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CHAPTER 1

I sat alone at the kitchen table, hands wrapped tight around a chipped blue mug, the last of the coffee swirling at the bottom. The mug’s edge pressed into my fingers, rough and familiar. I stared down at the lazy spiral of brown liquid, then lifted the cup and tipped it back, letting the last mouthful slide down my throat. The coffee was lukewarm and bitter. I set the mug down, nudging it so the handle pointed away from me, then dragged my thumb along the rim, feeling for cracks.

The morning sun came in through the window above the sink, hitting the laminate countertop and catching bits of dust in the air. I watched the motes drift, tiny bright flecks floating and spinning. My laptop was open in front of me, screen angled just enough to keep the glare off. The Aces’ Instagram page filled the display. Notifications kept popping up in the corner, a steady parade of little red numbers multiplying—likes, comments, shares. Every few seconds, another ping, another heart. I reached out and tapped the trackpad, scrolling down with two fingers, the plastic warm under my skin.

I paused at the latest post: Zoey going airborne for a spike, sand flying up around her feet, the Atlantic a blue-gray blur in the background. I’d caught her at the top of her jump, body stretched out, hair wild and eyes locked on the ball, her muscles tensed and defined through her skin. Her tank top clung to her, sweat-darkened under her arms. The shot was good. I remembered lying on my stomach in the sand, squinting through the viewfinder, waiting for the right second. The comments were a mess of heart emojis and flame emojis, a flood of approval.

My phone buzzed, vibrating against the table hard enough to rattle the mug. I glanced over. Bill’s name flashed on the screen in bold white letters. I reached for it, picking it up with my right hand while steadying the laptop with my left. My thumb slid over the cracked glass as I swiped to answer.

I kept my voice low, not wanting to wake anyone upstairs. “Morning, Bill.”

“Kid, you’re a goddamn magician.” Bill’s voice came through loud, a little breathless, like he’d just jogged up a flight of stairs. I pictured him pacing around his office, headset crooked, papers everywhere. “Did you see the numbers? Engagement’s through the roof. The sponsors are eating this up. I’ve got three emails this morning from local businesses wanting in on the next shoot.”

I glanced at the laptop again, watching another batch of notifications pop up. “People like seeing the girls in action, I guess.”

“They like seeing the Aces look like a real team,” Bill said. “You’re making us look legit, Owen. Don’t let up now. We’ve got the tournament coming up and we need to keep this hype train rolling, you hear me?”

I nodded, even though he couldn’t see. My knuckles pressed into the edge of the table. “I’ll keep posting. I’ve got a backlog from last practice.”

“Good, good. I need you to push the team angle. Get some behind-the-scenes stuff. Show them eating, laughing, whatever. Fans want to feel like they’re in the house with you all. The more you post, the more these girls become stars, the more sponsors we get. This is life and death for the program, Owen. You’re killing it, but you gotta keep up the pace.”

The pressure squeezed my chest a little. I pressed my palm flat against the table, grounding myself. “I can do that.”

“Attaboy. I’ll text you the new sponsor logos for the next batch of photos. Oh, and tell the girls to check their phones. I’m sending a group message about practice. Two-a-days before we leave for the tournament. It’s going to be rough, but we need to be ready.”

“Got it.”

Bill hung up. I exhaled, letting the phone drop from my ear. I set it down beside the mug, screen facing up. My hand was shaking a little, the adrenaline buzzing in my fingertips, but it wasn’t fear. I flexed my fingers, then clicked through the comments on the team page, using the arrow keys to scroll down, scanning for anything weird or negative. It was all positive. A few guys asking if the girls were single. I ignored those, tapping the little X to hide them.

A chair scraped behind me, the legs dragging across the tile. I turned, swiveling in my seat. Zoey walked in, barefoot, wearing a white tank top that was barely holding back her chest and a pair of black bikini bottoms. The tank top was thin, the fabric stretched tight across her breasts, the neckline dipping low. Her nipples pressed against the cotton, faint but visible in the morning light. Her hair was a mess—blonde strands sticking up every direction, some matted to her forehead, others sticking out at odd angles. She yawned, stretching both arms over her head, her top riding up so far I caught a flash of underboob, the curve of her breast exposed above the elastic of her bikini.

She caught me looking and grinned, teeth flashing. “Checking out your handiwork?”

I closed the laptop with one hand, pressing the lid down until it clicked. “Bill called. He’s happy with the photos. Says you’re all celebrities now.”

She beelined for the fridge, hips swaying with every step. She hooked her fingers under the door handle and yanked it open, cold air spilling out. She scanned the shelves, then reached in and grabbed the orange juice. Without bothering with a glass, she popped the cap, tilting the carton to her lips. Her throat worked as she swallowed, her chest rising and falling. When she finished, she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, leaving a smear of juice on her skin.

“You better not be posting my bad side,” she said, setting the carton down on the counter with a thud.

I watched her, my eyes tracing the line of her back, the way her tank top clung to her waist. “You don’t have a bad side.”

She gave a little snort, rolling her eyes, and set the juice down. “Liar.” She leaned over my shoulder, bracing herself with one hand on the table, the other reaching for the laptop. Her breast pressed against my upper arm, warm through the thin fabric. “Let me see.”

I opened the latest post again, typing in my password with one hand while she hovered over me. She scrolled through the comments, her fingers quick and sure on the trackpad, her nails painted a chipped neon yellow. Her expression flickered between pleased and amused, lips curving into a smirk every time she saw a particularly thirsty comment.

“I like this one,” she said, pointing to a shot of her and Brynn bumping fists after a point. Her arm brushed my shoulder, her skin soft and warm. “Makes us look like we actually get along.”

“Do you?” I asked, glancing up at her face.

She shrugged, the movement making her tank top slip even higher up her ribs. “Depends on the day.”

Footsteps thudded on the stairs, heavy and uneven. Brynn appeared at the bottom, already in a neon pink sports bra and shorts that hugged her hips. She tossed her hair over her shoulder, the dark strands catching the sunlight, and went straight for the coffee. She opened the cabinet, grabbed a mug, and poured herself a cup, filling it to the brim. Steam curled up from the surface as she lifted it to her lips, taking a long sip.

“Morning, superstar,” she said to Zoey, voice thick with sleep.

Zoey smirked, still leaning over me. “You’re the one with the fan club. Check the comments.”

Brynn set her mug down and pulled out a chair, dragging it across from me. She dropped into it, crossing one leg over the other, her bare thigh brushing against the seat. “I saw. My cousin texted me at six in the morning. Said her boyfriend is following us now.”

I sipped my coffee, the mug cool in my hand. “Bill wants more behind-the-scenes stuff for the socials. You know, candid shots. You eating, laughing, whatever.”

Brynn made a face, wrinkling her nose. “People want to see me eating breakfast?”

Zoey grinned, baring her teeth. “People want to see you in those shorts.”

Brynn gave her a look, then turned to me, eyebrow raised. “You got any good ones of Presley?”

I thought back to the last practice, replaying the shots in my mind. “A few. She asked me to delete some. Said her bikini was too small.”

Zoey snorted, shaking her head. “It’s always too small. That’s the point.”

The stairs creaked again, lighter this time. Kinsley came down, moving quietly, one hand trailing along the banister. Her hair was still damp from a shower, darkened at the roots and clinging to her neck. She wore a loose mesh cover-up over a pale blue bikini, the fabric hanging off one shoulder, the outline of her breasts visible beneath. She hesitated in the doorway, eyes flicking from me to the other girls, fingers twisting the edge of her cover-up.

“Morning,” she said, voice barely above a whisper.

Brynn patted the seat next to her, scooting her chair over to make room. “Come on, Kins. Owen’s telling us about our internet fame.”

Kinsley slid into the chair, folding her hands in her lap, her knees pressed together. “Are there… a lot of comments?” Her fingers picked at a loose thread on the hem of her cover-up.

Zoey leaned over, scrolling through the phone. “Mostly guys being gross. Some girls saying we’re goals.”

Kinsley blushed, tilting her head down so her hair fell across her face, hiding her eyes. She hunched her shoulders, making herself smaller. “I don’t want my parents to see.”

Brynn nudged her with an elbow. “Don’t worry. They’re probably not on Instagram.”

Presley’s voice called from upstairs, loud and impatient. “If you drink all the coffee before I get down there, I’m killing someone.”

She stomped down a moment later, her feet heavy on the steps. Her red hair was wild around her shoulders, thick and tangled. She wore a black micro bikini that barely contained her chest, the fabric stretched tight over her breasts, the edges digging into her skin. A gray hoodie was thrown over her shoulders, sleeves pushed up to her elbows, the material strained across her arms. She scanned the kitchen, then fixed her gaze on the coffee pot.

“Who made this?” she asked, grabbing a mug from the rack and pouring herself a cup, the liquid splashing against the sides.

I raised my hand, fingers still curled around my own mug. “Me. It’s the last of the good stuff.”

She took a sip, holding the mug with both hands, then nodded. “Not bad, camera boy.”

Zoey grinned, pushing her hair out of her face. “Bill says we’re famous now. Owen made us famous.”

Presley arched an eyebrow, lips quirking. “So we’re influencers. Great. When do we get the free stuff?”

I shrugged, drumming my fingers on the table. “Bill says sponsors are noticing. He wants more content. Candid stuff.”

Presley rolled her eyes, taking another long sip. “So he wants us to act like idiots on camera.”

Brynn grinned, teeth flashing. “You’re good at that.”

Presley stuck her tongue out, then glanced at her phone. It buzzed again, screen lighting up. She read the message, eyes narrowing as she scrolled.

“Bill’s texting. Says we’ve got two-a-days before the tournament. Starting tomorrow.”

Zoey groaned, slumping back against the counter. “That’s brutal.”

Brynn stood, stretching her arms overhead until her back arched. Her sports bra rode up, exposing a strip of toned stomach. “We need it. We’re not ready.”

Kinsley looked worried, biting her lip. “Is it going to be all day?”

Presley shrugged, shifting her weight from foot to foot. “Morning and afternoon. We’ll have a break in the middle. But he wants us at the beach at sunrise.”

Zoey shot me a look, her eyes narrow, lips pursed. “You better be ready to take a million pictures, Owen.”

I nodded, lifting my mug in a silent toast. “I’ll be there.”

Brynn grabbed a banana from the counter, peeling it in one long strip. She snapped off the end and took a bite, chewing slowly. “You coming to practice, or just taking photos?”

“Both, I guess,” I said, glancing down at my camera bag in the corner. “Bill wants me to document everything.”

Presley sipped her coffee, eyeing me over the rim, her gaze sharp. “You better not post any unflattering shots of me.”

Zoey smirked, leaning back against the counter. “You’d have to take one first.”

Presley grinned, her lips curving around the edge of her mug.

Brynn looked at me, banana halfway to her mouth. “You got any ideas for behind-the-scenes stuff?”

I thought about it, drumming my fingers on the table again. “Maybe a time-lapse of you guys setting up? Or some video of you talking about the tournament.”

Zoey perked up, her spine straightening as she leaned forward over the table. “I can do interviews. I’ll ask the hard questions.” Her eyes locked on Kinsley, a mischievous glint flickering across her face.

Kinsley shrank in her seat, shoulders hunching as she brought her elbows in closer to her sides. She shook her head, a quick, nervous motion. “No interviews.” She looked down, twisting a loose thread at the hem of her shorts between her thumb and forefinger.

Brynn grinned, teeth flashing as she set her mug down with a soft clack on the table. “You’ll be fine. Just don’t say anything embarrassing.” She leaned back, one arm draped over the back of her chair, legs stretched out long under the table.

Kinsley looked at me, her eyes wide, almost pleading. “Can you edit out anything stupid I say?” Her voice was quiet, barely above a whisper, and she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

I nodded, meeting her gaze. “I can cut whatever you want.” I kept my voice even, trying to reassure her.

Presley set her mug down, her fingers leaving faint condensation trails on the ceramic. “I’ll do an interview if you promise not to zoom in on my boobs.” She arched an eyebrow, lips quirking in a half-smile as she looked directly at me.

Zoey laughed, her shoulders shaking. “That’s the only reason people watch.” She nudged Presley’s arm with her elbow, grinning wide.

Presley rolled her eyes, her mouth twisting in mock annoyance. “Speak for yourself.” She leaned back on her hands, chest thrust forward. Her bikini top was straining against her chest, the thin fabric pulled so tight I could almost see the outline of her nipples pressing against the black material. The swell of her breasts was obvious, the straps digging just slightly into her shoulders.

Brynn finished her banana, the last bite vanishing between her lips. She balled up the peel in one hand and stood, moving to the trash can. She tossed the peel in, the arc lazy but accurate. “I’m going to stretch. If we’ve got two-a-days, I need to limber up.” She rolled her shoulders, then bent at the waist, touching her toes, her ponytail swinging forward.

Zoey stood, grabbing her phone from the table and tucking it into the waistband of her shorts. “Let’s go down to the beach. I want to see what the light looks like for photos.” She slipped her sunglasses on, pushing them up onto her head so they sat on her hair.

Presley looked at me, her head tilted slightly. “You coming?” She hooked her thumbs under the straps of her bikini top, adjusting the fit.

I nodded, closing my laptop with a soft click and finishing the last swallow of my coffee. The mug was warm in my hand as I set it in the sink. “Let me grab my camera.” I pushed my chair back, the legs scraping across the tile, and walked toward the stairs.

I headed upstairs, taking the steps two at a time. My feet hit each riser with a dull thud, and I used the banister to pull myself up faster. My attic room was hot already, sunlight streaming through the little round window and casting a bright oval on the floor. I crossed to the dresser, grabbed my camera bag from the hook on the side, and unzipped it. I checked the batteries, sliding one out and pressing the test button. The indicator flashed green. I slotted it back in, zipped the bag closed, and slung the strap over my shoulder. My shirt stuck to my back in the heat. I glanced around to make sure I had everything, then headed back down, my footsteps quick and even.

Down below, I could hear the girls moving around—the thud of footsteps, the low buzz of their voices blending together. I moved down the stairs, gripping the railing, and stepped back into the kitchen.

Zoey was waiting by the door, sunglasses perched on her head, her phone in hand. She grinned when she saw me, her teeth bright. “Ready to make us look good?” She shifted her weight from foot to foot, impatient.

I nodded, adjusting the strap of my camera bag. “Always.”

We headed out the door, the screen slamming lightly behind us. The girls fell in around me as we walked down the short path to the sand. The grains felt cool under my feet, still holding the chill from the night. The ocean stretched out ahead, calm and blue, the surface broken only by tiny ripples. Brynn jogged ahead, swinging her arms out wide, then bringing them overhead to stretch. Presley and Kinsley walked side by side, Presley’s lips moving as she spoke low, Kinsley nodding along, her eyes on the ground.

Zoey stuck close to me, matching her pace to mine. “You nervous about the tournament?” She glanced at me, her brows raised.

I shrugged, shifting my camera bag higher on my shoulder. “A little. Bill says it’s a big deal.” I watched my feet sink into the sand with each step.

She looked out at the water, her lips pressed together. “It is. If we win, the team’s safe for another year.” She squinted at the horizon, the sunlight catching in her hair.

Brynn called back, twisting around mid-jog. “Come on, slowpokes!” She waved an arm overhead, beckoning us forward.

We picked up the pace, the group moving faster down toward the waterline. I pulled my camera out of the bag, flipping the lens cap off and tucking it into my pocket. I pressed the power button, the camera humming to life in my hands. I raised it to my eye, framing Zoey as she laughed, her head thrown back. I pressed the shutter, catching her mid-laugh. Next, I swung the lens toward Brynn, who was kicking up sand as she jogged, her calves flexing with each step. I snapped a few more, Presley in the frame as she tugged at the hem of her hoodie, adjusting it over her hips, her hair blowing in the breeze. Kinsley walked a little behind, eyes on the horizon, her face thoughtful. I caught her in profile, the soft morning light outlining her cheekbones.

Zoey nudged me with her elbow. “You ever played volleyball?” She watched me as I lowered the camera.

“A little. Nothing like you guys.” I slid the camera strap over my neck, letting it rest against my chest.

She grinned, teeth flashing. “Maybe we’ll teach you.” She bumped her shoulder against mine, playful.

We reached the spot where the team usually practiced. The nets were down, the metal posts sticking up from the sand, but the ground was marked with faint lines from the last session. Brynn dropped into a wide-legged stance, reaching for her toes, then twisting at the waist to stretch her back. Presley shrugged out of her hoodie, letting it fall in a heap on the sand. She rolled her shoulders, arms crossing under her chest, the black bikini top barely covering her breasts. The fabric was stretched tight, her nipples outlined clearly beneath. She looked out at the water, a small smile playing at her lips.

Kinsley sat cross-legged a few feet away, digging her toes into the sand. She scooped up a handful, letting it run through her fingers, watching the grains fall.

I pulled out my camera and started shooting, adjusting the focus ring with my thumb and forefinger. The light was perfect, soft and golden, making their skin glow. I got a shot of Presley with her hair blowing in the wind, her arms folded across her chest, the black bikini top pulled taut, a small, private smile on her lips. I zoomed out, catching Brynn mid-stretch, arms overhead, abs flexed. Kinsley was framed against the ocean, her knees drawn up, her gaze distant.

Zoey leaned into the frame, her face close to mine, grinning. “Get my good side.” She tilted her head, pressing her cheek against my shoulder.

I snapped a few, then lowered the camera. “You’re all good side.” I grinned back at her.

She laughed, reaching out and ruffling my hair with her fingers, her nails scraping lightly over my scalp. “You’re getting better at this.” She stepped back, hands on her hips.

Presley called over, her voice carrying. “Are we doing interviews now, or what?” She planted her feet shoulder-width apart, hands on her hips, waiting.

I shrugged, glancing at her. “If you want.” I switched the camera to video mode, flipping the screen toward me.

She strode over, her steps confident, planting herself directly in front of me. She squared her shoulders, hands on her hips, her chest pushed forward. “Ask me anything.” Her eyes sparkled, daring me.

I hit record. “How do you feel about the tournament?” I kept the camera steady, focusing on her face.

She looked straight into the lens, her expression fierce. “We’re going to win. Or at least, we’re going to look good losing.” Her lips curled into a smirk.

Brynn snorted from behind me. “That’s the spirit.” She stretched her arms out to the sides, shaking her head.

Presley grinned wider, holding her pose. “You want a soundbite, right? There you go.” She winked at the camera, then stepped back.

Kinsley shook her head, her cheeks flushed. “I’m not doing it.” She looked down, hands clasped in her lap.

Zoey flopped down next to her, sending up a puff of sand. “Come on, Kins. Say something for the fans.” She nudged Kinsley’s arm, her voice coaxing.

Kinsley just shook her head again, her hair falling in front of her face.

I lowered the camera, letting it dangle from the strap. “No pressure.” I met her gaze, offering a small smile.

Brynn jogged over, bouncing on her toes. “I’ll do one. Give me the mic.” She reached for the camera, her fingers brushing mine.

I handed her the camera, making sure it was still recording. She pointed it at herself, holding it steady with both hands, face serious. “This tournament is everything. We’ve been working all year for this. We’re ready.” She nodded once, lips pressed tight.

Zoey made a face, sticking out her tongue. “That’s so boring.” She rolled her eyes.

Brynn grinned, lowering the camera. “You want drama, go talk to Presley.” She handed the camera back to me.

Presley stuck her tongue out at Brynn, crossing her eyes for effect.

I kept shooting, moving around the group, getting candid shots of the girls laughing and teasing each other. Brynn chased Zoey across the sand, Zoey shrieking and dodging. Presley lay back, propped up on her elbows, her chest rising and falling as she caught her breath. Kinsley traced shapes in the sand with her fingertip, lost in thought. I moved in close, catching the details: the curve of Zoey’s thigh, the line of sweat beading on Brynn’s abs, the way Presley’s bikini top gaped just a little at the sides, exposing the soft swell of her breasts.

After a while, we wandered back up to the house, sand sticking to our feet and legs. I brushed it off as best I could, rubbing my palms over my shins, but the grains clung stubbornly to my skin.

Inside, I plugged the camera into my laptop, connecting the cable with a click. The girls crowded around, their shoulders pressing in on either side of me as the files transferred. I opened the folder, clicking through the thumbnails. Zoey pointed out her favorites, tapping the screen with her finger. Brynn groaned at the unflattering ones, covering her face with her hands. Presley snorted, shaking her head at a shot where her bikini top was riding up almost to the edge of her nipples.

Zoey leaned over my shoulder, her hair brushing my cheek. “Can you make my legs look longer?” She grinned, eyes bright.

I smirked, glancing up at her. “You want me to Photoshop you?”

She grinned wider. “Only if you make my boobs bigger, too.” She cupped her breasts, pushing them together for emphasis.

Presley snorted, not looking up from her phone. “Don’t encourage him.” She stretched her legs out on the couch, toes flexing.

Brynn plopped down next to me, her thigh pressed against mine. “Bill’s going to want these up today.” She reached for a handful of cereal from the box on the table.

I nodded, clicking through the photos. “I’ll have them ready by lunch.” I started dragging the best shots into a new folder.

Kinsley hovered by the doorway, picking at the hem of her shirt. “Do you need help editing?” Her voice was tentative.

I looked up at her, meeting her eyes. “You want to learn?” I raised an eyebrow, inviting.

She nodded, looking nervous. “If that’s okay.” She stepped closer, her hands clasped in front of her.

I shifted over, making room on the chair. “Here. I’ll show you.” I patted the seat beside me.

She slid into the chair, her bare knee brushing mine. Her skin was warm, and she tucked her leg under herself, leaning in to see the screen. I opened the editing software, dragging a photo in. I showed her how to adjust the exposure, my fingers moving the sliders as she watched. I pointed out how to crop the frame, then let her try, her hand trembling slightly on the trackpad. She bit her lip as she watched the screen, her brow furrowed in concentration, the pink flush still on her cheeks.

Zoey watched us from across the room, a small smile on her lips. “Look at you, teaching the next generation.” She tossed a pillow at Presley, who swatted it away.

I rolled my eyes, clicking through the next photo. “She’s a fast learner.” I nudged Kinsley’s shoulder, making her smile.

Presley sprawled on the couch, scrolling through her phone, one leg bent at the knee, the other stretched out. “Bill says practice starts at six tomorrow. I’m going to need a gallon of coffee.” She yawned, her bikini top riding up even higher, the bottom edge barely covering her nipples.

Brynn groaned, head dropping back. “We should do a grocery run.” She rubbed her stomach, making a face.

Zoey perked up, sitting up straighter. “Let’s go after lunch. We’ll need snacks for the beach.” She grabbed her phone, tapping out a note.

Kinsley looked at me, her eyes hopeful. “Do you want to come?” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

I nodded, closing a window on the laptop. “Sure. I could use some fresh air.” I smiled at her, feeling the tension ease out of her shoulders.

Brynn stood, stretching her arms overhead. “I’m going to shower. Don’t eat all the cereal.” She padded out of the room, feet silent on the floor.

Presley stretched, arching her back, her bikini top riding up even higher, exposing the undercurve of her breasts. “I’m taking a nap. Wake me when it’s time to eat.” She rolled onto her side, pulling a pillow under her head.

Zoey flopped onto the other end of the couch, grabbing a pillow and hugging it to her chest. “You better not snore.” She grinned at Presley.

Presley grinned back, eyes half-closed. “You love it.” She closed her eyes, settling in.

Kinsley and I kept working on the photos, her fingers hovering over the trackpad as she made tiny adjustments. I watched her face, the way her brow furrowed in concentration, the pink flush still on her cheeks. Her lips parted as she focused, tongue poking out for a second as she dragged a slider to brighten the image.

After a while, she looked up at me, her eyes searching my face. “Is this good?” She pointed at the screen, the edited photo glowing in the soft light.

I nodded, meeting her gaze. “Perfect.” I smiled, and she smiled back, a real one this time. I felt something shift between us, the air charged.

The girls drifted in and out of the room, the house settling into its usual rhythm. Brynn came down in fresh clothes, hair damp, and made herself a sandwich, stacking turkey and cheese with careful hands. Zoey and Presley bickered over what to watch on TV, Presley tossing a cushion at Zoey’s head. Kinsley disappeared upstairs for a while, then came back down with a book, curling up in a chair by the window.

I posted the new batch of photos, tagging the sponsors Bill had sent over. I clicked through the sponsor list, copying each handle, making sure not to miss anyone. Within minutes, the likes started rolling in, the numbers ticking up fast. I scrolled through the comments, feeling that adrenaline spike again. I was making a difference. The Aces were getting noticed. The pressure was real, but so was the pride.

Later, as the sun started to dip, my phone buzzed with a text from Bill. I opened it, reading through the practice schedule, sponsor notes, reminders. I read it out loud to the girls, raising my voice so they could all hear.

“Two-a-days start tomorrow. Be at the beach at six. Bring your own water and snacks. Sponsors want more photos. He’s buying dinner.”

Zoey cheered, pumping her fist in the air. “Free food!” She grinned at the others.

Presley stretched, yawning, her arms overhead. “Wake me when it’s over.” She rolled onto her other side, pulling the pillow tighter under her head.

Kinsley looked at me, her eyes bright and wide. “You’ll be there, right?” She leaned forward, waiting for my answer.

I nodded, my voice steady. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

The girls headed upstairs one by one, tired from the sun and the talk of practice. I sat at the kitchen table, laptop open, scrolling through the photos one last time. My fingers hovered over the trackpad, pausing on a shot of the team together, arms slung over each other’s shoulders. The house was quiet, the only sound the distant crash of the waves outside.

I felt the weight of Bill’s words again—this is life and death for the program. But I wasn’t alone. The Aces were counting on me. And for the first time in a long time, I felt like I was exactly where I needed to be.


CHAPTER 2

The beach was already baking by the time we got there, even though it wasn’t much past nine. Heat radiated off the sand in waves, and I felt the sun burning into the back of my neck as I trudged across the beach. My camera bag was heavy, the strap biting into my shoulder with every step. I had to shift it a couple times, tugging it higher, then letting it slide back down. Each footstep sank into the loose sand, making it harder to walk. Grains slipped into my shoes, rubbing against my heels. The girls were ahead of me, moving quickly, already dropping their bags and water bottles by the faded wooden bench that marked their usual spot. The bench looked even more weathered this year, the paint almost completely stripped off, splinters sticking out along the top edge.

The net was up, stretched tight, the cord knotted around the old posts. The lines had been redrawn in the sand, bright red, the corners anchored with little piles of stones. The ocean stretched out behind all of it, blue and endless, the horizon sharp and clear.

Brynn was the first to start moving. She jogged over to the net, her sneakers kicking up little puffs of sand. She bounced on her toes, shifting her weight from foot to foot, then turned and called out, “Let’s go, warm-up!”

Kinsley hesitated, glancing over her shoulder at me. Her hand hovered over her water bottle for a second, then she let it fall and followed Brynn, her ponytail swinging. Zoey tossed her hair, the sun catching the blonde strands, and grinned at Presley, who was already peeling off her hoodie. Presley yanked the sleeves off one at a time, then shrugged the whole thing off her shoulders and let it drop onto the bench. Underneath, she wore that tiny black bikini top again. The fabric looked even smaller in the daylight, barely covering her huge chest, the thin straps digging into her pale skin and pressing deep lines into her shoulders. Her breasts strained against the top, the fabric stretched tight, the swell of her cleavage obvious every time she moved.

I set my bag down next to the bench, kneeling to unzip the main compartment. I reached in and pulled out my camera, careful not to knock the extra lens loose. I flipped the camera on, squinting at the screen as I checked the settings. The light was harsh, the sun already high, but I adjusted the ISO and aperture, dialing them in until the preview looked right. I wrapped the strap around my wrist, then stood up, brushing sand off my knee.

I crouched low, bracing my elbows on my thighs, and framed the girls as they started their warm-up. They moved into jumping jacks first, arms swinging overhead, legs snapping out wide. Sand flew up with every jump, sticking to their shins and feet. Zoey’s hair bounced with each motion, strands falling across her face. Brynn’s brown ponytail whipped from side to side. Presley’s breasts jiggled with every movement, the bikini top barely holding everything in place, the bottom edge riding up to expose the curve underneath. Kinsley’s arms looked tense, her gaze locked straight ahead, focused.

They switched to high knees. Each girl brought her knees up fast, driving them toward her chest, feet pounding into the sand. Their toes dug in, heels barely touching down before they pushed off again. Arm swings came next, each of them stretching their arms out to the side, then swinging them across their chests, alternating right and left. I snapped photos as they moved, trying to catch each muscle as it flexed, the grit of sand clinging to their skin.

Brynn called out, “Let’s go, down and back!”

The girls lined up at the edge of the court. Zoey bent forward, touching her toes, then bounced upright. Presley adjusted the straps of her bikini top, hooking a finger under one and tugging it higher on her shoulder. Kinsley shook out her hands, then glanced at me again, the corners of her lips twitching.

Brynn took off first, sprinting toward the waterline. Her ponytail streamed out behind her, arms pumping. Zoey followed right behind, laughing as she tried to catch up, her feet kicking up little clouds of sand with each stride. Presley jogged with long, powerful steps, her chest bouncing with every impact, the black bikini top straining to contain her breasts. Kinsley hung back a little, not rushing, but her face was set, eyes on the sand in front of her. I snapped shots as they ran, tracking Brynn out front, Zoey’s grin, Presley’s body in motion, Kinsley’s focus.

At the waterline, they slowed, then turned and sprinted back. Zoey stumbled, laughing, and nearly collided with Brynn. Presley’s hair stuck to her cheek with sweat. As they reached the bench, they all bent double, hands on knees, breathing hard.

They gathered by the bench, grabbing their water bottles. Zoey unscrewed the cap and gulped half the bottle in one go, water trickling down her chin. Presley flopped down on the bench, stretching her long legs out in front of her. She arched her back, tilting her head toward the sun, then leaned forward, elbows on her knees.

I walked over, camera at my side, letting it bump against my thigh. The sand was hot under my feet, sticking to my ankles.

Zoey grinned at me, cheeks flushed red from the heat and exertion. She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “Getting all our best angles?”

I raised the camera, aiming it at her. “Every single one.”

Presley rolled her shoulders, then shifted sideways on the bench, her legs spread wide. “You better not be shooting my ass when I’m running.”

I shrugged, letting a little smile slip out. “No promises.”

She rolled her eyes, but there was a hint of a smile tugging at her lips. She leaned back, propping herself up with her hands behind her, her breasts pushed out and the bikini top straining even harder.

Brynn grabbed a ball from the mesh bag by the bench and tossed it to Zoey. “Pepper?”

They moved to the middle of the court, Zoey catching the ball with both hands, fingers splayed wide. Brynn took her spot opposite her, feet planted, knees bent. They started slow, passing the ball back and forth. Zoey bumped it underhand, sending it up in a gentle arc. Brynn stepped forward, arms out, and passed it back. The ball made a soft thwack every time it hit their forearms, the impact sending little puffs of sand up around their feet. I circled around them, crouching low to get a shot from the side, then moving behind Zoey to catch Brynn’s face as she concentrated.

They picked up speed, passes getting sharper, the ball moving faster. Zoey lunged for a low pass, her muscles flexing, sand sticking to her calves. She bent her knees, arms outstretched, fingers curled, and caught the ball just before it hit the ground. Brynn’s green eyes were locked on the ball, her hair sticking to her forehead in damp strands. Sweat ran down her temple, leaving a trail through the sand on her skin.

Presley and Kinsley started their own drill off to the side. Presley called out encouragement, her voice carrying across the court. “Nice, Kins!” Kinsley set the ball, hands high above her head, fingers spread wide, then pushed it up into the air. Presley took two quick steps, jumped, and swung her arm, spiking the ball down. I caught the moment with my camera—Presley suspended in the air, arms above her head, the ball just above her fingertips. The sun caught the edge of her hair, turning it almost gold for a second. I zoomed in, focusing on the strain in her arms, the way her bikini top threatened to give out entirely as her breasts bounced upward with the jump.

Brynn and Zoey finished their drill and jogged over to switch partners. Brynn wiped sweat from her forehead with the hem of her tank top, exposing a strip of flat, tanned stomach. She glanced at me, squinting in the sunlight.

“You getting anything good?”

I flipped the camera around and showed her a quick preview on the screen. She leaned in, nodding, her ponytail brushing my arm. “That’s not bad. Get one of Zoey diving. She looks ridiculous.”

Zoey grinned, scooping up a handful of sand and tossing it at Brynn’s shins. “You’re just jealous I don’t eat sand every time.”

Brynn made a face, sticking her tongue out. “Keep talking.”

They moved into a new drill—one girl serving, the other diving for the ball. Zoey took the first serve, standing behind the baseline, feet planted wide. She tossed the ball up with both hands, then swung her arm, sending it high over the net. Brynn tracked it, eyes narrowed, then sprinted forward and dove, arms stretched out, body parallel to the ground. She landed hard in the sand, chest and stomach hitting first, arms out in front. Sand exploded up around her, sticking to her skin and getting caught in her hair. I caught her mid-air with the camera, snapping the shot just as her body hovered above the ground.

Brynn popped up immediately, pushing herself upright with both hands, brushing sand off her stomach in quick swipes. She shot Zoey a look, a little smirk on her face. “Your turn.”

Zoey took her spot, wiggling her toes in the sand, then digging her heels in for traction. Brynn tossed the ball up, holding it in both hands for a second before sending it over the net with a sharp serve, aiming for the back corner. Zoey sprinted, her legs pumping, then dove, arms out, and barely got her hands under the ball. She rolled through the sand, laughing, and came up grinning, her blonde hair wild, blue eyes bright, bikini bottoms riding up high on her hips, exposing the curve of her ass. She saw me watching her and stuck her tongue out, then jogged back to the net, tugging her bottoms back down with one hand.

Presley and Kinsley kept working on their sets. Presley’s voice was loud and clear. “Higher, Kins. You want me to break my nails?” She flexed her fingers, then shook them out. Kinsley giggled, then tried again, setting the ball just high enough for Presley to jump and tap it over the net. Presley’s body arched as she reached up, her breasts bouncing with the movement, the black bikini top riding up to expose a hint of underboob.

I walked over, crouching low on the sand to get a shot of Kinsley as she set the ball. She looked up, caught my eye, and blushed, her cheeks going pink, but she didn’t miss a beat. Her hands moved smoothly, fingers spread, wrists flicking as she sent the ball upward.

They rotated through drills for almost an hour. Sweat dripped down their arms and legs, leaving shiny trails on their skin. Sand stuck everywhere—to their calves, thighs, stomachs, even clinging to the sides of their breasts and the insides of their elbows. My own shirt clung to my back, damp with sweat. I kept shooting, trying different angles—sometimes lying flat in the sand, elbows braced, camera pressed to my face; sometimes climbing up onto the bench, balancing carefully to get a higher shot. I caught Zoey mid-spike, her body stretched out, her chest bouncing as she landed, the bikini top riding up. I got Brynn digging a low ball, her arms out, sand flying up in her face, her eyes squinting against the grit. I caught Presley and Kinsley laughing together after a long rally, Presley’s arm slung around Kinsley’s shoulders, her breasts pressed against Kinsley’s upper arm, the black bikini top leaving deep lines in her pale skin.

After a while, Brynn called for a water break. The girls collapsed by the bench, dropping down onto the sand or the wood, grabbing their bottles and gulping down water. Their skin was slick with sweat, hair sticking to their necks and foreheads, sand caked in every crease.

Zoey flopped down next to me, legs stretched out in front of her, feet covered in sand. She nudged my foot with hers, grinning, her bikini bottoms still hitched high on her hips, the fabric clinging tight to her ass.

“How’s it looking?”

I scrolled through a few shots, tapping the screen, and showed her. She grinned, then leaned back on her elbows, chest rising and falling as she caught her breath, sweat glistening between her breasts, the bikini top barely containing her.

Brynn sat down on the other side, pulling her knees up to her chest. She wrapped her arms around her shins, digging her heels into the sand. “We need to work on our defense. Presley, you keep leaving the line open.” Her eyes flicked over to Presley, who was already fidgeting with the hem of her shorts.

Presley rolled her eyes, her fingers brushing sand off her thigh. “I’m not the one getting burned by float serves.” She leaned back, bracing herself on her palms, and shot Brynn a look, her mouth quirking up at one side.

Kinsley sat cross-legged, her knees angled out, and brought her water bottle up for a long sip. She wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. “Can we do blocking drills next?” She set the bottle down between her ankles, fingers still curled around the cap.

Brynn nodded, pushing a strand of hair off her damp forehead. “Yeah. Owen, get some shots of us at the net.” She pointed at me, her tone direct.

I stood, camera already in my hand, the strap digging into my palm. I adjusted the settings, thumb flicking over the dial, then checked the battery out of habit.

They moved back onto the court, each of them stepping across the faded boundary lines. Brynn and Zoey took one side. Brynn rolled her shoulders, then bent at the waist to pick up the ball. Zoey hopped in place, shaking out her arms. Presley and Kinsley crossed to the other side, Presley stretching her arms up overhead, arching her back until her bikini top rode up, exposing the lower curve of her breasts.

Brynn tossed the ball up, her fingers splayed wide. Zoey crouched low, her knees bent, feet planted firmly in the sand. As the ball reached its apex, Zoey launched herself upward, her arms swinging back then forward in a tight arc. Presley tracked Zoey’s movement, her eyes fixed on the ball. She jumped, her hands shooting up above the net, fingers spread, palms facing forward. Her chest pressed forward, the black bikini top stretched tight, the fabric digging into her skin and showing off the swell of her breasts. I pressed the shutter, catching the split-second when Presley’s hands hovered above the net, Zoey’s hair whipped up behind her, and both their eyes locked on the ball.

They rotated through, switching partners and positions. Each girl moved with a practiced rhythm, stepping to the side, brushing sand off their thighs or calves, then taking up a new spot. Kinsley rotated in, her face set in concentration. She stepped up to the net, feet shoulder-width apart, knees bent. As the ball sailed over, she sprang up, arms reaching high, fingers splayed. Her eyes went wide, tracking the ball as it arced above her. She timed her jump, hands just clearing the top of the net as she blocked Zoey’s attempt. Her toes pointed downward, digging into the sand as she landed.

Brynn rotated to the back, grabbing the ball, then tossing it up for another rally. She called out, “Ready?” Zoey gave a quick nod, knees bent, arms loose at her sides. Brynn leapt, twisting her torso as she swung her arm overhead. The ball shot over the net, a low, hard spike. Zoey dove, arms outstretched, but the ball slipped past her and smacked into the sand. Zoey groaned, rolling onto her back, sand sticking to her sweaty skin. She propped herself up on her elbows and grinned up at Brynn.

“Nice one,” Zoey called, still grinning, her hair fanned out behind her.

Brynn smirked, hands on her hips. “Told you.” She flicked a bit of sand off her thigh.

After another round, they paused. Presley dropped to her knees, then flopped forward onto her stomach, arms spread wide, face buried in the crook of her elbow.

“I’m dying,” she said, her voice muffled by her arm.

Zoey dropped down next to her, sitting cross-legged and reaching over to poke Presley’s side. “We’ve got to do this again this afternoon.” She leaned back on her hands, legs stretched out in front of her, toes digging into the sand.

Presley groaned, rolling onto her side, one arm draped over her eyes. “Bill’s trying to kill us.” Her chest rose and fell with each heavy breath.

Kinsley sat down beside them, tucking her knees up to her chest and wrapping her arms around her shins. She glanced over at me, her hair plastered to her forehead with sweat. “Are you coming back for the afternoon practice?”

I nodded, shifting the camera strap on my shoulder. “Bill wants as much content as possible.” I brushed a bit of sand off my lens, careful not to scratch the glass.

Brynn stretched her arms over her head, arching her back until her shirt rode up, sweat dripping down her spine. She let her arms fall, then wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “You’re going to melt out here.” She gave me a half-smile.

I shrugged, unscrewing the cap from my water bottle and taking a quick drink. “I’ll survive.” I recapped it and tucked it back into my bag.

Presley propped herself up on one elbow, her body twisted so her bikini top shifted even more, the edge of her areola just barely visible above the fabric. She didn’t seem to notice or care. “You better bring snacks. I’m not doing this twice in one day without chips.” She pointed at me, her nails painted a chipped neon pink.

Zoey grinned, sitting up straighter. “We’ll raid the kitchen before we come back.” She leaned over to nudge Presley’s shoulder.

Brynn stood, brushing sand off her shorts with both hands, then running her palms down the backs of her thighs. “Let’s do one more drill, then call it.” She stepped back onto the court, her feet sinking slightly into the hot sand.

They moved back onto the court, each girl taking her position. Brynn called out, “Serve!” and tossed the ball to Zoey. Zoey bounced it twice, then sent it over the net with a quick flick of her wrist. Presley crouched low, arms out, and received the serve with a solid bump, sending it high into the air. Kinsley moved to intercept, her feet kicking up little clouds of sand as she shuffled sideways. She set the ball, hands forming a tight triangle above her forehead, then Brynn dove, arms outstretched, catching the ball just before it hit the ground. I crouched low behind the net, camera raised, and snapped a shot as Brynn’s fingers grazed the ball, her body parallel to the sand. The ball bounced toward me. I twisted my body, ducking out of the way as Brynn slid past, her knees digging deep furrows in the sand.

After the last rally, Brynn called it. “That’s it for now. We’ll be back after lunch.” She straightened, brushing sand off her stomach and thighs.

The girls gathered their stuff, moving slow and tired. Presley slung her arm around Kinsley’s shoulders, her head resting briefly against Kinsley’s. They trudged toward the house, Kinsley’s feet dragging in the sand. Zoey hung back, falling into step beside me as I slung my camera bag over my shoulder.

“You get any good ones?” Zoey asked, her voice low.

I nodded, flipping open the camera’s playback screen. “A few. You want to see?” I held the camera out in front of me, thumb hovering over the button.

She grinned, leaning in close, her shoulder pressed against mine, her skin hot from the sun. I scrolled through the photos, my finger tapping the button to flip through each shot. Zoey’s eyes darted over the screen, her mouth curving into a wider grin.

“These are good,” she said, her breath warm against my cheek. “You make us look like pros.” She nudged me with her shoulder, her bikini top stretched tight across her chest, the outline of her nipples visible through the thin fabric.

I shrugged, clicking to the next photo. “You kind of are.” I looked over at her, catching the glint in her eye.

She laughed, then straightened, jogging ahead to catch up with the others. I watched her for a moment, the muscles in her legs flexing as she moved, then turned and headed for the house.

Back at the house, the girls piled inside, dropping bags and water bottles by the door. Presley kicked off her sandals, sending them skidding across the tile. The kitchen was a mess. Sand covered the floor in uneven patches, empty water bottles lined up on the counter, towels draped over every available chair. Brynn headed straight for the fridge, yanking the door open and peering inside. She grabbed a container of leftovers and a fork, then dug in, standing in front of the open fridge.

Presley collapsed onto the couch, flopping onto her back with her legs dangling over the armrest. Her bikini top had shifted even more, exposing the curve of her breast and the dark outline of her nipple. She stretched her arms above her head, not bothering to fix her top.

Kinsley disappeared upstairs, her footsteps thudding on the stairs, probably headed for a shower. Zoey grabbed a bag of tortilla chips from the counter, ripped it open, and plopped down next to Presley. She handed Presley the bag, then grabbed a handful for herself.

I headed for the stairs, camera bag in hand, feeling the sweat drying on my back. “I’m going to upload the photos.” I started up the narrow staircase, feet thudding on the wood.

Brynn called after me, her mouth full. “Don’t post any of me eating sand.”

I grinned, pausing at the top of the stairs. “No promises.” I ducked into the attic, the air thick and hot. I crossed to the little window, bracing one hand on the sill as I pushed it open. The faintest breeze drifted in, barely moving the heavy air.

I set my camera bag on the desk by the bed, unzipped it, and pulled out my laptop. I plugged in the camera, the cable clicking into place, then powered up the laptop. The screen flickered to life. I navigated to the photo folder, selected the morning’s shots, and started the file transfer. The progress bar crawled across the screen, each percent taking longer than I wanted.

While the files uploaded, I scrolled through the shots on the camera’s display. Action shots of spikes and dives, sand flying up in arcs, arms and legs stretched in midair. Candids of the girls laughing during water breaks, their faces flushed and shining with sweat. Close-ups of focused faces, sweat beading on brows, muscles taut. I picked a handful for the sponsors, looking for shots where the girls’ uniforms showed the logos, where the energy was high and the team looked sharp. I loaded them into my editing software, adjusting the exposure, bumping up the contrast, cropping out anything distracting.

A few minutes later, Kinsley’s voice floated up from the stairs. “Owen? Can I see the photos?”

I called down, not looking away from the screen. “Come up.”

She appeared in the doorway, hair damp, wearing a fresh bikini under a loose T-shirt. She padded across the floor and sat on the edge of the bed, tucking her feet under her, knees pressed together. I turned the laptop so she could see, and she scrolled through the shots, her finger gliding over the trackpad.

“These are good,” she said, pausing on a photo of her blocking at the net. Her eyes lingered on her own arms, flexed and strong. “I look… strong.” Her voice was quiet, almost surprised.

I nodded, watching her face. “You are.” I meant it.

She smiled, cheeks flushed, then handed the laptop back. “Are you posting these now?”

“Yeah. Bill wants them up before the afternoon session.” I opened the browser and started drafting the post.

She stood, stretching her arms over her head, her T-shirt riding up to reveal the flat plane of her stomach. She padded out, feet silent on the floorboards, and headed back downstairs.

I posted the first batch to the team’s Instagram, tagging the sponsors and adding a caption about the upcoming tournament. The likes started coming in almost immediately, comments from fans, other teams, even a few local businesses. I watched the numbers tick up, feeling a little jolt of satisfaction.

Downstairs, the house was quiet. Presley was dozing on the couch, one arm thrown over her eyes, her chest rising and falling in slow, even breaths. Zoey and Brynn sat at the kitchen table, eating sandwiches and scrolling through their phones, plates pushed aside, crumbs scattered on the wood.

Brynn looked up as I came down, her sandwich halfway to her mouth. “You posting already?”

I nodded, grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge, cold condensation slicking my fingers. “They’re up.” I took a drink, the water cool against my tongue.

Zoey grinned, tapping her phone. “You work fast.” She set her phone down, her fingers brushing crumbs off her thigh.

I shrugged, twisting the cap back on the bottle. “Bill wants us to look busy.” I leaned against the counter, watching Presley stir on the couch.

Presley sat up, rubbing her eyes with the heel of her hand. Her bikini top was still askew, the edge of her nipple visible. She yawned, stretching her arms above her head. “What time’s the next practice?”

Brynn checked her phone, tapping the screen. “Two. We’ve got an hour.” She set the phone down, picking up her sandwich again.

Presley groaned, flopping back onto the couch, her legs kicking up onto the armrest. “Wake me up when it’s time.” She draped her arm over her face.

Kinsley came down the stairs, hair pulled back in a tight ponytail, looking more relaxed. She sat at the table, opening a bag of pretzels and picking one out, chewing slowly.

Zoey scrolled through her phone, then looked up at me, her eyes serious. “You think we can actually win this thing?”

I hesitated, thinking back to the morning’s practice. “You looked good out there.” I meant it.

Brynn snorted, rolling her eyes. “We looked tired.” She balled up her napkin and tossed it on her plate.

Zoey shrugged, picking up another chip. “Everyone’s tired. That’s what practice is for.”

Presley mumbled from the couch, her voice muffled. “We need caffeine.”

Brynn finished her sandwich and stood, stretching her arms over her head. “I’m going to shower. Don’t eat all the snacks.” She walked toward the stairs, her hips swaying with each step.

The girls drifted off. Presley napping, Brynn upstairs, Zoey scrolling through her phone, Kinsley reading at the table, her eyes moving steadily across the page. The house felt quieter than usual, the energy drained from the morning’s practice.

I went back to the attic, settling into the chair by the desk. I loaded another batch of photos, picking out the best ones for the team page and the sponsors. I made another post, a collage of action shots, with a caption about the team training hard for the upcoming tournament. I tagged the sponsors again, adding the new logos Bill had sent. I watched the notifications pop up, each one a little buzz of validation.

As the afternoon wore on, the house stayed quiet. The girls napped or read, saving their energy for the next round. I worked through the photos, watching the likes and comments roll in. The Aces were getting noticed.


CHAPTER 3

I woke up to the sound of laughter and the heavy thump of something being dragged across the driveway. The attic window was letting in sunlight, harsh and bright, stabbing right through my eyelids even before I opened them. I blinked a few times, squinting against the light, and pushed myself upright. My sheets were twisted around my legs, half pulled off the mattress, and my pillow had slid to the floor during the night. I reached down, grabbed it by the corner, and tossed it back onto the bed. My mouth felt dry. I ran a hand through my hair, feeling the sweat that had collected at the base of my skull overnight.

I was still in gym shorts and a wrinkled T-shirt from yesterday. I patted my pockets, making sure nothing important was lost in the sheets, and reached for my phone on the nightstand. The screen glared at me: 7:49 a.m. We were supposed to leave by eight. I let out a groan, swung my legs over the edge of the bed, and stood up, stretching my arms overhead until my shoulders popped.

I shuffled across the attic floor, sidestepping the piles of laundry and the camera gear cases I’d left out last night. My backpack was already half-packed. I bent down, unzipped it, and checked to make sure my laptop and chargers were inside. I slid the laptop into its padded sleeve, tucked the chargers into the side pocket, and zipped it shut. My camera bag was next to the door. I unbuckled the top, checked that my main camera body and two lenses were inside, and closed it up again. I slung the camera bag’s strap over my shoulder and grabbed the backpack by the handle.

Downstairs, the house was in chaos. Zoey was at the kitchen table, shoving granola bars into a duffel bag. She ripped open a new box, dumped the bars inside without looking, and zipped the bag shut in one quick motion. Brynn was pacing the hall in spandex shorts, muttering about her missing knee pads. She was bent over, opening every closet and cabinet, tossing shoes and towels aside as she searched. Presley was at the fridge, pouring coffee into a travel mug. She held the carafe high with one hand, steadying the mug with the other, and filled it to the brim. Her red hair was wild, tangled from sleep, and her bikini top was barely covered by a faded tank. The straps of the bikini peeked out from the sides of her shirt, and the outline of her breasts was visible through the thin cotton. Kinsley hovered by the stairs, clutching a pillow, her eyes heavy and her hair a mess. She looked like she’d barely slept.

Outside, I heard Bill’s voice—loud, cheerful, and exasperated. I stepped into the front room, set my bags down by the door, and peered out the window. There it was: a big white passenger van, the kind you rent for airport shuttles, only this one had a magnetic “The Aces” logo slapped on the side. The logo was crooked, the corner peeling up. The van itself looked like it had seen better days. The left rear bumper was dented, the paint scraped off, and one of the hubcaps was missing, exposing the rusty bolts underneath.

Bill stood next to the driver’s door, arms folded over his round belly, wearing his usual faded polo and cargo shorts. He was talking to Zoey, who was already hauling bags out, her blonde hair pulled back with a neon scrunchie. She had a duffel bag in one hand and a mesh bag of volleyballs in the other, her arms straining as she lugged them across the cracked driveway.

I grabbed my camera bag, slung it over my shoulder, and picked up my backpack. I checked the front pocket to make sure my phone and wallet were inside, then headed down the stairs, taking them two at a time. The front door was half open. I nudged it with my foot and stepped outside. As soon as I opened the door, the humid air hit me, thick and sticky. I could feel sweat start to gather at the back of my neck almost instantly.

The van was parked at an angle on the cracked driveway, blocking half the sidewalk. The side door was open, and a stack of gear bags already filled the rear seats. I walked over, my shoes crunching on the loose gravel. I set my bags down on the porch and jogged toward the van.

Brynn was first to spot me. She stood with her hands on her hips, her spandex shorts riding high on her thighs. “Owen! You’re late. We’re leaving you if you don’t help with the bags.” She pointed at a pile of duffel bags stacked by the van’s bumper.

I dropped my stuff by the porch and jogged over. Zoey handed me a mesh bag full of volleyballs, the netting rough against my palms. The balls shifted inside, pressing against the sides of the bag.

“Careful,” she said, her voice sharp. “Brynn’s already threatened to murder anyone who crushes her protein bars.”

Brynn shot her a look, crossing her arms. “I mean it. I’m not dealing with melted bars again.”

Presley strolled out from the house, balancing a tray of coffees in one hand and a duffel bag slung over one shoulder. The tray wobbled as she walked, the cups rattling against each other. Her faded tank was loose, the armholes gaping, and her bikini top was visible underneath. The curve of her breasts pressed against the thin fabric, and the strap of her bikini top cut across her collarbone. “If anyone spills this, you’re walking to Tampa.”

Kinsley followed, dragging a rolling suitcase that looked way too big for a week long tournament. She gripped the handle with both hands, pulling it over the cracked concrete, the wheels catching on the uneven surface. She hugged her pillow to her chest, her steps slow and heavy.

Bill clapped his hands, the sound sharp. “Let’s move, girls! I want to get on the road before the heat sets in.”

Zoey tossed her pillow into the van, aiming for the back row. It bounced off the seat and landed on the floor. She climbed in after it, sliding across the vinyl seat, and sprawled across two spots, legs stretched out, her bikini bottoms peeking out from under a pair of cutoff shorts. The bright blue fabric stood out against her tan skin. Brynn climbed in after her, claiming the window seat. She shoved her backpack under the seat in front of her and pulled her knees up to her chest.

Presley wedged herself into the middle row, setting her coffee tray on the armrest. She leaned forward, carefully placing each cup into the molded cup holders, making sure they wouldn’t tip over when the van started moving. She unzipped her duffel bag and set it on the floor between her feet. Kinsley took the seat behind the driver, hugging her pillow, her suitcase wedged awkwardly between her knees and the seat in front of her.

I stowed my camera bag under the last row, pushing it deep so it wouldn’t slide around. I slid my backpack in next to it, making sure the straps were tucked in. Then I squeezed in next to Presley. She shifted, moving her bag to the floor, her thigh pressed against mine. The warmth of her skin seeped through the thin fabric of my shorts.

Bill started the engine, the van rumbling to life. The dashboard lights flickered. The Aces logo flapped a little in the breeze, the magnet barely holding on. Bill twisted around in his seat, looking over the rows of girls and gear.

“Everyone buckled? No one left behind?”

Zoey grinned, her head poking up over the seat. “Floor it, Bill. Let’s see what this beast can do.”

He shook his head, turning back to the wheel. “You want to make it to Tampa alive, right?”

Brynn rolled her eyes, pulling the seatbelt across her chest and snapping it into place. “Just don’t stall out on the highway.”

Bill ignored her and pulled out, the van lurching over the curb. The tires bounced, making the whole van shudder. Music started blasting from the speakers, Zoey’s playlist, heavy on pop and early 2000s hits. She leaned over the seat, scrolling through her phone, then tossed it aside and started singing along, off-key and loud.

Presley handed out coffees, passing mine back with a smirk. “Don’t spill it’s hot.” She held the cup steady as I took it, her fingers brushing against mine.

I took it and sipped, grateful for the jolt. The coffee was hot enough to sting my tongue. The van rattled as we hit the main road, palm trees flashing by the windows. The sunlight streamed in, making me squint.

Kinsley twisted in her seat, glancing back at me. She hugged her pillow, her eyes barely open. “Did you post the new photos yet?”

I nodded. “Last night. Bill wanted them up before we left.” I reached for my phone, scrolling to check the post.

Brynn pulled out her phone, scrolling through the team’s Instagram. Her thumb flicked over the screen, her eyes narrowed. “We got a ton of new followers overnight. Some guy from a gear company commented.”

Zoey perked up, leaning forward. “Did they say anything about free stuff?”

Brynn smirked, turning her screen so Zoey could see. “Just that we ‘looked fierce.’”

Presley snorted, her lips curling. “They mean Zoey’s bikini was too small.”

Zoey stuck out her tongue, grinning. “That’s the point.”

I checked my phone again. Notifications kept popping up, likes, comments, DMs from sponsors. The engagement was higher than ever. I tapped through them, making sure nothing important was missed.

Brynn glanced over at me, her phone still in hand. “You need to start posting more video. Everyone’s doing it.”

I shrugged, taking another sip of coffee. “I can try. Need more behind-the-scenes stuff.”

Presley leaned in, her chest brushing my arm. The soft swell of her breast pressed into me, the fabric of her tank top thin and loose. “Just don’t catch me in the background changing.”

Bill grumbled from the front seat, his eyes on the road. “Let’s keep it PG, okay? Sponsors don’t want a scandal.”

Zoey laughed, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “You hired the wrong team for that.”

The van rolled onto the highway, picking up speed. The girls settled in, music thumping. Brynn took over the aux cord, unplugging Zoey’s phone and plugging in her own. She scrolled through her playlist, then hit play. The bass thudded through the speakers, vibrating the seats.

Presley dug through her bag, pulling out a giant bag of pretzels. She ripped it open along the seam, the plastic stretching before it gave way. She reached inside, grabbed a handful, and passed the bag around.

Kinsley took a handful, her fingers digging through the pretzels, and leaned over the seat. “Is it weird being the only guy with us?”

I shrugged, shifting in my seat. “You’re not exactly subtle.”

Zoey piped up from the back row, her legs stretched out. “We could’ve gotten a girl photographer, but they all sucked.”

Presley grinned at me, her lips quirking up. “You’re lucky we let you live with us.”

Brynn elbowed Zoey, laughing. “He cooks. That’s why he stays.”

I smiled, setting my coffee in the cup holder. “I’ll take what I can get.”

The van hit a pothole, the whole back row bouncing. Zoey yelped, grabbing the seat in front of her, her legs flying up.

Bill muttered, his hands tight on the wheel. “Sorry. These roads are a mess.”

Brynn peered out the window, shading her eyes with her hand. “How long is the drive again?”

Bill checked the GPS, tapping the screen. “Three and a half hours, if we don’t hit traffic.”

Presley groaned, slumping in her seat. “I need more snacks.”

Zoey reached into her bag and tossed a pack of gummy bears at her. Presley caught it, tearing it open with her teeth. She spit the corner of the plastic onto the floor and dumped a handful of gummies into her palm, popping them into her mouth one by one.

Brynn scrolled through the comments on her phone, her thumb flicking rapidly up the screen as she leaned against the window. The blue glow from her screen lit up her face, making her squint a little. “Someone wants to know what brand of bikini Zoey wears.” Her voice was flat, but I could see the corner of her mouth twitch.

Zoey didn’t even look up from where she was digging in her bag for a stick of gum. “The kind that barely fits.” She popped the gum into her mouth, snapping the wrapper shut with her other hand.

Presley let out a sharp laugh, her head tipping back against the seat. She reached over and gave Zoey’s knee a quick poke. “You should get a sponsorship from a string company.” Her red hair slid forward, half covering her face as she grinned.

Zoey grinned right back, her lips curving as she hooked her thumbs under the thin straps of her bikini top. She pulled the straps up over her shoulders, tugging them higher so the triangles of fabric shifted, barely containing her breasts. “You think they’d pay me in bikinis?” She arched her back a little, making her chest press forward.

Brynn shook her head, her ponytail swinging against the seat. “You’d break Instagram if you posted half the stuff you wear.” She kept her eyes on her phone, but I could see her smirk as she typed out a reply to someone.

Kinsley looked over from her corner, her cheeks pink. She was curled up in her seat, knees tucked tight to her chest, her mesh cover-up bunched up around her hips. The hem had ridden up, exposing the smooth, pale curve of her upper thigh. She caught my eye and gave me a shy smile, her fingers reaching up to tuck a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

Presley nudged me with her elbow, her nails grazing my arm. “You’re not allowed to pick favorites, Owen. That’s in the contract.” She raised an eyebrow at me, her lips quirking.

I grinned, shifting my weight so my knee pressed against the seat in front of me. “Guess I should’ve read the fine print.” I stretched my legs out, my foot bumping against the bag at my feet.

Zoey leaned forward over the seat, her arms braced on the headrest. Her bikini top gaped a little as she moved, the straps digging into her tanned shoulders. “We need to do a short video on the beach. Something stupid. People love that.” She pulled her phone out, the case covered in faded stickers.

Brynn let out a groan, dragging her hand down her face. “No more dances. I’m not doing it.” She slumped lower in her seat, crossing her ankles.

Zoey pouted, sticking out her bottom lip. “You said that last time.” She gave Brynn a wide-eyed look, but Brynn just rolled her eyes and went back to scrolling.

Presley reached back, flicking Zoey’s shoulder with two fingers. “Let’s focus on winning before we go viral.” She turned around, stretching her arms above her head, her bikini top pulling tight across her chest.

Bill raised his voice over the music, his hand tapping the steering wheel. “You girls need to get some rest. We’ve got a long weekend ahead.” He glanced at us in the rearview mirror, his eyes narrowing.

Zoey ignored him, already unlocking her phone. She tapped the camera open, flipped it to video mode, and started recording. She panned the camera slowly, catching Brynn rolling her eyes, then Presley making a ridiculous face, lips pulled wide and eyes crossed. Kinsley ducked behind her pillow, holding it up in front of her face so just her eyes peeked over the edge. I raised my coffee cup in a mock salute, smirking at the camera.

Zoey’s voice was bright as she narrated. “Aces on the road! If we don’t make it to Tampa, blame Bill’s driving.” She angled the camera to catch Bill’s profile, his lips pressed in a thin line.

Bill shook his head, his fingers tightening on the wheel. “You’re all going to give me gray hair.” He didn’t look away from the road, but I saw the corner of his mouth twitch.

Presley shot back without missing a beat. “Too late.” She leaned forward, pulling her sunglasses down her nose to look at him.

The van rolled on, the tires humming against the highway. The girls drifted into their usual routines. Zoey started singing along to every song on the playlist, her voice loud and off-key. She drummed her fingers on the seat in front of her, bouncing her knee. Brynn typed furiously on her phone, thumbs flying as she replied to comment after comment. Presley slid down in her seat, head pressed against the window, her eyes drifting closed. Kinsley balanced her phone on her knees, scrolling through an e-book, her finger flicking the page every few seconds.

I pulled my laptop out of my backpack, flipping it open and balancing it on my knees. The plastic was warm from being in the van. I plugged in my portable battery and opened the folder of shots from yesterday’s practice. I started clicking through them, cropping out stray water bottles and beach chairs from the backgrounds, sliding the saturation bar up to make the sand look whiter, the sky bluer. The van’s motion made the cursor jump, so I braced my elbow against the armrest, steadying my hand.

Every few minutes, one of the girls would lean over to look at the screen. Brynn was first, her head tilting as she pointed at a shot of her mid-spike, the muscles in her arms standing out. “Can you make my arms look less… I don’t know, veiny?” She scrunched her nose, tapping the screen.

I shook my head, my fingers still on the trackpad. “You want to look strong, right?” I zoomed in, showing her the detail.

She made a face, her lips pursed. “Fine. But if my grandma comments again, I’m blaming you.” She flopped back in her seat, blowing a strand of hair out of her face.

Presley leaned over my shoulder, her breath warm on my ear. “Do you have any of me not sweating like a pig?” She squinted at the thumbnails, her finger hovering over the trackpad.

I scrolled through, clicking to a shot of her serving. Her red hair fanned out behind her, caught mid-motion, and her bikini top had slid low on her chest, exposing the top curve of her breasts. Presley grinned, nodding. “That one’s good. Use that one.” She tapped the screen, her nail clicking against the glass.

Zoey leaned in from the row behind, her chest pressing against my shoulder. I could feel the soft weight of her breasts against my arm, the edge of her bikini top brushing my skin. “Get any of me diving?” Her voice was low, almost a purr.

I clicked through to a series of shots—Zoey stretched out in midair, arms reaching, her body parallel to the ground. Her bikini bottom had ridden up, exposing most of her ass, and there was sand clinging to her thighs and the crease under her cheek. She grinned when she saw it, her teeth flashing. “That’s the money shot.”

Kinsley glanced over from her corner, her eyes wide and earnest. “I wish I looked that cool.” She hugged her pillow closer, her knees pulled up tight.

I found a shot of her blocking at the net, arms high, eyes fierce and focused. “You do.” I turned the screen so she could see. She blushed, ducking her head so her hair fell forward, hiding her face.

Bill took the next exit, his turn signal clicking loudly. He pulled into a gas station, the lot cracked and faded, the sign above the pumps missing a few letters. “Bathroom break. Make it quick.” He parked and killed the engine, stretching his arms before opening his door.

The girls piled out, groaning as they straightened their legs. Presley was first, swinging her bag over her shoulder and making a beeline for the bathroom, her flip-flops slapping against the concrete. Brynn followed close behind, muttering something under her breath.

Zoey hopped out last, grabbing my arm as I stepped onto the hot pavement. Her fingers curled around my wrist, nails digging in just enough to get my attention. “Come on, I need someone to hold the door.” She tugged me toward the dingy bathroom door, her bare feet slapping against the ground. I followed, the sun beating down on the top of my head, sweat already starting to form at my hairline.

I stopped outside the bathroom, leaning against the rough wall. Zoey slipped inside, the door closing behind her. I shifted my weight, crossing my arms and glancing at the faded posters advertising lottery tickets and cigarettes.

Brynn came out a minute later, shaking her hands dry. She wiped them on the sides of her shorts. “The soap in there is like sandpaper.” She flexed her fingers, grimacing as she walked past me.

Presley emerged next, sunglasses on, sipping from a new bottle of iced coffee. She slid them up onto her head, her eyes narrowed. “If I get food poisoning, I’m blaming Bill.” She took another long sip, the condensation running down her fingers.

Bill was at the pump, his wallet out, grumbling as he watched the numbers climb on the display. He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, muttering about gas prices.

Kinsley wandered over from the van, holding a pack of gum. Her mesh cover-up had slipped off one shoulder, exposing the thin strap of her bikini. “Can we get snacks?” She looked at me, her eyes wide.

Brynn rolled her eyes, already halfway back to the van. “We just ate.” She climbed inside, tossing her phone onto the seat.

Kinsley just shrugged, turning on her heel and heading inside the gas station. I followed, pushing open the heavy glass door and letting her go ahead of me. The inside was dim and cool, the hum of the refrigerator loud in the quiet. I grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler, the plastic slick with condensation, and a bag of chips from the rack. Kinsley picked out a candy bar and a bottle of soda, setting them on the counter. The cashier barely looked up, scanning our items with one hand while scrolling through his own phone with the other. I slid a few bills across the counter, grabbing my change.

Back at the van, Zoey had claimed the front passenger seat, her feet propped up on the dash. Her toenails were painted a bright coral, chipped at the edges. Brynn and Presley were arguing over the aux cord, their voices overlapping until Presley finally yanked it away and plugged in her phone. The opening chords of a classic rock song filled the van. Kinsley squeezed into the back with her pillow, curling up against the window.

Bill slid back into the driver’s seat, starting the engine. He pulled back onto the highway, merging into traffic. The drive dragged on, the landscape flattening out, scrubby trees and patches of brown grass blurring past the windows. The girls got quieter, some dozing off, others scrolling through their phones.

I leaned my head against the window, the glass warm under my cheek. Palm trees flashed by, the trunks bending in the wind. My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out, thumb swiping across the screen. Another DM from a sponsor, asking about posting a video later. I typed a quick reply, promising to get something up from the beach as soon as we arrived.

Presley nudged me, her voice low so only I could hear. “You think we have a shot at this tournament?” She was watching me, her eyes searching.

I shrugged, closing my laptop and setting it aside. “You’re good enough.” I met her gaze, holding it for a moment.

She smiled, softer than usual, her lips curving just a little. “We’ll see.” She turned away, pulling her knees up onto the seat.

Zoey twisted around in her seat, her grin wide. “Owen, you have to get a shot of us winning. I want proof.” She jabbed a finger in my direction, her bikini top shifting as she moved, the fabric barely covering her nipples.

Brynn snorted, not looking up from her phone. “You mean if we win.”

Zoey stuck out her tongue, crossing her eyes. “When.”

Bill’s voice cut through, steady. “We’ll get there in one piece first. Then you can worry about winning.” He signaled for the next exit, his hands steady on the wheel.

The van rolled on, the sun climbing higher, heat shimmering on the road ahead. The girls started to stir, stretching and yawning as the first Tampa signs appeared, green and white against the blue sky.

Brynn stretched, her arms raised high above her head, her bikini top riding up to show a sliver of underboob. “Almost there?” She twisted in her seat, craning her neck to see the road ahead.

Bill nodded, glancing at the GPS. “Twenty minutes.” He tapped the screen, double-checking the route.

Presley dug through her bag, her arm buried up to the elbow. She finally pulled out a bottle of sunscreen and tossed it to Kinsley, who caught it against her chest. “You’re burning already.” Presley pointed at the faint pink across Kinsley’s shoulders.

Kinsley uncapped the bottle, squeezing a line of lotion onto her palm. She rubbed it into her arms, spreading it up to her shoulders, the white streaks disappearing as she worked it in.

Zoey looked back at me, her eyes bright. “You ready for a weekend of sand and action?” She grinned, her feet still propped on the dash, knees spread wide.

I grinned back, rolling my shoulders to loosen them. “Wouldn’t miss it.” I tucked my phone away, feeling the anticipation settle in my gut.

We hit the city limits, the skyline rising in the distance, glass and steel gleaming in the sun. Bill took the exit for the tournament complex, following the signs. The girls started gathering their stuff, checking their phones, the energy in the van shifting as we closed in on our destination.


CHAPTER 4

The hotel wasn’t much to look at from the outside, a squat, beige building just off the highway, the kind of place with faded blue awnings and a cracked dolphin statue by the entrance. The statue sat on a patch of gravel, its tail chipped, one eye faded almost white. A couple of cigarette butts were scattered at its base. The parking lot was almost full, vans and SUVs with team names painted on the windows. Some of the windows were fogged from the humidity, streaks running down the glass. Bill led the way through the automatic doors, his duffel banging against his leg with each step. The strap was twisted, digging into his shoulder, and he kept shifting it to keep it from sliding off.

Inside, the lobby was cool and bright, tile floors reflecting the overhead lights. The tiles were pale yellow, laid in a grid, with scuffed grout lines and a few chips near the corners. My sneakers squeaked as I stepped inside. A fake palm tree stood in one corner, its plastic fronds bent and dusty, with a faded pot that looked like it had been knocked over and set upright again. A tired-looking woman in a blazer checked us in behind the desk. Her blazer was rumpled, sleeves pushed up, and her hair was pulled back tight, a few strands escaping around her face. She tapped at the keyboard with two fingers, eyes flicking between the monitor and our group. She handed Bill a stack of key cards, each one in a little paper sleeve. He counted them twice, lips moving as he did, then handed them out, making sure not to miss anyone.

“Alright, here’s the deal,” Bill said, voice carrying across the lobby. “Budget only covers three rooms. I get my own.” He grinned, not sorry at all. “Brynn and Kinsley, you’re together. Zoey, you’re with Brynn and Kinsley if you want the cot, or you can bunk with Presley. Owen, you’re with Presley.”

Zoey piped up, “I call dibs on the cot. Brynn snores.”

Brynn rolled her eyes. “Only when I have to sleep next to you.”

Presley took her key and looked at me. “Guess you’re stuck with me, camera boy.”

I shrugged, shifting my backpack from one shoulder to the other. “I’ll try not to take up too much space.”

She grinned, slinging her duffel over one shoulder, the strap digging into the deep line between her breasts. The open denim shirt hung loose, framing the bright triangles of her bikini top. Her bikini top was somehow even smaller than it had been on the beach, barely contained by the shirt. The fabric pressed tight against her breasts, the swell of cleavage visible between the unbuttoned edges. Her shorts looked painted on, the frayed hem riding up high on her thighs, pockets peeking out beneath the fabric.

Bill handed me a room key, slapping it into my palm. “Don’t break anything. We’re not made of money.”

He headed for the elevator, already dialing his phone, thumb moving fast over the screen. The girls clustered together, arguing about who got which bed, who needed the bathroom first, who was hungriest. Brynn was waving her phone, Kinsley clutching her towel, Zoey leaning in close to whisper something that made Kinsley snort.

Presley nudged me with her hip, the point of her hipbone pressing into my thigh for a second. “Come on, let’s see if this place has actual beds or just cots with sheets.”

I followed her down the hall, my duffel thumping against my knee. The carpet was a faded green, stained in places, with a trail of darker spots leading toward the vending machines. Doors with gold numbers lined both sides, the numbers slightly crooked on some of them. Presley walked ahead, her shorts clinging to the curve of her ass, the denim stretched tight as she moved. She stopped at our door, slid the key card into the slot, and waited for the light to turn green. The lock clicked. She pushed inside, shoulder first, and the door swung open with a groan.

The room was small, with two double beds, a dresser, and a window that looked out over the parking lot. The beds were made up with stiff, floral-patterned spreads, the kind that felt rough and plasticky to the touch. The air conditioner rattled in the wall, the vent pointed crookedly toward the far bed. There was a laminated menu for room service on the nightstand, but the phone cord was taped together, electrical tape wrapped around the middle in a thick, uneven lump.

Presley tossed her bag on the far bed, the duffel bouncing once before settling. “Pick one.”

I dropped my stuff on the near bed, slinging my camera bag onto the chair by the desk. The chair’s vinyl seat was cracked, stuffing poking out at one corner. I unzipped my duffel, pulling out a clean shirt and tossing it on the bed for later. Presley flopped back onto her mattress, arms spread wide, her hair fanning out behind her. The mattress creaked under her weight. She bent one knee, foot propped up, the denim of her shorts riding even higher.

“Not the worst,” she said, turning her head toward me. “I’ve stayed in worse. Once, in Daytona, we had to share a single king bed. With three girls. Never again.”

I sat on the edge of my bed, stretching my legs out, toes just reaching the edge of the bedspread. My back ached from being crammed in the van all morning. I leaned forward, bracing my elbows on my knees, and rolled my shoulders to loosen the tightness there.

Presley sat up, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. She stretched her arms over her head, her bikini top riding up, exposing more of her stomach. “You hungry?”

My stomach answered for me, a low growl I couldn’t hide. “Yeah.”

She grinned, teeth flashing, and hopped off the bed. “Let’s see if the others want to hit that seafood place Bill was talking about.”

I grabbed my wallet and phone from my bag, shoving them into my pocket. Presley scooped up her key and slid it into her back pocket, the denim stretching around her ass as she did. We headed back into the hall, door swinging shut behind us.

It didn’t take long for everyone to regroup in the lobby. Kinsley was in a fresh cover-up, hair damp from a quick shower, strands sticking to her neck. She held a small bottle of lotion, rubbing it into her arms as she waited. Brynn wore a loose crop top and shorts, scrolling through her phone with one hand, thumb moving fast over the screen. Her toenails were painted a chipped blue. Zoey had changed into a bright yellow bikini under a mesh tank, legs bare, flip-flops slapping the floor with each step as she bounced in place.

Bill was waiting by the doors, already holding a takeout menu, his phone tucked between his shoulder and ear. “There’s a place across the street,” he said, lowering the phone. “Shrimp, fish, all that. Let’s go before the dinner rush.”

We filed out, crossing the parking lot in a loose cluster. The pavement radiated heat, and I could feel it through the soles of my sneakers. Presley walked beside me, her hand brushing my arm as we weaved between parked vans. The sun was low behind the hotel, casting long shadows across the lot. The air felt thick and heavy, sweat already prickling at the back of my neck.

The seafood spot was called “Captain Eddie’s.” Blue awnings, plastic lobster out front, neon sign buzzing above the door. The lobster’s claw was cracked, and someone had stuck a sticker over one eye. We crowded inside, the door sticking for a second before Bill gave it a shove. Inside, the air was thick with chatter. Other teams were already seated—girls in matching warmups, guys in athletic shorts, all eyeing each other with the same mix of nerves and curiosity.

We squeezed into a big booth by the windows. The vinyl seats stuck to the backs of my legs as I slid in. Bill took the head, Presley next to me, her thigh pressed against mine, Zoey across from her, Brynn and Kinsley squeezed in at the end, their knees knocking under the table. A waitress in a visor handed out sticky menus, her nails painted red, chipped at the edges.

Zoey scanned the room, lowering her voice. “That’s the Fort Myers team by the bar. They were runners-up last year.” She nodded toward a group of girls in matching blue shirts, all perched on barstools, laughing too loud.

Brynn glanced over, eyes narrowed, lips pursed. “They look taller in person.” She adjusted her crop top, crossing her arms under her small breasts.

Presley shrugged, picking up her menu and flipping it open. “Tall doesn’t mean good.” She tapped her finger against the plastic, scanning the options.

Kinsley pointed at a group near the kitchen, her hand trembling just a little. “Are those the Miami girls?” The Miami team wore neon pink warmups, hair pulled into tight ponytails, all sitting in a row.

Bill nodded, folding his menu in half. “Watch them. They’re fast.” He set the menu aside and leaned back, arms crossed.

I opened my menu, but mostly watched the girls. They had a system. Scoping out the competition, trading information in quick, quiet bursts. Brynn had a running commentary on every team, who had the best serves, who was known for trash talk, who had a player with a killer spike. She leaned in, voice low, eyes darting from table to table as she spoke. Presley chimed in with stories from past matches, most of them ending with someone getting sand in their eyes. She gestured with her hands, illustrating a wild dive or a missed save, her bracelets clinking together.

The waitress came back, pen poised, pad balanced on her palm. We ordered in a flurry—fried shrimp, grilled fish, fries, hush puppies, coleslaw. Presley ordered a beer and winked at the waitress when she checked her ID, her lips curving into a sly smile. The waitress studied the ID for a second, then handed it back with a shrug. Zoey tried to order a margarita and got shot down.

“I’m twenty-two!” Zoey protested, leaning forward, elbows on the table, her mesh tank gaping open at the sides.

The waitress shook her head, lips pressed together. “Nice try, honey.”

Brynn snorted, hiding her smile behind her hand. “You look twelve.”

Zoey stuck out her tongue, crossing her eyes. “I’ll steal yours when you’re not looking.”

While we waited, the girls kept up the running commentary on the other teams. Every few minutes, another group walked in. Guys in tank tops, girls in matching shorts, all glancing our way. Presley leaned in, voice low, her arm pressed against mine as she spoke.

“Half these teams act like they’re on reality TV. All for show.” She rolled her eyes, flipping her hair over her shoulder.

Brynn nodded, fingers drumming on the table. “Let them. We’ll beat them on the court.”

Kinsley looked nervous, picking at the edge of her napkin. “What if they’re better than us?”

Zoey nudged her, shoulder bumping against Kinsley’s arm. “Then we play harder. Don’t let them psych you out.”

Presley grinned, teeth flashing. “Besides, we’ve got Owen. He’ll make us look good, even if we trip over our own feet.” She bumped my thigh with hers under the table.

I shrugged, picking up my water glass. “I can’t Photoshop wins.” The condensation from the glass left a wet ring on the table.

Brynn smirked, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “But you can crop out bad angles. That’s almost as good.” Her eyes flicked to Presley and back to me, a quick assessment.

Presley shifted in her seat, crossing her legs. The denim of her shorts stretched tight over her thighs, the edge digging into her skin, leaving a faint line. Her bikini top shifted as she leaned forward, the fabric straining to contain her breasts as she reached for her beer. She took a long pull, the muscles in her throat working, then set the bottle down with a soft thud.

The food arrived, waiters weaving between crowded tables to set down heavy platters in front of us. The table filled up fast: baskets of fries, mounds of hush puppies, slabs of grilled fish slick with oil and lemon, fried shrimp stacked in messy piles, and everything glistening under the overhead lights. I reached for a fry, burning my fingertips a little, and shoved it into my mouth, the salt sharp on my tongue. Zoey speared a shrimp, dragging it through a puddle of tartar sauce, while Brynn grabbed a hush puppy and broke it open, steam pouring out. Presley forked a piece of fish, her elbow bumping mine as she leaned in for some slaw. Plates kept moving, hands darting in and out, everyone taking what they wanted. The air felt thick, humid even inside, and the food disappeared quick.

Bill sat at the end, phone in hand. He barely touched his burger, his other hand scrolling, thumb flicking fast. Every few seconds, his screen lit up with a new notification. He answered emails with short, clipped taps, glancing up only when someone asked about a schedule or a time slot. His plate sat mostly untouched, fries getting cold.

Zoey pointed across the room, her fork waving. “That’s the team from Jacksonville. The one with the girl who broke her nose last year.” Her voice was just loud enough for us to hear, but she didn’t care if anyone else caught it.

Presley looked up from her plate, following Zoey’s finger. She squinted at the group by the window, then shook her head, her ponytail flicking over her shoulder. “She’s still playing?” Her tone was flat, a little impressed, a little incredulous.

Brynn shrugged, rolling her eyes. “Guess she’s tough.” She reached for more fries, grabbing a handful and dumping them on her plate.

Kinsley sat quieter than the rest, picking at her fish with the edge of her fork. She barely touched the breading, just nudged it aside and pushed the fish around. She glanced at the window, then back at her plate. “Do you think anyone recognizes us?” She kept her voice low, almost a whisper.

Zoey grinned, her mouth full. She swallowed, then leaned in, eyes bright. “Give it an hour. Once Owen posts our dinner, we’ll be famous.” She nudged me with her knee under the table.

I reached into my bag and pulled out my phone, angling it to catch everyone in the frame. I pressed the shutter, catching Presley mid-toast, glass half-raised, her eyes crinkled with a half-smile. Brynn had her mouth open, a fry halfway to her lips. Zoey stuck out her tongue, eyes crossed, and Kinsley ducked behind her hands, fingers splayed over her face.

Kinsley peeked through her fingers. “Don’t post that one,” she said, laughing. “I look like a raccoon.” She dropped her hands, cheeks flushed.

Presley nudged my side with her elbow, her skin warm against mine. “Tag me in it. I want to see if my ex is still stalking my stories.” She grinned, all teeth, not even pretending to be embarrassed.

Brynn rolled her eyes, making a face. “You’re hopeless.” She scooped up more coleslaw, stuffing it in her mouth.

Presley just shrugged, unbothered, and went back to her food. She licked a smear of sauce from her thumb, then reached for her drink.

We ate until the plates were empty, only crumbs and lemon rinds left. I scraped the last bit of slaw onto my fork, chewing as Bill stood up, stretching his arms over his head. He pulled out his wallet, fished out a few bills, and tossed them on the table. He added a tip, then checked his phone again, not missing a beat.

“Alright, get some rest,” he said, voice carrying just enough authority to cut through the chatter. “Big day tomorrow.”

We pushed back our chairs, legs scraping the floor. I grabbed my camera bag, slinging it over one shoulder. Presley scooped up her sandals, holding them by the straps, and swung her bag over her back. Zoey stuffed her phone in her pocket, Brynn wiped her mouth on a napkin, and Kinsley tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

Outside, the air hit us like a wall, thick and sticky. The lot was even more crowded than before, headlights glinting off car windows, voices echoing as teams rolled in. We walked in a loose line, gravel crunching under our shoes. Presley fell in beside me, her bare arm brushing against mine with every step. She was close enough that I could see the freckles scattered across her shoulder, the faint tan line from her bikini strap.

She leaned in, her voice low. “You going to upload those dinner shots?” She glanced at my phone, then back at me, a small smile tugging at her lips.

“Yeah. Sponsors love behind-the-scenes stuff.” I shifted my camera bag, feeling the weight of it against my hip.

She smiled wider, her teeth catching the parking lot lights. “Good. Makes us look like we’re having fun.” She bumped her hip against mine, then skipped ahead a step, swinging her sandals.

Back at the hotel, Presley was the first through the door. She dropped her bag on the floor, letting it fall with a thump, and flopped face-first onto her bed. The mattress bounced under her weight. She kicked off her sandals, one at a time, letting them tumble to the carpet. Then she stretched, arms reaching over her head, her shirt sliding up her back. Her lower back was tanned deep gold, a sharp line above the bright turquoise of her bikini bottoms. The muscles along her spine flexed as she arched, then relaxed.

“I’m showering first,” she called, already pulling her shirt over her head as she crossed to the bathroom. The fabric caught on her elbows for a second, then slid free, baring her back. The black strings of her bikini top were tied tight between her shoulder blades, the knot small and neat. She didn’t look back as she pushed open the bathroom door, closing it behind her with a soft click. A beat later, the water came on, the pipes rattling in the wall.

I sat down on my bed, the sheets cool against my thighs, and dug my charging cable out of my bag. I plugged my camera into my laptop, the little light blinking as it connected. The transfer window popped up. I clicked through the folders, selecting the day’s haul: shots from the van, the gas station, the girls piling out in the parking lot, Presley leaning against the side of the van with her coffee, Zoey making faces through the smeared window. I scrolled through them, flagging the best ones for Instagram. My fingers moved fast, muscle memory from hundreds of uploads. The hotel Wi-Fi crawled, each photo taking forever to load, but I managed to get a few up. Presley laughing at dinner, her head thrown back; Brynn and Zoey mock-fighting over a hush puppy, both with their hands in the air; Kinsley hiding behind her menu, only her eyes peeking out.

The shower ran steady through the thin wall. Every so often, Presley’s voice floated out, muffled but clear enough to catch the tune. She was singing something poppy, off-key and loud, not caring who heard. I grinned, cropping a photo of Zoey with her cheeks bulging with fries, ketchup smeared at the corner of her mouth.

After a while, the water shut off. I heard the shower curtain slide back, the faint thud of feet on the tile. The door opened, hinges squeaking. Steam rolled out, curling around Presley as she stepped into the room. She wore nothing but a white towel, wrapped snug under her arms, the edge tucked in just above her breasts. The towel only reached the tops of her thighs, barely covering her. Her skin was flushed pink from the hot water, beads of moisture running down her arms and legs. Her hair, darkened by water, stuck in wet clumps to her shoulders and collarbone. She crossed the room, bare feet sinking into the carpet, and sat down next to me on the bed. Her thigh pressed against mine, the skin warm and damp. The towel gaped a little at her chest, the deep valley between her breasts visible, the edge of the fabric dipping lower as she leaned forward.

She leaned in so close I could feel the coolness of her wet hair brushing my cheek. “Let me see the page,” she said, voice low and a little rough from singing.

I clicked over to the team’s Instagram, scrolling through the new posts. Presley leaned in closer, her shoulder pressing against mine, her elbow resting on my knee. Her chin propped in her hand, she peered at the screen. The towel slipped a little lower, the top edge barely covering the upper curve of her left breast. A drop of water ran down from her collarbone, disappearing between her breasts.

“Think we’ll get a good turnout tomorrow?” she asked, eyes fixed on the screen.

I nodded, throat dry. “Yeah. There’s a lot of attention online. Sponsors are watching. People are excited.” My voice sounded too loud in the quiet room.

Presley snorted, her breath warm against my ear. “They’re excited because we’re hot girls in bikinis, not because we’re good.” She shifted, her knee bumping mine, the towel slipping again.

I hesitated, then forced myself to answer. “I think it’s both. You’re talented. The photos help, but—” I stopped, not sure how to finish.

She turned suddenly, facing me full on. The towel shifted even lower, the top edge now barely covering her nipples. Her gray eyes locked on mine, steady and unblinking. “Be honest, Owen. Do you think we look hot in bikinis?” Her mouth curled into a half-smile, daring me to answer.

My pulse jumped. I tried to focus on the screen, but Presley’s skin was right there, flushed and damp, the towel barely hanging on. One leg was crossed over the other, her thigh slick with water. I tried to keep my voice steady. “I try to keep things professional,” I said, clicking to the next photo.

Presley laughed, low and warm, the sound vibrating through her chest. “So that’s a yes.” She nudged me with her shoulder, the towel slipping again, now exposing the upper swell of her left breast, the skin a deeper pink from the heat.

She grinned, eyes bright. “It’s okay, you know. We’re not blind. We know what we look like.” She didn’t bother adjusting the towel, just let it ride low, the edge now showing a faint line of pink areola.

“It’s part of the job, right?” she said. “Looking good for the camera. Selling the brand.” She leaned back, stretching her arms over her head, the towel pulling even lower for a second before she let her arms drop.

I nodded, not trusting myself to say anything else.

Presley reached over and pulled me into a half hug, her wet body pressing against my side. Her hair clung to my cheek, cold and slick, and the towel shifted again. For a split second, I saw the full curve of her left breast, the pink circle of her areola exposed before she straightened up, the towel falling back into place. She didn’t react, just grinned at me, her eyes bright and knowing.

“Don’t worry, Owen. Your secret’s safe.” She stood up, crossing back to the bathroom. The towel barely covered her, the bottom edge riding high on her thighs. At the door, she looked back, one hand holding the towel in place. “Try not to stay up all night editing. You’ll need your energy.” She gave me a last smile, then closed the door behind her, the latch clicking shut.

I stared at my laptop screen, heart pounding, the image of Presley’s bare skin burned into my mind. My hands shook a little as I finished uploading the last of the photos, clicking through each one to make sure they posted. Presley started singing again, louder this time, her voice echoing off the bathroom tiles, the melody drifting through the cracks in the door.

I shut my laptop, the lid closing with a soft click. I lay back on my bed, staring up at the ceiling, the sheets cool against my back. The room felt quiet, the only sounds Presley’s voice and the distant rumble of traffic outside the window.

The tournament started tomorrow. The girls were counting on me to get every shot right, to make them look good, to help them stand out. I tried to focus on my job, on the photos, on the schedule for the morning.

But all I could think about was Presley in her towel, the way she’d looked at me, the way she’d let the towel slip and hadn’t cared who saw. The image of her bare breast, the pink of her areola, the water running down her skin, replayed in my mind over and over.

I closed my eyes, trying to calm down, but my pulse kept racing. I was wide awake, every detail of Presley’s body as clear as any photo I’d ever taken.


CHAPTER 5

I woke up to the buzz of my phone vibrating against the nightstand, the persistent rattle shaking me out of whatever shallow sleep I’d managed. I blinked into the harsh rectangle of light slanting in through the window, the sky outside already a flat, cloudless blue. Even with the AC running, the Florida heat was pressing in, promising another day that would leave my skin sticky and my shirt clinging to my back.

I turned my head to check on Presley in the other bed. She was still out cold, sprawled face-down in a way that looked both uncomfortable and completely natural for her. One leg was kicked out, bent at the knee, her foot hanging off the edge of the mattress. The towel she’d wrapped around herself last night was bunched on the carpet, abandoned in the middle of the floor. Her bikini top and shorts were tangled up at the foot of her bed, straps and denim twisted together. The sheet she’d managed to keep over herself barely covered her ass, the fabric stretched tight across the curve before it slipped down her thigh.

I reached for my phone, the vibration still buzzing in my hand. I squinted at the screen, trying to focus through the sleep haze. 6:50 a.m. I let out a slow breath and sat up, the mattress creaking beneath me. My back felt stiff from the cheap hotel bed, so I swung my legs over the side and stood, stretching my arms overhead until I felt the pop between my shoulder blades. I rolled my neck, trying to work out the soreness, then reached down to grab a clean T-shirt from my duffel bag at the foot of my own bed. I pulled it on, the fabric soft and cool against my skin, then stepped into a pair of shorts, threading my feet through the leg holes and tugging them up over my hips.

I crouched to unzip my camera bag, checking that my lenses were still padded in their compartments. I ran my fingers along the zipper, making sure nothing had shifted overnight, then slung the strap over my shoulder. I walked quietly to the bathroom, stepping around Presley’s towel and the heap of her clothes. Inside, I flicked on the light and splashed water on my face, rubbing at the sleep stuck in the corners of my eyes. I ran a hand through my hair, flattening it as best I could, then wiped my face dry with a scratchy hotel towel. I checked my reflection, making sure I didn’t look half-dead, then slipped back out into the room.

Presley was awake now, propped up on one elbow, her hair a mess of tangled blonde waves. She blinked at me, her gray eyes unfocused, still heavy with sleep. “What time is it?” she mumbled, her voice rough.

“Almost seven. First match is at eight-thirty,” I said, glancing at her as I clipped my camera bag shut.

She groaned and flopped back, her arm thrown over her face, chest rising and falling with each slow breath. The sheet slipped down, baring the full curve of her left breast for a second before she caught it with her hand and tugged it up, covering herself again. “Wake me up if I fall asleep again,” she said, her voice muffled.

I nodded, though she couldn’t see me, and grabbed my gear. I looped my camera bag strap across my chest, double-checked that I had my phone and room key, then turned and left Presley to it. I pulled the door shut behind me, careful not to let it slam.

The hallway outside was quiet, the kind of early-morning silence that made every sound seem louder. My flip-flops slapped softly against the patterned carpet as I walked, passing closed doors and the humming ice machine. A cleaning cart was parked by the elevator, but no one was around. I pushed the button and waited, tapping my fingers against the camera bag. When the elevator dinged, I stepped inside, watching the floors tick down on the display.

The lobby was almost empty, just a couple of parents nursing coffee in the corner. Brynn was already there, standing near the far wall, bouncing a tennis ball against the painted cinderblock. Each time it hit, she caught it one-handed, her movements quick and practiced. Her brown hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail, strands escaping to frame her face. She wore a white crop top that hugged her chest and tiny black shorts that showed off her long legs. Her green eyes were sharp, already awake and alert.

“Morning,” she said, catching the ball and tucking it under her arm.

“Couldn’t sleep. You ready?” I asked, shifting my camera bag on my shoulder.

She grinned and tossed the ball from hand to hand. “Always. Kinsley’s getting dressed. Zoey’s probably still in the shower.” She rolled her eyes, then jerked her chin toward the breakfast area.

I followed her, the two of us weaving between tables. Bill was already there, hunched over a plate piled high with scrambled eggs. He’d propped his phone against the juice dispenser, watching highlights from yesterday’s matches. He looked up when he saw us, waving us over with his fork.

“Eat something,” he said, voice gruff. “You’ll need it.”

Brynn grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl, peeled it with quick, practiced motions, and dropped into a chair. She pulled out her phone, thumbs flying as she scrolled through her messages.

I set my camera bag on the floor beside me, then poured myself a cup of coffee from the urn, the liquid steaming as it filled the styrofoam cup. I took a sip, wincing at the bitterness, then snagged a muffin from the tray and sat down at the end of the table.

Kinsley appeared a minute later, moving slowly, like she was still half-asleep. She wore a mesh cover-up over a blue bikini, the fabric clinging to her skin in patches where her hair was still damp. She padded over in flip-flops, the straps digging between her toes, and offered a tired smile when she saw me.

“Good morning,” she said, her voice soft and a little shy.

“Sleep alright?” I asked, tearing a piece off my muffin.

She nodded, tucking a strand of wet hair behind her ear. “Brynn snores, but I’m used to it.” She slid into the chair beside me, her thighs sticking slightly to the plastic seat, and picked at a muffin, breaking off small pieces and nibbling them.

Brynn shot her a look, then lobbed the tennis ball at her across the table. Kinsley jerked back, just barely dodging it, and laughed, the sound light. She scooped up the ball and tossed it back, her movements loose now that she was more awake.

Zoey showed up last, her wet hair combed back from her face, droplets still clinging to her shoulders. She wore a neon bikini top that barely peeked out from under a see-through white tank, the fabric almost transparent in the morning light. Cutoff shorts rode high on her hips, the frayed edges brushing her tanned thighs. She flopped into the seat next to Brynn, the chair squeaking under her, and tore open a packet of instant oatmeal, dumping the powder into a styrofoam bowl.

“Did anyone see the Miami team at breakfast?” she asked, stabbing at the oatmeal with a plastic spoon.

Brynn nodded, mouth full of banana. “They were loading up on pancakes. Probably trying to bulk up before the match.” She smirked, glancing at Zoey.

Bill finished the last bite of his eggs, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and stood, clapping his hands twice. “Alright, finish up and grab your gear. Meet in the lobby in ten.”

The girls scattered, chairs scraping back as they headed for their rooms. I drained the last of my coffee, then set about checking my camera batteries. I unzipped the side pocket of my bag, pulled out the spare batteries, and slotted them into the charger to check the indicator lights. The first two were fully charged, the third flashing red. I swapped it out for a fresh one, then tucked the dead battery into the charger and zipped it shut again.

Presley showed up a few minutes later, her hair tied in a messy braid that hung down her back. She wore a black micro bikini top under a loose tank, the straps visible against her shoulders, and shorts that rode high on her hips, the hem barely covering the crease where her thigh met her ass. She slung her bag over one shoulder, the strap digging into her skin, and grinned at me.

“You ready to sweat?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

I nodded, my lips pulling into a half-smile. “Always.”

We regrouped in the lobby, each girl with a duffel or backpack slung over a shoulder, flip-flops slapping against the tile floor. Bill stood by the doors, checking his clipboard, scanning the roster. He shepherded us out to the van, waving us forward. The doors opened with a groan, and a wave of hot air rolled out from the interior, already baking from the early sun.

We piled in, squeezing bags and bodies into the cramped seats. I wedged my camera bag between my knees, feeling the sweat start to bead along my hairline. Presley slid in beside me, her thigh pressed against mine, the skin warm. Kinsley and Zoey took the row behind us, Brynn up front by Bill.

The drive to the tournament complex was short, barely ten minutes. I watched out the window as we passed other hotels, palm trees swaying in the breeze, the sky a relentless blue. The parking lot was already packed when we pulled in, vans from other teams lined up in crooked rows. Banners were taped to windows, team names scrawled in neon paint. People were unloading coolers and umbrellas, voices echoing across the asphalt.

We climbed out, the heat hitting like a slap. I grabbed my camera bag, slinging it over my shoulder, and helped Presley haul her duffel from the back. The girls gathered their gear, Brynn hoisting the mesh sack of volleyballs over one shoulder, water bottles clattering together in the side pocket.

The sand courts stretched out ahead, dozens of them separated by ropes and banners. Sponsor tents lined the edge, tables stacked with merch, a first-aid station set up under a canopy. The crowd was bigger than I expected. Parents clustered under umbrellas, kids darted between tents, and whole groups in matching shirts staked out patches of shade with folding chairs and towels.

We found a patch of grass near the far end, away from the main crush of people. The girls dropped their towels and bags, the grass flattened beneath the weight. Bill checked the schedule on his clipboard, flipping through the pages with his thumb.

“First match is in forty minutes,” he said, glancing up. “Court six. Warm up, hydrate, and don’t wander off.”

Brynn grabbed a ball from the mesh sack, tossed it to Zoey, and the two started peppering, trading quick passes back and forth. Their feet dug into the grass, toes gripping for balance as they moved. Presley stretched nearby, arms raised high over her head, fingers interlaced. Her tank rode up, exposing the deep line of her abs above the waistband of her bikini bottom. She bent at the waist, touching her toes, her micro bikini bottom riding up between her cheeks, leaving almost nothing to the imagination.

Kinsley sat cross-legged on her towel, pulling on ankle braces. She slid her foot through the opening, tugged the brace up over her heel, then wrapped the Velcro tight around her ankle, repeating the process on the other side. She pulled her knees to her chest, arms wrapped around her shins, watching the others.

I slung my camera over my shoulder, adjusted the lens, and started shooting. I focused on Brynn leaping for a high pass, her body stretched out, muscles taut. I caught Zoey mid-laugh, her mouth open, hair flying as she missed a dig and the ball bounced out into the road. Presley bent low, palms flat on the grass, her ass high in the air, bikini bottom wedged tight. The light was already brutal, washing out the colors, but the action was good. I adjusted my settings, dialing down the exposure, snapping frames as the girls moved.

Kinsley looked over at me, shading her eyes with one hand. “Is it always this crowded?” she asked, her voice uncertain.

“First tournament of the season,” I said, lowering the camera. “People want to see what’s new.”

She nodded, drawing her knees tighter to her chest, her gaze scanning the crowd.

Brynn jogged over, sweat already beading on her forehead, strands of hair sticking to her temple. “You getting good stuff?” she asked, nodding at my camera.

I scrolled through a few frames and turned the display so she could see: her diving for a dig, Zoey laughing, Presley stretching.

Brynn grinned, teeth flashing. “Nice. Get one of us with the mascot.”

I glanced over to where someone in a giant pelican suit waddled past, the beak bobbing as he waved at a group of kids. The girls rushed over, grabbing the mascot by the wings. Zoey perched on his knee, her bare thigh pressed against the white felt. Presley made a goofy face, sticking out her tongue. Brynn flashed a peace sign, holding it up by the mascot’s head. Kinsley hid behind the mascot’s wing, only her eyes peeking out. I snapped a few photos, adjusting the angle to get everyone in the frame.

The announcer’s voice blared over the speakers, the words distorted but clear enough. “Welcome to the 2024 Gulf Coast Beach Volleyball Invitational! First matches begin in ten minutes. Teams, report to your assigned courts.”

Bill waved us over, clipboard in hand. “Let’s go. Court six.”

We grabbed our stuff, towels and bags slung over shoulders, water bottles in hand. The walk across the sand was brutal, the grains already hot enough to sting my feet. I kept moving, not daring to stand still. The court was roped off, a row of folding chairs set up for spectators along one side. The opposing team was already there, girls in matching blue bikinis, tall and lean, stretching by the net, their skin already glistening in the sun.

Brynn sized them up, leaning in so close I could see the tension in her shoulders. She kept her eyes narrowed on the group of girls across the court. “That’s the Sarasota team. They took third last year.” She didn’t bother to hide the edge in her voice. Her fingers curled around the strap of her bag, knuckles pale.

Zoey shrugged, her arms loose at her sides. “They look slow.” She didn’t even glance at the Sarasota girls, just flicked her ponytail over her shoulder and rolled her neck. Her mouth twisted in a half-smirk as she shifted her weight from one hip to the other.

Presley called out, “Focus. Play your game.” She clapped her hands twice, sharp and quick, then bent to retie the laces on her left ankle brace. Presley’s eyes swept over the team, her gaze lingering on Brynn for a second longer, making sure everyone was locked in.

The ref strode over, checking lineups, his clipboard held tight under one arm. He looked down the row, calling out names and numbers, then raised the whistle to his lips. The sharp blast cut through the morning heat.

The girls moved in unison, stripping off their tanks and cover-ups. Brynn grabbed the hem of her crop top and peeled it over her head, her elbows raised high, the fabric bunching before she yanked it free. She tossed it onto the folding chair next to me. Underneath, she wore a simple black bikini, the bottoms cut high on her hips so the curve of her ass was exposed from the side. Her stomach was flat, a thin sheen of sweat already making her skin shine in the sunlight.

Zoey untied the knot at the side of her tank, letting it fall to the sand before stepping out of it. Her string bikini was barely holding her in; the top was knotted tight between her breasts, the triangles of fabric pulled taut. Her nipples pressed against the thin material, and the bottoms rode up high, leaving almost nothing to the imagination. She bent to retie one of the strings at her hip, fingers working fast.

Kinsley’s blue set was more modest, but the fabric hugged her chest and hips. She pulled her cover-up up and over her head, shaking out her hair as she let the shirt drop behind her. She smoothed the bikini top over her chest, adjusting the straps so they sat flat, then tugged the bottoms higher on her waist.

Presley’s micro bikini top looked like it was about to give up, the thin white fabric stretched so tight across her chest that the outline of her nipples was clear. She hooked her thumbs under the band, pulling it down so it covered just enough, then adjusted the straps behind her neck. She kicked her shorts off, stepping out of them one foot at a time, and tossed them onto the pile of clothes at the sideline.

I moved along the sideline, camera in hand, shifting my weight to keep out of the way of the ref and the girls as they started warming up. I knelt in the sand, bracing my elbows on my knees for stability, and snapped a shot of Brynn tossing a ball in the air for her serve. The muscles in her arm flexed as she swung, the ball arcing high above the net. I tracked the ball with my lens, following it as it dropped just inside the back line.

The Sarasota girls scrambled, their feet kicking up little sprays of sand as they lunged for the ball. One of them got a hand under it, but the pass was sloppy, and Zoey was already at the net, arms up, fingers spread wide. She jumped, her body straightening, and blocked the ball clean back onto their side. The first point went to the Aces.

The girls converged at the center of the court, high-fiving. Brynn’s grin was all teeth, her eyes bright, sweat already beading at her brow.

Presley called out, “Keep it up!” She jogged backward into position, bouncing twice on her toes to stay loose.

The match moved fast. Brynn tossed the ball high again, her serve slicing through the air. I tracked her movement, snapping a burst of shots as she landed, then swiveled to catch Zoey diving for a dig. Zoey’s arms shot out in front of her, fingers locked, as she threw herself into the sand. Her body hit hard, sand spraying up around her legs and ass, the fabric of her bikini bottom wedged tight between her cheeks. She popped up, brushing sand off her stomach, and called out to Presley.

Presley set up Kinsley for a quick spike. Presley’s hands were quick and precise, fingers splayed as she flicked the ball up. Kinsley took two quick steps, leapt, and swung her arm through, her body twisting in midair. The ball smacked down just inside the sideline, a clean kill. I caught the moment Kinsley landed, knees bent, a look of surprise on her face as the crowd cheered.

The Sarasota team wasn’t backing down, but the Aces were faster, more aggressive. Every time the Aces scored, the crowd erupted, people clapping, some whistling, others calling out the girls’ names. The announcer’s voice boomed from the loudspeaker, hyping the teams. “On court six, we have the Aces from South Florida, taking on Sarasota’s finest!”

I kept moving along the baseline, crouching low to get the best angles. I shot Brynn leaping for a block, arms stretched high, her back arched. I caught Zoey mid-dive, her body parallel to the sand, hair flying behind her. Presley arched for a serve, her chest bouncing with the effort, the thin fabric of her bikini top straining to contain her. Kinsley surprised everyone with a hard angle shot, twisting her hips as she sent the ball skimming along the back line. It landed just inside, winning the point.

The first set ended 21-14. The girls jogged to the sideline, huddling around the water cooler. Brynn was breathing hard, chest rising and falling, sweat running down the center of her chest and pooling in the valley between her breasts.

Zoey grinned, grabbing a towel from the pile. She wiped her face and chest, then slung the towel around her neck. “Told you they were slow.” She stuck her tongue out at Brynn, who rolled her eyes and grabbed a water bottle.

Presley handed out water bottles, making sure everyone had one. “Don’t get cocky. Second set’s always harder.” She took a long drink, water trickling down her chin, then poured a little over her head, shaking it out.

The girls took a minute to stretch, rolling their shoulders, shaking out their arms and legs. Brynn bent forward, touching her toes, then straightened and stretched her arms overhead. Zoey bounced on her toes, swinging her arms in wide circles to stay loose. Kinsley knelt in the sand, stretching her quads, then stood and hopped from foot to foot.

The ref signaled for the second set. The sun was higher now, the sand even hotter under my feet. I shot from the baseline, catching Brynn’s serve as she tossed the ball high, her arm snapping through the air. The ball rocketed over the net, landing deep. Zoey was at the net again, blocking, her arms up, body tense. Presley set Kinsley for another attack, her hands quick and sure.

The Sarasota girls started to falter. One missed a dig, the ball skidding off her forearm and rolling into the crowd. Another argued with the ref over a call, waving her arms, face flushed. The Aces pressed their advantage. Brynn hammered a spike down the line, her body twisting as she put everything into the swing. Zoey dove for a save, her arms outstretched, fingers grazing the ball just enough to keep it in play. Presley ran up, tipping the ball over the block with her fingertips.

The set ended 21-10. The crowd cheered, people clapping, some rising to their feet, calling out the Aces’ name. The girls jogged off the court, sweaty and flushed, but all of them smiling.

Bill met them at the sideline, clipboard in hand. “Good work. Next match is in an hour. Hydrate, stretch, and stay loose.” He pointed to the cooler, then checked the schedule, marking off the win.

The girls flopped onto towels spread over the sand. Brynn lay back, arms over her head, her chest rising and falling as she caught her breath. Her bikini top was damp with sweat, the fabric clinging to her skin, and sand stuck to her thighs and stomach. Her legs were splayed, one knee bent, her toes digging into the towel.

Presley nudged me with her foot, her toes pressing into my calf. “Get that shot, Owen. Brynn never looks relaxed.” She grinned, then leaned back on her elbows, her chest heaving with each breath, her bikini top barely containing her.

I raised my camera, framing the shot. Brynn’s eyes were closed, mouth open, her face slack with exhaustion. Her arms were stretched above her head, fingers laced together, and her legs were spread wide, sand stuck to the inside of her thighs.

Kinsley sat beside me, knees pulled to her chest, arms wrapped around her shins. She glanced over, her cheeks flushed, then ducked her head. “Was that good?” she asked quietly, looking up at me through her lashes.

I nodded, turning the camera so she could see the shots. “You played great. That angle shot was perfect.” I kept my voice low, not wanting to embarrass her.

She blushed deeper, a shy smile spreading across her face. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and looked away.

Zoey sprawled beside her, propping herself up on one elbow. She stretched her legs out, crossing her ankles, and leaned over to look at my camera. “You got me diving, right?” She nudged my thigh with her knee, her eyes bright.

I scrolled through the shots, showing her a series of images: Zoey stretched out full length, arms forward, her bikini bottom wedged tight between her ass cheeks, sand clinging to her thighs and stomach. Her hair was fanned out behind her, her expression fierce.

She grinned, teeth flashing. “That’s the one. Post that later.” She tapped the screen, then flopped onto her back, arms spread wide.

The hour passed fast. The girls stretched, Brynn leading them through a series of lunges, stepping forward and dropping her hips low, then switching legs. She moved into high knees, jogging in place, then jumping jacks, her breasts bouncing in her bikini top. Presley massaged her calves, digging her thumbs into the muscle, then rolled her ankles, flexing her feet. Zoey bounced on her toes, swinging her arms, then dropped into a squat, holding it for a few seconds before standing. Kinsley lay on her back, pulling one knee to her chest, then switching legs.

Bill checked the schedule, marking off teams as the results came in. He called out, “Next up is Jacksonville. They’re tough. Play smart.” He pointed at the scoreboard, making sure everyone saw the names.

The Aces stripped down again, pulling on fresh bikini tops, adjusting straps. Brynn swapped hers for a clean black one, pulling it over her head and tugging the band down so it sat flat under her breasts. Zoey retied the strings on her top, making sure the triangles covered her nipples, then double-knotted the ties at her back. Kinsley smoothed her blue top over her chest, adjusting the straps so they didn’t dig in. Presley pulled on an even smaller micro top, the fabric barely covering her nipples, her areolas visible through the thin white material. She caught me looking and smirked, tilting her head.

“Eyes up, Owen. You’re supposed to be working.” She slid her thumbs under the waistband of her bottoms, pulling them up so they hugged her hips, then turned, giving me a full view of her ass as she adjusted the fit.

I raised my camera, focusing on her. “I am.” I snapped a shot, catching the curve of her back, the way her bikini clung to her skin.

She grinned, then turned back to the court, bouncing on her toes.

The Jacksonville team was taller, more physical. They lined up, cracking their knuckles, stretching their arms overhead. The match started rough. Jacksonville’s first serve was a bullet, slamming into the back line. Brynn dove, arms out, barely getting under it. Zoey scrambled, popping the ball up. Presley set Kinsley for a quick attack, her hands moving fast.

The points went back and forth. I shot everything: Brynn slamming a spike past a blocker, her arm whipping through the air; Zoey rolling through the sand, her body twisting as she popped up; Presley arching for a set, her chest bouncing with each jump, her bikini top threatening to slip; Kinsley blocking at the net, hands high, then tipping balls over the blockers with quick flicks of her fingers.

The first set was tight, Aces 22, Jacksonville 20. The girls huddled, arms around each other, breathing hard, sweat running down their bodies, glistening on their skin.

Brynn panted, “Keep going. They’re tired.” She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, her chest heaving.

Zoey grinned, teeth bared. “I can do this all day.” She slapped Brynn’s ass, then grabbed her water bottle, squirting water over her chest.

Presley nodded, towel in hand. She wiped her chest, the fabric dragging over her nipples, then squeezed water onto the back of her neck. “Stay sharp.”

Second set started, the sun relentless overhead. The crowd pressed closer to the court, people shouting, waving programs, calling out names. Brynn’s serve was on fire, her arm snapping through the air, the ball rocketing over the net. Zoey blocked at the net, arms high, body tense. Presley set Kinsley for a quick kill, her hands moving fast.

Jacksonville started to slip. One girl missed a serve, the ball sailing out of bounds. Another shanked a pass, sending it into the crowd. The Aces pressed, Brynn hammering another spike, her body twisting as she landed. Zoey dove for a save, sand flying up around her legs. Presley tipped a ball over the block, her fingers just brushing the top of the net.

The set ended 21-16. The crowd erupted, people on their feet, clapping and shouting. The girls jogged off, arms around each other, flushed and grinning, sweat shining on their skin.

Bill met them at the sideline, beaming. “That’s how you do it. Two wins. Rest up, next match is tomorrow.” He handed out water bottles, checking the schedule again.

The girls flopped onto towels, breathing hard. Brynn rolled onto her back, arms spread wide, sand stuck to her chest and stomach, her bikini top twisted slightly, one nipple nearly exposed.

Presley sat beside her, chest heaving, sweat running down her stomach. “We earned that one.” She leaned back, propping herself up on her hands.

Zoey lay next to Kinsley, propping herself up on one elbow. “You killed it, Kins.” She nudged Kinsley’s thigh with her knee.

Kinsley blushed, smiling shyly, her eyes downcast as she hugged her knees to her chest.

I shot a few more frames of Brynn laughing, her mouth open wide, eyes crinkled as she leaned back, sunlight catching the sweat on her forehead. I kept my finger steady on the shutter, making sure to catch the moment her hand flew up to cover her mouth, still laughing. Presley was beside her, tilting a bottle of water over her head. I watched as the water poured out in a steady stream, splashing over her hair and running down her temples. She shook her head, droplets flying off, then wiped her face with the back of her hand, grinning. I kept snapping, trying to catch the way the water made her hair cling to her scalp, darkening the blond strands.

Zoey caught my eye and grinned at the camera, her lips pulled back, teeth showing, one eyebrow raised. She held up two fingers in a quick peace sign, then dropped her hand and leaned forward, elbows on her knees, still watching me. I focused, adjusting the zoom, and took a few more shots as she stuck her tongue out, then rolled her eyes and laughed. Kinsley was quieter, sitting cross-legged on the sand, arms wrapped around her knees. She stared off into the distance, her face thoughtful, but when I called her name she looked up. I caught the moment her eyes met the lens, her lips pressed together in a small, private smile.

Bill gathered everyone up, his voice carrying over the sand. “Pizza in the conference room tonight. Get cleaned up, then meet up.” He clapped his hands once, then pointed toward the van.

The girls started grabbing their stuff, towels and bags and sandals scattered around their chairs. Brynn bent to pick up her water bottle, slinging her backpack over one shoulder. Presley stuffed her towel into her duffel, then shook out her hair again, wringing out the last drops. Zoey pulled on a loose sweatshirt, tugging the sleeves down over her hands, then jammed her phone into her pocket. Kinsley stood, brushing sand off her legs, then bent to tie her shoelaces, fingers moving quickly. They all moved toward the van in a loose group, talking quietly.

I followed, slinging my camera bag over my shoulder, making sure the zipper was closed. I double-checked the side pocket for my memory cards, then glanced at the girls as they climbed into the van. Presley slid into the seat by the window, leaning her head back and closing her eyes almost immediately. Brynn took the seat behind her, pulling out her phone and unlocking it, her thumb flicking up and down the screen as she checked scores. Zoey sat in the front passenger seat, twisting around to prop her feet on the dash, toes flexing against the glass. She hummed along with the radio, the tune low and steady, her fingers drumming on her knees. Kinsley sat quietly beside Brynn, her hands folded in her lap, gaze turned out the window at the passing cars and palm trees.

The drive back to the hotel was quiet. I leaned my head against the seat, watching the girls. Presley’s eyes stayed closed, her lips parted a little, breath slow and even. Brynn barely looked up from her phone, her brow furrowed as she scrolled, probably checking stats from other games. Zoey’s voice was barely audible, just the soft sound of her humming, the heel of her hand tapping out the beat on the dashboard. Kinsley didn’t speak, just stared out the window, her posture relaxed, shoulders slumped, hair falling forward to hide her face.

When we pulled up at the hotel, everyone moved slowly, exhaustion settling in. Brynn slid her phone into her pocket, stretching her arms overhead until her back cracked. Presley blinked her eyes open, rubbing her face with both hands, then pushed open the van door and stepped out onto the curb, her flip-flops slapping the pavement. Zoey hopped down, grabbing her backpack with one hand and swinging it over her shoulder. Kinsley followed, pausing to retie her ponytail, fingers running through her hair before securing the elastic.

Inside, the girls scattered almost immediately, heading for their rooms. I walked to mine, the camera bag heavy on my shoulder, my shirt sticking to my back with sweat. I unlocked the door, pushed it open with my hip, and stepped inside. The room was cool, the blinds drawn, the bed unmade from the morning. I dropped my gear next to the desk, unzipping the bag and pulling out my camera. I set it down carefully, then reached for my charger, plugging it into the wall and connecting the battery. I pulled my laptop from my backpack, setting it on the desk and flipping it open. The screen glowed, and I connected the SD card, starting the transfer of photos from the day.

From the bathroom, I could hear Presley singing again, her voice echoing off the tile. She sang a pop song, the melody familiar, her voice rising and falling, sometimes a little off-key. I listened as I sorted through the day’s shots, dragging files into folders, labeling them by set and player. I paused over a photo of Brynn leaping, her body arched, arms stretched high above her head, fingers splayed as she reached for the ball. In another, Zoey dove for a save, her body parallel to the sand, hair flying out behind her. Presley was caught mid-serve, her back arched, arm extended, the ball just leaving her hand. Kinsley blocked at the net, her arms up, eyes locked on the ball, legs bent and tense. Each shot captured a different burst of energy, the team moving as one.

Presley came out of the bathroom, hair dripping wet, darkening the fabric of her T-shirt where it clung to her shoulders. She wore a loose, oversized T-shirt that hung low on her hips, the bottom edge brushing the top of her bikini bottoms. The black strings of her bikini tied at each hip, the fabric riding up slightly as she moved. She flopped onto her bed, bouncing once, then rolled onto her back, legs bent at the knees. She pulled her phone from the nightstand and started scrolling, thumbs moving quickly over the screen.

“Send me the good ones,” she said without looking up. “I want to post something tonight.”

I nodded, flagging a few shots as favorites, dragging them into a new folder. I clicked through them, checking focus and exposure, making sure the best shots were sharp and clear.

An hour later, my phone buzzed with a text from Bill: pizza was ready. I stood, stretching my arms overhead, then shut the laptop and grabbed my room key. Presley tossed her phone onto the bed, sitting up and running her fingers through her damp hair, shaking it out. We left the room together, walking down the hall to the conference room.

Inside, the girls were already there, dressed in sweats and shorts, hair still damp from the showers. Brynn’s cheeks were flushed, a faint red line across her nose from the sun. Zoey’s hair was pulled into a messy bun, a few strands escaping to frame her face. Kinsley wore a baggy sweatshirt, sleeves pushed up to her elbows, legs curled under her in the chair. The tables were pushed together, boxes of pizza stacked in the center, the cardboard lids open to reveal slices of pepperoni, cheese, and veggie. Sodas and water bottles were scattered across the table, condensation beading on the plastic.

Brynn reached for a slice, her fingers greasy almost immediately. She flopped into a chair, taking a huge bite, chewing with her mouth open. “I’m starving,” she said, swallowing quickly before reaching for another slice.

Zoey dropped into the seat beside her, pulling out her phone and unlocking it. “Let’s see the footage,” she said, looking at me.

I set my laptop on the table, plugging in the HDMI cable and pulling up the game video. The girls crowded around, chairs scraping the floor as they moved closer. Presley leaned over my shoulder, her chest pressing firmly against my upper arm, the fabric of her T-shirt soft and damp where it touched my skin. Her hair brushed my cheek as she looked at the screen. Brynn pointed at the monitor, her fingers smudged with pizza grease.

“Pause it there. Look at that block.”

I tapped the spacebar, freezing the frame. Brynn was caught mid-leap, arms extended high, fingers just over the net, legs coiled beneath her. The muscles in her thighs were visible, her face set in concentration.

Zoey grinned, leaning forward to get a better look. “That’s a poster shot.”

Presley nudged me with her hip, her body pressed close. “Send that one to the sponsors,” she said, her voice low.

Kinsley leaned in from the other side, her eyes wide, mouth slightly open. “Do I really jump that high?” she asked, looking at me, then at the screen.

I scrolled to another shot, this one of her blocking at the net, arms extended, legs bent at the knees, feet leaving the sand. “You do,” I said, clicking between frames to show her the sequence.

She smiled, her cheeks pink, then tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

We watched the footage together, the girls calling out plays, critiquing their moves, laughing at mistakes. Brynn groaned when she saw her missed serve, dropping her head onto her folded arms. Zoey mimed a dramatic dive, throwing her arms wide and falling sideways in her chair, making the others laugh. Presley teased Kinsley for tripping over her own feet, nudging her under the table with her knee.

Bill sat at the end of the table, a slice of pepperoni pizza in one hand, watching the video and the girls with a proud smile.

“You girls look good out there,” he said, taking a bite. “Keep it up tomorrow.”

Brynn raised her slice in the air, grease dripping onto her plate. “To winning,” she said.

Zoey clinked her can of soda against Brynn’s raised slice. “And looking hot doing it.”

Presley grinned, leaning back in her chair. Her T-shirt rode up, exposing a flash of her bikini bottom and the smooth curve of her hip. “That’s the real victory.”

We ate and watched, the room noisy with laughter and chatter. Brynn argued about a referee’s call, gesturing with her pizza slice for emphasis. Zoey mimed another dive, this time sliding off her chair and landing on the carpet, arms stretched out. Presley threatened to throw her pizza crust at anyone who changed the playlist, holding it up as a warning, then tossing it onto her plate with a smirk.

After the pizza was gone, the girls sprawled in their chairs, legs stretched out, bodies slumped with exhaustion. Kinsley rested her head on the table, her hair splayed out around her face, eyes half-closed. Brynn nudged her with her elbow, pushing her upright.

“Don’t fall asleep. We need you tomorrow,” Brynn said, her voice teasing.

Kinsley smiled, rubbing her eyes and sitting up straight.

Bill stood, stretching his arms overhead, then rolling his shoulders. “Rest up. Early start,” he said, gathering up his plate and tossing it in the trash.

The girls started gathering their things, stuffing phones and chargers into bags, pulling on sweatshirts. They headed for the elevator in a loose group, voices quieter now, fatigue settling in. Presley hung back, grabbing her phone from the table and the last can of soda, snapping the tab open.

She fell in beside me as we walked down the hall to our room, her shoulder brushing mine. “You get what you needed?” she asked, glancing at me sideways.

I nodded. “Got great shots,” I said, thinking of the photos already uploading to my laptop.

She smiled, bumping my shoulder with hers. “Good. You make us look better than we are.”

I shook my head. “You’re better than you think.”

She grinned, her teeth white against her tanned skin. “You’re a terrible liar,” she said, her voice soft.

In the room, Presley kicked off her shorts, letting them fall to the floor in a heap. She wore only her T-shirt and the black bikini bottoms, the strings tied tight at her hips. She flopped onto her bed, rolling onto her stomach, scrolling through her phone with one hand, her legs bent at the knees, feet in the air.

I sat at the desk, uploading the best photos, clicking through them one by one, sending the top shots to the sponsors and posting a few to the team’s Instagram. Presley looked over at me, her T-shirt riding up high on her hips, the bare skin of her lower back and the black strings of her bikini bottom on full display.

“You staying up to edit?” she asked, her voice muffled by the pillow.

I nodded, not taking my eyes off the screen. “Just a bit.”

She rolled onto her side, propping her head up on her hand, her elbow pressed into the mattress. “Don’t stay up too late. You’re no good to us dead,” she said, her eyes half-closed.

I smiled, watching her as she closed her eyes, her chest rising and falling slow and steady. Her T-shirt was bunched around her waist, the curve of her ass visible where the fabric had ridden up, the black bikini bottom stretched tight across her skin.

I finished the uploads, watching the likes and comments appear almost instantly. The team’s followers jumped by the minute, notifications lighting up my screen—messages from sponsors, fans, friends. The Aces were getting noticed.

I lay back on my bed, staring at the ceiling. The day’s games replayed in my head, each serve and spike, each dive and block. The girls had played hard, won big, and looked good doing it. The photos proved it.

Presley’s breathing slowed, her body relaxing, her T-shirt still bunched high around her waist. I pulled the sheet over myself, tucking it under my arms, and closed my eyes. The last thing I saw was Presley, her body sprawled across the bed, chest rising and falling with each breath. The last thing I heard was the quiet sound of her breathing, steady and slow.

Tomorrow, we’d do it all again.


CHAPTER 6

The first thing I saw when I opened my eyes was sunlight cutting a sharp line across the hotel ceiling. I blinked, squinting at the glare, and let my eyes adjust. The second thing was Presley, sprawled out on her stomach in the other bed, her arm dangling over the edge like she’d melted there overnight. Her red hair was a tangled mess, strands stuck to her cheek and fanned over the pillow in wild, frizzy waves. The sheet was bunched at her knees, leaving her back and most of her legs bare. At some point she’d ditched her T-shirt for a tiny black sports bra, the same one she wore at practice, and those same shorts from last night. The shorts had ridden up so high they barely covered anything. The waistband was twisted, the hem rolled up on one side, and the thin fabric was pulled tight between her legs, pressed up into her crotch. The outline of her pussy lips was clear as day, the seam digging in, making it impossible to miss. I stared for a second, frozen, my morning wood already half-hard under the blanket. My heart thudded in my chest, and I jerked my gaze away, swallowing hard.

I forced myself to sit up, shifting slowly so I didn’t let the blanket slip down. I kept it bunched in my lap, covering the obvious tent in the sheets. My throat was dry and scratchy. I reached for my phone on the nightstand, fumbling a little, and checked the time—6:11 a.m. I set it back down, careful not to glance at Presley again. My camera bag was propped by the desk, straps tangled, one lens cap half off. I ran a hand through my hair, dragging my fingers from my forehead back to the crown, trying to will myself to calm down and think about anything except Presley’s ass.

The room was quiet except for the steady rattle of the AC, the vent clicking as it cycled. I heard Presley shift behind me, the bedsprings creaking under her weight. I kept my back to her, focusing on the open zipper of my duffel bag. I rummaged through the clothes, pushing aside last night’s shirt and shorts, and found a clean pair of mesh shorts. I pulled them out, pinching the waistband between my thumb and forefinger, and stood up, the blanket still clutched with my other hand. I padded across the carpet, stepping over the pile of Presley’s discarded T-shirt and socks, and slipped into the bathroom, closing the door with a soft click.

I flicked on the light. The harsh fluorescent glare made my reflection look even worse—eyes puffy, hair sticking up in all directions, a faint crease from the pillow pressed into my cheek. I leaned over the sink, braced my hands on the edge, and turned the cold tap on full blast. I cupped my hands under the water, letting it run over my fingers until they stung, then splashed it onto my face, rubbing my eyes and cheeks. Droplets dripped down my neck, soaking the collar of my shirt. I grabbed the scratchy hotel towel from the rack and scrubbed my face dry, then stripped off my sleep shirt and boxers. I pulled on the clean mesh shorts, shaking them out first to make sure nothing was stuck inside, then tugged them up over my hips, adjusting the waistband so it sat straight. I pulled on a fresh T-shirt, threading my arms through the sleeves one at a time, and then bent to put on socks, rolling each one over my toes and heels, smoothing out the wrinkles. I jammed my feet into my running shoes, tightening the laces and double-knotting them.

When I came out, Presley was still asleep, sprawled even wider now, one leg bent up at the knee, the other stretched straight. Her shorts had ridden up even more, the crease of her thigh exposed where it met her hip, the fabric barely covering her at all. I looked away fast, grabbing my camera from where it leaned against the desk. I checked the battery, flipped open the memory card slot to make sure it was loaded, then slung the strap over my shoulder. I stuffed my phone in my pocket, grabbed my wallet and room key, and slipped out, pulling the door shut behind me as quietly as I could.

The hallway was empty, the carpet muffling my footsteps as I walked toward the elevator. I passed a couple of doors with muffled voices behind them, the sound of a shower running somewhere down the hall. I pressed the button for the elevator and waited, bouncing on the balls of my feet. When the doors slid open, I stepped inside, hit the button for the lobby, and watched the numbers tick down. My stomach rumbled. I tried to ignore the tightness in my shorts and focus on the day ahead.

Downstairs, the breakfast area was already filling up. The tables were crowded with other teams, half-awake parents, and kids in matching shirts. Brynn was at a table by the window, one leg tucked under her, a carton of orange juice in one hand. She scrolled her phone with the other, her thumb flicking fast. Her crop top was loose, the hem hanging off one shoulder, and the cut of her black shorts showed off most of her thighs, the fabric hugging her hips.

I walked over and dropped into the seat across from her, setting my camera on the table. Brynn glanced up, her eyes flicking over my face. “You look rough,” she said, grinning.

“Didn’t sleep much,” I muttered, rubbing my eyes with the heel of my hand.

She grinned wider. “Nerves?”

I shrugged, not trusting myself to say more. “Maybe. Big day.”

Brynn glanced at the clock on the wall, then back at her phone. “Bill’s already in the lobby. Kinsley’s getting ready. Zoey’s probably still in bed.”

I stood up and walked to the buffet, grabbing a paper cup and filling it with coffee from the carafe. The handle was hot, almost burning my fingers. I grabbed a stale-looking bagel from the tray, picked up a foil packet of cream cheese, and carried it back to the table. I peeled back the foil, smeared the cream cheese on the bagel with a plastic knife, and took a bite. The bread was tough, but the coffee was hot enough to keep me awake. I sipped it carefully, feeling the heat in my throat.

Brynn finished her juice, crumpling the carton and tossing it into the trash can by the wall. She stretched her arms overhead, her crop top riding up to show a strip of pale skin above her waistband. She checked her phone again, thumb tapping out a quick message.

Kinsley appeared a minute later, her mesh cover-up hanging loose over a blue bikini. Her hair was still damp from the shower, darkening the straps of her suit. She smiled at me, her eyes bright but a little nervous.

“Morning,” she said, her voice quiet.

Brynn jerked her thumb at the buffet. “Get food. You’ll need it.”

Kinsley nodded, set her bag down by the table, and walked to the buffet. She picked up a bowl, poured herself some cereal, and added milk. She moved carefully, her shoulders hunched, as if she was still waking up. She carried the bowl back to the table, set it down, and started eating, her spoon clinking against the side.

Zoey showed up last, her blonde hair wet and sticking to her neck. She wore a neon bikini top under a white tank, the fabric thin enough to show the bright color underneath. Her tiny cutoff shorts left her legs bare, sand still stuck to her calves from yesterday. She dropped into the seat next to Brynn, yawning, her mouth wide.

“You guys ready? I feel like I got hit by a truck,” she said, rubbing her eyes.

Brynn snorted, rolling her eyes. “You always say that.”

Zoey grinned, her eyes half-lidded. “Doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

Bill walked over, clipboard in hand, his polo shirt stretched tight across his stomach. He looked down at his notes, then at us. “Eat fast. First match is at eight. We’re on court three. Bring everything—no coming back for forgotten gear.”

Presley wandered in a minute later, her hair up in a messy bun, stray red strands sticking out in every direction. Her sports bra stretched across her chest, the black fabric tight, her nipples outlined clearly under the thin material. Her shorts were still riding high, the waistband twisted, the fabric wedged tight between her legs. She grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl and peeled it with one hand, her fingers working the skin down in quick jerks. She took a bite, chewing with her eyes barely open, and sank into the chair across from me, legs spread, banana in one hand, phone in the other.

I tried not to stare at the way her shorts hugged her hips, the fabric wedged so tight it looked painted on. I looked away, focusing on my coffee, but caught her smirking at me out of the corner of my eye.

“Anyone know who we’re playing?” she asked, her mouth full of banana.

Bill checked his clipboard, flipping the page. “Naples. They took second in their bracket last year. Big hitters, not a lot of defense. Play smart.”

Brynn nodded, shoveling the last of her cereal into her mouth. “We’ll run them around.”

Zoey stretched, reaching her arms overhead. Her tank rode up, showing the line of her abs and the bottom edge of her bikini top. “I’ll serve at their libero. She’s shaky.”

Kinsley looked nervous, picking at her cereal with her spoon, not really eating. Presley nudged her under the table with her foot, her toes tapping Kinsley’s shin.

“Don’t worry, kid. We got this.”

The girls finished eating, standing up one by one. Brynn grabbed her bag and slung it over her shoulder, then picked up the mesh sack of volleyballs, the balls thumping together inside. Zoey collected her water bottle and towel, tucking them under her arm. Kinsley wiped her mouth with a napkin, folded it carefully, and dropped it in the trash before picking up her backpack.

I slung my camera over my shoulder, adjusting the strap so it wouldn’t dig into my neck. I followed them out, Bill herding us through the lobby and out the glass doors into the parking lot. The sun was already high, the concrete hot under my shoes. The van was parked at the edge of the lot, baking in the heat. I could see the shimmer of air above the hood.

We piled in, the girls tossing their bags in the back. Presley took the passenger seat, propping her bare feet on the dash, her knees wide, shorts riding up even higher. I climbed into the back row, sliding over to make room for Kinsley. The seat was sticky from the heat.

The drive was quiet. Brynn scrolled through her phone, her thumb moving fast. Zoey leaned her head against the window, her eyes closed, hair falling over her face. Kinsley stared out at the palm trees flashing by, her fingers twisting the strap of her bag. Presley hummed along to the radio, tapping her fingers on the dash, her nails chipped and painted black.

At the tournament complex, the parking lot was packed. Teams in matching shirts carried coolers and umbrellas, groups clustered around the entrance, laughing and talking. The sand courts stretched out ahead, banners flapping in the breeze, voices echoing across the asphalt.

We unloaded, the girls slinging bags and towels over their shoulders. Brynn carried the mesh sack of volleyballs, the netting digging into her arm. Bill checked the schedule, squinting in the sun, his clipboard held up to shade his eyes.

“Court three. Warm up. Hydrate. Don’t wander.”

Brynn led the girls to a patch of grass near the court, tossing down towels in a rough circle. Zoey started stretching, folding forward to touch her toes, then lunging side to side. Presley pulled her tank off over her head, tossing it to the side, leaving her in just the sports bra and shorts. The fabric was so tight across her chest I could see the outline of her nipples, the black material stretched to its limit.

I raised my camera, adjusted the settings for the bright light, and started shooting photos. Brynn passed to Zoey, her arms outstretched, fingers spread. Kinsley set, her hands above her head, eyes locked on the ball. Presley jumped for a mock spike, her back arched, muscles flexed, hair flying behind her. The light was harsh, washing out the colors, but the action shots were sharp. I caught Zoey mid-jump, her blonde hair flying, Brynn diving for a low ball, Presley stretching, her stomach taut, the line of her shorts cutting high against her hip.

The announcer’s voice boomed over the speakers. “First matches begin in ten minutes. Teams, report to your assigned courts.”

Bill waved us over. “Let’s go.”

The girls stripped off their cover-ups, pulling shirts over their heads, letting them fall to the grass. They adjusted bikini tops, tugged straps straight, checked that their shorts were sitting right. Kinsley tightened her ankle brace, pulling the Velcro snug, flexing her foot to test it. Presley hooked her thumbs in her waistband and tugged her shorts down a little, then pulled them back up, the fabric snapping tight across her crotch. Her sports bra was so snug I could see the shape of her nipples through the black fabric.

The Naples team was already on the court, tall, tan girls in matching blue bikinis, stretching by the net. Brynn sized them up, her eyes sharp, lips pressed in a thin line.

“They look slow,” Zoey murmured, bouncing on her toes.

Presley rolled her shoulders, her muscles shifting under her skin. “Big girls always gas out.”

Kinsley looked nervous, fidgeting with her water bottle, twisting the cap on and off. Brynn put a hand on her shoulder, squeezing gently.

“Just play your game.”

The ref checked lineups, running his finger down the sheet, then blew his whistle. The girls took their positions, stepping onto the sand, feet already sinking into the hot grains. I moved along the sideline, camera ready, tracking each girl’s movements, catching every serve, every jump.

The first set was tight. Naples hit hard—deep serves, heavy spikes. Brynn called out plays, shouting instructions. Zoey dove for digs, arms outstretched, sand flying. Presley set up Kinsley for quick attacks, her hands moving fast, fingers splayed. Every point was a fight. The crowd pressed close to the ropes, people shouting, clapping, calling out names.

Brynn’s serve was sharp, slicing over the net. Zoey blocked at the net, her arms high, fingertips brushing the ball. Presley set Kinsley for a quick kill, the ball snapping down just inside the line. Naples answered with a pair of hard spikes, tying the score. The set went back and forth, neither team pulling ahead.

I kept my camera up, fingers curled tight around the grip, index finger ready on the shutter. I tracked Brynn sprinting across the sand, her legs pumping, arms swinging as she launched herself up, hands splayed wide to block the ball. I followed Zoey as she dropped low, knees bent, arms out, rolling sideways through the sand, her body twisting, hair flying behind her as she kept her eyes on the ball. Presley arched her back, arms reaching high above her head, fingers spread, tracking the ball for a set. I focused in as Kinsley dove, arms extended, body parallel to the ground, her hands just under the ball as she scooped it up, sand spraying out from under her forearms. Sweat ran in rivulets down their bodies, catching on their skin, mixing with the sand that clung to their thighs, bellies, and shoulders. I zoomed in, catching every muscle flex, every grain of sand stuck to their calves and knees.

At 20-20, I could feel the tension in my own chest. Brynn stood back at the line, ball in hand, eyes narrowed. She bounced the ball once, twice, then tossed it up, swinging her arm through and sending it over the net with a hard, flat serve. The Naples girl lunged, arms together, but the pass skidded sideways off her forearms. Zoey dove, arms out, body stretched, fingers brushing the ball just before it hit the sand. She popped it up. Presley was already moving, feet digging into the sand, arms bent as she angled under the ball, hands forming the triangle for a set. She flicked her wrists, sending the ball high and tight to the net. Kinsley sprinted forward, took one last long stride, leaped, and swung her arm down the line. The ball smacked the sand just inside the tape. Point, Aces.

The girls immediately huddled, arms looping around each other’s waists and shoulders, breathing hard, chests rising and falling. Their skin was flushed, hair plastered to their foreheads, sand stuck to their stomachs and thighs. They didn’t say anything, just looked at each other, eyes wide, mouths open, adrenaline still buzzing. One more point.

Brynn took a deep breath, wiped her hands on her shorts, and stepped back to serve again. She bounced the ball, eyes locked on the far court, tossed it up, and hit it deep. The Naples girl barely got her hands under it, the ball wobbling over the net. Zoey charged forward, bent her knees, and jumped, arms up, fingers spread, but the ball clipped the top of her hands and dropped straight down on their side. Game.

There was a half-second of stunned silence, then the girls exploded. Brynn threw both arms in the air, fists clenched, mouth open in a yell. Zoey tackled her from the side, wrapping her arms around Brynn’s waist and knocking her sideways into the sand. Presley lunged at Kinsley, grabbing her in a bear hug, lifting her a few inches off the ground before dropping her back down. Sand flew up around their feet as they jumped and spun, laughing, hair flying, legs tangled together. I kept shooting, finger tapping the shutter, catching Brynn’s wild grin, Zoey’s hair sticking to her sweaty cheek, Presley’s flushed face, Kinsley’s eyes squeezed shut as she laughed.

Bill waved them over, holding out water bottles. The girls jogged over, grabbing bottles from his hands, twisting the caps off and chugging, water running down their chins. “Good work. Take five,” he said, voice steady. The girls flopped down onto their towels, legs sprawled out, some on their backs, some propped up on elbows. Presley lay flat, chest rising and falling, her sports bra soaked through, the outline of her nipples clearly visible under the dark fabric. She didn’t bother covering up, just let her arms fall to her sides, eyes half-closed.

Zoey and Brynn sat side by side, arms slung around each other’s shoulders, laughing about something, sand stuck in streaks to their thighs and calves. I lifted the camera, focused in on their faces, snapped a shot, then another, catching the way their hair clung to their temples and their teeth flashed when they smiled. Kinsley sat a little apart, cross-legged, grinning, cheeks flushed a deep pink from the sun and exertion.

Presley rolled onto her side, propping her head up with one hand, her chest still heaving. She caught me looking, smirked, and stretched both arms overhead, arching her back. Her shorts rode up even higher on her hips, exposing the curve of her ass and the crease where her thigh met her hip. “Get that shot, Owen,” she said, voice teasing.

I lifted the camera, tried to keep my hands steady, and took a quick photo, forcing myself not to stare too long at the way her nipples pressed against the damp fabric or the strip of skin above her waistband.

Bill checked his clipboard, squinting down at the schedule. “Second match in thirty. Jacksonville, court five.” The girls groaned, but started moving. Brynn stood first, rolling her shoulders, then led the others through a quick series of stretches. She stepped forward, lunged deep, left knee bent, right leg stretched back, hands on her hips. Presley followed, dropping into a lunge, then rubbing at her calves with both hands, digging her thumbs into the muscle. Zoey bounced on her toes, arms swinging at her sides, shaking out her legs. Kinsley tugged at the straps of her bikini top, pulling the fabric up, then rolling her shoulders back, tension showing in the stiff line from her neck to her arms.

We moved over to court five. The crowd was bigger now, people packed along the sidelines, some standing, some sitting on coolers or folding chairs. The Jacksonville team was already warming up at the net, girls in matching green bikinis, tall and athletic, ponytails swinging as they jumped and blocked. I watched Brynn pull the team in close, her voice low and steady. “They hit hard. Watch the line.” Presley nodded, eyes narrowed. “Stay sharp.”

The ref called them over. The girls stripped off their tank tops, tossing them onto their towels. Presley hooked her thumbs under the band of her sports bra, tugged it up, then adjusted the straps over her shoulders, making sure the fabric sat flat against her chest. Zoey bent down, fingers working the knot at the side of her shorts, pulling it tighter, then double-knotting it. Brynn stood at the end line, bouncing a ball from hand to hand, eyes locked on the far side. Kinsley stretched both arms overhead, fingers laced, pushing her palms up to the sky, back arching.

The match started rough. Jacksonville’s server stepped up, tossed the ball, and sent it deep, hard and flat. Brynn and Kinsley both dropped back, feet digging into the sand, knees bent, arms out, but the ball sailed between them, forcing Brynn to dive, arms outstretched, fingers barely brushing the ball. Zoey dropped to her knees, scooping the ball up, then scrambled to her feet, set her hands, and popped it up for Presley. Presley hustled, feet moving quick, hands up, fingers forming the triangle, setting the ball high and tight. Kinsley charged, swung, but Jacksonville’s blocker was already up, arms over the net, sending the ball back down. The Aces scrambled, but Jacksonville kept the pressure up, spiking hard, blocking at the net.

Brynn finally broke through, hammering a spike down the sideline, her arm swinging through, body twisting with the effort. Zoey got up for a block, hands high, fingers splayed, knocking the ball back into the Jacksonville court. Kinsley tipped a ball over the block, just barely clearing the net, but Jacksonville answered every point, never letting up.

The first set ended 21-19, Jacksonville. The girls stumbled off the court, breathing hard, sweat running down their faces and arms, dripping off their chins. Brynn frowned, unscrewing her water bottle and chugging half of it before wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. “We’re letting them get too many free balls.” Zoey nodded, her jaw tight, eyes narrowed. “We have to serve tougher.” Presley grabbed a towel, wiped her face and chest, then tossed it aside. “Stay in it.”

The second set started. The Aces pushed hard, Brynn’s serve sharp and deep, Zoey blocking at the net, Presley setting Kinsley for a quick kill. The crowd was loud, people shouting, clapping, calling out names. I kept my camera up, tracking every movement, every jump, every dive.

At 18-18, the match was tied. Jacksonville served, the ball skidding low. Brynn dropped to her knees, arms out, digging it up. Zoey was already moving, setting her hands, popping the ball up. Presley took two quick steps, swung her arm through, and spiked down the line. Point, Aces.

Jacksonville answered with two hard spikes, tying it up again. The last few points stretched out, every rally long, every shot contested. At 22-21, Jacksonville served. Brynn dove, arms out, digging up the ball. Zoey set, Presley swung, but Jacksonville’s blocker was there, arms up, sending the ball straight down at their feet. Game.

The girls stood, barely moving, breathing hard, sweat running down their bodies. Brynn looked pissed, lips pressed together, eyes narrowed. Zoey paced by the net, arms crossed, hair falling in her face. Presley sat on her towel, head in her hands, elbows on her knees. Kinsley sat beside her, knees pulled to her chest, arms wrapped around her shins.

Bill called them over, voice firm. “You played hard. That was a tough team. You made mistakes, but you fought for every point. Forget it. Next match is in two hours. You’re in the lower bracket now. Play smart, play together. You can still win this.” Brynn nodded, wiping her face with her forearm. “We’ll get it back.” Kinsley turned to her, voice soft. “You okay?” Brynn forced a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Yeah. I’m pissed, but I’ll get over it.”

Zoey kept pacing, arms wrapped tight around her middle, eyes on the ground. Presley sat quietly, plucking at the grass between her toes, not looking up.

I grabbed my camera, crouched down, and shot a few candid moments. Kinsley and Brynn sat close, knees almost touching, sharing a bottle of water. Kinsley laughed at something Brynn said, her face bright, eyes shining. Zoey kept pacing, hair falling over her eyes, shoulders hunched. Presley stared out at the sand, eyes distant, fingers picking at the grass.

The girls regrouped, pulling on cover-ups, grabbing snacks from the cooler. Brynn and Kinsley started joking about the mascot from earlier, miming its wobble, laughing about how it almost fell over during the halftime show. Kinsley’s laugh was sharp and bright, her cheeks flushed, eyes alive.

Zoey sat by herself, knees pulled up, arms wrapped around her legs, staring out at the courts. I focused my lens on her profile, catching the way the sunlight caught the edge of her blonde hair, the line of her nose, the way her eyes tracked the game in the distance.

The afternoon dragged. The Aces fought hard in the lower bracket, scraping out a win against Pensacola, then losing to Miami. Every point was a battle; Brynn dove for digs, Zoey blocked at the net, Presley set Kinsley for quick attacks, but fatigue showed in every movement. The losses weighed heavy. By the end of the day, the sun was low, the air cooling off. Bill gathered the girls by the van. “Let’s get ice cream,” he said. “You earned it.”

No one argued. We piled into the van, girls slumped in the seats, sweat drying on their skin, sand stuck to the backs of their legs. Presley leaned her head against the window, eyes closed, arms folded under her chest. Brynn scrolled through her phone, thumb flicking the screen. Zoey sat in the back, forehead pressed to the glass, eyes on the water.

Bill drove us to a beachside ice cream stand, a little shack with a blue awning and a line of kids in swimsuits. The girls tumbled out, feet dragging, and lined up at the window. Brynn ordered mint chip, the green ice cream already melting down the side of the cone. Kinsley picked strawberry, pink and glossy, licking it as soon as she got it. Zoey went for chocolate, thick and dark, scooping it into her mouth with the little plastic spoon. Presley got a double scoop of vanilla with rainbow sprinkles, licking the top, then biting into the cone.

We walked down to the sand, the sun setting over the water, sky streaked orange and pink. The girls sat on a low concrete wall, ice cream dripping onto their hands. Brynn nudged Kinsley with her elbow. “You almost took out that ref with your serve.” Kinsley giggled, strawberry ice cream melting down her fingers. “He jumped out of the way.” Presley licked her cone, eyes half-closed, legs stretched out in front of her. “That Miami girl tried to spike on me and missed by a mile.” Zoey grinned, chocolate smeared on her lips. “She was scared of you.”

I raised my camera, focused, and snapped a group shot. Presley’s vanilla cone was already dripping onto her chest, a thin line of white running down between her breasts, soaking into the fabric of her sports bra. Brynn’s mint chip was melting fast, green streaks running over her knuckles. Kinsley’s strawberry was half gone, the pink ice cream smeared around her mouth. Zoey’s chocolate was thick on her lips, a dark line across her cheek.

“Smile,” I said. They all looked up, grinning, hair windblown, cheeks flushed from the sun. Brynn leaned into Kinsley, Presley stuck out her tongue, Zoey made a face, Kinsley tried to hide behind her cone. I caught it all, the four of them together, laughing, ice cream melting, sunset behind them.

We sat there for a while, watching the sun dip below the horizon, the sky fading to purple. The girls talked about the games, the teams, the mistakes, the things they wanted to fix. Brynn ran through strategy, already planning for next time. Zoey was quieter, eyes on the water. Presley leaned back on her elbows, legs crossed at the ankles, staring at the waves. Kinsley finished her ice cream, licked her fingers clean, then wiped her hands on her thighs, looking content.

Bill called us back to the van. The girls stood, tossing napkins in the trash, brushing sand off their legs, some using the backs of their hands, some just slapping at their calves. We piled in, tired but a little lighter.

Back at the hotel, everyone scattered to their rooms. Presley flopped onto her bed, shorts still riding high, sports bra stretched tight across her chest, the fabric pulled taut over her breasts. She scrolled through her phone, eyes half-closed, one hand resting on her stomach, fingers splayed.

“Everyone is going to the pool. You wanna come?” she asked, not looking up.

“Yeah,” I said, plugging my camera into my laptop, watching the files transfer, every image from the day lined up on the screen.


CHAPTER 7

The pool sat in a courtyard behind the hotel, boxed in by a low white fence and a few drooping palm trees. The white paint on the fence was chipped in places, and the palm fronds hung limp, their tips brushing the concrete. The sun was long gone, leaving behind a purple haze that hovered above the rooftops and the steady glare of the pool lights. The water glowed an artificial blue, ripples catching the light and throwing it up along the stucco walls. I trailed behind the girls, camera bag slung over my shoulder, the strap digging into my collarbone. My flip-flops slapped against the concrete with each step, sticking a little where the ground was still wet from the day’s swimmers.

Brynn led the way, her stride loose and confident. Before we even made it through the gate, she was already grabbing the hem of her crop top and peeling it off over her head. She let the top dangle from her fingers for a second, then tossed it onto a lounge chair without looking. Her hands went straight to the button of her shorts. She popped it open, dragged the zipper down, and shoved the shorts down her hips in one quick motion. They slid past her thighs and dropped to her ankles. She stepped out of them, toes flexing against the cold concrete, and left them in a heap next to the chair. She didn’t hesitate. She jogged to the pool’s edge, bent her knees, and dove in head-first, arms slicing a clean line through the water. She barely made a splash, her body vanishing into the blue with just a ripple.

Presley followed, a grin already spreading across her face. She grabbed the waistband of her shorts and shoved them down, letting them fall to the ground. She peeled off her T-shirt, crossed her arms to yank it up and over her head, and tossed it on top of Brynn’s pile. She stepped right up to the edge, toes curled over the tile, and looked back at me. Her eyes were bright, catching the pool light, and her mouth twisted up in a smirk. Then she crouched, grabbed her knees, and launched herself into the air, tucking her legs to her chest. She hit the water with a cannonball, sending a sheet of water flying up and out. The splash exploded everywhere, slapping the surface and spraying Brynn, who had just surfaced.

Brynn came up sputtering, water streaming down her face. She coughed, blinking the water out of her eyes, and wiped her hands across her forehead. “Presley, you animal!” she said, her voice half-laugh, half-choke.

Presley popped up a few feet away, red hair slicked back and stuck to her neck. She laughed, water beading on her cheeks. “That’s how you make an entrance,” she said, pushing her hair back with both hands.

Kinsley hovered by the hot tub, arms wrapped tight around her stomach. The mesh cover-up she wore clung to her skin, the blue bikini underneath visible through the fabric. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, toes pointed in, glancing at the bubbling water. Zoey, in a neon string bikini that nearly glowed under the pool lights, walked over to her. She nudged Kinsley with her hip, making her stumble a little.

“Come on, Kins. Hot tub’s calling our names,” Zoey said. She hooked her thumbs under the straps of her tank top and pulled it up, wriggling her shoulders free, then tossed it on the pile with the others. The neon bikini top hugged her breasts, the thin strings digging into her skin.

Kinsley hesitated, arms still wrapped around herself. “Is it really hot?” she asked, eyeing the steam rising from the water.

Zoey grinned, her teeth flashing white. “Only one way to find out.” She reached out, grabbed Kinsley’s hand, and tugged her closer to the hot tub. Kinsley’s feet shuffled along the concrete, her cover-up fluttering around her thighs.

I set my camera bag on a dry lounge chair, the metal frame cold under my fingers. I unzipped the bag and pulled out my camera. The lens immediately fogged over in the sticky humidity. I wiped it down with the hem of my shirt, rubbing in slow circles until the glass cleared. I brought the camera up to my face and started shooting, using my thumb to adjust the focus ring.

The girls were all in their element. Brynn floated on her back in the middle of the pool, arms spread wide, legs drifting apart. Her green eyes were closed, her chest rising and falling as she drifted. The water pressed her bikini top flat against her chest, outlining the curves of her breasts, the fabric stretched tight. Presley treading water nearby, her arms cutting slow circles, hair fanned out around her shoulders. Zoey sat on the edge of the hot tub, feet dangling in, toes flexing under the bubbles. Kinsley perched next to her, knees drawn up, hands gripping the edge. I snapped a shot of Brynn, zooming in on her face, the way her hair floated around her head like a halo.

Presley swam up behind Brynn and, without warning, shoved her under. Brynn disappeared beneath the surface. Both of them came up laughing, water streaming down their faces, hair plastered to their cheeks.

“Get in here, Owen!” Presley called, flicking water in my direction with a quick sweep of her hand.

I shook my head, camera still in hand. “I’m working,” I said, keeping my finger on the shutter.

Brynn grinned, flipping onto her stomach. She kicked her legs, sending a small wave toward the edge. “You can’t hide behind that thing forever,” she said, her voice echoing off the water.

I kept shooting. Presley did another cannonball, tucking her knees tight and exploding into the water. Brynn retaliated by splashing her, cupping her hands and sending a spray right at Presley’s face. Kinsley dipped a toe into the hot tub, her face twisted in anticipation, then jerked her foot back. Zoey slid in next to her, lowering herself inch by inch, arms braced on the edge. The steam from the hot tub curled around their shoulders, making their hair frizz and curl. The bubbles frothed around their waists, obscuring the lower half of their bodies.

Zoey leaned back, arms stretched along the edge of the hot tub, her chest just above the water. The neon straps of her bikini pressed into her skin, her breasts pushed up by the bubbling water. “This is heaven. I might never leave,” she said, head tilted back, eyes closed.

Kinsley slid in next to her, lowering herself slowly. She let out a long sigh, her shoulders sinking down until the water hit just below her collarbones. “My legs are dead. I can’t feel my calves,” she said, voice muffled by the steam.

Zoey grinned, nudging her with an elbow. “That’s the price of greatness,” she said, shifting her hips so her thigh pressed against Kinsley’s.

Kinsley closed her eyes, letting the bubbles hit her shoulders. “Worth it,” she said, a faint smile on her lips.

Brynn swam to the edge of the pool and grabbed the side, her fingers curling over the rough tile. She looked over at the hot tub, water dripping from her chin. “How’s the hot tub?” she asked, kicking her legs behind her.

Zoey called back, “Perfect. You coming in?”

“In a minute,” Brynn said, pushing off the wall and gliding back toward the middle. Her arms stretched in front of her, hands slicing through the water, legs fluttering behind.

Presley swam up to the edge where I stood, water dripping off her arms, droplets running down her forearms and collecting at her elbows before falling to the concrete. She looked up at me, gray eyes shining in the pool light. Her bikini top was plastered to her chest, the thin fabric almost transparent where it clung to her nipples.

“You getting in or what?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

I hesitated, glancing down at my cargo shorts. “I didn’t bring a suit.”

She rolled her eyes, flicking water at my shins. “Just go in your shorts. It’s a hotel pool, not the Olympics.”

I looked down at my shorts, then shrugged. I kicked off my flip-flops, sliding them back with my heel until they hit the chair leg. “Fine. You win,” I said.

Presley grinned, pushing away from the wall with both hands. “You’ll regret it if you don’t,” she said, paddling backwards.

I set my camera gently on a dry chair, making sure it was balanced and not close to the edge. I peeled off my shirt, tugging it up over my head and dropping it on top of my camera bag. I stepped to the edge, toes curling over the tile, the water looking colder than it probably was. I bent my knees, took a breath, and jumped in feet first. The water closed over my head, cold against my skin. I kicked to the surface, sputtering, water running down my face and into my eyes.

Presley immediately splashed me in the face, cupping both hands and sending a wave at my head. “Welcome to the party,” she said, flashing a grin, her teeth catching the light.

Brynn swam over, bumping my shoulder with hers. Her skin was cool and slick from the water. “You’re officially one of us now,” she said, her lips curving up.

I wiped water from my eyes, blinking. “Does that mean I get a raise?”

Presley snorted, flicking water at me with her fingers. “You’re lucky we let you in at all.”

Brynn grinned, then floated onto her back again, arms spread wide, legs drifting apart. “This is the best part of any tournament. Win or lose, pool time,” she said, her voice dreamy.

Presley nodded, treading water next to her. “No sand in your ass. No refs. Just water.” Her bikini top clung to her breasts, the fabric nearly see-through, nipples dark against the wet material.

I glanced over at the hot tub. Zoey and Kinsley were deep in conversation, heads tilted close, steam rising around them. Zoey’s blonde hair clung to her neck, the neon strings of her bikini floating behind her in the churning water. Kinsley’s cheeks were flushed, her knees drawn up to her chest just under the surface, arms wrapped around her shins.

Brynn poked me with a toe, her foot pressing into my thigh under the water. “You want to play?” she asked.

I looked at her. “Play what?”

She grinned, teeth flashing. “Pool volleyball. Presley versus you and me.”

Presley laughed, pushing her wet hair out of her face. “That’s not fair. I’ll crush you both.”

Brynn shrugged, treading water. “We’ll see.”

Presley grabbed a foam ball from the pool deck, reaching up and snagging it with one wet hand. She tossed it to me. The ball was slick and squishy, water dripping off the surface. “You’re on my team, Owen. Brynn, you and the wall.”

Brynn rolled her eyes, flipping her hair back. “Fine. I’ll still win.”

We spread out in the shallow end, moving through the water until we were lined up on either side of the floating pool divider. It stretched between the ladders, a thin plastic rope with blue and white floats acting as a net. Presley served first, tossing the ball high into the air with both hands. She slapped it overhand, her palm smacking the foam and sending it arcing toward Brynn.

Brynn dove, her body cutting through the water, and slapped the ball back with her open hand, sending a spray of water up. I lunged for it, arms outstretched, and managed to smack it toward Presley. She caught it one-handed, her fingers sinking into the foam, and sent it flying back over the divider. The water made everything harder. Every jump sent me drifting backward, legs kicking to keep myself upright. Every hit was a struggle, arms heavy, water dragging at my skin.

Brynn was relentless. She dove for every shot, arms churning, water splashing up around her shoulders. Presley grinned, hair plastered to her face, chest bouncing above the waterline each time she jumped. I stole a glance at her. Her black bikini top was nearly see-through in the pool lights, the fabric clinging to her breasts, nipples hard and visible through the wet material.

Presley caught me looking and smirked. “Eyes up, Owen.”

I grinned, flicking the water off my fingers as I caught the ball and sent it back over the sagging “net” strung between the pool ladders. I watched it arc, droplets spinning off, then Brynn lunged for it. She kicked hard, arms slicing through the water, but the ball sailed just past her reach. Her fingertips grazed the side, then the ball slapped down into the water with a splash, sending a wave toward the edge.

Presley pumped a fist above the surface, water streaming down her forearm. “Point for us.”

Brynn stuck her tongue out, still treading water in the middle of the pool. “Lucky shot.”

We kept playing, moving through the water, the ball flying back and forth. I focused on tracking it, arms out, legs kicking beneath me to keep afloat. Every time the ball came my way, I cupped my hands, feeling the slick rubber slap against my palms before pushing it upwards and over the invisible net. Sometimes it’d veer off, splashing one of the girls, and they’d yell or laugh. When Brynn missed a shot, she’d dive under and pop up again, hair plastered to her forehead, grinning. Presley kept calling out the score, though I lost track after a few points, too busy dodging the ball and the splashes that followed every miss.

The pool lights cut through the water, reflecting off the surface and making everything shimmer. Shadows from the fence flickered along the edge, broken by each ripple. When I ducked underwater to avoid a wild throw, I opened my eyes and saw legs kicking, bodies moving, bubbles streaming up around me. I surfaced, blinking water out of my eyes, and tried not to inhale a mouthful as Brynn sent a wave my way, laughing.

I glanced over at the hot tub, taking a breath and wiping water off my face. Zoey and Kinsley were still there, Zoey’s arms stretched out along the tile edge, her head tilted back. Kinsley was next to her, leaning back with her eyes closed, her blonde hair floating around her shoulders where the bubbles lapped at her skin. Zoey turned her head, said something I couldn’t hear, then reached over and grabbed the knot at the back of Kinsley’s bikini top.

Kinsley squeaked, jerking upright, and slapped Zoey’s hand away. “Stop it!”

Zoey just grinned, not letting go. She tugged harder, knuckles white, and the knot slipped loose. Kinsley’s top sagged, the straps sliding down her arms. She yelped, one hand clutching her chest, and in the same instant, she pushed herself down into the churning water. I caught a quick flash of pale skin, the curve of her breast above the foam, and then she disappeared, submerged to her chin, bubbles hiding everything.

Zoey held the bikini top above her head, waving it like a trophy. “Whoops!”

Kinsley’s voice came up muffled through the bubbles. “Zoey! Give it back!”

Brynn stopped paddling, turning in the water to look at the hot tub. She treaded water, arms circling, hair slicked back. “What’s going on?”

Zoey stood, still grinning, and tossed Kinsley’s bikini top onto the pool deck. It landed just out of reach, a wet tangle of straps on the concrete.

“If you want it, come get it,” Zoey called, laughing.

Kinsley glared at her, chin barely above the bubbling surface. Her cheeks were flushed, eyes darting between the bikini top and Zoey.

“You’re the worst,” she muttered, voice tight.

Brynn swam to the edge, hoisted herself out of the pool, and stood, water streaming down her body in rivulets. She padded over to the hot tub, drops splattering on the pavement, and bent to pick up the bikini top. She dangled it from two fingers, holding it over Kinsley’s head.

“Need this?” Brynn teased, swinging it just out of reach.

Kinsley reached up, still crouched in the water, shoulders hunched to keep herself hidden. “Yes! Give it.”

Brynn leaned forward, letting Kinsley snatch the top from her hand. “You two are ridiculous.” She shook her head, laughing, then straightened up.

Kinsley shot a look at me, eyes wide, mouth pressed in a line. “Owen, you better not have seen anything!”

I held up both hands, treading water in the middle of the pool. “Didn’t see a thing, I swear.” I kept my face straight, even though I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks.

Zoey slid deeper into the hot tub, bubbles swirling around her. “He’s lying,” she said, her grin widening.

Kinsley glared at her, then ducked under the water, disappearing for a moment. She surfaced a second later, hair plastered to her forehead, bikini top back in place. Her cheeks were bright pink, and she tugged the straps tight, making sure everything was covered.

Presley swam over to me, bumping my shoulder with hers. Her skin was slick from the water, and I felt the cool press of her arm against mine. “You okay?”

I nodded, still grinning. “Never a dull moment.”

She laughed, flicking water at my face with her fingers. Droplets landed on my cheeks and chest. “That’s what you signed up for.”

Brynn slid back into the pool, lowering herself in with both hands on the edge, then shaking out her hair as she surfaced. “You two done with the strip show?” she called, water running down her arms and chest.

Zoey stretched her arms overhead, arching her back so her tank top rode up, exposing a sliver of her stomach above the water. “For now.”

Kinsley slid out of the hot tub, water pouring off her body in streams. She grabbed a towel from the stack on a nearby chair and wrapped it around her shoulders, pulling it tight across her chest. She shot me another look, but her lips were twitching, trying not to smile.

Presley swam up next to her, propping herself on the edge of the pool, elbows on the concrete. “You good?”

Kinsley nodded, hugging the towel tighter. “I’m fine. Just cold.”

Zoey climbed out of the hot tub, grabbing her tank and pulling it over her head. She tugged it down, the wet fabric clinging to her skin. “You’re such a prude, Kins.”

Kinsley stuck her tongue out, then adjusted the towel. “You’re such a brat, Zoey.”

Brynn floated on her back, arms out, eyes closed, drifting toward the deep end. Presley ducked under, then popped up and grabbed Brynn’s ankle, yanking her under. Brynn sputtered as she surfaced, water streaming from her nose and mouth, laughing and splashing Presley back.

I moved to the edge, planted both hands on the warm concrete, and hauled myself out of the pool. Water poured off my shorts and legs, pooling at my feet. I grabbed my towel, slung it over my shoulders, and reached for my camera. The lens was fogged with droplets, so I wiped it carefully with the edge of my towel, making sure it was dry before powering it on. I snapped a few shots: Kinsley wrapped in her towel, eyes narrowed at Zoey; Zoey grinning, hair dripping down her back; Presley and Brynn still wrestling in the water, arms tangled, both laughing.

Presley climbed out of the pool next, planting her hands on the deck and swinging her legs up. Water streamed down her thighs and calves, her bikini top clinging tight across her chest, outlining the shape of her breasts. She squeezed water from her hair, twisting it between her hands, then flopped onto a lounge chair, stretching her arms overhead. Her bikini bottom was just a thin strip of black fabric cutting across her hips, the rest of her ass bare against the chair.

Brynn followed, climbing out and dropping onto the chair next to Presley. Her legs sprawled out, feet hanging off the end, chest rising and falling as she caught her breath. Her bikini top was askew, the fabric pulled taut over her breasts, a hint of underboob showing as she stretched.

Zoey sat on the edge of the hot tub, feet dangling in the water. She leaned back on her hands, looking up at the sky. “We should do this every night after a tournament.”

Brynn nodded, eyes still closed. “Best way to recover.”

Kinsley wrapped her towel tighter, sitting cross-legged on her chair, knees pulled up to her chest. “As long as Zoey keeps her hands to herself.”

Zoey grinned, lunged for Kinsley’s towel, fingers grabbing at the edge. “No promises.”

Kinsley squealed, scooting away on the chair, but Zoey let her go, laughing and dropping back onto her own seat.

Presley leaned back, eyes closed, arms folded behind her head. “We should order food. I’m starving.”

Brynn groaned, rolling her head to the side. “We ate two hours ago.”

Presley shrugged, not opening her eyes. “I burn calories faster than you.”

Zoey looked over at me, her tank top still sticking to her skin. “Owen, you hungry?”

I shook my head, grabbing the towel and rubbing it over my hair. “I’m good.”

She grinned, teeth flashing. “You’re always good.”

Kinsley rolled her eyes, shifting on her chair. “He’s just trying to avoid being caught in the crossfire.”

Brynn stretched, arms overhead, fingers laced together. Her bikini top slid up just enough to show the curve of her underboob, the pale skin catching the pool light.

“We should get room service. Or ice cream,” she said, letting her arms drop.

Presley cracked one eye open, looking over. “You just had ice cream.”

Brynn grinned, not missing a beat. “I could eat more.”

Zoey slid off the hot tub, grabbing her towel and wrapping it around her waist. She tucked the edge in and shivered. “Let’s go inside. I’m freezing.”

Presley stood, squeezing more water from her hair, twisting it until drops splattered on the concrete. “Last one in is buying breakfast.”

Brynn groaned, grabbing her towel and wrapping it around her shoulders. “Not it!”

Kinsley scooped up her things, clutching her towel tight, and hurried toward the door, Zoey right behind her. Presley and Brynn followed, towels trailing behind them, bare feet slapping on the wet pavement. I grabbed my camera, checked the lens one more time, then slung it and my bag over my shoulder as I trailed after the girls.

Inside, the hotel lobby was quiet, the carpet still damp from other swimmers. We padded across it, towels wrapped tight, water dripping from our hair and bodies. Presley leaned against the wall by the elevator, eyes half-closed, arms folded. Brynn scrolled through her phone, thumb moving fast over the screen. Zoey hummed something tuneless, swinging her towel by one corner. Kinsley stood near the buttons, staring at the floor, one hand gripping her towel at her throat.

The elevator doors slid open, and we piled inside. Presley nudged me with her elbow, leaning close. “You get any good shots?”

I nodded, flipping through the camera, scrolling past the last few photos. “A few. I’ll send them to you.”

She grinned, lips parted. “Make sure I look hot.”

Brynn snorted, not looking up from her phone. “You always look hot.”

Presley tossed her hair, water droplets scattering against the elevator wall. “I know.”

Zoey laughed, pushing past them as the doors opened on our floor. “I call first shower.”

Kinsley shook her head, stepping out. “I need it more.”

Brynn shrugged, tucking her phone away. “I’ll use the other one.”

We shuffled down the hall, towels trailing, feet slapping against the carpet. Presley lagged behind, glancing over her shoulder at me.

“You coming?” she asked, pausing by the room door.

I nodded, following her inside. She dropped her towel on the floor, water pooling around it, then flopped onto her bed, grabbing her phone from the nightstand.

“You editing tonight?” she asked, rolling onto her stomach.

I nodded, plugging the camera into my laptop, fingers moving over the keys. “Just for a bit.”

She grinned, rolling onto her side, one leg bent, the other stretched out behind her. “Don’t stay up too late.”

I smiled, watching her as she closed her eyes, chest rising and falling slow and steady, her bikini top still damp and clinging to her skin.

The pool had taken the edge off everyone’s nerves. The girls were tired, but lighter—laughing, teasing, the losses from earlier already fading. I scrolled through the photos: Brynn floating, arms out; Presley grinning, hair slicked back; Kinsley wrapped in her towel, face half-hidden; Zoey splashing in the hot tub, tank top clinging to her breasts. The likes started rolling in almost immediately after I posted.

Presley yawned, tossing her phone aside, the screen going dark as it hit the blanket. “Long day.”

I nodded, shutting my laptop, the fan whirring down. “You played hard.”

She smiled, eyes closing. “You make us look good.”

I lay back on my bed, staring up at the ceiling. The image of the girls in the pool—bare skin, laughter, the glint of water on their bodies—burned into my mind.


CHAPTER 8

The van’s AC sputtered out a thin stream of lukewarm air that barely did anything against the Florida heat, even though it was only early afternoon as we pulled out of Tampa. Sweat stuck the back of my T-shirt to the vinyl seat. The girls were sprawled across the rows, limbs tangled, bags jammed under their feet and knees. A half-empty Gatorade bottle rolled under the seat in front of me every time Bill took a curve. The leftover adrenaline from the last match had already started to drain out of everyone, leaving us slumped and silent, exhaustion settling in.

I sat in the back row, pressed up against the window, my camera bag wedged upright between my feet. The zipper was half undone, and I could see the corner of my backup lens peeking out. Brynn’s duffel bag, faded blue with duct tape on one end, was wedged up against my knees. The bag dug into my shins every time the van hit a bump, but I didn’t bother moving it. Brynn was slouched beside me, her long legs stretched out, one heel resting on the edge of my seat. Her head lolled back, eyes half-closed, but she wasn’t asleep. The short, sweat-damp hair at the nape of her neck stuck to her skin, and her tank top had slid off one shoulder.

Zoey’s voice cut through the quiet, sudden and sharp. “Anyone got gum?”

Presley, up in the middle row, didn’t even open her eyes. She reached into the pocket of her shorts, rummaged around, and tossed a crumpled pack over her shoulder. The green foil hit the seat in front of Zoey and bounced onto her lap.

“Last piece. Don’t eat it all,” Presley muttered, head rolling to the side.

Zoey tore open the pack, peeled the single stick of gum from the wrapper, and popped it in her mouth. She chewed with her mouth open, slow and exaggerated, making it loud enough for everyone to hear. The wet, sticky sound filled the van. Brynn groaned, shifting in her seat, pushing her shoulder harder against the window as if she could escape the noise. Her elbow nudged Kinsley, who was wedged between Brynn and Zoey, knees drawn up, her bare feet tucked under her. Kinsley just blinked and kept staring out the window.

Bill’s voice drifted back from the driver’s seat, gravelly and casual. “You girls did good. Second place in Tampa, that’s nothing to sneeze at.”

Brynn muttered, her voice low and rough, “I still think we could’ve taken that last set.”

Presley stretched her legs out, pushing her sneakers up onto the dash. She flexed her ankles, toes pointing and curling, then crossed her feet at the ankles. “You say that every time.”

Kinsley, still staring out the window, pressed her forehead to the glass. “I liked the medals. Even if they spelled our name wrong.”

I grinned, the memory fresh. The medals were cheap, palm tree-shaped, the kind of dull silver that looked more like tin. “ACES” was stamped crookedly on the back, the S only half there, like it had been scraped off by the machine. Earlier, I’d caught Zoey pretending to bite hers like she was on a podium, eyes wide, mouth open, medal between her teeth. I’d snapped the photo, the sunlight catching the sweat on her cheek and the chipped blue polish on her fingernails.

Presley twisted in her seat, turning enough so she could glance back at me through the gap between the headrests. Her hair was pulled into a messy bun, a few strands stuck to her forehead. “You get good shots?”

“Plenty,” I said, tapping the camera bag with my toe. “You want to see?”

She shook her head, eyelids drooping, her chin tucked against her chest. “Later. I need sleep more than I need validation.”

Brynn snorted, picking at a scab on her knee. “You’re the most vain person I know.”

Presley shrugged, not bothering to open her eyes. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

The road out of Tampa blurred by outside. Strip malls with faded awnings, gas stations with empty lots, the occasional flash of water between clusters of palmettos. The sky was washed out, streaks of white clouds stretching toward the horizon. Bill drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, the rhythm uneven, humming along to a country song on the radio that I didn’t recognize. The melody drifted in and out, broken by static every few miles.

The girls shifted, their bodies heavy with fatigue. Presley’s head lolled to the side, her cheek pressed against the seat. Brynn’s feet slid further under the seat in front of us, her toes bumping into the bottom of Kinsley’s backpack. Kinsley traced the seam of the window with her finger, drawing invisible lines. Zoey leaned forward, elbows on her knees, her hair falling across her face as she stared down at her phone.

I pulled my camera out of the bag, careful not to jostle the lens. I flipped through the shots from earlier, my thumb scrolling over the dial. Zoey leaping at the net, her ponytail flying behind her, arms stretched high. Brynn diving for a save, her body parallel to the sand, grains exploding around her as she hit the ground. Presley in the middle of her serve, one leg extended behind her, calf muscles tight, the ball just leaving her fingertips. Kinsley’s face, caught in a rare, wild grin after she’d slammed the ball down for a kill. The last match had been brutal—three sets, every point a fight. The girls from St. Pete were tough, but the Aces had pushed them to the edge. We lost by two points, but I could see the pride in the way the girls carried themselves, even now.

Brynn’s voice broke the silence. “How long to Panama City?”

Bill checked the GPS, squinting at the screen. “About six hours. We’ll stop for food before we go straight through.”

Presley groaned, letting her head fall back against the seat. “I’m sleeping the whole way.”

Zoey kicked the back of Presley’s seat, heel thumping against the vinyl. “You always say that, then you end up singing along to whatever garbage Bill plays.”

Presley grinned, eyes still closed. “Not tonight.”

The sun started to dip lower, the light turning orange and pink, painting streaks across the sky. I watched the girls. Zoey had her knees pulled up to her chest, arms wrapped around them, chin resting on her knees. Brynn rested her head on Kinsley’s shoulder, eyes closed, lips parted. Presley’s feet twitched in time with the music, her toes flexing and relaxing. We were all tired, but there was a quiet pride in the van, filling the space between us. Second place wasn’t what they’d wanted, but it was more than most people expected. I caught Brynn’s eye in the rearview mirror. She gave me a tired, crooked smile, the kind that only made it halfway up her cheek.

We stopped at a highway diner around seven. The sign out front flickered, letters missing from the word “DINER.” The parking lot was cracked, weeds poking through the asphalt. The girls piled out, one by one, groaning as they stretched stiff legs. Presley stepped down first, nearly tripping over her own shoelaces, then caught herself on the side of the van. She straightened up, rolled her shoulders, and walked toward the entrance, hips swaying, then let herself fall into the first booth, sprawling across the cracked red vinyl. Her shorts rode up, exposing the curve of her thigh.

Zoey slid in next to her, swinging her legs over the seat, bumping Presley’s hip as she settled in. Brynn and Kinsley took the other side, Brynn dropping her bag onto the floor with a thud, Kinsley tucking her hair behind her ear as she sat. I grabbed the end seat, setting my camera bag on the bench beside me, making sure it wouldn’t fall.

A tired waitress shuffled over, her apron stained, hair pulled into a loose ponytail. She dropped a stack of plastic cups on the table, filled them with water from a sweating pitcher, and set down a basket of rolls that looked like they’d been sitting out since morning. She barely looked at us as she took our orders.

Brynn ordered a cheeseburger, voice flat. She didn’t look up from the menu. Kinsley went with pancakes, tracing the picture of the stack on the laminated page with her finger. Zoey asked for fries and a chocolate shake, her voice perking up for the first time since we’d left Tampa. Presley just said, “The biggest salad you have and extra ranch.” I ordered a turkey club, not really hungry but knowing I’d regret it if I skipped a meal.

While we waited, the girls started comparing bruises. Zoey pulled up the leg of her shorts, showing a purple mark blooming across her thigh, the shape of a volleyball still faintly visible. She poked it with her finger, wincing, then grinned. Brynn turned her arm over, showing off an elbow scraped raw, the skin shiny and red. Presley stuck out her hand, palm up, pointing to a blister at the base of her thumb. She peeled at the edge, frowning. Kinsley flexed her ankles under the table, rolling them in slow circles, her socks bunched around her ankles.

Zoey leaned against Presley’s shoulder, her head bumping the taller girl’s collarbone. “My legs are dead.”

Presley poked Zoey’s thigh, right above the bruise. “You’ll live.”

Brynn stabbed at the ice in her water with her straw, chunks clinking against the glass. “We should’ve served short more. Their libero was trash.”

Kinsley traced a circle on the condensation of her glass, watching the water bead and slide down. “You played great, Brynn.”

Brynn shrugged, looking out the window, jaw tight. “Not great enough.”

The food arrived, plates heavy and oversized, everything glistening with grease. The cheeseburger Brynn got was bigger than her hand, cheese oozing down the side. Kinsley’s pancakes were stacked high, butter melting into the top one. Zoey’s fries were piled in a paper-lined basket, a chocolate shake with whipped cream and a cherry on top set beside it. Presley’s salad was a mess of iceberg lettuce, shredded carrots, and a puddle of ranch. My turkey club was stacked high, bacon crisp, bread toasted to a hard edge.

The girls dug in, forks scraping against plates, conversation drifting from volleyball to gossip about other teams, to complaints about the hotel beds, to speculation about what the next tournament in Panama City would be like. Presley pointed her fork at me, lettuce dangling from the tines. “You sharing with Zoey this time?”

I nodded, picking at the crust of my sandwich. “Bill said so.”

Zoey grinned at me, her mouth full of fries. “You better not snore.”

I shrugged, swallowing a bite of turkey. “You take up more space than Presley.”

Presley rolled her eyes, stabbing a cherry tomato with her fork. “She’s a tornado. I found socks in my pillowcase last time.”

Zoey laughed, nearly choking on her shake. “You’re just mad I beat you to the shower.”

Kinsley looked up from her pancakes, syrup glistening on her lip. “Who’s with me?”

Brynn raised a hand, fingers sticky with ketchup. “We’re together. Again.”

Presley waggled her eyebrows at Brynn. “Don’t hog the covers.”

Brynn grinned, spearing a fry. “Bring your own blanket.”

After dinner, the girls made a beeline for the vending machine in the corner, pressing their faces to the glass to decide what they wanted. Presley punched in the code for a Snickers, then crouched down to reach into the slot. Zoey bought two bottles of Gatorade, one blue, one red. Kinsley picked a bag of peanut M&Ms, shaking them before she opened the bag. Brynn just grabbed a pack of gum and shoved it into her pocket.

Bill herded everyone back into the van, counting heads, then double-checking the back for stray bags. He slammed the doors shut, checked the mirrors, and started the engine. The sky was dark now, a few stars peeking through the haze above the highway.

The drive north was quiet. Presley and Brynn fell asleep almost immediately, Presley’s head rolling to the side, mouth open, soft snores escaping every few minutes. Brynn’s head slid onto Presley’s shoulder, her hair fanned out, one strap of her tank top slipping down her arm, exposing the pale curve of her shoulder. Kinsley curled up in her seat, hoodie pulled over her knees, eyes closed, hands tucked into the front pocket. Zoey plugged in her earbuds, the cord trailing down her chest, and stared out the window, lips moving in silent rhythm to whatever she was listening to.

I watched the road slip by, headlights catching the endless rows of palmettos, the occasional battered billboard advertising fireworks or boiled peanuts. I opened my laptop, balancing it on my knees, but the van’s bumps made it impossible to edit photos. My fingers hovered over the trackpad, but every pothole sent the cursor jumping. Finally, I closed the screen, leaned back, and let the hum of the tires and the soft, rhythmic breathing of the girls lull me into a half-sleep, my head pressed against the cool glass of the window.

Sometime after midnight, Bill pulled the van into a gas station, the overhead lights glaring down on us as he angled into a spot by the pumps. The engine cut off with a shudder. I blinked at the sudden quiet, rubbing the grit from my eyes. The girls tumbled out first, shuffling across the cracked concrete, shoulders hunched against the chill. Presley’s sandals slapped the ground as she made a beeline for the store, her hair sticking out in wild tufts from where she’d slept against the window. Brynn followed, dragging her feet, water bottle swinging from her hand. Kinsley yawned, knuckling her eyes, then trailed after them. Zoey slid out last, stretching her arms overhead until her shirt rode up, exposing a strip of pale skin above her shorts.

I grabbed my wallet from the glovebox, then shouldered my camera bag. My back twinged as I climbed out, joints stiff from hours of sitting. The air outside was colder than I expected, biting through my thin t-shirt. I watched Presley disappear into the store, the glass door swinging shut behind her.

Inside, the fluorescent lights made everything look washed-out and harsh. Presley was already at the cooler, yanking open the door and grabbing a jug of iced tea. She clutched it to her chest, then scanned the shelves for snacks. Zoey drifted along the candy aisle, fingers trailing over the bags until she settled on a pack of gummy worms. She tore it open before even reaching the counter, popping one into her mouth and chewing with her lips slightly parted. Brynn headed straight for the soda fountain, unscrewing her bottle and filling it with water, her eyes half-closed as she watched the stream rise. Kinsley lingered by the magazine rack, flipping through the covers with one hand, her other arm wrapped around her waist. She finally picked out a glossy magazine, tucking it under her arm.

I grabbed a can of energy drink and a bag of chips, then joined the girls at the register. Presley set her iced tea down with a thunk, tossing a pack of gum on top. Zoey slapped her half-eaten gummy worms onto the counter, grinning at the bored cashier. Brynn paid for her water refill with a handful of coins, then wandered back outside, already unscrewing the cap and taking a long pull. Kinsley paid for her magazine, then immediately opened it, flipping to the center pages as she walked out to the van.

We loaded ourselves back in, arms full of snacks and drinks. Presley wedged her iced tea between her knees, unscrewing the cap and taking a long swig. Zoey tossed her gummy worms into my lap, then climbed over the seat to get to her spot by the window. Brynn curled up with her water bottle, tucking her feet under her. Kinsley settled in the back, head bent over her magazine, the pages catching the faint glow from the dome light. Bill started the engine again, the van rumbling to life. I cracked open my energy drink, the carbonation hissing, and took a gulp, the taste sharp and artificial on my tongue.

The highway blurred by in the darkness, headlights carving tunnels through the night. Kinsley read her magazine all the way to Panama City, flipping the pages slowly, pausing to trace her finger over the glossy photos. I watched the lights of passing cars, trying to keep my eyes open, but exhaustion pressed down on me, heavy and relentless.

We rolled into town just before five a.m. The sky was still pitch black, no hint of sunrise yet, and the streets were empty except for the occasional set of headlights in the distance. The hotel loomed ahead, a squat, low building painted white, the paint chipped and faded in places. Across the road, I could just make out the dark line of the beach, waves invisible but close enough to taste the salt on the air. The neon “VACANCY” sign flickered and buzzed, casting a sickly red glow onto the sidewalk. Bill pulled into the lot, tires crunching over loose gravel, and killed the engine.

We climbed out, moving slowly, weighed down by bags and fatigue. The girls shuffled toward the entrance, dragging their duffels behind them, too tired to talk or even complain. Presley’s hair was a tangled mess, her eyes almost closed. Zoey’s tank top was twisted, one strap slipping off her shoulder, exposing the edge of her bra strap. Brynn’s hoodie was zipped up to her chin, hands stuffed in the pockets. Kinsley clutched her magazine to her chest, eyes glued to the cover.

Bill went inside to check us in, speaking in a low voice to the night clerk behind the desk. The rest of us clustered in the lobby, slumping onto the cracked vinyl chairs. The overhead lights buzzed, casting long shadows on the dirty tile floor. I rested my camera bag on my lap, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands.

Bill came back out, holding a small stack of keycards. He handed them out one by one, voice barely above a whisper. “Presley and Brynn, 206. Kinsley, you’re with them. Owen, you and Zoey, 208. I’ve got 210.”

Presley’s face lit up, a faint spark of energy returning. She punched the air, voice hoarse. “I call the bed by the window.”

Brynn rolled her eyes, muttering, “You always do.”

Zoey looked over at me, her eyelids drooping, a lazy smile on her lips. “Come on, photographer. Let’s see if this room is less gross than the last one.”

I slung my bag over my shoulder, feeling the weight dig into my muscles, and followed her down the hallway. The carpet was thin and stained, my shoes catching on a loose thread as I walked. My bag bumped against my thigh with each step, the camera swinging at my hip. Zoey walked ahead, her hips swaying slightly, the hem of her shorts riding up with every stride.

She stopped in front of our door, 208, and slid the keycard into the slot. The light blinked green. She pushed the door open with her hip, shoulder pressed against the frame, then stepped inside. I followed, flicking on the overhead light. The room was small, barely enough space for the two double beds that took up most of the floor. The walls were off-white, smudged with fingerprints and scuff marks. A battered dresser sat opposite the beds, its surface scratched and stained. A TV was bolted to the wall above it, the remote hanging from a cord. The AC unit rattled in the window, already humming and spitting out a blast of cool air that made the hair on my arms stand up.

Zoey dropped her duffel onto the bed closest to the bathroom, then immediately unzipped it and started pulling things out. She didn’t bother organizing—just grabbed fistfuls of clothes and tossed them wherever she felt like. A neon bikini top landed on the dresser, the strings tangled. A pair of denim shorts went flying onto the chair by the window. Tank tops and socks ended up on the floor. She yanked out a mess of strings and neon fabric, holding it up with a grin, then tossed it onto the growing pile.

She glanced back at me over her shoulder, her eyes bright despite the exhaustion. “I travel light.”

I snorted, dropping my own bag by the foot of the other bed. “You travel messy.”

She shrugged, not missing a beat, and shoved a pair of shorts onto the nightstand. “You should see my room at home.”

I sat on the edge of my bed, elbows on my knees, and rubbed my eyes, trying to force away the gritty ache. The adrenaline from the drive was long gone, replaced by a deep, bone-deep tiredness that made my limbs heavy. I reached down, untied my shoes, and kicked them off, the rubber soles thudding softly against the threadbare carpet. My feet ached, toes cramped from being curled for hours. I peeled off my shirt, tugging it over my head and tossing it onto the pile at the foot of the bed, then flopped back onto the thin mattress. The springs creaked under my weight, the mattress barely giving. I stared up at the ceiling, noticing the yellow stains spreading out in irregular patches. The ceiling fan spun above me, the blades wobbling with each turn, shadows flickering on the cracked plaster.

Zoey kept rifling through her bag, finally pulling out a black sports bra and a matching thong. She grabbed the hem of her tank top and yanked it up, baring her stomach, then pulled it over her head and let it drop to the floor. She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her shorts and shimmied them down her hips, not bothering to turn away. Her bare back arched as she stepped out of the shorts, the curve of her hips catching the light, the black strap of her thong riding high against her skin. She unclipped her bra, letting it slide off her shoulders, her breasts swaying slightly as she reached behind her. She tossed the bra onto the bed, then bent to pick up the sports bra, pulling it over her head and adjusting the band until it sat snugly just below her breasts. She finally turned around, still wearing nothing but the black thong and sports bra, her skin flushed from changing.

I covered my eyes with my arm, pressing my forearm across my face. “You want me to leave?”

She laughed, the sound sharp and easy. “Why? You’ve seen me in a bikini every day this week.”

I peeked through my fingers, squinting at her. “That’s different.”

She grinned, hands on her hips, the muscles in her thighs flexing. “How?”

I hesitated, mouth suddenly dry. “I don’t know. It just is.”

She rolled her eyes, then flopped onto her bed, bouncing once as the mattress springs protested. “You’re weird.”

I watched as she stretched out, arms overhead, her back arching, the thin black thong riding up between her cheeks. The strip of fabric disappeared between her legs, leaving almost nothing to the imagination. The curve of her ass was framed perfectly, the muscles shifting as she moved. My cock stiffened, pressing against the inside of my shorts, the ache sharp and insistent. I rolled over onto my side, facing away from her, trying to will it down, my face burning.

Zoey laughed again, voice teasing. “You hiding from me?”

I didn’t answer, just kept my eyes on the wall. I heard her pull the covers back, the sheets rustling as she climbed into bed. The mattress creaked under her weight. I stared at the faded wallpaper, heart pounding, willing my body to calm down.

She spoke again, her voice softer now, almost gentle. “You’re cute, you know that?”

I swallowed, my throat tight. “Thanks.”

She shifted on the bed, the springs squeaking. I risked a glance over my shoulder. She was lying on her side, facing me, head propped up on her hand, the comforter pulled up to her waist but leaving the rest of her body uncovered. Her thong was still visible, the curve of her ass barely hidden by the sheet. Her legs were bent, knees tucked up, one foot peeking out from under the covers.

She grinned, teeth flashing in the dim light. “You can look. I don’t bite.”

I laughed, nerves making my voice shaky. “You might.”

She rolled onto her stomach, kicking her feet up behind her, her ass lifting as she adjusted the pillow under her chest. “Not unless you ask nicely.”

I shook my head, squeezing my eyes shut, trying to focus on anything but the way her thong disappeared between her cheeks. I pressed my erection into the mattress, shifting my hips slightly, hoping she wouldn’t notice the bulge in my shorts.

She yawned, arms stretching overhead again, her back arching, ribs visible beneath the sports bra. “I’m too tired to mess with you tonight.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Good. I need sleep.”

She laughed, rolling onto her back, the sheet slipping down to reveal the flat plane of her stomach, the black band of her thong riding low on her hips, the sharp lines of her hipbones visible. She draped an arm across her eyes, breathing deep and even.

I closed my eyes, forcing myself to think of anything but her body. The room was quiet except for the constant hum of the AC and the faint, distant sound of waves rolling in from the beach. I shifted on the mattress, trying to find a comfortable position, the springs digging into my back.

A few minutes later, Zoey’s voice drifted across the room, sleepy and soft. “You did good today. With the photos. And with us.”

I turned my head, meeting her eyes in the dim light. “You played your ass off. All of you did.”

She smiled, eyes fluttering closed. “You make us look like stars.”

I watched her for a moment, her breathing slowing, her chest rising and falling under the sheet. Her blonde hair fanned out across the pillow, catching the faint light from the window. I let myself drift, exhaustion finally dragging me under. The last thing I saw before sleep took me was the curve of Zoey’s ass, barely covered by the black thong, her legs tangled in the sheets, her skin pale against the white fabric.

I woke up sometime later, the room still dark except for the faint red glow of the clock on the nightstand. 6:12 a.m. Zoey’s breathing was slow and even, the sound steady in the quiet. I shifted carefully, rolling onto my back, the mattress creaking under my weight. My erection had faded, replaced by a dull ache in my hips and shoulders from the crappy mattress. I flexed my fingers, trying to work out the stiffness.

I glanced over at Zoey. She was sprawled across her bed, the comforter twisted around her legs, one arm flung above her head. Her sports bra had ridden up, exposing the curve of one breast, the nipple just barely visible in the dim light. The black thong was twisted around her hips, the strip of fabric lost between her cheeks, leaving her ass almost completely bare. I looked away, heat rising in my face, heart thudding in my chest.

I eased out of bed, careful not to disturb Zoey. The mattress creaked a little under my weight, but she didn’t stir. I reached for my camera, fingers curling around the familiar grip, then grabbed my laptop from where I’d left it beside my duffel. I moved through the dim room in socked feet, stepping over the pile of tangled clothes and shoes by the door. My hand found the bathroom doorknob. I pushed the door closed behind me, letting it click softly into place.

The bathroom was cramped, the counter cluttered with bottles and hair ties. I lowered the lid on the toilet and sat, knees spread to balance the laptop. I flipped it open, the screen’s glow harsh in the half-light. I set the camera on the edge of the sink, then dug the cable from my bag, untangling it with a few quick jerks. I plugged it in, the connection loose until I pressed it in harder. The computer pinged. I clicked through the folders, selecting the day’s photos, and started the upload. The progress bar crawled forward, Wi-Fi signal flickering at barely two bars in the top corner.

I tapped my foot, waiting for the thumbnails to pop up. The screen filled with images: Presley hanging in midair, arms extended, fingers spread wide as she reached for the ball. I flagged that one, clicking the little star. Brynn, knees bent, arms out, sand flying up behind her as she dove. Another star. Kinsley, mouth open in a grin, sweat on her forehead, the sun catching the edge of her hair as she jogged back to the line after a point. Zoey mid-serve, her hair whipping out behind her, the ball frozen above her palm. I kept scrolling, eyes searching for focus, composition, something that would pop on a phone screen. I flagged a few more, then opened the editor.

I leaned forward, adjusting the brightness on Presley’s shot, dragging the slider until her skin looked real and the colors of the court didn’t bleed together. I cropped the edge, cutting out a stray folding chair and a bit of some guy’s neon towel. I did the same for Brynn’s dive, zooming in so the sand grains and the strain in her arms were sharp. For Kinsley, I pulled the color down a little, making her grin stand out against the blue sky. I worked through the rest, fingers steady on the trackpad, clicking and dragging, undoing, redoing, until the best ones looked clean and ready.

I opened my email, attached the top five shots, and typed out a quick subject line for Bill. I hit send, double-checking the outbox to make sure it went through. I switched over to Instagram, dragging the team’s logo into the corner of the best group shot. The upload spun, then the preview popped up. I typed out the caption, fingers moving fast: “Second place in Tampa, but we’re just getting started. Next stop: Panama City.” I added a couple of hashtags, tagged the venue and the tournament account, and hit post.

I closed the laptop, the plastic case warm against my thighs. I set it on the counter, then leaned forward, elbows on my knees, rubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands. My eyelids felt gritty, the kind of fatigue that wouldn’t go away with just a few hours of sleep. I sat back, letting my head fall against the wall behind me. I stared at the ceiling for a second, then pushed myself up. I twisted the faucet, letting the cold water run for a moment, then cupped my hands and splashed my face. The shock helped, a little. I wiped my face with the edge of a towel, then ran my fingers through my hair, pushing it back from my forehead. My scalp felt tight, like I hadn’t slept at all.

I opened the door, stepping back into the room. The curtains were still drawn, the early morning light making a faint stripe on the carpet. Zoey was sprawled across her bed, one leg kicked out from under the comforter. Her breathing was slow and even, face relaxed, mouth just barely open. I crossed to my bed, sitting on the edge, careful not to let the springs squeak. I pulled out my phone, the screen lighting up with notifications. I scrolled through Instagram first. The post was already getting likes, comments popping up every few seconds. I thumbed through them, answering a couple from sponsors, typing quick replies to fans asking about the schedule. I checked my email again, flagging a message from one of our gear sponsors, then switched over to text, confirming with Bill that the photos had gone through.

A sharp knock at the door jolted me upright. My heart thudded once, hard. I set my phone down, stood up, and crossed the room in three quick steps. I put my hand on the knob, turning it just enough to open the door a crack. Brynn stood in the hall, her ponytail pulled tight, a few stray hairs stuck to her cheek. Her eyelids looked heavy, still swollen from sleep.

“Breakfast downstairs,” she said, voice low and a little hoarse. “Bill says we need to eat before we hit the courts.”

I nodded, keeping my voice down. “I’ll wake Zoey.”

She grinned at me, lips quirking up on one side. “Good luck.”

I shut the door, the latch clicking. I turned back to the beds. Zoey still hadn’t moved, arm flung over her head, the comforter bunched at her waist. I walked over, stepping around her flip-flops and the heap of shorts and shirts on the floor. I reached out, placing my hand on her shoulder, the warmth of her skin obvious even through the thin strap of her sports bra. I shook her gently, just enough to make her shift.

“Hey. Breakfast.”

She groaned, rolling away from my hand, then onto her side. She pulled her knees up, the comforter slipping down to her thighs. “What time is it?” she mumbled, voice muffled by the pillow.

“Almost seven.”

She pried one eye open, squinting at me. “Already?”

I nodded, standing over her. “Brynn’s waiting.”

She pushed herself upright, making the mattress dip. Her hair was a mess, flattened on one side and sticking up on the other. Her sports bra was twisted, one strap higher than the other, and her black thong was pulled high on her hips, the waistband cutting a sharp line over her skin. She stretched both arms overhead, fingers lacing together, her chest arching forward. Her nipples pressed against the thin fabric of her bra, the movement making her breasts rise and fall. I tried to keep my eyes on her face, but they lingered on the curve of her waist and the line of her thighs.

She caught me staring and grinned, teeth showing. “See something you like?”

I shook my head, grabbing my backpack from the chair. “Hurry up. I’m starving.”

She laughed, the sound low and rough. She swung her legs over the side of the bed, feet hitting the carpet. She bent down, rifling through the pile of clothes, tossing aside a pair of shorts and a tangled sports bra before pulling out a pair of cutoff denim shorts. She stood, stepping into them one leg at a time, tugging them up over her hips. She didn’t bother buttoning them at first, instead reaching for a neon yellow tank top from the back of the chair. She pulled it over her head, dragging it down over her breasts, the fabric riding up until she yanked it into place. She ran her fingers through her hair once, not bothering to fix the nest of tangles. She grabbed her phone from the nightstand, checked the screen, then shoved it into her back pocket.

She padded across the room, bare feet making dull slaps against the carpet. I slung my backpack over one shoulder, camera in hand. I opened the door, holding it for her. She brushed past me, shoulder bumping mine. We stepped out into the hallway, the carpet rough under my feet. The hall was mostly empty, the doors all closed. The only noise was the faint clatter of dishes and silverware coming from the breakfast room at the end of the hall.

We walked side by side, Zoey yawning, one hand pressed to her mouth. As we turned the corner, I spotted the rest of the team already gathered at a table by the window. Their plates were loaded with scrambled eggs, triangles of toast stacked high, and piles of sliced fruit. Bill sat at the end, coffee mug in one hand, clipboard in the other.

Presley looked up first, her dark eyes narrowing as she took us in. “You two sleep okay?”

Zoey grinned, peeling a banana with her thumb. “Owen snores.”

I rolled my eyes, dropping my bag onto an empty chair. “You’re messier than Presley.”

Brynn laughed, stabbing her fork into her eggs, scooping up a big bite. “That’s not possible.”

Kinsley smiled, her lips pressed to the rim of her orange juice glass. “This hotel is nicer than the last one.”

Presley shrugged, picking up a slice of toast. “Beds are the same. Still lumpy.”

Bill set his coffee down, flipping to a new page on his clipboard. His voice was clipped. “Eat fast. We’ve got check-in at the tournament in forty minutes. Let’s not be late.”

The table went quiet. Everyone dug into their food, the scrape of forks on plates filling the silence. I picked up a piece of toast, biting off the corner, then grabbed a handful of grapes from the fruit bowl. I chewed, watching Brynn swirl her eggs through a puddle of hot sauce, Presley methodically peeling the crust from her toast, Kinsley breaking her banana into neat pieces before popping them into her mouth one at a time. Zoey bit into her banana, teeth sinking in, lips wrapping around the fruit as she chewed.

I finished my toast, wiped my fingers on a napkin, and reached for my camera. I powered it on, lens cap off, and raised it to eye level. I framed the shot: Zoey mid-bite, her lips parted around the banana; Brynn grinning, her eyes crinkled at something Presley had just said; Kinsley staring out the window, sunlight catching the line of her cheek. I pressed the shutter, the camera vibrating gently in my hands. I checked the preview, then snapped another, this time catching Presley as she tossed her hair back, her sports bra tight across her chest.

Presley grinned, catching my eye. “Send me the best one. I need to update my profile.”

I nodded. “I will.”

I stood, slinging my bag over my shoulder. The girls followed, collecting their empty plates and stacking them at the end of the table. Brynn grabbed her water bottle, Kinsley stuffed her phone in her pocket, and Presley slid her sunglasses on top of her head. Zoey finished the last bite of her banana, balled up the peel, and tossed it into the trash on our way out.

We walked out to the parking lot, the early morning sun just starting to burn off the haze. The van was parked by the curb, windows fogged from the night. I unlocked the doors, sliding the side door open. Everyone tossed their bags in, water bottles clattering against the floor. Bill double-checked the roster, clipboard in hand, then handed out paper wristbands and printed schedules. I looped my wristband on, tearing off the adhesive strip and pressing it flat.

We crossed the lot, stepping onto the sand. The beach was already filling up: teams in matching shirts setting up tents, umbrellas popping open, coolers wedged into the dunes. The sound of volleyballs hitting bare hands echoed across the sand. Bill led the way to the check-in table, handing over our forms and collecting our match times.

Brynn pulled the team into a loose circle, her voice low. “Let’s make this one count.”

Zoey bumped her shoulder, grinning. “We always do.”

Presley stretched, arms overhead, her sports bra riding up to show a strip of tanned skin above her shorts. Her breasts pressed up, nipples outlined through the fabric. “Let’s win this one.”

Kinsley smiled, her mouth tight, nerves obvious in the way she twisted her water bottle. “We will.”

I stood back, camera in hand, watching them break apart and head for the courts. My chest felt tight, pride and anticipation mixing together. The Aces looked tired, bruises on their shins, tape on wrists and fingers, but their eyes were sharp.

I raised my camera, framing them as they walked away, the early sun catching the edge of Zoey’s hair, turning it almost gold. The curve of her ass in her cutoff shorts was still burned into my memory from the morning. I pressed the shutter, capturing the moment.

Panama City was waiting.


CHAPTER 9

“Are we there yet?” Brynn’s voice cut through the van’s lazy silence, her head tipped back against the window, eyes closed.

I watched her from my spot in the back, her legs stretched out, one heel pressed to the glass, the other foot planted on the seat. She didn’t bother to move, just let her head loll to the side, brown hair spilling over her shoulder and catching the sunlight that filtered through the tinted window.

Presley groaned from the front passenger seat. She didn’t even turn around, just let her head fall back against the headrest and rolled her eyes. “You sound like a toddler.”

“Toddlers don’t have championship bruises,” Brynn shot back without opening her eyes. “My ass is numb.”

“Switch with me,” Kinsley offered from the cramped middle seat. I could see her shifting, trying to make space for herself between Brynn and Zoey, knees pressed together, hands folded in her lap. “You can have the middle. I’ll take the window.”

Brynn cracked one eye open, her gaze sliding over to Kinsley. The corner of her mouth curled up. “You’re too nice for your own good, Kins.”

Zoey sat behind Bill, feet propped on the armrest between the front seats, scrolling her phone with one thumb. She’d wedged herself sideways, her knees bent, toes wiggling over the plastic. “We’re not even halfway. Map says three more hours.”

I shifted in the back, knees wedged against Brynn’s duffel, camera bag at my feet. The seat fabric scratched against my thighs every time I moved. The van rattled over a pothole, and I felt the jolt all the way up my spine. Kinsley’s water bottle, balanced on the floor by her feet, rolled under the seat with a hollow thunk.

Presley reached back, twisting in her seat, her hand groping along the floor. Her elbow jabbed into Bill’s side, right above his hip.

“Careful, Pres,” Bill said, eyes on the road. He didn’t even glance over, just kept both hands on the wheel, knuckles pale. “I don’t want to end up in the Gulf.”

Presley snorted, her fingers finally closing around the water bottle. She pulled it out and handed it to Kinsley, who took it with both hands and set it in the cupholder between her knees.

“You’d float. You’re too stubborn to drown.”

Bill grunted, but a smile tugged at his mouth. I watched it in the rearview mirror, the way his lips twitched before he forced them flat again. “You girls keep me young.”

Zoey grinned, twisting around to look at me. She hooked her arm over the back of her seat, phone still in hand. “You got any new photos for us to look at?”

I dug my phone out of my pocket, thumb swiping up to unlock it. My camera roll was a mess—shots from the last match, a few blurry selfies, a dozen pictures of the girls mid-jump or sprawled out in the sand. “Some. I’ll airdrop them if you want.”

She held out her phone, nails painted a chipped neon blue. “Do it.”

I tapped the share icon, selected the latest batch, and sent the files over. The little circle spun for a second, then her phone buzzed. She swiped through them, her thumb sliding across the screen, pausing on one of Brynn diving for a save, sand flying up behind her.

She held it up, angling the phone so Brynn could see. “Brynn, you look like a superhero here.”

Brynn grinned, teeth flashing. She rolled her knee, flexing it under her shorts. “Tell that to my left knee.”

Kinsley leaned over, her shoulder pressing into Brynn’s arm as she peered at the screen. “I love this one of Zoey. She looks like she’s flying.”

Zoey looked at me, blue eyes bright, her mouth quirking up at the corner. “You make us look way cooler than we are.”

I shrugged, tucking my phone back into my pocket. “You do all the work. I just click a button.”

“Modest,” Presley said, glancing back at me. She arched an eyebrow, then turned her attention back to her own phone. “We like that.”

The van rolled on, the road outside lined with scrubby palms and the occasional battered billboard advertising airboat rides or fried shrimp. I watched the scenery slide by, the sun flickering through the trees, patches of shadow and light stuttering across the van’s interior. The girls drifted in and out of conversation, Presley queuing up a playlist on her phone. I watched her tap through the options, thumb flicking up and down, before she settled on something with a heavy bassline. Country, pop, something I couldn’t quite place. Brynn sang along to most of it, off-key but loud, her voice bouncing off the van’s ceiling. Zoey kept scrolling through social media, occasionally holding her phone up for the rest of us to see.

“Look,” Zoey said, waving her phone in the air. She twisted around, her knees tucked under her, feet braced against the seat. “We’re on the front page of the Tampa tournament’s Insta.”

Presley reached back, grabbing the phone out of Zoey’s hand. She scrolled, eyes flicking over the photos, then snorted. “They used the shot where my hair’s in my face. Classic.”

Brynn shrugged, smirking. “You still look hot.”

Presley handed the phone back, grinning. “Damn right.”

Kinsley pointed out the window, her finger pressed to the glass, leaving a faint smudge. “Is that the ocean?”

Bill nodded, glancing in the rearview mirror. “We’re hugging the coast most of the way. We’ll stop for lunch soon.”

I leaned back, letting the girls’ chatter drift over me. The van’s AC struggled against the heat, the vents blowing lukewarm air across my face. Sweat gathered at the back of my neck, dampening my shirt. The salt haze outside made everything feel softer, the sunlight diffused through the tinted glass. I watched the road signs tick down—Apalachicola, Port St. Joe, Mexico Beach—each one a little closer to our destination.

Zoey twisted in her seat again, her feet dropping to the floor with a thud. She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “I’m starving. Can we stop soon?”

Bill checked the GPS, tapping the screen with his knuckle. “There’s a diner up ahead. Good reviews, right on the water.”

Brynn perked up, sitting up straighter. She reached down, tugging her cheeky shorts lower on her hips, then stretched her arms overhead. “Do they have milkshakes?”

Presley rolled her eyes, blowing a strand of hair off her forehead. “You’re obsessed.”

Brynn shrugged, her shoulders rolling. “They’re recovery food.”

Kinsley looked hopeful, her hands folded on her lap. “I could eat.”

Bill signaled and turned off the highway, the van bumping over a gravel lot. The tires crunched over the stones, sending up little puffs of dust that drifted past the windows. The diner sat on stilts above the sand, faded blue paint peeling from the walls in wide strips. A sign reading “COASTAL BITE” hung crooked above the door, the letters chipped and sun-bleached. A few cars were parked out front, a couple of pickup trucks and a battered Jeep with surfboards strapped to the roof.

Presley stretched as she climbed out, pushing the door open with her shoulder. She swung her legs out, planting her feet in the gravel, then stood and arched her back, arms overhead. Her loose tank rode up, exposing the lower curve of her ribs and the edge of her micro bikini top. The thin fabric clung to her chest, the outline of her DD-cups obvious even in the shade, nipples poking against the material.

Brynn hopped down after her, swinging her duffel over one shoulder. She tugged her cheeky shorts lower on her hips, the fabric riding up between her thighs. She smoothed the waistband with her palm, then ran her fingers through her hair, shaking it out.

Zoey grabbed her bag from the seat, slinging it over one shoulder. She pressed the door open with her hip, then stepped out, her flip-flops slapping against the gravel. “Come on, Owen. Bring the camera. Maybe we’ll get a shot with the ocean in the background.”

I leaned forward, unzipping my camera bag. I slid my camera out, checking the lens cap, then looped the strap around my neck. I grabbed my phone and tucked it into my pocket, then stepped out of the van, my shoes crunching on the gravel. I closed the door behind me, making sure it latched.

The girls were already heading up the wooden ramp to the diner, Brynn in the lead, her duffel bouncing against her hip. Presley followed, her tank top swinging loose, the hem fluttering in the salty breeze. Zoey trailed behind, her bag thumping against her lower back, one hand holding her phone up as she snapped a quick selfie. Kinsley walked next to me, her fingers curled around the strap of her backpack, her steps careful on the uneven boards.

We reached the door, and Presley pushed it open, letting it bang against the wall. A blast of cool air hit me, raising goosebumps on my arms. I stepped inside, camera bag bumping against my thigh. The place was half full—older couples hunched over coffee, a group of teenagers in board shorts clustered around a corner booth, a few families scattered at small tables. The walls were covered in faded photos of fishing boats and volleyball teams from years past. Some of the frames were crooked, the glass fogged with age.

A hostess in a seafoam T-shirt greeted us at the door, menus tucked under her arm. “Table for six?”

Bill nodded, stepping forward. “By the window, if you’ve got it.”

She grabbed menus and led us through the maze of tables, weaving between chairs. The floorboards creaked under our feet. She pointed to a booth at the back, right up against a row of windows overlooking the dunes. The Gulf shimmered beyond, blue and endless, a handful of gulls circling above the water. I could see the sunlight glittering on the waves, the sand bright and white in the midday glare.

Kinsley pressed her face to the glass, her breath fogging a small patch. “It’s so pretty.”

Presley slid into the booth next to her, her hip bumping against Kinsley’s thigh. She scooted over, pressing her back to the vinyl, then reached down to adjust her bikini top under her tank. Brynn and Zoey took the other side, Brynn dropping her duffel at her feet, Zoey sliding in beside her and setting her bag on the bench. I dropped into the end seat, camera bag at my feet, the edge of the table pressing into my stomach. Bill took the chair at the head of the table, already scanning the menu, his glasses perched low on his nose.

A waitress in cutoff shorts and a faded tank top brought over waters, setting one in front of each of us. Her tan legs were dusted with sand, her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. “Y’all here for the tournament?”

Presley grinned, leaning forward, her elbows braced on the table. “We are. The Aces.”

The waitress’s eyes widened, her mouth falling open for a second before she caught herself. “No kidding! I saw you on the Tampa live stream. Y’all played great.”

Brynn laughed, glancing at Zoey, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “We have fans?”

The waitress nodded, pulling a pen from behind her ear and flipping open her order pad. “My daughter plays. She follows you guys on Insta.”

Zoey looked at me, eyes wide, her lips parted in surprise. “Did you hear that?”

I nodded, grinning. “You’re famous.”

Presley leaned forward, resting her chin on her fists, her eyes sparkling. “We’ll need to charge for autographs soon.”

Kinsley blushed, tucking her hair behind her ear, her cheeks pink. “That’s so cool.”

The waitress grinned, scribbling on her pad. “What can I get y’all?”

We ordered—Brynn went for a double cheeseburger and fries, Presley ordered a chicken Caesar salad (“extra chicken, extra dressing”), Zoey wanted fish tacos, Kinsley picked grilled shrimp with rice, Bill went for the fried oyster platter, and I stuck with a BLT.

As the waitress left, Brynn leaned forward, elbows planted on the edge of the table, and whispered, “I can’t believe she recognized us.” I watched her eyes flick up toward the waitress’s retreating back, her mouth twitching in a half-smile like she was trying to keep her excitement in check.

Zoey leaned over the table, bracing herself with one palm flat against the sticky laminate, her other hand curling around the rim of her soda glass. “We’re officially celebrities.” She grinned, her teeth white against her tanned skin, and her hair fell forward over her cheekbones.

Kinsley ducked her head, her fingers fidgeting with the straw in her milkshake, twisting it in slow, nervous circles. Her shoulders hunched up, but I could see the smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “I hope I don’t mess up today.” Her voice was quiet, almost lost under the hum of conversation and clatter of plates from the kitchen.

Presley, sitting next to her, bumped Kinsley’s shoulder with her own, the contact gentle but solid. “You’ll be fine. We all will.” Presley’s confidence seemed to radiate out from her, even as she reached up to tuck a strand of damp blonde hair behind her ear, her nails painted a chipped, electric blue.

A group of teenagers at a nearby table started whispering, their heads pressed together, glancing over at us with wide eyes. One of them, a girl in a pink bikini top and cutoff shorts, stood up. She hesitated for a second, her phone clutched tightly in one hand, then made her way over. She stopped at the edge of our booth, shifting her weight from foot to foot, her cheeks flushed.

“Um…are you guys The Aces? From Instagram?” Her voice cracked a little, and she glanced back at her friends, who were all watching, phones out and ready.

Presley grinned, her lips pulling up at the corners as she reached up and pushed her hair back from her face, exposing the thin strap of her white bikini top against her tanned shoulder. “That’s us.”

The girl’s face lit up, her nervousness dissolving into a beaming smile. “Can I get a selfie? My friends love you.” She held up her phone, the case covered in glitter and stickers.

Zoey slid out of the booth, planting her palm on the table for leverage. She stepped around the end of the seat, motioning the girl over with a quick wave. “Of course!” Zoey’s hips brushed against the edge of the table as she moved, her shorts riding up her thighs, her long braid swaying down her back.

I reached for my camera, feeling the familiar weight settle into my palm. I flicked the lens cap off with my thumb and brought it up to my eye. I adjusted the focus, centering Zoey and the girl in the frame as they posed in front of the window. The ocean shimmered behind them, sunlight streaming in and casting a bright halo around their heads. Presley joined them, stepping in on Zoey’s left and wrapping an arm around her waist, hand splayed just above Zoey’s hip. Brynn slid in on the other side, pressing close, her hand resting lightly on the girl’s shoulder.

The girl’s friends hurried over, all five of them crowding around, phones raised. “Can we get one too?” one of them asked, her voice breathless with excitement.

Kinsley hesitated, glancing down at her hands, her fingers twisting together in her lap. Brynn reached back, grabbing Kinsley’s hand and tugging her up from the booth. Kinsley stumbled a little, but Brynn didn’t let go, pulling her into the group. I watched as they all squeezed together, arms slung over shoulders, bodies pressed close. The girls laughed, the fans grinned, cheeks flushed and eyes wide. I snapped a few shots, catching Presley’s gray eyes shining under the sunlight, Zoey’s arm slung around Brynn’s shoulders, Kinsley in the middle, her smile shy but genuine as she stood with the others.

After a flurry of camera clicks and thank-yous, the fans drifted back to their table, glancing at their phones and whispering to each other. Presley slid back into her seat, her cheeks flushed, and grinned at the rest of us. “That was wild.” She picked up her sweet tea, swirling the ice cubes with her straw.

Brynn nudged Presley with her elbow, a smirk on her lips. “You love the attention.” She reached for a fry, popping it into her mouth.

Presley shrugged, her shoulders rolling back. “Who wouldn’t?” She didn’t even bother to hide her smile.

Zoey looked over at me, her chin propped on her hand. “You get any good shots?”

I held up my camera, the display still showing the last photo. “A few.”

She grinned, her lips curling up at the corners. “Send them to me later.” She reached across the table, snagging a napkin and dabbing at a spot of salsa on her wrist from earlier.

Bill leaned back in his seat, arms crossed over his chest, his phone resting on the table in front of him. “This is good for us. The more people talk, the better.” He glanced up, his eyes meeting mine for a second before returning to his phone.

Kinsley traced a finger along the condensation on her glass, drawing a slow, looping spiral in the water droplets. “I never thought we’d get recognized.” Her voice was soft, almost awed.

Brynn poked her in the side, grinning. “Get used to it. We’re going to be huge.” She leaned forward, her elbows digging into the table, her eyes bright.

The waitress returned, a tray balanced on one hand, drinks lined up in a neat row. She set the milkshakes in front of Brynn and Kinsley, the tall glasses frosted and dripping, whipped cream piled high on top. Presley’s sweet tea landed next, the lemon wedge bobbing in the amber liquid, followed by Zoey’s soda fizzing in its glass. She set down two steaming mugs of coffee for Bill and me, the ceramic warm against my fingers as I wrapped my hands around it.

Brynn grabbed her milkshake, wrapping both hands around the cold glass, and took a long sip through the striped straw. Her eyes slid shut, and she let out a satisfied sigh. “Best part of any road trip.” A bead of milkshake clung to her upper lip before she licked it away.

Presley reached over, stealing a quick sip from Brynn’s shake before Brynn could react. “You’re right.” Presley’s lips left a faint smudge on the straw.

Brynn swatted at Presley’s hand, her palm connecting with a soft slap. “Get your own.” She pulled the glass closer to her chest, eyes narrowed in mock outrage.

Zoey laughed, grabbing a fry from Brynn’s plate. She dipped it in ketchup, then popped it into her mouth. “Sharing is caring.” She winked at Brynn, who just rolled her eyes.

Bill checked his phone, scrolling through emails with his thumb, his face impassive.

The food arrived soon after. The waitress moved around the table, setting down plates one by one. Brynn’s burger was stacked high, cheese oozing down the sides, fries piled next to it in a golden heap. Presley’s salad was a mountain of romaine, grilled chicken breast sliced thick on top, a glistening layer of dressing coating everything. Zoey’s fish tacos sat in soft tortillas, salsa spilling out onto the plate. Kinsley’s grilled shrimp were arranged in a neat row over a mound of white rice, a lemon wedge tucked beside them. Bill’s platter was loaded with fried oysters, hush puppies, and coleslaw. My BLT came on toasted bread, bacon crisp and layered with lettuce and tomato, a smear of mayo peeking out from the edges.

Brynn dove into her burger, picking it up with both hands. She bit down, ketchup and cheese squeezing out onto her chin. She wiped at it with the back of her hand, then licked her fingers clean before grabbing a fry and dragging it through the puddle of ketchup on her plate.

Presley picked at her salad, spearing pieces of chicken and lettuce with her fork in quick, practiced jabs. She brought each bite to her mouth, chewing thoughtfully, her eyes flicking up every so often to scan the table.

Zoey’s tacos disappeared fast. She picked one up, squeezing a lime over the top, the juice dripping down her fingers. She took a big bite, salsa staining the tips of her fingers red. She wiped her hands on her napkin, then reached for another taco, her movements quick and hungry.

Kinsley ate quietly, her fork moving slowly as she cut a shrimp in half, then scooped up a bit of rice. She kept her eyes on her plate, but a small, contented smile played on her lips as she chewed.

I bit into my BLT, the toast crunching under my teeth, bacon salty and crisp. I watched the girls as they ate, the way Brynn’s hair fell into her eyes as she leaned over her plate, the way Zoey licked salsa from her knuckles. Presley caught me looking, her tank top sliding off one shoulder, the thin strap of her bikini top digging into her skin, leaving a faint pink line above her collarbone.

“See something you like, Owen?” Presley’s voice was teasing, her lips curling into a sly grin as she speared another bite of chicken.

I shrugged, taking another bite of my sandwich, the tomato juice dripping onto my plate. “Just making sure you’re all fed.” I wiped my mouth with a napkin, trying not to look too obvious.

Brynn snorted, her mouth full of burger. “He’s checking out your boobs.” She didn’t even bother to lower her voice, and Presley just laughed.

Presley didn’t miss a beat. “He can look all he wants.” She leaned back, arching her back slightly, her breasts pressing against the thin fabric of her tank top.

Kinsley blushed, her cheeks turning pink as she glanced at me, then back at her shrimp. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her fingers trembling just a bit.

Zoey leaned forward, propping her chin on her hand, her elbow resting on the table. “You’re blushing, Kins.” She grinned, eyes sparkling.

Kinsley shook her head, but her cheeks stayed pink. “I’m not.” Her voice was barely above a whisper, and she focused on moving a shrimp around her plate with her fork.

Brynn grinned, her mouth curving up as she watched Kinsley. “She is.” She popped another fry into her mouth, eyes dancing.

The door opened, letting in a gust of warm air. A couple in matching sun hats walked in, pausing just beside our table. The woman smiled, her lips painted a bright coral, and waved.

“You girls played great in Tampa. We watched online.” Her voice was friendly, sincere.

Presley smiled back, her teeth flashing white. “Thank you.” She set her fork down, giving the woman her full attention.

Brynn waved, her mouth full of fries. “Thanks!” She grinned, cheeks bulging.

The couple found a table by the window, the woman glancing over her shoulder to give another small wave before sitting. Zoey’s eyes widened, her mouth dropping open a little. “This is so weird.” She looked around at the others, her fingers tapping nervously on her phone.

Presley leaned back, stretching her arms overhead, her tank top riding up to reveal a strip of tanned stomach. “Get used to it.” She arched her back, her shoulder blades pressing into the seat.

The waitress returned, a pitcher in hand, and refilled our drinks one by one. “You girls are gonna kill it in Panama City. My daughter’s playing too, but she says you’re her favorites.” She smiled, pouring sweet tea into Presley’s glass until it nearly overflowed.

Brynn grinned, leaning forward. “Tell her good luck from us.” She reached for her milkshake, swirling the straw around the bottom to get the last of the whipped cream.

The waitress nodded, her eyes bright, then hurried off to the kitchen, her ponytail swinging behind her.

Kinsley toyed with her fork, spinning it slowly between her fingers. “Do you think we’ll keep getting recognized?” She looked up, her eyes wide.

Zoey shrugged, her lips pursed. “If Owen keeps posting those photos, probably.” She grinned at me, her thumb swiping across her phone screen.

I looked up from my sandwich, my hands still sticky with bacon grease. “You want me to stop?” I raised an eyebrow, waiting for her answer.

Presley shook her head, her hair falling forward. “Don’t even think about it.” She pointed her fork at me for emphasis.

Brynn elbowed Kinsley, a playful smirk on her face. “You’ll have fans lining up for autographs.” She nudged her again, and Kinsley smiled, a little less nervous now.

Kinsley’s voice was quiet, but steady. “Only if you’re with me.” She glanced at Brynn, her smile growing.

Bill checked his watch, the metal band glinting in the light. “Eat up. We’ll need to get back on the road soon.” He pushed his empty plate away, then started stacking the others to make room.

The girls finished their food. Brynn licked ketchup from her fingers, sucking each one clean before grabbing the last fry from her plate. Presley drained her sweet tea, tilting the glass back until the ice rattled against her teeth. Zoey popped the last bite of taco into her mouth, chewing quickly. Kinsley pushed her plate away, sighing as she leaned back in her seat. “I’m stuffed.” She patted her stomach, her mesh cover-up pulled tight across her chest.

The group of teenagers from earlier stopped by our table on their way out, waving. “Good luck this weekend!” one of them called.

Presley flashed a peace sign, her fingers forming a V. “See you out there.”

Brynn grinned, mouth open. “Bring the noise.” She lifted her milkshake in salute.

Kinsley smiled shyly, her fingers fluttering in a small wave.

The diner started to fill up, more people trickling in. Some glanced our way, a few offering thumbs up or nods of recognition. The girls whispered to each other, their voices low, half-disbelieving.

Presley leaned in, voice low. “We’re really doing this.” Her eyes were wide, almost disbelieving.

Zoey grinned, her lips curving up. “Feels good.” She bumped her knee against Presley’s under the table.

Brynn stretched, legs kicking out under the table until her foot collided with my shin. “Let’s win something bigger next time.” She yawned, stretching her arms above her head.

Bill stood, pushing his chair back and tossing a few bills onto the table. “Let’s go, Aces.” He gathered his keys and phone, slipping them into his pocket.

We gathered our things. Brynn grabbed the last fry from her plate, popping it into her mouth as she slid out of the booth. Presley slung her bag over one shoulder, the strap digging into her bare skin. Zoey tucked her phone into her pocket, her thumb lingering on the screen for a second before she let it go. Kinsley lingered by the window, her hands pressed to the glass as she looked out at the water.

I raised my camera, framing the shot. Kinsley stood silhouetted against the glass, the Gulf behind her, sunlight glinting off the waves. Her mesh cover-up clung to her body, the faint outline of her bikini visible beneath, the curve of her hip outlined by the fabric.

Presley nudged my arm, her elbow sharp against my bicep. “You got it?”

I nodded, lowering the camera. “She looks great.”

Presley grinned, her eyes crinkling. “She always does.”

We filed out of the diner. The heat hit us full force as soon as the door swung open, sunlight beating down on our faces and shoulders. The van sat in the parking lot, the metal shimmering, too hot to touch. Bill unlocked the doors, and we piled in, the seats burning against the backs of my legs until the AC kicked in.

Brynn sprawled across the back seat, her feet landing in my lap. “Wake me when we get there.” She closed her eyes, arms folded behind her head.

Kinsley slid in next to her, curling up and resting her head on Brynn’s shoulder. Presley took the front again, tossing her bag into the footwell, while Zoey climbed in behind Bill, already scrolling through her phone.

Bill started the engine, the AC blasting cold air over us. He pulled out of the lot, the diner shrinking in the rearview mirror.

Zoey glanced back at me, her eyes curious. “You think we’ll get recognized at the courts?”

I shrugged, stretching my legs out as far as I could. “Probably.”

Presley twisted in her seat, her knees tucked up, looking back at me over the headrest. “You ready for all the attention, Owen?”

I grinned, feeling the camera heavy in my lap. “I’ll survive.”

Brynn yawned, her eyes already closed. “You better. We need the photos.”

Kinsley smiled, her eyes drifting shut, her hand resting on Brynn’s thigh. “Best photographer we’ve ever had.”

I leaned back, camera in my lap, watching the girls doze as the van rolled on, the Gulf flashing between the trees, the taste of salt still on my lips.

Panama City waited, and for the first time, it felt like people were waiting for us too.


CHAPTER 10

Presley yawned so hard her jaw cracked as we dragged our bags into the Panama City hotel lobby. I watched her face contort with the yawn, her lips parted wide and her eyes squeezed shut, a faint pop from her jaw. She let her duffel drop with a thud, the strap slipping from her shoulder and the bag hitting the faux marble floor. She propped her elbows on the check-in counter, leaning forward with her chin in her hands, her fingers splayed against her cheeks. The lobby was a step up from our last motel—faux marble floors that reflected the overhead lights in big, cloudy patches, a row of potted plants lined up beside the wall, their leaves waxy and overwatered, and a big window behind the desk showing off a narrow sliver of the Gulf. I could see the blue water through the glass, sun glaring off the surface. The air inside was cold, almost sharp after the sticky heat outside, so the sweat on my back felt like it was freezing as soon as I walked in.

Bill was already at the desk, talking to the clerk in a low voice, his hands resting flat on the counter. I could see the clerk’s fingers moving over the keyboard, the screen reflecting in his glasses. Brynn and Kinsley flopped onto a faded blue couch to our left, the fabric worn thin at the arms. Brynn dropped down first, her legs stretched out in front of her, sneakers planted wide apart, and Kinsley collapsed next to her, her knees pulled up to her chest, arms wrapped around her shins. Their bags were piled at their feet. Zoey stood near the window, squinting out at the street, her hair pulled up in a messy ponytail with strands escaping around her face, her bare legs still streaked with sand from our last stop at the beach. She stood with one hand braced on the glass, shifting her weight from foot to foot.

Presley nudged me with her hip, bumping into my side, her duffel swinging against my leg. “You holding up?”

I shifted my camera bag to my other shoulder, the strap digging into my collarbone. “Barely.”

She grinned, her gray eyes sharp and a little wild, like she was running on fumes but still wired. “You’ll live. You get the room with me this time, right?”

I nodded. “Bill said so.”

She stretched, arms over her head until her elbows nearly touched her ears. Her tank top rode up, exposing a strip of pale stomach above the low waistband of her shorts. Her micro bikini top was visible beneath, the thin triangles of black fabric barely covering her breasts, the straps crisscrossing above her ribs. She caught me looking and smirked, not bothering to adjust her top or pull her shirt back down. She just held the stretch a second longer, then let her arms fall back to her sides.

Bill turned from the counter, a stack of keys in hand, the plastic fobs rattling together. “Presley, Owen, you’ve got 317. Brynn and Kinsley, 318. Zoey, you’re 319. I’m down the hall.”

Zoey raised her eyebrows, her mouth curving into a sly smile. “I get my own room?”

Bill nodded, holding out her key. “Only way the bookings worked out. Don’t trash it.”

She grinned wider, showing her teeth. “No promises.”

Brynn shot her a look from the couch, rolling her eyes. “You’re going to blast music and jump on the beds.”

Zoey shrugged, flicking her ponytail over her shoulder. “Obviously.”

Kinsley hugged her knees tighter to her chest, her chin resting on top. “I’m showering first.”

Brynn nudged her with her foot, the sole of her sneaker pressing into Kinsley’s thigh. “Not if I get there before you.”

Presley scooped up her bag, looping the strap over her shoulder, and glanced at me. “Let’s go see if our room has a view.”

I grabbed the handle of my roller bag and followed her toward the elevators. She pressed the call button with her elbow, her phone already in her other hand as she scrolled through messages. The elevator arrived with a soft ding, the doors sliding open to reveal faded blue carpet inside, matching the hallway outside. We stepped in, the doors closing behind us with a quiet thunk. Presley leaned against the wall, her bag propped between her feet, still tapping at her phone. I could see the green notification light blinking at the top of her screen.

The elevator doors opened on our floor. The hallway stretched ahead, lined with identical doors and overhead lights that flickered slightly. The carpet was worn thin in the middle, a faint pattern of swirls barely visible. The air smelled faintly of chlorine, probably from the pool downstairs.

Our room was at the end of the hall. Presley reached into her pocket for the key, sliding it into the lock and pushing the door open with her hip. She flicked on the lights, the switch clicking twice under her thumb. The room was basic—two queen beds with mismatched comforters, a flat-screen TV bolted to the wall, a battered dresser with chipped corners, and a sliding glass door opening onto a narrow balcony. I let my bags drop by the closest bed, the wheels of my roller bag thumping against the wall, and walked over to the balcony to check out the view.

I slid open the glass door, the track gritty under my hand. The balcony overlooked the parking lot below, a few cars scattered between faded white lines, but beyond that, I could see the beach and the Gulf. The water was a pale blue under the afternoon sun, the waves barely visible from this height. Presley stepped out beside me, stretching again, her hips cocked to one side, one hand braced on the railing. Her tank top rode up again, exposing the curve of her waist.

She leaned on the railing, elbows bent, her fingers drumming lightly against the metal. “Not bad. I’ve had worse.”

I nodded, then stepped back inside, letting the door slide shut behind me. I set my camera on the dresser, unzipped my backpack, and started unpacking. I pulled out my laptop, camera charger, and a tangle of cords, laying them out in a neat line. Presley kicked off her sandals, the straps catching on her heels, and flopped onto her bed. She landed on her back, her legs crossed at the ankles, phone held above her face as she scrolled. Her micro bikini was visible under her tank and shorts, the thin black straps cutting across her chest and hips, the triangle top barely covering her nipples. The fabric bunched slightly at the sides, showing the swell of her breasts.

She caught me looking and grinned, her eyes glinting. “You’re easy to distract.”

I shrugged, pulling out my laptop and flipping it open. “It’s not hard.”

She rolled onto her stomach, twisting her hips so her legs dangled off the edge of the bed. She propped herself up on her elbows, her phone resting in front of her. “You editing photos?”

“Always.” I plugged in the camera, the USB cable clicking into place, and started uploading shots from the diner and the van ride. The progress bar crawled across the screen.

Presley rolled onto her back again, one knee bent, staring at the ceiling. Her tank top had ridden up even further, exposing the bottom edge of her bikini top and a sliver of underboob. She traced idle patterns on her stomach with her fingertips.

“You ever get sick of it?” she asked.

I looked over, pausing the upload. “Of what?”

“Taking pictures. Being the guy behind the camera.”

I thought about it, staring at the blinking cursor. “Sometimes. But not with you guys.”

She grinned, her teeth catching her lower lip for a second. “Good answer.” She stretched again, her chest arching under the thin fabric, the outline of her nipples clear beneath the black bikini. “I’m gonna shower. Don’t take any sneaky pics.”

She peeled off her tank top, grabbing the hem and pulling it up over her head in one quick motion. She tossed it onto the bed, the fabric landing in a heap. She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her shorts and shimmied them down her hips, wiggling her ass as she worked the denim over her thighs. Her micro bikini left almost nothing to the imagination. The bottoms were cut high, showing off the curve of her hips and the swell of her ass, the thin black straps digging into her skin. The triangle top barely covered her nipples, the fabric stretched tight. She grinned at me, her eyes daring me to say something, then disappeared into the bathroom, the door swinging shut behind her.

I scrolled through the new photos, flagging a few for the team’s social. I clicked through the shots: Brynn with her arm around Kinsley, both of them laughing, their hair tangled from the wind. Zoey posing with a group of fans, her blonde hair tangled and wild, her cheeks flushed. Presley at the diner, sipping sweet tea, her lips pursed around the straw, eyes half-lidded and lazy.

The shower started up in the bathroom, the sound of water hitting tile. Steam began to creep out from under the door, fogging the mirror on the other side. I heard Presley humming to herself, off-key, her voice muffled by the running water.

A knock sounded at the door, sharp and quick. I got up and opened it a crack, peering into the hallway. Brynn stood there, her hair wet and plastered to her forehead, a towel slung around her neck. Her cheeks were pink from the shower.

“Hey. You got anything for a headache?”

I rummaged in my bag, unzipping the side pocket and feeling around for the bottle. I pulled it out and handed it to her, the plastic cool in my palm. “Long day?”

She nodded, rubbing her shoulder with her free hand. “My arm’s killing me. You see Kinsley?”

“In her room, last I checked.” I leaned against the doorframe, watching her shake out a couple of pills into her palm.

Brynn popped the pills into her mouth, swallowing dry. “You and Presley surviving?”

I shrugged. “Barely.”

She grinned, her teeth flashing. “Good luck.” She turned and padded down the hall, the towel trailing behind her, leaving a faint damp spot on the carpet.

Presley came out of the bathroom a minute later, wrapped in a towel, water still dripping from her hair. Her skin was flushed pink from the heat, and her hair stuck to her neck in wet clumps. She padded over to her bed, the towel barely covering her ass, and dropped it without bothering to cover herself. She bent over her bag, pulled on a clean pair of bikini bottoms—bright orange this time—and stepped into them, tugging them up over her hips. Then she grabbed a sports bra, pulling it over her head and wriggling it down over her chest, her breasts bouncing as she adjusted the fit. She flopped back onto the bed, legs sprawled, and picked up her phone again.

“You going down to the pool?” she asked, glancing at me.

“Maybe later. I want to finish these edits.” I turned back to my laptop, fingers tapping the keys.

She shrugged, scrolling through her phone again, thumbs moving fast. “Let me know if you want company.”

I nodded, eyes on the screen. Presley stretched out, one arm thrown over her head, scrolling and texting, humming under her breath.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur of editing and uploading. I clicked through hundreds of photos, cropping and adjusting the colors, flagging the best ones. I sent Bill a batch of photos for the team’s Instagram, dragging the files into the shared folder, then queued up a couple of posts for the sponsors. The likes started rolling in almost immediately, notifications popping up on my phone. Comments from fans, other players, even a few local businesses asking about sponsorships.

Presley changed outfits twice, stripping down to her bikini and then pulling on a neon pink one, the straps digging into her hips, before finally settling on the pink bikini and a sheer white cover-up that clung to her damp skin. She left to meet Brynn and Kinsley at the pool, waving as she went, her ass visible through the thin fabric.

I finished up my edits, then lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. The room was quiet, the only sound the distant thump of music from somewhere below. I checked my phone. Zoey had texted the group chat a photo of her hotel room, clothes already scattered everywhere, a caption that read “Home sweet home.” In the picture, her sports bra was draped over a lamp and her shorts were half-off the bed.

The sun was starting to set, the sky outside turning orange and pink. I grabbed a towel and my swim trunks, pulling my jeans off and stepping into the trunks, tying the drawstring tight around my waist. I grabbed my key and phone, then headed downstairs, my feet slapping against the cool hallway carpet.

The hotel’s pool area was crowded, families everywhere, kids splashing in the shallow end, a group of older guys playing cards at a table near the fence. The hot tub sat off to the side, mostly empty. I didn’t see any of the girls at the pool. I circled around the deck, scanning the crowd, then spotted a flash of blonde hair in the hot tub.

Zoey was already there, sunk up to her shoulders in bubbling water, eyes closed, arms stretched along the edge. She wore a navy blue bikini, the top cut low, the bottoms tied at her hips in neat bows. Her legs were stretched out in front of her, toes just barely poking above the water, her skin pale against the swirling bubbles.

She opened one eye as I approached. “Hey, stranger.”

I grinned, feeling the tension in my shoulders loosen just a bit at the sound of her voice. “This seat taken?” I asked, nodding at the spot across from her.

She stretched her legs out under the water, toes flexing just beneath the surface, making room for me. “Only if you’re interesting.”

I dropped my towel onto the empty chair beside the tub. The fabric landed with a soft, heavy thump. I stepped up to the edge, the tiles still slick beneath my bare feet, then crouched and eased myself into the hot tub. The water hit my calves first, nearly scalding, and I sucked in a breath. I lowered myself in slowly, feeling the heat crawl up my legs. My thighs went under, then my hips, then my chest. The water reached just below my armpits by the time I settled onto the bench seat across from her. I stretched my arms out along the edge, letting my shoulders sink down, elbows bent, palms resting on the warm tile lip behind me.

Zoey watched me, her head tilted slightly, eyes sharp even in the fading light. “You look tired.”

I shrugged, feeling the muscles in my back loosen as the heat worked into them. “Long drive. Long week.”

She nodded, glancing away, her gaze drifting out to the pool. “Same.”

We sat in silence for a minute. The only sound was the constant churn of bubbles rising from the jets, the occasional splash from kids in the main pool. I looked at her. Zoey’s hair was damp, darker at the ends, strands clinging to her bare shoulders and collarbone. Her bikini top was navy blue, the thin straps digging lightly into her skin. The wet fabric molded to her chest, and I could see the faint outline of her nipples pressing against the material, just visible in the water’s filtered light.

She glanced sideways at me, her lips quirking. “You ever wish you did something else?”

I raised an eyebrow, shifting my weight, feeling the bench’s slick surface under my thighs. “Besides photography?”

She nodded, her gaze steady. “Yeah. Or just…something different.”

I let my head fall back against the edge for a second, thinking about it. “Sometimes. But I’m good at this. And it’s better than weddings.”

She laughed, a low, genuine sound. The water rippled around her chest as she leaned forward, her arms pressing against her knees. “That bad?”

I grinned. “You ever try to get a drunk uncle to pose for family photos?”

She shook her head, a smile spreading across her face. “No, but I’ve seen enough to know it’s a nightmare.”

She leaned back, shoulders pressing into the tile, arms stretching out wide. Her fingers curled over the edge. “I used to be an ICU nurse.”

That caught me off guard. “Really?”

She nodded, eyes on the swirling water. “Yeah. Did it for three years. Nights, mostly. College volleyball during the day, nurse at night. It was…a lot.”

I watched her for a moment, not wanting to interrupt. She didn’t say anything else right away, just stared at the bubbles rising past her knees, the surface broken by her shins.

She finally spoke again, her voice softer, almost lost under the hum of the jets. “I left last year. Couldn’t do it anymore. Too many shifts where nothing you did mattered. Too many nights where you went home and just stared at the ceiling.”

I nodded, unsure what to say. I kept my eyes on her, letting her take her time.

She looked up at me, her eyes bright, the corners crinkled. “The team’s been a distraction. Something that isn’t life or death all the time. I like the competition, too. I like diving for a ball and knowing it’s just a game. You screw up, you get another chance.”

I nodded again. “That makes sense.”

She smiled, the expression small and sad. “Most people don’t get it.”

I shrugged, shifting my arms on the edge. “I think I do.”

She looked at me for a long moment, her gaze searching my face, then leaned back again, closing her eyes. I watched as the muscles in her thighs loosened, her knees drifting apart under the water, her legs stretching toward me. Her skin was smooth, the water beading along her shins.

I watched her, feeling something twist in my chest. I liked her. Not just for the way her bikini clung to her chest, the way her nipples pressed against the thin fabric, or the way she laughed, or the way she teased me. I liked the way she talked about her life, the way she didn’t flinch from the hard parts, the way she was honest even when it left her exposed.

I tried to shake it off, blaming it on being tired, on being alone in a hot tub at dusk with a girl I was starting to know too well.

Zoey opened her eyes and looked at me, her gaze steady. “You ever think about quitting? Doing something else?”

I shook my head, feeling the water swirl around my waist. “Not really. I like this. I like being around you guys. It’s…fun.”

She smiled, her lips curving. “You’re the level-headed one, you know that?”

I snorted, rolling my eyes. “That’s not saying much.”

She laughed, then pushed herself upright, sliding through the water toward me. I watched as she moved, the water swirling around her hips, her hands pressing against the bench for balance. She settled next to me, her thigh pressing against mine, the heat of her skin clear even through the water. Her shoulder bumped my arm, her wet hair brushing against my bicep.

“It’s nice out here,” she said quietly, her voice low. “Quiet. For once.”

I nodded, feeling the weight of her against me. “It’s always loud with the team.”

She leaned her head on my shoulder, her damp hair sticking to my cheek and neck. I didn’t move. I slid my arm around her waist under the water, my fingers finding the curve of her hip, feeling her skin, warm and slick from the heat and the water. She let out a soft breath, her body relaxing against mine. She rested her hand on my thigh, her fingers splaying out, pressing into the fabric of my swim trunks. She traced slow, absent patterns along my leg, her nails dragging lightly over the material.

We sat like that for a long time, not talking. The sun dipped lower behind the trees, the sky shifting from orange to a bruised purple. I watched the lights around the pool flicker on, one by one, casting a soft white glow over the water, shadows moving across Zoey’s face and chest. Her bikini top was still wet, the fabric stretched tight across her breasts, the outline of her nipples even clearer now in the artificial light.

Zoey shifted, snuggling closer. Her thigh pressed harder against mine, her hip fitting snugly under my arm. My palm slid along her waist, feeling the dip above her bikini bottoms, the soft give of her skin. She sighed, a little smile on her lips.

“Thanks, Owen,” she said quietly, her breath warm against my neck. “For being here. For not making things weird.”

I squeezed her waist, my thumb tracing a slow circle over her skin. “You’re welcome.”

She looked up at me, her eyes shining. “You know, you’re easy to talk to.”

I shrugged, feeling her body shift against mine. “You make it easy.”

She grinned, then closed her eyes, nestling her head on my shoulder again. Her hair clung to my skin in damp strands, cool against the heat of my neck.

We sat in silence, the world fading away. For the first time all week, everything felt still. I let my fingers drift along her side, feeling the subtle movement of her breathing, the rise and fall of her chest. Her hand stayed on my thigh, fingers still moving in slow, idle patterns.

After a while, Zoey straightened, pushing herself up with both hands. She stretched her arms over her head, her back arching, ribs visible beneath her skin. She looked at me, her blue eyes serious.

“Can I ask you something?”

I nodded, shifting so I was facing her more directly. “Anything.”

She hesitated, her lips parting, then smiled. “Do you ever think about what happens next? Like, after all this?”

I thought about it, watching the way the pool lights caught on the water droplets clinging to her collarbone. “Not really. I’m just trying to keep up.”

She laughed, shaking her head, her hair flipping over her shoulder. “You’re so chill. I wish I could be like that.”

I grinned. “You’re not so bad.”

She nudged me with her elbow, the pressure light. “You don’t know me that well.”

I looked at her, really looked at her. The freckles scattered across her nose, the soft curve of her lips, the way her bikini top hugged her breasts, the fabric pulled tight and dark with water, her nipples pushing against the thin material.

“I think I do,” I said quietly.

She smiled, then leaned her head against my shoulder again. I didn’t move, just held her close, letting the warmth of the water and her body soak into me. My arm stayed around her waist, my fingers resting just above her hip bone, feeling the steady thrum of her pulse.

We stayed like that until the sky was fully dark, the pool lights flickering, the world quiet except for the steady hum of the hot tub jets. I could feel her breathing slow, her body heavy against mine.

Eventually, Zoey straightened, her arms rising above her head as she stretched, her back arching, ribs visible beneath her skin. “I should go shower. I’m all pruney.”

I grinned, glancing down at my own wrinkled fingers. “Me too.”

She stood, uncurling her legs from the bench, water streaming down her thighs and calves. She stepped up onto the edge, her foot finding the tile, then lifted herself out in one smooth motion. The navy blue bikini clung to her body, the bottoms riding high on her hips, the top tight across her chest. The wet fabric left little to the imagination, her breasts pressed up, nipples clearly visible beneath the thin material. She grabbed her towel from the chair, shaking it out with a quick flick of her wrists, then wrapped it around herself, tucking the edge in above her chest. She looked back at me, her hair hanging in damp ropes over her shoulders.

“Thanks, Owen. For listening.”

I nodded, pushing myself up from the bench, the water cascading off my skin. “Anytime.”

She smiled, a real one this time, then turned and headed inside. Her towel trailed behind her, the edge dragging along the tiles, her bare feet leaving wet prints as she walked.

I watched her go, then reached for my own towel, draping it over my shoulders. My skin was still flushed and hot from the water, my head spinning a little from the conversation and the closeness. I stepped out of the hot tub, feet slapping against the cool tile, and followed her path back inside.

Back in the elevator, I leaned against the brushed metal wall, the towel bunched under my neck. I stared at my reflection in the mirrored doors, thinking about Zoey. I’d only known her for a few weeks, but I felt closer to her than I’d felt to anyone in a long time.

I tried to tell myself it was just the hot tub, just the quiet, just the way her body felt pressed against mine. Just the way her hand had traced slow, lazy circles on my thigh. But I knew it was more than that.

When I got back to my room, Presley was already asleep, sprawled across her bed in her neon bikini, one leg hanging off the edge. Her skin was flushed from the sun, the bright fabric of her bikini almost glowing against her tanned body. I moved quietly, peeling off my swim trunks, toweling off my hair, then pulling on a clean pair of shorts. I slipped under the covers, the sheets cool against my skin, and lay back on my bed, staring up at the ceiling.

I thought about Zoey, about the way she’d looked at me, about the way her skin had felt under my hand, the way her nipple had pressed through the thin wet fabric of her bikini top as I held her close.

I closed my eyes, letting the memory of her warmth carry me off to sleep.


CHAPTER 11

“Let’s go, Aces!” Bill’s shout cut through the morning buzz as we hauled our gear to the Panama City Beach courts. I felt the heat radiating up through the sand, already burning against the thin rubber of my flip-flops. Each step forced me to pick up my feet a little faster, trying to keep the hot grit from working its way between my toes. The air shimmered with heat, making the white tents and bright banners look like mirages. The courts were packed tight, every available patch of shade already claimed by teams or clusters of parents setting up collapsible chairs. I could see a crowd at least twice the size of Tampa, bodies pressed close together, some standing, others sprawled on towels or coolers. A constant drone of music thudded from a speaker tower near the main tent, and every minute or two the metallic crackle of the PA system cut through, calling out team names or announcing upcoming matches.

Brynn slung her bag over her shoulder, the strap digging into the bare skin above her bikini. She had her sunglasses perched on top of her head, hair pulled into a messy bun. “I hate this sand. It’s like walking on a stove.” She hopped from foot to foot, wincing every time her heel pressed down.

Presley grinned, hands busy as she adjusted her micro bikini top beneath a loose black tank. She slid her fingers under the thin straps, tugging the triangles higher until they barely covered her nipples, then smoothed the fabric flat against her chest. “You want me to carry you, princess?” Presley’s voice was light, but her eyes glinted with challenge.

Brynn stuck out her tongue, then made a show of setting her bag down and holding out her arms, elbows bent. “Only if you’re offering.” She wiggled her fingers, but Presley just rolled her eyes and kept walking.

Kinsley hovered at the edge of our group, clutching the hem of her mesh cover-up so tight her knuckles went white. She kept glancing around, eyes wide as she took in the crowd and the chaos. Zoey nudged her, bumping her hip against Kinsley’s thigh, and flashed a quick smile. “Welcome to the big leagues, Kins. You ready?”

Kinsley nodded, but her hands kept twisting the hem of her cover-up, bunching it between her fingers. “I think so.”

I reached for my phone, thumbing the camera app open. I framed Kinsley against the swirl of bodies and banners, the sun catching the dark shine of her hair. Her hazel eyes looked almost golden in the glare, wide with nerves. I tapped the shutter. Presley was in the background, already stretching her arms overhead, her bikini riding high on her hips and exposing the long lines of her legs.

Bill stood off to the side, clipboard in hand, squinting against the glare. He ran his finger down the sheet, then looked up. “We’re on Court Six for the first match. Warm up, but don’t burn out. They’re running tight on time.”

We moved as a group, cutting through the crowd. I weaved between clusters of guys in neon board shorts, girls in matching bikinis, a group of players with blue hair and matching tattoos snaking up their arms. Everyone looked locked in, faces set, eyes tracking their competition. I heard a few people call out, “Aces!” and a group of girls pointed at us, their heads close together. Someone behind me muttered, “That’s them, the Insta team.”

Brynn elbowed me in the ribs, grinning. “You hear that? Insta team. That’s you.” She gave me a mock glare, but I could tell she loved the attention.

I shrugged, shifting my camera bag higher on my shoulder. “You’re the ones doing all the hard work.” I moved my fingers along the lens cap, making sure it was tight.

Presley smirked, her mouth twitching up on one side. “You just like the uniforms.” She leaned forward, arching her back slightly, and the thin fabric of her bikini top pulled taut over her breasts.

She wasn’t wrong. Presley’s bikini top barely covered her nipples, and the bottoms cut high enough that every time she bent or twisted, the curve of her hips was impossible to miss. I tried not to stare, but it was right there every time she moved.

The girls dumped their bags under a tent staked at the edge of our assigned court. The tent’s canvas flapped in the breeze, casting a patch of shade over the sand. Zoey grabbed the hem of her loose tank and pulled it over her head in one smooth motion, tossing it onto the pile of bags. She wore a sky-blue string bikini, the top knotted tight behind her neck. The triangles of fabric pressed her breasts together, showing a deep line of cleavage, and the bottoms sat low on her hips, thin strings tied at each side.

Brynn rolled out her shoulders, arms swinging in wide circles as she bounced on her toes. “Who are we playing?”

Bill flipped a page on his clipboard. “Pensacola Waves. They’re seeded third.” His voice was steady, but I could see his eyebrows rise a little.

Presley snorted, dropping her bag with a thud. “Let’s ruin their day.” She kicked off her flip-flops, toes digging into the sand.

Kinsley peeled off her mesh cover-up, folding it carefully and setting it on top of her bag. She wore a pale green bikini, simple and unadorned, the fabric stretched tight across her chest. The straps pressed into her shoulders, and as she bent to adjust the bottoms, I caught her glancing my way. When our eyes met, she smiled—small, a little shy, but genuine.

I walked the edge of the court, camera in hand, looking for angles. The sun was brutal, throwing everything into sharp relief. I crouched low, elbows braced on my knees, and focused on Brynn as she tossed a ball high above her head. Her arm cocked back, muscles in her shoulder and biceps tense, ready to strike. I snapped a burst of shots, tracking the ball’s arc.

Next, I swung around to the net. Presley and Zoey stood close, their bodies almost touching as they bumped fists. I focused on the sand clinging to their thighs, the way Zoey’s bikini bottom cut across the swell of her ass, the outline of Presley’s breasts visible through the thin, sweat-damp fabric of her top.

The match started fast. The Waves were tall, quick, relentless. I watched Presley drop low for a dig, her hands locked together, arms outstretched. She dove, chest hitting the sand, legs kicking up a spray of grit behind her. Brynn leapt for a spike, her whole body arcing, shadow stretching long across the court. Zoey’s serve was a bullet, her arm whipping forward, the ball skimming just over the net and landing untouched. Kinsley was everywhere, darting across the court, knees bent, eyes locked on the ball. She chased down every stray hit, her face set with focus.

I kept moving, dodging stray balls that bounced my way. I crouched low, shifting my weight from foot to foot, camera pressed to my face. At one point, Brynn’s spike sent a spray of sand right into my lens. I lowered the camera, brushing the grains away with my thumb, cursing under my breath. The buttons felt gritty, sand wedged between the ridges, salt already drying on the glass. I wiped the lens again and kept shooting.

The crowd roared when Presley blocked a kill at the net. She jumped, arms rising above the tape, fingers spread wide. She met the ball with both hands, sending it straight down. She landed hard, knees bending to absorb the impact, then straightened up with a grin. She looked straight at me, gray eyes bright, the outline of her breasts clear beneath her sweat-soaked bikini top.

The Aces took the first set 21-17. They jogged to the edge of the court, huddling together. Each girl grabbed a water bottle, unscrewing the caps with shaking hands. Sweat ran down their bodies, trickling between breasts, glistening on thighs and stomachs.

Brynn flopped onto the sand next to me, legs splayed, chest heaving. “You get that block?” She tilted her head toward Presley, then reached for her own water bottle.

I tilted my camera screen toward her, thumb scrolling to the shot. She grinned, teeth flashing, then wiped her face with the inside of her wrist. “Presley’s a beast.”

Presley dropped down beside her, shoulder bumping Brynn’s. She leaned back on her hands, legs stretched out, and let her head fall back for a second. “You’re the one with the killer spike.”

Zoey settled on the cooler, sitting cross-legged. She reached behind her neck, untying her bikini top, then retied it tighter, pulling the strings until the top pressed her breasts together even more. “We’ve got one more set. Let’s finish them.”

Kinsley stood to the side, bouncing on her toes, eyes fixed on the Waves across the net. “We can do it.” She balled her fists, shaking them out at her sides.

The second set was even faster. The Waves came back strong, but the Aces held them off. Brynn dove, arms extended, fingers digging into the sand as she slid. Presley blocked at the net, hands high, body tense. Zoey sent serve after serve skimming over the tape, her arm snapping forward. Kinsley dug out a brutal spike, her body slamming into the sand. She rolled to her feet, sand dusting her stomach, and popped up grinning.

I kept shooting, sweat running down my back. The camera strap dug into my neck, rubbing the skin raw. The sand was everywhere—inside my shoes, in my shorts, grinding between my fingers as I wiped the lens for the hundredth time.

The Aces won the second set 21-16. The crowd cheered, a few people actually chanting “Aces! Aces!” as the girls jogged off the court.

Bill met them at the sideline, handing out water bottles. “Great start. Next match is in ninety minutes. Get food, hydrate, stretch. Don’t go far.” He rattled off a few notes, pointing at his clipboard, but the girls were already slumping into chairs or sprawling in the shade.

Presley dropped onto a folding chair, pulling her mesh cover-up over her bikini. She tugged the hem down, then leaned forward, elbows braced on her knees. “That was brutal.”

Brynn collapsed next to her, unscrewing her water bottle and chugging half of it in one go. “My legs are dead.” She let her head fall back, eyes closed, chest rising and falling.

Zoey perched on the cooler, untied her bikini top, then retied it tighter, pulling the strings so her breasts pressed together, then let her hands fall to her thighs. “We looked good. They couldn’t read our rotation.”

Kinsley stood off to the side, bouncing on her toes. “Can we get shaved ice?” She looked from Bill to me, hope written all over her face.

Bill glanced up from his clipboard. “Be quick. Don’t go wandering off.” He pointed a finger at Kinsley, then at me.

Kinsley turned to me, eyes wide. “Owen, will you come with me?”

I nodded, slinging my camera over my shoulder. The strap caught on my shirt, so I adjusted it, making sure the camera rested against my hip. “Let’s go. Anyone else want anything?”

Brynn shook her head, eyes still closed. “I can’t move.”

Presley waved us off, one hand flopping in the air. “Bring me back a win.”

Zoey grinned, teeth flashing. “Get me something blue.”

Kinsley and I cut through the crowd, stepping around coolers and beach chairs. The sand was even hotter away from the shade. I could feel the heat burning through the soles of my flip-flops, each step a little faster as I tried not to let the sand touch my bare feet. We passed a group of little kids building a sandcastle, their parents lounging nearby.

The shaved ice stand was at the edge of the vendor row—a blue-and-yellow canopy stretched over a battered folding table. A line of kids in swimsuits snaked out from the counter, each clutching a wrinkled dollar bill. A hand-painted sign hung from the front that read “FROSTY SHACK” in big, uneven letters.

Kinsley paused at the back of the line, shifting from foot to foot. She pressed her toes into the sand, then lifted them, as if trying to find a cooler patch. “I don’t know what to get.” She stared up at the menu, lips pressed together.

I glanced at the menu, twenty flavors listed in looping script—blue raspberry, cherry, coconut, mango, tiger’s blood, watermelon, root beer, cotton candy. “What’s your favorite?”

She shook her head, a little embarrassed. “I’ve never had this before. Not real shaved ice.” She looked away, eyes flicking to the ground.

I looked at her, surprised. “Really?” I shifted my weight to my other foot, feeling the sand grind between my toes.

She shrugged, hands twisting the edge of her bikini bottoms. “We didn’t have this where I grew up.”

I nudged her gently with my elbow. “It’s just sugar and ice. You can’t go wrong.”

She scanned the list, brow furrowed. The kid in front of us ordered a rainbow, three flavors stacked in stripes. Kinsley watched, eyes wide, as the vendor layered the syrup, blue then red then yellow, letting it drip down the sides of the mound.

She bit her lip, pressing her teeth into the soft flesh. “Can I get more than one flavor?”

I nodded. “You can get as many as you want.”

She smiled, a little relieved. “I want blue raspberry and mango. And maybe coconut?”

The line moved fast, shuffling forward every few seconds. I kept my camera slung over my shoulder, one hand on the strap so it wouldn’t knock into my hip when I took a step. The sun beat down on my neck, sweat already trickling along my collarbone by the time I reached the front. The menu was scrawled in marker on a warped whiteboard behind the counter, syrup stains running down the edges. I scanned the flavors, then ordered a cherry-lime for myself, my voice barely carrying over the chatter behind me. Kinsley leaned forward, her sunglasses slipping down her nose, and pointed at the list. “Blue raspberry-mango-coconut, please.”

The guy behind the counter wore a faded tank top, his arms streaked with syrup and melted ice. He grabbed two paper cones from the stack and jammed them under the ice shaver, his elbow flexing as he pressed down. The machine roared, spitting out a mound of crushed ice that he packed down with a plastic paddle. He reached for the bottles lined up in rows, clear plastic stained with electric colors, and squeezed syrup over each cone in quick, practiced lines. Red and green for mine, blue, yellow, and white for Kinsley’s. He handed them over, his fingers sticky, syrup already running down the sides. The paper felt cold and damp in my palm.

Kinsley took hers, her eyes going wide as she held the cone up to the light. The colors bled together at the edges, the blue running into the yellow, making streaks of green. “It’s so colorful,” she said, her voice almost reverent.

I fished a five from my pocket, juggling my cone and my camera, trying not to let the ice slip out of the paper. I handed over the bill, took my change, and nodded toward a patch of shade. “Let’s eat in the shade.” I kept my camera tucked tight against my side, careful not to let it bang into the concrete as we walked.

We found a spot under a palm tree, the fronds casting broken shadows across a low concrete wall. I sat first, the rough edge digging into the backs of my thighs, and set my camera in my lap. Kinsley perched next to me, knees pressed together, balancing her cone with both hands. She leaned forward, studying the surface, then took a careful bite. Her lips closed around the mound of blue ice, teeth sinking in, and she pulled away with a little shiver. Blue syrup smeared across her lips, staining the skin above her top lip. She giggled, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, then glanced at the blue streak on her skin.

“It’s cold,” she said, the surprise plain in her voice. She pressed her tongue to her lips, probably trying to warm them up.

I laughed, shaking my head. “That’s the point.” I dug my spoon into my own cone, the ice crunching as I broke off a chunk. I lifted it to my mouth, the cherry and lime syrup mixing into a sharp, sweet bite that made my teeth ache.

Kinsley took another bite, this time digging her spoon into the yellow streak. She chewed, then swallowed, her brows lifting. “It’s good. You want to try?” She held out her cone, careful not to tip it, her fingers sticky with syrup. I reached over, scooping up a spoonful of the icy mix. The mango hit first, sweet and bright, then the coconut, creamy and cool, and the blue raspberry underneath, tangy and artificial. The ice melted almost instantly on my tongue, leaving a syrupy aftertaste.

“Not bad. Try mine.” I held out my cone, the red and green syrup already starting to pool at the bottom. She dipped her spoon in, pulling out a chunk of cherry ice, and popped it into her mouth. She made a face, nose wrinkling, and swallowed quickly.

“Yours is sour,” she said, eyebrows drawn together.

I grinned, shrugging. “I like it that way.” I took another bite, letting the sharp lime cut through the sticky sweetness.

We sat in silence for a minute, the shade a relief against the heat. I watched the crowd: teams moving between courts, their jerseys streaked with sweat; families sprawled on towels, kids running in circles; a speaker propped up on a cooler thumping out music. I reached for my camera, flicking the power on with my thumb, and lifted it to my eye. I focused on Kinsley—her lips still blue, cone in hand, the sunlight catching the fine blond hairs on her forearm. I pressed the shutter, catching her mid-bite, her eyes squinting against the glare.

She caught me, lowering her cone. “Don’t post that one.” She tried to glare, but the blue on her lips ruined the effect.

I shrugged, lowering the camera. “It’s cute.” I flicked through the shots, showing her the screen.

She smiled, rolling her eyes. “You say that about all the photos.” She wiped her lips again, trying to get the last of the blue syrup off, but it just smeared further.

I looked at her, letting my gaze linger for a second. Her bikini top was stretched tight across her chest, the fabric clinging to her skin, damp from sweat and a streak of mango syrup that had dripped down the side. She caught me looking and blushed, cheeks going pink, and ducked her head, hair falling forward to hide her face.

I cleared my throat, digging my spoon back into the melting ice. “We should get back soon.” I scraped the last of the syrup from the bottom of the cone, the paper already starting to go soft in my hand.

She nodded, finishing her cone in three quick bites, then licked the last of the syrup from her fingers, her tongue darting out to catch a drop on her knuckle. “I don’t want to miss the next match.”

We stood, brushing the dust off the backs of our legs, and walked to the nearest trash can. I dropped my empty cone in, then wiped my hands on my shorts, the syrup leaving a tacky spot on my palm. The walk back was slower, the sun higher and hotter, sweat trickling down my back. The crowd had thickened, people squeezing between tents, kids darting under ropes. I spotted a few fans in Aces shirts, the logo bright on their chests, some waving as we passed.

Brynn was sprawled in the shade, her legs stretched out in front of her, toes digging into the sand. She wore oversized sunglasses, the frames covering half her face. As soon as we got close, she reached out, grabbing my cone before I could react. She brought it to her mouth and took a long, slow lick off the top, her tongue tracing a line through the syrup.

“Hey!” I tried to snatch it back, but she held it out of reach.

She grinned, her lips stained red from the cherry syrup. “You didn’t get me one?”

Kinsley dropped down next to her, folding her legs underneath her, and offered the last bite of her own cone. “You can have some of mine.” She held it out, her fingers sticky, the ice melting fast.

Brynn took a bite, her teeth crunching through the last of the coconut, then handed it back. “You guys are slow. Next time, bring me a tiger’s blood.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, smearing more red syrup across her skin.

I held up my hands in mock surrender. “We’ll get more after the next match.”

Presley sat up, stretching her arms overhead until her back arched, her bikini top riding up to show a strip of skin above her waistband. “You better. I’m dying over here.” She shook her arms out, fingers flexing.

Zoey was lying on her stomach, propped on her elbows, phone in hand. Her bikini top was untied at the back, the strings dangling against her shoulder blades. She looked over her shoulder, her hair falling across her cheek. “You get any good photos?”

I nodded, reaching for my camera and flipping through the shots. “Plenty.”

She rolled onto her side, pushing up on one elbow. The movement made her bikini top slip, the left cup sliding down to show the curve of her breast, a flash of pale skin before she tugged it back into place. She didn’t bother to hide the adjustment, just let the fabric settle where it wanted.

“You’re shameless,” Brynn said, grinning at her.

Zoey shrugged, her lips curving. “If you’ve got it, flaunt it.” She retied her top, pulling the strings tight and knotting them behind her neck.

From the other side of the tent, Bill called out, clipboard in hand. “Ten minutes, girls. Start stretching.”

Presley stood, brushing sand off her thighs with both hands, the grains sticking to her damp skin. “Let’s go. I want another win.” She bounced on her toes, rolling her shoulders.

Brynn groaned, but got up, rolling her neck in a circle. “My legs are going to fall off.” She bent to touch her toes, fingers grazing the sand, then straightened.

Kinsley stretched her arms overhead, fingers laced, then bent forward, palms flat on the ground, her hair falling forward to brush the sand. “We can do this.”

Zoey retied her bikini, cinching the knot tight, then grabbed a ball from the pile, spinning it on her finger. “Let’s make it quick. I want more shaved ice.” She flicked her wrist, sending the ball up, then caught it with her other hand.

I raised my camera, snapping a few more shots as they warmed up. Presley jogged in place, then started doing high knees, her bikini bottoms riding up with each step, the outline of her ass clear through the thin fabric. Brynn tossed her hair back, running her fingers through it, sweat glistening on her shoulders. Kinsley bounced on her toes, arms swinging loose at her sides. Zoey grinned at the camera, holding the ball out in front of her, blue syrup still staining her lips.

The second match was against Tallahassee Heat. I watched them walk onto the court—taller, louder, cockier than the Waves. One girl wore a gold chain around her neck, the other had a neon green visor perched on her forehead, her ponytail swinging.

Presley squared up at the net, her eyes narrowed, stance wide. “You ready, Brynn?”

Brynn pounded a fist into her palm, her knuckles cracking. “Let’s go.”

Zoey served first, tossing the ball high and smacking it with the heel of her hand. The ball rocketed over the net, spinning. The Heat returned with a brutal spike, but Presley was there, arms up, blocking it clean. The ball bounced back, the crowd cheering.

I moved along the sideline, crouching low to get action shots. The sand burned under my knees, hot enough to sting. Sweat dripped down my back, soaking my shirt. I kept the camera steady, tracking the play. The Aces fought hard—Brynn dove for a dig, her body stretched out, sand flying up around her. Presley blocked at the net, arms high, fingers splayed. Kinsley chased down impossible balls, her feet barely touching the ground. Zoey served again and again, each ball hitting with deadly accuracy.

Midway through the first set, Brynn took a hard fall, diving for a save. She rolled onto her back, legs splayed, sand clinging to her stomach, her bikini top twisted to the side. She looked up at me and grinned, teeth white against the grit, then scrambled to her feet, brushing sand from her chest.

The Aces took the first set 21-15. The Heat looked rattled, their coach pacing at the edge of the court.

During the break, Presley grabbed a towel, wiping sweat from her face. “They’re getting sloppy.” She tossed the towel over her shoulder.

Brynn gulped water, tipping her head back. “Let’s finish it.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, water dripping down her chin.

The second set was tighter. The Heat came back strong, pushing every point, but the Aces held their lead. Presley and Brynn worked the net, arms up, blocking shot after shot. Kinsley and Zoey covered the back, moving in sync, calling out plays. I caught Zoey leaping for a dig, her body stretched out, hair flying behind her, the straps of her bikini digging into her shoulders as she hit the sand.

The final point was a rally, ten volleys back and forth, the crowd holding its breath. Brynn set the ball, fingers quick, Presley spiked it, the Heat scrambled to return. Zoey dove, arms out, sending the ball back over the net. The Heat missed. The Aces won.

The girls collapsed in a heap at the edge of the court, laughing, arms tangled together. I snapped a photo—Presley flat on her back, Brynn sprawled across her stomach, Zoey and Kinsley hugging, sand stuck to every inch of skin.

Bill came over, clipboard in hand. “You girls are moving up. Two wins, top of the bracket. Next match isn’t for three hours. Rest up, eat, hydrate.”

Presley rolled onto her side, propping herself up on one elbow. Her bikini bottoms were bunched high on her hips, a streak of sand running up her thigh. “Shaved ice?”

Brynn groaned, flopping back. “Food first.”

Kinsley looked at me, her eyes hopeful. “Can we go again?”

I nodded. “Let’s get everyone this time.”

Zoey stood, brushing sand off her legs, her bikini twisted at the hip. “I want blue. And maybe something with coconut.”

Brynn staggered to her feet, slinging an arm around Presley’s shoulders. “If you don’t get me tiger’s blood, I’m not speaking to you.”

Presley grinned, tugging her cover-up over her bikini. The fabric clung to her damp skin, outlining the shape of her breasts. “You never shut up anyway.”

We made our way back to the vendor row, the girls clustering around the stand, arguing over flavors. I ordered a tray—blue raspberry for Zoey, tiger’s blood for Brynn, coconut-mango for Kinsley, root beer for Presley, cherry-lime for myself. The vendor handed them over, syrup dripping down the sides.

Brynn grabbed hers, taking a huge bite, her teeth crunching through the ice. “This is the best part of tournaments.”

Presley took a careful lick, eyes closed, savoring the cold. “Cold. Perfect.” Her tongue traced the edge of the cone, catching a drop of syrup before it could run down her hand.

Zoey ate hers in tiny bites, blue syrup staining her lips, her tongue flicking over the ice. Kinsley smiled, watching the others, her own cone dripping onto her palm.

I raised my camera and snapped a photo—four girls, four cones, sunlight catching the syrup as it ran down their hands, sand stuck to their legs, bikinis bright against the crowd.

Presley caught me, grinning. “You love your job, don’t you?”

I shrugged. “It’s not bad.”

Brynn elbowed me, her arm sticky with syrup. “You’re lucky we’re cute.”

Zoey rolled her eyes. “He’d take pictures even if we weren’t.”

Kinsley smiled at me, her blue lips curving. “Thanks for coming with me earlier.”

I nodded. “Anytime.”

We wandered back to our tent, the girls laughing, trading bites of shaved ice, arguing about flavors. The crowd was louder now, the courts packed, the sun beating down harder than before.

Bill checked his watch, glancing at the bracket. “Rest up, girls. Next match is at four.”

Presley stretched out on a towel, sunglasses on, bikini riding high on her hips, one strap twisted. Brynn sprawled next to her, licking the last of her cone, syrup running down her wrist. Zoey sat cross-legged, scrolling her phone, blue syrup staining her fingers. Kinsley leaned against the cooler, eyes closed, a small smile on her lips as she licked the last of the coconut from her palm.

I sat on the edge of the tent, camera in my lap, watching the girls, the crowd, the courts. The Aces were winning, and for the first time, it felt like everyone else knew it too.


CHAPTER 12

“Court Four,” Bill said, waving us across the sand. “They’re already warming up.”

I felt the sand shift under my sneakers with every step, gritty and hot, sticking to the sides of my feet. The tournament crowd had thickened since the morning, bodies pressed closer together, voices raised and overlapping. The energy around the main courts was different now—louder, more aggressive, a constant buzz of tension and excitement. I adjusted the strap of my camera bag, making sure it was secure on my shoulder, and jogged to keep up with the girls. The Aces moved as a loose pack ahead of me, water bottles clinking together with every step, towels draped over their necks, the ends fluttering against their backs. Presley and Brynn led the way, sunglasses on, faces set and unreadable. Presley’s stride was wide and confident, her ponytail swinging side to side. Brynn’s steps were measured, her lips pressed into a flat line, one hand gripping her bottle. Zoey and Kinsley walked a step behind. Zoey chewed her gum, jaw working steadily, her lips pursed. Kinsley fiddled with the strap of her mesh cover-up, fingers twisting the thin fabric, her gaze flicking from her teammates to the court ahead.

As we rounded the corner, the sand sloped down slightly, and I had to watch my footing so I didn’t trip. I spotted our opponents right away. Four girls in matching black bikinis, each one with their team name—“Destin Storm”—printed in neon green capital letters across their chests. The green was almost blinding in the sun, standing out against the black fabric and their tan skin. They were tall and athletic, legs long, shoulders broad, already bouncing a ball between them. Their laughter was sharp, cutting through the air as one of them said something that made the others cackle. The one with the high ponytail and mirrored sunglasses turned as we approached, her mouth curling into a smirk. Her sunglasses reflected the sky and the crowd, hiding her eyes.

Presley snorted. “Great. The Storm. These girls are the worst.” She didn’t bother lowering her voice.

Brynn didn’t look over at the Storm. “Ignore them. They want you to react.” Her eyes never left the net, her chin lifted slightly.

The Storm’s captain, ponytail girl, lobbed the ball to her teammate with a flick of her wrist, then called out, “Hey, Aces! Ready to lose?” Her voice was loud, carrying easily over the sand.

Presley didn’t even pause, just kept walking, shoulders back.

Brynn’s eyes stayed fixed on the net, her lips pressed together.

Bill called the girls in for a quick huddle. He waved them in with a sharp gesture, his whistle dangling from his hand. The girls clustered around him, forming a tight circle. “Don’t let them get in your heads. Play your game.” His voice was low, steady.

Presley cracked her knuckles, one hand at a time, each pop loud in the small circle. “We’re not scared.” Her fingers flexed, then curled into fists at her sides.

Kinsley shifted from foot to foot, the sand giving way beneath her toes. Her eyes darted between her teammates and the Storm, her lips parted as she drew in quick breaths. Zoey patted her on the shoulder, her palm landing gently, then squeezing once before letting go. “It’s all talk. They’re not that good.” Zoey’s voice was even, her gaze fixed on the Storm, unblinking.

I moved to the sideline, stepping carefully around a cluster of discarded water bottles and towels. I set my camera bag down, unzipped it, and pulled out my camera. The sun was high, almost directly overhead, and sweat was already gathering under my shirt, trickling down my spine. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand, then adjusted the lens cap, making sure it was off. The Storm girls strutted to their side of the net, hips swaying, high-fiving each other as they passed. Their laughter was a little too loud, forced and sharp. One of them tossed her hair over her shoulder, her bikini top straining across her chest. The ref blew his whistle, a short, piercing sound. Game on.

The first serve came hard and fast. The Storm’s captain, ponytail girl, tossed the ball high above her head, her fingers spread wide. She jumped, arm swinging forward in a sharp arc, and sent the ball screaming over the net. It cut through the air, the white and green spinning.

Presley dropped into a crouch, arms out, knees bent. She watched the ball all the way in. At the last second, she dove forward, her knees hitting the sand, arms locked together. The ball smacked her forearms and bounced up, arcing toward Brynn. Brynn moved quickly, feet shuffling through the sand, and set the ball high, her hands forming a triangle above her head. Zoey sprinted forward, her blonde hair flying behind her, and leapt. Her arms swung, fingers splayed, and she smashed the ball down the line with an open palm. The Storm’s libero lunged, her body twisting, but the ball hit the sand a foot past her outstretched hand.

“Nice shot!” I yelled, raising my camera and snapping a burst of photos, catching Zoey’s landing, her knees bent, hair wild.

Zoey grinned, jogging back to her spot. She brushed sand from her thighs with quick, practiced swipes, then tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. The Storm captain called out, “Got lucky, blondie.”

Zoey just shrugged, one shoulder lifting. “You wish.” She turned away, not giving the Storm captain another glance.

The Storm ramped up the trash talk. Every point, every miss, they had something to say. “You call that a serve?” one of them yelled after a missed serve. “Nice try, short stuff,” another called as Kinsley missed a dig. “Better luck next time, rookie.” Kinsley flinched at the rookie comment, her shoulders tensing, but Brynn clapped her on the back, her palm landing solidly between Kinsley’s shoulder blades.

“Don’t listen,” Brynn said, voice low. “Play your game.” She squeezed Kinsley’s shoulder once, then turned back to the court.

The points were tight. Presley blocked a kill at the net, jumping high, arms extended, fingers spread wide. The ball slammed into her hands and dropped straight down on the Storm’s side. The Storm’s captain glared at her, lips twisted. “Try that again, ginger.”

Presley grinned, her micro bikini top barely containing her breasts as she squared up for the next serve, the fabric stretched tight across her chest. “You want me to?” She cocked an eyebrow, her stance wide, knees bent.

The Storm girls rolled their eyes, but I saw one of them glance at Presley’s chest, then look away quickly. I snapped a photo, the camera’s shutter clicking. Presley crouched again, muscles taut, her bikini riding up over her hips, the fabric digging into her skin.

Halfway through the set, the Storm pulled ahead. Their outside hitter was tall and fast, moving along the net with long, powerful strides. She jumped, arm whipping forward, slamming balls at the corners. Kinsley dove, arms outstretched, fingers splayed, barely saving one. She hit the sand hard, her stomach pressed flat, and sand stuck to her skin. Her bikini top was askew, one strap slipping off her shoulder, but she popped up quickly, brushing sand from her stomach, yanking the strap back into place, and getting ready for the next play.

On the sideline, Bill paced, his sneakers leaving deep tracks in the sand. “Keep your heads. Don’t let them get to you.” He called out, voice steady but urgent.

Brynn stepped back for her serve, bouncing the ball twice, then spinning it in her hands. She tossed it up, swung her arm, and sent it hard and low over the net. The ball clipped the top of the tape, but the Storm captain watched it go out, arms crossed. She called, “Nice try, farm girl.”

Brynn’s jaw flexed, but she didn’t answer. Presley shot her a look, eyebrows raised. “Let it go.” She mouthed the words, then turned back to the court.

The Aces fought back. Zoey’s serves were on point, spinning just over the net, barely clearing the tape. Presley blocked another kill, her arms snapping up at the last second, sending the Storm’s middle hitter sprawling on the sand. Kinsley chased down every ball, her legs pumping, feet digging into the sand, hair sticking to her arms and shoulders. She dove again and again, pushing herself up each time, sand clinging to her skin, her bikini bottom riding up between her cheeks.

The Storm kept chirping. “You look tired, Presley. Want to sit out?” one of them called. “Nice dig, Kinsley. Too bad you can’t hit.” Another yelled, “Hey, photo guy, get my good side.” I ignored them, focusing on the Aces. I raised my camera, zooming in on Brynn mid-jump, her arm cocked back, the sun glinting off her brown hair. I tracked Zoey as she lunged for a dig, her body stretched out, sand spraying up around her feet. Presley and Kinsley bumped fists, sweat running down their arms, muscles flexing.

The first set ended 23-21, Aces. The whistle blew, sharp and final. The girls huddled under their tent, crowding together in the narrow shade. They gulped water, heads tipped back, throats working. Presley wiped her face with a towel, dragging it down her neck and over her chest, the fabric catching on her bikini top. “They’re getting desperate.” She tossed the towel aside, picking up her water bottle and squeezing it, water dribbling onto her chin.

Brynn chugged water, her head tipped back, throat working as she swallowed. “They’re pissed we’re winning.” She capped her bottle, then peeled a strand of hair off her cheek.

Kinsley sat on the cooler, elbows on her knees, breathing hard. Her chest rose and fell, her cheeks flushed. “They keep calling me rookie.” She pressed her palms to her thighs, fingers digging into the skin.

Zoey nudged her with her elbow, a quick, sharp jab. “They’re scared of you. That’s why.” She grinned, then swiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand.

Bill tossed Brynn a banana. The fruit arced through the air, and Brynn caught it one-handed. “Fuel up. One more set.” He glanced at the Storm, who were pacing on their side of the court, talking loudly, shooting dirty looks our way.

Second set. The Storm came out swinging, scoring the first three points. Their captain smirked, standing at the net, hands on her hips, chest out. “Wake up, Aces!” she called, her voice mocking.

Presley answered with a kill, slamming the ball between two defenders. She jumped, arm swinging, and landed hard, sand spraying up around her feet. The crowd cheered, a short burst of clapping and shouts. Brynn followed up with a serve that clipped the net and dropped in, the ball spinning as it hit the sand. Zoey set up Kinsley for a cross-court hit—Kinsley’s arm swung, her body twisting, and the ball shot across the court, landing just inside the line. Point.

The Storm’s outside hitter tried to rattle Zoey. “Nice tan lines, Barbie.” Her lips twisted, eyes narrowed behind her sunglasses.

Zoey didn’t even look at her. “Nice defense. Oh wait, you don’t have any.” She adjusted her bikini top, the straps digging into her shoulders, then turned back to her spot.

Presley snorted, almost choking on her water. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, shaking her head.

The points went back and forth. The Storm’s libero caught a lucky dig, her arms out, knees bent, sending the ball back over for an easy point. She blew a kiss at the Aces, lips puckered. Brynn rolled her eyes, shifting her weight from foot to foot. “She’s twelve, right?”

The Storm’s captain tried to spike on Presley, but Presley was already there, arms up, hands angled just right above the net. I watched the captain’s eyes widen as Presley’s forearms met the ball with a sharp, controlled snap. The ball ricocheted straight down, smacking the captain in the face before dropping to the sand. Presley grinned, chest heaving, sweat glistening on her skin, her bikini top pushed so close to the edge of decency that the bottom curve of her left breast peeked out. “Try again,” she shot back, voice rough.

The Storm called a timeout, their players shuffling together, heads bent, arms draped over shoulders. I could see their coach gesturing, voice low and urgent. The Aces jogged to their tent, sand sticking to their calves, Zoey tugging her ponytail tighter.

Bill kept it short. He didn’t even bother sitting down. “Last push. Don’t get baited.” His eyes flicked from Presley to Brynn to Zoey, then Kinsley.

Zoey nodded, wiping at her cheek with the back of her hand. “We’ve got them.” Her voice was steady, but her hands flexed open and closed at her sides.

They broke the huddle, grabbing at their water bottles, squeezing cold water over their wrists and necks. Presley stretched her arms overhead, twisting her torso, her abs flexing. Brynn bounced on her toes, rolling her shoulders, eyes locked on the court.

When play resumed, the Storm came out swinging. Their server tossed the ball high, snapping her wrist for a serve that skimmed the net. Zoey dropped low, arms together, platform perfect, and sent the ball up. Kinsley slid sideways, knees digging into the sand, arms out to dig a hard spike. The Storm’s setter tried a tricky back set, but Presley read it, shifting two steps to her left, hands up. The rally went on—dives, blocks, quick sets, the ball barely touching the sand before someone lunged beneath it.

The Aces matched them, point for point. Each serve came in harder than the last, each dig rougher. Zoey’s blue bikini top twisted higher on her ribs as she dove for a save, sand sticking to her chest. Brynn’s hair was plastered to her forehead, sweat dripping down her temples. Presley’s bikini bottoms rode up her ass as she jumped, but she didn’t bother fixing them, too focused on the ball.

Late in the set, tied at 19. The crowd pressed closer, people standing two deep at the sidelines, phones up, voices rising. Presley wiped sweat from her face with the heel of her hand, glancing at Brynn. “Your serve.”

Brynn caught the ball, bouncing it twice, eyes narrowed at the net. She exhaled, shoulders dropping, then tossed the ball up. Her arm whipped forward, sending the ball over with a flat, hard spin. The Storm’s libero lunged, arms out, but the ball hit awkwardly, flying sideways and out of bounds.

Match point.

The Storm’s captain glared at Brynn, lips curled. “Fluke.”

Brynn just smiled, teeth showing. “Scoreboard.”

The next rally was brutal. The serve came in fast, Zoey digging it up, arms stinging. Kinsley scrambled, legs pumping, getting under the ball for a desperate save, her knees and thighs scraping through the hot sand. Zoey set Presley, fingers quick, the ball floating just above the net. Presley took two running steps, planted, and jumped. Her body arched, abs taut, bikini top stretched so tight I could see the outline of her nipples through the wet fabric. She swung, wrist snapping over the ball, hammering it down the line.

The Storm’s outside hitter lunged, arm outstretched, but her fingers barely brushed the ball. It hit the sand with a dull thud. Game.

The Aces exploded. Presley threw her arms around Brynn, pulling her close, their bodies pressed together, sand grinding between their stomachs. Zoey launched herself at Kinsley, both of them tumbling to the ground, legs tangled, sand spraying up. I crouched, camera up, snapping a burst of photos—Presley’s wild smile, Brynn’s hair flying, Zoey’s blue bikini twisted high on her hips, Kinsley’s face flushed and open with relief.

The Storm stalked off the court, heads down, not even glancing back. Their captain muttered something as she passed, voice low and bitter.

Presley called after her, voice ringing out. “See you in the finals!”

Brynn dropped onto the sand, arms flung wide, chest heaving. “That was insane.”

Kinsley sat down hard next to her, still breathing fast, her shoulders trembling. “I thought I was going to puke.”

Zoey flopped down, legs splayed, blue bikini twisted around her hips, one strap slipping off her shoulder. “You looked good doing it.”

Bill walked over, handing out water bottles. “Great match. You kept your cool.” He squeezed Zoey’s shoulder, then Presley’s.

Presley grinned, her gray eyes bright, sweat running down her neck. “That was fun.”

Brynn groaned, rolling onto her stomach, cheek pressed to the sand. “My legs are dead.”

I crouched beside them, camera in hand, sand sticking to my knees. “You want to see some shots?”

Kinsley nodded, brushing hair off her forehead, her cheeks red. “Show us.”

I scrolled through the last few frames, tilting the camera so they could see: Presley’s block at the net, Brynn’s spike, Zoey’s dig, Kinsley’s desperate save. The girls crowded around, arms pressed to mine, heads close, eyes tracking the images.

Presley pointed at a shot of herself, arms high, blocking at the net. “Send me that one.”

Brynn laughed, mouth wide. “You just like the way your boobs look.”

Presley shrugged, not even pretending to deny it.

Zoey poked the screen, her nail tapping the glass. “That’s a good one of Kinsley.”

Kinsley blushed, ducking her head, but smiled. “I look like I know what I’m doing.”

Brynn nudged her with an elbow. “You do.”

Presley stood, brushing sand off her thighs and hips, fingers digging under her bikini bottoms to shake out the grit. “Food. Now.”

Brynn groaned, pushing herself up, knees cracking. “Tacos?”

Zoey nodded, grabbing her towel. “Tacos.”

Kinsley looked at me, eyes bright. “You coming?”

I nodded. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

We packed up quick—towels rolled, water bottles shoved into bags, sunglasses perched on sweaty noses. My camera went into its case, sand brushed off the lens. Presley slipped on flip-flops, still in her stretched bikini, and led the way.

The taco place was a block from the courts—a squat shack painted lime green, picnic tables scattered under a faded striped awning. The line was short. The menu was scrawled in chalk above the window, with little doodles of tacos and hot sauce bottles.

Presley ordered first, stepping up to the counter, elbows planted, chest out, her bikini top pulled so tight her cleavage was impossible to miss. “Four chicken, two steak, extra hot sauce.”

Brynn stepped up next, ordering three chicken tacos and a bottled water, her voice still rough from the match. Zoey rattled off her order—two fish, one veggie, chips, and a Coke. Kinsley hesitated, then asked for one chicken, one steak, and a lemonade. I got a burrito and a soda. We carried our food to a table at the edge of the patio, dropping bags and towels wherever there was space. Presley stretched out on the bench, legs long, toes flexing in the sun.

“I could eat a horse,” she said, grabbing her first taco.

Brynn tore into hers, taking a huge bite, juice running down her chin. “I swear, food tastes better after you win.”

Zoey licked salsa off her fingers, sucking each tip clean. “Everything tastes better after beating the Storm.”

Kinsley nibbled at her taco, glancing at me. “You really don’t mind all the photos?”

I shook my head, reaching for my soda. “You guys make it easy.”

Presley laughed, mouth full. “You just like shooting us in bikinis.”

I shrugged, not denying it.

Brynn grinned, cheeks stuffed. “At least you’re honest.”

Zoey pulled out her phone, scrolling with one hand, chips in the other. “We’ve got like a hundred new followers since this morning.”

Kinsley’s eyes widened. “Really?”

Zoey nodded. “People are actually tagging us. Look.” She held out her phone, passing it around the table.

Fans had posted photos from the match, tagging the Aces. Comments scrolled by: “Aces are on fire!” “Presley’s block was insane!” “Where’d they get those bikinis?”

Presley laughed, licking salsa from her wrist. “Should we start selling merch?”

Brynn rolled her eyes, wadding up her napkin. “We’d sell out in a day. People are thirsty.”

Kinsley blushed, ducking her head, her hair falling over her eyes.

I pulled out my laptop, setting it in the middle of the table. “You guys want to see the shots from today?”

Presley scooted closer, her thigh pressed against mine under the table, the heat of her skin obvious. “Hell yes.”

Brynn leaned in from the other side, elbow on the table. “Show me the one where I almost ate sand.”

I opened the folder, clicking through the best shots. Presley pointed out her favorites—mostly herself at the net, arms raised, bikini top barely holding on, nipples pressing against the thin fabric. Brynn picked the action shots—dives, spikes, blocks, sand flying. Zoey liked the candids, laughing, huddling, celebrating. Kinsley picked one of herself serving, her face set, body tense, bikini bottoms pulled tight across her ass.

“You look like a badass,” Zoey said, grinning at Kinsley.

Kinsley smiled, cheeks pink. “I felt like one.”

Presley reached over, squeezing her shoulder, fingers digging in. “You killed it out there.”

Brynn nodded, mouth full. “You kept us in the game.”

I started editing the best shots, cropping, adjusting the light, my fingers moving quickly over the trackpad. The girls watched, heads close, offering commentary.

“That one’s too close,” Brynn said, pointing at a shot of Presley mid-jump, sweat running between her breasts.

“I like it,” Presley argued. “You can see the sweat.”

Brynn rolled her eyes. “No one wants to see that.”

Zoey pointed at a shot of her serving, her bikini top pulled high, a pale line visible across her ribs. “Can you blur out my tan line?”

I grinned. “Nope. Authenticity.”

She stuck out her tongue, tossing a chip at me.

The food disappeared fast—tacos, burritos, chips, sodas, all gone in minutes. Presley licked salsa off her fingers, then reached for my laptop, her nails scraping the plastic. “Let’s post something.”

I pulled up the team’s Instagram, queuing the best shots. Presley dictated captions, voice low and quick—“Presley shutting down the Storm,” “Brynn’s killer spike,” “Kinsley’s first tournament win,” “Zoey serving up aces.” Brynn leaned over, offering hashtags, Zoey picked emojis, Kinsley approved every shot, her finger tapping the trackpad.

We posted the first photo—Presley blocking at the net, arms raised, bikini top stretched tight, sand flying. Within seconds, likes started rolling in.

Brynn watched the numbers climb, mouth open. “People are obsessed.”

Presley grinned, leaning against the table. “They should be.”

Zoey scrolled through the comments, her thumb moving fast. “We’ve got fans in Brazil. Look.”

Kinsley leaned in, reading over her shoulder, her lips parted. “That’s wild.”

I queued up the rest of the posts, spacing them out. Presley leaned against my shoulder, watching the screen, her hair brushing my arm.

“You’re good at this,” she said quietly.

I shrugged, not looking up. “It’s easy when you’ve got the right subjects.”

She nudged me with her knee under the table, grinning. “You’re still a sap.”

Brynn laughed, finishing her last taco, licking her fingers clean. “We should do a group photo.”

Presley grabbed my camera, flipping it on. “Owen, sit.”

I slid to the end of the bench, Presley squeezing in next to me, her arm thrown around my shoulders, her breast pressing against my bicep. Brynn sat on my other side, grinning, her thigh pressed to mine. Zoey perched on the back of the bench, legs dangling, her blue bikini top bright against her tanned skin, nipples faintly visible through the thin fabric. Kinsley squeezed in front, her knees up, arms around her shins, smiling shyly.

Presley held the camera out, snapping a burst of shots, her thumb hitting the button again and again. The girls laughed, making faces, sticking their tongues out, flashing peace signs. I smiled, caught up in the chaos, Presley’s arm tightening around my shoulders.

Presley checked the shots, scrolling quickly. “Not bad.”

Brynn pointed at one, her finger tapping the screen. “That’s the one.”

Zoey nodded, hair falling in her face. “Post it.”

I uploaded the photo, tagging everyone. The likes rolled in immediately, comments piling up.

Kinsley watched the screen, eyes wide, hands clasped in her lap. “People really care.”

Presley squeezed her shoulder, voice warm. “Told you.”

The sun started to dip, the sky turning gold, shadows stretching across the patio. The taco place emptied out, tables abandoned, the boardwalk filling with people heading to the beach for sunset.

Bill called, voice carrying over the crowd. “You girls ready?”

Presley stood, stretching her arms overhead, her bikini top riding up, ribs showing. “Let’s go win another one.”

Brynn grabbed her bag, slinging it over her shoulder. “I need a nap first.”

Zoey hopped off the bench, grabbing her phone. “You coming, Owen?”

I nodded, packing up my laptop, sliding it into my bag. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

We walked back to the courts as a group, the girls laughing, trading stories, arguing about who had the best serve. Presley bumped my hip with hers, grinning, her eyes bright. Brynn teased Kinsley about her blue lips from the shaved ice earlier. Zoey took a selfie with the group, arm outstretched, tagging it #AcesOnFire.

I walked behind them, camera bag slung over my shoulder, watching the sun set over the Gulf, the last light catching on Presley’s ass as she led the way back to the courts.


CHAPTER 13

I stared up at the ceiling, blinking in the dark, my eyes struggling to focus on the uneven pattern of the plaster above me. The cheap hotel mattress sagged beneath my weight, swallowing me into a dip in the center that made my back ache. The sheets felt stiff and scratchy against my bare legs, bunched up around my waist from tossing and turning. I couldn’t get comfortable, no matter how many times I shifted or tried to smooth the fabric with my feet. My mind wouldn’t stop running through the day, looping every detail from the tournament over and over. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Presley’s arms raised above her head, blocking at the net, her fingers splayed wide. Brynn’s spike flashed through my mind, the ball slamming down past the defenders. Kinsley’s lips, blue and trembling after too long in the pool, flickered in the darkness behind my eyelids. And Zoey’s grin—God, that grin—when she caught me staring at her bikini top, the way she arched her back just a little to tease me, the fabric stretched tight across her breasts.

I rolled onto my side, pressing my face into the pillow. The fan above spun lazy circles, its blades barely moving. It cast a faint, shifting shadow across the ceiling, the edges soft and blurred by the dim light leaking in from the streetlamp outside. The air conditioner hummed in the background, a low, steady drone that filled the silence. I focused on the cool air blowing against my face, trying to let it calm me, but it just made me more aware of how awake I was.

Across the room, Zoey’s bed sat a few feet away, separated by a narrow strip of ugly brown carpet. I could just make out her outline under the thin hotel blanket, her body curled up on her side. She kept moving, shifting beneath the covers. Every few minutes, I heard her kick at the blanket, the fabric rustling as she tried to get comfortable. I turned my head, squinting at the glowing numbers on my phone. 1:12 a.m. I let out a slow breath, rubbing my thumb over the edge of the screen before setting it back on the nightstand.

“Hey, Owen,” Zoey whispered. Her voice was soft, barely more than a breath, but it cut through the dark like a spark.

I turned my head toward her, my cheek pressed into the pillow. “Yeah?”

She didn’t answer right away. I listened to her shift again, the blanket sliding down her legs. I could hear her breathing, quick and shallow. “You awake?” she asked, her voice even quieter this time.

“Yeah. Can’t sleep,” I said, my voice rough from disuse.

She let out a little huff, almost a laugh. “Me neither. My brain won’t shut up.”

I smiled, though she couldn’t see it. “Same. Too much adrenaline or something.”

She was quiet for a second. I could picture her lying there, staring at the ceiling like I was, her thoughts racing. “Do you… mind if I come over?” Her words were hesitant, careful.

I opened my mouth, not sure if she meant to talk or something else. Before I could answer, I heard her blanket slide off the bed and drop to the floor with a soft thud. She stood up, her silhouette slim and small against the faint blue glow from the window. Her t-shirt hung loose over her hips, the hem brushing the top of her thighs. Her bare legs caught a sliver of light, the muscles in her calves flexing as she padded across the carpet toward me.

She reached the edge of my bed and paused, looking down at me. She hooked her fingers under the edge of my covers and lifted them up, careful not to let them slip from her grip. The cool air rushed in as she slid in next to me, her body warm and soft against my side. Her hair brushed my shoulder, the strands tickling my skin, and I felt her knee bump mine under the sheet.

“Is this okay?” she whispered, her voice trembling just a little.

I swallowed, my heart pounding so hard I was sure she could feel it through the mattress. “Yeah. It’s fine,” I managed, forcing my voice to stay steady.

She let out a breath, her body relaxing against mine. “I think I’ll sleep better if I’m close to someone,” she said, her words muffled by the pillow.

I nodded, not trusting my voice to hold steady. My right arm was pinned between us, her thigh pressing into mine. I kept my hands still, afraid to do anything that might scare her off or make things weird. My pulse hammered in my ears, each beat echoing through my whole body.

She turned her face toward me, her nose almost brushing my cheek. I could see her eyes, wide and blue even in the low light, the whites catching just enough of the glow from the window to stand out. “You’re blushing,” she whispered, her lips curving up in a small smile.

I shook my head, but I could feel the heat creeping up my neck, burning my cheeks. “No, I’m not,” I said, though I knew it was a lie.

She giggled, the sound soft but unmistakable, close enough that I felt her breath on my cheek. “You are. Your face is bright red,” she insisted, her voice teasing.

I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t help smiling. “You’re imagining things,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

She slid closer, her chest pressing against my arm. The soft swell of her breast pressed into my bicep through the thin fabric of her t-shirt. “No, I’m not. You’re definitely blushing,” she said, her breath warm against my skin.

I stared at her, my mouth suddenly dry. She was so close I could count the freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks, even in the dim light. I remembered the way she looked in the hot tub earlier, water droplets clinging to her skin, her laughter echoing off the tiles. My hand twitched, the urge to touch her almost overwhelming, but I kept it where it was.

She reached up, her fingers brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. Her nails grazed the side of her neck, leaving a faint line in her skin. “Why are you so nervous?” she asked, her eyes searching my face.

I swallowed, my throat tight. “I’m not nervous,” I lied, my voice coming out too fast.

She grinned, her lips inches from mine. “You’re a terrible liar,” she whispered, her eyes sparkling.

Before I could stop myself, I leaned in and kissed her. Our lips met, soft and warm, her mouth tasting faintly of salt and sweet lip gloss. For a second, I froze, terrified I’d messed up. But she didn’t pull away. She kissed me back, her lips moving against mine, her hand sliding up to cup my cheek. Her thumb traced my cheekbone, her fingers curling into my hair.

She rolled onto her back, pulling me with her. I shifted, bracing myself on one elbow so I didn’t crush her. My knee slid between her thighs, the sheet bunching up around us. She looked up at me, her eyes bright, her lips parted and wet.

“Are you sure?” I whispered, my breath shaky.

She nodded, reaching up to pull me down. “Yeah,” she said, her voice steady.

I kissed her again, deeper this time. I pressed my lips to hers, feeling her mouth open under mine. Her hand slid under my shirt, her fingers tracing the line of my ribs. I felt her nails scrape lightly across my skin, sending a jolt through me. I broke the kiss, moving my mouth down to her neck. I pressed my lips to the hollow of her throat, feeling her pulse jump beneath my tongue.

She tugged at my shirt, bunching it up around my shoulders. I sat up, peeling the fabric over my head, the collar catching on my chin for a second before I managed to pull it free. I tossed it to the floor, not caring where it landed. She ran her hands over my chest, her palms flat against my skin. Her nails left faint trails down my stomach, making me shiver.

She grinned up at me, her teeth catching her lower lip. “You’re shaking,” she said, her voice teasing.

I laughed, a little breathless. “So are you,” I said, glancing down at her hands.

She bit her lip, then reached for the hem of her own shirt. She pulled it off in one quick motion, tossing it aside. She wore nothing underneath. Her breasts were full and round, her nipples already hard and dark against her pale skin. I ran my hand over them, cupping one breast and rolling her nipple between my fingers. She shivered, her back arching off the mattress.

She reached down, fumbling with the waistband of my shorts. Her fingers hooked under the elastic, tugging them down over my hips. I lifted my hips, helping her slide them past my thighs and down to my knees. My cock sprang free, hard and aching. She wrapped her hand around it, her grip gentle at first, then firmer as she squeezed.

I groaned, leaning down to kiss her again. Her hand stroked me under the covers, her thumb brushing over the head of my cock. I reached down, sliding my hand between her legs. Her panties were damp, the fabric clinging to her skin, the outline of her pussy visible through the thin cotton.

She arched her back, pressing into my hand. I hooked my fingers under the waistband of her panties, pulling them to one side. I ran my fingers along her slit, feeling how wet she was, her pussy slick and hot against my fingertips. I slid a finger inside her, feeling her clench around me, her muscles tight and eager.

She gasped, her grip tightening on my cock. “God, Owen,” she whispered, her voice shaking.

I kissed her, swallowing her moan. I pushed another finger inside her, curling them until she bucked her hips, her thighs trembling on either side of my hand.

“Take them off,” she whispered, tugging at her panties with her free hand.

I slid them down her legs, the fabric catching on her ankle for a second before I pulled them free and tossed them to the floor. She spread her legs, pulling me between them with her heels hooked behind my thighs. Her pussy glistened in the dim light, the lips swollen and wet.

“Condom?” I whispered, my breath ragged.

She nodded, reaching into the drawer next to the bed. She fumbled for a second, her hand knocking against the lamp base, then pulled out a foil packet. She handed it to me, her fingers brushing mine. I tore it open, my hands shaking, and rolled it on as fast as I could, pinching the tip and sliding it down my shaft.

She pulled me down, guiding me between her thighs with her hands on my hips. I pressed the head of my cock against her entrance, feeling her heat. She wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me closer until I couldn’t hold back.

I pushed inside her, slow at first, feeling her stretch around me. Her pussy was tight and hot, gripping me with every inch. She gasped, her nails digging into my shoulders, her hips lifting to meet me.

“God, you feel good,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.

I started to move, thrusting in and out. She met me, her hips rising to meet each stroke, her body moving with mine. Her breasts bounced with every movement, her nipples brushing my chest, hard and sensitive.

She grabbed my face, pulling me down to kiss her. Our tongues tangled, her breath hot against my mouth, her lips slick with spit.

I reached down, squeezing her breast, rolling her nipple between my fingers. She moaned, arching her back, her chest pressing into my hand.

“Harder,” she whispered, her voice desperate.

I picked up the pace, driving into her. The bed creaked under us, the sheets twisted around our legs. Her pussy clenched around me, pulling me deeper, her body trembling beneath me.

She wrapped her arms around my neck, her face pressed into my shoulder. “Don’t stop,” she gasped.

I kept going, sweat slicking my skin, my fingers digging into her waist. I could feel her getting close, her body tensing under me, her thighs squeezing my hips.

“Come for me,” I whispered, my lips pressed to her ear.

She cried out, her body shaking. Her pussy clenched down hard, milking my cock. I groaned, thrusting deep as I came, spilling inside the condom, my whole body shuddering with release.

We lay there, tangled together, breathing hard. I rolled off her, careful not to crush her, and pulled her into my arms.

She pressed her face into my chest, her hair damp against my skin, the strands sticking to my shoulder. “That was…” she started, her voice trailing off.

I smiled, kissing the top of her head. “Yeah,” I said, my voice soft.

She laughed, soft and sleepy, her breath warm against my chest. “I’m definitely going to sleep now,” she mumbled.

I pulled the covers over us, tucking them around her shoulders. Her body was warm against mine, her breath slowing as she drifted off. I kept my arm around her, my hand resting on her bare hip.

I stared up at the ceiling, my heart finally slowing. I couldn’t believe this was real, that I was here, with her, part of this crazy, beautiful team.

I closed my eyes, her body pressed to mine, and finally let myself fall asleep.


CHAPTER 14

A thin line of sunlight crept across the hotel room carpet, stopping just short of the bed. I blinked awake, not sure what time it was, only that Zoey was pressed up against me, her bare chest soft and warm against my side. My shirt was bunched, sweats tangled low on my hips, cock still out from where I’d collapsed after last night. Zoey’s arm was thrown across my stomach, her hand resting just above my navel. Her hair fanned out over the pillow, a few strands stuck to her cheek.

I didn’t move. I just watched her breathe, her chest rising and falling, the faintest flush still on her face from sleep. She looked younger like this, her features relaxed, lips parted. One of her legs was hooked over mine, pinning me in place. I could feel the weight of her breast on my ribs, skin smooth and warm.

I kept perfectly still, feeling the steady warmth of her body pressed against me. Her breathing was slow and deep, chest expanding gently, then falling again, the movement making her nipple drag lightly across my skin with every breath. My cock twitched, half-hard and exposed, but I didn’t shift. I let my gaze roam over her face, taking in the way her lashes rested against her cheeks, the delicate pink at the tip of her nose, the soft curve of her lips. One of her arms was bent, her elbow resting near my ribs, her hand splayed wide just above my belly button. Her thumb flexed slightly in her sleep, brushing the faint trail of hair that ran down from my navel.

Her hair was a mess, dark and tangled, the ends fanned out in an uneven halo across the pillow. A few strands were stuck to her cheek, damp from sweat or maybe drool, and I resisted the urge to reach up and tuck them away. The sunlight crawling across the floor stopped just short of the bed, the room still dim and cool. My shirt was twisted under my back, riding up so my stomach was bare. My sweats had slipped down so far they were barely clinging to my hips, the waistband trapped under Zoey’s leg where it hooked over my thigh. My cock was resting against my thigh, the head poking free from the loose fabric, skin flushed from the friction and the heat of her body.

I could feel the press of her thigh, the soft skin of her inner leg draped over mine, her calf wedged between my knees. Her breast was flattened against my ribs, the weight of it unmistakable. I could feel the shape of her nipple, hard even in sleep, brushing my side every time she inhaled. Her stomach was pressed to my hip, her skin warm and smooth, the faintest sheen of sweat from the heat under the covers. I let my hand rest on her back, fingers spread wide, feeling the gentle rise and fall of her breathing.

She sighed, a deep exhale that fluttered her lips. Her eyelids fluttered, then opened slowly. For a second she just stared at me, blue eyes unfocused, pupils wide in the low light. Her face was relaxed, mouth soft, cheeks flushed from sleep. She blinked, then gave a lazy smile, the corners of her mouth curling up.

“Morning,” she mumbled, her voice rough and low, still thick with sleep.

“Hey.” I reached up and brushed her hair back from her eyes, using the back of my fingers to sweep the sticky strands off her cheek. My knuckles grazed her temple, then tucked the hair behind her ear. “Sleep okay?”

She nodded, eyes closing for a second as she nuzzled closer. Her thigh slid up, the skin of her leg dragging along my hip until her knee was pressed against my side, her foot wedged between my calves. “I did. You’re really warm.”

I smiled, letting my hand drift down her back, tracing the curve of her spine. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

She laughed, the sound muffled against my chest. Her breath was hot against my skin. Her hand slid lower, fingers trailing down my stomach, nails scraping lightly through the trail of hair. She hooked her thumb under the waistband of my sweats, then slipped her hand inside, fingers curling around my cock. I twitched under her touch, already half-hard, the skin sensitive after last night.

She looked up at me, her cheeks pink. “You’re already awake down there.”

I grinned, not bothering to hide it, hips lifting slightly into her hand. “You’re the one who started it.”

She rolled her eyes, but didn’t pull her hand away. Instead, she leaned in and kissed me. Her lips were soft, a little chapped, the skin rough where she’d bitten them last night. Her tongue flicked against mine, quick and teasing. I slid my hand down her back, feeling the curve of her spine, the smooth skin just above her ass. My palm cupped the top of her hip, thumb tracing the edge of her waist.

She pulled away, eyes still half-closed, pupils blown wide. “We should get up. We’ve got a match.”

I groaned, not letting her go, tightening my arm around her waist. “Ten more minutes.”

She laughed and pressed her chest against me, her nipples brushing my skin. I could feel the hard points drag across my ribs. “If we stay here, I’m not going to make it to breakfast.”

I kissed her again, slower this time. I pressed my mouth to hers, feeling her lips part under mine, her tongue sliding against my own. She melted into me, her body relaxing, her thigh slipping between mine. I could feel her heartbeat through her chest, fast and steady, her breast pressed tight against my side. When I pulled back, she was smiling, her lips wet.

“We should shower,” she said, her voice low, almost a whisper.

I nodded, letting my hand slide down to squeeze her ass. “Together?”

She smirked, teeth catching her lower lip. “Yeah. Might as well save time.”

She rolled out of bed, swinging her leg over my hips, her skin brushing my cock as she moved. She stood at the edge of the bed, topless, her breasts full and round, nipples hard from the morning air. She bent to pick up her panties from the floor, the movement making her breasts sway, then tossed them aside and stretched, arms over her head. Her stomach tightened, ribs visible under her skin, the muscles in her back flexing as she arched. I watched her, not bothering to hide the way my eyes lingered on her chest. Her breasts were high and firm, the nipples a deep pink, hard and tight from the chill in the room. She caught me staring and grinned, dropping her arms to her sides.

“Come on, perv,” she teased, turning and heading for the bathroom. Her ass was bare, the curve of her hips shifting as she walked.

I pushed myself up, shoving my sweats down the rest of the way. I lifted my hips, hooking my thumbs under the waistband, and worked them off, peeling the fabric down my thighs, over my knees, then kicking them off the end of the bed. My cock swung free, already hard, the head flushed and leaking. I grabbed a towel from the chair, draping it over my shoulder, and followed her into the bathroom.

The shower was small, barely big enough for two, but Zoey didn’t seem to care. She turned on the water, twisting the knob with her left hand, then tested it with her fingers, holding them under the spray. When she was satisfied, she stepped in, ducking her head under the water, her hair plastering to her neck and shoulders. I joined her, squeezing in behind her, the spray hot against my back. The water hit my shoulders, running down my spine, pooling at my feet.

Zoey reached for the soap, a white bar sitting in a dish on the edge of the tub. She picked it up, rolling it between her palms until it lathered, then rubbed it over my chest. Her fingers traced slow circles, working the soap into my skin, her nails scraping lightly. She moved down, spreading the lather over my stomach, then over my hips. Her hands moved lower, wrapping around my cock, the soapy slickness making her grip slide easily. She stroked me, slow and steady, her thumb brushing the tip, smearing precum into the lather. I groaned, bracing myself against the tile with one hand, my other hand finding her hip.

She pressed closer, her breasts flattening against my chest, water running in rivulets down her body. I could feel the hard points of her nipples digging into my skin, her stomach pressed tight to mine. I slid my hands down her back, fingers splaying over her waist, then cupping her ass, pulling her against me. Her skin was slick with soap and water, muscles shifting under my palms. She gasped, tilting her head back, water streaming over her face, droplets clinging to her lashes.

“Turn around,” I said, voice rough, breath hot against her ear.

She grinned, biting her lip, and did as I asked, pressing her hands to the wall. She spread her legs just enough, feet braced on the slick tile, ass pushed back toward me. I ran my hands over her hips, thumbs digging into the soft flesh, then knelt behind her, knees pressing into the wet floor. I leaned in, running my tongue along her slit, tasting her, the heat of her pussy contrasting with the cool water running down her thighs. She moaned, pushing back against my mouth, her hips rolling. I spread her open with my thumbs, licking her until she was shaking, her thighs trembling under my hands.

When she was close, I stood, water streaming down my chest, and pressed the head of my cock against her entrance. I gripped her hips, steadying her, and pushed inside, slow at first, feeling her stretch around me. She gasped, her hands gripping the tile, knuckles white. I started to move, thrusting in and out, water splashing around our feet. I reached around, cupping her breast, rolling her nipple between my fingers, pinching it until she moaned.

She pushed back against me, her ass bouncing against my hips with every thrust, her breasts swinging with the movement. I could feel her getting close, her body tensing around me, pussy clenching down on my cock. I picked up the pace, slamming into her, my hips slapping against her ass.

“Come for me,” I whispered, leaning in to bite her shoulder, teeth scraping her skin.

She cried out, her pussy clenching around my cock, body shaking. I groaned, thrusting deep as I came, spilling inside her, my cock twitching with every pulse. We stayed like that for a moment, bodies pressed together, water pounding down on us, my chest pressed to her back, her head bowed between her arms.

She turned, wrapping her arms around my neck, pulling me down for a kiss. “That was... Damn.”

I laughed, kissing her, tasting her lips, feeling the heat of her breath. “You’re going to kill me.”

She grinned, pulling away, her eyes bright. “You love it.”

We finished showering, taking turns washing each other. She ran her hands over my chest, down my stomach, then squeezed my ass just to make me jump. I washed her hair, fingers massaging her scalp, working the shampoo through the strands, then rinsed it out, watching the water run clear. I grabbed the soap, running it over her breasts, cupping them, thumbs brushing her nipples, then down her stomach, over her hips, and along her thighs. I knelt to wash her legs, hands sliding from her knees to her ankles, then back up, making sure to rinse away every trace of soap.

When we were done, I turned off the water, twisting the knob until the spray sputtered and stopped. I grabbed the towel from the hook, unfolding it, and handed it to her. She dried off, rubbing the towel over her arms, then wrapping it around her chest. She bent at the waist, squeezing the water from her hair, then twisted the towel up and wrapped it around her head. She padded out of the bathroom, water dripping from her calves, leaving damp footprints on the tile.

I followed, grabbing a clean pair of boxers from my duffel, stepping into them one leg at a time, then pulling them up over my hips. I found a t-shirt on the back of a chair, shook it out, and pulled it over my head, the fabric sticking to my damp skin.

Zoey stood by the dresser, unwrapping the towel from her hair. She combed her fingers through the wet strands, then grabbed her bikini from the top drawer. It was the blue one with the thin straps, the fabric bright against her skin. She stepped into the bottoms, pulling them up her legs, then tied the sides tight at her hips. She bent forward, letting her breasts hang as she pulled the bikini top over her head, then tied it behind her neck and back. The thin straps cut across her shoulder blades, the fabric barely covering her nipples. Her breasts were full and round, the bikini pushing them up, the blue fabric stretched tight. She grabbed a pair of shorts, stepping into them, then wiggled them over her hips, the hem riding high on her thighs. Last, she pulled on a loose tank top, the armholes gaping enough to show the edge of her bikini.

She glanced at me, grinning, then tossed her towel on the bed. I couldn’t help staring at her, the way the bikini hugged her curves, the blue bright against her skin.

She turned to me, hands planted firmly on her hips. Her elbows stuck out, framing her torso, and she looked me dead in the eye. “Ready?”

I nodded, reaching down to the floor for my camera bag. My fingers curled around the strap, and I hauled it up, the weight of the camera and extra lenses shifting inside. “Let’s go.”

We stepped out of the room together. I pulled the door closed behind us, making sure it latched with a click, then adjusted the bag on my shoulder so it wouldn’t dig into my collarbone. The hallway stretched ahead, the carpet a faded blue, and the only sound was the distant drone of a vacuum cleaner. I glanced over at Zoey as we walked. Her hair was still damp, dark strands clinging to the sides of her neck and the back of her T-shirt. Her cheeks were flushed from the heat of the shower, and her skin glowed, a little pink against the paler line of her jaw.

She caught me staring. Her eyes flicked to mine and she grinned, her lips pulling up at the corners, showing the edge of her teeth.

“What?” she asked, one eyebrow arching.

I shook my head, shifting the camera bag higher on my shoulder. “Nothing. You just look happy.”

She rolled her eyes, but the smile stayed, softening her whole face. “I am.”

We walked down the corridor together. I kept my pace even with hers, matching her stride. When we reached the elevator, I pressed the call button. The light above the doors glowed red, and we waited in silence for a moment. I watched Zoey run her fingers through her damp hair, combing it back from her face in quick, practiced motions. She let her hand drop to her side, fingers brushing the seam of her shorts.

The elevator finally dinged, and the doors slid open with a shudder. We stepped inside. I leaned against the back wall, bag pressed to my hip, and Zoey stood beside me, arms crossed loosely over her chest. The elevator moved slowly, humming as it descended. I watched the floor numbers light up one by one.

When the doors opened onto the lobby, Presley and Brynn were already there. Presley sprawled across the couch, her long legs stretched out in front of her, ankles crossed. She had her phone in one hand, thumb flicking across the screen. She wore a white micro bikini under a mesh cover-up that clung to her body. The outline of her nipples was clear through the thin, sheer fabric, the mesh leaving nothing to the imagination. Her tan skin showed through the holes, and the bikini top barely covered the swell of her breasts.

Brynn sat next to her, knees apart, a water bottle balanced on one knee. She wore a black crop top and faded denim shorts, the hem frayed. Her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, a few wisps escaping to stick to her forehead. She tapped the side of her water bottle with her fingertips, her eyes flicking up as we approached.

Presley looked up from her phone. She grinned, her lips curving up. “About time. Did you two get lost?”

Brynn smirked, glancing between Zoey and me. “Or were you just busy?”

Zoey just raised an eyebrow, the corner of her mouth twitching. She didn’t answer. I shrugged, letting the camera bag drop from my shoulder. It hit the floor with a soft thud, and I nudged it closer to the couch with my foot.

Kinsley appeared from around the corner, a plastic grocery bag dangling from her hand. The bag was stuffed full, the outline of chip bags and granola bars pressing against the thin plastic. She looked nervous, her eyes darting between each of us, her lips pressed together in a tight line.

Bill strode in from the hallway, clipboard tucked under his arm. He stopped just inside the lobby, looking at each of us in turn. “You girls ready?”

Presley stood up, stretching her arms over her head. Her mesh cover-up rode up, exposing more of her thighs. “Always.”

Brynn tilted her head back, finishing off her water. She let the bottle drop to the floor, then stood, rolling her shoulders. “Let’s get this over with.”

We moved toward the door, the group bunching together as we stepped outside. The morning air hit me like a wall, already hot and heavy. I shifted my bag to my other shoulder, feeling sweat start to bead along my hairline. The pavement radiated heat, and I could see the shimmer of it rising from the sidewalk.

The walk to the courts was quick. Presley led the way, her long legs eating up the distance. Brynn fell in beside her, and Zoey and I walked a few steps behind. Kinsley trailed at the back, the bag of snacks bumping against her thigh with every step. The sun was already high, glaring off the sand, making it look almost white. I could feel the heat through the soles of my shoes, and I knew the girls would feel it even more once they were barefoot on the court.

As we got closer, I could see the stands filling up. People crowded along the sidelines, some holding handmade signs with “Aces” written in bright marker. I recognized a few faces from yesterday—parents, friends, maybe even a scout or two from the way they watched the warmups with focused attention.

Bill gathered the girls near the tent at the edge of the court. He stood with his feet apart, clipboard held against his chest. “This is it. Semi-finals. You win, you’re in the finals. Play your game. Don’t let the crowd get to you.”

Presley grinned, her eyes bright. “You nervous, coach?”

Bill shook his head, lips pressed into a flat line. “You wish.”

Brynn picked up a ball from the basket, spinning it between her palms. “Who are we playing?”

Bill glanced down at his clipboard, flipping a page with his thumb. “St. Pete Suns. They’re tough. Fast outside hitters, tricky serves.”

Presley cracked her knuckles, one hand at a time, the sound sharp. “Bring it.”

Kinsley shifted her weight from foot to foot, toes digging into the sand. Her eyes flicked nervously between her teammates. Zoey stepped up behind her, reaching out to squeeze Kinsley’s shoulder, her fingers pressing into the muscle. “We’ve got this.”

Brynn looked over at me, eyebrows raised. “You ready?”

I lifted my camera, resting it against my chest, my finger already on the shutter button. “Always.”

The girls moved onto the court to warm up. Presley jogged to the far end, bouncing lightly on her toes. She reached up, tugging at the straps of her bikini top, adjusting it so the fabric sat snug over her breasts. Brynn tossed a ball into the air, catching it, then spiked it hard over the net, her arm whipping forward. Zoey and Kinsley bumped balls back and forth, Zoey laughing as Kinsley lunged for a low serve, her knees hitting the sand. I snapped photos, tracking each movement through the viewfinder, adjusting the focus as the girls shifted positions.

The Suns arrived, walking in a tight group. They were tall and athletic, their muscles defined under their bright orange uniforms. Their captain stood out—a girl with a close-cropped buzz cut and mirrored sunglasses that hid her eyes. She strode up to the net, giving Presley a curt nod as they passed. There was no trash talk, just a sense of focus and determination in the way they moved.

The referee, a middle-aged woman in a striped shirt, called both teams to the net. Presley stepped forward, reaching out to shake hands with the Suns’ captain. Their fingers clasped for a brief second, then they turned and jogged back to their sides.

First serve—Brynn. She stood behind the line, tossing the ball into the air with both hands. She drew her arm back, then swung hard, sending the ball skimming just over the net. The Suns’ libero dropped to her knees, arms outstretched, digging the ball up. Their setter popped it up, and the outside hitter launched herself into the air, swinging for a cross-court kill. Presley dove, arms stretched out, but the ball landed just out of reach, bouncing in the sand. Point, Suns.

Presley pushed herself up, brushing sand off her thighs with both hands, her fingers leaving streaks on her skin. “Let’s go.”

The next few points were a blur of hard serves and quick sets. The Suns’ outside hitter moved fast, her feet barely touching the sand as she angled her body to hit sharp, impossible shots. Kinsley and Zoey dove for every ball, their bodies twisting midair as they tried to keep the play alive.

I moved along the sideline, camera pressed to my face. My feet sank into the hot sand with every step. I tracked Presley as she leapt for a block, her arms extended above her head, fingers spread wide. I caught Brynn mid-spike, her body coiled, hair flying out behind her. Zoey slid across the sand, her legs stretched out, arms reaching for the ball. Kinsley scrambled to her feet after a dig, her knees coated in sand.

The crowd was loud, voices rising with every point. Some people waved signs, others clapped and shouted encouragement. I kept my focus on the court, adjusting the zoom as the action shifted.

Halfway through the set, the Suns pulled ahead by three. Bill called a timeout, holding up his hand. The girls jogged over, gathering in a tight circle under the tent.

He kept his voice low, but I could hear the edge of frustration. “You’re letting them dictate the pace. Slow it down. Play smart.”

Brynn nodded, grabbing her water bottle. She unscrewed the cap and chugged half of it in one go, water running down her chin. “We can do this.”

Presley clapped her hands together, the sound sharp. “Let’s go.”

They jogged back onto the court. Zoey stepped behind the line to serve. She bounced on her toes, tossing the ball once, then sent it spinning just over the net. The Suns’ libero misjudged it, the ball glancing off her forearms and flying out of bounds. Point, Aces.

Kinsley dove for a save, arms outstretched, fingers digging into the sand as she popped the ball up. Presley was already in the air, swinging hard, and slammed the ball home. The crowd erupted, people jumping to their feet, clapping and shouting.

The set tightened, both teams trading points. The score climbed, twenty-four all. Every rally was long, the ball flying back and forth, bodies diving, arms reaching. I caught Brynn mid-air, her arm cocked back, muscles straining, hair flying. Presley’s muscles flexed as she blocked a kill at the net, her bikini top stretched tight over her chest, the fabric almost transparent with sweat.

Zoey set Kinsley for a cross-court shot. Kinsley swung, sending the ball slicing across the court. The Suns’ back row dove, but missed. Point, Aces.

The Suns answered with a kill down the line, their outside hitter slamming the ball just inside the boundary. Tie again. The stands shook with noise, the tension thick.

Presley stepped to the line to serve. She tossed the ball up, her fingers splayed, and hit it with the heel of her hand. The ball cleared the net by inches. The Suns’ outside hitter jumped, swinging hard, but Brynn was there, her hands up, blocking it back. The ball ricocheted off the Suns’ middle blocker and bounced out. Point, Aces.

Set point.

Zoey bounced on her toes, eyes locked on the ball. She inhaled, then served, sending the ball over the net, fast and low. The Suns returned it, their setter popping it up for the outside hitter. She jumped, swinging hard, but Kinsley dove, arms out, digging it up. Brynn set Presley for the kill.

Presley leapt, her back arching, arms raised. She hammered the ball down the line. The Suns’ libero dove, arms out, but the ball hit the sand with a puff. Set, Aces.

The crowd exploded. People jumped to their feet, clapping and chanting, “Aces! Aces!” The girls huddled under the tent, grabbing water bottles and towels. Presley grinned, her face flushed, sweat running down her neck, her mesh cover-up sticking to her breasts. Brynn leaned back, arms over her head, chest rising and falling.

Bill handed out more water, moving down the line. “One more set. Don’t let up.”

Presley nodded, her voice steady. “We’ve got this.”

Second set. The Suns came out hard, scoring the first two points. The Aces didn’t flinch. Brynn stepped up to serve, sending an ace skimming over the net. Zoey dove for a save, her arms scraping the sand. Kinsley tipped the ball over the net, catching the Suns off guard for a quick point.

The points were tight, neither team able to pull ahead. Every rally was long, the ball flying back and forth, sand spraying with every dive. I crouched low behind the baseline, camera pressed to my face, fingers curled around the grip. My thumb flicked the shutter as Zoey lunged forward, her legs kicking up a spray of sand. Her blue bikini bottom rode high over her hips, the thin straps digging into her tanned skin. I tracked her through the viewfinder, snapping shot after shot as she stretched her arm out, palm open, wrist angled perfectly to pop the ball up.

Presley was at the net, her chest rising and falling, sweat glistening on her skin. I caught her in the frame as she planted her feet, knees bent, arms up and ready. The ball arced toward her, and she jumped, body tense, muscles flexing under her sports bra. Her bikini top strained against her breasts, the fabric pulled tight as she reached over the net, fingers splayed wide. I clicked off three shots in rapid succession as she blocked the incoming spike, the ball ricocheting back into play.

Brynn charged forward, her ponytail whipping behind her. She leapt, arm cocked, eyes locked on the ball. I focused, adjusting the zoom. She swung hard, her hand connecting with a sharp smack, sending the ball rocketing over the net. Kinsley was already moving, feet digging into the sand, knees bent low. She dove, arms outstretched, her fingers just grazing the ball as she saved it from hitting the ground. I snapped a burst of shots, capturing the grit on her shins and the determination in her eyes.

The Suns pulled ahead late in the set, up by two. Bill called another timeout, his whistle sharp as he waved the girls over. I lowered my camera, wiping sweat from my brow with the back of my hand, grains of sand sticking to my skin.

He kept it short. “Stay focused. You’re right there.” His voice was steady, eyes scanning each player in turn.

Presley slapped Brynn’s back, her palm leaving a faint mark on Brynn’s skin. “Let’s go.” Her voice was low, controlled, but I could see the tension in her shoulders.

The girls jogged back onto the court, brushing sand off their thighs, adjusting bikini straps. I took a few shots as they reset, Presley spinning the ball in her hands, Brynn stretching her arms overhead, Zoey bouncing on her toes, Kinsley squinting up at the sun.

The Aces fought back, tying it at twenty. Another deuce. The crowd was on their feet, bodies pressed against the railings, cell phones held high. The noise was almost deafening, a constant roar that vibrated in my chest.

Presley stepped behind the line, cradling the ball in her left hand. She bounced it twice, then tossed it high. Her right arm swung up, snapping forward. The ball just clipped the net, wobbling as it dropped into the Suns’ court. Their libero dove, arms locked, forearms angled to dig the serve. She popped it up, sand flying as her knees hit the ground.

The Suns’ setter scrambled, bare feet kicking up sand as she got under the ball, fingers forming a tight triangle. She set it high to the outside hitter, who leapt, arm swinging. Brynn was already there, timing her jump perfectly. She rose above the net, hands angled, fingers spread. The hitter’s spike met Brynn’s block, and the ball bounced back onto the Suns’ side, thudding into the sand.

Point, Aces.

Match point.

Zoey caught the ball, bouncing it three times, her eyes locked on the top of the net. Her lips were pressed together, jaw tense. She tossed the ball up, arm snapping forward in a hard, flat serve. The ball skimmed just above the net, spinning as it flew. The Suns’ back row player lunged, arms out, barely managing to keep it in play. Their setter hustled, setting up the middle blocker. She jumped, reaching with one hand, tipping the ball lightly over the net.

Kinsley reacted instantly, dropping low, her knees digging into the sand. She dove, arms extended, palms up. Her fingers made contact, popping the ball into the air. Sand stuck to her forearms as she scrambled to her feet, glancing up to track the ball’s arc.

Brynn was under it, knees bent, arms up. She set the ball high, fingers flicking, sending it up and out toward Presley. Presley took two quick steps, eyes locked on the ball. She jumped, body twisting in the air, right arm pulled back. Her bikini top stretched tight across her chest, nipples outlined against the damp fabric. She swung hard, slamming the ball down the line, her body snapping forward with the force.

The Suns’ libero lunged, arms out, but her fingers just missed the ball. It hit the sand with a dull thud.

Game.

The Aces exploded. Presley wrapped her arms around Brynn, squeezing her tight. Zoey sprinted over, leaping onto Kinsley’s back, legs wrapping around her waist. Sand flew everywhere, sticking to sweaty skin and tangled hair. I raised my camera, snapping a burst of photos as the girls laughed, limbs tangled, faces flushed with relief and adrenaline.

Presley’s hair stuck to her forehead in damp strands, her cheeks streaked with sand. Brynn’s arms were wrapped around her, both of them grinning. Zoey’s bikini top was twisted, straps pulled taut as she clung to Kinsley, who staggered forward, laughing.

The Suns lined up, shaking hands across the net. Their captain, tall and lean, nodded at Presley. “Good game.”

Presley grinned, teeth flashing. “You too.” She reached out, clasping the captain’s hand, their grip firm.

The girls jogged off the court, brushing sand from their thighs and calves. Under the tent, they collapsed onto folding chairs and coolers, breathing hard, sweat running down their faces and dripping onto their chests.

Brynn dropped onto the cooler, legs splayed, head tipped back. “That was brutal.” Her voice was hoarse, throat raw from shouting.

Zoey flopped down next to her, legs stretched out, blue bikini bottom twisted high on her hips. She pulled her top straight, fingers digging under the straps. “You looked good doing it.” She grinned, eyes bright.

Bill handed out water bottles, the cold plastic slick with condensation. “Great match. You kept your cool.” He handed one to each girl, nodding approvingly.

Presley took a long swig, water running down her chin, dripping onto her chest. She grinned, still breathing hard. “Finals, baby.” Her voice was shaky, but the excitement was obvious.

I crouched down, camera in hand, knees digging into the sand. “You want to see some shots?” I tilted the camera screen toward them.

Kinsley nodded, wiping sweat from her brow with the back of her hand, her hair sticking to her forehead. “Show us.” She scooted closer, eyes wide.

I scrolled through the last few frames, showing Presley mid-jump, her body arched, bikini top stretched tight. Brynn’s spike, arm fully extended, muscles taut. Zoey’s dig, sand flying as she dove. Kinsley’s save, her body parallel to the ground, fingers just under the ball. The girls crowded around, leaning in, their shoulders pressed against mine.

Presley pointed at a shot of herself blocking at the net, her arms high, fingers spread wide. “Send me that one.” Her eyes lingered on the screen, lips curling into a satisfied smile.

Zoey poked at the screen, her nail tapping against the glass. “That’s a good one of Kinsley.” Her voice was teasing, but there was pride there too.

Kinsley blushed, cheeks pink, but she smiled, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

Presley stood, brushing sand off her thighs with both hands, grains sticking to her skin. “Food. Now.” She stretched her arms overhead, back arching.

Brynn groaned, pushing herself up from the cooler, her knees popping. “Tacos?” Her voice was hopeful.

Zoey nodded, standing and shaking out her towel. “Tacos.” She bent to grab her bag, her bikini riding up as she moved.

Kinsley looked at me, her eyes bright. “You coming?”

I nodded, slinging my camera bag over my shoulder. “Wouldn’t miss it.” I double-checked my memory cards, making sure everything was secure.

We packed up, tossing towels and water bottles into bags, shaking out sand before slinging them over our shoulders. I coiled my camera strap around my wrist, lens cap snapped on tight. Presley led the way, walking barefoot down the boardwalk, her bikini bottom clinging to her hips, sand stuck to the backs of her thighs.

The taco place was a short walk away from the courts—a little shack painted bright blue, with lime green picnic tables scattered under a striped awning. The line was short, just a couple of families and a pair of surfers in front of us. The menu was written in chalk on a board above the window, blocky letters listing tacos, burritos, and sodas.

Presley stepped up to the counter first, leaning forward on her elbows, her breasts pressing against the edge. She grinned at the guy taking orders, her voice playful. “Four chicken, two steak, extra hot sauce.” She winked, making him blush.

Brynn ordered next, her voice low, eyes scanning the menu. She shifted from foot to foot, pulling her bikini bottom straight.

Zoey rattled off her order, fingers drumming on the counter, then stepped aside, scrolling through her phone.

Kinsley was last, her voice soft as she ordered. She tucked her hair behind her ears, glancing back at me.

I stepped up, ordering a burrito and a soda. I handed over a crumpled bill, then joined the girls at a table at the edge of the patio. We dropped our bags and towels wherever they fit, piling them on the bench and under the table.

Presley flopped onto the bench, stretching her legs out, feet bare and sandy. She leaned back, arms spread along the top of the bench.

Brynn unwrapped her first taco, the foil crinkling. She took a huge bite, salsa dripping down her chin. She licked it off, grinning.

Zoey licked salsa off her fingers, sucking each one clean. “Everything tastes better after beating the Suns.” She leaned back, satisfied.

Kinsley nibbled at her taco, holding it delicately between her fingers. She glanced at me, her eyes searching. “You really don’t mind all the photos?”

I shook my head, taking a bite of my burrito. “You guys make it easy.” I wiped my mouth with a napkin, catching a bit of rice.

Presley laughed, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “You just like shooting us in bikinis.” She arched an eyebrow, challenging.

I shrugged, taking a sip of my soda. “Not denying it.” I grinned, meeting her gaze.

Brynn grinned, mouth full of taco. “At least you’re honest.” She swallowed, then reached for her second taco.

Zoey pulled her phone out, scrolling through the team’s Instagram. “We’re still getting a bunch of new followers.” She held the phone out, showing the spike in notifications.

Kinsley’s eyes widened, her lips parting in surprise. “Really?” She leaned in, peering at the screen.

Zoey nodded, scrolling through the comments. “Are we famous yet?” She laughed, passing the phone to Presley.

I pulled out my camera, scrolling through the folder, clicking through the best shots. Presley mid-jump, Brynn’s spike, Zoey’s dig, Kinsley’s save. I turned the screen so they could see.

“You look like a badass,” Zoey said, grinning at Kinsley.

Kinsley smiled, cheeks pink. “I felt like one.” She tucked her knees up, hugging them to her chest.

Presley reached over, squeezing her shoulder, fingers digging in gently. “You killed it out there.”

Brynn nodded, mouth full, pointing at Kinsley with her taco. “You kept us in the game.”

I started editing the best shots, cropping, adjusting the light, my fingers working quickly. The girls crowded around, offering commentary, heads almost touching.

“That one’s too close,” Brynn said, wrinkling her nose.

“I like it,” Presley argued. “You can see the sweat.” She pointed at the droplets running down Brynn’s arms.

Brynn rolled her eyes, reaching for her drink. “No one wants to see that.” She stuck out her tongue, making Presley laugh.

Brynn watched the numbers climb on Zoey’s phone, the follower count ticking up in real time. “People are obsessed.”

Presley grinned, teeth white against her tan skin. “They should be.” She nudged Brynn with her knee.

I queued up the rest of the posts, spacing them out for maximum engagement. Presley leaned against my shoulder, her hair brushing my arm, watching the screen as I worked.

“You’re good at this,” she said quietly, her voice close to my ear.

I shrugged, not looking away from the screen. “It’s easy when you’ve got the right subjects.” I adjusted the contrast on a shot of Brynn mid-spike.

She nudged me with her knee under the table, the contact warm. “You’re still a sap.”

Kinsley watched the screen, eyes wide, hands clasped in her lap. “People really care.” Her voice was soft, almost awed.

Presley squeezed her shoulder, fingers lingering. “Told you.”

Brynn grabbed her bag, slinging it over her shoulder. “I need a nap.” She yawned, stretching her arms overhead.

I walked behind them, camera bag slung over my shoulder, watching the sun set over the Gulf. The sky was streaked with orange and pink, the last rays glinting off the water. The Aces were going to the finals, and I was right there with them, every step of the way.


CHAPTER 15

Brynn sat right on the edge of her bed, back straight but shoulders hunched, staring at her phone like she was waiting for it to do something. Her legs swung back and forth, not touching the ground, and every time her heels hit the carpet I could see the little indentations they left in the pile. The sun was pouring in through the hotel window, slicing across the floor and making everything look washed out and too sharp. The light hit the white sheets and bounced up, making the whole place feel even more exposed than it already was. I stood in the doorway with my camera bag slung over my right shoulder, the strap digging into my collarbone. I waited, shifting my weight from one foot to the other, hoping someone would break the silence so I wouldn’t be the one to do it. But nobody said a thing.

Presley was sprawled out on the second bed, lying on her back with her arms stretched up over her head. Her fingers curled around the edge of the pillow, knuckles pale. The oversized tank she wore was bunched up under her arms, and I could see the bright red straps of her bikini top cutting into her tanned skin, leaving faint indentations above her ribs. The fabric was thin enough that the outline of her breasts was visible when she shifted. She looked exhausted, eyes half-lidded, but there was a grin on her face that hadn’t faded since we’d won yesterday. It was the kind of grin that made you think she was replaying every point in her head.

Kinsley was on the floor, cross-legged, her knees sticking out from under her mesh cover-up. She had a pile of energy bars and sunscreen tubes spread out in front of her, sorting them into neat little stacks. She picked up each bar, checked the label, and then set it down with the others. Her cover-up was bunched around her waist, the mesh catching on her shorts, and every so often she’d tug it back down over her thighs. She kept glancing at the window like she was counting down the minutes until we had to leave.

Zoey was the only one who couldn’t sit still. She paced back and forth between the window and the bathroom, her bare feet slapping softly against the carpet. She wore that blue string bikini again, the thin triangles barely covering her breasts, and her shorts were slung so low on her hips that I could see the line where her tan faded. As she walked past me, she caught my eye and flashed a quick smile that made my stomach tighten. Her hair was still damp at the ends, sticking to her shoulders.

No one wanted to talk about the finals. It was like the thought of it was hanging over the room, pressing down on all of us, but nobody wanted to be the first one to say the word. I could feel it in the way everyone moved, the way they avoided looking at each other for too long.

Finally, Presley broke the silence. She rolled onto her side, propped herself up on one elbow, and let out a breath. “I can’t believe we’re actually here. Finals. I thought we’d be out in the first round.”

Brynn tossed her phone onto the bed, the case bouncing once before settling near the pillow. She didn’t look at Presley, just stared at the ceiling. “We almost were. Twice.”

Kinsley looked up from her pile of bars and sunscreen, her hands pausing mid-sort. “But we’re not.”

Zoey stopped pacing and planted her feet shoulder-width apart, hands on her hips. Her bikini top pulled tight across her chest. “We’re not. We’re in the damn finals.”

I set my camera bag down on the desk, the weight leaving my shoulder with a dull ache. I perched on the edge, feeling the hard wood press into the backs of my thighs. “You nervous?” I asked, watching Presley.

Presley snorted and swung her legs off the bed, sitting up. “Me? Never.”

Brynn rolled her eyes, the gesture exaggerated. “She’s lying. She didn’t eat breakfast.”

Presley glared at her, grabbing the pillow and tossing it aside. “I had coffee.”

Kinsley reached into her pile, peeled the wrapper off an energy bar, and handed it to Presley. “Eat something.”

Presley took the bar, tore the wrapper open with her teeth, and bit off a huge chunk. She chewed with her mouth open, staring right at Brynn like she was daring her to say something else. She swallowed, licked a crumb from her lower lip, and took another bite.

Zoey sat down on the bed next to Brynn, pulling her knees up to her chest so her chin rested on top of them. Her arms wrapped around her shins, and the blue strings of her bikini dug into her hips. “Who are we playing again?”

Brynn shook her head, her hair falling forward over her eyes. “Clearwater Blaze. They smoked everyone yesterday.”

Presley swallowed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “They’ve got that tall outside hitter. The one with the braid.”

Kinsley’s eyes got wide. She set down a tube of sunscreen and leaned forward. “She’s huge.”

Zoey grinned, showing all her teeth. “Bigger they are, harder they fall.”

Brynn laughed, the sound sharp and quick. “You sound like Bill.”

I checked my watch, twisting my wrist so the face caught the sunlight. “We’ve got an hour until we have to be at the courts. Anyone need anything?”

Presley crumpled the wrapper into a ball and tossed it onto the desk, barely missing my camera bag. “I need to shave my legs. And maybe my armpits.”

Brynn stood up, stretching her arms overhead. Her shirt rode up, exposing a strip of pale skin above her waistband. “I need to tape my fingers. My right hand is trashed.”

Kinsley started gathering up the sunscreen tubes, stuffing them into her bag one by one. “Sunscreen for everyone.” She zipped the bag shut and set it aside, then started stacking the energy bars.

Zoey nudged my calf with her foot, her toes pressing into my shin. “You got enough memory cards?”

I patted the outside pocket of my bag, feeling the hard plastic cases inside. “Three spares. I’m not missing anything.”

Presley stood up, hands on her hips, her tank top riding up to expose her flat stomach. “Let’s get ready, then. I want to hit the sand early.”

I watched as the girls scattered. Presley and Brynn disappeared into the bathroom together, the door swinging shut behind them. Presley’s voice echoed off the tiles, muffled by the door. Kinsley knelt by her bag, carefully packing snacks and towels, folding each towel in half before rolling it tight and shoving it into the side pocket. She checked the zipper twice, tugging it up and down to make sure it was secure. Zoey unzipped her suitcase, digging through the mess of clothes until she found a fresh sports bra. She pulled it out, shook it free of wrinkles, and tossed it onto the bed. She peeled off her tank top, revealing her bare arms and the blue bikini top stretched tight across her chest, then slipped the sports bra over her head, adjusting the straps so they sat flat against her shoulders.

I pulled my camera out of the bag, flipping the switch to check the battery. The screen lit up, and I scrolled through the shots from yesterday. The celebration after the win, all four girls with their arms around each other, faces flushed and grinning. The group photo at the taco shack, Presley holding up her soda, Brynn with guacamole smeared on her cheek. Presley’s block at the net, her arms fully extended, fingers splayed. Brynn’s spike, her body twisted in the air, hair flying. Kinsley’s dig, knees bent, arms outstretched, sand exploding around her. Zoey’s serve, her back arched, toes barely touching the ground. Every photo caught something fierce in their faces, something wild and happy. I caught myself grinning at the screen, feeling the tension in my chest ease a little.

Zoey leaned over my shoulder, her hair falling forward and brushing against my cheek. The ends were still damp and cool where they touched my skin. “You get any good ones?”

I nodded, scrolling back through the images. “A few. You want to see?”

She slid onto my lap without hesitation, her bare thighs pressing against mine. She grabbed the camera from my hands, fingers brushing over the buttons. She scrolled through the photos, pausing on one of herself diving for a ball. Her bikini top was twisted, one breast almost spilling out, and there was sand stuck to her stomach and the inside of her thigh.

“I look insane,” she said, but she was smiling, her mouth curving up at the corners.

“You look like you’re winning.”

She glanced at me, blue eyes bright and unguarded. “You’re such a sap.”

I shrugged, not bothering to hide my grin. “You love it.”

She leaned in, pressing her lips to my cheek, soft and lingering. “Yeah, I do.”

Presley poked her head out of the bathroom, toothbrush in hand, toothpaste foaming at the corners of her mouth. “Stop making out and get dressed. We’ve got a final to win.”

Zoey hopped up, swinging her leg over mine and landing on her feet. She tossed the camera onto the bed, the strap tangling with the sheets. “Yes, coach.”

Brynn followed Presley out, her hands covered in white athletic tape. She flexed her fingers, testing the tightness, the tape pulling at her skin. “You two done?”

I grabbed my bag, slinging it over my shoulder and standing up. The weight settled against my back. “Just about.”

Kinsley zipped her backpack, double-checking the main compartment. “Let’s go.”

We headed out into the hallway, the air thick with the sounds of other teams getting ready. I could hear snippets of conversation as we passed open doors—someone reading off scores, another girl complaining about the sand, a coach arguing with a player about sunscreen. The elevator was slow, and when it finally arrived it was already packed with players in matching uniforms, coaches holding clipboards, and parents lugging coolers and folding chairs.

In the lobby, Bill was waiting for us, clipboard tucked under his arm, sunglasses perched on his head. He waved us over, his free hand making a quick circle.

“You girls ready?” he asked, voice pitched loud enough to cut through the noise.

Presley grinned, pushing her way to the front. “Born ready.”

Brynn rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “She’s been saying that all morning.”

Bill ignored them, turning on his heel and leading us outside. The heat hit like a wall the second the doors opened—thick, humid, wrapping around me and making my shirt stick to my back before I’d even taken a step. The streets were packed with people, most of them heading toward the courts. Vendors lined the sidewalk, their tables covered in sunglasses, hats, fried shrimp piled high on paper plates. The smell of sunscreen and saltwater clung to everything, thick and inescapable.

The courts were a riot of color and movement. The stands were already full, people waving hand-painted signs—“Go Aces!”, “Presley for President!”, “Brynn’s Army!”—and blowing air horns. Music blasted from the speakers at the far end of the beach. On the far court, the Clearwater Blaze were warming up, their uniforms a blinding neon yellow. The tall outside hitter was easy to spot, her braid swinging behind her as she leapt for another spike, the ball slamming down with barely a grunt.

Presley whistled. “She’s a monster.”

Brynn shrugged, rolling her shoulders back and forth, loosening up. “I’ve blocked taller.” She didn’t even look fazed, just kept her gaze steady on the Blaze captain across the court.

Zoey grinned, her lips pulling wide and mischievous. She started bouncing on her toes, calves flexing with each spring. “Let’s give them a show.” She glanced at us, her eyes bright with anticipation, then turned to face the court.

Bill motioned for us to follow him. He led us around the edge of the main court, weaving past a folding table stacked with Gatorade cups and a couple of stray volleyballs rolling in the sand. Our tent was a white canopy set just off the sideline, the fabric stretched tight over four aluminum poles, the legs sunk a couple of inches into the sand. The shade underneath was a small relief from the sun beating down on the rest of the beach.

Bill reached into a plastic bin and handed out towels, each one rolled tight and still a little damp from the cooler. He passed bottles of water to each of the girls, the condensation slick on the plastic. Then he pulled the girls into a tight huddle, his arm coming up around Presley’s shoulder, his voice low and fast as he started talking strategy.

I hung back, slinging my camera strap over my neck and letting it settle against my chest. I thumbed the lens cap off, careful not to drop it in the sand, and twisted the focus ring, checking the settings. I lifted the camera and started snapping a few shots of the crowd—rows of people in folding chairs, some standing behind the rope line, a few holding up homemade signs with the Aces’ names scrawled in marker. I panned over to the girls, catching Brynn as she leaned forward, one foot braced on the cooler, stretching her hamstrings. Kinsley was off to the side, squeezing a glob of sunscreen into her palm, then rubbing it into her arms, working it up from her wrists to her shoulders with slow, deliberate strokes. The sunscreen left her skin shiny, the white residue fading as she kept rubbing.

Presley reached down and grabbed the hem of her tank top, bunching the fabric in her fists. She yanked it up over her head in one quick motion, her hair sticking up for a second before falling back into place. She tossed the tank onto a folding chair behind her, not bothering to fold it. Her micro bikini was bright red, the triangle cups barely covering her breasts, the fabric stretched tight against her skin. The bottoms rode high on her hips, the thin straps digging into her waist, leaving most of her ass exposed. She caught me watching, her eyes flicking up to meet mine, and smirked. Then she turned away, sticking her hip out just a little before grabbing her water bottle.

Brynn laced her fingers together and stretched her arms overhead, pushing her palms up toward the canopy. Her crop top rode up, exposing a strip of tan, toned stomach. She held the stretch for a few seconds, then released her hands and shook out her arms, muscles tensing and relaxing under her skin.

Kinsley sat on the edge of the cooler, one foot tucked under her thigh, the other flat in the sand. She bent forward, grabbing her shoelaces and pulling them tight, fingers working the knot until it was secure. Her mesh cover-up was bunched around her waist, the hem tangled in the waistband of her bikini bottoms, which peeked out—navy blue with thin white piping along the edges.

Zoey stood to the side, facing the court. She reached up and tugged on the strings of her bikini top, pulling them tighter behind her neck, then checked the knot at her back. She adjusted the cups, making sure they covered her nipples, then ran her fingers under the bottom edge, smoothing out the fabric. She glanced over at me, her lips quirking up in a quick nod. I lifted the camera, framing her in the viewfinder, and snapped a shot just as she grinned, her hair blowing across her face in the breeze.

The referee stepped onto the court, whistle in hand. He raised his arm and called the teams to the net. The crowd quieted for a moment, then exploded into cheers as the announcer’s voice boomed out over the speakers, echoing off the concrete wall behind the bleachers.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the Panama City Beach Volleyball Finals! Please welcome the Clearwater Blaze and your hometown favorites, the Aces!”

Presley led the girls out from under the tent, jogging toward the net with quick, even strides. Her ponytail swung behind her as she moved. At the net, she extended her hand to the Blaze captain, who towered over her by at least a head. The Blaze captain was thickly muscled, her biceps bulging as she gripped Presley’s hand, her long braid hanging down her back, mirrored sunglasses hiding her eyes. The rest of the Blaze lined up behind her, each girl tall, legs roped with muscle, all of them in matching neon bikinis that practically glowed under the sun.

The referee flipped a coin, letting it spin in the air before catching it in his palm and revealing the result. Blaze won the toss, and their captain called, “Serve.” The teams broke apart, jogging back to their respective sides.

Presley turned, clapping her hands together. “Let’s go. Brynn, you’re up first.” Her voice was steady, no sign of nerves.

Brynn nodded, bouncing on her toes, arms loose at her sides. She glanced at the ball cart, then at the sideline, waiting for the signal.

I moved to the edge of the court, camera in hand, finding a clear spot just outside the boundary line. I crouched down, elbows braced on my knees, lens pointed at the net.

The Blaze’s server stepped up, spinning the ball in her hands. She tossed it high, her arm snapping forward as she served. The ball shot over the net, hard and low, barely clearing the tape. Brynn dropped into a crouch, feet wide, arms out. She dug the ball clean, popping it up in a perfect arc toward Presley. Presley shuffled back, hands up, and set the ball high to Zoey. Zoey took two quick steps, planted her feet, and jumped, her body coiling as she swung her arm hard, sending the ball rocketing down the line. The Blaze libero dove, arms outstretched, but the ball shot past her, landing just inside the sideline.

Point, Aces.

The crowd erupted, people jumping to their feet, clapping and shouting. I snapped a burst of shots—Zoey mid-air, her hair flying out behind her, her bikini top stretched tight across her chest as she swung. The muscles in her thighs and calves were taut, sand clinging to her skin.

The next few points were brutal. The Blaze moved like a machine, their passes crisp, their timing perfect. Their outside hitter slammed ball after ball over the net, her arm a blur. Kinsley and Zoey dove for every save, arms and legs scraping through the sand, their skin streaked with grit. Presley leapt at the net, hands up, trying to block, but the Blaze captain was taller, her arms reaching above the tape, her fingers brushing the ball.

Brynn stepped to the line, picked up the ball, and bounced it twice. She served, the ball skimming just over the net, but the Blaze’s back row was ready. They passed, set, and spiked—a kill down the middle. Presley lunged sideways, her hand outstretched, but just barely got a fingertip on the ball before it hit the sand.

Bill’s voice rang out from the sideline. “Stay on your toes!” His face was red, his hands cupped around his mouth.

The Aces regrouped. Zoey took the ball, spun it in her hands, and served. The ball curved through the air, clipping the sideline for an ace. The ref signaled the point, and the crowd cheered again. Kinsley dove for a save on the next rally, her body stretched out full-length, sand spraying up as she slid. Presley hustled to the ball, hands up, and set Brynn for a cross-court shot. Brynn leapt, swung hard, and sent the ball slicing across the court, just inside the corner. Point, Aces.

The set was tight. Both teams traded points, neither giving an inch. The crowd was on their feet, shouting after every rally. I moved along the sideline, camera snapping—Presley blocking at the net, her bikini top shifting just enough to show the curve of her breast as she reached up; Brynn spiking, her ponytail whipping around her shoulders; Zoey diving, sand clinging to her stomach and thighs; Kinsley scrambling across the court, her face set in fierce concentration, jaw tight.

Timeout, Blaze. The ref blew his whistle, and the girls jogged back to the tent, breathing hard. They grabbed towels, draped them over their shoulders, and gulped water, chests heaving as they caught their breath.

Presley leaned forward, elbows on her knees, sweat running down her neck and soaking the straps of her bikini. “They’re good.” Her voice was low, almost grudging.

Brynn nodded, squeezing water from her ponytail. “We’re better.” She tossed her towel onto the cooler.

Zoey grinned, teeth flashing. “Let’s prove it.” She bounced once, shaking out her arms.

Kinsley didn’t say anything. She just nodded, her eyes wide, lips pressed together, hands clenched around her water bottle.

The ref called them back. The girls stood, tossing towels aside, and jogged onto the court. The Blaze lined up, their captain stepping behind the end line to serve. She tossed the ball, her hand striking it with a sharp snap. The ball knuckled through the air, unpredictable. Kinsley dove, arms out, barely getting her forearms under the ball, popping it up. Brynn hustled over, setting Presley for the kill. Presley jumped, swinging hard, but the Blaze outside hitter was there, arms up, blocking the shot and sending the ball back onto our side.

Point, Blaze.

Presley didn’t hesitate. She grabbed the ball, stepping behind the line. She bounced it once, then served, sending it over hard and fast. The Blaze passed, set up their middle blocker, who tipped the ball just over the net. Zoey lunged forward, her hand sliding under the ball, popping it up. Kinsley scrambled over, setting Brynn for a cross-court shot. Brynn leapt, swinging with everything she had, sending the ball slicing across the court. It landed inside the line.

Point, Aces.

The set went to deuce, both teams tied at twenty-four. Every point was a battle—rallies stretching long, girls diving, arms and legs flying, the ball whipping back and forth over the net.

Presley stepped to the line, bouncing the ball, then serving. The ball skimmed the net, almost catching the tape. The Blaze passed, set, and spiked, but Brynn was there, timing her jump perfectly, hands above the net. She blocked the shot, the ball ricocheting off the Blaze’s middle blocker and landing out of bounds.

Set point, Aces.

Zoey took a deep breath, her chest rising and falling. She bounced on her toes, then stepped up to serve. She tossed the ball, hit it hard and flat, sending it over the net. The Blaze passed, set up their outside hitter. She jumped, swinging with everything she had, but Presley was waiting, arms up, blocking the shot. The ball bounced back onto the Blaze’s side.

Set, Aces.

The crowd erupted, people jumping, clapping, some even chanting “Aces! Aces!” over and over, fists pumping in the air.

The girls jogged back to the tent, huddling under the canopy. Their faces were flushed, sweat running down their cheeks and necks, hair sticking to their foreheads. They grabbed water bottles from the cooler, unscrewing the caps and gulping down mouthfuls, some dumping a little over their heads.

Bill handed out more bottles. “Great set. Don’t let up.” He looked at each of them in turn, nodding.

Presley wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “One down.” She grinned, teeth showing.

Second set. The Blaze came out hard, scoring the first three points. Their outside hitter was relentless, slamming balls over the net, forcing Presley and Brynn to scramble, diving for every save. The Blaze captain blocked at the net, her arms a solid wall above the tape. Kinsley dove for a save, her body skidding across the sand, sending a spray flying behind her.

Timeout, Aces.

The girls jogged to the tent, breathing hard, sweat glistening on their skin. They grabbed towels, draping them over their shoulders, gulping water.

Presley leaned over, hands on her knees, sweat running down her neck and chest, her bikini top darkened with moisture where it pressed against her skin. “They’re killing us on the outside.”

Brynn nodded, her face set. “We need to block her.”

Zoey grinned, her eyes fierce. “Let’s do it.”

Back on the court, the Blaze kept the pressure on. Their outside hitter stepped behind the line, bouncing the ball twice against the packed sand before tossing it high. Her arm whipped forward, snapping at the wrist, and the ball knuckled through the air, wobbling unpredictably as it crossed the net. I tracked it with my eyes, camera ready. Kinsley, crouched low, dug her toes into the sand, knees bent. As the ball dropped, she lunged forward, arms outstretched, and slid on her forearms. The ball struck her platform with a dull thud, popping up in a high arc. Sand sprayed from under her legs as she scrambled upright.

Brynn moved fast, eyes locked on the ball. She planted her left foot, pivoted, and set her hands, fingers splayed, wrists firm. As the ball descended, she pressed up on her toes, elbows out, and bumped the ball with a quick, controlled motion, sending it spinning toward Presley at the left pin. Presley was already in motion, feet pounding the sand, arms pumping. She timed her jump, knees bent, arms swinging back. As she rose, her right arm whipped forward, palm slicing through the air. She smacked the ball, aiming for the far corner. The Blaze outside hitter read the play, leapt, and her hands formed a solid wall above the tape. The ball ricocheted off the block, shooting straight down onto our side.

Point, Blaze.

Presley landed hard, sand flying up around her feet. She shook her head, blowing a strand of damp hair off her cheek, and jogged to retrieve the ball. Her fingers curled around the rough surface, and she spun it in her hands, checking the seams. She stepped behind the line, bounced once, then tossed the ball high. Her arm snapped forward, shoulder muscles flexing, and she drove the serve over the net, hard and fast. The ball shot across the court, skimming just above the tape.

The Blaze libero tracked it, arms extended, knees bent. She absorbed the impact, popping the ball up with a quick flick of her wrists. Their setter hustled to the ball, feet churning, then set a tight, quick pass to their middle blocker. The blocker barely jumped, just tipped the ball with her fingertips, sending it dribbling over the net. Zoey dove, her body horizontal, arms out. Her right hand slid under the ball at the last second, popping it up. She rolled onto her back, sand stuck to her stomach and chest, then scrambled to her knees.

Kinsley was already in position, knees bent, arms up. She set the ball high and wide to Brynn, who sprinted from the middle, feet pounding, eyes locked on the ball. Brynn leapt, twisting her hips, and swung her arm in a wide arc, smashing the ball cross-court. The ball slammed into the sand just inside the line.

Point, Aces.

The set slipped away after that. The Blaze kept up the pace, their hitters relentless. They pulled ahead by five, and the scoreboard glared at us from the sideline. The crowd was loud, packed three deep along the ropes. Every time the Blaze scored, cheers erupted, hands clapping, bodies surging forward.

I kept my camera up, snapping shot after shot. Presley dove for a save, her bikini top riding up so I could see the lower curve of her breast and a flash of tanned skin. She rolled onto her knees, tugged the fabric down with a quick, practiced motion, and pushed herself upright. Brynn leapt for a spike, hair flying behind her, sweat flicking from her arms as she landed. Zoey scrambled, sand stuck to her stomach and thighs, legs pumping as she chased a loose ball. Kinsley planted her feet to serve, her face set in tight focus, eyes narrowed at the far court.

The Blaze took the set, 25-18.

The girls huddled under the tent, breathing hard, chests heaving. Their faces were flushed, sweat streaking their cheeks and necks. Presley leaned forward, hands braced on her knees, her chest rising and falling. Brynn dropped onto the bench, elbows on her thighs, head down. Zoey flopped down, legs stretched out, sand clinging to her skin. Kinsley sat on the cooler, shoulders slumped, breathing through her mouth.

Bill handed out water bottles, the plastic sweating in his grip. He pressed one into each girl’s hand, his voice low and steady. “One more set. Leave it all out there.”

Presley straightened, uncapped her bottle, and poured water over her head, darkening her hair. “Let’s go.” Her voice was steady, determined.

Third set. The sun was high, burning hot. The sand underfoot was scorching, sticking to every sweaty patch of skin. I shifted from foot to foot, feeling the heat through my shoes. The crowd pressed closer, people packed shoulder to shoulder, some standing on coolers just to see over the heads in front of them.

First serve, Blaze. Their captain stepped up, bounced the ball, then tossed it high. Her arm whipped forward, sending the ball hard and low over the net. Brynn crouched, arms out, and dug the ball, popping it up with a solid bump. Presley moved quickly, hands up, fingers spread. She set the ball high, spinning it toward Zoey at the right pin.

Zoey planted her feet, bent her knees, and exploded upward. Her arms swung back, then snapped forward, hand open. She struck the ball hard, sending it down the line toward the Blaze corner. The Blaze libero dove, arms out, but missed by inches. The ball hit the sand just inside the line.

Point, Aces.

The next few points were brutal. The Blaze moved fast, their outside hitter slamming ball after ball at our defense. Kinsley and Zoey dove and slid, arms out, sand flying. Presley jumped at the net, arms straight up, trying to block, but the Blaze captain was taller, her hands a solid wall above the tape. The ball ricocheted off Presley’s hands, dropping to the sand.

Brynn stepped behind the line to serve. She wiped sweat from her forehead, then tossed the ball high. Her arm whipped forward, and the ball skimmed just over the net, barely clearing the tape. The Blaze passed, their libero low to the ground, then set a quick ball to the outside. Their hitter jumped, cocked her arm, and spiked hard down the middle. Presley lunged, hand out, but the ball bounced off her palm and hit the sand.

The Aces rallied. Zoey took the ball, spinning it in her hands, then stepped to the line. She tossed the ball up, jumped, and served an ace, the ball clipping the sideline. The referee’s flag shot up, signaling in. Kinsley dove for a save on the next point, her arms outstretched, sand spraying from under her as she slid. She popped the ball up, Presley set Brynn, and Brynn smashed it cross-court for another point.

The set was tight, both teams trading points. The crowd was on their feet, voices raised, waving signs and banners. I moved along the sideline, camera pressed to my face, snapping photos of Presley leaping to block at the net. Her bikini top slipped again, the fabric stretched tight, exposing the round curve of her breast as she reached high. Brynn spiked, her hair wild, face twisted in effort. Zoey dove, sand stuck to her stomach and the undersides of her breasts, body stretched out full length. Kinsley scrambled after a loose ball, her face locked in concentration, jaw working as she breathed.

Timeout, Blaze. The girls jogged to the tent, breathing hard. Presley grabbed her water bottle, gulping it down, sweat running down her neck and between her breasts. Brynn draped a towel over her shoulders, wiping her face. Zoey slumped onto the bench, bikini top twisted sideways, sand caked on her stomach. Kinsley sat on the cooler, medal in her lap, cheeks flushed.

Presley’s voice was rough. “They’re good.”

Brynn nodded, eyes narrowed. “We’re better.”

Zoey grinned, teeth flashing. “Let’s prove it.”

Back on the court, the Blaze came out swinging. The captain stepped behind the line, bounced the ball, then tossed it high and served, the ball knuckling through the air. Kinsley crouched low, arms out, and dove, popping it up. Brynn moved in, set Presley for the kill. Presley jumped, arm cocked, but the Blaze outside hitter timed her block perfectly, hands high, sending the ball straight down onto our side.

Point, Blaze.

Presley landed, exhaled hard, and jogged to grab the ball. She gripped it, wiped sweat from her forehead, then tossed it high. Her arm snapped forward, sending the ball over the net, hard and fast. The Blaze passed the ball, their libero low, then set their middle blocker for a quick tip. Zoey dove, her hand sliding under the ball just in time, popping it up for Kinsley. Kinsley set Brynn for a cross-court shot. Brynn leapt, swung hard, and the ball slammed into the sand just inside the line.

Point, Aces.

The set was tied at ten. The crowd was screaming, people on their feet, waving homemade signs, faces red from the sun. Every point was a fight. The Blaze pulled ahead by two, their outside hitter pounding the ball. The Aces fought back, diving, blocking, spiking, tying it at twelve. Every rally stretched out—bodies flying, hands slapping the ball, sand flying in every direction.

Match point, Blaze. Their outside hitter stepped up, bounced the ball twice, then served, the ball skimming the net. Brynn dug it, arms out, popping it up for Presley. Presley set Zoey, hands high, fingers spread. Zoey jumped, swinging hard, but the Blaze captain read the play, leapt, and blocked her, sending the ball back onto our side.

Game.

I lowered my camera, my heart pounding in my chest. The girls stood on the hot sand, breathing hard, faces flushed red. Presley put her hands on her hips, staring down at the sand between her feet. Brynn dropped to her knees, head bowed, shoulders shaking. Zoey and Kinsley hugged, arms tight around each other, both trembling.

Bill jogged onto the court, calling them in. The girls shuffled together, forming a tight huddle. Bill spoke, his voice low, but I couldn’t make out the words. They all nodded. Presley wiped her face with the back of her hand, smearing sweat across her cheek. Brynn stood, brushing sand off her thighs and calves. Zoey squeezed Kinsley’s shoulder, her hand lingering.

The crowd cheered as the Blaze accepted their trophy at the far end of the court, gold medals flashing in the sunlight. The Aces lined up, heads high, silver medals draped around their necks. Presley forced a smile for the cameras, her eyes bright with tears. Brynn grinned, lips stretched tight, but her eyes were flat. Zoey and Kinsley stood close, arms wrapped around each other’s waists.

I snapped a few photos: Presley holding her medal, the silver heavy in her hand; Brynn with her arm around Zoey’s waist, both girls smiling for the crowd; Kinsley hugging Bill, her cheeks pink, medal pressed to her chest. The girls smiled for the crowd, waving at the fans packed along the ropes, who cheered their names.

Back at the tent, the girls collapsed onto the benches, legs stretched out, arms limp. Presley unclipped her medal, holding it up and staring at it, turning it over in her hands.

“Second place,” she said, voice flat, shoulders slumped.

Brynn sat beside her, legs stretched out, toes digging into the sand. “We almost had them.” Her words came out sharp, frustration in every syllable.

Zoey flopped onto the bench, her bikini top twisted, straps digging into her shoulder, sand stuck to her stomach and the undersides of her breasts. “We did our best,” she said, voice muffled as she leaned back.

Kinsley perched on the cooler, medal in her lap, fingers tracing the edge. “I’m proud of us.”

Presley looked up, meeting Kinsley’s eyes, then grinned, the tension breaking. “Me too.”

Bill stepped in, handing out bottles of water. “You girls played your hearts out. You should be proud.” He looked at each of them in turn, voice steady.

Presley nodded, her grin returning. “Next time, we win.”

Brynn laughed, the sound sharp and bright. “Damn right.”

Zoey leaned back, closing her eyes, arms stretched along the bench. “I’m exhausted.”

Kinsley smiled, cheeks pink, medal shining in her lap. “And maybe some ice cream.”

Presley stood, stretching her arms overhead, back arching, breasts lifting under her bikini top. “Ice cream first. Then nap.”

Brynn grabbed her bag, slinging it over one shoulder. “Let’s go.”

We packed up, tossing towels and water bottles into bags, folding chairs, collapsing the tent. The girls walked ahead, arms around each other’s shoulders and waists, laughing, silver medals flashing in the sunlight. I followed behind, camera bag slung over my shoulder, snapping one last shot of the team—tired, sweaty, but smiling, hair wild, sand stuck to their skin.

They’d made it to the finals. They’d fought hard. And even though they lost, they walked off the sand with their heads high.


CHAPTER 16

Zoey’s bikini top was still damp from the finals, the blue fabric clinging to her skin as she rifled through her suitcase. She crouched down by the battered case, her knees digging into the cheap carpet, and dug both hands into the jumble of clothes. The top’s thin straps pressed into her shoulders, leaving faint red lines where the elastic bit into her skin. As she rummaged, she tugged a tangled pair of shorts free, the fabric catching on the zipper. She gave them a sharp yank, then tossed them onto the bed beside me, the shorts landing in a crumpled heap. She paused, glancing over her shoulder at me, a crooked smile tugging at her lips.

“So,” I said, sitting on the edge of the bed, camera bag at my feet. My hands fidgeted with the worn strap, thumb tracing the frayed seam. “You ready to get out of here?”

She nodded, grabbing a faded gray tank top from the bottom of the suitcase. She shook it out, snapping the wrinkles loose, then folded it in half, then again, pressing the creases down with her palm. She stuffed it into her duffel, shoving it between a rolled-up towel and a pair of flip-flops. “More than ready. I want a real shower. And my own bed. And maybe something that isn’t fried or wrapped in a tortilla.”

I grinned, picking at a loose thread on my shorts. “You’re not going to miss the hotel breakfast buffet?”

Zoey snorted, rolling her eyes. “Those eggs weren’t eggs. I don’t know what they were, but they came out of a box.” She reached into the suitcase again, digging through the mess until her fingers closed around a balled-up pair of socks. She tossed them onto the bed, then knelt down, peering under the metal frame. Her hair, still tangled from the match, hung in messy clumps around her face, streaked with faded lines of sunscreen that made pale tracks across her cheekbones and the bridge of her nose.

She bent further, one hand bracing on the floor, and reached under the bed. As she stretched, her bikini bottoms rode up, the blue fabric sliding between the cheeks of her ass, exposing a deep curve of bare skin for a second before she straightened. Her fingers closed around a stray sock, and she pulled it out, brushing a smear of dust off the toe before tossing it into her duffel.

I cleared my throat, forcing my eyes back to my bag. I unzipped the main compartment and checked for my charger, feeling the cords with my fingers. “You think Bill is going to make us stop for food before we get on the road?”

She shrugged, zipping her duffel closed with a harsh rasp. “If he doesn’t, Presley will riot.” She yanked the zipper all the way around, then pressed down on the bulging sides, forcing it to close. She stood, slinging the strap over her shoulder, the bag thumping against her hip.

There was a pause. The hotel room felt smaller than usual, the two of us moving around each other, bumping elbows as we gathered up chargers and spare clothes. I reached for my phone charger, the cord tangled around the leg of the bedside table. I crouched, untwisting it, then wrapped it into a tight coil and shoved it into the side pocket of my camera bag. Zoey moved past me, her bare feet making faint prints on the carpet, and grabbed her sunglasses off the dresser, slipping them onto her head.

The sound of voices filtered in from the hallway—Presley and Brynn arguing about who left sand in the shower, Kinsley’s laugh, Bill’s gruff bark as he told them to hurry up. The muffled thuds of duffels hitting the floor and the scrape of shoes against linoleum drifted through the door.

Zoey sat next to me, the mattress dipping under her weight. She pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around her shins. The blue bikini top clung to her small breasts, the fabric darkened with damp, nipples visible through the thin material.

“You glad it’s over?” she asked, voice low.

I nodded, running my hand over the camera bag’s zipper. “Yeah. Not that I didn’t like it, but… I want to sleep in my own bed. Hear the waves instead of the air conditioner.” I looked down at my bare feet, toes curling into the scratchy carpet.

She smiled, her eyes soft. “Me too.” She let her chin rest on her knees, watching me.

I looked at her, the words catching in my throat. I stared at the way her hair stuck to her forehead in sweaty clumps, the sunscreen streaks faded but still visible. “So… what happens now?”

Zoey tilted her head, the sunglasses slipping down her hair. “You mean with the team? Or with you and me?”

I hesitated, then shrugged, fingers tightening on the strap of my camera bag. “Both, I guess.”

She grinned, her eyes lighting up. “You’ll have to wait and see.”

I laughed, the tension in my shoulders easing. “That’s not fair.”

She nudged me with her shoulder, her skin warm against mine. “You like surprises.”

I shook my head, smiling. “Not when I’m the one waiting.” I glanced at her, heartbeat picking up.

She leaned in, lowering her voice. “You’ve got a good view from the attic anyway.”

I froze, the words hanging between us. My mouth went dry. “What do you mean?”

Her grin widened, teeth showing. “Come on. You really thought I wouldn’t notice?”

I swallowed, my face burning. “The gap in the floor?”

She nodded, her cheeks pink. “You’re not exactly subtle, Owen. You think I don’t know when someone’s watching me?”

I felt my face get hot, the embarrassment prickling up my neck. “I—yeah. I watched. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

Zoey cut me off, her voice quiet. “I kind of liked it.”

I stared at her, heart thudding. “You did?”

She nodded, her cheeks pink. “Yeah. Made things more interesting. Besides, you’re cute when you’re nervous.” She reached out, her hand finding mine. Her fingers were warm, slightly rough from the sand and the grip of volleyballs.

I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. The tension in my shoulders melted away. “I… didn’t want to be creepy.” I squeezed her hand, thumb brushing over her knuckles.

She laughed, her grip tightening. “You’re not. If I wanted you to stop, I would’ve told you.” She gave my hand another squeeze before letting go, fingers trailing over my palm as she pulled away.

I squeezed her hand back, the tension draining out of me. “So, you’re not mad?”

She shook her head, hair falling over her eyes. “Nope. But if you want a better view, you could just ask.”

I grinned, feeling lighter than I had in days. “I’ll keep that in mind.” I let my hand rest on my knee, still feeling the warmth of her touch.

A knock rattled the door, sharp and impatient. Presley’s voice carried through the wood, pitched high with irritation. “You two decent? Bill’s losing his mind out here.”

Zoey rolled her eyes, standing up. She grabbed her duffel, slinging it over her shoulder, then turned to me. The strap dug into her bare skin, leaving a faint red mark above her bikini top. “Ready?”

I nodded, grabbing my bag and slinging it over my shoulder. I double-checked for my wallet in the front pocket, feeling the outline through the canvas, then followed her out.

The hallway was chaos. Presley leaned against the wall, arms crossed, her red bikini top visible under a threadbare tank. The tank was thin enough that the shape of her breasts was obvious, nipples poking through the faded cotton. Brynn was on the floor, kneeling with one knee pressed to the carpet, shoving shoes into her duffel. Her shorts had ridden up, exposing the lower curves of her ass as she reached for a stray flip-flop. Kinsley stood by the elevator, hugging a pillow to her chest, her mesh cover-up wrinkled, eyes half-closed and heavy with exhaustion.

Bill was at the end of the hall, clipboard in hand, his shirt already sweat-stained. He tapped the clipboard against his thigh, impatience clear in the set of his shoulders. “Let’s go! I want to be out of here before the lunch rush hits the highway.”

Presley stretched, her arms reaching overhead, tank riding up to show a strip of pale stomach above her bikini bottoms. Her hipbones jutted out, skin mottled with faint tan lines. “You all packed, lovebirds?”

Zoey shot her a look, one eyebrow raised. “We’re good.” She adjusted the strap of her duffel, shifting the weight on her shoulder.

Brynn stood, slinging her bag over her shoulder. The motion made her shorts ride even higher, the hem barely covering the bottom curve of her ass. “I call window.”

Presley groaned, dropping her arms. “You always get window.”

Brynn grinned, teeth flashing as she zipped her duffel. “I’m faster.”

Kinsley shuffled closer, pillow still hugged tight against her chest. Her cover-up was bunched around her hips, one strap slipping off her shoulder. “Can we stop for coffee?” Her voice was muffled by the pillow.

Bill nodded, already heading for the elevator. “If you’re all in the van in five minutes, we can.” He jabbed the elevator button with the end of his clipboard, watching the lights flicker.

That got everyone moving. Zoey grabbed my hand, her palm still slightly damp from her shower, and pulled me toward the elevator. I adjusted my camera bag, making sure it didn’t bump her hip. Presley elbowed Brynn, trying to squeeze past her in the narrow hallway. The two of them jostled, Brynn laughing as Presley tried to shove her out of the way. Kinsley followed, her eyes fixed on the floor, pillow clutched so tight her knuckles were white.

The elevator doors slid open with a metallic clunk. We piled in, the small space forcing us close together. Zoey pressed against my side, her hip warm against mine, the damp fabric of her bikini top brushing my arm every time she shifted. Presley wedged in front of me, her ass brushing my thigh every time she shifted her weight. The curve of her lower back was visible above the waistband of her shorts, skin dotted with faint freckles. Brynn leaned against the back wall, arms crossed, grinning at the chaos. Kinsley tucked herself into the corner, still hugging her pillow, her knees drawn up so the mesh of her cover-up stretched tight over her thighs.

Presley glanced at me, her gray eyes bright and alert despite the early hour. “You get any good shots of the medals?”

I nodded, shifting my bag so it didn’t dig into Zoey’s side. “Want to see?”

She shrugged, one eyebrow raised. “Later. I want to get out of here before I melt.” She wiped a bead of sweat from her brow, then leaned back against the elevator wall, waiting for the doors to open.

The elevator lurched to a stop, the floor shuddering beneath my feet. I shifted my camera bag higher on my shoulder, bracing myself as the doors slid open. The lobby was jammed. Families clustered in front of the check-in desk, their suitcases stacked in untidy piles, parents clutching room keys and receipts. Kids darted around, weaving between legs and luggage, one boy nearly colliding with Brynn as he tore past, a neon-green pool noodle clutched in both hands. A group of guys in matching board shorts stood near the automatic doors, arms crossed, raising their voices as they argued about their bill, one of them waving a crumpled receipt in the air.

Bill herded us through the chaos, one large hand gesturing for us to keep moving. He nodded at the desk clerk, who barely glanced up from her computer, and waved us toward the exit. I followed close behind the others, weaving around a stroller left abandoned in the middle of the tile, careful not to clip my bag against anyone’s legs.

Outside, the sun hit me like a slap. The heat was relentless, radiating up from the pavement in shimmering waves. Sweat prickled at my hairline almost immediately. The van was parked right at the curb, the old Aces logo on the side faded to a ghost of its former self, but still readable if you squinted. The white paint was scuffed and streaked with dust. Bill unlocked the back with a metallic clunk, then swung the doors open. He grabbed the nearest duffel bag, hefted it up, and tossed it into the back. The bag landed with a muffled thud, sliding across the van’s floor. He grabbed another, this one heavier, and let out a grunt as he swung it in after the first.

Presley climbed in first, ducking her head to avoid the low roof. She stepped up onto the bumper, one hand gripping the seat, and slid into the far back row, scooting all the way over until she was pressed against the window. Her hair, still damp at the ends, clung to her shoulders. She dropped her backpack onto the floor and stretched her legs out, propping her feet on the seat in front of her.

Brynn followed, pausing just long enough to shove her duffel bag under the seat with her foot. She dropped down beside Presley, knees pulled up to her chest, and let her head fall back against the headrest. Her eyes were half-closed already, her mouth set in a tired line.

Kinsley crawled in next, clutching her pillow to her chest. She climbed up onto the middle row, knees on the seat, and wedged herself up against the window. The pillow was bright blue and looked well-used, the fabric pilled and faded. She pressed it between her cheek and the glass, curling into a ball with her knees tucked up. Her mesh cover-up slipped down her arm as she settled in, exposing one pale shoulder.

Zoey slid in beside her, twisting sideways to fit her bag under the seat, then swinging her legs up and dropping into place. She scooted closer to Kinsley, leaving the last open spot for me. I waited until everyone else was in before ducking my head and climbing into the van. I stepped up, careful not to bash my camera bag against the doorframe, and dropped into the last seat, wedging my camera bag upright between my feet. The seat was hot from the sun, the vinyl sticking to the back of my thighs. Zoey pressed against me, her bare thigh flush against mine, her skin still warm from the walk across the parking lot.

Bill slammed the doors shut, the sound echoing off the pavement, then circled around to the driver’s side. He yanked open the door, climbed in, and pulled it closed behind him with a solid thunk. He adjusted his seat, checked his mirrors, and twisted around to look at us. “Everybody buckled?” he asked.

Presley groaned from the back, her voice muffled as she fumbled with her seatbelt. “Barely,” she muttered, the lap belt finally clicking into place.

Brynn twisted around, poking her head between the seats so she could see Bill. “Can we get milkshakes with the coffee?” she asked, her voice hopeful.

Bill let out a long sigh, his eyes rolling up toward the ceiling. “We’ll see,” he said, reaching for the ignition.

I leaned back in my seat, shifting until my camera bag was wedged tight between my feet. Zoey leaned into me, her thigh pressed firmly against mine, her arm brushing my side. The van’s interior was thick with the smell of sunscreen, sweat, and something sugary, probably the remnants of the ice cream we’d spilled in the back yesterday. The scent clung to the seats and the floor mats, sweet and sticky.

Bill started the van, the engine coughing and rattling before settling into a low grumble. Presley cranked her window down, the glass squealing in the frame, and stuck her head out into the heat. “Let’s get this show on the road,” she called, her hair blowing back as the van started to move.

Brynn leaned forward from her seat, reaching out to poke Zoey in the shoulder. “You sleep at all last night?” she asked.

Zoey shrugged, her bare shoulder brushing mine. “Some,” she said, not meeting Brynn’s eyes.

Presley grinned, twisting in her seat to look back at us. “You look like you got up to something,” she teased, eyebrows raised.

Zoey shot her a look, her mouth curving into a smirk. “Jealous?” she asked, her voice low.

Presley laughed, tossing her head back. “Maybe,” she said, stretching her legs out.

Kinsley piped up, her voice small from behind her pillow. “I just want to get home,” she said, her eyes squeezed shut.

Brynn nodded, her head bobbing. “Same,” she said, letting her chin rest on her knees.

I pulled out my phone, unlocking it with a swipe of my thumb. I turned in my seat, angling the phone to get everyone in the frame. Presley’s hair was a tangled mess, strands sticking up in every direction. Brynn’s eyes were barely open, her lips parted as she yawned. Kinsley clutched her pillow tight, her hands white-knuckled on the faded fabric. Zoey grinned at the camera, her eyes bright, her hair wild around her face. I held the phone out further, stretching my arm to fit everyone in.

“Group selfie,” I said, raising my voice so they could all hear me. “Everyone squeeze in.”

Presley leaned forward, making a face at the camera, her lips pulled back in a dramatic pout. Brynn stuck her tongue out, crossing her eyes. Kinsley smiled shyly, ducking her head but glancing up at the last second. Zoey flashed a peace sign, her fingers framing her face. I snapped the photo, the van’s cramped interior forcing us all closer together, shoulders touching, knees pressed side by side.

Presley reached forward, grabbing my phone from my hand. She scrolled through the shots, her thumb flicking quickly over the screen. “Not bad,” she said, pausing on one. “My boobs look huge.”

Brynn rolled her eyes, leaning over to look. “That’s because you’re shoving them at the camera,” she said, nudging Presley with her elbow.

Zoey laughed, her head dropping onto my shoulder. “Send me that one,” she said, pointing at the screen.

I nodded, tapping out a quick text and attaching the photo. I hit send, watching the little progress bar crawl across the top of the screen. Then, without waiting, I opened Instagram, selected the best shot, tagged the team, and posted it before we’d even cleared the parking lot.

Bill glanced up at the rearview mirror, his eyes catching mine. “You girls already planning your next match?” he asked, his voice gruff.

Presley grinned, twisting to look at him. “Always,” she said. “We’re going to start training harder. I want to beat the Blaze next time.”

Brynn nodded, her mouth set. “We need to work on blocking. Their outside hitter killed us,” she said, voice flat.

Zoey stretched, sliding her feet up to rest on the seat in front of her, her toes brushing the back of Presley’s thigh. “We should do more serve drills, too,” she said, digging her phone out of her bag.

Kinsley hugged her pillow tighter, her eyes closed. “I want to sleep for a week,” she mumbled, voice muffled by the pillow.

Presley reached over and poked her in the ribs. “You can sleep when we get home. We’ve got work to do,” she said, grinning.

Zoey slid her hand into mine, her palm warm. She squeezed, her thumb tracing slow circles over my skin, the touch light but constant.

Bill pulled the van onto the highway, the engine rumbling louder as he accelerated. The girls settled in, Presley and Brynn immediately starting up an argument about music. Presley scrolled through her playlist, her finger tapping the screen, while Brynn groaned and covered her ears. Kinsley dozed off, her breathing evening out, arms wrapped around her pillow. Zoey scrolled through her phone, her head resting against the window now, hair falling across her face. I leaned back, letting my head drop against the seat, my camera bag heavy in my lap. I watched the road roll by through the windshield, the sun glinting off the water in the distance, the sky a flat, cloudless blue.

Presley plugged her phone into the van’s speakers, the cord dangling between the seats. The first notes of a pop song blasted through the van, tinny and loud. Brynn groaned, pressing her hands over her ears. “Anything but this,” she complained, voice loud enough to carry over the music.

Presley just grinned, reaching over to turn the volume up. “Deal with it,” she said, singing along to the chorus.

Zoey laughed, nudging me with her elbow. “You get used to it,” she said, her eyes dancing.

I grinned back at her. “I think I already have,” I said, my voice low.

The van rattled over a pothole, the impact jolting everyone in their seats. My camera bag bounced against my knees. Presley let out a yelp, grabbing for the seat in front of her. Kinsley jerked awake, blinking rapidly, her hair sticking to her cheek. “Are we there yet?” she asked, her voice groggy.

Presley snorted, twisting around to look at her. “We just left,” she said, shaking her head.

Kinsley groaned, burying her face in her pillow again, her shoulders slumping.

Brynn twisted around in her seat, turning to look at me. “You going to post the medal photos?” she asked, her eyebrows raised.

I nodded, sliding my phone out of my pocket again. “When we stop for coffee,” I said. “I want to edit them first.”

Zoey stretched her legs out, her foot brushing against my calf, her toes sliding up the inside of my jeans. “You think we’ll get more sponsors now?” she asked, voice hopeful.

I shrugged, shifting in my seat. “We’ve got the followers. Bill’s happy. If we keep placing, the money will come,” I said, watching her face.

Bill glanced back at us, his voice rough. “That prize money keeps us going. You girls keep playing like that, and we’ll be at nationals before you know it.”

Presley cheered, pumping her fist in the air. “Nationals, baby!” she shouted.

Brynn laughed, shaking her head. “Let’s win a tournament first,” she said, grinning.

Zoey nudged me, her arm pressing against mine. “You ever think you’d end up here?” she asked, her eyes searching mine.

I shook my head, the answer honest. “Not in a million years,” I said, my voice quiet.

She smiled, her eyes soft, the corners crinkling. “Me neither,” she said, squeezing my hand.

The highway stretched ahead, the sun bright overhead, the van full of voices and music and laughter. I lifted my phone again, snapping another photo. Presley was singing along, her mouth wide, eyes closed. Brynn pretended to cover her ears, but she was grinning. Kinsley was half-asleep, her pillow pressed to her face. Zoey looked at me, her smile bright and real.

I scrolled through the shots, picking out the best ones. Presley’s bikini top barely covered her chest, the red fabric stretched tight over her breasts, her skin tanned from days in the sun. Brynn’s crop top was sweat-stained, her hair tangled, but her grin was genuine. Kinsley looked small, curled up with her pillow, her mesh cover-up slipping off one shoulder, the strap of her bikini top visible against her pale skin. Zoey’s blue bikini top was still damp, the fabric clinging to her breasts, her shorts riding low on her hips, her hair wild and unbrushed.

I selected the group selfie, tapped in everyone’s handles, and hit post. Within minutes, likes started rolling in, the number ticking up every time I refreshed. Comments piled up—“Congrats, Aces!” “You girls killed it!” “Presley’s block was insane!” Presley grabbed my phone, scrolling through the comments, her eyes scanning the screen. “People love us,” she said, grinning.

Brynn leaned over, reading the comments. “Let’s give them something to talk about,” she said, her voice sly.

Zoey leaned in, her lips close to my ear. “You really think you can handle all this?” she whispered, her breath hot against my skin.

I smiled, meeting her eyes. “I’m willing to try,” I said, my voice steady.

She pressed her lips to my cheek, quick and soft, leaving a damp spot behind. “Good answer,” she murmured.

Presley groaned from the back. “Get a room, you two,” she called, rolling her eyes.

Brynn laughed. “They already did,” she said, nudging Presley.

Kinsley blinked, half-awake, her eyes unfocused. “What did I miss?” she asked, voice thick with sleep.

Presley grinned at her. “Nothing. Just Owen being a mushy,” she said, shaking her head.

I shrugged, letting them tease me, not bothering to deny it.

The van rolled on, the girls arguing about music, Bill muttering about traffic, the sun streaming in through the windows. I leaned back, my camera in my lap, watching the road ahead. The seat vibrated with the rumble of the tires. I glanced around at the girls—Presley singing, Brynn laughing, Kinsley asleep, Zoey’s hand still in mine.

This wasn’t a one-time thing. There would be more trips, more tournaments, more nights in strange hotels and mornings on the beach. The team wasn’t going anywhere—not as long as there were games to play, sponsors to chase, and moments to capture.

I lifted my camera, focusing on Zoey’s hand in mine, Presley’s mouth wide as she belted out the chorus, Brynn’s eyes crinkled with laughter, Kinsley curled up and asleep, Bill’s hands steady on the wheel. I pressed the shutter, the moment caught.

The Aces were headed home, and I was right there with them.


CHAPTER 17

The van’s headlights cut a pale path through the dark, empty highway. I sat in the passenger seat, my legs stretched out in front of me, the seatbelt pressing across my chest. The hum of the tires was steady, a low vibration through the floor. The girls had grown quiet hours ago, the energy of the finals and the boardwalk fading into the kind of tired that settled in your bones. Bill drove with one hand resting on the wheel, his knuckles loose, the other arm propped on the window frame, fingers drumming absently against the edge. Presley’s snoring drifted from the back row, a soft, rhythmic sound that rose and fell with each of her breaths. I glanced back and saw her slumped sideways, her cheek mashed against the headrest, mouth open just enough to let the snores out.

Brynn’s head was tipped against the glass, her face turned toward the blur of darkness outside the window. Her eyes were closed, lashes resting on her cheeks, but her phone was still clutched in her lap, her thumb hooked loosely around the case. The screen had gone dark, reflecting the faint glow of the dashboard lights. Kinsley had curled up in the middle row, her knees drawn up tight to her chest, arms wrapped around a pillow wedged under her chin. Her feet were tucked beneath her, toes peeking out from under the hem of her shorts. Zoey sat beside me, her head leaned back against the seat, her neck stretched long. She watched the passing lights, her eyes half-lidded, the tips of her hair brushing her collarbones where her tank top dipped low.

We hadn’t said much since leaving, but it wasn’t awkward. Just the kind of quiet that came after a long weekend, when the only thing left to do was get home. My hand rested on my thigh, fingers tapping out a slow rhythm, matching the muted thump of the tires hitting seams in the pavement. I shifted my weight, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness, feeling the heat of Zoey’s thigh just inches from mine.

Bill slowed as we rolled into a coastal town, the van’s headlights catching on faded storefronts and shuttered beach shops. The tires rumbled over the old wooden boards of a pier, the vibration traveling up through the frame and into my feet. Neon lights spilled across the water, painting streaks of pink, blue, and green on the surface. The boardwalk looked old-fashioned, the kind with arched signs in peeling paint and a Ferris wheel at the far end, its spokes outlined in flickering bulbs. The place was still open, the lights bright against the night sky, casting a glow that made the shadows seem deeper. I could see a few people wandering the pier, couples holding hands, kids darting between legs as they chased each other past the game stalls.

Bill pulled into a spot near the entrance, the van’s brakes squealing softly as we rolled to a stop. He shifted into park, the engine grumbling before he killed it. The sudden silence pressed in, broken only by the distant shouts from the boardwalk and Presley’s soft snore. Bill twisted around in his seat, his face tired but smiling, eyes crinkling at the corners. “Stretch your legs. We’ve got another couple of hours before home. I need coffee.”

Presley groaned from the back, her voice muffled. She rolled off her seat, pushing herself upright with both hands braced against the cushions. Her hair stuck out at odd angles, flattened on one side. “I need to move or I’m going to cramp up.” She swung her legs out into the aisle, her feet landing with a thump. She shoved her flip-flops on, one at a time, using her toes to nudge them into place.

Brynn blinked awake, her eyes unfocused for a second. She rubbed her face with the heel of her palm, pushing her hair back from her forehead. “I could eat,” she mumbled, her voice thick with sleep. She sat up straighter, stretching her back until it popped, then glanced around for her bag.

Kinsley sat up too, still clutching her pillow tight to her chest. She blinked in the light from the overhead lamp, her eyes still sleepy. “Where are we?” she asked, her voice small.

Zoey nudged my knee with hers, the pressure warm and insistent. “Come on, let’s walk.” She pushed herself up, twisting in her seat to reach for her sandals. She slid her feet into them, the thin straps pressing into the tops of her toes, then stood, her tank top riding up just enough to expose a strip of her stomach.

I grabbed my camera bag from the floor, the strap rough against my palm. I slung it over my shoulder, letting the weight settle against my side. One by one, we piled out of the van. The door slid open with a metallic clatter, and I stepped down onto the boards, the wood solid under my feet. The night was warm, but not sticky. A breeze came in off the water, cool against my skin, making the lights of the boardwalk dance on the surface.

Presley stretched, her arms reaching high overhead, fingers interlaced. Her micro bikini top was visible under her thin tank, the red triangles pulled tight across her chest. The fabric barely covered her, the edges riding up as she arched her back. Her nipples pressed against the thin material, outlined clearly in the neon glow. She dropped her arms, rolling her shoulders, and yawned, her mouth wide.

Brynn pulled her hair into a loose bun, gathering the strands at the nape of her neck and twisting them together. She fished a scrunchie from her pocket, looping it around the messy knot. Her crop top was wrinkled from the drive, the hem riding up over her ribs. She glanced at the food stalls, scanning the menu boards with a hungry look, her lips parted slightly.

Kinsley wandered toward the railing, her pillow still hugged to her chest. She moved slowly, her mesh cover-up fluttering in the wind, the white fabric clinging to her hips. She leaned forward, peering down at the water below, her toes curling over the edge of the boardwalk.

Bill looked over at us, his hands shoved into his pockets. “I’m grabbing coffee. Anyone want anything?” His voice carried across the boards, drawing their attention.

Presley raised her hand, her nails painted a chipped neon pink. “Funnel cake,” she said, her eyes lighting up at the thought.

Brynn grinned, her teeth flashing white. “Corn dog,” she called, already moving toward the food stalls.

Kinsley smiled, her eyes still half-lidded. “Lemonade?” she asked, her voice hopeful.

Zoey shook her head, her hair sliding over her shoulder. “We’ll catch up,” she said, glancing at me.

Bill nodded, herding the others toward the food stands. Presley bounced ahead, her flip-flops slapping against the boards. She already started teasing Brynn about her “boring” food choices, poking her in the side as they walked. Brynn rolled her eyes, firing back with a quick retort I couldn’t quite hear. Kinsley trailed behind, her pillow tucked under one arm, her other hand gripping the railing for balance.

Zoey tugged my sleeve, her fingers curling around the fabric. She pulled me toward the pier, her grip firm but gentle. “Walk with me?” she asked, her voice low.

I nodded, falling into step beside her. We headed past the game booths—ring toss, balloon darts, a shooting gallery with crooked rifles propped up on splintered counters. The prizes hung overhead, rows of cheap stuffed animals and plastic toys, their colors faded from too many summers in the sun. The Ferris wheel spun slow and lazy at the end of the boardwalk, each car lit up in a different color. The bulbs flickered, some dimmer than others, but the whole thing glowed against the night sky. A few couples waited in line, laughing as the operator loaded them in, the metal cars rocking gently as they climbed aboard.

Zoey stopped at a railing halfway down the pier, her hand resting on the cool metal. She looked out over the water, her elbows propped on the rail, shoulders hunched slightly. The waves lapped quietly at the posts below, the sound steady and soft, barely louder than a whisper. The sky was clear, stars scattered above us in a loose pattern. She leaned forward, elbows planted, the blue string bikini visible beneath her tank. The straps crisscrossed over her shoulders, the triangles stretched tight across her chest. Her skin still held the faint lines from the finals, a pale streak across her left shoulder where her top had slipped and the sun had missed. The rest of her was a deep, even tan, the kind that only came from hours on the sand.

She glanced at me, her eyes reflecting the colored lights from the Ferris wheel. “You ever get tired of this? The traveling, the games, all of us crammed together?”

I shook my head, shifting my weight so my hip pressed against the railing. “No. It’s the best thing I’ve done in a long time.” I kept my voice steady, meaning every word.

She smiled, looking back out at the water, her lips curving at the corners. “Even with all the chaos?”

“Especially with the chaos.” I let myself relax, letting the weight of the weekend settle in my muscles.

She laughed, the sound quiet, almost lost in the breeze. “You’re weird.” She glanced at me, her eyes soft.

I shrugged, pushing off the railing just enough to bump her shoulder with mine. “You’re the one who invited me to walk.”

She nudged me back, her shoulder warm against mine. “Yeah, well, you’re not the worst company.” She grinned, her teeth catching the light.

We stood in silence for a minute, watching the lights flicker on the water. I could see Presley’s laugh from the far end of the boardwalk, her voice carrying across the open space. Brynn’s voice rose above hers as she argued, her tone sharp but playful. I watched the way the reflections danced on the waves, the colors shifting with every ripple.

Zoey turned to me, her expression serious now. Her lips pressed together, eyes searching mine. “Can I ask you something?” Her voice was quieter, almost hesitant.

I nodded, my throat suddenly tight. “Anything.” I shifted so I was facing her, my back to the railing.

She hesitated, her gaze dropping to the boards between us. She picked at the hem of her tank, twisting the fabric between her fingers. Then she looked away, out at the dark water. “Do you… like any of the other girls? On the team, I mean.”

The question caught me off guard. I watched her, trying to read her face, the set of her mouth, the way her brows pulled together. “You mean… like, like?” I asked, my voice careful.

She nodded, her hair falling across her cheek, the strands catching on her lips. “Yeah. Or just… do you ever think about it? About any of them?”

I leaned against the railing, the metal cold through my shirt. I let the question settle, thinking. “They’re all attractive. I’d have to be blind not to notice.” I kept my eyes on her, watching for her reaction.

She grinned, glancing at me from under her lashes. “That’s not exactly an answer.” Her voice was teasing, but there was something else under it.

I laughed, the sound short. “I mean it. You’re all—” I stopped, searching for the right word, not wanting to say too much or too little. “You’re all different. Presley’s… Presley. Brynn’s tough. Kinsley’s sweet. And you—” I looked at her, my voice softening. “You’re the one I think about most.”

She smiled, her lips curving slow, her eyes shining. “Good save.”

I shook my head, the words coming out low. “I’m serious.” I didn’t look away.

She nudged me again, her elbow digging into my side, not gently. I felt the sharp point of her elbow press right between my ribs. I shifted a little, squirming away, but she just grinned at me, waiting. “Is it hard? Being around us all the time? Four girls, barely dressed half the time, and you’re the only guy?”

I let out a short laugh, feeling my face warm up almost instantly. The heat crawled up my cheeks, and I knew she could see it. “There are times when it’s… hard, yeah.” I tried not to glance down at her chest, even though her tank top was cut low and her bra strap had slipped off one shoulder, exposing more skin than she probably realized.

She raised one eyebrow at me, her expression openly curious. “You mean—”

I nodded, grinning, not bothering to hide it. “Exactly what you think I mean.” I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, feeling the awkwardness and excitement mix together in my chest.

She laughed, her head tipping back so her hair fell away from her face. I watched her throat as she swallowed, her collarbone standing out in the light from the boardwalk. “You try to keep it professional?”

I nodded again, forcing myself to look back at her eyes. “I told myself I would. Didn’t want to mess anything up.” I remembered all the times I’d walked in on them changing, or sprawled out on the couch in shorts and nothing else, and how I’d told myself to keep my eyes up, to keep my hands to myself.

She looked at me, her eyes bright, fixed on my face like she was trying to catch every flicker of emotion. “How’d that work out for you?”

I grinned, a little sheepish. “I failed. Miserably.” I could feel the truth of it in my body, the way my cock would get hard just from seeing them lounging around the house, or the way my thoughts would wander when I was supposed to be editing photos.

She laughed again, reaching out to squeeze my arm. Her fingers wrapped around my bicep, her grip firmer than I expected. Her nails pressed into my skin, just enough to make me aware of her touch. “I don’t mind.”

I looked at her, surprised, my mouth half open. “You don’t?” I searched her face, trying to see if she was joking, but she was completely serious.

She shook her head, her hair brushing her bare shoulder. “Nope. I want this to be easy. No drama. No rules about who you can or can’t like.” Her hand lingered on my arm, her thumb stroking a small circle on my skin.

I watched her, letting her words settle in. I could feel my heart beating a little faster. “You’re serious?” I spoke quietly, not wanting anyone else to overhear even though we were mostly alone.

She nodded, her lips curving up at the corners. “Yeah. I don’t want it to get complicated.” She let her hand drop from my arm, but let it rest on her thigh, fingers splayed out over her bare skin.

I thought about it, about the girls back at the house, the way Presley teased me, Brynn’s quick smiles that always seemed a little more private, Kinsley’s shy glances that lingered just a second too long. “You think it would get weird?”

She shrugged, her shoulder rising and falling. “Not if we don’t let it.” She looked out over the railing for a moment, then back at me.

I nodded, thinking about how easy she made it sound. “That’s fair.” I tried to relax my shoulders, letting myself believe her.

She smiled, her hand still resting on my arm, her nails lightly scraping my skin. “I know one of the girls really likes you.”

I straightened, surprised. My mind started racing, replaying every interaction from the last few weeks. “Who?”

She grinned, shaking her head, her ponytail bouncing. “Not telling.” She bit her lower lip, eyes sparkling.

I leaned closer, lowering my voice. “Come on. Presley?” I pictured Presley, the way she always found a reason to touch me, or lean in too close when she talked.

She laughed, her body shaking next to mine. “Nope.” She stretched her legs out, crossing her ankles, her shorts riding up her thighs.

I thought for a second, running through the possibilities. “Brynn?” I tried to remember if Brynn had ever said anything that might have been a hint.

She shook her head, her smile wide, almost smug. “I’m not spilling any secrets.” She tapped my arm with her fingernail, a quick, teasing gesture.

I watched her, trying to read her face, searching for any clue. “You’re not going to give me a hint?” I tried to keep my tone light, but I was genuinely curious.

She shook her head again, her earrings swinging. “All I’ll say is she’s been gushing about you for a while. You’re just too busy with your camera to notice.” She nudged my knee with hers, her leg pressed against mine now, warm and solid.

I tried to picture it. Presley was always flirting, but it was more about the game than anything else. Brynn was sharp, competitive, but she’d never said anything that made me think she was interested. Kinsley was quiet, but she always blushed when I talked to her. I replayed every moment in my head, looking for signs I’d missed.

Zoey saw the look on my face and laughed, the sound short and amused. “You look lost.”

I shrugged, feeling a little exposed. “I guess I am. I thought you all just liked teasing me.” I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to play it off.

She grinned, leaning in until her shoulder pressed against mine. “We do. But girls talk, you know. Even with the thin walls, we keep secrets.” She glanced at me from under her lashes, her lips still curved in that teasing smile.

I shook my head, smiling back at her. “I guess I need to pay more attention.” I let my hand rest on the railing, fingers curling around the worn wood.

She leaned in, her voice dropping lower. “You really do.” Her breath was warm on my ear, her thigh still pressed against mine.

We stood like that for a minute, not talking, just watching the lights from the boardwalk below. The sound of the waves drifted up, and I could see the Ferris wheel at the end of the boardwalk, the colored lights spinning slowly, reflecting in the water. Each time the wheel turned, the lights shifted from blue to pink to gold, painting the surface of the ocean in streaks of color.

Zoey turned, her hip pressed to mine now, her body angled toward me. I felt the soft curve of her ass brush against my thigh. “You want to ride the Ferris wheel?” Her voice was casual, but her eyes stayed on my face, waiting for my answer.

I looked at the line, just a couple of couples waiting, the cars moving slow and steady. The operator leaned against the gate, looking bored. I nodded. “Yeah. Let’s go.” I pushed off the railing, and Zoey fell into step beside me.

We walked down the boardwalk, our shoulders brushing. The lights from the game stalls flashed across our faces, casting everything in neon. Presley was at the ring toss, her arm cocked back, a look of fierce concentration on her face. Brynn stood behind her, cheering her on, clapping her hands together. Kinsley sipped lemonade from a giant cup, her lips wrapped around the straw, her eyes following Presley’s every move.

Presley spotted us, waving with her free hand, a wide grin on her face. Her tank top was tight, and a strip of skin showed above her waistband, dusted with powdered sugar from the funnel cake she’d been eating earlier.

Zoey nudged me, her elbow catching my ribs again. “Come on, before they decide to join us.” She quickened her pace, grabbing my hand and tugging me toward the Ferris wheel.

We got in line, just behind a couple making out against the gate. The operator glanced at us, then waved us forward. He pulled the gate open, and I stepped up into the car, holding Zoey’s hand as she climbed in after me. The seat was small, barely wide enough for two. Zoey pressed close, her thigh flush against mine, her hip pinning me to the side of the car. Her skin was warm, her shorts riding up so her bare leg was against mine from knee to mid-thigh.

The car rocked as we settled, the metal frame creaking under our combined weight. The operator swung the door shut, the latch clanking into place. I felt the vibration through the seat.

The wheel started up, a slow, steady climb lifting us above the boardwalk. The lights stretched out below, a patchwork of color and shadow. The ocean was dark and endless, the horizon barely visible. Zoey leaned her head on my shoulder, her hair brushing my neck. Her hand rested on my knee, her palm warm through the fabric of my shorts.

She looked up at me, her eyes soft and focused. “You ever think about leaving? Doing something else?” Her fingers traced slow circles on my knee, the pressure light but insistent.

I shook my head, turning to look at her. “Not right now. This feels right. Being here, with you. With the team.” I let my hand rest on top of hers, pressing her palm more firmly into my leg.

She smiled, her fingers still moving, tracing the seam of my shorts now, inching a little higher. “Good. I like having you around.” Her thumb brushed the inside of my thigh, and I felt my cock twitch in response.

I looked at her, the words coming easy. “I like being around.” I let my hand slide down, covering her hand, holding it in place.

The car reached the top, swaying gently in the breeze. The view stretched out in every direction—the lights of the boardwalk, the dark water, the stars scattered above us. Zoey leaned in, her lips brushing mine. The kiss was soft, her lips warm and slightly parted. Her hand stayed on my leg, her fingers flexing against my thigh.

She pulled back, her lips still close to mine. “You’re a terrible professional.” Her voice was low, amused.

I laughed, not bothering to hide how turned on I was. “I know.” I could feel the heat in my face, my cock already half-hard in my shorts.

She grinned, her hand moving higher on my thigh, fingers pressing into the muscle, her pinky brushing the edge of my crotch. “You think you can keep it together until we get home?” Her fingers traced the seam of my shorts, stopping just short of my cock.

I swallowed, my breath catching. “I’ll try.” I shifted in the seat, trying to give her more room, but she only pressed closer, her thigh sliding over mine.

She laughed, her voice low, almost a whisper. “Don’t try too hard.” Her fingers lingered at the edge of my shorts, teasing the sensitive skin just above my knee.

The ride ended too soon. The operator cranked the wheel down, the car rocking as it settled back at the bottom. He opened the door, waving us out with a bored look. I climbed out first, turning to offer Zoey my hand. She took it, her fingers squeezing mine as she stepped down onto the boardwalk.

We walked back down the boardwalk, Zoey’s hand in mine, our fingers laced together. Presley spotted us first, standing by a food stall, a plate of funnel cake in her hand. Powdered sugar was dusted across her chest, catching in the curve of her cleavage where her tank top dipped low.

She grinned, shoving the plate toward me. “Want some?” She held it out, the powdered sugar already sticking to her fingers.

I shook my head, laughing. “I’m good.” I wiped my hands on my shorts, feeling the stickiness of Zoey’s touch still lingering.

Brynn took a bite, her mouth full, cheeks puffed out. “You two have fun?” she asked, her words muffled by the food.

Zoey grinned, squeezing my hand. “Best view in town.” She leaned against me, her shoulder pressing into my arm.

Kinsley smiled, her lemonade nearly gone, the cup crumpled in her hand. “Can we go soon? I’m tired.” Her eyes looked heavy, her hair falling in loose waves around her face.

Bill appeared, coffee in hand, his shirt stained with a splash of cream. “Let’s hit the road.” He jerked his thumb toward the parking lot, already turning away.

We piled back into the van, Presley and Brynn arguing about who got the last piece of funnel cake, their voices rising and falling, hands grabbing at the plate. Kinsley was already half-asleep, her head resting on her pillow, eyes closed.

Zoey slid in beside me, her hand on my knee again, her fingers curling over the top of my leg. I felt her nails drag lightly across my skin, just enough to make me shiver.

As Bill pulled back onto the highway, I glanced at Zoey. Her eyes were closed, a soft smile on her lips. She looked relaxed, content, her head resting against the window.

I looked around at the others. Presley was stretched out in the back, her legs draped over Brynn’s lap. Brynn scrolled through her phone, her thumb moving quickly over the screen. Kinsley was curled up with her pillow, her knees tucked to her chest.

I settled back, Zoey’s hand warm on my leg, the road rolling out ahead. The boardwalk lights faded behind us, swallowed by the darkness. The night was quiet except for the hum of the van and the sound of the girls breathing, soft and even.

I thought about what Zoey had said, about keeping things easy. About secrets and crushes and the way the team felt like home. I didn’t know what would happen next, but for the first time in a long time, I didn’t care.

I was exactly where I wanted to be.


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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