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Chapter 1

The Temple of Kyreion's registry hall was busier than the last time Olyndar had visited. Dozens of Kyrioi and their retainers crowded the west arcade, clustered around the slate boards and clerk desks. The seasonal registration window had opened three days ago, and every house in Myressa with ambitions was scrambling to secure its slot.

Hadros led the way through the crowd with his elbows out, clearing a path toward an open desk staffed by a harried clerk whose fingers were stained black with ink. Olyndar followed closely, trying to look like a Kyrios. He'd practised in the mirror this morning, tall and proud. Rhexa had caught him doing it and laughed.

"House Varos," Hadros said as he got to the front of the line. "Requesting full seasonal registration for the Laureled Circuit. Active roster of three Muses."

The clerk pulled a fresh tablet from the stack and scratched Varos across the top.

"Registration tier?"

"Standard."

"Name of Muses and their Aspect type?"

"Rhexa, Flame Aspect. Zelira, Wind Aspect. Cyrene, Frost Aspect."

The clerk paused. He looked up at Hadros, then past him at Olyndar.

"Varos. That's the house that..." He trailed off. Professional discretion caught up with whatever gossip was about to follow.

"Yes," Hadros said flatly. "That house. We're paying in full today."

Olyndar stepped forward and set the coin purse on the desk. The clerk untied the drawstring, counted, weighed two coins on the small brass scale built into his desk, and nodded. He swept the money into an iron strongbox beneath the table and stamped the tablet with the temple seal.

"House Varos is registered for the current season of the Laureled Circuit. You'll receive your schedule of eligible matches at the end of the week. Opening bouts begin in eighteen days." He set the stamped tablet in the processing tray and was already reaching for the next blank before Olyndar had finished reading the confirmation.

That was it. Two thousand drachma, a few scratches on a wax tablet, and House Varos existed again. At least in the eyes of the city of Myressa.

Olyndar stood outside the registry arcade in the temple courtyard. He looked at the stamped receipt Hadros had insisted on getting from the clerk. The olive tree and anvil crest of House Varos was pressed into the wax beside the temple's own seal.

"Don't get cocky, lad." Hadros tucked the receipt into his coat. "That paper means nothing if we can't back it up in the sand."

"I know." Olyndar looked across the courtyard toward the distant oval of the Grand Colossade, visible above the rooftops. "But we're in with a chance now."

"It's a start."

They walked home through the afternoon streets. Eighteen days until the first match window opened, at which point House Varos would need to start winning or would start dying all over again.

Back at the estate, Hadros pulled Olyndar into the study before he could go check on the Muses. The old retainer shut the door and went straight to the shelf where the household ledgers were kept. He pulled down a thick, battered volume bound in cracked leather and dropped it on the desk with a thud.

"Sit down please, Kyrios."

Olyndar sat.

Hadros opened the ledger and flipped to a section near the middle. The pages were older here, the ink faded, the handwriting different from the more recent entries. He turned the book around so Olyndar could read it.

"This is from eleven years ago. Your father's third season as Kyrios."

Olyndar looked at the columns. Income. Expenses. Match winnings. Wager returns. The numbers were good. Surprisingly good.

"He won a tournament purse that year," Hadros said. "Fifteen thousand drachma, plus he made two lucrative Wreath Loans. Total windfall of nearly twenty-two thousand. At the time, House Varos owed about thirty thousand in accumulated debt. If he'd been careful, if he'd paid down the principal, invested in training, built slowly, the house would have been debt-free in no time."

Olyndar scanned the entries that followed the windfall. The money disappeared. It was lost in chunks. Five thousand on a side wager against House Palleren. Three thousand on a speculative match he'd staked against a house he'd never faced. Two thousand on a festival bout that had the word LOSS scrawled beside it in angry red ink.

"He couldn't stop rolling the dice." Hadros closed the ledger. "Your father saw money come in and immediately started thinking about what the next wager could bring. He chased bigger wins. He staked more than he should have. And when the losses came, he doubled down because he was convinced the next match would fix everything."

"And it never did." Olyndar finished.

"It never does. That's the trap. The arena gives you just enough wins to keep you gambling, and then, if you're not careful, it grinds you to dust." Hadros leaned forward on the desk. "You've given this house a chance. Don't throw it away like your father did."

"I wasn't planning to."

"My advice is simple. Take low-risk matches. Fight opponents we can beat. Protect our roster. Win small, win often, build our reputation. Let Rhexa recover fully before putting her back on the sand. After Hellea and after a week after being... well. She needs rest. Use Zelira for the opening bouts. Easy fights, low stakes, with her skill, they are guaranteed wins."

"And if someone challenges us for higher stakes?"

"You decline. Politely. You are a small house with a thin roster. Nobody expects you to swing for the fences right out of the gate. You're not required to enter any matches that are not scheduled. Survive the first season."

Olyndar nodded. The advice was sound. Conservative, careful, and very boring. Exactly the kind of strategy that would keep them alive.

"I understand, Hadros."

"Good." The retainer's expression softened a fraction. "You're not your father, lad. I've seen enough to believe that. Don't prove me wrong."

Olyndar left the study and walked through the rear corridor toward the courtyard. Before he reached the door, he heard the sounds of training. He stepped outside to investigate.

Rhexa sat on the stone bench near the fountain, her practice sword laid across her knees. She wore a loose wrap and had her braid slung over one shoulder. She looked rested, but Olyndar could feel it in his Seal that her ribs hadn't fully healed from the Hellea fight. Beside her, Cyrene moved through basic fan forms. Her movements were graceful but slow. She was hesitant, still learning the shapes of combat rather than executing them. Rhexa watched and corrected her posture every few beats, tapping Cyrene's elbow up or nudging her hip into alignment with one finger.

That left Zelira.

She'd commandeered the far end of the courtyard, the section Olyndar had cleared and swept clean over the past week. She was fast. Devastating, even. Her fists blurred through striking combinations that would have dropped a grown lion. She pivoted on her back foot and threw a spinning kick that whistled through the air. Her Wind Aspect flickered around her feet, little bursts of compressed air that boosted her jumps and sharpened her turns.

It was a glorious display, something you would see in a painting on a temple wall.

She launched into a backflip, totally unnecessary from any tactical standpoint, and landed on one hand before springing into a corkscrew twist that carried her six feet sideways. She struck the air with a flurry of punches aimed at nothing, her gauntlet-clad fists slicing invisible opponents, then cartwheeled into another aerial spin that ended with a dramatic stomp that shot wind outward in a visible ring. Every movement was designed to be watched, admired, and applauded.

None of it was useful in battle.

Olyndar reached through the Seal toward Zelira's bond. He focused his intent: a gentle nudge, a suggestion to tighten her guard, drop the acrobatics, and drill fundamentals.

She brushed him off. The feeling was unmistakable. His intent met her bond and slid right past it. She didn't push back or refuse. She just chose not to receive it. Her attention was entirely on herself, on how her body looked cutting through the air, on the snap of her kicks and the speed of her spins. She was her own audience.

He tried again. Firmer this time. He pushed a direct command through the bond: stop, reset, basic drills.

Zelira launched into another aerial flip. She caught a gust of wind at the apex and hung for a half-second longer than physics should have allowed, silhouetted against the afternoon sky, before dropping into a split landing that would have earned a standing ovation in any theatre in Myressa.

It wasn't working.

Olyndar let his focus pull back from her bond and surveyed what he felt inside of himself.

Three Seal connections. Rhexa's was the deepest: a thick, warm cord that hummed with mutual trust and intimacy. Their Concord had climbed from Uneven to Bound after the night they'd spent together, and the week of separation during the Wreath Loan had, strangely, strengthened it further. Her bond felt solid. When he reached for Rhexa, she reached back.

Cyrene's bond was cooler, thinner, but growing. Their initial Sealing had been gentle, and their Concord sat somewhere between Uneven and Bound, trending upward. She was responsive to his intent, eager to receive direction, still nervous but willing. There was potential there. With time and care, her bond would deepen.

Then there was Zelira.

He concentrated on her thread. It was the thinnest of the three. Extremely shallow. Barely above Uneven. The ten levels of Concord ran from Broken at the bottom through Fractured, Strained, Uneven, Bound, Aligned, Joined, Harmonised, Exalted, and finally Mythic at the peak. Most functional pairs in the circuit operated somewhere between Bound and Joined. Anything below Bound was considered unreliable in combat. Anything at Strained or below was a liability and potentially dangerous.

Zelira's Concord hovered just above Uneven. One bad day could tip it to Strained.

The entire foundation of their bond was built on a single blowjob in the dark. She'd sucked him off, swallowed, and curled up next to him. The Seal had activated. That was it. No shared combat, no trust-building, no emotional exchange beyond a wink and a mouthful of cum. She'd treated the bonding ritual the way she treated everything else: as a quick performance she could execute on her own terms and walk away from.

And now she was his primary fighter for the opening bouts.

Olyndar watched Zelira finish her routine with a flourish, one fist raised toward the sky, her green hair whipping around her face on a self-generated breeze. She held the pose for a beat, then dropped her arms and bowed.

He needed to fix this before they set foot on the arena sand.

That night, Olyndar knocked on Zelira's door.

It opened before his knuckles had finished their second rap. She stood in the doorway wearing a short silk robe, loosely tied, that barely reached mid-thigh. Her dark green hair was down and still damp from the baths.

"Kyrios." She leaned against the doorframe. "To what do I owe the pleasure?"

"My room. Now."

Curiosity flickered in her green eyes. She pushed off the frame and followed him down the hall without another word.

His bedroom was warm. He'd lit the oil lamp on the side table and left the window cracked. He closed the door behind them and turned to face her.

Zelira was already untying the robe.

She let it slide off her shoulders and drop to the floor. Naked underneath, every lean line of her body on display. She stepped out of the silk and walked toward the bed, rolling her hips with each step. She looked back at him over her shoulder.

"Coming?"

He undressed. By the time he reached the bed, Zelira had already climbed on top of the covers. She knelt in the centre of the mattress and watched him approach. Her gaze dropped to his cock, already hardening, and she licked her lower lip.

He sat on the edge of the bed.

Zelira pushed Olyndar onto his back, straddled his hips, and reached down between them. She wrapped her fingers around his shaft and guided him to her entrance. She was already wet. She wiggled down onto him slowly until she could feel his full length inside of her. Her head tipped back, and she let out a loud and performative sigh.

"There we go," she murmured.

Then she started to ride him, and Olyndar's initial plan to deepen their bond went sideways.

Her Wind Aspect activated. The air in the room shifted. Her body became lighter on top of him, almost weightless. She rose until only the tip of his cock was still inside her, hung there for an impossible moment, then dropped back down with a tight clench that squeezed him from base to tip. She did it again. And again. Each time she rose higher, stayed longer, dropped harder.

Then she started spinning.

She rotated her hips in a full circle while descending, corkscrewing down his shaft with a grinding pressure that made his vision blur. She pulled his hands to her tits and bounced, fast, then slow, then fast again, her pace shifting without warning. She lifted one leg and extended it out to the side, then the other in a full split while still impaled on him, without losing contact. Her flexibility was obscene.

She bent backward until her hands touched the mattress behind her, her stomach stretched taut, her breasts pointing at the ceiling, and she rode him from that position. Upside down, body bent like a bow, her hips doing all the work while gravity barely applied to her. Wind cushioned her movements, removed her weight, let her bounce and twist and roll at speeds that no normal body could maintain.

The physical sensation was mind-blowing. Every angle she found was new. Every twist of her hips hit him differently. His cock slid through slick, tight heat that gripped and released and gripped again in rapid succession. She was a contraption built for exactly this. She was athletic, creative, and completely in control.

She sat back up and rode him hard. Fast motions of her hips that slapped her ass against his thighs. She moaned, but the sound was theatrical, pitched for an audience, breathy and perfect. She tossed her green hair back and bit her lip and looked down at him with eyes that were lustful but hollow.

Olyndar reached through the Seal.

He slammed into a wall.

Zelira's mind was sealed off, completely inaccessible. He pushed against the bond, searching for an opening, any crack where he could find her, connect with her, feel what she was feeling. Nothing. She was closed up tighter than the estate's vault. The Seal connection between them carried zero emotional weight.

Zelira was somewhere inside her own head, enjoying her own performance, impressed with herself, riding his cock the way she trained: for the spectacle of it. He was a prop. A surface to bounce on. Something to show off against.

His orgasm built anyway. Her body was too skilled, too fast, too relentlessly stimulating. She squeezed her inner muscles and rolled her hips in a figure-eight pattern that dragged the head of his cock across every sensitive spot inside her. She moaned again, louder, and came. Her back bowed, and she clenched around him, her thighs quivering.

The orgasm pushed him over. He grabbed her hips and thrust up into her as he came, spilling inside her. She ground down on him through it, milking his cock with shallow rolls of her pelvis until he had nothing left.

Zelira lifted off him and dropped onto her side, propping herself up on one elbow. She looked flushed, satisfied, pleased with herself.

"Not bad, Kyrios." She smiled. "Same time tomorrow?"

Olyndar stared at the ceiling. His body was spent. The sex had been, on a purely physical level, the most athletic and technically impressive thing he'd ever experienced.

The Seal between them hadn't changed. Not even a fraction. Zelira's Concord sat exactly where it had before she'd walked into his room. Shallow and disconnected. They might as well have been strangers.

Zelira wasn't making love to her Kyrios. She wasn't submitting to anyone. She'd just put on a solo show and Olyndar was a prop. His cock was a convenient toy to pass the time.

Zelira yawned and stretched beside him, catlike, pulling the sheet over her hips. She closed her eyes. Within minutes, her breathing evened out.

Olyndar lay awake, thinking about what he could possibly do to get through to her.


Chapter 2

The Temple of Kyreion's banquet hall was three times the size of the Varos estate's entire ground floor. Marble columns ran in double rows down both sides, supporting a vaulted ceiling painted with scenes of the god Kyreion dictating laws to kneeling men and the nine goddesses naked and serving him. Long tables draped in white linen held food Olyndar thought wasteful: roasted birds glazed in honey and unfamiliar spices, towers of pastries dusted with gold leaf, pyramids of fruit arranged in a sturdy formation. Wine flowed from bronze dispensers shaped like serpents, their mouths open and pouring dark red streams into crystal bowls.

Olyndar stood just inside the entrance and tugged at his collar.

His formal robes were borrowed. Hadros had pulled them from a chest in the attic, old garments that had belonged to Olyndar's father. They'd been aired out and pressed, but the fit wasn't quite right. The shoulders were a touch too broad, the sleeves a finger's width too long. He'd rolled the cuffs under so no one would notice. The Varos crest was embroidered on the chest in faded gold thread.

"Stop fidgeting, Kyrios," Hadros murmured from his left. The old retainer wore his own formal attire, a simple dark coat buttoned to the throat. He looked less comfortable than Olyndar did.

The room was packed. Every Kyrios household that had registered for the season was in attendance. Men in expensive robes clustered in groups of three and four, cups in hand, laughing at jokes that weren't funny and making deals that were. Their Muses flanked them or circulated nearby, some in arena dress, others in gowns that pushed the limits of what fabric could reasonably be expected to cover.

And then there was Zelira.

She stood at Olyndar's right, and every head in the immediate vicinity had already turned at least once.

Her gown was emerald silk, floor-length, slit to mid-thigh on the left side. The fabric was so sheer that all of her curves were visible, along with her other parts, in exact detail. The dress's cut was high enough that the Kyric Seal on her hip was fully exposed. Her dark green hair was swept to one side, the lighter tips covering what her dress didn't. She'd done something to her eyes with kohl that made the green of her irises seem even brighter.

She was dressed to stop conversations. And she knew it.

She stood with one hip cocked, scanning the room, cataloguing who was looking, who was pretending not to look, and who was too intimidated to look at all. Her lips carried a small, satisfied smirk.

"Every person in this room is staring at me," she said quietly.

"That might be because they can see everything you have through that dress," Olyndar replied.

"That's the point, Kyrios." She adjusted the drape of silk over her shoulder, which only made the fabric pull tighter across her breasts. "A Muse who doesn't get stared at isn't doing her job."

Hadros leaned close to Olyndar's ear. "The tall man by the second column, grey beard, blue sash. That's Registrar Popium. He oversees match scheduling for the lower circuit. Nod to him when you pass. Don't stop to talk, he'll trap you for an hour about seeding procedures."

Olyndar nodded.

"The woman behind him in the silver gown is Lady Serath. She runs the Muse evaluation board. Do not let Zelira speak to her unsupervised."

"Why?"

"Because Lady Serath evaluates Muse comportment, and Zelira would say something that gets us fined."

Zelira wasn't listening. She'd spotted a cluster of Kyrioi by the nearest wine table and was already drifting in their direction, drawing stares in her wake. Two men openly tracked the movement of her hips. A third looked at Olyndar with open envy.

Olyndar placed his hands behind his back the way Hadros had taught him. He walked deeper into the banquet hall and pretended he'd been doing this his whole life.

It didn't work. The other Kyrioi had an ease about them that couldn't be faked. They touched elbows, shared references to matches and contracts Olyndar had never heard of, and referenced social debts and alliances with  shorthand Olyndar couldn't hope to understand yet. Olyndar caught fragments of conversation as he passed.

"...Pakeren's new Frost Muse tore the rankings apart at the Tethys exhibition..."

"...heard Krato lost his mind after the Varos match, fired two retainers..."

"...the Vexis house is courting the Archon's sponsorship again, bold move..."

Hadros steered him with subtle nudges left or right to avoid the wrong person or intercept the right one. They stopped twice for brief introductions, minor Kyrioi from mid-tier houses who shook Olyndar's hand and said vaguely encouraging things about House Varos returning to the circuit. Each time, Olyndar said as little as possible and let Hadros fill the gaps.

He felt like a puppet.

"You're doing fine," Hadros said between encounters, "loosen up, lad."

"You are even tenser than I am," Olyndar noted that Hadros had been on edge since they had arrived.

"But no one is looking at me."

Olyndar sighed. He scanned the room for Zelira and found her near the centre of the hall, surrounded by four men. She was laughing at something one of them had said, her head tipped to the side, one hand resting on her exposed hip right next to the Seal. She was performing. Every gesture was calculated, every laugh pitched to carry. She fed on the attention the way Rhexa fed on combat.

"She's fine," Hadros said, following his gaze. "Let her work the room. A Muse who draws attention draws sponsors." Only the most premier houses were able to draw patronage from the wealthy, and usually it was with heavy help from the house's Muses.

A voice cut through the ambient noise of the hall. Smooth and sinister. "Olyndar Varos. In the flesh."

Damar Vexis approached from the right with a cup of wine in one hand and his other hand tucked casually into the fold of his robe. He wore deep black with gold embroidery at the collar and cuffs, cut close to his body. It showed off his build without trying. His dark hair was styled precisely. His face was clean-shaven and smelled of a strong perfume.

Behind him, two of his Muses trailed at a respectful distance. The silver-haired, dark-skinned woman and the lean archer with the longbow, both dressed in Vexis's dark house colours.

Damar stopped in front of Olyndar and extended his hand.

"I heard about the Hellea match. Quite the debut." His grip was firm and slithery. "I'll confess, I didn't think your girl had it in her. Krato's Muse is no joke. Colour me impressed."

"Thank you."

"And then the Wreath Loan afterwards." Damar's dark eyes warmed with amusement. "Twenty thousand drachma. Smart play. Painful, I'm sure, but smart." He sipped his wine. "Your father would have gambled that money on the next match. Good to see the apple fell a bit further from the tree."

Hadros stiffened beside Olyndar but said nothing.

Damar's gaze slid past Olyndar and found Zelira across the room. His eyes tracked her for a long moment. He took in the sheer dress, the Seal on her hip, the lean body on display through emerald silk.

"And that must be Zelira. Wind Aspect, yes? I remember her from your father's roster." He tilted his cup toward her. "She's grown up nicely. Your father never did appreciate what he had in that one."

"Is there something you need, Vexis?" Olyndar kept his voice level.

"Just being neighbourly." Damar smiled. "The opening gala is all about being friendly. You'll learn our ways soon enough." He paused, and the smile sharpened a fraction. "Hopefully, your lowly origins will not hold you back from learning." The slight was deliberate, and Olyndar was about to quip back at the snake of a man.

"Lord Varos." A new voice interrupted them before he could.

Olyndar turned. Three men in white temple robes had materialised beside him. The lead figure was elderly, thin, bald, with reading spectacles pushed up on his forehead and a bundle of wax tablets tucked under one arm. Two younger clerks flanked him, each holding their own stacks of documents.

"Lord Varos, I'm Senior Registrar Kyllos. I oversee documentation compliance for the Laureled Circuit." He spoke with a boring urgency few could ever hope to replicate. "We flagged a discrepancy in your registration filing this afternoon. The Muse inventory declaration lists three active contracts, but the supporting Seal verification documents only include two attestation marks. The third, your Wind Aspect Muse, is listed but lacks a temple-witnessed verification stamp."

Olyndar blinked. "I wasn't aware—"

"It's likely an administrative issue. The examining temple may not have forwarded the paperwork in time. Happens regularly with houses re-entering the circuit after a dormant period." Kyllos was already pulling tablets from his stack and flipping through them. "However, it needs to be resolved before your first scheduled bout. If the attestation isn't on file, your Muse can't legally compete. I need to walk you through the remediation process."

Olyndar glanced back toward Damar. The Vexis Kyrios was already drifting away toward the centre of the hall, wine cup in hand, angled directly toward where Zelira stood.

"Lord Varos?" Kyllos tapped the wax tablet impatiently. "This will only take a few minutes. If you could review the filing—"

"Go on," Hadros murmured into Olyndar's ear. "I'll keep an eye on things."

Olyndar turned his back to the room and faced the registrar. Kyllos launched immediately into a detailed explanation of cross-referenced filing procedures between temple examination boards and circuit registration offices. The two junior clerks began presenting supplementary documents. One of them produced a map of the temple's administrative offices and began explaining which department Olyndar would need to visit to obtain the missing stamp.

It was the most boring conversation Olyndar had ever been party to. And that included the time his neighbour back on the farm had spent forty minutes describing the bowel habits of his sick goat. That was significantly less shit.

Kyllos droned on. His junior clerks interjected with footnotes. Olyndar nodded at appropriate intervals and wondered if it was possible to die from paperwork.

That's when he felt it.

A sharp tug in the centre of his chest. As if someone had hooked a finger behind his sternum and yanked. Zelira's Seal. It pulsed in a way it never had before.

The connection between them had always been thin, a faint vibration that carried almost nothing. But now something surged through it. He could hear something.

Olyndar heard Damar Vexis's voice inside his own skull.

"...don't have to settle for this, you know."

The words arrived with perfect clarity. It was as if Damar stood right beside Olyndar and spoke directly into his ear. Olyndar pinched the bridge of his nose and blinked. He tried to refocus on Kyllos, who was pointing at a diagram of filing deadlines on his tablet.

"...the attestation must be countersigned by the examining priestess, not merely the attending clerk, which is a distinction many houses overlook during their first—"

Damar's voice again, cutting clean through the registrar's droning.

"He's a soft farm boy, Zelira. He's sweet, I'm sure. The kind of man who fetches his own water and apologises for existing. But sweetness doesn't win titles, doesn't make you famous."

Olyndar stared straight ahead at Kyllos's bald head and didn't see it.

"...and the secondary filing must be submitted no later than three days before the scheduled—"

"His father owed a quarter million drachma when he died. You know that. The whole city knows that." Damar's tone was warm and confidential. "One good match doesn't erase that. One season of scraping by in the lower circuit doesn't rebuild a name. You know what rebuilds a name? Winning. Under a Kyrios who knows how to play the long game."

Kyllos paused mid-sentence and looked at Olyndar.

"Lord Varos? Are you feeling well?"

"Fine." Olyndar's voice came out tight. "Please continue."

Kyllos squinted at him, then resumed his explanation.

The tug in Olyndar's chest deepened. His vision stuttered.

He saw the banquet hall in front of him, Kyllos and his tablets and his clerks, and then, layered on top of it, another image. A narrow alcove set into the wall behind one of the hall's decorative columns. An architectural nook meant for statuary or flower arrangements, deep enough to hide two bodies from the main floor.

Zelira's face. Close. Looking up. Her green eyes wide and bright, her lips parted.

Damar's hand on her hip.

The vision flickered, unstable, like watching a reflection in rippling water. It cut in and out with Olyndar's heartbeat. He saw Zelira's back pressed against the alcove wall. Damar stood close, his body blocking her from the room. One hand rested on the wall beside her head. The other slid down her side, over the sheer emerald silk, following the slit of the dress up along her bare thigh.

"If you want to be a star," Damar said, his mouth close to Zelira's ear, "you need to stop playing it safe and play with a real winner."

Zelira smiled; it looked genuine.

Damar's fingers hooked under her dress and pushed it up. The silk bunched around her waist. His hand slid between her thighs and pulled the thin strip of her undergarments to one side.

Olyndar couldn't move.

Kyllos's voice reached him as if from the bottom of a well. "...the tertiary exemption only applies to houses with fewer than two active—"

Damar freed himself from his robes. He gripped Zelira's thigh with one hand, lifted it against his hip, and pushed inside her.

Olyndar's body went rigid. His face drained of colour.

Through the Seal, he felt it. Not the full physical sensation, Zelira's bond was too shallow for that, but something worse. He felt her excitement. Sharp and hot and genuine in a way it had never been with him. He felt the thrill that raced through her nervous system: felt the danger of getting caught, the status of the man between her legs, the sheer recklessness of fucking a rival Kyrios in a dark corner of a packed banquet hall with her own master nearby.

This was what got through to Zelira. Risk. Power. Standing on the knife's edge.

Damar thrust into her again. He moved slowly, his hips rolling forward with measured force. He braced one hand on the wall above her head and watched her face as he fucked her.

"That's a good girl," he murmured. "There's that look of desire I was waiting for."

Zelira's breath came in shallow gasps. She bit her lower lip to keep quiet. One of her hands gripped the front of his robe. The other pressed against him. She was pulling him closer.

"Lord Varos?" One of the junior clerks was waving a tablet in front of Olyndar's face. "Lord Varos, we need your seal impression on this waiver."

Olyndar's vision shuddered but didn't break. He was split in two, half of him standing at a clerk's table in the banquet hall, the other half inside a shadowy alcove watching a man fucking his Muse.

Sweat beaded at his temples. He pressed his seal ring into the wax tablet without looking at what he was signing. The clerk pulled it back and examined the impression.

The vision sharpened. Olyndar heard Zelira's breathing in his head, quick and ragged. He felt her emotional state through their thin bond, and for the first time since their Sealing, it was wide open. But not to him. She was lost in the act, and the bond carried everything whether she wanted it to or not.

Damar increased his pace. His hips drove forward harder. Zelira hooked her lifted leg tighter around him and rolled her pelvis to meet each stroke. She pressed her face into his shoulder to muffle the sound that escaped her, a desperate, keening whine that Olyndar heard as if his ear were pressed against her lips.

"Fuck," she whispered into Damar's collar. "Oh fuck, don't stop..."

Damar pushed her harder against the wall. He grabbed a fistful of her green hair and pulled her head back, exposing her throat. He put his mouth against her neck and spoke into her skin.

"Say my name."

"Damar..."

"Again."

"Damar... gods, Damar, right there, just like that—"

Kyllos had stopped talking to Olyndar and was staring at him.

Zelira's body tensed. Olyndar felt the orgasm building through the bond before it hit her, a tightening pressure that ran through every nerve she had. Damar drove into her one final time, deep and deliberate, and held himself there.

Zelira came. Her whole body locked up. She shuddered violently against the alcove wall, her mouth open in a silent scream, her hand twisting Damar's robes so hard the fabric tore at the seam. The orgasm ripped through her and poured straight down the Seal into Olyndar's chest. Pleasure and betrayal and wild, reckless satisfaction. His vision whited out for a full second.

When it cleared, he was breathing through his teeth. Kyllos and both junior clerks were staring at him. One of them had taken a step back.

"Lord Varos," Kyllos said carefully. "Do you need to sit down?"

"No." Olyndar steadied himself. "I'm fine. Are we done?"

Kyllos looked uncertain. "We still need to discuss the—"

"File whatever needs filing. Hadros will handle the rest." Olyndar turned away from the table. The banquet hall swam around him. Music played from the raised stage. People laughed. The world continued as if nothing had happened.

Zelira emerged from behind the far column less than a minute later. She smoothed the emerald dress down over her thighs and adjusted the drape of silk across her shoulder. She looked satisfied with herself. A few strands of green hair stuck to her neck. She picked up a wine cup from the nearest table and took a casual sip.

She caught Olyndar's eye across the hall and raised her cup. A small, easy smile. Completely relaxed. She had no idea that Olyndar knew exactly what had happened.

Olyndar found Hadros near the entrance. He grabbed his arm and steered him out through the banquet hall doors and into the corridor beyond. Temple guards stood at intervals along the passage, but the space between them was empty.

"We need to talk." Olyndar pulled Hadros into a recessed doorway. His voice was low and rough. "Something just happened. With the Seal. With Zelira."

Hadros read his face. The retainer's posture shifted from casual to alert.

"What kind of something?"

"I saw her. Through the bond. While I was talking to Kyllos." Olyndar pressed his back against the stone wall and dragged both hands down his face. "I heard Damar's voice in my head. Clear as you are right now. Then I saw them. Flashes at first, like... like looking through water. Then it sharpened. I could see her face, the alcove they were in, his hands on her. I saw him fuck her, Hadros. I watched the whole thing happen from across the room."

Hadros's face had gone very still.

"You saw it. Through the Seal?"

"I could hear and see everything. I could feel her emotions. What was going through her head. It was..." Olyndar stopped. He pressed his fist against his sternum where the bond sat. "It was like being in two places at once."

Hadros stared at him, the old retainer's mouth opened, then closed. He took a step back and looked at Olyndar as if seeing him for the first time.

"Are you sure? That's not possible."

"It just happened."

"Lad. I've served Kyrioi for over thirty years. I've read every contract manual, every Seal treatise, every training guide in the Varos library. A Kyrios feels echoes through the bond. Arousal, pain, general state, and sometimes emotions. That's normal. That's what the Seal does." Hadros lowered his voice until Olyndar could barely hear him. "What you're describing... full perception through a bonded Muse... that does not exist. Not in any text I've read. Not in any account I've heard. No Kyrios in living memory has reported anything remotely close to what you just told me."

Olyndar met the old man's eyes. "I'm not making this up."

"I know you're not. That's what concerns me."


Chapter 3

The study was cold. Olyndar had been sitting behind his father's desk for over an hour, staring at the wall, pressing his focus against Zelira's Seal like a man trying to light wet kindling.

Nothing.

He could feel her bond alongside Rhexa's deep warmth and Cyrene's cool steadiness. He could tell that Zelira was awake, that she was moving, that her body was exerting itself somewhere on the estate grounds. Training, probably. Doing her flips and spins for nobody. The basic sensory bleed that any Kyrios would feel from any bonded Muse.

But whatever had opened between them at the gala, whatever pathway had flooded him with Zelira's indiscretion, remained sealed up tight.

He closed his eyes and pushed harder. He pictured Zelira's face. He pictured the Seal on her hip. He tried to climb through the bond the way he'd fallen through it the night before. He imagined pulling, prying, demanding the connection open wider.

Still nothing.

He slammed his hand against the desk. The inkwell rattled.

Then came a knock at the study door. Barely audible in comparison to his own frustration.

"Come in."

Cyrene stepped inside, carrying a cup of tea. Steam curled from the surface. She wore a simple blue wrap that covered her modestly, her long hair pulled into a loose bun. She set the cup on the corner of the desk and stood with her hands folded in front of her.

"You missed breakfast, Kyrios."

"I know."

"And lunch."

He looked at the cup. He picked it up and drank. The tea was warm and faintly sweet, with a bite of mint underneath. The chill of Cyrene's touch lingered on the cup.

"Thank you, Cyrene."

She stood by the desk, watching him drink. She waited patiently for him, intending to take his cup once he was done.

Olyndar set the cup down. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands.

"Something happened at the gala last night."

Cyrene's doe eyes stayed fixed on him.

"I have a... I don't know what to call it. An ability, maybe. Through the Seal." He dropped his hands and looked at her. "I can see through my Muses. Not just feel them. I can see what they see, hear what they hear. As if I was right there next to them."

Cyrene's expression didn't change. She absorbed the information.

"Last night, Zelira..." He paused. "Zelira fucked Damar Vexis at the gala. In an alcove, behind a column, while I was busy."

Cyrene blinked once.

"I saw everything. Through the bond. I heard Damar's voice in my head. I felt her excitement. I saw her come on his cock."

Cyrene blinked twice. Then she let out a small, controlled breath through her nose.

"That sounds like Zelira." A flat acknowledgment, the way someone might confirm that the sky was, in fact, still blue.

"You're not surprised."

"She's been testing the boundaries of this house since before you arrived." Cyrene's voice was quiet but precise. "She slept around behind your father's back, too. The difference is, your father never noticed because he was never paying attention."

Olyndar stared at her. She was sharper than he'd given her credit for.

"The question," Cyrene said, carefully, "is what are you going to do about it?"

"I've been trying to trigger the ability again. Force the connection open while she's training. It's not working."

"It might be, because you're trying to force it." She took a step closer to the desk. "You said it happened when she was with Kyrios Vexis. When she was aroused, and her guard was completely down."

"Yes."

"Then you need those conditions again. Send her to him," Cyrene said.

Olyndar almost choked on his tea.

"Write a note. Pack a gift. Something for 'goodwill between houses.' Tell her to deliver it personally to the Vexis estate." Cyrene's fingers tightened around each other. "If she's already sleeping with him behind your back, she won't be able to resist."

"You want me to trick her?"

"I think it would be best if you knew what she is, and perhaps this will help you understand your Seal better?"

Olyndar studied her face. The pale skin, the wide blue eyes, the delicate features that made everyone assume she was breakable. Underneath all of it sat a discerning mind.

"Get Zelira."

Cyrene turned and left the study. She returned two minutes later with Zelira in tow. She was still in her training wraps and looked like her usual, loose, self.

"You summoned me?" She winked.

Olyndar held up a wooden box.

"A goodwill gift for House Vexis. I need you to deliver it personally to Damar. Hand it to him directly."

Zelira's face was perfectly composed, perfectly dutiful. The mask of an obedient Muse accepting a reasonable errand.

"Of course, Kyrios."

Through the Seal, Olyndar felt a spike, brief and bright, that raced up the thin bond between them. Anticipation. Hungry anticipation. She buried it fast, but not fast enough.

She took the box from his hand. Her fingers brushed his. She smiled, warm and innocent.

"I'll go straight away. Shouldn't take long."

She left the study. Olyndar listened to her footsteps recede down the hallway, heard the front door open and close.

He looked at Cyrene and led her to the bedroom. He could use her counsel if this worked, and he wanted to be somewhere where he could lie down if it did.

Thirty minutes passed. The bait was taken. A violent, physical yank, like a fish line snagged on him. His vision doubled. The bedroom smeared sideways. His hands seized on his own knees as the world split in two.

He was in his room, on the bed. Cyrene stood beside him.

And he was halfway across Myressa.

The image resolved with the same rippling clarity as the gala. Details sharpened from murky shapes into hard focus. Cream-coloured silk, smooth and cool, pressing against bare skin. Against Zelira's back. He could feel the texture of the sheets through the bond, the expensive weave sliding beneath her shoulder blades as she lay flat.

A vast bedroom. A high ceiling. Tapestries on the walls, dark wine and gold, bearing the coiled serpent devouring a laurel. The Vexis crest. Candle stands flanked the headboard. The furniture was dark, polished wood, heavy and old. Everything in the room communicated wealth accumulated over generations.

Zelira lay on her back in the centre of that enormous bed. Her training wrap was gone, discarded somewhere on the floor. She was naked. Her lean body stretched across the cream silk, her green hair splayed beneath her. Her chest rose and fell, awaiting, anticipating. Her lips were parted. Her green eyes were locked upward.

Damar Vexis stood at the foot of the bed, disrobing.

He removed his garments slowly. Every motion was controlled. He folded the robe once over the back of a chair and turned to face her in nothing but his own skin.

He was, Olyndar had to admit, a physically impressive man. Lean and muscled, maintained by discipline and money. He climbed onto the bed and settled between Zelira's legs. He had likely done this exact thing a thousand times with hundreds of different women.

He positioned himself at her entrance and looked down at her face. He held there, letting her feel him, letting the anticipation build. He pressed forward with a slow, deliberate push that seated him halfway inside her.

Zelira let out a happy sigh. Her hands gripped the silk sheets beneath her. Through the bond, Olyndar felt the emotion that poured out of her. She was enthralled.

Not just physically aroused, Zelira was genuinely, thoroughly consumed. Every part of her mind was open, focused entirely on the man above her. His body, his confidence, the weight of his name, the wealth of his house, the powerful Muses already under his control. Damar Vexis represented everything Zelira wanted to become, and the fact that he'd chosen to put his cock inside her made her feel elevated.

Damar pushed the rest of the way in. Zelira held back from cumming right then and there. She wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled him deeper.

He started to move. Long, measured strokes. Each thrust was timed. Each withdrawal left her clawing for more before he gave it. He watched her face the entire time, reading her reactions, adjusting his angle, his depth, his speed, all based on how her expression shifted. He was performing too, but his performance was one of dominance. The absolute certainty that he was better than whatever she had waiting for her at home.

"You like that?" His voice was calm and almost conversational.

"Yes." Zelira's voice cracked on the word. "Gods, yes."

He increased his pace. Not by much. Just enough to push her toward the edge and hold her there. His hand slid up her stomach and closed around her breast, squeezing firmly.

"I could give you this every day. You understand that." He went on. "A house with resources. A Kyrios who knows how to win. You're wasting yourself in that ruin."

Zelira's hips rose to meet his. She nodded, frantic. Drunk on it.

In the real bedroom, Olyndar's body burned. The feedback from the Seal hit him as raw physical arousal, bypassing every rational thought in his head and going straight to his cock. He was rock hard, straining against his pants.

He groaned. Sweat ran down his temples. His hands shook on his knees.

Cyrene stepped in front of him. Her blue eyes found his, saw the sweat on his face, saw the visible bulge pressing against the fabric of his pants. She knelt between his knees and reached for his laces.

Her cool fingers worked the ties loose and freed him. His cock stood rigid, flushed and aching. The contrast between the burning arousal fed through Zelira's bond and Cyrene's cool touch on his thighs was immediate. It was soothing. He felt the tension in his muscles loosen a fraction.

Cyrene leaned forward and took him into her mouth.

A gentle, spreading chill rolled from her lips down the length of his shaft and settled. Her Frost Aspect was hard for her to suppress; it was not painfully cold, but cool enough to cut through the feverish heat radiating from the Seal's feedback. She moved slowly, taking him deeper, her tongue cupping around the underside of his shaft as she worked down to the base and back up. She kept her hands on his thighs, steadying him. She kept her eyes closed. Her whole focus was on him.

In the vision, Damar pulled Zelira's hips up off the bed and drove into her at a steeper angle. Zelira screamed into the silk. Her hands scrabbled at the sheets. Damar held her there, her lower body suspended, her weight on her shoulders, and pounded into her with short, precise strokes. She came apart under him, gasping, whimpering, completely gone.

Damar slowed. He lowered her hips back to the bed and leaned down until his mouth was beside her ear.

"Your boy," he said. "The farm kid. Tell me about him."

Zelira panted. She turned her head toward his voice. Her eyes were unfocused.

"He's..." She swallowed. "He's kind. Too kind. Doesn't know what he has or... what to do with it."

"Pathetic." Damar pulled back just enough to look at her face. His expression was cool, amused, the look of a man examining an insect. "Soft boy drowning in his dead father's debts. He'll be gone within a year. Two, if he's lucky."

Zelira didn't argue. She nodded. Her legs tightened around him, urging him to keep moving.

"When I move against his house," Damar said, "and I will, I'll challenge for your contract first. Formal challenge." He rolled his hips forward and sank deep. Zelira whimpered. "When that happens, I need you to lose."

Olyndar's blood went cold.

"If you throw the match," Damar continued, his pace building, "the transfer is automatic. You walk out of House Varos and straight into mine."

Zelira's hips rose to meet each thrust. Her breathing came in shallow bursts. She pulled at Damar's shoulders, bringing him closer.

"Yes."

"Say it properly."

"I'll lose." She moaned around the words as Damar thrust hard and held himself deep. "When you challenge... I'll throw the match. I'll be yours."

"Good girl."

He started fucking her in earnest. No more teasing. He pinned her wrists above her head and drove into her with the full weight of his body. Zelira wrapped herself around him and lost any remaining composure. She begged, loud and broken, for harder, for deeper, for more of him.

Olyndar sat on the edge of his bed and felt every wave of it crash through the bond. The pleasure. The treachery. The calculated, willing betrayal of his Muse.

The kindness inside him went quiet. The part of him that still thought of himself as a farmer's son, the part that wanted to be kind and fair and give people the benefit of the doubt, went very, very still.

Cyrene's mouth moved on his cock with steady, devoted strokes. She took him deep and held, her throat tight around him, her Frost Aspect cooling him through her lips and tongue in waves. She was anchoring him. Keeping him from drowning in the poison of it all.

In the vision, Damar drove Zelira toward the edge. His aura, a Kyrios with multiple deep Concords and years of dominance, pressed down on her. Zelira's Seal, the Varos crest on her hip, flickered and dimmed under the pressure of a stronger man's authority. She came.

The orgasm hit like a wall collapsing. Her body seized, locked rigid, every muscle pulled taut. She screamed Damar's name into the ceiling of his bedroom and shattered into pieces. The wave of it tore through the Seal and slammed into Olyndar.

Cyrene felt him tense. She pulled back to the tip of his cock and sucked hard, her tongue pressing against the sensitive underside. She continued to comfort him.

Olyndar came. He spilled into Cyrene's mouth harder than he thought was possible. She took all of it. She swallowed around him, her throat working, her Frost Aspect cooling his seed on the way down. She kept her lips sealed around him and drew out every last drop until his body gave up and went slack.

The vision snapped to black.

Olyndar sat in his bedroom. His cock softened in Cyrene's mouth. She pulled off gently, pressed a cool kiss to his tip, and stood back.

"Kyrios?" Cyrene's voice was small.

"I know what she is," he said. His voice was stripped of all warmth. "And I know exactly what to do with her."


Chapter 4

Zelira walked through the front door half an hour later.

She looked good. She always looked good. Her green hair was loose and slightly dishevelled in a way that could pass for windswept if you weren't paying attention. Her skin carried a flush that she'd tried to cool down during the walk home but hadn't quite managed.

She found Olyndar in the foyer. He was sitting on the bottom step of the main staircase, elbows on his knees, hands folded. He looked up when the door opened and gave her the warmest smile he could manufacture.

"How'd it go?"

Zelira closed the door behind her and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. She matched his smile with one of her own, bright and effortless.

"All done, Kyrios. Damar sends his compliments. He said the gift was generous and that House Vexis appreciates the gesture of goodwill."

"Was he friendly?"

"Very polite. Brief, really." She shrugged one shoulder. "He had other business. I handed off the box and came straight back."

She was good at this. Her voice carried just the right blend of casual and dutiful. Her body language was relaxed. Nothing about her face or posture suggested she'd spent the time getting fucked senseless by a rival Kyrios and agreeing to betray her own house.

Olyndar maintained his faux-naive expression. The soft farm boy expression. That's who she thought he was, so that's who he gave her.

"Good. I'm glad it went smoothly." He stretched his arms above his head and stretched as if he'd been sitting too long. "I've actually been wanting to show you something. It's a gift to help your training."

Zelira's eyebrow lifted a fraction. "A gift?"

"I've been thinking about what Hadros said, about needing you ready for the opening bouts. I had some ideas, and I set something up. Come on."

He walked past her toward the corridor that led to the estate's rear stairwell. The one that descended below the main floor to the old wine cellar.

Zelira followed confidently.

The stone steps spiralled downward. The air changed immediately, cooler, damper, carrying the stale mineral scent of underground rock and old oak barrels. The stairwell was narrow and lit by a single oil lamp mounted halfway down the wall.

"The cellar hasn't been used in years. I cleared it out this morning. Thought it could work as a private sparring space. Somewhere we could train one-on-one without Rhexa or Cyrene watching."

"Just us?" Zelira's voice echoed. He could hear the smile in it. She liked that idea.

"Just us."

He reached the bottom of the steps. The cellar opened up into a broad, low-ceilinged room with rough stone walls and a stone floor. Wooden wine racks that had once lined every wall had been shoved to the sides, stacked against each other in a haphazard pile. Dusty bottles still sat in a few of the slots.

The cleared space in the centre was about thirty feet across. And in the middle of it sat a single wooden bed frame, bolted to the stone floor with iron brackets. A thin mattress lay on top. Thick iron chains were attached to each of the four corners, each fitted with a metal cuff.

Zelira reached the bottom step and stopped.

She looked at the setup, and her composure faltered. A crack ran through the performance.

"Kyrios, what is—"

The heavy doors at the top of the stairwell slammed shut. The sound was enormous in the confined space, a deep, resonant boom that vibrated through the stone beneath their feet. A locking bar dropped into place on the other side. Hadros had locked them in.

Zelira spun toward the stairs. Her body shifted into a fighting stance on instinct, weight dropping into her hips, hands coming up.

"Easy." Rhexa's voice came from behind her.

The red-haired Muse stepped out from near the wine racks at the far wall.

"What the fuck is this?" Zelira knew something was wrong.

Olyndar turned to face her. He dropped his act. What replaced it was something Zelira had never seen on his face.

"He's kind," Olyndar said. His voice was flat and quiet. "Too kind. Doesn't know what he has or what to do with it."

The colour of Zelira's face drained so fast she looked like Cyrene.

"That's what you told him." Olyndar took a step toward her. "While he was inside you. While his cock was buried in you on his silk sheets. You told him I was too kind."

"How did you—"

"Pathetic. That's what he called me. Soft boy drowning in his dead father's debts. And you nodded. You nodded and wrapped your legs around him and begged for more."

Zelira's mouth worked, but nothing came out. Her mask was stripped off by pure shock.

"When you challenge, I'll throw the match. I'll be yours." Olyndar repeated her own words back to her. "That's what you said."

The cellar was silent except for the faint drip of moisture from the ceiling stones. Olyndar made a mental note to get that fixed later.

Zelira's brain caught up. She reached for the only weapon she'd ever trusted: herself.

She took off the top of her training wraps. She stepped toward Olyndar, her hips swaying. Her voice dropped into that low, smoky register she used when she wanted something.

"Kyrios... listen to me. You've got it all wrong. I was playing him. That's all it was." She reached for his chest. Her fingers spread across the fabric of his robe. "I let him think I was his so I could get inside his head. Find out what he's planning. I was going to tell you everything tonight—"

Olyndar's hand shot forward and locked around her wrist.

Zelira twisted. Her body reacted before her mind did. She jerked her arm sideways and called on her Wind Aspect, a burst of speed designed to wrench her free and put distance between them.

But she couldn't.

The Kyric bond seized her muscles mid-motion and locked them rigid. Her Wind Aspect was dormant. Her body refused to complete the movement. She was frozen, caught halfway through a twist, her wrist still clamped in Olyndar's grip.

The law of Kyreion. A Muse could not break from her Kyrios's direct grasp. The bond forbade it. The divine contract that gave her power also chained her to the man who held it. She could defy him from a distance, fuck his rivals behind his back, plot and scheme and manipulate. But the moment his hand closed on her body with true command behind it, the Seal answered its master.

Zelira's pulled again. Her arm wouldn't move. Her legs wouldn't carry her. The Wind wouldn't move.

Behind her, Rhexa stepped forward. Heat shimmered off the redhead's skin. Her Flame Aspect simmered just beneath the surface. She was there just in case the law of Kyreion faltered.

Olyndar felt genuine fear through Zelira's bond. He tightened his grip on her wrist and pulled her toward the bed.

She stumbled forward, legs obeying his momentum because the Seal gave her no choice. He spun her around and shoved her face down onto the mattress. She hit it hard, cheek pressed flat, arms splayed. He finished stripping her wraps and threw them to the side.

Her body was bare against the rough mattress. The Varos crest on her hip glowed a faint, sickly green, weak and uncertain.

Olyndar grabbed her left wrist and slammed the iron cuff around it. The mechanism snapped closed. He did the right. Then her ankles. Four cuffs, four chains, pulled taut until she was spread face-down and pinned to the corners of the bed frame. The chains clinked and went tight as she tested them instinctively. She could barely move.

Then Olyndar did something he wasn't sure he could do.

He reached inside himself, past the three Seal bonds, past the careful intentions and commands he'd been practising for weeks. He reached down. A raw, black weight that sat at the very bottom of his chest. He'd felt it stir before, during the courtyard surge, during Rhexa's fight, during the nights watching Krato use his Muse. He'd always pulled back from it. Afraid of what it was.

He stopped pulling back.

He grabbed it with both hands and slammed it through Zelira's bond.

The effect was instantaneous. Every muscle in Zelira's body locked. The wind was knocked out of her. The Seal on her hip blazed bright enough to light the stone around it.

Olyndar's will poured into her like molten iron filling a mould. He pressed his authority into every corner of her mind and body and held it there with the full weight of his fury. She felt him everywhere. The presence of her Kyrios, the one she'd dismissed as soft, as naive, as too kind, crushed down on her nervous system until the world outside that cellar stopped existing.

Zelira let out a soundless scream. She couldn't breathe under the pressure. The air felt stolen from her chest. Her Kyrios wasn't a soft boy anymore.

Olyndar took out his cock and climbed onto the bed behind her. He grabbed her hip with one hand, lined himself up and drove into her as she lay chained on the bed.

Zelira found her voice. She mewled. Stripped of every layer of control she'd ever wrapped herself in.

Olyndar fucked her hard, aggressively; he was not here to make her feel good. Not yet anyway. The chains rattled as Zelira's body jerked forward with the impact and was held in place.

Through the Seal, he reached for her Muse physiology. The same system that converted combat damage into pleasure, that made defeated Muses writhe and moan and submit. He found it. He grabbed it. And he cranked it open.

Zelira's voice jumped an octave. Sensation flooded her body from the inside out, amplified beyond anything she'd experienced in the arena or any bedroom. Every nerve ending fired at once. Her whole body shook.

Olyndar fucked her without mercy. Each stroke was deliberate and deep and designed to break through any defences she had. He was claiming what belonged to him because she had tried to give it away.

An orgasm built inside Zelira. He felt it through the bond, the same way he'd felt it at the gala when she was fucking Damar. Her moans became desperate. Her hips pushed back against him. The chains pulled taut as her body strained toward release.

She was right at the edge. Just. One. More. Thrust.

Olyndar reached through the Seal and squeezed.

The orgasm stopped. Olyndar had cut it off. Zelira's whole body convulsed. A strangled, agonised sound tore out of her throat between pleasure and frustration.

"No... no, no, please, I was so close—"

He continued to fuck her through the denial without slowing down, and the arousal rebuilt immediately. Her Muse physiology dragged her back toward the edge at impressive speed. The amplified sensation was too much for her body to resist. Within seconds, she was right there again, trembling, gasping, desperate.

He cut it off again.

Zelira shrieked into the mattress. Her fists beat against the mattress in the small range the cuffs allowed. She pulled at the chains so hard the iron left marks on her wrists.

"Please!" Her voice cracked. "Please, Kyrios, please let me—"

Again. He built her up. He held her at the peak. He denied her.

Again and again and again.

Each cycle stripped something from her. The first took her confidence. The second took her composure. The third took her pride. By the fourth, the calculating, ambitious, self-serving woman was gone. Burned away by a pleasure she couldn't reach and a denial she couldn't endure.

By the fifth, Zelira was weeping. By the tenth, she was delirious.

Her face was pressed into the mattress, soaked with tears. Her body shook in continuous, wracking tremors. The chains clinked with every shudder. She was babbling, fragments of words that barely held together.

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry, I'm sorry, please, I can't... I can't take any more, please..."

Olyndar leaned over her. His chest pressed against her back. His mouth was beside her ear.

"Tell me the truth."

"I betrayed you." The words tumbled out between sobs. "I fucked him. I fucked Damar. He told me to throw the match and I said yes because I thought... I thought he was better than you, I thought his house was stronger, I thought..."

"And now?"

"I was wrong." She choked on it. "I was wrong, you own me. You own me, Kyrios. Not him. You. My body is yours, my mind is yours, my Seal is yours, please, please, I'll never... I swear on every goddess, I'll never betray you again, please just let me..."

"Let you what?"

"Let me cum." She sobbed the words into the mattress. "Please, master, please let me cum, I can't... I need... I need you. Only you. Please."

Olyndar searched the bond. He pressed into Zelira's mind and looked at what was left. The vain, preening performer was in pieces on the floor of herself. Now she was raw and exposed and desperate and, for the first time since he'd known her, completely honest.

He released his hold.

Zelira's orgasm ripped through her body with a violence that almost ripped the bed apart. She screamed so loud it could be heard from the courtyard. Wave after wave tore through her as every denied climax crashed down at once, stacked on top of each other, a cascade that went on and on until she lost the ability to make sound at all. Her mouth hung open, her eyes rolled back, and her body convulsed in silent, shuddering spasms.

Olyndar buried himself as deep as he could go and let his own release hit. He came inside her, pouring every bit of emotion he could through the Seal as he filled her. The bond between them, the thin, shallow, meaningless thread that had connected them since a blowjob in the dark, expanded. The bond thickened, solidified, and fused itself into place with a permanence that hadn't been there before.

Zelira's thread was no longer thin. It was thick and bright and terrified and devoted.

When Zelira came to, she was still crying. Her body twitched with aftershocks.

Rhexa stood at the foot of the stairs, having silently watched the entire time. Olyndar could tell that she was pleased. She gave him a single, slow nod.


Chapter 5

Olyndar sat on the bench beside the courtyard's fountain with a cup of cold tea balanced on his knee, watching the morning training.

Zelira moved through striking combinations in the cleared space near the south wall. Her gauntlets caught the early light as she drove her fists through sequences. No flips. No spins. No theatrical bullshit. She kept her feet planted, her guard tight, her weight centred over her hips. Every punch snapped out and retracted along the same line. Every kick came from the hip and returned to a stable base before the next one launched.

This was a major improvement.

Zelira fought low and compact and mean. She drilled the same four-strike combination over and over, fists blurring, the compressed pops of her Wind Aspect punctuating each impact against the training post like small thunderclaps.

Olyndar set his tea down on the bench and closed his eyes. He reached into his chest where the three bonds lived. He felt Zelira's. He almost didn't recognise it. He opened his eyes and watched her drill another combination. Her left jab cracked against the post hard enough to split the wood.

"Rhexa." Olyndar called across the courtyard.

The red-haired Muse had been stretching, her practice sword laid by her side on the ground. She stood, grabbed the weapon, and approached Zelira.

Zelira saw her coming and stepped back from the post. She wiped sweat from her forehead with the back of her forearm and dropped into a fighting stance. She set her feet and waited.

Rhexa readied her practice blade and let her Flame Aspect surface. Heat distorted the air around the steel.

"Full Aspects," Rhexa said. She attacked first.

The practice sword came down in a diagonal cut, orange fire trailed the blade's arc. Zelira sidestepped left and let it pass within a hairsbreadth of her shoulder. She circled, kept her distance.

Rhexa pressed forward. She drove a sequence of powerful attacks, each one blazing with her Aspect. Overhead chop at Zelira's head, then a lateral sweep aimed at her ribs, then a lunging thrust at her chest.

Zelira used her Wind Aspect the way Olyndar had never seen from her before. As Rhexa's lateral sweep came in trailing a sheet of fire, Zelira compressed air between her palms and shoved it outward. The burst hit the flames directly and snuffed them like a candle. The fire vanished into nothing. Rhexa's sword passed through dead air and overextended.

Zelira punched.

Her gauntlet-clad fist connected with Rhexa's exposed forearm. Compressed air wrapped around the knuckle dusters on impact, doubling the force. Rhexa grunted and switched the sword to her other hand.

She came again. Faster and angrier. She drove the practice blade at Zelira's collarbone, but Zelira caught it.

She threw both gauntlets up in a cross-guard and compressed a pocket of dense air between her palms. Rhexa's blade slammed into the invisible cushion and stopped dead. The steel vibrated between them. Zelira slid back against the ground, but she held.

Rhexa shoved harder. Her sword reignited. Flames roared up the sword and spilled over the crossguard. Zelira's compressed air barrier held for long enough for her to redirect. She twisted her wrists, and the air pocket shifted, deflecting the blade sideways. Rhexa stumbled past her.

Zelira spun and drove her elbow into Rhexa's back. Compressed air detonated on contact.

Rhexa staggered forward. She planted her sword into the ground to stop herself and turned with fire in her eyes.

Olyndar reached through the Seal.

He pushed a surge of intent into Zelira's bond. A direct, clear command: faster. Zelira moved.

Her speed doubled. She closed the gap on Rhexa in a blink, feet barely touching stone, wind carrying her forward. She threw a three-hit combination into Rhexa's guard. Left jab to the sword hand, right cross to the shoulder, left hook to the ribs. Each blow cracked with power. Rhexa blocked the first two, but the hook caught her clean.

Rhexa absorbed the hit and countered with a vicious backhand swing of the practice blade. Zelira ducked under it and came up inside her guard. She drove her palm into Rhexa's sternum and released a focused blast of wind that shoved the larger woman back four feet.

Rhexa's boots carved grooves in the stone. She steadied herself and charged, roaring, her sword blazing white. She swung with everything she had.

Zelira compressed air around both gauntlets until the metal sang. She caught the burning blade between her palms. The impact drove her knees into a bend. Flame and wind collided and cancelled each other out in a violent hiss of steam.

They held there, locked, straining against each other. Rhexa's arms shook with effort. Zelira's legs trembled. Neither gave ground.

"Good," Rhexa said. They disengaged simultaneously and ended the practice bout in a draw. Any further and they would truly hurt each other.

Olyndar smiled at Zelira, "That was exactly what I wanted to see!"

A flood of relief and pride hit Zelira so hard she had to bite the inside of her cheek to try and hide it. But Olyndar could still feel it through the bond.

Cyrene appeared from the estate carrying a tray. She'd chilled the water in the clay pitcher herself. Folded towels sat beside it. She set the tray down on the bench beside Olyndar and handed a towel to Rhexa first, then poured a cup of water for her.

Rhexa took the towel and pressed it against the back of her neck. She drained the water quickly and set the cup back on the tray.

Zelira didn't go for the tray. She walked straight to Olyndar and dropped to her knees at his feet. She sat back on her heels, took the cup Cyrene poured for her, and drank from it while kneeling there. She knelt because she wanted him to see her kneel. She drank at his feet because she wanted him to know that's where she chose to be.

Rhexa raised her eyebrow. A muscle flexed in her cheek. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and folded her arms beneath her breasts.

She'd bled for this house before Zelira had given it a second thought. She'd endured Gelos's cock. She'd survived Krato's pounding. And now the almost traitor was acting like her Kyrios' most devoted pet.

Olyndar felt the spike through her bond. Sharp and hot. Possessiveness, bright and startling in its intensity. It flared through the warmth of their connection before she clamped down on it and buried it deep.

Zelira finished her water and set the cup on the tray. She stayed at his feet.

"I'm going to wash up," Olyndar said, standing. "Good work today. Both of you."

He left the courtyard and walked to the bathhouse. It was warm and quiet. Steam rose from the sunken pool in slow curls. Olyndar stripped off his clothes and lowered himself into the water. The heat soaked into his muscles. He leaned his head back against the pool's edge and closed his eyes.

He felt his three Seals: Rhexa's, Cyrene's, Zelira's. All three functional. All three aligned for the first time. Every bond in House Varos was pointed in the same direction. He let himself float in that feeling for a few minutes.

Then, company arrived.

Rhexa stepped inside. She was already naked. She walked down the shallow steps into the pool without a word and settled into the water beside him, close enough that her hip touched his under the surface. She pressed her shoulder against his and tilted her head until it almost rested on the top of his.

Then more company arrived.

Zelira slipped in. Also naked. She descended the steps on Olyndar's other side. She waded through the chest-deep water and positioned herself at his left, pressing her body against his arm.

Both women settled against him. Neither looked at the other. The space between them crackled with a competitive tension so thick Olyndar could feel it, no bond required.

Rhexa's hand found his thigh under the water. She squeezed. A slow, possessive grip.

Zelira's hand found his other thigh. She squeezed harder. Her fingers were sliding further up toward his groin.

Both women made their intentions clear.

Zelira took a deep breath and slipped beneath the surface. Her green hair spread out in the water as she dropped between his legs. Her hands found his cock, already stiffening, and wrapped around the base. She took him into her mouth underwater.

Her Wind Aspect activated. She created a pocket of circulating air around her lips, a pressurised chamber that sealed against his shaft and pulsed with rhythmic suction. The sensation was unlike anything natural. A tight, pulling vacuum that worked his cock from tip to base in waves. She bobbed her head in time with the pressure cycles. Each pull drew a grunt from Olyndar.

Rhexa wasn't going to be outdone. She shifted in the water, turning to face him. She grabbed his wrists and placed his hands directly on her breasts. They filled his palms completely and then some, heavy and soft and slick with bathwater. Her Flame Aspect radiated through her skin, a deep, soothing warmth that sank through his fingers and up his forearms. She pressed his hands tighter against her and leaned in, her mouth hovering near his ear.

"Zelira's good with her mouth," Rhexa murmured. "But she's not the only one."

Rhexa reached down into the water, grabbed Zelira's hair, and pulled her off Olyndar's cock. Zelira surfaced with a gasp, water streaming down her face. Before she could protest, Rhexa pushed past her, took a breath, and submerged.

Rhexa's technique was raw and aggressive. She swallowed him to the base on the first stroke. Her throat opened around his shaft. She held there, gagging slightly, air bubbles rising to the surface, then pulled back and dove again. Each stroke took his full length. She used her tongue on the way up, dragging it along the underside. She cupped his balls in one hand and squeezed. It was loud, even underwater, and the vibrations of her moaning travelled through his cock.

Zelira wasn't about to surrender. She pushed herself back under the surface alongside Rhexa and worked her tongue against the base of his shaft while Rhexa had the head. She used her hand in a tight, twisting grip around whatever Rhexa's mouth didn't cover.

Both surfaced at the same time, gasping for air.

"Move," Rhexa said, shouldering Zelira aside.

"Make me," Zelira shot back, and dove again.

It escalated from there. They traded places in a furious back-and-forth. Zelira would take him deep, her lips sealed tight, her wind-assisted suction pulling him toward the edge. Then Rhexa would shove her aside and swallow him whole, gagging around his girth, throat convulsing. Zelira focused on speed. Rhexa focused on depth.

Olyndar felt their emotions bleeding through the Seal. Rhexa's fierce pride burned with her determination to prove she was still his first, his strongest, his best. Zelira's desperate, frantic need to show that her devotion was real, that she was really his now. Their jealousy fed into each other and compounded with his own pleasure.

They found a combative rhythm. Rhexa pulled back and wrapped her breasts around his shaft. She squeezed the heavy mounds together and stroked him between them. Her Flame Aspect radiated through the soft flesh, and a warmth enveloped his cock from every side. She pumped her tits up and down his length, the head pushing through the top of her cleavage with each stroke.

Zelira locked her lips around the exposed head the moment it appeared above Rhexa's cleavage. She sealed her mouth around the tip and sucked hard, her Wind Aspect creating that intense, tugging vacuum that pulled at the most sensitive part of him. She held there, tongue swirling.

Fire below. Wind above.

He grabbed the back of Rhexa's head with one hand and Zelira's with the other. He held them in place. Both of them looked at him with the same expression: competitive lust and hunger.

He took control, he pulled Rhexa's breasts tighter around his shaft and thrust upward through the slick channel while holding Zelira's mouth against his tip. He fucked the space between them, Rhexa's cleavage and Zelira's lips, faster, harder. Water sloshed over the edge of the pool. Both women took it. Both women moaned around him, the vibrations running through his cock.

Olyndar tightened his grip on both their heads and came. The first thick spurt shot into Zelira's mouth. She swallowed around the tip, her throat working, and caught most of it. The second pulse escaped her seal and splashed across Rhexa's breasts, where they gripped his shaft. Rhexa squeezed tighter and milked the rest of it from him, cum and bathwater mixing between her tits. A third spurt hit Zelira's chin as she pulled back for air, and she caught it with her tongue before it could drip away. Zelira licked up her Kyrios's remaining cum from Rhexa's tits.

Olyndar's grip loosened, and he looked down at both of them. His two fiercest weapons. Both taking his seed, he could get used to being a Kyrios.

He put a hand on the side of each of their faces. Rhexa leaned into his palm. Zelira pressed her cheek against his fingers.

House Varos was ready for the circuit.


Chapter 6

Zelira walked through the front gate of the Vexis estate at dusk. She wore a plain training wrap and a cloak. She kept her head down as she crossed the courtyard, playing the part of a woman who didn't want to be seen.

A Vexis servant met her at the side entrance. He had been expecting her; he opened the door and gestured down the hall. She knew the route.

Two hours earlier, Olyndar had sat with her in his study and walked through it step by step. Hadros disapproved but listened.

"You're going to go back to him," Olyndar said.

Zelira sat across the desk, her hands in her lap. The cocky, loose-limbed sprawl she used to adopt was gone. She was paying the utmost attention to her Kyrios.

"Whatever he asks, you give him. Whatever he wants to hear, you say it. You tell him I'm panicking. Tell him I argued with Hadros about money. Tell him I've been drinking and that I snapped at Rhexa during training."

"Lie to him?"

"Yes. I assume you can do that." Olyndar leaned forward. "Damar thinks I'm a soft, scared boy who inherited a disaster. You're going to continue to confirm every one of those beliefs. Make him feel smart. Make him feel like he's already won."

Zelira's green eyes stayed locked on his. She nodded carefully.

"Then you push him toward something specific. The opening bout. House Varos has a scheduled match in twelve days against whatever opponent the circuit assigns. But any registered house can formally request a specific opponent for their opening bout if both parties agree."

"You want Damar to challenge us?"

"Pretty much. But I want him so confident that he sets the stakes high and walks in thinking the outcome is already decided." Olyndar folded his hands on the desk. "You're going to convince him to wager a large purse. Because you'll take a dive. Lose on purpose just like you said before. You'll give him an easy win, our house will be bankrupt, and you'll walk into his house as his new prize."

Zelira processed the plan, "he'll believe it," she said. "He already thinks I'm his."

"Exactly. We need to take advantage of that to make a bit more money." Olyndar paused. "There's one more thing."

He held her gaze.

"He's going to want to fuck you again. Consider it as part of the mission. You do what you need to do. But you come back to me."

Zelira swallowed.

"Yes, Kyrios."

Now she stood in the hallway of the Vexis estate, following the servant's directions toward Damar's private study. The floors were marble. The walls displayed framed match records and portraits of Vexis Muses stretching back generations.

The servant opened a carved wooden door and stepped aside.

Damar sat behind a wide desk that was much bigger than he could possibly use all at once. He held a glass of wine and was reading a document by lamplight. He looked up when she entered, and a slow, satisfied smile spread across his face.

"Zelira." He set the glass down. "I wasn't expecting you tonight."

She closed the door behind her and took off her cloak. She let her shoulders drop. She made herself look smaller, more anxious, the way a woman would look if she'd snuck out against her Kyrios's wishes.

"I needed to see you."

"Is something wrong?"

"Everything's wrong." She crossed the room and dropped into the chair opposite his desk. She pulled her knees up, wrapped her arms around them. The posture was calculated, a scared girl seeking shelter. "Olyndar is falling apart. He got the circuit registration bill and nearly threw up. Hadros has been yelling at him about budgets every night. They're burning through Krato Demeris's money faster than they planned."

Damar leaned back in his chair. He steepled his fingers.

"How much do they have left?"

"I don't know exact numbers. But the mood in the house is... bad. He's been drinking his father's old wine from the cellar. He snapped at Rhexa yesterday during training." She let a small, bitter laugh escape. "The farm boy is cracking."

Damar picked up his wine glass and swirled the contents. "And you? How are you managing under all this domestic turmoil?"

"I'm managing by being here." She met his eyes. Let him see the hunger. "You were right about everything. He doesn't know what he's doing."

"I told you." Damar's voice warmed. "Some men are just not cut out for this line of work. Others, like me, are born for this."

Zelira uncurled from the chair and stood. She walked around the desk. Damar watched her approach with that steady, composed confidence he always exuded.

She perched on the edge of his desk, close enough that her leg brushed him. She leaned toward him.

"The opening bout is in twelve days. Olyndar's terrified of it. He doesn't even know who we're matched against yet, and he's already talking about pulling out of the season."

Damar's eyes narrowed with interest.

"What if it were you?" Zelira dropped her voice. "What if House Vexis requested the match? Formally challenged us for the opening bout?"

"Why would I waste a bout on a dying house?"

"Because you could kill it faster." She placed her hand on his knee. "Think about it. You put one of your Muses against me. Doesn't matter who, maybe one of the new girls that needs some glory. Set the stakes high. A big purse, ten thousand, fifteen, whatever number makes everyone pay attention. Olyndar won't be able to refuse, not with his debts, not with the pressure. He'll take the match because he's desperate and greedy like his father."

Damar studied her face. She could feel him weighing it, turning the angles over.

"And then?"

"And then I lose." She squeezed his knee. "Thirty seconds in, I go down. I make it look real enough for the judges, but I go down. You win the purse. His house collapses under the debt. And my contract is up for transfer. Two birds with one stone, no need to do a formal Spoils Claim match to take me."

Damar set his wine glass on the desk. He reached up and tucked a strand of green hair behind her ear. His fingers lingered against her neck.

"You'd throw a circuit match for me?"

"For us." She turned her face into his hand. "I'm tired of rotting in a dead house, Damar. I want to fight for someone who wins. I want to be yours."

He let out a single laugh. The satisfaction on his face was quiet and total. He cupped her jaw and tilted her chin up.

"You clever thing." He ran his thumb across her lower lip. "I'll file the formal challenge tomorrow morning. First thing."

"Make the stakes big," she said against his thumb. "Big enough that when he loses, there's nothing left."

"Oh, I intend to."

His hand slid from her jaw down the side of her neck and continued lower, hooking into the wrap across her chest. He pulled the fabric loose.

Zelira let him strip her. The wrap came off and fell to the floor next to the desk. She sat bare on the dark wood, her lean body on display, and leaned back on her palms.

Damar stood from his chair. He looked down at her body, then at her face.

"I have something special planned for tonight. A reward." He walked to the study door and opened it. He spoke to someone in the hall, too quiet for Zelira to make out the words. Then he stepped back and held the door wide.

Two men walked in.

They were Vexis household servants, but not the kind who carried trays and opened doors. Both were tall, broad-shouldered, heavy with muscle. One had dark skin and a shaved head. The other was lighter, with cropped brown hair and a thick neck. Neither wore shirts. They wore simple linen trousers and nothing else. Their bodies were maintained for exactly this purpose.

Zelira looked at them, then back at Damar.

"A gift," Damar said. He was already loosening his own robes. "You've earned it."

Zelira's was surprised and uncertain, but she swallowed it, buried any hesitation, and spread her thighs on the edge of the desk.

"Then give it to me."

Damar stepped between her legs and pushed inside her. Zelira wrapped her arms around his neck and gasped against his collar as he filled her. He started slow, rolling his hips in that measured, controlling way she remembered.

The dark-skinned servant approached from her left. He freed his cock from his trousers. He was thick, bigger than most men she had been with. He stood beside the desk and waited. Zelira reached for him without being told. She wrapped her fingers around his shaft and stroked, her grip tight, her wrist turning on every upstroke. She jerked him off while Damar fucked her.

The second servant positioned himself on the desk at her shoulder. She turned her head and took his cock into her mouth. She sucked him in deep and bobbed. His cock hit the back of her mouth, she adjusted her angle, and took him to the base.

Three men at once. Damar between her legs, his cock pumping into her. One thick shaft in her hand, growing slick with pre-cum as she worked it. Another filling her mouth, pushing against the back of her throat with each thrust.

Zelira moaned around the cock in her mouth. The sound vibrated through the servant's shaft. She tightened her grip on the other one and pumped faster. Damar grabbed her hips and increased his pace, driving harder. Zelira had never had this many men at once before.

Deep inside the Seal, behind every layer of performance and submission, Zelira held something back. A small, bright, guarded space that belonged to Olyndar. She could feel his bond sitting in her chest, thick and warm and present. It was as if he was watching over her. She gave Damar and his servants her skin, her mouth, her pussy, her hands. She performed with enthusiasm that sounded real. But the core of her, the piece that mattered, stayed with Olyndar.

Damar pulled out and spun her around. He bent her over the desk and pushed back in from behind. The servant she'd been stroking moved to her front. She opened her mouth and swallowed him. The other servant stepped to her side and she reached for him, wrapping her slick fingers around his cock and pumping.

Damar fucked her from behind while she sucked and stroked the other two. Her body rocked between them, shoved forward by Damar's thrusts and pulled back by the servant gripping her hair.

She moaned, and the moans were pitched right. She pushed her hips back into Damar's strokes and squeezed her inner muscles. She swallowed down the servant's cock and came up gasping before diving back down. She was performing the role of the hungry, insatiable Muse who couldn't get enough. And she was very, very good at performing.

They rotated her between them like she was a toy they'd bought at market. Damar pulled out and the dark-skinned servant took his place, grabbing her hips and shoving into her from behind. He was thicker than Damar, and Zelira grunted against the desk as he stretched her open. The brown-haired servant fed her his cock, and she sucked him sloppy and loud while Damar stood to the side, stroking himself and watching his new toy get used.

After an hour of rotating between cocks, each man finished in her mouth. The dark-skinned servant pulled out of her pussy, grabbed her face, and pushed past her lips. She swallowed him down and worked her tongue until he came with a groan, flooding her throat. She gulped it and licked the head clean. The brown-haired one went next, holding her still and pumping into her mouth until he spilled. She took that too, swallowed without flinching. Damar came last. He tilted her face up, jerked himself against her open mouth, and shot across her tongue. She closed her lips and swallowed, then opened wide to show him it was gone.

"My Muses get this whenever they want," Damar said, tucking himself back into his robes. "Premium stock. Handpicked. Consider it a perk of the household."

Zelira sat on the edge of the desk, naked and flushed, cum still warm in her stomach. She had to admit, buried deep where only she could hear it, that her body had enjoyed every second. Three men filling her holes, using her until she couldn't think straight. Her thighs were still shaking.

Damar cupped her face and kissed her forehead. "You're going to be very happy in House Vexis."


Chapter 7

Cyrene left the estate after breakfast, carrying a leather satchel with House Varos's registration documents and a list of filing instructions Hadros had written out. The missing attestation stamp for her Frost Aspect. It was going to be a rather mundane errand. Walk to the temple, submit the paperwork, get the stamp, walk home.

Olyndar kissed her forehead at the door and told her to be careful. She really liked her new Kyrios. He was kind. When she had become a Muse, she never expected to find such kindness.

The Temple of Kyreion's administrative wing was a maze of connected halls and waiting chambers built behind the main worship spaces. Cyrene found the correct office after asking two different people for directions. She presented her documents at the desk and waited while a junior clerk flipped through them, checked each page against a reference tablet, and stamped three of the four sheets.

"This one needs a senior prelate's signature," the clerk said, holding up the fourth document. "Seal verification for a late-activated Aspect. I can't process it at my level."

"Where do I go?"

"Down the hall, last door on the left. High Prelate Morath handles all compliance attestations for the circuit. He should be in."

Cyrene gathered her papers and walked down the corridor. The administrative wing was quieter here, away from the bustle of the main registry. Fewer clerks. Fewer people. The stone walls were thicker, and the sounds of the temple faded behind her.

The last door on the left was reinforced with iron studs. A bronze nameplate read: HIGH PRELATE MORATH — CIRCUIT COMPLIANCE. Cyrene's hand hovered for a moment before knocking.

"Enter."

The office was large and cold. Stone floors, no rugs. A massive desk sat at the far end, piled with documents and tablets and sealing wax. Behind it sat a man in his fifties, heavyset, with a thick grey beard trimmed close to his face and deep-set eyes that sat beneath bristly eyebrows. He wore temple robes of white and gold, but they strained across his belly. He looked up from whatever he'd been reading and studied her like she was a cut of meat.

"Yes?"

"High Prelate Morath." Cyrene stepped forward and placed her documents on his desk. "I'm Cyrene, Frost Aspect, of House Varos. I need an attestation signature for my Seal verification. The clerk said you handle these."

Morath drank her in. His gaze started at her face and moved downward, slowly, tracking the lines of her body through the modest wrap she wore. He took his time about it.

Then he picked up the top sheet and read it.

"Cyrene. Frost Aspect. Contracted to House Varos under the former Lord Varos, deceased." He flipped to the second page. "Seal activation date... recent. Very recent." He looked up. "Your Seal was dormant for months?"

"My previous Kyrios never performed the ritual."

"So the Seal sat inactive from the date of contract signing until..." He checked the document again. "Until the new Lord Varos activated it?"

"Yes."

Morath set the papers down. He leaned back in his chair and folded his hands across his belly.

"That's a problem."

"A—A problem?" Cyrene stuttered.

"A Seal that sits dormant for that long and then activates under a new Kyrios raises compliance questions. Was the original contract valid? Was there coercion? Was the late activation an attempt to forge a fraudulent bond?" He waved a hand. "I'm not saying that's what happened. I'm saying the regulations require verification."

"The contract was signed properly. Everything is in order. Hadros, our house's retainer, verified all of it."

"I'm sure he did. But a retainer's verification doesn't satisfy temple compliance standards for a late-activated Seal entering the Laureled Circuit." Morath stood from his chair. He was taller than she'd expected. Broader too. He walked around the desk and stopped beside her. "What's required, in cases like this, is a Physical Attestation Rite. Performed by a temple authority. I will be the one administering the rite."

Cyrene took a half-step back. "I've never heard of that."

"Most Muses haven't. It only applies in edge cases. Late activations, contested transfers, dormancy periods exceeding sixty days." He picked up one of her documents and held it up. "Your dormancy period exceeded sixty days by a wide margin. Without attestation, I can't sign this. And without my signature, your registration is incomplete."

"What happens if it's incomplete?"

"Then you can't compete. And since House Varos registered three Muses, an incomplete roster means the entire house registration is void. All three of you would be disqualified from the circuit."

The blood drained from Cyrene's face. She thought of Olyndar and the money he'd spent on registration fees. The intense training. Rehabilitating House Varos. Everything they'd been building toward. All of it gone because of a missing stamp on her paperwork.

"What does the rite involve?" Her voice came out thin.

"A physical inspection of the Seal and its integration with your body. Standard procedure. I check the bond stability, the Aspect resonance, the condition of the mark itself. It requires direct contact."

"Direct contact."

"Skin to Seal. I need to examine the mark and the areas around it to verify authenticity." He gestured toward a door set into the side wall of his office. "My private sanctum is through there. It's where all attestation rites are performed. Quiet, private, no interruptions."

Cyrene stared at the door. Everything inside her screamed to leave, go back to the estate, tell Hadros, and let someone else deal with this. But she pictured Olyndar's face when she told him that House Varos was disqualified because she couldn't handle a simple errand. She pictured the money wasted. The season lost because of her.

"Fine." She would not be the reason this house failed.

Morath opened the side door and led her through.

The sanctum was small and windowless. A heavy door that Morath closed behind them and bolted. In the centre of the room stood a waist-high stone table, flat and wide, covered with a thin sheet of white linen. Cyrene couldn't tell if it was an examination table or an altar. Iron lamp brackets on the walls held low-burning oil lamps.

"Remove your clothing," Morath said. He walked to a side cabinet and pulled out a fresh sheet of parchment and a stylus. "I need full access to the Seal mark and the surrounding area."

Cyrene trembled as she unwrapped the tie holding her garment closed. She pulled the wrap off and let it fall. She stood naked in the cold stone room, her arms at her sides, fighting every instinct to cover herself.

Morath turned from the cabinet and looked at her. His eyes travelled the full length of her body again. Her pale skin, her small breasts, the gentle curve of her hips, her long legs. He lingered on the Varos crest, glowing faintly in icy blue just above her pubic bone.

"Lie down on the table. On your back."

She climbed onto the stone slab. The linen did nothing to cut the cold of the rock beneath it. She lay flat, staring at the ceiling. Her skin prickled. She felt exposed in a way that went beyond nakedness.

Morath approached the table. He stood at her side, looking down at her. He placed his hand flat on her stomach, just above the Seal mark.

His hand was warm and rough. Cyrene flinched at the contact. He pressed down slightly.

"Relax. I need to feel the resonance."

She forced herself to breathe. His hand moved in a slow circle around the Seal, pressing into her lower abdomen, his fingers kneading the soft skin above her mound. He moved closer to the mark itself, his fingers tracing the outline of the olive tree and anvil etched into her skin in blue light.

"The mark looks properly formed," he said. His voice had dropped lower. "Good colouration. Clean lines." His thumb dragged directly across the centre of the Seal. Cyrene bit her lip. A faint pulse of her Frost Aspect flickered through her body at the contact.

"Responsive. That's good." His hand slid lower, past the Seal, and his fingers brushed the top of her slit. Cyrene's thighs clenched together on instinct.

"I need to check the Aspect integration below the mark," he said. "The Seal's energy pathways run through the pelvic floor in female Muses. Open your legs."

Cyrene hesitated she stopped herself from shaking her head.

"If the pathways aren't verified, I can't certify the activation as legitimate." His voice was patient. Clinical. "This is standard, girl."

She parted her thighs. Just enough for what was needed and not an inch more. Morath's hand slipped between them. He pressed against her outer lips and rubbed slowly, methodically, as though he were feeling for something beneath the skin. He pressed two fingers flat against her and dragged them upward, passing over her clit.

Cyrene's hips jerked. A small gasp escaped before she could stop it.

"Sensitive," Morath noted. He did it again… slower. He traced the same path, pressing harder this time, grinding against her clit on the upstroke. "The Aspect is channelling through properly. I can feel the coolness of your frost."

His fingers were working in a deliberate rotation now. His touch was firm and focused directly on the spot that made her gasp. The Frost Aspect, and the rest of her body, was responding to the stimulation whether she wanted it to or not. Cool energy pulsed outward from her core. The linen beneath her grew damp with condensation.

"Good response," he murmured. "Very good."

He pulled his hand away and walked around to the head of the table. He stood above her, looking down at her upside-down face. He untied the sash of his temple robes and let the front fall open. Beneath the white and gold fabric, his cock hung. He was large. Disproportionately so.

"The final verification requires Aspect stimulation under contact with a temple-sanctioned authority. The reaction confirms the Seal is genuine and not replicated."

Cyrene stared up at him. Her blue eyes were wide, wet at the edges.

"I..."

"It won't take long." He gripped himself and stroked until he was fully hard. The head of his cock flushed dark. He stepped closer until it hovered above her face. "Open your mouth."

Cyrene's lower lip shook. His cock was inches from her lips. She opened her mouth.

Morath guided himself past her lips and onto her tongue. He pushed forward steadily, filling her mouth. She felt him hit the back of her throat and stop, holding there.

"Breathe through your nose. Relax."

She tried. Her throat spasmed around his girth. She sucked in air through her nostrils and forced the muscles to unclench. He pulled back to the tip and pushed in again, shallower this time. He continued.

Cyrene lay on the stone table with a temple official's cock sliding in and out of her mouth. She didn't know what to do with her hands. So she just lay there, hands flat by her side. Cyrene's head was moved off the table until it was resting on nothing and hanging upside down.

Morath moved slowly. He held her head still with one hand cupped under her chin and fucked her mouth. His cock was thick enough that her jaw ached from holding it open. She could feel the veins along his shaft drag against her lower lip on every stroke.

"Use your tongue," he instructed.

She pressed her tongue against the topside of his shaft and ran it along the length as he pushed in. He grunted. A bead of pre-cum leaked onto her tongue, salty and bitter. She swallowed around him reflexively, and the tightening of her throat drew a louder sound from him.

"Good girl. Just like that."

He picked up the pace. His hips rocked forward, into her mouth, faster. She tried to keep up, working her tongue on each stroke, but his speed made it difficult. She had to breathe between thrusts. She struggled each time he pushed too deep, and each gag made him push deeper.

"Is this... is this normal?" she managed between strokes, pulling off him just long enough to get the words out. "For the rite?"

"Completely standard." He guided himself back into her mouth. "Keep going."

She took him back in and sucked as he thrust. She wasn't skilled at this kind of thing, but she had heard about what to do from Zelira. She didn't understand exactly what she was talking about when she explained it then. She barely understood what she meant now with a cock in her mouth. But she did it because the man with the stamp told her to, and without that stamp, her kind Kyrios's house would be in trouble.

Morath's breathing roughened. He held her head with both hands now, fingers tangled in her blue hair, and pumped into her mouth with short, urgent strokes. His balls pressed against her nose on each forward push.

"Swallow when I finish. All of it. Part of the rite."

She nodded as best she could with a cock in her mouth.

He buried himself to the base and held. His cock swelled against her tongue. He did not betray a sound as he came. Thick, hot cum flooded her mouth. She couldn't handle the volume, spit and seed leaking from her mouth, but she swallowed what she could as his cock twitched against her tongue. She gulped down every rope he gave her until his cock slowed and stopped.

He pulled out. A strand of cum stretched between her lip and his softening cock. It broke, dripping onto her nose.

Cyrene lay on the table, panting. Her throat was raw. She could taste him coating the inside of her mouth.

Morath tucked himself back into his robes and retied the sash. He walked back to the side of the table and placed his hand on her stomach again, over the Seal. He pressed down and held for a moment.

"Seal verified. Bond is genuine. Aspect integration confirmed."

He walked to the cabinet, picking up his stylus and scratching his signature across the attestation document. He pressed a temple seal into a blob of red wax he dripped at the bottom.

Cyrene sat up slowly. She did what she had to do.

Morath looked over from his desk as she slid off the table.

"Now, now, one last thing, get back on the table and spread your legs. Once I recover, I need to enter inside of you to verify the—"

Heavy knocking rang off the closed door.

"Cyrene!" Olyndar's voice, muffled through the heavy oak. "I'm here. Open the door!"

Morath's expression shifted. The comfortable authority in his face tightened.

"High Prelate Morath!" Olyndar's voice was louder now. Harder. "Open this door right now or I will break it down!"

Morath looked at Cyrene, still naked, still standing beside the table with cum drying on her face. He looked at the signed attestation document on his desk. He weighed his options, then walked to the door and drew the bolt.

Olyndar stepped inside; he was angry. Rhexa stood behind him; she was angrier.

Morath held up both hands. A smile, warm and professional, spread across his face.

"Lord Varos, good timing. We've just finished the attestation rite for your Muse's Frost Aspect." He picked up the signed document from his desk and held it out. "Everything is in order. The Seal is verified, the bond is genuine, and the paperwork is complete. Your house registration is fully compliant."

Olyndar took the document without looking at it. He kept staring at Morath.

Morath walked past him toward Cyrene. He gave her bare ass a firm, open-palmed slap. Cyrene stumbled forward a step.

"She's in excellent shape, Lord Varos. Good stock. A credit to your house." He patted her on the rear once more, lighter, almost affectionate. "Best of luck this season." He stepped past them, into his office, then out into the temple hallway.

Cyrene stood naked in the sanctum with her Kyrios. She couldn't look at him. She picked up her wrap from the floor and held it against her chest.

Olyndar took the wrap from her hands, shook it open, and draped it over her shoulders. He pulled the fabric closed around her and tied it at the front, covering her.

"Let's go home."


Chapter 8

The Grand Colossade shook. People packed every bench, every gallery, every standing-room gap between the stone columns. The noise felt like a physical wall. It pressed against Olyndar's as he gripped the rail of the Kyrios balcony and looked down at the sand. The opening day of the Laureled Circuit's new season had drawn the largest crowd Olyndar had seen.

Across the oval, on the opposing Kyrios balcony, Damar Vexis stood. He wore midnight-black robes trimmed with gold at the collar. A cup of wine rested in his hand. Two of his senior Muses flanked his chair, standing at attention.

Damar spotted Olyndar looking at him. He gave him a knowing smile. He looked like a man who had already won. He was just waiting for the formality of the match to be over with and the wager to be collected.

The wager was enormous.

Fifty thousand drachma, posted by House Vexis. Matched, on paper, by House Varos. The crowd had gasped when the herald read the stakes. A Wreath Loan of the losing Muse was attached as standard for all ranked Circuit bouts. The whole city knew that House Varos couldn't cover fifty thousand if they lost. The whole city also assumed, based on the betting lines at every gambling house in Myressa, that House Varos was going to lose.

Damar had filed the formal challenge the morning after Zelira's visit, just as she'd predicted. He'd requested House Vexis versus House Varos for the opening bout. Both parties agreed. The circuit officials approved it within a day. The only surprise was the size of the purse, fifty thousand, nearly triple what Olyndar had expected. Damar wanted to make a statement. He wanted to bury House Varos so deep that the name would never surface again.

And he believed, with total certainty, that Zelira would hand him the win.

Olyndar watched Damar take a sip of wine and lean over to whisper something to the dark-skinned Muse at his right. She nodded and smiled.

"He looks comfortable," Olyndar said.

"He thinks this is already over," Hadros replied. "This should be a nasty shock for him."

The herald's voice cut through the roar.

"Opening bout of the Laureled Circuit season! House Varos presents Zelira! Wind Aspect! Versus House Vexis presenting Lexi! Storm Aspect! Stakes declared: fifty thousand drachma and standard Wreath Loan! Judge and Seal witness are present!"

Two tunnel mouths gaped dark at opposite ends of the arena floor.

From the eastern tunnel, Zelira stepped onto the sand.

She wore her arena kit: a fitted chest guard of dark leather that left her midriff bare, short fighting shorts that rode high on her hips, and her gauntlets. Her dark green hair was tied back in a high tail. The Varos crest on her hip was bright and visible. She moved with simplicity that was completely different from the flashy showmanship she'd displayed in training weeks ago.

From the western tunnel came Lexi.

She was young. Younger than Zelira, barely of age. Silver hair fell straight past her shoulders, bright against dark brown skin. She was slender and tall, with long limbs and a narrow waist. She carried a short staff with copper fittings at both ends, and faint arcs of blue-white energy already crackled between her fingertips and the metal. Storm Aspect. She looked nervous.

Olyndar studied her. She was new. He could tell from the way she scanned the crowd, overwhelmed by the scale, her steps slightly uneven on the sand. Damar had chosen his most expendable Muse for this match. Why send a veteran when the fix was already in?

The horn blew.

Lexi planted the staff and swept her free hand upward. A bolt of crackling energy lanced across the sand toward Zelira. Bright enough to leave an afterimage burned into Olyndar's vision.

Zelira sidestepped. The bolt scorched the ground where she'd been standing a half-second earlier. She circled, light on her feet, maintaining distance and looking for an opening.

Lexi fired again. Two bolts in quick succession, one high and one low, forking outward from the tip of her staff. Zelira compressed air beneath her feet and launched herself sideways. She cleared both bolts by a wide margin and landed in a crouch, fists up.

The crowd murmured. The first exchange had been cautious.

Up on the Vexis balcony, Damar leaned forward and caught Zelira's eye.

He gave a subtle nod. A barely perceptible dip of his chin that anyone watching would have mistaken for a casual adjustment. But Olyndar saw it and knew it was the signal for Zelira to take the fall.

Zelira looked up at Damar's balcony. She held his gaze for one full second. Then she winked. And she attacked.

Zelira's Wind Aspect erupted. Compressed air blasted outward from both gauntlets as she launched forward. The sand behind her exploded in a fan-shaped cloud. She closed the gap between herself and Lexi.

Lexi's staff came up. She fired a point-blank bolt at Zelira's chest. Zelira dropped beneath it, sliding on a cushion of compressed air, and drove her gauntlet into Lexi's stomach. The impact cracked through the arena. Wind detonated on contact. Lexi folded in half and flew backward, her feet leaving the ground completely.

The silver-haired Muse hit the sand and rolled. She scrambled upright, coughing, and tried to bring her staff to bear.

Zelira was already on her.

Olyndar closed his eyes.

The world split. The balcony faded. Zelira's vision flooded in, sharp and vivid and immediate. He saw through her eyes. He saw Lexi's panicked face framed between Zelira's raised gauntlets. He saw the staff sweeping up in a desperate block. He felt Zelira's muscles coiling for the next combination.

He fed her everything. He pushed tactical commands at the speed of thought.

Zelira's body responded before Lexi could blink. She ducked the staff and slammed a right cross into Lexi's ribs. Compressed air wrapped around the gauntlet and punched inward. The sound that came out of Lexi was erotic; the combat pleasure conversion seized her nervous system and made her legs shake.

Zelira threw a left hook. The silver-haired Muse's head snapped sideways. Her staff clattered from her grip. She staggered, tried to summon a bolt, and managed a weak discharge that fizzled against Zelira's forearm guard.

Zelira drove a knee into Lexi's gut. Wind detonated. Lexi doubled over and moaned loud enough for the whole arena to hear. Her Storm Aspect flickered.

Finish it.

Zelira grabbed a fistful of silver hair and yanked Lexi's head up. She cocked her right gauntlet back. Compressed air sung around the metal.

She drove her fist into Lexi's sternum. Lexi's chest guard cracked and fell away in pieces. She launched off her feet and sailed through the air before slamming into the sand flat on her back. She bounced once. She didn't get up.

The judge's horn blew.

"Halt! Match stopped! Victory to House Varos by incapacitation!"

The Colossade went insane. The noise was so loud that Olyndar felt the stone rail vibrate under his palms. People were standing. People were screaming. The match had lasted less than ninety seconds.

Olyndar opened his eyes and let the trance release. He was back on the balcony.

He looked across the arena.

Damar Vexis was standing, but his face had gone the colour of old parchment. His jaw was clenched so tight that a vein stood out on his temple.

This was supposed to be a dive. This was supposed to be his moment. His new toy was supposed to drop to the sand thirty seconds in and hand him a fifty-thousand-drachma victory and the death of House Varos.

Instead, his Muse lay crumpled on the sand, and Zelira stood over her without a scratch.

He'd been played.

Down on the arena floor, Zelira looked up at Damar's balcony. She blew him a kiss.

The herald's voice boomed through the Colossade.

"As standard Wreath Loan terms of the Laureled Circuit, the defeated Muse will present herself for the concession rite. Lexi of House Vexis... present yourself at the altar."

Two temple attendants carried the flat-topped marble altar to the centre of the arena floor. They set it down on the sand and stepped back. In ranked Circuit matches, the concession was performed on the arena sand itself rather than at the temple. The whole stadium got to watch.

Lexi crawled to the altar on her hands and knees. Her chest guard was gone. Her silver hair hung down. She pulled herself up against the marble block and knelt beside it, head bowed.

Olyndar left the balcony.

He descended the stone staircase to the arena floor. His sandals hit sand. The crowd noise pressed against him from every side. The tunnel's shadow gave way to open sky, and the full weight of the spectators landed on him.

He walked across the sand toward the altar.

Lexi looked up at him as he approached. She was shaking. Without her Storm Aspect, she looked fragile. Her slim body trembled with residual combat arousal. A dark wet spot had spread between her thighs where the arena's pleasure conversion had done its work.

Olyndar stopped in front of the altar. He looked down at her.

"Stand up."

She stood on unsteady legs.

"Turn around."

She turned and bent over the marble. Her back was bare. Her spine curved as she bent forward. What remained of her fighting shorts barely covered anything. Olyndar hooked his fingers into the waistband and pulled them down past her hips, down her long legs. She stepped out of them. The crowd surged louder.

He untied his robes and freed his cock. He was hard. The adrenaline from the trance, the victory, the possession of it all, had him aching. He stepped behind Lexi and pressed his cock against her entrance.

She was soaked. Her pussy was slick from the combat arousal that had flooded her the moment Zelira's fists started landing. Every hit, every blast of wind, every second of getting beaten had fed the divine current that turned pain into pleasure, and now she was dripping with it.

He pushed inside her.

Lexi's moan was almost lyrical. She was tight and hot and wet, her body clenching around him the instant he entered. He grabbed her hips and pulled her back, burying himself inside the defeated Muse. She gasped and dropped her head between her arms.

Olyndar started to fuck her.

He used long, deep strokes that pushed her hips flush against the altar's edge on every forward thrust. Lexi's body rocked with each one. Her small breasts swung beneath her. She braced against the marble and took every inch.

He could feel it through the ambient energy of the arena. The submission response that all Muses experienced during a concession rite. It flooded Lexi's body and stripped away whatever composure she had left. Her moans climbed in pitch. Her legs spread wider on their own.

"Oh... oh gods..."

He grabbed a handful of silver hair and pulled her head back. Her spine arched. The angle changed, and her next moan broke into a sharp cry. He drove into her harder.

The crowd fed on every second. They cheered each thrust. They screamed when Lexi screamed.

Up on the Vexis balcony, Damar was deathly silent but was trembling with rage. Olyndar could see it from the sand, a visible tremor running through Damar's arms and shoulders as he watched his Muse get fucked on the public altar by the farm boy he'd dismissed as pathetic.

Olyndar kept going. He shifted his grip from Lexi's hair to her shoulders and drove deeper. She was close. Her moans had lost any coherence. She babbled against the marble, fragments of words and desperate sounds, her body tightening around him in waves.

He slammed forward and held himself deep. Lexi's orgasm hit her. She screamed, full-throated, her whole body seizing. Her legs shook so hard she would have collapsed if not for the altar supporting her weight. She clenched around his cock in rhythmic pulses that pulled at him, milking him.

He let go. He came deep inside her, filling her as she writhed and whimpered against the stone. He stayed buried in her until every drop was spent, until Lexi's trembling faded to small, exhausted shudders, and then he pulled out.

Cum dripped from her pussy and splashed onto the sand beneath the altar. She stayed bent over the marble, unable to move, her face pressed against the cool stone.

The Colossade roared its approval.

Olyndar stepped back. He pulled his robes closed and tied them. He turned and walked toward the Varos tunnel. The tunnel swallowed him. The roar of the crowd faded as the stone walls closed in.

Three figures waited in the shadow ahead.

Rhexa stood in the centre. She was grinning. Wide and fierce and proud.

Cyrene stood to the left. She had her hands clasped in front of her. Quiet as always.

Zelira stood to her left. She looked at Olyndar with post-combat ecstasy.

They all moved towards him. Rhexa's arms wrapped around his shoulders and pulled him against her chest. Zelira pressed against his back and hooked her arms around his waist. Cyrene slipped into the gap at his side and buried her face against his ribs. They held him in the dark of the tunnel while the Colossade thundered above.

Fifty thousand drachma. House Varos had just gone from drowning to breathing.

Rhexa's voice rumbled against the top of his head. "Not bad, farm boy."

Zelira squeezed tighter from behind. She didn't say anything. She didn't need to.

Cyrene pressed closer and let out a small, shuddering exhale of relief.

Olyndar stood in the arms of his three Muses. He'd just humiliated one of the most powerful Kyrioi in Myressa on the biggest stage in the city. The money would buy them months. The victory would buy them reputation. The look on Damar's face would buy them a lifelong enemy.
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