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Author’s Note

This book is a passion project for me, one I’ve been working on for some time. It is less erotic, certainly less pornographic, except in parts, more focused on the adventure, the banter, and a little fantasy. I know some may read my books only for the erotica, and there is some in this, but I wanted to make an erotic book that was connected to a fun story too. I’m sorry if you don’t like it, but I still hope you have fun with it.

In other news – I recently discovered someone downloaded and then stole my books, putting them online. I managed to get them taken down, but honestly, as a boutique author who doesn’t sell thousands of books a month, I found it heartbreaking. I considered being nice in my response on the forum, tried to be understanding, but then I saw other authors tried the same and got nothing in return, so instead, I went the ballistic route.

Thankfully, a friend of mine works with copyright law and is dealing with it. When it comes to book theft, strangely, courts take a far harder view than when it comes to movies. Who’d have thought? Anyway, MaidAmy – if you continue down the route you are going, things won’t end well. At some point, your IP address will be traced, your real name will come out, and the lawyers will be on you like hawks.

Now listen up, subbies. I want you to remember one thing. As long as you are living in my fantasies, then behave as such. If you want me to be a bitch, I can be a bitch, which means make sure you follow me on Instagram, make sure you email me asking for forgiveness for being such wimpy sissy sluts, and then make sure to wank that little cock as hard as you can, whilst saying my name.

Yeah, enjoy the book, sluts.

By the way, if there are typos in my books, please drop me an email and tell me where (juliagslater@writeme.com). I don’t really proofread my stuff because when it comes to smut-books like mine, you’re kind of on a deadline otherwise you lose your place in Amazon. So I usually write, publish, and go back and fix later. I try not to have too many glaring errors, but you never know. Thanks.

As mentioned before, it would be really cool if you could press those little stars at the end. If you are worried about people seeing you liked a kink fetish book, then worry not, people can’t see what you are rating. Same as if you leave a review, you can change the reviewer’s name! So, you know, please do. Oh, once I work out how to do it, I might even do a mailing list, so please subscribe to that, as and when.

Please subscribe to my profile on Amazon, and follow me. I recently started an Instagram account (@juliagwenslater), though I’m not really a social media person. I just can’t get into it, but feel free to add me and once in a while I try to post a picture of myself.

Anyway, love you all, and thanks for reading.


Prologue

This was impossible. Completely, catastrophically impossible. How did women do this every day without losing their minds? Who invented the bra, and more importantly, why? I’d spent the last five minutes wrestling with the damned thing, arms twisted behind me, fingers cramping, hooks refusing to cooperate like they were sentient and spiteful. And the stockings, Jesus Christ. Whoever decided rear clips were a good idea deserved prison. Why couldn’t I just wear tights? Why did stockings even exist?

Naturally, this was all Thalia’s fault.

Before Thalia Marquart, I’d been a perfectly normal data scientist. I analysed datasets, billed clients obscene amounts of money, and went home to my perfectly normal life. I had a girlfriend back home, Sally. I’d been planning to propose; pretty much had proposed, unofficially, but we loosely used the fiancé word. I even bought a ring, though she didn’t possess it yet.

Then I met Thalia.

To be fair, she was devastating. Tall, broad-shouldered, unapologetically muscular, with olive skin and dark brown eyes that felt less like eyes and more like judgments passed down by an ancient god. Her cheekbones were sharp enough to cut glass, framed by two deliberate strands of black hair that fell like curtains beside her face, the rest pulled back and braided high. When she spoke, her voice was smooth and clipped, unmistakably upper-class British, Oxford or Cambridge, old money cadence, completely at odds with her looks. Lebanese, maybe. Or something equally unfair.

But it wasn’t how she looked that ruined my life. It was what she dragged me into.

“Are you about done yet, Mitchell?” she called through the door.

“I don’t know how to put any of this on,” I snapped back. “And I still don’t understand why I even need it.”

The door flew open in time with her exasperated sigh. I scrambled to cover myself, breasts, hips, the very unwelcome bulge in my panties, but she was already there, hands efficient, movements sharp. She reached behind me, tugged the bra into place, and fastened it with practiced ease. Then she dropped to one knee and clipped the stockings without ceremony.

“You need to dress like this because,” she said flatly, “you currently have the body of a woman.”

“Yes, I’d noticed,” I said. “Hard not to. Especially since this is all your fault. So when exactly do we change me back?”

She straightened and rolled her eyes. “Later. Get dressed. And for future reference, you fasten the bra in front and spin it around.”

“…Oh.”

“And the stockings, you clip them first.” She shrugged, then paused, her gaze flicking over me. “As much as I enjoy you in black lace, and I do think it suits your skin, we have work to do.”

She punctuated the thought by briefly cupping my breast, then stepped back like nothing had happened.

The air in the room was heavy and unmoving, thick with heat. No air-conditioning, forty-plus degrees outside. Cicadas screamed from somewhere beyond the walls, a relentless soundtrack to how thoroughly my life had gone off the rails. Everything had changed in days, maybe hours, and I had no idea how I was ever going to explain this to Sally. If I even could.

Resigned, I pulled the silky red dress over my head. It clung in all the wrong places, wrong for Marrakech, wrong for sanity, but exactly right for a cocktail party at the Royal Mansour.

“Why didn’t we just stay there?” I asked. “I thought you were rich.”

“I am,” she said. “That’s why I don’t stay where everyone’s watching. Now hurry up, and don’t break your ankles in those heels.”

I’d spent the entire day learning how to walk in the fucking things. Surely I wouldn’t screw it up now.

Minutes later, we were in a cab, threading through the city toward a party I was certain we hadn’t been invited to. The host was Crane Mallick, tech billionaire, professional saviour of humanity, and all-round bastard, also known as Konstantin Malov, Russian-born, American-minted. He’d made his fortune on cheap salt-water batteries, then doubled down by selling luxury electric vehicles at obscene margins.

The party was just theatre.

The real reason he was here was a meeting with Abdul Al-Hamrani, Yemeni war criminal, rumoured to have unearthed an artifact.

“It’s a map,” Thalia said.

“A map to what?”

“No idea. But if Mallick wants it, so do we.”

“Why?”

“Because he thinks it’ll make him invincible.” She glanced at me. “The power of Penthesilea. Daughter of Ares.”

“Greece?” I asked. “Turkey?”

“No,” she said dryly. “We were there.”

I looked down at myself, at the dress, the heels, the body, and then back at her. “How could I forget?”

She hummed and traced a finger down my arm.

The cab pulled up outside the hotel. A red carpet spilled down the steps, lights blazing, voices rising. The place buzzed as we stepped out and joined the flow toward the grand hall. At the entrance, a heavy-set man in a black suit raised a hand.

“Invitation.”

“Of course,” Thalia said, smiling as she produced a card from her clutch.

I shot her a look. Since when did she plan to tell me she had been invited?

“Ms Marquart,” the man said, checking the card, then smiling as he waved us through. “And her guest. Welcome.”

The velvet rope parted.

And just like that, we were inside.

The large ornate room of the Royal Mansour opened up around us like the inside of a jewel box. High ceilings rose into carved cedar panels, each one inlaid with delicate geometric mosaics that caught the light of enormous crystal chandeliers. Everything gleamed, gold leaf, polished marble, silk wall hangings in deep reds and blues, so meticulously arranged it felt less like a hotel and more like a stage set built to intimidate. The air smelled faintly of orange blossom and expensive perfume, layered over the sharper tang of chilled champagne.

Guests drifted through the space in small, glittering constellations: men in tailored suits that probably cost more than my old car, women in gowns that shimmered as they moved, all of them laughing just a little too loudly. Every smile felt practiced, every gesture deliberate. Somewhere beneath the music, a string quartet doing something tasteful and unthreatening, I could sense the low hum of money and power rubbing shoulders.

Thalia slipped an arm through mine, her grip firm and reassuring, like she was reminding me to keep moving and, more importantly, to keep breathing. “Eyes up,” she murmured, not even looking at me. “Blend in. You’re supposed to be bored.”

Bored. Right. I lifted my chin, adjusted my posture the way she’d drilled into me earlier, and let my gaze drift lazily across the room. That was when I saw him, Crane Mallick, standing near the far end of the hall, surrounded by a tight knot of admirers. He looked exactly like someone who thought himself untouchable: relaxed, smiling, utterly convinced the world was bending in his direction. Of course, in a room full of tuxedos and overpriced suits, Mallick was in ripped jeans and an old Led Zeppelin t-shirt, his trademark laid-back look, but I knew it was all a façade. Although he never spoke of Putin, anyone who was everyone knew that his manipulation of the US President was at the bidding of the Russian leader.

My stomach tightened.

“Well,” I muttered under my breath, forcing a smile as a waiter passed with a tray of drinks, allowing us to grab two flutes, “if this goes wrong, at least we’ll die somewhere nice.”

Thalia’s lips curved, just slightly. “Try not to,” she said. “Those heels were expensive.”

My gaze swept the room again, this time with purpose. Security was everywhere. Not obvious, no earpieces, no stiff stances, but I could see it in the way certain men never touched the champagne, never laughed too hard. Oversized, immaculate suits hid more than broad shoulders.

“No sign of Al-Hamrani,” Thalia murmured.

“I wouldn’t even know who I was looking for.”

She snorted softly. “Trust me, you would. Picture Gaddafi in his prime. Swagger, ego, and absolutely no shame.”

“Ah. That type.” I took a careful sip of champagne. “So he’s carrying the artifact on him?”

“No,” she said flatly. “It’ll be in one of the private rooms. Next door. Heavily guarded.”

I nodded once, forcing a smile as someone brushed past me.

“Fantastic,” I muttered, taking a careful sip of the sparkling wine. It tasted like money and bad decisions. I glanced back at her. “By the way, why exactly do you have an invitation to this?”

Thalia didn’t look at me. Her gaze moved calmly across the room, cataloguing faces, exits, patterns. “Because Mallick sent me one, darling.”

I nearly choked. “He what?”

She lifted a perfectly groomed eyebrow. “You’ve heard the saying, keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.”

“And you’re what, his pet enemy?” I hissed. “Or maybe he knows exactly what you’re doing. Are you out of your mind?”

For the first time that evening, she looked genuinely amused. A soft laugh escaped her. “Mitchell, you’ve known me for two weeks. What do you think?”

I exhaled. “…Right. Stupid question.”

“Shush,” she said lightly, fingers tightening around my arm. “Look who just walked in.”

I followed her gaze.

She hadn’t exaggerated. Abdul Al-Hamrani made an entrance the way only men like him could, loud without speaking, visible without trying. He wore a beige military uniform cut too clean to have ever seen real combat, shoulders padded to cartoonish proportions. A general’s hat sat atop his head at a dramatic angle, a thick yellow aiguillette looped across one shoulder like a prop borrowed from a parade costume. His chest was crowded with medals, too many, too polished, most of them almost certainly self-awarded.

A three-pronged belt cinched his waist, heavy and ceremonial, more symbol than function.

Flanking him were armed guards in dark suits and sunglasses, their hands never far from where weapons would be, and trailing just behind them, a small entourage of women. Beautiful, meticulously styled, smiling on command. Decorations. Proof of excess. Proof of ownership.

The room subtly shifted to accommodate him. Conversations bent. Heads turned. Space opened.

“Well,” I murmured, “he’s subtle.”

Thalia’s lips curved into something cold. “Warlords never are.”

Al-Hamrani paused just inside the hall, soaking it in, basking in the attention like it was owed to him. His eyes swept the room with lazy entitlement, and then, unmistakably, locked onto Crane Mallick across the crowd.

There it was. The reason for the theatre.

“Showtime,” Thalia said softly. “Now remember, stay close to me, look pretty, and try not to punch anyone.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said dryly. “Wait, what is the plan?”

“No idea,” she replied. “We’ll improvise.”

“Of course we will.”

She was already tuning me out, her attention fixed across the room. I followed her gaze just in time to see the warlord and the billionaire collide in a flurry of theatrical affection, overlong handshakes, exaggerated cheek kisses, smiles stretched tight with mutual contempt. They spoke in low voices, the kind of polite small talk meant only to establish dominance.

Then, almost in unison, they stiffened.

Al-Hamrani’s eyes flicked toward a door off to the left of the hall. It was subtle, but not subtle enough. The entrance was flanked by several men who weren’t pretending to be guests, no drinks, no chatter, hands folded just a little too neatly.

“That room,” Thalia said quietly. “We need to get into it.”

I glanced at the guards, then back at her. “And how exactly do you propose we do that?”

She smiled. “That,” she said, “is the fun part.”

She moved immediately, not waiting for agreement, fingers brushing my wrist as a signal to follow. We slipped out of the hall and into a side corridor, heels and polished shoes muffled by thick carpet. She pushed into the ladies’ room, checked each stall with brisk efficiency, then locked the door.

“We need to get outside and around,” she said. “There are windows.”

I stared at her. “We’re on the second floor.”

She smiled like this was a minor detail. “You climbed the other day.”

“Not in heels, Thalia,” I hissed. “And last I checked, this hotel has a perfectly good front door.”

“They’ll be watching it,” she replied calmly. “They’ll expect us to leave the sensible way.”

She gestured toward the window.

“So,” she continued, entirely too cheerful, “out the window it is.”

I looked down at my shoes, then back at her. “You’re enjoying this far too much.”

She grinned. “A little.” She said, pulling off her shoes and storing them under the sinks. I followed suit, then watched as she climbed out of the small window at the rear of the room.

“Bollocks,” I muttered, already regretting every decision that had led me here.

I followed her out the window and immediately found myself dangling from a narrow stone ledge, fingers scrambling for purchase. It might have been only two storeys down, but the hotel’s layout added a cruel twist, an extra drop where the basement level cut away beneath us. If I slipped, I wouldn’t just fall. I’d shatter something. Probably everything.

Two weeks ago, this would have sent me straight into a panic. I hated heights. Loathed them. My pulse would’ve been hammering, my breath gone shallow, brain screaming at me to freeze.

But the last two weeks had been… educational.

If I’d learned anything at all, it was this: when Thalia was involved, panic was a waste of energy. Expect the unexpected, or don’t bother expecting anything at all.

I tightened my grip, adjusted my footing as best I could in silky stockings that had no business being this far off the ground, and muttered a silent prayer to whatever gods still found this situation amusing.

By now, you’re probably wondering what the hell is going on.

I’ve just told you I have a woman’s body, a penis, a past life as a man, and a working knowledge of how to walk in high heels. None of that makes sense. Trust me, I’m aware.

If you’re confused, imagine how I feel. Because right now, from the inside, it all feels completely, spectacularly unhinged. The kind of reality where you start questioning not just your choices, but the basic laws of cause and effect.

So maybe the only way this makes any sense at all is to rewind.

Back to the beginning.


One

Two weeks earlier

“Did you pack your toothbrush?” Sally called as I headed for the car.

“Yes, bunny!” I chuckled.

She always did this. Every single business trip. The moment my suitcase crossed the threshold, Sally would spiral into full logistical panic. Toothbrush. Razor. Chargers. Passport. As if I were a goldfish with legs.

Back then, my suitcase was painfully predictable: clothes, more clothes, and the thrilling lineup of male toiletries, razor, toothbrush, deodorant. The holy trinity.

I was a normal twenty-seven-year-old data scientist, which sounds far sexier than it is. In reality, I stared at corporate datasets, squeezed out insights, and repackaged them as “business propositions” so companies could shave two minutes off an internal process and call it innovation. It was boring. I was boring. The junior analysts I sat with found me about as engaging as the spreadsheets, but they were contractually obligated to pretend otherwise.

The job involved a lot of travel around Europe, which sounds glamorous until you realise it was always airport, office, hotel, airport. That was the loop. That week’s destination was Athens. Athens! History, culture, ruins! Would I see any of it? Absolutely not. Or so I assumed.

At the time, I was aggressively average. Short brown hair, neatly combed. Glasses that were probably too square for my face but felt right, which mattered more. Skinny build. Nothing remarkable. Sally never complained, about anything, really, and she loved me for exactly who I was. I loved her back. She was a shy, geeky accountant with thick horn-rimmed glasses and a habit of apologizing to furniture she bumped into. Perfect, as far as I was concerned.

She drove me to the airport like she always did, even though it meant over an hour each way. If security had let her, she’d probably have walked me onto the plane and tucked me in.

My first day in Greece was the usual corporate theatre: a room full of people, a presentation explaining why I was there, and a list of things I needed from them that they would absolutely not deliver on time. To my surprise, though, they wrapped me up by mid-afternoon and told me to go sightseeing.

So I did.

The Acropolis. The Parthenon. The Agora. Some old stadium whose name I immediately forgot. It was actually… nice. Refreshing, even. A change from hotel carpeting and lukewarm conference coffee.

It was that evening that I first saw Thalia.

She was sitting outside a small taverna near my hotel, sipping what I assumed was ouzo. Across from her sat an older man in an open shirt, proudly displaying a grey, hairy chest and a deeply committed tan. He talked with wild hand gestures, like his arms were auditioning for a solo role. Thalia barely moved, leaning back, one arm draped over the chair, chin resting lazily on her hand.

I remember stopping dead and thinking, Life isn’t fair.

Yes, I had a wonderful girlfriend. Yes, this was a ridiculous thought. But when perfection looks directly at you from across a table, your brain tends to malfunction and ask stupid questions like, Why not me?

At some point, Thalia glanced up and caught me staring. A small smirk tugged at her lips, not surprised, not offended. Amused. Like she knew exactly what was happening in my head. I immediately looked away, embarrassed, hoping that would be the end of it.

It wasn’t.

When I looked back, she was still watching me.

I paid my bill and walked back toward the hotel while she continued chatting with the old man. It was late. I should have gone straight to bed. Instead, a quiet, irritating voice in the back of my head suggested one more drink.

So I sat at the bar, halfway through a beer, when someone slid onto the stool beside me.

“Mia beera, megale, parakaló,” she said to the bartender.

“Ne,” he replied, already reaching for a cold glass of Mythos.

I didn’t need to look.

I already knew.

Thalia turned toward me as she accepted the beer, deliberately clinking her glass against mine. She didn’t say a word. Just took a long, unhurried pull from the glass, then licked the foam from her lips with a soft smack, never breaking eye contact.

“If you’re going to undress a woman with your eyes,” she purred, “the polite thing is to buy her a drink.”

Message received.

When the barman brought the bill, I quietly put it on my room. “Sorry,” I said, immediately feeling like I needed to apologise for existing. “You’re just… you’re very pretty.”

“So I’m told.” She smiled, clearly enjoying herself. “Thalia.” She held out a slender hand.

I shook it, and nearly short-circuited. Her palm was rough. Calloused. Not at all what I’d expected.

“Mitch,” I said, smiling awkwardly, suddenly unsure where to put my hands, my eyes, or my dignity. She was too articulate to be a hooker. And if she was, she was definitely operating in a tax bracket I couldn’t afford.

“I’m not a prostitute, Mitchell,” she laughed.

A shiver ran straight down my spine, like a cold finger tracing it. Had she just…

“Jesus,” she continued, shaking her head, amused. “You’re an open fucking book, darling. You’re so tightly wound I’m amazed you’re not spinning on that stool.”

“Mitch,” I muttered again, softer this time, like repetition might somehow fix things.

She made me feel small. Exposed. I’d always struggled with people like her, the confident ones, the ones who took up space without apologising. I struggled with them in school, and I struggled now. And, inconveniently, that same confidence was doing things to me I very much did not want to examine too closely.

A bead of sweat trickled down my neck. The bar was air-conditioned. This was not environmental.

“So,” she said, tilting her head, studying me. “What is it you do, Mitch?”

She said my name like it tasted faintly unpleasant, as if she were already bored by it.

“I’m a data scientist,” I said, looking away.

The smirk that followed told me she’d clocked my embarrassment instantly. “And you think that’s… dull.” She took another sip. “Data scientist,” she repeated thoughtfully. “So you look at facts and figures, patterns others overlook, and make decisions people smarter than you somehow miss?”

“Something like that,” I muttered.

She leaned back, eyes lighting up. “Good god, man, that’s not dull at all. Who you do it for might be dull, sure, but the skill?” She tapped the bar thoughtfully. “Imagine using that on medical data. Finding the clue that cures cancer. Or military data,  winning wars before they start. Or…” She slowed, eyes unfocusing for a moment, caught by a thought I couldn’t see. Which was a shame, because she’d been making me feel almost… impressive.

“Tell me,” she said at last, turning back to me. “How do you reach your conclusions?”

“On the data?”

“Yeah,” she said, smiling.

I explained that data science wasn’t just staring at numbers until they confessed. It was pulling together mountains of data from different systems and looking for patterns, signs of inefficiency, loss, opportunity. And yes, there was software involved. Software I’d helped design. Pattern recognition, anomaly detection, correlations humans would miss at first glance.

“People like to say AI is perfect for that,” I added. “It isn’t. Not on its own. AI only works when a human keeps nudging it, refining the inputs, adding constraints, correcting assumptions. Like image generation. You ask for something once, you get close. You keep tweaking, and eventually you get what you actually wanted. That’s the job. I guide it. Then I interpret what comes out.”

She listened closely, eyes on me in a way that made me feel, briefly, like the most interesting man in the room.

“Okay,” she said, nodding. “Now imagine I had data about a long-lost artifact. Something hidden for thousands of years. You’d be able to use that information to narrow down a real location, wouldn’t you?”

I frowned. Treasure hunting wasn’t exactly in my résumé. “I suppose. Depends on the data. What kind, how reliable it is. But yes, it could help. Why?”

She didn’t answer right away. The pause stretched just long enough for me to order another round, drinks I didn’t really want but felt socially trapped into accepting. Eventually, she blinked, as if surfacing from a thought, and smiled.

“No reason,” she said lightly. “Just curious.”

I seized my opening. “So what do you do?”

“Oh, I’m a woman of many talents,” she said. “Let’s just say I help museums acquire ancient artifacts.”

“So… a treasure hunter?”

“Among other things.”

“Greece must be a good place for that,” I offered.

“You’d think so,” she replied, smiling in a way that suggested she knew something I didn’t. “Based on the data.” She let that hang. “But Greece has been picked clean. I’m here for something else.”

“Oh? And what’s that?”

She leaned across the bar, close enough that I could smell citrus and alcohol on her breath. Her lips hovered dangerously near mine.

“Private,” she said softly. Then, shifting gears without warning, “No ring. Not married?”

“No. Girlfriend. Maybe fiancée soon.”

“Hmmm.” Her eyes flicked back to mine. “Faithful?”

“Her or me?”

“Either,” she grinned.

“Yes. Both.”

“Shame.” She stood, lifting her glass and her small handbag.

My heart dropped. I’d just watched the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen walk away because I’d told the truth. And yet, I wasn’t a bastard. I loved Sally. I couldn’t cheat on her.

“Leaving?” I asked, weakly.

“Yes. And so are you. Come on.” She nodded toward my drink. “You can take that upstairs.”

“To…?”

She sighed, exasperated. “Christ, Mitchell. I expect you to fuck me.”

I swallowed hard.

Every instinct in my body was at war with itself. This woman was dangerous. Magnetic. Completely outside my life. When would I ever get a chance like this again? And yet I knew the right answer. I hated that I knew it.

“I… I can’t,” I said quietly. “I’m sorry.”

Instead of anger, she smiled, genuinely impressed.

“Well, well,” she said. “That’s new. Haven’t had a man turn me down before. Huh. So that’s what that feels like.” She studied me for a moment. “How about a compromise?”

“A… compromise?” I asked, already afraid.

“We don’t have sex,” she said easily. “We just go down on each other.”

My eyes widened. My brain stalled completely. “I, I, I…”

She leaned in and kissed me before I could finish. Soft. Closed-mouth. Brief. Then she pulled back, smiling.

“Good night, Mitchell,” she said. “I hope you have a good life.”

And that, I thought, was that. My one chance to do something reckless, stupid, and gloriously out of character, gone. I watched her walk toward the elevators, hips swaying like they were doing it on purpose. Men openly stared. Women noticed and promptly punished them for it. Even the barman, who’d been quietly eavesdropping the entire time, snapped me back to reality by smacking me with a dishcloth.

“Hey!” I protested.

“Sorry!” he said, hands flying into the air, head shaking in disbelief, the full Greek performance. “But what the fuck, my friend? She was throwing herself at you. And you said no? What kind of man are you?”

“A stupid one,” I said. “A very stupid man. A stupid man who happens to love his girlfriend.”

“Ah!” He waved this away like an annoying fly. “You’re in Greece. We don’t cheat. We just have fun. It’s not cheating, it’s sex. You people, you make such big drama out of nothing.” He clicked his tongue. “Crazy man. Completely crazy.”

The beer stopped tasting good after that. Bitter, flat, or maybe that was just regret creeping in. I didn’t even bother saying goodnight. I slunk out instead, feeling less like a noble hero and more like an idiot who’d just declined a once-in-a-lifetime offer.

Before bed, I called Sally. Told her about my meetings, the sightseeing, the food. Left out the part about the stunning woman who had practically offered herself on a barstool. There was a selfish little urge to brag, Look how strong I was, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I never wanted Sally to think there was anyone hotter than her. Even if, objectively, there had been.

The next morning, I resolved to forget Thalia entirely. She was a moment. A glitch. Something that belonged firmly in the past. I had work to do.

The client wrapped things up by midday again. I planned to dig into the data, but the one person who could grant me access had apparently vanished for the afternoon. Instead, they tossed me the keys to a car and told me to go see the country.

My boss back in the UK didn’t care in the slightest. When I called to explain how oddly disengaged the Greek team seemed, he laughed and reminded me they were paying for my time whether they used it or not, and that if they dragged things out later, all the better. Billable hours were billable hours.

Driving around Greece in the heat turned out to be less idyllic than I’d imagined. The locals were fine, confident, assertive, efficient. The tourists, on the other hand, were absolute chaos. Still, it beat sitting in a hotel room. It was different.

And for a while, different was enough.

I was just pulling up near a secluded, unmarked archaeological site, fifty minutes outside Athens, nothing but heat, stone, and silence, when I heard it.

Pop.

A sharp, flat sound echoed through the canyon.

Pop-pop.

I frowned, scanning the cliffs. For a second, my brain tried to rationalise it. Target practice. Construction. An army base nearby, maybe.

Then I looked down into the ruins.

People were running between crumbling columns and broken walls. Not tourists. Not archaeologists. They were moving with purpose, weapons raised, shouting, firing.

“Oh… holy shit,” I whispered.

This was very much not on the itinerary.

I was already backing toward the car when I saw who they were chasing.

“Thalia?” I breathed.

She was sprinting across the site, boots kicking up dust, hair whipping behind her. A burned-out motorbike lay smoking nearby. Whatever plan she’d had, it had clearly gone to hell.

I should have left. I should have gotten in the car, driven away, and pretended I’d never seen a thing. Instead, something idiotic and heroic flared in my chest.

I dove into the driver’s seat and slammed the door, throwing the car into gear as I bounced down the dirt track toward her. The tyres cracked and skidded over stone. The suspension protested violently. The little Citroën did not enjoy being asked to perform in an action movie.

I skidded to a stop beside her.

She spun, gun snapping up, then froze.

“Get in!” I yelled.

She didn’t argue. She vaulted into the passenger seat just as I threw the car into reverse.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she shouted over the engine.

“Being a tourist!” I yelled back. “Care to explain this?”

Gunfire cracked around us. Bullets pinged off the bodywork with sharp metallic snaps.

“Just drive!” she snapped.

I floored it.

Dust and gravel exploded behind us as we tore up the track toward the road. The car slammed onto the tarmac, tyres shrieking as I yanked the wheel straight.

For half a second, I thought we’d made it. Then headlights appeared in the mirror.

Plural.

“Are you kidding me?” I shouted as automatic fire stitched across the rear of the car, glass spiderwebbing instantly. “What the actual fuck is happening?!”

“Keep it straight,” Thalia said, already half out the window.

She fired in controlled bursts, ducked back in as bullets snapped past her head, then leaned out again.

“OW!” I yelled as another burst went off inches from my ear. “That’s really fucking loud!”

“Poor you,” she said, firing again.

Cars closed in behind us. Then motorbikes, weaving, fast, aggressive. Traffic thickened ahead. Tourists. Rental cars. Buses. Nowhere to go.

One bike tried to pull alongside. I swerved. The rear clipped it.

The bike spun, skidded, and vanished under the grill of an oncoming truck.

The others fell back, just for a heartbeat.

“Motorway,” Thalia said. “Get us to the motorway. Now.”

“Oh, sure,” I shouted. “Let me just pencil that in!”

She leaned through the shattered rear window and fired again.

A car behind us lurched as its tyre blew, slamming sideways into another vehicle in a mess of screeching brakes and shattering glass.

For a brief, terrifying second, the road ahead was clear. I didn’t waste it. I drove like my life depended on it. Because it very clearly did.

The little borrowed car screamed in protest as I forced it up the motorway on-ramp, the engine sounding like it was negotiating its own surrender. Another bike surged alongside us, the rider lifting his weapon…

…and then he was pinned.

I swerved hard, crushing him against the concrete barrier. Metal shrieked. The bike buckled. The rider launched free, his body slamming back-first into a post with a wet, final-looking snap.

I swallowed. “I really hope these are bad guys.”

“They are.”

“Great. Who are they?” I asked, weaving through traffic at a speed that would definitely void whatever insurance this car had.

“Russian mercenaries,” she said calmly. “They’re trying to stop me getting away with this.”

She held up a square gold medallion. Ancient-looking. Etched with unfamiliar script. Something was missing from the centre, a gem, maybe, or another piece entirely.

“What is it?” I asked.

“A key,” she said, lining up her gun as another bike approached. “Part of the locking mechanism to an ancient Minoan tomb on Crete.”

“Of course it is.”

She fired. The bike veered away just as sirens wailed behind us, police this time. The mercenaries peeled off immediately, vanishing into traffic.

“We need to ditch the car,” she said. “They’ll be looking for it. So will the police.”

“My stuff’s at the hotel,” I said weakly. “Also, this isn’t even my car.”

She blinked. “What?”

“It’s borrowed. From my client. When they hear about this…”

She winced. “Yeah. Sorry, Mitchell. That job is over. And the people chasing me? They’ll come for you too. Your best chance of staying alive is sticking with me.”

“Fuck!” I yelled, narrowly missing a lorry.

We abandoned the car in the suburbs and melted into the city on buses and trains, trying very hard to look like two perfectly normal tourists who absolutely hadn’t just been shot at. Back at the hotel, we grabbed our bags and checked out like nothing was wrong.

“What are we doing now?” I asked.

“I called a friend,” she said. “He’s waiting in Rafti. He’ll get us to Turkey.”

“Turkey?” I stopped dead. “I can’t go to Turkey. I need to go home.”

“No, you’re coming with me to Turkey,” she said flatly. “You helped me. Congratulations, this is what helping looks like. Besides, if you go home, you put your girlfriend in danger.”

My stomach dropped. “Sally’s in danger?”

“No. Not yet,” she said. “They’ll probably just watch her. She’s innocent. Not worth involving.”

“Oh? Innocent?” I snapped. “Like me?”

She raised an eyebrow. “You did choose to pick me up.”

“Because you were being shot at!” I yelled.

This was not how I’d pictured my business trip ending. Not even close. One thing I was absolutely certain of, though, I should have slept with Thalia when I had the chance. Because now I was so terrified I was pretty sure I’d never get my cock up again.


Two

When Thalia said her friend had a boat, I’d pictured something discreet. A battered fishing trawler. Maybe a modest sailboat with peeling paint and a diesel cough. Not this. This was a floating monument to excess.

The yacht loomed against the dock like a small, private city, all sleek white curves and darkened windows, polished steel catching the moonlight. It hummed rather than roared, cutting silently through the Aegean like it didn’t need to announce itself. Multi-million euros of confidence and quiet menace.

We crossed the sea in near silence, the night stretching endlessly around us. No pursuit. No gunfire. No drama. Which, in hindsight, should have worried me more than it did.

“They’ll be waiting for us,” Thalia said calmly, sipping wine and leaning against the deck rail as if this were a pleasure cruise. The deck beneath our bare feet was warm, smooth, impossibly well cared for. We’d been told not to wear shoes. I suspected the yacht cared more about its wood than our lives. “They’ll have a head start, of course.”

“Of course,” I echoed. “So what exactly are we looking for when we get there?”

She turned toward me, and for a moment the confidence softened into something warmer. More human. It caught me off guard.

“Come on,” she said, smiling. “I’ll show you.”

She took my hand and led me below deck to her cabin, spacious, immaculate, smelling faintly of citrus and salt. From a backpack, she carefully unrolled a bundle of paper, revealing aged parchment protected like a relic.

A map.

“This,” she said, “is a map of the ancient city of Sagalassos. We’re looking for the hidden Bath of Cybele.”

“Cybele,” I repeated.

“She bathed there,” Thalia continued, tracing a path with her finger. “But more importantly, she carried the missing piece of the key around her neck. When she knew the male gods were hunting her, she hid it beneath a stone in the centre of the bath, and cursed it, before sealing the place forever.”

I snorted. “Right. Curses. I don’t really buy into mystical vengeance. Sounds like voodoo nonsense.”

She gave me a look, one I really should have paid more attention to. “Perfect,” she said lightly. “Then you can retrieve it.”

“If we find it,” I said.

“Hence the map,” she replied. “It took me a very long time to acquire.”

“Where’d you get it?”

“I stole it from the British Museum.”

I blinked. Once. Twice. Then shrugged. “Given how much they stole, that feels like fair play.”

“Exactly,” she said, already folding the map away. “We should sleep. Tomorrow will be… intense.”

“Right,” I said. “So, uh, where’s my cabin?”

She smiled slowly. “We’re sharing.”

I hesitated. “I don’t think that’s a great…”

“I don’t bite,” she added. “And I don’t snore.”

“Yeah,” I said dryly, “that’s not what I’m worried about.”

She stepped closer and slipped her arms around me, smug amusement dancing in her eyes. “You’re worried your resolve will crack,” she murmured. “You’re worried I’ll take advantage of you.”

She leaned in, her lips brushing my ear.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered. “I will.”

She bit my earlobe gently. That should have been the moment I walked away. Dug deep. Remembered who I was supposed to be. But after the adrenaline, the fear, the running, I felt closer to her in that instant than I had to Sally in weeks. Maybe months.

My hands found her waist. Her mouth found mine. And suddenly we were laughing, fumbling, shedding clothes and gravity all at once, collapsing onto the bed in a tangle of sheets, salt air, and very poor decisions.

As her hands took hold of my cock, I waited for the look of disappointment on her face. Even Sally when she first saw how small it was, gave a brief frown of sadness, but she recognised all the good things about me, a small penis was just one letdown. But if Thalia was disappointed by my size, she certainly didn’t show it, if anything, she seemed happy to see it.

Naked, Thalia was every bit as beautiful as I pictured her being, and then some. A small twinkle of a piercing glistened around her smooth clitoris, her pubic hair most likely removed rather than waxed, given how smooth she was.

As she lay back on the bed, shuffling further back and opening herself, I realised that in that moment, what she cared most about was not my little dick, but my mouth. So I leaned forward and gently licked, surprised to find her not in the least bit sweaty after the day.

“You’re a good little pussylicker. Might have to keep you as my pet.” She purred, running a hand through her scalp and untying her hair. “You ever been dominated?” She asked. The question made my dick stir. Never had I thought about the idea of being tied up or spanked, not that I was oblivious to such things, and yet, the confidence of this woman compared to my introversion did make me wonder what it might be like to submit to her.

She didn’t wait for my answer though. “Bring me to an orgasm quickly, or I’ll pull you over my knees and turn your little bottom red with my hairbrush.”

“Mmm…” I found myself moaning, a wholly unexpected sound given that this was all new to me.

Seconds later, she let out a sigh, then a mewling sound, and then her thighs wrapped around my head, squeezing tight as she cried and shook. “Oh wow.” She gasped, releasing me. “What a shame. I was so looking forward to spanking you.”

I climbed up next to her, under no expectation to penetrate her, but still, she pushed me on my back and mounted me, my shaft hard as steel as she sat down on me in one go. She was warm and soft in there, tighter than I expected, given that Sally always seemed so loose. “You like submissive men, then?” I asked softly.

“Very much so. I can’t abide brutes. Why?” She grinned. “Oh, you thought I was out of your league? Yes, story of my life, I’m afraid. People see an attractive woman and say she needs to be with a muscular male model, but in truth, what I want is a man who will worship me for who I am.”

“Muscular men might have bigger cocks.” I said, feeling her squeeze down on me.

“You’re fine. Yes, you’re small, but you touch my g-spot, that’s all I need. Besides, I get to call you kinky names, which turns me on more. Like, needle dick, or clitty.” Her hands drifted down to my nipples, pinching them sharply, then she bent over and hovered over my mouth as she bounced on my cock. “Open your mouth.” She whispered. I did, watching as she let spit drizzle into my mouth. I should have been disgusted, I should have thrown her off me, but I just found myself gasping and wishing for more.

Of course, the mixture of her beauty, her words, the soft feeling of her smooth perfect bosom, meant that there was no way that I was going to hold on. I gasped that I was going to cum and she grinned back at me, squeezing harder, telling me to fill her, to give her my seed.

I thrust hard one last time and unloaded, my dick jerking and spasming, until finally, I was done, my cock already retiring for now.

She wasn’t done. “One more orgasm for me now.” She purred, moving herself over me. My eyes widened as her used pussy found itself over me, my cum already threatening to drop onto me. “Open wide and taste us.” She said in a sexy hush.

I didn’t have the heart or desire to say no. I just wanted to please her, to give myself to her, regardless of my inhibitions. As my mouth opened, she opened too, dropping the cum into me in the same way she drizzled her spit. I allowed it to gather in my mouth, unsure if she wanted me to swallow or spit, and once she was satisfied, she pulled back to look, surprised and glad to see I had held it. She then moved her finger into my mouth, using it as a swizzle stick, before telling me to swallow.

“I was right about you.” She said, settling on my face. “You’re wasted on that girlfriend of yours.”

Sally. Fuck, I was licking away at this gorgeous goddess and at home, my girlfriend was waiting, feeling sorry for me for having to be away from home. Heck, I hadn’t even called her, I’d forgotten in the rush to get to the boat.

I licked away at Thalia’s perfect cunt, but I’d lost some of my drive, so I was grateful when she came again and moved off me, rolling over to light a slim cigarette. She offered me one, even though she knew I didn’t smoke.

“What did you mean?” I asked after a while, staring up at the ceiling as the yacht hummed quietly around us. “Earlier. When you said you were right about me.”

Thalia shifted beside me, the sheets hissed as she turned onto her side. I felt her elbow prop her head up, felt her eyes on me before she spoke.

“I meant,” she said slowly, “that you’re exactly the man I thought you were. Smarter than you pretend to be. Braver than you think you are. And a lot more fun than you allow yourself.”

I frowned.

“You want things,” she went on. “Adventure. Risk. A little chaos. You’re just terrified of what it says about you to want them. So you bury it under routines and responsibility and a very sensible girlfriend.” A small smile tugged at her lips. “But you’re not opposed to temptation. You just need permission.”

The words were meant kindly, I could hear that much. Measured. Almost affectionate.

They still made my face burn.

Anger flared, sudden and sharp, cutting through the warmth of the moment. I turned toward her. “You don’t get to psychoanalyse me after fucking me,” I snapped. “You don’t know me. You don’t get to decide who I am.”

She didn’t pull away. Didn’t flinch. Instead, she studied me with that same infuriating calm, like she’d expected this reaction and was letting it pass.

“I’m not deciding,” she said evenly. “I’m observing.”

“Well, stop,” I shot back. “You think because I broke one rule, one, that suddenly I’m this secret thrill-seeker desperate to burn my life down?”

She considered that. Then shrugged. “You didn’t just break a rule, Mitchell. You shattered one you clearly cared about.”

“That doesn’t mean…”

“It means it mattered,” she cut in gently. “And you did it anyway.”

Silence settled between us, heavier than before.

I rolled onto my back again, jaw tight. The anger drained, leaving something worse behind; doubt. Not about her. About myself.

She softened then. Her hand found my chest, fingers tracing slow, absent patterns, not possessive, grounding.

“I’m not judging you,” she said quietly. “And I’m not mocking you. I like you. But you live like a man constantly negotiating with himself. Always calculating the safest version of every decision.”

I swallowed. “And what’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing,” she said. “If safety is what you actually want.”

I closed my eyes.

That was the problem, wasn’t it?

She leaned in and pressed a kiss to my shoulder, not seductive this time. Just warm. Human.

“Get some sleep,” she murmured. “Tomorrow, you’ll have bigger things to be angry about than me reading you too well.”

I huffed a quiet laugh despite myself. “You’re insufferable.”

“And yet,” she said, settling back against the pillows, “here you are.”

I lay there listening to the sea and the distant thrum of the engines, replaying her words whether I wanted to or not, wondering when, exactly, my life had stopped feeling like something I was choosing and started feeling like something I was maintaining.


Three

I woke to stillness. Not the dead stillness of a hotel room, but the gentle, suspended quiet of being afloat, the soft lap of water against the hull, the distant creak of something shifting as the yacht breathed with the sea. Sunlight poured through the cabin windows, bright and unapologetic, illuminating everything with the kind of clarity I wasn’t sure I wanted.

Thalia’s side of the bed was empty. The sheets were rumpled, still warm in places, but she was gone. For a few seconds my chest tightened with something like panic, the irrational fear that she’d changed her mind, decided I was a complication she didn’t need, and left me behind while I slept. It would have been very on-brand for how this trip had gone so far.

Then I noticed my phone, still plugged into the charger where I’d left it. I picked it up. Messages from Sally.

Nothing dramatic. No accusations. Just gentle check-ins spaced hours apart. Hope your day went okay. Haven’t heard from you, everything alright? The careful wording hurt more than anger would have. She was worried, but she was also trying not to be that girlfriend. The kind who nags. The kind who smothers.

The kind I had absolutely betrayed.

I exhaled slowly and stared at the screen, thumb hovering. For a fleeting, cowardly moment, I considered not replying at all, letting distance do the work for me. But that felt worse somehow. So I typed. Uneventful day. Meetings finished early. Went to bed pretty wiped. Sorry I went quiet.

It was bland. Safe. A lie so smooth it almost passed for truth.

The moment I sent it a knot settled in my stomach. I hated how easy it had been. How natural it felt to edit my life into something acceptable, something that wouldn’t rock the boat, even now, even after everything.

I set the phone down and rubbed my face, suddenly exhausted, despite my comfortable rest.

I wanted to tell her the truth. Or at least some version of it. I wanted to say, I met someone. Everything spiralled. I don’t know who I am anymore. But how do you explain that you didn’t just cheat, you detonated your life in the span of forty-eight hours and boarded a yacht with a woman who dealt in ancient curses and gunfire?

How do you explain that part of you didn’t regret it?

That was the worst thought of all.

I sat up, sunlight warming my skin, and felt the weight of the mess I’d made pressing in from all sides. There was no clean ending here. No version where everyone walked away intact. Somewhere between Athens and open water, I’d crossed a line I couldn’t uncross. Whatever happened next, with Thalia, with the tomb, with the men chasing us, one thing was already certain. Nothing was going back to the way it was.

“Morning, you,” Thalia said lightly.

She stepped back into the cabin carrying a tray, fruit, bread, eggs, coffee, juice, the casual abundance of it all somehow more disorienting than the gunfire had been. She was dressed like this was just another pleasant morning: tight black denim shorts, a green lace-trimmed crop tank, thin straps clinging on by sheer optimism. It felt unfair that someone could look that relaxed after detonating someone else’s life.

“Got us breakfast.”

“Where are we?” I asked, my voice rough with sleep and something heavier.

“Antalya,” she said. “We arrived a while ago but I didn’t want to wake you. You looked like you needed it.” She climbed onto the bed beside me and kissed me, not rushed, not hungry, just familiar. Like this was normal. Like we were normal. “Eat. You’ll need the energy.”

I didn’t think I was hungry. My stomach had been a tight knot since I woke up. But the moment I took a bite, instinct took over. The food disappeared faster than dignity usually allows, and she watched with faint amusement.

“I lied to Sally,” I said quietly.

She didn’t miss a beat. “Good.”

I looked up. “Good?”

“Yes,” she said, sipping her coffee. “For her safety, for a start. And honestly, after what happened between us, there’s no reason for her to know that. What would that accomplish, exactly? You easing your conscience by dumping the pain on her?” She shrugged. “That would be selfish.”

The bluntness stung.

“We slept together,” she continued, unapologetic. “It happened. You don’t get absolution by hurting someone else with it. Move on.”

I wanted to argue. Wanted to tell her she was cold, that she didn’t get to decide how guilt worked. But the words stuck, because somewhere underneath the anger was the uncomfortable truth: telling Sally would be about me, not her. Passing the hurt along just so I could feel cleaner.

“Besides,” Thalia added casually, “if you truly wanted to tell her, you already would have.”

I sighed and leaned back against the pillows. “Here we go.”

She raised an eyebrow. “What?”

“You were making sense right up until now,” I said. “Now comes the part where you psychoanalyse me. Where you tell me I needed this, that you’ve unlocked some repressed version of myself I’ve been keeping under lock and key.”

She smiled, slow, knowing. “Have I?”

I opened my mouth. Closed it again. That was the problem, wasn’t it? She hadn’t dragged me onto that yacht. Hadn’t forced me to stay. Hadn’t made any of the choices for me. She’d just… offered a door. And I’d walked through it.

I stared at the ceiling, the weight of that realisation settling in my chest.

“Fuck,” I muttered.

Thalia leaned back beside me, satisfied but not smug. “Eat your breakfast,” she said softly. “We’ve got a long day ahead.” And for the first time since waking up, I wasn’t sure whether I was more afraid of what was coming next, or of how much a part of me was ready for it.

Leaving the yacht behind felt like stepping off a ledge.

Out on the water, everything had been contained, quiet engines, polished surfaces, the illusion that this was all still temporary. On land, the adventure stopped being something that might happen and became something that was happening.

Thalia moved with confidence, weaving through the streets as if Antalya were a familiar puzzle she’d already solved. She didn’t explain where we were going, and I didn’t ask. The less I knew, the less my mind had to latch onto. Panic thrived on details.

The city hit me all at once.

Heat rose off the stone like a living thing, pressing in from every direction. The air smelled of grilled meat, diesel, spices I couldn’t name, and sweat. The streets were a crush of people, tourists blinking in the sun, locals calling out from stalls stacked with fruit, scarves, counterfeit football shirts, knockoff perfumes. Hands tugged at my sleeves, voices layered over one another, every step an obstacle course.

“Boss, good price! Look, look!”

“Brother, where you from?”

“Very cheap for you!”

“It’s busy,” I muttered, sweat trickling down my back.

“It’s always busy,” Thalia said easily, slipping past a stall without breaking stride. “Especially now. Inflation’s brutal. People sell whatever they can, however they can. Food on the table comes first.” She glanced around, expression unreadable. “Turkey’s a shadow of what it was.”

I struggled to keep up, my senses overloaded. “So how are we getting to Sagalassos?” I asked, half-expecting her to point me toward a bus terminal or a sketchy minivan.

“Don’t worry about that.”

That answer did absolutely nothing to reassure me.

Eventually we wriggled free of the market’s grip, the noise thinning as stalls gave way to side streets and half-abandoned buildings. The heat lingered, but the crowds didn’t. We walked until the city felt looser, less watchful.

She slowed near a small, unpaved car park, more dirt than asphalt. A handful of vehicles sat baking in the sun. She stopped, scanned the area, then approached an old Audi A4 coated in a thick layer of dust, like it had been forgotten rather than parked.

She shrugged off her backpack, opened it, and produced a small plastic case. From it, she pulled a slim metallic device that looked far too purposeful to be legal.

I barely had time to process that thought. The car door clicked open.

She slid into the driver’s seat and leaned across to pop the passenger door. “Get in.”

“What the hell?” I hissed, glancing around. “You’re stealing this car?”

“Look at it,” she said calmly. “Dust hasn’t been disturbed in weeks. Owner probably left it here and forgot about it. If anything, they’ll be happy for the insurance payout.” She started the engine. “And if they haven’t checked on it recently, they won’t notice right away. That buys us time.”

My heart hammered as I stood there, every sensible instinct screaming at me to walk away. But then I thought about yesterday. About gunfire. About bodies hitting the road. About how easily I’d accepted her word that they were mercenaries.

What if they weren’t?

Today I was stealing a car. Compared to everything else, it barely felt like escalation anymore. I got in.

Thalia drove like someone who understood exactly how much attention a car could attract.

She didn’t rush. She didn’t linger. She threaded through traffic with practiced ease, slipping into gaps without braking hard or accelerating fast enough to turn heads. Every move was deliberate, economical. She said nothing, eyes never settling in one place for more than a heartbeat; road, mirror, side street, mirror again. The car felt less like transport and more like a moving lookout post.

I watched her hands on the wheel, steady but ready, knuckles loose, fingers light. This wasn’t nerves. This was habit.

The city thinned around us gradually. Concrete gave way to scrubland and low hills, apartment blocks shrinking into dusty silhouettes behind us. The heat shimmered off the road in wavering bands, turning the horizon liquid. Olive trees and dry grass replaced market stalls and shouting vendors, the smell of spice and exhaust fading into sun-baked earth.

Only then did she seem to exhale. The tension in her shoulders eased a fraction. Her gaze lingered forward rather than constantly checking our flanks.

“Do you know how to fire a gun?” she asked, casually, as if she were inquiring whether I preferred coffee or tea. The normality of the question unsettled me more than the question itself.

“Not really,” I said.

She shot me a sideways look. “Not really, or no? And just so we’re clear, playing Call of Duty on your PlayStation doesn’t count.”

“Then no,” I said. “Definitely no.”

“Fine,” she replied. “I’ll find somewhere quiet and teach you.”

I swallowed. “Will I… need to?”

She glanced at me again, a look that carried just enough weight to remind me of gunfire, shattered glass, and men who hadn’t gotten back up.

“Better to know and not need it,” she said evenly, “than to need it and not know.”

I nodded, staring back out at the road as it unspooled ahead of us, long and empty and unforgiving.

“Fair point,” I admitted.

The car hummed steadily beneath us, carrying us deeper into a landscape that felt increasingly indifferent to whether we survived it or not.

“What do we do if the artifact isn’t there?” I asked.

The question hung between us, carried on the low hum of the engine and the low growl of tyres on hot asphalt.

I saw it then, the briefest twitch at the corner of her mouth. Not quite a smile. Not quite a frown. A flicker of something like hope that she didn’t bother to hide.

“To be honest,” she said after a moment, “I’m more worried about what happens if it is there.”

I turned in my seat. “That doesn’t exactly calm me.”

“Putting the key together is just step one,” she went on. “Knowing where to take it after that is the real problem.”

“And who knows that?”

She shook her head. “I don’t. Not yet. But I know someone who might.”

“Here?” I asked, already bracing myself.

“Mombasa.”

I barked a dry laugh. “Oh. Of course. Mombasa. Why wouldn’t the answer be Mombasa?” I leaned back and gestured vaguely at the windscreen. “You still didn’t answer my question.”

She sighed, fingers tightening slightly on the wheel. “If they get to the artifact before we do… then we go and take it from them.”

“From whom, exactly?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Crane Mallick.”

I stared at her. Once. Twice.

“That Crane Mallick?” I said. “Billionaire philanthropist Crane Mallick? Fascist-adjacent tech messiah Crane Mallick? The ‘I’ll buy every newspaper in the city so they stop being mean to me’ Crane Mallick?”

“The one and only.”

I let out a low whistle. “Fantastic. So what’s the plan, hop a flight to California and knock on his door?”

“If we have to,” she said evenly. “Though I doubt it’ll be in California.”

That answer raised more questions than it solved, and judging by the set of her jaw, she knew it. I decided not to push. Some information, I was learning, arrived better when it arrived on its own.

I turned my attention back to the road.

The scenery had changed again, hills rolling wider now, scrubland stretching out under a hard blue sky. The land looked ancient and patient, dry stone and dusty olive groves passing in slow, hypnotic rhythm. Heat shimmered above the road, bending the world just enough to make everything feel unreal.

After about an hour, Thalia slowed and turned off onto a dirt track barely wide enough for the car. The tyres kicked up dust as we followed it deeper into nowhere, the road deteriorating into ruts and stones until the engine complained.

She stopped with a crunch of gravel.

Without a word, she reached into her backpack and pulled out a silver pistol. She checked the magazine, racked the slide, then checked the chamber; efficient, practiced, unsettlingly casual.

My stomach tightened.

She glanced at me, already opening her door. “Come on,” she said. “Target practice.”

The heat hit me as I stepped out of the car, the silence pressing in from all sides.

She popped the boot and rummaged around, producing a handful of dented aluminium cans; energy drinks, soda, something unidentifiable and long past its prime. She set them on a low ridge of stone a short distance away, spacing them out with casual care, like she’d done this a hundred times before.

“Those will do,” she said.

I stood there uselessly while she handed me the pistol. It was heavier than I expected. Not unwieldy, just serious. The kind of weight that made you acutely aware of consequences.

“Relax,” she said, noticing the way I held it like it might bite me. “It’s not going to fire itself.”

“That’s comforting,” I muttered.

She stepped in close, close enough that I could feel her warmth against my side, the faint smell of sunscreen and dust. Her hands came over mine, not correcting so much as guiding, adjusting my grip with practiced certainty.

“Don’t fight it,” she said quietly. “Let it sit where it wants to. You’re not trying to dominate it.”

I swallowed. “That advice feels transferable.”

She smirked but didn’t comment.

She moved behind me then, one hand at my wrist, the other at my elbow, aligning my arms toward the cans. Her voice dropped, slower now, calmer.

“Breathe,” she said. “Look past the gun. The target matters more than the noise.”

The desert was silent around us, the heat pressing down, cicadas buzzing faintly somewhere unseen. My heartbeat felt loud enough to give us away.

“Whenever you’re ready,” she said.

I squeezed the trigger.

The crack of the shot shattered the quiet. The recoil jolted up my arms, sharp and startling, and I flinched instinctively. One of the cans leapt into the air, spinning away in a burst of dust and aluminium.

“Oh…” I laughed, half shock, half adrenaline. “I hit it.”

“You did,” she said, genuinely pleased. “See? Still alive.”

She stepped back, letting me try again on my own. The second shot missed entirely, the third clipped stone. Each time, the noise echoed off the hills, my nerves fraying a little less with every pull.

“You’re anticipating it,” she said. “Stop thinking about the bang.”

“That’s easier said than done when the bang feels like it’s happening inside my skull.”

She chuckled softly. “You’ll get used to it. Or you won’t. Either way, you’ll know what it feels like.”

By the time the magazine was empty, my hands were trembling, not from fear anymore, but from the comedown. From the realisation that this, too, had become normal far faster than it should have.

She took the gun back, efficient again, the moment slipping away as easily as it had arrived.

“That’s enough for today,” she said. “You won’t be good. But you won’t freeze.”

I watched the cans lying scattered and broken against the stone. That didn’t comfort me nearly as much as she seemed to think it should.

“Time to go.” She said, marching back to the car.

As I followed her, I felt like I was going to war. This was certainly not the business trip I’d been expecting.


Four

Sagalassos was not the quiet, forgotten ruin I’d imagined in my head, some sun-bleached secret clinging to the mountainside, accessible only to those who knew where to look. That fantasy evaporated the moment we crested the final bend in the road.

Coaches. Dozens of them. White, gleaming, idling in the heat like cattle trucks.

People poured out across the stone paths in slow-moving herds: sunhats, cameras, backpacks, bright trainers utterly at odds with the age of the place. The air buzzed with languages I half-recognised and half-didn’t, guides barking facts through headsets, the constant click-whirr of shutters.

I felt stupid for expecting anything else. It was peak season. Of course it was busy.

It was only when I glanced at Thalia that I understood; this wasn’t a complication.

It was exactly what she’d wanted.

“When I found you in Greece,” I said quietly as we joined the flow, “that site wasn’t even open.”

She nodded. “Which is why you were alone.”

Sagalassos, on the other hand, was alive. Monitored. Staffed. Watched. Which meant no one could start running around with rifles or dragging people away without the entire world noticing.

Mallick’s people might be ruthless, but they weren’t stupid.

She stopped suddenly and pointed.

“Look.”

A large laminated sign stood near the path, tied to a metal frame. Official. Clean. Temporary.

SAGALASSOS – ANTONINE FOUNTAIN

CLOSED FROM 19:00 FOR PRIVATE FUNCTION

I leaned in and read the smaller text beneath.

“Charity event sponsored by Clerk-Maxwell Vehicles,” I said. Then snorted. “Wow. Mallick really doesn’t give up, does he?”

She didn’t smile.

“He won’t,” she said. “Not when he’s this close.”

“So what’s the plan?” I asked, lowering my voice as a tour group surged past us. “Because I’m guessing crashing a billionaire’s charity gala isn’t exactly subtle.”

“We don’t crash anything,” she said calmly. “We find the hidden chamber before they do.”

I looked around at the crowds, the guards in discreet uniforms, the cameras mounted on poles, the sheer openness of the place.

“And the people?” I asked.

“For now,” she said, slipping her sunglasses on and stepping forward, “we’re just tourists. Same as everyone else.”

She merged seamlessly into the crowd, confidence radiating off her like heat from stone. I followed, trying to look interested in columns and inscriptions while my pulse thudded in my ears.

Ancient gods. Modern money. Crowds thick enough to hide in. Whatever was buried here had waited thousands of years. It wasn’t waiting anymore.

The Antonine Fountain revealed itself slowly, as if the mountain were reluctant to give it up all at once.

We passed through a narrow stone corridor where the air cooled noticeably, the chatter of the crowds funnelled and softened, and then the space opened, wide, breathtaking, impossible. The fountain dominated the terrace, a monumental wall of carved limestone rising in tiered grandeur, its columns stacked with mathematical precision, their capitals worn smooth by centuries of wind and rain. Statues stood in recessed niches: gods, nymphs, emperors, some headless, some whole, gazing out over the valley as though still aware of their own importance.

Water spilled from the upper basins into long channels below, the sound constant and soothing, a low rush that drowned out conversation and gave the place an almost sacred hush despite the number of people present. Sunlight struck the pale stone and bounced back hard, bright enough to make me squint. It felt less like standing inside a ruin and more like standing inside a memory that refused to fade.

Tourists lined the edges, phones held aloft. Guides gestured theatrically. Children leaned over the stone rails, daring each other to touch the water.

And somewhere beneath all of it, buried, hidden, waiting, was what we’d come for.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” I murmured.

Thalia didn’t answer.

She’d slowed to a casual stop near the edge of the terrace, one hand resting on the stone railing as if she were simply taking it all in. To anyone watching, she looked exactly like everyone else: relaxed, curious, another traveller caught by the scale of the place.

But I knew her better now.

Her posture had changed. The looseness had gone out of her shoulders. Her eyes moved, not lingering, not obvious, flicking from person to person, reflections caught in her sunglasses as she used the polished stone and shallow water like mirrors.

“Don’t turn around,” she said quietly.

My stomach tightened. “Why?”

“Because they want to look like tourists,” she replied. “And tourists don’t stare.”

My gaze stayed fixed on the fountain, but my awareness sharpened painfully.

I noticed them then, once she pointed them out, I couldn’t unsee them.

A man in cargo shorts and an overpriced linen shirt, standing too still near a column, his phone never actually raised to take a picture. Another pretending to argue with his partner about angles and lighting, yet scanning the crowd between sentences. Two more near the steps, backpacks worn too high, too neat, boots dusted but unscuffed, wrong for people who’d supposedly spent the morning wandering ruins.

They didn’t cluster. They didn’t communicate openly.

They orbited.

“How many?” I asked under my breath.

“At least six,” she said. “Maybe more. They’ll have been here a while, mapping entrances, exits, staff patterns.”

“And they know about the chamber?”

Her lips twitched, not quite a smile. “They wouldn’t be here if they didn’t.”

My pulse thudded in my ears, louder than the fountain now. “So what do we do?”

She finally looked at me then, calm and almost amused, as if this were exactly the confirmation she’d been waiting for.

“We stick with the plan,” she said softly.

She pushed off the railing and slipped back into the current of tourists, her pace adjusting without thought, shoulders loosening, posture softening, the subtle art of becoming unremarkable. I stayed half a step behind her, heart thudding, keenly aware of how exposed I felt despite the crowd pressing in around us. Ancient stone rose on either side, sun-warmed and indifferent, while somewhere nearby men with guns pretended to admire carvings older than their countries.

As we moved along the terrace, Thalia let her fingers trail lightly over the stonework. At first it struck me as strange, reverent, maybe even reckless, but then it clicked. She wasn’t admiring the craftsmanship.

She was searching. Not looking, not scanning, feeling. Testing seams, variations in wear, a difference in texture no camera or casual glance would ever notice. A hidden catch. A pressure plate. Some ancient engineer’s idea of subtlety.

I resisted the urge to mimic her. That way lay madness.

Instead, I did what I always did when the world became too big and too loud: I reduced it.

Data.

This place wasn’t random. It couldn’t be. Sagalassos had been designed by people who believed architecture was language. Symbolism mattered. Placement mattered. And above all, effort mattered, no one hid something sacred behind a wall that backed onto nothing.

I let my eyes drift upward, cataloguing rather than gawking.

Gods. Faces. Reliefs worn thin but still legible. Not every wall could conceal a chamber, only those backed by space. Only those aligned with something important. Baths weren’t just places to wash; they were social centres, ritual spaces, tied to purification and rebirth. If Cybele had chosen to hide something here, it wouldn’t be arbitrary. It would be meaningful.

I slowed my steps slightly, letting Thalia move ahead while I scanned the fountain’s architecture as a system rather than a spectacle.

Water flow. Drainage channels. Structural reinforcements disguised as ornamentation. Patterns.

And then I saw it.

A section of wall where the carvings were different, not in style, but in depth. The figures there were more pronounced, less eroded, as if they’d been shielded from centuries of weather. Above them, a relief of Cybele herself, flanked by lions, her gaze angled downward rather than outward. Pointing.

My pulse spiked.

“Thalia,” I murmured without looking at her, keeping my voice low and neutral, like a bored tourist making conversation. “Stop touching the walls.”

She glanced at me, a question already forming.

“Third panel from the left,” I murmured. “Just below the Cybele relief. The stone’s been shielded? That usually means something was removed. Or hidden.”

Thalia’s fingers froze.

Then, with deliberate casualness, she changed direction, drifting closer to the wall as though boredom had tugged her there. I followed, heart beginning to thud a little harder. We had to sidestep an elderly couple, bumping shoulders.

“Sorry,” I said automatically.

The woman beamed up at me, a wide, toothless grin, utterly oblivious to how fast the room had just turned dangerous.

I shifted my body, subtly blocking Thalia from view while she examined the stone. My eyes flicked back to the guards.

One of the mercenaries glanced at his phone. He leaned toward the man beside him. They both looked up. At us.

“Thalia,” I said quietly.

“Mm?” she replied, still studying the wall.

“They’ve clocked us.”

She didn’t turn. “How many?”

“Two moving in. One’s palming something,” My stomach dropped as metal flashed. “Knife. Switchblade.”

There was a soft, weary sigh behind me. Then hands seized my shoulders and spun me around hard enough to steal my breath. My back hit the wall, stone biting against the cotton of my t-shirt, and suddenly Thalia was in front of me, close, deliberate, eyes locked onto the approaching men.

For half a second, I thought she was going to bluff, wasn’t going to cause a scene. She didn’t. She moved like violence had been waiting in her muscles all along.

Her hand snapped out, catching the first man’s wrist mid-step, forcing his fingers to clench. The blade sprang open with a wet click. Before he could even register what had happened, she twisted his arm inward and drove it back toward him, precise, economical.

The blade vanished into his neck. Blood sprayed hot and sudden, a red fan across marble and stone. The man’s eyes went wide, mouth opening in a soundless scream before his legs gave out and he collapsed in a choking heap.

Someone screamed. Then everyone screamed.

The second man went for his gun, but Thalia was already there. She struck his wrist, the pistol dropping into her palm, then smashed the butt of it into his face with bone-cracking force. She hauled him upright, dragged him back against her, and turned him into a human shield just as other mercenaries surged toward us.

Gunshots erupted. She fired through him. Once. Twice. Men dropped.

She adjusted her grip, firing again, clean and controlled, bodies hitting the floor amid shattered stone and marble, and panicked shrieks.

“Find a way in!” she barked.

I stared at her. At the blood. At the man dying at her feet.

“What…?”

“IN!” she shouted. “NOW!”

Adrenaline slammed into me like a cold wave. I spun back to the wall, hands scrambling over stone just as bullets slammed into the masonry beside my head. A chunk of wall exploded, dust filling my mouth and eyes.

“God, damn it!” I coughed, spitting grit, fingers shaking as they traced carvings, seams, imperfections.

Not a button. Not a latch. A pattern. My breathing hitched. It wasn’t a mechanism. It was a puzzle.

The stone beneath my fingers wasn’t random.

At first glance it looked like decorative relief, weathered carvings softened by centuries, but once I stopped panicking long enough to see, the order revealed itself. A grid of shallow depressions and raised sigils, each no wider than a coin, arranged with infuriating precision. Greek letters, but not words. Symbols. Some familiar, omega, lambda, a stylised alpha, others older, pre-Hellenic, borrowed from cult iconography that predated the polis.

The stone was warm. Not from the sun, but from hands. Generations of them.

Set into the wall was a rotating disc, its edge barely proud of the surface, ringed with notches so fine they could only be felt, not seen. When I pressed, it gave, not freely, but with resistance, like it was weighted internally. Counterbalanced. Deliberate.

Classic Hellenistic engineering.

Below it, three horizontal stone sliders were recessed into the wall, each engraved with figures in motion; warriors, priestesses, animals locked in ritual poses. As I brushed one, it shifted a fraction of an inch and clicked into place, the sound deep and muffled, swallowed by the stone. Not a modern click. A hollow, ancient one.

This wasn’t meant to be forced. It was meant to be understood.

The Greeks loved puzzles that punished ignorance. Mechanisms tied to myth, to cosmology, to stories everyone was expected to know. Not locks, lessons. The kind of thing you solved by knowing who you were, and what you worshipped.

The disc bore a faint relief I hadn’t noticed before: a woman with a spear, shield raised, hair bound tight. Not Athena.

Cybele.

My pulse spiked.

The sliders corresponded to phases, battle, sacrifice, death. The disc to direction. The symbols aligned not by logic, but by story. Sequence mattered. Order mattered. Meaning mattered.

Somewhere behind me, another gunshot cracked, closer this time.

I swallowed, forcing my shaking hands to obey. This mechanism hadn’t survived two thousand years just to open for anyone. It was waiting for someone who remembered the old rules, or new ones. The pattern snapped into focus all at once. Not myth. Not reverence.

Data.

I forced myself to stop thinking about Penthesilea as a figure and started thinking about her as a dataset. Stories weren’t stories when you stripped them down, they were sequences. Events. States. Transitions.

Inputs and outputs.

The three sliders weren’t phases of worship. They were variables.

Each slider had five positions, worn unevenly from use. High-frequency states. That alone ruled out randomness. Five-by-five-by-five: one hundred and twenty-five possible combinations. Too many for trial and error, but not if most of them were invalid. Constraint-based system.

I ran it like I would a corrupted dataset in my head. What can’t be true at the same time? What always precedes something else?

Cybele never retreats. Never survives. Never submits. That eliminated whole branches instantly.

The rotating disc resisted again as I turned it, then clicked, harder this time. Not a confirmation. A warning. The resistance changed depending on alignment, like weighted probabilities shifting internally.

“This isn’t symbolic,” I muttered. “It’s conditional.”

“What?” Thalia shouted behind me, gunfire punctuating her words.

“It’s a state machine!” I snapped back. “You don’t open it, you reach it.”

I slid the first bar to the position showing combat joined, spear raised, shield forward. The stone hummed faintly, vibration running up my arm. The second slider went to sacrifice, not death, not victory. The moment before the fall. Low frequency in the myths, but consistent in the fragments. The inflection point.

The third…

A bullet cracked stone inches from my head. I flinched, then swore and forced myself back.

Attis, Cybele’s husband died by his own hand, driven by rage by Agdistis. But the story doesn’t end there. The third slider went to recognition. The moment he sees her face. The only state where the myth changes.

As the slider locked, the resistance vanished. The disc turned freely. I spun it once, twice, until the sigils aligned not with the figures, but with gaps between them. Negative space. Missing data.

“God, of course,” I breathed. “It’s keyed to absence.”

I pressed the centre. For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then the wall moved, just enough for me to push it. Stone slid inward without sound, seams opening like a held breath finally released. Cold air spilled out, carrying the smell of dust and age and something metallic.

The mechanism reset itself behind me with a deep, final thunk.

“Inside!” I shouted.

Thalia didn’t hesitate. She grabbed my arm and hauled me through, pushing the stone and the doorway sealed itself shut, gunfire ricocheting uselessly off stone that had already forgotten we were there.

In the sudden dark, my heart hammered. Data didn’t lie. I’d been useful. And several thousand years ago, someone had trusted that only someone who thought this way would ever make it through.

“They won’t follow us,” I said, breathless. “The puzzle’s too complex.”

Thalia didn’t answer right away. She was staring into the black ahead, eyes already adjusting, already planning.

“They’ll blow the door,” she said finally. “Which means we don’t have much time.”

My stomach dropped.

“And once they do,” she continued, “this becomes a sealed tomb. For us.”

“Fuck,” I breathed.

It hit me then, cold and absolute. Getting in had been the easy part. We still had to get out. And somehow find our way clear of Sagalassos before the mountain decided to keep us forever.

Below, half-buried in dust and grit, she found a length of brass, once decorative, now snapped and bent, but still solid enough to serve a purpose.

“Give me your T-shirt,” she said.

“Sure.” I peeled it off without argument. She wrapped the fabric tightly around one end of the metal, twisted it into a crude wick, then flicked her lighter. The cloth caught with a low whoomp, fire racing across cotton.

The chamber bloomed with flickering orange light.

And revealed… nothing.

No doors. No passages. No inscriptions. Just bare stone walls rising into darkness, smooth and unbroken. Thalia prowled the perimeter, torch held high, eyes sharp, movements clipped. She checked seams, pressed stones, listened for hollows.

Nothing.

She didn’t say a word, but the way she moved, fast, controlled, a little too hard, told me everything. She was furious.

Which made sense. Ancient builders didn’t carve secret chambers just to leave them empty. That wasn’t security. That was laziness.

And nothing about this place had been lazy.

“Wait,” I said quietly.

I crouched, lowering myself closer to the floor. The walls were uniform, too uniform to hide anything, but the floor wasn’t. At first glance it looked chaotic, stones laid without care. But the longer I stared, the more wrong that impression felt.

“There’s structure here,” I murmured.

Thalia stopped moving. Slowly, she turned toward me.

The floor tiles weren’t random at all. They were subtly different, variations in size, angle, wear. Not enough to catch the eye unless you were looking for distribution, for pattern. My brain slid into familiar territory without asking permission.

Spiral.

Not decorative. Functional.

I traced it with my eyes, following the curve inward. The stones tightened toward the centre, each slightly narrower than the last, like a logarithmic spiral collapsing into itself. The kind of pattern you got when something was meant to rotate.

“This room isn’t empty,” I said. “It’s dormant.”

I pressed down on one of the outer stones with my palm. Nothing. Tried another closer to the centre. Still nothing.

“Think,” I muttered. “Think like an engineer, not a priest.”

Ancient Greek mechanisms favoured balance. Weight. Pressure. Not buttons, conditions.

“It’s load-based,” I said suddenly. “It needs distributed force.”

Thalia’s eyes narrowed. “Meaning?”

“Meaning stop pacing.”

She blinked, then smirked despite herself. “You’re sure?”

“Pretty sure. The spiral isn’t a path, it’s a sensor. It wants symmetry.”

She stepped onto the outer curve, careful but deliberate. I moved opposite her, mirroring her position across the spiral’s axis. The stones shifted, just a breath, just enough to feel through the soles of my feet.

“There,” I said, pulse spiking. “Closer.”

We stepped inward together, maintaining balance, spacing ourselves evenly along the curve. With each step, the floor responded, subtle clicks, deep and old, stone settling against stone.

The centre tile sank. Not fast. Not dramatic. Controlled.

The spiral seams widened, stones retracting inward like petals folding. A circular section of the floor descended smoothly, revealing darkness beneath, and the curved edge of a stone staircase spiralling down into the mountain.

Cold air rushed up from below, carrying the smell of age and earth.

Thalia let out a low breath. “Of course it’s a spiral.”

I swallowed, staring down into the black. “Of course it’s conditional.”

Somewhere above us, distant and muffled, came the dull thump of an explosion beginning to work on the sealed door. We didn’t have long.

“After you,” she said.

I hesitated once, just once, then stepped onto the stair, trusting that over two or three thousand years ago, someone had designed this for minds like mine. And for entrances that were never meant to be easy.


Five

Behind us, the staircase slid back into place with a deep, satisfied thrum. Heavy brass teeth meshed, gears catching in sequence as a massive stone counterweight dropped somewhere out of sight, forcing the floor above to seal itself as though we’d never been there at all. Elegant. Final.

No amount of amateur explosives was getting through that. Though, given who was chasing us, I doubted they’d stick to amateur solutions for long.

I couldn’t help staring at the mechanism as the last vibrations faded. “This is incredible,” I said. “The tolerances alone…”

“This wasn’t part of the original build,” Thalia cut in. “Added later. Roman era, most likely. Around the time of Christ.” She glanced back at the sealed stone. “Probably to protect against the curse.”

I scoffed. “The curse. Right. More likely some ancient pathogen. Bacteria, fungus, something nasty that terrified people who didn’t have antibiotics.”

She shrugged, unconvinced. “Maybe.”

Her attention had already shifted. She lifted the torch, its flame catching on the edge of a descending passageway carved into the rock. The tunnel sloped gently downward, vanishing into shadow.

As we followed it, Thalia spotted the first brazier, blackened bronze, set into a niche. She touched the flame to it. Fire bloomed. Then, impossibly, it travelled.

Like a fuse igniting in reverse, light rippled down the corridor, braziers flaring to life one after another, their flames steady and warm, revealing stonework that grew more refined the deeper we went. Whoever built this hadn’t been hiding, they’d been curating.

Somewhere ahead, I heard it. Water. Running water. It was a small thing, but it sent a jolt of relief through me. Civilisation followed water. Survival followed water.

The passage finally opened out, and I stopped dead.

The space beyond was vast, impossibly so. A cavern threaded with an intricate network of wooden walkways, platforms stacked and crossing at odd angles, suspended over darkness. The wood was ancient, darkened, warped, visibly tired, but still holding, somehow.

Behind us loomed a marble mural that rose from floor to ceiling, easily twenty metres high. Cybele watched over the chamber, serene and merciless, water cascading down her carved form, like tears. At the base, the flow gathered into a channel that fed a broad, luxurious pool below, steam rising gently from its surface.

“That’s it,” Thalia said, a rare grin breaking through. “You see it? In the middle. The stone.”

At the heart of the pool, something pale shimmered beneath the water’s surface, catching the firelight, glowing softly like it was alive.

“How is it glowing?” I asked.

“It isn’t,” she said. “Optical trick. Braziers, reflection, probably one beneath the bath to heat the water.”

I shook my head, impressed despite myself. “These people really weren’t stupid.”

“Come on,” she said, already moving.

She stepped onto the wooden walkway without hesitation. I didn’t. My legs locked, every survival instinct I possessed screaming at once. The planks creaked under her weight, a long, slow groan echoing through the chamber.

“Er,” I swallowed. “That is absolutely not safe.”

She glanced back at me, eyebrow raised. “It’s held for two thousand years.”

“Yes,” I said weakly, “but it hasn’t had us on it.”

Another creak rolled through the structure, deeper this time, like the wood was considering its options. Behind us, somewhere far above, came a distant, dull boom, stone protesting under force.

Thalia’s smile thinned. “You can stay here if you like.”

I looked at the walkway. At the glowing stone. Then back toward the passageway.

“…Fantastic,” I muttered, stepping forward.

The wood flexed beneath my feet. And we moved on, one creak at a time.

We made it across the upper span without disaster, if you ignored the constant, teeth-itching groan of timber protesting every step we took. When my foot finally hit solid stone on the far ledge, relief flooded through me.

It lasted half a second.

The wood groaned again.

Longer. Louder.

“Oh,” Thalia said, frowning at the sound the way someone might react to discovering their dog had just ruined a very expensive rug. “That’s not good.”

I turned.

The vast lattice of wooden walkways, the only thing that could have zig-zagged us safely down toward the cavern floor nearly twenty metres below, was trembling. At first it was subtle, a shiver running through the beams. Then the vibrations grew, rippling outward like the first moments of an earthquake.

The groans deepened into a rumble. Then came the cracks.

Dust burst into the air as joints failed one after another, centuries of strain finally demanding payment. The entire structure gave way in a deafening collapse, planks snapping, beams twisting, until the whole thing folded in on itself and slammed into the stone below in a thunderous ruin.

Silence followed. Thick. Heavy.

I stared at the settling dust cloud, my brain struggling to catch up.

Then I turned slowly to Thalia, dead-eyed. “Two thousand years,” I said flatly. “It’ll be fine.”

She shrugged, smiling. “I never said it would be fine.”

“Just… brilliant,” I muttered. I peered over the edge of the ledge, stomach immediately lurching. Stone plunged away beneath us, sheer and unforgiving. “So how do we get down without dying?”

“We climb.”

I looked back at the rock face, steep, uneven, barely generous enough to be called climbable, then back at her. “I don’t climb.”

“You do today.”

“I’m going to die, aren’t I?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, already swinging one leg over the edge. “Just don’t let go. Or look down.”

I blinked. “Don’t look down?” I whispered. “We’re going down. How am I supposed to know where to put my feet if I don’t…”

“Hurry up!” she called, already edging sideways along a narrow recess in the stone, no wider than ten centimetres.

Swallowing hard, I eased myself off the ledge, fingers scraping desperately for purchase. My heels found stone, barely. My stomach flipped, nausea surging, and I clamped my eyes to the rock inches from my face.

“Don’t die,” I whispered to myself as I followed her down. “Don’t die, don’t die, don’t die.”

The stone was cold, and very, very far from forgiving.

I followed her route as best I could, watching how she moved, left hand anchored, body pressed close to the wall as she glided sideways toward a ledge I could barely see. When she reached it, she didn’t hesitate. She slid her hands down the stone and dropped, catching herself smoothly on a lower shelf with hands and feet, then shifting left again like gravity was merely a suggestion.

She was using the scars left behind by the collapsed wooden structure, old beam recesses, worn grooves, places where something used to be. I swallowed and forced myself to do the same.

“No wonder you’ve got the hands of a bricklayer,” I called out, fingers aching already.

“Free-climbing since I was a kid,” she replied easily. “Parkour too. Fantastic exercise.”

“Balancing on ledges and jumping between rooftops sounds less like exercise and more like a detailed plan to die,” I said, sliding my hands down the wall and committing to my first drop.

For one horrible moment I was sure I’d miss. I didn’t.

My feet hit stone, knees buckling just enough to save me, adrenaline flooding my system in a dizzy rush of relief.

“You’re doing it now,” she called back.

“Under duress, Thalia. Extreme, life-threatening duress,” I shot back. “Still can’t believe this is my life.”

Her laughter echoed through the cavern, low, warm, and entirely inappropriate given the circumstances. “Tell me this isn’t the most exhilarating moment you’ve ever had.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I said, inching along another narrow groove. “But I’ll admit, you’re not boring.”

To my left, she dropped again, bending her knees as she landed on a broader stone platform. “Remember, bend your knees. And don’t fall backward.”

I peered down. The ledge beneath her fell away into nothing. “Noted,” I said weakly. “Very noted.”

I reached the first real drop and froze. From above it didn’t look manageable, maybe thirty centimetres. I knew better. At least double that. Probably more. My hands went slick with sweat as I pressed myself flat to the wall, loosened my grip, and let my feet dangle. I hung there, breathing hard, fingers screaming,

Then I let go.

I landed hard, knees bending, body pitching backward in a brief, terrifying wobble. I shoved myself forward, chest slamming against the stone, and clung there like a terrified insect.

Then I laughed. A short, breathless sound. “I did it.”

“Excellent,” Thalia called. “Only about fifteen metres left.”

That wiped the smile right off my face.

I paused just long enough to hear it, a distant, dull boom reverberating through the rock above us. The mercenaries again. Impatient. Determined.

“Right,” I muttered. “Motivation.”

As I continued along the wall, I said, “You never told me how you got into all this.”

“Into what?” she called back.

“This. Treasure hunting. Near-death experiences.”

She didn’t answer immediately. I heard a grunt as she jumped another gap.

“Boredom,” she said finally. “An active imagination. Rich parents who insisted on ballet and aerobics.” Another controlled landing. “Put it together and you get a child who couldn’t sit still.”

I hesitated. “And…?”

“My parents died in a plane crash when I was fifteen,” she said calmly. “Left me a company I didn’t want, more money than sense, and complete freedom.”

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly.

“It’s fine,” she replied, with another umph as she made a longer jump. “Time marches on.”

She stopped on a wide platform below and looked up at me. “I’ll wait here. Hurry up, I can catch you if you miss.”

I stared down at her. “Catch me? I weigh more than you.”

She grinned. “Barely. And I could lift you if I had to.”

I swallowed, adjusted my grip, and kept moving, very aware that the stone didn’t care how confident either of us felt.

The gap between the stone crevices was less than a metre, but it wasn’t a clean jump. It angled sideways, demanded commitment. Thalia balanced on a sliver of stone no wider than fifteen centimetres, toes planted, one hand locked into the narrow groove beside her like the edge of a swimming pool drain.

“You can do it,” she said softly. “Just jump. I’ve got you. I won’t let you fall.”

My heart hammered so hard I felt it in my throat. There was no going back now. I edged forward until there was nothing beneath my heels, reached across with my right hand, and jumped.

My right foot hit stone. My fingers caught the crevice. For half a second, it worked. Then my left foot landed on a thinner lip of rock. It cracked with a sharp, ugly sound and vanished beneath me.

“Oh, fuck!”

My weight shifted. My grip slipped. Gravity reached for me.

Thalia didn’t hesitate.

Her hand clamped around my wrist with brutal strength and yanked me toward her, forcing my body tight against hers. Stone scraped skin as I clawed back for purchase, fingers finding the groove again just as the void yawned where my foot had been.

We froze there, chest to chest, breath tangled, my pulse still screaming that I should be dead.

Instead of pulling away, she leaned in and kissed me, quick, fierce, utterly unguarded. It wasn’t gentle. It was grounding. Like she was anchoring me to the moment, to the wall, to life.

For one dangerous second, I could have let go, of the stone, of the fear, of everything. That would have killed me.

She broke the kiss first, forehead resting briefly against mine. When she looked at me, there was something fierce in her eyes. Not amusement. Not bravado. Possession. Certainty. As if losing me hadn’t even been an option she’d considered.

It rattled me more than the fall had.

“Let’s keep moving,” she said quietly.

And just like that, the moment was gone, but the echo of it stayed with me as I tightened my grip and followed her down.

The farther down we went, the easier the descent became. The stone grew kinder, the angles less cruel, until we reached the remnants of old wooden moorings, rotted beams embedded into the wall like ribs. They formed a crude ladder, and we used them gratefully. One final drop later, we were on solid ground, picking our way through the splintered wreckage of the collapsed walkway.

At last, we stood at the edge of the bath.

Up close, it was breathtaking. Tilework in deep blues and greens shimmered beneath the moving water, patterns folding into one another like something alive. Steam curled lazily into the cavern air. It looked less like a trap and more like an invitation.

I had been very brave about this earlier. Curse or no curse. Standing there now, my courage thinned.

“I can go in,” Thalia said calmly. No teasing. No challenge. Just acceptance of the fact that my earlier confidence might have been optimistic.

“No, no,” I said quickly. “I’m just… thinking.”

I stared at the water. Crystal clear. Flowing constantly. It didn’t look like something that carried death. “So,” I asked, stalling, “what exactly was the curse again?”

She smiled faintly. “Step into the water, all thee foul. Come out resigned to the fate of Cybele.”

I frowned. “That doesn’t sound like a curse. What was Cybele even known for?”

“Many things,” she said. “But above all, motherhood. She was the great feminine power. Creation. Authority.”

“That’s… deeply unhelpful.”

She shrugged. “Still happy for me to go in.”

Before I could answer, the cavern shuddered. A much louder explosion boomed somewhere above us, dust drifting down from the ceiling like fine ash.

Decision made.

“I’m already half naked,” I said. “Might as well be me.”

I took a breath and stepped into the water.

To my surprise, it was warm, comfortably so. The braziers were doing their job. The current moved gently around my legs, rising as I waded deeper, brushing my waist, my chest. In the chill of the cavern, it felt… good. Almost too good.

The warmth increased as I approached the centre. Not scalding, immersive. Like sinking into a hot spring after being cold too long. My muscles loosened. My skin prickled.

I shook my head, forcing focus.

I dove.

The water pressed against me immediately, heavier than it looked, the current tugging insistently. The glowing stone pulsed beneath the surface, brighter up close, like it was responding to my presence.

Something felt… off.

Not pain. Not fear. Just a strange internal shift, heat blooming under my skin, my thoughts blurring at the edges. I surfaced once, gasping, then dove again, ignoring the unease tightening in my chest.

My fingers closed around the stone. It resisted, then came free with a deep, hollow clunk that echoed through the chamber. I kicked hard and surfaced, swimming back toward the edge. Thalia was waiting, eyes locked on me.

I handed it to her, grinning despite myself. “Here you go.”

My voice sounded wrong. Rough. Strained. I frowned. “Must be the water.”

She didn’t take the stone. She was staring at me.

Not at my hands. Not at the artifact. At me.

Her face had gone completely still.

“What?” I asked. And suddenly, the warmth didn’t feel comforting anymore.

I raked a hand through my long hair, my long hair, and froze. It slid through my fingers like silk, longer and thicker than it had ever been, heavy against my shoulders. My breath caught. Slowly, disbelievingly, I dropped my gaze and grabbed at the two weighty mounds pulling at my chest. They weren’t just there, they moved under my hands, real and warm and utterly, catastrophically wrong. The extra weight dragged at my posture, strained muscles that had never known this kind of imbalance.

And then my stomach. Where there had once been a soft, unremarkable curve was now something taut and narrow, my waist drawn in, my hips flared as wide as my shoulders. Familiar proportions rearranged into something foreign, something deliberate.

Thalia was staring at me, unmoving, as though afraid that blinking might undo whatever spell had been cast.

I didn’t care.

I shoved my shorts down in a blind panic, bracing for the worst, and then stopped short. “Oh,” I breathed, grabbing at my cock. “Okay. That’s… still there.” Not only there. Bigger. Heavier. A cruel little joke layered on top of the rest.

Then the absence hit me. A hollow, terrifying absence.

“My balls!” I shrieked, my voice pitching higher, smoother, echoing wildly off the ancient stone. “Where are my balls?”

I spun on her, gesturing helplessly at myself. “What the hell has happened to me? Listen to me! Look at me!”

Thalia still hadn’t moved. Her expression wasn’t fear. It wasn’t even shock. It was awe.

“I…” she swallowed. “I honestly don’t know.” Her lips curled despite herself, wonder bleeding through the tension. “But you’re… Mitchell, you’re fucking beautiful.”

“Oh, fantastic,” I snapped. “I’m beautiful. I’m a beautiful, what the fuck am I?”

I reached beneath myself again, desperate, frantic, and then recoiled as another impossible truth revealed itself as fingers plunged, very pleasantly, inside moist warm softness.

“Oh my fucking god,” I screamed. “I’m a hermaphrodite!”

The word bounced around the chamber like an accusation. My chest tightened, breath coming too fast, too shallow.

“So that’s the curse?” I shouted. “Turning men into fucking freak shows?”

“I don’t…”

“Yeah, you said that already, Thalia!”

Another explosion thundered through the ruins, closer this time. Dust shook loose from the ceiling, pattering down around us.

“They’re almost in,” she said urgently, finally snapping out of it. “We need to go. Now.”

“What about me?” I yelled. “I need to change back!”

I lurched toward the pool and plunged back into the water, heart pounding with desperate hope.

Nothing.

The water was cold. Dead. It clung to me, slid off me, but it didn’t do anything. No heat. No pull. No reversal.

I surfaced with a gasp, horror settling in for real this time.

“Mitchell, please!” she begged as another distant blast echoed. “They’re almost through!”

“Fine!” I snapped, hauling myself out, then froze again.

“I’m topless,” I hissed.

She blinked. “So?”

“So?” I gestured wildly at my chest. “I have tits, Thalia! If we get out of here, I can’t just stroll around Turkey like this!”

She dragged a hand down her face, exasperated. “Please,” she said tightly, “can we worry about your wardrobe after we’re sure Russian mercenaries aren’t going to kill us?”

I stared at her, chest heaving, anger and terror and disbelief crashing together, and then, slowly, reluctantly, I let out a breath.

“Yeah,” I said weakly. “Good plan.”

Somewhere behind us, stone cracked, and whatever I’d become, it was going to have to survive long enough to deal with it.

Thalia was already moving.

She sprinted toward the far end of the cavern, away from the bath, boots slapping against slick stone as she scanned the walls with frantic precision. “Over here!” she shouted.

I ran after her, awkward and off-balance, painfully aware of how my centre of gravity had shifted. Every step sent an unfamiliar, humiliating bounce through my chest, but terror overrode embarrassment.

She crouched near the edge of the bath, pointing. “Look, the water drains out through there.”

I followed her finger. At the far lip of the pool, where the stone dipped away, the water glimmered faintly. Beyond it, through a narrow gap in the ancient wall, I caught a flash of pale light. Daylight. The outside world was right there, but where it emerged, I had no idea.

Thalia scanned the chamber once more, jaw tight, and then something clicked.

She broke away and ran to the remains of an old elevated walkway, half-collapsed and rotting where it had fallen centuries ago. She seized a thick wooden beam, splintered but still solid.

“Help me with this,” she said.

I grabbed the other end. “What are we doing?”

“Using it as a battering ram,” she said grimly. “The wall’s ancient. It should give.” Should.

We charged the wall together.

The beam slammed into the stone with a thunderous crack, vibrations shuddering up my arms. Dust rained down, the wall groaning in protest, but it held.

Again. And again.

The stone rang hollow now, promising weakness, but refusing to break.

Then came a sharp, metallic pur-ding. A bullet ricocheted off stone nearby. We both froze and looked up.

High above us, silhouetted against fractured arches, mercenaries had reached an upper level of the ruins. They were shouting at one another, gesturing wildly, trying to line up shots through gaps in the masonry.

Thalia swore and went back to hammering the wall.

I watched them instead, watched one of them shoulder something long and cylindrical.

My stomach dropped.

“Uh… Thalia?” I said, my voice suddenly very small. “I think that’s an RPG.”

“What?” She glanced up, and went pale. “Oh fuck. Dive!”

We barely made it. We hit the water just as the rocket screamed into the bath. The explosion hit like a collapsing mountain, the water erupting around us as stone shattered and fragments tore through the pool. The pressure punched the air from my lungs, the world turning into noise and chaos and darkness.

I didn’t know how long we stayed under, seconds, maybe, but when the rumbling finally subsided, we surfaced, gasping.

Sunlight poured in. A jagged hole had been blasted clean through the wall, stone peeled back like broken teeth, opening onto the outside world.

For a heartbeat, neither of us spoke. Then Thalia grinned, wild and breathless. “There’s our escape.”

She hauled herself out of the bath and ran for it, and whatever I was now, terrified, transformed, and wildly unprepared for this life, I scrambled after her.

I burst through the blasted opening and skidded to a stop just in time to see what waited on the other side. Not ground. Not a slope. A sheer drop. Far steeper than the last one, plunging straight down into a dark, glassy pool far below, wedged into the mountain like a secret the earth was trying to keep.

My stomach lurched.

Thalia didn’t hesitate. She glanced back once, eyes flicking upward as the unmistakable clatter of heavy weaponry echoed behind us.

“We don’t have a choice,” she said, already backing up. “They’re lining up another RPG. Jump!”

And then she was gone.

“Oh, Mitchell,” I told myself, staring into the abyss, heart trying to claw its way out of my chest. “You absolute fucking idiot.”

The raw of an approaching rocket signalled I had run out of time. I screamed, a sharp, unfamiliar sound, higher and thinner than I expected as I leapt. The fall felt endless. Wind tore at me, the ruins spinning overhead, my own voice echoing back in terror until the world slammed into water.

The impact knocked the breath clean out of me. Cold swallowed me whole.

I surfaced coughing and spluttering, hair plastered to my face, limbs flailing, and immediately became aware that I was no longer alone.

Along a narrow mountain path beneath Sagalassos, a line of tourists had stopped mid-hike. They stared down at the pool in stunned silence. Two women had just jumped off a mountain. That alone would have earned some looks.

When I emerged fully from the water, breasts bare, hair wild, panic written all over my face, the looks escalated into something closer to collective shock.

“Oh,” I gasped, trying unsuccessfully to cover myself. “Sorry. My t-shirt got… burned.”

A pause.

“I’m really sorry,” I added, wading awkwardly toward the edge. “Does anyone have a towel? Or a spare shirt? A napkin? No? Nobody wants to help a girl out?”

The silence stretched. Then a woman in her fifties, maybe early sixties, stepped forward, shaking her head as she handed me a large white lace pashmina.

“Jesus is judgin’ you, darlin’,” she said in a thick American accent.

I wrapped myself in the fabric gratefully, managing a weak smile. “Oh… I think He’s got a lot more to judge me for, trust me.”

I thanked her about three more times, then turned just in time to see Thalia already climbing out on the far side of the pool, dripping wet and utterly unfazed.

“Wait for me!” I called, scrambling after her, clutching my makeshift top and wondering how, exactly, this had become my life.

I caught up with her as she stormed away from the gawking crowd, boots crunching against loose gravel. She walked like the world had personally offended her, shoulders tight, jaw set, every step an argument with the ground itself.

I genuinely didn’t get it.

The plan had worked. We were alive. She had the gem. The mercenaries hadn’t. And like it or not, I was the only one who’d been physically impacted by the curse.

So I said so.

She didn’t slow down. “I’m not angry with you,” she muttered. “I’m angry with myself.”

I jogged to keep up. “For what? Thalia, what exactly have you got to be angry about?”

She stopped so suddenly I nearly ran into her. She spun on me, face flushed, eyes bright with something raw and dangerous.

“Because I made eye contact with you,” she snapped. “Because I let myself be attracted to you. Because I dragged you into my world, a criminal world, Mitchell, where people die, and I put you in danger. A few days ago, I wouldn’t have given two shits what happened to you, and now,” her voice broke, just slightly, “now I feel guilty. Of all things.”

She blew out a breath and dropped heavily onto the edge of the path, elbows on her knees, staring at the dirt.

“I could’ve let you go in Greece,” she went on, quieter now. “They might’ve caught you, scared you, pretended to be Interpol, maybe even let you walk away. But I didn’t. I kept you. I wanted you with me. Like some stupid, petulant little girl.”

She finally looked up at me. “And now look at you. I’ve ruined your life.”

Everything she said was true. And yet, looking at her like that, the most dangerous, capable person I’d ever met, folded in on herself, I couldn’t summon the anger I knew I was supposed to feel.

Instead, I crouched down in front of her and rested my hands over hers.

“You didn’t force me,” I said gently. “I chose this.”

She scoffed weakly but didn’t pull away.

“You push me way out of my comfort zone,” I continued, “but I’ve never felt more alive. I chose to stay up for that drink in the bar. And there was only one reason to do that.”

She met my eyes, searching my face like it held a code she hadn’t cracked yet.

“Hope,” I said. “Hope you were staying in that hotel. Hope you’d come talk to me. Hope you’d come into my life.”

I exhaled slowly. “Don’t get me wrong, I love Sally. But maybe there’s a reason I’ve put off proposing for so long. She’s… safe. She’s my mirror. The sensible choice everyone in my family loves. Marry her. Have good kids. Open a savings account. Get a mortgage. Don’t take risks. Get a dog. Get a cat.”

“I like cats,” Thalia sniffed.

“Really?”

“Yeah. I have a cheetah at home.”

I rolled my eyes despite myself. “Of course you do.”

She huffed out a laugh, and I leaned in, pressing a soft kiss to her lips. It felt strange, different, with my unfamiliar body, but no less real.

“You’re not a safety net,” I said quietly. “You’re wrong for me in about a hundred ways. Anyone sensible would see that immediately.”

I gestured vaguely between us. “But they’d all be wrong.”

I swallowed. “I don’t know who I am anymore. Or what I am. But I was in a dead-end job, living a dead-end life, and you’ve given me more in two days than I’d had in years.”

I gave a small, crooked smile. “If magic did this to me, then magic can undo it. I have to believe that. So until we figure it out, until we fix this, you’re stuck with me.”

I held out my hand. “Deal?”

She didn’t hesitate. She smiled, then leaned in and kissed me again, harder this time, fierce and certain.

“Deal,” she said.

I pulled back just enough to grin. “Now come on, Thalia. Let’s go before they work out where we came out.”

Together, we disappeared down the path, bruised, hunted, changed, and very much not done yet.


Six

It turned out that when you were rich, reality became negotiable. Thalia Marquart made it so with a single phone call, her voice calm, clipped, absolute. “I need a plane out of Uşak Airport. We’re three hours away, which should be more than enough time. Good.” She hung up, tossed the phone onto the console, and merged back onto the road.

That was it. Private jet ordered. No follow-up. No discussion.

Being back in the car finally gave me a moment to breathe, and to deal with the fact that I was still very much not myself. I slipped out of the borrowed pashmina and pulled on one of my old T-shirts. It stretched awkwardly across my chest, hanging in ways it absolutely never had before. The fabric clung where it shouldn’t, tented where it used to lie flat.

I caught my reflection in the side mirror and froze.

A striking brunette stared back at me. Familiar, but… reframed. My eyes were still my eyes, my nose still mine, but the overall effect was softer, sharper, unfairly beautiful. I looked like the genetic upgrade version of myself. Not masculine at all, more like if I’d had a supermodel sister who’d stolen all the good genes.

“You’re honestly stunning,” Thalia said casually, eyes on the road. “Like, goddess-tier.”

“Very flattering,” I muttered, “but I rather enjoyed being a man.”

She snorted. “Good god. Why?”

I opened my mouth to answer, and stopped.

Every reason I could think of felt hollow. Worse, they felt ugly. Being a man had been easier. Safer. The world had bent around me without my having to ask it to. And the more I examined that truth, the less proud of it I felt.

I glanced back at my reflection again. My first, stupid thought was, I’d fuck me, and the thought made my stomach twist. That reflexive appraisal, that instant reduction of myself to something consumable, wasn’t new. It was learned. Conditioned. Something I’d absorbed from locker rooms and offices and jokes passed around like currency.

It wasn’t a me problem. It was a men problem.

And now I was standing on the other side of it.

The airport appeared out of the haze like something forgotten by time, low concrete buildings, sun-bleached signage, a single windsock hanging limp. As we pulled in, a new panic seized me.

“My passport,” I said suddenly. “It’s… me. I mean, the old me.”

Thalia smiled, entirely too calm. “Don’t worry.”

A large man waited outside the terminal, dressed impeccably in a black suit despite the heat, dark skin gleaming, dreadlocks tied neatly back. Sunglasses hid his eyes, but his posture screamed control.

“Porter,” Thalia said as we approached. “This is Mitchell. He’s had a little accident and no longer has a passport. Would you be a dear and see that he gets through without a hitch?”

“No problem, Mistress,” Porter replied with a respectful nod.

I blinked. “Mistress?” I hissed as we walked past.

Thalia smirked, maddeningly, and said nothing.

Inside, I was shepherded to a security desk where an overweight official glanced at me, glanced at Porter, then reached for a blank sheet of paper. He stamped it once, decisively, and slid it toward me as if it were the most legitimate document in the world.

“Have a safe flight, miss,” he said.

Three minutes later, I was reclining in a cream-and-pink leather seat aboard a Gulfstream jet, champagne flute in hand. A blonde stewardess in a glossy pink satin dress smiled warmly as she passed. The cabin gleamed, soft lighting, polished wood, plush carpets. The monogram MTM appeared everywhere: headrests, napkins, even stitched subtly into the curtains.

I took it all in, awestruck, while Thalia gripped the armrests like they were the only thing anchoring her to the planet. Her eyes were squeezed shut all through taxi and take-off. Only when the seatbelt sign chimed off did she visibly relax.

“Are you serious?” I chuckled.

She cracked one eye open. “About what?”

“You free-climb walls, jump off mountains, dodge bullets and rockets… and you’re afraid of flying?”

“I am not afraid of flying,” she snapped.

“Yes, you are.”

“No,” she said flatly. “I’m afraid of a screw coming loose and the wing falling off. That’s not fear of flying. That’s fear of engineering.”

I laughed despite myself, lifting my glass. “Of course it is.”

The scowl on her face made it very clear that continuing to laugh would be hazardous to my health, so I did the sensible thing and changed the subject.

“MTM,” I said, gesturing vaguely around the cabin. “What’s that?”

She didn’t look up. “Take a wild guess.”

“Martha Thalia Marquart?” I offered. “Is Thalia your middle name?”

“Mistress Thalia Marquart,” she corrected flatly, now focused on the stone I’d pulled from the bath, turning it over in her fingers.

I snorted. “Mistress? Bit uppity.”

She glanced up at me through her lashes. “Not uppity. Accurate. I’m a lifestyle dominatrix. Porter is my slave. As is Inge.”

“Who’s Inge?” I asked, but before she could answer, the blonde stewardess caught my eye and gave a bright, friendly wave. I returned it with an awkward half-smile. “Also, I’m not sure you can call Porter a slave,” I added. “You know. History.”

Thalia rolled her eyes so hard I worried they might detach. “I don’t call him a slave. He calls himself one. Because that’s what he wants to be to me. He’s my sexual submissive.”

“Oh,” I said, brilliantly.

“As I said,” she went on coolly, “it’s my lifestyle choice.”

“Ah.”

She looked at me again, that same assessing stare. “You don’t get it.”

“Not really, no.”

“Then I’m not going to explain it.”

“No?”

“No.”

“Oh,” I sighed, slumping back into my seat. “Well. That’s… efficient.”

She smirked despite herself, and I considered that a win.

I watched Thalia wrestle with the stone like it had personally offended her. She turned it, rotated it, twisted it clockwise and then back again, trying to persuade it into the narrow recess in the key she’d stolen from the Greek dig. She frowned, tried a little harder, applied the kind of pressure that suggested sheer willpower might help, and then finally gave up.

The stone clinked onto the table as she dropped it, followed by a sharp sigh. She stared into the middle distance for a long beat, then snapped her fingers.

“The Bunnahabhain,” she said. “Bring the bottle. Two glasses.”

“Yes, Mistress,” replied Inge.

The voice was… not what I’d expected.

It wasn’t until that moment, hearing it properly, that my brain caught up and I realised the blonde stewardess was very much not a she in the conventional sense. I opened my mouth to comment, curiosity bubbling over, but Thalia raised a single finger without even looking at me.

Message received.

So instead, I glanced over at Porter, who sat a little apart from us, staring serenely out of the window at thirty-seven thousand feet of nothing, a neglected Coke fizzing quietly in front of him like it had accepted its fate.

Inge returned with the whisky, poured with the reverence of a ritual. Thalia clinked my glass with hers and nudged it toward me. I wasn’t much of a whisky drinker, but I had the distinct impression that opting out wasn’t on the menu.

She knocked hers back in one smooth motion. I took a cautious sip, immediately regretted it, scowled as my throat caught fire, and set the glass down. Thalia clicked her fingers again, and Inge was instantly there, refilling her glass like a well-trained genie.

Conversation clearly wasn’t happening, so I turned my attention to the artefacts.

I picked up the gem, then looked at the key. Looked back at the gem. Looked at the hole.

Thalia had been turning it.

She hadn’t flipped it.

I turned the stone over, slid it into place, and it clicked in with a soft, deeply satisfying snick, seating itself perfectly, like it had been waiting all along.

I set the completed piece back on the table.

Thalia froze mid-drink.

She stared at the artefact. Then at me. Then back at the artefact. The glass slowly lowered until it met the table with a dull thud, the silence stretching as she processed the fact that I’d solved her problem with the intellectual effort of a toddler matching shapes.

Without a word, she stood, grabbed my hand, and started dragging me toward a door at the back of the cabin.

“Where are we going?” I asked, stumbling slightly as I followed.

“Getting you membership to the mile-high club,” she said.

“Oh,” I replied, after a beat. “Well. Okay.”

There were… advantages to my new body when making love to Thalia. One, having a far bigger penis gave me a bit of a confidence boost, and on top of that, even without testicles it seemed to behave and react far better than it did, getting firmer quicker and then holding on without climaxing far quicker. When I pointed out that I wondered how I was able to cum so much with testicles, Thalia noted that I likely still had them, just not visible anymore. Made sense given what I had there.

And that leads me to another advantage; oral sex. Thalia expertly took my longer cock all the way down her throat without choking, her eyes glued to mine as she glugged happily on it. For someone who didn’t mind my cock when it was short, she sure as hell went to town on it whilst it was longer. But it didn’t end there, as she licked down the length of the shaft and found the folds of my pussy and licked there too, sliding two fingers inside me and locating a new g-spot.

It dawned on me to maybe complain less about my new body and perhaps enjoy it whilst it lasted. With that in mind, as she fingered and licked me, I raised my hands to my breasts, kneading them and twisting my nipples. Shockwaves of pleasure coursed through my body in ways I’d never experienced. As a man, I don’t think I’d ever experienced a whole body orgasm, but as, well, this, I felt it through every single limb.

“If you want, I can invite Porter in here.” She said with her seductive lilt, kissing and biting my ear now. “He can put this thing to go use.” She purred, rubbing her hand across my soaked pussy.

“I…” My body shook internally, desire reaching towards the surface, but the remnants of my heterosexual male brain couldn’t bring myself to say yes, much as I wanted to feel it, to try it. “I can’t.”

“That’s okay.” She said. “I have a dildo here too.”

“Yes!” I gasped. “Yes that.”

She giggled as she scrambled to a drawer, pulling out a rather small pink vibrator. “Play with yourself whilst I ride your cock.”

My hands moved the little device in and out of myself as she flexed her hips along my shaft. Pleasure took over and I found myself moaning and crying out, gasping for breath as wave after wave of pleasure brought me to new heights. I came so many times, from my pussy but only once from my cock, a superpower which belonged only to me.

How was I supposed to go back from this? Even if we found a solution, a reversal, a cure, some tidy way of undoing what had been done, I knew I would never forget this. Not the intensity, not the pleasure, not the way it had reached into me and pulled something loose that I hadn’t even known was bound. I would never be able to look at myself and honestly say, you discovered the truest version of yourself… and chose to give it up.

The thought terrified me once the heat of it began to fade. Because I knew myself. Over the coming days, however long it took us to find answers, I’d be riding the memory of that high. And the more I chased it, the more it would reshape me. The more I’d crave it. The more reluctant I’d be to let it go.

By the time we buckled back into our seats for landing, the earlier heaviness between us had lifted. Thalia’s melancholy had been replaced by something lighter, a faint grin, the unconscious bite of her lower lip. She’d felt it too. The shift. The dangerous, thrilling realisation forming between us.

We were falling in love.

“Will Porter do his magic with my passport?” I asked quietly.

“No need,” Thalia replied. “We’re landing at a private airport.”

“Oh.”

“One I own.”

“Oh,” I repeated, this time with feeling.

The jet touched down smoothly on a short, immaculate strip of tarmac, taxiing toward a waiting Rolls-Royce. A black Range Rover idled behind it. The driver of the Rolls, elegant, poised, wearing the same shade of pink I was starting to associate with Thalia’s world, stepped out and opened the door.

“Welcome home, Mistress,” she said warmly. The voice made it immediately clear I’d made the wrong assumption again.

We drove along narrow country lanes that could have been anywhere, eerily familiar, in fact. The hedgerows, the bends in the road, the quiet countryside reminded me painfully of home. Of Sally. She was probably sitting there right now, checking her phone, pretending not to worry, convincing herself that I was busy, that I’d call when I could. She never rang when I travelled. She never wanted to disturb me.

The guilt settled heavy in my chest.

Eventually, iron gates rose out of the greenery, flanked by two heavily armed guards. They waved us through without hesitation. Beyond them, the drive unfurled through an immaculately landscaped estate, rolling lawns, sculpted hedges, ancient trees placed with deliberate care. At its summit stood a vast stone manor house, commanding and beautiful and utterly unashamed of its wealth.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” Thalia said, smiling.

“I don’t think that word means what you think it means,” I muttered, staring.

“Come,” she said. “We’ll be secure here.”

I watched armed guards patrolling the roofline as we approached, their silhouettes sharp against the sky. She was probably right. And yet, the sight did nothing to make me feel safe.

The front doors were opened for us. Gravel crunched beneath our feet. Inside, the foyer soared, marble floors, a sweeping double staircase, a crystal chandelier glittering overhead. Opulence layered upon opulence.

But it was only when I looked past all that, down at the line of waiting servants, that one figure stepped forward.

And my heart sank.


Seven

Sally looked like she’d been dropped into the wrong story.

She stood there rigid and pale, eyes darting from face to face, from marble floors to chandeliers to armed guards, trying to assemble meaning out of fragments that refused to fit. From the way she looked at me, I knew she didn’t see me, not really. There was no flicker of recognition, no spark of familiarity. To her, I was just another stranger in a house that had swallowed her whole.

She looked like someone who’d been taken. Like someone bracing herself for bad news. And that made something in my chest twist painfully.

Anger flared, hot and sharp. I had imagined telling Sally the truth, if I told her at all, on my terms. Somewhere quiet. Somewhere safe. Preferably once I was myself again. Not like this. Not dragged into it by Thalia, not stripped of control and choice. But if I was honest with myself, and I didn’t want to be, that wasn’t the real reason I was angry.

What hurt was that this felt deliberate. Like Thalia was slamming a door I hadn’t realised was still open. Like this was her way of reminding me that whatever was growing between us had limits. Lines she would not cross.

“I’d like to know what’s going on,” Sally snapped, her voice cutting through the hall. “Now. Why was I brought here?”

“For your protection,” Thalia replied coolly, already turning toward the staircase.

“Protection from whom exactly?” Sally demanded, following her, her steps sharp with anger. “And what does any of this have to do with Mitch?”

I stayed close behind them, heart pounding, waiting for a moment that never seemed to come.

“Your boyfriend saved my life,” Thalia said as she climbed. “Russian mercenaries attacked me. Unfortunately, that involved him in my affairs. I decided it was safer to remove you from the board before someone else did.”

“And where is Mitch now?” Sally asked.

Thalia stopped. She turned slowly, her gaze settling on Sally’s face, and then, just for a fraction of a second, her eyes flicked to mine. It was subtle. Intentional. A silent offer.

Your choice.

“Safe,” Thalia said at last. “Perfectly safe. And I promise you’ll be told everything, once we’ve had a chance to shower and change.”

I wanted to run to Sally then. To hold her. To lie, if I had to, just to make her feel steady again. But how do you explain magic to someone who barely believes in coincidence? How do you tell the woman you love that you’re no longer a man?

“His employer called,” Sally shouted after her. “The police found the car. Shot to pieces. Mitch hasn’t been heard from. So stop lying to me.”

“He is safe,” Thalia snapped, turning back down the stairs.

“No, he isn’t!” Sally’s voice cracked. “Prove it!”

Thalia looked at me again. This time I knew she could see it, the pleading, the fear, the selfish hope that she wouldn’t force this. That she’d lie better. Lie harder.

But instead she sighed.

“He’s working for me,” she said. “I cost him his job, so I gave him another. He helps me locate artifacts. Ancient ones. Hidden ones. He was with me when criminals attacked. He saved my life. You should be very proud of him.”

Sally’s cheeks flushed as she absorbed that. Slowly, she nodded. “I am. But I still want to speak to him.”

“That would put him in danger,” Thalia said softly now. “Please. In a couple of weeks, he’ll come back to you. Until then, you have my house, my security, my resources. I just need your trust.”

Another pause. Another frown.

“Fine,” Sally said. “For now.”

“Good.” Thalia glanced at me. “Mi…lly, are you coming?”

“Of course,” I said, my voice tight, stepping past Sally without meeting her eyes.

We were halfway down the corridor when I felt it, that prickle between the shoulders. I looked back. Sally was staring at me, head tilted slightly, suspicion blooming where confusion had been.

“Stop!” she shouted.

Thalia closed her eyes. “So close,” she murmured.

“Those are Mitch’s clothes,” Sally said slowly. “They’re his. Why are you wearing them?”

The look Thalia gave me stripped away the last illusion of choice I had left.

I turned.

“Bunny.”

The word shattered her composure instantly.

“How do you…” Sally whispered, then froze. Her eyes widened. She stepped closer, searching my face like it was a trick of the light. “Mitch?”

Her hand reached out, touching my cheek. My skin. “No,” she breathed. “This isn’t possible.”

She grabbed the hem of my shirt, yanked it up, her hands closing around my breasts as if trying to disprove them by force. “No. No, no, no. What the fuck is this?”

“I’ll explain,” I said quickly, my voice shaking. “I didn’t want you to see me like this. I hoped I’d fix it first.”

“Your voice,” she whispered. “It’s not his… but it is. God, it is you.”

And so I told her everything.

Everything except the one truth I couldn’t bear to add.

Thalia stayed. The shower could wait. She sat silently beside me while I talked, while Sally listened without expression, absorbing impossibility after impossibility. When I finished, Sally stood without a word and walked out through the rear doors into the garden.

I moved to follow her. “Give her space,” Thalia said gently, stopping me.

So I did. And for the first time since this had all begun, I had no idea whether I’d just lost her, or whether I already had, days ago, without even knowing it.

“Why did you do it?” I asked quietly.

“I arranged it on the boat,” Thalia said. “I felt guilty.”

“It wasn’t your business to deal with.”

“It was,” she replied, evenly. “I dragged you into this.”

“You’re right. You did,” I said, meeting her eyes. “But you just made the mess bigger.”

Her expression flickered, regret, frustration, something close to shame. “I have no right to feel what I feel for you. None at all.”

“That isn’t your decision to make,” I snapped.

I didn’t wait for a response. I turned and walked away, following Sally’s path into the gardens.

She stood among the roses, their colours vivid and almost unreal, deep reds, pale creams, soft pinks, a strange calm in the middle of everything that was breaking. For a moment, neither of us spoke.

“Have you slept with her?” she asked at last.

The softness of her voice didn’t disguise the weight of the question. This wasn’t curiosity. It was a test.

“Yes,” I said.

No excuses. No apology layered over it. Just the truth.

She nodded slowly, as if confirming something she already knew. “I probably would have too,” she said. “She’s exciting. Dangerous. I’m just… steady.”

“That’s not fair,” I said. “You’re not plain. I am. I turned her down at first. It wasn’t until later, after everything…”

“I don’t need the details,” she cut in gently. “I understand.”

There was another question hiding behind her eyes, one she didn’t dare ask. Instead, she asked the one that mattered.

“Do you love me?”

“Yes,” I said immediately. “I do. I love you. But you’re not a lesbian, and I’m not…”

“Don’t tell me what I am,” she snapped, rounding on me. “Don’t you dare.”

“I… I’m sorry.”

“No,” she said firmly. “I didn’t fall in love with you because of your body. I fell in love with you because you showed up. Because you stayed. Because you were kind when it mattered.” Her voice shook, but she didn’t stop. “Whatever word you want to use for yourself now, it doesn’t erase that.”

She stepped forward then, pressing herself against me, her forehead resting against my chest. “I don’t care that you slept with her. I don’t even care that you’re different now, I believe you’ll fix it if you want to. But I do care that you lied to me.”

“I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“I know,” she said softly. “But lying doesn’t protect anyone. Don’t do it again.”

“I won’t.”

She didn’t ask for promises. She didn’t lay down rules. Instead, she took my hand with a firmness that brooked no argument and marched me back toward the house.

Inside, the manor felt cavernous and cool, all stone floors and high ceilings that carried every footstep. Sunlight spilled in through tall windows, catching dust motes that hung lazily in the air. The chaos of the last few days felt oddly distant here, like it had happened to someone else.

“This is my room,” she said, pushing open the door to a huge chamber that smelled faintly of lavender and expensive soap. There was a four-poster bed that could comfortably sleep a small village, a sitting area by the window, and a wardrobe that looked big enough to get lost in. “Go shower. We’ll figure out clothes after.”

“Thank you, bunny,” I said, leaning down to kiss her.

She kissed me back, familiar, grounding, then abruptly pulled away and burst out laughing.

“What?” I asked, smiling despite myself.

“Nothing,” she said, wiping at her eyes. “I just… never thought I’d say I kissed a woman.”

“Erm,” I said, hesitating. “Not quite.”

She gave me a look. “What does that mean, not quite?”

I sighed, then, very carefully, pushed my shorts down just enough to make my point. My fat long cock dangling into view.

Her eyes widened. Then widened some more.

“That’s…” she paused, recalibrating reality. “That’s bigger.”

I winced. “Not helping.”

She stared for another second, then, to my absolute shock, licked her lips.

“And,” I added weakly, lifting things slightly to reveal the rest of the problem, a moist pussy just there, “that’s not all.”

She leaned closer, squinted, then froze. “Holy fuck.”

“Yeah.”

She straightened, blinked twice, and then started laughing. Not hysterical laughter. Real laughter. The kind that comes from your stomach when your brain has simply given up.

“And they both work?” she asked between giggles.

“Perfectly,” I said. “According to field tests.”

She laughed harder, had to sit down on the edge of the bed, then waved a dismissive hand at me. “Go. Shower. You stink.”

“I’ve been through a cursed ancient bath and an emotional reckoning,” I protested. “Give me a break.”

“Go,” she said, grinning. “Before I start asking questions I don’t actually want answers to.”

I turned toward the bathroom, pausing at the door to glance back at her, sitting there in the sunlight, still smiling, still here.

“Hey,” I said.

She looked up. “Yeah?”

“Thanks for not freaking out.”

She smirked. “Oh, don’t worry. I am. I’m just scheduling it for later.”

Fair enough.

The hot shower felt like a welcome rainstorm on my tired body. Regardless of my new body, my muscles felt like they’d gone through a strain they weren’t designed for. It was hard to believe that just a few hours earlier, I was rock climbing down an ancient tomb, well beyond both my comfort zone and my physical capabilities. But it seemed it wasn’t my body that carried me, but pure adrenaline and desperation determination.

With soap in my eyes, I couldn’t see, but I heard the slide of the large shower door. Lips touched my neck and back, a hand reaching to my cock, rubbing it. I didn’t need to open my eyes to know who it was.

“You shouldn’t be here.” I said.

“She knows I’m here. She told me where to find you.”

I used the water to clean my eyes, then turned inside Thalia’s arms. “Why?”

“I honestly don’t know.” She smiled, but she just came in my room and grabbed me, like this, and told me to join you.

“That’s… that’s not a good thing.”

“She’s naked. She pushed me in here and then ran to bed.”

“What the fuck…?”

“I know.” Thalia chuckled. “But never look a gift horse…” She left the rest hanging.

Rather than play with each other, we rushed to wash and clean each other. After drying off, we gave each other a look, one which suggested we were either leaving to find an empty bed, or a hidden knife.

But Sally didn’t look angry. She had the covers pulled up to her neck, but her smile suggested anything but anger. It was cheeky, playful, like she was about to be very naughty.

“If I’m going to do this, to accept this new you, then I want to do it with a bang.” Sally explained. “You fucked this woman, Mitch, so I want to fuck her too. I want us to be even.”

“Oh well, in that case…” I began; Thalia slapped me and ran to the bed.

“What was…” Sally didn’t finish her sentence, Thalia lips made sure of that.

“If we’re going to make this experience special,” Thalia began, now holding and rubbing my girlfriend, “then we need to make it really special. So…” She leaned down and whispered into Sally’s ear. My girlfriend’s eyes widened almost as quickly as her grin. “Oh yes!”

Thalia grinned at me, and I knew what was coming. “Porter! You’re needed darling!” Thalia called out, her grin toward me telling me that there was no going back.

Moments later, I was watching Sally gasp in delight as my new cock stretched her. Her eyes fluttered closed as she melted underneath me, but only so long as she took me in, and then her eyes bolted open and she grinned. Behind me, Porter’s firm ebony body irradiated warmth as he closed in. I held still as he mounted me, pushing inside my pussy slowly, making me moan in the same way I had made Sally.

The act of penetration was just one positive, heightened by the feeling of being taken. Porter’s heavy hand on my shoulder, grabbing and holding, made me feel something more, owned, controlled, used, but all in such a great way.

“Oh fuck.” I gasped, transferring each thrust by my male lover into my girlfriend. Each of my moans were quickly followed by Sally’s own, and by the time the three of us found a rhythm, then Thalia knew her time had come.

Taking my girlfriend whilst being taken by a huge black cock was the single most pleasurable feeling of my life, until I watched Thalia rock her hips back and forth, her pussy gliding on Sally’s face, and suddenly, I felt like nothing could top it. I was in a whole new world, an ecstasy I had no way back from.

Sally’s hands reached up and rubbed Thalia’s backside and back, then turned and latched onto my breasts.

Debauchery ensued. My prim and proper girlfriend was anything but. I don’t think I’d heard her swear so much in her life. She bucked and weaved against me, and once I’d cum, I gave way without hesitation to Porter to continue the job. Sally then watched as Thalia got to her knees and sucked on my dick, bringing it back to life, then positioned herself over Sally’s head so that I could fuck Thalia over Sally. That meat that Sally could life herself just a little to lick my pussy.

“This can’t be happening, right?” I asked Thalia. “I’m unconscious. I fell before the bath. Something. This can’t be real.” I laughed, feeling Porter’s cock now enter my anus, rubbing on a prostate that shouldn’t have been there given my pussy. “I’m so confused.”

Thalia was busy strapping on a dildo, with Sally doing the same. I was about to be the focus. “Let’s show him what it’s like to be triple penetrated.” Thalia laughed.

As Sally pummelled me, she mashed my breasts. “Honey?” She asked, my eyes drifting down to hers as I sucked the rubber cock in my mouth. “Maybe you could stay like this.”


Eight

Our evening of excess blurred into the early hours, indulgence giving way to exhaustion. At some point, bodies untangled themselves and sleep claimed us all, heavy and dreamless. I half-expected to wake in the night to regret, to tears, to anger finally arriving once adrenaline and novelty wore off.

Instead, I woke to sunlight.

It spilled through the tall windows in soft gold sheets, warming bare skin and catching on the pale stone walls. Sally lay beside me, propped on one elbow, studying my face with an expression I couldn’t quite place, not suspicion, not hurt, but something closer to curiosity.

She smiled when she saw my eyes open.

“Morning,” she said, leaning in to kiss me, gentle and unhurried.

The kiss only deepened my confusion.

“That’s it?” I asked. “You’re not… angry?”

She rolled onto her back with a quiet laugh, stretching like a cat, then frowned when she realised the bed felt far emptier than it had the night before. “Huh. Guess we missed the early shift change.”

“Sally,” I prompted.

She sighed, folding her hands over her stomach and staring up at the ceiling. “Of course I’m angry. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t.” Then she turned her head to look at me again. “But what would being angry do right now?”

I didn’t have an answer.

“There’s a part of me,” she continued, quieter now, “that keeps asking if I’d behave any differently in your position. Magic, danger, a woman like that, everything turned upside down overnight… I don’t know. I don’t think I get to pretend I’d be morally flawless.”

She sat up, drawing the sheet around herself. “I believe you love me. I really do. And I also know I’m not built for the life you’ve stumbled into. I don’t want gunfire and cursed baths and running from mercenaries.” She paused, then smiled wryly. “But I don’t want to walk away and spend the rest of my life wondering what if? either.”

She shrugged, the gesture oddly decisive. “We’re young. Life’s weird. Fuck it.”

I stared at her for a moment, then felt something unclench in my chest.

“Fuck it,” I echoed, grinning.

She laughed, finally swinging her legs out of bed. “Come on. Let’s get you some clothes before someone mistakes you for a half-dressed cult statue.”

And just like that, the world kept turning.

Shopping in the UK felt worse than the crazed streets of Antalya. Not because the streets weren’t beautiful, they were, but because they were familiar. The stone façades, the restrained service, the polite queues, the rain threatening without quite committing. This was home. Or it had been. Which made the whole thing feel less like an adventure and more like I’d wandered into my own life wearing someone else’s skin.

We started in London, because of course Thalia insisted on London. Why wouldn’t she with her wealth, and we did so in the Rolls-Royce. “Proper selection,” she said, as if that settled it. “And I refuse to dress you like you fell out of a supermarket catalogue. Not after I caused this.”

Sally snorted. “Bold words for someone who thinks a £900 t-shirt is casual.”

Thalia didn’t deny it.

The first shop was small and understated in that quietly predatory way only expensive British boutiques manage. No loud branding, no neon signs, just neutral colours and a woman at the door who looked like she’d never owned anything polyester in her life.

I froze just inside. Racks of women’s clothes stretched out in careful rows. Dresses. Skirts. Blouses. Things I’d spent my entire life not touching, not needing to understand, not imagining myself inside. Now they were all… for me.

“This is ridiculous,” I muttered.

Sally leaned in. “You look like you’re about to sit an exam you didn’t revise for. Wound tighter than a top.”

“That’s because I am,” I hissed back. “There’re rules. I don’t know the rules.”

Thalia glanced over her shoulder. “There are no rules.”

“That’s worse!”

Trying things on was surreal. Physically, everything fit disturbingly well. The cuts made sense. Fabric fell where it was meant to. My hips filled skirts naturally, my chest pulled fabric into gentle shapes without effort. The mirror reflected a woman who looked… perfect. Too perfect.

That was the problem.

I stood there staring at my reflection in a soft wool jumper and tailored trousers, my brain screaming impostor. I felt like I’d stolen something, womanhood, ease, the right to take up this space, even though my body clearly hadn’t gotten the memorandum.

“I look like I’m pretending,” I said quietly.

Sally appeared beside me in the mirror, arms folded. “You look like someone who’s scared they’re going to be found out.”

“Same thing.”

“No,” she said gently. “Different. Just accept you are a woman and deal with it.”

Thalia, meanwhile, was a menace. She drifted through shops like a force of nature, plucking items from racks with reckless confidence. Cashmere. Silks. Satins. Tailored coats that probably cost more than my first car. Every time Sally or I flinched at a price tag, Thalia waved it off. And I wasn’t the only one she was throwing her money at. Sally found herself with handbags she didn’t understand, shoes she thought would hurt but were like pillows for the feet.

“Quality lasts.” Thalia explained, justifying exorbitant price tags.

“So does debt,” Sally muttered.

Thalia paused then, actually paused, and looked at us properly. “You grew up counting pennies.”

“Yes,” Sally said. “You grew up counting staff.”

Thalia grimaced, not offended, but thoughtful. “Money was… loud in my house,” she admitted. “I learned early that if I didn’t spend it, it would be used to control me instead.”

That shut us both up.

Lunch was takeaway eaten on a bench because Sally refused to let Thalia book a private dining room “just because she could,” and I sat there in my new clothes, clothes I hadn’t paid for, clothes I wasn’t sure I deserved, watching people walk past and wondering which of them would clock me as an outsider.

No one did, and that somehow made it harder. Harder still that men trailed their eyes on me with lust and desire, builders whistled, and women stared daggers. I was seen as an object of desire, decided not something to which I was used.

By the end of the day, I was exhausted. Emotionally wrung out. Laden with bags I still felt weirdly detached from. But when we got back to the house and Sally held up a simple coat, navy, well-cut, nothing flashy, and said, “This one feels like you,” something in my chest loosened.

Maybe I didn’t need to understand everything yet. Maybe it was enough to try things on, step by step, with two women beside me, one who challenged me, one who anchored me, and a future that no longer fit neatly into any box I’d grown up with.

And maybe that was okay. For now.

That evening, while dinner was being prepared somewhere deep in the house by Thalia’s impeccably obedient sissy staff, Sally and I descended the sweeping staircase together.

I was painfully aware of every step.

The red lace corset hugged me with an intimacy I still hadn’t learned how to wear without flinching, the stockings clinging to legs that still didn’t feel like mine, even as they moved with undeniable grace. Sally walked beside me in matching lingerie, utterly at ease, her confidence acting as an anchor when mine threatened to drift away.

This was her idea.

Let’s surprise her, she’d said.

Let’s remind her she’s not the only dangerous thing in this house.

We reached the foot of the stairs ready for mischief, only to stop short.

Thalia stood near the windows, phone pressed to her ear, pacing slowly as she listened. The room was dim, evening light slanting across polished stone and expensive art. She looked every inch the woman who controlled this world.

Her eyes flicked up. They travelled. Slowly. Appreciatively. There was a brief, unmistakable pause. A quick lick of her lips. Then she visibly shook herself, focus snapping back into place.

“No, Dimitri,” she said sharply. “If he’s looking in Saudi, he’s wasting his time. There’s no chance it’s there.”

She turned away from us as she spoke, pacing again.

“The last reliable information put the map in Yemen. Al-Hamrani’s troops control the entire region, digging there would be suicide. So no, the map isn’t our priority right now. What is important is the final piece of the key.”

Sally leaned in close, her voice barely audible. “I thought she had the key.”

“Two pieces,” I whispered back. “I’m still fuzzy on the third.”

“Dimitri, don’t move him,” Thalia continued. “Keep him distracted in Saudi. That buys us time. I’d rather steal it from him directly than dig under Al-Hamrani’s nose.”

She stopped pacing, listening intently.

“Yes. Kerala. Exactly. Thank you.”

The call ended. Silence settled.

For a moment, she simply stood there, staring at the floor, lost in thought, completely ignoring the fact that two barely dressed women were watching her.

Then she walked over.

Still distracted, still thinking, she reached out without looking, sliding a hand beneath each of us with casual familiarity, grounding herself as much as claiming us, our sighs of delight evidence of how far we had descended to give ourselves to her.

“Fancy a trip to India?” she asked absently, fingers pulsing inside us.

Sally blinked. “Both of us?”

Thalia shrugged, a smile tugging at her lips. “It’s safe enough.”

Sally considered this, then smiled sweetly. “Would you mind if I stayed here and played housewife instead?”

Thalia’s attention finally sharpened fully. She laughed softly and leaned in to kiss her.
“No problem at all.”

Her gaze shifted to me.

“So long as I can take Mitchell.”

Sally’s smile widened. “I was counting on that.”

“When?” I asked, my voice betraying the fact that my nerves still hadn’t recovered from the last twenty-four hours.

“This weekend,” Thalia said smoothly, placing an additional finger into each of us, her face so close we had no choice but to lift ours, just enough to remind us who was in charge. “Which gives us a couple more days to… enjoy each other.”

“Fine,” I breathed, immediately regretting how unsteady my legs felt, my body reacting far faster than my brain could lodge a formal objection.

Then… gong.

The sound rolled through the house like divine intervention. The spell broke instantly. Thalia withdrew her hands with a satisfied smile, already turning away, appetite clearly shifting tracks with enviable ease.

Sally and I just stood there for a second, blinking. Food. Actual food. Glorious, grounding, non-existential food.

We exchanged a look, equal parts longing, frustration, and the shared realisation that we’d both been wound up and shelved with merciless precision, then sighed in unison and followed the sound toward the dining room.

Heads bowed, shoulders slumped. Whether it was shame, frustration, or the dawning awareness of just how far off the map our lives had drifted, I couldn’t quite tell. Probably all three.

And, annoyingly, I was starving.

As I watched the sissies move around us, silent, precise, men reshaped under the exacting will of the Mistress of the house, I felt an itch of paranoia crawl up my spine. Lace and silk brushed against polished wood, heels clicked over marble. Everything about them was deliberate. Curated.

And suddenly I couldn’t shake the thought that maybe I was too.

It felt impossible that it was coincidence. Thalia, with her taste for dominance, for men who wanted to be softened and remade, and me, stumbling into an ancient, half-forgotten pool that rewrote my body like a cruel joke written in magic. The symmetry was too neat. Too poetic.

“Why sissies?” I asked at last.

Thalia glanced up from her plate, arching a brow. “Why not?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Why make them into sissies?”

“Because they asked me to,” she said simply. “And because I enjoy it.”

Then she paused, really looking at me this time, and something clicked behind her eyes.

“Oh.” She sighed. “You think I planned you.”

I didn’t answer, which was answer enough.

“No,” she continued, more sharply now. “I didn’t know the curse would do that to you. And no, this”, she gestured vaguely at the room, the house, the people, “isn’t how it works. I don’t do anything to anyone without consent. Ever. Clear?”

“I suppose,” I muttered, stabbing into food that was infuriatingly good.

The chef, once Michelin-starred, now happily burned out and reborn as Thalia’s submissive, had outdone himself. Rich sauces, perfect textures, the kind of meal that made you angry about how good it was given the circumstances.

I chewed, swallowed, then let my knife clatter against the plate.

“No,” I said suddenly, pointing my fork at her. “I don’t buy it. What are you actually looking for?”

“A lost city,” she replied without missing a beat.

“Why?”

“For the loot.”

“Bullshit.”

She smiled thinly. “Persistent, aren’t you?”

“What are you really looking for?”

She leaned back in her chair, considering me for a long moment, then sighed as if tired of pretending.

“I’m looking for an ancient city hidden for millennia,” she said. “Because if the theories are right, it holds the means to restore the power of a forgotten female civilisation. Something that could rebalance the scales. Something that lets us fight back against a toxic patriarchal system that’s been rigged since the beginning.”

She stabbed the air with her fork.

“And no,” she added sharply, “not by turning men into women. That would defeat the entire fucking point.”

I stared at my plate. She wasn’t wrong. That was the worst part.

I picked my knife back up and resumed eating, acutely aware of the matching looks Sally and Thalia were giving me, judgemental, knowing, and uncomfortably deserved. Because she was right. We lived in a world where men held power they hadn’t earned. And more often than not, had stolen.

“Okay,” I said at last, too proud to apologise outright, though my shoulders sagged in surrender. “So what’s the plan for us?”

“We meet a contact in Kochi,” Thalia replied. “A woman. She’ll take us as far as she’s willing to go. After that… we follow the breadcrumbs.”

Sally frowned. “And you’re certain the third piece is there?”

Thalia didn’t answer immediately. She chewed thoughtfully, swallowed, then set her knife and fork down with deliberate care, as if what came next deserved stillness.

“There were once several matriarchal civilisations,” she said. “Not myths. Not Amazon fantasies. Real societies, documented, but inconveniently so. They didn’t conquer. They didn’t expand. They stabilised. Better living standards, fewer wars, longer periods of peace. History likes to call that an anomaly.”

She glanced between us, gauging whether we were listening.

“Each of these societies was said to be anchored by an artefact. Not identical, not interchangeable. Some accounts describe a staff, others a crown, others something less… physical. But the consistent thread is this: they were created by the last bloodlines of the old Goddesses. Tools of authority, not domination.”

“Authority over men?” Sally asked carefully.

“Over violence,” Thalia corrected. “Over escalation. Over the instinct to take rather than build. The legends say men who raised arms in anger found themselves unable to act. Not enslaved. Checked.” She snorted softly. “You can imagine how that went down.”

“Men got jealous,” I said.

“They got terrified,” she replied. “And then they got organised.”

She leaned back slightly.

“When the Roman Empire spread, these societies were labelled heretical, unnatural. Their artefacts were declared abominations. One by one, the cities were erased. Their leaders executed. The artefacts destroyed.”

“All of them?” I asked.

Her mouth twitched. “All but one.”

That landed heavier than I expected.

“The last city vanished. No ruins. No records. Just absence. But whoever hid it knew the artefact couldn’t simply be destroyed, so the means of access were broken instead. A key, split into three pieces, scattered deliberately. Hidden where no single conqueror could ever collect them.”

She met my gaze.

“I now have two.”

The story was compelling, but it still didn’t answer the obvious question. “That’s all very mystical,” I said, “but it doesn’t explain how you know the third piece is in India.”

Thalia exhaled, then smiled faintly. “Vasco da Gama.”

“The explorer?” Sally asked.

“The poet,” Thalia corrected. “That part gets left out.”

She continued, “During his voyages from Lisbon to India, de Gama kept a private log. Not the official one. A personal journal. He spoke to locals, midwives, priestesses, fishermen, anyone who would talk. He recorded songs, prayers, fragments of oral histories. Somewhere along the way, he realised he’d stumbled onto something dangerous.”

“And he took the artefacts?” I asked.

“No.” Thalia shook her head. “That’s the thing. He didn’t. He believed some knowledge was safer left buried. So instead of removing the pieces, he encoded their locations, in poetry. Metaphor. Astronomical references. Tides, monsoons, constellations. Clues that only make sense if you already know what you’re looking for.”

“And Mallick?” Sally prompted.

“Mallick bought the journal,” Thalia said flatly. “At great expense. He managed to decode the first two locations. The Greek dig. The bath.”

My stomach tightened.

“I believe he also decoded the location of the map, the one that points to the hidden city itself,” she went on. “But without the full key, it’s useless.”

“So how do you know about Kerala?” I asked. “If Mallick had the book…”

“…then how did I read it?” she finished, smirking. “Because I stole it.”

Of course she did.

“He hadn’t finished decoding the final poem when I took it,” she said. “But the structure is clear. The metre changes. The imagery shifts. It stops speaking of the sea and starts speaking of land. Of spice winds. Of rain that falls sideways.”

She looked at us both.

“Kerala.”

Silence settled over the table, not comfortable, not fearful, but heavy with the sense that whatever lay ahead wasn’t just hidden. It was waiting.

“So what next for me?” I asked, already feeling the weight of the road ahead. Whatever this was becoming, it wasn’t going to be easy.

“We train you,” Thalia said without hesitation. “Hard. Fast. Starting first thing. Weapons, firearms, conditioning. You need to be fighting fit.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t realised I was holding. “Won’t I just slow you down?” I asked. It wasn’t self-pity so much as realism, I’d been transformed, not reborn a superhero.

If she thought I was a liability, she hid it well. Thalia just smiled at me, softer than I’d seen her all day, the kind of smile that disarmed rather than reassured.

“I can’t do this without you,” she said quietly.

The words landed heavier than she probably intended.

My eyes flicked instinctively to Sally, and there it was, a flash of something sharp before she smoothed it away. Jealousy, yes, but not the petty kind. The kind that comes from recognising a truth you don’t want to name.

I understood what Thalia meant. I’d cracked the puzzles in Turkey, seen patterns she hadn’t, filled in gaps she’d stepped over. I was useful. I had value. But I also heard what sat beneath her words, the reliance, the pull, the way she said without you rather than without your help. That nuance hadn’t gone unnoticed.

Not by Sally.

And as the three of us sat there, the unspoken realities stretching between us like fault lines, I realised that whatever training awaited me, whatever dangers lay ahead, this, this, was going to be the hardest balance of all.


Nine

The plane kissed the tarmac just outside Kochi with a muted thump, brakes whining as we slowed, and the moment the cabin door opened the world rushed in. Heat, thick, oppressive, almost liquid, wrapped itself around me like a wet blanket. The air felt chewable, a dense soup of humidity, jet fuel, salt, spice, and the faint metallic tang of a city that had grown faster than its lungs could handle. It clung to my skin instantly, slick and suffocating, and I felt sweat bloom along my spine before I’d even stepped onto the stairs.

I grimaced. I’d always hated summer for exactly this reason. Not the sunshine, not the long evenings, but the air itself, heavy and unkind. Give me cool mornings and layered clothing any day. This felt like being breathed on by the world.

The contrast to our departure from the UK was jarring, grey, dull, the threat of rain a constant. Sally had accompanied us to the plane in the car with that brittle brightness people wear when they’re trying very hard not to think too far ahead. I don’t think it fully hit her until we stepped towards the jet, until she stood there, watching me walk away with a woman who could offer danger, adrenaline, a life lived at speed.

A woman I was falling for.

Sally never said it aloud, but I saw it anyway. The way her shoulders folded inward. The way she smiled a fraction too quickly. She didn’t rage or accuse or beg, she simply diminished herself in her own mind, quietly measuring her life against one she couldn’t compete with. She didn’t seem to realise that sometimes what a person needs most isn’t excitement, but constancy. An anchor. Someone who waits.

Still, she kissed us both goodbye. Held my face in her hands a moment longer than necessary. Promised she’d be there when we got back.

I had to believe her.

The last forty-eight hours had barely registered as real time. They blurred together into sweat, bruises, and shouted instructions. Training, relentless and unforgiving. Machine guns that rattled my bones. Bows that punished my shoulders. Grappling hooks that tore skin if you weren’t careful. Ropes that burned my palms raw. It wasn’t like military bootcamp, it was military bootcamp, courtesy of a retired SAS commando who seemed to take quiet pleasure in discovering exactly where my limits were and then nudging me past them.

He’d done what he could in two days. Whether it was enough was another question entirely.

Right now, as my boots hit the tarmac and my muscles screamed in protest, I wondered if the crash course had done more harm than good. My body felt like it had been shaken loose inside itself, exhausted, sore, and only just holding together through stubbornness.

“You’ll have time to rest,” Thalia said easily, slinging her bag over her shoulder like she hadn’t just flown halfway across the world. “First, I need to find my contact. Then we scout.”

I eyed her. “Is she… reliable?”

Thalia snorted, already walking. “She’s a crook and a gun for hire. So yes, about as reliable as it gets.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“Didn’t say it was.” She shot me a sideways grin. “But I’ve known her a long time. She hasn’t burned me yet.”

“Yet,” I echoed.

“Welcome to my world.”

Waiting for us beyond the small terminal was a vehicle that looked like it had survived at least three civil wars and a monsoon or two. A battered old Defender, paint dulled by sun and sand, winch mounted to the front like a threat. It sat there patiently, with quiet menace.

I stopped dead, staring at it.

“What?” Thalia asked.

I squinted, mentally cataloguing rust, dents, and the general air of you will definitely need antibiotics after this. “Just wondering how up to date I am on my vaccinations,” I said, hauling my backpack toward it. “Tetanus, specifically.”

She laughed as she climbed into the driver’s seat. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that.”

“Really?”

“That’s the least of your worries out here.”

I gave her a long, deeply unimpressed look that said I am going to die in this jungle and you’ll say it builds character.

She grinned wider. “Come on. This’ll be fun. Two gals out on an adventure.”

I made a strangled noise halfway between a groan and a gasp. My brain still very much thought of itself as male. My body, traitorous thing, had other ideas entirely. “Have you at least booked us into a nice hotel?”

“Oh absolutely.” She started the engine, the Defender growling to life. “The Forte. Beachfront.”

I hesitated. “That sounds… suspiciously pleasant.”

“You’ll love it.” She shot me a wicked look. “You can try out your new bikini.”

She paused for effect.

“Meow.” She grinned at me.

“For fuck’s sake,” I muttered, climbing in as the door slammed shut, sealing me into heat, chaos, and whatever the hell I’d signed up for next.

The Defender lurched forward with a cough of exhaust and we rolled out of the airport like we’d been spat into the city rather than welcomed. Almost immediately, the road thickened, not just with traffic, but with life. Kochi didn’t ease you in. It grabbed you by the collar.

The outskirts announced themselves in layers. Low concrete buildings stained by rain and time. Hand-painted signs in Malayalam and English, letters curling and colliding. Open-fronted workshops where men squatted beside engines that looked older than me, sparks flying as if this were all perfectly normal. Cows wandered with bureaucratic confidence, utterly unimpressed by traffic laws or common sense. Dogs slept wherever shade existed, bodies rising and falling as scooters whispered past their noses.

The heat intensified inside the car, even with the windows cracked. Hot air rushed in, carrying diesel fumes, incense smoke, frying oil, and something sweet and rotting all at once. It was overwhelming, invasive, like the city was inside my lungs now, rearranging things.

“Jesus,” I muttered, gripping the door handle as a tuk-tuk cut us off with inches to spare.

Thalia didn’t even blink. She leaned into the chaos like she belonged to it, one hand light on the wheel, the other resting casually on her thigh. She drove with confidence, but not aggression, reading the flow rather than fighting it. Horns blared constantly, not in anger, but as a language. I’m here. I’m passing. Don’t die today.

My senses lagged behind the visuals. There were people everywhere. Women in bright saris, turquoise, saffron, deep crimson, moving like living brushstrokes through the dust. Schoolchildren in neat uniforms laughing as they crossed roads that felt actively hostile. Vendors pushing carts stacked with coconuts, bananas, garlands of flowers. A man balanced impossibly on scaffolding, barefoot, painting a wall three stories up without a harness, without fear.

I felt painfully conspicuous. Pale. Foreign. A woman-shaped thing with a mind still catching up, pressed into a world that didn’t care about my internal crisis one bit. There was a flicker of imposter syndrome; you don’t belong here, you don’t belong anywhere, followed immediately by a strange calm. Kochi didn’t ask who I was. It just carried on.

As we pushed deeper into the city, the noise swelled. Radios blared music I didn’t recognise but somehow felt nostalgic. Calls rang out between stalls. Metal clanged. Somewhere, a temple bell tolled, deep and resonant, vibrating through my ribs.

Then, almost without warning, the city loosened its grip.

The buildings fell back. The air shifted, still hot, but touched now with salt. Palm trees appeared like punctuation marks, lining wider roads. The chaos thinned into something more fluid, more intentional. And then I saw it: a flash of blue between buildings.

The sea.

It hit me emotionally before it did visually. That endlessness. That reminder that the world was larger than curses and keys and mercenaries. Fishing boats bobbed near the shore, nets drying like lace against wooden frames. The smell changed again, brine, algae, sun-warmed sand.

The beachfront hotel rose ahead of us, pale stone and glass catching the light, absurdly serene against everything we’d just driven through. Guards waved us in. The Defender crunched onto a clean gravel drive, palm fronds rustling overhead as if we’d crossed an invisible border.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realised I’d been holding.

“Well,” I said, blinking at the calm, the ocean stretching out beyond manicured gardens and sun umbrellas, “that was… a lot.”

Thalia cut the engine and looked at me, amused. “Kochi doesn’t do subtle.”

“No,” I agreed, heart still racing, skin slick with sweat, mind buzzing. “But I think I like it.”

Even as fear curled somewhere low in my stomach, excitement did too. The city had shaken me, disoriented me, stripped me of any illusion of control. And somehow, standing there on the edge of land and sea, I felt more awake than I had in years.

“Let’s get checked in and have a quick fuck.” Said Thalia, it seemed she also didn’t do subtle. “Then we can go out and get a bite to eat, some drinks. I know a place.”

“Where haven’t you been?” I asked.

She gave it some thought, then looked at me. “Canada.”

I blinked. “Fair enough.”

Once we were in the huge suite, there was no messing around. She threw me to the bed and then made me watch as she undressed. Her mouth was on my dick long before it was on my lips, desperate to bring me to life, to coax my dick to where it needed to be.

We never broke eye-contact. As she climbed up, reached between my legs and threaded my erection inside her, I almost felt willed to say the L word. She smiled at me as my lips trembled, but then she pressed a finger to my lips and slowly blinked, acknowledgement of feelings, but not daring to allow the trigger to be pulled.

Instead, she sat back and rode me, and I reached up and squeezed her breasts. It was then that she seemed to remember that I wasn’t without my own playthings, reaching down and squeezing mine too.

“Would it be so bad?” She asked. “To stay like this?”

I’d been asking myself the same question, but I still wasn’t there, still not ready to give up my manhood. Rather than answer her, I reached for the dildo she’d thrown on the bed from the bag, and moved it to my pussy, pushing in with a gasp and a satisfied sigh.

Over the past few days, Porter had used my pussy on multiple occasions, twice just he and I. The best for me was when I wasn’t looking at him, my heterosexual brain not coming to terms with the fact a man was fucking me, but that didn’t mean I didn’t absolutely adore the feeling of hard cock in my cunt. The dildo wasn’t perfect but it worked.

Thalia was easily pleased. A few twists of her nipples combined with her movement on my dick, sent her into rapturous orgasms within just a few minutes. I took my time after that, flipped her onto her back and continued. It seemed my propensity to shoot quickly had been solved too, because I could continue to fuck her to another orgasm or two, before shooting inside her.

“Eat me?” She asked softly.

“Sure.” I chuckled, no longer caring about bodily fluids.

The SAS training wasn’t the only training of the past few days. Thalia introduced Sally and I to her world, to kink, fetish, and BDSM. I got to experience just how good Thalia was with a rope, and when she used it in the huge dungeon she had, latching me to electric pulleys and hooks, I also got to learn that pain did not have to be a negative.

Sally watched in horror at first, genuinely concerned for me. When she saw Thalia attach weighted clamps to my labia and my nipples, I thought the pain would tear me apart, but Thalia was precise in her instruction, explained how to breathe, how to absorb the pain. The caning was the worst, it sent me into spasms, tears causing my make-up to run, feminine screams which wouldn’t have been out of place in a horror movie. Sally begged Thalia to stop.

“He hadn’t used his safe word,” Thalia explained. “Slut, would you like to use it?”

I shook my head. This was no longer pain, this was extreme pleasure.

Eventually, Thalia brought Sally into the game, made her shock my most sensitive areas with a TENS unit; made her push syringe needles into my skin, and that was when she got it, understood how the power of sadism turned someone on, in the same way that my masochism turned me on.

They spent three hours torturing me in ways I thought were only possible in nightmares, but somehow, this horror wasn’t a nightmare, it was a dream. I understood it, I wanted it.

It ended with Thalia showing Sally why the simple act of urination could be desperately erotic. I drank as if it was the last liquid on Earth, and did it again for Sally.

“You’re bruised, scarred, but…” Sally ran her finger down a long purple welt, earning a hiss from me as the sting followed her trace. “For some reason, it’s sexy.”

“The body is a beautiful canvas, and we are the artists,” Thalia told her, pulling at Sally’s clothes. “Now he can watch whilst I take the woman he loves.”

Our late afternoon fuck in India ended in a similar way, her squatting over my mouth, a strict instruction not to let the bed get wet. I drank with glee, short spurts of acrid liquid which I never realised was so glorious to me.

“I…” I started, once we’d finally stopped moving, lungs burning, sweat cooling on my skin.

“Don’t.” She snapped, the word cracking like a whip. “Just… stop.”
She turned on me then, eyes blazing, jaw clenched so hard I thought it might shatter. “You think I don’t know?” she hissed. “You think I can’t feel it too? Fuck, Mitchell!” Her voice broke and she slapped me, the sound sharp and final in the still room.

The sting bloomed across my cheek, but it was nothing compared to the weight of what she said next.

“Why do you need to ruin things?” Tears pooled in her eyes, furious and helpless all at once. “You’ll help me find what I need to find, and I’ll help you become male again. And then you’ll go back.” She gestured vaguely, like my future was a postcard she’d already seen. “Back to your normal life. Sally. A little house. Kids. The way you’re supposed to.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Just… stop giving me false hope.”

That was the knife. Not the slap. Not the anger. That.

I wanted to pull her into me, to promise something reckless and impossible, that I’d stay, that I’d choose her, that none of the rules mattered, but the truth sat heavy and immovable between us. I didn’t know if I could live this life forever. And even if I could… I couldn’t drag Sally into it. I hadn’t even decided what I was yet.

“I’m sorry,” I said, quietly. It felt small. Inadequate. True.

She exhaled shakily. “It’s…” Her shoulders sagged. “It’s fine, Mitchell. We never expected anything else.” The lie sat there, unconvincing. “It’s fine. Let’s just get ready.”

She didn’t move.

Instead, she collapsed forward, rolling onto me, fists thumping weakly against my shoulder, more frustration than force. A low, wounded sound escaped her, something between a whine and a sob, like the world had personally offended her. Her lips found mine, desperate, clinging, as if letting go would make everything real.

I kissed her back, because not kissing her felt worse.

When she finally pulled away, she didn’t look at me again. She slid off the bed, wiped angrily at her cheeks, and marched into the bathroom, the door shutting with a final, hollow click. I could hear her breathing inside, uneven, betrayed by the sound of running water.

I lay there staring at the ceiling, cheek still warm, chest tight.

Yes. Life sometimes wasn’t fair. And sometimes, it made damn sure you knew it.


Ten

I should have known this wasn’t going to be the romantic evening in a foreign land I’d briefly let myself imagine. Dinner had been good, great, even, but rushed. We had places to be.

The bar where we were meeting Rayna was loud and rough, packed with tourists drunk enough to mistake bad decisions for cultural immersion. In this case, it meant loudly propositioning local women who looked unimpressed at best. It was a place that brought out the worst of the worst in people.

“Why here?” I asked.

“She suggested it,” Thalia said, lifting the trophy glass boot to her lips and draining more Cobra beer than seemed wise. “Besides, one place is as good as another. At least the beer’s decent.”

It was. Strong, too. Strong enough that I wasn’t convinced getting drunk was a great idea when the person we were meeting was a known criminal.

As usual, I filled the silence with chatter and questions. Thalia did not. Ever since the bedroom faux pas, she’d been distant, polite, guarded. That was on me. What the hell had I been thinking, floating the word love after barely a week?

I didn’t push. Pretending nothing had happened might clear the air. Yes. Because that always worked so well.

“Heads up,” Thalia murmured. Her eyes flicked toward the rotting wooden door. “She’s here.”

Rayna didn’t enter so much as announce herself. She was striking, Indian, athletic, wearing ripped cargo shorts and an army-green tank top that looked chosen for function rather than fashion. Long hair, badly tied back, the effortless aesthetic of someone who wanted to look like a cliché adventurer, and somehow pulled it off.

She crossed the room with a swagger that set my teeth on edge. Loud. Performative. She wrapped Thalia in an exaggerated hug, the kind meant for an audience. I knew better. Rayna wasn’t a friend. She was an opportunity. A transaction with a memory.

“I thought your visa was revoked,” Rayna said brightly. “You left quite the mess last time.”

“You know how it is,” Thalia replied, voice cool. “Money greases a lot of gears. How have you been? No trouble after Kolkata? Other than…”

The smile Rayna gave her wasn’t friendly. It wasn’t even amused. It was sharp, anger tightly leashed, waiting for business to conclude before it was allowed to bite. That tracked with what Thalia had told me. Rayna cared about money, leverage, outcomes. Not feelings. Not old wounds.

Still, something didn’t sit right.

As Rayna outlined just how bad things had become after Kolkata, events no one bothered to explain to me, I watched her eyes. There was something there that didn’t belong to a financial dispute. Something darker. Personal.

When I was introduced and then effectively dismissed, presumably filed under decorative girlfriend, I leaned back and started doing what I did best: looking for patterns.

Sure, the signs were obvious. If Rayna felt burned, anger made sense. But there was another variable I couldn’t quite resolve.

The bar was two storeys, with an upper balcony cordoned off by little more than rope and netting. Loud music. Louder accents. Drunk British and Germans hoisting absurd glass boots, cheering themselves on. A handful of Russians too, which wasn’t unusual these days. India was friendly territory. What was unusual was how restrained they were. Quiet. Alert. Not drunk enough.

I scanned the room, clocking anyone who fit the profile, watching how carefully they avoided looking like they were watching anything at all.

And then I caught it. A glance. Not from the Russians, but from Indians seated nearby. Close to them. Close enough to pass messages without speaking.

My stomach tightened.

Finally, it clicked.

The Russians weren’t here for the beer. They’d outsourced, locals doing the watching, the blocking, the grabbing. A setup. Rayna cared about money, sure, but Mallick had more. Enough to make the Yemeni connection a bluff. Enough to buy betrayal. Thalia had been played.

I slid my hand into my handbag, pretending to check my phone while curling my fingers around the pistol hidden inside. At the same time, I nudged Thalia’s foot with mine.

She was still studying the map Rayna had brought, asking questions, tracing routes.

“Is that the real map?” I asked, my tone flat, accusatory.

Thalia shot me a warning look. Rayna didn’t bother hiding her reaction, pure hostility.

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” Rayna snapped.

“Don’t mind her,” Thalia said smoothly, then added to me, “It is real. You can tell by the parchment. The age.”

“Right,” I said, keeping my eyes on Rayna. “I was just wondering about the Russians and the locals who’ve been eyeballing us all night.”

Slowly, Rayna’s gaze dropped to my handbag. To my hand inside it. That’s when it hit Thalia too.

She scanned the room, checked the exits, then turned back to Rayna with a tired, bitter smile. “Well,” she sighed, “I suppose I should’ve expected this. You always were a backstabbing bitch, just never to me.”

Rayna scoffed and spat on the floor near Thalia’s boots. “What did you expect after Kolkata? I spent six months in jail, you fucking bitch.”

“I got you out.”

“Six months!”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Thalia snapped. “Because everything in India is quick and easy? I did everything I could. And let’s not forget, Kolkata went tits up because of you.”

Rayna shook her head. “Funny how my memory differs. You had to have the amulet. You took something that wasn’t yours.”

“And leave it for Bortello?” Thalia shot back. “Or did you have a deal with him too?”

Rayna looked away. That was answer enough.

Whatever Thalia had taken was never meant to leave. Rayna had promised it to someone else.

It didn’t matter now.

“There’s nowhere for you to go,” Rayna said, smirking. “They’re waiting outside.”

Thalia ignored her and turned to me. “What do you want to do? We can shoot our way out,” she added, almost casually.

I looked around, at the drunken Brits loudly negotiating with working girls who were already lifting wallets and phones. Fifteen oblivious men. Chaos waiting to happen.

“I’ve got another idea,” I said. “But we need to ditch this bitch first.”

Rayna opened her mouth but Thalia didn’t give her the chance. She drew her pistol and pressed it lightly into Rayna’s side. “Bathroom. Move.”

Then, to me; “Wait here.”

As they walked off, Rayna hissed, “What are you going to do, shoot me in a bar full of people?”

“If I have to,” Thalia said. “Now walk.”

Moments later, Thalia returned alone.

“Problem solved.”

“Dead?” I asked.

She shook her head. “Unconscious. Now what’s your plan? Those goons will figure it out any second.”

“Follow my lead.”

I grabbed her hand and dragged her straight into the largest cluster of drunk Brits.

“Hey guys! Woooo!” I slurred, pitching my voice as high and tipsy as I could manage. “Fancy seeing fellow countrymen here!”

A red-faced lad blinked at me, then grinned. “You’re English too? Get in! Join us!”

The working girls shot us murderous looks, we were crashing their operation, but I didn’t care. Fifteen drunk Brits, two of us. Maybe enough chaos to cover an exit. Thalia caught on instantly and leaned in, laughing, flirting back.

Above us, on the balcony, the mercs shifted. They’d clocked the change. They weren’t backing off. We needed to move. Fast.

“Guys,” I said loudly, clapping my hands, “my girlfriend and I were just about to hit a club. Like, absolutely mental. Anything goes.”

“Yeah?” one of them said, glancing around at his mates, the idea clearly appealing but not quite sealed.

“Yeah,” I said.

I grabbed Thalia by the collar and pulled her into me, kissing her hard, messy, hungry, the kind of kiss meant for a dark corner, not a sticky bar floor. It wasn’t subtle. It wasn’t meant to be.

“We’re here to party,” I said breathlessly when I broke away, grinning like I’d already had too much to drink. “Like, properly lose our minds. So… any of you boys want to come with us?”

That did it.

The working girls vanished from the lads’ attention as if they’d never existed. Boots hit the floor, beers were abandoned half-full, and a chorus of enthusiasm rose up.

“Fuck yeah!”

“Let’s go!”

“About time!”

As the group surged toward the exit, Thalia and I slipped into the middle, swallowed by loud voices and broad shoulders. I felt a flicker of guilt, using them as cover, but it was quickly drowned out by cold logic. This wasn’t going to be a shootout. Not yet. Mallick wanted what we had. Dead bodies wouldn’t help him.

The doors burst open and humid night air rushed in, thick with diesel fumes, sweat, and the distant sound of traffic.

Six men waited outside, sprawled casually against car bonnets like they’d been there all night. Two of them were unmistakably Russian, shaved heads, hard eyes, posture too relaxed to be drunk.

They straightened when they saw us.

One stepped forward. “You two,” he said, voice flat, accented. “You come with us now.” His hand reached out. Before he could touch either of us, a massive British bloke planted himself between us and the Russian, chest puffed, jaw set. His arms were thick enough to be weapons on their own.

“Oi. Steady on,” he said. “Who the fuck are you supposed to be?”

“These girls,” the Russian replied evenly, trying again, “they have business with us.”

“Oh, do they?” The Brit laughed, sharp and humorless. “This ain’t Taken, mate. I don’t think these ladies fancy a midnight stroll with you.”

He turned to us. “You know these fellas?”

“Nope,” Thalia said without hesitation. “Never seen them before.”

Behind us, movement. Too much of it.

The others, Indians and Russians alike, were filtering out of the bar now, spreading slightly, cutting off angles. The air felt charged, like the second before a storm breaks. I could almost hear calculations being made, how fast, how messy, how many witnesses.

Then, blessedly, a whistle cut through the noise. Police.

Two local officers shoved their way toward us, hands already raised, voices loud and impatient. “Hey! No fighting! Move on! Go! No trouble!”

Their eyes flicked over the group and, unsurprisingly, settled on the drunken Brits as the obvious problem. The Russians didn’t argue. They just stared, cold, promising.

The cops herded us down the street, breaking up the knot of bodies before it could harden into violence.

“Come on,” I said quickly, tugging the Brits along, not giving anyone time to reconsider.

As we moved away, I felt the weight of eyes on my back.

“Well,” Thalia muttered under her breath once we were clear, “that was fucking lucky.”

“Please,” I said. “Had it all planned.”

She snorted. “Uh-huh. And what about them? You think they’re just going to give up?”

“No,” I said honestly. “But they’ll follow. And that means we control where this goes.”

She glanced at me. “Meaning?”

“Meaning,” I said, nodding ahead where neon lights bled into the street, “you know a club insane enough to lose a tail. Somewhere with a back exit.”

She was quiet for a beat, then smiled, slow, dangerous.

“Yeah,” she said. “I do.”

She grabbed my hand and pulled me forward.

The club was an assault on the senses. Bass slammed through the floor in relentless waves, vibrating up through my boots and into my ribs, making it hard to tell whether my heart was racing from fear or from the music. Strobes snapped overhead, white, then violet, then a lurid red, freezing the crowd in fragments: open mouths, sweat-slick skin, hands raised, eyes glassy with drink and drugs. Neon strips ran along the walls like exposed veins, pulsing in time with the beat.

The Brits loved it. They tried to keep our hands full with cheap spirits poured into sticky plastic cups, shots that smelled more like cleaning fluid than alcohol. Thalia and I smiled, laughed, clinked glasses, then dumped the drinks whenever we could, letting them splash unnoticed onto the already soaked floor.

For now, we needed them. They were loud, obvious, harmless. Cover.

But cover only worked if they didn’t feel used. Which meant leaning in. Touching. Laughing too loudly at bad jokes. Kissing recklessly. Letting hands wander just enough to sell the fantasy, two free-spirited girls finding themselves in India, consequences be damned. The boys adored it.

Eventually, though, the room shifted.

I felt it before I saw it, the subtle tightening of the air, the way bodies stopped moving quite so freely. Through the strobing lights, I spotted them: familiar shapes cutting against the rhythm, not dancing, not drinking. Watching.

Mercenaries.

“That’s our cue,” I muttered.

I leaned close to the lads, letting fear creep into my voice. “Those men, outside earlier? They’re back. They followed us. We’re scared.”

That was a mistake.

Gavin, the one who’d been glued to my side all night, stepped forward, puffing himself up, placing a broad arm in front of me like a shield. “Oi. You girls go hide,” he said confidently. “We’ll take care of this, won’t we lads?”

A drunken chorus of agreement followed. Perfect.

Thalia flicked her head, just once, and we slid away from the group, melting into the crowd as the music swallowed us whole. We moved along the bar, past flickering LED panels and bartenders shouting orders that no one could hear, until we spotted it: a battered metal door with peeling paint.

NO ADMITTANCE – PRIVATE

We ducked through.

The noise dropped instantly, replaced by the sour stench of rot and old beer. The corridor beyond was narrow and grey, lined with empty barrels, bulging bin bags, and scurrying shadows that resolved into rats when the light caught them. My stomach rolled.

“Move,” Thalia hissed, dragging me along.

We reached an emergency exit and shoved.

Nothing.

“Wonderful,” she spat. “A fucking fire trap. Get back.”

She grabbed an empty beer barrel, sprinted, and slammed it into the door. The lock screamed. Wood cracked. She hit it again, then threw her shoulder into it, bursting it open in a spray of splinters.

Outside was worse. A small, filthy courtyard hemmed in by high chain-link fencing and a locked gate. No cover. No exit. Shooting the lock would be loud, too loud. The only way out was up.

“There,” I said, pointing to the drainpipe.

“It’ll have to hold,” Thalia replied, already climbing.

I followed, muscles screaming as I hauled myself upward, training or not. The corrugated roof flexed under our weight, groaning softly, each step a gamble that made my teeth clench.

“Quiet,” Thalia whispered.

We crept across the rooftop toward the far edge of the warehouse, aiming for an adjacent building. But below us, voices. Two mercs had entered the courtyard, checking the broken door, the intact gate.

Their gazes lifted.

“Roof,” Thalia murmured. “We keep moving. Higher.”

We ran low and fast, shadows against rusted metal, until we reached the edge. Across from us loomed a five-storey apartment block. No jump possible. No way down. Only thick cables stretched between the buildings, sagging slightly in the night air.

“What now?” I whispered.

Thalia crouched and grabbed one of the cables, yanking it hard. It groaned, but didn’t snap. “It should hold,” she said. She didn’t sound entirely convinced.

She edged out onto the cable first, moving sideways with exaggerated care, feet flat, hands sliding inch by inch. The cable itself was thick, fat with rubber and age. It wasn’t the cable I feared. It was the rusted brackets bolted into crumbling concrete on either end. Halfway across, the cable dipped under her weight.

“Easy,” she murmured, more to herself than to me.

She reached the opposite balcony and hauled herself up, boots scraping against chipped stone.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Your turn.”

I drew in a breath, and made the mistake of looking down.

The street was a long way below, headlights sliding past like slow-moving insects. If something failed, it wouldn’t be both ends at once. One side would give. That meant I’d swing, slam into the wall, maybe tumble closer to the road. I probably wouldn’t die.

Probably.

“Here goes nothing,” I muttered.

The cable was slick under my palms, sweat instantly betraying me. The moment I shifted my weight, my hands slipped, my knees skidded, and the world tilted violently. I yelped as gravity took hold.

I caught myself by instinct, arms locking, ankles crossing tight around the cable, my body jerking to a stop as I hung there, swaying.

“Fuck!”

“You’re okay,” Thalia said sharply. “You’re okay. Just move toward me.”

Voices echoed below. Shouts. The mercs. They’d heard me.

“Hurry!” Thalia hissed.

I tried to move faster, but fear strangled my muscles. I inched along, centimetre by centimetre, breath coming in short, panicked bursts.

A crack split the night. Then another. Not at me. The cable shuddered violently as a bullet sparked off the metal bracket anchoring it to the far wall.

“They’re shooting the mounts!” Thalia shouted.

Another gunshot. Concrete chipped. Dust rained down.

“Move!” she screamed, firing back, muzzle flash briefly lighting her face.

Lights snapped on in the apartments around her, shadows moving, voices shouting in confusion.

“Fuck it!” I gasped and forced myself forward, sliding faster now, legs shaking, grip burning.

I was less than a metre from the balcony when the cable tore loose on the far side. The world dropped.

I slammed into the wall hard enough to knock the breath from me, the cable scraping painfully under my weight as I slid. Above me, the remaining bracket groaned, metal screaming against concrete.

“Jump!” Thalia yelled, arm outstretched. “It’s going!”

“Oh fuck!”

I launched myself just as the bracket ripped free in an explosion of dust and stone. Thalia’s hand caught my wrist with a brutal slap, the jolt nearly tearing my shoulder out as I swung, dangling.

I grabbed the balcony edge with my free hand, fingers screaming, and together we hauled me up and over, collapsing hard onto the concrete.

We didn’t speak. We didn’t need to. Bullets chewed into the wall inches above us, spraying grit.

“They’re done playing,” Thalia said grimly. “We need to move.”

She kicked the balcony door once, twice, splintering the old wooden frame and crashing inside. The apartment was empty. Filthy. Abandoned. A mattress in the corner. Graffiti on the walls. We sprinted through and burst into the stairwell.

Below us, boots pounded. Shouts echoed upward, residents yelling, someone screaming to get back inside.

“Up,” Thalia whispered.

“Up?” I panted. “Fuck, I hate heights!”

Another gunshot rang out, the bullet pinging off the metal railing beside us.

“Then don’t look down,” she snapped, already running up the staircase, boots hammering against concrete as the stomping feet below us grew louder.

The stairwell lights were dead above the third floor. We ran in near-total darkness, guided by instinct and the faint glow bleeding up from the street. My breath rasped too loud in my ears.

Thalia kicked through the rooftop door and the night swallowed us whole.

The roof was slick with humidity, the air heavy and warm. Kochi stretched out in low silhouettes and scattered points of light, streetlamps, distant windows, the red blink of a radio mast far away. Everything else was shadow. The kind that hid edges.

“Careful,” Thalia warned. “Wet.”

Gunfire cracked behind us, the sound viciously loud in the quiet night. A bullet sparked off concrete, briefly lighting the roof in a flash of white.

We ran. She vaulted a low parapet and disappeared. I followed, landing badly, palms stinging as I slid across damp concrete.

“Elegant,” she called back.

“Keep moving!”

We sprinted across flat roofs broken by water tanks and satellite dishes, ducking clotheslines that brushed cold against my face. Somewhere below, a dog barked, frantic.

Thalia jumped a gap without slowing. I didn’t even check the distance. I just leapt, landing hard and nearly pitching forward into nothing. She grabbed my arm and yanked me upright.

More shots. Muzzle flashes flared behind us like brief, hateful stars.

At the next edge, she skidded to a stop and looked down. The alley below was a black slit. A single streetlight flickered, casting long, warped shadows.

“Fire escape,” she said. “Halfway down.”

“I hate this city,” I muttered.

She jumped anyway. I followed, hitting the ladder with a clang that echoed far too loudly. My hands slipped on rust and grime as I scrambled down, heart pounding so hard I felt dizzy.

A round pinged off the metal above my head. Thalia fired back once, controlled, the sound swallowed by the night. The answering shouts were angry, urgent. We rolled off onto the next roof, running again before the echo had died.

The city felt different now, quieter, but every sound sharper. A door slamming three streets away sounded close enough to touch.

We cut through a rooftop garden, dark shapes of plants, broken plastic chairs, prayer flags snapping softly in the night breeze. Thalia yanked one loose and flung it behind us.

A merc cursed as it wrapped around his head. He went down hard.

“Still got it,” she breathed.

Corrugated roofing loomed ahead. We crossed it at a crouch, every step threatening a metallic scream. The sheets flexed alarmingly beneath us.

“They’re herding us,” I whispered.

“I know.”

At the edge, a narrow gap yawned between buildings, the darkness below swallowing depth.

“Don’t stop,” she said.

She jumped. I jumped.

I hit the wall chest-first, gasping, fingers clawing for purchase. Thalia hauled me up just as bullets chipped the masonry inches from my legs. We didn’t slow.

A shattered window, a silent apartment, bare floor, overturned chair, the hum of a refrigerator. Someone stirred in the darkness as we burst through and out the opposite window, glass tinkling softly to the floor.

“Sorry,” I hissed, though no one answered.

Back onto the roofs. Another drop. Another climb. My legs burned. My lungs screamed. The night felt endless.

At the final edge, the street below was alive with dim movement, auto-rickshaws idling, a tea stall still open, the orange glow of sodium lamps pooling on wet asphalt.

Thalia turned, eyes bright in the dark. “Trust me?”

I laughed, breathless and shaky. “That seems unwise.”

She grabbed my hand and jumped.

We tore through an awning, slammed onto the roof of a parked van, then spilled onto the street in a tangle of limbs and swearing. The night exploded, shouts, horns, engines revving, people stumbling out of doorways half-awake and angry. Gunshots followed, but here, they vanished into the city, swallowed by noise and confusion.

We ran in the direction of the hotel, not giving the chance to the others to catch up.  I didn’t understand why we were going back to the hotel, but when I asked, telling Thalia I expected them to be there, she told me they wouldn’t know. “I booked into multiple hotels.” She smiled, “and a false name in this one.”

Through shuttered markets and sleeping alleys, past fish crates and coiled hoses, until finally we ducked into a narrow doorway and pressed ourselves into the shadows, barely breathing.

Boots passed. Voices murmured. Then faded.

Thalia glanced at me in the dark. “Still hate heights?”

I wiped sweat from my face and let out a shaky laugh. “I hate gravity.”

She smiled, brief, fierce, before stepping forward and planting her lips firmly on mine. We were very much alone in that dark alley, and with adrenaline coursing through my veins, she pushed my shorts down, fishing out my dick, and then dropped her own shorts, taking me right there. 

We made love just as spots of rain began to fall. Thalia moaned as I held her leg, both moving in time, both moaning in tandem.

“I love you.” She hissed softly, resting her forehead on my shoulder. “I really love you.”


Eleven

When I woke the next morning, my body felt like it had been set alight and left to burn.

A few hours of sleep hadn’t touched the ache. Every muscle protested as I shifted, bruises blooming beneath my skin like dark flowers, souvenirs from training, the chase, the rooftops. Cuts stung where fabric brushed them. The older marks from Thursday’s BDSM session were still there too, faint but present, and I found myself wishing, absurdly, that today’s pain had come from that instead. At least that pain had been chosen.

“Please,” I groaned as Thalia emerged from the bathroom, towel slung around her shoulders, hair damp and loose. “Can we have a chill day? Just one?”

She smiled, drying her hair, entirely unbothered by her own nakedness. “I’m not sure those exist,” she said lightly. “And if they’re watching here, they’ll be watching there.” Her expression sharpened. “Rayna won’t pass up a chance to hurt me.”

I pushed myself upright and crossed the room slowly, every step deliberate. When I reached her, I wrapped my arms around her waist and rested my forehead against her shoulder, skin warm, solid, familiar now.

“You realise this is madness,” I murmured.

“I know,” she said. “But it’s what I do.”

“I meant us.” I lifted my head, meeting her eyes. “All of it. It’s mad. And terrifying. And I feel… giddy around you. Even now. Even like this.” I swallowed. “You’re worried about getting hurt. I get that. But I want you to know, I’m choosing this. I want to do it with you. I want to see where it goes.”

For a heartbeat, she just stared at me. Then she smiled, not the guarded, self-protective one, but something open. Relieved. Almost shy.

“Let’s get breakfast,” she said quietly.

It wasn’t a dismissal. It was a promise.

“Let me get dressed,” I replied, and she squeezed my hand once before letting go.

Breakfast at the hotel was decadent in the way only expensive hotels could manage without apology. Sunlight streamed through tall windows, glinting off polished stone. Fresh fruit, dosas, idli, curries fragrant with spice, and enough Western comfort food to make anyone homesick feel temporarily forgiven.

I ate like I hadn’t seen food in days. At one point, I looked down at my plate and then at my body and laughed softly. “I’m going to ruin this gorgeous figure at this rate.”

Thalia glanced at me, amused. “You burned off more calories than most people do in a week. You’ll be fine.”

Eventually, when the plates were cleared and the noise of the room faded into background hum, she leaned back slightly, fingers tracing the rim of her coffee cup.

“I’ve never really worked alone,” she said. “I’ve always had people, fixers, guides, partners for a region. Rayna was one of those. When I met you in that bar, I thought you’d be another.” She paused, eyes lowering. “I was… disappointed when you turned me down. I went to bed sad.”

Something in her voice tightened my chest.

“That’s why you keep people around you,” I said gently. “Your staff. Your lifestyle. You hate being alone.”

She nodded once. “I am alone. Or I was.” Her gaze met mine. “This week with you, it’s been perfect. Mitchell, this is my life. The treasure hunting, the danger. I don’t need the money. I need this. And when this one’s done, I’ll find the next. I want you with me.”

I didn’t answer immediately. I was listening not just to her words, but to what they cost her to say.

“You know what that means,” I said softly. “It’s not just danger. It’s choosing.”

“I know.”

I smiled faintly. “Do you mind if I complain the whole time?”

She laughed, genuine and warm. “Not at all.” Then her expression shifted, just a little. “And Sally?”

I exhaled. “I hope she stays. I really do. But if she doesn’t…” I shrugged helplessly. “I think she already knows I want this.”

“I don’t want to break you up,” Thalia said carefully. “But I will, if I have to.”

I watched her for a moment, then nodded. “I know.”

After a pause, she added, almost shyly, “It would be nice if she stayed though. I like having her around.”

I reached across the table and took her hand, squeezing it once. So did I.

As we entered our room and prepared to set off, she slammed me against the wall and pressed her lips against mine. I let out a small cry of pleasure and wrapped my arms around her, desperate to kiss her more. Her hands moved to my breasts, pressing and moulding them, before slipping a hand inside my shorts and panties, pushing her fingers inside my pussy.

I took that as my cue to do the same, and as we fingered each other, moaning, our eyes remained locked, our bodies tight. It was a bliss I never wanted to end, a closeness which just wouldn’t be the same if she used my penis. This was something for us.

“I love you.” I whispered.

“I love you too.” She grinned, genuine affection radiating from her eyes.

The squishing from our crotches signalled just how turned on we were, and soon enough, we began crying out in climax, together, one, drowned out by the urgency of our kisses.

And as if on cue, the spell broke. My phone vibrated on a table near us, the soft buzz somehow louder than it should’ve been. Sally. I hesitated for half a second before answering, like touching something hot.

“Hey,” she said, her voice low and sleepy, the kind of softness that only came from being half-awake. Or not alone.

That clicked almost immediately. She wasn’t alone.

“How’s it going?” she asked.

“Good,” I said. “We just finished breakfast. About to head out.”

There was a pause. “Did her contact come through? You got the map? Everything… okay?”

I glanced at Thalia, then back at my coffee. “We have the map,” I said carefully. “It just didn’t go exactly according to plan.”

Sally sighed. It carried more worry than frustration. “Just, be careful.”

“Easier said than done,” I said, trying to keep it light. Then, before I could overthink it, “Hey. You’re… not alone, are you?”

Silence.

Not long. Just enough.

“Well,” she said gently, “I thought you wouldn’t mind. Given… everything.”

“No,” I said quickly. “It’s fine. I just didn’t want to wake anyone. It’s still late there, right? Or early, I suppose.”

“Early,” she said. “I couldn’t sleep. I was worrying about you.” A beat, then a small, almost sheepish laugh. “And, um… Porter’s here. He only just left my bed.”

I blinked, then laughed , too loudly, too suddenly. “You’ve been at it all night?”

“Pretty much,” she said, laughing now too. “It got… intense. I figured you probably, ”

“Slept,” I cut in. “Mostly. Though there was some exercise. Jumping off rooftops, mostly.”

She made a small noise of surprise. “Oh. Right. That sounds… different.”

I heard the guilt creeping into her voice, the hesitation. I knew that tone. I didn’t want it there.

“But,” I added quickly, “we did just, um… hook up.”

“Oh,” she said, instantly lighter. “Good. I’m glad you’re having fun too.”

There was a shared, awkward giggle, not jealousy, not resentment, just two people trying to navigate a strange new normal without stepping on something fragile.

“You should get some sleep,” I said. “Give Porter my best.”

She laughed again. “I will. Be safe, okay? I love you.”

My eyes lifted to Thalia without thinking.

“L-love you too,” I said, stumbling slightly over the word as I ended the call a beat too fast.

The silence that followed wasn’t uncomfortable, just full.

Thalia watched me for a moment, unreadable, then reached across, grabbed my hand, and brushed her thumb against my knuckles.

“That was… complicated,” she said softly.

I exhaled. “Yeah.”

She didn’t pull her hand away. Neither did I.

We set off in the old Land Rover just as the city was fully waking, horns and scooters fading behind us as concrete gave way to scrub and low hills. I tried to shove the phone call out of my head, to anchor myself in the present, the smell of fuel and damp canvas, the vibration of the engine through the floor, but my mind refused to cooperate.

Why had Sally stayed?

She could have shouted. Could have called me a cheat, told me this was the end. She could have walked away cleanly, righteously. Instead, she’d adapted, made space for something that clearly threatened the life we’d built. She had to know this wasn’t leading neatly toward marriage anymore. So why cling on?

“We need to focus,” Thalia said, eyes on the road, hands steady on the wheel. She didn’t look at me, but she didn’t need to. “Whatever that call stirred up, it can wait.”

“Sorry,” I muttered.

I leaned over the map spread across my knees, tracing the route with my finger as the Land Rover growled northward. Route Twenty-One first, then off-road into the hills. Through the edges of the Sholayar forest, climbing toward Anamalai.

“We’re looking for the Gattenmapathi monument,” Thalia said. “Should be before the Tamil Nadu border.”

According to Rayna’s map, three hills rose from the forest like sentinels. Mountains, really, thick with jungle. At precisely noon, the sun was supposed to strike one of them more directly than the others, revealing something hidden. A marker. A truth.

If the sun cooperated.

The tarmac gave up quickly, dissolving into cracked asphalt, then dirt. The Land Rover bucked and swayed as we took a narrow forest track, branches scraping along the sides, leaves snapping under the tyres. The canopy thickened overhead, swallowing the light until everything took on a muted green-grey cast.

The road got worse. Deep ruts filled with brown water. Fallen branches. Mud that clung to the tyres like it didn’t want to let go.

Two things bothered me.

First, this wasn’t as remote as I’d expected. Sholayar had become something of a tourist draw, trekking routes, viewpoints, eco-lodges. It felt wrong, somehow, to hide something ancient and powerful in a place that showed up on travel blogs.

Thalia caught my look. “Turkey was the same,” she said. “These places become destinations because someone tried to find something once. Most of them failed. The myth remains. The object doesn’t.”

That helped. A little.

The second problem was the sky.

Mist clung to the treetops, drifting low and thick, obscuring the higher slopes. The sun was little more than a pale disc behind cloud. If the light never sharpened, the whole trick with the mountains might be useless.

Thalia didn’t seem concerned. That alone kept me from voicing it.

We jolted over a fallen tree and burst out of the forest briefly into a wide, grassy clearing. The Land Rover surged forward, suspension groaning, mud spraying out behind us as we crossed the open ground at speed. For a moment, it felt almost exhilarating, wild, reckless, free.

Then I saw the tracks. Fresh. Deep. Coming in from a trail to the west and cutting across ours. Thalia slowed instantly.

“Mallick’s men,” she said flatly. “And not subtle.”

The tracks were wrong for tourists. Too wide. Too heavy. The earth had been crushed, not merely driven over. You could see where vehicles had struggled, where weight had bitten down hard.

“Heavy ordnance,” she added. “Probably explosives.”

That tightened something cold in my chest. They wouldn’t bother with puzzles. Or myths. Or waiting for the sun. They’d blast through rock, level terrain, rip secrets out of the ground by force.

Whatever we were racing toward, we weren’t just late.

We were being hunted by people who didn’t care what they destroyed to get there first.

Thalia shifted gears and pushed on, the Land Rover snarling as the forest closed around us again.

“Then we don’t let them catch up,” she said.

And for the first time since we’d left the hotel, I felt the call with Sally finally slip into the background, replaced by something older, sharper, and far more immediate.

The chase was on.

Thalia refused to let the sight of Mallick’s tracks slow her down. If anything, it seemed to harden her resolve.

“The map has two components,” she said as we bumped deeper into the forest. “One tells you how to find the place. The other tells you how to survive it once you’re inside. Rayna stole it from a museum yesterday, I’m certain of that. She’ll have shown it to Mallick’s people, but not to Mallick himself. Which means…”

She smiled, sharp and satisfied.

“…they copied it,” I finished, the implication clicking.

“Exactly.”

I opened the folder and slid the parchment out carefully, the brittle material soundless as it unfolded. Thalia had been adamant last night that it was genuine, something about the age, the fibre, but now, holding it again, I felt that same itch of doubt.

“This isn’t the real map,” I said slowly.

“It is,” she replied without missing a beat. Then, after a fraction of a pause, “Or rather, the real map is on it.”

I stared harder, scanning ink lines, symbols, stains. Nothing. Just an old-looking, almost crude rendering of hills and marks. Thalia watched me patiently, letting my brain do what it always did.

Pattern recognition. Anomaly detection.

“It’s the parchment,” I said suddenly, grin breaking through. “The stitching. The map is sewn into it, same thread colour, different stitch pattern. The painted map is misdirection.”

Her smile widened. “Correct. And I knew that already, from a fragment of the accompanying poem Mallick has never seen. Only I have it.”

“That’s… ridiculous,” I laughed under my breath. “In the best possible way.”

“But the mountain alignment?” I asked. “That’s still real, right?”

“Yes,” she said. “But it’s just one keyhole in a much larger door. Assuming they don’t blow the entire hillside apart before we get there.”

By late morning, we reached the forest’s edge at the top of a rise overlooking a wide valley. We left the Land Rover concealed under foliage and moved on foot, pistols suppressed, every step deliberate.

Voices carried up from below. Too many.

We eased forward until we could see them: a mixed group of armed men clustered around an ancient stone monument, a rough circle of standing stones aligned toward three forested hills across the valley. They laughed loudly, smoked, drank, passed weapons around with careless bravado.

We settled into the jungle floor, damp earth seeping through my clothes as we watched the group from a distance. The men below laughed, smoked, drank, too loudly, too loosely, waving rifles as if they were toys. In the centre of it all stood an ancient stone monument: a rough circle of weathered uprights, their shadows stretching toward three forested hills across the valley.

“They’re waiting,” I whispered.

“For noon,” Thalia said. “Or what they think is noon.”

I frowned. “Isn’t noon… noon?”

She glanced at me, then smiled faintly, the kind she got when she enjoyed being the smartest person in the room. “Clock noon isn’t real noon. It’s an approximation. What we need is solar noon, the moment the sun reaches its highest point in the sky.”

I processed that, watching the cloud cover drift lazily overhead. “So… not twelve.”

“Not here,” she said. “Solar noon shifts depending on longitude and time of year. In this valley, today? Twelve twenty-eight.”

“That precise?” I asked.

“That precise,” she confirmed. “And that monument?” She nodded toward the stones. “It’s aligned for solar noon, not clock time. The hills will lie to anyone who doesn’t know the difference.”

I let that sink in, suddenly aware of how easily this whole thing could be misunderstood, and how dangerous impatience would be.

Only then did I notice the man standing apart from the rest.

He was shorter than I expected but built like a block of stone, thick through the shoulders, salt-and-pepper beard framing a face that looked permanently dissatisfied. While the others joked and drank, he stood near a crate, checking a watch, eyes flicking repeatedly between its face and the hills beyond the monument.

“Who’s that?” I murmured.

“That,” Thalia said quietly, “is Markus Torvald. Think a German version of me, if I were born rich, angry, and morally hollow. AfD supporter. Mercenary by conviction, not necessity. He works for Mallick when things need doing properly.”

“He doesn’t look happy.”

“He never is.” Her gaze sharpened. “He believes in discipline. And this group?” She gestured subtly to the laughing men. “They’re everything he despises.”

“So if he’s watching the watch,” I said slowly, “he must know about solar noon.”

She shook her head. “Look closer.”

I focused. Torvald’s fingers twitched against the crate, tapping, stopping, tapping again, impatient, counting seconds instead of understanding them.

“He’s waiting for twelve,” I realised.

“Exactly,” Thalia said. “He’s acting on the clock, not the sun. Typical.”

As if on cue, the clouds thinned just enough for a blade of sunlight to slip through and brush the middle hill. Torvald straightened instantly, clapped his hands, and began barking orders in Russian.

Men scrambled. Crates snapped shut. Weapons were slung. Too early. And that impatience, his impatience, had just bought us precious minutes.

As they were packing, one of the soldiers, unsteady, flushed with drink, wandered off toward the trees. Toward us.

“Get down,” Thalia breathed. “He’s coming to piss.”

I flattened into the dirt as the man staggered closer, muttering to himself. He stopped barely metres away, unzipped, and relieved himself loudly.

Of course he did. A warm spray hit the leaves. Then my sleeve. I clenched my eyes shut, silently begging the universe not to make this worse. It did.

“Huh?” the man muttered.

I saw his shadow shift. His gaze dropped. My boots.

Two suppressed shots thudded into his torso before he could shout. He staggered backward, eyes wide, feet finding nothing but air. His scream was short, cut off as he vanished over the cliff edge.

Shouts erupted. Men rushed to the precipice, arguing, peering down.

“I tell you not to drink vodka,” one of the locals snapped angrily. “You Russians drink like fools. It’s hot, drink water, drink tea!”

The Russians waved him off, grumbling among themselves. Thalia listened, then exhaled slowly. “They think he slipped. Apparently, it’s happened before.” She checked her watch. “We’re clear. Eight minutes until real noon.”

The valley lay quiet again, ancient stones waiting patiently for the sun to tell the truth. And this time, we would be ready.

With less than a minute to spare, the sky finally relented.

The clouds tore open as if slashed, and sunlight poured through, harder, brighter than before, washing the valley in gold. Below us, engines roared to life. Trucks and jeeps lurched forward, tearing through the undergrowth as Mallick’s men committed fully, racing toward the wrong mountain.

We didn’t move. We didn’t breathe.

The sun slid higher, its angle narrowing, aligning not with the centre hill, but the far left.

And then it happened.

For a heartbeat, no longer than that, a blinding flash erupted from a precise point on the mountainside, sunlight striking stone and reflecting back like a signal flare meant only for those who knew where to look.

Thalia swore softly and moved instantly.

She dropped to the ground, sketching fast, sure lines as she sighted through the opening in the monument, her hand never hesitating. She marked the mountain, then the exact point of the flash, pinning it to the page with ruthless precision.

“There,” she said, already folding the map away. “That’s it.”

Below, the convoy vanished into the trees, convinced of their victory.

“We’ve got maybe two hours,” Thalia said quietly, eyes already scanning our escape route. “Once they realise their mistake, they’ll start checking the others. And they’ll find us.”

I exhaled, adrenaline humming under my skin, fear and exhilaration twisting together into something electric.

“Then let’s go.”


Twelve

The Land Rover carried us as far as it could, and no further. What passed for a road disintegrated into mud, broken stone, and half-collapsed bridges that sagged over rushing brooks. More than once we had to stop, anchor the winch, and drag the Defender across gaps that looked like they’d swallow it whole. Each delay gnawed at me. Somewhere behind us, Mallick’s men were fighting the same terrain. I could only hope the forest was as unkind to them as it was to us.

When we finally reached the marked location, the jungle opened just enough to reveal why the flash had been so brief.

High above us, half-swallowed by the hillside, a ruin protruded like a broken tooth. Vines clung to it in thick, choking coils. Moss dulled the stone to a sickly green. Near the top, barely visible unless you knew to look, a small plate of gold had been set into the masonry, once polished, once brilliant. Time and monsoon rain had robbed it of its shine. We’d been absurdly lucky to catch even that single glint of light.

“There,” Thalia breathed. “That’s the marker.”

“But where’s the entrance?” I asked.

She didn’t answer immediately, because there wasn’t one. Not that we could see. The ruin had been deliberately buried, hidden beneath centuries of growth. And even if we’d found a door, a vast crevice split the ground between us and the hill, an ugly, jagged wound in the earth. Far below, stone spikes jutted upward like broken teeth, waiting.

“How do we get across?” I asked.

Thalia scanned the ravine, jaw tight. “Nothing to anchor a grappling hook. No trees close enough. But…” She frowned. “There has to be something.”

We left the vehicle behind and followed the ravine upstream, pushing through thick undergrowth until the terrain shifted. The walls of the ravine narrowed, the jungle giving way to worked stone.

Steps.

Huge ones.

They descended into the ravine in a slow, deliberate staircase, each step slick with water that spilled constantly from the one above. The steps vanished into darkness beneath the mountain itself. Massive stone slabs formed a hidden passageway behind them. Set into the rock were deep grooves and carvings, old, precise. Chains hung slack from a carved recess, rusted but intact.

We leaned over the edge.

On either side of the ravine, barely clinging to the rock, were wooden pulley systems with crude handles. Age had not been kind to them. The wood was split, swollen, rotting.

“We need to pull the chains,” I said slowly. “That’ll shift the stone. Let water through.”

Thalia snorted. “With that? The pulleys will disintegrate.”

I glanced back through the trees. The Defender’s roof glinted faintly in the distance. “We don’t use the pulleys.”

Her eyes followed my gaze. “You’re kidding.”

“Drive it up as close as you can. We’ll use the winch.”

She hesitated only a second before nodding. “If I get it stuck, I’m blaming you.”

She scrambled back down the slope, engine roaring to life as the Defender clawed its way uphill through wet grass and tangled brush. It lurched, slipped, surged forward again, then stopped.

“Eight metres!” she shouted. “That’s as close as I can get!”

“Good enough.”

I ran down, hauled the winch cable free, and dragged the heavy hook toward the ravine. But when I lifted it, my stomach sank.

I still couldn’t reach the chain.

That meant climbing.

I clipped the hook to my shorts, heart hammering, and faced the stone wall. “Don’t look down,” I muttered, already failing as my foot slipped on wet rock.

“Should I pull?” Thalia called.

“No, wait.”

I climbed using fingertips and shallow cracks, skin burning as I searched for purchase. Five metres up, I found a narrow ledge just wide enough for my boots. Hanging on with one hand, I unclipped the hook and reached for the chain.

Missed. Swore. Reached again. The hook caught, and the stone shifted beneath me.

“Fuck!”

The wall lurched as ancient mechanisms awakened. I slipped, screaming, the winch cable snapping taut and swinging me out over the ravine like a pendulum.

“Are you okay?” Thalia shouted.

“Yeah!” I gasped. “Just… pull it in!”

She hit the winch. The cable tightened, hauling me back toward solid ground as the chains rattled and stone ground against stone. Water surged, roaring into channels that hadn’t been used in centuries. One section filled, its weight forcing the next slab open with a thunderous crack.

A path emerged, narrow, wet, temporary.

I scrambled across the first opening as Thalia held the tension. Once she crossed, she shot the old chain and let it snap free. The stone gate slammed shut behind us with a final, echoing boom.

I exhaled, legs shaking. “So… how do we get back?”

Thalia slung her pack and pulled out a machete, already hacking at the vines. “Later problem.” She flashed me a grin over her shoulder. “Let’s go.”

Once the last of the vines fell away, the wall revealed its true face.

Three gargoyle-like visages stared back at us, carved directly into the stone. They weren’t symmetrical or decorative, they were expressive. Twisted. Each face bore a different kind of malice, as if frozen mid-snarl. Moss clung to their brows like diseased hair. Their eyes were hollow, drilled deep into the rock, blacker than the surrounding stone.

Beneath them, set into the wall, were three rectangular recesses. Empty. Deep enough to swallow a hand.

“Well,” I muttered, “that’s welcoming.”

“There are stones missing,” I said, tapping the nearest slot. “Three of them.”

Thalia nodded, already scanning the ground. “They won’t have gone far. Nothing here is accidental.”

We hacked through the undergrowth for nearly twenty minutes, sweat stinging my eyes, the jungle resisting us at every turn. The air felt heavier the longer we searched, as if the forest itself was watching, waiting to see if we’d earn the right to pass.

Finally, half-buried on the edge of a steep slope, we found them.

Three stone tablets, each the size of a brick, worn smooth by time but still marked with crisp symbols.

“Fire,” I said, brushing dirt from the first. The symbol seemed to flicker in the low light, though I told myself that was imagination.

Thalia lifted the second. “Water.”

The third was lighter somehow, thinner, almost fragile despite being stone.

“Air,” I said.

I turned back toward the wall, weighing one in my hands. “Right. Three stones, three slots. Simple enough.”

I stepped forward.

Thalia grabbed my shoulder and shoved me back hard enough that I nearly lost my footing.

“Don’t,” she snapped. “Not yet.”

I blinked at her. “You could’ve just said something.”

“Look at the faces,” she said, low and urgent.

I did, properly this time.

Each gargoyle’s mouth hung open, tongues lolling grotesquely outward. And right at the centre of each tongue was a small, perfectly drilled hole.

“Oh,” I said quietly. “Poison.”

“Or fire. Or pressurised water. Or something worse,” Thalia replied. “Ancient engineers were creative when it came to discouraging idiots.”

“So if we guess wrong…” I gestured vaguely at my face.

“…we get punished by whatever we pissed off,” she finished. “Yes.”

“Great. Love that for us.”

I frowned at the carvings. “Okay, so how do we know which demon is which?”

She tilted her head, studying them. “The answer’s here. It has to be. We’re just not seeing it yet.”

Then it hit me.

“The map,” I said. “We’re forgetting the map.”

Thalia’s eyes lit up. “Good catch.”

She dug into her backpack and pulled out a pencil and a small pad. Carefully, she slid a section of the parchment between the pages and began rubbing the pencil lightly across the surface.

Slowly, lines emerged, not the painted deception, but something beneath it. Sewn into the parchment. Hidden.

Contours. Symbols.

Text.

She went back over the lines, darkening them, until the image and writing stood clear.

“Here,” she murmured, translating as she read. “Three demons stand guard. Fire, water, and air. Place the stones true, and the path opens. Place them false, and be judged by their nature.”

I swallowed. “So… if we put the air stone under the fire demon, we burn?”

“Something like that,” she said. “Possibly explosively.”

I stared at the faces again, heart thudding, the jungle suddenly very quiet.

“Okay,” I said slowly. “Ancient demons. Hidden traps. Sanskrit riddles.”

I looked at Thalia.

“How do we know which one breathes what?”

She smiled, sharp, excited, very much in her element.

“That,” she said, “is the fun part.” Although she didn’t seem happy about it.

We stood there longer than either of us liked, the three faces looming, patient in a way that felt predatory.

“Okay,” I said finally. “They’re not labelled. So it’s not symbolic in the abstract. It’s physical. Something we can see.”

Thalia nodded. “Agreed. Ancient builders didn’t rely on poetry alone. They relied on consequences.”

“That’s comforting.”

I stepped closer, slow, careful not to cross whatever invisible line might count as activation. Up close, the differences between the faces became clearer.

The leftmost demon’s mouth was open widest, lips stretched back as if frozen mid-howl. Its nostrils were flared, exaggerated, almost too large. The stone around its mouth was darker than the rest, stained.

“See this?” I said, pointing but not touching. “The discoloration.”

Thalia leaned in beside me. “Soot?”

“That was my first thought. But look higher up.” I traced the stone with my eyes. “The stains streak upwards. Smoke rises. Fire leaves residue.”

She smiled faintly. “Good.”

I moved to the centre face. Its mouth was closed tighter, lips pursed, cheeks hollowed as if it were sucking something in rather than expelling it. Mineral deposits crusted the chin and dripped down the stone like frozen tears.

“Water,” I said. “No question. Calcification. Slow erosion.”

“And that leaves…” Thalia murmured.

The third face made my skin crawl.

Its mouth wasn’t open wide or closed tight, it was twisted, asymmetrical, lips pulled to one side. The eyes were carved deeper than the others, as if hollowed by pressure rather than time. The stone around it was smoother, worn in subtle curves rather than cracks or stains.

I held my hand near its mouth, not inside, just close.

I felt it.

A faint movement. Not a breeze exactly, but a pressure change. Like air being displaced.

I jerked my hand back. “Did you feel that?”

Thalia’s eyes widened. She stepped closer and did the same.

“Air,” she said quietly. “Compressed. Maybe still active.”

“Which means,” I said, pulse quickening, “they’re not just carvings. The mechanisms are live.”

“Of course they are,” she replied. “Why build a lock that can’t still bite?”

We stepped back, stones heavy in our hands now in a different way.

“So,” I said, swallowing, “left is fire. Centre is water. Right is air.”

“Agreed,” Thalia said. Then she paused. “But.”

“But?”

“These builders liked redundancy,” she said. “They wouldn’t rely on just one indicator. Look again.”

I did, and noticed something I’d missed before.

Each demon wore a headdress. The fire demon’s crown was jagged, flame-like spikes rising upward. The water demon’s was smooth, layered, flowing down its temples like waves. The air demon’s was thin, spiralled, almost feathered.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realised I was holding. “They really didn’t want idiots guessing.”

“No,” Thalia said. “They wanted the right people.”

She handed me the fire stone. It was warm now. Not hot, but no longer cool either.

“Ready?” she asked.

I looked at the mouths again. At the holes. At the ancient patience carved into stone.

“No,” I said honestly. Then I squared my shoulders. “But let’s do it anyway.”

Together, slowly, we stepped forward.

My hands trembled as I lifted the first stone. It felt heavier now, as if the ruin itself were judging the act of moving it. I slid it toward the slot beneath the fire demon, half-expecting the wall to react the instant stone touched stone.

It didn’t.

The tablet slid in perfectly. Too perfectly. A soft, final click as it seated itself flush with the wall.

I closed my eyes, breath held, waiting for pain.

Nothing.

I let out a shaky laugh. “Oh. Thank…”

Clunk.

The sound came from deep inside the mountain, dull and heavy, followed by a cascade of sharper noises, clicking, ratcheting, chains being pulled taut. Not a single mechanism, but many, waking up in sequence.

“That…” I said slowly, dread flooding back in, “that doesn’t sound good.”

“Run,” Thalia snapped.

We barely had time to dive aside before the wall erupted.

White-hot fire blasted from all three mouths at once, not narrow jets but wide, fanning plumes designed to scour the entire space in front of the door. The heat slammed into us like a physical force. My skin prickled instantly, the air itself screaming.

We hit the ground hard as the flames roared overhead, close enough that I smelled singed hair and scorched stone. The fire didn’t just burst, it sustained, pouring out in relentless waves before finally choking itself off with a violent hiss.

With a crack like a gunshot, the stone I’d placed was violently expelled, launched from the wall and tumbling end over end down the slope, disappearing into the undergrowth below.

Silence rushed back in, thick and accusing.

I lay there, heart pounding so hard it hurt. “What did we miss?” I gasped.

Thalia was already scrambling up, dragging the map back out, hands moving fast but eyes sharp. “I don’t know,” she muttered, more frustrated than scared. “My Sanskrit isn’t perfect… maybe I mistranslated…”

She read it again. Once. Twice.

Then she froze.

“Oh,” she said softly.

My stomach dropped. “Oh what?”

She straightened, eyes alight despite the danger. “Time.”

“What?”

She jabbed a finger at the traced text. “Three demons stand guard. Fire, water, and air. Place the true stones in time, and the path opens. Place them false, without time, and be judged by their nature.”

I stared at her. “So…”

“So placement isn’t enough,” Thalia said, eyes bright now. “It’s not just where. It’s how fast.”

The truth hit me all at once, relief and terror colliding in my chest.

“So I had it right,” I said slowly. “Just… too slow. We need to do all three before the system cycles.”

Her grin turned sharp, almost feral. “Exactly.”

This time there was no hesitation.

We retrieved the fire stone, then lined all three up beneath their respective demons. Fire. Water. Air. The wall seemed to loom closer somehow, the gargoyles watching us with renewed interest, as if curious whether we’d learned our lesson.

We exchanged a single nod.

Then… move.

We slammed the stones home in rapid succession, hands flying, stone scraping stone. I barely felt the resistance this time, already springing backward as the final tablet seated itself.

Clunk.

But this clunk was different.

Deeper. Heavier. Followed by a long, grinding groan as something ancient shifted behind the wall. To our left, a section of stone shuddered, seams glowing faintly as dust spilled free. The wall split, slabs retracting inward with deliberate slowness.

We stared.

“We’re in,” I breathed.

Thalia was already moving. She pulled two head-mounted torches from her pack and tossed one to me. “Told you speed mattered.”

“Prepared,” I said, snapping mine on, the LED cutting a clean white cone through the darkness.

“This time,” she agreed.

We braced our shoulders against the partially opened stone and pushed together. The door resisted, then relented, grinding apart just enough to let us slip inside.

The chamber beyond swallowed the light.

The space was vast, the ceiling lost to shadow. A raised stone pathway ran straight down the centre, leading into a descending corridor beyond. The rest of the floor… moved.

“What the fuck?” I gasped.

The light caught scales. Red. Bronze. Alive.

On either side of the path, the floor writhed, dozens of snakes coiled and uncoiled in slow, sinuous waves, their bodies hissing softly against stone. The raised platform was the only thing keeping them from us.

“Just don’t fall,” Thalia said casually, already stepping forward.

“That’s your advice?” I hissed, inching along and staring at the mass of muscle and fangs below. “Just don’t fall?”

She glanced down, unbothered. “Saw-scaled vipers.”

I stopped dead. “You say that like it’s reassuring.”

“You’ll be fine,” she said. “They’re short-tempered, not athletic.”

“How are they even still alive down here?”

She shrugged. “Rats. Bats. Other creatures you probably don’t want to meet.”

“Comforting.”

We moved carefully along the path, the snakes tracking us with cold, unblinking eyes, bodies tightening as we passed. The air felt thicker here, warmer, carrying the faint, dry scent of old stone and venom.

At the far end, the corridor dipped and curved, spiralling downward into darkness. As we descended, the hissing faded behind us, replaced by the quiet, oppressive weight of the mountain above.

The door sealed itself behind us with a distant, final thud. And whatever waited below knew we were coming.

The corridor opened up into another large room.

Our lights swept across carved stone pillars arranged in a wide circle, each etched with reliefs so worn they seemed to breathe when the shadows moved. Gods. Not in their familiar, benevolent forms, but abstracted, symbolic. Arms branching into patterns. Faces split between calm and fury.

At the centre of the chamber stood a shallow stone basin, dry and cracked, its surface carved with concentric rings. Channels ran outward from it like veins, disappearing beneath the floor toward three sealed archways.

“Okay,” I said quietly. “This feels… ceremonial.”

Thalia crouched near one of the channels, brushing dust away with her fingers. “Not a tomb,” she said. “A test.”

I frowned. “You sound very confident.”

“These builders didn’t want to keep people out,” she replied. “They wanted to keep the wrong people out.”

As if in response, the air shifted.

A low vibration rolled through the room, subtle but unmistakable. The basin at the centre trembled, and with a grinding sigh, a stone plug slid free from its base.

Water surged up from below.

It didn’t flood, not yet. It rose just enough to fill the basin, then stilled, glassy and dark.

“That’s new,” I muttered.

Around the circle, three stone levers emerged from the floor with a hiss of escaping air. Each was carved differently.

One ended in a stylised flame. One in a spiral of water. The last in a three-pronged symbol I didn’t recognise at first, until I felt the faint current of air brushing my skin.

“Fire. Water. Air,” I said. “Again.”

“Yes,” Thalia replied. “But look where the channels lead.”

We followed the grooves in the floor with our lights.

The water channel fed toward the first archway, its door etched with images of rain, rivers, and open palms. The fire channel led to the second, its stone blackened, scarred, smelling faintly of old ash. The final channel, air, ended abruptly at a sheer drop beyond the third archway. No door. Just darkness.

“That’s… unsettling,” I said.

“Air is never passive,” Thalia replied. “It’s movement. Choice.”

As if summoned, a sudden gust swept through the chamber, extinguishing the torches for half a second before they flickered back to life.

“Did you do that?” I asked.

She shook her head. “The room did.”

I approached the basin. The water’s surface reflected the ceiling, and something else. Lines. Symbols beneath the surface.

“There’s writing,” I said. “Under the water.”

Thalia knelt beside me. “Sanskrit. But distorted. You won’t be able to read it unless, ”

“Unless the water level changes,” I finished.

She smiled. “You’re learning.”

“Or drowning later.” I frowned, she didn’t deny it.

We stood by the levers, each one promising a consequence.

“So what’s the order?” I asked. “Because pulling the wrong one first probably sets the whole place on fire.”

Thalia rested her hand lightly on the water lever. “This isn’t about order.”

“Great.”

“It’s about balance.”

She pulled. The lever moved with surprising ease.

Immediately, the basin drained halfway, revealing more of the carved text. At the same time, a deep rumble shook the room and flames burst to life along the fire channel, not blocking it, but activating it, licking hungrily at the stone.

“Okay,” I said, pulse racing. “That’s bad.”

“No,” Thalia said, eyes scanning the basin. “That’s feedback.”

The water began to rise again, faster this time.

“If the basin overfills,” I said slowly, “the room floods.”

“And if the fire channel stays active too long,” she added, “we burn.”

“And air?”

Before she could answer, the floor beneath the air channel dropped.

Stone fell away, revealing a deep shaft, wind howling up from below like the breath of the mountain itself.

“Air means commitment, likely an aerosol poison,” Thalia said softly. “Once you choose it, there’s no stepping back.”

I stared at the shaft. “You first or me?”

She met my gaze, something unreadable passing between us.

“This one,” she said, “we do together.”

The basin began to overflow.

Water spilled over its rim in sheets, racing down the channels, hissing as it met the growing heat. Steam rose in choking clouds, the air thickening, turning heavy in my lungs. The flames along the fire channel flared brighter, no longer decorative, they reached, licking outward, blackening stone, cracking the floor.

The shaft exhaled.

A wet, chemical stench rolled up from the darkness below, sharp, metallic, wrong. My eyes burned instantly, tears flooding.

“Aerosol,” Thalia coughed. “Definitely aerosol.”

The wind intensified, no longer a breeze but a pull, dragging air, and us, toward the open drop. The torches flickered wildly, beams slicing through steam and smoke, revealing more of the room waking up.

The carvings on the pillars began to move. Not animate, mechanical. Stone faces slid open along hidden seams, revealing rows of tiny drilled holes behind lips and eyes. Hundreds of them. Thousands.

“Those weren’t decorative,” I said hoarsely.

“No,” Thalia replied, already backing away. “They’re delivery systems.”

The water reached our boots. The flames surged higher, heat hammering into my chest, every breath tasting like scorched metal.

“Thalia,” I said, voice rising, “door. Please tell me there’s a door.”

She grabbed my arm and pointed. The fire channel.

Beyond the curtain of flame, a section of wall had begun to grind open, stone pulling away from stone, slow and merciless. A passageway was revealing itself, narrow, low, and absolutely intentional. But it wasn’t fully open. Not yet.

The shaft howled.

The wind reversed suddenly, blasting outward, forcing the poisoned air back into the chamber. I gagged, vision blurring, legs going weak.

“We don’t wait!” Thalia shouted. “We run through!”

“Through the fire?”

“Unless you want to suffocate!”

She didn’t give me time to argue.

Thalia bolted, dragging me with her. We sprinted toward the flames as the room screamed, water crashing, stone cracking, mechanisms clattering into full motion. The heat hit like a wall, skin prickling, eyebrows singeing.

The opening widened another inch.

“NOW!”

We leapt.

For half a second, I was inside fire, heat wrapping me, stealing breath, the roar filling my skull, and then we were through, tumbling hard onto cold stone as the door slammed shut behind us with bone-shaking finality.

Darkness. Silence. Then, a distant, muffled scream as the room behind us completed whatever judgment it had prepared. I lay there gasping, chest burning, heart pounding so hard I thought it might crack my ribs.

Thalia rolled onto her back beside me, coughing, then laughing, sharp, breathless, a little unhinged.

“Well,” she said between breaths, “that confirms it.”

I turned my head toward her. “Confirms what?”

She wiped tears from her eyes and stared up into the darkness ahead.

“The builders weren’t asking for courage.”

She sat up slowly.

“They were asking for commitment.”

The passage stretched onward, narrow and descending, and we had no choice but to follow it.

We pressed on until the passage finally disgorged us into another vast chamber.

It took my eyes a moment to adjust, not just to the size, but to the ruin of it. Towering columns once ringed the hall in solemn symmetry, each carved with gods, beasts, and stories worn soft by centuries. Statues stood frozen mid-gesture, arms raised or faces locked in eternal warning.

Two of them had not survived time.

They lay shattered across the floor, colossal torsos and severed heads smashed apart, their fall having torn a jagged gully straight through the stone. Below, black water thundered through the wound, fast and violent, the sound echoing up into the hall like breath drawn through broken lungs.

The air was damp, cold, alive with spray.

I stepped to the edge and peered down. The drop vanished into darkness, the water rushing hard enough that I knew, one slip and that’s it.

“We can’t get over that,” I said quietly.

Thalia didn’t answer right away.

She paced the edge, eyes tracking upward instead of down, measuring distance, angles, the way climbers do when they’ve already accepted the inevitable. Then she stopped beneath an intact column and ran her fingers along a web of cracks worn into the stone.

“We don’t go over,” she said. “We go around.”

Before I could object, she jumped, catching the column with practised ease and hauling herself up, boots finding purchase where I would have sworn there was none.

I exhaled hard. Of course.

“There’s a cornice running the length of the hall,” she called down, already climbing. “We stay high, we stay light, and we don’t look down.”

“That last part seems optional for you,” I muttered, tightening my grip as I followed.

Stone scraped under my fingers. Dust rained into the gully below. The water roared louder as we climbed, the hall seeming to tilt, gravity tugging insistently at my boots.

Halfway up, I dared a glance across the chamber. The opposite side waited in shadow, distant and unmoved, as if daring us to fall short.

I swallowed. Climb up. Traverse the edge. Don’t fall.

I edged along the cornice sideways, my chest pressed firmly to the stone, boots scraping for purchase while my fingers searched desperately for holds that had never been meant for human hands. The wall was slick with moisture, cold enough to numb my palms, and every shuffle sent dust skittering down into the chasm below.

I did not look down.

Ahead of me, the cornice simply… ended.

The wall was broken away, leaving a gap wide enough to swallow hesitation. I watched Thalia reach it without slowing. She dropped her legs, let her body swing out over nothing, and in one smooth, terrifying motion hooked an arm across the gap, fingers biting into the stone on the far side. She hauled herself across like gravity was a suggestion rather than a rule.

“Shit,” I breathed.

I stood there for half a second too long, heart hammering, then forced myself forward.

“Don’t stop,” Thalia said calmly. “You’ll make it.”

“Urgh,” I whined, mostly to keep myself breathing.

I lowered my legs, feeling the empty air rush up to meet me, and swung. My fingers screamed as they found stone, tendons burning as I clung on by instinct alone. For a horrifying moment, my boots scraped uselessly at the wall…

Then I had it.

I hauled myself across, chest scraping stone, and collapsed against the far wall with a shaky laugh that came out far too close to a sob.

Eventually, we slid down a column on the far side, boots hitting solid ground at last.

A wooden door waited there, ancient but intact. Beyond it lay another chamber, narrower, darker, ending in a metal platform suspended over nothing.

The platform groaned as we stepped onto it.

I stared at the rivets, the chains disappearing into shadow. “Who the hell built this?” I muttered.

“Someone who didn’t care if people lived,” Thalia replied, already kneeling. “Okay. Map. I remember this part.”

I swallowed and looked around. Beneath the platform, the darkness wasn’t empty. Far below, I could just make out stone spikes, their tips slick and waiting.

“The levers?” I asked.

She nodded grimly. “Pulley system. The whole platform moves. The ceiling symbols tell us where to go, the demons again. Get it right, we cross. Get it wrong…” She glanced down. “We don’t.”

I watched her trace the symbols on the parchment, lips moving silently as she counted.

I opened my mouth, closed it, then finally said, very quietly, “I don’t think I want to do this anymore.”

She didn’t look up. “Bit late now.”

“Comforting.”

“Air is north. Fire west. Water east,” she said, fingers tapping faster now. “We’re south. Sequence goes… four north, three west, one north, five east…”

I blinked. The levers sat in front of us: identical, unmarked, cold.

“…two west, three north, five west, six north, three east, two north,” she finished. “Speed matters again. I’ll call it. You pull. Got it?”

I stared at the levers. My throat went dry.

“Which one?”

She looked up. “What?”

“The levers,” I said. “They’re not marked.”

She froze.

Slowly, she looked back down. Then up at the ceiling. Then at the levers again.

“…Bugger.”

A distant clunk echoed somewhere in the dark beneath us, like something large settling into place, perhaps whatever was holding us up arguing with our weight.

She exhaled sharply. “Okay. Then left is west. Middle is north. Right is east.”

“And if you’re wrong?” I asked.

Her jaw tightened, the muscles jumping as she snapped her attention back to the map. For a heartbeat she hesitated, then she committed, hauling down on the middle lever.

The platform lurched.

Metal screamed against stone, the entire plate sliding forward like a chess piece dragged by an unseen hand. The sound reverberated through the chamber, ancient mechanisms waking angrily after centuries of silence.

“No stopping,” I said, already grabbing her notebook. My voice shook despite my effort to keep it steady. “Next… west. Three.”

She pulled.

The platform jerked again, harder this time. I clenched so tight it hurt, every movement threatening to throw us off balance. Rust flaked from the chains above, drifting down like dead leaves.

I glanced over the edge. My torch beam caught the spikes below, not just stone, but bone. Skeletons skewered and twisted, ribs split open, skulls cracked where they’d met the tips. Proof. Final answers. No second chances.

“Don’t stop,” I said quickly, forcing my eyes back to the page. “North. One. Now east… five.”

Each lever pull came with a shriek of tortured metal, the platform stuttering forward in its grid, tilting just enough each time to make my stomach drop. The whole thing felt angry, like it resented being used at all.

We were almost there.

“Two north,” I read. “That’s it. Last…”

She pulled. The platform clanked… jerked… then froze.

A deep, ominous groan rolled through the chamber. The northbound chain stretched, links grinding against each other, until…

SNAP.

The sound cracked through the hall like a gunshot.

“Oh,” I breathed. “That’s not good.”

Thalia didn’t hesitate. She was already backing up, eyes locked on the far stone ledge. “We’re jumping.”

I stared at the gap. Nearly three metres. No run-up. Nothing but spikes beneath.

“That’s insane,” I said. “I can’t…”

“You can,” she snapped. “And you will. Now.”

The platform shifted beneath us, beginning to tilt, slowly, deliberately, like something savoring what came next. Somewhere below, gears started to click. A countdown.

Thalia ran two steps and launched herself. She hit the far wall hard, fingers clawing stone, then hauled herself up with a grunt.

“Now you!” she shouted.

The platform lurched again.

“I really hate this!” I screamed, pushing off before my fear could freeze me. I flew blind, arms flailing, certain I’d misjudged it…

My chest slammed into stone, pain exploding through me as my forearms scraped hard. My fingers found a crack, pure instinct, and locked on.

“I… I made it!” I gasped, half laughing, half sobbing.

The stone beneath my grip shifted. Grinding. Slipping.

“Oh shit…”

Thalia was already moving. She dropped to her knees, seized my wrists, and yanked with everything she had. The slab tore free beneath me, plunging past my legs and smashing onto the spikes below with a hollow, final clang.

She dragged me up and over the edge, both of us collapsing onto the stone as the platform behind us tipped fully, empty, into the dark.

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

I looked at Thalia. She looked at me. Without a word, our mouths were on one another, and she was pushing me to the ground, pulling my cock loose. Her mouth dropped into it, sucking for dear life to get it as hard as possible, as fast as possible, then with her shorts and knickers pulled off, she climbed on me, riding me.

“Fuck, I’m so horny!” I gasped.

“Me too! Fuck, I needed your cock!”

She took about a minute to climax, her pussy hot and wet. I then pushed her off me and told her to get on all fours, slamming into her from behind until I too came, releasing deep into her tight slit. Without waiting, I dropped to my knees and ate her out.

“I need a piss,” she smirked. “Wanna drink?”

“You know how to make a girl wet.” I laughed, lying on my back and opening my mouth.

She squatted over me and let loose a stream of amber, and I drank it, happily taking what had been in her, into me.

“Do you know what I wish though?” I asked her as we dressed again.

“What?” She smiled.

“That you also had a dick. I really wanna get fucked too.”

“Sorry to disappoint. But I promise, I’ll finger you if we survive this.”

“I’ll hold you to that.” I laughed, but deep down, I wondered if we would. This wasn’t getting any easier, and I had a feeling, worse was ahead.


Thirteen

The corridor narrowed before opening into a junction chamber, its ceiling vanishing into shadow. The air was stale and heavy, carrying the faint tang of oil and old smoke, as if the room remembered every flame ever lit within it. At the centre stood a brazier, squat, iron-bellied, its bowl slick with blackened oil. Thalia didn’t hesitate. She struck a spark and touched it to the rim.

The fire caught with a low whumph, flames rolling upward in slow, lazy tongues. Light spilled outward, crawling over the stone and dragging the room into view.

Three doorways emerged from the darkness. Each was crowned with a carved demon head.

To the left, air, hollow-eyed, mouth frozen in a silent scream, stone lips pulled back as if to exhale something poisonous.

Straight ahead, water, fanged and bloated, tears etched into the stone beneath its eyes, the rock beneath stained darker as if it still wept.

To the right, fire, jaws split wide, teeth jagged, the interior of its mouth scorched black despite the centuries.

I swallowed. “They really don’t want visitors.”

Thalia crouched beside the brazier, turning the map once more in the firelight. The parchment glowed amber, its stitched lines almost writhing as the flame flickered.

“This one’s different,” she said calmly. Too calmly. “There’s no trick this time. No timing. No test of speed.”

She stood and faced the centre doorway, the water demon’s carved gaze seeming to follow her.

“The map is clear,” she continued. “Water is the path forward.”

I glanced at the other two doors, the air demon’s open mouth, the fire demon’s blackened throat, and felt a prickle of unease crawl up my spine.

“Right,” I said. “Because last time it was clear, we nearly died.”

Thalia smiled without looking back. “Exactly. That’s how I know.”

She stepped toward the water-marked passage, the brazier’s flames flaring as if in quiet approval. We moved on.

“You didn’t clean me very well,” complained Thalia as we walked on.

“Huh?”

“Your cum is still dripping from me.”

“Sorry.”

“I’ll spank you later.” She smiled.

The corridor spilled us into a cavernous chamber, the ceiling lost somewhere in shadow. A wide stone channel cleaved the room in two, its edges worn smooth by centuries of rushing water that no longer flowed. Dry now. Silent. Wrong.

Far below, at the base of the channel, lay the skeletal remains of an old pulley-raft system, splintered timbers, rusted wheels, chains snapped like old bones. Whatever mechanism had once ferried challengers across had long since failed. Beyond it, on the opposite wall, I spotted the familiar glint of iron.

Spikes.

Lots of them.

“Let me guess,” I said quietly. “Water pours in from up there,” I pointed to a high, slanted intake carved into the stone, “turns this into a death chute, and you’re meant to cross without getting slammed into… that.”

Thalia nodded, already pacing the edge, eyes tracking angles and distances. “Fast current. No second chances.”

“And the puzzle?” I gestured at the wreckage below.

“Broken,” she agreed. “Or already solved. Either way, not for us.”

My stomach tightened. “So what are we going to do?”

She tilted her head, scanning upward, and then smiled.

“Swing.”

I followed her gaze. High above the far side of the channel, barely visible in the gloom, jutted the remains of a wooden frame, ancient, blackened, but still anchored into the stone.

“You’re joking,” I scoffed. “That’s got to be, what, six metres up? There’s no way you’re…”

The grappling hook was already in her hand.

She swung once, twice, then let it fly.

The hook vanished into the darkness, spinning end over end, then clacked hard against wood. The rope snapped taut. She gave it an experimental tug. Solid.

Thalia turned, eyebrow raised, that infuriating smirk on her face. “You were saying?”

Before I could protest further, she ran, leapt, and vanished over the void, swinging out in a smooth, terrifying arc like gravity had signed a ceasefire agreement with her personally. She landed on the far side with a light grunt and turned immediately.

“Okay,” she called. “I’m throwing it back. Catch it. If you miss,” she shrugged, glancing down at the spikes, “you’re fucked.”

“Love the encouragement,” I muttered, wiping my sweaty palms on my shorts.

She sent the rope swinging back toward me.

“Ready?”

“No. I mean… yes. Fine. Just, throw it!”

The rope came in hot.

I reached, missed, felt it slide over my fingers and sail past my shoulder.

“Oh shit…!”

Both of us gasped, but luck, or the tomb taking pity, gave me a second chance. On the return swing, I snatched the rope and, panicking, jumped immediately.

Big mistake.

I swung out… and stalled. The arc died beneath me, leaving me dangling over the channel, boots kicking at nothing but air.

“Mitchell,” Thalia said sharply, but not unkindly. “Don’t freeze. Move with it. Hips and arms. Build momentum.”

“I am moving!”

“Not like that. Time it.”

I forced myself to breathe. Swing forward. Pull. Swing back. Push. Again. Each arc carried me a little farther, my muscles screaming, the void yawning beneath me like it was waiting.

On the next swing, my foot clipped the far wall.

“Yes!”

I kicked off hard, throwing my weight forward just as the rope began its return. Hands slapped stone. Fingers found purchase.

Thalia grabbed me by the vest and hauled, both of us tumbling backward onto solid ground in a heap of limbs and breathless laughter.

The rope swung uselessly back toward the centre of the chamber, out of reach.

“Well,” I panted, staring at the ceiling. “That’s gone forever.”

She rolled onto her side, hovering over me. “You did great.”

“I nearly died.”

“But you didn’t.” She leaned down and kissed me, slow, grounding, reassuring. “And you didn’t freeze. That matters.”

I exhaled, finally letting the tension drain.

“Still cocking things up though.”

She smiled against my lips. “You’re learning. And you’re alive. That’s all this place really asks of you.”

Somewhere deep in the chamber, stone creaked, as if the tomb disagreed.

“Come on,” Thalia said softly. “We’re almost at the bottom.”

The words echoed strangely as we descended the spiralling corridor, our footsteps swallowed by stone. The walls curved endlessly inward, torchlight stretching and shrinking as if the passage itself were breathing. It felt like the world above, the car, the chase, even the forest, had already become unreal.

After a while, Thalia spoke again. Not urgently. Not tactically. Just… carefully.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Sure,” I said, still focused on my footing.

“It’s not about the tomb,” she added, sensing my tone. “It’s about you.” A pause. “You’ve been a woman for a few days now. How does it feel?”

I almost laughed at how casually she said it, like she was asking about jet lag or bad shoes. I opened my mouth with some half-formed answer about the danger, the exhaustion, the adrenaline, and then realised she was watching me, really watching.

“Oh,” I said. “That.”

I slowed, letting the question catch up to me. The strange thing was… I hadn’t let myself think about it. Not properly. Everything since the transformation had been survival, movement, reaction. No stillness. No mirrors. No time to sit with the fact that my body no longer matched the story I’d been telling myself my whole life.

“I don’t really feel like a woman,” I said finally. “I don’t mean that in a bad way. I like this, more than I expected. But it’s… incomplete. I can’t have kids. I don’t have the same organs. It feels like borrowing something I don’t fully own.”

Thalia hummed thoughtfully beside me. “What if you do?”

I frowned. “What?”

“What if you do?” she repeated. “You haven’t exactly had a medical exam. You don’t know what that magic changed.”

The thought hit me like a cold hand down my spine.

“Oh. Fuck.” I stopped walking. “I didn’t even think about that.”

And then, as if my brain had been saving it up for maximum cruelty, another thought surfaced.

“Porter didn’t use protection.”

The corridor seemed to tilt.

I turned to her, pulse roaring in my ears. “What if I’m pregnant?”

Thalia stared at me for half a second, then bit her lip, hard, trying and failing to suppress a laugh.

“Oh my god,” she choked. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. That’s just…”

“This isn’t funny,” I snapped, the fear boiling over fast. “This is my life we’re talking about.”

She was openly laughing now, breathless, tears in her eyes.

“I just stopped being a man,” I continued, voice cracking despite myself. “A week ago I had a normal job, a GP who knew my name, a body that made sense. Now I don’t even know how to explain what’s happening inside me, let alone outside. What am I supposed to do, walk into a clinic and say, ‘Hi, I was magically rewritten by an artefact and might be pregnant’?”

I stormed ahead, anger masking panic. Behind me, her laughter died quickly.

She caught up and grabbed my arm, forcing me to stop. Her expression had shifted completely, grounded, serious, present.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “Pause. Breathe.”

She pulled me into her arms, firm and steady. I didn’t realise how tightly wound I was until I sagged against her.

“Yes,” she continued, gentler now. “Your old life is over. I won’t lie to you about that.” She exhaled. “But I hope, even just a little, that this one might be better.”

I didn’t answer.

“If you’re pregnant,” she went on, practical but kind, “it would be a literal miracle. Do you know how many people would give anything for that possibility? And if you don’t want it, if it’s too much, there are choices. You’re not trapped.”

My breathing slowed. The spiral in my chest loosened its grip.

“I’m sorry,” I murmured. “I didn’t mean to snap.”

“You’re allowed,” she said. “This is a lot. Anyone pretending otherwise would be lying.”

I nodded, resting my forehead against hers.

“Thank you,” I said quietly.

She squeezed my hand. “We’ll figure it out. One impossible thing at a time.”

The corridor carried on, curling downward like it was drilling into the earth itself. The air grew cooler, heavier. My calves burned with every step, my breath echoing too loudly in the narrow stone throat.

Then the floor flattened. I took one more step, and the stone beneath my boot sank.

Click.

The sound was small, almost polite. Too small.

“Oh…” I began, already turning toward Thalia, dread blooming in my chest.

Clank. Clank.

Stone struck stone somewhere ahead, deep and hollow, followed by a sudden whoosh that rushed past us like a breath being expelled.

Before either of us could move, fire bloomed. Lamps along the walls flared to life one by one, igniting in rapid succession down a long, narrow chamber ahead. The sudden light revealed an altar at its centre, raised, deliberate, and atop it sat a brass device balanced on a pointed base. Its exposed cogs sat patiently, as if it had been waiting centuries for this exact moment.

“That’s it,” Thalia breathed, a grin already tugging at her lips as she stepped forward.

“No!” I grabbed her arm hard enough to make her hiss, my heart pounding.

She turned, startled, and then followed my gaze.

Carved into the ceiling above the chamber: three familiar faces, their stone expressions twisted into eternal judgment.

Air.

Fire.

Water.

“Another test,” I said quietly.

The floor ahead looked innocent enough, uniform stone, no visible seams, no obvious traps, but then again, the stone I’d stepped on had looked no different.

“What’s feeding those flames?” I murmured, eyes flicking to the lamps still burning steadily along the walls.

“Gas,” Thalia said after a moment. “Has to be.”

“But gas smells.”

“Only because we add the smell now,” she replied grimly. “Ancient sources didn’t bother. Probably piped from somewhere deeper.”

I swallowed.

“Okay,” I said. “So… fire stone floods the room with gas and incinerates us.”

“Air?” she asked.

“Poison. Or pressure. Or something worse.”

“And water?”

I leaned forward, squinting up at the ceiling. Thin seams ran between the stones, barely visible, but there. The stone beneath them was scarred, pitted.

“Not water,” I said. “Acid.”

Thalia exhaled sharply. “Lovely.”

She glanced back the way we’d come. “Wish I still had my grappling hook.”

I flushed, guilt rising fast. “Sorry.”

She waved it off, already scanning the room. Then she crouched by the stone I’d triggered earlier and jammed her knife into the seam beside it, using the blade as a lever.

“Stand back,” she said. “Cover your mouth. If I’m wrong…”

She wrenched the stone free and hurled it into the chamber.

The stone landed on a tile near the centre. The tile sank. The response was immediate.

A wall of flame roared into existence from every direction, blue-white heat blooming into orange as it surged across the room in a violent arc. The temperature spiked so fast my skin prickled, lungs screaming for air…

And then it cut out. Silence rushed back in, just as soon as the horrific noise began.

Thalia nodded. “Right. So we were correct.”

I stared at the room. “That’s not a puzzle. That’s a minefield.”

She studied the floor, eyes narrowing. “Do you see a pattern?”

I scanned desperately, but every stone looked identical. No markings. No discolouration. Nothing.

“There has to be something on the map,” I said. “But I don’t see…”

Thalia snapped her fingers. “Wood.”

“What?”

“We go back,” she said quickly. “The room with the broken raft. If I can salvage planks, we can spread our weight. Not every tile triggers. We bridge the safe ones.”

It was reckless. It was desperate. It was the only plan we had.

We turned back, moving fast now. When we reached the earlier chamber, the problem became immediately obvious. There was wood, plenty of it, but it was either bolted high into the old framework above… or shattered below, scattered among spikes far beneath.

“I’ll climb down,” Thalia said without hesitation. “Carefully. I’ll bring up what I can.”

“You can’t climb and carry,” I protested. “That’s suicide.”

She hesitated, just for a second.

Then a distant boom rolled through the stone, low and thunderous. Dust drifted from the ceiling. Another explosion followed, closer this time. The mercenaries.

“They’ve found the tomb,” I whispered.

“We still have time,” Thalia said firmly. “I’ll climb down. I won’t carry it in my hands, I’ll wedge it under my jacket. Balance it.”

“I can help…”

“No.” Her voice snapped like a whip.

She stepped closer, gripping my shoulders, forcing me to meet her eyes.

“No,” she repeated, softer now. “You won’t make it.”

The words hurt more than I expected.

I swallowed, nodding. “Okay.”

She squeezed my shoulders once, a silent promise, then turned toward the edge.

Above us, the tomb groaned, a deep, subterranean sound, like a giant shifting in its sleep. Ancient stone protested our presence, dust whispering down from the ceiling. Somewhere far below, mechanisms I didn’t understand ticked and sighed, patient and ominous.

We were running out of time.

Thalia eased herself over the lip, moving slowly, methodically, fingers probing for purchase before committing her weight. Every scrape of boot against stone made my pulse spike. Pebbles broke free beneath her and rattled downward, vanishing into the dark with faint, terrible clinks as they struck metal.

My chest tightened painfully.

I realised, distantly, that I was more afraid for her in this moment than I had ever been for Sally. The thought surprised me, and then didn’t. Not anymore.

I’d never been religious. Not really. But after baths that rewrote flesh, tombs that breathed, and gods whose fingerprints were everywhere, I found myself whispering to anything that might be listening. Any name. Any power. Just keep her safe. Please. Keep my love safe.

“I’m down,” Thalia called at last, her voice echoing faintly. “I’ll grab what I can. Might need two or three trips.”

My stomach sank.

I watched as she navigated the forest of spikes below, stepping with infuriating calm between jagged metal teeth that glistened in the torchlight. She selected the longest, least-rotted planks she could find, testing each with a careful kick before lifting them. One by one, she tucked them against her body, sliding them under her shorts and bra, pressing splintered wood to bare skin.

“Careful,” I muttered uselessly.

She began the climb back up.

The stone held, barely. It complained the entire way, shedding dust and grit that pattered down around her like warning shots. When she drew close, I reached out instinctively.

“Don’t,” she said sharply. “I’ve got it. Just slide the wood out slowly. I don’t want splinters in places I can’t reach.”

Despite everything, I snorted weakly and did as told, easing the planks free as she clung there, muscles taut.

Then she went back down.

I stacked the three planks, hands shaking, listening to her movements below. And then…

Crack.

A sharp, ugly sound. Stone giving way.

Thalia’s hand slipped. Her body lurched backward, momentum dragging her out into open air. She yelped, a raw, terrified sound that punched the breath from my lungs, and for a split second she was swinging, one hand clenched desperately around a jagged edge, legs kicking above the spikes.

“Thalia!” I shouted, horror flooding through me.

Her face was pale, eyes wide, then something fierce snapped into place. With a grunt, she swung herself back toward the wall, slamming her cheek hard against stone. I heard the sickening thud even from above. Blood streaked her skin, but she didn’t let go. She couldn’t.

She hauled herself back in, grabbing hold with her free hand, breathing hard.

“I’m okay!” she called up, breathless but defiant.

“Jesus, Thalia,” I gasped, knees weak.

She stayed down longer this time, collecting a few more planks with slower, more deliberate movements. When she finally climbed back up, she didn’t hesitate, didn’t look down again.

“That’s enough,” she said as she reached the top. “We’ll make it work.”

I hoped she was right.

As she stood there, dust-covered and bleeding, I felt guilt surge through me, heavy and hot. She was risking everything while I stood above, safe, waiting.

But there was no time to dwell on it. The tomb groaned again, deeper this time. And somewhere behind us, far above, men with guns were getting closer.

We ran back down the corridor, breath ragged, slowing only when we reached the small hole where the stone had once been. The room beyond waited, quiet and patient, like a held breath.

Thalia dropped to her knees and began sliding the planks forward, one at a time. Each new length nudged the last further across the deadly floor, inching over pressure stones we knew would wake if disturbed. Wood scraped softly on stone until, finally, the leading plank kissed the edge of the altar where the brass mechanism waited.

“Okay…” she breathed, rolling her shoulders, lining herself up.

But this time, I stepped in front of her.

“No,” I said. “I want to do this.”

She blinked, surprised, then reached up and cupped my face, thumb brushing my cheek with infuriating tenderness. “Honey, it’s dangerous. You just be a good girl and wait here, okay?”

I scowled. “You’re treating me like a bimbo.”

She grinned, unapologetic. “That’s because you’re my bimbo. Now wait here and let the tough girl do the work.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but didn’t.

The humiliation prickled hot and confusing in my chest. I hated that it landed. Hated even more that it felt… good. Disarming. Grounding. Like being told I didn’t have to be the one bleeding for once.

I didn’t have time to unpack any of that, because she was already moving.

Thalia stepped onto the planks with the grace of a dancer, weight perfectly distributed, arms loose at her sides. Every step was deliberate, balanced, earned. Watching her, I hated how right she was, this was her world, not mine.

When she reached the altar, she crouched, examined the brass device, then lifted it slowly.

Click.

Of course there was a click.

The mechanism whirred, gears grinding awake after centuries of silence. Thalia froze, glancing back at me, eyes sharp, calculating.

Then stone groaned, and a hidden doorway slid open in the far wall.

Relief hit us both at once.

“Our way out,” she called. Then paused. “One problem.”

“Is the floor on the other side solid?” I asked.

She peered into the darkness beyond the doorway. “No idea. And I really don’t want to find out the hard way. You’ll have to cross, pick up each plank as you go, and hand it to me. I’ll lay them down this side.”

I stared at the wood beneath my feet, blackened, waterlogged, hardened by age but brittle for the same reason. “You’re putting a lot of faith in wood that should’ve turned to dust a thousand years ago.”

“Yeah,” she said. “No choice.”

I stepped forward anyway.

The plank flexed under my weight, a soft, terrifying creak vibrating up my legs. I forced myself to breathe, to move slowly. When I reached the second plank, I bent, lifted the first, and leaned forward. Thalia met me halfway, taking it with steady hands.

We repeated the process again and again.

Time stretched painfully thin.

Somewhere far up the corridor, voices echoed, shouted orders, boots scraping stone. They were close enough now that I could imagine their faces, could see them noticing the missing rope, the disturbed floor.

They were coming.

Finally, Thalia reached the doorway. I edged around the altar, following the ghost of her footsteps. My heart hammered as I stepped onto the final plank…

It snapped. My foot slid, boot skidding onto bare stone.

Click.

“Jump!” Thalia screamed.

I didn’t think, I leapt.

She caught me hard, arms locking around my torso as the room behind us erupted in fire. Heat slammed into my back, the roar deafening. Thalia’s t-shirt ignited instantly; she swore, tore it off, and stamped it out as flames licked the altar behind us.

Then… silence.

Smoke curled upward. The fire died.

We were alive.

Voices shouted closer now.

I swallowed, adrenaline surging, and an idea snapped into place.

“The flames are out,” I said quickly. “Stay back.”

“What?” She grabbed my arm. “We need to go.”

“Trust me,” I said. “Get behind the door. Where they can’t see you. When I say, shut it.”

She hesitated only a second, then nodded and vanished behind the stone.

Moments later, armed mercenaries poured into view.

I forced my face into something between fear and shock, stepping into the open. Guns came up immediately, shouts echoing. A few shots rang out, sparks flying as bullets struck stone, but they realised quickly they couldn’t hit me cleanly.

They advanced.

Filed in.

“Now!” I yelled.

The stone door slammed shut.

Screams erupted almost instantly, cut short by fire, acid, or something worse. I didn’t wait to find out.

When I turned, Thalia was staring at me, eyes wide.

“Oh my god,” she breathed. “You’re evil.”

I smiled, breathless. “Play stupid games. Win stupid prizes.”

We ran. Down the final corridor, lungs burning, until we reached a massive metal door bolted into the mountain itself. We threw our weight into the handles until they shrieked and gave way, the door swinging inward…

…and sunlight flooded in.

Greenery. Vines. Damp earth and open air. Thalia hacked at the undergrowth until we stumbled out into the forest, gasping, filthy, alive.

“We’re at the bottom of the mountain,” I said, disbelief threading my voice. “What about the car?”

“We abandon it,” she said immediately. “Too dangerous. Come on.”

She grabbed my hand and pulled me into the trees. We had a long way to go to reach Kochi, if we reached it at all, but for the first time since entering the tomb, we were moving toward daylight.
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Three hours in the forest felt longer than everything we’d survived underground. At first, we ran on pure adrenaline, crashing through ferns and low branches, slipping on wet leaves, breath tearing at our throats. Eventually the ground softened, the slope eased, and the jungle stopped trying quite so hard to kill us. We slowed to a hike, then a trudge.

The forest wrapped around us like a living thing. Towering teak and jackfruit trees rose overhead, their canopies knitting together until the sky was only ever glimpsed in torn, pale fragments. Roots knuckled through the soil like arthritic fingers, forcing us to watch every step. Vines brushed our arms, some dry and harmless, others sticky with sap that left our skin itching.

Everything moved.

Geckos skittered across trunks as our torches swept past. Something heavy crashed away through the undergrowth more than once, probably deer, Thalia said, though the way one of them snorted made me less confident. Insects whined constantly, a high, needling chorus, and once something winged and much too large swept overhead, unseen but loud enough to make me duck.

“Please tell me that wasn’t a bat the size of a dog,” I muttered.

“Relax,” Thalia said. “If it were, you’d already be dead.”

“That is not reassuring.”

She smirked over her shoulder. “You’re still alive. Statistically, I’m doing great.”

We crossed narrow streams where the water ran cold and fast, hopping slick stones and laughing breathlessly when one of us slipped. At one point, we startled a peacock from the underbrush; it exploded into colour and sound, screaming like something possessed.

I nearly fell over backwards.

“Holy, what evolutionary mistake is that?” I gasped.

“National bird,” Thalia said, far too calmly. “Very dignified.”

“It just screamed at me like it wanted my soul.”

As the hours dragged on, the night began to thin. The blackness softened to deep blue, then grey. Mist crept low between the trees, catching on our legs and drifting across the forest floor like breath. Birds started calling, first tentative, then confident, layering sound over sound until the jungle felt awake in a new way.

By the time the first smear of sunrise touched the tops of the hills, my legs were shaking.

“I swear,” I said, “if we survive all this just to die of cardio, ”

“You’re doing fine,” Thalia said, slowing to walk beside me. “Honestly? You’re keeping up better than most people would.”

I snorted. “High praise. Truly.”

She bumped her shoulder into mine. “Hey. You fell through a tomb, outran mercenaries, jumped a death pit, and then walked through tiger country without crying. That’s growth.”

“I absolutely cried. Internally.”

Eventually, the forest began to change. The trees thinned, the ground firmed, and the air took on a strange, open quality. Then we heard it, a low, constant roar.

Water. We pushed through the last line of brush and emerged onto concrete. A dam stretched across the valley, massive and pale in the early light, water spilling over its far side in a controlled thunder. The reservoir behind it lay calm and glassy, mist hovering above the surface like steam.

I stopped dead.

“Oh thank god,” I breathed. “Human things. Concrete. Bureaucracy.”

Thalia laughed softly, hands on her knees. “I’ve never been so happy to see infrastructure.”

At the far end of the dam, a small maintenance building sat hunched against the railing. A man in a reflective vest was locking up, thermos tucked under one arm, keys in hand as he climbed into a battered white hatchback.

He froze when he saw us.

Two filthy, scratched, exhausted women stumbling out of the forest like we’d been spat out by it, one of us just in a ripped black sports bra, part of a nipple proudly on display. Thalia didn’t seem to care.

“Uh,” he said, halfway into his car. “You… okay?”

I looked down at myself, mud-streaked clothes, torn sleeves, blood dried at my temple. “Define ‘okay.’”

Thalia stepped forward quickly, flashing her most reassuring smile. “We got lost hiking. Long night.”

The man stared at us for a moment longer, then sighed the deep sigh of someone who has already decided today is going to be strange. “You’re miles from anywhere. Nearest town’s small, but there’s a train station.”

My heart nearly burst. “Trains,” I said reverently. “I love trains.”

He hesitated, then gestured with his chin toward the back seat. “Get in before I change my mind.”

We didn’t need telling twice.

As we collapsed into the car, doors slamming shut, I felt the tension finally start to drain from my body. Thalia caught my eye and smiled, tired, real, relieved.

“See?” she said. “Told you we’d make it.”

I leaned my head back against the seat, watching the dam slide past as the car pulled away. “Next time,” I said, “we steal a helicopter.”

She laughed, the sound light and free, and for the first time in days, I believed we might actually be okay.

When we rolled into the little train station, I felt it in my gut before I properly saw it, that tight, electric prickle that said the universe hadn’t finished with us yet.

Rajesh slowed the car long before we reached the platform. Figures moved in the distance, silhouettes at first, then shapes resolving into men with rifles slung far too casually over their shoulders.

He stopped.

Didn’t even kill the engine.

“Friends?” he asked quietly.

“Not of ours,” Thalia said at once.

Rajesh glanced at her, then at me in the mirror, then back toward the armed men. His jaw tightened. “Young lady,” he said, reaching behind his seat and pulling off his orange work jacket, “you are very much on display.”

Thalia looked down at herself, bra visible, burnt shirt gone, grime-streaked skin, blood dried at her collarbone, and winced. “Yeah. Sorry. Slight accident.”

He handed her the jacket anyway, eyes never leaving the station. “You are not grave robbers, right?”

“No,” Thalia said smoothly. “Archaeologists.”

“Hm.” He nodded, unconvinced.

“And those men?” he asked.

“Grave robbers,” she replied. A beat. “Russians.”

Another nod. “Hm. Bad guys.”

He let the engine idle, foot hovering uncertainly over the accelerator. I could see the debate playing out behind his eyes, drive us straight into trouble, abandon us somewhere worse, or pretend none of this was happening and go home alive.

Thalia made the choice for him.

“Just drop us here,” she said, already reaching for the door. “We’ll manage.”

“We will?” I hissed.

“Yes,” she shot back under her breath, already moving. “Thanks for the jacket.”

Rajesh gave a vague, helpless little head-wobble, relief plain on his face, and the moment we were clear of the car, the Tata tore away like it had been insulted.

“Follow me,” Thalia said, tugging my sleeve.

We ducked low, slipping along the edge of the lot until we reached a sagging chain-link fence half-swallowed by weeds. She found a gap and pushed through, metal scraping softly as we squeezed into the train yard from the far side.

“Keep down,” she whispered. “Look for a train. Any train.”

Rows of steel stretched out before us, hulking shapes in the dawn light. Then I saw it, a long passenger train, patched together with freight cars: flatbeds stacked with tyres and metal coils, boxcars sealed tight, passenger coaches further back. Facing west. Toward Kochi.

My pulse spiked. “That one,” I breathed. “They’re probably leaving soon.”

“Then let’s not be here when they notice us.”

We moved fast but careful, timing our dash between shunting engines and the hiss of air brakes. No one stopped us. No one looked twice. India trains were chaos incarnate, two more women climbing aboard barely registered.

We hauled ourselves into a rear passenger car and collapsed onto a wooden bench, chests heaving.

“Heads down,” Thalia murmured.

The train jerked suddenly, coupling clanging somewhere ahead. Another carriage slammed into place, the whole thing shuddering like a waking beast. Then another. And another.

Finally, with a deep metallic groan, the train began to move.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realised I’d been holding. “Okay,” I whispered. “Okay. I think we…”

A shout echoed outside. Sharp. Commanding. Russian. Thalia’s eyes snapped up. Footsteps pounded along the gravel beside the carriage.

“We are not safe yet,” she said quietly.

The train gathered speed, wheels screeching as it pulled away from the station. Somewhere ahead, men were shouting, arguing, cursing as the distance grew.

Only when the station finally vanished behind a curve did we dare to breathe again.

We weren’t safe. But we were moving. And for now, that was enough.

It wasn’t until the train really gathered speed that I saw him.

A shape running alongside the tracks. Fast. Too fast.

Then, impossible, insane; he leapt, fingers catching a handrail on one of the forward carriages. His boots slammed into metal and he hauled himself up like he’d done it a hundred times before.

My stomach dropped.

“They’re on the train,” I hissed, grabbing Thalia’s arm. “The mercs are on.”

Her eyes flicked forward, then down, already calculating. “Shit,” she breathed. “Okay. We’ve got pistols. They’ve got AKs.”

“They can’t just start shooting up a train,” I said, more hope than logic.

She gave me a flat look. “They’re Russians. They don’t care.”

For the moment, our compartment was quiet, just the rattle of wheels, the wind whining through cracked seals, but that silence felt thin, fragile. Temporary. It was only a matter of time before boots hit the floor outside our door.

We needed to move.

“What’s next to us?” I whispered, nodding toward the front.

“I think a flatbed,” she said. “Rubber coils. Industrial.”

“Perfect. Let’s hide between them.”

We crept forward, muscles tight, every step sounding too loud in my head. I reached for the carriage door. Locked.

“Fuck,” I mouthed.

Thalia didn’t hesitate. She slid the window down, cold air screaming in instantly, then threaded herself through with practised ease, grabbing a metal rail and hauling herself up onto the roof like gravity was optional.

A second later, her hand appeared, fingers outstretched.

That was it. No debate.

I sighed once, long, miserable, and climbed.

The wind hit me full in the face, tearing at my hair, stealing my breath as the train picked up speed. The roof vibrated under my palms, a constant metallic shudder that made every movement feel like a gamble. Still, I hauled myself up and flattened against the roof, heart pounding so hard I was sure it could be heard over the engine.

Thalia rose into a crouch, preparing to jump.

Crack.

A gunshot split the air. She dropped instantly, disappearing over the side.

“Thalia!” I screamed, crawling forward, panic flooding me.

I reached the edge and saw her hanging there, one hand locked around a rail, teeth clenched. Blood was already soaking into the orange jacket at her right arm, dark and spreading. I grabbed her, hauling with everything I had as more shots rang out, metal pinging and shrieking as bullets struck the roof around us.

“Are you okay?” I gasped.

“Flesh wound,” she snapped, hauling herself back up. “We need to get behind the coils. They’re firing from the other side, the trucks.”

“That won’t work,” I said, adrenaline sharpening my thoughts. “They’ll radio. More will come. We need to hit them now.”

She stared at me for half a second, then grinned, feral and wild. “Wow. Ballsy. Fine. Roof, then down the other side.”

“Deal.”

We slid low, crawling fast. The wind tore at us, the train roaring beneath our bodies. As we neared the edge, a head popped up. Bang. Thalia fired over me, the shot clean and brutal. The mercenary crumpled out of sight.

But it was already too late. They knew.

“Gun,” she ordered.

“Fuck,” I muttered, hands shaking as I drew my pistol.

I leaned just enough to see over the edge, slow, careful, remembering every stupid video game lesson that had ever drilled don’t rush, don’t rush into my skull.

Movement. Another merc popped up behind us. Bang. Thalia dropped him without looking. That was the last easy mistake they’d make.

An AK barrel rose in front of me, poking blindly over the edge. I reacted without thinking; lunged, grabbed it, yanked hard. The man lost balance for just long enough.

I shot him and he vanished with a scream and a thud.

I stared at the rifle in my hands, breath ragged. “Hey, Tee,” I called, adrenaline buzzing. “Want an AK?”

“Tee?” she snapped. “Mitchell, do not shorten my name. And yes, I would like an AK.”

I slid it across the roof to her, then fired down into the carriage ahead, forcing whoever was inside to duck back. Smoke and echoes filled the space.

If I could drop straight onto the metal deck below, I could get cover behind the door. It wasn’t safe, but it was all I had.

Thalia’s eyes widened as she saw what I was doing. I didn’t wait for permission. I shoved myself down over the edge and dropped.

Gunfire erupted instantly, wild, panicked, bullets chewing at metal, but it was all spray and pray. I hit hard, shoulder slamming into the deck, pain flashing white behind my eyes. I rolled, scrambled, and suddenly I was in cover, heart hammering, ears ringing.

A body lay crumpled at my feet. A body wearing grenades.

For half a second, I just stared at them, my brain catching up to my eyes. Then instinct took over. I grabbed one, fingers fumbling, yanked at the pin. It didn’t move.

“Come on, come on,” I hissed, pulling harder than I should.

Ping.

The pin came free. The spoon flew.

“Oh shit,” I gasped. I didn’t think. I threw. “I hope there weren’t any…” The grenade clattered through the carriage doorway and…

BOOM.

The explosion tore through the compartment, blowing the walls outward like paper, metal screaming as it peeled back. The train lurched violently, alarms shrieking somewhere up front.

“…Passengers,” I muttered grimly, peering in.

There were none. Just mercenaries, burned, bleeding, dazed, groaning amid twisted steel and smoke. I jumped inside, gun raised. “Drop your weapons!” I shouted.

They ignored me. Instead, shaking hands began lifting rifles.

Before I could react…

Bang. Bang. Bang.

Thalia was suddenly there, a blur of motion and muzzle flashes, precise and merciless. Bodies dropped before they could even finish raising their guns.

“Shoot first, talk later,” she said flatly. “You’re not the police. There are no rules.”

I swallowed, the weight of it hitting me late. “Right,” I murmured, not entirely convinced, but there was no time to unpack morality now, because they were coming again.

We moved fast, carriage to carriage, clearing our way forward, breath ragged, ears ringing, adrenaline doing terrible, wonderful things to my focus. As the train rounded a wide curve, we risked a glance back. Mercenaries were advancing across the flatbeds, weapons up, moving with discipline now.

One flatbed made my heart race. Fuel drums. Behind them, two personnel carriers chained in place.

“I’ve got an idea,” I said, already grabbing something heavy from a fallen man.

Thalia turned just in time to see what I was holding. An RPG. Her eyes went wide. “Mitchell, no!”

Too late. I braced against the shattered window frame and squeezed the trigger. The rocket screamed forward, and Thalia shouted something I didn’t hear.

And then the fuel drums ceased to exist.

The explosion was catastrophic. Fire bloomed across the flatbed, swallowing men and metal alike, shockwaves rippling through the train. The scream of tearing steel rose into something almost alive.

“Oh, you idiot!” Thalia yelled, grabbing for me.

The train derailed. The engine tore free, vanishing down the embankment in a chaos of sparks and fire. Carriages jack-knifed, slamming into one another, the world tilting violently as gravity stopped being a suggestion and became a command.

“RUN!” Thalia screamed.

We bolted toward the rear, but the ground was already gone beneath us.

The carriage lifted, rolled. I reached for anything, anything; metal, a seat, Thalia…

My fingers slipped. The world slammed sideways.

And then…Darkness.
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My eyes fluttered open, then shut again, the world refusing to make sense. Light stabbed behind my eyelids. Sound arrived wrong, flattened, warped, like I was underwater.

Thalia hovered over me. At least, I thought it was Thalia. Her face was smeared with soot and grime, streaked with blood that wasn’t all hers. Her hands shook as she gripped my shoulders, knuckles red and raw, skin torn. Her eyes were wet, wide, frantic. She was talking, her mouth moving urgently, but all I could hear was a shrill whistle, like a kettle screaming itself dry.

Gradually, mercifully, the whistle faded.

“…Mitchell? Mitchell, look at me.”

Her voice snapped into focus at the same time my vision did. The headache followed immediately, a vicious, splitting thing that made me groan.

“Am I dead?” I croaked.

She let out a breath that was half laugh, half sob. “No. Somehow. Don’t ask me how.” Then her relief hardened into anger. “Jesus Christ, Mitchell. I told you not to fire the RPG.”

I swallowed, my throat dry and aching. “How long was I out?”

“A few minutes.” She pressed a hand to my chest, stopping me as I tried to sit up. “Don’t move too fast.”

That got my attention. “Why?”

Her jaw tightened. “Because this carriage is balanced on a cliff-edge, and every stupid movement brings us closer to becoming part of the landscape.”

My eyes flew open properly then, and that was when the shaking started. Not the environment, me.

A sob tore out of my chest before I could stop it, then another, and suddenly I was crying in great, ugly gulps, breath hitching, chest burning. I hated it. I hated that I couldn’t stop. Thalia swore softly and pulled me into her, holding me tight as the carriage creaked ominously beneath us.

“What is it?” she murmured. “What hurts?”

“Everything,” I choked. “I, I fucked it all up. I’m stupid, I nearly killed us, and I feel,” I sniffed hard, mortified. “I feel fat. I feel really, really fat.”

She blinked. “What?”

“My stomach hurts, I’m bloated, I feel gross,” Panic surged. I pulled back and looked down at my lower belly, half-expecting to see bruising or worse. There was nothing. Just discomfort. Pressure. Ache.

“Oh my god,” I whimpered. “I’m disgusting.”

Thalia stared at me for a beat. Then, against all odds, she smiled, a small one. Soft. Tender.

She brushed my hair back, fingers gentle despite the grime. “Okay,” she said calmly. “When we’re out of this mess, we’re getting ice cream, watching a terrible rom-com, and pretending today didn’t happen.”

“That’s more calories!” I wailed. “What is wrong with me?”

She tilted her head, studying me properly now. “Do you have cramps?” she asked, gesturing low, just above my crotch.

“Yes!” I snapped. “Horrible ones!”

“Congratulations,” she said, far too pleased. “You’re not pregnant.”

I froze. “What?”

“You’re having your period.”

The words hit me like a second derailment.

“Oh my fucking god,” I groaned. “Of course. Of course I get that too. I get shot at, blown up, nearly fall off a mountain, and now this?”

She snorted despite herself. “Hormones. They’re having a party in your bloodstream.”

“And the bloating?”

“Normal.”

“And the crying?”

“Textbook.”

“And the rage?”

She smirked. “Welcome to womanhood.”

“Fantastic,” I muttered darkly.

She hesitated, then added quietly, “Most women’s, anyway. Not mine.”

I looked up at her. “What do you mean?”

Her gaze drifted away, somewhere distant and old. “I don’t get periods anymore.”

Something in her tone made my chest tighten. “Why?”

She exhaled slowly. “Ovarian cancer. Years ago.”

The words landed heavy between us.

“Oh,” I said softly.

She shrugged, but it was brittle. “Doesn’t matter now. What matters is we move. Because this carriage is not waiting for our emotional breakthroughs.”

She was right. Again.

I nodded, swallowing everything else. “We’re talking about this later.”

Her expression shuttered. “There’s nothing to talk about. Come on.”

I stood carefully, wobbling as the weight of my body, my changed body, pulled me forward. My chest felt heavy, sore, unfamiliar. I clutched her hand like a lifeline.

The carriage groaned. Not metaphorically, actually groaned.

Metal shrieked somewhere beneath us. Wood cracked. Something clicked, sharp, final. Thalia’s grip tightened. “It’s going,” she hissed. “Run!”

We moved as the sound escalated into a scream of failing metal. The carriage slid again, jerking us forward. We burst through the gap into the next carriage, this one on its side, just as the one behind us tore free.

“Keep running!” she shouted.

The world tilted violently. The carriage beneath us lurched toward the edge.

“We’re going to have to jump!” she yelled.

“What?!”

Too late.

We leapt, bodies sailing into open air, fingers scrabbling desperately. My hands slammed into a yellow rail. Pain flared, but I held on, legs kicking uselessly over nothing.

Thalia hauled herself up first, then leaned back down, grabbing me under the arms and dragging me inside just as the carriage we’d left disappeared, crashing down through trees in a thunder of destruction.

We collapsed together, gasping, watching twisted metal tumble into the ravine.

After a long moment, I broke the silence. “You know,” I said weakly, “there are easier ways to travel.”

She barked a laugh. “You’ll recall this was your idea.”

“Details.”

She looked at me, soot-streaked and fierce. “We’re alive.”

“…Fair.”

We climbed out through a shattered window and slid down into churned mud and grass. In the distance, mercenaries staggered, wounded and confused, while locals poured toward the wreckage, shouting, searching.

We didn’t wait. We melted into the chaos, found an old Lada Niva, and Thalia had it hotwired in seconds. By the time anyone noticed, we were gone.

Hours later, back at the hotel, scrubbed raw and wrapped in clean clothes, I stood awkwardly in a pharmacy aisle.

“It feels weird,” I muttered. “Couldn’t I just use pads?”

She handed me a box without hesitation. “You might need to run,” she said simply. “Trust me. Tampons are your friend tonight.”

I sighed. “Some adventure,” I said.

She smiled, tired, real. “Told you.”

Being on my period didn’t mean my penis didn’t work, and that meant the moment we were alone in bed, we could fuck. There was something to be said about this madness, because the adrenaline kept me on a pique feeling of excitement the whole time, which meant sex with Thalia was wild and raw.

The next morning we tried to pretend we were ordinary tourists. Sunlight poured across the terrace as if nothing in the world had ever gone wrong. Waiters moved lazily between the tables, the air thick with the smell of ripe mango and strong coffee. I sat beside Thalia in the warm, forgiving sun, sipping a glass of bright green juice and discovering that fruit could actually taste like it was still alive.

It should have felt peaceful. Instead, my mind kept circling the same uncomfortable thought.

We had survived gunfights, explosions, and a rolling train, but we were still stuck in India, and I couldn’t see a single safe road that led to the airport. Every taxi, every bus, every security checkpoint suddenly looked like a trap waiting to snap shut.

I finally leaned toward her. “Tell me you’ve got a plan.”

She peeled an orange with maddening calm. “Already handled.”

“Handled how?”

“I texted a friend,” she said, popping a slice into her mouth. “We’ll deal with the rest after checkout.”

That was all she would give me.

At ten sharp we were at reception, backpacks on the floor, trying to look harmless. Around us, guests argued about room keys and sightseeing tours. Life went on. Then a low mechanical roar drifted in from the beachside, followed by a ripple of confused voices.

Heads turned toward the windows.

My stomach tightened. “Please don’t tell me that’s part of the plan.”

Thalia just grinned.

“Seaplane?” I asked.

“Seaplane,” she confirmed with a nod.

Down on the water a battered old aircraft bobbed cheerfully against the waves, painted an almost offensive shade of yellow. It looked less like transportation and more like something rescued from a museum dumpster.

We hurried out into the glare.

At the shoreline an elderly man in a faded Hawaiian shirt waited beside a small rowboat, scratching at a chin full of questionable stubble. He waved as if we were arriving for a fishing trip instead of fleeing armed killers.

“Mick!” Thalia called, clearly delighted to see him.

“Morning, love,” he replied in a thick Aussie drawl.

She tossed our bags into the boat and threw her arms around him. “Thanks for coming so fast.”

“No worries.” His eyes slid to me. “And who’s the new face?”

“This is Mitchell.”

I offered my hand. Mick ignored it completely and gave me a suspicious once-over instead.

“Hold on,” he muttered. “This isn’t another one of your trannies, is it? I fell for that last time.”

Thalia laughed. “No. Not exactly.”

“Not exactly?” he repeated warily.

“She’s on her period,” Thalia added sweetly, “so I wouldn’t get your hopes up.”

That seemed to satisfy him enough. “Right then. Let’s get moving before the rozzers show up. I don’t fancy explaining this landing without a permit.”

We clambered into the rowboat and were ferried out to the waiting plane. Up close it was even worse: rust along the rivets, ripped seats, windows that looked like they’d survived actual wars. I kept glancing around for parachutes and finding none.

“Where are we going in this relic?” I asked as we strapped in.

“Georgia,” said Thalia. “My jet’s waiting there.”

Mick leaned out of the cockpit. “And I’ll have you know this beauty’s carried me around the world.”

“Has it carried you around the world held together with duct tape?” I asked, eyeing the wings.

He bristled. “Don’t insult her. She’s sensitive.”

“Sensitive isn’t what worries me.”

He grunted. “We’ll refuel in Pakistan. All planned.”

The flight to Pakistan turned out to be a nightmare carnival of bumps and rattles. The propellers howled, the fuselage shook, and every loose panel seemed determined to audition for falling off. Watching the horizon jump up and down did nothing for my nerves.

As we lifted away from the beach I looked down and saw vehicles swarming toward the hotel.

Not police.

Mercenaries.

Some dramatic local report had obviously pointed them straight to us, but by then we were already climbing into the sky, unreachable. I imagined them fuming helplessly on the sand, forced to watch us dwindle into a tiny, mocking speck.

For a moment, I let myself breathe.

Only for a moment.

“What stops them grabbing us in Pakistan or Georgia?” I shouted over the engine noise.

Thalia raised her voice. “Mick has that covered.”

“And your jet?”

“They won’t dare touch me in the UK.”

“Why not?”

“Because they already tried,” she said with cool confidence. “And they got their arses handed to them. I’ve got serious security there, and influence. More than Mallick.”

That was difficult to swallow. Mallick was absurdly rich, possibly the richest man on earth. Power like that didn’t usually lose. Still, she believed what she was saying.

I stared out the scratched window at the endless sweep of the Indian Ocean and thought about everything that had happened. My new body, the impossible bath in Turkey, the sense that we were poking at forces far bigger than two people should ever touch.

“Hey,” I said suddenly, “we left a huge hole in that wall back in Turkey. What if someone finds it?”

Thalia considered that, then nodded slowly. “If they do, they’re going to discover something very special. And I suspect the authorities will bury it so deep no one will ever hear a word.”

“Can you imagine the world finding out magic is real?”

She smiled at me. “Exactly.”

Out beyond the wingtip the water glittered innocently. Above it, the old yellow plane rattled on toward Pakistan, carrying living proof that the world wasn’t quite as simple as we’d been taught.

“Magic doesn’t exist,” people always said. And yet there I was. Evidence to the contrary.

The vibrations of the plane were now having a rather undesired effect. I turned to Thalia and told her that I was horny, and masturbating my penis wouldn’t help, that I needed cock. Thalia smiled and then looked over at the cockpit. “I can fly the plane.” She said.

“He didn’t seem too interested in a tranny.” I frowned. “Besides, I’m on my period.”

Thalia burst out laughing. “You do realise women can still have sex on their period, right?”

“Oh.” I didn’t know. Sally never wanted to have sex on her period.

“Anyway, he won’t care you have a cock, so long as you have a pussy.”

Before I had chance to argue, she up and in the cockpit, talking to Mick. She was in there for a bit so I assumed she was explaining my condition, but soon enough, he was walking back with a smile on his face, whilst she took control of the plane, and he was already unbuttoning his shirt.

No words were exchanged as he took me in his arms, pushing his fat tongue into my mouth. I reciprocated, kissing back and reaching down into his shorts to grab a very fat, heavy cock.

“Get undressed.” He said, his deep gravelly voice making it clear I didn’t have an option.

As I stripped down, he did too. He gave me a once over, lifting my dick to look at my pussy, pulling out the tampon and throwing it towards a trash can. His hands on my shoulders signalled where he wanted me, and soon enough, my knees touched cold metal and my mouth was wrapped around his fat old dick.

“Fuck, your mouth is good.” He growled. It was an amazing confidence boost to hear I was good at this, even though I never imagined myself sucking cock, as this woman that I now was, it all just felt right.

His dick expanded until it was steel in my mouth, the seven-inch monster forcing my lips to stretch wide, and tears to stream as he choked me. Before I knew it though, I was pushed onto the seat and flipped around so that I was kneeling, holding on to the back as he lined up his cock from behind, and thrusting hard inside me.

“Oh fuck! Yeah!” I moaned. “Fuck me!” I gasped, feeling my pussy expand to take him.

On my period, the sex felt different, more real, tighter, raw, and yet somehow maybe better, more sensitive. I screamed and mewled as the old man wasted no time in ramming me hard, taking what he wanted from me.

“Oh yeah! Oh yeah!” I screamed, “fuck, don’t stop! Don’t stop!”

My body shook as I felt my orgasm approach and with a high-pitched girlie squeal, I clenched my eyes shut and came hard. And my eyes were not the only thing clenching, and in doing so, my pussy squeezed him to climax too, filling me with his seed.

Once he was done, I felt his hand spank my arse. “Nice one. Might need to use you some more later.”

“Anytime.” I giggled coyly. Holy shit, where did that come from? I wondered.

As I sat there panting, cum dribbling from my used cunt, Mick dressed and took the plane back from Thalia, who walked through and saw me there, panting, with a hard erection jutting up. Without a word, she dropped her shorts and panties and then dropped into my cock, riding me hard as we kissed.

“You still want to go back to normal?” She asked me as she moaned and bounced on my cock.

“It’s getting harder to say yes,” I admitted with a wry grin.

Eventually, the plane landed with a bump in a remote airstrip in Pakistan. A small group of people rallied around the plane, pouring barrels of fuel into the plane, whilst Mick settled things with his contact. It seemed cash wasn’t required for the fuel but an unknown wooden crate was.

“I hope those aren’t weapons.” I frowned, but Thalia scoffed and laughed.

“These people can get all the weapons they need wherever they want. What they don’t have easy access to, is porn.”

“Oh.” I gasped, then chuckled.

We were soon back in the air, and once we were level, Mick was calling for Thalia, telling her that he was ready for round two. I knew what that meant and quickly stripped with a smile on my face. Gay, straight, lesbian, whatever, I no longer cared. I was about to get railed and that was all that mattered.


Sixteen

Waking up next to Sally felt more strange than welcome. I lay there watching the ceiling fan make its slow, sleepy circles and tried to convince myself I was glad to be home. Three days earlier I would have given anything for exactly this, her perfume on the pillow, the familiar comfort of the life I’d built.

Now it just felt… complicated.

I couldn’t tell whether the distance in my chest came from growing closer to Thalia, or from the ugly knowledge that Sally had filled her nights in the arms of another man while I was gone. The thought kept needling at me, not sharp enough to explode, just heavy enough to ache.

Maybe that was why the memories of last night already felt like relics instead of treasures.

I had taken Sally away from Porter for one evening, and part of me felt guilty for it. She’d chosen him, after all. I had no right to borrow her back. But I’d insisted on one night to ourselves anyway, one last attempt to remember what we had been before everything went sideways. I told myself it was for understanding, for remembrance. That morning, though, what it felt like was closure. Like we had gently, kindly shut a door on a version of us that no longer existed. We both moved around the room getting dressed and packing in careful silence, pretending nothing fundamental had shifted.

Neither of us dared to say the obvious: our “one night” had mostly served to teach us what we really wanted. And what I wanted was down the hall in another room.

At breakfast Sally kissed my cheek and wished me luck with the doctor. Luck. As if this were a routine checkup and not the first appointment of a lifetime I never expected to live.

Thalia met me in the lobby afterward, taking one look at my face.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I will be,” I said, forcing a smile I didn’t quite feel.

The drive to the clinic was quiet at first. My thoughts were anything but.

Since the transformation, my mind had felt like a crowded marketplace. Every emotion louder than it used to be. Fear, excitement, grief, hope, all jostling for attention. And underneath it, a constant hum of confusion about who I was supposed to be now.

I’d spent my whole adult life as a man. I understood that psychology. Men were simple creatures, or at least I had been. Fix problems. Avoid feelings. Pretend everything was fine.

This new body didn’t let me do that anymore. Everything felt close to the surface. Too close. I wondered how I was going to explain any of it to a gynaecologist. Thalia assured me the doctor was a friend and would be sensitive to the situation.

Doctor Kate Reilly turned out to be many things. Sensitive wasn’t one of them. She was shocked. Excited. Slightly manic about the possibilities.

“Can you imagine how rich we’d be if we could bottle that water?” Kate said, staring at my chart as if it were a winning lottery ticket. “A sex change without surgery, turning you into a real woman?”

“Kate,” Thalia interrupted, “focus.”

The cute doctor frowned, clearly dragged back to reality, and instructed me into the examination chair. As I settled in and put my legs up on the stirrups, a wave of surreal embarrassment washed through me.

A real woman, she’d said.

According to the poking, prodding, ultrasound-dildo, and cold metal device, that was exactly what my insides appeared to be. The doctor worked with professional curiosity while I lay there wrestling with emotions I didn’t have names for.

Afterward she asked what I wanted to do about birth control.

“So I can have kids?” I blurted.

Kate nodded. “It’s a miracle, but yes.”

Miracle. There it was again. The word echoed in my skull the whole rest of the appointment.

“What about my testicles? How is my penis functioning?” I asked.

She brought up the ultrasound again and ran the device over my crotch, then hit the spacebar to freeze the screen. “There, above your ovaries, two small sacks, each one with a testicle. They’re inside you.”

“Jesus.” I gasped. I was two people in one.

In the end, I agreed to an implant because it seemed easier than trusting myself with pills. Easier than trusting a man’s old habits with a woman’s very new responsibilities.

Kate drew some blood and promised to email the results. When we left the office, I felt a deep sense of melancholy. I was healthy. Functioning. Apparently capable of motherhood. And yet all I could think about was how desperately I wanted to go back. Back to being Mitchell-the-man, who never had to sit in stirrups, who never had to worry about hormone swings or swelling breasts or legal identities that didn’t match passports.

What kind of monster did that make me, wanting to undo a miracle?

In the car I finally let it spill out.

“I don’t know what to do,” I said.

“About?” Thalia asked gently.

“This.” I ran my hands across my body. “I don’t know whether I should stay like this… or go back.”

She gave a thoughtful sigh, not exhaustion, just honesty. “Mitchell, you need to ask yourself what’s stopping you either way,” she said. “Happiness has to come from within. Don’t build your life around other people’s expectations.”

I understood the idea. Cutting through the noise was another matter. Because the noise was overwhelming. What would my friends say? My family? What future did I even have as this woman? How did you explain to the world that magic had rewritten your DNA? How did you live with evidence of the impossible sitting in your chest and between your legs?

I stared out the window at passing traffic and realised something uncomfortable. The problem wasn’t the decision. The problem was that I was trying to make it with a man’s brain and a woman’s heart; both terrified of choosing the wrong life.

“All that stuff you’re listing?” Thalia added, as if reading my thoughts, “that’s logistics. We can solve logistics.”

“Yeah,” I muttered, “but it doesn’t feel like logistics.”

She reached over and squeezed my hand. “I know.”

And that was the hardest part of all. She knew. Someone finally knew how loud everything felt inside me. The stress made the decision far harder than it really needed to be.

“We won’t be here long enough for you to think too much about it,” she said suddenly, pulling me back to the real world; the inconvenient, noisy, dangerous real world where headaches and hormones had to wait their turn.

The life of an adventurer didn’t come with pause buttons.

I finished fastening my seatbelt and looked over at her. “So… where now?”

“Marrakech,” Thalia replied, as if announcing a quick trip to the corner shop instead of another leap across continents. “We’ll need to do some shopping before we go any further.”

“Shopping for what?”

“Clothes,” she said, giving me a sidelong grin. “This time something a little sexier. We’re going to a dinner. Well, a party, technically.”

“Whose party?”

“Mallick’s.”

For a moment I forgot how to breathe. “You mean Crane Mallick? The man currently trying to have us ventilated with automatic weapons?”

“That’s the one.”

“Wonderful,” I muttered. “We’re going to gatecrash a psychopath’s house.”

She laughed under her breath. “Psychopath might be underselling it. Anyway, it won’t be his house, but a hotel.”

The idea of strolling into Mallick’s glittering lair felt a lot like volunteering to crawl into the mouth of a crocodile to check its dental work. I pictured chandeliers, waiters, bodyguards, and somewhere behind all that polished marble, the man with blood on his hands and a fortune big enough to buy silence.

“Isn’t that a little risky?” I asked.

“Not this time,” Thalia said with confidence. “Half the global rich list will be there. Ministers, celebrities, CEOs, people Mallick can’t afford to let see his evil side. Image is everything to men like him.”

“And us?”

“We’ll be invisible. Just two more guests in a crowd he has to be charming to.”

I studied her face, searching for any hint she was joking. She wasn’t.

“And the key?” I asked.

The device had been fully assembled now. Three pieces from three tombs had become one intricate unit, a functioning, clicking, faintly humming mechanism that looked older than recorded history. Thalia had hidden it somewhere the moment we reached the hotel, a place nobody would ever think to search.

Including me.

“It’s safe,” she said. “And we’re not taking it with us.”

“Good,” I replied, feeling a thread of relief. “Worst case, it’s leverage. Something to keep us alive.”

“Exactly.”

Her calmness steadied me more than any promise could. After everything I’d seen her do, I was learning not to bet against Thalia. If she said we had a plan, then we had a plan, even if I didn’t understand all the steps yet.

By the time we reached the house again, the sun was high and a faint summer’s mist hung peacefully over the large gardens.

When we arrived home, Thalia took my hand instead of heading upstairs. She guided me toward the old stone staircase at the rear of the entrance hall, the one that led down beneath the building. Down to the dungeon.

I knew what was coming. I also knew I probably deserved it. Still, as we descended into the cool, dim air, doubts fluttered through me. We’d worked so well together. I’d faced mercenaries, fire, cliffs, and a runaway train in a body I barely understood. Hadn’t that counted for something?

Thalia seemed to sense my hesitation.

“The train incident,” she said simply as we reached the bottom step. “You need to be punished. You know that, right?”

The playful warmth was gone from her voice now. In its place was that familiar tone of firm certainty, the one that allowed no arguments.

I let my shoulders slump.

“Yes… Mistress,” I sighed, wondering if the belly of the beast in Morocco would be any safer than the one I was about to face right here.

Sally was waiting for us, naked, pierced, tattooed now, Porter’s name blasted on her arm over a heart. I’d seen it all last night and had frowned but she had found my humiliation interesting, that was how much she had changed.

“What’s the matter, Mitchell?” Sally asked as I stared. “Do you feel like a little cuckold wimp knowing a real man is fucking me? Or do you feel jealous he isn’t fucking you?”

That was a very real question, because that was part of it, I missed the feeling of cock inside me, missed being taken and used. Mick had filled in, but each time it happened, it just made me want it more and more.

“I’m going to keep fucking him.” Sally continued. “And there’s nothing you can do to stop it.”

There was malice in her voice, a poison I hadn’t expected. This wasn’t about humiliation or her sleeping around, but it was anger from her side, anger that I had fallen for Thalia. From the look on Thalia’s face, the blush in her cheeks, she recognised it too.

“Over the bench,” said Thalia, but there was less conviction in her voice than there was before.

“Yeah, pussy, over the bench.” Sneered Sally.

Thalia spun around. “Enough!” She screamed. “Sally, if you want to be part of this punishment, then you need to recognise why I’m punishing him. It’s because he was reckless and almost got us both killed. I need him to think next time, not grab a fucking bazooka and derail a train. There were innocent people on that train, many of whom died!”

The two shared a look, then Sally looked away, embarrassed at being berated in front of me, angry as having her moment taken away. And as Thalia strapped me in, locking my arms and legs, Sally made a decision and stomped away.

“Sorry,” I said.

“Shut up.” She snapped. “Just shut up.”

The clicking of her heels was rapid, laced with darkness, anger. I heard her select a crop and soon she was back, tapping my backside a few times then releasing. The pain was instant, searing heat and she didn’t let up. This was real punishment, no play, no sexual moment, she wanted me to understand and remember what I did.

I sobbed, in my head I wanted to use my safe word, but deep down, I knew I didn’t have the right. What I had done was terrible, worthy of far worse than this. I took my punishment knowing that there was no pleasure here, just a reminder that next time, I might as well join the dead.

The whipping was just the beginning. When she lay me on a bench and strapped me down, tilting it slightly, I knew something awful was coming. “You need to understand that I don’t want to do this, but it also means I don’t want to do it again.” She said softly.

“I understand. I deserve it.” I cried.

“You do, and then some. But this will be the last from me, then the boys will take care of you.” Something told me she didn’t mean they would comfort me.

The moment the rag went over my face, I wondered if I would suffer too much. It was sheer horror. I wouldn’t wish waterboarding on my worst enemy and it left me in a sobbing, blubbering mess on the ground when she finally released me. That was when three men came in and took me, their cocks already hard. No lubricant, no waiting, one in my pussy, one in my arse, one in my mouth, whilst Thalia sucked on my cock.

I was used, fucked, and whilst I found the experience pleasurable in the end, after being tortured in such a brutal way, I was psychologically broken and eventually, passed out.

“Do you hate me?” Thalia asked when I came to in her bed. She was dressed in a soft silk nightgown, holding me to her breasts.

“No.” I said, though it barely left my throat. “If anything, I’m grateful.”

She nodded and kissed my head. She knew why I was grateful, knew what the gratitude stood for. At some point, I would come down from the adrenaline of the adventure and I would realise what I’d done. Now I not only had realised it, but I could associate it with my own terrible torture. I’d suffered, maybe not enough, but enough to calm me inside.

“Where’s Sally?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“With Porter.” She replied.

“I’ve lost her.”

“I know.” Thalia said, pausing for a lengthy moment before whispering, “I’m glad.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ve found me.”

We made love again that night, my penis inside her, her hand moving a dildo inside my pussy. I knew I was lucky to have so much pleasure, so many possibilities, but still, part of me needed to return to normal, to put myself right. This wasn’t me, I knew that. For now though, I enjoyed the pleasure I was feeling, and I asked her to invite her boys back in to play with us both. She happily agreed, but I had another reason; tomorrow I’d be getting the implant and that meant two weeks without sex.

I got the feeling Thalia invited the whole house, because men queued up to get the chance to fuck me, whilst sissies watched on. Thalia grinned with happiness as three men at once constantly had a cock in me, using me, filling me, then moving on for the next. For the next few hours, I was used over and over, and when I did have a moment to speak, I was begging Thalia to make me stay like this. They were empty words, spoken in the heat of the moment, but right then, I needed it, I needed to be used like this. It was my calling, to be a slut.

The next day, after getting the implant, Thalia took me shopping for a cocktail dress. Things felt a little off with her, like she was wondering if I should come, and I wondered if it was to do with the incident on the train. I didn’t ask and she didn’t tell. Tomorrow we would be leaving for Marrakech and I needed to focus on one thing, finding an antidote for what happened to me.


Seventeen

The sound of weapons being cocked was the last thing either of us had expected at the end of that climb. Metal clicked. Slides locked. Safeties came off. We froze.

Guns were trained on us from every angle, mercenaries, Yemeni soldiers, all disciplined, all ready. And standing comfortably in the centre of it all, like a man hosting a cocktail party rather than an execution, was Crane Mallick.

He didn’t speak at first. He just smiled.

It was the kind of smile that told you he’d been waiting. That this moment had played out exactly as he’d hoped. For a split second I thought the satisfaction came from catching us.

Then I realised, we weren’t the prize.

A side door clicked open. A woman was shoved into the room, stumbling, hands bound, fear written plainly across her face.

Sally.

My stomach dropped so hard I thought I might black out.

“I assumed I’d have to lose another platoon retrieving her,” Mallick said mildly, stepping forward and brushing his fingers along Sally’s cheek. “But imagine my surprise when she decided to go shopping. Alone.”

“Don’t fucking touch her!” I snapped, taking an instinctive step forward before a rifle barrel pressed into my chest and stopped me cold.

“Ohhh, the doting fiancé,” Mallick sang, delighted. He turned his attention fully to me now. “Mitchell, isn’t it? Honestly, I barely recognised you. Quite the evolution, from tedious data man to… whatever this is.”

His eyes flicked to Thalia.

“Miss Marquart does have a talent for ruining perfectly dull lives,” he continued. “You know, Thalia, I even sent you the invitation myself. And you came. Of course you did.” He chuckled. “Arrogance is such a reliable flaw.”

“Fuck you, Mallick,” Thalia said coldly. “You’re a fascist cunt with a messiah complex. The world hates you now. Why don’t you take your chainsaw and shove it up your arse?”

Mallick laughed, genuinely amused. “Oh, I do enjoy you,” he said. “Such spirit. Don’t worry, later, when the party’s over, I may put that mouth to better use.”

My blood boiled.

“For now,” Mallick continued, gesturing lazily, “Sergey here will escort all three of you to a warehouse I’ve recently acquired.” He smiled at me again, teeth bright. “There, Mitch will watch while I carve up his darling fiancée until one of you hands over the key.”

“It’s Mitchell,” I snapped, my voice shaking with fury. “And if we give you the key, you let us go?”

The room erupted with Mallick’s laughter.

“Oh no,” he said, wiping an imaginary tear from his eye. “No, no, no. You’ll still die. Just… more humanely. I am not a monster.” His smile widened. “Surely you don’t want Sally to suffer.”

He turned away, already bored with us.

“Abdul,” Mallick said smoothly, addressing Al-Hamrani, “thank you for your cooperation. Please have your men join mine at the warehouse. We’ll conclude our transaction after the festivities.”

“Sounds like a fine plan,” the Yemeni warlord replied with a grin. He gestured sharply. “Take them out the back. Quietly.”

“And do be careful,” Mallick added over his shoulder. “They’re slippery bastards.”

The guns nudged closer. And for the first time since all of this began, I understood something with absolute clarity: Mallick wasn’t improvising. He’d already won, or so he thought.

If I’d learned anything over the last two weeks, it was this: Thalia might be arrogant, but she wasn’t stupid. And she definitely wasn’t arrogant enough to walk us straight into a trap without a reason.

I didn’t dare say anything as we were marched through the service corridors, rifles nudging our backs, boots echoing off tiled walls. But I caught her expression in the reflection of a stainless-steel door, calm, distant, almost bored. It wasn’t fear. It was familiarity.

She’d been here before. Not here, exactly, but somewhere worse.

I’m a data analyst. Or I was. And when you’re trained to read patterns, to connect dots that don’t want to be connected, you start seeing the shape of things even when the picture’s incomplete. Thalia had a plan. She always did.

As they shoved us into the vans, I started running the numbers in my head.

She’d received an invitation. An obvious trap. Anyone with half a brain would’ve seen it. She’d seen it. Hell, she’d practically announced our arrival with fireworks. And that look she’d given me before we left the UK, the hesitation, the pause, I’d thought it was about the train. About me being an idiot.

No. That look had been about risk. About caring.

The only variable she hadn’t accounted for was Sally. That much was obvious. But even that… better here, where Thalia could see her, than locked in some black-site cellar halfway across the world.

Then my thoughts snagged on something ugly.

Torture.

Mallick’s favourite word. His favourite pastime.

And suddenly something else clicked into place; cold and sharp. She’d waterboarded me. I’d told myself it was punishment. A warning. But what if it had been preparation?

I leaned slightly toward her as the van rattled into motion. “Does Crane waterboard people?” I whispered.

Her eyes flicked to mine. Just for a second. One corner of her mouth curved upward, not amused, not kind. Knowing.

She knew exactly what I was doing. That meant she was counting on me.

Still, I was behind her, by a few steps at least, and I didn’t have long to catch up. I couldn’t ask outright. The men watching us looked like they’d enjoy the excuse to break something. No. I had to walk it through. Follow the logic.

Mallick had said the transaction would be concluded at the warehouse. Not the hotel.

Which meant the thing he wanted, the map, the exchange, whatever endgame Thalia had in mind, wasn’t here. It was there. That was the point. She wanted to be taken to the warehouse.

I looked at her again and blinked once, slowly. She smiled, and blinked back.

And just like that, the fear eased. Because now I knew: we weren’t prisoners. We were exactly where she wanted us to be.

Sally didn’t get it. Of course she didn’t. She sat rigid in the chair, wrists bound, breath hitching, eyes glassy with terror, and something else. Judgment. She thought this was the end. Painful or quick, it didn’t matter. In her mind, we were already dead.

I knew better.

The warehouse squatted by the docks like a rusted carcass, wrapped in corrugated metal and reeking of old fish and stagnant water. The smell alone was enough to make my stomach roll. Whatever Thalia had planned, I hoped it happened soon.

Instead, they tied us to metal chairs and left us.

That worried me more than anything.

“They’re going to kill us,” Sally whispered, voice breaking.

“They’re not,” Thalia said flatly, eyes scanning the shadows.

“Who did you call?” I murmured.

“Porter. His people. Mick,” she replied. “But we wait. Al-Hamrani won’t move until the money’s here.”

“And if he decides we’re expendable?”

“That’s not how men like him think.” A thin smile. “Arrogance cuts both ways.”

The guards lingered. Too long. Hands wandered. Too close. Enough to make my skin crawl, but never far enough to cross a line. Someone higher up was watching. That restraint was deliberate.

Time stretched. Minutes blurred into something heavier.

Then a van engine cut through the air outside.

Thalia stiffened.

Her pupils widened, not fear. Recognition.

She knew something I didn’t.

“Water,” she called out. “It’s fucking hot in here.”

The guards exchanged looks. Debated. Finally, one of them wandered over with a bottle, careless now, convinced of his control. He tipped it toward her lips. She drank, then deliberately coughed, letting the water spill. The moment shifted. It was subtle. Calculated. She leaned into the man’s space, distracting him, drawing his focus downward, away from the room. The water to poured down her bosom, making the thin material of her dress translucent, her dark nipples showing through.

“Oops.” She purred, opening her legs.

The man licked his lips, looking over at his boss but he’d left somewhere, to whoever had arrived outside. Seeing his chance, the man pushed his hand in Thalia’s dress, finding the pierced nipple and playing with it. He then pushed the wet dress down and lowered his lips to the nipple, sucking on it. Thalia moaned, pretending that she was getting off on it, spreading her legs wider, and soon the man’s hands were pushing her skirt back, exposing her bare pussy.

“Lick it.” She hissed with a smile and then man grinned, bending down and sucking on her twat. As he did so, she slowly wrapped her legs around his neck then snapped them around, his neck breaking with a crunch that made my stomach rise into my throat.

The man dropped without a sound.

“Now,” she hissed.

She slid from the chair, already reaching for keys, freeing herself, then us, movements fast, precise, utterly practiced. She took the dead man’s pistol and dragged us behind a crate just as shouting erupted.

Gunfire followed, short, efficient bursts. Outside, the night exploded into chaos.

“I thought we were waiting for Mallick,” I said, heart racing.

“No need,” she replied coolly. “Al-Hamrani already sent the map. He radioed it ahead.”

Sally stared. “How did you know?”

Thalia held up a tiny device sewn into her dress. “Morse. Been tapping me the whole time.”

A voice crackled through it: All clear. Five minutes until Mallick and Al-Hamrani arrive.

“Move,” Thalia said.

We ran.

The van they’d used to deliver the artifact was still idling. Inside, we found it, not paper, not parchment, but a stone tablet, heavy and ancient.

“We can’t exactly pocket that,” I said.

“Door. Now,” Thalia snapped, slamming the van into gear.

The engine roared. Gunfire followed.

“Oh no,” I muttered. “Please tell me this isn’t a chase.”

“It is,” she said, flooring it. “Mick’s on the Draa.”

I groaned. “Perfect.”

She glanced back. “Weapons are in the rear.”

Sally went pale. “I don’t know how to use a gun!”

“I do,” I said.

She stared at me. “Since when?”

I smiled tightly. “And an RPG.”

Thalia shot me a look in the mirror. “Too soon, Mitchell.”

The van fishtailed as Thalia punched it out of the loading yard, tyres screaming in protest as bullets stitched the corrugated metal behind us.

“Seatbelts!” I yelled.

“There are no seatbelts!” Sally shrieked, clinging to the stone tablet like it was a flotation device.

“Then emotionally prepare to die slightly later than expected!” I shouted back.

We burst out onto the southern arterial road, the lights of Marrakech smearing into neon streaks as Thalia wove through late-night traffic with reckless precision. Scooters scattered. A taxi horn blared in pure outrage.

Behind us, engines roared. Three vehicles. Two SUVs and a battered pickup. Russians, by the look of the driving, aggressive, confident, assuming the road belonged to them.

“Good news,” I said, craning back. “We’re being followed.”

“Oh thank God,” Sally gasped. “I thought that was normal traffic.”

Thalia swerved hard, cutting between a bus and a fruit truck with centimetres to spare. Oranges exploded across the road like shrapnel.

“Is this part of the plan?” Sally cried.

“Yes,” Thalia said calmly. “The part where we don’t die.”

We shot past the city limits, the glow of Marrakech falling away behind us, replaced by darkness and open road. The Atlas foothills loomed ahead, black shapes against a star-smeared sky.

I grabbed one of the rifles from the back, bracing myself against the side door as it rattled violently.

“I’ve never shot a gun, let alone from a moving vehicle!” Sally yelled.

“Statistically, that makes this a terrible idea.” I noted.

“That’s not comforting!”

One of the SUVs pulled alongside us, window rolling down.

“Oh no,” Sally whimpered. “They’re doing the movie thing.”

The muzzle flash answered her. I ducked as rounds punched through the side panel.

“Okay,” I said. “New rule. If anyone asks if this is like a film, the answer is no.”

Thalia yanked the wheel, sending us skidding onto a rough dirt road branching west, barely visible, clearly unpaved, and absolutely intentional.

“Where are we going?” Sally shouted.

“Shortcut,” Thalia replied.

“This doesn’t look like a shortcut!”

“It’s a Moroccan shortcut.”

The road deteriorated immediately. Potholes. Loose gravel. The van bounced like it was trying to shake us off on purpose.

Behind us, one SUV struggled, fishtailing wildly as one of our Jeeps caught up and fired. In the distance I could see Mallick in the vehicle.

“Oh!” Sally squeaked. “That one’s having trouble!”

“Physics,” I said. “Heavy vehicle, bad surface. Poor tyre choice.”

“Why do you know that?”

“Data science is just anxiety with maths!”

Thalia laughed, actually laughed, as she yanked the handbrake and spun us around a blind bend, narrowly missing a herd of goats. A shepherd waved angrily as we passed.

“Sorry!” Sally yelled out the window, out of pure reflex.

Gunfire resumed. The pickup gained on us, suspension screaming but holding.

“They’re adapting,” I muttered.

Thalia glanced back. “Then so do we.”

She swerved suddenly off the road entirely.

“What are you doing?!” Sally screamed.

“Trust me.”

We plunged into scrubland, bouncing violently over dirt and stone, the van protesting every life choice it had ever made. Behind us, the pickup followed, too eagerly.

Ahead, moonlight glinted. Water.

“The Draa!” I shouted.

The riverbed spread wide, shallow but fast-moving, braided channels cutting through sand and stone. Thalia didn’t slow.

“Oh no,” Sally said faintly. “We’re not…”

We hit the water hard, spray exploding over the bonnet. The van lurched but kept moving, tyres gripping wet stone just enough.

Behind us, the pickup followed.

Bad idea.

Its front wheels dug in, momentum carrying it sideways. It tipped, rolled once, then vanished into the shallow channel with a splash and a chorus of shouting.

Silence. Then only the engine and our breathing.

We burst out onto the opposite bank, climbing hard, and finally Thalia eased off, letting the van roll to a stop beneath a stand of date palms.

For a moment, no one spoke. Then Sally started laughing. Hysterical, breathless laughter.

“I don’t know whether to laugh or cry, but I’m alive.”

I leaned back, heart hammering. “On the bright side, statistically speaking, that was the most exciting night of your life.”

She stared at me. “You people are insane.”

Thalia cut the engine and smiled into the darkness. “Welcome to the team.”

Somewhere ahead, the river kept rattling over stone, steady and indifferent, as if none of this had ever happened. Beyond it, half-buried in sand and shadow, sat the rusty outline of Mick’s plane, its wings dull, its fuselage scarred, but unmistakably real.

The jeeps were gone. The gunfire had faded.

We were alone.

The van wheezed and spluttered, water sloshing around our ankles, but stubbornly refused to die until we rolled to a stop close enough for Mick to spot us. He waved once, sharp, efficient, and within minutes was helping haul the stone tablet from the back like it weighed nothing more than luggage.

Only when my feet hit solid ground did it sink in.

We’d made it.

The adrenaline finally drained away, leaving behind that strange, hollow calm that follows survival. Sally exhaled shakily, pushing damp hair from her face, then laughed, softly this time.

“Okay,” she said. “Now I get it.”

Thalia raised an eyebrow.

“You two,” Sally continued, glancing between us. “You don’t get that close unless you’ve been through something like… this.” She paused, then smiled, small, genuine. “I think we should split up.”

I nodded. “I do too.”

There was no bitterness in it. Just clarity.

Sally hesitated once more. “Do you think Porter’s okay?”

“He’ll be fine,” Thalia said without hesitation.

Sally accepted that, stepped back, and for the first time since Marrakech, the night felt quiet.

Behind us, the river kept flowing. Ahead of us, the plane waited.

“That thing flies does it?” Sally asked looking at the winged pile of rust.

“Erm…sort of.” I replied.


Eighteen

It didn’t make sense to go back to the mansion. Not after Marrakech. Not after the warehouse. Mallick wasn’t the type to lick his wounds and move on, he was the type to regroup, escalate, and burn the world down if it suited him.

So we disappeared.

The flight carried us halfway across the globe to a private island Thalia owned somewhere in the South Pacific. Even that knowledge came casually, like she was mentioning a storage unit rather than a speck of land surrounded by endless blue. The purchase, she explained, had been buried beneath layers of shell companies and intermediaries so dense that even Mallick’s resources would struggle to untangle them.

For now, we were safe.

The air smelled of salt and flowers. Waves rolled in with lazy indifference. It felt wrong, paradise always does, when you’ve earned it through blood and gunfire.

Porter had made it out of the firefight without a scratch, which meant he was currently on the beach with Sally, drinking something aggressively tropical and pretending the last forty-eight hours hadn’t happened. Sally, to her credit, seemed to be recovering faster than I expected. Trauma apparently processed better when paired with sun and distance.

Thalia and I stayed inside.

The tablet sat between us on a low wooden table, ancient stone at odds with polished teak and modern glass. It wasn’t a map in the way I’d expected, no coastlines, no neat markers, no helpful “you are here.” Instead, it was a dense lattice of symbols, spirals, and angular glyphs carved with obsessive precision.

I ran my fingers just above the surface, not quite touching. “This is a map?”

“In a sense,” Thalia said. “Just not one meant to be read literally.”

The script was unfamiliar, beautiful, in a severe sort of way, but utterly indecipherable to me.

“It’s Saraveca,” she continued. “An ancient language. Dead for several decades now.”

“Okay,” I said carefully, feeling a familiar analytical itch begin to form. “So how do we translate something no one speaks anymore?”

A corner of her mouth lifted. Not a smile. Anticipation.

“You don’t translate it,” she said. “You reconstruct it.”

I looked up at her. “That sounds… significantly worse.”

She leaned back, folding her arms. “Saraveca wasn’t a spoken language in the way you’re thinking. It was contextual. Symbolic. Meaning shifted based on placement, repetition, negative space.”

I blinked. “So it’s less a language and more a… system.”

“Exactly.”

The itch turned into something sharper. Excitement. Fear. Recognition.

Thalia met my gaze, eyes bright. “Which is why Mallick wants you alive.”

I swallowed, looking back down at the tablet.

“And why,” she added softly, “I brought you here. Brought you along.”

For a moment, the thought still stung, that maybe this had all been a calculation, that I’d been folded into her plans because I was useful. The data guy. The pattern reader. The solution.

I hated that part of myself for even thinking it.

I looked at her. Really looked. “Is that the only reason?” I asked quietly.

She shook her head without hesitation. No pause. No deflection. Just certainty.

Whatever games Thalia played with the world, she didn’t lie about this.

And somehow, in the wreckage of the last few weeks, I knew it. She loved me. As absurd and dangerous as it was. And against all statistical likelihood, I loved her too.

I exhaled, letting the doubt go.

“Okay,” I said, leaning back toward the tablet. “I can probably decipher this. Theoretically. But I need constraints. Anchors.” I tapped the stone lightly. “Tell me what I’m looking at. Tell me how Saraveca works.”

Now that made her smile.

Thalia leaned forward, resting her palms on the table on either side of the tablet, as if the stone might try to escape if left unattended.

“Saraveca wasn’t designed to be spoken,” she began. “It was designed to be counted.”

I frowned. “Counted how?”

“Quinary,” she said. “Base five.”

That got my attention.

“Not uncommon in ancient cultures,” she continued. “Five fingers. Five senses. Five stages of life, according to Cybele’s cult. Saraveca used five as its fundamental truth. Everything reduced to it eventually.”

She traced one of the spirals with her finger, stopping just short of contact. “They didn’t have numerals the way we do. Instead, they had states. Each symbol represents a value from zero to four, depending on orientation, repetition, and proximity to other symbols.”

“So the same glyph can mean different things,” I said slowly, “depending on context.”

“Exactly. Meaning emerges statistically, not linearly.”

My pulse quickened. “That’s… elegant.”

She smiled faintly. “It gets worse.”

Of course it did.

“Saraveca isn’t read left to right. Or top to bottom. It’s read radially.” She gestured in a circle. “You start from an anchor point, usually a symbol representing origin, birth, or divinity, and move outward in spirals. Each ring modifies the one before it.”

I leaned closer, really seeing it now. The tablet wasn’t random at all. It was layered. Nested. Recursive.

“It’s basically a multidimensional data structure carved in stone,” I murmured. “They built a database without writing.”

“Yes,” Thalia said. “And they assumed anyone worthy of it would understand patterns better than words.”

I swallowed, suddenly very aware of the weight of history pressing down on us.

“The quinary system let them encode probabilities,” she went on. “Not absolutes. Locations weren’t fixed points, they were ranges. Likelihoods. Paths that only made sense if you accounted for uncertainty.”

I laughed softly, half in awe. “So it’s not a map. It’s a model.”

Her eyes locked onto mine. “Now you see why Mallick wants it.”

I nodded, mind already racing.

“They weren’t telling you where to go,” I said. “They were telling you how to get there. Adjusting for variables. Time. Terrain. Even the person reading it.”

Thalia’s smile sharpened. “Saraveca assumes the reader matters.”

I straightened, the hurt, the fear, the doubt all burning away under something far more dangerous.

Excitement.

“Okay,” I said, cracking my knuckles. “Then the first thing we need to do is find the anchor symbol. The zero-state. Everything else depends on that.”

I looked up at her. “Tell me, what did Cybele’s cult believe was the beginning of all things?”

Thalia’s voice dropped, reverent despite herself.

“Change.”

I leaned closer, blocking out the room, the ocean, everything except the stone in front of me. Saraveca wasn’t about translating words; it was about spotting anomalies, clusters that broke the expected distribution.

Change never sat alone.

My finger moved slowly across the tablet, not touching, just hovering, following the spiral logic Thalia had described. Most of the symbols fell into neat, predictable quinary groupings; balanced, repeating, almost soothing in their regularity. That was intention. That was design.

And then there was this.

Three symbols, tight together, slightly offset from the surrounding pattern. Not evenly spaced. Not mirrored anywhere else on the tablet. The spacing between them wasn’t decorative; it was deliberate. A disruption.

“This…” I muttered.

Thalia leaned in beside me, her shoulder brushing mine. “You see it.”

“Yeah,” I said, pulse quickening. “It violates the local symmetry. Everything else resolves cleanly into base-five clusters, but these three don’t. They’re transitional states.”

I traced the air between them. “In quinary terms, they’re unstable values. Ones and twos where you’d expect zeros or fours. It’s noise, but intentional noise.”

“Change,” she said softly.

“Exactly. Not the result of something changing,” I added, excitement creeping into my voice, “but the act itself. Motion. Flux. A system in mid-transition.”

I sat back slightly, seeing the larger structure snap into focus.

“This is the anchor,” I said with growing certainty. “Not because it’s the beginning, but because everything else references it statistically. The surrounding symbols skew toward it. Probabilities bend inward.”

Thalia’s eyes flicked across the tablet, following my explanation. “So what does it point to?”

I shook my head. “Not where. When.”

She stilled.

“Saraveca doesn’t care about static locations,” I continued. “It encodes moments, conditions under which something can be reached. This cluster marks a convergence point. A window.”

I looked up at her. “Whatever this map leads to, it isn’t always there. It only exists when enough variables align.”

Her expression hardened, equal parts awe and concern. “And Mallick thinks he can force that alignment.”

I swallowed. “Or he already has some of the variables.”

Silence settled between us, heavier than before.

Slowly, carefully, I shifted my attention outward from the anchor cluster, following the spiral path as the language intended, ring by ring, probability by probability.

“Okay,” I said quietly. “If this is change… then the next ring should tell us what kind.”

My finger moved again. And this time, I didn’t like what I saw.

“Sacrifice,” I said quietly, the word tasting wrong in my mouth. I leaned back from the tablet and ran a hand through my hair. “The state only changes because of sacrifice.”

I pushed to my feet and paced the length of the room, bare feet swishing against the polished floor. I didn’t like what I was seeing, not because it was overtly horrific, but because it was maddeningly imprecise. Data I couldn’t bound. Variables I couldn’t constrain.

“That doesn’t have to mean blood,” Thalia said carefully.

“No,” I agreed, turning back to the stone. “Not necessarily. Saraveca’s not that crude. Sacrifice here is a loss condition. Something of value must be surrendered to move the system forward.”

“What kind of value?” she asked.

“That’s the problem.” I gestured at the spirals. “It’s abstracted. Could be time. Could be identity. Status. Power. Even certainty.” I exhaled sharply. “They designed this so you don’t know what you’re giving up until you’ve already done it.”

Thalia didn’t respond right away. I could feel her watching me, weighing my reaction, maybe wondering if this was the point where I walked away.

I didn’t.

I stopped pacing and crouched back beside the table, forcing myself to slow down. Panic was useless. Emotion was noise. This was still a system.

“Okay,” I said, more to myself than to her. “If sacrifice is the mechanism, then it should show up statistically elsewhere. A cost echoed in the surrounding rings.”

I traced outward again, counting groupings, mapping distributions in my head. Five states. Transition probabilities. Deviations.

“And here’s the other thing I don’t like,” I continued. “This map doesn’t care who makes the sacrifice. It only cares that one occurs.”

“That’s… comforting,” Thalia said dryly.

“It gets better,” I replied. “We don’t even know where this is yet. No geographic anchor, no continental markers, no celestial references I recognize.” I tapped the edge of the tablet. “For all we know, we’re not even looking at a country. Could be a region. Could be something that doesn’t exist anymore.”

Or something that shouldn’t.

I leaned back on my heels and looked up at her. “All we’ve got right now is this: whatever we’re chasing can’t be reached without loss. And whoever built this wanted that to be unavoidable.”

The ocean breeze stirred the curtains behind us. Somewhere outside, waves broke softly against the shore, an absurdly peaceful soundtrack to what felt like a warning carved in stone.

I swallowed.

“Next step,” I said. “We stop asking where.”

Thalia raised an eyebrow.

“We figure out what kind of sacrifice changes the world.” I said.

“If it helps,” Thalia said slowly, like she was afraid the thought might vanish if she spoke too loudly, “I might know the where. Or at least… the whereabouts.”

I looked up from the tablet. “Huh?”

“Saraveca was South American,” she went on, eyes narrowing with focus as the pieces locked together. “Predominantly rainforest. Amazon basin.”

“Huh,” I echoed; and then the implication hit. “Huh!”

I was on my feet and across the room in seconds, dropping into the chair at the open laptop. My fingers flew over the keyboard, adrenaline sharpening everything. If this thing had a geographical anchor, I’d find it.

“Okay,” I muttered, more to myself than to either of them. “Amazon. Ancient. Ritualised sacrifice.” I pulled up geological maps, layers of data stacking neatly in my head. “Volcanoes first.”

A list populated the screen, active, semi-active, long dead. Too many. I filtered again.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “It wouldn’t be active. Too chaotic. They’d want something symbolic. Dormant. Ancient. A god that went to sleep.”

A few more keystrokes. Another filter. Another map. Then it appeared.

I sat back, staring. “Found you,” I breathed.

Thalia was instantly beside me. “What?”

“Alta Floresta Mineral Province,” I said, already zooming in, satellite imagery resolving into green-on-green density. “Between the Tapajós and Jamanxim rivers. Pará state.” I tapped the screen. “Geologically ancient. Volcanic origin. Dormant for millions of years.”

She tilted her head. “Why a volcano?”

I turned to her, grinning despite myself. “Because it’s perfect. Sacrifice. State change. Volcanoes are the original metaphor for both.” I gestured between the tablet and the screen. “Ancient people believed you had to give something up to stop the gods from burning the world. Offerings to keep the mountain asleep.”

I stood and moved back to the table, eyes scanning the carved symbols with new clarity. “And I don’t think this map is pointing to the volcano itself. It’s pointing to something within its sphere of meaning.”

“I’m reading references to gold,” Thalia said, fingers moving confidently now. “And jewels. Movement. From the west.”

“Peru,” I said immediately.

She nodded. “And south of that…”

“Bolivia,” I finished, then frowned. “But that doesn’t make sense. They’re hundreds of miles away…”

Her face lit with sudden, dangerous delight. “Paititi.”

The word hit me like a punch to the chest.

“The lost city,” she continued, voice low but electric. “Where some of the last Inca supposedly fled during the Spanish invasion. A city of gold. Of knowledge. Hidden beyond reach. Nobody could find it, thousand died trying.”

“And,” I’d already hammered the name into the browser, then as I read, I said slowly, feeling the hairs on my arms rise, “some legends say it wasn’t just Inca.”

She met my eyes. “Some say it was protected by Amazonian tribes descended from outsiders. Greeks. Refugees from an even older collapse.”

“Holy shit,” I breathed. “They moved further east than anyone counted for.

If she was right, if even half of this was true, then this wasn’t just a treasure hunt. It was a convergence. A place where myth, migration, sacrifice, and survival all intersected; and where someone had gone to extraordinary lengths to make sure only the right kind of mind could ever find it.

We stared at each other and yelped with joy, jumping into each other’s arms and kissing each other passionately. Then the kiss became urgent, a desperate scramble to free ourselves from the few clothes we had on, my green bikini top pulled down so she could latch her lips on my breasts, my skirt and tiny green thong now at my feet. Soon, she was on her knees, sucking my cock, lifting it and teasing my pussy before returning to my cock.

“In theory…” she began, wanking my cock slowly, “you could make yourself pregnant.” She grinned.

“That horrible thought had occurred to me.” I told her.

She giggled and then licked up and down my cock, then pulled it into her mouth again. But now I wanted to taste her again, pushing her backwards and ripping down the silky little black lace tanga she had on, latching my cock to her smooth pussy, pulling the little clit piercing with my tongue. Her hand grabbed my head as she moaned, bucking her hips to get more of me in her.

“Fuck, I need to fuck!” She gasped, grabbing and pulling at me.

My erection slid inside her, enveloped by her warmth and moisture. Her hands grabbed at my smooth, tight little bottom, pulling me inside her harder. Our bodies intertwined as one, smooth skin on smooth skin, sexual beauty of two women, but the sexual coming-together of a man and woman. It was beautiful, and in that moment, as our eyes met, I saw the question she so desperately wanted to ask, why would you ever want to give this up?

Her fingers moved between my buttocks, pressing inside me. I let out a long moan of delight. “I bet you want cock there now, huh?” She purred.

“Yes Mistress.” I hissed, closing my eyes and picturing the hunks who had fucked me so far.

“Cum inside me. I want feel your seed in me. Please!” She gasped, pushing the fingers in me further, fucking my anus with them.

“Yes! Oh fuck!” I cried, trying to hold on despite her request, to feel this pleasure for just a moment longer, but eventually, I released, filling her.

“Yes, I love you Mitchell! I love you so much!” She gasped, her own orgasm triggered by me filling her with sperm.

“I love you too.” I grinned, kissing her cheeks over and over as she giggled.

“I was thinking,” She said, “would you like to learn how to dominate a sissy, or are you fully submissive?”

I thought about the sissies she had back home, how subservient they were. I wasn’t interested in being like them, though I liked their little shiny dresses. I hadn’t fucked them, even though I was welcome to.

“I think I’d like that.” I said, but then I grinned. “You just want to see me in latex, don’t you?” I said, arching a brow.

“Mmm,” Thalia murmured, unapologetic. “The thought may have crossed my mind. Not here though.”

“Why not?”

She snorted softly. “Because it’s fucking hot outside, and if there’s one thing I know about latex, it’s that you’ll sweat. A lot.”

I hadn’t considered that at all, but now my curiosity had been well and truly ignited. I’d seen her in latex often enough to know the effect it had on me: sleek, lethal, irresistible. But I’d never really imagined myself in it. Not like this. Not with this body.

Thalia caught the shift immediately. She always did. The faint smile at the corner of her mouth told me she’d already won.

“Alright,” she said lightly. “If you’re curious, we can try some now. I have a latex bikini. It’s pink.”

“Sure,” I replied, trying and failing to sound casual.

The reality of it surprised me. When she pulled the pieces out, they were nothing like what I expected. Each item came from its own sealed bag, dusted heavily with talcum powder. The material looked dull, almost chalky, completely matte. No shine. No drama.

I slipped it on, and while it was comfortable enough, a small part of me deflated. This didn’t look anything like the fantasy.

Thalia noticed instantly.

“Patience,” she said.

She reached for a small jar and a cloth, dipping the rag into the liquid before gently rubbing it into the latex. Slowly, almost magically, the surface transformed. The dull pink deepened, light catching and sliding across it, turning glossy and smooth, like liquid glass.

There it was.

I caught my reflection and felt a strange, thrilling jolt of recognition. Yes. This was what I’d imagined.

Thalia smiled, clearly pleased. “Now go out to your ex-fiancé and show her who’s in charge.”

With a dark grin, I ran out onto the white sandy beach, down to where Sally was lying on a towel, sunbathing next to Porter. They both looked up at me whilst I stood over them, Porter smiling as he saw my outfit.

“I’ve decided…” I said slowly, “That Sally, I want you to eat my arse, whilst Porter sucks my cock. And if you don’t do a good job of it, then I will spank you both.”

Sally just stared for a moment, then she grinned and got to her knees. “Yes Mistress.”

Feeling her tongue on my anus as Porter sucked on my cock was far more special than I expected it to be, but now I needed something else. I had Sally lie on her back, then pushed my dick into her mouth, whilst Porter climbed behind me and pushed his huge dick deep into my anus. “You’re going to be my bitch now, Sally, my slut, my slave, do you understand?”

My cock came out of her mouth with a plop and she grinned up at me. “Yes Mistress!” She purred seductively, before slurping my cock back into her mouth.

Cock in my arse, my cock in her mouth, and now Thalia strolling over to me naked, ready to present her pussy to my mouth. Yes, this was the life, and I was getting used to it far easier than I had been expecting.


Nineteen

The easiest way to reach our destination was through Peru, not because it was closer (it wasn’t), but because it was quieter. Chartering a freight flight across the border there meant skirting the kind of customs scrutiny Brazil’s major cities thrived on. Something in my gut told me Mallick had fingers everywhere inside that system.

Peru, on the other hand; Peru was where Thalia had friends.

The private jet touched down as smoothly as ever, but any illusion of comfort ended the moment the wheels stopped spinning. The door opened and we were hurried off, briskly, efficiently, like cargo ourselves. No lingering, no pleasantries. Just movement.

Cars. Engines already running. Doors yanked open.

We were split up, then reunited just as quickly, driven hard across the tarmac and straight into passport control. A single, bored-looking official barely glanced up as he stamped our passports. No questions. No delay. The stamp thudded like a formality already paid for.

Minutes later we were back in vehicles, this time heading for the far edge of the airport. The kind of apron no one advertised. At the end of it waited a battered old propeller plane that looked like it had survived more wars than it had maintenance checks.

Porter was already there, sleeves rolled up, shouting instructions as his team, and several locals, loaded crates into the aircraft.

“What are we loading?” I asked Thalia, watching a long wooden case disappear into the hold.

“Weapons, mostly,” she said with a shrug, like she was talking about camping supplies. “I’m under no illusion Mallick’s given up. Or that someone won’t talk. I’d just prefer that to happen later rather than sooner.”

“And the other reason?”

She glanced toward the tree line beyond the runway. “Natives. Or people who believe they’ve been tasked with protecting the city.”

I frowned. “Won’t they be dead by now?”

Her smile was thin. Knowing. “Yes. But their ancestors might not be.”

I opened my mouth to respond, then closed it again. “That sounds like a conspiracy theory.”

“It sounds like one,” she agreed. “It really isn’t.”

Twenty minutes later, the engines screamed to life and we taxied toward a much smaller runway, if it could even be called that. Just a long, uneven strip of battered old concrete.

Once airborne, Thalia leaned closer. “The landing will be rough.”

“How rough?”

She considered that. “Memorable.”

The flight was misery distilled. We were strapped to hard bench seating in the cargo hold, surrounded by crates that I hoped were secured properly. Turbulence slammed into us again and again, violent enough to make my stomach lurch and my teeth clack.

The only mercy was that there were no windows. If I could see outside, see the rain lashing the fuselage, lightning cracking too close for comfort, towering trees rushing up to meet us, I was fairly certain I’d lose my mind.

Another violent drop sent my stomach into my throat.

I turned to Thalia. Her eyes were closed. Her lips moved silently, words shaped but never spoken aloud. A language I didn’t recognise. A habit I hadn’t noticed before.

The plane shuddered hard, and suddenly her hand was in mine, gripping so tightly it bordered on pain. I didn’t pull away. If the woman who faced mercenaries and ancient curses without blinking needed something solid to hold on to, then so did I.

The turbulence worsened without warning, no gentle escalation, just a violent jolt that sent cargo straps screaming and my spine slamming into the bench. Somewhere up front, metal rattled, and then the cockpit door burst open on its hinges with a shriek, flapping wildly before lodging half-open.

And suddenly, I could see.

Rain lashed the cockpit windows like thrown gravel. Beyond the glass, the rainforest surged beneath us, an endless, churning sea of green, treetops whipping and bowing as if trying to swat us from the sky. Lightning split the clouds open, close enough that the afterimage burned across my vision.

“Jesus Christ, altitude, altitude!” one of the pilots shouted, wrestling the yoke.

“I see it, I see it!” the other snapped back. “Runway’s barely there, keep her steady!”

The plane dropped hard, my stomach left somewhere above the canopy, and through the cockpit glass I caught a glimpse of it: a narrow slash of pale green carved into the jungle, grass flattened and waterlogged, barely distinguishable from the surrounding foliage. A runway only by the most generous definition of the word.

Then, there.

Rising beyond the trees, looming and unmistakable even through the rain, the volcano pierced the jungle like a dark spear. Its slopes were ancient and scarred, its summit wreathed in low cloud, exhaling mist as though it were breathing. It didn’t look dead. It looked like it was waiting.

“That’s it,” the pilot muttered, half to himself. “That’s our strip. Hold on.”

The engines roared as they fought the storm, then dipped as the pilot committed, angling the nose down between towering trees that rushed up far too fast. Branches flashed past the windows. The ground leapt toward us.

We hit the grass like a thrown brick.

The landing gear screamed. The plane bounced once, twice, cargo slammed forward, restraints biting into my shoulders. Mud and water sprayed up over the windows as the aircraft fishtailed wildly, skidding across soaked earth, one wing dipping low enough that I was certain it would clip the trees and tear us apart.

“Brake! Brake, brake, don’t lock it!”

“I’ve got it, I’ve got it!”

With a final, bone-rattling lurch, the plane shuddered to a stop.

Silence followed, not peace, just the stunned quiet after violence. Rain drummed on the fuselage. The engines whined down, coughing like exhausted lungs.

Through the cockpit window, framed by rain and jungle, the volcano watched us. And I knew, deep in my gut, that whatever waited for us here had been waiting a very long time.

Finally, Thalia let go of my hand and flexed her fingers, colour slowly creeping back into them. She met my eyes, just for a second, but in that look was a quiet thank you, and something more important: trust. Trust that I wouldn’t joke, wouldn’t prod, wouldn’t file this away as ammunition for later. I wouldn’t. Fear didn’t make her weak. If anything, it underlined just how brave she was. The bravest person I’d ever met.

“Let’s get unloaded and moving,” Thalia said, snapping back into command mode, her voice sharp, efficient, unshakeable.

The rainforest swallowed us the moment we stepped outside.

It wasn’t just dark, it was thick. The air pressed in on my skin, heavy with moisture, carrying the smell of wet wood, rotting leaves, and something peaty and ancient beneath it all, like the earth itself was slowly decomposing around us. It was a smell I hadn’t expected, and it clung to the back of my throat.

Off-road vehicles were already being unloaded, equipment transferred with practised urgency. Engines coughed into life, headlights slicing weak cones through the undergrowth. Then, just as quickly as it had arrived, the plane was gone, its engines fading into the storm, leaving us utterly alone.

We drove.

The “path” we followed barely deserved the name. The vehicles lurched and bucked like angry animals, tyres slipping in mud, branches scraping along the sides. Roots rose from the ground like skeletal fingers, and more than once I wondered if the axles would simply give up in protest.

Less than ten minutes in, the convoy ground to a halt.

Doors flew open. Locals jumped out, already swinging machetes and axes, hacking into the wall of green ahead of us. Leaves fell in wet clumps. Vines snapped back. The jungle resisted every cut, every step forward, as though offended by our presence.

I watched them work, sweat already pouring off their backs, rain dripping from the canopy above, and it hit me then, hard and unavoidable.

This wasn’t a drive. This was an intrusion. And it was going to be a long, brutal journey into a place that clearly didn’t want us there.

We drove for nearly six hours before the convoy finally slowed and rolled into a rare clearing, a pocket of space wrestled from the rainforest. Engines cut one by one, and for a moment there was only the sound of insects and the distant, low churn of the jungle breathing around us.

The team moved with quiet efficiency. Tents went up quickly, canvas snapping taut, ropes pulled tight around tree trunks. Someone started a fire, coaxing flame from damp wood with practised patience, and before long the clearing glowed with warm orange light. Food followed, simple, hearty, eaten from tins and metal plates. I hadn’t realised how hungry I was until the first mouthful.

Eventually, the noise softened. Conversations died down. Guards took their positions at the edge of the clearing, silhouettes barely visible beyond the firelight.

Thalia and I retreated to our tent.

Inside, the world shrank to fabric, shadow, and the steady hum of the rainforest. We wriggled into a double sleeping bag, the air immediately warming, her body fitting against mine with an ease that still surprised me. Outside, something screeched, a bird or insect, I hoped, but the sound faded as quickly as it came.

“How are you doing?” she asked quietly.

“Good,” I admitted after a moment. “Nervous, obviously.” I hesitated, then added, “Should we be worried about snakes?”

She huffed a soft laugh. “No. Fire keeps them away. And we’ve got people on guard.” She shifted closer, pulling me in until our bodies pressed together, breasts squashing slightly, the intimacy grounding rather than distracting. “You been thinking about this?” she asked.

“My body?”

“Yes.”

I had. Constantly. It was impossible not to. I loved it, loved the way it moved, the way it felt, but there was still a knot inside me, a sense of trespass. Like I was borrowing something precious without permission.

“I don’t know,” I said quietly. “It doesn’t feel like me. Not really.”

“Why not?” she asked, brushing a kiss against my forehead, her voice gentle. “Does it have to be? You look incredible. One of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.” She paused. “Why give that up?”

I stared into the dim canvas above us, listening to rain start to patter softly against it. I wanted to answer her. I wanted to explain the feeling properly, to justify it, or dismiss it, but the words wouldn’t come.

“I don’t know,” I said again, softer this time.

She didn’t push. Instead, she just held me, warm and solid, as the jungle pressed in around us and the fire outside crackled low.

There was movement outside, then the zip of our tent opened and Porter poked his head inside. “Would Mistresses like some company?” He asked.

Thalia and I shared a look, then smiled, opening the bag. “Mistresses would.” I purred.

For being the mistresses, we seemed more than happy to both be on our knees sucking cock whilst he just lay there with his arms behind his head, but there was something about sharing a big cock which felt good. If I went back to being a man, would I continue to be with men? Could I come out as bisexual? Or would I just go back to heterosexual. That felt extreme.

“Ride him.” Thalia told me.

“Pussy or arse?” I grinned.

“Your choice.”

Another advantage for me, I had two g-spots, but I wanted to share so pussy it was, riding him whilst Thalia sucked on my boobs. I rode that huge dick to an orgasm and climbed off, allowing Thalia to take over.

My fingers stretched to her clit, rubbing her whilst I sucked her pierced nipples. Her arm wrapped around my head, pulling me to her hard, telling me to bite her. I did, eliciting a hiss from her. “Harder! Bite harder!” She breathed. I did as she told until suddenly her back arched and she screamed out, hips bucking against the cock.

“Your arse. Ride him in your arse.” She told me, scrambling off him.

Outside, silhouettes moved closer, people listening in.

“Come in and fuck us!” Thalia snapped at them.

There was some debate, then the tent opened and two men shuffled in, one presenting his cock to me, the other to Thalia. Outside, more were lining up, waiting for space.

Thalia and I were used by her team for nearly three hours, until finally she drew an end to it, stating we had a hard day ahead. I was used and full of cum, which wasn’t great when you didn’t have a toilet to go to.

“I’m going to be shitting cum for days.” I told her.

She scowled at me. “Mitchell, really, don’t be crude.”

“Sorry.” I said, forgetting that she was a lady.

The following day’s travel was just as slow as the first but with an added bonus. The men who had fucked us the night before now felt a little bit more enamoured to do it again. My backside was frequently pinched and hands frequently placed on my legs. And honestly, I didn’t make it better, choosing at one part to ride with Marcel and Julio, and instantly bending over to suck Julio, whilst Marcel found purse in that back seat to fuck me. They didn’t care about my cock.

I was getting very into sex with men, and I was enjoying my pussy very much.

It was nearly three in the afternoon when the convoy finally ground to a halt, engines coughing into silence at a place where the jungle simply refused to be driven through. The track ahead narrowed into little more than a suggestion, swallowed by roots, vines, and trees that looked old enough to resent our presence.

That meant walking.

The vehicles were unloaded with resigned efficiency, crates passed hand to hand, straps tightened, packs hoisted onto aching shoulders. It was no one’s idea of fun, especially not with the amount of equipment we were hauling, but there was at least one small mercy: the rain had stopped.

The trade-off came immediately.

The humidity hit like a wall. The air was thick and wet, heavy enough to feel chewable, and within minutes my clothes were plastered to my skin. Every breath felt borrowed, warm and damp, as if the jungle itself was breathing back at me. Sweat beaded, then streamed, soaking straps, fogging glasses, turning even standing still into work.

The canopy above filtered the sun into a sickly green glow, shafts of light cutting through drifting mist. Everything smelled alive, earth, rot, sap, something sweet and something faintly sour. Insects buzzed constantly, invisible but relentless, and somewhere deeper in the forest something large moved, branches creaking under its weight.

Thalia adjusted her pack like it was nothing and glanced back at me. “Pace yourself,” she said. “This place will drain you if you let it.”

I nodded, already feeling it. The jungle didn’t rush you. It didn’t need to. It just waited, pressed in from all sides, and let the heat do the rest.

We didn’t really know where we were going, only up. Up the old volcano, following instinct, half-translation, and the stubborn belief that if something had been hidden for centuries, height and isolation were good places to start.

The map, if that was even the right word for it, was no longer just a slab of ancient stone. It had been scanned, photographed from every angle, its symbols broken down and uploaded to a private cloud where a frighteningly intelligent pattern-recognition system was tearing it apart piece by piece. Quinary structures, symbol adjacency, spatial repetition, state transitions, every trick I knew, and a few I didn’t, thrown at it all at once.

So far, it had given us nothing. No clear coordinates. No names we could anchor. Just probabilities and maybes, the digital equivalent of a thoughtful shrug.

That didn’t stop it from working in the background as we moved, chewing through permutations while we sweated and swore our way uphill. The hope was that once we reached higher ground, somewhere the canopy thinned and a satellite link was possible, it would finally spit out something useful. A pattern. A convergence. Anything that would tell us we weren’t just wandering into the jungle on faith and bravado.

Until then, the volcano loomed ahead of us, its ancient, forest-choked slopes rising like a silent accusation. Whatever we were looking for was up there.

As darkness closed in, we set up camp once again, the jungle swallowing the last traces of daylight with unsettling speed. Headlamps flicked on, fires were coaxed into life, and for a brief, fragile moment, it almost felt…normal. Safe, even.

Any hope of a relaxed evening, let alone anything approaching fun, was brutally short-lived.

We were scattered across the camp, trying to steal fragments of comfort where we could, when the scream cut through the night. It wasn’t long. Just sharp. Terrified.

Then came gunfire.

Short bursts. Panicked. Directionless. Someone shouting orders, someone else shouting nonsense. The echoes ricocheted through the trees, distorted by the dense canopy, until suddenly, silence.

The kind that makes your ears ring.

We were on our feet instantly, adrenaline wiping away fatigue as we grabbed clothes, weapons, anything within reach, and ran toward the sound. The firelight revealed chaos: overturned crates, one dropped rifle, men frozen in place, eyes wide.

And then we saw him.

One of our team lay on the ground, already still. His eyes were glassy, mouth half open as if he’d tried to speak and failed. Jutting from the side of his neck was a thin dart, almost delicate, its shaft darkened with something that glistened in the firelight.

Poison. Efficient. Silent. Ancient.

No bloodshed beyond that. No follow-up attack. No attempt to finish us.

That was when it hit me. This wasn’t a raid. It wasn’t an ambush. If whoever had done this wanted us dead, we would be dead. All of us. This was a message.

You are seen. You are not welcome. Turn back.

I looked into the black wall of jungle beyond the firelight, suddenly aware of how exposed we were, how loud, how clumsy. Somewhere out there, something, or someone, had watched us choose a victim, step close enough to kill, and then vanish without a trace.

Thalia knelt beside the body, her expression unreadable as she examined the dart. When she stood, her jaw was set.

“They’re warning us,” she said quietly.

No one argued. The jungle had spoken. And it was very clear about what it wanted us to do next.

Thalia didn’t raise her voice. She didn’t need to.

“Unpack the traps and the lasers. Night vision on. Trackers, everything,” she said, already scanning the tree line as if she could feel eyes on us. “They’re out there, and spraying bullets into the dark won’t catch them. We need AI for this.”

Porter didn’t hesitate. He was already moving, barking orders as he went. “You heard her. Full perimeter. Thermal, lidar, motion nets. I want overlapping fields, nothing moves without us knowing.”

Crates were dragged into position, cases snapped open. The camp transformed in minutes from a ragged expedition site into something far more deliberate, far more dangerous. Trip-lasers were strung low between trees, barely visible even in firelight. Small sensor pods were hammered into the earth and clipped to branches, their soft blinks the only sign they were alive. Drones were prepped but kept grounded, waiting.

I watched it all with a knot in my stomach.

Whoever had killed our man hadn’t panicked. They hadn’t rushed. They hadn’t even stayed to watch the reaction. They’d struck once, cleanly, and vanished.

“Are we safe?” I asked.

Thalia didn’t look at me. Her eyes stayed on the treeline, tracking shadows that might have been nothing, or might have been everything.

“No,” she said at last.

The word landed heavier than if she’d shouted it.

She exhaled slowly, then finally turned to me. “Get some sleep. They won’t get through the traps. This is the most advanced tech on the planet, and whoever’s out there,” a faint, humourless smile, “they’re not.”

That didn’t actually make me feel better.

“What about tomorrow?” I pressed. “We can’t exactly carry half a forest of lasers with us.”

That did it. A crease appeared between her brows, the first crack in her composure. Fixed defences were her comfort zone. Movement wasn’t.

“We adapt,” she said, though it sounded more like a promise to herself than to me. Then, softer: “Just go to bed. I’ll join you in a bit.”

I hesitated, wanting to argue, wanting to stay close, but she was already turning away, issuing quiet instructions, becoming the version of herself that survived nights like this.

As I crawled back into the tent, the jungle felt closer somehow. Too quiet. Like it was holding its breath. And for the first time since we’d entered the rainforest, I wasn’t worried about Mallick. I was worried about whatever had been here long before him.
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The night passed without incident. None of the traps triggered. No alarms. No movement beyond the insects and the distant calls of unseen animals. To anyone else, that would have meant relief. To Thalia, I knew better. Silence wasn’t safety, it was confirmation. Whoever was out there had seen us, assessed us, and decided to wait. That meant we mattered. Or worse, that we were walking exactly where they wanted us.

By midday, the warning escalated. Our local backup, men who’d grown up in this forest, who knew its moods and its dangers, started dropping. Not in firefights. Not dramatically. Just… gone. A dart here. A scream there. One man staggered back into camp with foam on his lips before collapsing dead at Porter’s feet.

When the third body was dragged in, the rest didn’t argue. They packed what they could, refused eye contact, and disappeared back into the trees with the speed of people who knew exactly how close death was.

Just like that, we were ten. The professionals. The outsiders.

Thalia watched them go, her jaw tight, then turned to Porter. “We need to catch one of them.”

Porter didn’t ask why. He never did. “Alive?” he asked instead.

“Yes,” she said. “They need to understand we’re not tourists. And we’re not leaving.”

“On it.”

The camp shifted again, becoming something leaner, sharper. Traps redeployed. Drones lifted silently, fanning out through the canopy, their feeds stitching together a living map of heat, movement, probability.

Minutes passed. Nothing. Then Porter stiffened. “Contact.”

He turned the screen so we could see it: a smear of motion barely distinguishable from the jungle itself. A woman, camouflaged with ash and leaves, half-naked for mobility, balanced impossibly on a branch. In her hands, a blowpipe, already raised.

“Got her,” Porter said calmly.

A soft thup sounded over the drone feed. The figure jerked, then vanished downward, swallowed by green.

I stared at the screen. “Did you just kill her?”

Porter shook his head. “Tranquilizer. Jungle-grade. She’ll wake up confused and very unhappy.”

Thalia’s eyes never left the display. “Good,” she said. “Let’s have a conversation.”

And for the first time since we’d entered the rainforest, I realised something chilling: We weren’t being hunted anymore. We were negotiating.

Minutes later the scout was in our hands.

She was tall and lean, built for this environment, and up close she looked even younger than the drone feed had suggested – early twenties at most. The fall had smeared her camouflage, revealing dark skin painted with pale streaks of ash and crushed leaves still tangled in her hair.

Porter knelt beside the litter, checked her pulse, then pressed the tip of a small silver pen to her neck.

“Reversal agent,” he said, anticipating my unspoken question. “Brings her up clean. No lasting effects.”

“Except the bad mood,” Thalia added.

When the woman woke it was all at once, eyes snapping open, muscles coiling, a burst of furious speech pouring out before she even took in where she was. The words were fast and hard and completely foreign to me.

Then she saw Thalia. The anger didn’t vanish. It refocused.

Thalia crouched in front of her, matching her eye level, hands resting casually on her knees. “You’re alive,” she said in calm, careful Portuguese.

The scout only shook her head. No recognition, no response. Apparently Portuguese wasn’t on her list.

I wondered, briefly, if she spoke the ancient language carved into the stone. But when Thalia switched to another tongue, one that sounded older, rougher, the woman answered back without hesitation.

Thalia listened, nodded, then glanced at me.

“She says we’ll all be killed if we go any further,” she translated.

“What language is that?” I asked.

“Quechua,” Thalia said. “Incan.”

“Is there a language you can’t speak?” I asked. She gave me a look.

“Clearly,” she said, reminding me she still couldn’t read the tablet.

Thalia turned back to the scout and began explaining, slowly enough for the girl to grasp what she was saying, that we weren’t here to hurt anyone. That we were trying to protect her city and its secrets from someone far more dangerous than us.

The woman softened a little as Thalia described Crane Mallick. Fear, at least, was universal.

Then Thalia pulled out her iPad.

The scout jolted with open shock at the glowing rectangle of impossible technology. Mick had to steady her shoulders while Thalia showed a few short videos: Mallick giving speeches, Mallick shaking hands with politicians, Mallick smiling for cameras with the practiced warmth of a man who didn’t feel a thing.

By the third clip she was leaning forward, studying the screen instead of fighting the restraints.

At last she spoke again, pointing first at Thalia and then at me, saying something firm and decisive before shaking her head toward the men behind us.

“She says we should follow her back to camp,” Thalia translated. “But the men cannot come.”

“Ma’am, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Porter warned.

Thalia kept her eyes locked on the scout’s, eyes that had lost their murderous edge and filled instead with wary intrigue. “No,” she said quietly, “I think we’ll be okay. Besides, we have the tracker.”

She tapped the small patch sewn into her sleeve. “If we’re gone longer than two hours without checking in, come find us.”

Porter frowned but didn’t dare argue. I did.

“I really think we should stay,” I told her.

“Honey, it will be fine.”

“They don’t know I’m really a man,” I whispered. “If they find out…”

Thalia was already speaking again, this time explaining what had happened to me. The scout stared, then burst out laughing as she looked me over.

Still chuckling, she reached toward my shorts and grabbed at my crotch, rattling off more Quechua.

Thalia smirked. “She says you should be proud to call yourself a woman,” she translated. “And that the funny stick you’re carrying might come in handy one day.”

“Nice,” I muttered, frowning at both of them.

As she led us through the jungle, the scout kept glancing back to make sure we were still following. With the shackles gone there was nothing to stop her from melting into the forest and leaving us behind. She was obviously faster than either of us and infinitely more at home in this heat-soaked maze of green.

The fact that she didn’t run felt less reassuring with every step.

I decided she either trusted us… or we were being escorted toward a very creative death.

“There are no cannibals in this area,” Thalia said quietly.

“You know that for certain, do you?”

She didn’t reply. The look she gave me was answer enough: confidence mixed with the unspoken admission that she hadn’t even known this tribe existed until today.

We walked for what felt like an hour before the woman stopped in front of a wall of vegetation so thick it looked impassable. Branches, thorns, and woven vines blocked the way like a living barricade.

Then she lifted her head and called out.

The sound was a sharp, high-pitched warble, more bird than human. Instantly the barricade came apart. Hidden hands pulled back leaves and brush, opening a narrow passage the way a pair of expensive curtains might be drawn for honoured guests.

Inside, tall women surrounded us.

They didn’t look Incan at all. Their skin was olive rather than bronze, their cheekbones higher, their features refined into something that struck me as oddly familiar, almost Mediterranean. Almost Greek.

“Amazonians,” I breathed.

“Indeed,” Thalia said. “A hidden nation.”

The newcomers studied us with open hostility. But the scout, Kata, as I would soon learn, stepped forward and spoke rapidly to the elder woman in charge.

An argument followed, fierce and immediate.

Thalia leaned toward me, translating under her breath.

“The elder is angry at Kata. She says outsiders can’t be trusted.” Thalia paused, listening. “Kata is explaining that she’s seen the truth. And that you were transformed by the waters of Cybele.”

I stiffened at that. Apparently, my problems were already public knowledge.

Kata turned to Thalia and said something else, drawing a square in the air with her hands. Understanding the gesture, Thalia produced the iPad and replayed the Mallick video.

The other women crowded close, fascinated by the moving pictures, whispering to one another as if the device were sorcery. Then Thalia began speaking to them in Quechua, for nearly ten minutes. At one point she even spun me around to face the group and gestured to the marks on my backside, still visible from the whipping I’d received days earlier.

I had no idea what she was saying.

All I knew was that the entire situation, ancient warriors, divine myths, and an iPad presentation about a billionaire psychopath, was the most bizarre welcome ceremony in human history.

“Care to explain what my backside had to do with things?” I whispered.

“I was establishing my role as a Mistress,” Thalia replied. “This is an ancient matriarchal society. Authority is… demonstrated.”

“I noticed,” I said. “No men. So how do they reproduce?”

Thalia’s eyebrow rose. “Good question.”

She turned back to the group and asked them in Quechua. The elder women answered with a mix of words and expressive hand gestures, filling the gaps where even Thalia’s impressive language skills fell short. Kata listened, nodding, then stepped toward me with a purposeful smile.

Before I could react she reached out and, in one efficient motion, pulled my shorts down.

The crowd murmured in surprise, not at my nudity, but at what it revealed.

Another of the women removed the light straw skirt she was wearing, showing that she was built just like me: intersexed.

Thalia watched the exchange carefully, then translated.

“Babies born biologically male are baptised in the waters of Cybele,” she said. “They keep a source of it here. The water transforms them, as it did you. No purely biological men are allowed in this space.”

I stared at the woman beside me, suddenly understanding why Kata had laughed so hard.

“That’s…” I began, then stopped. It wasn’t for me to judge an ancient culture I’d barely discovered. “Unexpected.”

Thalia gave me a small, knowing smile. “You’re full of good questions today. But now I need to let Porter know we’re safe. The ladies want to cook us dinner.”

“Not…” I began.

“They’re vegetarian,” she said, still smiling.

I let out a long breath I hadn’t realised I was holding.

“Good,” I muttered. “That’s very good.”

On the radio, Porter sounded genuinely relieved to hear we were alive and well. For a man who rarely showed emotion, that counted as enthusiasm.

The meal the Amazonians prepared for us was surprisingly hearty: a heavy stew of every sort of vegetable the jungle could provide, flavoured with unfamiliar Amazonian herbs and sharp local spices. It was simple food, but nourishing, and clearly the product of long experience. These women wasted nothing.

As we ate and talked, two of them sat together with the iPad, studying it with bright-eyed curiosity. With the tribe’s permission, Porter had left a power bank and a small satellite internet hub just outside the gate. We fetched it and brought it in, giving our hosts their first real glimpse of the outside world. They watched YouTube videos in fascinated silence, learning about cities, aeroplanes, and people who looked nothing like them.

What they discovered did not entirely please them.

Over dinner the elder spoke of earlier outsiders, German soldiers who had once arrived searching for Paititi. Eliminating them, she said, had only invited more. Eventually the tribe learned subtler methods, leading the intruders in endless circles through the forest until they grew confused and finally abandoned the hunt.

“Before your time?” Thalia asked her in Quechua.

“Grandmother’s,” the elder replied.

The Nazis, then. Not unusual. They’d spent years chasing mythical artefacts at the whim of their obsessive Führer.

At last Thalia showed them what they had never seen before: the key itself. The elder stared at it in open shock, as if she were looking at something out of legend.

She explained that while the tribe knew the location of the entrance to Paititi, they had not been able to enter the city for decades. The missing key barred the way even to the protectors.

“So this will get us in?” I asked.

Thalia translated my question, listened to the reply, and nodded. “Yes,” she said. “It will allow us to open the door.”

“What about the sacrifice mentioned on the tablet?”

The women burst out laughing at that. The elder clapped her hands and sang a few rhythmic lines before pointing at me with an amused grin.

Thalia leaned close. “She says you’ve already made your sacrifice,” she translated. “You sacrificed your manhood.”

Apparently, in this culture, I was a walking credential.

A celebration was held in our honour that evening. I was invited to dance with the women, and to drink a strange local liquor that tasted rather like fern-flavoured vodka. I drank more than I should have, laughing along with jokes I didn’t understand and songs whose words were older than any country on Earth.

It felt good to be welcomed instead of threatened.

We were far ahead of Mallick. We had the support of the tribe. And, most important of all, we had a way in. For the first time since Marrakech, it truly felt as though we were winning.

It was with that thought on my mind, and more than a little inebriation, that I allowed myself to be drawn toward one of the huts by a particularly pretty Amazonian, a woman who stroked my face and spoke softly to me, even though I understood none of it.

I knew what she wanted. And in that warm, humming moment in the depths of the rainforest, I realised I wanted it as well.
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Kata led us onward through the jungle, several of her fellow tribe joining as an informal escort. Porter and the rest of the team were permitted to accompany us as well, on the strict proviso that they would not enter the city once it was opened. Naturally, we agreed.

As we walked, we talked. Kata explained that the men we had met were descendants of Incan refugees who had fled into the forest generations ago. Her people had taken them in, cared for them, and allowed them to live out their lives in safety. But the tribe was, and always had been, a nation of women. There were few female refugees, and the Amazonian code forbade the Inca men from mating with them.

“They never went into the city?” I asked.

“No,” Thalia translated. “They were not allowed.”

“Then who took the key?” I pressed. “Who broke it apart?”

Kata answered slowly, choosing her words with care. She spoke of a woman from a foreign land who had arrived long ago. Grieving and furious, she claimed her husband had been unjustly executed, accused of piracy and treachery. Fearing she sought the power of Paititi for revenge rather than protection, the tribe entrusted her with the key. Instead of using it, she broke it into pieces and vowed to hide them where no one would ever find them.

Apparently, vengeance had not been her final aim.

I tried to imagine who that stranger might have been, but Thalia already had her theories.

“There was a French noblewoman,” she said, thinking aloud. “Jeanne de Clisson. Her husband was murdered by the French crown because he was from Brittany. The English gave her a ship and quietly encouraged her to hunt French vessels in the Channel.”

“Sounds cheerful,” I muttered.

Thalia almost smiled. “The records also show that she and her crew vanished for a time. A long voyage, supposedly, to learn command and seamanship. Some historians never understood where she really went.”

She glanced toward Kata, then back into the endless green ahead of us.

“I wonder,” Thalia finished, “if this was that missing chapter.”

As we climbed higher up the mountain, the quiet hush of the jungle was broken by a distant, unmistakable sound. Rotor blades.

Thalia and I shared a look. No words, just the same thought crossing both our minds. Mallick knew. Maybe not the exact spot, not yet, but close enough. Someone, somewhere, had given us away.

Kata followed our gaze to the sky above the canopy. She spoke quickly to Thalia, who gave a curt nod. Then Kata clicked her tongue sharply at one of the other women and issued a short command. The runner took off back down the trail at speed, vanishing almost instantly into the green.

“Should we be worried?” I asked.

“Not yet,” Thalia said. “We’re almost there.”

So we pushed on, faster now, comforted only by the knowledge that we still had at least a day’s lead on Mallick, for the moment.

The air thinned slightly as we gained height. Eventually we reached another wall of dense vegetation, so thick it might as well have been stone. We were nearly level with the canopy now, looking across the rainforest rather than up at it.

The Amazonians set to work in silence. Knives flashed. Vines and branches were pulled aside. Bit by bit, something emerged from the tangle of green.

Stone. Not raw rock, carved.

An ornate façade slowly revealed itself, worn by centuries yet still breathtaking, the equal of Petra or Machu Picchu. Symbols spiralled across the doorway, half-choked with moss. Beyond it, a tunnel plunged straight into the heart of the volcano.

I swallowed. With any luck, it did not lead directly to a gloriously exotic, searing death.

“It can’t be so simple,” I hissed to Thalia. “The tablet, the map…”

“This isn’t the entrance,” she said. “It’s just a tunnel. Kata and I spoke at length last night, entry will be… complicated.”

“Wonderful.” I sighed. “Because everything up to now has been so straightforward.”

We carried on inside. The deeper we went, the cooler the air became, not pleasantly cool, but the kind of chill that felt old, ancient, as though the mountain itself were breathing gently over our skin. Somewhere behind us, the distant jungle disappeared. Ahead of us: darkness, carved stone, and the weight of centuries.

Eventually the tunnel widened into a chamber.

And then it simply… stopped.

A sheer wall of black stone rose in front of us, smooth and unbroken except for faint spiralling carvings worn almost flat. No door. No seam. No passageway. Just a final, absolute end.

“Well,” I murmured. “That’s dramatic.”

Porter approached first, running a gloved hand across the stone. “No hinges. No mechanical break. Solid rock.”

Kata and the Amazonians did not move. They simply watched. Waiting.

I turned to Thalia. “So. ‘Complicated’, you said?”

She didn’t reply immediately. Her eyes were fixed on the carvings, tracing them without touching. Studying. Interpreting.

Kata spoke softly. Thalia answered in Quechua, then switched back to me.

“This is the Turning Stone.”

“That sounds reassuring.”

“It isn’t a door,” she went on. “It’s a test. If you don’t understand it, you never reach the city.”

I stepped closer. What I’d taken for erosion were patterns. Spirals within spirals. Circles in groups of five. Repeating geometric forms.

Saraveca. Base-five.

My brain slipped into familiar rhythm, pattern recognition, rotational symmetry, mathematical relationships disguised as art. The symbols didn’t say what to do. They demonstrated it, if you saw the structure. And there, right in the centre of the stone, sat a shallow depression, the faintest of holes, easily mistaken for a chip. But this was no chip.

“The key doesn’t fit,” I murmured. “Something is meant to go here.

“Kata says it fits when you understand the puzzle,” Thalia said quietly.

I glanced back at Kata. She didn’t help. She simply watched me. Waiting.

Then it clicked. “The key doesn’t fit because we need to make the hole.” I said slowly. “It’s the wall.”

Thalia gave the faintest hint of a smile, understanding too. “Yes.”

Porter stepped back without needing to be told. I placed both palms flat against the cold stone, twisting whilst trying not to slip. For a heartbeat, nothing happened. Then the mountain groaned. Deep. Reluctant. Ancient.

Dust sifted down from overhead as the circular panel shifted by the smallest possible degree, barely perceptible, but enough that the spirals realigned into a different pattern. A second configuration. Another required rotation. A sequence. But more importantly, the hole, the chip, opened like the iris in a camera.

A lock. Not brute force. Not speed. Understanding. Patience. Trial after trial.

“Complicated,” I muttered. “Of course.”

And I began to turn the world’s oldest combination lock, one degree at a time, while the forest, the mountain, and fate itself held their breath.

Now I needed to work out where to turn the second lock. The patterns had shifted into a new alignment, another configuration, another problem to solve.

But something was bothering me.

Why hadn’t anyone else already done this?

We’d chased the fragments of the key across continents, and every single time some lethal obstacle had stood in the way. Mallick’s people. Warlords. Traps. Death in one flavour or another. So why would the entrance to Paititi be protected only by a mildly inconvenient rotary puzzle?

It wouldn’t.

A prickle of unease ran down my spine.

I turned to Thalia. “Ask Kata something for me.”

She did. Kata listened, then shrugged, a small, almost apologetic gesture, and replied.

Thalia’s face drained of colour.

“That’s… not ideal,” she murmured.

“Define ‘not ideal’.”

She took a breath. “If you enter the wrong combination, that little hole in the centre opens fully and releases a vapour. Fast-acting. Extremely lethal. Her exact words translate roughly as: ‘You will die before you fall over’.”

I stared at the stone.

“Brilliant,” I said flatly. “So it’s a murderous Sudoku.”

Thalia’s voice softened. “Mitchell…”

“No, it’s fine,” I cut in, turning back to the carving. “Instant death if I’m wrong. No pressure.”

The spirals shimmered slightly in the light, suddenly less like elegant geometry and more like the coiling of a very patient snake. I swallowed, forcing my brain back into analytical mode. Ratios. Base-five rotations. Alignment logic. Anything except the fact that the wall wanted me dead.

“That’s… just perfect,” I muttered, bitterness bleeding through in spite of myself. “Perfect.”

And I began, very carefully, to decipher the next code, aware that this time, the margin for error was exactly zero.

Now I needed to work out where to turn the second lock.

The symbols had shifted again, the spirals settling into a new alignment, not random, not decorative. Structured. Intentional.

And then I saw it. Not erosion. Not time-wear. A pattern. One spiral at the top. Two beneath it. Then three. Then four. Stacked in a triangle.

A shiver went through me. I knew this. Pythagoras. Ancient Greek mysticism dressed up as mathematics. The Tetractys, harmony, order, the idea that the universe itself could be explained as a structure of numbers. The sum of the rows equalled ten. That was the point. Ten was the “perfect” number.

Except the Amazonians hadn’t counted in tens. They counted in fives.

I felt the realisation spark in my brain like an electrical short. Ten in base-ten didn’t equal ten anymore. It equalled twenty.

And just beside the iris-hole, almost invisible unless you were thinking like I was, was a faint Saraveca marking.

20. Not 10. Not decimal. Quinary.

My chest went tight. “This isn’t a picture,” I murmured. “It’s a checksum.”

Thalia glanced at me. “Go on.”

“The four tiers,” I said, barely hearing myself now. “They correspond to rotation values. But the total has to equal ten, except not ten in our system. Ten in theirs. Which is twenty. Base-five.”

She understood instantly. Of course she did.

“And if someone assumed base-ten logic…” she said quietly.

“They’d be wrong.” I swallowed.

“And the wall would kill them for it.”

Kata watched me with a look that wasn’t pride, or relief, or curiosity. It was recognition.

I set my hands back on the Turning Stone. Slowly. Carefully. I rotated the disc again, adjusting each tier, aligning the spirals not by aesthetic instinct, not by guesswork, but so that their combined rotational indices matched the total the builders considered sacred.

Not ten. Twenty.

Base-five.

The moment the final alignment clicked into place, the mountain made that sound again, deep, reluctant, ancient.

The iris widened. Just a fraction more, accepting the answer, accepting me.

“Good,” Thalia breathed.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realised I’d been holding. A lock. A test. A conversation across centuries. And we’d just replied in the one language the city trusted: Mathematics.

Or so I thought.

The iris widened… but only slightly. The opening remained just shy of what the key would require. Mocking me. Inviting me forward, but not in.

“One more turn,” I muttered.

Only this time, the pattern didn’t resolve. The spirals shifted into a new configuration, similar structure, similar elegance, but the logic refused to settle. Ratios didn’t balance. Base-five symmetry didn’t hold. No amount of numerical framing would make it behave.

I was missing something. Something obvious. Something ancient.

I stared at the carvings, at the spirals, at the way they flowed. Less like equations now… more like ideas.

“The first test was mathematics,” I said under my breath. “Greeks loved numbers. Loved order. Loved harmony. So they built the Tetractys into the mechanism because it meant perfection.”

Thalia said nothing. She knew me well enough by now to let my brain talk to itself.

“But the Greeks weren’t just mathematicians,” I continued. “They were philosophers. They argued about what numbers meant. What reality meant. What existed.”

I stepped back, finally seeing what my equations had hidden. It wasn’t a triangle anymore. It was two spirals, coiling around a shared centre. Two forms. One axis.

Duality. Opposites. Contradiction embraced rather than resolved.  Heraclitus. Plato. The Stoics. The Greek obsession that nothing existed without its opposite. Light and dark. Order and chaos. Body and soul. Male and female. Unity through division.

“I’ve been trying to make the puzzle consistent,” I whispered. “But the whole point is that it isn’t. It’s about balance, not equivalence.”

Thalia’s gaze softened. “You think it represents…?”

“Duality,” I said. “Two truths. Two lives. Two states. One person.”

My throat tightened before I could stop it. Of course it would be this. Of course it would. The spirals weren’t meant to sum. They were meant to mirror. I rotated the stone, not to equalise the tiers, not to reconcile the system into a single value, but to place the twin spirals into perfect symmetrical opposition around the central iris.

Not harmony as sameness. Harmony as tension. As contradiction accepted. As identity fractured, and whole anyway.

A breathless moment passed, then the mountain answered, not with a groan this time, but a low, resonant thrum that I felt in my chest as much as heard. The iris opened with slow, deliberate smoothness, widening at last to the exact shape and depth the key would require.

Kata bowed her head. Thalia watched me like she wanted to say something but didn’t dare. Porter exhaled the silent exhale of a man who’d been ready to drag my corpse out of the entrance to a mythical city.

I rested my hand against the cold stone.

“Philosophy,” I murmured. “Of course.”

Not maths. Not logic. Not certainty. But the acceptance that two things can be true at once; including me.

Kata spoke softly. Thalia listened, then turned to Porter.

“You and the others go no further,” she said. “Take up defensive positions outside. If Mallick arrives, assist the tribe. Hold the line.”

Porter nodded once. “Yes, Mistress.”

He didn’t argue. He just looked at me for a moment, a silent, steady look, then motioned the men away. Their footsteps faded back down the tunnel until only the Amazonians, Thalia, and I remained.

The air seemed to grow colder.

Thalia glanced at Kata, then at me. She saw the nerves I hadn’t quite managed to hide and gave a single, quiet nod.

“It has to be you,” she said gently. “Only you.”

“I know.”

The key was warm in my hand. I lifted it, watching the clockwork interior tick and glide as if alive, then guided it into the dark, breathing aperture at the centre of the stone.

Deeper. Deeper still. Until my forearm vanished into the ancient mechanism and the key clicked, not mechanically, but almost… hungrily, into place.

For one suspended heartbeat, nothing happened; then something stabbed hard into the centre of my palm.

White-hot pain shot up my arm. I cried out, fingers spasming uselessly around the metal as the entire tunnel shuddered. Dust rained down. The stone floor rolled beneath our feet like the deck of a ship in heavy seas.

“Mitchell!” Thalia called, fighting for balance, her hand half-raised as if afraid to touch me.

Even Kata, calm, feral, unshakeable Kata, looked frightened.

And in that instant I realised, we’d been wrong. Horribly, catastrophically wrong.

The key wasn’t simply opening something, it was judging.

The mountain groaned again, deeper this time, as though the earth itself had decided our fate. And I knew, with a clarity colder than fear, that we might already be dead.


Twenty-Two

The metal spike slid free of my palm at the exact moment the rumbling stopped. Not slowly. Not violently. Just… decisively. A judgement had been made. We were allowed to live. But nothing else changed. The Turning Stone still blocked our way. The iris closed again, smooth and silent, as if nothing had ever happened.

I pulled my hand back and stared at the damage.

Five neat punctures marked my palm, arranged in a tiny triangle, blood welling from each point and running down my wrist in thin red lines. Of course there were five.

“Perfect,” I muttered. “Mathematics with haemorrhaging.”

Thalia hovered a step away, eyes searching my face. “Can you move it?”

I flexed my fingers. They worked, stiff and sore, but working.

“What now?” I asked aloud.

Kata spoke gently, a word and a gesture together. Thalia translated.

“She says… ‘push’.”

I blew out a breath, placed my bleeding hand flat against the cold stone, and pushed.

To my complete surprise, it moved with polished ease. No grinding. No resistance. No theatrical struggle. The Turning Stone simply slid aside, obedient as a well-oiled vault door, revealing a long staircase descending into a tunnel of utter darkness.

“Dark tunnels and staircases,” I said under my breath. “Always dark tunnels and staircases. Turkey. India. Now Brazil. I should’ve taken up stamp collecting.”

Before we stepped forward, I turned back to Kata.

“Any more surprises?”

She gave a helpless little shrug.

I nodded solemnly. “Helpful.”

The others waited. The darkness breathed. And with five bleeding marks in my palm and a mythical city somewhere below my feet, I took the first step down.

To my surprise, as the staircase curved, something glinted on the stone steps below. The key. The same brutal little piece of clockwork that had stabbed me.

It lay there as if it had simply been dropped and allowed to roll down the stairwell, casual, discarded, utterly indifferent to the fact it had just tried to decide whether I lived or died.

Assuming we might still need it, I picked it up and handed it back to Thalia.

She recoiled. “Ew. Mitchell, it’s covered in your blood.”

“Oh, that’s your limit?” I said. “Bullets? Fine. Warlords? Fine. Jungle traps? Fine. But a bit of me on a key…”

“That much of you, yes.”

“Right. Good to know.”

She produced a cloth from one of her endless pockets and wiped it clean with an expression that suggested she’d rather be doing literally anything else.

Key reclaimed, we carried on.

We descended for what must have been close to a kilometre, a long, winding journey down into the heart of the mountain. The air grew cooler still, thinner, drier. The sounds of the jungle faded until all that remained was the hollow echo of our footsteps and the low, distant murmur of stone settling under the weight of time.

Then the staircase ended, and the door waited.

It was immense, metal worked so finely it looked almost soft, washed in gold that caught the faint light and turned it into something sacred. The surface was alive with carvings: women kneeling, women standing guard, women raising blades and torches and open hands… and above them all, wreathed in a halo of radiance.

One figure.

Queen. Mother. Warrior. Goddess.

“Cybele?” I asked quietly.

Thalia grinned, stepping forward to run her fingertips gently across the relief as though greeting an old friend.

“Not this time,” she said. “Look, here. That symbol. The spear, the crescent, the helm. This is Penthesilea.”

I felt my chest go tight.

“We’ve found it,” I whispered. “We’ve actually found it.”

“We have,” she said softly.

Her eyes went to the centre of the door, to an ornate mechanism shaped like a stylised sun, waiting for something to complete it.

“The key goes there.”

She didn’t have to say the rest. This wasn’t a legend anymore. This was real. And we were about to step into it.

This time, the key slid in without resistance. No stabbing. No judgement. No need to twist or solve or plead with the mountain. The clockwork inside woke of its own accord, the mechanism whirring smoothly as if recognising its purpose, and us.

There was a clean, decisive click. The great golden door unlocked. I pushed, gently, almost reverently, and it swung inward with surprising grace.

And then I simply stopped, because there are moments in life when language gives up. This was one of them.

The interior of the volcano was not a cavern. It was a city. An entire city, revealed below us like a vision from another world. Marble terraces cascaded downwards in broad, elegant tiers. White stone colonnades framed sweeping walkways. Fountains burst like captured starlight, water catching the reflected beams of sunlight that poured from the crater rim above, redirected by a lattice of polished mirrors set high along the stone walls.

Gold gleamed everywhere, woven into mosaics, crowning temples, lining the lips of basins and bowls. The architecture was unmistakably Greek in soul, yet adapted to the jungle’s heart and the mountain’s bones. It was too grand to be real, and far too detailed to be fantasy.

A hidden paradise. A city that had refused to die.

Beside me, Thalia let out a soft gasp. “It’s… astonishing,” she whispered.

And it was. Statues watched over the avenues and plazas, women cast in marble and bronze, standing serene or fierce, crowned or helmed or robed in glory. Warriors. Queens. Mothers. Goddesses. Generations of women had lived here, ruled here, worshipped here, and had been remembered.

A matriarchal world preserved in stone. A secret civilisation, sleeping under the skin of the Earth while history forgot it.

The Amazonians didn’t hesitate.

They ran past us with open joy on their faces, women who had guarded a secret their entire lives but had never truly entered it. Now they stepped into a home they had inherited without ever knowing they belonged to it.

We followed at a slower pace, still stunned.

If the pyramids were a wonder of the world, then this had to be counted alongside them. The sheer scale of it was staggering. How had they transported so much marble into the heart of a volcano? How had they shaped it? Who had engineered the lightwells and mirror arrays so perfectly that the whole city glowed like dawn?

It was mind-boggling.

As we walked, the details emerged. Homes, not palaces, not temples, just… homes. Stone dwellings with tiled floors and graceful archways. Kitchens carved from marble. Bathing rooms with basins and pipes channelling water from hidden reservoirs. Even crude toilets, with running water beneath to carry waste away.

Ancient engineering, but modern in spirit.

“They were centuries ahead,” I murmured.

Thalia squeezed my hand lightly, then stopped walking. Her gaze had lifted to the highest tier of the city.

There, perched like a crown above everything else, stood a grand structure: tall marble pillars, wide steps, elegant archways carved with goddesses and warriors intertwined in a dance of power and grace.

“That has to be it,” she said.

The temple. The heart. The reason the city existed.

Before I could reply, she took my hand properly, not tactical, not guiding, but almost… excited, and together we ran up the sweeping staircase towards the great building at the summit, the echoes of our footsteps rising with us into the bright, impossible air.

As we stepped inside, it became clear this wasn’t a building in the way we’d expected.

It was a hall. A vast, echoing hall, the roof lost somewhere above us, shafts of reflected sunlight crossing like holy spears in the air. And in the centre of it all stood a single, immense structure.

A tomb.

A great stone crypt rose from the marble floor, carved with scenes of battle and ceremony, motherhood and mourning. Offerings still lay around its base, urns, carved bowls, jewellery, weapons, undisturbed for centuries.

And above it towered a statue. Five metres tall at least. The same face I’d seen on the door. Crowned. Armoured. Regal. Powerful.

Penthesilea.

“Is this… Penthesilea’s grave?” I whispered.

“I think it is,” Thalia breathed.

She moved forward as though drawn, running her fingertips gently across the smooth marble as if touching history itself. There was no greed in her. No thrill of conquest. Just awe. Respect.

“She was a goddess though,” I said quietly. “If she was real… were the others?”

Thalia didn’t answer immediately. Her eyes stayed on the statue, jaw tense, the way it got when uncertainty made her uncomfortable.

“I… honestly don’t know,” she said at last.

And somehow, that unsettled me more than if she’d given a confident lie. Because for the first time since we’d arrived, it truly felt as though we were standing in a place where myth had been real.

“We need to open this,” Thalia said quietly, bracing her hands against the stone lid of the crypt.

I stared at her. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

She didn’t stop.

“I mean it,” I went on. “I’ve seen enough films to know that opening ancient tombs rarely ends well. Plagues. Curses. Angry spirits. Disappointed archaeologists.”

Nothing.

“Thalia,” I said more softly, “we’ve done what we came here to do. We’ve given these women their home back. Isn’t that enough?”

She turned then, slowly, and looked at me.

“Don’t you want to be a man again?”

The question hit harder than the spike through my hand. For a long moment I couldn’t answer. Because she wasn’t really asking whether I wanted my old body back.

She was asking whether I still wanted to go back to who I was, and I realised… I didn’t.

I looked straight at her. “No.” The word hung in the air. “I want to be… this,” I said, gesturing helplessly at myself. “Whoever this is. Whatever this is. I don’t want to undo it. I want to stay.”

Her expression changed, not shock, not pity, but something softer, warmer. Her eyes glistened and she swallowed once, hard. Pride. Relief. Maybe even a hint of admiration.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Then whatever, whoever, is in there… stays there too.”

She gave a little half–laugh, half–sob. “Though I would so love to see it.”

“Then ask,” I said gently.

She glanced over her shoulder.

The Amazonians were approaching, Kata at their head, reverence and emotion etched across their faces as they drew closer to the tomb of their queen.

“Ask them,” I repeated, nodding towards the women, because this wasn’t our choice anymore. It was theirs.

We didn’t need to ask. Nothing needed to be said.

The Amazonians simply moved. They walked past us with quiet reverence and took their places around the tomb, each woman resting her fingers on a different part of the stone lid. They exchanged a few solemn words in their own language, then, as one, they pressed.

There was a muted click. The same kind of sound as the great door.

And then Kata, with a care so gentle it almost broke my heart, lifted the lid.

Inside lay Penthesilea. Perfectly preserved. As though she had closed her eyes only yesterday. Tall. Strong. Beautiful. Regal. The very image of the warrior queen. Her skin pale against the white silk robes that shrouded her. Her face serene. Peaceful. A goddess, not in legend or metaphor, but in flesh.

Across her body lay a spear. Long. Elegant. Deadly in its grace. The shaft engraved with gold symbols. And at the head of the weapon, set into the metal just behind the shining blade, rested a gem, an emerald, small yet impossibly vivid, glowing with a soft inner light that seemed almost alive.

Thalia gasped. “Oh my God… I think I know what that is.”

Kata spoke quietly, and as Thalia listened, tears slid soundlessly down her cheeks.

“It’s a fragment of the Stone of Chaos,” she whispered. “Nyx stole it from the void itself and set it into her staff. In the war of the gods, the staff was shattered. Nyx repaired most of it, but some shards were taken. Hidden. Lost.”

She swallowed.

“The Amazonians forged those fragments into spears. Symbols. Weapons. Power. When the ancient sisterhoods fell, most were destroyed. This…” She looked at the emerald, awe-struck. “This is the last piece.”

Kata reached into the tomb. With deep reverence, she lifted the spear and knelt, presenting it horizontally across both hands. She held it out, not to the tomb, not to the city. To Thalia.

And for the first time since I’d known her… Thalia hesitated. Not out of fear, out of humility.

She spun on her heel and looked at me. “I came here looking for this because I thought it would give me power,” she said quietly. “That I could use it to fight back against the injustices done to women. To start a war if I had to.”

Her voice cracked.

“But you’ve taught me something I didn’t want to admit. Men aren’t the problem. Not really. Ignorance is. Cruelty. Control. That’s what needs to be fought. I’m… I’m not worthy of this. Wanting war makes me no better than…”

“Hey,” I interrupted gently, taking her hands before she could spiral further. “Stop.”

She looked at me, eyes bright, lost and strong all at once.

“You have learned,” I said. “So have I. We don’t need a war. But we do need a symbol. Something that tells every woman, every man, every trans woman, every trans man, everyone who’s been silenced, that they don’t have to stay quiet anymore.”

My gaze dropped to the spear.

“Power doesn’t have to spill blood. It can inspire. Build. Lead. If you take this… then use it wisely. Carefully. Start something better. I think that’s why they’re offering it to you.”

Kata watched us both. And for a heartbeat, the whole city seemed to be listening.

Thalia turned back to Kata.

With trembling hands, and a composure that was equal parts strength and humility, she bowed her head and accepted the spear. Her fingers curled around the golden shaft as though it might dissolve if she loosened her grip.

Kata spoke again, her voice low and reverent, then gestured for us to follow.

We moved along the side of the great hall to where a small waterfall spilled from the rock into a clear stone basin, a quiet, sacred place carved into the mountain. A shrine before the shrine.

Thalia stepped beneath the falling water, still holding the spear.

And the world exploded.

Light roared through the cavern, not shining from somewhere, but everywhere, bursting out of the stone, the air, the water, as though the volcano itself had become a sun. The water turned white. Thalia rose with it, lifted from the pool as though weight no longer applied, suspended in a torrent of brilliance.

The emerald flared, not green anymore, but every colour at once, and a beam of pure energy drove from the jewel straight into Thalia’s chest.

“What’s happening?” I shouted over the thunder of light and water.

Kata said something urgently, but the words vanished in the roar. I gestured helplessly, What? What does that mean? and she groaned in exasperation, rolled her eyes, and tried again.

“Cybele! Cybele!” she cried, jabbing her finger into her palm, into her heart.

Understanding crashed into me. Not power, inheritance. The divine mantle being passed. Just as Cybele had given strength to the goddesses… now the last fragment of Chaos chose her.

Thalia wasn’t holding a relic. She was becoming one.

My stomach twisted somewhere between awe and terror. Thalia was becoming a goddess.

The light peaked, a sound like a thousand voices singing through stone, and then, just as suddenly as it had begun, it faded, leaving only drifting motes of brilliance falling like snow.

Thalia descended with the water, landing gently on her feet. Changed. Radiant. Older and younger at once. Stronger. Softer. Eternal.

She opened her eyes. And that was the moment the volcano shook. Not a gentle tremor, a violent, rolling jolt that tore dust from the rafters and sent loose stones skittering across the marble floor.

A second shockwave followed, deeper, angrier.

Porter’s voice burst through my radio, ragged with static and noise. “He’s bombing the mountain! Mallick’s hitting the outer rim… repeat, Mallick is…”

The rest vanished in interference as another blast thundered through the cavern.

Statues trembled. Ancient mirrors shivered. The city, forgotten for centuries, woke up to the sound of war. And I realised, with a cold, clean certainty: He wasn’t trying to find us anymore. He was trying to bury us.


Twenty-Three

We burst out of the cave into bedlam. Porter and his team were spread across the rocky ledge, firing up at a cluster of helicopters circling the volcano rim like vultures. At the same time they were sprinting for what little cover the terrain allowed, diving behind boulders and shattered stone as explosions ripped into the mountainside.

The helicopters weren’t just firing. They were throwing things. Grenades. Dynamite. Blocks of C4 with burning fuses. Crude, brutal and horrifyingly effective.

A blast tore through a section of the outer wall, showering us with shards of rock. The echoes rolled down into the hidden city like thunder.

Porter slid in beside us, breathing hard, weapon still raised.

“They tried to come on foot,” he shouted over the noise. “But the traps and the Amazonians’ ambush tactics shredded them. So they changed strategy.”

“And went with carpet bombing,” I muttered.

Thalia’s first thought wasn’t Mallick.

“Are the women hurt?”

Porter grimaced. “Some. Nothing immediately fatal, yet. They’re scattering to the lower levels.”

“And your team?”

“One or two minor injuries. For now.”

“Good,” she said, not cold, just decisive.

Another explosion rocked the mountainside, forcing us to duck as stone splinters scythed past. One helicopter swooped lower, a gunner leaning out with a crude glee that made my blood boil.

Thalia stepped away from us.

She moved to a point where she had a clear line of sight, the wind from the rotors whipping her hair and clothes, the spear gripped tight in her hand. For a moment she simply stood there, framed against the sky, small against the machines that meant to erase us.

Then she raised the spear.

The emerald flared, brighter than before, bright enough that the air itself seemed to tense. And before I could even process what was happening, Thalia launched into the air, a streak of light and fury, flying straight towards the nearest helicopter. A goddess going to war.

I watched in stunned silence as the helicopter pilot, clearly horrified by what he was seeing, tried to break away, banking hard, engines screaming. He was far too slow.

Thalia reached the machine in a heartbeat. One hand tore the door clean off its hinges. With the other she dragged the pilot out as though he weighed nothing and hurled him towards the jungle canopy below.

The men inside opened fire instantly, though the bullets never even reached her. A shimmering shield of green light bloomed from the emerald, wrapping around her like a second skin. Rounds flattened and evaporated against it, dissolving into sparks that rained harmlessly to the ground.

Then Thalia shifted her grip, holding the spear like a quarterstaff. The emerald flared as she directed the light. A beam, not lightning, not fire, but something older, purer, lanced clean through the body of the helicopter. For a split second the aircraft simply hung there, impossibly intact. Then it came apart, neat as a butcher’s cut.

The two halves fell away from each other, spiralling into the trees in twin trails of smoke.

Before I’d even registered the impact, Thalia was already moving, a streak of radiant green, closing in on the next machine.

Porter lowered his rifle slightly, eyes wide. “What the hell is happening?”

I couldn’t help it, a breathless, almost hysterical laugh bubbled up. “I’m thinking we don’t call her Mistress anymore,” I said.

He glanced at me.

“Goddess feels more appropriate.”

We watched from the ridge as Thalia made absolutely certain that not a single helicopter escaped. It wasn’t just tactical, it was deliberate. She didn’t want rumours of her power limping back to Mallick through frightened mercenaries.

She wanted him to see.

And of course, he wasn’t here himself. The rainforest was far too rough-and-tumble for a billionaire playboy who preferred to outsource danger.

Once the last helicopter was nothing more than smoke in the canopy, Thalia flashed down into the forest, a streak of green light darting through the trees, hunting for any ground forces who might have survived the ambush and bombardment. None had.

Satisfied, she returned to the ridge, that unmistakable look of self-satisfaction softening her features.

“That was…” she began.

“…intense,” I finished for her. “How did it feel?”

She hesitated, which was rare.

“I honestly don’t know,” she said. “It didn’t feel like I was in control of my body. More like… something inside me woke up and simply knew what to do. How to fly. How to use the emerald. Centuries of knowledge just… poured in. I don’t know how or why, only that it’s there.”

She turned, and finally noticed Porter.

His left trouser leg was soaked in blood, shredded by shrapnel. Typical Porter: completely silent about it.

Thalia walked over, knelt, and tore the ruined fabric away, revealing a deep, ugly gash.

Still holding the spear, she placed her hand gently over the wound. The emerald glowed, and the wound closed. Just like that.

Porter blinked, then gave a small, almost boyish smile. “Amazing. Thank you… Goddess.”

She gave him a look, half warm appreciation, half playful mischief at the title, and then straightened.

“Come. We should check on the village.”

Kata called out to her in Quechua. Thalia stepped closer, pressed her forehead gently to Kata’s, the emerald flickered once more, and Kata exhaled sharply.

“What did you…” she began, then stopped. “I… speak your language?”

Thalia smiled. “I thought it might be the fastest way to teach you.”

Kata took a moment to breathe, gathering herself. Then she nodded. “We should bring the women into the city. The waters can heal the sick.”

“Agreed,” Thalia said. “I’ll tend to the worst injuries first.”

We began the walk back down the mountain. The adrenaline had faded now, replaced by a strange calm, like the quiet after a storm.

I leaned sideways towards Porter. “Do you ever get the feeling you’re becoming… irrelevant?”

He huffed a soft laugh. “Are you kidding? The woman just took down multiple helicopters and I’m supposed to be her security. Yeah, the thought’s crossed my mind.”

We shared a look. And then, for the first time in what felt like days, I actually smiled. Things were still dangerous, but for once, they weren’t hopeless, and maybe, we were reaching the end of our adventure.

The village was in disarray when we arrived.

Women wept openly as they tended to the injured, burns, deep cuts, shattered limbs, and in one terrible case, an amputation performed with brutal necessity. It looked less like a settlement and more like a battlefield in the aftermath of a losing war.

I felt my throat tighten. I had to blink hard to keep my vision clear.

Thalia wasted no time. She instructed Kata to lead those with minor wounds up to the city, where the waters could help them heal. She herself moved to the worst of the injuries, the ones teetering on the edge.

She stopped beside the elder, Suma, who was kneeling over a young woman barely clinging to life. The girl’s breathing was shallow, uneven. Her skin was ashen.

Suma looked up, and froze. Her eyes locked on the spear. Fear and awe flickered across her face as understanding dawned.

She began to explain what was wrong with the girl, but Thalia gently silenced her with a raised hand. Kneeling, Thalia placed her palm against the young woman’s abdomen and closed her eyes.

The emerald glowed. Energy flowed.

The girl convulsed, coughing violently as colour returned to her face. The wounds on her skin began to close, burns knitting, blood slowing, flesh repairing itself before my eyes.

But something was wrong.

The girl’s breathing didn’t deepen. Her gaze remained unfocused. No matter how brightly the emerald flared, no matter how long Thalia held on, the life simply… didn’t return.

Eventually, the girl went still. Her eyes closed. She was gone.

The silence that followed was devastating.

I saw it hit Thalia then, the realisation that even with divine power in her hands, she was not beyond loss. That there were still limits. That death could not always be commanded.

Suma spoke softly. Thalia nodded, tears slipping free as she wiped her face with the back of her hand.

“What did she say?” I asked quietly once we’d stepped away.

“She said that the wounds we see aren’t always what kill us,” Thalia replied, her voice thick. “The girl had already accepted death. There was nothing left for me to heal.”

No one spoke for a while after that.

There were no further attacks that day. Mallick might have been one of the richest men in the world, but even he knew when to retreat. The more bodies he left behind, the greater the risk that someone would talk, and billionaires, for all their arrogance, hated loose ends.

When we finally returned to the city, the sense of awe hit me all over again.

Only weeks ago, I’d been living a perfectly ordinary life, spreadsheets, deadlines, routines. I’d had no idea that this world existed beneath my feet. And now here I was, walking among an ancient civilisation, inside a city older than most nations, powered by gods I’d once thought belonged only to myth and legend.

When Suma saw the city properly for the first time, she stopped. Then she sank slowly to her knees.

She whispered a prayer I couldn’t understand, tears tracking down her face. Never in her life had she expected to see the city she had been sworn to protect. Never imagined she would walk its streets.

And yet there she was, standing in her inheritance. Her old home. Her new one.

“What will happen to them?” I asked quietly. “At some point, someday, Mallick, or someone like him, will come back. They’ll scan the mountain. Eventually, it’ll be found.”

Thalia nodded, still not quite meeting my eyes. “Which is why I can’t keep the spear. Or the stone. It has to remain here.”

“And you can’t,” I said.

She didn’t argue.

I’d already guessed as much. When Kata had handed over the spear, she’d done it believing Thalia would become their leader, their replacement goddess. But that had never really been possible. And from the look Suma had given the younger woman afterwards, I knew it hadn’t truly been Kata’s place to make that decision.

“Kata did the right thing,” Thalia said after a moment. “Whether she knew it or not.”

She exhaled slowly. “I knew what those helicopters were capable of. What the bombs could do. She gave me the spear before she understood the scale of the threat… but perhaps she felt it. Felt that, in that moment, it was the right choice.”

Power, I realised, wasn’t always about intent. Sometimes it was about timing.

The women prepared places for us to sleep that night inside the city, real rooms, with stone beds and woven coverings, gentle light reflecting off marble walls. They even invited Porter and his team to join us.

Porter declined politely. He said he and his men would remain topside, standing guard at the camp. Some habits, it seemed, were harder to shed than others.

That night, neither of us was in any fit state to make love. Instead, we held each other and talked, limbs tangled, hearts still trying to catch up with everything that had happened.

“You know,” I said eventually, staring up at the ceiling, “that map was a bit of a waste of time. It guided us, sure… but it didn’t exactly make things easy.”

Thalia smiled, her gaze drifting over the ornate plasterwork above us. “That tablet isn’t really a map. Not in the way you’re thinking. It contains far more than directions.”

She paused, choosing her words.

“I didn’t understand it before. I didn’t have the comprehension. Now I do. That tablet is one of many, fragments of knowledge scattered across time. The gods… they were real once. Maybe not gods as we imagine them. Less divine beings, more… extraordinarily powerful humans.”

I hummed thoughtfully.

“But when they passed,” she continued softly, “they left so much behind.”

I chuckled. “Another reason you can’t stay here, then. You need to go exploring.”

“Exactly,” she laughed. “You can’t keep me tied down.”

Tied down.

The phrase lingered longer than it should have.

Once, Sally and I had been meant to marry. There’d never been a date, but it was assumed, a future mapped out before I’d even questioned it. I’d given that up for a woman who didn’t want to be tied down, and suddenly the weight of that choice pressed on my chest harder than I expected.

Thalia sensed the shift immediately. She turned onto her side and looked at me properly. “Hey.”

I met her eyes.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said gently. “If I’m going to be travelling… I don’t want to do it alone.”

“I’ll be there,” I said. “With you. I don’t plan on going anywhere.”

But even as I said it, I knew I sounded uncertain.

She smiled, not unkindly. “It wouldn’t make much sense for me to have an assistant on my adventures,” she murmured.

Her fingers traced slow, absent paths over my skin, warm and familiar.

“But it would be nice,” she added softly, “…to have a wife.”

I turned fully towards her. “Do you mean that?”

“If you’ll have me?” she smirked, just enough mischief in her eyes to make my heart race.

“Are you kidding?” I laughed, pulling her into me. “Yes. Yes. A million times yes.”

I buried my face against her shoulder, overwhelmed and giddy all at once.

“You’ve made me the happiest girl in the world.”

She pulled back slightly. “Girl?” she asked, gently. “Happy to be a girl?”

“Overjoyed,” I said without hesitation. “It’s all I want to be.”

And for the first time since my life had been torn apart and rebuilt, the future didn’t feel like something to fear. It felt like something I’d chosen.

“It’s probably for the best, though,” I said thoughtfully.

Thalia raised an eyebrow. “How so?”

“Well,” I shrugged, “you’re not exactly the best employer. You haven’t actually paid me yet.”

Her eyes widened, halfway between outrage and delight. “I’ll have you know,” she said sharply, “that every single piece of lingerie you own is of the highest quality. That little thong you’re wearing costs four hundred euros. You own a Dior dress, several Pradas, and the handbag you disgracefully dumped on the ground in Marrakech costs more than most people earn in a year.”

She leaned closer, smiling sweetly. “But yes. Let’s absolutely haggle over whether I’m a good employer.”

I sighed dramatically. “I’m basically a slave.”

“Oh please,” she scoffed. “If you were a slave I’d have you dressed like my sissies.”

I brightened. “I actually quite like those pink dresses. They’re very cute.”

She paused. “Oh? Thinking of joining them?”

“Um. No, thank you. I’m good.”

“I’m sure you are,” she giggled, pulling me into a long, unashamedly passionate kiss that ended the argument entirely.

The next morning, after a hearty breakfast of fruit harvested from the city’s hidden orchards, Thalia told Suma and Kata that we needed to leave. The reaction was immediate. Fear. Hesitation. Disappointment. They had hoped she would stay. That the spear would remain with them. That their goddess had come home to rule.

“That is why I cannot be your leader,” Thalia said gently. “The spear must remain here, with you.”

“But without the spear,” Kata said anxiously, “you will not have the powers.”

“I have the power of insight,” Thalia replied. “The knowledge the gods left behind. That is power enough for me.”

She turned to Kata. “You should lead now. Rely on Suma. Learn from her. Trust her. Respect her.”

Then she knelt. Exactly as Kata had done before, with her head bowed, Thalia offered the spear back. “Good luck, Goddess Kata.”

Kata swallowed hard, then accepted it with reverence. “Thank you, Goddess Thalia. For everything.”

“I will return,” Thalia promised. “With supplies. With knowledge. With ways to communicate. We will not be the last visitors. You must be ready for that.”

“We will be,” Kata said firmly.

As we descended the tunnel to leave, our packs heavy and our hearts oddly light, a brilliant flash of green light burst from the city behind us.

Goddess Kata had been born.

“Did you mean it?” I asked as we walked. “That you’re happy without the powers?”

“Pfft,” Thalia scoffed. “Are you kidding? I flew, Mitchell. Of course I’m not happy without them.”

I smirked. “Ah. There it is.”

“But,” she continued cheerfully, “you know me. I always have a plan.”

“Of course you do,” I sighed. “Go on.”

“The power isn’t in the spear,” she said. “It’s in the stone. The other societies must have had their own weapons, swords, daggers, who knows. Each with a fragment of the emerald.”

“And they were destroyed,” I said slowly.

“Exactly. But if Suma’s right, and everyone believed the weapon was sacred…”

“…then destroying the weapon didn’t destroy the stone,” I finished. “They’re still out there.”

She beamed. “See? You are clever.”

“So your plan is to go artefact-hunting.”

“And regain my powers,” she sang happily.

I shook my head, laughing. “You’re a sneaky little thing.”

She leaned in, eyes glinting. “Sneaky, powerful bitch, and don’t you forget it, young lady.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said obediently grinning at my fiancé.

And just like that, the world felt dangerous again. But in a fun way.

“You owe me a ring,” I said as we walked. “A girl can’t be engaged without a ring.”

“I’ll ask for Sally’s,” Thalia scoffed.

“Oh no,” I said firmly. “I want a diamond. A proper one.”

She stopped dead, gasping. “Are you telling me Sally’s engagement ring doesn’t have a diamond on it?”

I snorted. “As if I could afford a proper one. No, that’s zircon. With a promise.”

“A promise,” she repeated flatly.

“Of a real one. One day.”

She clicked her tongue. “Charming.”

“The life of the poor,” I said loftily. “Something you know very little about.”

She gave me a slow, dangerous smile. “Do you want to marry me… or are you just angling for a spanking?”

I opened my mouth.

Closed it.

Considered my life choices very carefully.

“Um,” I said finally, “can it be both?”

She laughed, properly laughed, and slung an arm around my shoulders as we kept walking, the future suddenly feeling ridiculous, dangerous, and very, very bright.


Epilogue

Good evening. We begin tonight with breaking news surrounding electric vehicle manufacturer Aether Motors, after a whistleblower released what experts are calling deeply troubling internal documents alleging serious safety risks across the company’s product line.

According to files obtained by CNBC, internal testing data suggests Aether’s proprietary salt-water battery technology may be prone to thermal runaway, with several undocumented incidents of battery cells overheating, rupturing, and in some cases exploding under normal operating conditions.

The documents also allege that Aether knowingly approved the use of substandard braking components sourced from overseas suppliers, despite internal engineers warning that brake failure could lead to fires when combined with battery overheating.

One former senior engineer, speaking under condition of anonymity, said this:

“We raised red flags. Repeatedly. We were told delays would hurt the share price. Safety concerns were reframed as ‘theoretical risks’.”

The whistleblower’s release includes internal emails, engineering reports, and executive meeting transcripts, many of which appear to tie decision-making directly to Aether’s founder and CEO, Crane Mallick.

Regulatory agencies have confirmed they are reviewing the materials. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration declined to comment on an ongoing investigation but confirmed it is “aware of the allegations.”

Aether Motors has issued a brief written statement calling the claims “misleading and taken out of context,” but notably did not deny the authenticity of the documents.

And in an unusual development, Crane Mallick himself has been unavailable for comment. The billionaire tech executive, previously known for his near-constant presence on social media, has not posted publicly in over ten days. His personal accounts have gone silent, and scheduled investor appearances have been quietly cancelled.

Aether shares fell nearly 18 percent in after-hours trading following the report.

As this story continues to unfold, questions are mounting not just about the safety of Aether’s vehicles, but about the culture at the top of one of Silicon Valley’s most powerful companies.

We’ll bring you updates as we get them.

I’d spent days hacking those files. It helped enormously knowing where to look, and if there was one undeniable advantage to Thalia’s brief brush with godhood, it was the sudden, inconveniently precise knowledge of Crane Mallick’s dirtiest secrets. The hard part hadn’t been finding the truth. It had been proving it. But once the trail was clear, once we knew which accounts to trace and which shell companies to peel back, the rest became almost… methodical. We released the evidence slowly, carefully. Enough to shake confidence. Enough to draw attention.

This was only the beginning.

By the time it was finished, Mallick wouldn’t just be disgraced, he’d be exposed for what he really was. A Russian asset hiding behind innovation and arrogance. History, it turned out, had little patience for men like him.

Of course, Thalia’s priorities upon our return were… somewhat different.

The very first thing she did was drag me into Cartier and buy a ring that could have financed a small revolution. Possibly two. I stopped asking how much things cost somewhere around the third glass of champagne.

Naturally, I assumed her next focus would be tracking down the remaining emerald fragments.

I was wrong.

Instead, she went into full, unapologetic girlie wedding mode, colour palettes, venues, guest lists, and, to my horror, enlisted my ex-fiancé to help plan a lavish ceremony in some far-flung, impossibly exclusive location.

They bonded. Instantly. My input, it turned out, was neither required nor particularly welcome. Which, I suppose, was only fair, after all, I’d already had my say in choosing the bride, and that part, at least, had worked out perfectly.

My biggest fear wasn’t rejection. It was disbelief.

I sounded like a woman now. I looked like a woman. What if they thought I was an imposter? A stranger wearing my face. What if they didn’t recognise me at all?

I needn’t have worried.

A mother recognises her child.

She didn’t hesitate. She didn’t ask for proof. She just stared at me for a long moment, eyes searching my face, then pulled me into a hug so tight it knocked the air out of my lungs.

When she finally stepped back, there was only one question.

“Why?”

“It’s a long story,” I said, managing a small smile.

I told them I’d always been uncomfortable in my own body. That I’d felt smaller somehow, less than everyone else. Shy. Embarrassed by myself. That I’d spent most of my life trying not to take up space.

As I spoke, I realised something unsettling. The lie I’d prepared wasn’t really a lie at all.

I had been uncomfortable. I had felt disconnected, like I was watching life from the outside. I’d accepted being “average” far too easily, convincing myself I didn’t deserve more, or better, or confidence. I’d never given myself credit for anything because, deep down, I believed I shouldn’t.

The words caught in my throat. Tears slid down my face as I remembered the person I used to be.

God, I was so happy now.

I looked good. I felt good. I loved who I was as a woman. I walked with my head held high instead of hunched forward, apologising to the world with my posture. I didn’t shrink anymore. And for the first time, as my mother held my hands and my sister wiped at her eyes, I realised something else too: This wasn’t a reinvention, it was an arrival, and I wasn’t going back.

“We love you no matter what,” my father said quietly. Then he cleared his throat. “But please tell me you’re changing your name. Mitchell isn’t exactly… fitting for a lady.”

I laughed, sniffing away the last of my tears. “I hadn’t really given it much thought,” I said, “but yes. Probably.”

That seemed to satisfy him.

My next visit to my old hometown was with Thalia.

They adored her, of course, it was practically inevitable, but the real fun came later. An evening out. A proper night on the town with my sister, Trudy, and Thalia.

Three girls. Absolutely slaying.

We drank too much, laughed too loudly, and got chatted up by old school classmates I barely recognised. Even a couple of former bullies tried their luck, older now, softer around the edges, suddenly very polite. There was something funny about taking the boy who used to beat me in school to the bathroom and have him suck my cock in a cubicle.

It was surreal.

Once upon a time, I’d walked these streets trying not to be noticed. Now I walked them arm in arm with my sister and the woman I was going to marry, confident, unapologetic, and completely at home in my own skin.

If there was a better kind of victory, I hadn’t found it yet.

My friends were… less graceful about my change.

Not hostile. Not cruel. Just awkward in that deeply uncomfortable way that comes when a social script breaks and no one knows the new lines. I wasn’t one of the guys anymore, and they didn’t quite know what that meant. or how they were supposed to behave around me now.

Quite honestly, it didn’t help that my former best friend, Craig, very obviously had the hots for me. That alone rewrote more history than any conversation ever could. So I fucked him. I went over to his place, seduced him, and then spent the whole night making love in every freaky way possible. Heck, I even shoved my cock deep into his arse, and he loved it.

I used to joke that it was the water that had changed me, the magic, the transformation, the miracle of it all. And physically, sure, that was true.

But the real change?

That was Thalia.

Being around her brought out a side of me I hadn’t known existed. A reckless streak. A hunger for experience. She didn’t just live life, she devoured it, and somewhere along the way I’d stopped watching and started joining in.

I laughed louder. Took chances. Let myself be seen. I wasn’t just a different body. I was a different woman.

The next major task was the wedding dress.

Thalia insisted on matching gowns, shoulderless, extravagant things in silk, chiffon, and lace. She bought diamond earrings and necklaces that could have paid off my parents’ mortgage a hundred times over, and then some.

And then came the corsets.

The lingerie.

No item of clothing, no matter how delicate or beautifully made, should ever cost that much. But for Thalia, money was simply… irrelevant.

Which got me thinking.

“Don’t you want me to sign a prenup?” I asked one evening, watching her flick through yet another jeweller’s catalogue.

She snorted with laughter. “Good God, girl, we’re not in the United States. Why on Earth would we need one of those?”

“Well,” I said carefully, “you are rich.”

“And you’re about to be,” she replied breezily. “I only plan on doing this once, darling. A prenup assumes it might not work. I’m rather confident it will. Besides, I have more than enough money.”

“Just… how much?” I asked softly.

She leaned in and whispered a number in my ear.

I was silent for a very long time.

“…How?” I finally managed.

“Shell corporations,” she said lightly. “Spread across assets, trusts, investments. Some hidden very creatively. It’s not tax that bothers me, it’s oversight. People peering in and asking, who is she?”

She smiled thinly. “I much prefer staying out of the limelight. Mallick’s greatest weakness was his narcissism. Handled properly, I could probably be worth far more than he ever was, except for two things.”

“And they are?”

“Well,” she said, ticking them off on her fingers, “I’m not a businesswoman. I let people who actually enjoy that sort of thing handle it, and they do a very good job.”

“And?”

“My fondness for the places I visit,” she said quietly. “The tribes I meet. The people who need the money more than I do. I’d rather put a million pounds into curing HIV than show off with a gold-plated chainsaw.”

I nodded. “Good point.”

And in that moment, absurd dresses, obscene jewellery, and all, I realised once again why I was marrying her.

Six months later, we were in Bali.

Over the next few days, members of my family and some of Thalia’s closest friends, along with her sissies and servants, would be flying in to join us for the wedding. Of all the places we might have chosen to get married, I never imagined she’d pick somewhere quite so… touristy.

Then again, Thalia had made a habit of surprising me. It shouldn’t have.

“We’ve got a couple of days before people start arriving,” she said cheerfully, leaning against the doorframe as I unpacked. “And I packed a few things for you to wear on a short trip.”

I smiled, expecting the case to be full of skirts, dresses, and strategically chosen bikinis.

Instead, I found hiking boots. Utility trousers. Lightweight armour. Waterproof packs.

I looked up at her slowly.

“On our wedding week?” I asked.

She blushed. Actually blushed.

“Where?” I asked carefully.

“Well…” she began. “Mick’s on his way, and it’ll just be a short hop.”

“Where?” I repeated.

“Still Indonesia,” she said brightly.

“Where?”

“Not far from a place called Nabat. Papua.” She paused, then added more quietly, “On the border with Papua New Guinea.”

“Oh,” I said, nodding as though this were perfectly reasonable. “So… Papua New Guinea. That Papua New Guinea. The ‘frequently described as one of the most dangerous places on Earth’ Papua New Guinea.”

She waved a hand dismissively. “It’s not the most dangerous country in the world. Just one of them.”

She laughed. I did not.

“Anyway,” she continued breezily, “I’ve got a lead on an ancient tribe that lived there. Possibly had one of the emerald fragments. Come on, a little adventure before the nuptials. Should be fun, no?”

I stared at her. Then my lips twitched. Then I laughed.

“I can’t think of a better hen night.”

She smiled, the particular smile she wore when she knew she had one more thing to say.

“That’s good,” she said. “Because Sally’s coming along for this one too.”

I sighed, shaking my head. “Of course she is.”

Some women had spa days before their weddings. Some had cocktails and karaoke. Me? I was about to go emerald-hunting in the jungle with my fiancée, my ex, and a pilot named Mick.

And somehow… I wouldn’t have had it any other way.

Of course, Thalia had to have one last surprise for me.

As we approached the rickety seaplane, I spotted two women waiting beside it. One was Sally. The other was a goddess I now knew very well, though gone was the tribal wear, replaced by sleek black spandex shorts and a glossy black latex bra. Her long, wild hair had been cut to shoulder length and styled with care, and without the ash and paint, Kata was… stunning.

Around her neck hung the emerald, no longer set in a weapon, but framed in a diamond-encrusted necklace that caught the light like it was alive.

“You got rid of the spear?” I asked, eyeing it.

“Thalia had this made for me,” Kata said proudly. “The spear made travelling rather difficult.”

We kissed each other’s cheeks in greeting.

“Well,” I said, grinning, “now I feel much better. Having an actual goddess on this trip should make things easier.”

“Hey!” Thalia protested, punching my arm, harder than strictly necessary. “What am I? Chopped liver?”

“You’re a goddess to me,” I said sweetly. “Just… not a literal one anymore.”

She leaned in dangerously close. “Just you wait until I get my hands on an emerald fragment. The things I’ll do to you.”

Mick leaned out of the seaplane door, scowling. “Are you ladies going to yap all day, or are we going treasure hunting? Sun’s going down.”

“If you like,” Kata said mildly, “I could turn him into a toad.”

“No,” Thalia laughed. “Mick’s all right. Some men are just a bit whiny.”

“I see,” Kata nodded thoughtfully. “Well, let me know if I need to put him in his place.”

We climbed aboard amid Mick’s muttering.

Moments later, the engine roared to life and the plane lifted into the air, banking gently as the sun dipped toward the horizon, painting the sky in gold and fire. Flying off into the sunset, on our next adventure.

And honestly? I wouldn’t have had it end any other way.

THE END
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