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

Naturally, this was all Thalia’s fault.

Before Thalia Marquart, I’d been a perfectly normal data scientist. I analysed datasets, billed clients obscene amounts of money, and went home to my perfectly normal life. I had a girlfriend back home, Sally. I’d been planning to propose.

Then I met Thalia.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“...Oh.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The party was just theatre.

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

“It’s a map,” Thalia said.

“A map to what?”

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

“Why?”

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

“Greece?” I asked. “Turkey?”

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

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

She hummed and traced a finger down my arm.

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

“Invitation.”

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

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

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

The velvet rope parted.

And just like that, we were inside.

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

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

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

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

My stomach tightened.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I nearly choked. “He what?”

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

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

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

I exhaled. “...Right. Stupid question.”

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

I followed her gaze.

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

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

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

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

“Well,” I murmured, “he’s subtle.”

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

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

There it was. The reason for the theatre.

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

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

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

“Of course we will.”

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

Then, almost in unison, they stiffened.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She gestured toward the window.

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

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

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

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

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

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

But the last two weeks had been... educational.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Back to the beginning.
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Two weeks earlier

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

“Yes, bunny!” I chuckled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

So I did.

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

It was that evening that I first saw Thalia.

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

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

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

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

It wasn’t.

When I looked back, she was still watching me.

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

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

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

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

I didn’t need to look.

I already knew.

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

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

Message received.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Something like that,” I muttered.

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

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

“On the data?”

“Yeah,” she said, smiling.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“So... a treasure hunter?”

“Among other things.”

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

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

“Oh? And what’s that?”

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

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

“No. Girlfriend. Maybe fiancée soon.”

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

“Her or me?”

“Either,” she grinned.

“Yes. Both.”

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

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

“Leaving?” I asked, weakly.

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

“To...?”

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

I swallowed hard.

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

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

Instead of anger, she smiled, genuinely impressed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hey!” I protested.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And for a while, different was enough. 

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

Pop.

A sharp, flat sound echoed through the canyon.

Pop-pop.

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

Then I looked down into the ruins.

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

“Oh... holy shit,” I whispered.

This was very much not on the itinerary.

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

“Thalia?” I breathed.

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

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

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

I skidded to a stop beside her.

She spun, gun snapping up, then froze.

“Get in!” I yelled.

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

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

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

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

“Just drive!” she snapped.

I floored it.

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

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

Plural.

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

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

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

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

“Poor you,” she said, firing again.

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

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

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

The others fell back, just for a heartbeat.

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

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

She leaned through the shattered rear window and fired again.

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

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

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

...and then he was pinned.

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

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

“They are.”

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

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

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

“What is it?” I asked.

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

“Of course it is.”

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

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

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

She blinked. “What?”

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

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

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

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

“What are we doing now?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh? Innocent?” I snapped. “Like me?”

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

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

This was not how I’d pictured my business trip ending. Not even close. One thing I was absolutely certain of, though, I should have slept with Thalia when I had the chance. Because now I was so terrified I was pretty sure I’d never get my dick up again.
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When Thalia said her friend had a boat, I’d pictured something discreet. A battered fishing trawler. Maybe a modest sailboat with peeling paint and a diesel cough. Not this. This was a floating monument to excess.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A map. 

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

“Cybele,” I repeated.

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

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

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

“If we find it,” I said.

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

“Where’d you get it?”

“I stole it from the British Museum.”

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

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

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

She smiled slowly. “We’re sharing.”

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

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

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

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

She leaned in, her lips brushing my ear.

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

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

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

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

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

Thalia moved off me, rolling over to light a slim cigarette. She offered me one, even though she knew I didn’t smoke.

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

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

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

I frowned.

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

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

They still made my face burn.

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

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

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

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

She considered that. Then shrugged. “You didn’t just break
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