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PROLOGUE





FOR EVERYONE OUT there who pursued their passion, there’s that one piece of media—that special, life-altering, sometimes juvenile book or movie or video game—that made it all happen. Lots of paleontologists caught the spark when they saw Jurassic Park for the first time; for historians, it might be All Quiet on the Western Front. Marine biologists I’ve met often cite Jaws as their reason for getting into the business.


For me, the book was Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.


As a kid, I was obsessed with the idea of boarding a submarine and exploring the deepest reaches of the ocean. Like Captain Nemo, I wanted to get away from civilization, to escape the humdrum of day-to-day life in search of adventure. It was what led me to getting scuba certified, then to working for two years in the Pacific in low-visibility, murky water. I dove shipwrecks the whole time, salvaging what we could from the bottom of the ocean, making the most of my talent for finding things.


And then I went to graduate school, and life got progressively more boring. I got a nice, cluttered apartment downtown, taught every week, and wrote articles on past research. I lived for the times when I got to teach field school for new grad students, taking them on little adventures into the heart of the US, or off the coast for those studying underwater archaeology. But those trips were few and far between, and I had almost resigned myself to a life of grading papers, lecturing to bored undergraduates, and hours spent scribbling away in my study.


That is, until I met Mira Carver and discovered the Keepers of the Light.


It turned out that archaeology didn’t have to be just digging up old stuff—it was alive, and there was an occult organization hellbent on tracking down ancient artifacts to take over the world. It sounded crazy until I saw it with my own eyes, including the moment they transformed a man I knew into a monster.


Shit got crazy, and by the time I landed back in Boston after a surreal trip to the Amazon, everything had changed. I’d found the Lost City of El Dorado, and I couldn’t tell a single soul beside Mira and my research assistant, Ellie.


But things were about to get even weirder.


Because El Dorado wasn’t the only myth that was, in fact, real. 


So was Atlantis.










CHAPTER 1





SUMMER WAS ON its way, and we were gearing up for yet another expedition.


I sat in my home study and stared out the window at the twinkling lights of Beacon Hill, a car driving by on the rain-slicked street below the apartment every so often. I hadn’t been able to sleep the past few nights, waking in the wee hours of the morning with the jitters over our upcoming trip, excitement and apprehension rolled into a ball that sat at the pit of my stomach.


So it was that I found myself at my desk at two in the morning, poring over notes and listening to the patter of rain on the bay window to my right. Everything was ready for our journey, but it still felt like I was missing something important—perhaps because Mira had been so tight-lipped when it came to describing exactly where we were going and what we were doing. In fact, I hadn’t heard from the redhead in well over two months, and I was starting to wonder if there was something wrong. She lived a dangerous lifestyle, no matter how hard I tried to get her to be careful.


“Vic?”


Ellie stood in the doorway to the office, sleep clouding her chocolate brown eyes. She was dressed in a short white lace nightdress, her shapely thighs on full display and her tits pressing insistently against the low-cut neckline. I could see the points of her pert pink nipples through the white satin, obscured by the cloud of curly golden hair cascading over her breasts and down her back. 


“What are you doing up?” she asked, padding forward on bare feet. I didn’t think she realized how much it turned me on to see her like this, almost naked and still sporting an afterglow from last night’s tryst. She pulled her hair back over one shoulder and joined me, cuddling up in the window seat and hitching her legs up until I could see the curve of her bare ass. “Can’t sleep?”


“Hm…yeah,” I said, dragging my eyes away from her body and up to her eyes. “Just thinking about our trip.”


“You’re worried, huh?” she asked.


“About Mira, yes,” I said. “There’s still so much we don’t know about the Keepers, and I know that she has a tendency to run right into trouble—”


“I think Mira can take care of herself, Vic,” Ellie said. “But it’s nice to know you care so much about us. It makes me feel safe.”


She batted her long lashes at me, her pink lips curling into a soft smile. If she was trying to distract me, it was working; one hand absentmindedly twirled her hair while the other drifted down to her breasts, her fingers grazing the soft flesh of her cleavage. I turned my chair to face her, sprawling out so I could watch her in the window.


“You know anyone can just see you sitting there,” I said.


She bit her lip, looking up at me through hooded eyes. “And what’s so wrong with that?” she asked. “It’s not like I’m doing anything dirty.”


“Everything you do is dirty when you’re dressed like that, sweetheart,” I said, leaning forward and resting my elbows on my knees. Ellie turned to put her feet on the floor, making to get up and meet me, but I held up my hand to stop her when I saw the flush of pink on her shaved pussy.


“Stay right there,” I said, and she stilled suddenly, her breath caught in her throat. Her eyes flickered down to my hard cock, and her plump lower lip fell open with a pop of her teeth. I gave her a sly smile, leaning back so she could see everything. I was shirtless, my erection clear under the grey cotton of my sweatpants. “You’re horny, aren’t you?” I asked, looking down at where she’d pressed her legs back together.


Ellie pressed her lips together, inhaling sharply. Then she nodded, the tilt of her head subtle and shy. “Mmhm.”


My voice was a low rasp when I met her eyes. “Show me.”


She blinked rapidly, her hands rubbing her bare thighs enticingly. I knew it was a nervous reaction, but fuck if it just made me more turned on. “Right here?” she said. “But what if someone can see?”


“They won’t see you if you have your back to the window,” I said.


She smiled, then slowed the stroke of her hands over her legs. Tentatively—still so shy after months in bed with each other—she spread her thighs open until I could see her cunt, and the light strip of fine blonde hair above it. Her pussy lips were swollen with desire, and it made me hard as a fucking rock. 


I looked up at her, watching how she chewed on her lip, her cheeks pink with desire.


“You can touch yourself if you want,” I said. “Is that what you want, Ellie?”


“Yes,” she said, the word tumbling from her mouth like she couldn’t control it. Her hand slid along her inner thigh and up toward that little pink pussy. She braced herself with her left hand as she leaned back, slipping her finger in between her folds and putting herself on display for me. 


She hesitated, and I pulled my eyes back to hers, raising my brows. “Don’t be shy,” I said. “You’re so fucking beautiful, Ellie. Keep going; I want to watch you make yourself come.”


A little gasp slipped from her throat, and she dragged her finger up and down over herself again. My cock surged with heat and I reached for it, wrapping my fingers around my dick through my pants. 


“Mm…” Ellie moaned from across from me, a wordless urgency in that sound. 


I grinned, stroking myself slowly as her eyes settled on my tented sweats. “Do you know how bad I want to put my dick in you right now?” I asked. 


Ellie sucked in a breath, then nodded. “You could,” she gasped. “If…if you wanted to.”


“Not yet,” I said. “I want you to make yourself come first. Can you do that for me?” 


“Oh my God,” she gasped, and I chuckled. “Yeah, Vic…yeah, I think I can do that.”


She started to touch herself in earnest, then, flicking her finger over her spot as she threw her back in the window, the city lights twinkling behind her. My office was dark, only a single lamp lit on the desk, but I was sure someone could see her, and the idea that someone might be able to watch what I was doing to her made me want to thrust into her right there. Ellie’s other hand flew up to her breast, pulling one free of the low-cut nightgown as her left fingers squeezed hard around her nipple.


For someone so innocent, she liked it rough sometimes.


She licked her lips, staring down at my tented pants as she started to writhe in the window seat, one leg now hitched up so I could see all of her. Her nightgown strained around her wide hips, the satin stretched around her curves, covering barely anything.


“You want to suck my dick, sweetheart?” I asked. I reached for my waistband and pulled it down to show her my hard cock, stroking my hand up and down for her. 


Ellie shuddered, biting her lip hard, pinching her nipple with that same pressure. “Yes,” she nodded. “Yes, Vic.”


Fuck, when she begged like that, it was almost impossible to stop myself from rushing over and impaling her on my dick. But I was more disciplined than that, finally growing resistant to her sweet, pleading voice. “If you want to suck my dick, you have to make yourself come for me,” I said. “Now be a good girl and keep touching yourself.”


Dirty talk worked every time. Ellie gasped suddenly, her fingers splaying out over her breast and squeezing the bountiful flesh there as her finger worked harder at her spot. She threw her head back until her blonde curls brushed the seat behind her, and then started to thrust into her own hand over and over, moaning and grinding and gasping. I worked my cock, almost coming myself, but I knew there was more in store. 


I’d made her a promise.


“Come here,” I growled, and Ellie slid to the floor, crawling toward me on her hands and knees. It wasn’t something she often did—her legs were probably just weak from the orgasm—but it turned me on, her big tits swaying gently as she moved. I stroked myself slowly as Ellie rose to kneel between my knees, licking her lips. 


I don’t know that I’d ever met a girl who loved sucking dick as much as Ellie did. She hadn’t had much experience—any, really—before we’d gotten together on our El Dorado expedition, and she was hungry for all kinds of experiences. The blonde reached out to take my dick in hand, but I pushed her back. “Just use your mouth,” I said. “I want you to keep playing with yourself.”


She nodded, her pink lips falling out of their pout when she put her hand back on her pussy. Ellie groaned, delicate fingers gripping my right knee when she leaned forward to take me into her mouth.


Her mouth was hot and wet and tight around me, squeezing just how I liked and sending a tremor through my whole body. I reached forward to tangle my fingers in her messy hair, letting her set the pace but thrusting up into her steadily. Ellie took me deep—deeper than she really could—and gagged a little when I hit the back of her throat, making my cock surge with arousal. Still, she kept me there, working with my length until spit dripped down to my balls. I groaned and nestled myself there, rolling my hips toward her face. 


“Fuck, Ellie,” I started. “Have you been practicing?”


She swirled her tongue around me then withdrew, her lips still grazing my dick as she responded.


“I’m a perfectionist,” she shrugged with a dreamy smile. “And what can I say? Mira had some good pointers.”


The image of the two of them kissing around my hard cock made me even more turned on, and I yanked her head closer until she wrapped her lips around me again, looking up expectantly. “Keep touching yourself,” I said. “If you’re so good at following instructions…”


She really was an eager student, and she fell onto my dick again. Ellie let me move her like a toy as I fucked her mouth, those brown eyes trained on me until they fluttered shut—


And then she was groaning, the vibrations resonating in the head of my cock, her finger working in a frenzy against her spot. She thrust her hips and sucked on me hard, and I didn’t hold off any longer; I thrust deep into her moaning and spasming throat, and I came against her soft palate. Ellie kept her lips clamped around me as I came, jolting with abrupt thrusts into her mouth as she made herself come. 


Ellie sucked me dry, then pulled away to wipe delicately at her lips, looking up at me through fluttering black lashes. She kept sucking even when I started to soften, and I had to push her back like she was ravenous.


“You suck my dick like you’re starving,” I teased. “Are you eating enough?”


Ellie giggled, blushing. “Vic, stop…”


I reached for her and cupped her cheek, bringing her up to straddle my lap. My erection was disappearing, but I thought I might have another round in me soon when I felt Ellie’s soft wetness grind against me. I pressed a kiss to her cleavage, then dragged my tongue down until my mouth wrapped around her nipple. She was still in that skimpy nightgown, so I pulled it off her, leaving her completely bare in my study, her boobs bouncing when they came free. I didn’t care about the open window—not at this hour, anyway—and I just wanted to look at her, to press my mouth to every inch of her. She whimpered and ground her hips against me, closing her eyes as I played with her nipples.


“Come back to bed with me, Vic,” she whispered, her cunt sliding enticingly over my lap. “I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”


“Why would I come back to bed when I could fuck you all night against this desk?” I asked, and she let out something between a groan and a scoff as she tilted her head back. I used a hint of teeth on her nipple, and she cooed in pleasure. 


“Ready for Round Two?” she asked. 


Yeah, I really was. I rested my head against her breasts, moving to the other nipple, already feeling my cock twitch at how soft and hot and wet she was, when my phone buzzed on the desk.


Then it buzzed again. 


And again.


We both looked over at it, and my heart leapt when I saw Arthur Carver’s name on the Caller ID. It wasn’t a call, though—it was a text. I glanced at Ellie, tempted to ignore it, but she shook her head.


“Read them!” she insisted. “It could be about Mira.”


Shit. She was right.


I opened the first text to read Arthur’s message, letting Ellie peek at the screen.


Mira’s in trouble.


Shit. I swiped through to the next text, anxious to see what this was about.


Need you both in Manila. 


There was one more. Hopefully an answer…


Will call tomorrow.


Fuck.


I put the phone down on the desk, my desire vanished in a puff of smoke. Ellie seemed to be in much the same position, and she climbed out of my lap to pull her nightgown on over her head. “So what does this mean?” she asked.


“Well,” I started, “I guess we’re going to the Philippines.”










CHAPTER 2





I CALLED ARTHUR Carver first thing in the morning, only to find that it went straight to voicemail. It was afternoon in London, where the Keepers kept their base of operations, but I had no idea where he might be in the world. The old man tended to get around for someone his age. 


But I needed to talk to him. Ellie and I hadn’t slept for the rest of the night, worried as we were about Mira, and I was anxious to get on the next plane to the Philippines to rescue her. We distracted ourselves by setting our affairs in order before we left, the two of us heading to Cambridge so we could get leave from the university and fetch anything we needed from our respective offices. We drove separately—we were still keeping our relationship secret so that Ellie could remain in her role as my research assistant—and arrived at different times.


It was finals week at Harvard, so the quad was quiet, and still damp from the night’s rainfall. I splashed through the puddles with my hands tucked into the pockets of my olive green bomber jacket, my head ducked low as a steady rain started to fall once again. My hair was wet by the time I got to the Archaeology Department, and my leather boots squeaked on the tile, though I tried to be quiet for the students taking exams in the rows of classrooms along the hall. The scribbling of pencils echoed out of each room, a couple students peeking out to look curiously at me, some of whom I recognized from last fall’s lecture course.


I climbed the stairs to the second floor and it was just another few steps to my office, where I pulled my jingling keys from my pocket and pressed one into the lock. My office was emptier than it had been before—Ellie had helped me tidy it up a few months ago—and an orderly stack of manilla folders was all I needed from inside. I leafed through the pages to examine my research on the ancient city of Atlantis, then gently closed them to hoist them into my satchel, only to find that someone had joined me in my office.


“Holy shit,” I said. “Jeremy Dalton.”


My old Berkeley classmate stood in the doorway, dressed in a tailored grey suit with elbow patches and looking every bit the academic. He had dishwater blond hair with streaks of silver, a pair of thick-rimmed glasses on his face, his frame even thinner than I remembered from grad school. Jeremy flashed me a smile and stepped forward to extend his hand, which I took with a returned grin and a strong grip. 


“Vic Wilde,” he said, nodding. “Long time, no see.”


“Tell me about it,” I said. “It’s been…what, ten years? Last time I can remember seeing you was for drinks after your dissertation defense.”


“Well, you dropped off the radar a little, Vic,” Jeremy said. “Heard something about you trouncing around the Amazon, then…nothing. Haven’t seen an article from you in ages.”


“I’ve been busy,” I said. “Not sure if you were aware, I got a grant from the—”


“From the KOL Group, yes,” he said. “A big enough grant to keep you comfortable here at Harvard while you teach one class a semester. I wonder what you’ve been doing that’s put you in such a privileged position?”


There was a note of malice in his voice, and I narrowed my eyes, regarding him carefully. Jeremy had always been competitive back in the day, and it was clear that our class reunion had already soured.


“What are you even doing here, Jeremy?” I asked. “Did you just…swing by to ask a few prying questions? I thought you were teaching at Yale.”


He chuckled, scuffing his expensive shoe against the floor. “Actually, I’m just making the rounds to introduce myself,” he said. “I’ve just been hired on as a professor here.”


That was…not great. I paused for a minute, thinking back to any news I’d heard about this. Usually they consulted other professors on hiring choices, but I’d been on sabbatical this spring and let things slip off my agenda. 


“Wow,” I said. “Uh…I guess congratulations are in order?”


“I guess they are,” he said. “And for you as well—headed out?”


He gestured at the folders tucked under my arm and I nodded. “Yeah, actually,” I said. “I’m supposed to fly out later this evening.”


“With your research assistant?”


I didn’t like where this was going, but I nodded cautiously. “Who wants to know?”


“Just curious about your work,” he said with a cordial grin. “Consider it a professional courtesy.”


The friendly expression didn’t reach his eyes, which scanned my office like he knew I had something to hide. And I did—working with the Keepers of the Light wasn’t flashy, but it was important, and I had all kinds of secrets. That’s why I’d moved my work away from Harvard and into my home study: because my notes contained the kinds of secrets that could build empires.


And I wasn’t comfortable with the fact that it seemed like Jeremy Dalton was looking for secrets.


My phone buzzed in my pocket, and my heart leapt when I pulled it out to see Arthur Carver’s name on the Caller ID. I didn’t have time for a dick-measuring contest when Mira’s life was on the line, and I glanced up at Jeremy with a glare.


“Who’s that?” he asked.


“Someone important,” I said pointedly, eyeing the door. “If you wouldn’t mind stepping out, I need to take this.”


“I’ll leave you to it,” he said, walking backward. He paused in the doorway and gave me a strange look, cocking his head. “Enjoy your flight.”


“Yeah, thanks, Jeremy,” I muttered as I shut the door and locked it behind him. I scrambled for my phone and accepted the call, then pressed it to my ear. “Arthur?”


“Victor,” Arthur’s voice said on the other line. He sounded cordial—not at all like I expected from a worried grandfather—but his tone turned quickly. “Are you alone?”


I eyed the door, then retreated toward the window as I looked out at the quad. “Yes,” I said in a hushed voice. “What’s going on?”


“The news is bad,” Arthur said. “Mira vanished this past week while investigating a rumored Order base off the coast of Guam. The last time I heard from her she was landing in Manila to meet with a source, but according to the front desk, she never checked in at her hotel.”


I glanced back at the door before proceeding. “Shit,” I hissed. “Is this about Atlantis?”


He exhaled deeply, and I could hear the sound of pacing on the other line. “Of course it is.”


“I told her she shouldn’t go alone.”


“As did I,” Arthur sighed. “But you know Mira. She insists that she’s fine on her own.”


I groaned. The redhead was talented, but reckless. The last time she’d left Boston, I’d told her to wait for us, but she’d refused.


And now she was missing. At best, safe and in hiding. At worst…


I didn’t want to think about that.


I leaned against the window when I saw Ellie walking across the quad, her blonde hair in its customary pigtails. Shit; Jeremy Dalton was making a beeline for her, his grey jacket drifting around him. She gave him a brilliant, friendly smile that made me clench my fist against the glass as they began talking.


No. I needed to think about Mira.


“Where do you need me?” I asked Arthur. “How can I help?”


“I was hoping you’d ask me that,” Arthur said. “Mira was headed to Guam in preparation to meet with you and Ellie, so plans are already in place to transport you both there. I assume you’ve prepared notes on the case.”


“Yes,” I said. “But Arthur—I gotta be honest, there’s not much to go on when it comes to Atlantis. Most people think it’s just a myth.”


“We have to hope that isn’t true,” he said resolutely. “I’m going to put you in touch with one of our operatives, R. Kim. Agent Kim will rendezvous with you in Manila, and together you will concoct a plan to locate and extract Mira. I’m sending the details on your flight to a secure email address…” The clatter of a keyboard sounded, then he continued. “…done. Do you have any questions about the plan?”


“Well, yeah,” I said. “How do you think Ellie and I can help? We’re not exactly trained…”


“Mira told me she’d been teaching you a thing or two about how to handle a weapon,” he said, and my cheeks burned at the implication. “And believe me—I don’t think there’s anyone else in the world I would trust more with my granddaughter’s life than you.”


I swallowed the lump in my throat and nodded, though the old man couldn’t see me. “Understood, sir,” I said. “I’ll get her back.”


“I know you will, Victor,” he said, a smile in his voice. “Very well. Please contact me when you’ve reached the airport in Manila. You’ll be in good hands with Agent Kim.”


“You can count on me, Arthur,” I said, but he had already hung up the phone, the line going dead with a click. I pulled the phone away from my ear and stared at it for a minute.


Then I remembered Ellie.


I pocketed my phone and snatched up my satchel to stride down the stairs and out onto the quad. Ellie stood just ahead of me, biting her lip uncomfortably as Jeremy leaned in closer to her. Something animalistic roared at the idea of another man touching Ellie, and I nearly lost it when I saw him grab her elbow, her smile faltering. Her eyes flitted to me, and I saw the look there as clear as day: Save me.


“Nice running into you again, Jeremy,” I said, and he turned to face me, letting go of Ellie. She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath, her tits heaving in the low-cut brown sweater she wore, and I clenched my fist when Jeremy looked right at her curves. Still, I kept my tone light. “I see you’ve met my research assistant.”


“I have,” he said with a smile. “Lovely girl. I didn’t know they made grad students so young.”


Fuck me. He was messing with me, toying with us both. Ellie’s cheeks flushed bright red, the blush spreading right down into her cleavage as it always did, and I made sure Jeremy kept his eyes on me.


“Miss Robinson is a talented archaeologist,” I corrected. “And she’s older than she looks.”


Her eyes were wide, darting between me and Jeremy. I wondered if that had been the right thing to say, but there was no time to deal with it; Arthur had just sent me the details on our flight, and we needed to get to the airport right away.


“I was actually wondering—” Jeremy started, but I cut him off.


“Sorry, man, but we have to get going,” I said. “Got a plane to catch.”


“Right,” he said, then turned back to Ellie, letting his eyes drag over her form as my nails bit into my palm. “Well, Miss Robinson, it was nice meeting you. And always good to run into an old friend, Vic.”


“Likewise,” I said. “I guess we’ll be seeing a lot of each other.”


“We certainly will,” he said, and turned to go—then he paused, looking at us over his shoulder. “I hope the two of you enjoy Manila. It’s a lovely city.”










CHAPTER 3





GOING BACK TO Logan International was a little weird, striking me with a profound sense of deja vu. It wasn’t too long ago that I’d made my way here with Ellie the first time, before anything had ever happened between us. Our first trip, I’d had to get her prepped by helping her figure out what she was supposed to bring, but no such visit to REI was necessary this time around.


This time, we were prepared.


We’d spent the past year in wilderness training, visiting the shooting range every week and sparring occasionally in my living room. Ellie wasn’t inclined to violence—and our sessions normally ended with us having sex on the couch—but I at least felt better walking her into danger knowing that she was sure about what she was getting into. She’d done a ton of research too, accumulating quite the collection of outdoorsy gadgets if we found ourselves going to the Amazon again.


As we walked across the tarmac this time around, Ellie was dressed in something a little more appropriate, and oddly reminiscent of Mira’s usual get-up: a white, translucent t-shirt that showed off her tits, and a pair of olive green shorts. I was in my usual henley and jeans, and I’d packed some diving gear as well, knowing that we were, in all likelihood, headed underwater.


“Weird being back here,” Ellie said as we approached the private plane. 


“It’s like you read my mind,” I said with a comforting smile. “Just…feels like something’s missing, huh?”


She slipped her hand into mine after glancing around for anyone we might know, always insistent on propriety. “Just like that,” she said. “I can’t believe it’s almost been a year.”


It was still so clear; I half expected Mira to come striding down the ramp in a white linen button-up, her red hair in glossy waves around her shoulder, her blue eyes and red lips smirking in the sunlight. And then, of course, there was the ugly memory of Damian Sharp, an ally who’d betrayed us in El Dorado. He’d been turned into a monster as a consequence of his actions, and I’d been forced to kill him.


These memories were painful. And worst of all was my recollection of Nadia, the gorgeous girl I’d left behind in the lost city. 


“Thinking of her?” Ellie asked, and I didn’t know if she was talking about Nadia or Mira. 


I just nodded and shook off the shroud as we got closer to the plane. “We’re going to find her,” I said.


“I know you wouldn’t let anything happen to her,” Ellie said, squeezing my hand. “Or to any of us.”


A pilot came down the ramp to greet us, along with a flight attendant. It helped me escape my nostalgia: both were different staff than the last time I’d flown on a KOL Group plane, both middle-aged men. They greeted us politely, but didn’t make conversation as we loaded our packs onto the plane and then boarded.


It looked like the plane had been untouched all this time, featuring the same glossy white furniture and black and gold carpeting. Ellie slid into a window seat and I sat across from her at the table as the flight attendant circled back to us. We each ordered a drink—a dirty martini for Ellie and a whiskey, neat, for myself—and settled into our seats as the engines roared to life.


Ellie sucked in a breath and took a large sip of her drink, exhaling with a hiss. She still didn’t like flying, even after the trips we’d taken in the past year, and she reached forward to grip my hand. 


“I can’t believe you’re still nervous about a flight when you’ve literally faced an invasion of reptilian mutants,” I said, smirking, and she groaned.


“It’s the inertia,” she said. “It makes me feel like I’m falling. But I don’t…” She paused. “I don’t want you to think I’m weak.”


“That’s okay, Ellie,” I said with a grin, leaning forward to take her free hand. “It’s actually kind of cute.”


“Vic…” she chided, her eyes darting to the passing flight attendant.


I snorted. “I don’t think he cares,” I said. 


“I guess we should take advantage of it,” she said, her voice lowering a little, getting huskier as her chest heaved. Light filtered through the window and illuminated the shadow of her cleavage under the thin fabric, where I could see the edge of white lace barely holding in her large breasts. “We can actually be ourselves here…get out of Boston, be together without worrying about someone seeing.”


Fuck, I wanted to bend her over this table and rail her right now. But the plane had just started down the runway, and I knew that we at least needed to get through takeoff before I could drag her to the back of the plane and have my way with her.


“We need to go over some things,” I said, withdrawing my hand from hers and reaching for my satchel. “We haven’t even been able to talk about our findings in the chaos of the past…what, ten hours? Let’s debrief before we hit Tokyo.”


Ellie nodded, a little flustered, gripping her drink tightly in one hand as we started to pick up speed. 


“Focus,” I said, locking eyes with her. “It’ll keep your mind off the flight. And I can think of…other ways I wouldn’t mind distracting you later.”


She bit her lip and blushed, then she nodded again before reaching for her messenger bag. She pulled out a color-coded binder and a set of pens, then opened it on the table before diving into what she’d found over the past six months of research, matching it with my own findings.


There would be time for pleasure later. Now, it was time to do the real work.

[image: ]


As far as the archaeological community was concerned, Atlantis was a myth. And there was no doubt that it was not at the bottom of the Mariana Trench.


That being said, the archaeological community was frequently wrong. Especially when it came to matters of the arcane.


On trips to Japan, Greece, and India, Ellie and I had found evidence that a number of island cities had once existed, buried underneath the sands of tsunamis and hurricanes. Knowing what we did about the shadow magic that cloaked the city of Luza—what most people called El Dorado—we were more than willing to believe that a multitude of hidden cities might exist, especially under the surface. Logic should have had me convinced that no city could exist in the Mariana Trench, where the pressure was so great it would dissolve the bones of any exposed vertebrates…but who was I to say that a city couldn’t exist in that pressure, when I knew for a fact that cities could be invisible for centuries?


As usual, we found our smoking gun, so to speak, in the archival documents of those history had forgotten: ordinary sailors, prostitutes, and others the world counted as “unimportant.” In Japan, Ellie tracked down the court testimony of a “crazed” woman who had claimed she saw an Isle of Women off the coast of Yonaguni: powerful warriors who protected a sacred totem. A similar myth existed in Greece, of the Amazon Warriors; and in India, the ruins of an ancient, drowned city had been uncovered in a recent tsunami. What interested me, though, was a unifying element: discussion of a great power locked away in the deepest part of the ocean. As far as I could tell, these ancient, coastal cities were somehow interconnected; it was just a matter of figuring out how.


Mira had headed off to the Mariana Islands as soon as we’d realized a fourth site might exist. She’d left in a hurry after getting a report of strange seismic activity in the Pacific Ocean, hoping to charter a sub out to the Challenger Deep to investigate. I’d told her it was dangerous—I didn’t know if any of these societies were still around, and the women of Luza had been formidable—but she’d insisted that she knew what she was doing. 


“What do you think we’re going to find out there?” Ellie said, gazing out the window. We were out over the ocean now, the blue waves glimmering under the full moon. We’d been in the air for a few hours now, and I was starting to get tired. “Can you imagine if we discovered Atlantis next? How incredible would that be?”


“What do you think it’s like?” I mused, glancing over at her. 


She leaned over the table, pressing her tits together between her arms, her teeth biting into her plump lower lip. “Hm…” she started. “Maybe like Luza, but…with mermaids?”


“Mermaids,” I repeated in disbelief.


“Hey, let a girl dream,” she said in a melodic voice, laughing. “Got any better ideas?”


“Is it too much to say I think it’s probably full of dead people?” I asked, and she reached across the table to shove me gently.


“Yes, it’s too much,” she said. “I’d rather speculate…after all, the people of Luza were very much alive.”


“But that can’t be the case every time, right?” I said. “I mean, do you really think that all the civilizations we thought were dead and gone are actually alive out there somewhere?”


“It’s easy to believe when you’ve seen the things we’ve seen, isn’t it?” she said. “I don’t know, Vic. I think the world has a lot more magic in it than you realize.”


I crossed my arms.


“Okay,” I said. “I’ll bet you fifty bucks there are no mermaids down there.”


“You’re on,” she teased. My eyes flickered down to her breasts, and she caught the look in an instant, giving me a shy smile as she leaned even closer. “And what do you want me to wager?”


“Well, there are lots of things I want from you,” I stated. “Not all of which have to do with money.”


“So you’ll accept favors,” she said. “Good to know.”


I could tell she was getting turned on, her breath hitching in her throat, her lips flushing red. Her feet played across mine on the floor beneath the table, and she downed her drink to slide down in her seat, leaning back on her hands.


“Are they really favors if you want to do them?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.


“Fair point,” she said. “Um…what kinds of favors do you have in mind?”


Fuck, the girl loved to be told what to do, and I was more than happy to offer suggestions. My cock was already hard in my pants, and I ignored the pressure as I stared down at her tits, her nipples so hard they poked through the lace of her bra.


“I’m always telling you what I want,” I said. “I think it’s high time you told me what you were interested in.”


Ellie took a deep, stuttering breath, then licked her lips. Images of her licking and sucking my dick came to me in rapid fire, and I brushed them off reluctantly as I kept looking at her instead. “I want…” she started, and I held my breath. “I want to go somewhere more private.”


“Nothing gets much more private than this,” I said. “On a plane over the ocean, thousands of miles from most anyone else…”


“But the flight attendant can hear us,” she whispered, but her voice was breathy and urgent. She was going to give in, and it made my balls tighten so much it almost hurt. “And we work for these people. It’s not appropriate…”


“You’re my girlfriend, Ellie,” I said. “Let’s pretend it’s all acceptable right now—that we’re alone and that we don’t have to worry about anyone finding out about us. What would you do?”


She glanced around, but the flight attendant was nowhere in sight. 


“Well,” she started. “I guess I would…I guess I would take my shirt off.”


“Good,” I said, and her eyes widened. She opened her mouth to protest, but I stopped her when I tilted my chin to urge her on. “Go ahead. Do it.”










CHAPTER 4





THERE WAS SOMETHING about Ellie’s innocence that made me want to put her on display.


Maybe it was the fact that I was the only one who’d ever touched her. Maybe it was the way she blushed when I asked her to do dirty things, the color spreading from her cheeks to the tips of her voluptuous breasts. Regardless, I knew one thing to be true.


I was going to fuck Ellie on this plane.


She reached down to the hem of her shirt, biting her lip and looking around again for the flight attendant. He’d last been through a couple hours ago, serving us our dinner before presumably going to bed for the night, and leaving us with an Irish coffee each. I could see the slight haze of alcohol on Ellie’s face, making her cheeks flushed and her behavior bold.


“I know I should be thinking about Mira right now, but gosh…I just can’t seem to control myself,” Ellie whispered. “And you’re not exactly a good influence.”


“It’s not my job to be a good influence,” I said, though it definitely was my job to be a good influence—but we’d broken that responsibility a long time ago. “Nothing wrong with wanting to blow off a little steam when you’re headed into a tense situation.”


Ellie nodded. “And I guess Mira would want us on our A-game if we’re going to rescue her, right?”


“Absolutely,” I said, then I took a sip of my coffee. The whiskey burned as it went down my throat. “But if you really don’t want to, you don’t have to. I would never pressure you into anything.”


She laughed awkwardly, twisting her hair around her finger. “The pressure I’m feeling isn’t coming from you, per sé…”


Wow. Alright then. She blushed as soon as she said it, the innuendo a rarity from her. It had to be a combination of nerves and booze, but I suddenly felt a pang of apprehension, and thus doubled down on being the good guy. “Ellie, you really don’t have to do this,” I said. “Take your time, decompress how you need to…”


She slid out of her seat suddenly, steady on her feet even with the occasional bump of the plane on the airstream. I’d been fucking her for months, but she still managed to be shy and embarrassed, chewing on her lip until it was swollen and red. 


“No,” she said. “I want to.”


Ellie rounded the table, her hands gripping the edge of her t-shirt, and then she put one knee on the bench beside me, the other against the table. I placed my hands on her breasts on instinct, feeling her pointed nipples through the thin white shirt.


“Never got to finish what we started last night,” I said, squeezing her tits and making her moan. “You’ve been horny ever since you sucked my dick in my office last night, haven’t you?”


“Vic!” she gasped, but I knew she liked some occasional dirty talk; after spending most of her adult life a virgin, she was always in for a little bit of everything. 


I slid my hands down to her hips and moved her to grind against me, so she could feel just how turned on I already was. “It’s okay,” I said. “You’re not the only one.”


She looked around one last time for the flight attendant, and then I saw her come to a decision, her gaze resolute. Ellie’s slender hands went to the hem of her shirt, and in one fluid motion, she pulled it off. 


Her outfit had looked right for an expedition on the tarmac, but I saw now that she’d still managed to stay feminine underneath. She wore a white lace bra that barely held her tits, the plentiful flesh jiggling with the vibration of the plane. Ellie didn’t move as I pressed my calloused hands to her skin, slipping my fingers underneath the lace. I didn’t touch her nipples—not yet—but she hissed out a breath anyway, always so sensitive for me. 


“Did you want to go somewhere more private?” I asked, still trying to stay polite even though holy shit I wanted to fuck her and I didn’t really care who saw. “We can.”


“Vic,” she said, her high voice strained. “Shut up.”


She grabbed my face and pressed her lips to mine, melting against me, and I slid my hands around to cup her ass. I pushed my tongue into her mouth, kissing her hard, making her work for it as she ground her hips against my hard-on over and over again. She was hungry for it tonight, and she was more than willing to show it. I reached between her legs to find that she was already soaked through her shorts, and I’d barely even touched her. 


I was one lucky man.


I scrambled for the button on her pants, deftly undoing it and then pulling down the zipper. Her shorts were so tight that I could barely reach inside, but I found the hem of her matching white lace underwear and shoved my fingers down to scrape over her sweet spot. Ellie let out a ragged moan and I covered her mouth with my other hand, her eyes going wide.


“Wouldn’t want the crew hearing, would we?” I teased. 


I started to finger her slowly, dragging my digits over her slick folds. Her pussy clenched, asking me wordlessly to plunge inside, and I smirked at her desire and the way she pressed her soft tits into my face. She smelled like shampoo and powder, and I nestled into her cleavage to lap at her nipple through the bra. 


She whimpered, trying to form words through my hand, and I moved it away as I wrapped my lips around her through the lace. Ellie choked out a sob and rocked against me, begging me to finger fuck her, and her eyelashes fluttered. “Please,” she said. “I need…I need you to fuck me.”


“You’re being awfully loud for someone who doesn’t want to be overheard,” I snickered.


Ellie growled, my ministrations making her animalistic, smashing through her sense of propriety. “Vic, please, I just don’t care anymore—” 


I pressed my fingers inside her and she stopped short, rocking her hips against me and riding my hand. I pressed my thumb to her spot and she came abruptly, her voice hoarse as it filled the cabin. She really didn’t care anymore, so desperate for my dick that she was happy to scream for it. “I want to hear how much you want it,” I hissed, and Ellie rolled her head forward, bobbing up and down on my fingers, her tits bouncing with every thrust of my fingers.


“Give it to me, Vic,” she cried. 


Fuck. I couldn’t wait anymore.


“Get up,” I rasped.


I pushed her gently backward and she staggered to her feet, her hands groping for her waist and yanking her shorts down. Her underwear were still on, and she moved to pull them off, but she looked so pretty in her lingerie, standing here on this plane with the moonlight behind her, that I stopped her.


“Leave them on,” I said. “I can work around your panties, sweetheart.”


She gasped as I got up, towering over her as I pulled my cock free. I wasn’t going to undress—not this time, and I walked around behind her to bend her over the table. She looked back at me, gripping the edge and biting her lip. I wanted to see her tits, though, so I reached for the lace bra and pulled the fabric down so they hung below her. Her pink nipples swayed like pendulums when I pressed against her, letting my cock slide in the wetness between her legs.


“You want me to fuck you now?” I asked, and she nodded, her eyelids fluttering. But that wasn’t enough for me. “I want to hear it.”


“Yes, Vic,” she said. “Please, please fuck me.”


Alright then.


I yanked her white panties aside and thrust inside her in one fluid motion, and a ragged cry wrenched itself from her throat. Ellie swayed back against me, her tits swinging underneath her, and I reached for them to feel their heavy weight in my palms, to drive her crazy from both ends. Ellie bounced against me as I started to move, my hips pounding against her ass with a wet slap. 


“Oh my…oh my God…I’m coming, Vic, I’m coming—”


It had only been a matter of seconds since I’d entered her, and that was enough to make her clench around me, her fingertips gripping the table until her trimmed nails dug into the wood. I didn’t let up, fucking her until she’d ridden out her orgasm, until she nearly lost her footing. I held her up by the hips, yanking her back against me so I could fuck her deeper.


“Good girl,” I whispered, pinching her nipples. Fuck, she felt incredible. She arched back against me, her curly blonde hair against my cheek, and she looked at me through hooded eyes.


“Vic, I don’t know if I can…if I can…”


“You know I can make you come more than twice,” I said, her cunt gripping my cock like she would starve without it. “Come on, baby. Give me one more orgasm and I’ll come inside you. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”


“Oh my God, yes,” she said. “Yes.”


“Then touch yourself,” I said. “Come on, Ellie. I like watching you play with your sweet little pussy.”


She groaned and one hand flew to her spot as the other pinched hard at her nipple. I felt the pressure mounting in my dick, my balls tightening. I needed release soon, but I’d promised her one more orgasm, and I could hold out if it meant giving it to her. Ellie’s fingers moved faster and faster, flicking at her spot until—


“There you go, baby,” I said as she cried out, writhing against me. “Fuck, you’re so fucking tight.”


“Fill me up, Vic,” she begged, and I couldn’t resist any longer.


I thrust as deep as I could and trembled as I filled her, holding her hips back against me. I wanted to touch her all over, to roll her big tits in my palms, to make her come over and over, but all I could focus on was the intense pleasure where I was nestled inside her. Ellie screamed, all caution thrown to the wind, and jammed her pussy back toward me.


I pulled out slowly, putting my dick back in my pants and zipping them up to admire my handiwork. Ellie was still bent over, her panties pulled aside to reveal her swollen, drenched pussy, and she turned slowly to lean back against the table. Her tits were still out, big and round and perky, her nipples bruised with love bites and twisting touches, and I stepped forward to kiss each one gently, rolling my tongue around the sensitive flesh.


“Jeez, Vic,” she said. “That was…um, that was incredible.”


“I’d hope it always is,” I teased, and she shook her head with a giggle.


“That’s not what I meant,” she said. “I think I just…I like it when you boss me around a little. Is that bad?”


“Not at all,” I said, and pulled her in for a deep kiss. “You are my assistant, after all.”


“You’re so bad,” she said, giving me a mockingly scandalized look, then she smirked. “Well, I guess I’ll get dressed…”


“Actually, I had one more order,” I said. 


She raised her brows and bit her lip.


“Stay just like that,” I said. “We’re going to need to celebrate, after all. You just joined the Mile High Club.”










CHAPTER 5





IT WAS A fourteen hour flight from Boston until we stopped to refuel in Seoul, then another four hours to Manila. We crossed time zones and watched the sun rise and set again, and spent most of that time sleeping in the private, curtained off rest area. Ellie was still dressed only in her lingerie and a skimpy t-shirt when the captain let us know that we would soon be landing in the city, and we both stretched as the customary bumps of descent began and Manila came into view through the clouds below. Ellie grabbed my hand with wide eyes when some unexpected turbulence hit and the plane shook around us.


“You’re good, babe,” I said under my breath, tucking her into my arm. “No worries.”


“I know,” she groaned. “I just—ah!—hate how the turbulence feels.”


“I could distract you on the way down if you want,” I said, wiggling my eyebrows. 


Ellie shoved me in the shoulder with a giggle, but even though she protested, she at least wasn’t paying attention to the flight anymore. I laid my hand on her thigh and squeezed, and she opened her legs for me, her panties still wet from the last time we’d fucked. 


She was learning to call me on my bluff. 


The pilot took us down quickly, though, and soon we were taxiing to a public terminal. No car waited for us there, like it had in Lima all those months ago, but I wouldn’t have trusted it anyway. The last time I’d climbed into a “trustworthy” Range Rover, it had almost resulted in Ellie’s kidnapping. So I didn’t hesitate to stride into the airport with Ellie in tow, behaving like two normal tourists. She wore a pretty yellow sundress that complimented her sunny demeanor, the dress so low-cut that it was almost criminal, and I let her loop her hand around my elbow so we could play the couple in love, at least for a little while. She was dying for the chance, and it wouldn’t do any harm.


My phone rang as we hit the crowded terminal, and I reached into my pocket to see Arthur’s name once again on the Caller ID. I swiped to accept the call and held my cell up to my ear. “Hello?”


“Vic,” Arthur’s voice said on the other line. “My pilot informed me that you just arrived in Manila. Hopefully the flight wasn’t too much of a pain.”


I almost rolled my eyes—it was never a hassle when Arthur was putting us up on the finest jet money could buy. “It was fantastic, Arthur,” I said. “Now what’s this about?”


“I apologize that I couldn’t arrange a welcoming committee for you, but my sources tell me that the Order is quite active in Manila at the moment. Thus, you’ll need to fly under the radar, so to speak,” he said. “Agent Kim will meet you at the Laguna Nightclub in Fort Bonifacio Global City at eleven tonight, but you should have time to head to your hotel first. I’ve secured lodging for you and Miss Robinson at a KOL Group resort on Manila Bay; I’m sending the address to your cell now.”


My phone buzzed, and I pulled it away from my ear to see the address for a ritzy hotel northwest of the airport. “Thanks, Arthur,” I said as we stepped through the front doors of the airport. “One of these days I’ll make it up to you.”


“No repayment necessary,” he said with a kind smile in his voice. “Just find my granddaughter.”


“On it,” I said. He hung up just after, and I looked over to see Ellie already hailing a cab. She shrugged her shoulders when I gave her a questioning glance, the cab pulling up in front of us.


“Hey,” she said. “I’m learning to do some things for myself.”


I gave the cabbie the address and soon we were rolling through the gridlocked streets of Manila, passing by shining skyscrapers and street vendors. Every so often I caught glimpses of Manila Bay through breaks in the buildings, a glistening sapphire sea lined with palm trees. I’d never visited the Philippines, though I’d been all over Japan and Korea, and I was dying to take in the sights and smells of this new city. I rolled down the window to breathe in the sea air and listened to the sounds of food cart owners shouting in Tagalog and English, peddling their wares.


And holy shit, that food smelled good. We were only a couple blocks away from our hotel, so I reached out and tapped the cabbie on the shoulder, passing him some cash. “Hey,” I said. “Can you just drop us off here?”


He nodded, and pulled over as Ellie looked at me hesitantly. “What’s going on?” she asked when I slid out of the back seat and headed for our backpacks in the trunk.


“Nothing,” I said. “Just hungry.”


She frowned when she joined me, hoisting her backpack on her shoulder. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”


“Yeah, it’s fine,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”


I led her into a maze of food carts, the aroma of roasting meat, fresh seafood, and Filipino confections wafting over us. I followed my nose to a cart where duck roasted on a spit, dozens of kabobs waiting for purchase. 


“Okay, maybe this was a good idea,” Ellie said. “I think I could eat ten of those.”


We loaded up on some grub and then embarked on a leisurely stroll toward the hotel, following my GPS as we sipped light green buko pandan juice and ate our kabobs. I always liked to at least make an effort to play tourist, especially with my present company, when she’d barely traveled overseas before now. Ellie’s tension seemed to have evaporated, and after she finished her food, she slipped her hand into mine with a bright smile.


“Do you think there will ever be a time when we don’t need to worry about the Order?” she asked. “When we can just…go somewhere like this for vacation and not worry about mutants or men with guns or…”


“I mean, you always have to worry about men with guns a little bit,” I said, then shrugged. “Mutants, not so much.”


“Vic, I’m being serious.” Her eyelashes fluttered as she glanced up at me, then away, chewing on her lip. The plastic juice cup had a thick layer of condensation on it, slipping in her hand as we carried our backpacks toward the hotel. “I think I’d like to see the world with you under different circumstances one day.”


I looked down at her, her pretty face flushed from the tropical heat, a thin layer of sweat shimmering on her cleavage. She was damn fine, but I couldn’t lie to her for the sake of keeping her around. “Ellie,” I started. “What we have is good, but I can’t make any promises about danger or a lack thereof. I’ve never exactly played it safe, even before I got involved with the Keepers.”


She bit her lip, her brow furrowing as her eyes darted away. “Right,” she said. “Um…forget I said anything.”


“Ellie, wait,” I said, but she was already throwing her half-finished drink away and heading through the hotel doors. I let her go, grateful for the delay in this particular conversation.


We had other things to take care of, first and foremost being our rendezvous with R. Kim.


Check-in was easy, as the front desk was already expecting us, and we made our way up to the fifteenth floor. The room was a fancy suite in the same color scheme as the private jet: black, gold, and ivory. A large window at the far side of the room looked out onto Manila Bay, boats and other watercraft skimming across the sunset pink water. Ellie walked over to look out on the sea with her arms crossed.


“We should probably get changed,” I said. “I thought we could hit the city and get a lay of the land before we meet with Agent Kim.”


Ellie didn’t do so much as glance at me, though her shoulders got a little tighter. “Actually, I was wondering if you’d be okay going alone,” she said. “I’m not really feeling well after our flight and the food.”


Shit. 


We didn’t have time for this. I wanted to tell her that we could talk about this when we got back to Boston, that we needed to focus on the mission…


But we could do that later. And maybe it would be better if I met Agent Kim alone.













CHAPTER 6





FORT BONIFACIO GLOBAL City—which the locals abbreviated to GC—was one of the ritziest neighborhoods in Manila, an old military base converted into a glamorous metropolis of office buildings, bars, and penthouses. I was due to meet Agent Kim at the nightclub in just an hour or so, but I meandered my way through the city slowly, staying wary of pickpockets. I’d gone with my sole pair of black chinos and a short-sleeve button-up, brushing my unruly brown hair back in some semblance of an intentional style. I wasn’t all that savvy on footwear, so I’d put back on my leather boots, since I never knew when I’d run into trouble and need to make a break for it.


I walked through the velvet rope barrier at the Laguna just after eleven, chronically late as usual. I pushed through the crowd, scanning for a familiar face before I realized that I had no fucking clue what this guy looked like. Instead, I strolled up to the bar, wondering if I was supposed to be incognito or if the bartender could help. He walked toward me with a metal shaker in his hand and a cordial smile on his face, and I leaned in to talk over the pounding music.


“I’m meeting someone here,” I said. “Have you seen a…well, have you seen anyone hanging out at the bar like they might be waiting?”


He arched a brow. “It’s a bar, buddy,” he said with a slight accent. “That’s what people do at a bar.”


I waved my hand with an easy grin. “Gotcha,” I said. “Well, uh…I guess let me know if you see someone who seems like they might be looking for me?”


The bartender snorted, putting the tumbler down. “Can I get you anything to drink until then?”


“Yeah,” I nodded. “Whiskey. Neat.”


“Any particular brand?”


“Jack Daniels works,” I said. He poured me a glass, and I passed him a few bucks in exchange, telling him to keep the change. Then I turned and looked out at the club, taking in the details while I searched for someone who screamed ‘Keepers of the Light.’


The place was crowded—a good spot to get lost, if that’s what you wanted. People in fancy clothes danced or clustered around corner booths under neon lights, sharing drinks and secrets. Not only was it crowded, but it was dark, and I could barely make out any distinct faces in the crowd. Not that I would have known what to look for anyway.


Of course, there was one unusual thing about the scene, and that was the person in a leather jacket, jeans, and a motorcycle helmet striding toward me.


I frowned, cocking my head to the side to try to make sense of what I was saying as the figure approached. I almost went for the knife I had tucked into my boot, but I kept a cool head, waiting to see how this was going to play out. Chances were that this was Agent Kim, not an unexpected visitor, and I tensed my shoulders as he drew closer.


She. As she drew closer.


The figure was shorter than I’d believed, the helmet giving her illusory height on me. As she got closer, I saw that she wore skinny jeans with rips along the thighs, and some old, battered combat boots. The jacket was in the same state of decay, though the helmet was clearly shiny and new. I guess she wasn’t what I was expecting, since for some reason I’d assumed R. Kim was a man.


And I especially wasn’t expecting how hot she was.


She took off her helmet as she slid into the seat next to me, shaking free a head of tousled shoulder-length hair: jet black with pink streaks. She was pretty too, a thick line of black eyeshadow on the top lid of her almond-shaped eyes. I didn’t think she was Filipino—probably Japanese, if I were to hazard a guess. Her jacket came off next, revealing a neon green crop top that left nothing to the imagination, the hemline so high that I could follow the smooth line of her flat stomach all the way up to the undersides of her tits. They weren’t big, but they weren’t small, either, and I couldn’t help but compare them to the size of my palms, wondering how they’d fit. As I looked at her, I found myself glad that Ellie wasn’t here to see me ogling another woman.


She didn’t address me at all until the bartender had approached, taken her drink order, and set down a beer in front of her, at which point J. Kim turned toward me with a scowl. “You’re late.”


“Says the girl who just walked in after me,” I chided, sipping casually at my drink. “Agent Kim, I’m guessing?”


“That’s right. And I’ve been here for a half hour,” she snapped. Okay. “Arthur said you wanted to rescue Mira, not that you would be rolling in whenever you felt like it.”


I spluttered a little, chastising myself for the fact that she was absolutely right. I should have been more on top of things, but my conversation with Ellie earlier had gotten me off-balance. “Yeah,” I said. “About that…what do you know? Why did you want to meet here?”


“Quiet,” Kim hissed. “I wanted to meet here because I don’t know who’s watching or who’s listening. Manila isn’t secure.”


“Is it the Order?”


“Of course it’s the Order.” Kim shook her head and took a deep swig of her beer. “It’s always the fucking Order.”


This woman continued to be the opposite of what I’d expected. For some reason, I’d assumed the mysterious Agent Kim would be another smooth-talking operative like Mira, not a small, angry punk rocker. But apparently that’s what I would be working with in Manila.


“So do you know where Mira is?” I asked.


“Yeah,” Kim said. “I tracked her north into the jungle, but I couldn’t extract her on my own. The Order has some kind of monster watching her.”


“Great,” I scoffed, shaking my head. “Let me guess. Big, ugly, and scaly with an attitude problem?”


That seemed to crack her tough facade—at least a little—and Kim snorted and nodded. “Yeah, that sounds like him.”


“Shit,” I said. “I’ve fought those fuckers before, but…it’s not going to be pretty.”


“That’s where I figured you could help,” she said. “Arthur said you’ve killed one?”


I thought back to Damian’s hideous transformation in El Dorado, and the ensuing battle with him in his monstrous form. Mira had almost died that night, and I hated that she was in the clutches of the same kind of creature now.


We had to get her back.


“Those things are fast, but they aren’t great at turning around,” I said, then gestured toward my pulse. “And they have a vulnerable spot right here on their neck. I just…stabbed it until it was dead. It wasn’t pretty.”


“But the fact is that you did it,” she said. Kim took a sip of her beer, then, and shook her head as she set the bottle back down on the bar, empty. “I need your help, Victor. I don’t like it, but I do.”


“You can call me Vic,” I started, but she suddenly grabbed my hand, looking anxiously toward the door.


“Dance with me.”


She dragged me onto the dance floor, spinning around to sling her hands around my neck and press her body to mine. My pants got a little tighter at her proximity, and I tried to keep things cool when all I really wanted was to yank her in close and feel her tight body and luscious curves. Jasmine looked over my shoulder, her eyes wide, and then she brushed her lips against my ear with a shiver. “Kiss me.”


Well, this is not where I’d expected the night to go. But I rolled with it, putting my hands on her hips and pulling her in.


She didn’t kiss like Ellie, and not like Mira either. Instead, she was rough and purposeful, using more teeth than I was used to and snagging my lower lip with her sharp canines. I watched her eyes flit over my shoulder again as she wiggled against me to the beat of the music. Yeah, I figured this was all an act she was putting on for whoever she was hiding from, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy it.


And I was definitely enjoying it.


I slid my hands around to the small of her back as I fell into the roleplay, but she didn’t resist; in fact, she leaned in closer, her hands tangling in my hair. I opened my eyes to see that hers had closed, and now she was just kissing me, her hips grinding against mine insistently. I couldn’t—or at least, I shouldn’t—fuck this woman here in this club, not without talking to Ellie first when we’d fought earlier, but damn if I didn’t want to. I knew the blonde was usually more than happy to share, but…


Kim pulled slightly away from me, her lips full and her cheeks flushed in the neon lights from above. Her shirt glowed like a highlighter, sweat glistening on her voluptuous tits, and I wanted to touch them so bad it almost hurt. 


“They’re gone,” she said, but she hadn’t let go of me, her arms still wrapped around my neck. Her hands were still in my hair, too, playing delicately with the fine hair at the base of my skull and tickling just enough to make it feel good. 


“Who was it?” I asked.


“Order thugs, out roaming the streets,” she said. “We have to be careful here in Manila. Me more than others.”


“Why? Who are you to them?” I asked, but she shook her head.


“I’ll answer your questions after we rescue my friend,” she said gruffly. “For now, I think it’s best if you get back to your hotel.”


It was only then that she stepped away from me, shooting me another scowl—though I think this one was more to convince herself that she didn’t like me than anything else. “And hey, Vic?” she said.


“Yeah?”


“You can call me Ryo.”










CHAPTER 7





ELLIE WAS ALREADY asleep by the time I returned to the hotel room to fall into bed beside her. I was exhausted after the day’s travel and my meeting with Ryo, and I passed out almost instantly, my jet lag finally catching up with me. When I woke up, Ellie’s chin was on my chest, my arm looped around her as she watched me with soft brown eyes.


“Morning,” she murmured, trailing her hand over my shoulder. She didn’t seem angry; a pretty smile played over her pink lips, her curly golden hair glowing like a halo in the morning light. I hoped she’d had a chance to think things through and realized she was being unreasonable the night before.


“Morning, sweetheart,” I replied with a sleepy grin. I pulled her in for a kiss and she bent to meet me, soft and pliant and freshly showered, based on the the smell of soap on her skin. Her leg moved and I realized it was wedged between my legs, my dick at half mast from her proximity. We kissed for a couple minutes, lazy and comfortable in the white sheets, until I remembered why we were here.


Mira.


Crocodile men.


Ryo had said the Order of the Golden Dawn was here in Manila.


Fuck.


“Ah, shit,” I muttered, rubbing at my eyelids. “What time is it?”


“Just after eight,” Ellie said. She sat up with me, the sheet slipping down until I could see that she was dressed in one of my t-shirts, the garment hugging her breasts and hips and hanging loose everywhere else. She was so fucking gorgeous that I wanted to stay in bed all day and drag my tongue over every inch of that milky skin…but we had things to do. Things that I was afraid to ask Ellie to help me with.


But we didn’t have a choice.


“What’s wrong?” Ellie asked, leaning on one hand and brushing her curls back from her face with the other. “You look like you saw a ghost.”


In a manner of speaking, I had. My sleep had been plagued with nightmares of Damian’s transformation and the ensuing battle, of his screams as scales erupted from his spine, his muscles bulging and expanding. “Well, something from our past has reared its ugly head once again,” I said. “Damian…”


“No,” Ellie said, her eyes wide. “He can’t be alive.”


“He’s not,” I said. “But whatever he turned into is here in the Philippines, and one of them is part of the crew watching Mira.”


She chewed on her lip, shaking her head like she could will the whole situation away. “At least she’s not dead,” she said. “I guess we should have seen this coming.”


“I’m going with Ryo—“ I paused at Ellie’s confused frown. “Ryo Kim, the Keepers’ agent—to go and extract Mira. We’re going to take a boat up the coast of the bay toward the jungle so we can escape via water. You should probably stay onboard while we get this done.”


“No way,” Ellie said, shaking her head vigorously. “I’m not letting you go alone. Not after what happened last time…”


Last time. When Mira had almost gotten killed.


“I can’t see that happen to you too,” I said.


“We have the upper hand,” she said. “They don’t know we’re coming, and I’ve been taking all those self-defense classes. I’ve got this, Vic. I promise I won’t put myself in danger.”


I reached out to caress her cheek, and she leaned into my touch with a sigh. When I kissed her, her lips were soft and welcoming, her tits brushing against my bare chest and alerting me to the fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra underneath the t-shirt. My still hard cock pressed insistently against the blankets between us, and I groaned as I pulled away from her. 


“Fuck, you have this way of making me want to stay in bed all day,” I chuckled. “But I told Ryo that we’d meet her at the marina at nine, so I don’t exactly have time to pin you down and have my way with you.”


Ellie bit her lip, looking up at me through her thick, dark eyelashes. “We can make it quick,” she said, a note of mischief in her voice. “I don’t mind.”


She pushed gently against my chest and peeled back the blankets as I fell into the soft mattress, her leg hitching over my waist before I even had a second to resist—not that I wanted to. She moved her hips over me, teasing her pussy over the swollen head of my dick, and I was satisfied to find that she was already wet and dripping for me just from that one kiss. 


Shit…she hadn’t been wearing underwear this whole time.


Something about that made me even harder, and I thrust up toward her, sliding against her folds but not entering her. Ellie moaned, her whole body shaking with a pleasured sigh, her hands coming up to tangle in those long blonde curls. Her nipples were hard underneath the t-shirt, pebbled to betray the curve of her breasts in the thin fabric, and I watched her hungrily as she reached down one hand to stroke my cock, biting her lip. She was getting more comfortable with me—six months ago, she never would have slept in a t-shirt like this, insisting on at least wearing panties to bed.


“You’ve been insatiable lately,” I growled, thrusting into her hand, against her spot.


Ellie nodded with a whimper, exhaling a hot breath when my fingers crawled toward her core. “Yeah,” she said. “I want you Vic. I love—”


Nope. Wasn’t prepared for that. Not this morning. I thrust into her to cut her short, and the words immediately crumbled into indecipherable syllables, Ellie, groaning and leaning forward to press her hands against my chest. I gripped her hips roughly and thrust into her again, and she curled her fingers until her nails bit into my flesh, her hair falling around me in a curtain of glittering tinsel.


“Fuck,” she gasped, her voice wavering. “Fuck me, Vic. You’re so fucking big.”


I don’t think I’d ever heard so many curse words from her all at once—or at least, not since the last time Mira and I had fucked her together. I couldn’t wait to find the redhead and get her back in our bed, where she belonged, and the thought made me thrust deeper into Ellie as she rolled her hips on top of me.


A girl like that only cursed like that when she really wanted to be fucked.


I took her hips firmly in my hands and then flipped her over, making her gasp. She didn’t have much time to react, though; I fell into a pounding rhythm and her jaw dropped, whispered words slipping over her lips. I held myself up over her with a hand on either side of her shoulders, watching her big, round tits bounce as I ravaged her, as I thrust deeper and deeper.


Ellie howled like an animal as she came, her fingers clutching uselessly at the sheets underneath, her legs locking around my hips to drag me closer. I didn’t let up, but I did lift a hand to yank the shirt up over her tits, purely so I could see them jiggle with the force of my fucking her. She whined and writhed below me, her pussy clenching so tight that I nearly saw stars.


I could have kept going, kept her screaming for me as the morning wore on…but we had places to be, and she’d told me we could make it quick. So I thrust faster and faster until I reached a fever pitch, the heat and friction building between us until she came again. Her arousal seeped out around my dick, coating me in it, soaking the sheets underneath us, and I grabbed her breast roughly with my right hand as I joined her, ramming myself as deep as I could go. She flooded and pulsed around me, her pussy clenching tight, her inner walls perfectly soft and perfectly firm.


We stayed like that for a minute as I caught my breath, then I pulled out to head to the bathroom, scrubbing a hand through my hair. She kept trying to start these conversations, and I knew we were going to have to talk eventually…but not now. 


We had a boat to catch and a damsel to save.


And most importantly, another lost city to find.










CHAPTER 8





OUR TRIP TO the marina was uneventful, and a little loud. It was close enough to walk, so we hoisted our backpacks onto our shoulders and made the trek, Ellie satisfied to enjoy the stroll in silence. I appreciated that about her—that she was reticent to nag, and that she got it when there were more important things to worry about. On top of that, I knew she cared about Mira too, and that she was probably just as worried as I was.


Ryo was waiting for us on the dock, dressed in some torn-up skinny jeans, combat boots, and a loose black crop top. She crossed her arms to regard us over the tops of her aviators as we got closer, blowing a strand of pink hair back from her face. She was smoking a cigarette, I realized as we got closer, and threw it on the ground to stamp it under her heel.


“Late again,” she bit out, shaking her head. She flipped her sunglasses up on her head and looked at Ellie. “Is he always like this?”


Ellie blushed, her cheeks turning even more pink. “Um…that was my fault, actually,” I said. “He wanted to leave but I…”


She trailed off, and Ryo’s eyebrows raised. Her gaze slid down Ellie’s curves, and it occurred to me then that maybe she swung both ways. Even the slightest thought of it sent a stream of pornographic images racing through my mind, and I batted them away before they got me into more trouble than I wanted this early in the morning. 


“Alright,” I said. “Shall we?”


“Yeah,” Ryo said, coming back to herself. Maybe I hadn’t been the only one having some dirty thoughts. The KOL operative shook herself before guiding us across the gangway and onto the boat. The dock shifted underneath us and Ellie stumbled a little as she got her sea legs, though Ryo didn’t seem remotely perturbed. I watched as the muscles in Ryo’s ass flexed to accommodate her balance, the well-worn jeans helping me get a nice view of everything.


The craft was a catamaran: a large sailing ship with a comfortable interior. It was nice, but looked well-lived in, with stacks of papers, comic books, and other paraphernalia peppering the dining table, helm, and the ring of sofas on the right. Ellie and I gazed around at the mess, a little shocked at how Ryo didn’t make any effort whatsoever to clean it up.


“Is this a KOL group craft or…?” I started, but Ryo held up a hand.


“It’s mine,” she said shortly. “I bought it. Obviously, I live here. Now I’m assuming you two want to bunk together…?”


“Uh-huh,” I said, slipping an arm around Ellie’s shoulders. She nestled into me, letting out a little huff of satisfaction. 


“Good, because there are only two rooms,” Ryo said. “Come on.”


We followed her down a set of stairs to our right and into one of the dual hulls, where a hallway stretched to our room on one end and Ryo’s on the other. Ryo’s room was, like the rest of the boat, a bit of a mess, but the other bunk looked immaculate. And it was nice, too, the bed a queen mattress tucked into the point of one boat. 


“Wow, this is so nice,” Ellie murmured, walking inside and staring around. I crossed my arms in the threshold, looking between the blonde and the tough pilot. “Thanks…um, I’m sorry, I just realized I never introduced myself.” She extended her hand. “Ellie.”


“Ryo,” the other woman said with a lopsided grin. She took Ellie’s hand to shake it, her attitude much more relaxed than she’d been with me the night before. Ryo looked pointedly at Ellie’s tits—which, to be fair, were spilling over the top of her blue tank top—before swiping her gaze over to me, something simmering between the three of us. 


“I’ll leave you to it,” Ryo said. “It should take about eight hours to get up the coast, and it’ll be dark when we arrive. Feel free to meander around the back deck. Kitchen’s across the cabin, and the bathroom’s right down the hall.”


“Thanks, Ryo,” Ellie said with a smile, and Ryo flashed Ellie a grin before turning on her heel to go. She brushed past me as she did, smirking a little before climbing the stairs back into the cabin.


Ellie twirled her hair around her finger before sidling up to me, her teeth pressing into her plump lower lip. Her face was still flushed from the heat outside, but the cabin was air-conditioned, so she shouldn’t be quite this warm. I let my eyes lower to her tits, realizing I was still a little turned on from this morning.


“She’s pretty,” Ellie said, her tone unreadable. I scrutinized her as she slid her arms around my neck, pressing herself to me. 


“And…?” I asked.


She shrugged. “Hm. Just saying, I guess.”


This was new. I smirked, lowering my voice and glancing toward where Ryo had walked off to before I ducked my head to Ellie’s ear. “You have my permission to fuck her if she asks. As long as I get to watch.”


Ellie shuddered, taking a sharp gasp. Shit—given how innocent she’d been before we got together, she’d turned out to be hornier than I’d expected. I lowered my hands to squeeze her ass and she whimpered, staring up at me with those big brown eyes.


“After we get Mira,” she said. “Then we can talk.”










CHAPTER 9





ELLIE LAID DOWN for a nap after we’ve had some breakfast, and that’s how I found myself sitting in the cabin with Ryo at the helm, her eyes trained on the ocean ahead of us. The sea was a little choppy today, and Ellie wasn’t feeling well; the dramamine had knocked her right out.


“How’s your girlfriend?” Ryo asked, looking over at me. I sat on a sofa just behind her, holding a cup of coffee as I tried to read. The liquid gold sloshed around in my travel mug, so it was a bit of a challenge getting everything to stay put without making a mess.


“Sleeping,” I said. “She’s still not all that used to sailing. It’s really only her fourth or fifth time on a boat.”


“So do you often take your inexperienced sidekick on adventures?” Ryo asked, and I eyed her over my book.


“Harsh,” I said. “I know she looks innocent, but she’s seen more than her fair share of crazy shit in the past year. I wouldn’t underestimate her.”


“I’m not underestimating her,” she said. “I’m…” She scraped her hand through her short pink hair. “I’m worried about her. The Order is seriously dangerous. This isn’t a game.”


“Ellie knows this isn’t a game,” I said. “She was with me and Mira in El Dorado. She saw what Damian Sharp turned into. She knows exactly what the risks are. If it helps at all, she has Mira’s endorsement.”


“That’s why I’m worried,” she said. “Something about this thing with you and Ellie has Mira…off-balance. I’ve never seen her like this, and it isn’t like her to get snatched. I guess I’m just wondering what the appeal is.”


“It’s probably my roguish charm,” I joked, but Ryo just rolled her eyes. I took that as a sign that she didn’t want to discuss that any further and sipped my coffee. “How do the two of you know each other anyway?”


Ryo shook her head. “It’s kind of a long story.”


“Hey, we’ve got five hours,” I said. “Tell me.”


Ryo sighed. “Well, I…I’m ashamed to say that I actually used to work with the Order. Me and my kid brother.”


“How the hell did you get into that?” I asked. She looked young—maybe Ellie’s age—and it was a little shocking that she would have already had time in her life to get mixed up with a clandestine organization. 


“I had skills the Order wanted,” she said. “Brother and I were orphans. Grew up in Tokyo, then LA. I was a street racer and my brother was a hacker, and the Order is always recruiting lost souls so we ended up working with them.”


“And Mira?”


“I was captured while I was on a snatch and grab run on a Keeper base in London,” she said. “Arthur wanted to throw me in a cell, but Mira insisted that he cut me some slack. We’ve been best friends ever since.”


“And your brother?”


“Kenji…” She sighed. “I haven’t seen him in ten years. As far as I know he’s still with them.”


We both went quiet for a moment, then I set my travel mug down to walk toward her, putting my hand on her shoulder. “We’re going to get Mira back,” I said. “She’s important to me and to Ellie, too. You’re in good company.”


Ryo looked up at me, and her face was so pretty and innocent that it startled me. This was a crack in her armor, letting through a glimpse of hope. “I know I am,” she said. “I trust you two.”


Ryo’s hand slipped over mine, and I tried to ignore how the feeling of her bare skin made blood shoot straight toward my cock. Ellie’s suggestion of asking her to join us buzzed in my mind, and I had just opened my mouth to broach the topic when I heard footsteps from the cabins. “Hey,” Ellie said. “Are we there yet?”


The pilot pulled her hand away slowly, smiling back at Ellie. “Not quite yet, peach,” she said, and Ellie blushed at the nickname. It was clearly a turn of endearment, but all it made me think of was how hot it would be to watch Ryo eat the blonde out. 


Fuck, I really needed to get a hold of myself.


“It’s going to be a pretty easy trip the rest of the way,” Ryo said. “I can’t exactly leave the helm, but if you two want to go and whip something up in the kitchen I’d love to have a bite with you.”


I was about to open my mouth for a snarky comment, but Ellie beat me to it. 


“A bite with you sounds great,” she said. 


My jaw dropped as I looked between the two of them, and Ryo chuckled. “Down, girl,” she said. “Let’s get Mira, then we can talk about…sharing a meal.”


I snorted as Ellie blushed deeply, then the blonde was striding quickly to the other side of the ship, toward the kitchen. She was embarrassed, for sure—and maybe a little turned on. Ryo glanced back at me with a wily grin as I let out a laugh.


“Shit…you know about me and Mira and Ellie, don’t you?”


“I told you that Mira’s my best friend,” she said. “And you know girlfriends…we like to share everything.”


“So why were you such a hardass at the bar last night?”


“Just getting a lay of the land and keeping an eye out for any red flags,” she said. “I couldn’t just be nice. Plus, I didn’t want you to get too excited—Mira told me how big you are, and I didn’t think that would be appropriate at the bar.”


Her eyes landed squarely at my hips, and I was struck with the bizarre sensation of being utterly objectified in a way I’d only ever really experienced from one other woman. 


Nadia.


The memories rocked me with uncomfortable emotions, so I tucked them away as Ryo regarded me in curiosity. “You good, Vic?” she asked. 


“Yeah…yeah, I’m good,” I said. “Just thinking about Mira is all. I’m gonna head down to the kitchen and we’ll be right back.”


“Works for me,” she said. “See you on the flipside.”










CHAPTER 10





WHEN RYO HAD said they were keeping Mira somewhere in ‘the jungle,’ this was not what I was expecting.


Where we were wasn’t the jungle in the same way the Amazon was a jungle; instead, it was a national park, remote enough to get into something clandestine but close enough to civilization that there was still light pollution from a nearby resort. We climbed out onto a dock swarming with drunk tourists from all over the world, each of us dressed in outdoor gear and looking incredibly out of place.


Ryo bent to moor the catamaran to the dock and locked the door, and Ellie and I followed her as she guided us up to the admin building for the resort’s dock, and then into the resort itself. It was an extravagant complex with a tiki bar on the beach, a massive hotel along the waterfront, and a few bars, restaurants, and pools peppered throughout. I had the idle thought that I should bring Ellie and Mira here sometime after all this was over, brushing it away so I wouldn’t get distracted once again imagining them in bed together.


“What is this place?” Ellie asked. “I thought we were going to pull right up to where they’re keeping her.”


“This is a KOL Group hotel,” Ryo replied. “Operatives will have left supplies for us in a dead drop on site.”


“Supplies…?”


“Guns and new tech, keys to a car,” she said. “We’re going to have to get the hell out of here once we’ve got Mira, but with any luck they won’t follow us back to such a populated area.” Ryo looked back at Ellie. “You know how to use a gun, princess?”


Ellie’s face paled, though we’d spent hours and hours on the firing range over the past several months. “Um…yeah, of course I do.”


“Good,” Ryo said. “Because you’re going to be covering us when we escape.”


Ryo led us off of the dock and into the resort, where a large wooden statue sat at an empty corner of the property. Glancing over her shoulders, she walked around behind it and punched in a code on a keypad concealed at the base of the statue, then a drawer slid open underneath it. My jaw dropped at the weapons locker that had basically appeared at our feet, Ryo pulling out holsters, pistols, and even a submachine gun that she slung over her back. Next, she went for some strange-looking weapons that almost looked like slingshots, along with a canister of bizarre ammo.


“Aren’t you worried someone’s going to see us?” I asked. “This isn’t typical vacation behavior.”


“We’re going out the back entrance,” she said. “This way.”


After we’d geared up, Ryo took a jingling key in hand and then guided us toward the back fence. Just as she’d said, there was a panel there with yet another keypad, where she tapped in another code. The keypad glowed green and then opened out onto a private parking lot, a black Range Rover waiting. Ryo pushed the keys and the Range Rover chimed as its hazards blinked.


“I don’t know about this,” Ellie muttered. 


“What’s up?” Ryo asked.


“Eh…last time we took a ride in one of these, it didn’t exactly go well,” I said. “Don’t worry, Ellie; this time, we know the driver.”


“And I’m very good at my job,” Ryo assured her with a grin. “Now hop in—the base is only a half hour north of us.”


We barely spoke as Ryo drove us deep into the jungle, the tension like a live wire between us. I fiddled with the slingshot gizmo in the passenger seat, glancing back every so often at Ellie to make sure she was okay. The blonde didn’t seem particularly comfortable, but I knew she was in this for the long haul.


“What the hell is this thing?” I asked, looking over at Ryo. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


“Be careful,” Ryo hissed. “It’s something the Keepers have been working on: a weapon to kill those crocodile things. You shoot the canister from the slingshot, and inside is a sort of collar that punctures vulnerable spots around the neck.”


“So there’s…a death collar in here?” I said slowly, putting the weapon carefully down.


“Yes.”


“A debrief might have been nice before I started messing with it,” I grumbled.


Ryo just chuckled. “Admit it. It would have been pretty funny if you’d decapitated yourself.”


I couldn’t retort before Ellie piped up, interrupting us.


“So what did you mean I’m going to be covering you?” Ellie asked from the back. “You don’t want me going in?”


“No,” Ryo replied. “It will be better if we make it a quick in and out, as quietly and with as little violence as possible. Now hush…we’re coming up on the compound.”


The compound, it turned out, was an old World War II bunker nestled deep in the trees and surrounded by cliffs. It was an ideal location, defensible and fairly well hidden, and it looked like the Order had managed to get the whole state park shut down so they could carry out whatever it is they were doing with Mira.


And whatever that was, it couldn’t have been good. 


Ryo shut off the lights and parked the car a good ways away, then tossed each of us a pair of night vision goggles before settling her own pair over her eyes. Ellie’s breathing was shallow; I could tell she was nervous, gripping the gun in her hands tightly as we geared up.


“You good?” I asked. “I’m sorry…maybe we should have left you at the boat.”


“No, I want to be here,” she said, steeling herself. “I’ve got your back, Vic. You can trust me. And I want to help Mira.”


I nodded, then cocked my pistol, keeping my slingshot close at hand.


“You ready, Ryo?” I asked.


“I’ve been ready since I found Mira,” she said. “Let’s do this.”










CHAPTER 11





I’D THOUGHT I was ready to face the crocodile men again.


Turned out I wasn’t.


I felt my nerves acting up as soon as we got close enough to find our first Order guard, a man in black tactical gear like the ones who’d invaded El Dorado. He didn’t notice us as we scaled a wall a few feet away from him, Ryo going first and me following her up. I tried to ignore the sway of her fit ass above me through the night vision goggles, and the little huff of breath she let out when we reached the top.


From here I could see almost the entire complex, men with assault rifles peppering the old bunker, light gleaming from on top of their guns. Only a few windows were lit in the main building, slivers of light peeking through metal bars and broken glass. I caught a glimpse of something up on one of the comm towers and realized, to my dismay, that there was a man with a sniper rifle up there.


“Shit,” I whispered. “Sniper at our ten o’clock.”


“Gotcha,” Ryo said. “I’ll make my way up there and take him out if you want to head inside the building.”


“Are you sure it’s smart to split up?”


Ryo tilted her chin at me, and even with the night vision goggles on I could tell that she was raising her eyebrow with a smirk. “Look,” she said. “Unless you’re some kind of Rambo motherfucker, it’s not like the two of us are going to take on a whole squadron of Order goons. If one of us gets caught, it’s better than both of us, right?”


“Right,” I said. “Okay. Do you see an entrance?”


“I looked up maps and did some surveillance before we came here,” she said. “If you follow this wall—and stay close or you might get seen—then you’ll eventually hit an old unused door. There should be one man inside, but I trust that you can take him out. From there, all you have to do is take the stairs down into the cell block and find Mira.”


Wow; so she’d really done her research.


“And what about you?” 


“I’ll meet you there,” she said. She fumbled in the pack strapped to her thigh, coming up with a skeleton key and a small electronic box. “No matter what the door looks like, you should be able to use this to unlock it,” she said. 


“Let me guess—more KOL Group tech?”


“Exactly,” she said. “Skeleton keys: analog and digital.”


“How does it work?”


“Mira will show you,” she said. “We need to get moving. You ready? Any other questions or can we hustle?”


“Fine, we can hustle,” I said, raising my hands in surrender.


Ryo nodded, then turned and sped away with her head down. I lost sight of her quickly as she ducked behind some rubble, clearly having had some experience sneaking around.


That was my cue.


I pocketed the tech and headed straight toward the building, the lights growing brighter as I went. Eventually, they got so bright that I took my goggles off, and I realized I could make out the vague shape of someone moving inside one of the windows. Whoever it was, they cut a gorgeous figure, and part of me was convinced that this was Mira.


A tremor of excitement rocked my shoulders, and I sped up a little. But the tremor kept happening, a slow thud that I thought at first was my heartbeat. Then something came dislodged next to me, and I realized it wasn’t my heartbeat at all.


I was just barely able to make it inside an old crate, tucking myself into the corner before a massive creature stomped past me on the building’s edge, its tail sweeping behind it. I held my breath as it paused to sniff the air, my hand going to the slingshot at my waist and my fingers curling around a canister in anticipation of a fight…


But to my relief, the creature kept going. Whatever it had smelled, the scent was gone, and it continued until it turned and went out of sight. It was only then that I finally breathed, my heart hammering in my chest.


I had to keep going if I wanted to save Mira.


I slid out of the crate and shuffled forward, hitting the door what felt like long, arduous hours later. It couldn’t have been more than a few minutes, but I just wanted this whole thing to be over and for Mira to be safe with us again. Just as Ryo said, the door was unlocked, and I turned the knob without thinking in the wake of my close encounter with the monster.


…and completely forgot there was going to be someone in there.


He turned with a short “huh” and I grappled for him, slamming him into the wall behind him. We struggled for a breathless second as I wondered what the hell I was supposed to do with this guy—had Ryo expected me to kill him?—before he shoved me backward and sent me stumbling. Whatever I was going to do, I needed to do it quickly, so I knocked his helmet off and then bashed him in the head with it. A loud crack sounded from his skull, and I winced when he slid down the wall, unconscious.


That seemed to have done the trick.


I couldn’t help myself; I bent to check his pulse real quick. Yeah, he was a bad guy, but I wasn’t a killer, and I wasn’t about to start now. I was relieved to find that he was still breathing, and didn’t waste any more time before running down the stairs, taking them two at a time as I entered the cell block.


It was almost completely quiet outside of the drip of water down the hall. It was only after a couple seconds of walking, my footsteps echoing unnervingly around, that I heard breathing, and saw a set of slender tan arms sticking through the bars. The nails were all perfectly manicured and painted in red, except for one that had been chipped—and that always seemed to be chipped, whether they’d just been done or not.


Mira.


I rushed toward her, finding her eyes wide when I came level with the cell. “Vic?” she said, her voice wavering. “What the hell are you doing here?” 


“Rescuing you, of course,” I grinned, though I was a little out of breath from my fight with the guard and then from running down the stairs. I reached into my pocket for the skeleton keys and then held them out to her. “Uh…Ryo said you would know how these work.”


“Ryo,” she breathed. Mira nodded, taking them. “Yes, of course it was Ryo that brought you here. And yes, I know how they work. It’s a key, darling.”


She held the metal key in her elegant hand and then pressed it into the old, rusty padlock on the door. Of course—I should have seen that. But I’d been so distracted by finding her safe that I guess I’d tripped up a little.


The door swung open with a creak that made my heart race, but a second later Mira was out of the cell and in my arms, pressing her lips desperately to mine. I gripped her by the waist, yanking her close to me as she opened her mouth to let my tongue in, moaning a little against me.


“It’s been too long, Dr. Wilde,” she purred, and I nearly got hard at nothing more than the sound of her voice. Everything about her oozed sexuality, even when she was a little banged up and more than a little dirty. I pulled away to take her in, holding her by the shoulders as I did a once-over. To my relief, she didn’t seem hurt other than a black eye and a few cuts on her chest.


“Are you okay?” I asked.


She nodded, though she winced a little. She could have more bruises I didn’t know about, and the idea of it made me clench my fists.


“Yes,” Mira said. “A little worse for wear; but, all things considered, things are going swimmingly.”


“You were supposed to wait for us,” I said.


“Well, you know me,” she said. “I can’t just wait on my delightfully domestic partners to come and fetch me.”


I grinned despite myself, then she took me by the arm. “Which way did you come from? Is it safe?”


“Yeah,” I nodded. “Ryo should be meeting us here any minute. She’s—”


“Oh fuck!”


That wasn’t part of the plan.


Mira and I’s heads jerked toward the sound at the end of the hallway, only to see Ryo come around the corner with her slingshot in hand. She let fly one of the canisters, and then a hideous roar followed her, her eyes wide as she looked at us, her hair flying to one side. 


“Fucking run!” she screamed. “Go!”


I fucking ran.










CHAPTER 12





ANOTHER ANGRY ROAR echoed down the corridor as Ryo sprinted for us, and then a massive crocodile man appeared in her wake. For that split second, I remembered the horror of Damian Sharp’s transformation, and the equally terrifying encounter we’d had with the same kind of creature just a few nights earlier. This guy wasn’t any less scary, its eyes lit with a primal orange glow and its body hulking as it reached for Ryo with sharp claws. Our only saving grace was that they were slow, so I grabbed Mira by the arm and we hightailed it for the stairs.


It was only at that moment that I realized she was limping, slowing us down just enough to put us in a hell of a lot more danger. Ryo came up behind us fast, and then she was taking Mira’s other arm as we took her up the stairs, practically carrying her.


“Shit, you’re hurt!” I yelled at Mira. “Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Didn’t quite have time with the abrupt mutant attack,” Mira muttered. “Guess I’ll tell you now. They broke my fucking leg.”


“Shit, shit, shit,” Ryo cursed over and over. “Hold her!”


I kept going, dragging Mira as I went, while Ryo turned over her shoulder and shot another canister at the creature closing in on us.


This one found its mark, and I watched as a razor sharp wire tightened around the creature’s neck and…


…chopped its head clean off.


“What the fuck!” I yelled. “That thing’s a fucking portable guillotine?” 


“I figured you got it from your comments in the car!” Ryo replied. “Shit—we don’t have time for this. Let’s move!”


Together, we got Mira up the stairs and out the door, leaving the cell block behind. The guard was still passed out on the floor, and for a split second I wondered if I’d killed him after all—but then another roar sounded from somewhere in the courtyard of the bunker, and the three of us exchanged a horrified look.


“Do you have any more of those canisters?” Ryo asked. “I ran out trying to kill the one back there.”


“Yeah,” I said. “Right here—”


Before I could finish, she was fishing around in my pockets for the guillotine canisters, finally pulling one out. “You’re going to have to take her the rest of the way while I cover us,” she said. “I hope Ellie is ready.”


Mira’s eyes went wide, her face pale. “You brought Ellie here?”


“She wanted to come!” I said. “I don’t control her—“


“Stop fucking bickering and move!” Ryo screeched.


She wasn’t wrong; before she’d even finished speaking, another croc man came up the stairs, roaring at us. It was so pissed that it even reached out and swiped at a guard, the other Order men giving the creature a wide berth.


Good to keep in mind, I guess. They didn’t even like their own people.


I started running, Mira hopping along with me, Ryo taking over the rear. I heard a canister fire and hit the creature’s scales with a dull clunk, and then the sound of it skittering along the concrete floor. Ryo cursed as the creature growled, and then its footsteps picked up. 


“It’s charging for us!” Ryo screamed, and I flung both Mira and me to the right, where we landed in a heap. I glanced back to see Ryo had jumped to the left, and that she was already rolling onto her back and loading another canister into the slingshot. She wasn’t fast enough though, we weren’t going to make it—


“Over here!” 


The voice was high and terrified, but unmistakable: Ellie. All our heads turned to see that she’d driven the Range Rover closer and was firing indiscriminately at guards and at the monster—not enough to kill, but enough to distract them. She was clearly afraid, but the distraction was exactly what we needed, as the monster turned to watch her with a mystified—and oddly human—drop of its jaw.


“Say goodnight, bitch.”


A canister popped free with a clink, and I turned back just in time to see the ammo collide with the crocodile’s neck, the guillotine tightening. The monster roared once more as it scrambled to free itself, but it was already too late—the metal ring closed around it, squeezed, and the popped.


I didn’t have time to be disgusted, though I heard Ellie let out a frightened cry. Instead, I snatched up Mira and, tossing her into my arms, carried her the rest of the way on my chest. I threw her in the car, where she let out a grunt of pain, and then Ryo slid inside the driver’s seat with me in the passenger seat, Ellie still sticking her head out of the sunroof.


“Drive!” Mira ordered.


Ryo didn’t wait; she pressed her foot to the pedal and we all felt the brutal shove of gravity back into our seats as she started driving fast down the winding jungle road. Ellie fell into my lap, her brown eyes meeting mine with a startled gasp, and I held onto her tight, crouching when the sound of gunshots bounced off the car’s exterior.


“They’re getting closer!” Mira shouted from the back. “You need to cut through the jungle!”


“Glad we’re on the same page,” Ryo muttered.


Then gravity swung me to the right as Ryo turned sharply left. The car bounced, jarring us all, and I clutched Ellie to me so she wouldn’t hurt herself. She was hanging just as tightly to my neck, her face pressed into my neck, her whole body trembling. 


Ryo let out an excited yelp when we landed back on asphalt, Ellie letting out a frightened breath. 


“You buckled, Bond?” Ryo yelled into the back seat. 


“You know damn well I’m not, Maverick,” Mira grumbled. “Shit…I think I cracked a rib.”


“Are they still following us?” I asked, feeling like this was all a joke I wasn’t in on. 


Ryo glanced in the rearview, then grinned. “No way they followed us through the trees,” she chuckled. “That was fucking psycho.”


Damn right. And I had to admit, I kind of liked it. Ryo had a kind of manic energy to her that drew me in, making me want to see what was under the surface…and, of course, under her clothes.


A man can only do so much to be honorable. 


My cock swelled a little at the thought, and Ellie shot me a conspiratorial look as she crawled into the back seat to settle herself next to Mira. Mira put her legs up in Ellie’s lap, leaning her head back against the window with a thud.


“I can’t believe you’re all here,” Mira breathed. “Damn, it’s good to see you.”


“Missed you,” Ellie said sweetly, biting her lip as she exchanged a glance with me. Mira smiled at her, and even the two of them touching made me hyperaware of how much I’d missed having them in bed together.


Fuck, I was in deep.
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The rest of our drive was, thankfully, not as eventful as the first half. Just as Ryo had suspected, the Order wasn’t willing to pursue us into the resort, what with all the KOL Group security, and we cruised back into port without incident. Soon, I was with Mira and Ellie in the guest room, wondering if the bed would be big enough for all three of us and certain that, even if it wasn’t, we’d all be here in the morning. Mira got showered off and then I sat on the end of the bed as Ellie tended to her wounds, Ryo already at the helm and setting us on a course out to sea.


“What the heck did they do to you?” Ellie cooed as she pressed a damp cloth to Mira’s wounds to clean them. The redhead lay on the bed in nothing but a pair of panties, stretched out topless as Ellie touched her. It would have been sexy if it weren’t for the ugly bruises on Mira’s ribs where she’d been punched, and the place where we’d bound up her ankle to set the break. 


They’d really done a number on her, and it almost made me wish I’d killed the guard back at the bunker.


“They wanted information, of course,” Mira said. “Passcodes, operative locations, weapons research…and I wasn’t willing to give them a damn thing.”


“Looks like you paid the price for it,” I growled.


“It’s worth it,” Mira said. She hissed when Ellie laid a bandage over the scratches on her collarbone, and I bunched the blanket in my fingers. “Ellie…” Mira drawled. “Come to bed with me, would you?”


Ellie looked at me for approval, her tongue flicking over her lips. 


“I’m sure Vic doesn’t mind,” Mira said. “And maybe he even wants to join us…?”


Fuck, I wanted to—badly. But the sight of her hurt like that left me unnerved and angry, and I got up with a shake of my head.


“I’ll leave you to it,” I said. “I just…need some fresh air.”


Mira was already sliding her hand over Ellie’s back, the blonde’s breath catching in her throat. “Don’t be too long,” Mira purred.


“And you don’t have too much fun without me,” I grinned, stepping through the door backwards.


They kissed just as I slid the panel door shut, making my pants a little tighter. I leaned against the door, wondering for a minute if I actually did want to go back in and fuck them. I knew it would be satisfying.


But instead, I made my way toward the deck.










CHAPTER 13





THE CATAMARAN SPUTTERED along at a steady pace, clearly on autopilot since Ryo tended to kick up the motor. In fact, we were floating in the bay, the shore a good distance away, an expanse of stars on our opposite side. The smell of smoke drew me out to the back deck, where I found Ryo lounging in a deck chair and staring up at the sky, a lit cigarette in her hand. I cleared my throat as I walked out so she would know I was there, and she looked over her shoulder with a casual glance.


“Don’t tell Mira,” she said. “I told her I’d quit.”


“Sure,” I said. “As long as you’re willing to share.”


I was still wired from Mira’s rescue, and I needed something to help me wind down. My muscles were tense when she extended a hand with an open pack of Marlboros, and I took one and the proffered lighter to put between my lips.


“Didn’t know you smoked,” Ryo said as I joined her in the chair beside her. Her pink hair was still bright even in the darkness of the open bay, her eyes blacker than the night sky. It was only then that I noticed she was only wearing a pair of booty shorts and a well-worn crop top, the brown circles of her nipples pressing against the white fabric.


Fuck, she was so hot.


“Only when I’m stressed,” I said.


“So you smoke,” she chuckled. “Since I know the stress never stops when you work for the Keepers.”


I took a drag of the cigarette, letting the tobacco hit me. Practically the only light out here was the stars reflected on the sea, and the orange coals at our fingertips. “Actually, I think I’m still just a bit worked up from the chase,” I said. “That kind of energy…it’s hard to get rid of.”


“Mm…” she purred, and the throaty sound assaulted me with images of her riding me and doing the same thing. “I know how I like to let that energy off. Surprised you’re not down there with them.”


As if on cue, a pleasured cry rang from the hull of the catamaran, and I chuckled.


“They’re grown ups,” I said. “They don’t need my supervision.”


“But I’m sure they would like it,” Ryo teased. “So why the fuck are you up here with me?”


I glanced over to see that she’d shifted position, and that her legs were now spread before me. Her shorts were so skimpy that they barely provided any coverage; I could see the line where her thighs gave way to the softer flesh of her pelvis, and she leaned forward enticingly. Her cleavage was impressive in the crop top, the tight fabric squeezing her tits together enticingly, her brown nipples ever more visible as my eyes adjusted to the light. She rested her elbows on her knees and smirked before stubbing out her cigarette in an ashtray beside her.


“I’m starting to think you already figured that out,” I said. “But you don’t seem like the type for games…so did you want me to fuck you or what?”


She was so cool and composed that I figured she’d try to one-up me at the provocation, but my forwardness seemed to set her off-balance. Her almond-shaped eyes narrowed, her lips pouting at me in a dare, and then she grabbed me by the collar, yanking me in close. My cigarette smoldered as it dropped to the deck, forgotten.


“C’mere,” she growled.


This was so much better than kissing her at the club. Not because she was softer, or more careful, but because she seemed to be even more bold. Her hand shot straight to my dick, palming me through my jeans, and my chair scuffed the deck as I grabbed hold of the back of her head with one hand and one of her full tits with the other. She stood, guiding me up and pulling me backward until I had her caged against the back wall of the deck, her hips grinding against me.


Her crop top didn’t provide much of a barrier, and I slid my hand up underneath it to palm her breast, squeezing my fingertips around one of those pert nipples. She was softer than I’d expected, not quite as sharp—but even as the thought crossed my mind, she wrapped her arms around my neck and one leg around my hips to thrust against me, making me wrench out a groan.


“I thought you were going to fuck me,” she said, almost combative. And that’s exactly what it was—she was still excited from the fight, a little bloodthirsty and vicious.


I fucking loved it.


“Take your pants off,” I ordered, and she was more than happy to obey, the skimpy, barely-there denim shorts dropping to the ground. I pressed my finger to her button and she rolled her hips, already so wet that I could barely get purchase. She moaned as I flicked my finger against her, then plunged two inside.


She clenched tight like she was going to eat me alive, her mouth opening wide and her tongue sliding enticingly over her lips. She had such pouty lips that I knew she would feel incredible with her mouth around my cock. I was distracted from the thought when she suddenly spasmed around me, already having a powerful orgasm.


She really was horny.


“Get on your knees,” I hissed.


Ryo smiled maniacally and she was on her knees before I even had to move her, tearing at the clasp of my pants. She yanked my hips toward her and filled her throat with my cock, the head hitting the back and her lips sucking around the base hard. She was so hungry that it shocked me a little, and I lost all conscious thought as she pulled me again and again into her throat, slathering me in saliva until a line of it dripped from her lower lip.


The whole time, she moaned, just one hand on me. When I opened my eyes, she was touching herself too, her eyes closed, her hips grinding against her right hand while her left fondled my balls. She was so tight and so wet that I almost came in her throat, but I wanted to do more than that.


I leaned down to take her by the shoulders, then slapped her ass to drag her leg up around my hips. My pants were at my ankles now, but there was no one around to see on the open ocean, the boat swaying beneath us. Ryo’s dripping pussy ground against my hard cock, searching for the tip so she could impale herself on me. I held her hips steady, though, and stroked myself over her, feeling the way she growled in anticipation.


“Fuck, you’re such a slut,” I chuckled. 


She grabbed a handful of my hair and tugged hard, and I winced.


“Hey,” I said. “Did you want the release or not? Because I can just go hop in bed with Mira and Ellie…”


“Damn it,” Ryo growled. “Fine. What—do you want me to call you ‘sir’?”


I toyed with the idea, the kink seeming more appealing in my lust-addled brain. “Call me whatever you want.”


She ground herself once more against me, the head of my cock dipping inside her for a split second and making us both gasp.


“Okay…” she said, then met my eyes with a cocky smile. “…asshole.”


Without a moment’s hesitation, she drove herself down on me, my dick sliding inside her to the hilt. She spasmed and trembled around me and I tried not to move in case I lost my cool and came inside her right away. She felt so good with her tight pussy and her thin t-shirt and big tits…I didn’t know if I could hold out for long.


But she wasn’t just going to let me rest. Using the foot still on the ground, Ryo leveraged herself between me and the wall and started to push herself up and down on me, her tight core sliding along my length and pulsing the entire time. I groaned into her neck, smelling tea and motor oil, my fingers tangling in her hair as my whole world seemed to condense into where we were joined.


“I thought you were going to fuck me,” she teased.


I growled, taking her in my arms and pushing through the door and into the cabin. The moment’s separation was worth it when I pinned her to the cushions on the white sofa and thrust into her again, her legs coming up around my shoulders. She was fit and athletic in a way I wasn’t used to with Ellie, and I let my hands explore her narrow waist before I drove deeper.


“Ah, fuck!” she yelled. I knew the girls could hear, but I didn’t care; in fact, I hoped they did, and that maybe they’d come and join us. The idea of it made me even harder, and I fell into Ryo with a groan, setting a punishing pace.


She fucking loved it.


Ryo groaned and writhed underneath me, her hands gripping my forearms as I pounded into her. She was so wet that it was an easy glide, like her pussy wanted me deeper, enticing me further and further. My obliques started to ache, I was fucking her so hard, a fire building in the pit of my stomach. 


“Come inside me,” Ryo gasped, her hand pressed to the back of the couch, her dark eyes bleary with desire.


So I did.


I ravaged her, slamming into her until I was so deep I couldn’t go further. I even rolled my hips as she milked me dry, her pussy sucking at me like a hungry mouth, her legs clamped around my waist. She whimpered and keened under my touch, and I swallowed the sounds when I leaned down to kiss her hard.


I pulled out and off of her and rolled to my feet, yanking off my shirt in the tropical heat. I was a mess, my dick softening and still covered in her juices, and I turned to see her sitting up, her legs splayed wide. Her pussy was gorgeous, a landing strip of dark hair leading to her pink core, and I licked my lips as I looked at it.


“Wow,” Ryo said after a minute, twining her fingers in her hair and biting her lip. “Mira wasn’t lying when she said you were a good lay.”










CHAPTER 14





BY THE TIME dawn rolled around, I was back in bed with Ellie and Mira, the two of them snoozing on either of my shoulders. As far as I knew, Ryo had stayed on deck all night, keeping an eye out for anyone who might be chasing us, and I could hear her moving around in the kitchen across the cabin as I woke to light streaming through the porthole window above the bed. I turned my head to look at Mira, suppressing the swell of rage I felt at seeing her black eye, my fist taking a handful of the blankets.


Her eyes opened—she knew she was being watched—and her cerulean eyes blinked blearily as she took me in.


“This is much better than waking up in a cell,” she drawled with a smile, her hand splaying against my chest. 


I wanted to laugh with her, but instead my lips pressed into a thin line as I turned to face her fully. Ellie snuggled into my back, completely oblivious to the hushed conversation between Mira and I as her tits pressed into my shoulder blades.


“Calm down, grumpy,” Mira purred. Her hand trailed down my chest, then underneath the blanket, circling over the muscles of my stomach. “I’m fine. And you know I can take care of myself.”


“I should have been here,” I said, my hand gripping her shoulder. “You were out here risking your life while I was in Boston, wiling away my time with Ellie…”


“It’s not your fault,” Mira said. “I get reckless. I might be…too confident for my own good.”


“And now you’re hurt.”


“Stop blaming yourself,” Mira said. I opened my mouth to respond, but her hand wrapped around my cock right at that second, and I hissed out a breath at how good it felt to have her commanding touch on me once again. She stroked up and down, slow and methodical compared to how Ryo had been last night, and I shuddered as I felt Ellie press even closer to me, every inch of me a live wire.


“Care to explain why you felt like you should fuck Ryo last night instead of staying here with us?” Mira said, her breath harsh. “We had an awful lot of fun without you.”


“Fuck,” I wrenched out, gripping her shoulder as she slid her leg over me to show me how wet she was. “I uh…just needed some fresh air.”


“And you slipped and fell into my best friend’s pussy,” Mira chuckled. “I understand. The deck can get awfully wet.” 


Ellie’s hand slid over my waist and it was only then that I realized she was awake. Her lips fell to my neck to suck on the sensitive skin there, her teeth grazing over my pulse as Mira dragged me closer for a kiss.


It was impossible to have a conversation with these two.


I grabbed Mira and rolled her onto her back, careful not to hurt her where she was bruised. She puffed out a breath as she looked up at me, her lips already red with arousal. I knew exactly what she wanted, and I wasn’t going to wait to give it to her.


I positioned myself at her core and thrust inside her, holding myself over her so I wouldn’t put any weight on her bruised ribs. Mira groaned as Ellie cuddled closer, pressing herself to Mira’s side and delicately playing with the redhead’s nipples. Ellie’s blonde curls fell over Mira’s face as she kissed her neck, sliding her eyes up toward me.


“Be gentle with her,” Ellie said. “She’s more hurt than she lets on.”


Mira hissed out a breath and snapped her gaze to Ellie. “Don’t make him stop.”


“I won’t,” I cut in. “Not unless you ask me to.”


Her lips curled in a smile and she reached for me, tangling her hands in the hair at my nape. “Damn, I missed you,” she said.


She trailed off when I picked up my pace, her pussy clenching around me, her tits starting to bounce up and down. I could tell it hurt a little, but Mira had always been the type to like a little pain with her pleasure. Ellie helped by pressing soothing kisses to Mira’s neck, playing with her tits and finally capturing Mira’s mouth, their tongues visibly tangling as they looked up at me.


It was so fucking good. I couldn’t help but fuck her harder.


“Vic,” Mira groaned into Ellie’s mouth. Ellie squeezed Mira’s nipple hard, twisting slightly, and then Mira’s inner walls clenched around me rhythmically, already coming when I’d only been inside her for maybe a minute.


Ellie giggled and bit her lip, batting her eyelashes at me. “Finally,” she said. “I…I couldn’t make her come last night without you.”


Mira let out a throaty laugh, looking between me and Ellie. “And I wasn’t the only one…I think blondie wants a turn. Isn’t that right?”


I slowed my pace, gazing at Ellie.


“Is that what you want?” I asked.


Ellie nodded slowly, lying back.


“Yes, please.”


She was such a good girl. 


I grinned and slid out of Mira, pinning Ellie to the bed beneath me by the wrists. Her tits jiggled as I settled myself between her legs, my dick still so hard I could barely see straight, and I was pleased to find that her folds were already slick with arousal. Ellie let out a high, pretty sound and I looked at Mira, the redhead touching herself as she watched us.


“Do you want her to lick your pussy while I fuck her?” I asked Mira, and a choked gasp of desire made its way out of Ellie’s throat.


“I don’t mind watching,” Mira gasped, one hand on her breast and the other on her pussy. “But, Vic?”


“Yeah?”


Mira smirked, then licked her lips as she made eye contact with Ellie. “Fuck her hard.”


I didn’t waste a second, thrusting deep inside Ellie until her core clenched around the base of my cock. She was so hot and wet and tight, her juices soaking the sheets beneath her as her legs came around my hips and her back arched. Mira laughed as I started plowing into her, not letting up even when she started to squeal and scream in pleasure, her nails clawing at my back.


“Oh my…oh my fucking God, Vic.”


My name dripped like honey from her lips, and I forcefully grabbed her leg to hook it over my shoulder to get deeper. Her skin glistened with sweat in the tropical heat of the bay, her breasts flushed and her lips red as roses. And she made incredible noises, little gasps and groans and cries every time I got deeper, her voice in rhythm with the way that her inner walls squeezed around me.


And then she was coming too, her fingernails biting into my back, Mira rolling over to kiss her hard and swallow her sighs. I chased her to the finish line, delving deep and coming inside her, gripping her ass as I felt the sweet release. I shuddered, my nerves firing all along my shaft as I filled her up.


I rolled off her to fall between them again, their hands instantly going to my ribs, my cock, my chest. I couldn’t rally for another round—not yet, anyway—but they felt me up regardless, their mouths trailing kisses over my salty skin.


For maybe the millionth time, I wondered what I’d done to get so lucky.


It wasn’t long before I started to drift off to sleep again, the cool air on my skin as Ellie and Mira cozied up with me. I was on the verge of a snooze when a startled voice came from the deck, Ryo calling down to us from above.


“Holy shit!” she shouted. “Uh…guys? You’re going to want to see this.”










CHAPTER 15





I WAS UP in a few seconds, pulling on my pants and striding up to the deck. Ryo was staring out the front viewing window, the sun so bright on the blue waves that I could barely make out what it was she saw. At some point over the course of the night, Ryo had steered us out onto the open ocean, the catamaran bobbing on calm seas. 


Then I saw what had her so upset. 


A bloated whale corpse floated on the ocean in front of us, its mouth open wide to reveal a row of massive, pointed teeth. Its eyes had been pecked out by birds, and a few small shark fins circled the beast. My jaw dropped at the spectacle, and I staggered forward to stand next to her and look through the window.


“What the fuck?” I said. “I’m assuming this isn’t normal?”


“I’ve seen dead whales before, but this is…” Ryo trailed off, squinting. We were still fairly far away—enough that we should be safe from anything big enough to pose a threat to the ship—but I suddenly wanted to yank my feet up at the sensation that there was something larger than me underneath the surface. There was nowhere to go, though, so I stayed firm at Ryo’s side.


“Usually I only see dead humpbacks out here, if at all, but I’ve never seen a sperm whale,” Ryo murmured. “They’re endangered. This is terribly sad.”


I glanced down to see her flick a tear from her cheek, sniffling a little. It took me by surprise to see her so emotional, but I figured now wasn’t the time for poking fun at her, so I just put a comforting hand on her shoulder. Ryo didn’t respond, staring out at the dead whale.


“I want to get closer,” she said. “See what the hell killed it.”


“Is that a good idea?”


I glanced back to see that Mira and Ellie had joined us, Mira limping forward to squint out at the water. Ellie hung back, a little gasp escaping her throat as her hand came up to cover her mouth.


“Nothing out here is going to hurt us,” Ryo told Mira. “This feels wrong though, doesn’t it?”


“Which indicates to me that we should get out of here,” Mira hissed. There was an urgency in her tone that I didn’t like, and I glanced from her back to the whale before I noticed something that made my heart drop into my stomach.


“Is that…is that a tentacle?”


We all crowded toward the window, and it only took me a second to confirm that’s exactly what it was. A tentacle was crawling up the whale’s corpse, emerging from the water to roll the bloated body over. The appendage was slimy and grey, its movement on the whale otherworldly in a way that made me nauseous.


“We need to get out of here,” Mira whispered. “Now.”


It was at that exact moment that a shudder rocked the boat—not violently, but enough to make my breath hitch. The catamaran was big for a private vessel, but it wasn’t big enough to keep us safe from a monster, and I was struck with the uncomfortable sensation that I was in over my head. The four of us exchanged a horrified look as another brush on the opposite hull made the catamaran tilt slightly to the right.


Something massive was right underneath us.


Ryo leapt into action, taking a seat at the helm and starting up the motors. The roar of sound broke the silence, almost startling me—and it seemed the creature had the same reaction, because a second later the ship shook violently. I jumped back from the front window when a massive grey tentacle slapped the glass, its suckers pulsing and sliding against it, leaving a trail of slime in their wake. 


Ellie screamed behind me and I whipped around to see her suddenly jerked off her feet, a tentacle wrapped around her ankle and dragging her backward through the door to the deck. The beast had somehow pushed its way through the open door, a tentacle roughly the size of a small tree trunk slithering back out into the ocean with Ellie in its grasp. The blonde grabbed hold of a table screwed into the floor, her brown eyes wide with terror.


I scanned the cabin for something—anything—to save Ellie, and my eyes finally zeroed in on the fire safety cabinet to the right. I rushed forward, swinging the door open and grabbing the axe from inside. Ellie was barely hanging on, her fingertips slipping, and she screamed my name in a high voice as she lost her grip on the table.


I sprinted forward, leaping on the tentacle between Ellie and the door. Raising my arms high and clutching the axe handle in my fingers, I swung hard against the tentacle, biting a couple inches deep into the thick appendage. A spurt of blue-black fluid splattered out against the wood floor, dripping down in a viscous trail toward where the behemoth had pressed its way through the door. For some reason I had expected the monster to scream, but it didn’t make a sound; in fact, it barely even stopped moving, still dragging on Ellie. I took another swing at it, then another, something animalistic taking hold of me as I laid into the monster and its strange blood coated my arms and torso.


Its response was random and seemingly out of nowhere. After hitting the thing at least ten times—I’d lost count in my desperation to free Ellie—it finally released its grip on her and yanked its tentacle away and out of the cabin. I followed the trail to see just the tip of its massive body breach the water, its bloody, partially severed tentacle splashing limply above it.


And then it was gone, a trail of inky blood in its wake.


I dropped the axe and got to my feet, racing toward the door to slam it shut and lock it. I heaved a breath as I leaned back against the door, tilting my head back and looking at the women in the cabin. Ryo was at the helm, steering us away from the whale corpse and its terrifying killer; Ellie sat shellshocked on the floor, squid blood soaking through her white t-shirt. Her ankle was an angry red, but it didn’t look like she was bleeding.


Mira, though…Mira didn’t look all that surprised.


“Why do I get the impression that you knew exactly what was going to happen?” I demanded, looking her dead in the eye. “Would have been nice to know that we were going to get attacked by a fucking kraken.”


“It’s not a kraken,” Mira said calmly. “It’s a giant squid.”


“Excuse me, a giant squid,” I seethed.


Ryo turned around, looking just as upset. “What the hell, Mira?” she said. “Giant squid aren’t supposed to do that. They don’t just attack boats; they don’t even come this close to the surface most of the time. I live in a boat and I’ve never even seen one, especially not one that big.”


“About that…” Mira said, crossing her arms. “I should have told you earlier, but there are some things I learned at the Order base. I think it’s high time we debrief.”










CHAPTER 16





I’D SEEN AND heard some far-fetched things in my life. 


In the past year, I’d found out there was an occult organization trying to take over the world. I’d watched as a man transformed into a monster. I’d seen women who could turn into a cloud of shadow, and discovered an ancient city that people thought was a myth.


But this? This was a whole new level of weird.


“So you’re telling me that Atlantis is real,” I said. “That the Golden Dawn found it…and that they’re doing something down there that’s released these monsters?”


Mira nodded. “We’ve been racing to reach the city before the Order for years, but it seems they got their quarry first. And they must have poured a hell of a lot of resources into it, because it’s at the edge of the Mariana Trench. I overheard some of the Order men talking about it when they had me imprisoned.”


“So you have a location?” Ryo asked.


“Yes,” Mira replied. “KOL Group has a sub waiting for us in Guam; we just have to get there without some other ancient trench-dwelling behemoth destroying your little sailboat.”


“Hey, don’t blame the sailboat when you could have told us this whole time that there were ancient trench-dwelling behemoths taking a tour of the Pacific,” Ryo hissed. “That tidbit would have been helpful, don’t you think?”


“I was a little distracted by the decapitated lizard men and the days of torture,” Mira snapped.


“Ladies, let’s take a breather,” I said, raising my hands. The two of them looked at me, their eyes blazing, and for a moment I wondered if I’d said the wrong thing. Ellie didn’t comment, tucked into my side and still shaking from our encounter with the monster. “Mira, what do you know?”


Mira sighed, shaking her head. “Not much, unfortunately,” she said. “Apparently there’s something down there that the Order wants to free…and I can’t imagine it would be good. The thing we just ran into is just the beginning.”


“Just the beginning?” I gaped. “You mean they get bigger?”


“Only if we don’t stop them,” Mira said. 


“Stop them,” I repeated. “Not sure if you remember, but I’m an archaeologist, not a…monster-fighting badass. And I’m starting to feel a little out of my depth.”


“That’s why you’re here, Vic,” Mira said. “Because this is an archaeological matter.”


I frowned. “Explain.”


Mira looked up at Ryo, extending her hand. “Ryo, do you still have the files my grandfather sent us before I landed in Manila?”


“Yeah,” Ryo said. “Gimme a second…”


She stood up and headed to a cabinet next to the pilot’s seat, rifling through a chaotic mess of papers. She finally pulled out a packet of documents, walking back over to us. 


“Here you go.”


“Thanks.” Mira passed it right over to me and I opened it with an inquisitive glance, sliding the papers out to find a collection of images and text.


“Wait a second…” I said, my eyes widening. “This looks like Luzan.”


The similarities were clear as day; without a doubt, these characters were the same as the written language from the lost city of Luza, a.k.a. El Dorado. I marveled at the letters and at the designs on the walls around it, the same lava tubes from the lost city in the Amazon.


“We know that you and Ellie have been working on a compendium of characters from the notes she found in her pack after leaving the city,” Mira said. “As far as we know, the two of you are the only people in the world who know how to read this text.”


“So these are from…”


“Atlantis,” Mira nodded. “It’s real. And the Order got to it first, but we have a secret weapon: you.”


“How did you get these?” I asked. “I’m assuming you didn’t take them yourself.”


“We have a man inside who’s going to help us enter the base,” she said. “And he sent us these photos via a secure KOL Group channel. But now it’s time for the million dollar question.”


I looked at her, raising my eyebrows.


“Can you read it?”


I squinted down at the papers, putting them on the table between me and Ellie. Ryo watched for a second before going back to the helm to take a seat and keep piloting us out across the pacific, while Mira kept her eyes on the two of us. Ellie’s delicate fingers grasped the edge of the paper and she made a thoughtful little sound in the back of her throat.


“Mind if I take a closer look?” she asked.


I shook my head. “Go for it.”


Ellie held the paper up to her face, narrowing her eyes in concentration. She chewed on her bottom lip, then released it with a pop as she put the paper down. “I think it says something about a key?”


“Let me see.” She passed it over and I looked too, trying to remember the months of work we’d put into deciphering the Luzan language. “I’m seeing the pictograph for ‘open,’” I said. I followed the word to a violent illustration of some kind of monster and gulped. “…and whatever they’re opening, it doesn’t seem good. This is all starting to seem frighteningly apocalyptic.”


“That’s what we’re afraid of,” Mira said. “So you understand why it was essential that we got here as quickly as possible. We could literally be grappling with the end of days.”


Ellie groaned and tucked her head against my shoulder, throwing her arm around me and looking up at me with glimmering brown eyes. “I didn’t wake up this morning ready to take on Armageddon,” she said.


“Me either.” I said with a pointed look at Mira. “This feels like it calls for more people—reinforcements…?”


“We’ll have to take a small group into Atlantis if we don’t want to attract attention, but there’s a Keeper force standing by in Guam,” she said. 


“And we’re really the best you could do?” Ellie squeaked. “Mira…this feels dangerous.”


Mira sighed, reaching for Ellie’s hand. “Things have escalated in the days since I landed in Manila,” she said. “I wouldn’t have put you both in harm’s way if it wasn’t entirely necessary, but…”


“…but it’s a matter of life or death,” I finished.


Mira nodded and I squeezed Ellie close. “I’ve watched this group beat the odds before,” Mira said. “That’s why I know that we’re going to pull this off. Because even if we aren’t the most skilled, we seem to have an absurd amount of luck.” 


We each exchanged knowing smiles, sitting in silence for a moment as I mulled over what we’d gotten into. Then I scooped up the papers and spread them out in front of me, glancing up at Ryo. 


“How long until we hit Guam?” I asked. “I’m hoping we have enough time to translate all these pages.”


“Should take about five days,” Ryo said. “You’ve got all the time in the world.”
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As luck had it, I did not, in fact, have all the time in the world.


A five day voyage wasn’t nearly long enough to decode a language I’d only just barely skimmed the surface of, even with a talented linguist at my side. Ellie was a big help as we sat huddled over the scattered papers at the big round table in the middle of the cabin, sure; but she could only do so much, and all we had were her scribbled notes to make do. Still, we managed to figure out a few things about the engravings on the wall, and the disturbingly massive monster they depicted.


The news wasn’t good.


As far as Ellie and I could tell, the totem—a totem not unlike the one we’d all been driven into a sexual frenzy by in El Dorado—was some kind of lock, though I didn’t really want to know what kind of door it was protecting. 


I wished I could just ask Nadia, but she was gone…just like El Dorado.


Especially at that depth, there shouldn’t have been anything there, but I knew one thing for sure.


Atlantis wasn’t just a city; it was a prison.


And according to Mira, the Golden Dawn wanted to let out whatever was down there.










CHAPTER 17





ANOTHER WEEK, ANOTHER city.


Just as Ryo had said, it was about five days before we docked at another KOL Group resort in Guam. We staggered onto the dock late at night, all four of us a little sick of being in the cramped space and our nerves on edge. The whole time, every little bump had felt like a probing giant squid, lurking just under the surface with its oozing, sinuous limbs. The red mark on Ellie’s ankle still hadn’t faded, the suckers that had latched onto her easily the size of my fist.


So I was happy to be back on land, and not very eager at all to hop in a sub and make for the source of the giant squid. That’s why it was a relief when Mira announced that we would be spending the night in the KOL Group hotel, surrounded by pillows and firmly on solid ground.


We didn’t even have to check into the hotel; Mira simply limped up behind the desk and grabbed a key, then guided us to the elevator. We piled in with our packs, the four of us not bothering to speak. It had been one sleepless night after the other the whole time we were on the Pacific, and we were exhausted.


As soon as we got to the room—two adjoining suites—I threw my stuff on the floor and collapsed into an armchair with a groan. The bathroom door was open, and through it I could see the room had been outfitted with a jacuzzi tub. There was a shower on Ryo’s boat, but it didn’t have hot water, and we had to keep the showers to a minute or two to conserve water.


“Who’s going first?” I asked.


“After three nights in a cell, I think I’m more than entitled to a long, hot bath,” Mira groaned. “Unless there are any objections…?”


“None I can think of,” I said. “And you two?”


Ryo gave Ellie a salacious, sharp-toothed smile and shook her head. “Nah,” Ryo said. “You go ahead, Wilde.”


Ellie’s cheeks flushed pink for some reason, a color that was pretty on her but that I hadn’t expected to see just then. I wondered what the hell was going on between them, but I couldn’t be bothered to worry about it; so I grabbed a towel and then headed for the bathroom in the opposite suite. 


The water felt fucking heavenly when I stepped into the shower, so hot that steam quickly filled the shower. It was still hot outside here in Guam, but not nearly as hot as Ryo’s boat had been. I felt like I’d been dirty for the whole week, and the short showers hadn’t been nearly enough to get rid of the buildup of sweat, lizard man blood, and giant squid ink. So I took my time, scrubbing away at my skin with a washcloth, then closing my eyes to let the water run in rivulets over my chest until my whole body got warm.


I finally turned to shut off the water and grabbed a towel, rustling my hair until it was at least a little dry. I wrapped the towel around my waist, then, and swung the door open to go and get something to change into for the night.


What I saw took me by surprise. 


Ellie was sitting with her legs spread in the bed, her feet tucked underneath her round ass, her hands out behind her and her tits pushed out. Even when we were on the go, she still always managed to wear something with a touch of femininity to it, and now was no different. She had on a pair of hot pink underwear with just an edge of scalloped lace that lay prettily against her milky skin, and a bra to match. Sometimes I forgot how big her tits were when she was wearing t-shirts, but I could see now how they jiggled and spilled out of her bra, the faintest hint of her areola at the edge.


And if she’d been alone, it wouldn’t have been all that shocking.


But she wasn’t.


Ryo’s hand was tangled in Ellie’s wild blonde hair, kneeling with her legs spread too, taking command of Ellie with her lips on Ellie’s neck. The dark-haired woman was in a utilitarian pair of black panties that still looked good on her, her white t-shirt so sheer that I could see her nipples pressed against it, the lines of her abs and her narrow belly button. I trailed my gaze down their voluptuous forms until I saw that Ryo had pulled Ellie’s other tit free and that she was playing with her nipple…thus, the reason Ellie was making those noises and why she looked like she was in heaven.


And fuck, the noises she was making really were heavenly.


I opened my mouth then shut it again, not wanting to interrupt the exquisite picture in front of me, a surge of electricity pulsing over my skin. They had to know I’d show up—it wasn’t like this was a secret—but I couldn’t tear my eyes away, my dick starting to tent the towel at my waist. At this rate, I’d be completely hard before they even realized I’d gotten out of the shower.


They started kissing, their mouths pressed together, their tongues visibly tangling in the lamplight from the bedside table. Ellie squeaked when Ryo twisted her nipple with two deft fingers, and the blonde seemed to melt under Ryo’s touch, her hair cascading down her back until it touched the bedspread. Ellie shifted forward suddenly, and I could see a small wet spot had already formed on the bed.


That motion left her falling against Ryo as her knees got weak, and her head turned toward me before her eyes fluttered slowly open, her lips curving in a soft smile. Her eyes were like molten chocolate, her tongue pink when it flicked out over her red lips. “Vic,” she rasped. “I was wondering when you’d show up.”


“So you were expecting me,” I said.


“Well, we did watch you walk in there for a shower,” Ryo teased. Her tone had gotten more conversational, but she didn’t leave Ellie alone, both hands on the blonde’s tits now. Ellie gasped when Ryo pulled her other breast free, each sitting perked up on the shelf of her bra. “Hope you aren’t too tired.”


“For what?”


“Come on, Wilde,” Ryo said. “You’re not the cagey type, are you?”


“Maybe I’m just enjoying the show,” I said.


I’d watched them making eyes at each other the whole trip, though we’d mostly been too preoccupied for sex as we waited to see if there would be another monster attack. Now, though, it was obvious that something had been going on without my knowledge.


That was okay though. I was about to reap the benefits.


Ellie let out a shuddering breath in a high, flute-like voice and Ryo fell into her even harder, playing relentlessly with her tits. Ellie’s nipples were pointed and red already, and I knew exactly how sensitive she would be after all that play. I licked my lips, wanting to taste her myself but loving how Ryo’s hands looked on my girlfriend.


Almost as good as they’d looked on my dick.


“I get the feeling she’s a screamer, huh?” Ryo said. “There wasn’t a night on the Pacific that I didn’t hear you three. I didn’t know if you were just that good in bed or if she’s sensitive…” Ryo tweaked her nipple hard and Ellie threw her head back, grinding her hips forward desperately. “Guess it’s both.”


“Vic…” Ellie’s voice was breathy and pleading, her eyes opening and closing in delirium. 


“What is it, Ellie?” I asked, knowing she’d need me to spell it out if she was going to drag herself out of the pleasure enough to speak. My cock was fully erect now, and I reached down to wrap my fingers around it almost instinctively.


“I need you,” she whined, her eyes falling to where my towel had slipped to reveal my dick.


Ryo followed the towel’s trail to the ground as it fell, then dragged her eyes up to mine. “Close the door.”


I didn’t know why she wanted it closed—Mira was with us, and she was in the bath anyway—but I obeyed regardless, letting it shut with a thud. The two women watched me, Ryo never stopping in how she touched and toyed with Ellie, licking her lips.


I walked forward slowly, letting the two of them see me. Ellie licked desperately at her full, pink lips, her hands still behind her and unmoving, while Ryo watched me like a predator, her fingers pulling at Ellie’s fat, swollen nipples. I came to stand next to the bed, stroking my cock for them.


“Touch yourself, Ellie,” I said, seeing the hungry look in Ryo’s eyes. Ellie nodded, her hands replacing Ryo’s when Ryo got on her hands and knees to crawl toward me. Ellie watched as Ryo got closer to my cock, her mouth already hanging open in anticipation, her ass swinging behind her. 


Ellie gasped when Ryo wrapped her lips around the head of my dick, sliding her mouth slowly down my shaft. The sight was too much for Ellie, and her hand shot down to flick at her button, licking her lips desperately like she wanted a bite of me herself. Ryo’s teeth just barely scraped my skin, the sucking feeling so great that for a second I thought she was trying to drain me dry. I shuddered when she took me fully into her throat, the head of my cock striking the squishy flesh of her soft palette and making me groan. I made eye contact with Ellie as I did, feeling pressure building in the pit of my stomach—but it wasn’t me who came, but Ellie, screaming like she was in heat, fucking herself with her fingers under her soaked panties.


Ryo pulled her mouth from me with a pop, wiping her lips with the back of her arm. Ellie groaned when Ryo pulled her close by the waist. “You wanna taste?” Ryo asked, getting a fevered nod from Ellie. Then they were kissing again, Ellie’s eyes squeezed shut while Ryo watched me for a reaction.


I didn’t know what she was looking for. This was unbelievably hot and I wasn’t going to try hiding that.


I was moving before I realized it, joining them on the bed. Ryo pushed Ellie onto her back, where she bounced against the mattress, her tits bouncing too. I couldn’t help but get a mouthful of them, sucking hard on her nipple for a second, taking advantage of all the work Ryo had done to get Ellie ready for me. She was wet and soft and tender in all the right places, and I couldn’t wait to see how good her pussy would feel clenching around my cock. 


But there was something I needed to do first.


Ryo had sat back, clearly to watch me fuck Ellie—and I could barely wait to do that. But instead I moved toward her, pulling her up to kneel across from me and sliding my hand over her cunt. Ryo hissed and rolled her whole body against me, and I was happy to find that she was almost as wet as Ellie. 


Ellie propped herself on her elbows to watch as I started to finger Ryo, sliding my fingers in and out of her. On the boat, she’d called all the shots and had me fucking her hard, how she wanted it…but right now, I was going to tease her over the edge, making her come on my terms. I locked eyes with Ryo, the obsidian black of her irises sucking me in and her flushed lips wet. A little line formed between her eyebrows when I fell into a solid rhythm over her clit, then inside her. 


I pumped one finger in and out of her, then two, feeling the way her hungry pussy spasmed. I didn’t know how often she’d been with a man, but I was going to show her just how good it could be. I curled my fingers and found the spot inside her that made all women scream, and she suddenly unleashed a groan, and then a surprised “oh.” She grabbed my shoulders as she started to rock her hips in an effort to fuck my hand deeper, my fingers never relenting on her spot.


My fingers were coated with her when I finally pulled out, only to feel Ellie’s mouth around my cock when I got some distance from Ryo. “Mm…” Ryo sighed in satisfaction. “I’ve…never had one quite like that.”


Ellie pulled her lips free from my cock. “He does that,” she laughed.


Ryo reached down for Ellie’s head to push her lips further down my shaft, and when Ellie gagged, Ryo chuckled. 


“She likes that too, huh?” Ryo said. “For a girl who looks like an angel, she’s dirty. I like it.”


I gasped, holding Ellie’s head as I thrust into her mouth. If I wanted to come inside her, I needed to stop now…but it felt so good, and I was surrounded by both their feminine pheromones. Ryo fell against the pillows, spreading her legs wide so I could see her swollen pussy with its narrow landing strip of close-cropped hair. “Don’t come just yet, Wilde,” she said. “After listening to you two fuck all week, I want to know what it looks like.”


In that case…


I pulled out of Ellie’s mouth and left her with a line of drool down her lip, her brown eyes watering a little from how hard she’d been sucking on me. The look only lasted a second, though, as I pushed her backward into the blankets again and reached for the hem of her panties. I pulled them down and tossed them away before I positioned myself over her. Ellie groaned when the head of my cock grazed her opening, though I didn’t let on that the wet embrace of her cunt felt just as good for me. I held myself on my arms over Ellie, then made direct eye contact with Ryo as I positioned my cock at Ellie’s core and then thrust hard inside.


Ellie arched into me and scrabbled at the bedspread, her legs staying wide and open. I rolled my hips to feel her on my whole length a few times, relishing her heat and her wetness, the way each ring of muscle inside her seemed to press in around me. Ellie moaned and let out a stream of gibberish, either in some ancient language or something entirely made up. She twisted her hands around the blankets, breathing hard, and then Ryo was suddenly beside her, leaning down to hold Ellie’s face and pressing her tits into Ellie’s cheek to watch me.


She had to have come multiple times already, given how wet and receptive she was. Ryo pressed a lazy kiss to Ellie’s mouth, then blinked up at me with a lazy smirk. Ellie’s eyes were still closed—I didn’t know if she could even open them—but I wanted to see them both look at me while I fucked Ellie.


“Open your eyes, Ellie,” I growled.


She opened them with some effort, glancing from me to Ryo. Her tongue flicked over her lips, her eyebrows furrowing when I thrust deeper, rolling my hips again and again. “Vic, you feel too good…” she whined, but I shook my head.


“Keep them open,” I said. “I think Ryo wants to see it all.”


“Eyes on me,” Ryo said, then smirked. “And you can suck on my tits while he fucks you, if you need a distraction.”


Ellie said something under her breath—in Latin this time, that was for sure—and then she wrapped her lips around Ryo’s nipple, dragging on it hard. I timed my thrust with the movement of Ellie’s mouth, her cunt sliding deliciously around me, squeezing and pulsing.


“Good girl,” I said. “Now you get a reward. How do you want it? Fast? Slow? Deep?”


It was a trick question; she always wanted it the same way.


“Slow and deep,” she gasped out. “I want…”


I pulled out slightly then thrust back in, holding her knees wide. 


“…I want to feel you, Vic.”


I fell into my rhythm with ease, holding myself up over her and railing her until her head hit the headboard. She whined and cooed and moaned underneath me, her breasts bouncing in time with my thrusts, the muscles of her cunt squeezing tight. She knew what she was doing, and no matter how innocent she played, she’d turned into a real wildcat in bed. But she didn’t make any move to take control, her hands staying steadfastly at her side. I’d never been into it before her, but Ellie liked to be told what to do.


I wouldn’t deprive her of that.


“Touch Ryo’s pussy while I fuck you,” I said. “Make her come again if you can.”


Ryo’s eyes darted to me and then she got on her knees beside Ellie, her tits hanging down over Ellie’s face. Ellie gasped before taking a mouthful, dragging me ever closer with legs wrapped around my waist. At the same time, one of her hands reached over to flick Ryo’s spot, and I could feel how turned on it made her when her pussy started to clench faster around me.


She was such a horny little thing.


I felt the pressure rising up suddenly at the two of them together, all of us pleasuring each other. At that point, I couldn’t keep my promise anymore; I switched from slow and hard to fast and hard, slamming into Ellie in a fervor. She groaned and let go of Ryo’s breast, looking over at me, her fingers starting to fuck Ryo deeper as I fucked her pussy deeper. 


Ryo came again quickly, groaning with a low and guttural moan in her throat. I watched Ryo clench around Ellie’s fingers, Ellie meeting my eyes with a bewildered, wide-eyed gasp, then she was coming too, and fuck—I was right there with her, spurting into her and reaching around to scoop her lower back closer. Ellie came and came, her fingers still lodged in Ryo’s spasming pussy, her thumb working desperately at Ryo’s spot.


I shuddered and bent over Ellie, kissing down her throat and then brushing my lips softly against each sore nipple. She was going to be a little chafed up tomorrow, that was for sure, and I wanted to make sure that she knew how much I appreciated how fucking gorgeous she really was. 


She deserved that much, at least, after everything I’d put her through.


I pulled back to look at her, brushing her curls away from her face, when I heard the sound of the adjoining door swinging open. I glanced back to see Mira standing in the light, wrapped in a towel on her body and another over her hair. She crossed her arms, cocking her hip and smirking.


“Thought I heard strange noises from in here,” she said. “Did I miss something?”










CHAPTER 18





I SLEPT LIKE a fucking rock that night.


It didn’t take long for me to pass out with Ellie curled into my chest, Mira and Ryo staying up to chat in the other room. Their voices faded to a dull hum as I listened to Ellie’s breathing, and the only thing that disturbed my sleep was one of the women crawling into bed with us a few hours later.


The next thing I heard was Ryo’s voice in my ear.


“Did you feel that?”


I groaned. “What?”


Ellie stirred in front of me, her fingers grasping my wrist, which lay along her bare stomach. Ryo was pressed to my back, Ellie against my chest. I assumed Mira must be in the other room, maybe staying up later doing research.


“That…vibration,” Ryo continued.


I frowned and turned toward her, just barely able to make out the curve of her waist against the glowing light slipping in beneath the door from the hallway. “Vibration?”


“Maybe it was just my phone.”


Ryo rolled onto her back and reached for the bedside table, and I carefully moved over Ellie to go to the bathroom. I squinted as I flipped on the light, opening the toilet to relieve myself and blinking with a yawn. I looked at my watch; it was about six a.m., and the sun should be rising soon.


And then I saw it.


A ripple at the edges of the toilet, like loud music was playing on the floor beneath. Then I felt it too; the floor just barely shuddering.


I knew exactly what was happening.


I yanked my pants up and swung the door open. “Get dressed and stay away from the doors and windows!” I screamed.


It was too late; the earthquake hit just a moment later, sending the room into chaos. The lamp on the side table fell to the floor with a crack of broken glass, and my vision shook as I braced myself, trying to stay as far away from any furniture as I could. We’d had these growing up in California, but they’d never been quite this bad, and I’d never been on the tenth floor of a hotel during a quake.


It wasn’t an experience I’d recommend.


Ellie screamed from beside the bed, though I realized with a hint of relief that at least she’d managed to throw a pair of shorts and her bra back on so we could get out of here once the first tremor was over. Ryo was huddled over her, crouched low even though it had to hurt her wounded leg, her eyes narrowed in focus like she was already planning our next move. 


That was probably exactly what she was doing.


I lost sight of them as rubble and debris fell from the ceiling, sending a cloud of white silt up into the light streaming in from the bathroom. I couldn’t see them at all, and my heart clenched for a moment at the thought that they might be hurt and that I couldn’t do anything to stop it. Furniture rattled, and then I heard the TV go down in a cloud of dust, cracking and snapping.


As always, it felt like the damn thing lasted for hours, when in fact the moment passed in no more than a few seconds. I stood, my legs trembling as I staggered toward the girls, who joined me on their feet faster than I expected. Ryo was in bike shorts and a black sports bra, whereas Ellie had managed to slide on a pair of gym shorts and her lacy pink bra. They were both rattled, but seemingly unhurt, and I hurried over to check them for wounds before I remembered one key missing factor.


“Where’s Mira?” I asked Ryo, panic rising suddenly in my chest. She was hurt; if something had happened, she could be trapped, or worse—


“Shit, she stayed back in the other room,” Ryo said, her face paling.


We both sprinted for the door to the adjoining suite; I reached it first and flung the door open. I was about to step through when Ryo grabbed me by the wrist and yanked me backward on top of her, both of us falling to the floor in a heap.


The move saved my life.


I gaped in horror at the sight on the other side of the room. The floor had fallen in and was in the process of crumbling in a waterfall of debris toward the beach below, where smashed rubble lay in a heap. I crawled forward, looking out at the sunrise where there’d once been a wall, the bed hanging precariously on the ruined floor and Mira’s pack at the very edge of the drop. I didn’t see any sign of her beyond a discarded pen and notebook, and even those dropped off into the avalanche as I watched.


“Mira!” I croaked. I thought I saw a flash of red down in the rubble and my heart skipped a beat. I squinted to get a better look, but Ryo pulled me backwards. 


“Vic, there could be aftershocks,” she said, though her voice was tight. “We have to go.”


“Is she…” Ellie started faintly, and I glanced back to see her wavering, her knees wobbling dangerously as her hands flew to her open mouth.


“She could still be alive,” I said. “I’ve watched her survive worse.”


“And if she is, she’ll find us,” Ryo said. “I’ll…”


She didn’t get a chance to finish her sentence; a rumble shook our floor and the bed in the adjoining room fell suddenly off the edge. I scrambled backward and leapt to my feet, and before I knew it Ellie had flung herself into my arms in tears.


We didn’t have time for this, even though I wanted nothing more than to hold her right now.


“Ellie, we need to get our stuff together,” I said. “Let’s pack up and head out.”
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Five minutes later we were shouldering our packs and heading through the door. It was chaos outside, the fire alarms going off and smoke billowing out of a room down the hall, the acrid smell of an electrical fire making me cough. We raced toward the stairs, Ryo leading the way to what she told us was the KOL Group dock below the hotel. 


On every floor, it seemed like there was more pandemonium, with women crying and tourists being ushered to safety. The stairwell got more crowded as we all tried to head to the lobby where it was safe—where we could escape the building’s possible collapse and get to shelter. Soon, we found ourselves in a press of bodies, the heat unbearable as we flowed down the stairwell like water.


That’s when the next tremor came, hard and fast and unrelenting.


I grabbed onto the railing as I felt it start to shake the stairwell, the metal groaning in the concrete walls. We should be safer here—safer than in the rest of the hotel, for sure—and based on the noises of tearing planks and tumbling debris beyond the stairwell doors, it sounded like we might have had just the right timing. A woman screamed beside me and my heart dropped when I saw that she was losing her grip on the child in her arms, people crowding her way too much. Her child—maybe five years old or so—was bawling, its wails drowned out by the other panicking guests.


Damn it…maybe I was the fucking hero after all.


I pressed through the crowd just as she lost her grip, the child starting to fall over the railing. She reached for her son and my hand shot out just in time, catching him behind the shoulders. I pushed him back into his mother’s arms while the quake receded, all of us finally taking another breath.


Then we moved again.


I inhaled deeply when we finally escaped the crush, stumbling behind the staircase before anyone could see us. There was a keypad here and what looked to be a utility closet, and Ryo pressed herself to the wall as she quickly put in the code. The door unlocked for us and we all went through with our packs over our shoulders, entering a completely dark room. 


Oh…there was the ocean.


Or at least, that’s what it looked like. We appeared to be in some kind of natural sea cave, a tiny fleet of boats docked inside. The water was lit from below by a few lanterns, and by the sunrise light seeping in through the cave entrance. No one should be able to fit through the passage without diving, but a submarine definitely could.


Ryo didn’t hesitate, making her way straight to one of the sleek subs. It was painted dark camo like a stealth ship, and had all the hallmarks of fancy tech produced by KOL Group. Ryo keyed in another set of numbers at the panel and then the door slid open to reveal a sub roughly the size of a studio apartment, with four bunks at the back and a pilot’s seat at the front. A small research area occupied the middle, lab equipment on one side and a weapons locker on the other. Ellie and I followed Ryo inside, at which point she shut the door behind us.


“I need to pressurize the cabin, then we can get the fuck out of here,” Ryo said. “This should only take a few minutes…then we start the slow descent.”


Her words sent a shiver up my spine, and I squeezed Ellie’s hand when she slipped it into mine. 


“Is it safe to take this thing out during an earthquake?” Ellie asked.


“Safer than staying here,” Ryo muttered as she slid into the pilot’s seat and started flipping switches on the control panel. “Didn’t you notice the water level?”


I frowned. “What about it?”


She turned around, her stare ominous. “It’s low, and getting lower fast,” she said with a dark tone. “There’s a tsunami coming.”


I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched the fist not holding Ellie’s hand. If Mira was still there, she was in even more danger now…


But I couldn’t think about Mira right now.


I opened my eyes again when I felt the sub pull away from the dock, Ryo driving it out into the sea. The lights through the reinforced windows on either side of us faded away, and then we descended into the deep blue.


“You think the Golden Dawn is doing this?” I asked.


“Of course I do,” Ryo said. “I just hope they haven’t let out whatever’s down there.”


I gulped, looking out at the ocean.


“Yeah,” I said. “I hope so too.”


The ocean was getting dark.


And, where we were going, it was only going to get darker.










CHAPTER 19





OVER THE NEXT five hours, we descended into the pitch black of the deep ocean. 


I watched as the light faded beyond the window, until we were enveloped in black. The only light was the one on the camera that Ryo watched to pilot the craft, emitting just a tiny blue glow around us. My skin crawled at the thought of what might be out there, waiting to snatch up our tiny little sub.


I knew from personal experience that there were things much, much bigger than this boat.


And the fear helped me distract myself, at least a little. I couldn’t seem to keep my eyes off that fourth bunk, my fists clenching every time I thought about Mira and if she was safe. I tried to tell myself that she wouldn’t have gone down so easy…that she must have just been down at the hotel bar, maybe up late with insomnia as I knew she was sometimes.


It didn’t stop the feeling that she was gone.


Already, I’d lost too many people I cared about. In El Dorado, I’d had to kill Damian; and no, he wasn’t a friend, but it had felt like a punch in the gut to lose a comrade. And worse than that, I’d left Nadia behind…and maybe even my kid.


Fuck. Fuck, I was spiraling.


In fact, at this point, the only person left of our motley crew was Ellie. She sat next to me, crying softly against my shoulder, giving into the feelings of despair that were threatening to swallow me whole. I had to be strong for her though, so I wrapped my arm around her and squeezed.


“I don’t think she’s dead,” I lied. “She’s too tough for that.”


Ellie sniffed, swiping at her nose with her hoodie sleeve. There were some KOL Group uniforms and wetsuits onboard, and she’d put one of the hoodies on over her bra. The thing dwarfed her though, leaving her swamped in smooth white fabric. “I know, I know,” she said, shaking her head. Her eyes were red, and they couldn’t seem to stop leaking tears. “I just…Vic, what are we going to do if she’s gone?”


If there was going to be a time to talk about this, it was now.


“I’m not going anywhere, Ellie,” I murmured against her hair. I squeezed her close, not wanting to look at her. Her watery brown eyes would push me over the edge; I couldn’t stand to see her cry. “If Mira is gone, then we’ll get through it together.”


“Are you saying…”


I cut her off by grabbing her chin and tilting her face up toward me and gazing into her eyes. I needed to let her know that Mira wasn’t the glue holding us together. That she was more than enough all on her own. “I’m saying that, after this, we should get away somewhere with Mira, and if she’s…if she’s gone, we’ll go just the two of us.”


Ellie closed her eyes, tears streaming down her pink cheeks. “Okay,” she said. “I…I love you, Vic.”


I smiled. “I know.”


“Hey, lovebirds,” Ryo said from the front. “We’re almost there. Time to suit up.”


“Suit up?” I asked.


Ryo glanced back. “Yeah. There’s a pressurized channel near the entrance that’s too small to pilot one of our crafts through; we’ll have to swim.”


“Swim…?” I deadpanned. “At that depth? We’ll be crushed.”


“That’s the magic of Atlantis, Wilde,” Ryo said. “There are wetsuits and tanks in the back. You know anything about diving?”


“Everything,” I said. “I used to do it for a living.”


“You did?” Ellie asked.


“Yeah,” I said. “Here; I’ll show you the ropes.”
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I spent the next twenty minutes showing her all the gear she needed: her tank, her mask, her goggles. I showed her how to pop her ears if she needed to, and how to let water out of her mask. It felt absurd to be doing this, since I was partially convinced that our bones would turn to jelly as soon as we stepped foot outside this sub, but Ryo seemed confident.


And I had to trust her, after everything we’d been through.


The strangest thing was, even though this should be the most exciting moment of my life, all I could think about was Mira. I was about to see Atlantis; we were headed down to the Challenger Deep, where few men had ever tread before. Apparently we were going to stumble on some kind of magical gravity channel where depth and pressure didn’t matter.


It all seemed ridiculous. Insurmountable, even.


“We’re just about to hit the gate,” Ryo said from up front. “You ready?”


I looked up to see that there was, indeed, a research base glowing at the bottom of the ocean, surrounded by silty white sand. My eyes widened at the sight, my heart hammering in my chest. “Is that…?”


“That’s not the city itself,” Ryo said. “That’s just Challenger Base. The city is inside the mountain.”


Inside the mountain.


This all felt too familiar. An ancient, lost city in a mountain; a language that no one seemed to speak except those who’d been lost.


We were about to do it all over again, and the memory of bloodshed in Atlantis made my shoulders tense.


“And where’s the channel?” I asked. “I’m gonna be honest, Ryo, I feel like you’re about to kill us.”


“Why would I bring you all the way down here instead of just…I don’t know, not saving your life the several times I’ve done it?”


“Point taken,” I chuckled nervously. Ellie stood at my side, twisting her fingers in her hair. “Wait…that’s it?”


I pointed at a tiny cavern in the wall of the chasm’s side, the camera just barely picking it up.


“That’s right,” Ryo said. “Now brace yourself. Things are about to get bumpy.”


When she said that, she meant it.


The ship shuddered as she dragged the edge of it along the cliff wall, but I started to feel the change in pressure instantly. My ears popped, and I suddenly got euphoric like I was on drugs. “Are we depressurizing?” I demanded. “Ryo…this is too fast, we’re going to get the bends.”


“Trust the ocean magic,” Ryo said, and when I looked at her, her eyes were wide and dilated, her smile goofy. “We’re gonna be fine!”


It didn’t feel like we were going to be fine. The walls were closing in around us, and it was nothing but stone walls and sand and the occasional cephalopod outside the windows and on camera. It felt like she was steering us right into a watery grave.


And then color burst on either side of us, and I saw something so familiar that it felt like deja vu. 


On either side of us were intricate, swirling tubes of lava, painting the walls in pink and red. It looked just like the tunnel we’d taken into El Dorado, this time depicting a large creature. The lava tubes, just like they had in the lost city of gold, shimmered with opalescent light that made the whole experience similar to swimming through a kaleidoscope.


This little sea channel brimmed with life—strange life, things I’d never seen before, things that shouldn’t be alive at this depth. The pressure would literally dissolve the skeleton of anything with bones, but there were fish swimming around us, and even something that looked like a pink dolphin. I gaped at the scene outside, the coral blowing my mind, the color so intense that it made my eyes bug out. And there was the weird effect of whatever was making this safe for us, making every color pop.


“This is where we get off,” Ryo said, pulling the sub to a stop and settling it on the soft, sandy bottom. “You ready to see the Sunken City?”


I looked over at Ellie to find her wide-eyed, her svelte form in the wetsuit tensed in excitement.


“Ready,” Ellie nodded.


“Me too,” I said. “Let’s go.”










CHAPTER 20





THE DOOR WAS about to open and I was still pretty damn scared.


I squeezed Ellie’s hand as we stood in the airlock, the craft about to flood with water to let us out in our gear. It was bright out there, and my eyes were telling me that this was safe based on the presence of other animals with bones…but logically, I knew that we were at the bottom of the deepest trench in the world. 


This was a place where only a few people had ever tread: the Challenger Deep, seven miles underneath the surface, a place so dark that no light glowed other than the lanterns of anglerfish. 


We were about to go for a nice swim there.


Each of us had a pack containing a slingshot and a couple canisters, along with a pistol. Otherwise, we didn’t have much; everything would need to stay behind on the sub. We all had matching wetsuits too, plain blue camo without any brands or logos. The gear was top-notch, including the underwater scooters that would help us make better time. We stood in the airlock beside each other, the girls on either side of me, and the tension in the room palpable.


“I wish Mira could see this,” Ellie murmured, glancing over at me. She looked right at home with the unwieldy tank on her back, the wetsuit hugging every last one of her curves. 


“Me too,” I said, squeezing her hand. 


Ryo looked over at us and bit her lip. “She will see it,” she said. “Once we take the base from the Golden Dawn.”


Her confidence was reassuring, and I grinned just before she gestured at her hip. “Regulators up,” she said. “Door’s about to open.”


I nodded and Ellie and I both went for our mouthpieces, tucking them between our lips. The water startled to trickle in slowly, filling the cabin through a filter in the floor. Ellie gave me a nervous smile before lowering her mask, and I did the same.


The water moved too slow, first up to my knees, then over my thighs and hips. It was surprisingly warm—I guess from the lava—and not uncomfortable at all, to my surprise. It was clear too, like stepping into a tropical lagoon. 


Everything about this was weird.


Soon we were completely submerged and breathing through our regulators, and the door started to open in front of us onto the white sand and glimmering walls of the tunnel. My eyes were still bugging out a little from the hallucinogenic effects of…whatever had happened when we came in here, so I had to narrow my eyes to focus. Ryo swam out first, looking over shoulder to make sure we were with her, and I sent Ellie next. Then I swam out myself, taking just a moment to appreciate the beauty of this other world.


That’s really how it felt, too. I’d never seen anything like this in my life, some of the animals so bizarre as to almost defy description. There was something between a stingray and a crab, coasting along the channel floor and reaching out for reckless fish who strayed too close to the bottom. It was pursued by a long, flat-nosed eel with bright green eyes, its tail marked with lantern-light polka dots. And then there were the pink dolphins I’d seen on our way in, with short noses and intelligent black eyes, snatching fish out of the water.


I saw Ellie blanch when one swam a little too close to her, and it occurred to me for the first time that maybe these animals—animals that had rarely seen a human being—might hurt us. But Ryo seemed unperturbed, grabbing her scooter in both her hands then gesturing forward down the tunnel, where it faded into a bright, and somehow eerie, blue.


Ryo held the device out in front of her in both hands and pushed down a button on the handle, then she zoomed abruptly forward, leaving a trail of sparkling bubbles in her wake. Ellie followed suit, moving forward quickly with Ryo. By the time I got my motor up and running, Ryo was disappearing into the turquoise bend.


I shot forward, not fast enough to dislodge my regulator, but fast enough that it made my stomach drop. The thing was a major convenience, making the whole diving process easier. With the scooter, I didn’t need to use my flippers, and I tucked my legs in so that I could streamline my progress. I watched as Ryo rounded a curve, her pink hair streaming in short strands behind her, Ellie on her heels with her blonde braids trailing. I was relieved to find that visibility only got better as we moved forward, the lava tubes getting brighter and the life growing more and more vibrant.


And…bigger.


The manta crabs on the bottom were massive now, easily the size of a tire and reaching for us with sharp claws. I aimed my scooter upwards to evade their grasp and took a sharp breath from my tank when I saw one almost nick Ryo.


Shit. That was close. Too close.


The mantas were soon overshadowed by our changing surroundings. I started to see little piles of rubble, then whole pillars partially buried by sand. There were sculptures, too, all inscribed with the same language—Luzan, from the looks of it. Another bend lay ahead of us as the cavern got wider and taller, and I realized there was sparkling light above: a surface.


We stayed under the water so we could keep using the scooters, but as we rounded the bend, I got a full view of the old city. It wasn’t quite like I pictured it; there were no Greek columns and white marble, not like the undersea ruins I’d imagined. Instead, it was more like El Dorado, with its square lines and spiraling towers, ruined bridges and old, drowned water features.


It was like stepping back into Luza.


Nadia’s face flashed again in my mind as I watched Ryo slow down ahead of us, stepping onto a wide set of stone stairs edged with bright coral and barnacles. Ellie followed her, and by the time I reached them Ryo was already stepping out of the water. Ellie went next, her top half vanishing in ripples over the surface of the water.


It was finally happening, after years of dreaming.


I was going to see Atlantis.










CHAPTER 21





I COULDN’T BELIEVE what I was seeing. 


Even after spending all these months researching the sunken city, after taking a submarine to the bottom of the ocean…it didn’t seem possible that Atlantis could be real. But here it was in all its crumbling glory, lit in blue from the channels of water running throughout, and in opalescent orange from the lava ducts along the walls. I couldn’t force my mouth closed, gaping with wide-eyed wonder at the ruins.


The thing that made it all the more strange was that it looked just like El Dorado. It gave me a gut punch of nostalgia thinking back to my first adventure, reminding me of saying goodbye to Nadia. Even worse, it made me think of Mira, and how she was supposed to be here and wasn’t.


But not even that could fully distract me from the dream come true in front of me.


The city’s pillars spiraled up toward the ceiling with majestic grace, some toppled into the water. Here, the aquatic life was active and vibrant, coral growing on the old stone and species that might only be found right here swimming through it. There were even birds roosting in the rocks overhead, trilling to each other and occasionally swooping down to pick a fish out of the water. I couldn’t feel the effects of whatever allowed us to survive down here, but I had to guess that it was emitted by something in the water.


It was incredible.


The girls walked ahead of me, each having shed their wetsuits and flippers back at the water’s edge. We were all in our normal clothes again, or at least what we’d managed to grab from the hotel, which meant that I was in a henley and jeans, Ryo in her black sports bra and bike shorts. Ellie had been the least prepared when we’d left, leaving her with only a pink lacy bra and a pair of moss green leggings. Her hair was messy and wild, her blonde braids barely keeping control of her curls.


“Stay clear of the birds and don’t step in the tide pools,” Ryo said. “Everything down here bites if you get too close.”


Ellie leapt gingerly over a pool in response, her eyes wide. “How long has it been since there were people here?” she asked.


Ryo glanced back at us. “I’m not the archaeologist here,” she said. “All I know is that the Golden Dawn found it empty, and they’ve been here for about ten years.”


I kicked a stone that went rattling over the ancient marble floor, and glanced down to find that it was a bone. In fact, when I took a closer look, it appeared that the whole place was littered with human remains, sending a shiver down my spine. I knelt to pick up one of the bones, turning it over in my hand. It was a finger, a ring still wrapped around it. Taking the ring carefully away from the bone, I held it in my palm, squinting at the inscription and at the moonstone set within.


“Can’t have been that long ago,” I said. “This doesn’t show that much wear, and if the bones were much older they would have started to decompose.”


Ellie took the finger bone without hesitation, any squeamishness concealed behind a mask of professionalism as her brow furrowed. “The skeleton starts to decompose after just a couple decades if it isn’t fossilized, which this isn’t. Which means…”


“They were just here,” I said. We exchanged a worried glance. “They can’t have been gone for more than forty years. And if it wasn’t the Golden Dawn…then what killed them?”


As if on cue, a scraping sound echoed from the other side of the ruins, off where the glare from the lava made it hard to see. Ellie jumped back toward me with a squeak and the finger bone skittered to the floor, only for one of the strange birds to fly out from where the noise had come from. 


I breathed out a harsh exhale of relief, then chuckled. “It’s a little spooky down here, huh?” I said.


“Out of the two lost cities I’ve visited, this one definitely takes the cake for creepiest,” Ellie muttered. 


We kept going, deeper into the city. As we went, vegetation started to crop up—mostly a thick moss that carpeted the ground, squelching under our shoes. We were back in normal hiking boots, our flippers left behind at the water’s edge, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. In fact, it was soft and cool, in contrast with the gentle heat of the interspersed marble. The city seemed to be in increasingly bad shape as we got deeper, and it soon became obvious that this wasn’t natural decay, but the result of a pitched battle that had gone down more recently than I would have liked. I saw weapons now, and the skeletons were decked out in armor. Some even still had their hair, long and black as onyx. With a shudder, I realized the armor looked familiar because I’d seen it on someone else just a few months ago.


These were the Shadow Guard of Atlantis.


“Oh my God, Vic,” Ellie said, realizing it at the same time. “Did you see their armor?”


“Yeah,” I confirmed. “This is…this is bad.”


“What’s up?” Ryo asked.


“These corpses are wearing the same thing the Shadow Warriors did in Luza,” I said. “They could do things I’d never seen before. Whatever killed them had to be strong…to overwhelm their forces like this…”


Another scraping sound, closer this time. All three of us jerked our heads toward it this time, and I gulped when I heard a rumbling growl from beyond a pillar.


“I don’t think that was a bird,” I whispered.


It wasn’t.


We saw its snout first, long and scaled and bright turquoise. A set of golden eyes with narrow, dark pupils appeared next, the body behind them hulking and muscled. Its scales were slightly translucent, and though it was bright on the surface, I could see how it could be perfectly camouflaged underwater. It moved like a crocodile, but it was wrong—its snout too short, its eyes too intelligent. And as it reared up on two legs, I realized where I recognized it.


The crocodile men.


Unfortunately, I didn’t have much time to think about it, because the thing immediately started barreling toward us. This creature was bigger than its Golden Dawn cousins, and more brightly colored. In any other world, I may have thought it was absurd. But as it was, I started running, dragging Ellie along with me.


We sprinted for shelter—somewhere, anywhere—until I caught sight of a darkened doorway. It looked like it might be too small for the thing to fit inside, so I pointed at it and shouted, “There!” 


Together, the three of us ran inside, and I turned right away to push an old, rotting wooden cabinet in front of it.


I turned to look at the two women, who stood breathing hard at the back of the room. 


“Holy fuck!” Ryo gasped. “What the fuck is that thing?”


“You didn’t know it was down here?” I asked. “I thought you had an inside man!”


“We do, but…it’s hard to get information out,” Ryo said. “Would have been nice if he’d mentioned the lizard people, am I right?”


I stood in shock for a second, unable to summon a quippy response. I wanted to just write it off, but this seemed huge. The silence hung around us as my head spun, staring at the two women.


To my surprise, it was Ellie that broke the silence. She coughed out a hysterical laugh, devolving quickly into a torrent of giggles. “I can’t…I can’t believe this,” she said. “Atlantis and lizard people? It’s too much—”


A roar sounded and I stumbled back as the creature thrust its head through the door, snapping its massive jaws at me. It roared, a guttural, almost human noise, and the sound was so loud that it made us all cover our ears in pain.


“This way!” I heard Ryo shout somewhere in the distance.


I snapped around to see her plunging into the darkness, a glow stick held in front of her. I didn’t waste any time waiting to see if I would get eaten, following the beacon into the black, keeping Ellie in front of me. I could hear the creature behind us, but it didn’t seem like it had gotten through the doorway—still, I barreled forward and into the black, following Ryo’s blue glow stick in the gloom.


The path led into a large room with cavernous ceilings, unlit by lava ducts or pools of water. I followed, trying my best not to trip on anything. The ground was littered with rubble, gravel and other debris rattling around my feet. We were left in complete darkness as the creature’s roars faded into the background, its stomping strides heading in the opposite direction.


Ellie gasped and I jumped, pivoting to face in the same direction. Ryo did the same, making her glow stick cast full light on the object Ellie had cried out at: a still-rotting corpse.


We all stood in stunned silence for a second before Ellie’s hands covered her mouth and she staggered backward. Ryo didn’t react quite the same way, her eyes getting wide before the glow stick slipped out of her fingers.


“Kenji?”


The name barely rang a bell, but it all came crashing down on me when Ryo fell to her knees and choked out a harsh breath. She reached for the body, which was dressed in a lab coat and had to be no more than a week old, before she thought better of it and clasped her hands in her lap, bowing her head.


This was her brother.


I stepped forward to hesitantly kneel beside her, Ellie looking between us in confusion. The smell hit me at that moment, damp old caves and fresh decay. I put a hand on Ryo’s shoulder to find that she was weeping quietly, her tears glimmering on her cheeks in the light of the glow stick.


“Our inside man?” I inferred, and she nodded, swiping at her eyes with the back of her hand.


“That’s him,” she said. “I’m—I don’t know why he would have been down here. We should…we should check his pockets.”


She reached for him but I stopped her, pushing her back. “Let me.”


I leaned forward, then rifled through the pockets of the lab coat. They were a mess, with little scraps of paper and more pens than any one man should need, along with a pair of reading glasses on the other side. One of the papers was folded neatly, though, and I pulled it out to unfold it before putting it close to the light and squinting down at it.


Ellie had joined us at that point, and over my shoulder she leaned in too. “It’s a map,” she observed.


She was right; Kenji wasn’t an incredible artist or anything, but he’d produced a map of the city and the connecting base. It looked like this tunnel should take us clear through to the other side, like some kind of ancient freeway.


“Fuck, Kenji…” Ryo said. “You didn’t have to do this.”


Ellie put a hand on Ryo’s other shoulder and squeezed. “He died trying to help us?” Ellie asked quietly.


Ryo nodded. “He said he was going to try and make a map of Atlantis to deliver when we arrived…but I told him it was too dangerous to try and work under the Order’s radar.”


“You think the Order did this?” I asked.


“Of course they did,” she said. “Who else could it have been?”


I picked up the glow stick to examine the corpse, keeping it a safe distance away. Ryo averted her eyes when I reached his face, then hovered down to his chest. There was the mortal wound: a gunshot to the ribs.


“Fucking bastards,” Ryo hissed. “I’m going to fucking kill whoever did this.”


“I know you’re angry, but we need to focus. This central chamber…” I pointed at the map. “I think that’s where we need to go.”


“Okay,” Ryo sniffed. “Let’s do it. For Kenji.”










CHAPTER 22





WE FOLLOWED KENJI’S map deep into the city, until the lights came back in the form of lava ducts along the ceiling. The bodies were thicker here, skeletons littering the ground to such a degree that at points we were wading through old bones and armor. There were even lizard skeletons here, their sharp-toothed skulls grinning up at us in the shimmering light from the moonstone ducts. 


I could tell the girls were getting apprehensive, though Ellie buzzed with the excitement of finally reaching our quarry. She held the map in shaking hands, striding in front of me and behind Ryo. Ryo, on the other hand, was completely silent, probably still processing the death of her brother. I didn’t know what to say to put her at ease, but I wished I could figure out something.


We seemed to have left the pursuing lizard man behind, though it put me on edge that there were so many corpses here. It looked like there’d been a pitched battle between the Shadow Guard and the lizard men here in Atlantis, and I didn’t want to know how it was related to the tentacled beast depicted in the artwork we’d seen from Kenji’s pictures. 


Ellie glanced back at me, her brown eyes wide.


“What do you think happened here?” she asked. 


“Judging by the weapons and the armor, it looks like a battle that killed everyone here,” I said. “But it’s too recent. More recent than I’m comfortable with.”


“I know.” She shook her head. “It feels more like a crime scene than a dig site.”


She was right; everything in Atlantis pointed to the fact that this city was occupied in the near past, not that it was a long abandoned city. “They didn’t want to go,” I said. “They fought for it.”


“Like Nadia…” Ellie swallowed hard. “Do you ever wonder if they’re okay back in El Dorado?”


“I really didn’t think anyone could find them and hurt them, given what we saw when we were there…but it looks like with enough lizard men, you can do anything.”


“My question is where did they come from?” Ryo said from ahead of us. Her voice was harsh, her eyes red. “I figured the Order had been fucking around with human experimentation, but that thing didn’t look quite right, did it? And like…why would it be down here?”


“Maybe a failed experiment?” Ellie suggested.


“But that doesn’t explain how all the corpses got here,” I said, shaking my head. “No…I don’t know where they came from, but I think they were born like this and the Order has…I don’t know.”


It defied explanation: the idea that lizard people would have been down here with the people of Atlantis. But I’d seen so many things already today that defied explanation that I was starting to think this was the new status quo.


“Hey,” Ryo said. “I think it’s up here—the central chamber.”


I held my breath as I watched her climb through a whole in a wall, beyond which a blue light filled the room in dim turquoise. We waited for a signal from her that it was safe, until I finally cleared my throat.


“Ryo? All good in there?”


She didn’t respond, and I exchanged a look with Ellie.


“I’m gonna go first,” I said. “Stay here until I give the signal.”


Ellie nodded, her eyes wide. I started toward the crack in the wall, but on second thought I stepped back to grab Ellie around the waist, yanking her toward me. She squeaked out a breath just before I pressed my lips to hers, feeling her melt against me. I pushed my tongue past her lips and ravished her mouth, her taste inundating me with the scent of fresh flowers.


I pulled away slowly, our eyes meeting in the lava glow. She was so fucking beautiful that it took my breath away.


And I wasn’t about to give her up. Not without telling her how special she was. Not after losing Mira.


“Hey,” I muttered, scraping my other hand through my hair. “In case this goes sideways, I want you to know—“


She pressed her finger to my lips with a soft smile, her eyes sparkling. “I get it,” she said. “Go get ‘em, Vic.”


Ryo’s voice interrupted us, echoing through the chamber beyond. “Hey guys,” she said. “There’s something weird going on up here.”


I kissed her once more and then climbed through the crack, Ellie on my heels. The blue light got brighter here, almost glaring in contrast with the warm orange of the lava tunnels. I squinted as I got close to the other side, maneuvering around fallen debris until I stumbled onto the stone floor. 


It was like walking into my own past. 


Because this place looked almost exactly like the city center of Luza…minus the thriving culture. I barely registered Ellie climbing through after me as I stepped forward, looking around at the tall buildings, bridges, and old draped curtains that seemed so oddly familiar.


But that wasn’t what occupied most of my attention.


In the middle of the complex was a strange device, the pieces hanging from the ceiling on long metal bars. It was made of moonstone and onyx, a planetary array that seemed to show the alignment of planets. I stared up at it, dumbfounded as I went to join Ryo in the middle of the room.


“What is it?” Ryo asked in wonder.


“I think it’s an orrery,” I said. “They’re…solar system maps, essentially. But this isn’t any solar system I recognize.”


“And what does it do? Why is it here?”


“I think it’s a lock.”


We both turned to see Ellie standing at the edge of the room, her eyes wide and reflecting the blue light of the room. “For what door?” Ryo demanded.


Ellie’s voice was quiet when she replied. “The one you’re standing on, I think.”


My eyes shot down to the floor, and I frowned in confusion. “What are you talking about?”


“That light,” she said. “Look where it’s coming from.”


I followed the light to its source, narrowing my eyes. It was bright—so bright that it could have been blinding if I were closer—and it shone up from the floor in a curtain of blue dust. I got closer slowly, my eyes adjusting to the light as I neared its source, my feet echoing on the floor like it might, indeed, be hollow.


I frowned, cocking my head as I got close enough to see. It was, in fact, a door, and there was something on the other side: purple mist and strange sounds, like there was a whole jungle underneath me. I stumbled back when something roared loudly down below, almost falling on my ass.


“It’s a fucking door,” I confirmed. “What the…what the fuck?”


“It can’t be a door,” Ryo scoffed. “We’re at the deepest point on Earth; there’s nothing underneath us, there can’t be.”


“But it seems that there is,” I said. “And whatever it is, I don’t want to know what’s on the other side. We have to close it.”


I raced to the edge of the room, where it looked like a control panel waited against the wall. I grabbed a glow stick from my own pack and held it over the panel to find that it was written in Luzan, matching the photographs we’d gotten from Kenji.


This was exactly where he’d been. We were walking in a dead man’s footsteps.


Another roar sounded from the door, closer this time. I glanced back in panic, my eyes going wide when a clawed, turquoise hand erupted from the light, scraping at the stone before an ugly, sharp-toothed snout emerged as well. 


Okay. 


So the lizard men were coming through a portal at the center of the Earth.


Cool.


I slammed my hand down on the initiation level, the crank whirring to life. The orrery above started to move with a creak, the orbs circling around one another. The lizard man roared again and stared up at the orrery, its golden eyes confused for a moment before landing directly on me.


In a panic, I started reading Luzan as fast as I possibly could, navigating the control panel with surprising deftness. My shoulders tensed when I heard a canister fire from Ryo’s slingshot, and when I looked back the creature’s whole chest had wrenched itself free of the door or portal or whatever the fuck that thing was. I growled in frustration as I continued reading, then flipped the proper toggles as fast as I could.


The stone rumbled as it started to move, closing on the lizard man too slowly. I whipped around to see Ryo advancing on the lizard, firing canister after canister, the weapons doing almost nothing even though the creature wasn’t moving at all. 


We were about to die.


But at least I’d gotten the door closed.


Then I realized we were going to fight another day—the creature suddenly paused, its torso trapped between the door and the edge of the floor. It scrambled for purchase on the floor, scraping its claws against the door. The creature screamed in fear, and at first I thought it was just from the inevitability of it being crushed by the door…then it jerked, and something pulled it back through the portal.


The door thudded shut, and I stood there in stunned silence, exchanging a glance with Ryo. Her eyes were wide as she looked from the creature to me to the orrery, which was slowly spinning to a stop. “I have…questions,” she said.


“Same here,” I said, shaking my head. “That was intense. Guess that’s what the Order came for…can’t believe they didn’t find it.”


“But they did.”


I turned just in time to see a cool steel barrel press to Ellie’s temple. She squeezed her eyes shut and whimpered as her captor squeezed her arm tightly, stepping into the light and making my teeth grit.


It was Jeremy fucking Dalton. 










CHAPTER 23





“HEY, WILDE,” HE said. “Didn’t think you’d make it this far, but I’m glad you did.”


“Vic!” 


My eyes shot over to find Ryo being restrained by two Order guards in black tactical gear. She struggled against them, but it was to no avail. 


We were trapped.


“What the hell are you doing here?” I growled.


“What?” he said. “Did you think you were the only archaeologist good enough to be hired by a clandestine organization?” He chuckled, and Ellie whimpered when he shifted against her. “So fucking arrogant…just like always.”


I wanted to scream at him, to rush for him and throw him to the ground, but I needed to stay calm if I wanted Ellie to survive. So I centered myself and kept my hands raised as I stepped slowly toward him. “Okay,” I said. “Yeah, maybe I’m a little bit arrogant. But that’s no reason to join an apocalypse cult, Jeremy.”


“Says the man who joined the Keepers,” Jeremy spat. He leaned into Ellie, smelling her hair and making my stomach roil. “Is it the women?” he asked. “Seems like you’ve had it pretty good with them…and she does seem like she’d be good in bed.


“Please stop,” Ellie choked out.


His gun dug into Ellie’s temple and she started to cry silently, her breath coming in shuddering gasps. I stopped short, the tension so tight that we could cut it with a knife. “Jeremy, calm down,” I said. “Don’t kill her.” 


“I don’t intend on killing her,” he said. “Not if you do exactly what I say.”


“Okay,” I said. “What do you want?”


He tilted his head at the now-closed panel. “I want you to open that. The whole way.”


“Vic, don’t,” Ryo whispered.


I narrowed my eyes and looked from Ryo to Jeremy, then to Ellie. Her brown eyes were wide and terrified, her teeth pressing hard into her lower lip. I knew I shouldn’t do it, but I couldn’t imagine that this would be the last time I saw her alive, her expression frozen in fear…


“You know what’s down there?” I said. “It’s not good. You don’t want that stuff coming back up, and I have a feeling there’s something even bigger—”


He turned off the safety with a click and Ellie sobbed as he jerked her hard against him, pressing his body to hers. My fingers curled like my fist would clench, my rage barely restrained at seeing her manhandled like that.


“Fine,” I said. “I’ll do it. Just…don’t hurt her.”


“Like I said,” Jeremy sneered. “As long as you do what I say, she’ll be fine. If she gets hurt, that’s on you.”


I closed my eyes briefly before turning around, taking one last long look at Ellie. With a shuddering breath, I stepped back toward the panel and looked at the Luzan text again. 


“Okay,” I said. “Everyone stand back.”


I heard the others shuffle to the edges, and then I started the process of flipping all of the toggles back again, trying to parse the strange language on the control panel. More Order guards had made their way inside the chamber now, crowding around Ryo and Ellie. There was no way we would be able to escape—and it wouldn’t have mattered, given that I was about to unleash hell on earth.


This was bad.


I shouldn’t do this. I was the only one who could, and if they didn’t have someone to read the language, they wouldn’t be able to decode the process either. But I couldn’t risk Ellie getting hurt because I was playing the hero.


My damsel was in distress, and I wasn’t going to let her get hurt.


I lingered over the last step, my hand wavering. I could end it now, but it would almost certainly mean Ellie’s death, and Ryo’s too. I didn’t even know if they would kill me, or if they would keep me around with the knowledge that I’d gotten the woman I loved killed.


Shit. Now was a bad time to decide I fucking loved her.


“Well?” Jeremy’s voice blared over my shoulder. “Are you going to pull the trigger, or are you going to make me do it?”


“Don’t,” I growled. “I’m doing it.”


And then I pulled the toggle.


The door started moving again instantly, the orrery whirring back to life. I heard a murmur of surprise and fear go across the crowd of Order guards as I turned around to see the blue light shining through the door once again, my eyes meeting Jeremy’s. He still had the gun pressed to Ellie’s head, his hand straying closer to her body than I liked.


Honestly, though, the fact that he was touching her at all made my blood boil.


“Let her go,” I said. “I did what you asked.”


“Who says I was done?” Jeremy asked. “I have one more thing I want you to do.”


“That being…?”


“Jump in.”


I glared at him, my heart pounding. “You want me to what?”


“Jump through the door,” Jeremy said. “I want to know what’s down there. What better way to find out is there than by sending a scout?”


I barked out a bitter laugh, shaking my head. “Jeremy, you’re out of your fucking mind,” I said. “You think I’m going to just…kill myself? If I did that I would have no idea if the girls would be safe.”


“And if you don’t do it, I’m going to blow her brains out,” he said. “Jump, Wilde.”


I looked at Ellie, then at Ryo. Ellie was sobbing now, still held tight by Jeremy. “Vic, don’t!”


“Shut up!” Jeremy shouted, his fingers biting into her arm until she cried out in pain. I took a step toward him instinctively, curling my fingers in a fist.


And then the craziest thing happened.


Something lazy and curled crept out over the edge of the opening door: a tentacle that tapered off at the end into a sharp spike. The appendage was turquoise like the lizard men, and covered in rows of suckers that glinted like razors in the bright blue light. We all watched as it slithered across the stone, then raised up like a snake ready to strike.


I staggered backward when the tentacle shot forward, its spiked tip plunging into an Order guard’s chest with a spray of blood. The appendage hooked around his body and he screamed as it dragged him toward the chasm, toward the light, his blood leaving a streak of red across the floor. Then everything went silent as we stood there in shock.


That is, until the room erupted into chaos.










CHAPTER 24





IT WAS ONLY a moment before we were enveloped in screaming, bloodshed, and an unhealthy dose of eldritch horror.


That first taste was all the creature beyond the door needed to want more, and three more tentacles shot out of the blue light, sending us scattering. I dove away from the control panel and behind a boulder just as one of the appendages pierced another Order guard’s chest, dragging him backwards into the portal before I heard the sound of rending flesh and screaming. 


Out of the corner of my eye I saw Ryo send an elbow flying back into her captor’s face, taking advantage of the chaos and escaping as she pulled a weapon from the man’s holster. She sprinted toward me and dove behind the boulder, both of us trying to stay away from the action despite the fact that the tentacles could follow us.


There was enough chaos to keep it distracted.


“Where’s Ellie?” I asked. “Did you see her?”


Ryo nodded. “Your buddy still has her…Jackie…?”


“Jeremy,” I groaned. “Fucking asshole could never handle the competition.”


“You can deal with your rivalry after we deal with the tentacle monster,” Ryo said. “Any ideas?”


I glanced down at her weapon. It was some kind of high-tech assault rifle, definitely an Order weapon. “I’m assuming you know how to use that thing, right?” I asked. “Cover me for a second while I look for Ellie. We need to get her to safety and get the hell out of here.”


“And what about Cthulhu over there?” Ryo said. “Not a big fan of just leaving the eldritch beast to wreak havoc on the Pacific.”


“We’re going to shut the door after we get Ellie,” I grunted. “Now cover me.”


I popped up before asking for her input, scanning the room. It was a complete horror show, the three tentacles writhing around and catching hold of unwary guards, bodies flying against walls or being dragged into the pit. I figured Jeremy would have hidden with Ellie in tow, but I was shocked to find he was doing the opposite.


He was walking toward the pit.


My old classmate fell to his knees at the edge of the portal, dragging Ellie down with him. He still had a gun to her head, his body pressed indecently against hers, his whole demeanor predatory. She looked terrified, sobbing openly now, her cheeks shining with tears. The sound in the room—of screaming, and of the vortex in the middle of the floor—was deafening, but I could hear Jeremy’s manic laughter over it, just barely hitting me across the room.


He shoved Ellie forward and she leaned back, trying to escape certain death.


He was going to push her in.


I moved before I even realized it, vaulting over the rubble in front of me and rushing toward her. I ducked as a tentacle swung over my head, the appendage easily the size of a tree trunk, then I dodged when an Order guard threw a punch at me. A shot rang out and I glanced back to see Ryo covering me, just as she’d promised, her gun aimed at the man who’d just attacked me.


There was no time for a thank you, though. I kept going, closing the distance between me and Ellie and Jeremy, the latter completely oblivious to my approach. My heart thudded in my chest—fuck, I needed to start jogging again—and my stomach twisted as I reached for the utility knife I always carried on my belt. The blade wasn’t a weapon, but it could be used as one in extraordinary circumstances, and it felt like this was exactly the moment for it. I raised the knife as I got closer to Jeremy, watching his eyes go wide and wild as he urged Ellie closer to the edge. 


I leapt forward, grabbing Ellie and pushing her out of the way, making sure not to nick her on the way down. She fell to the ground, taking a shuddering and panicked breath, and we had only a moment to exchange a relieved glance before her eyes widened.


“Vic, look out!”


My eyes shot over my shoulder just in time to see Jeremy swinging a knife at me, this one designed to draw blood. He screamed as he did so, his eyes wild, bearing down on me like I was prey. Ellie scrambled away as I pushed myself toward the wall, backing away from Jeremy, tilting my body to avoid his mad strikes.


“You’re not going to take this away from me, Wilde!” he shouted. “Not this. Not after everything I’ve done.”


I didn’t want to know what that meant.


I finally hit the wall and rolled away from him, only just then able to get to my feet. Jeremy’s knife glanced off the stone behind me as I sprinted forward, double checking that Ellie was safe and finding her taking shelter with Ryo.


Fixing this was on me.


He was too fast though, and I didn’t have enough time to think. I didn’t want to kill him, but there was only so much I could do when a guy was swinging a sharp knife at me. So I brandished my own blade, at least so I would be safe.


“Jeremy, calm down,” I started, just barely getting away from one of his swipes. “Let’s talk this through.”


A tentacle swung over us in response, jabbing an Order guard just at my back and dragging him into the pit. Okay, so I needed to grapple with the eldritch horror as well. Not a great time for conversation. Jeremy cackled like he knew exactly what was going through my mind, pushing me ever closer to the pit.


“Talk?” he scoffed. “What is there to talk about? You don’t even know what’s truly going on here.”


I leapt over one of his strikes, putting me uncomfortably close to the pit. I wobbled on its edge, staring down into what looked like a mountain range from far, far above.


What in the actual fuck.


“Then explain!” I demanded. “I’m all ears.”


“Classic Victor Wilde,” Jeremy said. “Stumbling onto something extraordinary without even realizing…we’d all be better off if you just went away.”


He lunged for me again as I struggled to catch my breath, my knife skittering to the floor. Even if I’d had the will to do it, there was no way I’d be able to get a cut in. And besides, I wasn’t a killer, and my stamina was rapidly fading. 


Jeremy, on the other hand, had not been skipping jogging days.


He was closing in on me, getting closer every time. I hissed in pain when he nicked my cheek, then my arm, the pain from the sharp blade searing. I fell back right on my ass, grunting and scrambling backward, watching my life flash before my eyes.


This was it.


Stabbing wasn’t ever how I’d thought I’d go, but life had gotten a little weird lately.


Jeremy raised his knife over me, stepping close and grabbing me by the shirt to lift me up. He seemed supernaturally strong, and for a second I thought he was going to turn into a lizard man just like Damian Sharp had all those months ago. But instead he just dragged me close with a sneer.


“You’re going in the pit,” he hissed.


I grappled with him, trying desperately to free myself, but it was no use. He swung me toward it, my heels dangling dangerously on the edge.


And then he flinched, his eyes going vacant.


His grip loosened and I plummeted downward, reaching for the edge. My fingers closed on rough stone, but I dangled over the edge of the pit, thin air underneath me. Everything in me prepared for the fall, knowing that I was about to die, that there was a fucking tentacle monster underneath me and that it was, in all likelihood, going to eat me. I squeezed the pit’s edge, my muscles shaking, my hands so sweaty that I was certain I would slip any moment. Don’t look down, I told myself, but I looked anyway like a fucking idiot, and I saw something that made my mind fracture as dozens of blinking, gooey eyes stared up at me, surrounding a deep and toothy maw.


And then I felt a hand on my forearm. 


My eyes jerked up to see a head of flaming red hair and sparkling blue eyes, one surrounded by a fading bruise. My heart skipped a beat when I realized who it was, and then when another hand joined her on my other arm, and then another—the girls pulling me up.


Ellie, unharmed and breathing.


Ryo, somehow tougher than she’d been before.


And Mira, alive.


They dragged me over the edge of the pit and I took my first full breath in minutes while surrounded by the girls. They all looked battered and bloodstained, all having been through the fight. Ellie flung her arms around me, sobbing into my shoulder, and I locked eyes with Mira.


“We thought you were dead,” I said simply, and she smirked.


“I’m not that easy to kill, darling,” Mira scoffed. “I thought you knew better.”


When I gazed around I saw Keeper forces streaming in through the crack in the wall and through a larger entrance, dressed in camo and brandishing weapons. They engaged with the Order forces, and with the tentacles, quickly slaying them.


And then I saw Jeremy.


He was barely breathing, bleeding from two gunshot wounds to the back. Mira’s work, I was sure of it. He looked up at me and spat out a mouthful of blood, laughing.


“You fucking idiot,” he said. “You have no idea what you’ve gotten into.”


And before I could stop him—before I could do so much as speak—he dragged himself those last few minutes and went plummeting into the pit.


I let out a harsh breath, exchanging a glance with Mira, but she was already up and moving, barking orders. They’d thrown metal chains around the tentacles, locking them down for now. It seemed like things were going well.


But then three more tentacles burst through the hole…then four…then five. Eight total tentacles, meaning this was an octopod, its bulbous head coming through slowly with dozens of unblinking eyes and that terrible mouth…


This wasn’t even close to being over.










CHAPTER 25





I WAS NEVER a big fan of Lovecraft. 


I liked to say it was because his writing was too dry, or because I preferred other horror writers. But in reality, it was always because the idea of some otherworldly god existing scared the living shit out of me. There was something about Cthulhu that just hit me on a primal level, activating my prey brain and making me want to curl up in a ball and hide.


Seeing Cthulhu in real life wasn’t quite like reading Lovecraft.


It was a whole hell of a lot worse.


A tentacle swayed over to us, the monster screeching with an eldritch howl that made my ears feel like they might bleed. It sent us scattering, Mira still limping on her broken ankle, Ryo flinging herself into Ellie and sheltering them both. The tentacle swiped back toward me, urging me toward the pit, and I didn’t have any other choice but to jump. 


I just barely managed to grab the bottom of the orrery, the bottom ring cold against my hands. My feet dangled over the monster until I found purchase on its head—which was surprisingly, and disgustingly, squishy—and then I launched myself off of it to pull myself up. The monster didn’t even seem to notice and, thankfully, the ring was flat enough that I could stand.


The orrery wasn’t moving anymore, and I balanced on it like a catwalk, putting my arms out to the side. I told myself repeatedly not to look down at the roiling monstrosity below me, which was still causing total chaos in the room. Order forces engaged the Keepers, while the Keepers tried to keep the monster from getting any more free than it already was. 


I had no idea how we were going to get this thing back in the box. And I had no doubt that, if it got free, it could destroy the planet.


The stakes were getting a little higher than I was entirely comfortable with.


A tentacle banged against the orrery, sending the whole thing shuddering and forcing me to hug the catwalk as I rode out the tremor. It occurred to me in that moment that this must have been the thing that caused the earthquake in Guam; that, the whole time we’d been traversing the Pacific, the strange seismic activity had in fact been this creature knocking at the door. I suppressed a tremor of fear and forced myself back to my feet, shuffling forward slowly and methodically, hoping the monster wouldn’t notice me.


If I did, I was going right inside that mouth, with its rows and rows of fangs.


So I kept going, shaking the whole time, my limbs feeling like they were going to fall off if I kept this up. It was about time I got on a good exercise regiment, I told myself, and stopped fucking skipping leg day, especially when it looked like I might be doing a lot more leaping over things in the future. I hadn’t thought a few missed squats would be the death of me, but squats were essential in my new line of work.


Someone screamed and my eyes shot to the right to find Ellie sprinting forward, sheltered by both Mira and Ryo. They were headed toward the control panel, thank God, and I knew that Ellie could crack it with her skill in linguistics. Of course, that meant that this thing was about to start spinning, which was less good.


I was about to put my balance to the test.


“Vic, catch!” Ryo cried, and I looked up just in time to raise my hand and catch the assault rifle she’d just sent sailing through the air. I got a good grip on it then slung it over my shoulder by the canvas strap, getting my balance and my bearings just as Ellie put her hands on the control panel and the orrery started to spin.


Oh boy.


It was like a high-stakes episode of Wipeout, and I was not onboard. I wobbled as the machine started to move, immediately attracting the attention of the monster underneath me. A tentacle swayed toward me, its spike pointing inquisitively at me before sailing forward.


I jumped to another ring, making my way up the orrery and hanging on tight to the casing on one of the moonstone planets. I yanked myself up, then leapt again, finding the next catwalk and balancing on it. The tentacle was still searching for me, and I was certain that it would find me, so I raised the assault rifle and unleashed a torrent of bullets right into the thing’s eyes as a distraction.


It seemed to work, and I suppressed a victorious holler. “Go for the eyes!” I yelled at the girls. “They’re vulnerable!”


“Gotcha!” Ryo responded. She turned and started firing at the monster, covering Ellie as the blonde worked at the controls. 


It was working. The door was closing.


But that just made the monster angrier.


It screeched again, the sound resonating at a pitch that didn’t feel like it belonged to this plane of existence, and another tentacle made a jab at me as the creature tried to haul itself out of the pit. It had more body than I’d expected, and I took a startled gasp when I saw a hand reach through, massive and grey, its fingernails easily the size of my whole body. There was a whole, bipedal body in there—or at least, I figured there must be—reminding me of playing Dungeons and Dragons back in the day with my nerdy friends. 


This wasn’t a giant octopus.


It was a fucking mindflayer. And what I’d thought was the whole monster was just its head.


“Hurry!” I screamed at Ellie, more out of panic than anything else. I shot for its hand as the fingers slowly curled around the edge of the pit. It roared, and then the tentacles were reaching for me and me alone, sharp points aimed like bullets.


For the millionth time that day, I figured I was about to die.


And then the door squeezed against its body, and the creature lurched. The door was closing, the orrery spinning and carrying me out of the way. The mindflayer roared, and then it dropped suddenly, down to just its head…and then its head fell out of view too, leaving just three of its tentacles. I watched in sick satisfaction as the door slid all the way shut, severing the remaining three tentacles with a resounding thwack before the blue light from beneath vanished entirely and the orrery stopped moving.


Silence fell over the room, and I realized the gunfire had ceased as well. A murmur of voices was all that remained, and when I looked around, the Keeper forces appeared to have overwhelmed the Order, the leftover soldiers getting put in cuffs and carefully avoiding the purple ooze seeping out of the severed tentacles on the now-closed hatch.


It was over.


Ellie had saved us all.


I jumped down to the bottom ring and then slid those eight or so feet to the floor, my knees buckling when I hit the stone. The girls were at my side in a heartbeat, Ryo on one elbow and Ellie on the other, Mira limping toward us. I thought they were going to lift me to my feet, but they just flung their arms around my neck, Mira falling into my lap with a relieved groan.


It was over.


We were safe.


But everything had changed.










CHAPTER 26





I BARELY MADE it back to the med bay on Atlantis base. It turned out that Jeremy had cut me deeper than I’d realized and, contrary to my beliefs, it had in fact been the blood loss that made me feel so exhausted rather than skipping leg day, which was a relief. The girls were pretty worse for wear as well, and it was only by supporting each other that we made it out of the ruins and into the base proper.


Keeper forces were busy escorting Order soldiers into the brig and corpses littered the hallways, including a few of the mutant lizard men. I added that to the list of things that I wanted to ask about once we finally got a chance to debrief, filing it away in the back of my mind. Of course, that list was starting to get pretty full, given that we’d almost released a mindflayer through an interdimensional portal just now.


Yeah. 


There was a lot to unpack.


I made sure that Ellie got treatment first, laying her down in a cot next to me and watching as Keeper medics rushed to get her vitals. She didn’t seem hurt, but after everything that had happened I had to make sure that she was okay. I only lay down once I was certain she was fine, tilting my head back against the pillow as Mira slumped to a seat next to me. Ryo stood at the foot of the bed as the medics checked on me, fastening a blood pressure cuff around my arm and attempting to stop the bleeding from the multiple knife wounds Jeremy had inflicted on me.


“You showed up just in time,” I said with a glance at Mira. “The girl with the itchy trigger finger strikes again.”


She narrowed her eyes in a smug smile, leaning back to cross her legs while favoring her broken ankle. “Not sure if you should complain when my itchy trigger finger just saved your life.”


I thought back on Jeremy holding the knife over me, his eyes crazed. She was right; he would have killed me. But I couldn’t seem to wrap my head around the fact that he was a traitor, that he was crazy, and that he was gone.


“Glad you’re not dead,” I said with a smile. She reached out and squeezed my hand, brushing my hair back from my forehead.


“You too,” she said. “I’m sorry…he was a friend of yours, wasn’t he?”


“Not a friend,” I said. “More of a…well, I don’t know. You did what you had to do.”


“He deserved it.”


We both looked over at Ryo, who was standing at the end of the bed with her arms crossed. She was bruised and a little dirty, but otherwise unharmed, her pink-streaked hair hanging over her face. “He was the man in charge here, apparently,” she said. “In all likelihood, he’s the one who ordered my brother’s murder.”


Mira’s eyes widened. “Ryo…oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize—”


“It’s fine,” Ryo said shortly. “We hadn’t spoken in years anyway. He was already dead to me.”


We sat in silence for a minute until Ryo cleared her throat, brushing her hair back and sniffling. She’d been crying, but she didn’t want to show it, so I didn’t comment. Instead, I just watched her closely, waiting for her to speak. 


“His office is still intact, I guess,” Ryo said. “I’m going to go search it for clues. Come get me when you’re done here?”


“Will do,” I said. She turned to go but I sat up, hissing as the medic stitching me up lost their grip on the needle and poked me. “Hey Ryo—we’ve got your back. You’re one of us now.”


She looked over at me, her dark eyes going wide and her lips falling open as her eyes darted from me to Mira to Ellie in the other cot. At first I thought she might get sentimental, but then her mouth twisted in a smirk. 


“Is that how you operate, Vic?” she teased. “One threesome and I’m part of the big happy family?”


I snorted and the medic beside me choked out a gasp, steadfastly ignoring us. 


“Guess so,” I said.


She thought about it for a minute, a soft smile brightening her features before a shadow fell over her again. “Sounds good,” she said. “I’ll see you later, okay?”


“Okay.” I nodded and she left the room, heading out of the sterile white of the med bay and into the grey halls of the base, where windows looked out onto the black of the ocean floor. 


I turned back to Mira after Ryo had gone, finding that she was still holding my hand. I squeezed it with a groan as the medic put a bandage over my arm, then moved on to the next wound on my ribs. I was more sensitive there, but the needle barely even stung compared to the horror of the creature in the central chamber.


“Mira, what the hell was that thing?” I asked, locking eyes with her. “Did you know about this?”


She sucked in a breath, shaking her head. “I had an inkling, like I told you on Ryo’s boat…but I didn’t know it was like that. Not that it was shaped like a man.”


“I caught a glimpse inside the door while I was trapped on the orrery,” I said. “And call me crazy, but it looked like there was a whole landscape down there, with the sun shining and everything. Gotta be honest, I think I might be in shock.”


“I don’t blame you.”


“Had you seen anything like that before?” 


She closed her eyes, furrowing her brow. “It feels like I have…like a long-suppressed memory,” she said. “I think, at this point, it’s best if we save any questions for my grandfather.”


My eyes widened. “Arthur’s here?” I asked. “Isn’t he a little old for a hostile takeover?”


She chuckled. “I wouldn’t underestimate him,” she said. “He’s seen a lot more than you might believe.”


“I don’t think there’s anything I wouldn’t believe at this point,” I scoffed. “And I’m assuming he’s going to answer our questions?”


“He’d better, or we’re going to have a problem,” she murmured. “Now…I should actually go and meet him when he arrives, unless there’s anything else you need from me?”


I squeezed her hand, pulling her a little closer, and she leaned in in response.


“Yeah,” I said. “Next time you need help? You call me before you get into the weeds. From now on, we do this together.”


“Vic,” she mused, her voice mocking. “Getting sentimental, are we?”


“I’m serious, Mira,” I said. I covered her hand with my own, squeezing it hard. “I got too close to losing you—we got too close. Ellie can’t handle that and…well, honestly, neither can I.”


Her expression softened and she nodded, licking her lips. “Okay,” she said. “From now on, we get the all clear before we dive into danger. I hope you understand that’s going to be an adjustment for me.”


I chuckled, grinning.


“I trust you can handle it.”










CHAPTER 27





I WAS BATTERED, bloody, and incredibly sore, and I had about a million questions for Arthur Carver.


After treatment and a nice, long nap, we made our way out of the med bay and towards the mess hall for the base, where a hot meal was waiting for us. I’d thought the ancient city was a marvel, but Atlantis Base was impressive all on its own, with reinforced glass windows along the halls that looked out on the abyss. It shouldn’t have been possible given the pressure down here—but I’d seen so much in the past few days that I didn’t really care to parse what was real at this point. 


Ellie clung to my arm, more out of anxiety than anything else. I kept having to remind her about the bandaged knife wound on my bicep, and every time she squeaked out an apology and gave me a pretty blush. She’d been supplied with a clean t-shirt and some black leggings, but they hadn’t had a bra in her size so she was draped in a fuzzy blue sweater to cover where her pink nipples pressed at the white fabric beneath. She’d had a chance to shower, too, and her hair was clean and curly, wild blonde waves springing with every step.


The mess was just a five minute walk from the med bay, so we didn’t have much time to converse on the way, and I was too distracted to say much anyway. The room had been cleared outside of a single table, around which sat Arthur, Mira, and Ryo. Mira was in a fresh set of fatigues, her white shirt tucked crisply into a pair of camo joggers, while Ryo was in a black t-shirt and jean shorts that I had to assume she’d borrowed from Mira. Arthur, meanwhile, looked like he’d just stepped out of a country club as usual, wearing a navy blue suit with a silver tie. His grey hair was slicked back as always, his neat beard trimmed, and his eyes sharp despite his advanced age.


We sat down with the other two women and Arthur at the table, and a moment later a server came in with five steaming plates of what I guessed had to be his favorite meal: steak and potatoes. It felt good to eat a hearty dinner after what we’d been through, but something about this felt strange. Of course, to be chowing down on a gourmet meal at the bottom of the ocean was the least strange thing I’d done today.


Arthur didn’t speak, slicing his steak with precision while the rest of us dug in. The only person who showed similar restraint was his granddaughter, who sat across from me with her hair pulled back into a long ponytail. Her eyes darted between the rest of us, watching us like we might have something to hide, or maybe to find out who would speak first. 


To my surprise, it was Arthur, clearing his throat and looking across at Ryo. She sat on my left, Ellie on my right at the round table, and she tensed as soon as Arthur addressed her.


“I’m sorry to hear about your brother, Agent Kim,” he said. “He was a good man and a valued asset.”


Ryo chewed deliberately on her steak before swallowing hard, swiping her hand over mouth. “A valued asset,” she mimicked, her tone bitter. “He was my only family. You could have told me it was him down here.”


Arthur opened his mouth to respond, but Mira cut him off. “We couldn’t, Ryo,” she said quietly. “I know you, and I know that you’re impulsive. I knew that if we told you, you wouldn’t have stopped until you had him somewhere safe.”


“And if I’d known, he might still be alive,” Ryo growled. “For good guys, you’re all too willing to throw your allies to the wolves.”


“Kenji asked for discretion, and I was not going to go against his wishes,” Arthur said. “You will be compensated for his death, I assure you.”


“Compensated?” Ryo’s fork clattered to the table and her chair scraped against the floor as she stood, leaning forward menacingly. “No…you callous asshole. I can’t do this.”


She turned, and I opened my mouth to stop her but Mira reached out and grabbed my forearm. Instead, I watched her walk away, her food only half-finished. “Give her some time to settle down,” Mira said. “It’ll pass. It always does.”


I went quiet, though I didn’t like any of this. Arthur was being a bit of an asshole, given that the girl had just lost her sibling.


“Now, Dr. Wilde,” Arthur said, turning toward me. “I understand that you have questions.”


I wanted to go after Ryo, but I did need to ask him a few things. So I looked at him and set my fork and knife down on the table, steepling my fingers in front of me.


“Yeah,” I said. “For starters…what the hell was that thing?”


Arthur sighed deeply, stroking his beard. He didn’t look at me, staring at the center of the table instead as he sat deep in thought. After a moment, he met my eyes, the sparkling blue the same color as Mira’s. 


“Given your background, I assume you know your mythology,” he said. “Do you remember the story of the titans?”


“The titans,” I scoffed. “Yeah—twelve ancient monsters cast into the pit of Tartarus after battling the gods. You’re saying that…?”


“It wasn’t exactly like that,” Arthur said. “But there are twelve of them, and they are monsters.”


Ellie gasped. “So El Dorado…”


“…was another gate,” Arthur said. “Or cell, if we’re using the correct terminology. These cities are gateways to Tartarus, though we aren’t sure exactly what the pit is or where the doors lead.”


“And the Order?” I said in shock. “The Keepers? What do we have to do with all this?”


“The Order are acolytes of the titans, committed to bringing their ancient gods back to Earth to rule into eternity,” Arthur said. “We are the ones intent on stopping them.”


“And the Shadow Guard?”


“Our allies in this fight,” Arthur said. “The Amazons were the first guardians of the gates, an ancient order of female warriors educated in the magic of the gods.”


I groaned, raking my hand through my hair. “I’m starting to think this is beyond the purview of archaeologists,” I said. “You need…I don’t know. Superheroes?”


“Your skills are more necessary than you realize,” Mira said. “The people who know these myths are essential to our work. Scholars, linguists, archaeologists…in sites where the Shadow Guard have died or vanished, you’re our only link to the past.”


“But if there are monsters lurking in these gates, what are we supposed to do?” I asked. “They’ll open eventually, won’t they? And then what?”


“With your help, that won’t happen,” Arthur said. “We believe there is a way to lock the gates forever, if—and only if—we can locate each of the cities. But obviously we cannot do that without a scholar of your calibre.”


“So I guess that’s why the Order hired Jeremy?” I asked. “Because they’re trying to do the same thing.”


“Yes…we are engaged in a deadly competition, I’m afraid,” Arthur said. “A competition that has already taken far too many lives.” 


Mira inhaled sharply and looked down at her plate, fiddling with her food. Her parents…they were some of the casualties of this war. 


“I can’t promise you that it will be safe,” Arthur said. “But I can tell you that this mission is absolutely essential for the survival of this planet. If the titans were to escape, it would be hell on Earth.”


I looked over at Ellie, who was holding her fork in a tight grip. She shook a little, and I lay my hand on her thigh and squeezed in an attempt to set her at ease. She looked up at me with wide, watery brown eyes, her lips parted. 


“I’m going to do this,” I said quietly, “but you don’t have to if you don’t want to.”


“No,” she said. “I’m in. It really doesn’t seem like we have a choice. It’s either help or…wait for the apocalypse, right?”


Mira nodded. “And no matter what, you won’t be doing it alone,” she said. “But I’m glad we all know the truth now.” She cast Arthur a glare. “Myself included.”


“I should have told you sooner,” Arthur murmured. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m quite exhausted from my trip and would like to retire to my room. I trust you’ve all been granted proper accommodation?”


“Yeah,” I said. I looked down at my clear plate and sighed in contentment. “I’m about ready to hit the hay myself. I’ve got a lot to think about.”


Not that I would be getting any sleep tonight.


There was an apocalypse on its way.










CHAPTER 28





I WAS EXHAUSTED by the time we headed back to our quarters, Ellie on one arm and Mira on the other. Ellie leaned on my shoulder as we entered the bunk to find a queen-size bed with a port window over it onto the black void of the chasm. I yanked off my shirt and sat down on the bed with Ellie on my arm, then scooted back to lean against the pillows as I pulled her into my embrace.


I was just starting to drift off when Ellie piped up, her voice quiet. “I’m glad you brought me into this,” she said. “I…I can’t think of anything else I should be doing with my life.”


I kissed the top of her head, inhaling the fresh scent of her blonde curls with a satisfied sigh.


“You’re an incredible woman, Ellie,” I breathed, melting into the comforter. “I’m lucky to have you.”


She slid her leg over my waist to straddle me, wrapping her arms around my neck. She’d stripped down as well, white panties and a tank top without a bra, and I felt my sweatpants tighten at her proximity. “I think I’m the lucky one,” she said. “You brought me into all this and well…I’m grateful.”


I let my hands slide down her back to grip her ass, and she groaned as she rubbed her pussy against me. Her eyes squeezed shut and her teeth bit into her lower lip, making an indent in the pink that I wanted to lick clean. “Want to show me how grateful?” I growled, unable to help myself.


She nodded and I slid my hands up into her shirt, gripping her big tits in my hands. They were so large that I could barely hold them, sliding my fingers down the globes to pinch at her soft pink nipples. Ellie groaned, making me get hard that much faster, my body responding to her needy breaths even though I was more tired than I’d ever been in my life. She thrust her chest into my palms and I kneaded her pliant flesh, knowing that I was making her that much more wet for when we finally fucked.


“Vic…” she groaned, throwing her head back. Her hair was down, tumbling in blonde curls down her back. “I want…”


“What is it, baby?” I rasped, looking her in the eye. 


She met my gaze with a hazy glance. “I want to suck your cock.”


I chuckled and then pulled her shirt over her head to reveal her breasts, hanging like pendulums against her flat stomach. I liked seeing how they hung beneath her when she was sucking my cock, and I wouldn’t miss out on the view. Ellie smiled and crawled down my body, pulling down my sweats until my cock came free and staring at the swollen head with parted lips and a hungry groan.


She took me into her mouth faster than I’d expected, since she was normally so shy. The adrenaline of the evening must have gotten to her, because soon she was swallowing my cock deep into her throat, a trail of spit dripping down to my balls. Ellie gagged slightly, but she just took me deeper, sucking hard as her lips formed a perfect ring around the base of my dick.


I tangled my fingers in her hair and thrust into her throat, loving how she felt and watching as her tits swayed underneath her, so heavy that they begged to be held onto. I was so tired that I considered just coming in her mouth, making her choke on my seed, but I held back and enjoyed it, riding the waves.


“Touch yourself, sweetheart,” I said. “I know you want to. I want you to make yourself come.”


She moaned around me and her hand flew to her pussy, starting to flick at the sensitive flesh there. I watched the way she rolled her hips into her own hand, trying to focus on that instead of how insanely good she felt with her lips around my dick.


Then there was a knock on the door.


We both paused and Ellie withdrew, her eyes going wide.


“Who could that be?” she asked, her voice throaty.


“I’ll check,” I said. “You stay here…just like that.”


She was on all fours, and I didn’t want her moving even a little bit. After I dealt with whoever was at the door, I fully intended on taking her from behind, ramming my dick into her tight little pussy until she screamed. Ellie looked over her shoulder at me as I climbed out of bed and pulled up my pants, then stepped to the door.


I only opened it a crack, the hatch sliding open just an inch. I was satisfied to find that Mira stood on the other side, her hair down around her shoulders, her arm looped around Ryo’s neck. The two of them both had bruised lips and flushed cheeks, and Ryo’s hand was up Mira’s shirt, twisting her nipple in her fingers. 


So this was that kind of visit.


“We wanted to talk,” Mira said, her eyes dragging down to my still-hard cock. “You busy?”


“Not at all,” I said. “Come on in.”


I pushed the panel to slide the door the rest of the way open, not telling Ellie what was about to happen. She was a good girl, though, staying on all fours as Mira and Ryo came inside. Ellie looked over her shoulder and shuddered, her whole body trembling at their proximity.


“I thought you said you weren’t busy,” Mira said with a smirk. She reached out and dragged her finger up Ellie’s spine, from her tailbone to her neck, and Ellie groaned. “Looks like you were in the middle of something.”


“Nothing you’re not invited to,” I said, crossing my arms. My dick was painfully hard, but I wanted to watch them. “I think Ellie appreciates the attention.”


Ellie whimpered when Ryo sat down on the bed beside her, brushing her hair back before taking Ellie by the chin. Ellie watched with a heated breath as Ryo dragged her finger across Ellie’s lips. 


“You sure you’re willing to share?” Ryo asked.


I grinned. “I’m not selfish,” I said. “And besides, it’s about what she wants.”


Ryo chuckled, then looked at Ellie. “Ellie, do you want me to kiss you?”


The blonde nodded in painful agreement, and without another moment’s hesitation Ryo pressed her lips to Ellie’s, taking her in a hot kiss. I watched from behind Ellie, the way her pussy flared open and got even more wet, shimmering in the dim light of the room. Mira kept stroking her back, sitting next to her as she watched me.


“I thought you wanted to talk,” I said to Mira, and she let out a throaty laugh.


“You know what they say,” she said. “Actions speak louder than words. May I…?”


“Not my place to be asked,” I said.


I stood and watched as Mira gave me a wicked smile, then slid her hand down Ellie’s back to slap her ass. Ellie flinched and groaned into Ryo’s mouth, then Mira started to work at Ellie’s core, pushing two fingers inside her.


Ellie instantly melted against Mira’s hand, falling onto her fingers and fucking her hand. Mira pumped her fingers in and out, keeping her eyes on me, licking her lips like she wanted to taste all of us. I knelt on the edge of the bed, reaching out to drag Mira in by her shirt before I kissed her. She kept her hand fucking Ellie, and I flickered my eyes open to watch Ryo start playing with Ellie’s nipples, pinching and twisting them. I knew Ellie loved to be adored like this, so I let them do it, fully aware of how wet Ellie would be when I finally fucked her. 


But I had other things to do first, and all the energy to do it after watching them together. 


Mira shimmied out of her panties and tossed them aside, revealing a perfectly shaved pussy. She positioned herself under Ellie and then held her by the hips, dragging the blonde’s round ass down until she could drag her tongue along Ellie’s seam. She pressed her tongue inside Ellie’s pussy and Ellie screamed just as Ryo moved to push Ellie’s face down on her own cunt.


It was unbelievably sexy. 


Mira stayed at the edge of the bed, her legs spread and her cunt soaking for me. I pulled my dick out again, eager to fuck them as they pleasured each other, letting the head drag over Mira’s folds.


She jerked toward me, though I was careful to pay attention to her broken ankle, still in its bandages. I pulled Mira’s hips just slightly toward me and, without another moment’s delay, I thrust inside her. 


Mira groaned, provoking a matching reaction from Ellie, who ground her hips down on Mira’s lips. I caught sight of Ellie’s pink tongue on Ryo’s pussy and it drove me insane, making me thrust deep inside Mira. Her core clenched around me, her inner walls pulsing out of control, and I wondered if she’d already come with me inside her and with Ellie on her tongue.


But she wrapped her legs around me, dragging me in closer, forcing me to fuck her hard. Mira was never one for gentleness, and I liked how she begged me to fuck her, how she made me increase my pace and my fervor. I groaned, reaching out to touch her smaller tits, kneading them with my hands until she was screaming around me. Her pussy was so wet that it left me drenched, and I stepped out of my pants so she wouldn’t make a mess of them. 


I thrust hard into her as she came, her tongue licking frantically at Ellie’s pussy. Ellie was still spread before me, and I focused on her cunt so I could hold out, wanting to fuck her before the night was over. It was hard to focus though, especially when Ryo started to come under Ellie’s ministrations, thrusting into her mouth and knotting her fingers in the blonde’s curly hair.


Ellie joined them suddenly, rolling her hips as Mira slid out from under her and pumped her fingers inside the blonde once again. She leaned back to fuck Mira’s fingers, her mouth still buried in Ryo’s pussy, her tongue lapping visibly at the pilot’s folds. I watched, the fever mounting on my skin, as Mira leaned forward, her breasts pressed together as she fucked Ellie with her hand.


“She wants you so bad, Vic,” Mira murmured, licking her lips, which were still wet with Ellie’s arousal. “I can feel how tight she is for you.”


I couldn’t resist; I leaned forward to taste Ellie on Mira’s lips, licking along the edge until she gave me access and pushed my tongue past her teeth. Mira groaned, and I hoped the sound resonated deep into Ellie’s core. I wanted to fuck all of them, to feel all of them. 


Ellie leaned back, her cunt just barely brushing against my cock, so wet that I could hardly believe it. I grabbed my dick and aligned it with her entrance, wanting so badly to feel her heat that I couldn’t wait. She looked over her shoulder at me, her mouth wet with Ryo’s juices, and licked her lips.


“Fuck me, Vic,” she whimpered.


I knew she’d be more turned on if I made her beg. So I dragged my cock over her twice, watching as she shuddered and moaned.


“Ask nicely,” I ordered her, and Mira chuckled beside me.


“Please fuck me,” she asked. “I need it.”


“Are you going to come when I tell you to come?” I asked.


“Yes,” she said. “Of course, please, please—“


I pushed inside her and she screamed, ducking her head against Ryo’s breasts. Ryo held the blonde’s face to her tit, and Ellie’s tongue came out again to flick against Ryo’s nipple as Ellie collapsed to the bed. Mira straddled her, facing me, taking my face in her hands. 


“I missed you, darling,” she murmured, and then she was kissing me, her mouth pressed to mine as I fucked Ellie into oblivion. 


Ellie was hot and wet and perfect, so tight that I thought I’d explode right then and there. Her cries echoed in the room, so loud that I was sure someone would hear, but I didn’t care; I just wanted to fuck my girls the way they liked, to make them come after the day we’d just had. Mira slapped Ellie’s ass so hard that it left a red mark and I appreciated the way she was making us forget, the way that she had us all focused on how much we needed each other.


“Oh my God,” Ellie said with a shuddering breath. “Oh my God, Vic, I’m gonna come…I’m gonna come…”


“Not yet, sweetheart,” I said, kissing Mira lazily. “You feel so good I want to enjoy you a little longer. Hold out for me.”


She nodded desperately against Ryo’s chest, her tongue still flicking out against the other woman’s breast until she fell into sucking at it hungrily. Ryo’s eyes shot open and her head tilted back, holding Ellie’s face in place.


Okay. So she liked her nipples sucked. Good to know.


“Ooh, she bites,” Ryo said, and Ellie sucked harder on her, her cheeks flushing pink. “I think she wants to come, Vic. You better let her before she draws blood.”


Ellie groaned and I kneaded her ass, kissing Mira as Mira dragged her fingers up and down over Ellie’s asshole. I could tell what she wanted to do, looking down between us at Ellie’s tight, virgin hole, and I met her eyes with a smirk.


“I think she wants it,” Mira said. “Don’t you?”


I could barely answer at the sheer anticipation, watching Ellie writhe beneath us, waiting to be filled. “Do it,” I said.


Mira laughed languidly, then looked over her shoulder.


“Ellie,” she said. “I’m going to fuck your ass a little with my finger, and then maybe one day Dr. Wilde will fuck you there. You like the sound of that?”


“Yes,” Ellie gasped, thrusting her ass backwards. “Please, please…”


Mira dragged her finger through Ellie’s slick arousal, and then a single finger pressed into Ellie’s hole, just barely up to the knuckle. Ellie bucked and squeaked, Ryo holding Ellie against her, giving her something to do with her mouth. She thrust her breasts into Ellie’s face as Mira fell into a rhythm, making Ellie pulse all around me.


She wasn’t going to be able to stop from coming.


And I wasn’t going to try.


I thrust harder, faster, building to a fever pitch as Ellie’s first orgasm hit her. The blonde groaned into Ryo’s chest, her tongue lashing at Ryo’s nipples, the other woman writhing underneath her. Ellie was held fast by all three of us, Mira at her ass, me in her cunt, Ryo at her mouth, and Ryo thrust Ellie back to her pussy as Ellie rode out the waves of pleasure, licking desperately at Ryo’s cunt.


And fuck, it was so hot that I don’t think any man could’ve resisted.


I came hard, thrusting deep into Ellie’s pussy, filling her up with my seed. She met me thrust for thrust, pushing herself backward into me, so deep that I could feel her muscles clench beside my balls. The tightness there finally found an end, and I slumped into Mira’s embrace as I pulled out of Ellie, my softening dick still pulsing with desire.


They were so fucking gorgeous.


Mira lay down next to Ellie and tilted her head over to kiss her, while Ryo slid down to join them. The three of them kissed lazily, their tongues visible along the others’ lips, their hands on the others’ tits. I watched for a second before I collapsed into the three of them, pulling them in close and grazing kisses down their throats.


Mira and I were the last to fall asleep, Ellie pressed to my back and Ryo on Ellie’s other side. We looked at each other in the darkness of the bunk, those blue irises sharp and inquisitive even after the hell we’d been through the past few days. Mira combed her fingers through my hair, trailed her hand along my short beard, and finally she pressed a kiss to my lips.


“Thanks for joining me on this journey,” she said. “I don’t think I could do it without you two.”


“We’re not going anywhere,” I said. “Other than…you know, every lost city on Earth.”


She chuckled in the quiet, her voice low and sultry even as she drifted to sleep.


“We’re going to have quite the adventure, aren’t we, Dr. Wilde?”


I nodded. 


“We really are.”










EPILOGUE





RYO DIDN’T COME home with us.


It was too painful, she said, and she needed some time to think. So when we landed back in Boston, she didn’t disembark, going on to some other port even after we extended an invitation to come back to our apartment. 


Ellie and Mira settled into my place in Boston like they were supposed to be there, though we did have to buy a bigger bed. The upgrade to the California King made a world of difference, even though it crowded my tiny apartment and almost filled the whole room. Still, the investment was worth it…especially after the girls started trying new things together.


So it was that I found myself back at Harvard, preparing for another semester. After a long day’s work, I made my way out of my office and down the hall, pausing at Jeremy’s office door.


It had been shut all summer, and I hadn’t heard a single word about his disappearance or death. It felt a little odd, but I’d been so distracted with Mira and Ellie that I hardly noticed. But today the door was open, and I paused with a frown as I looked inside.


Holy shit.


There was someone in Jeremy’s seat, and unless I was going crazy, he looked a hell of a lot like my old classmate.


I stepped forward haltingly, my jaw dropping as I looked at the back of his head. He was staring out at the quad, his dishwater blond hair combed neatly back, dressed in a scholarly tweed suit. He didn’t seem to hear me until I cleared my throat, and he spun around in his chair.


It was, without a doubt, Jeremy Dalton.


My knees went weak, remembering the sight of him dragging his bullet-ridden body into the pit to be devoured by the titan. He smiled politely, something a tad sinister in his eyes, his hands resting on the desk.


“Vic,” he said. “Nice to see you again. I trust you had a good summer?”


What the fuck? Was he just going to act like he hadn’t tried to kill my girlfriend? Like he hadn’t attempted to unleash an eldritch horror on the world?


Like he hadn’t thrown himself to his death?


I wanted to lash out—to demand what he was doing here, how he’d gotten here, how he’d survived. But instead I just stood there like an idiot, moving my mouth in the shape of words that didn’t make their way out of my throat.


I finally found the will to speak, narrowing my eyes. 


“You know exactly how my summer was,” I said.


He chuckled, clasping his hands in front of him. There was something off about them, but I couldn’t place it—something that made me feel like his fingers were too long, maybe like they had too many joints. Whatever it was, the sight sent me reeling, and I took a short step backwards.


“Ah, that unpleasantness,” he said. “I hope that we can put all that behind us. We are colleagues, after all.”


I stood flabbergasted for a minute, then lunged forward, stepping toward him until I could lean on his desk. This wasn’t normally my style, but I couldn’t erase the image of him holding Ellie, touching her, threatening her.


“You son of a bitch,” I said. “If you think I’m just going to put that behind me—”


“And who are you going to tell?” he said. “Are you going to report to the department chair that I’m in a cult? Do you think he’ll believe you?”


“I’ll get the KOL Group on it,” I said. “They’re a powerful organization.”


“Calling your little sidekicks, of course,” he laughed. “On that note—how’s Ellie?”


Her name in his mouth made me sick, and I reached forward to grab him by the collar. It wasn’t like me, but I’d had it with his snarky attitude, with the way that he talked about the girls like they were objects. “Don’t you even think about touching her,” I warned. “I’ll fucking kill you if you hurt her.”


“Sounds like I have some leverage on you, Vic,” he said. “How would the Archaeology Department feel about you fucking your TA?”


My eyes went wide and I released him, staggering backward. He was right; the chair would never believe that he was in a cult, but if I said anything it could put my teaching job on the line. And even worse than that, it could be a risk to Ellie’s education. 


She cared about her degree, and I wasn’t about to jeopardize that, especially when I didn’t see how I could get rid of Jeremy when he was supposed to be dead.


“Fine,” I said, “but I don’t want to see you near her.”


“Deal,” he said with an artificial smile. He extended his hand. “Colleagues?”


I grimaced, but took his hand. “Colleagues.”


And maybe it was just my imagination, but I could have sworn I felt something against my wrist. The whisper of a sucker, a tentacle with a sharp tip. I withdrew quickly and Jeremy chuckled, turning back to the window. He didn’t look at me when he spoke again, his voice low.


“Sorry, Vic,” he said. “Did I startle you? I left Atlantis with some upgrades.”


I didn’t respond, turning on my heel and practically running from his office. I needed to warn the girls, to let them know that there was someone dangerous stalking the streets of Boston.


Nowhere was safe.


And the Order seemed to have gotten back one of its top operatives.
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