, pressing her mouth to Brynn’s pussy where it met my cock. She licked the slickness at the base, tongue dragging along Brynn’s folds while I thrust above her. Brynn’s hand flew to Presley’s hair, holding her there, fingers tightening. Presley sucked Brynn’s clit while my cock pushed in and out, stretching Brynn around me.

Brynn’s breath turned rough. Her thighs trembled. Presley kept licking, sometimes moving lower to catch what dripped, then returning to Brynn’s clit. I kept a consistent pace, hips driving forward, then pulling back. Brynn’s pussy gripped me tighter, clenching in quick, involuntary spasms.

Presley reached up and squeezed Brynn’s ass, spreading her slightly so she could press her tongue deeper. Brynn’s head tipped back. She kissed the air, then found Presley’s mouth again, pulling her up just enough for a kiss, then pushing her back down. Presley went willingly, face wet, lips swollen.

Brynn came with a hard shiver. Her body tightened around my cock, pussy clamping, then fluttering. She grabbed my shoulders, nails pressing in. Presley kept her mouth on Brynn’s clit through it, sucking and licking as Brynn rode out the contractions.

The clenching pushed me over the edge. My thrusts turned uneven. I held Brynn’s hips and drove in deep, then stayed buried as I came, cum pulsing inside her. Brynn held me there, breathing hard, forehead dropping toward my shoulder.

When the shaking eased, Presley rose and kissed Brynn, then kissed me, tasting both of us on her mouth. Brynn’s hands stayed on Presley’s waist, pulling her close for another kiss, their mouths lingering together while I was still inside Brynn, all three of us pressed tight in a tangle of skin and heat.

No one spoke for a moment. Our breathing slowly evened out. Finally, Brynn sighed contentedly. “I don’t feel so stressed anymore,” she said, voice muffled against my chest.

Presley let out a soft laugh. “Me neither.”

I tucked an arm around each of them. My pulse was still thudding in my ears, but in a calmer, satisfied rhythm. “Glad I could help,” I joked quietly, though my tone was affectionate and earnest.

We stayed like that for a while, the sound of the air conditioning our lullaby. Eventually, Presley shifted. “We should probably get some rest,” she said. “Tomorrow’s another big day.”

Reluctantly, we disentangled ourselves. Pres found her bikini top on the floor and laughed at how far it had been tossed aside. Brynn used a spare blanket to loosely cover herself, eyes half-closed with a blissful expression.

Before shutting off the lamp, I stole one more gentle kiss from each of them. Brynn’s lips curled into a smile, and Presley pressed her palm to my cheek. There was a warmth in their eyes that told me this night meant something more than just a random fling. It was deeper, shaped by trust and the closeness we’d built over the season.

I flicked the lamp off, returning the room to soft shadows. Brynn and Presley returned to their shared bed, tangling themselves in the covers. They left enough space for me to join if I wanted.

For a moment, I lingered at the edge of the bed, figuring out if I should climb in beside them or retreat to my own bed. Presley beckoned with a playful grin, patting the bed so I’d wedge between them. I smiled in the dark and slipped into that space, letting their warmth cradle me from both sides.


Chapter 6

I woke up still sandwiched between Brynn and Presley. At some point, we must have shifted in our sleep because Presley was now curled up against my side, her arm draped across my chest. Brynn was rolled halfway onto her stomach, hugging a pillow. Yesterday’s tension had melted away after our unexpected but comforting threesome, but practical matters were already tugging at my mind. We had a match against a tough San Francisco team known for their aggressive style. Before I could dwell on it, my phone alarm buzzed, cutting into my thoughts.

Presley stirred awake, blinking groggily. She caught me looking at her and gave a drowsy but playful smile. “Morning, stud,” she murmured, her voice still thick with sleep.

Brynn pushed up on one elbow, hair in her eyes, and groaned a hello. “We have to get ready,” she said, sounding more serious and awake by the moment. “San Francisco’s no joke.”

I nodded. “We should grab breakfast downstairs with the others.” As much as I wanted to stay in bed and prolong the warmth of their bodies against mine, I knew we needed to prepare for the day’s match. I carefully slipped out from under Presley’s arm and grabbed some clean shorts and a T-shirt.

We met Zoey and Kinsley in the lobby. Kinsley was wearing her mesh cover-up over a bright green bikini, looking fresh and a bit anxious. Zoey had on a neon pink string bikini top with athletic shorts. They both greeted us cheerfully, but Zoey’s eyes flicked over Brynn and Presley, like she was reading the subtle signals that something had changed overnight. She didn’t say anything, only gave a quick grin that told me she probably had a few questions. But tournament day was upon us, so we shelved the personal talk for later.

At breakfast—a simple buffet with eggs, sausages, fruit, and toast—Bill waddled in, wearing a casual Hawaiian shirt that barely fit around his middle. “Glad to see you all up,” he said, grabbing a plate of fruit. “Today’s match is a big step forward for us. San Francisco’s known for powering through with strong spikes. Keep your eyes open for quick sets and tips over the net.”

Brynn twirled her fork between bites of egg. “We can handle them. We just have to exploit their aggression.”

Zoey patted Brynn on the shoulder. “We’ll be fine. If we stick to our plan and adapt, we’ll show them who’s boss.”

Kinsley nodded, but she chewed on her lower lip. I caught her eye and gave an encouraging smile. She let her lip go and smiled back, a silent thanks for the support. The conversation jumped from game strategy to sponsor obligations and back again. I tried to stay positive for them, even though a knot of worry had started in my stomach. The match was going to be tough.

After we finished eating, we headed outside to wait for the shuttle. The air felt warmer today, the Hawaiian sun already climbing high. Clouds dotted the sky, but no sign of real rain. We all climbed aboard, and the short ride passed with everyone quietly studying the passing scenery or reviewing mental game plans. Zoey and Brynn traded last-minute pointers. Kinsley stared out the window, fiddling with her hair.

We reached the beach, which was already buzzing with activity. The stands looked fuller today—word definitely spread fast that The Aces were making a splash in the tournament. Palm trees lined the back of the beach, providing patches of shade for spectators. Vendors sold shaved ice, cold drinks, and local snacks. I spotted the bright teal sponsor banners flapping at either side of the official scoreboard.

I took my position at the sidelines, camera in hand, while the girls warmed up on the sand. The opposing team, either oblivious or simply unconcerned with The Aces, was laser-focused on their own drills. They must have been the San Francisco Stingrays—three fierce-looking women swinging their arms in practiced unison. Each had powerful legs and broad shoulders that screamed serious weight training. Seeing them up close, I appreciated exactly how tall and imposing they were.

When the match started, the Stingrays immediately showed their teeth. Their serves flew like missiles over the net, quick and punishing. The ball whipped past Zoey on the first serve, bouncing hotly off the sand before she could shift.

Brynn clapped her hands to refocus. “All right, let’s go!”

On the next serve, Kinsley dove to her right, saving the ball from slamming into an empty corner. Presley set up a high pass, and Brynn angled in to spike, but the Stingrays blocked her. The ball ricocheted to the side. They got the first point with ease.

I snapped photos rapidly, capturing each rally. My heart pounded as I watched them exchange blow after blow. Our girls struggled to find a rhythm at first. The Stingrays hammered them with furious spikes, bullet serves, and lightning-quick net defense.

Then, halfway through the first set, The Aces found a thread of strategy. Zoey managed a deceptive tip over a double block that landed just inside the sideline. Brynn began mixing up her spikes with cunning push shots. Presley’s digs were timed perfectly, and Kinsley’s serves started dropping just over the tape, forcing the Stingrays to scramble forward.

Momentum shifted. The scoreboard beeped as The Aces inched closer, fueled by precision and quick adjustments. The rallies extended, showcasing diving saves that had the crowd applauding. Zoey and Brynn communicated in short phrases: “I got it,” “Free ball,” “Switch,” and it kept them organized amidst the Stingrays’ onslaught. The first set ended with a tense 22–20 victory for The Aces.

Between sets, the teams took a short water break. I grabbed a quick shot of Brynn sipping Gatorade, sweat gleaming on her brow. She flashed me a brief grin, giving me a thumbs-up. My camera beeped, hungry for new memory space, so I swapped in a fresh SD card.

The second set was every bit as intense. The Stingrays came back strong, determined not to let their aggression backfire. Brynn jammed her wrist on a block and took a moment to shake it off. Presley hurried to check on her, pressing her fingertips against Brynn’s wrist to see if it was okay. Brynn winced but insisted she was fine. She got right back into position, gritting her teeth. That kind of fearless drive was one reason The Aces valued her so highly—her tenacity never wavered.

Point by point, they matched the Stingrays. Each side got kills and blocks that had the crowd roaring. I found myself barely able to breathe; I was so focused on capturing each dramatic moment. At 19–19, it was anyone’s game. Then Zoey unleashed a serve that whizzed over the net and carved into the sand just out of the Stingrays’ reach. The crowd cheered. Brynn and Presley sealed the deal with a perfectly timed block-spike combo on the next rally, and The Aces won 21–19.

As the whistle blew, the stadium announcer’s voice boomed through the speakers, declaring The Aces the victors. The girls whooped, hugging each other at center court. The tension from before melted into laughter and high-fives. I snapped a group shot as they stood arm in arm, triumphant. Brynn, wincing slightly, still managed a celebratory fist pump. The Aces had survived another round, pushing themselves that much closer to the finals.

While the team cooled down under a sponsor tent, Bill rushed in with a grin. “Excellent job out there, everyone! The sponsors will love this.” He gave me a nod. “And Owen, I think we might have some new marketing angles with those highlight photos.”

Before I could reply, someone tapped my shoulder. I turned around to see a man in a polo shirt and khaki shorts—one of the production guys from the earlier sponsorship shoot, if I remembered correctly. “Owen, right? We met briefly the other day.”

“Yeah, I remember,” I said, tipping my head in greeting. “What’s up?”

He offered a friendly handshake. “I’m Dane. I handle talent scouting for a small ad agency in L.A., but we also do campaigns across Hawaii. I’ve seen how you capture action, and it’s really impressive. We could use someone with your eye if you’re ever interested in branching out.”

My heart jumped. “Wow, that’s... an amazing offer. I appreciate it. But I’m here with The Aces.”

Dane laughed lightly. “I don’t mean to poach you on the spot. Just wanted to plant the seed. We pay well, and there’s room for growth. I’ll be around the tournament the next few days, so think it over.” He handed me a sleek business card. “Give me a call if it intrigues you.”

I glanced at the card. My brain whirled with possibilities. A stable agency job was no small thing. “Sure,” I said, pocketing the card. “I’ll think about it.”

He gave a short wave and walked off. I suddenly felt the weight of that card in my pocket. Better money and a secure position—anyone would be tempted. But the idea of leaving The Aces, leaving behind everything we’d built, unsettled me. Was I ready to walk away from them just for a new opportunity?

Presley called my name, and I realized I’d been standing there lost in thought. “Everything okay?” she asked, toweling sweat from her neck.

I forced a smile. “Yeah, just a possible job offer. I’ll fill you in later.”

She studied me for a beat, like she could sense the conflict rolling inside me, but she just nodded and let it go. “We’re getting lunch. Come on.”

We all piled into a shade tent for a quick meal—sandwiches, fruit, and water, courtesy of tournament organizers. I snapped a few more pictures of the team in good spirits. Even though Brynn’s wrist throbbed a bit, she insisted it was minor and wrapped it in a cold towel. Zoey teased her that she was becoming the official ‘most injured Ace’ this season. Brynn barked back good-naturedly that it just proved she was giving 110%.

It wasn’t long before we hopped on the shuttle back to the hotel. The conversation on the ride over was less about strategy and more about relaxation. “A quick nap, then dinner,” Zoey suggested, leaning against Kinsley with her eyes half-closed.

Kinsley nodded, yawning. “That match drained me. Let’s definitely do something low-key tonight.”

Back in the lobby, Brynn and Presley headed for a nearby ice machine to fill a bag for Brynn’s wrist, while Zoey and Kinsley split off for their room. I lingered in the hallway near my door, fiddling with the key card.

As soon as I stepped inside, I flopped onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. My thoughts drifted to the job offer again. The Aces had become more than just a job—they were practically my family. But the agency gig could mean a real career step, especially if The Aces’ run ended and funding dried up. I closed my eyes, inhaling the faint salt air drifting through the small balcony door. I decided to tuck those thoughts away for now. The girls had worked too hard for me to overshadow their accomplishment with my internal crisis.

I dozed off for maybe an hour until my phone chimed. It was a text from Zoey:

“Beach in an hour? I’ll be near the water. Big talk needed. Just us?”

My stomach clenched with both anticipation and a flutter of nerves. Zoey always said what was on her mind, but “big talk” could mean a lot of things. She knew about me and Brynn. She might suspect about Presley. She might have her own feelings. The idea of having to talk it all out on the sand at sundown—it sent my mind racing. But I owed her honesty. I texted back a quick “I’ll be there.”

I spent the next hour showering, changing into swim trunks, and thinking about how to approach this conversation. When I headed downstairs, the sky had begun transitioning into golds and pinks. Tourists bustled around the pool deck, and music from the lounge bar drifted faintly. I made my way across the street to the smaller beach near our hotel, scanning for Zoey’s blonde hair.

I found her at the water’s edge, her ankles in the lapping waves. She still wore her neon bikini top and a fresh pair of short shorts, one hand on her hip as she gazed out over the ocean. When she spotted me, she gave a coy wave.

“Hey, you,” she said as I approached. “Thanks for coming.”

“Of course,” I said, stepping close enough to feel the warm water on my toes. “Everything okay?”

She exhaled sharply, folding her arms. “I was going to say I’m not sure, but that would be a lie. Yeah, everything’s fine—just complicated. You and Brynn are a thing, right?”

I nodded, deciding not to mince words. “We’ve been... well, yes, we’re a thing. But it’s more complicated than that.” I swallowed. “Presley and I also... something happened last night.”

Her eyebrows shot up, and she made a low whistle. “Whoa, so that’s official now?” She didn’t sound upset, just curious. Maybe a little amused. “I figured you three had something going on, but I wasn’t sure.”

I shrugged. “We never exactly announced it. It just happened. I don’t want anyone feeling left out or blindsided, especially you and Kinsley.”

Zoey paused, letting a wave swirl around her ankles. “Look, I know how I am. I’m playful, I’m flirty... but I’m serious about how I feel. I like you. And I like that others like you. I’m not jealous, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Relief eased the tension in my chest. “Part of me was afraid you’d hate me or think I was splitting the team.”

Zoey’s laugh sounded genuinely sweet. “Owen, come on. I saw this brewing. Believe me, The Aces are strong because we’re open with each other. But we do need to talk as a group, soon. This can’t just stay hush-hush or whispered stuff. Kinsley’s not as bold, so she might hold back. We want her comfortable.”

I nodded, letting the water glide over my feet. Zoey’s hair shimmered in the sunset light. “I agree. We should have everyone in one room and just put it all on the table.”

“Good.” She gave a conspiratorial grin. “Now, speaking of big things... you got a job offer?”

My eyes widened. “How’d you—?”

“Word travels fast. And, well, I saw you talking to that ad guy. Figured it was something big.”

I stared out at the horizon. “He offered me a chance at a pretty sweet position. More money, more stability. But it’d mean leaving the team, giving up this gig. I don’t know if I can walk away from what we have.”

Zoey laid a hand lightly on my wrist. “Honestly, if you want it, we’d all support you. But you should talk to us before deciding. Don’t carry that alone.”

I gusped a breath, feeling thankful for how understanding she was. “You’re right.”

We both fell quiet for a moment, waves washing around our ankles. The beach had mostly cleared for the night. The nearest group of tourists was far off, packing up their blankets. An idea came to me, a swirl of boldness in my chest. “Zoey?”

She turned to me, ocean breeze lifting strands of her blonde hair from her shoulders. “Yeah?”

Instead of replying, I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers. She smiled against my mouth, immediately reciprocating. We stood there kissing as the last hints of the sun glowed behind us. When we broke apart, she looked up at me with unabashed desire.

Her grin turned playful. “Let’s find a spot on the beach that’s a little more private?”

I glanced around. The open shore stretched in both directions, with scattered palm trees and a few clusters of rocks near the far side. The tiki torches from nearby resorts were distant points of light. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

We walked hand in hand down the sand until we found a secluded nook hidden by some large rock formations. I kept my fingers threaded through hers as we moved, our hands swinging slightly between us with each step. The sand shifted underfoot, giving just enough that I had to adjust my balance now and then. Zoey guided me with small tugs and turns of her wrist, angling us toward a narrow opening between rocks where the space closed in and the view opened only in a limited slice.

Zoey stopped once we were tucked into the nook. She looked down, lifted one foot, and slid her flip-flop off. She set it aside, then did the same with the other, placing them together so they would not tip or get buried. Her attention came back to me immediately. She stepped close enough that our bodies almost touched, raised both hands to the hem of my T-shirt, and pulled it up. The fabric caught briefly around my shoulders; she adjusted her grip, lifted higher, and drew it over my head. The shirt came free. She tossed it down onto the sand near her flip-flops.

Her eyes moved over my chest, not rushed, taking their time. She looked from my collarbones down to my stomach, then back up to my face. “Been dying to get you alone,” she teased softly.

My heart thumped hard enough that I felt it in my ribs. “Same,” I said. I stepped in and slid my arms around her, one hand settling at the small of her back and the other higher between her shoulder blades. I pulled her close until her front pressed to mine. She tipped her face up and kissed me. I met her mouth, letting the kiss stretch out, my lips moving against hers in slow, steady pressure. Her tongue slipped in; I responded and the kiss turned deeper, more insistent without getting hurried. Heat spread through me, quick and immediate, and the day’s tension that had been sitting in my shoulders and neck eased as if it had been peeled away.

Zoey broke the kiss just enough to breathe, then kissed along the corner of my mouth and back to my lips. Her hands slid down my bare torso, fingertips tracing over my stomach. She let her palms flatten there for a moment as if feeling my skin, then she dropped her hands to the waistband of my trunks. She hooked her fingers under the drawstring and tugged it loose. The knot gave way. She pulled the string ends apart, widening the waistband.

I helped, shifting my hips and reaching down to push the fabric lower. My fingers caught the waistband on one side while Zoey pulled on the other. The trunks slid down over my hips, then down my thighs. I stepped out one leg, then the other, leaving them in a loose pile on the sand near my shirt. The air touched my skin, cool against the heat in my body. I stood naked in front of her, hard already, my cock lifting toward my stomach.

Zoey watched it with a small, pleased look that did not need words. She reached up and caught my face again, kissing me once more, then moved her mouth along my jawline and down my neck. Her lips pressed and released in slow kisses that made my skin prickle. She paused to suck lightly at one spot, then eased back.

She put her hands on her own waistband. She unbuttoned her shorts, dragged the zipper down, and pushed the denim away from her hips. She shifted her weight and wiggled them down, bending slightly to step out, then kicked them aside so they would not end up under us. Under the moonlight her body took on a pale shimmer. The change from sunset to night made her skin look almost luminous, the curve of her breasts and the slope of her stomach defined by soft contrast. She stood in her underwear for a beat, looking at me, then reached behind her back for the clasp of her bra. Her fingers worked it open. The straps slid down her shoulders. She drew the cups away and let the bra fall from her hands.

Her breasts were bare in front of me, nipples tightening as the air touched them. I lifted my hands and cupped her gently, thumbs brushing over the peaks. Zoey’s breath caught. She leaned into my touch rather than away from it. I bent my head and closed my mouth over one nipple. I sucked, not hard, just enough pressure to make her inhale sharply. My tongue flicked across the tip, then I switched to the other breast, repeating it, my lips warm and wet against her skin. Zoey’s fingers slid into my hair and held me there, not pulling, just anchoring.

I straightened and kissed her again. Our bodies pressed together now with nothing in between from her waist up. Her remaining underwear rubbed against my thigh when she shifted. Her hands moved down my back and around to my ass, squeezing. She pressed her hips forward, letting me feel the heat between her legs through the thin fabric.

Zoey stepped back half a pace, breaking contact just enough to look down. She hooked her thumbs under her panties and pulled them down. The fabric slid over her hips, then down her thighs. She lifted one foot, then the other, stepping out. She left them beside her shorts. She was completely naked, the line of her pussy visible in the moonlight, her thighs slightly apart as she stood there and looked at me.

A pulse of need moved through my body. I reached for her and she came into my arms again. I kissed her mouth, then her cheek, then down her throat. My hands moved over her back, down to her ass, squeezing and spreading her cheeks as I pulled her against me. Her skin was warm where my palms rested. She made a small sound into my mouth, her lips parting.

Zoey’s hands slid down the front of my body. She wrapped her fingers around my cock, her grip firm but careful. She stroked once, slowly, from base to tip. My breath broke. I had to steady my stance in the sand. She looked at my face while she did it again, a little faster, her thumb brushing over the head and spreading the slickness gathering there.

I swallowed and leaned my forehead briefly against hers. My hands ran down her sides, then across her stomach. I let my fingers dip between her legs, brushing over her pussy. She was already wet. When my fingertips pressed lightly and slid, she shivered and pressed her hips forward as if to meet the touch. I circled her clit once, then twice, not pushing hard, just keeping contact.

Zoey’s eyes fluttered shut for a second. She opened them again and guided me down with her hand, lowering her body and bending her knees as if she wanted us closer to the sand. I followed, easing down with her. We sank onto the soft sand, her lowering onto her back and then shifting to get comfortable. She set one forearm behind her head for support for a moment, then let it fall to her side. I hovered over her on my knees and hands, careful not to put my full weight on her. The sand gave under my knees. I adjusted, spreading them a little wider for balance.

I kissed her again, hot and hungry now, the kiss turning messy with our breathing. I moved my mouth along her jaw, down her neck, then back to her breasts. I sucked a nipple and rolled it gently between my lips while my hand cupped the other breast. Zoey arched, her back lifting slightly off the sand. She slid a hand down my arm and gripped my bicep, nails pressing in just enough to feel.

Her other hand reached down between us and found my cock again. She stroked it while I kept my mouth on her, drawing out little tremors from her body with each pull of my lips and tongue. I shifted so my hips were closer to her thigh, the head of my cock brushing her leg when she moved her hand.

Zoey brought her hand to her own body, guiding my cock near her belly for a moment, then she released it. She touched my cheek, fingers splayed. “You feel so good,” she breathed.

I leaned into her hand and kissed her palm briefly before turning my head and moving downward. I kissed down her stomach, slow, my lips trailing along the dip of her navel. My hands held her hips lightly, thumbs on her lower belly. I parted her thighs with gentle pressure, pushing her left knee outward, then the right, until her legs opened. Zoey’s breathing changed, shallower, her chest rising faster.

I lowered my face between her legs and pressed a kiss to the inside of her thigh first, then closer, then another kiss right at the edge of her pussy. My tongue slid along her folds in one slow stroke. She jerked a little and then settled, hands gripping the sand at her sides. I licked again, this time lingering, the tip of my tongue tracing the slickness, then I moved up to her clit and circled it. Zoey’s hips lifted and rolled. I held her hips down with one hand, not forcing, just keeping her from sliding in the sand, and kept my mouth on her.

She moaned, her head turning to the side. Her fingers dug into the sand, scattering it. I alternated between long strokes through her pussy and focused circles on her clit. When she pressed her knees closer to her chest slightly, I adjusted, lifting her thigh a bit higher with my forearm to open her more. My tongue pushed inside her briefly, tasting her, then pulled back to flick her clit again and again. Her thighs trembled around my head.

Zoey’s hand found my hair, gripping and holding as she rocked her hips, trying to meet my mouth. I let her, keeping my mouth sealed to her and matching the motion. Her breathing turned ragged. She made small, broken sounds and then a sharper one when I sucked her clit lightly, just enough to draw it into my mouth. I released and licked it again, keeping the rhythm steady.

When she started to tense, I did not stop. I kept pressure on her with my mouth and tongue, my hand sliding up to her lower belly, feeling the muscles tighten there. Zoey’s hips jerked. Her thighs pulled in tight around my head. She gasped, the sound catching in her throat as she came, her pussy clenching and her body shaking against the sand. I stayed there through it, still licking, not letting up until the tremors eased and her grip on my hair loosened.

I lifted my head and looked up at her. Her face was flushed, eyes half-lidded, chest rising and falling hard. I crawled back up her body, careful with my knees, and kissed her mouth. She tasted like herself on my lips. She kissed me back immediately, hungry again, pulling me close with both arms around my shoulders.

Zoey’s hand slid down between us and found my cock, still hard and slick. She stroked it a few times, then guided it toward her mouth. She shifted onto her side slightly and propped herself up on an elbow so she could reach. I hovered, letting her set the pace.

She leaned in and licked the head first, slow, her tongue flattening against it. Then she took me into her mouth. Her lips stretched around me, warm and wet. She bobbed her head, not fast, letting her mouth slide down and back up, saliva slickening my cock. One hand held the base, fingers tightening as she sucked, her other hand braced on my hip to steady herself in the sand.

My hips twitched instinctively. I held still, hands on either side of her, fingers digging into sand to keep balance. Zoey’s cheeks hollowed as she sucked. She pulled back just enough to lick along the underside, then took me back in. Each time she went deeper, her throat flexed around me, and I had to concentrate on breathing. The need built quickly, sharp and insistent.

Zoey looked up at me while she worked, her eyes locked on mine for a moment before she dropped her gaze again. She stroked the part she could not fit in her mouth, twisting her wrist slightly as she moved. The mix of her mouth and hand made my thighs tense. My stomach tightened. I let out a low breath and shifted closer.

She pulled off with a wet sound and kissed the head of my cock, then licked it again. “Want you,” she said, voice rough, and rolled onto her back again, spreading her legs without hesitation.

I moved over her, kissing her once more, then lowered my hand between her thighs. I touched her pussy, feeling how wet she was. My fingers slid through her folds and pressed at her entrance. Zoey’s hips lifted, seeking it. I rubbed her clit briefly, watching her face, then slipped two fingers inside her slowly. She inhaled sharply, then exhaled as her body opened around me. I curled my fingers, stroking inside her, feeling her tighten again, still sensitive from her orgasm.

Zoey grabbed my shoulders. “Now,” she said, and pulled me down.

I withdrew my fingers and guided my cock to her. The head pressed against her slick entrance. I held myself there for a second, looking at her face, then pushed in slowly. Zoey’s mouth opened. Her eyes squeezed shut for a beat as she took me. I kept pressure steady, inching forward, letting her body adjust. When I was fully inside, I paused, hips pressed to hers, my cock buried deep.

Zoey wrapped her legs around my waist, ankles crossing behind my back. She pulled me closer, forcing a deeper angle. I braced on my forearms so I would not crush her and kissed her hard. She kissed back like she needed it, teeth grazing my lower lip before her tongue met mine again.

I started to move, pulling out partway and pushing back in. The sand shifted under my knees with each thrust. I adjusted by widening my stance and planting my toes for leverage. Zoey’s hands slid down my back to my ass, gripping and guiding, encouraging me to go harder. Her nails scratched lightly over my skin.

Each time I pushed into her, her pussy clenched around me, wet and tight. The friction and heat made my breath come fast. Zoey’s head tipped back. Her breasts bounced with the rhythm, nipples tight. I reached down and cupped one breast, thumb rubbing her nipple while I kept thrusting. She moaned, hips lifting to meet me.

Zoey’s hand moved between our bodies. She found her clit and started rubbing it in fast circles, her wrist moving with urgency. Her face tightened, mouth open as her breathing stuttered. I leaned down and kissed along her neck and collarbone, then sucked one nipple again, using my mouth while my hips drove into her.

The sensation built in me, pressure gathering low and spreading up my spine. I kept the pace, thrusts steady and deep, then changed the angle by shifting my hips slightly upward. Zoey reacted immediately, a sharp gasp, her thighs tightening around my waist. She clawed at my shoulders, pulling me down, her lips at my ear. She did not say anything coherent, just breathy sounds and broken words that turned into moans.

I lifted one of her legs higher, hooking it over my forearm to open her more. Her knee bent beside my ribs. That changed the depth, and she cried out, hips jerking. She rubbed her clit faster, fingers slipping with wetness. I watched her face, the strain and pleasure there, and pushed into her again and again, not letting the rhythm break.

Zoey’s body started to shake. Her stomach tightened beneath my palm when I braced myself on her. She gasped, then held her breath. Her pussy clenched hard around my cock, pulsing. She came again, stronger, her legs squeezing my waist, her hips lifting in short, uncontrolled movements as she rode out the orgasm.

The tightening around me pushed me over the edge. My control snapped in the best way. I thrust once more, deep, and then I came, cock jerking inside her as cum spilled into her. My breath tore out of me. I stayed buried, holding myself there while the pulses ran through me. Zoey’s hands clung to me, fingers spread wide over my back.

For a moment we were still except for our breathing. I lowered my face to her shoulder and kissed her skin, slower now, grounding. Zoey’s arms stayed around me, keeping me close as the last of the tension eased from our bodies and we lay pressed together in the sand, spent and quiet in the hidden cove.

Eventually, we gathered ourselves and pulled our clothes back on. She gave me a languid, satisfied smile. “We should probably head back before we’re missed.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, might raise eyebrows if we’re both absent too long.”

We walked back down the beach, arms around each other’s waists. Nothing needed to be said at that moment. Contentment radiated between us.

When we reached the main strip, Zoey pressed a final kiss to my cheek. “Thanks for tonight. It’s exactly what I needed.”

“Me too,” I said softly.

“Tomorrow,” she said resolutely, “let’s tell everyone we need a serious group talk. No more secrets.”

I nodded. “Deal.” We parted ways at the elevator, and I watched her slip into her room with a final wave.

Inside my own room, Presley and Brynn were already asleep or pretending to be. I tiptoed in, set my camera gear aside, and eased under the blankets of the spare bed. My phone glowed momentarily, reminding me of the day’s highlights, another big win and a bigger conversation on the horizon. Tired as I was, my mind spun with thoughts of the job offer, the new intimacy with Zoey, and how we’d gather everyone tomorrow. My heart thudded in my chest. Tomorrow would be pivotal—maybe for all of us.

I closed my eyes and drifted into a deep sleep, breathing in the lingering scent of salt and sunscreen, tasting still the memory of Zoey’s lips against mine.


Chapter 7

The morning sun crept through a thin gap in the hotel curtains, nudging me awake. My phone alarm hadn’t even gone off yet, but I felt more alert than usual. Yesterday’s match had been a test of skill, but the talk with Zoey and what happened on the beach weighed even more on my thoughts. We were overdue for a group conversation, and it seemed Zoey was determined to make it happen.

I rolled over and found Presley perched on the edge of her bed, rummaging through her duffel bag. She must have sensed me stirring because she looked over and smiled. “Morning,” she said quietly, glancing at Brynn asleep on the bed.

“Hey.” I sat up and stretched. My shoulders felt a little stiff.

Presley grabbed a fresh bikini top—a vivid red that matched her hair—and raised an eyebrow. “Everything okay? You came in pretty late last night.”

It was clear she was curious. Instead of skirting around it, I decided to be honest. “I was with Zoey. She wanted to talk about... us. Then we kind of... had our own moment.”

Her eyes lit with a mix of amusement and approval. “Good for you.”

I chuckled. “Everyone’s noticing more than I realized.”

Presley gave me a playful nudge. “When it comes to relationships, it’s hard to hide anything in close quarters. By the way, is that your dreaded alarm about to ring?” My phone started vibrating loudly on the nightstand, blaring the cheery default tune.

I scrambled to silence it before it woke Brynn. A second later, Brynn yawned and pushed her hair back anyway. “Too late,” she muttered. “Thanks for the gentle morning lullaby, Owen.”

I gave her an apologetic look, and Presley laughed under her breath. Brynn flexed her wrist, testing it. “Still sore,” she noted, but it sounded like more of an observation than a complaint.

I slid out of bed and hopped into the shower to rinse off. When I returned, Brynn and Presley were halfway into their match uniforms—sporty bikini bottoms and matching tank tops with The Aces’ sponsor logo. Even though the next match wasn’t until tomorrow, they wanted to get some practice in on the open courts next to the main tournament area. They explained that Bill had arranged for an hour of reserved net time.

“Where’s Zoey and Kinsley?” I asked as I shoved my feet into flip-flops.

“Zoey went upstairs to talk with Bill about schedule stuff,” Presley said, pulling her red hair into a ponytail. “Kinsley’s probably in her room. I think she’s anxious about all this sponsor attention.”

“Okay,” I said, gathering my camera equipment. We had a meeting planned, but I guessed it wouldn’t be right this second. “I’ll swing by their room on my way. Are we all heading to the practice court soon?”

Brynn nodded. “Yeah, in about half an hour.”

I left them, heading to Zoey and Kinsley’s room. The hall was quiet except for the hum of automatic ice machines. Their door unlocked just as I reached it, and Zoey stepped out with Bill in tow. “Oh, hey, Owen,” she said brightly. “We were just talking about the day’s plan. Bill’s off to finalize some vendor stuff.”

Bill gave a small wave. “Morning. I’m confirming a sponsor meeting around noon, so keep your phone on, okay?” Then he waddled off toward the elevators, leaving me and Zoey in the hallway.

Zoey gestured for me to follow her inside. Kinsley was by the window, strumming softly on a small ukulele that must have been a purchase from one of the local shops. She gave a quick smile when she saw me. “Hey,” she said quietly.

I sunk into the armchair near the bed. Zoey leaned against the dresser, crossing her arms with a purposeful look in her eyes. “I think we should have that big talk today,” she began. “We need to confirm how everyone’s feeling, especially about relationships—romantic, physical, whatever we want to call it.”

Kinsley’s cheeks flushed a little. “I know something’s been going on, but I didn’t want to pry. I didn’t want to make it... awkward.”

I offered her a small nod. “You’re not awkward. Trust me—this is new for all of us in different ways. But we do need to lay it all out.”

Zoey checked her watch. “We’re supposed to be on the practice court soon. How about after that, we gather in our room or your room, whichever’s bigger, and just talk?”

Kinsley set down the ukulele carefully. “Sure. I want to make sure we’re all on the same page, too.”

We agreed on the plan and headed downstairs. Brynn and Presley were waiting in the lobby, fiddling with their phones. We took a shuttle to the practice courts, a smaller side venue near the main beach. It was a relaxed environment—no stands, just a few scattered benches under palm trees, with the ocean in the distance. The girls worked on gameplay patterns, spiking and passing. I snapped a few pictures but mostly observed, letting the team focus. Brynn’s wrist seemed to hold up fine despite the bandage she wore.

After an hour, we grabbed a quick lunch of grilled fish tacos and pineapple slices from a nearby snack hut. Bill dropped by briefly to let them know a sponsor rep wanted to do short interviews, but it wasn’t mandatory until later. “That leaves you free,” he said, “so I’m heading off to finalize lodging details for next week, in case we need to extend our stay for sponsor obligations.”

As soon as we got back to the hotel, Zoey announced, “All right, let’s pick a room and do this.”

Brynn hesitated. “What are we talking about exactly?”

Zoey pressed the elevator button. “Everything. We’ll figure it out once we’re inside.”

Brynn and Presley exchanged glances like they’d been preparing themselves. I wondered if they expected friction or jealousy. The tension was palpable by the time we reached room 512—my shared space with Brynn and Presley. Everyone piled in. Brynn perched on the foot of one bed, Presley sat cross-legged near the pillows, Zoey leaned on the dresser, and Kinsley took the chair by the window. I claimed a spot near the TV stand, feeling the weight of their eyes on me.

Zoey started. “We’ve been dancing around who’s with who... or who’s been with who. It’s hard to keep track and it’s silly to keep tiptoeing.”

Kinsley nodded. “I know some of you have gotten physical, and I don’t want to cause problems or be left out.”

Presley cleared her throat, boldly stepping in. “Last night, well... me, Owen, and Brynn, we had a threesome.” Her casual statement made Brynn blush a little, but Presley kept on. “We just want to be open about it. We’re not hiding anything or trying to cut Zoey or Kinsley out.”

Zoey glanced at me. “And me and Owen connected last night, too.”

Brynn’s eyebrows arched, but she didn’t look upset. Maybe a little curious. “That’s good,” she said after a beat. “We all like Owen, right? And none of us said we wanted a monogamous arrangement.”

Presley chuckled, raising a playful brow at me. “We never said that, no.”

Kinsley’s face burned pink, “I do like him. I’m just shy, I guess.”

I walked to the center, pressing a hand to my chest. “Okay, so let me say this: I like each of you. I never planned to end up in a relationship with multiple teammates, but it’s happened naturally. I’m worried about hurting feelings or messing up team chemistry.”

Brynn stood and put a reassuring hand on my forearm. “We’re all adults. If we’re open and honest, we can manage. Right, guys?” She looked around the room.

Presley nodded eagerly. Zoey grinned. Kinsley offered a small but genuine smile. “Yeah. I just need to speak up more,” she said.

Zoey clapped her hands together once. “All right, that’s settled. Now, we also have to talk about Owen’s job offer. I know that might mean he can’t travel with us if he takes it.”

That put me on the spot. “A rep from an L.A. ad agency approached me with a potential gig—steady pay, big clients. I’d be done with the day-to-day of traveling with The Aces. I’d basically become a full-time commercial photographer.”

Brynn swallowed. “Well, that’s a big deal. You should do what’s best for you.”

I gazed around, feeling my chest tighten. “Yeah, it’s tempting, but I don’t want to leave you guys. This team... it’s more than a paycheck to me now.”

Presley got up from the bed and placed a warm hand on my shoulder. “We can’t tell you what to do, but we hate the idea of losing you.”

Zoey stepped closer. “We want you here. But we’ll stand by you if you decide differently.”

Kinsley nodded in agreement, her hands fidgeting in her lap. “We owe you a lot, Owen—for all the social media coverage, for being there for each of us personally.”

Tears prickled at the corners of my eyes, though I fought them off. “I don’t think I could be happy leaving like that. I appreciate the offer, but it doesn’t feel right. I want to stay with you guys.”

Zoey let out a little cheer under her breath, and the tension dissolved into a collective exhale. Kinsley hopped up from the chair, squeaking happily. She came over and put her arms around me in a hug, which quickly turned into a group hug as the other three women joined in. Our tangle of arms grew tight, and I felt tears of gratitude threatening again. The warmth of that moment was a thousand times better than any corporate opportunity could ever be.

Eventually, we peeled away. Presley brushed her thumbs lightly under her eyes. “Man, I’m not crying. My allergies are just messing with me,” she joked, sniffing.

Brynn grinned at her. “Sure, we believe you.” We all laughed.

Zoey cleared her throat, a new sparkle lighting her eyes. “So that’s done. No more secrets, no more anxiety.”

Kinsley exhaled. “I feel a lot better. Thank you guys.”

I nodded wholeheartedly. “Me too.”

Suddenly, Brynn’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it and her face went serious again. “Bill just texted. He wants us down in the lobby for a sponsor meeting. Something about local brand reps wanting photos with the team?”

Presley shrugged. “All in a day’s work. Let’s get going.”

Zoey and Kinsley headed to their room to grab fresh cover-ups. Presley and Brynn followed me out. As we rode down the elevator, I felt oddly lighter, like a massive weight had been lifted. For once, all the unspoken things were aired out. We’d crossed a threshold of honesty and acceptance—something I never thought possible in such a short time.

When we stepped into the lobby, Bill beckoned us over to a small area near the front desk, where two representatives from a local skincare brand waited. They introduced themselves and greeted The Aces enthusiastically. “We’re big fans,” one woman said. “We’d love some promotional photos for our social media—just something quick in the courtyard, if that’s okay.”

So the five of us followed them to a corner of the hotel courtyard with potted tropical plants. My camera strap was still around my neck, so I got right to work snapping pictures. The girls were experts at posing by now—Zoey gave a sassy grin, Presley flashed her confident smile, Brynn managed to look intense yet approachable, and Kinsley leaned in sweetly, tucking her hair behind her ear.

The brand reps were thrilled, shaking hands and promising to tag The Aces in everything. As soon as we were done, Bill gave us all a relieved grin. “One more check off the sponsor list,” he said. “Day’s free until dinner. Rest up, or do what you want. Tomorrow’s the another match, so I want you all fresh.”

Brynn clapped her hands. “Tier-one rest day, guys. Let’s not burn ourselves out.”

Zoey bumped her hip against Brynn’s. “Maybe you can join me for a light jog.”

Brynn laughed. “As long as you don’t make it a twenty-mile run, sure.”

We parted in smaller groups, the rest of the day open. I ended up walking around the block with Presley, picking up some souvenir postcards for my family, while Zoey and Brynn jogged. Kinsley borrowed my camera to take random shots for her own practice, and she seemed excited to learn. Each moment felt so liberated after the morning’s conversation. I couldn’t stop smiling.

That night, we all converged for dinner at a casual spot near the hotel. We chatted and laughed about random topics—Kinsley’s first impression of big city life, Presley’s wild stories from earlier seasons, Zoey’s goofy pranks, and how Brynn used to be an indoor volleyball star. We avoided heavy topics, content to just be together. I noticed subtle gestures of affection—Zoey resting her hand on my arm, Brynn leaning against my shoulder, Presley brushing her thigh against mine under the table. Kinsley blushed whenever our eyes met, but she offered small playful smiles that hinted she might be warming up to deeper closeness soon.

When the check was paid and we all headed back to the hotel, Bill drifted off to his separate room, exhausted. We parted ways on our floor. The same question hung in the air: Whose room are we sleeping in tonight? Eventually, Zoey headed off with Kinsley, Brynn and Presley drifted toward our shared room, and I lingered in the hallway. Today had answered a lot of questions, but new ones would come. Still, I felt prepared to face them. I slipped into bed with a sense of calm. Tomorrow would bring the crucial semifinal match, and I wanted to be ready to capture every thrilling second. My future felt clearer, anchored by the knowledge that I was staying with The Aces.


Chapter 8

To my surprise, I woke before the alarm. Tension thrummed through me, not from unresolved drama but from the anticipation of today’s semifinal match. Tampa was a team The Aces had faced—and lost to—before. I could feel the mounting excitement humming among the girls as everyone gathered in the hotel’s small breakfast area. The staff recognized us by now, greeting us with warm smiles. Bill scribbled in a planner at a nearby table, sipping black coffee and occasionally grunting at his phone.

“The match starts at noon,” Bill said. “We’ll take the shuttle at eleven. Warmer-up time is limited, so do your best to get loose beforehand.”

Zoey nodded, nibbling on a piece of toast. “We’re gonna do a bit of passing outside after breakfast.”

Brynn and Presley had their heads bowed together, strategizing quietly. Kinsley’s knee bounced under the table, a telltale sign of her nerves. I placed a hand gently on her shoulder. “You okay?”

She gave me a tiny anxious smile. “Just need to shake off this butterflies feeling.” Still, she looked determined. When Kinsley was set on something, her shy demeanor gave way to surprising intensity.

After we finished eating, we went outside in the courtyard. The girls tossed a volleyball around, focusing on quick sets and digs, occasionally doing a short sprint across the lawn. I snapped pictures, capturing the morning light shining off their hair. The synergy between them felt stronger than ever. Brynn’s wrist was taped but seemed functional. Presley tested out spikes on an imaginary net, her red ponytail flicking back and forth. Zoey did a few jump serves with Kinsley collecting the returns.

When the shuttle arrived, we piled in. The tension in the van was thick, but there was also a quiet confidence. The last time they’d faced Tampa and lost, it was a close call, apparently decided by a few mistakes. Today, The Aces intended to right that wrong.

The venue was bustling with spectators. Word had gotten out that the local girls from “somewhere on the mainland” were making a splash. Vacationers, locals, and other teams formed a vibrant audience. The sky was bright, a few clouds floating lazily by, no wind to speak of—ideal volleyball conditions.

Once we set up on the sidelines, the Tampa team appeared—three tall, athletic women in matching navy-and-gold bikinis. They were casually stretching, hair braided perfectly. Their tan, muscular physiques made it clear they hadn’t been slacking since the last time The Aces saw them.

Kinsley fiddled nervously with the ball while Zoey restlessly rolled her shoulders. Presley caught my eye. “Keep your camera ready,” she said. “We’re about to give you some championship shots.”

I grinned, pressing a hand to my lens cap. “That’s my plan.”

The whistle blew. The announcer’s voice boomed, introducing both teams. Cheers flared. Cameras flashed. My heart pounded alongside the girls’. This was it.

First serve. Brynn launched the ball high. Tampa’s left-side hitter set up back row, spiked with a wicked angle, and scored. The scoreboard flicked to 0–1. Another serve, this time from Tampa, hammered down, but Presley scooped it up with a textbook dive. Quick set from Zoey to Brynn, who slammed the ball just inside the baseline. Score 1–1. The crowd clapped politely, warming up just like the teams.

The set went back and forth. Tampa showcased crisp teamwork—dig, set, spike, rinse and repeat. The Aces answered with well-placed shots and cunning angles. Kinsley’s jump serve clipped the net but still toppled over, surprising Tampa enough to secure a point. Every other rally felt like a highlight reel—Zoey soared for blocks, Brynn hammered cross-court kills, Presley orchestrated perfect sets, and Kinsley scouted open spots to place the ball.

Despite the scoreboard toggling each way, the energy on The Aces’ side looked better. Their synergy overcame minor mistakes. The crowd sensed it; cheers for The Aces grew louder. I snapped pictures of Zoey bright-eyed after a big block, Presley punching the air after a tough dig, Brynn wincing from her bandaged wrist but still celebrating a kill.

It was 20–20, the first set at a deadlock. Tension crackled through the air. Tampa served, Zoey received, Presley set, Brynn soared—spike! The ball surged off a Tampa blocker’s fingertips and flew out of bounds. The Aces took set point. With their next serve, The Aces forced a scramble from Tampa, who ended up colliding mid-court. The ball never crossed the net. The Aces won the set 22–20. The crowd erupted, and the girls high-fived each other in a quick huddle.

Between sets, they caught their breath, sipped water, and listened to Bill’s last-minute tips. “They’re vulnerable when forced to rotate quickly,” he told them. “Keep them off-balance and set a fast tempo.”

The second set started fiercely. Tampa refused to roll over. They took an early lead, snagging three quick points off powerful serves. Brynn fumbled a receive, cursing under her breath. But Kinsley patted her back. “We got this,” she said, so softly I could barely hear.

Bit by bit, The Aces clawed back. Zoey led with a momentum-shifting block that drew a roar from the stands. Presley dove for a near-impossible save, flicking the ball upward just enough for Brynn to tip it over. Tampa then hammered two spikes in a row, putting the scoreboard at 17–16 in their favor. My palms began to sweat as I gripped my camera, capturing every intense moment.

With the set edging toward the end, The Aces stayed calm. Kinsley’s soft float serve seemed unthreatening, but it forced Tampa into an awkward pass. Presley capitalized with a short set to Brynn. Brynn spiked so hard the ball smacked the sand with a thud, tying the game at 18–18. Adrenaline pumped through me. Next rally, Tampa’s top hitter soared up for a spike, but Zoey and Brynn closed in for a double block. The ball ricocheted back to Tampa’s side untouched. The Aces took the lead.

At 20–19, match point for The Aces, I held my breath. The whistle blew. Brynn served down the line, Tampa returned a pass, their setter scrambled—suddenly, the ball clashed with the net. Kinsley lunged, flicking it back up. Presley popped it high toward Zoey, who jumped, hammered a cross-court spike. The Tampa blocker got a fingertip on it, but it wasn’t enough. The ball splashed down, and a final whistle signaled The Aces had won 21–19. Cheers exploded. People jumped from their seats. The announcer declared The Aces the victors heading to the finals.

I flung my camera strap aside and rushed onto the sand, nearly tripping over my own feet in excitement. The four girls collapsed into a joyous group hug, bouncing and laughing. My heart soared watching them. They’d come so far.

Bill jogged up, panting. “Finals, baby! We’re in the finals!” He clapped me on the back so hard I stumbled.

We lingered on the court for post-match photos—the official tournament photographer took one with the scoreboard behind us. I made sure to snap pictures as well, wanting to capture every expression of their triumph. On the other side of the net, Tampa congratulated them grudgingly but respectfully. The stands slowly emptied, a wave of onlookers still chattering about the thrilling match.

Eventually, shoulders sagging in exhaustion, The Aces drifted to an area under a shady tent. They guzzled water and sports drinks. I couldn’t stop grinning. People congratulated them with pats on the back or high-fives. Bill turned to me at one point. “We’re basically guaranteed some sponsor expansions now. This final match alone is huge publicity.”

“That’s amazing,” I said, thinking of the difference this could make for the team’s future.

An hour later, we caught a ride back to the hotel. Celebratory vibes filled the van, though exhaustion was obvious. Presley cradled Brynn’s taped wrist gently, and Kinsley was half-dozing against Zoey’s shoulder. Everyone tried to process the reality: we were heading to the final match of the entire tournament. One more win could mean a major breakthrough for the small hometown that pinned its hopes on The Aces.

Late that evening, we decided to wind down at a secluded cabana near our hotel’s beach. The staff let us hang there, as their lounge was mostly deserted after dinner hours. Tiki torches flickered along the sand.

Kinsley had mentioned wanting to practice her ukulele here, so she’d brought it along. The rest of us lounged on low beach chairs, shoes off, letting our toes dig in the cool sand. She strummed a soft melody, staring at the strings.

“That’s beautiful,” I told her, leaning forward on my elbows. “Where’d you learn?”

Kinsley’s cheeks warmed. “I picked it up a few months before this trip, just some basics. I like to practice at night. It calms me.”

She offered me the ukulele. “Want to try?”

I smirked, taking it gently. “I’ll embarrass myself, but okay.” She slid closer on her chair, guiding my fingers to specific fret spots. Her hair brushed my arm, and I could smell the coconut lotion she’d applied earlier. She was patient, letting me pluck out a few notes that vaguely resembled a chord progression.

When I fumbled, she giggled. “It’s easier if you—” She leaned in, repositioning my hand. Her voice was soothing, and that closeness sparked something gentle between us. At that moment, I felt how much I liked her sweet and supportive nature.

Brynn and Presley noticed, grinning at us from their loungers. Zoey, sprawled on another chair, gave me a knowing smirk but didn’t interrupt. Once I managed a rough approximation of a melody, Kinsley smiled proudly, applauding softly.

“Hey, you didn’t suck,” she teased.

I laughed. “High praise from an expert.”

After a few more tries, she took the ukulele back and played a lullaby-like tune that was both melancholy and uplifting. The rest of us listened silently, soaking in the soothing sound and the gentle hiss of surf behind us.

When she finished, Brynn murmured, “That’s so relaxing.” Presley agreed with a content sigh. We sat there for a while, letting the night breeze wash over us. I found my mind drifting to tomorrow’s final. If we won, everything changed. If we lost, we’d still come out of this with a significant show of skill and potential sponsor interest. But winning the tournament would really put The Aces on the map.

Hours later, we trudged back to the hotel, each lost in our own blend of excitement and fatigue. Kinsley gave me a sweet hug outside her room before she slipped inside with Zoey. Brynn and Presley walked with me to ours. Presley gave me a quick, tender peck on the lips before yawning. “I’m heading straight to bed, guys,” she said, opening the door.

Brynn turned to me in the dim hallway. “We made it to the finals,” she said quietly, half in disbelief. “I keep thinking about how stressful this was back when we first started, and now... I’m just overjoyed.”

I understood that feeling. I brushed my knuckles across her cheek. “I’m incredibly proud of you, Brynn.”

She smiled, leaning in to kiss me softly. “Thank you,” she whispered. “We couldn’t have come this far without you.”

Warmth spread through me, one that had nothing to do with the Hawaiian heat. Her sincerity meant the world. All I could do was hold her gently, inhaling the faint coconut scent in her hair.

When we finally broke apart, we joined Presley inside, settling in for the night. I powered down my camera, changed into lounge shorts, and crawled into bed. Tomorrow’s final match loomed, and I could feel the butterflies stirring in my stomach. But there was also a sense of rightness about staying with these women, about choosing The Aces over some distant ad agency. My eyes drifted shut, lulled by the steady sound of Presley’s soft breathing and Brynn’s presence on the other side of me. Whichever way the final match went, I knew we’d face it together.


Chapter 9

A faint drizzle tapped the window early in the morning, stirring me from sleep. I blinked in the grayish dawn light that seeped through the curtains. Today was the day of the final match against a team from New York. My heart thumped with the realization that The Aces could walk away as champions—or with the bittersweet sting of second place.

I slipped out of bed quietly, leaving Brynn and Presley still asleep. After quickly changing into a tank and board shorts, I headed down to the lobby for coffee. To my surprise, Zoey was already there by the small coffee stand, stirring sugar into her cup. She gave me a little wave.

“Couldn’t sleep much,” she admitted. “I’m too wired.”

I grabbed a cup of black coffee and joined her at a table by the window, outside drizzle making the palm leaves glisten. The sidewalks shone with a light coat of rain. “You ready for this?” I asked gently.

She leaned back, exhaling. “As ready as I’ll ever be. You think the weather will hold?”

I glanced at the clouds. “Hawaiian weather changes fast. I just hope it’s not a downpour.”

Moments later, Kinsley joined us, dark hair mussed from sleep. She clutched a warm tea. “Morning,” she said, settling in. “Where are Brynn and Presley?”

“Still sleeping,” Zoey said, yawning. “Bill said the final match starts at noon again, so we have some time.”

We sipped our drinks quietly, watching the drizzle outside. I stole a few glances at the two women across from me, feeling that familiar gratitude well up. Whatever happened today, I wanted them to know how special they and the rest of The Aces were to me.

Eventually, Brynn and Presley came downstairs, Bill trailing behind them. The drizzle turned into a light sprinkle, and we decided to walk together to a nearby café for a real breakfast. Bill was a bundle of nerves, though he tried to hide it. “Let’s be sure we stay hydrated,” he said for the fifth time in ten minutes. We all just smiled, letting him fuss.

Over scrambled eggs and fruit, the conversation stayed light. No one wanted to obsess about the match and drive themselves crazy. Zoey joked about how she once tried surfing and ended up belly-flopping onto her board. Presley teased Brynn about her unstoppable sweet tooth. Brynn fired right back, reminding Presley of the time she tried to barbecue hot dogs but nearly burned her eyebrows off. The laughter felt good, easing some of the pre-game tension.

Back at the rooms, the girls prepped. They triple-checked gear: extra bikinis in case one tore, elbow pads, tape for Brynn’s wrist, water bottles, towels. I readied my camera bag with multiple SD cards and battery packs. We met Bill in the lobby at 10:30 sharp and caught the tournament shuttle.

As we approached the beach venue, my pulse spiked. This was the finals. Large crowds were already gathering, lining up at the concession stands, scanning for seats. Vendors hawked T-shirts emblazoned with the tournament logo. Rain still hovered in the air, small sprinkles spattering the walkways. The sky looked ominous, storm clouds looming on the horizon. The ocean itself seemed restless, waves crashing with more force than usual.

We found a spot under a tent near the main court. The scoreboard was blank, awaiting the big match. Bill fussed around, ensuring everyone had everything they needed. The Aces warmed up with short passes, while an announcer’s voice boomed about the final showdown: “It’s The Aces versus the New York Sea Hawks in the championship match! Buckle up, folks—it’s bound to be a thriller!”

Zoey came over to me last-minute, took my hand, and squeezed. “Wish us luck.”

“You don’t need luck,” I said. “You’ve got this.”

She flashed a serious grin and jogged back to the court. A hush fell over the crowd as the MC introduced both teams. The Sea Hawks stepped onto the sand: three women with strong arms and an aura of confidence, all wearing black sports bras and matching shorts. They carried themselves like seasoned pros. The Aces lined up across from them, the tension thick enough to taste.

At exactly noon, the ref blew the whistle. Brynn started with a serve that soared across the net. The Sea Hawks returned it swiftly, spiking through Zoey’s attempted block. A point for them right out of the gate. The crowd cheered. Rain began picking up, a light drizzle pattering the sand. This was going to get tricky—wet sand, slippery balls, and uncertain footing.

The second serve from the Sea Hawks skidded off Zoey’s arms, but Presley hustled to salvage it. Brynn tapped it over, but the Sea Hawks were prepared. They slammed it back toward The Aces’ corner. Kinsley dove too late—point to them again. My stomach lurched. The scoreboard read 0–2. Another serve, another intense rally, but this time Brynn nailed a cross-court spike for a point. Relief flowed through me as 1–2 fledged onto the scoreboard.

As the set wore on, the wind started gusting. The ball’s trajectory sometimes shifted unexpectedly, forcing both teams to adapt. The drizzle turned into a steady rain that soaked everyone. Spectators scrambled for umbrellas and ponchos. Despite the adverse conditions, the set was competitive, each side exchanging powerful hits and well-placed shots. I snapped pictures, my lens shielded by a plastic cover, capturing the wet grit on the players’ faces.

The Aces gradually found their footing, literally and figuratively. Presley orchestrated quick sets that caught the Sea Hawks off-guard more than once. Kinsley, though slipping once or twice, still made diving saves that had the crowd roaring in appreciation. Zoey landed a crucial block at 18–18, fueling the team. That momentum carried them to a narrow 21–19 win in the first set. The audience erupted in cheers. I pumped a fist in the air, nearly dropping my camera.

The second set began with the sky darker than before. Thunder rumbled in the distance, and the tournament officials glanced at each other warily. They must have debated whether to delay, but the match pressed on. The Sea Hawks roared back, taking an early lead at 5–2. The Aces struggled with the slick sand, and Zoey misstimed a jump, twisting awkwardly. She winced, but signaled she could keep going. Presley taped Zoey’s ankle quickly during a brief break.

By 14–10, the Sea Hawks were up by four points—a tough gap. Rain dripped from every strand of hair on both teams, their bodies shining under the overhead lights that had been turned on early because of the dark skies. I could hear Bill yelling encouragement from the sidelines, drowned out by the crowd’s shouts. The Aces tried to rally, but the Sea Hawks were unstoppable this set. A rolling thunderclap echoed as the scoreboard locked at 21–16 for the Sea Hawks.

Now it all came down to the third and final set—best of three. The storm teased overhead, but it never fully unleashed. The drizzle continued, leaving everything soaked. The players, breathing hard, took a minute to towel off under the official’s canopy. Zoey rotated her ankle, testing it, while Brynn dabbed a bit of sweat mixed with rain from her face. Presley tried to keep them focused. Kinsley shook out her arms, refusing to look afraid.

The final set started with a faster pace. The Aces cleaned up their receives, controlling the ball better. They exploited small holes in the Sea Hawks’ defense, scoring off cunning tips and well-placed corners. The scoreboard ticked up: 5–5, 6–6. My camera beeped a low battery warning, so I swapped quickly, not wanting to miss a second.

As the set wore on, I noticed the Sea Hawks’ big hitter starting to fatigue. She flubbed a serve, sending it into the net. The scoreboard moved to 10–9 for The Aces. The crowd screamed with every point. My own chest tightened. Kinsley hammered a serve, it barely cleared, and the Sea Hawks’ pass went wild. 11–9.

The Sea Hawks battled back, tying it again at 12–12. My heart thudded so hard, I could hardly breathe. These rallies were brutal—extended volleys through the wind and rain. The tension was tangible, every cheer from the crowd a mixture of excitement and nerves.

Then Brynn spiked the ball off a perfect set from Presley, scoring. 13–12 for The Aces. The Sea Hawks served next, and Zoey responded with a high pass. Kinsley tipped it just over the net, pushing the lead to 14–12. Match point. The stands went wild. The official signaled hush, and the ref’s whistle blew. One more point, I thought, my hands cold on my camera.

Brynn’s serve soared over. The Sea Hawks managed to set up their star hitter, who hammered the ball cross-court. Zoey jumped, pressed her hands high for the block—and connected. The ball deflected off her forearms and shot downward onto the Sea Hawks’ side. They scrambled, but it was too late. The ball hit the damp sand. The scoreboard lit up: 15–12. The final whistle—The Aces were champions.

Time seemed to slow as the crowd erupted into a standing ovation. Zoey, Brynn, Presley, and Kinsley collapsed into a tearful group hug, soaked and trembling from adrenaline. They jumped up and down, screaming with joy. I ditched my camera on the sidelines and sprinted over, ignoring the rain soaking my clothes. I joined them, arms wrapping around all four. Laughter and tears blurred together. The rest of the crowd roared with applause. Bill dashed in, hugging the team, tears shining in his eyes.

The tournament staff ushered The Aces under a tented area for an official trophy presentation. Cameras flashed from all angles. The girls were handed the trophy—a gleaming, golden volleyball on a pedestal—and they lifted it high to fresh cheers. I stood off to the side, capturing the moment in my own lens, ignoring the water dripping down my face.

When the official photos ended, the girls tackled me in another hug. “We did it!” Zoey shouted, half-laughing, half-crying. Brynn jumped up and down, ignoring her taped-up wrist. Presley held the trophy like a newborn child, grinning from ear to ear. Kinsley just kept repeating, “Oh my god, oh my god,” tears streaming in the rain. It was beautiful chaos.

Bill scrambled up. “Sponsors back home are losing their minds,” he gushed. “This sets us up for everything. Equipment, training—maybe even bigger tournaments next season. Congratulations, you guys. You earned this.”

That’s when I saw Dane, the ad agency rep, approaching. He wore a light jacket over his polo, trying to avoid the rain. He nodded respectfully at the team, then turned to me. “Huge congratulations, Owen. This is a big moment for you guys.”

I swallowed, meeting his gaze. “Thanks. It’s been a ride.”

He wiped raindrops off his forehead. “Listen, about that job offer. I’d love to have you. Have you thought it over?”

The girls watched me, waiting. I could almost hear my heart pounding. But I already knew the answer. I shook my head softly. “Thank you for the opportunity, but I can’t leave The Aces. This is where I belong.”

Dane nodded, looking disappointed but understanding. “I get it. Just know the door’s open if you ever change your mind. Congratulations again.” He gave me a polite handshake and turned away.

I released a long breath. Immediately, I felt four pairs of arms encircle me. Zoey squealed happily, Brynn kissed my cheek, Presley rubbed my shoulder, Kinsley beamed with gratitude. My voice came out thick with emotion. “We did it. And we’re sticking together.”

Rain spattered the tent overhead, but it couldn’t dampen our victory. Photographers snapped pictures of the group hug—The Aces, arms linked around me, the trophy glinting by Presley’s side. It was the perfect embodiment of triumph.

Our manager, Bill, hustled us off to the official winners’ stage for one last round of ceremonies, but the memory was already etched into my mind. I stayed close to the girls, letting their excitement soak into me. Despite the water dripping from my hair, the sticky sand on my legs, and the roar of the crowd, everything felt perfect.

We parted once more for sponsor obligations—an interview at the commentary booth—but that group hug lingered in my mind. It was the testament of how far we’d come and how we’d done it together. Tomorrow, we might fly home, but for tonight, we had each other, and we were champions.


Afterword

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed.




If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps. It also helps me know whether I should continue with the series. Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well. 
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