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PROLOGUE





AS WITH ALL good stories, mine starts with a podcast.


Okay. It didn’t really start with a podcast. It actually started with me lost in Peruvian rainforest, on a backpacking trip that had gone abruptly south—and not just geographically. This particular trip had started out as a tourist adventure that I’d paid a pretty penny for, and of course, I had to separate from the group to explore on my own.


Because I was stubborn that way.


And because I had an agenda.


‘Cause I wasn’t just a tourist. I was a scholar. And more than that, I was a treasure hunter, in search of something that people like me had spent years looking for. A collection of conquistador’s journals from an archive in Mexico had pointed me in this direction, and I was committed to finding the treasure that had doomed those men.


The City of Gold.


El Dorado.


But, as with most of my adventures, things hadn’t quite gone according to plan.


Five days of cutting my way through the Amazon had turned into a mosquito-ridden hike to higher ground, fighting the elements every step of the way. I was cold at night, sweating buckets during the day, and sunburned to all hell. It tested my strength in every possible way, even though I’d spent months jogging and lifting weights and learning to climb for just this occasion. I’d had all the gear I thought I needed, and the rainforest still got the better of me.


And yet…I still got what I’d gone there for.


After a mudslide almost killed me on the fifth day, I’d woken covered in sludge and debris, and hiked over to a nearby stream. Ducking to take a sip of water, I’d discovered something miraculous: a single gold coin, sparkling under the clear water like it was waiting for me to find it. I’d plucked it out of the pool and, upon closer inspection, discovered that it was precisely the thing I needed to convince me my hunch was correct.


A gold coin, stamped with ancient lettering from some unknown civilization. I could read Aztec, Mayan, Zapotec…almost any ancient language, and I was an ace. But this one? This one stumped me. As I turned the coin over and over in my hands, I marveled at this find, and at the sharp-toothed creature carved into its center.


But of course, then I’d been found—lucky for me, I guess—and promptly flown back to the States. And when the authorities dumped me in my office at Harvard, I found myself in hot water with the administration, who told me expressly that I was not to conduct unauthorized archaeological digs without the proper paperwork.


It was always paperwork keeping us from the greatest discoveries.


And so I’d resorted to podcasts.


There was a kid out in Boston obsessed with archaeological mysteries, and I reluctantly agreed to an interview. I wanted to get the word out about this huge discovery, and nobody else seemed to care. So we sat down one cold February morning and I told him my story.


There was just one small hiccup: the podcast—Gettin’ Diggy With It, which made me cringe—had fifty regular listeners. 


So I went back to my teaching job in complete obscurity, bored out of my mind in cold, monotonous Cambridge. And when the semester rolled around, I wasn’t back in Peru. Instead, I was getting ready for a new cohort of students, who I would bore out of their minds with inane facts about theory and method while adventure waited just around the corner.


But I was wrong when it came to what I’d be doing that fall. Because contrary to what I believed, my story wasn’t over.


In fact, it was about to begin.










CHAPTER ONE





I ALWAYS HATED writing on chalkboards.


Everything about them irked me. The scratch of chalk on slate. The rasp of the eraser against it. White dust puffing out around me, the smell sterile and nostalgic and reminding me of afternoons spent daydreaming through high school classes. 


But I supposed that wasn’t getting to the heart of the issue. Because the real reason I hated chalkboards wasn’t the sound or the feel or the smell. It was the fact that I only had to use one because I was trapped in a classroom. When I’d gotten my doctorate in archaeology, I hadn’t intended on teaching.


And yet, somehow, here I was.


Trapped.


I turned after I’d written the lesson plan on the board, facing my students. They looked…bored. A few of them texted, barely making an effort to hide their phones under their desks. One skinny kid in the back was already dozing off, and we’d barely been here for five minutes. It was the first day of class, for God’s sake, and I was here to entertain a bunch of eighteen-year-olds rather than going out and doing my damn job. It wasn’t as if I wanted to be here either.


“Welcome to Archaeology 101,” I said, trying to show them that I was enthusiastic, that I wasn’t wishing I was somewhere else entirely. “I’m your professor, Victor Wilde. You can call me Vic, if you want—or Doc, or Professor Wilde, or whatever you’d like. Just not asshole, although I’m sure you’ll be thinking it at some point this semester.”


A few of the students laughed quietly, including a pretty blonde in the front row with long, wispy braids on either side of her head. I tried not to get distracted by the way her tits looked in the tight blue sweater she’d chosen for the first day, and turned on my heel to walk back toward the table at the front of the room. Leaning back on my hands, I looked around at the class, pointedly ignoring the girl.


“In this course, we’re going to be covering the basics of archaeological theory and method, along with case studies on some of history’s most interesting archaeological discoveries,” I continued. “Today I’m going to walk you through the syllabus, answer any questions you might have, and hopefully we’ll all get out early. The easiest way to get out early is to blow through the gory details as quickly as possible, and then we can all go on our merry way—because I can guarantee that I want to be here just about as much as you do.”


Another round of friendly laughter, louder and more relaxed this time. Good; I tried to make a point of putting my students at ease, letting them know that I was on their side.


It made teaching just a little less painful.


“Professor Wilde?”


My eyes fell on the pretty girl in the front row, who sat with her hand up. She was illuminated in a ray of sunlight


“Yeah,” she said. “Um…”


The girl sitting next to her elbowed her friend and she appeared to get the courage to speak up. They both giggled and I raised my eyebrows.


“I heard that podcast you were on last year and…” She paused. “Do you really think you found the location of the mythical city of El Dorado?”


I crossed my arms, lifting my chin.


“You listened to the podcast,” I said. “What do you think?”


“I mean,” she said. “My roommate said it sounded like some kind of crazy ‘ancient aliens’ thing.”


“Your roommate isn’t the one taking this class,” I said. “Do you agree with her?”


She pushed her glasses up her nose, biting her lip. “I guess I’m more interested in why nobody’s jumped on this opportunity,” she said. “It would be an incredible discovery.”


I chuckled, shaking my head and stroking my unruly beard. “Well, Miss…uh, what exactly is your name?”


“Ellie, sir,” she said. “Ellie Robinson.”


I grinned. “You don’t have to call me sir if you let me call you Ellie,” I said. “Deal?”


She blushed from the tips of her ears to her pretty breasts, and I told myself again that I should not be checking out my students. 


“Deal,” she said. “Now…Vic. Will you please tell us about El Dorado?”


Something primal within me got a hit of satisfaction about the way her pink lips curved around my name, but I ignored it. “Sure,” I said. “What I was going to say is that one of the things we’ll cover in the course is the absurd amount of red tape that goes into planning an archaeological expedition. There are proposals to write, grants to apply for, asses to kiss…”


The students laughed again, but Ellie listened with rapt attention, leaning forward and pressing her breasts together in an oh so enticing way. My eyes insisted on taking a big gulp of that view, and I could tell she noticed when she blushed deeper, her chest flushing a bright pink that complimented her lips.


“Look,” I said, finally dragging my gaze away. “How about we discuss this after class in my office hours? I’m sure your classmates want to get out of here and catch a few Z’s before their next class, right?”


“Yeah,” she mumbled. “Sorry.”


“You’re forgiven,” I smiled. “It’s good to see enthusiastic students. Now anyway—back to the syllabus…”
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I spent the rest of the class session talking about the syllabus, and managed to get through it in just under a half hour. The students, relieved that they’d gotten a few minutes back of their time, dispersed quickly, a few waving goodbye and thanking me for cutting class short. I was packing my things up in my battered leather satchel when I felt a tap on my shoulder, and turned to find Ellie standing there watching me.


Her friend had left, so the two of us were alone. For what felt like the millionth time that day, I tried to make sure I didn’t check her out too obviously—but she didn’t seem to mind, pushing her breasts up and putting them on display for me, that pretty blush coloring her cheeks again.


“Hi,” she said awkwardly.


“Hi,” I said with a quizzical smile. “Ellie, right?” 


She nodded, and God, that blush was almost enough to make me hard right here. “I stayed behind because…well, I really wanted to ask you about El Dorado.”


“Okay,” I said. “Ask away. I’ve got all afternoon if you don’t mind just following me to my office…?”


“That would be great.”


We left the classroom and walked side by side down the busy hall, a few students glancing sidelong at Ellie. I could see why—she was an exceptionally pretty girl, the type that may have been nerdy in high school but filled out when she got to college. Now that we were walking side by side, I had a chance to take in the rest of her: her waist was small, curving into a perfectly round ass and tight, muscular legs. She didn’t have the build of an athlete, but I figured she had to be doing something to keep in shape, maybe yoga or dance. Regardless, she was gorgeous.


…and totally off-limits.


“So are you a hobbyist or an archaeology major?” I asked. “It’s not just every student I meet who’s listened to the Gettin’ Diggy With It podcast.”


She blushed.


“I’m a grad student, actually,” she said. “In fact, I’m not even registered for your class. I just…well, I’m a fan, and I wanted to meet you in the flesh.”


“Ah,” I said. “So who are you working with?”


“Dr. Porter.” She rolled her eyes. “Honestly, he’s kind of a creep. And I was wondering if there was any way that I could…” 


She hesitated, biting her lip. We’d just reached my door, and I fished around in my pockets for my office key.


“Yes, Ellie?” I asked.


“I was wondering if I could potentially work with you instead,” she blurted out. “As a research assistant.”


I finally found my key and put it in the lock, turning the mechanism with a click. 


“Unfortunately that’s not my call,” I said, and I meant it. I would have loved to have her onboard—in more ways than one—but funding was tight and not every professor got a TA. I got the door open, turning the knob to push it open and stepping across the threshold. “You’d have to take that up with the department chair and—”


But I stopped short.


Because standing in my office was perhaps the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. The mysterious redhead turned and crossed her arms over her chest, smirking at me with a crooked smile. 


“Dr. Wilde,” she said. “I was wondering when you’d show up.”













CHAPTER TWO





MY OFFICE WAS a pretty chaotic place, scattered with papers, books, maps, and knick-knacks from my travels. It smelled like old books, with a tinge of the scotch that I kept locked in my desk drawer to sip on through Boston’s cold winter nights. Motes of dust floated in the gold light from the window, framing the gorgeous redhead in front of me like a picture.


No matter how nice it was to have two beautiful women in my office, I had to wonder why the second one was there—and how she’d gotten in without a key.


“You’ve got the right man,” I said, striding toward her and setting my bag down beside my desk. “But what I’m more interested in is who you are and what you’re doing in my office.”


“Mira Carver,” she said, extending her hand. Her nails were painted red, long and perfectly manicured. She glanced behind me at Ellie, who stood riveted at the door, her brown eyes wide. “Could we talk alone? This is somewhat of a private matter.”


Being alone with this woman was exactly what I wanted to do, but I could feel the tension rolling off Ellie behind me. Whatever was going on here, the grad student wanted in on it, and visions of the two of them doing unspeakable things to me and each other rose unbidden to my mind.


It had been way too long since I’d gotten laid.


“Ellie,” I finally said, turning around. “Would you mind giving us a minute? I promise I’ll meet with you as soon as I’ve talked with Mira here.”


Ellie’s face fell, but she stayed firmly rooted to the spot. I took an awkward step toward her, and suppressed a hint of shame as I closed the door in her face.


When I turned back around, Mira had walked to the window and sat down in the armchair overlooking the quad, draping herself over it like she was some kind of ornament. She crossed one long, leather-wrapped leg over the other, and through the glossy black pants I could see the transition from a lean thigh to a round, tight ass. She looked out of place in my small, cluttered office, the old books and scattered papers on the stacked wooden bookshelves dissonant with her perfect proportions and smooth red hair.


I crossed my arms and glanced down at my desk, making sure that nothing had been stolen—but it appeared that she’d done little more than sift through a few papers, maybe out of boredom. She cleared her throat and I glanced up at her, letting my eyes roam over her lithe body.


“I’m not a thief, if that’s what you’re concerned about,” she said.


“Then what are you?”


She shrugged. “More of a…contractor, you might say. I help people find things.”


“Sounds like a thief to me,” I said with a frown.


“You’re one to talk,” she said. “I know what happened to you in Peru. Rumor has it that you were up to no good.”


I barked out a laugh, shaking my head. “You must be part of some kind of rumor mill to hear that about me.”


“I am,” she said, and there was a glint of something fierce in her eyes. “In fact, the people I work for are the ones who shared these rumors, and they’re quite powerful indeed.”


“Who are these people?”


“That’s none of your concern,” she said, looking out the window. “What should concern you is that they’re willing to pay a large sum of money to bankroll your endeavors in the Amazon.”


My heart skipped a beat, my thoughts racing. Whoever this woman was, she was offering me something that I wanted more than anything: a chance to go back to Peru and finish what I’d started.


So why did I have the sinking feeling that I was about to make a deal with the devil?


And why did the devil have to be so goddamn sexy?


“I’m not sure if you’re aware, but we’re only sitting in my office right now because I just started teaching for the semester,” I said. “And the university has expressly forbidden me from going back to South America. I’m in enough shit as it is, I can’t just gallivant off on another adventure.”


“It’s already been taken care of, should you accept our offer,” she said.


“And what exactly are you offering?”


Her eyes lowered to her body like she knew exactly how to play me—and I hated it, but she was right. Leaning forward, she shed her leather jacket like a snake shedding her skin, showing off tanned shoulders and a low-cut white top. Then she leaned back in the chair, spreading her arms and crossing her legs.


“All expenses paid to Peru and an experienced team to help you traverse the jungle, complete with air support,” she said. “We have diving equipment to get you through the underwater channels you mentioned on that silly show…what was it again?”


I winced.


“The Gettin’ Diggy With It podcast?”


“Yes…Getting Diggy With It,” she repeated in her crisp British accent, curling her lips in amusement. “Anyway, we listened to your interview and we’re prepared to offer all that you need to reach the Lost City. I’ve also been instructed to ask if there’s anything else you require?”


There were a number of things I would have liked to ask her for, but none of them were appropriate in a professional setting. I filed them away for some other time when we were in a less professional setting as I considered everything else I thought I might need.


But nothing seemed to come to mind as my eyes settled back on hers and her lips curled in a reminder of all the sinfully fun things we could do together.


“I presumed you might need some time to think on it,” she said, standing up and gracefully flinging her jacket over her shoulder. She walked to the desk, standing so close that I could smell her perfume. She smelled even better than I expected: like roses and gasoline from her bike, like a hot night spent between silk sheets. Mira rifled through a little handbag I hadn’t seen before next to her helmet, then pulled out a satin-finish black business card and turned to face me. 


“Take the night to consider our proposal,” she said, stepping closer and placing her hand on my chest. “You have my number.”


I didn’t realize I was holding my breath until she slipped the business card into my pocket and I released the air in my lungs with a whoosh. Smirking, she dragged her hand over my chest as she walked past me and back toward the door, tugging it open before giving me one last sultry glance.


“I look forward to hearing from you, Dr. Wilde.”


I watched her walk away until she turned the corner, her hips swaying in those tight leather pants as she walked, and I counted my lucky stars that this offer had—not literally, unfortunately—fallen into my lap.


And only then did it occur to me that I still didn’t know how she’d broken into my office.










CHAPTER THREE





I WAS STILL reeling from Mira’s visit when Ellie poked her head back inside my office. Even from the doorway, I could tell she was practically buzzing with excitement. Her hands shook as I waved her in and she shut the door with a loud thud behind her, pressing her back to it and leveling her gaze at me. I watched how she took heavy breaths, her chest heaving, her brown eyes gleaming behind those thick-rimmed glasses.


“You have to take me with you,” she breathed.


I paused for a moment, processing what she was saying. “You could hear all of that through the door?”


She shrugged. “What can I say? The walls are thin. It’s an old building.”


I walked around my desk and dropped into my creaky old office chair, leaning back to stroke my dark beard. I hadn’t shaved in a while, and it was starting to get a little unkempt—but I just hadn’t had the motivation, what with going back to teaching. 


“I’m not even sure if I’m going yet,” I said. “There’s something suspicious about that woman…”


Ellie walked in front of my desk and leaned over, giving me a full view of her cleavage. The girl had huge tits, and she knew how to use them to her advantage—that was for sure. From this angle, I could make out even more of her lacy white bra, and could even see where her nipples pressed against the delicate fabric. I didn’t know if she realized what a great show she was putting on for me, but I had to snap out of it if I wanted to think clearly when it came to making a call.


“This is the adventure of a lifetime,” she said. “You can’t tell me you’re going to say no.”


I winced, looking away from her, and particularly away from those bouncing globes of feminine disorientation. 


“I don’t know,” I groaned, leaning back in my chair and staring up at the ceiling. “In theory, this is a great opportunity. But it feels strange, right? Some gorgeous British girl showing up out of the blue to make me an offer I can’t refuse? I—”


“She was really pretty, wasn’t she?”


I looked back at Ellie to see her gaze had faltered, her eyelashes fluttering against her cheeks. She was looking away from me now, having backed away from the desk, and it occurred to me that she was jealous. I opened my mouth to tell Ellie that she was just as pretty in her own way, but I stopped myself in time to prevent a whole slew of broken rules.


If this semester kept going the way it had started, I was about to be in a whole mess of trouble.


“Even if I do decide to go, I can’t just take you with me,” I said instead. “You’re not even my research assistant, Ellie. And you’re just a kid.”


“Excuse me, but I’m twenty-three,” she said, putting her hands on her hips with a cute little pout. “I’m an adult who can make my own choices. And my choice is to…well, to convince you to take me with you. I’ll do anything.” She leaned forward, pushing her tits together again, and I realized she knew exactly what she was doing. “I mean that. Anything.”


No. Absolutely not. I was not going to fuck a grad student in my office on the first day of class for the sake of her convincing me to take her on some insane treasure hunt. I cleared my throat and dragged my eyes pointedly away from her body, looking her in the eye as I stood up to tower over her.


“You don’t—” I paused, something stopping me from turning her down completely. I should have turned her down, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it, and I sighed deeply before I continued. “You don’t have to do that. Just…send me your resumé, okay?”


Her eyes were huge and sparkling behind her glasses as she squeaked and clapped her hands in excitement. “Really?” she said. “You mean it?”


“Yes,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. “But you have to talk to Dr. Angeletti about a reassignment and figure out your coursework.”


“Trust me,” she said with a sweet smile as she pushed her glasses up. “I’ll figure it out. I’ve got enough student loan debt that I’m not about to put my education at risk.”


I couldn’t help but chuckle at the offhand remark, and she blushed again. This was a common reaction from her, I guess—the mark of someone who didn’t know just how cute she was, and how charming.


I needed to get myself under control if I was going to work with her.


“Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Well, it looks like I have some things to think about tonight. Send me your resumé and I’ll be in touch with a decision tomorrow, alright?”


She nodded eagerly and extended her hand with a resolute smile. I looked down on it and tried not to laugh at how gung-ho she was about this whole thing, but took it with a firm grasp. Her skin was so soft and warm, her fingers so dainty around mine, that I nearly pulled her in for a hard kiss.


But I didn’t. Instead, I met her eyes with a smile.


“I look forward to working with you, Dr.—” She paused, and her pretty, off-limits mouth looked right around my name. “Vic,” she finished. “I look forward to working with you, Vic.”


She turned, then, and didn’t say another word as she slung her bag over her shoulder and left my office, shutting the door behind her. I stared at the frosted glass door for a moment as I processed everything that had happened in the past few hours, mulling over Ellie’s eagerness and Mira’s unscheduled arrival in my office.


Sighing, I sat back down and pulled my desk drawer open to reveal the bottle of Glenlivet I kept stashed there, along with a couple of crystal tumblers. I set one of the glasses down on the desk with a clink and poured two fingers of scotch into it, the amber liquid glowing golden in the afternoon sunlight. Picking it up as I stood, I swirled the scotch in my glass and stepped toward the window, looking down at the quad.


Students milled around with their backpacks and armfuls of books, while frazzled professors strode down the sidewalks and across the lawn on their way to their next classes. The trees were still lush and green on campus, but fall was just around the corner, with a cold snap in the air.


This wasn’t where I belonged.


I was supposed to be out there, surrounded by tropical leaves and not oak trees. I wanted the sweat and grit of the jungle on my skin, bug bites and all; to use my muscles to traverse canyons and climb mountains.


I was going.


There was never any doubt. From the minute Mira had shown up in my office, I’d known I was going. Pretending this was a decision I had to make was a farce, and we all knew it—Ellie included.


I pulled Mira’s business card out of my pocket and turned it over in my hand, frowning. There was no identifying information—no name, no company, no brand logo. Just a phone number in gold lettering, with a Boston area code. 


I turned around to grab my cell phone out of my satchel, and returned to the window as I dialed the number on the business card. I lifted the phone to my ear as it rang once…twice…


The receiver clicked and a smooth voice purred on the other line.


“Mira Carver.”


“Hi, Mira,” I said. “It’s Vic Wilde. I’m calling about the expedition.”


I could hear the sultry smile in her voice as she chuckled. “It’s a pleasure to hear from you so soon,” she said. “So tell me—are you in or are you out?”


“I’m in,” I said without hesitation. 


“Fantastic,” she said. “And your conditions? Is there anything you need before you go?”


Looking down at the quad, I caught a glimpse of a pretty blonde and realized that it was Ellie, presumably walking to her next class. She had an unmistakable skip in her step, and chatted animatedly with the girl she’d been sitting next to in my class. I watched as she skipped along, her tits bouncing, her braided pigtails disheveled with the force of naturally curly hair.


“Yeah, I just had one question,” I said. “Is it okay if I bring a research assistant?”










CHAPTER FOUR





THREE DAYS LATER, I left my cramped apartment with my backpacking gear and satchel, threw them in my trunk, and drove toward campus to pick up Ellie on my way to the airport. I knew it was a bad idea to get this close to her, but we’d be traveling together for the next two weeks and I figured I might as well try to set some ground rules before we left.


She lived in a trendy part of town on the other side of campus, where a lot of older undergrads and grad students lived. People in their early twenties swarmed around a local coffee spot on the crowded neighborhood streets, and I felt thoroughly out of place as I navigated my Jeep toward the address Ellie had given me. 


My GPS chimed when I reached my destination, and I squinted at the addresses on the row of old red brick apartments. Then one of the doors opened and Ellie came through it, waving behind her at someone inside as they shut the door. She looked nowhere close to being ready for a jungle expedition, though she’d at least made an effort to try. A brand new green backpack heavy with belongings was slung over her shoulders, while an expensive-looking camera hung from her neck. She had a little tote back too, canvas with some obscure band logo printed across it, and it was packed with a laptop sleeve, notebooks, and even what looked to be a dense archaeological monograph.


But aside from all that, she looked more like she was going out for a jog than heading into the Amazon. Ellie wore bright leggings with a galaxy print and little spaceships on them, along with a white crop top. Her waist was exceptionally narrow and thin compared to her tits, which barely fit into the strappy purple sports bra underneath. She was wearing her hair in messy braided pigtails again too, which—when combined with the geeky glasses—only added to the schoolgirl aesthetic.


I could barely keep my eyes off her. This girl was going to kill me through the sheer power of blueballs alone.


I jumped out of the car to open the trunk, and Ellie beamed at me with a brilliant smile when our eyes met. “Back here?” she asked, indicating where my backpack sat. 


“Yeah, that works.” We went around and I hopped back in the driver’s seat, Ellie in the passenger’s seat. I had to move a stack of old maps out of her seat before she got in, and I threw them unceremoniously in the back. “Sorry for the mess,” I said. “I’m usually traveling so much that I kind of have a tendency to live out of my car.”


“No, that’s okay,” she said, leaning back to pick up the maps I’d just tossed away. Her breasts squished against the back of the seat as she did, and I jumped at the opportunity to check her out. She didn’t seem to notice, though, and sat back up as she scrutinized the map. “Is this where we’re going?”


“Mmhm,” I nodded as I pulled away from the curb. I gestured at the center of the map, swirling my finger around a system of streams, caverns, and waterfalls. “This is where I found the coin,” I said. “I figure the city itself has to be somewhere nearby—maybe even underground. The Anasazi people in what’s now the American Southwest used to build their cities in cliff sides and I think…” I trailed off at the lost expression on her face, her lips parted in a pout. “Sorry, went into teacher mode there. Are you okay?”


Ellie swallowed hard. 


“It’s just, uh…pretty remote,” she said. “I’ve never really been out that far.”


“Not outdoorsy, huh?” I asked, and her cheeks flushed.


“I’ve…never even been camping, actually,” she said. “So this is going to be new to me.”


I frowned.


“Ellie, I have to ask,” I said. “Is this what you’re planning on wearing when we’re in the jungle?”


Her cheeks flushed and she bit her lip. “Um…is it the wrong answer if I say yes?”


I chuckled, glancing down at the weather-proofed and slightly battered watch on my left wrist. “We’ve got a few hours before takeoff,” I said. “Let’s take a little detour.”

[image: ]


REI was on the way to the airport, so it wasn’t too long of a stop. That being said, we didn’t have a lot of time to spare, so I ran down the list of everything Ellie needed before we went in. She’s done her research in terms of supplies—she had a first aid kit, sunblock, bugspray, and a headlamp, all of which appeared to have been bought on a shoestring budget from Amazon—but she was sorely lacking in things to wear. It seemed that all she had was yoga pants and crop tops, and she was going to need more protective gear in the jungle…no matter how much I would have liked to have seen her in nothing but the tight-fitting clothes.


We skimmed the aisles of the store and picked out a few things, then Ellie took them to the dressing room while I wandered around, checking out climbing gear and backpacking equipment. I ambled back to the dressing room a couple minutes later to find Ellie posing in front of the mirror in a brand new ensemble of camo hiking shorts and a white linen button-up. She’d left the top few buttons undone, her purple bra showing off her generous cleavage in the gap, and she turned to give me a full show as I approached.


“Not really my style, but I guess it works,” she said with a short smile. “Does it look okay?”


“You look great,” I blurted out before I could stop myself, and it was almost worth it for the pretty blush that painted her cheeks and breasts. 


“Thanks,” she said. “Um…everything else worked, so I guess I’ll go change back. It’s not like they’re dropping us right in the jungle, right?” 


I laughed. “Nope. We connect in Miami, then it’s on to Lima,” I said. “We won’t arrive in the rainforest for another three days at least. So you’ve got just about that much longer with a clean bed and indoor plumbing.”


She winced. “I didn’t even think about that part.”


“It’s not too late to turn back,” I offered, though I knew I would regret it if she said yes. But it was true—she still had time to decide to stay in Boston, and I wasn’t going to drag her along for something she wasn’t ready for.


But Ellie just shook her head resolutely, clenching her little fists at her sides. “No, I’m definitely going,” she said. “I’ll be right back—just need to change and we can check out.”


I nodded and she went back into the dressing room, shutting the door behind her. I pulled out my phone to look at the time and found that I had a text from Mira, only identifiable through the mysterious Boston phone number she’d given me. I smiled at her message, running my thumb over my lower lip.


Just boarded our plane. Looking forward to seeing you soon. —M


“Hey, Vic?” 


I glanced up to find Ellie peeking out from behind the stall door, her face bright red. I frowned and nodded.


“Yeah?”


“This is really awkward, but my zipper is broken and I…well, I need help,” she said. “Can you give me a hand? I can’t seem to get it and I’m a little embarrassed but I know we’re in a hurry and—”


“Yes, Ellie, of course,” I said, and then I followed her into the dressing room.


It was a small space, and ridiculously intimate. Not the strangest situation I’d ever found myself in, but perhaps close to it. Ellie stood facing me, struggling with the zipper on the shorts, and gave me a helpless look.


“I’m so sorry, I know this is weird,” she said. “But I just can’t seem to finagle this.”


I opened my mouth, stopping myself from making a snarky or dirty comment—no matter how much I wanted to—and instead gestured at her shorts. “Do you want me to help?”


“Yes, please,” she said.


Taking a deep breath to steady myself at how close she was, I lowered my hands to her hips. I tried not to touch her as I tugged at the zipper, but my knuckles grazed the skin of her lower abdomen, underneath her shirt, and we both sucked in a gasp. Her eyes flickered to mine, and I tried to focus on the task at hand and not how she smelled: like irises and bubblegum.


This girl was a bad idea wrapped in the cutest package I’d ever seen.


I finally got the zipper down, and I nearly groaned when I caught sight of what she was wearing underneath. An edge of purple lace the same color as her bra peeked out from beneath the shorts, leaving very little to the imagination, and I could see that she’d waxed for the occasion.


The thought occurred to me that a pussy that sweet probably couldn’t tolerate anything but lace, and I immediately batted it away.


I was a sick, sick man.


I raised my eyes to hers, and I knew that she wanted me to kiss her. And God, I wanted nothing more than to shove her against the dressing room wall and make her come until she couldn’t see straight.


But I had a plane to catch, and a treasure to find.


“We’d better get going,” I said. “You got everything you need?”


“Yeah, I think so,” she said breathlessly. “Um…thanks.”


“Sure,” I said with a smile, then I left her in the dressing room, raking a hand through my hair and heaving a sigh.


This was going to be one long flight.










CHAPTER FIVE





LOGAN INTERNATIONAL WAS, as always, swarming with people. After parking my car in the satellite lot, Ellie and I took the shuttle to the terminal, got in line, and waited with all the other travelers to check our bags and get into line. For the first time that morning, I took a closer look at the boarding pass I’d printed at home, then squinted at the fine print.


That wasn’t an aircraft type I’d ever seen before.


I shook it off, but I felt a sort of creeping curiosity as we brought our bags to the counter. The clerk took our paperwork and frowned as she looked at it, just as I had a couple minutes earlier.


“Oh,” she said. “It looks like you’ll be gate checking your bags, so unfortunately I can’t take them here.”


I looked at her, puzzled. “Gate check…?


“Yes, you’ll be taking a private plane,” she said, a little surprised. “You didn’t know?”


Well, that was interesting. I thanked her and pocketed the boarding pass as we headed to security. Ellie was hot on my heels, eagerly sprinting alongside, nearly bouncing she had so much energy.


“Whoa,” she said. “I’ve never been on a private plane.”


I shrugged. “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”


“You’ve been on one?” she asked, her eyes wide.


“Once, when I was contracted to research a dig site in Dubai,” I said with a grin. She was so damn cute when she got excited like that. “Certainly a nicer way to travel than economy, but it’s nothing special.”


“This is the life I want when I’m done with my degree,” she said dreamily. “Traveling the world, working in exotic places…not stuck in a musty old office.” She gave me an awkward smile. “Not that your office is musty.”


I chuckled. “No, it’s definitely musty,” I said. “And I completely agree; archaeologists should be in the field, not teaching. I guess it’s great for some people, but for me, I want to be out there.”


Our conversation paused when we reached security, and got through with only a few hiccups. I had some items in my possession—rope and a utility knife, namely—that nearly gave the TSA agents a heart attack, but closer inspection of our tickets made it clear that all those items were authorized for our flight. They ended up uneasily waving us through, and we made our way to the upscale small aircraft gates.


It wasn’t long until we were walking out onto the tarmac, a gleaming white jet waiting for us. Mira stood beside the ramp, her hands on her voluptuous hips, where her shirt rode up slightly to reveal her lean midriff. She was all in black again, her red hair and blue eyes in stark contrast with the dark ensemble. The fiery tones of her hair almost distracted me from the fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra, but I couldn’t miss the way her nipples pebbled in the autumn air.


“Dr. Wilde,” she said, shaking my hand, then she turned to Ellie to do the same. “Ms. Robinson.”


Ellie’s shoulders hunched as she nodded, taking Mira’s hand hesitantly. “Nice to formally meet you, Ms. Carver.”


“Oh, it’s Dr. Carver, actually,” Mira said with a crooked smile. “But Mira is just fine. We’re going to be spending a great deal of time together; no need for formalities.”


“So I’m working with two doctors,” Ellie said, and I could see the tension in the way she held herself. “Cool.”


Mira snorted, but didn’t remark on Ellie’s attitude. “And I’d like to introduce you to my fellow guide, Damian Sharp…”


Another set of footsteps sounded on the ramp, and we all turned to face the newcomer. It was a man with dirty blonde hair and a neatly trimmed goatee, wearing a long-sleeved black shirt and camo pants. He extended a hand with a smile that immediately struck me as sleazy, and I took it with a flicker of distaste. “Damian,” he offered. He had a smoker’s voice, raspy and deep, and what sounded like an Australian accent. “And you must be the infamous Dr. Wilde.”


“I wouldn’t describe myself as infamous,” I said with a laugh and a shrug. He was gripping my hand more firmly than necessary, and I squeezed harder to match him until he finally let up. “But it’s nice to meet you. And you can call me Vic.”


“And who is this beauty?”


He turned his attention on Ellie, who blushed and extended her hand for a shake. Instead of shaking it, though, he whisked her fingers up between his and bent to press his lips to her knuckles. She went beet red and giggled, and Mira raised her eyebrows in clear disapproval at the interaction. 


I didn’t like it much myself. Not because I was jealous—it wasn’t my place to be jealous, not with Ellie—but because I felt a profound need to protect her.


“Ellie Robinson,” she said. “I’m Dr. Wilde’s research assistant.”


“You’re a graduate student?” Damian said, still holding her hand. “You’ll have to tell me all about your research on the flight.”


“Oh, um…are you a doctor too?” Ellie said brightly, but Damian shook his head as he finally released her. 


“Nah, sweetheart,” he said. “Just a mercenary. But I know that jungle better than the rest of you combined.” He looked at Mira, then, raising his eyebrows. “Well, it’s best we get going. Adventure waits for no one!”


He turned and climbed back up the ramp, and Mira gestured toward it with a thin smile. 


“After you.”
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It was a three hour flight from Boston to Miami, and then another five hours from Miami to Lima. That was a long time to be in the air; so it was nice that we just so happened to be riding in what was probably the most expensive aircraft I’d ever seen. A table sat on the left hand side of the cabin, with two plush white leather chairs on either side, while sleeper seats occupied the right, complete with individual curtains for optimal privacy. The carpet was black with gold diamonds printed on it, and everything sparkled like it was brand new—right down to the mini-bar at the aft of the aircraft. The whole place smelled like new leather and orange zest, while the dulcet tones of a standup bass and jazz guitar drifted from the speakers.


Whoever we were working for, they had a lot of money to burn.


A flight attendant approached as we settled into our seats, Ellie and I across from Damian and Mira, and she paused beside us to ask for our drink orders.


“Whiskey, neat,” I said, and the flight attendant nodded. 


“Can do, Dr. Wilde,” she said. “And you, Mrs. Wilde?”


Ellie opened her mouth to respond, but I was already blurting out a response.


“Oh, she’s not my wife,” I said. “She’s my assistant.”


“Right,” the flight attendant said. “Sorry. Can I get you anything?”


“Vodka lemonade,” Ellie said, her cheeks a pretty shade of pink.


Of course: a sweet drink, just like her.


Damian and Mira ordered as well—an IPA and a dirty martini, respectively—and the attendant returned with a tray of drinks just as we started down the runway. Ellie was in the window seat, and I glanced over at her when her hand suddenly gripped my knee with vice-like fingers, her knuckles going white as the plane took off.


“Don’t like flying?” I murmured, and she gave me a sheepish, if nervous, smile.


“Not a big fan,” she said. “I feel like I convinced you to take me on this trip, and all I’ve been doing is showing you why I was the wrong person to bring.”


I frowned. “I don’t think you were the wrong person at all,” I said. “I looked at your resumé. I know you did field school in Mexico, and your command of Mesoamerican languages is unmatched in the archaeology department…except by me, of course.”


She giggled and her grip on my knee relaxed just slightly. “That’s high praise from the guy who found El Dorado,” she said.


“Hey, I haven’t found El Dorado yet,” I said. “And you’re gonna be there to help me when I do.”


Damian took a swig of his beer and leaned forward. “Have to admit, I thought it was crazy at first when I listened to that interview you did,” he said. “I’ve spent ten years scouring that jungle for artifacts, and I thought I’d already dug up everything there was to find. But you present a compelling case.” He crossed his arms, holding his beer and lifting his chin as if in a challenge. “How’d you come across that stuff anyway?”


“Luck, I guess,” I said with a shrug. “Always somewhat of a roll of the dice when you dive into a new archive.”


“But people have combed over those records for centuries,” Mira said, her smooth, rich voice like satin. “The journals of Cortez, Columbus, Coronado…they’ve all been mined for anything useful, and scholars haven’t found anything.”


“Ah,” I said, pointing at her with a grin. “That’s the issue though, isn’t it? We spent all this time examining official records and the journals of important people, and we never took a microscope to what the little guy had to say. The journal I found the evidence in didn’t belong to a conquistador; it just belonged to a sailor.”


Damian scoffed. “It can’t have been that simple.” 


“I mean, it wasn’t simple,” I said. “It took some knowledge of sailing mythology to decode what he was trying to say. He spent all this time talking about mermaids in the jungle, glowing lights beneath the surface, sirens in the Amazon…and it sounds like superstitious bullshit, right? But if you look a little closer, and you align the dates that he wrote those entries with the location of Coronado’s expedition on the map, you find that it was all centered around one specific spot.” I sighed. “That’s where I was headed when I found the coin and when the Peruvian government scooped me up.”


Mira chuckled and glanced at Ellie. “A good lesson for a young scholar,” Mira said. “Always get the proper permits.”


“And what—you were planning on just diving in yourself? Finding the lost treasure, taking the best loot, and getting lost?” Damian asked, and I had the feeling he was asking because that was exactly what he would do.


“No, of course not,” I said. “It’s not that I want the treasure; I do it for the sake of knowledge. And for the adventure, of course. To be the one to say that I found this thing, after all these years of searching.”


The plane suddenly jolted, and Ellie’s hand flew back to my knee. I caught sight of Damian sneering at us before I reached over to pat her shoulder, smiling comfortingly. “It’s going to be fine,” I said. “I’m sure they wouldn’t have hired a bad pilot after spending all this money to hire us all. Just a bad investment to kill us.”


Ellie gave me a terrified glance, her eyes wide, and I grinned sheepishly.


“Not helping, huh?”


“Not helping,” she confirmed, nodding. “Just, uh…is it okay if I leave my hand here? Just for the flight. It makes me feel better to have something to hold onto.”


“Sure,” I said, and I kept my hand on her shoulder too, letting my thumb graze her soft skin.


And that’s how we stayed until we landed in Miami.










CHAPTER SIX





WE LEFT MIAMI at night, and soon everyone had retired to the individual sleeper seats. I listened to the others as they got settled. Ellie muttered to herself a little, tucking in with a good book; Mira seemed to go straight to bed like clockwork after a precise routine; and Damian conked right out, snoring loudly. I drew the curtain around my own compartment and watched the stars through the open window as we coasted over the clouds, dreaming of the adventure to come.


So it was that I woke up with the sunrise in my eyes, looking out at a different sky than I’d gone to sleep in. A thick layer of clouds skimmed below us, and I had to assume that we were just about to land, given the time. I felt my fingers and toes prickle with anticipation at the prospect of catching dawn in Lima, the sun rising over the Andes to the east, the first pink rays of light descending into the Pacific.


I’d been to Lima three times before: once during field school in college, a second time diving an old Portuguese shipwreck off the coast, and again last year, on my El Dorado misadventure. Every time, the fog had been so thick at first that I hadn’t been able to see a damn thing as I came through the clouds. Lima was a city persistently shrouded in mist, and you could only get the full view once you’d escaped the fog rolling off of the Andes.


That’s how I knew we were about to get a great picture.


I rose and shuffled back toward Ellie’s seat, gently moving the curtain aside. Her window was closed, so it was completely dark inside and I had to let my eyes adjust to the light—but when they did, I saw her angelic face come to life, her pouty lips parted, her eyes shut. She’d taken her hair out of the customary braids, and it sprung in wild blonde curls around her head.


I took a second to drink her in—the curls, the dark eyelashes, her open mouth. The way her hair fell against her big, perky breasts, barely contained in that purple sports bra. If I looked closely, I could see her chest move as she breathed, straining at her cute white crop top.


“Hey,” I whispered, squatting down beside her. “We’re almost there.”


She groaned slightly and rubbed her eyes with her fists, blinking them slowly open.


“Vic?” she said, and her voice saying my name while still deep and throaty with sleep made me want to kiss her hard. “Where are we?”


“We’re just about to touch down in Lima,” I said. “There’ll be a great view when we break through the clouds—you’re going to want to see this.”


“Okay,” she said, then yawned and stretched her arms over her head. The movement was graceful and slight, putting her on display for me as the blanket covering her fell away to reveal that she’d swapped out her leggings overnight for a pair of pink booty shorts. She started when she realized I’d gotten an eyeful of creamy thigh, and righted the blanket before turning and opening the window.


“I don’t see anything,” she said, picking up her camera from beside her. “Are you sure?”


“Just give it a minute,” I said.


I felt the nose of the plane dip just slightly, the telltale sign of our descent. Ellie’s whole body tensed up and I put my hand on her knee through the blanket. We hit a few bumps as we coasted through the thick clouds, dense with rain as it poured off the mountains.


“And…now,” I said.


The cloud cover broke, then, and a colorful city on a grey dawn horizon bloomed beneath us. The ocean was ahead of us, glistening in those first rays of sunlight, while the mountains were to our right, huge and green and glorious.


God, had I missed South America. The world, really—anywhere that wasn’t stuffy old Harvard.


A huge grin broke out on Ellie’s face at the glorious view and she raised her camera to snap a picture or two, putting it down in her lap afterward. I liked that about her: that she wanted to capture the moment, but she wasn’t so self-centered as to always be taking pictures and ignoring the world around her. She glanced over at me and I realized that my hand was still on her knee when she wrapped her fingers around mine and squeezed.


I needed to focus on the job. I couldn’t let myself be distracted by a pretty girl.


Though it wouldn’t be the first time.


Two black Range Rovers were waiting on the tarmac, each with a pair of armed guards wearing fatigues and sunglasses. Ellie gave me a wary look, but Mira caught sight of her and piped up right away. “That’s our ride,” she said. “Nothing to worry about; all part of the plan. Hello, boys!”


The Brit waved her hand and the men greeted her in Spanish before coming forward to take our bags. They didn’t say anything else; guess this was more of a ‘no-talk’ operation than anything congenial.


“The cars have room for two of us each,” Mira announced. “Dr. Wilde, I would like to discuss some things with you on the way—Miss Robinson, would you mind riding with Mr. Sharp?”


Damian grinned at Ellie and I opened my mouth to protest, but Ellie stopped me with an elbow to the ribs. “I’ll be fine,” she said under her breath, then turned with a wiggle of her eyebrows. “And I’ll see what I can figure out about our mysterious benefactors.”


I quirked my lips in a half-smile and then returned to Mira, stepping toward the back Range Rover.


“Alright, Dr. Carver,” I said with a dramatic flourish as I opened the door for her. “Shall we?”
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There were some things about Lima that never changed.


First off was the weather. I could see the city’s customary mist through the car windows, puffs of fog rolling out of the mountains and around the colorful apartment buildings. Despite the looming grey, it was still balmy when I rolled down the window, the salty ocean air clinging to my face as I broke out in sweat. 


Second was the traffic.


As soon as we hit the main drag, we slowed to a complete halt. Mira sat beside me, and crossed one leg over the other impatiently as she leaned out the window to peek at the gridlock ahead of us. I looked out the window at the old churches and apartments passing by at a crawl, businesses with pinstriped awnings and open doors calling out to tourists.


“Dr. Wilde.”


I glanced over at Mira with a grin. “I told you you could call me Vic,” I said.


She chuckled, an unusually girlish sound that betrayed a flirtation less calculated than the others I’d gotten from her as her lips curved in a genuine, breathtaking smile. 


“Your casual demeanor is much appreciated, but I prefer to keep at least some formalities in place,” she said. “And something about the title…I’m not sure. It has a nice ring to it.”


Her words brought to mind the tantalizing fantasy of her calling me doctor in certain other places and circumstances, but I dismissed it and tried to focus on her. “So what did you want to talk about?” I asked.


“I wanted to make sure we had a chance to address any unanswered questions…away from prying eyes.”


I cocked an eyebrow. “Do you mean Ellie or Damian?”


She shrugged, and I noticed again how hard her nipples were under the silk of that black shirt, the way they moved underneath the shimmering fabric.


“You never know who’s listening,” she said.


“So this is that kind of conversation,” I said. “You wanted to talk about security?”


“Maybe I just wanted to get you alone,” she said, her voice dripping with seduction—then she chuckled, and pulled a leather folio out of the briefcase between her ankles. She handed it over to me, then pulled a sleek pen out as well. “No, of course it’s about security,” she continued. “Mr. Sharp has already signed a confidentiality agreement, and my employers would like you to do the same.”


“A confidentiality agreement?” I frowned. “But if we make a discovery, we’ll need to share it with the world—”


“It pertains only to the location of the city,” Mira said. “Just a run of the mill contract. Your assistant will be covered under this same agreement, as she’s in your employ as a contractor with the university.”


I fiddled with the pen as I read over the terms. “I’m not sure that I can sign this.”


“Be reasonable, Dr. Wilde,” she sighed. “I understand your reservations, but I assure you that this is purely to maintain the integrity of the site. If we find such a thing and release the location, you know that looters will descend on the place immediately.”


I knew she was right. But I couldn’t bring myself to put the pen to the paper. There wasn’t enough time to read all the terms, and something about this just felt off.


But I didn’t have to worry about making a decision. Because just at that moment, the Range Rover ahead of us suddenly veered right, sending pedestrians diving out of the way as the car jetted down an alley. I blinked in shock for a minute before I looked at the gorgeous woman across from me, pointing after the runaway car.


“Hey, Mira?” I said. “That’s…not part of the plan, is it?”


Her eyes went wide at the sight of the other Range Rover sped away, and then she gaped at me.


“No,” she said. “It most certainly isn’t.”










CHAPTER SEVEN





FOR THE FIRST time, Mira looked scared.


“This…this wasn’t part of the plan,” she said. “What do we do?”


I leaned forward to duck my head between the seats, but the driver looked just as lost as my companion. “What are you doing?” I demanded. “Follow them!”


“I can’t…the traffic,” the driver stammered in Spanish.


They were getting away. I cursed and grabbed Mira’s hand, moving for the door and leaping out. I didn’t know what I was going to do for a minute, then I saw a man in a leather jacket standing next to a motorcycle, just about to get on, and raced toward him. His eyes widened as we approached and I took the bike. 


“Hey,” I said. “Mind if I borrow this?”


He opened his mouth to respond, but I didn’t wait. I took the keys dangling from his hand and hopped on, whipping it around to face the alley I’d just watched the Range Rover drive down. Mira stood there in shock, her red lips parted.


“Well, are you coming?” I asked.


She grinned, then, her eyes gleaming.


“I’ll drive,” she said. “You’re going to need this.”


Mira handed me a silenced pistol, and then she slung her leg over the seat in front of me, her ass sliding against my dick as she went. I wrapped an arm around her narrow waist, bracing myself and holding the gun in my right hand.


Then she gunned it, and we were zipping down the alley, pedestrians jumping out of the way. When we got on the bike, I could just barely see the Range Rover as it quickly escaped us, driving as fast as it could in close quarters. It veered left onto another side street and I thought for a minute that we’d lost them, worry for Ellie consuming me.


Plus, she had seen my maps and my research. If this was a race to the treasure, and they managed to take Ellie, she could give them everything they needed.


But the bike was better in terms of speed and maneuverability, and we were gaining on them. They had to have realized it too, because a minute later the guard on the passenger side leaned out of the window, aiming his assault rifle right at us. He fired a spray of bullets, people screaming and cowering in the alley as Mira swerved to avoid his shots. We burst through a laundry line, clothes flying everywhere as Mira got closer and closer, the guard attacking us the whole time.


He ducked back in, then, presumably to reload. I raised the gun and held on tight to Mira with my thighs as I aimed. It had been a while since I’d fired a gun—and it wasn’t like I frequently practiced shooting while on a moving motorcycle—but when it came down to the wire, I knew I had to do this to help Ellie. We came up alongside the car before the guard could reload, and I knew that this was my moment.


As soon as he sat back up, I fired, nearly losing my grip on Mira with my legs as I did so. The bullet killed him instantly and he went limp, dropping the gun in his lap. The other guard caught sight of us and swerved, trying to hit us; but Mira revved the engine and we leapt forward with a surge of speed, getting in front of them.


“Give me the gun and take the handlebars!” she screamed over her shoulder.


I gaped. “What?”


“Just…take…control!” she said, her hand sliding over my thigh before finding where I’d tucked the gun against my side.


Then all of a sudden she was turning around, her legs over mine as I gripped the handlebars tight. Mira wrapped her strong thighs around my hips and her left arm around my ribs as she aimed behind us, and I marveled at how she barely seemed to even shake as she narrowed her eyes at the car behind us—


—and pulled the trigger.


The muffled boom of the silenced pistol made my ears ring, but it seemed to have found its mark; a screech of tires sounded from behind us and I swerved to a halt, putting down my foot to catch us just as the Range Rover rolled to a stop. A cracked hole pierced the windshield, the driver slumped forward with a trickle of blood dripping onto the floor below him.


I looked at Mira, desperately trying to catch my breath, the surge of adrenaline only now hitting me and leading me to realize that I was rock hard against her. I supposed the vibrations of the bike combined with Mira’s close heat must have gotten me all hot and bothered, and I got a hit of satisfaction at the sight of her sliding her tongue over her lips.


She liked feeling my cock between her legs.


“Holy shit; that was crazy,” I muttered with a grin. “You are one hell of a woman, Mira Carver.”


She nodded, her mouth twisting in a wicked smile.


“So I’ve been told,” she said; then leaned in close, her lips just barely grazing my ear. “And Vic?”


“Mmhm?” I said, my blood surging to my groin.


“Motorcycles aren’t the only thing I like to ride.”


“Vic!”


The spell broken, I glanced over my shoulder to see Ellie climbing out of the car, her eyes wide. Mira and I both stood as Ellie ran toward us, then she flung her arms around my neck, burying her face in my chest as her soft body molded to mine. She was crying, her shoulders heaving with wracked, panicked sobs, and I couldn’t help but wrap my arms around her, trying not to pay attention to how svelte she was, how her waist curved perfectly against my arms as I held her.


And damn it, I was still hard.


I just had to hope she wouldn’t notice.


“I thought I was going to die,” she choked out, leaning back and wiping at her eyes. “Vic…thank you. You saved my life.”


I held her tight, stroking her curly hair. A surge of protectiveness pulsed through me, and I realized I’d already come to care for this girl way more than I’d ever intended. In those breathless minutes when I thought I’d lost her, I’d felt rage unlike anything I’d ever experienced.


“You’re safe now,” I said. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”


Mira strode past us toward Damian, who had pulled open the passenger side door and was picking over the guard’s belongings. He didn’t seem disturbed at all, other than his hair being a little more unkempt than before, and his callousness as he pulled gift cards and cash from the dead man’s wallet to put them in his own pocket irked me.


“What the hell happened back there, Sharp?” Mira said harshly. “I thought we’d vetted security.”


He shrugged, then flashed Mira a look before showing her a business card from inside the wallet. I didn’t see much of it, but it flashed gold in the light, and appeared to have a symbol printed on it.


“Shit,” Mira cursed. “I guess they’ve breached further into our organization than we realized.”


My ears perked up at that, and I let Ellie go to walk closer to them, pulling the grad student along with me. 


“‘They?’” I asked. “Mira—the secrets have to stop. Now that Ellie’s life has been put in danger, we have a right to know what’s going on.”


Mira sighed, exchanging a look with Damian, who shrugged.


“Fine,” she says. “Let’s get to the hotel…and then I’ll tell you everything.”










CHAPTER EIGHT





THE HOTEL COULDN’T have been more different than where we would be sleeping for the rest of the trip. Whereas most of our nights would be spent roughing it in the jungle, our employers had put us up in a five-star resort on the beach, valets rushing to help us with our belongings as we climbed out of the cramped Range Rover. It was a little rich for my blood—I preferred to handle things on my own—so I shouldered my backpack and satchel as I joined the others and walked into the hotel. 


The place was swanky. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, while stylish white leather furniture was scattered in sitting areas around the red-carpeted lobby. Tuxedoed porters ran to and fro, carrying luggage and pushing room service carts. Mira led the way to the desk before turning to hand us each our keycards, her eyes landing on Ellie last.


“I’ll make sure to assign security to your room, Miss Robinson, given all that’s happened today,” Mira said. 


“Are you sure that’s safe?” Ellie squeaked, and Mira smiled encouragingly.


“Yes, I’m positive—”


“I don’t really know that I’m comfortable with your guards, given the fact that two of the ones you said were fine were actually traitors,” I said. “Do you have adjoining rooms maybe? Some way that I could keep an eye on Ellie myself?”


“The organization we work for has partial ownership of this facility,” Damian cut in. “Your little girlfriend will be fine.”


“She’s not my girlfriend,” I said, clenching my fists. The Aussie was really starting to piss me off, and we’d only known each other for a day; if things kept going like this, ultimately I knew we were going to end up exchanging blows. “And I still don’t even know what this organization is—”


“Easy, boys,” Mira said, stepping between us and putting a hand on my chest. Her fingers were electric in the spot where my white henley opened to bare skin, and she seemed to feel it too, sucking in a breath before recovering herself. “All of your questions will be answered soon,” she continued. “Now if you wouldn’t mind getting changed before dinner, our employers are waiting to meet you. Shall I show you to your rooms?”


“Wait,” Ellie said, her eyes wide. “Are you saying I need something fancy to wear? I didn’t bring anything like that, I thought we were just going to be camping.”


“You can borrow something from me, though you’ll probably fill my dresses out a little more,” Mira said with a comforting smile. “Nothing is going to happen to you, dear. Now let’s get upstairs and dressed and the men can beat their chests a bit…”


I cringed at the jab, crossing my arms over my chest as Mira took Ellie by the elbow and they headed toward the elevator. Damian sneered at me when I looked back at him, then lifted his chin.


“See you at dinner,” he said, and turned without another word.


“Yep, see you there,” I muttered, then under my breath— “…asshole.”
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I was definitely underdressed.


Mira’s mystery organization had booked us a private room in the hotel restaurant, and just like the rest of the establishment, it was five stars and snooty as all hell. I got more than a few ugly looks as I walked through the dining room in jeans and a button-up rolled to my elbows, my five o’clock shadow turning into more of a beard and my hair as scruffy as ever. I’d never been good at formalities—not in church as a kid, not in academia as an adult, and definitely not here—and that particular shortcoming was on full display now. The hostess took me to the back room and my eyes bugged out when I saw my companions.


Damian was decked out in a well-tailored suit, his dirty blonde hair slicked back and his jaw clean-shaven. Somehow, he still looked as slimy as ever, sipping on a cold beer with a cocky smirk. 


Mira looked incredible, as expected. It seemed that black was her color, and she wore it well in a tight sheath dress that showcased all of her curves. She was a little on the thin side, her breasts small and her hips narrow, but her ass more than made up for it, perfectly round and tight. It was to be expected, I guessed—she had an athlete’s build, and probably jogged or practiced martial arts.


Ellie, on the other hand, was a different matter entirely. 


She was everything Mira wasn’t—bubbly where the Brit was fiery, soft where the other was hard, bright opposed to dark. Mira had dressed the grad student in a low-cut burgundy dress that complimented her eyes, which glistened in a shade close to gold in the glowing lights of the room. She’d even put on some makeup—Mira’s work, no doubt—and she smiled shyly at me and pushed her glasses up as I walked in, pausing in her conversation with someone at the head of the table.


And that person…


…was old.


Older than I had expected, for some reason. A man who had to be approaching seventy stood at the other end of the room with Ellie, and his eyes settled on me along with the others. He looked like he’d once been a strapping young man, but now he was bent and thin, dressed in a nice suit. His bushy eyebrows raised and his face warmed in a smile as he approached me, extending his hand.


“Dr. Wilde,” he said. “I’m Anthony Carver. It’s so nice to finally meet you.”


I frowned. “Carver?” I said. “You’re…”


“Mira’s grandfather,” he offered, following my train of thought. “My granddaughter says that you have a lot of questions about our organization. Shall we discuss over dinner?”


“We…uh, yes, we shall,” I said. 


I took a seat, a little confused about what was going on, as the others joined us at the table. Moments later, a waiter came in with a first course for each of us: Peruvian parihuela, a fish soup that made Ellie wrinkle her nose. I glanced over at her with a chuckle and she cast her eyes down at her plate, her breasts flushing with the rest of her in that gorgeous way. Spoons and porcelain clinked as we dug in; and even though Ellie didn’t seem too hot on the meal, I was starving.


“So, Dr. Wilde,” Anthony said. “What would you like to know?”


I swallowed a spoonful of soup, already having cleared the bowl and ready for more. “Well, for starters…who are you?”


His mouth quirked in a wry smile and he raised his eyebrows. “That question is more difficult to answer than you might presume,” he said.


“Try me.” I shrugged. “Ellie and I are educated people.”


“Very well.” The old man steepled his fingers in front of him and looked over them at the two of us, seated side by side. Damian and Mira ate in silence, Mira watching us closely while Damian fiddled with his phone. “Do you know anything about the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn?”


I did a double take, my brow furrowing.


“Yeah,” I said slowly. “Secret society that studied the occult, right? Nineteenth century?”


“That’s what the world seems to believe,” Anthony said, “and this has been by design. For you see, the Golden Dawn was founded long before the Victorian Era, and persists to this day.”


I raised one eyebrow, smirking. This had to be a joke.


“You’re kidding me,” I said. “Are you really about to try and convince me that this has something to do with the occult?”


“I’m not going to try,” Anthony said. “I’m going to succeed.”


I wanted to argue right away, but the waiter returned at that moment with our second course—steaks and a side of roasted vegetables. Everything was cooked to perfection and smelled incredible, but I couldn’t wait to get back into our insane conversation, leaving my food neglected.


“Listen.” I leaned forward, shaking my head and waving my hand. “I mean no disrespect, sir, but we get this sort of talk all the time in archaeology circles…secret societies, conspiracy theories, hidden cities. It’s almost all bogus.”


“But what if it wasn’t?” Mira cut in. I glanced over at her to see a deep fervor in her blue eyes, her fingers spread on the table. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes, Vic. Soon, you will too.”


“So this isn’t just about the treasure,” I said, and Anthony shook his head.


“No, Dr. Wilde,” he said. “It’s about a question; that question being how has a golden city remained hidden for so long?”


I blinked, staring back at the table before reaching for my glass and taking a big swig of scotch. It burned as it went down, and I hissed out a breath.


“Okay,” I said. “Say I’m going along with all this. What does it have to do with the Golden Dawn?”


“Of that, we’re not quite sure,” Anthony said in a troubled voice. “All we know is that they want what’s in that city. And that we have to find it first.”


“Right…” I drawled. I still wasn’t sure if I believed it; I was a scientist, and I wasn’t inclined to superstition. “And who are ‘we’ exactly?”


Mira and Anthony exchanged a cautious look, Damian crossing his arms over his chest and taking a deep breath.


“You’re gonna laugh when you hear it, mate,” he said


Mira glared daggers at him, then she interlaced her fingers in front of her. “We are a multinational organization with one singular mission,” she said. “To stop the Golden Dawn. You might recognize our properties as owned by the KOL Group or, as we are actually called—”


“The Keepers of the Light,” Anthony finished.


I couldn’t help it; I snorted. This all sounded so insane that I could barely believe it, and I clenched my fist against the table as I held back more laughter. I glanced over at Ellie to see if she was responding the same way, but she seemed totally enraptured with the conversation. 


“You’re fucking with me, right?” I said. “You can’t be serious.”


“I thought the same thing when they brought me in,” Damian said. “But it’s all true. This is my second gig with the Keepers and I’ve seen things that…” He shuddered. “Well, I’ve seen things that you couldn’t imagine in your worst nightmares.”


“I mean, I can’t exactly trust you, can I?” I said to Damian. “We just met—”


“I believe them.”


I looked over at Ellie, who sat stone-faced and blank next to me. I could see her shoulders shake a little as she breathed, but that was the only emotion on display when she faced me with tears shimmering in her eyes. 


“I believe them,” she repeated. “The men in the car…they had tattoos on the backs of their necks, or maybe brands. They looked like a rising sun.”


“I can’t believe we didn’t catch that,” Mira muttered under her breath, and Damian shook his head. 


“You asked for answers,” Anthony said, “and I’ve given them to you. Normally we don’t share all the details of our work with those we hire for a single engagement, yet you seemed insistent in your desire to know the truth—thus, here we are.”


“So what do you expect us to find in El Dorado?” I asked. “Crystal skulls? Ancient aliens? Because you know that stuff was made up for the Discovery Channel.”


Anthony rubbed the bridge of his nose with a sigh.


“As I said, I’m unsure what you’ll find,” he said. “But I know that we must locate the city before the Golden Dawn can reach us. The more mystical artifacts they acquire, the greater their strength becomes, and the closer we all get to certain doom.”


I winced. “So these Golden Dawn guys are pretty bad news, huh?”


Anthony chuckled bitterly. “Bad news indeed.”










CHAPTER NINE





I COULDN’T SEEM to get to sleep that night.


My mind was racing with thoughts of the expedition tomorrow, the strange events of the day, and my apparent chemistry with both Ellie and Mira. Every nerve was firing, my foot wiggling under the blanket as I tossed and turned, my fist clenching and unclenching at the thought of Ellie in danger. That alone was enough to keep me up, everything seeming to race toward some inevitable and potentially deadly end.


But most of all, I was preoccupied with the revelation about the Golden Dawn, the Keepers of the Light, and whatever mystical object was hidden in El Dorado. I didn’t think I believed it—not yet, when I hadn’t seen any evidence that proved that would be the case. And I hadn’t lied to Mira’s grandfather when I’d said I didn’t believe conspiracy theories, and I had certainly heard enough of them in my time. But something about this felt deeply, inexorably true. I thought back to finding the coin—almost as if someone had placed them there for me on purpose.


What if they had?


The jungle, already dangerous and full of potential, now burst with mystery. I felt it calling out to me from the north, where we would soon head deep into the most remote parts of the country: the Amazon. I pictured the winding river in my mind’s eye, my pulse increasing at the things we would see.


Knock knock. 


I jumped a little and sat up in bed, flinging my legs over the side with a frown. It was the middle of the night and no one should be coming to my room at this hour. I readied myself for a fight just in case it was more of those thugs from yesterday, raising my fist—


And then the knock came again. But not from the front door; from the adjoining room.


Fuck, of course—it had to be Ellie. I jogged over to the smaller door and opened it to find her standing at the threshold, her brown eyes wide and smudged with makeup. The lights were on in her room, and I squinted a little at her as I took her in.


She wore a pair of cute little booty shorts that barely fit her, her hips wide and voluptuous. The white tank wasn’t much better, spaghetti straps falling off her shoulders and her tits almost falling out. She was back in her usual pigtails, and the whole look was sinfully innocent. 


She had to know—right?


“Hey, Vic,” she said, twisting her hands at her waist. “I’m sorry to bother you, I just…I couldn’t sleep and I didn’t know where else to go.”


“It’s okay,” I smiled. “I wasn’t sleeping either. Don’t think it’s ever easy the night before a big expedition. Do you want to come in?”


She nodded and stepped past me into my darker room. I left the door open so the light spilled across the floor in a splinter of gold, and Ellie sat down on the bed with a heavy sigh. “I’m glad it’s normal,” she said. “I thought I was just losing my mind. Like I wasn’t tough enough for this.”


I sat down next to her, cautious to keep my distance. It suddenly occurred to me that I wasn’t wearing a shirt, that we were sitting on a bed together, that we were completely alone, and that she looked drop dead gorgeous. I couldn’t risk patting her on the shoulder or reaching out at all when I could tell exactly where this was going.


“Hey, the nice thing is that you don’t have to be tough,” I shrugged. “You’ve got me, Mira, and Damian for that.”


She smiled sweetly, and then it was she that put her hand on my knee, rubbing her thumb over my kneecap. It sent a jolt straight to my dick, so I leaned back like I might be able to escape her touch, wanting to be sure that we did this right—which meant not at all, given that I was a professor in her department, this was wrong—


“Thank you for everything,” she says. “You’re always encouraging, but do you really think I’m ready for this? It just seems like the world is screaming at me to turn around and run right back to Boston.”


“You got all the way here, and you fought tooth and nail to do it,” I said. “Ellie, I think it would be a mistake to go home. You’ve come so far.”


She batted her eyelashes at me, leaving a dusting of dark mascara on her cheeks, and I couldn’t help but reach to swipe it away. My hand was on her face, then, and her fingers squeezed my thigh, sliding just slightly north. 


Toward disaster. 


Ellie’s wide brown eyes darted from mine to my mouth. I couldn’t seem to drag myself away as her tongue flicked out, wetting those pink, pouting lips. Those off-limits pouting lips that would look so good wrapped around my dick, and I knew I shouldn’t be thinking it…


…but God was she a gorgeous woman.


“Kiss me, Vic,” she whispered.


And as soon as those breathy words crossed her lips, I was doomed.


I brushed my mouth against hers, the sensation rocketing from my mouth to all my extremities. My dick throbbed almost painfully and I followed its direction, pressing my mouth to hers again—this time more insistently. Her hand was on my upper thigh now, kneading the flesh like she wanted to be touching something else, and so I deepened the kiss at the sound of her whimper, holding her chin up to meet me as I pushed my tongue between her lips, giving her what she’d been demanding for days.


“More…” she whispered, and her hand brushed higher and…


I would have been lying to myself if I’d said I didn’t want to do filthy things with this woman. Ellie was a total knock-out—smart and funny and brave too—and I knew that we could have spent the whole damn night giving each other orgasms. I probably would have barely let the girl sleep, as horny as she’d made me the past few days, and she would have loved it. 


But—and this was a big ‘but’—she was basically my student. She was young and naïve.


And I needed to focus on the bigger picture, when there was a good chance she wanted more. That was something I just couldn’t give her with so much on the line.


“Ellie,” I said, putting my hand over hers before she reached my dick. “We can’t do this. Not tonight.”


Ellie’s brow furrowed, her mouth red and pouting, and I almost kissed her again just at how delicious she looked. “Not tonight?” she repeated.


“Maybe not ever,” I said. “We’re going to be working on this together for who knows how long, and we’re both about to run the gauntlet in terms of outdoor exploration. It’s probably best to just stay friends…at least for now. And besides.” I grinned. “Why would a pretty girl like you want a bum like me?”


That at least seemed to cheer her up a little, though I could tell she was disappointed. I was disappointed too, given that I had essentially just blueballed myself. In fact, I’d had blueballs ever since that first day I’d met Ellie.


God, my conscience could be a real bastard sometimes.


“Okay,” she said. “Well, I guess I’ll let you go back to bed.”


She stood suddenly, leaving me cold where we’d been touching. I reached for her, but blanched when she glanced back at me and I saw that she was crying. “Ellie, wait!” I said.


But in the blink of an eye, she’d fled back to her room and locked the door behind her.










CHAPTER TEN





A COURTESY CALL woke me the next morning at dawn after just a few restless hours of sleep. Ellie’s visit to my room had left me frustratingly horny on top of the excitement I already felt for the expedition and the apprehension over the bizarre prospect of finding something mystical, and it led me to have strange dreams. In those dreams, a beautiful Incan woman beckoned to me from a tangle of vines, like a spider luring prey into her web.


Thus, I woke with somewhat of a fear boner and the overwhelming sensation that something bad was about to happen. But it wasn’t the first time—and I shook it off as mere superstition—so I grabbed my stuff, then dressed in my customary green henley and battered jeans. There were additional things I decked myself out with too, staples for the jungle: a pair of socks to stop insects from crawling up my legs, hiking boots, and a thin scarf to cover my mouth if we came across any clouds of gnats. 


I stepped out of the room and immediately jerked my head to the side at the sound of a door shutting beside me. Ellie stood in a similar get-up that we’d bought for her the day before, her eyes wide. She gaped at me for a minute, her face turning bright red before she ducked to look away from me, staring steadfastly at the floor.


“Uh…good morning, Dr. Wilde,” she said. 


I winced. “Ellie, there’s no need for formalities,” I said, but she shook her head.


“I think it’s best if we keep some professional distance,” she said. “And it’s fine—I’m fine, I promise. Ready to get going?”


“Yeah,” I said. I wanted to keep talking to her—to tell her that, under any other circumstances, I would have gladly taken her up on her offer the previous night—but I didn’t think that would help. 


This was what was best. She was my student. Fucking her would be wrong.


I had to keep telling myself that if I wanted to survive this trip with my honor intact.


We made our way downstairs together in complete silence, joining Mira, Damian, and Arthur Carver in the same dining room as before. This time, Arthur was the only one dressed up, while Mira and Damian wore expedition gear like ours. Mira somehow managed to make her ensemble both classy and utilitarian, her hair bound in that long ponytail from the first day I’d met her. The white linen button-up she wore revealed her elegant clavicle and sternum, her nipples pebbled underneath the fabric. I don’t think the woman ever wore a bra—but damn, the look worked for her. I couldn’t help staring for a minute before my eyes darted back up to hers, where she smirked at me.


“Help yourself to some breakfast,” she said. “It’s going to be a bumpy ride. Our next destination is Iquitos, our gateway to the Amazon. Once there, we’ll go on foot into the jungle.”


“Are you sure we shouldn’t hire more muscle, given the circumstances?” Damian asked. He sat sprawled in a chair with a pastry in one hand and coffee in the other. “I know some guys in Iquitos. I’m sure I could bring them in for a small cut of the treasure—”


“I think it’s best if we bring only a small party, Mr. Sharp,” Mira cut in. “The more people we bring, the more conspicuous we’ll appear to the Golden Dawn. It’s best if we can fly under the radar…which is why we flew into Lima, why we’ll be taking a turboprop to Iquitos, and why we’ll be going on foot through the jungle.”


“Yes,” Arthur said from the head of the table, where he sat with a cup of tea. “Mr. Sharp, you must understand that bringing an armed retinue into the Amazon could draw attention from the Golden Dawn and from whatever is guarding the treasure out in the jungle. If it didn’t work for the conquistadors, then it won’t work for us.”


“Agreed,” I said with a pointed look at Damian. “Plus the Peruvian government doesn’t much care for treasure hunters. The more we look like tourists, the better.”


“So that’s that, then,” Mira said, putting her hands on her hips. “Let’s get going.”


“One last thing!”


We all turned to look at Arthur, who had gotten to his feet. He cast his gaze on all of us, his fingertips grazing the tabletop to steady himself. “Be wary of what you find in the jungle,” he said. “I have a feeling there’s something out there we don’t truly understand.”
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The trip to Iquitos was six hours by air, and this time we weren’t flying in style. The small turboprop bumped along through the clouds, every bounce and rattle making Ellie hold her breath. I tried to make conversation along the way, but it seemed that she preferred talking with Damian this time around, finally settling in after about an hour of jarring turbulence that even made Mira clench her fists against her knees. We’d taken this plane for the sake of staying incognito; our outward appearance needed to be as a tourist group so we could avoid the attention of the authorities and, of course, the Golden Dawn.


If they were even real.


I still wasn’t convinced. The whole thing sounded like an insane conspiracy theory, especially given that the Golden Dawn was known for its links with demonic worship and the occult. My understanding had always been that they were just another symptom of interest in spiritualism at the turn of the twentieth century.


But if Arthur was telling the truth, then I was wrong. And he didn’t seem like the type to fuck around. Nor did Mira, on that note, and I felt strongly that there was no way she would lie to me about something important.


So what the hell was going on?


There was a chance, I supposed, that the old man was senile and that his granddaughter cared enough to believe his half-baked theories. But for Damian to be a part of all this as well left me stumped.


And what the hell had he meant when he’d said he’d seen things worse than I could imagine?


Our descent into Iquitos was, just like the rest of the flight, bumpy. I fought the rage welling in my chest when we leapt over some turbulence and Ellie’s hand flew to Damian’s knee. Mira seemed to catch the look on my face and gave me a pointed look, her eyes skimming over to the other two in a question mark.


I didn’t say anything; we could talk after we’d landed.


It was just a ten minute walk from the airport to a canal, and that’s where we found our next form of passage. Iquitos was surrounded by water, the Amazon River waiting just at the city’s edge. We hefted our backpacks off the plane and toward the river, onto a skiff that would take us into the jungle. The old dingy had two decks and a flat bottom typical of most river boats, the wood panels looking just shabby enough to help us fly under the radar.


So we settled in, stowed our bags, and made our way to different parts of the ship. We were four of only ten passengers aboard, all of us traveling to deeper parts of the jungle, and after a quick survey of the other passengers, we decided it was safe enough to part ways. I made my way to the prow’s second deck, where I spread out my belongings on a small table to write in my journal and do some research for the coming adventure.


This was it.


We were going into the belly of the beast.










CHAPTER ELEVEN





THE AMAZON RIVER stretched before me like a ribbon of gold. As the afternoon waned into evening, I sat and pored over my research on the top deck of the boat, scribbling notes in my leather-bound journal whenever I found something useful. The lights strung all over the deck started to light up as dusk fell over us, the jungle pressing in on all sides in the black. 


Once the light had disappeared entirely, I leaned back in my chair and looked up at the stars, listening to the water lapping against the hull and to the sound of Amazonian fauna on the banks. The overwhelming smell of vegetation and recent rainfall invaded my senses, and I breathed in and out, the humidity filling my lungs with heat. This was how I should be living—not in some crusty old office, getting steadily older while I yearned for adventure.


“There’s something special about it, isn’t there?”


I opened my eyes to see Mira standing a couple feet away, her arms crossed as she stared past the prow of the ship and into the black water. She’d taken off her linen shirt and tied it around her waist, the black tank top underneath hugging her curves. Perspiration covered her skin in dewy drops, making her almost shine in the starlight, and I couldn’t help but stare.


“It’s really something,” I said, though I wasn’t sure if I was talking about the jungle, or about her.


“No matter how many times I come back here, I don’t think it ever gets old,” Mira said. “The adventure, the danger…the wildness of it all. Something about this place sings to me.”


My eyes had settled on her ass at that point, but her silence reminded me that I was supposed to be staying professional. When my eyes snapped back to hers, she was watching me, and I got the feeling that she liked how I was looking at her.


“Care to join me?” I said, gesturing to the chair across from me. “I’ve got room for one more.”


She smiled, the look somehow warm and cool all at the same time. “I believe I will.”


The Brit pulled the wrought iron chair out and sat down, the feet scraping against the wooden deck, before she sat down and crossed her legs. She leaned forward on her elbows, propping her chin on her interwoven knuckles and pressing her breasts together enticingly.


“When was the first time you visited the Amazon, Dr. Carver?” I said, quirking a smile at the formality.


She chuckled. “When I was fifteen,” she said. “My parents were archaeologists, actually. They had quite an interest in the Lost City.”


“And you used to go on expeditions with them?”


“Every year until they passed,” she said wistfully. She crossed her arms and stared out at the water, flipping the position of her legs and flashing me a glimpse of tanned thigh beyond the hem of her camo shorts.


“What happened to them, if you don’t mind me asking?”


She took a sharp breath, her blue eyes meeting mine. “Not at all,” she said. “They were killed…by the Golden Dawn.”


“Oh.”


I thought back to last night, when I’d mocked the idea that there could even be such an organization. It felt wrong that I’d made fun of the concept when it was the organization that had killed Mira’s parents. 


“I’m sorry,” I said. “If I’d have known…well, I probably wouldn’t have said all that stuff last night.”


“It’s alright.” She waved her hand. “I know it sounds absurd—trust me, it’s not exactly easy to date when your parents were killed by cultists—but you understand that this is somewhat personal for me. I know just how dangerous they can be because I’ve seen it firsthand.”


“I wish you’d have told me all this before I brought Ellie into it,” I muttered.


“We believed that Miss Robinson would be a valuable asset to our team,” she said. “And our only goal is to find the city. Once we’ve done that, we can call in more Keepers to do any of the dirty work for us.”


I raised my brows. “That implies that there will be dirty work to do.”


“It’s a war, Dr. Wilde,” she said. “Unfortunately, violence is often unavoidable.”


I was no stranger to violence; on a few of my more dangerous outings throughout my career, I’d been in a scuffle or two myself. But this seemed like it was on a whole other level. I opened my mouth to continue asking her questions, but Mira spoke first, her brow furrowing.


“Speaking of Miss Robinson,” she said. “You two are…involved, right?”


I winced.


“No,” I said. “I think she’s a little smitten, but that happens with students. The best course of action is to ignore it and focus on the job.”


“I’m not sure that she agrees,” Mira said. “But regardless, I admire your restraint. She’s a beautiful young woman.”


I cocked my head at her, not sure what she was getting at.


“Reading the room isn’t one of my natural gifts,” I said, “but it almost sounds like you have a thing for her.”


Mira chuckled, then twirled her ankle before sliding forward in her seat and putting her foot between mine.


“I like all kinds of attractive things, Dr. Wilde,” she said.


Her blue eyes stayed on mine with a challenge, her flushed lips parting just slightly as she slowly dragged her foot up to my knee. She wasn’t wearing any shoes, I realized, and I couldn’t help but reach for her ankle. I leaned forward, curious about what she was going to do, and her tongue slipped out to slide across her lips.


If looks could kill, I would have died right then and there.


I suddenly felt intensely thirsty, like I was going to die of dehydration if I didn’t kiss her right now. Immediately, my mind raced with justifications for why I was allowed to do this. I hashed out how this wasn’t like Ellie—that Mira was older, more experienced, that she seemed more capable of maintaining professional distance after we’d had our fun. 


“So…where exactly do you like attractive things?” I said, sliding my hand up her calf to her knee. “On the deck? On the table? …in the bedroom?”


She bit her lip with a laugh and then her foot was wandering up my thigh, closer, closer… Mira leaned forward, pressing her tits together again, and her shirt was so low-cut that I could actually see the very edges of her pink nipples at the hem.


Without a moment’s hesitation, she reached her hand across the bistro table and grabbed me by the collar to pull me in for a kiss. She tasted like salt and limes—she must have been having a margarita in the cabin before coming here. Her kiss was demanding, with none of the hesitation I’d felt from Ellie the night before, and it made my dick throb with desire.


“I think right here works just fine,” she said.


She stood to round the table, and with two smooth steps she was at my side and slinging her leg over my hips. I leaned back in the seat as she continued to kiss me, rubbing her core against my hips as I settled my hands on her hips, slid them down her ass, and squeezed.


Mira gasped and threw her head back, and I couldn’t help but lower my mouth to her throat, tasting her salt-crusted skin and a hint of expensive perfume. She kept writhing against me, getting me more and more turned on, my dick pressing insistently against her. She was already wet, and I knew we should go somewhere private—that anyone could just walk in on us doing this, that Ellie or Damian could swing by at any minute—but there was something in me that liked the prospect of getting caught.


As usual, my love for danger was going to get me in trouble.


Mira groaned when I pulled down her shirt and took her pebbled nipple into my mouth, rolling it against my tongue and making her twitch. She tangled her fingers in my hair and held me to her with one hand, her right reaching for my pants. And she was quick with them—her fingers found the belt buckle, unlatched it, then moved to the button of my jeans. 


She was starving for it.


I was really going to enjoy this.


I squeezed her ass again and she stood quickly to get out of her shorts, tossing them unceremoniously to the side. I caught a glimpse of a finely groomed line of curly red hair at her crotch before she was settling herself over me, pulling my dick out, stroking me with one hand. 


“You’re bigger than I expected, Dr. Wilde,” she said in satisfaction, and even through the lust-filled haze I managed to give her a look of mock offense.


“You didn’t expect much?” I jibed.


She let out a throaty laugh as she rubbed her wet pussy against my dick, making us both gasp. “I like to temper my expectations just in case things don’t work out,” she said. “In this case, they did.”


I buried my face against her tits again, pulling one out of the thin, straining shirt to lick her. “You’re so fucking wet, Mira,” I growled. “Now…do you want me to fuck you or what?”


She gave me a wicked smile, and breathed, “Yes.”


Then she sank down my full length.


A throaty moan wrenched itself from her throat as she threw her head back, her hands on my shoulders. I bit down on her nipple gently, watching her with a grin, feeling how wet she was for me, how she rolled her hips and clenched and tightened. Her pussy felt amazing, soft, but firm, and so hot that I nearly came right then and there. But I had more to do with her.


I was going to make her come.


I pushed my hand between us, feeling that soft line of red hair that pointed like an arrow to her dripping pussy. She cried out when my finger found her button, pushing ever so slightly, and then she ducked her head to my throat to bite down on my clothed shoulder and muffle her screams. My other hand scooped around to hold her ass, to squeeze and mold her flesh into my palm, so round and tight and perfect.


“Do you want to come, Mira?” I whispered in her ear, and she whimpered as my touch stilled. 


“Yes,” she breathed.


“Yes what?” I asked.


“Yes…Dr. Wilde.”


That wasn’t what I’d been expecting, but holy shit did it do the trick. I thrust into her and she let out a keening cry, then I felt her pulse around me. Her lips swelled with pleasure as I rubbed frantically at her, her clenching walls tightening, tightening—


I came suddenly, and Mira gripped me hard, letting out a ragged sigh. I spread her ass and kneaded it with my fingers, pressing into her so hard that she might bruise, letting her sink as deep onto me as I could go. She was so tight that I barely pushed all the way in, but it felt incredible when I did, and we rode out our orgasms together.


Silence fell over us both, with just the sounds of our harsh breaths and the jungle at night rushing back. Mira pressed a lazy kiss to my throat, her pussy clenching just slightly around me as I pulled out.


And that’s when I heard a small, heartbroken, “Oh.”


Both our heads snapped to the side to see Ellie standing a couple yards away, her eyes wide and her chin trembling. “I…uh…I didn’t realize you were out here,” she stuttered, and then she turned and ran away, her feet pounding on the wooden deck.


“Shit,” I cursed, and Mira scrambled to put her shorts back on, staring at me.


“I’ll talk to her,” she said. “Might take it better coming from me.”


And then, as I zipped up my pants, I was once again left alone on the deck.


I’d already fucked everything up.










CHAPTER TWELVE





WE SPENT THE night on the boat, each in our separate cabins. I was beat, what with our journey and the fact that I’d barely gotten any sleep the night before, and it didn’t take long for me to drift off into yet another restless slumber. I slept, sure—but I tossed and turned the whole night, waking up every so often to the sensation of drifting waves against the hull. 


Soon, we would reach the area where I had gotten lost all those months ago, and where I’d found my treasured coin. 


I pulled the coin out of my bag as dawn broke through the window, holding it up to the light to examine it. I wasn’t sure if it had been safe to bring, but something had told me that I might need the artifact to help me locate the ancient city. The golden disc glinted in all its rough-hewn glory, the sharp-toothed face at its center more menacing than it had seemed before. Arthur Carver’s words echoed in my mind, and Damian’s did too: I’ve seen things that you couldn’t imagine in your worst nightmares…


A knock sounded at the door and I sat up, hastily slipping the coin back into my satchel. I hopped out of my bunk and was at the door right away, the cramped space making it easy to get there. I was still shirtless from sleeping that night—it had been warm on the boat, as was usually the case in the rainforest—so I hoped whoever it was wouldn’t mind. 


Turned out that “whoever” was Mira.


Her fine brows rose and she cocked her head, letting her blue eyes sweep over me. I felt a swell of pride shoot through me—it was never unpleasant to be admired by a beautiful woman—and rolled my shoulders.


“I see you were expecting me,” she jibed, smirking. “Can I come in?”


“By all means.”


I stepped aside, holding the door open, and she ducked under my arm to walk inside. The place was already a mess, my stuff scattered across the small table and my shirt from the previous night draped over the chair. I’d never been a tidy man, but I’d abandoned my reservations about that a long time ago.


This was me, in all my unkempt glory.


“I spoke with Miss Robinson,” Mira said, turning around. “She’s upset, but understands that you’re merely attempting to maintain professional distance with your Harvard colleague.” 


“And what about us?” I said. “Do you want that same professional distance?”


She took a deep breath, pursing her lush red lips. “As far as I’m concerned, our relationship will terminate as soon as the job is over,” she said. I thought I could hear a hint of regret in her voice when she continued. “So if we want to indulge in one another’s company for the duration of the expedition…I certainly don’t have any objections.”


I strode closer, boxing her in against the back wall of the cabin with a hand beside her head. She licked her lips, her mouth opening slightly, and I raised my other hand to swipe my thumb over her lower lip. “You make it sound like a chore,” I murmured, and she shuddered when I trailed my hand lower, between her breasts. She was wearing another one of those impossibly thin tank tops, and I could see the clear effect I had on her: how her nipples tightened and her shoulders shook.


“I can promise you it’s not a chore at all,” she said, and her knuckles brushed against my hardening dick, making me shudder. “But we should probably avoid more public sex, for the sake of the whole party’s sanity—wouldn’t you agree?”


Damn; she was right, but the unfortunate fact was that we wouldn’t be alone again for a while after tonight. It was all going to be roughing it in the jungle, camped in tents which didn’t afford a whole lot of privacy.


“So I guess we should take advantage of the time we have, huh?” I said, and ducked my head to kiss her—


At that exact moment, a bell rang from the deck, and I winced and chuckled at the interruption. Mira sighed and tilted her head back, rolling her eyes, then pressed her hand to my chest.


“You know what that means,” she said, and I growled in frustration.


“Yep,” I muttered. “Time to go.”


I stepped aside to let her out of the cage of my arms, and she started toward the door. But just before she left, she grabbed me by the wrist, then stood on her tiptoes to leave a lingering kiss on my lips.


“To be continued?” she asked.


I nodded. “Damn right.”
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Just fifteen minutes later, the four of us disembarked on the makeshift dock of a remote shanty town on the river. I met Damian on the bank as we waited for the girls, the slightly shorter and broader man regarding me with a sly smile.


“Heard there was a touch of drama last night,” he said, then leaned toward me. “So does the curtain match the drapes?”


I cringed, sighing deeply. “I think that’s between me and Mira, Mr. Sharp.”


“So that means Ellie is fair game, right?”


“Absolutely not.” 


The words came out of my mouth before I’d really had time to think them through, and Damian smirked at my quick response. “So you are fucking her.”


“No,” I said. “But she’s…no. Just no.” I sighed. “She’s off-limits, to you most of all.”


“Don’t trust me, Vic?” Damian said, and I realized that I absolutely didn’t. Since I’d met him, there was something about him that had rubbed me the wrong way. I just couldn’t quite put my finger on it.


So it wasn’t ideal that we were about to head into one of the most remote parts of the world together.


I didn’t have to respond to Damian, as Ellie’s voice rang out from the gangplank as she crossed. We both watched her step carefully along the narrow board, dressed in a moss green long-sleeve shirt that hugged her curves, tight hiking jeans, and a thin floral-print scarf. All were part of the ensemble I’d helped her figure out back in Boston, the rainforest gear that she was so desperately in need of.


And fuck, did she look great. The girl’s rack was insane. Even in the long-sleeved shirt covering most of her skin, I could see the way her tits heaved against the strappy sports bra underneath, and the shadow of her cleavage where the sunlight shone through. Her hair was back in her customary wild blonde braids; the ones that gave her that strictly off-limits look.


I wanted to reach out and cover Damian’s eyes, given the way that he was leering at her.


She gave me an awkward glance and swallowed hard before she beamed at us both, holding her backpack straps and rocking back on her heels. Even with our encounter last night, she seemed to be taking it well, and I found myself grateful for how cool she was. Still, I squeezed her shoulder with a smile, glancing back at Damian.


“Hey,” I said. “Is it okay if we talk alone?”


“Um…sure,” she said. 


I nodded and guided her up the dock a little, out of earshot from Damian. When we’d gotten far enough, I let her go and brushed my hair back from my temple.


“What’s up?” Ellie said.


“I wanted to apologize for what you saw last night,” I said. “It was unprofessional to do that in public, and—”


“No worries,” she interrupted. “You’re both consenting adults, and she’s…well, she’s gorgeous and older than me and she’s got her doctorate and I’m just—”


“Ellie, stop.”


She looked up at me with wide brown eyes, and they shone with such sparkling brilliance that for a second I thought she was going to cry. “This isn’t about you versus her,” I said. “I just see us as having a future together—professionally, of course—and I don’t want to jeopardize that. Don’t want to complicate it with sex.”


Ellie looked down at the dock with a blush, but I could see the satisfaction in her hooded eyes, in the way she bit her lip.


“And Ellie?” I said, and she tipped her head back toward me, smiling.


“Yeah?”


“I don’t know why, but I think it’s best if you’re careful around Damian,” I said. “Just…try not to be alone with him.”


She nodded, taking a deep breath.


“Honestly, he’s given me weird vibes since we got on the boat,” she said. “I’ve gotcha—I’ll try to stay away.”


“Good girl,” I said, and I was already kicking myself for it by the time Ellie’s face flushed.


I just couldn’t win with her.


Footsteps rattled on the rickety boards beneath us and we turned to see Mira heading toward us, Damian on her heels. Mira smiled at us both, giving me a glance at Ellie’s blushing face, and I shrugged. “Are we all set?” she asked. “Everything packed and off the boat?”


“Should be,” I confirmed, and Mira smiled.


“Alright,” she said. “Then let’s go.”










CHAPTER THIRTEEN





THE SHANTYTOWN WE’D been dropped off was little more than a cluster of shacks on stilts, connected by wooden planks sometimes no more than two feet across. We made our way from the dock through the cramped homes, finally emerging onto the riverbank. A tiny hut served as the town’s cantina, old metal tables and chairs set under an awning beside it. A few old men in loose linen shirts played cards at two of the tables, while two others sat empty.


“Let’s get a bite and a lay of the land,” Mira said. “Then we’ll head into the rainforest, at which point Dr. Wilde will take the lead.”


“Oh, I see how it is,” Damian scoffed. “The PhD’s get to be in charge.”


I didn’t know how Mira managed not to roll her eyes.


“Mr. Sharp…” she sighed. “In case you don’t recall, Dr. Wilde is the only one who has actually seen evidence of this ruin. I would prefer to take the direction of someone who knows where we’re going.”


He shut his mouth and Ellie bit her lip, holding back a laugh. Damian just rolled his shoulders and then headed over to the cantina as the girls sat down.


“Can I get you two anything?” I asked them.


Mira squinted at the sign beside the window. “It looks like our only option is chifle,” she said. 


“I’ll have what she’s having,” Ellie said.


I sauntered up to the counter beside Damian, who glanced over at me with an annoyed smile. We didn’t speak as he waited for the drink he’d ordered, the shop owner busy at the bar.


“We aren’t gonna have a problem, are we?” I asked Damian.


He crossed his arms. “‘Course not, mate,” he said with a sharp-toothed grin. “Why would we have a problem?”


I shrugged.


“Didn’t come into this expedition meaning to step on your toes,” I said. 


“I’m not so easily riled, Vic,” he scoffed, but there was acid in his voice. The shopkeeper turned and slid a beer across the bar, where Damian took it in exchange for a few Peruvian soles. He didn’t say another word before striding back to the table.


I ordered food for the girls and re-joined the group a few minutes later with a brimming basket of hot plantain chips. The rest of my group had settled into conversation with a few of the card players, merging tables to sit and converse in animated Spanish. I sat down in the last empty spot and listened closely as Ellie asked them about rumored ruins, while Mira seemed more interested in the wildlife and about any potential sightings of the Golden Dawn.


“You said you haven’t seen any other Americans or Europeans?” Mira asked before popping a chip in her mouth and chewing slowly.


“None,” one of the men said. “In fact, it’s been a slow season for tourists. Can’t think of the last time I saw an American.”


“We don’t get many tourists out here most years,” the other man said. “Where are you going anyway?”


I exchanged a look with Mira, wondering how much I should tell these strangers, and she nodded in an endorsement.


I pulled a map from my pocket and spread it out on the table, where the old men looked at it with interest. Notes were scribbled all over it—some in my hand, some in Ellie’s—but most were clustered around the spot we were headed toward, and I circled my finger around that area.


“We’re traveling north toward Tambo Yaguas,” I said, pointing at the map. “There’s a system of waterfalls between here and the old city that we’re interested in. Have you seen anything of interest in the rainforest there? Like…artifacts, ruins, treasure…?”


One of the men shook his head, while the other gazed at me warily.


“We don’t go there.”


“I’m sorry, my Spanish is a bit rusty,” Damian cut in in English. “Did he just say ‘we don’t go there?’”


I nodded, frowning, then turned my attention back to the villager. “Why not?”


“People go missing,” he said. “Young men, a few every year. Sometimes they turn up again, sometimes they don’t. And when they do, they’re…changed.”


“Changed,” Mira repeated. “Changed how?”


“Confused,” he said. “Disoriented. When they come home, it’s like they left just yesterday.”


“They suffer from amnesia?” Mira mused. “Any other symptoms? Head injuries, old scars? It could be post-traumatic stress disorder of some kind, though it would be odd for each to exhibit the same set of symptoms.”


A little boy was playing with a soccer ball to our left, and the old man called him over. He whispered something to the kid, sending him running off into the shanty town and onto the docks. “I’ve sent him to get one of the missing,” the man said. 


The other man shook his head and stood suddenly, then tottered away. He seemed rattled, and the one who stayed sighed deeply.


“Is he okay?” Ellie asked in Spanish, and the man waved his hand.


“He’ll be fine,” he said. “His son went missing in that region twenty years ago.”


We all went silent until the boy returned with a companion. The newcomer was probably about forty, with a sunburnt nose and a tattered green baseball cap. The old man at our table gestured at him. “This is Alex,” he said. “He was one of the taken. Alex, show them what you came home with.”


Alex regarded the old man with a glare before he rustled around in his pocket. He pulled out a few slips of paper and tossed them on the table—trash, from the looks of it—then his hand clenched around something and he pulled his closed fist out. We all leaned closer, waiting with bated breath as he stepped in and opened his fist.


A golden coin just like the one in my satchel gleamed in his palm.


Ellie gasped while Damian let out a, “Holy fuck.” Mira stared across the table at it and my jaw dropped.


“Could I have a look at that?” I asked.


“I wouldn’t,” he said. “It’s cursed.”


I cocked my head, puzzled. “Cursed? Why would you say that?”


“Because the men who go missing always come home with one in their pocket,” he said, “and picking it up in the waterfalls south of Tambo Yaguas is the last thing I remember before I stumbled back out of the Amazon a year later.”


We all sat in stunned silence for a moment, and I leaned back in my chair. 


“Holy shit,” I said, then looked over at Mira. “I guess we’re on the right track.” 










CHAPTER FOURTEEN





THE JUNGLE WAS just as I remembered it: wild, overgrown with vines, and layered in a thick carpet of moss and debris. The cathedral canopy sang with the sounds of monkeys crawling through the brush, birdsong, insects, and raindrops as it started to drizzle. We each donned our waterproof jackets and formed a line as I led the way through the forest, the sun still high in the sky. 


It was the end of the dry season, so everything was a little more brittle and less lush than it would have been in the rainy season. Still, it was vivid green and extremely humid, making my clothes stick to my skin as I got sweatier and sweatier.


Ellie came up behind me and walked at my side as we wound our way through the dense foliage, a machete in my hand as I cut branches out of our way. I had nearly swung it when I caught sight of her and stopped short.


“Ellie!” I said, letting out a breath. “You’ve gotta be careful sneaking up on me like that.”


“I didn’t sneak up on you!” she said. “I told you I was heading up—guess you weren’t listening.”


“I’m always listening,” I scoffed. “You’re just quiet, that’s all.”


“Or maybe you’re losing your hearing in your old age,” she teased.


I glowered at her, then glanced behind me at Mira and Damian, who were still a good distance back. Damian turned around every so often to check our flank, while Mira seemed entranced by the flora around us, leaning in to look at flowers and leaves.


“You didn’t come all the way up here just to mess with me, did you?” I said, and Ellie wrinkled her nose.


“That’s not the only reason,” she said. “I guess I’m just…well, I’m a little bored.”


I gaped at her. “You’re bored?” I said. “You were the one who wanted to come out here with us…adventure of a lifetime and all that.”


“I know, I know,” she said, waving her hand. “I think when I imagined it I just thought about finding and examining artifacts. It never occurred to me that we would have to hike through the jungle to get there…”


As she spoke, my eyes wandered down her figure, staring at where the sweat made her white shirt nearly transparent. My grip tightened on the machete’s handle as I looked at her, imagining how her tits would fill my hands. She murmured my name and I dragged my eyes back up to hers, catching sight of a twig caught in her wild blonde hair as I did. Her brown eyes were narrow when I looked at her, and she gave me a soft punch to the shoulder. 


“I’m going to pretend I didn’t just see that,” she blushed.


I shrugged. “What?”


Her eyes went wide like she’d been scandalized. “You know what!”


I reached for her then, eliciting a girlish gasp that sent a bolt of lust right to my dick. I ignored it, though, and picked the twig out of her hair, holding it up. 


“I just noticed this in your hair,” I said, and tossed it away. “Not sure what you thought I was doing, but it was perfectly innocent.”


Ellie ducked her head. “Okay,” she said. “Um…my bad, sorry.”


I slashed the machete ahead of me again, taking us through a dense grove of trees. The ground was getting softer, and my heart sank when I peeked through the foliage to see that we were approaching a mangrove.


Ellie didn’t notice that I’d paused, and took another step forward before I stopped her. 


“What?” she said.


“It looks like we’re coming up on a little mangrove—a swampy area that turns into a pond during the dry season when the floodplains aren’t quite as full.”


“Could we go around?”


Mira and Damian had come up behind us now, and she peeked over my shoulder as Damian cursed. “Shit,” he said. “That’s not good.”


Ellie looked to each of us, her brow furrowed. “Why not?”


“All kinds of critters live in that water,” he said. “Caimans, giant pythons…I’d say we should avoid it, but it will be much faster to cross it.”


“How?” Ellie asked, and Damian gestured forward.


“The tree roots,” he said, as if it was the simplest thing in the world. “Come on; let’s take a look.”


Damian pushed past me to duck through the hole in the brush that I’d just made, coming out on the other side. His boots squelched in the mud—it was already getting deep and murky—and I joined him shortly after, a little glad that he’d already tested the terrain. I sank ankle-deep in the mud, finding myself thankful that I’d worn waterproof boots.


Mira splashed over just after us and I turned to see her putting her hand over her eyes to gaze into the hazy heat. “How does it look, boys?” she asked.


“We’re about to find out,” Damian muttered. He bent and pulled a rock out of the mire, then flung it about fifteen feet from us, into the center of the mangrove.


I blanched when something writhed like the dozens of tentacles of some eldritch beast. I’d seen them before, but never this many in one spot, and Damian confirmed it for me.


“Shit,” he spat. “Electric eels.”


Ellie joined us right then, and her eyes went wide. “Those things are…eels?” 


“Yep,” Damian said, “and bright red under all that mud. Nasty fuckers.”


“But they’re so big,” Ellie said.


“They can get up to three meters,” he said. “In the dry season, they get trapped in these little mangroves when the water drains back out to the Amazon. There are probably dozens of them in there.”


“And what does that mean?” Mira asked.


“That we have to be extra careful when we cross.”


Ellie gulped, and I put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “It’s going to be okay,” I said. “You’ve done a ropes course before, right? It’ll be just like that…with an electric buzzer if you fall.”


She winced. “Is now a bad time to tell you I’m afraid of heights?”


“I’ll lead the way,” Damian cut in. And then, before I could stop him, he ran and leapt onto the roots of the nearest tree.


They were so long and spindly that I’d almost expected them to collapse under his weight. But they barely moved at all, thick and firm underneath us. Mira was right behind him, jogging forward with that athletic slope to her back, her muscles tightening before she jumped.


The two of them made good progress ahead of me, the eels having gone back to near-complete stillness. I could see them writhing around languidly in the mud, though, and it filled me with dread. Under my hand, Ellie started shaking uncontrollably. 


“No way I can opt out of this whole adventure thing now, right?” she joked, and I turned her to put my other hand on her other shoulder, looking into her eyes.


“You’re going to be fine,” I said. “I’ve been shocked by one of these before and it’ll just send a jolt to your system—like touching an electric fence. Don’t worry about it.”


I was lying; I had been shocked on canoeing trip down the Amazon years ago, but it felt much worse than an electric fence, though Ellie didn’t need to know that. Still, it seemed to put her at ease, at least to a certain extent.


“You should go first so I can keep an eye on you, okay?” I said.


She nodded unsteadily, and then I lined her up to jump onto the tree. It wasn’t far—Damian and Mira were probably a little dramatic with their leaps—but I could tell she was second-guessing herself.


“I’ll just go around,” she whined, turning back to me.


“You’ve got this,” I said. “Actually—here, why don’t I go first, and I’ll catch your hand if you don’t quite make it. That sound okay?”


She nodded, this time a little more resolute. I didn’t hesitate, as I didn’t want to show her any doubt that I could make it. The jump was made with ease, though, and I turned, holding onto the rough bark of the cypress tree under my palm.


“Now you!” I called. “Come on!”


Ellie closed her eyes, breathing in and out heavily before pushing up her glasses. Then she ran, letting out a squeak as she made the leap. I grabbed her hand as soon as her foot hit the roots, and pulled her close to me, pressing my hand against the small of her back as she steadied her breaths. 


“Look at that,” I said. “You did so good. All we have to do is balance our way across. You ready?”


“Yeah,” she said, a victorious smile on her lips. “Let’s do it.”


We began to pick our way across the roots, following Damian’s lead. Ellie stayed close on Mira’s heels, stepping on each exact root to the letter, as if she feared any others might give out. I was a little more laissez-faire, confident in my steps as I went.


As long as I didn’t look down.


Because underneath me was a writhing morass of mud and eels as big around as my bicep and longer than I was tall. Every so often I caught a glimpse of slimy red flesh or a grotesque face as they drifted and squirmed over each other in the mangrove roots. I tried to keep my gaze firmly ahead, but it was hard not to look down at the freakshow below.


It reminded me of the missing men from the village. If one of them had ended up falling into one of these eel pits, they may have died. And perhaps an electric shock was enough to jolt one into amnesia…


No. It already sounded absurd.


Maybe I was just trying to find a way out of thinking I was cursed.


Damian reached the other side and then jumped to safety, turning to face us. He beckoned to Mira as she neared the end, and then she was on the opposite bank, too, Damian catching her and putting his hands in places I didn’t quite care for. He prepared for Ellie to do the same…


…and she hesitated. 


She looked back at me, then back at the jump. This one was bigger than the others, and a thick layer of writhing eels stood between her and safety. Damian nodded at her with an impatient smile, but she locked her eyes on mine.


“I don’t think I can,” she whispered.


“You can do this, Ellie,” I said. “I know it’s scary, but this is the dream. This is the life you wanted. And I’ll be right here.”


She bit her lip, nodding. Tears were in her eyes as she turned away and balanced herself on the closest root to the bank. 


Then she jumped.


My heart dropped into my chest when I looked at her trajectory—when I realized that she wasn’t quite going to make it. Damian’s eyes went wide, and I saw the whole thing in slow motion as her foot slipped and she fell.


So close. She was so close. 


But her bare ankle slipped off the bank and into the water, Damian losing his grip on her. In seconds the eels began to thrash where she’d disturbed them.


And then I watched as Ellie convulsed, falling helplessly into Damian’s arms. 


I was running before I knew I was moving, and cleared the jump to land next to Ellie. She was as still as a corpse, and I feared for a minute that she was one. I fell to my knees next to her, leaning to check her breathing, finding that it had stopped.


“Damn it, no,” I growled. “You can’t fucking die.”


I pressed my hands on her chest and started performing CPR, desperate to get her breathing again, to see those big brown eyes bat their lashes at me, to watch her flush when I said something that embarrassed her. Ellie wasn’t moving, she wasn’t moving, this couldn’t be happening—


She sucked in a breath and I heard Mira gasp beside me. Ellie blinked in confusion, another ragged breath filling her lungs, and then she stared up at me. 


“What…what happened?” she said. Her nose wrinkled. “Oh God, I touched one; it was so gross.”


“Fuck, Ellie, just…come here.”


I reached out and scooped her into my arms then, smelling her wild hair, reveling in the way her warm body pressed against me. She curled her fingers against my chest, knotting them in my shirt, and for a minute I just enjoyed how alive she was. I didn’t let her go for what felt like hours, when she finally withdrew.


“I almost died just now, didn’t I?” she said.


I gaped, my mouth opening and closing, before Mira cut in. 


“You were going to be fine no matter what, Miss Robinson,” she said in an unreadable tone. “Dr. Wilde had no intention of letting you die.”


“You saved my life,” she said, her eyes brimming with tears, and then she pressed her face to my chest, flinging her arms around me. “I’m so sorry I’m such a burden…this is twice now that you’ve had to do this, and I’m just realizing I shouldn’t have come…”


“No, Ellie, it’s okay,” I said. “Remember what Mira said: you’re a valuable asset to the team. And Ellie?”


She pulled her head back, her lips pouty and her eyes swollen with tears. I reached out to stroke her hair, unable to stop myself.


“I don’t mind rescuing you.”










CHAPTER FIFTEEN





“JUST A LITTLE while longer and we can set up camp.”


Ellie groaned from where she walked beside me, her arm slung over my shoulder. I held her around the waist, my hand resting on her hip, trying to ignore how good she felt pressed against me.


She was hurt, and she needed rest. She didn’t need me hitting on her.


But seeing her so close to death had changed things for me. In that moment, when I’d thought I lost her, I realized that I couldn’t just keep things professional between us. From the moment we’d met, our chemistry had been off the charts. 


I was ready to throw caution to the wind and deal with the repercussions when we got back to Boston.


“Why do I feel so tired?” she complained. “I’m sorry…I feel like I’m slowing everyone down.”


“Well, your heart stopped for about five seconds there,” I said. “It’s been an exhausting day.”


“My whole body hurts,” she sighed. “I can’t wait to just get in my sleeping bag and pass out for the night.”


I looked up to see Damian walking toward us through the brush, rolling his shoulders as he went.


“Hey!” I called up to him. “Have you found a good campsite yet?”


“Yeah, there’s one up there,” he said. “Good thing, too—we’re just shy of 19:00 and I want to get a fire going before nightfall.”


It was only another half mile or so until we arrived in the clearing Damian had marked out. Soft underbrush coated the forest floor, and a waterfall trickled down the cliff face to our west. It was well-guarded and secure, really a perfect campsite.


I could at least give Damian credit for that.


Mira and the Aussie fell into the camping ritual of pulling out rations and setting up their tents, and I set Ellie down on a fallen log to rest.


“Let me get your backpack,” I said, and took it off of her shoulders to take out her small tent. We each had an individual tent and a sleeping bag in our packs, and I didn’t intend on allowing her to lift a finger to set hers up.


“If you’re not going to let me help, at least tell me how it’s done so I can handle it myself next time,” she said.


“Alright,” I grinned. “Listen closely…”


I walked her through how to pitch the tent, where to position the poles, and how she’d want to set up the interior. I hung a lantern from the ceiling of the tent and unrolled her sleeping bag inside, taking care to make it as comfy as possible given that this was her first night spent outdoors.


I couldn’t help but admire the girl for what she’d done for the sake of adventure. No experience camping, no knowledge of outdoorsmanship…yet she’d made her way into the Amazon all because of her love of discovery. 


It was brilliant.


…and incredibly sexy.


I stepped out of the tent to find Ellie sitting beside the stream, splashing water on her face. She’d taken off her over-shirt and was wringing it out in the stream, leaving her in nothing more than the hot pink sports bra she wore underneath with her jeans. A series of woven straps pressed her tits together, making her cleavage heave and glisten with sweat. Her ribs were bruised from where I’d performed CPR, and I felt a pang of regret that I’d hurt her. 


At that moment, I knew I would find a way to make it up to her.


I set to getting my own tent up, only to hear footsteps crunch in the mulch behind me. I glanced over to see Mira watching Ellie too, her hands on her hips.


“You saved her life today, Vic,” she murmured. “You…care for her, don’t you? I know you said there was nothing going on, but…”


I sighed, not looking at her as I kept working.


“Yeah, I was fucking kidding myself,” I said. “This doesn’t complicate things between us, right?”


I looked at her just in time to see her raise one eyebrow.


“That depends,” she said, faltering a little. “I would certainly be disappointed if you wanted to break things off with me. On the other hand…I don’t see why you wouldn’t have us both.”


My jaw dropped and blood rushed to my dick at the mere suggestion. Fuck, this woman was insatiable. “You’re serious?”


“Do I seem much like the joking type, Dr. Wilde?” she said with a bemused smile. “I’ll let you think about it.” She put her hand on my arm. “And Vic? No matter the case…my tent will be open tonight.”


I gaped as she sauntered away, her hips swaying enticingly. Mira made her way over to Ellie, extending her hand to help her up, and seeing the two of them touch sent another surge of arousal to my groin, making me squeeze my eyes shut.


Damn Mira for putting the thought in my head. I didn’t know if I’d be satisfied with anything else at this point.

[image: ]


As the sun set over the rainforest, we scarfed down some rations and then each retired to our tents. Mira’s eyes slid from Ellie to me as she walked toward hers, zipping it up with blue eyes twinkling in the firelight as she slipped out of sight.


Ellie and I were the only ones left around the fire, Damian having ducked out to go drink alone in his tent. I poked at the kindling as Ellie wrapped her arms around herself, more out of comfort than cold. “I thought I was going to be tired, but I don’t know if I’m going to be able to sleep tonight,” she said. “It’s kinda spooky out here, huh?”


“It can seem that way, but it’s perfectly safe,” I said. “Honestly, there are more things that can kill you in Boston than out here. You have to remember that we’re apex predators in the wild.”


“And yet something almost killed me today,” she muttered.


I stood to join her on the thin blanket she sat on, her chin resting on her knees. Her face was flushed, her eyes flickering orange in the firelight, and her hair growing increasingly wild the longer we spent in the rainforest. She glanced over at me and licked her lips when I sat beside her, my shoulder touching hers.


“I mean,” I started, “it’s going to be a great story one day.”


Ellie huffed out a laugh, beaming at me. “Of course you would think of it that way,” she said.


“What does that mean?”


“That you live for danger,” she said. “And I think I just got kind of swept up in it. Imagining what it would be like, braving the wild with you…”


“Well, it is my last name,” I said. 


She rolled her eyes, but then put her hand on my forearm and squeezed gently. 


“Thank you,” she whispered. “For saving my life…twice? And for taking me on this journey. And talking me down after my near-death experience. It’s nice to be cared for like this, especially when I feel like a total burden.”


“You’re not a burden, Ellie,” I said, my voice lower than I expected, hoarse with need.


She was so close that I could smell her, the natural scent of her body, the glistening jungle dew, floral shampoo and a touch of bug spray. Ellie watched me, biting her pink lower lip and swallowing hard.


And I kissed her.


Once, twice, her scent enveloping me. She leaned in and I pushed my tongue past her lips, kissing her deeper as she whimpered, a high and girlish sound that made my balls tighten.


“Vic,” she whispered between kisses. “I thought you didn’t want this…”


I pulled back from her, gazing into her brown eyes. “It wasn’t that I didn’t want you,” I said. “It’s that I couldn’t have you. But after almost losing you today, I realized I would have regretted it if I’d never done this.”


“Done what?” she started, but I was kissing her again, pulling her to me, her tits pressing against my chest and straining at her shirt. She squeaked out a breathy gasp when I trailed my hand down her neck, along her collarbone, rested my palm on her breast and squeezed.


Fuck, she felt good. Better than I’d expected. Her hips thrust when I squeezed, and then she groaned when I flicked at her pebbled nipple through the thin white fabric. Even with two layers between me and her body, she was supple and soft in all the places that mattered most.


“Fuck me, Vic,” she breathed, and when her hand glanced over my groin, I was a goner.


I wasn’t going to resist this particular impulse anymore.


I stood, pulling her up with me, orienting her toward my tent and letting her lead the way. She reached for my hand, rolling her hips against my hard dick before walking toward my tent. Her fingers were clumsy at the tent flap, so I reached past her for the zipper, boxing her in as she pressed her ass rhythmically backward against me. Pausing in my task, I slid my arm around her waist and ducked my head against her throat to graze my teeth over her skin.


“Keep doing that and we won’t make it to the tent,” I warned, and she giggled.


“I don’t know if I’d mind Mira walking in on us.”


That just made me harder, imagining the two of them kissing, how Ellie would whimper as Mira fingered her. I finished unzipping the tent and pushed her inside, my hands going to her breasts, pulling her shirt up so I could feel her more fully. I guided her to her knees until she was sitting on the sleeping bag, her shirt pulled up to put her full cleavage on display for me. 


“Stay just like that,” I croaked. “I’ve just gotta…zip up the tent. Mosquitoes.”


I turned and zipped the damn tent up faster than I think I ever had in my life, wanting to get my eyes back on her. But when I turned around, she’d disobeyed my instructions.


Not a bad thing. Because all she’d done is taken off her over-shirt, leaving her in that skimpy sports bra.


Ellie bit her lip as I stepped closer. She was sitting back on her haunches, her breasts pressed together, her wild blonde hair in those cute pigtails driving me insane. I’d been thinking about how her pink lips would feel wrapped around my dick for days, and now I had her in my tent, on her knees, I could barely wait. 


Her hands went hesitantly to the button of my pants, and I shuddered at her soft fingertips against the skin of my lower abs. 


“Can I…” she started, and I nodded.


“You never have to ask,” I said.


She smiled softly and unbuttoned my pants with unsteady fingers, pulling down the zipper carefully. I was so hard that it made my hips buck when her knuckles grazed my dick, and she gasped when she pulled it free of my boxers. Her mouth opened slightly as she looked at me, her eyes glimmering in the light from the camping lamp on the ceiling.


Then her fingers curled around my girth, and I groaned. Ellie leaned forward slowly and planted a soft kiss against the head, just enough to make me crazy and not nearly enough to satisfy me.


She took me into her mouth slowly with a slightly deeper kiss, keeping her hand around me, squeezing and sucking. I put my hand on top of her head to push deeper and she whimpered, her high voice coming in breathy gasps when I withdrew. 


“You’re so big,” she gasped. “Can I…is it ok if I…”


“Take it, baby,” I growled.


I shoved my dick past her lips again as she looked up at me, asking me, begging me, for more. She looked hungry and desperate, her eyes watering a little as she choked on my cock. And it felt amazing, the sensation of her soft lips squeezing around me, her tongue working in delicious circles against my shaft. Ellie gazed up at me for approval and I nodded, grunting as she pressed her tits together for me.


I pulled my dick out of her mouth, admiring the shimmer of saliva on her bottom lip, the proof of how deep she’d taken me. “You’re going to make me come if you keep going like this,” I said, brushing my thumb over her bottom lip. “But I want to come in your pussy. What do you think?”


She nodded hesitantly. “I want that. I really do,” she said. “But Vic…there’s something you should know.”


“Yeah?” I said, frowning.


“Um…I’m a virgin,” she said, casting her eyes down.


As if she could get any hotter.


I pulled my shirt off before getting down on my knees in front of her, my pants still around my knees. I could tell she was embarrassed, and I put my hand out to lift her chin, locking my eyes on hers.


“That’s okay,” I said. “I’m going to take care of you.”


She sucked in a breath, laying her hands against my bare chest to curl in the hair there. I put my hands on the edge of her bra and she nodded to give me permission, her eyes so big and so gorgeous that I couldn’t tear my gaze away from them.


Until I saw her tits.


She raised her arms as I pulled the bra over her head, tossing it aside and taking her in. And fuck, they did not disappoint; if anything, they were even bigger and more supple than I’d imagined, bouncing and blushing. Her pert pink nipples protruded toward me, asking for my attention, and my hands drifted toward them impulsively to pinch and twist.


Ellie mewled as she thrust her tits toward me, throwing her head back. She was so responsive and needy, and my cock throbbed at the prospect of how tight her little virgin pussy was going to be. That I was the first person to touch her like this made my mind reel.


I was going to make this a memorable night for her, no matter what.


Leaving my left hand on her breast, I lowered my other hand to undo her pants, slipping them inside and under her white panties. Ellie’s eyes fluttered shut when I pressed my finger against her spot, finding it easily and stroking up and down. She rolled her hips against my hand, grinding closer, wanting me all at once. I didn’t want to make her come right away though; I wanted to drag this out, to show her how good sex could be.


“Look at me,” I said. “Tell me how it feels.” 


“It feels so good,” she sighed, squirming against me. “Like…oh my God…like my whole body is vibrating.”


“Good girl,” I breathed, and then I kept my eyes on her as I ducked my head to suck her other fat nipple into my mouth. I moved my fingers again and she groaned and cried out, and then her hips were thrusting toward me, Ellie bracing herself on my shoulders as she sighed in deep breaths again and again.


“Oh my God,” she repeated. “I think…I thought I’d had orgasms, but never anything like that. Oh my God. Vic…it’s too much…”


I kept up the pace, though. I wanted to make her come all night, to make her scream, to make sure that her virgin pussy was wet and hungry for me when I finally thrust into her. Soon, Ellie was grinding against me again, coming again, falling apart in my arms again. 


“Why does it ache?” she whispered, leaning against my shoulder, pressing wet kisses against my throat. “It’s like I’m empty…Vic, I need to be filled up. Please fill me up.”


I nodded, pulling her head back to look at me again. “Take off your pants, sweetheart,” I whispered. 


She obeyed, tugging her jeans down her legs to reveal thick, creamy thighs that narrowed into enticingly thin calves. She was perfectly formed, slender in the right places, with enough meat on her bones to hold onto when I fucked her. My eyes settled on her crotch, shaved bare with a fine dusting of blonde hair from our days of travel. I’d felt how sparse it was when I was fingering her, but seeing it in color was so much better. 


I got closer to her, pressing my cock into her stomach and making her groan. I returned my hand to her button and she took a haggard breath, keeping her eyes on me, just as I’d told her.


“Did you shave your pussy for me, sweetheart?” I asked, sliding my finger toward her opening.


Ellie shuddered. “I didn’t know if this would happen…but I hoped,” she said. “I wanted it to be you.”


I kissed her as I plunged my finger inside her, and God she was so tight that I could barely go all the way. She was receptive though, gasping into my mouth, pulling me close when I added another finger, stretching her out for me. 


“Vic…it hurts,” she whimpered, and I made sure to roll her nipple in my other hand, squeezing hard. 


“Focus on how good your tits feel in my hand,” I said. “The pain will pass. I’m going to make you feel so good, baby.”


“It already—” she paused, rocking her hips as I effortlessly found the spot inside, the one that I knew would make her scream. “Oh my God, do that again. That felt so good, I—”


I pressed on her again, then again, curving my fingers to reach her, and she cried out, her hand reaching for my cock. I hissed out a breath when her fingers wrapped around me, and she let out a wrenching sob against my throat as she came and came. She was starved for pleasure in that way that only good girls like Ellie could be, and I promised myself that I would give it to her as long as she wanted.


“I need you inside me, Vic,” she mewled, pushing herself further on my fingers, my thumb grazing her button. “Please. Right now.”


I wasn’t going to say no.


Rushing to fuck her now, I yanked off my pants, watching as Ellie started fingering herself to keep the pleasure going. I kissed her and pulled her hair, putting my mouth on her nipples, feeling the arch of her spine, the curve of her ass as I squeezed those bare cheeks, digging my fingers in.


“Get on your back, baby girl,” I said, and she nodded wordlessly, sitting down and lying against the plush sleeping bag. Ellie rolled her hips as I joined her, positioning myself over her until my dick slid between her folds. She sighed and reached for me, but I pinned her wrists by her head, looking down at her. “I’m going to fuck you now,” I said. “It might hurt a little at first, but I promise I’m going to make you feel good. And if you want me to stop, just say the word.”


“Please,” she said. “Please just put it in. I don’t know how much longer I can wait—”


And when she begged like that, I just couldn’t hold back.


I pushed myself inside her, slowly at first, feeling how her pussy grasped around me. It was like she was sucking me deeper, that wet clench driving me close to the edge, so tight I could barely see straight. Ellie’s brow furrowed, her lips pouting, and I kissed the frown away as my hand settled on her breast to distract her.


“Do you need me to stop?” I said, every ounce of strength going into asking.


“No,” she whispered, her brown eyes bleary. “Deeper.”


If she said so.


I shoved myself deeper inside, her pussy straining against me. She whimpered in pain, her eyes filling with tears, and I looked to where we were joined to see that my dick had just a touch of blood from where I’d popped her cherry.


Then, without warning, she opened to me, her muscles relaxing. Her juices poured out around my cock, hot on my balls, and she groaned.


Ah—I’d found her G-spot again.


And she was coming, suddenly and helplessly, her inner walls so tight that I thought I might burst. I saw stars for a minute as she came down from her orgasm, and I closed my eyes to duck my head against her neck, lapping at her pulse. 


“Good girl,” I ground out. “Now…do you want me to keep fucking you? Are you going to keep coming for me?”


“Yes, Vic, yes, please, please.”


I pulled out, then slammed back into her, and she let out a keening cry that I knew the others could hear. I didn’t care; Ellie was mine, and I wanted everyone else to know it. And she told me in not so many words, her hands sliding around the back of my neck as she threw her head back. “I can’t stop coming,” she said. “Oh my God, Vic, keep making me come, please.”


“Anything for you, babe,” I said, and I moved my hand to her thigh to open her up wider for me, to stretch her out, to grind into her to the hilt. She whispered words in gibberish, nonsense interspersed with yes and more.


So I gave her more.


I fell into a punishing rhythm, wondering at first if she could take it. But now that I’d popped her cherry, she was insatiable, pulling her other leg up toward her shoulder so she could take me deeper, harder, faster. The friction built in tantalizing shocks along my dick, my balls tightening, threatening to explode.


I pulled out at the last minute, shooting a ribbon of translucence over her stomach and tits as she came in one last, violent orgasm. She thrust her hips up as she rode out the waves, and I took in the view of her writhing underneath me, her brown eyes shut, her pigtails disheveled, my cum in jagged lines over her huge tits and her smooth stomach. She reached down to touch herself and grasped at her nipples, dragging the pleasure out, and I watched the payoff of what I’d done to her play across her pretty face.


It seemed that sleepless nights were going to be a consistent feature of this trip. Because I wasn’t going to waste a single night more in bed alone.


I stood on shaky legs, shrugging my jeans back on as Ellie’s eyes fluttered open. “Where are you going?” she asked, her face falling.


“Just to get you a wet rag,” I said. “I’ll be back, okay?”


She nodded with a smile and a blush as she looked down at her body, and I tore my gaze away to exit the tent, bringing a washcloth with me. I dipped it into the waterfall, looking out at the dark, silent jungle all around us.


It was too quiet.


My eyes hadn’t adjusted to the light, but as they did, I realized there was something lurking in the jungle. Yellow eyes flashed in the darkness, making my shoulders tense. The only other indicator of its presence was the crunch of undergrowth, and then the eyes vanished.


It had to be a monkey, or maybe a jaguar, I told myself. The animals wouldn’t mess with us—not with our fire still lit and the protection of our tents. 


But as I returned to Ellie, I couldn’t shake the chill that went up my spine at the sight of that amber gaze.










CHAPTER SIXTEEN





“VIC, WAKE UP. Vic!”


My eyes snapped open and I blinked them groggily in the darkness of the tent. Ellie was curled against my chest, but her hands splayed there, every finger tense.


“What is it?” I asked, breathing her in. She smelled like tropical flowers, and I wanted nothing more than to burrow back into her embrace and go back to sleep.


“There’s something out there,” she hissed.


I stilled and went quiet, holding Ellie tight to my chest. Soft breaths puffed against my chest, and as my body woke up I had a hard time focusing on the outside world, given that I could feel her soft tits on my torso, and her leg hooked over my waist.


But then I heard it, and the sound made my blood run cold.


Something was sniffing around the tent.


I wanted to believe that it was harmless—maybe a tapir, one of the biggest animals out here. But it was clearly bipedal. My eyes went wide as a massive, dark silhouette filled the glowing side of the tent from where the fire still burned, standing back on two legs and rearing back a sharp-toothed head.


I didn’t think there were werewolves in the rainforest, but I was starting to have doubts.


Ellie started trembling, and I pressed a finger to her lips as I quietly got up. I needed to be careful with this creature—whatever it was—and I couldn’t put her at risk.


“Stay here,” I whispered.


She nodded, and I hunched low as I picked up my jeans and pulled them back on, staying as silent as possible. The thing had turned its back to our tent and was shuffling across to Damian’s now, moving long arms that swayed inhumanly, knuckles and sharp claws brushing the ground. I grabbed my machete from beside the tent flap before I reached for the zipper and began to tug it upwards.


A scream pierced the night, the man’s voice hoarse with fear. I rushed to unzip the tent and stumbled out, holding my machete up to whatever might be lurking outside.


And quickly realized that a machete was not going to do the trick. 


Because this thing was huge. 


A hulking, dark green beast crouched in the entrance to Damian’s tent, its tail thrashing. Scales on its back reflected the firelight, both reptilian and humanoid, my brain unable to make sense of what was playing out in front of me. The thing took no interest in me as it tore into something in front of it, its jaws clamping down and making an awful tearing sound.


I stood in shock for a minute, watching as it dragged something backward, only to see Damian groping to get back inside his tent, that awful scream coming from his mouth. He clawed at the mulch, unable to gain purchase.


And his leg…


His leg was in the creature’s jaws, where it jerked its head side to side. From this distance, I couldn’t see much detail, but I didn’t need to in order to catch the gleam of It was almost like a shark, or a crocodile—


Wait, that’s exactly what it was: a massive crocodile, bigger than any I’d ever seen. I tried to latch onto the familiar sight of a crocodile, but it was still wrong, the monster a little more agile, a little more aggressive. Crocs in the wild wouldn’t march into a camp and attack. And they couldn’t have been that quiet when they’d first arrived. 


Had this been what was watching me from the trees?


I was still standing dumbfounded when gunfire rang out, and my eyes snapped to where Mira stood with a handgun aimed at the monster. The bullet lodged itself in the creature’s side, and its head swept to look at Mira, giving me a view in profile.


My God…


It was human.


But it couldn’t be. It couldn’t be. In that infinite second between Mira’s shot and the creature’s reaction, I puzzled over what this thing could be, with its human eyes, nose, and mouth, locked into a scaled and hulking body. A crest emerged from its head, scales that swept down its back and to that thrashing tail.


It lowered its head and bellowed at Mira, and then it ran straight for her. I was close enough that I could push her out of the way, and my body moved on instinct. She fired at it once, twice—and then I plowed into her, collapsing her tent in orange nylon folds all around us.


It was silent outside of the tent for a moment, and I stayed on top of Mira as we listened. Her breath brushed my ear in harsh gasps, but she was otherwise completely silent, her blue eyes wide. The creature roared again—it had to have three bullets in its chest at this point, there was no way it could survive that—and then I heard another sound.


Footsteps.


Damian’s panicked voice screamed in the darkness; then a gunshot sounded; and then I heard the crunch of two bodies colliding. Damian screamed again, and then he was suddenly cut short before I heard heavy footsteps moving away, into the woods.


Mira and I stared at each other for a few breathless minutes as the jungle fell once again into silence, and I only moved off of her when I was sure we were safe. I got unsteadily to my feet, detangling myself from the tent and brushing myself off. Mira joined me, righting herself and gazing around in horror.


“What the hell was that?” she said.


I shook my head. “I was hoping you would know, given you’re the expert on the occult,” I said, splaying my hands out. “Holy shit, that was fucking terrifying. We have to go after Damian—”


“I don’t believe that’s wise, Dr. Wilde,” she said. “You saw that thing. I shot it three times in the chest and it didn’t even stop moving.”


“So what do you suggest?”


“We wait until dawn, and we keep going,” Mira said, her brow furrowing in stubborn courage. “I must impress upon you the importance of finding this city before the Golden Dawn. If we don’t—”


“No, Mira,” I insisted. “He’s lost out there with some sharp-toothed beast, and I am not just going to let him die!”


“Vic?”


We both looked toward my tent, where Ellie had stepped out, her eyes wide. She looked from us to Damian’s tattered tent, and her hands flew to her mouth. 


“Oh my God,” she said, panic in her voice. “Where…where’s Damian?”


I followed her gaze to find a smear of blood on the undergrowth where Damian had been dragged away, his tent completely destroyed. It was a gory scene; he’d clearly lost enough blood that he must be dead. I doubted Ellie had ever seen anything like this, and I rushed toward her, taking her into my arms. 


“It’s okay,” I said, even though it very much wasn’t okay. She’d dressed quickly in her over-shirt and jeans, but she still felt incredible pressed against me, warm and inviting. 


“But where’s Damian?” she said, nearly hysterical. “I heard screaming…”


“Damian is dead.” 


Mira stood apart from us, clenching her fists at her side, the gun still in her right hand. She cleared her throat and stood up straighter, then sighed deeply. “Mr. Sharp is most certainly dead. Given the amount of blood loss and the attack on his person, there’s little chance he survived. We need to carry on with the expedition tomorrow morning at dawn…which should be cresting the horizon any minute now.”


“We’re just going to leave him out there with that thing?” Ellie said. “That’s…that’s so horrible!”


“Unfortunately, we have no other options,” Mira hissed. 


“Okay,” I said. “We should…we should head back to the village, right? It’s the closest town.”


“No,” Mira said. “If we continue north toward Tambo Yaguas, we can take shelter with the tribesmen there until I’m able to call our evac to the ruins. But they can’t come to us—we have to reach higher ground.”


“So you’re saying we’re stuck out here with that thing?” Ellie breathed. “You’re insane—”


“The two of you need to listen to me,” Mira said. “Whatever that was, it was a sure sign that we’re onto something. Don’t you understand? We have to keep going.”


I looked from Ellie to Mira, clenching my fists. I wanted to protect Ellie, yes—but what if the whole world was at risk because of this creature? What if this was the Golden Dawn, or the thing they wanted to enhance their own power? I couldn’t believe I was starting to buy into this stuff, but I had no other way to explain away what had happened.


“Ellie,” I said. “If we believe all this is true about the Golden Dawn, and that creature, and…whatever else is going on. We can’t just turn around. But if you want to go back, we’ll do it.”


She bit her lip.


“Mira, can you tell us more about why this is important along the way?” she said.


She raised her eyebrows at Ellie with a smirk. “Does that mean you’re in?”


“Yeah,” she nodded warily. “I’m in.”










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN





AS WE WALKED through the jungle, Mira told us more about the Golden Dawn. Her grandfather had barely skimmed the surface when we’d had dinner that night in Lima, I now realized. Because the Order was interested in much more than treasure hunting; they wanted to find ancient technology and deploy it to usher in a new age, some kind of golden era where their demonic god would reign supreme.


Before last night, I wouldn’t have believed any of it, but the crocodile man had changed the way I saw the world. Whereas before, I’d felt confident in my abilities to carry me through any danger, now it seemed there were dark shadows lurking in every corner of the world. 


And I wanted to seek them out. 


This opened up a whole realm of possibility that I’d never even imagined. As we trekked into the jungle, I realized that the horror of the night before had opened something up in me—something that excited me and terrified me and left me breathless. If all this was real, there was so much more world to explore, and it thrilled me to no end.


“So how did you come into all this?” Ellie asked from behind me. She was in the middle of us, Mira bringing up the rear as we cut our way through the jungle. We’d followed that first waterfall down into a deep jungle canyon, the trees stretching far above us as we descended into the greenest, most lush areas of the rainforest. 


“I was raised with it,” Mira said. “My parents were agents for the Keepers. For years, I wanted nothing to do with this life, but as my grandfather got older, it became clear that I couldn’t escape my fate.”


“And what happened to your parents?”


I glanced back at Mira and our eyes met, her brow furrowing. “They were killed by the Order twenty years ago,” she said. “We were on an expedition in Siberia, investigating the Tunguska Incident, when the Order attacked our research base.”


Ellie went silent, but Mira plodded on with her story. I wondered if I should interrupt—this must have been painful—but didn’t think it would be right.


“I was nine years old,” Mira murmured, so quiet that I almost couldn’t hear her. “I hid in a closet while they used guns and arcane weapons to kill everyone there. I was the only survivor.”


Ellie’s voice was small when she responded. “How did you get out?”


“My grandfather came and got me,” Mira smiled. “He’s really the one who raised me. I tried to get away from the Order when I went to school, but…” 


She trailed off, long enough that Ellie and I both turned. Mira was looking up into the canopy and sniffing, her brow creased.


“Do you smell that?” she asked.


I frowned. “Smell what?”


Ellie sniffed a little too, and then her nose wrinkled in disgust. “Oh my God…it smells like rotting meat.”


Mira looked into the dark recesses of the jungle, then bent forward, pressing her finger to her lips.


“Stay very quiet,” she said. “It could be decay.”


I knew what that meant: that she thought we might be in a predator’s hunting ground. I perked my ears up, getting low as Ellie followed suit. 


The blonde crept up close to me, and when I glanced over at her I saw that she looked terrified. I wasn’t feeling great myself; I have expected a crocodile monster to jump out of the rainforest and have me for lunch. But Ellie had a different sort of worry in her eyes, wringing her hands as we walked. 


“What if it’s Damian?” she asked. 


I took a deep breath, shaking my head. “We can’t think about that right now, sweetheart,” I said. “We have to stay quiet until we can find somewhere safe…or some of the evidence of the city. Then we can get out of here.”


“I feel terrible that we abandoned him out there to whatever took him,” she said. 


I looked her in the eye, nodding. “It’s not your fault,” I said. “We were the ones who made the final call and…well, I really do think he’s dead. I hope he is, anyway.”


She gulped and stared straight ahead as we continued to creep forward, and then Mira let out a shout from behind us.


I whipped around to see her staring dumbfounded into the bushes, her eyebrows sweeping toward her red hair, her jaw dropped. “Are you okay?” I shouted, and she nodded at me, mystified.


“Yes!” she said. “We’re safe. You can relax.”


I wasn’t quite satisfied with that, so I stomped back toward her, Ellie on my heels. “You scared the hell out of me; what’s wrong?”


Mira smiled into the brush, then whispered, “Rafflesia arnoldii.”


“Excuse me?” I said, anxious to find out what she’d seen. “Was that…a curse or something? Please tell me you’re not possessed, I can’t handle that—”


“No,” Mira chuckled. “It’s taxonomy. The Latin name for the corpse lily.”


“A corpse lily?” Ellie gaped. “That doesn’t sound good.”


“It can’t hurt us,” Mira said. She bent to look at something, then pulled some large striated leaves aside to reveal a red flower the size of a tire. It had a similar pattern to a fly agaric mushroom, screaming ‘Don’t Eat Me’ to human eyes. “It’s a carnivorous plant; they lure in insects by releasing this putrid odor. But I thought they only grew in Indonesia…”


“We’re a long ways from Indonesia,” I mused. “What’s it doing here?”


“I’ve no idea.” Mira covered her nose and mouth with her scarf and then leaned forward, not touching the plant but getting close enough to see the fine details. “It’s certainly bizarre. And the strangest thing is that there’s more than one.”


“There is?”


She nodded, pointing down the hill and deeper into the canyon. “Look.”


I turned and stared back toward our path, and now that I knew what the flower looked like, I realized that I could spot them all over the jungle. They stretched down the hill beyond us, splashes of crimson red like pools of blood interspersed through the deep jungle.


“How do you know all this?” Ellie asked. 


“You never asked what my doctorate was in,” Mira said with a smile in her eyes. “I’m a biologist. And somewhat of a botany enthusiast.”


“Oh, cool!” Ellie said with a bright smile, but I shook my head.


“This feels like a bad omen, doesn’t it?” I asked. 


“I might disagree, given how thrilled I am at this miraculous find,” Mira said. “But there’s one piece of this puzzle that doesn’t sit right with me.”


“What’s that?” Ellie asked.


“Well,” Mira said. “The corpse flower is only supposed to bloom every seven years during the rainy season. And these…these are all in bloom at the peak of the dry season.”


“Meaning…?” I said.


“There’s something strange going on here,” Mira said. “And these flowers are leading us right to it.”










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN





I’D FELT OKAY when the sun was still up, but it was another matter entirely when the red and gold of sunset crept across the canopy. It was still early in the evening—late afternoon, more likely. But all our nerves started to get the better of us, as every cracked twig and crunched leaf brought to mind images of a crocodile man in the darkness, glowing yellow eyes watching from the shadows.


“Shouldn’t we be close to the village soon?” Ellie asked. “I thought you said we’d reach it by nightfall.”


“Yes, we’re getting close,” Mira said, but I heard something in her voice—a hesitation that wasn’t familiar coming from her. I called her up beside me as Ellie strained to listen behind us, creeping ever closer.


“Is there something you aren’t telling me?” I asked.


“Of course not,” she said, but she averted her gaze.


“Mira…”


“Fine.” She frowned, glancing behind her and toward Ellie. “The village…we should have passed it already. It sits in the bottom of this canyon, at the foot of the hike that would take us up to the ruins. I swear it should have been beside that waterfall we passed about half an hour ago.”


“They could have re-located; when were you last here?”


“Six months ago,” she said. “And Vic, I’ve never seen anything like the things from the past two days until now. I can’t explain it.”


I hissed out a breath.


“I think I might know what’s going on.”


“What?”


It was Ellie, joining us and poking her head over my shoulder. I glanced back at her and then pulled the coin out of my pocket, showing it to the two women. “Remember how the villagers said this coin is cursed?”


Mira shook her head and pinched the bridge of her nose, while Ellie’s eyes went wide.


“Holy shit,” Ellie said, though she rarely cursed. I glanced over at her with a bemused stare. “I didn’t know you brought it.”


“I didn’t even know you still had it,” Mira groaned. “I’d assumed you would turn it over to a museum, or…I don’t know. It would have been nice for you to tell me you had a potentially cursed object with you.”


“And then what?” I said. “Would we have turned back? Been more careful about the massive crocodile that killed our friend?” 


“Well, it explains quite a bit, doesn’t it?” she said. “The creature, the corpse lilies…maybe even this missing village.”


“Wait a minute,” Ellie cut in, panic in her voice. “The village is missing? But that’s where we were supposed to stay for the night.”


“I don’t know how to explain it,” Mira said. “It should have been here…but I’m wondering if the coin has us misdirected—as if it’s drawing us to the city, like a magnet.”


I looked up at the sky, which had now turned a brilliant shade of pink. We were running short on time, and the jungle was growing ever darker. I didn’t want to be lost out here in the shadows after nightfall, especially when we didn’t know what was lurking around out there.


“So what are we going to do?” Ellie asked Mira. “I’m…I have to admit, I’m really scared. I don’t want to be stuck out here. I don’t want what happened to Damian to happen to us—”


I reached for Ellie and pulled her into my chest, tucking her head under my chin. She took a deep, steadying breath as I rubbed circles on her back, trying not to get distracted by just how good she felt against me. I glanced at Mira to see that her mouth had opened slightly, her gaze on us unreadable, her eyes following the movement of my fingers along Ellie’s spine.


There was no time for that right now. We needed to find shelter right away.


“When I was here last, there was a series of caverns at the bottom of the canyon,” I said. “If we make our way there, we’ll at least be better defended than we would be out in the open. And we’ve still got Damian’s guns.”


Everyone went quiet at that, and we took a moment to collect ourselves. Then Mira looked at me with a frown. “How do you know where to go?”


I shrugged. “I have a feeling the coin is going to lead us exactly where we’re supposed to be.”
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I was right.


I held the coin in my hand and intuited where to go, and an hour later—just as the sun began to sink over the horizon, shrouding the jungle in darkness—we found our way to a cavern with a small stream running along the far edge. I hesitated at first, knowing that whatever had attacked us could probably swim, but the water was clear and shallow enough that I didn’t think a beast that big would be able to reach us, and the cavern entrance was so low that it would have a hard time getting in.


As long as there weren’t any smaller critters out to kill us, we should have been safe.


The minute we got inside, we set about getting things ready for the night. We went through Damian’s abandoned pack and found quite the arsenal: a shotgun that he’d left behind, two handguns, and even a few grenades. The guy had come here expecting a firefight, which left me with a lot of questions that I knew I wouldn’t be able to get answers to, given that Damian was probably being slowly digested in some monster’s stomach at this point.


After we’d gone through his pack and taken stock of our ammo, we set about finding boulders to roll in front of the cavern entrance, narrowing the space to enter and exit. We would be able to get out if necessary—with a little effort, albeit—but something as big as the monster that had attacked our camp wouldn’t reach us. 


I hoped.


Next, I bent to get a campfire going using the lighter and kindling from our packs while Ellie grappled with the tents and rations. There weren’t too many mosquitos in here and it was surprisingly cool, so both of my lovely companions had taken off their over-shirts, and I didn’t hesitate to watch Ellie work. 


Mira joined me by the fire after going through all of Damian’s things, taking a seat on one of the thin camping blankets we’d brought as the fire roared to life. She sat close enough that I could touch her, her blue eyes trained on where Ellie bent over the tents and sleeping bags arranged toward the rear of the cave. 


“So I didn’t get a chance to ask…” Mira started, her eyes from me to Ellie. “You’re together now?”


I raked a hand through my hair, furrowing my brow. “Yeah, I guess so,” I said. “It’s gonna be a real shitshow when we get back to Boston, what with her being my subordinate, but…”


“I get it,” Mira chuckled when I trailed off. “She’s hard to resist.”


I gave her a wry smile. “I recall you saying something similar the other day,” I said. “Didn’t know you swung that way.”


Mira smirked. “That’s one way to put it,” she said. “My sexuality is less of a spectrum and more of a pendulum.”


“And you’re into Ellie,” I concluded.


She shrugged. “Who wouldn’t be?”


Images of the two of them together instantly bloomed in full color in my mind, their tongues tangled together, their hands on each other’s tits. I couldn’t seem to get a hold of myself around either of them, and the sense of danger and mystery surrounding our circumstances only made things worse.


Ellie turned, rubbing her hands against her thighs as she came to sit across from us at the fire. Her eyes fell on how close we were together, a little line forming between her brows. She took an uneasy seat across from us and drew her knees into her chest. “What are you two talking about?” she asked.


Mira dragged her eyes from me to Ellie, her tongue sliding over her bottom lip. “Just…sleeping arrangements,” Mira said. “You two must want to share a tent tonight?”


Ellie blushed and dropped her knees to the side, biting her lip and making herself as small as she could. It wasn’t that small though—stripped down to her sports bra, the firelight played across the curve of her breast in stunning ways, her nipples pointed underneath. I looked between the two women and wondered what game they were playing at; I could never seem to read the intricacies of female interaction. 


“I hope it’s okay,” Ellie said. “I know that you have a thing for him.”


Mira cocked her eyebrow. “I’m not possessive,” she said. “Are you?”


The challenge sat in the air between the three of us, simmering at such a high temperature that I feared one of us might spontaneously combust. I knew that if Ellie said yes—that if she staked some kind of claim on me—it would be hard to resist her, especially after almost losing her.


So I breathed a sigh of relief when Ellie hesitantly shook her head. 


“I’m…well, I don’t know,” she said. “I haven’t really done a lot.”


“A lot as in…?” Mira said, but I cut her off.


“Ellie, you don’t have to tell her that.”


Ellie flushed bright pink, twirling a lock of blonde hair around one slender finger. “No, that’s okay,” she said. “I um…well until last night, I was a virgin.”


“Oh,” Mira breathed, cocking an eyebrow. She leaned forward, her low-cut shirt clinging to her curves, to her pert nipples. “And how did you like it?”


Ellie’s eyes flickered to me, and I wondered for a minute if she wanted me to stop her. But her chest heaved, and I found myself transfixed on her tits moving up and down, faster and faster. 


“Well,” Ellie said. “I…really liked it. He made me feel so good.”


Fuck, I was already getting hard. Having these two gorgeous women talk about me this way, especially after the dry spell I’d had in Boston…it was like they already had their hands on me. Mira’s hand slid over my knee, and I glanced from her to Ellie as Ellie sucked in a sharp breath.


“And what did he do to you that made you feel so good?” Mira rasped.


Ellie swallowed hard, tugging on her hair almost violently, her other hand grazing over her tits. “When he fingered me and…oh God, his dick. It was so big…”


“Ellie,” I said hoarsely, wanting her to accept this but knowing I needed to keep her safe. “You know where this is headed, right?”


Her big brown eyes were wide as she took us both in: Mira’s hand sliding up my leg, my growing erection, the redhead’s hungry eyes. Then she nodded.


“Yeah,” she said. “Vic…can I be honest with you?”


Mira’s hand fiddled with the button of my jeans. “You can tell me anything, sweetheart,” I said.


“The other night, when I caught you two out on the deck…”


Mira’s hand stopped moving, and I held my breath.


“…I thought it was hot,” Ellie continued. “And it felt wrong at the time, but I…I went back to my bunk and had to touch myself just thinking about it.”


Holy fuck. Mira’s hand gripped me suddenly through my pants, and I saw double for a minute as my balls got painfully tight. Ellie gasped, then, and her hand slipped underneath her bra to yank at her own nipple. We locked gazes as she began to touch herself, one hand on her breast, the other sliding toward her pants.


“Ellie,” I growled.


She blinked her eyes slowly. “Yeah?”


I gritted my teeth when Mira reached for the button of my pants again, this time pulling it open before sliding down the zipper.


“I really like watching you,” I continued. “But I’d prefer it if you came over here.”










CHAPTER NINETEEN





THE NEXT FEW seconds passed both too slowly and too fast. 


I felt every little movement as Mira’s skilled fingers dragged my pants down my hips and took my dick out; the clench of her fingers around it, as she stroked me once, and then twice. I rocked my hips up toward Mira, who had knelt beside me, watching Ellie.


And Ellie looked back, her eyes locked on Mira’s, my cock upright between them. Ellie swallowed hard, and then leaned forward until she was on her hands and knees. Her tits hung between her arms, swaying gently, curvaceous and soft and ever so enticing as she crawled toward us, spellbound by the movement of Mira’s hand on me.


I took a shuddering breath as she got closer, and I reached to tangle my fingers in her wild blonde hair. “Ellie,” I groaned, Mira’s hand still on my cock. Ellie got closer, kneeling beside me, nodding. Her lips were swollen and pink, her breasts flushed like they always did when she was turned on.


“Yeah, Vic?”


One last out. I had to give her one last out, even if it killed me. “You’re sure about this?”


“I think she’s sure,” Mira said, and the sensation of her hot breath on my dick made me jerk my hips.


“I have to hear it from her,” I said, wincing. Mira’s lips slid over the head of my cock boldly, her teeth just barely grazing my shaft, and I groaned. “You’re sure, Ellie?”


“Fuck…” she groaned, and it was the first time I’d ever heard the dirty word cross her lips. “Yes…oh my God, yes Vic, I want this so bad.”


I yanked her head toward mine and kissed her hard, swallowing her whimper as her hands went to her tits. She was so sensitive all over, and my body surged with adrenaline at the prospect of how many times I would make her come. Ellie had so many different switches to flip that I could spend hours pushing her buttons. 


And Mira…


My hand fell to the back of Mira’s auburn hair as she fell into a steady rhythm. It was just enough to tease me into a frenzy, but not even close to making me come. She knew exactly what she was doing, and I needed more of that hot mouth on me, faster. The Brit’s tongue swirled around my shaft, and she didn’t even gag when I pushed her all the way down, making saliva drip down my balls. 


I reached for Ellie with my left hand, grappling for the crisscrossed straps across her cleavage and yanking them down until her big tits came free. Ellie gasped when I palmed her breast, dragging my fingers across it to pinch her nipple, and her hands crawled closer to her pants, pulling them down until I could see her shaved pussy with its down of blonde hair.


“Ellie, don’t,” I said, my voice rumbling in my chest. 


“What?” she said, her eyes going wide.


“Don’t touch yourself,” I said. “I bet Mira has a thing or two to teach you.”


Ellie’s gaze darted from me to Mira, and I almost regretted my choice when I felt Mira’s lips pull away from me with a pop. Soon, though, she was climbing over me while I pulled my pants lower, down to my knees, stripping out of them as quickly as possible.


At some point, Mira had somehow slipped out of her shorts, and now she just wore that impossibly thin tank top that clung to her in all the right ways. She put her hands at the hem of my shirt and pulled it over my head, and then she kissed me hard, her gaze sliding over to Ellie as she sucked my tongue into her mouth. I got the feeling that Mira liked being on top, and I decided then and there that I would get her on her back eventually.


Mira’s dripping pussy slid over my dick, and she pulled her lips from mine to pull Ellie to her. 


“You should undress, darling,” Mira purred. “I believe Dr. Wilde wants to see a little bit more of you.”


Ellie nodded wordlessly, her jaw dropping, and I watched as she pulled her top over her head, her tits bouncing…then as she stood to step out of her pants. Mira’s mouth opened too, and I watched her lick her lips, knowing that she could smell Ellie’s sweetness too.


Ellie faltered for a second, her whole body blushing as she rushed to cover herself. Mira reached out to trail her fingers up Ellie’s thigh, finally settling against her hip and gently pulling her closer.


“Why so shy?” Mira asked, and I put my hand on Ellie too. 


“You’re beautiful, sweetheart,” I murmured, then looked at Mira. “And she tastes amazing. You should try her, Mira.”


I wanted so bad to see it, and I knew she wanted it too. “Is this alright, darling?” Mira asked, sliding her pussy once again against my dick. I gritted my teeth harder, wanting to just push up into her…but I knew this would be worth the wait.


“Yeah,” Ellie whispered. “I want you to.”


She stepped forward hesitantly, Mira drawing her ever closer. And then she was right there, and Mira dragged her tongue over Ellie’s folds, keeping her eyes on me the whole time. 


“She is delicious,” Mira drawled.


My cock surged with arousal and I ground against Mira. She was still so composed, but I wanted to see her wild, unbridled, losing herself in the pleasure of it all. Even in our last encounter, she’d kept it together to a degree that was almost irritating. 


She was a challenge.


One I was more than willing to meet.


Mira slid herself over me once, then again. But the second time, I was ready, and I caught her by the hips. We exchanged a brief glance, her eyes going wide—and then I speared into her, making her throw her head back while Ellie watched in mystified arousal. Mira was hot and wet, dripping for me already, her pussy sucking me in the same way that she demanded my attention.


Fuck, I was so hard I thought I might explode, but I needed to keep this going. I had two beautiful, horny women spending the night with me, and I was going to make the most of it.


Mira blinked her eyes at me, her cunt spasming around me, unable to collect herself as I thrust hard into her. I leaned into her and made like I was going to kiss her, but instead I tangled my fingers in her hair and breathed into her ear: “I thought you were going to make Ellie come.”


She was desperate now, breathing hard, her breasts heaving under that thin tank top. I wanted to see more of her, so I stripped her shirt off as she reached for Ellie, pulling it over her head to see her grab Ellie by the hips. The blonde squeaked in surprise when Mira grabbed her leg and hooked it over her shoulder, falling into Ellie’s pussy with reckless abandon. I hadn’t seen Mira’s tits yet, and I buried my face in her surprisingly big breasts, sucking one pink nipple into my mouth. I could see the tan lines from days spent in the jungle, the boundary of her tank top clear, and maybe even traces of a bikini. Mira groaned, and the sound must have done something to Ellie, because a moment later the blonde was thrusting her hips against Mira’s mouth as she held onto my shoulders. And Mira came too, gushing onto my dick with a cry as she wrenched her mouth from Ellie’s pussy.


Holy shit, they were fucking hot. 


Mira slid off of me, but I was still rock hard. I stared up at the two of them, Ellie’s legs shaking, her knees wobbling. Mira was more confident, her hands assuredly sliding over Ellie’s breasts, pinching and teasing at the blonde’s nipples as she stared down at my swollen cock. Mira leaned forward, dragging her teeth over the shell of Ellie’s ear before they both gazed down at me. 


“Do you think we should move this to the tents?” Mira asked. 


I shuddered, but I was already getting to my feet, practically chasing the girls toward the tents. Ellie had set up two, and we made for hers on the left, where I found she’d put her sleeping bags together. I almost would have thought it was cute—if not for what sat on top of it.


Mira and Ellie, staring up at me, their ankles tangled together and their mouths pressed together. Mira stared up at me with a wicked smile as Ellie whimpered against her, the redhead’s hands playing with Ellie’s breasts and making her squirm. 


“How do you want her?” Mira asked, and Ellie looked from her to me, her eyes wide, her teeth biting into her lush lower lip.


“On her back,” I said, the animal inside me speaking. 


“Yes,” Ellie breathed. “Oh my God, yes…”


She was cut off when Mira scooted backward and pulled Ellie in front of her, her hands still on the blonde’s tits. Ellie groaned as she laid back in Mira’s lap, her wild hair out of its braids and spread across Mira like a blanket of gold. Ellie rolled her hips as I got down on my knees, lifting Ellie’s legs around my waist and positioning myself at her opening.


Ellie gulped, her eyes clearing a little as she looked at me.


“Vic…will it hurt this time?” 


“No, babe,” I said. “It’ll feel so good. I promise.”


I was gentle with her, even though I wanted to fuck her senseless. There would be time for that later, when she was more experienced and begging for it. Now, though, I pressed into her gently, watching as her eyes squeezed shut.


And then I locked eyes with Mira, who had one hand on Ellie’s tits and the other on herself.


Mira bent forward, her mouth grazing Ellie’s lips, her tits in Ellie’s face. The blonde licked at Mira’s lips, but she pushed herself forward until her breasts grazed her lips instead, and Ellie sucked one into her mouth. 


“Does he feel good, darling?” Mira asked, her voice deep and sultry, and Ellie whimpered around her tit as Mira hissed out a breath. “Answer me, Ellie.”


“God, he’s so big,” Ellie said. “I…I want more.”


“Did you hear that, Vic?” Mira asked. “She wants more. Give it to her.”


I couldn’t resist; I plunged forward, filling Ellie completely, and the blonde cried out in the dim light of the cave. Mira kissed her, then, pressing her tongue into Ellie’s mouth, kissing her deeply before locking eyes with me. Mira was dangerous, Ellie was sweet…


…and that I got to have them both blew my mind.


“I’m going to fuck you hard now, Ellie,” I said, thrusting into her.


“Yes,” she said, sobbing in pleasure. “Harder…”


“Do you want a distraction?” 


Mira gave me a sly smile as Ellie nodded weakly while I continued to thrust.


“What…did you…” She paused, moaning as I fucked her and Mira played with her. “…have in mind?”


I could barely believe it when the words passed over my lips, but my dick throbbed as I said, “Do you want to taste Mira like she tasted you?”


Mira groaned, her hand moving faster underneath Ellie’s head, and Ellie nodded, licking her lips.


“Yes…yes, please,” she said.


Well, when she asked so sweetly, how could we resist?


Mira didn’t waste any time, shifting until Ellie’s head rested against the sleeping bags. Then, she got on her knees and moved forward, until her crotch hovered above Ellie’s mouth. I fucked Ellie harder, watching the sight unfolding before me, scarcely acknowledging that this could even be real life. Mira lowered herself slightly, waiting for Ellie to move.


And she did, fast. Ellie lifted her head and licked Mira’s spot, and Mira shuddered at the sensation. When Ellie’s tongue hit Mira’s crotch, her own pussy clenched around mine, and I bucked into her. The thrust of my cock into Ellie, in turn, made her suck on Mira harder, to rock her body against me as her hands fisted in the sleeping bags below us.


Ellie’s tits bounced as I fucked her, Mira riding her face, her sighs growing more and more desperate. I didn’t know where I wanted to touch, what I wanted to taste…but Ellie was so gorgeous stretched out between us that I reached for her tits, where I knew she was sensitive, squeezing, pulling, pinching. It made her clench around me over and over again, making me feel like I was going to break as I opened my eyes to see Mira coming, grinding herself against Ellie’s tongue.


They were beautiful, and tonight, they were all mine.


And that’s what did it for me: watching them fuck each other while Ellie clenched around me. I thrust deep into her as I felt myself tipping over the edge, losing control, and then Ellie was gasping out my name, screaming at me to fill her…so I did.


She came around me as I crashed down, rocking into her, Mira chanting darling over and over again like a prayer. I pulled out of Ellie slowly, then Mira aggressively yanked her up, kissing her on the mouth, and then me, and I could taste both of them on her lips.


Damn, she was a freak…and I was a very lucky man.


I sat back on my heels, swiping a hand through my hair as I watched the two of them together. Mira was gentle with Ellie now, laying her back in the blankets and hooking her leg over her, then kissing up her throat. She gazed at me through hooded blue eyes, Ellie just basking in the afterglow, and I knew the Brit was putting on this show for me.


“Going to join us?” Mira asked, but I shook my head and tossed my thumb over my shoulder.


“Somebody’s gotta take first watch,” I said. 


Ellie got up on her elbows with a pout, the expression faltering a little as Mira grazed her fingers down Ellie’s body.


“You don’t want to sleep with us?” she asked, and her voice was so sultry and melodic that I almost gave in. But instead, I crawled forward and brushed my lips against hers before pulling back.


“Sweetheart, I want nothing more than to get in between you two and fuck you all night,” I said. “But someone has to keep watch, okay? We’ve still got a treasure to find.”


Ellie nodded. “You’re right,” she said, “and I’m…” She yawned. “…really tired.”


“Wake me in a few hours for the next watch?” Mira asked. “You need sleep too.”


“Will do,” I said.


I turned to leave the tent, glancing over my shoulder at the two gorgeous women inside before zipping it shut. They were tangled together already, one of the blankets thrown haphazardly over Mira as she held Ellie close. Their bodies were so different—Mira strong and athletic, Ellie soft and curvy—and they complimented each other perfectly. 


I hoped that wasn’t going to be the last time I saw them like this.


Because it had been one hell of a night.










CHAPTER TWENTY





WE MANAGED TO get through the night without being attacked by an angry monster, and I counted that as a blessing. By the time morning broke, I was fast asleep with Mira, Ellie keeping watch from outside the tent. My phone buzzed with an alarm as I cracked my eyes open to see Mira’s red hair spread across the pillowcase, her lithe body wound around mine.


Wait a minute.


My cell phone wasn’t turned on.


I sat up suddenly, immediately convinced there was some kind of insect in the tent that I needed to kill before Mira or Ellie caught sight of it. But that wasn’t what it sounded like…maybe it was someone else’s phone?


And that would make sense if it wasn’t coming from my pack, but the sound was clearly emerging from my belongings. I got up quietly and moved to my pack, kneeling next to it and unzipping it to rifle through my things in search of the buzz.


I snapped my hand back when I finally found it, the vibration surprising me. But when I reached back in, I was a little more careful, and my fingers closed around a cool metal disc.


The coin.


I pulled it out and examined it, and realized that this was definitely the source. I turned it over, held it to my ear, then flat in my palm. The vibration slowed a little, like it was just happy that I’d finally started paying attention to it.


What the fuck? 


“What’s going on?” Mira said, and I glanced back to see her rising on one elbow and frowning at me.


“You’re not going to believe this,” I started, but thought better of myself. “Actually…if anyone’s going to believe it, it’s going to be you. This thing is vibrating.”


Mira immediately perked up, crawling over to join me. She was still naked, her tits perky in the morning light filtering through the canvas of the tent, and I tried not to get distracted as we stared at the coin together.


“Can I take it?” she asked, and I nodded. She reached for it, pulling it out of my hand—only for it to stop vibrating entirely.


Mira frowned, scoffing at this perceived slight. “What the hell…?”


A splash echoed from outside, along with a startled squeak, and I jumped to my feet. I’d thrown some boxers on the night before, but I was otherwise undressed when I ran out to find Ellie neck-deep in the stream beside us, defying all reason.


I could have sworn that stream was barely a puddle.


“Shit, Ellie—let me help you,” I said, kneeling beside the stream and extending my hand. She took it gratefully and I hauled her out to sit next to me. She was a little rattled, but unharmed, dressed in her underwear and dripping wet. “What the hell just happened?” I asked.


“I was just going to try to rinse off a little after…um, well after our hike and then last night,” she said, blushing. “But I stepped into the stream and it was way deeper than I thought. I guess it’s some kind of optical illusion?”


“Huh,” I said, and leaned forward to gaze into the water. It still appeared shallow, but when I reached my hand in, it was as if the bottom got farther and farther away.


Mira stepped out of the tent a second later, her hair in its customary ponytail. She’d dressed again and had a concerned look on her face, her fingers still wrapped around the coin. “Everything alright?” she asked.


“Something weird is going on here,” I said. “The water is deeper here than I thought it was.”


“Is it now?” Mira asked. She stepped closer, then offered the coin back to me, kneeling beside us and skimming her fingertips over the water. “What do you think is going on?”


But I was distracted, because the moment she put the coin back in my hand, it started vibrating like crazy. I moved my clasped fingers closer to the water and the vibration increased even more, leaving me puzzled.


“I think…I think the coin wants me to get in the water,” I said, and Mira gave me a quizzical look.


“It wants you to get in the water?” she repeated, and now she sounded skeptical, her brow arched.


“Just give me a second,” I said. Without a second thought, I took the coin firmly in hand and then slid into the water. It was about chest deep on me, defying everything I thought I knew about spatial awareness, and was cooler than I expected. I realized, then, that the water must be coming from some kind of underground spring.


I stepped forward, away from the cavern entrance, and the coin began to pulse slowly in my palm, getting faster as I got closer to the back wall. I narrowed my eyes as the stone before me seemed to shift, turning fluid, translucent—and then vanishing entirely.


“Holy shit!” I exclaimed with a surprised laugh. “Are you two seeing this?”


I glanced back at the girls to see that they were staring at me, nonplussed.


“See what?” Ellie asked quietly.


“Um…this wall just fucking disappeared,” I said, and a smirk formed at the corner of Mira’s lips. She opened her mouth to say something in response, but I cut her off by putting my hand straight through where the wall used to be.


Mira’s mouth dropped open, and Ellie’s eyes went wide, a smile breaking out on her face.


“Oh my God,” she whispered reverently. “It’s…is it an illusion? A hologram maybe?”


“I think it has to do with the coin,” I said excitedly, holding it up to them. “It led us here, and now it’s telling us to keep going. I think it’s a compass, or a key, or maybe a little bit of both.”


A splash sounded behind me, and I found that it was Mira, striding through the water to stand beside me. She hesitantly touched where the wall had once been, as if she still thought it was there, but her hand swished through toward mine before she turned to face me.


“This is astounding,” she murmured.


I turned to look at Ellie. “Well, sweetheart, now I’m just wondering…do you think we should head to the rendezvous point, or should we keep going?”


Ellie chewed on her lip, but I could see the excitement blooming on her face, and she finally gave me a brisk nod.


“I don’t think we have any choice but to keep going.”
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We dressed quickly, each of us buzzing with excitement over our discovery. We would need to carry our packs over our heads along the channel, deeper into the cave, so we packed light and left whatever we could behind. If it turned out to be a dead end, we could turn around to get our stuff; the place was secure enough.


And if it wasn’t a dead end, we might be headed toward the discovery of the century.


The channel was deep, but narrow enough that we had to walk single-file. I went first, while Ellie walked between us, the one with the least combat training of the three of us. I felt a little nervous about what might be lurking deeper in the cave, but as I secured my headlamp and strode forward in the clear blue water, the primary emotion I felt was exhilaration at what we were headed toward. I could barely contain it as we stepped through the false wall and into the next chamber, which wound deeper into the dark.


“I’m a little spooked,” Ellie whispered from behind me, her voice echoing loudly around the silent cavern. Small fish swam around our ankles, and Ellie squeaked in fear every so often when they tapped at her bare skin. We’d stripped down for the most part in the hopes that we could keep our clothes dry, Mira complaining that our aquatic friends kept biting her in the ass.


It stayed dark like that for a while, getting worse. It was so quiet that my hair started to raise on my arms, and it must have been even worse for the girls. I glanced back at Mira every so often to make sure that she was safe, her pack held on one shoulder and her knife held in her other hand. I knew she could be dangerous and even deadly if she wanted, but I’d started to care about her, and I didn’t want anything to happen.


After a good half hour or so, I caught sight of a reddish glow coming from the opposite end of the tunnel. The light was strange though, as it didn’t quite reach the dark water rippling before us. I looked back at the girls, and all I could see was their head lamps; there was none of that red light on their faces either. 


“Do you see that light up there?” I asked.


“What light?” Mira called.


“It’s reddish…almost like a fire,” I said. “I think there might be another false wall up here.”


“So we’ll be out of the dark soon?” Ellie said. “Thank God…can we hurry a little?”


I increased my pace, listening closely to make sure the girls were still with me. Soon, I was approaching the red light, which shone beyond a small passage that must have looked like a wall to the others. The coin vibrated fiercely in my hand, pulsing, driving me onward.


I blinked when I broke into the light, my eyes going wide at the bizarre room we’d just stepped into. The stream continued on, now lit orange like the rest of the space…almost like a river of gold. But what captured my attention was the source of the light: two translucent tubes on either wall, filled with bright, flowing lava.


I couldn’t quite wrap my head around what I was seeing. I stopped short in the stream, meaning that when Ellie finally came through the fake wall, she bumped right into my back, letting out a squeak. Mira was close behind her, and soon we stood clustered together in silence.


This was…well, this was fucking weird.


Because it shouldn’t have been possible. The tubes stretched in intricate, right-angled designs typical of Incan art, spirals of translucent glass that lit the whole chamber in a brilliant glow. The strange thing was that, according to everything I knew about lava, this water should have been boiling hot, but it remained cool—almost perfectly so, the temperature soothing on my sore muscles and warm enough that I didn’t catch a chill.


“What is this place?” Mira asked, and I was surprised when Ellie jumped in to offer an explanation.


“This is definitely Inca design, but I’ve never seen anything quite like it,” Ellie said. “I don’t understand what it’s made of…can’t be glass, right?”


“Right,” Mira said. “This has to be something else…especially given that it glitters. Look closely.”


I narrowed my eyes to stare at it, and realized she was right; the lava put off kaleidoscopic patterns on the ceiling in purples, reds, and oranges, enough that I was reminded of that creepy boat scene from the old Willy Wonka movie. Looking down, I saw bigger fish swimming around our feet now, giving me an edge of anxiety.


“Let’s keep moving,” I said, realizing the pulse of the coin was getting faster. “I have a feeling we’re almost there.”


The girls didn’t say anything; they must have been just as stunned as I was by the display. So we kept walking, the water swirling around us.


And the fish kept getting bigger.


Soon, they were easily the length of my forearm, twirling around us in ribbons of color, painted in brilliant orange and white and gold. Ellie kept squeaking when they’d get too close, but they seemed harmless, so I reached back every so often to set her at ease. At this point, there was no way I was going back; I was going to see this through to the end. My excitement built when the ceiling vaulted up, the lava designs on the walls getting brighter and more intricate, telling a story in pictographs now. I recognized some of the images from old ruins elsewhere in the Amazon: groups of women offering up some kind of sacrifice to what appeared to be a moon goddess, those kaleidoscopic lights growing brighter. 


A roar sounded from the far side of the cavern, and as we rounded a bend, I gazed up into a massive waterfall that pounded down into the stream, falling from easily six stories up. The water went quicker, pushing us backward, and I looked back to check on the girls only for them to nod. We were resolute in our mission now, pushing forward, and we wouldn’t stop as the coin pulsed faster and faster. Foam accumulated around our chests, the fish obscured now, and I started swimming when I lost track of the bottom of the stream.


I felt like there must be something massive underneath me, and I almost turned back. But the coin wanted us to go into the waterfall, and as we swam closer, it began to open like a curtain of blue silk. 


And on the other side…


On the other side was the golden city.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE





IT WAS SO beautiful.


I almost stopped swimming at the sight of the city expanding before me, encrusted with shimmering gold and filled with lush tropical plants. The waterfall roared in my ears as it closed again behind us, and we swam straight toward the bank, hauling ourselves up onto it and breathing heavily. We were all still together, Ellie and Mira both drenched and half-dressed—and even that wasn’t enough to distract me.


This was better than my wildest dreams.


The city was filled with waterfalls and bridges, every bit the fantasy I’d envisioned. It was situated around a deep central pool, in which the colorful fish from the channel grew ever larger, swimming in circles. Lily pads coated the surface, along with…


Wait.


People. 


There were people here?


This wasn’t a ruin at all. Rather than the cold echoes of the grave, I heard people talking from across the lake, the whir of a watermill, the beating of a hammer somewhere deep in the mountain. I could smell food and fresh flowers; it wasn’t dusty or cold.


This was an active, thriving city.


I gaped at what I was seeing before me, completely stunned. This couldn’t be real. There couldn’t be a functioning, ancient city smack dab in the middle of the Amazon. Going back to the sixteenth century, explorers had gone over this rainforest with a fine tooth comb, and even today, treasure hunters still searched for this place. But the proof was undeniable—people dressed in dark, gauzy clothes piloted skiffs across the pool, and others walked over the bridges carrying baskets and bundles of cloth. Most of them had long, dark hair and brown skin, their locks braided into ornate patterns or curling down around their shoulders and down their backs. They were beautiful.


And almost all of them were women.


No one seemed to be on the bank where we’d found ourselves, a little stone outcropping near the waterfall, so we took the opportunity to stumble into our clothes. I didn’t want to roll into an ancient city completely naked—that seemed rude, at the very least—so we dried off as best we could and got dressed. Ellie’s eyes were bigger than I’d ever seen them, and I understood why: this was an archaeologist’s greatest dream, to see the civilization they’d studied in living color.


No other scholar in the world could claim to have seen a working Incan city in person, and now Ellie and I were the first archaeologists to witness this—to see their way of life, the clothes they wore, what they ate, how they wore their hair.


“This is remarkable,” Mira murmured, putting her hands on her hips as she looked out at the pool. “I can’t believe it…how could this be right under our noses the whole time?”


“The false walls,” I said. “They must have something like that surrounding the whole city, right?” I looked up, finding that all of the light streamed in from a large hole in the ceiling far, far above us. “Is there any chance this is a dormant volcano?”


“I didn’t think there were any undiscovered volcanoes in the Amazon, but the lava is proof enough that you’re exactly right,” Mira said. “Incredible.”


We gathered our things and headed up the path, into the city proper. I knew we should be careful, but I could barely wait to encounter my first real Inca, a people that were thought to have vanished centuries ago. Of course, there was a chance that these weren’t even Inca, but some unknown culture that had remained cloistered here for generations.


I had so many questions to ask.


So many questions, in fact, that it didn’t even occur to me that they might be hostile.


It took us only a few minutes to stumble across our first citizen. She was bending over a crop, tilling the soil with deft hands, and I walked cautiously toward her. I raised my hand hesitantly.


“Hola?” I said, testing out Spanish first.


She jerked her head up and her eyes went as wide as saucers, her black hair spilling over her shoulders. She stood up quickly, letting out something like a scream.


Then she fled.


“Well, that went poorly,” I said, turning back toward Mira and Ellie with a shrug. 


“I get the feeling we’re not supposed to be here,” Mira said. “Maybe show them the coin? It could—”


But she didn’t get to finish her thought. An arrow suddenly whizzed through the air beside my head, striking the wall behind me.


This was not good. 


I looked for the source to see something I couldn’t quite make sense of: a cloud of shadow making its way across the bridge, fluid as a wraith. I looked at Ellie and Mira, my eyes wide. “We should probably get going, right?” I said.


Mira narrowed her eyes and pulled her gun, then passed another to me. “Let’s,” she said.


We ran for it, turning right back around and heading back down the hill. I had a million questions, yeah, but I wouldn’t be able to ask them if I was dead. 


I turned to glance over my shoulder as we sprinted down the stairs, then across a bridge and over a waterfall. I tried to take in the color as I went, the patterns, the way the homes were constructed—but the shadow creature was gaining on us, and I had a feeling it wasn’t going to be good if they caught up to us. A flare of fear clenched my heart when I looked back again to see yellow eyes glaring from inside the darkness, and remembered a glittering gaze staring at me from across the creek the night the monster had attacked…


In my haste to find the Golden City, I’d nearly forgotten about the crocodile monster. What if it had come from this place? What if the city was full of those things, and we were about to meet a terrible, grisly end?


As we stumbled down the last set of stairs before the waterfall, I held the coin up toward the waterfall, hoping we could slip right back through and return to our things. We’d found the city—we could go back to the Keepers, tell them where it was, and come back with greater force. If we wanted to live, we needed to get out of here.


But it looked like that wasn’t going to happen.


The shadow creature bolted past us and swirled menacingly on the beach where we’d come in, making the three of us fall back. I watched as it expanded, rearing back like a massive black cat, and then it coalesced into three smaller puffs of cloud…


…and transformed into three beautiful women. 


I blinked, still not quite able to understand what was happening. They were dressed in dark, skin-tight leather armor, though it was little more than a breastplate and loin cloths that showed off their muscular thighs. The two on the sides each had their hair twisted into braids, and the one in the middle had long, shiny black hair that hung all the way to her waist. Her eyes shone bright gold, looking at me with something like recognition, and I came to the startling realization that this was the thing I’d seen in the woods.


She was the thing in the woods. And she’d been watching when Ellie and I had sex for the first time.


And she’d watched when the crocodile had dragged Damian into the forest.


Her eyes narrowed and she stepped forward threateningly, flicking her wrist at us. My weapon was pulled from my hand as if someone had yanked it away, and I heard Mira’s gun fall to the stone as well. I glanced over at Ellie to see that she’d already raised her hands over her head, her arms trembling.


“It’s going to be okay,” I whispered, but the woman with the golden eyes lunged forward, holding a knife to my throat and hissing out a warning in another language. “Alright, alright,” I said. “I’ll shut up. Sorry.”


She growled, then turned and barked out an order to the other women. A second later, they’d come around behind Ellie and Mira and were binding their wrists with rough, vine-like rope, while the woman in the middle grabbed me and did the same. “Don’t hurt them!” I said in stilted Quechua, calling up all the memory I had of the indigenous language, and Golden Eyes leaned toward me.


“We don’t hurt women here,” she replied in the same language, crisp and perfect. “But you brought weapons into our city, and for that, there must be a reckoning.”


And then they other two women led Ellie and Mira up the stairs, Ellie casting one last, frightened gaze back at me while Golden Eyes led me to a waiting raft.


They weren’t taking us to the same place.


And that could not be good.










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO





GOLDEN EYES FORCED me to a seat on one side of the raft and then sat across from me, resting her hand on some kind of control panel to her right. The boat moved after her hand lit the panel, and I blinked, mystified at what I was seeing.


Not only was this civilization still around…they were advanced. Maybe even more advanced than we were. The raft, which had smooth wooden bars around its edges, seemed to move practically on its own, hovering over the water with barely any disturbance. 


And what had all that smoke been back there?


“Where going?” I asked in broken Quechua, tilting my head across the lake. “Where friends?”


She shushed me, frowning and tilting forward threateningly. I leaned back as she got closer, almost seeming to study me…even smelling me when she got close enough, only to wrinkle her nose.


I took offense and shrugged, even though the movement was difficult with my hands bound behind my back. “Sorry,” I huffed. “I’ve been in the rainforest for three days…haven’t had time to shower.”


She waved her hand at me in disgust, then crossed her arms over her chest, lifting her chin to look me over. I took the opportunity to do the same. She was tall—almost as tall as me, I would have had to guess—with shining copper-brown skin and long, glossy black hair. Her eyes were an oddly metallic gold, different than the brown of the other women I’d seen so far. 


Her outfit, I was pleased to see, didn’t leave much to the imagination. I could see every gorgeous curve on the woman’s body in the black leather chest plate, which laced behind her, leaving her shoulders and spine exposed. The draped black loin cloth she wore was pretty revealing itself, and she sat with her legs open to display her generous thighs, her elbows resting on her knees as she stared at me with that unnerving golden gaze. She was barefoot, but that hadn’t seemed to slow her down when she was pursuing us through the city.


“I’m Vic,” I said. “Uh…it’s nice to meet you.”


She shushed me once again, this time putting her finger to her lips as her fine brows furrowed. We weren’t going to be stuck in silence much longer though; I felt us scraping the bottom, and looked to my left to see that we’d approached a dock, five or six other women waiting there.


Where were all the men?


Golden Eyes got to her feet and strode over to me, lifting me roughly by the elbow and guiding me off of the raft and onto the dock. The transition was seamless—no bobbing in the water or lack of balance. I wondered at the strange physics of the watercraft, but there was too much going on for me to dwell on it. The women on the dock—mostly older ladies with grey hair, draped in gowns of purple and blue—came at us in force, each of them barking out harsh words in their unfamiliar language. Golden Eyes was arguing with them, I realized quickly, brandishing her hands at the group. 


They finally seemed to come to some kind of conclusion, with me merely watching like the fight was some kind of spectator sport. Golden Eyes grabbed me by the elbow with a growl and then shoved her way through the crowd of women and up a waiting stone staircase. There were more of those lava pipes here, lighting the way when we were inside the stone palace. And that’s exactly what this was: a palace, decadent and ornate, and nearly empty. 


She led me up another set of stairs and then down a hallway. Moaning sounds echoed down the stone halls, lit with a single funnel of lava above us, rich woven carpets on the ground. I frowned and glanced over at Golden Eyes, wondering if I was about to be tortured…


Then we passed the room that was the source of the noise, and I tripped over my own feet.


There was a man inside with three women, their cries filling my ears. They were all completely naked, the man surrounded by beautiful women, the door wide open.


“Wait a second,” I started in English, talking to myself more than anything else at this point. “Are you taking me to some kind of sex dungeon? Because I—”


I paused.


That didn’t actually seem all that awful.


“On second thought, never mind,” I said. “Take me to your sex dungeon, scary shadow lady.”


She glowered at me out of the corner of her eye, and if I hadn’t known any better, I’d have thought her lips twitched in the ghost of a smile. But she didn’t do much of anything else, continuing to pull me down the hallway until a large painted screen at the end of the hallway. Golden Eyes flicked her left hand, keeping my elbow locked in her right, and the screen flew up and out of the way before she swept us through a doorway and it drifted down behind us.


This looked less like a sex dungeon than a bedroom.


The room we’d just come into was massive, with an inset nest of pillows and cushions draped in what looked like mosquito net in the center. Along the whole left side was what appeared to be a study, with books stacked on cut-stone shelves and papers scattered everywhere. It wasn’t unlike my office at Harvard, actually, and I even spotted a couple recognizable titles.


Which made me realize one very important fact.


“You speak English?” I said incredulously as she came around behind me to undo the ropes. Golden Eyes sighed and stepped backwards, crossing her arms over her chest as I turned and flexed my sore wrists. 


“I speak six languages,” she said in near-perfect English, just the ghost of an accent curling around the words. Her lips twisted in a smirk and she cocked her head to the side, her hip popping with a girlish charm I hadn’t expected from her. “Why does this surprise you?”


“Well, I guess I just assumed that an isolated society would speak their own language, have their own customs, so on and so forth…” I remembered the coin thing, and I frowned, my eyes sliding to the floor as I considered. “…unless you haven’t actually been that isolated.”


She nodded, taking a deep breath. “You’re starting to understand.”


“The coins,” I said, getting excited as the realization dawned on me. “They’re not cursed; they’re keys! You…you’re the ones who are taking the men from the rainforest. Wait—you’re kidnappers?”


“Calm down, Victor,” she said, and I cringed at her use of my full name. She glared in response, then stepped toward me. “I’ll answer all of your questions, I promise. But there’s something we have to do first.”


Her hands slid underneath the hem of my shirt, and my eyes went wide. “Um…well, if you insist.”


She wrinkled her nose. 


“Not that,” she said. “You need a bath. You smell awful.”


“Well, thanks, Golden—“ I started. “Wait. I don’t even know your name.”


She looked up at me, her face a perfect combination of gold, copper, and onyx. 


“It’s Nadia,” she whispered, then stepped away. “Now get undressed, Victor. We have a lot to talk about.”


I watched her walk away, trying to quell my raging erection as she walked toward the opposite corner, her hips swaying enticingly in that strip of black cloth. She bent over to turn on a spigot—they had running water, I realized with shock—and the skirt draped between her thighs, giving me a full view of her gorgeous ass. She looked over her shoulder at me with a chiding glance, and I turned to stare out the window instead, reaching for the hem of my shirt to do as she’d asked.


I pulled the dirty henley off and threw it on the floor as I looked out the window on the majestic city. From up here, I could see that the buildings were carved into the side of the volcano, just as I’d theorized—like the Anasazis, they were cliff-dwellers, though this was remarkably advanced. They had to have some kind of stone-cutting technology to achieve what they had, with their anti-gravity rafts, their deep mountain halls, running water, and lava usage. The city was large, too, given that it was entirely secret and inside a volcano. It stretched from one end of the hollowed out mountain to the other, the lake the center of transit.


I blinked when Nadia suddenly appeared in front of me, batting her long black eyelashes up at me while her hands played at the button of my pants. “I thought I told you to get undressed,” she said, and in one fluid movement, she pulled my pants down, leaving me fully naked in the window.


I stumbled backward and Nadia giggled, hiding her mouth behind her hand. “Get in the tub, idiot,” she teased as I tried desperately to hide my hard dick. I kept myself concealed and edged my way over to the tub, finally sliding in. 


It was huge—more like a jacuzzi than a personal tub—and the water was steaming hot. I slid in and felt the days’ worth of rainforest sweat and dirty late night sex wash away, relaxing back toward the wall. It felt so good that I barely even registered how fucking weird this whole situation was, and the fact that I still didn’t know what had happened to the girls.


“Wait a minute,” I said, my eyes snapping open. “What happened to Ellie and Mira?”


Nadia walked toward me from the bed, and I realized that she’d removed her armor and now wore a gauzy black dress that showed everything underneath. I could see the dark circles of her nipples underneath, and took a haggard breath when I realized that they were pierced with little gold hoops. She held a sponge in her hands, and I gulped when she dropped gracefully to a seat at the side of the tub, leaning on one hand.


“Your friends are safe,” she said. “As I told you earlier, we don’t harm women here.”


“And men…?”


She raised her eyebrows, biting her lip as her eyes flickered to mine. “We do a lot of things to men here, but most of them are…thoroughly enjoyable. It’s just that you can’t stay, and we can’t let you remember.”


“What does that mean?” 


Nadia swallowed hard, then held out the sponge. “Do you mind if I...” She gestured at my body, and I nodded casually while my dick screamed at me to say yes.


“Uh, yeah,” I said. “Sure.”


Nadia dipped the sponge into the water and then dragged it up my torso and over my shoulder, sending shivers down my spine. It nearly distracted me from the questions I’d asked, but Nadia kept going unprompted. “The power that keeps us concealed here in the city,” she said. “It gives us our magic, but it drives men mad.”


I gaped at her, frowning. “So it’s magic?” I asked.


She shook her head. “Something like that,” she said. “But more cosmic. More…spiritual.”


“And what did you mean about the men?”


Nadia sighed wistfully. “The goddess takes their memories when they cross out of the city,” she said. “We don’t know how to stop it, but we always make sure that they have a coin if the goddess one day restores their memories and grants them leave to return. We believe it’s her way of keeping us safe.”


I had about a million questions about that, but her hand suddenly reached lower to drag the sponge over my stomach and I hissed out a breath as her knuckles grazed my dick. Nadia didn’t seem remotely phased by it, though I almost thought she leaned forward and pressed her tits together for me, her lips reddening. I finally got my bearings and took a shuddering breath before I caught her wrist, evoking a gasp.


“The way you act around me is so familiar,” I said, shaking my head. “I can’t place it. Have I…” I paused, fearing the worst about what she’d just told me about memories. “Have I been here before?”


She frowned, and I wondered for a moment if I was about to find out that I’d fucked this woman without remembering, which would have been a damn shame. But she shook her head, pulling her hands from the water and twisting them in her lap. 


“I placed the coin out in the jungle for you to find them,” she said. “We do this to lure men in in the first place, and I…I watched you when you were lost in the forest, and took a liking to you.” She blushed. “I brought you here because I didn’t want to share you.”


I frowned. “Share me…?”


She looked away, biting her lip. “We usually share men, since there are so few in the city at any given time,” she said. “But I wanted you all to myself.”


“Why didn’t you let me find the city the first time?” I asked, shaking my head. “I don’t understand.”


“My mother decided that you had already attracted too much attention to the area,” she said. “The authorities picking you up was the best way to keep our city safe. And so I let you go.”


“So I don’t know you, but you know me,” I said, nodding as if any of this made sense. “But wait—what was that about your mother? Is she someone important?”


“Of course,” Nadia said, her brow perking up. “She’s the queen.”


“And that makes you…?”


She laughed a little, rolling her eyes. “Well,” she said. “I’m the princess, idiot.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE





“WAIT,” I SAID, blinking hard. “You’re a princess?”


“The princess,” she said with a smile and a laugh. “It’s more of an honorary title than an official position; we’re a democracy. My role as the captain of the Shadow Guard is far more important.”


That was a lot of information to process. I looked from her to the water surrounding me, the steam rising and leaving me comfortable and exhausted. I had a million questions, but there was one that was standing out for me, taking precedent over everything else—mostly because she was gorgeous, and I was naked, and there was something absolutely intoxicating about her.


“So you brought me here,” I started, “because you didn’t want to share me.”


She nodded, raising her eyebrows enticingly. “Mmhm.”


“So I was right in thinking this is a sex dungeon.”


Her golden eyes flickered to mine. “That implies that you’re here against your will. Is that the case?”


She wasn’t here for the jokes, then. I gulped and shook my head. “No,” I said. “I think I’d actually like to stay and ask questions for a while. As an academic, I’m a lifelong learner.”


Nadia licked her full, flushed lips, her eyes going dark and hooded. “And what are you most interested in learning about right now?” she asked, leaning forward until her pierced tits hung close to my face.


Fuck, I knew exactly what she wanted to teach me. 


I turned to face her, getting on my knees. I knew she would be able to see my dick clearly through the water, but I didn’t care; she was telling me how much she wanted me. My hands rose to that soft, gauzy fabric, and I settled my hands on her full breasts, the gold piercings pressing into my palms as Nadia trembled. “Is this what you were thinking?” I asked, grazing my fingers over her nipples. “When you brought me here?”


“It’s better,” she breathed.


I kissed her, then, feeling the way her full lips pressed against mine, hungry and hot. Nadia groaned right away, the sound coming out almost as more of a growl, like she had some kind of animal within. She pressed her breasts into my hands, rolling her hips as her fingers shot toward my cock.


“Easy,” I said. “We’re not in a hurry, are we?”


“Actually, I planned on keeping you here all night…it’s just that…”


She trailed off, and I withdrew from the kiss, keeping my hands on her tits, playing with the piercings. “What?” I asked, loving how she didn’t seem to be able to compose herself when we were like this.


“…I heard you the other night, when you were having sex with that other woman,” she said. “And I’ve been eager to find out how you were making her scream.”


Shit; I hadn’t even thought about Ellie. I knew I should be more careful, but it was like I’d been entranced by Nadia’s scent, a heady mixture of tropical flowers and moonlit nights. I hesitated for a moment with a wince, considering the fact that I should stop and make sure the girls were safe.


But I was already too far gone, and if Nadia wanted this, I was going to give it to her.


I stood on the ledge inside the bathtub, letting Nadia see how turned on she’d made me. Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped at the sight of my cock so close to her lips, and she licked her lips like she was hungry, those golden eyes gazing up at me. She didn’t have any of Ellie’s reservations, and didn’t need to be told what to do; she wrapped her fingers around my dick and then opened her mouth wide, watching me with the eyes of a predator as she took my deep into her throat. I groaned, thrusting into her, and she never missed a beat, sucking me hard.


This wasn’t how I’d anticipated this going, but I absolutely couldn’t complain. 


I pumped my dick in and out of her mouth as she took it deep, sucking me down, taking everything I had to offer. Her lips were wet with her own saliva, shimmering like gloss, her eyes locked on mine as she tasted me. Fuck, she was hot from this angle, her hair in dark strands down her back, her nipple rings glinting in the lava light and the beams from the window. I took a handful of her hair and she moaned when I tugged at it, her tongue lapping up the precum and her hand reaching up to fondle my balls. She rolled them in her palm, stroking me, sucking and licking and—


“Don’t come,” she said, withdrawing her lips from me and stroking me. 


I shook my head, barely able to process all this through the haze, and frowned. “Why not?”


“I want you to come inside me,” she said, getting to her feet and taking me by the hand. “Come on…”


I let her lead me toward the inset nest of pillows, careful not to stumble. The dress, I realized, was more of a robe, and it fell open and slunk down her shoulders as we walked, revealing that she was not only pierced but tattooed in the same angular spirals that decorated the walls of the city. She was taking her precious time though, and I stepped in behind her as we reached the middle of the pillows, my hand sliding underneath the gauzy robe to touch her spot. Nadia hissed out a breath at the sensation, and I stroked her twice, making her whimper.


“How about I just fuck you right here?” I said, unable to control myself, and Nadia nodded desperately. 


“Yes,” she said. “Yes…”


Her hands scrabbled at the robe, yanking it up over her generous ass as I bent her over. She was already dripping wet for me, her arousal gleaming on her swollen pussy, and I stepped in between her thighs to let my dick glide from her spot to her opening, making her thrust herself backwards.


“I thought we had all night,” I said, but she pressed herself closer again, looking over her shoulder and baring her canines.


“Yes,” she said, “but I need you now. Fuck me, Vic.”


The sound of my preferred moniker drew me in, and I sheathed myself inside her with one hard thrust. Nadia screamed as she took my girth, her pussy clenching around me, hot and hungry. Her scent hit me like a tidal wave, inundating me in the aroma of tropical flowers, and I realized it was coming straight from her cunt. I reached around to touch her button as I fucked her, and she arched her back, getting lower and letting me in deeper, her nails scraping against the stone floor beyond the cushions.


“Get on your elbows,” I ground out, and Nadia complied, pressing her ass up toward me. Something about how she’d manhandled me on our way here made having her bent over in front of me all that much more satisfying, the power play between us simmering, and she let out a gasp when I spanked her lightly, jerking her head back toward me with fire in her eyes. I chuckled and, before she could complain, I gripped her by the hips and pulled out just to thrust back in just as hard.


“Good girl,” I said, and she gave me one more enraged glare before I started to pump in and out of her, and she lost herself in a haze of pleasure. Her golden eyes, so fierce before, started to glaze over with desire, turning a buttery caramel that melted her anger away. Sure, she was a princess, but she liked what I was doing to her, and I was more than happy to piss her off if it made her horny like this.


I fell into a steady rhythm, the slap of our bodies together interspersing with her mounting cries. The whole time, I focused on holding out to make sure she was well-fucked, pressing repeatedly at her button to make her come. Nadia let me stretch her out, pushing ever backward, meeting me with a challenge every step of the way.


Then she melted, screaming as her orgasm hit her. It felt incredible around my dick, her pussy so soft and so tight and so fucking wet that I almost went over the edge with her. But I wanted to give her more than one orgasm—she was insatiable, and she’d asked me to show her what I’d done to Ellie—so I kept going, slamming into her as she howled.


She mumbled something in gibberish and I pulled out of her, making her whine in dissatisfaction. “No,” she said, reaching behind her to grip my dick. “I told you I wanted you to come inside me.” 


“I’m not fucking done with you,” I said with a harsh breath, and then I pulled her in by the waist, dragging her against me as I got on my knees and laid her out on her stomach before me. The gauzy black garment kept getting in my way, and I stripped it off her, tossing it aside in the mess of pillows and blankets. Nadia gasped as I undressed her, watching the clench of her pussy, still so hungry for me, and then I plunged into her again.


This time, I didn’t try to drag it out; I fucked her with reckless abandon, gritting my teeth as the pleasure mounted and I got closer and closer. Nadia didn’t seem to stop making noise, moaning and gasping with every thrust, her fists clenching in the blankets below us. I reached around for her breasts, and when I tugged gently at the gold piercings in her nipples, I knew neither one of us would be able to resist the pleasure any longer.


She spasmed around me, screaming so loud that I was sure the whole palace could hear, and I pushed myself as deep as I could to fill her up. She clenched and pulsed, milking me dry, drinking up every last drop like she’d been dying of thirst—and I obliged, because fuck, she was sexy, and she wanted me to come in her more than any other woman I’d ever been with.


I stayed still in her until it hurt, my dick softening slowly, and then I pulled out, letting myself fall to the pillows. The sun had begun to set while we fucked, and the auburn light streaming in from outside set Nadia’s skin alight like some kind of golden goddess. She curled up next to me, blinking through lust-addled, metallic eyes as I was struck with a wave of exhaustion that nearly made me pass out.


“I didn’t disappoint, did I?” I joked, stroking my fingers through her silky black hair.


Nadia scoffed, smirking.


“Just a little,” she said.


I slid my hand up her inner thigh to press against her sensitive button once again, and she arched her back with a sigh. I chuckled, fingering her, making her squirm. “Is that so?” I said.


Her eyes met mine and she bit her lip. “I might have been lying,” she drawled.


I made her come again, and then I curled up with her as she drifted off to sleep.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR





NADIA HADN’T BEEN kidding when she’d said she planned on keeping me in bed all night.


The Amazonian princess woke me up at least three more times that night to have sex, pulling me out of the dead of sleep to stroke my dick until I was hard enough to slip inside her. I woke the next morning feeling almost entirely drained—but not completely. And with Nadia on top of me, it wasn’t hard to rally.


I put my hands on her hips as she rocked her pussy against my hardening cock, her pierced tits falling into my face as I sucked one into my mouth and swirled my tongue around the gold ring. Nadia sighed, then sat up to reach for my dick, giving me a seductive smile before she lowered herself onto me.


We both hissed out a breath as I thrust up into her, feeling her already wet, my cum from the night before still coating her and leaving her slick. Nadia began to rise up and down, her hand pressed to my chest, and I let her use me, watching how her tits bounced and feeling the muscles in her abdomen move her against me. The friction was delicious, and even though I’d already come more than I thought was humanly possible that night, she somehow wrenched another powerful orgasm from me, biting down on my shoulder as we came together.


We collapsed into the blankets as the dawn light streamed through the window, filtered through the canopy above the city. Nadia rolled onto her side as I wrapped my arm around her, her fingers drawing small circles on my chest. After the three days of hard travel that I’d been through, it felt almost like I’d died and gone to heaven, being here in this nest of pillows with a gorgeous, otherworldly woman in my arms. 


But the day was on its way, and I needed to figure out what our captors had done with Ellie and Mira.


“So,” I started, “am I your captive or are you going to let me see my companions again?”


Nadia propped herself up on her elbow, her hair falling in a curtain of glossy black across my shoulder. “You were never my captive,” she said, cocking an eyebrow.


“My rope-burned wrists would beg to differ,” I scoffed, and she chuckled.


“For a professional adventurer, you complain quite a lot,” she said, then pushed herself to a seat. Her skin shone copper in the light, with a metallic sheen that left me stunned. “Yes, of course you can see your friends; they should be getting cleaned up and dressed as we speak. You’ll see them tonight at the festival.”


“Festival?”


“The Moon Festival,” she said. “Every full moon, we feast in the light and bask in the goddess’s power. And your female companions are of course invited—and the man we found in the forest, if you can vouch for him.”


I frowned. “The one you found in the forest…?”


Her brow furrowed. “The man?” she said. “The one who was injured. We assumed you came here looking for him.”


Holy shit.


“Damian Sharp,” I said in confirmation. “He’s here?”


“We found him in the forest,” Nadia said. “He was injured after the attack on your camp. I assumed you knew more about what had happened…”


“Wait.” I raised my hand and sat up, shaking my head. “You witnessed the attack on my camp? Why didn’t you help?”


She cringed, biting her lip. “I was alone,” she said. “And I wasn’t supposed to be out there so close…there was nothing I could do.”


“So do you know what that thing was?”


“No,” she said, frowning and shaking her head. “First I’ve seen of anything like it, and your friend has been less than helpful in sharing what he knows.”


“He’s not my friend,” I interjected, but then I shook my head. “Sorry…can I talk to him? Where have you been keeping him?”


“We weren’t sure if we could trust him, so we’ve had him under surveillance,” she said, her eyes narrowed. “He’s an…unsavory man.”


“Tell me about it,” I snorted, but I still felt a wave of relief. Damian was alive.


And I had questions about the thing that had taken him.
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My old clothes were filthy, so when I left the palace again, Nadia had decked me out in a soft black tunic and some comfortable, loose black pants. The look wasn’t really for me, and the fabric was a little too breathable, but I figured this would do until I could get a hold of my stuff again. 


Nadia wore a flowing indigo dress out this time, again leaving little to the imagination. Her back was fully on display, the glint of gold on her tits visible through the sheer fabric, but she didn’t seem to have any reservations about showing her body off. As we walked through the city that morning, I noticed that she wasn’t the only one; all the Amazonians seemed to be half-naked, some wearing just skirts or long, slouchy pants. And the city was absolutely full of gorgeous women.


Being kidnapped wasn’t the worst way to go.


“I didn’t even ask,” I said as we descended the stairs back toward the dock. “What do you call this place? And your people?”


“The city is called Luza,” she said, “after the goddess we are sworn to protect.” 


“And you’re telling me this goddess is real…?”


Nadia balked, her brow furrowing. “Of course she is; otherwise, how could I do this?” We stepped onto the raft, and then Nadia sat and pressed her hand to that panel again. It began to move over the water with that bizarre force of anti-gravity, floating more than anything else. 


“So this isn’t technology,” I said. “It’s magic?”


“It’s power,” Nadia corrected, smiling. “Does it matter whether that comes from electricity or the divine?”


“I mean…” I gave her a quizzical stare. “Yeah. It kinda does.”


“I’ll show you proof of her existence, and of her deep well of power,” Nadia said. “You’ll see tonight.”


I wanted to ask more questions, but the bottom of the raft was soon scraping against the lake bed again as we docked on another beach. This one was deep in the city center, women carrying out various kinds of handiwork and selling their wares. There had to be thousands of people here, defying everything I thought I knew about the lost civilizations of the Amazon. It amazed me that they’d been keeping themselves secret here for so long.


Nadia guided me through the square, nodding graciously to the women we passed. I caught sight of only a few men, each with a glazed look on their faces that I was sure I shared; it was the unmistakable look of having spent the night with a gorgeous woman. Most of the people here didn’t seem to be working, instead lounging around, chatting, enjoying a meal, or sparring.


“What do you do for subsistence?” I asked. “For…public health? An isolated society like this must be vulnerable to disease.”


“Like I said, we’re not as isolated as you might think,” she said. “We use vaccines, just like you.”


“So you’re not entirely reliant on magic,” I said. “You believe in modern technology.”


“Where necessary, yes,” she said. “But we do try to remain here as much as possible. And why would we want to leave?”


I couldn’t argue with her; it seemed like a utopia, with everyone healthy and smiling. Except for the lack of men, it seemed pretty idyllic.


Nadia led me toward a squat building at the far side of the square, where two women in the same uniform she’d worn yesterday stood guard with black and silver spears. The weapons had a strange quality to them, a glimmering light flickering around the points, and I almost asked about them before Nadia exchanged a few words with the two in their language. The conversation was short, and just moments later the guards stepped aside to let us in.


The prison was tiny, with maybe four cells inside. I guessed they didn’t have a lot of crime here, since only one cell was occupied. We walked to the end of the row, where a familiar face greeted me from inside the cell.


Damian Sharp.


He immediately stood and limped over to me, a grin breaking out on his face.


“Holy hell, Wilde…didn’t expect to see you again.”


I couldn’t help the smile I returned; it was good to see him alive, given how convinced we’d all been that he was dead. “Neither did I,” I said. “After that thing took you, we assumed you were a goner. What the hell happened?”


He shook his head with a frown. 


“I don’t quite remember. The damn thing dragged me through the forest for a few hours until I blacked out. I was sure it was going to eat me, but the next thing I knew I was waking up here in the city with a bandage on my leg and one hell of a headache.”


“You looked pretty banged up,” I said, gesturing at his leg. “You’re recovering fast.”


“Guess it’s this mumbo jumbo healing magic these ladies have got,” Damian said, shrugging, and I glanced over to see Nadia’s lips press into a narrow line. “But they’ve been friendly enough, if they would just let me out of here. You’ll vouch for me, won’t you?”


I nodded. “Yeah, of course,” I said. “We came into the forest together; I’m not going to leave you behind. Nadia…can we get him out of here?”


She rolled her eyes toward me, clearly doubting that this was a good idea, and I leaned toward her. “He’s not a bad guy, just an asshole,” I muttered.


She snorted. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll have my guards release him and prepare him for the feast tonight, but we’ll be keeping an eye on him.” She looked at Damian, then, raising her eyebrows. “Do you understand that, prisoner?”


He cringed. “Yeah, of course,” he said. “You’re the boss.”


“Well then,” she said. “Are we done here?”


I nodded sheepishly. “Yeah,” I said. “Did you have plans for the day…?”


“I did, actually,” she said, and pulled me along with her. “I only have a limited time to keep you all to myself. I hope you have the stamina to keep up with me.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE





MY DAY WAS spent getting the royal treatment in every possible way. 


Nadia showed me around the city only briefly before taking me back to the castle and pushing me back into bed. She was ravenous, and I was more than happy to oblige. Being at her mercy wasn’t all that bad when it seemed like all she wanted to do was have sex and eat delicious food.


In between rounds of fucking, she answered questions and shared notes with me. I learned that the tubes of lava powered the whole city, providing a source of light and heat. The running water was a product of aqueducts, the lake their water source, fed by a natural spring. They tilled fields on the outskirts of the city, the soil fertile from the old volcanic ash and from, as Nadia put it, ‘Luza’s blessing.’


“Why are you telling me all this?” I finally asked as we lay beside each other, poring over some of her records. She’d dressed in her gauzy black robe, and I had a blanket draped over my hips. A plate of fruit sat before us, all the best in tropical fruits and berries, and I popped one in my mouth as I waited for her answer.


“Because,” she said with a sad smile, “after you leave here, you won’t remember a thing.”


I stopped short, taking a deep breath as I thought about the implications of that. “So…” I started. “You’re just planning on fucking me silly and then sending me off on my merry way, oblivious to everything that happened here?”


She didn’t laugh at all when she said, “Yes, that’s exactly what I plan on doing.”


I rolled onto my elbow, cocking my head. A sudden thought had occurred to me that I didn’t like at all, and I scrutinized her closely as I cleared my throat. “Nadia,” I said. “What do you use for birth control here?”


Fuck, the thought hadn’t even occurred to me this whole week. Here I was, beautiful women throwing themselves at me, and I hadn’t bothered to ask a single one of them if it was going to make me a dad.


Yikes.


Nadia averted her eyes, biting her lip and hiding her face behind her curtain of hair. “It doesn’t matter, Vic,” she whispered.


That set alarm bells ringing in my head. I sat upright, reaching out to touch her face, holding her chin gently to look at me again. “No,” I said. “It really fucking does. You’ve been awfully insistent about asking me to come inside you over and over, and now I’m wondering if—”


“Stop,” she said, shaking her head and drawing away. “I’ll tell you, but we try not to discuss it with the men. It’s…painful for them to have to leave their children.”


Fuck.


“So…” I started, barely able to will the words past my lips. “You’ve been using me for the past twenty-four hours…to try to get pregnant?”


She raised her eyes to mine, that gorgeous shade of gold molten soft. “We don’t have a lot of time,” she whispered. “That’s why I wanted to get you here so fast. Because my mother forbade it, but I know that it’s meant to be you.”


I frowned, but the way she talked made me want to press myself between her thighs all over again. I needed to think clearly right now, even though Nadia was making it very hard. She was so gorgeous, and showing off every inch of that curvaceous body under the sheer black fabric. 


“I’m not some kind of deadbeat,” I said. “I don’t like the idea of just getting you pregnant and bailing.”


“But that’s not how it works,” she said. “Here in Luza, we only have daughters, and those daughters are raised collectively by the community. They don’t need their fathers, Vic.”


“Every child needs a father,” I said, my fist clenching, and Nadia’s gaze softened.


“You’re right,” she said, and then shook her head slowly. “But the city needs our daughters’ protection, and their fathers cannot stay at risk of going mad. Don’t you understand?”


I suddenly realized how lonely this must be for her—for all of them—and my anger ebbed away slowly. She was right, and trapped in an impossible situation. The world wasn’t ready for the introduction of the kind of magic they had here—there was a chance it never would be—and the only way these women could add to their population was by raising their daughters here in Luza.


“Why me?” I asked. 


She blushed, her eyelashes fluttering prettily. “Because I saw how you persevered when you were lost here…how you almost found us on your own, one of the first in centuries.” She moved toward me, then, leaning until I could feel her breath against my cheek. “And because I watched the way you maintained a sense of humor even in the face of danger; how you put yourself in harm’s way before letting your companions get hurt. I’ve watched you through this whole journey, and I’ve seen that you’re a good man.”


With a gentle hand, Nadia pressed me back down into the blankets, pulling the blanket away from my hips. I was already hard, damn it—just being around her made me lose total control over my body—and she pulled her robe open to let it drape over her shoulders as she hitched a leg over me, rubbing her pussy on my dick. 


“Vic,” she groaned, grinding herself against me and making me thrust my hips as I clutched my hands against her waist. Her hair hung around us both as she leant down toward me, bracing herself on my chest. “You should know that it’s a great honor to be selected to father our children…and the full moon is when our power is at its peak. Embrace this, and give me what I need.”


Fuck…when she asked like that, it wasn’t like I could resist. And suddenly, the prospect of filling her up, of her trusting me with this, was damn near the sexiest thing imaginable. I held her waist firmly, looking into her golden eyes and wondering how the hell I ended up here.


“Okay,” I said. “You want me to give it to you?”


She opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, I held her tight and flipped her over on her back, hovering over her and pressing my cock to her entrance. Nadia hissed out a breath, her hair spreading around her head like a pool of ink, the robe splayed beneath her like a shadow. She gazed up at me with molten eyes, her lush red lips parted as I pinned her wrists beside her head.


“Ask me for it,” I growled.


Her breath hitched in her throat. “Give it to me, Vic,” she said, complying right away.


I wanted to make her work for it, to ask after she’d taken so much without my full understanding last night. But her breathless compliance made me want her even more, so I thrust into her fast and hard.


Her back arched and she pressed those pierced nipples up toward my face, her perfect body curling up toward mine as her hot pussy clenched around me. I didn’t waste any time; I started to fuck her hard, reveling in the sounds of her cries echoing in the stone ceiling above us. Nadia tugged at my grip on her wrists, but I didn’t let up, watching the pleasure bloom on her face as I fucked her harder and harder.


“Vic,” she mewled, sighing and writhing underneath me. “Vic…I’m going to…”


“What’s that, gorgeous?” I asked, slowing my pace just briefly, making her squirm.


“Keep going,” she urged me. “I’m going to…I’m going to…”


Her muscles clenched and a rush of liquid heat surrounded my dick as she came, sucking me deeper into her hungry pussy. I groaned and pressed as deep as I could go, wanting to mark every inch of her if we had such a limited time together. And then I kept fucking her, feeling my own orgasm approaching with torrential force, and I gazed into her eyes as my voice rumbled in my chest; I wanted her to ask for this. 


To beg for it.


I moved one hand to grab Nadia’s inner thigh, pushing her leg back so I could fuck her deeper. She threw her head back and moaned loudly, her tits pushed up toward me, her hips meeting mine thrust for thrust.


“Beg me for it, baby,” I groaned through gritted teeth.


Her eyes went wide for a minute, her eyelashes fluttering, and she bit her lip and moved a hand to play with her nipple rings as she responded. “Come inside me, Vic,” she whispered.


“Again,” I ground out.


“Come inside me…please…”


The ‘please’ was what did it for me, to hear her so sweetly asking for it. I leaned over her and rolled my hips as I came inside her, feeling her inner walls sucking greedily at me. It was a spasm of pleasure more delicious than most any I’d felt before, electricity running through my veins.


Her warm body rose to meet mine as I collapsed against her, then rolled onto my back to stare at the ceiling. 


“I can’t believe how many times I’ve come since you brought me here,” I said in disbelief, thinking out loud. “It’s incredible. I’d like to brag and say I have this kind of stamina all the time, but…”


“It’s Luza,” she said. I glanced over at her to see that she lay on her side, her chin propped on her fist. 


“How?” I asked.


“I told you,” she said. “During the full moon, her power is enhanced. And she has the power of magic and forgetting, but she also gives us the gift of life.”


I opened my mouth in understanding, though I was a little flabbergasted. “So this festival we’re going to tonight…”


“It’s a fertility festival,” she confirmed. “With the full moon, I would think that your sex drive will be…well, probably greater than you’ve ever felt.” She shoved my shoulder gently with a sly smile. “You’re going to have so much fun.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX





APPARENTLY I WAS going to a fertility ritual.


I didn’t know quite how to feel about that as Nadia dressed me once again in the soft black garb from earlier. She wore her purple dress again, this time with a ton of gold jewelry all over her body: multiple piercings in her ears, a nose piercing I hadn’t noticed before, and gold bands all the way up her arms. A long gold chain hung between her breasts, wrapping around their underside and back toward her shoulders. The whole ensemble made her look voluptuous and gorgeous, a vision of metallic tones and flowing violet fabric. 


We descended the stairs together and boarded a raft, the entire cavern lit with crystalline tubes of lava and the moonlight streaming through the canopy above. Lamps hung over each of the rafts, illuminating beautiful women dressed in the colors of the night sky, the rafts hovering on a glow of white light.


We docked back in the town square and disembarked, joining the throngs of people headed toward an array of pillows and blankets laid out all over the ground. Platters of fruit were set on low tables, along with what almost looked like booze—something fermented from the same fruit we were eating. Glowing lights hovered over us, and I realized they were fireflies, zooming through the striated leaves above.


“Vic!”


I looked toward the sound only for someone to collide with me, arms wrapping around my waist. When I finally caught a glimpse of my attacker, I realized it was Ellie, her curly blonde hair freshly washed and cascading around her shoulders. Mira stood behind her with an amused smirk, her arms crossed over her chest. Both were dressed in the same dreamy dresses as the other women, Mira in black and Ellie in a light blue that accented her curves. Mira somehow managed to look dangerous even in the flowy dress, her blue eyes trained on me like she’d uncovered a secret.


“Hey,” I said with a laugh, wrapping my arms around Ellie. Her body was soft and pliant under mine, sending a jolt of desire through me. Nadia hadn’t been lying about this moon goddess sex magic stuff. “I’m sorry I left you for so long; you okay?”


She pulled away slightly, her hands still on my forearms, and my gaze flickered over to see Nadia watching us with her brow furrowed. Was she jealous? She had said that she didn’t want to share me, but she knew that Ellie and I were together…


“Yeah, I’m fine,” Ellie nodded, but she didn’t extract herself from my embrace. Her eyes followed mine to Nadia, then she slid her arms around my back. “They didn’t hurt us; just let us get cleaned up and gave us some new clothes. This place is amazing.” She looked around, up at the glowing moon and the fireflies. “I have so many questions, but my Quechua isn’t great and they don’t seem to speak any other language I know.”


“Well, you’re in luck,” I said, then tilted my head over at Nadia to bring her into the group. “This is Nadia. She speaks English.”


Nadia glared at me like I’d betrayed a secret, but it was only a matter of seconds before Ellie had descended on her, immediately unleashing a stream of questions about the city, their society, and their mystical technology. I chuckled a little and scrubbed my hand through my hair as Mira strolled closer, lowering her arms to her sides. Her hair was down too, long and wavy, the fiery red shining in the glowing lights from above. Her hand grazed over my arm, the touch sending a shiver up my spine, and the she stepped in close.


“I’m glad to see you’re still in one piece,” she murmured. “Did they torture you?”


“Uh…you could say that,” I said with a hapless shrug. I wasn’t sure if I wanted Mira to know that I’d been getting laid while they were held captive, so I quickly changed the subject. “This place is incredible, right?”


“I still can’t believe you found El Dorado,” she said, taking a deep breath. “The technology here…the Keepers could use this in our fight against the Golden Dawn, but I fear what might happen if the enemy were to discover it.”


“For some reason I have the feeling these ladies can take care of themselves,” I said with an appreciative glance at Nadia, and Mira shoved me gently, cocking an eyebrow.


“Her too?” She laughed. “You dog. You’re relentless!”


“Hey, she got me naked and basically insisted that I fuck her,” I hissed, my tone sarcastic even though it was the truth. “You’re not angry, are you?”


“I told you I’m not possessive,” Mira said. She slid her tongue across her lips with an appreciative glance at Nadia. “Especially if I get a piece of the action.”


“And you think I’m the one with a problem,” I teased.


Mira opened her mouth to speak again but just as she did, another man’s voice sounded from our left. I turned to see Damian striding toward us, dressed in the same black clothes that I was, no bars between us this time. He had a wide grin on his face, waving us down.


“Hey, mate,” he said. “Thanks for getting me out of there.”


“Damian?” 


That was Ellie again, sprinting past us to wrap Damian in a hug. I knew it didn’t mean anything, but I felt a surge of protectiveness for her. Even though I was glad the guy I was alive, he was still sketchy as all hell. Damian rubbed the bare, pale skin on her back, casting a challenging glance back at me that I tried to ignore.


Mira looked up at me with a pointed glare. “Would have been nice if you’d mentioned our old friend was alive.”


“What’s the deal?” I shrugged. “I thought you would be happy.”


“Oh, I am,” she said. “Just…a smidge ashamed that I insisted on leaving him behind…”


“What was that about leaving me behind?” Damian said over Ellie’s shoulder. 


Mira hissed out a breath, walking slowly toward him. “It was a mistake,” she said. “But clearly things worked out fine. I’m sure you understand that the risk was too great, what with the creature’s power and the importance of our operation.”


He narrowed his eyes and bared his teeth, the look more like a threat than a smile. “Sure,” he said. “Water under the bridge.”


He took longer to let Ellie go than I liked, and I stepped forward to draw her back into my chest. She looked up at me with those big brown eyes and a smile, and then I felt Nadia’s hand slide around my waist from behind.


“The ceremony is about to begin,” she said. “We should go and find our seats.”
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Our seats, it turns out, were at the very center of the gathering, close to the monolith. Damian had been claimed by some of the other women—I guess for the same purposes I’d been—and he was carted off with them, though I noticed with a glimmer of satisfaction that his partners weren’t quite as gorgeous as mine. People had taken seats all around the center of the square, in which there was a circle of drums and a large dais. 


A woman that looked suspiciously like Nadia stood on the dais wearing a midnight blue dress and a golden crown. The totem placed on a pedestal beside her caught the moonlight with ethereal power, shining with the same light as the tubes that carried lava through the city. The stone around it looked to be obsidian, and it was shaped like a woman holding up the moon itself, the massive gemstone on top magnificent in its brilliance. The treasure hunter in me screamed to touch it—because fuck, who doesn’t love shiny things?—but the archaeologist stood in reverence with the girls. 


Nadia stepped forward and knelt before the woman on the dais, and I followed suit. The older woman narrowed her eyes at me, glancing at Nadia.


“You must be Victor Wilde,” she said, her voice low with menace, and my eyes went wide.


“And you must be her mother,” I said. “Sorry, the queen. Um…I’m not really sure what to say.”


Nice to meet you, I’ve enjoyed plowing your daughter.


“We can speak after the ceremony,” she said with a glare. “Nadia, can we have a moment?” 


“Go sit down,” Nadia said, gesturing toward a plush collection of pillows. We followed her instructions wordlessly, Mira and Ellie sitting themselves on either side of me. Ellie nestled into my side while Mira let her hand rest on my knee, all three of us watching as Nadia had a few moments with her mother then came to join us.


To my surprise, Nadia sat directly in front of me and then scooted back between my legs, draping her arms over my lap. Her fingers slid over Ellie’s thigh, the blonde gazing up at me in surprise, while Mira let out a sigh of satisfaction as Nadia drew her closer.


Okay…so maybe she wasn’t jealous.


Nadia’s mother stood tall on the dais and lifted the totem over her head, letting out a stream of words in the city’s unique language as other women started to play some drums. I looked around and noticed that there were a few more men here, but not nearly as many as the women—we were probably outnumbered ten to one. Most of the groups had a man in the center, but some were just women, already nestled together, their hands running through hair and over breasts.


…I was starting to think this ceremony was about to get very touchy-feely.


“What are they saying?” Ellie asked Nadia, and the brunette turned and began to whisper.


“She’s telling the story of Luza and her blessings on our city,” Nadia said. “How she graced the women of the city with the power of shadow, erasing us from the minds of those who wished us harm…”


The drums pounded, and it was almost as if the moon got brighter. The first pleasured cry drifted over the air toward me, and I jerked my head around to see a man’s face buried between a nearby woman’s legs. 


So this was that kind of party.


Mira’s grip tightened on my knee, wandering up my thigh as the drums got louder, Nadia’s mother chanting and holding the totem aloft as it got brighter and brighter. I could feel its power already, my dick pressing into Nadia’s ass as she pushed herself back against me. My hands slid around her waist of their own accord, my body entirely under the control of something deep and primal within.


I knew this was fine—Nadia wouldn’t be sitting between my legs if it wasn’t—but I’d never felt a woman up in front of her mother, and I wasn’t about to start now. I withheld my touch as the queen continued chanting, the words reaching a fever pitch as the totem lit with bright white moonlight—


And then something crazy happened.


A wave of white and blue light erupted from the totem, making the queen’s whole body shake as it swept over us all. My body felt like it was resonating with the beat of the drums, every nerve on fire, every touch a lightning rod for pleasure. Ellie groaned beside me, and Mira’s hand found its way all the way to my cock, stroking me firmly. I hadn’t known this was going to happen tonight, and I wasn’t exactly prepared, but I knew in that moment that I could no longer resist.


There were three beautiful women within reach, and I was going to have my way with each and every one of them.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN





THE AIR FILLED with pleasured cries, and I was lost.


I suddenly needed to be out of my clothes, any hesitation gone in a puff of smoke. Mira’s hand closed firmly around my cock, stroking up and down through the loose pants. It wasn’t enough, not nearly enough, and I gritted my teeth as Nadia lifted her skirt and pressed that round ass against me. I turned and gripped the back of Ellie’s hair, yanking her toward me to press my lips to hers and pushing my tongue past her teeth. 


Ellie sighed into my mouth, joining the chorus of carnal bliss all around us. Her tits hung heavy in the light blue fabric, and I raised my hand to play with them, palming them and squeezing. Ellie thrust herself toward me, getting on her knees, and I couldn’t help but bury my face in those soft breasts, lapping at her nipples and smelling her sweet floral scent.


Mira’s hand trailed up to the waist of my pants and then yanked them down, demanding as always. She exchanged a feisty look with me before I felt her swipe her fingers along Nadia’s pussy, wetting her hand with Nadia’s arousal. The brunette groaned and cast a heated gaze at Mira as she fingered her, the two locking eyes as Nadia rode Mira’s fingers. Ellie watched in curiosity for a moment before realizing that my cock was neglected, and she licked her lips.


Fuck, this was incredible.


I took the hand still tangled in Ellie’s hair and guided her mouth down to my dick, her brown eyes staring up at me and watering a little as I thrust deep into her throat until she gagged. She didn’t complain, though; in fact, she liked it, taking me even deeper, her tongue stretching to stroke over me completely. Her ass swayed as I watched her choke on my cock, and I slid my hand down her back so I could squeeze her round cheek. My fingers crawled forward until they found her wet opening through the gauzy fabric, and she groaned against my cock as I slipped my finger over her sweet spot.


Nadia, now completely enraptured with Mira, got up on her knees and Mira came to face her, those blue eyes meeting mine over the Amazonian’s shoulder and Ellie’s bobbing head. When Nadia and Mira finally kissed, it made me thrust my hips up toward Ellie, and she took my length like a pro, her lips wrapped firmly around me, her mouth gloriously hot. Nadia rolled her head to the right to look at me as Mira trailed kisses down her neck, taking the sleeves of her dress and pulling them down until her pierced tits popped out. Mira’s eyes went wide at the sight, and she angled Nadia’s body until I could see her in profile, the Brit’s tongue curling around one of the gold piercings.


They were kissing, yeah, but they were looking at me, and it was impossibly hot. With their eyes locked on mine that way, it was like Ellie’s mouth was all of them, sucking me dry.


Damn, did I need to fuck something.


I yanked my shirt off as I watched the two of them, flinging it to the side before grabbing Ellie by the shoulders and pushing her back into the pillows. She watched me with a glazed expression, thumbing away some of the saliva at the corner of her mouth, her legs spread and waiting. I shimmied out of my pants next, anxious to get inside her, watching as she pulled the thin fabric of the dress aside to fondle her own plump, pink nipples. My mouth watered at the sight of them, and I settled myself between her legs before thrusting sharply forward. 


Ellie cried out, capturing the attention of Nadia and Mira, who descended on the two of us like wild animals. The other women tore at Ellie’s clothing until she was completely bare, their hands skimming over her and over me, touching me as they kissed her throat. 


Ellie’s dress lay in disarray all around her as I began to fuck her harder, and I realized that, even though we’d only been apart for a day, I’d missed her. Her body was so soft and receptive against me, welcoming me back into her sweet cunt like I belonged there. Her pink lips fell open as I thrust deeper and deeper, and I pressed my fingers into her mouth, knowing she wanted something so suck on. She moaned at the sensation of me pushing into her again, her eyes fluttering shut as Nadia fell on one of her tits and Mira on the other.


“That’s right,” I growled. “Take it, sweetheart.”


I was so close to coming that my whole body felt like an electrical rod, and when Mira moved to kiss me hard, I fell into the cavern of her mouth. Her hand trailed down my chest and stomach until they found Ellie’s button, and when Ellie came, it was all I could do not to come inside of her right now. 


But I couldn’t do that just yet, because there were two other women begging for my attention. 


I kept kissing Mira as I slowed my pace, finally pulling out as Ellie rode out her orgasm. She lay back in the pillows, breathing hard and lazily stroking her hands over her nipples, Nadia kissing her now like they just needed something to do with their tongues. I watched for just a minute before I took Mira by the waist and pulled us slightly away, the redhead getting on her knees in a challenge.


I didn’t hesitate to pull up her skirt and press my fingers to her spot, making her melt. She was so wet I could barely believe it, her pussy swollen with need, and I knew that she was next. She ground her hips into my hand, her entrance kissing at my fingers, and I drew back to watch the pleasure play out on her face, in those sparkling blue eyes and red lips. Over her shoulder, I watched as Nadia shrugged out of her dress until she was fully naked, then splayed out on the pillows behind Mira to touch herself. 


“Get on your knees,” I ground out, unable to form any more coherent thought than that, and Mira’s eyes went wide, her eyebrow raising. She opened her mouth to argue, but I stroked my fingers up her folds once again, and her protest came out as a moaning stutter. A moment later, she turned around—only to cast a wicked look back at me when she realized that Nadia’s bare pussy and beautifully pierced and bronzed body was right in front of her. 


I held Mira firmly by the hips before I entered her, rock hard now after feeling Ellie’s sweetness all around me. Mira was hot, demanding, her core clenching tighter around me. She wanted pleasure from me, and I was more than willing to give it to her, falling into a steady rhythm that made her cry out.


And it was easy to stay turned on with the scene playing out before me. Mira got down on her elbows as I fucked her, her ass pushed up toward my hips and her hands crawling closer to Nadia. The Amazonian gasped sharply when Mira reached forward to grab her by the hips, pulling her in and setting her mouth on her pussy. Mira was ravenous, her tongue clearly visible as she stroked it from Nadia’s entrance to her spot, swirling it around and making Nadia’s whole body pulse. Nadia locked eyes with me as Mira ate her out, and I couldn’t help the half-smile that tugged at my lips when Nadia moved one hand to tangle in Mira’s red hair.


In all the mess of fire and shadow, I’d nearly forgotten about Ellie. She cried out as she came again, touching herself and watching us, and I looked over to see her dress draped haphazardly on her curvy form, pooled in translucent blue around her. As she came down from this orgasm, she took a deep breath, brushing her fingers through her hair. Then she got on her hands and knees and crawled to us, her brown eyes warm and hooded, her lips bruised. Ellie raised herself up with a firm hand on Mira’s ass and kissed me; then she braced herself on my shoulder as the hand on Mira trailed down to fondle Mira’s cunt and my balls.


Mira bucked backward and I groaned, barely keeping it together as it was. Ellie’s hands weren’t skilled, but what she lacked in experience she made up for in passion, experimenting to find out what made both me and Mira tick. Ellie’s hands were soft and warm as she held me gently, squeezing just slightly, until I—


A close, ragged cry broke my focus, and Ellie and I both snapped our gazes to see Nadia coming into Mira’s mouth. The redhead’s elbows buckled just at that moment, and she collapsed into Nadia’s pussy, Nadia’s golden eyes locked on mine. 


I knew exactly what she wanted. Nadia got up and crawled around Mira as I continued to fuck her, getting on her knees opposite Ellie. She reached underneath Mira to cover her digit in the redhead’s arousal, and then she dragged that finger down Mira’s ass. Mira shuddered, her core clenching around me, and then Nadia pressed that finger into Mira’s hole.


The Brit threw her head back, giving Nadia a glare before collapsing into waves of pleasure. It took barely a touch from Nadia, Ellie, and I combined to send Mira reeling into an orgasm, her pussy spasming around my dick until I almost came.


But no…


I had to hold out. 


The power of the goddess demanded it.


And Nadia was kissing me as Mira came, then her hands were on my chest, pushing me backward until I slipped out of Mira. Nadia pressed me into the pillows, then climbed on top of me, her pierced tits in my face. I kissed each of them, rolling her piercing with my tongue.


And she couldn’t wait to have me inside her.


She impaled herself on my length with a shuddering sob, bracing herself on my shoulders. It was like coming home to be inside her, knowing she wanted me to come there, to fill her up. I was happy to do what she wanted, plunging deep inside as she rocked her hips against me.


Then Ellie came up behind her, tentatively reaching for Nadia’s breast, toying at the nipple ring. Nadia grabbed her hand roughly and spread her fingers out over her breast, and Ellie licked her lips, casting a glance over at me.


“Suck on her tits, sweetheart,” I said. “Make her clench her pussy for me.”


Ellie inhaled sharply and then, like she was taking the plunge into a cold swimming pool, she dove for Nadia’s breast. Nadia thrust her chest up into Ellie’s mouth, her tongue curling out and around Nadia’s nipple. Ellie rested her head against Nadia’s chest as she sucked on her, keeping her brown eyes on mine, looking so sweet that I reached out and tweaked her breasts for her. 


“Good girl,” I said as she mewled in satisfaction. She looked down at where my cock pumped in and out of Nadia’s pretty pussy, and my eyes flickered there too. “Go ahead,” I continued. “Go ahead and taste her too. I know you’re curious.”


Ellie whimpered before she looked down at Nadia’s cunt. When her mouth met Nadia’s sweet spot and my dick, I nearly exploded into Nadia right then and there…but Mira was walking toward us now, and I knew she had more in store for us. 


I looked up at Mira, who was on her knees beside us, taking in the view. I licked my lips at the sight of her tan flesh, her inner thigh exposed where someone—could have been any one of us—had torn her black dress. I breathed hot and hard as I tilted my chin up at her, my mind scattered at these gorgeous women surrounding me as I tried to let out the words. “Come here.”


Mira’s eyes snapped to mine and then she walked closer, where I grabbed her roughly by the hips. She gasped with a high, pretty noise as I yanked her down onto my face and tasted her.


I’d had plenty of women, but none had quite her flavor. Mira tasted like adventure itself—like long nights on a sailboat in the Pacific, in the jungle with the crickets singing, or lying on the dunes and watching the stars. She stood over me and I licked her until she came, her pussy clenching around my tongue while Nadia did the same with my cock. And Ellie’s pouting lips were there too, her tongue on Nadia’s button and my dick, stroking and stroking…


This was it. 


My orgasm built as I tasted Mira, and felt Nadia and Ellie. Nadia’s cunt begged for my seed, squeezing tight as Ellie brought her to her peak—and then we all fell down the slope. The girls started to coo and sob out their own orgasms while their pleasure inundated my senses, and I came deep into Nadia’s pussy, driving home to make sure that I left as much of myself with her as I could.


Sound came back to me slowly, the pleasured cries of everyone else around us. Some had collapsed into an exhausted heap, while others were still at it, groups of women or women surrounding a man all coming together. I blinked warily at the others as our conscious minds came back, probing their expressions for any sign of regret.


I didn’t find any.


Nadia pulled me free and then collapsed on my chest, breathing hard. The other two crawled toward me then, Ellie on my left and Mira on my right. Ellie pressed a kiss over my heart, sweetly burrowing into the pillows, while Mira stretched herself out like a cat on her side, her blue eyes fluttering as she drifted off to sleep. I reached for a throw blanket and pulled it over the four of us, Nadia letting out a sigh of contentment.


In that moment, there was nothing that could have bothered me—nothing that could have disturbed this most peaceful sleep. The lush cushions all around me lulled me into a deep reverie, the three beautiful women draped over me feeling so much like a dream that I wondered if I’d already nodded off and was still somewhere in the jungle…


But that could wait until morning.
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I woke to the sound of a piercing scream in the night.


Since the ceremony, we’d moved from the town square to Nadia’s room at the palace. It was still dark, and I was warm in the embrace of Nadia, Mira, and Ellie, all breathing quietly in the gathered pillows around me, their bodies soft and warm against mine, so I at least knew that they were safe.


Nadia was the second to wake, her senses attuned to the sounds of the city, then Mira. We sat up and I moved to Ellie, rustling her out of her sleep. Her brown eyes blinked up at me in the dim golden light from the lava tunnels above.


“What’s going on?” she said. Another scream sounded from outside, then the sound of…


Gunfire.


Nadia was up and moving before I could say anything else, striding over to an armor and weapons rack and pulling out her armor. She dressed herself in the leather chest plate from the day we’d met, tying it tightly behind her, then donned the skirt to match the armor. She yanked twin blades from the stand next to the armor rack, twirling them experimentally in her hands before sheathing them at her hips.


Mira had moved to the window to gaze out, turning suddenly to stalk toward Nadia as she rifled a hand through her hair.


“We need weapons,” Mira said. “We’re in trouble.”


“That’s obvious,” Nadia hissed. “Do you know something about this?”


“I wish I didn’t…” Mira said, trailing off. “It’s the Golden Dawn. They’re here.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT





THE NEXT FEW minutes happened in a flurry of activity.


We pulled open our packs—which had been brought to Nadia’s chambers—and started to gear up. I pulled on a henley and jeans, while Mira dressed in her white button-up and shorts from the jungle. Ellie watched helplessly, though she put on a tight-fitting t-shirt and jeans that hugged her waist. 


“What can I do to help?” she said, crossing her arms over her chest as I secured a holster to my belt and slipped a pistol at one hip and a knife at the other.


“The best thing you can do to help is to stay here,” I said, taking her by the shoulders and squeezing gently. “I don’t think I could stand it if you got hurt, so just stay here where it’s safe.”


“But I want to do something! I can’t just watch you go out and risk your life—”


“You’ve already done enough, sweetheart,” I said, leaning forward to press a kiss to her forehead. She leaned into my embrace, her arms sliding around my waist. Tears brimmed in her brown eyes before she shoved her face into my chest, wetting my shirt as she cried. “It’s okay. I promise we’ll be fine. Don’t you trust me?”


She pulled back, nodding weakly. “Yeah, Vic…of course I do.”


Nadia cleared her throat, and we all looked over at her. She stood poised by the open window, her fists clenched, the dark armor already shrouding her in shadow. “I have to go to the city center to protect the totem,” she said, her gaze hardened. “You can take a raft and meet me there, but I’ll travel faster alone.”


“I think it’s best if we stick together,” I said, but she shook her head.


“No,” she said. “I’ve trained for this my whole life. The rest of the Shadow Guard will be there, and they need their captain.”


“Okay,” I accepted. “Just…be careful.”


She didn’t respond. Instead, she closed her eyes, and smoke swirled around her until she was little more than a wraith with glowing golden eyes within. The smoke poured out of the window and I ran to watch it skate across the lake, headed toward the site of last night’s ceremony. The city center was in chaos, plumes of smoke erupting from the buildings and a broken lava tunnel streaming molten red lava down on the city. I caught sight of the flash of gunfire too, and something that sent a chill down my spine:


Crocodile men.


At least a dozen of them.


“They were with the Golden Dawn the whole time,” I said, turning on Mira. “Did you know about this?”


“I had no idea,” she said, her jaw dropping. “This must be some new form of technology…I’m just as shocked as you are.” Her eyes widened then, her brow furrowing. “Wait—do you think Damian’s turned on us?”


Shit. I’d lost track of the Aussie during the ceremony, wrapped up in the girls like I was. And I had a lot of questions now that I knew the crocodile monster wasn’t some kind of Amazonian cryptid and was, in fact, an enemy weapon.


“We have to find out,” I said. “I think it’s time to go and track him down.”


Mira nodded and we headed for the door together, only for Ellie to catch my wrist. Her brown eyes glimmered with tears, and she bit her lip as she looked at me. “Vic…I love you.”


I grinned. “I know.”


A smile tugged at her lips, and it was the last I saw of her before we headed out the door.
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Mira and I ran down the stairs and through the palace doors, passing the tense guards that watched over it. This was where a lot of the city’s riches were stored, and I was sure they wanted to help their fellow fighters, but they stood steadfast. I was glad they would be there protecting Ellie, even if we could have used their help.


We stepped onto a raft, and I looked down at the control panel curiously. I’d watched Nadia do this a few times, but it never seemed like there was any sort of rhyme or reason to what she was doing—she just put her hand on that white panel and the thing instantly took off. I put my hand on it and, instantly, the raft began to move.


“What the hell?” I said. “Uh…I have no idea what I just did.”


“Good thing we’re going in the right direction, then,” Mira said. She sat down on the bench across from me, loading her gun before holstering it again. “This is going to be rough,” she continued. “Are you ready?”


“As ready as I’ll ever be.”


“You’ve had combat training?”


I shrugged with a wince. “If by ‘training’ you mean ‘getting in a few fist fights over the years and sometimes swinging by the shooting range’, then yeah, I’ve had plenty of combat training.”


“Bloody hell,” Mira cursed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “This was never the plan; you were supposed to help us find the site, then we were to call in reinforcements to help. Trained reinforcements.”


“Unfortunately guerrilla warfare isn’t standard training for an archaeologist,” I said defensively. “But I’m what you’ve got, and I won’t let you down. Not you, or Ellie, or Nadia.”


Mira regarded me closely for a moment, her gaze discerning. “You’re a good man, Vic,” she said quietly. “I have to admit I didn’t know if I could trust you at first, what with your history…but I see now that I was wrong. And it certainly helps that you’re good in bed.”


I barked out a laugh, sitting across from her to rest my elbows on my knees. “Sweet of you to say,” I chuckled. “I was starting to think you only like me because I’m pretty. You’re uh…not about to drop the L-word on me too, right?”


“Lesbians?” Mira said, cocking her eyebrow. “Vic, I would think from the way I suck your cock that you should know I’m bisexual.”


I looked at her in stunned silence for just a moment before a bullet whizzed past my head and we both ducked.


We were getting into the thick of it now.


Golden Dawn soldiers in black tactical gear and masks did battle with the women of Luza, the Shadow Guard whirling around the battlefield in puffs of smoke. Every so often, one would unleash a beam of white light that burned right through the enemy, from spears or sometimes from their hands. Two of the crocodile monsters already lay dead in the wreckage of the city center, smoking holes burned right through their heads. 


We leapt off of the raft as soon as we hit the beach, Mira’s hand going immediately to her gun. She pulled it from its holster and fired at the nearest Golden Dawn soldier, hitting them with deadly precision that frightened me a little. This was not a woman you wanted to fuck with. She strode forward confidently, ducking and rolling into the fray. 


She was joining the fight, but I had a different quarry in mind: Damian.


I sprinted into the crowd, dodging around Order troops and Amazonian warriors. The smell of blood tinged the air, putting a metallic taste in my mouth, and I swallowed hard to settle my stomach as I pushed forward. I’d been through some shit—it wasn’t my first time lost in the Amazon, after all—but never anything like this. The sheer violence of it all left me a little shellshocked, and I scrambled to avoid flying bullets and twirling Shadow Guardians. I needed to find Nadia and the totem as quickly as possible, and make sure that I got the priceless artifact somewhere safe.


I couldn’t think about what the Order would do if they managed to get their hands on it. From what Mira and her grandfather had told us those long days ago, there would be hell to pay if they managed to procure this technology.


I needed to stop it.


An enraged scream sounded from ahead of me, and I instantly recognized it as Nadia. I shoved through the crowd, stumbling out to see her alone on the dais, locked in a heated battle with one of the crocodile creatures. In the bright moonlight and the fire from the lava, it was even more terrifying, its humanoid mouth split wider than it should have been, with rows of sharp teeth. Scales dotted the space around its eyes, its posture bent and broken, its tail sweeping around Nadia as she swirled around it in a deadly dance of shadow. Nadia was bleeding heavily from a wound in her arm, and I stepped toward her only for her wide eyes to lock on mine.


“Vic!” she said. “He’s escaping with the totem. You have to capture him!”


She pointed to my left just as the creature lunged at her again, and Nadia disappeared in a puff of smoke. I followed her gesture to see Damian sprinting away, the totem tucked under his arm and still pulsing and glistening with moonlight.


Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.


I set off after him, cursing as he rounded a corner and lost sight of him. I was on him again in a second though, climbing some stairs into the labyrinth of the stone city. There were less soldiers here—he seemed to be taking the totem away from the bad guys at least—but the terrain got more complex, as he flew around winding staircases and narrow alleys. He was trying to lose me, that was certain, but I wasn’t going to let him. 


I put on a burst of speed as Damian climbed another set of stairs, taking them two at a time. I found him on a platform above, standing haplessly on a rooftop, the totem under one arm and a gun in his other shaky hand, pointed right at me.


I put my hands up instantly, my gun clattering to the ground.


“Hey, mate,” he said, his eyes narrowing though he kept a false smile on his face. “What are you doing here?”


I shrugged slightly, cracking a grin. “Oh, you know…just out for a stroll.”


He snickered, though the expression didn’t reach his eyes. “You shouldn’t have followed me,” he said.


“Why did you give us up, Damian?” I asked.


“Would you believe me if I said I didn’t?” he asked. “I didn’t say a damn thing to the Order…I think they just injected me with something. A tracker, maybe.”


His shoulders twitched like he was itchy, his head snapping to the side. There was something wrong with him—that much was clear. I hadn’t noticed yesterday, but it was like his skin was crawling, and an uneasy feeling settled in the pit of my stomach.


“So you brought them here, but it was an accident,” I concluded. “And what are you doing with the totem?”


“Keeping it away from the Golden Dawn, of course,” he said. “I’ve seen the things they can do…I don’t want any of that.”


“Then why do you have a gun on me?” I said. “Damian, I can help you. There’s no need for this.”


He sighed, shaking his head.


“Okay…” he said. “Maybe it’s not just about that…”


I glared at him. “You’re planning on selling it, aren’t you?”


His lips curled in a smirk, and he tilted the gun at me. “Hey,” he said. “After being attacked by a vicious creature like that, I think I deserve a payoff. High time I retired in peace.”


“And you’re willing to sacrifice all the people here to do that?”


“This is just a side effect,” he shrugged. “Not a cause. I’m not sacrificing anyone.”


My gaze flickered down toward Damian’s ankles for a minute as I caught sight of motion, and then Mira’s red hair appeared at the edge of the platform. I had no idea how she’d gotten here, given that we were at least six stories up, but it would have been just like her to find a way. Her blue eyes met mine a moment later, glittering menacingly as she hoisted herself silently up on the platform behind Damian. 


“But what if the Golden Dawn just buys the artifact?” I asked, trying to keep him busy. Mira was behind him, pulling her knife out, gripping it in her right hand.


Damian shrugged. “Then I line my pockets and go somewhere safe where the world goes to shit. No better way to afford an apocalypse bunker, right?”


Mira was almost on him now. “Yeah, sure,” I said. “But—”


Mira lunged at him, the knife going straight for his neck, but with preternatural speed, Damian turned and knocked it out of her hands. The totem fell to the ground, making me hold my breath, but it didn’t shatter. Mira, though was in Damian’s grasp now, a gun to her head.


“Mira…” he chuckled, holding her flush against him with the gun to her head. “Trying to kill me—again.”


“I never tried to kill you, you fucking traitor,” Mira hissed, but Damian just laughed. 


“You were more than happy to see me get carried off by that monster,” he said. “Just threw me to the wolves, so to speak. I should kill you right now.”


“Don’t!” I said. “She tried to save your life back at camp.”


“But she didn’t. And now she deserves punishment.” He bent his head, inhaling her hair with his dark eyes trained on me, and Mira cringed. “Maybe I’ll have a little fun before I do her in. She seems like a good little slut.”


I couldn’t watch this. My fists clenched at my side, my teeth clenching at the sight of him touching her like that, the way he said that about her. Every single one of my muscles tensed in preparation to fucking throttle him. His lips grazed her throat, and I couldn’t help myself, lunging forward slightly before restraining myself. Damian clicked his tongue in disapproval, digging the gun into the side of Mira’s head. “Better not, mate,” he said. “Wouldn’t want me to blow her brains out.”


“My life doesn’t matter,” Mira said, her blue eyes desperate and glimmering with tears. “Vic, take the totem and get it to safety.”


“Shut up,” Damian snapped, and it was like his teeth got sharper in that moment, his mouth wider. He suddenly let out a wrenching cry, and Mira stumbled forward and out of his grasp, backing toward me as he doubled over, his body cracking.


Something bad was happening.


And we were about to witness it.










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE





DAMIAN SCREAMED AS he doubled forward, his spine cracking so loudly that I could hear it from where I stood. Mira stumbled back against me, her eyes wide, and I scrambled to reach for the gun I’d dropped earlier, training it on Damian. I wondered if I should shoot him now, but I was so mystified by whatever the hell was going on that it didn’t even occur to me.


“Help me!” he grunted, looking up at us. There was something different about his eyes all of a sudden, their former grey now shot with gold and poisonous green. His pupils were changing too, narrowing into slits as scales erupted around his eyes. His spine cracked again and he shuddered, his clothes tearing at the seams, long, sharp talons bursting through his fingertips. 


It was hideous, and Mira turned to tuck her face against my chest as we both looked on in horror. “Kill him,” she whispered. “Put him out of his misery…Vic, please stop this!”


I raised the gun with a shaking hand, watching as Damian fell to his knees. My finger trembled as I aimed at his head.


And I couldn’t look after I’d pulled the trigger.


He wasn’t moving anymore, and that, at least, was a relief. I cracked my eyes open to see him lying prone, halfway through his awful transformation. His skin had turned a sickly shade of green where it was still human, scales erupting in patches all over his body. His clothes were in tatters, some of his muscles bigger than they’d been before while others remained human, disfiguring his body in odd swells of rolling biceps and calves. A tail had even erupted from the base of his spine, jagged and sharp, twitching just slightly.


But his head was bleeding. He had to be gone.


“I think…I think he’s dead,” Mira said. She stepped forward hesitantly, entranced by the bizarre sight before us.


That meant she was already too close when Damian’s eyes snapped open.


Mira tried to jump back, and I reached for her, but Damian’s hand wrapped around her ankle, drawing her toward him and sending her to her knees. He dragged her backward and she watched me with a terrified stare, her fingers desperately clawing at the stone. But then she was underneath him, a long, forked tongue flicking out of his mouth and against her skin as his transformation continued.


I raised the gun and didn’t hesitate this time, landing three shots in his shoulder that made him jerk his head up with a hiss. He was fully monstrous now, his body massive and terrifying. I scrambled to reload the weapon, but he was impossibly fast, just as the beast had been when it attacked our camp. Damian lunged at me and got me by the wrist, lifting me up until his cold, sour breath blew my hair out of my face.


I cringed and he laughed, a deep, rumbling sound that made my heart stop. “You’ve irritated me since the day we met,” he said, his teeth and tongue warping the words. “I’m going to enjoy killing you.”


He walked me toward the edge of the flat rooftop, and I struggled to escape, kicking my legs at him. He seemed totally unfazed—that is, until Mira leapt onto his back, jabbing her knife into his neck. “I got you, you fucking bastard,” she hissed.


Damian roared and let me go, swiping one sharp-clawed hand over his shoulder to yank Mira away from him. She pulled the knife free as he flung her to the ground with a sickening thud, Mira choking out a pained sob as she met the stone. But she’d found her mark; he was bleeding profusely, having been hit somewhere vulnerable on the beast’s body.


I ran to Mira as Damian grappled with his wound, trying to stem the flow as the red blood splattered to the stone. She was breathing harshly, and she looked up at me with wide, panicked eyes. “Vic…I can’t feel my legs,” she said, her chest rising and falling fast. “You need to kill him and get the totem. Please…”


Her eyes fluttered, and I shook her by the shoulders. “Mira, don’t pass out on me,” I started, but she was already out cold. “God damn it.”


I looked up to see Damian turning toward me, still bleeding profusely but firmly on his feet. He stepped forward, heaving a breath, and then he lunged. 


I shoved Mira out of the way just in time, rolling both of us to the side. I couldn’t fight him and just leave her to die, but we were both going to get killed if I didn’t do something fast. 


So I sprinted away from her, waving my arms wildly. Damian turned to face me, his claws clicking together menacingly as he hunkered down, those predatory eyes trained on me. “Over here, asshole!” I shouted, and he ran toward me. 


I jumped out of the way just in time, going right for Mira’s knife. If I could get a few more hits in between his scales, I could make him bleed out. He was already wounded from when I’d shot him, and then when Mira had stabbed him. And he was slow, lugging that tail around, still not quite adjusted to his new body.


I played the same game again, catching his attention with a shout and a wave of my hands. My heart raced as he barreled toward me, knowing there was a good chance he would catch me and tear me to shreds, but I had to rescue the totem and save Mira. This time around, I ran in a circle around him, jumping awkwardly over his tale before climbing up his back. 


He was surprised, and it took him a second to react. Before he could, I’d jabbed the knife into the other side of his neck and dragged it toward me, coating my arm in a thick, viscous layer of bright red blood. Damian choked out a scream as I yanked the knife free and stumbled backward, narrowly avoiding his groping claws and heavy tail.


He was bleeding so heavily now that he’d already be dead if he was still human. Damian staggered toward me, but he could barely get his feet under him, and I knew this was my moment to do him in. I backed toward the ledge until my heels were almost on it, trying to ignore the pull of gravity at my back.


This was it.


Damian ran toward me, lowering himself to all fours, his sharp teeth bared to tear into me. I stepped out of the way only at the very last second, and it was like time moved in slow motion as I hurled myself to my right, his claw catching at my ankle.


But he was too far gone.


His front feet slipped over the edge, his wait pulling him down. He roared out one final scream, the sound gurgled from the buildup of blood in his throat—then he plummeted to the stone below with a crack of bone.


I raced to the edge to stare down at where he lay, his limbs in disarray and his monstrous face expressionless. He twitched a little, but then went entirely still, the flow of his blood slowing as the last bit of life seeped out of him.


It was over.


I dropped the knife and ran back to Mira, careful not to move her. She could have broken her back, or her neck, and I didn’t know what to do. We didn’t have access to paramedics here, and I was panicking, and…


Ouch. 


My ankle hurt like a motherfucker.


I cursed when I saw that I was bleeding profusely myself from where Damian had caught my leg, and I reached for it to find the flesh tattered, my foot pale. I blinked at it while black spots appeared in my vision, and then I braced myself when a wave of dizziness and nausea hit me.


“That’s not good,” I muttered, swaying forward.


It was the last thing I did before I passed out.










CHAPTER THIRTY





THE FIRST THING I registered when waking up was that I wasn’t dead. 


Maybe.


I lay in a soft pile of blue and purple cushions, bathed in warm, glowing light. My body felt strange, a little like I was floating, prisms of color playing across my sight as I stared up into a grey void.


No, that was just a ceiling.


And if I’d been dead, it wouldn’t have hurt this much. 


I groaned, my hand curling as a spasm of pain went up my leg. Light steps came toward me, and a hand slipped into mine, soft and warm. I looked over to see Ellie kneeling beside me, where I rested on some kind of large tablet with a moonstone lamp over me. Her brown eyes were rimmed with red, puffy in a clear display of having cried quite a bit.


“You’re finally awake,” she whispered, swiping a tear away from her cheek. “It didn’t look like you were hurt that bad, but when they brought you in…”


Ellie choked on the words, and I squeezed her hand gently. My leg hurt, sure, but I was otherwise feeling strong, so I pushed myself up on my elbows. “It’s over,” I said. “Everything is going to be okay.” I faltered, though, my eyes flickering around the room. “Did Mira and Nadia make it out?”


“Yeah,” she said, nodding. “They’re okay. Mira’s…not great, but they said she’ll recover with the proper treatment.”


“And that is…?” I asked.


“Well,” Ellie said. “We have to get her out of here. Back to Lima. Apparently the Keepers have the resources to get her better, but for now…”


My heart sank. So it was worse than we’d thought—and it would mean leaving Luza behind sooner than I’d planned.


“And Nadia?” I asked.


“I’m fine.”


I looked to my left to see the Amazonian wearing a white dress, taking a seat on the cot next to me. She stretched herself out beside me, careful to avoid my injured foot as she rested her head on my shoulder. She looked tired, but her golden eyes still sparkled, her hair falling in curls of obsidian against my bare chest. Ellie seemed to take Nadia’s forwardness as a go-ahead, and the blonde sat on my other side, stroking my hair.


“How long was I out?” I asked, looking from Nadia to Ellie.


“Too long,” Nadia said, curling against me and pressing her lips to my neck. Even as exhausted as I was, the sensation still sent a surge of pleasure through my veins. “We have so little time left…”


I frowned, reaching over to hold her closer. “What do you mean?”


“The Keepers are sending an evac helicopter into the city,” Ellie said. “They’ll be here in half an hour.”


“I didn’t think it was possible to enter the city from above?” I said, frowning.


“It is if the Shadow Guard lifts the veil—at least temporarily,” Nadia said. “We’ll let you go, and then…well, when you pass back through each of you will forget everything you saw here in the Amazon. Only those blessed by the goddess can remember.”


I bit back my anger, shaking my head as my grip on Nadia tightened. “No way,” I said. “There’s no way I’ll just forget about you.”


She extended a hand and cupped my cheek, smiling. “Yes,” she said. “You will.”


“You’re sure I can’t just bring a few notes?” Ellie pleaded. “At least so I can start to learn the language—”


“Absolutely not,” Nadia interrupted, and I could tell they’d had this conversation before. “You’ll have to leave all of your belongings here. No exceptions.”


“At least give me a coin so I can find my way back,” I said. “Especially if…”


I looked down at her stomach, and she swallowed hard. “It’s best if you don’t think about this…about us,” she said, and the word ‘us’ weighed heavy on my mind. “Forget this ever happened and move on with your life. You have someone special waiting for you.”


Her eyes darted to Ellie, and I looked over to see the blonde blush with a soft smile. She really was gorgeous, and we could have a life together…


…at Harvard. In boring old Boston.


But I knew that Nadia was right; I couldn’t stay here, not if I wanted to maintain my sanity. And I had a job back at home, and now a calling: to help the Keepers stop the Order of the Golden Dawn.


“Okay,” I said weakly. “You’re right. We’ll go.”
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The Keepers’ helicopter looked strange in the mystical city center, green and gleaming amongst the wreckage from the battle. I limped along with Ellie supporting me, Nadia and three other Amazonians carrying a cot holding Mira. The redhead was conscious, but barely; they’d given her a powerful sedative to help with the pain. Her back wasn’t broken, thank goodness, but she was bleeding internally and needed treatment in the city. 


Ellie climbed into the helicopter first, then the Amazonians prepared to load Mira in. Nadia brushed Mira’s hair back from her forehead and brushed a kiss to it before they put her in with Ellie, who watched over her. I couldn’t bring myself to take those last steps—to say goodbye to this beautiful, mysterious woman.


And maybe to say goodbye to our daughter.


It made me want to run away and stay there forever all at the same time. Nadia regarded me steadily, her golden gaze unflinching as I limped closer to rest my hands on her hips.


“You’ll be better off when you’re back home,” she said. “This is no place for you.”


“Given that I’ve wandered here largely by accident twice now, I think fate might beg to differ,” I joked, but Nadia’s eyes hardened, her brow furrowing.


“This isn’t funny, Vic,” she said. “You have to accept that you’re going to lose your memory of this…and I want you to understand that this is goodbye.”


The finality of it hit me like a punch in the gut, and I winced. “Okay,” I said. “Well, for lack of a better sendoff.”


I pulled her in by the small of her back until she was flush against me, then I ducked my head to capture her lips in a kiss. She splayed her fingers against my chest as our tongues tangled together, curling against me like we could make the moment last forever.


Then she pulled away, and I tried my best to memorize her metallic edges and molten core.


I climbed into the helicopter, only reluctantly pulling myself away from Nadia. She stepped back and watched as the aircraft whirred to life, the propellers rotating above us with a roar. I watched Nadia go from a full figure to a fleck of gold against the dark stone of the city…and then disappear beneath the canopy, along with the rest of the city.


They’d vanished like they’d never been there at all.


I stared down into the heavy foliage, wondering when my memories would start to slip away. Ellie had the same thought, because she nudged my shoulder and said, “Aren’t we supposed to be getting amnesia right about now?”


I frowned.


“Yeah, I thought so.”


At that moment, the co-pilot turned around and jumped as if he was startled, blanching at the sight of us. “Holy shit,” he said. “Is that Dr. Carver? Is she okay?”


I frowned.


“Uh…yeah, you just helped us get into the helicopter,” I said. “You don’t remember?”


The pilot looked back, equally as startled as the co-pilot. “Last thing I remember was initializing descent and…hell, why are we even here?”


“Best not to ask questions when it comes to Keeper business,” the co-pilot said.


Ellie glanced at me with a mischievous smile, reaching out to squeeze my hand.


“Well,” I said. “I guess we received Luza’s blessing.”


“Guess we did,” she said. “So…can I write a research paper on it? Or do you think they’d disapprove?”


“Careful, or she still might snatch your memories,” I said with a chuckle, my chest warming at the idea that I wouldn’t forget about Nadia. “And besides…I’m wondering if you might have a different job opportunity when we get back to Lima.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE





TURNED OUT THAT I was right.


Arthur Carver asked to see both Ellie and I as soon as we landed in Lima, and we were still in our expedition clothes when we sat down with him in the dining room at the hotel once again. Arthur was dressed down as well—athletic for an older man, he had his linen sleeves rolled to the elbows and wore a pair of tan slacks. He had a Bond sort of look to him, and I suddenly understood where Mira got her effortless cool.


He let us take a seat and start eating before we dove into our debrief, and for that I was grateful. I was starving after our trip; I’d only had a chance to eat a small snack on the journey, and I was ravenous. My ankle was starting to feel much better with the high-tech bandages the Keepers had put on it, and I assumed Mira would be back in fighting shape soon too. 


Arthur watched us eat, Ellie and I both digging in with gusto. The meal was steak and potatoes, and I could barely pace myself, filling up on the fresh, well-seasoned food. Finally, Arthur cleared his throat and we both turned to face him, slowing down a little in devouring our meals.


“So,” he began, “you found El Dorado.”


I dropped my fork and frowned. “How did you…”


“Mira told me when I spoke with her in the infirmary,” he said. “Don’t worry. Your secret is safe with me, as long as the Order doesn’t make any more attempts to steal the Amazonians’ totem. I believe it’s best if some secrets stay buried, and the Keepers are not in the business of sharing information.”


“So why are you asking?” Ellie said.


“Curiosity,” he said with a sparkling smile. “You might not believe it, but archaeology is what brought me into contact with the Keepers decades ago. I once hunted for the Golden City myself. So…” he said. “…how did you find it?”


I took a deep breath.


Then I told him everything.


I broke down how I’d first stumbled on the coin; how Nadia had insisted on bringing me into the city. Ellie’s voice rose with enthusiasm when she got into detail on the lava channels and the false walls, the architecture of the city and the nature of Luza’s magic. She’d taken copious notes on our flight, and I was sure she was dying to share. Arthur ate it up, nodding and prodding her along like it was the grandest story he’d ever heard.


And in all honesty, there was a good chance it was. 


He had a ton of questions, mostly about their civilization and their religion. That was where it got sticky, because I didn’t want to go into detail on the sex stuff. Mira didn’t seem like a shy woman, but I doubted her grandfather wanted to know about all the filthy things we’d gotten into out in the jungle. Ellie handled everything gracefully though, and I realized she must have had plenty of time to talk to Nadia in the time between the battle and our evacuation, because she knew a lot more about their spirituality than I’d ever learned.


Of course, I’d been pretty busy.


“So,” Arthur said as we finished our tale, clasping his hands in front of him. “I’m assuming the two of you already know this is coming, but I’d like to offer you a job.”


I exchanged a look with Ellie and she smiled with excitement. We’d discussed the prospect on the way back from the rainforest, and Ellie had enthusiastically agreed; she wanted adventure just as badly as I did. My gaze went back to Arthur and I nodded. 


“What do you propose?” I asked.


He smiled. “The Keepers are a well-funded organization with access to resources beyond most other archaeological societies…and that’s truly what we are, though we use force when necessary. Your role would mostly be as researchers, though danger is occasionally part of the job…” His eyes twinkled. “…though you two don’t seem all that averse to a little danger now and then.”


“I used to be,” Ellie said, glancing over at me. “But I think I’ve learned to be brave.”


I felt a swell of affection for the girl, tamping it down in front of Arthur. She and I still needed to talk—she hadn’t mentioned a single thing about dropping the L-word on me before I’d gone into battle—and now wasn’t the time for it. Arthur looked between us for a moment with a raised eyebrow before he continued.


“You can keep your office in Boston and continue your teaching role at the university, but you will also be on KOL Group’s payroll. We’ll make an arrangement with Harvard so that we can steal you away whenever we need you…and you’ll be expected to perform Keeper research on the side.”


“Meaning…?” I asked.


“Visiting foreign archives, taking notes, sending reports…boring things,” Arthur said with a sly smile. “And of course the occasional expedition, no doubt accompanied by my granddaughter.”


“So she’ll recover soon?” Ellie asked.


“I hope so,” Arthur said. “Actually—she asked to see you two after dinner as soon as our business was concluded. Now do we have a deal?”


I exchanged a look with Ellie before standing and striding over to Arthur, albeit limping a little. He rose too, grinning broadly when I extended my hand.


“Mr. Carver,” I said. “I think I can speak for both myself and Miss Robinson when I say it would be our pleasure to join the Keepers’ cause. Now…” I smiled. “What do you need us to do?”










EPILOGUE




FIVE MONTHS LATER





As with most years, I was spending Christmas alone.


After my usual call with my mother and sister in California, I made my way back to my office at Harvard and sat down to do some research. Frost edged the corners of the window, the quad below blanketed in white. The students had all gone home for the semester, and only a couple of professors lurked in their offices: the lonely old souls without friends or family or girlfriends who had nowhere else to go on Christmas.


Okay, I did have a girlfriend. Kind of. The issue was that I was her research supervisor, and I wasn’t quite ready to meet her parents. Given that I’d taken their daughter on a dangerous expedition, that I’d signed her up for more, and that I was closer to their age than hers didn’t make the introduction all that enticing.


I’d just dived into a new stack of scanned documents from KOL when I heard a knock on the door. I frowned, looking up—I shouldn’t have had any visitors right then, especially since the building was locked. But I wasn’t too worried about it, so I yelled, “Come in,” and got back to work.


A blonde head of hair ducked around the door, then Ellie’s full, voluptuous form stepped into my office. Even under the layers of winter clothing—a white puffer coat, pink scarf, and matching pink hat over her pigtails—I could see her big tits and round ass. She shrugged out of her coat to reveal a coffee-colored fuzzy sweater, draped over her figure and revealing a hint of her lace bra. 


“Hey,” I said, warming at the mere sight of her. “What brings you here?”


“Well,” she started, batting her eyelashes, “I came about my final exam grade.”


I chuckled, immediately hooking into the roleplay. “What about it?” I said.


Ellie put her hands behind her back after hanging her coat, hat, and scarf on the coat rack. She stepped closer to me, snow falling off of her boots to collect in puddles on the wood floor, and then she leaned over my desk, pressing her tits together. All she was wearing underneath that sweater was a lacy white bra, and my mouth watered at the sight of her breasts.


“You gave me a B,” she said, pitching her voice higher with a teasing lilt. “And I really wanted an A-plus.”


I stared at her cleavage as she leaned closer, getting on her elbows now. I knew the view from behind was just as good, and I stood up to walk around behind her, wanting to pull her black leggings down and drive myself into her. “And how am I supposed to help you with that?”


“I figured I might be able to do something for you…if you can do something for me.”


Her ass pushed up toward me as she looked over her shoulder, her lips pouting. I laid my hands on her and she groaned as I ran my finger over her folds, feeling her already so aroused that she was seeping through her panties. 


“I can think of a few things,” I said. I held her right hip firmly as I slid my other hand up her back, reaching around to grip her plump nipple through the lace of her bra. She arched back into me until my face was buried in her hair, smelling like cherry pie. “I thought you were spending Christmas Eve with your folks,” I said, breaking the illusion as I fondled her. My right hand slid down to finger her pussy, and she groaned and rolled her head back against my chest.


“I just left,” she said. “And you weren’t at home, so I figured I’d look for you here. Didn’t want you spending the night alone.”


Fuck, she was sweet. I kept fingering her as a reward, making her breath pick up speed. She leaned forward to grip the edge of the desk, and I reached for her leggings just as the door creaked open.


I stepped away from Ellie abruptly, my eyes going wide. If it was someone else in the department…


“Am I interrupting?”


The British-accented voice was as smooth and silky as it always had been, though it had been two months since I’d heard it in person. Mira had been on the other side of the world for weeks attending to KOL business, and I hadn’t expected to see her for months yet. 


“Mira?”


Ellie didn’t miss a beat; she walked quickly to Mira and threw her arms around the taller woman’s neck, making Mira smile broadly. She looked at me over Ellie’s shoulder and winked, her eyes darting down to my clearly visible erection. I covered it with my hand and gave her a hapless shrug.


“I see you two were engaging in illicit activities on the university premises,” she said. “Risky business. Aren’t you worried about job security?”


“Hey, she started it,” I said as Mira strolled toward me. “And besides…it’s not like I’m all that worried about my teaching gig now that somebody offered me another job.”


Mira laughed and slid her arms around my neck. “You make it seem as if I’m to blame for this scandal.”


I kissed her, tasting cinnamon and spice on her tongue. Mira moaned as my hands settled on her hips, and then I felt Ellie join us, her breasts pressed against Mira’s back as she reached around to stroke my cock. Mira pulled away to look at Ellie, who stared at me with a hungry look. “Now…” Mira said. “I believe you were right in the middle of some negotiations when I stepped in. You should continue.”


I looked at the two of them with a heated gaze, Mira flicking her tongue out to taste Ellie’s skin. Ellie melted, her hand squeezing my cock a little harder, and then I made eye contact with Mira.


“Did you lock the door?” I asked.


“Of course,” she said. “You know I prioritize discretion.”


“Good,” I said. I put my hands on Ellie’s face, holding her cheeks in my palms and resting my forehead against hers as I lowered my voice. “Now get on your knees, sweetheart.”


Ellie whimpered and sank down, staring up at me with those big, sparkling brown eyes. Her fingers went to the button of my jeans, then pulled down the zipper to free my dick. Her plump lips parted at the sight of hard cock, and her mouth watered. 


“Well, darling,” Mira murmured. “Are you going to suck him off?”


Mira’s hand went to Ellie’s head, and the redhead kneeled beside her to guide the blonde’s lips around my dick. I groaned and thrust forward, choking Ellie—but as always, she liked it, sucking me deeper and moaning deep in her chest. Mira guided Ellie’s head back and forth, licking her lips as she watched my reaction to Ellie’s wet heat.


“That’s good, Ellie,” she said. “But you should share. It’s the season of giving after all.”


I gritted my teeth as Mira pulled Ellie back to kiss her, and then they both descended on my cock. Ellie moaned at Mira’s tongue in her mouth, around my girth, their lips and their tongues covering every inch of me. Mira raised her hand to stroke me too, and the sensation grew to a fever pitch as I thrust against them. 


“God, you’re so fucking sexy together,” I said. “You’re gonna make me come all over your pretty faces if you keep this up.”


“Wouldn’t want that,” Mira said. “Wouldn’t you rather come inside her?”


Fuck; I really, really did. Mira stood, maintaining composure as she flicked the saliva from the corner of her mouth with one steady thumb, and then she pulled Ellie up by the arm, kissing her hard as she pulled the sweater over Ellie’s head. Ellie sighed, her gaze bleary as she looked between the two of us, wanting to be told what to do. Mira walked her backward and I watched them with hungry eyes as Mira shimmied out of her black leather pants. She was wearing a skimpy black thong underneath, and she showed no decorum when she swept my desk clear to splay herself out on it. 


“I think Dr. Wilde might be willing to increase your grade if you lick my pussy,” she said. “Isn’t that so, Dr. Wilde?”


She’d heard everything, of course. I chuckled and walked up behind Ellie, letting her feel how fucking hard I was. I reached around to grab her tits again, putting us right back in the position we’d been in before Mira arrived. This time, though, she was just in her bra and leggings, and I palmed her tits, yanking the lace down to reveal her fully. The dislodged lace pushed her tits up toward her face, and Mira sat up to lick the blonde’s nipples as I ran my hands down her sides. 


“Are you going to be a good girl and lick Mira’s pussy while I fuck you?” I asked, slipping my fingers underneath the waistband of her leggings.


“Yes…” Ellie groaned. “Yes, Dr. Wilde.”


It made me so fucking hard when she said that. I pulled her pants down to her knees, then, and slid the flat of my hand up her spine to bend her over. Mira waited, perched like a cat in heat on the desk, as Ellie gave me one last tentative look. I dragged my dick up and down her folds, the blunt head nearly falling into her given how slick she was.


“Make her come, sweetheart,” I growled, and thrust inside of her.


Ellie cried out, a sound that would have set me ill at ease if it weren’t for the fact that the building was completely empty. It took her a moment to collect herself, but then she turned to bury her face between Mira’s legs, making the redhead throw her head back in pleasure. Ellie whimpered as I slammed into her again and again, her walls clenching around me with a rhythm I’d come to know well over the past few months.


“You’ve gotten better at this,” Mira groaned as Ellie licked her, and I couldn’t help the smile of satisfaction that crossed over my lips. It was unconventional, that was for certain, but I liked seeing my girlfriend pleasure my other girlfriend…for Ellie to stick her tongue in Mira’s pussy while I fucked Ellie from behind. I reached forward for Mira’s head, and tangled my fingers in her hair as I kissed her, the resonance from her moans echoing into my chest. We formed a perfect circle of noise and desire, Ellie between us, wanting to be used.


Ellie suddenly let out a hot breath against Mira’s inner thigh, and then sucked hard on her spot, making Mira buck her hips. I did the same, and we pressed Ellie between us, the blonde starting to shudder with gasping breaths. I looked down to see her tongue lashing at Mira’s cunt, desperate and needy, and then Mira fell over the edge as well.


I wasn’t close behind.


I finished inside Ellie with a growl, leaning over her to grope at her tits again. I wanted to feel their weight in my hands as the three of us came, to squeeze her until she was begging me for more. Ellie wrenched out a sob as I drove home, burying myself inside her until I was done. 


I slipped out a moment later, reaching for some of the moist towelettes I kept in my desk to clean up. We’d done this before, but never with Mira, and it had been a while since I’d come that hard. I was still sensitive as I cleaned myself off, then tossed the package to the girls so they could do the same before we reassembled our scattered clothing.


Mira walked around the desk when she was dressed again, Ellie being the last to collect herself. The Brit pulled open the desk where I kept my whiskey, then poured us each a tumbler, passing them around. I liked how she acted like she owned the place, her confidence always sexy. 


And that’s when I realized I still didn’t know why she was here.


“Wait a minute,” I said. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to be in Japan through February.”


She smiled swirling her whiskey in her glass before pressing the crystal to kiss-bruised lips. “I thought you’d never ask. And I’m pleased to tell you that I came here to make you an offer you can’t refuse.”


I glanced over at Ellie, who gave me a mischievous glance before looking at Mira. “That being…?” she started.


Mira laughed. “Well,” she said. “Have you ever heard of Atlantis?”

[image: ]

Vic Wilde Returns in:

WILD FATHOMS

An Undersea Harem Adventure




Sign up for my newsletter for updates!




Or join my Facebook group, Hunter’s Harem.










WANT MORE?




THERE’S MORE TO discover in the Sam Hunter universe:




Shifter U

CLASS ROAR

There’s a beast inside of Evan Wakefield, and he doesn’t care about grades.




OEBPS/Images/image00113.jpeg
Wi

ADOC WILDE NOVEL

SAM HUNTER





OEBPS/Images/image00114.jpeg
4






OEBPS/Images/cover00115.jpeg





