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Chapter 1

They took the main road to the Temple of Kyreion with the midday crowd at full swell. The carriage stopped, and they all got out. Olyndar walked point. Hadros flanked him on the right, and the three Muses came behind in a loose wedge. Rhexa in her arena kit, Zelira in her green wraps, Cyrene in her white training dress. People stared. A house that brought its full roster to the registry was a house making noise, and Olyndar wanted this to be loud.

The west arcade was busy. Clerks bent over their desks, Kyrioi clustered around the slate boards, and the usual midday murmur of wager talk filled the covered gallery. Olyndar walked straight to the central posting desk, the one in the middle where every board in the arcade was visible, and planted both hands on the counter.

The clerk behind it was young. He looked up from his tablets.

"I want to post a formal challenge," Olyndar almost shouted. The Kyrioi at the nearest boards stopped reading and turned to watch.

"Of course, Lord...?"

"Varos." He said it to the room. "Olyndar Varos of House Varos. And I am formally challenging House Wayne."

The murmur in the arcade dropped a level. More heads turned to face them.

The clerk's stylus hovered. "House Wayne, my lord? That is a top-tier..."

"I know." Olyndar leaned over the counter. "Formal bout. Spoils Claim stakes. And I want their Muse by name." He tapped the desk. "Nyri. The Starlight fighter. Put it on the board exactly like that. House Varos challenges House Wayne for the contract of Nyri."

The clerk looked at him like he'd asked to schedule his own funeral. "My lord, tier differentials on a Spoils Claim require... there are guidelines, the registry usually advises against..."

"The registry advised plenty when they stuck my Frost Muse against her in the second round." Olyndar's voice carried to the far pillars now. "Funny how the guidelines bent that day. Well, today they bend back."

A crowd was forming. Men drifted over from the boards, cups in hand, sensing theatre… and Olyndar gave them a show.

"Everyone in this arcade knows what Nyri is." He turned to face them, playing to the back rows. "Eight wins now. Very impressive. And how did she get them? She bullied broken houses and green fighters who'd never seen a real bout. She's never stood across the sand from a veteran Muse in her life. She's never had someone able to hit back." He pointed at Rhexa, standing behind him with her arms folded and her crest glowing between her breasts. "That woman melted an Iron Aspect into scrap. So let's find out what Wayne's jewel does when the fight is actually fair."

The crowd liked that. A low ripple of approval and a few outright laughs ran through the men. Someone near the back called out, "About time someone said it!" Gossip was already leaving the arcade. Olyndar could see it happening in real time, a clerk's assistant slipping away toward the courtyard, two merchants muttering fast and splitting off in different directions. The story would hit every wine house in Myressa before the wax cooled on the challenge.

The young clerk swallowed. "I'll... prepare the challenge tablet, Kyrios. But a Spoils Claim requires the challenged party's acceptance, and House Wayne may simply..."

"Decline?"

The new voice came from the courtyard archway. Smooth, deep, carrying that northern weight.

Ortas Wayne walked into the arcade.

He wore pale grey today, fitted and flawless, his blond hair swept back, a single attendant trailing him. The crowd parted for him without being asked. He moved through them unhurried, that warm aristocratic smile already in place, and stopped ten feet from Olyndar.

"Kyrios Varos." Ortas inclined his head. He glanced at the clerk. "You can set the stylus down, son. There's nothing to record."

The clerk looked between them, frozen.

Ortas turned back to Olyndar and let his smile widen with gentle, patient pity. "I understand the impulse. Truly. Your Muse had a difficult time being fucked by my associates and me, and you want revenge. It's a very human reaction." He spread his hands. "But think about what you're asking. Why would I stake my premier Muse, a fighter with an eight-match streak and a contract worth more than your entire estate, against a house with nothing? A Spoils Claim requires matched value, and House Varos has no value to match. You're asking me to gamble a racehorse against a cart."

The crowd chuckled. Ortas knew how to work them too.

Olyndar let the chuckling run its course. Then he said the thing they'd all come to hear.

"Then I'll match it with everything I have."

The arcade went quiet again.

"All three of my contracts." Olyndar spoke slowly, so no one could mishear it. "Rhexa. Zelira. Cyrene. My entire roster. A Spoils Claim on all three, against your one. Single bout. My champion against Nyri. Winner takes all."

The silence that followed was total. Even the clerks had stopped writing. Men stood with their cups frozen halfway to their mouths. Someone dropped something fragile and it smashed against the floor, yet nobody looked to see what it was.

Even Ortas blinked heavily. A small crack in his polish.

Hadros surged forward and clamped a hand around Olyndar's arm. His face had gone grey. His voice cracked out of him, hoarse and loud and desperate.

"Kyrios, no. You can't." He pulled at Olyndar's arm like he could physically drag the words back. "The whole roster, that's madness, that's the entire house, think about what you're saying, my lord, please..."

"Unhand me, Hadros." Olyndar shook him off. The old retainer stumbled back a step.

"Your father..." Hadros's voice broke. He reached for Olyndar again and stopped himself, hands hovering. "You're just like your father. The big wagers, the wild stakes, I'm begging you, lad, don't do this, don't throw these girls away over wounded pride..."

"I said enough." Olyndar turned his back on him. "The wager stands. Post it."

Hadros stood behind him, shoulders slumped, one hand pressed over his mouth. To every man watching, he looked like a loyal servant watching his house die in real time. A few in the crowd murmured sympathetically.

Even his own retainer knows he's lost his mind.

Ortas watched all of it. And Olyndar watched Ortas watching.

He could see the calculation happening behind those grey eyes. Ortas studied him the way a moneylender studies a desperate borrower, and Olyndar made sure he found exactly what he was looking for. The reckless heir. The gambling sickness passed down from father to son, plain as a family nose. A grief-drunk boy who'd watched his frost girl get used for three days and now wanted to burn his whole house down for the satisfaction of swinging at the man who'd arranged it. Ortas knew about the debts Olyndar's father had accrued. It almost led House Varos to ruin. Now here was the son, repeating history.

It was catnip. It was the single most irresistible thing a man like Ortas Wayne could ever be offered: a fool begging to be ruined, with three valuable contracts tied up in a bow.

Still, Ortas savoured it. He didn't accept right away. That would have been too quick, too hungry. He stepped closer, and his voice softened.

"Kyrios Varos. Olyndar." He used the first name like a friend would. "I want you to be quite sure about this. What happened to Cyrene was regrettable. It was within the loan terms, but it was regrettable, and I understand it has weighed on you." He placed a hand over his own heart. "So I'll do something I don't usually do. Out of sportsmanship, and out of respect for what your house once was, I'm going to offer you a way out. Withdraw the challenge. Walk away. No penalty, no record, no shame attached. I'll forget it was ever posted, and these good people will forget it by supper." He tilted his head. "Take the exit. It's the last kind thing anyone will offer you this season."

It was beautifully done. Olyndar had to give him that, but the offer wasn't kindness. It was foreplay. Ortas wanted the refusal. He wanted Olyndar to spit on the gracious exit in front of the whole arcade, because a man who refuses mercy and then loses is destroyed twice. Once on the sand, and once in every retelling, forever after.

Wayne even offered to let him withdraw, and the arrogant little fool said no.

So Olyndar gave him what he wanted.

"Keep your mercy." He let his lip curl. He let every drop of country-boy arrogance he could fake come up into his face. "I didn't come here to be offered exits by a man who hides behind temple officials and paid judges. You want to look generous, Ortas? Accept the challenge. Or stand there in your pretty coat and explain to all these people why House Wayne is afraid of a bottom-tier farm boy."

The crowd made a sound, half gasp, half laugh. This was the best entertainment the registry had seen in years.

Ortas held Olyndar's gaze for a long moment. The smile stayed on his face, but it changed shape underneath, the warmth draining out of it.

"The wax, clerk," Ortas said, not looking away from Olyndar. "House Wayne accepts. All three Varos contracts against Nyri, single bout, my champion against his. Schedule it for the mid-season festival. I want a full house for this."

The clerk's hands shook as he scratched the terms onto the tablet. Both men pressed their seal rings into the hot wax. The olive tree and anvil. The Wayne crest, a silver sword through a crown. The clerk stamped it with the temple seal and held it up for the witnesses.

"Bound before Kyreion," the clerk recited, voice thin. "The challenge is set."

The arcade erupted. Men were already arguing odds, already composing the version of the story they'd tell that evening. Hadros stood off to the side with his face in his hands. Ortas gave Olyndar one final nod, gracious and victorious, and walked out through the crowd with his attendant, stopping twice to accept congratulations from men already toasting his inevitable win.

Olyndar collected his Muses and left by the opposite arch.

The carriage waited in the temple forecourt. They climbed in one after another, Olyndar last. He pulled the door shut behind him.

The latch clicked, and he let out a long sigh. The wild arrogance dropped away in an instant.

The carriage rolled into motion. Zelira looked between the two men. Rhexa's eyes narrowed with slow understanding.

"He took it." Olyndar asked. His voice was quiet.

Hadros lowered his hands from his face. There was no horror left in it. The grey, broken despair had washed out of the old retainer completely, and he sat back against the bench with the satisfied stillness of a man who'd just finished a good day's work.

"He took it."

Zelira's head snapped back and forth between them. "Wait. Wait. You two planned that? The whole thing? Even Hadros' begging?"

"Hadros's idea," Olyndar said. "Ortas needed to see my father's son up there. A gambling addict drunk on grief, throwing his house away. Men like him can't resist a mark who's begging to be ruined. If I'd walked in calm and reasonable, he'd have declined, and we'd have lost our chance."

"You should have seen yourselves," Cyrene said softly, and there was the smallest smile on her mouth. "I almost believed it."

"Almost?" Hadros looked wounded.

Rhexa let out a short, hard laugh and leaned back against the carriage wall. "Three contracts. You staked my contract on a single bout, farm boy." The words were playful.

"Your contract is what wins it," Olyndar said. "You're my champion. He knows you are good, sure, but he has no idea about the power I wield. That is going to tip the scales in our favour."

"Along with our other plans," Hadros added.

The carriage rolled on through the midday streets. Olyndar looked at each of them in turn. Rhexa, fierce and ready. Zelira, grinning like a thief. Cyrene, clear-eyed and cold as deep winter. Hadros deep in thought.

"We still have a lot to do," Olyndar said. "Let's get to work."


Chapter 2

Leon Lykos arrived with his leather satchel bulging. He dumped it on the desk in front of Olyndar and pulled out a stack of bound match records tied with twine, each one stamped with the temple archive's mark.

"A written record of every bout Nyri has ever fought. I bribed a junior archivist half his week's wages to let me copy them."

Hadros took the top document and started reading. Olyndar pulled the second. Rhexa cleared plates and cups from the side table to make room for the files. Zelira perched on the windowsill. Cyrene stood near the door with her hands folded.

The pattern in the records was ugly and consistent. In every bout report, the judge's notation read the same way. Opponent strikes landed: zero. Nyri had never been hit. Not once. Every opponent had been stripped, broken down, forced through repeated orgasms on the sand, and left unable to continue. The match durations ran long. Nineteen minutes. Twenty-three. The shortest was fourteen, and the clerk had noted the opposing Kyrios threw a Mercy Forfeit flag, just as Olyndar had.

"She doesn't fight," Hadros said, closing his volume. "She processes these women like cattle."

"Four of the seven opponents retired after facing her," Leon said. "Retired from the circuit entirely. One left the city."

"Retired? Where did they go?" Zelira asked from the window.

"Breeding annexes, mostly. That's what happens to Muses who can't fight anymore."

Olyndar set his volume down. "Then we talk to one. If anyone knows how Nyri works from the receiving end, it's someone she broke."

Cyrene shifted by the door. "I can help with that."

Everyone turned to face Cyrene.

"Three days," she said. Her voice was level. "Three days in that house, with her standing over me. I know how she operates." She looked at Leon. "But you should hear it while you're comfortable. Some of it is hard to sit through."

Leon's eyebrows rose. He glanced at Olyndar.

Rhexa answered for the room. She walked to Olyndar, pushed him gently back into the desk chair, and sank to her knees between his legs.

"Guests first," she said, looking at Leon. "Take the chair by the window, Kyrios Lykos. Cyrene will attend you."

Leon's mouth opened. He looked at Olyndar again. Olyndar waved a hand.

"You're a guest in this house. Rhexa's right. Sit down."

Leon sat. Cyrene crossed the room and knelt between his knees. With cool, steady fingers, she freed his cock. He was already half hard. She ran her tongue along the underside once, base to tip, then took him into her mouth.

"Goddesses be praised," Leon breathed. His hand found her blue hair. "Okay. Alright. War council."

Rhexa freed Olyndar's cock and wrapped her lips around the head. She worked him slow, deep strokes, her mouth hot and wet, one hand braced on his thigh. Fire and frost pleasuring in their own ways.

"Go on, Cyrene," Olyndar said.

Cyrene pulled off Leon's cock just enough to speak, her hand stroking him in place of her mouth.

"She doesn't rush. That's the first thing." Her voice stayed calm, even with her lips brushing Leon's tip. "During my match, and during the three days after, she never raised her voice once. She conducts. She stands there and conducts her power and the people around her like an orchestra."

She took Leon back into her mouth, sucked him down to the base, held, then came up again.

"The pulses. Her Starlight isn't one big blast. She runs a low, constant pulse the whole time, underneath everything. You don't notice it at first. It just keeps your body turned up. Suddenly everything you feel gets bigger. Then when she wants a spike, she flicks it harder, and your body does whatever she wants. Your nerves aren't yours anymore."

Leon groaned as he slid back in his chair. Cyrene kissed the tip of his cock as her hand kept working him.

"The whispering matters too," Cyrene continued. "She talks the entire time. Quiet, right in your ear. She tells you what your body is doing. She tells you what you're going to do next. And then you do it, because your body is already doing it, and some part of your brain starts believing the words came from you." She paused. "She makes you complicit in your own breaking. By the end, you can't tell where her voice stops, and your thoughts start."

Hadros was writing. His stylus moved fast across a wax tablet.

"So how do you resist the pulses?" he asked.

"You can't." Cyrene swallowed Leon deep again, and the man made a strangled sound. She came up, breathed, and went on. "I tried to shut it out. It doesn't work, because she's not forcing anything into you. That's what I didn't understand until the third day. She's not putting anything in your head. She's turning up what's already there."

Rhexa's mouth worked Olyndar steadily, her breasts pressing up against his legs. Through her bond, he felt her focus, fierce and undivided, taking in every word Cyrene said while she pleasured him.

"Fear," Cyrene said. "Desire. Shame. Whatever you're hiding, whatever you don't want anyone to know about yourself. Starlight finds it and lights it up, and the brighter it burns, the more your body responds."

"So, we just need to bring everything to the surface before she can," Hadros said.

"Yes." Cyrene's hand tightened on Leon's cock, and he gasped. "The less secret desires you are hiding, the less she can use them… I think."

Olyndar filed that away. It connected to something, a shape he couldn't quite see yet.

"There's a prior opponent," Leon managed. His breathing was rough. Cyrene's tongue slowly lapped the underside of his cock. "The last one before you. She retired. I found her name in the records. Thessaly, Tide Aspect, formerly House Corren. She's in a breeding annexe on the west hill."

"We visit her tomorrow," Olyndar said.

"We should." Leon's hips shifted. "Cyrene, love, I'm not going to last much..."

Cyrene took him all the way down and held him there, her throat working around him. Leon grabbed tight and came, groaning as Cyrene swallowed every pulse of it, her Frost-cool mouth milking him until he sagged against the chair back.

She pulled off and licked her bottom lip, then gave him a small, composed smile.

"Thank you, Kyrios Lykos."

"Thank you," Leon said faintly.

Rhexa doubled her pace. She sensed Olyndar was close too and pushed him over deliberately, her mouth tight and fast, and he spilled down her throat while she held his gaze the whole time. She swallowed, sat back and smirked.

"Right," Olyndar said, breathing hard. "Tomorrow. The annexe."

* * *

The temple breeding annexe sat on the west hill, apart from the main temple complex. It was a long, low building of pale stone with a walled garden, quiet and clean and heavily staffed. Olyndar brought Hadros and Cyrene. Leon came too, out of curiosity more than need.

A matron in grey robes met them at the gate. Hadros handled the explanation: House Varos, researching an upcoming opponent, requesting an interview with a resident. Drachma changed hands. The matron led them through the garden.

"Breeders," Olyndar said quietly as they walked. "Why does such a thing exist?"

"Aspects pass down through the mother's line," Hadros said. "Always the mother, never the father. A Flame Muse's daughters carry Flame. A Frost Muse's daughters carry Frost. So Muses who retire from the circuit, by injury, or inability, are valuable in a different way. The temple licenses them as breeders. Houses pay for the right to sire children on them, and the daughters are contracted at birth to whichever house holds the breeding licence."

"Baby farms," Cyrene said softly.

"Baby farms with rather good gardens," Hadros said. "They're well fed, well kept. It's a comfortable life, if you don't think too hard about it. Most retired Muses choose it over the alternatives. Better here than begging on the streets or… other fates."

They found Thessaly on a stone bench beneath a fig tree, alone.

She might have been beautiful once. She had the bones for it, and her dark hair fell long and well-kept over a plain grey dress that hung loose over the soft swell of an early pregnancy. But her face was hollowed out. Her eyes sat deep and flat, fixed on the middle distance, watching something that wasn't in the garden. Her hands rested in her lap, folded, perfectly still.

"Thessaly." The matron's voice was gentle. "Visitors."

The flat eyes moved to them. Focused, slowly. "I don't fight anymore."

"We know," Olyndar said. He sat on the bench at a respectful distance. "We're not here about fighting. I'm Olyndar Varos. My Muse fought Nyri of House Wayne."

Thessaly's face flinched at Nyri's name.

"The silver one," Thessaly said. "The starlight Muse."

"Yes. We're facing her at the mid-season festival. I was hoping you would have some information that might help us."

Thessaly was quiet for a long time. A breeze moved through the fig leaves above them.

"You're not the first one to do so, but everyone asks the wrong question," Thessaly said finally. "They ask how she fights. Her rapier, her speed, the light. None of that matters." Her folded hands tightened on each other. "She showed everyone what I wanted. That's what she does. She stood across the sand and she lit up the desires inside my head. Every dirty, shameful, secret thing I ever wanted, things I never said out loud to anyone, not even my own Kyrios. It all came up out of me like blood from a wound."

Cyrene had gone very still beside Olyndar.

"My Kyrios never knew I wanted to be used by his friends. I never told him. I was ashamed of it." Thessaly's voice stayed flat and even, a recitation worn smooth by repetition. "Nyri found it in the first minute. And my body answered. My body stood up and announced it for me. Moaning, dripping, begging. Everyone watched me; they watched me want it."

She looked down at her hands.

"The shame did the rest. She never had to touch me. Not once. I lost that fight inside my own head before her rapier ever came close."

Olyndar leaned forward. "Are you sure it was all there already? She didn't slip anything into your head?"

Thessaly looked at him properly for the first time.

"No," she said. "There was nothing foreign. Nothing to fight against. Every feeling in my body was mine. She only showed me what was already hidden there, and let it eat me."

"Thank you." Olyndar stood and pressed a small purse into the matron's hand on the way out. "For her comfort. Truly. Thank you."

They walked back down the hill in silence. The sun was warm.

Hadros broke the silence at the estate gate. "Starlight creates nothing; it only illuminates what's hidden. Which means—"

"—the ammunition is supplied by the victim," Olyndar finished. "I think I have a plan."

That evening they gathered in the study. All of them. Olyndar laid it out standing at the desk, because sitting down felt wrong for this.

"Here's my thesis," Olyndar said. "A Muse without secrets is one without firepower."

Zelira tilted her head. "Run that by me again."

"Nyri's weapon is like a trebuchet; it only fires what is loaded into it. Every fear you won't say out loud, every desire you hide, every shame you bury, that's her ammunition. Cyrene and Thessaly lost because they carried secrets and shame onto the sand. The girls who broke fastest were the ones with the most to hide." He looked around the room. "So we spend the next weeks confessing. Everything. Every fear admitted. Every desire said out loud. Every shame dragged into the open between me and my champion, until there is nothing left in her head that Nyri can light up that we haven't already lit ourselves."

Hadros nodded slowly. "Drag every shame into daylight before the match, and Starlight has nothing to illuminate. It can't ignite what's already on fire."

Leon grinned. "That's fucking clever. That's genuinely fucking clever Olyn."

Rhexa had frozen up; it was an odd sight to behold.

She stood by the bookshelf with her arms folded, and every trace of expression had drained out of her face. Through the bond, Olyndar felt it happen, a door swinging shut somewhere deep inside her, heavy and deliberate. The fierce warmth of her presence withdrew. Pulled back behind walls he'd thought he'd dismantled.

She would rather take a spear through the thigh than open that door. He felt that with total clarity. And the fact that the door existed at all told him everything.

Everyone in the room felt it—no bond required—Zelira's grin faded as she looked at Rhexa. Cyrene's hands tightened together.

"Rhexa," Olyndar said.

"I heard you." Her voice stayed controlled. "It's a sound strategy."

"You don't like it?"

"I don't think it is possible." She unfolded her arms, folded them again. "But we have weeks. We'll see how far we get."

She wasn't refusing. That mattered. But she wasn't agreeing either, and the bond pulled as tight as a drawn bowstring.

Olyndar let it rest. Pushing her now would seal the door for good.

"Alright. We will see," he said, and moved on. "Second weapon, my power."

Hadros set down his stylus and focused his attention. Olyndar gave him a nod to let the others in on their discussions.

"I've been reading everything the Varos library holds on Seal theory since the gala," Hadros said. "There's nothing on full perception. Nothing in the temple archives either. What you do, lad, doesn't exist in any record. But it exists in you. And I've been thinking about what it actually is."

He pulled a blank sheet of parchment toward him and drew two circles connected by a line.

"The Seal carries echoes. Sensation, emotion, arousal through this line. That's standard. Every Kyrios feels that. But your bond doesn't just carry the echo." He drew two overlapping circles. "It carries the whole signal. You are part of the perception itself. Your sense and the Muses are intertwined at that moment."

"Which is how he knew what happened to me at the Wayne estate," Cyrene blushed.

"Exactly. Now." Hadros tapped the parchment. "During the Vexis match, you guided Zelira's strikes from the balcony. You saw through her eyes, and she moved on your sight. You were, in effect, a second mind inside her combat. A co-pilot."

"It was quite surreal," Olyndar admitted.

"Yes. It is also a weapon." Hadros let the others in on what he and Olyndar had spoken about last night after the others had left for bed. "Nyri's Starlight is an assault on perception. She floods the victim's mind with manufactured arousal, and the victim drowns in it because she's alone in there. One mind, undefended." He tapped the second drawing. "What happens when there are two minds in that head? What happens when every illusion Nyri lights up gets examined by a second pair of eyes that isn't being assaulted? A second voice, standing inside Rhexa's head, can keep her grounded."

"The shame is more intense when you're alone," Cyrene said. She understood it; she'd lived it. "If Olyn had been fully in there with me, if I'd known I could have leaned on him..." She trailed off.

"The illusion breaks," Hadros finished. "It's hard to be destroyed by shame when your Kyrios is standing next to you, telling you that it's alright."

"It's untested," Olyndar said. "We would need to make sure that I'm completely present with Rhexa."

"Which is where the training comes into it," Hadros agreed. "The same way we built your Seal control in the first place. We have Zelira and Cyrene simulate pressure while you hold the trance inside Rhexa. We keep pushing until you are right there next to her. By the time Rhexa steps onto that sand, you'll have practised riding her perception under fire until it's second nature."

Rhexa looked at Olyndar. The wall was still up.

"You'll be there, right beside me? The whole time?"

"The whole time," Olyndar said.

Olyndar felt Rhexa relax a fraction.

"Then we will train hard," she said.

"Glad to hear it," Olyndar smiled. "That brings us to our third weapon." He looked around the room. "The performance."

Leon sat up. "Performance?"

"Everything we just planned only works if Ortas stays exactly where he is right now. Complacent. He walked out of that registry believing he'd been handed a grief-drunk gambling addict throwing his house away. He believes Rhexa is good but beatable. He believes Nyri is untouchable. Every day he keeps believing that is a day he doesn't prepare, doesn't adapt, doesn't get suspicious." Olyndar spread his hands. "So House Varos will reinforce his vision of us."

Leon caught on immediately. "We feed the story."

"We feed it hard. I drink too much at the temple wine houses where people can see me. Hadros argues with me in the market about finances where merchants can hear. Training happens behind our walls and looks like nothing from outside. And if anyone watches the Muses..." He looked at Zelira. "They see chaos."

Zelira lit up like a festival lantern.

The grin that spread across Zelira's face was the widest Olyndar had seen. Her whole body came alive with it, green eyes blazing.

"You want us to act badly on purpose?" She pressed both hands to her chest. "Kyrios. I was born for this."

Rhexa snorted. "That's the truest thing she's ever said."

"I'll be a bad, bad girl. I will get up to plenty of mischief." Zelira laughed.

"You all will be." Olyndar nodded.

"Meanwhile," Hadros said, "the real training happens in secret. Nobody sees any of it. Then we take them by surprise when heels hit the sand."

Zelira spun in a circle, laughing.

"Oh, this is going to be fun." She stopped and pointed at Olyndar. "For the record, Kyrios, my public incompetence is going to be a masterpiece. You'll weep."

"I'll manage my tears."

"It's a good plan, Kyrios." Hadros seemed impressed.

"Thank you Hadros, but this will only work if everyone plays their part. I'm counting on all of you."


Chapter 3

Two days later, Olyndar called Zelira into his room and shut the door.

"This isn't going to be like Damar," he said.

Zelira leaned against the door, hands behind her back.

"With Damar, you were sneaking. Nobody was supposed to know you were up to." Olyndar paced in front of his bed. "This is the opposite. I want House Varos to look like a house that can't control its Muses. You're going to be the proof. Pick someone. Anyone. Make it loud."

"How loud?"

"I was thinking a wine house. Find some loudmouth who'll tell everyone he knows by morning. Ortas will hear that my Wind Muse fucks strangers in public and I can't stop her." Olyndar held her gaze. "Remember that I'll be watching. The whole time."

"You want to watch me with another man?" she raised her eyebrow.

"Yes. Afterwards, you come home to me. Straight to me."

Heat rolled through her bond at that. She bit her lip.

"Yes, Kyrios."

She found her mark that evening.

The wine house sat two streets from the Colossade, a big open-fronted place packed with the post-training crowd. Zelira walked in wearing a dress that was barely a dress, sheer green silk over nothing, and the room noticed her immediately. There was plenty of recognition; she was a circuit Muse after all. Half these men had watched her fight Damar's Muse.

She picked him out within a minute. A big-voiced young buck holding court at the centre table, rich by the cut of his robe, likely a sponsor's son. The kind of man that would attend every match and loudly brag about how his family paid for it. A man with a big mouth, a bigger ego.

Perfect.

Zelira drifted past his table and let her hip brush his shoulder. He looked up. She looked down at him and smiled.

"Having a good night?" She asked.

"I, uh." He recovered fast. Men like him always did. "I am now"

"Glad to hear." She leaned down and put her mouth by his ear. "Buy me a drink, and maybe it will get better."

Olyndar sat down on his bed and closed his eyes. He'd been watching.

Cyrene was there with him. She knelt beside the bed with her hands folded in her lap. She knew what he was about to watch. She was ready to serve.

The trance took Olyndar.

The wine house back room resolved around him. Shelves of amphorae, a scarred wooden table, a single lamp. The sponsor's son had Zelira bent over the table already, her silk dress shoved up over her hips. The door behind them stood open a hand's width. Zelira had made sure to leave it that way when they entered.

The man freed his cock and rubbed it against her awaiting pussy. It was already slick with desire. Zelira wiggled her ass invitingly. The invitation was swiftly taken. He pushed his cock into her. Zelira moaned, loud, theatrical, and pitched towards the gap in the door.

Slow, Olyndar sent through the bond. Ride back onto him. Make him think he's the best you've ever had.

Zelira's hips rolled back in a long, deliberate circle. She took him to the root and squeezed.

"Oh fuck," she gasped, and it sounded utterly real. "You're so deep. Nobody's ever... fucked me so deep, don't stop."

The mark groaned and grabbed her hips and started pounding. He thought he was a god. Zelira let him think it. She threw her head back and moaned louder. The sound of footsteps slowed outside the door. People gathered to listen.

Olyndar watched from behind her eyes. The stranger's face above her shoulder, red and straining. His cock driving into her. Her own arousal building underneath the performance, undeniable, fed by the watching Olyndar's presence through her bond.

Olyndar's cock was hard in his hand. He hadn't remembered pulling it out.

It was swiftly attended to by a cool mouth.

Cyrene had slid between his knees without a word and taken him in. Her Frost-chilled lips sealed around him and her tongue worked the underside in slow strokes. She kept her eyes open, watching his face, knowing he was watching Zelira.

Olyndar groaned and pushed deeper into the vision.

Louder, he sent. There's an audience at the door.

Zelira wailed with pleasure. The mark fucked her harder, spurred on, his ego swelling bigger than his cock. She moaned his name, Gyron, she'd asked it on the way in, called it out to the room for everyone to hear.

Then Olyndar did something he been planning from the beginning. He sent his own name through the bond. Not so much the word. But as a weight. His name pressed into the centre of her mind at the exact moment she was moaning the stranger's name aloud.

Olyn. She felt it like a hand closing around the back of her neck. Her Kyrios inside her head while a stranger's cock was inside her body. Saying another man's name while belonging, completely, to him.

It was the hottest thing either of them had ever done. Her orgasm ripped through her without warning, genuine, soaking, and she screamed the mark's name through it while her bond screamed Olyndar's.

The mark couldn't take it. He pulled out, and flipped her over, then pumped himself twice, and came across her tits as she spun and dropped to her knees for him, heavy ropes striping her chest while she held herself up on display.

The audience, Olyndar sent. Give them the finish.

Zelira looked straight at the gap in the door. There were faces there now. Three, four men crammed into the crack. She dragged two fingers through the cum on her tits, lifted them to her mouth, and licked them clean, slow, holding eye contact with the doorway the entire time.

The wine house erupted.

By morning the story was everywhere. Varos' Wind slut fucks strangers in wine houses, and the farm boy can't even keep her leashed.

Zelira walked through the front gate of the Varos' estate well after midnight.

Olyndar was waiting in the courtyard. The lamplight from the doorway spilled across the flagstones. She stopped in front of him, and he looked her over. Her dress hung crooked. Her hair was wrecked. What remained of the mark's cum had dried in white streaks across her tits. She smelled like sex and wine.

She stood there proudly and let him look.

"I did what you asked," she said. Her voice was steady, but through the bond he felt her vibrating with anticipation.

"Upstairs."

She went. He followed her up the stairs, watching her ass move under the sheer silk, and by the time they reached his bedroom his cock was already hard. He closed the door.

"On the bed."

Zelira climbed onto the mattress and knelt. He stripped off his clothes and came up behind her, shoved the silk up over her hips, and looked at what she'd brought home. The dried cum on her chest. The flushed, used state of her. Another man's mess all over his Muse.

Something dark and possessive rolled up through his chest. He grabbed her hips, spread her legs apart and pushed into her.

Zelira cried out. She was soaked. She'd been soaked since the wine house, since she'd felt him inside of her mind while a stranger pounded her. He fucked her hard from the first thrust, no warm-up, one hand fisted in her green hair, and he opened the trance wide.

The bond flooded. He felt everything she felt. His cock driving into her. Slap of his hand against her ass. The residual memory of the mark's hands on her hips overlaid with his own grip now. Her pleasure and his pleasure ran into each other until he couldn't tell whose was whose.

"I want you to always tell me the truth," he said. "Every time you fake it, I'll stop. Every time you're honest, I'll let you have more."

He pulled almost all the way out and held there, just the tip inside her. Zelira whined and pushed back, chasing him.

"Why the theatrics, Zelira? Why the sheer dresses? Why the dangerous flips in combat?"

She went quiet. He waited, motionless, his cock barely inside her, the trance holding her mind open.

"They scouted me when I was young," she said finally. "A talent man from one of the big houses. He watched me train, but he was certain that I was simply decorative. Not champion material. Too showy to be dangerous. They sold my contract cheap."

Olyndar pushed back into her, slow and deep, all the way. Reward. She moaned as it hit her deepest points.

"Every flip," she gasped. "Every sheer dress. Every man I ever fucked. I wanted them to notice me. I wanted them to see that I am not someone who can be just thrown away."

He fucked her through it, steady, deep strokes, and felt the confession burning out of her through the bond like poison draining from a cut.

"How did you feel about what happened tonight?"

Her whole body tensed. He felt her try to close up, felt the instinct to hide, and he stopped moving entirely. Starved her of his cock. She whined with frustration, hips working against nothing.

"Say it."

"I loved it." It came out broken. "I loved being ordered to do it. I loved that you told me who to find, that you were in my head the whole time, that everyone at that door was watching. And…"

He gave her one thrust. Payment in advance.

"Knowing you were watching made it better than it's ever been. Your cock got hard while another man fucked me, and that made me cum harder than the stranger did. I'm twisted, Olyndar. I'm exactly the kind of broken thing Nyri would eat alive."

"There it is," he said. "And now it's in the open. No one can use it against you."

He fucked her in earnest. Hard, fast, his hand cracking across her ass, the stranger's dried cum flaking off her bouncing tits. He kept the trance wide open, riding her perception and his own body at once, the doubled sensation threatening to burn his brain out.

Something warm dripped onto his lip. His nose was bleeding. He wiped it with the back of his hand and kept going. Neither of them cared.

"Please," Zelira babbled. "Please, I've earned it, I told you everything..."

"Good girl, I want you to cum for me."

She came apart like a building collapsing. She shoved her face into the mattress and screamed, her whole body seizing, her pussy clamping down on him in violent pulses. It was the least graceful thing she'd ever done.

He didn't let her recover. He flipped her onto her back, hooked her legs over his arms, and drove back into her. Her eyes were wet and unfocused.

"Again."

"I can't, I'm too... oh fuck, Olyn..."

A few minutes later, the second orgasm rolled through her slower and deeper. She clutched at his arms and shook through it, gasping his name. She pulled him down and kissed him and moaned into his mouth.

He was close. He ground into her deep, grinding against her clit with every stroke, and felt the third one building in her through the bond before she did.

"One more," he said against her lips. "Then I fill you."

She nodded frantically, beyond words. He fucked her hard and fast, the bedframe slamming the wall, and when she broke the third time he buried himself and let go. He came inside her in long, shuddering pulses while she milked him through her own climax, both of them locked together, the trance collapsing in on itself as the bond blazed white-hot and then settled.

When they were done, Zelira pressed her face into Olyndar's neck. Through the bond, the last of her secrets sat out in the open air between them, harmless now.

"I'm a mess," she said.

"You're my mess."


Chapter 4

The training sessions had grown brutal over the past week. Olyndar sat on the courtyard bench and held the trance while Rhexa fought Zelira and Cyrene two-on-one, all of their full Aspects brought to bare. He rode her perception through every battle, teaching his mind to be with her. Through her eyes he saw Zelira's wind-compressed fists come at her ribs. He felt Cyrene's ice lance across her shoulder. He felt Rhexa's own fire boil it off. He fed her power and steadied her mind while both women pressed her from opposite sides, and by the end of each session his nose bled and his skull throbbed, but the connection held longer and felt deeper every time.

"Again," Rhexa said, as she heaved deep ragged breaths.

"No." Olyndar wiped blood from his upper lip. "We're done for today. You have a match tomorrow."

The match tomorrow was another part of the theatre they were putting on for Ortas. It was the centre around which the whole show revolved.

House Palleren. Bottom-tier, like them, a match the circuit assigned as routine scheduling. Their Muse was a competent Bloom fighter named Senna, mid-tier at best, a woman Rhexa could have dismantled on her worst day. The kind of opponent the circuit fed to houses to fill out a schedule. Nobody cared about this bout. The betting houses had it at heavy odds for Varos, but nobody was buying either side.

Which made it perfect.

"Match-fixing is a temple crime," the old retainer had told Olyndar. "If anyone proves a house deliberately threw a sanctioned bout, the penalties are total. Contracts voided, house struck from the circuit, the Kyrios barred for life. But nobody is throwing anything tomorrow."

He made sure Olyndar was very clear on the point.

"What happens tomorrow is a collapse of Concord. It happens to houses all the time. A young Kyrios with a fresh bond gets on the balcony and the pressure gets the better of him. His Muse starves mid-fight. The Muse is not taking a dive. It's a failure of the Kyrios to maintain their bond. And failures," Hadros said, "can't be prosecuted."

"And Ortas," Olyndar said, "sees Varos Concord is failing under pressure. No need to pay any extra attention to Nyri's training or to look too deeply into what we are doing."

"Exactly."

When the match arrived, the Grand Colossade was half empty.

A bottom-tier bout between two nobody houses on a mid-week afternoon drew maybe four thousand spectators, scattered through the lower bowls with whole sections of empty stone between them. The crowd noise was a murmur instead of a roar. Vendors outnumbered spectators in some sections.

Olyndar took his seat on the Kyrios balcony. Hadros stood beside him.

"Remember the plan," Hadros murmured. "Strong at the start. Let her look good. Then stutter."

"I remember."

Rhexa emerged from the eastern tunnel to polite applause. She looked magnificent, red hair loose, arena kit straining over her, sword at her hip. Senna of House Palleren came out of the west tunnel, a sturdy woman with vines already threading up her forearms, and she looked nervous. She likely knew that this was a losing battle.

The horn blew.

For the first two minutes, Olyndar fed Rhexa properly. Her blade caught fire, and she drove Senna backward across the sand in a blaze that had the sparse crowd on its feet. Senna blocked desperately, vines whipping up from the sand to tangle Rhexa's ankles, and Rhexa burned through them and kept coming. It looked like a rout.

Then Olyndar let the bond stutter.

He'd practised the sensation. He let his focus drift, let his attention scatter, let the thread between them thin and waver. Down on the sand, Rhexa's flames guttered. She swung, and the fire died off the steel mid-arc. She reset, reached for the bond, and found it thin and slippery.

Senna sensed it. The Bloom Muse pressed in, vines cracking like whips, and Rhexa fought her off with raw steel and footwork. She was magnificent even like this, Olyndar thought. Even on fumes she made Senna work for every inch. She took a vine across the ribs that stripped her brassiere strap and left one breast swinging free, and the half-empty crowd woke up and howled. She took another across the thigh that converted to pleasure and buckled her knee, and she got up again.

But a Muse without her Aspect is a woman with a heavy sword, and Senna had a fresh bond and a fully present Kyrios. The end came slow and grinding. A vine stripped Rhexa's remaining armour. Another took her sword arm at the wrist and sent the blade spinning into the sand. A final lash across her stomach folded her, and the pleasure conversion drowned her, and she went down to her knees in the sand, naked, gasping, unable to rise.

The horn blew.

"Victory to House Palleren!"

The crowd's reaction rippled through the sparse stands, contemptuous and satisfied. He caught fragments from the benches below his balcony.

"...told you the Vexis thing was a fluke..."

"...look at that, can't even hold a bond together, just like his father..."

"...house is rotting from the inside, won't last the season..."

Across the arena, a thin man in a grey coat sat alone in the upper benches, writing on a wax tablet. Olyndar had spotted him in the second minute. Hadros had pointed him out before the match: no doubt an informant for House Wayne. He was writing fast. Ortas would hear of this.

Concord failing under pressure, Olyndar imagined the report reading. The Vexis upset was pure luck. He is just a farm boy.

Exactly the story they needed.

The herald announced the stakes. Standard circuit terms. One-day Wreath Loan, consummated on the arena altar.

The Palleren Kyrios descended to the sand, and Olyndar got his first real look at the man. His name was Pelios, or Perros, or something equally forgettable. He was soft around the middle, mid-forties, with thinning hair and a dumbstruck look. He kept glancing at Rhexa and then away, like he couldn't believe he had won. He climbed onto the altar platform with stiff, careful movements.

Rhexa knelt on the altar, naked, streaked with sweat and arena dirt, and waited.

Palleren untied his robes with fumbling fingers. His cock was hard already, average, trembling slightly. He stepped behind her and put his hands on her hips and positioned her, then he stopped.

"I'm... forgive me," he said, to the arena at large.

He apologised before he entered her. The front rows heard it and laughed.

Then he pushed inside her, and Rhexa, to her credit, gave him a low, appreciative moan that rolled out across the sand. Palleren made a sound like a man being electrocuted. He thrust twice, three times, his soft belly slapping against her ass, and then his whole body seized up, and he came, gasping, barely four strokes in.

The crowd howled with laughter.

Palleren pulled out, flushed crimson, already softening, mumbling something that might have been another apology. The concession was technically complete. He'd consummated the claim. He could walk away.

Rhexa stayed bent over the marble.

"We're not done, Kyrios," she said, loud enough for the lower bowls to hear. "Get it back up."

The crowd lost its mind. The laughter turned to cheers, stamping, rhythmic clapping. Four thousand people who'd come to a nothing bout were suddenly watching the best show of the season. Palleren stood there with his robes open and his mouth agape, staring at the beauty bent over the altar in front of him.

Something in the little man's face changed. Disbelief, mostly. But underneath it, the first flicker of something he'd probably never felt in his life.

He grabbed her hips and worked himself back to hardness with his fist, and twenty minutes later he managed a second round, longer this time, louder, Rhexa moaning and pushing back into him while the crowd roared its approval. He finished across her ass with a triumphant wheeze, and the crowd gave him a standing ovation. House Palleren, the most forgettable man in Myressa, walked off that altar a legend.

Through the bond, Olyndar felt Rhexa's grim amusement and anticipation.

Tonight, she sent. Make sure to watch all of it.

That night, Olyndar settled into his bedroom to wait. Cyrene came in without being asked, wearing nothing, and curled up beside him on the bed.

"I'll keep you company," she said sweetly.

The trance pulled him under an hour later.

The Palleren estate was modest, a mid-tier house with a comfortable master bedroom, clean and unremarkable, like its owner. Palleren led Rhexa in by the hand, and he kept looking at her with disbelief

"I have wine," he said. "If you'd like. Or food, I could have the kitchen..."

"Kyrios." Rhexa stepped into him, naked, and put her hand flat on his soft chest. "You've had a long day. Let me take care of you."

Olyndar felt it through the bond, felt her settle into the role. But this was different from Krato. With Krato, she'd performed submission for a brute and Olyndar had watched from behind glass, unknown to her. This time she knew he was inside her head. He felt her awareness of him, bright and deliberate, a constant thread underneath everything she did.

She was performing for him.

She pushed Palleren down onto his bed and climbed over him. She took his cock in her hand and stroked him slowly, then bent and swallowed him to the base. His head hit the pillow. Rhexa sucked him with wet, obscene enthusiasm, deep and sloppy, dragging it out, pulling off to lick him from root to tip while she looked up at him through her lashes.

"Gods," Palleren whispered. "Your mouth..."

"You like that?" She pumped him with her fist, slow and tight. "Wait until you feel the rest of me."

She mounted him and sank down, and the little man moaned like he was dying. She rode him with long, rolling grinds, her massive tits swaying above his face, and when he reached up to touch them she caught his wrists and pinned them to the bed and fucked him harder. She was in complete control, and she made sure he knew it.

Olyndar's cock was in Cyrene's mouth. He'd surfaced enough to feel it, the cool wet heat of her, her Frost-chilled tongue working him while he watched his Muse ride another man. He groaned and sank back into the vision.

Palleren came inside her with a shout, and Rhexa moaned through it, clenching around him, milking him.

"Oh, that's good," she purred. "But we're just getting started, Kyrios."

The little man had dug deep into his reservoir of stamina buried under a lifetime of unremarkable nights. The second time, he took her over his desk, sweeping ledgers and inkpots onto the floor with a crash, fucking her from behind while she braced against the wood and urged him on. The third time was in his bath, Rhexa on her knees in the water, sucking him hard again with her hair dripping and her tits floating, then bending over the pool's edge while he took her from behind, water sloshing over the tiles. He grew bolder each round. By the bath he was pulling her hair. By the fifth round, back in the bed, he was on top of her, driving into her with his whole body while she wrapped her legs around him and moaned filth into his ear.

"Harder. That's it. Fuck me like you own me."

Midway through Palleren stopped, buried deep, and looked down at her with something close to awe.

"Does your Kyrios know what he's missing out on?" he asked, genuinely wondering.

Rhexa laughed. Warm and full, and through the bond Olyndar felt the truth of it.

"He knows exactly what he is missing out on," she said.

Then she pulled the little man down and kissed him, and Olyndar came in Cyrene's mouth for the second time that night, the bond blazing with Rhexa's filthy, defiant, devoted joy.


Chapter 5

Rhexa came home the next morning on foot. She'd refused the Palleren carriage. She walked through the front gate in her borrowed dress with her chin up and her stride even, and she nodded to Olyndar in the courtyard as she passed him, and she kept walking.

Olyndar felt it through the bond. Something was wrong.

She was performing composure. He knew the difference now, knew it in the texture of her presence in his chest. The bond carried her surface calm, deliberate and constructed, and underneath it something had cracked open during the night and she was holding the pieces as best she could.

She went to the bathhouse.

He gave her an hour. Then he couldn't give her any more.

The bathhouse door stood half open. Steam rolled out through the gap. He found her in the pool, sunk to her shoulders, scrubbing. She had a cloth and a bar of soap and she was working at her own skin with hard, mechanical strokes, her arms, her chest, between her breasts, over and over the same patches of skin until they flushed red.

"Rhexa."

She didn't stop scrubbing.

"I was bent over an altar yesterday," she said. Her voice came out flat and controlled. "For the house. For the plan."

"You were. And it worked. Wayne's informant wrote down every word we wanted him to."

"I know it worked." She dragged the cloth across her stomach, hard. "That's not the problem."

Olyndar sat down on the pool's edge. He waited.

She scrubbed at her thigh, and her hand slowed, and then it stopped entirely. She stared at the water.

"The problem is I loved it." The words came out quiet. "Not the little man. Not him. The act. Being put on that altar and used. Having a job to do with my body and doing it well. Some part of me was glad to be there, Olyn. Glad. Getting fucked in the dirt in front of the whole circuit, and a part of me was satisfied."

She went back to scrubbing.

Olyndar watched her for a moment, then stood. "I'm going to find Hadros. There's something I need to ask him. Stay here. Don't scrub your skin off."

She glanced up at that, and almost smiled.

He found Hadros in the trophy hall. Olyndar had intended to ask about Rhexa's history, but it seemed that fate was about to serve up more than he had bargained for.

The trophy hall ran along the estate's west wing, a long narrow room Olyndar had only entered twice since arriving. Most of it had been emptied years ago, the shelves bare, the brackets on the walls holding nothing. Dust covered everything except the path Hadros walked to the far end, where a single shelf remained stocked. Old trophies. A handful of bronze medallions. A ceremonial sword in a cracked scabbard. And at the centre, a painted portrait in a wooden frame, the only portrait in the whole estate that hadn't been sold.

Hadros stood in front of it. He'd heard Olyndar come in but he didn't turn to face him.

"Who is she?" Olyndar asked.

The woman in the portrait was unmistakable. Tall, voluptuous, powerful in every line of her. Red hair cascading down past her shoulders, thick and wild. Ember eyes that the painter had caught with unsettling accuracy. She wore arena bronze and held a sword across her shoulders with both hands, and she looked out of the frame with total, unbothered command.

Rhexa's face. Older. Harder. But Rhexa's face.

"Pyra," Hadros said. "The Ember of Myressa. Rhexa's mother."

Olyndar stopped beside him.

"She was the greatest Flame Muse the circuit ever crowned," Hadros said. "I was young then. Steward's assistant under your grandfather. I watched her fight twenty-two times in the Grand Colossade, and she never lost. Not once. Twenty-two victories, four season titles, and the matches weren't close. She walked onto the sand and took what was hers, and everyone worshipped her. Your grandfather built this house's golden age on her shoulders."

"She's the reason we were a great house."

"She's the reason the name Varos still means anything to anyone over forty." Hadros's voice grew quieter and distant. "Rhexa was born during her third title run. A rarity. Most Muses go through the Breeding House, licensed, recorded, contracted at birth. Pyra... didn't do that. She bore Rhexa outside the system, to a father she never named, and no one could make her name him. Your grandfather tried. The temple tried. She told them all the same thing. The girl is mine, and her father is no one."

"She never knew her father? Rhexa?"

"Never. Pyra raised her in this house, trained her in that courtyard, and gave her everything she had." Hadros paused. "Then your grandfather died, and your father inherited. And within a year, he sold Pyra off."

Olyndar turned his head. "He sold her?"

"To a foreigner. A merchant prince from across the sea, offering coin and trade contacts your father wanted for his wagering debts. Pyra's contract went into the deal. She was past forty by then, still fighting, still winning, still the finest thing this house had ever produced. Your father traded her like a bolt of cloth." Hadros' jaw worked. "I stood in this hall the day the transfer was sealed, and I did nothing. I watched her carriage leave through the front gate. That's the last anyone in Myressa ever saw of her."

"What happened to her after?"

Hadros didn't answer. He looked at the portrait for a long time, and something moved through his face that Olyndar had never seen there before, something deep and buried.

"Hadros?"

"I don't know what happened to her." The old retainer's voice stayed level, but his eyes had gone somewhere else entirely, somewhere far away and unkind. "No one does. She sailed east, and that's the last anyone had heard of her."

He was lying. Olyndar knew it immediately, felt the wrongness of it in the way Hadros' shoulders set, the way his gaze stayed fixed on the portrait instead of moving to Olyndar. Hadros knew something. But whatever it was, it wasn't kind, and he'd decided it was best not to push the matter.

Olyndar let it go. Some wall you can't break down without destroying the what's inside.

"You loved her," Olyndar said.

Hadros closed his eyes.

"Thirty years," he said. "From the day she walked into this house to the day she left it. Hopelessly, lad. Completely hopelessly. I was a steward's assistant, then a steward, then the man who kept the ledgers. She was the Ember of Myressa." He opened his eyes and looked at the portrait's ember gaze looking back. "We had lain together a few times, but I never told her. Not once. And then she was gone, and I'd spent three decades being the man who fetched her schedule and counted her winnings, and that was all I ever got to be."

The hall was quiet. Dust hung in the light from the high windows.

"When Rhexa came of age and took her first contract here," Hadros said, "I stayed. Your father was already ruining everything and I stayed anyway. Because she had her mother's face and her mother's fire, and leaving her in this house alone would feel like leaving Pyra twice."

"Does Rhexa know? About you and her mother?"

"No. And she won't learn it from you." Hadros turned and looked at him directly. "Not yet. She has enough weight on her."

Olyndar nodded sullenly. "I think she's been carrying her mother her whole life," Olyndar said. "And I think it's crushing her."

Hadros' expression shifted. He studied Olyndar's face.

"You best go to her."

Olyndar went.

* * *

The bathhouse steam had thickened. Rhexa was still in the pool, the cloth abandoned on the stone edge, her arms draped over the sides, her head tipped back against the rim.

Olyndar stripped off his clothes and lowered himself into the water beside her. The heat closed around him. He settled close, hip to hip.

"Your mother was Pyra," he said.

Rhexa's whole body went rigid.

"The Ember of Myressa. The greatest Flame Muse the circuit has ever seen." He watched the side of her face. "You never talk about her."

"Hadros told you."

"He showed me the portrait. You look just like her."

Rhexa pulled her arms off the pool's edge and wrapped them around herself under the water.

"Then he told you the rest. Sold to a foreigner by your father, gone, vanished, no record, nothing." Her voice came out rough. "The greatest Flame Muse in circuit history, and she was sold away like chattel."

"Rhexa."

"You want to know why I stayed?" Her ember eyes were wet and furious. "Everyone else asks why I stayed. A dead house, a vanished Kyrios, debts up to the roof. I could have walked into any house in the city and been welcomed. Zelira because of her contract's terms. Cyrene stayed because she had nowhere else. I stayed because this was the house my mother loved."

The water moved around them as she shifted.

"She fought in that arena for this crest. She bled on that sand under that banner. Everything this house ever was, she built it with her hands, and when she was gone, someone had to keep it breathing. Not for your father. He was nothing to me. For her. For the only thing of hers that was left." Her breath shuddered. "And I am failing her, Olyn."

"You're not failing anyone."

"She never lost." Rhexa's voice cracked. "Every time she entered that arena, she came out on top. And me? I've lost more matches than I can count. I've been stripped in front of thousands. I've been put on my knees and used in the arena, and yesterday I was bent over, and my body loved it. I got wet, Olyn. I got wet losing. She never lost a battle in her life, and her daughter gets aroused by defeat."

She looked down at the water.

"What does that make me? Is that the Muse biology? The submission response, the pleasure conversion, is that all it is? Did I get her fire and none of her strength? Is there something in me that wants to be on that altar, some broken thing she never had?" Her hands clenched under the water. "Because I can't tell anymore. When the Palleren Kyrios had me bent over that stone, some buried part of me was glad, and I don't know if that's my body or my blood, and if it's my blood then I am not my mother's daughter, I'm a joke with her face."

Olyndar crossed the space between them and took her face in both hands and turned her toward him. She resisted for a second, then came. Her eyes were streaming, hot tears cutting through the steam on her cheeks, and she looked at him with the most naked expression she'd ever given him, the proud wall completely gone.

"You want to know what it makes you?" he said. "I'll tell you. But you're going to say it all out loud. Every piece of it."

Her breath caught.

"Olyn..."

"Now." He pulled her through the water toward him. "Turn around. Hands on the edge."

Something shifted in her face. Through the bond, he felt her reach for the command. She turned and braced her hands on the pool's stone edge, her red hair falling forward over her shoulders, her back a long wet line in the steam.

He came up behind her. He ran one hand down her spine, over the curve of her ass, and reached between her thighs. She was hot inside, ready, the water doing nothing to hide it. He pressed the head of his cock against her and pushed in, slow, all the way, until his hips met her ass and she let out a long shaking breath.

He held there, buried in her, one hand gripping her hip.

"How did it feel to lose? Say it out loud."

"I loved it." Her voice was barely audible over the water. "Being on the altar. Being used. Being watched."

He drew back and thrust into her, deep and hard, and she gasped.

"Why did you love it?"

"Because it was simple." The words broke apart as he moved. "Because I didn't have to be her daughter on that altar. I didn't have to win, I didn't have to carry the house, I just had to kneel and take cock and be good at it, and for once there was no weight on me at all."

He fucked her steadily, deep strokes that rocked her against the pool's edge, and he felt it through the bond, the poison coming up out of her with every word, the shame loosening its grip as she dragged it into the open.

"Keep going."

"I'm angry at her." Rhexa's head dropped forward between her arms. "I've never said that out loud before, but I'm angry at my mother. She was so great and so strong and she left me this. A name I can never live up to and a house that was already dying and a standard I fail every time I step onto the sand. She never lost. How do I follow someone who never lost?"

"You don't."

He slammed into her hard enough to lift her up in the water, and she cried out, and the cry turned into a moan as the pleasure rolled through her. He set a harder pace, the water churning between them. Olyndar reached out and grabed her breast in his hand.

"You don't follow her," he said into her ear, leaning over her back. "You're not the Ember of Myressa. You're Rhexa of House Varos. Your mother won every match she was in for a house that sold her. You fight for a house that won't abandon you. You lay on that altar yesterday and used your body for our benefit, and you were magnificent, and the whole city is looking the wrong way because of it. She fought for glory. You fight for us."

"Olyn..."

"Your body loves submitting because you're a Muse and that's what Muses are built for. It has nothing to do with her. It's not weakness, it's your body doing its job, the same job her body did every time she took a hit in that arena." He gripped her hip harder, drove deeper. "She got wet winning. You get wet surviving. The house that survives is the one still standing at the end."

Rhexa moaned, low and broken, and pushed back against him, meeting every thrust now, the water slapping against the pool's edge.

"Say it."

"I'm not my mother."

"Again."

"I'm not my mother." Her voice rose, raw and wet and fierce. "I'm not Pyra. I'm Rhexa. I get fucked for my house, and I loved it, and I'd do it again, I'd kneel for this house a hundred times, because it's my house and my choice and no one gets to weigh me against another, not even my mother."

He reached under her and wrapped his arm around her waist and hauled her upright against his chest, still inside her, her back to his front. He wrapped his other hand around her throat, gentle but firm, and held her against him.

"Who do you belong to?"

"You." It came out of her with total certainty. "You, Olyn. I belong to you."

He fucked her standing, pinned against him, her body trembling in his grip, the bond blazing so hot between them it swallowed everything else in his head. He felt the last of it break inside her, the weight of it all coming apart under his hands and his cock and her own voice saying the truth out loud.

She came with her whole body, shaking, her head fallen back against his shoulder, her moan echoing off the wet stone, her pussy clamping down on him in rolling pulses. He followed her over, buried deep, flooding her, holding her upright through it while she shook apart in his arms.

Through the bond, the crack and uncertainty was gone. Filled up by trust.

"I'm going to defeat her for you," she said quietly.

"Good."

She turned her head and looked at him over her shoulder.

"Nyri is going to dig for my shame," Rhexa said. "Let her dig. There's nothing left down there but you."


Chapter 6

Leon arrived at the Varos estate with news and an offer.

They were in the courtyard; Rhexa was running Cyrene through some defensive drills. Leon had for several ice walls to dissolve before he could approach Olyndar. He pulled him and Hadros aside near the fountain.

"Morath's been busy," Leon said. "I've got a man inside the temple registry who owes me. He told me that Morath filed three procedural amendments this week, all tied to the festival bout. Extended stoppage discretion for the presiding judge. And he's personally selected the judging panel."

"All of them his people," Hadros assumed.

"Every one. The judge has sole discretion on when a Muse is 'unable to continue,' and with Starlight there's no blood, no broken bones, nothing visible to force a stoppage. On paper, your girl is uninjured even if she is being mentally destroyed."

Olyndar swallowed the anger that was building. "We knew it was going to be rigged. At least we now know exactly how."

"There's more, and it's the good kind of more." Leon's grin came back. "Thalia. I want to lend her to you until the fight."

Olyndar looked at him.

"Her Veils fabricate perception. False sights, phantom sensation, manufactured emotion, that sort of thing. It's not Starlight. Nothing is quite like Starlight except for Starlight. But it's the closest thing we got to sparring against Nyri." Leon spread his hands. "Rhexa can get a feel for what she might be facing."

Hadros nodded slowly. "That's sound."

"It's more than sound, it's the best we're gonna get." Leon clapped Olyndar on the shoulder. "She'll be here tonight. I'll bring Valka too."

Thalia and Valka arrived after dinner, and the first session happened the next morning in the courtyard.

Olyndar had spent the previous evening with Thalia in his study, telling her everything she could use against Rhexa during training. Veil was good at manufacturing sensations, but it lacked the true revealing knowledge that came with Nyri's power. So Olyndar had to fill in the gaps. Thalia had listened with her enormous dark eyes fixed on him, asking small, precise questions, filing it all away.

Now she stood in the centre of the courtyard, tiny and calm, with Rhexa facing her ten paces off, practice sword in hand.

"You ready?" Thalia asked without waiting for an answer. "You hold your flame. Whatever you see, whatever you feel, hold on tight. If it dies, we stop, we talk, we go again."

Rhexa rolled her shoulders. "Do it."

Thalia raised her hand.

The courtyard warped.

From Olyndar's perspective, almost nothing changed: a shimmer around Rhexa and a slight waver in the air. But through the bond he caught the edges of what Rhexa was standing inside. The Colossade, packed and roaring. The altar. Her own body bent over it, and thousands of voices chanting. A tall red-haired woman walking away through the Varos gate without looking back, her back getting smaller and smaller.

Rhexa's flame sputtered. The fire on her blade snuffed out. She swayed, and her sword point dropped into the dirt, and Thalia let the vision go. The courtyard snapped back. Rhexa stood there breathing hard, her knuckles white on the hilt.

"Fuck," she said. "Fuck. Again."

"Alright," Thalia said gently.

They went six more times that morning. Each time Rhexa's flame sputtered out. The fastest collapse was ten seconds. The best was over a minute, which was followed by Rhexa shaking and furious, and she hurled the practice sword across the courtyard hard enough to bury the tip in the garden bed.

"I said it all out loud," she snarled at Olyndar. "Every piece of it, confessed all of it, so why am I still not able to withstand—"

"Because some part of you still believes it."

Cyrene's voice came from the fountain's edge. She'd been watching the whole session in silence. She stood and walked over and picked the practice sword out of the dirt and held it out to Rhexa.

"Nyri can't create belief," Cyrene said. "She can only find it. Saying a shame out loud kills the secret. It doesn't kill the belief. You still believe, somewhere underneath, that getting wet on that altar makes you less than your mother. Until that belief dies, your shame will remain."

Rhexa stared at her. Then she took the sword.

"Again," she said.

They trained every day after that. Thalia stayed at the estate, and the sessions grew longer and crueller. Day after day, Rhexa's flame held a little longer each time before guttering. Before long she was lasting a full ten minutes while the phantom crowd screamed and the phantom Palleren worked behind her. Thalia layered in the arousal on top of it, the phantom heat between Rhexa's legs, her own body's betrayal played back at her, and the flame stuttered and nearly died and then steadied.

"Done," Rhexa said through her teeth, fire rolling up the blade. "I loved it. It's already mine. Find something new."

The vision cracked apart.

After that it was the mother. Thalia built Pyra from her portrait, the ember eyes, the sword across the shoulders, the face that was Rhexa's face made harder. The first time the illusion of Pyra turned its back and walked toward the gate, Rhexa's flame collapsed so fast that Thalia thought she had done something wrong. The fifth time, it flickered. The ninth time, it held for as long as Rhexa stood there shaking, watching her mother's back recede away from her.

The next day, Thalia gathered herself in the centre of the courtyard and raised both hands this time, and her whole body went taut with effort. The full-strength illusion dropped over Rhexa like a white sheet. Olyndar felt the edges of it through the bond, and it was enormous: the gate, the carriage, Pyra climbing in without a word, the wheels rolling away. Hadros weeping silently at the death of House Varos' golden age.

Rhexa stood in the middle of it with her sword low.

Her flame didn't flicker. It burned steady and orange along the steel while her mother climbed into the carriage, while the gate swung shut, while the road emptied. She watched the whole thing end, and then she said, quietly, to nobody in the illusion, "Go on then. I'm not you."

Thalia dropped the vision and sagged, breathing hard, sweat standing out on her forehead.

Rhexa walked straight up to her, flicked the flat of the burning blade under the Muse's guard, and put her on her ass in the dirt.

From the sideline, Valka whooped loud enough to rattle the shutters, both fists in the air. "THAT'S IT! You go girl!"

Thalia looked up at the burning blade and then at Rhexa, and started laughing. Rhexa extinguished the sword and pulled her up by the hand.

"Again tomorrow?" Thalia asked.

"No need," Rhexa said. "I've got this."

That night the Lykos household stayed for dinner, and dinner became something else.

Leon had brought four bottles this time. Valka drank like a soldier, and Thalia sat in Leon's lap through the meal, feeding him olives, and by the time Hadros excused himself to his ledgers, the room had grown warm and lustful. It was Leon who raised the cup, and Leon who said it.

"Brotherhood night, then. Your girls for me tonight, mine for you." He grinned at Olyndar across the table. "Heard you've become quite adept at watching through your bond too. Valka's been keen on seeing what it's like to fuck a man who is in two places at once."

Olyndar looked at Rhexa. Through the bond, he felt her answer before she spoke.

"Go on, farm boy," Rhexa said. "Watch us properly this time."

They moved to the master bedroom. The bed was big enough for four, and there were six of them, and nobody cared. Rhexa and Zelira stripped Leon out of his clothes on the far side of the room, working together. Valka shoved Olyndar down onto the bed and climbed over him, already naked, her braids swinging, silver rings clicking.

"You watch them," Valka said, low, taking his cock in her hand and stroking him hard. "Thalia and I will keep your body busy."

Thalia knelt beside his head and pressed her palms to his temples. "Open the bond," she whispered.

Olyndar reached for Rhexa's bond and let the trance take him.

The world split down the middle.

Half of him lay on his own bed with Valka sinking down onto his cock, tight and hot, her hips already rolling. The other half of him was behind Rhexa's eyes across the room, looking down at Leon's cock standing rigid in front of her face. He felt Rhexa's mouth water. He felt her wrap her lips around Leon and take him deep, felt the shape of him in her throat, felt her own arousal flood up as Zelira's tongue slid between her legs from behind.

Valka slammed down on him, and Rhexa's throat clenched around Leon at the same moment, and both sensations crashed into each other in the centre of his skull.

"Fuck," he gasped.

"You like watching them." Thalia's voice, close to his ear. It wasn't a question. Her phantom touches scattered across his chest and stomach and thighs, a dozen hands from one pair.

He didn't deny it. He couldn't have formed the words anyway. Through Rhexa's eyes he watched Leon's head fall back, watched his hands gather her red hair, and he felt Rhexa's fierce pride at the sounds Leon was making, felt her enjoyment of Olyndar's enjoyment, the whole loop feeding itself through the bond. His cock swelled inside Valka, and she felt it and laughed, breathless.

"He's throbbing every time Rhexa moans," Valka told Thalia. "Goddesses, that's obscene. I love it."

Leon pulled Rhexa up and bent her over the foot of the bed, and Olyndar felt the stretch as Leon pushed into her, felt her pussy take him to the root, and Valka chose that exact moment to grind down hard and the doubled fullness nearly ended him. Zelira crawled under Rhexa and pulled Leon's cock out and sucked it clean and guided it back in, and Olyndar felt Rhexa's moan vibrate through her whole body, felt the wet heat of Zelira's mouth an inch from where Leon was buried.

Leon looked across and grinned while buried in Zelira now, the shift happening in a blur.

"Your girls," Leon called out, breathless, "are incredible."

"I know," Olyndar managed, and Thalia's phantom mouth closed around the base of his cock while Valka's real one squeezed the rest. Rhexa came on Zelira's tongue across the room and Olyndar felt that too, her orgasm rolling through the bond and crashing into his own body, and Valka rode the wave out of him, snarling through her own climax as he spent himself inside her, the trance shuddering but holding, holding, Thalia's small hands braced on his temples the whole time like a woman holding a door open in a storm.

Later, much later, the room had settled into a pile of nakedness and wine. Leon had all four women attending him now, Rhexa on her back with her legs spread while he worked between them, Zelira sitting on Rhexa's face, Valka riding Thalia's fingers beside them and laughing.

In the far corner, two chairs and a small table had been claimed. Olyndar sat in one, fully clothed, robe belted tight. Hadros sat in the other, equally dressed, the Morath file open between them. Neither man looked at the bed. They had both agreed, without ever saying so, that looking at the bed would end the working session immediately.

"The judge selection is the real problem," Hadros said, tapping a copied document. "Morath's panel won't stop the bout no matter what Nyri does. But look here. Extended stoppage discretion cuts both ways. If the judge can keep a match running past the point of damage, he can also end it the instant the outcome is obvious. If Rhexa drops Nyri fast and clean, they won't manufacture a continuation. The crowd hates seeing a Muse brutalised after being obviously defeated."

"Then Rhexa wins fast." Olyndar turned the page. "The festival crowd will be the largest of the season. If the bout ends with Nyri on her back and Rhexa untouched, no panel in Myressa can rule around it."

"Agreed." Hadros stacked the documents and squared them. "The training is done. The Concord is strong. The illusions hold nothing now. Looks like everything is set."

He closed the file and leaned back, and his eyes went to the bed for a moment, just a moment, where Rhexa's moans were climbing again under Leon's mouth, and then back to the table. The old man had been at Olyndar's side through everything. He'd carried the household on his back for thirty years and asked for nothing and received nothing but his wages.

Olyndar looked at him over the file and thought that everything was set except one thing. Something small and overdue and easy to miss in the middle of war planning. He turned it over in his mind, watching Hadros studiously not watch the orgy, and quietly resolved to fix it before the festival.

He'd find a way to make sure the old man's loyalty was properly rewarded.


Chapter 7

Olyndar called everyone into the dining room after supper. Hadros came in last, carrying his ledger under his arm out of habit, and stopped in the doorway when he saw them all waiting. Rhexa by the window. Zelira perched on the table's edge. Cyrene standing beside Olyndar's chair with her hands folded.

"Have I missed a meeting?" Hadros asked.

"Sit down, Hadros."

The old retainer sat. He set the ledger on the table and looked at Olyndar with wary patience.

Olyndar stayed standing. He'd thought about how to say this all afternoon, and he'd decided to say it plainly, the way Hadros would have wanted it said.

"Three generations," Olyndar said. "That's how long you've served this house. My grandfather. My father. Now me. You kept the ledgers when there was nothing to count. You stayed when the master vanished, and the creditors came, and every sensible person would have walked out the gate."

Hadros shifted in his chair. "Lad, you don't need to..."

"I do. Because I've been going through the old records, and I keep finding the places where this house should have died and didn't. The year my father sold the bronze fixtures, and you quietly bought back the ones with the crest on them out of your own wages. The winter you covered the staff's pay from your savings and never told anyone. Time and time again, Hadros. You saved this house in ways nobody saw." Olyndar leaned forward on the table. "And in thirty years, you've never taken a single thing for yourself."

"The house pays my wages."

"The house owes you more than wages."

Hadros looked down at his ledger, but he didn't answer.

Rhexa pushed off the window. She walked around the table slowly, and Hadros watched her come, and something in his posture changed. He'd been in this world longer than any of them. He knew the shape of old customs.

"There is a tradition," Rhexa said. Her voice was steady and formal. "Older than the circuit. When a servant of a house gives a lifetime of loyalty, the Muses of that house may honour him. With everything they are. It's called the Steward's Night." She stopped beside his chair and looked down at him. "I asked our Kyrios for his blessing to offer it to you."

Hadros remained silent.

Zelira hopped off the table and stood beside Rhexa, grinning. Cyrene came and stood on Hadros's other side, quiet and warm.

"The Muses of House Varos ask for your blessing, Kyrios," Rhexa said, turning to Olyndar. "To honour Hadros tonight, as the old custom allows."

Olyndar looked at the old man. Hadros sat rigid in his chair, and for the first time since Olyndar had met him, the retainer looked genuinely uncertain. His eyes moved from Rhexa to Zelira to Cyrene, three naked intentions standing around him, and then back to Olyndar.

"Hadros," Olyndar said. "You've earned this. Take it."

Hadros exhaled slowly. He closed the ledger with great care, as if closing it properly mattered more than anything else in the world right then.

"If the house wills it," he said, and his voice came out rougher than usual. "Then I accept."

"Good." Olyndar stepped back toward the door. "The master bedroom is yours for the night."

Rhexa's eyebrows rose. "You're not staying?"

Olyndar reached the door and pulled it open. Through three bonds he could already feel the anticipation building. He could have watched every minute of it. But this wasn't his night. It was Hadros'.

"Some things a man earns privately," Olyndar said.

He felt each of his Muses reach for him through the bonds, questioning, and he let them feel his certainty, and then, one by one, deliberately, he closed the connections down to their dimmest thread.

Then he walked out, pulled the door shut behind him, and left them to it.

He went to the study and worked on some paperwork that had piled up. Hadros would have been furious at him for touching it; it was beneath a Kyrios to handle all that busy work. That just made it better.

* * *

Hadros had taken the ledger with him to the bedroom. More out of habit than anything else. He stood with his ledger still in his hands, because he hadn't worked out where else to put it.

Rhexa took the ledger from him gently and set it on the side table.

"Sit on the bed, Hadros."

He sat. The old man folded his hands in his lap and looked up at the three of them, and there was something almost painfully dignified about him, this weathered pillar of a man sitting fully clothed while three of the most beautiful women in Myressa closed in around him.

Cyrene went first.

She knelt in front of him on the rug and began, with patient fingers, to undress him. She untied the laces of his tunic one by one, unhurried, her cool hands brushing his chest as she pulled the fabric open.

"You don't have to do anything," she said softly. "Tonight is only for you."

"Girl, I've watched you all grow into this house," Hadros said, and his voice was gruff and his eyes were fixed firmly on the far wall. "This hardly seems..."

"Shh." Cyrene drew his tunic off his shoulders. "Thirty years of watching over everyone else. Let someone watch over you."

She worked his trousers down, and Zelira and Rhexa pulled them off over his boots, and then the boots, until he sat bare on the edge of the bed, an old man's body, heavy and scarred and strong in the way of men who'd worked all their lives. His cock was already half hard despite himself, thick and weighty.

Cyrene wrapped her cool fingers around him. Hadros' breath left him in a long, shuddering exhale.

"Goddesses above."

"Not goddesses," Cyrene said, and lowered her head. "Just us."

Her mouth closed over him, and the softness of her lips made him jolt. She took him slowly, an inch at a time, her tongue pressing flat against the underside, her cool mouth a contrast that pulled a groan out of him. Zelira sat beside him and pulled his hand into her lap, pressing his palm against her breast. Rhexa knelt behind him on the bed, her massive chest pressed warm against his back, her hands working the knotted muscle of his shoulders.

"Relax," Rhexa murmured into his ear. "Let the house take care of you."

Cyrene sucked him with endless patience. She didn't rush. She drew it out, slow strokes and slow sucks, her mouth gliding down and holding, her throat fluttering around him, then back up with that cool wet slide that made his hips shift on the bed. Groans kept coming out of him, low and rough, sounds he'd clearly been holding back his whole disciplined life, and every time one escaped, Cyrene hummed around his cock in approval.

"Look at him," Zelira laughed, delighted. "The scariest man in Myressa, coming undone."

"I'm not the scariest man in Myressa," Hadros managed, strained.

"Oh, but you are." Zelira swung a leg over him and straddled his lap, facing him, her green eyes dancing. "Krato Demeris is a brute, and Damar Vexis is a snake, and Ortas Wayne is a devil in a pretty coat. But you? You're the cunning old fox. You don't even need to be a Kyrios to get what you want, and that is the scariest thing in this whole city." She lifted herself, reached down, and guided his cock to her entrance. "And now the scariest man in Myressa is going to fuck me like he means it."

She sank down onto him.

Hadros's head fell back against Rhexa's breasts. His mouth opened, and nothing came out but a long, broken groan. Zelira was tight and hot and she took him all the way down, grinding into his lap, and she started to ride him with slow, deliberate rolls of her hips.

"Thirty years," Zelira narrated, bouncing now, her hands braced on his shoulders. "Thirty years of serving and not being served. Well, tonight you're not the steward. Tonight you're just a man with his cock buried in a beautiful woman." She clenched around him, hard, and he gasped. "How does it feel, old fox?"

"Obscene," Hadros rasped.

"Good answer."

Cyrene had moved up beside him on the bed. She took his hand, and held it in both of hers. She pressed her lips to his knuckles, one after another, soft kisses on the old scarred fingers, while Zelira rode him faster and Rhexa held him from behind. He turned his head and looked at Cyrene, this pale ethereal girl kissing his weathered hand.

"You're all far too good for this old man," he said.

"We're exactly good enough," Cyrene said against his knuckles. "And you're exactly who we want."

Zelira came with a gasp and a shudder, clenching down on him, and she rode him through it until her thighs shook, then lifted off and collapsed sideways onto the bed, grinning up at the ceiling.

"Your turn, Rhexa. The old man's still got it. Thirty years of discipline, I'm telling you."

Rhexa moved around in front of him. She stood between his knees, tall and blazing and glorious, her red hair loose around her shoulders, and she gathered her heavy breasts in both hands and knelt down and wrapped them around his cock.

Hadros made a sound that came from down very deep.

She worked him between her tits, slow and firm, the soft heat of her enveloping him completely, and she looked up at him while she did it. He looked down at her. Red hair loose around her face. Ember eyes looking up at him through the warm shadow of the lamplight. Full lips parted with effort.

And for one heartbeat, it was thirty years ago.

The bathhouse in the golden age. A different woman with the same face looking up at him the same way. The same ember eyes, the same red hair spilling loose, the same impossible softness pressed around him. Pyra. The nights they'd stolen, the two of them, a steward and a goddess, a love never spoken. The greatest Flame Muse in circuit history, looking up at him like he was worth something, and him too much a coward to ever say the words out loud.

It lasted a heartbeat. Then it was Rhexa again, and the present, and the bed.

He said nothing.

But Rhexa caught the flicker. She saw something pass across his face, and she misread it completely. Her fierce expression softened into something uncharacteristically tender, and she slowed her movements, pressing her tits gently around him, watching his face with unexpected care.

"Easy, Hadros," she murmured. "No rush. We've got all night."

She thought he was nervous. The old steward, overwhelmed by the attention. She shifted her tits and stroked him slower, warmer, and reached up with one hand to touch the side of his face.

"Mother always said you were the only honest man in Myressa."

Hadros had to look away.

He turned his face toward the wall, and his eyes shone wet in the lamplight, and he did not make a sound.

"Oh," Cyrene whispered, pressing his hand to her cheek. "He's overcome."

Zelira sat up and put her hand on his knee, suddenly gentle herself. "Hey. Hey, old fox. It's alright."

The Muses thought he was moved by the gift. Overwhelmed by gratitude, an old man undone by kindness after a lifetime of service.

Rhexa kissed his shoulder from behind and said nothing more about it, and after a moment Hadros turned back, and his face was composed again, and he nodded once.

"I'm fine," he said. "I'm fine, girls. Continue."

Rhexa rose up then. She climbed onto the bed and straddled him, the way Zelira had, but heavier, slower, more commanding. She lifted herself over his cock and sank down onto him, taking him inside her in one long, deep descent, and Hadros groaned like a man laying down a stone he'd carried up a mountain for thirty years.

"There," Rhexa breathed, settling into his lap, her hands braced on his chest. "There you go."

She rode him. Heavy, rolling thrusts of her hips, deep and unhurried, her massive tits swaying above his face. Cyrene pressed against his left side and took his hand and held it. Zelira pressed against his right and did the same. All three of them around him, holding him, while Rhexa moved on top of him with slow, grinding certainty.

"Let it go, Hadros," Rhexa said, looking down at him. "Whatever you've been carrying all these years. Tonight, you can put it down."

His hips came up off the bed to meet her. His hands came up and gripped her waist, and the last of the steward's restraint cracked apart, and he fucked up into her, hard and deep and desperate, three decades of unspoken things pouring out of him in silence. Rhexa moaned and took all of it, grinding down onto every thrust, her flame-hot pussy clenching around him.

"That's it," she gasped. "That's it, give it to me. Give it all to me."

He came inside her with a sound that was half groan and half something else, his whole body seizing, his grip on her waist tight enough to leave marks, and he spilled into her in long, shuddering pulses that went on and on, like an emptying reservoir. Rhexa moaned through her own climax, clenching down, milking every drop out of him, while Cyrene and Zelira held his hands on either side.

He collapsed back onto the bed, breathing hard, staring at the ceiling.

The girls gave him a minute. Cyrene fetched water. Zelira dabbed the sweat off his forehead with the edge of a sheet, grinning. Rhexa stretched out beside him, thoroughly pleased with herself.

Then Hadros sat up.

"Right," he said, and there was a gleam in his eye that none of them had ever seen before. "Who's next?"

Zelira's mouth fell open. "Again? Already?"

"Thirty years of discipline, girl," Hadros said, and pulled her toward him. "Counts for something."

What followed startled everyone, Hadros included. The second wind carried him through Zelira bent over the bed with her legs shaking and her filthy mouth finally, blessedly silent except for moaning. It carried him through Cyrene on her back, gasping and cumming twice under his steady, patient thrusts while frost bloomed across the headboard. He was not fast, and he was not flashy, but he was relentless, an old engine that had been idling for decades and had finally been opened up, and he fucked each of them with the same thorough, unhurried competence he brought to the ledgers.

By the time he finished inside Cyrene, all three Muses lay sprawled across the bed in various states of ruin.

"Muses of House Varos," Rhexa announced to the ceiling, breathless, "defeated by a steward."

"Speak for yourself," Zelira panted. "I want a rematch. Tomorrow. I'm drafting terms."

And in the study downstairs, Olyndar felt it through the dimmed threads of his bonds, the afterglow bleeding through whether he wanted it or not. Glimpses intruded, uninvited. Rhexa's satisfaction, deep and rumbling. Zelira's dazed disbelief. Cyrene's warm, melted contentment. Flashes of the old man working over them, steady and sure.

Every girl satisfied. Every single one.

Olyndar smiled down at his paperwork and dipped his pen.

"Good for you, old man," he said to the empty study.

* * *

Breakfast the next morning was immaculate.

Hadros sat at the dining table in his usual chair, dressed in his usual robe, posture perfect, ledger open beside his plate. He ate his porridge in measured spoonfuls. He looked exactly as he had every morning for thirty years.

Olyndar sat down across from him.

"Sleep well?"

"Adequately, Kyrios." Hadros did not look up from his porridge. "Thank you for asking."

Rhexa walked in, caught Hadros' eye, and smirked into her porridge as she sat. Zelira followed, dropped into her chair, and made a show of wincing as she sat down, smirking into her own bowl. Cyrene came last, serene and pink-cheeked, and set her bowl down, and smirked into hers.

Hadros turned a page of his ledger as he ate, without comment.

"Today's agenda," he said, voice even. "Festival preparations. Rhexa, final equipment inspection. Zelira, the wine house on Trader's Row expects another performance this week. And Kyrios..." He looked up at Olyndar, and there was the faintest glint in his eye, buried so deep only someone watching for it would catch it. "The house's affairs are in excellent order."

"So I've heard."


Chapter 8

The courier arrived at the Varos gate two hours after dawn, dressed in Wayne grey with a lacquered box under one arm. Hadros met him at the gate. The courier handed the box over with a card tucked under the cord, bowed with exact professional courtesy, and left without a word.

They opened it in the study. All of them.

Inside, nested in dark velvet, sat three collars. Silver-trimmed leather, soft and pale, each one worked with the Wayne crest in fine metal thread. A sword through a crown. They were beautiful objects. Expensive. Made by a craftsman who took pride in his work.

Rhexa picked one up. She held it against her own throat.

"They did their homework; it fits," she said. Her voice came out flat.

Zelira snatched the second one and held it to her neck. Perfect fit. Cyrene didn't touch the third. Everyone in the room understood what the sizing meant. Ortas had measured them. During the loan, during the party, at the gala, at the registry, his people had taken note of three necks and commissioned three collars to fit them.

Hadros picked up the card and read it aloud.

"For my new Muses."

The card dropped onto the desk. Nobody spoke for a moment.

"He's had them made already," Zelira said. "Before the outcome had even been decided." She grabbed the box off the desk. "I'm feeding this to the fire. Or I'll drop it in the harbour and let the fish wear them."

"No." Olyndar took the box from her hands.

He understood exactly what the box was. It was a receipt for property Ortas believed he already owned. It was designed to crawl under his skin. Ortas wanted him rattled. He wanted the farm boy angry and reckless and emotional. An emotional Kyrios was a sloppy Kyrios, and a sloppy Kyrios lost his bond at the worst possible moment. The collars were a weapon aimed at Olyndar's head, not his Muses' necks.

So Olyndar walked to the mantel above the study hearth and set the box on it, lid open, all three collars displayed in their velvet bed in plain view. Impossible to miss.

"Fuel," he said. "Every time I walk past it, I remember what he thinks of us. Every time I sit at that desk, it's looking at me. And on festival day, I walk onto that balcony with all of it banked."

Zelira stared at him. Then she laughed, short and sharp. "That's twisted. I love it."

Hadros looked at the box on the mantel, then at Olyndar, and the old retainer nodded once, slow and deep.

"You're now understanding how this all works, lad," Hadros said.

When festival day arrived, the whole city poured toward the Grand Colossade.

The streets around the arena had been closed to carts since dawn. Vendors worked the crowds outside the gates, selling skewered meat and cups of wine and little wax tablets printed with the day's card. The mid-season festival always drew the biggest crowds of the year, but this year the card had one bout on it that had the entire city frothing. Three contracts against one. A bottom-tier house staking its entire roster against the unbeaten jewel of House Wayne. Betting stalls had lines fifty deep.

Inside, the Colossade was packed past capacity. Every bench full. The standing galleries jammed shoulder to shoulder. People sat on the stairways. People hung off the upper rails. The noise of them hit Olyndar like a cudgel when he stepped onto the Kyrios balcony.

The herald's voice rolled out across the oval, amplified by the stone.

"The mid-season festival feature bout! A Spoils Claim, declared and sealed before Kyreion! House Varos stakes the contracts of Rhexa, Zelira, and Cyrene! House Wayne stakes the contract of Nyri! Single combat! Winner takes all!"

The roar that came back shook dust off the columns. The crowd had come to watch a suicide.

Across the arena, Ortas Wayne stood on his balcony in white. Immaculate white, collar to cuff, his blond hair perfect, a silver wine cup in his hand. He sipped from it as the herald read the stakes, unhurried, at ease. His face said that he had already won. When the roar died down, he raised the cup toward Olyndar's balcony in a small, gracious toast.

Olyndar responded by lounging.

He dropped into his chair and threw one leg over the arm. He took the cup Hadros offered and drank deep, sloppily, letting a streak of wine run down his chin. He wiped it with his sleeve. To anyone watching, and thousands were watching, he looked exactly like the story he had been feeding the city for weeks. An overconfident drunk. A doomed fool playing dress-up.

In the corner of the balcony, Zelira and Cyrene played their parts beautifully. Zelira paced, chewing her thumbnail, shooting anxious glances at the sand. Cyrene sat with her hands knotted in her lap, pale and small. Anyone watching would report that House Varos was coming apart at the seams before the bout even started.

Hadros stood behind Olyndar's chair, face grave.

The herald raised his arm. The tunnels opened.

Rhexa walked out of the eastern tunnel, and the lower bowls stood for her. Red hair loose and wild, arena bronze straining over her, sword at her hip. She walked to her mark with her chin up and planted her feet in the sand, and the Varos crest between her breasts glowed bright and steady.

Nyri emerged from the west.

The crowd's noise changed when they saw her. It went reverent. The champion. The immaculate star of House Wayne. Silver hair fell past her waist without a strand out of place. Her white bodysuit covered her from throat to ankle yet hid nothing. The rapier hung at her hip, thin and elegant. She walked to her mark, and when she stopped, she looked at Rhexa with calm, empty interest.

The horn blew.

The first stretch belonged entirely to the champion.

Nyri drew her rapier and came forward, and within thirty seconds Olyndar understood why no one had ever hit her. She didn't fight like other Muses. There was no aggression in her, no wasted movement, no weight committed anywhere it didn't need to be. She floated across the sand on the balls of her feet, and every time Rhexa swung, Nyri was simply elsewhere. Not fast like Zelira. Not explosive. She just knew where the blade was going before it went there, and she stepped out of its path with a quarter inch to spare, every time, contemptuous in her precision.

Rhexa's first real cut came in high and hard, fire rolling off the steel. Nyri leaned back from it. The blade passed close enough to singe the air in front of her face. Her expression didn't change. Her rapier flicked out, once, and the left strap of Rhexa's brassiere parted. The metal cup sagged. Nyri was already three steps away.

The crowd roared.

Rhexa pressed. She swung again, low, then high, then a thrust that would have gutted a slower fighter. Nyri slipped all three. The rapier kissed out twice more. The right strap went. Then the clasp at Rhexa's back. The brassiere fell into the sand, and Rhexa's breasts swung free, and the people howled.

Underneath it all, the pulses had started.

Olyndar felt them through the bond, low and constant, a pressure building beneath Rhexa's nervous system. Starlight, seeping in, turning everything up. Rhexa's skin prickled. Her body began to warm in ways that had nothing to do with her flame.

Nyri took the plated bottom next. Two flicks, surgical, bored. The armour hit the sand. Rhexa stood naked in the centre of the arena, sword in hand, fire crawling up the blade, and for the first time in the fight Nyri stopped moving.

She looked at Rhexa, and the glow beneath her skin brightened.

"Your mother walked out of Myressa with a stranger's crest," Nyri said. Her voice carried, quiet and clear, pitched for the front rows. "Did you know that? House Wayne keeps thorough records. A merchant prince. She climbed into his carriage and she never looked back."

The projection hit. Olyndar felt it slam into Rhexa's mind through the bond. The gate. The carriage. Pyra's back, receding. And then it shifted, and it was the altar, the Colossade packed and laughing, Rhexa bent over the marble with cum on her skin, and underneath the image the Starlight dragged her own arousal up into the light and threw it back at her. The daughter of the undefeated Ember. Wet on her knees. Loving it.

"Twenty years," Nyri whispered, and the light carried her voice into every corner of Rhexa's skull. "She never came back for you. Not once. Not a letter. Not a word. Twenty years, and she never once came back."

Rhexa's flame guttered.

The fire on her blade stuttered down to nothing. Her sword point dipped. The crowd smelled it, the way crowds always did, and the noise built toward a feeding frenzy. On his balcony, Ortas leaned forward in his chair, wine cup lowering, and for the first time all day his face showed real hunger.

This was the moment. The trap, springing.

Olyndar surged into the trance.

He dropped through the bond and landed inside Rhexa's head, and the illusion hit him like a wall of noise. The gate, the carriage, the laughing crowd, all of it blazing. He planted himself in the middle of it and spoke into the fire.

It's not real, Rhexa. I'm here. Look at me, not at it.

And he opened the vault. Everything banked. Every glance at those collars on the mantel, every night of rage over Cyrene, every drop of possessive fury he'd been storing for weeks. He poured it down the bond in one massive surge.

Rhexa's fire roared back to life.

The blade went from dead steel to white fury in a heartbeat. She came up out of her stance and swung, and for the first time in eight matches, Nyri was a half-step late.

The flat of the burning blade caught the Starlight Muse across the ribs.

Nyri hit the sand and skidded. The sound that came out of the crowd was a single enormous detonation, tens of thousands of people screaming at once. Nyri rolled and came up, and there was a scorched line across her white bodysuit, blackened and smoking, and her face had changed. The porcelain calm was gone.

Olyndar felt Rhexa's savage joy through the bond. First blood. First blood in her whole career.

And then Nyri got serious.

She abandoned the artistry. The whispers stopped. The projections died. What replaced them was raw, grinding pressure. Starlight poured out not as theatre but as blinding sensory overload, a constant crushing weight of light and arousal that hammered at Rhexa's nerves without shape or story. And her fencing changed. The contemptuous flicks became killing thrusts, fast and mean, aimed at tendons and arteries.

Now it was a real fight, and it was brutal.

Rhexa fought naked and burning, and every hit she took fed her. A rapier thrust scratched her thigh and the pain converted to fuel and her fire climbed higher. A cut across her ribs became another surge. She swung in huge, punishing arcs, superheating the air, and Nyri danced through the gaps, too fast to finish.

Olyndar co-piloted. He rode her perception and called angles a half second before they formed. Left. She's going left. Thrust coming low. Rhexa's blade moved to meet attacks that hadn't happened yet, and twice she nearly took Nyri's head off, the rapier mistress barely twisting clear.

Then Nyri adapted to that too.

She started feinting against the pattern. She showed left and went right, and the rapier punched through Rhexa's guard and into her forearm. She showed high and went low, and the point bit into Rhexa's hip. Olyndar felt his own predictions turned against them, and cold sweat ran down his back. Nyri wasn't just fast. She was learning, mid-fight, at a speed that was inhuman.

She's reading me, reading you, Olyndar sent. We go instinct only. No calls.

Then just hold on to me, Rhexa sent back, and swung.

Olyndar felt the blood run down from his nose to his lip. He was past every limit he'd set for himself, the bond channel screaming at the edge of burnout, his skull pounding, and Hadros' hand came down on his shoulder.

"Kyrios. You're bleeding. Pull back."

"Not yet." Olyndar's voice came out thick. "Not while she's still standing."

On the sand, Rhexa took another thrust and moaned as it converted, and answered with a backhand swing that forced Nyri to leap clear. The bout balanced on a knife-edge. Nyri's point sliding toward Rhexa's throat, turned aside by a desperate parry. Rhexa's burning blade an inch from Nyri's spine, slipped by a hair. A grappling moment where the rapier came up between them, and Rhexa caught Nyri's wrist and held it, fire crawling up the white sleeve, before Nyri wrenched free.

And in the middle of it, swinging for her life, Rhexa felt something she hadn't expected. Respect. The champion was cornered and bleeding Starlight and still the most dangerous thing Rhexa had ever faced. She's magnificent, Rhexa thought, almost fondly, and swung again.

But Nyri was running dry.

Olyndar felt it before Rhexa did. The Starlight pressure, constant and crushing for the entire bout, had begun to waver. Nyri had never had to hold her Aspect at combat intensity this long. Her whole career was built on breaking opponents before they could fight back. She was bleeding power with every second, and her face had gone grey under the silver hair, and her thrusts grew slower.

She knew it too. Olyndar saw the decision form in her eyes.

Nyri disengaged, leapt back to the centre of the arena, and spent everything.

The flare was total. Blinding. The whole arena went white, every shadow erased, the crowd crying out and covering their faces. Starlight flooded the sand and poured into Rhexa, seeking, digging, hunting for anything hidden, any secret, any shame, any buried thing left to illuminate.

It found nothing.

Rhexa stood inside the light, naked and burning, emptied of secrets. The mother. The defeats. The arousal. All of it already said out loud, already owned, already hers. There was nothing left to light up.

"I'm not her," Rhexa said quietly, into the white. "I'm me."

She answered with everything she had.

The air around her superheated. The sand at her feet turned to glass. Her blade went white to the hilt, and she swung, one strike, a wave of fire that rolled across the arena floor and swallowed the champion whole.

When the light faded, Nyri lay on the sand. Her bodysuit was torn and scorched black. Her silver hair was singed. The immaculate star of House Wayne was sprawled on her back in the dirt, mortal, beaten in front of the whole city.

The horn blew.

"Victory to House Varos!"

The arena erupted.

It went past cheering into something Olyndar had never heard before, a sound like the building itself coming apart. The single greatest upset in living circuit memory, and the crowd knew what they'd just seen. Men who had bet against Varos were cheering anyway, screaming themselves hoarse, because they'd just watched history. A betting man in the front row was weeping and laughing in the same breath, tearing his ticket in half and waving the pieces. Two merchants embraced, strangers before the match had begun.

And then the chant started. It began in the lower bowls, ragged at first, then spreading, then enormous.

"VAROS. VAROS. VAROS."

Olyndar stood at his balcony rail with blood on his lip and let it wash over him.

Across the arena, Ortas Wayne stood frozen in white. His wine cup had stopped halfway to his mouth. His face, the beautiful, perfect, manufactured face, had cracked open in full public view, and what showed underneath was small and ugly and furious. He did not move. The cup trembled in his hand.

Olyndar didn't wait to watch him. He ran for the tunnel.

Rhexa met him inside it, still naked, still smoking, scorch marks blooming across the stone where her feet touched. She hit him at full speed and drove him back against the tunnel wall, and her mouth found his, and she tasted of smoke and  victory.

"Ambrosia of the gods, Kyrios," she growled against his lips.

She shoved his robes up and dropped to her knees and freed his cock, already aching from the bond feedback, and swallowed him in one stroke. He lasted seconds that way before he hauled her up, spun her around, and pressed her hands to the stone. He drove into her from behind, and she was furnace-hot inside, and she moaned loud enough that the front rows beyond the tunnel mouth heard her and roared.

He fucked her against the wall, hard and deep, her shredded kit still smoking on the sand outside, the chant of the crowd still rolling overhead. She came clenching around him, screaming his name off the stone, and he spent himself inside her while the people chanted their house's name.

They were still straightening his robes when the herald's summons echoed down the tunnel. The Spoil Claim. The contract of Nyri awaited its new master.

Rhexa pulled his collar into place, kissed him once more, slow and filthy, and grinned at him with deadly dangerous eyes.

"Let's go collect your prize."

They walked back out onto the sand together, dishevelled and smoking and radiant, into the roar.


Chapter 9

The altar attendants brought Nyri out a stretcher, but she refused it. She stood on her own, swaying, her scorched bodysuit hanging in blackened strips, and walked to the centre of the sand under her own power. Olyndar had to give her that. Broken, stripped of her contract, her whole life overturned, and she still walked straight.

The judge presided over the altar with the temple clerk beside him. Ortas Wayne had been summoned down from his balcony, and he came because the law required it.

"The Seal of House Wayne is voided by Spoils Claim," the judge announced. "Witnessed before Kyreion."

The clerk produced a small iron brand, cold, ritual only, and pressed it to the coiled crest on Nyri's collarbone. The Wayne mark flickered and died under it. The light went out of the Seal like a lamp being capped, and Nyri stood there and let it happen, her face blank, her eyes fixed on the middle distance.

Ortas watched the whole thing with his hands folded behind his back. He looked like a man attending a funeral.

"House Varos may now claim its spoil," the judge said. "The rite of consummation, before witnesses."

The crowd pressed forward. This was the part they stayed for. The champion, broken and transferred, taken on the altar by the farm boy who'd stolen her.

Olyndar climbed onto the altar platform. Nyri stood beside the marble block, and he looked at her properly for the first time. Up close, she was stunning in a way that hurt. The singed silver hair, the pale skin streaked with arena dirt, the perfect posture holding everything together. She looked at him with calm, empty eyes and knelt without being told. She bent over the marble. She placed her hands flat on the stone. The posture was exact, practised, a shape she'd performed a hundred times for Ortas's guests.

That precision bothered him more than any resistance would have.

He freed his cock and stepped behind her. The crowd roared. He pushed into her, and she was wet, the combat conversion still running through her system, and she took him to the root without a sound. He fucked her slowly. Deliberately. Long, deep strokes, controlled, his hands steady on her hips. He could feel her through the fresh, raw bond the claim had cracked open between them, a thin new thread, and what came through it was nothing. No arousal beyond the body's automatic response. No fear. No hatred. A locked room.

He gave her a dozen strokes, enough for the law and the crowd, and then he stopped.

He pulled out. He tucked himself away. He took the cloak Rhexa handed up to him and draped it over Nyri's shoulders, covering her from neck to ankle, and he took her arm and lifted her gently off the altar.

"Not here," he said, quiet enough that only she heard it. "You're coming home."

The crowd's roar faltered into a confused murmur. Men looked at each other. The judge blinked. A consummation begun and not finished, the victor wrapping his spoil and walking her off the sand untouched, nobody could remember seeing it done. Ortas Wayne stood at the edge of the platform watching it, and for the first time, genuine confusion crossed his face.

Olyndar walked Nyri down the altar steps and across the sand, through the fading noise, into the Varos tunnel, with his cloak on her shoulders and his hand light on her arm.

The first days with Nyri in the house were awful in a way Olyndar hadn't expected.

She was perfect. That was the problem.

She stood where she was placed. When he showed her to the small room beside Cyrene's, she walked in, turned to face him, and waited. When he told her to sit, she sat. When he told her to eat, she ate, precise small bites, utensils used correctly, posture immaculate. When he asked her questions, she answered exactly what was asked and nothing more.

The first morning, he found her standing in the middle of her room at dawn, fully dressed in the plain wrap the house had given her, hands at her sides, facing the door.

"How long have you been standing there?" he asked.

"Since first light, Kyrios."

"Why didn't you sit? Or lie down?"

"You didn't tell me to."

That sat in his chest like a stone.

At breakfast, she stood beside the table until Rhexa, exasperated, pointed at a chair. Nyri sat. She waited until Olyndar took his first bite before touching her food. She ate what was in front of her without preference or comment, and when Zelira asked if she wanted more bread, she looked at Olyndar.

"Would you like me to want more bread?"

Zelira's fork stopped halfway to her mouth.

The clothing was worse. Olyndar had a chest of spare garments brought to her room, wraps and dresses in different cuts and colours, and told her to wear whatever she liked. He came back an hour later and found her standing in front of the open chest, naked, unmoving. She'd been there the whole time.

"I don't understand the instruction," she said.

"Pick something you like."

"What would you like me to like?"

He stood in the doorway and looked at her, this woman who had dismantled fighters without being touched, who had conducted Cyrene's breaking like a maestro, and she couldn't choose a dress.

"Try the blue one," he said quietly.

She put on the silver one. It suited her. She showed no sign of noticing.

He tried to know her. He sat with her in the courtyard in the afternoons and asked questions, gentle ones, the way he'd once drawn Cyrene out.

"What's your favourite thing, Nyri?"

"Winning."

"Besides fighting. What do you do when you're not training?"

A long pause. Her eyes moved slightly, searching for the correct answer to a question no one had ever asked her.

"I wait."

"What did Ortas do with you when you weren't fighting?"

"I attended him. I stood at his chair during meals. I was presented to guests. When guests paid, I was given to them." She recited it flatly, a logistics report. "I was bathed and dressed and positioned. I performed as instructed."

"Did he ever just... talk to you?"

"He gave instructions. I carried them out."

Through the thin new bond, Olyndar kept catching the same shape underneath her stillness, and it took him days to name it. She was Zelira with the volume at zero. A performer whose entire existence was the performance. But Zelira performed to be seen, to be wanted, to be applauded. Nyri performed to be used correctly. Zelira's audience was the crowd. Nyri's audience was the man holding her leash, and if he was satisfied, nothing else existed. Ortas had never touched her as anything but an instrument. Nobody ever had. The starting Concord sat at Strained, a thin cold thread, and nothing he did moved it.

Then the food chain problem detonated.

At House Wayne, Nyri had been the apex. The premier. The jewel above every other Muse in that household, the instrument of the master's will. At Varos, she was the fourth. The newest. The Strained bond in a house full of Bound and Joined women who shared a bed, a history, and a Kyrios she'd barely met.

And she hated it.

With Rhexa, she was stiff and correct in a way that somehow insulted more than open contempt. "You fought adequately in the festival bout," she said at breakfast on the fourth day, nodding once at Rhexa. "Your final strike was well-executed."

"Adequately." Rhexa's hand tightened around her cup. "I put you on your back."

"Yes. As I said. Well-executed."

"I'd rather she spat at me," Rhexa told Olyndar later, in private, actually angry. "At least spitting is honest."

With Zelira, she was worse, because she saw a peer and didn't want one. They passed each other in the courtyard and Nyri gave her a small, exact nod, the nod of an instrument acknowledging another instrument, and Zelira stood there after she'd gone uncertain how to approach her.

"She looks at me like I'm a mirror she doesn't want to look into," Zelira said.

The corridor incident with Cyrene happened on the fifth day. Olyndar only heard about it after. The two of them ended up alone in the upstairs hallway, and the air itself went cold, frost blooming on the stone under Cyrene's feet without her calling it. Nyri stopped in front of her. Looked at her for a long moment. The woman she'd spent three days dismantling.

"You held longer than the others did," Nyri said.

That was all. Not an apology. An assessment. The closest thing to respect she was capable of offering. Cyrene walked away shaking, and it took Olyndar an hour in the bathhouse to settle her.

But the ugliest beat was what Nyri thought of him.

His kindness read to her as incompetence. A real Kyrios commanded. A real house had hierarchy, order, a structure you could navigate. This soft man with his shared bed and his asking, his "what would you like," his gentle afternoons, she interpreted the entire household as weakness, and her demotion to the bottom of a weak house as total ruin.

She said it to his face on the sixth evening, in her room, perfectly poised, hands folded.

"At House Wayne, I was the blade. The master's will made flesh. Here I am a... guest. Fed. Clothed. Asked questions about my preferences." Her voice stayed level, and the contempt came through anyway. "You don't even know what you won, Kyrios. You captured a weapon, and you're keeping it in a drawer like a keepsake."

Something in Olyndar finally stopped.

"Stand up," he said.

She stood, fluid and obedient, and he saw it in her eyes, the expectation. Here it came. The rite she'd been waiting for. The use. The part where the new master took what he'd paid for, and she could go back to knowing what she was.

She untied her wrap and let it fall. She stood naked, flawless, and turned to present herself, and her hands went to the edge of the bed, assuming the position.

"No," Olyndar said. "Face me."

She turned. He stepped close and looked at her, and she met his eyes with the calm of a courtesan awaiting instructions, her body already arranging itself into availability.

"You want me to make use of you? Fine, however there are some rules," he said. "Every time you fake it, I'll stop. Every time you're honest, I'll let you have more."

Her face didn't change, but something behind it stuttered.

"I don't fake it, Kyrios. I perform correctly."

"Then this should be easy."

He reached through the thin bond and dropped into the trance.

It was the first time any Kyrios had ever been inside her perception. He landed in her mind and found it strange and quiet, a space organised like a barracks, everything in its place, everything for a purpose. And underneath the order, buried deep, locked behind the discipline, he found it. The hidden thing she had been hiding. The thing that made her such a good breaker of others.

She wanted to be the one overwhelmed. To lose. To be taken past her own control by someone who wouldn't discard her after.

"Ah," Olyndar said softly, standing behind her own eyes. "There it is."

"There what is?" Her voice had lost a degree of its polish.

"You spend every match taking other women apart," he said. "And the whole time, you want someone to do it to you. To take you past your control. To hold you after."

"That's incorrect."

He pushed the bond's evidence at her, the shape of it, undeniable from the inside. She didn't know about his powers. And you cannot lie to a man standing behind your own eyes.

The first crack appeared.

"Say it."

"I..." She found herself speaking despite herself. "I want to be overwhelmed. I want to lose control. I want someone to keep me after."

He kissed her. She stood rigid for a moment, then her mouth opened, and he felt her astonishment through the bond; kisses were not part of her instruction set. He laid her back on the bed and pushed into her slowly, and she was wet, genuinely, and her body took him with the same flawless availability it gave everyone, but her mind was wide open now.

"And the food chain," he said, moving in her, deep and slow. "You hate being fourth. Being beneath Rhexa, beneath Zelira, beneath the girl you broke. Say why."

"Because I was the blade," she gasped. "I was above them all, and now I'm nothing, I'm the bottom of a weak house..."

"Say the rest."

He stopped moving. Held there, buried in her, giving her voice.

"Because it's the first thing in years that's made me feel anything at all," she broke. "Being beneath them. Being made to take my place last. I hate it. I hate it because it's true, and I hate it more because..." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "Because it makes me wet."

He fucked her then, deep and steady, and through the bond he found her arousal system and took hold of it the way he'd learned with Zelira. But the tone was inverted. Every time her orgasm built and he cut it off through the Seal, it was a demonstration, not a punishment. Your body answers to me now, and I am not cruel with it.

The first denial made her gasp. The second made her grab the sheets. The third made her perfect posture dissolve, her hips lifting off the bed, chasing him, and he felt her horror at her own body's disobedience.

"Your posture's gone," he murmured. "There's the real you."

"Please," she said, and then caught herself, because instruments didn't beg.

"Tell me what you want."

"Please. Please let me cum. I need it, I need you, I've never... no one has ever..."

Her breathing went next, ragged and loud. Then her voice, small broken sounds climbing with every denied peak. The porcelain cracked in stages, and Olyndar watched every piece fall, holding her, keeping her, flooding the bond with one constant promise: I'm not leaving. I'm not discarding you. You're mine now.

When he finally let her have it, Nyri screamed.

It was genuine and graceless, the first honest sound she'd made in years, and it was a sob as much as an orgasm. She came apart under him, and he gave her everything at once, stacking the denied peaks into one long rolling release that shook her until her silver hair was ruined across the pillow, immaculate no more, her legs locked around him, her arms wrapped around his neck, clinging to him like the last solid thing in the world.

He came inside her, deep, holding her through the aftershocks, and through the bond he felt the Strained Seal flicker. Not fixed. Not even close. But warming. A thread with heat in it for the first time. He hadn't broken her down yet but the door to her was now unlocked.

She fell asleep against his chest an hour later, guards down, her face soft and unguarded in a way it had never been, maybe ever. He lay there with her weight on him and watched her breathe.

A sound at the door made him look up.

Three Muses stood in the doorway. Rhexa, arms folded, a territorial flare banked behind her eyes as she looked at the woman in her Kyrios's bed. Zelira, head tilted, studying Nyri's sleeping face with the recognition of one performer seeing another's mask finally off. And Cyrene, staring at the woman who had conducted her breaking, her hands clasped tight in front of her.

"She sleeps?" Cyrene asked quietly.

"Apparently," Olyndar said. "Though this is the first time I've seen her do it."

* * *

The city shifted around them over the following days.

The Colossade was still chanting Varos. Betting houses across Myressa refused Varos odds entirely now, nobody would take the other side of a Varos match, and the bookmakers had learned their lesson. Invitations arrived at the estate daily, embossed cards from houses that wouldn't have spat on the gate a month ago. Gifts piled up in the front hall unopened: wine, silks, a ceremonial dagger from a house Olyndar had never heard of.

The darker countersigns came too. Ortas Wayne had withdrawn from public view entirely. No galas, no temple appearances, nothing. Hadros noted it grimly over breakfast.

"A man like that going quiet isn't defeated. He is planning something."

Damar Vexis had been seen at the temple archives three times in a week, requesting old Seal records, researching something nobody could identify. And Morath was moving in circles Hadros found concerning.

Then the announcement came, posted on every board in the registry.

The Royal Rumble. The grand melee of the season, declared for the month's end. Multiple houses, multiple Muses, open chaos. Exactly the arena where a wounded elite could take revenge with the cover of the crowd.

Hadros laid it out in the study without sugar.

"You humiliated a sadist, robbed a schemer, and blackmailed a prelate. They can't touch you separately anymore, you're too visible, too beloved. So they'll come together, in the Rumble, where no one can see who swung."

The war council gathered that evening. The full household, four Muses now.

Olyndar stood at the desk and gave them the hard truth. Rhexa was elite but mortal. Zelira and Cyrene were dangerous but untested against top-tier fighters. And Nyri, the single most powerful weapon in the house, had a Strained bond and one honest orgasm to her name.

Nyri sat at the edge of the room, correct and quiet, listening.

"Nyri," Olyndar said. "Can you fight for this house?"

She considered the question with terrible honesty.

"I can fight," she said. "I don't know what fighting 'for' a house means."

"It will have to do."

Later, Olyndar stood alone in the courtyard at dusk. Four bonds hummed in his chest, three braided thick and warm, one thin and silver and new.

He looked at the training ground, the cleared flagstones, the posts scarred by a hundred drills, and he saw what it had to become. Not a garden but a forge. He'd won the brightest star in the city. Now he had to teach her to burn for him, before the wolves finished circling.

The Royal Rumble was coming. And House Varos wasn't walking in as the joke.
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