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The morning arrived under a blanket of still heat. I woke with Rae’s leg hooked over mine, her toe’s curling against my thigh. The sheet was twisted around us, half off the bed. Maddy’s arm hung over the edge, hand grazing the floor. Lex was already up; I could hear the faint scrape of a chair from the kitchen and the clink of glass on glass.
Rae stirred when I moved. “Don’t get up yet,” she said, voice hoarse, eyes still closed. “Want you here forever.”
“You’re heavy,” I said.
“We make you think that,” she groaned, still half asleep. She smiled without opening her eyes and rolled onto her stomach, the sheet sliding down her slender back. Sunlight hit the curve of her hip, a faint sheen of sweat on her skin.
“What’s that mean?” I said, stroking her back with the backs my fingernails.
“It means you’re sweet,” she said and she lifted herself enough to kiss me on the mouth.
Lex’s voice carried in from the other room. “Coffee’s ready. Whoever moves first gets the biggest cup.”
Maddy groaned. “She’s the evil genie.” Rae and her smirked at each other.
Rae sat up slow, her hair falling around her face, breasts bare, skin flushed from sleep. “She’s organized. That’s all,” she said to me, and she rolled her eyes at Maddy.
I watched them stretch and move, unhurried, unselfconscious. Maddy stood and pulled on one of my shirts, the hem barely hitting the top of her thighs. Rae stayed naked, rummaging for underwear that probably wasn’t hers. Lex appeared in the doorway holding three mugs. “Look at you all. Like some heatwave knocked all sense out of you.”
She handed me a mug and leaned in close. Her shirt fell half open, her skin damp. “You sleep through the thunder?” she asked.
“There was thunder?”
She smirked. “Inside, not out.”
Rae laughed softly. “You’re proud of that one.”
“I’m proud of all of them,” Lex said. She kissed Rae on the shoulder and turned to Maddy. “Breakfast or swim?”
“Swim first,” Maddy said, already pulling her shirt off. “Then breakfast on the dock.”
Rae looked at me. “You coming?”
“In a minute.”
They went ahead, leaving a trail of clothes to the back deck. The air smelled like hot dust and coffee. Through the window, I saw the three of them walking down toward the pool, morning sunlight flashing off bare shoulders, hair catching in the wind.
When I finally followed, the heat outside hit me hard, burning through the boards. The pool water glinted dark green. Lex was already in, waist-deep, her nipples breaking the surface each time she moved. Maddy climbed the ladder, then dropped in with a splash. Rae stood on the edge, glancing back at me over her shoulder. “If you’re not in here in ten seconds, we’re starting without you.”
“I thought you already did,” I said.
She grinned, dropped her top, and let it fall. “Then you’re missing out.”
The heat off the boards shimmered upward, warping the air between us. I stopped a few feet from the pool. The three of them were in motion but not hurried,  small, lazy movements, ripples folding over one another. Maddy’s laughter came low and wet. Rae floated backward, arms spread, hair fanning across the surface. Lex leaned against the rim, shoulders bare, eyes half-closed, watching them both.
The sun struck their skin in sheets of white. Every bead of water turned to light before it could fall. Their bodies gleamed, shoulders, ribs, the dark flash between thighs. I could trace each breath, each shift of weight, each ripple trailing from a fingertip. It was too perfect. Too controlled.
For a long time, I stood there transfixed, letting the sight of them press into me until it hurt, they were so beautiful. The edges of their voices blurred with the hum of the wind and the pulse in my ears.
I thought about dreams again, how they always start with the same kind of light, how I never know if I’m dreaming until I start believing that I’m not. That’s when it gets hold of you. That’s when it feels real. A real dream.
Maybe that’s the trick. To hold yourself perfectly still inside it. To keep the balance between wanting it too much and noticing that you do. The moment you reach out too far, the fabric tears, and you’re awake again in the dry, blank world with nothing but the sound of wind on metal.
I blinked and they were still there. Lex tilted her head back, water streaming down her throat. Rae dove under, then rose near the ladder, her nipples taut in the air before she slipped back beneath the surface. Maddy draped herself over the rim, chin on her arm, eyes on me. “You coming in or just staring at us till you melt?” She stuck her tongue out at me privately and she laughed lightly.
I didn’t answer. Her voice only anchored me more firmly into the realness of it. The wet sound of her elbows sliding across metal, the small ring of water droplets hitting the boards near my feet.
I crouched, touched the edge of the pool. Some part of me felt like I was watching my own memory play out, already half faded, replaying itself out of habit. The desert does that, it peels your mind away from the present until you can’t tell if you’re walking through a life or only retracing the steps of a ghost of one.
Maddy’s hand slapped the surface, sending a spray toward me. “He’s overthinking again,” she said.
Rae laughed. “That’s how he keeps himself from falling apart.”
Lex smiled up at me. “Then maybe he should just fall apart.”
The water rippled against the sides. I took one breath, slow and heavy, and let my feet slip out of my sandals. My body felt slow, like movement itself had thickened. The sun pressed through my eyelids when I blinked.
I climbed the ladder down. The first touch of the water shocked me, not cold, but dense, smooth. It wrapped around my legs and pulled at the hair on my skin. The sound of it swallowing me was close, as if the world had folded in half.
Rae floated past, her shoulder brushing my chest, the contact warm, glossy, deliberate. Her eyes flicked open, unfocused, almost dazed. “Finally,” she murmured, and she drifted on.
Maddy splashed once, sending a spray that caught the light like glass. Lex turned toward me, one hand resting on the edge, her body curved and polished. The water slid down her back in ribbons, each one catching sunlight and bending it. The line between reflection and skin was gone.
The heat and brightness layered until everything glowed. My breath didn’t feel like breath anymore ,  more like vapor, moving in and out of something thinner than air. It felt like breathing was just an old habit, not even necessary anymore.
Lex’s fingertips traced my ribs, casual, easy. “You’re burning up,” she said.
“I can’t tell anymore,” I said. “Maybe that’s what the desert does. It turns you into itself.”
Rae laughed softly from behind me. “Don’t fight it then. You never win against the sun.”
Her hand slid along my side under the water, slow, steady, disappearing into the shimmering blue haze. I couldn’t see where her fingers ended or where my skin began.
Maddy surfaced near my shoulder, droplets clinging to her eyelashes. “You’re thinking again,” she whispered. She shook her head side to side, wagged her teacher finger at me.
“I can’t stop.”
She leaned in closer, her lips grazing my ear. “That’s why you keep stopping at halfway awake.”
The smell of them, skin, salt, breath baked into steam, made the air taste sweet. I tried to fix on details, anything solid: sides of the pool under my palm, the low hum of the generator beyond the fence, the faint rasp of Rae’s breathing. But each time I focused, the sounds folded into one another and vanished.
Lex brushed her mouth across my chest. “You’re not dreaming,” she said, and her voice slid straight through me. “In case you were worried about that.”
The sunlight fractured in the water, bouncing up their bodies in gold shards. Maddy’s skin gleamed wet bronze; Rae’s hair stuck to her neck; Lex’s hand drifted under, pale and blurred. Their movements didn’t look choreographed but seemed timed to something larger, a rhythm I couldn’t hear but felt in my stomach.
The water swayed around us like it was breathing. The air shimmered. The ridge beyond the pool bent slightly, heat rising in long invisible waves.
I shut my eyes and saw them still moving, the light, the heat, the hands. I couldn’t tell if the dream was holding me back or if I’d finally stepped into it.
Water came up to my waist, the sun beating down through the rippling glare. Their bodies moved around me now like a current. Not fast. Just constant. A shoulder brushing past. A hand grazing the small of my back. The scent of their hair and heat and skin rising like steam off the water.
Rae surfaced in front of me, lips parted, her eyes half-lidded. “You can stop trying to figure it out,” she said. “Because it never helps.”
“I’m not trying,” I said.
“You always are,” Lex said, her voice close behind me. I didn’t hear her swim. She was just there. Her breasts pressed soft to my back, her arms sliding along mine. “Even when you say you aren’t. You’re looking for the wires. The mirrors.”
Maddy was to my left, floating, her legs stretched out, toes flicking just above the surface. “It’s not a trick,” she said. “We’re not fake. Maybe you even made us, right?”
“I didn’t make you,” I said.
“Maybe you did,” Rae said. “But that doesn’t mean we’re not real.”
Lex’s breath hit my ear. “You’ve always known how to keep a dream going. Don’t break it now.”
Maddy’s hand drifted up my thigh, underwater. Her fingers traced slow lines. “Let us take you there. Don’t think. Just come where we go.”
They weren’t speaking like girls anymore. Not exactly. They sounded like heat and hunger and memory incarnated. They sounded like parts of me I’d pushed down so long they’d grown their own voices.
Rae reached for my hands and pulled me forward. Her skin was wet velvet. Her thumbs brushed my knuckles. “You get to choose. Stay outside and analyze it all until it goes away. Or come in. Let it hold you. Let us take you there.”
Behind me, Lex kissed the base of my neck. “We won’t ask again.”
Maddy surfaced, hair slicked back, water clinging to her breasts. “You don’t even remember how you got here, do you?”
I blinked. The compound blurred at the edges, shimmered. The pool, the boards, the ridge, everything looked like it had been only half drawn and left to bake under the sun.
“I remember enough.”
Rae stepped close, sliding her hands along my chest. “Then you remember how long it’s been since you touched something that didn’t vanish.”
She was warm. Her thighs brushed mine. Her body curved into me. Maddy’s arm slid around my waist. Lex’s fingers moved up my spine.
“You’re still trying to wake up,” Maddy said.
“You don’t have to, you know,” Lex added. “You already did. This is it.”
Their mouths brushed me in pieces, my shoulder, my cheek, my throat. Nothing coordinated. Nothing forced. Just touches like drifting thoughts.
Rae tilted her head, her lips brushing mine but not closing the distance. “Let go,” she whispered. “We’re more real than anything you left behind.”
I stopped thinking. I wanted to step in all the way.
Rae kissed me. Her lips soft, warm, full, not a question, not a tease, just confirmation. The taste of her was water and breath and skin warmed by sun. Maddy’s hand slid up my stomach while Lex moved behind me, her breasts pressed into my shoulder blades, her cheek resting on the back of my neck.
I couldn’t see anything beyond them. The water shimmered to white. Their voices blended into vibration.
Maddy’s mouth found my chest. Her tongue traced a slow arc around my nipple. Her fingers slid over my hip, pulling me deeper into the circle of them. Rae broke the kiss, just long enough to bite my bottom lip, then moved down to kiss my throat, her breath steaming into the hollow there.
Lex’s hands moved across my shoulders, firm, certain. “Just float,” she said. “We’ll move around you.”
I let my body go slack. The water held me up. So did they.
Their skin was wet and hot. Maddy’s thigh curled around my knee as she slid closer, her breast brushing the inside of my arm. Rae’s hand moved between my legs, under the surface, her fingers grazing the base of my cock, slow and curious. She didn’t stroke me, just touched. Let the weight of it rise into her palm.
Lex’s lips found my earlobe, sucking gently, her fingers exploring the shape of my ribs, my waist. “You feel it now?” she whispered. “We’re inside you already.”
I nodded without meaning to. My breath came shallow.
Rae looked up, hair stuck to her face. “You’re hard for us.”
Maddy giggled, lips against my skin. “Of course he is. He’s been holding it back since yesterday.”
Lex’s hand came around under the water, joining Rae’s. Four hands on me now. Slippery, warm, steady. Their fingers moved like they knew me already, like they’d been part of my body all along and were just reattaching themselves.
Rae slid her thumb across the head of my cock and I twitched. She smiled, eyes heavy, her free hand moving up to rest on my chest. “You’re so full of heat,” she said. “I can feel it coming through your skin.”
Lex’s voice at my ear: “We’ll let it out. All of it. Slow.”
Maddy’s mouth slid across my collarbone. Her teeth grazed once. Her tongue followed. Her breath smelled like mint and sun. Her hand disappeared below the water and I felt her palm cupping my balls, holding them in place while the others explored.
I couldn’t move. My body wasn’t mine anymore. It was theirs, piece by piece, fingertip by fingertip, each mapped and warmed and opened.
Everything was light and water and the pressure of their mouths. Everything was now.
Lex turned me with her hands, slow, deliberate, until my back pressed against her front, her arms wrapped tight around my chest. Her nipples dragged across my spine, her breath slid into the hollow below my ear. “Let them worship you,” she whispered. “You’ve been holding onto too much.”
Rae moved down. I felt her lips first, then the heat of her mouth, her lips spreading open just under the waterline. She didn’t suck. She just let me rest there, in her mouth, wet and warm, unmoving. The feeling was unbearable, the stillness, the pressure, the certainty that she could hold me there forever if she wanted.
Maddy floated up between my legs, her arms curling around Rae’s back, their bodies pressed together beneath the surface. Her cheek rested against my thigh, her mouth open, tongue rising over the part of me not inside Rae. Her fingers moved slow and idle along my hip, not tugging, just holding.
Lex kissed the back of my neck again, and again. “This is your whole world now,” she murmured. “Right here. This heat. These mouths. Us”
Rae sucked gently, once, her tongue circling the tip. I choked on my own breath. She smiled with her lips wrapped around me. I felt it. Maddy shifted beside her, licking the side of my shaft, running her tongue along the base in long, reverent strokes.
Lex tightened her grip on my chest. I felt her heartbeat against my back.
The water moved around us like silk, folding and reshaping with every breath. Maddy slid her hand down between her own legs, not hiding it. I felt the motion against my shin. Slow thrusts of her fingers, matching the rhythm of her tongue as it traced the ridge of my cock, back and forth, each pass met with a low hum.
Rae took more of me into her mouth now, her lips gliding down until her chin met the waterline. Her hand wrapped around what she couldn’t take. Her grip was loose, wet, pulsing in sync with Lex’s breath behind my ear.
Maddy’s free hand pressed to my stomach, holding me steady. Her mouth joined Rae’s again, the two of them switching, one sucking the tip, the other licking the shaft, trading places without a word. The heat of their mouths passed between them. I felt the exact moment they both moaned.
Lex slid one hand down from my chest to my abs, fingers splaying wide. “Don’t hold anything back,” she said. “Don’t pretend this isn’t everything you’ve ever needed.”
I tried to speak but nothing came out. My knees gave slightly. Rae’s hands caught my hips. Maddy’s nails grazed my thigh. Lex kissed the back of my shoulder. I let them hold me.
Rae stayed close after, her breath brushing the skin above my stomach. “Was that right?” she asked softly, as if she’d only just learned the shape of what she’d done.
“It was perfect,” I said.
She smiled, uncertain but proud, and rose so the water streamed off her body. Lex slid forward, cupping Rae’s face, kissing her with an ease that made her laugh into it. “Show-off,” Maddy said, tilting her head as she treaded water beside them.
“I’m learning from the best,” Lex said, then turned to me. “And him.”
Her hand came up, fingers tracing the path of light across my chest. The water carried her voice like a hum. “You keep looking at us like you’re counting every breath.”
“I am,” I said.
Maddy floated closer, pressing her palms to my shoulders. “Then breathe slower. You make us nervous when you stare like that.”
She wasn’t nervous, though, her fingers kept exploring, moving down, testing, curious. “It’s okay,” I told her. “You can touch as much as you want.”
That made her grin. “That’s a dangerous thing to tell us.”
Rae came in from behind, arms sliding around my waist. Her skin was cool where the air had touched it. Her chin rested on my shoulder, her wet hair sticking to my cheek. “I like when you talk like that,” she whispered. “When you treat us like we belong to this place.”
“You do,” I said. “You’re what keeps it real, aren’t you?”
Lex moved between us, her body brushing both mine and Rae’s. She pressed her palm against Rae’s stomach, then guided her hand to me. “Here,” she said, her voice quiet. “Hold him. See how he feels now.”
Rae’s hand wrapped around me, unsure at first, then surer as Lex moved her wrist in a slow rhythm. Maddy watched, eyes wide, lips parted. “Can I…?”
“Come on,” Lex said.
Maddy stepped forward until our chests touched, her nipples grazing my skin each time the water shifted. Her hand joined Rae’s, their fingers brushing as they moved. The sound of their breath tangled with the rippling water.
I felt the heat build again, slow, not forced, each tiny adjustment new to them, each reaction a surprise. Lex leaned close, her mouth grazing the side of my face. “You see?” she whispered. “Even dreams can learn.”
Rae gasped quietly, the sound catching in her throat as she moved faster. Maddy bit her lip, watching. “It’s so hot,” she murmured.
Lex laughed softly. “It has to be real enough to burn.”
I closed my eyes. Their hands, the heat, the sound of their small, careful breaths, all of it faded together until I couldn’t tell which touch belonged to whom. Only that they wanted to please me, and that I wanted them to keep discovering how.
When I opened my eyes again, the horizon tilted, the light bending white over the water, and I realized I didn’t care anymore which world I was in, only that they were in it with me.
Rae’s grip tightened, and her breath hitched each time she moved. Maddy’s hand brushed against hers, and they laughed quietly, their laughter carrying through the heat and the shimmer of the water. Lex slipped behind me again, pressing herself close, her lips against the back of my neck.
“Keep going,” she whispered to them. “He’s getting there. He likes it when you don’t stop.”
Rae looked up at me, water sliding off her cheeks. “Like this?”
I nodded vaguely.
Maddy’s other hand came up, fingers spreading across my chest, fingertips dragging through the thin layer of water clinging to my skin. She leaned in, kissing the center of my chest. Her mouth was soft, her tongue quick. “You taste like salt,” she said, almost to herself.
Lex reached around me, guiding their hands, adjusting their rhythm until every stroke felt measured and slow. The three of them were close enough that every breath I took touched one of them. Rae’s hair floated across my stomach. Maddy’s thigh brushed mine. Lex’s hips pressed into my back.
They watched each other as they touched me, eyes flicking between what they were doing and how it made me react. Rae bit her lower lip, her brow furrowed in focus. Maddy smiled faintly, her tongue darting to wet her lips before she leaned forward to kiss the head of my cock, tentative, gentle, like she was afraid of doing it wrong.
Lex’s voice came low, steady. “That’s it. Just take your time. Feel it.”
Maddy did it again, a little firmer, then glanced up. I nodded. She smiled, bolder now, her hand curling around the base, matching Rae’s rhythm. Their mouths moved in turn, unpracticed but eager. The awkwardness made it better, each new touch like a discovery, each breath heavier than the last.
Lex’s arms wrapped tighter around me. “You’re making them tremble,” she said.
“They’re making me forget where I am.”
She bit softly at my shoulder. “That’s the point.”
Rae’s hair brushed my thighs as she leaned forward again, joining Maddy, their lips moving together, the wet sound of them in time with the slow rocking of the water. Lex’s fingers slid down my stomach, resting just above where they worked, her palm pressing lightly against the tension rising in me.
The world around us dimmed again, the horizon, the pool, the ridge. Everything was light and heat and skin. Rae’s hand slipped lower, her thumb brushing the base. Maddy moaned softly into the water. Lex whispered, “Let them finish what they started.”
I let go, hips flexing once, twice, before I stopped trying to control it. The water folded over me, their hands still moving, their mouths still warm. The sound of them, breath, laugh, gasp, filled the air until it all became one sound.
My eyes rolled back into my head. They knew I was succumbing, but they didn’t change their pressure or pace. The eruption was enough to nearly black me out.
When it faded, Rae was still holding me, her cheek resting against my stomach. Maddy’s hand stayed on my thigh. Lex kissed the side of my neck again, slow and sure.  No one said anything. The world just glowed. They had evidently swallowed every drop.
Lex was the first to move. She slid her arms from around me and drifted back, hair wet and tight to her head, her eyes unreadable. The air above the pool felt lighter now, as if the heat had lifted. Maddy let go next, backing away until her shoulders bumped the edge. Rae stayed close, her cheek still pressed against me, her breathing shallow.
I looked down at her, and for a second she seemed like someone I’d never met, too calm, too sure. She lifted her face, lips still wet, and smiled faintly. “You’re shaking,” she said.
“Yeah,” I answered. “That was . . . “ I said, unable to finish the sentence.
Lex climbed out, her body pale against the sun. Water trailed off her thighs and down her calves. She didn’t bother with a towel. She just stood there, looking toward the ridge, her back to us. The light hit her shoulders, turning her skin almost white.
Maddy watched her. “Should we…?”
“No,” Lex said. “Let it stay quiet a minute.”
Rae finally pushed herself away from me. The water rolled off her chest in thin sheets. She brushed her hair back, her expression distant, almost soft. “It doesn’t feel right anymore,” she said quietly.
“It wasn’t supposed to like this,” Lex replied without turning.
Maddy laughed once, nervous. “You talk like we know this.” She glanced at me as though checking on whether I was paying attention.
Lex turned her head slightly. “Maybe we do. Maybe he does.”
Their eyes met each other. The sunlight shimmered on the water. My hands trembled under the surface. The feeling in my body was still there, but it had started to thin out, like the edges of a dream that refused to loc down.
Rae climbed out next, slow, water sliding down her legs. She reached for my hand but stopped halfway. “Don’t go weird now,” she said.
Maddy followed, pulling herself up, the ladder creaking. She sat on the edge, feet still in the water. “You think it’ll feel the same tomorrow?”
“Nothing ever does,” Lex said.
I leaned against the wall, half-submerged, the water cooling fast on my skin. Their shapes whirled in the glare. For a few seconds, I thought I saw more of them, reflections, duplicates, movements that didn’t match what their bodies were doing. The shimmer wouldn’t stop.
Rae picked up her top from the boards and wrung it out. “You staying in there?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Just a bit.”
She nodded, tossed the shirt over her shoulder, and walked toward the house. Maddy trailed after, quiet. Lex lingered at the steps, watching me.
“You look lost,” she said.
“No,” I lied.
She crouched, resting her hand on the rim. “That’s how you know.”
“Know what?”
She didn’t answer, she just smirked.
Then she stood, walked away, and left me there, water lapping against the pool walls, the sun burning high above, the world around me starting to flicker in and out at its seams.
The light stung my eyes. I blinked up at them, three faces hovering above me, softened at the edges, framed in white glare. Their skin still wet, their hair clinging to their necks, droplets sliding down their bodies like they’d been drawn there just to shine.
Rae pressed her lips to my eyelids, one, then the other. “Close them,” she said. “Stay with us.”
Maddy’s fingers traced down my arm. “We’ll be here when you wake up.”
Lex’s breath grazed my cheek. “Go on,” she said, barely a sound. “Sleep.”
Their warmth surrounded me. The sun was a weight on my body, heavy and perfect. My breathing slowed to match theirs. I could smell them, salt, skin, water gone sweet from heat. The last thing I felt was Rae’s palm against my chest, steady as a heartbeat.
Then the sounds changed, flattened, became distant.
There was wind, not breath. It was dry and high-pitched. My skin felt cold where her hand had been. I opened my eyes.
The light was still there, but it was harder now, angular and white. My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. The air smelled of dust and metal. The boards beneath me were cracked, splintered. When I sat up, flakes of paint broke off and fell through the gaps.
The pool beside me was empty. The inside was cracked through, its walls split by long white lines of mineral and time. A tuft of dry grass had taken root in the bottom.
“Rae?” My voice came out hoarse and I coughed.
Nothing. Only the groan of wind against sand.
Maddy’s shirt lay near the edge, but it was sun-bleached, brittle, and when I touched it, it crumbled. Lex’s mug sat by the railing, half-filled with dust. Inside, nothing.
The heat pressed down. My skin itched from the salt dried there. The boards burned the soles of my feet when I stood. The ridge in the distance shimmered like a mirage, and for a second I thought I saw movement, figures walking along it, faint and fluid.
I called out again. The wind swallowed the sound.
The air was empty. The pool was a shell. The world had dried out around me.
Still, I could almost hear them, faint laughter, soft and close, like they’d only stepped behind the light and were watching to see if I’d follow.
I stood staring at the pool, until the glare burned white in my eyes. The boards creaked under me when I moved toward the house. Each step sounded hollow.
Inside, the air was stale, old dust, dry wood, something faintly chemical. The kitchen was stripped bare. The counter where Lex had set the coffee mugs was warped and cracked. The glass she’d poured from was gone. The cupboards hung open and empty. Even the faint smell of coffee had vanished, replaced by the odor of heat-baked wood. There was old graffiti on the wall.
I opened the refrigerator. It was dead. A brittle lizard lay in the corner of it, dried to paper. The water tap gave one shuddering cough of air and nothing more.
The hallway walls were stained brown, the paint flaking off in curls. There were no sheets on the bed. No dent in the mattress where anyone had slept. The window was cracked; sand had drifted in, pooling at the corners of the floor.
I checked the bathroom, rusted sink, mirror spotted and fogged, a ring of dirt where the water line had once been. No toothbrushes. No wet towels. Just a single spider spinning a thin line from the faucet handle.
I stepped back outside. The sky was cloudless, painfully blue. The generator housing near the fence had collapsed in on itself. The air smelled like metal and dust. The path to the pool was gone, swallowed by weeds that had forced their way through the cracks in the boards.
I walked around the perimeter, half expecting to see footprints, towels, any sign of them. There was nothing. No clothes, no laughter carried on the wind, not even the faint ring of water in the pipes.
The dock was warped and leaning, the rope posts loose in their sockets. The river beyond was nothing but a dry gouge of dirt. The air shimmered over it in long waves.
I went back to the doorway and leaned against the frame, breathing hard. My throat burned.
It all looked like it had been abandoned years ago, every nail rusted, every surface covered in dust. Yet I could still feel their warmth on my skin, the scent of them lingering in my head. How could it be?
I walked through each room again, slower, searching for anything solid, hairpin, bracelet, wet footprint, but every corner gave me the same silence. The floorboards moaned under my feet. A dead moth fluttered out from behind the curtain, its wings powdered gray.
When I stepped back outside, the sun was lower, but hotter, the light harsh enough to sting. The pool loomed ahead, cracked and dry, a ring of salt around its base like a ghost of water.
I crouched at the edge, ran my hand along the wall. It was rough and hot, nothing like before.
No voices. No movement. No trace of them ever being real.
Just the wind, and the dry scrape of sand shifting through the air where their laughter used to be.
I sank down beside the pool, resting my back against the hot side. The air had gone utterly still. My mouth was so dry it hurt to swallow. Somewhere far off, a piece of sheet metal clattered in the wind and went still again.
Then I heard it.
My name. Soft. Barely a sound, but unmistakable.
“Hey…”
It came again, closer, almost playful this time, like Rae teasing me awake. I lifted my head.
“Rae?”
No answer. Just the heat pressing harder, the world narrowing to the white glare.
“Lex?”
The sound came again, my name, drawn out longer this time, almost tender. I turned toward it, eyes half closed against the brightness. The air shimmered, and for a heartbeat I thought I saw them: three shapes moving through the light, hair lifting in the dry wind, skin gold against the sky.
“Hey, he’s coming around, ”
The voice shifted. It wasn’t Rae anymore. It wasn’t any of them.
The heat changed. The light above me wasn’t sunlight, it was colder, clinical. I blinked hard, and the brightness fractured into sharp edges: ceiling panels, stainless steel, a ring of faces leaning over me.
“Stay with us. Open your eyes.”
A man’s voice. Close. Firm.
Someone lifted my eyelid and a small penlight stabbed through the haze. I flinched, tried to move my arm, but it was heavy, strapped.
“He’s responsive,” another voice said. A woman. “Sinus rhythm holding.”
A faint beep sounded to my right, steady, mechanical. I tried to look, but a hand pressed gently to my shoulder.
“You’re in the hospital,” the nurse said. “You had an episode. Can you hear me?”
I tried to speak. Nothing came out but air.
The light above me was painfully bright. The ceiling tiles were flecked with gray. The smell was antiseptic and metal, sharp and too real.
Someone reached across me, unhooked the paddles from my chest, set them into a tray. My skin still tingled where they’d touched.
“Welcome back,” the doctor said quietly. “You gave us a scare.”
I blinked again, trying to focus. The last image that flashed behind my eyes was the pool, shimmering, full, the girls moving through it like light.
I swallowed hard, the taste of dust still in my mouth.
“Where…” I managed, my voice cracked and low.
“You’re safe,” the nurse said, brushing a hand across my forehead. “You were found near an abandoned property. No one else around.”
Her words hit me but they didn’t land. My gaze drifted to the heart monitor beside me, the soft green line pulsing, the faint electronic beep marking time.
The smell of sun and metal still clung somewhere deep in me. I could almost hear them, three voices layered over one another, fading out with the sound of my name.
“Don’t fight it,” one of them whispered, though maybe it was just in my head.
I closed my eyes. The beeping steadied. The light stayed white.
They wheeled me down a corridor that smelled of disinfectant and old air-conditioning. The wheels squeaked on the tile. Every light was too bright, the white walls too clean. I tried to lift my head but it felt full of sand.
They stopped in a smaller room, curtains, a chair, a single window showing nothing but parking lot glare. Someone adjusted the blanket over me and clipped another monitor to my finger. The beeping started again, slower now.
A woman came in with a clipboard, badge swinging from her lanyard. She was calm, kind-looking, the kind of voice you hear in waiting rooms. “I’m Sarah,” she said. “I’m from social services!” she added oddly cheerfully. “You’ve been out in the heat a long time. We just need to ask you a few questions.”
I nodded. My throat still ached.
“Can you tell me your name?”
I began to, but then the strangest thing: I couldn’t remember it.
She looked down at the form unperturbed by my odd lapse of memory. “Do you have anyone you can stay with? Family, friends, next of kin?”
“No.” My voice cracked. “No one.”
“Okay, that’s good, that’s fine.” She wrote something, pen scratching lightly. “Do you have an address?” she asked like it was typical to hear a no half the time.
I hesitated, then said it. The coordinates, the old property’s name, the one burned into my driver’s license.
She paused. Looked up. Pursed her lips. The nurse at the foot of the bed had frozen mid-motion, a folded sheet still in her hands. They exchanged a quick glance, barely a second, but enough.
Sarah cleared her throat, professional again. “You… were living there?”
“Yes. It’s mine. I’ve been there awhile.”
The nurse looked at the floor, then busied herself with a tray.
Sarah put her pen down. “That site’s been closed off for years,” she said slowly. “No active power, no water service. It’s been condemned.”
I frowned. “That’s not right. I’ve been living there. There’s a generator . . . ”
The nurse glanced at her again, quiet, uneasy. Sarah lowered her clipboard now, softened her tone. “Sometimes heat can make people confused. You were severely dehydrated. The team that brought you in said it looked like nobody had been on that property in decades.”
I tried to sit up, but the IV line tugged at my arm. “No. There were people there. We have guests all the time. You should see it.”
Sarah nodded, writing something without looking at me. “We’ll talk more once you’ve rested. For now, you just need fluids.”
She smiled, polite, practiced, but the glance she gave the nurse said something else, something between concern and disbelief.
The nurse adjusted the monitor, murmured to herself, and left the room. Sarah followed, the clipboard pressed to her chest.
Through the crack of the closing door, I caught their voices low in the hall.
“…he said the property…”
“…could be heatstroke, hallucination…”
“…someone should check, but . . .  ”
The door shut.
The only sound left was the beep of the heart monitor, steady and distant, like an echo from somewhere else.
I woke to the sound of a cart rolling and the hiss of the air vent. The light in the room had changed; it wasn’t sunlight now but the cold white of fluorescents. My mouth was dry again, my tongue sticking to my teeth. I could hear the steady rhythm of the heart monitor, slow, too steady, as if it wasn’t really mine.
A nurse pushed the curtain aside with her hip and came in quietly. She was younger than the others, dark hair pulled back, mask hanging under her chin. Her eyes caught the light for a second, and I froze. The shape of her face, the tilt of her jaw, it was her. Or it could have been her.
“Evening!” she said, without looking up from her tray. Her voice was clipped, professional. She set down a small vial, tapped it once with her finger, then undid the tube feeding me.
I tried to speak, but the sound rasped out of me, broken.
She didn’t seem to notice. She wrapped me in a blood pressure monitor. Her name tag swung toward me when she leaned in, but the letters blurred before I could read them.
She looked at the monitor, adjusted the bulb, made a note on her clipboard. Everything she did was mechanical, smooth. But her hands were trembling slightly. As sign?
I swallowed. “Rae?”
She froze for half a second, then kept writing. “Try not to talk,” she said softly.
Her tone was even, but her eyes flicked toward the door, quick, nervous.
“It’s you,” I said. The room tilted slightly.
She checked the IV line, the heart monitor, the chart again. Then she turned toward the door as if she’d forgotten something. But no one was there.
When she turned back, she leaned in too close, so fast that I could feel her breath on my ear before I could react.
“Come back to us,” she whispered, so quiet it barely registered as sound. “We love you — please!”
Then she straightened, smoothed her scrub top, and walked out like nothing had happened and the door clicked shut behind her.
The IV pump clicked once, twice, then steadied. My arm felt heavy.
I stared at the ceiling tiles, trying to breathe evenly, but every blink sent flashes of the pool, the light on the water, their faces half-lit, laughing.
The monitor beeped slower.
I could still feel her breath against my ear, warm and human.
“Come back,” I repeated to the empty room, but my voice didn’t sound like my own.
The edges of the world began to dissolve again, the walls bending, the air thickening. I thought I smelled salt and sun and hot metal, faint but unmistakable.
Somewhere, under the steady beeping, I heard water moving. Then the sound faded, replaced again by silence so bright it hurt.
I don’t remember closing my eyes. The beeping of the monitor had folded into the background, and then even that was gone.
When I opened them again, I was lying on the deck. Not the hospital bed, but boards under my back, the heat of them soaking into my skin. The sky above was cloudless and deep, the color impossibly blue.
I sat up slowly. The pool was full again. Water glinting dark blue, light flashing off the surface. A breeze moved through the compound, stirring dust and heat. The air smelled like it had before, river minerals, metal, sun on skin.
But everything was too still.
No voices. No laughter.
The boards weren’t warped anymore. They were clean, straight, sanded smooth. The door to the house stood open, the curtain fluttering inside.
I got to my feet, moving slowly, waiting for the feel of the IV line in my arm. There was nothing. Just bare skin, dry now, warm from the sun.
I walked across the deck. Each step sounded right, wood flexing, wind in the beams. But the silence followed me.
Inside, the kitchen was spotless. Mugs on the counter. A glass half full of water. The hum of the fridge. The light falling across the floor exactly like it had the morning I woke tangled in Rae’s legs.
But no one was there.
The hallway stretched quiet. Sheets on the bed, rumpled, one of my shirts draped across the chair. A damp towel on the hook.
I touched the glass. It was warm. Real.
“Rae?” I said. Not loud. Just enough to try.
Nothing.
“Maddy?”
The wind shifted outside.
I stepped back out. The pool shimmered, a single ripple moving across its surface.
Someone had been in.
“Lex?”
A door creaked behind me. I turned, but there was no one. The compound stood silent, as if it had exhaled everything and was holding still, waiting.
Then I heard it. A splash. Soft. Behind the pool.
I moved quickly now, stepping down onto the dirt, my bare feet kicking up heat.
Behind the pool, I found a towel, still damp, crumpled in the dust. Beside it, a set of small wet footprints leading back toward the boards.
They had come back. Or maybe I had.
Either way, we were here.
I stepped into the pool without climbing the ladder, sliding over the edge and into the water. It was warm, perfect, wrapped around me instantly.
I closed my eyes and waited.
And then I felt it, fingertips brushing my ankle under the surface.
Then another hand, soft, pressing to the back of my thigh.
They didn’t speak. But I didn’t need them to.
I let the water hold me again, and breathed deep, like someone who’d just been let home.
The water shifted. A ripple, then two. I turned slowly, the sunlight bouncing hard off the surface, stinging my eyes.
Rae rose first, just her head and shoulders breaking the water. Her hair was pushed back, beads running down her cheeks. She didn’t smile. She just looked at me, eyes steady, like she was checking to make sure I was really there.
Then Maddy surfaced beside her, close enough that their arms brushed. She blinked at me like she’d just woken from a nap, her lips parting, but she said nothing. Her expression wasn’t shy now, it was calm. Expectant.
Lex came last. Her head broke the surface behind me, then her arms slid up over my shoulders. Her skin was wet and warm and smelled like the air had before everything dried out. She pressed close, her breasts flattening softly against my back.
“We were scared you weren’t going to come back,” she whispered into my ear.
“I didn’t know I could,” I said.
“You almost didn’t.” Rae moved closer. The water swirled gently as she did. “They tried to take you.”
“They said no one was here,” I murmured. “They said it was all gone.”
Maddy reached forward, brushing her fingers along my ribs. “But you know better than them.”
Lex’s hands slid down my chest. “You feel it.”
Rae nodded. “You choose it.”
Maddy’s mouth pressed to my collarbone. Her breath warmed the skin she kissed. “We waited for you.”
The sound of the world narrowed again. No wind. No birds. No machines. Just their bodies and the water and the tiny, rhythmic sound of droplets sliding across skin.
Lex kissed the back of my neck and said, “They’ll try again. You know they will.”
I turned slightly in her arms. “Let them.”
Maddy floated forward, her body grazing mine under the surface. “You’re sure now?”
“I know where I belong.”
Rae smiled then, small, soft, real. She placed her hand on my chest, just above my heart. “Then let’s make you stay this time.”
Lex pulled me back against her. Maddy pressed into my side. Rae moved in front of me, wrapping her arms around my neck. All of them touching me at once again. Not to tease. Not to arouse. But to join with me.
Their skin felt like heat and breath and memory, all layered and real.
“Don’t leave us again,” Rae said.
“Even if they call you,” Maddy added.
“Even if they beg you,” Lex whispered.
“I won’t,” I said.
Rae kissed me, slow and deep. Maddy’s arms circled my waist. Lex bit gently at my shoulder. The pool swayed around us, water rising up the walls and falling again like slow breath.
They lead me out of the pool and took me by hand back to the house, to the bedroom.
The bed was cool when they laid me back onto it. Maddy straddled my thighs, her skin still wet, her body already pulsing with heat. Rae curled against my right side, her hand gliding up my chest, slow, steady, like she was still learning the shape of me. Lex settled on my other side, head resting near my shoulder, her breath grazing my neck as her fingers trailed lower.
Maddy was already moving her hips, slow circles, teasing friction, dragging herself against me without taking me in. Her eyes were heavy-lidded but playful, her hands on my ribs, her fingers flexing every time I groaned.
Rae shifted closer and opened a worn book that I hadn’t noticed before. The pages were yellowed, water-damaged, its spine cracked.
“Listen to this,” she murmured, her voice low and amused. “Old desert myths. Djinn stories. We found them.”
Lex laughed under her breath. “Maybe you put them there. Before you forgot.”
Maddy leaned forward and kissed my stomach. “Or maybe they’re warnings. For men like you.” She laughed and flicked her tongue against my skin.
Rae cleared her throat theatrically and read: “Djinn are drawn to those who wander alone. Especially those who look for water where there isn’t any. They whisper in dreams. They slip beneath the skin. They find men who yearn, and give them exactly what they need.”
She flicked her tongue across my nipple. “Sound familiar?” She giggled.
Lex’s hand wrapped around me, her grip firm now. “The myths say they seduce. They drain. They take. And the man thinks he’s in heaven. But he’s not. He’s somewhere better.”
Maddy pushed herself higher on her knees, lined me up under her, and paused with me just at the tip of her. “What if that’s what we are?”
I looked up at her. She was flushed, biting her lip. Her hips trembled with need. But her eyes were clear. Focused.
“I’d let you,” I said.
She slid down onto me, slow, inch by inch, her mouth falling open as she did. Her breath caught, and then she started to move again in slow, grounding strokes.
Lex leaned over my chest, still stroking me where Maddy didn’t cover me. “The story says the man never leaves the desert after that. Not really. Even if they pull him out. Even if they bring him home. He’s always half there. He can never really leave.”
Rae’s fingers drifted down, brushing the base of me where Maddy’s body met mine. “But he doesn’t care,” she said. “Because he’s fed. And because they make him feel what no real woman ever could.” She laughed. They  all laughed, and glanced at each other.
Maddy moaned and moved harder now, her hands planted on my chest, her hair falling forward. She raised and lowered herself on me and cried.
Lex kissed my jaw. “So maybe you’re already half way there.”
Rae whispered: “Maybe we are the desert demons. And you’re our water we’re drinking down.” She laughed.
I thrust up into Maddy and she gasped. Rae pressed her mouth to mine. Lex licked the edge of my ear and said, “Let us empty you.”
Rae turned another page with a damp fingertip. The paper stuck, tore slightly. “Listen,” she said, her voice catching as Maddy’s rhythm on me deepened. She flicked her tongue against my ear. “It says the djinn drink desire. They live off it. They find men lost to thirst and make them forget the difference between body and mirage.”
Maddy laughed breathlessly. “Sure sounds like us.”
Her hips lifted and rolled, her wetness audible. “You’re thirsty, aren’t you?”
Lex’s hand cupped the back of my neck, guiding my face toward her breast. “Now he’s drowning,” she murmured. Her nipple brushed my lips, salt and sweat. “That’s what happens before the djinn take you underm with them.”
I sucked on her greedily.
Rae leaned down, her mouth near my ear. “The book says the man starts to dream while he’s still awake. Because his body belongs to them, but his mind drifts.” She kissed the edge of my jaw. “Are you drifting?”
I could barely breathe. “Yeah, I think so. I think I’m in a hospital.”
“Good,” she said. “Then you’re doing everything right.”
Maddy slowed, grinding now instead of rising and falling. Every movement deliberate, her body shivering with effort. Her hands pressed flat against my chest, pinning me. She whispered, “The book says they keep him there until he can’t remember his own name.”
Lex smiled against my throat. “We already took that. What’s your name?”
I still couldn’t remember it.
Rae set the book aside. “There’s another part, about how they choose whether to give him back. Sometimes they don’t.” She ran her tongue up the side of my face. “Would you even want to go back though?”
“No,” I said, knowing that was the right answer.
Maddy trembled and let out a soft sound that wasn’t quite a word. Rae’s hand joined hers at my chest; Lex’s fingers slipped lower, finding the place where Maddy’s body met mine. The three of them moved together, their breaths crossing in uneven rhythm. Every touch felt new to them, every reaction studied, learned.
Rae said quietly, “It says the desert men always think they found love. But it’s really something far more ancient than that.”
Lex kissed the hollow beneath my ear. “You’re feeding us.”
Maddy moaned again, higher this time, her movements frantic for a moment before she steadied. “Don’t stop,” she whispered, “please don’t stop.”
Rae’s mouth covered mine as Maddy came apart above me, body shaking, her voice breaking into short gasps. Lex’s hand pressed harder at the base of me, milking the last of it from both of us. The sound of it, skin, breath, the slap of bodies, filled the room like the hum of the heat outside.
When it was over, Maddy fell forward, forehead to my chest, laughing softly. Rae traced lazy circles on her back. Lex rolled onto her side, one arm across my waist. The book lay open beside us, pages fluttering in the faint breeze from the cracked window.
Rae looked at it, then at me. “Maybe these silly old myths were supposed to be warnings.”
“Maybe,” I said.
Lex smiled, eyes half-closed. “Oops, too late now.”
Maddy murmured, “I’m sure he doesn’t mind.”
I didn’t. I heard the beeping of a heart monitor faintly, but then fade again.
Rae picked the book back up, lying half across my stomach now, her hair fanning over my skin. The pages were thin and yellow. It was the cheapest of the newsprint soft-covers, a gaudy image of crystal ball and an old crone rubbing it. “Here,” she said, running a finger down a column of cramped writing. “It says that once the djinn claim a man, they test him. To see if he’ll ever try to leave them.”
Lex propped herself on an elbow beside me, her hand moving idly across my chest. “And if he does?” She asked Rae but stared at me. It was like she already knew the answer.
“They make him forget what he came out into the desert looking for,” Rae read. Her voice dropped lower. “They twist his dreams all around until he can’t tell which world is real anymore.”
Maddy rolled onto her side, still flushed, a lazy grin on her face. “That sounds like something we’d do, to be honest.” She laughed.
Lex’s fingers brushed my throat, then drifted lower, slow enough to make me shiver. “Maybe we already are doing that.” She looked at me. “You ever want to leave?”
I shook my head. “No.”
Rae smiled at that, soft, pleased. “Then you’re safe,” she said. “Aren’t you.”
Maddy crawled up between my legs again, dragging the sheet with her. “What if we test him anyway?”
Lex laughed quietly. “He’d fail on purpose.”
Rae turned another page, scanning. “There’s more.” She frowned, mouthing a few words. “It says the man begins to crave their touch the way the desert craves rain. That once he’s been with them, the taste alone can’t satisfy him.”
Lex leaned over and bit my shoulder lightly. “That’s true enough.”
Maddy’s lips trailed a line down my stomach, the movement slow and teasing. “What if that’s not a curse?”
Rae set the book aside again and moved up to kiss her. “That’s only how it starts.”
Their mouths met over me, slow and uncoordinated, the sound wet and soft. Lex’s hand slipped around my length, already half hard again. She stroked lazily, eyes half closed, her voice a whisper against my jaw. “The stories say he forgets how to live without them. Eating, bathing, even how to get up in the morning.”
Rae drew back from Maddy and looked down at me. “You want to forget all of that?”
“Yes.”
Lex lifted her head, smiling. “Good.” She shifted her hips, lowered herself onto me, sighing when she took me in. “Then we’ll make you remember only us.”
Rae kissed her neck, whispering something I couldn’t catch. Maddy moved to my other side, guiding Lex’s rhythm with her hands on her hips. They were slow, the room filled with their breathing and the sound of skin sliding over skin.
Rae looked back at the open book, her voice unsteady now. “It says it’s possible that he never wakes again.”
Lex’s eyes met mine. “Maybe that’s not so bad, right?” she said in a tiny, catching voice, panting with each thrust down my cock.
Maddy’s head dropped back, her hair spilling over her shoulders, her voice breaking on a moan. “Then we should let him sleep,” she whispered.
Rae reached for my hand and pressed it to her breast. “And dream abut us forever and ever.”
The bed creaked. The light through the window flickered with heat. I couldn’t tell if the words in the book were still being read, or if they were already happening.
Lex moved slower now, more deliberate. Rae leaned against her back, kissing the slope of her shoulder while her fingers slid down to guide her rhythm. Maddy lay across my chest, watching them both, her chin resting on my sternum, her breath steady.
Rae reached for the book again, the corner of a page damp from her thigh. “It says,” she began, reading between breaths, “that the djinn sometimes mark a man. So when he wakes, he still feels them under his skin.”
Lex smiled faintly, tracing her fingernail up my chest. “Did we do that.”
“How?” Rae asked.
“Any way that stays.”
Lex voice came low, almost a growl. “He’ll feel me forever then.” She pressed down hard, taking me all the way, then held still, trembling. “Right here.”
Maddy slid lower, her mouth finding the base of Lex’s throat, kissing the pulse there. “Then he’ll remember every beat.”
Rae set the book aside. “It says the mark glows when the man lies. When he tries to pretend they weren’t real.” She smiled, her lips brushing Maddy’s ear. “You won’t ever do that, will you?”
“No.”
Rae’s mouth curved. “No.”
Lex began to move again, deeper, slower. Rae kissed her, and Maddy lifted her head to watch, eyes dark, her hand sliding between my legs to feel where they joined. She rubbed her fingers there, silky and hot, then brought them to my mouth. I took them in without thinking, tasting them, tasting Maddy, the air thick around us.
Rae whispered something into Lex hair, words too soft to catch, but Lex nodded and moved faster, her body tight, her breath breaking. Maddy climbed higher, straddling my chest, her skin hot against my mouth. “Use your tongue,” she whispered. “It’s part of the ritual.”
Rae laughed softly. “Everything is, according to that book.”
Lex looked down at her. “You think we made it up?”
Rae’s hand slid between Lex’s legs, pressing where I moved inside her. “No,” she said quietly. “I think we just remembered it.”
The rhythm built again, slow but heavy, each breath syncing with the others until it was hard to tell whose sound was whose. The bed shook faintly, the light pulsed against the wall. Lex’s fingers dug into my chest; Maddy’s thighs tightened around my head; Rae’s voice broke into small gasps that matched the pulse of movement.
Rae found the page again blindly and whispered, “It says when the man’s heart matches theirs, they stop being separate.”
Maddy looked at me through half-closed eyes. “Then we’re close.”
Lex’s body clenched around me once, twice, then she cried out, her head falling forward onto Rae’s shoulder. Rae followed, her voice caught in a small sob, and Maddy came last, shaking above me, whispering my name over and over.
When the sounds faded, the book lay open beside us, a single line visible in the light: He sleeps; the desert keeps him.
Their breathing had slowed, but the room still felt alive, heat trapped between our bodies, the faint rhythm of their hearts against my skin. Maddy lay across my chest, one leg thrown over me, her cheek pressed to my shoulder. Rae’s head rested on my other arm, fingers tracing lazy circles over my stomach. Lex sat upright at the edge of the bed, watching the two of them, eyes dark and thoughtful.
The book lay open on the floor, pages moving slightly in the heat that came through the window. No one spoke for a long time. Just the sound of air moving in and out, skin sliding faintly when one of them shifted.
Rae broke the silence first. “There’s a way,” she said quietly. “If you want to stay.”
Maddy lifted her head. “Rae.”
I looked between them. “Stay?”
Lex turned her head slowly. “With us. Here. Where it doesn’t fade.”
Rae’s fingers paused against my skin. “But it’s not something we should talk about,” she murmured. “Not unless you mean it.”
“I do,” I said. “Tell me.”
Maddy sat up, the sheet slipping from her shoulders. “We’re not supposed to show him yet.”
Lex didn’t look away. “He’s already seen enough.”
They exchanged glances, something uncertain, silent, but Rae reached down beside the bed, feeling along the edge of the floorboards. When her hand came back up, she was holding a small glass vial no longer than her thumb. The liquid inside was cloudy, amber-colored, catching the light like melted metal.
She held it out between two fingers. “All you have to do is drink this, apparently.” She shrugged like she knew nothing, really, about it.
The room seemed to narrow around it. Even the air stopped moving.
“What is it?” I asked.
Rae’s eyes dropped to the vial. “It’s just the way you get to stay.”
Lex leaned closer, brushing my hair back from my forehead. “The way not to die here.”
Maddy’s voice was small. “The way we make it last for you. Forever.”
I looked from one to the other. Their faces were soft, flushed, uncertain. They weren’t teasing now. There was something in the air, hesitation, fear, devotion all tangled together.
Rae placed the vial in my hand. It was cool. Heavier than it looked.
“It won’t hurt you,” she said. “You’ll just fall asleep for a while. And when you wake up, you’ll still be here. But you’ll never leave again.”
Lex’s hand rested on my thigh. “You’ll never wake up anywhere else. Not in the desert, not in that horrible hospital.”
Maddy took my wrist gently, her fingers trembling against mine. “But you have to want it. You have to choose us.”
I looked at them, their bodies pressed close, the scent of them still on my skin, their heat still pulsing through the sheets, and I knew I did. I wanted to stay exactly like this, in that impossible stillness where nothing outside the room existed.
Rae watched me, her lips parted, her voice barely a whisper. “Say you want us.”
“I want you.”
She nodded once, slow, and closed my fingers around the vial.
“Then drink it now.”
They all leaned in closer, watching me intensively, eyes dilating, mouths hanging open.
I held it up between my thumb and forefinger, the light catching in the glass. The liquid shimmered faintly, like oil on water, gold, then amber, then clear again. It looked alive. And heavy in a way that didn’t make sense for its size.
Rae watched me from the pillow, chin propped on her hand. “It’s not much,” she said softly. “But it’s enough.”
Lex moved closer, crawling across the sheets until she was beside me. Her bare shoulder brushed my arm. “It has to be your choice,” she murmured. “We can’t tell you when. Or help you.”
Maddy sat back on her heels at the foot of the bed, her hair a mess, her cheeks flushed. She was biting her lip, eyes flicking between my face and the vial. “He’s thinking too much again,” she said.
“I’m not,” I said. My voice came out hoarse, dry.
“You always do,” Rae said, smiling faintly. She reached up and touched my jaw, guiding my gaze back to the vial. “That’s how we found you. Lost in your own head. That’s how you got here.”
Lex leaned in closer until I could feel her breath against my cheek. “We’ve been waiting for this part.”
The air felt still. None of them moved now except to breathe. The room smelled of heat, of skin and faint sweat and something metallic, like a storm that was brewing.
I turned the vial slowly. The liquid clung to the sides, leaving trails before settling again. When I tipped it slightly, a single bubble rose and caught the light.
“What happens after?” I asked.
Rae’s voice was barely a whisper. “You’ll see us as we are.”
“Not like this?”
She shook her head. “This is the dream.”
Lex’s hand slid onto my thigh. “Like new eyes.”
Maddy crawled forward now, kneeling between my legs, her hands resting on my knees. “We’ll still be here,” she said. “But you’ll be different. You’ll become one of us.”
Her eyes were wide, bright, full of something like fear and excitement mixed. She looked like she was trying to memorize the moment.
Rae’s hand closed over mine, the one holding the vial. “You’ll know the second it touches your lips.”
Lex’s face was only inches from mine. “If you drink, you stay forever. If you don’t…” She didn’t finish.
Maddy whispered, “He will.”
They were all so close now their warmth blended together, their hair brushing against my arms, their eyes locked on me as if the world would end or begin depending on what I did next.
I looked at the vial again, the light bending through it, the faint swirl inside that moved like something alive. My fingers tightened around it.
Their breathing changed, shallow, expectant, synchronized.
Rae whispered, “Go on.”
Lex’s lips barely moved. “We’re ready.”
Maddy’s hand slid higher up my thigh. “Do it.”
I popped the tiny cork out the top. Their faces came closer around me. The glass felt cool against my lip. All their faces leaned back like it was they were were drinking it. I opened my lips.
The knock hit like a gunshot. Three quick raps, sharp, solid, echoing through the still heat of the house. The girls flinched at once. Maddy gasped, snatching the vial from my hand before I could react.
“Hide it!” Rae hissed.
Lex was already moving. She pulled the sheet from the bed, wrapping it around herself as she darted to the corner near the old dresser. Maddy stuffed the vial under the mattress, hands shaking. Rae grabbed my arm. “Don’t answer,” she whispered. “Don’t say anything.”
The knock came again. Louder this time.
Maddy’s eyes were wide, scared now, all the playfulness gone. “They shouldn’t be here,” she said. “No one comes here.”
Another knock. A man’s voice, muffled but steady: “Hello? Anyone inside?”
Lex pressed her back to the wall, breathing fast. “He heard something. He knows.”
“Who?” I asked.
They didn’t answer. Rae just pushed me toward the door, her hand flat against my chest. “You go. Just you.”
“Why?”
“Because he can only see you,” she said. “He can’t see us.”
I glanced back at the bed, the rumpled sheets, the faint indentation where their bodies had been. The air still smelled of them, thick and warm. Maddy was crouched low, her hands clasped tight. Lex had gone silent, eyes locked on the door.
The knock came again, slower now, deliberate. Impatient. “Know you’re in there,” it called. “Don’t make me.”
I took a breath, my pulse heavy in my ears, and crossed the room. The boards creaked under my feet. When I reached for the doorknob, I could feel their eyes on me, could feel Rae’s fingers press against the small of my back for a heartbeat before she slipped away.
I opened the door.
A man stood there in the glare, tall, sunburned, a clipboard in his hand. His beige shirt bore a faded county emblem that appeared also on a crest on the centre of his hat. The light behind him was blinding, turning the world outside into a white haze.
He squinted at me. “Sir? You the owner of this property?”
I hesitated. “Yeah.”
He looked past me, into the dim interior. “We got a report someone might be squatting out here. Haven’t seen activity on this site in years.”
“It’s just me,” I said.
He frowned. “You alone?”
I could feel the heat of the girls behind me, their presence like static in the air. Rae’s whisper brushed my ear from somewhere near the shadows: “Don’t let him in.”
The man shaded his eyes, trying to see further inside. “You sure everything’s alright? You look a little pale.”
“Just the heat,” I said.
He nodded slowly, unconvinced. “Mind if I take a quick look around?”
Rae’s voice again, firmer: “No!”
I swallowed hard. “It’s fine,” I said. “No need.”
The man studied me for a moment, then stepped back. “Alright. Just checking. Your take care of yourself out here.”
He turned and started back toward the blinding light.
I closed the door.
When I turned around, the room was empty. No Rae. No Maddy. No Lex. Only the faint scent of their skin. I heard a tiny clink and saw the vial roll on the floor and under the bed.
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