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An old Subaru creaked as it came up the drive. Dust curled in the late sun. I wiped my hands on a rag and stepped out from the shed. I didn’t think I had any bookings that week. It was shoulder season.
The driver’s door opened. She climbed out quick, checking her phone for a signal. Black leggings, oversized hoodie, red streaks in her dark hair. She looked up, blinked against the glare. “Hi, uh, sorry. This is the mineral place, right?”
I nodded. “You’re here.”
Passenger side opened next. This one had on cargo pants rolled above her ankles, big sunglasses, a plastic bottle half full of something bright green. She stretched long, slow, arms overhead. Her shirt pulled up. Smooth stomach, pierced bellybutton.
Back door clicked. The last one climbed out barefoot.  Just a big old button-down, hanging half open. Bikini underneath. Her hair was wild, no part to it, just a thick mess pulled behind her ears.
“We were supposed to be in Joshua Tree,” the driver said, walking closer. “But everything’s either booked or sketchy, so we just kind of, kept going.”
I looked them over. “You need a night?”
“Maybe two. We’ve been driving a while.”
“How many beds you need?” I could use the booking.
“Three.” She glanced back. “Well, two. We’ll share.”
I turned toward the office. “I got a yurt that’s cleaned and ready. One queen, one double.”
“Perfect,” the cargo pants girl said. She had no bra, nipples poking through her ribbed tank. Her voice was smooth, controlled.
They followed me down the path, past the quiet pool. I unlocked the yurt and stepped aside. It was cool inside, fans spinning, bedspreads tight.
The barefoot one went in first. She touched the edge of the bed, then walked straight to the mini fridge and opened it. “No wine?”
“You get what you get,” I said.
She grinned and dropped onto the bed, legs tucked under. “We brought some. You got a corkscrew?”
“I’ve got everything you need.”
“I bet,” she said, looking up at me.
The hoodie girl took out a card. “You do Square or just cash?”
“Cash is easier.”
She handed me four twenties. “I’m Rae. That’s Maddy, and the fridge raider is Lex.”
Lex pulled the pillow under her, grinning into it. Maddy was already in the bathroom, the door half shut, running the tap.
“You’re the only one here?” Rae asked.
“Just me.”
She stepped out onto the deck and looked out at the distant orange hills. “This is insane. You built this?”
“Manner of speaking.”
She turned back to me. Her eyes were dark, lashes thick. “Good job.”
Lex sat up. “Do you do massages? My back is killing me.”
“Not licensed,” I joked.
“Even better,” she said.
Maddy came out, fanning her hands dry. “Pool open?”
“All night.” That would be the new pool I had put in only the previous month.
“Nice.” She was taller than the others. Thin and flat-chested, but carried herself in a way that made her seem older. She walked past me again, her arm brushing mine.
Lex stood. “I’m really gonna need that corkscrew.”
“I’ll get it.” I stepped back out, letting the screen shut. “I’ll bring towels too.”
I heard Lex say behind me, “He’s cute.”
I walked back up toward the shed, cutting through the orange shadows on the gravel. The sun was low enough that the whole canyon started to cool. I could still hear the girls behind me, Lex’s voice carrying, Maddy laughing at something. I didn’t look back.
The place was quiet since summer. I’d gotten the water system dialed in, the filtration on the mineral pool finally working well. Bookings came in steady enough to pay for propane and food and a little to bank. I kept the lights off in the double-wide most nights. I read. Sometimes just sat in the dark. Ever since those three had left, I was more and more unsure they ever arrived.
Haley, Ciara, Ruby. I wasn’t even sure they’d been real.
They’d gone back to school in late August, or said they would. No long goodbye. Just a note on the table and three bikinis left drying on the deck rail. I laid the staff off with the last of the season and tried not to think about them much. I didn’t drink. I worked. I filled the generator twice a week. I slept, read, and ate,, more or less.
The heat had broken something in me last time. Whatever I’d let happen, whatever I’d gone under for, I came back weird. Not scared, not shaken, but hollowed out, re-built. I liked it. But I wasn’t interested in going through anything like it again.
But now there were three more girls on the same trip. Different voices, different energy, but they had that same feeling. Like the desert had conjured them.
I grabbed towels from the storage bin and fished the corkscrew from the drawer in the kitchen. When I came back down the slope, they were all out front staring into the fading light.
Lex had changed into a thin white tank top that showed the pink of her bikini through it. She was barefoot again, crouched near the solar lantern by the steps, trying to see how it worked. Rae sat on the rail sipping something from a silver flask, eyes watching me. Maddy had a towel over one shoulder and a bag in her hand.
“Pool?” she asked.
“Whenever you like.” I wasn’t going to argue with ghosts.
I handed Lex the corkscrew. Her fingers brushed mine, warm, soft, a little rough at the tips. Probably climbed something recently.
“Thanks,” she said, holding it like it was a new thing to her.
Rae slid down from the rail. “You mind if we bring the speaker?”
“Just keep it low.”
She smiled. “Got it.”
I watched them head off toward the pool. Maddy led. Her shorts rode low, thong showing. Lex fell in behind her, then Rae last, glancing back once.
I stood at the edge of the deck and listened to the gate click. Then the splash. Then the laugh.
It was too familiar. Too easy.
I went back inside and sat on my couch. The way Lex looked at me. The way Rae stood too close. The desert didn’t repeat itself. But it remembered. I went back out. Face your demons, they say.
“Is that a fire pit?” Rae asked, not looking up.
“Yeah. Gravel ring, chairs. Wind picks up at night though.”
They followed me back into my kitchen though I hadn’t asked them to.
Maddy came up close. “Cool. You gonna light one?”
I met her eyes. “Depends how you ask.”
That made her smile, but just a bit. Lex opened the fridge, then looked over her shoulder.
“You mind if we stick a few things in here?”
“Nope. That’s what it’s for.”
My hands were still clenched tight on my beer. Lex bent forward as she slid a bag onto the lowest fridge shelf, her hair falling loose across one cheek. Her shorts pulled up slightly in back when she stood again. She moved easily, like she was used to being watched but didn’t mind it. I stepped back toward the island to give her room, but she didn’t rush. Her hands were small and quick as she tucked cans of something into the door rack. Black nail polish, chipped at the edges. A small silver ring on her pinky.
Rae had crouched by then, her knees apart on the rug, flipping slowly through an art book I’d left there. The top she wore had slid low on one side, loose enough that when she leaned to turn a page, the side of her breast showed. She didn’t adjust. Her nails were painted pale green, same as her toes. The pink hair looked freshly dyed, the roots still faintly tinted along the scalp.
Maddy stood with both hands on the back of the couch, watching the others, but her weight was in her hips, not her arms. Her legs were long and lean, ankles crossed. She had that solid core strength that shows even in how she stands, shoulders set back, stomach flat, ribcage wide. I couldn’t place her age exactly. Maybe twenty-three. The oldest, but only just. She scratched one calf with her toe, slow and absent, then caught me watching and smiled. Not coy. Just aware.
The fan hummed in the ceiling.They smelled faintly like sunscreen. Rae had something sweet in her hair, like coconut or fruit shampoo. It lingered when she moved. I could hear their bare feet shift on the rug, the gentle scuff and lift of skin on wood when Lex stepped back from the fridge and closed the door without looking.
“You live here full time?” Maddy asked, walking toward me now. She ran one finger along the edge of the island counter like she was testing for dust. Her belly showed again when she leaned in slightly.
“Most days.”
“Lonely?”
“Not lately.”
She smirked a little and tapped her nail on the countertop. “No.”
Behind her, Rae turned a page and ran her finger down the center fold. She was squatting deeper now, her knees bent sharp, tank rising in back to show a pink bikini strap tied across her lower back. I looked away, but my body didn’t. I felt the twitch in my jeans before I could shut it down. Lex turned toward me from the kitchen and caught the tail end of whatever expression I wore.
“You good?” she asked, voice low.
I nodded, but she held my eyes a moment longer than I wanted. Then she smiled, soft, small, and looked away. Not shy. Just letting me know she saw.
The bookings had been steady all summer. Word had gotten out, quiet place, no kids, privacy guaranteed. I didn’t advertise, didn’t post new photos, didn’t run any kind of discount codes. But they kept coming anyway. Retired couples, remote workers, women in pairs with yoga mats and good wine. A film crew once, scouting something they wouldn’t tell me about. I kept it clean, kept it quiet, and kept my distance. It worked.
But this week? Nothing but these three.
Lex leaned her hip against the counter near me, close enough that I could see the faint vein inside her ankle, the softness of her shin as she pressed it lightly against the cabinet.
“You built all this?” she asked, nodding toward the exposed beam ceiling.
“Fixed more than built, I’d say.”
“Nice. You work with your hands?”
I looked at her. “Sure. Every day.” Nothing felt real. I calmly waited to wake up.
She smiled, then glanced down and brushed a bit of lint from her thigh. Her fingers were quick, delicate. That same pinky ring caught the light.
Rae got up from the rug without a word. Her tank slid back into place as she stretched her arms overhead, lifting slowly, eyes half-closed, jaw loose. She padded into the kitchen and reached into the fridge without asking. Her hips bumped the door and held it open while she rummaged.
“You mind if I grab one of these seltzers?” she asked after her hand was already on it.
“What’s mine is yours,” I said. No need to be rude to apparitions of your own addled mind.
She popped it open and took a sip right there, turning her head slightly as she drank. Her lips stayed on the rim even as she grinned.. Then she looked at me over the can and raised her eyebrows.
“Hot in here.”
I nodded. “Nights drop fast, though.”
She stood there in front of the open fridge like she was letting the cold roll over her thighs. I saw a small goosebump rise along her upper arm. Lex shifted beside me and picked up her hair to let the back of her neck breathe. Her tank hung loose around her ribs when she did, the side cut low enough that I caught the line of her bikini again.
“You got that speaker?” Maddy asked suddenly, standing now, turning to face me. “We could use some music.”
I pointed to the shelf. “Bluetooth. You can sync.”
She was already moving, pulling her phone from her short’s pocket. I tried to keep still, but I could feel the edge of something start to slide loose in me again.
Maddy swiped through her phone with one hand, her thumb fast. A moment later, a beat kicked in, low, slow, not loud but deep enough to fill the space. She adjusted the volume down a notch, then set the phone face down beside the speaker. She didn’t look at me again.
The bass curled in my chest. I took a breath and stepped back toward the sink, rinsed my can. Rae leaned against the counter near the stove, sipping, watching me in that way I hadn’t quite gotten used to yet. Not flirtatious. Just comfortable. Same thing the last three had done. Walked in like they belonged here. Took to the place like it had always been waiting for them.
That was months ago. And sometimes, when I thought about them now, I wasn’t sure any of it had ever happened.
I hadn’t talked about that whole experience. Not to anyone. I’d told myself I needed the break, time alone, space to get my head right again. I told myself I was better. Stronger. Clearer. I even believed it most days. But tonight, with the three of them moving through my kitchen like they’d learned it from somewhere, I wasn’t sure anymore. Maybe I was just circling back to the start again. Maybe I should have got out that day I had the chance.
“You okay?” Lex asked.
I blinked. “Yeah.”
“You spaced out.”
“I’ve got a lot on my mind.” The music was loud enough to keep us all in our heads. Strange times afoot again.
She stepped back, letting the fridge door shut with a soft thump, then took another can and passed it to Maddy without a word. The three of them moved in sync but didn’t talk. Lots of glances between them, smirks and shared jokes.
Rae walked across the room, slow and loose. She passed behind me, her bare arm brushing my back. I didn’t flinch, but I felt it, her skin cool from the fridge air, her nails just grazing the edge of my shirt.
“You sleep in the big house?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Alone?”
I turned and looked at her. Her eyes held mine, but there was nothing smug in them. Just a question.
“Usually.”
She nodded like that made sense.
Lex reached over and grabbed a slice of leftover bread from the counter basket. She tore a piece off and chewed it slowly, mouth slightly open. Her lip gloss had mostly worn off but I could still see the shimmer. She leaned against the sink beside me and offered me the other half. I shook my head. She ate it herself.
“You need help fixing anything while we’re here?” she asked.
I looked down at her wrist, thin and bony. “You handy?”
“I get by.”
Maddy lowered herself onto the arm of the couch, long legs stretched out, toes pointed, foot twitching faint to the music. Her gaze flicked toward me, then away. The whole room felt closer now. Their movements tighter. I hadn’t turned on a single light, but dusk had settled into the windows. Just the fan, the music, their bodies in motion.
Rae spun once as she crossed the room. “Is this rug real wool?” she asked, dropping to her knees and dragging her hands across it like she’d never touched anything soft before. “It feels stupid nice.”
“It’s real,” I said.
She sprawled on her side like she was posing, toes fLexed, leg bent, one hand cupping the side of her head. “I want to sleep right here.”
“No one’s stopping you,” I said, voice low.
Lex walked over to her, bent at the waist, and tugged gently on Rae’s ankle. “You’ll get rug burn.”
“That’s part of the charm.”
Maddy laughed. It was the first time I’d heard her voice lift like that, quick, open, high enough to show her throat as she tipped her head back. She was perched now in the middle of the couch, long legs crossed under her, no phone in sight. “Can we swim later?” she asked, looking straight at me. “Like, late?”
“If you want.”
She smiled again, not wide, but with her eyes. “We want.”
Rae rolled onto her back and kicked her feet into the air. “I didn’t even enough to wear.”
“Neither did I,” Lex said, moving toward the window. She stood close to the glass, palms flat on it, looking out. Her bathing suit hung off one shoulder, bra strap pale against her skin. The lights from the path cast a faint glow along her side. “It’s dark enough, right?”
“Pretty much,” I said.
She turned her head, lips parted. “Then yeah. I’m down.”
The three of them weren’t acting. I could see that now. They were loose, real, laughing at nothing, touching things, moving through the space like it was a place worth remembering. But it didn’t feel settled. Not in me. I still hadn’t worked out if I was dreaming them back into the world, or if they’d just come looking for the same thing the last ones had found. Or maybe I had imagined all of it, before and now, and this was just my brain starting to run the same loop again.
Rae was already standing, already walking that way, no shoes, just those long bare legs and a faint trail of pink at the edge of her bikini. She didn’t glance back. Maddy followed her. Lex came last, brushing past me again without a word, her hip grazing my hand.
I stayed there in the middle of the room, watching them disappear out the back door, half-expecting the scene to fold in on itself. Like it had before.
The screen door slapped shut behind them. I stood for a few seconds in the dark kitchen, only the beat of the music still thrumming in the floorboards. I wasn’t cold, but I rubbed my arms anyway. I hadn’t put on shoes either. I walked out barefoot.
The gravel was warm where the sun had soaked it earlier, still holding onto the day’s heat. The path past the shed dipped to the edge of the clearing where I’d carved out the pool, natural rock bottom, filtered, fed by the runoff spring that cut across the land. Most people didn’t expect it to be so clean out here, or so quiet.
I heard them before I saw them.
Rae’s voice, loud and laughing, echoed off the water. Something splashed. A high yelp, Maddy, I thought. Then silence. Then another splash. The kind that came from someone walking straight in without hesitating.
When I stepped past the last of the trees, I saw them. Bathing suits scattered on the rocks. Three shapes waist-deep in the dark water, skin lit by the pool lights. They didn’t look back at me.
Rae had her hands in her hair, twisting it up, chest just above the surface, nipples clearly visible through the water. She said something to Lex, who dipped down and rose again in one motion, water sliding down her shoulders. Maddy swam toward the deep end, slow strokes, legs trailing behind her like she had all the time in the world.
I stayed where I was.
None of them acknowledged me, but they knew I was there. They were performing now, not loudly, not exaggerated, but with that kind of effortlessness that only came from knowing they were being seen.
I looked at the pile of clothes. Maddy’s bra draped across her shorts. Rae’s thong half-tangled in her tank top. Lex’s shirt curled next to her sneakers.
This wasn’t normal.
Not for strangers. Not for girls who’d only just arrived.
I took a step forward. The gravel ended. My feet hit the stone edge of the pool deck, still warm. Lex glanced up at that moment, her eyes catching mine. She didn’t smile. Just kept her gaze there, steady, and then lowered herself again into the water until only her eyes and nose stayed above the surface.
I felt it in my throat then. The same pull. That wrong-right twist in my chest I hadn’t felt since fall. Since the last three.
I crouched to roll up my pants. They were already halfway up my calves, but it felt like a gesture I needed to make. The water came up fast, cold at first, then neutral, then warm again by comparison. I stepped in.
Rae was closest. She tilted her head, eyebrows lifted just slightly, like she was amused I took so long. “You always wait till the end to jump in?” she asked.
“Sometimes I don’t jump in at all.”
“That’s dumb.”
She spun toward the deeper end, sending a low arc of water in my direction, not enough to splash, just enough to touch.
Lex had her arms stretched out behind her, fingers splayed across the edge of the pool, floating near the far corner. Maddy was hanging off the metal ladder now, her back arched, knees bent, letting the water sway her forward and back. I tried not to stare at the way her hips moved.
“I didn’t think it’d be this nice,” she said. “You don’t even smell chlorine.”
“It’s spring-fed.”
“That’s hot,” she said, then looked away, like she hadn’t meant to say it aloud.
Rae dove under, swam past me with a burst of bubbles, then surfaced just behind Lex. She flicked her hand upward, sending a sheet of water across Lex’s chest. Lex let it happen, blinking water from her eyes, then reached up and pressed her palms to Rae’s cheeks in a mock squeeze, like they were trying to smush each other’s faces.
They weren’t whispering. They weren’t giggling. They weren’t even really talking to each other now. They were just in it, motion, play, skin, cold water and warm air. Everything they did felt easy. Natural.
I couldn’t figure out how.
I stood there waist-deep, staring at them, trying to convince myself this wasn’t happening the same way again. That it wasn’t déjà vu. That I wasn’t sliding back into a pattern I hadn’t been strong enough to resist the first time.
Rae swam close again, close enough to press her hand lightly to my chest. She let it stay there just long enough to feel my heart, then tapped twice and pushed off, spinning away with a grin.
The water shifted behind me. Maddy’s hand brushed my arm as she passed. Just the tips of her fingers. Then she dipped low, water gliding up her back, the curve of her waist narrowing as she kicked.
Lex hadn’t moved. She was still on the edge, elbows back, hair wet, face tilted slightly to the sky. Her eyes were closed now.
“You okay?” I asked.
She opened her eyes slowly. “This place feels unreal,” she said.
Yeah, I thought. It does.
Rae swam up under my arm and popped out in front of me, water trailing down her face. “You gonna float or just stand there like a post?”
I didn’t answer. She pressed her hand against my stomach and gave a push, laughing as I stumbled backward, water lapping higher on my ribs. My heel caught the slope of the deep end, and I went under.
The water filled my ears, chilled my scalp, shut everything out for a second. When I came up, she was waiting for me. So were the others.
Maddy was behind me now. Lex drifted to my left, her eyes following mine too steadily. They weren’t circling me on purpose, not exactly, but I was aware of where they were at all times, and they weren’t giving me space.
Rae had that grin again, the corners of her mouth pulling tight, teasing. “Better,” she said.
I wiped my face, blinked the water from my lashes. “You three always like this?”
“Like what?” Maddy asked.
I turned, and she was closer than I’d realized. Her hand floated up between us. She tapped my shoulder with one finger and smiled. “You mean fun?”
“Careful,” I said. “It’s been a weird year.”
“Yeah?” she asked, her voice softer now.
“I just, I thought I was done with this kind of weird.”
Maddy didn’t say anything. She dipped her chin and gave the faintest nod before floating away again, her thighs sliding past mine. She wasn’t brushing up against me by accident.
Lex’s voice came from the shallows. “You don’t have to be scared of us.”
I looked at her. “I’m not scared.”
“You are. It’s okay.”
Rae came closer again. She tilted her head and ran a wet hand up through her hair, slicking it back. “You think we’re gonna mess with your head.”
I didn’t answer. But I didn’t move either.
She stepped in, almost touching now. “We’re not magic,” she said. “We’re just three restless souls.”
“And horny,” Maddy added from behind me, her voice light, joking.
I felt the laugh come up in my chest but didn’t let it out. I stood there with all three of them floating around me, skin gleaming, eyes flicking, lips parting just enough to show white teeth and something behind them, some unspoken challenge I was trying not to accept.
Lex was already lifting herself out of the water. She walked to the lounge chair and grabbed a towel, turned, and called back over her shoulder, “You coming or just gonna watch?”
Rae was climbing out next. Maddy stayed in.
I stayed too, until Rae turned and said, “You’ll miss it.”
That was what did it. I pulled myself up, dripping, hard, unsure, and followed.
The stone was warm under my feet. The air out of the water felt sharper on my skin. Rae’s towel was twisted around her hips, the ends barely knotted. She didn’t even glance back as she crossed the patio. Lex was already on the lounger, legs out, head back, arms folded behind her neck.
I followed slowly. Maddy came up behind me. Her hand brushed my lower back, then slid away like she hadn’t meant to touch me at all.
Rae turned at the doorway. “We’re getting drinks,” she said. “You want anything?”
“Whatever you’re having.”
“Dangerous answer.”
She smirked and disappeared inside. I stood there, watching droplets run down Maddy’s arms, catching sunlight. Lex looked at me from behind her sunglasses, head tilted slightly, one leg bending, opening a little. Her thighs glistened. The fabric of her bottoms had darkened with water and dried again, tracing the contour of her hips.
“You look tense,” she said.
“Just trying to figure out if this is real.”
“It is.” She didn’t blink.
The door slid open again. Rae came back with three cans, hard lemonade, already beading sweat. She handed me one, leaned in to open it for me, her hand closing around mine for just a beat longer than necessary.
Maddy took hers wordlessly. Lex sat up to crack hers open, the snap of the tab sharp in the silence.
We drank. The carbonation stung a little going down. I watched them talk, but they weren’t talking to me. They were relaxed now. Really relaxed. Lex pulled her towel up and looped it behind her back, tying it loose across her chest. Rae sat down right on the edge of the lounger, her thigh pressed against Lex’s. Maddy dropped into a low camp chair, legs drawn up under her, sipping slow.
The lemonade hit fast. Or maybe it didn’t, and I just wanted something to explain the way the edges of things were starting to blur.
Rae looked up at me. “You’re still standing.”
I sat on the edge of the lounger. Lex shifted slightly to make room. Her leg touched mine.
“I thought there’d be more people here,” Maddy said.
“There usually are,” I said. “It’s never just one group.”
“So why is it?”
“Something canceled. I don’t know.”
Rae grinned into her can. “Lucky us.”
Lex shifted again, the side of her breast brushing my arm, slow and deliberate. “What exactly is this place?” she asked.
“Retreat,” I said. “I run it.”
“You live here?”
I nodded.
“And we’re the only ones this week.”
“Yeah.”
Maddy leaned forward. “So it’s just us.”
I didn’t answer. Lex leaned in, her elbow on her knee, face closer now. “You ever get lonely?”
Rae leaned forward first. Her knee touched mine, skin damp and warm. “You don’t seem lonely,” she said, her voice light but slower now.
“I manage.”
“That’s not a no,” Maddy said.
Lex’s hand slid to my thigh. I didn’t move. She didn’t pretend it was anything else. She looked down at her own fingers, then glanced up, waiting to see if I’d stop her.
I didn’t.
Rae reached behind her, pulled her towel free, and let it drop to the stone. Her bottoms were still wet, clinging tight. Her top had darkened at the seams, showing faint outlines under the thin fabric. She arched her back, stretching slowly like she’d forgotten I was watching.
I hadn’t said anything yet. I didn’t trust my voice.
Maddy took her time standing. Her can still dangled from two fingers, the condensation running down her wrist. She circled behind me. I felt her hands on my shoulders. Light. Curious. Testing.
“You’re tense,” she whispered.
“I said that already,” Lex said, smiling.
“I know. But now I believe it.”
Her thumbs worked into my traps, slow pressure, kneading. I exhaled without meaning to. She leaned closer, and her chest touched the back of my head. Her breath tickled the edge of my ear.
Lex was still watching me. Her hand moved higher.
I caught her wrist.
She froze.
Rae’s eyes flicked between us.
“I don’t know if this is real,” I said.
“It is,” Lex whispered.
“Even if it’s not,” Maddy said behind me, “do you want it to stop?”
My grip loosened.
Lex’s fingers slid higher, over the line of my waistband. Rae stood, then dropped to her knees on the towel in front of me, legs open, hands on my thighs.
I looked down at her. She stared back, waiting.
“We don’t need permission,” Lex said.
“But it’s more fun if we ask,” Maddy added, her lips brushing my neck.
No one was laughing anymore.
Rae’s hands slid up my legs. Maddy’s arms tightened around me from behind. Lex leaned closer, her breath on my jaw.
“You sure you’re awake?” Rae asked.
I nodded once.
It hit all of us at once. That fluttery, floating sensation, like the air had shifted or thinned, like we were all a little too warm and too far from the usual gravity. Rae giggled. Maddy’s laugh followed, softer, breathier, curling around my ear. Lex smiled like she was half-drunk, eyelids lower than before, lips parted as though surprised by how good she felt.
“This stuff is stronger than I thought,” Rae said, tapping her can against mine.
I still hadn’t taken more than a few sips.
“Maybe you dosed us,” Maddy said, arms still around me. “Maybe this is your way of luring in tourists.”
I shook my head.
“Right, right, it’s just the heat and the water and, whatever this is,” Lex said, nudging her knee into mine.
Rae leaned closer. “You feel it too, right? Everything a little soft around the edges?”
I nodded. “Yeah.”
“Then stop looking so serious,” Maddy said, her fingers brushing the sides of my ribs. “You’re not in trouble.”
I turned toward her. Her face was right there, eyes wide, amused. She bit her lip. I watched the tip of her tongue slip out for just a second.
Lex’s hand returned to my stomach. Her fingers trailed up, lazy, playful. Rae’s head dipped, her mouth just under my jaw, not quite kissing, just breathing me in.
“This doesn’t feel real,” I said again.
“Then let it not be real,” Lex said.
“Just be in it,” Maddy whispered.
They weren’t performing. They weren’t putting on a show for each other or for me. It felt like we were all slipping into the same shared delirium, where time didn’t matter and actions didn’t echo. Like we’d stumbled into a pocket of the world with no rules. Rae’s palm pressed flat against my chest. She leaned into it, her face turning up to mine.
“I can’t tell what’s happening,” I murmured.
“You don’t need to,” she said. “Just let us.”
Maddy’s hands slid down my sides. Her breath warmed my neck. Lex’s mouth brushed my shoulder, a light kiss, then another. I felt them all around me, heat, skin, scent, fingers, laughter. The nervous edge was gone. It had melted into something freer.
Rae kissed me first. Nothing hesitant about it. Just soft lips and slow pressure. Lex pulled my arm around her waist. Maddy settled closer, her cheek to mine.
I kissed Rae back. Her mouth tasted faintly of lemon and sweat and something unnameable, like the edge of a dream I’d forgotten and suddenly remembered.
Rae’s kiss pulled something loose in me. I didn’t remember leaning in, but I was in it now, her mouth open, her breath warm, her tongue slow and certain. Maddy’s hands moved over my chest like she was mapping me out. Lex was pressed into my side, her fingers sliding beneath my shirt, nails dragging lightly down my ribs.
None of us said anything. It was like words had become too sharp for how floaty everything felt. I couldn’t tell who was moving first, if I was pulling Rae closer, or if she was climbing onto my lap. Her legs came around me anyway. Her thighs gripped my hips. Her suit was still wet, clinging and warm.
Maddy shifted behind me. I felt her hands reach around, one over my stomach, the other brushing my waistband. Her cheek rested against my shoulder. I could feel her chest against my back, the quick rhythm of her breathing matching mine. Lex kissed the side of my neck, slower than before, more deliberate.
“Is this really happening?” Rae whispered, her lips barely leaving mine.
I didn’t answer. I didn’t know. I just kissed her again.
Maddy’s hand slipped under my shirt, sliding up my chest. I felt her chin against my shoulder as she watched what Rae was doing. Lex’s palm moved across my thigh, just above the knee, trailing inward.
Rae rocked once, a soft grind of hips. Not teasing, testing. Seeing what I’d do.
I moved my hands to her waist. Held her there. Pressed back.
Her lips parted, a small gasp in my mouth.
Maddy exhaled against my neck.
“I feel, ” Lex started, then stopped. “I don’t know what I feel.”
“No one does,” Rae murmured.
“But we don’t want to stop, right?” Maddy asked, like it was just a checkpoint, like she didn’t need the answer to be anything but obvious.
Rae shifted again, the fabric of her bottoms dragging across my shorts. Wet. Hot. Her chest pressed to mine, barely any space between us now. I felt the catch of her breath as she adjusted herself to straddle me better.
Maddy kissed my neck. Then higher. Her hand reached my jaw, turning my face slightly. She kissed me next. It was quicker, hungrier.
Rae didn’t move away. She stayed right there, hips flush against mine, mouth open beside my cheek as I kissed Maddy.
Lex’s hands worked my shirt up. Her lips followed the trail she made, kissing up my side. One of her hands moved lower, tugging at my waistband again.
“I feel crazy,” Rae said, her voice bright and strange and giddy.
“You are,” Maddy said, laughing, breathless. “We all are.”
Rae slid one hand behind my neck and kissed me again, slower this time, wetter. Her other hand pushed into my hair and held me to her. I barely noticed Lex pulling my shirt off until it was gone. I felt her fingers graze my back, then her lips pressing soft lines along my shoulder blades. Maddy’s hand slid between my chest and Rae’s, fingers tracing the center of my sternum, dragging down.
The world had narrowed to heat and skin and touch. I didn’t know whose hand was where anymore. I just knew I couldn’t move without touching one of them, without making someone gasp or shiver or lean in closer.
Rae’s hips moved again, rolling against me now, not just testing anymore. Her breath caught. She didn’t try to hide it. Her forehead pressed to mine, eyes closed, lashes damp.
Behind me, Maddy hooked her thumbs into the waistband of my shorts. “Can I?”
I didn’t speak. I just lifted my hips.
The elastic peeled down. Cold air hit my thighs, then her hands, warm again, smoothing over me. Lex moved in front of me now, kneeling between my legs, her hair falling forward. She looked up once, searching my face. I nodded. She smiled, slow and certain, then kissed the inside of my knee.
Rae shifted off my lap just enough to let Lex closer, but she stayed right there, pressed to my side, one hand around my shoulder, the other sliding slowly down my chest. Maddy moved to my other side, kissing along my neck, her leg thrown over mine. The three of them formed a ring around me, hands passing across my body like I was something they were exploring together, but not talking about, not explaining, just feeling.
Lex kissed her way up my thigh, her hands braced on my hips. Rae’s hand moved across my stomach, lower now, fingers curious, then certain. Maddy’s mouth found mine again, soft and wet, one hand holding the back of my head, the other sliding between us.
They weren’t competing. They weren’t trying to win me or claim me. They were just moving in sync, as if they all felt the same invisible pull, the same ruleless gravity. I didn’t know what had started this, or if we’d crossed some line or stepped into something beyond the normal world. I didn’t care.
I breathed in deep, salt, sweat, pool chlorine, the sweet trace of Rae’s perfume, the sun-warmed scent of skin. Hands moved faster now. Mouths found new places. They murmured things I couldn’t quite catch. I only knew the sound of them, excited, hungry, unsure, thrilled.
I reached out, Rae’s waist, Maddy’s thigh, Lex’s shoulder. I touched all three at once, and they all pressed in harder. I was nothing but heat and pulse and motion, tangled in sun-drenched skin and laughing mouths and fingertips that didn’t stop.
I didn’t know who laughed first, but the sound of it burst through the room, low and breathless and wild. They moved around me in waves, brushing close, pulling back, then returning again with more heat, more skin, more intention. Rae straddled my lap again, her legs locked around my hips, head tipped back. Lex leaned in from behind her, arms wrapping around both of us, her cheek resting against Rae’s shoulder. Maddy sat cross-legged on the floor between my knees, her palms smoothing up the outside of my thighs like she was grounding me there, like she didn’t want me floating away.
None of it felt possible. The way they touched me, the way I touched them back, how quickly we’d let go of boundaries and names and why we were here. There was no jealousy. No roles. No need to explain what we were doing or why it was happening. Every gesture fed the next. Every brush of skin invited another. It was impossible to tell what started what.
Rae twisted against me, her breath shallow, her chest rising fast. I held her hips and let her move, let her set the rhythm. Maddy kissed along my stomach, then leaned back and pulled her top over her head, dropping it without care. Her eyes met mine, dark, flushed, lit up, and she grinned. Not a smirk. Not a tease. Just joy. Pleasure. She pressed her cheek to my leg and closed her eyes like she wanted to feel everything in her bones.
Lex slid her fingers along Rae’s side, then across mine, her touch light but certain. She was humming under her breath, and I realized I was too, a low murmur in the back of my throat. My hands moved constantly now, spanning backs, gliding down thighs, threading into hair. Every time I touched one of them, they touched me back harder.
The world shrank to this heat, this room, this second. The air tasted thick and metallic. The light off the pool shimmered on the ceiling like something alive. I couldn’t tell if I was dreaming or if the dream had found its way into the real world and set up camp here. I didn’t care. If it was a dream, it was one I’d remember in my body forever.
Rae leaned forward, her forehead pressed to mine, her breath mixing with mine. “I feel crazy,” she whispered, smiling.
Maddy laughed, climbing into my lap beside Rae, her hand catching mine. “We all do.”
Lex wrapped her arms around us from behind. “Then we’re not alone.”
I felt their limbs around me, their hair across my skin, their warmth sinking in. It wasn’t one girl. It wasn’t even three girls. It was something else entirely. Something I’d never had and didn’t know how to name.
I didn’t know how long we stayed like that, pressed together, tangled, moving in and out of each other’s arms. Every time I thought we’d reached some natural pause, one of them would stir, shift, drag a fingertip or a thigh or a palm across bare skin and start something again. They weren’t trying to take turns. There wasn’t a pattern. Just impulse. Just warmth. Just a rhythm they were all caught in together.
Rae ended up lying on her back on the blanket, her hair spread like it was floating. Maddy lay beside her, one leg draped across Rae’s, her head on Rae’s shoulder, their hands clasped on Rae’s stomach. Lex stretched perpendicular to them, curled against my side, her knee tucked over mine. Her cheek pressed against my chest like she was listening to something inside me.
“I’ve never,” Maddy started, then stopped.
Rae turned her head toward her. “I know.”
Lex let out a breath and laughed into my skin. “It doesn’t feel real.”
“It’s not,” I said, but my voice cracked a little when I said it.
Rae blinked slowly, her eyes tracking light on the ceiling. “Then we can do anything.”
I didn’t know if that should’ve worried me, but it didn’t. I was past worrying. Past trying to slow anything down. I didn’t feel taken advantage of or outnumbered. I felt, caught. Pulled into something bigger than all of us, something we were making up with each breath and glance and laugh. They weren’t being careful. And neither was I.
I slid my fingers along the inside of Lex’s thigh, just to feel the way her skin jumped at the touch. She shifted closer but didn’t say anything. Maddy turned onto her side and draped an arm over Rae, then looked at me, still and open, not waiting for direction. Just watching.
“I thought I was done with this,” I said, not really meaning to speak.
“Done with what?” Rae asked.
“This place. This kind of night.”
Rae smiled, slow and sleepy. “Guess not.”
I looked toward the sliding glass door. She was right. The sky was still pale.
They laughed, and the sound hit me harder than it should have. I hadn’t heard laughter like that in months, loose, full, like they trusted me without knowing why. I felt their limbs across mine, and I held them a little tighter. Not to stop anything. Just to make sure I wasn’t slipping out of it.
I don’t know who started moving first. Might’ve been me, reaching for the line of Maddy’s hip with my palm. Or maybe Rae, brushing her foot up my shin and locking it behind my calf. Either way, we didn’t talk. We just shifted, let our weight press where it landed, and didn’t stop it.
Rae’s chest rose under Maddy’s arm. Maddy pulled her closer and pressed her lips to Rae’s collarbone. Lex curled her fingers into my side, her leg sliding all the way over my thighs to straddle me without sitting up. Her hair fell across my jaw and cheek. I turned into it.
“You’re all right?” Lex whispered. Not asking permission, just checking that I was still there.
I nodded once, eyes closed, jaw against her shoulder.
Rae gave a soft groan, not in pain, not even from touch. Just overwhelmed. Her arm reached out and found my wrist. She pulled my hand to her, pressed my fingers flat over the soft curve of her stomach, and held them there.
I moved slow. Just slight motions, little grazes of skin on skin, everyone shifting again. Lex’s mouth found mine, lazy, tasting. Maddy’s hand moved across Rae’s chest. They weren’t putting on a show. They weren’t trying to impress or compete. They just let it happen, hands exploring, thighs sliding, lips brushing past one another in whatever order they landed.
I kept telling myself to stay present, to remember what they said, how they moved, but it was already breaking apart in my head like mist. I could feel Maddy’s breath across my ribs. I could feel Lex’s thighs tighten when I gripped them. I could feel Rae’s hand slide back to hold mine in place.
The room felt huge, the light blinding, everything out of time. None of them had said they wanted anything more than a place to crash. But here we were, tangled, stripped down, pressing into each other like we’d been circling this all day.
My body responded before my thoughts caught up. Every surface of me was covered in skin. Every motion I made was met by a soft shift or a sound or the press of a hand against mine.
Maddy kissed her way up Rae’s neck. Lex bent over to kiss Maddy’s shoulder. I caught Rae’s mouth and didn’t let it go. Fingers tightened. Hips ground together. I didn’t care what order anything came in anymore. Didn’t care what this meant, or if it meant anything.
Rae shifted under me, one hand slipping down to anchor my hip, the other sliding blindly over Lex’s back. She pulled her close without looking, the three of us tightening in, breath syncing in shallow, unsteady waves. Lex dragged her nails across my chest, slow and lazy, while Maddy curled up behind Rae and kissed her spine through the soft arch of her back.
The weight of all of them was on me now, bodies everywhere, bare limbs grazing and folding, sliding into spaces made for heat. I didn’t ask questions. I didn’t wonder how or why. I only moved where their bodies guided me, where their hands tugged or pushed or lingered too long to mistake.
Lex mouthed along my neck, half-whispered something into the heat of my ear, but I couldn’t catch the words. It didn’t matter. The sound of her voice alone sent a low pulse through my ribs. Maddy’s leg draped across Rae’s, brushing against my thigh in rhythm. I caught her eye. She smiled, wry, breathless, and leaned across to kiss me again, catching the edge of my lip between her teeth just enough to pull a sound from me.
Fingers pulled hair, palms pressed to bellies and hips, heat under skin layered on heat. I reached behind me and found Lex’s thigh, warm and smooth, muscles fLexing as she ground herself against my back. She let out a small gasp and bit down on my shoulder. Her breath hitched into a laugh, then shifted into something closer to a moan as I twisted toward her.
Rae curled tighter against my front, every inch of her wet against me now, her breath fast, eyes fluttering open and closed. Maddy kissed her mouth again, their rhythm so familiar it made me dizzy. I kissed the side of Maddy’s breast, then her ribs, then her hip where it met my hand. She guided me up without saying anything, just nudged, pressed, waited for me to figure it out.
The sounds blended together, gasps, sighs, soft whimpers, and the sticky slide of skin on skin. I stopped knowing where one of them ended and another began. We were all wrapped together, arms and legs overlapping, heat and breath making everything damp and hazy.
No one pulled away. No one paused. Every movement fed the next, the tension wound up so tight now it felt like nothing could break it but release.
But still we kept going. Teetering. Feeding it.
Even through the haze, some part of me watched it all happening and thought: this isn’t possible. They’re not really here. This isn’t what people do.
But my mouth was on Lex again, and Rae was pulling Maddy down into her lap, and whatever spell we were under hadn’t lifted. It only deepened.
Rae leaned back first, dragging Maddy with her, their bodies landing in a soft tangle across the mattress. I stayed kneeling, hands on their legs, stomach tight from holding everything back. Lex shifted beside me, one knee sliding up, the other stretching long, and she guided my hand to her waist, skin smooth, heartbeat quick beneath it. Her eyes locked on mine. No smile this time. Just heat and certainty.
I leaned into her, kissed from her collarbone to her jaw. She shivered, caught her breath, and let her fingers slide through my hair and stay there. We moved together, not rushed but building, every contact stretching out until it pulled a sound from one of us.
Maddy lifted her head, cheeks flushed, lips parted. She watched us for a beat, then climbed across the bed toward me, slow and deliberate. She ran her hand across my back, fingers pressing into muscle, then moved around to sit behind me, arms curling over my shoulders. I could feel her chest against my spine, the soft brush of her breath near my ear. Her thighs bracketed mine as she leaned forward and kissed the back of my neck.
Rae reached up and pulled Maddy forward, drawing her back into a kiss. I turned toward Lex and kissed her again, deeper this time. Everything was too hot, too close, too much, and not enough. I felt Maddy’s hands moving down my chest, slow and firm, while Lex’s nails scraped gently along my ribs.
They didn’t speak. None of them did. But their bodies knew what they wanted, and I was past trying to hold back.
Rae laughed, quiet and breathy, and pulled Maddy down on top of her. They wrestled lightly, legs tangling, arms sliding, mouths barely breaking contact. Lex pushed into me again, her breath catching every time our hips moved together. I had one hand on her lower back, the other bracing us as the pace between us deepened, grounded, started to claim the room.
Maddy rolled off Rae and onto her side, watching us with flushed cheeks, her fingers brushing down Rae’s side as she reached for me. She didn’t ask permission. She just guided me toward her as Lex’s body lifted away. Maddy’s mouth met mine again, more need now, less play, and her hands moved like she’d been learning me all night.
I felt their rhythm shift. Their bodies knew each other now, knew me. We weren’t pretending anymore. Whatever spell the desert had spun around us was holding fast.
I kissed Maddy, then leaned back to take them all in, Rae sprawled across the pillows, her chest rising and falling; Lex curled at the edge of the mattress, damp hair stuck to her neck; Maddy flush against me, pulling me back in. I had no words. Just hands and breath and heat, and the growing sense that the night was far from over.
The cool desert air didn’t reach us here. Skin met skin, sliding, pressing, clutching. I moved between them, never pulled in one direction for long. Every touch was answered. Every breath drawn deeper than the last. The boundaries that separated us, whose hands, whose lips, whose weight, blurred and vanished.
Lex pulled my hand to her hip, then guided it lower. Her jaw tensed, head falling back. I leaned over her, one arm under her shoulder, the other braced against the chair. She clung to my back, legs strong, her voice sharp and soft at once. I felt her body shake beneath mine, and the movement passed into me, thick and molten, anchoring me in her.
Behind me, Rae pushed against my spine, coaxing me back. Her hands were urgent now, not teasing. I rolled, letting Lex fall beside me, catching Rae’s waist as she climbed onto me, hair spilling across her shoulders. She pressed her thighs to my sides and kissed me hard, mouth open, moving. She arched and rode and whispered something I couldn’t catch.
Maddy crawled between us, threading her arms around both of us, pressing her lips to Rae’s neck, her own chest brushing mine. I felt their breath on my skin, their weight shifting, the rhythm of it tightening until we all moved as one.
Rae leaned back, letting Maddy take my face in her hands. Her mouth was slower, softer, but more intense somehow. I kissed her back with everything I had left. She moaned into it, legs slipping under mine.
Lex’s hand slid up my arm, over my chest, her nails grazing where Maddy’s lips had just been. She pressed her forehead to my shoulder and held there, rocking gently as if tethered to my pulse.
I lost track of where I was in them. My body answered every signal, each new motion, the heat rising in surges until I couldn’t think anymore.
There was no line to cross, no single moment when it became too much, it had already gone past anything reasonable.
All of us sweating, tangled, not bothering to sort out who was touching whom.
And when it finally crashed through me, hard and hot, it was all of them at once, Rae’s mouth open against my neck, Maddy’s hand locked in mine, Lex pressed along my side, her voice a rasp in my ear.
After, there was no collapse. No sudden drop into stillness.
We stayed close, still shifting, still brushing fingers and lips and thighs, unwilling to let the dream slip back into anything colder.
It didn’t feel like real life.
I woke alone.
The sheets were half off the bed, twisted low around my legs. My chest was damp with sweat. My throat dry. The light was clean and pale, rising through the blinds, cool against the warmth of the mattress. No voices. No footsteps. Just the soft creak of wood cooling in the frame, the lazy hum of a desert morning after a long night.
I sat up, slow. My muscles ached in all the right ways. My back, my arms, even the inside of my thighs. But it could’ve been anything, sleep, heat, a leftover dream. I stared at the spot beside me on the mattress. The impression in the sheets. Too vague.
I got up. Stood there naked a moment, heart a little fast, watching the dust lift in the light.
Maybe it didn’t happen. Maybe none of it had.
I pulled on the jeans at the foot of the bed, one leg at a time, dragging the zipper shut with a shaky hand. My head felt full of air. I hadn’t had anything to drink. Hadn’t smoked. But I still wasn’t sure I could trust my own memory.
That whole first summer, I’d questioned it. The three girls who arrived. The nights that followed. The things we did. Then they left. School. Life. And I convinced myself it was a mirage I’d clung to too hard.
So maybe this was another mirage.
I stepped out into the hall, bare feet on cool tile.
Then I heard it. Laughter. Not distant. Not in memory. Not imagined.
Real. Voices. Plates. The sizzle of eggs in the skillet. A chair scraped against the floor.
I walked into the kitchen. Lex was at the stove, in one of my old shirts. She’d tied it high, her legs bare underneath, hair messy from sleep. She didn’t see me. She was busy shaking the pan, flipping something in the eggs.
Rae stood on tiptoes at the counter, reaching for the top shelf, pulling down mismatched mugs. She was humming. I could see the stretch of her calves, the marks my fingers had left behind.
Maddy leaned against the fridge, barefoot, licking honey from a spoon, her eyes half-lidded. She saw me first.
“You’re up,” she said.
Her voice was low and sweet and absolutely real.
I nodded.
She grinned. “Thought maybe you were a ghost.”
Rae looked over. “You don’t mind we use your kitchen?”
Lex turned from the stove, hair swinging. “You want coffee?” she asked, like we’d done this every morning.
I stood there in the doorway, the morning sun at my back, the warmth of the night still clinging to my skin.
Yeah. They were here. They were real. Or at least as real as anything that comes up out of this desert.
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