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CHAPTER 1

I left the bank with the check slip pressed between my fingers, the little rectangle of paper already burning a hole in my pocket. My thumb traced the embossed numbers, feeling the faint ridges through the thin stock. I folded it once, then again, creasing the corners with my nail until it was small enough to disappear into my front pocket. The lobby air was cold, recycled, and I could still feel a trace of the bank’s chill on my skin as I walked toward the exit.

The sun outside was brutal, even through the tinted glass doors. I squinted, lifting my hand to shield my eyes as I pushed the door open with my shoulder. The metal bar was warm against my palm. Immediately, the heat slapped me in the face, thick and oppressive. The parking lot stretched out in front of me, the white paint lines already warped by the rising shimmer off the blacktop. I stepped onto the sidewalk, the soles of my sneakers softening from the heat, and paused to let my eyes adjust. The sunlight reflected off the windshields, sharp enough to make me blink.

I should have felt relieved, but the number on that check was already spoken for. My mind ran through the math again, the way it had while I waited in line at the teller window. Half of it would disappear into rent, the rest into groceries and overdue bills. There wouldn’t be enough for both. I pressed my lips together, feeling sweat starting to trickle down the side of my face, and started across the parking lot.

My car sat at the far end, a battered silver sedan I’d bought used in college. The paint was chipped along the edges of the hood, and a spiderweb of cracks ran across the passenger-side headlight. I reached the driver’s side, ducking my head to glance through the window. The camera bag was still in the backseat, the black nylon faded from too many hours in the sun. I checked the door handle, then tugged it open. The window crank stuck halfway, so I’d left the windows cracked, just enough to let the worst of the heat escape. I hesitated for a second, glancing around the lot. Nobody was close, nobody cared. This part of town was too tired for crime. The buildings across the street sagged behind their sun-bleached signs, and the only movement came from a pair of pigeons picking at something near the curb.

I slid behind the wheel, careful not to let my bare thigh touch the metal seatbelt buckle. The vinyl seat was hot against the backs of my legs, and I shifted until I found a spot that didn’t burn. I pulled the door shut with a hollow thud and let my hand rest on the steering wheel. The plastic was slick with sweat, and I stared at the faded brand logo in the center for a full minute. My phone buzzed in the cupholder, the screen lighting up with a junk email, some ad for a payday loan. I ignored it, pressing the power button to kill the screen, and tossed the phone into the passenger seat.

I reached for the ignition and turned the key. The engine coughed, then caught, vibrating the whole car. The air conditioner had given up months ago, so I cranked the windows down by hand, struggling past the sticky spot in the mechanism. The humid air rolled in, barely cooler than the inside of the car, but at least it moved. I put the car in reverse, easing my foot onto the brake, and backed out of the spot. The transmission shuddered as I shifted into drive.

The drive home was short. I rolled past the strip mall with the boarded-up ice cream shop, its windows covered in plywood, the faded sign still advertising “Two Scoops for $2” in peeling blue letters. A single shopping cart leaned against the curb, one wheel missing. I passed the gas station where the pumps always had plastic bags over the handles, fluttering in the breeze. The lot was empty except for a dented pickup truck parked at the far end, its driver slumped behind the wheel, staring at his phone.

My apartment building came into view A squat, two-story box with faded yellow paint, the color of old butter. The roof sagged in the middle, and a gutter hung loose at one corner, dripping rust onto the sidewalk. I pulled into the only spot that didn’t have a puddle, the asphalt cracked and patched beneath my tires. I killed the engine and sat for a second, feeling the sweat cling to my back. I grabbed the check slip from my pocket, running my thumb over the numbers again, then stuffed it into my wallet.

I popped the trunk and stepped out, the heat hitting me even harder now that I was out of the car. I circled around to the passenger side, opened the back door, and reached in for my camera bag. The strap caught on the seatbelt, and I had to tug it free, careful not to dump out the contents. I slung it over my shoulder, the weight familiar, and shut the door with a dull slam. I locked the car, double-checking the handle before heading toward the stairs.

The stairs creaked under my feet as I climbed, the wood soft in the middle where hundreds of tenants had worn it down. I kept my head down, watching for loose nails. My key stuck in the lock, and I had to wiggle it back and forth before the deadbolt turned. The door itself stuck at the bottom, and I leaned my hip into it until it finally gave way, the frame scraping against the warped threshold.

Inside, the air was thick and humid. I let the door swing shut behind me, the latch clicking into place. I dropped my camera bag on the sagging couch, the cushions sinking under the weight. The bag flopped over, the zipper catching on the armrest. I took the check from my wallet and dropped it on the coffee table, the slip landing on top of a pile of unopened mail. The living room was a mess. Empty takeout containers stacked on the end table, a greasy paper bag from last night’s Chinese, a crumpled burger wrapper stuffed into a plastic cup. A stack of old wedding magazines slumped against the wall, their covers curling from the humidity. My laptop sat open on the coffee table, the screen dark but still plugged in, the charging light glowing orange.

I crossed to the window and tugged the blinds open, letting in a thin slice of sunlight. Dust motes drifted in the air, catching the light. I turned on the TV, grabbing the remote from between the couch cushions. The batteries rattled inside as I pressed the power button. A reality show about flipping houses in Miami flickered onto the screen, the hosts yelling over each other about granite countertops. I left the volume low, just enough for background noise.

I flopped down on the couch, the cushions giving way beneath me. I shifted, trying to find a spot that didn’t have a spring digging into my back. My legs stuck to the vinyl. I reached for my laptop, flipping the lid open. The screen came to life, the wallpaper a photo I’d taken months ago at a friend’s wedding—two women laughing, champagne flutes raised, out of focus at the edges. I opened the browser and typed in the job board site’s address, my fingers moving automatically.

I started scrolling, my eyes flicking over the listings. Most of the wedding gigs were already gone, snapped up by photographers with better portfolios or bigger Instagram followings. Every few seconds, a new job would pop up, only to vanish before I could even click. I clicked through a few listings, attaching the same tired cover letter I’d been using for months. I hunted through my desktop folders for the best sample shots: a couple kissing under a string of lights, a flower girl blowing bubbles, a close-up of a ring on a hand. I dragged them into the upload window, waiting for the spinning wheel to finish.

Some of the postings vanished as I applied, the “Position Filled” banner popping up before I could even hit send. I muttered under my breath and refreshed the page, watching the list shrink. I copied and pasted my contact info again, double-checking for typos, then hit apply. Another rejection, another closed door.

I ran a hand through my hair, pushing it back from my forehead. The sweat made it stick in clumps. I leaned back, letting my head rest against the arm of the couch. My bank account was a joke. The numbers I’d memorized were burned into my brain, and I knew exactly how little was left after rent and groceries. I’d have to call the landlord again, maybe ask for another week. I hated doing it, but I hated the idea of moving back in with my parents even more. I pictured the look on my mother’s face, the way she’d cluck her tongue and tell me it was “just for a little while.” I squeezed my eyes shut, pushing the thought away.

I kept scrolling, my finger cramping from the trackpad. At the bottom of the page, past the ads for dog walkers and part-time bartenders, there was a listing I hadn’t seen before: “Team Photographer Needed—Aces Volleyball, Southern Florida. Room included. Apply ASAP.” The title stood out, bold and a little desperate. It had been up for a month. I clicked the link, the page stuttering as it loaded.

There weren’t many details—just a request for a portfolio, willingness to travel, and “team spirit”, whatever that meant. The address was a beach town I’d never heard of, way down the coast. I stared at the screen, my hand hovering over the mouse, and tried to picture what it would be like to leave everything behind for a job like that. My eyes drifted to the window, the late afternoon light casting a yellow stripe across the floor. I glanced back at the listing, reading the requirements again, then scrolled down to the bottom of the page, looking for a contact email.

I hesitated, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. The words I’d written in the email sounded desperate. But so was I. I needed this job, and there was no point pretending otherwise.

I moved the mouse to the attachment button and clicked. The file browser popped up, showing the mess of folders on my desktop. I scrolled through, eyes scanning for the best shots. I selected the folder from the high school basketball game—the one where I’d caught Marcus mid-air, reaching for the rim, sweat flying off his forearms. I double-clicked the file, watching the thumbnail appear in the attachment bar. Next, I found the set of wedding candids, picking out one where the bride was laughing, head thrown back, sunlight catching in her hair. I added it, then hesitated, remembering the surfer shots. I navigated to the folder labeled “Dawn Surf” and found the image of a guy slicing through a glassy wave, horizon just starting to glow. I attached that one too.

I moved the cursor to the body of the email. I typed out a quick note, fingers moving fast, not letting myself overthink it: Available immediately. Can travel. Experience with sports and events. I read it over once. No point adding more. I moved the mouse to the send button and clicked. The screen flashed, and the email disappeared from the outbox.

I pushed the laptop closed with one hand. The hinge creaked, and I let the machine tip sideways, sliding off my lap and onto the couch cushion beside me. The TV was still on, flickering with muted color, some daytime talk show I hadn’t bothered to change. I reached behind me, grabbing a pillow with my left hand. The fabric was rough under my palm, threadbare in spots. I pulled it over my face, pressing it down until the light filtering in from the window was gone. My elbows flopped out to the sides, arms heavy, muscles slack. I didn’t bother to move my legs or take off my jeans. The denim was stiff against my thighs, bunched up at the knees. I let my head sink deeper into the couch, letting the weight of the pillow and my own exhaustion drag me down.

I felt my body go limp, the tension leaking out of my shoulders. I let my eyelids flutter shut. The TV’s flicker still pulsed behind the pillow, but I ignored it. My breathing slowed, chest rising and falling in shallow waves. I let myself drift, not thinking about anything except the darkness behind my eyelids.

My phone buzzed, a sharp vibration against my thigh. I groaned, shifting my hips and fumbling for it with one hand. My fingers closed around the cold plastic, and I pulled it out of my pocket, squinting against the sunlight that snuck in through the blinds. I blinked, trying to focus on the screen. The caller ID just said “Unknown Number,” the numbers themselves a blur until I rubbed my eyes with the heel of my hand.

I slid my thumb across the screen to answer, bringing the phone up to my ear. My voice came out rough, scratchy from sleep. “Hello?”

A gravelly voice came through the line, low and direct. “Owen?”

I cleared my throat, sitting up a little. “Yeah. This is Owen.”

“This is Bill. I own the Aces Volleyball team. You applied for the photographer gig.”

The words snapped me fully awake. I sat up straighter, the pillow tumbling to the floor and landing with a dull thud. “Yeah, I did.”

“You still looking for work?”

I rubbed my eyes again, knuckles pressing into the sockets. “Yes. I mean, absolutely.”

“You have a way to get here?”

I nodded reflexively, then realized he couldn’t see me. “Yeah.”

“You can be here by tomorrow?”

I hesitated, just for a second, running through the logistics in my head. “Yes. I can.”

“Good. You’re hired. Bring your gear. Address is in the email I’ll send. Team house is on the beach. Room’s included. You’ll meet the team tomorrow. They’re a handful. Don’t let ‘em scare you off.”

I tried to process what he was saying, heart thumping in my chest. “Wait, that’s it? No interview?”

“You want an interview?” His voice was dry, almost amused. “We need someone now. You’re it if you can be here.”

I swallowed, throat tight. “I’ll be there.”

“See you tomorrow, Owen.” He hung up without waiting for a reply.

I stared at the phone for a second, the call screen fading back to the home screen. My thumb hovered over the screen, then I dropped the phone onto the couch and leaned forward, elbows on my knees. I forced myself to breathe, counting three slow breaths before reaching for the laptop again. I flipped it open, the screen waking up with a soft glow. My inbox had a new message. I clicked it open, scanning the lines. There was the address, a set of directions, and a note at the bottom in all caps: “Don’t be late. Team practice at 10.”

I looked up, adrenaline burning through the last of the sleep. My apartment suddenly felt smaller, the walls pressing in. I stood up, legs stiff. The dishes in the sink caught my eye. A stack of plates crusted with dried pasta sauce, a mug with a ring of coffee at the bottom. I looked at the pile of overdue bills fanned out across the coffee table, edges curling, red stamps blaring FINAL NOTICE. The couch sagged in the middle, springs creaking as I stood. None of it felt real. It all felt like it belonged to someone else, some other version of me who hadn’t just gotten a lifeline.

I turned toward the closet, crossing the thin carpet in three quick steps. I yanked the door open, the hinges squealing. My suitcase was wedged under a pile of shoes. I bent down, fingers digging into the handle, and hauled it out. The zipper was half-open, a pair of socks peeking out. I set it upright on the bed, flipping the lid open. I grabbed a stack of shorts from the shelf, folding them once and dropping them into the main compartment. I added two T-shirts, one after the other, smoothing them flat with my palm. I hesitated, then pulled my best button-down from a hanger. The fabric was wrinkled, but it would have to do. I folded it, pressing the sleeves together, and laid it on top of the pile.

I moved to my dresser, yanking open the top drawer. I grabbed a handful of underwear, counting out five pairs, and stuffed them into the corner of the suitcase. I added three pairs of socks, rolling them into tight balls. I reached for my toiletry bag, unzipping it to check the contents: toothbrush, toothpaste, razor, deodorant. I tossed in a travel-sized bottle of shampoo and zipped it shut again, tucking it into the side pocket of the suitcase.

I turned to the camera bag on the desk. I unzipped the main compartment, flipping back the lid. My primary camera body sat in the padded slot, lens cap on. I lifted it out, checking the battery indicator, then slotted it back in. I reached for the second body, running my thumb over the worn grip, then checked the shutter count out of habit. I picked out three lenses: the 24-70mm, the 70-200mm, and the 50mm prime. I unscrewed the caps, peering through each glass, then clicked the caps back on and arranged them in their padded slots. I checked the memory card wallet, flipping it open to make sure all the slots were filled. I grabbed two spare batteries from the charger and dropped them into the mesh pocket. I zipped the bag shut, then slung the strap over my shoulder.

I walked into the bathroom, flicking on the light. The mirror was streaked, a line of toothpaste dried along the bottom edge. I reached for my toothbrush, running it under the tap, then squeezed out a line of paste. I brushed my teeth, scrubbing hard, spitting into the sink and rinsing twice. I splashed water on my face, rubbing it in with both hands, feeling the cold bite into my skin. I looked up, studying my reflection. My hair stuck up at odd angles, flattened on one side. I dragged my fingers through it, trying to smooth it down, then pushed it back from my forehead. My eyes looked tired, dark circles smudged underneath, but there was something else, a spark in the way I held my chin, the set of my mouth. I hadn’t seen that in a while.

I rinsed my hands, dried them on the towel, and went back into the bedroom. I zipped up the suitcase, tugging the zipper around the corners until the teeth clicked shut. I stacked the suitcase and the camera bag by the door, lining them up so I could grab them both in one trip. I unplugged the TV, winding the cord around my elbow, then set it on the floor beside the couch. I shut down the laptop, holding the power button until the screen went black, then slid it into its sleeve and tucked it into the outer pocket of my suitcase.

I moved through the apartment, checking each room. The walls were stained, patches of yellowing paint peeling near the ceiling. The carpet was worn thin in the high-traffic spots, the fibers matted flat. I paused in the doorway, looking back at the space I’d called home for almost two years. The sagging couch, the battered coffee table, the stack of bills. They all seemed distant, as if I was seeing them for the last time. I waited for some feeling to hit me, but nothing came. It was just a place. I was ready to leave it behind.

I pulled my phone from my pocket, checking the address again. The route was mapped out, a blue line stretching across the screen. There was no way my old car would make the long drive. I would have to take the bus and ride it through the night. The trip would be long, but hopefully I would make it in time if traffic held. I could make it by morning if I left soon. I scanned the coffee table, spotting the check I’d been meaning to cash. I reached for it, folding it in half and sliding it into my wallet, tucking it behind my battered debit card. Maybe I’d find a place to cash it on the way out of town.

I took a deep breath, filling my lungs, then let it out slow. I bent down, grabbing the suitcase handle in my right hand and the camera bag in my left. I walked to the door, pausing to check that I had my keys. I slipped them into my pocket, fingers brushing the worn metal. I turned the knob and pulled the door open, the hinges groaning.

Sunlight flooded the hallway, bright and hot. I stepped out, letting the heat hit me full in the face. It pressed against my skin, heavy and unrelenting, but for the first time in months, I didn’t mind. I let the door swing shut behind me, the latch clicking into place. I shifted the weight of my bags, feeling the sweat start to bead along my hairline. I walked down the steps, one at a time, the concrete warm under my sneakers. I headed toward the parking lot, each step lighter than the last. I had somewhere to go.
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CHAPTER 2

The bus shuddered to a stop, the brakes whining in a long, metallic squeal as the driver’s voice echoed down the aisle, calling out the name of the town. I sat up straighter, knees stiff from hours of cramped riding. The duffel bag wedged between my feet stuck to the dirty floor, the vinyl tacky against my fingers as I reached down and curled my hand around one of the fraying straps. I lifted the duffel, feeling its weight drag at my shoulder as I threaded my arm through the loop, then shifted sideways in my seat to stand.

There wasn’t much room to maneuver. The aisle was narrow, and the bus was still packed with passengers, their bodies pressed close together. I waited for the older woman in front of me to wrestle her own suitcase free from beneath her seat, her elbow brushing my thigh as she pulled it out and straightened up. She stepped into the aisle, and I followed, keeping my duffel pressed tight to my side so it wouldn’t bump anyone as I edged forward. The bus rocked slightly as people shifted their weight, and I braced my free hand against the seatbacks as I shuffled toward the front.

The overhead vents blew out stale, lukewarm air. My shirt clung damply to my back, sweat pooling at the base of my spine. My knees ached as I took each small step, the bus floor sticky under my sneakers. I passed a man in a baseball cap who was still dozing, his head tilted against the window, and a couple whispering in Spanish, their hands tangled together on the seat between them.

At the front, the driver watched me in the mirror, his sunglasses reflecting the inside of the bus. He nodded once, a silent gesture, as I stepped down the last few feet of the aisle and paused at the door. I pressed the metal bar, pushing the folding door open with my shoulder. The heat hit me immediately, heavy and bright, as I stepped down onto the cracked concrete of the sidewalk.

I blinked, eyes adjusting to the midday sun. The sky was a flat, cloudless blue, the sun beating down on my head and shoulders. I looked up and down the street. The town looked exactly as I’d pictured it from the photos online. Faded pastel storefronts lined the block, their paint peeling in strips along the edges of the windows and doors. A strip of palm trees ran along the curb, their fronds motionless in the still air. The quiet was striking; the only sounds were the distant rush of the ocean.

I shifted my duffel bag higher on my shoulder, the strap digging into my collarbone through the thin fabric of my shirt. I dug my phone from my jeans pocket, the screen warm from the heat. The time glared up at me. I still had a couple hours before I was supposed to meet Bill. I locked the phone and slid it back into my pocket, then scanned the street for any sign of a taxi or shuttle. There weren’t any. The road was empty except for a few parked cars.

Across the street, a group of locals sat outside a diner, sheltered under a striped awning. They lounged in faded plastic chairs, drinks sweating on the table in front of them. I started across the street, the duffel thumping against my thigh with each step. The crosswalk had no paint left, just bare concrete. My shoes scraped over the curb as I reached the shade of the awning.

I stopped a few feet from the group, the sunhat of one woman tilted low over her face. She didn’t look up as I approached. I cleared my throat, gripping the duffel strap tightly.

“Excuse me,” I said, voice a little rough from the dry air. “Do you know where the Sports Center is?”

The woman in the sunhat didn’t raise her head. She extended one arm, pointing lazily down the road with a single finger. “Keep going past the bait shop. It’s the big building with the mural. Can’t miss it.”

“Thanks,” I said, nodding, then turned away. The others at the table didn’t glance up. I walked back to the sidewalk, the sun hitting me full in the face again. I adjusted my grip on the bag, shifting the weight to my other shoulder, and started down the street.

The heat pressed down on me as I walked, sweat prickling along my hairline and soaking into the fabric at my lower back. My shirt was already sticking to my skin, damp patches spreading under my arms. I kept my eyes on the storefronts as I passed: a closed-up surf shop with a cracked window, a laundromat with a faded “OPEN” sign barely lit, and then the squat outline of the bait shop. The bait shop’s windows were cluttered with sun-faded lures, their colors bleached almost white, dangling from hooks behind the glass. The building itself was painted a dull yellow, the paint chipped away in wide patches along the bottom edge. A rusty metal bucket sat beside the door, half full of cigarette butts.

I kept walking, the duffel bouncing against my hip, and scanned ahead for the mural. It came into view a minute later, covering the entire side of a newer building. The mural showed a giant volleyball, blue and white, painted with careful detail. Palm trees arched up on either side, their trunks curling around the ball, and a painted sun set behind them, streaks of orange and red radiating out across the wall. The building itself looked newer than the rest of the block, but the paint was already faded in places, and the edges of the mural were speckled with salt stains and dirt from the wind.

I walked up to the glass door, my reflection distorted in the slightly warped pane. I reached out and wrapped my fingers around the metal handle, feeling the heat of the sun still lingering on the surface. I pulled the door open, stepping into the lobby.

Inside, the air was instantly cooler, the blast of air conditioning raising goosebumps on my arms. The lobby was empty except for a woman behind the front desk. She sat hunched over her phone, her fingers tapping rapidly at the screen. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, and she wore a loose-fitting tank top that showed a line of pale skin at her shoulder. She looked up as I approached, her eyes flicking over me, then back to her phone.

“Can I help you?” she asked, setting her phone down on the desk, her nails clicking against the surface as she pushed it aside.

“I’m looking for Bill. I’m supposed to meet him about the volleyball team.”

She nodded, barely glancing at me. She raised her arm and pointed to a hallway on the left, her elbow resting on the edge of the desk. “His office is the last door. Go on back.”

“Thanks,” I said, shifting the duffel bag down from my shoulder and gripping the handle in my hand. I walked past the desk, my sneakers squeaking slightly on the tile floor as I turned into the hallway.

The hallway was narrow, the walls were lined with posters. Photos of kids in soccer uniforms, flyers for local 5K races, and a sun-bleached banner for a youth basketball league. I ran my hand along the wall as I passed, feeling the rough texture of the paint beneath my fingertips. The air smelled faintly of old paper and sweat.

At the end of the hallway, the last door stood propped open with a rubber wedge. I paused at the threshold, taking in the small office beyond. A man in a polo shirt sat behind a battered metal desk, the surface cluttered with stacks of folders, loose papers, and a half-eaten sandwich balanced on a paper plate. He looked up as I entered, his glasses sliding down his nose.

He straightened in his chair and pushed the sandwich aside with the back of his hand. “You must be Owen.”

“That’s me.” I stepped into the office, the duffel bag swinging against my leg. I set it down carefully by the door, making sure it wouldn’t block the way out.

He stood up, the chair creaking as he rose, and extended his hand across the desk. “Bill. Glad you made it. Hope the trip wasn’t too rough.”

I reached out and took his hand, his palm warm and dry. We shook once, firmly, then let go.

“Long bus ride, but I’m here,” I said, rolling my shoulders to work out the stiffness.

He grinned, showing a row of crooked teeth, and gestured to the chair across from him. “Good. Take a seat.” He waited as I stepped around the desk and lowered myself into the chair, the vinyl seat cool under my thighs. He leaned back, folding his arms across his chest.

“So, here’s the deal. Town’s been hurting for a while. Tourism, you know. We needed something to get people interested again and put the town on the map. That’s where the volleyball team comes in. We got some local sponsors together, bought a house for the team and the social media guy. That’s you, if you want it.”

I blinked, surprised. “I thought I was just doing photography. But, um, yeah I’ll handle the social media too. Post the photos there, get people hyped, that sort of thing.”

He nodded, picking up a pen and tapping it against a folder. The sunlight from the window behind him caught the edges of dust motes floating in the air. I sat with my hands folded in my lap, feeling the sweat drying on my back, the weight of the day settling over me as I listened. “No budget for more people. All of us are doing multiple jobs and picking up the slack where we can. The team house is right on the beach. You’ll have your own room, sort of. The attic. Not fancy, but it’s got a bed and a window. The team each have their own rooms upstairs. You’ll be living with them.”

I sat forward in the chair, elbows on my knees. “The attic?”

He nodded, his keys jingling in his hand. “It’s a nice place. Given to the town after Ms. Harrison passed away, God bless her soul. The team knows you’re coming. You’ll be doing photography, handling the social media, grabbing people’s attention by the volleyballs, and making sure things run smooth. You’ll get a stipend, and the sponsors cover the house and most expenses.”

I tried to picture what he was describing. My mind filled in the blanks: a bunch of athletes, probably loud, running up and down stairs, laughing, pranking each other, maybe someone taping a sign to the bathroom door. I imagined the kitchen sink piled with dishes, the fridge packed with protein shakes and leftover pizza. I’d never had roommates before. My last apartment had been a shoebox, but it was mine alone. Now I’d be sharing a house with a group, and not just any group—athletes. It would probably be like a frat house, except on the beach.

Bill watched me for a moment, “You look nervous.”

I straightened up, trying not to fidget. “Not nervous,” I said. “Just… new for me.”

He stood, pushing back his chair so it scraped the linoleum. He reached over to the desk, grabbed his keys, and slipped them into his pocket. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to the team.”

I stood up, brushing my palms against my jeans. Bill led the way out of the cramped office, his broad shoulders filling the hall. I followed, my footsteps echoing behind his. We passed a bulletin board covered in flyers for summer camps and charity events. I glanced at them, reading upside down: “Sand Slam Tournament,” “Beach Cleanup Saturday,” “Sponsor Appreciation Night.” Bill didn’t slow down. He turned right at the end of the hall, and I kept pace, my shoes scuffing against the tile.

We reached a set of double doors. The sound of volleyballs thumping against the floor grew louder, mingling with the squeak of rubber soles pivoting on wood. Bill paused, pressed his palm against the metal push bar, and swung one door open. Sunlight poured through the opening, bright and almost blinding after the dim hallway.

He stepped inside, and I followed. The gym was big, the ceiling high above us, crisscrossed with beams and fluorescent lights. Sunlight streamed through tall windows set high in the wall, striping the polished floor in gold. Four women were scattered across the court, each in the middle of her own drill. One girl tossed a ball up and slammed it over the net, her arm cutting through the air. Another crouched low, arms out, bumping a serve back toward the net. The third jogged along the baseline, retrieving stray balls, while the fourth bounced a ball between her hands.

Bill cupped his hands around his mouth, his voice carrying easily in the open gym. “Aces! Come here a second!”

The girls stopped what they were doing. The one nearest the net caught her ball and tucked it under her arm. The others straightened up, glancing at each other. They jogged over, their bare feet slapping against the wood. As they gathered, they formed a loose semicircle in front of us. I realized, with a jolt, that this was an all-girls team. I’d pictured a team of guys. Instead, I stood in front of four women, each in some version of a bikini or sports bra and shorts.

I took them in one by one. The first was tall, blonde, with her hair in a messy ponytail. Her blue bikini top barely covered her chest, the fabric stretched tight across her breasts. She grinned at me, her lips curled up at the corners, eyes bright. The second girl had brown hair pulled back with a white headband, her green eyes sharp as she looked me over, sizing me up. Her top was a dark green, almost blending with her eyes, and she stood with her hands on her hips, posture confident. The third was smaller, with black hair tucked neatly behind her ears, her hazel eyes flicking away when I glanced at her. She wore a black sports bra and matching bottoms, her posture a little more closed off, arms crossed loosely over her stomach. The last was the tallest, her wild mane of red hair falling in thick waves down her back. She wore a micro bikini that left almost nothing to the imagination, the thin red straps cutting against her pale skin, making her tan lines stand out starkly. She crossed her arms over her chest, her gray eyes running up and down my body, assessing.

Bill gestured to me. “This is Owen. He’s your new photographer.”

The blonde stepped forward first, her hips swaying slightly as she moved. “Nice to meet you.” She gave me a wide grin, her teeth white against her tanned skin. “I’m Zoey. Welcome to paradise.”

Just a minute ago, I’d been imagining a bunch of jocks towel-whipping me in the beach house bathroom. Now, the image that flashed through my mind was four extremely attractive girls pillow fighting on a bed in their lingerie. I tried to shake it off, forcing myself to focus. I needed to stay professional. I was here to work, not to ogle. But I couldn’t quite shake the fact that I was going to be living with them, photographing them, seeing them like this every day. What the hell had I gotten myself into?

The brown-haired girl let out a snort, her green eyes narrowing in amusement. “He looks sweatier than we do and we were the ones running around.”

Zoey shrugged, her gaze sliding over me. “He looks like he could use a shower.”

I laughed, raising both hands in surrender. “Go easy on me. I’m still recovering from that greasy bus ride.”

Bill pointed to the black-haired girl, his finger moving as he spoke. “This is Presley and that one is Kinsley.” He shifted his finger to the redhead.

The black-haired girl shook her head, her lips quirking. “No, I’m Kinsley and she is Presley,” she said, nodding toward the redhead.

Bill chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck. “Sorry, I’m always getting you two confused.”

The redhead, Presley, put one hand on her hip, her fingers splaying across the curve above her bikini bottom. The triangle of fabric barely covered her crotch, and the outline of her tan lines was visible against the pale skin of her hips and thighs. She looked me up and down, her gaze lingering for a moment on my chest, then my face.

“You got experience with women’s volleyball, or any sport for that matter?” Presley asked, her voice even.

I kept my eyes on hers, trying not to let them drift lower. “I did little league as a kid, if that counts. I take it you’re the captain?”

She smirked, one eyebrow arching. “Unofficially. Someone’s got to keep these girls in line.”

The brown-haired girl stepped forward, sticking out her hand. “Brynn. I’ll be the one who actually gives you good action shots.”

I reached out and took her hand, her grip firm and dry. “Good to meet you all,” I said, glancing around at each girl in turn.

Bill clapped me on the back, making me stagger half a step forward. “I’ll leave you girls to it. Owen, let’s get you settled at the house. Give you time to unpack and, uh, shower.”
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CHAPTER 3

Bill’s SUV rumbled to a stop in front of the house, the engine idling for a moment before he shifted the gear into park and turned the key. The sudden quiet pressed in around us. My stomach had been tight since the moment he’d introduced me to the girls, and now it seemed to cinch even tighter. I sat rigid in the passenger seat, fingers gripping my duffel bag where it rested on my lap. Through the windshield, I stared out at the place I was supposed to call home.

The house was two stories, the siding sun-bleached to a dull gray that almost matched the sand. The boards looked warped in places, especially under the windows where the paint had peeled away. A porch ran along the front, its railing chipped and uneven. The swing at the far end hung crooked, one chain lower than the other, the seat slanted and faded with age. A narrow path of packed sand and stubborn tufts of grass led from the porch steps down toward the beach. Beyond the palms, the ocean shimmered, blue and endless, only a few hundred feet away. I could see the white line of surf breaking between the trunks, the water flashing in the late afternoon sun.

I tried to wrap my head around how much had changed in just twenty-four hours. Yesterday, I’d been sitting in my run-down apartment, the air stale and heavy, staring at the same cracked ceiling I’d looked at for years. Now, I was about to step into a beach house where I’d be living with four gorgeous women for who knew how long. The thought made my throat go dry. I forced myself to swallow.

Bill opened his door and swung his legs out, boots thumping onto the sandy gravel. He stood and stretched, arms reaching up until his back popped. He glanced back over the roof at me. “All right, Owen. Let’s get you squared away.”

I nodded, even though my voice felt stuck somewhere behind my tongue. I reached for the door handle and pulled; the door stuck for a second, then gave with a metallic groan. I hefted my duffel bag over my shoulder, the strap digging into my palm, and stepped out onto the drive. The sun hit me full in the face, making me squint. I took a few steps around the front of the SUV, the coarse grit of sand crunching under my sneakers.

Bill was already moving up the porch steps. I followed, my duffel bouncing against my hip. The first step flexed under my weight, the wood spongy in the middle. I gripped the railing, feeling the rough splinters catch against my palm, and took each step carefully, watching where I put my feet. The porch boards creaked as I crossed to the front door. Bill reached it first and wrapped his hand around the tarnished brass knob. He twisted and shoved. The door stuck for a second, the frame swollen from years of humidity, then popped open with a sharp jerk.

We stepped inside. The air was cooler, tinged with the faint scent of salt and sunscreen. The living room opened up in front of us, bigger than the house looked from the road. Sunlight poured in through the big windows facing the water, throwing rectangles of bright light onto the scuffed wooden floor. There were beach towels draped over the back of the couch, a volleyball sitting near the corner, and a pair of flip-flops abandoned just inside the door. The coffee table was cluttered with a half-empty bottle of Gatorade, a stack of magazines, and a few scattered hair ties.

A surfboard leaned against the far wall, its blue-and-white paint chipped along the edges. On a bookshelf by the window, someone had arranged a collection of seashells, their spirals and ridges catching the light. The furniture was mismatched: a loveseat in faded green, a wicker chair with a cushion that had gone flat in the middle, and an end table with a ring from a forgotten mug.

Bill stepped inside and set his keys on the table by the door. The keys clattered against the wood. He glanced around, then nodded to himself. “Ms. Harrison had a nice place, didn’t she?” He gestured toward the living room with a sweep of his hand. “The house was given to the town in her inheritance for this very purpose. She wanted a sports team that could prove to the country how great this town really is.” He jerked his chin toward the stairs. “Up this way. I’ll show you your room.”

I followed him across the living room, stepping carefully around the volleyball and the flip-flops. My bag brushed against the arm of the couch, nearly knocking a towel to the floor. I caught it and draped it back over the cushion. Bill was already at the base of the staircase, one hand on the banister. The stairs were narrow, the wood worn smooth by years of bare feet. I put my foot on the first step and shifted my weight. The plank groaned under me, flexing just enough to make me glance down, but it held.

We climbed, one after the other. Each step creaked loudly, the sound echoing up the stairwell. The walls here were lined with framed photos, team pictures, action shots from matches, a few candid shots of the girls laughing on the beach. I kept my eyes forward, trying not to stare at the closed doors that lined the hallway at the top of the stairs. Each door was painted a different pastel color, pale blue, mint green, soft yellow, and pink. All of them were shut tight. I guessed those were the girls’ rooms, and maybe a bathroom or a closet mixed in.

Bill led me past the bedrooms, his boots thumping quietly on the old floor. At the end of the hall, he stopped in front of a narrow set of pull-down stairs, the kind that folded up into the ceiling. He reached up and grabbed the thin rope dangling down, then gave it a sharp tug. The stairs unfolded with a clatter, the hinges squealing. Dust drifted down in the shaft of sunlight from the hallway window, swirling in the air.

“Attic’s up here,” he said, glancing back at me. “Sorry about the setup, but we ran out of rooms. House only has four bedrooms, and the girls got dibs.”

I nodded, throat tight. “No problem. I’m adaptable.”

He put his foot on the first rung and climbed, his weight making the steps flex and groan. I adjusted my grip on my duffel, then followed, one hand on the rail, the other steadying my bag against my knee. Each step up, my bag banged against my shin, the zipper catching on my jeans. I kept my head down, watching my feet, until I reached the top.

The attic was low-ceilinged; I had to duck a little as I stepped off the stairs. Exposed beams ran across the ceiling, dark with age, some with old nails sticking out. A single window at the far end overlooked the ocean, the glass streaked with salt and dust. The view was stunning. Waves rolling in, the horizon a line of blue, but the rest of the room was pure storage.

Someone had shoved a twin bed against the wall under the window. The frame was new, the wood pale and unmarked, but the mattress looked thin. The sheets were crisp and clean, tucked tight at the corners. Beside the bed, a battered dresser stood in one corner, its drawers slightly open, revealing nothing but empty space. On top of the dresser sat a lamp with a faded blue shade, the fabric bleached almost white on one side. The bulb inside looked ancient, the glass yellowed.

Boxes were stacked everywhere, some labeled in marker: “Xmas Lights,” “Old Uniforms,” “Presley’s Trophies.” A crate at the foot of the bed overflowed with medals and ribbons, the metal catching the sunlight. There was a plastic storage tub with a cracked lid, stuffed with what looked like old team t-shirts and faded sweatshirts. A folding chair leaned against the wall, the seat split where the vinyl had peeled away.

Bill looked around, hands on his hips. “We cleared out as much as we could. The girls use this for storage, so just let them know if you need something moved.” He pointed at the bed. “Bed’s new, sheets are clean. There’s a fan for the hotter nights, but the nights are generally cold being so close to the water and all. Bathroom’s down the hall. With the four of them, good luck getting time to use it.”

He grinned, the lines around his eyes deepening, but I could see the apology behind it. “Look, Owen. I know this isn’t exactly luxury. But the sponsors are counting on you. The girls are… a lot. But they’re good people.”

I nodded again, trying to keep my face steady even though my heart was thudding in my chest. “I’ll make it work. Thank you for the opportunity. It really isn’t that bad of a bedroom.”

He clapped me on the shoulder, his palm heavy and warm through my shirt. “That’s the spirit. I’ll leave you to get settled. Dinner’s usually around seven, but the girls do their own thing most nights. You’ll figure it out.” He started back toward the stairs, his boots thumping on the boards. At the top of the stairs, he paused and looked over his shoulder. “If you need anything, you’ve got my number.” Then he disappeared down the steps, the attic stairs creaking and rattling as he folded them up behind him.

I stood in the center of the attic, duffel still slung over my shoulder, the silence pressing in. The only sound was the faint whisper of wind through the window. I set my bag down at the foot of the bed, the canvas thumping softly against the floorboards. I looked around at the boxes, the beams, the little window with its view of the ocean. This was my new home.

From this height, the view was unobstructed. The ocean stretched out in a band of blue, waves crashing and sweeping across the sand in constant motion. Sunlight reflected off the water in hard, white flashes. I watched the foam surge up the beach, then recede, leaving dark lines in the sand. The glass in the window was slightly fogged in the corners, but I could still make out the distant gulls circling over the shoreline.

I turned away and walked to the bed. The mattress was covered by a faded quilt—pale blue and white, the pattern worn down to threads in places. I set my bag down on top of it. The bag slumped to one side, zipper half-open, the contents shifting with a muffled thud. I sat down, feeling the mattress push back, firm, almost stiff, but not uncomfortable. Springs creaked under my weight. I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, and ran a hand over the quilt. My fingers traced the raised seams, picking at a loose thread. Sunlight streamed through the window, cutting across the room in a sharp angle, and I watched dust motes swirl and drift in the beam. They shifted slowly, suspended, catching the light as they floated up and then settled again.

I took a slow breath, letting my shoulders drop. Four women. All gorgeous, all living under the same roof. The thought ran through my head again, sharper now that I was alone. I remembered how Zoey’s string bikini had barely covered her—bright red, the thin straps digging into her hips, the triangles of fabric barely containing her breasts. She had grinned at me during the introduction, her teeth white against her tan skin, her eyes lingering on my face. I’d barely managed to keep my eyes above her neckline, forcing myself to meet her gaze instead of letting them drift down to the curves of her chest.

Presley had looked me up and down, like she was deciding whether to let me in or throw me out. She’d stood with one hip cocked, arms folded under her breasts, her micro bikini leaving nothing to the imagination, black, with thin straps that cut across her skin, the bottoms little more than a strip of fabric stretched tight over her hips.

Brynn had smirked, her lips twisting up at one side. Her green eyes had swept over me, assessing, calculating. She’d stood a little apart from the others, arms loose at her sides, her posture relaxed but her attention sharp. Her bikini had been green, matching her eyes, the top cut low to show plenty of cleavage.

Kinsley had blushed so hard I thought she might faint, her cheeks turning pink the moment I looked at her.

I pulled the zipper open on my bag, the teeth catching for a second before sliding smoothly. I reached inside and started unpacking, grabbing a handful of T-shirts first. I shook each one out, folding them in half and then in thirds, smoothing out the wrinkles with my palm before stacking them in the top drawer of the dresser. The dresser was old, the wood chipped at the corners, and the drawer stuck for a moment before I forced it open with a hard tug. The metal runners screeched. I pushed aside a dusty box that took up half the space, shoving it to the back. I kept stacking the shirts, pressing them down to make room.

Next came my shorts, three pairs. One khaki, one navy, one faded black. I folded them carefully, lining up the seams, and put them in the second drawer. My hands brushed against something hard at the bottom of the drawer, and I pulled out a volleyball, the surface scuffed and faded. I turned it over in my hands. The signatures of all four girls were scrawled across the panels in black marker, some letters smudged but still legible. I set the ball on top of the dresser, where it wouldn’t get lost.

The attic was warm, sunlight trapped under the slanted ceiling. Sweat prickled at the back of my neck. I glanced at the fan in the corner—an old, boxy model with a cracked plastic casing. I crossed the room, stepping over a loose floorboard, and pressed the button on the top. The blades started to turn, slowly at first, then faster, stirring the heavy air. I watched the dust swirl away from the fan’s path.

I moved to my dress shirts, pulling them from the bottom of the bag. I unbuttoned each one, shook them out, and hung them on the rickety metal hanger in the tiny closet. The hanger wobbled under the weight, the bar above creaking, but it held. I smoothed the collars, running my thumb along the edge of the fabric, and checked for wrinkles. Satisfied, I closed the closet door, which stuck for a moment before clicking shut.

I crouched down and shoved my shoes under the bed. One pair of sneakers, one pair of sandals, and a pair of dress shoes for meetings. The sneakers went to the back, the sandals in front, easy to grab. I checked to make sure nothing had fallen out of the bag, then zipped it up and slid it under the bed as well.

My laptop came out last. I set it on the dresser, careful not to knock over the volleyball. I pulled the charger from the side pocket, untangled the cord, and plugged it into the nearest outlet. The cord stretched across the top of the dresser, the block hanging over the edge. I pressed the power button, watching the screen flicker to life, then closed the lid again.

I sat on the edge of the bed, elbows braced on my thighs, and tried to take it all in. The attic felt smaller now that my things were unpacked, the ceiling slanting down over the bed. The window was still bright, the light shifting as the afternoon wore on. Dust drifted in the air, settling on the quilt and the dresser top. I looked around, taking mental inventory—dresser, bed, closet, fan, the window with its view of the ocean. Everything looked temporary, like a place you only stayed for a few nights, but this was home for now.

The reality of being somewhere completely foreign hadn’t really set in yet. The walls felt too close, the ceiling too low. I ran my palm over my thigh, grounding myself. I knew it would take time to adjust to everything changing so quickly. The house was dead silent. Not even the creak of footsteps or the sound of voices downstairs. I’m sure that would change when the girls got back from practice. I wondered how thin the ceiling was, if I’d be able to get any sleep if the noise in the entire house converged in the attic.

I lay back on the bed, stretching out so my feet just reached the end. The quilt bunched up under my back. I stared at the ceiling, tracing the lines of the beams overhead. They were rough, the grain visible even under the faded white paint. In some places the paint had chipped away, exposing the wood beneath.

I tried to picture what this was going to be like, living with four women who barely knew me, who already had a routine. I imagined the kitchen in the morning, the bathroom schedule, the way they might talk to each other when I wasn’t around. I wasn’t sure where I fit in. And to top it off the job wasn’t just taking pictures. I had to manage the team’s entire social media presence. I wouldn’t be surprised if I would have to build it all from the ground up. I would have to develop spreadsheets, posting schedules. The late nights editing photos, trying to capture the girls in action without crossing any lines.

I closed my eyes, letting my head sink into the pillow. The house creaked as the sun shifted, wood settling with a soft groan. The sight of the ocean drifted in through the window, the blue horizon burned into my eyelids. I thought about Zoey’s tan lines, the way the red straps of her bikini left pale stripes on her hips, the skin underneath untouched by the sun. I pictured Presley’s micro bikini, the black fabric stretched tight across her breasts, her nipples barely hidden, the bottoms cut high on her thighs. Brynn’s green eyes sizing me up, her bikini top low enough that the curve of her breasts was impossible to ignore. Kinsley’s glance, the way she’d ducked behind her hair, her small breasts outlined by the thin white fabric, nipples just visible through the damp material.

I forced myself to relax, unclenching my fists and spreading my fingers across the quilt. I could figure this out. I could find my place in this house and in this team. It sounded like the town really relied on me already. They put so much money into this team and hired me so fast, I’m sure they were desperate. I really couldn’t let them down. I’d do my job, and hope I didn’t embarrass myself in front of the girls. Or, worse, do something stupid.

The mattress was more comfortable than I expected. I shifted, rolling onto my side, the quilt rough against my bare arm. The attic was quiet except for the distant sound of the waves. My mind spun with everything that had happened, the introductions, the drive here, the feeling of being watched by four pairs of eyes, each one judging me in their own way.

As I processed my new life and tried to figure out all the unknowns, the exhaustion got the better of me. My eyelids grew heavy. I let myself drift, eyes closed, the afternoon sun warm on my face, the pattern of the quilt pressed into my cheek. I felt the tension in my body ebb away, replaced by the slow, heavy pull of sleep.

Eventually, I fell asleep, the worries fading, the sight of the ocean carrying me off.
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CHAPTER 4

I woke to the sound of voices drifting up through the floorboards. The voices were muffled at first, just a distant murmur that seemed to vibrate through the thin wood beneath my bed. For a second, I thought I was dreaming, caught somewhere between sleep and waking, but then Zoey’s laugh cut through the early evening quiet. It was unmistakable, echoing up from below. The laughter was followed by the overlapping voices of the other girls, their words indistinct but animated. I blinked up at the sloped attic ceiling, the sunlight slanting in through the small window above my head. The light was angled, painting a bright rectangle across the worn floorboards beside my bed. I realized the girls were back from practice. My stomach grumbled, the sound loud in the otherwise silent attic. I’d lost track of time, and now it was already edging toward dinner.

I rolled onto my side and pushed myself upright, careful not to bang my head on the low beams that ran across the ceiling. I swung my legs over the edge of the mattress, planting my feet flat on the floor. The attic was dusty but not uncomfortable. I could see a thin layer of dust on the storage bins in the corner, the kind that clings to the edges and never quite comes off. I reached for the t-shirt I’d tossed onto the chair the night before, shaking it out with one hand before pulling it over my head. The fabric stuck for a second against my shoulder, then slid down, settling against my skin.

I stood, stretching my arms up and arching my back, feeling the pull in my shoulders and the tightness in my calves. I ducked slightly as I moved toward the stairs, aware of the low ceiling. Each step I took was careful, my toes gripping the cool wood as I made my way across the attic. I paused at the top of the narrow staircase, one hand gripping the splintered banister. The floorboards creaked under my feet, the sound disrupting the quiet space.

I started down the stairs, moving slowly. My heel pressed into the first step, the wood flexing beneath my weight. I shifted my balance, letting my toes settle before lifting my other foot and bringing it down onto the next step. The staircase twisted halfway down, forcing me to turn sideways and grip the banister tighter. I could hear the girls more clearly now, their voices spilling up the stairwell: laughter, teasing, the clatter of something—probably a pan—against the kitchen counter. I kept descending, each step groaning as I passed.

At the bottom, I stepped onto the landing and paused, taking in the scene through the open doorway. The girls were scattered around the kitchen and living room, their bags and flip-flops dumped in a messy heap by the front door. Zoey was perched on the kitchen counter, her bare feet planted on the edge, toes curled over the lip. Her tan legs swung back and forth, the muscles in her thighs flexing with each movement. She wore a string bikini top, the thin fabric barely covering her chest, the triangles of material pulled tight across her breasts. One strap had twisted, exposing more of her tanned skin near her collarbone.

Brynn had collapsed onto the couch, her knees drawn up and her feet tucked beneath her. She held her phone in both hands, thumbs tapping across the screen, her green eyes scanning whatever she was reading. Her lips twitched, the corners turning up in a barely-there smile. Presley stood at the stove, arms crossed under her chest, her posture rigid. Her red hair was pulled back with a thick white headband, a few loose strands falling across her forehead. The muscles in her forearms were tense, her fingers digging into the soft flesh just below her elbows.

Kinsley hovered by the fridge, the door open in front of her. She gripped the handle with one hand, her other hand coming up to tuck a strand of black hair behind her ear. Her eyes darted between the shelves inside, searching for something. Her cheeks were flushed, a faint pink creeping up from her neck.

Zoey spotted me first. She twisted at the waist, her bikini top shifting as she leaned forward, elbows braced on her knees. “Look who finally crawled out of his cave.” She grinned. The overhead light caught the fine blond hairs along her arms.

I shrugged, shifting my weight from one foot to the other. “The room’s got a view of the ocean, if I lean out the window and squint.” I hooked my thumbs into the waistband of my shorts, feeling the fabric bunch up beneath my fingers.

Brynn looked up from her phone, her green eyes flicking to mine. Her lips twitched again, the smile spreading. “Bet you love hearing us stomp around all day.” She stretched her legs out, toes pointing, and let her head fall back against the cushion.

Presley snorted, the sound sharp. She uncrossed her arms, letting her hands drop to her hips. “He’s lucky we didn’t stick him in the garage.” She glanced over, her gray eyes appraising and cool. “Do the raccoons keep you company?” She raised one eyebrow, the gesture quick.

Kinsley’s blush crept higher as she closed the fridge with a soft thud. She pressed her back against the door, her hands flat against the cool surface. “It’s not that bad, is it?” Her voice was quiet, her gaze darting away from mine.

I grinned, tilting my head. “It’s fine. I can hear you all plotting against me, but I’ll survive.” I stepped forward, moving into the kitchen. The tile felt cool against my bare feet, the grout lines rough beneath my toes.

Zoey laughed. She hopped off the counter, pushing off with her hands and landing lightly on the balls of her feet. Her bikini top shifted again, the thin fabric stretching as she straightened. She reached up and tugged at the strap, adjusting it over her shoulder. “Speaking of survival, I’m starving. Who’s making dinner?” She stretched her arms above her head, the movement lifting her breasts and causing the strings of her top to dig into her skin.

Brynn groaned, tossing her phone onto the couch beside her. The device bounced once, landing screen-down on the cushion. “Not me. I cooked last night.” She rolled onto her side, propping her head up with one hand.

Presley raised an eyebrow, her lips pulling into a smirk. “You microwaved soup.” She stepped away from the stove, reaching for a wooden spoon on the counter and spinning it between her fingers.

“It still counts,” Brynn shot back, her voice muffled by the pillow she’d grabbed and pressed against her chest.

Kinsley looked between them, her eyes wide and uncertain. She pushed off the fridge, crossing her arms over her stomach. “I can make toast.” She bit her lower lip, her gaze dropping to the floor.

Zoey made a face, wrinkling her nose. She leaned against the counter, one hip jutting out, her fingers drumming against the laminate. “We can’t live on toast and soup. I need actual food. Protein. Something that didn’t come out of a can.” She glanced at the open pantry, her mouth twisting in mock disgust.

Presley sighed, running a hand through her hair. She tugged at the headband, pulling it tighter against her scalp. Her shoulders slumped, her posture relaxing for the first time since I’d come downstairs. “Fine, I’ll—” She started to move toward the fridge, her hand reaching for the handle.

I stepped forward, placing myself between Presley and the fridge. I could feel the heat from the stove radiating against my bare arm. “I’ll cook.” I looked at each of them in turn, waiting for a reaction.

They all turned to look at me. For a second, nobody spoke. Zoey’s mouth dropped open, her lips parting in surprise. Brynn sat up straighter on the couch, swinging her legs over the edge and planting her feet on the floor.

Presley’s eyebrows shot up, her eyes narrowing. “You know how to cook, attic boy?” She cocked her head, studying me.

I shrugged, lifting my shoulders. “I like cooking.” I reached for a dishtowel draped over the oven handle, twisting it between my hands.

Brynn grinned, her green eyes sparkling. “Okay Chef. Kitchen is all yours.” She pulled her knees up, hugging them to her chest and watching me with interest.

Zoey leaned in, her bikini top shifting as she rested her elbows on the counter. The thin strings dug into her tanned skin, the fabric riding up to reveal the swell of her breasts. “What are you going to make? Because if it’s anything like Brynn’s soup—” She trailed off, eyes fixed on me, a teasing smile curving her lips.

I opened the fridge and started taking stock. I leaned in, bracing my left hand on the door as I scanned each shelf. “Let me see what we’ve got. I’ll improvise.” The light inside flickered, catching on the dull plastic of a half-empty egg carton and a few wilted herbs pressed into the crisper drawer. I reached for the pack of chicken breasts, wedged behind a jar of salsa. The plastic was cold and slightly damp in my hand. I set it on the counter, then grabbed the bag of pasta, feeling the noodles shift loosely inside as I checked the weight. There was a carton of cream jammed in the back, the top a little sticky from some spill. I wiped it off with my thumb before adding it to the growing pile.

Presley stepped aside, crossing her arms and watching me with a skeptical look. “Don’t burn the place down. This house is barely holding together as it is.” Her voice was edged with amusement, but she kept her distance, standing just out of the kitchen’s narrow walkway.

I scanned the fridge again. There was a head of lettuce, the outer leaves limp but the inside still crisp. I pulled it free, the root end trailing a bit of dirt onto the shelf. I grabbed a few tomatoes, their skins taut and glossy, and set them beside the lettuce. A bottle of olive oil sat on the lowest shelf, the label half-peeled. I twisted off the cap, checked the color, and set it next to the rest.

I closed the fridge with my hip, then turned to the pantry. The door stuck, so I gave it a tug until it popped open. Inside, I found a bulb of garlic, its papery skin flaking onto the shelf. I picked up a half-empty box of penne, shaking it to gauge if there was enough for everyone. The dry pasta clattered inside. A jar of capers sat at the back, the brine cloudy but the capers still green and plump.

Brynn wandered over, brushing her hair behind her ear as she peered into the fridge over my shoulder. “You look like you know what you’re doing.” She leaned in, her bare arm brushing mine for a second before she stepped back.

I grabbed the cutting board from the rack beside the sink, sliding it onto the counter. The surface was scarred with knife marks, but clean. “I’ll make something decent.” I reached for the chef’s knife, testing the edge with my thumb. It wasn’t sharp, but it would do.

Zoey slid onto a barstool at the kitchen island, swinging one leg up so her knee pressed against the chipped edge. She propped her chin on her hand, her elbow leaving a faint print on the cold marble. “This I’ve got to see.” Her eyes tracked my movements, a lazy grin curling her mouth.

I set to work. The chicken breasts were thick, unevenly trimmed by whoever had packaged them. I tore open the plastic, letting the juice drip into the sink. I laid the breasts on the board, then pressed my palm flat on top of each one. With the knife in my right hand, I sliced horizontally through the thickest part, sawing slowly to keep my fingers clear. Each breast split into two thinner cutlets. I arranged them in a line, then sprinkled salt over the surface, pinching it between my fingers and letting it fall evenly. I ground black pepper over each piece, the grinder stiff and squeaking. I found a jar of paprika in the spice rack, the lid crusted with red dust. I tapped a little into my palm and rubbed it over the chicken, turning each piece to coat both sides.

I reached for the skillet, a heavy cast-iron that sat on the back burner. I set it on the front burner and twisted the knob to high. The burner clicked, then caught with a faint blue flame. I poured a thin stream of olive oil into the pan, watching it spread and shimmer. I waited until the oil just started to ripple, then laid the chicken cutlets in, one by one. The meat sizzled as it hit the pan, the edges curling slightly. I pressed each piece down with the tongs to get an even sear.

I filled a large pot with water from the tap, letting it run until it was cold. I set it on the stove, turning the burner to high. I added a generous pinch of salt, watching the grains swirl and dissolve. The water began to steam.

I turned to the salad. I tore the outer leaves off the lettuce, dropping them into the trash. I cut the head in half, then sliced it into thin ribbons, gathering them in my hand and dropping them into the glass bowl. I took a tomato, sliced off the stem end, and cut it into wedges, then chopped those into bite-sized pieces. The juice ran onto the board, staining the wood. I scraped the tomato pieces into the bowl with the side of the knife.

Kinsley hovered nearby, her arms folded across her stomach as she watched me chop. Her hair was pulled into a loose bun, a few strands sticking to her forehead. “Do you want help?” Her voice was soft, uncertain.

I shook my head, not looking up. “I’ve got it. But you can grab me a big bowl for the salad.” I kept slicing, working through the last tomato.

She nodded, stepping to the cabinets. She reached up, stretching to open the door above her head. The mesh cover-up she wore shifted with the movement, pulling tight across her back and hips, and as she leaned up, I caught a clear glimpse of her bikini underneath. The thin fabric of the top was stretched taut across her small chest, the outline of her nipples faintly visible through the mesh. She blushed as she set the bowl on the counter, ducking her head when she caught me looking.

I pulled open a drawer, searching for a whisk. I found one tangled in a mess of wooden spoons and spatulas. I poured a few glugs of olive oil into a small bowl, then added a splash of vinegar from a bottle I found in the pantry. I scooped a spoonful of mustard from a jar and dropped it in, the yellow streaking through the oil. I whisked briskly, the vinaigrette emulsifying into a thick, pale dressing. I tasted it with my finger, then added a pinch of salt. I poured the vinaigrette over the lettuce and tomatoes, using two wooden spoons to toss the salad until the greens were glossy and coated. I set the bowl aside, wiping my hands on a dish towel.

I turned back to the stove. The chicken was golden on the bottom, the edges crisping. I slid the tongs under each piece, flipping them one by one. The cooked sides showed a deep brown crust. I let them cook for another few minutes, pressing down gently to keep them flat.

The pasta water was boiling. I tore open the box of penne, pouring it into the pot. The noodles splashed in, sending up a cloud of steam. I stirred with a wooden spoon to keep them from sticking.

I checked the chicken again. When it was golden on both sides, I lifted each cutlet out of the pan and set them on a plate. I turned the heat down, then poured a splash of cream into the hot skillet. The cream bubbled instantly, picking up the browned bits stuck to the pan. I grabbed the garlic, smashed a clove under the flat of the knife, and peeled away the skin. I minced it quickly, then scraped it into the cream. The garlic sizzled, sending up a faint wisp of steam. I scooped a spoonful of capers from the jar, letting the brine drip off before adding them to the pan. I took a handful of the chopped tomatoes and tossed them in, the sauce turning pink as the tomato juice mixed with the cream.

I stirred the sauce, scraping the bottom of the pan to loosen every browned bit. The liquid thickened, the capers floating on the surface. I tasted it, then added a little more salt.

I turned back to the pasta. I pulled a piece from the pot and bit into it, checking for doneness. It was just soft enough. I carried the pot to the sink, using a colander to drain the water. Steam billowed up, fogging my glasses for a moment. I shook the colander to get rid of the last drops, then poured the pasta back into the pot.

I slid the chicken back into the pan, turning each piece to coat it in the sauce. I let it simmer for a minute, then lifted the cutlets out and arranged them on a serving platter. I poured the sauce over the top, making sure each piece was covered. I tipped the pasta into the pan, tossing it with the leftover sauce and scraping the sides to get every bit.

Presley commented from her spot near the door, “Looks like an actual meal.” She leaned against the wall, arms still crossed, her gaze lingering on the food.

Zoey drummed her fingers on the counter, the tips tapping a rapid pattern. “Is it ready yet? I’m wasting away.” She slouched forward, her tank top slipping off one shoulder, exposing a thin strap of her bra and a line of pale skin.

I grabbed a stack of plates from the cabinet, setting them in a neat pile at the edge of the counter. I used tongs to plate the pasta, twisting it into loose nests on each plate. I laid a piece of chicken on top, spooning extra sauce over each serving. I piled the salad high in the glass bowl, using the wooden spoons to fluff the lettuce and tomatoes.

I set everything on the table, pushing aside a pile of mail and a salt shaker to make room. “Dinner’s up.” I stepped back, wiping my hands on a towel.

The girls crowded around, grabbing plates. Brynn was first, her hand darting out to snag the biggest piece of chicken. Presley took her time, inspecting the salad before scooping a generous portion onto her plate. Zoey twirled pasta around her fork, balancing her plate on her knee as she perched on the barstool. Kinsley waited until the others had served themselves, then took a smaller portion, her fingers delicate as she picked through the salad for the ripest tomato pieces.

Brynn took a bite and her eyes widened. She chewed, then swallowed, her mouth falling open. “Holy shit, this is good.” She reached for another forkful, shoveling it in.

Presley chewed thoughtfully, her eyes fixed on the plate. She nodded, swallowing before she spoke. “Not bad, attic boy. Not bad at all.” She grinned, the corners of her mouth twitching up.

Zoey smirked, her fork poised in midair as she twirled another bite. “You’re officially in charge of dinner from now on.” She smiled at Brynn, then took a big mouthful.

Kinsley smiled shyly at me, her cheeks still pink. “Thank you, Owen.” She glanced down at her plate, then back up at me, her eyes lingering for a second before she looked away.

We ate together, the girls laughing and talking over each other, their voices overlapping and rising. They passed the salad bowl back and forth, Brynn and Zoey fighting over the last piece of chicken, their forks clashing as they both reached for it at once. Presley rolled her eyes at their antics, but she was smiling. Kinsley ate quietly, her eyes flicking up to meet mine every so often. For the first time since I moved in, I felt like I belonged in this house.
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CHAPTER 5

After dinner, the house split off in different directions. Brynn and Kinsley curled up on the couch in the living room, their knees drawn tight to their chests, pressed close together so their thighs touched beneath the thick, striped blanket draped over both of them. The blanket’s edge pooled on the floor, half covering Kinsley’s bare feet. Brynn’s hand rested on Kinsley’s shin, thumb absently tracing a line up and down as the TV flickered in front of them. The screen washed their faces in alternating blue and yellow light from the old sitcom rerun, the laugh track echoing up the stairs in mechanical bursts. Kinsley’s head tipped sideways, cheek pressed into the couch cushion, her long brown hair fanned out behind her. Brynn’s dark curls bobbed as she shifted, glancing at the screen, then back at Kinsley with a smirk whenever a particularly bad joke landed.

Presley sat cross-legged on the floor beside them, her knees sticking out from her oversized T-shirt, the hem bunched around her hips. Her laptop balanced precariously on her thighs, the silver edge digging into the soft skin above her knees. She tapped at the keyboard with both index fingers, her nails clicking against the keys. Her brow furrowed in concentration, lips pursed, eyes narrowed at the glowing screen. Every now and then, Presley muttered something under her breath, the words too quiet to catch, but the sarcasm clear in her tone. Brynn would snort in response, mouth twisting into a grin, and Presley would roll her eyes without looking up.

I dragged myself upstairs. My legs felt heavy, each step up the narrow staircase a small effort, the fatigue from the long bus ride and the hours spent cooking for everyone settling into my calves and thighs. I gripped the banister loosely, fingertips sliding over the worn wood, and paused at the landing. The hallway was dim, only a faint glow from the living room leaking up through the open stairwell. I turned and climbed the last set of steps to the attic, my body moving on autopilot, shoulders slumped forward, feet barely lifting off the boards.

The attic was my territory, tucked above everything else. The door creaked as I pushed it open, hinges complaining softly. I stepped inside, letting the door fall shut behind me with a dull thud. The sun had set, leaving the attic in shadow. Only the old lamp in the corner cast any light, its yellow glow pooling across the battered floorboards and the tangled sheets on my bed. My dufflebag slumped against the dresser, half-zipped, a tangle of clothes spilling out.

I dropped down onto the bed, the mattress springs groaning under my weight. I didn’t bother to pull the sheet over me. I lay there on my back, arms splayed out, staring up at the angled ceiling where a spiderweb stretched between two beams. My legs hung off the edge of the bed, socks sliding against the cool cotton. The exhaustion from the day finally caught up, settling heavy in my limbs, making it hard to move. My eyelids drooped, the muscles in my face going slack as I let go of the day’s tension.

I could hear the distant sound of the TV, muffled voices rising and falling in waves. The laugh track carried up through the floorboards, blending with the gentle hum of the house settling. The sounds of the faint creak of wood as the temperature dropped, the tick of the baseboard heater kicking on. Just as I thought, every sound from the house made its way up to my room. I tried to tune it out, focusing on the feeling of the mattress beneath me, the slight dip where my hips pressed in.

I let myself drift, my mind emptying out. My breathing slowed, chest rising and falling in a steady pattern. I felt the edge of sleep pulling at me, thoughts dissolving into static. I was almost asleep when I heard it. A faint sound, just on the edge of perception. At first, I thought it was the wind rattling the window, or maybe someone on TV, the laugh track bleeding through the walls. But it was too soft, too regular. I rolled over onto my side, the sheet bunching under my hip, and listened harder.

The sound continued. Quiet, breathy, then a low moan, not quite muffled enough to be accidental. My body tensed, heart thumping a little faster in my chest. I propped myself up on one elbow, scanning the attic. The lamp cast long shadows across the floor, but nothing moved. The sound was coming from below, not inside my room. I swung my legs off the bed, toes brushing the cold wood, and stood up, careful not to make the boards creak.

I stepped across the floor, bare feet pressing softly into the dust. Each step was careful, my weight shifting from heel to toe as I moved toward the far wall, where the ceiling sloped down low. I crouched near the edge, knees bent, palms braced on the rough boards. There was a gap between the floor and the wall, a place where the boards didn’t quite meet, maybe half an inch wide. I leaned forward, lowering my head until my ear was nearly touching the crack.

I pressed my ear closer, the side of my face cool against the wood. The moan came again, a little louder this time, unmistakable. My breath caught in my throat. I shifted my weight, knees digging into the floor, and peered through the gap. The view was narrow, just a sliver of the room below, but it was enough. I blinked, adjusting to the difference in light.

I saw bare legs stretched across a bed, knees bent, thighs parted. The skin was smooth, pale in the lamplight, the muscles in her thighs tensed and flexed with each movement. Her calves pressed into the rumpled comforter, toes pointed out. One foot hooked over the edge of the mattress, the other flat against the sheet, heel digging in for leverage. An arm reached down, elbow bent, hand moving in slow circles over an exposed pink pussy. The fingers were spread, the tips gliding over the slick folds, circling the swollen clit, then dipping lower to tease the entrance. Lacy black panties were pushed to the side, the waistband stretched tight across one hip, the delicate fabric bunched up and nearly transparent where it clung to her thigh. The pink of her folds glistened under the lamplight, wetness catching the light with every stroke.

Each movement of her fingers sent more sounds of pleasure from her room. Sometimes her hand would pause, two fingers pressing in, knuckles flexing as she curled them inside herself, then sliding out again coated in slick. Her other hand gripped the sheet near her hip, fingers twisting the fabric. Her back arched, shoulders pressing into the mattress, head thrown back against the pillow. Her hair splayed out around her, a messy halo of blonde strands sticking to her damp forehead and cheeks.

A soft gasp escaped her lips, and I recognized the voice instantly. Zoey. The playful, flirty energy she carried all day was gone, replaced by something raw and unguarded. Her blue eyes fluttered open for a moment, unfocused, lashes dark against her flushed cheeks. She bit her lower lip, hips rolling up to meet her own hand, the muscles in her stomach tensing with each movement.

My mind flashed back to her at the interview, the way she’d grinned at me, her blonde hair wild. Now, all I was seeing was her sprawled on the bed, her hand working between her legs, her back arching as she chased her own pleasure. She spread her knees wider, exposing more of her pussy, the folds slick and swollen. Her fingers moved faster, circling her clit, then pressing down, rubbing in tight motions. Her chest rose and fell with shallow breaths, nipples hard and visible through the thin fabric of her tank top, the outline of her breasts shifting as she moved. One strap had slipped down her shoulder, baring the smooth curve of her collarbone. The lamp’s glow caught the sheen of sweat on her skin, highlighting the line of her jaw, the hollow of her throat.

Zoey’s hand didn’t falter. She slipped two fingers inside herself, the wet sound barely audible, and curled them up as her thumb pressed against her clit. Her hips jerked, thighs trembling, toes curling into the mattress. She let out another moan, louder this time, her voice thick with need. Her other hand slid up her body, palm cupping her breast through the top, thumb brushing over her nipple until it strained against the fabric. She squeezed, pinching the nipple between her fingers, her back arching higher off the bed.

Her breaths came faster, her body moving. She thrust her fingers in and out, the wetness between her legs glistening in the light, her pussy clenching around her hand. She pressed her palm harder against her clit, rubbing in quick circles as her hips bucked. Her head rolled to the side, hair sticking to her cheek, mouth open as she gasped for air. Her thighs shook, muscles quivering with the effort to hold herself open.

I watched, transfixed, my own body reacting to the scene below. Zoey’s pleasure was raw and unfiltered, her need written in every movement. She let out a low, desperate whimper, her fingers moving even faster, hips grinding against her hand. Her chest heaved, nipples hard and visible through the thin fabric, the outline of her breasts rising and falling with each breath. She squeezed her breast harder, twisting the nipple until she cried out, the sound echoing up through the floorboards.

Her body tensed, every muscle straining as she chased her orgasm. She pressed her fingers deep inside herself, palm grinding against her clit, thighs trembling uncontrollably. Her toes curled, heels digging into the mattress, back arching until only her shoulders and hips touched the bed. She came with a gasp, her whole body shuddering, pussy clenching around her hand as she rode out the waves of pleasure. Wetness dripped down her fingers, pooling on the sheet beneath her.

Zoey collapsed back onto the bed, chest rising and falling in ragged breaths. Her hand slipped from between her legs, fingers glistening with her own cum. She let her arm fall to the side, palm open, the wetness catching the light. Her other hand rested on her stomach, just below the hem of her tank top, fingertips tracing lazy circles on her skin. Her eyes fluttered shut, lips parted, a faint smile tugging at the corners of her mouth as she lay there, spent and unguarded.

Through the narrow crack, I could see the rise and fall of her chest, the way her blonde hair fanned out across the pillow. The lamplight cast a soft glow over the curve of her hip, the line of her thigh, the slick sheen still glistening on her pussy. For a moment, she was completely still, lost in the aftermath of her orgasm, the playful energy of earlier replaced by something softer, more vulnerable.

My cock hardened instantly, pressing uncomfortably against my shorts. I could feel the fabric strain as my erection grew, the outline of my shaft clearly visible beneath the thin cotton. The sensation was immediate and overwhelming, a surge of heat that made my skin prickle. I forced myself to look away from the crack in the floorboards, but the image was burned into my mind with perfect clarity. Zoey’s pale thighs parting, the shadowed curve of her pussy exposed as she moved her hand between her legs. I blinked hard, trying to clear my head, but the vision only sharpened behind my eyelids.

Careful not to make a sound, I shifted my weight onto my toes. My knees bent slightly as I eased away from the crack, moving one foot back at a time. The floorboards creaked almost imperceptibly under my socks, and I paused, heart pounding, until I was sure no one below had heard. I straightened slowly, rolling my shoulders to release some of the tension, and backed away until my calves bumped against the edge of the bed. The attic suddenly felt too small, the air thick and pressing against my skin. My chest felt tight.

I turned toward the window, needing air—anything to clear my head. I reached out, gripping the cold metal latch, and slid my fingers under the edge of the window frame. The wood stuck at first, swollen from the salty air, and I had to lean my weight into it, pressing my palm flat and pushing upward. The window jerked open with a reluctant scrape. Immediately, cool, salty air poured into the attic, brushing over my bare arms and face. Goosebumps prickled along my forearms. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the fresh air of the shoreline, and let it out slowly, trying to steady myself.

I turned away from the window, letting the breeze rush over my back, and sat down heavily on the edge of the bed. The mattress dipped under my weight. I leaned forward, elbows braced on my knees, and tried to will my erection away by sheer force of will. I stared down at the floor, focusing on the pattern of knots in the wood, but it was useless. My cock throbbed with every heartbeat, the pressure inside my shorts almost painful.

Then another moan drifted up from below, clearer this time. I froze, my fingers digging into the mattress. Every little gasp, every wet noise from Zoey’s room, made my cock twitch harder. I pressed my palm over my crotch, feeling the heat radiate through the fabric, and squeezed my eyes shut. I tried to block out the sounds, but they only seemed to get louder, echoing through the quiet house.

I stared up at the ceiling, my hands clenched at my sides, knuckles white. The beams above seemed to close in, shadows stretching across the plaster. I hadn’t expected this when I signed up for the team. I’d figured late nights, maybe some drama—arguments over chores, someone forgetting to buy coffee, the usual stuff but nothing like this. The reality of living in a house with four women hit me all over again, hard and undeniable. Not only would I have to deal with the chaos, but I would have to tiptoe around the intimacy, always careful not to look like a perv.

I shifted my weight, feeling the springs under the mattress creak. I was already the only guy living here, taking pictures of them in their bikinis for the team’s social media. The balance between being creepy and professional was a thin, brittle line. I could feel it every time I raised my camera, every time one of them caught me looking for a moment too long. This probably wouldn’t be the last time I would see or hear things whether I meant to or not.

Another moan floated up, louder. I squeezed my eyes shut, and the image of Zoey’s hand sliding over her slick folds filled my mind again. I pictured her panties bunched at her thigh, the thin fabric twisted and forgotten as her fingers moved in slow circles. I imagined the way her chest would rise and fall with each breath, her nipples hardening under her tank top as she arched her back. I wondered if she’d ever let anyone see her like that, or if this was her private ritual, something she did when she thought no one was listening. The thought made my cock throb even harder, a pulse of need that refused to fade.

I shifted on the bed, trying to get comfortable, but every movement just pressed my cock harder against my shorts. The fabric was damp now, a patch of pre-cum spreading across the front. I slid my hand down, cupping myself through the cotton, and squeezed. The pressure made me shudder. I considered jerking off, just getting it over with, but the thought of being heard stuck in my mind. If I could hear them this well, how well could they hear me?

I glanced at the door, half-expecting footsteps to come up the stairs at any moment. What if one of the girls came up and found me mid-stroke, dick in hand, face flushed with guilt? The risk made me hesitate. My hand hovered over the waistband of my shorts, fingers twitching, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

Instead, I rolled onto my stomach, shifting my hips so my cock was pressed flat against the mattress. I felt the rough weave of the sheet against the sensitive head, and bit my lip to keep from groaning. I spread my legs a little, letting my erection settle into the space between the mattress and my body, and tried to will my body to calm down. I focused on the cool night air pouring in through the window, letting it wash over my bare calves and the back of my neck. The breeze made the hairs on my arms stand up.

The moans from below faded, replaced by the creak of bedsprings and then silence. I let out a shaky breath, my face pressed into the pillow. My heart was still pounding, a wild drumbeat in my chest. I stayed like that for a minute, listening for footsteps, for any sign that Zoey knew she’d been overheard. But the house was quiet. Downstairs, the TV was still playing, the sound muffled. Brynn’s laughter drifted up the stairwell, high and bright.

I didn’t know how I would be able to act normally around her after seeing what I saw. I wondered what would happen if she ever caught me watching, if she’d laugh it off, tease me about it, or if things would get awkward. I didn’t know her well enough yet to guess. My mind spun with possibilities, each one making my cock twitch again.

I forced myself to focus on something else. I looked around the attic, taking in the clutter. My camera bag slumped against the wall, a pile of laundry I still hadn’t put away, the half-empty water bottle on the nightstand. The sheets were twisted around my legs, bunched up from where I’d rolled over. I reached down and tugged them free, pulling the fabric up over my hips to hide the bulge in my shorts. I ran my hand over my thigh, feeling the fine hairs prickle under my palm.

After a while, I managed to relax enough to let my mind drift. The sounds of the house faded into the background. I focused on the rise and fall of my own breathing, the slow expansion of my chest, the way my stomach pressed against the mattress with each inhale. My thoughts slowed, the images in my mind growing softer. I let the sound of the waves outside wash over me, the steady sound soothing. I was pretty lucky. I finally had a job, a good place to stay, and actual ocean sounds to lull me asleep.

Eventually, exhaustion won out. My erection faded, replaced by a dull ache low in my pelvis. I reached down and adjusted myself, shifting my cock so it lay flat against my thigh. The fabric of my shorts clung to the sticky patch of pre-cum, cool now against my skin. I pulled the sheet up higher, tucking it under my hips as the breeze from the window made me shiver. I rolled onto my side, curling my legs up toward my chest, and stared at the window. The moonlight slanted in, silvering the edge of the frame, casting a faint glow across the floor.

I closed my eyes, letting the darkness settle over me. My breathing slowed, my body finally relaxing into the mattress. I drifted, half-awake, thoughts of Zoey’s parted thighs and flushed skin flickering at the edge of my mind. The last thing I saw before sleep took me was the moonlight glinting off the windowpane, the cool air brushing over my bare arm, and the memory of Zoey’s legs, smooth and pale, spread wide in the lamplight below.
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CHAPTER 6

I woke up with a start, feeling a presence inches from my face. My eyes opened to a blur of blonde hair and blue eyes. Zoey was crouched beside my bed in the attic, elbows pressed into the covers. Her face hovered so close I could see the faint freckles scattered across her nose and the damp strands of hair stuck to her forehead. She was grinning, her teeth showing, lips curled wide in a way that made her look both evil and completely awake.

“Morning, sunshine,” she said.

I jerked back, my body tensing all at once. My right arm shot out, searching for the edge of the mattress, but I’d already rolled too far. My shoulder slid over the side and gravity pulled me down. My hip hit the floor first, the impact sending a jolt up my spine. My elbow smacked against the hardwood, bone grinding against it, and I sucked in a breath between my teeth. My camera bag, which I’d left propped against the wall last night, toppled over. The heavy body of the camera inside thudded against the baseboard, and I heard the faint rattle of loose batteries inside a side pocket.

Zoey’s laugh rang out above me, sharp and bright. She didn’t move from her spot, just let her head drop forward so her hair spilled over her shoulder. Her arms were still folded, elbows pressed deep into the comforter where I’d been sleeping.

“Jesus, Zoey,” I said, rubbing my elbow with my palm. The skin was already starting to throb, a dull ache spreading up toward my shoulder. “You trying to give me a heart attack?”

She stretched out on her stomach, her body shifting so her hips pressed into the edge of the mattress. She slid her arms forward until her chin rested on the backs of her hands. Her bikini top, a faded blue triangle barely wider than her palms, dipped low across her chest, the fabric straining at the knot between her breasts. Her ribs pressed against the bedding with each breath. “You looked so peaceful. Had to check if you were still breathing.”

I sat up, pushing myself upright with my left hand. My heart was still hammering, the adrenaline from the fall mixing with the jolt Zoey had given me. I tried to keep my eyes on hers, but my gaze kept drifting down to the bare skin of her stomach, the way her bikini bottom rode low on her hips, the tan lines cutting sharp against her waist. I forced myself to look away, focusing on the messy tangle of blankets at the foot of the bed.

My mind flashed to last night. Did she know I saw her in her room? I waited for her to say something, to call me out, but she just smiled, the corners of her mouth twitching like she was holding back a laugh.

“We’re heading to the gym for practice,” she said. “You want to come? Take some shots of us?” She nodded at my camera bag, the movement quick and casual. “You know. For the sponsors. And our socials.”

I tried to play it cool, but my voice cracked a little. “Yeah, sure. I’ll get some good ones.”

“Awesome,” she said, rolling onto her back. She shifted her weight, pushing herself up with her elbows. Her bikini top shifted as she moved, the thin straps digging into her shoulders. Her stomach flexed, the muscles standing out in the morning light filtering through the attic window. She bent her knees, feet flat on the mattress, and then swung her legs over the edge. Sunlight caught on her thighs as she stood, highlighting the faint sheen of sweat on her skin. She bounced up, her legs tan and long, toes pointed as she landed on the wood floor. She ducked out the attic door, her hips swaying as she disappeared down the narrow staircase.

I stared at the ceiling for a second, trying to get my thoughts in order. My chest rose and fell with each breath, sweat prickling at my temples. If she’d noticed me last night, she didn’t care. Or she was pretending not to. Either way, I was in the clear. For now.

I pushed myself to my feet, bracing one hand against the bed frame for balance. I bent down and picked up my camera bag, checking the zipper on the main compartment to make sure nothing had fallen out. I unzipped the front pocket and ran my fingers over the spare memory cards, counting them one by one. I grabbed two extra batteries from the side pocket, feeling the cool metal against my fingers, and set them on the bed. I pulled on a t-shirt, threading my arms through the sleeves and tugging the fabric down over my chest. I stepped into a pair of athletic shorts, pulling the waistband up over my hips, and tied the drawstring tight. I scooped up the batteries and memory cards and stuffed them into the mesh pocket inside my bag, making sure each one was secure. I zipped the bag closed, slung the strap over my shoulder, and headed for the stairs.

The attic steps creaked under my weight. I kept one hand on the banister, moving slowly so I didn’t trip over the loose runner at the bottom. The hallway was already bright, sunlight spilling through the window at the end. I could hear voices from the kitchen, the low sound of conversation and the clink of dishes. I walked down the hall, my bare feet cold against the worn floorboards.

The girls were already in the kitchen, all in some stage of getting ready. Presley was at the counter, her red hair tied back in a messy knot, loose strands falling around her neck. She held a stainless steel thermos in one hand, the other steadying a coffee pot as she poured. The steam rose in a thin column, catching the light. Presley’s tank top clung to her back, the fabric damp with sweat from her run.

Brynn was stretching against the fridge, her arms raised above her head. She pressed her palms flat to the metal, arching her back. Her crop top rode up as she moved, exposing the tight lines of her abs. The muscles flexed and released with each breath, the skin smooth and pale under the fluorescent lights. She rolled her shoulders, then bent at the waist, touching her toes and holding the stretch for a count of three before straightening again.

Kinsley sat at the table, poking at a bowl of cereal with her spoon. Her mesh cover-up slipped off one shoulder, the white strap of her bikini visible against her tanned skin. She hunched forward, elbows on the table, her hair pulled into a loose braid that trailed down her back. She lifted a spoonful of cereal, let the milk drip back into the bowl, and set the spoon down again without eating.

Zoey stood by the pantry, rifling through a box of granola bars. She tossed one over her shoulder without looking. I caught it against my chest, the foil wrapper crinkling under my fingers.

“You’re riding in the back,” Zoey said, grinning at me over her shoulder. She pulled another bar from the box and stuffed it into her bag.

Brynn grinned at me, her eyes bright. “It’s like a five minute drive.” She grabbed her water bottle from the counter, unscrewed the cap, and took a long drink, her throat working as she swallowed.

I peeled the wrapper from the granola bar, breaking it in half with my thumb. I stuffed one piece into my mouth, chewing quickly. I grabbed my camera bag from the floor, checking the zipper again out of habit. Presley finished pouring her coffee, snapped the lid onto the thermos, and slung her gym bag over one shoulder. She nudged the back door open with her hip, letting in a rush of cool air.

We filed out to the driveway, the sun already high. The car was parked at an angle, the back door hanging open. I squeezed into the back seat, wedging my camera bag between my knees. The seat was narrow, the vinyl hot against my legs. Brynn slid in beside me, her thigh pressed against mine, her bare skin warm. Kinsley followed, tucking her legs up and pulling the door closed behind her. She shifted, her knee bumping mine, and settled back with her arms crossed over her chest.

Presley climbed into the driver’s seat, sunglasses already on, one hand on the wheel. She adjusted the mirror, tilting it down until she could see all of us in the back. Zoey rode shotgun, feet up on the dash, her toes tapping out a rhythm against the glove compartment. She leaned back, head resting against the window, her hair fanned out over the seat.

Brynn twisted around, reaching for the aux cord. She scrolled through her phone, thumb swiping over the screen, but Zoey snatched it away before she could plug it in. They argued, voices rising and falling, until Presley reached over and switched on the radio. Static filled the car for a second before she found a station. Old-school punk rattled the speakers, the bass vibrating through the floorboards.

The drive to the Sports Center was short. We could have walked there if we really wanted to, but the car felt cramped, the air thick with heat and the scent of sunscreen. The girls bickered about playlists and who’d left sand in the car, voices overlapping. Kinsley dug her heel into the carpet, glaring at the pile of sand under the seat. Brynn flicked a stray shell onto the floor, muttering under her breath.

Presley shut them up by turning the volume higher. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, tapping out the beat, her nails clicking against the plastic. Zoey leaned over to adjust the air vent, angling it toward her chest. She tugged at the edge of her bikini top, pulling the fabric higher, her breasts shifting under the thin material.

When we pulled into the parking lot, Presley cut the engine and tossed her keys into her bag. The girls piled out, slamming the doors behind them. I grabbed my camera bag, slinging it over my shoulder, and followed them across the asphalt. The sun beat down already warming the morning air. Zoey jogged ahead, her hair bouncing against her back, the curve of her ass outlined by the tight bikini bottoms.

Inside the gym, the air was cool. The girls dropped their bags in a pile by the bleachers. Presley peeled off her tank top, revealing a sports bra that hugged her chest, the fabric stretched tight across her breasts. Brynn kicked off her sandals, flexing her toes against the polished floor. Kinsley pulled her cover-up over her head, her bikini top shifting as she moved, nipples barely covered by the thin fabric.

I set my camera bag on the bench, unzipped it, and pulled out my camera. I checked the battery level, swapped in a fresh memory card, and adjusted the lens. I was back in the gym where I met the girls. This time I was here to work. This would be my first day on the job. The Aces’ logo hung over the far court, new and bright, like it didn’t quite belong yet.

I set up at the edge of the court, lowering my camera bag to the ground. I unzipped the main compartment, fingers running across the hard plastic of my DSLR, then wrapped my hand around the grip. I pulled it out and checked the lens cap, twisting it off and tucking it into my back pocket. I glanced up at the court, squinting against the glare, and dialed down the ISO. The sun was brutal, even in the gym, so I adjusted the aperture, thumb spinning the dial until the exposure looked right in the preview.

Zoey and Brynn started peppering, standing about fifteen feet apart at the center of the court. Brynn tossed the ball up, her fingers spread wide, and slapped it with the heel of her palm. The ball shot at Zoey’s chest. Zoey bent her knees, arms out, and bumped it back. Brynn shifted, weight on her toes, and sent it back again, this time harder. Zoey grunted, her hair whipping as she twisted her torso and reached low. The ball ricocheted off her forearms, and Brynn had to take three quick steps to her left, digging her toes into the floor for balance before she managed to return it.

Presley stood at the net, holding a mesh bag filled with volleyballs. She pulled one out and tossed it underhand to Kinsley, who stood a few feet behind the service line. Kinsley’s hands shook a little as she caught it. She bounced it once, then twice, then tossed it up for a serve. Her elbow flared out awkwardly as she swung, and the ball clipped the top of the net, dropping back onto her side. Presley caught it, didn’t say anything at first, just handed it back and pointed at Kinsley’s feet. Kinsley nodded, bit her lip, and tried again. The next serve arced higher but still fell short. Presley stepped in, demonstrating the motion. She showed Kinsley how to shift her weight from back foot to front. Kinsley mimicked her, shadowing the steps, and Presley nodded approval. On her third try, Kinsley’s serve cleared the net. Presley gave her a quick thumbs-up.

I crouched low, knees pressing into the gym floor, elbows braced on my thighs for stability. I raised the camera to my eye, finger hovering over the shutter. Zoey was moving fast, tracking the ball as Brynn sent it rocketing toward the back line. Zoey lunged, her right foot sliding forward, left knee nearly touching the ground. She stretched her arms out, hands clasped, and made contact. As she dove, her bikini top twisted, the left strap slipping off her shoulder. For a split second, the edge of her breast was exposed, skin pale against the dark blue fabric. Zoey scrambled upright, breasts bouncing as she straightened, and shot me a wide, unbothered grin, teeth flashing. I snapped three quick shots, catching the whole sequence.

Brynn was next, charging forward for the return. Her hair was already damp, strands plastered to her forehead and temples. Sweat had started to bead along her hairline, trickling down the side of her face. She leapt, right arm cocked back, and hammered the ball over the net. The ball slammed down just inside the line. Brynn landed and looked over at me. I pressed the shutter, capturing the gleam in her eyes and the competitive set of her shoulders.

Presley tossed another ball to Kinsley, who took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. She bounced on the balls of her feet, then tossed the ball up. This time, she jumped, knees tucking up, hair flying behind her. I tracked her through the viewfinder, focusing tight on her face. Her black hair fanned out, catching the sunlight, and her hazel eyes narrowed, locked on the ball as her right arm whipped forward. I caught the moment her fingers snapped against the ball, her whole body extended in the air, every muscle taut. The serve cleared the net, and Presley stepped forward, blocking the shot with both hands raised. Presley’s bikini top, a faded red, barely contained her chest. As she leapt, her breasts strained against the fabric, nipples outlined clearly. She landed hard, knees flexing, arms still up. I kept shooting, catching the definition in her abs and the focus in her gray eyes as she reset for the next drill.

The sun kept beating down through the large windows. Sweat ran in thin lines down the girls’ backs, darkening the bands of their bikinis. I moved around the edge of the court, crouching low, then standing, changing angles. I shifted the focus ring, zoomed in on Zoey’s hands as she set the ball, then panned out for a wide shot of all four girls. My shirt was already damp at the collar. I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand, careful not to let sweat drip onto the camera.

After an hour, the girls slowed, their movements losing some of their crispness. Brynn called “Water!” and the drill ended. They jogged off the court, and collapsed onto the wooden benches lined up along the fence. Zoey flopped onto her back, arms splayed, chest heaving. Presley sat down next to her, elbows on her knees, shoulders shining with sweat. Kinsley perched at the end of the bench, one leg tucked under her, head bowed as she caught her breath. Brynn dropped onto the bench with a groan, pulling a towel from her bag and slinging it around her neck. She rubbed it over her face, then let it hang, sweat soaking into the terrycloth.

I walked over to the bench, camera still in hand. I sat down at the far end and powered on the screen, thumb pressing the playback button. The LCD flickered to life, showing the last shot. I scrolled back, deleting the ones that were too blurry or where the framing was off. I flagged the best shots of Zoey’s mid-dive, Brynn’s spike, Kinsley’s jump, Presley’s block. I enlarged each one, checking focus, then tapped the star button to mark them for editing later. I felt the weight of the camera in my hands, the familiar pressure of the grip and the slight ache in my fingers from holding it steady so long.

Brynn wandered over, towel still around her neck, and leaned in close. Her skin was flushed, sweat still beading along her collarbone. “Let’s see what you got.” She nudged my knee with hers, then straightened, craning her neck to get a better look at the screen.

Kinsley followed, walking up behind me. She leaned over my shoulder, her hair brushing against my upper arm, cool and damp. I could feel the heat radiating from her body. She peered at the screen, eyes wide and expectant. I flipped through the photos, thumb moving over the buttons. The images flicked by.

Brynn’s eyes lit up when she saw the shot of her spike. “Damn, Owen. These make us look like pros.” She grinned, and reached out to tap the screen, careful not to smudge it.

Kinsley leaned in closer, pressing her arm lightly against mine. Her hair tickled the inside of my elbow. “I look like I know what I’m doing.” I scrolled to the shot of her mid-jump, her body fully extended, hair flying, eyes locked on the ball.

“You do,” I said. I held the camera steady so she could see. She smiled, cheeks going pink, and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, eyes lingering on the photo.

Brynn called out, raising her voice. “Hey, Zoey! Presley! Get over here. You gotta see these.” She waved an arm, towel swinging from her neck.

Zoey bounded over. She dropped onto the bench beside me, her legs splayed, skin glistening with sweat. Her bikini top was still askew from practice, the left cup pulled to the side, exposing the round curve of her breast almost to the areola. She made no move to fix it, just leaned in, propping her elbow on my shoulder as she peered at the camera.

Presley sauntered up, arms folded under her chest, the motion pushing her breasts up and nearly out of her suit. She stood behind me, eyes appraising. I held up the camera, thumb hovering over the button, and clicked through the shots. Zoey whistled, low and appreciative. “You got my good side.” She grinned, flicking a strand of hair out of her face.

Presley leaned in, her face inches from mine, eyes scanning each image. “We’ll need these for the website. And for the sponsors. Bill has to see these. Can you send me the best ones?”

I nodded. “I’ll edit them tonight.” I glanced over my shoulder at her, meeting her gaze for a second before looking back at the camera.

Brynn nudged me with her elbow, her skin slick against mine. “You caught that spike, right? The one I landed on Zoey?” She grinned, cocky.

Zoey rolled her eyes, shifting on the bench so her thigh pressed against mine. “Only because I slipped.”

Kinsley grinned, teeth biting into her lower lip. “You both look awesome.” She straightened, hands clasped behind her back.

Presley clapped me on the shoulder, her palm firm and a little rough from the sand. “Nice work, Owen. Maybe you’re not just a freeloader after all.” She smirked, stepping back.

Zoey laughed, tipping her head back. Her bikini top still gaped at the side, the curve of her breast fully visible, skin flushed from exertion. She didn’t bother fixing it, just let it hang there as she caught her breath.

“Next time, you should serve a few,” she said, voice teasing.

I shook my head, the strap of my camera bag sliding off my shoulder. “I’ll stick to the camera. You girls would wipe the floor with me.” I bent down, tucking the camera back into its padded slot, careful to cap the lens first.

Brynn grinned, “Probably.” She slung her towel over her shoulder, standing up and stretching her arms overhead.

Presley straightened, pulling her bag out from under the bench. “Let’s get cleaned up.” She gathered her things, tucking her water bottle into the side pocket and slinging her backpack over one shoulder.

The girls gathered their bags and towels, still talking about the photos, voices overlapping. Zoey adjusted her ponytail, not bothering to fix her top, and stood. Kinsley pulled on a loose T-shirt over her bikini, the fabric clinging to her damp skin. Brynn slipped on her flip-flops. Presley checked her phone, tapping out a quick message before tucking it away.

I packed up my gear, sliding each lens into its padded compartment, wrapping the cords, and zipping the bag shut. I lifted it, feeling the weight settle onto my shoulder, the familiar drag on my muscles. For a second, I caught Zoey’s eye as she turned to go. She smiled, slow and secret, her lips curving as she looked at me. Her hair caught the sunlight, strands gleaming gold against her tanned skin. She held my gaze for a moment, then turned away, joining the others.

I slung my bag higher on my shoulder and followed the team out. Already, my mind was running through the shots I’d edit tonight, each image in my memory.
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CHAPTER 7

I cracked the last egg into the big glass bowl, letting the shell fall open in my hands. The thick yolk slid out, splashing into the already glossy mixture of eggs, pooling yellow against the whites. I tossed the empty shell into the compost bowl on the counter, wiped my fingers against the side of my shorts, and reached for the whisk. I gripped the handle tight, then started beating the eggs together, the motion quick and steady, my wrist rotating as the mixture turned from streaky to uniform pale gold. I glanced over my shoulder, angling my body so I could see through the doorway into the living room.

The girls’ laughter drifted in, from where they were sprawled across the couch and floor. Zoey was stretched out on her stomach, her legs tangled up with Brynn’s, both of them still in their shorts and sports bras from practice, hair mussed and cheeks flushed. Presley had her head tipped back against the armrest, eyes half-closed, one knee drawn up, her bare foot propped on the coffee table. Kinsley was curled up in the corner with her knees hugged to her chest, her pillow clutched tight, her dark hair falling over her face as she giggled at something Zoey said.

I set the bowl down, picked up a fork, and scraped it along the bottom to make sure nothing was sticking. The eggs were beaten smooth now. I reached for the carton of milk, poured in a splash, then grabbed the salt shaker and twisted out a few quick shakes. I whisked again, the fork scraping against glass, and then set the bowl aside. My gaze flicked to the stove, where the bacon was sizzling in the cast iron pan. The smell was thick in the air. I grabbed a pair of tongs and nudged the bacon strips, flipping them one by one, watching the fat bubble and crisp, the edges curling up. I stacked the cooked bacon on a plate lined with paper towels, arranging each strip so they didn’t overlap, then slid the next raw batch into the hot pan. The new slices hissed and buckled as they hit the oil.

The sizzle was loud, but not enough to drown out Zoey’s voice as she called out from the couch, twisting her body so her blonde hair spilled off the armrest in a loose, messy waterfall. “Owen, you’re making enough food for an army,” she called, her voice teasing.

Brynn shot her a look, her lips twitching. “You say that like you’re not going to eat half of it.” She rolled onto her side, propping her head up with her hand, her toned stomach visible above the waistband of her shorts.

I grinned and turned back to the stove, checking the pancakes. I slid the spatula under one, lifted the edge to check the color, and then waited for the bubbles to break through the surface. As soon as they did, I flipped it, the cake landing neatly in the pan, golden brown on top. I glanced at the rest, making sure none were burning, then reached for the next ladleful of batter and poured it onto the hot surface, watching it spread out in a perfect circle.

“You’ll thank me when you see the spread,” I said, my voice light. I kept my eyes on the pancakes, but I could feel the girls watching me, their energy filling the kitchen.

Presley wandered in, her bare feet slapping softly against the tile. Her red hair was still damp from her shower, strands clinging to her neck and shoulders. Her micro bikini top was barely visible under a loose, oversized tank that hung low on her chest, the thin fabric clinging to her skin in places where it was still wet. She leaned against the counter, her hip pressed against the edge, and watched as I stacked the finished pancakes onto a plate, using the spatula to lift each one carefully, steam rising from the stack.

“You trying to bribe us with carbs, Owen?” she asked, her lips curled in a smirk. She reached up and tugged her tank down a little, adjusting the strap so the edge of her bikini top peeked out above the neckline.

“Maybe,” I said, grabbing the jar of cinnamon off the spice rack. I unscrewed the lid, pinched a little between my fingers, and sprinkled it over the bread slices soaking in the egg mixture for french toast. I pressed each slice down into the liquid, making sure both sides were coated, then set them aside on a plate.

Kinsley peeked around the corner, her face half-hidden behind the pillow she was hugging to her chest. She shuffled into the kitchen, her mesh cover-up hanging loose over her shoulders, the black bikini underneath clearly visible, the straps crossing over her pale shoulder blades and disappearing under the sheer fabric. She hovered near the counter, her eyes wide as she watched me work.

“It looks really good,” she said, her voice quiet but sincere.

I nodded, picking up the plate of soaked bread and sliding the first slice into the hot skillet. The egg mixture sizzled as it hit the pan. I pressed down with the spatula, making sure it cooked evenly, then started plating everything else. I scooped scrambled eggs onto a big serving platter, the curds soft and fluffy, then added piles of sausage links, arranging them in neat rows. I stacked the bacon high, the strips glistening with fat, and piled the pancakes in a tall stack, butter melting between the layers. I dusted the french toast with a heavy shake of powdered sugar, watching it settle in a white layer over the golden bread.

I set each plate on the big wooden table in the dining area, arranging them so everyone could reach. I grabbed the orange juice from the fridge, twisted off the cap, and poured it into a pitcher, then set that on the table too. “Food’s ready!” I called out, raising my voice over the clatter of dishes.

The girls descended on the table in a blur of movement. Zoey was first, practically sliding into her chair, her hair still wild from lying on the couch. She grabbed a plate and loaded it up with a little of everything, her hands moving fast as she piled on eggs, pancakes, bacon, and a thick slice of french toast. She looked up at me, her blue eyes wide and bright. “You’re hired. You’re officially the team chef now,” she said, her tone half-joking but serious underneath.

Brynn grinned, grabbing the syrup bottle and pouring a generous stream over her pancakes, letting it drip down the sides and pool on her plate. “Yeah, you’re not getting out of this, Owen. You cook like this every night, and maybe we’ll win something.” She reached for a sausage link, twirling it between her fingers before popping it into her mouth.

Presley nudged my arm as she reached across me for the bacon, her bare shoulder brushing mine. “He’s blushing,” she said, her lips curving into a knowing smirk.

I shook my head, reaching for the pitcher of juice and setting it down in the center of the table. “Just eat before it gets cold,” I said, forcing my voice to stay steady.

Kinsley slid into the seat beside me, her knees tucked up under her, the mesh of her cover-up riding up to reveal the curve of her thigh. She picked up her fork, hovering it over her eggs, her eyes darting between the food and the other girls. “I’ve never had breakfast for dinner before,” she said, her voice small but excited.

“First time for everything,” I said, glancing over at her.

They dug in, forks scraping against plates, the sound sharp and constant. Every few seconds, one of them let out a low moan of appreciation, muffled by a mouthful of food. Zoey looked up, her cheeks stuffed with pancake, and swallowed before speaking. “We should do something tonight. I don’t want to just sit around.”

Presley was already glancing out the window, her gaze following the last streaks of fading light over the dunes. “How about a bonfire? There’s driftwood all over the beach. We could make s’mores.” She licked a smear of powdered sugar from her thumb, then wiped her hand on her tank.

Brynn perked up, her eyes lighting. “I’m in. It’s not even that windy tonight.” She grabbed another slice of bacon, snapping it in half before popping a piece into her mouth.

Presley turned to me, her eyes narrowing in mock suspicion. “You coming, Owen, or are you going to hide in the attic staring at pictures of us all night?” Her tone was teasing, but her gaze lingered on me, waiting for a reaction.

I nearly choked on my piece of french toast, the sweet eggy bread catching in my throat. I coughed, feeling every pair of eyes on me, the attention sudden and intense. “Yeah, I’ll come. Just let me change,” I managed, my face hot.

Zoey grinned, then tossed a piece of sausage at me, the link bouncing off my arm and rolling onto the table. “You better. Someone has to keep us from setting the dunes on fire.”

The girls pushed back from the table all at once, their chairs scraping against the wood floor. They disappeared upstairs in a rush, chattering about blankets and towels, their voices echoing down the hallway. I stood and started clearing the table, stacking the empty plates and gathering the silverware into a neat pile. I wiped down the sticky spots where syrup had dripped, then poured the leftover juice into a glass and drained it in a few quick gulps.

I headed up the narrow staircase to the attic, each step creaking under my weight. I ducked through the low doorway, reached into the dresser for a clean t-shirt, and pulled it over my head, the cotton catching for a second on my damp skin. I peeled off my stained shorts and slid on a fresh pair, tugging the waistband up snug over my hips. My heart thudded in my chest as I heard the girls moving around below, their footsteps thumping against the floor, giggles rising up through the open vent. One of them called out about sunscreen, another shouted back about someone stealing her towel.

I paused for a moment, standing in the attic’s dim light, listening to the chaos below. I ran a hand through my hair, then grabbed my phone and shoved it into my pocket. I took a deep breath, steadying myself, then headed back downstairs.

When I came downstairs, they were waiting by the door. Zoey wore a neon pink string bikini that barely concealed the curves of her chest and hips, the thin straps tied high over her collarbones and hips. Her hair was pulled back in a messy knot at the top of her head, with a few stray strands falling loose around her face and neck. Brynn had on a black crop top, the fabric hugging her small breasts, and beneath it, her green bikini bottoms rode low on her hips, exposing a long stretch of her toned stomach. Presley’s micro bikini was a deep blue, the triangles of fabric so tiny they left the undersides of her breasts exposed, and the narrow straps bit into her pale skin above her hips. Her red hair was damp, clinging to her neck, and her gray eyes watched me with a direct, challenging stare. Kinsley wore a mesh cover-up that hung loosely from her shoulders, the black bikini underneath visible through the netted fabric, the bottoms cut high to barely cover the soft curve of her hips.

Zoey grinned, “Ready, chef?”

I reached over to the bench by the door and grabbed a thick cotton blanket, folding it over my arm. The weight of it pressed into my forearm. I followed them out onto the back porch, stepping carefully to avoid the warped board near the bottom of the steps. The sun was low, just above the horizon, painting the sky in streaks of orange and purple. I paused for a second, feeling the breeze from the water. It was cool, almost cold, and it prickled the skin on my arms and legs, raising goosebumps. I adjusted the blanket, tucking it more securely under my arm, and stepped down onto the sand. The grains were cold and damp under my feet, sticking to my soles with each step.

The girls took off down the beach in a flurry of motion, laughing and shoving each other. Zoey darted ahead, her hips swaying as she jogged, the pink strings of her bikini fluttering against her lower back. Brynn kicked up sand with each stride, her long legs flashing in the fading light, the green of her bikini bottoms standing out against her tanned skin. Presley lagged behind for a moment, then sprinted to catch up, her red hair catching the last rays of sunlight, making it glow almost orange. She glanced over her shoulder, her eyes meeting mine for an instant, and smirked. Kinsley hung back, her mesh cover-up flapping around her thighs, and she gave me a smile as she glanced back at me. The smile lingered, and I felt my cock start to harden, pressing against the inside of my shorts. I forced myself to look away, shifting the blanket to hide the bulge, and adjusted my waistband with my free hand. The fabric of my shorts was thin, and I could feel the outline of my cock against my thigh.

I started after them, my feet sinking into the sand with each step. The wind off the water was stronger here, blowing the girls’ hair and tugging at their towels. They left a trail of footprints and dragged towels behind them, the ends trailing in the sand. I watched the way Zoey’s hips moved, the muscles in her thighs flexing as she jogged, and the outline of her ass visible through the thin fabric. Brynn’s legs seemed to go on forever, her calves tensing as she ran, and her crop top rode up to reveal the curve of her back. Presley’s bikini was so small it barely covered her nipples, and the swell of her breasts bounced with each step. Kinsley’s cover-up clung to her body, the black bikini underneath visible through the mesh, the straps cutting into her hips.

Kinsley waited for me at the edge of the dunes, her bare feet half-buried in the sand. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, toes digging little divots, and when I reached her, she slipped her arm around my shoulder. Her skin was warm and soft against my bare arm. She leaned into me as we walked, her side pressed firmly against mine. My heart pounded in my chest, and I tried to keep my breathing even, focusing on the feel of her body so close. I could see the outline of her breasts through the mesh, the nipples just visible under the black fabric. I kept my eyes forward, trying not to stare, but it was impossible not to notice how little she was wearing.

She looked up at me, her eyes searching my face. “You ever seen girls in swimsuits before?”

I laughed, the sound too loud in the quiet. “I’m fine. Just… wasn’t expecting the full swimsuit parade.”

She squeezed my shoulder, her fingers digging in just a little. “Enjoy it. We really don’t mind. Want to help me start the fire?”

Her words hung in the air. Did she mean they didn’t mind if I stared at them? Or something more? I swallowed, feeling the heat in my face, and nodded. “Yeah. Sure.” I tried not to let my eyes linger on the way her bikini bottoms hugged her hips, the skin bare above the thin straps.

We found a spot above the tide line, a flat patch of sand littered with driftwood and small stones. I dropped the blanket on the ground and knelt beside Kinsley. She crouched down, her knees spread apart, the mesh cover-up riding up over her thighs. She reached out and began picking up pieces of driftwood, sorting them by size. She handed me the larger pieces, her fingers brushing mine each time. I stacked the wood beside me, then used my hands to dig out a shallow pit in the sand. My fingers curled into the damp sand, scooping out handfuls and piling them to the side. When the hole was deep enough, I grabbed a few flat stones from nearby and arranged them in a rough circle around the pit, pressing them down until they were level with the sand.

Kinsley selected a handful of smaller sticks and arranged them in a teepee shape in the center of the pit. She leaned forward, her hair falling over her face, and carefully balanced the sticks so they stood upright. Her fingers moved quickly, adjusting the angles until the structure was stable. She added a handful of dried grass and leaves at the base, tucking them in between the sticks.

She pulled a lighter from the pocket of her cover-up and held it out to me, the metal warm from her body heat. Her fingers brushed mine as I took it. “Go for it,” she said.

I flicked the lighter, the spark catching on the first try. I held the flame to the dried grass, watching as it blackened and curled. The kindling caught, and a thin wisp of smoke rose up. I moved the lighter around the base of the teepee, igniting the other side. The flames licked up the sticks, catching quickly. I sat back on my heels, closing the lighter and setting it aside. Kinsley watched the fire, her face glowing orange in the light, the shadows flickering over her features. I could see the outline of her breasts through the mesh, the nipples hard from the cold.

The other girls came running back from the water, their hair wet and clinging to their necks and shoulders. Zoey’s bikini top was plastered to her chest, the neon pink fabric nearly transparent where it was soaked. Her nipples were hard, the outline clearly visible. She shivered, arms wrapped tight around her chest as she hurried toward the fire. Presley dropped her towel onto the sand, the fabric falling away from her body. She sat close to the fire, pulling her knees up to her chest and wrapping her arms around her shins. The tiny triangles of her bikini barely covered her breasts, and the skin of her thighs was covered in goosebumps.

“It’s freezing,” Brynn said, her teeth chattering. She rubbed her arms, the muscles in her shoulders flexing under the crop top. Her green bikini bottoms were streaked with sand, and her skin was flushed from the cold.

Zoey plopped down next to me, her body still dripping from the water. “Owen, take a picture of us. We look like shipwreck survivors.”

I dug my phone out of my pocket, the screen lighting up in the dimness. The girls crowded together, arms around each other, pressing close for warmth. Zoey patted the sand next to her, her hand leaving a wet print. “You get in too. You’re one of us now.”

I set the timer and propped the phone on a piece of driftwood, angling it toward the group. The sand shifted under my knees as I wedged myself into the middle of the girls. Zoey wrapped her arms around my waist, pulling me tight against her. Her cold, wet body pressed against my chest, her breasts soft and yielding through the thin fabric of her bikini. I could feel her nipples, hard against my side. My cock swelled again, straining against my shorts.

Kinsley shot Zoey a look, her lips pressed together. “Don’t suffocate him.”

Zoey just laughed, squeezing me tighter. “He’s warm.” Her breasts flattened against my arm, and her thigh pressed into mine.

The timer clicked, and I forced a smile, trying not to let my arousal show. Kinsley glanced down at my shorts and smirked, her eyes lingering on the bulge. “Zoey, you’re making him uncomfortable.”

Zoey grinned, not moving an inch. “He looks fine to me.”

Eventually the fire burned down, the flames shrinking until only glowing embers remained. The cold crept in, the wind biting at our skin. Presley stood, brushing sand off her thighs with slow sweeps of her hands. Her bikini bottoms rode up, exposing more of her ass as she moved. “Let’s head back before we freeze.”

We buried the ashes, using our hands to scoop sand over the glowing coals. The warmth faded quickly, and we gathered our towels and the blanket. I shook the sand from the blanket, folding it over my arm again. We trudged back to the house, the sand sticking to our damp feet and calves, leaving a trail behind us in the fading light.
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CHAPTER 8

The next morning, I woke up to the distant sound of the ocean and the soft thump of footsteps on the stairs below. The mattress beneath me felt firmer than my bed at home, but I had slept so deeply that my body seemed to have molded to its shape. I blinked, opening my eyes to the pale sunlight that filtered through the small attic window above the bed. The light caught the dust motes suspended in the air, turning each one into a tiny fleck of gold that floated lazily above me. I watched them drift for a moment, my mind slow to surface from sleep. I could see the faint shadow of the window frame stretched across the slanted ceiling, the corners of the glass smudged with salt and old fingerprints.

I shifted my legs beneath the covers, feeling the sheets bunch up around my knees. My shoulders ached, the muscles tight and sore after hauling camera gear up and down the gym yesterday. I reached both arms overhead, fingers interlaced, and stretched until I felt the pull across my back and the pop of a joint in my right shoulder. I let out a breath, then rolled onto my side and reached for my phone on the small table beside the bed. The screen glowed as I pressed the button. No messages. The digital clock at the top read 8:54 a.m. I let my arm drop to the mattress, the phone landing on the covers beside me.

Through the thin attic walls, I could hear movement below. Someone was walking in the hallway, their footsteps muffled but quick, crossing from the stairs to the kitchen. A cupboard door opened and shut. I heard the faint scrape of a chair against the floor. The house was already alive, the day beginning without me. I hadn’t slept this well in years. Maybe it was the constant hush of the ocean outside my window, the cooler night air that seeped through the old glass, or just the exhaustion of trying to keep up with the four energetic women who lived here.

I swung my legs out of bed, planting my feet on the scuffed wooden floorboards. The floor felt cool against my soles. I stood, pausing for a moment to rub my hands over my face, then reached for a t-shirt draped over the back of the chair. I pulled it over my head, guiding my arms through the sleeves. The cotton clung to my skin for a moment before settling. I bent to pick up a pair of shorts from the pile beside the bed, stepping into them one foot at a time and pulling them up over my hips. The elastic waistband snapped into place. I reached back to smooth the fabric over my thighs, then ran my fingers through my hair, trying to flatten the worst of the bedhead.

I crossed the attic, my feet making almost no sound on the old floorboards. The battered desk sat beneath the window, its surface cluttered with my laptop, a half-empty mug, and a notepad filled with scribbled times and shot lists. My laptop was still open from last night, the screen black until I tapped the trackpad. The display flickered on, revealing a folder of photos from yesterday’s practice, the thumbnails arranged in neat rows. I pulled out the rickety chair, its legs scraping lightly against the floor, and sat down. I leaned forward, elbows on the desk, and rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands until I saw colored spots behind my eyelids.

I clicked open the folder and began scrolling through the shots. My right hand hovered over the trackpad, my left tapping the arrow keys. Most of the photos were decent. I paused on one of Brynn diving, her body stretched out in midair, arms reaching for the ball. I flagged it, then moved to the next. Presley was caught mid-spike, her face set in concentration, hair flying behind her. I clicked the star icon, marking it for Bill. I scrolled further, stopping at a shot of Zoey as she flicked a serve, her wrist snapping forward, mouth slightly open in focus. Another flag. I found a photo of Kinsley waiting by the net, her posture tense, eyes locked on the other side of the court. I leaned in, cropping the frame tighter, then saved a copy. I kept sorting, flagging the best images, dragging them into a new folder for Bill’s review.

After an hour hunched over the laptop, my sinuses started to itch. I sniffed, trying to ignore it, but the itch grew sharper. I pinched my nose, then sneezed hard, doubling over in the chair. The sudden force sent a puff of dust floating up from the floorboards, the particles catching the sunlight in a brief, glittering cloud. I leaned back, reaching for the box of tissues I kept on the corner of the desk. I pulled one free, pressing it to my nose and wiping away the moisture. I crumpled the tissue, tossing it into the small trash bin beneath the desk, then straightened up and returned my attention to the laptop.

I adjusted the brightness on the screen, then opened the color grading panel. I dragged sliders back and forth, watching the colors shift across Brynn’s jersey and the ground beneath her feet. The girls’ voices drifted up through the gaps in the attic floor, the words indistinct but animated. I could hear the TV too, its volume rising and falling in bursts. Every few minutes, a dramatic sound effect cut through, the kind used on reality shows whenever a contestant betrayed someone or a twist was revealed. The sounds of the house was familiar now, the chaos below a constant backdrop.

I selected a shot of Zoey midair, her blonde hair flying in a bright arc behind her as she leapt for the ball. I cropped the frame, cutting out the edge of the net, and zoomed in until her face filled the screen. Her eyes were wide, mouth open in a shout. I adjusted the exposure, brightening the highlights in her hair. My hand hovered over the save button, but I paused, distracted by a quieter murmur beneath the TV noise. It was closer, softer than the laughter and shouts from the living room. I set the laptop aside, the lid half-closed, and leaned forward, listening.

The sound was coming from the far side of the attic, where the floor dipped slightly. It was the same spot where I had caught Zoey the other night. I stood, careful to keep my steps light, and walked across the attic, each footfall slow to avoid the loudest creaks. I knelt down, resting one knee on the floor, then lowered myself so my ear was level with the gap.

The voices were definitely coming from Zoey’s room. I pressed my palm to the floor for balance, peering through the narrow slit. The wood was rough beneath my hand, splinters catching on my skin. I could make out Kinsley’s soft tone, her words hesitant. “He takes really good pictures,” she said, her voice muffled but clear enough through the gap.

Zoey’s voice came next, lower, teasing. “You mean Owen? Yeah, he’s got a good eye. Think he’s cute?”

There was a pause. I held my breath, my heart thumping harder in my chest. I shifted my weight, careful not to let the boards creak beneath my knee.

Kinsley sounded flustered, her reply quick and a little embarrassed. “I mean… he’s nice. And he’s smart. I guess he’s attractive, but like, in a nerdy kind of way.”

I pressed my hand to my face, palm covering my mouth. My skin felt hot. My heart pounded so hard I was sure it would be audible through the floorboards. Of all the things I expected to hear on a Saturday morning, my own attractiveness wasn’t one.

Zoey laughed, the sound low and amused. “Nerdy’s not bad. Bet he’s got a wild side.” I could picture the smirk on her lips as she said it.

Kinsley’s was barely audible. “Do you think he likes you?”

Zoey let out an exaggerated sigh. “I’m sure he likes all of us. A guy living with four girls? He’s probably busy editing our butts in Photoshop right now.” The accuracy of her guess made me freeze.

Kinsley giggled, her laughter trailing off into a sentence I couldn’t make out. I heard the soft creak of Zoey’s bedroom door opening, then the light tread of Kinsley’s footsteps moving away down the hall. The floorboards in the hallway groaned faintly as she walked.

I stayed crouched by the gap, my heart still pounding. I shifted my position, lowering my head to the floor so I could see through the slit. Through the narrow opening, I could see a thin slice of Zoey’s room, the edge of her bed pressed against the far wall. She was sprawled on her stomach across the unmade sheets, her head turned sideways so her cheek rested on her bicep. She stared up at the ceiling, eyes unfocused, lost in thought. Her blonde hair was messy, strands tangled and splayed across her face and pillow. She wore an oversized white t-shirt, the cotton thin enough to hint at the outline of her shoulder blades and the gentle curve of her back. The shirt barely reached the tops of her thighs. Below it, she wore a pair of tiny pajama shorts that clung snugly to her hips, the hem riding up to reveal a stretch of bare skin above her thighs. One of her legs was bent at the knee, foot tucked under the opposite calf, making her shorts ride even higher on one side. Her ass pressed against the fabric, the outline visible through the thin material. Her bare arms were stretched out in front of her, fingers curled loosely around the edge of her pillow.

Zoey’s eyes blinked slowly as she lay there, her lips parted just a little. The sunlight from her window cast a rectangle across her legs, highlighting the pale skin of her thigh where the shorts had ridden up. I stayed perfectly still, watching her breathe, the rise and fall of her back steady and calm.

I should have moved away. Instead, I stayed frozen, watching her. I pressed my shoulder against the rough wooden beam, the edge digging into my skin through my shirt. My breath caught in my throat as I peered through the narrow gap in the attic wall, the sliver of light illuminating the scene below. She looked so relaxed, one bare leg bent at the knee, her heel resting on the rumpled comforter, the other leg stretched out so her toes just touched the edge of the mattress. Her blue eyes were open, staring into space, unfocused, lashes casting faint shadows on her cheeks.

Zoey’s hair fanned out across the pillow, a tangled halo of gold and brown strands. The sunlight from her window caught on the fine hairs along her thigh, making her skin look almost translucent. Her t-shirt clung to her chest, the faded cotton outlining the curve of her breasts, nipples faintly visible beneath the thin fabric. The shorts she wore had ridden up, the hem bunched high on her hips, exposing the line where her thigh met her groin.

Suddenly, she turned her head. The movement was abrupt, her neck twisting, chin lifting just enough that her gaze swept across the room and landed directly on the gap where I was hidden. Our eyes locked through the narrow slit. For a split second, I couldn’t move. My body went rigid, every muscle tense as if I’d just been caught in a trap. Her blue eyes seemed to widen, pupils dilating. I jerked back instinctively, my elbow scraping the attic floor, heart hammering against my ribs so hard I thought it might burst. The rough wood pressed into my palm as I steadied myself. I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for her to scream or shout, to call out my name and expose me. I held my breath, listening for any sound from below.

Nothing happened.

The seconds dragged out, each heartbeat pounding in my chest. No footsteps, no angry voice. Just silence. I let my breath out in a slow, shaky exhale, the tension in my shoulders easing only slightly. Maybe she hadn’t actually seen me. Maybe she was just zoning out, her mind somewhere else. I forced myself to wait, counting in my head. One. Two. Three. I pressed my back against the wall, feeling the dust stick to my sweaty skin. Four. Five. Six. The urge to look again was overwhelming, but I forced myself to keep still. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten.

Slowly, I shifted forward, careful not to let the floorboards creak beneath my knees. I moved inch by inch, my palms flat on the gritty wood, until I was close enough to the gap again. I angled my head, peering down through the narrow opening.

Zoey was still looking up, her gaze slightly unfocused, but this time her lips were curved in a lazy, knowing smile. The corners of her mouth lifted, her teeth just barely visible between her parted lips. She looked so calm, almost smug, as if she knew exactly what she was doing. One hand rested lightly on her stomach, fingers splayed across the flat plane of her skin. I watched as she slid her hand down, dragging her fingertips over the waistband of her shorts, then slipping them between her legs. She pressed her palm against the fabric, her fingers moving in slow circles over her pussy. The cotton of her shorts stretched tight, outlining the shape of her mound as she rubbed herself.

Her legs shifted, her knees falling apart. The bent leg dropped open, her foot sliding off the edge of the bed until her toes grazed the floor. The other leg stayed stretched, her thigh tensing as she pressed harder. Zoey’s breathing changed, her chest rising and falling more quickly beneath her t-shirt. She tilted her hips, grinding herself against her hand, her knuckles flexing as she found the rhythm she wanted.

She reached under the leg hole of her shorts, her fingers disappearing beneath the thin fabric. Her wrist twisted, her arm muscles flexing as she worked her hand deeper. I could see the outline of her knuckles moving beneath the cotton, her shorts pulled tight across her hips. Her breathing grew heavier, her lips parting as she exhaled in short, shallow bursts.

My cock hardened instantly, pressing uncomfortably against the zipper of my jeans. I couldn’t look away. Every detail was burned into my mind: the arch of her foot, the way her thigh muscles quivered, the flush creeping up her neck. Zoey squeezed her breasts through the thin fabric of her t-shirt, her fingers digging into the soft flesh. Her nipples stood out, hard and obvious beneath the stretched cotton. She pinched one between her thumb and forefinger, rolling it slowly as her hips rocked against her other hand.

She slid her hand under the hem of her shirt, pushing the fabric up over her stomach. The shirt bunched under her breasts, exposing the smooth skin of her belly and the gentle curve of her ribs. Her other hand hooked into the waistband of her shorts, tugging them down over her hips. She lifted her ass off the bed, arching her back so she could slide the shorts down her thighs. The fabric caught on her knees for a moment, then she kicked them off, letting them fall to the floor beside the bed.

Zoey’s bare pussy was exposed, the lips parted, glistening in the sunlight from her window. She dragged her fingers through her folds, spreading the wetness over her clit. Her hips jerked, her back arching as she rubbed herself in tight circles. I watched her muscles tense and release, her thighs trembling as she picked up speed.

I couldn’t take it anymore. My hands shook as I fumbled with my belt, the metal buckle clinking softly as I undid it. I yanked my jeans open, the button popping free, then shoved my hand into my boxers. My cock was already rock hard, the head slick with pre-cum. I wrapped my fingers around the shaft, squeezing tight as I started to stroke myself. My palm slid easily up and down, the skin stretched taut over the thick length. I kept my eyes locked on Zoey, every movement of her hands mirrored by the motion of my own.

She moaned softly, the sound barely audible from where I hid, but I could see her lips move, her throat working as she gasped for air. Her eyes fluttered half-closed, lashes fanning out against her cheeks. She pinched her nipple again, twisting it until her back arched, her breasts pushing up against her shirt. Her other hand moved faster, her fingers a blur as she rubbed her clit. The muscles in her thighs stood out in sharp relief, her skin flushed pink.

Her pussy glistened in the sunlight, wetness pooling at the entrance. She slipped two fingers inside herself, her knuckles disappearing as she fucked herself with slow, steady thrusts. Her hips rocked up to meet her hand, her stomach muscles tightening with each movement. She pulled her fingers out, glistening with her own slick, and circled her clit again, faster this time. Her legs spread wide, knees bent and feet braced against the mattress for leverage.

I stroked harder, my breath coming in short, ragged bursts. My cock throbbed in my hand, veins bulging along the shaft. I squeezed tighter, my thumb swiping over the head, spreading the pre-cum around the tip. My hips jerked involuntarily, my whole body pulsed with need.

Zoey’s whole body tensed, her fingers moving in tight circles on her clit. Her thighs squeezed together, trapping her hand between them as her back arched off the bed. She gasped, her mouth open, eyes squeezed shut as she came. Her face flushed deep red, sweat beading on her forehead. Her stomach muscles clenched, her toes curling into the sheets.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. The pressure built inside me, my balls tightening as I watched her climax. I stroked myself faster, my hand a blur on my cock. The pleasure spiked, white-hot and overwhelming. I came, hot cum spurting from the tip, splattering onto the dusty attic floor in thick, sticky streams. I squeezed out every last drop, my hand milking my cock until I was empty.

For a second, everything was silent except for my own breathing. My chest heaved, sweat trickling down my spine. I looked down at the mess on the floor, thick white streaks cutting through the layer of dust. I wiped my hand on my shirt, then fumbled in my pocket for a tissue. I cleaned myself off as best I could, the paper tearing as I scrubbed at the sticky residue.

Below, Zoey looked up again, right at the gap. Her eyes found mine, a slow, satisfied smile spreading across her lips. She held my gaze for a moment, her expression smug and unbothered. Then she rolled onto her side, pulling her shirt down to cover her stomach, her bare ass briefly visible as she shifted. She curled up, tucking her knees to her chest, and slipped out of sight behind the edge of the bed.

I sat back, heart pounding, my hand still sticky despite the tissue. I stared at the floor, the streaks of cum already drying in the dust. My mind raced, replaying every second of what I’d just seen. Had she known I was watching? Was she doing it for me? I didn’t have any answers. I only knew that I’d never look at Zoey the same way again.
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CHAPTER 9

The next morning, I was the last one out the door. I pulled the handle shut behind me, the door thumping against the frame. My camera bag thudded against my hip as I jogged down the porch, the strap digging into my shoulder with each step. The morning sun was already bright, glinting off the hood of Zoey’s car parked at the curb. Zoey was already halfway down the front steps, twirling her car keys around her finger with a flick of her wrist, the plastic tag spinning in a tight arc.

“Shotgun!” she called out, her voice sharp and triumphant as she hopped down the last step. Brynn immediately elbowed past her, not missing a beat. She cut in front of Zoey at the bottom of the steps, her shoulder brushing Zoey’s arm.

“In your dreams, Zo,” Brynn said, and she yanked open the passenger door, sliding into the seat. Her hand shot out to pull the door closed before Zoey could even protest.

I hustled around the side of the car, my sandals slapping against the cracked pavement. Presley was already waiting by the rear door, her hand resting lightly on the handle. She glanced at me and gave a small nod, then opened the door and slid inside. I squeezed in after her, careful not to bang my camera bag against the door frame. Presley scooted over, her thigh pressed against mine, warm and solid through the thin fabric of her shorts. I shifted my bag to the floor, making room as Kinsley approached, clutching a mesh bag of volleyballs to her chest. She hesitated for a second, then ducked her head and climbed in, settling on my other side. The mesh bag was crammed with volleyballs, the white and yellow panels bulging against the netting. Kinsley hugged it tightly, her arms wrapped around it, her knuckles pale.

Zoey slid into the driver’s seat, tossing her keys into the cupholder. She reached up and cranked the AC dial all the way up, and the vents blasted cold air into the stuffy car. She adjusted the rearview mirror, her eyes meeting mine in the reflection for a split second.

“We’re hitting the public beach today. The one by the pier. The net’s already up, saves us the trouble.” She tapped her fingers against the steering wheel, impatient.

Presley twisted in her seat, her shoulder brushing against the headrest. She looked over her shoulder at me, her ponytail swinging over the seatback. “Hope you’re ready to sweat, Owen. You’re carrying gear too.” She smirked, her lips quirking up.

“I’m good,” I said. I shifted my camera bag between my feet, making sure the zipper was closed. “As long as I don’t get sand on the lens.” I ran my thumb along the edge of the case, checking for grit.

Zoey grinned in the rearview mirror. “The shots you got at the gym the other day were awesome. I’m excited to see what you get in the sand.” She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel, her nails clicking against the plastic.

Brynn rolled her eyes, her head lolling back against the seat. “Focus, Zo. We have a real practice today. This isn’t a photoshoot.” She crossed her arms over her chest, her fingers tapping a silent rhythm against her biceps.

Zoey threw the car into drive and eased away from the curb. The drive was short, maybe ten minutes. The streets were quiet but not empty. As we passed through town, I watched out the window. A woman in running shorts jogged past, her ponytail bouncing. A middle-aged man in a faded baseball cap walked a golden retriever, the leash taut as the dog sniffed at a fire hydrant. A food truck was parked near the boardwalk, the owner unloading folding chairs and a bright red cooler onto the sidewalk.

The car rattled over a speed bump, the suspension groaning. Kinsley’s mesh bag of volleyballs bounced in her lap, the balls shifting and pressing against her arms. She jumped, her body tensing, then relaxed and adjusted her grip. Presley glanced down at Kinsley’s hands, then looked away, uninterested.

We pulled into a sandy lot beside the dunes, the tires crunching over loose gravel. Zoey killed the engine, twisting the key in the ignition until the car shuddered to a stop. The AC sputtered off, and the sudden warmth filled the cabin. Everyone piled out, doors slamming one after another. Brynn stretched her arms overhead, arching her back until her spine popped. Zoey yawned, covering her mouth with the back of her hand as she stepped away from the car. Presley rolled her shoulders, then bent to retie one of her sneakers, her hair falling forward to shield her face. Kinsley slid out last, careful not to let the mesh bag snag on the seatbelt. She hugged the bag to her chest, glancing around the lot.

I walked to the trunk. I pressed the button and the trunk popped open with a dull click. I lifted the lid, propping it up with my elbow, and reached inside. I grabbed my camera case first, making sure the strap was secure. The hard shell was cool against my palm. I set it down on the sand at my feet, then reached for the tripod. The legs were collapsed and bound with a velcro strap; I unwrapped it and slung the tripod over my shoulder. I checked for the lens wipes, extra batteries, and memory cards, running my hand over each item in the case to make sure nothing was missing. Satisfied, I closed the trunk with a solid push, listening for the latch to catch.

The girls headed for the public changing rooms, clustered together and laughing. Zoey shoved Brynn lightly, and Brynn shoved back, her hip bumping Zoey into the side of the building. Presley trailed behind, her fingers combing through her loose hair. Kinsley followed, her head down, still clutching the bag of volleyballs.

Presley paused at the edge of the lot, turning to look at me over her shoulder. The sunlight caught the curve of her cheek, highlighting the fine sheen of sweat already forming on her skin. “You know where the net is, right?”

“Yeah. I’ll set up near the side, get some wide shots first.” I adjusted the tripod on my shoulder, shifting the camera bag to my other hand.

She nodded, her hair falling across her face. “Good. Don’t get in the way.” She didn’t wait for a reply, just turned and jogged after the others, her red bikini bottoms riding high on her hips.

I made my way down the wooden boardwalk, the planks hot under my sandals. Each step thudded beneath me, the boards flexing slightly with my weight. The air shimmered above the sand, already heavy with heat. I followed the narrow path, passing a couple of sunbathers laying out towels, their skin already glistening in the sun. A group of kids ran past, their bare feet kicking up clouds of sand. The net was already strung up between two battered metal poles about fifty yards from the waterline. The poles leaned slightly, the paint chipped and flaking. The net sagged a little in the middle, but the lines were taut, staked down with faded nylon cords.

The sand was pale and fine, already hot from the sun. I stepped off the boardwalk, my sandals sinking into the soft surface. I found a spot just outside the boundary lines, marked by faded blue tape pressed into the sand. I set my camera bag down carefully, checking to make sure it wouldn’t tip over. I unzipped the top, pulling out my camera and inspecting the lens for dust. I unscrewed the lens cap, tucking it into the side pocket of my bag. I pulled out a fresh battery and swapped it in, snapping the compartment shut. I lined up my spare memory cards in the inner sleeve, making sure they were within reach.

I set the tripod down next, flipping the levers to extend each leg. The legs stuck a little in the sand, so I pressed down on the center column, forcing the feet deeper for stability. I spread the legs wide, checking the level on the head. Satisfied, I mounted the camera on the quick-release plate and tightened the knob until it was secure. I adjusted the angle, scanning the court through the viewfinder to get a sense of the light.

A few minutes later, the girls came out of the changing room building, each in their own style. Zoey emerged first, her neon pink string bikini almost glowing in the sunlight. The thin straps cut across her tan shoulders, the tiny triangles barely covering her breasts. Her hips were bare except for the narrow strings tied high. She strode forward, her flip-flops dangling from two fingers, her toes flexing as she stepped into the hot sand.

Brynn followed, tugging down the hem of her black crop top. The fabric hugged her chest, the edge riding up to show a strip of toned stomach. Her bright blue cheeky shorts clung to her hips, the cut high enough to reveal the lower curve of her ass. She ran her hands through her hair, then stretched her arms overhead, twisting at the waist.

Kinsley stepped out next, her mesh cover-up hanging loosely over a pale green bikini. She fiddled nervously with the hem, pulling it lower over her hips, then letting it ride up again. The mesh was nearly see-through, the outline of her bikini visible beneath. She kept her eyes on the ground, her cheeks flushed.

Presley was last, her tiny red micro bikini leaving almost nothing to the imagination. The fabric clung to her breasts, the thin straps stretching tight over her shoulders. Her hair was loose and wild, falling in tangled waves down her back. Her nipples were hard, pressing against the thin fabric. She walked with a confident stride, her hips swaying.

My cock twitched at the sight. Seeing them in barely anything never got old. I shifted my stance, adjusting my shorts so the bulge wasn’t obvious. I focused on checking the camera settings, but my eyes kept drifting up.

Zoey jogged over first, her breasts bouncing with each step. She tossed her flip-flops aside, sending them skidding across the sand, and wiggled her toes in the hot grains. She bent down, scooping up a handful of sand and letting it run through her fingers.

“Ready for action, Owen?” she called out, her voice bright.

“Just about.” I adjusted the camera strap around my neck, sliding the lens cap into my pocket. I glanced up at her, then back at the camera. “Where do you want to start?”

“Warm-ups,” Brynn said, already planting her feet shoulder-width apart. She started stretching her arms overhead, fingers laced together. She twisted at the waist, her crop top riding up to expose more skin. She bent sideways, reaching over her head, then straightened and repeated on the other side. She rolled her neck, tilting her head slowly from side to side.

“You can get some candid shots, but don’t be creepy.” She shot me a look, one eyebrow raised.

I raised my hands in surrender, letting the camera dangle from its strap. “I’ll try my best.” I backed up a step, careful not to cross the boundary lines.

Presley snorted, “You’re already failing, kid.” She smirked, then turned away, reaching up to tighten the knot on her bikini top. Her breasts shifted as she adjusted the fabric, the red triangles barely covering her nipples. She ran her fingers through her hair, shaking it out behind her shoulders.

I focused on the camera, but my cock was already half-hard, straining against my shorts. The girls moved into their warm-up routine, and I raised the camera, framing the shot.

Kinsley gave me a smile, her lips curling up as she glanced my way, then hurried to join the others gathering in a loose circle near the net. She jogged across the sand, her feet kicking up small puffs of grit with each step. The girls moved through a series of stretches, each one methodical and deliberate. Presley led the way, planting her feet shoulder-width apart and leaning forward, reaching for her toes with both hands. Her fingers brushed the sand as she held the stretch, hamstrings taut beneath her skin. Zoey mirrored her, bending at the waist, her bikini bottoms tightening over her hips as she stretched. Kinsley and Brynn followed, each lowering themselves until their hands hovered just above their toes, backs flat, legs straight.

They shifted into lunges, stepping forward one at a time. Presley placed her right foot ahead, dropping her back knee so it hovered just above the sand. She pressed her hips down, stretching out her thigh. Zoey moved next, her left leg forward, arms raised overhead for balance. The muscles in her legs flexed as she dipped into the lunge, her foot sinking slightly into the hot sand. Kinsley wobbled as she stepped forward, catching herself with a palm pressed to her thigh, then steadied and held the pose. Brynn took a longer stride, her knee nearly grazing the ground, her ponytail falling over her shoulder as she looked down.

Next, they shifted into toe-touches again, this time alternating sides. Presley stood tall, then bent at the waist, reaching her right hand to her left foot, twisting her torso. She straightened, then repeated on the other side. Zoey followed, tapping each foot in turn. Kinsley moved slower, concentrating on her balance, her hair sticking to her forehead in small damp strands. Brynn made it look easy, her hands grazing her toes on each side, never losing her rhythm.

They finished with arm circles. Presley extended her arms out to either side, fingers spread, and began rotating them in controlled circles. Zoey and Brynn did the same, their shoulders rolling as they widened the circles, first forward, then back. Kinsley’s arms wobbled at first, but she kept going. Sweat was already beading on their foreheads, glistening on their shoulders and collarbones. Droplets formed at their temples, sliding down to the edges of their cheeks, tracing lines over sun-warmed skin.

I snapped a few photos, raising my camera and framing the shot. The harsh sunlight forced me to squint as I adjusted the aperture, twisting the ring with my thumb and forefinger until the exposure looked right. I focused on Presley’s face, her features sharp with concentration, then shifted to Zoey, catching the line of her arm as she stretched overhead. I pressed the shutter, capturing the sweat glistening on their shoulders, the way their muscles stood out beneath their skin.

Zoey dropped to the sand for push-ups, dropping first to her knees, then planting her palms flat in the sand. She stretched her legs out behind her, toes digging in, and grinned at me from under her arm, her cheek pressed close to the ground. “Get my good side, Owen.”

I lowered the camera just enough to meet her eyes. “Which side is that?”

She stuck her tongue out, the tip peeking from between her lips. “All of them.” Her eyes sparkled with challenge as she held the plank position, elbows bent, chest hovering over the sand.

Brynn and Presley moved off to the side, picking up the volleyball. They started peppering the ball back and forth, standing about fifteen feet apart. Presley tossed the ball up with both hands, then snapped her wrists to send it arcing toward Brynn. Brynn shuffled her feet, knees bent, arms outstretched, and bumped the ball back with her forearms. The ball shot through the air, spinning slightly. Presley took two quick steps to her left, sand spraying out from under her feet, and popped the ball back, this time with more force.

Their legs flexed and extended as they moved, muscles working under tanned skin. Brynn dove for a low ball, dropping her weight and sliding across the sand on her hip. Her body twisted as she reached out, palm open, and she made contact with the ball, sending it back up. Sand stuck to her thigh and side as she popped back up to her feet, brushing her hand quickly over her hip to knock off some of the grit. I caught the moment in a burst of shots, finger tapping the shutter rapidly. Presley’s hair swung in a wide arc as she jumped, arms arched overhead, her bikini top straining to contain her breasts as she reached for the ball. The fabric shifted up slightly, exposing a line of skin beneath her ribs.

Kinsley hung back at the edge of the court, bouncing the ball in her hands. She tapped it against the sand once, then caught it, fingers splaying over the surface. She watched the others, her weight shifting from foot to foot, toes curling into the sand. I moved over to her, camera hanging from my neck.

“You okay?” I asked, crouching down until I was level with her.

She nodded, glancing at the others. “Just… warming up. The sand’s so hot.” She lifted one foot, brushing the sole with her hand, then set it back down, grimacing.

I crouched further, resting my elbows on my knees. “Get lost in the game and you won’t think about anything else.”

Her cheeks turned pink, a flush spreading across her cheekbones. “Thanks, camera boy.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, her gaze dropping to the ball in her lap.

I gave her space, pushing myself back up and returning to the side of the court. The girls started a proper drill, Presley clapping her hands and calling out, “Let’s go, serve and receive!” They lined up, Zoey at the baseline with the ball in her hands. She bounced it twice, then tossed it into the air. I tracked her through the viewfinder, squinting as I adjusted the focus ring. Zoey launched herself into the air, legs bent, hair flying behind her, arms outstretched. She struck the ball with the heel of her palm, sending it over the net with a smack.

Brynn lunged for it, feet digging into the sand, her arms swinging out to meet the ball. Sand flew up around her ankles as she made contact, sending the ball arcing back. Presley barked out instructions, her voice clear over the sound of the ball hitting skin. “Move your feet! Don’t let the sun blind you, Brynn!” Presley paced along the sideline, one hand shielding her eyes, the other gesturing toward the ball.

Brynn shot back, not missing a beat, “Maybe if you’d serve somewhere besides my face!” She crouched low, ready for the next ball, her mouth twisted in a half-smile.

Presley grinned, tossing her hair back. “Maybe if you’d block for once!” She served again, this time aiming for the far corner. Zoey laughed, bending over with her hands on her knees, chest heaving as she caught her breath. Sweat trickled down her stomach, glistening in the sun, the sand clinging to her thighs and the backs of her knees in uneven patches. I caught a shot of her wiping her brow with the back of her hand, her bikini top pulled tight across her chest, the fabric stretched over her breasts.

I kept snapping photos, moving in close for action shots, then stepping back for wider frames. I walked along the sideline, boots sinking into the sand, camera pressed to my face. The heat was relentless, the sun beating down, making the air shimmer above the court. The girls’ skin glistened, sweat beading and running in rivulets down their arms and legs. Their bodies were streaked with sand, patches sticking to their stomachs, thighs, and shoulders. Brynn’s shorts rode up as she dove for another ball, the fabric bunched high on her hips, exposing the curve of her ass as she landed on her side. She rolled over, brushing sand off her skin, then sprang back to her feet. Presley’s bikini top shifted every time she jumped, the straps digging into her shoulders, the cups threatening to lose their battle with gravity as her breasts bounced with each leap.

After a while, Zoey called a break, raising her hand and waving everyone in. She dropped to her knees beside me, her thighs pressing into the sand, and grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler. She twisted the cap off with quick fingers, tipped the bottle back, and gulped down several mouthfuls. Water dripped down her chin, trailing over her neck and pooling in the hollow above her cleavage. “Got any good ones?” she asked, nodding at my camera.

“Plenty. You’re basically a one-woman highlight reel.” I scrolled through a few shots, turning the camera so she could see.

She grinned, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, water glistening on her skin. “That’s what I like to hear.” She leaned back on her hands, stretching her legs out in front of her, toes wiggling in the sand.

Kinsley sat in the shade of the net post, hugging her knees to her chest. Her arms wrapped around her shins, chin resting on her kneecaps. I knelt beside her, placing one knee in the sand.

“You’re doing great,” I said, watching her face. “Want to try a few solo shots now?”

She hesitated, eyes flicking to the others, then nodded. I raised my camera as she stood, brushing sand off her calves. She stepped to the baseline, ball in hand, and practiced her serve. She tossed the ball up, arm extended, face set in concentration. Her other arm swung forward, striking the ball with an open palm. Sand clung to her calves, her hair sticking to her forehead in damp strands. I took several shots, capturing the tension in her muscles, the focus in her eyes.

Presley called everyone back for one last round of drills. The girls trudged back onto the court, moving slower now, their bodies weighed down by sweat and fatigue. Sweat poured down their bodies, trickling between their breasts, running down their backs, pooling at the small of their backs and in the creases of their elbows. Sand stuck to every inch of skin, clinging to damp thighs, stomachs, and the undersides of their breasts. I kept shooting, camera clicking with every leap, every stretch, every gritty moment. Brynn leapt for a block, arms high, fingers spread, her shorts riding even higher on her hips. Presley dove for a dig, her body stretched out flat, bikini top barely covering her breasts as she landed chest-first in the sand. Zoey spiked the ball, muscles straining, sweat flying from her arms.

By the end of practice, they were all sprawled in the sand, bodies limp, breathing hard. Presley lay on her back, arms flung out, chest rising and falling rapidly. Brynn sat with her knees bent, head tipped back, sweat running down her neck. Zoey rolled onto her stomach, cheek pressed to her forearm, eyes closed. Kinsley sat cross-legged, elbows on her knees, hair plastered to her forehead. I lowered my camera, the final shots of the day complete. My arms ached, sweat soaking through my shirt. I was so tired I could pass out right there in the sand. I couldn’t even imagine what the girls must have felt like. They had worked their bikini-clad butts off, every muscle showing the effort. I felt bad for feeling this tired when the girls had worked much harder than I had. They were the bread and butter of the entire team and probably the entire town.
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CHAPTER 10

Bill picked us up in his SUV at sunset. The sky was still streaked with the last orange light, and the air had finally cooled off. The vehicle rolled up to the curb outside the rental house, headlights throwing pale beams across the driveway. I stepped out first, feeling the rough grit of sand still clinging to my ankles from the afternoon. The girls came out behind me, laughing as they jostled for space, towels slung around their necks, flip-flops slapping the concrete.

Zoey tossed her bag into the back seat, the strap catching on the headrest. She tugged it free and slid in after, knees brushing the seat in front of her as she scooted over to make room. I ducked my head, careful not to bang it on the doorframe, and wedged myself in beside her. The seat was warm from the sun. Kinsley followed, her bare legs brushing against mine as she squeezed into the narrow space on my other side, adjusting her shorts with one hand.

Brynn and Presley took the middle row. Brynn climbed in first, dropping her phone in the cupholder and kicking her sandals off onto the floor mat. Presley slid in beside her, swinging her legs up and tucking her feet under the seat to get comfortable. She propped her elbow on the backrest, her hair sticking to her damp shoulders.

Bill closed the rear hatch, checking that all the gear bags were stowed, then climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. The dashboard lights flickered on, casting green and blue glows across his hands as he gripped the wheel. He glanced in the rearview mirror, making sure everyone had their seatbelt on.

As we pulled out, the last rays of sunlight flashed across the windshield. The road to the pier was mostly empty, just a couple of cars parked along the curb and a few people walking dogs. The girls talked quietly, voices low and tired after the long day. I watched the houses slide past, windows glowing with early evening light.

The drive didn’t take long. Bill parked at the far end of the lot, right under a streetlamp. We piled out, one by one. Presley hopped down from the middle row, landing with a soft thud, then stretched her arms above her head. Brynn followed, grabbing her sandals and slipping them back on. Zoey nudged Kinsley to move faster, and we all made our way toward the pier.

The BBQ place was at the end of the pier, right above the water. The wooden planks creaked under our feet as we walked, salt air brushing over our skin. Lights hung from the rafters, strung in loose loops that cast yellow pools onto the deck. The windows looked straight out over the waves, glass panes streaked with the last of the sun’s orange glow. The air inside was cooler, the breeze slipping in through the open doors.

Most of the tables were outside, but Bill led us through the sliding doors to a booth inside, right next to the biggest window in the place. The floorboards flexed under my sneakers as I followed him. The booth was wide, with red vinyl seats and a table polished to a dull shine. I slid in next to Brynn, the seat squeaking under my weight. She shifted to make room, her bare thigh pressing against mine for a second before she settled. Zoey and Kinsley sat across from us, Zoey dropping her bag on the floor and leaning back, Kinsley smoothing her hair behind her ears as she sat. Presley took the end seat, closest to Bill, who settled in at the head of the table.

The sun was low enough now that the glass glowed with a soft orange. It threw an oblong patch of light across the tabletop. Outside, the water reflected the colors of the sky, streaks of gold and pink rippling with each wave.

Menus were stacked at the end of the table, but nobody reached for them. The girls were still in their beach clothes. Brynn wore a faded tank top and bikini bottoms. Zoey had on a loose t-shirt, sleeves rolled up, and a pair of cutoffs that rode high on her thighs. Kinsley’s sports bra peeked out from under her open button-down, her shorts cinched tight at the waist. Presley’s bikini top was visible under her mesh coverup, the thin fabric clinging to the curves of her breasts, and her shorts hung low on her hips, exposing the deep V of her pelvis.

The waiter came over, pad in hand. He was young, maybe college age, and he did a double-take at our table. His gaze lingered for a second on the girls—on Presley’s bare shoulders, on Zoey’s tanned legs—before he caught himself and looked down at his notepad.

“Hey, can I get the full rack of ribs?” Zoey said, not even glancing at the menu. She leaned forward, elbows on the table, her hair falling over her face. “With fries. And a side of cornbread.” She pushed her hair back, tucking it behind her ear as she waited for him to write.

Brynn didn’t wait for him to finish, “I’ll take the brisket platter. Mac and cheese, green beans, and do you have sweet tea?” She looked right at him.

He nodded, clearing his throat. “Uh, yes. Sweet tea.” He scribbled on his pad, pen moving quickly.

Kinsley looked up from her phone, fingers still tapping the screen. “Pulled pork sandwich, please. No onions. And, um, coleslaw.” She glanced at the waiter, then back at her phone.

Presley didn’t bother with the menu either. She leaned back, crossing her arms under her chest so her breasts pushed up against the thin mesh of her coverup. “Ribs. Double order. Extra sauce. And a pitcher of beer for the table.” She turned to Bill and raised an eyebrow, her lips curving in a half-smile. “That’s allowed, right?”

Bill shrugged, resting his forearms on the table. “As long as you don’t tell your sponsors.” He grinned, eyes crinkling at the corners.

I ordered last, going for the smoked chicken and fries. The waiter scribbled it all down, eyes wide, and hurried off. His sneakers squeaked on the floor as he backed away, glancing over his shoulder at our table before disappearing behind the counter.

Zoey leaned back, stretching her arms overhead. Her t-shirt rode up, exposing a strip of flat stomach and the bottom curve of her bikini top. She let out a long breath, arching her back so her breasts lifted under the shirt. “I’m starving. Practice today was brutal.” She dropped her arms and slouched in the seat, legs stretched out under the table until her foot bumped Kinsley’s shin.

Brynn nudged me with her elbow. She shifted closer, the side of her breast brushing my arm through the thin fabric of her tank top. “You keeping up with all the photos, Owen? Or are you just here for the free food?” She grinned.

I grinned back. “I’ll have enough shots for the socials and the sponsors. I might even get one of you eating ribs, if you’re not careful.” I reached down to check my camera, making sure the lens cap was off and the settings were right for the low light. My fingers brushed the cool metal, and I glanced up, catching the reflection of Brynn’s face in the window.

She rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. The window behind her caught the last light, and her green eyes looked almost gold for a second. A strand of hair fell across her cheek, and she brushed it away with the back of her hand.

Bill cleared his throat, shifting in his seat. He drummed his fingers on the tabletop, the motion drawing everyone’s attention. “Alright, listen up. I’ve got news.” He leaned forward, elbows braced on the table, shoulders hunched.

Presley leaned forward, arms crossed under her chest. Her breasts pressed together, the mesh coverup strainig. “Good news or bad news?” Her lips parted just enough to show the tip of her tongue.

Nobody spoke for a moment. The light outside faded a little more, and the first of the pier lights flickered on, their reflections dancing on the water below.

He shook his head, the muscles along his neck flexing with the motion. “Tournament. Next week. We’re signed up for the Gulf Coast Open. It’s a big one. Teams from all over Florida. It’ll be a couple days on the road, and the winner gets twenty grand.”

Zoey’s eyebrows shot up. She let out a low, impressed whistle and leaned back in her chair, her right arm draped over the seat’s backrest. “Twenty thousand?”

He nodded, eyes scanning each of us in turn. “That’s right. The sponsors wants results. If we place, that money covers travel, gear, and keeps the program running. If we bomb out…” He paused, the words hanging in the air. His mouth snapped shut, and he pressed his lips together. The table went quiet, the tension settling over us like a heavy blanket.

Kinsley dropped her gaze to her lap. She picked up the napkin beside her plate, folding the corner over and over with her fingers. Her nails, painted pale pink, dug into the soft paper as she twisted it tighter, the edges bunching up between her knuckles. Brynn’s lips thinned, her expression tightening as she gripped her fork, pressing the tines into the wood of the table. Presley didn’t blink or look away from Bill, her eyes fixed on him, jaw working as she chewed the inside of her cheek. “So, this is the real deal.”

Bill nodded once. “I want you all focused. More practice, more time on the sand. Owen, I want you to get good shots at this tournament. The sponsors are watching. We need the publicity.”

I nodded, sitting up straighter in my seat. “I’ll get everything you need.”

Zoey leaned forward, her elbows on the table, and shot me a wide grin. “We need to push harder with the drills.”

A commotion from the kitchen doors made us all glance over. The waiter struggled through the swinging doors, arms trembling as he balanced two oversized trays, each one loaded with plates. He set the first tray on the edge of our table, the plastic clattering as he steadied it with both hands, and began distributing the food. Zoey’s order came first: a heaping pile of ribs stacked high, the bones poking out from under a thick layer of sticky, reddish-brown sauce. The sauce dripped down the meat, pooling on the plate. Zoey grabbed a rib with both hands, the sauce immediately smearing across her fingers, and tore a chunk free with her teeth, not bothering to wipe her mouth.

Presley’s plate was even more loaded. The waiter slid it in front of her, and she barely waited for him to finish before reaching for the first rack. Two full racks of ribs, the meat glistening and wet, filled her plate. She grabbed a bone at the end, her fingers pressing into the sticky meat, and ripped the rib free from the rest of the rack. She bit in, teeth sinking into the tender flesh, juice running down her chin. She didn’t grab a napkin, just kept eating, the mess spreading across her knuckles and wrists.

Brynn’s brisket came next, a thick mound of sliced beef piled high on her plate, the edges dark with bark. Next to it, a mountain of mac and cheese, the noodles coated in a creamy, yellow sauce. She stabbed her fork into the brisket, twisting it to break off a chunk, then scooped up a forkful of mac and cheese, the cheese stretching in strings from the plate to her mouth.

Kinsley’s sandwich arrived last. The bun was oversized, domed and golden, barely containing the thick slab of fried chicken and slaw inside. She picked it up with both hands, her small fingers barely able to wrap around the bread, and brought it to her mouth. She took a careful bite, lips closing around the edge, eyes flicking up and around the table as she chewed. She set the sandwich down gently, careful not to let the filling spill out, and reached for her napkin to dab at the corners of her mouth.

I picked up my fork and knife and cut into my chicken, the crust crackling under the blade. I speared a piece, brought it to my mouth, and chewed, but my eyes kept drifting to the girls across the table. Presley was hunched over her plate, elbows planted wide, her bikini top stretched tight across her chest. The red straps cut into her freckled shoulders, the fabric barely containing her breasts as she leaned forward to grab another napkin from the stack in the center of the table. The motion pushed her chest forward, the soft curve of her cleavage almost spilling out over the edge of the top. She didn’t seem to notice, or care, that half the table could see down her top as she wiped her fingers on a napkin and reached for another rib.

Bill sat at the head of the table, working methodically through a pulled pork platter. He used his fork to shred the meat, then scooped up a bite and chewed, his eyes moving from one of us to the next. He didn’t say anything, just watched, his face unreadable as he ate. The waiter returned with a tray of drinks, setting down frosty mugs of beer in front of everyone except Kinsley. She shook her head when the glass was offered, pushing it gently away with her fingertips, and pulled her iced tea closer instead. Presley reached for the pitcher, her hand sticky with sauce, and filled the glasses around the table, the amber liquid sloshing into each mug.

Zoey licked her fingers, dragging her tongue along each one, and grinned at me from across the table. “You ever shoot a tournament before, Owen?”

I set my fork down, wiped my hands on my napkin, and shook my head. “This will be the first time,” I said. “I’ve only done weddings and events before all this. But, I think weddings are just as chaotic as volleyball matches.”

Bill swallowed, then picked up his napkin and wiped his mouth, pressing the cloth into the corners before answering. “I’ve seen your previous work. Your portfolio really impressed us.”

Brynn leaned back in her chair, the wood creaking under her weight. She ran a hand through her hair, brushing it back from her face, and nodded at me. “The pictures I’ve seen from him are amazing. When they go up on the socials the entire town will know who he is.”

Kinsley looked up from her plate, her hands curled around the sandwich. “Will there be a lot of people at the matches?”

Bill nodded, setting his fork down and folding his hands in front of him. “Crowds, sponsors, scouts. It’s a big deal.”

Kinsley’s face lost what little color it had. Her lips parted, and she sucked in a shallow breath, but she nodded, shoulders hunched. Presley reached over, her hand sticky with rib sauce, and squeezed Kinsley’s shoulder, her thumb rubbing just above the strap of Kinsley’s tank top. “You’ll be fine, kid. We’re here for you.”

The sun dropped lower outside the window. The light shifted, the orange glow fading to a deep purple that spilled across the table and painted the girls’ faces in shadow. The glass panes reflected the last hints of daylight, and the waves below the pier rolled in, crashing against the pilings, the motion visible through the window. I picked up my beer, the glass cold and slick in my hand, and took a long drink, the liquid washing down the last bite of chicken. I stared out at the horizon, watching the sun’s edge dip below the water, the sky streaked with violet and blue.

Twenty thousand dollars. I felt the weight of that number press down on my chest, heavy and insistent. I wasn’t even one of the players, but the pressure was there. I wanted the team to win. I wanted to do my part, even if it was just taking pictures. The town needed this win. The girls needed it. I set my glass down, the bottom thumping against the wood, and flexed my fingers, already thinking about camera angles and the shots I’d need to capture for every moment.

Zoey caught me staring out the window. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then pointed her rib bone at me. “You thinking about the money?”

I shook my head and smiled. “Thinking about the shots I need to get,” I said. “And how I’m going to keep sand out of my camera.”

Brynn snorted, her laugh short. Presley grinned, her mouth full of rib meat, sauce smeared across her lips and chin. Bill’s mouth twitched, the corners of his lips turning up in the first real smile I’d seen from him all night.

The sun finally dipped below the waterline, the last bit of light fading from the sky. The violet deepened, shadows crawling across the table. I watched the darkness settle in, the girls finishing their meals, the waves outside rolling in steady and slow, filling the silence between us. Presley leaned back in her chair, finally wiping her mouth with a napkin, and stretched her arms overhead, her bikini top riding up her ribs and exposing a sliver of pale skin just above her waist. For a moment, nobody spoke. We all just sat there, the weight of the coming week pressing in, the last light of day gone.
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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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