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CHAPTER ONE







THE LIGHT DIDN’T fade. It shifted.


One moment, I was mid-step, hand locked tightly in Seraphina’s. The next, my boot hit something hot and solid and I staggered forward, dragging the others with me. The portal dumped us out like a bad joke.


Heat slammed into me. Thick and wet, like stepping into a velvet-wrapped oven someone had decided to line with boiling kettles. My lungs seized for a second before I forced in a breath; it tasted of metal and overripe fruit, heavy enough to chew. Sweat prickled instantly along my hairline, ran down my spine. My shirt clung to my back in seconds, plastered there like a second skin I didn’t want.


I blinked into the glare, then swore and lifted an arm to shield my eyes. The light was vicious. It was sunlight without mercy, not the diffused glow of the Dungeon’s false skies.


“What the hell,” Lila muttered next to me, squinting against the blinding sky. She was in her defensive posture already, like she half-expected whatever was making the heat to also throw something sharp at us.


Seraphina let out a soft, uneasy breath. “This isn’t… this isn’t natural. Not down here.” Her tone made it sound less like an observation and more like a warning.


She was right. The sky above us was clear and blue. It wasn’t the painted-fresco kind of blue the Dungeon sometimes faked, but the real thing. The kind of sky you only saw topside, after hours of marching through dust and heat until the air shimmered in waves. I knew that color. I’d stared up at it too many times lying in dirt with a rifle across my chest, waiting for someone else’s order to move.


But this wasn’t freedom. The blue was too perfect, the edges of the clouds too deliberate. The whole thing felt… staged. Like the Dungeon had dressed a wound in silk and dared us to believe it wasn’t still bleeding underneath.


The jungle stretched out around us in every direction, humming with color. Trees soared higher than siege towers, their trunks a deep, improbable green veined with threads of gold. The leaves overhead didn’t just glint—they flashed, scattering sunlight in hard, metallic shards. From the branches hung crystal-thick vines, refracting the glare in soft rainbows that shouldn’t have existed here. They vibrated faintly, humming just above the threshold of hearing, the sound tickling the inside of my skull.


The ground under our boots was cut stone, not natural rock, its seams running in precise, geometric patterns that hinted at a city long gone. Moss the color of turmeric sprawled over it in heavy carpets, releasing a musky, spiced scent when crushed. Every step sank into it with a soft squelch.


“Okay,” Tessa said, already tugging at the collar of her vest like it might buy her some airflow. "Nope. Nope, nope, nope. Too hot, way too hot, I think my boots are actually melting to my feet and I might be melting too which would be really inconvenient because I've got projects back home and if I pass out someone better drag me somewhere with shade and those electrolyte things because dying from humidity would be the most embarrassing way to go and I refuse to let my tombstone say 'death by weather.'"


I turned to check everyone. Tessa’s goggles had already fogged, the lenses milky with condensation. She kept swiping at them with the corner of her vest, muttering about anti-fog enchantments like she was filing a mental complaint with the universe.


Seraphina looked pale and off-balance, her steps a fraction slower than usual. One hand hovered unconsciously near her stomach, fingertips grazing the curve as if reassuring herself the child inside was still untouched by the heat. I shifted closer without thinking, ready to catch her if the glare and humidity decided to put her on the ground. She gave me a faint, distracted smile but didn’t tell me to back off. That alone told me she wasn’t feeling right.


And then I heard it. It was a sound no jungle should make. Soft, rhythmic, and bright in a way you felt more in your chest than in your ears: the magical pulse of a summoned weapon.


I spun, instincts already braced for trouble, and sure enough, Lila’s hand was pressed to her tattoo. The ink shimmered like water catching sunlight, and then the bow bloomed into existence in her grip, strung and drawn halfway before the rest of us could even register movement.


She’d dropped into a low crouch, knees bent, weight balanced forward like she was setting up to fire through a sniper’s kill-hole. Her eyes raked the tree line in quick, staccato sweeps, never settling long enough for whatever was out there to read her aim. The bowstring hummed faintly under tension, a whisper of readiness.


“I don’t like this,” she said, her voice flat, professional. “Nothing this perfect is ever real.”


The vines overhead shifted in a slow, serpentine curl, scattering prisms of light across her face. Sweat trickled down my temple.


“What’s it waiting for?” I asked.


Her mouth quirked in something that wasn’t a smile. “To screw us.”


Above us, Book fluttered into the air and opened mid-hover. Its pages flapped for dramatic effect before ink scratched itself across the parchment, “Ah, sunlight underground. How delightfully impossible. I give it fifteen minutes before one of you either keels over from heatstroke or gets eaten by something with too many teeth and an attitude problem.”


“Thanks for the positivity,” I muttered.


The next page flipped with exaggerated flair, “It’s called foreshadowing, Recon Boy. I’m practically Shakespeare with pages now.”


I snorted. “Try not to set yourself on fire.”


“Can books sweat?” Tessa asked quietly, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. “Because I feel like I'm sweating enough for all of us and also some people in the next realm over and maybe we should invest in those cooling vests or portable air conditioning or…”


Book flipped a page in what I could only assume was indignation. “I don't sweat, I merely become slightly more aromatic with wisdom.”


I turned in a slow circle, taking in the jungle. It was wrong. Everything—every tree, every vine—was too balanced. Too spaced. Too clean. Nature didn’t do symmetry. Not like this.


“This place looks… designed,” I said.


“Shaped,” Seraphina murmured. “This realm isn’t just enchanted. It’s curated.”


I glanced at my wrist. Three small tattoos sat just above my watchband—bow, staff, rifle. The bow and rifle were solid black ink, but the staff was a brilliant red, signifying Seraphina’s pregnancy. 


We’d stepped into something golden.


And it was watching us.







We didn’t get far before the jungle broke open into a clearing that was wide and unnaturally circular. The light there was even brighter, reflected off pale stone structures that rose out of the ground like ancient teeth.


The buildings weren’t ruins. Not really. They were too clean, too intact. No vines cracked them, no moss weathered their corners. They stood like they’d been placed just yesterday. Each one matched the others exactly—same height, same width, same number of steps leading to flat-topped platforms that bore no markings except one.


The same symbol.


Over and over.


Lila kept her bow drawn, eyes moving constantly.


Tessa reached out to touch one of the walls. “It's warm, like really warm, like running hot water over a tea kettle that's already at full boil and someone decided that wasn't hot enough so they added more fire and…”


“Artificially,” Seraphina added, running her fingers over a carved sunburst at shoulder height. “This symbol. It's not religious. It's architectural. Like branding.”


I crouched next to one of the glyphs near the ground. It was different from the rest, with sharper lines, darker carving, and a kind of crescent cut through a sun shape. It looked newer than the others. The moment I touched it, my head swam.


Book dropped beside me like it had been yanked out of the air. It thumped on the stone with a surprisingly sulky little slap. A moment later, ink scratched itself onto a half-open page, “Warning: Glyph resonance may cause mild hallucinations, internal bleeding, spontaneous poetry recitation, or accidental enlightenment. Side effects may include temporary omniscience and an inexplicable urge to speak in riddles.”


“Appreciate the heads-up.”


Book’s next message scrawled out with flair, “You’re welcome. Still not a coaster, by the way. Or a napkin. I have standards.”


Seraphina knelt beside me. “This one’s different,” she said quietly, brushing a long finger across the same symbol. “Older. But repurposed. The lines aren’t Incan or Egyptian. They’re… hybridized.”


I glanced back toward the trees. “Anyone else notice how quiet it is?”


Lila lowered her bow just a hair. “Too quiet. No bugs. No birds. No rustling. Nothing’s moving.”


“It’s like the jungle’s holding its breath,” I said.


Tessa walked past us into the next section of the clearing. The ground there sloped down into a shallow pit ringed with more sunburst glyphs and one long spiral of black glass inlaid into the floor. At its center stood a lone pedestal—empty.


I didn’t like it.


Book hovered beside me again, and the ink came slower this time, “This is either a temple, a trap, or someone's idea of abstract art. My money's on ‘all of the above with a side of imminent doom.’”


“That’s helpful,” I said.


Tessa had crouched at the spiral’s edge, goggles pushed up onto her head, her fingers hovering a hair’s breadth above the black glass. The spiral reflected her in fragments—ten shifting versions of her face rippling in its surface.


“Alex,” Seraphina said behind me, her voice calm but weighted. “We should decide now—do we press forward or pull back?”


I opened my mouth to answer.


And then the jungle spoke.


A single click. Sharp. Mechanical. Too clean to be anything natural. The sound seemed to hang in the thick air, louder in the silence that followed.


Another click answered it from somewhere off to the left.


And then dozens more rolled out in a staggered pattern, as if invisible hands were flipping the same switch over and over in the canopy.


We turned as one, instincts snapping into place. My fingers brushed the rifle tattoo, willing it into being. Beside me, Lila’s bow was already up, the string drawn halfway without a sound. Seraphina’s staff was in her hand and shimmered faint violet, the magic around her rising in slow spirals like smoke.


Figures slid out of the tree line. They weren’t emerging so much as unfolding from the shadows. They moved with a precision that prickled along my spine. No wasted steps. No noise but the faint hiss of moss under their boots.


They wore robes of deep red that drank the light, hoods drawn low so that the only features visible were their masks; smooth obsidian, curved without a seam. Gold traced the eyes and mouth, sharp lines that caught the sunlight and threw it back in blinding sparks.


In their hands they held spears. Long, sun-bladed things that shimmered as though each tip held a sliver of flame trapped in glass. The light bent around them, distorting the air in a faint, heat-haze ripple.


They moved like dancers. They placed their feet like soldiers.


And they didn’t speak.


Not yet.







They closed in without a sound.


Twenty, maybe thirty of them, emerging from the jungle shadows like they'd always been there. I didn’t hear leaves crunch. No twigs snapped. Their robes barely rustled. Every step was deliberate, timed, perfect.


The only sound was a gentle humming that came from their weapons. The spears they carried shimmered faintly in the heat, blades curving like crescents and glowing gold at the edges. One of them—the tallest—carried a rectangular bronze shield etched with a matching sun-and-moon pattern.


Lila tracked the leader with her bow, expression tight. “I count thirty,” she whispered. “That’s not good.”


“They’re not attacking,” I said, keeping my hands open at my sides. “Yet.”


The tallest figure stepped forward. His (or her) face was hidden behind a full obsidian mask, polished smooth except for delicate gold filigree tracing the eye sockets. A voice came from behind it, clear and androgynous, with an unsettling sense of calm.


“You stand in the open light.”


I blinked. “Yeah. We noticed.”


Book floated helpfully in front of me and scrawled in massive block letters, “DON’T SASS the sun priests, meathead. They're holding the glowy stabby things.”


The masked figure tilted their head slightly. “You come linked in blood, magic, and omen.”


That sent a ripple through our group. Seraphina took a small step forward, chin lifted.


“And what omen do you see?”


The guard slowly lifted a gloved hand and pointed.


At me.


More specifically, at my wrist.


The tattoos weren’t glowing… but they weren’t dim, either. I looked down. The three small symbols—Seraphina’s staff, Lila’s bow, Tessa’s rifle—sat just above the line of my watch band like they always did.


Except the staff tattoo shimmered faintly crimson in the light.


“One mark is crimson,” the masked figure said. “The red is not of ink. It is life.”


Lila shifted uncomfortably beside me.


“The child is not your concern,” Seraphina said evenly, her voice low and dangerous.


The leader didn’t flinch. “The child will be honored. The bond sanctified.”


Tessa looked at me, blinking sweat out of her eyes. “Is that good?” she whispered. “Because it sounds like it could be good but also it could be really bad and I can't tell which and my brain isn't working right in this heat and—”


“I have no idea.”


The guards moved without a signal. One moment they were statues, the next flowing into motion with the kind of unity that only came from long, drilled repetition. Five of them stepped forward in perfect unison, the metallic swish of their robes brushing the moss. From the folds, they drew coils of rope. Not hemp or leather, but something stranger: braided gold-threaded fiber that caught the sunlight in pulsing flashes, as if it were alive and breathing in time with them.


Two others approached slower, both with their hands raised, palms open and empty. Not threatening—deliberately ceremonial. The movement was a ritual in itself, a silent declaration that what came next wasn’t conquest, it was… invitation. Or at least the Dungeon’s version of it.


“We will carry you to the capital of Intipaxa,” the leader said, voice deep enough to vibrate through the soles of my boots. The mask made it impossible to read an expression, but the stillness of his stance radiated authority. “No harm shall come. You walk in prophecy.”


“That’s new,” Lila muttered, eyes still fixed on the ring of obsidian masks around us. Her bow remained in her grip, not lowered enough to be safe, not raised enough to be hostile.


Seraphina leaned in toward me, her breath warm against my ear. “Go with them. Don’t fight. For now.” Her hand stayed close to her stomach without her even realizing it.


“I don’t like being carried,” I muttered, my eyes flicking to the gold-threaded ropes.


“I don’t like losing a battle in the jungle heat while I’m pregnant,” she said evenly, the hint of steel under the softness.


Fair point.


I raised my hands just enough to show I wasn’t about to make this ugly. “Alright,” I said to the guards. “Lead the way.”


The leader inclined his head once, a small but deliberate bow, and the ropes were lowered—not tied, but looped loosely in a way that kept us clustered together. The gold fibers were warm to the touch, almost like holding a sunbeam in my palm.


Book dropped between us, fluttering to a halt in the humid air. The quill scrawled midair, the words glowing faintly before fading into the space between us, “‘No harm shall come,’ says the masked individual brandishing the glowing spear of probable doom. I've read this story before. It doesn't end with tea and biscuits.”


A couple of the guards tilted their heads toward Book in what I could only assume was curiosity. None reacted otherwise. Either they couldn’t read his sarcasm, or they were very, very good at ignoring it.







No one spoke as they led us forward, but the line of Sun Guards never faltered. They marched two ahead, two behind, and a dozen fanned wide around us, keeping the formation perfect even over uneven jungle terrain.


We followed a golden trail… literally. The path was paved with stone bricks veined in shining gold, winding gently uphill through towering foliage. Giant flowers the size of shields bloomed on either side, and vines hung low, twitching slightly, though no breeze moved them.


Tessa kept stumbling. Her face was flushed deep red, and her goggles hung around her neck. She whispered. “This heat is so not right, it's like the opposite of right, it's not radiating down from above like normal heat should because I know about heat distribution and thermal dynamics and this is radiating from everything like the rocks and trees are tiny furnaces and that's not how physics works unless…”


Seraphina walked beside her, hand lightly on her back. “This realm isn’t just sunlit. It’s enchanted to emulate solar intensity. Everything here draws power from the light. Not just plants. Structures. Maybe even people.”


“That sounds bad,” I muttered.


“It depends what the light feeds.”


The forest broke at the ridgeline.


And there it was—Intipaxa.


We all stopped.


Even Book, who had been drifting behind me like a sassy paper balloon, hovered still.


The city lay below us in a massive bowl-shaped valley, surrounded by jungle cliffs. Sunlight blazed over it from above, but not just from the sun. Massive gold discs were mounted high on towers and hills, reflecting sunlight downward in focused beams that struck key parts of the city: temples, towers, bridges, homes.


The buildings were stacked like terraced ziggurats, gold and sandstone, dotted with obsidian mosaics. At the center of it all rose a spire, taller than anything else, gleaming white and gold. It pulsed faintly, like a heartbeat.


“That’s where they’re taking us,” Lila said. “Top of the pyramid. It’s always the damn top.”


The guards kept moving. We followed.


As we descended the final trail into the valley, we passed others.


They lined the trail; kneeling figures in pale robes, heads bowed, hands clasped as we passed. They didn’t speak. They didn’t look up. But I felt their eyes through their silence. Watching us. Worshipping. Or… waiting.


One of them, a girl of maybe twelve, lifted her face just enough for me to see her eyes.


They glowed. Faint golden pinpricks danced across her irises like sunlight catching dust motes.


I looked away.


Book drifted closer, writing slowly across a fresh page, “Light, as it turns out, is just another kind of fire. And we all know how well you handle walking into fires, don’t we?”


And we kept walking.


Toward the city.


Toward the spire.


Toward whatever the hell came next.








CHAPTER TWO





THEY DIDN’T SPEAK when they took me.


Just a slight incline of the head from the priestess, a motion so small it could have been a trick of the light, and two masked guards stepped forward. Their grip on my arms was firm without bruising, like they’d been trained in the exact pressure needed to move someone without making it look like force.


They turned me down another hallway, each step perfectly in sync with mine, past archways and corridors that glowed faintly with refracted gold. The light bent in slow waves along the walls, as if it wasn’t reflected from any source but bled from the stone itself. It didn’t feel like being led through a temple. It felt like being processed through a machine, each turn and passage another moving part in a design too complex for me to see.


Every step echoed behind me… and then vanished too quickly, clipped short. It took me a few paces to realize why. The walls didn’t just absorb sound, they swallowed it. The air felt heavier here, dense enough that my breath seemed to travel only inches before it was gone. It made my pulse sound loud in my own ears.


The chamber they brought me to looked more like a spa than a cell. Smooth white stone formed walls without seam or mortar. A wide basin of still water rested in the center, its surface so flat it could have been glass. A narrow bench sat against one wall, carved from a single piece of golden wood that gave off a faint, resin-sweet scent.


No chains. No restraints. No barred door swinging shut behind me.


That didn’t make it less unnerving. If anything, the absence of obvious containment felt worse, like they didn’t think they needed it.


The two guards stepped back as one, their movements mirror-perfect, and slipped through the archway without a sound.


Another figure entered—masked, robed, the hem whispering across the smooth stone floor. In their hands, they carried a long scroll of cloth embroidered with concentric suns, each ring stitched in gold so fine it caught the chamber’s light like a net. The fabric swayed slightly as they moved, revealing glimpses of intricate sigils between the suns.


She (or he) didn’t ask.


Just walked straight toward me, stopping at arm’s length, hands lifting in a slow, deliberate gesture. The open fingers were pale against the deep red of the sleeves, the movement so ritualized it felt rehearsed to the point of muscle memory.


“I’m not taking my clothes off,” I said, flatly.


They paused. A small tilt of the head, birdlike.


Book, who I hadn’t seen enter (which meant he’d either been lurking in the doorway the whole time or had just decided to pop into existence at the worst possible moment),hovered up beside me. The words scratched across his page without hesitation, “Hot take: maybe wait to say that until someone actually asks yo to strip before declaring your nudity embargo. Just a thought.”


The priest didn’t so much as glance at him. Just kept that steady, unreadable stare fixed on me. The mask’s golden eye-tracings caught the light and made it seem like their gaze was glowing.


Then, slowly, they extended one hand. Palm up. Waiting.


I sighed, dragging my fingers across my belt buckle. “Fine. But I’m keeping the boxers. You people can pry those from my cold, underdressed corpse.”


They didn’t react—didn’t blink, didn’t frown, didn’t even breathe in a way I could see. The kind of silence that makes you realize you’re the only one making this awkward.


The belt came free with a metallic snap, and the faintest shift in their stance told me they were ready to take it the second I let go.


The moment my shirt came off, they stepped forward, not to grab me, not to restrain, but to begin what I could only describe as an inspection. Their movements were smooth, almost detached, like hands guided more by a checklist than curiosity.


Cool fingertips traced the line of my shoulder, following the curve of muscle down my arm with the lightest pressure. At each wrist, they paused, holding it just long enough for me to feel the faint vibration of whatever enchantment hummed through their gloves.


When they reached my left forearm, they rotated it with a careful twist, exposing the tattoos to the full light of the chamber.


They lingered there.


Especially on the staff. The red shimmer in the etched staff symbol was faint, like banked coals, but definitely present. The masked face dipped slightly, studying it in stillness, and then one gloved thumb pressed gently to the ink.


The mark pulsed—just once. A slow, deliberate thrum that I felt not just in my skin, but deeper, like it had answered in its own language.


The priest’s head tilted, the gold tracings around the mask’s eyes catching the light, turning them into twin slivers of sunlight.


Then they turned away without comment, reaching into their robe to produce a square of parchment so pale it was almost luminous. The tip of their stylus glowed faintly as they wrote, the marks sinking into the sheet like ink into water.


Without looking back, they moved to my other side and began working their way across my back. The touch was impersonal but thorough, fingertips gliding over each ridge of muscle, pausing briefly at scars as though noting coordinates on a map.


“Great,” I muttered. “First time I’ve been felt up since boot camp, and this one wears a mask.”


Book drifted lazily into my peripheral vision, quill scratching without hurry, “I warned you not to moisturize. Next time, try looking scruffier and less like a recruitment poster.”


The priest didn’t so much as twitch.


After that, they handed me a folded piece of cloth. It was white, sleeveless, open down the sides, with golden embroidery that spiraled in looping sunbursts around the hem. The fabric was so fine it almost slid out of my hands, cool against my still-damp skin. It smelled faintly of something floral, sharp and clean, like a bloom pressed under glass.


I stared at it.


“Seriously?”


The priest stood utterly still, the mask’s golden tracery catching the chamber light, waiting me out with the patience of stone.


I gave it one more skeptical look, then pulled it over my head with a scowl. The fabric settled over me in one smooth whisper, hanging loose. It was halfway between a toga and a bathrobe, with the sides open just enough to make walking a breeze and dignity an uphill battle.


The rifle. The bow. And the staff—its etched lines glowing red like a warning light I couldn’t turn off, the shimmer catching the edge of my vision no matter where I looked.


When I glanced up, the priest was already turning, gesturing wordlessly toward the door behind them.


I started walking, the garment brushing my thighs in time with my steps. The hallway beyond was warmer, lit by the same slow-gold glow as before.


Book fluttered into view, pages riffling as he flipped to a new one. Words scrawled themselves midair in a lazy loop, “Congratulations. You’ve been upgraded to ceremonial beefcake. I’m sure your mother would be so proud.”


I looked back to glare at the old tome. “Glad to know I rate an upgrade.”


Turning back, I nearly walked into Tessa.


She stopped dead in the doorway, one hand braced on the frame like she needed the extra support. Her eyes did a quick circuit of my face, my shoulders, the gold embroidery tracing over the loose white fabric, and then inevitably drifted lower. The look wasn’t lewd so much as startled, like she’d walked in on someone rearranging reality.


Her mouth opened like she had something to say, but instead what came out was a strangled little erk noise, halfway between a hiccup and a short-circuited word.


“Problem?” I asked, keeping my tone neutral but not bothering to hide the faint smirk tugging at the corner of my mouth.


Her gaze jerked back up to mine so fast I half-expected to hear a neck pop. “No, no problem, I just… uh… was coming to tell you they’re, um, making the… uh… blessing circle ready, and, wow, that’s a lot of skin visibility and I wasn’t expecting that much skin visibility and they measure you for this or was this like, one-size-fits-all ceremonial beefcake because that’s definitely a category now in my head and I might need to update my classification systems…” She gestured vaguely in my direction with one hand, as though the loose, open-sided robe required a safety warning. 


Her words spilled out faster with every breath, tripping over themselves in the way only Tessa’s did when her brain was trying to run in three directions at once.


“Tess.” I let the corner of my mouth turn up, just enough to make her blink.


That earned me a little shuffle of her feet, her weight shifting like she might turn around and bolt but her hands tightening on the doorframe instead. Her eyes flicked down and back up again before she could stop herself, and this time she bit her lip.


She was already in her own ceremonial outfit—white silk panels so thin I could almost see the heat of her skin through them, held together by strips of gold cord at the shoulders and hips, and not much else. Each panel caught the light differently as she shifted, the fabric sliding over itself in liquid folds. The way it swayed when she shifted her weight made it hard to remember I’d just been annoyed about my own clothes. The cords didn’t so much hold the outfit together as suggest that it could fall apart at any moment if someone breathed too hard.


“You’re staring,” she said, trying for accusatory, landing somewhere much closer to breathless. Her hands were still planted on the doorframe, but her thumbs stroked against the wood like she needed something to do with them.


“You started it.”


“I… no, I didn’t… well, maybe, but you can’t just…” She gestured vaguely at me, the loose flap of her sleeve sliding back to bare the inside of her arm. The movement pulled the silk across her chest in a way that completely derailed her own train of thought. “…stand there like that and expect me not to notice because that’s not how physics works or human nature or whatever.”


I closed the distance in two steps, the thin fabric of my own robe whispering against my skin. “Like what?”


Her mouth opened again, probably gearing up for a twenty-five-word explanation complete with footnotes. Instead, I bent and kissed her.


She made a small sound against my lips—half surprise, half surrender—and then her arms moved, not away but up, pulling me in. Her mouth was hot and impatient, her kiss all teeth and tongue like she’d been waiting for the right excuse and decided this was it.


The silk was cool under my hands as I traced her sides, the smooth panels slipping easily beneath my fingers. The cords at her hips loosened almost without effort, the knot sliding open like it had been tied with the intention of being untied. She gave a shaky laugh into my mouth, the sound vibrating between us.


“Okay, that’s… um… intentional design flaw…”


“Shut up, Tess.”


“Yes, sir,” she breathed, the words so soft I felt them more than heard them, and her arms came around my neck, pulling me closer until there was no space left to close.


I walked her back until the wall caught her, the faint thump muffled by the layers of silk. The panels shifted with the movement, sliding apart just enough to bare more warm skin to my hands. Her breath caught when my palms slid lower, thumbs grazing the dip of her hips, and then she moved—hooking one leg around my waist in a fast, practiced motion that nearly threw our balance.


“Steady,” I murmured, bracing a hand against the wall beside her head.


She grinned up at me, bright and a little wicked, and yanked me down into another kiss. It wasn’t cautious; it was hungry, teeth catching my lower lip before her tongue swept in. Her body was hot against mine, the heat of her skin bleeding through the whisper-thin silk, and the loose drape of both our outfits made it almost effortless to find bare flesh.


Her hands slid down my chest, nails grazing lightly as she traced the lines of muscle. She paused just long enough at my abs to let her fingers rest there, her breathing quick and uneven, before they roamed lower, pushing the hem of my robe aside with a casual boldness that made my pulse jump.


“You’re already… oh,” she said, the last word cut short into a sharp inhale when my hand cupped her through the silk. The fabric was so thin it barely dulled the heat of her.


We stopped talking after that. Words weren’t going to do the job.


Her breathing picked up, uneven in a way that had nothing to do with nerves
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