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Chapter 1

The crowd roared as flames whipped around Rhexa. The sands beneath her feet fused to glass wherever she stepped, cracking and popping under her heavy boots. She drove her sword forward and poured her Aspect straight into the steel. The blade erupted. Orange fire licked up the fuller and spilled off the crossguard in fat, rolling waves.

Rhexa slammed her weapon against the opposing Muse's round shield. She blasted heat outward, turning her own sweat to instant steam. The other fighter, a tall, lean woman channelling a Wind Aspect, braced both legs wide and shoved the shield forward with her full weight. Rhexa dug her heels into the glassed sand and pushed back. The contact point between sword and shield burned hot white.

The Wind Muse swept her spear low. Rhexa vaulted the shaft. Her massive breasts crushed against the tiny hammered-metal cups of her brassiere, soft flesh bulging over the rims and threatening to spill completely. She stretched her tall, thick frame to the absolute limit, barely held together by the sparse steel harness. She landed squarely, clenching her thighs, and the impact sent a hard jolt through the high-cut plated bikini bottom wedged tight over her wide hips. She whipped her head back and sent her crimson hair swinging in a heavy arc around her face. The long red locks blurred together with the actual fire she channelled into the blade until it was impossible to tell where one ended and the other began.

She fought like a living goddess, a sight to behold.

The Wind Muse lunged. She thrust the spear upward at Rhexa's collarbone. Rhexa twisted her waist hard, dodging the point by an inch, and grabbed the long wooden shaft with her left hand. She yanked. The other woman stumbled forward, off-balance. Rhexa stepped immediately inside the guard and drove her knee over around the shield and straight into the woman's gut.

The opponent moaned as the hit converted to pleasure. She buckled forward and dropped the spear. Rhexa stepped over the fallen weapon and slashed her burning sword against the shield. A massive shower of hot embers scattered across the sand. Rhexa looked like a roaring bonfire given legs and curves.

The Wind Muse recovered faster than she should have. She twisted, grabbed her fallen spear, and wrenched it sideways against Rhexa's blade. She shoved the burning sword wide, out of line, and a violent concentrated blast of air exploded point-blank from the weapon's tip and caught Rhexa square in the chest.

The shockwave launched Rhexa backward. She stumbled over the glassed sand. Her breasts bounced completely free of their tight metal cups as the brassiere's clasp bent open under the force. They swung loose, nipples hard, fully exposed for every row in the stadium to see.

The Wind Muse pressed immediately. She unleashed a furious, unrelenting barrage. High thrust, then a sweeping cut aimed right at Rhexa's exposed thighs. Rhexa blocked the first two blows, but her blade flared and died into dull grey steel. The fire guttered out.

She needed an anchor. She reached through the Kyric Seal stamped between her breasts, grasping for Lord Varos's presence on the other end. She found a thin, wilting thread. Their connection lacked the deep bond her Aspect required. Her innate fire choked completely.

The Wind Muse slammed the blunt butt of her spear hard into Rhexa's stomach.

Rhexa gasped. She absorbed the impact and felt the shock convert instantly into a hot rush of pure arousal straight between her legs. She squeezed her thighs together. She bent her knees and dug her boots into the sand to stay upright. The hit felt less like a blow and more like a rough hand grabbing her from the inside out.

She needed her Kyrios. Lord Varos sat somewhere up in the patron's balcony, but his attention felt thin and scattered through the Seal, he was distant. He wasn't watching the fight. He was counting what this loss would cost him. She could feel his distraction sitting cold and heavy in her chest where the Seal should have burned hot. Their Concord had been bleeding for months. Their contract felt hollow.

The Wind Muse stepped in close and spun the spear. A razor-thin blade of compressed air ripped straight through the torn straps hanging off Rhexa's shoulders. The wind tore the brassiere clean off her body and flung the crumpled metal cups into the dirt.

The audience screamed. Thousands of people watched Rhexa stand stripped under the open sky, bare from the waist up and on the back foot.

Rhexa didn't let her exhibition stop her. She stepped forward and swung. But without her Aspect feeding the steel, she swung a heavy useless chunk of iron. The Wind Muse blocked the slow strike with her shield, barely even shifting her feet, and shoved Rhexa backward.

Rhexa lost her footing. Another focused blast of air hit her directly between the legs. The crushing pressure snapped the metal clasps holding her plated bikini bottom together. The wind stripped the heavy armoured plate right off her hips; it hit the sand with a clunk.

She stood completely naked in the middle of the arena. Slick wetness trailed down the inside of her thighs. Every blow, every piece of torn armour, every second of degrading exposure fed the combat pleasure flooding her nervous system. She moaned loud enough for the front rows to hear.

The Wind Muse closed the distance. She thrust the tip of her spear into Rhexa's right thigh. The pain gave way to overwhelming sexual ecstasy. She threw her head back and let out a wet, messy scream. Her grip failed. She dropped her sword into the sand.

The judge's horn blew.

"Halt! Match stopped! Victory to House Calliros by official stoppage!"

The Wind Muse pulled her spear back and stepped away cleanly. Rhexa dropped to one knee. She pulsed with the distorted pleasure that kept Muses conscious through damage. She pressed her palm flat against the sand. Her whole body was weak. She couldn't even look up at the balcony.

The herald's voice boomed across the stadium.

"As declared by pre-match stakes, the defeated Muse will perform the concession rite as specified by House Calliros. Rhexa of House Varos... present yourself."

The concession. She'd almost let herself forget. Lord Varos had wagered high to cover a debt, confident in a victory that never came. The terms had been specific. Publicly specific.

Rhexa forced herself to stand. She walked, naked, across the arena floor toward the Calliros balcony.

The opposing Kyrios descended the short stairway to the sand. A man in his forties, thick-necked, well-fed, wearing a deep blue cloak trimmed with silver thread. He smiled as Rhexa approached. He was already unlacing his robes.

"On your knees."

Rhexa sank down. The sand was hot under her shins.

He pulled his cock free. Half-hard, already flushed with the excitement of watching his Muse tear the fight apart. He stepped forward until the tip pressed against her collarbone.

"Go on, then. Put those to work."

Rhexa lifted her heavy breasts with both hands. She pressed them together around his shaft without a word. The crowd surged louder. She squeezed the soft, full weight of her tits around him and started to stroke, dragging them up and down in a slow, firm rhythm. His cock disappeared completely between the tight press of her cleavage.

She stared straight ahead at his belt buckle. She didn't look up. She gave him nothing beyond the physical act demanded by the stakes. Her face stayed flat, controlled, even as her body still trembled with residual combat arousal that made every inch of her oversensitive.

"Harder."

She tightened her grip and sped up. She spat down at his cock. The wet sound of him pumping was not the worst of it. It was his grunting. His fingers grasped her wild hair as his hips rolled upwards into her breasts.

She reached through the Seal one more time. She searched for Lord Varos. Some fragment of anger, of command, of acknowledgment that his Muse was on her knees being used in front of twenty thousand people because of his wager.

She found almost nothing. A faint, scattered haze. He was barely even watching. Whatever occupied his mind, it wasn't her. It wasn't the arena. It wasn't the sight of his contracted Muse performing a public sex act as payment for his failed bet.

The Calliros Kyrios thrust his hips forward. He fucked the smooth channel between her breasts, picking up speed. Rhexa held herself steady. Her thick thighs held her steady.

"Fuck. Look at these things." He reached down and took a handful of breast. "Best tits on the whole circuit, wasted on a dying house."

The crowd laughed. Parts of it, anyway. Others just watched, hungry, leaning forward in their seats.

He came fast. He yanked her hair and pulled her face up just before he finished. The first thick rope of cum hit her across the bridge of her nose and right cheek. The second splattered over her lips and chin. He pumped the rest out onto her breasts, milking himself against her slick cleavage until her tits were streaked white.

He let go of her hair.

"Good girl. Tell your Kyrios he can have you back now."

Rhexa stayed on her knees for a few seconds before walking away. Cum dripped off her body. It slid in thick lines down the curves of her breasts and collected in the hollow between them. She could taste salt on her lower lip. Twenty thousand people stared at her lewd state.

She stood up slowly. Her legs held. She turned and walked back across the arena floor toward the Varos tunnel without cleaning herself.

Lord Varos wasn't waiting at the tunnel entrance. She saw his chair on the balcony, already empty.

She stopped just inside the shadow of the arch where the crowd couldn't see. She leaned one shoulder against the rough stone wall, pressed her forehead against it, and closed her eyes. Her Seal felt dead.

That was the worst one yet.

Not the hardest fight. Not the most damaging. She'd taken worse hits, lost worse matches in her career. But she had never felt so completely alone in the middle of a bond. She'd knelt there with his seed on her face and reached for her Kyrios and touched nothing.

The absolute worst.


Chapter 2

The carriage hit a pothole in the road and Olyndar's knee banged against the wooden sidewall. He winced, shifted his weight on the thin bench cushion, and went back to staring out the window.

The view outside hadn't changed in theme for three hours. Farmlands, dry grass, olive trees. If he were lucky, a goat

Across from him, Hadros sat with his arms folded over his chest and his chin dipped toward his collarbone. The old retainer hadn't spoken in nearly an hour. He might have been sleeping. He might have been thinking. With Hadros, the two looked identical.

"I keep expecting a letter," Olyndar said.

Hadros opened one eye.

"From him. From my father." Olyndar sighed. "Some courier on a fast horse with a letter telling me it was all a mistake. That he's alive."

Hadros opened the other eye. He sat up straighter and rubbed the back of his neck with one broad, rough hand.

"That letter isn't coming, lad."

"I know."

"Your father's been missing for four months. His creditors petitioned the magistrates two weeks ago to have him declared legally dead. The courts agreed. Whatever happened to him, the city's moved on."

Olyndar kept his gaze on the passing trees. "I barely knew him. He sent money twice a year and visited less often than that..."

"A great shame," Hadros said. His voice was level, dry, worn smooth like a river stone. "You had a good life out there, from what I understand. Was it nice in the countryside?"

"It was fine."

"Well. It's over now."

The carriage lurched. Olyndar grabbed the edge of his seat. Through the small forward window, past the driver's hunched shoulders, the road had widened. Packed dirt gave way to fitted stone. Other carts appeared, merchant wagons, a pair of riders in matching grey cloaks. Then he noticed the walls.

Olyndar leaned forward. The main gates of Myressa rose ahead of them like something from a painting or dream. Pale stone, taller than any building he had seen back home, carved with enormous figures he couldn't identify. Armed men stood at the gate posts, but the gates themselves were wide open, swallowing a steady stream of people and vehicles.

The carriage passed through.

Vendors shouted on the street and sold their wares. Meat was being roasted and the scent hit Olyndar, making his mouth water. Then the sweet smell of perfume from the temple prostitutes hit, less appetising to Olyndar's sense of smell but not to his sight. The various beauties wore sheer robes so that customers knew what they were getting into with their "donations." They did their best to solicit the pedestrians walking by. Looking downhill, Olyndar spotted the ships moored in the docks; the hundreds of ships looked like miniatures from where his was, the whole city did.

Olyndar stuck his head halfway out the window.

The street opened into a broad avenue lined with buildings three and four storeys high. Stone facades with painted trim in faded blues and ochres. Balconies draped with cloth. People everywhere, more people than he had ever seen in his life, packed onto sidewalks and threaded between carts. A shrine stood at the next intersection, marble columns wrapped in garlands, with a carved goddess twice the height of a man raising both arms toward the sky, breasts bared. It was in front of a domed temple, taller than the surrounding structures.

Then he saw the city's centrepiece in the distance. An enormous oval structure of columns and arches.

"Is that..."

"The arena. The Grand Colossade." Hadros nodded. "You'll see plenty of it."

Olyndar pulled his head back inside. Everything he'd ever known was the size of a speck compared to this. His house, his fields, his neighbours, his routines... all of it could fit inside a single block of this city with room to spare.

Hadros watched him absorb it. The old retainer's face gave away nothing.

"Right," Hadros said, once Olyndar had settled back against the bench. "We should talk about what you're walking into."

"You've been very careful not to explain much so far."

"I was giving you time to grieve. Time's up." Hadros planted both hands on his knees. "Your father held four Muse contracts when he disappeared. One of those Muses left the house as soon as your father was declared dead, took a transfer to House Palleren. Two of them are currently undergoing their yearly examinations and won't be back for a few days. The last one, and most senior Muse and the only reason the household hasn't fallen apart, has been waiting at the estate."

"Waiting for what?"

"For you. For a Kyrios."

Olyndar looked at him blankly.

Hadros waited.

"What is a Kyrios?" Olyndar asked.

The carriage kept rolling. Street noise filled the silence. Hadros stared at him for a long time. The old man showed an expression that didn't befit his face.

"You're serious."

"Should I not be?"

Hadros exhaled through his nose. He dragged one hand down his face, pulling at the loose skin under his chin. "I knew your father raised you outside the city and kept you away from all of this. But I assumed... gods, I assumed he'd told you something."

"He told me to tend the goats and stay out of trouble."

"Wonderful." Hadros leaned back. "A Kyrios is what you are about to become, whether you're ready for it or not. The word means master, lord, holder. In practice, a Kyrios is the legal and ritual head of a household. He holds the Muse contracts, manages the finances, directs training and strategy, represents the house in the Laureled Circuit, that's the arena league, and bears full public accountability for everything his household does. Including its debts."

"Debts?"

"We'll get to that." Hadros held up a finger. "A Kyrios and his Muses are the cornerstone of society. Both are blessed by the gods. The Muses blessed with power, the Kyrioi blessed with control. Didn't you have Muses where you lived?"

"No. Well, I had heard of them before but just thought they were priestesses."

"Oh gods… Alright then. We are going to need to do a lot of catching up, lad. I'll give you the short of it. Muses' have divine Aspects, power from the goddesses themselves, but it can only be awakened and stabalized by a Kyric Seal.

"I've never heard of such a creature."

"Not a creature. It's a contract between a Muse and a Kyrios. It binds her power to his authority. Without a Seal, a must can't sustain her Aspect, or worse, it explodes out of control. Contacted Muses are the cornerstone of every great house in Myressa."

"And my father held four of these contracts?"

"He did. Though that is small by Myressian standards," Hadros' posture drooped. "When I first started serving House Varos, under you grandfather, it was considered one of the greatest houses in the city. Over two dozen Muse's, multiple arena titles, public favour, we had it all."

"What happened?"

Hadros regained his posture, but something in the set of his mouth tightened. "Your father. He gambled obsessively. Not just in the arena, wagers are expected there, but he leveraged match stakes he couldn't afford. He started borrowing against future victories that never came."

"Debts."

"Yes. And as his heir, you've inherited those debts."

The carriage turned a corner. The street narrowed. The buildings here looked older, their paint faded, their balconies sagging.

"How much debt?"

"237,000 drachma."

Olyndar's sat very still.

"That can't be right."

"It's right."

"I'm inheriting that? From a man who visited me less than a dozen times in twenty years?"

"You're inheriting the house, the name, the contracts, and the obligations. All of it. That's how succession works."

"That's hardly fair."

Hadros looked at him with flat, steady patience. "Life is rarely fair, lad. The arena world is even less so. But you also inherit the estate, the remaining staff, and the remaining Muses. That's worth more than you realise."

The carriage slowed.

The Varos estate sat behind a low stone wall at the end of a curving residential lane. Iron gates, once painted black, now flaking to rust, surrounded a courtyard with cracked flagstones. Hedges that had been shaped once but now grew wild and bushy, spilled over the edge of the pathways.

The house itself was large. Two full storeys of pale limestone with a colonnaded porch, arched windows, and a sloped tile roof, missing patches of clay where weather had knocked them loose. Ivy crawled up the eastern wall. The front doors were made of a dark wood, carved with a crest: an olive tree on top of an anvil, the Varos crest.

"This is all mine?" Olyndar stepped out of the carriage and gazed up. It was a far different dwelling from his small shack back home.

"All yours, Kyrios." Hadros climbed down from the carriage with a grunt and stretched his back. "Provided you can keep it. If you fail to be officially instated or if you refuse, the creditors will petition for dissolution. The estate gets seized and sold. The staff, Muses, myself, we'll be turned out. And House Varos will cease to exist."

Olyndar looked at the cracked flagstones. At the weeds pushing through. It had clearly been beautiful once.

"How long do I…"

The front doors opened.

Rhexa stepped out.

Olyndar forgot what he was about to say.

She was tall. A head taller than him, and he was not a short man. Large hips, even larger breasts. A figure that was both strong, yet supple. Thin waist and thick thighs. Her hair was a deep, vivid red, falling in heavy waves past her shoulders and halfway down her back. She wore a loose training wrap that covered very little. A band of dark fabric was pulled across her chest and looked like it was struggling against the sheer volume of her breasts. A low-slung skirt barely covered what would be considered decent. Her ember-coloured eyes locked onto him.

She looked him over. It was a long drag of the eyes from top to bottom.

"Hm."

Hadros gestured. "Rhexa, this is Olyndar Varos. Olyndar, this is Rhexa. Senior Muse of House Varos, and currently the only reason this house still has a pulse."

Rhexa walked down the porch steps toward him. Each step was deliberate and heavy. She stopped within breathing distance of Olyndar and looked down at him.

"I expected you to be taller."

Up close, the difference was worse. Her chin was level with his forehead. The wrap across her breasts sat directly in his line of sight. He could see the deep line of her cleavage, the heavy, round swell of each breast pushing the fabric to its absolute limit. It looked like one careless move and the whole arrangement looked like it might explode.

He tilted his head back to meet her eyes.

"I expected everything to be a bit smaller," he said. "We're both adjusting."

Rhexa's brow creased. She studied his face. Whatever she was looking for, she apparently didn't find it, because she let out a long breath.

"He'll have to do."

"I'm Olyndar, but you can call me Olyn if you'd like."

She blinked. She creased her brow deeper and then smoothed it. She glanced sideways at Hadros, who gave her nothing, and looked back at Olyndar. For a moment, she seemed genuinely unsure what to do with a response that wasn't bluster or command.

"...Olyn."

"That's me," He smiled.

She turned and walked back up the steps. At the door, she looked over her shoulder.

"Hadros. Explain the Seal to him. All of it. I won't babysit."

After they were settled in the front hall, Hadros explained it. They were standing beside a marble bust of a regal, bearded man. Olyndar's grandfather. It was cracked along the cheek.

"As I said before, the Kyric Seal formalises the bond between Kyrios and Muse. It's a contract, but it's also a ritual. The Seal gives you authority over your Muse and stabilises her Aspect. Ultimately, it ties a Muse's power to the house. Without an active Seal, Rhexa can't access her Aspect. She's been running on fumes since your father disappeared."

"How is it made?"

"Legally? Signed documentation by a house official, witnessed by a temple notary. That part's already been taken care of. But the ritual component requires physical contact. Skin to skin and intimate. The initial Concord, the starting strength of the contract's bond, depends a fair bit on the quality of that initial contact. If you rush it or treat it like a chore, the Seal starts weak and will likely stay weak."

"When you say intimate..."

"I mean exactly what you think I mean."

Olyndar stood very still.

"Rhexa's waiting in the baths," Hadros said. "She's done this before. She knows the ritual. Follow her lead."

"She... she agreed to this?"

"She stayed, lad. Four months with a dead Seal and a missing Kyrios. She believes this house is worth saving. So yes. She agreed." Hadros put a heavy hand on Olyndar's shoulder and squeezed. "Don't waste that."

The bathhouse was at the back of the estate, connected to the main building by a covered stone corridor. Steam leaked through the gaps in the wooden door. Olyndar hesitated, his hand hovering over the door for what felt like an eternity, and then he pushed it open.

The room was wide and low-ceilinged, built from rough-hewn stone blocks with a rectangular pool sunk into the floor. Steam rose from the surface in slow, curling sheets. Ceramic oil lamps sat in alcoves along the walls.

Rhexa stood in the pool. The water reached her hips. Everything above was bare. Her hair hung in wet ropes across her shoulders and down her back. She looked at him directly, without covering herself. Her breasts were magnificent, almost imposing; her nipples were already stiff, though Olyndar couldn't have imagined it was from arousal.

"Close the door."

He did so.

"Come here."

He did so.

He walked to the edge of the pool.

Rhexa reached up and pulled at the laces of his shirt before he could speak. She stripped it over his head, then tugged at his belt.

"I..."

"Stand still."

She undressed him piece by piece, slowly and deliberately. Belt, pants, shoes. When he was naked, she took his wrist and pulled him down into the water.

The heat stung.

Rhexa kneeled slightly and held him by the shoulders, then she stepped in close. Her breasts pressed flat against his upper chest. Her stomach, firm and warm, pushed into his. She wrapped one arm around his back to hold him steady.

"Is this..." He swallowed. "Is this truly what you want?"

Her expression didn't change.

"Want has nothing to do with it. The Seal needs skin contact and sustained intimacy to anchor. Without it, my Aspect stays dormant, and this house stays dead. This is what the law requires."

"Right."

"Now, stop talking about what I want and start paying attention to what I'm doing."

She took a small clay pot from the edge of the pool and scooped a handful of thick, slippery oil. She spread it across his shoulders and began to work it into his skin with both hands. Long, firm strokes down his arms, across his chest, over his stomach. She pressed hard enough to loosen muscle, to force heat deep into tissue. Her breasts dragged against him every time she shifted her weight. Wet, heavy, impossibly soft.

His cock stiffened. There was no hiding it. Not in this position, with her body pressed flush against his and the water doing nothing to mask what was happening below the surface. The head of his erection pushed against the firm plane of her lower stomach.

Rhexa didn't acknowledge it. She kept working.

Olyndar bit down on his tongue. He stared at the wall behind her. He tried to think of anything else but what was happening to him.

"How long have you been with House Varos?"

Her hands paused on his ribs.

"Seven years."

"Have you always been a Muse?"

"I was scouted when I came of age."

"Do you enjoy it? Being a Muse?"

She pulled back just enough to look at his face. "Why are you asking me this?"

"Because I don't know anything about you and I'd like to."

She stared at him. Water dripped from her hair onto his shoulder. Her hands were still on his ribs, slick with oil, motionless.

"I enjoy the thrill of battle," she said, after a stretch of silence. "Combat for a Muse is unlike anything else. Victory is the ambrosia of the gods. Though with your father, there were more defeats than wins."

"That must have been frustrating."

"It was." She searched his face again. "Your father never once asked me about myself. He only saw the parts of me that helped him win his bets."

"Sounds like he missed the important parts."

Something shifted behind Rhexa's expression. A brief crack in the wall she'd built between herself and whoever was hiding on the other end of her Seal. She closed it quickly, but it had been there.

She moved her hands lower. Down past his hips, under the water. Her fingers wrapped around his cock.

"Enough talking."

Her grip was firm, certain, and slick with oil. She pressed her thumb along the underside and stroked from base to tip in a slow, steady pull. Olyndar's eyes widened. His hand found her waist underwater and held on.

She worked him with long, even strokes. She kept her body close, her breasts pushing into his chest, her free hand braced on his shoulder. She watched his face the whole time, reading him the way she read an opponent in the heat of battle.

With a swift push, Rhexa moved her hand from Olyndar's shoulder to the back of his head and pushed his face towards her breasts. Olyndar was buried in her softness as the fiery woman continued to stroke his cock.

Olyndar held on for as long as he could. He pressed into the slick curve of her hip. The heat of the water and the heat of her skin blurred together. Her hand squeezed on the upstroke and twisted just slightly at the tip, and he could no longer take it.

He came hard. His hips jerked forward and his cock pulsed in her grip, spilling thick between their pressed bodies. He gasped for air between her breasts. He felt like a fresh fish pulled upon the shore as he shuddered through his release. Flopping against the tall woman he had just met.

That's when the Seal lit up.

A mark between Rhexa's breasts, old and faded, barely visible for months, suddenly burned bright. Warm golden light flooded up from beneath her skin and spread outward across her sternum. Rhexa moaned loudly as the pleasure of it all flowed through her. She was being filled up again, the hollow space where her bond had rotted away to nothing was blooming back into life.

She felt him. She felt Olyndar on the other end of the Seal. Not scattered and distant like his father, but present. Confused and overwhelmed, sure. But he was there, fully and completely there.

The glow held for several seconds, then settled to a steady, healthy warmth beneath her skin. The crest of House Varos reformed in the light, olive tree on an anvil, clean bright lines.

Rhexa looked down at her own chest and removed Olyndar from between her breasts. She pressed two fingers against the glowing Seal.

Olyndar lifted his head. He stared at the mark, then up at her face.

"Did it work?"

Rhexa's lips parted. Then idly licked her lips.

"...It worked."

She said it quietly. Almost too quietly for Olyndar to hear. Her hand was still on his cock, softening now. She seemed to notice that fact for the first time. She let go and stepped back half a pace, water sloshing between them.

The Seal pulsed once more, warm and steady, like a second heartbeat settling into place.

House Varos had a Kyrios again.


Chapter 3

The ledger book was enormous. Pages and pages of cramped handwriting, his father's, listing sums that were so big they seemed fake. It was a slowly encroaching death sentence.

Hadros stood at the opposite end of the long meeting table, pointing at columns with a thick finger.

"This is what's owed to the Merchant's Consortium. This, the temple tithe your father stopped paying eighteen months ago. This line here is the arena registration fee for last season, still outstanding. And this..." He tapped a figure circled in red ink. "This is what we owe the Collectors Guild."

"Who are they?"

"Licensed debt collectors. They operate under a municipal charter, which means they have the authority of the Myressian government behind them. They bought up most of your father's smaller debts from the original creditors at a discount. Bundled them together. Now they hold a single massive claim against the estate."

"How much?"

"Enough to seize the house."

Olyndar rubbed his forehead with both hands. The room had a chill about it, the whole estate did. There was barely enough oil for the lamps, let alone the heating system. Last night, he'd slept in his father's old bedroom under four blankets.

"We have no money at all? Nothing liquid?"

"There are eleven drachma in the household strongbox. I checked this morning."

"Eleven?"

"Eleven."

Olyndar closed the ledger and leaned forward on the table. Eleven drachma. He'd had more than that tucked under his mattress back in the countryside.

"We are going to need to make some more..."

Three heavy knocks shook the front door; the estate's knocker was audible throughout the entirety of the main building.

Hadros straightened.

The knocking came again.

"That'll be them," Hadros said. He crossed the room to the hallway and peered through the viewing slot in the front door. He came back looking grim. "Gelos from the Collectors Guild. Two clerks with him. He's likely going to serve us a seizure order. This is not good. If we don't pay, he can begin claiming assets on the spot. Furniture, property, contracts... Muse contracts included."

Olyndar's stomach lurched. "He can take Rhexa?"

"He can take everything that isn't nailed to the ground, and the rest of it they'll demolish for the land." Hadros grabbed Olyndar's shoulder and steered him toward the back corridor. "Listen to me carefully. Your father kept an inheritance deed in his private study. It formally names you as successor and triggers a succession grace period during which no seizure can proceed against the estate."

"That will stop him?"

"For now, he can't take anything during a formal succession transition. But only if we can produce the document. Your father's study is upstairs, second door on the left past the gallery. The deed should have a red wax seal and a blue ribbon. Find it and bring it back here."

More knocking, even louder. A muffled and impatient voice came through the door.

"Go. Now."

Olyndar went.

He took the stairs to the second floor two at a time. He passed the gallery, found the study, and pushed the door open.

The room looked like someone had upended every drawer, chest, and shelf and then left in a hurry. Scrolls covered the desk in layered heaps. Loose papers carpeted the floor. A wooden filing cabinet stood open with its contents half-spilled. Stacks of bound documents sat on every surface, most of them water-stained or yellowed.

Olyndar started digging. He could hear the front door open downstairs.

He checked the desk first. Nothing with a red seal. He pulled open drawers and rifled through receipts, old match programmes, a stack of handwritten notes he didn't have time to read. He moved to the filing cabinet and went through it shelf by shelf. Tax records. Arena registration forms. A half-finished letter to someone named Pellios that was cut off mid-sentence.

But no deed.

Olyndar pulled a wooden chest out from under the desk and cracked it open. Old coins, foreign, nowhere near enough to cover a payment. He shoved it aside and went for the bookshelf. Behind a row of leather-bound volumes, he found a cylindrical scroll case. He popped the cap and shook out the contents.

Blue ribbon. Red wax seal. The crest of House Varos pressed into the wax.

He grabbed it and ran back down to the first floor. He rounded the corner into the main hallway, expecting to find Hadros and the collector in the front parlour.

The parlour door was mostly shut. Just a gap, a hand-width wide. He heard a sound through the gap. Wet and lyrical. Olyndar stayed his hand from opening the door. He leaned forward and put his eye to the gap.

The parlour was one of the few rooms in the estate that still had decent furniture. A pair of padded armchairs, a low table, and a cabinet with crystal decanters that were all empty. In the armchair closest to the window sat a heavyset man in expensive clothing. Dark tunic, gold chain around his neck, thinning hair slicked back from a fleshy, satisfied face. He was leaned back in the chair with his legs spread wide and his robes pulled open at the front.

Rhexa knelt between his legs.

She had both hands braced on his lap. Her head bobbed in a steady, aggressive motion. She had his entire cock in her mouth, pulling back to the tip and then plunging forward until her nose pressed into the fold of his belly. She made obscene, wet gagging sounds each time his cock hit the back of her throat. She twisted her head on every backstroke, pulling a groan from the fat man.

She was loud about it and sloppy. She let spit drool from her lips and run down her chin and his shaft. She pulled off with a pop and stroked him with one fist while she caught her breath, then dove right back on, sucking hard as she hummed.

Olyndar assumed that the fat man was Gelos from the guild.

Gelos looked like he'd died and gone to Ouranoi, where the gods preside. He had one hand buried in Rhexa's red hair while the other played with his nipple. He stared at the ceiling with his mouth hanging open.

"Gods above," he muttered. "Where... where has this house been hiding you?"

Rhexa didn't answer. She just sucked harder. She cupped his balls with one hand and rolled them between her fingers while she took him deep.

Olyndar couldn't move. His hand was frozen on the door frame. The inheritance deed hung limply in his other hand.

Something pulsed in his chest.

He watched Rhexa work the collector's cock with a skill that went beyond mere compliance. She angled her mouth, relaxed her throat, and swallowed him whole. Gelos bucked his hips up, and she took it without flinching. She popped off again, spat on his shaft, and wrapped her tits around the wet length, squeezing them together and stroking him between them while she licked at the head poking up through her cleavage.

The warm feeling in Olyndar's chest spread lower. His cock stiffened against his will. That confused him more than anything. Why was this making him feel excited...

"Lad."

Olyndar flinched. Hadros stood behind him in the hallway, hands folded in front of him.

"Don't look at me like that," Hadros said quietly. "This is what needed to be done."

"What do you mean this had to be done?"

"She's buying time. The way she knows how." Hadros nodded at the gap in the door. "What you're feeling in your chest, that warmth spreading south, that's the Seal. You're bonded to her now. When she experiences physical arousal or stimulation, you'll feel echoes of it. Especially this early, when the Concord is still fresh and raw."

Olyndar looked back through the gap. Rhexa had taken the collector back into her mouth and was working him faster now, her head bobbing as her mouth stretched wide around his girth. Gelos was breathing in short, sharp grunts. His hand tightened in her hair.

"I didn't order this," Olyndar said sharply.

"You didn't. I know. But neither did I request it. She made this decision herself when she saw what was about to happen. She told me to leave the collector to her."

Through the door, Gelos let out a strangled moan. He shoved Rhexa's head down and held her there. She gagged, throat convulsing around him, but she didn't pull away. She held her position while he fucked her face, her eyes rolling back.

"Fuck... fuck, I'm..."

He yanked Rhexa off his cock by her hair. She came up gasping, saliva dripping. He grabbed himself and aimed at her face.

Cum shot out from his tip and covered Rhexa's face. Spurt after spurt. He kept pumping, grunting, spraying thick white ropes across her face. He finished by smearing the head of his cock across her lips, leaving a glossy trail.

"Good. Good..." Gelos panted. He released her hair and slumped back in the chair. "Seven days. You have seven days."

Olyndar's elbow bumped the door. It swung inward with a creak.

Gelos looked up. His expression shifted from bliss to mild annoyance. He tucked himself away and stood, tugging his tunic straight. He looked at the scroll in Olyndar's hand, at the blue ribbon and red seal, and snorted.

"You must be the son." He smoothed his hair back. "Fourteen days is what that deed gives you, but since your girl here was so generous, I'll add seven more onto the end."

He stepped around Rhexa, who was still on her knees, and walked out of the parlour without looking back. He plodded down the front hall and to his clerks who were patiently waiting outside during the negotiations.

Rhexa stood. There was more of the collector's showing on her face than there was skin: her cheeks, her lips, the bridge of her nose. A heavy glob dripped from her chin onto the upper curve of her left breast. She turned and walked toward Olyndar.

"I bought us time." Her voice was flat. Her ember eyes held his without a single shred of apology.

"Make a wager before time runs out, Kyrios. Find a match, find an opponent, find stakes worth enough to start digging us out of debt." She wiped one streak of cum from her lower lip with her thumb and flicked it to the floor. "Or next time, that brute takes me as collateral permanently."

She walked past him and down the hall toward the baths.

Olyndar stood in the empty parlour, the inheritance deed clenched in his fist, and stared at the chair where Gelos had sat.

Hadros appeared beside him.

"Welcome to the Myressa, lad."


Chapter 4

They left the estate the next day at dawn. Olyndar wore the only presentable tunic he owned, a dark grey wool piece that Hadros had the servants brush and press the night before. Rhexa walked behind them in her training wrap, her red hair pulled into a thick braid that swung between her shoulder blades. She hadn't spoken since yesterday.

The streets of Myressa were already crowded. Merchants pushed handcarts loaded with pottery. A boy ran past them carrying a basket of fish on his head. The air smelled like bread and donkey shit.

"Let me lay it out for you plainly Kyrios," Hadros said, stepping around a puddle of something Olyndar chose not to identify. "When the collection date arrives, Gelos will expect a minimum payment of two thousand drachma, or he begins stripping assets."

"Two thousand, that's enough to buy a small house."

"Out in the country but not here. And that's two thousand minimum. After that, we will have a few months of breathing room. But if we miss it, he takes furniture, property, and contracts. In that order."

"And we have eleven drachma."

"Nine drachma, I sent two off with one of the servants to buy more supplies and oil."

Hadros put his hand out and stopped Olyndar from being run over by a cart full of heaped clay. Olyndar was not use to the bustle of the city. He felt like he had to stay on his toes just walking down the street. A moment later, they continued walking.

"What about the estate itself? There must be things we can sell."

"There are. I've inventoried what's left. The silverware your father didn't pawn. A few paintings. The bronze fixtures in the bathhouse. If we stripped the place bare and found buyers fast, we'd clear maybe seven hundred drachma."

"That's not enough."

"Correct."

Rhexa's boots crunched on the cobblestones behind them. She seemed content in listening but Olyndar could feel her eyes on the back of him.

"Even ran the numbers on whoring out Rhexa…" Hadros continued, "Assuming she took three clients a day at a generous rate, which is gruelling work even for a woman of her stamina, and assuming none of them tried to negotiate down once they smelled our desperation... she'd earn roughly thirty to sixty drachma a day. That puts us at maybe twelve hundred. Short of the mark and at the cost of grinding her body down."

Olyndar tried to speak up, saying that purposefully whoring Rhexa out wasn't on the table, but Hadros continued without leaving a space to interject.

"There's also the question of reputation," Hadros continued. "A house selling its senior Muse's mouth on the street corner doesn't inspire confidence in potential sponsors or allies. It would tell the whole city we're already dead."

If Rhexa was upset by the suggestion being discussed, she gave no sign of it.

They turned onto a wider avenue. The buildings here were taller, better maintained. Olyndar spotted house crests carved above doorways, painted on shutters, stamped onto iron gate posts.

"So what options does that leave us?"

"One option." Hadros stopped at an intersection and turned to face him. "We make a wager at the temple. An arena match with declared stakes. Win, and we collect enough to make the payment and keep the wolves off for another cycle."

"And if we lose?"

"Then it won't matter, because we'll have nothing left to lose." Hadros gave a morbid grin.

The Temple of Kyreion sat at the top of a terraced hill near the city's administrative quarter, connected to the Grand Colossade by a wide processional road lined with statues. Olyndar saw it before they reached the base of the hill: pale marble columns, broad steps, a triangular pediment carved with the image of a robed figure holding a scroll in one hand and a burning brand in the other. The god of oaths.

The grounds were enormous. A sprawling complex of connected courtyards, covered arcades, open plazas, and colonnaded halls. People filled every visible space. Kyrioi in fine robes clustered near registry boards. Muses moved in pairs and groups, some in full arena dress, others in simple wraps. Temple clerks in white tunics hurried between the groups with wax tablets and iron styluses.

The moment they passed through the main archway into the first courtyard, Olyndar felt it. A deep, low pull behind his sternum. He pressed his palm flat against his chest without thinking.

"You feel that," Hadros said. It wasn't a question.

"What is it?"

"Resonance. So many active Seals in close proximity. Your bond is fresh, only days old, so you're more sensitive to it than an established Kyrios would be. It'll pass once you've been here a few times."

Olyndar dropped his hand and made himself walk normally.

Rhexa had drawn level with them. In the temple grounds, she held herself with pride. Her shoulders squared. Her chin lifted. Olyndar saw other men and women glancing at her, tracking the red hair, the figure, the Varos crest faintly visible between her breasts where the training wrap dipped low.

"Registry board is in the west arcade," Hadros said. "Follow me."

They crossed through two courtyards. In the second, a group of Muses sparred in a sand pit while their Kyrios watched from a stone bench, taking notes. One of the Muses had frost coating her forearms up to the elbow. Another moved so fast she blurred. Olyndar almost ran into another Muse as he watched them. He apologised and kept moving.

The west arcade was a long covered gallery with stone pillars on one side and a continuous wall on the other, covered floor to ceiling with mounted slate boards. Each board displayed rows of chalk text: house names, match types, stakes, dates, open challenges. Clerks stood at small desks beneath the boards, processing submissions.

"Here." Hadros steered Olyndar toward an open desk where a young temple clerk sat sorting tablets. "I'll handle the posting. You stand there and look like a Kyrios."

Olyndar stood there, feeling completely out of place.

Hadros leaned over the desk and spoke to the clerk. He provided the house name, the registration number, and the match type: a one-on-one combat bout under standard circuit rules. The clerk pulled a fresh slate tablet from a rack behind him and began scratching details with his stylus.

"Stakes?"

Hadros glanced at Olyndar. Olyndar gave a single nod.

"Three thousand drachma," Hadros said. "And a one day Wreath Loan. The Muse is Rhexa of House Varos."

The clerk's stylus paused. He looked up at Hadros, then at Olyndar, then at Rhexa standing behind them both. His gaze lingered on her a moment too long before snapping back to his tablet.

"Both parties must post matching stakes. You understand this?"

"We understand it."

"Three thousand drachma." The clerk said it again, as if making sure he hadn't misheard. He scratched the figure into the slate and set the tablet in a wooden tray to his left. "I'll have this posted right away, but I wouldn't hold your breath on someone taking it up."

Hadros thanked him and stepped away.

Olyndar caught up to him near the edge of the arcade. "We don't have three thousand drachma."

"I'm aware."

"If we lose, we can't pay."

"Also aware."

"What happens then?"

"Debtor's tribunal, contract forfeiture."

"So, everything Gelos would do to us anyway?"

"Just a bit faster."

Olyndar retreated into his mind for a moment. He steeled himself.

"Well, if playing it safe would mean death… at least this way we will have a chance."

Rhexa stood with her arms folded beneath her breasts, still silent.

"Well, well." The voice came from Olyndar's left, smooth and warm, just loud enough to carry without seeming raised.

A man stood a few feet from the registry board, reading the freshly posted slate with one hand resting on his hip. He was tall, with dark hair cut close at the sides and longer on top, handsome enough to be stamped on a coin. Strong jaw, clean-shaven, sharp cheekbones. He wore a deep wine-coloured robe with gold thread at the cuffs and collar, and everything about his bearing said he'd never seen a hard day's work in his life.

Behind him stood four Muses. All of them stunning. A dark-skinned woman with silver hair cropped short. A curvy blonde in a sheer training dress that left nothing to guess at. A lean, athletic girl with sharp features and a longbow slung across her back. And a fourth, pale and black-haired, who stood with her hands clasped, and her gaze turned down. Each of them had a matching house: a coiled serpent devouring a laurel.

The man turned from the board and smiled at Olyndar.

"House Varos. I hadn't realised anyone was still alive in there."

Hadros stiffened beside him. Olyndar felt the old retainer's posture shift to one that was more combative, and that told him enough.

"Damar Vexis," Hadros said quietly. "House Vexis' Kyrios."

"Hadros." Damar's smile widened. "Still keeping the corpse warm, I see. Admirable loyalty."

He stepped closer and extended his hand to Olyndar. "You must be the son. Olyndar, isn't it? I knew your father."

Olyndar took his hand. Damar's grip felt like a serpent constraining. He held on for exactly one second longer than necessary.

"Olyn," Olyndar said. "And yes, I'm the son."

"How unfortunate for you." Damar released his hand and glanced back at the registry board. "Three thousand drachma and a one day Wreath Loan." He read it aloud, savouring each word. "With Rhexa, no less. Tell me, Olyn, does House Varos actually have three thousand drachma? Or are you just as scrupulous as your father?"

Olyndar kept his face still. "The wager is posted. That's all there is to it."

"Oh, it certainly is posted. For the whole city to read." Damar's dark eyes moved past Olyndar and settled on Rhexa. He looked at her with an appraising eye. "It's a shame, really. I remember when House Varos fielded a full roster. Your grandfather's era. Spectacular matches." He gestured at the lone Muse. "This."

Rhexa met his gaze and stabbed a blade into his soul.

Damar smiled at her, then turned back to Olyndar. "I'd offer advice, but I suspect you've had plenty from old Hadros. Best of luck. You'll need quite a lot of it."

He walked away. His Muses followed in a loose formation, the blonde glancing back over her shoulder at Rhexa with pity.

Olyndar waited until they were gone. "How dangerous is he?"

"Very," Hadros said before hushing his voice to barely a whisper. "If anyone was involved in your father's disappearance, it would be Damar."

A roar tore through the courtyard.

Olyndar turned toward the sound. A crowd had gathered around a raised stone platform at the centre of the temple's main plaza. The platform was broad and flat, waist-high, with shallow steps leading up on all four sides. An altar sat at its centre, a heavy block of carved marble with iron rings bolted to each corner.

On the altar, a woman was bent forward with her hands gripping the far edge. She was naked. Green vines and small white flowers grew from her skin, trailing down her legs and up her arms. A Bloom Aspect. Her face was pressed against the stone, and she was moaning.

Behind her stood a man built like a siege tower. Massive arms, thick neck, legs like columns. He was naked from the waist down. He held the Muse's hips in both hands and thrust into her with a steady, punishing force.

The crowd watched openly, most of them cheering him on. A temple clerk stood near the base of the steps with a wax tablet, recording the proceedings.

Olyndar stared.

"Hadros. What's he recording?"

"A transfer rite. A Wreath Loan consummation, by the look of it." Hadros clasped his hands behind his back. "When a Muse is transferred to a new Kyrios, even temporarily, the receiving party has the right to publicly consummate his authority."

The man on the altar drove forward harder. The Bloom Muse's vines pulsed with bright green light. She arched her back and cried out, her whole body shaking. Flowers burst open along the vines trailing down her limbs, scattering white petals across the stone.

"She's..." Olyndar started.

"Overwhelmed. There are two times when Muses feel the most pleasure: when in combat and when submitting to a transfer. Her Aspect is reacting to the intensity." Hadros kept his voice clinical and detached.

Olyndar tried to look away but couldn't. The whole plaza was watching this woman get fucked in broad daylight.

The man finished with a deep, gravelly growl. He slapped the Bloom Muse hard across her ass. The sound cracked through the plaza. He pulled out of her and stepped back. Seed dripped from between her thighs and ran down the face of the altar stone. The Bloom Muse stayed where she was, panting and quivering. Her vines slowly retracted, the flowers wilting.

The crowd applauded.

The man descended the steps, pulling his robes back into place. He was grinning and still breathing hard. A retainer handed him a cup of wine and he drained it in one go.

That's when he saw Rhexa.

His stride slowed. He looked at her like a dog spotting meat. He looked her up and down and took in the full scope of her figure. He scanned the area and spotted the temple clerk still holding the registry slate near the west arcade desk.

He walked straight toward them.

"That one." He pointed at Rhexa and looked at the clerk. "She attached to the Varos wager I just saw go up?"

The clerk glanced down at his tablet. "The Wreath Loan stake, yes. Rhexa of House Varos."

The man turned to Olyndar. Up close, he was enormous. A full head taller than Rhexa and twice as wide. Scars covered his forearms.

"You the Kyrios?"

"I am."

"Krato. House Demeris." He jerked a thumb back toward the altar, where the Bloom Muse was still recovering. "My girl Hellea just took that one apart in the sand yesterday. I've been looking for her next meal."

Rhexa stepped forward.

Krato's attention snapped to her. She stood level with his chin, which put her above almost every other woman in the courtyard. She challenged him with her gaze. She shifted her weight to one hip and let a slow, vicious smile spread across her mouth. It was a look that promised violence.

"You want me, you'll have to earn me."

Krato grinned wide enough to show a missing molar. He turned to the clerk. "I'm accepting. Mark it."

The clerk scratched on his tablet. "House Demeris formally accepts the open wager posted by House Varos. One-on-one combat, standard circuit rules. Stakes: three thousand drachma and Wreath Loan of one day, mutual. Match to be scheduled..." He looked up. "Seven days from today. Both parties agreeable?"

"Agreed," Krato said.

"Agreed," Olyndar replied.

The clerk pressed his official seal into the soft wax at the bottom of the tablet. "Bound before Kyreion. The match is set."

Krato stepped closer to Rhexa. She could smell the wine on his breath and the sex still clinging to his skin. He pitched his voice low, but still loud enough that everyone nearby could hear.

"When my girl puts you in the sand, Red, I'm going to throw you over that same altar and fuck you until you beg me to stop. I'll fill you up so full of my seed that you'll go home pregnant."

Rhexa didn't move.

Heat ghosted off her skin. A shimmer in the air. The braid over her shoulder stirred, caught in the updraft coming off of her. Rhexa's Flame Aspect flickered just beneath the surface. She looked him dead in the eye and smirked.

"We'll see if you and you Muse are strong enough."

Krato's grin faded a degree. He held her stare for a long second, then turned and found Olyndar standing behind her.

Olyndar stepped forward and offered his hand.

"Let the best Kyrios win."

Krato looked at the hand.

"Don't worry," Krato said. "I will."

Krato walked back toward the altar. He grabbed the Bloom Muse under his arm, carrying her like a rolled-up carpet, and left.

"What an asshole," Olyndar mumbled under his breath.


Chapter 5

The courtyard behind the Varos estate was wild. Hedges that once formed clean rows now sprawled in tangled masses, branches reached across walkways and choked out the flagstone paths. Weeds pushed through every crack. A stone fountain sat dry and stained with old moss, its basin cracked down the middle. Ivy had eaten the rear wall of the estate almost entirely, a thick tangle of green creeping up past the second-storey windows.

Olyndar stood at the edge of it all, watching Rhexa train.

She'd cleared a patch of flagstone near the fountain, kicking aside loose debris and dead leaves to give herself room. She was still in her training wraps. Her feet were bare. Her red hair hung loose and wild, swinging with every movement like a second weapon.

She moved through sword drills and shut out everything else. Long sweeping cuts that used her full height and the heavy rotation of her hips. Quick reversals where she snapped the blade back across her body and stepped into the next angle before the first one finished. She lunged, recovered, pivoted, struck. Sweat ran in lines down her neck and between her shoulder blades. It soaked the band across her chest until the fabric clung to her like a second skin. Her legs flexed with every choreographed step.

Olyndar felt it in his chest. A steady pull, like a rope tugging him towards his Muse. It was a warm, pleasant feeling. The Kyric Seal connected them, and right now, with Rhexa pouring herself into the drills, her Flame Aspect bled backward through the bond. He felt the heat of it spreading through his ribcage and down into his gut. A secondhand rush of adrenaline that made his pulse climb and his skin prickle.

He watched her drive the sword down in a blazing arch that would have easily split a shield in two. The muscles in her back rolled under her skin. She pressed on, stepping left and whipping the blade across at waist height. Every movement had weight behind it. All of them looked like killing blows.

She was magnificent.

The sun sat low over the rooftops, casting orange and red across the sky. The light caught the sweat on Rhexa's arms and shoulders. She reversed her grip, spun the blade once, and launched into a new sequence, faster this time.

Olyndar's mind drifted.

He thought about the temple. The altar where Krato Demeris stood with his robes open and his cock buried deep within the defeated Muse's hips. He thought about him promising to do the exact same thing to Rhexa when he won the wager.

The image forced itself into his head before he could stop it.

Rhexa bent over the altar stone. Naked. Breasts pressed up against the surface. Krato behind her, those massive scarred hands wrapped around her waist, pulling her back onto him while everyone watched. The crowd cheering as Rhexa's pussy was taken over and over again. Her eyes rolling back from the pleasure of being used by the strong, tall, Kyrios.

Olyndar welled up anger within himself. It shot straight up through his chest and to his face. He gritted his teeth. But then, something darker intruded. It was tangled up with the anger so tightly that he couldn't pull them apart. He felt possessive. Rhexa was his Muse. It was odd; he'd only known her for two days but it felt like he owned her. It was a troubling thought, one that Olyndar didn't want to take heed of.

Darker still, seeing her suck another man's cock, imagining her getting fucked by that brute. It was undeniably arousing. She would look so damned good with cocks inside of her.

The Kyric Seal detonated.

Across the courtyard, Rhexa's sword erupted. The blade went white. Fire roared outward from the steel in a spiralling column that swallowed her entire body. Orange and white flame twisted into a massive funnel that stretched fifteen feet high, scorching the air above the courtyard and sending a blast of heat rolling outward in every direction. Dead leaves on the ground ignited. The moss on the fountain blackened.

Rhexa stood at the centre of it, completely engulfed. The fire screamed around her, whipping her hair straight up, turning the loose ends to glowing copper filaments. Her wrap billowed and snapped. The courtyard looked like the inside of a furnace.

Then it collapsed.

The flames sucked inward, folded in on themselves, and vanished. A few stray tongues of fire licked across the flagstones and died. Smoke drifted upward in thin grey threads.

Rhexa stood in the middle of a circle of scorched black stone. Her sword hung at her side. She stared at the blade, her eyes blown wide, genuinely shocked. She looked down at her free hand. Turned it over. Flexed her fingers. Then she looked up at Olyndar.

He hadn't moved from the courtyard's edge, but the heat had pushed his hair back and dried the sweat on his face. They stared at each other.

Rhexa walked toward him, and it took everything inside of Olyndar not to turn on his heels and run.

"What did you just do?"

"I didn't do anything. I was standing here."

"No." She jabbed a finger at his chest. "The bond just dumped more power through me than it has in years. I haven't felt that kind of volume from a Kyrios in... well, ever." She searched his face. "What were you thinking about?"

Olyndar's face went bright red. "Nothing."

"That was not nothing. That was a full Aspect surge. The Seal channelled whatever you were feeling straight into my sword. I almost lost control of it." She narrowed her eyes. "What. Were. You. Thinking. About?"

"I'd rather not say."

Rhexa studied him. He'd shifted his weight onto his back foot, putting distance between them without actually stepping away. She looked at the obvious tent in his trousers, then looked him right in the eye.

A small smirk pulled at the corner of her mouth.

"I don't care if it was dirty. I don't care if it was dark. Whatever it was, it worked. Keep doing it."

She turned back toward the training area, then paused. "I'm going to take a break."

Olyndar exhaled. "I'll get water."

He went inside. The kitchen was cold and mostly bare. He found a clay pitcher, filled it from the cistern pipe, and grabbed a cup from the shelf. He carried it back out through the rear corridor and into the courtyard.

Rhexa had set her sword against the fountain and sat on the basin's edge with her legs stretched out in front of her. She took the cup from his hand when he offered it, then looked at him over the rim as she drank.

She swallowed. Lowered the cup.

"You went and fetched that yourself?"

"Was I not supposed to?"

"Most Kyrioi would have called a servant."

"I didn't want to bother the servants."

The hard lines around Rhexa's mouth softened. She held the cup in both hands and looked at him.

"You are absolutely nothing like any Kyrios I have ever known."

Olyndar rubbed the back of his neck. The flush hadn't fully left his face. "Is that a problem? I know I'm supposed to be more commanding."

Rhexa took another sip. She set the cup down on the fountain's edge beside her.

"No." Her voice came out quieter than before. "It's not bad. It's just an adjustment."

The courtyard went still around them. The last of the day's heat lingered in the scorched flagstones.

Olyndar sat on the fountain beside her. Not close enough to touch, but close enough that he could feel the residual warmth still rolling off her skin.

"I grew up on a farm," he said. "Well, not a proper farm. Just a plot of land, really. Some goats, a vegetable garden, and a couple of olive trees that never produced much. I spent most of my days pulling weeds and fixing stone walls."

"That explains the calluses."

He turned his hands over and looked at his palms. Rough, cracked skin along the base of each finger. "I suppose it does."

"Your father never brought you to the city? Never showed you any of this?"

"He rarely visited, and when he did, he never stayed longer than an afternoon. He'd leave coins, check that I was alive, and ride back." Olyndar looked across the wild courtyard. "I honestly miss my garden back home. Sounds ridiculous, given everything, but I do."

He gestured at the chaos surrounding them. The tangled hedges, the cracked fountain, the weeds choking every pathway.

"This place could use some life. New plants, cleaned paths, maybe a proper herb garden along that south wall." He paused and let out a dry laugh. "Assuming we survive Krato. And sort out two hundred thousand drachma in debt. Minor details."

Rhexa smiled.

An actual smile. It reached her eyes, softened the fierce angles of her face, and made her look like someone who existed outside of combat and contracts and debt. It lasted only a few seconds, but Olyndar saw it clearly.

"You want to be a gardener?" she asked.

"I want to keep things alive. That's all I've ever been good at."

She looked at him differently then. He felt it through the Seal, a knot that had been pulled tight since their contract was sealed, loosened. She turned her body toward him. The movement pressed her shoulder against his, and he became sharply aware of how much of her the training wraps left exposed.

She leaned in close. Her chest brushed his. The warmth of her skin soaked through his thin tunic. She leaned down and pressed her lips to his cheek. Soft and lingering. Her breath fanned across his ear.

She pulled back.

"The other two Muses should be returning tonight. Zelira and Cyrene. They've been at their annual examinations. They run tests each year on Muses to make sure their Aspects are functioning correctly." Her voice had returned to its normal register, steady and direct, but the hard edge was dulled. "Once they're back, the real training starts."

"I'll be ready."

"You won't be. But we'll work on that." She picked up her sword and headed for the rear entrance. At the door, she glanced back. "Goodnight… Olyn."

"Goodnight, Rhexa."

She disappeared inside.

Olyndar stood alone in the ruined courtyard. The sky had gone deep purple. The first stars were punching through above the rooftops. He looked at the scorched circle of stone where Rhexa's Aspect had torn loose, at the blackened moss on the fountain, at the singed ivy on the wall. He'd made that happen. Whatever dark, tangled thing had surged through him, the Seal had turned it into raw fire.

He went inside and climbed the stairs to his father's bedroom.

The bed was enormous and cold. It was built for a man who apparently liked to sleep in the centre of a large country. Olyndar pulled the blankets up to his chin and curled onto his side. He thought of his plants back at home as he drifted off to sleep.

He awoke to the movement of blankets, uncertain how much time had passed since his eyes closed.

Warm air ghosted across his thighs and stomach. The hem of his shirt had ridden up. Bare skin met moving air, and then something else. A mouth closed around the head of his cock and slid down.

Olyndar gasped and sat upright. His hands grabbed fistfuls of blanket. His cock stiffened between whoever's lips were wrapped around it, going from half-soft to fully hard in the time it took his brain to catch up with his body.

A shape moved under the covers. Lithe. Smaller than Rhexa. A hand pressed flat against his hip and pinned him to the mattress. The mouth pulled up to his tip, swirled once, and plunged back down with a slick, tight suction that buckled his spine.

He yanked the blanket back.

Green eyes looked up at him in the pale moonlight that came through the window. Vivid, bright, alive with amusement. A woman's face, sharp-featured and beautiful, framed by dark green hair that lightened toward the tips. She had his cock buried to the base in her mouth. Her lips were stretched tight around the base. She looked at him with those green eyes, sucked harder, and winked.

She bobbed her head and dragged her tongue along his full length. She anchored his hip with one hand and used the other to cup his balls. She popped off with suction, a thick string of saliva connecting her lower lip to his tip.

"Zelira." She licked the underside from base to head. "Wind Aspect." Another lick. "Your father's second contract." She wrapped her lips around his tip and sucked hard enough that he began to see spots in his vision. "And since we're getting acquainted..." She stroked him with a slick fist, fast, twisting at the top. "You taste better than he did. But your cock reminds me of his. Might be a bit thicker, though."

Olyndar opened his mouth to respond, but she swallowed him again before he got a word out. She took him deep and held him there, throat working around his shaft. She pulled back, gasped, and dove right back down. Her pace picked up. Quick, fluid, aggressive, each stroke building on the last. Her hand and mouth worked together, one chasing the other. She hummed around him and the vibration shot straight through his cock and into the pleasure centre of his brain.

He grabbed the headboard with one hand and rolled his hips upward against her grip, pushing deeper into her mouth. She let him. She adjusted her angle and took it, without any resistance.

She was tireless. Her green hair hung over her shoulder and draped over her breast. She had gotten Olyndar's cock nice and slippery. She twisted her wrist on every upstroke and squeezed on the way down, matching the motions with her mouth. It was too much, too fast; he felt his balls tighten.

"I'm going to..."

Zelira sped up. She locked her lips around his head and pumped his shaft with both hands, jerking him hard and fast into her mouth. Olyndar bucked. His vision went white. He came hard, spilling into her mouth in shuddering pulses. She swallowed around him, throat flexing, and kept stroking until every last drop was out. She didn't stop milking him until there was no more left.

She swallowed one final time. Loud enough for him to hear the gulp. She licked her lips clean, kissed the tip of his softening cock, and slithered up the bed.

She was naked. Lean, toned body. Yet her breasts would still easily fill his hands. He felt Zelira's hard nipples that dragged across his stomach and chest as she climbed. She settled against his side and pressed every inch of herself into him. Her skin was warm and smooth. She hooked one leg over his thigh and rested her head on his shoulder.

The Varos crest appeared on Zelira's left hip. The Kyric Seal. Green light spread outward from the mark, different from Rhexa's but still with the same crest shape, olive tree on an anvil. After it flared, it settled into a steady glow. He felt the new bond click into place alongside Rhexa's, a second bond humming against the first.

Zelira rubbed Olyndar's chest idly with her hand in gentle circles. She nuzzled into the curve of his neck.

"We'll get properly introduced in the morning," she whispered. "But I wanted our Seal sorted tonight." She yawned against his collarbone. "Goodnight, Kyrios."

She closed her eyes.

Olyndar lay flat on his back, staring at the ceiling, with a naked woman he'd met thirty seconds ago curled against him like a cat. His cock was still wet. He did not sleep for a long time.


Chapter 6

Olyndar woke up alone.

Morning sun pushed through the window and heated a stripe across his chest. He turned his head and looked at the space beside him. The mysterious woman was gone. He pressed against the mattress where she would have been. Nothing.

He rubbed both hands over his face and dragged them down. His mouth was dry. His body felt heavy and overslept.

Did I dream that?

It would make sense. Stress did strange things to the mind. With all the sexualised things he had witnessed, his brain had every reason to conjure up a beautiful naked woman sucking him off in the middle of the night.

"Kyrios." Hadros's voice spoke from behind the door. "Get dressed. You're needed downstairs."

Olyndar swung his legs off the bed and stood. He found his clothes and pulled them on before leaving the bedroom. Hadros stood in the hallway with his hands clasped behind his back.

"The house's remaining two Muses returned from their temple examinations last night. All three are present and accounted for. Rhexa, Zelira, and Cyrene. Your full roster." Hadros started walking down the hallway toward the stairs. Olyndar followed. "They're assembled in the main foyer for your inspection."

"My inspection?"

"Standard protocol for any returning Muse. I'll explain when we get down there." Olyndar followed him down the stairs. Hadros stopped at the base of the stairs and stepped to the side.

"After you, Kyrios."

Olyndar stepped into the foyer.

Three women stood shoulder to shoulder in a line across the centre of the room, facing the staircase. They stood at attention, postures straight, chins levelled.

All three of them were completely naked.

Olyndar stopped as if hitting a glass wall.

Rhexa stood on the left. Her red hair fell loose past her shoulders and down her back. Her heavy breasts sat high on her chest despite their size. The Varos crest between them glowed. She held herself with perfect military stillness.

In the centre stood Zelira. Lean, toned, athletic. Dark green hair tumbling past her collarbones. She had a tight stomach, narrow waist, and legs that went on forever. The Seal on her left hip pulsed with a soft green light.

She caught his eye and winked.

Not a dream then.

Then he saw the third woman.

Cyrene stood on the right end of the line, and she looked like she belonged to a different world entirely. Slender, pale, almost translucent in the morning light. Long blue hair fell straight past her shoulders and reached the small of her back, fine as silk thread. Her skin had a porcelain quality, smooth and cool-toned, without a single mark or blemish. Her breasts were modest compared to Rhexa's, small and pert with soft pink nipples. Her waist was narrow, her hips gentle, her legs long and slim.

Her face was unlike anything else. Large blue eyes, round and luminous, set beneath delicate brows. A small nose. Soft lips pressed together. She was extraordinarily beautiful in a fragile way, like touching her might leave a bruise.

She was also clearly terrified. She held her position in line, but her fingers twitched at her sides. She kept her gaze fixed on a point just past Olyndar's shoulder, refusing to look directly at him.

Three of the most beautiful women that Olyndar had ever seen lined up for him. He turned to Hadros.

"Is this... strictly necessary?"

"Yes."

"Naked?"

Hadros nodded. "When Muses return from an extended temple stay or away-examination, they must be stripped and presented before their Kyrios for full inspection. It's not optional. You're checking for hidden injuries, illegal magical tampering, competing house marks, and any unauthorised alterations to their Seals. The temples run their own checks, but a Kyrios is expected to verify independently."

"Can't they just tell me if something's wrong?"

"They can. They also might not, depending on the circumstances." Hadros gestured toward the line. "This isn't about distrust. It's a traditional re-presentation of the body and loyalty. Every house in the circuit does it. If you skip it, and word gets out, rival houses will assume you don't know what you're doing."

Zelira tilted her head. "He's right, you know. Though I won't pretend the view isn't part of the fun." She grabbed her own breasts and poked her tongue out.

Rhexa was her usual intimidatingly quiet self—every inch of her body on display without a shred of self-consciousness.

Hadros stepped beside Olyndar and lowered his voice. "There's also a more pressing matter." He nodded toward the far end of the line. "Cyrene, your third Muse, she has a Frost Aspect. She's been under contract with House Varos since before your father disappeared, but her Kyric Seal has never been activated. Your father signed the documents but never performed the ritual. We have done our best to keep that fact secret but it would be a significant issue if the magistrates were to learn about it."

Olyndar looked at Cyrene. She still wouldn't meet his eyes.

"Her Aspect is dormant," Hadros continued. "Without the physical intimacy to anchor the Seal, she can't access her Aspect, and any rival house could contest her contract. She basically has no legal protection until you Seal her."

Cyrene's fingers fidgeted at her side. She bit her lower lip and her gaze dropped to the floor. She knew exactly what was coming next. Cyrene took several nervous steps forward towards Olyndar, her blue hair swayed behind her with each wispy step.

Her eyes were enormous. Deep blue, wet at the edges, terrified and determined at the same time.

She placed both of her hands flat on his chest. Her palms were cool through the fabric of his robe. She held them there, feeling his heartbeat, and then she pushed.

Olyndar stumbled back two steps and his legs caught the edge of the thick woven rug that covered the foyer's centre. He went down flat on his back with a grunt. The rug was soft enough to cushion the fall, but the shock of it knocked the air out of him.

Cyrene followed him down. She knelt between his legs and unfastened his robes. Her fingers shook, but they worked fast. She tugged and freed his cock. It was already hardening from the sight of three naked women.

She straddled his thighs. Her skin against his felt like cool water, smooth and soft. She pressed her thighs together around his shaft and squeezed tight. The cleft between her thighs was already slick, and the pressure of her squeezing engulfed Olyndar. She began to rock her hips.

Her movements were slow and delicate. She rolled forward, sliding his cock between the tight press of her thighs, and then pulled back. Forward and back. She kept her thighs locked together, sliding his cock between her smooth snug channel. Olyndar could feel his shaft pressing against her pussy lips, but never entering. The weight of the wispy woman on top of him was barely noticeable; she felt lighter than air.

Olyndar fell back against the rug. A coolness spread from her thighs into his cock and up through his hips. It wasn't unpleasant. It relaxed him and contrasted the heat of his cock against her.

Cyrene peered down at him and then immediately to the side. Her pale skin was growing pinker with the heat building up in her body. Her lips were parted as she kept moving. Rocking and squeezing on his cock. She braced  herself on his stomach. Her touch was like an ointment.

"You alright down there, Kyrios?" Zelira's voice was jovial.

Zelira had propped herself against a marble pillar with her arms folded, one ankle crossed over the other. Completely at ease in her nakedness. Grinning from ear to ear.

"Cyrene pinning you to the ground wasn't exactly how I saw this going today. Never seen anything like it from our little ice princess." She bit her lower lip and watched Cyrene's hips roll. "She really is making you squirm, isn't she?"

Olyndar ignored her comments.

Meanwhile, Rhexa hadn't moved from her initial position. She watched Olyndar, not Cyrene, tracking every reaction, every sound he made, every shift of his body under the blue-haired Muse's weight.

The air in the foyer dropped several degrees. Olyndar felt it on his face, on his arms, on every inch of exposed skin. Cyrene's Frost Aspect stirred. A faint shimmer rippled across her shoulders and down her arms. Condensation formed on the stone floor around the rug. Her thighs grew slicker.

She increased her pace. Her quiet breathing turned to sighing. She pressed her thighs together until there was no gap at all, just smooth wet friction wrapped around his shaft. The head of his cock pushed through the top of her thighs on each forward stroke.

Olyndar grabbed her hips. His fingers dug into soft, cool flesh. The cold spread up through his hands and into his wrists, but the sensation mixed with the heat pooling in his groin created a paradox in his brain. It had only just begun, but he was almost finished.

"I'm close," he managed.

Cyrene squeezed tighter. She locked her thighs down and ground into him, dragging the full length of his cock through the wet press of her skin. The friction peaked. His hips lurched upward off the rug.

He came hard. His cock pulsed between her thighs and shot thick ropes of cum across her stomach. The first spurt hit her just below her navel. The second splashed higher, reaching the underside of her breasts. His hips bucked twice more and the rest spilled over her thighs.

The Varos crest ignited just above Cyrene's pubic bone.

Icy blue light blazed outward from the mark. Her whole body shuddered. The temperature in the foyer plunged. Her breath came out as white vapour. A thin layer of frost crept across the stones beyond the rug's edge.

Then it settled. The glow dimmed to a steady, calm blue. The olive tree and anvil of House Varos sat clean and bright on her. The frost on the floor stopped spreading.

Cyrene lowered her head and looked down at the Seal. She pressed her fingertips to the mark. Her lower lip trembled. The fear that had pulled her face tight since the moment she'd stepped into the foyer broke apart, and what replaced it was relief.

She exhaled and closed her eyes.

The third bond locked into Olyndar's chest alongside the other two. Rhexa's warmth, Zelira's hum, and now Cyrene's coolness. Three bonds. Three Muses. His Muses.

Cyrene climbed off him carefully. She stood and looked down at the mess on her stomach and thighs. She wiped the worst of it with her palm, then looked at Olyndar and smiled. It was a small, quiet, grateful smile.

Olyndar lay flat on the rug. Before he arrived here, he had lain with three women in his entire lifetime. He had just doubled that number in less than a week. Three Seals in three days. His cock was spent, and his brain wasn't far behind.

Rhexa's shadow fell across him.

She stood over him, looking down. The warmth Olyndar had seen peeking through her cracks had been pushed back down inside of her.

"Now that the introductions are finished, Kyrios, and all three Seals are active and operational…" She planted her hands on her hips. "Playtime is over. We have less than a week until Krato Demeris puts his Muse in the sand against me, and right now, I do not like our chances. Get off the floor. We have work to do."


Chapter 7

Olyndar sat on the stone bench Hadros had pointed him toward, watching all three of his Muses prepare for their first real training session together. His mind kept wandering to the wild hedges and dead vines and how they framed everything with neglect.

Hadros stood beside the bench with a clay mug of watered wine, squinting at a sheet of parchment covered in his own notes.

"As you know, Krato's premier Muse is called Hellea. She has been blessed with an Iron Aspect and fights like a battering ram with tits." He took a sip and continued. "Her style is heavy on pressure. She closes the distance fast, absorbs punishment, and grinds her opponents down until they break. I have personally watched three of her matches. She ended two of them by submission and one by stoppage after she dislocated the other Muse's shoulder. That Bloom Muse you saw Krato bending over the altar? She lasted 3 minutes in the sand."

Rhexa stood near the fountain, wrapping her hands with strips of linen. She'd tied her hair back into a thick braid. Sweat already beaded on her collarbones from her warmups.

"Iron melts," she said, "if you forge it hot enough and it bends like butter. If I can keep my Aspect fed, I'll have the advantage. Fire eats through that kind of defence. Always has."

"If," Hadros said. "That word is doing all the heavy lifting in your theory."

Rhexa's brow furrowed, but she didn't argue.

Zelira stood a few paces away, stretching. She had one leg extended behind her and both arms above her head, fingers interlocked. She bent forward until her stomach nearly touched her front thigh. Her lean body folded without effort. She switched legs and repeated the motion, rolling her neck loose as she came back up.

"Should be fun," she said. "I haven't seen our new Kyrios in action yet. Aside from exploding all over me and getting pinned by Cyrene." She flashed Olyndar a grin. "You going to show us what you're made of today, Kyrios?"

Cyrene sat on the cracked rim of the fountain with her knees pulled up against her chest. She rarely spoke without being spoken to. When Olyndar looked at her, she met his eyes for a moment, then dropped her gaze to her own knees. She was afraid. He could feel it through the Seal.

Hadros set his mug on the bench and turned to Olyndar.

"You need to understand your role. You're not going to be in the sand. You won't hold a sword. Your job is to sit in the Kyrios balcony and feed your Muse power through the Seal. You're the commander and the well of power from which Rhexa will draw. Rhexa provides the skill, the body, the technique. You provide the fuel and the direction."

"How do I do that?"

"You focus your will and your intent, all of it goes through the bond and into her. A strong Kyrios can amplify his Muse's Aspect by two or three times. A weak one drains her. You already proved you can channel raw energy. That surge you told me about the other day nearly burned the courtyard down. But you need more than raw power in the sands. You need to control it."

Rhexa drew her practice sword, a blunted length of heavy iron meant to simulate the weight of her real weapon, and stepped into the cleared space near the fountain. Zelira cracked her knuckles and slid metal knuckle dusters onto her hands. They were an unusual design, covering not just the knuckles but also most of the topside of her hands.

"Standard spar," Rhexa said. "No Aspects. Just steel. I want to see where we all stand."

Zelira raised her fists. "Come at me then."

Rhexa lunged.

The first exchange was fast. Rhexa drove in with an overhead cut that would have split a training dummy in half. Zelira sidestepped. She moved around the blade like a breeze, flowing around the blow without wasted motion, and slammed her fist against Rhexa's exposed forearm.

Rhexa grunted and pivoted. She swung horizontally at Zelira's ribs. Zelira ducked under the arc and came up inside Rhexa's guard, landing another strike on the redhead's stomach.

"Too wide," Zelira said.

Rhexa reset and came again. She drove a sequence of cuts, high-low-high, each one powerful enough to send a man twice her size flying. Zelira parried the first, deflected the second, and dodged the third entirely by spinning on her back foot and letting the blade whistle past her face.

Even without her Wind Aspect, Zelira was fast. Her body was built for speed, and her footwork was sharp, angled, always moving off the centre line. Had she taken a direct hit, the spar would be over, but she never took Rhexa's strength head-on; she redirected it and then punished the created opening with her own counterattack.

Rhexa overextended on a thrust. Zelira caught the blade with a circular parry and stepped past her, shoving her elbow into Rhexa's back. Rhexa stumbled forward and dropped to one knee.

"Again," Rhexa demanded, "Aspects this time."

Hadros nudged Olyndar. "Now, lad, try and focus her power through the Seal."

Olyndar closed his eyes. He felt the three Muse's bonds. Rhexa's was the largest, a deep, warm thread. He reached for it. He tried to send something through. He treated it gently. He imagined asking the bond for permission, nudging the door open.

A thin, barely-there trickle of heat moved down the bond.

Across the courtyard, Rhexa raised her sword. A faint shimmer of heat rose off the steel. She charged Zelira again.

Zelira parried the first blow and countered immediately, slamming her fist into Rhexa's shoulder. Rhexa took the hit and pressed forward. She looked like she might have gained the upper hand in her positioning as the sword seemed lighter in her hands, but the shimmer on her sword died. She swung with nothing behind it. Zelira disarmed her with a sharp twist of her wrist, and she kicked Rhexa's legs out from under her.

Rhexa hit the ground back-first. Dust puffed up around her.

Zelira planted her foot on Rhexa's sternum.

"Dead," Zelira said. She looked past Rhexa, directly at Olyndar. "You know, being nice is a lovely quality in a person. But being nice gets your girls fucked in the dirt." She pressed her foot down slightly harder. "Push harder, farm boy."

Rhexa shoved Zelira's foot off her chest and stood. She brushed the grit from her back without looking at anyone.

They sparred three more times that morning. Each round went the same way. Olyndar reached through the Seal with careful, hesitant touches, and each time, the energy that reached Rhexa was barely enough to light a candle. Without proper Kyric support, Rhexa's Flame Aspect sputtered and extinguished. Zelira didn't even need her Wind Aspect. She was a trained martial artist; she picked Rhexa apart on technique alone, dumping her into the dirt over and over.

Olyndar sat on the sidelines with his forearms braced on his knees, staring at the ground between his feet. Three out of three. Rhexa flat on her back every time, and he couldn't help.

A cool presence settled beside him. A damp cloth, chilled past what the well water should have allowed, pressed against the back of his neck.

He looked up. Cyrene stood next to the bench, holding the cloth against his skin. Her blue eyes were soft.

"You looked hot," she said quietly.

"I'm fine."

"You're not." She sat down beside him, keeping the cool towel against his neck. The frost in the fabric seeped into his muscles and unknotted the tension that had built. He hadn't realised he was so clenched.

"I can't do it," he said. "Every time I reach through the Seal, I hold back. I don't know why."

Cyrene pulled the towel away and folded it in her lap. She seemed to get lost deep in thought.

"Your father never held back. He just wasn't there. I sat in this house for weeks with a dead Seal because he couldn't be bothered to look at me long enough to activate it." She turned the towel over in her hands. "I prefer your problem to his. You care too much. He didn't care at all."

"Somehow, I doubt the arena will grade me on that curve, Cyrene."

"No. It won't." She looked at him directly. "But you don't have to become someone cruel to be strong. You just have to be sure of yourself. Take what you need to win."

She pressed the cold towel back against his neck, held it there for a few seconds, and then stood and walked back toward the fountain where Zelira was draining a water skin.

Olyndar watched her go. He turned the thought over in his head. Take what you need. His whole life had been built on patience and care. Coaxing plants from reluctant soil. Waiting for the right season. Letting things grow at their own pace.

But the arena didn't wait.

The next morning, Olyndar woke before dawn. He dressed, went downstairs, and walked into the courtyard alone.

He looked at the mess surrounding him. Dead vines hung from the rear wall like dried veins. Weeds everywhere. A massive stump from a long-dead olive tree sat rotting near the south wall, surrounded by a skirt of thorny undergrowth.

He found a pair of rusted shears in the estate's tool shed and started cutting.

The work felt familiar. His hands knew what to do even when his mind was still tangled. He grabbed the first weed at its base and ripped it out. Dirt crumbled from the roots. He tossed it aside and grabbed the next one.

He cleared a section of path by the time the sun crested the rooftops. Then he moved to the dead vines on the wall, sawing through dried woody stems with the shears until his forearms burned. The pile of dead growth beside him piled up waist-high.

Inside the cleared courtyard, Rhexa, Zelira and Cyrene drilled through combat forms. He could hear the clash of practice bouts and the occasional burst of wind as Zelira channelled brief gusts to test her speed. But he kept working.

By midday, he'd cleared half the eastern path. The stone was stained and cracked, but solid underneath. He got on his knees and pried out the weeds growing between each slab with a bent iron spike.

"What are you doing?"

He looked up. Zelira leaned against the garden wall. She was damp with sweat. Her training wrap had slipped to show the underside of her breasts and the sharp cut of her hip where the Seal sat.

"Clearing the courtyard."

"I can see that. I mean, why are you doing what you are doing?"

"Because it needs doing."

She pushed off the wall and walked toward him. She slid in close until there was barely a hand's width between them, then she put both hands against him and shoved him backward. His shoulders hit the garden wall. She pinned him there with her bodyweight, one thigh pressed between his legs.

"You're hiding out here playing gardener."

"I'm not hiding."

"You are." She leaned in. Her mouth was close enough that he could feel her breath on his lips. "You felt bad about yesterday. About not being able to perform. So you came out here to do something you're actually good at, isn't that right, farm boy?"

He didn't answer because she was right.

Zelira pressed her thigh harder against him. "Listen to me. I stayed with this house because I thought it had a future. But it only has a future if you have one. And right now, you're acting like a man who's borrowing three women instead of owning us."

"I don't want to own anyone."

"Then we lose. And Krato owns Rhexa for a day. And he fucks her on that altar and makes her cum in front of everyone. Then we are all taken away by debt collectors." Zelira's green eyes held his without blinking. "You have to want us to be yours. Not because we're property, but because you are our leader. You are the one who keeps us safe and fed. You are what keeps this house alive. That is what a Kyrios is." She held there, letting her words seep in, then stepped back and returned to her train.

Olyndar stayed against the wall. His pulse was hard, and so was he. He looked at his dirty, thorn-scratched hands. He went back to work.

That afternoon, he found Cyrene standing in front of the old olive stump near the south wall as she took a break. Olyndar kicked the stump. It was solid. No chance of it budging without a lot of effort.

"Can you freeze it?" He looked at Cyrene.

She blinked.

"If you freeze the stump deep enough, the ice expands inside the wood. The wood splits apart. After that, it crumbles." He tapped the stump. "Your Aspect could do that."

"I've never tried anything like that."

"Put your hands on it."

Cyrene knelt beside the stump and touched the dead bark. She closed her eyes. Frost crept from her fingers and spread across the wood in thin white lines.

Olyndar crouched beside her. He reached through the Seal and found Cyrene's bond. It was a cool blue thread. He sent a slow, steady, calm intent down the line. You can do this. I'm here.

Cyrene gasped. The frost on the stump thickened. Ice pushed into the dead wood, filling every crack and pore. The stump creaked. Loud pops echoed from deep inside the wood as fibres split apart. White frost turned to solid ice. The bark cracked in jagged lines.

Cyrene pulled her hands away. Olyndar stood and kicked the stump hard. It exploded into frozen chunks that scattered across the ground. Shards of icy wood skittered in every direction.

Cyrene stared at the crater where the stump had been. Then at her own hands.

"I did that."

"You did that." Olyndar smiled. And suddenly, the mechanism of the Seal felt slightly less foreign. He'd found a flow without force. Gentle yet firm and directed. He was not forcing, just being present.

The next days compressed into a blur of sweat, pain, and hard-won progress. Each morning, Olyndar continued to clean up the courtyard. Each afternoon, he took that focus and used it to direct Rhexa's power. Before long Rhexa had started to win her practice bouts against Zelira. She could now maintain her Aspect during battle, and even focus it in times of need. Olyndar and Rhexa were finding a way to work together.

One morning, Rhexa demanded a two-on-one spar.

"Zelira and Cyrene against me, we are using our full Aspects this time. No holding back."

Zelira grinned and cracked her knuckles. Cyrene looked nervous but nodded.

Hadros stood beside Olyndar's bench, having observed his progress with a quiet approval. "This will be a test for you, lad, best focus."

They squared off in the largest cleared section of the courtyard, the space Olyndar had spent days reclaiming.

Rhexa drew her practice sword and let her Flame Aspect surface. Heat distorted the air around her blade. Her red hair lifted in the thermal updraft.

Zelira came first. She launched forward on a gust of compressed air that blasted dust off the ground behind her. She closed the distance in a blink and struck high. Rhexa blocked, but the wind pushed her back. Cyrene flanked left and sent a sheet of frost across the ground, icing the stone beneath Rhexa's feet.

Rhexa slid and almost slipped over. But she caught herself, planted her feet, and swung wide to create space. Zelira ducked under and punched her in the ribs. Air condensed around her fist on impact, and Rhexa staggered sideways.

Cyrene raised both hands. A volley of ice shards formed in the air in front of her fans and launched at Rhexa's legs. Rhexa swept her sword in a low arc and melted most of them, but two struck her thigh and shattered.

Zelira came again. She was everywhere at once, riding bursts of wind to reposition faster than Rhexa could track. She hit Rhexa's sword arm, then her shoulder, then danced away before the counter arrived. Cyrene kept the pressure up from range, layering frost across the ground and forcing Rhexa to fight on treacherous footing.

Rhexa was losing.

Hadros leaned down to Olyndar's ear. "Best help her out Kyrios."

Olyndar closed his eyes.

He thought of Krato Demeris at the altar. Rhexa on her knees, draining his cock, taking his seed on her face. He thought of Rhexa smiling as cum dripped down onto her breasts from the corner of her mouth as the audience roared its approval. Then he thought about the stump. He focused his jealousy on a firm but gentle pathway towards Rhexa.

She was his. That didn't feel wrong anymore. It felt true.

He reached through the Kyric Seal. He found Rhexa's bond. He grabbed it. He wrapped his will around her presence and pulled her toward him with everything he had. Jelousy and arousal underneath all of it.

Rhexa tried to swallow the sound that threatened to escape, but ultimately failed. She moaned like she had been hit with a powerful orgasm. Her body vibrated. The practice sword in her hand blazed white. Fire roared up from the steel in a torrent so bright it hurt to look at. The heat flash-dried the frost on every flagstone in a single instant. Cyrene's ice evaporated into steam. Zelira's next gust of wind hit the wall of heat and disintegrated.

Rhexa charged. Before, she'd been fighting her own battle with borrowed scraps of energy. Now she moved with Olyndar's intent feeding directly into her muscles, her instincts, her sword arm. Olyndar felt where Zelira was going to dodge and Rhexa was already there, swinging.

The burning blade caught Zelira across the stomach. Zelira flew backward and hit the ground rolling. Rhexa pivoted and charged Cyrene. Cyrene raised a wall of ice. Rhexa drove through it, shattering the barrier with a single burning stroke, and planted the flat of her blade against Cyrene's collarbone. The blue-haired Muse froze in place, wide-eyed.

Rhexa lowered her sword and quelled her flames. She was still standing.

Zelira sat up and rubbed her stomach where the flat of the sword had caught her. She looked at Olyndar with her mouth slightly open.

"Good job, Kyrios."

Cyrene touched her collarbone where the heat had kissed her skin and let out a shaking breath.

Hadros said nothing. He took a long drink from his mug.

That evening, Zelira and Cyrene limped toward the bathhouse together, Zelira's arm draped over Cyrene's shoulders. They were bickering about something, Zelira teasing, Cyrene protesting in her quiet way. The sound of it faded down the corridor.

Olyndar and Rhexa were alone in the courtyard.

The paths were clear. The dead vines were gone. The fountain basin was still cracked, but Olyndar had shored it up, and Cyrene had filled it with water that sat cool and still. The flagstones were swept. The place looked like it was breathing again.

Rhexa leaned against the fountain's edge. Her training wraps were soaked through and almost transparent. Her braid had come half-undone, and wild hairs escaped. She tipped her head back and let the evening air hit her throat.

"I felt you," she said. "Fully. In my head, my arms, my sword. You were everywhere."

"Is that a good thing?"

"It's the only thing that matters." She straightened and faced him. "But I need to be honest with you."

She folded her arms beneath her breasts. The Varos crest pulsed between them.

"Our Concord is still too low. We're hovering around an 'Uneven' rating. For a standard match against a mid-tier opponent, that might be enough. Against Krato's Muse, it isn't. Hellea and Krato have been fighting together for years. Their bond is deep and ugly and very, very strong. We need to reach a 'Bound' rating at minimum, or she'll grind through my defences before you can compensate."

"How do we do that?"

Rhexa dropped her arms. She looked at him with no mask, no performance, no wall. Just a tired woman with fire in her blood.

"At the bathhouse, we formed our contract, but our bond did not solidify. The Seal locked in place, but the fortifications are thin." She stepped toward him, close enough that he could feel the heat from her body. "My body still carries echoes of your father's neglect. Every time you push through the bond, part of me flinches because I expect the connection to go cold."

She put her hand over his heart. Over the place where the Seal lived inside him.

"You need to burn that out of me. Not with kindness. Not with patience. You need to fuck his ghost out of my body and replace it with you."

Her ember eyes held his.

"Can you do that Olyn?"

Olyndar covered her hand with his. He felt the heat of her skin, the pulse beneath it, the deep thread of the Seal connecting them.

"Yes."

He took her upstairs. His father's bedroom. His bedroom now.

The door closed behind them. Rhexa stood in the centre of the room and pulled the wrap from around her chest. The soaked fabric came away in her hands. She dropped it to the floor. Her breasts fell free, full and round and sheened. She unwound the wrap from her hips and let it drop. She stood naked in front of him, tall, powerful, and completely bare.

Olyndar crossed the room and put his hands on her waist. He pushed her backward. The edge of the bed caught her behind the knees, and she fell onto the mattress, red hair fanning across the sheets.

She looked up at him and waited.

He stripped off his robes and crawled over her. His body covered hers. He kissed her, hard, and she kissed back harder. Her teeth caught his lower lip. Her hand found the back of his neck and pulled him in.

He reached between them and guided himself to her entrance. She was slick and ready. He pushed inside her, and she welcomed him in.

Rhexa grabbed Olyndar's shoulders with both hands and dug her nails in deep enough to leave marks. He pulled back and thrust forward, burying himself to the hilt. She was hot inside, scorching, and the Seal between her breasts flared bright with every thrust of his cock.

"Harder," she said.

He gave her harder. He planted one hand beside her head and gripped her hip with the other, anchoring himself, and drove into her with long, deep strokes that shoved her up the mattress. The bed frame knocked against the wall. Rhexa wrapped her legs around his waist and locked her ankles behind his back, pulling him deeper with every thrust.

The gentleness he'd carried since arriving in Myressa cracked. Rhexa demanded something fiercer, and he found it waiting inside himself, ready. He fucked her the way the Seal required. She was his Muse.

Rhexa cried out to the nine goddesses as she bit his shoulder. She clawed red lines down his back and pressed back into every stroke. Her breasts cushioned against his chest.

"Don't stop." Her voice broke on the second word. She clenched around him, and he felt it through the bond, her pleasure feeding back into his, doubling, compounding—a feedback loop of lust.

He shifted his angle and drove deeper. She cried out. He covered her mouth with his and swallowed the sound. Her hips rolled up to meet every thrust. Sweat ran between them. He could feel her everywhere, not just her body under his, but her presence inside the Seal, opening up, letting him in, flooding the bond with trust and heat and desperate need.

He was close. She was closer. He felt her orgasm building through the Seal like a rising pressure behind a dam.

"Come inside me," she gasped against his mouth. "Finish it."

He buried himself as deep as he could go and let it hit. His cock pulsed inside her, and she shattered at the same time, her whole body seizing, legs gripped, nails rended, mouth opened. He spilled into her in long, generous spurts while the Seal between her breasts detonated in a blinding gold flash that lit the entire room.

The bond locked into place. He felt it like a gear tooth catching. The thin, fragile thread that had connected them since the bathhouse thickened into a rope.

Their bond rating had surely increased.

The fierce, burning, wall of a woman he'd met less than a week ago was completely still. Soothed. He could feel it through the bond. The old echoes of neglect that had rattled around inside her Seal were quiet. Not gone entirely, but buried under him.

She tilted her face up and looked at him. Her eyes were surprisingly soft.

"Tomorrow," she murmured. "Krato's Muse is going to burn."


Chapter 8

Twenty thousand voices crashed together inside the Grand Colossade and bounced off the stone columns until the sound lost all shape. It became a single, living roar that pressed against Olyndar and shook his bones. He steadied himself on the rail of the Kyrios balcony and looked down at the sands below.

The arena floor was enormous. A wide oval of packed, sun-baked sand framed by towering walls and shadowed tunnel mouths. Scorch marks and indentations scarred the surface from previous bouts. The tiered seating climbed steeply on every side, packed with bodies, every bench full, people standing in the upper galleries with their arms draped over the rails.

Hadros stood at his side, one hand resting on his shoulder.

"Breathe, lad."

Olyndar did his best to.

Across the arena, on the opposing Kyrios balcony, Krato Demeris sat in a wide chair that looked too small for him. He leaned back with one leg kicked up on the balcony rail and a cup of wine in his fist. He spotted Olyndar looking and raised the cup in a mocking toast. His grin was visible even at this distance.

"Ignore him," Hadros said. "Keep your eyes on the sands."

Down on the arena floor, two women walked out from opposite tunnel mouths.

Rhexa emerged from the eastern tunnel. She wore her arena kit, the hammered-metal brassiere straining over her breasts, the high-cut plated bottom riding her wide hips, and her real sword at her side. Her red hair hung loose and wild down her back. She walked with her chin up and proud, and the crowd reacted. Some cheered. Some jeered. Most just leered. Even the women in the audience agreed that she was very nice to look at.

From the western tunnel came Hellea.

Krato's premier Muse was built like a fortress given flesh. She stood nearly as tall as Rhexa but carried twice the muscle mass. Rumours were that she was taken straight from the Amazonian tribes at a young age. She wore almost nothing: a chest band of black leather and a short fighting skirt slit up both sides. Her dark hair was cropped close to her skull. She didn't carry a weapon; rather, she was the weapon.

She cracked her neck left, then right, and her Aspect activated.

A dark, metallic sheen spread across her skin from her collarbones outward. It rolled down her arms and across her stomach and over her legs like oil being poured over a sculpture. Her flesh hardened into something closer to dark iron than skin. She clenched her fists, and the knuckles popped loud enough that Olyndar could hear.

"Gods," Olyndar whispered.

"That's what we're up against," Hadros said. "Stay focused. She's strong, but she's not unbeatable."

The herald's voice boomed through the Colossade, amplified by the stone acoustics.

"House Varos presents Rhexa! Flame Aspect! Versus House Demeris presenting Hellea! Iron Aspect! Stakes declared: three thousand drachma and mutual Wreath Loan of one day! Judge and Seal witness are present! On the horn!"

The horn blew.

Hellea charged.

She dropped her shoulder and sprinted straight at Rhexa with the momentum of a runaway cart. The sand kicked up behind her iron-shod feet. The ground shook.

Rhexa drew her sword and channelled her Aspect into the steel. Orange flame roared up the blade. She swung a wide, sweeping cut at Hellea's midsection and poured everything into it. The fire smashed against Hellea's iron-coated stomach and splashed outward in a spray of sparks and heat.

But Hellea didn't slow down. She didn't even flinch. She walked through the fire and stepped inside Rhexa's guard.

She drove her fist into Rhexa's ribs.

The impact rang through the Colossade like a hammer striking an anvil. Rhexa buckled sideways. Her feet skidded across the sand. She caught herself, reset, and slashed at Hellea's shoulder. The blade connected, scored a bright orange line across the dark metal skin, and bounced off. Hellea grabbed the blade with her bare hand. The steel creaked in her grip. She shoved it aside and punched Rhexa in the stomach.

Rhexa doubled over. The crowd surged louder.

Up in the balcony, Olyndar felt the blow land inside his own body. The Seal transmitted Rhexa's pain and pleasure as a dull, spreading ache. He pressed his hand against his sternum and focused, pushing power through the bond. He felt the fire respond; Rhexa's Aspect flared brighter.

But Hellea was already on top of her.

The Iron Muse grabbed a fistful of Rhexa's hair and yanked her forward. Rhexa stumbled into another body blow that cracked against her ribs. Hellea released her hair and grabbed the strap of her brassiere. She twisted and ripped. Metal bent, and the clasp snapped. Rhexa's right breast spilled free from the cup, bouncing loose as the damaged armour hung from one shoulder.

The crowd roared.

Hellea drove her knee into Rhexa's thigh. The impact converted through the Seal into a hot pulse of forced arousal that buckled Rhexa's knees. She gasped and staggered. Hellea wrapped both arms around Rhexa's torso in a crushing bear hug. She lifted the redhead off her feet and squeezed. The remaining brassiere strap popped. The metal cups fell to the sand. Rhexa's breasts pressed flat against Hellea's.

Rhexa slammed the pommel of her sword against Hellea's temple. The hit rang off iron skin and did nothing. Hellea squeezed tighter.

Olyndar felt Rhexa's panic bleed through the bond. Her stamina was fraying. Her Aspect flickered. He could sense her thoughts scattering as Hellea squeezed the breath from her lungs and the crowd fed on every second of it.

Across the arena, Krato leaned forward in his chair and laughed loud enough to hear over the crowd.

Hellea dropped Rhexa and shoved her backward; she was not done playing with her food. Before Rhexa could recover, the Iron Muse grabbed the waistband of her plated bikini and twisted. Metal tore. Hellea ripped the armour off Rhexa's hips and tossed the crumpled plate behind her. The crowd erupted as Rhexa stood stripped naked on the sand, bruised and gasping.

Hellea smiled. She cocked her iron fist back for a finishing blow.

The next hit would end it. Olyndar felt Rhexa brace for impact through the bond, felt her body preparing to absorb the punishment that would drop her to the sand and end the match. House Varos was seconds away from losing everything.

Olyndar shut his eyes.

He reached for the thing he and Rhexa had built the night before, the raw power of what had passed between them in his father's bed. He grabbed the bond with everything he had. His possessiveness. His need. His refusal to watch another man use her.

You are mine. You are my Muse. And I am not letting you fall.

He slammed it through the Seal.

Down on the sand, Rhexa's whole body jolted. Her eyes went wide. The Varos crest between her breasts detonated in golden light so bright that people in the front rows shielded their faces. A sound punched out of her chest, half gasp, half moan, her lips parting as the surge of power flooded every nerve in her body.

Her red hair whipped around her in a mad inferno. The loose strands lifted and spread around her head like a living crown. Heat distorted the air in waves that climbed ten, fifteen, twenty feet above her.

Her sword went from orange to a blistering white. The steel burned so hot it was painful to look at. The sand beneath her feet fused to glass instantly and kept spreading, a growing circle of molten ground that popped and cracked.

Hellea threw her punch.

Rhexa caught the iron fist in her bare hand.

The contact point sizzled. Steam exploded from between their clenched fingers. Hellea's metallic skin, dark and impenetrable a moment ago, began to glow. It started at the knuckles where Rhexa held her and spread up her forearm. Dark iron turned dull red. Dull red turned bright orange.

Hellea's expression changed for the first time in the fight. She looked concerned. She tried to pull her fist back.

Rhexa held on. She superheated the air around them both. The temperature spiked so high that the sand in a five-foot radius turned to bubbling glass. Hellea's entire arm glowed hot. Her iron chest plate warped.

Rhexa released her and stepped back. She raised her white-burning sword in both hands, brought it down in a single devastating arc, and struck Hellea across the chest with the flat of the blade.

The impact blew Hellea off her feet. She flew backward, soaring through the air like a javelin, and hit the sand flat on her back. Her iron skin cracked. Jagged lines split across her body as the superheated metal warped beyond its limits. Her Aspect shattered. The dark sheen peeled away like burnt paint, leaving bare, reddened, sweating skin underneath.

Hellea lay on her back, chest heaving, arms spread wide. She couldn't get up.

The judge's horn blew.

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

The Colossade shook. The crowd was on its feet. Whatever they had expected from the remnants of a dying house, it wasn't this. Olyndar's heart hammered in his ears louder than the crowd.

Across the arena, Krato's chair was empty. He was standing. The wine cup in his hand had been crushed. Red wine dripped between his fingers and off his knuckles onto the stone floor.

Rhexa stood over Hellea's fallen body, naked, bruised, burning. Her sword hung at her side and the white flames guttered down to orange and then to nothing.

She looked up at Olyndar's balcony. She smiled.

The next few minutes were a blur for Olyndar. He wasn't quite sure what happened. He found himself in the temple plaza, a small crowd that had followed from the Colossade packed the perimeter, jostling for position. Temple clerks moved through the throng with wax tablets, recording outcomes and processing transfers.

Hadros pressed a leather purse into Olyndar's hands. The three thousand drachma, counted and sealed by the circuit clerk before they'd left the arena. Enough to pay Gelos and buy time.

"The money's secured," Hadros said. "But the Wreath Loan terms still need to be fulfilled."

Olyndar looked at the altar.

It was the same marble block he'd seen Krato bent over the Bloom Muse on days earlier. Heavy, waist-high, iron rings bolted to each corner. A temple clerk stood at the base of the steps with his stylus ready.

Hellea knelt at the altar's edge. Her iron skin was gone. Without her Aspect, she looked almost cute. Still big, still muscular, but stripped of her hardness. She stared at the stone surface in front of her and didn't move.

The herald's voice carried across the plaza.

"As declared by pre-match stakes, Hellea of House Demeris is subject to a Wreath Loan of one day to House Varos. The receiving Kyrios may now consummate his claim."

Olyndar's feet wouldn't move.

He looked at Hellea. She'd been a monster in the sand, yes. She'd tried to break Rhexa apart and enjoyed it. But right now she was just a woman on her knees. He thought about his farm. About pulling weeds and feeding goats and the quiet dignity of things that didn't require you to fuck a defeated stranger in front of a screaming crowd.

A hand gripped Olyndar's arm.

Rhexa stepped up beside him. She had a cloth over her shoulders, but her armour was gone and she was still mostly naked. Her lip was swollen where Hellea had split it. She smelled like smoke.

She pulled him close and dropped her voice low enough that only he could hear.

"Don't quit on me now, Kyrios."

"Rhexa, I can't just..."

"You can. And you will." Her ember eyes held his without mercy. "Every Kyrios in this city will hear of what you do right now. If you walk away from that altar, they'll smell blood. The wolves will move in. Every vulture in the circuit will know that House Varos doesn't have the stomach to claim what it's owed."

"She's already beaten. There's no need to..."

"This isn't about need. It's about what the city sees." Rhexa's grip tightened on his arm. "You won today. I bled for that victory. Don't waste it." She released him and straightened up. "Show them you own the sands today, Kyrios."

Olyndar looked at the altar. At Hellea. At the crowd pressing in around the plaza.

He climbed the steps.

The stone was warm under his sandals. Hellea didn't look up as he approached.

He loosened the belt of his robe. The crowd noise swelled. He let the sound wash over him as he buried the nice farm boy within him deep down.

He stepped behind Hellea and put his hand on her hip. She flinched once, then stilled. He pushed her forward until her chest pressed flat against the marble alter. He tugged the remnants of her fighting skirt down past her hips and let it drop around her knees. She was bare underneath.

He freed his cock from his robes and pressed the head against her entrance. She was wet. The combat arousal and defeat submission had done what the arena always did to Muses. Her body was ready even if her pride wasn't.

He pushed inside her.

Hellea moaned sweetly as Olyndar took her. She braced herself ready for him to take his prize. Olyndar grabbed her hips and pulled them back against him, burying himself fully. She clenched around him involuntarily.

He pulled back and thrust hard. Despite the look of her muscular form, she was soft and pleasant to push into. Hellea grunted. He did it again. And again. He let out all his built-up frustration into her with the full force of his hips. Each stroke pushed her forward against the marble and dragged her back.

The woman who had nearly broken Rhexa apart in the sand made a noise that sounded like it came from someone much gentler. Her tough, brutal composure came apart one thrust at a time.

"Oh gods..." Hellea's voice cracked. Her fingers scraped against the stone. "Oh... fuck..."

Olyndar grabbed a fistful of her cropped hair and pulled her head back. Her spine curved. Her breasts pressed against the cold marble. He drove deeper, and she wailed happily, her whole body shuddering. The crowd screamed its approval.

Hellea's hips pushed back to meet his thrusts. The submission took hold completely. The arena's divine current had turned every sensation into overwhelming pleasure, and without her Aspect to shield her, she had no defences left. She came hard, clenching around him, her body seizing and her scream echoing off the temple columns.

He didn't stop. He fucked her through the orgasm and into the next one. She babbled against the marble, broken fragments that weren't quite words. Her legs shook. Her second orgasm hit harder than the first, and this time she went limp, held up only by Olyndar's grip on her hips.

He felt his own climax building. He buried himself in her pussy and unloaded. Hellea moaned as she felt it fill her up, a defeated, yet oddly happy, sound. He held himself there and emptied everything into Krato's premier weapon while he and the crowd that followed him watched.

He pulled out. Cum dripped out of Hellea and onto the altar.

The crowd roared once more.

Olyndar came down the altar steps and pulled his robes closed. His hands were steady, but something inside his chest felt scraped raw. Hadros met him at the base with a cup of water that Olyndar drained.

He was wiping his mouth when the shadow fell over him. Krato Demeris.

The big man's face had undergone a strange transformation since the arena. The boisterous, vulgar bully from the temple courtyard was gone. In its place was something quieter and far more unsettling.

"Well fought." Krato's voice was level. "Your Muse surprised me. Credit where it's earned."

Olyndar said nothing. He waited.

"I'll admit I took you for another soft inheritor. Rich boy on borrowed time. But that..." Krato nodded toward the altar where Hellea still lay splayed across the marble. "That was a good show, you might be worth something."

"The match is over. You lost."

Krato's mouth twitched. "I did. And I don't lose often." He rolled his thick neck and exhaled. "Which is why I'd like to discuss an arrangement."

He snapped his fingers. A retainer stepped forward carrying a heavy iron lockbox. The man set it on the ground between them and stepped back.

Krato kicked the lid open with his boot. Coins packed the interior so tightly they barely shifted.

"Twenty thousand drachma. Verified weight, temple-stamped." Krato looked at Olyndar. "For a one-week Wreath Loan with your redhead."

The words hit Olyndar's bloodstream like venom. He felt the possessiveness surge through his chest and flood into the Seal. Rhexa, a decent distance behind him, stiffened as she felt the spike through their bond.

"You want to rent my Muse after she just humiliated yours?"

"I want her because she humiliated mine. That's the whole point." Krato's calm didn't crack. "One week. She comes back untouched. Or at least..." A flicker of the old grin. "...functional."

Olyndar's mouth opened. The words were already forming. Go fuck yourself. Take your drachmas and choke on them. She is mine and you will never—

A hand clamped around his wrist.

Rhexa pulled him sideways until they stood nearly chest to chest.

"Don't."

"Don't what? Don't tell him to eat his own—"

"Don't say no. Not yet." Her voice was low and raw. "Listen to me. We owe two hundred and thirty-seven thousand drachma. The three thousand we just won covers Gelos for a few weeks. Then we're right back where we started. Bleeding out."

"Rhexa..."

"Twenty thousand buys us months. Enough time to train Zelira and Cyrene. Enough to register for the circuit properly. Enough to actually rebuild instead of scrambling to survive."

He stared at her. The Seal between them was wide open. He could feel everything she felt. The ache in her ribs. The exhaustion dragging at her limbs. And underneath all of it, a hard, pragmatic calculation that she'd been running since the moment Krato made the offer.

"You know what he'll do to you."

"I know exactly what he'll do to me." Her grip on his wrist didn't loosen. "I've survived worse than a week with a loud, ugly man who fucks too hard. What I can't survive is watching this house die because we were too proud to take the money when it was offered."

"I won't let him—"

"Take the deal, Kyrios." Her voice dropped to a whisper. "I can survive him."

Olyndar stood in the sun. The noise of the crowd pressed in around them. Krato waited behind him with twenty thousand drachma at his feet.

"Well, what will it be?"


Chapter 9

The viewing room was narrow and dark. Olyndar stood with his shoulder against the back wall, staring through the massive one-way glass pane that filled the entire front of the chamber.

On the other side, Krato's master bedroom stretched wide and lavish. A bed big enough for four people dominated the centre. Furs covered the mattress. Iron sconces held fat candles that threw warm orange light across the stone walls.

Hadros had explained the room to him before he'd entered it. A standard feature in wealthy Kyrios estates, he'd said. Most high-ranking houses had one built into the wall adjoining the master bedroom. One-way glass, spelled by temple artisans, thick enough to muffle sound but not block it entirely. A chair. A small table with a water pitcher. Designed so that a Kyrios could observe his Muses during a Wreath Loan.

Olyndar had stared at the glass for a long time before sitting down. Then he remembered. His father's oversized bedroom back at the Varos estate had a glass wall too. He'd noticed it on his first night. A huge pane covered by heavy velvet curtains that went floor to ceiling. Behind those curtains was likely a room just like this one.

His father had sat in one just like it. Watching. That's what wealthy men did in Myressa. They watched their Muses get broken in and used. "You win, or you watch," Hadros had said. The two pillars of Kyrios culture.

Olyndar had accepted the twenty thousand drachma. The lockbox was already at the Varos estate, counted and locked in the vault. The deal was done. He didn't have to be here. Krato's retainer had shown him the viewing room as a courtesy, not an obligation.

But he'd stayed. He told himself it was because he needed to make sure Krato didn't hurt her beyond the terms of the loan. That was true. It was also not the whole truth.

The bedroom door opened.

Krato walked in first. He'd stripped down to a loose pair of linen trousers slung low on his hips. Without his robes, the sheer mass of the man was grotesque. His chest was a slab of scarred muscle. His arms were thicker than Rhexa's thighs. He moved as though he had done this dozens of times, which of course he had, and likely more so.

He led Rhexa by her hair.

She followed barefoot, completely naked. No arena kit, no training wraps, no cloth of any kind. Her red hair was gathered in Krato's fist, and she walked where he pulled. Her breasts swung with each step. The Varos crest between them had dimmed to a faint outline, a large golden wreath etched upon it. Under Wreath Loan protocol, her Seal's connection to Olyndar was dampened. Not severed, but thinned to a whisper. He could feel her as a distant warmth.

The woman who'd set the arena on fire that afternoon was gone. Her proud shoulders were lowered. Her chin was down. The fierce, volcanic presence that terrified opponents in the sand had been shelved completely. The Wreath Loan demanded total yield, and Rhexa gave it.

Krato walked her to the edge of the bed, released her hair, and shoved her face down onto the furs. Rhexa hit the mattress with her arms splayed forward. Her breasts compressed against the bed. Krato grabbed her hips with both massive hands and dragged her back until her feet touched the floor and her ass was angled up toward him.

He dropped his trousers. His cock was hard and ready to plunder. He lined himself up and pushed inside her.

Rhexa's muffled moan punched through the glass. She struggled to find purchase as Krato entered. He didn't give her a chance to, he pulled back and slammed forward again, a punishing pace from the very first thrust. His hips slapped against her ass. The bed lurched forward an inch and scraped against the stone floor.

Olyndar's mind ached. Through the thinned Seal, he felt the faintest echo of what Rhexa was experiencing. A dull, distant throb of sensation that pulsed in time with Krato's thrusts. Enough to know it was happening. Not enough to feel the full force of it.

The contrast was the worst part. Krato was enormous, heavy-handed, and crude. He used his size the way a battering ram uses mass. He pinned Rhexa flat with one hand between her shoulder blades and fucked her with long, deep strokes that used his full weight on every forward push. Her body rocked against the mattress. Her breasts crushed flat, then bounced free, then crushed flat again with each impact. He treated her like a prize he'd paid for and intended to use up.

Which, Olyndar thought bitterly, was exactly what she was.

What he hadn't expected was Rhexa's response.

Rather than enduring it in silence, rather than going limp and waiting for it to end, Rhexa threw herself into it. She arched her back and pushed her hips up to meet Krato's thrusts. A Muse's body converted pain, submission, and degradation into combat-grade ecstasy. The harder Krato fucked her, the harder the pleasure hit. And Krato fucked hard.

"Harder," Rhexa gasped into the furs. "Fuck me harder."

Krato obliged. He grabbed both of her hips and hauled her back onto him, slamming her ass against his pelvis with a meaty slap. Rhexa screamed, raw and wet and desperate, the sound of a woman losing herself to sensation.

"That's it," she moaned. "Oh gods, yes, just like that, Kyrios..."

The word hit Olyndar like a fist in the gut. Kyrios. The Wreath Loan demanded it. For one week, Krato held her title of authority. She was required to address him as her master. But hearing it come out of her mouth while another man's cock was buried inside her was something else entirely.

Krato grunted and picked up speed. He was relentless, hammering into her with the kind of stamina that only years of this sort of thing could build. Rhexa's moans climbed higher. Her body shuddered. She grabbed fistfuls of fur and buried her face in the mattress as the first orgasm tore through her.

"Fuck... fuck, yes, master, don't stop..."

She came hard. Her whole body seized. Krato didn't slow down. He kept pumping through her orgasm and straight into the next buildup. Before the shaking had even stopped, Rhexa was moaning again, louder this time, her voice cracking as a second wave built on top of the first.

Her heavy breasts bounced against the mattress with every thrust. Her red hair had come loose from Krato's earlier grip and spread in wild tangles across the furs and her back. She looked completely lost. The fiery, disciplined swordswoman was cumming over and over again on another man's cock, begging for more of it.

Olyndar didn't leave.

He sat in the dark viewing room and watched every second.

He came back the next day.

And the day after that.

Every evening for seven days, Olyndar walked to the Demeris estate, was led to the narrow room behind the glass, and sat down in the same chair.

On the second day, Krato had Rhexa on her back. Her legs were spread wide, ankles hooked over his massive shoulders, and he drove down into her with his full bodyweight. The bed almost broke under the punishment. Rhexa held onto the headboard with both hands and screamed through three orgasms in a row. Krato pulled out and came across her tits, painting her a sticky white. She lay there panting, covered, staring at the ceiling with her lips parted while his seed pooled in the valley between her breasts.

On the third day, she was on her knees. Krato stood in front of her and fed her his cock while he gathered her hair into a ponytail and used it as a handle. She gagged around his girth. Spit ran down her chin and dripped onto her breasts. When he finished, he held her head in place and came down her throat. She swallowed every drop and then licked him clean.

Olyndar watched and took notes in his head. He observed how Krato controlled a woman who was nearly his own height. How he used leverage instead of pure force when he wanted to change positions. How he kept Rhexa pinned with one hand placed precisely at the base of her neck while the other controlled her hips. There was a crude science to it. The man was a brute, yes, but he was a brute who knew exactly how much force to apply and where.

On the fourth day, Krato fucked Rhexa's tits. She pressed them together around his shaft while he straddled her ribcage and thrust between the heavy mounds. His cock pushed through the top of her cleavage on every stroke, and she caught the head with her tongue each time. He came across her face and she opened her mouth to catch it like a woman dying of thirst.

Olyndar watched that and hated himself for how hard he was.

On the fifth day, Krato took her from behind again, this time bent over the arm of a heavy wooden chair. He pounded into her so hard the chair legs snapped beneath her, which didn't stop Krato for a moment. Rhexa came four times. Her voice went hoarse from screaming. Krato filled her pussy and then pushed her to her knees to suck him hard again. Twenty minutes later, he was inside her once more.

The man's stamina was astonishing. And infuriating. Olyndar noted that too.

He also noted, during a brief quiet moment on the fifth evening, that it was fortunate Muses couldn't conceive without a formal reproductive license issued by the city. The amount of seed Krato had pumped into Rhexa over five days would have guaranteed a pregnancy otherwise. The system was designed for exactly this kind of use, Wreath Loans and breeding kept separate by bureaucratic permission. Just another piece of Myressa's machinery of control.

On the sixth day, Rhexa rode Krato. She straddled his massive frame and bounced on his cock while he lay back with his hands behind his head, watching her tits bounce with a satisfied grin. She rode him fast, grinding her clit against his pelvis on every downstroke, and came so hard she collapsed forward onto his chest. He grabbed her ass with both hands and thrust up into her from below until he finished inside her again.

She was insatiable. The Muse physiology that turned submission into overwhelming pleasure had made her genuinely, desperately hungry for it. Each day she came back for more with the same enthusiasm she'd shown on the first night. She moaned louder, begged dirtier, and came harder as the days went on. By day six, she was calling Krato "master" without being prompted, wrapping her arms around his thick neck and whimpering into his ear while he fucked her into the mattress.

Olyndar sat behind the glass and let himself feel all of it. The jealousy. The anger. The arousal that burned alongside them, impossible to separate. He didn't look away from any of it.

On the seventh and final day, Olyndar took his seat for the last time.

Krato brought Rhexa in the same way he had the first night. By her hair, naked, compliant. But this time, there was an urgency to him. He moved faster. He was determined to use every last second.

He threw Rhexa onto the bed and mounted her immediately. He shoved her thighs apart with his knees and pushed inside her. Rhexa gasped and grabbed his arms, fingers digging into his scarred biceps.

He fucked her hard. Harder than any of the previous days. The bed rocked and slammed with them. Rhexa's breasts bounced violently with each impact. She wrapped her legs around his waist and held on.

"Give it to me," she moaned. "All of it, master, please... I'm going to miss your big, amazing cock!"

Krato grunted and drove deeper. He hooked one arm under her knee and pushed her leg up toward her chest, opening her wider. The new angle made Rhexa's eyes go wide.

He changed positions three times in the span of an hour. On her back, on her stomach, on her knees. Each time, Rhexa took everything he gave with the same sloppy desperation she'd shown on night one. Her body glistened. She'd come so many times she'd lost count, and still she pushed back against him, wanting more.

Krato pulled out and flipped her onto her back one final time. He pinned her wrists above her head with one giant hand and settled between her thighs. He pushed back inside her slowly, all the way, and held there.

Rhexa moaned. She pulled in close. Her breasts pressed up against his chest.

"Last one," Krato grunted.

He started moving. Slow at first, then building. Faster. Harder. Rhexa's moans climbed until they broke apart into ragged, broken sounds. Her legs shook around his waist.

Krato buried himself and came. His whole body locked up. Rhexa felt it, the heat of him flooding deep inside her, and she shattered. She screamed, full-throated and raw, her body convulsing around him as she came with him. She twisted against his grip, her heels dug into his lower back, and her hips ground upward, milking every last drop.

They stayed locked together for much longer than Olyndar knew was necessary. Then Krato pulled out. A thick line of cum followed and dripped onto the furs.

It was over. The Wreath Loan expired the moment he withdrew from her body.

Olyndar stood up from the chair in the dark room. His legs were stiff. His hands ached from gripping the armrests. He left the viewing room without waiting to see what happened next, walked down the corridor of the Demeris estate, passed through the front gate, and went home.

When Olyndar got back to the Varos estate, it was clear that the courtyard looked different. The paths were swept clean. Young herbs lined the south wall in small clay pots Olyndar had found in the cellar. The fountain was bubbling as it had done so many years ago. The flagstones were bare and scrubbed. The weeds and dead ivy were gone.

Olyndar sat on the stone bench with a ledger open on his knee. He'd spent the morning allocating the twenty thousand drachma. Seven thousand to Gelos and the Collectors Guild, covering the immediate payment and buying them four additional months before the next demand. Three thousand for overdue temple tithes. Two thousand for arena registration fees to get House Varos back on the Laureled Circuit's active roster. Five thousand into a general operating fund for food, supplies, training equipment, and household maintenance. Three thousand set aside for emergency reserves. Rhexa's sacrifice was not in vain.

He closed the ledger and set it on the bench beside him.

The sound of hooves on cobblestone came from the front of the estate. Olyndar stood. He walked through the side passage and into the front courtyard just as a black carriage bearing the Demeris crest rolled to a stop outside the iron gates.

The driver climbed down and opened the carriage door.

Rhexa stepped out.

She wore a simple linen dress, likely provided by Krato's household. Her red hair was washed and brushed and fell in loose waves over her shoulders. She carried nothing. She walked through the open gate and into the Varos courtyard.

Olyndar had prepared himself for this moment. He'd imagined hollow eyes, trembling hands, a woman scraped out and barely holding together. He'd rehearsed gentle words and careful distances.

None of it was necessary.

Rhexa walked toward him, looking like she'd just come back from a trip to the market. Her posture was straight. Her stride was even. Her eyes were clear and sharp. There was no tremor in her hands, no tension pulling her down, no haunted distance in her gaze.

She stopped in front of him and looked down at him the way she always did, using the extra inches between them to full effect.

"It's done," she said.

Olyndar searched her face. He looked for cracks, for damage hidden beneath the surface. He reached through the Seal. Their bond had snapped back to full strength the moment the Wreath Loan expired. He felt her presence flooding back into his chest, warm and solid and fierce. Not a single shred of shame.

"How are you?"

"I'm fine, Olyn." Her voice held no performance.

He shook his head. "You don't have to pretend with me. Not about this."

"I'm not pretending." She put her hand on his shoulder. "I went into that house and did what needed doing. And now I'm back. That's how this works."

"Seven days, Rhexa. I watched..."

He stopped himself. She raised one eyebrow.

"You watched?"

His face burned. He couldn't find any words that didn't make him sound like a fool or a pervert or both.

Rhexa's mouth curved. A warm smile. She squeezed his shoulder.

"Good."

He blinked.

"Good?"

"A Kyrios who doesn't know what happens to his Muses is a Kyrios who can't protect them. You sat in that dark little room every day because you gave a damn. Your father wouldn't have bothered." She held his gaze. "You made an ugly choice. You traded my body for this house's survival. Do you know how many young Kyrioi would have refused that deal out of pride and then lost everything within the month?"

He said nothing.

"You didn't refuse. You swallowed your pride and made the call that kept us alive. That is what a real Kyrios does." She stepped closer. "Not the pretty parts. Not the speeches and the victories. The ugly, necessary, gut-twisting parts that no one applauds you for."

She pulled him into her arms.

Olyndar's face pressed against the top of her breasts. She wrapped both arms around his back and held him tight. She was warm. She smelled like soap and faintly of something floral. Underneath all of it, she smelled like Rhexa. Like heat and iron and home.

"I am incredibly proud of you," she said into his hair. "And I am so deeply happy that you are my Kyrios."

He stood there in the courtyard of his broken, beautiful, barely-surviving house, held by the tallest, strongest, most terrifying woman he'd ever met. His throat was tight. The Seal pulsed between them, full and golden, and he felt her pride radiating through the bond. She meant every word of what she said.

He pulled back and looked up at her.

"I'm ready."

"Ready for what?"

"The Laureled Circuit." He turned and looked at the estate behind them. "We have four months, three Muses, and enough coin to register properly. I want House Varos on the active roster before the season starts."

Rhexa studied him. The last traces of the uncertain farm boy she'd met at the front gate were hard to find. The man looking up at her had watched his Muse get fucked by another man for seven days straight and came out the other side stronger.

"Then let's get to work."
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Emperor Night: Hunted, NTR Isekai

He controls their desires...
...but he's losing control of everything else.

Jonathan Night's world collapses when a mysterious email transports him to Adearath, a brutal fantasy realm where sorcerers are hunted and his every touch drives women to uncontrollable lust. Marked for death by the Empire's ruthless Inquisition, Jonathan must master a power he barely understands while fleeing across a continent where danger and desire lurk behind every corner.

As the Grand Inquisitor closes in, Jonathan gathers devoted followers: Saikhi, the brilliant ashborn librarian. Talitha, the fierce forest warrior who calls him "daddy." And Painsley, a fellow sorcerer with a taste for monsters. Together, they'll face goblins, corrupted priestesses, breeding catacombs, and the Empire's deadliest hunters.

But Jonathan's arousal-control ability comes with a price. Every touch corrupts. Every orgasm binds. And the women falling under his spell grow addicted to pleasures both human and monstrous.

When an entire city burns in his wake and the Emperor himself joins the hunt, Jonathan faces a choice: keep running, or embrace the dark power within and become the very thing the Empire fears most.

Another Dread Sorcerer.

In a world where tentacles writhe, beasts breed, and magic intertwines with carnal desire, survival demands more than courage.

It demands complete surrender.

Emperor Night is an explicit dark fantasy isekai featuring heavy NTR themes, monster encounters, harem-building, and graphic sexual content. This book contains dubious consent, corruption, breeding, gangbangs, and extreme adult situations. Not for the faint of heart.

Dive into depravity. Read it now.

Lust Reunion: The Games Begin

$1,000 just for showing up.
What could possibly go wrong?

Eugene never wanted to go to his high school reunion. Faith convinced him. The cash incentive sealed it. But the moment they step through the doors, the doors close behind them—literally.

They wake in a perfect replica of their old school, watched by hidden cameras, governed by a masked host with a fondness for rules. Twenty-five former classmates. Punishment devices beneath the skin. Chits for cash. And “team-building” games that start playful and slide quickly into something far more sexual.

Every challenge has an audience. Every penalty has teeth. And every win costs something you can’t get back.
As the stakes rise and the rules twist, Eugene and Faith learn the truth of their situation:

Play the games. Earn the money. Survive the night.

And try not to lose each other while everyone’s watching.

A dark erotic thriller for lovers of battle royales and sexual games. 18+ only. Contains heavy explicit content and morally grey situations.

Free Use Mandate: Episode #01

The government calls it Section Four. The men call it Free Use.

Monday evening was mundane. Marcie and Samson were painting models, waiting for dinner, and dreading the work week. Then the news anchor unzipped his fly on live TV.

To combat a national mental health crisis, Parliament has turned every woman aged eighteen to fifty-five into a "Public Asset." The rules are simple: men have needs, and women must legally service them. Refusal means prison.

For Marcie, the mandate is a death sentence for her autonomy. She is now property, accessible to anyone who asks. For her boyfriend Samson, it’s a test he isn’t sure he can pass. He promises to keep her safe, to hide her away, but the world outside their apartment has gone instantly, violently mad. And looking out the window, Samson can’t help but notice that every other man is having the time of his life.

The law just stripped her of her rights. Now it’s coming for her relationship.

This erotica contains explicit scenes of a dystopian nature, including mandated public use, workplace coercion, power exchange dynamics, and infidelity. +18 only.
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