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Talked into Taking it all Off to Dance at the Midsummer Fest

Faye couldn't remember whose brilliant idea it had been to spend Midsummer in rural Sweden, but as she stood amid the sea of white-clad strangers, she was quite certain she wanted to murder them.

"Isn't this amazing?" Rachel twirled beside her, the white sundress she'd purchased specially for the occasion billowing like sea foam around her knees. Her blonde hair was already adorned with wildflowers, woven into a crown by one of the local women who'd taken an immediate shine to her. "It's exactly like I imagined!"

Of course it is, Faye thought. Rachel had been banging on about Swedish midsummer traditions for weeks, ever since they'd all agreed to come—a cultural experience, a chance to dance around flower-wreathed maypoles and drink honeyed mead beneath the midnight sun. What she hadn't mentioned was the way the locals would keep eyeing their group—the university students, the obvious tourists—with particular interest, speaking rapidly in Swedish while gesturing intimidatingly in their direction.

Rachel’s frothy twirling continued. "Look at all the flowers! I've never seen so many in my life!"

The small park had indeed been transformed into something from a fairy tale—wildflowers carpeted the ground, and elaborate garlands hung from every available surface. The villagers, all dressed in traditional white clothing embroidered with colourful threads, moved through the celebration with the easy confidence of those following ancient patterns.

"Yeah, brilliant," Faye murmured, tucking a strand of brown hair behind her ear.

"Cheer up, Faye," said James, slinging an arm around her shoulders. "You look like you're at a funeral, not a festival."

"Sorry," she said automatically. "It's just… everyone's staring at us."

"Because we're gorgeous," laughed Mia, another enthusiastic member of their group. "Or… because we're ‘the foreigners’ and stick out like a sore thumb. Either way, who cares?"

Faye caught Lucas shooting Ravi a silent look that conveyed the full force of an in-joke cultivated over years of friendship. The implication, Faye knew, was that it was Ravi—with his markedly non-Scandinavian complexion—who made their group stick out quite so clearly. As expected, Ravi punched Lucas playfully in response.

The six of them had become fast friends during their first year at university—three young women, three young men, none of them coupled and all studying different subjects, but brought together by shared accommodation and a mutual love of adventure. Well, five of them loved adventure. Faye reluctantly acquiesced in their adventures to avoid being left behind.

"Do you understand what they're saying?" Faye whispered to Lucas, who'd taken a semester of Swedish and fancied himself fluent.

He shrugged, running a hand through his blond curls. "Something about traditions and… virgins? I think?"

Virgins? Faye felt her cheeks flush. At twenty-one, she wasn't one herself… not technically at least. But she wasn't exactly experienced either. One fumbling night with her first-semester fling hardly qualified her as worldly. Still, the idea that the locals might be gossiping about her in such terms, the idea that they could somehow intuit her inexperience from a distance… It cut deep.

Before Faye could further dwell on her discomfort, a stout woman with silver-streaked blonde hair approached their group, her arms laden with neatly folded white linens. Her face was weathered but kind, creasing into a smile as she stopped before them.

"Välkomna till vår midsommarfest," the woman said, her voice warm and melodic. "Vi hoppas att ni deltar i våra traditioner. Här är kläder för ceremonin."

Five blank faces turned toward Lucas, who shifted uncomfortably under the sudden attention.

"Um… tack så mycket," he attempted, then faltered. "Vi är… glada att vara här?"

The woman's eyebrows rose slightly, and she let out a good-natured chuckle. "Perhaps English would be better, yes?" Her accent was thick but her words clear. "Welcome to our midsummer celebration. We are pleased to have visitors joining us. I bring traditional clothes for the ceremony later."

She began distributing the garments—simple white dresses for the women, loose shirts and trousers for the men, all with delicate floral embroidery along the hems in green, yellow, red, and blue.

"This is brilliant!" James exclaimed, holding up his shirt. "Proper authentic, isn't it?"

Mia was already examining the intricate needlework. "The detail is gorgeous. Did you make these yourself?"

The woman nodded, pleased. "Many hands in the village work on the festival clothes. It is tradition for all to wear white for the blessing."

Faye clutched her bundle to her chest, a knot forming in her stomach. The cloth was impossibly thin, almost translucent in the bright summer light. The thought of parading around in what amounted to little more than a nightgown made her pulse quicken uncomfortably.

"Thank you, but I've actually come prepared," Rachel piped up, gesturing to her sundress. "Though these are absolutely beautiful!"

The Swedish woman's eyes lingered on Rachel's dress, then shifted to Faye, who was trying her best to disappear behind Ravi's shoulder.

"The white dress is good," the woman nodded to Rachel, "but our garments are… special. Blessed for the ceremony." Her gaze remained fixed on Faye. "Especially important for the youngest maiden."

Lucas leaned in, whispering, "I think she means you, Faye."

"Yeah, I got that, thanks… But why me?" Faye hissed back.

The woman's smile widened. "You have the look of our summer virgin. It is a great honour."

Faye felt the blood drain from her face. "I—I don't—"

"She'd be delighted," Mia interjected, nudging Faye forward. "Wouldn't you, Faye? It's a cultural experience!"

The woman placed a gentle hand on Faye's shoulder, her touch surprisingly warm through the thin fabric of Faye's t-shirt. "Yes, you are perfect. The summer virgin is the centrepiece of our celebration. Your innocence will bring good harvest."

Faye swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry. "What exactly does the… ‘centrepiece’ do?" she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

The woman's eyes twinkled with something Faye couldn't quite identify. "All in good time, dear one. All in good time."

Desperate to escape the woman's knowing gaze, Faye gestured to the bundle of white fabric in her arms. "Um, where should we change? Into these, I mean?"

The older woman glanced around at the villagers, many of whom were already adjusting their garments or helping each other with flower crowns, seemingly unconcerned about modesty. "We are not shy here about our bodies," she said with a light shrug. "But if you prefer privacy…" She pointed toward a copse of silver birch trees. "Down by the stream, there is a small clearing. The trees will shield you from view."

"Thank you," Faye said quickly, already backing away. "We'll just… go there, then."

As the six made their way toward the indicated spot, Rachel linked arms with Faye, grinning wickedly. "The summer virgin! How perfect!"

"Shut up," Faye muttered, her cheeks burning.

"Don't be such a prude," Mia laughed, skipping ahead. "It's probably just symbolic. You'll light a candle or something."

James nudged Lucas. "I don't know, mate. These old pagan rituals can get pretty wild. They might expect her to dance naked around the maypole."

"Or sacrifice a goat," Ravi added with mock seriousness.

"You're all hilarious," Faye said, her voice tight. "Really, comedic geniuses."

The path dipped down toward a small, clear stream that burbled cheerfully over smooth stones. The clearing beside it was dappled with sunlight filtering through the leaves, creating shifting patterns on the soft grass.

"Come on, summer virgin," Lucas teased, tugging playfully at Faye's sleeve. "Time to get into your ceremonial gown."

Faye clutched the white dress to her chest. "Could you all… turn around, please?"

James rolled his eyes. "After three years of living together? Nothing we haven't seen before, Faye."

"We haven't lived together naked," she protested.

"Speak for yourself," Mia quipped, already pulling her top over her head without a trace of self-consciousness. Her bright pink bra stood out starkly against her tanned skin.

One by one, her friends began to undress, laughing and joking as they did. The boys made a show of flexing for each other, comparing biceps and laughing at Lucas’s farmer's tan.

"Christ, mate, did you wear a t-shirt to the beach?" James snorted, pointing at the stark line between Lucas’s pale torso and sun-darkened arms.

"Not all of us are exhibitionists," Lucas retorted, throwing his shirt at James’s face.

Faye stood frozen, her heart pounding. She'd managed to keep a certain physical distance from her male friends over the years—separate bedrooms, changing behind locked doors, always wearing a dressing gown between bathroom and bedroom. The thought of them seeing her in just her underwear made her stomach clench.

"Could you at least look away?" she pleaded, addressing the boys specifically.

James made an exaggerated show of covering his eyes. "Your virtue is safe with us, summer virgin."

"Seriously, Faye, we're all adults here," Mia said, now standing in just her matching pink underwear set. "Besides, I've heard these three talking about your arse when they're drunk. They’re clearly appreciative."

"Mia!" Rachel gasped, though she was grinning as she unhooked her bra.

Faye's face burned crimson. "That's—that's not helping!"

Turning her back to the group, she hastily pulled off her t-shirt, then immediately unfolded the white dress and slipped it over her head, tugging it down as quickly as possible. The fabric settled around her like cool water, impossibly soft against her skin. With the dress safely covering her torso and upper thighs, she awkwardly shimmied out of her jeans, bending at the knees to work them down without lifting the hem of the dress.

"The summer virgin performs the sacred trouser dance," Lucas narrated in a theatrical voice.

"Piss off," Faye muttered, kicking her jeans away with more force than necessary.

"You look lovely," Rachel said softly, reaching out to adjust the neckline of Faye's dress. "Really, you do. You were made for this."

The dress was lighter than anything Faye had ever worn, the fabric so fine it seemed to float around her body. It was cut simply but elegantly, with loose sleeves that were gathered at the forearm. The hem settled midway down her thighs, and the embroidery—delicate wildflowers in sunset hues—garlanded her arms and neckline.

"These shoes aren't going to work with these trousers," James said, looking down at his trainers with a frown.

"Go barefoot," Mia suggested, already kicking off her sandals. "It's traditional anyway."

"Yeah, I think that’s what we're meant to do," Ravi agreed, already unlacing his shoes.

The six of them stood in a loose circle, taking in each other's transformed appearances. The simple white garments had an almost magical effect, lending them all an otherworldly quality that seemed perfectly suited to the ancient celebration they were all about to experience.

"I have to admit," Rachel said, running her hands across the embroidery of Mia's dress, "these are actually a lot better than my sundress. The embroidery is exquisite. I’m glad I changed."

Ravi twirled in his loose white trousers and shirt. "Do I look sufficiently Swedish now?"

"You look like you're about to start a very progressive yoga retreat," Lucas teased, adjusting his own collar.

As they moved about, the sunlight filtering through the birch trees illuminated just how thin the fabric truly was. James let out a low whistle as Rachel turned, the outline of her body clearly visible through her dress.

"Bloody hell, Rachel," he said, eyes widening. "Decided to burn your bra before we burn a wicker man?"

Rachel tossed her blonde hair over her shoulder with a confident smile. "It would've ruined the lines of this dress. Besides, it's liberating."

The boys exchanged appreciative glances that didn't go unnoticed by the women.

"Enjoying the view, are we?" Rachel asked, though she didn't seem particularly bothered by their attention.

Mia looked down at her own dress with a groan. "Shit, you can see my bra clear as day through this." She tugged at the fabric by her hips, revealing the unmistakable outline of her bright pink underwear. "Should've gone with white like Rachel. Or nothing at all."

"Nothing at all sounds perfect!" Lucas suggested with an exaggerated waggle of his eyebrows. "Very authentic. Very pagan."

"You know what? You're right." Without ceremony, Mia reached her hand behind her back, unhooked her bra, and—with a practiced movement that suggested she’d done this before—extricated her arms from the straps before pulling the whole thing out of the neckline of her dress. She tossed it onto her pile of discarded clothes.

"Much better," she declared, smoothing down the front of her dress.

Faye noticed that James, Lucas, and Ravi were all trying—and woefully failing—to be subtle about their staring.

Then, Mia bunched up her dress just enough to slip her thumbs under the waistband of her knickers. In one fluid motion, she stepped out of them.

"There," she said, kicking the pink underwear aside. "Now I'm properly dressed for a pagan ritual."

She turned to Faye with a mischievous grin. "Your turn, summer virgin. Those purple knickers are on full display through that dress."

Faye's gaze dropped to her dress in horror. The thin linen clung to her body, revealing the lavender-coloured underwear she'd chosen that morning with perfect clarity. The delicate lace pattern was visible through the fabric, and even the little bows at the centre of her waistband and her bra stood out through the white dress.

"Oh God," she whispered, hands instinctively moving to cover herself.

Every one of her friends was staring now. James, Lucas, and Ravi wore identical expressions—eyebrows raised, lips curled into infuriating grins that made her want to disappear into the earth beneath her feet.

"Purple's a good colour on you," Lucas quipped, eyes firmly fixed on her midsection.

Faye felt heat rush from her neck to her cheeks. Her breath caught in her throat as panic flooded her system. Here she was, in a foreign country with three men she'd successfully kept at arm's length for three years, all now openly ogling her underwear.

She glanced desperately at Rachel and Mia for help, but her gaze caught on their silhouettes instead. Both women stood confidently in the dappled light, the sun behind them illuminating their figures through the thin fabric. The outlines of their nipples were clearly visible, Rachel's small and pert, Mia's larger and even more pronounced. Yet neither seemed remotely bothered by their level of exposure.

"I… can't…" Faye stammered, fingers twisting in the fabric of her dress.

Competing embarrassments flashed through her mind. Strip now, in front of everyone? Or continue with her knickers clearly visible through her dress? Her friends had always teased her for being prudish—”Faye the nun”, they'd called her when she’d refused to skinny-dip during their Cornwall trip. It had always annoyed her, but deep down she knew it was true.

"Come on, Faye," Mia coaxed, hands on hips. "Live a little. Rachel’s right. It's liberating."

Faye took a shaky breath. "No," she said, more firmly than she felt. "I'm… I'm fine like this."

Better they see the outline of her underwear than the outlines of what lay beneath. After all, they'd already glimpsed her knickers through the dress—removing them now would only make things worse.

"The summer virgin keeps her mystery intact," James teased, bowing dramatically. "Very appropriate."

"Fuck off, James," Faye muttered, though there was little heat behind it.

Mia shrugged. "Suit yourself. But don't blame me when that purple shows up in all the festival photos."

Rachel evidently decided to throw Faye a lifeline. "I’m with James, actually. If you are their favoured innocent one, I guess it makes sense to maintain your… modesty."

Faye seized this lifeline gratefully. "Exactly! I'm just… staying in character."

"Fair enough," Mia shrugged, already gathering her discarded clothes into a bundle. "Though I bet the village elders will make you strip for the ritual anyway."

"They wouldn't," Faye whispered, though uncertainty crept into her voice. "Would they?"

Lucas slung an arm around her shoulders, his touch warm through the thin fabric. "Relax. Mia’s just taking the piss. She was right earlier. It's all just symbolic."

His words were a relief. But the weight of his arm felt different now, more intimate somehow with only the gossamer-thin dress between his skin and hers. She could feel the heat of his palm through the delicate linen, and the casual touch sent an unexpected shiver down her spine.

"We should head back," Ravi suggested, glancing toward the festival grounds as muffled sounds drifted through the trees. "I think they're starting something new."

As they made their way back up the path, Faye tried to walk with confidence despite feeling utterly exposed. The dress fluttered around her thighs with each step, the breeze occasionally pressing the fabric against her body in ways that made her acutely aware of every curve. She caught Lucas glancing at her more than once, his eyes lingering a beat too long before darting away.

When they emerged from the trees, the festival had transformed. A large circle had formed in the centre of the field, with villagers holding hands and singing in melodic Swedish. The maypole, festooned with flowers and ribbons, stood tall in the middle, a phallic monument that now seemed far more significant than it had before.

The silver-haired woman who had given them their clothes spotted them immediately, breaking from the circle to approach with surprising speed.

"Ah! The summer virgin returns," she said, her eyes fixing on Faye with unsettling intensity. "And dressed appropriately, I see."

Faye crossed her arms over her chest, painfully aware of how the movement only emphasised what lay beneath the thin fabric.

"Is it… is it time for the ceremony?" she asked, her voice small.

"Soon, soon," the woman replied, reaching out to adjust the neckline of Faye's dress, her weathered fingers brushing against Faye's collarbone. "But first, we must prepare you properly."

Before Faye could ask what "properly" entailed, the woman had taken her hand and was leading her away from her friends. Faye threw a panicked glance over her shoulder, silently pleading for rescue, but her traitorous friends merely waved and grinned as the older woman pulled her toward a large tent set up at the edge of the clearing. The canvas structure was adorned with the same intricate floral embroidery as her dress, swaying gently in the summer breeze.

"Come, come," the woman urged, lifting the tent flap. "We must make you ready."

Inside, Faye blinked as her eyes adjusted to the dimmer light. The tent was alive with activity—at least a dozen women of varying ages bustled about, arranging flowers, stirring small pots of fragrant substances, and laying out an assortment of ribbons and beads. They all turned as she entered, a collective smile spreading across their faces.

"Here she is!" the silver-haired woman announced proudly. "Our summer virgin!"

A chorus of delighted exclamations filled the tent as the women descended upon Faye. Before she could protest, she was guided to a low wooden stool in the centre of the space and gently pressed down onto it.

"I—I don't understand what's happening," Faye stammered as three women simultaneously began working on her—one gathering her long brown hair in nimble fingers, another kneeling before her with a small ceramic pot of what appeared to be paint, and a third twisting a garland of flowers which she measured against Faye’s head.

"We prepare you for the ceremony, of course," said a young woman with plaited blonde hair as she began separating Faye's tresses into sections. "The summer virgin must be adorned properly to please the gods."

"And to please Matthias," giggled another, perhaps only a few years older than Faye herself.

"Matthias?" Faye echoed, wincing slightly as the woman braiding her hair tugged at a tangle.

As if summoned by the mention of his name, the tent flap lifted, and a man ducked inside. Faye's breath caught in her throat. He was tall—easily over six feet—with broad shoulders that tapered to a narrow waist. His white linen shirt was open at the collar, revealing a glimpse of tanned skin and the hollow of his throat. His face was striking—not conventionally handsome in the way her university friends were, but… altogether more compelling. His features were sharp, mature, framed by dark blond hair streaked with silver at the temples. When his eyes—a startling blue—met hers, Faye felt a jolt of something primal rush through her body.

"Ah, so this must be our summer virgin," he said, his voice deep and accented. He crossed the tent in three long strides, stopping directly before her. "I am Matthias."

Faye was acutely aware of how she must have looked—perched awkwardly on a stool, surrounded by fussing women, her face flushed with embarrassment. She opened her mouth to introduce herself, but no sound emerged.

The silver-haired woman stepped forward, placing a hand on Matthias's arm. "This is indeed our summer virgin," she said, a hint of pride in her voice. "Her friends call her Faye. Is she not perfect?"

Matthias studied Faye with an intensity that made her skin prickle. His gaze was… not leering, but appraising—as if he were evaluating a rare artefact. After what felt like an eternity, he nodded.

"She will do nicely," he said, his lips curving into a smile that transformed his stern face. "I am to be your counterpart in the ceremony, Faye."

"Counterpart?" she managed to squeak, painfully aware of how young and naïve she must have sounded.

"The summer virgin and the summer king," the silver-haired woman explained, her hands busy adjusting the flower crown another woman was weaving. "Together, you will lead the dance that ensures fertility for our lands."

"Dance?" Faye echoed, her voice small.

Matthias laughed, the sound rich and warm. "Just a dance, nothing more. Though it is a dance with… tradition behind it." He must have seen the panic in her eyes, for he added, "Do not worry. I will guide you through each step."

Faye swallowed hard, her gaze caught on the strong column of his throat, the silver at his temples. He had to be at least forty—perhaps older. Twenty years her senior, at minimum. The realisation sent an unexpected flutter through her stomach—a not entirely unpleasant one.

"I've… never done anything like this before," she admitted.

"That," Matthias said, his eyes crinkling at the corners, "is precisely why you were chosen."

Before she could ask him to elaborate, a women called his name from outside the tent. He straightened, nodded once to Faye, and then ducked back through the tent flap. Just like that, he was gone, leaving Faye surrounded by busy hands and the scent of wildflowers.

"Stand now," the silver-haired woman instructed, gently tugging Faye to her feet. The women guided her across the tent to where a full-length mirror stood propped against a wooden frame.

Faye's reflection stopped her cold.

The woman in the mirror was… not her. Or rather, she was Faye, but a Faye she'd never seen before. Her long brown hair had been woven into intricate plaits that framed her face, making her eyes seem larger, her cheekbones higher. Someone had painted delicate vines along her collarbones, disappearing beneath the neckline of her dress, and her fingernails now shimmered with a pearlescent coating that caught the light when she moved her hands. Atop her head sat a crown of wildflowers—blues, whites, and yellows woven together with small green leaves, transforming her from an ordinary university student into something ethereal and wild.

"You are beautiful," the silver-haired woman said, standing behind her with evident satisfaction.

"One last thing," announced a younger woman with flaxen hair, approaching with a small wooden bowl filled with shimmering oil. "For the blessing."

Before Faye could ask what blessing, she felt hands at the hem of her dress—not lifting it, but reaching beneath. In a swift, coordinated movement, two women grabbed the waistband of her lavender knickers and yanked them down her thighs.

Faye let out a startled scream, crouching instinctively, her hands flying to cover herself as she scrabbled for the underwear now pooled around her ankles. "What are you doing?" she gasped, mortification flooding her system as she clutched at the purple fabric.

The silver-haired woman clicked her tongue disapprovingly. "No, no. It is custom to wear only the dress," she explained, her tone matter-of-fact, as if discussing the weather rather than Faye's sudden forced nudity. "I noticed your friends had dressed properly. The dark-haired one and the blonde—they understood."

"But I—" Faye began, her voice trembling. She wanted to protest, to insist they return her underwear, but the words died in her throat. She knew it would be rude to refuse their customs, pointless to argue when she was alone and surrounded. And somewhere, beneath her embarrassment, a tiny voice whispered that… perhaps this was part of that adventure she'd always been too timid to embrace.

Slowly, hesitantly, she straightened from her crouched position, allowing the women to guide her back to standing. The cool air against her newly exposed skin made her acutely aware of her vulnerability.

"Now the top," the flaxen-haired woman said, her hands already reaching for the neckline of Faye's dress.

Faye felt the blood drain from her face, but she remained still as they helped her slip her arms through the loose sleeves, expertly unhooking her bra through the fabric. With deft movements, they pulled the garment free, leaving Faye completely naked beneath the whisper-thin dress.

She caught sight of herself in the mirror again and felt her breath hitch. The delicate linen concealed almost nothing—the dark circles of her nipples were clearly visible through the translucent fabric, and the shadow between her thighs was unmistakable. She was, for all intents and purposes, naked in a tent full of strangers.

"Perfect," the silver-haired woman declared, stepping back to admire her handiwork. "Now you are truly ready."

Faye's thoughts raced to her friends waiting outside. The idea of them seeing her like this—especially the boys—made her stomach twist into knots. They'd glimpsed her underwear through the dress before, but now there would be nothing to see except... her. Every curve, every shadow. She wrapped her arms around herself protectively, though the gesture did little to conceal her body beneath the clinging fabric.

"Please," she whispered, her voice small, "can't I at least keep my underwear?"

The women exchanged looks of mild amusement, as if she'd asked to wear snow boots in summer.

"The summer virgin must be pure," the silver-haired woman explained, her tone gentle but firm. "Nothing between your skin and the blessed garment."

The woman with flaxen hair approached, the wooden bowl of oil cradled in her palms. The liquid caught the light filtering through the tent canvas, shimmering with an iridescent quality that reminded Faye of mother-of-pearl. The scent wafted up to her—sharp, sweet, and distinctly herbal.

"For the blessing," the woman repeated, dipping her thumb into the oil.

Before Faye could react, the cool, slick digit pressed against her forehead, drawing a small circle there. The oil felt strangely warm against her skin, spreading a tingling sensation across her brow. The woman's thumb moved to her lips next, tracing their outline with deliberate care. Finally, her hand descended to Faye's chest, pressing the oil directly over her heart, where it soaked through the thin linen to her bare skin beneath.

The sharp, distinctive scent of aniseed filled Faye's nostrils, making her head swim slightly. It reminded her of the liquorice sweets her grandmother had always kept in a glass jar by the fireplace, but stronger, more complex—earthy and slightly intoxicating.

"There," the silver-haired woman said, nodding with satisfaction. "The blessing is complete. Return to your friends now. Enjoy the festivities."

Faye stared at her, disbelieving. "Like this? But they'll—they'll see everything!"

The older woman's eyes crinkled with amusement. "That is the point, child. The summer virgin brings joy and excitement to all who behold her." She patted Faye's cheek affectionately. "Go. Have fun. Dance. Drink. The ceremony will not begin before it is time."

"How will I know when—" Faye began, her voice trembling.

"You will know when you are needed," the woman interrupted, her tone leaving no room for argument.

The women began ushering her toward the tent flap, their hands gentle but insistent against her back. Faye's feet moved of their own accord, carrying her forward despite her mind's frantic protests. As she reached the entrance, she paused, taking a deep, shuddering breath.

Outside, the festival was in full swing. The sound of drums and stringed instruments filled the air, punctuated by laughter and singing. Faye hesitated at the threshold, painfully aware of her vulnerable state beneath the gossamer-thin dress. The evening sun cast long shadows across the festival grounds, but its golden light rendered her flimsy covering all the more transparent.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped out into the open.

The cool evening air caressed her exposed skin through the dress, sending goosebumps racing across her flesh. She could feel her nipples hardening in response, which only made their visibility through the linen more pronounced. Faye crossed her arms over her chest instinctively, but the stance was so obviously unnatural that she reluctantly lowered them again almost immediately.

She felt utterly exposed as she scanned the crowd. In the distance, she spotted her friends gathered near one of the mead stalls, cups in hand, already dancing and laughing with some of the local youths. Rachel was twirling in her white dress, her blonde hair catching the light as she moved. James had his arm slung around a Swedish girl's shoulder, while Lucas and Ravi appeared to be engaged in some kind of drinking game with two burly local men.

Faye approached tentatively, each step making her intensely aware of the absence of her underwear. The dress brushed against her naked skin with teasing touches, the soft fabric gliding over her nipples and between her thighs in a way that was almost… pleasant. The strange oil they'd applied seemed to heighten her sensitivity, making her hyper-aware of every sensation.

Perhaps they wouldn't notice, she thought desperately. Perhaps they'd be too distracted by the flower crown and the intricate body paint to realise she was completely naked beneath the dress. Perhaps the mead had already dulled their senses enough that they wouldn't look too closely.

It was a stupid thought.

"Holy shit!" Mia exclaimed the moment she caught sight of Faye, her eyes widening as they travelled down her body. "I was only joking before, but they really did make you strip off!"

Faye froze, embarrassment flaming through her as Mia's words caught everyone's attention. All eyes swivelled toward her, expressions ranging from surprise to undisguised appreciation.

"Bloody hell," James breathed, his gaze fixed on the outline of her breasts clearly visible through the thin fabric.

Lucas let out a low whistle, his eyes darkening as they swept over her body. "The summer virgin indeed."

"Shut up," Faye hissed, her fingers curling into tight fists. "It's… it's part of the tradition. I couldn't exactly refuse."

"You look..." Ravi trailed off, clearly searching for words that wouldn't offend her. "Transformed."

"They did an amazing job with your hair," Rachel offered kindly, stepping forward to examine the intricate braids. Her gaze, however, kept flicking down to Faye's exposed body beneath the dress.

Faye shifted uncomfortably under their collective scrutiny. "Can we please not make a big deal of this?" she pleaded, voice barely above a whisper.

"Not make a big deal?" Mia laughed, circling Faye with undisguised fascination. "Faye, you're practically naked! You, who wouldn't even change in front of us this morning!"

Lucas approached, a cup of mead in his hand. "Here," he said, offering it to her. "Dutch courage. Or… Swedish courage, I suppose."

Faye accepted the cup gratefully and took a large swig. The sweet, honeyed liquid burned pleasantly down her throat, spreading warmth through her chest. She took another gulp, then another, desperate for anything that might dull the edge of her mortification.

"Easy there," Lucas warned, though his eyes never left the outline of her body beneath the dress. "This stuff is stronger than it tastes."

"I need it," Faye muttered, draining the cup.

The mead worked quickly, its warmth spreading from her chest to her limbs, softening the sharp edges of her embarrassment. As the music swelled around them, she found herself swaying slightly, the thin dress floating around her thighs.

"So what exactly are you supposed to do as the summer virgin?" James asked, making a valiant but failed attempt to keep his eyes on her face.

"I don't know," Faye admitted. "Something with the summer king. A dance, I think."

"Summer king?" Rachel's eyebrows shot up with interest. "And who might that be?"

As if on cue, the crowd parted in the distance, and Matthias strode through, now adorned with his own crown of greenery and flowers. Unlike Faye's delicate circlet, his was massive and antler-like, rising from his head in twisted branches interwoven with leaves and blossoms. He'd shed his shirt entirely, his broad chest gleaming in the evening light, decorated with the same painted vines that adorned Faye's collarbones.

"I'm guessing that's him," Mia whispered, her eyes widening appreciatively before adding sotto voce ”I wouldn’t mind having a dance with that king myself.”

Matthias moved through the festival with easy confidence, nodding to villagers who bowed their heads respectfully as he passed. When he spotted Faye among her friends, his lips curved into a smile that made her stomach flip. He changed course, heading directly toward their group.

"He's coming over," Faye hissed, panic rising in her chest. "What do I do?"

"Stand up straight, for starters," Rachel advised, quickly reaching over to adjust Faye's flower crown. "Hunching over only makes things more obvious."

Matthias approached with measured strides, his presence commanding the space around him. The setting sun caught in his antlered crown, casting dappled shadows across his face that accentuated his sharp cheekbones and the slight crinkles at the corners of his eyes. Up close, the age difference between him and their group was even more apparent—he carried himself with the easy confidence of a man who had long since grown comfortable in his own skin.

"Good evening," he said, his accented voice rich and deep. His gaze swept over the group before settling on Faye with an intensity that made her breath catch. "I am Matthias, guardian of the summer rituals."

"Hi," Rachel stepped forward, extending her hand with a dazzling smile. "I'm Rachel. This is Mia, James, Lucas, Ravi, and—" she gestured toward Faye, "—you've already met our summer virgin, it seems."

Matthias took Rachel's offered hand, but rather than shaking it, he raised it to his lips and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. "Enchanted," he murmured, his eyes crinkling with amusement as Rachel's cheeks flushed pink.

"We're so grateful to be included in your traditions," Mia interjected, somehow materialising at Matthias's other side. She tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear, her body angling toward him. "It's all so fascinating. Perhaps you could explain more about the ceremony to us?"

"I must thank you all," Matthias said, releasing Rachel's hand but maintaining eye contact with her for a beat longer than necessary. "For bringing such a perfect summer virgin to our festival." His gaze shifted to Faye, who felt her skin prickle with heat under his scrutiny. "It has been many years since we've had one so… suitable."

James cleared his throat loudly. "Suitable how, exactly?" His tone carried an unmistakable edge.

Matthias seemed unfazed by the challenge. "The summer virgin represents purity, potential, the promise of fertility," he explained, his eyes never leaving Faye. "She must be innocent enough to be blessed by the gods, yet…" his gaze trailed down her body, lingering on the way the dress clung to her curves, "…ripe enough to receive their gifts."

"Sounds like bollocks to me," Lucas muttered, just loud enough to be heard.

"What Lucas means," Ravi stepped in diplomatically, "is that we're curious about the historical significance of these roles."

Matthias's smile widened, revealing perfect white teeth. "Of course. I'd be happy to explain the ancient traditions to interested minds." He turned to Mia, who was practically vibrating with eagerness. "Perhaps over a cup of our special solstice mead?" he finished, gesturing toward the far side of the festival grounds. "I'd be delighted to show you our brewing methods. It's quite different from what you might be used to."

Rachel and Mia exchanged excited glances.

"We'd love that," Rachel said, already stepping closer to Matthias.

"Absolutely," Mia agreed, her eyes lingering on his bare chest.

Ravi looked between his friends, hesitating for a moment before shrugging. "I'm actually quite interested in traditional brewing techniques," he said, though his tone suggested he was more interested in not leaving the girls alone with Matthias.

"Excellent!" Matthias clapped his hands together. "And the rest of you?"

James shifted uncomfortably, glancing at Lucas before responding. "Think we'll pass, mate. Need to keep an eye on our summer virgin here, don't we?"

Lucas nodded quickly. "Yeah, exactly. Wouldn't want her wandering off and getting… sacrificed or something."

Matthias's eyebrows rose slightly, but his smile remained in place. "As you wish. The ceremony won't begin for another hour at least. Plenty of time to enjoy the festivities." He turned to Faye, his eyes lingering on her face. "I will find you when it is time."

With that, he gestured for Rachel, Mia, and Ravi to follow him, and they disappeared into the crowd, the girls already peppering him with questions.

Once Matthias was out of earshot, James let out a long breath. "Christ, that bloke's intense."

"You're telling me," Lucas muttered, taking a swig of his mead. "Did you see the way he was looking at Faye? Like she was a bloody feast."

Faye wrapped her arms around herself, acutely aware again of how visible her body was through the thin dress. "Can we please talk about something else?"

James's expression softened as he turned to her. "Sorry, Faye. It's just…" He paused, his eyes taking in her transformed appearance. "You look incredible, you know that? I've never seen you like this before."

"Like what?" she asked, her voice small. "Half-naked and humiliated?"

"No," James said, his tone surprisingly gentle. "Beautiful. Confident, somehow! Even though I know you're mortified." He gestured vaguely toward her. "The flower crown, the dress, all of it—it suits you."

Faye felt her cheeks burn even hotter. In three years of friendship, James had never once complimented her so directly. She'd always been just Faye—the quiet one, the sensible one, the one who cleaned up after their parties and made sure everyone got home safely.

"He's right," Lucas added, stepping closer. "You know, at the flat, you always hide away." His eyes swept over her with newfound appreciation. "Always rushing from bathroom to bedroom with that ratty old dressing gown wrapped tight around you. First one dressed, last one undressed. Never joining us for movie nights unless you're bundled up in those massive jumpers."

"I don't—" Faye began to protest, but the words died on her lips. He wasn't wrong.

"But look at you now," he said, gesturing to her nearly transparent dress. "All… open. Free. It's like seeing a completely different side of you. And I have to say—" his voice dropped lower, "—I rather like what I'm seeing."

"We all do," James chimed in with a wolfish grin, making no effort to hide his appreciative gaze as it travelled down her body. "Definitely been missing out all this time."

Faye's face burned hotter, if that were even possible. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, acutely conscious of how the movement made the thin fabric slide against her naked skin beneath. Yet alongside her mortification bloomed something unexpected—a small, warm glow of pleasure.

These were her friends—boys who'd lived with her for years, who'd seen Mia and Rachel parade around in tiny shorts and crop tops, who'd never once looked at Faye the way they were looking at her now. She'd always been the invisible one, the sensible one, the one they came to with problems rather than propositions.

"I… thank you?" she managed, the words coming out as a question. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, trying to compose herself. "Though I'd hardly call this forced get-up 'opening up’."

Lucas's eyes darkened. "Wouldn't you? Seems pretty open to me."

"Seriously, though," James said, his tone softening as he handed her another cup of mead. "You look stunning. Like some kind of forest goddess or something."

Faye accepted the drink gratefully, using it as an excuse to break eye contact. The sweet liquid warmed her throat, loosening the knot of tension in her chest. Perhaps it was the mead, or perhaps it was the strange magic of the festival, but she felt herself relax slightly under their attention.

"Do you think the ceremony will be… embarrassing?" she asked, her voice small as she peered at them over the rim of her cup.

Lucas shrugged, his eyes still tracing the outline of her body beneath the dress. "Maybe. But we'll be right there with you. Won't let anything bad happen."

"Promise," James agreed, reaching out to touch her shoulder.

His palm was warm against her, the casual touch sending an unexpected tingle across her skin, unhindered by the thin linen. When he didn't immediately remove his hand, Faye found herself leaning slightly into the contact.

"Besides," James continued, his voice dropping to a more intimate tone, "something can only be embarrassing if you allow it to be. It's all a state of mind, really."

Faye glanced up at him, her brown eyes wide with uncertainty. "Is it, though? When I'm practically naked in front of an entire village?"

"Even then," James insisted, giving her shoulder a gentle squeeze. "Look at how confident Mia is about everything. She just… owns it. You could too."

Lucas nodded enthusiastically. "He's right. It's all about how you carry yourself."

"And whatever happens," James added, his thumb tracing a small circle on her shoulder, "we're all in this together. You're not facing this alone."

Something in his tone made Faye's heart flutter. She searched his face, looking for any sign of mockery or insincerity, but found only warmth in his eyes.

"You mean that?" she asked softly.

"Absolutely," James replied without hesitation. He exchanged a knowing glance with Lucas before adding, "We're not going to let Matthias have all the fun now, are we, Lucas?"

"Absolutely not," Lucas agreed, his gaze dropping briefly to where the thin fabric clung to Faye's breasts. "Some things are worth sharing among friends."

Faye felt a peculiar mixture of emotions wash over her—reassurance at their promise of support, yet a flutter of concern at their phrasing. The way they’d said "fun" carried undertones she couldn't quite decipher, something possessive and hungry that made her pulse quicken.

"Right," she murmured, taking another deep sip of mead to hide her confusion.

The three of them wandered through the festival grounds, sampling food from various stalls and accepting cups of the honeyed mead from smiling villagers. The locals kept shooting Faye reverent glances, some even bowing their heads slightly as she passed. Several older women reached out to touch her dress or the flowers in her hair, murmuring what sounded like blessings in Swedish.

Despite her initial mortification, Faye found herself gradually relaxing as the evening progressed. The mead certainly helped, spreading a pleasant warmth through her limbs and softening the sharp edges of her self-consciousness. James and Lucas flanked her protectively, their hands occasionally brushing against her back or waist as they guided her through the crowd.

"You know," Lucas said, his hand at the small of her back, "I think you've got the whole village enchanted."

"Mmm," James agreed, his own arm draped casually around her shoulders. "Our little Faye, the star of the show."

The possessive nature of their contact might have made her uneasy, but right now it only gave her confidence. She wasn't alone in whatever was to come. The warmth of James's arm around her and Lucas's hand on her back steadied her, making her feel anchored despite the vulnerability of her semi-exposed state. Their eyes on her body no longer felt intrusive but appreciative, even protective.

"There they are," Lucas said suddenly, nodding toward the far side of the clearing.

Mia, Rachel, and Ravi were weaving their way through the crowd, cups of mead in hand. Faye noticed immediately that something had changed—Rachel's cheeks were flushed pink, and Mia couldn't seem to stop grinning. Ravi, meanwhile, had an odd expression on his face, somewhere between bewilderment and amusement.

"Well, you three look like you've had quite the educational experience," James called out as they approached. "Learn anything interesting about Swedish brewing techniques?"

Mia giggled, exchanging a conspiratorial glance with Rachel. "Oh, we learned all sorts of things."

"Matthias was very… thorough in his explanations," Rachel added, her eyes darting to Faye with a strange mixture of excitement and concern.

"Alright, out with it," Lucas demanded, his arm sliding more firmly around Faye's waist. "What did tall, blond, and antlered tell you about what's going to happen tonight?"

Mia bit her lip, clearly suppressing another giggle. "It's just a dance, really."

"Just a dance?" James echoed sceptically. "Then why do you look like you're about to burst?"

"Well…" Rachel began, twisting a strand of blonde hair around her finger. "It might get a bit… energetic."

"Energetic how?" Faye asked, her voice small.

"Intense," Ravi supplied, speaking for the first time. "That's the word Matthias used. Intense."

"But don't worry," Mia rushed to add, placing a reassuring hand on Faye's arm. "Matthias said that Rachel and I can be your 'maids of honour'—that's what he called it. We'll be right there with you, supporting you through the whole thing."

Faye's stomach tightened. "Supporting me through what, exactly?"

The three exchanged glances again, something unspoken passing between them.

"Look, it's nothing bad," Rachel said finally. "You’ll enjoy it. I’m sure you will."

"I would!” Mia added emphatically, downing the dregs of her cup.

"But what am I supposed to actually do?" Faye pressed, her voice rising with anxiety. "Please, just tell me exactly what's going to happen."

Rachel's eyes darted away, focusing on something in the distance. "It's… tradition, that's all. The summer virgin and the summer king dance together, and it's meant to bring fertility to the land."

"Yes, but how?" Faye insisted, reaching out to grab Rachel's wrist. "What kind of dance? Why is everyone being so cryptic about it?"

Mia took another cup of mead from a passing villager, sipping it before answering. "Look, some things are better experienced than explained. Just… go with it. Trust your instincts."

"My instincts are telling me to run back to the hostel," Faye muttered, tugging self-consciously at her dress where it clung to her thighs.

"It's a once in a lifetime experience," Rachel said, her tone softening as she placed a hand on Faye's shoulder. "How many people get chosen to be the centrepiece of an ancient midsummer ritual? In twenty years, you'll look back on this and be glad you did it."

"If I survive the embarrassment," Faye replied dryly.

Mia laughed, the sound light and carefree. "That's the spirit! Besides, Matthias is gorgeous. Most girls would kill to be in your position."

"Just enjoy yourself," Rachel added, squeezing Faye's shoulder. "We'll be right there with you the whole time."

From the corner of her eye, Faye noticed Ravi had pulled James and Lucas aside. The three men were huddled together, Ravi whispering urgently while gesturing with his hands. Whatever he was saying caused James's eyebrows to shoot up toward his hairline, while Lucas's mouth fell open in shock. After a moment's pause, matching grins spread across their faces, a mixture of disbelief and unmistakable excitement.

Faye's stomach clenched with renewed anxiety. "What's Ravi telling them?" she asked, nodding toward the huddle.

Mia followed her gaze and shrugged. "Probably just explaining what Matthias told us about the ceremony."

"Which is what, exactly?" Faye demanded, frustration mounting. "Why won't anyone give me a straight answer?"

Before either girl could respond, a deep, resonant sound cut through the evening air. A horn—ancient and primal—bellowed across the festival grounds, its call cutting through all conversation. The villagers immediately began moving, forming a large circle around the maypole at the centre of the clearing.

Matthias appeared at the edge of the circle, his antlered crown silhouetted against the setting sun. He raised his hands, and the crowd fell completely silent.

Shit, Faye thought, her heart hammering against her ribs. It’s time!

Mia's hand closed around Faye's right arm while Rachel seized her left, both girls tugging her forward with surprising strength.

"Come on," Rachel whispered, her breath warm against Faye's ear. "It's starting."

"I'm not ready," Faye protested, her feet dragging against the soft grass. The thin dress fluttered around her thighs as they pulled her forward, the fabric clinging to her naked body beneath with each movement.

"No one's ever ready," Mia countered, her grip tightening. "That's what makes it magical."

Behind them, Faye could hear the boys following, their footsteps heavy on the packed earth. She glanced over her shoulder to see James, Lucas, and Ravi trailing close behind, their expressions a mixture of anticipation and something darker that made her stomach flip.

As they approached the circle of villagers, the crowd parted like water, creating a clear path toward the centre where the maypole stood tall against the deepening twilight sky. The men joined the locals at the inner edge of the circle, their faces somehow solemn now, but still expectant. Faye felt their eyes of the entire village on her body as she passed, the collective weight of their gaze making her skin prickle with heat.

"I can't," she whispered, trying to halt their progress, but Mia and Rachel were relentless.

"You can," Rachel insisted, her voice gentle but firm. "Trust me. You’ll love it."

At the centre of the circle, several villagers were lighting small bonfires arranged in a pattern around the maypole. The flames leapt to life one by one, casting flickering shadows across the gathered faces and illuminating the intricate carvings on the pole itself—symbols Faye didn't recognise but which seemed ancient and significant.

And then Matthias was there, stepping into the firelight. He moved with the fluid grace of a predator, his antlered crown casting twisted shadows across his face. The painted vines across his bare chest seemed to writhe in the dancing light, giving the unsettling impression that they were alive, crawling across his skin.

He extended his hand toward her, then sank to one knee in a formal genuflection, his head bowed. The gesture was so unexpected, so ceremonial, that Faye froze, her breath catching in her throat.

"Take his hand," Mia urged, giving Faye a gentle push forward.

"I—I don't—" Faye stammered, her voice trembling.

"It's just a dance," Rachel soothed, though her eyes held a knowing gleam that belied her words. "Remember, we'll be right here with you."

"Go on," Mia added, her hand pressing against the small of Faye's back. "Everyone's waiting."

Faye glanced around at the circle of expectant faces, at her friends' encouraging smiles, at Matthias's outstretched hand.

Suddenly, her friends’ words from throughout the day echoed through her mind with surprising clarity. Live a little… It's only embarrassing if you allow it to be… You’ll love it… And in that moment, she decided to trust them. She decided not to worry, to just be.

With a deep breath, she reached out and placed her trembling fingers in Matthias's large, calloused palm. His hand closed around hers instantly, warm and secure, and something electric shot up her arm at the contact.

The moment their skin touched, music erupted from the edge of the circle—violins soaring in haunting melodies, wooden flutes trilling like birdsong, and deep horns resonating through the twilight air. The villagers began to move as one, stepping in time to the ancient rhythm, their bodies swaying and twirling in perfect synchronicity.

Matthias rose to his feet in one fluid motion, pulling Faye gently toward him. His other hand found the small of her back, pressing against the thin fabric of her dress. She could feel the heat of his palm through the gossamer linen, burning against her bare skin beneath.

"Trust me," he murmured, his breath warm against her ear as he guided her into the first steps of the dance.

They began to move together, circling the maypole in measured steps that somehow matched the pulse of the music perfectly. Faye stumbled at first, her bare feet uncertain on the cool grass, but Matthias's firm grip kept her upright, his body leading hers with confident precision.

"That's it," he encouraged as she found the rhythm. "Feel the music in your blood."

As they circled the fires, the flames cast their shadows long and fluid across the ground. The heat of the bonfires caressed Faye's skin through her dress, never allowing her to forget her nakedness beneath the thin fabric. Each twirl sent the hem fluttering high around her thighs, and each step pressed the linen against her curves in ways that left little to the imagination.

Yet strangely, her embarrassment was fading with each passing moment. In its place bloomed something warmer, something more primal—a heady mixture of exhilaration and a peculiar kind of power. The villagers' eyes followed her movements with reverence rather than judgement, their expressions almost worshipful as she danced in the firelight.

Mia and Rachel appeared beside them, having joined the dance themselves. They moved in graceful arcs around Faye and Matthias, their white dresses rippling like waves in the firelight. Rachel caught Faye's eye and gave her an encouraging wink, while Mia's smile was radiant with approval.

"See?" Mia mouthed as she twirled past. "Amazing!"

The music swelled, driving the dancers to move faster. Matthias's hand slid lower on Faye's back, pulling her closer until their bodies were pressed together. She could feel the hard planes of his chest against her breasts, the thin fabric of her dress the only barrier between them.

The tempo quickened, drums thudding with greater urgency as the violins soared higher. Matthias's grip tightened, his movements becoming more commanding as he spun Faye faster around the maypole. Her feet barely seemed to touch the ground now, her body surrendering to his lead and to the ancient rhythm pulsing through the night.

Mia and Rachel whirled around them like satellites caught in their gravity, their movements growing wilder with each turn. As Rachel spun, her dress flew upward, revealing the full length of her bare legs and the curve of her buttocks to the entire gathering. Rather than showing any embarrassment, she laughed, throwing her head back in abandon. Mia was equally uninhibited, arms flung wide as she twirled, her dress clinging then billowing, offering tantalising glimpses of her naked body beneath.

Something shifted in Faye as she watched them. If her friends could dance with such freedom, such joy in their bodies, perhaps she could too. The mead humming in her veins whispered that there was power in vulnerability, in being seen.

They circled past Lucas, Ravi, and James, who had joined the outer ring of dancers. Unlike the other revellers whose gazes shifted constantly between all the dancers, her three male friends watched only her. Their eyes tracked her every movement with undisguised hunger, following the way her dress clung to her curves, the way her hair flew about her flushed face. James licked his lips unconsciously as she passed, while Lucas's hands flexed at his sides as if imagining touching her. Even Ravi, typically the most reserved of the three, couldn't tear his gaze away from her body.

Their attention, rather than making her shrink, made something bloom inside her chest—a heady sense of power she'd never experienced before.

Matthias must have sensed the change in her, for his hands grew bolder. One moment they were at her waist, the next sliding up her ribcage, thumbs brushing the undersides of her breasts through the thin fabric. His palm skimmed down her back, dipping dangerously low before sweeping up again. Each touch left a trail of heat that seemed to sink through her skin and pool low in her belly.

"Good," he murmured against her ear, his breath hot on her neck. "Just… let go."

To her surprise, Faye found herself doing just that. She arched into his touch, her body responding with a will of its own. Heat spread through her limbs, her nipples tightening against the gossamer dress and a wetness building between her thighs. Her breath came faster now, not just from the dance but from the unfamiliar desire coursing through her veins.

The fires seemed to burn higher around them, casting golden light across the writhing bodies. Matthias spun her away from him suddenly, only to pull her back with greater force, her body colliding with his.

The impact of her body against his chest forced a small gasp from her lips. The sound seemed to ripple through the circle, causing the music to shift. The drumming intensified, the beat more primal, more urgent, driving the dancers to move with greater abandon.

Matthias's eyes locked with hers, blue flames in the firelight. His hands gripped her waist tightly, holding her in place as the rhythm built to a crescendo. Then, just as the music reached its peak, he released her completely.

Faye staggered slightly, suddenly bereft of his steadying presence. The crowd's movement slowed as if responding to some unspoken signal. The frantic energy of moments before crystallised into something more deliberate, more focused. Every eye fixed on the centre of the circle where she stood, swaying slightly, her chest rising and falling with rapid breaths.

Matthias stepped back, creating a small but significant distance between them. The music, which had been driving and urgent, softened to a low, throbbing pulse. Only the drums remained prominent now—a steady, expectant heartbeat that seemed to echo Faye's own.

With deliberate slowness, Matthias's hands moved to the waistband of his linen trousers. His eyes never left hers as his fingers worked the simple tie. The white fabric loosened, then slid down his muscled thighs in one fluid motion.

Faye's lips parted in shock. He wore nothing beneath the trousers—absolutely nothing. The firelight played across his naked form, illuminating every plane and ridge of his body. Her eyes widened, then inevitably dropped lower.

Oh my God.

Her brain struggled to process what she was seeing. Not just the audacity of his nudity before the entire village, but the sheer… size of him. He was already half-aroused, his manhood hanging heavy and impressive between his thighs.

A collective sigh rippled through the crowd, as if his reveal was both expected and appreciated. Faye couldn't tear her eyes away, even as heat flooded her cheeks. She'd seen men naked before, of course… but nothing had prepared her for this. For him. For the way her body responded to the sight of him with a rush of heat that pooled low in her belly.

Warm hands touched her shoulders from behind. Rachel appeared at her right side, Mia at her left, their faces flushed with excitement and mead.

"Your turn," Rachel whispered, her breath tickling Faye's ear.

"Your turn now," Mia echoed from her other side, fingers squeezing Faye's arm encouragingly.

Faye blinked rapidly, struggling to comprehend their words. "My… what?"

"The dress," Rachel murmured, her fingers finding the delicate ties at Faye's shoulders. "It's time."

Panic surged through Faye's veins, momentarily overwhelming the desire that had been building. "No," she hissed, her hands flying up to stop Rachel's fingers. "I can't."

"You can," Mia insisted, her voice gentle but firm. "Look around, Faye. This is the moment. This is what it's all been leading to."

"I can't," she insisted, her voice barely audible over the low, insistent thrumming of the drums.

"You can," Rachel repeated, her lips brushing Faye's ear. "It's tradition."

"The summer virgin matches the summer king," Mia added, her hand already tugging at the collar of Faye's dress. "Skin to skin, that's how this works."

Faye's heart pounded in her chest. The entire village was watching, their faces expectant in the flickering light. She caught sight of James, Lucas, and Ravi at the edge of the circle, their expressions a mixture of shock and unmistakable arousal. James gave her an encouraging nod, his eyes dark with something she'd never seen there before.

"I don't—" she began, but their hands were already at her shoulders, gently pulling the dress down.

"Trust us," Rachel whispered. "We've got you."

And again, in that instant, she decided to trust them. She could have resisted, could have called a stop to all this. She knew that. But something deep within her urged her to allow this—whatever this was—to continue.

The thin fabric slid over Faye's skin like water, catching briefly on her hardened nipples before continuing its descent. She felt the cool night air against her exposed breasts, her stomach, her thighs. And then the dress was gone, pooled at her feet like spilled milk, and she was standing completely naked in the circle of firelight.

The gathered villagers reacted to her nudity as they had reacted to Matthias’s—with appreciation, reverence even.

Matthias's own eyes devoured her, traveling slowly from her flushed face down to her small, firm breasts with their tight pink nipples. His gaze continued down to the soft curve of her stomach, lingering at the neat triangle of dark curls between her thighs, then swept down her legs to her bare feet. Something in his expression—hungry yet reverential—kindled a strange new feeling within her. The embarrassment remained, of course, a hot flush that painted her skin from her chest upwards, but alongside it bloomed something more powerful.

She drew a deep breath and made her choice. If she was to be naked before all these people, she would not cower. She would not shrink.

Faye lifted her chin and allowed her own gaze to travel the length of Matthias's body, taking in the broad shoulders, the taut muscles of his chest and abdomen, the strong thighs. Her eyes lingered at the same level his had, on his manhood which only grew more pronounced under her scrutiny. The sight sent liquid heat coursing through her veins, settling between her legs with an insistence she couldn't ignore.

Matthias smiled, apparently recognising the shift in her demeanour. He extended his hand once more, and this time when Faye took it, there was no hesitation. He drew her to him with gentle insistence, his other hand finding the small of her back, skin against skin. The sensation was electric, his palm hot against her bare flesh.

The music swelled around them, the drums quickening their beat as violins soared overhead. They began to move together, bodies pressed close, the painted vines on their skin seeming to intertwine in the flickering firelight. Where before there had been fabric between them, now there was only heat and sweat and skin. She could feel every contour of his body against hers—the hard plane of his chest against her breasts, the firm muscles of his thighs brushing against her own.

"Beautiful," he murmured against her ear as they turned. "You are perfect."

His hands moved with greater freedom now, skimming down her back to cup her buttocks, drawing her closer still. She gasped as she felt the hard length of him press against her stomach, but made no move to pull away. Instead, her arms wound around his neck, fingers tangling in his hair beneath the antlered crown.

Around them, the villagers' dancing grew more frenzied, more abandoned. Faye caught glimpses of Rachel and Mia as they resumed their orbit around her, their dresses clinging to their sweat-dampened skin. Beyond them, she spotted James, Lucas, and Ravi, their eyes never leaving her naked form as she moved in Matthias's embrace.

The sensation of being watched—by strangers, by friends—no longer filled her with dread but with a heady power. She arched her back slightly, allowing her breasts to press more firmly against Matthias's chest, and was rewarded with a low growl that vibrated through his body into hers.

"The gods are pleased," he whispered, his lips brushing the sensitive shell of her ear. "The summer virgin offers herself freely."

All around them, the circle of dancers shifted. A murmur rippled through the crowd as first one, then another villager began to loosen their garments. A woman near the fire untied her dress and let it fall, her naked body gleaming gold in the firelight. A man across the circle removed his shirt, then his trousers, standing proudly bare beneath the midnight sky. Like a wave, the undressing spread through the gathering—not everyone, but enough that Faye was no longer alone in her nakedness.

The sight of others joining her state of undress sent a strange thrill through her body. There was safety in numbers, yes, but also a wild sort of communion that made her pulse race.

She felt movement at her side and turned to see Rachel's dress sliding down her body, revealing her slender form completely. The firelight played across her friend's fair skin, highlighting the gentle curves of her breasts and hips. Mia followed suit moments later, lifting her dress over her head in one fluid motion and tossing it aside with characteristic abandon.

"There," Mia said, her voice husky as she danced closer. "Now we're proper maids of honour."

The phrase struck Faye as absurdly appropriate. Her maids of honour indeed—these women who had encouraged her, pushed her, guided her to this moment of transformation. Without them, she would still be hiding behind layers of fabric and inhibition. She felt a rush of gratitude even as her eyes took in their naked bodies with new appreciation.

The music crescendoed, the drums pounding with increased urgency. Rachel and Mia began to dance more closely around Faye and Matthias, their bodies weaving in and out like planets orbiting a binary star. Their movements were sensual, uninhibited—arms raised overhead, hips swaying, breasts bouncing lightly with each step.

"Beautiful," Matthias murmured again, though Faye wasn't sure if this comment was meant her or her friends.

Rachel moved closer, her hand reaching out to trace the painted vines on Matthias's chest. Her fingers trailed down his torso with deliberate slowness, following the green pattern as it disappeared below his navel. At the same time, Mia's palm pressed against the small of Faye's back, sliding upward along her spine in a caress that sent shivers across her skin.

The touch of her friend's hand—a touch that should have shocked her—instead felt like a natural extension of the dance. Faye leaned into it, her body responding with instinctive grace.

Matthias's arms loosened around her waist, allowing space for her friends to move between them. Rachel's body slipped against his, her breasts pressing against his side as her hand continued its exploration of the painted vines. Mia circled behind Faye, her fingers trailing across her shoulders before coming to rest on her hips.

Faye stood transfixed, watching as Rachel's delicate fingers continued to trace Matthias's form. Mia's hands, meanwhile, glided around Faye's waist from behind, her breasts pressing against her back, her breath warm against her neck.

Something stirred within Faye—a heat that had nothing to do with embarrassment and everything to do with the tableau unfolding before her. Rachel's hand descended further, her palm now flat against Matthias's lower abdomen, fingers splayed. On his other side, Mia reached around, her arm extending past Faye to mirror Rachel's position.

"Watch," Mia whispered against Faye's ear.

Faye couldn't have looked away if she'd tried. Both women's hands slid lower in perfect synchronicity, their fingers now tracing the hard ridges where his thighs met his torso. Matthias's eyes remained locked on Faye's, even as her friends' hands explored his body with increasing boldness.

Her throat constricted as she watched Rachel's slender fingers wrap around his length, joined moments later by Mia's. Together, they stroked him with gentle, deliberate movements that made his breath catch. Faye felt a corresponding pulse between her own thighs as she watched him grow harder, longer under their ministrations.

"See how he responds?" Rachel murmured, her voice low and hypnotic. "This is the power of the summer virgin—to bring forth life, to awaken desire."

Faye's pulse thundered in her ears. She should have been scandalised—her friends touching a stranger so intimately, right before her eyes—yet instead, she felt a strange, primal excitement building within her. The sight of his manhood rising proud between their hands sent liquid heat coursing through her.

"There's one more tradition," Mia whispered, her lips grazing Faye's ear.

"One final blessing," Rachel continued, her hand still moving in slow, deliberate strokes.

Faye's eyes widened as understanding dawned. No more metaphors, no more symbolic gestures—but a literal consummation. Here. Now. In front of everyone.

"Yes," she heard herself say, the word emerging unbidden from her lips.

Matthias's eyes darkened at her response. With a nod to Rachel and Mia, he gently disengaged from their touch and stepped toward Faye. His hands cupped her face with surprising tenderness, thumbs brushing her flushed cheeks.

"Are you certain?" he asked, his voice low enough that only she could hear. "You must choose freely."

Faye glanced around at the circle of onlookers—some clothed, some naked, all watching with bated breath. The festival had transformed into something ancient and primal, bodies gleaming with sweat in the firelight, the scent of desire heavy in the air.

Movement at the edge of the circle caught her attention. Lucas and James had shed their white garments, standing proudly naked amidst the villagers. Their bodies were leaner than Matthias's, younger, but no less magnificent in the golden glow of the bonfires. Beside them, even Ravi had removed his shirt, his chest gleaming with a sheen of sweat that highlighted every contour of his torso. All three watched her with undisguised hunger, their desire evident in their eyes and, in James’s and Lucas's case, in the proud erections that jutted from their bodies.

The sight of her friends—men who had lived alongside her for years without ever seeing her like this—now standing naked and aroused, waiting for her decision, sent a surge of power through Faye's veins. Every eye in the gathering was fixed on her, waiting, wondering what the summer virgin would choose.

In that moment, Faye made her decision. She would not cower from this experience. She would not hide behind embarrassment or shame. She would live—fully, completely, without reservation.

She rose onto her tiptoes, her body pressing against Matthias's, and captured his lips with her own. The kiss was nothing like the hesitant exchanges she'd shared with boys her own age. This was deep, primal, a claiming as much as a surrender. Her arms wound around his neck, fingers tangling in his hair as she opened her mouth to him, inviting him to taste her, to enter her, to devour her.

Matthias responded with equal fervour, his strong arms encircling her waist, lifting her slightly off the ground as he deepened the kiss. Their tongues danced together, mirroring the rhythm of the drums that continued to pulse through the night air. She could taste the honeyed mead on his breath, feel the heat of his skin against hers, sense the hard length of him pressing insistently against her stomach.

A cheer erupted from the gathered villagers, the sound washing over Faye like a wave. She broke the kiss, breathless, to find the circle closing around them. Rachel and Mia were there, their naked bodies pressing close on either side. Beyond them, she glimpsed James, Lucas, and Ravi making their way through the crowd toward her.

"The blessing begins," Matthias murmured against her lips, his hands sliding down to cup her buttocks, lifting her higher against him.

Faye gasped as she felt herself being lowered onto something soft—furs and blankets that had appeared in the centre of the circle, spread beneath the maypole like an altar. Matthias followed her down, his body covering hers, the weight of him pressing her into the soft pelts. His lips found her neck, trailing hot kisses down to her collarbone.

He continued down her body, tasting and teasing as he went. Faye arched beneath him, lost in sensations she'd never experienced before. The music seemed to flow through her very blood now, the drums matching the frantic beating of her heart. The heat of the fires warmed her naked skin as she surrendered to his touch.

Rachel and Mia appeared beside her, their bodies luminous in the firelight as they knelt on either side of the furs. Their hands reached out to caress her—Rachel's fingers trailing through her hair, Mia's palm smoothing over her stomach. They swayed gently to the music, their movements hypnotic and fluid, like priestesses attending a sacred rite.

Faye's eyes fluttered open, and from her position on the ground, she could see the tight circle of onlookers that had formed around them. Villagers and friends alike stood watching with reverent attention—some clothed, others as naked as she was. She glimpsed James and Lucas at the edge of the circle, their eyes dark with desire. Even Ravi watched with undisguised fascination, his chest rising and falling rapidly with each breath, his own trousers now finally discarded.

The entire gathering seemed to be holding its collective breath, waiting. The drums softened to a gentle throb that matched the pulse between her thighs.

Matthias rose above her, his powerful body silhouetted against the night sky. The antlered crown on his head gave him the appearance of something ancient and primal—half-man, half-god. His eyes, reflecting the firelight, searched her face.

"Is this truly what you want?" he asked, his voice deep and resonant in the hushed circle. "It is a choice for you alone, summer virgin."

The question hung in the air between them. Faye knew she could stop this—could rise from the furs, gather her dress, and walk away. No one would force her to continue. But the thought didn't even cross her mind. The shy, cautious university student who had arrived at the festival hours ago seemed like a distant memory, a shell she had shed like a butterfly emerging from its chrysalis.

"I want my summer king," she answered, her voice clear and steady despite the desire coursing through her veins. The words felt right, ancient, as if they had been spoken by countless women before her throughout the centuries.

A smile spread across Matthias's face, transforming his features. He lowered himself between her thighs, which parted willingly to receive him. His hands, warm and strong, gripped her hips as he positioned himself at her entrance.

Rachel's fingers continued to stroke her hair, while Mia's hand found hers, squeezing gently in reassurance. They were with her, supporting her through this final step of the ceremony.

Slowly, excruciatingly slowly, Matthias pressed forward. Faye felt his heat parting her lips, stretching her, opening her. She felt herself accommodating his considerable size in a way she'd never experienced before. The sensation was overwhelming—pleasure and discomfort intertwined so completely she couldn't separate them. He advanced by infinitesimal degrees, allowing her body time to adjust to each new increment of fullness.

She gasped, her fingers digging into the furs beneath her. "Oh God."

Rachel leaned close, whispering encouragement as Mia's hand squeezed hers tighter. Matthias continued his measured invasion until, with a final gentle thrust, he was fully seated within her. Faye's back arched involuntarily, a cry tearing from her throat—half pain, half ecstasy—as she felt herself perfectly filled, utterly possessed.

He remained totally still above her, his powerful body trembling with the effort of his restraint. His eyes, almost black with desire, searched her face, waiting. The entire gathering seemed suspended in that moment, breath held, watching the summer virgin and her king joined as one.

Faye met his gaze, understanding what he needed. She nodded once, giving him permission to continue.

With that subtle signal, Matthias began to move. He withdrew almost completely before sliding back into her depths with deliberate slowness. The friction sent sparks of pleasure shooting through her core, and she moaned, her hips rising to meet his next thrust.

Around them, the circle of watchers stirred to life. As if Matthias's movements had broken some invisible spell, the assembled bodies began to writhe in shared ecstasy. Villagers reached for one another, hands exploring, lips meeting in hungry kisses. The dance transformed into something more primal, more intimate—couples and groups forming throughout the circle, moving together in rhythmic abandon.

Matthias's pace quickened, each thrust driving deeper, filling Faye completely. The sensation was overwhelming—beyond anything she'd experienced in her limited encounters. As her body adjusted to his size, pleasure bloomed, radiating outward from her core.

She tore her gaze from his face, suddenly aware of the wider scene unfolding around her. Rachel and Mia had shifted positions, no longer simply kneeling beside her in support. Their bodies undulated to the rhythm of the drums, hands exploring with uninhibited curiosity, touching Matthias, touching Faye, touching themselves.

Rachel's fingers traced the muscled contours of Matthias's back while her other hand worked feverishly between her legs. Mia kneaded the soft flesh of her own breast with one hand, all the while mirroring the movement exactly with her other on Faye’s.

Faye gasped as Mia's thumb brushed across her sensitive peak, sending shivers cascading through her body. The sensation amplified the pleasure of Matthias's movements inside her, creating a harmony of stimulation that made her dizzy with desire.

Beyond the immediate circle of their bodies, Faye's gaze found her male friends. Lucas stood transfixed, his hand working steadily along his length, eyes never leaving the tableau before him. James matched his rhythm, lips parted slightly, breath visibly quickening. Even Ravi, typically so reserved, had surrendered to the moment, his fingers wrapped around himself as he watched her with undisguised hunger.

Their eyes met hers in turn—first Lucas, then James, finally Ravi. Something unspoken passed between them, a connection deeper than friendship yet simpler than desire. Recognition, perhaps. Understanding. Permission.

Without conscious thought, Faye's hand lifted slightly from the furs, fingers curling in a subtle beckoning gesture. The invitation was unmistakable despite its subtlety.

The three exchanged glances, a silent communication passing between them before they moved as one, approaching the writhing figures on the furs. They positioned themselves behind Rachel and Mia, forming a second circle around Faye's prone form.

James's hand found Rachel's shoulder, sliding down her arm with deliberate slowness. Lucas pressed himself against Mia's back, his erection nestling against the curve of her neck. Ravi merely positioned himself above Faye’s head, gazing down at her as he continued to stroke himself.

"Beautiful," Matthias murmured, his rhythm never faltering as he observed the expanding circle of intimacy. "The summer virgin brings all together."

Faye felt a strange power surge through her as she watched her friends' hands begin to roam across each other's bodies with increasing boldness. James's fingers tangled in Rachel's hair, pulling her head back gently until his erection slid across her cheek. Lucas bent forward, cupping Mia's breasts from behind, his thumbs circling her nipples in motions that matched the rhythm of Matthias's thrusts.

Ravi moved closer, his hesitation finally melting away as he knelt by Faye’s shoulder. His hand hovered above her heaving chest, his dark eyes seeking permission as his fingertips trembled with anticipation. Though words failed her—each of Matthias's powerful thrusts driving the breath from her lungs—Faye managed a small, urgent nod, her eyes communicating what her voice could not.

The first touch of Ravi's palm against her breast sent electricity coursing through her sensitised skin. His fingers splayed across her flushed flesh, cupping the modest swell before his fingers trailed delicate paths of fire across her skin, circling her hardened nipple. The dual sensations—Matthias's rhythmic invasion below and Ravi's exploring touch above—created a symphony of pleasure that threatened to overwhelm her completely.

"That's it," Matthias encouraged, his voice husky as he maintained his relentless pace. "Let them worship you."

A movement to her left caught Faye's attention. Rachel had swivelled to face James, who held her blonde hair as she took him into her mouth with practiced ease. Her eyes fluttered closed in apparent bliss, one hand steadying herself against his hip while the other worked frantically between her own legs.

On her right, Mia mirrored the position with Lucas, her lips stretched wide around him as she moaned, the vibrations clearly visible in the clenching of his stomach muscles. Lucas's head fell back, his fingers tangling in Mia's dark tresses as she pleasured herself with the same enthusiasm she was bestowing on him.

The sight of her friends—so familiar yet so transformed—sent a fresh wave of arousal flooding through Faye's body. She arched upward, pressing herself more firmly into Ravi's palm while simultaneously taking Matthias deeper.

Matthias groaned, his rhythm faltering momentarily before resuming with renewed vigour. "You feel… incredible."

Ravi's touch grew bolder, his other hand joining the first to cup both her breasts, thumbs circling her sensitive peaks in tandem. The sensation drew a keening moan from Faye's throat, a sound so primal she scarcely recognised it as her own.

Around them, the villagers had succumbed entirely to their baser instincts. Bodies writhed together in various states of ecstasy, the ancient dance having transformed into something far more carnal. The drumming continued, its rhythm matching the cadence of Matthias's thrusts, driving everyone toward a collective crescendo.

"Watch," Matthias commanded, his voice strained with effort as he nodded toward her friends.

Faye's gaze returned to Rachel and Mia, whose movements had grown more fervent. Rachel's head bobbed with increasing urgency as James's hands guided her pace and caressed her cheek. Lucas had taken control entirely, holding Mia's head steady as he thrust between her lips, his movements careful but insistent.

The sight of Mia and Rachel pleasuring her male friends sparked a primal yearning within Faye. Her gaze drifted upward to where Ravi knelt, his attention focused entirely on her breasts, his hands gentle yet unyielding as they teased and caressed. His arousal jutted proudly mere inches from her face, hard and straining, the tip glistening in the firelight.

A sudden hunger overcame her, different from anything she'd ever experienced. Without hesitation or request, Faye lifted her head from the furs. Her tongue darted out to taste the length of him, tracing a wet path from base to tip in one fluid motion.

Ravi inhaled deeply as his hands froze on her breasts, his entire body going rigid. His wide eyes met hers, shock and pleasure warring for dominance in his expression.

Faye smiled up at him, her hips never ceasing their rhythm against Matthias's powerful thrusts. Something about Ravi's stunned reaction emboldened her further. She'd known, somehow, that he would welcome her touch—had seen it in the way he watched her, felt it in his reverent caresses.

Ravi's shock melted into a smile of wonder and desire. He shifted his weight, angling his hips closer to her face, offering himself to her more completely.

Faye opened her mouth, welcoming him between her lips with a hunger that surprised even herself. The taste of him was salt and musk, foreign yet oddly familiar. She hollowed her cheeks, drawing him deeper as Matthias's next thrust forced a moan from her throat that vibrated around Ravi's length.

"Christ," Ravi gasped, his fingers resuming their attention to her breasts with renewed enthusiasm. "Faye, that's… incredible."

The dual penetration overwhelmed her—Matthias filling her below while Ravi filled her mouth, her body caught between them in a perfect circuit of pleasure. Her universe narrowed to these points of contact, to the slide of skin against skin, to the rhythm that drove them all toward a common peak.

Around them, the festival had transformed completely. The villagers moved together in various configurations, their bodies gleaming with sweat in the firelight. The music had become a primal heartbeat, driving them all toward a collective climax.

Matthias's pace quickened, his thrusts growing more urgent. "The blessing is nearly complete," he growled, his fingers digging into the soft flesh of her thighs as he drove deeper.

Faye felt her own pleasure building, a tight coil of sensation winding ever tighter at her core. She worked her tongue around Ravi’s length with greater urgency, matching Matthias's rhythm as best she could while her mind swam with sensations previously unknown.

Hands grasped at her wrists—soft, insistent, pulling. Through half-lidded eyes, Faye glimpsed Rachel and Mia kneeling beside her, their faces flushed with desire, their bodies gleaming with sweat. They tugged at her arms, guiding her hands upward and outward.

"Touch them," Matthias commanded, his voice strained as he continued his relentless pace. "Feel how you've transformed them."

Her fingers encountered hot, rigid flesh—James on her left, Lucas on her right. They'd positioned themselves where her friends knelt, their erections jutting proudly above her splayed body. Her fingers instinctively curled around them, one in each hand, feeling the velvet hardness, the pulsing heat.

"God, Faye," James groaned, his hips jerking forward as her fingers tightened.

Wet heat engulfed her nipples as Mia and Rachel bent forward, their mouths closing over her sensitive peaks with gentle suction as Ravi continued to massage her breasts around them. Their tongues swirled in tandem, creating electric jolts that shot straight to her core. Their moans against her skin told her that they were still pleasuring themselves even as they focused on her. Faye, too, moaned around Ravi's length, overwhelmed by the symphony of sensations—her mouth filled, her core stretched and pounded, her hands wrapped around her friends' arousals, her breasts lavished with attention.

Her world contracted to those points of connection, those circuits of pleasure given and received. The boundaries between bodies seemed to dissolve as they moved together in perfect harmony. No longer separate individuals but a single, writhing entity of pleasure.

The coil within her wound tighter, tighter, threatening to snap. Matthias sensed her approaching climax, his thrusts becoming more targeted, more deliberate. His thumb found the sensitive bundle of nerves at her centre, circling with practiced precision.

"Let go," he commanded, his voice resonating through her very being. "Show them your power."

The tension broke. Pleasure exploded outward from her core, radiating through her limbs in waves of searing heat. Her back arched off the furs, her fingers clenching involuntarily around James and Lucas, her throat producing sounds she'd never made before, muffled by Ravi's thickness.

"That's it," Matthias growled, his rhythm faltering as her inner walls pulsed around him. "Take your pleasure, summer virgin."

The intensity of her climax triggered a chain reaction. Ravi gasped, his hands tightening on her breasts as he pulled back, spilling himself across her throat, her cheek, her lips, in hot, thick pulses. James and Lucas followed almost simultaneously as they each groaned her name like a prayer, their releases reaching her chest and stomach, splashing across the backs of Mia and Rachel who moaned and squealed against her breasts, clamping their lips harder on her nipples as they each spasmed with their own orgasms beside her.

The hot splashes of her friends' pleasure against her skin only heightened Faye's own climax, extending it beyond anything she'd ever experienced. Each pulse of release around her seemed to feed her own, creating a feedback loop of ecstasy that left her trembling and gasping. The weight of Ravi's offering on her lips, the warmth of James and Lucas marking her chest, the vibrations of Mia and Rachel's moans against her sensitive flesh—all of it combined into a kaleidoscope of sensation that kept her suspended at the peak of pleasure.

"Yes," Matthias growled above her, his rhythm growing erratic as he watched her friends unravel around her. "Take their offerings."

His powerful body tensed, muscles standing out in sharp relief against the firelight. With one final, brutal thrust that buried him to the hilt, Matthias threw his head back and roared. The sound was primal, ancient—the call of the summer king as he spent himself inside his chosen virgin. Faye felt his heat flooding her depths, pulsing against her most sensitive places, triggering another climax that crashed through her with even greater force than the first.

"Oh God!" she screamed, her voice raw and unrestrained as her body convulsed around him. Her nails raked down the furs, seeking purchase as pleasure tore through her in merciless waves. Her back arched sharply, lifting her hips to take him impossibly deeper, her thighs quivering violently around his waist.

For one transcendent moment, the world disappeared entirely—there was only sensation, only completion, only the perfect union of bodies joined in ancient ritual. Then, like a marionette whose strings had been cut, she collapsed back to the ground, chest heaving with desperate breaths, limbs heavy and boneless with satisfaction.

The gathered villagers erupted in jubilant cheers and applause, their voices rising together in what sounded like a hymn of thanksgiving. The drummers slowed their tempo, transforming the frantic heartbeat of desire into a gentle, satisfied rhythm that matched Faye's gradually steadying breath.

She blinked dazedly up at the night sky, stars swimming before her eyes as her vision slowly cleared. Matthias remained above her, still joined with her, his powerful chest rising and falling as he recovered. His antlered crown was askew, giving him a strangely vulnerable appearance despite his imposing presence.

Around her, her friends were recovering from their shared ecstasy. Rachel's golden hair fell across Faye's shoulder as she pressed a gentle kiss to her collarbone. Mia's fingers traced idle patterns through the mingled evidence of pleasure on Faye's stomach, her smile languid and satisfied. The boys—James, Lucas, and Ravi—gazed down at her with expressions that mingled awe, tenderness, and something deeper that she couldn't quite name.

"That," James said, his voice hoarse, his breathing still laboured "was something else.”

Silence settled over their little circle then, as the intensity of what they'd just experienced sank in. No one seemed to know what else to say—words felt inadequate, almost unnecessary after such a profound communion. The crowd that had pressed so closely around them during their shared ecstasy gradually dispersed, drifting back toward the main festival grounds in twos and threes, their voices hushed as if reluctant to break the spell that lingered in the air.

The drumming that had driven their passions to such heights now receded, becoming a distant heartbeat rather than the all-consuming rhythm it had been moments before. A cooler breeze ghosted across Faye's sweat-slicked skin, raising goosebumps in its wake.

Matthias shifted above her, his eyes meeting hers with surprising tenderness. With exquisite care, he withdrew from her body, the sensation drawing a soft gasp from her lips as she felt the evidence of his pleasure escape, warm and viscous against her thighs. The loss of his presence left her feeling strangely empty, though her body still hummed with satisfaction.

"You have honoured us beyond measure," he murmured, brushing a strand of damp hair from her forehead. His voice was gentle now, stripped of the commanding power it had held during their coupling. "The village will know prosperity because of your generosity."

He glanced around at her friends—Rachel and Mia still curled against her sides, the boys arranged in a protective semicircle around them all.

"Rest now," he continued, rising to his feet with fluid grace despite his recent exertions. "Recover your strength. The night is still young, and there are many hours of celebration ahead." His eyes twinkled with knowing warmth. "When you are ready to rejoin the festivities, you will find us welcoming."

With surprising formality, he bowed deeply to Faye, then to each of her friends in turn. "Thank you for your participation in our ancient ways. The summer virgin and her attendants have blessed us all."

Then, adjusting the antlered crown that had become askew in their passionate encounter, he turned and walked away. The remaining villagers followed his lead, melting away into the darkness beyond the circle of dying fires, leaving Faye and her friends alone in their intimate tableau.

For several long moments, they remained as they were—a tangle of naked limbs and cooling skin, the evidence of their shared pleasure still glistening on Faye's body, the enormity of what had just transpired hanging in the air between them, unacknowledged yet impossible to ignore.

"Well," Lucas finally broke the silence, his voice cracking slightly. "That was… not what I expected when we decided to come to Sweden."

A bubble of laughter escaped Faye's lips, surprising even herself. The absurdity of it all—how they'd arrived as ordinary tourists and somehow ended up in this extraordinary situation—suddenly struck her as hilarious. The laughter grew, spilling out of her in waves that shook her entire body. The tension of the evening—the embarrassment, the exposure, the extraordinary pleasure—all released in that rush of mirth.

Rachel was the first to join her, giggling against Faye's shoulder. Then Mia snorted inelegantly, which set James off, his deep laughter rumbling through the circle. Soon all six of them were howling with laughter, clutching at each other as tears streamed down their faces.

"Did we—" Lucas gasped between fits of laughter, "—did we actually just have an orgy at a Swedish midsummer festival?"

"In front of the entire village!" Ravi added, wiping tears from his eyes.

"Led by a bloke wearing antlers!" James wheezed, which set them all off again.

When they finally caught their breath, Mia propped herself up on one elbow, regarding Faye with genuine admiration. "I have to say, Faye, I'm really impressed. Who knew our little wallflower had it in her?"

"Seriously," Rachel agreed, her hand gently squeezing Faye's. "I mean, I thought you might dance a bit, maybe even get your kit off if the tradition really demanded it. But this…" she gestured vaguely at the entire scene, "…this was spectacular."

James nodded vigorously. "So much for ‘Faye the nun’! It’s Faye the fearless now! Never would have believed it if I hadn't seen it with my own eyes."

"And participated with my own—" Lucas began with a smirk.

"Yes, thank you, Lucas," Ravi cut him off, though his eyes crinkled with amusement. "But they're right, Faye. That was… brave doesn't even begin to cover it."

Faye felt a blush creep across her cheeks, though after everything that had just happened, embarrassment seemed rather inapposite. She glanced down at her body, still marked with the mingled evidence of their shared passion—pearly streaks across her breasts, stomach, and thighs.

"I'd tell you all I don't know what came over me," she said with surprising confidence, gesturing to the cooling fluids criss-crossing her skin, "but that might be a poor choice of words right now."

There was a beat of silence before they all erupted into fresh peals of laughter, James actually rolling onto his back and clutching his stomach, Mia snorting once more.

"Oh my God, Faye!" Rachel shrieked, her face flushed with mirth. "Did you just make a sex joke?"

"The apocalypse is truly upon us," Lucas declared dramatically. "Faye made a dirty joke. The end times are nigh!"

Faye grinned, feeling lighter than she had in years. "I guess there really is a first time for everything,” she said.
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