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The Crown Comes Home


Irolled over and blinked into the coastal morning, every shade of blue possible bleeding through my bedroom window. My phone said 5:57 a.m., which was three minutes before my alarm and about twenty minutes before the invasion would begin. The house was still and humming at the same time, the kind of anticipation you only feel before a massive swell or a big family drop-in.

I took a minute to breathe it in. Yeah, the place was quiet, no footsteps, no giggling girls raiding my fridge or fighting over who got the last clean towel. The air was briny with a Pacific edge, faint notes of coffee still lingering from last night's brew. If you want the truth, there was a low-key buzz to the whole thing, even before actual caffeine.

I'd lived in this house for almost six months, but it had never once felt like mine until now, this week, this moment. Uncle Dean's ghost haunted half the hallways. I'd left his surfboard right where he'd wanted it: stretched above the stone fireplace, its battered glass a permanent war story. Every shelf was an accidental time capsule, vintage fins, Polaroids turned sepia at the edges, a trophy for "Best Air" from a contest so old the sponsor logo had faded to a ghost. Dean's hats hung on the coatrack, battered and salt-stained, each one a different shade of reckless youth.

Right now, though, it wasn't about nostalgia. It was Surf King week, the campus-wide circus where GCU's top surf jocks tried to out-shred each other for the title and a shot at taking down the local pros. Maybe it was just one more "bro-lympics" to everyone else, but for the Donovans? It was the closest thing we had to a family religion.

And the high priests of my clan were about to knock on the door.

I slipped into a board-tee and shorts, ran my hands through my hair (messy was on-brand), and padded down the hall to crank some music, the mellow old-school stuff Dad liked, just in case. Didn't hurt to stack the mood in my favor. The house felt different already, like it knew a reunion was coming.

The first to arrive, naturally, was Sadie. My little sister was genetically engineered to surprise: green-gold eyes sharp as knives and the personality of a fun-sized wrecking ball. She came up the stone path at a dead sprint, two duffel bags slamming against her legs, and hammered the door with a fist that could probably shatter glass.

I opened it just in time to catch her mid-knock.

"Well look at you," Sadie said, grinning like a demon. "GQ cover shoot at dawn, or is this just how campus kings wake up?"

"Funny. I was going for 'guy who is not at all worried about his little sister showing up to cramp his style.'"

She rolled her eyes. "You keep telling yourself that. I already checked, by the way, you're trending on the GCU Confessions page. Comment section is mostly thirsty girls debating whether you're a Golden Retriever or a closet bad boy. I'm leaning toward the latter."

I hung my head in fake shame, but she was already weaving past me to drop her bags in the middle of the living room. That was a classic Sadie move: own the space before anyone else could.

A few beats later, I heard the familiar crunch of truck tires rolling over gravel. Dad's ride was unmistakable. It sounded like an old blues song with just enough engine trouble to make you feel alive. Jack Donovan, Wave Philosopher, appeared at the open door with a six-pack of cold brew, a bag of bagels, and a sunburned grin that could jumpstart your day before you even finished blinking.

He paused at the threshold and just looked around. Like he was letting the whole house wash over him.

"Ah, man," Jack said. "You can smell the history. And the socks. But mostly the history."

Sadie barked a laugh. I probably grinned harder than I should have. Dad's gaze raked the walls, skipping over the random decor straight to Dean's beat-up board over the fireplace. He walked to it, no rush, running his calloused hand along the cracked fiberglass like he could read the stories in every groove.

"Pure Donovan history," he said, and I swear his voice went soft enough to break. "Dean'd be proud you kept this place just the way he liked it."

I shrugged like it was no big deal, but the truth was: if you lined up every surf trophy and emerald coast sunset in my life, nothing ever hit like Dad's approval, even when he pretended it didn't matter.

That's when Mom showed up. Eleanor never announced herself, she just flowed into the room like a sharper-edged version of the sun itself. Her hair was swept into a no-nonsense knot, her linen pants somehow both spotless and perfect for the beach, and that Leica camera already dangling from her neck, lens capped but ready for action.

She didn't say "hello" so much as immediately start composing shots, her exact words: "Don't move. The light on the staircase is perfect." I wasn't sure if she meant me or the actual staircase.

She prowled the room with silent focus, snapping candids of Dean's faded surf posters, the battered leather sofa, the way morning light cut across the coffee table like a line of fire.

I watched her photograph a wall of sun-faded family shots: Dad in his prime, hair wild and eyes reckless, next to Uncle Dean holding a glass trophy the size of a toddler. In most of the pictures, I was a little kid or an awkward teen, always half a step behind the adults, always watching. Now, in this house, I was the one they'd come to see.

Weird. Proud. Terrifying.

Sadie plopped herself onto the couch, feet up, thumbing through her phone. "Hey, Mom, think you can get a candid of King Dono here? He's super shy about his new title."

I groaned. "Don't start that. It's just some stupid Rush Week thing—"

She cut me off, feigning a bored yawn. "I've seen your name painted on the tunnel by the campus center. 'Long live King Dono.' Is that subtle, or are we just ignoring the obvious?"

Dad snorted and flopped onto the other end of the couch. "I never got graffiti. Dean used to say, if you want to be famous, win a contest and let the ocean do the talking."

Mom just shook her head and kept shooting. "People document what matters to them. Even primitive cultures understood that."

Sadie's grin was full-charged now. "How's your 'royal court' shaping up, big guy? Is Summer still following you around campus like she used to follow you around the high school parking lot, or did she get dethroned by that brunette with the scary smart eyes? I saw her Instagram stories from the bonfire last weekend."

I considered throwing a bagel at her, but then remembered the camera and decided not to give her evidence.

"Tell you what," I said. "You set up a group chat and I'll let you know when the royal court is accepting applications."

Dad burst out laughing. "That's my boy. No point fighting the rumors. Just surf harder, let 'em chase your wake."

Sadie mimed a little crown over my head. "All hail. I vote for a scepter next."

Mom eyed me over the rim of her camera, eyebrow up. "Just avoid any tabloid-worthy incidents. Your father's generation kept the drama to the surf break."

"Except for the time Dean tried to streak the homecoming bonfire," Jack countered, deadpan. "Or when you won that bet at the party and made him eat a raw sea urchin."

"Details," Mom said, hiding a smile.

We bantered like that for at least ten minutes, the house slowly filling with that rare feeling: belonging. Even when Sadie roasted me or Dad went nostalgic, I couldn't help but feel like the place finally made sense with them in it.

Then, as the bagels ran low and the morning got brighter, Dad grew serious for a second.

"You ready, West?" he asked. "You've been working up to this, even if you pretend you don't care. Surf King's a big deal out here."

I shrugged and played it off. "It's just another contest. I mean, not like the waves care whether you're king or some random freshman wiping out in front of everyone."

Sadie snorted so loud she nearly spilled her juice. "Bullshit! You've been talking about this since Day One. Since before Day One. Remember that group chat with Tyler and all those surf guys? You posted stats on every Surf King finalist for the past decade."

I felt heat rising in my cheeks, never a good sign. "That was research. Unlike some people, I like to know my competition."

Dad grinned wider. He'd read me like surf reports since I was ten years old. "Don't let the pressure get to you, Dono. You got the talent. Just ride your wave. The rest is noise."

Mom moved back in, snapping a close-up that probably caught my entire emotional crisis in Ultra HD. "He enjoys the challenge. If he didn't, he'd be hiding out in that studio apartment in Venice."

I tried to look offended, but she was right. Part of me loved this, the chaos, the expectations, even the raw nerves.

Sadie swung her legs off the couch. "Admit it, West. You want this. You want the title, the attention, the whole thing. It's the only Donovan tradition you actually give a shit about."

I exhaled, all the pretense falling away. "Fine. Yeah. I want it. But I want to win on my terms, not just because some people painted my name on a wall."

Dad tossed me a set of Jeep keys, the original, dented ones, still attached to a mini surfboard. "Then let's go show 'em what a real king looks like."

We loaded up fast, Sadie calling shotgun before anyone else could even blink, her bags bouncing in the back. Mom took a few last photos "for posterity," she said, but I suspected they'd end up in a private collection called "my child's awkward face, volumes 1-12."

Dad claimed the passenger seat from Sadie, coffee in hand, sunglasses on, humming some Stones tune from the Jurassic era.

As I backed the Jeep down the winding cliff drive, the morning sun blasted through the windshield like a searchlight. The Pacific was alive, waves rolling in long perfect lines, sunlight shattering into diamonds on the surface all the way to Japan. Every hair on my arm stood up. The university campus lay sprawled below, white walls and red tile roofs clinging to the cliffs like old-world royalty refusing to let go.

This was Surf King week. This was my family, with all their quirks and competing agendas. For all the shit I gave Sadie (and she gleefully returned), I wouldn't have wanted anyone else riding shotgun.

If the rumors were true, and the whole campus was waiting to see if King Dono could live up to the legend, well, at least my pit crew was better than anyone else's.

I glanced in the mirror and caught Eleanor, already angling her camera for a shot of the coastline through the rear window, face half-lit by sun and memory. Dad pointed out something on the horizon to Sadie, who was already plotting which campus coffee stop had the best donuts. There was noise, and laughter, and all the little reminders that history wasn't something you just inherited, you rewrote it, wave by wave.

We hit the bottom of the drive, the campus gates yawning open ahead, light bouncing across the hood, Pacific stretching out forever below. I gunned the engine just a little, enough to show I was here, present, ready for whatever came next.

Surf King week had officially started.

***

Every Surf King week kicked off with opening practice: the unofficial ritual where Coach Mick Murphy tried to scare the rust out of us before the real heats began. Even the waves seemed to know the difference.

We got to the break before sunrise, the Jeep's headlights chasing ghosts along the curve of the cliff road. Sadie and Dad bailed out with barely a goodbye, she was off to hunt down GCU's best breakfast burrito, and he said something about finding "the old crew." Mom uncapped her camera and started scanning the horizon like an assassin looking for the perfect shot. My job was to look like I belonged, which in this crowd meant being ten percent cocky, ninety percent impossible to rattle.

Mick was already pacing the high tide line, his whistle swinging from one knuckle, perfectly timed with the impatient cursing he reserved just for us.

"Dono! You finish your beauty sleep, or did you bring the campus court along as a flotation device?"

"My ego keeps me buoyant," I called back, grinning just enough to get a snort from Kai.

Coach didn't waste time on warm-ups. He tossed his clipboard and just pointed at the water. "Out. Pace yourself or you're dead by the third heat. I want to see lines, no showboating. This isn't a reality TV audition."

I jogged to the sand, every nerve on. The beach was already slashed with early risers: team guys shaking out, a couple girls in GCU sweatshirts gossiping about which pros might show, and a slow tide of campus voyeurs gathering on the bluffs. The sun barely cleared the edge of the water, but the air was alive and vibrating, first light at its best.

I dipped under the first break, the cold smack of Pacific like a reset button for whatever anxiety you thought you brought with you. The board felt perfect, just enough flex to cut the face, enough history to remind you what you were here for.

At the back of the pack, Kai was already in rare form.

"You see the peanut gallery?" he said, teeth flashing. "I swear it gets bigger every year. Or maybe your legend just outpaces your actual surfing."

"Maybe they're here for you," I said. "Rumor is, someone photoshopped your ass onto the 'Welcome to GCU' billboard."

He howled and paddled ahead, spraying saltwater. "Let's see if you can keep up, Your Eminence."

We jockeyed for position while Mick started his show from shore. First drill, quick sprints down the line, then rail-to-rail cutbacks, then a show-your-best run for whoever had enough left in the tank.

Mick kept up a running commentary for the crowd, which seemed to grow with every passing minute.

"Donovan! Your old man would've hit that high and tight. Are you planning to finish the turn today or send an apology note to the wave you missed?"

I dropped in low, threw everything into a clean snap, and for a split second felt Dean's ghost laughing beside me. I heard Sadie's voice, she must've found her way back: "Hey, at least he looks hotter in a wetsuit!" A ripple of laughter floated down the sand.

Mick changed gears without warning. "Dean would've cut right there. Nice, but not enough. Run it again."

I was hyperaware of everything. The chill at the base of my spine from the water, the salty sweat under my rash guard, the way Mom's camera snapped at the exact second I went vertical on the lip. It was addictive, being watched like that, every move a new piece of evidence.

At the lineup, Kai coasted up next to me, watching the shore with a predator's grin.

"Your fan club's multiplying, Dono. You want a full census, or just the highlights?"

I followed his nod, and there they were. Summer right up front, arms crossed but with that pinched focus that said she was analyzing my every turn. Victoria stood composed, hair perfect despite the sea breeze, phone in hand but not filming, like she didn't need receipts, she remembered everything anyway. Sam waved both hands so wildly I almost wiped out laughing. Skylar gave me a two-finger salute, sunglasses catching the sun. Behind them, Bella picked her way down the sand trying not to spill her coffee, and Keilani trailed with the body language of someone about to walk into an ambush.

I did a quick scan but Aria was nowhere. The absence felt deliberate. She was the only one not here, not making this part of her brand or anyone else's. A strategic blackout, and I respected it, but for a split second I wondered what she'd think of seeing all this from the outside.

Kai broke my train of thought with a sharp elbow to the ribs. "Eyes up, King. Let's see if you can actually close the deal."

I paddled for the next big set, determined to prove something, maybe to myself, maybe to the coach still shouting at the horizon. The takeoff was pure muscle memory. I caught the wall, bottom-turned sharp, then floored it hard enough to feel my ribcage rattle. The spray stung, the light blinded, and for a few glorious seconds I absolutely hammered the finish, snapping off the closeout right in front of the shore break where the crowd was thickest.

Mick's whistle ripped the air. "That's what I'm talking about! Run it back, but cleaner. I want the old man's instinct, the uncle's style, and maybe, if I'm lucky, a little something original."

I loved the pressure. I hated the pressure. I was built for exactly this kind of scrutiny.

The practice kept escalating: short leashes, ruthless feedback, and endurance runs that had even the best guys on the squad gassing by the end. The entire time, the eyes on the beach never left us. I caught Mom on the move: stalking for angles, clicking through different lenses, sometimes pausing just long enough to squint and nod before picking off another shot. She was in a league of her own, a sniper in Top Gun shades.

Midway through, we regrouped at the lineup. Kai bobbed next to me, winded, but never missing a beat.

"You think the cheer captain's there for you or just taking notes for the next rally?"

I glanced at Sam. She was now posing for selfies with Jade, who looked determined to photobomb every shot.

"Probably both," I said. "Cheer squads run on attention. Campus currency."

Kai cackled. "Watch out. You keep priming the pump and eventually you're gonna have to deliver. That's the law of kings."

As the final sets rolled in, Mick shifted to competition mode. "This isn't a photoshoot, Dono. Stop playing for the crowd and surf the wave in front of you."

Except the crowd only got louder. By now, the bluffs were stacked with students, phones out, Instagram feeds boiling over. I could practically feel the hot pulse of expectation hitting my back with every paddle stroke.

I ran the next line with all the subtlety of a highlight reel: big opening turn, clean float, then an extra punch on the closeout just to give the sideline some drama. Even Mick let out a grudging "Better!" which for him was the equivalent of applause.

Practice finally wound down. Half the team bailed early, gassed, burned, or just not hungry enough for the main event. I took the last wave alone, just me and the ocean and the full-color drone of campus drama humming from shore.

The drop was perfect. I knew before my foot even planted, before the tail bit and the rail sliced the face. This was the kind of wave Uncle Dean would've bragged about all month, the kind Dad would've pretended not to care about, but couldn't stop talking about over beers.

The ride was fast, brutal, and pure. I ran the closeout up onto the sand, flicked my board clear, and for a second stood exactly where every damn rumor wanted me: King Dono, master of ceremonies, favorite to win it all.

Instead of ducking the noise, I looked straight at the crowd, at Summer's raised eyebrow, Victoria's little half-smile, the way Sam jumped up and whooped, the way Skylar gave a lazy, approving nod from the edges. Bella clapped, her smile shy but real, while Keilani hovered fiercely at her shoulder, doing her best not to look impressed.

Phones raised. A ripple of voices, then a surge as the student body closed in to catch the aftermath: the guy in the wetsuit who was supposed to be GCU's golden ticket.

I caught Mom's lens, right at the edge, and gave the smallest nod, half challenge, half thanks.

The campus wanted a king? Fine. I'd give them one.

But as the crowd pressed closer and the morning heat started to bite, I noticed something down the beach. Past the bluffs, past the last cluster of students, the AquaVibe sponsor village was coming alive: tents snapping open, banners catching the wind, staffers in branded polos hauling equipment toward the waterline.

The machinery of the real contest was already learning my name.

Surf King week had barely begun.

The crown was still up for grabs.


AquaVibe Weather


You could smell the money before you saw it, polished glass, neon surfboards, and enough coconut sunscreen in the air to gas a small country. Sponsor Village was already awake and pulsing, the commercial heart of the Surf King Festival, a grid of branded pavilions wedged between the competition zone and the volleyball courts. Everywhere you looked, logos screamed for attention: energy drinks, sunglasses, protein bars, each booth fighting to own a slice of beach real estate.

But at the center of it all, AquaVibe didn't just flex. They dominated. Their flagship installation was a two-story neon palace, glowing blue and white above every other pavilion, LED walls pulsing with influencer sizzle reels and product hero shots. A curved wall of mirror-sheen panels, neon blues and hot coral accents running like veins through the whole setup. Even the boards on the racks glowed. I counted at least eight models on display, each perched like art. Promo banners fluttered overhead: AquaVibe x Surf King, GCU's official "Board of Legends," and, looming largest, two oversized LED screens flashing the brand's campaign stats to the whole festival.

Inside, the air was cooler, cut with high-end AC and the buzz of ambition. Aria and Lila had their own corner, one long white counter, backed by a digital wall that scrolled with Miss Surf King real-time rankings. Aria perched on a branded stool, all business, while Lila draped herself across the edge of the display like she owned the place.

Aria was deep in review mode, scrolling an iPad like a Wall Street trader, ponytail perfect and not a single hair out of place. She wore a slate-blue crop top that matched the pop accents on the AquaVibe boards, and she’d paired it with white shorts slim enough to say “athlete” but tailored enough for the runway. There wasn’t a speck of sand on her sneakers. She was so focused on the screen she didn’t clock me at first.

Lila did. She gave me the kind of look that licked every inch of skin before summer even had a chance. Her hair was wild, loose waves cascading over one shoulder, and she’d gone for bold, lemon-yellow bikini top under a mesh tank, cutoff shorts, half the buttons done as an afterthought. She spun off the counter and made a show of stretching, arching her back and letting her hip bump the display like it was an accident.

“Look who washed up,” Lila crowed. “If it isn’t campus royalty. You here to sign our boards, or just boost the local morale?”

“Little of both,” I said. “But I heard this was where all the best talent was hiding out.”

She beamed and flopped back onto the counter, propping herself up on both elbows so her cleavage pretty much became its own exhibit. “Aria’s been masterminding our Miss Surf King campaign like we’re running for president. I’m just here for the free swag and the company.”

Aria looked up then, face shifting from ice goddess to caught-off-guard, then smoothing back to professional in half a blink. “We’re uploading new content for the day,” she said, voice low and steady. “The campaign dashboard updates every ten minutes. The leaders get pushed to the festival homepage and the big LED wall out there.” She jerked her chin toward a massive screen visible from the beach. “No pressure.”

I drifted closer, clocking the digital dashboard behind them. The numbers were wild, profiles, likes, brand engagement, and a running tally with Aria and Lila locked in a neck-and-neck sprint. Their selfie numbers were dwarfed, though, by a trio of image posts that absolutely dominated the side feed.

And there it was, my photos. From our golden hour beach shoot: Aria standing in the surf, AquaVibe board under one arm, caught mid-laugh, hair windblown and eyes glittering. Lila sprawled in the sand, propped on one elbow, board balanced at her hip, a pose that should’ve been pure pinup but was somehow more honest, more raw. And the shot of them together, off-guard and almost leaning into each other, with the Pacific burning gold behind them. The engagement numbers weren’t even close. My stuff tripled the likes of the pro photographer’s catalog shots.

Lila grinned at the screen, then at Aria, and then me. “Guess the secret’s out. Your guy here doesn’t just surf, he’s a magician with a camera. Did you see our numbers spike?” She slid off the counter and nudged Aria with her hip, who pretended not to notice but did a double take at the dashboard.

Aria's jaw flexed, a subtle tell, but her voice stayed cool. "It's an outlier. One set of images shouldn't turn the whole campaign, unless..." She shot me a look, nervous and a little electric. "Unless we're willing to feature your work as the main content for the next round."

I caught the tension underneath. Every photo I took of her for the AquaVibe campaign put her closer to the Miss Surf King crown, but it also lashed my name to hers, publicly, in a way she could never walk back. Aria liked to keep our connection private, curated, something she controlled. The sponsor machine wanted a public love story, or at least a public drama. And if her campaign soared on the strength of my lens, it would drag me into the fire with her.

I shrugged and played innocent. "I just pointed the lens."

“Bullshit,” Lila said, loud enough to make the nearest AquaVibe intern snort-laugh. “You did something none of the pro guys could. You made us look like actual people, not mannequins who wandered off a Malibu commercial.”

Aria flipped through the iPad, fingers fast as she resized my shots for the day’s homepage content. “We’re using these,” she said, then, softer so only we could hear, “I just hope the judges are more interested in authenticity than in who’s got the best lighting rig.”

I leaned in, breathing the sun off both their skin. “Are you worried about the optics, or the competition?”

“Both,” Aria said, voice sharp, but her eyes never left the screen.

Lila rolled her eyes, then gave me a dramatic stage whisper. “She’s worried someone will figure out you’re her secret weapon. Or, you know, her actual secret.” She let that hang, then wriggled her eyebrows for emphasis. “Am I allowed to flirt with our photographer, or would that ruin your careful strategy?”

Aria blushed, real, unfiltered color that looked better than any of the AquaVibe board hues, then clamped down on it instantly. “Do whatever you want, Lila. Just don’t break anything.”

Lila eyed me, her gaze full of challenge and promise. “I take requests,” she purred. “You want a shot of me on the neon board, or do you prefer when I’m draped over the merchandise?”

I grinned. “I’m a fan of improvisation.”

The tension ping-ponged, a raw triangle, with Lila dialed up and Aria trying to stay in the zone but clearly off-balance. She punched a few more commands into the dashboard, then jabbed her finger at the display. “You see that?” she said, mostly to herself, but Lila and I were definitely listening. “Every time we post a new one from West, the engagement rate spikes. We’re getting reposted by AquaVibe’s national account. Their marketing team flagged it as top content for the entire festival.”

Lila whooped, then twined her arm through mine, pressing her body tight against my side. “Guess we’ll have to keep you close. The brand’s good luck charm. Or maybe just ours?”

Aria tried to frown, but her lips trembled at the corners, pride and irritation, tangled together like surf line at high tide.

Before I could say something clever, two AquaVibe reps rolled in. Both wore brand polos, blue and silver, but only one looked like a lifetime surf rat. The other was all business, tight bun and sharper cheekbones than Victoria. They both zeroed in on the dashboard, then on me.

“That’s the guy,” said the surf rat, stabbing a finger at my best shot of Aria. “He’s the one who did these. The campus photographer, Donovan, right?”

“Right,” I said, because what else do you do when your face is basically on the digital wanted poster.

Business Woman was already intercepting Aria’s iPad and pinching to zoom. “Your composition is remarkable. Natural lighting, unforced movement, you captured a brand energy we’ve been chasing for two years.” She looked up at me, sharp and appraising. “What was the direction behind these?”

I glanced at Aria, who shrugged like this was all totally under control. “No direction,” I said. “Just an evening on the beach. Best moments happen when nobody’s selling.”

Surf Rat cackled. “Love it. That’s our product in the wild.” He jerked a thumb at Aria and Lila. “These two never looked more AquaVibe than in these shots. You must shoot a lot for us, yeah?”

Aria jumped in, smooth as an ad campaign: “West helps us document content for the Miss Surf King challenge. He’s not an employee, just a collaborator when our schedules line up.”

Lila grinned like a cartoon devil. "But he should be. Best shots we've ever had. He's also competing in the amateur bracket for Surf King, just FYI."

Business Woman’s eyebrows shot up. “Really. You ride our boards, too?”

“Only in the water,” I deadpanned. “I’m not sponsored. Just grew up on a similar shape.”

Surf Rat nodded approvingly. "Talent's talent. If you advance through the amateur bracket, we'll want to run your content everywhere. Especially with Miss Surf King. Lot of campus storylines there. People love a power couple."

Aria’s cheeks went scarlet. “We’re focused on the campaign,” she shot back, “not manufacturing stories.”

Lila couldn’t help herself. “But it would be cute, though. Star athlete, the influencer queen, a pile of beach photos that go viral. It’s like the festival’s hottest afterparty, but in pixels.”

Aria glared at Lila, but she was too busy pulling me closer to care. The reps started huddling over the iPad, dissecting angles, composition, and what they called “capture authenticity.” Every word made it more obvious whose work was breaking through.

The digital wall ticked upward, Aria’s metrics climbing, then Lila’s, both boosted by my shots. Every ten seconds, the dashboard updated and the gap between my work and the next-best content got wider. The pro photographer’s stuff looked canned and plastic by comparison.

A third AquaVibe staffer appeared, carrying a tray of branded energy shots and a wild hunger for drama. “Whoever’s doing these next round beach shoots, keep it rolling. The engagement is off the charts. We’re getting comments about how real it looks, how the girls look more like sisters than models.”

Lila cackled, then angled one arm around Aria’s waist. “We are sisters. Surf sisters. But only he’s allowed to document the real thing.”

Aria let out a long breath, somewhere between relief and surrender. “Guess the campaign just found its new featured creator.”

I grinned. “You want me to keep shooting, you let me know. I’ll document the whole thing.”

AquaVibe Business Woman stepped closer, her gaze sharp. “If you’re willing, we’d love to interview you for the brand story. Maybe get reaction video, see what it’s like shooting the top Miss Surf King contenders. People want to know who’s behind the camera.”

“Not shy in the slightest,” Lila said, practically vibrating. “He loves the attention. And we love when he’s behind the lens… or not.”

Aria cast one last pleading glance at me, like maybe I could dial down the heat. Impossible. The sponsor village had a new rumor engine, and we were ground zero.

The reps broke off, strategizing about how to roll my shots into their main beach branding projection. It was only a matter of time before the whole campus saw my work, maybe before I even surfed my next amateur heat.

Lila twined her fingers through mine, low-key but insistent, as if to mark me for the next social war. Aria was still locked on the metrics, but this time she didn’t bother to hide the flicker of pride in her eyes.

“So what’s it feel like,” Lila whispered, “having your work blow up like this? Knowing you’re the guy everyone’s talking about?”

I shrugged. “Same as surfing. Catch a good line and let it ride. Don’t overthink the crowd.”

But the truth was, I loved the pressure, the way their attention sharpened everything, the way every look from Aria burned a little deeper now that our connection was practically, literally, on display.

And if it made the competition sweat? Even better.

The buzz in the booth only got louder, the screens flashed my stuff, and the tension between us built to a slow, sweet boil. Somewhere above us, the Miss Surf King rankings updated, bumping Aria and Lila both into the top three.

Not a bad start to the day.

***

The minute you start breaking the charts, you attract sharks, sometimes in pencil skirts, sometimes in pearls. Victoria Sinclair always knew how to find trouble before it broke the surface.

I barely stepped out of the glow of the AquaVibe tent before she materialized beside me, one hand on my arm, the other clutching her phone like it held the nuclear codes. She didn’t let go, just steered me toward the shade where the sponsor banners fell into sunlight and the crowd noise dipped to a low, predatory hum. Every movement was calculated, but her words came out like a secret between old conspirators.

“You might want to see this.”

Victoria’s dark eyes flicked between my face and the commotion behind us, AquaVibe suits still high-fiving over their latest viral content, Lila holding court, Aria deep in another dashboard trance. She unlocked her phone and shoved the screen toward me, thumb already highlighting the relevant passage.

Surf King Rulebook. Amateur Bracket—Eligibility. A string of dense text, then a section in neon yellow that screamed even brighter than the boards: “Athletes competing in the Amateur Surf King division may not possess, seek, or receive compensation or indirect benefit from official sponsors or promotional partners. Relationships deemed promotional in nature may trigger immediate eligibility review. See Section 5c: Promotional Relationship Review."

Victoria’s voice was a whisper, but it cut sharp. “This could be a problem, West.” She pointed to the highlighted line, nail immaculate. “If AquaVibe starts promoting you as their in-house talent, it blurs the line. Especially when there are photos of you using their boards. The language is ambiguous by design, so the committee can rule either way.”

I scanned the rule, then her face. Victoria wasn’t scared. She was hungry, electric, running scenarios in her head like a chess prodigy playing ten games at once.

I shrugged. “Nobody’s paying me. I’m not even on their radar unless Lila starts pitching me as the next brand ambassador.”

Victoria arched an eyebrow. “That’s exactly what just happened. They’re already talking about integrating your work with the Miss Surf King campaign, and now you’re breaking engagement records. It’s impossible for people not to connect your name to theirs.”

She leaned closer, barely a foot separating us. I caught the scent of expensive vanilla and sunscreen, with a crackling undercurrent of tension. “Don’t underestimate Ronan Vale. If there’s a technicality, he’ll jump on it. You’re already a threat on the water. Now you’re a branding story.”

The name hit me like a rogue wave. Ronan Vale, the pro my dad had humiliated decades ago when Jack Donovan was just another amateur GCU surfer with something to prove. Dad never talked about it much, but the campus never forgot: the day an amateur Donovan stole Vale’s crown and started our family legacy.

The heat off the tent was nothing compared to the pulse under her words. Victoria was right, but I wasn’t ready to admit it.

I played the cool card. “Worst case, I get a rulebook warning. Unless the committee’s stalking my Instagram, they’d need an actual complaint.”

She shook her head. “You’re more visible than you think. Last year, two guys got pulled from the bracket for doing one energy drink promo at a pre-party. And you? You’re basically the whole opening act for the Miss Surf King campaign. They’ve been streaming your images onto the beach jumbotron for twenty minutes.”

That got my attention. I shot a glance over my shoulder. Sure enough, one of my photos was blazing across a massive LED wall set up by the main stage. Aria’s gorgeous smile, beach wind through her hair; Lila’s hips, arms wrapped around the neon AquaVibe board; and, buried in the credit line, my name: “Photo by West Donovan.”

As if on cue, an AquaVibe exec broke from her orbit and zeroed in on us. Perfect blowout, mirrored aviators, and a walk that could break hearts from here to Huntington. She didn’t even flinch at Victoria’s presence, just launched in, all smiles and teeth.

“West, right? I’m Cami from AquaVibe’s Brand Activation team.” She stuck out her hand, strong grip, nails painted to match the festival’s color scheme. “Wanted to catch you before the competition schedule eats you alive. Your work for Miss Surf King is explosive. We’ve never seen engagement like this, authentic, sunlit, aspirational. It’s got our executive team buzzing.”

Cami didn’t pause for breath. “We’d love to feature you on our official content stream. Maybe get some behind-the-scenes video, showcase how you capture the product in real time? Even better, we heard you ride our boards in competition. That’s gold. Nobody’s ever branded Surf King quite like this before. It captures the whole point of the amateur bracket, the next-gen surf star.”

She turned to Victoria, including her without asking. “It’s influencer magic. West is both the legend in the water and the guy behind the lens. GCU’s never had an amateur this dialed in with the sponsor story.”

Victoria didn’t blink. “He’s very talented. But there are eligibility guidelines, right? Wouldn’t want any confusion about the amateur status.”

Cami grinned, unfazed. "Our read is that creative contributors aren't considered sponsored athletes unless they receive compensation or product." She winked at me. "We'd love to get you on the payroll eventually, but for now, as long as you're just creating content, you're fine. All above board."

There was something in the way she said “for now” that landed heavy. Victoria caught it, too.

I could feel every gaze in the tent on us. Aria was watching through the glass, jaw clenched, phone forgotten. Lila had stopped talking for once, eyes locked on the conversation and the reps. Even the staffers at the corners of the booth had gone silent, like the whole sponsor village was holding its breath.

Cami smiled wider, waiting for my reaction.

I had to play it off, shrugged, easy. “I’m just here to document the moment. If that helps you sell a few boards, everybody wins.”

She laughed. "You're a natural. If you make it through the amateur bracket, let's do a live feature, maybe a photo walk with the Miss Surf King finalists? Our fans would eat it up."

I could practically feel Victoria’s “I told you so” radiating off her skin. She shifted her weight, then brushed imaginary lint from her blazer, a tiny reminder that she was always two steps ahead.

Cami squeezed my shoulder like we were already partners, then glided back to her orbit. The whole exchange maybe lasted a minute, but the implications lasted forever.

Victoria turned to me, expression softer now, almost caring behind the challenge. “Just… be careful. They want to make you a figurehead. The minute you’re above the radar, you’re on Ronan’s target list.”

She gestured toward Aria inside the booth. Aria was still watching, not even pretending to multitask, her knuckles white against the edge of the counter.

“You’re not the only one with skin in this game,” Victoria said. “Your next move matters.”

I swallowed, suddenly aware that all my favorite flavors, dopamine, adrenaline, ego, came laced with real, sharp risk. The air was so loaded it felt like it might snap.

Victoria put her phone away, lips twisting into the faintest of half-smiles. “Maybe next time, listen when I warn you.”

She pivoted, disappearing into the sponsor scrum like a ghost trained in high heels.

I caught Aria’s eye through the glass, her worry so raw I could taste it. Lila’s hand found her shoulder, grounding her, but there was no hiding the tension rolling off both of them.

The AquaVibe team was already plotting their next move. Half the village seemed to be whispering my name. The campus kept chanting about kings, but everyone knew the headsman was waiting just offstage.

Surf King wasn’t just about the waves anymore. It was about who could survive the spotlight.

My photography. Aria’s campaign. AquaVibe’s sponsor machine. And somewhere out there, Ronan Vale was exactly the kind of man who would know how to sharpen all of it into a complaint.

All of us moving toward the same collision, and nobody hitting the brakes.


Dynasty Wars


There's a special kind of sunlight down on the GCU pier that makes everyone look like movie stars. Or in today's case, like a set piece for some brutal surf gladiator throwdown. Every inch of boardwalk was packed with sponsor banners, LED screens, and vendor tents with their own armies of promo girls. The pulse of the crowd was so thick it almost vibrated in your teeth.

AquaVibe's marketing rocket ship had nothing on this. This was the big leagues, a rolling festival of brand power and manufactured hype, all orbiting the arrival of one man.

Cruz Vale.

The myth rolled in before the man: a ripple of whispers, then a sharp uptick in camera flashes, and finally a wall of security, blue windbreakers clearing the way like he was presidential royalty. Not subtle, not humble, but definitely effective.

He emerged from the sponsor scrum looking exactly as advertised, sleeveless competition jersey, every inch of arm inked and tanned, the chest logo vacuum-sealed against skin that was more bronze than flesh. His shorts rode low enough to flash the top of his ab cut and a second-tier band of sponsor logos. Bare feet, but every step was pure alpha, toes gripping the wood planks like he owned them.

The hair was total disaster in motion. Dark brown laced with sun, still glossy-wet from a warm-up paddle but already styled by ocean and team of stylists. Every other step he raked his fingers through it, perfect white teeth flashing with the kind of practiced grin you'd see in a toothpaste ad gone to seed.

His entourage was a traveling circus of brand managers, hangers-on, a couple of pro surfers from up the coast, and two girls who looked like they'd been grown in a lab just for the day's photo ops. You could hear the click and whir of a hundred phones tracking his every move.

I didn't move, didn't even blink, just kept to the far side, camera slung over my shoulder, surfboard under my arm, looking like I'd wandered in from the real world.

One of the girls at Cruz's side screeched and pointed at something on the main stage. The jumbotron was looping his morning warmup reel, set to a villainously good beat. The entire pier pivoted to watch him strut toward the center like he was about to drop a diss track instead of a heat time.

Cruz Vale was the event. Everyone else, including me, was just here to make him look good.

But I'll give him this: the dude had presence. The kind of energy that didn't just fill the space, it chain-smoked every last drop of oxygen out of the air. He knew how to work a crowd, let alone a camera. If you were a student or a sponsor, he was your poster boy. If you were another surfer? You were either in awe or already plotting how to rip his lungs out.

I watched him work the press gauntlet, hitting all the key notes: the humble nod, the "just here for the fans" line, maybe a wink for the power lifters in the back row. But every so often, he'd pause, lock eyes with a random in the crowd, and give them a smile that was pure intimidation. It was a demonstration, and everyone was invited.

He managed to stop right where the sponsor backdrop looked best, head tilted just so for the lighting rig. He gave the crowd a slow, deliberate once-over, running a hand through his hair and letting water droplets patter onto the planks at his feet. I swear three girls gasped like it was a magic trick.

A reporter from the local sports blog thrust a mic into his face.

"Cruz, how's the Surf King bracket looking to you? Any threats out there?"

Cruz didn't blink. "The bracket's stacked, but that's what you want at this level. At the end of the day, only one of us gets to wear the crown, right? I just hope the best wave wins, not the best campus mascot." He flashed a full-wattage grin, then pivoted his gaze right at me. Dead center.

It didn't matter that I stood fifteen feet off; the whole line of sight snapped into place. All the cameras pivoted with him. I could feel the attention, hot and sharp.

He locked me in, then gave me a lazy, dismissive up-and-down. His smile grew an extra edge.

"A lot of the guys here, they surf for the parties, you know? The likes, the followers. But for some of us, it's life. It's legacy." He paused, let the words hang, and the crowd drank it up. "No disrespect to the GCU crew, but some of us were bred for this. It's not a costume. It's not a photoshoot."

As if on cue, one of the sponsor reps at his elbow handed him a board, AquaVibe's limited edition, neon-slashed and beautiful, and he spun it under one arm like a trophy, eyes still on me.

He turned back to the reporter. "No offense, but if you want to see what Surf King really looks like, come back when the pro bracket starts. We'll separate the brand ambassadors from the real watermen." He smiled, showing off more teeth. "Nothing against the campus crowd, but you can't manufacture grit."

A titter of nervous energy rolled through the onlookers. If this was supposed to rattle me, it failed spectacularly. I just raised my camera, focused, and caught the moment: Cruz, standing above the sponsor logos, every muscle lit by the sun and the stage lights, in full peacock mode with a look that said, "You're not even in my league."

He noticed, of course. In this world everything you did was a statement.

Cruz stepped out of the media circle, ditching his handlers in one practiced slither, and walked straight at me. The crowd parted on instinct. Even the ambient noise dipped, like the pier braced for a car crash.

He stopped a few feet away, board still tucked under his arm, wet hair dripping onto the deck. His jaw worked, eyes predatory-bright. Up close, the spray tan was probably overkill, but his arms were scarred and solid, no CGI required.

He didn't look at my board or my rig, just straight into my eyes. "You're West Donovan, right? The campus king. Heard a lot about you. GCU mascot, rising star, big on Insta or whatever." He dropped the words like empty wrappers.

I kept my voice easy. "That's me. But I'm just here for the waves, same as you."

He grinned, no warmth. "You'll love the view from the finals, if you make it that far."

The implication rolled off him like stink off kelp. He leaned in a little closer, enough for the photographers to catch the tension, and said, "Not every day a student gets to play with the pros. Enjoy the run, Donovan. Just remember, some of us have been at this a lot longer than you've been stacking followers."

I shrugged, not playing. "Every surf legend was an amateur first."

"Yeah?" He smirked. "Maybe stick to the photo gigs. Save yourself the trouble."

He stepped back, already pivoting for the next camera scrum. "Catch you out there, campus king."

The crowd loved it, cheered him on like he'd just delivered a TED talk on domination.

I kept my hands loose, my jaw tighter. If he wanted a reaction, he'd have to work harder.

Then the next act in the Vale family drama arrived.

Ronan Vale.

If you ever wondered what happens when you cross a wolf with a Wall Street consultant, wonder no more. Ronan wore high-end surf casual: perfectly tailored white shirt, navy board shorts, and designer sunglasses that hid half his face but not the calculation in his smile. He moved through the crowd like he was already reviewing quarterly earnings, not a hair out of place, every gesture measured for maximum visibility.

He paused long enough to let the press snap a few father-son shots, then strode right up behind Cruz, anchoring a hand on his son's shoulder, a silent claim of territory.

Ronan looked from Cruz to me, and then past me, as if history had unfolded exactly as he'd predicted.

"So this is the Donovan everyone's talking about," he said, voice smooth as glass. He didn't look directly at me yet surveyed the crowd, the cameras, the moment, then landed those shark-bright eyes on mine. "Jack's boy. Congratulations on making it this far."

It was polished sportsmanship, every syllable delivered for the record, but I heard the acid underneath. He squeezed Cruz's shoulder, anchored and proprietary. "You know, a lot of people forget what it means to build a legacy at GCU. Most of these kids are here for the flash, but some of us remember when Surf King was a real proving ground. Not a fashion show, not a sideshow for influencer culture."

His mouth barely moved, but the message was clear: I was a sideshow.

Cruz grinned, basking in the attention and his father's hand. "Donovan's got a shot, right? If he makes it through the qualifier."

Ronan's smile sharpened. "A charming answer. But the line between amateur and pro matters. There's tradition. Rules. You want to rewrite your father's story, you have to earn it, just like Jack did."

The press ate it up, cameras popping and microphones crowding closer. Ronan glanced at the nearest reporter, lowering his sunglasses, letting the sun catch his eyes. "Brackets don't lie. Only one amateur gets a ticket to the pro show. That's the way it should be."

Cruz leaned in, voice lower, aimed straight at me. "So enjoy the kiddie bracket, Donovan. Maybe we'll see you when the real one opens up." He snapped his board under his arm with a practiced flick, spun on his heel, and let the crowd swallow him.

Ronan lingered a beat longer, expression unreadable, then smiled for the cameras and followed his son with the chill of a departing storm.

The aftershock rolled down the pier in whispers, laughs, and the sound of sponsor reps hustling to catch the next big shot. I caught flashes of my girls closing in, a constellation of sunglasses, fierce eyes, bared teeth.

Victoria found me first. "Don't give them oxygen," she said, cool and close, her hand brushing my arm in a way only I could feel. "Cruz feeds on attention. Ronan's just here to rewrite old history."

Summer shouldered in, all heat. "You didn't flinch. That's what they wanted, and you didn't give it to them."

Even Sam, Sky, and Kai circled up, running interference for the inevitable wave of student reporters. I felt the tension in my jaw loosen, just a little. My people. My moment, if I could claim it.

The only shadow was the sense of old blood still pooling in the cracks between us and the Vale family. Even now, I could see Ronan working the press line, controlling every angle, every quote. He was a study in surgical menace, every handshake a little too precise, every smile a little too sharp.

That's when Jack Donovan made his entrance, casual as always, but with an edge I rarely saw. He cut straight through the sea of fans and found Ronan, no hesitation.

"Ronan Vale, finally out from behind the curtain. Didn't expect you to show up in the daylight," Jack called, voice smooth but carrying. The crowd pivoted, eager for drama.

Ronan didn't miss a beat. "Jack. I see your boy's keeping the Donovan name in lights. Let's hope he lasts longer than your last record."

Jack just laughed. "Records get broken. That's how it works. The next generation's supposed to be better. That's why we're all here, right?"

Ronan's face flickered, just for a second, a flash of old bitterness, then reset. "Then may the best waterman win. If he qualifies."

Jack locked eyes with him, all steel. "He will. And when he does, Cruz better be ready for him."

Ronan offered a handshake. It looked like a peace offering, but I could see the tension in Jack's jaw, the way his hand curled tight before releasing. The whole exchange was over in seconds, but it felt like passing through a riptide.

Jack turned to me, his voice pitched for just us. "Don't let them set your line, Wes. You're a Donovan. You don't need to chase anyone."

He clapped my shoulder, then melted into the crowd, letting the legend do its work.

I caught Eleanor lowering her camera, something unreadable in her face. She'd been shooting the whole exchange, but now she just held the Leica at her side, watching Jack's back as he walked away. Mick stood a few feet off, arms still crossed, his eyes locked on Ronan with a look that went past rivalry into old hatred. I realized then this wasn't just about Cruz and me. This was a rematch nobody had officially scheduled, and the adults were still fighting battles they'd never finished.

Kai materialized at my side, whistling under his breath. "Dono, you've got a set on you. I'd have decked him at 'mascot.'"

I shrugged, pretending chill. "You don't win Surf King with your fists. Save it for the water."

He grinned. "Hell of a show. Can't wait to see what you do next."

The girls clustered closer as the crowd thinned. Victoria was first, her gaze slicing straight through the cloud of leftover tension.

"Very diplomatic," she murmured, lips twisting in a half-smile. "You gave them nothing to use against you, and Cruz couldn't stand it."

I blinked. "That obvious?"

"To me? Always." She brushed an imaginary speck from my sleeve, voice low. "This isn't just sport, West. It's politics. Don't ever let them dictate the narrative."

Summer moved in then, her shoulder brushing mine, voice pitched so only I could hear: "You okay?"

"Never better." It was mostly true. The adrenaline was still fizzing, but I hadn't cracked, so, call it a win.

She squeezed my arm, steadying me. "That didn't sound like just a press moment. Whatever's between your families, it's bigger than this contest."

"Yeah." I almost laughed. "It's generational."

Victoria nodded. "And now it's yours to win. Or lose."

I caught Aria's eye again through the sponsor tent. She couldn't exactly run out and join the drama without torpedoing her own optics, but her look said everything. Next time, she'd be right in the mix.

Lila was the wild card, but even she'd dialed back the flirty commentary for a genuine, "You want us to throw rotten fruit at the Vales? We take requests."

For the record, I was tempted.

Across the pier, Cruz was already orchestrating round two: signing autographs, posing with fans, and giving a sound bite every thirty seconds. He was the main event, but by refusing to take the bait, I'd carved out my own space.

Kai snorted, watching the show. "If you're not careful, you might accidentally end up the good guy."

I grinned, finally feeling the pressure diffuse. "Let them have the cameras. I'll settle it in the water."

At the far end of the sponsor zone, Ronan hung back, arms crossed. He'd let Cruz play the golden boy, but his eyes never left me, studying, waiting for any sign of weakness.

Maybe you couldn't rewrite history. But you could sure as hell make some new headlines.

The challenge was set. Let the real games begin.

***

Victoria's phone pinged, official update from the Surf King committee. She scanned it, then lifted one perfect eyebrow.

"Amateur brackets post at sunrise," she said. "Thirty-two collegiate surfers. One qualifying spot into the pro field."

Kai whistled. "No pressure."

"Please," Lila said. "Pressure is just attention with worse lighting."

I looked past them toward the far end of the pier, where Cruz was still smiling for cameras and Ronan watched me like he'd already found the weak point in my stance.

One spot.

One gate into the real tournament.

One chance to prove the Donovan name still belonged in the water with the pros.

Summer's arm stayed locked around my waist. "We'll be there," she said quietly. "Don't give them an inch."

"I won't."

Across the pier, Cruz caught my eye and lifted two fingers in a lazy salute. Ronan didn't move at all.

The late sun turned the water to hammered gold, and for once, I didn't feel like the guy behind the camera.

I felt like the shot everyone was waiting to see develop.

Next stop: battle at dawn.


The One Spot


If misery really did love company, then the GCU surf team was basically a dating app for masochists. We stood huddled on the cold side of sunrise, arms folded, wetsuits half-zipped, watching Mick Murphy stomp a line in the sand like he was about to challenge someone to pistols at dawn.

Thirty-two of us stood on that beach, but as far as Mick was concerned, thirty-one were already ghosts. Today was just the first cut, a chance to get immortalized as a background extra in some influencer’s TikTok before your dream even had a pulse. Nobody won Surf King on a Tuesday morning, but plenty of guys could lose it right here.

Mick wasn’t long on speeches. He started with a snarl and a swig from his battered thermos. “You see those flags?” he barked, stabbing a finger at the clump of sponsor banners fighting to out-flap each other in the wind. “That’s how you know it’s real. That’s how you know this isn’t some cute campus party for frat boys and pool floaties.”

Kai, already chewing a protein bar like it was his only lifeline, stuck his elbow in my ribs. “He practiced this in the mirror, I guarantee.”

I bit back a grin. The taste of board wax still clung to my lips from prepping last night. “You think he’s got a speech coach? Or he watches Gordon Ramsay reruns and improvises?”

Mick’s death glare could’ve sandblasted the wetsuit off my ass.

“ONE of you,” Mick boomed, voice echoing off the vendor tents already being set up behind him, “will get out of this bracket alive. That’s it. One. The rest of you, you’re beer league. If you want glory, you take it. If you want parties, Greek Row’s that way. But if you want a shot at the pro tour, you’re on this beach. Everything else is noise.”

He stalked the lineup, stopping just close enough to catch the aroma of stale cigarettes and energy gels. Even the newbies flinched. He wanted us scared. Wanted us hungry.

“The amateurs run eight heats, four surfers per heat, top two advance. Round two cuts it again, then semis, then the final. One collegiate surfer gets the gate into the pro bracket. The winner faces the pros. You want to just surf? Go home. You want the CROWN—” his gaze fixed on me like he had a bet riding, “—you earn it. And you make damn sure you don’t embarrass this jersey when cameras start rolling.”

Someone coughed. Probably Kai, choking on humor.

I scanned the sand as Mick ramped up his threats. Even before daylight, the cliffs above the beach were already dotted with silhouettes, students staking out the best view, phones in hand, fanning out like gulls after spilled fries. The main sponsor deck, prime real estate, already had a couple of flag-draped types moving around behind gold-tinted sunglasses.

At the center of it, with the best view of the lineup and every human on the beach, was Cruz Vale.

He didn’t bother dressing down for the college bracket. He wore his sponsor’s gear like it was armor and leaned over the railing, arms spread, laughing with some girl whose entire personality was her Instagram handle. The man knew how to work a crowd: smile for the cameras, stare down the competition, and act like nobody else in the water even mattered.

Kai tracked my gaze, smirking. “You know, I’m starting to feel neglected. Last night it was all about me. This morning? You don’t even look at me anymore.”

“We had our moment,” I said without cracking a smile. “Besides, you snore.”

He let out a bark of laughter. “Talk to me after round one, Golden Boy. When Cruz eats it, I want a selfie with your ‘I just made the pro bracket’ face.”

I had to admit, the image had its appeal.

But before I could say something witty, Mick closed the distance, his presence a wall between me and the rest of the team. His voice dropped so only I could hear. “You’re not here to charm anyone, Dono. You’re here to win. If I catch you playing Instagram hero for the crowd, I’ll feed you to Vale myself.”

And just like that, my fun morning routine felt a whole lot less casual.

I flicked my gaze toward the lineup of board racks, where Keilani stood with Bella. They didn’t look cold. If anything, Keilani looked like she’d scare warmth into anyone stupid enough to get close. There was a patience to the way she watched the tents, the waves, even me. Bella hovered a little behind her, clutching her own board like it was a shield.

When our eyes met, Keilani held my stare. She didn’t give me the easy smile girls usually offered. She just sized me up, top to bottom, before raising one perfectly arched brow.

I headed over, tucking my hands in my pockets to keep from looking as uncertain as I felt.

“You’re up early,” I said to both of them.

Bella’s lips twitched, but Keilani did not smile. “Some people treat surf as life. Some people treat it like a TikTok challenge. Which are you, Donovan?”

I had to hand it to her: She went straight for the jugular. “That’s a hell of a question for before caffeine.”

She rolled her eyes. “The ocean’s not interested in your jokes, West. This isn’t Greek games, you know. In there—” she jerked her chin toward the break, “—the ocean doesn’t care who’s smiling for the crowd.”

I shrugged. “Maybe I can multitask. They say men can’t, but here I am.”

Bella snorted, but Keilani wasn’t having it. “You want to play king of the campus? You do you. But don’t bring that act into my water. Got it?”

Her water. I loved that.

I grinned. “I’m here to enjoy the ride.”

She dipped her head, the faintest flick of respect or maybe just disbelief. “Sure. That’s why you’re up at 5 a.m. with thirty-one other guys who all want to bury you.”

“Told you,” Bella stage-whispered. “He’s good, but he’s not that good.”

Something about the way Keilani looked at me told me she already knew exactly how good I was. Or could be. Which, honestly, was more intimidating than anything Mick or Cruz could dish out.

I fidgeted, feeling the texture of cold board wax under my nails, the stickiness almost grounding. The sand was biting cold, even through neoprene booties, and the air reeked of salt, coffee, and the faint undercurrent of electrical cables powering the festival tents. In the distance, another loudspeaker crackled awake, testing its pipes with a burst of “California Love” that felt both totally expected and deeply cursed.

At some point, Kai broke away from the huddle and caught up. He perched on the board rack beside me, a wide smile spreading across his face at the Keilani standoff.

“You making friends or auditioning for next season of Survivor?” he asked her.

She shook her head, lips pressed tight, but even that couldn’t hide her amusement. “He just doesn’t want to get paddled by Vale on live stream.”

“I’d pay to see that,” Kai said. “It’d go viral for sure. Especially if West cries.”

I didn’t dignify that with a response. “If I’m going to cry, I’ll do it with dignity and good lighting.”

Keilani looked at me, then Kai, then back. "You two have jokes for days. Let's see if you're still laughing after the first heat."

Then she and Bella disappeared down the ramp toward the staging area. I tried not to stare. I stared anyway. Keilani’s walk was pure athlete, fluid and deliberate, and the way her wetsuit fit was a roadmap of every muscle earned by five a.m. ocean training. Every step was a statement. The sponsor flags had nothing on her.

Kai elbowed me again, lower this time. “She’s got your number, man.”

“She’s got everyone’s number,” I said, running a thumb over the ridges of my waxed board. “She’s just not selling it to telemarketers.”

He snorted. “Just don’t get caught making out with Bella. Or Keilani will drown you on principle.”

“No plans to drown today,” I said, and it wasn’t a lie. But it wasn’t the whole truth either.

The crowd thickened as the sun finally thought about showing up. With every minute, the energy on the beach doubled. By the time I zipped into full neoprene, my skin already tingled from adrenaline and expectation. Around the festival village, the scent of bacon and cheap espresso from the food trucks began to cut through the tang of salt and wet foam. Under the cliffside bleachers, students jockeyed for position, most still wrapped in hoodies or clutching breakfast sandwiches like life preservers.

But the real action was up on the sponsor deck.

Cruz had changed out of his party gear and into a competition jersey so tight it looked vacuum-sealed. Gold logos, navy trim. He dominated the railing, gesturing expansively as he talked with the event MC and a camera guy who clearly worshipped him. When our eyes met, because, of course, he noticed, I got the world’s laziest two-finger salute.

He probably practiced it in the mirror, too.

Cruz spotted me and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Showtime, Donovan! Hope you brought a real board this time!”

He was baiting me. I knew it. Kai knew it, blowing a theatrical kiss back at him. Mick’s gaze, however, was pure murder. As he called the heat sheets, he stopped by me, his grip on my shoulder a heavy reminder. “Out there, you remember what family you came from. No heroics. Just win.”

He didn’t have to say the rest: Don’t become a punchline for the Vales. As he moved on, I caught Keilani’s eye. She was watching me watch the crowd, the cameras, the whole circus. She came over, her voice a low counterpoint to the festival noise.

“He’s right,” she said, nodding toward Mick. “Ignore the cameras. The only thing that matters is the lineup. You want their respect?” She tilted her head toward the water. “Earn it out there.”

Her intensity cut through my usual defenses. “Just trying to help the guys you feel sorry for?”

She gave me a look that could strip wax. “I just hate watching people drown who think they can walk on water.”

Any other morning, I’d argue. This time, I just nodded.

We suited up, then filed toward the staging area. The sand was so cold my feet went numb, but the water looked even colder, gray, choppy, with long sets breaking unpredictably. All along the edge, the noise ramped up: loudspeakers, buzz from the festival, every sound magnified by the cliffs behind us.

Then came the announcer, voice clear and too-caffeinated for this hour: “Welcome to the Surf King Qualifier! Heat one to the water! Let’s see who wants it most!”

The first group ran into the surf, boards flashing. The crowd roared, a full-throated sound, and for a second I wondered if anyone in that blur of bodies and banners and ancient rivalries even saw us as people, or just content waiting to happen.

I sucked in a lungful of briny, freezing air. It tasted like anticipation and regret. The old wax on my board scraped under my palm as I headed for the launch ramp, every step slick with adrenaline.

Kai jogged alongside, grinning like a man who knew he might die but wanted the photo anyway.

“Don’t fuck it up,” he said, his smile unwavering.

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, half-laughing. “You got my bail money, right?”

He winked. “I got you, brother. And if you bomb, I’ll say you were concussed.”

That was the plan: ride, survive, and hope I didn’t end up as Cruz’s morning snack.

As I reached the edge of the sand, the cold hit me all over again, sand biting through thin booties, fingers instinctively flexing to fight off the chill. My board felt heavy and alive under my arm. I could feel every set of eyes, every camera, every expectation, pressing down.

Just before I stepped onto the wet, packed sand, I glanced back. Keilani was there. Watching, silent. Not impressed, not hostile. Just… assessing.

The ocean didn’t care about resumes, Mick always said.

I wondered, just for a second, if it cared about underdogs.

All that was left was to paddle out and see if I could become something more than just another highlight reel punchline.

Game time.

***

The best thing about paddling out before sunrise is the way it shuts up the world. Cold water in your face, numb hands clinging to the rails, and suddenly it’s just you and the break. No loudspeakers, no sponsors, no campus drama, no tangled girl politics, not even Mick's red-faced lectures. Just oxygen, salt, and whatever you’re willing to risk.

If only the surf had gotten that fucking memo.

The break was a goddamn washing machine, choppy, unpredictable, sets breaking at all the wrong spots. I danced through whitewater, neoprene squeezing my chest so tight I wondered if this was what performance anxiety felt like, and tried to tune out the distant drone of loudspeakers and students chanting from the cliffs.

But you couldn’t tune out Cruz. Even from the water, his voice carried, maybe piped in by the universe just to test my concentration.

“Donovan!” he bellowed, “Let’s see a real trick! Or you too scared to wipe out?”

It was bait, pure and simple. The kind that got you famous or got you hurt.

Three other guys flanked me in the heat, local legends with more campus muscle than actual surf trophies. One of them, a big dude from the baseball team, lined up right next to me and flashed a nervous smile.

“Ready to make history, bro?” he said. His teeth chattered.

“Only if ESPN is watching,” I said.

The horn blared and time snapped forward. Thirty minutes to prove I belonged.

The first set came through rough and early. The biggest wave, a fat, rumbling beast, wanted someone to charge it with zero self-preservation. I hesitated, remembering Cruz’s voice, the itch in my muscles to just send it. It would be a highlight, win or lose.

Up on the cliffs, the noise spiked, students howled for carnage. Was I really about to give them what they wanted?

For a second, I braced to drop in hard and show the world something they wouldn’t forget. I could almost see the drone footage: me, West Donovan, freefalling into legend or disaster. Tempting as fuck.

Keilani’s voice surfaced without warning, “Any idiot can play to the cameras. Only one earns respect out there,” and underneath it, fainter, Mick’s: “Be patient. SURF SMART, DONO.”

And for once, I decided not to be an idiot.

I let the first monster roll by, watching as the baseball bro took it late, ate shit, and got served a mouthful of sand for his trouble. The crowd loved it. I almost pitied the guy, almost.

Instead, I drifted outside, reading the shifting lines, looking for the real opportunity. It wasn’t about being loud. It was about being right.

Two more sets passed, and I could feel the crowd getting restless. Even the announcer on shore tried to egg us on: “Let’s see some action from Donovan. He’s a legacy, folks, but can he deliver?”

I stayed loose, muscles shaking from the cold, the water tasting of adrenaline and old regrets. My hands ached from the grip on my board. My heart hammered a frantic rhythm against my ribs.

Then, finally, I saw it: not the biggest wave, not the sexiest one, but the one that would hold shape long enough for something special.

I paddled in, hands knifing through glassy water, and caught it clean.

God, it felt fucking perfect. Weightless for a split second, then pure velocity. The sponsor banners, Cruz’s dumb face, the existential dread, none of it registered as anything more than color and shape. Just the resistance of the water coming up fast.

I carved low, cut back, then pushed the rail harder than coach would approve, keeping it stylish but under control. Nothing showy, just sharp, efficient, and clean enough to score. The tail released right where I wanted, skipping across the lip with a spray only the judges could truly appreciate.

No wild stunts, no viral wipeout. Just precise execution and a kick out before the closeout could eat me.

Up on shore, the scoreboard ticked to 8.2. Not a world record, but the top mark so far.

Kai, somewhere on the rocks, was waving his towel like he’d just seen the second coming.

My mouth twisted into a grin. It wasn’t smug, exactly, but it felt different than before. Like I’d outsmarted the game, at least for one round.

The rest of the heat was a blur. Baseball bro wiped out twice more. A third guy tried a risky floater, lost his footing, and nearly got intimate with a rescue jet ski. I bided my time, picked another wave, and put up a 7.9. Not as sexy as a backflip, but textbook as hell.

The horn sounded. My arms were jelly, face windburned and a little raw from the salt, but I stumbled up the sand and tried to look like I’d been here before. The crowd at the rail actually cheered, maybe not for me, but for the show. I’d take it.

Kai was there first, towel over his head, face split with pride. “That was some grown-up shit, my dude! Mick’s gonna ugly cry. Hell, I might ugly cry.”

“Please don’t.” I wrung water from my suit. “I don’t need the trauma.”

Mick did not cry, but he did slap my back with enough force to bruise a rib. “That’s how you surf like you mean it, Donovan.”

I took a breath, waiting for the other shoe, criticism, some snark about missed potential. Instead, for once, all Mick did was nod.

It felt like being knighted with a barbed-wire baton.

Up on the VIP deck, Cruz had gone stone-faced. No more antics, no more finger guns. For a second, he actually looked… impressed. Or maybe he was just recalculating his insult strategy.

I tried not to look for Keilani, but she was impossible to miss. She hadn’t joined the mob of congratulators. She just stood apart, one hand on her hip, watching me in that way she had, no flattery, no star-struck smile, just a long, slow study.

I knew what that meant. She was waiting to see if it was a fluke or something real. That was fine, I was starting to ask myself the same question.

On the scoreboard, my name flickered in bold: Donovan advances.

The sidelines erupted. Kai did a ridiculous little dance, which I sincerely hope never makes it to YouTube. The team back at the tent mobbed me, towel-whipping my ass and shouting like we’d just won the lottery.

But the actual victory was a private one, the kind that wouldn't show up in any photograph.

I’d tuned out the noise and done it my way.

No highlight reel for Cruz, no content for the TikTok ghouls. Just silent, stubborn pride, and, maybe, the ghost of a grin from Keilani as she finally turned away.

By the time I hit the board racks, I felt a hundred pounds lighter.

And for the first time, I was starting to wonder if I actually belonged here, or if I could make everyone else believe it, too.

***

If you ever needed proof the universe had a savage sense of humor, consider this: You win a heat, the team hoists you up like you just hit a walk-off home run, and the girl you most want to impress is already waiting to drag you right back to earth.

Keilani cornered me behind the board racks, out of the wind and mostly out of sight. The others peeled away, sensing trouble or just not wanting to catch the spray. She dropped her board with a precision that said “do not fuck with me,” arms folded, eyes hard as obsidian.

“Nice run out there,” she said. Neutral, but I heard the blade under the velvet.

“Thanks,” I said, playing it breezy. “I hear I’m trending. Give it thirteen seconds and someone will make a TikTok.”

“I’m not here to stroke your ego, Donovan.” She stepped closer, into my bubble. I got a flash of her scent, coconut, salt, maybe sunscreen, and it hit harder than any heckle from the cliff.

“Okay, I’ll take a raincheck on the trophy polish. What’s up?”

Keilani gave me that look, half disgust, half fascination. “You almost blew it. You almost let Cruz pick your wave for you.”

I shrugged, but the air felt tighter. “Worked out, didn’t it?”

Her lips twisted. “Barely. You got lucky you listened to the water, not the crowd. For a second there, you almost gave the crowd their highlight reel. Is that all this is to you?”

The words stung, more than I liked. “Sometimes, yeah,” I said, trying to keep it light. “I didn’t come here to knit sweaters.”

She didn’t smile. “No, you came here to collect crowns, right? Just don’t treat the ocean, or the people in your life, like pieces for your collection.”

That one landed. I felt my jaw tighten. “You think that’s what I do?”

Keilani didn’t hesitate. “With Bella? With half the girls around you? They talk about you like you’re some legend. But legends break easily. You ever think what happens to the ones who get pulled into your orbit?”

That was the game. She thought she was protecting Bella. Maybe she was. I respected it, even if it pissed me off.

“I’m not here to hurt anyone,” I said, softer than I meant.

“Intentions don’t matter if the outcome sucks. You want to be king? Act like it.”

I laughed, close to losing it. “And what’s that mean, exactly? Sit on a throne and wait for the fan mail?”

She stepped in again, finger jabbing my chest. “It means you take responsibility. For your choices, for the people who believe in you. Even when it’s not convenient. Even when it means not being the star.”

She was so close I could see the tiny droplets of spray clinging to her lashes, the dark braid thrown over one powerful shoulder. I wanted her, badly, but she was right. I also wanted to win for all the wrong reasons.

I didn’t say any of that. Instead, I got stubborn.

“You don’t know me,” I said, voice low.

Her eyebrows shot up. “Then tell me, West. Show me.”

Her challenge hung between us, a dare I couldn’t answer with words. I saw something shift in her eyes, the anger faltering, replaced by a raw curiosity that mirrored my own. I leaned in, and she met me halfway, her hand locking at the back of my neck as my palm found her ass, pulling her in. The kiss was anything but gentle. It was pure friction: teeth, tongue, the sting of sunburned lips, the taste of sweat and salt. She tasted wild, like mangos and ocean spray and the kind of trouble you don’t regret until morning.

She pressed her hips into me, hard enough to let me know who was driving. My cock swelled instantly, straining against cold, damp neoprene, but nothing about her said she wanted me to wait.

I braced her against the tent pole, hands roaming. Even through layers, I could feel the strength wrapped around her frame, muscle under silk skin, the kind of body carved by endless hours in pounding surf.

She broke the kiss with a gasp, eyes blazing. “Not here,” she whispered. “Follow me.”

We ducked behind a stack of unused banners, barely sheltered from the world but private enough. She yanked the zipper down on her wetsuit, no hesitation, and peeled it off her shoulders. The effect was immediate and breathtaking.

Keilani’s body was a revelation, all curves and muscle, her full breasts jutting up and out, dark nipples pebbled from the chill and the rush of what was about to happen. Her stomach was cut, but soft just above her hips, where her suit hugged in tight before she let it fall to her knees.

I was hard enough to ache, my gaze tracing every line of her.

“You always this direct?” I croaked.

She just grinned, tossing her braid back. “You want it, take it.”

I did.

My hands mapped every inch of her, down her back, gripping her perfect round ass, pulling her flush against me. She hooked a leg around my waist, strong enough to nearly knock me over, and dragged my face down to her breasts. I sucked a nipple into my mouth, savoring the salt and her moan.

She dug her fingers into my hair, hips grinding against my cock through the thin barrier of my suit. “Get it off,” she demanded.

I stripped down as fast as I could, still half-wet, skin tingling from the cold and from her. My cock sprang free, already leaking.

She seized it, fingers wrapping tight, stroking me once before she guided me to her slit. She was hot and wet, nothing delicate about how she spread herself and lined me up.

I went slow at first, pure torture, sliding the head against her swollen folds before easing inside. She took me inch by inch, greedy for it, no hesitation, sucking me in deeper than I thought possible.

Her pussy clenched around me, a hot velvet grip that milked me as I buried myself to the hilt. It was almost too much; she took every inch, then dug her heels into my ass and pulled me even deeper.

We fucked against the canvas, raw and messy, barely holding back enough to stay upright. She bit my shoulder, squeezing my cock tight inside her, gasping every time I thrust.

I reached around and gripped her ass, spreading her cheeks and driving in hard. Her breasts jiggled with every motion, and I couldn’t stop myself from grabbing one, thumb teasing her nipple as she arched into my hand.

“Fuck me harder, West,” she groaned, voice ragged.

I gave it to her, deep, relentless, banging her so hard the tent pole rattled. We crashed together, sweat and spit and salt merging until I didn’t know where I ended and she began.

She came first, shuddering, fists locked in my hair, moaning my name. But she didn’t let up. “Don’t pull out,” she begged, nails raking my back. “I want you to cum inside me. Please.”

I couldn’t have stopped if I’d wanted to. My cock pulsed, thick and deep, and I emptied inside her as she milked every last drop.

For a long second, neither of us moved. Just heavy breathing, skin pressed together, her cunt still fluttering around my cock.

Finally, she eased off me, letting my shaft slide out, coated in her juices and my cum. She leaned back, chest rising and falling, eyes locked on my face.

She smirked. “You got more than a highlight reel, Donovan.”

I laughed, dizzy. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

She grabbed her wetsuit, confident as ever, shoulders back, not a trace of shame. “Don’t get cocky. This doesn’t mean I trust you. Not with Bella. Not with the hype. You want my respect, you keep earning it.”

The strangest part wasn’t that she still didn’t trust me. It was that I respected her more for it. Most people in my orbit eventually let their guard down, grew soft. Keilani was the opposite. The closer I got, the sharper she became. She gave me the heat, unfiltered, then handed me the responsibility that came with it, as if they were inseparable.

Maybe they had to be.

A cold clarity settled over me, snuffing out whatever pride was left. I nodded, sober. “Deal.”

We cleaned up, businesslike, then rejoined the festival chaos as if nothing happened. Nobody seemed the wiser. If anything, Keilani looked even more in command, her walk sharper, gaze more focused. If there was any mark of our fuck, it was just a flush in her cheeks and a heaviness in my step.

At the main tent, the crowd swarmed the screens as the updated festival boards went live.

The screen flashed with updates. My name was there in bold under the Surf King qualifier results, right next to Kai's. Then the other brackets filled in, a cascade of names that felt like a map of my entire life. Surf Queen opening field: Keilani Kekoa, Bella Fournier. Beach Queen: Skylar Bennett / Reese Alvarez. And under Miss Surf King, a whole column of contenders led by Aria Navarro and Lila Moreno.

If anyone thought this week was just about me and Cruz, they missed the plot. Now it was Keilani and Bella battling for Surf Queen; Skylar and Reese for Beach Queen; every woman in my orbit had a bracket now.

I caught Keilani's eye one last time. She didn't flash a grin. She held my stare for a beat, sharp and unyielding, then turned away, already plotting her next move.

Respect wasn’t given here. You earned it or you didn’t get it at all.

And, deep down, I loved that.

Time to find out if I was the kind of man who could wear a crown without losing everyone who mattered.


Beach Queen Bracket


At the far south end of the Surf King madhouse, the Athletic Arena was more battlefield than beach. Rolling bleachers teetered above the sand, packed with Greeks in coordinated sunglasses and face paint. Sponsor flags snapped like whips in the morning wind, AquaVibe, NitroRush, some blockchain energy drink nobody could explain, fighting for air above the food trucks and frothing crowd. The zone between court and boardwalk was clogged with students double-fisting acai bowls and iced coffee, working on their best "just here for the content" faces. Farther up the beach, the AquaVibe stage blazed neon blue, pulsing with a kind of performance anxiety only a brand could afford. The wind off the Pacific was all salt and sound.

I almost missed the days when a volleyball warmup was just a warmup. But the Beach Queen Tournament had gone full Hunger Games: opening match of the day, live crowd, and Skylar and her partner wore more expectation than sunscreen.

I stayed on the edge of the court, feet in the sand, arms folded, trying to look supportive without making it about me. No easy task when every other camera guy had a lens aimed straight at Skylar's ass.

If the team uniforms had a theme, it was "hot girl summer meets pro athlete." Skylar's suit was classic white and gold: sports bra tight enough to make her breasts defy gravity, matching shorts that cupped her ass and left nothing to the imagination. Her long, tan legs looked freshly sculpted, muscles popping with every bounce or stretch. Even her hair, just a messy surfer-girl braid, had this wild luster, swinging when she moved.

Reese, meanwhile, did not do "fun." Her black-and-pink getup was all killer, no filler. She had the posture of a sniper and the eyes to match; every time she glanced at Skylar you could feel her measuring, planning, waiting for one loose ball to split them in half. It was a chemistry experiment, except nobody knew if it was going to explode or just melt the glass.

The whole crowd already had a favorite, and she wasn't named for hard work. From the start, every spike or dig that looked even a little acrobatic got Skylar a standing ovation and a barrage of frat-boy compliments. Reese's textbook-perfect sets? Crickets. When Skylar leapt for a one-handed return, out came the wolf whistles and a spray of sorority-wrapped "YESSSSS SKY!" like she'd just invented the sport.

If Skylar noticed, she didn't show it. At least not at first.

She jogged over to Reese, chest heaving, hair already escaping its tie. "You see that? I'm telling you, the cross-court drop is money today. These girls can't move laterally," she said, pulling her water bottle from behind the net.

"Or maybe you just caught her sleeping," Reese replied, dry as a lint filter. "She won't fall for it twice."

I hid my smile. It was pure Skylar: improvise, tease, try the impossible before they could even predict it.

Reese barely glanced at me, but her voice was hard enough to reach the edge. "You hear that crowd? That's what happens when you put on a show instead of winning points."

Skylar rolled her eyes, but there was a nervous tic underneath the bravado. "Some people like a little style with their substance." Then, grinning over her shoulder at me, "Isn't that right, West?"

I shrugged, playing it cool. "I just appreciate the athleticism. Also, the shorts."

That actually got a laugh from the crowd, which I'm not ashamed to admit was half the point.

But Reese was not here for crowd work. She knelt, drawing a little map in the sand with her finger. "Energy is good, but you have to call your shot," she muttered. "No surprises. Especially not now."

Skylar squatted beside her, but the grin was sliding. "We're fine. The chemistry's even better than last week."

Reese's tone turned surgical. "Not chemistry. Communication. They're reading your body and reacting. If you freelance, I have to guess. That's how we give away points."

Skylar was trying to hold on to her sparkle, but the weight was starting to show. She flicked sweat off her fingers. "So you want me to be… what? Boring?"

"I want you to win," Reese said, matter-of-fact. "You have talent. But if you treat this like open gym, you'll be out before the second round and every one of those people will forget your name by lunch."

That shut down the banter, but it didn't kill it.

Skylar tried to joke it off. "She's mean, right?" She called it to the crowd, who cheered in solidarity.

But when she faced Reese, all the amusement had gone soft at the edges. "You know this is supposed to be fun, right?"

Reese shrugged, not hostile, just focused. "Fun is the after-party. I want the crown."

I liked her style, honestly. But Skylar was wired different, she needed the vibe to be electric.

They got back to warmup, but now it was all tension and micro-reactions. Reese ran reps like she was being scouted by the Olympic committee, three bumps, quick set, spike, hard reset. No wasted movement, no wasted breath.

Skylar made every dig look accidental and every kill shot look like a dare. Her body was poetry, but the message kept shifting. Sometimes she followed orders. Sometimes she went rogue: behind-the-back passes, no-look tips, wild cut shots that barely painted the line.

I watched her, really watched, the way photographers do when they want a story, not just a pretty picture. Sweat built in rivulets under her sports bra, darkening the fabric, highlighting the deep line between her breasts. Each time she went for a high ball, her abs flexed under tan, gleaming skin. Her thighs locked and released like pistons, smooth and powerful, covered in a dust of fine sand.

After another impossible dig-and-spike combo, she called for the ball from Reese but then went for a totally unexpected drop. It was genius if you weren't her partner.

Reese lost a step and scowled.

The mood got icier. Reese called time and huddled in, keeping her voice private but intense. "You see what happens when you call for my set and then audible at the last second? I have to chase, not attack."

The words landed. Skylar's smile thinned. "Are you saying I'm not an athlete?"

Reese shook her head, finally letting some realness slip through. "No. I'm saying you're the wild card. If you harness that, we don't just win, we dominate. But if you keep playing to the crowd, you're an influencer, not a champion."

That was the rub.

Skylar stood there, hands on her hips, catching her breath. For the first time all morning, her eyes actually scanned the crowd. The whistles, the flirty cheers, the lopsided attention. It wasn't a compliment, it was a challenge.

I could see her deciding which version of herself she wanted to bring to the court when the match started. Party Queen, or title contender.

Skylar pointed at Reese, a little mock bow, but her voice was steady. "Alright, Coach. For the record—I do want to win. Just don't expect me to turn into a robot."

Reese just nodded. "I wouldn't want that, either."

Skylar jogged over to the sideline where I stood, her skin glowing with effort and pride and a fresh coat of doubt. She grabbed her water, took a thirsty pull, and grinned at me over the rim.

"Am I just here for the shorts?" she teased, but her eyes asked something different.

I smiled back. "Nope. You're here to take souls and leave the crowd confused why they ever doubted you."

That got her. She laughed, all sunshine again, just with a little more steel under the surface.

She drained her bottle, then stretched, her back arching, ass flexing. "You'd better get your camera ready, babe. I'm about to make this look good."

The stadium DJ must have sensed the vibe shift because he cranked the volume up with a remix of "Levitating." On the bleachers, Greek girls with glitter-painted cheeks screamed for Skylar by name. Even the boardwalk crowd started to notice, phones out, eyes glued, waiting for showtime.

Reese snapped her fingers, calling Skylar back to the baseline as the ref signaled two minutes to match time.

As Skylar lined up next to her, Reese whispered something I couldn't catch. But it wasn't snark, just pure focus.

Skylar nodded, and for the first time, she actually mirrored Reese's intensity.

I wondered, in that second, which version of Skylar the world actually deserved. The answer, probably, was both.

The sunlight hit the court just right. Shadows knifed across the sand. The taste of bacon and cinnamon sugar wafted in from the food trucks, mixing with the tang of brine and sunscreen.

In the pit of my stomach, the anticipation flared. I didn't know if they were going to win, but I did know Skylar was about to prove, one way or another, exactly what she was made of.

Match time.

***

There was no easing into the action. The moment the ref's whistle cut through the festival music, Reese and Skylar strode onto the sand like they already owned the bracket. Bleachers rattled, Greek girls shrieking for "SKY-LAR! SKY-LAR!" while the frat row countered with their own bass-voiced howl. The ocean behind the court shot flashes of silver and blue, reflecting every spike and dive straight into the crowd's sunglasses.

Skylar's body was made for cliffhanger moments. Every serve, every savage leap, seemed to slow time. The first rally lasted twelve shots, Skylar diving for a pancake dig, popping back up in time to slash a cut shot just inside the line. Point for our girls, and the stands erupted. Sponsor banners flapped like caged birds above the net, and three different phones caught Skylar's victory shimmy.

The other team, a pair of tall, burnished blondes from the local club circuit, weren't slouches. They looked like they'd been playing together since birth, and they'd clearly watched tape. Every time Skylar tried a no-look tip or behind-the-back angle, they were waiting, blocking her, stuffing her shot back in her face.

Reese read it before anyone. "Switch to deep cross. Don't chase the line!" she barked, just loud enough for Skylar (and maybe the first three rows) to hear. But Skylar grinned, wiped the sweat off her brow, and went for the highlight reel anyway.

The pattern set in fast. The crowd lived for Skylar's crazy, impossible plays, off-speed drops, circus dinks, wild mid-air contortions that belonged on a sports drink commercial. When it worked, the audience lost their minds. When it fizzled, the other team spiked it right down their throats, shushing the bleachers until the DJ could pump them back up.

Reese? She never showed emotion, but you could see her irritation in the way she set balls with near-violent precision. She hustled on defense, covered ground like a panther, and kept calling out tactical adjustments, only half of which Skylar bothered using.

By the end of the first set, they'd dropped it hard. Sand stuck to sweat, sweat soaked through spandex, and Skylar's breathing got fast and tight, her abs flexing with every gulp of air. Even her tan lines got more dramatic as she racked up highlight after highlight for the live stream.

The stands were a full-blown zoo. Sorority girls started a "Queen of the Beach!" chant, pink and gold pom-poms flashing. Even the food truck crews along the boardwalk leaned over their counters to catch every play.

But underneath the spectacle, a storm was brewing. The other team started anticipating every wild play. Skylar's unpredictability worked for a while, but the opponents adjusted, baited her into low-percentage shots, then slammed back winners while Reese dove in vain.

Timeout. Our girls huddled.

Skylar's hair fell loose, cheeks flushed, eyes wild with the need to win. As she chugged Gatorade, Reese kept her voice low and sharp.

"You have to trust me. If you take my signal, I'll give you the perfect set for the finish. Stop freelancing. They know your rhythm now."

Skylar shot a look at the crowd, visibly torn. She was basking in the energy, but Reese was offering a shot at the crown.

"Let's get this straight," Skylar snapped, voice bright enough for everyone to hear. "I'm not here to play backup for anyone. You want me to follow, it better be for the win."

Reese didn't flinch. "Follow my lead. When you see the X, you cut left, I'll set you there. We'll bury them."

Skylar glared for half a heartbeat, then nodded. "Fine. Don't mess up the set."

Back on court, the battlelines were drawn. Skylar played it straight, keeping to Reese's plan, but you could tell it was killing her not to show off. The points went back and forth. The second set started slow, mechanical, the crowd restless. But somewhere around the tenth point, something clicked. Skylar started trusting Reese's calls, hitting the spots instead of chasing highlights. Reese, for her part, loosened up just enough to let Skylar freelance when the moment demanded it. They took the second set clean, twenty-one sixteen, and suddenly the Athletic Arena felt like it was tilting in their favor.

Third set, everything on the line. Match point. Fourteen, thirteen. One point from winning the opening match. One point from proving they were real contenders.

Reese caught the serve clean, spotted the shifting defense, and called, "X!", with the subtle finger signal Skylar had ignored all morning. This time, Skylar saw it, trusted the plan, and sprinted left, faking a crazy trick shot before going for the cold, surgical finish Reese had drawn up.

The ball hit untouched sand. Silence, then a tidal wave of cheers.

Opening match, theirs. The bracket wide open.

Skylar didn't collapse or fist-pump—she just stood there, breathing hard, eyes scanning the crowd with something way deeper than pride. The applause hammered down, Greek life going berserk, but the real win was in how Reese walked over and, for the first time, gave her a tight, hard high five, a real one, no sarcasm.

As they hugged at the baseline, Skylar looked over at me, searching, wanting to know if I'd seen the difference.

I had. Everyone had.

Beach Queen was still a long road, but Skylar Bennett wasn't just another pretty mascot anymore.

For a second, she let herself soak it in, then faced the crowd, arms raised. Sunlight caught her sweat, making her skin glow, and every muscle in her legs and stomach flexed under the gold-and-white spandex as she showed them all what a winner looked like.

Even with the trophy still a long way off, it was clear: the court now belonged to her and Reese, and nobody would ever mistake Skylar for just "the entertainment" again.

After the post-match handshake, the announcer called them out for crowd photos, but Skylar's smile had an edge. She loved the adulation, but you could tell she wasn't fooled. Applause was cheap. Respect was rare.

If she wanted more, she'd have to keep fighting for it.

I headed to the VIP recovery cabanas behind the Athletic Arena, knowing she'd want a debrief without an audience. I knew that look, like the last set wasn't the whole story.

The day wasn't even half over, and the next match was already in her sights.

But first, Skylar needed something only I could give.

***

I barely got one foot off the sand before Skylar caught me by the wrist and yanked me into motion. "Come on," she hissed, eyes wild with adrenaline, not a hair of her usual breezy chill left. She didn't care about the post-match meet-and-greet or the sponsors shouting for photo ops on the boardwalk. There was only one place she wanted to be, and I was either coming with or getting trampled.

Past the Athletic Arena barricades, behind a maze of equipment tents and folding walls, lay the "VIP recovery cabanas." They might as well have been panic rooms for overachievers: padded benches, blackout curtains, stacked towels, the faint chemical tang of energy gel packets and disinfectant wipes. She navigated the maze with purpose, peeling me away from the festival chaos until we hit a spot dead center of nowhere, private and dim, the sound of the crowd muffled to a distant roar.

She slammed the curtain shut behind us with a flick of her wrist. For a second, we just stood there, her chest heaving, skin gleaming with effort, every nerve taut. It almost felt like she'd dragged the whole sun inside with her. For someone who should have been giddy with victory, Skylar looked pissed.

She braced her forearms on the wall, back to me. Her ass, round and deeply carved from a thousand deadlifts, filled out her gold-trimmed shorts like a sin. Sweat glistened between her shoulder blades, trickling under the white band of her sports bra and down to her hips.

"Say it," she snapped before I could open my mouth.

"Say what?"

"That I'm not just the fun chick with the tight ass," she said, voice shaking just enough to sound dangerous. "That you saw me out there and I wasn't a fucking mascot. I was a champion."

She spun to face me, and her eyes, ocean green, hungry, lasered through my chest like she was looking for a fight.

I tried to play my usual card, the kind of comment that got a laugh and dissolved tension. "Sky, if I had any excuse to make today about me and your ass, I'd take it. But—"

She cut me off with a snort. "Don't. I'm serious." She stepped closer, crowding me, sweat still trickling down her flushed cheeks, her forehead streaked with flyaway blonde hair. "I fucking hate it. People smiling at me like I'm the halftime show. Even today—" here she jabbed a finger at my chest "—I felt it. The only time anyone saw me was when I was grinning and acting wild. Nobody talks about the plays that matter, the discipline, the part where I actually did the smart thing."

Her breath was sharp and hot on my face. "It's always the energy. Never the ambition."

I shut up. There's no winning a debate with someone who just proved herself on the court.

She pulled off her sweatband and tossed it, hands trembling as she scrubbed the sand off her forehead.

"So," she demanded, "did you actually see me, or did you just want your private show?"

I stepped up, matching her intensity. "Skylar, every guy on that sand wishes they had what you have. The speed, the control, the power to flip the whole vibe on its head. But what I want, what I've wanted since you started this morning, is to see you out there with your own fucking crown. I don't care about the show. I care about you taking the entire damn spotlight."

Something loosened behind her gaze. Not relief, exactly, more like gasoline meeting fire.

She lunged first, fists knotted in my shirt, mouth finding mine with zero hesitation. Her tongue was lava; her lips, chapped and salty from the sun, pressed hard enough to bruise. In a heartbeat, I was rock hard, hands sliding up the hot silk of her arms, then down, tracing the line of sweat pooling in her cleavage. Her breasts were perfect, high, round, the sports bra pressing them tight together and making them leap to my touch.

She clawed my shirt up and off, shoving me back so my ass hit the padded bench. Her knees found the side of my thighs, spreading me. She straddled me, no games, no hesitation, just raw, sweaty, electric need.

"You want a champion," she growled, "you'd better show me how you treat winners."

Skylar's hands ripped at the band of her bra, popping it over her chest. Her breasts tumbled free, sculpted and taut, skin beaded with sweat and dusted with sand. Her nipples were thick and dark pink, standing stiff from her excitement or maybe the lick of cool air in the cabana.

My cock strained against my shorts, throbbing with a need I hadn't felt at this magnitude in a long damn time.

I grabbed her ass in both hands, squeezing the tight flesh, grinding her hips down onto my lap. The heat from between her legs was fucking blinding.

She moaned low and sweet as I cupped her tits, thumbs circling her nipples. "God, you have no idea how wild you drove me, sweaty, covered in sand, owning that court."

Her grin was animal. "Show me, stud."

I flicked both nipples at once, full and heavy in my hands, then ducked my head to suck one stiff bud between my lips. She arched in pleasure, fingers clawing through my hair, holding me tight to her chest. The taste of sweat and sunshine and Skylar filled my mouth.

I lapped and sucked, trading from one breast to the other, letting my hands explore down her sculpted stomach, so taut my fingertips could feel every ab flex as she rocked in my lap. Her hips bucked, grinding her pussy against my cock, desperate for more.

She shoved my head down, growling, "Don't you dare stop." So I didn't. I worshipped her tits until her whole body shivered with need.

Then I dragged my hands lower, tracing the curve of her hips, the lines of muscle and flesh leading to her shorts. I peeled them down, exposing her bare, tanned ass, round and so firm it felt like gripping granite wrapped in silk.

Skylar bent to kiss me again, her breasts bouncing in my face as she yanked my shorts and briefs off in one go. My cock snapped free, already slick with pre-cum, and she seized it, wrapping her palm tight around the shaft.

She stroked me, slow and steady, as if she had all the time in the world. "I want this inside me, right now." Her confidence was a full-body flex.

She squatted over me, her quads rippling, then lined me up with her slit, soaked and hot, her labia glistening in the low light. With one teasing grind, she rubbed my cock against her folds, smearing my tip in her slick.

The moment she eased back, her pussy welcomed me in, slow at first, stretching to take my head, then the rest, inch by thick ravenous inch. She was tight, almost painfully so, squeezing me like I was the prize at the end of a marathon.

She settled on my lap, every muscle taut, her breasts swaying in front of my face. Then she started to ride, pumping her hips in a wild, athletic rhythm that no girl on earth could match.

The world vanished. The festival outside could have been on Mars.

I gripped her ass, guiding every rise and fall, feeling her pussy grip and release as she fucked herself on my cock. Her abs flexed, her thighs trembled, sweat collecting in her cleavage and the small of her back. She fucked like she played: all-out, unafraid, and so damn alive.

Each time she slammed down, her breasts bounced for me, hypnotic, nipples jiggling. I buried my mouth in them, biting and sucking, making her whimper with every new move. She rode me harder, grinding her clit against my pubic bone until her whole body started to tremble.

"God, West—fuck—harder. Grab me. I want to feel it." Her voice was raw, urgent, hungry.

I lifted her and slammed her down, letting her take my cock as deep as she wanted. Her pussy clenched around me, pulsing, milking every inch. Sweat dripped off her nose to my chest. Her hair stuck to her shoulders, wild and unrestrained.

She rode right through her own orgasm, crying out, grinding her hips, lost in it. Her pussy gushed, soaking my shaft. I couldn't hold back, I exploded inside her, spurting thick ropes, filling her until she gasped and squeezed me tighter, milking every drop.

For a long moment, she just stayed there, impaled on me, forehead on my shoulder. Both of us were shaking, soaked in sweat.

When she finally raised her head, her green-blue eyes were softer, lit up from inside, reborn. She laughed, the sound pure sunlight. "That's how you treat a winner. Damn."

I stroked her back, still hard inside her. "You're incredible," I said. "There's nothing—nothing—that could make me see you as just the mascot. I saw you out there. The discipline, the trust, the way you chose to win. That's the Skylar I see."

Something shifted in her expression. Not just satisfaction, but recognition. Like she'd finally heard the thing she needed.

"You really mean that," she said. It wasn't a question.

"I do. You're not just the fun girl, Sky. You're a champion. And I want to be the guy who sees that, not just the guy who gets the victory lap."

She rolled her eyes, but there was no hurt left. Only warmth. "You're lucky I buy it. Because I just won, and I expect a ceremony."

I grinned and thrust up again, making her shudder. "Then let's give you a victory lap."

We kissed, slower this time, savoring every inch and every taste. I worshipped her tits, her stomach, her hips, memorizing every muscle and curve. When we finally broke, sweat cooled on our skin, and the world outside the curtain started to come back into focus.

Skylar slipped off me, letting my cock slide out, coated in her cream and my cum. She grabbed a towel, wiped herself down, then shot me a smile that was equal parts flirt and queen bee.

She got dressed, every movement more self-possessed than before. When she left the cabana, the whole damn festival felt different, like something had shifted on its axis.

I cleaned up, pulled my shorts back on, and stepped out into the sun. As I walked back toward the Athletic Arena, watching the crowd still buzzing from the match, something hit me hard.

Every woman in my orbit this week was chasing her own crown.

Skylar wasn’t just playing Beach Queen. She was fighting to be seen as a real athlete. Aria was building an empire with her brand. Lila was storming Miss Surf King with raw authenticity. Even Victoria and the others had their own stories, their own ambitions, their own victories to claim.

I’d been so locked onto my own Surf King run that I’d almost missed the obvious: none of them were standing around waiting to be part of my legend.

They were building their own.

That realization hit me as I walked, sand sticking to my calves, the sun warm on my shoulders. Heavy, but good. Like I’d finally opened my eyes to something that had been right in front of me all week.

I kept walking, past the food trucks and the sponsor flags, toward the AquaVibe stage in the distance. The festival was only getting started, and there were more matches to watch, more crowns to witness.

Up on the sponsor deck near the stage, I caught a flicker of movement. Aria Navarro, looking sharp even in a branded tank and shorts, froze mid-conversation as the new contest standings rolled in on the massive AquaVibe screen. She stared at the display, her smile faltering.

Under Miss Surf King, Lila Moreno’s numbers were spiking, surging like she’d found a cheat code for online charisma. Raw, unfiltered, unpredictable, nothing like Aria’s carefully cultivated campaigns.

The next battle had officially started.

And this time, I wasn’t sure who would come out on top.


Miss Surf King Rules


The AquaVibe sponsor deck was basically the stock exchange for ego and ambition, minus the suits and tragic hairlines. Screens everywhere, branded drinks in neon cups, and a pop-up selfie wall dripping with fake ice and more logo than personality. Thirty feet up, above the chaos, you could see both the ocean, and the festival, eating itself alive.

When I got there, the whole top deck was locked onto the Miss Surf King leaderboard flashing across the biggest LED wall on the West Coast. Aria Navarro was in first by a hair, her feed filled with platinum-filtered goddess shots and motivational one-liners that could sell a thousand water bottles per minute. But, right below her, surging out of nowhere, was Lila Moreno.

It wasn’t subtle. Her numbers had detonated overnight, with engagement bars lit up like a slot machine on triple sevens. Lila in a bikini, Lila hitting the world’s messiest slip-and-slide, Lila starting a “who can shotgun an AquaVibe fastest” contest with sorority princesses on the boardwalk. It was less campaign, more viral dare. She laughed through every single frame.

The brand reps loved it. You could smell the glee, protein drinks and coconut sunscreen and pure opportunity.

Aria? She played it pro. I watched her jaw flex as she took in the live metrics, smile frozen in place. A few yards away, Lila propped herself up on the sponsor rail, board shorts hiked high, tank knotted just above her navel, abs on full display. She grinned at the screen like it was all a joke, but her eyes had that sharp, hungry glint.

The air up there was cooler, saltier, and buzzing with petty energy.

Cami, today's AquaVibe handler extraordinaire, made the first move, voice pitched so everyone could hear, "Looks like we've got a real race, people! Aria, Lila, you're the top two, everyone's betting on who's about to break the records." She gestured to a pair of neon-trimmed demo boards propped against the rail.

Aria swiveled, every movement measured. “Happy for the extra exposure,” she said, voice sweetened for the camera. “But I’m pretty sure the audience knows how much work goes into building a real brand.”

Lila snorted. “Is that what you call it? ‘Brand building’? I thought it was meant to be fun.”

“She’s fun,” one of the interns muttered, eyeing Lila like she was the hottest party in town. “She’s, like, the off-script queen.”

Aria flicked a glance at me, daring me to back her up. “Nothing wrong with on-message. The Miss Surf King campaign is about confidence, not chaos.”

Lila stretched like a cat, hips cocked. She winked at the sponsor staff. “Chaos is way more fun to watch. I mean, look at those numbers, babe.”

She called everyone babe, but it still worked. The tension was electric, like a rubber band about to snap.

I found myself wedged between them: Aria with her phone already open, fingers scrolling through reaction stats. Lila bouncing on her toes, clearly loving every second. The LED wall cycled through another round of “Live Now!” posts, and the crowd below the deck broke into noisy debate, half the students for Team Aria, half for Team Lila.

Cami clapped her hands, rallying the brand team. “We need a live segment. Both girls, together. West, you shoot. Maybe a friendly on-camera rivalry? Let’s get the energy and the drama.”

Aria tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, all business. “I’m in, but only if we get clear prompts. I don’t want this devolving into fake catfight territory.”

Lila grinned like she’d already won. “Let it devolve. That’s the point. People are tired of matching sneakers and humblebrag captions. Give ‘em something real.”

I waited for someone to ask what I thought, but of course, that’s never how this worked. I cleared my throat, and all eyes snapped to me because apparently, opinions from the peanut gallery meant more if you had a camera.

“I’m not picking a side,” I said, hands raised. “You’re different, that’s why it works. Aria is surgical, every shot, every word has a reason. Lila’s pure spark. The whole feed lights up when she goes off-script, and people love it because nothing’s staged. If you flatten them into the same girl, you lose both.”

The silence lasted half a breath.

Lila kicked the rail. “See? Golden Boy gets it.”

Aria’s lips curled, not a smile, not quite a sneer. “So I’m just the control freak, and she’s the circus?”

I locked eyes with her. “No, you’re the architect. She’s the wildcard. The audience wants both. One without the other is just noise.”

Cami made a show of documenting all this on her iPad, probably for some sponsor pitch later. “Okay, then, Aria, what do you need to make this work?”

Aria didn’t hesitate. “Let’s use the main AquaVibe activation. We do two segments, one directed, one open. I want access to all edits before it goes live. We keep it sharp, not trashy.”

Lila cocked her head, the sunlight catching the line of sweat between her breasts. “Fine, but nobody’s gonna manage me into being a messier Aria. I’ll say what I want. If it bombs, I own it.”

I tried not to let my smile show, but it was a lost cause. “Deal. I’ll shoot it real, no filters. If we go down, at least we all know who sunk the ship.”

Lila shot me finger guns. “Bet.”

Aria just pursed her lips. Underneath, though, you could see the quick math: how to win without looking like she cared about winning.

The sponsors gathered us up, prepping with branded towels, board stickers, and a list of suggested "fun" questions that made my soul die a little.

But the best moment was right before we left the deck. Lila grabbed a neon AquaVibe demo board, hoisted it onto her shoulder, and struck a pose with it like a trophy. The crowd below went nuts, howling as she blew them a kiss.

Aria rolled her eyes. “You look ridiculous.”

Lila winked. “You look jealous.”

If the brand wanted drama, we’d just handed them the Superbowl.

As we headed down toward the shoot, I caught Cami whispering to her assistant: “If this keeps up, we’re gonna break every engagement record on campus.”

The ocean glittered, the festival noise went nuclear, and for once, I didn’t mind being the guy in the middle.

There was no telling who’d come out on top, but I’d never seen either girl so locked in, or so willing to go to war for a shot at the crown.

It was going to be one hell of a show.

***

The AquaVibe beach activation was, no exaggeration, the best and worst place to go viral before noon.

Imagine a stage built of neon surfboards, sponsor girls handing out board stickers and trucker hats, and a foam party cannon pumping biodegradable bubbles over a crowd of students who couldn't agree if they were at a beach or a nightclub. There were maybe three feet of sand between the morning lineup and the main camera zone, but it felt like a stadium: kids screaming, influencers flashing their teeth, and high-def screens showing your every move, magnified for the gods.

Aria and Lila entered like rival queens summoned for combat. Two brand reps followed, plus Cami, wrangling microphones and a stack of branded board bags.

I took my mark behind the main lens. On the LED, the leaderboard pulsed: Aria barely in the lead, Lila closing by the second.

The first prompt from the sponsor MC made my balls shrink: “Describe why you deserve to be the next Miss Surf King, in three words or less. Action!”

Aria snapped to it, perfect posture, every pixel in place. “Confident. Composed. Inspiring.” She flipped her hair for the crowd, smile dialed up to maximum. I’d seen her do this before. She could improv better than most people could breathe.

The MC gestured to Lila, who wasn’t even pretending. She grinned and rolled her eyes. “Batshit. Unruly. Papaya.”

The crowd loved it. The sponsor MC looked like he’d just been pantsed at his own birthday party.

Aria tried to slide past the joke. “Can I get a real answer?”

Lila wiggled her hips. “That was the real answer. I’m not auditioning for the Supreme Court.”

Sponsor guy: “Let’s keep it positive, ladies! Remember, you’re both representing the AquaVibe lifestyle!”

Lila: "If the lifestyle means posing with pretty boards and doing cartwheels on TV, I'm your girl."

Camera guy nearly snorted his latte.

Aria’s nostrils flared, but she stayed professional. “The title means something. You’re the face of the brand or you tank it. I take that seriously.”

Lila shrugged. “Nothing sexier than a girl who can shotgun a can, baby.”

I could see the brand team’s panic: Aria was on script, but it felt cold. Lila kept breaking the rules, and every time she did, the crowd went wild. Even the LED leaderboard started to reflect it, her spike was legendary.

They ran more prompts, and it only got messier.

Aria, every answer perfect, but the tension in her shoulders broadcasted stress to anyone not born on Mars.

Lila? Pure improv. At one point she scooped up a foam cannon and doused half a row of frat guys, then grabbed a mini demo board and balanced it on her head while answering a question about "embodying confidence in everyday life."

It was hilarious, but also, unfiltered. Real. The opposite of Aria’s brand.

The sponsors huddled. The MC tried to get things back on track. But after two more stiff exchanges, I cut in, waving for a pause.

“Let’s try something else,” I said, stepping around the camera. “No more sponsor prompts. I’ll ask, you answer. Deal?”

Aria’s relief was obvious, even if she tried to mask it. “Fine. But this is being recorded.”

Lila threw up two fingers. “Swear on it, King.”

The crowd backed off, phones raised, waiting for the drama.

I lined them up, shoulder to shoulder, ocean and LED wall behind. Sunlight caught the spray in their hair, glittering.

“Alright,” I said, voice low. “What do you actually want from the crown? Not the canned answer, the real one.”

Aria went stiff. “Security. I want to know my work pays off. That people see I’m more than just a number or a filter. That I did something better than ‘look pretty for the Internet.’”

Lila laughed, but it was shaky. “Honestly? I wanna prove I can win. Not be the inside joke, but the one everyone remembers. Not because of a meltdown, but because I stole the damn show.”

The MC tried to cut in, but I held up a hand. “Next question: what are you tired of people assuming?”

Aria’s jaw ticked. “That I’m an ice queen. I care. I’m just, I have to be perfect, or I lose.”

Lila’s mask dropped for a second. “That I don’t have dreams, you know? That I’m just here to make Aria’s campaign look spicy, not because I could actually win. Feels like nobody would ever bet on me, not really.”

The shift in the energy was atomic, like the sand might start shaking.

Final shot. “If you win Miss Surf King, what would it prove?”

Aria stared dead at the lens. “That real hustle wins, not just hype.”

Lila blinked hard. “That you can be wild and unfiltered and still get the crown. That I matter as much as anyone.”

There was a dead pause, then, instead of roasting each other, Lila hooked Aria’s arm. Gave her a real, honest squeeze.

Aria returned it, softening at the contact.

I snapped the shot. No branding, no script, just two women, rivals, friends, basically naked to the world, saying, “fuck your labels, we’re both here for the crown.”

Cami lost her mind. “THIS. Is. VIRAL! Quick, can we get that edited and live?”

Sponsor techs hustled the footage. Within two minutes, the post exploded on every screen, LED wall included. The numbers weren’t just good, they were historic.

Aria and Lila, side by side, center stage in a university bloodsport, hugging it out and daring the world to flatten them.

The crowd howled for more.

But the real moment? Aria wouldn’t look at the screen, and Lila wiped at her eye, pretending it was sweat.

I knew, right then, that neither of them would ever be satisfied slotting into pre-fab roles. Not just for a brand, not for me, maybe not ever.

The sponsors? They were busy high-fiving and taking credit.

But up on the main stage, two girls redefined what it meant to win. And for once, being the guy in the middle felt like more than just a photo op.

It felt like something close to real.

***

Cami intercepted us the second we cleared the foam-slicked shoot. “You all need a minute,” she said, scanning the three of us like we’d just run a marathon, “and the brand upstairs is dying to keep you from combusting on the main boardwalk. Come on, private lounge, now.”

Aria didn’t hesitate. She was up the steps before anyone else, gaze tunnel-locked, heels pounding the AstroTurf like a runway.

We spilled into the AquaVibe creator lounge, and I swear it felt like landing on a different planet. The room was icy-cool, all blue velvet and glass with LED strips making even the bottled water look like trophy bait. You couldn’t hear the festival, just soft electronic music and the gentle hum of a branded fridge cycling cold air.

Aria paced the floor, arms crossed. Lila sprawled on a couch, legs open, making herself at home like she’d grown up in five-star rentals. Cami offered coconut water and board wax samples, then slipped out, letting the door hush shut behind her.

For a minute, nobody said a word. The air was thick, adrenaline and self-doubt and that too-many-eyes-on-me aftershock.

Aria broke first, her words low but fever-bright. “That wasn’t what I expected. I didn’t say, I didn’t plan for any of that.” She glared at both of us, wetting her lips with a swipe of tongue. “You think I like being the calculated bitch while everyone else gets to be the fun one?”

Lila eased a foot up on the table, stretching. Her expression was pure trouble. “Why not? You’re good at it. It’s not like I can out-strategize you, babe. My thing is just being the disaster everyone wants at parties.”

Aria fired back. “But you don’t get the hate. Nobody blames you when things go bad. They just blame me for wanting to win.”

Lila made a mock snooze face. “That’s because nobody expects me to win. I’m the comic relief, remember? Aria’s the main character, Lila’s the meme.”

It was sharp. Real. Dead-center true.

I stepped in before it could spiral. “Bullshit. I spent all morning getting shoved between armies of fans who’d murder for either of you. Nobody wants a single flavor. What they can’t handle is the idea you’re both real threats. Nobody wants to admit it could be either of you on the trophy float.”

Aria whirled on me, hair flipping, eyes shiny. “You don’t know what it’s like. If I’m not perfect, there’s always someone else to take my place. Today it’s Lila. Next week it could be—”

She caught herself.

Lila didn’t let it slide. “Go on. Next week I’ll be old news, back to being Aria’s wildcard sidekick. And what, West? You just get to referee?”

I sat down between them, feeling the ice of the velvet under my skin. “No. For once, you don’t have to fight for attention. You both have it. Right fucking here.”

Lila’s knee bounced. “Prove it.”

Aria narrowed her eyes. “Yes, West. Prove it’s not just about who makes you look better. Or who you need for your campaign, or your bed.”

It could have gone hostile. Instead, it just went hot.

I leaned back, finally honest. “You want the truth? Aria, you’re afraid of being replaced and it drives you nuts that you care more than anyone admits. Lila, you’re terrified you could win, but that nobody would give you credit, not even yourself. You both deserve to be the center, not someone’s prop.”

The words just…hung. All the fight and glitter from the stage crash-landed in the hush of that luxe little cave.

This time, Aria made the first move. She slid forward, grabbing my shirt, pulling me to her lips. The kiss was devouring, hungry, desperate, and nothing like her usual composure. Lila pressed in from the other side, her hair wild, hands snaking around my waist and slipping under my tee.

Aria bit my bottom lip, then nipped her way down my jaw. “Show me,” she breathed, “show me you see me. Not the brand, the real me.”

Lila laughed, sweet and dirty. “Yeah, King. Give it to us real. No scripts.”

There wasn’t a square inch of skin that wasn’t on fire. My cock strained against my shorts, painfully hard. Their hands, mouths, energy, impossible to separate, impossible to resist.

I switched to action. Lila’s top was the first casualty, her tits spilled out, full, tan, nipples already thick and begging. I gave them equal time: palm on one, mouth on the other, licking, sucking, getting her to moan and arch. Aria watched, eyes dark and hungry. So I slid my hand up her back, unclipped the dainty little bikini, and let her breasts tumble free. Hers were full and high, perfectly shaped with nipples a dusky pink standing out against flawless skin.

Lila leaned in, kissing Aria, tongue flicking, pinching her nipple until Aria gasped into my neck.

"God, you two," I muttered, burying my face in both chests. "You're going to make me lose it."

Aria shimmied out of her bikini bottoms first, kicking them aside. Lila followed, stripping hers off with a grin. Both women naked, they pressed in close, skin hot against mine.

Aria, never outdone, pushed me hard onto the couch, straddled my lap, and ground her hot pussy onto my bulge. “Good. I want you crazy for me.”

Lila climbed up behind, arms wrapped around my chest, hands sliding down to unbutton my shorts. My cock sprang free, hard and gleaming. She gripped me tight, stroking, getting me slick and desperate.

"Both of you," I said, voice rough. "I want you both right here."

Aria's eyes flashed, surprise, then something softer. She'd expected me to choose, to funnel my attention toward her as the safe bet. Instead, I pulled Lila in closer, hand on her hip, making sure she felt the want directed at her specifically.

Lila noticed. Her breath caught, and for a second the performative mask slipped, she looked genuinely seen, not as Aria's chaotic counterpart but as someone worth wanting on her own terms.

Aria ground against the head of my cock, using her weight to slide her slit up and down the length before lining up and impaling herself, slow and gorgeous. She clenched, crying out, hair falling in her face. "Fuck, yes—West…"

Lila watched, biting her lower lip, then slid around to straddle my face.

She hovered, letting her pussy tease my lips. "You want to prove I matter, King? Show me."

I pulled her down with both hands, eating her out like it was lunch after finals. Her taste was wild and sweet, her folds drenched. She rocked her hips, riding my mouth, moaning with every flick of my tongue. I sucked her clit, flicked the bud, slid two fingers inside to make her buck and curse in Spanish.

At the same time, Aria fucked herself on my cock, riding me with a control that bordered on savage. Her tits bounced, her face flushed. She leaned into Lila while Lila writhed atop me, and their lips met, hungry, messy, gorgeous.

The energy was a live wire. No one faded into the background. Every move was a three-way circuit, all fire and friction.

Lila came first: gushing, thighs clamped on my face, voice hoarse as she shuddered around my tongue. I didn't let up, kept eating her until she begged.

Aria picked up pace, hips slapping, her pussy squeezing the life out of my shaft. She rode hard, breasts bouncing, hair stuck to her sweaty face. Lila, recovering, crawled down and latched onto Aria's nipple, sucking, flicking, pinching until Aria's whole body convulsed.

She screamed my name, clenched so tight I nearly lost it, and came, pouring around my cock, milking me, shaking with every pulse.

I gripped Aria's ass, lifting her, slamming her down so I was rooted to the hilt inside her. Lila, still trembling, snaked her arms around us both, her tongue tracing Aria's jaw, then mine, then Aria's again, knotting us together in a tangle of heat and salt and mutual destruction.

The pleasure built, impossibly huge. My cock swelled, pulsing, and Aria's pussy responded in kind, milking me with savage, perfect precision. I exploded, filling her, every spasm chased by another, and Aria came with me, head thrown back, mouth open in a silent, shuddering cry as her whole body convulsed around me. Lila's laughter, delirious, unfiltered, echoed between us, and she pressed her fingers down, catching the overflow, then sucking them clean, eyes rolling back in bliss.

In the white-hot aftermath, Aria slumped against my chest, her hair sticking to my skin. Lila collapsed onto my lap, resting her head on Aria's thigh, both girls' bodies tangled over mine. Their sweat and scent blended into something elemental, a chemical proof that we'd all crossed some line and were never going back.

For a long moment, we just sat there, sweaty, gasping, all boundaries shattered.

The silence wasn't comfortable. It was full of everything we'd just admitted without words.

Aria stirred first, her voice barely above a whisper. "That doesn't mean we're fixed."

Lila laughed, but it was brittle. "Nothing's fixed. We just stopped pretending for a minute."

I stroked Aria's hair, then reached for Lila's hand. "I'm not going to act like that solved anything. But I'm not going to pretend it didn't happen either."

Aria pulled back enough to meet my eyes. "You gave us both attention. That means you have to keep doing it. Not just when it's easy."

Lila nodded, rare seriousness in her face. "Equal means equal when it's messy too, King. Not just when we're naked."

The weight of that settled in my chest. I'd wanted them both, and I'd gotten them, but the responsibility went both ways. I couldn't let one become the default and the other become the exception.

"I hear you," I said. "Both of you."

Lila stretched, but the movement was slower, more thoughtful than before. "First time all day I feel like I actually won something. But winning doesn't mean I stop being scared everyone's waiting for me to fuck it up."

Aria splayed out atop me, head on my chest, but her guard was already rebuilding, brick by brick, visible in the set of her jaw. "I just don't want to be invisible unless I'm perfect. And I'm never perfect."

I squeezed them both. "You're not invisible. And you're not required to be perfect."

Lila stroked my thigh with her foot, but her eyes were on Aria. "We're still rivals, babe. Don't think I'm going soft."

Aria's smile was thin, but real. "Wouldn't dream of it."

We stayed tangled a while, letting the chill of the AC cool us down. But the ease was temporary. The triangle was still there, sharper now, more honest, but nowhere near solved.

***

We left the creator suite in a blaze of AC and the dangerous kind of clarity that only comes after crossing a line together. The festival outside was louder, brighter, like the world had been waiting for us to get our shit together before letting the volume rise.

Lila sauntered out first, shorts slung low on her hips, skin still flushed from the lounge. Aria trailed, hair slightly mussed, her smile softer than I’d ever seen.

The second our sneakers hit boardwalk, the big screens refreshed with the latest bloodbath: Aria up by a nose, Lila right behind, both so far ahead of the pack it looked doctored. But the best part? The campaign shot of the two of them, sunlit, arms linked, eyes defiant, was everywhere.

The caption plastered across the bottom was "Miss Surf King: Queens in Collision / Shot by West Donovan."

For a second, Aria just stared. She didn't flinch, but her hand found her necklace, thumb rubbing the charm like a worry stone.

"Holy shit, babe," Lila said, not even pretending to downplay it. "We broke the internet. Fuck, look at those comments."

She dragged me closer to a sponsor screen, scrolling. The top replies were obsessed:

— "Is West dating both of them or is this just AquaVibe marketing?"

— "The tension between Aria and Lila is INSANE. Someone's getting crowned and someone's getting dumped."

— "West is literally standing between the two Miss Surf King frontrunners. Coincidence? I think not."

— "This whole thing feels staged but I can't look away."

You could almost taste how quickly the rumor-mill was spinning up.

Lila shot Aria a look, eyebrow raised. “You think the crowd can handle the idea of more than one queen?”

Aria let out a real laugh, light and a little surprised. “Crowds never get tired of drama. I just hope they don’t turn us into memes by tomorrow.”

Lila wound an arm around her, this time more gentle than showy. “If they do, at least we’re hot.”

I tried to play off the nerves, but the subtext was impossible to ignore: the three of us weren’t just in a triangle. We were the headline.

A girl from Sigma Epsilon stopped us cold, phone pointed straight at my face. “Smile! Gotta get the King of the Queens for the newsletter.”

I dipped my chin, gave her a little smirk. “Don’t let me steal their thunder.”

She grinned back. “Oh, trust me, you’re already the story.”

Aria leaned in, voice just for me. “It’s a little intense, isn’t it? Knowing every second out here is a potential scandal?”

Lila snorted. “No risk, no reward, right, West?”

Before I could answer, my phone vibrated with a buzz that screamed “trouble.”

Victoria Sinclair, in rare form:

"Congrats on the trending moment. But heads up: the more you look sponsor-backed, the more ammo it gives the Vales to challenge your eligibility. Not saying lay low, but maybe don't post photos with Aria and Lila that look like they're from the AquaVibe lounge. Call me if you want actual strategy."

She didn’t need to sign it. The warning was pure Victoria: on-point, unsentimental, maybe a little jealous, but always thinking two moves ahead.

I shot a glance at the screens. Faces everywhere, the three of us branded up, spun into the ultimate campus fantasy: King Donovan and the Miss Surf King Queens, courtesy of AquaVibe.

I could feel the trap closing, even as the adrenaline made me want to pull both of them in close and not let go.

Lila nudged me, whispering into my ear. "Next time, you gotta pick sides. Bedroom or boardroom?"

I winked, masking the heat in my voice. "Who says I can't win both?"

But inside, I knew Victoria was right. Every new post, every viral selfie, every second with Aria or Lila on my arm just made the inevitable challenge that much sharper. To the outside world, I wasn't a surfer, I was a paid face in a marketing circus.

And now they had evidence of something private turned public. Not the full truth, but enough to spin. Enough to question.

Aria caught my hesitation. Her eyes clouded, just for a heartbeat, then she reached for my hand. "We'll figure it out. You always do."

I squeezed back, letting the moment anchor me, even with the world spinning faster around us.

The festival kept roaring, but now every laugh, every spotlight, every wild shot on the LED wall felt like it was tallying up points in a game I hadn't agreed to play.

Funny thing was, I wanted the crown, now more than ever.

But if I wanted the crown, I had to be ready to risk everything that came with it. Even if the price was every private moment becoming public evidence, and every woman I cared about wondering whether she could trust the man chasing it.


Surf Queen Lines


You’d think, after a morning of sponsor wars and messy threesomes, the world would grant you a moment to clear your head. Not at the Surf King Festival. The main deck was still sweating AquaVibe, Aria and Lila were probably plotting world domination, and every time my phone buzzed, I expected Victoria’s name and another reminder that the Vales weren’t just waiting for me to choke, they were actively sharpening their knives.

But all that faded next to what was happening at the south end of the beach. There, beyond the last food truck and the last patch of sunburned fans, the Surf Queen opening field was gathering for Day One. The sand felt colder, heavier down here, like nobody dared mess with the vibe. It wasn’t party energy. It was nerves and ambition.

The Surf Queen structure wasn’t like the men’s Surf King bracket. No pro-field gauntlet, no single amateur slot, no legacy trap disguised as opportunity. This was a festival championship: open heats, top two advancing, then quarters, semis, and one final woman standing.

Bella was easy to spot. She stood out, not just for the perfect line of her body or the French fashion sense that could turn board shorts into runway, but because she looked out of place next to the hard-edged girls warming up on either side. Not soft, just different, like a violin dropped into a punk band. Her hair was perfectly done, dark waves tumbling over her wetsuit, every angle camera-ready, but the way she clutched her board screamed panic in languages no press release ever covered.

Just behind her, Keilani patrolled like a lifeguard who’d been burned before. She didn’t posture for the crowd or even glance at the stands. She just watched, assessing, arms folded over her chest, biceps flexed and unreadable. You had to respect the woman. Even I felt my posture straighten when she looked my way.

I cut through the crowd, doing my best to look like just another boyfriend visiting the staging area, which I absolutely wasn’t. The closer I got, the more obvious it was: Bella was not here for flowers or pre-game hype. She just needed to get through this without puking.

“Bonjour, queen,” I said, keeping my voice low. “You ready to make them rewrite the odds?”

Her lips twitched, but her eyes cut to Keilani before she answered. “Oh, I think the odds are very clear, darling. No one bets on the small brunette when there is a girl like Keilani in the heat.”

Keilani didn’t dignify that with a comment. Her gaze was locked on Bella, like she could will the doubt right out of her.

I dropped my hand to Bella’s shoulder, gentle, but she was so tense it was like grabbing a live wire. Her grip on the board tightened. “You look ready to murder someone,” I said.

Bella snorted, but it was shaky. “Not murder. Just… survive.”

Keilani leaned in, her voice pitched for our trio alone. “You don’t need to out-muscle anyone. You just need to show them you belong. That’s the only thing that matters.”

If comfort could be weaponized, Keilani would have patented it.

Bella took a breath, staring at the foam around her toes. “Everyone expects me to be the sweet one. The safe bet. Like, oh, she’s lovely, but she cannot handle the real waves. I hate it.”

The words hit me harder than I expected.

I wanted to fix it, say the right thing, but every solution felt wrong. She didn’t want rescuing. She wanted to be seen, fear and all.

So I did the only thing that made sense. I stepped so close she had no choice but to look up. “You don’t have to be the loudest. You just have to be brave enough to paddle out. That’s more than most people ever do.”

Keilani nodded once, silent approval. I swear, that was like getting a gold sticker from Poseidon himself.

Bella blinked hard, but her jaw stayed set. “I am scared, West.”

I lowered my voice, so only she could hear. “You think I’m not? Every time I see my name on a Surf King board, I’m one step away from shitting myself.”

That drew a laugh, an honest one. “You hide it better.”

“No,” I admitted, “I just bullshit better. But you—” I touched her cheek, tracing the line of her jaw with my thumb, “—I love how you do it anyway. Even when it’s terrifying.”

Maybe it was the way the sponsor banners snapped in the wind, or the way Keilani just faded back and let us talk, but for the first time all day, it felt private.

I wanted to pull her in, shut out the world. Instead, I held back, letting her have the moment.

“I love you,” I said. “That doesn’t mean I’m going to save you from the ocean. I know you want to take that fear out there with you.”

She pressed her forehead to my chest and let out a long, shaky breath. If anyone was watching, they’d call it an embrace, but it felt more like a promise. Or a white-flag, truce between hope and anxiety.

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Just—don’t watch me like you’re waiting for disaster, okay?”

I kissed the top of her head. “Never. I’ll watch you like I’m counting the waves. You got this.”

Keilani shot me a look that actually bordered on fond. “You done playing the romantic card, Donovan? Because the call sheets are going up.”

“Yeah, coach,” I said, putting my hands up in mock surrender.

Bella fixed her gaze on the water, a storm of nerves and focus. “If I wipe out, do not come after me. I mean it.”

“Agreed,” Keilani said, voice iron. “But you won’t wipe out.”

I wanted to believe her.

The announcer’s voice kicked in, too loud and too chipper for the tension: “Surf Queen Heat One to the water! Let’s see these ladies put on a show!”

In the distance, a drumbeat of applause and sponsor music ramped up, but all I saw was Bella, board under her arm, legs steady, chin lifted.

Keilani gave her a single, level look. The “don’t make me proud, just make it count” kind of vibe only Keilani could deliver. Bella’s smile was small, but real.

She nudged my shoulder, then jogged toward the launch ramp. If you didn’t know her, you’d think she was built for this.

I stood frozen for a second, pride and anxiety neck-and-neck in my bloodstream.

Keilani sidled up, reading my face like it was a test she’d already aced. “You did good. Now let her do the rest.”

We watched together, in silence, as Bella lined up with the other women at the break. She didn’t look back.

In that moment, everything else, the sponsor drama, the crowd, the flexing cameras and social media, vanished. All that mattered was her silhouette, shrinking against the gray-blue horizon, heading straight for the only test that actually counted.

Somewhere behind us, the festival roared on, oblivious.

But for me, the world stopped when Bella paddled out.

Let the bracket begin.

***

The first thing you need to know about Surf Queen: it’s not soft. It looks soft from the festival tents, with all the teal banners and flower crowns and influencers doing peace signs for the camera. But out there, where the water gets mean and the sun forgets to be cute, there’s nowhere to hide.

Bella’s heat was stacked. Besides her and Keilani, there were two other women whose shoulders looked engineered by NASA. Last year’s quarterfinalist, a bleach-blonde Amazon from the east coast, took one look at the lineup and smirked like she’d already picked out her trophy shelf. The other wildcard, a local girl with Hawaiian roots and thighs carved from actual lava, didn’t even fake a smile.

Bella waited at the edge, chin up, legs steady, but I could see her knuckles digging into her board through a zoom lens if I’d had one. The crowd focused on Keilani, with a side-bet for the favorites. The only thing the announcer said about Bella was, “If she even makes the quarterfinals, this break will lose its mind.”

Kai joined me in the sand, clutching an energy drink like it was holy water. Summer watched with her arms wrapped around her knees, face so tight I worried she might actually bite someone if Bella wiped out.

“Think she’s got a shot?” Kai whispered, fake-casual.

“Better than anyone expects,” I muttered back.

The horn sounded, and the four women sprinted for the water, boards held high.

Keilani claimed alpha position immediately, cutting a line through whitewater that made the others scramble. The favorites boxed out hard, trying to squeeze both Bella and Keilani toward the rocks. Bella didn’t flinch. She slid behind, conserving her strength, staying off their radar until the first set rolled in.

The swell was garbage: small, shifty peaks that only held if you timed them perfectly. The strong girls kept chasing the biggest waves, but half the time, the set just crumbled, leaving them stranded on a dying break or getting tumbled while the cameras zoomed in.

Bella waited. Patient, eyes bright, scanning the horizon. Once, when a fat, ugly foam ball came through, the crowd screamed for her to go, but Bella just shook her head and let the monsters eat each other.

Kai whistled, impressed. “She’s got balls. Or, uh, whatever the French word is.”

The announcer couldn’t let it go: “Fournier playing it safe, folks, maybe hoping for a lucky break!”

He had it backwards. Bella was the only one reading the water right.

The Amazon took the bait, dropped in early on a choppy right, and got annihilated. The wild card tried to steal her thunder with a high-risk floater, but all she got was a mouthful of kelp and a trip to the rescue board.

Keilani, meanwhile, landed a clean, fierce ride. She made it look easier than it was, racking up instant respect. But the story wasn’t her.

It was Bella, waiting for her moment.

When the perfect line finally showed, Bella paddled with purpose. You could see her hesitate for half a heartbeat, a flash of pure terror, then she went. She angled in gorgeous and low, catching the face before it could flatten out. Unlike the others, she didn’t force tricks or throw elbows. She just let the wave carry her, every move easy and sharp as a line of poetry.

The judges didn’t see her coming. The number on the scoreboard popped up, 8.4, and the crowd, used to seeing her as the adorable sophomore, went silent for a second, then exploded.

Even the announcer’s tone changed: “Whoa, precision from Fournier! That’s a textbook ride! Are we seeing a new contender here?”

Summer grabbed my arm, nails digging in from surprise. On the water, you could see the power players recalibrating: suddenly everyone was chasing Bella’s numbers, not just Keilani’s.

The rest of the heat played out with the same tension. Bella skipped the drama, waited for her opening, and put up a 7.8 on a smaller but perfectly chosen set. She beat the wild card by a full point and closed the gap to Keilani enough that the bracket board got nervous.

When the horn sounded, Bella didn’t celebrate. She just collapsed onto her board, floating sideways, soaking it in. Her body language said, “I can’t believe I did it,” but her face was pure, unfiltered joy.

Keilani was first to meet her at the waterline. She didn’t hug or high-five. She just nodded, tight and approving. The rarest gesture from the girl who didn’t hand out praise unless it was splashed in salt and earned in blood.

Bella stumbled up the ramp, dripping and laughing through tears. I met her at the edge, arms wide.

She was shaking, and so was I.

“Holy shit,” I said. “You just made the highlight reel.”

She buried her face in my neck, out of breath, voice muffled by adrenaline. “I didn’t die. Even though I thought I would.”

Kai was next, grinning. “You want a post-heat acai bowl? Or did you just eat everyone else’s lunch up there?”

That got a real laugh out of her, watery and brilliant.

Behind us, the crowd couldn’t stop buzzing. The board updated: Bella Fournier, first in Heat One, advancing to the quarterfinals. Keilani Kekoa, second, advancing right behind her.

Keilani threw one more look, a silent salute, half smirk, half challenge, then moved on.

I squeezed Bella tight, letting her breath catch up. For the first time, she actually looked at the bracket and smiled, not as the underdog, but as someone who finally believed she belonged.

“Next round,” she whispered, still dazed.

“Next round,” I agreed, pride swelling under my ribs.

Summer wiped at her eyes, pretending it was sunscreen. Even Sam, who’d jogged over from a sponsor shoot, looked impressed.

But the headline was clear: Bella Fournier was not here to be anyone’s sweet little mascot. She was a contender.

The festival howled, but the moment was hers alone.

I could see she was about to get swarmed by reporters and sorority cameras, so I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and steered us away from the mess. Her body stayed tense, but a different kind now, more aftershock than panic.

“You want to get out of here?” I asked, mouth to her ear. “Somewhere nobody can ask for your reaction?”

She nodded, still half-laughing, half-crying. “Please.”

As we hiked away from the crowd, I glanced back at Keilani. She was already watching the next heat, but her guard had dropped enough for me to see it:

She respected Bella.

And that was worth more than any crown, at least for now.

Time to take my contender home.

***

The drive up the cliff felt like scrubbing a festival off your skin with pure Pacific air. The farther we got from the sponsor tents and the scoreboard screens, the more Bella relaxed, breath by breath.

Inside the house, everything was golden afternoon: salt streaks on the windows, Dean’s battered longboard over the fireplace, the familiar scent of clean towels and old driftwood. From the living room you could hear the distant percussion of the festival, but it was just a ghost of sound, background noise against the hush of our own little world.

I steered her straight to the shower. She tried to protest, but I just winked. “You’ll thank me when you feel your toes again.”

She came out twenty minutes later wrapped in one of my shirts, hair damp, legs bare, eyes so blue they made the whole room look underwater. She found me on the couch, feet up, pretending to scroll my phone and not just stare at the shape of her in that shirt.

She curled up next to me, folded in, knees tucked tight. For a minute, we didn’t talk. Just her head resting on my shoulder, the steady pulse of the ocean outside, and the illusion that nothing in the world could touch us.

Eventually, she broke the silence. “You ever think it’s funny? That I’m part of the most beautiful harem on campus, but I feel like the least…impressive?”

I looked over, expecting a joke, but her face was open, raw. Honest in a way that made my chest hurt.

“You’re kidding, right?” I said. “You literally trended on the festival board an hour ago. You just surfed your way past three human refrigerators.”

She smiled, soft. “But look at the others, West. Summer is the golden girl. Victoria, she’s like, she could run the country and make you feel lucky to have her. Even Sam, she’s a little terrifying and everyone loves it. I’m just…me. I get to be here because I’m sweet. Because I say the right thing. Not because anyone expects me to win.”

I took her hand, threading our fingers. “That’s bullshit, and you know it.”

She shrugged. “Maybe. But sometimes, when I watch you with Victoria or Sam or even Skylar, I feel like I’m watching a different species. I wish I could be less scared.”

I tugged her closer, letting her find her spot against my chest. “I don’t want you to be them. I want you to be the one who gets scared and does it anyway.”

Bella’s eyes tugged up to mine. “Even when I choke? Even when I want to run?”

“Especially then. I love you because you never stop trying. Even when you think you’re the underdog.”

She huffed a laugh, blinking away something I pretended not to see. “That does not sound very romantic.”

I grinned. “Baby, it’s the most romantic thing I know. Anyone can love the star. But loving the one who fights every day, even when nobody’s watching? That’s the win.”

She let the words sit, soaking in. Then, softly: “I love you, West.”

There was nothing left to say. I cradled her in my arms, breathing her in, heart buzzing with the certainty that out of every damn thing the festival could throw at me, Bella was the part I didn’t want to lose.

I could feel her heart pounding through the fabric. I could feel her need, not just to be held, but to be wanted, entirely and without condition.

If there was ever a moment to show her, not just say it, this was it.

I brushed a damp lock of hair from her cheek, letting my fingers linger on her jaw. “You sure you’re okay?”

Her answer was a kiss, and it said more than words ever could.

The rest of the world—the harem, the bracket, the pressure—could wait.

Right now, it was about Bella.

And making her feel like the bravest, most wanted woman on the coast.

***

There’s a rhythm to loving Bella that’s nothing like the others. With Sam, it was all hunger and bravado, who could outdo the other, who would break first. With Victoria, it was chess games and shadows, lust tucked inside every dare. But with Bella, it was trust, plain and radiant, wrapped around longing so deep you could drown with the first touch.

She kissed me like she’d been waiting months, not hours. My shirt hung off her bare shoulders, just long enough to tease but not nearly enough to hide the curves underneath. I lifted her easily, carrying her to the bedroom, sheets still messy from a forgotten morning, light angling through the blinds.

She reached for me first, fingers curling in my hair, her lips soft but demanding against mine. Her skin was still warm from the shower, scented with ocean and a hint of my soap, and when she pressed up into my chest, I felt every shiver of want she’d tried so hard to hold back.

I let my hands roam, mapping her thighs, her hips, the small of her back. Every inch was familiar and new, a geography I’d never get tired of exploring. I peeled the shirt higher, exposing the curve of her ass, the dip of her waist, until she straddled my lap and ground against me, mouths colliding, bodies desperate to erase the last of the day’s nerves.

Bella’s breasts were a fever dream, full, high, the kind of shape that made you want to worship instead of rush. I cupped them, thumbs teasing her nipples until she arched and whimpered, hips rocking against my cock, hot even through my jeans.

Her hands were not shy. She pushed at my waistband, breathing faster, every move a little more sure than the last. She wanted this, wanted me, without apology. That made every second hotter.

“Off,” she commanded, tugging at my pants, a grin breaking through the blush on her face.

“Impatient?” I teased, but my voice cracked with need.

She nodded. “I want to feel you. Like, really feel you.”

I kicked off my jeans, letting my shaft spring free, already sticky with pre-cum. She stared for a second, pleased as hell, then scooted up and rubbed her pussy along my length, coating both of us in her wet heat.

I groaned, tracing her breasts, kissing every exposed inch from collarbone to nipples, sucking her left one into my mouth while my hand squeezed the right. She moaned, grinding on me, lips finding my ear.

“I love you, West.”

If there was a sexier sound, I’d never heard it.

I palmed her ass, guiding her onto my cock. She took the head first, then the shaft, slow and greedy, easing me in until she was stretched full, thighs pressed to mine, pussy fluttering around every inch.

She fucked me like she surfed, patient, unhurried, savoring the build before every wave. Each time she rocked, her breasts bounced, full and glorious, nipples stiff and pink. I licked and sucked them, lost in the taste of her, the wild rush of being wanted so absolutely.

She stilled, deep inside, anchoring against me. Her pussy squeezed, milking me, and she shuddered, head buried in my shoulder.

“You’re everything,” she whispered, voice ragged.

I flipped her to her back, never slipping out. The shirt bunched around her chest, half-caught under her breasts, framing a perfect shelf of cleavage. I pinned her wrists above her head, just to watch her eyes go dark with anticipation.

I drove in slow, steady, as deep as she could take. Our bodies smacked together, heat building, sweat slick on both of us already. Each thrust made her moan, never loud, just insistent, like she couldn’t stop if she tried.

“God, I love you,” I said, words breaking loose.

She pulled me down, forcing our mouths together, her legs wrapping tight around my hips. She wanted it all, every inch, every drop. Her pussy pulsed, clutching at my cock, begging me to fill her.

“You’re so brave,” I mumbled against her neck, desperate to put it in words.

She gasped, arching for more. “Only with you. Only ever with you.”

I lost it, hips pumping, pace wild and sweet. Her breasts jiggled, sweat pooled between them, her hair a tangle on the pillow. Every time I bottomed out, she clenched and whimpered, greedy for the next push.

Her orgasm built quiet and slow, sneaking up before either of us could prepare. Suddenly her pussy gripped me in a convulsive clutch, her entire body shivering as she groaned my name, breathless and hoarse.

That was all it took. I held her hips, slammed in one last time, and emptied inside her, pulse after pulse, her pussy milking every drop. I collapsed on top, unwilling to let her go, both of us shaking, gasping, glued together by sweat and love and everything we couldn’t say out loud.

We lay like that, tangled and spent, sun painting the sheets. When I finally rolled to my side, Bella curled with me, head on my chest, tracing mindless doodles over my abs.

For a long while, we just listened to the ocean, the sound of heartbeats, the distant chorus of a festival that might as well have been on the moon.

Eventually, she spoke, voice soft. “That was perfect. Not because of the sex, well, also because of the sex, but because you really saw me.”

I laughed, brushing hair from her cheek. “I always see you, baby. Even when you think nobody’s looking.”

She let that land, then burrowed deeper into my arm. “You know what I love about the harem?”

I raised an eyebrow. A sex-and-harem transition? Only Bella.

“What’s that?”

She shrugged, not shy. “It’s never felt like a contest. Summer is summer. Victoria, she’s…well, Victoria. Even Sam. It’s not about beating them, or winning. It’s about finding the spot that fits. Sometimes, I wonder if being soft is the only thing I bring.”

My heart clenched. I ran a hand along her bare thigh, slow and rhythmic.

“You bring grace,” I said. “You bring honesty. You make every risk feel worth it, even when you’re scared. If anyone ever told you softness and bravery were opposites, they’ve never been in the water against you.”

That made her smile, real and blinding. “You always know what to say.”

“Not really. I’m lucky I don’t choke around you.”

She giggled, drawing circles on my chest. “You do choke. Just not the way people think.”

We lay there, basking in each other, until the outside world crept in, sponsor texts, bracket updates, reminders that our private bubble was just a pause, not a new universe.

Bella dressed slow, savoring the aftermath. She looked at me, all hair and bare skin, and I wanted to drag her back to bed, but the festival called.

We strolled back to the sand, hand in hand, still warm from each other. Near the Surf Queen board, the newest standings flashed up: Bella Fournier, first in Heat One, advancing to the quarterfinals. Keilani Kekoa, second, right behind her. The crowd was already buzzing about their rematch.

Kai met us, grinning like he’d just won the lottery. “Your girl’s the talk of the tents, man. Even the sponsors are confused.”

Summer was there too, still in her warm-up jacket, arms folded like she’d been watching every second. She pulled Bella into a tight hug before she could say a word. “I don’t care that it’s not my sport,” she said into her shoulder. “That was everything.”

Bella blushed, but the nerves were gone. Now, she believed it.

I scanned the boards. My own Surf King bracket gleamed in the next-round column, next heat looming. The campus rumor mill had already picked up the eligibility noise; two guys in sponsor polos were whispering nearby, shooting me side-eye and making discreet notes every time I appeared on a leaderboard.

The pressure was back, heavier than before, but cleaner, somehow.

Bella squeezed my hand, understanding. She knew what was coming.

“You got this,” she whispered. “You always do.”

I hoped she was right.

We walked the festival village, two contenders disguised as regular students, and I found a strange peace in how the noise faded behind us. For Bella, the first test was done; she’d proven she belonged. She’d proven herself to the world. For me, the hardest part was still ahead.

But if she could paddle out scared and make it look like poetry, maybe I could too.

That’s how you earned a crown here.

One wave, one heartbeat, one honest love at a time.


Amateur Bloodwater


If anyone in their right mind thought Surf King was still a party, they hadn’t walked the boardwalk past noon on the second day.

Every screen I passed had my face, my name, or some edit of me at the center of a new drama. The bracket graphics made me look like a lottery winner in a field of assassins: “Donovan Advances” in bold, flanked by a column of names more pissed off than a house full of hungover influencers without Wi-Fi. Near the main tent, two girls with Sigma-labeled tank tops snapped a selfie in front of the leaderboard, my name dead center, their caption already trending: “Will he keep the crown or get disqualified first? #SurfKingScandal.”

In case you needed a soundtrack, the festival had traded party bangers for a throb of anxious energy. Even the DJ at the sponsor deck was mixing down-tempo now, bassline tight, every song a warning shot. Someone had swapped the usual morning acai bowls for Red Bulls and Tylenol by the case.

I headed for the competitor tent, trying to keep my head down. Didn’t work.

The bracket had gone from cattle call to firing squad. Sixteen names left on the board. Every face outside the tent was both familiar and suddenly a lot less friendly. Word had gotten around: the Donovan kid was hot, but so was the eligibility controversy. Baiting me wasn’t just a side mission, it was officially the move.

Inside the tent, the air was stale. Sweat, salt, and the faint chemical tang of whatever they use to keep these structures from collapsing in a breeze. Compared to day one, the vibe flipped. Yesterday it was all banter, quick slaps on the shoulder, guys flexing for team shots. Now? Every dude in the tent gave me the side-eye. Conversations stalled when I got too close. Even Kai, usually the mayor of good vibes, had lost some shine.

At the check-in table, two sponsor officials from the main committee loitered, neon lanyards, tablets, the kind of frozen smiles that said, “We’re not here to surf, we’re here to narc.” Every time someone mentioned AquaVibe, or even asked what wax I preferred, the taller one tapped a note into his tablet.

The tension was comical. My balls were tighter than my wetsuit. But I kept my game face on.

Kai was first to break free. He hustled over from the drip coffee station, his face a picture of forced chill under pressure. “You see the Surf King socials? Bro, you’re basically meme-locked. There’s a thread with you, Aria, and Lila, and it’s like… did you win the heat or just win the algorithm?”

I shrugged, but the nerves ran a circuit through my arms. I could feel every set of eyes in the tent tracking us.

“It’s weird out there,” I said, voice pitched low. “Like, every time I click my phone, my name is trending more for drama than for actual scores. Feels like everyone’s just waiting for me to fuck up.”

Kai grinned, but it didn’t crack his usual way. “That’s called being the Golden Boy. But now it’s Gold on a timer, man. The sharks are out.”

He tilted his head toward the officials. “By the way, those guys? Not here for the vibes. I heard one of them straight up ask if anyone had pics of you working with AquaVibe.”

My mouth went dry. “So what—you think if I win again, they’ll just pull the plug and hand the bracket to Vale’s guy?”

Kai snorted. “If it’s not you, it’s him. Pretty sure they’d rather showcase a ‘clean’ pro than a campus king who might sell boards for the wrong sponsor. Either way, they’re watching everything.”

The weight in my chest doubled. I grabbed my board, ran my palm over the wax for something to do with my hands.

At the far side of the tent, two of the remaining surfers were whispering. One was a senior with a chest like a beer keg and a chip on his shoulder from last year’s bracket. The other, a transfer from Pacific U, flashed a teeth-bared smile like he was already planning my funeral. Both wore boards with sponsor stickers, and both kept glancing at the officials, then at me.

So that was the mood: Everyone waiting for the King to crash or get ejected.

Mick showed up, red-faced and unsmiling, ballcap pulled low. He stalked through the tent like he owned the air.

Instead of his usual psych-up rant, he just jerked his chin at me. “Walk with me.”

We stepped behind the tent, out of official earshot. The breeze cut through and gave the whole conversation a knives-out flavor.

He didn’t waste time. “Listen, Dono. They’re not cheering for you out there. They’re lining up to see you burn. The Vales, the brands, the guys you beat last round. If you give them a single viral tantrum, a questionable call, a move that looks like you’re too hot for the room? Ronan will have you out before you even finish the heat.”

He laid a hand on my shoulder, hard enough to count as a warning. “Surf smart. No highlight reels unless it’s clean and by the book. You see the crowd baiting you? Let it go. You see the Vales watching, just smile. Out there, you don’t play to the cameras. You play to the only thing that matters. You hear me?”

I nodded, my throat suddenly dry.

He dropped his hand, then added, “And stay the fuck away from the sponsor deck after. Seriously. If I see you near a camera that isn’t on the water, I’ll bench you myself.”

A fine day for fatherly wisdom.

I snuck a look at the lineup through the tent flap. The heat sheet glowed on the wall, updated every ten minutes. My name was first in the next heat, bold and obnoxious: Donovan, Harris, Pender, and Simpson. Only two would advance. If I bombed, I’d become the punchline of the decade.

Outside, the energy swelled. People packed shoulder-to-shoulder, phones aimed at the tent, desperate to catch a glimpse of a scandal-in-progress. Out on the sponsor deck, Cruz Vale stood easy as ever, aviators on, forearms braced against the rail, looking like a man on vacation. The crowd whispered and pointed. Even in chill mode, Cruz radiated “final boss.”

I tried to focus on my hands, the texture of the wax, the weight of my board.

But all around me, the tension was starting to stick. Every dude who passed by the check-in area made a comment. Some subtle, some not.

“Hey, Donovan, gonna give the press a show again?”

“Watch out, man, the judges already have their eyes on you.”

“Hope you’re not getting paid for those sponsor shots, Jersey King.”

I let it roll off me, but somewhere underneath, the nerves burned. It wasn’t fear. It was the ugly sense that, even if I surfed the heat of my life, someone would be waiting to turn it into a rules violation.

Kai came back, fresh towel draped over his neck. He looked at me, then at the crowd, and let out a low whistle.

“You feel that?” he asked, voice for me only. “It’s like the air in here wants blood.”

I flexed my fingers, tried to keep it light. “They should at least buy me dinner first.”

Kai’s laugh was hollow. “Dude, if you win twice more, nobody’s buying shit. You’ll be campus famous until they try to erase you from the records.”

He watched the other surfers, sizing up the field. “You know Harris is gunning for you, right? He’s been bragging all morning about ‘making the bracket honest again.’ Whatever the hell that means.”

I could see him now, Harris, arms crossed, gaze locked on me like I owed him rent.

I snorted. “I think he just wants to be the guy who avenges every dude I’ve outscored since Halloween.”

Kai grinned, but the edge was sharp. “Then don’t give him the ammo. Just put up a score too clean to argue.”

He paused, then, reluctantly, “And, West? If it gets sketchy out there, like if they try to bait you into a penalty or a dirty trick, don’t bite. Just keep your line. Even if it means you play it safe.”

Every instinct in me wanted to win with style. But I remembered what Keilani had said, what Mick drilled into my skull: nobody remembers the viral wipeout, only the champion.

The tent started to fill. The last heat had ended, and the two advancing surfers walked in, one high on adrenaline, the other trying not to look broken. The crowd outside got louder. I could feel the walls shake as a new wave of buzz swept the beach. Surf King, up next, King Donovan, will he keep the streak, or will the committee toss him on his ass?

I checked my leash, checked the wax, checked and rechecked everything, just to stay busy.

At the check-in, the sponsor guys whispered, then openly pointed my way. I caught the words “AquaVibe” and “Miss Surf King content,” followed by my name and a little frown. One snapped a photo of the bracket with a phone, then disappeared, texting furiously as he climbed toward the judging stand.

Kai leaned in. “Bet you fifty bucks that text is going right to the eligibility office.”

I smirked. “I don’t have fifty bucks. You’ll have to take payment in embarrassing Surf King memes.”

He barked a laugh, but underneath it, the weight was real.

This wasn’t just another round. This was the one where they started actually keeping score.

Mick returned, this time flanked by a junior coach who looked ready to drag me into the surf by my collar if I misbehaved. He called the heat sheet, voice loud enough to shut down side conversations.

“Next group: Donovan, Harris, Pender, Simpson. You’re up. Stretch, hydrate, and don’t make me come find you. West—” he locked eyes with me, “—this is where you show them if you’re the real thing, or if you’re just another frat boy in a promo kit. Don’t let anyone decide that for you.”

I nodded, feeling the burn of pride and panic.

He clapped my shoulder, almost gentle. “Go make your dad proud.”

That one landed. I stood up a little straighter.

Kai finished his stretches, then did the fist-bump routine. “You got this, King. Just don’t get so Zen that you let Harris mug you on the break.”

I grinned. “If I’m going to get taken out, it’ll be in style.”

He snorted. “Yeah, your style is ‘not getting banned from campus.’ Big fan of that.”

The call came over the loudspeaker, echoing through the tent and half the beach: "Surf King second-round surfers to the water! Donovan, Harris, Pender, Simpson, ready for launch!"

The last of the jokes fell off. Harris and the others circled close, boards under arms, eyes locked on the horizon. The tension was physical now, like static before a lightning storm.

Even Kai hung back, sensing this was something more than just round two.

I took a breath, let the air fill my lungs. I could taste salt and anticipation and the faint, sickly-sweet aroma of energy drink spilled in the sand. Outside the tent, the sunlight flashed silver off the ocean, the break lined with photographers, students stacked three deep at the fence.

Directly above, Cruz Vale leaned on the sponsor deck balcony, sunglasses perfect, lips curled into a predator’s smile. He didn’t wave. He wanted me to see him there, easy, confident, like he already knew how this ended.

It was hard not to look. Harder, though, was refusing to play the part I’d been cast in.

I stepped onto the ramp. My board felt heavier than usual, the leash tighter. Every muscle in my body hummed with energy, nerves and want and something more, the need to prove I wasn’t just another story in the Vale revenge tour.

Maybe I wasn’t Surf King yet. But I was still in the game.

Behind me, the tent was colder. The sponsor guys had already started composing their next rumor, probably typing up the press release for my DQ.

Inside me, the resolve went steel.

I could win this. I just had to do it my way, and make it too clean to erase.

As I jogged toward the water, the noise hit me all over again. The crowd, the shouts, the whispers, the ugly sense that every single person on this beach, friends, rivals, sponsors, women I'd let close, was staring to see if I'd rise or crack.

For a heartbeat, it was almost funny. All this for a shot at the pro bracket, and the privilege of seeing my name next to a crown on a chunk of driftwood.

But for every girl I’d ever risked something for, for every hater praying I’d choke, and for every man who bet against me just because of my bloodline, I was about to step into the break and show them exactly how it was done.

Game on.

***

If there was ever a girl who could level you with a single look, it was Summer Keene.

She’d been waiting by the curtain, not even pretending to hover. Her arms folded, hair pulled in a tight ponytail, blue eyes burning with that high-velocity joy that could go nuclear at a moment’s notice. She wore her GCU dive jacket, zipped to mid-chest, nothing underneath except the tan lines and an attitude that dared the sun to outshine her.

When I staggered out of the tent, nerves still rattling, she intercepted. Not a word at first, just an eyebrow cocked and the kind of smile that could make a frat row go silent.

I tried to play it cool. “You here to scout the surf bracket? Or just check if I’ve already been shanked?”

Her mouth twisted, half-grin, half warning. “Nice try. But I’m not here for the circus, West.”

She closed the gap, standing so close the world shrunk to her and me, the scent of her skin, the sun-kissed hair, the faint chemical tang of board wax that clung to my wetsuit.

I reached for her waist, but she moved my hand, catching my thumb in hers, threading our fingers together, slow and deliberate.

For a second, I thought she’d just wanted a front-row seat.

Then she hit me with it, dead-on: “You know what it feels like out here? It feels like everyone has a game. The girls have brackets, drama, rivalries. The guys, Cruz, even Kai, are gunning for a show. The sponsors have a thousand ways to light up your phone. And me? I don’t fit into any of it. I’m just…here.”

Her words slashed, honest and a little raw.

I tried the first-aid version. “Babe, you’re not just here. You’re the reason any of it matters. I mean, if I couldn’t come back to you, why—”

She cut me off, eyes sharp as glass. “Don’t give me the ‘you’re my center’ speech. I’ve heard that. I know you love me. I’m not worried about being replaced. What I hate is being the one who only gets noticed when there’s a crisis. The safe girl.”

That was a gut punch, perfectly aimed.

She didn’t stop. “You show up for Bella when she’s terrified. For Victoria when her world’s spinning out. Even Sam, when she wants to burn the place down, you’re there with bells on. But me? Nobody looks at the steady thing until it breaks.”

I tried to smile, but it felt like borrowed clothing. “I suck at this, don’t I,” I said, low. “I keep thinking, if you’re strong, I can put the fires out somewhere else. But the strong ones—”

“Deserve to be chosen, too,” she finished, her thumb tracing slow circles over my knuckles.

Three feet away, the world was all sponsor flags and bracket boards, waves popping in the distance, and students howling for the next drama. Here, in this little pocket of shade, something was breaking open.

I pulled her closer, until her body pressed up to mine. Her jacket slipped, just a little, flashing the curve of breast and a line of collarbone that begged for my tongue. God, she was so fucking beautiful it hurt. All muscle and tan and the kind of smile you never wanted to see anywhere else.

I kept my voice just for her. “What do you want from me, right now?”

She didn’t hesitate. “I want you to look at me and mean it. Not because I’m falling apart, but because I matter even when I’m solid.”

For a heartbeat, I just stared at her. At her eyes, the gold flecks in the blue, at the way her lips parted as she caught her breath.

The truth cracked through me. “I’ve been a shit boyfriend, haven’t I?”

She grinned, but there was heat under it. “No. But you’ve been busy. And reactive. Like, whoever yells loudest gets your attention. I don’t want to have to set myself on fire to get a moment.”

There was nothing to hide behind. I wanted to fix it, but there wasn’t a script for this. Just the cold, hard truth and the hope that she wouldn’t turn and walk away.

I kissed her then. Not soft, not apologetic, just all-in, every ounce of feeling I’d buried under months of crisis management. Her mouth opened for me, warm and hungry. Her hands tangled in my hair, tugging me close, anchoring me to her in a way nobody else ever could.

She bit my lip, just enough to leave a mark. “You wanna prove it?”

“Tell me how,” I whispered, forehead pressed to hers.

Her breath hitched. “Don’t come back to me broken. Don’t give them the highlight reel. Win it your way, baby, but don’t make me the girl who has to pick up the pieces.”

Her words landed, heavy as a rock. I wanted to promise her everything. Instead, I kissed her again, slower, my hands cupping her jaw, fingers tracing the line from ear to cheekbone.

Her jacket fell open a little more. I drank it in: the cut of her shoulder, the faint spray of freckles, the curve of breast and how perfectly it fit my palm. I didn’t take it further. Not here, not yet. Some things deserved to be earned.

She smiled, but it was wetter at the edges.

“You get out there, you surf clean, you come back to me. That’s how you prove it.”

“No heroics,” I said, smiling, but the lump in my throat was real.

She shook her head. “No. Know what would actually impress me? If you stayed in the game and refused to let them decide for you. If you made it clear you were here because you were the best, not the luckiest.”

That was pure Summer, hard truth wrapped in something better than hope.

I squeezed her hand, thumb tracing the line of hers. “You could have any guy, on any campus, probably on two continents. Why me?”

She flushed, but didn’t look away. “Because every time I watch you, even when you’re fucking up, you’re still the boy who saw me. Not just the competitor, but everything. You’re the risk, West. I want to be chosen by the risk, not the guy who settles.”

“Then be here when I get back,” I said, voice a rasp.

She cocked her head, mock-serious. “If you lose, I’ll still love you.”

“But if I win—”

Her eyes flickered with heat. “Then I hope you have a long recovery window. Because I will not be gentle.”

We both laughed, finally, the tension breaking just enough to feel like oxygen.

I gave her one more kiss, lazy and deep, my tongue sliding against hers, savoring the way she arched into me. The air was thick with the taste of her, the promise of what came after if I could get my shit together for once.

She pulled back, playful glint in her eye. “Go,” she said. “Don’t make me hunt you down.”

I jogged off, every cell in my body thrumming, heart pounding, not sure if I was walking into a bloodbath or gearing up for the best win of my life.

As I hit the sand, water roaring in my ears, I glanced back once.

She stood at the edge of shadow, hands on hips, hair wild, mouth curved in that “you better fucking come back” smile.

And holy hell, did I want to come back to her. For her. For us.

No matter what the bracket threw my way.

Time to prove I was worthy of being seen even by the one who already believed in me.

***

I jogged down the launch ramp, every cell in my body still burning with what Summer had lit in me. Behind me, the crowd was at fever pitch, voices colliding over the sound system, half the damn campus waiting to see me get owned or immortalized.

The sand stung cold through my booties as I hit the water’s edge. Harris, my senior nemesis for the round, was already paddling out, jaw tight, arms whiplike with tension. Dude was built like a linebacker and wore the kind of cheap, aggressive cologne you could smell even over salt air.

Behind us, the other two, Pender and Simpson, looked all business, but it was clear they were gunning for scraps. Harris had his eyes on me, and he wasn’t being subtle.

“Ready to get humbled, Crown Prince?” he called as I zipped up my suit. “I hear the committee’s already got your trophy, in the evidence locker.”

I barked a laugh. “You want to talk about trophies, maybe win a heat first.”

He shot me a death glare as we paddled past the break line. The water was alive, sets rolling in faster, chaos under the surface, every bit of reef and tide calculated to mess with your line.

I tuned out the crowd, the officials, the faint whine of a drone circling up top. For a second, it was just me and the ocean, cool and savage, exactly the way it needs to be.

But the circus followed.

The festival announcer’s voice echoed, even out here: “All eyes on Donovan, folks. King of the controversy! Will he surf like a champion or flame out gloriously for the cameras?”

God, I wanted to punch something.

Instead, I went zen.

Harris crowded me at the lineup, his board slapping inches from mine. His goal was obvious: edge me toward the shallow break, force a penalty, maybe get pretty for the judges. The second a real set loomed, he paddled right across my bow, nearly clipping my leash.

He grinned. “Whoops. Maybe you should stick to modeling, champ.”

I ignored him, focused on the swell. The first set was hungry, big and unpredictable. Harris stared me down, daring me to charge the monster wave.

I wanted to take it, to rip a perfect barrel and leave him crying for his Instagram. But I could almost hear Summer in my ear, don’t let them decide for you.

So I let the beast go. Harris lunged for it, caught late, and immediately got swallowed. His body pinballed in the foam, legs pinwheeling, board nearly tomahawked into the rocks.

I paddled past, barely stifling a laugh.

Next wave was all mine. I waited, reading the horizon, seeing what nobody else did, a clean forming right, not as big, but perfectly shaped for what I needed.

With zero drama, I angled in and caught it. Every move was measured: perfect bottom turn, tight rail, no wasted energy. I hit the lip right where it mattered and drew it out, long and clean, no showboating, just pure, surgical surfing.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the sponsor deck. Cruz was there, arms folded, sunglasses reflecting the whole break. Ronan’s people? Next to the judges, phones out, recording every move.

The announcer tried to amp the drama: “Look at that discipline from Donovan! Not the flashiest ride, but the judges are loving it. That was textbook, folks!”

I kicked out before the closeout, not even a splash. The score flashed, 8.6. High for this round. “Donovan sets the bar!” screamed the speakers.

Harris bobbed up, gasping, face red. The other two tried to scramble into the points but panicked, biffed their takeoffs, and got stuck in whitewater hell.

Back on the lineup, Harris glared, but I didn’t engage. He tried to pin me with trash talk, but I let him fill the air.

The next set built smaller, but tighter. I let Pender go first; he tried a wild aerial and ended up eating sand. Simpson wiped, too, desperate for a viral highlight.

I played it patient.

At the perfect moment, I paddled for the cleanest line, again, no heroics, just sharp, intentional moves. Snapped up the top, cut back, milked the wave for everything. My arms ached, but my head stayed clear, every motion locked in.

The judges’ booth lost their shit. The board flashed the score, 8.2. Enough to ice the round.

I paddled back, heart pounding. I could feel the desperation from Harris. He needed a miracle. He tried one more suicide run on a beefy set, but missed the timing, slammed hard, full-body-clench wipeout that probably made someone’s day on the sponsor deck.

As the heat ended, the announcer’s voice was almost stunned: “That’s the round for Donovan! Flawless, controlled, the win by clear margin. The controversy king advances!”

On shore, the crowd roared, but it was a different kind of roar, less thirsty, more respect.

I stumbled up the sand, arms jelly, but face split by a grin I hadn’t planned. Kai met me at the edge, practically vibrating out of his skin.

“Dude. That was ice fucking cold,” he said, punching my arm. “They were waiting for you to blow it, but you just slow-played the whole field. Even Cruz looked pissed.”

I looked up, and sure enough, Cruz Vale was staring down from the sponsor deck. For once, he didn’t smile. Just a nod, a warning: he’d seen, and wouldn’t underestimate me again.

Even the sponsor officials didn’t seem sure how to react. One typed furiously into his phone, the other just watched me, mouth tight.

I flexed my hands, breathing in the victory, but keeping my eyes on the perimeter. There was a new current in the crowd now, uneasy, tense. They’d seen something different. Not the highlight reel, but the real deal.

On the boards, my name flashed up, advance confirmed. The crowd started a “King Donovan!” chant, but I didn’t let it turn my head.

I scanned the surf zone. Summer waited by the barricade, arms folded, hair wild, that smile like a dare to come claim her.

Every cell in me wanted to sprint to her, grab her, show her I’d done it for us.

Instead, I let the charge settle. I’d survived the heat, Harris’s mind games, even the Vales’ psychological warfare.

This was what winning looked like, clean, undeniable, the kind of win the committee would have to explain themselves to erase.

But the tension didn’t vanish. It just shifted, hard.

I could feel the trap closing, even as I finally let myself enjoy being king for a minute.

Because if the Vales couldn’t beat me in the water, they sure as hell had more weapons waiting in the wings.

And the real fight? It was just getting started.

***

I barely made it through the gauntlet of post-heat pats on the back before the day’s real bloodbath started.

The board said I’d advanced. The crowd howled my name, but the victory tasted like Gatorade spiked with battery acid. Because the second I hit the tents, the rumors were already running out of control.

Kai, towel around his neck, tried to block the first wave: “Don’t look at your phone, man. It’s all garbage. Like, admins are dropping notices, and the sponsors are salivating.”

I glanced at the nearest screen. Even on mute, the headline was a punch to the balls: “Promotional Relationship Review Possible for Competitors Linked to Active Sponsor Campaigns.”

The next line was even sharper: “Relationship audits will focus on ties to current campus brand partners (notably AquaVibe), including but not limited to photographic content, co-marketing, or social media features involving Miss Surf King participants.”

The post already had three hundred comments and a half-dozen memes of me sandwiched between Aria and Lila in a spray of sponsor colors. Someone even made a mashup: my best surf shot blended into an AquaVibe campaign reel, with digital crowns and dollar signs raining down.

If the committee wanted evidence, they’d just crowd-sourced a prosecution exhibit straight from the student body.

The harem found me before I could even think of a spin.

Victoria was there first. She didn’t pause for breath, just cornered me with a phone in one hand and a set of printed official statements in the other. Her eyes were pure frost, hair still perfect even after a morning in the wind.

She didn’t waste time on pleasantries. “You need to get ahead of this before it becomes a rules issue. The Vales have someone on the review board, and I guarantee they’re already drafting a technical challenge. If any of these posts look sponsored, you’re in violation.”

I tried to keep my cool. “I didn’t take a cent from AquaVibe. I just shot photos, helped Aria with her campaign, and—”

“Doesn’t matter. It’s about optics. Your name is in more branded content than the founder,” she hissed, jabbing her phone at me.

The feed behind her was relentless: Aria and me, Lila and me, even shots with Summer or Bella cropped to show AquaVibe logos, product in hand. There were graphics with my face underlined, “Is This Golden Boy Just a Walking Ad?”

Victoria scanned the crowd, then jerked her chin toward the sponsor deck, where Cruz Vale leaned, arms folded, smirk so wide it looked painted on.

“He’s not even hiding that it’s a fix,” she muttered. “Ronan’s people are spreading the posts. You need to decide: either freeze out the brands, or make your relationships look personal, not professional. And maybe stop winning so publicly, it’s just ammo.”

Aria slid in, face flushed, blue dress knotted at her hip and hair still wet from a brand shoot. Her cheeks were streaked with stress.

She pulled me aside, voice shaking. “I’m so sorry. You were amazing out there, but I think I made this worse. Every time I post a picture with you, the numbers jump, and the sponsors are loving it. But that’s the problem, isn’t it? They’ll say you’re not really ‘amateur’ anymore, just another pro face for hire.”

She chewed her lower lip, trembling. “If you want me to delete the content, I will. Or just freeze my whole feed. Whatever’s safest for you.”

The guilt in her eyes hit hard. I cupped her cheek, thumb tracing her jaw. “I don’t want to erase you from my life just because Cruz or his dad wants a shortcut to the crown.”

She blinked, desperate not to cry. “But if they force a review, I’m evidence. Me and Lila, every photo, every story, it’s all there.”

Lila appeared, popping a can of something neon, playing carefree as usual, but her fingers wouldn’t stop fidgeting with her lip ring.

She put on a show for the group. “So, is this where you dump your wildcards for plausible deniability, or do we just make out harder and drive the Internet nuts?”

Her smirk was extra, but she wasn’t fooling anyone. When she glanced at Aria, then at me, the heat was all nerves.

She sipped her drink, then added, quiet: “Real talk, King, I always figured I’d get booted for something dumb, but this feels like a different game. Like, if you get DQ’d for sponsor drama, you never even get to fight Cruz in the water. That sucks.”

Kai tried to jump in. “It’s all rumor, right? Just noise until the real bracket sets.”

Victoria shut him down, sharp as a blade. “You haven’t seen the last page. They’re holding open the option to strip last round’s win if the case is strong enough. If the review board decides your ties to AquaVibe or Miss Surf King are more than personal? They’ll say you never belonged.”

I tried to process that. Behind me, students moved past, laughing, taking selfies in front of the leaderboard, half of them probably already betting on whether I’d make it through to finals.

Summer hovered behind my shoulder, arms folded, body tense. She didn’t say anything at first, just leaned into my side, her warmth grounding me even as the noise exploded around us.

I turned to her, desperate for a lifeline.

She just looked at me, honest and unflinching. “If it comes down to proving you cared more about the sponsors than us, you know what to do.”

She didn’t mean dump the girls. She meant: don’t let Vale use the people I loved to turn my wins into losses.

I nodded, words caught in my throat. I wanted to promise her it wouldn’t matter, that the system would recognize the truth of what we’d built. But I’d seen enough to know: the more honest we got, the easier it was to spin it for the wrong audience.

Aria clung to my hand, trembling. “Maybe you just need to lay low. Stay away from me and Lila for a round or two.”

For a heartbeat, the idea made my skin crawl. Go incognito, like I was ashamed to love them? Hell no. But also, I could practically hear Ronan’s script: “Never mind the surfing, the real contest’s being sold on campus feeds.”

Victoria caught my hesitation, eyes narrowing, voice low and urgent. “Don’t let them get the narrative first. If you want to stay in the game, you need to make it clear every relationship is real, not a marketing move. Otherwise, you’re just feeding the review.”

I wanted to argue, but she was right.

In the background, Cruz raised a drink, toasting the mess he’d engineered. Sunlight glinted off his sunglasses, every inch the king of the sponsor play.

I glared up at him. He just winked.

Victoria stepped closer, almost into my space. Her perfume cut through the festival musk, cool and expensive. “You’re not out yet. But the next twenty-four hours decide if you’re even allowed to keep advancing. If I were you, I’d stop giving them content. At least until I can get a counter-narrative moving.”

Lila bit her tongue. “Wow. I always thought the harem thing would get messy, but this is real. You better do something epic in bed tonight, West, so we remember you if they erase your name.”

It was funny, and it wasn’t. I caught her hand, squeezing, letting her know she mattered.

Even Sam and Bella drifted in. Sam, in a crop top and cutoffs, looked more like she wanted to murder someone than run a cheer squad. Bella hovered beside her, wide-eyed and hurt on my behalf.

Sam didn’t even try for subtlety. “You want us to throw hands with the review board? I’ve got three megaphones and nothing to lose.”

Kai laughed, but it broke at the end.

Victoria shook her head. “Let’s not make it look like a mob scene. Optics are everything.”

I turned, locking eyes with Summer. She was quieter than before, but held my gaze like she wanted to see through to the bone.

“You’re still the one I want to come home to,” I said, voice barely a whisper.

She nodded, lips pressing together. “Then come home. Don’t let this shit decide for you.”

I could feel the knives in the air.

Back on the sponsor deck, Cruz was talking to a university official loud enough that the cameras caught every word. He pointed at me, then at the boards, then at Aria and Lila, probably spinning the whole scene into another round of rumors.

I watched the cycle happen in real time: my feed blowing up with reposted memes, new “official” posts amplifying the controversy, and a growing sense that Surf King would be decided by the committee, not the water.

Victoria grabbed my arm, voice urgent. “Can you do it? Stay clean? Don’t play to the viral stuff, just surf and maybe keep the VIP time private until I get ahead of this.”

She was already texting, probably running a defense campaign before I’d even dried off.

I faced the group, the women I loved, the family I’d built, my damn evidence list, and let it land.

If I fucked up, I took all of them with me. If I won clean, we got to keep the crown and each other.

Summer took my hand, squeezed once, then let go. “Go rest. Next round’s going to be a bitch.”

Aria kissed my cheek, barely missing my lips, heartbroken but weirdly brave. “Doesn’t matter what they say. I still want you.”

Lila clapped both my cheeks, drama queen style. “Be unforgettable, King. That’s the only way to outlast the rumors.”

Victoria, calculating to the end, murmured, “I’ll be in touch.”

It was supposed to be a win, but it felt more like the aftermath of a car crash.

I trudged away from the tents, every rumor trailing me like a curse.

Just before the path curved, I looked back: my girls, their own little island in the madness, Cruz still drinking in the chaos from overhead.

Every round I survived just loaded new ammo for the guys who wanted me gone.

If I made it to the pro bracket, it wouldn't just be because I surfed circles around the amateurs.

It would be because I'd managed to keep my love life from being weaponized as Exhibit A.

Game theory said the odds were shit.

But there wasn’t a universe where I handed off my girls, or my shot at the crown, without a fight.

Let the Vales bring it.

I’d survived the water. Now I had to survive the war.


Golden Girl


If the festival had a soundtrack, it was the thrum of rumor posts and the screaming ping of a phone that wouldn’t die. I limped up the cliff road, energy maybe three percent, burn in my legs from the morning’s heat and a pit in my chest that wouldn’t ease up. Behind me, the GCU party raged like a monster that didn’t need sleep, but in front of me, perched by the edge of the world, was the only place that ever felt like mine.

Summer walked with me. Not trailing, not in rescue mode, just…beside me. She didn’t talk at first, just slipped her hand into mine and gave the rest of the world the finger by ignoring it completely.

Every step away from the sponsor tents, my phone buzzed. Two dozen texts: bracket rumors, eligibility drama, and a full meme package of me getting roasted by the campus ghouls for “Harem Kinggate.” I didn’t even bother reading them. Cruz’s smirk from the sponsor deck was burned into my brain like a boot print. “He thinks he’s already won,” I joked, nudging Summer’s hand. “He probably has a custom crown in his bag.”

She snorted, but her eyes never left the drive. “He hasn’t met me at full boss mode. I’d break that crown in half.”

God, I loved her. Even with the world spinning off its axis, she was steady. Not quiet, just tuned to a different channel. One where the noise didn’t matter unless you let it.

By the time we reached the house, the sun had gone gold and the wind cut the last of the sponsor banners off at the knees. The cliff house stood waiting, light in the windows, salt crusting the glass, Dean’s big retro board hanging over the fireplace like a family portrait. Inside, the air was cool and ocean-rich, layered with the scent of cedar, wet towels, and the faint note of Summer’s shampoo.

The second the door shut, the whole vibe changed. The world was still losing its mind, but in here, we could both breathe. Summer slipped off her shoes, padding barefoot across the hardwood. She peeled out of her jacket, tossing it over a kitchen stool, then shook out her hair, sunlit and wild.

I dropped my gear by the door: wetsuit half-dried, jersey crusted with the day’s failure and stubbornness. Across the living room, a pair of Dean’s old slides caught the last of the sunset. The deck doors were open, letting in the sound of the surf, persistent, honest, not caring about campus drama or whether I’d won or lost.

Somewhere, the festival tried to reach us. But it was all static.

Summer flopped on the couch, arms stretched above her head, body long and lean from a thousand hours in the weight room and twice as many in the pool. She wore a university tee over spandex shorts, legs caramel-brown, her small ankles kicked up on the cushions like a welcome home sign. She didn’t look tired, but I could see the shadow under her eyes. She’d run herself raw for me, and I’d never even noticed.

I hovered by the kitchen, lost for a move. My brain wanted to replay every second of the day, every time I bailed on her for somebody else’s fire, every time I let the festival pick the script.

She beat me to it.

“You’re not in trouble, you know,” she said, voice soft but unblinking. “I didn’t bring you home to punish you or make some point. I just…wanted you here. With me. Not the Surf King. Just West.”

If guilt could punch you in the nuts, that did it.

I crossed the room, sat beside her, letting the couch swallow us both. I didn’t reach for her, didn’t make a joke. Instead, I tried to find the words.

“I think I’ve been a shit boyfriend,” I admitted. “Not dramatic, just, I keep assuming you’re fine because you never ask for anything. Then I freak out when anyone else so much as blinks. Like I’m programmed to rescue. But you? I take the solid for granted, until I nearly break it.”

She was quiet. Then: “You’re not wrong. But it’s not just you. My whole life, people have expected me to be the stable one. Sometimes I think I’m invisible unless I start throwing plates.”

I laughed, short and bitter. “Want me to buy you a set?”

She nudged my shoulder, grinning. “Nah. I never liked drama for drama’s sake. But I do like knowing I matter. Even when I’m not falling apart.”

God, the sting of that. I wanted to fix it, but words were useless. The only thing she ever needed from me was the thing I kept giving away: attention. Real, undivided, just-us attention.

I reached for her hand, tracing the lines of her palm with my thumb. It was steady, warm, stronger than any story I could sell.

“You know I love you, right?” I said, and my voice barely held. “Not the default way. Like, if everything else burned down, you’d still be the first thing I’d choose to save.”

Her eyes glinted. “Even before the surfboards?”

I grinned, “I’d let Dean’s board burn if it meant keeping you.”

She pulled herself upright, her body lined up with mine, knees almost touching. “I don’t want to be your safe option, West. I want to be the thing you run toward. Not the place you crash after the game’s over.”

The words hit like a silent bell. Not a threat, not an ultimatum. Just truth.

I nodded, letting it sink in.

“You’re not the fallback. You’re home. The only one I’ve ever really had.”

For a second, the silence between us was louder than the ocean outside. I watched her face, the shift from guarded to real, the way her cheeks flushed as she let herself believe it.

She moved into my lap, strong thighs straddling me, breasts soft against my chest, arms winding around my neck. Her lips hovered less than an inch from mine.

“Tell me again,” she whispered.

“I love you.”

She kissed me. Warm, deep, no agenda.

When she pulled back, her voice shook with power, not nerves. “I love you, too. For the long haul. Not the rush, not the games. Just us. Always.”

I held her, grounding myself in the feel of her weight, her steady pulse, the certainty in her eyes. She wasn’t going anywhere, and this time, neither was I.

Out the window, the festival lights flickered against deep blue dusk. The campus might have been on another planet.

In here, we’d reclaimed the only thing that mattered.

Each other.

And if this was the battle for the crown, I’d already won.

***

We moved to the deck. That’s how you knew it wasn’t about drama. Out there, with the hum of the dark Pacific, festival noise just a rumor, the real talk had nowhere to hide.

The air was cool against my skin, the sky an ink smear over the edge of the cliffs. Far below, the party lights from GCU flickered like a different universe: a thousand students living for the moment, none of them knowing what it took to build a future past sunrise. The house glowed soft behind us, windows turned gold. This was the only place on earth the rush couldn’t touch.

Summer curled up on the wide deck bench, tucking her knees to her chest, hair swept over one shoulder in a messy knot. The way she looked at the horizon, brave, almost defiant, stole the breath out of me.

After a minute she said, “You know what nobody ever tells you about being the first? It’s that you get all the pressure and none of the spotlight.”

I tucked in next to her, arm around her back, soaking in her warmth.

“I’m not jealous,” she went on, “That’s not it. I love…the life we’re making. Sometimes I watch you with Bella, how careful you are. Or Victoria, how much you respect her fire. Even Sam. You make every girl feel like the only one, just for a slice of time. And for me, it’s different. Sometimes, I feel like I’m the air you breathe, but air isn’t the thing people write songs about.”

God, I wanted to argue, but she wasn’t wrong.

“I like being the solid,” she said. “I like being home base. But home still needs to be loved.”

I kicked my heel against the wood rail, searching for words that didn’t sound like borrowed lines. “You are more than air,” I said. “You are the reason any of this is even possible. Without you, I’d probably be living in a tent, or burning down the house with my next bright idea.”

She smiled, but it was sad at the edges. “Sometimes, when the drama comes, I know, the strong ones are the last to get attention. But I don’t want to have to break to get seen. And I definitely don’t want to play the emergency card just to feel it.”

I brushed her cheek, gentle. “You’ll never have to. Not with me. I’m the idiot who spent twenty years not knowing what home felt like until you let me walk into yours. Everything else, every girl, every bracket, every inch of this house, it only matters because you’re at the center.”

Her breath caught. I could feel the shiver run through her, even though her body didn’t move.

“I want this,” she said, so clear it nearly hurt. “All of it. You, the house, the team, the chaos, the family we get to make from scratch. But only if I get to be in it with all of me. If that means being the foundation, perfect. I’ll deadlift the world. Just…don’t forget to come home.”

I kissed her then, slow, letting each second settle.

“I won’t,” I told her. “Not for the games, or the calendar, or the next crown. You’re not my backup plan. You’re the thing I’m building everything else around.”

She took it in, blue eyes glinting in the dark. “You’re really sure? Even with the harem getting as wild as it has?”

I laughed, but soft. “You think I’m winning at life if I end up with a house full of chaos but lose the one person who makes it all mean something?”

She snorted, shaking her head. “You realize a normal guy would panic at the thought of six girlfriends and a future to build.”

I grinned, all teeth. “Yeah, but a normal guy would have married his high school sweetheart and been miserable by junior year.”

She snuggled closer, head on my shoulder. “I could have settled, too. There were safer bets. But none of them ever saw me. Not the real version.”

I breathed her in, every note of coconut and salt and chlorine. It hit harder than any GCU cologne.

“I see you,” I said. “Not a mascot. Not the fallback. The girl who terrified me into growing up. The one I want beside me when it’s over. The one I want to build a family with, someday.”

It was there, suspended between us: past the honeymoon, past the festival, past the part where love is just a reaction to a fire drill.

She turned, straddling my thigh, arms snaked around my neck. Her lips brushed the shell of my ear. “Show me.”

I shivered, and it wasn’t the wind.

She wanted proof, but not the desperate kind. The proof you gave a girl who already knew you’d die for her, but just needed to be reminded that you’d live for her, too.

“I love you,” I said.

Her answer was a kiss, deep and hungry.

“You know,” she murmured, “if anyone ever threatened this, the house, the girls, the future, I’d fight them twice as hard as the Vales ever could.”

I grinned. “That’s why I want you in charge.”

She laughed, pure mischief, an echo of the girl who used to beat me at pool and then pretend she hadn’t been practicing all week.

For a long time, we just sat. Her head on my chest, my hands running through her hair. The deck lights hummed. The surf beat out a rhythm that felt like it belonged only to us.

“Tomorrow there’ll be a new rumor,” she said, finally. “Another reason to make us question everything.”

I shook my head. “Let it come. As long as I have you, the rest of it will figure itself out.”

She grinned, but this time it was all heat. “Let’s go inside.”

The conversation was over. The truth was locked down. We’d said the things that mattered.

Now it was time to prove it, the only way we knew how: with bodies, with sweat, with the kind of connection the party kids and rumor-mongers would never understand.

This was our forever.

And I was more sure of it than anything else in my life.

***

We barely made it to the bedroom. She pulled me down the hall with all the lazy authority of a captain towing her favorite trophy. No games, no showing off. Just certainty. Summer turned at the threshold, hair wild, blue eyes locked on mine. “Inside. I want you, now.”

God, yes.

She shoved me onto the edge of the bed, straddling my lap with thighs that could crush a wine bottle, if not my ego. Her hands found my face, gentle, hungry, and then her mouth was on mine. Not sweet. Commanding. She bit my lip and chased it with a laugh, breath hot against my neck.

I let my hands wander, finally, thumbs sweeping up the side of her ribs, tracing the curve of her breasts under the GCU tee. She grinned down at me, small and wild at the edges. “I love when you act like you’re in control,” she teased, fisting the shirt and dragging it up and off.

The sight of her in nothing but tight spandex shorts over her golden, perfect body hit me like a free fall. Shoulders cut and strong, arms carved from hundreds of dives, soft breasts generous for her size, far more than a handful, yet perky and dusted with a spray of freckles. Her tan lines made a wild V across the top of each; her nipples, rosy and already thick, jutted out proudly.

She arched her back, offering them. “You looking, or are you going to handle this?”

I licked my lips, zero hesitation. I cupped them, full and warm in my palms, thumbs flicking her nipples until she shivered in my arms. Then I dipped my mouth down, sucking one into my lips, tasting skin and sun and sweat. She groaned, rolling her hips against mine, grinding her pussy on my cock through layers of spandex and denim.

“God, I love you,” she whispered, voice hoarse.

I kissed up her chest, then jaw, meeting her lips. “Love you more. Forever.”

Her answer was to pin me down, hands on my chest, muscles flexed. “Don’t even try. I win this round.”

She shimmied out of her shorts, letting her thighs splay wide over my lap. No underwear tonight, just more of Summer: athletic, golden, her mound shaved smooth, pussy glistening and ready, lips dark with want. My cock tried to punch through my jeans at the sight.

She gripped my hem and tugged. “Off, West.”

I obeyed, stripping fast. The second my cock sprang free, Summer’s eyes went dark, hungry, delighted. “You know I’ll never get tired of how you look at me. Like you can’t believe I’m yours.”

I grinned. “I literally can’t.”

She slid down, breasts level with my face now, one hand stroking my cock, the other guiding me between her legs. She ran the tip along her slit, smearing herself all over me. The heat pouring off her was insane.

“Ready?” she asked, voice pure mischief.

“Always.”

She eased her ass down, taking just the head at first. The tight squeeze around the ridge almost made me lose it right there. She moaned, savoring every micro-movement, then let herself lower, slow and greedy, until my cock vanished inside her, balls deep.

It was heaven. Warm, slick, perfect, her pussy milking me with every heartbeat.

She rode me, hips rolling, abs flexed. Each time she came up, her breasts bounced, tight and high, perfect for my mouth. I sucked her nipple, hard, biting just until she gasped and clamped down on my shaft. She rode faster, sweat slicking her skin, the line of her stomach flexing under my hands.

“You know what I want?” she panted, voice raw.

“Tell me.”

“Flip me. Show me I’m your girl. Fuck me like you want to keep me forever.”

Game on.

I surged up, gripping her ass, then rolled her to her back. She spread willingly, thighs wide and welcoming, blue eyes drunk with love and anticipation. “Yes. More, baby. Don’t hold back.”

I knelt between her legs, cock gleaming, and lined up. I slid in again, this time fast, all the way; my hips crashed into her in one gorgeous, wet smack.

She yelped, delighted, grabbing the headboard. “Fuck, West—don’t you dare stop.”

I hammered her, pace wild, sweat dripping down my abs, the burn in my quads nothing to the buzz of being inside her. Her pussy fluttered and clung, each thrust milking me, greedy, perfect. Her breasts jiggled and bounced with every move, skin flushed, nipples hard and begging for my attention.

I leaned forward, bracing her wrists above her head with one hand, my other hand gripping her hip. I fucked her harder, rough and sweet all at once, never looking away. She bit her lip, moaning between every thrust.

“You have no idea what you do to me,” I hissed. “No girl, no one, ever. Just you. I’ll never want another home.”

She shuddered, tears shining in her eyes, happy, wild, more alive than I’d ever seen her.

“Fill me,” she begged. “Do it. Make it forever. I want to feel you in me, all night.”

That did it.

I slammed in deep, cock swelling, balls tight. She came first: a rippling clutch, her pussy gripping and wringing every inch of me. She screamed my name, nails clawing my back, thighs locked around my hips.

I exploded, spurting deep inside her, pulsing again and again, every muscle trembling. The sound of our bodies was wet, desperate, and perfect.

We collapsed together, tangled in sweat and love, her hair wild on the pillow, my arms refusing to let her go.

She pulled me down, kissing me, sweet and hot. “You’re not getting rid of me, West. Not now, not ever.”

“If you try, I’ll hunt you down,” I promised, breathless.

She laughed, then clenched again, making sure I got the message.

We stayed tangled, bodies too spent to move, but hearts racing like the first time.

I traced circles on her hip, letting the afterglow soak in deep. “You know,” I whispered, “I don’t even care about the crown. If I get this, us, I’ve already won.”

She nuzzled my neck, sleepy but happy. “That’s what I’m fighting for. Not the crown, not the drama. This. The life we build.”

I kissed her again, slow and unhurried, letting my cock soften inside her.

Outside, the world spun on. But nobody else got to see what we saw right then: the real thing. The thing worth blowing up a campus for.

Summer. Me. The future, supercharged by love and not giving a shit about the next storm.

If this was what forever looked like, I never wanted to wake up.

Not when it was this sweet. This right.

This perfect.

***

We stayed like that, sticky, happy, barely able to move, for what felt like hours. Eventually, Summer rolled to her side and poked my ribs. “You smell like sex and salt. If you want me to sleep in this bed, you’re showering with me.”

I surrendered, arms up. “You drive a hard bargain, Keene.”

She yanked me out of bed and led the way. The shower was pure luxury, steaming hot, with a window that caught the roar of the waves. She soaped my back, grinning every time my cock twitched, then pressed her breasts to my shoulder and made sure I knew no clean surface was safe from her lips. We got tangled, giggling, until the water ran cold and we had to sprint out, dripping wet.

In the kitchen, bathed in fridge light, she stole half a leftover sandwich and handed me the rest, then perched on the counter, hair damp, skin golden under the dim glow. I leaned back and watched her eat, loving every second. She had zero shame, licking mayo from her finger like she’d just conquered the world’s hottest after-party.

Phones buzzed on the counter. Neither of us moved to check them.

She took another bite, then hit me with it: “You know, I like the harem. Not just the perks, the energy, the wildness, the girls, but the feeling that we built something nobody else has. Victoria, Bella, Sam…they’re insane, but they get it. They know how to take care of each other, and you. Even if you’re a dumbass, which is often.”

I barked a laugh, then got serious. “I know I let it go autopilot sometimes. Like, if nobody’s melting down, I just chase the loudest fire. But you, it’s different. The harem only works because you’re the gravity. Without you, there is no us.”

She shrugged, but I saw the pride in her face. “I love them. Even the drama. As long as I get to matter, I don’t mind sharing. It’s the being forgotten that sucks.”

I touched her knee, slow for once. “You’re never going to be the background.”

She flashed me a sidelong look. “Swear?”

“I swear. On Dean’s honor as a board hoarder.”

She pecked my lips, affectionate. “Good. Because I’m not leaving. Not for Cruz, not for any girl, not even for the next crown. You’re stuck with me, King.”

That did things to me. Good things.

We killed the food, finally checked our phones, then did the only sane thing: turned them facedown and ignored the rest of the world. She grabbed my hand, led us back to the bedroom, and burrowed under the blanket, sighing contentment as she curled into my chest.

The ocean pounded outside, a low drumbeat. Below the cliffs, the festival was in full swing, music, lights, rumors, probably memes of me already making rounds, but in the dark of the bedroom, nothing touched us.

She spoke, drowsy but present. “You know, the real reason I love this place? It’s ours. Not a party house. Not a conquest. Just…ours. It feels like the blueprint for something I want to wake up to every day.”

I tucked her in tighter, tracing lazy circles across her bare back.

“I want that, too,” I whispered. “You, the house, maybe even a freaking dog. The world can go nuts. As long as we have this—”

She kissed my collarbone. “Then go fight for it. But don’t come back unless you’re whole.”

There wasn’t a thing left to say. I drifted in and out, her body heavy against mine, the air full of ocean and her coconut shampoo. The house creaked with the night wind, lamps casting gold puddles on the floor.

For once, I felt no pressure to solve, rescue, or perform.

Just to be here, matching her breath, letting the love settle until the next test called.

I looked at the lights below, the faint glow of the festival, and imagined our names on the mailbox five years from now. Maybe the house would be louder by then, fuller, messier, more impossible to explain, but this, the security, the intention, the bed full of warmth, was the only thing worth coming home to.

She was asleep before I was. Sprawled on my chest, mouth open, perfect.

I could have stayed like that until the sun rose, and maybe I did.

Because at the end of the world, at the edge of everything, I finally knew what I was fighting for.

And I’d never let it go.

***

The sound that woke me, besides the surf, was Summer humming, soft and satisfied against my chest. I cracked an eye and found her exactly where I’d left her: sprawled over me, skin warm, hair a tangle across her face, one leg draped between mine like she’d staked a claim in her sleep.

I didn’t want to move. Ever.

The ocean was silver and blue out the windows, sun throwing ripples across the deck. The house smelled like heat, sex, and the last traces of last night’s sandwich. For a minute, it was a fairytale: no drama, no deadlines, just her, breathing deep, refusing to let go.

Then reality slithered back in the form of my phone, buzzing its way off the nightstand.

Summer reached for it before I could, squinting at the screen. Her face twisted in sympathy. “Oof. Victoria says your eligibility review is in six hours, and Mick wants you at the Surf King tent like, now. Also, there’s a meme of you and Bella superimposed over a wedding cake. Want to see?”

I groaned. “No memes before coffee. Please.”

She laughed, rich, gold, unbothered. “You got this. It’s just another wave, West. You already survived the hard one.”

I rolled her on top of me, hands tracing her back. “You staying?”

She kissed my jaw, then nipped my earlobe, sweet and sharp. “Nothing short of an earthquake would move me, babe. But if you don’t get your ass in gear, Victoria will call the SWAT team.”

We showered again, fast this time, but we still couldn’t keep our hands off each other. She dressed in my shirt, which hung off her shoulders like a flag. I watched her move around the kitchen, making two cups of coffee while ignoring my “helpful” commentary about her ass in boxer shorts.

Before I left, she grabbed my wrists, pulling me in for one last kiss. “You don’t have to prove anything to the crowd,” she said, voice low. “Just come back to me. That’s the win.”

It landed, hard. The sense that the only scoreboard that mattered started and ended in this kitchen.

I didn’t want to let go. But the day called.

With her at my back, I felt untouchable.

Phones buzzed, the distant roar of the Surf King crowd floated up the cliff, and the rest of the harem started their own check-ins, Sam already texting encouragement, Bella with a good-luck selfie, Victoria sending strategy, Aria and Lila with memes that would probably get me canceled.

I took one last look: Summer, mug in hand, sunkissed and barefoot in the kitchen, every inch of her the reason I’d make it through whatever came next.

I headed out, nerves alive, but head clear for the first time in weeks.

Win or lose, this was the home field now.

And I wouldn’t trade it for anything.


One Gate to the Pros


If you wanted to know what hell smelled like, it was a mix of coconut sunscreen, adrenaline, and the icy panic of dudes realizing their legacy could be wiped by committee before lunch.

I hit the festival sand before the sun even cleared the campus rooflines, nerves jangling but bones loose for the first time all semester. All around me, banners still flapped in sponsor blue and gold, LED screens flickered with bracket graphics, and a thousand hungover students in gym shorts crowded the fences for a view of the upcoming car crash, me, King Donovan, set to surf against both the best in the bracket and the review board’s latest Wikipedia entry.

Somewhere behind me, the memory of Summer’s lips still lingered, anchoring me so hard I could almost ignore the circus. She’d said come back whole, and I wasn’t about to let go of that promise, not for Cruz, not for Ronan, not for a hundred dudes betting on my DQ.

But if you wanted proof that campus could turn savage on a dime, you just had to follow the whispers. I didn’t make it ten steps before the first dig landed.

“Hey, Donovan, you got your lawyer here or are you representing yourself?” A voice from the sponsor tent, half-joke, half dare. I didn’t flinch.

“Does this mean if you win it’s by technicality, or do we still get to watch an actual final?” That was a local, probably had money riding on the outcome.

From the deck overhead, Cruz Vale leaned out, arms crossed, sunglasses perched like he’d glued them to his face. He didn’t even bother with a taunt, just raised his drink in an ironic toast. For once, the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

But the real frost hit at ground level.

Victoria waited outside the competitor tent, phone in one hand, a stack of color-coded printouts in the other. She wore all black, which felt deliberate, like she was dressing for my funeral just in case. Even her hair was clinical, not a strand out of place. When she saw me, her face didn’t even twitch. She was the last line of defense between me and administrative annihilation, and the whole beach knew it.

She didn’t bother with a hello. “They’re not being subtle,” she said, stabbing a finger at the main leaderboard. My name was at the top, but the “UNDER REVIEW” tag glowed like a radioactive warning label. “You’re clear to surf, for now, but every ride is going to be evidence, yours, theirs, mine. The review committee posted a provisional ruling two minutes after sunrise. You’re the main event, West.”

I let out a breath, pretending it didn’t shake coming out. “So, if I so much as sneeze in the direction of a sponsor, I’m toast.”

She nodded. “Correct. No AquaVibe, no product placements, and for god’s sake, stay away from the main stage unless you want to headline as ‘most likely to lose on a technicality.’”

A few yards behind her, Ronan Vale’s flunkies patrolled the perimeter, phones out, hunting for social evidence like sharks trolling for blood. The main man himself stood at the edge of the judges’ tent, posture loose but eyes never off me. The kind of calm that made you want to check your emergency exits.

Victoria pressed a folder into my hand. It was thick, screenshots, memes, even a couple of awkward selfies I’d never agreed to. She didn’t smile. “If you see anything new, flag it. My job is to keep them from spinning relationships into violations. Your job is to keep it out of the water. You can’t erase the harem, but don’t make it easy for them, West.”

I flipped the folder open. The top page was me and Aria, arms around each other, AquaVibe logo big as a billboard behind us. Next was me and Lila at the foam shoot, both laughing, product placed dead center in the shot. Then came the mashups: my face next to Aria and Lila on the Miss Surf King leaderboard, “King Donovan: Too Hot for the Amateurs?” splashed across the bottom.

It would have been funny if it wasn’t so close to burning my season to ash.

“Is it enough to nuke me before the final?” I asked, low.

She considered, weighing each word. “Not yet. No cash payments, no explicit product acceptance, nothing you can’t explain as personal. But if they find a leak, even a hint that you benefited as an influencer, they’ll use it. Ronan’s people have the appetite for blood, and the university loves an integrity play.”

Across the sand, the harem started to gather. Just as Victoria said, no hiding.

Aria arrived first, oversized sunglasses and a high ponytail, face tense as a wire. She didn’t dare approach the main tent at first, just stopped at the edge, feet buried in the sand, scrolling her feed like she could delete guilt if she pressed hard enough.

Lila made it next, all neon and attitude, shorts slung so low it was a physics miracle she wasn’t arrested for public indecency. Her hair was wild, lips curled in a stage-ready grin, but the way she kept flexing her fingers said nerves were real. She caught my eye and shot me a wink, but behind it, I could see the gears grinding: if I bit it, she’d wear some of the fallout.

Bella and Keilani came together, dark hair and sun-kissed skin, both with arms folded and matching don’t-fuck-with-us glares. Bella’s eyes never left mine, a silent promise that she was in this for the last wave, no matter what the crowd said. Keilani nodded, brief, sober, the kind of respect you only get from someone who’s surfed through worse.

Sam brought up the rear, crop top and unicorn-pink sneakers, glaring at the sponsor tent like she was waiting for someone to pick a fight. She parked herself in my line of sight and started cracking knuckles. God help the official who called my name for DQ in front of her.

And Summer, always Summer, was there behind the crowd, hands tucked in the pockets of my old team jacket, face open and calm. She didn’t wave. She didn’t need to. Our eyes met, and my pulse instantly settled. It was like watching the ocean glass off after a storm.

Even Kai, caffeinated and limping a little from his morning stretch, was in my corner. He gave me a salute, half-joke, half real. “Showtime, boss. They want to see if you’re king, or just the scandal of the week.”

For a second, I almost grinned. If you could call this a family, it was a weird, beautiful one.

My actual family was scattered through the chaos, close enough to matter, far enough not to get swallowed by the legal circus. Sadie had claimed a chunk of student section like hostile territory. Mom was already at the media rail, Leica up, documenting every face that looked too interested in my downfall. Dad stood with Mick and the old crew near the competitor rope, arms folded, jaw set, watching me the way he used to watch storm sets roll in: calm on the outside, braced for impact underneath.

The crowd started to swell. The brackets updated live, every round now edged with “pending eligibility review” right under my name. Students shouted, some for, some against, but every chant added to the buzz. I could feel every phone camera tracking me, like I was in the world’s most photogenic holding cell.

Victoria snapped her fingers and got my attention back. “Remember what you promised. No more feed for the sponsor machine. If you have to acknowledge Aria or Lila, keep it personal, not promotional. Don’t post, don’t pose, don’t even hit a brand hashtag. Let them document, but don’t you hand them a single usable frame.”

I straightened, feeling the weight settle. “So, I’m an emotional support animal and a legal experiment, all at once.”

She arched an eyebrow, then, shockingly, almost smiled. “You’ve always been good at multitasking.”

Aria edged closer, her courage barely holding up against the wall of stares. She bit her lip, then, in a whisper, “I’m sorry. I made it worse, didn’t I?”

I shook my head, gentle. “You didn’t do anything wrong. They were going to weaponize something, babe. Might as well be my inability to keep my camera out of trouble.”

She made a noise between a laugh and a sob. “If they take the crown because of me, I’ll never forgive myself.”

I took her hand, squeezing. “Whatever happens, you matter first. Crown’s just metal. Family’s the win.”

Lila appeared at my other side, draping an arm over my shoulder. “You know if you get DQ’d, we’re all streaking the sponsor deck, right? Campus would remember that a hell of a lot longer than another scandal.”

Even Victoria snorted at that one.

“Harem solidarity is now a legal defense,” I said, deadpan.

Lila patted my chest. “Damn right. Besides, you’re way cuter when you’re fighting the system. Real punk rock hero energy.”

Bella and Keilani rolled up, close enough for me to catch their scent, coffee on Bella’s breath, coconut and salt on Keilani. Bella pulled me in, arms tight. “We are here. No matter what the judge or the internet says.”

Keilani’s nod was slower, but heavy with meaning. “What you do in the water is yours. Everything else is just noise.”

Sam peeled up last, nearly shoving a sponsor intern out of the way. “You want me to run interference with the committee, baby? I’m good at making idiots panic.”

I laughed, letting the tension bleed away. “Only if you can get them all to surf a heat with you. Winner gets to keep their ego.”

She grinned, white teeth flashing. “Careful, or I’ll take your spot next round.”

At the edge of it all, Summer finally stepped forward. The crowd shifted without thinking, the way a crowd does when someone moves like they belong somewhere.

She didn’t say a word. She just hugged me, eyes meeting mine, silent and certain as sunrise.

Victoria cleared her throat. “They’re calling for next round check-in in five. You have to show up. If you’re not early, they’ll call it a forfeiture.”

Summer ran her hand along my jaw, thumb tracing the line. “You know who you are, West. Go show them.”

My heart punched hard enough to crack my ribs. “Yeah. For you.”

I kissed her, quick, careful, nothing for the memes, everything for the anchor.

Victoria already stalked ahead, leading the way. The rest of the harem fell in, a parade of color and attitude, every step a little middle finger to the idea that they could legislate away my family.

As we made our way to the tent, the crowd’s noise doubled. “King Donovan!” one side howled, pure party. “DQ! DQ! DQ!” screamed the others, feral, desperate for drama. Even the sponsor deck was alive. Cruz had lost the smirk, watching with something like respect now.

Inside the competitor zone, the air was thick, sweat, nerves, and the sharp stink of fresh printouts. The official at the desk eyed my bracket, then double-checked the review notice on his tablet. “Just sign at the X, Donovan. All future performances are under active committee protest pending further review. By signing you acknowledge possible retroactive action, up to and including loss of title.”

I signed. “You want a blood sample while you’re at it?”

He didn’t flinch. “If you survive to finals, we’ll let you know.”

Mick showed up, scowling, arms crossed. “He ready?”

Victoria handed him the latest folder. “He’s clean unless you count ‘being too hot for the sponsors’ as a violation.”

Mick grunted, eyeing me up and down. “Good. Because politics don’t mean shit if you get smoked in the water. You surf how you surf, but make it clean. The committee is just waiting for you to hand them a technicality.”

He dropped his guard for a second, voice lower. “If you take this, if you beat the bracket and the system, you’re not just a campus king. You’re a fucking legend.”

That landed.

I stripped down, hands busy with leash and jersey, muscles twitching with anticipation. The roster sheet on the wall had me flagged in fluorescent orange, bold as sin: West Donovan—ELIGIBILITY UNDER REVIEW.

Kai caught my eye as I headed out. He did the classic chest tap, then grinned. “Make them eat it, man. For all of us.”

I nodded, jaw set.

One more deep breath, and I let the noise, the drama, the threat of erasure settle behind me. All that mattered was the next heat. The water. The boards. The need to show that even if you loaded the game against me, I could still find a way to win.

As I stepped onto the ramp, the sunlight cut through the tent, blinding for a heartbeat.

On the sand, everything was waiting: the announcers, the fans, the rivals, my own goddamn risk of being erased.

But I was still standing.

If the king was going to fall, it wouldn’t be in the brackets.

It’d be because I gave up before the wave hit.

And for every girl, every friend, every wild shot at legacy I had left, I was never letting that happen.

Behind me, the harem watched, not as trophies or evidence, but as the thing that made the risk worth it.

Victoria and Mick each gave a final nod, one legal, one lethal.

The exit horn sounded.

Game on.

Time to show the world what it looked like to fight a gauntlet you couldn’t see coming.

Bring it.

***

Nobody warned me that walking down the ramp would feel like stepping onto a guillotine stage. Every camera craned, every official’s brow furrowed, every rival vibrating with the need to see my head roll.

The quarterfinal draw was a murder lineup: me, “Bondo” from Pacific U, and a pair of local sharks who’d made a career out of wrecking dreams right at this beach.

From the first paddle-out, the tension was nuclear.

Bondo started the trash talk early. “Hope you like swimming under review, Donovan. I heard they already engraved your name on the DQ trophy.”

I barked a laugh, but the ocean was the only thing on my mind. A set rolled through, a fast, hollow left, and I watched two guys lunge at it, boards nearly locking rails. The announcer’s voice was already amped: “King Donovan enters the water! All eyes on the competitor under protest. Is he legit, or just the most photogenic scandal GCU’s ever seen?”

The sponsors on the deck hung over the rail, filming. The crowd below was loud, but it quickly split, half chanting for me, half booing every time I so much as blinked.

The water was clean, the break glassy. On the first real set, Bondo tried to bait me, paddled late, right into my line, hoping I’d get greedy and force an interference call. I could almost feel the committee’s eyes, waiting for the penalty.

Instead, I let him have the wave. He flailed and wiped, did a faceplant for the highlight reel.

The announcer immediately spun it: “Donovan plays it safe! Is that discipline, or just nerves for the bracket’s bad boy?”

I didn’t answer. I just watched the water, reading the swell the way my dad taught me. Wait until the hunger settled, then put up scores nobody could erase.

I saw my shot on the next set. Two clean peaks formed, left and right, but the others all jostled for the bigger line. I peeled off, took the inside, and drew a razor-sharp arc across the face of the wave. Fast, technical, never flashy, but every movement counted. I shot out before the closeout, not even giving the judges a reason to blink.

It worked. The score flashed on the tent: 8.1. Not a monster, but cleaner than the rest.

Bondo lost it. “Come on, man! You think they’ll let you through with basic math? Take a risk!”

I just let the wash eat him alive.

Two exchanges in, the other local, Carter, tried to run a dirty trick. He sat on my inside priority, then paddled hard like he owned the break, hoping the officials would penalize me for stealing his line. I played patient. The second he hesitated, I swooped around, caught a low, perfect right, and worked it top to bottom.

The judges howled, “One of the cleanest rides so far. Notice the lack of interference! Donovan’s ticking all the boxes for a session under heavy review!”

A couple of fans shouted, “Surf like you mean it, King!” and I almost wanted to put on a show. But if I did, I’d be out before the replay hit the screens.

Instead, I made my next wave look like a textbook. Double-checking my position, keeping hands low, all energy to the rail. No drama. I dropped an 8.6, and when I kicked out, nobody could touch it.

Bondo tried to catch up with a late set, but couldn’t stick the landing. Carter got boxed again, his desperation reeking off him even in the water.

On the final horn, it was all silence, just the clean rhythm of my heartbeat, the burn in my chest, and the knowledge that I’d just forced the committee to choke on their own paperwork.

On the sand, the official marked it “provisional advancement,” but the crowd only cared about the scoreboard.

I let the adrenaline spike, soaking up the wildness.

Mick was at the post-heat corral, jaw set but eyes blazing. “You didn’t bite. Smart. You keep this up, they’ll have to give it to you even if Ronan’s writing the script.”

I peeled my suit halfway, catching my breath as the harem swarmed.

Lila was first, slamming into me with a hug. “Holy shit, King, that was like surgical. Do you get extra credit for making them eat their words?”

Aria hovered just behind, hands twisting in her shirt. “You didn’t flinch. Are you okay?”

I kissed her cheek, voice low. “Better now. They can’t DQ what they can’t spin.”

Sam cheered, loud. “That’s my boy. You keep stacking wins like that, and the whole cheer squad’s going to riot if you don’t get the crown.”

Even Bella broke her chill: “It was perfection. You made them look slow, mon roi.”

Keilani gave a nod, rare, solemn, respect in her eyes. “You honored the water. That’s what lasts.”

Summer’s gaze locked on mine, all calm power. “You did it. Now do it again.”

The words landed steel in my spine.

Victoria was on the fringe, already taking notes. “That was flawless, West. But they’ll double the scrutiny for the next one. Don’t give them an inch.”

Kai limped up, grinning, shoving an energy drink into my hand. “Quarterfinal down. If you don’t win, I’ll haunt you.”

I howled a laugh, letting the world shrink to my weird, perfect family for a second.

But there wasn’t time to linger. The next heat, the semifinal, was already on the board, less than an hour to recover, wind picking up, and the whole bracket on the line.

I changed, re-taped my ankle, and tried to stretch the knots out of my back.

Mick gave a last chew-out: “Don’t get fancy now. The wind’s shifting. If you take the wrong risk, the set could kill your round. Just be smarter. You’re close enough to smell it. That’s when guys get stupid.”

I nodded, heat pounding through every vein.

Next up: semifinal. The only thing more brutal than the bracket was the sense that the entire school was just waiting to see me biff it.

No pressure.

If the quarterfinal was a gunfight, the semifinal was an endurance crucible.

The second I hit the water, everything felt different. The breeze cut sideways; the break went from predictable to hungry, weird wave shapes and gusts trying to fling you off your own board on every turn.

Kai was in this round, and he opened strong, two fast rides, score in the sevens. For a minute, it looked like we’d both make it out.

The announcer’s voice cut across the water: “Nakamura and Donovan, GCU’s own, sharing a bracket. One’s got everything to prove. The other’s got everything to lose.”

The other two surfers, both transfer seniors desperate for contracts, started power-paddling for every set. The judges called three priority disputes in the first ten minutes; it was like every dude here had read the “how to get Donovan DQ’d” manual at breakfast.

I could feel the exhaustion rolling in. The water was colder, the paddles longer. Every sprint to the lineup burned a little more. Fifteen minutes in, my shoulders felt like cement and my lungs wanted to revolt.

Kai nearly bought a penalty. He got boxed at the inside, tried to muscle through, but lost the sprint and got called for interference. I could tell it stung. He caught my eye after the wipeout; the look was pure regret, but also pride.

He paddled close, voice raw: “Finish it. For us. For the team. Don’t let these assholes cheat you.”

Then he took off on one last, desperate bomb, wiped spectacularly, but got a full round of applause for guts.

That left me, and two rivals who were already scraping for any advantage they could get.

I wanted to dig for a monster wave. There was one forming, huge and ugly, crowd literally begging for the highlight. On the deck, even Cruz was on his feet, watching. The urge to go big, the viral shot, the DQ-immune ride, was electric.

But something stopped me.

Keilani’s words, patient. Bella’s memory, wait for your moment. Summer’s promise, come back whole.

Instead of chasing the monster, I waited. Sat through three sets, letting the other guys tire themselves out. I watched the break, watched the pattern, and when a smaller, tighter set formed, I pounced.

Perfect angle, perfect entry. Not the most dramatic, but it cut through the chop like nothing else. I carved the face, let the board do the talking, and finished all the way to the sand, no wipe, no drama, just a surf instructor’s dream.

The score hit: 8.7. Not even close.

The next wave, same story. Calculated, smart, totally in control. The judges lost their minds. Even the announcer dropped the protest thing for a second: “That’s not just good for a guy under review. That’s championship surfing!”

At the buzzer, the fatigue crashed down, but so did the certainty: I’d made the final, and I’d done it my way.

Kai met me on the ramp, out of breath but still grinning. “You’re the man. Go break the record, King.”

I hugged him, real, nothing staged. “Next year, it’s you.”

He winked. “Nah. I’m going pro in TikToks. Less wetsuit rash.”

The harem was waiting, a wall of pride and relief.

Summer, steady as a rock, grabbed my face in both hands and just looked, like she needed to double-check I was still conscious.

“You’re still here,” she said, soft.

I squeezed her hand. “Still breathing. Barely.”

Victoria yanked me into a legal huddle, phone already buzzing. “If you surf like that in the final, their only option is to write you in. But be careful: the final opponent is technical, not drama. This is what they’re waiting for. Last gate.”

Aria, trembling but relieved, clung to my sleeve. “I was so scared. But you made it.”

Lila jumped on my back. “That was a goddamn hero move, King. Even the sponsor guys had to give it up.”

Bella, eyes shining, just said, “You were beautiful out there, baby.”

Sam nearly tackled me. “We’re making a mural of you if you take this round. It’ll be over the cheer captain’s desk, forever.”

Keilani watched, arms folded, a rare smirk on her lips. “You respected the break. And the break gave you everything.”

I let my soul soak that up, every flavor of love and loyalty and absolute lunatic support.

Mick called it for what it was. “One more, Donovan. Sixty minutes of hell, and you’re either a legend or a line on the rules sheet. Don’t let the committee win.”

The anticipation spiked, straight through the tents.

On the sand, you could feel the shift. The crowd buzzed with the knowledge that the final, the gatekeeper to the pro bracket, was going to be a war.

And I was ready.

Body battered, brain fried, but more alive than I’d felt all year.

Summer squeezed my hand, eyes bright. “You made it back whole once. Do it again.”

On the tents, the boards updated, my name, and the final rival, side-by-side.

Winner gets the golden ticket. Loser watches from the sand.

Victoria, Mick, the harem, even the guys who hated my guts, they knew: this was the main event.

Game face locked. Blood in the water.

Time to earn my shot.

Let the final begin.

***

If anyone tells you the final round is just another heat, they’ve never had their soul on the scoreboard.

By the time I hit the sand, the world had turned feral. Students stacked eight deep at the barricades, sponsor decks flexed to structural limits, even the Beach Queen girls and Surf Queen finalists had ditched their interviews to watch the show. The LED wall stretched “WINNER QUALIFIES FOR PRO BRACKET” in a digital scream across the whole beach.

I tried to breathe, but the air was loaded, salt, sweat, the buzz of a thousand “will he or won’t he” bets. Even the judges felt it, eyes sharp, pencils poised, like they could taste the coming blood.

My opponent, Caleb “Icebox” Sloane, stood at the lineup, perfectly still. The dude was tall, lean, and so low-key you’d forget he existed if it wasn’t for his scores. No big wipeouts, no drama, just steady eights and nines all week. The only guy who’d gone “no comment” to every reporter, every time. Not a word, just cold, relentless, and dangerous.

The announcer laid it out bare: “This is for the golden ticket, folks. Only one of these men advances. Donovan, the controversial king, Icebox, the silent killer. No more second chances. Winner enters the pro field. Loser goes home.”

Past the sponsor deck, I spotted pieces of my actual family in the chaos: Sadie wedged into the front row with the students, Mom at the media rail with her Leica raised, Dad beside Mick and the old crew, arms folded like he wasn’t one bad wave away from losing his mind.

Somewhere above, Cruz had moved closer. He leaned in, jaw tight, finally watching me like I was the only show in town.

Ronan? He looked like he’d bet his mortgage on a technicality, but behind the sunglasses, I saw the flicker. I was one clean ride away from ruining his whole day.

And then there was my other family, glorious and impossible and somehow still standing. Summer, eyes full of fire and belief, took the front position in the sand, feet planted, hands balled into fists. Victoria, half-legal eagle, half assassin, stood by the judges with a folder thicker than my board. Aria and Lila hovered by the AquaVibe arch, arms linked, both shaking, neither hiding it. Bella and Keilani together by the racks, dark and light, pride in every fiber. Sam near the judge’s table, making faces and probably memorizing every score in case she had to argue with someone later.

Even the rivals I’d beaten lined the side, wanting to see if I could actually close, or just choke like every kid crowned “most likely to.”

Every part of my life, every chapter, everyone who mattered, was visible, raw, and real.

My legs trembled, but it wasn’t nerves. It was want.

I wanted to win for Summer, her faith. For Victoria, her fight. For Aria and Lila, for the infinite weirdness of our family, for Bella and Keilani and Sam. For Kai, who’d gone down swinging. For Sadie, somewhere in the student crush screaming herself hoarse; for Mom, tracking me through her Leica from the media rail; and for Dad, posted up beside Mick with the old crew, pretending he wasn’t living and dying on every set.

And mostly, for myself. To prove I wasn’t just a byline in a scandal, but a surfer who’d earned it.

The call came: “Finalists, to the water!”

Icebox didn’t say a word. He just nodded once, tucked his board under his arm, and strode into the break. No theatrics.

I followed. The crowd noise vanished, replaced by the taste of salt on my lips, my focus locked laser-sharp on the horizon.

On the paddle out, he barely glanced my way. No talk, no games. All business. I could respect that.

We found our spots. For a second, all was still.

But back on the shore, the cameras zoomed. Girls in bikinis, bros in neon, old alumni in polo shirts and faded dreams. Every person on the sand was betting their pride on what happened in the next thirty minutes.

Even the officials were tight. You could smell the fear. One wrong call and Twitter would crucify the committee.

The announcer dialed up the pressure: “Remember, every wave is scored double against the rulebook. Donovan remains under eligibility review, and both competitors are being watched for priority, interference, and unsportsmanlike conduct.”

Below the tents, Sam cupped her hands to her mouth. “OWN IT, WEST!”

Bella’s voice, softer, floated across the break: “You’ve got this, babe.”

Lila, probably on her fourth panic energy drink, shrieked, “Give them the show they can’t erase!”

Even Victoria, for once, just gave a raised fist, legalese set aside.

Summer put her hands together and mouthed: “Come home.”

Icebox’s eyes flickered, but he never looked at the crowd. He watched the water.

So did I.

The horn sounded.

The last test began.

It was all or nothing.

***

The ocean always made you wait.

On the first real set, Icebox moved before I even unclenched my fist. He paddled into a thick, ugly right with all the confidence of a man who’d never bombed the landing. His board cut the face in two perfect slashes, nothing wasted, no showboating, just deadly precision. The crowd went weirdly quiet, the score popped up a second later: 9.3.

A spike of panic stood my hair on end. I needed to answer. Now.

I grabbed the next line, decent, but nothing that would haunt the record books. I powered through, solid arc, played the end section a little safe to avoid a penalty. My score hit a respectable 8.1. Good by any standard, except what I was chasing.

The crowd roared for drama, wild, relentless. “King Donovan! Go big or go home!” “Final round, baby!” Even the judges looked hungry, red pens in hand, eyes twitching from me to the review tent and back.

Priority flipped, and Icebox put up another monster: 8.8. The guy was a robot, never off by more than a micrometer. Every trick I’d ever used to rattle a rival bounced off him like rain off a board short.

Off the lineup, I saw the gallery. Summer, lips pressed tight, hands to mouth, praying or maybe just hoping I’d make it through. Victoria, still and perfect, watching the officials for any sign of a dirty flag. Aria and Lila, arms locked, bodies wound tight enough to shatter. Bella and Keilani, fists clenched, eyes burning. Sam bouncing on her toes, ready to take the sand if I so much as slipped.

Even Cruz was right on the rail, sunglasses gone, focus like a laser. Ronan behind him, dead calm, like he’d already seen my funeral.

Every cell in my body buzzed. This was it.

I almost lost it for a second. The next set that rolled in was a beast, raw, dramatic, the kind of wave that made crowds lose their minds. I wanted to take it, to go for broke. But I could almost hear Mick’s voice, old and battered, in my head: “Highlight reels don’t win trophies, discipline does.”

I let it go.

Icebox took the beast, but it closed out on him—hard. He tumbled, came up spitting foam, and for the first time all week, his face cracked.

Every second stretched. The officials whispered, plastic pens scratching. Ronan’s flunkies hovered, phones aimed straight at my face, waiting for me to crack and make their day.

The clock was brutal. With less than seven minutes left, I watched three more sets crumble. Each one could have maybe made me famous or just made me a meme.

I waited, every muscle burning.

Then, finally, it showed.

The wave started as a shadow on the outside, barely a wrinkle, then it ballooned, fattened, and went sleek, mean, and perfect. Something in my gut, Dad’s voice, my uncle’s laughter, my own gnawing hunger, said this was the one. There wouldn’t be another.

I paddled with everything I had. The noise dropped away. It was just me, the board, and the water.

I felt the line before I hit it, sharp, true, and wild. The board caught and accelerated, pure speed, violence and beauty in one package. I let instinct drive: bottom turn, then a hard, vertical snap, the kind you only land if you know exactly who you are.

The move hit. The beach exploded. Announcers lost their minds: “Donovan just threw a pro-level maneuver into the amateur final! Are the judges seeing what I’m seeing?!”

I didn’t even think. I let muscle memory, stolen from every legend I’d ever watched, do the rest. I strung the ride together, one rail to the next, always on edge but perfectly centered. Not a wasted movement. Daring, but never reckless. I could almost feel Summer’s hands on me, rooting me, and the thousand voices of my found family screaming for me to finish.

The final section was ugly, a tight barrel that looked unmakeable. I went anyway, ducked and rolled, heart hammering, and at the last second popped out clean, sunlight in my eyes, surf exploding behind.

When I kicked out, I skidded down the face grinning like an idiot. The silence was more intense than the noise had ever been.

I drifted, barely breathing.

On shore, Ronan’s team already huddled, planning something. The judges conferred, pencils scratching furiously.

For a heartbeat, nobody knew.

Then the score flashed on the big board, but I was too far out to read it yet.

Back at the lineup, Icebox stared at me, then gave the smallest, sharpest nod, respect, pure and cold.

On the sand, everything was about to break loose, one way or another.

I floated, spent, eyes on the tent, waiting to see if it would all be enough.

God, I hoped so.

***

The verdict hit the board in a flash, 9.5, edging Icebox by a sliver.

For a second, the whole world held its breath. Then the beach detonated.

They screamed my name, “West! King Donovan! Surf God!”, a hundred voices, maybe a thousand, all crashing together in a tidal wave of noise. Even the announcer who’d spent the entire round calling me the “competitor under review” straight up lost his mind: “THAT’S IT! DONOVAN TAKES THE CROWN! THE AMATEUR QUALIFIER IS HEADED TO THE PRO BRACKET!”

I paddled back on adrenaline alone, barely feeling my arms. When I hit the ramp, I nearly face-planted, but fists and arms and all the beautiful chaos of my people caught me before I hit the deck.

The harem hit first. Lila came in hot, leaping onto my back, legs around my waist, screaming in my ear. Her laughter was so wild and unfiltered even the sponsor interns got out of the way.

“YES! YES! You did it! There’s no way they can erase that. That was gold. Hall of fame, baby!”

Aria, face wet, found my hand and clung to it like it was a lifeline. “I’m so proud of you, West. I kept thinking I’d jinx you, but you did it anyway. You did it for you.”

I kissed her forehead. She shivered, the relief pure and raw.

Sam barreled in, picking me up like a linebacker. “That was the sickest shit I’ve ever seen. If you don’t get a mural, I’ll riot. I mean it, I’ll get the cheer squad down here and we’ll flip cars.”

She meant it.

Bella and Keilani approached together, like a pair of queens making a coronation official.

Bella’s eyes were blue fire, luminous. “You were poetry, mon roi. I’ve never been more proud.”

She kissed me, soft, barely-there, but it vibrated down to my bones.

Keilani nodded, solemn. “It’s yours, now. You made it so. Nobody can say you didn’t respect the ocean.”

I took her hand, accepting the weight of that respect. She didn’t give it lightly.

Then there was Summer, front and center, steady and sure. No trophy could ever matter more than the way her eyes found mine. She didn’t shout, didn’t even smile big, she just locked in, her heart on her face.

I crossed the space to her, arms full of her before I even realized.

“You came back whole, just like you said,” she whispered, voice broken with pride. “I love you.”

I held her close. “You’re why I made it.”

She squeezed my face, kissed my eyelids, and let the world see.

Behind her, Victoria was already deep in legal strategy. She slipped right into the edge of my vision, voice crisp. “It’s not over,” she said, but her touch on my shoulder was almost gentle. “If I have anything to say about it, you’re not losing this on a technicality. But savor this. You earned it.”

Kai found us in the crowd, arms pinwheeling, voice rough from yelling. He wrapped me in a bro-hug that almost sent me back to the sand. “Fucking legend, man. That last ride, I thought you were going to die and you nailed it. Next stop, pro bracket. Go make them eat it!”

Then Sadie hit me like a missile.

She launched through a gap in the crowd, half laughing, half crying, and slammed into my ribs hard enough to make my lungs file a complaint. “You absolute idiot,” she said, voice cracking as she squeezed me tighter. “Do you know how stressful it is being related to you?”

I laughed into her hair, arms wrapping around my little sister before she could pretend she wasn’t emotional. “You screamed louder than Sam.”

“Lies,” Sadie said instantly, wiping her face with the heel of her hand. “Also, yes. Obviously. Someone had to keep the student section alive.”

Mom appeared behind her, camera hanging from her neck, eyes bright in a way the Leica couldn’t hide. For once, she didn’t lift it. She just looked at me, really looked, like she was trying to memorize the version of me who had finally stepped out from under every old family shadow.

“That last turn,” she said softly, “your uncle would have loved it.”

That nearly broke me.

Before I could answer, Dad pulled me into him, hard and wordless. Jack Donovan, who could talk philosophy around a campfire until sunrise, didn’t say a damn thing at first. He just held the back of my neck, forehead pressed to mine, breathing like he’d been the one out there fighting the break.

When he finally spoke, his voice was rough. “That was yours, West. Not mine. Not Dean’s. Yours.”

I swallowed hard, every cheer around us blurring into salt and light. “You think so?”

Dad’s grin came slow, proud, and wrecked at the edges. “I know so. You rode like a Donovan, but you won like yourself.”

Mom reached for my hand. Sadie tucked herself against my side, pretending she wasn’t still crying. And for one perfect second, before the officials and the Vales and the whole damn machine could come for me, I had them all there: the family I was born into, the family I’d built, and the wave I’d finally claimed for my own.

Mick hovered at the edge, trying to act like he hadn’t just aged a decade in an hour.

“You did it, Dono,” he said, voice thick. “You made every bastard who ever wrote you off eat their words. Now go get ready. The pro sharks are nastier, and the suits will hit you harder. But you’re in the bracket. Even Ronan can’t snatch this one without a fight.”

He didn’t quite hug me, but he thumped my back with a pride that lasted longer than any lecture.

I glanced over, saw Icebox standing off to the side, quiet but not defeated. He dipped his chin my way, a gesture that meant more than words. I gave him a nod back. He’d been a worthy rival.

Then the world shifted.

Cruz stepped down from his sponsor deck. For once, there was no smirk, no taunt. Just something rawer and harder to fake: respect.

He looked me in the eye. “That was a real ride. If you get through the review, we do this for real. No drama, no committee bullshit. Just the water. Cool?”

I grinned, blood singing. “Yeah. Wouldn’t want it any other way.”

He offered a knuckle touch. “Welcome to the top, Donovan. Don’t let the suits take it from you.”

Behind us, the crowd was still insane, banners waving, phones out, chants of “King Donovan!” echoing up the cliffs. For a moment, I let myself soak in the triumph, every heartbeat a new snapshot of the people who’d made it matter.

The harem, a tangle of arms and hair and sweat. Lila and Aria, hugging and squealing. Bella and Keilani, sharing a look of pure satisfaction. Sam nearly lifting me by the ribs. Summer, still and fierce, baring every emotion in her eyes. Even Victoria, usually locked behind her legal shields, let herself smile.

It felt like a family, even if the world refused to call it that.

On the fringes, Ronan watched, arms folded, cool as ever. But he was already whispering to the nearest official. I knew then, he wasn’t going to go quietly.

Sure enough, even as I caught my breath, the festival MC announced: “Official review is still ongoing, pending eligibility audit based on new challenge filed by Ronan Vale, citing promotional ties to campus sponsors and possible indirect benefit violations. Bracket under protest.”

The harem fell instantly silent, eyes shifting to me. Summer, lips pressed tight. Victoria, going full war mode. Aria’s hand shaking. Lila biting her lip, but her arm snaked around my waist, like she’d throw down on the spot.

Even the crowd, ever bloodthirsty, paused. For a second, you could feel the world recalibrate. Would I get the matchup I’d bled for, or would the King get erased from his own bracket?

I let the anxiety roll off, refusing to let them see me sweat. Instead, I grabbed the girls, locked in with my crew, and shot a look straight at the review desk. Ronan saw it, smiled, cold and thin.

Victoria’s phone buzzed with the official notification. She read it, jaw clenched. “They’re trying to hammer you, but I’m ready. This is a circus, not court. We’re going to fight like hell.”

Summer pulled me in. “You’re not alone, baby. Not for a second.”

Aria and Lila flanked me, one on each arm, both stubborn and bright.

Even Bella, usually all grace, spit the words: “They will not take this from you. Not unless they want to fight all of us.”

Sam just growled, “You say the word, and we storm the tent.”

I laughed, wild with the freedom of having survived. “Let’s not blow up the festival yet. The win is real. They can’t erase the ride.”

Victoria smirked, finally. “No, but they’ll waste a semester trying.”

Even Keilani cracked a smile. “Once you win, it’s yours. The rest is just noise. Let the sharks have their day.”

Cruz called up from the ropes: “Hope you’re ready to fight the real thing, Donovan. Don’t let my dad win this in a conference room.”

Dad’s hand settled on the back of my neck, heavy and steady, the same grip he’d used when I was a kid coming out of rough water.

“Listen to him,” Jack said, eyes still on Cruz for half a beat before cutting toward Ronan. “Vale always loved a room more than a wave when the wave didn’t go his way. Let him file whatever he wants. You won out there, in front of everyone. That matters.”

Sadie shoved in beside him, cheeks blotchy from screaming and crying and pretending neither had happened. “Also, I’m pretty sure if they disqualify you after that ride, I can get the entire student section to boo for six uninterrupted hours.”

Mom lowered her camera at last. Her voice was quieter than everyone else’s, but somehow it cut through cleaner. “I have every second of that ride. Every angle. Every reaction. If they try to rewrite what happened, they’ll have to do it against the evidence.”

Victoria glanced at Mom’s screen once and nodded. “Send me everything.”

Jack glanced at her, and for the first time all day, I saw the old Donovan machine click into place: surfer, witness, sister, mother, father, all of them circling the truth.

Then Dad looked back at me. “Don’t get dragged into their kind of fight, son. Let Victoria handle the paper. You handle the water.”

Mick, so dry he could have been a cypress log, said, “They can only beat you now if they cheat. So don’t give them a single reason.”

And Kai, the war paint already back on his face: “Forget the review, just get your rest, and be ready to ruin a few egos in the next bracket. I’ll hype you so hard they’ll have to let you in.”

I nodded, my own heart shaking.

All the blood, all the grind, and now the real test: Could I hold the crown, or would the rules eat me alive?

I’d qualified in the water.

Now it was time to beat them in their own game.

For once, the crowd wasn’t just watching, they were rooting for a miracle.

I glanced at the big board. My name was still shining.

And damn if I didn’t want to keep it there.

***

It started as a ripple, phone screens lighting up, a flurry of official emails, the MC’s voice cracking with the urgency only a real scandal brings. But then every digital board from the sand to the sponsor decks updated: “Official eligibility protest filed—Amateur Qualification Result Now Under Review.”

My name, shining at the top, got a new badge: PROVISIONAL WINNER, SUBJECT TO ELIGIBILITY AUDIT.

They didn’t even try to hide it. The whole thing ran like a TV drama: Ronan Vale, on camera, expression locked in zero emotion, reading the challenge to the committee while the media lined up behind him. The language was pure weapon. “Substantial evidence of indirect sponsor benefit… promotional association… possible violation of collegiate amateurism through repeated digital and physical linkage to AquaVibe and its ambassadors.”

If you’d scripted it, you’d say he delivered with surgical precision, no anger, no tantrum, just a scalpel to the jugular.

The crowd didn’t buy it. As soon as the MC tried to calm them down, the sand turned into a soccer riot. Half chanted my name, the other half booed and started hurling real and digital shade all over the broadcast. Sigma girls in bikinis waved “Let Him Surf” banners. Bros with beer breath yelled “DQ VALE” until their faces turned red. It was the best and worst attention I’d ever gotten.

Victoria read the notification, lips twisting into a razor-edged smile. “He’s going procedural. They’re pushing ‘pattern of promotional gain’ and citing specific content, photos, posts, your presence on the Miss Surf King campaign, even your relationship status. If they can argue you got exposure by dating the favorites, they’ll call it a benefit.”

She didn’t back down. Instead, she squared up to the nearest judge’s assistant, voice lethal. “We’re countering every count. He never took a dollar. No free product. And social isn’t criminal, he’s not responsible for how other people tag him.” Her nails drummed menace against her phone. “If the committee has a backbone, they’ll rule fact, not optics.”

Summer hooked her arm through mine, grounding me. “If you need us to go on the record, we will. Right, girls?”

Sam grinned, wild. “Hell yes. ‘Promotional benefit’—I’ll show them promotional. We’re making shirts tonight.”

Lila pressed into my side, voice low but blazing. “You know this isn’t about the brand, right? It’s about Vale. They want to rewrite history.”

Aria, still trembling, got steel in her stare. “I’ll delete every post if it helps. But I think you should own it. Don’t give them an inch.”

Bella and Keilani joined, the former’s hand gentle on my shoulder, the latter’s gaze diamond-hard. Bella whispered, “They are afraid of you, West. That is why they challenge.” Keilani just said, “You won. Nobody can erase what happened out there.”

I caught Cruz’s eye across the deck. He gave me a sharp nod, stepped right up to the microphone, and shocked the sponsors by speaking plain. “If West Donovan’s eligible, I want him in my bracket. I’m here to beat surfers, not paperwork. If they DQ him, the whole thing’s a joke.”

Even Icebox, barely out of his wetsuit, found a reporter and grunted, “He beat me straight. If they take it on a loophole, it’s a stain on the comp.”

Back at the tent, Victoria was already on defense, prepping a file so thick it looked weaponized. “They’ve got buzz. We’ve got facts. Just hold the line, don’t hand them another excuse.”

I wanted to take the harem, march up to the review deck, and call their bluff right there. But Summer’s grip steadied me. “Let Victoria do her thing. You already did yours.”

The seconds crawled. Every digital sign repeated the warning: “Result Pending.” The announcer hedged every word. The internet melted, memes, hot takes, and outpourings of both outrage and devotion.

The girls made a wall around me. Aria, Lila, Sam, Bella, Keilani, Victoria, each their own shield, each their own angle of war. Even the guys from the team, Kai especially, were ready. He made a sign from cardboard and duct tape: “LET THE KING SURF.”

My blood family closed in too, quieter but no less ready. Sadie was already organizing chants with the student section, face blotchy and furious, like she’d personally been challenged to trial by committee. Mom stood beside Victoria for half a minute, showing her clips on the Leica screen, every frame timestamped, every angle clean. Dad didn’t say much. He just stayed between me and Ronan’s side of the deck, a human reminder that the Vales had tried this kind of history before and still hadn’t learned how to win it honestly.

I looked at the board, still shining my name, and let the truth settle: my future was one pen stroke from being erased, or made.

Beside me, Summer just squeezed my hand. “No matter what happens, you know you did it your way.”

She was right.

The world wanted drama. Vale wanted a technical win.

I wanted to surf. And maybe, just maybe, change the rules for the better.

Victoria caught my eye. “You got one more round, King. In the water, and in the room. Don’t flinch. I’ll bring them the proof. You just be ready.”

Up on the sponsor deck, Cruz nodded, not with malice, but with the mutual respect of a shark who’d found his peer.

In the center of the sand, with all the weird love and risk circling, I realized: they could take the title, but they couldn’t take the fight I’d put down in the water. Or the people who’d made it worth risking everything.

I wasn’t letting go. Not for committee, not for a hundred Ronan Vales, not even for my own doubts.

The future was right there, tantalizing, seconds from possible extinction.

But I’d made it to the final. I’d qualified, against every trick in the book.

All that was left was to fight for the right to surf the last round.

Let them bring their best lawyers.

After what we’d just survived, we weren’t going anywhere.

I locked eyes with the harem, then with the bracket board, and made a silent vow:

If they let me in, I was going to beat them on every front.

And if not? The whole fucking campus would remember the day King Donovan made them fight to keep him off the sand.

So bring on the next wave.

We were ready for it.


The By-Law Trap


If hell had a boardroom, it looked a lot like the temporary review zone outside the main Surf King tent.

“Eligibility Audit Pending” flashed in digital red across every leaderboard, bracket, and cell phone screen on the sand. People were screaming, chanting “King Donovan” or “DQ the King!” like the fate of the free world depended on who got to paddle out next. I could see Summer’s hair in the crowd, a gold flare above the mob, but she was locked on me, refusing to blink. Aria and Lila clung to each other near the barricade, no longer photogenic, just real and rattled. Even Bella and Keilani drifted close, arms folded, faces hard.

Victoria scanned the chaos and wasted zero seconds. She tugged my arm, her grip all steel cable and zero warmth, steering me out of the breach and toward the one sliver of tent shade where secrets weren’t immediately live-streamed to the world.

Behind us came the rest of the war party: Summer, never more solid; Aria, trembling but upright, sunglasses hiding everything but the disaster brewing behind her eyes; Lila, who looked like she’d just mainlined a Red Bull and a bad idea, bouncing on her toes but scanning the horizon like a wild animal about to break loose; Mom, camera in hand, already flipping through the receipts; and Dad, exuding old-school board energy, jaw flexed, gaze set on Ronan Vale like he could will him out of existence.

If the air had gotten any more tense, it would have snapped.

Victoria called the huddle right there, no time for second thoughts. “Phones off, eyes up,” she said, voice low but fierce. “I don’t want a single word leaving this group unless I clear it. Is that understood?”

Lila saluted with the last half of a neon can. “Aye aye, Queen V. Should we start with the blood oath, or just spitball legal perjury?”

Victoria ignored her. She turned directly to me, her eyes so black and sharp I felt my pulse spike.

“Here’s the landscape,” she said, pulling up a series of screens on her phone. Every shot was a digital nightmare: me with Aria and Lila, AquaVibe logos strategically bombarding the background, me holding a branded board, even if it wasn’t mine, me at the Miss Surf King campaign close enough to have my face spliced into the sponsor’s own story. “This is how they’re going to frame you: not as a champion, but as a living, breathing promotional tool who weaponized relationships for campus fame. They’re not going to care whether you took a dollar or not. If you let them, they’ll make your love life look like a cash grab.”

Summer’s grip on my wrist tightened, anchoring me before my insides could start jellifying. “So how do we break that script?” she asked, dead calm.

Victoria answered, already rolling: “Facts. Receipts. Zero apologies for being visible. West—” she stabbed a finger at me, “—they want to catch you acting guilty. Don’t. They’re going to drag your name through every sponsored hashtag and every bikini shoot from the last six months. You know what you do? You own it.” She glanced at Aria, then Lila. “The relationships are real. The photos are real. The only thing that cannot be real is the accusation that you were compensated. If you hesitate or downplay the harem, it looks like we’re hiding something. If you stand up for them, it turns the weapon back on Ronan.”

I tried to process, but Lila spoke first. “So, no lying, just be so honest that it trips the alarms.”

“Exactly,” Victoria said. “If you make them think you’re playing a PR game, they’ll ice you just for the optics. But if you tell the truth, grounded, boring, nothing to hide, that’s what scares the committee. They want to believe you’re the story they’ve been fed. Don’t give them a single frame they can meme.”

Aria finally spoke, voice shaking but determined. “I made this worse, didn’t I? Every time I posted, it helped my brand, but it also splashed West all over AquaVibe. Even if I delete it now, the screenshots are everywhere.”

Mom’s head snapped up. “But you never paid him. You never even offered, correct?” Her tone could slice steel.

Aria shook her head, not hiding the pain. “Never. Any photo West took for me, for Miss Surf King, for my stories, was just because I asked. He wouldn’t even charge me for the edits. He said it was ‘just capturing the moment.’”

“I stand by that,” I said, scanning Summer for backup. She just locked in, blue eyes fierce, as if daring anyone to contradict me.

Dad grunted, finally. “Sounds like what you did was help a friend. If that’s a crime, they’ll have to jail the whole beach. Ronan just wants to win the round he never took off me twenty years ago.”

Victoria cut him off, quick. “Appreciate the color, Jack, but let’s keep the narrative tight. We want no confusion about compensation. No boards, no gear, no travel, no money, no nothing. Right, West?”

“Correct,” I said, and didn’t waver. “The only thing I ever took from AquaVibe was maybe a free sticker and a sunburn.”

Lila nudged Aria, softer now. “For the record, King’s hot in every photo, but never once took a dime or got a freebie, unless you count my last bag of popcorn.”

Victoria let it land, then redirected. “Eleanor, do you have the timeline to prove West was present as an athlete, not a sponsor plant?”

She lifted her camera, scrolling through images. “I have multiple timestamped photos of West competing, photographed by third parties, and several witness shots of him on the sand with Aria and Lila, never holding product, never in a position where sponsor messaging was coordinated. The only images that show overlap are standard event shots every attendee appears in.”

Victoria nodded, satisfied. “That’s gold. We’ll lead with that. The less they can pin on intent, the more desperate Ronan looks.”

The hiss of pressure didn’t let up. Outside, the jeers and shouts got louder; students pounded the fence, chanting for drama. I half expected to see my face on a t-shirt or a dartboard before this was over.

Bella pushed forward, voice soft but unflinching. “If they hate you for loving openly, then let them hate. We’d rather be erased for loyalty than for hiding.”

Keilani added, “The ocean is honest. So are you. Let them try to say otherwise.”

I looked around. My girls. My blood. The only thing holding this shitstorm together.

Victoria brought it home, cold and perfect. “West, this matters: if you apologize for loving them, if you act like Aria and Lila are a liability and not a gift, Ronan wins before the hearing even starts. The goal is clarity, not shame. Are you clear?”

I swallowed, pulse hammering. “Crystal.”

Summer drew me close, her hand at the small of my back, voice only for me. “Just be you, West. That’s how you win. Don’t let the Vales decide what the truth means.”

For a beat, I just breathed them all in. The scent of salt, coconut, and determination. Lila’s nervous energy. Aria’s guilt turned to resolve. The way Bella and Keilani flanked them like enforcers, and the way Summer grounded me when my brain wanted to flip over.

Victoria snapped her folder shut, her voice final. “We’re going to the hearing as a team. No infighting, no panic. If the committee asks you to explain your relationships, you tell them the truth. Every word. If they want to see guilt, make them look elsewhere.”

She shot a glare outside, where Ronan’s people were lining up their own attack dog witnesses. “The Vales aren’t just after your bracket spot. They want to erase the possibility that a Donovan could ever take the crown again. If we play their game, they’ll eat us alive. If we tell the truth, maybe, just maybe, we change what a champion is supposed to look like.”

Lila grinned, finally breaking the tension. “Damn, now I want to start a club. Like, the Harem Justice League.”

Aria’s laugh was watery but real. “Only if we get matching jackets.”

Dad shook his head, but his smile was genuine. “Hell with jackets. After this, everyone gets a custom board.”

Victoria ignored the banter, focus locked. “Last point: once we enter, the committee can bring up anything. Past, present, even shit that happened at the last festival. Don’t react. Don’t joke. Don’t get snarky unless I cue you. The impact comes from being too boring for them to spin.”

She fixed me with one last look, a mix of hurricane and hope. “You ready?”

Summer’s answer was to squeeze my hand.

Aria and Lila locked arms, nodding like they’d already decided to go down together if they had to.

Bella, Keilani, even Mom, all in, eyes shining.

I took a breath, let the adrenaline settle till my bones remembered I could carry more than just a board.

“We’re ready,” I told her. “Let’s go make history, or at least survive the committee.”

Victoria smiled, small and dangerous. “That’s the spirit. Follow me.”

We joined the processional, marching straight into the heart of the hearing with everything laid bare.

Outside, Ronan waited, smile so thin it could double as a blade.

But inside? The real family, the real loyalty, the only harem that ever mattered.

Time to prove it on the record.

***

You ever walk into a room and know, instantly, that your entire life could end at a folding table?

That was the energy as Victoria led our crew into the Surf King “eligibility review office.” Which was really a tricked-out sponsor trailer with less class than a freshman dorm on cleaning day and the mood of a funeral for the criminally hot.

Inside, the air smelled like printer ink, legal pads, and the desperate hope that nobody spilled coffee on the official record. Sponsor banners hung crooked on the walls, and the main table was littered with branded water bottles, neon-blue pens, and more digital tablets than a cyber cafe. Seven people from the committee waited, eyes flat, faces carefully untouchable. At the far side, Ronan Vale sat at the challenger’s table in a perfect white linen shirt, hands folded, smile like a loaded gun.

The rest of the seats were a murderers’ row of campus officials, bored-looking surf team alumni, and, weirdly, a very uncomfortable AquaVibe handler, Cami, who kept flicking her eyes from her phone to the door like she was prepping an escape route.

Victoria, poised as always, took the opposite chair. She flicked her hair back, spread her files, and gave the entire room a look that could have stripped paint. Meanwhile, I slid onto the end, Summer never letting go of my hand. Aria and Lila bracketed me, Aria biting her lip raw, Lila playing it cool, but her knee jittered a whole nervous solo under the table. Bella, Keilani, and my parents took the gallery bench, the Donovans a silent wall of support, Sadie’s texts already blowing up my phone from her student crowd out front.

The digital timer on the table beeped. Showtime.

The chairperson cleared his throat, hit the “record” button, and gave us the official welcome: “This panel has convened to consider the eligibility of West Donovan, provisional winner of the Surf King amateur bracket, in response to formal challenge by Ronan Vale.”

No drama, just bureaucracy straight to the vein.

Ronan’s voice came smooth, measured, and so professional it should have had a patent. “Thank you for your attention, committee. This is not a personal matter. The integrity of Surf King, indeed, Golden Coast tradition, depends on upholding amateur status for all campus athletes. The question today is whether Mr. Donovan’s campus stardom, and specifically his unique relationships with active sponsors and Miss Surf King contestants, constitutes a violation of that amateur ideal.”

He pushed a thumb drive toward the center. Someone loaded it up on the big screen. Instantly, my whole love life was reduced to a highlight reel: Me holding Aria, both of us barefoot in the sand, AquaVibe logos photo-bombing us from every angle. Me with Lila at the foam shoot, fake snapbacks and bared teeth for the camera. Clips from Miss Surf King, Aria and Lila grinning for the crowd with me in the center like a grinning, unintentional ad for campus cool.

“Let the record show,” Ronan said, not even glancing my way, “that while Mr. Donovan may not have been formally compensated, the volume and frequency of his appearances in sponsor-branded content is unprecedented. I invite the committee to notice repeated visual and digital linkage to AquaVibe, including but not limited to appearances on their social media, digital leaderboard presence, and even co-branded features with Miss Surf King finalists.”

He let that simmer, then unloaded the next bomb:

“This is not a trivial case of mere student popularity. We have never seen an amateur competitor so saturated with sponsor attention. The evidence suggests that Mr. Donovan’s immediate circle, particularly Miss Surf King competitors Aria Navarro and Lila Moreno, aggressively leveraged his image to boost both their own and the sponsor’s campaigns. The result presents, to the public eye, the undeniable optics of a budding professional brand ambassador, rather than a neutral amateur.”

He paused, letting the committee soak in the wreckage.

Cami, AquaVibe’s rep, looked like she’d rather be anywhere else. She fiddled with her lanyard, then mumbled, “The brand did amplify student content, but no agreements were in place. We, um, liked the organic engagement.”

Ronan barely nodded, already in kill mode. “Thank you. For context, the committee should also note that Mr. Donovan’s photography was repeatedly tagged and credited, even on official leaderboards and sponsor feeds. The effect is cumulative: students, fans, and even independent media now equate Mr. Donovan with the AquaVibe brand, while he continues to compete as an amateur. If this is not a breach of the spirit of amateurism, it is at least a challenge to the authenticity of Surf King.”

He folded his hands, then locked in: “It is not my wish to punish hard work or underestimate talent. But if we allow the most visible, most media-saturated amateur in the field to win the bracket, what message does it send? That Surf King rewards not the best athlete, but the best campaign? I urge the committee to consider the precedent. If the facts are ignored, Surf King becomes just another influencer contest, and amateur achievement is lost.”

There was a pause. Not a breath in the room. Even the beach outside felt like it had gone mute.

Aria caught my hand, her palm cold and shaking. Lila cracked her knuckles, then whispered, “Wow, he’s really good at this,” but there was no joke behind it.

Summer pressed her shoulder to mine, her warmth pushing the panic out just long enough for me to breathe.

Ronan waited, then, as if the screws weren’t already turned enough, added the kicker: “To be clear, my challenge is not that Mr. Donovan accepted cash or product. But through relentless public association, he derived the same personal benefit as any paid brand agent. It is, in my view, an indirect promotional gain, in violation of the amateur code.”

Victoria didn’t flinch, but the committee members scribbled notes, expressions growing more skeptical with each fresh photo on the screen.

Dad’s jaw flexed, but he didn’t speak. Mom just watched, camera poised, waiting to see if anyone dared challenge her evidence.

The official replayed the highlight reel: shots of me with Aria and Lila, then a digital overlay showing AquaVibe engagement numbers as they spiked with every new post. At one point, a meme popped up: me, Aria, and Lila riding a neon board into the sunset, sponsor logo photoshopped onto my trunks. The committee’s faces twisted, clearly loving the drama. The implication: I was too hot for the rulebook.

Ronan wrapped it up, crisp and controlled. “I believe the record is clear. If we ignore the optics, we risk undermining the validity of Surf King for every future competitor. I ask only that the committee apply the standard as it is written, and protect the tradition we have all devoted our lives to.”

He sat back, not smug, just confident he’d set the stage for my erasure.

The chairperson scribbled a note, then called a “ten-minute” review before allowing the defense.

As soon as they looked away, Lila turned to me, voice pitched low. “That was brutal. Makes me want to leak his search history just for sport.”

Aria just clung to my hand, refusing to meet anyone’s eye.

Summer was pure calm, leaning into me, lips at my ear: “Don’t let them get in your head, West. They only win if you start buying what they’re selling.”

Victoria, for her part, started sorting files and whispering to Mom. But the mood was grim. On the evidence wall, I was the walking, shirtless poster boy for everything the sponsors wanted.

If they were looking for guilt, the odds didn’t look great.

But I wasn’t ready to fold.

Victoria tapped her stylus on the folder, eyes never leaving the committee. “We’re up next,” she said, voice like cold vodka. “Remember the plan.”

The fate of everything, me, my girls, the whole bracket, waited on what happened next.

Let the counterattack begin.

***

When Victoria stood to deliver the defense, the temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. Even Ronan went still, eyes locked on her like he was watching a rival surgeon about to cut into his best work.

She didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t have to.

“Thank you. I’d like to provide the facts, rather than the narrative,” Victoria said, and she started sliding printouts across the table like dealing cards. “You’ll notice, on page one, there is no contract, no offer letter, no compensation of any kind between West Donovan and AquaVibe. That includes boards, travel, apparel, product, or digital compensation. If anyone can produce such a contract, let them do so now.”

Silence.

She slid forward the next stack, screenshots from Aria and Lila’s feeds, plus public campus shots from the festival. “These images show West Donovan present with Miss Surf King contestants. They also show dozens of other athletes, students, and even committee members appearing with the same sponsor logos in the background. None of these appearances is coordinated, none of them staged. They are event documentation. If presence alone is a violation, the entire bracket would be under review.”

At this, the chairperson raised an eyebrow, but Victoria didn’t even blink. “The visual overlap is a function of campus culture, not a deliberate actor. The Miss Surf King content was run, owned, and operated by the contestants themselves, primary account holders being Aria Navarro and Lila Moreno. West’s involvement was as a friend and photographer. At no point did Mr. Donovan receive anything in return for shooting, editing, or appearing in these posts.”

She kept her eyes on the panel. “In fact, the only ‘benefit’ in evidence is the rumor-mill effect, student culture feeding, exaggerating, and reposting images. Not a single one originated with a sponsor directive.”

She called Eleanor next, sharp. “Eleanor, do you have the timestamped images?”

My mother, calm as cold steel, flicked on her tablet. “Yes. I have a full sequence of West at the event, both on the water and on the sand. Half the candid shots were taken by third parties, often with West nowhere near the official sponsor tent. My metadata and visual context confirm he was never guided, styled, or coordinated by any brand or campaign. The only content that could be spun as AquaVibe originated from open event areas. It’s the same for every other competitor; there is no unique pattern.”

Victoria let the committee see each shot, me, Aria, and Lila, never holding product, never together in a planned ad. Most of the overlap was just festival background noise. The idea that I’d orchestrated some grand “campaign” was basically meme science.

Next up: Aria.

Victoria turned to her, all business. “Ms. Navarro, can you confirm whether West Donovan was ever compensated for his photography, or for appearing in your Miss Surf King content?”

Aria sat up, nerves raw but voice steady. “He was never compensated. Ever. I asked him to help me because I trusted his eye. I relied on him because it made my work better—and me better. I never paid him, and I never even offered. If anything, I think I owe him for being my friend.”

Her words hit, and the committee actually sat back a little, like they hadn’t known what to expect.

Victoria nodded, then pointed at the AquaVibe rep. “Cami, please clarify: did AquaVibe ever contract, or in any way propose to contract, with West Donovan before or during the competition?”

Cami cleared her throat, face red. “No. There was, um, discussion that if he qualified, we might approach him. That was after the images started trending. But he was never paid, never given product, and there was no prior arrangement.”

Lila piped up, unable to resist. “If anyone ever wants to pay me just for standing next to West, I’ll take cash, crypto, or tacos. But until then, it’s all vibes, not currency.”

The room crackled, some of the tension leaking out at the edges.

Victoria kept it rolling: “In short, the entirety of the claim is optics. No deals. No benefits, except what any visible student athlete might get. If the committee moves to disqualify based on ‘pattern of exposure,’ every tournament winner for the past decade could be challenged.”

She motioned to me, then at the harem. “Yes, he’s visible. Yes, he supports his friends. Yes, he’s present at the heart of campus culture. But so is every other student, influencer or not.”

Finally, Victoria let my dad speak, but only briefly.

Jack’s voice was low, but hit like a hammer. “Surf King was built on what happened in the water. Not on who you dated, or what rumors people printed. My son rides the way I taught him: clean, honest, and above board. If that’s not amateur, nothing is.”

Victoria closed her folder, eyes bright with challenge. “We leave it to the panel. Either you police optics and social presence and wipe out a generation of athletes, or you recognize that the culture has changed, but the facts are the same. West Donovan played by the rules. Every photo, post, and rumor was student-created, and every gain was non-monetary. To say otherwise is to weaponize the very thing the tournament was built to cherish: connection, passion, and visibility on this campus.”

She leaned in, the edge of triumph showing at last. “If the committee rules that support, friendship, or mere presence is a violation, I hope they’re ready to apply it everywhere. Not just to the Donovans.”

Silence, again.

Except for the sound of the ocean outside, relentless, eternal, and honest.

For a heartbeat, the panel looked lost. Even Ronan’s mask slipped, the faintest twitch at the corner of his mouth.

But the battle wasn’t won yet.

The chair rapped the digital gavel. “Thank you. We’ll now ask Mr. Donovan to speak directly to the committee about his understanding of his relationships and their impact on the amateur standard.”

The real moment had arrived.

Summer squeezed my leg. Aria and Lila both went tense, eyes shining with something deeper than fear. Bella and Keilani in the gallery, arms locked, refusing to flinch.

It was time to answer for all of it: not just the evidence, but what it meant to want, to love, and to let yourself be seen.

I straightened, heart pounding.

Let them ask.

We were done hiding.

***

The pause before the question felt like the deepest breath before a plunge.

The committee chair folded his hands, face unreadable, and said, “Mr. Donovan, do you understand how some might interpret your relationships with Miss Surf King participants, and your frequent campus visibility in branded settings, as a form of indirect sponsor benefit? Do you acknowledge that your social, romantic, and student media presence may have provided you a promotional advantage?”

There was a universe where I could have played it safe. I could have shrugged and blamed Aria, or Lila, or just waved it off. I could have called the whole thing a misunderstanding, auditioned for “Most Apologetic Amateur,” and hoped for mercy.

But that wasn’t our story. Not what we’d built.

I looked them dead in the eye and told the truth.

“I get it,” I said, voice low, but steady. “I know what it looks like. Yeah, Aria and Lila are Miss Surf King stars, and yeah, I’m visible. But not because anybody paid me, or because there was some scheme to juice the campus algorithm. The people in those photos are my family. I helped Aria with her campaign because I wanted her to win and because she matters to me. Same with Lila. Hell, anyone in this room could tell you I never cared about the spotlight, not until the stories spun up out of nowhere.”

I exhaled, the air heavy, but clear. “I never accepted product, contract, or money. I never signed anything. And if AquaVibe or any other sponsor wants to use a shot of me hugging my girlfriend or goofing off with my friends at a beach event, I have no control over that. It’s just what happens now, on campus, in the water, in life. If that’s the new rule, you might as well ban anyone who has a life outside the heat sheet.”

I paused, just long enough to make it hurt. “But I’m not going to pretend the people I love don’t matter. I won’t distance myself just because it makes the story easier for someone obsessed with last names and old rivalries. If you want to DQ me because the people I love are visible, fine. But don’t pretend it’s about amateurism.”

The silence stretched. On the other side of the glass, the crowd could feel it, the pulse of a thousand phones recording, a thousand students waiting to see if the cost of family was everything.

Summer’s hand closed over mine. The world steadied.

Victoria’s nod was so subtle, it would barely register in daylight. But it was there, permission to be exactly this, without apology.

Aria’s eyes went wet, the relief in her smile breaking through all the guilt. Even Lila, usually pure chaos, was stone-cold proud, her hand squeezing my leg under the table, like it was the only lifeline she trusted.

The panel sat still, no notes, just listening.

Then the door opened, and Cruz Vale stepped in like he hated every second of doing the right thing. He was sunburned, hair wild, but every word landed like a punch.

“If Donovan’s eligible, I want him in the bracket. I’m here to beat the best in the water, not win a trophy by some hashtag loophole. If rules matter, use them. But don’t fake it. The beach saw who was best. If you DQ him on optics, you kill the future of Surf King.”

Even some of the staffers blinked. For one second, the whole circus felt honest.

The committee huddled. Outside, the crowd noise built: a raw, rolling chant, half riot, half party.

Victoria murmured, “That’s how you change the frame, West. You don’t hide. You outlast the attack.”

Aria wiped her eyes, then leaned in. “No matter what happens, that meant everything.”

Lila grinned, tears and sass blending. “I always said you made us famous, but damn, King, today you made us real.”

Even Bella, from the gallery, called out, “This is who we are. No shadows.”

Keilani nodded, soft but steel. “Let them try to erase us. We will not fade.”

Mom just clicked a frame, the shutter sound sharp as judgement.

Jack’s voice, softer than before, but proud, “You did it, son. Win or lose, you kept your promise.”

The committee stood, shuffling papers. The chair said, “We’ll deliberate and return shortly with our decision.”

The room went loose, all the tension peeling off like old paint.

Summer leaned into me, cheek against mine, whispering, “No matter the call, we won this round. You told the truth. They can’t touch that.”

From the door, the sound of the crowd swelled, students chanting my name, others jeering, but every single one alive and hungry for the next chapter.

For now, all we could do was wait.

But it’s easier to wait when you know you didn’t blink.

And whatever verdict came next, we’d weather it together.

***

Waiting in that conference trailer felt like being stuck in a bomb shelter right before the world decided whether to nuke you or crown you a hero.

Summer pressed tight to my side, her arms around me, solid and warm. Aria and Lila flanked me, both red-eyed but upright, while the rest of the harem anchored the gallery bench with the kind of “don’t even try us” energy that could disrupt campus politics for a decade. Victoria’s fingers flicked through her folder, but the tension lines at her jaw said it all. This wasn’t just her win she was gambling for, it was ours.

When the committee finally walked in, the mood was electric. The chair didn’t bother with a dramatic pause.

“After full review, we rule as follows. Mr. Donovan’s pro bracket advancement is confirmed. However, as a condition of continued eligibility, the following applies: He shall not participate in any sponsor-linked content, appearance, or campaign, including but not limited to AquaVibe and Miss Surf King branding, for the duration of this tournament. All existing digital content is considered non-compensated. Any future posts, appearances, or collaborations determined to be promotional in nature may result in immediate suspension and retroactive disqualification.”

He exhaled, clearing his throat. “The committee recognizes that campus life and rumor are beyond the control of individual athletes, but also that this new environment requires clear boundaries. We caution Mr. Donovan and his associates to avoid even the appearance of commercial benefit until the bracket is complete. This is not a clean clearance. This is a final warning.”

The words hung in the air, every edge sharp.

For a second, I didn’t believe it.

Then Summer let out a laugh, pure relief, and kissed my cheek so hard it almost toppled me out of my chair. Lila whooped, “Yes! No way they can erase that!” then immediately peered around, nervous. Aria just turned into my arms, face buried against me, and sobbed happy tears, silent but heavy.

Victoria didn’t gloat. She just nodded once, satisfied, her gaze flicking to Ronan with the precision of an assassin. Across the table, Ronan took the loss like a pro, expression blank, jaw set, but the faintest quiver at the corner of his mouth. He knew the war wasn’t over, but this round belonged to us.

Behind him, Cami from AquaVibe just slumped in her seat, like someone had let the air out. Even the rest of the committee seemed shocked it hadn’t ended in a bloodbath.

Outside, the crowd’s roar hit, a stampede of noise that felt as physical as the break at high tide. “King Donovan!” “Let them surf!” “Bring on the Pro Bracket!” The panel tried to keep it professional, but at least half the room was already reaching for their phones.

Keilani and Bella swarmed the harem, hugging everyone in reach. Sam was already plotting “Free the King” t-shirts, and I heard Sadie from the student crowd screech, “That’s my brother, bitch!” like she’d just won the lottery.

The only one not partying? Cruz. He stood just inside the door, no sunglasses, no sponsor boy act. Just him, arms folded, eyes on mine. When he spoke, it was knife-clean.

“Looks like we’re up, King. Try not to get DQ’d before I wreck you in the water.”

I grinned, not backing down. “Be careful what you wish for, Vale.”

He flashed a shark’s smile, then was gone, leaving the rest of the sand to us.

Aria pulled me in, tears still shining. “I thought we’d lost you.”

Lila tucked in close, voice rough. “You know, next time, just win without the scandal, yeah?”

Bella and Keilani closed ranks. “Family,” Bella said, soft but fierce. Keilani nodded, adding, “The only rule is loyalty. We own that.”

Summer wrapped both arms around my waist, grounding me. “I knew you’d make it. Now go prove they were right to fight for you.”

Victoria was last to join the huddle, her hand on my shoulder. “That was your win. I just made sure the paperwork didn’t ruin it.”

Even Mom and Dad slipped in for a half-circle of pride. Dad’s hand squeezed my forearm, no words, just legacy. Mom, for once, looked almost teary. Sadie shoved between them a second later, still flushed from leading chants, and jabbed a finger at my chest. “You are never allowed to make me care about sports this much again.”

On the screens outside, the main event dropped:

The bracket board exploded. “PRO BRACKET: WEST DONOVAN” in clean, blinding white, no more “provisional,” no more asterisk. Just my name, locked in next to Cruz and every killer in the field.

The crowd ignited. It was a wall of noise, banners waving, students screaming, girls in bikinis on shoulders and bros in surf caps shaking cans of beer over their heads. For one heartbeat, I felt it, a kind of victory that had nothing to do with the rules and everything to do with being seen for the right reasons.

Even the faculty panel smiled, maybe a little grateful they didn’t have to erase history just because things got complicated.

Aria let go, but only to wipe her eyes and point at the screen. “You did it.”

Lila shook her head. “You’re not just in the bracket, King. You’re the story.”

Bella and Keilani hugged my arms, both looking like they could crush diamond between their fingers.

Behind us, the media tried to surge the door, but the harem ran interference, bodies and attitude blocking every shot they didn’t want.

Out on the deck, Cruz waited, arms wide, nothing but respect in his wolfish grin. It was on.

Even Ronan, mask back in place, had to see it: the next round wasn’t going to be won in paperwork.

Victoria handed me a copy of the ruling, her private smile just for me. “You survive this gauntlet, nothing on campus will ever touch you again.”

I glanced from her to Summer, to Aria and Lila, and the rest. “We do this together, or not at all.”

The sun blasted through the window, catching the gold on the boards outside.

“King Donovan,” said the new digital leader board, “versus the world.”

For once, I believed it.

This was our family. Our future.

And damn if I wasn’t ready to fight for it.

We left the trailer into a wall of sound.

The bracket had gone from maybe to undeniable. I didn’t even get a foot on the sand before the roar was deafening, friends, rivals, random fans, all of them acting like we’d just pulled off the comeback of the century.

The harem just soaked it in, hugging and laughing, Summer never leaving my side, Aria and Lila twining close. Even Victoria let herself smile. Bella and Keilani stood tall, no more shadows, just pride.

In the center of the courtyard, the screens flashed the future:

PRO BRACKET ROUND ONE: WEST DONOVAN ENTERS THE FIELD.

Cruz Vale’s name glowed on the opposite side of the draw, not mine yet, but close enough to feel inevitable.

Lila grinned. “You know the only way to top this is to win the whole thing, right?”

Summer whispered, “You already have. This is just legacy.”

I looked at them all, at Summer’s steady blue eyes, Aria’s bravery, Lila’s mischief, Bella and Keilani’s solidarity, Victoria’s fire. I saw Dad in the crowd, smiling with a pride that would never admit defeat, and Mom, taking photos to immortalize not just the crown, but the family that made it possible.

Out on the sand, Cruz waited. Ronan tried to call him over, but Cruz didn’t move. He just watched me, the rivalry charged, no more need for words.

I squeezed Summer’s hand. “Ready for the next war?”

She laughed, golden and wild. “Born ready. Now go make them see what they almost erased.”

The next round called. Pro bracket. No more safety net, no more soft landings.

But for the first time, I felt like the real me, the one who could love and want and never have to apologize for either.

With the harem flanking me, Summer at my anchor, and the crowd chanting, there was no summit I couldn’t chase.

I glanced at the surf, at the bracket, at where Cruz waited, and knew: if I was going down, it would never be alone.

Game on.


Aria's Public Problem


If you’d filmed the next five minutes, you’d have called it a slow-motion riot.

Confetti cannons popped off the sponsor deck, students paraded banners reading “King Donovan or DQ, Nothing in Between,” and the air was so dense with party-chemicals and sunscreen that I actually tasted the future: a week of memes, bad decisions, and my name tattooed onto every group chat from here to Malibu.

Bella and Keilani led the harem out of it like a pair of homecoming queens, arms locked, strutting for the fans. Sam body-checked a dude who tried to photobomb. Summer held the line, blue eyes steady, shepherding the whole brigade toward the edge of the crowd.

But Aria? If you wanted another headline, it would be this: “Golden Girl Cracks Under the Weight of Optics.”

She glided, not walked, flawless on the surface, but if you looked close, her shoulders were a little too high, her smile a ghost of itself. She said nothing, eyes locked on her phone, scrolling like every new notification might be a landmine.

At one point, Lila caught up with her, touch on the elbow, whispered “You good?”

Aria just nodded, not even pausing in her screen death-grip.

Behind them, Cami from AquaVibe already had her phone out, rapid-firing texts and talking into her headset at the same time. “Yes, Lila’s up next! No, West is off content until the bracket closes. I want Aria in solo for the next round. No, don’t tag him. No, not even a group shot. Yes, I’ll run interference with the back office—”

You didn’t need a crystal ball to see the new sponsor playbook: Lila and Aria, all-in, but West was now an actual liability. The feeds started pinging with “Can Aria stand alone?” memes before we even got off the sand.

She barely looked at me once. Not because she was mad. Aria didn’t do “mad” unless you coached it out of her in a safe environment, like a therapy retreat or an episode of RuPaul’s Drag Race, but because the guilt was radiating off her like a fever.

The world was wild, but the quiet between us was a void.

I caught up, laying a hand on her hip, low, supposed to be casual, but she flinched so slightly I almost missed it.

“Hey,” I said, keeping my voice low. “Want to bail on the lovefest and get some actual oxygen?”

She forced a smile. “I’m okay. I just have to check in with Cami, do a quick fix on my post strategy. Lila needs to come up with a solo storyline. It’s all good.”

It wasn’t. Her words tripped over themselves, smooth but over-treated, like she’d run them through three layers of PR screening.

Lila gave me a look, something between, “God, are all the women in your life masochists?” and “If you break her, I will wreck you.”

I gave her a little two-finger salute: I got this, trust me.

We peeled away from the crush, finding a sliver of shade near the edge of the sponsor tent.

Aria didn’t hesitate. She spun on me, voice down to a whisper, dark eyes sharp and scared at the same time.

“I almost cost you everything,” she hissed. “You get that, right? If Victoria hadn’t nuked the panel with paperwork, and if your family didn’t show up, you would have been erased. Because of me. And memes of us. I can’t—” Her voice broke, just a crack, but she patched it fast. “I can’t let that happen again.”

The sting in my chest was instant. Her pain was like static, you couldn’t see it unless you were on her frequency, and right now, we were tuned to the same misery channel.

I reached for her hand, gentle, keeping my grip loose. “You didn’t cost me anything, baby. That’s not how blame works. The whole mess was a setup, Ronan, the committee, the way surf gods get crucified for being too visible. The rest is just noise.”

She shook her head, shutting her eyes a little too hard. “You don’t get it. For me, it is always noise, until it isn’t. If I campaign for Miss Surf King, every camera is evidence, every post is a weapon. Anything I do, anything you do, they turn it into motive. Strategy. And I’m so goddamn tired of being ‘calculated’ just because I know what I want.”

My pulse hammered under the cool.

This was the real Aria, not the version that shopped for the right story.

I let the silence stretch. The crowd, the music, the portable speakers at the beer garden, it all faded under the static of regret spinning between us.

She went on, low. “So maybe I should chill on the campaign stuff. Or freeze it. Or just go solo and let Lila chase the content crown. You should lay low. I don’t want you in any more sponsor crossfire, or dragged through another round of humiliation just because I can’t pick a lane.”

I looked at her and saw the calculation, but it wasn’t cold. It was desperate.

The urge to joke, to drop some line about witness protection or fake mustaches, died at the root.

Instead, I said, “So the solution is to ice out the only real thing we built, just because the haters screamed the loudest?”

She hesitated, lips pressed so tight they went pale. “If it would keep you safe, yes.”

I wanted to laugh, but the pain in her eyes had its own gravity.

I dropped it all. “Aria, you’re not a campaign. You’re not a project. You don’t have to erase yourself to protect me. And I’m not going to let you detonate your shot at Miss Surf King to make my optics cleaner. That’s not love. That’s hiding.”

She looked away, scanning the festival, anywhere but me.

I stepped in, lowering my voice. “You want to win? Good. I want you to win, too. Not for the brand, or the meme circus. For you. Because you’re the only person on this beach who can turn ambition into art and still make people want to watch. But if you burn yourself out of guilt, you lose everything. And I don’t get to see the real you.”

Her hand trembled in mine. Just once, so faint you could have called it breeze, then gone.

“I can’t do another round if the cost is you,” she said, and her voice was raw. “I’d rather lose.”

It hit me, then, how deep the blade went.

She didn’t just want the crown. She wanted to want it without hating herself for wanting it.

I ran my thumb along her knuckles, slow. “You remember the first lens I shot you with?” I murmured, just for her. “You hated it. Said it was too close. But when I showed you the Polaroid, you said it was the only time you’d seen yourself not posed. Not staged. Just real.”

The memory shoved air back in her lungs. She almost smiled, the pain flickering at the edges. “Yeah. And then you swore you wouldn’t post it because it was too private.”

“I never did,” I promised. “Just like I’m not going to turn this into a sound bite for Cami or anyone else.”

“Then what do we do?” She blinked, eyes shining, every ounce of control fighting not to crack. “If I can’t be part of your story, and you can’t be part of mine, what’s left?”

I didn’t hesitate.

“We get out of here,” I said. “Somewhere with no screens, no sponsors, and no audience.”

She almost laughed, but it was half a sob. “Is there anywhere left like that?”

I lowered my head, lips grazing the shell of her ear. “There is if you trust me.”

She froze, indecision fighting survival.

Behind us, the world moved on: Lila herding the Theta Pi girls into a new photo-op, Cami barking into her phone about “narrative pivot,” the festival MC announcing live content from the AquaVibe lounge (now blessedly West-Donovan-free). Even Cruz was back on the sponsor deck, sunglasses on, watching the spectacle.

But here, in the shadow, it was just us.

I gave her one last move: “Aria. You can play for Miss Surf King. You can fight for every inch of what you built. But you don’t get to throw yourself in the trash to save me. We make a better story. Together.”

She stared, eyes glossy, every cell telegraphing “don’t make me break.”

“Okay,” she said, barely a whisper. “But only if we go now. If I see another meme, I might start setting fires.”

I grinned, letting the tension bleed away. “You’re speaking my love language.”

She shot a glance back, watching the sponsor deck, the newly re-energized Lila campaign, the fever-dream of Sigma posturing by the photobooth. You could see her calculating the fallout: what she’d lose, what it would cost, whether wanting both the crown and my arms was even allowed.

But she turned, finally, her fingers lacing through mine.

We slipped into the back lot, dodging the last of the brand reps and beer-sticky undergrads, neither of us talking. The air was cooler, fresher, tinged with ocean spray and the faint promise of escape.

Only when we were out of sight did she exhale, shoulders sagging. “You’re going to get me in so much trouble.”

I tugged her in close, mouth to her hair, breathing in the scent of vanilla and surf. “Only the kind of trouble you deserve.”

She melted, just for a second, before the armor snapped back in place.

“Please tell me your safe house is paparazzi-proof,” she said, voice almost playful.

“Aria, baby, my next move is so offline the only thing that can find us is seagulls.”

She rolled her eyes, but this time, I got a giggle. Real, unguarded, wild at the edges.

It was a start.

The world, sponsors, brackets, even my own goddamn legend, could wait.

Right now, it was Aria.

And I wasn’t letting her out of my sight.

***

The drive up the cliffs was autopilot. Aria barely spoke, fingers wound tight around her phone, but she wasn’t doom-scrolling anymore. She was locked up somewhere deep, like every move was one bad thought away from shattering.

I parked at the house. At this hour, ocean light threw stripes across the weathered steps, and the air stank of seaweed, cedar, and the ghost of every barbecue Dean ever hosted. Inside, we dropped our shoes and left the festival behind. For the first time all season, the phones stayed facedown.

Aria hovered in the entryway, shoulders stiff, eyes scanning the wall of surf trophies like she was waiting for one to jump off and call her a fraud.

“Follow me,” I said, voice softer than I meant.

She did.

Upstairs, the old den was exactly as I’d left it, maybe seven percent more dust, but still crammed to the ceiling with Dean’s boxes, my own camera gear, and a waterfall of old prints. Sunlight bled through salt-crusted windows, painting everything gold and blue.

Aria stepped over a pile of Polaroids, careful, like she might trigger a trap. The walls were lined with surf shots, some faded, some so sharp the riders looked ready to drop in and erase history all over again.

She didn’t say a word. Just stood in the center of the chaos, staring at a decades-old photo of my dad in his glory days, his arms around a girl with perfect hair and even better teeth.

I watched her. Every tiny muscle above her lip. The way her jaw set, then trembled a little, as she took in the dust and history.

“You want something to drink?” I asked stupidly, already knowing she’d say no.

She shook her head, barely a twitch. “I just…didn’t expect it to look like this.”

I grinned. “What, messy?”

She tilted her head, just a fraction. “No. Real.” Her eyes found mine, haunted but hungry. “You kept all this. Even when you could have ditched it for something more curated.”

I shrugged. “Dean’s system was, uh, ‘throw it in a box and hope for the best.’ But every frame in here meant something once. The mess is the history. Without it, none of the stories stick.”

She let that soak in. Then, quieter, “I used to dream about rooms like this. When I was a kid, I thought grown-ups lived in perfectly styled spaces, white desks, gold light. But I always wanted somewhere you could see what mattered, even if it wasn’t picture-perfect.”

Her voice broke, a whisper. “Now I’m the girl who erases mess for a living.”

That one landed.

I crossed to her, slow, not reaching. Letting her come to me if she wanted it.

She bent down, picked up a contact sheet, held it to the sun. “You ever look at the proof rolls and think, who even got to decide which ones made print? What if the outtakes were the best part?”

The pain in her voice wasn’t about photography. It was about not knowing what was allowed to matter.

I matched her, beat for beat. “Sometimes the outtakes are the only thing worth keeping. The final shot is for the world. But the mess? That’s for us.”

She nodded, tight, fighting not to break. “You know the worst part?” she whispered. “I loved what we made together. Every time you shot me, it felt like the only time I didn’t have to perform. Like I could be messy, or complicated, or hungry as hell. But the second the brand started using it, turning it into content, it got ugly. I started thinking in metrics. I let it turn into leverage. And now the only thing I can taste is the guilt.”

She put the photo down, hands shaking.

I stepped closer, close enough to catch the shimmer at her lashes. “You’re not the only one who rode that line. I loved making you look real. But the second the posts went viral, it was like watching someone pirate your home movies for a national ad campaign. Nothing’s private anymore.”

She spun on me, control hanging by a thread. “But you didn’t get hurt,” she said, voice sharp. “You didn’t almost lose everything, your bracket, your shot at the title, your family legacy, because someone decided your realness was just a tool for someone else’s win.”

It finally broke. The tears. Not dramatic. Not staged. Just a single, angry streak down one cheek.

I caught her face, thumb gentle on her jaw. “You think I blame you?” I said, soft. “You think I’d let you take the heat for wanting to win? Every second in that tent, the only thing that mattered was whether I got to keep you. The rest is just surf wax and rumor.”

She took a ragged breath. “But if I keep wanting? If I keep playing the game, even if it means risking you again? Does that make me…what they say I am?”

I didn’t hesitate.

“Wanting is not a crime,” I said. “It’s the only reason anyone ever broke a record or took a crown. You want Miss Surf King? Good. Go take it. But don’t let anyone teach you that ambition is a disease. It’s the world that’s broken, not you.”

She laughed, a harsh, watery sound. “Easy for you to say. You don’t get judged for the gap between real and perfect. For every moment one slip means the end of the story.”

I grinned, brushing her hair back. “Babe, I build my life on outtakes. You’re looking at the least curated man in Southern California.”

For a second, she just let me hold her. Even as her spine stayed straight, even as her hands balled tight at her sides, she let herself be caught.

In the silence, you could almost hear the salt settling on old film.

Then, barely audible, “I’m scared. Not of losing, but of turning into the thing I swore I’d never be. Someone who uses people. Someone who makes love just another strategy.”

That was it. The heart of the thing.

I kept my touch light, but my words hard. “You never used me, Ari. Not once. You asked for help, and I gave it because I wanted to. Not for the crown, not for a check, not for the badge. Because I saw you, not the account. You, Aria, are more than a brand. You’re the only person who ever made me want to fight for a frame.”

She stared, lips trembling.

I went for the truth, clean: “You want to win, you win. You want to set fire to the system, I’ll bring marshmallows. You want to crash and burn and have me pick up the pieces, you better believe I’m there. But you don’t ever, ever have to hate yourself for being hungry.”

For a second, the room went weightless.

She leaned forward, forehead to mine, breath shaking in the space between us.

“Why does it feel so hard to believe?” she whispered.

“Because nobody ever told you that it was okay to want and be wanted at the same time,” I said.

She laughed, this time a real one, low and startled.

“Well,” she said, “maybe you should take some new pictures, just for us. The real kind. Not for the sponsors. Not for the crowd.”

I grinned. “On one condition.”

She arched a brow. “Name it.”

“That the first shot is before you put your armor back on.”

She smiled, tear tracks and all. “Deal.”

And for the first time since the hearing, she looked at peace.

We stood there, surrounded by the outtakes, the dust, the legacy of every broken rule and every gorgeous failure.

The sun went low, painting her in gold and blue.

My heart ached.

Every other crown, every other win, could wait.

This was the frame I’d keep.

And I knew, deep down, it would matter more than any photo I’d ever taken.

***

Dusk bled through the windows, smearing blue shadows on the stacks of prints and boxes. Aria perched on the edge of Dean’s old desk, backlit and fragile, the aura of the “Filter Queen” gone and replaced by a kind of naked, heart-stopping need.

Her hands toyed with the corner of a photo strip, three shots in a row, one perfect, two with her blinking or laughing. She kept circling back to the “bad” ones, like she needed the proof that imperfection even happened.

I sat on a battered stool, giving her space to detonate if she wanted.

It started quiet: “You ever wonder what you’d be if you didn’t have a thing?” Her voice barely echoed. “No camera. No legacy. No legend.”

I thought about it. “Probably working at my dad’s surf shop full-time, living on ramen, saying ‘yes ma’am’ to tourists who think a longboard is a type of sandwich.”

She almost laughed, but it caught at the end.

“For me,” she said, “it was always the crown. Not the title, but the proof. That I could make myself…impossible to erase. If you are the queen, the favorite, nobody benches you. Nobody makes you the sidekick.”

Her eyes flicked up, fierce and bleak at once. “Even Lila.”

I let her talk.

She weighed each syllable. “You know how horrible it is to love your best friend and also want to destroy her in the leaderboard? Lila’s never had to work at being real. She just walks into a room, and it’s like the cameras want her. Me? I have to build it, frame by frame. If I let go, I vanish. And no one chooses the vanished girl.”

The photo strip crumpled under her grip.

“I don’t want to be a meme,” she whispered. “I want to be the one they can’t duplicate. I want to win because I earned the story, not because someone carried me.”

I cut in, voice low. “Who’s carrying you?”

She blinked, lashes wet. “You. The camera. The myth of ‘the Donovan magic.’ I was supposed to be a power player, and now I feel like the algorithm’s favorite fuckup.”

I crossed the room, slow, letting my words find her first. “Aria, the only person who ever made me work for a shot was you. Not Lila. Not the brand. You. Because you fight for every inch. Even when you’re scared shitless.”

She shook her head, then, finally, let the anger in. “Why does everyone pretend ambition is dirty? If a guy wants to win, it’s cool. If a girl does, it’s ‘calculating.’ I want the crown. I want to be the only name they remember. But if I chase it, and I lose you, or lose the few people who actually get it, what’s the point?”

The question hovered, a live wire.

I didn’t sugarcoat. “So don’t lose me.”

She almost laughed, bitter and beautiful. “What if the real me, the one who can’t let go of strategy, who wants to win, who maybe wants it too much, isn’t the version you want?”

I didn’t flinch.

“I want the one who gets wild-eyed at four a.m. when a post goes viral. I want the one who sneaks into my room, hair a mess, eyes on fire, and tells me she needs to take a hundred shots before breakfast. I want the girl who is so hungry to matter, she’ll set the world on fire just to see if anyone even notices the heat.”

I stepped in, less than a foot between us. Her breath mixed with mine, the scent of vanilla, sweat, and salt.

She tested me, dark gaze sharp as a lens. “If it came down to it, if my shot at the crown meant I had to choose between you and the myth, you and the win, could you actually love the girl who picked both?”

I didn’t blink. “I would kill for the girl who was brave enough to try.”

She sucked in a breath, lips parting like she wanted to talk, but nothing came out.

I didn’t let up. “There is nothing sexier than a woman who knows what she wants. Nothing wilder than loving someone who will not hide for anyone. You want the crown? You go fight for it. You want my hands on you while you do it? Even fucking better.”

A beat. She exhaled, shaky and alive.

“But it scares you,” she whispered. “The possibility I might chase it so hard, I forget everything else.”

I grinned, slow and steady. “You think ambition and love are mutually exclusive? Babe, that’s how you build legends. The only difference is whether you get to share it when it’s over. I’m not afraid of losing you. I’m afraid you’ll let some scared jury convince you your need is the problem.”

She wiped her cheek, stubborn as hell, but radiant. “I will not quit. I will not hide.”

Her voice shook, but the resolve was pure steel.

“I want the crown. I want you. I want the win to matter because I did it without turning love into a side hustle. I want to believe that the real Aria, hungry, selfish, aching for it, is actually enough.”

I kissed her then, not soft, not sweet.

All hunger. All promise.

“You are more than enough,” I murmured. “And we’re going to prove it.”

She smiled against my lips, the chase back in her bones.

“I’m still going to crush Lila,” she breathed, “but I want you watching when I do.”

I bit her lower lip, tasted electricity. “Just don’t expect me to behave. I’m a sucker for a queen who doesn’t apologize.”

She laughed. This time, it was perfect. Untamed. A sound nobody else would believe could come from their favorite campaign goddess.

I let her melt into me, arms tight around my waist, the two of us framed in the shadow of film and memory.

In that second, I knew: the brands, the noise, the hate, none of it mattered.

The only real contest was her versus the lie that ambition wasn’t allowed to be loved.

And damn if I wasn’t about to help her win it.

Next up: showing her, frame by frame, what it meant to be wanted without conditions.

***

She kissed me back like I was air after drowning.

There was zero lead-in, no smoothing the edges. One breath, her nails dug into my hair, the next, she spun us so I backed against the far wall, pinning me between stacks of contact sheets and the raw heat of her body.

Her lips were fire. She bit, sucked, swore into my mouth, like the only way to make it real was to taste skin and leave a mark. I didn’t stop her. If a goddess wanted to break the frame, you let her.

Her hands peeled up my shirt, cool fingers skating over my stomach and chest, nails raking gentle, then sharp. She liked the way I shivered, proof she did this to me. Her tongue found my pulse point, licking, nipping, working her way down my jaw to my collar. I could feel her want, all tension and hunger and the desperate refusal to hide.

She yanked my shirt over my head, tossed it onto the nearest photo box, and stared. For a heartbeat, she just watched me, hungry, greedy, not curated.

“I need this,” she whispered, voice all grit. “I need to know you’re really here, not just for the campaign, not just for the legend. For me.”

I hooked her hips, pulled her in. She went willingly, mouth resurrected on mine, full of sweet fury. Her hands didn’t slow. Next, my belt buckle, fast, efficient, the move of a woman who didn’t have time for subtlety.

My jeans hit the floor; her palm instantly found my cock through thin boxer briefs, stroking with the kind of confidence that said she wanted to see me lose it.

It worked. I pulsed under her hand, harder than I could remember being outside the stupidest of daydreams.

She grinned. “You like being seen, too.”

She didn’t even pretend it was a question.

I groaned, catching her mouth again, deeper this time, my hands everywhere, down her back, fingers tracing her spine, then up, finding the zipper at her waist.

Her dress was barely fabric to begin with, but I still took my time peeling it up. Inch by inch, exposing skin that glowed in the blue dusk. Her breasts, perfect handfuls, round and high, nipples dark and tight, begging to be bitten.

She shimmied, letting the whole thing drop to the floor. No underwear. Just Aria, raw, radiant, mouth parted and eyes shining.

I took her in, slow. “You are the most dangerous thing I’ve ever seen.”

She cocked a brow, breathless but smug. “Not afraid, are you?”

“Not even a little,” I said, low.

She climbed into my lap, straddling me on the photo stool, bare heat pressed to my cock. Her core was wet, blistering, coating my skin with slick every time she ground down.

She stroked my shaft through the cotton, then slid it free, tip bobbing up, heavy with blood and need. She took it in hand, guiding it between her thighs, rolling her hips so the head grazed her clit.

She moaned, shaking. “You want me hungry?”

“Always.”

She ran me along her slit, smearing herself along my length, teasing us both. The growl in her throat was pure animal.

Then, holding me steady, she sank down, bare, unfiltered, taking me in one slow, greedy push.

The world disappeared. Her pussy swallowed me in, molten heat, velvet tightness, every millimeter a new lesson in patience I didn’t have.

She held herself full on, bottomed out, locked eyes with me. “When you see me like this, do you see the real me?”

If I lied, she’d smell it.

“Always,” I said, truth burning its way out.

She rode me, slow at first, abs flexed, body flawless but not posed. Every move was intent, need, a private fight against the world’s idea of her.

Her breasts bounced, round and perfect, nipples begging for my mouth. I circled one with my thumb, then sucked it in, biting gentle, then hard. She shivered, and dug her nails into my shoulders.

“That’s it,” she rasped. “No more cameras. No more edits. Just you. Just me.”

She moved faster. I matched her, driving up to meet her rhythm, our bodies colliding with wet, greedy smacks. Her pussy clung, trembling, milking me, and every clench broadcasted another wave of want.

Her hair was wild, sweat sticking it to her face, but she didn’t care. She wanted to see what I saw. Not a queen, not a myth, but a woman burning to be loved, fucked, immortalized for who she really was.

I grabbed her ass, squeezing, holding her flush while I thrust up, hard enough to shake the frames off the desk. She threw her head back, gasping, letting every sound rip free.

She wasn’t hiding anymore.

Every time I bottomed out, she shuddered, body tensing, pussy fluttering around my cock. Her hands braced on my chest, nails dragging, marking, wanting.

“Tell me I’m real to you. Not the brand. Not the perfect version. Me.”

“You’re real. You’re here. You’re mine in the way only you can be. I see all of it, Ari. The hunger, the fear, the fight. I want all of it.”

Her eyes glittered, tears streaking down, but she never looked away. “Keep going. Don’t stop. I want all of it.”

She rode harder, hips snapping, sweat slicking the space between us.

I gave her everything. Matching her beat, the roll, the hunger, sucking her nipples, biting, then soothing, then fucking her so deep she howled.

“You want the crown?” I panted. “Go destroy them. You want my cock? It’s yours, forever. You don’t have to pick.”

She moaned, the noise so raw it was almost pain.

Her pussy clamped down, and I felt her first orgasm hit, a seismic rip through her body. She screamed, nails scoring my back. Wetness pulsed out, soaking my dick, her thighs, even the floor below.

She didn’t slow.

“Again,” she begged, voice wrecked.

I grabbed her wrists, pinning them to my chest. I thrust up, harder, faster, the burn in my thighs nothing compared to the ache to see her fully undone.

Every time I pounded into her, she melted more: hair clinging, tears glinting, mouth open and lost.

She started whispering, “Yes, yes, yes,” like a prayer, like a curse, like the girl who’d finally let herself need.

Her second orgasm rolled through, even bigger. She slammed down, choking my cock, her body shuddering, every muscle fighting and then surrendering to the rush.

She sagged, trembling, sweat pooling at her spine.

I caught her, kissed her, gentled my hands on her hips, but she fought for more.

“Can you handle it?” I teased, brushing her clit as I held her full on.

She met my gaze, wild and honest. “I can take anything you give.”

I laid her back on the battered desk. Prints scattered everywhere, but she didn’t care. I hooked her knees up, exposing everything, and plunged in.

Her pussy was obscene, red, open, begging, drooling for me.

I fucked her hard, fast, reckless, the smack of flesh on wood echoing in the blue-gold room.

She took every thrust, eyes rolling, moaning, raw as rain.

“God, you’re so deep inside me,” she gasped. “Fuck me. Make it matter.”

I leaned in, kissing the edge of her tears, inhaling her vanilla, her sweat, her secret desperation.

I hammered her clit, thumb swirling, as I pounded in and out, not stopping, not quitting, wanting her to feel it for all time.

When her third orgasm hit, she screamed my name, no edits, no shame. The sound shook the glass. Her pussy clamped, milked me, every squeeze drawing me closer.

I lasted a few more strokes, then exploded, hot, thick, so deep she’d never forget it. I filled her, again and again, every spurt marking her, the room, the memory.

We stayed tangled, breathless, skin glued with sex and salt and victory.

Her legs quivered, thighs wide, my cum leaking out, painting the insides of her pussy and down to her ass.

She looked at me, eyes glassy.

“That was the real version,” she whispered.

I kissed her, full, tasting the need, the sweat, the fantasy finally made true.

She ran her fingers across my jaw. “Next time you take a picture, I want to remember this me. The one who doesn’t care who’s watching. Even if it’s just you.”

I laughed, wiped the tears from her cheeks, and let her pull me in for another, slow, needed round of tongue and lips.

We collapsed onto the mess of history, prints, negatives, every dirty secret of the Donovan family, and just lay there, skin to skin, soaking in everything that finally felt right.

Downstairs, the ocean kept beating. In here, nothing was staged, nothing was lost.

We were together.

And for the first time, I knew Aria wasn’t just fighting for a crown, she was fighting to believe every version of herself was worth loving.

I wasn’t going to let her do it alone.

Not ever.

***

Peace, when it came, was all sweat and dark and every heartbeat in sync. We sprawled on the battered desk, prints sticking to our backs, dust motes fluttering through the window as if the air needed proof that heat even happened here.

Aria lay across my ribs, chest glistening with a micro-sheen of sex and streaks of spent tears. For a long time, neither of us moved. I stroked her hair, gentle, feeling her breath drag slow and deep.

No cameras. No stories. Not a single scrap of evidence for the world to twist. Just us, the aftermath, and the certainty we had earned every second.

She shivered, a little, not fear but the edge of something deeper.

“I still want it,” she whispered. “The crown. The AquaVibe deal. All of it. Even now. Maybe especially now.”

I ran my finger down her spine, tracing where sweat pooled at the hollow of her back. “Good. I want you to win. But not if the cost is hating yourself.”

She rolled, propping herself up on one elbow, eyes raw but radiant. “What if I never outgrow it? The hunger. The fear that Lila will always be the more honest version. That I’ll just be…strategy?”

I met her gaze, solid. “If you’re fighting, you’re alive. Don’t let anyone sell you the idea that survival is ugly. Lila’s her own weapon. You’re yours. Different games, same war.”

She considered it, chewing her lip. “You’re not mad I want it? Like, in a way that still scares me?”

I grinned, finding her hand and squeezing. “If you quit, I’d be bored in under a day. You’re at your best when you’re all in. Just don’t mistake ambition for loneliness. You don’t have to run the whole race solo just to prove a point.”

She smiled, a sideways flash, genuine, a little stunned. “Then let’s make rules.”

I raised my brow. “You writing the constitution?”

She laughed, the sound scratched with after-cry, but golden. “More like survival guide. You stay out of sponsor posts, content, any shot that AquaVibe might use. But you don’t disappear. I want you in my life. Just fewer PR headaches.”

“Deal. I can root for you from the shadows. King of sideline memes.”

She smirked, but it was pure affection. “I’ll campaign as just me. No more West Effect. If I win, it’s because I burned for it. And if I lose…well, at least I did it without shaming the best thing I ever got.”

That one landed. I kissed her shoulder, slow, savoring the taste of salt and victory.

We soaked in the hush, time stretching between us. Downstairs, the ocean thudded against the rocks, the pulse-point of everything worth fighting for.

Eventually, Aria fished her phone out from under a pile of prints. She unlocked it, checked the screen, and inhaled.

“Wow.”

I leaned over, chin on her shoulder. “What’s on deck?”

She held the screen up. The Miss Surf King boards had updated; Lila was closing the gap, fast. There was a new challenge: “AquaVibe wants each finalist to submit a solo campaign, uncurated, one-take, no edits, no help. Aria, you up for it?”

Her jaw set, just at the edge of resolve and panic.

“They’re setting me up,” she said. “They want to see if I can keep pace without you. Without the crutch.”

I watched her, waiting to see which way she’d go.

For a beat, she looked scared. Old Aria, filter Aria, might have crumbled, or gone into overdrive. This time, she just squared her shoulders.

“Guess we find out if I can be the real thing,” she said. “No edits. No one holding the frame.”

I pulled her in, tucking her tight. “You’ve always been enough, Aria. The rest is just noise.”

She smiled, steadier now. “I want to prove it. To everyone. Especially to me.”

She got up, not shy about the mess on her skin, or the color in her cheeks. She started picking up her clothes, one piece at a time, each gesture growing easier, more certain.

As she pulled her dress over her head, she caught me staring.

“What?”

I shook my head, admiring the fearless way she reclaimed her armor. “Just—never thought I’d see the day when you’d take the hard way, on purpose.”

She winked. “There’s a first time for everything, babe. And maybe, just maybe, the risk is how you kill the old story.”

Downstairs, the world waited: Lila, the sponsors, the sea of hungry fans. For once, Aria didn’t seem weighed down by it.

She kissed me, soft but sure, at the door.

“Will you wait for me?” she asked.

“No question.”

She grinned, and this time the confidence was real.

“Then I’ll go break the algorithm.”

She left, hips swaying, head high.

For a long time, I just watched the sun slide down the window, licking my wounds and promising myself I’d hold her to that vow, no matter where the algorithm tried to push her.

Tomorrow, the world would come for us. The cynics, the sponsors, the next rumor, the next heat.

But Aria, my Aria, was ready for it.

And damned if I wasn’t going to help her win it, every step of the way.


Cheer Captain's War Cry


The festival after dark was a straight fever dream. The bonfire burned like the Olympic cauldron, belching smoke through sponsor arches and bathing every sweaty, overcaffeinated ego in a weird orange glow. Up on the Greek deck, the Sigma girls screamed themselves hoarse while some shirtless bros pounded on a keg and murdered Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believin’.” The air was a soup of burnt marshmallow, coconut wax, and rumors thick enough to choke a lesser man.

My phone was vibrating itself into a midlife crisis with bracket updates and half a dozen group chats debating whether I’d get erased by committee or make it to the next round. There were at least three memes of my face photoshopped onto a gladiator, some legal drama hashtags, and one pretty sick “Harem Justice League” homage in the trending tab. Even Sadie texted me a screenshot: “Still beating the internet. Don’t fuck up.”

But if you wanted the real headline, you didn’t need a social feed. You just needed to find the noise.

That’s where Sam lived.

She was planted dead center by the crowd barrier, high ponytail extra tight, war paint slashed across her cheeks like she was prepping for the Hunger Games, crop top clinging for dear life, megaphone glued to her fist. Every time she jerked her chin, the entire student section vibrated. She barked at the cheer girls, rerouted the Theta Pi pledges, even whipped some random sorority girls into a foam-slinging dance line. The MC couldn’t keep up, and he was paid to be loud.

It was all pure theater, Sam Calloway: campus chaos engine, star of her own pep rally, and, apparently, my unofficial campaign manager.

What nobody else saw was how hard she was overclocking herself. Her jokes were a shade too sharp, her smile a second too perfect. She didn’t just want to win the chant war, she needed it, like oxygen.

I slid in on the edge, catching the scent of hairspray, sweat, and the faint, impossible sweetness that hung on her skin even after an hour working the crowd. Sadie was next to her, Donovan genes on full high alert, green eyes glittering under stadium lights, lips curled in a smirk that said she both hated and hero-worshipped the absurdity. She had her phone out, live-streaming the chant for her followers while also texting someone a blow-by-blow of every drama spike.

The hook landed before I could even get a “hey” in.

Sam raised the megaphone and let loose, voice boom-blasting over the crowd. “Let’s GO, Golden Coast! Show the sponsor deck who you want in the pro bracket!”

She stretched one fist high. The crowd surged, like she was the general and they were the army. “WEST. DON. O. VAN!”, it was so loud, I felt it in my fillings. The boards on the sponsor deck shook, and even the MC just shut up and let her run the show.

For a half-minute, it was pure power.

Even Sadie couldn’t help herself. She hopped on the rail, flipping the crowd the double bird in time with the chant, her laugh shrill and wild.

And then, like the universe had scheduled some instant karma, an idiot in a backwards surf cap bellowed from the darkness: “Why are we cheering for the ex who broke Donovan before she became his cheerleader again?”

The air split, laughter from the sharks, a couple “ooooh”s, girls gasping, dudes immediately angling for the viral video. Sam froze, just a micro-second, chin still high, smile glued in place. You could see the old hurt flash behind her eyes like thunder. For a heartbeat, the show almost cracked.

I braced for Sam to throw a punch or drop a joke, classic over-deflect. But before she could load her ammo, Sadie exploded.

She physically shoved her way onto the cooler, voice going full banshee. “Hey, Beer Can! If you’re going to talk shit about my brother and his girl, maybe do it without hiding in the shadows! Or is your dick just as saggy as your opinions?”

The crowd howled. Sadie in fight mode was a beautiful, terrible thing.

But it didn’t deflect the wound. Not really.

The guy doubled down, chugging his drink for effect. “Just saying, Donovan’s heartbreaker comes crawling back after he gets famous, and suddenly it’s all team spirit? Guess fame fixes everything.”

A couple of girls giggled, but the crowd mostly winced. You could feel the tension pull extra tight, like a rubber band about to snap.

Sam’s mask didn’t budge, but now her hands were white-knuckling the megaphone.

I wanted to break the atmosphere, but I knew, if I stepped in, it’d look like I needed to rescue her. Sam would hate that more than anything.

So I watched the sparks fly.

Sadie jabbed a finger straight into the guy’s chest. “You don’t know shit about them, and you definitely don’t know shit about what went down back then. Sam showed up for my brother every damn time it mattered this year. If you spent five seconds paying attention instead of dry-humping your own memes, you’d know loyalty when you saw it.”

Even my heart took a hit at that one.

The crowd was quiet, a hush under all the fake heat, the way people get when a real fight starts and nobody knows who’s allowed to win.

Sam lowered the megaphone, eyes dark. For a second, I honestly thought she’d go with a quip, “at least I got famous for a real man”, but when she spoke, it was just for us, no show:

“Sadie, it’s okay. He’s not wrong. I did break West. That’s on me. I’m not running from it.”

The air felt like TV static.

Sadie looked at her, raw. “You already said your piece. Back at the bistro, remember? You apologized. I heard it. But tonight, watching all this, I remembered what he looked like after senior year. Just…wrecked. If you ever did that again—”

Sam cut in, voice hard but honest. “I know. You think I don’t think about that? I hated how I left it. It wasn’t just West I hurt. It was you, his dad, everyone who had to watch him pretend he was fine. One apology was never going to fix it.”

She drew a deep breath, exhaled slow, fighting the urge to joke it away. “But I love him now. Not because I miss high school, or because it’s easy, but because every time I could have left this year, I stayed. I’m not leaving just because loving him got complicated.”

Even the MC stopped and watched. It wasn’t a show anymore.

Sadie squinted, sizing her up. “So why the megaphone army? To prove you’re different?”

Sam snorted. “To prove I’m not a runner anymore. I’m the one who shows up. Because that’s what he deserves.”

It got real, fast.

For a second, nobody moved. Even the idiot who started it looked like maybe he’d stepped on a landmine.

Sadie huffed, folding her arms, but the chill in her voice was softer. “I don’t have to like what you did. I can’t unsee what happened that year. But—” she looked at me, then at Sam. “You’re better than I wanted to admit. More stubborn. And you make my brother happy, even when he’s too dumb to say it out loud.”

She glared at me for effect, but the shudder in her shoulders said it all: the wall was coming down, inch by inch.

Sam nodded, swallowing hard. For once, her eyes shimmered, unguarded. “I appreciate that, Sadie. I do. And I’ll keep earning it, however slow it is.”

Sadie rolled her eyes, but her smile was real. “Yeah, well, try not to break him twice. I already have to deal with Dad’s emotional damage. Don’t add to my therapy bills.”

The crowd cracked up, dead tension turning to laughter. It wasn’t perfect, but it was a hell of a lot warmer.

Sam caught my gaze, all armor gone. “Please get me out of here before I actually start crying. I have a rep to protect.”

I grinned, stepping up and snagging her around the waist. “You want a tactical retreat, Captain Calloway?”

She shot Sadie a final wink. “You hold the line, Sades. I’ll bring him back in one piece.”

Sadie smirked. “If he comes back sniffling, I’m taking your megaphone privileges.”

Even the MC, sensing the drama was over, pivoted to hyping the next bracket. The crowd, fickle as always, went right back to chanting for the bonfire, but there was a new undercurrent, Sam and Sadie were now their own two-woman battering ram. Maybe that was what closure looked like.

I let Sam tow me through the crush, her energy different now, quieter, but sharp-edged with feeling. Her hand in mine was shaking, just a little, like the adrenaline had finally run out.

She shot me a sideways glance, vulnerable and wild at once. “You think Sadie’s ever going to forgive me?”

I squeezed her fingers. “She already started. Trust me.”

Sam exhaled, then grinned and snapped her mask back on. “Good. Because the harem would be a lot less fun without your little sister plotting my demise.”

She broke into a jog, yanking me into the shadows of the old gym annex.

For the first time all night, she didn’t look like the girl who had to matter for the cameras.

She just looked like Sam: brave, undone, ready for the next round.

The world could keep its rumors and chants. Right now, all that mattered was the woman who refused to run, even when it hurt.

And I was following her, wherever she wanted to go.

***

The old GCU practice gym was a time capsule with attitude. Most nights it was packed with half the cheer team, music, and enough hairspray to level a small town, but tonight, it was dead quiet except for the faint reverb of the surf festival, bass pounding through cinderblock like a distant heartbeat.

Sam hustled me inside, flicked on the lights, and, boom, there it was. The smell hit first: floor cleaner, sweat, a hit of cheap perfume, and chalk still dusting the mats from last week’s hoist training. Banners drooped from the ceiling, GCU Cheer National Finalists, 2017, 2018, 2021, 2026. In the mirror, we looked like a parody of school spirit: me in festival grunge, her painted up like she wanted to murder the bracket.

She paced a lap, hands on hips. “God, you know how many cheerleaders have had breakdowns in this room? Like, ten percent of every therapy bill in California started right here.”

I grinned. “You charging rent for emotional meltdowns?”

“Nah. But if you ever want to ugly-cry, this is where you do it. Smells like trauma and Outlast hold.”

A shadow flickered through her smile. She stopped, arms folded, the room swallowing her whole.

I angled onto a blue mat, sinking into the familiar give. Sam hovered in front of the mirror, watching her own war paint with a weird, haunted affection.

“You ever think,” she started, voice softer now, “maybe leaving you wasn’t just about wanting college, or wanting to do everything I missed? Maybe I treated you like the thing I had to escape. When you were actually-” She hesitated, then let it drop. “The thing I wanted most, but was afraid to want.”

That one hit me right in the chest.

I kept my voice steady. “You were right to chase freedom. I just hated being the jail cell.”

She kicked at a roll of athletic tape, jaw tight. “I kept telling myself I needed to try everything. You know, hookups, bad decisions, seeing if I could go a whole season without laundry—”

I snorted. “You succeeded. Ask the student laundry staff.”

She grinned, but it faded fast. “Tonight, after Sadie called me out, it was like, the whole breakup wasn’t just between us. It was everyone who cared about you. I didn’t just hurt you, West. I nuked your world for no other reason than I thought if I stayed, I’d never get to be this version of me.”

She gestured at herself, wild, proud, and a little broken.

I took her hand, palm sweaty. “You ever regret it? The years? What you did?”

She stared at our joined hands, flexing her fingers. “No. Not the college. Not the chaos or trying to win at everything. But I regret how I made you feel. Like you were some anchor I had to drop off to float.”

The truth vibrated between us.

I inhaled the old gym air, stinging with old secrets. “You want to know the worst part? I never told anyone this, not even Sadie or my dad, but when you left, I didn’t just lose a girlfriend. It was like the best version of me got benched for a season. I wanted to hate you, but mostly, I just missed the way you made life matter.”

She made a sound, half-laugh, half-sob, and knelt down beside me on the mat.

“I never wanted to be nostalgia for you, West. Or some high school ghost you couldn’t shake.”

I stroked hair off her cheek, beer sticker still pasted to her wrist from the festival. “You think I want high school Sam? She was a maniac with a Hello Kitty planner and a thing for tackling people in the sand.”

She actually smiled. “Correct. But she was also terrified. I’m not. Not anymore.”

The air changed.

I let the armor fall, just for her. “I love you, Sam. Not the memory. You. Right now.”

She looked up, all chaos and sincerity, and said it like she’d been waiting a decade: “I love you, West. Not because it’s easy. Because it’s the best thing I get to want.”

There was no punchline. No cheer routine, no viral tagline.

Just us.

It felt…clean, like the floor after a championship win. Like the broken stuff didn’t own us anymore.

Her eyes burned. “What if I want you right now? Not as the girl who left, but as the woman who’s betting it all on staying?”

I pulled her close, foreheads together, breath mixing in the echo.

“Then show me.”

She grinned, no fear, nothing left to hide.

“I thought you’d never ask.”

And that was the real start, right there on the mat, with the world locked out and nothing in the air except the truth.

We weren’t fixing the past. We were making something new, something worth fighting for.

And Sam was leading the charge.

***

Sam’s lips hit mine like a starter’s pistol, no buildup, no warning. She straddled my hips, hands in my hair, war paint grinding off onto my skin, her kiss a shot of adrenaline right to the spine. She tasted like cotton candy, salt, and breathless want.

She didn’t ease in. She went for the jugular.

“Tell me you want this,” she rasped, already wrestling my shirt over my head, nails raking up my ribs.

“I want you,” I said, barely breathing. “All of you. Always.”

Her eyes glittered, not a trace of fear left. “Good. Because I’m not holding back.”

She shoved me flat onto the mat, and holy hell, the gym floor never felt so good.

She climbed me, knees planting on either side of my thighs, cheer squat, pure power. Her hands found my fly. She popped the button like she was setting a speed record, then yanked my jeans and underwear down to my ankles in a single, athletic pull.

My cock sprang free, already pulsing, hungry for her.

Sam’s eyes locked on, and she licked her lips, like the sight was her favorite dessert.

“I missed this,” she whispered. “You, hard and real and just for me.”

She wrapped a fist around my shaft, squeezing, stroking slow, watching my face for every twitch and flinch.

“You’re such a tease,” I said, grinning up at her.

She leaned down, hair tickling my face, voice dropping to a private rumble. “You love it.”

She wasn’t wrong.

She stroked me, steady and rough, her thumb rolling over the head, slick with pre-cum. She swiped the stripe of wetness across her war paint, a mock war mask now painted with both our colors.

I flipped her, half-wrestling, half play-fighting, just to hear her squeal. She landed on the mat, hair fanned out, chest heaving, and I caught both her wrists, pinning them above her head.

“That’s not regulation,” she gasped, but she was laughing, wide and wild.

“Nothing about us is regulation,” I shot back.

I kissed down her throat, her collarbone, teeth scraping skin until she shuddered. Her top was useless, so I peeled it up, taking the sports bra with it. Her tits spilled free, flushed and perfect, nipples already hard.

“God, you’re gorgeous, Sam,” I said, devouring her with my eyes.

She bit her lip, then arched her back, offering them up. “You gonna worship me, or just stare?”

Both, apparently.

I cupped both breasts in my hands, thumb and fingertips kneading, then took one nipple into my mouth, sucking hard, flicking my tongue across it until she made this desperate, needy noise that sounded like surrender and challenge at once.

Her pussy ground against my thigh, hot and sticky through her shorts. I palmed between her legs, wet, so wet, I could have slid in with zero prep.

She bucked against my hand, moaning filthy encouragement. “You know I want it, West. Always did.”

I bit her other nipple, gentle then hard, just to hear her gasp.

“Show me,” I said, palming her heat.

She hooked her legs around my waist, rolled us again. Suddenly I was pinned, her strength all cheer muscle and adrenaline.

Sam yanked her shorts down, panties with them, not bothering to be delicate. Underneath, her pussy was shaved, pink, glistening, lips parted from sheer need.

She grinned, and straddled me again, cock in her fist. “Don’t even think about holding back. I want it all.”

She lined up, sank down, and let me watch every millimeter disappear into her.

The sensation was instant, full-body earthquake, tight, hot, velvet suffocating my cock in the best way.

She bottomed out, hips flush to mine, and for a second, she just stayed there, eyes closed, savoring it.

“I love you,” she whispered, voice shaking.

I reached up, cupped her jaw, made her look at me. “I love you, Sam. This you. Every version.”

She rode me hard, thighs flexing, bouncing in rhythm, tits swinging, sweat breaking out along her collarbones.

Every noise she made was primal, grunts, moans, a running giggle when my hands squeezed her ass or when I slapped her, just to make her squeak.

She leaned back, showing off her body, grinding her clit against me with every bounce.

She was loud, messy, and totally unafraid.

“God, you feel so good,” I groaned, barely hanging on. “You’re perfect. You’re everything.”

She laughed, wild, head thrown back. “Keep talking. Fuck, I love when you talk like that.”

I let go, the edge boiling up between us.

“Some part of me never stopped loving you,” I said, voice ragged. “Even when I didn’t know what to do with it.”

Her pussy spasmed around me, and she came, no warning, just a shriek that could have set off the fire alarm.

Her orgasm was all power: clenching, milking, rippling up my cock until I almost lost it myself.

But Sam wasn’t done.

She collapsed forward, pinning my arms, and whispered in my ear, “Want you to fuck me. Really fuck me.”

I rolled us, took top position, and jammed in deep. She wrapped her legs around my hips, ankles locking behind my back.

I thrust hard, fast, the smack of skin on skin echoing off the walls.

Her nails scored my back, marking me.

Every time I bottomed out, she shuddered, begging for more. “Yes, yes, god, yes—fill me up, West, make it last, don’t ever let go.”

Sweat poured down my spine, muscles burning.

I pounded her, each stroke a promise.

She clung to me, wild, every nerve ending sparking with need.

“I need you,” she gasped.

“You have me. Always.”

She sobbed, and I felt her cum again, harder, wetter, shivering under me.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. Orgasm hit, white-hot, flooding her with everything I had, pulse after pulse, hips clamped against hers tight.

We stayed locked, trembling.

Her pussy milked me, draining every drop, and we just lay there, panting, sweat beading down our bodies.

Outside, the festival noise surged, bass, chants, the distant roar of fire and music.

In here, we were the only thing that mattered.

Sam nuzzled my shoulder, voice muffled. “Best. Fuck. Of. My. Life.”

I kissed her hair, still catching my breath.

“First girl I ever loved,” I said, honest as I’d ever been.

She snorted, then laughed, warm and tender. “God, I really am addicted to you.”

We untangled, sprawled next to each other on the mat, skin sticky, hearts pounding.

The echo in the gym grew softer, like the world had finally finished throwing punches and just let us be.

This was what it meant to be healed. To be wanted, as you were.

Outside, the world raged on.

Inside, we’d made something unbreakable.

I wondered if anyone ever got a championship for that.

If not, we’d just invented it.

Sam’s hand found mine, fingers twined, her grip a vow she’d never let go.

And this time, I believed her.

***

We lay on the mat, naked and sticky, a puddle of sweat and love and whatever else we’d just wrung out of each other.

The mirrors on the far wall were fogged. Gold light from a hallway security lamp snuck in under the door, smearing the edges of Sam’s skin with an aura that felt more myth than biology. Her hair was spread over my arm, her chest rising and falling, still catching up.

The room pulsed with the distant thud of festival bass, oceanic, relentless, but now just background noise. Inside the gym, the air was thick: old sweat, hairspray, sex, and the vanilla-wild perfume that was now officially embedded in the crash mats.

Sam rolled toward me, propping herself up on one elbow, tits on full display. She grinned, eyes soft, no joke this time. “Well, if that didn’t shake the walls, I’m disappointed in our athletic legacy.”

I snorted, still tasting her sweat on my tongue. “If these mats could talk, they’d probably beg us for a cigarette.”

She giggled, pressing her face into my shoulder. “Ah, romance. Nothing says forever like recycled gym air and jockstrap ghosts.”

I bent down and kissed the top of her head, just because I could.

For a long moment, we just let it be: the hush, the way our bodies fit, every scar and memory erased by heat and laughter.

Then my phone buzzed, juddering across the gym floor. I ignored it, burying my hands in Sam’s hair.

She melted, breath shuddering. For once, she didn’t try to wriggle away or crack a joke.

“You know what scares me?” she whispered, not looking up. “That I’ll never totally win Sadie over. That I’ll always be the girl who broke her big brother. I don’t want to be forgiven overnight, but…I want her to see I actually care. That I’m here to stay.”

I traced her spine, gentle. “You already started, Sam. She admitted it tonight, even if she acts like it’s a negotiation for world peace.”

She smiled, a little bittersweet. “Good. Because I’d rather be the villain in Sadie’s story than a footnote in yours.”

I squeezed her, loving the honesty. “You? A footnote? Not possible. You’re the exclamation point on every page.”

That got a real laugh. She rolled her eyes, but again, it was tender. “God, you’re such a sap. Don’t lose that, okay? Even if you’re out there fighting pro sharks and committees and whatever other circus comes after this.”

The festival crowd roared outside. Something exploded, probably just the MC’s need for attention.

Sam’s fingers tangled in mine. “You know,” she said, voice softer, “I used to worry so much about not being enough. Like, the harem is insane, everyone is so different, and perfect, and I love them. But the only thing that kept me up was thinking I’d already blown my shot with you. Not that you’d move on, but that I’d be the reason you never got to love me for real.”

I let that land like a trophy on the shelf.

“Sam, you belong in this mess. Harem, family, all of it. The only way you could lose me is if you quit on yourself. And that’s never happening again.”

She bit her lip, then nodded, fierce. “Good. Because I want to wake up every day knowing I earned it, your love, Sadie’s trust, the insanity of trying to keep up with Aria and the rest. If I have to win it one round at a time, I will.”

I pulled her up, kissed her slow, softer than we ever managed in high school. “You already did. Every time you stayed, even when it sucked. That’s love, Sam.”

She melted into the kiss, heartbeat steady, smile finally pure.

“But,” she said, breaking off with a wicked grin, “I am going to keep trying to out-chant Sadie. It’s tradition.”

“That’s the spirit,” I teased, cuffing her hip.

My phone buzzed again, this time with the “URGENT” tag from Victoria.

Sam didn’t even look surprised. “Pro bracket, right? Next round calling?”

I nodded, reading the screen. Cruz’s name, my name. The rematch the whole beach was betting on.

Sam grabbed my face, eyes laser-focused. “Listen to me, West. You go out there and surf like you don’t owe a single soul an apology. Not for the harem, not for Aria, not for me.”

I nodded, getting it in my bones.

She kissed me, quick, hard, meant to last. “You’re King Donovan. Don’t let them make you doubt it.”

I dragged myself up, legs shaky, body jelly, but something inside was steadier than before. The old heartbreak wasn’t gone exactly. It had changed shape. Scar tissue instead of an open wound. Proof we’d survived it and built something stronger on top.

I pulled my clothes on, trying not to laugh at the state of my hair and the new purple bruise on my hip (Sam’s autograph, apparently).

She dressed too, still grinning, every inch the warrior captain who owned her own legend.

We left the gym, stepping into the frenzy of the world, the night howling, festival lights blazing, every rumor and rivalry waiting to see if we’d show up.

Sam at my side, anchor and storm.

Phone in my hand, next call already buzzing.

But under it all, a peace I never thought I’d get back.

Ready for the next war.

Ready for the win.

With Sam, with us, with everything ahead, no chance I was letting go now.

Time to surf with the sharks.

And this time, Sam was walking me back to the water, not away from it.


Sisters See Everything


Bonfire smoke snaked up the cliff like an old family ghost trying to find a new legend to haunt. Below, the festival was full-tilt chaos: sponsor lights flickering off the water, LED boards screaming my name in enough pixels to be visible from space, and a thrum of crowd noise so loud it could have tipped the bluffs straight into the ocean.

But up here, it was almost quiet.

I’d barely stepped onto the overlook, old wood bleached gray, salt-stained rail still etched with years of campus love declarations and breakup scars, when Sadie materialized on my left, silent as a campus rumor but ten times harder to shake.

She didn’t bother with hello. Just slouched against the rail, ponytail wild enough to break OSHA guidelines, and handed me a can of something cold and neon (probably illegal in three states, but that was Sadie’s love language).

“King Donovan,” she said, saluting with her own can. “Back from the brink with your legend still shiny and your harem fully operational. Do you ever get tired of being the main character, or do you just carb-load on attention now?”

I cracked my can, the hiss loud in the hush. “You’re confusing me with Sam. She’d put the entire festival on a reality show if you gave her a megaphone and Wi-Fi.”

Sadie snorted, eye roll so sharp it could cut glass. “Nice try. Sam is gamma radiation, but you’re the bomb. Every time you blink, fifty undergrads get a new personality disorder. They made memes of you before the bracket even started, but now you’re the guy on the giant screen, West. You’re basically GCU’s answer to a royal family, except your crown is six girlfriends and an eligibility scandal.”

That got me. I almost spit the drink.

Sadie grinned, all teeth. “See? Even your denial game is legendary.”

I tried to play it cool, shoulders loose, eyes on the party below. It looked fake from up here, like a tech billionaire’s attempt to synthesize “beach culture” without ever getting sand in the cracks. Banners waved, sponsor tents flickered, and everyone in a thirty-mile radius pretended they were part of the moment.

Except Sadie. Sadie had always been allergic to posing.

I shrugged, “Could be worse. Could be Dad’s era, when your only Insta story was a blurry photo on a corkboard. I’m just here for the free drinks and the wild post-game interviews.”

She clipped me on the upper arm, not gentle. “Don’t be an ass. I’m serious. You can’t Kumbaya your way out of this one, not with the circus Ronan is running. Or do you just not care if you get erased for something you didn’t even do?”

I looked at her, hard. “Who says I’m getting erased? Victoria nuked the review panel. The harem basically staged a coup. Even the crowd wants to see actual surf, not a lecture on amateur status. We’re fine.”

Sadie’s mouth curled at the edge. “You’re not fine. You do that thing where you ride the nerves till they break, then hide it behind three layers of beach bum zen. Except I grew up with you, dumbass. I know when you’re faking.”

She let that hang, eyes tracking the boards below. I could see the lights dancing across her face, flicker-fast, like she was reading data only she could process.

I shifted, suddenly craving a surfboard more than this conversation. “It’s not like the world is going to collapse if I lose. Or if Cruz wins. Ronan’ll throw a party, but the rest is just noise, Sades.”

She cut in, sharp and raw. “That’s where you’re wrong. When you go up for the pro bracket, it’s not just West Donovan, campus thirst trap. It’s the Donovan name. It’s everything Dad built, everything our family got dragged for, and, newsflash, it’s the future I’m signing up for. You tank this, you break the story for everyone who comes after.”

Okay. There it was.

The real fight.

I side-eyed her. “You’re really doing it. Next fall. GCU.”

She gave me the look she reserved for people who stated the obvious. “West. I’ve been saying this since before you even had a harem. Try to act surprised and I will personally tank your legend.”

I tried to laugh it off, but something heavy landed right between my ribs.

Because she was right. The myth wasn’t just mine, it was the handoff for the next era. If I flamed out, they’d burn her with it.

I tried for levity. “Should I start prepping the harem for Sadie Donovan: Freshman Menace, or will you be running your own bracket?”

She threw her can at me, missed by inches, but the point landed.

“If the harem isn’t scared of blunt force honesty and gluten-free cookies, sure. But that’s not the point, West. The point is, when you let them make your win look dirty, every girl who comes after has to eat that shit, too. Me included.”

She leaned on the rail, shoulders tense. The crowd noise drifted up, half a second behind reality. Down on the sand, banners still flashed my name. But for the first time, the victory afterglow felt brittle.

Sadie kept going, softer. “What kills me is, you’re better than Ronan, and you know it. He’s a boomer with a rulebook and a grudge. But you, you always tried to make your own lane. And you actually did it. So why are you so okay with them turning you into a meme, or a technicality?”

I stared at the horizon, letting the air burn my eyes. “What do you want me to say? That I’m scared? That it would suck to win on a loophole, or lose to one? That, I dunno, I get why Dad never really got over it?”

She looked at me, blinking, and for once, there was no armor. “Yes. That’s exactly what I want you to say. I want you to stop pretending that being king means acting like the crown doesn’t weigh a fucking ton sometimes. Especially when the world is ready to crucify you for being too visible, or too different, or too good.”

The punchline died somewhere in my throat.

I swallowed, pulling the can to my lips to buy a second.

The truth was, every time the bracket board lit up with my name, I told myself it wasn’t real until the win was clean. I played it off, did the “don’t care” routine, but the second Ronan filed his challenge, the old terror broke out of the box. Maybe they’d find a way to delete what actually mattered. Maybe the story I’d built would just become another cautionary tale.

And if that happened? Sadie would live it, every day, after I was gone.

I finally let it go. “You want the truth, Sades? I want the shot. I want the pro bracket. But I want it to be real. No asterisk, no myth, no committee drama. I want to beat them on the water, not in some bullshit hearing. Because if we win, I want you to have a campus where people don’t have to hide who they are, or shrink just because it makes the old guard nervous.”

She gave a slow, savage smile, like maybe she’d been waiting my whole life for me to finally confess a weakness.

“There we go,” she said. “Now you sound like a human and not a TikTok thirst trap. Took you long enough.”

I mock-bowed, relief mixing with embarrassment. “Didn’t want to break my streak. The algorithm demands at least seven layers of chill at all times.”

She elbowed me. “You’re still a dork. But for what it’s worth? The whole student section is behind you. Even the ones who think you’re a mutant built in a GCU lab to collect girls and break hearts.”

“High praise,” I said, deadpan. “If I pull this off, do I get a statue or just a restraining order?”

Sadie snorted. “Probably both. But if you flame out, they’ll meme you forever.”

She went quiet again, her jaw set. “You’re not Uncle Dean. You’re not Dad. But it’s time you stopped trying to out-chill the pain. This is your shot, West. Make it count.”

For a minute, we just stood there, the waves far below, the crowd hoarse and wild, but up here, nothing but the wind and a whole lot of old wounds.

I dared a look at her, and for once, I saw the real Sadie, the one who’d spent her whole life watching me try to fake invincibility.

“Why are you so sure Ronan can’t win?” I asked, voice lower now.

She grinned, but there was grit in it. “Because you already changed the game. They tried to erase you, and it just made you louder. And even Cruz can’t stand to win on a technicality. I saw his face in the tent. He wants you in that bracket. Not a loophole. You.”

I let that soak in, let it settle all the way to my bones.

Maybe the ghosts only won if we let them.

Sadie nudged me, gentler this time. “Just don’t make me have to defend you every week when I show up next year, okay? I’ve got enough on my plate learning how not to get devoured by Sigma girls in their natural habitat.”

I laughed, wild and sharp. “You’ll run the place in a month.”

She looked at me, eyes clear. “Only if you prove it’s possible to win and not become the villain. Promise me?”

I nodded, and for the first time all night, it felt like a vow I actually wanted to keep.

“Promise,” I said.

Down below, the LED banners flashed my name, the beach erupting as some new scandal ricocheted through group chat world. Maybe it was Sam. Maybe it was Aria. Maybe it was just Cruz and me, locked into the pro bracket like a loaded gun.

Didn’t matter.

What mattered was right here: the truth, the fear, the next gen of Donovans ready to own it.

Sadie gave me a final side-eye. “You gonna tell Dad and Mom you’re not actually King of Chill, or is that just between us?”

I shrugged. “They probably already know. Cameras everywhere, remember?”

She grinned, pushing herself off the rail. “Then let’s go. Family summit time. If you’re lucky, maybe Mom will let you hold her lens while she psychoanalyzes you.”

We started toward the viewing area, an old campus bench faded by three decades of surf gossip and sunscreen.

But before we got there, I heard footsteps on the path, deliberate, a little too even.

Mom and Dad, arriving in tandem, the way only amicably divorced parents can.

They’d clearly caught the last part of the conversation, because Dad’s smile was soft, almost sad, and Mom was already fiddling with her Leica, probably loading up a shot of my “king mask” crumbling like a beach cliff in winter.

Sadie didn’t flinch. She just slid me a look: your turn. Own it.

Legacy was a relay race, after all.

And it was my time to take the baton.

***

The old GCU viewing area was basically a surf museum with commitment issues.

They had vintage campus banners, sun-faded composites of grinning athletes, and a wall of battered boards signed by every name worth remembering from the last fifty years. The bench was warped from too many alumni asses, and the air smelled like sunscreen, old wood, and the ghost of every secret ever whispered during a campus scandal.

Sadie and I strolled the path, pretending neither of us had just exposed our entire emotional hard drive up at the cliff. But when Jack and Eleanor slipped in, it was like the air itself got heavier, more real, less festival float.

Dad had a weird, wistful sort of pride in his eyes, the kind you only get after watching your kid survive about six disasters in as many hours. Mom looked like she’d already opened a new album in her brain, every micro-expression logged, dissected, and cross-referenced.

She didn’t even say hello. Just raised her camera, clicked a shot in the low light, and handed off this look: you can joke all you want, son. I already see the cracks.

For a beat, nobody said anything. You could hear the crowd below like a distant, angry ocean, pro bracket heats, Cruz’s name, mine, Ronan’s challenge echoing in the MC’s voice and shaking the sponsor banners.

Then Sadie, never one for patience, leaned back against the exhibit wall, arms folded. “So, is now the part where we pretend we’re just a normal family, or can we skip to the trauma bonding?”

Dad huffed, the sound full of salt and affection. “Not sure the Donovans ever did normal.” He eyed the photo wall, zeroing in on a shot of himself twenty pounds lighter, hair still sun-bleached, face wreathed in a smile that said he’d just wiped the sand with the Vales. “Besides, legacy’s just the fancy word for everybody’s old mistakes.”

Mom arched a brow. “Some mistakes last longer than others.” Her voice could’ve cut glass, but there was no heat in it. She was already scrolling her Leica, hunting for something specific.

I tried to reassert the chill. “If we’re still doing legacy talk, I nominate Sadie as the first Donovan with the guts to admit we’re a hot mess.”

Sadie grinned, sharp but not unkind. “Damn right. Also, I’m not cleaning up after your ghost if you tank it. College is ruthless, and gossip is forever.”

I shot her a deadpan look. “That’s the spirit. You ready to write my eulogy if I get DQ’d by meme science?”

She shrugged. “You’re the family test subject. I’ll learn from your mistakes, then ace the sequel.”

Jack just leaned back, hands folded behind his head, like he wanted to soak in the moment. “You know, son, when I first surfed for GCU, they didn’t even bother with eligibility drama. You paddled out, you showed your teeth, and you let the ocean decide. Now it’s all paperwork. Even Ronan, hell, especially Ronan, lives for rules he can twist.”

That landed, sharp and unsettling. Down below, you could actually see Ronan, arms folded near the sponsor tent, every inch of his body braced for the next attack. Even at this distance, the tension felt personal.

Jack kept on, voice rolling soft. “He never really let go of losing. Not to me, not to your uncle. It’s like he needs to win it back, even if it’s through you. You get that, right? This has nothing to do with AquaVibe or the bracket. It’s the same old wave, just breaking in a different spot.”

I didn’t answer. Didn’t need to. The truth was stuck in my throat, pulsing.

Mom finally found the photo she wanted. She flicked the screen toward me, her eyes level.

“I took this after the hearing,” she said. “Right when you saw your name on the board, but before you let anybody see your face.”

I looked.

It wasn’t flattering. No golden hour lighting, no confidence, no harem or crowd. Just me, jaw set, hands trembling a little, eyes locked on the bracket like it might disappear. Fear, hope, exhaustion, and something rawer than either.

Sadie peered over my shoulder. “Wow, that’s rough.”

Mom didn’t flinch. “It’s accurate. That’s the face you make when nobody is asking you to be charming.”

I cleared my throat, suddenly feeling every nerve in my body.

Jack put a hand on my shoulder, not heavy, just there, a reminder of every time he’d pulled me out of rough water, or steadied me after a wipeout. “You don’t have to be the legend, West. You just have to surf your own heat. The rest? History will turn it into a story no matter what. You get to decide which version you want to be.”

I tried for one last joke. “So, no pressure. Either I crash spectacularly, or they memorialize my worst hair day. Tough choice.”

Sadie punched my arm, harder than before. “Stop. Just own it. You want it, we all know you do. But you want it for real, not because some old man couldn’t admit he lost a round to our side.”

Dad nodded. “Don’t fight Ronan’s ghosts, kid. You’ll never win, because he keeps moving the graveyard. Beat him where it counts. In the water, with your name, not his.”

I looked back at the photo. I saw the fear, but I saw something else, too, a stubbornness, a refusal to be erased. Even if I didn’t feel like the king, the grit was still there.

Mom studied me, nothing in her face but absolute clarity. “Being afraid doesn’t make you less, West. It means you care. That might be the only thing Ronan can’t weaponize.”

Sadie, soft now, just said, “Nobody wants you to be perfect. We just want you to be real. The rest is campus drama.”

The words sank in, slow as tide, but irreversible.

I exhaled, letting the fake calm evaporate. “I want the win. But only if it means something. For me, for you guys. For Sadie and every girl who gets to live in this world after.”

Jack squeezed my shoulder, then Sadie hooked an arm around my waist, all hard angles and warmth.

Mom just smiled, a real one. “Then go do it. And when they rewrite the rules again, make them put your name at the top.”

For a second, it was all wind and salt and the certainty that even if the world tried to rip it away, the fight still belonged to us.

I wiped my eye with the back of my hand, and nobody called me on it.

We stood there, the four of us, locked in a little universe above the mess on the beach.

But the world kept spinning.

Down the path, footsteps, heavy, assured, but different than before.

Cruz, alone, not a sponsor in sight, no Ronan shadow following behind.

He cut through space like a guy on a mission.

For once, there was no smirk, no trash-talk, just a raw, restless sort of energy barely held in check.

He eyed my parents, then Sadie, and said, “Mind if I borrow West for a sec?”

Dad exchanged a glance with Mom, a whole conversation in a heartbeat.

Sadie shot me a savage grin. “Don’t let him push you off the cliff,” she deadpanned, but there was an undertow of knowing in her voice.

Cruz motioned for me to follow.

The moment I stepped away from the family, I could feel the chill: not a threat, not rivalry, something else, just as sharp.

Below, the pro bracket still howled, and on every screen, our names glowed.

But up here, in the quiet, it was just two guys and a war that maybe neither of us wanted to win the old way.

“Let’s walk,” Cruz said, voice less performative than I’d ever heard it.

I shot a last look at the family, at Mom’s photo, at the old boards and older ghosts, at the proof that every legend was just someone who’d survived their own drama.

Then I followed Cruz into the dark.


Cruz Draws a Line


Nothing said legacy trauma like walking down a half-lit path behind your father’s oldest rival’s son and knowing you were both just meat puppets for generations of unfinished business.

Cruz didn’t look back to see if I was following. He just strode, loose and arrogant, every muscle telegraphing a guy who’d been trained to look unbeatable even when nobody was watching. The route dropped down from the cliffside, away from the bonfire, away from the shrieking, sponsor-soaked carnival, into the guts of the pro staging area.

Out here, the festival faded to a dull, hungry roar. Still there. Still waiting. But muffled enough to remind you that the real damage never needed an audience.

This was supposed to be holy ground, the VIP warzone: banks of board racks, blue floodlights, sponsor banners zip-tied to aluminum fencing, damp sand underfoot, and the black chop of the Pacific just beyond the edge of the light. Most days, this spot crawled with handlers, cameras, and enough hangers-on to populate a second-rate dating app.

Not tonight.

Tonight it was just me and Cruz.

The two ghosts our fathers never managed to bury.

He paused halfway to the water, surveying the racks, sponsor logos glinting hard and sharp under the artificial glare. A row of wetsuits hung from PVC, water still dripping off the arms. The sand held the tracks of earlier drama: heel prints, board grooves, drag marks from something or someone hitting the ground in a way that had not screamed victory.

The hush wasn’t peaceful. It was the kind of quiet that warned you not to turn your back.

I stopped two paces away and left the gap careful, like I was walking the edge of a rip current.

“Could have chosen a wine bar,” I deadpanned. “But I guess this works if you’re into haunted-house vibes.”

Cruz snorted, but didn’t crack a smile. “Save the standup, Donovan. I didn’t drag you down here to swap surf apps.”

His voice was different off-camera. Lower. Rougher. Not less dangerous, just less polished.

So that was the beat. No audience, no sponsors, no bluff.

Just rivalry, raw.

I squinted past the lights, eyeing the racks. “You want me in the dirt, or are we rehearsing trash talk before the broadcast team gets the good angles?”

He turned, facing me head-on. The floodlights carved his jaw sharp, bleach-streaked hair spiked from the wind, eyes hard and almost amber under the blue.

“I don’t need an audience, West. Got enough of that at the hearing. You heard what I said. I want you in the bracket because I want to beat you when it actually fucking matters. Not because your name got erased by a typo or a rules lawyer.”

He let it hang, watching for a flinch.

There wasn’t one.

I shrugged. “So this is the part where you break out the honor code, or the part where you try to psych me into screwing up?”

Cruz’s smile flickered. There, then gone. “Shit. Maybe both.”

There was nothing soft about him now. He looked wired, not nervous, but alive in the way people get when the next punch might finally land.

I took him in. A guy like Cruz Vale didn’t come down here to beg for a medal or talk up the mystique of the family name. He wanted the water to settle it.

That much, I believed.

“And if the committee had booted me?” I asked. “If Ronan got his show trial and Surf King deleted my name from the bracket, would you have been fine with that?”

He looked away, gaze tracking the wetsuits, the empty benches, the shine off the boards.

“Hell, no,” Cruz said, tone flat. “I’d have gone nuclear. Publicly, if I had to. I don’t need a handout from my old man or the people who owe him favors.” His mouth twisted. “Won a few things that way when I was younger. The taste? Awful. Like drinking bleach when you ordered vodka.”

He glanced back over, this time with a different edge.

“Your win in the amateur bracket? Clean. The way it should be. The paperwork soap opera is Ronan’s game, not mine. But you don’t get to coast, either. I’m not here to give you a legend, West. I’m here to shut it down.”

He shifted, finally letting his smile stretch wide. Predator, not PR asset.

“You ready for that, or do you just dodge for the crowd?”

I grinned. “Depends. You throwing elbows, or are you just hoping I DQ myself by dating too hard?”

Cruz huffed. Almost a laugh. “Wouldn’t work, anyway. The more they try to police you, the more campus turns you into a myth. It’s almost impressive.”

It was a weird moment. For one breath, it almost felt like respect.

Right up until he killed it.

“But don’t get cute. You’ve never surfed against a Vale at this level. Not when it counted for everything.”

I hooked my thumbs in my pockets, deliberately casual.

My pulse was running hot anyway.

“So enlighten me. What makes this different? Beyond the six-figure sponsors and the knives out in the eligibility tent.”

He looked back at the racks, at his own lineup of high-end boards, each glossed up and battle-ready. “It’s the ghosts, West. The ones everybody pretends they don’t see.”

He spat into the sand.

“My old man raised me to break the Donovans. Not just win. Break. Erase the echo. You think it’s fun being the weapon in that story? Every time I took a heat in the last five years, he’d rerun the old campus tapes. Every time your dad got lucky. Every time your uncle humiliated him. I can ride a board, but what he really wants is for me to win the war he lost.”

He stepped closer, and the blue light cut the distance down to nothing.

“I don’t care if you hate me for it. Hell, I’d be offended if you didn’t. But I’m not finishing the fight for Ronan. If I beat you, it’s going to be clean, and I want every camera on the sand to know the reason. No asterisk. No memes about technicalities. For once, I want the water to be the only thing that matters.”

I let it sit.

The taste in my mouth was sand and salt and a weird twist of not-pity. Cruz wanted the crown. He wanted it badly. But he wanted it on his own terms.

Sounded familiar.

“So if I trip over a contract or sneeze on a sponsor logo, you’ll walk?” I asked. “Or just let Ronan claim the kill?”

He barked a sound that probably counted as a laugh. “If you self-destruct, I’ll win it, yeah. But it’ll suck. And I’ll say so, on record. I’m not here to be my dad’s paperwork muscle.”

He squinted at me, more real than before.

“I don’t lose sleep over rivals. But I lose sleep over being treated like a joke. And a win that didn’t mean anything? That would be the punchline.”

We stood there, letting the ocean’s echo roll in, raw and untamed, while the glow of the festival stuttered on the horizon.

I watched him, weighing the words.

Up on the bluffs, Dad would have called this the show-your-teeth moment. No more lies. No more shop talk.

Just animal honesty.

I gave him the nod he wanted.

“I’m not here to give you a legend, Cruz. I’m here to break yours. If you want my skull on the trophy, you’ll have to actually earn it.”

He grinned, broad and sharp and hungry.

“Finally. Now we’re talking.”

The tension didn’t go away. If anything, it doubled down, filling the dead zone with something almost electric.

We both looked at the water, at the shadows beyond the racks, at the boards that would either make us legends or jokes.

Cruz shook his head, annoyed by the fact that vulnerability had escaped the cage. “You know why Ronan keeps fighting the old war? Because losing to a Donovan is the only thing he never forgave himself for. Every fucking day, he reminds me. Like it’s my job to make him less of a loser.”

His voice dropped, dangerous now.

“I’ll never be like him. I want to win, but I want the aftertaste clean. No more ghosts.”

So there it was.

The real reason for the callout.

I studied Cruz, still cocky, still dangerous, but for the first time, not just an echo of his dad. Everything about him screamed rival, not villain.

I didn’t soften, and I sure as hell didn’t reach for peace. But the jab felt less like a personal attack and more like an agreement between sharks: if one of us went down, there would be no excuses.

Cruz shifted his stance, bracing himself against the wet sand, shoulders set.

“I meant what I said in the tent. If you’re still standing at dawn, I want you across from me in the bracket. If I beat you, nobody will ever say it was a fix. And if you beat me, at least it’ll sting for the right reasons.”

“Deal,” I said.

He nodded once. Crisp.

For a beat, we just existed in that weird space between respect and animosity, both of us used to being the main character in someone else’s grudge.

Then something shifted down the sand.

Ronan Vale stepped out of the dark, crisp white shirt glowing under the floodlights, predator’s smile polished to a corporate shine. Lurking just outside the blast radius of our accidental honesty.

I saw the look cross Cruz’s face.

Caught, but not surprised.

He straightened. Swagger back. Armor on.

“Looks like the next round’s about to start,” he drawled. “You ready for the main event?”

I grinned, pulse thumping. “I was born ready.”

Ronan watched us, patient as a man who thought time itself worked for him.

The sense of danger doubled, every nerve going red alert.

But as far as Cruz and I were concerned, the real war had just started.

This time, there’d be no retreat.

***

If you’ve never watched a man enter a room and suck the oxygen out with just a smile, you’ve never met Ronan Vale.

He drifted into the floodlight perimeter like a ghost in premium linen. Hair slick, watch glinting, expensive flip-flops digging into sand that probably cost more per foot than my entire board collection. But there was nothing casual about the way he moved. It was the walk of a man who planned his legacy two moves ahead and already knew where you’d fold.

Cruz saw him coming.

Didn’t flinch. Didn’t straighten.

But you could taste the tension spike, sharp as ozone before a lightning strike.

Ronan didn’t address me first. That would have been a show of weakness, or worse, respect.

He aimed straight for Cruz.

“Son.”

Just that. Weighted like a legal subpoena.

Cruz leaned back against the nearest rack, arms folded, smile dialing up the arrogance. “Didn’t realize we were scheduled for family therapy hour.”

Ronan’s eyes flicked over me, barely pausing, then locked back on his son.

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything urgent. Given that tomorrow’s bracket round is, shall we say, pivotal, I thought I’d check on our strategy.”

He delivered “strategy” like it was sacred text.

Cruz didn’t miss a beat. “What about it? He’s eligible. The committee said so. Why not let the water handle it?”

Ronan’s smile was a master class in condescension. “Eligible, yes. Immune, no. The written ruling is clear: any promotional misstep, any unsportsmanlike conduct, any appearance of impropriety, and the door reopens. There’s no need for theatrics or confrontation. Sometimes victory comes to those with the discipline to wait.”

He let that land.

The implication was obvious. Cruz didn’t have to cheat. He only had to let me trip the booby traps buried in the rulebook, and the crown would fall right into Vale hands.

I kept my mouth shut. No way I was stepping into that crossfire unless the bullets were already flying.

Cruz, though, just looked bored. “You want me to hope he fucks up on Instagram? I’d rather beat him the right way.”

Ronan’s eyes didn’t move, but the chill in his voice could have dropped seawater to ice.

“A champion must be smart. You remember Newport. You remember Huntington. The ones who chase only the rush rarely outlast the professionals who play with patience.”

He side-eyed me, a flicker of polite interest.

“West here is cleared, for now. But the conditions are as strict as I’ve ever seen, and I wrote half their ancestors years ago. The campus will be watching. The harem will be watching. Every phone, every post, every offhand comment. If he makes a single misstep, the bracket will solve itself.”

I shrugged, deliberately casual. “Sounds exhausting, but thanks for the heads up. You running the surveillance, or just crowdsourcing the snitching?”

Ronan didn’t even blink. “I don’t need to lift a finger. The culture will do the work for me. The more famous you become, Donovan, the less you can afford to be human. That’s the price of history.”

He turned right back to his son.

“Cruz, I raised you to be better than the last generation. I gave you every advantage. Training. Resources. The name. The freedom to rewrite what was lost. This is your moment. The Vale legacy is not about sportsmanship blogs or golden-hour content. It’s about not leaving victories on the table when you could take them home.”

Cruz’s jaw flexed. He gave Ronan a look that belonged more in a jail yard than a family yacht.

“With respect,” Cruz said, in a tone that carried none, “I’ll take the win when it matters. But I’m not here to collect dust from a committee for you. I want the Surf King crown, but if I wear it, it’s because I out-surfed him. Not because you staged a gotcha in the fine print.”

Ronan’s voice crackled. “That’s pride. I admire it. But you’d be a fool—” he swept a hand, indicating me like I was a chess piece, “—to risk the legacy for a naive idea of purity. Clean victories are for men who can afford to lose. All that matters is whose name lasts.”

Cruz grinned, all teeth now. “Funny. I thought all that mattered was who took the best wave. Or is that a dated concept?”

They were circling, both knowing I was the prize, not the problem.

Ronan drew closer, too close for comfort, his cologne tangling with salt air and the aftertaste of a thousand boardroom negotiations.

“You owe me this,” Ronan said, voice so low it barely carried. “Remember what it cost to get here. Every day. Every cutback. Every meal you skipped. Every campaign smile you endured. You’re not just a Vale. You are the proof that I was right to keep pushing. And this is the only shot you’ll ever have to rewrite the record for our family.”

He waited, daring Cruz to blink.

But Cruz stepped off the rack and planted himself between Ronan and me. Not a bodyguard. Not an ally.

A son drawing a line.

“If I win, it will be my name. Not yours. Not Jack Donovan’s ghost. Mine. It’ll be because I was the best thing on the water that day. If that’s not enough for you—”

He shrugged, letting the silence do the rest.

Ronan’s control didn’t crack, but his mouth tightened. For one second, the polish slipped, and I saw the man who’d lost a lifetime of sleep to a single defeat.

“Very well,” Ronan said, voice back to platinum cool. “I suppose we’ll see what matters more: your pride, or a permanent chapter in the record book. Just remember, clean wins are for men willing to leave power on the sand. I’ve never met a true champion who thought second place was ethical.”

Then he cut his eyes to me.

The warning was pure venom, gift-wrapped in civility.

“Surf well, Mr. Donovan. History is rarely kind to those who mistake visibility for invincibility.”

He turned, not dramatic, just efficient, and strode back toward the edge of the lights.

Cruz watched him go, jaw set, shoulders braced like he was only now feeling the full weight of the chain.

The silence that fell could have cracked a camera lens.

For a second, neither of us spoke.

You didn’t have to be a therapist to see it: the war wasn’t just on the sand. It was inside the Vale family, and maybe always had been.

But the barbed wire was real. Ronan might have lost this round, but he’d be back with a new play.

Watching Cruz, you could tell he’d stopped seeing himself as a weapon about thirty seconds ago. The rest was just about how well he could ride his way out of the blast zone.

As for me? I made damn sure to register every clause, every warning in Ronan’s speech. The guy didn’t bluff. If there was a way to take me out before I even got to the water, he’d find it.

But for now, against the backdrop of sponsor banners and empty blue light, a new score was on the board.

Not family.

Not friends.

Just truth.

And somewhere in the dark, a new storm was forming.

Better brace for it.

***

Silence hung in the floodlights like a judgment nobody wanted to claim.

Cruz stared after the empty space where Ronan had vanished, jaw flexing under the skin. I kept my distance, letting him taste the burn of that last exchange. There was nothing soft or brotherly in the air. Just the aftershock of finally saying the truth and having it echo, hard and mean, into the blue-lit dark.

I rolled my shoulders, blowing out a breath. “If you want to talk about the price of history or whatever, I’ll be honest. I’d rather beat you in a fair fight than listen to another thesis on legacy and loopholes.”

His mouth twisted, half-grin, half-threat. “Oh, you’ll get your shot. But don’t kid yourself. Ronan may have lost the round, but he hasn’t quit the game. You so much as wink at a sponsor, or let your harem run wild on stream, he’ll pull a clause and have you benched before you hit the first break.”

I shrugged, but the warning hit. “Kind of you to care.”

Cruz snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself. I just don’t want to hear campus whining about how I only won because the committee played favorites. Watching Ronan weaponize paperwork is like getting a root canal from a guy with a steak knife. Clean wins are rare. Don’t waste it.”

His fingers drummed the rack, restless energy leaking through the pose.

“And don’t take the harem near the cameras till the bracket’s done. Aria, Lila, Sinclair, whoever else keeps getting caught in your gravitational disaster. You want to keep them safe? Play it dull. One optics violation, and it’s amateur hour.”

I smirked. “You stalking my socials now, Vale?”

“Just watching the main event. It would be embarrassing if you tripped over a hashtag and handed me the crown.”

We stood side by side, but the distance was measured in old wounds. He didn’t look at me, but his words were razor-clean.

“Think you can handle it?” Cruz challenged. “Doing it the hard way? Or are you hooked on being the bracket’s favorite accident?”

I matched his tone, steady and sharp. “If I go down, it won’t be for an admin slip. It’ll be because you found a better wave.”

He nodded once, like we’d both agreed to a duel neither planned to lose.

For a minute, the only sound was the wind sliding through the sponsor banners, the distant boom of the festival like a threat on mute.

Cruz glanced at me then, the edge still cocky, but something else behind it. A kind of hungry honesty I hadn’t seen before.

“Good,” he said. “Because I’m going to come at you hard. No mercy, no nice-guy edit. When you lose, I want you to remember it was real.”

“No risk of forgetting,” I shot back. “But don’t choke when it counts.”

He grinned, all bite, no apology. “I don’t choke, Donovan. The question is, who wants it more?”

The energy in the sand tripled. For the first time, I knew, really fucking knew, that this rivalry meant something. Cruz wasn’t a cartoon villain. He was the only person on campus who saw the same storm coming and wanted to ride through it, not duck out for a safe headline.

Then my phone buzzed.

A sharp, sudden vibration in my pocket.

1:13 a.m., and Victoria’s name lighting up the screen.

Not a text.

A call.

I answered, voice tight. “What’s up?”

Her voice hit instantly, sharp, efficient, and running hot on adrenaline. “West, I just finished scrubbing the final written ruling. Section four, subparagraph E. ‘Provisional visibility limitations.’ It’s worse than we thought.”

My stomach tightened. “Define worse.”

“It gives the committee discretion to reopen review for any sponsor-linked appearance determined to create promotional value during the restricted period. That means Ronan doesn’t need a contract. He doesn’t even need a formal campaign. He needs a tagged appearance, a repost, a staged-looking photo, or anything they can frame as West Donovan driving engagement for a brand.”

I raked a hand through my hair, half-listening, half-watching Cruz stare into the darkness like he could already smell the next trick coming.

“I figured as much,” I said, keeping it cool. “Anything else?”

“Yes,” Victoria snapped. “Do not sound bored when I am saving your ass. Again.”

Despite everything, I almost smiled. “Noted.”

She exhaled, the sound like a slammed file drawer. “Be smart, West. If you want to stay in, you have to avoid anything that looks like a sponsor move. Not just you. Lila, Aria, all of them. If they post with you, Ronan has the language to call it a violation. The committee won’t want another hearing, which means they could simply suspend you on the spot and call it enforcement.”

My head spun.

The war never stopped. Even when you bled out every ghost, someone wrote a new rule to keep you boxed in.

Cruz met my eyes, reading the whole thing without asking.

Victoria said, “I’ll keep looking. But assume nothing is safe until the finals are done.”

The facts clicked into place one ugly piece at a time. “Thanks for the heads up.”

Victoria’s voice softened by a fraction. “This isn’t just about you. You’re carrying all of them. Every girl who fought to get you cleared, every relationship they tried to turn into evidence. Don’t let Ronan erase the whole win over a technicality.”

“Copy that,” I said, and hung up.

Floodlights hummed.

The ocean was black beyond the edge of the world, alive and ready.

Cruz cocked a brow. “Queen Sinclair on call? Sounds serious.”

“Just keeping up with the latest weapon.”

He snorted. “If you make it past Ronan’s next move, you might actually be the real King.”

I grinned, but inside, the pressure was real. The harem, the bracket, the dollar signs and hashtags, all of it waiting for me to screw up so a Vale could collect another trophy.

Cruz turned for the racks, already counting waves the way a predator tallies scars.

“Don’t blink, West. If you do, I’ll eat you alive.”

I laughed, low. “You haven’t scared me yet. But hell, I like the attitude.”

He didn’t look back, but his voice carried.

“Tomorrow, Donovan. Be ready.”

I slipped up the path, every sense wired. The roar of the festival. The burn of rivalry. The cold certainty that if I lost focus for one second, it could all be over.

The only thing honest in this world was the water.

Out here?

It was all knives and shadows.

I looked back once and saw Cruz watching me from the sand, the boards shining beside him like trophies that refused to quit.

Game on.

Next stop: win or disappear.


Victoria Finds the Door


The walk up from the pro staging area felt like being slow-cooked in anxiety.

The sand was cold, the breeze on the switchback trail even colder, but inside my skin, everything ran red-hot. Ronan had played his latest hand and it was all teeth: wait for me to screw up. One social post. One harem tag. One sponsor group shot with my stupid face in the background. One half-second of looking too happy next to the wrong logo, and the entire tournament could go full exile.

Above me, the cliff house glowed like a single square of orange in a blue-black void, the only place on earth where the world could maybe be put on mute. The festival still thumped below the bluff: MC working the after-midnight crowd, bass rolling through the dark, crowd noise rising and falling like a drunk tide.

But the closer I got to the house, the more one thought cut through the static.

Victoria.

If anyone on campus could turn a legal kill box into a maze with an exit, it was Victoria Sinclair. The woman made loopholes look like foreplay and panic look like a personal insult.

By the time I reached the deck, my lungs burned from the climb and my brain had already invented twelve ways Ronan could screw me before breakfast.

Victoria had taken over the guest room nearest the deck.

When I opened the door, she didn’t look up. Fingers on laptop keys, face haloed by screen glare, every inch of her posture pure weaponized control, except for the five percent at the edge that said she’d been running on black coffee and dry adrenaline for twelve straight hours.

She wore a linen shirt, the collar wilted, sleeves rolled too high for dignity. On the bed: the entire printed rule packet, three versions, all stabbed through with highlighter in forensic color. Sticky notes climbed the wall behind her, each one a dot of brutal legal intent. The air smelled of Sharpie, cold caffeine, and the vanilla-sandalwood note that had lived in my dreams since before I knew it could be real.

I stood in the doorway, not wanting to break the flow.

But Victoria must have heard the click of the knob, because she paused, hands mid-air, and finally gave me a glance. Her eyes were deeper than the ocean outside, impossibly awake, and sharp enough to make me doubt I’d ever won an argument in my life.

She didn’t waste time.

“Sit,” she ordered, patting the edge of the bed, then motioned with a Post-it for emphasis.

I sat. “Can I offer you some festival-grade moonshine, or will only pure despair keep you fueled tonight?”

A flicker of amusement almost made it to her mouth. Almost. “If you want me to survive, you’ll find more coffee. But first, read.”

She slid a sheaf of stapled printouts into my lap. “Tournament committee. Final written ruling. The part in blue.”

I scanned the page. The language was pure bureaucrat, which meant somebody had taken a simple threat and waterboarded it in committee syntax. But the line she’d bracketed was underlined three times.

“Participant’s continued eligibility is conditional upon strict avoidance of sponsor-linked content, appearance, or campaign, including but not limited to all digital, photographic, or broadcast media, for the duration of competition. Any post, tag, appearance, or promotional engagement determined by the committee to constitute value transfer may result in immediate disqualification and possible retroactive sanctions.”

I looked up. “This is worse than the in-person ruling. They’re basically saying, ‘If you look like a walking ad, you’re out.’”

Victoria nodded, jaw tight. “Not just look like one. If someone can argue you created measurable promotional value, even without intent, they can reopen review.”

“Which means Ronan doesn’t need proof I got paid.”

“No,” she said. “He needs one picture that looks useful.”

That landed harder than it should have.

The old paranoia had a new dimension. The world didn’t just want to watch me burn. It wanted to get it on camera, tag three brands, and let the committee call it evidence.

Victoria’s hands went still. She took a breath, and for a second, I saw how tired she was. Her hair was half-wrecked, platinum waves escaping the pins at her temples, the roots starting to show in a way that felt more human than I’d ever seen her. Not weaker. Never weaker. Just real enough that my chest hurt.

“What’s the play?” I asked, voice lower now.

She leaned back, eyes on the ceiling for one beat. “The play is, you go dark. No sponsor deck. No festival tent. No public harem content. No campaign overlap with Aria or Lila or Sam. You stay out of every frame that could be twisted. And, ideally, you get all three of the top optics risks to coordinate a total freeze until the bracket closes.”

“Aria, Lila, and Sam,” I said.

She nodded. “Aria is the biggest risk. She wants the Miss Surf King crown, and Cami will push to keep you visible without technically featuring you. Lila is an agent of chaos, but at least she can be bribed with novelty and sugar. Sam is more controllable, but her crowd support is legendary and spontaneous. If she rolls out a cheer section, and you so much as glance at her in public while someone overlays a brand hashtag, it can be framed as event marketing.”

I absorbed that. “So not only do I have to avoid sponsors, I have to avoid the entire harem for seventy-two hours or get executed by Instagram?”

“Not the entire harem,” she said, voice so precise it was almost cruel. “But the ones who trend. And the ones who, statistically, cannot resist a publicity stunt.”

“Wow. You really know how to make a guy feel like he’s dating a counter-terror cell.”

Victoria smirked, but it was all calculation. “This is not a joke, West. Ronan will use every trick. You are a walking violation of his worldview, and he will settle for nothing less than total erasure.”

I looked down at the rule packet, the world’s least romantic love letter, and then back at Victoria. She was still watching me. Not blinking. Not softening. The exhaustion at the corners of her mouth didn’t diminish the steel in her voice.

She spoke first. “I need you to say you understand. No improvisation. No cute exceptions. If you want this, if you want to keep what you’ve built, you let me run the defense. All of it.”

It was a lot.

It was also honest.

For all the rumors, all the stories, all the memes about my so-called king complex, the person holding the line between me and oblivion was sitting across from me with ink on her fingers, fatigue under her eyes, and a heart she kept trying to pass off as strategy.

I nodded. “I understand. For the next seventy-two hours, I’m a ghost. What about after?”

She hesitated.

For the first time, I thought I saw doubt flicker in her eyes.

Then it was gone.

“After you win? I’ll make the world sorry they ever tried to erase you. But only if you get to that bracket clean.”

She let it hang, as if she’d spent all her words on logic and had nothing left for anything softer.

I watched her. In the silence, I could see the hairline cracks in her composure. The slight tremor in her fingers. The fact that she’d penciled a dozen possible futures for me and maybe half a future for herself.

“You haven’t slept, have you?” I said.

She bristled, the mask snapping back into place. “My sleep schedule is none of your concern, Mr. Donovan.”

“It is when you’re writing rules in pen at three a.m. on a guest bed.”

She looked away, but didn’t get up.

“Why?” I asked. “Why this much?”

She didn’t answer.

But the silence said it all.

Victoria was protecting more than my eligibility. She was protecting the future that came with it. The version where we all made it. Where Aria got to want her crown, Lila got to be chaos without becoming evidence, Sam could cheer without being weaponized, Summer could be home without becoming collateral, and I didn’t have to apologize for loving too loudly in a world that wanted tidy boxes and clean lies.

I closed the rulebook.

Then I reached over and gently shut her laptop.

She glared.

But she didn’t stop me.

“Maybe,” I said, “the world can wait one minute.”

The highlighters stilled. The cold coffee soaked into the pile of sticky notes. Outside, the festival was just a sound effect, irrelevant and far away.

Victoria’s breath was ragged, but she didn’t break.

Not yet.

I reached for her hand.

This time, she let me.

“I see you,” I said, softer than the room wanted to allow. “I see what this costs. You don’t have to do it alone.”

She looked at me, and for one second, there was no ice, no armor, nothing but her.

“Don’t say that unless you mean it,” she whispered.

“I mean it.”

I squeezed her hand, warm and alive.

For the first time since I’d known her, Victoria Sinclair didn’t have the next five moves ready.

And it was beautiful.

***

The world was always sharpest when it tried to cut you right where it hurt.

Victoria Sinclair had spent a lifetime building armor that doubled as allure. The only way to get close was to survive her first strike, then her second, then the part where she convinced you getting stabbed had been your idea. Now, as I sat beside her in the hush of the war room, hand wrapped around hers, I watched the urge to reload the rulebook twitch under her skin like muscle memory she couldn’t unlearn.

After maybe thirty seconds of not moving, she blinked hard, shook her hand loose, and reached for her phone.

“I need to queue a compliance alert to Aria’s campaign manager, and—”

I caught her wrist, gentle but absolute.

“Vic,” I said, “it’s okay to let it drop. Just for a second.”

She tried to angle away, but the line of her neck betrayed her. Not a flinch, exactly. More like a stutter in the perfect posture.

“I’m not paid to drop anything, West. That’s why people come to me. That’s why I win.”

“You’re not my lawyer, and I’m not paying you.”

Her eyes flashed. “At the moment, that is debatable.”

“You’re not my damage control. You’re not my emergency brake. You’re not the harem’s legal department with cheekbones.”

She stared at me like I’d just committed treason against the concept of usefulness.

I kept going before she could cut me off.

“You’re not the woman I call when everything is on fire because you’re convenient. You’re not here because you can solve things. You’re not here because you make me safer.”

Her jaw tightened. “I am the reason you’re still in this bracket. I am the reason Ronan Vale hasn’t gotten you erased. I am—”

“The person I love,” I said.

It wasn’t the first time the words had passed between us. We’d said them in the heat of that first impossible night, tangled up with Summer and Bella, when the whole harem was still becoming real around us. I’d said them again during rush week, when she was fighting her own perfection hard enough to bleed.

But this was different.

No audience. No group. No strategy meeting pretending not to be a confession. No orgasm or argument to carry the words for us.

Just Victoria, exhausted and brilliant and trying to make herself useful enough to deserve being loved.

And me, done letting her believe that lie.

Silence.

It was the kind of silence that could only happen when two absolute control freaks realized they were trying to drive the same car with different hands on the wheel.

Her face went stony. Her eyes refused to go wet. But her breath came fast.

“You’ve said that before,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“This feels more dangerous.”

“Because this time there’s nothing to hide behind.”

She glared, but it was all static now. No hate. Just raw, desperate uncertainty.

“You think I can just turn off the rest? You think I can stop planning, stop fixing, stop clawing for control, and just be a person who gets to want things?”

“I know you can,” I said. “You already do.”

A tiny crack opened, the kind of fault line you’d miss unless you watched her every day.

“My mother used to say composure is the currency of power,” Victoria said, voice measured but breaking at the edges. “I learned early that if you keep your voice even and your hair in place, people think you’re unbreakable. The rest? You bottle it. And if the world ever catches you needing something, you buy it back with perfection.”

“That’s not what I want from you.”

“You say that now.”

“I’ll say it tomorrow, too.”

She looked away, throat working.

“I don’t need the next move,” I said. “Or the perfect plan. I need you. Just you.”

She gritted her teeth, fighting for control like it was the last territory left to conquer. “If I stop, if I let myself be just a girl who wants a boy, what’s left when it all goes sideways?”

“Then I’ll pick up the pieces.”

She laughed, short and sharp, almost a sob. “I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t care,” I said. “I love you anyway.”

A sound broke in her throat.

Not a cry. Not exactly. More like a gasp from someone who’d been holding her breath for years and hated that I’d noticed.

“You shouldn’t,” she said. “You barely know what’s under the surface. If you saw the whole picture, you’d run.”

I took her face in my hands and made her meet my eyes.

“Victoria. You are the only person on this campus who scares me in the right way. You’re terrifying and loyal and smarter than anyone in this house. You can cut a man apart with one sentence and make him thank you for the privilege. You are also so lonely it breaks my heart. And all I want is to be the person who gets to see you. Not the mask. Not the strategist. Not the woman everybody turns into a weapon because they’re too lazy to ask what it costs. You.”

Her eyes closed.

I felt her pulse hammer at the side of her throat.

“I’m not built for this,” she said, voice trembling.

“You are,” I whispered. “You just don’t know it yet.”

She tried to pull away.

Instead, she folded.

Head on my shoulder, body shaking, every wall coming down in a rush of exhaustion and relief.

For a while, we didn’t say anything. I just held her, slow and gentle, one hand in her hair, the other at her back. Her breath softened, then steadied, and when she finally looked up, her eyes were clear and her voice was, if not light, at least free of burden.

“I love you,” she said, each word measured like a cross-examination. “But if you ever tell anyone I said it like that, I’ll have you executed.”

I grinned. “Deal. As long as you don’t file the paperwork for at least a week.”

She punched my arm, weak but real.

I kissed her once, soft and deep, and this time, she melted into it, letting the rules and the world fade out.

When she broke the kiss, she was laughing, almost giddy, and I’d never seen her look younger or more alive.

“You’re a menace,” she said.

“I learned from the best.”

“And yet you remain undertrained.”

“Then teach me.”

Her eyes changed.

Not cold. Not hidden.

Hungry.

And for the first time, I got to hold Victoria Sinclair with nothing between us but want.

No ghosts.

No wars.

No evidence.

Just us.

***

Victoria’s lips crashed into mine, not a kiss so much as a strategic detonation, one more push to seize the narrative just in case I thought I could rewrite her script. Her tongue swept in with zero patience, tasting of caffeine and vanilla and the kind of need you only admitted in a confession booth.

I gripped her hips, and for the first time, she didn’t tense or try to redirect.

She moaned into my mouth, low and dangerous, and let me pin her against the desk. Rule packets scattered to the floor in a confetti of lost causes. A highlighter rolled off the edge and hit the hardwood with a tiny, useless click.

Her hands found the hem of my shirt and rucked it up, nails dragging across my stomach, not gentle.

“Off,” she commanded, breaking the kiss to glare up at me, breath jagged. “I want you naked. Now.”

“Yes, Counselor,” I said, peeling the shirt off and tossing it toward the printer.

Her eyes raked me, slow and greedy, like she was already outlining her argument for why my body should be entered into evidence.

She reached up, fingers knifing into my hair, dragging me back down to her mouth. The second kiss was different: softer, slower, like she was daring herself to believe this was real. I bit her lip, then licked the sting away, hands skimming under her shirt to the perfect cold skin beneath.

She shivered.

“You know that’s distracting, right?”

“Good,” I said. “I want to see you lose focus.”

She grinned, all white teeth and dangerous promise. “If you make me drop my composure, I might never forgive you.”

I kissed down her throat and felt her pulse jump under my tongue.

“Not a risk,” I whispered against her skin. “You’re built for it. No one else could handle letting go and making it look like a victory.”

Her laugh came out breathless. “Now you’re just flattering me.”

“I’m not.” I lifted my head, made her look at me. “I want you to remember what it’s like to be wanted without having to earn it. Completely.”

She went still.

For one fragile second, the hunger in her eyes turned almost frightened.

Then she nodded, decision made.

“Then take it.”

I grabbed the waistband of her linen pants and yanked her forward to the edge of the desk. Her legs wrapped around my waist, bare feet digging into my back. She arched up, giving me access, hands tugging her shirt overhead in a motion so sharp she nearly ripped the fabric.

Underneath: black lace, severe and elegant, not a single bow or frill.

Just geometry and intent.

Her nipples strained against the mesh, pink and perfect, begging to be ruined.

“God, you’re beautiful,” I said.

She blushed, but tried to roll her eyes. “You’re such a cheeseball.”

“Only for you.”

I bent, bit the edge of her bra, and dragged it down just enough to expose her. She gasped, shivering as my tongue circled her nipple. Then I bit down, hard enough to make her squirm, nails digging into my shoulders.

“Harder,” she hissed. “I want to feel it tomorrow.”

I didn’t need to be told twice.

I bit, sucked, marked her in a way no amount of concealer could erase. She groaned, high and wild, then grabbed my hair and forced my mouth to the other breast.

“You’re insatiable,” she panted, but her voice was soft now. Shaken. “You make me feel like the only thing in the universe.”

I looked up, lips still wet with her. “You are.”

She grabbed my face, held it with both hands, and kissed me again, this time with an honesty that was almost feral.

I dropped to my knees and tugged her pants and panties down in one decisive move. Her pussy was bare, wet, swollen, the lips flushed and trembling. I slid a finger along her slit and watched her jerk, pleasure shocking through her body.

“Do not make me beg,” she said.

The edge in her voice fractured into a moan when my tongue found her clit.

She tasted like sin and salt and the sharp bite of lemon from her last cup of coffee. I licked her slow, then fast, then slow again, using everything I’d learned about her needs and doubling it for effect. Every flick made her shudder. Every suck drew a breathless curse.

Her thighs tightened around my shoulders.

“West,” she gasped, voice already losing its polish.

I looked up just long enough to see her watching me, eyes blown wide, one hand braced behind her on the desk, the other buried in my hair like she couldn’t decide whether to pull me closer or punish me for making her need this much.

So I made the decision for her.

I slid two fingers inside her.

She nearly bucked off the desk. “West—fuck, you’re going to make me—”

I didn’t stop.

I wanted her to break.

Not because she was weak. Because she never let herself. Because the world had taught her control was survival, and I wanted to show her surrender could be safe in my hands.

I curled my fingers, sucked her clit, and held her hips down when she started to shake.

She came with a violence that was almost scary, thighs crushing around my head, fingers clawing the wood until she left half-moons in the finish. Her scream was muffled, but raw, her whole body trembling. She didn’t try to hide it. For once, she just let herself feel.

I came up for air, jaw slick, grinning like a maniac.

She glared down at me, cheeks flaming. “You’re proud of yourself.”

“I am,” I said, wiping my chin. “But not done.”

Her eyes darkened.

She pulled me up by the hair, bit my lower lip so hard it almost bled, and reached down to stroke my cock through my jeans. I was painfully hard, the kind of need that bordered on pain, and she knew exactly what she was doing.

She dragged her thumb over the outline of me, slow and cruel.

“Lose the pants,” she ordered.

I obeyed, shoving everything down and kicking it away. My cock bobbed, thick and leaking, and she wrapped a hand around it, stroking with a skill that said she’d imagined this more than once.

Her gaze locked on mine as she pumped me.

“No more rescue missions,” she said, voice low. “No more treating me like glass because I admitted one emotion.”

I laughed, but it broke at the edges. “Trust me, Vic. Glass is not the word I’d use.”

“Good.”

She guided the head along her slit, coating it in her slick, then lined me up.

Her chin lifted.

Her eyes dared me to look away.

Then she impaled herself in one brutal thrust.

“Holy fuck,” I groaned, the heat and tightness swallowing me whole.

She rocked her hips, slow at first, then faster, keeping her eyes locked on mine.

“You’re mine,” she said, a dare in every syllable.

“I always have been.”

She wrapped her arms around my neck, pulling me deeper with every movement. Her pussy fluttered around me, squeezing, milking, demanding everything I had.

I cupped her ass, tilted her just right, and slammed in again.

And again.

Each thrust harder than the last.

The sound of skin on skin filled the room, obscene and perfect. The desk creaked under us. Papers slid off in soft, papery avalanches. Somewhere behind her, my hip knocked a stack of legal tabs into chaos.

Victoria noticed.

Of course she did.

“If you ruin my evidence chain,” she gasped, “I’m billing you.”

I drove into her harder. “Worth it.”

Her head fell back, a laugh breaking into a moan. Every ounce of composure shredded another inch.

“Don’t stop,” she begged. “Don’t you dare.”

I fucked her harder, relentless, wanting her to feel me for days. Her body took everything, her cunt spasming around me, wetness dripping down to soak the edge of the desk.

“I love you,” I said, voice guttural. “I fucking love you, Vic.”

She clawed my back, tears on her cheeks but smiling, wild and beautiful. “I love you too,” she said, loud, proud, certain. “Damn you.”

She came again, shuddering, body locking down so tight I almost lost it. Her mouth opened, but no sound came out at first, like even her voice had surrendered. Then she cried my name, sharp and broken and perfect.

“Please,” she whimpered, voice gone to hell. “Come inside me. Please.”

I slammed in, buried to the hilt, and let go.

The orgasm tore through me, white-hot and endless, every spasm filling her with pulse after pulse. She held me there, arms tight, kissing me through the peak, her legs locked around my hips like she meant to keep me inside her until the world stopped requiring evidence.

When it was over, she slumped against me, head on my chest, still panting.

The war room was a wreck. Papers everywhere. Sticky notes clinging to the sheets. Desk sticky with sweat and sex. My shirt hanging off the printer like a surrender flag.

She looked at the disaster, then at me, and actually laughed.

“You realize you just ruined every single one of my arguments about professionalism?”

“I’ll be your first citation,” I said, kissing her temple.

She held me, quiet and soft, and for a moment, there was nothing but the sound of our breathing.

Eventually, she pulled away just far enough to fix her hair, wipe her cheeks, and glare at me with mock severity.

“If you ever use this against me in a negotiation, I will destroy you.”

I grinned. “You wouldn’t dare. You love me.”

She rolled her eyes, but this time, she didn’t look away.

“Yes,” she said. “I do.”

I kissed her, gentle now, and she melted into it, letting the world and its problems fade away.

We collapsed on the bed, tangled in sheets and each other, the war room evidence still scattered around us.

The festival raged below.

Up here, Victoria Sinclair had let herself be loved.

And somehow, that felt more dangerous than any ruling Ronan could throw at us.

***

We slept for maybe an hour, a little more, tangled in a nest of sticky notes, warm skin, and sheets that smelled of printer toner and sex. I woke first. For once, there was no panic, no lurking threat, just the beat of her heart thumping against my chest and the slow, careful way her fingers traced circles around my ribs.

It was 5:24 a.m.

The light outside had that gray-pink tinge that only happened in the eye of a festival hangover, and the house was quiet in a way that felt almost illegal.

Victoria’s hair was everywhere, a platinum curtain across my arm and half her face. She blinked at me, yawned, and immediately reached for her phone, pure instinct.

I grabbed it first.

She glared, but only for the bit. “You realize you’re obstructing a time-sensitive procedural response, Mr. Donovan.”

“Tell the judge to hold,” I said, pulling her in tighter.

She let me, but her eyes were already running calculus behind the lashes. “If you’re about to do something romantic, at least warn me. I have to reapply my sarcasm.”

I nuzzled her ear. “Consider yourself warned.”

She snorted.

Then, after a beat, her body melted in against mine, and her voice dropped to almost nothing. “You meant it. What you said last night.”

It wasn’t a question, but I answered anyway. “I always mean it. Especially with you.”

She traced her nail along my chest, a line that threatened to get dangerous. “You have a fatal flaw, West. You treat even your disasters like they’re beautiful. That’s going to ruin you one day.”

“Then I’ll be ruined happy.”

She laughed, full and unguarded, and the sound went straight through me.

She stretched, then rolled on top of me, straddling my hips, all muscle and pale skin and the kind of perfection that made a lie out of every ice-queen rumor.

“All right,” she said, voice turning brisk because emotion apparently had a statute of limitations. “Here’s the plan. I finish the memo to the committee, including a formal acknowledgment of your total compliance with visibility restrictions. I copy your parents, and the committee chair so nobody can say it was hidden or off-record. I text Aria and Lila to coordinate a complete digital blackout: no tags, no posts, no campaign stunts, even in stories. I inform Sam to limit her cheer support to in-person only, no social, no brand mentions, and if any of the harem get approached by media, they redirect to my statement.”

She rattled this off while planting small, lazy kisses along my collarbone.

I grinned, hands exploring the small of her back down to her ass. “What about the Victoria Sinclair clause? How do you plan to avoid being seen with the defendant?”

She arched a brow, smirked, then leaned down so her lips brushed mine.

“I’ll risk the optics. My reputation can survive a proximity violation, provided you stop acting lovesick in public.”

I rolled us, pinning her beneath me, just to see the delighted surprise in her eyes.

“Not a chance,” I said. “I want the world to know you’re the one who made me unstoppable.”

She shivered, smiling despite herself. “Don’t make me regret this.”

“Not possible.”

For a minute, we just lay there, breathing each other in, the world reduced to the span of the mattress.

Eventually, she nudged me off, sat up, and, completely naked, fished her laptop from under a heap of briefs and sticky notes. She opened a new document, fingers flying.

“Memo?” I asked, watching every move.

“Memo,” she confirmed. “If you want to stay eligible, we can’t afford a single crack. Ronan will go nuclear if he sees an opening.”

I admired her, the lines of her body, the power and precision. “You know, some people would find this intimidating.”

She didn’t look up. “Most men are cowards. You’re just reckless.”

“I love your brain almost as much as the rest of you.”

This time, she did glance up.

For half a second, the old armor threatened to click in.

But she let it go.

“I know,” she said, and the quiet in it was more intimate than anything that came before.

So I watched her work.

Not because I needed saving.

Because this was Victoria in her truest language: naked, brilliant, ruthless, loved, and still building the wall that would keep our future from being torn apart by men who couldn’t stand that we had one.

She finished the memo, attached her evidence, and hit send. The screen flashed “Delivered. 6:01 a.m.” like a torch lighting the start of a new age.

I hugged her from behind, hands sliding over her hips, and she leaned back, surrendering the last of her tension.

The Surf King bracket updated on my phone a minute later: my name, clean and unqualified, slotted for the first pro heat.

Then a ping from Aria:

Congrats. The harem has gone dark until you win. Also, Lila wants credit for the idea.

I showed Victoria.

She rolled her eyes, then smiled, all mischief and pride. “They’ll survive. It’s only seventy-two hours.”

“I have my doubts about Lila.”

“Lila will discover private chaos. It will be good for her character.”

I kissed Victoria’s shoulder. “We could make it feel shorter.”

She grinned, grabbing my hand and interlacing our fingers.

“Today,” she said, “go surf. Go win. I’ll be right here, holding the line.”

I didn’t have words for what that meant.

So I just held her, and we watched the sun come up over the water, the world finally feeling, if not safe, then survivable.

The rest would wait.

For now, we had peace.

And for the first time, Victoria let it belong to her too.


Eligible


Saturday morning hit different when your name was up on the festival board and half the campus wanted you erased by lunchtime.

I stepped out of my front door into a wall of marine haze and the first screech of the MC’s voice rolling up from the bluff. The world below was a fever dream of golden sponsor tents, neon archways, and hungover students too wired on pre-mixed hydration packets to know if they were still drunk or just vibrating from social media overload.

The walk to the main Surf King stage felt like running the gauntlet inside a thousand-yard-long panic attack. It was less a path than a river of bodies, every one of them decked in gear loud enough to be seen from the space station. LED screens screamed the pro bracket at triple scale, and there, still locked in the field, was my name:

WEST DONOVAN.

Amateur bracket winner. Pro bracket entrant. Walking compliance nightmare.

Directly beneath it, in the next-most-visible color, was a tag that hadn’t existed until today:

COMPLIANCE REVIEW PENDING.

It was a goddamn scarlet letter in 4K.

The entire front of the stage was walled off with a double row of crowd barriers and a faux-VIP zone for “media and partner organizations,” which, in practice, meant any senior who’d ever written an op-ed about campus inclusivity or snapped a phone pic for the festival’s Insta. Just beyond that sat a raised table for the tournament committee: six figures hunched over laptops and clipboards, the early morning sunlight making all of them look as hungover as the crowd.

I clocked every angle.

Not just for myself, but for everyone who’d fought to keep me from getting choked out by the last twenty-four hours of rules-lawyer drama.

Aria and Lila were positioned on the far side of the main corridor, each surrounded by a small orbit of campaign team, but notably, crucially, not touching sponsor signage. Not even a branded reusable water bottle in hand. Lila saw me, flashed a predatory grin, and pantomimed zipping her mouth shut.

I believed her.

For once.

Sam was embedded in the heart of the student section, already marshaling her own platoon of DIY pom-pom girls and free-agent ex-cheerleaders. Every single one wore blue or gold, not a sponsor logo in sight. She caught my eye and tossed a foam WEST letter like it was a live grenade. It cleared the barrier and landed at my feet, and if I hadn’t been so wired, I’d have laughed out loud.

Summer hovered at the edge of the chaos, caught in the liminal space between “I want to hug you” and “I don’t want to cost you your career.” Her hair was up, damp, still carrying the faint scent of chlorine and coconut. She mouthed something, just win, and gave me the kind of look that could power a backup generator.

Bella and Keilani had staked out the shade under the Beach Queen pop-up, sharing a beach towel and talking low. Bella wore plain denim cutoffs and a tank, nothing sponsor-issued or even campus-branded. Keilani wore sunglasses big enough to cover her face from any media lens. To the world, they were just two random women quietly existing in the crossfire, but the subtle squeeze Bella gave my shoulder as I passed said everything.

Sadie was a chaos engine perched on top of the student rail, shouting odds to anyone who’d listen and egging on the line of freshmen below with increasingly wild bets on whether her “idiot brother” would clear the bracket or get canceled by noon. She even held up a LEGALIZE WEST sign at one point, which probably said more about our family than anything else.

At the far end of the media corral, Mom was already working, camera to her eye, firing off shots with the ruthless efficiency of someone who’d gotten through more political coups than most people had passed exams. Dad stood next to Mick Murphy, both of them watching the ocean and pretending not to look back over their shoulders at the committee table. The contrast between my father’s old-school calm and the absolute rabid paranoia of the festival crowd was enough to make me dizzy.

I found my way to the holding area near the main tent.

Victoria was already there.

She wore her fatigue like armor: crisp white button-down, sleeves rolled but not rumpled, hair slicked back in a low bun, not a strand out of place despite the wind and the lack of sleep. She had a portfolio clutched under one arm and a travel mug of black coffee in her hand. Every step she took was calculated, as if the sand was nothing more than another kind of courtroom floor.

The moment she saw me, she nodded once, tiny, then resumed scanning the perimeter, cataloguing every threat. Her eyes flicked past Aria, past Lila, past every single camera or phone raised in our direction. For one second, I saw the woman from last night under the ice, the one who had let me hold her with no strategy between us.

Then it was gone, replaced by steel so precise you could use it to cut glass.

“Final ruling?” I asked, voice low, careful not to let it carry.

“They’re buying time,” she said. “Standard script: reviewing additional optics, in consultation with our partners, thank you for your patience while we ensure a fair and equitable event. If Ronan gets his way, they’ll stall until the minute before your first heat. Maximize uncertainty, hope the pressure spooks you or forces a slip.”

I took a sip from my own coffee, the taste gone sour in my mouth. “Anything on the other side?”

She did smile then, the faintest twist at the edge of her mouth. “I filed the formal notice at 6:09 a.m., time-stamped and CC’d to the university ombudsman, the president’s office, and every member of the compliance panel. I also copied the full receipt list for every sponsor blackout: yours, Aria’s, and Lila’s. I included three affidavits from neutral observers, thank you, Bella and Keilani, plus a legal threat to sue for gendered enforcement if they penalize you for existing in the same ZIP code as your own friends.”

I let out a sound between a cough and a laugh. “You’re terrifying, Sinclair.”

She cocked a brow, pleased but not distracted. “That’s why you keep me around.”

It wasn’t the only reason.

After last night, she knew that.

So did I.

A sharp feedback whine from the stage speakers cut through the noise, and the MC’s voice boomed out: “All competitors, please report to the tournament tent for final credentialing and a brief optics briefing. And if you’re West Donovan, you might want to bring a lawyer. Just kidding! But seriously, it’s a full house up here, so let’s keep it professional, folks.”

Every head in a fifty-foot radius turned toward me.

Great.

Nothing screamed fair process like an MC turning your legal crisis into crowd work.

I saw Ronan Vale at the edge of the committee table, dressed like he was about to sell the ocean back to itself: pressed white shirt, navy slacks, hair slicked and expensive. He was already in mid-conversation with three different members of the compliance panel, but the minute I entered the perimeter, his eyes found me.

Victoria moved with me, perfectly in sync, and together we crossed into the circus.

Inside, it was cooler. The main tent was ringed with sponsor banners, faux-wood surfboard trophies, and more LCD displays than an Apple Store. The panel sat at one long table, committee chair front and center, two lawyers on either side, and a GCU media rep in a blazer that looked like it had been borrowed from the campus theater department.

Cruz was already there, posted up at the back wall, arms folded and not pretending to be anything but bored.

If he noticed me, he didn’t show it.

There were no chairs for competitors, just a lineup of blue tape on the sand, each name in neat block letters. I found my spot, second from the end, and stood. Victoria took her place a step behind me, deliberately out of frame.

The chair began. “Thank you for being prompt, everyone. Before we advance to today’s bracket, there is a pending compliance item regarding Mr. Donovan’s certification. Mr. Vale, you requested an opportunity to clarify concerns. Please proceed.”

Ronan Vale rose, oozing civility.

“Thank you, Chair. My concern is simple: in light of last night’s public compliance review, there remains significant ambiguity about Mr. Donovan’s ability to operate in accordance with the revised visibility limitations. As we’ve seen, his personal circle is populated almost exclusively by individuals with current or recent sponsor linkages, some of which are under direct contract for this event. It is not clear that the spirit of the ruling is being observed. Rather, the letter is being evaded through technicalities.”

He said personal circle like it was a disease vector.

I could feel every camera phone and press lens in the room pivot toward me.

He continued, smoother than fresh wax on a glassy break. “To be precise, Mr. Donovan’s continued presence in the bracket has already created promotional value for AquaVibe through organic posts, third-party tags, and viral engagement. The blackout is a step in the right direction, but it is reactive, not preventive. As long as these individuals remain active in his day-to-day, the risk of inadvertent value transfer persists. This is not hypothetical. I have prepared documentation showing that, in the last twenty-four hours, engagement with the Donovan bracket name spiked more than threefold, with a corresponding increase in product mentions, hashtags, and traffic to the sponsor site.”

He passed a folder to the committee. “Therefore, I recommend the following: until all relevant sponsor-linked parties have been fully disassociated from the event and from Mr. Donovan’s personal content feed, he should be provisionally suspended from further participation. This is the only way to preserve the integrity of the bracket and ensure a fair competition for the professionals who have abided by the letter and spirit of these rules their entire careers.”

He finished with a nod and sat.

It was fucking flawless.

Every word engineered to make my life into evidence.

The committee chair looked at the folder, then at me. “Mr. Donovan, would you care to respond?”

I opened my mouth, but Victoria’s hand was already on my elbow, just a touch.

One touch.

A whole command.

Let me.

She stepped forward, voice velvet but with enough iron in it to anchor a ship.

“With respect, Chair, I represent Mr. Donovan in this matter. I would like to clarify, for the record, that my client has been in strict and documented compliance with every visibility condition imposed since the initial ruling. I would further clarify that, per the revised language entered by this very committee last night, no participant shall be held in violation for unintentional or third-party engagement over which they exert no reasonable control, provided they themselves refrain from active sponsorship or promotional conduct.”

She let that land, then produced her own folder.

“We have already filed formal receipts of blackout compliance for every individual with potential sponsor overlap. The only remaining risk is the possibility that Mr. Donovan could be penalized for existing in the same physical space as his own classmates. This is not only unsupported by the letter of the ruling; it opens the event to a discrimination claim should these rules be applied in a manner inconsistent with the enforcement standard used for previous participants, including several in the current bracket who have posted far more direct sponsor content in the last twelve hours.”

She delivered the documents to the table, hands steady.

“To summarize: Mr. Donovan has done everything asked of him, often above and beyond. He has even refrained from using his own public platform to promote or defend himself. To further punish him for his campus reputation or for the organic popularity of his bracket run is to admit that the event cannot handle success outside the old hierarchy. I request, formally and on the record, that the committee either certify his eligibility per the written ruling or admit that no level of compliance would ever be sufficient.”

She stepped back, eyes never leaving the chair.

The silence was thick.

Even Cruz, bored a second ago, was now watching her with open respect.

The chair conferred in low voices with the rest of the panel. Pages rustled. Emails pinged to tablets. The occasional hiss of legal language floated just far enough above the fray for me to know it was going ugly.

Then, after a minute, the chair turned to Ronan. “Mr. Vale, your concern is noted. However, unless you have direct evidence of an actionable violation since the latest revision, we are constrained to act within the language of the ruling.”

Ronan, unruffled, leaned forward. “With respect, the issue is not the existence of a single violation, but the ongoing appearance of impropriety. I would remind the committee of the language regarding the appearance of promotional value, and point out that if the campus and community perceive the event as being manipulated by technical loopholes, the credibility of Surf King is forever compromised.”

He let that soak in, then pivoted.

“If the committee will not act, then perhaps the sponsors will. I have confirmation that AquaVibe is preparing a statement on the matter, and it may be prudent to delay certification until we know whether the event itself is at risk of losing major partner support. I would ask that we table this decision for one hour and allow time for all parties to weigh in.”

The chair frowned, but before he could say anything, Victoria cut back in.

“Chair, with respect, this would constitute a de facto suspension, in direct violation of the process outlined in your own by-laws. It would also create irreversible prejudice for my client, as the window for preparation, media access, and personal safety is dictated by this very ruling. If the committee is unwilling to make a clear decision, I request an immediate escalation to the university ombudsman, with all events thereafter subject to legal review.”

The chair, who had probably started this gig thinking it was just a nice way to meet attractive coeds and maybe get a commemorative t-shirt, looked like he wanted to drown himself in the sponsor water bottle.

He hesitated, then finally said, “I will call a five-minute recess.”

Everyone broke at once.

The media went rabid, phones up, microphones everywhere. I turned away from the table and made a beeline for the nearest open patch of sand.

Victoria followed, hand light on my arm, steering me to where the harem had regrouped behind the vendor row.

Aria got there first.

She looked tired, but not beaten. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, makeup flawless, but her jaw was set in a way that made her look more like a CEO than a campus beauty queen. Lila hovered behind her, wearing an oversized windbreaker that nearly swallowed her body, hands in the pockets and lips zipped tight.

“What’s the status?” Aria asked, all business.

Victoria updated her in thirty seconds, rapid-fire. Aria listened, nodded, then said, “If AquaVibe puts out a statement, it’ll be neutral. They don’t want to look like they bullied the committee into a retroactive DQ. That’s the entire brand strategy. Cami’s not even on site. She’s running defense from the media truck.”

Lila, unusually restrained, added, “Nobody on our end has posted or tagged West in any content since the blackout. If they say otherwise, it’s a plant, or they’re scraping memes that don’t originate from us.”

Aria’s eyes cut to me, softer now. “You good?”

I shrugged. “I will be. If I survive the next hour without tripping over my own name, I’m clear. Otherwise, Cruz gets a free shot at the crown, and the entire campus gets to make my memory a case study in compliance failure.”

She touched my wrist, discreet, then let it go.

No pose. No content. No spectacle.

Just one second of contact, personal enough to matter and brief enough to survive scrutiny.

“I’ll keep you in the loop,” she said. “No matter what, we’re all behind you. Even the sponsors. Don’t let the performance make you think otherwise.”

Victoria watched her walk away, then turned to me. Her face was unreadable, but her voice was low and real.

“You were right last night. About needing someone who would fight, not just fix.” She looked toward the committee tent. “I won’t stop fighting, West.”

I didn’t have words for what that meant, not in public, not with cameras hungry for anything they could turn into a noose.

So I nodded and let the silence fill the space between us.

From the direction of the committee tent, a bell rang.

Two minutes to session.

I squared my shoulders, nodded to Victoria, and walked back.

On the way, I caught the eyes of nearly every member of my orbit. Sadie, flipping a double-bird at the media line and mouthing don’t fuck it up. Sam, who had organized a flash-mob chant subtle enough to survive the blackout but loud enough to make the front row spell DONOVAN across blue T-shirts. Summer, waiting by the side, hands balled in her hoodie pockets but eyes bright, like she knew this was just another heat and the only thing that mattered was not wiping out on the drop.

Even Dad and Mick, who had kept a low profile for most of the mess, stood by the far sponsor arch. Dad offered a thumbs-up. Mick gave me a wink and a pointed watch your left gesture.

Back in the tent, the energy was different. The committee was tense, hands folded, eyes on the table. Ronan sat straight, the picture of decorum, but the predator’s edge was gone. He’d made his play. Now it was up to the process.

The chair called the session to order.

“Upon review of the facts, and after consultation with our compliance officers and sponsor partners, we find no direct evidence of violation by Mr. Donovan. The committee reaffirms the visibility limitations and will continue to monitor, but unless a new actionable incident is documented, he remains eligible to participate in today’s event.”

A pulse of adrenaline hit, but I forced myself to keep a straight face.

Ronan spoke up, voice cool but tight. “The risk is ongoing, Chair. If the committee is unwilling to act now, you must be prepared for the consequences if and when the situation escalates.”

The chair said, “Thank you, Mr. Vale. Duly noted. Mr. Donovan, you are cleared for bracket participation. We expect full adherence to the sponsor blackout and the appearance policy. Any infraction will be grounds for immediate review.”

He banged the gavel.

The world exploded in noise: the crowd, the press, even the MC.

Cruz, who had watched the entire farce in silence, finally unfurled his arms and gave me the world’s most sarcastic golf clap.

I grinned back, letting the pressure vent.

If he wanted to eat my soul on the water, he’d have to earn it.

I left the tent to a hero’s welcome from the crowd, but more than that, I felt the weight shift. We’d done it. Victoria’s kill shot had worked. For the first time since the chaos started, it felt like we were actually playing offense.

The only person not cheering was Ronan, who simply stood, shook hands with the committee chair, and left with his dignity still in place.

But as he crossed the sand, he turned, met my gaze, and smiled the slow, reptile smile of a man who knew there was still another round to play.

He paused, just long enough for only me to hear.

“Congratulations, Mr. Donovan. The first rule of power is knowing when to let the other side think they’ve won.”

Then he nodded toward Aria, standing at the edge of the crowd.

“Let’s see how the next round holds up, shall we?”

The meaning was clear.

If he couldn’t get me on compliance, he’d go through AquaVibe. Through Aria. Through whatever was left in the playbook.

I took a breath, ready for it.

The LED board blinked.

WEST DONOVAN - ELIGIBLE.

But directly below, the Miss Surf King schedule flashed up, with Aria Navarro’s name in the top slot.

The festival wasn’t over.

It had only moved to the next bracket.

I found Victoria at the edge of the crowd, her face lit by sunlight and the glow of a hundred camera flashes. She looked at me, for once, with no plan and no shield.

Just pride.

I nodded, and together we watched the world move on.

***

It only took fifteen minutes for the crowd’s bloodlust to pivot from “cancel or crown West Donovan” to “will Aria Navarro lose her shot at Miss Surf King over a technicality?”

The festival’s social metabolism had always been measured in minutes, not hours, but the speed with which the public could weaponize love into liability was genuinely impressive. The minute the compliance ruling went public, the MC was back on the mic, half-joking that maybe the pageant finalists should be frisked for hidden boyfriends.

Now, the sponsors had set up their own ad-hoc clarification zone at the main tent entrance, and the press was corralled into a pen that, from the inside, probably felt more like a zoo than an interview line. Every camera, every phone, every gossipy mouth in a thirty-yard radius aimed at the velvet rope where Cami, the AquaVibe handler, held court in the world’s crispest branded windbreaker and a smile that never quite reached her eyes.

Aria was the headliner.

She stood in the center, straight-spined and perfectly poised, but you could see the tremor at the edge of her hands. Her dress was a perfect off-the-shoulder cut, black with a splash of blue at the hem, subtle enough to read as classy finalist but unmistakably AquaVibe. The way she held herself was pure mastery: chin up, lips just parted, eyes locked on the handler, not the crowd.

I stayed back, beyond the official tape line, watching as Lila paced a slow semicircle around the staging area. Lila in public mode was always a show, but today she was quiet, every so often biting her lip like it was the only thing keeping a hurricane bottled up. She never quite got too close to Aria, but she was always in the frame.

Ronan hovered near the side, the only man on campus who could make disinterested observer feel like a superpower. He chatted with two media contacts, a nod here, a quiet word there, his attention never really leaving Aria or the sponsor rep.

His move was obvious: if he couldn’t get me, he’d make sure the optics of Aria’s campaign turned the whole week into a black eye for the sponsors, and by extension, for the university.

The press handler for the university cleared his throat, voice just loud enough to cut over the buzz.

“We’d like to invite Ms. Navarro and her sponsor representative to clarify the content blackout status. There have been rumors—” he stressed the word so hard it nearly grew teeth “—about possible infractions regarding personal content, visibility, and affiliate relationships.”

Cami didn’t wait.

“I can clarify: to date, Aria Navarro has not violated any condition of the blackout. All brand-linked content is under embargo, per committee order. There has been no sponsor engagement, paid or unpaid, since the ruling. Mr. Donovan is not contracted, not compensated, and is not featured in any current or future sponsor materials scheduled during the compliance period.”

The media started throwing questions, but Cami kept talking, tone a masterclass in control.

“Additionally, AquaVibe and all other relevant sponsors have formally acknowledged the blackout to the event committee. If there are still engagement spikes, they are organic, entirely due to student speculation and third-party sharing. That’s a university social media problem, not a breach by our brand or our ambassador.”

One of the frat-affiliated reporters called out, “But isn’t it true the finalists have personal relationships that create indirect value? Isn’t that the whole point of influencer campaigns?”

Aria stepped in, voice low but firm.

“If you’re asking whether having a friend, or even a boyfriend, automatically creates a compliance issue, then maybe every finalist should be disqualified. Because we all have lives, and it’s not fair to weaponize our friends’ or partners’ existence. I’m not paid to date, and neither is West. If people want to read into every moment, that’s on them, not us.”

The words should have read as defensive, but she delivered them like an executive summary.

You could hear the crowd shift, whispers flickering through the tent.

Lila edged closer, hands jammed into the windbreaker pockets, and you could practically feel the battle between say something outrageous and shut the hell up for once happening behind her eyes.

Ronan waited, then cut in. “With respect, isn’t it precisely these kinds of relationships that make promotional campaigns so effective? It doesn’t matter if Mr. Donovan is under formal contract; the fact remains that every second of proximity creates value for the brand. If the event committee is serious about clean optics, shouldn’t they consider the practical, not just legal, reality?”

Cami’s face said she’d expected this.

“If we’re held liable for who contestants interact with in their personal lives, we’d never be able to run a campus event. The blackout is real, the compliance is real, and frankly, Mr. Vale’s fixation on the Navarro/Donovan story has done more for our engagement numbers than anything we’ve published ourselves.”

A little ripple of laughter moved through the press, but it didn’t break the tension.

The university handler tried to corral the story. “Can you, as the sponsor, state unequivocally that there is no intent to use this relationship, implied or not, to promote your product during the blackout?”

“Yes,” Cami said, eyes never leaving him. “If any such content appears, it will be fan-made, not official.”

The handler turned to Aria. “Would you like to clarify your own position?”

She nodded, then took a deep breath.

I could tell, even from where I stood, that she was running on fumes and pure spite.

“I’ll be very clear. West did not get me this spot. He didn’t rig the system for me. I got here because I worked my ass off for two years and made it to the top of every qualifying round. He helped me, yes. He gave me advice and, sometimes, a safe space to fall apart. But he never took credit. Never asked for anything. He never used me for content, and he never once made me choose between the crown and what I wanted in my own life.”

She scanned the crowd, letting the words hang.

“If the price of ambition is that I have to pretend I don’t care about anyone, then you can keep your crown. But I don’t believe that’s what this is about. I think it’s about making us into a story that sells. I refuse to let that happen.”

The crowd fell silent.

For a second, you could have heard a phone notification buzz.

A reporter from the campus paper piped up, “So is this a denial that there’s anything between you?”

Aria didn’t flinch. “There’s something. But I’m not going to weaponize it for a headline, and neither is he. If anyone wants to see the receipts, you’ll find they all come from your own rumor mill, not from us.”

She looked over at me, just for a heartbeat.

There was no softness in her gaze.

There was absolute truth.

Ronan’s angle was dead in the water, but he wasn’t about to admit it. He pivoted again.

“Ms. Moreno, you are known for content creation and campaign stunts. Is it realistic to believe you could resist the temptation to turn this drama into a viral post?”

Lila, on cue, slid into the spotlight.

She gave Ronan a look of pure pity. “It’s not hard to have self-control when you actually care about someone more than the views, Mr. Vale. I love a good internet moment, but not enough to throw my best friend under the bus. I’ve stayed off-brand, off-camera, and off every live story since they told me. Hell, I made a bet with Aria I could go forty-eight hours without trending.”

She winked at Aria, who rolled her eyes but smiled.

The real kind.

“I have lots of receipts,” Lila continued, “but zero of them involve violating my friend’s trust. If you’re looking for a smoking gun, maybe try the people actually getting paid to make drama, not us.”

The press ate it up, but now the MC wanted a piece. He leaned over the main mic, booming, “Sounds like the real scandal is just how good these women are at running circles around the old guard. Ladies, final word?”

Aria met the question with the dignity of someone who’d been through six rounds of sponsor interviews and emerged better than all of them.

“If there’s a problem with the optics, maybe it’s because the world is not used to women wanting things and getting them without apology.”

Lila snorted. “I’m just here so Aria doesn’t get stuck with all the boring questions.”

That, finally, broke the tension.

The crowd cheered, loud and real, and the university handler had to wait out the noise before he could regain control.

Ronan, seeing the board shift, offered a gracious, robotic smile. “Thank you for clarifying. I trust the committee will note this for future events.”

But it was over.

Even the press could tell.

West: eligible.

Aria: not compromised.

Lila: too disciplined to be used as a weapon, a sentence I would have laughed at yesterday and believed with my whole chest today.

The instant the handler called the session closed, Aria walked off the platform straight toward me, Lila right behind her. The cameras caught it, of course, but neither of them made a scene. Aria just squeezed my hand for one second, then let go, leaving the press with nothing but a gesture and the knowledge that the next round would be fought on the main stage, not in the margins.

Ronan and his handlers retreated, already plotting, but the attention had shifted.

Cruz was up next, walking the sponsor row like a man who couldn’t care less about anything but the water ahead of him.

He caught my eye as he passed.

“Showtime, Donovan. Hope you saved something for the real fight.”

The crowd surged as they called the next bracket to the beach, and all at once, it was about the water again.

If I was honest, I’d never been more proud to keep my mouth shut and let the people I loved run the show.

The press ran after Cruz, the MC called the women’s finals to the front, and the campus moved on, hungry for a new winner, not another scandal.

The only sound left was the ocean.

And the echo of Aria’s words, ringing true even after the mics were off.

I didn’t have a crown yet.

But I had the right team.

And for once, that was more than enough.

***

The final clarification before the pro bracket heat wasn’t a session so much as a showdown.

The tent, which had been all fake-corporate neutrality minutes before, was now a powder keg of too many legacies, all waiting to see who’d set the fuse.

The whole room was there for it. Committee in full, sponsor reps lurking like sharks in a tidepool, my blood family at the back, Dad next to Mom, both standing, both pretending to be cool about the outcome. The harem was visible, but only just: Summer holding the edge of the main tent’s shadow, Bella and Keilani at the periphery, Sam already working up her squad for a post-ruling spectacle, Aria and Lila holding in reserve. Even Sadie had elbowed her way to the VIP line and was texting a running blow-by-blow to half the student body.

Me, I was just trying to breathe and keep my hands from shaking.

Cruz entered exactly when he meant to, walking the blue line with the swagger of a man who’d already pictured the trophy with his name on it. He didn’t look at me or the crowd. His eyes locked on the bracket board, which now had both of us highlighted, side by side, with the bracket update:

COMPLIANCE REVIEW: FINAL CERTIFICATION.

The chair tried to call the session to order, but it was Cruz who spoke first.

“If you’re going to pull the rug, do it now,” he said, not loud, but with a weight that sucked the oxygen out of the room. “Otherwise, cut the noise and let’s surf. I didn’t come here to win on a paperwork fuck-up.”

It wasn’t bravado.

There was nothing in his tone but pure, ice-cold hunger.

Ronan stood, arms folded, a whole case study in how to look powerful while losing ground. “Son, that’s not how this works. The rules are in place for a reason. If the committee feels—”

Cruz didn’t let him finish.

“You spent two decades whining about getting robbed by the system, and now you’re the guy using it to steal wins? If Donovan’s out, fine. But you’ll be spending every Surf King after this explaining how you won because the other side got DQ’d by a meme. You want that? I sure as hell don’t.”

The MC, never one to miss a beat, chimed in from just outside: “You heard it, folks. If there’s a beef, make it beef, not bean counting.”

The crowd outside went insane.

Inside, Ronan just glared, the sort of glare that could have stopped time.

“I expected you to want the title more than the sentiment, Cruz.”

Cruz smiled, all teeth, never looking away from the bracket. “What’s the point of being king if the crown’s a joke?”

I watched it play out and realized, maybe for the first time in my life, that every word was real.

Cruz wasn’t rescuing me.

He was making sure the win, if it came, was worth taking. Making sure the history books didn’t end with an asterisk.

The committee, boxed in by Victoria’s paperwork, Cami’s testimony, Aria’s refusal to play the victim, Lila’s impossible self-control, and now the full-throated let him surf from the only rival who mattered, caved fast.

The chair tapped the gavel. “Unless new evidence is presented, the provisional tag is lifted. Mr. Donovan is certified for the pro bracket. All sponsor, content, and appearance guidelines remain in place.”

The press blasted it out.

The board updated in real time:

WEST DONOVAN - PRO BRACKET CONFIRMED.

For a heartbeat, I just stood there.

It wasn’t a win yet.

But it was the cleanest break I’d ever had.

The tent emptied fast, everyone sprinting for the viewing platforms or their next rumor. Dad clapped Mick on the shoulder, then strode over to me and pulled me into a hug that nearly cracked my ribs.

“Proud of you, son,” he said, voice husky. “Not just for making it. For doing it right.”

Mom, too dignified for obvious tears, snapped a picture from six feet away, eyes shining behind the camera.

Sadie launched herself out of nowhere, nearly tackling me. “Told you so!” she yelled in my ear, then whispered, “Now you have to actually win.”

The harem assembled, not all at once, but in the orbit they’d perfected.

Sam first, boisterous and loud. “The people demand a legal king, baby!”

Then Summer, slipping her arm around my waist, voice barely above a whisper. “I always knew you’d clear.”

Bella squeezed my shoulder and smiled, the kind of smile that needed no words.

Keilani patted my cheek once, then stood with her hands behind her back as if nothing had ever worried her.

Victoria waited until the rest had parted, then came in for a low, private embrace, her breath warm against my ear.

“I told you,” she murmured, “power is knowing how to play the long game.”

I grinned, unable to keep the relief from flooding my voice. “And you always win, Sinclair.”

She held me one second longer than strategy required.

Then she stepped back, professional mask already reaffixed. “Don’t blow it, Donovan.”

Aria and Lila held back, watching the world react. Lila made a mock salute, and Aria just nodded, proud and tired.

But Cruz made the last move.

He stopped next to me, voice pitched for only us. “No bullshit, West. You make the heat, you’d better show. If you flake, I’ll drag you off the sand myself.”

I matched his look, feeling the rivalry ignite all over again.

“Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

He barked a laugh and was gone, the press chasing after him like bloodhounds.

On the main board, the next pro-bracket call flashed in one corner.

Below it, a fresh rotation took over the lower third:

BEACH QUEEN FINAL.

SURF QUEEN FINAL.

MISS SURF KING FINAL.

Then three names in lights:

SKYLAR BENNETT.

KEILANI KEKOA.

ARIA NAVARRO.

All of them, and every woman in my orbit who had ever been underestimated, up there in letters no one could take back.

I watched the crowds pour toward the sand, the noise and the color and the pressure of it all. The harem, the family, the world waiting for the next show.

And for the first time in my life, I didn’t feel like a fraud for being in the mix.

It was still going to hurt.

It was still going to be a war.

But it would be a fair one.

And that was enough.

I laced my fingers with Summer’s, felt Sam’s hand clap onto my shoulder, and watched the women walk toward their own start lines.

The world was ready for the next story.

So was I.


Beach Queen Finish


By noon, the sand was a live wire.

Championship Saturday on the main Beach Queen court: light so harsh it could strip paint, bleachers jammed to failure load, sponsor banners so bright they practically branded themselves onto your retinas. The MC’s voice detonated across the boardwalk every forty seconds, barely out-yelling the crowd or the blowtorched cheer section two rows behind the visitor’s bench. The whole world was humming: my name had just come off the compliance watchlist, Cruz was already warming up for the men’s pro bracket, and in the kinetic center of the whole human zoo, Skylar and Reese were about to fight for the first Beach Queen crown in university history.

I was in the front row, wedged between Sadie, who had illegally snuck in via a media pass, Summer, hooded and low-profile per Victoria’s latest no-fun compliance doctrine, and Sam, who by unspoken command was leading the entire east-side seating in a synchronized Donovan-family war chant. To our left, Victoria held court with a retinue of sponsors, legal pads, and the occasional “Can you clarify the optics on—” question from the university PR ghouls. Aria and Lila had staged themselves up in the neutral section, both of them content-muted, not a phone in sight, but the energy said they were already spiritually live-TikToking every error in the event’s execution.

Bella and Keilani sat in the sand, arms around each other, quietly scouting the waves beyond the court. They’d already survived their Surf Queen semifinal heats earlier in the festival and were openly betting on whether Skylar and Reese could pull off the upset against a pair of San Diego club-circuit killers who had shown up determined to embarrass the local “hobbyists.”

But the real show was on the court.

They called it a two-woman sport, but volleyball, especially at this level, was more like four parts combat, three parts improv, and one part psychological warfare. You could tell who’d actually watched the tape: the San Diego girls had. Every time Skylar’s team went to serve, they’d point and laugh, throw up hand signs, try to bait a reaction out of the notoriously unflappable Reese.

It was working, too. A little.

Even from the stands, you could see how the trash talk made Reese go tight across the shoulders, her serve mechanics getting harder and more predictable with each point. Skylar, in contrast, radiated chaos: springing off the sand, hair in a tangled gold mess, tankini already sweat-streaked through, grinning like she’d never lost a day in her life. When she messed up, she’d wink and make a circus bow. When she nailed a spike, she’d flash a peace sign or moonwalk three steps back to the baseline.

At first, the crowd loved it.

Then the crowd caught the stakes.

First set, Skylar and Reese were magic. Quick sets, diving digs, double-blocks that made the other team look amateur. Second set, something started to break. You could feel it in the way Skylar hesitated half a beat before calling the set, the way Reese started barking “MINE” with a little too much bite, even when the ball was clearly not hers. Every time they disagreed on a call, the San Diego pair would giggle, slap each other’s hands, and make a show of being totally in sync.

The MC announced, “Set point, San Diego! If you’re rooting for a comeback, make some noise!”

The east-side section erupted, but the undercurrent was ugly. Nobody liked watching a fracture on the home team, especially when the other side was clowning it for everyone to see.

Between sets, the ref gave them a two-minute water break. Reese didn’t even look at Skylar. Just chugged water, then stalked away to the end line to stretch her calves. Skylar, in classic Skylar fashion, took the opportunity to high-five the ball kids and sign a sweat towel for someone in the front row.

I saw the way her eyes darted after Reese, then flicked up at the crowd, then back to her own hands like maybe she could magic the tension away just by being the party.

Sadie leaned in, voice low and loaded. “You ever notice how Sky goes full sunshine disaster when she’s scared out of her mind?”

I snorted. “She’s not scared. She’s terrified of being boring, which is not the same thing.”

“Yeah, but if she doesn’t get Reese to chill, they’re going to eat them alive. Look at the footwork.”

I looked.

Sadie was right. Reese’s steps were angry, deliberate, and her passing lines were getting easier to read. The San Diego girls weren’t even hiding the plan: serve hard to Reese, grind down the team comms, force a blowup. And Skylar? She kept trying to keep it light, like if she smiled enough, it would unlock the secret level where nothing ever got serious.

Third set, first rally, Reese opened with a kill so hard the ball bounced into the MC’s soundboard. The crowd lost its mind. Second point, Reese overran her lane and nearly decapitated Skylar trying to dig a jump-serve that was three feet off the line. Skylar caught the ball with her chest and ended up eating sand, face-planted, still smiling like a lunatic.

They didn’t talk it out.

They didn’t even make eye contact.

Point after point, the gap closed. You could see Reese trying to take over every play. You could see Skylar being forced out, orbiting the perimeter of her own team. The next time they were both in position, Reese called “MINE,” and Skylar let the ball drop untouched.

Side-out, San Diego.

Now the crowd was silent except for the away fans, who had started a slow, rhythmic, “RE-SPECT! THE! GAME!” chant.

By the time it was match point, you could smell the panic, even over the sunscreen and the near-fermented stench of spilled hydration packs.

Then everything went full cartoon.

San Diego served right to Skylar, a floater that barely cleared the tape. She didn’t call it. Didn’t move. Reese, already too deep, lunged anyway and got a perfect fist on it, but the ball went vertical instead of forward. Skylar, acting on muscle and not sense, jumped, fully laid out, legs pumping, arms cocked back, and instead of a safe set, she went for a ridiculous off-speed dink shot straight over both blockers.

It was nuts.

The geometry was illegal.

But it worked.

The ball rolled off the fingertips of the front-row defender, dropped in a perfect dead zone, and kissed the edge of the court untouched. For a second, nobody moved. Even the MC had to check the call.

Skylar landed, arms out like a gymnast, and turned to face Reese.

They both stared at each other, neither one ready to call what just happened a real play.

Then Reese’s face cracked.

Not a smile.

A full, shrieking laugh.

“Are you fucking insane?” she yelled, not even caring if the mics picked it up.

Skylar just bowed, then did a stupid little dance, and, for the first time all set, Reese danced with her.

The next three points, they ran the most messed-up series of reversals I’d ever seen. Fake sets, dummy slams, half-speed lobs to the back corner, a running tip that made the opposing coach throw a clipboard in the air. The last rally lasted nearly a full minute, both teams sprawled out, diving, cursing, running at full tilt in the heat. When the final whistle went, the ball barely clipped inside the back line, Skylar’s shot, of course, and the Beach Queen board flashed in sponsor-blue letters:

BENNETT / VALEZ - BEACH QUEEN CHAMPIONS.

The crowd detonated.

Skylar and Reese collapsed onto the sand, screaming and howling, not even caring that the entire student section stormed the line and dragged them up like they’d just won an Olympic heat.

I watched the moment freeze for Skylar. You could see her brain catch up: the world spinning around her, the flood of human arms and spray of Gatorade and the sound wall of names, her name, being screamed at full volume.

And for a second, you saw it in her face.

Not joy.

Not relief.

Terror.

It hit and vanished, so fast nobody else would have caught it.

But I did.

The MC called them to the podium. Reese was already mugging for the cameras, biting her medal and making faces at the other teams. Skylar followed, hands raised, but her eyes were scanning the perimeter, looking for something. Someone to anchor to. Someone to tell her it wasn’t about to disappear.

I raised both hands and threw a silent heart above the noise.

Her eyes locked on me, just for a second, and she grinned, wolfish and wild, and threw it back.

The trophy looked heavy in her hands.

But she carried it like it was nothing.

For twenty minutes, the world turned into a photo op: medals, sponsor hats, the MC all but offering them a victory parade and unlimited hydration pouches for life. Reese played along, posing, flexing, even carrying Skylar on her shoulders for a full lap around the center court.

Skylar let it happen, but the high was already fading. Every time someone tried to hand her a mic, she handed it right back. Every time a camera was shoved in her face, she ducked behind Reese, or a teammate, or one of the volunteers. The more it became about the win, the more she seemed to shrink, folding up the wildness and turning into the version of Skylar who survived things by laughing at them.

I waited until she was cornered near the back of the podium, shaking hands with one of the event sponsors. The guy tried to plant a kiss on her cheek, old-school, Euro-trash, cringe, and Skylar had to physically twist out of his grip.

I was on my feet before I knew I was moving.

She spotted me, made a face, then used my name as an excuse to break away.

“West! The real MVP!” she yelled, charging right into my arms.

I braced for the tackle, but she pulled up short at the last second, turning the hug into a perfectly executed spin move that ended with her perched on the security rail, feet dangling, hair wild, sweat streaked on her neck.

She looked like she wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the language.

So I said it for her. “You just won Beach Queen, Bennett. How does it feel to make history?”

She snorted. “Feels like I’m about to get roasted on campus gossip for three consecutive weeks.”

Sam and Sadie barreled over, showering her with more medals and slapping her back. Summer hung back, hands behind her back, but she was smiling the way only an athlete could appreciate: proud, but not shocked.

“You did it, Sky,” I said. “For real. Not just for the cameras.”

She went quiet.

Looked out over the crowd, at the chaos, at the MC still working the “girl-power” narrative for the livestream.

Then, softer, “Doesn’t count unless you saw it.”

I poked her ribs. “Saw it. Whole world did.”

She grinned, then flicked her eyes away. “Whole world forgets, though.”

There it was.

The flicker.

The old fear.

Not of losing.

Of being erased.

I wanted to say the right thing. The epic thing. But I knew Skylar, and the only thing she believed was what you proved in the open.

So I said, “Let’s get out of here. You earned more than another interview.”

Her eyes snapped back to mine, wary, hopeful, and trying hard to make neither obvious. “You sure you’re allowed to be seen escaping with me?”

“No sponsor tag, no brand post, no promotional positioning,” I said. “Just a guy taking the Beach Queen somewhere she can breathe.”

She swallowed.

Then she jumped down, stumbled once, still high on adrenaline, and followed me, ducking the cameras, the sponsors, even Reese, who was busy arm-wrestling the MC for the last donut at the winner’s table.

We slipped through the back, out of the noise, onto the sidewalk where you could finally breathe.

Skylar dragged me by the hand, already ahead, looking for anywhere the noise of her own win couldn’t catch up.

Behind us, the world kept chanting her name.

But up ahead, she was already searching for the next place to be.

***

Skylar’s apartment was technically walking distance from campus, but the minute we were out of crowd range she broke into a jog, daring me to keep up. I did, but not before she peeled off her winner’s lanyard and stuffed it in her backpack like it was evidence in a murder case.

She didn’t talk on the way, which was so not-Skylar that I started counting every step, bracing for the punchline.

There wasn’t one.

Up two flights, left at a balcony littered with empty seltzer cans and a dying fern, then into her place. The inside was, no surprise, exactly her. Six colors of beach towel on the entry hook. A heap of mesh volleyball bags in one corner, every single ball signed with a different inside joke or player nickname. The fridge was decorated with photos: tournaments, team buses, one of us from sophomore year where she’d stuck on a googly eye and a speech bubble that just said, “West: not as cool as he looks.”

On the main table sat a bracket sheet from today’s tournament, numbers circled and arrows drawn, along with a scattering of laundry that proved, if nothing else, Skylar did not give a single damn what the world thought of her when the cameras were off.

She tossed her bag, then shut the door with a thunk that sounded too final.

We stood in the little living room, silent.

The public smile, the post-win glow, all of it faded right off her face. For the first time since the whole festival began, Skylar looked unsure. Like maybe if she blinked, I’d vanish and this would all go back to a world where the only proof of her was a trophy and someone else’s social feed.

She sat on the couch, running both hands through her hair, then looked up at me, honest as sand and just as scratchy.

“Can I ask you something? And if you say something poetic, I’ll throw a shoe at your head.”

I grinned. “I’m not above ducking.”

She gave me the old Skylar eye roll, then, so fast it hurt, went right for it.

“After this week, after the festival, after the harem and the sponsors and all of it, do you still want me?” She looked away, jaw set. “Like, for real. Or was I just a chapter in your ‘win everything’ story?”

It should have been a dumb question. She was beautiful, brilliant, the Beach Queen, and if anything, the world wanted more of her, not less.

But I got it.

I got it because I’d seen it on her face even while she was taking victory laps: the fear that in a sea of Summer and Victoria and Aria, of Sam and Bella and Keilani, she’d always be the third set, the runner-up, the souvenir. Not the memory anyone bothered to keep.

I took the chair across from her, close enough to touch, but I didn’t.

Not yet.

“You want the truth?” I asked.

She shot me a look. “What do you think?”

“I want you,” I said. “Not as an ornament. Not as a bullet point on my semester. Not as a celebration-only deal. I want more of this.”

I gestured around us, meaning the disaster of her living room, the sand still stuck in her hair, the medals hanging off a lamp, the Skylar she didn’t package for anyone.

“And not just for a post-game party,” I continued. “After the festival. After the crowns come off. After everybody stops screaming long enough to remember they have actual classes. I want you then, too.”

She snorted, but it was softer this time.

“Don’t say that unless you mean it, West. I know I’m not the center of your universe, and I’m not asking to be. I’m not looking for main-girl status or a dramatic balcony speech or whatever else your life has become.” Her mouth twitched, then trembled. “I just don’t want to be someone’s campus trophy. And I don’t want to disappear.”

The words cracked at the end, then faded.

She looked tired, the kind of tired that didn’t get better with sleep.

I thought of all the girls who’d moved through my life, the ones who burned bright and then ghosted or got ghosted. I thought of how easy it was to lose people in the noise, and how easy it would have been, even now, to let Skylar slip away in the chaos of festival week.

But she was here.

And she was asking to be seen.

So I said it the only way that made sense to her.

“Sky, I’m not going to pretend this is the same shape as what I have with Summer, Sam, or Victoria, or anyone else. That would be cheap, and you’d smell the bullshit from three rooms away.”

Her eyes softened, just a fraction.

“But I know this,” I said. “When the world gets loud, I look for you. When you’re not there, I notice. When you win, I feel it in my chest. And when this week is over, I don’t want to wonder what would’ve happened if I’d been brave enough to keep choosing you.”

She went still.

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “You are not a footnote. You’re not a souvenir. You’re not a festival-only fantasy. You’re a part of this story I want to keep writing. For as long as you want to keep showing up in it.”

She laughed, and this time it was real. “Wow, West. That was almost poetic. Good thing you don’t have a shoe in reach.”

“Was it enough?”

“Yeah,” she said, voice soft. “It’s enough.”

I reached for her hand, and she took it. Her fingers were rough, warm, every callus a story I wanted to know.

We sat there, holding on, long after the sun dipped and the room turned gold.

For the first time all day, Skylar didn’t have to win anything.

She just had to exist.

And that was more than enough for both of us.

Eventually, she pulled me up and into her bedroom. There were more medals in here, draped over the lamp, hung from the closet door, even a couple wedged into the mirror frame. The sheets were tangled, and the whole place smelled like coconut shampoo, sunscreen, and victory.

She shut the door, then leaned back against it, like she had to block out the world for just one more second.

I went to her slowly, letting her decide if this was happening.

She let me.

Then she wrapped both arms around my waist, holding on so tight it almost hurt.

“You’re not a footnote, Sky,” I whispered. “You never were.”

She shivered, then pushed her face into my neck. “Then shut up and make me believe it.”

I did.

***

Skylar’s hands were already at the hem of my shirt, yanking it up so fast I almost lost an eyebrow. I laughed, but she wasn’t smiling.

Not yet.

“You know, most guys would ask if it was okay before diving straight into a girl’s afterparty,” she said, voice just a little breathless. “Or is this a special Beach Queen perk?”

I grinned. “Thought you liked it when I skipped the script.”

“I do,” she said, but the bravado flickered. “I really do.”

She grabbed my wrists and dragged me down onto the bed. It was a sun-faded mess of sheets, and her legs tangled mine with an athlete’s efficiency, not even waiting for the next move before she started stripping off her tank. She got it stuck, briefly, then snorted and let me help peel it the rest of the way.

Underneath, she wore a sports bra that looked like it had done several tours of duty. Sweat darkened the band; a streak of sand clung to her ribs where the material had shifted in the final. Her skin was still warm, still buzzing with adrenaline, and her hair stuck to the side of her face in wild, salt-crusted tangles.

“Jesus,” I whispered. “You look like you just crawled out of a painting.”

She laughed, but it was softer, almost shaky. “I look like someone’s car wash rag.”

“Even better.”

I kissed her, deep and hungry. She kissed me back, tongue fierce, hands not shy about where they wanted to go. She bit my lower lip and grinned against it, then pushed me back so she could swing her leg over and straddle my waist.

“This is a one-time offer,” she said, voice dropping, “so you’d better enjoy it.”

“Why is it one time?” I teased.

She almost flinched.

“I don’t know how to do this part,” she admitted, not meeting my eyes. “I can win a game. I can outdrink half the campus. I can make a crowd chant until they lose brain function. But every time it gets like this, I start overthinking it, and then it gets dumb, and then I get mad at myself for making it dumb, and…fuck. Never mind.”

She rocked on me, hard, as if to shake the words out of her own head.

I put my hands on her hips, not to pin her but just to let her feel I was there. “You’re not dumb. You’re not making anything dumb.”

Skylar barked a laugh. “Right. This is definitely a deeply dignified moment for the girl who jumped a guy ten minutes after winning a plastic crown.”

“You’re scared,” I said gently. “That doesn’t make it less real.”

Her mouth opened, ready for a joke, but nothing came out.

I reached up, cupped the back of her neck, and pulled her down until our foreheads were almost touching.

“I want you,” I said. “All of you. The loud parts and the parts that get scared when the world goes quiet.”

She shivered, but let me hold her there, just breathing together.

When she kissed me next, it was different.

Less battle.

More need.

More real.

She let me undress her, piece by piece: the bra, the sand-crusted shorts, the last stubborn layer of sweat-wet spandex. She tried to hide her face as I looked at her, tan lines sharp, hips freckled, old scars on her knees and elbows like street maps of every court and playground she’d ever conquered.

I took my time. Kissed every line, every bruise, every new medal of honor she’d picked up since the last time we’d done this. She laughed at first, then tried to cover it, then just gave up and let herself melt.

I slid down, kissing her belly, then lower, then lower still. She wasn’t delicate. She ran her hands through my hair and held me tight, hips rocking up into my mouth, moaning without a single hint of self-consciousness.

“God, yes. Don’t stop,” she said, voice rough. “Don’t you dare fucking stop.”

I didn’t.

I sucked her clit, gentle at first, then harder as she writhed. She was already dripping, heat and salt and the faintest taste of fresh-cut limes. She bucked, arched, and when I slid a finger inside her, she went rigid, then shook, then cursed loud enough to make the wall tremble.

I looked up, watching her face as she came.

She didn’t hide anything.

She gasped my name, not shy, and when it was over, she collapsed on the bed like she’d just run the last mile of a marathon.

She laughed, then wiped her eyes, then looked at me, softer than I’d ever seen her.

“Holy shit,” she said. “You’re really not going to ghost me after this?”

I crawled up, wrapped her in my arms. “Not a chance.”

“Say it again.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

She stared at me like she was trying to find the trapdoor under the sentence.

There wasn’t one.

So she rolled on top of me again, this time slower, like she wanted to memorize every inch. She kissed my neck, my chest, then moved down, peeling off my shorts and briefs with clinical efficiency. She took my cock in her hand and stroked it, then let her tongue run up the length, teasing, never breaking eye contact.

“Do you want me to—” she started.

I grabbed her chin, kissed her deep, and when I pulled away, I said, “I want you to do whatever you want.”

She laughed, bold again. “Dangerous thing to say to a girl who’s never been bored.”

She climbed back on, lined me up, and sank down slow. She was so fucking tight, so wet, it felt like drowning in the best possible way.

Her breath caught, sharp and intimate.

For once, she didn’t make a joke.

She just stayed there, eyes locked on mine, taking me in, letting the moment settle into her body before she tried to outrun it.

“Still here?” she whispered.

I gripped her thighs. “Still here.”

Then she started to move.

Hard, then slow, then grinding in tight little circles. Her hands found mine, fingers lacing, squeezing so tight it almost hurt. She rode me, hips flexing, thighs quivering, head thrown back and hair flying. Sweat beaded on her chest, dripped down between her breasts.

“Look at me,” I said.

She did.

She drove herself down on me, wild and unfiltered, never flinching from the way our bodies collided, the way every thrust seemed designed to test me, challenge me, push us both to the absolute redline. I reached for her hips to slow her, but she batted my hands away, a flash of victory in her eyes as she set the rhythm and dared me to keep up. Our hips slapped together, hard enough that I was sure she’d have bruises later, not that she’d ever care, or even notice. She looked down at me, hair a golden curtain around her face, sweat running rivers between her breasts, and for a second it really did feel like the rest of the planet had vanished and left us on some private, lawless moon.

She bit her lip, fighting a grin, and clawed her nails into my chest like she needed to anchor herself or maybe just anchor me. I thrust up in time with her, met her grind for grind, and the friction sent white-hot static up my spine. She was so wet, so tight, that every time she bottomed out, I felt her clench and coil around me, like she was trying to wring out every molecule of my willpower.

She leaned forward, hands on either side of my face, her abs trembling with the effort, and let herself just pound down on me, wild and uncoordinated and perfect.

“You’re not gonna tap out, are you?” she said, and it was half a gasp, half a challenge, like even now we were still keeping score.

“Not a chance,” I choked out, but I was lying, because I could feel the edge coming fast, building from the base of my skull down to where we were joined, the pleasure so intense it almost hurt.

She knew it too.

Of course she did.

She always knew.

She started to move in tighter little circles, grinding her clit against me with every pass, her breath turning ragged as her eyes locked on mine. I could see her getting close, the way her composure started to fray at the edges, how every flex and squeeze of her pussy was her fighting for control but loving that she was losing it.

She rode me like that, never breaking eye contact, even as her whole body started to shake. The first wave hit her hard, made her gasp and dig her nails deeper, but she didn’t slow down. She kept fucking me through it, hips relentless, and that did it, pushed me right past the point of no return.

I tried to hold it, tried to drag it out, but she didn’t let me. She bore down with her whole weight, squeezing me so tight I almost saw stars. Her voice went sharp and needy, almost pleading, but she still never let me look away.

“I want all of it,” she said, and fuck, she meant it.

I came so hard I thought I might black out, the world narrowing down to the wet heat of her, the pulsing grip of her body, the scent of salt and sweat and Skylar. I bucked up into her, groaning like an animal, uncaring who heard, and she milked every last spasm out of me, riding it to the finish.

She shivered, coming again, and this time she collapsed on top of me, burying her face in my neck.

We just lay there, wrapped up in sweat and sunburn and each other, not talking, just breathing.

Eventually, she looked up.

“Am I really not a footnote?” she whispered.

I kissed her forehead, her cheeks, the tip of her nose. “You’re a chapter I want to keep writing.”

She smiled, slow and real.

And for the first time, I think she actually believed it.

We fell asleep tangled up, the window cracked open to let in the distant thump of festival bass and the smell of cut grass and ocean. Sometime later, could have been half an hour, could have been three years, my phone vibrated on the nightstand.

A text from Reese: “Outside with hardware. Knock twice if you’re clothed.”

Skylar read it over my shoulder and laughed.

“You know, if we let her in, she’s going to want to relive every set from today. In real time.”

I kissed her, slow and deep. “I don’t mind sharing the story. Not if you’re in it.”

She searched my face for a second, like she needed to make sure the private thing we’d just made wouldn’t vanish the second someone else entered the room.

I held her gaze.

It didn’t vanish.

She grinned, then pulled me out of bed, grabbing only a towel before heading for the door.

“Just so you know,” she called back, “champions get to call the next play.”

“Fine by me,” I said, following her into the bright hallway, where the next round of chaos was already waiting.

***

Reese knocked like she was afraid of breaking the door.

Skylar answered with nothing but a towel wrapped around her chest and a medal around her neck, radiating pure postcoital smugness. Reese, for her part, looked like she’d barely had time to shower: hair still damp, dark underarmor tank stretched tight across her chest, cargo shorts, and a sheen of sweat that said she’d jogged here from the awards tent.

She grinned, then spotted me, also half-dressed, still high on sex and whatever the last hour had been, and the cocky smile broke into something way more awkward.

“Oh. Uh. Should I come back later?” she asked, not quite looking either of us in the face.

Skylar snorted. “Hell no. Get your ass in here. Unless you want to give the gossips a field day.”

Reese stepped inside, awkwardly shifting the six-pack and the trophy she carried, as if both weighed more than her entire body.

She shut the door, then leaned back against it, eyes darting from Skylar to me, then back again. “I, uh, brought the hardware. Figured you’d want it in your place. Also, the media tent is a nightmare. People were already asking about you guys.”

She set the trophy on the kitchen counter, then immediately opened a beer and chugged half in one go.

The air went weird.

Not tense, not exactly.

Loaded.

Skylar sensed it first. She dropped the towel, letting it fall to the floor like a dare, then walked right up to Reese and wrapped her arms around her, pressing their bodies together so the medal clinked against Reese’s neck.

“Thanks, Reesey. You’re the best.”

Reese squirmed, but she didn’t pull away. Instead, she held on, just a little too tight, like she was afraid Skylar would vanish if she let go.

“You guys okay?” Reese finally asked, voice soft. “I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”

Skylar grinned. “You couldn’t interrupt if you tried. Besides, it’s your win, too.”

Reese’s eyes flicked to mine. “That doesn’t mean I get to walk into the middle of whatever this is.”

“No,” Skylar said, surprisingly gentle. “It means I want you here. There’s a difference.”

That landed.

Reese’s throat moved as she swallowed.

Skylar turned and looked at me, eyebrow raised. “West, you cool with a little post-game team building?”

I laughed, pulling on a pair of shorts but otherwise not bothering to hide my interest. “I was about to say the same thing.”

Reese finally let herself look at me, but it was different now: not the hard, competitive glare she wore on the court, but something hungry, curious, and maybe a little scared.

She set her beer down and walked over, standing just a foot away, arms crossed over her chest. “You two are trouble,” she said, but there was no bite in it. “Like, for real. No one else even comes close.”

Skylar was already behind her, running both hands up Reese’s sides, then kissing the back of her neck. Reese shuddered, dropping her tough-girl routine for one perfect second.

Skylar looked at me over Reese’s shoulder. “Come on, West. She earned more than a medal.”

Reese blushed, but didn’t move. “I mean, if you want…”

I closed the gap, hands finding Reese’s waist, then her jaw, then her mouth. Her lips were soft, but the kiss was hard, aggressive, full of the same energy she brought to the sand. She pulled me in, then spun us, pinning my back to the wall, grinding her body against mine until I was hard again and she was panting.

Skylar, not to be outdone, dropped to her knees behind Reese and started running kisses up the backs of her thighs, then under her shorts, nipping at the inside of her legs until Reese moaned.

I grabbed Reese by the chin and kissed her again, deeper, until she whimpered, then let Skylar take the lead, stripping Reese’s shorts and underwear off in one smooth motion.

She was wet already, slick and ready. Skylar didn’t waste time: she dove in, tongue working at Reese’s pussy, licking and sucking until Reese’s legs shook and she had to brace herself on my shoulders to stay upright.

Reese tried to stay in control, but Skylar was relentless. She reached around, one hand squeezing Reese’s ass while the other found her clit and worked it in tight, fast circles. Reese groaned, then gasped, then came so hard her knees buckled.

She slid down the wall, landing on the floor next to Skylar, both of them tangled together, laughing and panting.

“Fuck,” Reese said, wiping her mouth. “You guys don’t mess around.”

Skylar kissed her, then turned to me, eyes bright. “Your turn.”

I knelt between them, hands on both their bodies, letting the heat of their skin and the smell of sweat and sex fill my lungs. Skylar reached for my cock, stroking it with one hand while touching herself with the other. Reese watched, licking her lips, then leaned in to taste Skylar’s fingers as they came out, sucking them clean.

I lost it.

I had to fuck someone, had to fuck both, so I pulled Skylar onto my lap and slid into her, raw and desperate. She rode me hard, grinding down, head thrown back and hair wild.

Reese watched, fingers in her own pussy, then crawled behind Skylar and kissed her spine, then her neck, then reached around to play with Skylar’s breasts as I fucked her.

Skylar came first, loud and unfiltered, pussy clenching so tight I had to stop moving. Reese kissed her through it, swallowing the sound, one hand buried between Skylar’s thighs like she wanted proof of every tremor.

“That’s it,” Reese whispered against Skylar’s mouth. “Champions don’t get quiet now.”

Skylar laughed and sobbed at the same time, and somehow the sound hit me harder than the cheering ever had.

Then Reese took over, pushing Skylar off gently, checking her face first, making sure the moment was still shared and not stolen.

Skylar nodded, breathless. “Go on, Reesey. Show him why we won.”

Reese straddled me, impaling herself on my cock and riding even harder, hips snapping, hands braced on my chest.

She was strong. Stronger than anyone I’d ever fucked. She rode me like she wanted to break me in half. I let her. I let her take everything, and when she was close, she bit my neck and moaned, coming with a shudder that left her gasping.

Skylar was beside us, kissing Reese’s shoulder, touching herself again, eyes locked on mine with a heat that was not jealous.

Not erased.

Expanded.

That was the difference.

This wasn’t replacing what we’d had in her bedroom. This was the victory turning outward, pulling Reese into the current because Skylar wanted her there, because the crown had never belonged to only one of them.

I held out as long as I could, but the sight of both girls, skin slick, legs tangled, laughing and kissing, was too much.

I pulled Reese down, kissed her deep, then came, spilling inside her, groaning her name and Skylar’s in the same breath.

We collapsed, all three of us, in a heap of limbs and hair and sweat and victory.

No one said anything for a long time.

Eventually, Skylar laughed, then grabbed the trophy from the counter, holding it up like a torch.

“I’d like to thank the academy,” she said, “and also my teammates, without whom none of this would have been possible.”

Reese snorted, then kissed Skylar’s cheek. “You’re such a dork.”

“Yeah, but I’m your dork,” Skylar shot back.

I watched them, feeling a weird warmth in my chest.

Not just desire.

Something steadier.

Something alive.

I didn’t know exactly what shape it would take after the festival, and maybe that was okay. Not every connection had to arrive with a crown, a vow, and a five-year plan. Some started with trust, sweat, a ridiculous championship point, and the choice to keep showing up.

But this was not disposable.

Skylar was not disposable.

And Reese, sharp-edged and guarded and still catching her breath beside us, wasn’t nothing either.

For now, we were a team.

And we were unstoppable.

Later, after Reese had showered and put on a fresh shirt, she leaned against the balcony railing, sipping another beer. Skylar was inside, changing into actual clothes, humming some stupid song about being a champion.

I joined Reese outside, shirtless, hair still damp from the kitchen sink.

She looked at me, eyes darker than usual. “You gonna keep her?” she asked, voice low.

“Skylar?” I asked.

She nodded. “She needs someone who’ll let her be wild but not let her drown in it. You’re good at that.”

“Is this your way of saying you’re jealous?” I teased.

Reese shrugged. “No. I like what we have. I know what this is.” Her gaze cut toward the bedroom, where Skylar was still humming off-key. “I just don’t want her to get hurt.”

I put a hand on her shoulder. “I won’t let her disappear. Promise.”

She smiled, then bumped her shoulder into mine. “Good. If you do, I’ll steal her back. Maybe both of you.”

We looked out at the street, where the festival noise still echoed, the world still spinning.

Inside, Skylar called, “Hey, you two! Next round’s on me. Unless you’re scared.”

I grinned, then looked at Reese. “You scared?”

She laughed. “Never.”

And we went inside, ready for whatever happened next.

The next morning, the bracket alert went off at 6:01 a.m., bright and insistent:

SURF QUEEN FINAL: KEILANI KEKOA v. BELLA FOURNIER, TODAY, LATE MORNING.Winner claims the Queen’s break.

I stared at the names for a second, the sleep clearing out of me fast.

The men’s Surf King bracket had turned into a pro-field nightmare with one amateur slot and enough legacy poison to kill a dynasty. Surf Queen had always been different: a women’s championship built inside the festival itself, part campus crown, part surf showcase, part proof that the ocean didn’t care who the old men thought belonged on a board.

Which meant Keilani and Bella weren’t accidents.

They were the final.

I showed it to Skylar, who blinked sleep out of her eyes, then rolled over and wrapped herself around me, refusing to let go.

Reese was already gone, leaving only an empty bottle and a sticky note on the fridge:

“Congrats, Queen B. See you on the beach. – R”

I laughed, and Skylar laughed with me, and for one perfect moment, the world was quiet, the story still ours.

Then the sun came up.

And the next crown called.


Keilani's Wave


By late morning, the break was a gladiator pit.

A few hours earlier, I’d woken up tangled in Skylar’s sheets with a Beach Queen alert screaming from my phone and Reese already ghosted out like the world’s most emotionally unavailable trophy fairy. Now the festival had snapped wide awake, and the ocean had stopped looking romantic. It looked hungry.

Surf Queen Final.

KEKOA v. FOURNIER flashed on the LED event board in blue so pure it could burn your corneas. The judge tower was alive, coffee cups stacking up faster than scorecards, and the whole beach had gathered around the main break like they were waiting for someone to get crowned or swallowed.

The Surf Queen structure wasn’t like the men’s bracket. No pro ringers parachuting in for legacy theater. No one-amateur slot designed to make the old guard feel generous. This was pure festival: anyone who made the quarters got a shot. Which was how you ended up with a final between two amateurs who had more discipline, courage, and teeth than half the pro tour.

What nobody else saw, what made my stomach go sideways, was that both names on the board lived under my ribs.

Not possession. Never that. The kind of belonging that came from shared mornings, wiped-out boards, quiet talks, and learning the exact shape of someone’s fear before she ever said it out loud. Bella and Keilani: one with Paris in her posture, the other Oahu in her bones. Both, in their own ways, part of the reason I could even look at a board and believe the waves might let me back in.

So I sat near the front of the judging platform, hair still damp from the shower, half a breakfast burrito in hand, and zero idea who to root for.

On the sand below, Keilani paced the lineup, her custom twin-fin under one arm, the deck painted in traditional Polynesian tattoo lines. She wore a dark blue two-piece and carried herself like she’d never been nervous a day in her life. Beside her, Bella knelt in the wax zone, eyes closed, hands cupped together in prayer. Not Catholic. Just French. If Keilani looked like a born predator, Bella looked like someone who might talk the waves into behaving out of sheer elegance.

The MC’s voice dropped into a low growl. “Finals at the main, baby! Surf Queen showdown! Place your bets, but I’m telling you: nobody here is ready for what these girls are about to drop.”

Sadie elbowed me from the row behind, her hair in a bandana and her hands stained blue from writing bracket odds on the whiteboard for the kids in the VIP section. “You gonna cry if one of them wins, or just write a poem about the emotional devastation?”

“I’ll let you know which is more humiliating.”

She snorted. “You know there’s no way out of this that doesn’t make you look like a drama queen, right?”

“I have range. I can do silent tragedy.”

The heat buzzer went off, and both girls jogged to the edge. Bella looked up at the tower and caught my eye, a flash of nervousness vanishing before it could mean anything. Then Keilani caught me too, and for the first time in a year, I saw real fear in her eyes.

Not of losing.

Of hurting the girl she called family.

Crowd noise swelled as they paddled out, duck-diving the reform section. Sun hit the water in shards, bright enough to bleach the difference between first and second place.

But not for me.

The worst part wasn’t that I wanted them both to win.

The worst part was knowing there was no universe where either of them would let me fix it.

Bella popped over the first set, sat up, and turned to watch Keilani paddle. There was no trash talk. No “may the best woman win.” Just a slow nod between them, like the old friends they actually were. Then they spread out: Bella lining up just inside the peak, Keilani drifting farther out, waiting for something with real teeth.

Up on the tower, one of the sponsor reps leaned in. He had perfect teeth and the emotional range of a brochure. “I hope they both score high. We’re pushing duality and body positivity this year.”

“They’re pushing each other,” I said.

He blinked, confused. “Is that in the social copy?”

I wanted to staple his tongue to the board, but instead I kept watching the lineup, unable to look away.

Because right then, Bella got the first wave.

And it was a masterpiece.

The wave wasn’t huge, but she made it look like an oil painting: perfect paddle-in, three clean bottom turns, then a high-line cutback so elegant the whole crowd moaned. When she pumped out and kicked her board up, the spray caught the sun and threw a rainbow over the finish.

Scoreboard: 9.2.

The judges lost their minds.

On the beach, even the other competitors, girls who’d lost to both of them, went apeshit.

Keilani didn’t react. She just smiled, nodded once, and waited.

I’d seen that smile before. Last time, it ended with a lifeguard sprinting into the lineup because two tourists had started panic-swimming after she pulled a 360 air in hurricane chop.

Her first wave was the opposite of Bella’s.

Not art.

Raw math.

A set rose out of nowhere, double-overhead and gnarly as hell. Keilani didn’t hesitate, just turned and paddled with a speed that made the MC drop his mic. The drop was vertical; she hit the bottom at an angle that would have put most people’s head through the deck. For a split second, she vanished in the whitewater, then shot out of the pocket, did a fins-free slash, and closed with a no-hands snap that nearly ripped her leash off.

Judges: 9.6.

Sadie screamed from behind me, “That’s my girl! Kekoa family, stand the fuck up!”

On the inside, Bella bobbed, shaking her head like she couldn’t believe it. But she grinned, and when the camera caught her face, the whole stadium melted.

The next twenty minutes were a war.

Bella pulled off a roundhouse so slow and controlled it looked like yoga on water. Keilani responded with a layback that almost went catastrophic, only to recover at the last second and slide down the wave laughing. They traded scores: 8.9 to 9.0, 9.0 to 9.3. Every time Bella got within striking range, Keilani threw something new. Nothing cheap, nothing showy, just enough to stay one step ahead.

Every time they traded a set, the scoring got closer. The judges debated. The crowd fought. The energy at the tower felt like standing too close to a downed power line.

Then came Bella’s last heroic moment.

The wave wasn’t hers to take, not really. She paddled late, lost the angle, and for a second it looked like she’d have to bail. But instead, she committed, popped up off-balance, and let the board run almost sideways across the lip. Any normal human would have yard-saled straight into a highlight reel titled “don’t try this at home.”

Bella rode it.

She turned a near-wipeout into a one-footed nose ride, somehow managing to look like she’d planned the whole thing.

The crowd made a noise I’d never heard before: half “oh shit” and half religious awe.

Bella’s score popped up: 9.7.

She didn’t pump her fists. She just sat on her board and looked back at Keilani, as if to say, Top that. I dare you.

So Keilani did.

She waited. Not in a way that tried to showboat. Just patient. The ocean gave her a single, perfect wave. It wasn’t the biggest, but it had the right shape, the right energy. Keilani turned for it, then paused for the tiniest fraction of a second.

Bella saw it.

So did I.

Bella lifted one hand from the inside, not waving, not pleading.

Permission.

Do not shrink for me.

Keilani took the wave.

She popped up with a clean bottom turn, then rode the face like it was what she’d been born to do. Not a trick in sight. Not a single move meant for the cameras. Just clean, powerful flow. She bit the wave deeper, stole space, forced physics to make room for her.

She finished with a drawn-out cutback and a slow fade into the foam.

The judges didn’t even need to argue.

9.9.

Game over.

KEKOA: 19.5

FOURNIER: 18.9

The MC’s voice disappeared under the stadium, the festival, the whole world screaming at once.

But all I could see was the way Bella hung back, arms crossed over her board, watching Keilani soak in the noise with a half smile and tears starting down her cheeks.

For a second, it was just the two of them in the whole world.

I looked at the sponsor rep. He was already on his phone, typing something about “a beautiful display of female empowerment.”

I closed my eyes, trying not to think about how badly this was going to hurt, or how much I wanted to hold them both, or how the ocean never cared about your heartache.

When I opened them, Keilani was running up the beach, board under her arm.

The first person she reached for wasn’t me.

It was Bella.

They hugged so hard it looked like a fight.

And it was perfect.

***

For a second, nothing existed but the hush after the final horn.

Then the beach detonated. Announcers screaming, camera flashes hitting the sand, sponsor hats hurled in the air. A full riot of sound, except at the waterline, where Bella and Keilani clung to each other, every muscle shaking, neither one giving an inch even after it was over.

You could tell the crowd wanted Bella to be the sentimental pick. She was beautiful, elegant, and everyone loved a soft-hearted underdog.

But anyone who’d been watching the heat knew the truth.

There was nothing soft about surviving that war.

The replay of Bella’s final wave ran on the jumbotron, every line perfect, every turn telegraphed but somehow new. When the MC tried to compare her to a swan or a ballerina, Sadie actually threw a water bottle at him.

“Not a goddamn princess!” Sadie yelled, then cupped her hands around her mouth. “Show them your teeth, Bells!”

Bella heard her and laughed, bright and wet and real.

But Keilani didn’t flinch at the artistry. She matched it with pure ocean sense. Where Bella floated, Keilani bit deeper. It was beautiful in its own right, almost rude in how little it cared about the crowd.

When Keilani paddled back after the winning wave, she didn’t look at the scores.

She looked at Bella.

And for the first time all heat, she looked unsure.

The moment the heat officially ended, Bella was the first to cross the channel. She didn’t slap. Didn’t offer a handshake. She launched herself at Keilani and hugged her like they’d just survived a shipwreck.

On the sand, people cheered like it was the Super Bowl. But up at the tower, I watched the way both girls leaned into each other, almost afraid to let go.

When they finally broke apart, Keilani was smiling, but her eyes were wrecked.

Bella wiped salt water from her face and whispered something, then looked up at the board. She nodded, laughed, then punched the air.

No apology.

No drama.

Just pride.

The MC tried to drag them to the podium for a photo, but they ignored him, running up the beach together, boards under their arms.

It should have felt like a victory lap.

But as they passed me, I saw the truth.

Every crown came with a cost.

For one, it was not being enough today.

For the other, it was knowing she’d taken the win from someone she loved.

Even as the world cheered, both girls looked back at the water, like maybe that was the only place left where anything made sense.

And me?

I watched them and tried not to wish I could be the current, dragging them both home.

I followed the noise up the sponsor arch, where the girls were mobbed by event staff. Keilani got the full treatment: custom Surf Queen sash, giant novelty check, and a flower crown that probably cost more than my first surfboard. But every time someone tried to put the crown on her head, she pulled away and made sure Bella was standing next to her.

When they finally forced the trophy moment for the cameras, Bella held Keilani’s wrist instead of her own board, and the effect was a perfect inversion of what the world thought competition looked like.

Not win/lose.

Not even win/win.

Just two women holding each other up.

I made my way through the crowd, still in shock. Half the Beach Queen bracket was lined up to congratulate them. Skylar shoved a can of Red Bull into Keilani’s hand and said, “I told you it was your year, Queen K.”

Keilani grinned, then turned to Bella. “I only beat you because you let me have the big one.”

Bella rolled her eyes, classic deadpan. “If you had wiped out, I would have danced on your grave. Next year, I am learning the layback.”

Keilani’s smile trembled, then came apart.

She dropped the can, and for a second it looked like she might actually cry.

Instead, she grabbed Bella’s hand and squeezed, hard. “We’re not rivals. Right?”

Bella’s face softened.

“We are absolutely rivals,” she said. “But not enemies. Never enemies.”

Keilani let out a shaky laugh, and the tears finally fell.

Somehow, that was the real win.

Because when the press swarmed, it wasn’t Keilani by herself. It was both of them, posing with the trophy, arms locked, looking like they’d just been named co-captains of the world.

And as the MC started shouting for the next event, the two of them vanished together, heads bowed, talking so low even I couldn’t hear.

Maybe that was the secret.

You didn’t win by beating the other girl.

You won by surviving her.

And loving her anyway.

***

It took less than five minutes for the world to try and turn the Surf Queen story into a headline.

The minute Keilani and Bella hit the festival tent, the MC started up with, “Here’s your Surf Queen and her first lady! Give it up for the best to ever ride the break!”

The crowd lost all sense of scale. The “QUEEN KEKOA” chant wasn’t just from Keilani’s own people. Sigma Epsilon, half the Beach Queen bracket, even a squad of hungover frat guys who had never pronounced her name right before today were all screaming it like they’d been born under her banner.

If there was a script for graceful runner-up, Bella shredded it. When they tried to hand her a runner-up ribbon, she shrugged and used it as a hair tie, then yanked Keilani in for a selfie. She ducked every interview, dodged every well-meaning “You’ll get them next year!” and made it her actual job to redirect cameras back to Keilani, but not in a way that felt like martyrdom.

It was pure, surgical: this is your moment. I’ll survive.

The harem closed ranks like bodyguards. Skylar and Sam shuttled the girls through the sponsor lines, running interference against a phalanx of brand reps and would-be TikTok journos. Even Aria and Lila, usually sworn enemies in the social warfare department, put aside their rivalry to play defense, deflecting questions and spinning the narrative back to what mattered.

They got Bella to a back corner of the sponsor tent, away from the noise, where she could catch her breath. I found her there, looking over the water, fingers absently twisting the runner-up ribbon in her hair.

She saw me, and her face went soft.

“Are you proud of her?” she asked, not quite meeting my eyes.

“I’m proud of both of you.”

She looked at her hands, then shook her head. “Lani thinks she hurt me.”

“She didn’t?”

Bella took a breath. “It does hurt. But not the way she thinks.” She smiled, but there was an edge in it. “I always wondered if I could fight her and still love her at the end.”

“Now you know?”

She exhaled, slow. “It’s harder than it looks.”

I wanted to hug her, but instead I just touched her wrist, light as possible. “She wouldn’t have done it if she didn’t know you could take it.”

Bella smiled, bigger this time, and shrugged. “Next time, I want to win. But today, I’m glad it was her.”

Then she leaned up, kissed me softly, and added, “Don’t look at me like I’m fragile. I survived France. This is nothing.”

She ducked away before I could say more, finding the rest of the girls and melting back into the crowd.

Across the tent, Keilani was losing the war with her own emotions. The crown perched askew on her hair, the sash drooped off one shoulder, and the grip she had on her trophy was enough to leave dents. She kept looking around for Bella, not believing any of it until someone forced her to the front of the stage for the official photo op.

The flash went off.

She blinked, disoriented, then made her escape. The moment she broke free, she found me, eyes wide, and grabbed my hand without saying a word.

We ducked the crowd, slipped up the cliff steps, and made for the only place left in the world that felt safe: the board room at Dean’s cliff house.

It was barely noon, but already the sunlight was sharp enough to feel like a stadium. The wind cut the heat, but not the noise. Cheers and music and the next round of MC bellowing chased us up the stairs like the festival wanted to drag us back by the ankles.

Inside the board room, the world finally went quiet.

Old boards lined the walls, their wax long since scraped down to ghosts. Dean’s contest photos leaned crooked on the shelves. A narrow daybed sat under the west window, covered in a faded quilt and three pillows that probably predated half the scandals at GCU. The room smelled like salt, old wood, sunscreen, and the permanent memory of wet neoprene.

Keilani dropped the trophy on the old table, then stared at it, breathing shallow.

“I don’t feel like a queen,” she whispered.

I closed the door behind us. “Then what do you feel like?”

She shook her head, fighting for words. “Heavy. Like I stole something.”

I sat beside her. “You didn’t steal it. You earned it. Even Bella thinks so.”

She looked at me, desperate. “What if I can’t be what they want?”

“They don’t want anything. They just want you. So do I.”

For a long minute, neither of us moved.

The air was thick with sweat and salt and the ghost of every surfer who’d ever sat in this room and wondered if it was okay to want more than just a place on the water.

I touched her hand, careful not to press too hard. “Baby, you don’t have to wear the crown if you don’t want to.”

She looked at me, then at the trophy, then back at me.

“What if I do want it?” she whispered, voice raw.

“Then I’ll put it on you myself.”

She laughed, choked, and wiped her eyes. “I think I need to be alone for a second. Is that okay?”

I nodded, but didn’t get up.

“Not alone-alone,” she said. “Just…just us.”

“Always.”

She reached for me then, and I let her. She pulled me in, not for comfort, but for proof.

Proof that it was okay to want something and still have someone there to see you through it.

Outside, the world raged on. But in here, it was just her, and me, and the crown on the table, waiting for someone to pick it up.

***

In the board room, the silence felt heavier than any crowd.

Keilani had the Surf Queen crown in her lap, the flowered ribbon tangled in her fingers, and the trophy, heavy, hand-carved, impossible not to touch, balanced on her knees. Every few seconds, she looked at it like it might vanish.

Or explode.

She wasn’t crying anymore. She wasn’t even blinking much. Just breathing hard, eyes wide, pulse visible in the side of her neck.

I didn’t want to break it, so I just watched. Listened to the distant festival, the drone of music and MC, the muffled celebration making its way up through the floorboards and rattling the old glass.

Finally, she spoke.

“Did you ever win something you wanted so bad, you hated yourself for it?”

“Once or twice.”

She nodded, not needing to ask for details.

“It’s stupid,” she went on. “I told Bella all week that I wasn’t going to hold back, even for her. But then…” She trailed off, face darkening. “When I saw her on the inside, I wanted to miss the set. I wanted to let her have it.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No.” She squeezed the crown tight, then set it on the table. “I didn’t even slow down.”

“You wouldn’t be you if you did.”

She flinched, but not because it hurt. More like she didn’t want it to feel true.

“I don’t want to be the girl who takes from other women.”

“You’re not,” I said. “You’re the girl who teaches them it’s okay to take up space. Even when it hurts.”

She looked up at me, eyes so dark they almost looked bruised. “You think Bella’s going to forgive me?”

“She already did. You heard her. She wanted you to have it.”

“I don’t want to be the reason she’s not smiling.”

“She will be,” I said. “And she’ll be happy because you didn’t give her an easy out. She loves you for that.”

Keilani wiped her palms on her thighs. “I thought winning would make me feel bigger. But I just feel… I don’t know. Shaky.”

“That’s because you’re not used to wanting things for yourself.”

She gave me a look. “Are you my therapist now?”

I laughed. “Only if you pay me in post-victory cuddling.”

That broke her. She cracked up, doubled over, tears springing up again, but this time, they were better. Not joy, not grief. Just release.

“I don’t think I can do the press event,” she said, voice half-muffled by her sleeve.

“Good. Let them talk about you for once, instead of making you do all the work.”

She straightened up, wiped her face, and looked at the crown like she might finally try it on.

Then she did something I didn’t expect.

She picked it up, handed it to me, and said, “You do it.”

So I did.

I stood behind her, settled the crown onto her head, and let my hands linger in her hair. She shivered, maybe from the cold, maybe from my touch, maybe from the knowledge that this was actually happening and nobody could take it away from her.

I leaned in and whispered, “You look like a fucking goddess.”

She smiled, then turned in her chair, catching my hands and pulling me down to her level.

“You know, you could have had any girl at this school.”

“Yeah,” I said, “but then I wouldn’t get to see you like this.”

She bit her lip, studying me. “You like it? Seeing me…what? Victorious?”

“No,” I said. “I like seeing you hungry.”

She laughed, but there was hunger in it. The kind that made her whole body tense. The kind that made her want to break something and then put it back together.

“Show me,” she said.

And just like that, the calm cracked.

She slid onto my lap, hands roaming under my shirt, fingers cool and strong. She kissed me harder than she ever had before, teeth and tongue and no patience. Her hands grabbed my ass, then slid up my back, like she was checking to see if I’d grown any new muscles since last night.

“I want you,” she whispered, then corrected herself. “I want everything.”

“You have it.”

She pushed me back, stood, then peeled off her top in a single, fluid motion. Her skin was salt-streaked, dark and smooth, muscles hard under the softness. The floral crown looked ridiculous, but also perfect, like she was about to conquer the world and then make it hers.

She stepped out of her shorts and bikini bottoms, leaving nothing between her and the room except the trophy on the table.

“Your turn,” she said.

I stripped as fast as I could, not caring about anything but the look on her face as I did it. She wanted to see me want her. Needed it, maybe even more than she needed the crown.

She pulled me in, and for a long time, we just stood there, bodies pressed together, hands everywhere.

No rush.

Just heat.

She kissed my throat, my chest, my stomach, working lower until she found my cock, already hard and aching. She stroked me, slow at first, then rougher. I tried to touch her back, but she shook her head.

“Let me have this,” she said.

And I did.

She sank to her knees, took me in her mouth, and for the next minute, I forgot there was a world outside the room. Her mouth was warm and wet, her tongue clever, her hands squeezing my hips like she was afraid I’d float away.

She took me deep, then slow, then fast enough to make my knees threaten mutiny. The crown stayed on her head, flowers tilted over one eye, and there was something obscene and holy about it: the Surf Queen on her knees because she wanted to be, because wanting did not make her smaller.

I threaded my fingers through her hair, careful not to knock the crown loose. “You don’t have to be gentle with what you earned,” I said, voice rough.

She looked up at me through her lashes, mouth full of me, and the heat in her eyes almost ended me right there. I tried to hold back, to make this moment last, but her tongue did something so wicked and wet that I couldn’t fight it anymore. The sensation started at the base of my spine, a tightening that built and pulsed, like the inexorable pull of a wave drawing back from the shore. Then it surged, a rush of pleasure that flooded every nerve, every thought, every inch of my body. I came undone, my hips jerking forward as I spilled into her mouth. She took it all, swallowing with a greedy hum that sent shivers down my spine. She stood then, licking her lips like she wanted to savor every last drop, and grinned.

“Not done yet,” she said.

Thank God for champions with stamina.

She pulled me to the daybed, pushed me back onto the faded quilt, and climbed over me. For a while, she just worked me with her hand and mouth again, patient and wicked, coaxing me back to hardness while the festival boomed below us and the crown slipped sideways in her hair.

When I was ready, she climbed on top, guiding me in, slow at first, then deeper, then all the way.

The feeling of her taking me hit like a set wave, heavy and sudden and impossible to argue with.

She straddled me, riding with an intensity that took the air from my lungs, a ferocity that belonged to her alone. Her eyes were wild, fixed on me like I was both her audience and her adversary, and every shift of her hips sent aftershocks through my entire body.

She never lost the rhythm, never let me take over, not for a single second. When I tried to thrust up into her, to seize even a scrap of the power she was claiming, she pressed her palms to my shoulders and held me flat.

“No,” she breathed, her voice barely a whisper, but absolute in its authority. “You stay. Right there.”

I froze under her, chest heaving, hands flexing uselessly against the quilt. “Yes, Queen.”

Her eyes flashed.

Not playful. Not only.

“Don’t call me that unless you mean it.”

The words hit harder than they should have. I stopped fighting her grip and let myself go still.

“I mean it,” I said. “Every part.”

She swallowed, and for one impossible second, the ferocity cracked just enough for me to see the fear underneath. The girl who had taken the wave. The woman still terrified someone would ask her to give it back.

“I don’t want to be gentle right now,” she whispered.

“Then don’t.”

Her hips rolled down, slow and devastating, and every nerve in my body lit up at once.

She wanted this on her terms; she wanted to prove that she could take what she wanted, and I realized, somewhere between the gasps and the sweat, that it wasn’t about sex, not exactly. It was about leaving the little cave of expectation and letting herself be immense. She rode me with that knowledge, grinding down until I felt her thighs start to tremble on either side of me, her breath going thin and high, her hands digging into my chest like she was anchoring herself to the planet.

The little flower crown, still perched crazily on her head, slipped forward, petals wilting in the steam of our heat. I reached up to fix it, but she grabbed my hand and pinned it above my head, locking her fingers with mine. Her other hand found my hair and tugged, hard enough to bring the world to a halt.

“Look at me,” she said.

“I am.”

“No.” Her voice shook. “Look at me like I won.”

My throat went tight.

“You did win, Lani.”

She moved harder, breath catching.

“Say it again.”

“You won. You took the wave. You took the crown. You don’t have to give any of it back.”

A sound broke out of her, half sob, half moan. She bent over me, hair falling around our faces, crown tipped sideways like something sacred dragged through a storm.

“And Bella?” she whispered, the name barely making it past her lips.

“She loves you,” I said. “And she wanted you to take it.”

Keilani’s eyes squeezed shut, but she didn’t slow down. If anything, the truth made her wilder.

“She was so beautiful out there.”

“She was,” I said, holding her gaze when her eyes opened again. “And so were you. Her beauty doesn’t make yours smaller.”

Her lips parted. Her whole body trembled above me.

“West…”

“I see you,” I said. “Not the calm girl. Not the one who makes room for everyone else. You. Hungry. Powerful. Still loyal. Still good.”

She wanted me to see her. Really see her. Not just the body, but the woman who had fought for everything, who had spent years shrinking so other people could shine, and who was finally learning to love the hunger that made her climb. I let her take me, all of me, and I watched the last defenses fall from her face, watched her mouth drop open as she started to come, watched her eyes squeeze shut as the tremors built and built.

“That’s it,” I said, rough and helpless beneath her. “Don’t hold it back, Lani. Not for me. Not for anyone.”

She collapsed down into me and screamed, raw and unafraid.

She shook against me, full-body, little aftershocks rippling through her every time I moved inside her. I wrapped my arms around her, held her to my chest, felt the sweat slick between our bodies. Her nails raked down my back, and she bit my shoulder, not to hurt, just to mark.

“I’m here,” she whispered against my skin, like she was telling herself as much as me. “I’m here.”

“You’re here,” I said. “And I’ve got you.”

“You don’t get to let me shrink again.”

“Never.”

I couldn’t hold back any longer. The tension broke all at once, a wave that had been building since the moment she’d pinned my hands and told me to look at her, and I buried myself deep, shuddering hard, every muscle locking up as I came. The old bed groaned under us. The flower crown slipped off the pillow and hit the bed.

We stayed there, locked together, for what felt like forever. She didn’t let me go; she wouldn’t let me roll away or pretend this wasn’t as real as a wave breaking open. Instead, she held tight, and when I tried to say something, to apologize, maybe, for not lasting longer, for not being more, for every time she’d been made to feel less, she put her finger to my lips and shook her head.

“No apologies,” she said softly.

I kissed her fingertip. “I wasn’t sure what else to do with all of this.”

“Hold it,” she whispered. “That’s enough.”

So I did.

Afterward, she lay next to me, breathing fast, crown still crumpled at the edge of the bed.

She reached for my hand, squeezed it, then whispered, “Don’t let me give it away.”

“I won’t,” I said. “You earned it.”

She nodded, and for the first time, she looked at peace.

Outside, the world waited.

But inside, Keilani was Surf Queen.

And she finally believed it.

***

It’s not every day you watch a woman win her own legend, then take you apart on a bed older than either of you.

After the first time, Keilani lay beside me, breathing fast, head on my chest. Sweat made her hair stick to my arm. The surf crown, battered and half-flattened, balanced on the edge of the pillow like a joke she was only now learning to laugh at.

Outside, the world was getting louder: Miss Surf King check-in, the opening bars of a cover band on the main stage, the distant pulse of a thousand conversations. We did not have all day. Hell, we barely had an hour.

But in here, it was quiet.

At least, for a minute.

Then she propped herself up, looked at me, and said, “I’m not finished.”

I laughed. “Are you trying to outdo Skylar’s trophy night?”

She grinned, wide and bright. “She only had to beat a hungover city girl. I had to break the world.”

“Mission accomplished.”

She kissed me, slow and deep. Her hand went straight down, found my cock, and stroked it until I was hard again. “I want you inside me,” she said, like it was a need as obvious as breathing.

I rolled her onto her back, lined up, and slid in. She was still tight, still slick, every muscle grabbing at me like she meant to keep me there until finals week.

But this time, she set the rhythm.

She wrapped her legs around my hips, heels digging into my ass, and started bucking up to meet me. Her arms clamped around my back, and every time I tried to slow down, she pulled me in deeper.

“I like it when you lose control,” she whispered.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. You hold back. You don’t have to with me.”

I let go, started fucking her harder, faster, driving her into the mattress. Her breath caught, and she started moaning, louder with every thrust. The bed creaked, the old boards groaning under the assault.

She loved it.

She tilted her head back, exposed her throat, and I bit it, left a mark. Her nails dug into my shoulders, hard enough to hurt. When she came, it was with a shudder that ran all the way through her, a spasm that milked me until I almost lost it.

But she didn’t let me finish.

She rolled us, straddling me, crown askew again, sweat running down between her breasts. She grabbed my hands, pinned them above my head, and rode me like the only way out of the room was through me.

“Don’t be gentle,” she said.

I wasn’t.

She slammed down, over and over, using my cock like a handle to hold herself together. Every time I tried to touch her, she pinned me back. Every time I tried to slow her, she sped up.

I could see the hunger in her face, the desperation not to let the moment end.

“Tell me I don’t have to give it back,” she panted.

“You don’t.”

“Say it again.”

“You don’t have to give it back. The crown, the wave, me. Any of it.”

Her eyes went wet and fierce at the same time.

“Tell me I’m allowed to want it.”

“You’re allowed to want all of it.”

She smiled, wicked and sharp, then clenched down and fucked me until I came, hard and messy. She didn’t slow down until she’d gotten hers, too, twice more by my count, before finally collapsing on my chest, limp and beautiful and still humming with energy.

Afterward, we just lay there, naked and wrecked, looking up at the ceiling.

She looked at me, then at the crown, then back at me.

“You ever wish you could just live in the in-between?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“This. Right here. Before the world tries to own it, or ruin it, or turn it into content.”

I nodded. “Yeah. I wish that all the time.”

She snuggled in closer, arm draped over my stomach. “You ever think you’re too lucky? Like maybe the ocean’s just waiting to take it all back?”

“All the time.”

She laughed, soft. “We’re a pair of idiots.”

I stroked her hair, kissed the top of her head. “I’d wipe out for you.”

She looked up, eyes serious. “Don’t. I want you on the surface. With me.”

The words landed deeper than she probably meant them to. Not dramatic. Not polished. Just Keilani, honest as tidewater, asking me to live inside the thing we were building instead of throwing myself at every wave like sacrifice was the same as love.

I kissed her, slow and careful, then pulled her close.

“I love you, Lani,” I said, my voice rougher than I expected. “Not just because you’re strong. Not because you won. I love the way you carry people without letting them see the weight. I love the way you tell the truth even when it costs you. I love the girl who just took the crown and still worried about Bella before herself.”

Her eyes went wet again, but this time she didn’t look away.

“West,” she whispered.

“I mean it,” I said. “All the way down.”

She touched my face, thumb brushing over my cheek like she was trying to memorize the shape of the moment.

“I love you too,” she said. “Really love you. Not like a wave I want to survive. Like a shore I keep finding my way back to.”

That one wrecked me.

She smiled through the tears, a little embarrassed by her own poetry. “Do not make fun of me. I just won a crown. I am emotionally unstable.”

I laughed, then kissed her again, gentler this time. “Your secret is safe with me, Surf Queen.”

For a while, we just lay like that. Sweat cooling, air turning salty, the sun making patterns on the far wall.

Then reality knocked.

Not literally, thank God. Just my phone vibrating off the edge of the daybed and landing in my shorts with a sad little buzz.

Keilani sat up first, found her shirt, and started to dress. When she got the crown, she dusted it off, set it on her head, and posed in the old mirror on the closet door.

“How do I look?” she asked.

“Like you could rule the world.”

She made a face, then fixed her hair, straightened the flowers, and turned to me.

“Help me?” she asked, voice small.

I joined her, got the crown right, kissed her forehead, and whispered, “You don’t need help. But I like being asked.”

She smiled, then checked her phone. Her eyes went wide. “We have to get to the main stage. Miss Surf King is starting in twenty minutes.”

I scrambled for my clothes. “You ready for that?”

She nodded, but there was a tremble in her hands. “If I can survive you, I can survive anything.”

We left the room together.

The world outside was hot, loud, and relentless.

But this time, she didn’t flinch.

She wore the crown all the way down the stairs.

And every person we passed bowed their head.

***

The minute we hit the base of the stairs, the world rushed back in.

The festival was at peak capacity: sun overhead, sponsor flags snapping, main stage in full launch, and every ten feet a selfie line for people who wanted proof they’d once lived in the same ecosystem as a Surf Queen. Skylar and Sam stood at the edge of the sponsor tent, half-drunk on hydration pouches, scanning the crowd for a sign of us.

When they spotted Keilani, they went full fan club. Skylar whooped, scooped Keilani up in a spinning hug that nearly dislodged the crown. Sam fake-bowed, then snapped a million pics for the private team chat, carefully angled away from sponsor signage because Victoria had trained everyone like an elite unit of horny compliance monks.

But the reunion wasn’t just for show.

They shielded us, made a wall of bodies and jokes, so we could reach the harem’s reserved section behind the main stage without getting caught in the swirl.

Waiting there: Bella.

She’d changed, not into anything polished, just a dry GCU hoodie and old shorts, legs still sandy, hair wet and pinned up. She sat on a folding chair, one foot propped on the cooler, eyes shaded behind knockoff Ray-Bans.

At first, I worried she’d shrink away, but when she saw Keilani, her mouth broke into a smile. Real, tired, and a little sad, but honest.

Keilani hovered, not knowing what to say.

Bella solved it.

She stood, walked over, and flicked the edge of the crown with a delicate finger.

“Looks better on you than I imagined,” she said softly.

Keilani’s breath caught, and in a second, they were hugging, slow and gentle, foreheads touching.

Bella whispered something I couldn’t hear, but whatever it was, it made Keilani laugh through her nose and shake her head.

Then they were okay.

Not fixed. Not the same.

But okay.

Aria found me next, phone in hand, Lila at her side. She gave Keilani a quick thumbs-up, then flashed the screen at me.

Event board, refreshed:

MISS SURF KING FINAL — ARIA NAVARRO, #1 SEED.

Finalist check-in: main stage.

13 minutes.

“Showtime,” Aria said.

Lila grinned. “What’s the over-under on her not setting fire to the catwalk this year?”

I shrugged. “I’m just here for the drama.”

Victoria materialized out of nowhere, dressed in white linen, sunglasses on, every inch of her posture screaming both pride and the certainty that the next disaster was already inbound.

She pressed an iced coffee into my hand and leaned in close.

“Your pro heat call window opens in two hours,” she murmured. “Don’t let anyone bait you into a sponsor moment. Not even Sadie.”

“Understood.”

She squeezed my wrist, then turned to watch the stage.

As the crowd ramped up for Miss Surf King, the MC read the roster, ending with a flourish.

“And your top seed, the influencer herself, queen of the algorithm, Aria Navarro!”

Even in the roar, you could feel Aria go tense for half a second. Then Lila elbowed her, and she tossed her hair and gave the crowd a lazy wave.

The world was moving fast now.

Keilani and Bella, side by side, both changed by the water, both carrying scars that maybe only made them sharper.

Sam and Skylar, arm in arm, already plotting the next afterparty.

Aria and Lila, taking the stage.

Victoria, already scanning the horizon for Ronan’s next move.

And me, the guy whose name was still on the bracket and whose harem had once again bent the world by refusing to break.

I didn’t know how it would shake out.

But as the spotlight snapped onto the runway, and Aria took her first step out, I found myself hoping, hard, that the next win would be hers.

Victoria must have seen it on my face.

She nudged me, just once, and said, “We’re not done yet. Get ready.”

And I did.

Because the next crown was walking into the light.

And Saturday was running out of daylight.


Miss Surf King


The festival didn’t let anyone breathe.

One minute, Keilani was still reeling from her Surf Queen victory hug, the next the event board was already burning a new set of letters across half the beach:

MISS SURF KING FINAL - ARIA NAVARRO, #1 SEED.

That was the hook, and it worked.

The main stage had gone from chill sponsor playlist to full-throttle, strobed-out pre-show in about thirty seconds, the crowd barely able to remember what happened last heat before the next drama threatened to eat it whole. The MC’s voice cut through everything: “Ladies and gents, if you’re not in your seats, you’re missing the moment. Miss Surf King, final round, is about to crown her destiny!”

Victoria found me in the microsecond before my heart rate hit redline.

She didn’t touch my arm, didn’t break stride, just leaned in close enough that her perfume, lemon and something sharper, law and order in a bottle, could disarm me even in public.

“You have one hour, forty-seven minutes before they call the pro heat,” she said. “No sponsor traps. No drama. No heroics. No stepping into Aria’s frame unless I explicitly tell you the building is on fire. Understood?”

“Yes, boss.”

She almost smiled. “Good boy.”

Then she hit the perimeter in a practiced glide, already on to her next chess move.

Backstage was three degrees of chaos hotter than the crowd: ring lights, folding chairs, nervous undergrads in sashes, and more makeup bags than Sephora’s annual clearance. Cami, AquaVibe’s platinum-blond PR wrangler, clapped her hands over the clatter.

“Finalists, I need you lined up and ready! No impromptu walk-ons, no ad-libbed sponsor claims, and please remember this is authenticity, not a hostage video. If you have to bail, find me first. And for the love of god, touch up your shine.”

Aria stood at the end of the row, perfect in a cobalt slip dress that looked like it would self-destruct if you breathed on it wrong. Her hair was down, big and soft, a little more lived-in than last round. For a second, I wondered if she’d even seen the Surf Queen finish or if she’d just been stress-sweating in a tent all morning.

Lila hovered a pace behind her, leaning back against a rolling rack of swimsuits. Her own look was senior cruise director after four mimosas, but the playfulness was muted. You could tell by the way she fiddled with her bracelet, silent, eyes fixed on Aria like she was both rooting for her and plotting to sabotage her at the same time.

I kept to the edge, near the sponsor platform but carefully out of the camera lane, not wanting to draw the wrong kind of gaze.

But Ronan was already there, as always, pretending to take in the stage setup while he kept Aria’s orbit in the corner of his eye. His lips were tight, hands folded, as if the only thing keeping him from launching an official complaint was the social threat of being seen as That Guy in front of the entire state.

Cami did a last walk-down, checking hair, lipstick, and the new gold-foil AquaVibe wristbands. “Remember,” she hissed, “they want authenticity, not a TED Talk. Be real, but be useful. If you even think about turning ‘the journey’ into a legal incident, I will personally walk into the ocean.”

Aria, without moving her eyes from the curtain, said, “You want authenticity, but only the brand-safe kind. That’s the vibe, right?”

Cami’s face didn’t move. “That’s the job.”

Behind them, a half-dozen underclassmen were losing their minds. One was crying into her phone, another kept snapping selfies from every possible angle, praying that the right filter would save her from future meme infamy.

But none of them mattered.

Not now.

It was Aria’s moment.

She looked at me, just for a heartbeat, and I saw all of it: the strain in her hands, the way she’d been clenching and unclenching her jaw for the last ten minutes. She was as composed as a moon landing but underneath, she was shaking, a thousand watts of ambition versus one perfect chance to fuck it all up.

I wanted to tell her something. Good luck. You don’t have to win. I’ll love you even if you throw up on the judges.

But I knew it would only spook her.

She nodded, micro-small, then turned back to the lights.

Lila, seeing the move, leaned in close and whispered something too quiet to catch. Aria smiled, real but brief. For the first time in days, it looked like they actually understood each other.

On stage, the MC started his intro.

“We’ve seen the swimsuits, we’ve seen the runway, we’ve seen the brand challenges, but the real test is up next: the influence round. Finalists, you’ll be given an unfiltered question, no scripts, no pre-reads. Just you, the crowd, and your truth. The winner will represent not only our partners, but this university’s voice for the coming year. First up, Jocelyn Hart!”

The crowd did its part, big and brash and hungry for blood.

Cami gave the finalist line one last manic scan, then lowered her voice. “Jocelyn, you’re up. Lila, on deck. Aria, final position. Do not wander, do not improvise a revolution unless it tests well, and do not make me regret waterproof mascara.”

Jocelyn stepped through the curtain first, pageant smile already locked and loaded.

Lila rolled her shoulders, suddenly less chaos goblin and more girl with something to prove.

Aria stayed at the end of the line.

The dress didn’t flutter. The hair didn’t move.

But the whole world felt like it was waiting for her anyway.

Before Jocelyn vanished into the lights, Aria glanced once more at me.

If there was a message, it was this:

I’m about to do something that can’t be edited out.

I smiled back, small and stupid and proud.

Then I held my breath and waited for the explosion.

***

The main stage under show lights was its own climate system. Hotter, louder, every color dialed to max. A line of folding stools waited behind a runway that looked like a dare: take one step too far and you’d plunge straight into the crowd.

Cami’s mic voice was velvet with panic under it. “Remember, ladies, you only get one take. Say what’s real, but say what’s safe.”

Three finalists. Aria, Lila, and an AquaVibe dark horse named Jocelyn, a junior transfer who’d spent the season trending up on personality alone. Jocelyn did a lot with a little, flashing her pageant teeth and selling every line like it was the first good news in years. She hit her question, “What does Surf King mean to you?” with a tight thirty on women’s empowerment, personal bests, and giving back to the next gen.

People clapped, but nobody meant it.

Then Lila stepped forward, and the crowd leaned in.

The judges clearly expected her to blow it. Her reputation had always been too fun, not enough substance, but Lila lived for subverting the script.

She looked out at the world, shrugged, and said, “I know you all expect me to say something meme-able about branding or making an impact. And I could. I am very good at being a public menace.”

The crowd laughed.

“But here’s the truth: I’ve always loved attention. I’m not going to apologize for that. Attention can be fun. It can be power. It can also be empty as hell if nobody in your real life trusts you when the cameras shut off.” Her smile went smaller, sharper. “I’d rather have three people who’d storm a beach with me than a million followers who can’t remember my name next semester. I’m here because my best friend made it her job to get me on this stage. I want to win for her, and for myself, but mostly, I want to prove we can love the spotlight without selling our souls.”

She looked, for one crazy second, like she might drop the mic.

The audience loved it.

But the bar was now sky-high.

Aria’s turn.

She glided up, her slip dress shining, hair perfect, face unreadable. The question came from the MC, but you could see the sponsor fingerprints all over it.

“What does authentic influence mean to you, Aria?”

You could feel the room expecting her to hit the talking points: relatable, inspirational, responsible, maybe a line about mental health or mentorship.

Instead, Aria just stood there.

Stood, and breathed, and let the silence build.

She didn’t start with a joke, or a brand mention, or even a humblebrag.

She said, “Most of my life, I thought authenticity meant showing only what you were willing to have judged.”

The crowd quieted.

“I built a whole career on curation. I filtered out the parts that made me look too thirsty, or too ambitious, or, god forbid, too attached to anything that could make me look weak.” She paused, eyes fixed forward, though I felt her find me anyway. “But that’s not real. Real is wanting something so badly you’re scared you’ll break it, so you hide it, even from yourself.”

Then she looked right at me.

“I love West Donovan.”

Just like that.

No buildup.

No prep.

A soundless moment stretched across the crowd. You could have heard the wind change.

“But,” Aria said, voice shaking now, “I won’t let anyone turn that love into proof that I’m an opportunist, a fraud, or a liability. My feelings for him are not a campaign. He’s not my sponsor angle, he’s not a boost to my brand, and he’s not the reason I worked myself bloody to get here. He is someone I love. That’s not content. That’s not compensation. That’s not a strategy. It’s just the truth.”

The MC tried to cut in, but Aria kept talking.

“I know the story is supposed to be: girl gets crown, wins the boy, gets the sponsorship. But if we keep pretending that’s what matters, we’re all just competing to become the most generic version of ourselves. I want more. I want ambition that doesn’t require shame. I want love that doesn’t have to hide to look legitimate. I want the version of influence that is honest enough to burn.”

Silence.

Then the crowd erupted.

Aria stepped back, barely, shoulders set like she might have to physically withstand the fallout.

On the sponsor platform, Cami covered her mouth, eyes wide with terror and, maybe, awe.

Ronan looked like someone had shot him through the heart.

Victoria, at the edge, exhaled in a way that said: I did not see that coming, but I respect it.

Lila, for once, was speechless.

Aria waited, still trembling, but the MC made it official. “Well! That’s one for the highlight reel! Ladies and gentlemen, let’s get a round of applause for a real answer.”

It felt forced, but the crowd didn’t care.

For the first time, Aria was the main event.

She walked offstage in a straight line, eyes dry, head high.

She had become the story, for better or worse.

And somewhere under the shock, I knew: no one would ever forget it.

***

It took less than a minute for the backlash to launch.

The MC barely closed out the Q&A before Ronan materialized at the sponsor dais, voice just loud enough to catch the judges, the PR handlers, and half the crowd.

“Excuse me,” he said, polished as a blade. “Is it appropriate for a finalist to leverage a disallowed relationship in her closing pitch? I’d hate for any ambiguity around value transfer, or the appearance of noncompliance, to affect the brand or the event’s integrity.”

He might as well have fired a starter pistol.

The entire sponsor line stiffened, Cami included. For one perfect second, you could see her mind run the numbers: risk, reward, spin, disaster.

Then she didn’t blink.

“On behalf of AquaVibe, we can state unequivocally that Aria’s statement was personal and not a sponsor activation,” Cami said, her voice steady enough to calm wild animals. “There is no content link, no planned promo, and no use of Mr. Donovan’s name, likeness, or actions in any campaign during the compliance period. If fans generate memes, those are user-created, not official.”

Ronan didn’t flinch, but the judge at the center of the table seemed about to speak.

That was when Victoria glided in from the flank, arms folded, a single legal pad in hand.

She didn’t raise her voice.

She just waited until there was space.

“For the record, if we are now penalizing authenticity after demanding it, we are treading into dangerous territory,” Victoria said, cool and lethal. “No rule in the event charter prohibits personal disclosure. In fact, every previous winner has been encouraged to share her story, and many have referenced private relationships in their answers. If the standard is gender-neutral, then let’s enforce it that way.”

She let the silence land, then nodded at the judges.

“To punish a woman for honesty after the event demanded honesty would be a legal and PR disaster for everyone involved.”

A murmur rolled through the VIP, heavier than the festival bass.

Ronan, checkmated for the moment, turned it into a small, elegant bow. “Noted. I only seek to ensure fairness for all participants.”

Lila, who’d been standing at the edge of the stage, hands knotted behind her back, finally moved. She crossed to Aria, then stepped up to the MC’s mic with the confidence of someone who no longer had anything to lose.

She gave Aria a sideways hug, awkward, but it counted, and then addressed the crowd.

“I know we’re supposed to keep it competitive,” Lila said, “but can I just say: what you just heard is why this woman deserves the crown. She could’ve gone safe. She could’ve said all the sponsor stuff and the hashtags and the things that make people like me feel better about not winning. Instead, she told the truth.”

Her voice wavered, then steadied.

“And maybe we’re all a little jealous, but that’s what makes it real. I’d rather lose to her than win on a lie.”

She let go of Aria, wiped her nose, grinned, and curtsied so hard the sash nearly tripped her.

The MC, seeing the play, knew better than to drag it out.

He gestured to the judge table, which deliberated for about the length of a Snapchat story, then handed the envelope up.

The win was official.

Miss Surf King: Aria Navarro.

Confetti cannons, sponsor hats, a bouquet, the whole pageant kill shot.

But Aria didn’t make it about me. She didn’t run to the edge of the stage, didn’t drag me under the lights, didn’t turn the moment into proof Ronan could use.

Instead, she took her crown, stood at the very front of the runway, and stared straight at the sea of cameras. For a second, the world seemed to slow.

Then she looked up, eyes finding mine at the back of the crowd.

She mouthed two words.

Not “I won.”

Not even “thank you.”

Just: “I’m okay.”

It was private, and nobody else saw it.

But I did.

I saw everything.

She stepped offstage, into the arms of the harem, and let herself be pulled into the noise. Lila followed, then Jocelyn, then the rest, all swirling together in a tidal wave of color and sound.

Only after the crowd surged away did I realize I hadn’t moved.

My feet were anchored.

Because the last crown had been claimed, and this time it wasn’t a trophy for someone else’s shelf.

Aria had made herself into the story.

And she was finally, completely, her own.

***

The quiet in the cliff house felt surgical after the riot of the festival. I climbed the steps fast enough to feel it in my quads, knowing I’d have about twenty minutes of peace before the next blast alert told me to report to pro bracket call.

Inside, the air was sharp with salt and eucalyptus, the windows open and the surf pounding up from below. I hit the bathroom first, always the best room in the house: sun-warmed tile, towels the size of a twin bed, a triple-size walk-in shower where you could see half the coastline through a frosted porthole.

My hands shook a little, still coming down from Aria’s stage bomb. I stripped out of the festival rashguard and boardies and let the hot water scald my shoulders. It felt less like a shower and more like a baptism: one set of pressure, noise, and performance washed away, replaced by whatever the ocean was going to throw at me next.

The counter was already chaos: four kinds of sunscreen, my battered Dopp kit, two hairbands, a backup bikini top that definitely wasn’t mine, and, center stage, the new Miss Surf King crown sitting on a folded hand towel, still glinting with confetti.

For a minute, I just stood with my forehead against the glass, letting the world rewire itself. The only sound was the water and the distant crowd, now just white noise through the window.

I didn’t hear Aria come in.

She was there, though. Standing just inside the threshold, wearing nothing but the festival T-shirt I’d left on her desk last month, her hair pinned back with a barrette made out of old surf wax. The sash was in her hand; she dropped it beside the crown, then closed the door with her heel.

Her eyes found me through the shower glass, and for the first time since the world started caring about my relationship status, I saw her look lost.

“Hey,” she said, voice smaller than I’d ever heard it. “Is it okay if I just…exist here for a minute?”

I shut off the water, stepped out, grabbed the biggest towel, and started drying off, not caring how exposed I was.

“You can have the whole house if you want.”

She looked at the crown, then at me, then at the floor.

“I’ve never been so fucking terrified,” Aria whispered. “I said it out loud. To everyone. No filter, no caption, no way to take it back.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It was kind of the bravest thing I’ve ever seen.”

She choked out a laugh, then wiped her face with both hands, hard enough to smear her makeup down to her jawline.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she said. “I know how to fake it. I know how to win. I know how to make every angle look intentional. But I don’t know how to be in love where people can see it.”

“You’re allowed to be scared.”

She stared at me, tears hovering but not falling. “What if I mess it up?”

“Then we’ll mess it up together.”

I took a step toward her. She didn’t move, didn’t breathe, just waited as I closed the gap and wrapped the towel around both of us, pulling her tight to my chest.

She shuddered, then clung to me.

Not like a desperate moment of sex.

Like a drowning swimmer getting a lifeline.

For a long minute, we just stood there, my heart racing and hers pounding double-time against it.

She finally spoke.

“When you looked at me out there,” she said, “I didn’t feel like a fraud. Not for a second. That’s never happened before. It always felt like I was performing, even in the best parts. But this—” she gestured at us, the towel, the silence, “—this is the only thing I want to keep forever.”

I kissed her hair, then her cheek, then the edge of her mouth, salt and all.

“You’re safe,” I said. “With me.”

She smiled, a shaky, real smile.

Then she pulled back and wiped her eyes again. “If you ever repeat any of this to anyone, I’ll hack your phone and delete the evidence.”

“I’d let you.”

She started to laugh, then burst into sobs, then laughter again, then pulled me in for a kiss so fierce it left us both gasping.

It wasn’t about fucking, not yet. It was about contact, about being alive and not alone and not judged.

She slid her hands around my waist, shivering as the towel fell, then pressed every inch of herself against me. I lifted her, carried her to the counter, and sat her on it, both of us half-naked, her legs around my hips, my mouth on hers, our hands everywhere and nowhere at once.

When she pulled away, her eyes were wet.

“I love you, West,” she said. “I know I should have said it before without needing the whole world to force my hand, but I was too busy being perfect for everyone else. I don’t care anymore.”

“I love you too, Aria,” I said. “Not the version for the crowd. Not the one who knows exactly where the camera is. The you that nobody ever gets to see.”

She held my face, traced my jaw with her thumb, then kissed me again, slow and deep.

The surf and the festival and all of it could burn for all I cared.

The only thing that mattered was her, here, trembling and honest, finally letting herself be held.

I didn’t know if we had hours, or minutes, or if the clock on the pro heat was already running out.

But I’d take every second she gave me.

And I’d never let her go.

***

The first thing I noticed was the salt on her lips.

Aria’s mouth was everywhere at once, on my jaw, my chest, the pulse in my neck, like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to devour me or just prove she could. Her hands were cold at first, then burning, then just right as she worked them up my back, nails digging in hard enough to leave marks.

I pulled her T-shirt over her head, then let my hands map her. She wasn’t airbrushed, wasn’t filter-perfect; she was the real Aria: skin with a tan line from yesterday’s one-piece, bruised hips from the paddleboard, a faint scar near her navel from falling through a neighbor’s sliding door as a kid.

I wanted every part of her.

She wanted it, too. She wrapped her legs around me, pressing our bodies together, and when I tried to slow down, to savor, she yanked my hair, bringing our faces close.

“Don’t hold back,” she said, breath ragged. “Not now. Not after that.”

“You sure?”

Her eyes flashed. “I just told the entire beach I love you. If I wanted caution, I’d have stayed on script.”

So I didn’t.

I adjusted her on the counter, then kissed her so hard she gasped. Her hands slid down my sides, her fingers finding my cock and stroking it with clinical precision. I was so hard it hurt.

She pushed her hips forward, grinding against me, and whispered, “I need you inside me. Right now.”

She didn’t wait for me to line up. She reached, found what she wanted, and guided me in herself, sliding me into her, inch by perfect inch. The heat of her nearly short-circuited me, but I held on, burying myself deeper as she moaned and gripped my shoulders for balance.

She leaned back, balancing on her hands, and let her head fall. Her hair fanned out across the towel on the counter. Her tits were bare, nipples dark and hard, her skin slick with steam and sweat and all the truth she’d stopped trying to hide.

I drove into her, hard, the sound of skin on skin loud in the bright, echoing bathroom.

She didn’t hide any of it. She moaned, she cursed, she begged, and when I tried to slow down, to make it last, she grabbed my ass and pulled me in even harder.

Her words came out like a dare. “You’re not going to break me. Fuck me, West. I want to feel you tomorrow. I want to remember what it felt like to stop hiding.”

That did it.

I pinned her wrists, holding her open, and fucked her with everything I had left. The counter rattled under us, the shower still running and filling the room with steam. The sun made gold patterns on her thighs, and the only thing that mattered was her: her need, her surrender, her strength.

She came first, grinding herself down on me, her pussy clenching so tight I almost lost it right there. She tried to stifle the sound but couldn’t; she bit my shoulder, then gasped, “Holy fuck. Again.”

“I’ve got you.”

“No,” she said, breath shattered. “You have me. There’s a difference.”

I wasn’t done, and neither was she. I pulled out, turned her around, and bent her over the counter. She arched her back, looking at me in the mirror, eyes wild and hair half-loose. She reached between her legs, guiding me back into her.

“Don’t stop,” she said, voice low and raw. “Don’t you dare stop now.”

I held her hips and took her, slow at first, then faster, watching her face as every thrust made her lips part and her eyes flutter. She loved it. She owned it. She came again, knees shaking, hands white-knuckled on the edge of the sink.

“I love you,” she whispered, almost like it hurt. “I love you so much, West.”

I bent over her, kissing the back of her neck, my cock still buried inside her. “I love you, Aria. I always have. Even when I was too stupid to say it right.”

She laughed, sobbed, then slammed her hips back into me, and that was it. I came hard, spilling inside her, stars dancing in my vision as every nerve in my body went white-hot.

We stayed like that, folded together, panting and shaking, until the steam from the shower started to cool and the world felt real again.

She straightened up, her body trembling with aftershocks, and turned to face me. She smiled, wiped her mouth, and kissed me, soft, slow, nothing like before.

“You stayed,” she said. “You saw the worst and you stayed.”

“You’re not the worst,” I said, voice gone soft. “You’re the only person who scares me in the best possible way.”

She hugged me, hard.

Then the moment broke, and she got practical, because Aria Navarro could confess her soul to the world and still remember a deadline. She grabbed a towel, wiped off the counter, and got herself together faster than any other woman I’d ever known. She fixed her hair in the mirror, put the sash on again, and even dusted a little setting powder over her flushed cheeks.

I started to laugh. “You just won a crown. You don’t have to do anything.”

She looked at me in the mirror, her eyes wet, her mouth curled in a perfect half-smirk.

“I’m not doing it for them,” she said. “I’m doing it because I like knowing exactly who I am when I walk back out there.”

She adjusted the crown, then kissed me again, softer this time. “Go win your heat, West.”

“Only if you’re there to watch.”

“Always,” she said. “Now get dressed before I drag you back in the shower and make you late on purpose.”

I threw on a clean shirt and board shorts, found my shades, and watched her walk out ahead of me, the Miss Surf King crown slightly askew and her hair still damp at the tips.

For once, the world could wait.

We’d already taken the best part for ourselves.

***

The pro heat call came as a triple buzz, followed by a text from Victoria that simply read:

It’s time. Do not be late.

Aria walked beside me down the old wooden steps from the house. Her crown wasn’t perfectly straight, and her hair was a wreck, but I couldn’t stop looking at her. She wore the aftermath like an upgrade, not a flaw.

The festival had found a new volume. The boardwalk was so packed that moving required tactical weaving, but people made space for us. Not because of the crowns, though holy hell, every fifth person was wearing a knockoff by now, but because the rumor of Aria’s answer had already outpaced any official feed.

At the edge of the sand, Sam was waiting, hair in two buns, cheeks painted with gold streaks. She offered me a fresh rashguard, a kiss, and a crooked smile.

“The girls have a betting pool on whether you beat Cruz by points or knock him out with a board to the face.”

“Don’t put money on the violence.”

She winked. “Too late.”

Keilani and Bella had claimed a spot near the judges’ risers. Keilani wore her Surf Queen crown like she’d never doubted it; Bella sat next to her, runner-up ribbon still in place, both of them side-eyeing the bracket and comparing notes like the only thing that mattered was who would have the best post-game snack.

Skylar and Reese were posted up by the east-side bleachers, showing off the Beach Queen trophy to anyone who would look. Skylar gave me a thumbs-up, then pantomimed a full-body wipeout, just to remind me not to take myself too seriously.

Aria stopped a few feet before the sponsor arch.

For one second, instinct pulled us toward each other. The easy thing would have been a kiss. A photo. A perfect shot for every gossip feed on campus.

Then I saw Victoria across the sand, one eyebrow already loaded like a weapon.

Aria saw her too.

She smiled, private and wicked, then placed two fingers lightly against my chest. No kiss. No performance. Nothing for Ronan to clip into evidence.

“You know you have to win, right?” she said.

“Wouldn’t dream of letting you down.”

“You already did the hard part,” she whispered.

“Which part was that?”

Her eyes softened. “You stayed.”

The event board blinked to life. My name, West Donovan, next to Cruz Vale, center column, in red. The crowd surged, and you could feel the hunger in the air.

I slung my board under one arm, then looked back at her.

Aria smiled, this time so unguarded that for a second, I thought I was seeing the version of her nobody else had ever known.

She mouthed, “Go make history.”

I nodded.

Then I stepped onto the sand, every cell in my body humming, every old fear replaced by the certainty of what we’d just made together.

For once, I wasn’t alone.

And as the announcer bellowed my name, as the bracket flashed up on the screen and the world leaned in to watch, I knew that every wave from here on out was going to belong to me.

Even if it killed me.

But for now?

I’d ride it as far as I could.


Pro Water


The pro zone looked nothing like the rest of the festival.

The crowd was there, maybe even louder, maybe even more feral now that it was grown men and not sorority-sponsored eye candy getting cut up on the main stage, but the sand behind the start flags was cordoned off with a ten-foot sponsor wall, a gauntlet of security, and two rows of actual professional media. Past the barricade, every single thing was branded: rashguards crisp and logoed, boards lined up like luxury rifles, even the athlete benches stenciled with sponsor hashtags in colors that bled at the edges.

Nobody was selling lemonade.

Everybody was selling a narrative.

I checked the heat sheet just to be sure I was reading it right.

PRO CUT #3:

CRUZ VALEWEST DONOVANELI “SLEDGE” SLEDEN (O’NEILL)MASON RYDER (FCS)

Only two advanced.

No lifelines. No hometown bonus. The Donovan name was a prop, not an asset, unless I made it one.

The other three stood by the tent flap, wearing the kind of boredom that could only come from years of rinse-and-repeat at this level. Mason Ryder ignored the camera crew, hands under his armpits, eyes at half-mast. Sledge Sleden rolled a lacrosse ball over his calves, not even stretching, just passing time. Cruz Vale, the only one without a handler, leaned back against the rail, talking on his phone in a way that made it clear he did not care if the world burned down around him.

A handler with a clipboard flagged me, eyes quick up and down like he’d found a typo in the roster. “Donovan?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re blue this heat. Board check?”

I held up my stick: battered, home-glassed, the only non-foam-wrapped deck in the field. He grunted, marked a check, and said, “Photo at the event arch. They’ll call you in six.”

I walked past a row of competitor lockers, each labeled with the surfer’s name, sponsor, and a QR code for the media feed. Mine just said:

WEST DONOVAN.

Underneath, somebody had sharpied:

MASCOT?

There was no mistake.

Every single person here had spent the week prepping to eat me alive.

Out by the main arch, I saw the support crew: Dad and Mick in matching GCU polos, Kai next to them in a bucket hat and face paint, Sadie holding a phone up high and vibrating with caffeine, and Mom perched on the risers, camera in hand, sunglasses hiding her expression.

Behind them, the harem moved like its own weather system: Sam in a beach dress, Summer in an official university windbreaker, Victoria managing a spreadsheet on her phone even now, and Aria behind them, hair down, eyes on the water, not the crowd. Bella and Keilani stood shoulder to shoulder near the judges’ rail, still wearing the afterglow of Surf Queen. Skylar had the Beach Queen trophy tucked under one arm like she might use it as a weapon if the committee got cute again.

None of them could help me here.

They watched, and that mattered.

But the water didn’t care.

The event runner ushered us to the start. Sledge and Mason barely looked at each other, both wearing that weird, flat pro face, like a before-picture for a teeth-whitening ad. Cruz gave me a look that was two parts recognition and one part are you serious?

He didn’t say anything until we hit the sand, barefoot, boards at our sides. The beach crowd packed tight behind a rope, the noise swelling with every step.

I expected Cruz to needle me, or at least mug for the cameras, but he did neither. Instead, he took a long, lazy look at the horizon, then shrugged.

“You know this break better than anybody,” he said.

“Supposedly.”

He grinned, eyes still on the water. “That’s what’s going to make this funny.”

I glanced over. “Funny how?”

“Knowing the break isn’t the same as owning it in a pro heat. Tide’s real now. Inside section’s ugly. Priority gets mean.” His smile sharpened. “Pros don’t beat undergrads because they know more waves. They beat them because they make you forget what you already know.”

That was it.

He jogged out, hit the foam, and was gone.

Sledge and Mason followed in perfect, practiced rhythm. I hesitated a second, feeling the eyes on me, then jogged too, teeth chattering even though it was warm, my board clumsy in my hand.

The water was instantly different: choppier, thicker, the reform section spitting foam like it wanted me dead. The pros ducked under the first set, popping up on the outside like synchronized sharks. I tried to follow, but the pull spun me sideways and the first taste of salt nearly choked me. By the time I cleared the set, Cruz was already twenty yards ahead, lined up in the sweet spot, talking with the event jet ski like it was a rideshare and he was just confirming his destination.

I found a gap, paddled out, and sat, chest heaving, trying to look chill.

If the amateur bracket had been about speed, this was pure, cruel geometry. Cruz and the others used tiny motions, barely even paddling, to keep exact position. When the wave built, they didn’t jockey or slap-fight for it. They just moved. I watched Mason call for the inside, then feint out, drawing Sledge off his mark. Cruz just waited, stone still, every muscle tensed but calm.

The MC bellowed, “Here we go! Pro cut three, Surf King main event, watch the fireworks!”

I had exactly four seconds to get my head right.

Two more sets reared up, and this time, the only thing I could do was paddle for my life and hope nobody made it ugly.

Sledge took the first one, perfect drop, stuck the rail, then arched into a brutal carve. Cruz went second, but the wave closed off, and he air-rolled out, casual, like he’d planned to miss.

I caught the third, not even the best angle, and dropped in. My legs felt like garbage, my heart way too fast, but I forced the line, tucked, tried to get as much out of the face as I could.

When I hit the inside, I heard the crowd, but it was muffled, like applause underwater.

I looked back.

Cruz and Sledge were already outpacing the rest of us, drawing patterns I’d never even thought to attempt in a heat this short. Mason picked up a runner, lost it, and cursed loud enough that the shore mic caught it.

Then, finally, I got a break.

A rogue set, bigger than the rest, and I was in perfect position.

Except Cruz was right there with me.

He gave me a single, sideways glance, then a nod, and then he paddled right, ceding the peak.

I took it, feet steady, dropped in way heavier than I’d practiced, bottomed out hard, then tried the cutback that usually worked at two feet smaller.

The board didn’t love it, but I muscled the rail, held on, and found the speed to beat the closeout. I could hear the festival lose its mind, maybe for the wipeout, maybe for the miracle save, I couldn’t tell.

I hit the channel, adrenaline shaking every bone in my body.

Cruz had let me have that wave.

Not as a favor.

As a test.

Sledge lined up next, but he overcooked it, tried a late air, and went over the falls. Mason got blocked by whitewater, then punched his board hard enough to splinter the foam.

Suddenly, it was me and Cruz out front.

We paddled together, silent for a moment.

Then, as the horn sounded for the next set, Cruz angled in, close enough that our boards almost brushed.

He grinned, teeth white, eyes mean.

“Welcome to the part where nobody cares how loved you are,” he said.

Then he dropped in, hit the next section, and left me in the spray.

I watched him ride it out, the crowd howling.

But I wasn’t done.

Not yet.

***

The next two minutes were the meanest surfing of my life.

The heat leader flashed up on the event board: Cruz with an 8.3, Sledge with a 7.8, and my name at 7.2, tied with Mason. Not bad, but not even in the neighborhood of a final. The crowd, which had gone full animal for every harem crown, was instantly harsher, every point swing amplified by the MC’s running commentary and the feral mob behind the rope. They howled for wipeouts. They cheered when the pros made it look easy. When I scored, it was like they weren’t sure if they were allowed to celebrate.

I paddled back into position, arms shaking. Sledge and Mason had already formed a silent alliance, splitting the lineup and shutting me out of priority. Cruz sat alone, just outside the main peak, so perfectly still it was like he was already picturing the trophy.

My second chance came on a right with an ugly closeout. I fought for it, caught the lip late, and for a second, I thought I’d pulled it off: made the drop, hit a low carve, tried to throw in a stylish layback even though my body was two moves behind my brain.

It felt forced.

Mechanical.

When I shot through the foam, the board rattled under me, almost like it was trying to throw me off for impersonating a better surfer.

I heard my dad’s voice, even from the shore: “You’re thinking about it too much.”

Which was hilarious, since thinking about things was the entire West Donovan brand.

The judges flashed a 6.5. Solid. But then Sledge immediately posted a 7.9, and Mason lucked into a runner that scored a hair higher than my opener.

Time started to run weird.

Every second lasted too long, but the heat clock bled away double-speed. I spent most of the next exchange paddling in circles, trying to break Sledge and Mason’s zone. They didn’t talk, didn’t even make eye contact, but they boxed me out like we were playing underwater chess and they’d already agreed to freeze me out. I tried to get cute, to bait them, but all it did was tire me out and let Cruz stack another easy score with a mid-set air.

By the halfway horn, I was fourth.

Barely.

The crowd on the risers had gone full gladiator: every big move from Cruz or the others got an “Ohhhh!” followed by some jerk near the rope shouting, “Up your game, Donovan!”

It shouldn’t have mattered.

It did.

I started chasing.

Hard.

A messy set came through, and instead of waiting it out, I gunned for the first peak. I cut Sledge off, nearly took his nose, and dropped into a wedge that was, in every way, a rookie move. The angle was off. The pocket was dead. I could hear the MC saying, “That’s a bold line from Donovan, if he survives it,” and I knew I’d already screwed the landing.

I went over, cartwheeled through the foam, and got my leash tangled around my knee. By the time I surfaced, I’d lost twenty yards of position and a solid minute off the clock.

On shore, Mick shook his head. Dad turned away from the water, rubbing his hands together like he was wishing he could call a timeout.

Up in the stands, I caught Sadie’s face: she had her hands up, not in panic, but in pure what-are-you-doing disbelief.

Even the harem looked rattled. Summer had her hands balled into fists, Victoria was biting the end of her pencil, and Aria just stared at the horizon, lips pressed tight. Skylar’s whole posture said she wanted to run out there and drag me back in herself.

It was a disaster.

And then, suddenly, it got worse.

The next set was a dream: clean, steep, perfect speed. I was in position, maybe a foot ahead of Sledge, and I went to call for priority. But Sledge waited, waited, then in the last split second, faded out, forcing me to either pull back or risk a DQ collision.

I hesitated.

He grabbed the inside, and I lost the wave.

The crowd groaned.

The MC said, “Donovan not pulling the trigger there, maybe feeling the pressure of the pro bracket for the first time?”

I tried to rally, but every motion felt a little bit more forced, a little more secondhand. I caught an okay left, managed a safe ride, but I was just buying time now. The event board showed me stuck at 7.2, with the others creeping higher every exchange.

I was getting eaten alive, just like Ronan always said would happen if a local legacy tried to punch above his weight.

The next two minutes blurred.

I tried to read the field, but instead I saw ghosts: Dad’s voice, Mom’s face when she thought I couldn’t see her, the girls, every single one of them, watching and waiting for something I wasn’t delivering. I thought of Summer and what it cost her every day to chase her dream. I thought of Victoria trusting me to be more than the story’s pretty face. I thought of Aria, who had just set fire to her reputation to say she loved me in front of the whole world, and Bella, who braved the break with nothing but heart and a borrowed board, and Keilani, who’d taught me to fight for my own crown, not inherit one. I thought of Skylar, and the million ways she never let herself be erased. Sam, refusing to run. Sadie, refusing to let me lie to myself.

For a second, it all pressed in at once: Ronan’s voice, Cruz’s challenge, the harem’s hope, Sadie’s expectations, even the old rivalry echo from every coach who ever said I was good but not great.

The noise was so loud it almost knocked me off the board.

Then, between two sets, I found stillness.

I just stopped.

Stopped paddling, stopped chasing, stopped caring about the narrative.

I sat, let the board drift, and finally heard what was left.

Not silence.

My own heart, clear and hard as a bell.

I thought of the very first time I surfed this break, seven, maybe eight years old, my dad running the shoreline, teaching me to read the wind, to watch the weird ugly currents that everyone else ignored.

I remembered what he said: “It’s not about style. It’s not about the cameras. You find the line nobody else trusts, and you make it your own.”

The next wave rolled in, ugly, out-of-sequence, the kind that wouldn’t score well but would throw most surfers into the pier if they got greedy.

Sledge and Mason didn’t want it.

Cruz was too far up.

I let it come.

And when the lip started to close, I turned, dug hard, and paddled for it.

It was not a pro line.

But it was mine.

I felt the drop, the acceleration, the split second where everything in my body screamed no, and then the moment after, where I caught the rail, dug in, and let the wave take me wherever it wanted.

It was over in six seconds, but in that time, I remembered who I actually was.

And why I’d even wanted to be here.

When I shot through the reform section, there was no applause, no MC hype, just the raw sound of the water collapsing behind me.

I kicked out, found the channel, and looked back.

Cruz was sitting there, watching, a grin curling up at the edges of his mouth.

He recognized the move.

I paddled past him, still catching my breath.

He said, “Nice. About fucking time.”

I didn’t answer.

I just waited for the next wave.

***

The clock dropped to ninety seconds.

I paddled hard, wind and muscle and instinct, but I didn’t chase the sets the way the others did. I watched, like I’d done a thousand times as a kid, and let myself drift with the current. The water got quiet for a beat. Out on the horizon, I could see the next set forming: three waves, each building taller, the last one a little warped by an undercurrent that didn’t show on the surface.

Mason, desperate, took the first. He rode it safe, clean, went for a tidy cutback, and kicked out early. The judges flashed a 7.2, barely enough to matter. Sledge waited, let the second pass, then went for the third, aiming to close me out.

Cruz just watched.

I saw the line before it fully built. Not the biggest wave, not the flashiest. The pocket was jagged, the face uneven, but if you hit it with enough speed and trusted the inside edge, you could ride the reform all the way through instead of bailing out at the shoulder.

I heard my dad’s voice again:

The risky lines are always empty.

This time, I went for it.

I angled left, started my paddle, felt the board go light as the wave picked me up, and then everything sped up at once. The drop was late, steeper than I’d guessed. For a heartbeat, I lost the rail and started to pitch forward, nose-down, then something, muscle memory or maybe just sheer unwillingness to eat shit on live TV, kicked in.

I shifted my weight, stabbed the back foot, and forced the rail to bite. The board caught, shuddered, and instead of face-planting, I rocketed out of the whitewater and straight into the first section. The wave tried to kill me again at the reform, but I adjusted, went low and tight, then slashed a bottom turn that brought me right into the meat of it.

Time did the thing where it both froze and snapped ahead.

I could see the crowd, a sea of faces, nobody sure if I’d just crashed or pulled the save of the tournament. I let the board carry me through, went for one last hit off the lip, and kicked out as the whole thing detonated behind me.

The noise hit a second later.

The MC’s voice broke. “West Donovan with a survival run that almost ended him! Did you see the recovery on that bottom turn?”

I floated in the channel, chest burning, heart hammering so hard I could taste metal.

I looked up at the board.

Cruz: 8.3Sledge: 8.0Donovan: 8.2

I’d done it.

Not perfect.

Enough.

Sledge and Mason, still stuck in the lineup, realized it at the same time. Sledge screamed into the wind, then paddled back with enough power to make the rescue jet ski hesitate. Mason just sat, staring at the horizon, like maybe a rogue wave would come and wipe the heat off the board for him.

Cruz drifted over, a lazy paddle, no urgency.

He called out, low, “Nice fucking line.”

I was too tired to answer.

The last minute was chaos. Sledge tried to force another set, but it closed out before he could land a single trick. Mason gave up position, probably hoping for a hail-mary from the inside, but it never came. The water was empty again, just me and Cruz, floating and breathing and waiting for the horn.

When it came, the world went white.

The crowd screamed. The MC shouted something about Donovan’s ride of the day. I could see the board updating, the heat results flashing.

ADVANCING:

CRUZ VALE

WEST DONOVAN

I exhaled. Water, pain, joy, and pure fuck-you energy to every single person who’d ever doubted I had it in me.

Cruz rolled over next to me, both of us bobbing in the aftermath.

He grinned, mean but not unkind. “You made it real. Respect.”

This time, I grinned back.

“Would’ve been too easy if you sandbagged the final.”

He laughed, a full, wild sound, and splashed water at me.

Above us, on the risers, I could see the harem. Summer screaming into both hands, Sam fist-pumping so hard she nearly clocked Sadie in the face. Keilani and Bella jumping up and down together, like they’d both won something. Skylar waving the Beach Queen trophy over her head, then pointing straight at me, a dare and a celebration at once. Victoria looked like she’d just seen her portfolio double overnight.

Aria?

She just smiled.

Real, soft, eyes glassy, and impossible not to find in the chaos.

My dad was there, too.

He didn’t wave or shout. He just stood, arms crossed, and nodded once, sharp and proud.

Mick pumped his fist and yelled something I didn’t catch, but it was probably half insult, half compliment.

I paddled in, lungs on fire, body gone to jelly.

The walk up the sand was a blur. The crowd broke the rope, swarmed the edge of the sponsor tent, and I had to dodge a dozen people with phones or hats or bare chests just trying to get close.

A media handler tried to grab me for a post-heat interview, but I ducked and kept walking. I wanted the girls, wanted my family, wanted the air back in my lungs.

When I cleared the sponsor barricade, the harem hit all at once.

Sam first, tackling me around the waist and shrieking, “You did it, you fucker, you did it!”

Then Summer, squeezing my hand so tight I thought my fingers might snap, her eyes wet and happy.

Keilani and Bella both hugged me together, arms wrapped around my shoulders, the kind of support that didn’t need words.

Skylar pounced last, knocking us all sideways and planting a salty, sweaty kiss on my cheek. “Told you not to let them erase you.”

Victoria hung back, but when the initial blast of chaos faded, she stepped close, offered a congratulatory kiss, then whispered, “You just made yourself a hundred grand. Don’t let it go to your head.”

I laughed, and the world came back into focus.

Aria waited until the others faded away, then wrapped her arms around me, gentle, just enough for us to exist together for a second.

“Go win the final, baby,” she whispered.

I nodded, and for a split second, I thought I might actually cry.

Instead, I just held on.

Above the din, the event board updated:

SURF KING FINAL:

CRUZ VALE v. WEST DONOVAN

No more safety nets.

No more hiding behind legacy, or the harem, or any of the noise.

It was me, the water, and whatever was left in my chest.

Cruz waited at the start of the boardwalk, already grinning for the cameras, already talking shit, but I could see in his eyes that he meant it now.

He wanted a real fight.

And so did I.

***

When it was over, I didn’t feel like a winner.

I felt like a body dragged from the surf after a shipwreck, unsure if it wanted to ever see dry land again.

The walk up the beach was a gauntlet. Fans, strangers, alumni, half the campus, maybe a third of the city, everyone closed in, shouting, wanting high-fives or selfies or just a chance to stand close to the person who’d just written himself into the event’s history. People grabbed at my arm, slapped my back, even pulled at my board, as if proximity alone would prove they’d been here when the next Donovan made the final.

I barely registered the noise.

I just moved, focused on the faces I actually cared about.

The girls were waiting, huddled together in a way I’d never seen: not just a cluster, but a real circle, shoulder-to-shoulder, not a hair’s breadth of rivalry or status between them. Sam and Sadie, who should’ve been at opposite ends of the food chain, had arms around each other, screaming like twins separated at birth. Bella and Keilani stood together, hair still wet from their own surf, both grinning so hard it looked painful. Skylar, crown askew from Beach Queen chaos, jumped up and down until she lost a flip-flop, then laughed and kept bouncing.

And Summer?

She didn’t yell. She didn’t even smile at first.

She just locked eyes with me, found the edge of my exhaustion, and started moving before I could even call her name.

She reached me before anyone else.

“Okay, superstar, deep breaths,” she said, catching my face between her hands, checking my pupils with a calm steadiness that would’ve made her coach proud. “Don’t fall over. Don’t pass out. You have at least three more interviews before they let you eat.”

Her touch steadied me. The world snapped into focus, color and heat and the taste of salt finally registering as real.

“Water?” she asked.

I nodded, and she already had a bottle out, uncapped, pressed into my hand. I drank, and only then did she crack the smallest smile.

“Did you see me wipe out?” I managed.

She shrugged. “Everybody eats sand. You’re just the only one who made it look like a tactical decision.”

Sam cannonballed in next, nearly knocking Summer aside. “I want you to know the entire cheer squad is getting matching board shorts with your face on the ass. We’re rebranding you as the King. No protest.”

Skylar cut in, looping one arm around my neck, nearly strangling me in the process. “Please, please tell me you did that on purpose. The part where you almost ate the pier.”

“Totally planned,” I said, my voice still gone.

Keilani and Bella appeared together, each putting a hand on my arm, like they’d coordinated a no-one-is-alone policy for the day.

“You waited,” Keilani said, eyes shining. “You didn’t chase. You let them kill themselves, and then you took it.”

Bella nodded, then in a rare move, reached up and touched my face, thumb brushing a line of sunscreen above my cheek. “Very brave,” she said, voice low. “Very stupid, but very brave.”

Even Aria, who always played it cool, came in close. She didn’t say anything at first. Just wrapped her arms around me from behind, chin on my shoulder, and stayed until the crowd’s noise faded enough for her words to matter.

“You survived,” she whispered, soft as a secret. “Now finish it.”

I let myself sag into them, into all of it, and for a second, I let the exhaustion win.

Then I looked up and saw Dad, just outside the sponsor tent, holding a towel and wearing a grin so wide I barely recognized it. He waited until I got close, then flung the towel over my head, bear-hugged me, and nearly snapped my spine.

“That’s how you do it,” he said, voice choked. “Not like me. Not like your uncle. Like yourself.”

Mick sidled up, face twisted like he couldn’t decide if he was angry or proud.

“You earned it,” he said. “Nobody can say you didn’t belong out there. Not even the bastards who tried to freeze you out.”

“Thanks, Mick.”

He grunted, then smirked. “Don’t fuck up the final.”

Sadie, not to be outdone by the adults, forced her way into the huddle, grabbed my phone, and turned on the camera.

“This is for the record,” she said, holding the lens uncomfortably close. “How do you feel?”

I looked at her, at the girls, at the crowd behind them, and for a second, all the noise, the drama, the status, the legacy poison, faded out.

“Like I finally get to be in my own story,” I said.

Sadie nodded, satisfied, then elbowed Sam. “He’s going to cry,” she stage-whispered. “Watch his left eye.”

I flipped them both off, but I was smiling, and they knew it.

Victoria, true to form, never let herself get swept in by the mob. She stood at the edge of the chaos, phone out, probably already drafting the congrats-to-both-Surf-King-finalists statement for the main GCU socials.

When I caught her eye, she tapped her screen, then nodded once. “Score is official, compliance clean, no Ronan loophole this time. You did it.”

A shadow passed across the edge of the tent.

Ronan Vale, of course.

He stood with arms folded, jaw set, flanked by two event directors and the ever-present line of minor-league VIPs who made up the festival’s back office. For a second, I thought he might try to make a scene. But Cruz, finished with his own mob, cut straight through the sponsor crowd, shook Ronan’s hand, and said something I couldn’t hear, but which made Ronan’s mouth flatten into a thin, displeased line.

They looked over at me together.

Cruz gave me a thumbs-up, then raised his voice just enough to cut the distance.

“See you in the final, Donovan.”

Ronan didn’t smile.

I didn’t care.

The world had already changed sides.

Up in the judge’s tower, Mom lifted her camera, framed a shot, and captured the exact moment my face changed from Donovan to finalist.

The girls saw it too.

Aria kissed my cheek, quick and private enough that no sponsor lens could make a meal of it, then whispered, “You know you don’t have to do the rest of this alone.”

I looked at all of them, the ridiculous, beautiful army that had gotten me here, and felt a weird, unsteady warmth start to fill up the places in me that the water hadn’t already scrubbed clean.

“No,” I said, finally letting myself believe it. “I really don’t.”

The sponsor team tried to pull me for an interview, but Victoria ran interference, pointing at my water bottle and inventing a medical recovery protocol so confidently that three grown men with credentials backed away like she’d cited federal law.

The girls formed a physical wall between me and the media: Skylar and Sam holding off the first wave, Summer and Bella blocking the side, Aria and Keilani screening the rear like pros.

We made it to the volunteer tent intact, if a little damp.

Somebody found a folding chair, and I collapsed into it, the weight of the day catching up all at once.

For a minute, the girls just stood over me, not talking, just watching. Then, one by one, they all reached out: touching my hand, ruffling my hair, squeezing my shoulder.

Skylar was the first to break.

“You realize we’re all getting matching tattoos if you win tomorrow, right?”

The rest groaned, but nobody disagreed fast enough to make me comfortable.

Mom, camera still slung over her neck, caught it all.

When she lowered the lens, she stepped in close, ruffled my hair, and said, “For the family record.”

I nodded, too tired for words, and let her take the picture.

Outside, the world was still roaring.

But inside the circle, it was just us.

The event board glowed overhead, the new match-up in two-foot neon.

SURF KING FINAL: VALE v. DONOVAN.

The noise was louder than ever.

But for the first time, I was ready for it.

***

The light was beginning to tilt when we finally made our way up the hill toward the house.

Not night yet. Not even close enough to pretend the day was done. The festival still raged below, the sponsor decks already resetting for tomorrow’s final like the whole world had decided my exhaustion was a scheduling inconvenience. But the sun had shifted warmer, lower, turning the cliff steps gold and making every bruise in my body announce itself with legal clarity.

I walked with the girls, every step a little less certain as the adrenaline wore off and the day’s wreckage started to hurt. Skylar and Sam ran ahead, racing for the best seats at the cliff rail. Summer and Bella lagged behind, arms around each other, talking in the low, serious voices of athletes who understood exactly what tomorrow would demand. Sadie and Keilani, unlikely partners, debated which Team Donovan shirt they’d force me to wear for media day.

Victoria, as always, led from the flank, steering the group away from stray fans or sponsor reps who tried to intercept us. She gave me a look now and then, something complicated and unreadable, but always sharp, always a step ahead.

Aria walked next to me.

We didn’t talk.

She just held my hand.

At the top of the steps, the air went cool, the last of the sun catching the roofline of the cliff house. The windows glowed gold. The deck was already crowded with takeout bags, towels, phones charging from every available outlet, and the weird, beautiful evidence that the house had stopped being a place I inherited and started becoming a place people returned to.

For a second, I thought about all the things I should say: thank you, I’m sorry, don’t let me fuck this up tomorrow.

None of them seemed big enough.

Or true enough.

So I just squeezed Aria’s hand, and she squeezed back.

We stepped inside.

The first thing I noticed was the quiet.

Not silence. The house was never silent anymore. Sadie was already yelling something about forks from the kitchen, Sam was threatening to organize a victory chant before dinner, and Skylar had discovered the stack of old beach blankets and was apparently building a “finalist recovery nest” in the living room.

But compared to the beach, compared to the roar and the cameras and the MC trying to turn my near-death experience into a sound bite, the cliff house felt like someone had taken a hand off my throat.

Inside, it was chaos, but a different kind.

Sadie and Sam took over the kitchen. There were four kinds of takeout on the counter, and a pack of volunteer groms working an assembly line to line up hydration bottles and protein bars for tomorrow’s crew. Victoria claimed the dining table with a laptop, three phones, and the expression of a woman preparing to legally murder anyone who scheduled me before breakfast.

“Food first,” she said without looking up. “Then ice bath. Then no interviews. Then sleep. This is not a democracy.”

Skylar saluted with a spring roll. “Hot.”

“Disturbingly,” Sam agreed.

Victoria ignored them both, but her mouth twitched.

Aria drifted toward the window, Miss Surf King crown in one hand, watching the festival below like she still didn’t fully believe she’d survived it. Bella and Keilani carried towels and tea to the deck, still moving as a pair after their final, their shoulders brushing every few steps. Summer stayed near me, close enough to catch me if I folded but proud enough not to make it obvious.

That was the thing about them.

They all knew how to love me differently.

And somehow, for once, none of those differences felt like they were competing.

I made it three steps toward the couch before Summer intercepted me.

“Nope,” she said.

“I was going to sit.”

“You were going to collapse dramatically and make everyone panic.” She hooked a hand around my wrist and guided me toward the downstairs bathroom. “Rinse. Then food. Then you can pretend you’re invincible in a seated position.”

“Bossy.”

“Alive,” she corrected. “You’re welcome.”

I didn’t have the strength to argue, which was probably her point.

The rinse took five minutes and felt like somebody had peeled the ocean off my skin with sandpaper. When I came back out in clean shorts and an old GCU shirt, the house had shifted again. Less frantic. More gathered. Takeout containers open. Drinks poured. Towels everywhere. The girls moving around one another with the practiced ease of people who had stopped asking permission to belong.

Jack and Eleanor had arrived too. Dad stood by the deck rail with Mick, both of them talking in low tones about tide windows and tomorrow’s wind. Mom was photographing the table, not the food exactly, but the hands reaching across it, the way Bella leaned into Keilani, the way Aria’s crown sat beside a pile of soy sauce packets like the most ridiculous holy relic in California.

Sadie caught me staring and lifted a carton of noodles. “Eat, finalist. I refuse to have my brother lose the crown because he bonked from carb negligence.”

“Carb negligence sounds like a charge Victoria would prosecute.”

Victoria glanced up. “Only if it carries jail time.”

The room laughed.

I sat.

For the first time all day, no one wanted me to perform. No one asked how it felt. No one shoved a camera in my face. They just fed me, teased me, touched me in passing, let me be a body instead of a headline.

And under all of it, something else gathered.

Not sex. Not yet.

Not even the kind of obvious heat that usually turned every shared glance into a dare.

This was quieter. Stranger. The feeling of everyone in the house realizing that tomorrow would change the shape of us, whether I won or lost. The sense that the separate stories, all the one-on-ones, all the crowns and confessions and private rooms, had been leading here: to this table, this house, this impossible circle trying to decide what it meant to be real. My family.

Summer sat on my right.

Bella ended up on my left, her knee against mine under the table.

Aria stood behind my chair for a while, fingers resting lightly in my damp hair like she needed proof I was still here.

I looked around at them, at all of them, and felt the weight of the final settle into my bones.

Cruz could wait.

Ronan could wait.

The ocean could wait until morning.

But this?

This was the part I didn’t know how to win by myself.

Victoria must have seen it on my face, because she closed her laptop with a quiet click.

“No more tournament talk for one hour,” she said. “That includes final strategy, media posture, Ronan Vale’s blood pressure, and whatever tattoo plan Skylar is pretending not to workshop.”

Skylar froze with a pen halfway to Sam’s ankle. “I resent the accuracy.”

Summer’s hand found mine under the table.

Bella leaned closer, soft and warm.

Aria’s fingers tightened in my hair.

For a second, nobody said anything.

Then Sam lifted her drink. “To West not dying today.”

Sadie raised hers. “Low bar, but emotionally important.”

Keilani smiled, crownless now but still every inch Surf Queen. “To tomorrow being his wave.”

Aria looked at me last.

Her voice was quiet.

“To tonight being ours.”

The words landed in the room and changed the air.

Not into pressure.

Into promise.

Outside, the festival kept roaring, hungry for the final, hungry for history, hungry for whatever version of me it wanted to own next.

Inside the cliff house, the circle drew closer.

And for the first time all day, I stopped thinking about the crown.

I started thinking about home.


The Heart of the Harem


Some people think a house gets quieter after the biggest day of your life.

Ours got louder.

The sun dipped low and the air inside the cliff house felt humid, as if every emotion from the beach had followed us up the steps and gotten trapped in the kitchen tiles. If anyone in the county was listening, they’d hear laughter, shouts, the splatter of ice cubes into pitchers, the flick and slam of the fridge, and, floating above it all, the ongoing debate about what actually constituted good recovery food.

Summer opened three kinds of takeout at once, stacked the containers in a spiral, and announced, “You don’t have to eat all of it, but you have to try all of it. That’s the rule.”

Skylar snorted from the couch, holding a bag of frozen peas to her shin and an open La Croix to her mouth. “This isn’t nutrition, it’s a dare.”

“I support the dare,” Sam chimed in, already two bites into a burrito the size of her arm. “We have to carb-load our guy, otherwise he’ll wake up with the emotional regulation of a toddler on Halloween.”

“Excuse me,” I said, “I’m right here.”

“You are,” Keilani said, sitting cross-legged at the far end of the coffee table, “but you’re about to be horizontal. You look like you got hit by a boat.”

“I’ve been horizontal,” I muttered, dropping onto the armchair and instantly losing the argument to the gravitational pull of the cushions.

The girls laughed, but it wasn’t sharp or competitive anymore. I realized with a weird, out-of-body pang that the harem was no longer a war, or even a negotiation.

It was just a family.

A home.

Sadie wandered in, wearing a tie-dyed towel as a cape and already texting with one hand. “Dad and Mick are arguing about wind shear on the deck. Mom’s on the phone with her magazine editor. If anyone wants to bet on who cracks first, the line is open.”

“I’ll take Eleanor,” Skylar said, raising her hand. “She’s going to murder Jack if he uses the phrase ‘swell modeling’ one more time.”

“God,” Sam said. “What does swell modeling even mean?”

“It means you overthink the ocean and still get your ass kicked by a girl half your size,” Keilani said, deadpan.

Summer clapped, genuinely delighted. “God, I love you.”

Bella, quiet for most of the day, appeared at my side with a cold beer and an ice pack. She handed me both, her wrist brushing my bicep for half a second longer than necessary.

“You have a bruise here,” she said, voice soft, “and here, and here.”

She pointed to my forearm, my ribs, my hip.

“Should I get the first aid kit?”

“I think I need a replacement body.”

Bella’s lips quirked, but then she knelt next to the chair, settling herself on the floor, one hand warm against my knee. “I’ll stay here and monitor your vitals.”

Aria breezed in from the back porch, her hair loose and wild, the new Miss Surf King sash already abandoned somewhere in the house. “You all sound like the cast of a bad early-2000s sitcom.”

“That’s because we have trauma bonding and too much caffeine,” Summer said.

“Also, we are the cast,” Keilani pointed out. “Statistically, three of us will end up sleeping together before the week is out.”

There was a collective “ooh” from the couch, and even Aria, who usually lived and died by her own curation, looked like she might be considering it.

The sound of the ocean outside was relentless, a white noise that underlined every moment with the reminder: tomorrow everything changed. The Surf King final loomed just outside the windows, a silent countdown behind every laugh and joke.

Victoria arrived last. She closed the front door with her elbow, dumped a laptop bag on the counter, and surveyed the room like an Olympic judge.

“Two points to Bella for medical alertness. Three to Keilani for best deadpan. Skylar loses a point for putting her toes on the table.”

“Sorry, Mom,” Skylar called.

“I mean it,” Victoria said, but her smile gave her away.

She caught my eye, then nodded once, a silent reassurance: I see you, I see what you did, and I am already proud of you.

She cleared her throat. “Okay. House meeting.”

The entire harem turned toward her, most of them still chewing.

“Rules for tonight. One: No tournament talk for the next hour. That includes brackets, Cruz, Ronan, the finals, or whether West is an underdog or a local hero. If you say Ronan, I will make you do a shot of pickle juice.”

“That’s cruel,” Sam said, feigning horror.

“Two: if you break the no-tournament rule, you have to compliment the person to your left with at least three adjectives.”

“I love this,” Summer whispered.

“Three: If I catch anyone sabotaging West’s recovery—” here she stared directly at Skylar, who tried and failed to look innocent, “—you’ll be demoted to kitchen duty for the rest of the semester.”

“What about sex?” Skylar asked. “Is that sabotage, or medical intervention?”

Victoria did not dignify that with a response.

I tried to speak but got lost somewhere between laughing and melting into the chair. This was what it was always supposed to be, I realized. Not a competition, not a means to a status end, but this: girls arguing over takeout and the rules of house arrest. A family, even if every blood relative in the building thought the only sane explanation was that I’d suffered a traumatic brain injury.

Victoria let the room settle, then said, “Anyone want to add to the agenda?”

Aria raised her hand, but in a way that looked more like she was testing the weight of her own arm. “I have a proposal for group dessert.”

Keilani instantly perked up. “Is it more brownies?”

“It’s a chocolate cake and also a bottle of something called surf queen fizz that was left at the sponsor tent. The ingredients are unclear, but I’m legally obligated to share.”

Sadie, who had circled back in with a notebook, waved her pen in the air. “I motion to accept. All in favor?”

“AYE,” the room shouted, half with mouths full.

The conversation orbited, sometimes close, sometimes wide, but it never left the kitchen. Nobody mentioned the final. Nobody tried to pull me aside and prep me for tomorrow’s surf. Instead, there was a kind of slow gravitational pull toward just being alive, here, together, in the aftermath of something bigger than all of us.

The girls rotated around the living room, orbiting me, but not in the usual way. They fed me, iced my wounds, prodded me to drink, joked about how gross my feet were after twelve hours in the sand, and generally made it impossible to wallow in self-pity or pressure for more than three seconds at a time.

Skylar, finally ditching the peas for a fistful of M&Ms, sprawled out on the rug. “Can we get real for a sec?”

Victoria groaned. “Oh god.”

“No, like, real-real. I used to think the harem thing was a stunt. For status. For chaos, maybe. But now?” She looked at Keilani, who was picking sesame seeds off her hoodie. “I think it’s just a bunch of weirdos who decided not to let the world tell them what’s enough.”

Keilani glanced up. “I agree with Sky. Also, I want more cake.”

Aria, leaning against the counter, rolled her eyes but nodded. “I spent three years curating every second of my life, and I never once felt as happy as I do right now. Even if you all are the emotional equivalent of an actual hurricane.”

Sam pointed at me with a fork. “Babe, you realize what you did, right? You built a house nobody wants to leave.”

My heart did the weird spasm thing again. “I didn’t build anything. I just… didn’t let go.”

Bella, still seated at my feet, looked up. “You held us together.”

There was a beat of quiet.

Then Summer said, “That’s what anchors do.”

I looked around at all of them: the girl who’d almost died for her sport and still chose to trust, the girl who’d built a dynasty of belonging, the girl who’d walked through every wave of her own doubt, the girls who knew how to fight, and love, and hold a line against a world that only ever tried to break them.

Sadie, the last person to get sentimental, made a face like she’d bitten a lemon, then said, “Okay, this is gross. Can we do the cake now?”

Everyone laughed, but it broke the spell, and something lighter settled in. The kind of peace that only comes after the battle, when the tribe is together and nobody has to prove anything to anyone else.

Victoria cut the cake. Skylar poured the fizzy wine into red Solo cups. Bella and Keilani cleared the empty containers, still arguing over which flavor of cookie was the least trash. Sam and Summer orchestrated a Team Donovan group selfie, everyone leaning in so close the camera lens fogged up. Aria set up a time-lapse for her private folder, not her stories, and even Sadie got into it, cape and all, refusing to let the world outside the cliff house get a single pixel of her happiness.

For the first time, I wasn’t thinking about the next heat. Or the crowd. Or the legends who might or might not give a shit if I lived up to my name.

I was just thinking about how badly I wanted this to never end.

The cake was gone in under three minutes. Someone queued up a playlist of every song that had scored a harem memory, from the first night in the sand to the last party on Greek Row. Summer and Bella started a slow dance in the middle of the kitchen, not caring that there was no room or that they were still sticky with frosting. Aria danced with herself, head thrown back, hair flying. Skylar and Sam did a weirdly competitive twerk-off, which resulted in an avalanche of M&Ms onto the floor and a new rule from Victoria: “No ass-shaking within ten feet of open beverages.”

At some point, my dad poked his head in, saw the chaos, and retreated, muttering something about letting the kids have their night.

Mom took photos, not for the magazine, but just for herself. Mick hovered at the back of the deck, then left, probably to avoid catching the happy.

Time got soft. The rooms blurred, the sunset tilted everything gold, and the world outside the house became a story happening to someone else.

It was Sadie who signaled the change, the thinning of the herd. “Okay,” she said, “I have to go call Nana or she’ll think we got taken by a cult.” She kissed my cheek, ruffled Summer’s hair, and vanished, her towel cape flapping behind her.

Skylar and Sam, already buzzed on sugar and exhaustion, commandeered the downstairs guest room, declaring it a bunker and warning everyone not to wake them before noon. Keilani, looking more at peace than I’d ever seen her, disappeared onto the deck with Bella and a fresh pitcher of water, the two of them sitting side by side, legs tucked up, staring out at the night and not talking at all.

Victoria powered down her laptop and stood, stretching in the doorway. She met my eye, raised her brow in a silent question: do you need me to keep watch?

I shook my head.

She nodded once, then leaned close enough to kiss me right on the lips. “Then let them have you,” she said, quiet enough that only I heard. “That’s not losing control, West. That’s trust.”

She left me alone with the ones who remained.

Summer.

Aria.

And, a minute later, Bella, who slipped back in from the deck like she’d only needed one last look at the water before choosing the room.

I don’t know if it was pre-arranged or just the gravity of the day, but Aria was the first to step closer, no performance, no joke. She reached out, traced her fingers down my cheek, then leaned in and kissed me. Not for show. Just to make sure it was real.

Summer came next, sitting on the arm of the chair, running her hand through my hair, her touch as steady as her voice. “If you want to sleep, you can,” she said. “We’ll be here when you wake up.”

Bella settled at my feet again, one cheek against my thigh, her hand folded over my knee.

Aria curled onto the other arm, wrapping her arms around my neck. “Or you can just let yourself be here. For once.”

For a second, I tried to protest, to make it about recovery or logistics or not wanting to take anyone away from their own victory lap.

But Summer put a finger to my lips. “We’re not caretaking you. We’re loving you.”

It landed in the softest, deepest part of me.

I closed my eyes and let it in.

Aria was the one who voiced what we all felt. “To tonight being ours,” she said, her voice a perfect blend of confidence and ache. “Nobody else gets it. Not the judges, not the crowds, not even the festival. Just us.”

The words hung there, warm and safe, until I believed them.

The house was quieter now, but not empty. I heard the others laughing on the deck, saw the slow movement of girls going to bed, the glow of the kitchen lights, the hum of the fridge and the ocean below.

Summer, Bella, and Aria held me between them, a triangle of arms and warmth and every kind of love I’d ever thought was impossible to hold all at once.

Tomorrow, I’d have to face Cruz, the ocean, the final, and the expectations of every person who’d ever thought they knew what a Donovan was supposed to be.

But tonight, there was nothing left to earn.

I had already won.

And as Aria said, the night belonged to us.

***

If the night was supposed to slow down, it never got the memo.

The house had a way of shifting, like a sandbar under changing tide. One minute, I was pinned to the chair with Summer, Aria, and Bella wrapped around me; the next, the rest of the harem found its way back in, some trick of gravity or group text pulling them together again for the real, secret afterparty.

Skylar was first. She tiptoed through the kitchen in fuzzy socks, cradling a mug of hot chocolate, her hair a post-shower halo and her face flushed from actual sleepiness, not just surfing or sunshine.

“I hereby declare this night a judgment-free zone,” she said. “But if anyone wants to tattle on me for eating all the marshmallows, Victoria will pay cash.”

“I can confirm,” Victoria called from the end of the hall, where she was lining up pill organizers and blue electrolyte packs in precise, type-A formation. “Marshmallow theft is a civil, not criminal, offense. Skylar is free to go.”

Sam followed, in pajamas and no makeup for the first time in months. She flopped onto the rug, scooted a little too close to the chair, and looked at me with a smile that was all teeth but no bite.

“You good?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. You?”

Sam shrugged. “Never thought I’d see the day when the entire cheer block got excited for a guy who once said, ‘I’d rather lick sand than do the wave.’”

“You’re still my favorite megaphone,” I told her.

“Don’t make me cry,” Sam shot back, but she patted my thigh, hand lingering for a second. “Win tomorrow. Or don’t. Just come home safe.”

Skylar chimed in, voice suddenly softer than usual. “Seriously, dude. You were the only one who made this house feel like it was okay to be weird.” She glanced at Summer, then at Aria, then at Bella. “I’m not trying to third-wheel the emotional core, but I’ll be watching from the beach. Even if I have to steal Sam’s binoculars.”

Sam gave a wounded “hey!” but the two of them collapsed together onto the giant beanbag, twin projectiles aimed straight at the heart of my resistance to letting people see I cared.

Keilani came in from the deck, her face framed by the silver Surf Queen crown and her hair still damp from a night swim. She looked right at me, a spark in her eyes I hadn’t seen since the first morning on the water.

“I already told you what you need,” she said. “Tomorrow is just a wave. Take it or don’t. The ocean is always there.”

She stepped over, bent, and pressed her lips to mine. It was not a sex-kiss. It was born from love.

“Lani—” I started.

She cut me off. “Don’t thank me. Just come surfing next week.”

She slipped out, leaving behind salt, certainty, and the quiet gift of not needing to be needed tonight.

Even Victoria, queen of strategy and ruling the universe, decided to step out of the way. She walked over, offered her hand, and when I let her pull me to my feet, she hugged me hard.

“Go get some sleep,” she said. “If you can’t, tell one of the girls to hit you over the head with a pillow.” The she lowered her voice and whispered just for me, “I love you.”

I kissed her softly behind her ear and just breathed her in. “I love you too, Vic. Thanks for everything.”

She squeezed my wrist and added, “No matter what happens tomorrow, you did the impossible.”

She let go, stepped back, and then, deliberately, with a kind of stagecraft that made me wonder if she’d rehearsed it, turned and walked down the hall. Her point was crystal: you’re allowed to be loved tonight. You don’t have to manage us. Not anymore.

In the quiet that followed, Aria slipped her arms around my shoulders from behind, hugging me close enough to feel her heart beating through her shirt.

“I don’t want to sleep alone,” she said, voice small for the first time all day.

“Is that a request?” Summer teased, sliding off the arm of the chair and into my lap, her knees pressed to either side of mine.

Aria didn’t flinch. “It’s a need.”

Bella appeared at my feet again, chin propped on my thigh. “I want to stay, too,” she said. “I think softness should have a turn.”

Summer nodded, then turned to me, her lips inches from mine. “You good with this?”

I should have been worried about logistics, or bruises, or how to explain the arrangement to anyone who knocked on the door in the middle of the night. But all I felt was relief. That, and a low, slow warmth that made everything before this moment feel like it had just been prelude.

“Yeah,” I said. “I want all of you.”

“Then we’re done here,” Aria said, and her hands found the hem of my shirt, tugging it up.

Bella rose to her feet, smile gentle, her touch even gentler as she eased the shirt over my head. Her fingers were warm, her hair falling forward in a curtain as she leaned in to kiss my chest, just below my collarbone. She lingered, breathing me in.

“You always smell like salt,” she whispered. “Even here.”

Summer was next, lifting my hand and bringing it to her mouth, kissing each knuckle in turn. Her eyes held mine, blue and clear and impossibly steady.

“This is how it should be,” she said, and I believed her.

Aria was last. She leaned in, kissed my mouth with a fierceness I hadn’t expected, then whispered, “You’re not allowed to think about anything but this. Not for one night.”

The three of them pulled me to my feet, supporting me with their arms, their bodies, their love. No one said a word about the final. No one said a word about who went first, or what the rules were, or even whether it was a foursome or something weirder and softer and more important than a name could hold.

It was just us.

I let them lead me up the stairs, through the hall, past the pictures and the driftwood and the surfboards that lined the walls. The house faded behind us, noise slipping away until the only sound left was our breathing and the dull thunder of the ocean through the open window.

The bedroom door closed behind us.

Everything else fell away.

***

There are bedrooms, and then there are rooms where the rest of your life happens all at once.

The air in mine was soft, saturated with salt and linen, the thump of the festival bass outside refracting into something so faint it might as well have been my own pulse. The window was open; I could smell the sea, feel the first cool brush of the night. Every old photo and half-faded surf trophy on the shelves caught the light like a relic, proof that someone had tried to live here before we ever did.

But right now, it was just us.

Summer set the pace, always. She flicked the lamp to a low, amber glow, then peeled her sweatshirt off with that shy, foxy grace she used when she wanted to be noticed but not the center. Her shoulders were still marked from last week’s crash, a faint bruise on her hip, and her skin was gold, somehow, even in the twilight. She climbed onto the bed first, then reached back to pull me after her.

Aria moved in the opposite way. She didn’t ease or glide, she swept the sheets down, then perched on the mattress with her knees folded and her eyes locked on mine. Even after everything, every confession and every party, there was something in her that wanted me to see her first. She wore the silk tank she’d picked for the Miss Surf King finals, but underneath, she had nothing on at all. The fabric slid off her shoulder as she moved, showing the line of her collarbone, the rise of her chest, the clean darkness of her hair against her skin.

Bella was the last to move. She hovered at the foot of the bed, hesitant, hands clasped behind her back. She wore one of my T-shirts, bare legs, and the tiniest chain around her ankle. Her hair was still wet, curling at the ends. She waited until I looked at her, really looked, and then she smiled, small but sure, like someone who had found her place at the table and was not going to give it back.

The three of them surrounded me, their bodies forming a shelter against whatever waited on the other side of dawn.

Summer sat closest, pulling my hands into hers, inspecting the calluses, the healing scabs, the old surfer’s tape that had never quite come off.

“You still have blood under this one,” she said, and started to gently pick the tape away. She was so careful, so deliberate, it felt like she was rewiring the nerves in my fingers, one at a time.

Aria leaned over my shoulder, her hands warm on my neck, her mouth at my ear. “Are you going to let us take care of you, or do we have to tie you down?”

Summer grinned. “He might enjoy that.”

I felt my face heat, but I didn’t look away. “I think I could get used to it.”

Aria’s laugh was velvet and low, and she kissed the spot behind my ear, just once, enough to short-circuit every thought about tomorrow’s final.

Bella was the gentlest. She knelt on the bed, took my foot in her hands, and started to massage the arch with her thumb.

“You need to relax,” she said, her accent thicker now, the French vowels softening every edge. “Tonight, we forget everything else.”

Summer finished peeling the last strip of tape off my hand. “Even if you wake up tomorrow and lose everything?”

Aria cut in, eyes shining. “He’s not going to lose. Look at him.”

“I want to look at him,” Bella said, voice suddenly quiet.

She looked up, face open and unguarded.

“Can I be first?”

The question landed in the middle of the bed, between all of us. For a heartbeat, I wondered if it would twist, if the old, gnarly fear about picking favorites would bite through the new, perfect peace of the harem.

Instead, Summer smiled, squeezed my fingers, and said, “Of course you can.”

Aria pulled me closer and kissed my cheek. “You earned it, Bella.”

I looked at her, at both of them, then at Bella. “You want this?” I asked, needing to hear it.

She nodded, then crawled up to straddle my lap. Her eyes were wide, a little scared, but the courage in her face was enough to make my hands shake.

“I love you,” Bella said softly. “I want to be brave with you tonight.”

My chest tightened. “I love you too, baby. And you are brave. You always have been.”

Bella’s hands moved over my bare chest, her palms cool against skin still warm from the house and the day and all the hands that had already been taking care of me. She found the bruise along my ribs and bent to kiss it, slow and soft, like she could teach pain to leave by loving the edges of it. Then she drew back and just looked at me, as if memorizing every new mark, every freckle, every imperfection I’d brought back from the water.

“You are beautiful,” she said. “And you are mine, a little.”

I put my hands on her hips, feeling the heat, the way she trembled and steadied herself at the same time. “I’m yours. However much you want.”

She kissed me.

This time, she was greedy, her mouth urgent, her tongue slipping into my mouth and making my entire body light up. She kissed like she surfed, graceful, but with a hidden ferocity that made me want to hand her the keys to the universe and watch what she did with it.

Summer and Aria didn’t vanish. They watched, at first, then drew closer, their hands tracing over Bella’s arms, my chest, the line of my back. Aria ran her fingers through Bella’s hair, brushing it from her cheek, then kissed her jaw. Summer leaned in, pressed her lips to my shoulder, then to Bella’s neck, and murmured, “So pretty. Both of you.”

Bella was the one who broke the trance. She leaned back, pulled her shirt off in a single smooth move, and tossed it to the floor. She was naked underneath. Her skin was olive and gold, her breasts full, nipples already tight from the chill, her stomach flat but soft at the edges from the kind of comfort that came from being truly at home. She pressed her chest to mine, her hair brushing my face, and kissed me again, even deeper.

I let her guide me, let her decide what happened and how. Her hands were everywhere: my shoulders, my neck, the small of my back. She rolled her hips on my lap, making me hard, and grinned at the feeling of it. She reached down, unzipped my shorts, and pulled my cock out, her fingers wrapping around it with a possessive certainty that made my entire spine tingle.

She looked me in the eyes, then at Summer and Aria, and said, “I want him. All of him.”

“Take him,” Aria said, eyes hungry but not greedy.

Summer kissed Bella’s shoulder, then my mouth, then eased back to let Bella work.

Bella took me in her hand, stroked me slowly, then shifted her hips and guided me to her entrance. She hovered for a second, breathing hard, and then sank down, inch by inch, letting me fill her until she was all the way seated on my cock.

She gasped, shuddering, her nails digging into my arms.

“Okay?” I whispered.

She nodded, eyes bright. “Perfect. So good. Don’t stop.”

She moved slow, rolling her hips, grinding down onto me until I could feel every inch of her, tight and wet and impossibly hot. I held her close, but let her lead, let her choose the rhythm, the angle, the pace. Every motion was worship, every sound she made the kind of noise that echoed through my bones.

Summer knelt at my side, her lips and tongue tracing the line of my throat, her hands stroking my hair, my chest, the top of Bella’s ass as she rode me. Aria knelt behind Bella, her mouth on Bella’s shoulder, one hand caressing Bella’s breast, the other snaking down between Bella’s legs to rub her clit as she moved on me.

It was a chorus of touch and heat and love, a feedback loop of sensation and reassurance, until Bella started shaking, her breaths coming in short, desperate gasps.

“I’m going to come,” she said, voice cracked with need. “Please, I need to—”

“Let go,” Summer whispered, her hand finding mine, lacing our fingers together.

Aria bit Bella’s ear, and Bella went off, her body spasming around my cock, her voice pitching higher, her hands clinging to my back like she never wanted to leave. The sensation of her squeezing me was almost too much. I wanted to hold back, to make it last forever, but Bella looked at me, eyes wet, and said, “Please. I want to feel it. I want all of you.”

That did it.

I came inside her, deep and hard, my hips bucking up into her, my whole body lighting up like I was flying down the face of a wave and never wanted to come down. I groaned her name, and she laughed, a sound that was half-sob, half-joy.

When it was over, she didn’t move. She just curled against my chest, hair in my face, her arms wrapped around me.

Summer and Aria moved in, hugging us both, their skin warm and damp and perfect. Aria kissed Bella’s temple, then my jaw, then Summer’s lips, making a circuit of tenderness and heat. Summer nuzzled my neck, her smile pressed to my skin.

We lay there for a while, catching our breath, the four of us tangled in the sheets and each other, the festival outside faded to a rumor. Bella traced the lines of my chest with her finger, then curled up at my side, one leg thrown over mine.

Aria looked at me, then at my softening cock, and grinned. “You’re not off duty yet. We’re just getting started.”

Summer licked her lips, her eyes already dark with anticipation. “Do you think you can come again?”

I looked at all three of them, so beautiful, so real, so endlessly different, and realized that there was nothing in the world I wouldn’t do to make this night last forever.

“We can find out,” I said, and reached for Aria, my hands steady now, my heart wide open.

But it was Bella who said it again, her voice sleepy and sure. “I love you.”

“I love you too, baby.”

I kissed her, then Aria, then Summer, and knew that the final tomorrow was just a bonus.

Tonight, the real prize was already mine.

***

The thing about a seven-woman harem is that nothing ever really stops.

I was still wrapped in the afterglow with Bella when Aria slid up the bed, her eyes on my face, then lower, where my cock was still softening against Bella’s thigh.

“I told you we were just getting started,” Aria said, her voice low and dangerous and a little ragged at the edge.

Summer, propped against the headboard, just smiled. “Give him a minute, babe.”

Aria shook her head, black hair falling into her eyes. “No minutes. Not tonight.”

She reached out, trailed her fingers over Bella’s shoulder, then down my chest, drawing lazy circles over my nipple until it tightened. She looked at me, hunger and something more naked than hunger in her gaze.

“Can you give me more?”

I opened my mouth to say I’d try, but Summer beat me to it.

“He’ll give you everything, if you ask for it.”

Bella giggled, rolling off me, but not before planting a soft, almost reverent kiss on my cock. It made me twitch, even sensitive as I was. She caught the motion and grinned, then lay on her side, pressing her body along mine, her hand tracing from my jaw to my stomach and down, gentle but insistent.

“If you need help,” Bella said, “I know how to wake him up.”

Aria didn’t even blink. “Show me.”

Summer’s mouth was on my neck, then my collarbone, her hands stroking my biceps, slow and steady. Bella slid down, wrapped her lips around the head of my cock, and started sucking me back to life with impossible tenderness. She was patient, taking her time, working me with her tongue, never hurting, never hurrying.

Summer whispered into my ear, “You’re okay, baby. You’re safe. Let her take care of you.”

Aria watched the whole thing, her hand wandering between her own legs, fingers moving in rhythm with Bella’s sucking. When I was hard enough to stand again, Bella let go, stroked me once, and looked up at Aria.

“Your turn,” she said.

Aria crawled over me, her movements lithe, but there was a hesitation in her face, a mask she was fighting to keep off. She lowered herself onto my cock, inch by inch, so tight it almost hurt, so hot I could feel the heat through my bones. She let her head fall back, hands braced on my chest, and for a second I thought she might cry.

Summer and Bella didn’t vanish, didn’t retreat. Summer kissed Aria’s cheek, stroked her hair, and murmured, “You’re beautiful, baby. Take what you want.”

Aria shuddered, then started to move, grinding her hips down, milking me with every muscle she had. Her eyes were wet, and her mouth was set in a hard, trembling line.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” she said.

“Why not?” I asked, my hands on her waist, steadying her.

She shook her head. “I always thought I’d be scared. To be seen. But I want this.”

Bella leaned in, kissed Aria’s throat, then my mouth, her body pressed close, sweat slick and salty. “We all want it,” she whispered.

Aria rode me, her pace fast, then slow, then fast again, as if she couldn’t decide which was more dangerous: letting go, or making it last. I let her decide, let her set the rhythm, just like with Bella, but Aria didn’t want to control anything. Not really. Not anymore.

She wanted to be taken and witnessed at the same time.

She started to shake, her hips stuttering, and she said, “Touch me. Please. Make me come.”

Bella reached between Aria’s thighs, found her clit, and circled it with two fingers, soft and slick and expert. Summer moved down, licking and sucking at Aria’s nipples, her hair a curtain around Aria’s chest. The three of us worked her at once, and it broke something open in Aria. She started crying, not loud, not ugly, just tears slipping down her cheeks as she came, hard, her cunt clenching around my cock so tight it made me gasp.

She collapsed forward, mouth pressed to my neck, sobbing into my skin, then started laughing, wild and breathless, as the aftershocks took her.

Summer wrapped Aria in her arms from behind, holding her together, kissing her temple, whispering, “It’s okay. You’re okay. We’ve got you.”

Bella, never letting up, kept working Aria’s clit, then moved to my cock, licking at the spot where I was still inside Aria, then kissing my lips, then Aria’s, then Summer’s.

Aria straightened, wiped her face, and looked at me, the mask gone, her smile open and bright and a little insane.

“I love you,” she said, voice hoarse. “I can’t believe I get to say that. I love you, West.”

“I love you too, Ari,” I whispered.

She shook her head, almost angry with tenderness. “No. Say it like you mean me. Not the stage version. Not the crown.”

I held her hips, still buried inside her. “I love you, Aria Navarro. The girl who hid because the world taught her to. The woman who stopped hiding anyway. I love you when you’re perfect, and I love you when you’re falling apart. Especially then.”

Her face crumpled, then lit from the inside.

The next time Aria started to ride me, it was with a new, reckless abandon. She pounded down on me, taking every inch, her nails digging into my chest, her mouth locked on mine. Summer and Bella cheered her on, hands roaming, lips everywhere, until I couldn’t hold back anymore.

“I’m close,” I said.

Aria grinned, evil and perfect. “Come in me. I want it.”

I didn’t have a choice. I came hard, filling her, my hips jerking up, my hands clamped on her ass. She milked every drop, grinding on me, her face a mask of triumph and surrender.

After, she collapsed on my chest, her hair soaking my skin, her heartbeat racing. Bella and Summer sandwiched us, their arms around both of us, their bodies pressed close.

No one said anything for a long time.

Aria finally spoke, soft and sure. “I thought I’d want to hide after. But I just want to stay forever.”

“You’re not allowed to hide anymore,” Summer said, and the tenderness in her voice almost made me cry. “You’re home, Aria.”

I lay there, the three of them wrapped around me, the world outside our window nothing but wind and waves and the hum of a city that would never understand what we’d built up here.

Summer looked at me, then at Aria, then at Bella. “Do you want the last round, West? Or should I let him rest?”

Summer looked at me, then at Aria, then at Bella, her hand resting lightly on my stomach as she read the wreckage of me with a tenderness that made my throat tighten. “Are you sure you have one more in you?” she asked softly.

I caught her wrist before she could pull away, then drew her down until her mouth was inches from mine.

“For you?” I said. “Always.”

Her breath caught.

“I want you, Summer,” I whispered, pulling her in. “Come here.”

Aria grinned. “He can handle it. We’ve got him.”

Bella nodded, stroking my hair. “You can do it.”

Summer kissed my forehead, then my lips, then slid down my body, her mouth moving lower and lower. She took my cock in her hand, soft and sticky and a little overwhelmed, and she started to suck, slow and gentle, her tongue cleaning off the mess of the girls who’d gone before.

I thought I’d be too spent to move, but the sight of her, hair wild, skin glowing, her mouth working my cock with all the patience in the world, brought me back faster than I’d ever thought possible.

She kept going, licking, sucking, teasing me with her fingers and her tongue until I was hard again, so hard it almost hurt. Bella kissed me, her lips swollen and sweet. Aria stroked my chest, her nails leaving little trails of sensation wherever she touched.

Summer lifted her head, eyes dark and shining. “I love you, West. I’ve loved you through all of this. Through every stupid risk and every impossible day. I don’t need you to win tomorrow for me.”

My throat closed.

“I know,” I said.

“No,” she whispered, crawling back up my body, straddling my hips. “I need you to know. You are not the crown. You are not the final. You are the boy who stayed when everything got hard. You’re the man I trust with my whole heart.”

I touched her face, my thumb brushing her cheekbone. “You’re the first love of my life, Summer. The first place I go when the world gets too loud. I love you more than I know how to say.”

Her eyes filled, but she smiled. “Then show me.”

When Summer was ready, she lined my cock up to her pussy and slid down with a single, perfect motion. She was tight, so wet it dripped down my balls, and the feeling of her taking me, all of me, was almost enough to finish me on the spot.

But Summer took her time. She rode me slow, rolling her hips, grinding her clit against my body. She leaned down, kissing me, kissing Aria, kissing Bella, never letting go, never letting any of us drift away from the center.

“You feel so good,” she whispered, her voice shaky with need. “Baby, I want to feel you come inside me.”

Aria and Bella touched Summer as she rode me, their hands moving together in perfect, practiced collusion, the kind that comes from weeks of subtle glances and off-the-record negotiations.

They mapped her body with their palms, thumbs brushing along the knobs of her spine and the softness at her waist, fingers fanned wide on her ribcage like a net ready to catch her if she fell. Bella’s hands traced Summer’s throat, her jawline, then slid down to squeeze her breasts, rolling a nipple between knuckles until Summer gasped, hips jerking and almost losing the rhythm.

I caught her waist, steadying her. “I’ve got you.”

Summer looked down at me, breathless and wrecked and so beautiful it hurt. “You always do.”

“Always,” I said, and thrust up into her, slow and deep enough to make her eyes flutter. “But this one’s yours. Take what you need from me.”

Her lips parted, but no words came out. Only a shaky little sound that went straight through my chest.

Aria’s hand moved lower, splaying over the tight muscle of Summer’s belly, then dipping between us to stroke where my cock entered her, slick with everything we were. Summer shuddered hard, her body clenching around me as Aria’s fingers brushed the place where we were joined.

Their touches were different, Bella’s soft and reverent, Aria’s greedy and electric, but together they built a scaffolding around Summer, not holding her down but holding her up, making her the center of all our attention.

“You feel that?” I asked her, voice rough. “All of us loving you?”

Summer nodded, her hands braced on my chest. “It’s too much.”

“No,” Bella whispered, kissing her shoulder. “It’s exactly enough.”

They didn’t let her look away. Every time Summer’s head dropped, hair falling like a curtain over her face, Bella tucked it behind one ear and kissed her temple. Aria whispered in Summer’s other ear, a running commentary of everything she saw: “You’re so fucking gorgeous. Look at you, Summer. That’s it. Let us see you.”

The words burrowed into Summer, made her shiver from something deeper than touch. She started to grind down harder, riding me with a frantic kind of urgency, like she was trying to outrun her own walls.

I slid one hand up her spine and cupped the back of her neck, drawing her forehead down to mine without stopping the rhythm. “Don’t run,” I whispered. “Stay with me.”

“I’m trying,” she said, voice breaking.

“I know.” I kissed her once, soft and filthy at the same time, our mouths barely separating as she kept moving on me. “God, Summer, I love you so much.”

Her whole body clenched around me.

“Say it again,” she breathed.

“I love you,” I said. “I love you when you’re strong. I love you when you’re scared. I love you like this, right here, letting us have you.”

My hands clamped on Summer’s hips, guiding her up and down, but the real control was hers. She set the speed; I just provided the engine. Her eyes flicked to mine, ocean blue and wild, and then to Bella, who smiled up at her with shining pride, and then to Aria, who cupped Summer’s face in both hands and kissed her, open-mouthed and hungry.

When Aria let her go, Summer was shaking harder.

“I don’t know how to hold all of this,” she whispered.

“Then don’t,” I said. “Let us hold it with you.”

The three of us worked her together. Bella pinched Summer’s nipples, Aria stroked her clit, and I thrust up to meet her every pulse. It was a collaborative seduction, an experiment in group devotion. No rivalry, no pecking order, just the architecture of pleasure built one moan at a time.

Summer’s body began to tremble, her thighs locking, her breath coming in desperate little sobs. She tried to hold it in, biting down on her lower lip until it blanched white, but Aria caught her chin and said, “Don’t hide from us. Give it up.”

Bella kissed her on the mouth, soft and coaxing.

I gripped Summer’s ass and pulled her down harder, burying myself as deep as I could go. “Come for me,” I said, my voice barely holding together. “Come for all of us.”

Summer stared into my eyes, and whatever last wall she had left finally cracked.

“I love you,” she gasped. “West, I love you. I love you so much.”

“I know, baby,” I said, my hips snapping up into her. “I know. Let go.”

And Summer just broke, her whole body seizing, then letting go with a sound that was part scream, part prayer.

I felt her clamp down around me, the squeeze so intense I almost blacked out. My own release came instantly, hands locked on her ass as I unloaded inside her, hips jerking up so hard I lifted her off her knees. I didn’t even try to control it; I wanted her to feel every spasm, to know she’d wrung me dry.

“That’s it,” I groaned, helpless under her, inside her, lost in her. “Take it. Take all of me.”

She cried out again, collapsing closer, but still moving, still milking every pulse out of me like she needed proof that I was hers in the deepest possible way.

But the best part wasn’t the climax. The best part was the way Summer’s orgasm didn’t just flatten her, it set off a chain reaction through the whole bed, Bella gasping and laughing with delight, Aria practically vibrating with vicarious pride, me lost in the overload of it all.

Summer collapsed forward, her body flush against mine, our chests slick with sweat and her hair in my mouth, and she started to sob, not from pain or embarrassment but from the pure, overloaded joy of being seen and wanted and loved by all of us at once.

I wrapped both arms around her and held on.

“You’re safe,” I whispered into her hair. “I’ve got you. We’ve got you.”

She laughed through the tears, breath hot against my neck. “I know.”

She collapsed on me, sobbing and laughing at the same time.

Bella and Aria hugged us both, their bodies pressed close, their lips finding every patch of bare skin they could reach.

We lay there, all four of us, tangled and hot and exhausted, the night air cool on our skin, the sounds of the ocean washing away everything else.

For the first time in my life, I felt complete.

Not full.

Not conquered.

Just held.

Loved.

Summer kissed me, soft and sweet, then whispered in my ear. “You did it. You made it.”

Aria nuzzled against my shoulder. “We all did.”

Bella kissed my chest, her hand tracing little patterns over my heart. “You are home,” she whispered.

And for once, I believed it.

Tomorrow would be the last heat.

The last wave.

But tonight, the only thing left was to hold each other, and let the world take care of itself for a change.

We drifted off, all four, wrapped in sweat and salt and the promise that no matter what the morning brought, this was ours.

And it was more than enough.

***

Night had its own logic in the cliff house.

When the four of us finally drifted down from whatever orbit we’d created together, it wasn’t a fade-to-black ending. It was a series of slow, rolling waves, every touch and laugh and whisper bleeding into the next. I’d never felt anything like it: the way Bella’s hair fanned over my chest, soft as a secret; the heavy warmth of Summer’s arm locked around my waist, anchoring me even in sleep; the press of Aria’s thigh along mine, her hand wrapped around cock, her breathing so even and deep I kept checking to make sure she was really there, not some dream my body conjured out of salt and dopamine.

Somewhere below us, on the other side of the floor and the deck and the last dregs of the night, I could hear the rest of the world ticking along. Once in a while, a chair scraped across the kitchen tile. A snatch of laughter floated up the stairs, Skylar probably, still locked in some battle of who could out-snore whom with Sam. Every now and then, the muted sound of a phone notification. The wind hit the glass. The ocean whispered its own agenda.

But up here, the universe shrank to four: the mess of tangled limbs, the drift of hands, the lazy warmth of skin to skin.

I was so tired I could barely move. My body felt like it had been worked over with a meat tenderizer, but the pain was distant, replaced by a slow, buzzing satisfaction.

Bella was first to start slipping away, her body curling in tighter as she lost the fight against sleep. I kissed her shoulder and she hummed, content, a low catlike noise I could feel in her ribs. She burrowed under the sheet, one leg thrown over mine, then went completely still.

Aria surprised me by not running, not even a little. For the first time in forever, she didn’t leave to go fix her face or grab water or check her content queue. She just let her body mold into the bed, her head pillowed on Summer’s stomach, arms around my bicep. She smiled with her whole face, every mask dropped, every angle forgotten.

Summer held on the longest. Even after the others gave up to sleep, she stayed awake, her eyes open and blue in the darkness, tracing the lines of my jaw, my lips, my collarbone. She’d been here the longest, seen every version of me, the ugly and the good.

“You did it,” she whispered, her lips brushing my neck.

“Not yet,” I said. “The final’s in the morning.”

She shook her head, her hair fanning over my shoulder. “That’s not what I mean.”

I wanted to say something clever. Instead, I closed my eyes and let her words sit in the center of my chest.

Later, I woke up once, the darkness broken by the pale, angry rectangle of the clock. Some ungodly hour, not quite midnight, not yet morning. The harem was still there, still wrapped around me like a nest, every body part accounted for. Even in sleep, they didn’t let go.

But my brain ran hot, playing the reel of tomorrow: Cruz, the surf, the whole world staring and waiting to see if the Donovan name would finally catch up or get left on the sand. I knew it was bullshit, that none of the pressure came from the girls who’d brought me home, but old habits stuck. I lay there, still as I could, not wanting to wake them, counting the breaths and heartbeats.

Aria moved first, rolling closer and pressing her forehead to my arm. “You’re thinking too loud,” she muttered, still half under.

“Sorry,” I whispered.

She squeezed my bicep, then kissed it. “Let it go. You’ve already won, dumbass.”

She was right, of course.

After that, I stopped fighting sleep.

When the light finally started leaking in, just a seam of gray around the blinds, the kind of colorless dawn you only see when you’ve been up all night, the world felt different. Still a little fragile, like it could shatter if you tried to show it off. But also full.

Healed, even.

Bella slept like a stone, mouth open, hair wild. Aria drooled on the sheet. Summer still held me, her pulse matched to mine.

Downstairs, someone started the coffee, and the scent curled up the staircase, promising the next chapter.

I looked at the women around me and realized, for the first time, that I didn’t care if I won or lost.

Not really.

I just wanted to ride the wave one more time.

With them.

For them.

And maybe, finally, for myself.

The ocean outside sounded different now.

Not a challenge.

A welcome.

I smiled and let the day begin.

***

There are two kinds of mornings before a final: the nervous kind, and the one that feels like fate is just watching to see if you’ll show up.

Today was the second kind.

The bedroom was a nest of bodies and heat, but the minute the first edge of daylight cut through the blinds, the harem started to stir. Summer was up first, her bare body still wrapped around me, her hair sticking out in every direction. She yawned, then blinked, then smiled with her whole face.

“Wake up, baby. Big day.”

She kissed my cheek, then rolled out of bed, not bothering to put on more than an old T-shirt and a pair of briefs. She stretched at the window, her silhouette gold against the sky.

Bella followed, emerging from the sheets with a low, happy moan, like she’d spent the night at a spa instead of burning through three orgasms and half a box of coconut water. She padded to the bathroom, started the shower, and called, “I saved you the hot.”

Aria was last to move, but once she did, she sat up like a cat, shook the hair out of her face, and fixed me with a look that could melt rock.

“You okay?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. Really good.”

She pressed her lips to mine, the kiss warm and lazy. “Then get moving. If you make me late for the call time, I’ll end you.”

I laughed, and for a second, the tension that had lived in my chest all year was gone.

Just gone.

Downstairs, the house was already coming to life. Keilani and Skylar were on the couch, sharing a blanket, swapping bites of granola and talking quietly about wave angles. Sam was in the kitchen, mixing a protein shake and grumbling about how nobody ever let her sleep past six. Victoria paced the hallway in a tailored robe, blue light from her phone reflecting in her glasses as she lined up strategy for the day.

Even Sadie was there, still in pajamas, clutching a mug the size of her face and not even pretending to be awake yet.

I took my shower with Bella, who scrubbed my back, checked my bruises, and whispered, “You were amazing last night.” Her hands lingered a little longer than they needed to, and before I could get sentimental, she nipped my shoulder and slipped out, leaving me alone in the steam.

By the time I got dressed, the kitchen was a full-blown team breakfast: pancakes, fruit, water, everything you could want if you were about to fight a war or maybe just go win a legend. The girls fed me, argued about whether peanut butter was a performance food, and generally made it impossible to think about anything but the present moment.

Dad and Mick showed up around seven, both looking like they hadn’t slept, both pretending today was just another day at the beach. They watched me eat, traded predictions about the wind, and didn’t say anything about the legacy or the pressure or the fact that the Donovan name was up on the event board for the first time in fifteen years.

Mom arrived just after, camera around her neck, her eyes softer than usual. She caught my hand as I passed and squeezed it, not letting go until I looked her in the eye.

“You’re already enough,” she said, voice low.

I didn’t know what to say, so I just hugged her.

The harem followed me down the hill, the walk to the water turning into a parade. Skylar and Sam debated the best spot for viewing the final. Keilani and Bella hung back, talking in French until they noticed me listening and started talking shit about my hair instead. Summer linked arms with me, her hand steady and warm. Aria kept her sunglasses on, but I could see her smile every time I glanced her way.

At the bottom of the steps, where the sand started, the energy changed. The festival was already gearing up, MC’s voice warming up over the speakers, a ribbon of spectators starting to fill the main beach. Crew members in sponsor shirts buzzed around, taping banners and prepping the platform.

It should’ve felt intimidating.

It didn’t.

It felt like walking into my own story.

The girls formed a circle around me, their hands and eyes and bodies close. No speeches, no drama. Just touch: Bella smoothing my shirt, Summer fixing my hair, Aria tying the event wristband on my arm with a practiced snap.

Keilani handed me a shell, a good-luck charm from her home break. “Put it in your pocket,” she said. “Never lose it.”

Skylar shoved a single-use packet of sunscreen into my hand. “Put it on your nose. You look like a ghost if you burn.”

Sam patted my ass and said, “Make them remember you, babe.”

Victoria didn’t say anything until the others backed off. Then she stepped in, kissed me, and whispered, “Make yourself proud. That’s the only win that counts.”

At the lineup, they let me go, one by one, each offering a last word or just a look. Bella’s eyes were fierce, and she pulled me in for one more quick, deep kiss, no fear this time. Aria touched my face, then turned away, but I could see the shine in her eyes. Summer hugged me, her voice soft at my ear.

“Go do it, West. We’ll be here.”

I stood at the edge of the sand, board under my arm, sun on my face, and the noise of the world finally far enough away that I could hear my own heart.

It didn’t feel scared anymore.

Just ready.

I stepped onto the beach.

The ocean was waiting.

So was the story.

And for the first time, I couldn’t wait to see how it ended.


Surf King


There’s a kind of morning that only happens at the edge of a festival, when the previous night’s insanity has burned away but the air is still vibrating with whatever storm you survived to get here.

That was the morning I stepped onto the main break for the Surf King final.

The whole beach looked like a carnival dedicated to my imminent death.

Every inch of sand from the parking lot to the pier was stitched together with sponsor arches, pop-up tents, and enough flagging tape to choke a mid-sized city. The lineup was a riot of alumni, students, water families, retired pros, and people who’d never even seen the ocean but knew how to attach themselves to a moment of televised drama. The event board, four stories tall, burned across the haze:

SURF KING FINAL: CRUZ VALE v. WEST DONOVAN

I would’ve laughed if my mouth worked.

They’d even wrapped the judges’ risers in gold vinyl and wheeled out an auxiliary grandstand, which had been instantly colonized by every Greek house, rec league, and surf-adjacent organization that had ever put a dollar in the GCU ecosystem. There were at least six news crews, half a dozen campus press teams, and so many freelance content kids that the drone cam had to be policed by actual event security.

The noise was animal. Not even pregame noise, but the sound of a city that had found its own gladiator.

I put my board under my arm and pushed into the sand, every step louder than the last.

The harem tracked me like satellites, but none of them moved first. I could feel them in the crush of bodies, each holding her own gravity: Summer in a tight circle with Sam and Skylar, arms already bare, hair tied up in the way she only did when she was about to get wet; Aria on the sponsor deck in the Miss Surf King sash, hair perfect, smile impossible, her gaze on me and not the phone in her hand; Bella and Keilani together at the edge of the water, arms around each other, both quiet but alert, like the seconds before a thunderstorm.

Victoria loomed in the center of it all, phone in hand, running a literal perimeter around me every time the crowd pressed too close.

I moved through the mob with all the grace of a condemned man.

They didn’t even let me get five steps before the first media handler was in my face, mic already live. “West! West Donovan! Is today about destiny, legacy, or revenge?”

I tried not to roll my eyes. “It’s about surfing.”

“Do you have a statement for the campus—?”

I kept walking, ducked a camera, and nearly tripped over the next obstacle: Dad and Mick, posted up by the GCU tent, each holding coffee and arguing over the size of the morning sets. Mick, who had apparently decided to relive his own glory, wore his battered GCU Surf King windbreaker and had already filled the air around him with the scent of nicotine and coconut SPF.

Dad caught my arm and leaned in close. “Don’t let him get to you, okay?”

I knew who he meant.

I nodded, but didn’t slow down.

Mick grinned, teeth perfectly wolfish. “Watch the inside at the three-minute mark. It’s always the sneak set, never the one they hype on the mic.”

“Thanks, Mick,” I said, meaning it.

Past them was the real gauntlet: the sponsor platform, with every single donor, regent, and local dignitary elbowing for the best sightline. At the top of the stairs was Ronan Vale, flanked by two men in matching wetsuits who looked like they’d been grown in a lab for the sole purpose of looking mean on camera.

He didn’t say anything.

Just watched, eyes flat and predator-bright, a single finger tapping out some unknown rhythm on the rail.

I forced myself to walk straight past him.

He didn’t blink, but he did smile, just enough to show he thought this was a formality.

At the beach end of the sponsor row, the harem had finally consolidated: Summer in front, Sam to her left, Skylar flanking, Keilani and Bella bracketed to either side, and Aria at the edge, so radiant it looked like she’d been rendered in some higher resolution than the rest of us.

They wore the team shirts, the crowns, even the goddamn event wristbands, but the thing that made me almost lose it was how hard they were all trying not to swarm me and make it about them.

Instead, Summer stepped forward first, just one step, her hand finding my wrist in a move so subtle nobody with a camera caught it.

“Don’t listen to them,” she said, voice low, just for me. “Don’t even listen to us. You know the water better than anyone. It’s yours, if you want it.”

I nodded, not trusting myself to say a word.

Sam smirked, then lifted her phone and took a selfie, flipping off the event board in the background. “If you wipe out, at least do it with style. We have a rep to maintain.”

Skylar, who looked like she’d already been for a run, gave me a shoulder bump and whispered, “Remember what I told you: if it feels wrong, it’s because you’re not pushing it hard enough.”

Keilani and Bella hugged me together, a flash of warmth and clean ocean-salt scent, and Keilani slipped a tiny piece of driftwood into the wax pocket of my board.

“It’s from last night’s tide,” she said. “For luck. But it probably won’t matter. You don’t need luck. You just need to be present.”

Bella nodded, her eyes shining. “We’ll be here, waiting. Whatever happens.”

Victoria, last as always, didn’t even try to touch me. She just got close enough to be heard over the crowd and said, “No matter how this ends, we’re controlling the narrative. Don’t let them tell your story for you.”

The MC bellowed, “Ten to water start! All eyes on the main break. Our finalists are in the chute!”

The crowd surged and a drone swooped so low it nearly clipped the sponsor arch.

West Donovan.

Cruz Vale.

Even money, even now.

I felt the stadium, sick dread from high school again: the knowledge that every face, every voice, every atom of sound was pointed at you, and if you flinched, they’d see it. But instead of swallowing me, the feeling pushed me up and out of myself, like I’d become another version, some upgraded West with all the old fears burned out and only the need to move left.

Cruz was already at the water’s edge, board tucked under his arm, completely unmoved by the mob. He wore a red rashguard that looked like it had been cut from a superhero costume, and when he turned, it was with the focus of a man who had already won and was just waiting for the paperwork.

He gave me a little salute, then jogged down the sand and did a standing stretch, shaking out his legs.

I stood a few feet away and tried to remember how to breathe.

The handler counted down from five, hand in the air.

Cruz glanced over at me, and this time, he spoke. “They all think it’s about the names.”

“What’s it about?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Today, it’s about us.”

I thought about that for a second, then nodded. “You ready?”

“Always.”

“Me too.”

The handler dropped his arm.

The horn sounded.

Cruz took off, a blur of legs and board. I followed, the surf sucking at my ankles, the first set already rolling in to meet us.

For the first time all week, the crowd went silent.

Just the two of us, the water, and the need.

The moment before violence is always the quietest.

I felt the sand give way under my feet, the chill burn of the water up my shins, then my thighs, then I dove, and it was nothing but the clarity of the drop and the memory of every single person who had ever gotten me here.

I surfaced, blinked away the salt, and saw Cruz just ahead, already lining up for the outside.

It was on.

***

There’s a difference between surfing in a crowd and surfing in a final.

In a crowd, the water is chaos. Every body on a board is a variable, and half the game is reading the human noise, not just the break. In a final, the world shrinks down to the tightest frame, and every move, yours, his, the wave’s, gets turned into data for everyone who ever cared about your name.

Cruz proved it in the first twenty seconds.

The lineup was sketchier than forecast. The overnight wind had scummed the surface with a thick film, and the tide was lower than ideal, making the inside reform section hell on earth. I expected a slow open, maybe some shadowboxing.

Instead, Cruz ignored all of it, saw the first good set forming, and paddled into perfect position.

He didn’t even look at me.

He just moved.

The horn sounded, and Cruz was gone, popping up on a steep right, dropping vertical, and hitting the bottom turn so hard it looked like the foam was going to take his board out from under him. Instead, he used the extra speed to go top-to-bottom twice, then stalled, set the rail, and spun out the end section with a casual air reverse that made it look like a trick for the juniors, not the Surf King final.

He landed, stuck the rail, and rode it through the closeout all the way to the sand.

The crowd lost their minds.

Event board: VALE 8.7

First wave.

First goddamn wave.

I paddled out, all nerves and muscle memory, and tried not to look at the judges’ riser. Instead, I lined up for the next set, saw it was going to be a rougher left, and thought: fine, I’ll answer fast, get on the board.

I went too soon.

The drop was solid, but I hesitated on the first turn, overcorrected, and had to pump for speed instead of carving for points. I tried to muscle through, but the wave started to close early, and all I could do was hit the shoulder, cut a half-assed hack, and kick out before the reform smashed me into the foam.

It felt… not bad, but safe.

Amateur bracket safe.

I heard the MC: “Donovan’s on the board, but it’s not going to shake the judges unless he dials in the vertical next round.”

Scoreboard: DONOVAN 5.5

Oof.

From out on the water, I could see the stadium go tense. The cheers dipped, and the crowd noise sharpened into the kind of high-pitched worry you hear when the favorite goes down in the first round. Above it, the drone cam hovered, probably catching my face for the slow-motion heartbreak reel.

Cruz didn’t celebrate.

He didn’t have to.

He just reset, paddled to the outside, and waited for the next shot.

Near the edge of the sponsor platform, I could see Ronan. He had his arms folded, lips pursed, like he’d just watched someone open a vintage bottle and find it corked. He was already counting the trophy in his head.

Next to him, Dad bounced in place, clearly itching to yell something but refusing to look at my mom or at the crowd. Mick looked pissed, probably because I’d gone safe, maybe just because it was playing out exactly like the script.

On the sand, the harem didn’t panic.

Summer’s eyes never left me, but she didn’t flinch or fidget. Aria stood in her sash and crown, completely still, staring at the water like she could will the score higher by force of beauty alone. Keilani stood with her arms crossed, jaw clenched, reading the break and probably understanding every mistake I’d just made. Bella squeezed her own hand, lips moving in a silent prayer.

Victoria, for her part, looked bored, but I’d seen that face before: it was the same expression she used when a lawyer tried to spring a trap during a debate round. She was analyzing the angles.

Sam and Skylar, up by the grandstand, led a chant anyway, the kind of bullshit encouragement you give a team that’s not actually losing but needs to be reminded that the clock runs both ways.

The second set built, and I hesitated.

I could chase, force a reply, but it’d just be another weak answer. Cruz had already posted a near-perfect, and he was going to get two more shots before I got a clean run.

I let the set pass.

On the beach, there was an audible groan. Ronan’s smile twitched, like he’d just found the last ten bucks in my wallet.

Jack yelled, “Wait for your wave!” so loud that Mick winced and elbowed him.

Cruz reset, caught the next one, and didn’t even try to style it up. He just rode the pocket, flicked off two clean turns, then went aerial again, sticking it with one arm raised before kicking out.

Event board: VALE 7.8

Combined: 8.7 + 7.8 = 16.5

Donovan: 5.5

There was a moment on the water where I felt the story contract. Like, no matter what I did next, the whole arc was done. Cruz had been a pro for five years; I was a wildcard who’d lucked into a ticket, and I’d already burned my best move by playing safe. Every single person who had ever whispered that I was a nice guy, a good athlete, but not a killer. This was the part where their voice won.

For a second, I almost listened.

But then I looked back at the girls on the sand.

Summer’s face wasn’t fear or panic.

It was patience.

She trusted me to find it.

Aria’s chin was up, jaw set, like she’d decided to muscle the entire universe into giving me another shot.

Bella had stopped praying. She was just watching.

Keilani and Skylar and Sam were still, for once, perfectly quiet.

Even Victoria had stopped texting. She had both hands in her pockets and was watching the water with the total focus of a sniper.

That was when I decided: fuck trying to answer Cruz.

If I was going to lose, I’d lose as myself.

So I let another set go, knowing the crowd would hate it, knowing every camera in the world would cut to a close-up of Ronan’s “I told you so” face.

But I waited.

And I started listening for the water.

The next set loomed, bigger than the rest, warped from the wind, an inside section that looked ugly as hell and likely to murder anyone dumb enough to trust it.

Cruz looked over, saw me hesitate, and paddled past, not even trying to block.

“You surf like you’re still trying to convince them,” he said, voice low enough only I heard. “That won’t beat me.”

He was right.

The only thing left was to stop trying to win their way and just go for broke.

I nodded, let him go, and lined up for the ugliest wave of the morning.

The story wasn’t over.

But I was going to make damn sure the next chapter was mine.

***

I let the ugly wave come.

Everything in my body, my history, every coach and YouTube highlight reel I’d ever watched, screamed: wait for a better set. Don’t force a hero play when you’re down big. Take your medicine and pray for the next round.

But I wasn’t here to survive.

I was here to make the story mine, if only for a minute.

The set built fast. A double-up, the lip already warping, the face scummed by wind. If I missed it, I’d get tossed into the inside and maybe lose the board, but the other three finals this weekend had all been won on last-minute, ugly miracle rides.

The voice in my head, the one that sounded like my dad when he wasn’t overthinking it, said: if you’re not scared, you’re not alive.

I paddled for position, locked my eyes on the horizon, and went.

For the first time all morning, Cruz didn’t try to block me. He just watched, a half-smile playing at the corner of his mouth.

The drop was instant terror.

I made the lip by half a second, almost pearled the nose, then caught myself on pure muscle memory and dropped lower, the rail catching just as the water started to close out behind me. The face was lumpy, not made for style. So I didn’t try to style it. I hammered through, holding the rail, knees loose, the world narrowing to a tunnel of noise and spray.

At the reform, the wave turned inside out, and instead of bailing, I trusted the ugly section.

It worked.

The board went weightless, then bit the new face, and suddenly I was shotgunned through a double-up with enough speed to clear the entire inside. For a second, I almost lost it, but I hung on, kicked out, and skittered across the foam like a stone skipping on a pond.

On shore, there was a two-second gap where nobody knew if it was genius or an almost-wipeout.

Then the MC exploded: “DONOVAN WITH A MIRACLE RECOVERY! That’s a local move, folks. He’s ridden that section a hundred times and nobody else would have trusted it!”

The event board updated.

DONOVAN 8.1

I screamed without meaning to.

When I reset the lineup, the air had changed.

Cruz paddled over, closer than before. He didn’t look at me. Just floated, catching his breath, waiting for the horn to call the next set.

I couldn’t help myself. “You know you could have blocked me there.”

He shrugged. “Would’ve been too easy. I want your best shot.”

The crowd on the sand was at full volume again, no longer a funeral. Sam was on someone’s shoulders, waving her arms like she was trying to land a helicopter. Skylar had both hands cupped to her mouth, probably screaming tactical advice at a volume that could peel paint.

Summer just stared at me, eyes wet but alive, her hands over her mouth.

Aria had both hands on the sponsor platform rail, nails digging in, hair flying. Keilani was jumping, her crown half-off, and Bella was hugging her, both of them crying and laughing at the same time.

Even Victoria, who rarely let herself show anything, had a hand on her heart. For a second, I wondered if she was going to have a cardiac event.

Back in the lineup, Cruz eyed the horizon. “You don’t have to surf like Jack,” he said, just loud enough for me to hear. “You know that, right?”

I blinked. “What?”

He looked over, eyes clear, voice honest. “They all want you to be your dad. Or Dean. Or some perfect version of a Donovan. But none of them ever made it work when it mattered. You’re here because you already surf different. Don’t waste it on imitating ghosts.”

It landed in my chest, hard.

The next set loomed. Cruz went first, catching priority and making it look surgical. The wave wasn’t as steep, but he milked every inch, top-to-bottom, then kicked out with a slick little slide that would play great on the highlight feed.

I waited.

Not because I wanted to, but because I’d finally learned not to chase.

The third wave was smaller, ugly again, but I trusted it. Dropped in, went low, and instead of fighting for style, I rode the weird, jittery line. The section warped, threatened to break my ankle, but I hung on, then shot through the last inside with an ugly little layback that somehow held.

When I came up, I saw Summer punch the air so hard she almost fell.

Scoreboard:

VALE: 8.7 + 7.8 = 16.5

DONOVAN: 8.1 + 7.9 = 16.0

Not even.

But not over, either.

It was a duel now.

Cruz drifted close as the clock ran down, his voice still calm. “You get it now?”

I nodded, adrenaline making my voice shake. “Yeah. It’s not about the names.”

He smiled, really smiled this time. “They can rot on the beach, man. We’re the only ones who get to decide what’s real.”

I wanted to thank him, but I didn’t know how.

Instead, I just paddled for the next set, knowing I’d need something better than anyone had ever pulled off here.

On shore, Ronan’s face had gone bloodless.

Dad finally looked like he wasn’t afraid.

And the harem?

They owned the beach.

It was going to take one more perfect wave.

But now, for the first time all day, I knew where to look for it.

***

The next set wasn’t pretty.

It built slow, then doubled up on the inside, a shifting wall of water that looked more like punishment than opportunity. Cruz saw it first, paddled outside, and lined up for the hero wave, the kind they use on sponsor posters, clean and open with a perfect face. He was in position for the easy clinch, a ride that would lock in his lead and slam the window shut on any story but his own.

I saw it, too.

But I also saw what he ignored: the inside reform, ugly as hell, late, warping toward the rocks.

If it worked, it would make every judge scream.

If it didn’t, I’d eat shit in front of half the school and maybe break the board.

I thought about playing it safe. I could take a mid-size wave, style it out, maybe impress the alumni enough to keep Dad off my back for a year. Maybe keep Summer’s parents from worrying. Maybe make my mom proud.

But that was the old algorithm.

Today, I owed it to myself to see what happened when I stopped surfing for anyone but me.

I went for the reform.

My arms were lead, every muscle on the verge of quitting. I was sore from the previous day, from the night before, from the goddamn semifinal. My lungs were raw, throat burning from the salt and the shouting.

Even my teeth hurt.

But I paddled anyway, harder than I should have, and lined up for the late drop.

From the water, I could see the harem on the sand, every single one of them tensed to the point of rupture.

Summer knew before anyone else.

Her face went from hope to terror to something like awe in the space of a breath.

Aria, still perched on the sponsor platform, grabbed the rail so hard I could see her knuckles from a hundred yards away. She leaned in, eyes wild.

Bella held Keilani’s hand, both of them frozen, waiting for the carnage.

Sam and Skylar, already in meltdown mode, stopped even trying to be cool about it, screaming like they were front row at a death metal concert.

Even Victoria, who I was pretty sure had never physically reacted to anything in her life, was on her feet, both hands covering her mouth.

On the water, Cruz looked over, saw where I was, and didn’t move to block me.

He nodded, once, like he approved.

I paddled for the section, felt the current pull me in, and committed.

There was no room for nerves.

No time for thought.

I dropped late, the nose diving just enough that I had to throw my entire weight back to save the board from death spiraling. The face went vertical, then overhung, and for a second, I lost the edge. The world went white as the lip exploded over me, the roar of water louder than anything on land.

For a second, I thought I’d lost it.

Then, through some impossible luck, my foot found the sweet spot on the tail, the board bit, and I popped through the foam, skittered down the line, and found the new face.

The reform hit hard. The board almost snapped under me, but I kept going, grinding down, low and ugly, nothing like the edits on Instagram. At the last section, I spun a desperate cutback, then hacked the lip with everything I had left.

The crowd went silent.

For a second, all I could hear was my own heartbeat.

Then the entire beach detonated.

I kicked out, arms up, and let the board carry me through the inside. My body was done. My head was underwater.

But I’d done it.

I came up in the channel, coughing, eyes stinging.

Cruz floated over, grinning like a maniac. “Fuck yes, Donovan.”

I laughed, or maybe just coughed again, and tried to catch my breath.

On the sand, the girls were a mess. Summer was crying, tears running down her face even as she laughed and screamed. Aria and Keilani hugged so hard they almost knocked each other over. Bella and Sam were both sobbing and shouting, not caring who saw.

Victoria had gone full statue, not even blinking, just watching.

The event board took forever to update.

The MC dragged out the moment, letting the crowd froth, even as the judges huddled and argued and rewatched the replay.

It felt like the longest minute of my life.

Cruz and I sat in the water, side by side, boards touching, both of us breathing hard.

Neither of us spoke.

It wasn’t clear who’d won.

But it was clear neither of us had left anything behind.

The only thing left to do was wait and see what story the world wanted to tell.

***

The wait was worse than the wipeout.

We sat in the channel, Cruz and me, not speaking, barely breathing. The horn had blown, the heat was officially over, but the judges were taking their sweet time. From the water, I could see three of them huddled around a tablet, replaying the footage in slow motion. Even the MC was vamping, dragging out the drama so long that the crowd shifted from a roar to a nervous, staccato pulse.

On shore, nobody moved.

Summer was still in the same spot, hands on her head, mascara streaking her face, mouth open in a silent scream. Aria stood perfectly still, the sash around her waist stained from salt or tears or both, her eyes on the event board as if she could will the numbers into existence. Keilani and Bella hugged each other so tight it looked painful. Sam and Skylar were in a clutch of hands and hair, vibrating with nervous energy.

Victoria was on her phone, probably drafting an official statement for whatever happened next, but her foot tapped a furious tattoo in the sand.

Ronan Vale was at the front of the sponsor platform, arms crossed, sunglasses off, a look on his face like he was already crafting the appeal.

Dad stood alone at the edge of the water, hands in fists, jaw locked.

For a minute, I wondered if time had stopped.

Cruz finally broke the silence. “Whatever they score it, you earned the wave.”

He said it flat, no performance.

I almost laughed. “Would’ve been more convincing if I landed it clean.”

He grinned. “Nobody ever remembers the clean ones. They only remember who makes it out alive.”

There was another gap, then the MC started his big buildup.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen, after the most epic Surf King final in the history of this event, we have your winner, by just three-tenths of a point—”

He let it hang so long the crowd nearly revolted.

“West. Donovan!”

The numbers flashed:

VALE: 8.7 + 7.8 = 16.5

DONOVAN: 8.1 + 8.7 = 16.8

The sound hit like a wall of water.

On the sand, Summer collapsed to her knees, laughing and crying, hugging whoever was closest. Aria screamed, both hands in the air. Bella jumped on Keilani, who picked her up like a feather. Sam ran in a circle, arms pinwheeling, while Skylar attempted to crowd-surf on a group of total strangers.

Sadie lost her entire mind. She grabbed the nearest volunteer, shook him by both shoulders, then spun toward the judge tower and yelled, “THAT’S MY BROTHER, YOU COWARDS!” as if the judges had personally tried to keep the score from happening.

Mom was quieter, which somehow hit harder. She stood at the rope line with one hand pressed over her mouth, camera hanging forgotten against her chest, tears slipping behind her sunglasses. Then she looked at Dad, really looked at him, and started laughing through it, the kind of laugh that meant the past had just loosened its grip by one impossible inch.

Even Dad smiled, just once, before turning away and pretending he needed to check on something.

On the sponsor platform, Ronan went completely still. He looked at Cruz, at me, then at the judge’s tower.

But there was no challenge.

No loophole.

The numbers were final, and the win was clean.

Cruz let out a whoop that almost scared me. He paddled over, yanked me off my board, and pulled me into a hug that nearly drowned both of us.

“Told you I wanted your best shot,” he said. “That was fucking beautiful.”

I could barely speak, but I managed, “Thanks. Wouldn’t have pushed if you hadn’t made it impossible to coast.”

He nodded, then looked to the shore. “Go get your crown, man.”

He paddled in, not defeated, but lighter. Like something had broken loose in both of us.

I let myself drift for a minute, letting the noise wash over me.

On the sand, the harem didn’t mob the water. They waited at the edge, together, a single unit, letting the moment be mine.

Victoria stood at the perimeter, hands up, physically blocking three different news crews from cutting me off before I hit dry land. My parents found each other in the crowd, and for once, they didn’t fight or even talk. They just stood there, watching.

I pulled my board in, stumbled up the wet sand, and hit the soft part of the beach, still not believing the numbers. Every person I cared about was there, and every eye was on me, not as a legacy, not as a symbol, but as myself.

At the edge of the crowd, Aria waited.

She wore the Miss Surf King crown, and in her hands, she held the Surf King trophy like she’d been guarding it for me.

I walked toward her, body on fire, every part of me raw.

But I didn’t feel tired.

I felt alive.

And for the first time, I wanted to see what happened next.

***

The trophy ceremony was a different kind of violence.

If the heat was chaos, the stage was choreography. I was barely dry, sand still stuck to my legs and salt in my eyelashes, but the minute the MC called my name, a wall of hands and sponsor shirts hustled me up onto the riser like I was a winning lottery ticket they needed to cash before anyone noticed.

Cruz was already there, holding his second-place plaque and grinning like the world’s happiest runner-up. The judges, three of them, stood behind the podium, shuffling gold-embossed folders and looking a little shell-shocked.

Front and center, waiting with the crown, was Aria.

She stood in the cobalt dress from her own final, Miss Surf King sash in place, hair pulled back in a high ponytail that made her look more like an avenging angel than a pageant queen. In her hands, the Surf King trophy gleamed, but she wasn’t looking at it.

She was looking at me.

The MC tried to get cute, launching into a spiel about “legacy fulfilled” and “the return of a Donovan to the throne,” but Aria didn’t let him get three sentences in before she cut him off with a perfectly timed step forward.

Her voice was low, but it carried all the way to the crowd. “The only thing a crown proves is that you didn’t break.”

The MC, off his game for once, fumbled the mic to her.

Aria turned to the beach, the sponsors, the world.

“There’s a story everybody wants to hear today, and it’s not mine, and it’s not his. It’s the one where winning the crown means you never have to doubt who you are again.” She looked at me, her eyes blue fire, then at Cruz, who nodded like he was in on it. “But that’s not true. Crowns don’t make you worthy. They just show what the pressure didn’t destroy.”

She paused, and I could feel the entire festival holding its breath.

Then she smiled, almost shy, and said, “West Donovan didn’t win because of his name, or his family, or his crew. He won because he decided to matter more to himself than to any of you. And I am so fucking proud to stand here and say—”

She turned back to me, voice breaking but loud enough to echo off the ocean. “I love you, West. And I want everyone here to know that’s not a brand, or a drama, or even a story. It’s just the truth.”

She set the crown on my head, careful and gentle, then stepped back, her hands trembling but her smile so bright I couldn’t look away.

The noise from the beach was nuclear.

I almost missed the next step.

They shoved a mic in my face, expecting a speech. The MC tried to hand me a script, something about destiny and restoring Donovan honor, but I shook my head.

I turned to Cruz first. “If you hadn’t pushed me, I never would’ve found my line. You’re a king, too, man. Don’t let anyone write you out of the story.”

Cruz grinned, threw an arm around my shoulder, and yelled, “Next year I’m bringing my dad’s board and breaking the tie!”

That got a laugh, even from the VIPs.

I looked at my mom and dad. They didn’t wave. They just nodded, together for once, and it was enough.

Then I looked at the girls.

They were all there, right at the front of the stage, none of them fighting for the prime spot. Summer had her arm around Keilani, who had both arms around Bella, who was holding hands with Skylar, who was high-fiving Sam, who was taking a selfie with Victoria, who just smirked and let it all happen.

I tried to find the words, but they weren’t grand.

They were simple.

“I didn’t get here by myself. I didn’t even get here by my family. I got here because every person in my life taught me how to hold on, even when I wanted to run. So… thanks. For everything. I hope I made you all proud, but I hope even more that you’ll let me come home, win or lose.”

It was awkward.

It was real.

And the crowd loved it.

The sponsors barely mattered. The MC tried to get one last line in, but it was drowned out by the noise, the music, and the mass of bodies rushing the stage. Ronan, stuck at the side, had to watch as Cruz and I got mobbed by friends, fans, and about a thousand people who wanted to believe that today meant anything beyond the next party.

The girls waited until I’d hugged every surf kid, frat bro, and retired legend on the sand before they came up, as a unit.

Summer was first. She threw her arms around my neck and kissed me, hard, in front of everyone.

“Told you I’d always be here,” she whispered, voice thick with tears and pride.

Aria was next, pulling me in, crown bumping crown. “You’re still an idiot, but you’re my idiot.”

Bella hugged me from behind, her cheek pressed to my back, soft and sure. “You belong to us now. No more running.”

Keilani kissed my cheek and murmured, “That was for Dean. You surfed it your way.”

Skylar climbed up on the trophy stand and yelled, “GROUP PHOTO OR IT DIDN’T HAPPEN!” before shoving the whole crew into frame.

Sam fake-tackled me, arms around my waist, and whispered, “I bet on you. I never lose a bet.”

Victoria waited last, as always. When the others cleared, she took my hand, squeezed it, and said, “You changed the story. Don’t let anyone change it back.”

Then she kissed me, just once, and let go.

For a second, the world spun. The lights, the sound, the sun, the salt, it was all too much. I could barely breathe.

So I looked up.

Past the chaos, past the banners and the drones and the thousands of eyes, to the top of the cliff.

Dean’s house was there, its windows shining, the driftwood steps catching the light. It looked small from the water, almost unremarkable, but it was the only place that ever felt like home.

I closed my eyes and let the noise fade.

For the first time, I knew what I wanted.

Not the crown.

Not the story.

Just a place to belong, and the people to build it with.

I opened my eyes, let the girls pull me down off the podium, and together, we walked toward the future.

Whatever it was, I knew I’d earned it.

And this time, I wasn’t going to let go.


The House on the Crown


There’s a rumor that if you win the Surf King, your first morning after is spent on a sponsor yacht, draped in models and mimosas, while the rest of the world preps your fifteen minutes of campus godhood.

That’s a lie.

My first morning as Surf King, I woke up to the sound of someone breaking my toaster, two girls arguing about whose turn it was to use the house shower, and the very real possibility that seven different women had decided to treat the cliff house as an unofficial timeshare without bothering to ask me first.

The air in the kitchen was so thick with sunscreen, coconut shampoo, and jasmine lotion that I could taste it. Half the windows were fogged. The counter was buried in every takeout container within a two-mile radius: poke bowls, pancake stacks, the last three slices of a pizza so questionable that even Sadie had refused to eat it. Someone had dumped a fistful of flower petals into the empty blender pitcher, which now vibrated quietly every time someone slammed a cabinet.

On the breakfast bar, the Surf King trophy balanced next to three gold-leaf crowns, a feather boa, a string of bead necklaces from the festival, and a pair of spandex bikini bottoms I was pretty sure belonged to Summer but had recently been claimed, with legal documentation, by Sam.

Summer herself was in my old GCU hoodie, sleeves rolled, the ocean wind haloing her blonde hair, rummaging through the fridge with the tactical focus of someone staging a high-speed heist. She yanked out a can of whipped cream and shook it so violently that Skylar, who was hanging upside down from the couch, sat up and covered her face.

Sam, already wearing the bikini bottoms and nothing else but a pair of rainbow socks, held court at the table. She was making a bracket for “Best Post-Surfing Victory Ritual” and was so invested in her commentary that she kept shoving her phone in Bella’s face for play-by-play feedback.

Bella didn’t mind. She was perched on the arm of the chair, hair damp from the shower, smile even softer than usual. She held a mug between both hands like it was the only thing tethering her to the planet.

Aria was on the window bench, curled up in a silk robe, thumb-typing in the private house group chat. She alternated between glaring at the screen and using her toe to nudge the Miss Surf King crown farther down the windowsill.

Keilani sprawled on the floor, surrounded by a ring of beach towels and three boards she’d apparently decided to wax in the middle of the living room. She hummed to herself and ignored the chaos above her, except for when she snapped at Skylar to stop shaking sand onto her fins.

Victoria was the only one who looked untouched by the night before. She wore a slate-blue dress with a crisp white collar, sat perfectly straight at the dining table, and tapped at her laptop with a focus so intense it made me wonder if she even noticed the full-scale breakfast insurrection happening around her. But every now and then, she glanced over the rim of her mug and shot a look at the room, the kind of look that said, This is going in the report.

Skylar, who’d already abandoned pants for the morning, hung upside down from the couch, talking to Sadie, who’d shown up in tie-dyed pajamas and a snarl, and was now organizing an impromptu “Household Survival Bracket.” She’d already eliminated Dad and Mick on the grounds of “toxic masculinity” and was attempting to explain why Bella and Victoria should be seeded in opposite halves “for maximum narrative tension.”

I stood at the edge of it, fresh from the shower, wet hair dripping onto an old flannel, and wondered if this was what winning looked like.

If so, nobody had prepared me for how fucking loud it would be.

Summer caught my eye, mouth already ringed with whipped cream. “You look like you saw God and he’s already asking for rent money.”

“I just woke up,” I said. “Is there any coffee left, or did the mob torch the beans for warmth?”

Sam flung a pod at my head, missed by a mile. “We made it a rule that only Bella is allowed to touch the espresso machine. Something about the rest of us being ‘motor-impaired’ after last night.”

“I’m not impaired,” Summer said, spraying a mountain of foam onto a pancake and shoving the whole thing into her mouth in one bite. “I’m thriving.”

“Your standards for thriving are low,” Victoria said, not looking up from her laptop.

Skylar righted herself, crashed onto the rug next to Keilani, and held up a victory sign. “I made the harem finals, and all I got was this hangover and a T-shirt that used to fit West. Also, I lost my bikini top. If anyone sees it, no you didn’t.”

Keilani, unfazed, finished the last stroke of wax on her board. “You can borrow one of mine. But you have to clean the bathroom first.”

“Hot,” Sam said. “Can we make that the next event? Harem Bathroom Challenge. First person to pass out has to write ‘I love Donovan’ on her ass for the next week.”

“That’s not even a punishment,” Summer said, then winked at me. “He’s a good roommate.”

Aria, not to be left out, yawned dramatically and muttered, “You all sound like the Real Housewives of GCU. Can I get a thirty-minute block of silence before my next private update?”

Sadie jumped in. “Too late. I already screenshotted the group chat. Aria, you’re now the ‘Villain Edit’ for episode three.”

Aria looked almost proud. “At least make me the hot villain.”

The din got louder, until Victoria clapped her hands, sharp as a fire alarm.

“House meeting.”

Every head swiveled. Even the boards seemed to snap to attention.

Victoria spoke like she’d already written the agenda. “First: does anyone here plan to return to her own residence this morning, or are we staging a squatters’ coup?”

Nobody spoke for a second.

Sam made a show of looking around the room. “Raise your hand if you want to leave.”

Zero hands.

Skylar asked, “Does it count as breaking and entering if West is technically a willing participant?”

Bella looked at me, hopeful. “Do you want us to go?”

The question landed in the center of the table and everything went quiet, like someone had pressed pause.

I didn’t answer at first.

I walked to the coffee machine, tried to ignore the way seven sets of eyes watched every move, and poured myself a mug.

I sipped, let the bitterness cut through my own confusion, and tried to figure out what the fuck I was supposed to say.

But then Summer, who never left an awkward silence unsuffocated, dug into Dean’s old junk drawer, came up with a tarnished house key, and held it up like a prize.

“Real talk,” she said. “You need a better lock situation if you’re gonna keep seven women coming and going every day.”

Aria snorted. “It’s not a lock issue. It’s a boundaries issue.”

Keilani’s voice was quieter, but it carried. “Maybe it’s a belonging issue.”

Victoria put down her mug, laced her fingers, and said, “We’re not guests, are we?”

I tried to make a joke, but it died on my tongue.

So I just said, honest, “It feels wrong when you’re gone. All of you. The house gets too quiet. I hate it.”

Sam, for once, had no snappy reply.

Bella’s hand found my arm, gentle, grounding.

Summer’s mouth curled in a half-smile. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

I looked around the room, at the women who’d chosen me, broken me, built me back up, and decided, for once, not to deflect.

“Yeah,” I said. “I want you here. All of you. Not as a victory lap or a harem thing or because the festival is still buzzing. Because this is the only time my life has ever felt like home, and I don’t want to go back.”

The words hung in the air, too big, too real, even for me.

Nobody answered.

Not even Victoria.

Not at first.

She just looked at the key in Summer’s hand, then at the rest of the girls, then at me, and said, “Are we discussing sleepover privileges, or actual residency?”

I grinned, and the whole house exhaled.

But I didn’t answer.

Not yet.

I wanted to see what happened next.

***

Victoria never blinked, not even when she was dropping bombs at breakfast. The second she said “actual residency,” the whole kitchen went silent except for the slow, lazy fizz of Skylar shaking a La Croix.

Sam was the first to break. “I thought we already had residency. I literally have a toothbrush here. Actually, I have three.”

“You have none,” Keilani said, “because I threw them away after the last time you tried to brush your teeth with tequila.”

Sam stuck out her tongue, but didn’t push it further.

Bella looked down at her mug, then at me. “I think Victoria wants to know if we are real. Or just… a story.”

Victoria didn’t flinch. “Correct. Some of us have lived with ambiguity before. It ends poorly.”

Summer nodded, but her voice was small. “What if we fuck it up?”

Aria set her phone down, face up. “You can always leave if it sucks.”

Skylar said, “This is where I’m supposed to make a joke about harem insurance and the deductible for emotional damage, but…”

She trailed off, and for the first time since I’d met her, she looked unsure.

I knew what I wanted to say, but every scenario in my head felt like it might shatter the spell.

I poured coffee, sat, and tried anyway.

“It’s not a victory lap. I don’t want any of you to feel like a consolation prize.” I looked at each of them. “Not after what we’ve built.”

Nobody interrupted. Even Sadie was quiet, notebook poised like she was scoring my delivery.

I kept going, one by one.

“Summer, you’re the reason I didn’t drown freshman year. Not just in the water. In everything. You’re the first person I ever called home.”

She blushed, then looked away, but I could tell it landed.

“Victoria, I know you think I’m allergic to planning, but you’re the only person who’s ever made the impossible feel… survivable. I trust you to structure anything, including us.”

She inclined her head, just a fraction, but it was more than she usually gave.

“Aria. I know you’re afraid the world is about to watch you burn. But you’re not hiding anymore. You never needed a brand. Just a place that wouldn’t turn you into one.”

Aria’s lip quirked, a micro-smile. “You’re such a dork.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But I’m your dork.”

She nodded, satisfied.

“Bella. You think you take up too much space, that your softness is a burden. But it’s the reason anybody in this house ever learned to forgive. Including me. I want your kindness to take over every room.”

Bella didn’t speak, but her eyes shone, and she reached for my hand under the table.

“Keilani, I know the ocean’s always going to have a bigger piece of you than I ever could. But I want you to know: you belong wherever the water can still hear you. Even if that’s sometimes three a.m. and freezing cold and nobody else gets it.”

Keilani grinned, teeth white, sure of herself. “That’s good. Because I’m not giving up the early paddle.”

I squeezed her shoulder. “Wouldn’t ask you to.”

Sam looked at me, for once, not joking. “You gonna say the thing, or do I have to?”

“You’re not too much,” I said, and she froze. “You make this house breathe. Even if you’re breaking things, or getting mad, or making me watch reality TV. I need it. I need you.”

She blinked, looked away. “Gross. But fine.”

Last was Skylar.

She was the hardest. Because even now, after all the parties, all the overnights, all the days surfing side by side, she’d never once stayed longer than a weekend without acting like it was a fluke.

She said, “It’s cool, West. You don’t have to—”

I cut her off. “You’re not a guest star. You’re not an extra. This doesn’t work without you. I never said it because I figured you’d bail if I did. But I always saved room. Even before I knew how to say it.”

Skylar stared at her can, then at the ceiling, then back at me. “You mean it?”

“Yeah.”

She set down her drink, hard enough that it foamed out of the opening. “Then… yeah. Fuck it. Let’s do the weirdest, dumbest thing ever and see if we don’t die of food poisoning or emotional implosion in a month.”

The whole table went loose, laughter chasing the pressure out of the room.

Victoria watched it all, expression unreadable, then snapped her laptop shut.

“If we’re doing this,” she said, “we’re doing it properly. Agreements, chore chart, house rules, boundaries, public messaging. I want everyone’s digital signature by noon.”

“Hot,” Sam said. “Can I pick my room?”

Victoria smiled, razor-edged. “Only if you also pick up your laundry.”

Keilani said, “We’ll need more racks for the boards.”

Summer was already texting the campus facilities guy. “I can get us a discount if we pretend it’s for training.”

Bella reached for her phone, then paused, eyes wide. “Are we allowed to tell anyone?”

Everyone looked at Aria.

Aria shrugged. “Let’s not make it a content thing. At least not until we’re sure we like each other for real.”

Sadie jumped up and down, cackling. “Too late! It’s already in my private story drafts. Dad’s going to freak.”

I stood, unsure how I’d gotten so lucky, and looked around the room.

The chaos. The noise. The absolute, undeniable reality of the moment.

It wasn’t what Dean would have done.

But it was exactly what he would have wanted.

My own home.

Maybe for the first time ever.

***

The next twelve hours were the fastest, weirdest move-in in the history of Golden Coast. It didn’t happen all at once. There was no montage, no sequence of cardboard boxes and slow-dancing around a lamp, but by sundown, the house was unrecognizable.

It started with Summer.

She staked out the guest room with the best morning light, declared it a “training suite,” and promptly moved in three yoga mats, a foam roller, and an alarming number of recovery bands. She hung her old team pennant above the bed, set up a mini fridge, and taped a note to the door: DO NOT ENTER DURING SCHEDULED NAP. YES, EVEN YOU.

Victoria took over the dining room, spread her laptop, legal pads, and four different color-coded folders across the entire table, and set about drafting a Household Operating Agreement. She ran power strips to every chair, assigned office hours, and scheduled a group Zoom for “Onboarding: Family Edition.” When I asked if that was a joke, she looked at me dead-eyed and said, “Joke, yes. But also, see you at six-thirty.”

Aria found a nook by the upstairs window that got perfect reception, plugged in a ring light, and converted it to her studio. She hung blackout curtains, set up a softbox, and tacked a page from her mood board to the wall:

NO CONTENT WITHOUT CONSENT.

She made everyone promise, on pain of death, that nobody would film the house tour until everyone agreed.

Bella and Keilani moved together, like gravity had finally recognized them as a binary star. They transformed the east bedroom into a fort of blankets, pillows, and what seemed like a hundred candles. Bella hung string lights and “borrowed” half the mugs from the kitchen, then arranged them on a makeshift shelf above the headboard. Keilani lined the windowsill with potted succulents, driftwood, and a miniature Moana doll I’d never seen before.

Their room always smelled like fresh sheets and salt.

Sam, true to form, made the kitchen her territory. She found every sticky note in the house and labeled the cabinets with jokes, warnings, and vaguely threatening food puns. She cleared out the old condiments, bought enough sriracha to power a minor space mission, and wrote CAPTAIN CALLAWAY’S PANTRY: TRESPASSERS WILL BE FORCE-FED BROCCOLI. By afternoon, she’d set up a group text for grocery requests and started planning a private “House Harem Hacks” board that Victoria immediately renamed “Maintenance and Supplies.”

Skylar blew in with a backpack, a laundry basket, and what appeared to be a single, enormous storage bin filled with volleyball medals, random team gear, and a shrine to her own Beach Queen crown. She picked the bedroom with the best ocean view, dragged the mattress to the floor, and tacked up a banner: BENNETT’S BUNGALOW. NO RULES, JUST RIGHT.

When asked if she needed help, she declined with a grin. “I’m a professional, babe. I can move anywhere with a six-pack and a dream.”

For my part, I tried to stay out of the way, which was harder than you’d think in a house that had suddenly gone from silent tomb to seven-girl hurricane. Every time I turned a corner, someone was either stacking a new memory on a shelf, raiding the pantry for snacks, or making out in a hallway like they’d invented the concept.

The only room that didn’t change was Dean’s.

The board room.

It had always been the heart of the house: a sunken living room lined with shelves of surf trophies, ancient volumes about oceanography, and the kind of boards that weren’t meant to touch water again, but were still kept waxed and perfect just in case. Dean’s collection was legendary—single-fins, twin-fins, a custom gun signed by a now-dead pro from the eighties, even a kneeboard with his initials burned into the tail.

It was the one place nobody wanted to touch.

Not even me.

When the girls started rearranging the rest of the house, they avoided the board room, like it was a living shrine. Even Sam, who would have thrown a keg in there if she thought it’d get a laugh, stopped at the threshold.

The room stayed the same through the morning and deep into the afternoon.

Until Keilani.

She found me there late in the day, staring at the boards and feeling like the world was both brand new and already ancient.

She sat down next to me, pulled her knees up, and said, “Why don’t you move them?”

“They’re not mine.”

She waited.

I shrugged. “It’s stupid, but it feels like he’s still here. If I move anything, I’ll break it.”

“Isn’t that the point?” she said, voice quiet.

I frowned.

She gestured at the rest of the house. “If you leave it like this, it’s just a museum. It never changes. But if you let us in, he gets to be part of the story, too. Even when it’s different.”

I didn’t answer, but she got up, touched the edge of Dean’s favorite board, and looked at me.

“I won’t move them unless you say yes.”

She left me there, the afternoon light burning through the window, dust motes caught in the air like slow-moving stars.

That night, I moved the boards.

I took two off the wall, leaned them by the window, and set up a couple more on the rack so that if you sat in the room, you were surrounded, not by memory, but by the feeling of a crew waiting for you to show up. I put Dean’s gun in the center, still signed and sacred, but added a new leash to it, because someday I was going to ride it, just once, even if it killed me.

The next morning, the board room was full: Summer doing stretches on the rug, Bella reading quietly on the couch, Skylar fast asleep in a beanbag, arms and legs tangled like she’d been dropped from space.

It wasn’t a museum anymore.

It was a living room.

I exhaled, and for the first time in weeks, it felt like the house was breathing with me.

The doorbell rang at 7:11, sharp.

On the porch: Dad, a battered box in his arms, staring at the chaos through the glass like he’d stumbled into a parallel universe.

When I opened the door, he just said, “I brought some of your uncle’s stuff.”

Behind me, the girls were shouting over who got the last of the almond milk. Someone knocked over a lamp. Sadie was on the deck, filming an argument about the ethics of house key duplication.

Jack looked past me at the madness.

His jaw dropped a little.

“Is that the French one making pancakes?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“And the queen with the… hair thing?”

“Yep.”

“And you… live here? With all of them?”

I nodded, not sure if it was pride or terror in his voice.

Dad stood on the porch, frozen, for a long minute.

Then he laughed under his breath, not quite ready to come inside.

“Your uncle would’ve pretended to hate every second of this,” he said, eyes moving over the chaos behind me.

He handed me the box. I took it, and when I looked up, he was already walking away.

I set the box down in the hall, where someone would trip over it in an hour.

Then I went back to the board room, found Keilani there, and let her see what I’d done.

She smiled, soft and fierce, and for a second, I felt like maybe Dean had just handed me the keys to the whole goddamn future.

Even if he was gone.

***

Nobody warns you about the hardest part of building a new home from scratch: eventually, you have to let your parents see it.

It was Victoria who called the meeting.

She sent a group text—MEET THE PARENTS, 10 AM, NO VISIBLE DRUGS, CLEAN SOCKS ONLY—and then spent the rest of the morning prepping the house like a battleship about to take a surprise inspection.

Sam spent an hour erasing every dick joke from the kitchen whiteboard. Bella did a sweep of the bedrooms, collecting stray bras, candles, and anything that might be considered “evidence” by a concerned adult. Keilani vacuumed the sand out of the hallway, then sprinkled fresh flower petals in the bathroom, which was confusing but smelled nice. Skylar staged a last-minute fire drill where everyone had to stand in the living room and practice introducing themselves without using the phrase “open relationship.”

Aria, in a move so perfect it had to be deliberate, wore a sundress with no makeup and a cardigan that made her look like a 1950s hostess, except she kept typing fake commentary into the private house chat as if she were live-covering a diplomatic summit. I didn’t have the heart to tell her Sadie would definitely screenshot the best lines.

By 9:58, the house was as clean as it was ever going to get.

Which was still not very.

Dad was first to arrive. He wore his favorite board shorts and a shirt that might’ve started the day clean, but was already streaked with what looked like salsa. He saw the army of women in the kitchen and immediately pivoted to the deck, where he paced and pretended not to be terrified.

Mick showed up next, carrying a six-pack and an industrial-sized pack of bacon.

“For protein,” he said, and winked at Sam, who grinned and grabbed a beer for each of them.

Mick looked around the house, took in the decor, and said, “You finally made this place not smell like dead wax and chlorine. Nice touch.”

Mom didn’t knock. She just appeared, as if conjured by the anxiety of the room. She wore black jeans, a pressed white shirt, and her camera slung across her chest. She hugged me, briefly, then started shooting photos of the girls as if she was cataloging a wildlife reserve.

Sadie arrived last, ten minutes late and looking like she’d sprinted the entire way from the beach. She dove into the kitchen, grabbed an orange, and immediately started narrating the scene for her friends.

“Family summit: the new ruling class of the Donovan cliff house. Tune in for the polyamorous power struggle and live coverage of which woman takes down the King first.”

Victoria cleared her throat and called the meeting to order.

“We’re here today,” she said, “to introduce ourselves to the extended Donovan family, address any concerns, and establish the social norms of our cohabitation. If anyone has questions about the legality, hygiene, or spiritual integrity of this arrangement, please direct them to me.”

Nobody laughed, but everyone relaxed.

Summer stood next to me, one hand on my back, her presence steady as a warm front. “Hi, Jack,” she said. “Did you see the new surf rack?”

Dad looked at the rack, at Summer, at the seven women arrayed like a queen’s council, then back at me. “I think you win,” he said, voice low enough only I could hear.

Keilani brought out plates of mango slices and fresh bread, offering them to the parents first. “You raised a good one,” she told my dad, and he looked like he might actually cry.

Bella poured coffee for everyone, milk and sugar, just the way my mom liked it. “You can sit anywhere,” she told Eleanor. “We don’t have assigned seating unless it’s finals week, and then Victoria makes us draw lots.”

Eleanor watched the girls with something like awe, then sat and, for once, left the camera on the table.

Mick cracked a beer, sat at the kitchen island, and gestured at the wall of schedules and rules Victoria had printed. “You all got a chore chart or are you just vibing into bankruptcy?”

Sam answered, “Chore chart, food rota, and a shared calendar. If you want to join the rotation, you’re gonna need to take a shift at dish patrol. Nobody gets a free pass, not even Jack.”

Skylar carried in another box of gear, nearly dropped it, then looked at the crowd. “If anyone asks, I’m emotional support chaos. I come with my own warning label.”

My dad sipped his coffee and scanned the room. “You all… really live here? Like, seven of you? With West?”

Victoria answered, “Yes. And it’s a coequal arrangement. We all sign the rent, manage the utilities, and operate as an intentional household collective. No power imbalances, no favoritism, and no exploitation.”

She shot a look at me that was, if anything, affectionate.

Jack nodded. “That’s good. Don’t want the neighbors to start rumors.”

“Too late,” Aria said. “The neighbors run a rumor blog. It’s already viral on the campus Discord.”

Eleanor raised an eyebrow. “You’re not worried about optics?”

Aria leaned back and shrugged. “There’s only shame if you let it be shame. We’re happy, we’re adults, and nobody is getting hurt. If anything, the real crime is the amount of laundry this house generates.”

The conversation orbited for a while. Mick told stories from Dean’s era, always with a laugh at the end to let us know it was safe. Dad watched me more than he listened, like he was waiting for the other shoe to drop. Mom observed, saying little, but every now and then she’d take a photo, always when we were at our happiest or dumbest.

At one point, Sam and Skylar got into a tug-of-war with a throw pillow, knocked over a glass of water, and spent five minutes mopping it up together, giggling the whole time. Bella helped Sadie braid her hair while Keilani taught my dad the correct way to season a mango. Summer challenged Mick to an arm-wrestling match and lost on purpose. Aria composed fake posts in the group chat under the hashtag #HaremHouseBrunch, every one of them more unhinged than the last.

I watched it all, heart thumping, waiting for the backlash, the big speech, the moment when someone told me I’d lost my mind.

But it never came.

Dad finished his coffee, put the mug down, and stood.

He looked around the house, then at me, then at the girls.

Then he grinned.

“Dean would have hated the mess,” he said. “But he would have loved the noise.”

Everyone laughed, except me.

I felt something in my chest let go, something I’d been carrying since I first stepped into the old cliff house.

Maybe I’d never get the perfect version of family I imagined as a kid.

But this was better, and louder, and real.

Sadie, who had spent the entire brunch filming reaction shots for absolutely nobody but herself, stood up on a chair and clapped.

“If this is the future,” she said, “we need a photo. No, a group photo. For the record.”

The girls all cheered.

I looked at my parents, at my family, at the women who’d chosen me and each other, and for the first time in my life, I didn’t feel like I was borrowing space from somebody else’s story.

I just felt… present.

And when Mom lifted her camera and said, “Smile,” I did.

***

You never know which moments are going to be the ones that last, not just in a feed or on a wall, but in your body, your bones, the spaces between breaths.

Sadie climbed onto the coffee table, camera in hand, and immediately started barking orders with all the self-assurance of a studio director twice her age.

“Skylar, move your elbow. You’re shading Summer’s face.”

“It’s a gift,” said Skylar, but she scooted.

“Sam, stop groping Victoria. She’s not a prop.”

“She could be,” Sam stage-whispered, squeezing Victoria’s hip just to prove a point.

Victoria did not dignify the move with a reaction. Instead, she checked her phone and said, “If we don’t get this done in five minutes, the sun will ruin the color temperature and you’ll all look jaundiced.”

Mom, watching from the corner with her pro camera, suppressed a smile.

Summer pulled me close and whispered, “This is like a wedding, but nobody gets cold feet and there’s no cake.”

Aria’s face was unreadable. She fiddled with her hair, checked the window, then said, “No faces online. You all heard Victoria, right?”

Bella and Keilani squeezed together on the couch, hands entwined, heads tipped toward each other like they’d grown that way on purpose.

Even Mick showed up, holding his six-pack, and tried to squeeze into the frame behind the girls.

“Get out,” Sadie snapped. “You’re support staff. Go open the next round of drinks.”

He grinned and saluted, then drifted to the kitchen to “manage refreshments,” which in practice meant opening three beers and leaving the caps on the counter for Sam to find later.

The setup for the photo was a negotiation, not a pose. Every time someone tried to wrangle the chaos into symmetry, something would break: Skylar would tip over and knock Sam off her balance, Summer would laugh so hard she’d cry, Aria would pull her phone out and snap a candid of everyone else, or Sadie would groan and threaten to cancel the whole project.

“If you don’t cooperate,” Sadie said, “I’m going to use the picture where you all look like you’re mid-seizure and make it my grad announcement.”

Nobody believed her, but for a second, everyone stilled.

Sadie set the camera timer, jumped into the pile, and then, at the last second, Victoria said, “Wait.”

The room froze.

Victoria didn’t move, but her voice was gentle. “Before we take the photo, can we agree that nobody posts it without unanimous approval?”

Aria exhaled, relief and gratitude mixing in her eyes. “Thank you.”

Sam nodded. “House rules, babe.”

Skylar said, “What if I want to leak it to the campus blog?”

Sadie shot her a look that could melt steel. “I’ll leak your browser history if you try.”

“Deal,” Skylar said, but she smiled.

In the three seconds before the timer snapped, something shifted.

It wasn’t a pose anymore.

Summer pulled me tighter, her cheek warm against mine. Aria leaned in, brushing her hair against my shoulder, half-defiant, half-just-wanting-to-be-there. Victoria, even with her posture, softened at the edges. Sam, instead of grabbing for attention, let her arm rest over Skylar’s shoulders, letting the contact be real, not just a joke. Bella and Keilani, who’d both spent their whole lives convinced they had to earn space at any table, leaned together, relaxed, smiling like they were finally allowed to take up oxygen.

Even Sadie, who’d started the day as a ringmaster, just sat and let herself be in the frame, eyes shining, grinning wide enough to hurt.

The timer clicked.

And for a second, nothing happened.

Mom, watching from the corner, lowered her pro camera and, without warning, picked up her phone and took her own photo, at a slightly different angle.

Nobody noticed, except me.

And in that half-second, I got it:

This wasn’t a crown. Not a victory lap, not even a celebration.

This was life.

Messy, loud, too much, and never enough. All the things I’d spent years trying not to fuck up, all the things I thought I’d have to earn or keep secret. But it was here, in the open, on a random Saturday, with everyone’s faces pressed together and the wind outside rattling the windows and the smell of breakfast and salt in the air.

I didn’t stand above anyone.

I wasn’t the center of anything.

I was just… in it.

Part of it.

Present.

When the timer went off again, someone started laughing, then everyone did.

Bella whispered, “We should do one with the crowns.”

Summer grinned. “And one with the trophy.”

Sam insisted, “And one where Skylar’s not flipping off the camera.”

Aria, who had spent the whole day trying not to be seen, slid the Surf King crown from the shelf and placed it on my head, then grabbed the Miss Surf King crown and dropped it onto her own.

“You earned it,” she said, but I shook my head and put it on Bella, who looked like she might combust from the shock.

Skylar placed her Beach Queen medal around Summer’s neck. Victoria, finally giving in, wore a tiara left over from the festival and posed with her arms crossed like she was running for president.

Mick watched from the deck, shaking his head. “Donovan, you’ve outdone yourself. Even your uncle never had the balls to pull off this kind of crowd control.”

I just laughed, wrapped an arm around Summer, and waited for the next timer.

The photos were ridiculous, the kind you only ever send to the people who know you best.

But when the final frame clicked, something about it felt real.

For a long time, nobody went to post it.

Nobody even checked the camera.

We just sat there, all together, the light leaking in, the sound of the ocean below, and the feeling that, just maybe, this was what home was supposed to be.

After the family drifted away, after Sadie left to catch her bus, after Mick and Dad had gone and Mom had packed up her camera, I wandered back into the house and found the Surf King crown on the table.

Next to it, Victoria had lined up seven house keys in a perfect, shining row.

I looked at the keys, at the girls’ voices echoing down the hall, and at the horizon burning gold over the Pacific.

And for once, I didn’t reach for my camera.

I just let the moment exist.

***

At sunset, the house was finally quiet.

Not silent, never silent, not with this many girls in one place, but soft. The edge had come off the chaos, replaced by the hum of new routine, the gentle thump of footsteps overhead, the music of Summer singing along to a playlist while she set the table. I stood at the back windows, looking out at the ocean, the light shifting from copper to pink to something that felt like forgiveness.

This was the last night before school started again, before the campus would remember we were legends, before the world outside the cliff house could find a way to creep back in.

Inside, it was just us.

Summer had outdone herself, pulling together a dinner from the leftovers and making it look like a holiday feast: charred fish, roasted sweet potatoes, two types of salad, and a loaf of bread still steaming from the oven. She set out place cards, but only as a joke, because nobody ever actually sat where the cards said. She flitted around the kitchen, gold hair loose, moving with the easy confidence of someone who was used to being both caretaker and champion.

Victoria arrived late, as always, carrying her laptop and a printout of the final house agreement, which she slipped into a folder and placed by the coffee pot. She wore a black cashmere sweater, bare legs, and a necklace that looked like an heirloom. Her face was composed, but when she caught me looking at her, she grinned, and her whole body relaxed.

Aria came down the stairs barefoot, in leggings and a tank, no ring light, no filter, her face fresh and happy in a way I’d only ever seen when she thought nobody was watching. She drifted to the kitchen, opened the fridge, and snagged a La Croix, then leaned on the counter and watched Summer plate the food.

Bella and Keilani set the table together, their movements so perfectly synchronized that it made me laugh. Bella folded napkins into little boats and tucked them under each fork, while Keilani arranged fresh flowers in a pitcher and sprinkled the petals across the table. They worked in a rhythm, every so often brushing hands or leaning in for a quick, quiet word.

Sam and Skylar, already half a bottle into a shared rosé, staged a wrestling match over the last cookie, then collapsed onto the couch in a tangle of limbs and laughter. Skylar wore her Beach Queen tank, still damp from the ocean, and Sam had borrowed one of my flannels and knotted it at her waist.

This was the part where I was supposed to feel overwhelmed, the part that didn’t make sense: seven women, each more different than the last, all here because I’d asked them to be.

But I wasn’t overwhelmed.

If anything, it felt inevitable.

We sat at the table as the sun slid down, the last light catching the glassware and the crowns on the shelf and the Surf King trophy that someone had bedazzled with a tiny plastic dolphin.

Summer raised her glass, eyes blue and bright, and said, “To the house.”

Everyone cheered, even Victoria, who normally rolled her eyes at toasts.

Skylar said, “Can I add an amendment? To the house, and to the fact that I now have seven keys to lose instead of one.”

Laughter, clinking glasses, a spill that everyone cleaned up at once.

Aria caught my eye. “You’re not going to try and speech us, are you?”

I shook my head. “No speeches. Just keys.”

I pulled the ring from my pocket: seven new keys, all shining, each with a different tag. One by one, I handed them out, starting with Summer and working clockwise.

Each girl smiled, or squealed, or, when it got to Victoria, simply nodded her approval.

When I got to Skylar, I handed her the last key.

She held it up, squinted at the tag, and said, “What’s this?”

I shrugged. “I made it blue. Because you like the ocean.”

She stared at the key, then at me. “You sure you want me here, West? Like, every day? Forever is a long-ass time.”

I didn’t answer right away.

Instead, I just smiled and said, “Yeah. I want you here. As long as you’ll have me.”

She looked down, and for a second, I thought she might cry.

But then she punched my arm, hard. “You’re such a sap, Surf King.”

Sam hugged her from behind. “Don’t let him fool you. He needs us more than we need him.”

She wasn’t wrong.

We finished dinner in a slow, lazy sprawl, nobody in a rush, everyone just letting the evening get softer and softer.

After, Bella curled up next to Keilani on the couch and fell asleep before the credits rolled on the movie. Keilani covered her with a blanket and whispered, “She always does this.”

Summer put her feet in my lap and leaned back, her head on my shoulder. “I’m never going anywhere,” she said, not even as a question.

Aria set her phone face down on the table, closed her eyes, and just listened to the sound of the house. Victoria packed up the folders, then, in a rare move, joined the rest of us in the living room and let herself be held.

Sam called dibs on making breakfast, and Skylar hung her Beach Queen medal next to the Surf King trophy, declaring, “The house needed more sparkle.”

I watched it all, heart beating slow, and realized: I didn’t need to promise forever.

I just needed to show up, every day, and let this be real.

Later, after everyone drifted to bed, I stood at the window and looked out at the dark.

The keys were gone from my hand.

The crowns gleamed on the shelf, but they didn’t matter.

What mattered was the laughter in the next room, the promise of morning, the feeling of belonging.

Not as a king.

Just as myself.

And for the first time, I didn’t wait for the next wave to crash and prove I deserved to stay.

I was home.


Where to Next?


Want One More Night at the Cliff House?

West may have won the crown, but the story isn’t quite over.

The Campus King Complete Series Box Set arrives July 2nd, bringing together Orientation, Rush Week, and The Crown in one complete collection, plus an exclusive high-heat bonus chapter you won’t find anywhere else.

In “The House Rules,” West and Victoria get one private night after the festival, after the keys, after the chaos, when the woman who wrote the rules finally lets herself break them.

If you want the complete Campus King experience, including the exclusive bonus chapter, grab the box set on July 2nd.

Follow Rex Sterling on Amazon to make sure you don't miss it!
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***

Ready for the party house?

When Matt Reynolds loses his room on move-in day, The Social Six give him a key to the most dangerous lake house on campus.

Tailgates, temptation, rival promoters, and six women who don’t play by anyone’s rules.

Start The Party House series with Tailgate Temptations today.
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Featured Series


Borrowed Boyfriend: The Complete Trilogy
One house. Five women. No rules.
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Sorority Harem: The Complete Series
A house full of temptation—and no way out.
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Captain’s Girls: The Complete Trilogy
One yacht. Endless desire. No escape.
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