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Chapter 1

Olyndar sat in the study with Hadros three days after the Vexis match, eating bread with cheese and butter, a luxury they could now afford. Then the old retainer dropped the mood.

"They're going to come for you now."

Olyndar set his bread down. "Who?"

"Everyone." Hadros unrolled a sheet of parchment across the desk. It was covered in Hadros's cramped handwriting, names and house crests sketched in the margins. "You humiliated Damar Vexis on opening day. In front of the entire Colossade. Fifty thousand drachma, gone, and his Muse fucked in front of everyone."

"I suspect he'll want revenge."

"Of course. But Damar is too smart to come at you directly, not after you made him look like a fool. He'll work through intermediaries. We need to remain vigilant." Hadros tapped the parchment. "I've been talking to contacts in the registry. The schedule for the next round of matches came in this morning."

He slid a wax tablet across the desk. Olyndar picked it up and read.

The tablet listed House Varos's assigned bout for the second round. The opponent column read: House Wayne. Kyrios: Lord Ortas Wayne. Muse: Nyri, Starlight Aspect.

Olyndar frowned. "Who is Gorthas Wayne? He sounds like he is from the north."

"Originally, yes, his family was from the Frozenshire, but they have been in Myressa now for long enough to be considered old blood. One of the elite houses, in spite of their northern lineage. House Wayne has held a top-tier position in the circuit for three generations." Hadros rubbed the bridge of his nose. "They shouldn't be anywhere near us this early in the season. We're a bottom-ranked house in our first season. We should be fighting other bottom-ranked houses for at least two or three more matches. A one-sided match is not entertaining."

"So why are we matched against them?"

"Because someone pulled some strings." Hadros pointed at the seal at the bottom of the tablet, Morath's. The same temple official who put his cock in Cyrene's mouth had signed off on this schedule.

Olyndar set the tablet down. "He's punishing us for interrupting his fun. Can we move to get the match changed? Is this even legal?"

"It's technically legal. He has broad authority over compliance and scheduling, and he can assign matches outside the normal bracket, but usually it is reserved for challenges like your match with Vexis. Though I wouldn't suspect Morath to do this as a personal vendetta against you, that would risk too much for too little."

"Vexis asked him to."

"That is my read too, and Morath doesn't do favours for free."

"No doubt that a large sum was offered up for this." Olyndar imagined pettiness still played some part in all of this. Why else would Cyrene be the one scheduled to fight? "Why is it that this match has specific Muses scheduled? I thought that Kyrioi could choose their own Muses." Maybe he could get Rhexa on the sands instead.

"Individual Muse assignments in the lower circuit are unusual but permitted, usually for spectacle, or if a Muse has not had a match in a long time. Nyri is one of the best Wayne has. Seven-match winning streak right now."

"Phallon!" Olyndar swore.

Cyrene was the least experienced fighter in his roster. Her Frost Aspect was strong, her forms were improving every day, and her bond with Olyndar was deepening steadily. But she'd never fought a real match.

"Guess we can't refuse then."

"No, Kyrios, not without taking an automatic loss, a fine, and a black mark on the house's record that will follow us for at least three seasons. Not even your father dared to refuse a match."

Olyndar stared at the tablet. "I need to know more about Ortas," Olyndar said. "And his Muse."

"I'll dig into the match records tonight. But lad..." Hadros paused. "Be careful. The houses that sit at the top of the circuit didn't get there by being fair. They got there by making sure everyone below them stays below them. They will not let a house like ours succeed without a fight."

* * *

The Temple of Kyreion's registry hall was quieter than it had been during the opening gala. The registration rush was over, and the arcade had settled into its normal daily traffic of clerks processing bout paperwork and Kyrioi checking match boards. Olyndar stood in front of the slate board that displayed the second-round schedule, reading his assignment for the third time, memorising the details.

"That's a rough draw."

The voice came from his right. Casual and warm, and carrying a trace of genuine sympathy.

Olyndar turned.

The man standing beside him was about his age, maybe a year or two older. He had sandy-brown hair that flopped across his forehead in an unkempt way that suggested he either didn't own a comb or didn't care to use one. His build was medium, athletic, but not imposing. He wore a dark green robe with bronze clasps at the collar and a house crest embroidered on the chest: a wolf's head in profile, simple and clean. His face was open and friendly, with an easy grin that reached his brown eyes.

He was reading Olyndar's match assignment on the board.

"Ortas Wayne for your second bout." He whistled through his teeth. "Someone up there really doesn't like you." The man stuck his hand out. "Leon Lykos. House Lykos."

Olyndar had heard of house Lykos from Hadros's morning lessons on Myressian houses. They were a mid-tier house, four Muses. Olyndar shook his hand. The grip was firm but relaxed.

"Olyndar Varos."

"Oh, I know who you are." Leon's grin widened. "The whole city knows who you are after what you did to Vexis. Seeing him get humiliated like that was the single best thing I've watched in three seasons of circuit fighting. I nearly spilled my wine."

"It was a good day."

"Good day? Mate, Damar Vexis hasn't shown his face in public since. His senior Muse told one of mine that he smashed every piece of furniture in his study." Leon laughed. "I bought a round for my whole household that night. To House Varos. You earned it."

Olyndar found himself smiling; this guy seemed decent enough.

"Walk with me," Leon said, nodding toward the courtyard. "You look like a man who could use a friend, and chatting is much better than staring at match boards all day."

They crossed the arcade and moved into the open courtyard. Leon walked with his hands in his pockets and his shoulders loose. He nodded to a few people as they passed, clerks and minor officials who seemed to genuinely like him.

"So," Leon said. "Ortas Wayne. What do you already know?"

"Nothing really. I only saw the assignment this morning."

Leon stopped near a stone bench beneath a fig tree and sat. He gestured for Olyndar to join him.

"Ortas is what happens when you give a cruel man a beautiful face and a lot of money." Leon stretched his legs out and crossed his ankles. "On the surface, he's perfect. Old family, excellent manners, handsome northern face. He is invited to every party, women love him, sponsors love him, and the temple pretty much treats him like royalty."

"I'm guessing there is a but coming."

Leon's easy grin faded. He leaned forward conspiratorially.

"He's a sadist. A real one. Not the loud, blustering kind like Krato Demeris who threatens to fuck your Muse and then buys you a drink after. Kyrios Wayne is quiet about it. He picks opponents he knows he can break, and then he breaks them slowly. His matches never end fast because he tells his Muses to drag them out for as long as possible… Strip their opponent piece by piece, humiliate them in front of the crowd, push them to the edge of what the judges will allow."

Olyndar clenched his teeth, but Leon wasn't done.

"His Muse, Nyri, is a real piece of work, quick with a rapier, and her Starlight Aspect is one of the nastier ones despite the name. She messes with minds and illuminates a Muse's fears and desires. She fights the way Ortas directs her, and the bastard directs her to cause maximum distress." Leon picked at a callus on his palm. "Her last match lasted twenty minutes, and the opposing Muse was naked, constantly orgasming, and barely conscious. Nyri hadn't taken a single hit."

"Why didn't they stop the fight?"

"Because Ortas has friends on the judging panel."

"Of course he does." Olyndar sighed.

"I won't get into the details. But the opposing Muse has since retired to be a breeder." He looked at Olyndar directly. "They must really hate you, Olyndar."

They sat in silence for a moment. A pair of Muses walked past, arguing about footwork.

"Why are you telling me all this?" Olyndar asked. "You don't know me."

"Honestly?" Leon leaned back against the bench. "Because I watched you take on Krato Demeris and Damar Vexis with a bunch of ill-equipped Muses and a broken house. You're either incredibly lucky or incredibly dangerous, and either way, I think you are pretty badass. Besides, I'm the Kyrios of House Lykos. We wolves like having a pack."

He paused. His expression shifted to something more honest.

"I won't sugar-coat it either. We mid-tier houses survive by being smart and not causing a lot of trouble.  The big houses don't notice us, and that's how we like it. But you just kicked the hornet's nest, and the hornets are going to swarm. Mid-tier houses like mine get stung when that happens. I suspect we will have a lot of the same enemies going forward, and Gehenna knows, you already hate Vexis as much as I do."

Olyndar studied him. Leon Lykos didn't carry himself like a schemer. He didn't have Damar's polished control or Krato's aggressive bluster. He seemed like a normal man. He seemed honest.

"I could use someone who knows how the circuit actually works," Olyndar said. "Hadros is brilliant, but he hasn't been a Kyrios himself. I could use an ally who has."

"Then let me help." Leon stuck his hand out again. "No contracts, no wagers. Just two Kyrioi taking on the big bastards around us."

Olyndar took his hand.

"Come to the estate tonight," Olyndar said. "Have dinner with us. Meet my household."

Leon's grin returned in full force. "Mate, I thought you'd never ask. I'll bring wine."

* * *

Leon brought wine. Three bottles of it, dark Thessalian red, better than anything in the Varos cellar. Hadros wasn't able to hide his suspicion of the Kyrios, but he remained quiet. They ate in the dining room. Roasted lamb, bread, olives, a sharp cheese that Leon identified but Olyndar forgot the name of almost immediately after being told. Olyndar, Hadros, and Leon sat at one end of the table with Rhexa at the other end in a skintight white robe she wore in the evenings. Cyrene and Zelira had turned in early, having run through extensive drills throughout the day to prepare Cyrene for her upcoming bout.

Leon was good at talking. He was good at it. He shared circuit gossip, explained scheduling politics, broke down the strengths and weaknesses of six different houses that Olyndar might face over the season. He did it without condescension. This led Hadros to soften up towards Leon considerably as the night went on. By the second bottle of wine, Leon had Hadros laughing. He had not expected to see that.

"Your father ran a match against House Lykos once," Leon said, pointing his cup at Olyndar. "Before my time. My father told me about it. Lord Varos bet ten thousand drachma on the bout, and then his Muse slipped on a wet stone during the opening charge and knocked herself out cold."

"That sounds like my father."

"My father felt so bad about it, he sent half the purse back as a gift."

"It was gambled away within a week," Hadros added.

Leon took a swig and shook his head. "Different breed of men, our fathers."

Rhexa had been quiet through most of the dinner, listening, eating, watching Leon with the attention of a hunter watching its quarry. She'd finished her meal and pushed her plate forward. She poured herself wine from the third bottle and leaned back in her chair.

"You're staying late, Kyrios Lykos," she said.

"Your Kyrios invited me." Leon raised his cup toward Olyndar. "And the wine is too good to leave half-drunk."

"You seem half-drunk yourself," Rhexa smirked.

"Even more reason to finish the job."

Rhexa took a long sip and set her cup down. She looked over at Olyndar. The wine had softened her edges. A warm pulse passed through the Seal. Alcohol was affecting Olyndar two-fold, from his own drinking and from his connection with Rhexa.

Hadros stood from the table. He'd been nursing the same cup for the past hour.

"I'm turning in for the night. Early morning tomorrow, restructuring Cyrene's training schedule to focus on anti-Starlight techniques." He clapped Olyndar on the shoulder, nodded to Leon, and left the dining room.

The three of them sat together. The candles on the table had burned low. Leon poured the last of the third bottle and split it between the three cups.

Rhexa drained hers and set the empty cup upside down on the table as she stood.

"It's tradition," she said, looking at Olyndar, "to show hospitality to a friend of the house."

Olyndar blinked. "What kind of hospitality?" But he already knew.

Rhexa walked around the table. She stopped behind Leon's chair and placed both hands on his shoulders. Leon went very still, his cup halfway to his mouth.

"The kind that's common between allied Kyrioi," Rhexa said. Her voice had dropped into a register Olyndar recognised. "When a friend does right by your house, you share what's yours. It builds trust and strengthens bonds between houses."

Leon set his cup down slowly. He looked to Olyndar. "Up to you, mate."

Olyndar watched Rhexa's hands on Leon's shoulders. Through the Seal, he felt her intent. She was performing her duty. She was warm from wine and victory and the rare comfort of a good evening, and she wanted to give back to the man who'd spent the whole night helping her Kyrios for nothing in return.

Underneath that, there was a possessive fire that burned in her. The part of Rhexa that wanted Olyndar to watch. To see his Muse do good work.

Leon looked between Olyndar and Rhexa. "Listen, I didn't come here expecting..."

"I know you didn't." Olyndar leaned back in his chair. "That's why she's offering." Olyndar nodded his approval. If this was how things were done with allies, he didn't want to be rude, especially after how much Leon had helped already.

Leon turned his head and looked up at Rhexa standing behind him. She looked down at him with her kindling eyes, her red hair falling over her shoulders, her breasts threatening to burst out of her white robe.

"Stand up," she told Leon.

He stood.

Rhexa took both men by the wrist, one in each hand, and pulled them out of the dining room. She led them upstairs to Olyndar's bedroom. She pushed the door open, walked them inside, and let go of their wrists. She turned to face them both.

She pulled her robes down. The fabric fell, and her breasts dropped free; they bounced with the motion. She continued to pull her robe down, past her hips, peeling it off like a second skin. She stepped out of it, completely naked. The Varos crest between her breasts pulsed gold.

Leon's mouth hung open slightly. Whatever composure he'd maintained downstairs evaporated the moment Rhexa's body was fully bare in front of him. He was only human.

Rhexa stepped forward. She placed one hand on Olyndar's chest and pushed him backward until he sat on the edge of the bed. Then she turned to Leon and did the same, pushing him down beside Olyndar. Both men sat side by side on the mattress, looking up at her.

She dropped to her knees between them.

She reached for Olyndar first. She unlaced his robe and freed his cock, already hardening. She wrapped her fingers around the base and gave him a long, firm stroke. Then she turned to Leon and worked the robe open. He was hard, too. She took him in her other hand.

She held both cocks, one in each hand, and looked up at them.

"Relax," she said to Leon. "Let me do what I was trained for."

She leaned forward and took Olyndar into her mouth. She sucked him deep, her lips stretched tight around his shaft, her tongue working the underside. She held there for a few seconds, bobbing twice, then pulled off. She then turned her head and swallowed Leon. He gasped as her mouth closed around him. She took him to the base on the first stroke and held, gagging slightly, then pulled back and went again.

She worked them in alternation. Sucking Olyndar deep, sloppy and aggressive, spit drooling from her lips. Then sucking down Leon, just as deep, just as messy. She left whoever she wasn't sucking slick with saliva and stroked them with her free hand so neither man went unattended for a second.

"Fuck," Leon breathed. "That's..."

She pulled off him and went back to Olyndar. She sucked the tip, then plunged down and took his full length. Olyndar grabbed Rhexa's hair, and Leon's hand joined next to his, tangled in Rhexa's locks. She gagged around Olyndar, throat clenching, and when they released her, she came up gasping.

She sat back and licked her lips, savouring the taste of the two Kyrioi. She grabbed both cocks and pulled them toward her chest.

She pressed her breasts together around Olyndar's shaft first. The soft, heavy weight engulfed him from both sides. She squeezed tight and stroked, dragging her tits up and down his length. The head of his cock pushed through the top of her cleavage on each upstroke. She spat down into the channel to keep it slick.

Leon watched from inches away, his cock in his own hand, stroking slowly.

Rhexa released Olyndar and shifted her chest toward Leon. She wrapped her breasts around his shaft and squeezed. Leon let out a sound that was half laugh, half groan. She pumped him between her tits, the soft flesh gripping his cock on every stroke. She looked up at him and smirked.

"That's... gods, that's incredible," Leon managed.

She went back to Olyndar. Then Leon again. She alternated, titfucking them both, her breasts slick with spit and pre-cum from both men. Each time she switched, she added a lick or a kiss to the exposed head, keeping them both at the edge.

Then she pulled them together. She pressed both cocks against her, sandwiched them between her breasts, and squeezed. Both shafts were trapped in the tight valley of her cleavage, rubbing against the soft flesh surrounding them. She pumped her tits up and down over both of them at once. It was a feat that only someone with Rhexa's massive breasts could achieve.

Rhexa sealed her lips around both tips as they pushed through the top of her cleavage, her mouth stretching wide to catch them. She sucked and stroked and squeezed. She was relentless. Leon broke first. His hand shot to Rhexa's shoulder and gripped hard.

"I'm going to..."

Rhexa pulled back and wrapped her hand around Leon's cock. She aimed him at her chest and pumped fast. Leon's hips bucked. He came in heavy spurts that splashed across Rhexa's tits. She milked him, squeezing every drop out, letting his cum streak across her breasts. She turned back to Olyndar with Leon's cum still warm on her skin.

She pressed her slick, cum-covered tits together and reached for Olyndar's cock with her hand. She pumped. She was stroking him with her breasts glazed in another man's seed, and the sight of it, the feel of it, the raw feeling of watching his Muse kneel between two men. It pushed Olyndar past his limit.

He grabbed her shoulder and thrust against her hand. He came hard. His cum joined Leon's on her chest, mixing together in thick white streaks across her breasts and collarbones. She guided his spurts so they got the most coverage across her breasts possible. She squeezed until the last pulse faded.

Rhexa's chest was a mess. Cum from both men covered her breasts and dripped down toward her stomach. She looked up at them both, one Kyrios on each side, and dragged one finger through the combined mess on her. She brought the finger to her lips and sucked it clean.

Rhexa stood. She grabbed a cloth from the washstand and cleaned herself. She then made for the bath.

Leon collapsed backward onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. "You should come over to my place, I have to return the favour. Sharing is caring and all that."

"Maybe a little less drinking next time." Olyndar's head had been spinning since he came.

"I think we are going to make great allies." Olyndar was already asleep.


Chapter 2

The courtyard rang with the crack of Rhexa's practice sword against Cyrene's fan guard. Cyrene stumbled backward. Her feet slipped, and she dropped to one knee. The training fans in her hands, curved blades of light steel that she channelled her Frost Aspect through, trembled in her grip. A coating of ice had started to form along the leading edge of the left fan, but it broke apart the moment Rhexa pressed forward with another overhead cut.

"Guard up!" Rhexa shouted.

Cyrene raised both fans in a cross-block. Rhexa's blade smashed against them. The impact jarred through Cyrene's wrists and straight up into her shoulders. She held for a moment before Rhexa shoved her backward, and Cyrene's heel caught on the ground. She hit the ground on her back, both fans clattering out of her grip.

Olyndar stood at the edge of the courtyard. He'd been watching the training all day, Cyrene was not improving fast enough. He pushed a steady current of calm intent through the Seal, the same approach that had worked when they shattered the olive stump together. He felt Cyrene's bond receiving it. But the moment Rhexa attacked again, something inside Cyrene seized up. The calm he sent disappeared into a wall of fear so thick that nothing got through.

Cyrene scrambled for her fans and got back to her feet. Her face was chalk-white and damp with sweat that shouldn't have been there, given how cold the air around her had become. Frost crept along the stone at her feet in ragged, uncontrolled patterns, spreading and retreating with her breathing.

"Again," Rhexa said.

Cyrene raised her fans. Ice began to form along the blades. It spread halfway up the steel, clean and bright, and for a moment, it looked solid.

Rhexa lunged.

The ice shattered. Cyrene flinched before the blow even landed. She threw herself sideways, abandoning her stance, and Rhexa's sword cut through empty air. Cyrene hit the ground on her hands and knees. The frost around her evaporated in seconds.

Rhexa lowered her sword. She looked at Olyndar.

He shook his head.

Every drill ended the same way. Cyrene could form ice under controlled conditions, but the instant real pressure came, her nerve collapsed. Her Frost Aspect responded to her emotional state, even more so than Rhexa's Flame or Zelira's Wind, and right now her emotional state was a wreck.

Cyrene sat with her fans in her lap. She stared at the steel blades and said nothing. Olyndar could feel her through the Seal: a churning mess of shame and dread.

Rhexa walked over to Olyndar.

"She's not ready," Rhexa said, keeping her voice low. "Her technique is fine when there's no threat, or when fighting tandem with Zelira. But the second I come at her for real, she freezes. And not in the way we want."

"I am guessing five days won't be enough to get her there."

"At this rate, I'm not certain five months would be enough."

Olyndar watched Cyrene. She hadn't moved from the ground. She sat with her knees pulled up and her arms wrapped around them, her face hidden behind the curtain of her blue hair.

"Keep working with her on forms," Olyndar said. "No sparring. Just movement for now. I'll figure something out."

Rhexa gave him a look that said she didn't believe him, but she nodded and walked back toward Cyrene.

Later that day, an unwelcome visitor arrived.

"Kyrios," Hadros called, his voice carefully neutral. "Best come to the gate with me."

"What is it?" Olyndar followed, he rarely saw Hadros this worried.

Hadros leaned in close. "Ortas Wayne is here."

When they got to the estate's front gate, Olyndar saw him.

The man standing outside looked like he'd been carved from marble by an artist who specialised in making the gods jealous. Tall, broad-shouldered, with pale blond hair swept back from a face that belonged on the front of a coin. Strong jaw, straight nose, high cheekbones that caught the afternoon sun. His eyes were a light, clear grey, almost silver. He wore a fitted coat of deep blue wool with silver buttons, cut tight at the waist, over dark trousers and polished boots. Everything about him was clean, precise, and expensive. A single attendant stood a respectful distance behind him.

He was smiling. Warm and open. The kind of smile that made you want to smile back.

Olyndar opened the gate. He hadn't wanted to, but Hadros said that would cause more problems in the long term.

"Kyrios Varos." Ortas Wayne extended his hand. His grip was firm, and his manner was effortlessly welcoming. "Please forgive the unannounced visit. I was in the quarter and thought it only proper to introduce myself before our match. Good sportsmanship is important to uphold."

His voice was smooth and had a depth, a northern beat that gave weight to every word. If Olyndar didn't know better, he would have suspected Ortas was genuinely pleased to be standing there.

"Kyrios Wayne." Olyndar feigned a smile. "You didn't need to come all this way."

"Nonsense. When I saw the pairing on the schedule, I was thrilled. Your match against Vexis was quite the show." Ortas's grey eyes swept across the estate behind Olyndar. "And this is the famous House Varos. I've heard stories about this place from my grandfather. He said it was one of the finest in Myressa. At least, it used to."

"It's getting there again," Olyndar said.

"So I can see." Ortas's gaze moved past Olyndar's shoulder and to Cyrene who was still standing in the courtyard.

"May I take a look at it?" Ortas grinned.

"Be my guest." Olyndar knew Ortas wasn't interested in the courtyard.

Ortas walked straight toward Cyrene. Olyndar followed, tensing. Hadros shadowed them both at a distance. Ortas made a show of inspecting the courtyard before stopping in front of Cyrene.

Cyrene looked up at him. The height difference was significant. He stood over her, and the afternoon sun behind his head gave him a kind of halo effect that Olyndar was sure Ortas had intended.

"You must be Cyrene." His voice softened. He said her name like it was something fragile and beautiful. "Frost Aspect. I've read your registry entry. Fan-dancer style. Exquisite choice for someone of your build."

Cyrene stared up at him. Her lips parted slightly.

Ortas reached down, took her hand, and lifted it. He bowed his head and pressed his lips to her knuckles. The kiss was featherlight. He held her hand for just a beat longer than necessary, his thumb brushing across the back of her fingers, before he released it.

"It will be an honour to see you compete," he said. "I hope you'll give my Nyri a real challenge. She's been bored lately, and I think a beautiful opponent with a rare Aspect is exactly what she needs."

Cyrene's cheeks flushed pink. She pulled her hand back and held it against her chest. "Thank you, Kyrios Wayne."

"Ortas, please." Another warm smile. He straightened and turned back to Olyndar. "You have a lovely house, Kyrios Varos. I look forward to our bout." He clasped Olyndar's shoulder with genuine warmth. "May the best house win."

He left the way he came. Clean, polished, and perfect. His attendant fell into step behind him, and they passed through the gate without looking back.

Hadros bolted the gate and turned to Olyndar.

"That phallon bastard," Hadros said flatly, "he came to inspect Cyrene."

Olyndar looked at Cyrene. She was still standing by the fountain, still holding her hand against her chest where Ortas had kissed it. Her cheeks were flushed. Through the Seal, Olyndar felt something in her bond that hadn't been there before: a flutter of warmth, confused and guilty.

Ortas Wayne was dangerous.

* * *

Olyndar stood outside Cyrene's door. He could feel her through the Seal. She was curled up in bed but still awake. Olyndar could feel her head spinning through the Seal.

He knocked.

"Come in." Her voice was small.

Her room was the smallest of the three Muse chambers in use. A single bed pushed against the wall, a wooden chair, a small table with a jug of water. The window was open, letting in cool night air. Cyrene sat in bed with her blanket pulled up to her chest. Her blue hair hung loose around her shoulders. Her eyes were red at the edges.

"Can't sleep?" Olyndar asked.

She shook her head.

He sat on the edge of her bed. The mattress barely dipped under his weight. He noticed her training fans propped against the wall, and beside them, a small mirror on the table, tilted so she could see herself when she sat up. She was a girl who needed reminding that she existed.

"I'm going to lose," she whispered. "Nyri is going to destroy me. Everyone knows it. Rhexa knows it. Hadros knows it. You looked at me today like I was a sick animal."

"That's not true."

"I felt it through the Seal, Olyndar." She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. "You were worried. About me. About what's going to happen to me."

He couldn't lie to her. The bond didn't allow it. She could feel his emotions clearly.

"I am worried," he said. "But I'm not going to let you be broken in the arena for someone's entertainment. Whatever happens in that match, I will not let Ortas Wayne's Muse tear you apart. Do you understand me?"

Cyrene looked at him with big, round, doe eyes.

"You actually mean that?"

"I mean it. If the match goes badly, I'll forfeit. I will not trade your mind and your body for a clean circuit record." He reached over and took her hand. Her fingers were cool. "You are not a disposable piece, Cyrene. You are mine, and I protect what's mine."

Her lower lip trembled. She pulled her hand gently from his grip, brought it to his face, and touched his cheek. Her fingers traced the line of his face to his chin.

She leaned forward and kissed him.

Her lips were soft and tasted like mint from the tea she drank every night. The kiss was tentative at first. She pressed her mouth against his and held there, unsure, waiting to see if he'd push her away. He didn't. He cupped the back of her head and pulled her closer. She made a small, desperate sound against his lips and opened her mouth to him.

The blanket fell from her chest. She wore a thin sleeping gown that left her shoulders bare. She pulled back and looked at him. Her blue eyes were very large and very wet.

"I've never done this before," she said. "Not... all of it. Not with anyone."

"We don't have to."

"I want to." She gripped the front of his shirt. "I want you to be my first. I need you to be. Because if..." She swallowed hard. "If something happens to me in that arena, I want to belong to you completely before it does."

He kissed her forehead. Then her temple. Then the corner of her mouth. She tilted her face up, and he kissed her properly, deeper this time, his tongue sliding past her lips. She whimpered into his mouth and pulled at his top until he took it off.

He laid her down on the narrow bed. She looked up at him, her blue hair spread behind her on the pillow, her pale skin luminous in the moonlight. He pulled the gown over her head. Her small breasts rose and fell. Her pink nipples were stiff. The Varos crest glowed between her thighs.

He undressed and settled between her legs. She was trembling, but she didn't close them. She reached down between them and wrapped her cool fingers around his cock. She stroked him once, clumsy, uncertain, and guided him toward her entrance.

He pressed the tip against her. She was wet, though not as much as Rhexa or Zelira would have been. Nerves held her body tight. He pushed forward slowly. She gasped and grabbed his shoulders. Her nails dug in.

"Tell me if you need me to stop."

"Don't stop."

He pushed deeper. She was tight around him, her body resisting and then yielding inch by inch. He felt the moment he was all the way inside her. She let out a long, shaking breath, and her grip on his shoulders loosened.

Cool mist rolled off her skin. Her Frost Aspect bloomed outward from her body in a slow, beautiful wave. Fine white vapour curled from her. Condensation formed on the sheets around them. The air in the room dropped several degrees. Frost crept across the wooden headboard in delicate patterns, spreading in spirals and fern-like shapes that grew more intricate with every second.

He started to move in slow, careful strokes that gave her time to adjust. She gasped with each one, her body tightening and then releasing. Her hips began to rock against him on their own, finding a pace that worked for her. Her small breasts bounced gently with each thrust.

"Oh..." Her voice was barely a breath. "Oh, Olyn..."

He cradled the back of her head with one hand and thrust a little deeper. She stretched underneath him.

Through the Seal, her bond widened. The thin, cool thread that connected them swelled. He felt her fear dissolving, the anxiety and dread melting away under the steady push of his body into hers. What replaced it was a sense of trust and gratitude. A desperate, fragile hope that she could belong somewhere and with someone who would keep her safe.

He picked up his pace. Cyrene wrapped her legs around his waist and clung to him. She pressed her face into the crook of his neck and moaned against his skin. Each sound she made was quiet and breathy, nothing like Rhexa's fierce cries or Zelira's theatrical performance. Cyrene's pleasure was private, whispered to him.

"Please release inside me," she gasped after a few minutes. She could feel her Kyrios about to burst. "Please, Olyn, I want to feel you..."

He buried himself as deep as he could and came. Warmth flooded into her, and Cyrene's whole body locked rigid against him. Her orgasm hit at the same time, a sudden, overwhelming wave that ripped a sharp cry from her throat and sent frost exploding outward in every direction. Ice crystals formed on the walls, on the floor, on the blankets bunched at the foot of the bed.

Her bond surged inside his chest. The thin thread doubled in thickness and solidified. He felt her presence settle deeper into the Seal.

They lay wrapped in each other in the narrow bed, coated in fine mist. Cyrene's head rested on his chest. Her breathing slowed.

"You're still scared," Olyndar said. He could feel it. The fear hadn't gone away.

"Yes." She pressed closer to him. "But I'm completely yours."

He held her. Cyrene's bond was deeper, her Aspect was stronger, but she was still going to lose.


Chapter 3

Olyndar and Leon reached the Temple of Kyreion early in the morning. Leon had insisted on coming. "You don't walk into a temple fight alone," he'd said over a quick breakfast at the Varos estate. "Morath eats lone Kyrioi for sport."

They found High Prelate Morath's office at the end of the administrative corridor. The same reinforced door with the bronze nameplate. Olyndar knocked.

"Enter."

Morath sat behind his desk, a wall of documents and wax tablets arranged in front of him. He looked up and registered Olyndar first, then Leon. His bristly eyebrows lifted a fraction.

"Kyrios Varos. And Kyrios Lykos. What an interesting combination." He set down his stylus and folded his thick hands across his belly. "How can I help?"

Leon shut the door behind them.

"The second-round match assignment," Olyndar said. He placed the wax tablet on Morath's desk. "House Varos against House Wayne. Cyrene against Nyri. We're contesting the pairing."

Morath didn't even glance at the tablet.

"On what grounds?"

"On the grounds that it's rigged." Leon stepped forward. "House Varos is a bottom-ranked newcomer in their first season. Wayne is top-tier with a seven-match streak Muse. The circuit's own seeding guidelines say that new entrants should face opponents within their ranking for the first three bouts. This pairing ignores that entirely."

Morath leaned back in his chair. The wood creaked under his weight.

"Seeding guidelines are recommendations, Kyrios Lykos. Not binding law. The scheduling office has broad discretion to assign bouts based on a range of factors, including spectacle value, Muse availability, and public interest." He smiled. "And after House Varos's dramatic opening victory, there is considerable public interest."

"Public interest?" Olyndar kept his voice level. "You assigned my least experienced Muse against one of the most dangerous fighters on the circuit."

Morath spread his hands. "The Frost Aspect against the Starlight Aspect makes for a compelling matchup. The crowd will love it."

"The crowd will watch a girl get tortured."

"That's rather dramatic, Kyrios Varos." Morath's smile didn't waver. "Nyri is a disciplined combatant. If your Muse can't compete at the assigned level, perhaps she shouldn't be registered; there is plenty of need for Muse breeders."

Leon put both hands on the desk and leaned over. "We both know who paid you to make this assignment, Morath. And we both know what you did to Cyrene in this office to get that attestation stamp signed."

The smile stayed, but Morath's deep-set eyes went cold. He looked from Leon to Olyndar.

"That's a serious accusation, Kyrios Lykos. The attestation rite is a standard compliance procedure performed under temple authority. If either of you wishes to file a formal complaint, the process takes six to eight weeks." He paused. "I trust you have the patience?"

Silence.

"I didn't think so." Morath picked up his stylus and went back to writing. "The assignment stands. The match proceeds in three days. If House Varos forfeits prior to the bout, the standard penalties apply. Automatic loss, a permanent mark on your circuit record, and withdrawal from the Laureled Circuit. Is there anything else?"

Olyndar stared at the top of Morath's bald head. He wanted to drag this man across his own desk. He wanted to break every fat finger that had touched Cyrene. But he couldn't. Morath sat behind the full weight of the temple's authority, and the temple's authority in Myressa was absolute.

"No," Olyndar said. "Nothing else."

He turned and walked out. Leon followed.

They didn't speak until they were out of the temple. Leon exhaled hard through his nose.

"Greasy piece of shit. He didn't even pretend."

"He doesn't need to pretend. He knows we can't touch him."

"Vexis paid him. That's the only explanation. Damar can't come at you directly, so he buys the schedule and sends Wayne to do the dirty work." Leon kicked a loose stone off the road. "Wayne gets a free win and a Wreath Loan, Vexis gets to watch you suffer, and Morath gets his cut. Everyone wins except you."

"And Cyrene."

* * *

Olyndar pulled Hadros into the study and laid it out. Morath wouldn't budge. The match was locked. Cyrene against Nyri in three days.

Hadros listened without interrupting. He stood by the window with his arms crossed as he chewed over the problem.

"There's something we can do," the old retainer said. "It won't save the match. But it might save Cyrene."

Olyndar sat behind the desk. "I'm listening."

"The Mercy Forfeit." Hadros pulled a thick manual from the shelf, a bound volume of circuit regulations that he'd bookmarked in several places. He opened it to a flagged page and turned the book toward Olyndar. "Article seventeen, section four. A Kyrios may throw the flag at any point during an active bout, conceding the match immediately. It's intended for situations where a Muse is at risk of permanent injury or psychological damage. Hasn't been used in a long time, most Kyrioi probably don't know it exists."

Olyndar read the relevant passage.

"So I can stop the fight myself. Mid-bout."

"You can. The flag goes up, the judge blows the horn, the match ends. Cyrene walks off the sand under her own power instead of being carried out."

"What's the cost?"

"Steep." Hadros pointed at a subsection further down the page. "A Mercy Forfeit carries a fine of ten thousand drachma, payable within thirty days. And there's a penalty clause on any attached stakes. The standard Wreath Loan for circuit matches is one day. Under a Mercy Forfeit, that increases to three days."

"Three days with Ortas Wayne."

"Yes. But this way you won't have to pull out of the Laureled Circuit."

Olyndar closed his eyes. He thought about what Leon had told him. About Nyri dragging out matches for twenty minutes while her opponent was stripped naked, made to orgasm repeatedly, and left barely conscious on the sand. About the Muse who retired afterwards. About the word breeder and what it meant for a Muse. Then he thought about Cyrene's face. Her blue eyes, red at the edges.

"Ten thousand drachma." Olyndar opened his eyes. "We can afford that. It'll eat most of our emergency reserves, but we survive."

"The three-day Wreath Loan is the real price, Kyrios. You know what Wayne will do with those three days."

"I know. But he'll do it within the loan terms. She'll come back. What Nyri does in the arena... that's the kind of damage Cyrene might never come back from."

Hadros studied his face for a long moment.

"You're certain?"

"Let Cyrene fight. Let her show what she can. The moment it turns ugly, I throw the flag." Olyndar pressed his fist against the desk. "She pays for three days but she keeps her mind and her honour."

Hadros nodded. "Very well Kyrios."

* * *

The next couple of days were a blur of training. Cyrene was improving… but not nearly enough. Olyndar sat on the edge of the bed in the master bedroom and stared at the floor. He'd sent word through Hadros. All three Muses were to assemble in his room.

Rhexa came first. She wore her white evening robe, hair braided. She leaned against the doorframe and scanned the room. Then she walked in and stood by the window.

Zelira arrived next, barefoot, in a sheer green gown she usually slept in. She settled cross-legged at the foot of the bed without being asked.

Cyrene came last. She hesitated at the threshold. She was wearing the thin sleeping gown Olyndar had peeled off her the night before. She held the doorframe for a moment, then stepped inside. She sat beside Olyndar on the bed, close enough that her shoulder pressed against his arm.

Olyndar looked at each of them.

"Tomorrow is going to be bad."

Nobody argued.

"Cyrene is fighting a Muse she can't beat. We all know that. The match was designed to humiliate this house, and the man who arranged it wants to watch Cyrene break." Olyndar felt Cyrene stiffen beside him. He put his hand on her thigh and squeezed. "I have a plan. If the fight goes south, I will Mercy Forfeit, pull Cyrene out. We take the fine and the penalty."

"What's the penalty?" Rhexa's voice was sharp.

"The standard one-day Wreath Loan goes to three. With Ortas Wayne."

The room went very still. Rhexa's expression hardened. Zelira's eyes moved to Cyrene, who had gone pale.

"Three days," Cyrene whispered.

"Three days. And you come home whole." Olyndar turned to face her. "I'm not going to let Nyri take you apart for twenty minutes while that bastard watches from his balcony. If I have to choose between your mind and ten thousand drachma, it's not a choice."

Cyrene's eyes filled. She pressed her face against his shoulder.

Rhexa pushed off the window. "What do you need from us?"

Olyndar looked up at her. "I need Cyrene to walk into that arena tomorrow knowing she's not alone. Even though we are about to walk into a loss, I want to show this house is pointed in one direction."

"Then let's point it." Zelira unfolded herself from the foot of the bed. She crawled forward on her knees and put her hand on Cyrene's back. "Hey. Ice princess. Look at me."

Cyrene lifted her head from Olyndar's shoulder. Her eyes were wet. Zelira grabbed her chin, gentle but direct.

"You're going to walk onto that sand tomorrow, and you're going to fight. Maybe you get lucky and win. Probably you don't. But you're going to show this whole fucking city that House Varos doesn't break." Zelira wiped a tear from Cyrene's cheek with her thumb. "And when it's over, we'll be right here."

Rhexa crossed the room and sat between Cyrene and Olyndar. She didn't say anything. She just put her arm around the smaller woman's shoulders and held her.

Cyrene sniffed. She looked at her three housemates surrounding her. Then at Olyndar. She grabbed the front of his shirt.

"Stay with me tonight. All of you."

Olyndar kissed her. A slow, deep kiss that he let build until her grip on his shirt tightened and her breathing changed. He pulled back and looked at Rhexa and Zelira.

"You heard her."

Zelira's clothes hit the floor. Rhexa followedsuit. They then undressed Cyrene and Olyndar as team. Cyrene laid back on the bed. She looked up at him with those wide blue eyes, trusting and terrified, and spread her thighs.

Rhexa and Zelira climbed onto the bed on either side of Cyrene. Rhexa took Cyrene's left hand and pressed it flat against her own breast. Zelira took the right and guided it to her hip. Both women pressed close, their bodies flanking Cyrene's.

Olyndar settled between Cyrene's legs and pushed inside her. She was already wet. She gasped as she took her master's cock.

He fucked Cyrene slowly. Long, deep strokes. Zelira leaned down and kissed Cyrene's neck, then her collarbone, then her breast. She took Cyrene's nipple into her mouth and sucked while Olyndar thrust into her. Cyrene whimpered and dug her fingers into Zelira's hair.

Rhexa watched from the other side, propped on one elbow. She ran her hand down Cyrene's stomach, feeling the muscles tense with each thrust. Her fingers reached the spot where Olyndar's cock met Cyrene's body and pressed against Cyrene's clit. She rubbed in firm, slow circles.

Cyrene broke. She came hard, clenching tight around Olyndar, her whole body shaking. Frost exploded across the headboard and the wall behind it. Zelira gasped as the cold hit her skin but didn't pull away. Rhexa's fingers pressed harder, pushing Cyrene through the orgasm until the smaller woman was twitching with pleasure.

Olyndar pulled out of Cyrene and looked at Zelira. She was already moving. She climbed over Cyrene's trembling body, pushed Olyndar onto the bed and straddled him. She reached down, gripped his slick cock, and sank down onto him. Her head tipped back. She rolled her hips, grinding him deep, and squeezed.

"Fuck." Olyndar grabbed her waist.

Zelira rode him hard and fast, her lean body working above him. She planted both hands on his chest and bounced. Her tits shook with every impact. She was desperate and hungry and pouring herself into the bond with every thrust. He could feel it through the Seal.

Cyrene recovered enough to sit up. She crawled behind Zelira and kissed her shoulder, running her cool hands down Zelira's sides. Zelira shivered. The contrast of Cyrene's frost-chilled fingers against her heated skin made her clench tighter around Olyndar's cock.

Rhexa decided she was done waiting. She nudged Zelira off Olyndar. Zelira rolled sideways with a frustrated groan. Rhexa straddled him, grabbed his cock at the base, and slammed herself down.

The difference was immediate. Where Zelira had been fast and desperate, Rhexa was heavy and commanding. She took him all the way and ground down with her full weight, her thick thighs squeezing his hips. Her massive tits swung as she rocked. She leaned forward and planted both hands on the bed beside his head, and fucked him with slow, crushing rolls of her hips that made the bed groan.

"I've been waiting for this all day," she said, low and rough. Her pussy was scorching hot. He felt her Flame Aspect simmering just beneath her skin, radiating through her walls and into his cock.

Zelira pressed against Olyndar's side and kissed him while Rhexa rode him. Cyrene, growing bolder, moved behind Rhexa and reached around to cup the larger woman's breasts. Rhexa let out a surprised groan as Cyrene's cool fingers closed around her nipples. The temperature difference made her clench so hard around Olyndar that his vision blurred.

He was close. Rhexa could feel it through the Seal. She sat up, dragged her nails down his chest, and bounced harder. Her ass slapped against his thighs. The wet sound of her pussy taking him filled the room.

"Give it to me, Kyrios."

He grabbed her hips and slammed her down. He came inside her, pumping deep, and Rhexa's head snapped back. She moaned through her own orgasm, her body tightening around him in waves while heat rolled off her skin in visible distortion.

She dismounted and Zelira immediately took her place, sliding down onto his half-hard cock before he'd even caught his breath. She clenched her muscles and worked him back to full hardness inside her within seconds. She rode him fast, chasing her own finish, and came within a minute, biting down on her own forearm to muffle the scream. Olyndar surprised himself; he thought he was spent, but before long, he spilled into her too… what was left anyway, and she collapsed forward onto his chest.

Cyrene was last. Zelira rolled off, and Cyrene climbed on top. She sank onto him slowly, carefully, her cool body a soothing contrast after two blazing orgasms. She rocked her hips in gentle circles, taking her time. Rhexa lay beside them and stroked Cyrene's hair. Zelira took a firm handful of Cyrene's ass.

Olyndar was hard again.

Cyrene came quietly. A soft, trembling gasp, her eyes squeezed shut. He pulled her down and held her against him as the very last reservoir of his seed emptied into her.

"You look surprised," Zelira said as they all collapsed on the bed.

"I didn't know I could cum that many times in a row…"

"The Seal works in wondrous ways; you can go longer the more Muses you have." Zelira crawled down and kissed the tip of Olyndar's cock. "But looks like you're done now." She laughed.

Through the Seal, Olyndar felt all three bonds humming at full strength. United.


Chapter 4

The Grand Colossade was overflowing. Every bench, every gallery, every standing gap between the stone columns held bodies.

Olyndar looked grim on his balcony. Hadros stood beside him. The old retainer had the small red forfeit flag folded inside his coat. He'd shown it to Olyndar that morning and explained how it worked. Throw it over the rail. The judge sees it, blows the horn, match over.

Across the arena, Ortas Wayne stood. He wore white. His blond hair caught the sun; he looked like a painted demigod on a temple wall. Two of his Muses stood behind him, still and silent.

The eastern tunnel mouth gaped dark. Cyrene walked out.

She was small against the vast oval of sand. Her blue hair hung loose past her shoulders and caught the breeze. She wore a thin blue dress that didn't interfere with her movement, and she held her twin fighting fans at her sides, blades folded. Her face was white. Olyndar could feel the fear pouring through her bond in thick, cold waves. But she walked. She kept walking until she reached her starting mark and kept her eyes on the western tunnel.

Nyri emerged.

Tall, straight, pale. Silver hair hung past her waist without a single strand out of place. She wore a fitted white bodysuit that covered her from throat to ankle and left nothing to the imagination. A thin rapier hung from her left hip.

The herald's voice punched through the noise.

"Second round of the Laureled Circuit! House Varos presents Cyrene! Frost Aspect! Versus House Wayne presenting Nyri! Starlight Aspect! Stakes declared: standard circuit Wreath Loan! Judge and Seal witness are present! On the horn!"

The horn blew.

Nyri her Aspect.

A faint glow built beneath Nyri's skin. Luminous white bled through the surface of her body until she was lit from within. The sand around her feet brightened. The air warped. The glow intensified until Olyndar had to squint to look directly at her.

Cyrene opened her fans. Ice formed along the steel blades in a clean, bright coating. She dropped into her stance, weight back, fans raised in a defensive cross. Through the Seal, Olyndar felt her bond shaking. He pushed calm toward her. Making her know that he was there.

Nyri drew her rapier. She walked forward as if she had all the time in the world. She crossed the sand toward Cyrene and stopped fifteen feet away.

Then her Starlight hit.

There was no visible projectile, no beam of light or flash. Nyri simply looked at Cyrene and the glow around her body flickered once. A wave of luminous energy rippled outward across the sand. It passed through Cyrene's guard and through her fans and through the ice coating on the steel as though none of it existed.

Cyrene dropped her left fan.

She made a sound, short and sharp, and her knees buckled. She caught herself, barely, one hand on the sand, the other still gripping her remaining fan. Her eyes were blown wide. Her mouth hung open.

Olyndar felt it through the Seal. A surge of raw, forced arousal slammed through Cyrene's bond and punched into his chest. Her combat pleasure system, the divine conversion mechanism built into every Muse, had been ripped open and cranked to maximum. But Nyri hadn't touched her. She hadn't landed a single blow. The Starlight had reached directly into Cyrene's nervous system and triggered the arousal response without any physical contact at all.

Cyrene's thighs clenched together. Her hips jerked forward involuntarily. Wetness spread through the fabric between her legs.

The crowd noticed.

Nyri flickered again. A second wave of Starlight washed over Cyrene, stronger than the first. Cyrene screamed. She dropped her second fan and grabbed the sand with both hands. Her back arched. The straps of her dress snapped and fell away from her breasts. They were bare on the sand, her pink nipples stiff.

The crowd roared.

Nyri still hadn't taken a step closer. She stood exactly where she'd stopped, rapier at her side, watching. Her face showed nothing. She flickered a third time.

This one hit Cyrene between the legs. The Starlight drilled straight into the core of her arousal and detonated. Cyrene's dress disintegrated. The fabric tore itself apart under the force of her body convulsing and the Starlight's energy, leaving her in nothing but thin undergarments that were already soaked through. She was on her knees, naked from the waist up.

She tried to stand. She got one foot under her. Nyri tilted her head, barely a degree, and hit her again.

Cyrene came.

It ripped through her body and through the Seal and into Olyndar's chest. A violent, forced orgasm that locked every muscle in her body rigid. She threw her head back and screamed. Her hips bucked against nothing. Her thighs squeezed together. Frost exploded from her skin in a wild, uncontrolled burst that froze the sand in a six-foot circle around her, but the ice cracked and melted almost instantly under the heat of Nyri's sustained glow.

Nyri moved forward. She raised the tip of her rapier and pressed it lightly beneath Cyrene's chin, tilting the blue-haired girl's face upward. Cyrene looked up at her through glazed, unfocused eyes. Her mouth was slack, condensation bursting out with each breath.

Nyri pulled the rapier away and hit her with another flicker.

The orgasm hadn't finished when the next wave of arousal slammed on top of it. Cyrene's mouth opened in a silent scream. Her body convulsed on the sand. The thin strip of fabric covering her pussy tore loose, and she was fully naked in the arena, cumming in front of everyone.

Nyri let her ride it out. She waited patiently. The moment Cyrene's body stopped shaking, the moment the girl sucked in a desperate breath and tried to crawl toward her dropped fans, Nyri flickered again.

"Flag." Olyndar's voice barely worked. "Hadros. The flag."

Hadros was already pulling it from his coat. He shoved the red cloth into Olyndar's hand. Olyndar threw it over the balcony rail. The fabric unfurled in the air, bright red against the white sand, and drifted down toward the arena floor.

The judge saw it immediately. The horn blew in rapid succession.

"Halt! Mercy Forfeit declared by House Varos! Match stopped! Victory to House Wayne!"

Nyri stepped back from Cyrene. She sheathed her rapier, turned, and walked toward the western tunnel. She never took a single hit. Her white bodysuit was spotless.

Cyrene lay on the sand. Naked, trembling, soaked.


Chapter 5

The first night of the Wreath Loan, Olyndar sat in his study and stared at the wall.

He'd paid the ten-thousand-drachma fine that afternoon. Hadros had handled the paperwork. And now Cyrene would spend three days at the Wayne estate, and then she would come home. He repeated it to himself. Just three days.

The Seal felt wrong. Cyrene's bond had dimmed the moment the Wreath Loan took effect, the same thinning he'd experienced when Rhexa was loaned to Krato. A golden wreath overlay appeared on the bond, dampening the connection to a faint thread. He could feel Cyrene, but barely, a whisper of her presence.

He didn't expect what happened next.

The yank hit him without warning. A massive, physical pull behind his sternum that nearly threw him out of his chair. His vision doubled. The study smeared sideways.

The trance state. The same ability that had let him see through Zelira at the gala and at the Vexis estate. It had triggered on its own, ripping his consciousness through Cyrene's thinned bond and dragging him into her perception, watching as if a spectator.

He expected a dungeon. A stone cell, cold and bare, with chains bolted to the wall. That was the kind of man Leon had described. A sadist, a breaker of Muses.

What he saw was a bedroom fit for a princess.

The room was enormous. Vaulted ceiling with painted beams. The walls were hung with pale blue silk, Cyrene's colour, as if someone had decorated specifically for her. The bed dominated the centre of the space, a massive four-poster draped with sheer white curtains and piled with cushions so soft they looked like clouds. Fresh flowers sat in crystal vases on every surface. Blue irises and white lilies. The scent was sweet and clean.

Cyrene stood in the middle of this room, wrapped in a towel. She was looking around with her in astonishment.

Ortas Wayne stood at the far end of the room beside a marble bathing pool built into the floor. Steam rose from the water's surface. He wore a loose white shirt, open at the collar, and his sleeves were rolled to his elbows. He looked nothing like a predator. He looked like a prince from a storybook.

"Come," he said, and held out his hand.

Cyrene hesitated. She clutched the towel against her chest. Her lips pressed together, and she took a small step forward. Then another. She stopped in front of him.

Ortas took her hand. He guided her toward the bathing pool. At the edge, he reached for the towel and waited.

Cyrene released it. The towel dropped. She stood naked in front of him, her pale skin flushed pink from the steam.

Ortas stepped into the pool first, fully clothed, the warm water soaking his trousers and the bottom of his shirt. He held both of her hands and guided her in after him.

The water reached her ribs. She sank into the warmth, and Olyndar felt it through the bond, a spreading, involuntary comfort that loosened the knots in her shoulders.

Ortas stood behind her. He cupped water in his palms and poured it over her shoulders, over the back of her neck, over her hair. He gathered her blue strands and wrung them gently. He found a glass bottle of scented oil on the pool's rim and poured a measure into his hands. He worked the oil into her shoulders, her arms, her back. His touch was slow and tender, his thumbs pressed into the tight muscles along her spine, and Cyrene let out a breath.

"You were very brave today," Ortas said. His voice was quiet. Close to her ear but gentle. "Walking onto those sands against a fighter like Nyri. Most Muses would have refused."

"I couldn't refuse." Cyrene's voice was small and rough. "My Kyrios needed me to fight."

"And he pulled you out before real damage was done. That shows he cares about you." Ortas's hands moved down her sides, over her ribs, applying steady pressure that released the tension she'd been carrying for weeks. "You deserve someone who cares. Every Muse does."

He poured more oil and worked it into her lower back. His fingers were strong and precise. He found every sore spot, every bruise from the arena floor, and pressed until the pain dissolved.

"I was terrified," Cyrene whispered.

"I know." Ortas leaned close. His lips were near her ear. "Fear is not weakness, Cyrene. Fear means you understand what you're facing. Only a fool feels nothing before a fight."

His hands moved lower, over her hips, down along her thighs beneath the water. He massaged the muscles that had locked up during the match. Cyrene's head fell back against his shoulder. Her eyes closed.

"You reminded me of a verse," Ortas said. "From the old poems. Blue of winter's first breath, fragile as a frozen stream, yet strong enough to outlast the thaw. The poet Helarius. Do you know him?"

"No."

"I'll read him to you. Tomorrow, maybe. I have a library here that I think you'd love." He pressed a kiss to the top of her head. Light. Brief. Almost brotherly. "You're safe here, Cyrene. I promise you that."

Olyndar sat frozen in his study. This was wrong. All of it was wrong. But through the bond, he could feel what Cyrene felt, and what she felt was warmth and even relief. A desperate, aching gratitude that someone was being kind to her after the worst day of her life.

Ortas lifted Cyrene from the bath. He wrapped her in a fresh towel, thick and soft and warm, and sat her on the edge of the bed. He dried her hair with a second towel, working through the long blue strands section by section. He combed it with his fingers, gentle and patient.

Cyrene looked up at him. Her blue eyes were wet, but she wasn't crying from fear anymore.

"Why are you being so kind to me?"

Ortas knelt in front of her. He took her face in both hands and looked at her at eye level.

"Because you deserve kindness." He brushed his thumb across her cheekbone. "You've been thrown into a world that uses women like you and discards them. I saw what happened to you in that arena today, and it disgusted me. Nyri was following orders. My orders. And I regret them."

"You... regret them?"

"I should have told her to end it quickly. I didn't, and you suffered for it." He pressed his forehead against hers. "Let me make it up to you."

He kissed her.

Cyrene flinched. Then she softened. Then she kissed him back.

Olyndar screamed inside his own skull, nailed to his chair by the trance, forced to watch.

Ortas laid Cyrene back on the mountain of pillows. He peeled his wet shirt off and dropped it to the floor. His body was lean and toned and flawless, pale northern skin over defined muscle. He settled over her and kissed her neck, her collarbone, the hollow between her small breasts. He kissed the Seal mark above her pubic bone, and Cyrene's hips lifted off the bed.

He took his time. He kissed down her stomach. He spread her thighs and pressed his mouth between them, licking her slowly, working his tongue against her clit in long, soft strokes. Cyrene's hands gripped the pillows above her head. She moaned, a delicate, trembling sound, and her Frost Aspect stirred.

Cool mist rose from her skin. Condensation formed on the pillows. Her Aspect was blooming the way it had bloomed with Olyndar, the way it bloomed when Cyrene felt safe and wanted.

Ortas brought her to the edge with his mouth and then pulled away. He kissed back up her body and settled himself between her legs. He freed himself from his trousers and pressed the head of his cock against her entrance.

"Tell me what you want," he whispered.

Cyrene looked up at him. Her face was open and raw and trusting. There was no resistance left. She was a girl who had spent her life being afraid, and a beautiful man was holding her as if she were royalty.

"I want you," she said.

He pushed inside her slowly. All the way.

Cyrene gasped and grabbed his shoulders. He wasn't rough, he didn't pound her into the mattress, he didn't grab her hair or pin her wrists. He moved in long, careful strokes, watching her face, adjusting his angle when her expression shifted. He kissed her while he fucked her. He whispered her name against her lips.

Her Frost Aspect burst open. The room temperature plummeted. Ice bloomed across the headboard in beautiful, fern-like patterns. Their breath came out as white vapour. It was beautiful.

Olyndar felt every moment of it through the bond. Cyrene's pleasure bloomed hot and sweet through the thinned connection. Her arousal was genuine. Her trust was genuine. She was giving herself to Ortas Wayne completely, her body moving up to meet every thrust, her legs wrapping around his waist, her fingers tangled in his blond hair. She pulled him closer. She moaned his name.

"Ortas... oh gods, Ortas..."

He picked up his pace. Cyrene's moans climbed. She pulled at his back, dug her nails in, pressed her small breasts against his chest. The frost on the walls grew. Crystals formed in her blue hair. She was incandescent.

"Don't stop," she gasped. "Please don't stop, this feels so... oh..."

He drove deeper into her. Cyrene came with a sharp cry, her whole body seizing, her pussy clenching around him. His cock felt amazing inside of her. Ice exploded across the ceiling in a starburst pattern. Ortas groaned and pushed into her one last time, burying himself deep, and came inside her. Cyrene felt the warmth flood into her and whimpered, pulling him down against her body as the aftershocks rolled through them both.

Ortas stayed inside her. He brushed the ice crystals from her hair and kissed her eyelids. Cyrene pressed her face into his neck and held on to him. Through the bond, Olyndar felt something that made him turn green. She enjoyed every moment of it. She had built an instant, devastating infatuation. An infatuation of a lonely girl who had been noticed by a handsome and powerful man.

Ortas held her against his chest and stroked her back. Cyrene's breathing slowed. The frost on the walls began to melt. She nestled deeper into his arms and pressed her lips against his collarbone.

"I wish I could stay here," she murmured.

"You can. For three days."

Ortas smiled down at her and kissed her forehead.

Then the bedroom doors opened.

Three men walked through. The first was High Prelate Morath, still in his white and gold temple robes, the fabric straining across his belly. Behind him came two other men, well-dressed, grey-haired, wearing the heavy rings and embroidered coats of Myressian aristocrats. All three were already looking at the bed.

Cyrene sat up. She pulled the sheet against her chest. Her blue eyes jumped from Morath to the two strangers to Ortas.

"Ortas? What..."

Ortas rolled off the bed and stood. He picked up his shirt from the floor and pulled it on, unhurried. When he turned back toward the bed, his face had changed. The warmth was gone. What looked back at Cyrene was cold and amused, an expression that fit his face far more naturally than kindness ever had.

"She is perfectly primed for you, Prelate." Ortas gestured toward the bed where Cyrene sat naked beneath a thin sheet, still flushed from sex, still wet between her thighs, Ortas's cum still swirling inside of her. "Warmed up and willing. I trust the payment was made."

Morath leered over Cyrene's body. He licked his lower lip and started untying his temple sash.

Cyrene's mouth opened in protest, but no sound came out. She looked at Ortas. She searched his face for any trace of the man who had bathed her and kissed her and whispered poetry and told her she deserved kindness. She searched and searched.

There was nothing there.

Morath dropped his temple sash on the floor and shrugged the white and gold robes off his shoulders. He was thick everywhere. His belly hung over the waistband of his undershorts. His chest was broad and covered in coarse grey hair.

Cyrene scrambled backward on the bed. The sheet tangled around her legs. She looked at Ortas again, desperate, searching for anything.

"You said I was safe." Her voice broke on the last word.

Ortas buttoned his shirt. He smoothed his blond hair back from his forehead and checked his reflection in the window glass.

"You are safe. The Prelate is a licensed temple official. Everything that happens in this room is sanctioned under the Wreath Loan's terms." He straightened his collar. "Enjoy your evening, Cyrene."

He left. The door clicked shut behind him.

Morath climbed onto the bed.

Cyrene pressed herself against the headboard. She pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them. She was shaking.

Morath grabbed her ankle and dragged her flat. The sheet ripped away. She was naked beneath him, her pale body still flushed from Ortas, still wet between her thighs from what the blond man had left inside her.

"I've been waiting for this," Morath said. He looked down at her body with the same slow, thorough appraisal he'd given her in his temple office. "This time no one is going to save you."

"Please don't—"

"Spread your legs."

She didn't move. Morath reached down, hooked his fingers under both knees, and pushed them apart. He settled his weight between them. His cock pressed against her thigh; it was the same disproportionate size she remembered from the temple sanctum.

He pushed inside her without preamble.

Cyrene's resistance punched through the bond and into Olyndar's skull. The feeling was brutal. Morath was far thicker than Ortas, far thicker than Olyndar, and he buried himself with a single shove that drove the air out of her lungs. He hit against her cervix and held there, pinning her to the mattress with his belly pressed against her stomach.

"There we go." He pulled back and slammed forward again. The bed frame lurched. "Much better than your mouth."

He fucked her with short, heavy strokes. Each thrust shoved her up the bed and pressed her head against the headboard. She grabbed the sheets and twisted them in her hands. Her Frost Aspect flickered and died. The room temperature normalised as her power collapsed entirely.

The two aristocrats watched from the foot of the bed. One of them, a silver-haired man with jowls and a thick gold chain around his neck, stroked himself, already naked. The other, leaner, with a hawkish nose, was still dressed, but his cock was out, and he was pumping it in his fist.

Morath grunted above Cyrene. He grabbed both of her wrists in one meaty hand and pinned them above her head. His free hand closed around her left breast and squeezed, hard enough that she yelped. He pounded into her, his heavy balls slapping against her ass with each impact.

Olyndar sat in his study, paralysed. The trance held him locked, watching Cyrene get fucked. He saw the stretch, the pressure, the overwhelming fullness of Morath's cock filling her over and over. He felt the shame pouring through her. And underneath the shame, creeping up through her body against her will, he felt the pleasure building.

The Muse physiology. The same biological mechanism that turned arena combat into sexual ecstasy. Nyri's Starlight had ripped it wide open during the match, cranked it past any threshold Cyrene had known before. The sensitivity hadn't faded. Every nerve in Cyrene's body was still tuned to maximum, and Morath's rough, punishing thrusts were feeding directly into that overloaded system.

Tears ran sideways across Cyrene's face and dripped onto the silk pillows beneath her. She hated this. She hated his hands on her. She hated his smell, sweat and incense and sour wine. She hated the wet sound of his cock driving into her pussy. And her body clenched around him and pulled him deeper anyway.

"She's tightening up," Morath announced to the other two men. "The Starlight treatment does wonders for their responsiveness. Wayne's girl is an artist."

The jowled aristocrat climbed onto the bed. He positioned himself beside Cyrene's head and pushed his cock against her lips. Cyrene turned her face away. He grabbed her head and forced it back.

"Open."

She opened. He fed his cock into her mouth. It was thick. He started fucking her face with shallow strokes while Morath continued to pound her from below.

Two cocks at once. One in her mouth, one splitting her open. Cyrene's senses were overloaded. She gagged around the cock in her mouth and moaned around it at the same time, a sound she didn't choose to make. Her hips rocked upward to meet Morath's thrusts on their own. The pleasure was crawling through her, eating through her resistance, her body betraying her.

The hawk-nosed aristocrat took his turn when the first one pulled out of her mouth to catch his breath. He was rougher. He grabbed the back of her head and pushed until his cock hit the back of her throat. He held her there, his cock plugging her throat, while Morath picked up his pace below.

Morath came. He buried himself deep and unloaded inside her with a grunt. Cyrene felt the heat of it flooding her, mixing with what Ortas had already put there. Her body betrayed her completely. The sensation of being filled with cum triggered a spasm of pleasure that made her pussy clench and milk him, her hips grinding upward against his fat weight.

Morath pulled out. Cum leaked from her immediately, thick and white against her pink folds.

"Next," he said, and climbed off.

The jowled man took his place between her legs before Cyrene could close them. He was smaller than Morath but rougher. He flipped her onto her stomach and yanked her hips up. He entered her from behind and started hammering with frantic speed, his belly slapping against her ass. Cyrene buried her face in the pillows.

The hawk-nosed man retrieved her face from its hiding place and fed his cock back into her mouth from the side. Cyrene sucked as she was supposed to. Through the bond, Olyndar felt guilt and shame burning through her mind. And he felt the orgasm building inside her, an unstoppable wave that she fought with everything she had and lost.

She came. Her whole body locked rigid. She screamed around the cock in her mouth, and the sound was muffled. Her pussy clamped down on the man behind her, and he groaned and drove deeper, chasing his own finish. Cum squelched out around his shaft with every thrust.

The men finished in her one after another. The jowled one came inside her. The hawk-nosed one pulled out of her mouth and sprayed across her face, thick ropes of cum striping her cheeks and nose and lips.

They left within the hour.

Cyrene lay on the ruined silk sheets, covered in cum, her body still twitching with aftershocks. She curled into a ball and wrapped her arms around herself. Through the bond, Olyndar heard her repeat the same two words over and over, silent and broken, a thought she couldn't stop. He lied. He lied. He lied.

The trance released Olyndar. He slumped forward onto his desk. His hands shook so badly that he knocked an inkwell off the edge. Black ink spilled across the floor. He pressed his forehead against the wood and breathed through his teeth until his heart rate dropped below dangerous levels.


Chapter 6

The ink spread across the floor in a slow black pool underneath Olyndar's desk. He watched it without seeing it. He couldn't steady his hands. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Morath's belly pressing against Cyrene's stomach.

Two more nights. Cyrene had two more nights in that house. He would have watched from the hidden room in Morath's manor, but since he forfeited the match, he forfeited that right. Besides, he could see it all from right in his office, whether he wanted to or not. The bond with Cyrene had gone quiet now, dimmed back to its faint golden-wreath whisper, but the afterimage of what he'd witnessed was burned into his mind and wouldn't leave.

They'd planned it. Every detail of the seduction was designed to break her open so the men who followed could crawl inside the cracks. Ortas hadn't fucked Cyrene because he wanted her. He'd fucked her to make her vulnerable for paying customers.

Olyndar's fist slammed against the desk. Pain flared through his wrist. He hit it again. And again. Until his hand was bleeding and the desk had a crack in it.

Then there was a knock at the study door.

"Olyn." Leon's voice called out. "Open up, mate."

Olyndar stared at the door. He wiped his bloody hand on his clothes and crossed the room. He pulled the door open.

Leon stood in the hallway with his coat draped over one arm and his hair even messier than usual. He scanned Olyndar, saw his bleeding hand, then moved past him to the spilled ink and the damaged desk.

"Hadros let me in." Leon pushed past him into the study without waiting for an invitation. He shut the door behind them both. "You seem like you're in a bad way."

Leon grabbed his shoulders. Both hands, firm grip, forcing Olyndar to look at him.

"Hey, look at me. Are you here?"

"I saw it." Olyndar's voice came out flat. Hollow. "Through the Seal. I saw everything they did to her."

Leon's eyebrow raised, almost confused, he was here the whole time, wasn't he? But he didn't ask for details. He'd find out what he meant later.

"You're spiralling," Leon said. "I can see it in your face. You're going to sit here all night imagining what's happening right now in that estate, and by morning, you'll be useless. Don't let them break you."

"I can't just..."

"You can't save her tonight. That's the ugly truth, and you know it already." Leon released his shoulders and stepped back. "But I can save you."

Olyndar waited silently.

"There's a custom," Leon said. "Old Myressian tradition between allied Kyrioi. Formal brotherhood. You share your Muses, I share mine. A full swap, one night, properly done. It cements the alliance, deepens the Seal bonds between our households, and..." He pointed at Olyndar's head. "It gets you out of that poisonous fucking loop you're stuck in."

"Leon, I can't think about sex right now."

"That's exactly why you need to. Your Seal is connected to Cyrene. Right now that connection is feeding you grief and rage. The only way to drown that signal out is to flood your bonds with something stronger. Pleasure works wonders." Leon's face was dead serious. "This is medicine, Olyn. Take it."

Olyndar looked at his bloody hand. He looked at the ink on the floor. He thought about sitting here alone for eight more hours alone.

"Bring Rhexa and Zelira," Leon said. "My girls are waiting at my estate. Valka and Thalia. They already know."

Olyndar closed his eyes and let out a deep sigh.

"Alright."

* * *

The Lykos estate was three streets over, a compact but well-maintained compound with a clean courtyard and lanterns burning in every window. Leon led them through the front gate and into a wide, warm common room where wine waited on a low table, and the furniture had been pushed against the walls to make space.

Rhexa walked at Olyndar's right. Zelira at his left. Both had dressed without asking questions when he'd knocked on their doors. Rhexa wore her white robe. Zelira wore her sheer green gown. They could feel Olyndar's state through the Seal, and they knew what he needed.

Leon's Muses were already in the room.

Valka stood near the fireplace. She was tall, taller than Rhexa, with the build of a warrior goddess. Her blonde hair was woven into intricate braids threaded with silver rings. She wore light leather that left her arms and stomach bare, and her blue eyes locked onto Olyndar the moment he walked in.

Beside her, perched on the arm of a chair, was Thalia. She was tiny. A full head shorter than Cyrene and built so fine-boned that she looked like she might snap if you squeezed too hard. Short, tousled brown hair framed a heart-shaped face with enormous dark eyes. She wore a simple cotton shift that hung off one shoulder. She smiled at Olyndar, and one of her hands seemed to flicker, to blur at the edges for just a moment before resolving back into normal focus. She likely had a Veils Aspect, the ability to distort perception.

"Right then." Leon clapped his hands. "Everyone's here. Everyone knows the score. This is a brotherhood custom, freely given on all sides." He looked at Rhexa and Zelira. "Ladies?"

Rhexa looked at Olyndar. He nodded. The ember-eyed Muse turned to Leon and pulled the tie on her white robe. It fell open and she shrugged it off. Her body was tremendous and bare, the Varos crest glowing bright between her breasts. She stood there without a shred of hesitation.

Zelira was already naked. She'd pulled her gown off during Leon's speech and stood with her hip cocked, green hair draped over one shoulder. She gave Leon a look that promised trouble.

Leon grinned at Olyndar. "Your girls are incredible."

"I know."

Valka grabbed Olyndar by the front of his shirt, and pulled him toward the wide bed that dominated the far wall. She shoved him down onto the mattress and climbed on top of him, straddling his hips before he'd finished bouncing. She yanked his clothing off and tossed it.

"Leon told me about you," she said, her eyes boring into his. Her voice was low and direct, clipped with a northern edge that matched her braids and her bearing. "Said you needed this."

She ground her hips down against him; he felt the heat of her through the leather she still wore. She reached behind her back and unclasped her chest piece. It fell away. Her breasts were firm and full, pale skin crossed with faint training scars. She grabbed his hands and pressed them flat against her chest.

Then Thalia joined. He hadn't noticed her move. Her tiny hands landed on his shoulders from above. Her fingers dug into the tense muscle at the base of his neck, and then something happened that he couldn't explain.

Her touch split. He felt her thumbs pressing into his shoulders, but he also felt fingers trailing down his ribs, and more fingers dragging across his stomach, and something soft brushing along the inside of his forearm. All at once. All from the same woman. Her Veils Aspect warped the sensation of contact until a single pair of hands felt like six, each one touching a different part of him simultaneously.

"Relax," Thalia whispered from somewhere behind his ear. Her breath hit his neck, and then hit the other side of his neck at the same time, and then ghosted across his chest. "I've got you."

Valka wrapped her fingers around Olyndar's cock and stroked, then rose up on her knees and pulled the laces on her leather bottoms loose. She kicked them off without breaking eye contact.

She was bare underneath. She positioned him at her entrance and dropped her weight.

Olyndar groaned. She was tight and wet, and she took every inch in a single motion. Her thighs clamped against his hips. She started to move immediately, a hard, fast bounce that slapped her ass against his thighs. She fucked him the way Olyndar imagined she fought.

Wind stirred in the room. Valka's Aspect kicked in, gusts swirling around her body, lifting her braids off her shoulders. Each time she rose off his cock, the air cushioned her, held her at the peak for a fraction longer than gravity allowed, and then she slammed back down with extra force. The bed shook.

Behind him, Thalia's phantom hands were everywhere. He felt fingers feathering across his nipples. He felt a mouth press against the side of his neck and suck. He felt nails rake down the outside of his thighs, gentle, then hard, then gentle again. None of it matched what he could see. Thalia was just kneeling behind his head with her palms on his chest, but the sensations radiating from those palms multiplied and scattered across his body in waves that made his brain short-circuit.

Across the room, on a wide couch that Leon had dragged to face the bed, a different show was underway.

Leon sat with his legs spread, his robes open. Rhexa knelt between his thighs, her red hair gathered in his hands, her mouth sealed around his cock. She sucked him deep and sloppy, the same aggressive, take-no-prisoners technique she used on Olyndar. Leon's was grinning like a man who'd won the lottery.

Zelira was behind Rhexa, lying on her back. She had both hands on Rhexa's ass and her face buried between the redhead's thighs from behind, eating her out while Rhexa sucked Leon's cock. Rhexa's moans vibrated around Leon's shaft. Zelira pulled back, licked her lips, caught Olyndar watching, and winked before diving back in. Rhexa's hips jerked backward against Zelira's mouth, and the chain of pleasure ran from Zelira's tongue through Rhexa's body and straight into Leon's cock through Rhexa's throat.

Olyndar watched his two Muses serve his ally. Rhexa's massive tits swung with every bob of her head. Zelira's lean back flexed as she worked. Both of them were putting on a hell of a show, and they knew it.

Valka reclaimed his attention. She grabbed his jaw and turned his face back toward her. She bounced harder. Her blue eyes were wild, her teeth bared. She slammed herself down and ground, rotating her hips in a crushing circle that squeezed him from every angle.

"Eyes on me, Kyrios Varos."

Thalia's phantom sensations intensified. He felt mouths on his stomach, on his thighs, on the base of his cock where it disappeared inside Valka. The overlap between real and phantom blurred until he couldn't tell which touches were physical and which were fabricated by Thalia's Aspect. His whole body buzzed with it.

Valka rode him through two of her own orgasms without slowing down. The first one made her clench so hard around him that he almost came. She snarled through it, grabbed the headboard, and kept going. Her stamina was inhuman. Wind whipped through the room, blowing cups off the table. She was a storm given flesh, and she was using his cock as her anchor point.

Thalia leaned over and kissed him on the mouth, upside down, her small lips soft against his. He felt the kiss on his mouth and simultaneously on his cock, a phantom echo that pulsed through both points of contact. He grabbed the back of her head and kissed her harder. She tasted like honeyed wine.

Across the room, Leon had pulled Rhexa up off her knees and bent her over the arm of the couch. He fucked her from behind, his hips slapping against her wide ass. Rhexa braced against the cushions and moaned... loud and unbothered. Zelira had crawled around to the front and sat on the couch with her legs spread, guiding Rhexa's face between her thighs. Rhexa ate her out while Leon pounded her.

Valka squeezed him once more, tight and deliberate, and Olyndar came. He came so hard that his vision went white. Valka didn't stop. She rode him through it, milking every pulse, her Wind Aspect gusting around them both as if the room itself was exhaling. Thalia's phantom touches rippled across his spent body in waves that dragged the orgasm out three times longer than it had any right to last.

He lay on the bed afterwards, breathing hard, Valka resting her weight on his chest, Thalia curled against his side with her small hand over his heart. Both women felt like warm, honest generosity. The grief that had been eating him alive an hour ago was still there, buried underneath, but it was quieter now.

Across the room, Leon finished inside Rhexa with a loud groan. Zelira came on Rhexa's tongue seconds later, her lean body curling forward as her thighs clamped around Rhexa's head.

They barely had time to catch their breath before the second round started.

It was Thalia's turn. She climbed onto the mattress and straddled Olyndar, her tiny body weighing almost nothing. She pulled her cotton shift over her head and tossed it. Underneath, she was all delicate curves and smooth skin, her breasts small and perfect, her waist so narrow Olyndar could have wrapped both hands around it. She looked down at him with those enormous dark eyes and smiled.

She reached between them and took his cock in her small fingers. She stroked him back to hardness, her Veils Aspect already working. He felt her hand on his shaft, and he felt a second hand cupping his balls, and a third dragging nails up the inside of his thigh, all from the same hand wrapped around him. His cock stiffened fast.

She lowered her mouth onto him first. She was slow and precise, her tongue tracing the underside of his shaft as she took him deeper. Then her Aspect really kicked in. He felt her lips sealed around his cock and simultaneously felt a tongue lapping at the base, and warm breath on both sides of his neck, and her lips on the tip of his cock. His brain gave up trying to sort real from phantom.

She pulled off, licked her lips, and positioned herself over him. She sank down inch by inch. She was impossibly tight, her small frame gripping him from every angle. She started to rock, her hips rolling in tiny, controlled circles, and every point of contact between their bodies multiplied into a dozen.

On the couch, Leon had Zelira pinned underneath him. He'd pushed her legs up against her chest and was driving into her with a steady, focused pace. Zelira's green hair fanned across the cushions. She stared up at him with wide eyes and open mouth, genuinely surprised by how good it felt. Her lean body jolted with each thrust. Leon grabbed her hip with one hand and her face with the other, tilting her face toward him.

"Your Kyrios wasn't kidding," Leon grunted. "You're something else."

Zelira wrapped her legs around his back and pulled him deeper. She came hard, biting down on her own wrist to muffle the scream. Leon fucked her straight through it and finished inside her with a long, satisfied groan.

Thalia brought Olyndar to his second orgasm of the night with her whole body shivering above him, her Veils Aspect flooding his senses until he couldn't tell where his skin ended, and hers began. He spilled into her while phantom mouths kissed every inch of him at once.

They continued for a few more rounds that night.

Afterwards, they gathered around the low table. Thalia had poured everyone wine. Olyndar sat on the floor with his back against the bed, a cup in his hand. Rhexa sat beside him, her robe loosely draped over her shoulders. Zelira lay on the couch with her legs across Leon's lap. Valka and Thalia shared the armchair; Thalia curled in the bigger woman's lap.

Leon took a long drink and set his cup down. He reached over and clapped Olyndar on the shoulder, the grip of a man making a promise.

"We're going to get them. Ortas. Morath, fucking Damar Vexis. All of them." Leon squeezed. "It's just a matter of patience. We watch, we find the cracks. And when the time comes, we tear them apart."

Olyndar stared into his wine. He thought about Cyrene alone in that room. He thought about Morath's fat hands. He thought about Ortas buttoning his shirt and walking out.

He drained his cup.

"The hunt is on."


Chapter7

Day Two of Wreath Loan was worse than the first.

The trance pulled Olyndar back in before noon. He hadn't even been thinking about Cyrene. He'd been in the courtyard, pruning the olive saplings he'd planted along the south wall. The bond yanked him in.

Cyrene was in the same bedroom. The sheets had been changed. Fresh flowers sat in the vases. Someone in the Wayne household staff must have tidied up between sessions.

Cyrene sat on the edge of the bed in a thin white gown that someone had given her. Her blue hair hung limp and unwashed. Her eyes were red. She stared at the far wall, dispondent.

The door opened. Morath entered, followed by three men Olyndar didn't recognise. They were younger than the previous night's visitors, well-built, wearing the fitted tunics and short cloaks of Myressian senators.

Behind them, Nyri walked in.

The Starlight Muse looked exactly as she had in the arena. Silver hair. White bodysuit that covered everything, yet hid nothing. Her face carried the same blank, porcelain composure. She surveyed Cyrene on the bed like she was a piece of meat.

"On your feet," Nyri said.

Cyrene stood. Her legs wobbled. She crossed her arms over her chest.

Nyri walked a slow circle around her. She stopped behind Cyrene and gripped the collar of the gown with both hands. She tore it down the back in a single clean motion. The fabric split and fell to the floor.

"Better." Nyri looked at Morath. "She's ready for you, Prelate."

Morath was already undressing. He sat in a wide padded chair near the bed and spread his legs. His cock stood hard between his thick thighs.

"Bring her."

Nyri grabbed Cyrene's hair and walked her across the room. She pushed Cyrene to her knees between Morath's legs. Cyrene stared at the cock in front of her. It was huge and veined and already leaking.

"You know what to do," Morath said. "You practised yesterday."

Cyrene leaned forward and took him into her mouth. She sucked, clumsy and slow. Morath grabbed the back of her head and pushed her down. She gagged as his girth hit the back of her throat. He held her there.

"Deeper." He shoved until her nose pressed into the wiry grey hair at his base. Cyrene's throat bulged around his cock. She could barely get it all the way down.

Nyri knelt beside Cyrene. She pressed her mouth to Cyrene's ear.

"You're going to do exactly what these men tell you." Her voice was sultry. "And you're going to enjoy it. Because that's what your body was built for. That's what every Muse's body was built for. To take cock and cum and beg for more."

A faint pulse of Starlight bled from Nyri's skin. The glow was subtle, barely visible, but Olyndar felt it slam through Cyrene's bond. The sensitivity from the arena match, the supercharged arousal response, roared back to life. Every nerve ending in Cyrene's body caught fire.

Cyrene moaned around Morath's cock. Her hips shifted on the floor.

Morath pulled her off his cock by her hair. A thick rope of spit connected her lower lip to his tip. Her face was a mess of tears and saliva.

"Turn around." Morath's voice was steady. "Sit on it."

Cyrene turned, her movements shaky, and lowered herself onto his cock. She faced away from him, her back against his belly. He was too thick, and the angle pushed him impossibly deep. She whimpered as she sank down. Her thighs trembled. Morath grabbed her hips and dragged her all the way to the base.

"Good." He bounced her. His thick arms lifted her up and dropped her down, using her body like a sleeve. Her small breasts bounced with each impact. Her mouth hung open. The Muse physiology pumped warmth and pleasure through every cell in her body each time his cock hit deep inside of her.

One of the young senators stepped forward. He freed his cock and grabbed Cyrene's face. Bending her down, he pushed past her lips and started fucking her face while Morath bounced her on his cock from below.

Nyri stood to the side and watched. She kept her Starlight flickering at a low, constant pace that maintained Cyrene's sensitivity at its peak. She also showed an interest in the men and kept them hard when they flagged, running her slim fingers along their shafts, whispering encouragement, guiding their cocks back toward Cyrene's mouth.

The second senator took his turn in Cyrene's mouth when the first stepped aside to stroke himself. The third moved behind Cyrene, still impaled on Morath, and slapped her ass.

Cyrene moaned around the cock in her mouth.

Through the bond, Olyndar felt two things happening at once inside Cyrene. She was horrified. She could feel every degrading touch, every thick cock forcing its way into her, every grunt and groan of pleasure from men who saw her as a warm hole. She was ashamed down to the marrow. She wanted to disappear.

And her body was cumming.

The first orgasm hit when Morath thrust up into her while the senator's hand slapped her ass. The percussion broke something loose. Cyrene convulsed on Morath's cock, her pussy squeezing as she screamed in pleasure, muffled by the cock in her mouth, and her whole body shook so hard she needed to be held up.

The senator in her mouth pulled out. Cum splashed across her face. She barely noticed. She was still cumming, her hips grinding in desperate circles on Morath's lap.

"Please," she gasped. Her voice was ragged and wet. "Please, oh gods, please..."

She didn't know what she was begging for. More. Less. To stop. To keep going. The wires in her brain were crossed.

Nyri leaned close again. Another pulse of Starlight. The sensitivity spiked higher.

"Say it properly," Nyri whispered. "Tell the Prelate what you want."

"Fill me." The words fell out of Cyrene's mouth before she could catch them. Her face crumpled with shame even as her hips kept grinding. "Fill me up, please, I need... I need your seed inside me, please..."

Morath obliged. He grabbed her waist and slammed her down one final time. He came deep inside her with a low grunt, and Cyrene felt the thick, hot flood and came again, harder, her body seizing around him, her cry sharp enough to fill the room. She ground her hips and took every drop he pumped into her.

The senators rotated through her for the next two hours. They bent her over the bed and fucked her from behind. They pushed her onto her back and took turns between her legs. They made her kneel on the floor and sucked them one after another, swallowing when told, opening her mouth to show nothing remained, then taking the next cock in.

Nyri orchestrated. She positioned Cyrene for each man. She held Cyrene's hair out of the way when a senator wanted to cum on her face. She kept the low Starlight pulses rolling, maintaining the constant, agonising sensitivity that turned every touch, every thrust, every splash of cum on Cyrene's skin into overwhelming, unwanted pleasure.

Cyrene came again and again. She lost count. Each orgasm was harder than the last and left her more broken. Her body had completely divorced itself from her mind. Her mind tried to resist. Her body begged for more.

By nightfall, the men left. Cyrene lay in a puddle of cum and sweat on the silk sheets. Her thighs were slick. Her stomach was smeared white. Her face was glazed. Her hair was matted and stuck to her neck and shoulders with dried cum.

Through the bond, Olyndar felt her consciousness flickering. She was barely there.

Day Three.

The trance dragged Olyndar under again at dusk. He was sitting in the courtyard. Rhexa was beside him, talking about Cyrene's return schedule, and then his vision went black, and he was somewhere else entirely.

The Wayne estate's great hall had been transformed. The long banquet tables were pushed against the walls, laden with food and wine. Candelabras lined the perimeter, casting warm light across polished stone. A crowd filled the space. Olyndar counted at least forty people, Kyrioi in expensive robes, their Muses in gowns and arena dress, temple officials in white and gold, wealthy merchants, patrons, senators, and sponsors. The upper crust of the Laureled Circuit's social world.

In the centre of the hall, on a raised stone platform, sat a marble altar.

Cyrene was on the altar.

She was blindfolded with a strip of dark silk. Her wrists were bound above her head, tied to an iron ring bolted to the stone. She was naked and kneeling, her legs spread, her back arched. Someone had washed her and combed her blue hair, so it fell in a clean cascade over her shoulders. The Varos crest glowed faintly above her pubic bone.

She looked like a sacrifice.

Ortas Wayne stood at the edge of the platform in a fitted white coat with silver buttons. He held a wine glass and addressed the room.

"Honoured guests. As tradition permits under the sanctioned Wreath Loan, House Wayne is pleased to present the Frost Muse of House Varos for your entertainment this evening." He gestured toward the altar. "She has been fully prepared and is remarkably willing."

Polite laughter rippled through the crowd.

Cyrene was calm.

The panic from the first night, the horror of the second night, all of it had burned away. What remained was a smooth, still emptiness. The shame was gone. The resistance was gone. Nyri's sustained Starlight pulses had ground her psychological defences to powder, and what was left was a body that had learned, over two days of relentless use, that pleasure was easier than resistance.

A man climbed onto the platform. Olyndar didn't know him. Broad shoulders, dark beard, an expensive coat thrown carelessly over a chair as he approached the altar. He freed his cock and stepped between Cyrene's spread knees.

He pushed inside her.

Cyrene moaned. Loud and immediate. She pressed her hips forward, taking him deeper, her bound wrists pulling against the iron ring above her. She rolled her hips in smooth circles, nothing like the hesitant, gentle rocking she'd done with Olyndar. This was aggressive and hungry. Two days of forced orgasms had made her body long to be fucked, and she threw herself into it with abandon.

"Gods," the man grunted. "She's incredible."

"I told you." Ortas's voice carried from the edge of the platform. "The Frost ones are rare. Feel how cool she is inside."

The man thrust harder. Cyrene wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him deeper. She was panting, moaning with every stroke, her mouth open and panting. Frost crept across the altar stone beneath her. Her Aspect was active, feeding on the sexual energy, coating the marble in thin ice that cracked and reformed with every thrust.

He came inside her within minutes. Cyrene squeezed around him and shuddered through her own orgasm, gasping against the blindfold. He pulled out. Cum dripped from her pussy onto the frosted marble.

The next man stepped up before Cyrene's breathing had even slowed.

Olyndar watched every cock that entered her. The trance was merciless. Each new man brought a fresh wave of sensation crashing through the thinned bond. He watched the stretch, the fullness, the spiralling pleasure that Cyrene's body generated from every thrust. He watched her taste the cum on her lips when they fed her their cocks between fuckings. He watched her throat spasm around thick shafts and felt the perverse satisfaction she got from swallowing.

She was gone. Cyrene was buried so deep beneath the corrupted pleasure that Olyndar couldn't find her anymore. What rode the altar was a Muse in full submission, a body optimised for sex, performing at a level that drew applause from the watching crowd.

More and more men fucked her. She came with each of them, her orgasms rolling into one continuous state of desperate, shuddering bliss. Cum pooled beneath her on the altar. It ran down her thighs in thick lines and froze when it touched the ice. Her lips were swollen. She licked the cum from them and opened her mouth for more.

"Please," she moaned between men, her voice carrying across the hall. "More. I need more. Don't stop, please, someone, anyone..."

The crowd ate it up. They watched the Frost Muse of House Varos beg for cock, and they cheered.

Nyri stood at the base of the platform throughout, pulsing her Starlight. She kept Cyrene's body at the breaking point of sensitivity. She whispered to each man before he climbed the steps, telling them where to touch, how hard to thrust, when to pull her hair or squeeze her throat. She was directing the scene. Making sure Cyrene's degradation was as total and as visible as possible.

Olyndar wanted to tear himself out of the trance and smash every piece of furniture in his study. But the bond held him. The ability that Hadros had said was impossible, the full perception through a bonded Muse, had locked him next to Cyrene.

The next man was rough. He grabbed Cyrene's bound wrists for leverage and drove into her so hard that her body jumped with each impact. Her small breasts shook violently. She came twice before he finished, moaning and laughing at the same time, a sound that chilled every rational part of Olyndar's mind.

Men rotated through Cyrene. Some were quick, finishing in minutes. Others took their time, savouring the legendary tightness and cool feeling of a Frost Muse, grinding into her while the crowd drank wine and watched. One man fucked her throat until she gagged, then moved behind her and came inside her pussy. Another made her ride him on the altar, her bound wrists straining above her as she bounced and moaned. Two of them both her ass and her pussy in tandem, and Cyrene came so hard from the double penetration that her ice cracked.

Through it all, Cyrene's pleasure bled into Olyndar's body. Each orgasm she had hit him like a mule kick to the sternum. He felt her pleasure. He watched the hot flood of cum filling her again and again. He could feel her pussy clench and milk each load deeper, felt the sick, endless satisfaction that curled through her corrupted nervous system every time a man used her and discarded her for the next. His cock was hard and aching in his pants, and he hated himself for it. The arousal wasn't his, or at least he hoped. The arousal was hers, pumped through the Seal without mercy.

After a few hours, Cyrene was barely conscious. She hung from her bound wrists, her legs spread wide, cum dripping steadily from her well-used pussy. She was still cumming. Weak, trembling orgasms that rolled through her body in slow waves, triggered by nothing more than the sensation of seed sliding out of her and the constant feed of Nyri's Starlight keeping her nerves heightened.

Ortas observed from his position at the edge of the platform. He sipped his wine and chatted with guests as if this were any other social gathering. A man beside him laughed at something he said. A woman in a gold gown touched his arm. Behind them all, on the altar, Cyrene whimpered and leaked and twitched.

The last man for the evening finished inside her and stepped off the platform to polite applause. Nyri climbed the steps and stood over Cyrene's ruined body. She pressed two fingers against Cyrene's cum-filled pussy and pushed a thick glob of seed back inside her. Cyrene's hips arched up into the touch. She gasped through the blindfold.

"Good girl," Nyri said, loud enough for the front rows to hear. "Did you like that?"

"Y- yes…" Cyrene replied, defeated.

The crowd clapped.

Olyndar's body slammed back into reality. He was on the courtyard ground, his face pressed against the cool flagstones. Rhexa was kneeling beside him, her hands on his shoulders. Her mouth was moving. She was saying his name. He couldn't hear her.


Chapter 8

The next morning, a Wayne carriage appeared at the Varos gate.

Olyndar heard the wheels on cobblestone from inside the study where he'd been sitting since before dawn. He hadn't slept. He walked to the front of the estate and arrived at the gate as the driver climbed down and opened the carriage door.

Cyrene was pushed out. She stumbled through the door and caught herself on the iron gatepost. She wore a crumpled white gown that wasn't hers. Her blue hair was matted and tangled. She looked filthy and used.

Cyrene looked at Olyndar. Her blue eyes were flat. Empty of anything nice. She walked past him without a word. She crossed the courtyard with her arms wrapped around herself, went inside, climbed the stairs, entered her room, and shut the door.

Through the Seal, Olyndar felt the Wreath Loan expire. Cyrene's bond flooded back to full connection. What hit Olyndar made him grab the doorframe.

Shame. So thick and total that it choked out everything else. And underneath, quieter but just as clear, certainty. She was certain he would get rid of her. She was certain she was ruined. She was waiting in that room for him to tell her she was done. That's all she had left in her head. The simple, brittle expectation that the kind farm boy would finally see what she'd become and throw her away.

Olyndar went to the linen chest in the hallway and pulled out the thickest wool blanket he could find. He climbed the stairs.

He knocked on her door.

"Go away." Her voice was muffled and raw.

"It's me."

"I know who it is. Please go away, Olyn."

He tried the handle. Locked. He pressed his forehead against the wood.

"Cyrene. I'm going to stand here until you open this door. I don't care if it takes all day."

A long stretch passed. He heard her breathing on the other side. Then the lock scraped open.

He pushed the door open. Cyrene stood in the middle of the small room, still wearing the crumpled white gown. She wouldn't look at him. Her arms were crossed tight over her chest, fingers digging into her own shoulders. She was shaking.

Olyndar stepped inside and closed the door behind him. He unfolded the blanket and draped it over her shoulders. He pulled the edges together in front of her and held them closed.

"Sit down."

"Don't." Her voice cracked. "Don't be kind to me. I can't... I can't handle it right now."

"Sit down, Cyrene."

She sat on the edge of the bed. Olyndar sat beside her. He kept hold of the blanket, kept her wrapped.

"I saw everything."

Her head snapped toward him. Horror flooded her bond.

"The first night. Ortas bathing you, the oil, the poetry. The way he made you feel safe before he opened that door and let Morath in." Olyndar kept his voice steady, steady as he could manage. "I saw the second night. The senators. Nyri keeping your body cranked so high you couldn't fight it. And the third night." He paused. "The party. The altar. All of it."

Cyrene's face collapsed. She bent forward and pressed both hands over her mouth.

"I begged them for it," she choked. "I begged them, Olyn. I asked for more. I... I wanted it. My body wanted it. Every time one of them finished, I needed the next one, I needed..."

"Stop."

"I'm broken. Whatever Nyri did to me in the arena, it broke something inside me, and now I'm..."

"Cyrene. Stop." He grabbed both of her wrists and pulled her hands away from her face. He held them in his lap. "Look at me."

She couldn't. Her face was wet, her chest heaving.

"Look at me."

She looked. Her blue eyes were red and swollen and full of the absolute certainty that he was about to say goodbye.

"Your body did what it was built to do. Every Muse's body converts submission into pleasure. That's how the system works. Nyri ripped your sensitivity wide open in the arena, and Ortas's people exploited it. They pumped you full of stimulation until your nervous system had no choice but to respond. What your body did in that room is not what you chose. What your body begged for is not what your heart wanted."

She started to shake her head.

"Ortas used you." Olyndar squeezed her wrists. "He kissed you and bathed you and read you poetry so you'd open up. So when the real customers walked in, you'd already be cracked open and ready. They did this to you, Cyrene. You didn't do this to yourself."

"But I liked it," she whispered. "Parts of me liked it. Parts of me still..."

"That's your biology. That's Nyri's Starlight still rattling around in your nerves. It's not you." He released one of her wrists and pressed his hand flat against her chest, over her heart. "This is you. The girl who brought me tea when I forgot to eat. The girl who froze an olive stump because I asked her to. The girl who gave me her first time because she wanted to belong to someone who would keep her safe."

Her lip shook.

"I love your heart, Cyrene. Nothing they did changed it. Nothing they put inside you touched it."

She broke. She fell forward against him, and the sob that came out of her shook her whole body. He caught her. He wrapped both arms around the blanket and held her against his chest, and she cried into him.

He let her cry until the worst of it passed. Then he picked her up. She weighed nothing. He carried her out of the room, down the stairs, and through the rear corridor to the bathhouse.

The pool was already warm. He'd asked Hadros to heat it. He set Cyrene on her feet at the pool's edge and pulled the stained white gown over her head. She stood naked, thin and bruised and covered in the dried residue of men who had used her. He stripped his own clothes and guided her into the water.

She hissed as the heat hit her skin. He lowered her in slowly, held her steady, and let her sink to her shoulders. He took a cloth and a bar of soap and started to wash her. He scrubbed every inch of her. Her neck, her shoulders, her back. He worked the soap over her breasts, gentle, and down her stomach. He washed between her thighs. He washed her hair. He worked his fingers through the tangled blue strands until they ran smooth through his hands. He rinsed the soap and combed through it again.

When she was clean, he pulled her close. She pressed against him in the warm water, her back to his chest, his arms wrapped around her from behind. She was shaking less now. Her breathing had slowed.

"I'm still here," he said against her ear.

She turned in his arms. She faced him, chest to chest, the water at her collarbones. Her blue eyes searched his face.

She kissed him. Soft at first. Then harder. She grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him down to her. Her tongue slid past his lips. Olyndar kissed her back with everything he had.

He lifted her. She wrapped her legs around his waist in the water, and he pressed her back against the smooth stone wall of the pool. He reached between them and found her entrance. He pushed inside her slowly.

Cyrene's breath caught. She grabbed his shoulders. Her fingers dug in. He held still, buried in her fully, and let her adjust. Then he moved.

He fucked her slow and deep. He kept his forehead against hers. He kept his eyes open. She kept hers open too. They watched each other the entire time.

This was nothing like the altar. Nothing like the rough hands and the many cocks and the crowd cheering while she moaned. This was hers. This was his. Every stroke pushed the ghosts further out of her head. Every thrust replaced the memory of strange men with the weight and warmth of a man she trusted.

Through the Seal, Olyndar felt the shame dissolving. It burned away layer by layer, eaten up by an unshakable trust in the man inside her.

He picked up his pace. Cyrene's gasps got louder. She pressed back against the wall and rolled her hips forward to meet him. Her hands moved from his shoulders to his face, holding him close.

"I'm yours," she whispered. "I'm yours, Olyn. Only yours."

"You always were."

He buried himself deep and came. Cyrene's body locked up at the same moment. Her orgasm tore through her in a long, clean wave that was nothing like the corrupted, forced climaxes Nyri had ripped from her. This was pure. This was real. It rolled through her body and poured through the Seal in a rush of warmth that flooded Olyndar's chest.

The Varos crest above her pubic bone detonated.

Blinding blue light erupted from the mark. It was so bright that the entire bathhouse lit up like midday. The Seal flared and expanded and burned with a ferocity that Olyndar had never felt from any of his bonds. It slammed into place inside his chest with a force that knocked the air out of him. The bond between them, which had been thin and growing, jumped past every intermediate step and landed somewhere it had no business being this early.

Joined.

The room temperature plummeted. Frost spread across the surface of the pool in a perfect, controlled sheet. Ice climbed the walls. The water around them cooled to the point where their breath came out as white vapour. But the frost wasn't wild. Every crystal was deliberate. Every pattern was sharp and intentional.

Cyrene looked down at her Seal. The blue glow settled to a steady, brilliant hue. She pressed her fingers against the mark. Then she looked up at Olyndar.

Her eyes were clear.

* * *

The next morning, they gathered in the study.

Leon had arrived before breakfast, carrying a leather satchel full of documents and a fresh loaf of bread he'd grabbed from a street vendor. He'd spent the previous two days digging through circuit records at the temple archives and had sent word ahead that he had results.

Hadros stood by the window, his usual solemn self. Rhexa leaned against the bookshelf with her arms folded beneath her breasts. Zelira sat cross-legged on the floor near the desk.

The study door opened, and Cyrene walked in.

Every head turned.

She looked different. She was clean, almost sparkling. She wore a simple white training wrap. She stood up straight. The haunted emptiness that had lived behind her eyes for three days was gone.

She stopped in the centre of the room and looked at Olyndar.

"Show them," he said.

Cyrene raised her right hand, palm forward. The air in the study dropped ten degrees in a heartbeat. A disc of ice formed in front of her palm, spinning slowly. It expanded outward, thickening, hardening, layers of frost compressing on top of each other until a shield the size of a wagon wheel hung in the air between her hand and the rest of the room. The surface was smooth as glass. The edges were razor-sharp. Fine blue veins of concentrated cold ran through the structure in patterns that looked almost decorative.

Leon whistled.

Zelira stood up from the floor and walked to the shield. She knocked on it with her knuckle. The sound was like striking iron. She pulled her fist back and punched it, Wind Aspect compressed around her gauntlet. The impact cracked through the room. The shield didn't budge. Not even a chip.

"Fuck me," Zelira said, shaking her hand.

Cyrene lowered her palm. The shield dissolved into fine white mist that drifted toward the ceiling and vanished. She tucked her hands behind her back and gave a small, shy smile.

She was the same sweet Cyrene, but now the fear was gone.

Hadros looked at Olyndar with both eyebrows raised, the closest thing to open shock the old retainer had ever displayed. Leon was grinning. Rhexa studied Cyrene with a long, appraising look, then gave a single approving nod.

Olyndar stood from behind the desk. He picked up a sheet of parchment, the circuit schedule Hadros had pinned to the wall, and spread it flat on the desk surface.

"Sit down, everyone. We need to talk."

They arranged themselves around the desk. Olyndar looked at each of them.

"For two months, this house has been playing defence. Surviving. Scraping by. Taking whatever the circuit threw at us and trying not to drown." He tapped the schedule. "That's over. Starting today, we go on the attack."

Leon leaned forward. "Who's the target?"

"First target is House Wayne." Olyndar pressed his finger on the schedule where the Wayne name sat. "We are going to challenge Ortas for a formal bout with declared Spoils Claim stakes."

Hadros grew visibly concerned, "You want to challenge a top-tier house for a Spoils Claim? That's..."

"That's what we're doing." Olyndar looked at Cyrene over his shoulder. She didn't flinch. "We're going to walk into the temple, post the challenge, and fight for Nyri."

The room went quiet.

"Nyri," Leon repeated.

"She's his favourite weapon. She's the reason nobody stands up to him." Olyndar straightened. "We take her away from him, and he's defanged. We take her, and every house Wayne has bullied for the last decade starts to breathe again. And more than that..." He looked at Cyrene. "We make her answer for her part in what Cyrene went through."

Rhexa's mouth curved into a slow, savage grin.

Zelira cracked her knuckles.

Cyrene's hand tightened.

Leon looked at Olyndar for a long moment. Then he laughed.

"You crazy bastard. I'm in."




CONTINUED IN HAREM WARS: STEALING A STAR

Enjoyed this story? Please consider leaving a review!

OEBPS/image_rsrc11Y.jpg
ARTHUR KORD |SSuE #03





cover.jpeg
ARTHUR KORD |SSUE #03





