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  Chapter one
The Choosing


The coastal festival engulfed them in waves of pounding drums and sweet incense that clung to their skin like lovers' breath. Lysander's fingers twitched at his side as he watched Inez move through the gathering crowd, her olive skin glistening under the afternoon sun, raven hair flowing to her waist like a midnight waterfall. The devotees' eyes followed her with hunger that matched the roiling in Lysander's gut, part pride, part dread, part arousal he couldn't suppress despite knowing what was coming. This wasn't just another ceremony. This was Inez's ascension. 
"They're waiting for me," Inez whispered, her almond eyes fixed on the central altar where Zain stood, tall and broad-shouldered, his gray eyes cutting through the haze of smoke and the press of bodies to find her.
Lysander clenched his jaw as attendants approached, their hands laden with bowls of vibrant powders, crimson, azure, gold. The first woman bowed before Inez, offering up her bowl with reverence.
"The blood of our ancestors," she intoned, dipping her fingers into the crimson powder and drawing a line from Inez's forehead down the bridge of her nose, then across her plush lips. Lysander's cock stirred traitorously as Inez's tongue darted out to taste the powder, her eyes finding his as she licked her lips clean.
The second attendant stepped forward, azure powder cascading over Inez's shoulders, catching in the silk that draped her body. "The tears of the ocean gods," he murmured, hands lingering on her collarbone, fingertips slipping beneath the fabric to trace the swell of her breasts. Lysander's pulse quickened, his breath caught in his throat as Inez arched into the touch, nipples visibly hardening beneath the thin silk.
With predatory grace, the third attendant, a woman with pitch-black eyes, circled Inez. "The sun's blessing," she declared, golden powder raining down from her cupped palms onto Inez's raven hair, transforming his wife into something otherworldly, something divine. The powder clung to the sweat on her skin, making her shimmer in the slanting afternoon light.
Zain stepped down from the altar, parting the crowd with nothing but his presence. Lysander's muscles tensed as the cult leader approached, gray eyes stripping Inez bare despite the silk that clung to every curve of her body.
"She's magnificent," Zain said, not to Inez but to Lysander, as if complimenting him on crafting a fine piece. "A vessel worthy of divinity."
Inez's hips rolled sensually beneath her silk wrap as Zain circled her, his fingertips tracing the curve of her waist. Lysander's pride cracked like ancient pottery, hairline fractures spreading with each possessive touch the man laid upon his wife.
"Watch me become their goddess, love," Inez purred, swaying closer to Lysander, her breath hot against his ear. "Watch me rise."
The drums intensified, a frenzied heartbeat that matched the racing of Lysander's pulse as Zain's hand cupped the back of Inez's neck, guiding her toward the altar. The crowd parted, murmuring prayers and benedictions as she passed.
Zain turned suddenly, fixing Lysander with a stare that froze him in place. "The mask," he said, voice carrying despite the drums, the chanting, the crackle of ceremonial fires. "You will carve her deity mask. Now. With the ancestral runes."
A wooden block was pressed into Lysander's hands—old-growth oak, sacred to the cult, harvested during the blood moon. His carving tools followed, wrapped in silk stained with what he knew wasn't red dye.
"I—" Lysander began, but Inez was suddenly before him, pressing her powdered body against his chest, her fingers digging into his throat just firmly enough to silence him.
"Do it," she whispered, her voice a sensual threat—"or we're exiled. You know what happens to those who leave the embrace of the faithful."
Her fingers tightened momentarily, and Lysander's cock hardened against her thigh. She felt it and smiled, cruel and beautiful.
"That's it," she coaxed—"let your hands create what your mind fears. Make me immortal, Lysander."
A work table had been prepared, rough-hewn wood, sturdy beneath his trembling hands as he laid out the block of oak, selected a chisel, and began. The crowd formed a circle around him, their chanting creating a hypnotic backdrop to his work. Sweat beaded on his forehead, slid down his spine as his chisel bit into the wood.
Inez stood behind him, her hands on his shoulders, occasionally leaning down to whisper encouragement or criticism in his ear. "Deeper there," she would murmur, or "Softer here, like you're caressing my cunt."
Each word was a lash, each touch a brand. His hands trembled with each cut, yet the mask took shape, the high cheekbones he'd kissed a thousand times, the full lips that had once whispered love into the darkness of their bedroom, now carved in wood to be worshipped by strangers.
"The runes," Zain commanded, suddenly at Lysander's other shoulder. "The binding runes, around the eyes and mouth."
Lysander hesitated, chisel poised above the wood. The binding runes were ancient, forbidden to all but the highest echelons of mask-makers. They were said to capture the essence of the wearer, to transform them into the deity represented.
"Do it," Inez hissed, her nails digging crescents into his shoulder blades.
His hands moved of their own accord, carving symbols he'd sworn never to use, spirals and sharp angles, curves like a woman's body, points like a man's desire. With each cut, he felt something within himself diminish, as if he were carving away pieces of his soul along with the wood.
Hours passed in a trance of creation and destruction, until at last, the mask lay finished before him, Inez's face rendered in oak, surrounded by the binding runes that would seal her transformation.
Inez lifted it reverently, her eyes gleaming with triumph as she turned it in her hands. "Perfect," she breathed, and for a moment, Lysander saw the woman he had fallen in love with, passionate, alive, filled with wonder.
Then she placed it over her face, and that woman disappeared.
The crowd roared its approval as Inez, now masked as a deity, was led back to the altar by Zain. "She requires a private blessing," he announced, his hand possessively curved around Inez's waist. "The vessel must be prepared to receive divine essence."
Lysander watched, chisel still clutched in his white-knuckled grip, as Zain led his wife away, her hips swaying beneath silk that shimmered with sweat and sacred powder. She didn't look back.
The crowd dispersed, seeking food, drink, carnal pleasures to fill the hours until the night's main ritual. Lysander remained at the work table, surrounded by wood shavings that curled like question marks around his feet. The chisel in his hand was both familiar and foreign, the tool of his craft, the instrument of his undoing.
He was alone, unmoored, adrift in a sea of strangers who worshipped what he had created while destroying what he loved. And somewhere, behind closed doors, Zain was blessing Inez with his hands, his mouth, his cock, preparing the vessel that had once been only Lysander's to cherish.

      ***Lanterns swayed in the coastal breeze, casting restless shadows across the night market as Lysander drifted between stalls like a man sleepwalking through his own execution. Wood fragments from the mask-making nestled in his pocket, jagged edges pressing into his thigh with each step, a physical reminder of the ancestral craft he had just defiled. The weight of his betrayal settled in his gut, even as his mind replayed the image of Inez disappearing with Zain, her newly masked face turned away from him as if he were already forgotten.
From the shadows between two lantern-lit stalls, violet eyes tracked his meandering path. Malibu stood motionless, her porcelain skin luminous in the flickering light, silver pixie cut framing her face like metallic feathers. The intricate feathered mask she wore concealed the upper half of her features but did nothing to hide the intensity of her gaze. Born into the cult's inner sanctum, she understood better than most what was happening to Lysander, the systematic breaking of a proud artisan, the deliberate erosion of his will.
Her interest in him went beyond mere curiosity. There was hunger in the way she watched his hands, those gifted hands that had carved divinity from dead wood, now hanging limp at his sides. She had seen many men broken by the cult, but Lysander's breaking held a particular fascination for her. Perhaps it was the purity of his talent, or the devotion he still carried for the wife who was betraying him with religious fervor.
Lysander paused at a wine merchant's stall, exchanging coins for a clay cup that he drained in three desperate swallows. The wine burned down his throat, a momentary distraction from the burning in his chest. He reached for another, but froze as a familiar laugh cut through the market's murmur.
Inez.
She emerged from the shadows like a dark star, drawing every eye. The mask he had carved rested atop her head now instead of covering her face, allowing all to see the evidence of her "private blessing" with Zain. Her lips were swollen, reddened from kisses that had clearly been anything but gentle. The column of her throat bore marks, fingertips and teeth, that Lysander hadn't left there. Between her breasts, visible where her silk wrap gaped open, a fresh bruise bloomed like a purple flower.
Lysander's stomach lurched, bile rising as she approached. Yet even as disgust washed through him, his cock stirred traitorously. The sight of her, claimed, marked, used, awakened something primal and shameful in him. He hated himself for it almost as much as he hated her in that moment.
"There you are," Inez purred, slipping her arm through his. Her scent reached him, her familiar perfume now mingled with the musk of sex and the distinctive scent of another man's seed. "I've been looking for my talented husband."
He couldn't meet her eyes. "You found me."
"I need something else from you," she said, guiding him away from the stall, her hips brushing against his with each step. "Something only your hands can give me."
They ended up at a secluded table, partly screened by hanging fabrics dyed in ritual patterns. Paper and charcoal appeared in Inez's hands, produced from a pouch at her waist.
"Draw him," she commanded, pushing the materials toward Lysander. "Draw Zain's face from memory. Every line, every shadow. The way his eyes look when he's about to come."
Lysander's hand hovered over the paper. "I don't—"
"You watched us before," Inez cut him off, her voice silken but edged with steel. "At the spring ritual. I saw you hiding behind the columns. Draw what you saw."
His face burned with shame at the memory. He had watched, unable to look away as Zain had taken Inez on the altar, her legs wrapped around his waist, her cries echoing through the temple. He watched, hated, burned, and remained until the end.
Before he could respond, Inez moved, quick and fluid as a predatory cat, straddling his lap at the table. Her silk wrap rode up her thighs, and she pressed herself against him, rolling her hips in a slow, deliberate grind.
"Draw," she whispered against his ear—"or I'll find someone else who can."
The charcoal felt like a shard of ice in his fingers as he sketched. Zain's face emerged on the paper—the strong jawline, the imperious brow, the eyes that seemed to strip flesh from bone. With each stroke, Inez rewarded him by grinding her hips against his hardening cock.
"Feel how wet he made me," she murmured, guiding his free hand beneath her wrap to the slick heat between her thighs. "Feel what he did to your wife while you wandered alone."
His fingers came away glistening with evidence of her infidelity, her arousal and, unmistakably, Zain's seed. The proof of her betrayal was literally in his hand, yet his cock strained painfully against his robes, responding to her movements with a will of its own.
"That's it," she encouraged as his charcoal moved across the paper. "Capture the way his mouth moves when he's telling me what a good little goddess I am. The way his eyes narrow just before he fills me."
Tears stung Lysander's eyes, shame burning hotter than the arousal she stoked with each roll of her hips. He hated this, hated her, hated himself, hated Zain, but his hand kept drawing and his cock kept hardening and his breath kept catching in his throat.
The sketch took form, not just of Zain's face, but of Zain in the throes of passion, as Lysander had seen him that night at the spring ritual. It was obscene in its intimacy, this portrait of the man who was destroying his life, drawn by his own hand.
When it was complete, Inez lifted herself off his lap, leaving him aching and unfulfilled. She studied the drawing with a satisfied smile before rolling it carefully and tucking it into her pouch.
"Tomorrow, you'll carve him," she declared. "A mask to match mine. Zain will wear your artistry when he fucks me during the culmination ritual." She leaned down to press her lips against his ear. "And you'll watch every moment."
She left him there, his cock painfully hard, his hand still sticky with the evidence of her betrayal, his soul fractured like poorly fired clay. The crowd of the night market swirled around him, oblivious to his humiliation.
Then, a presence at his side, a whisper of movement so subtle he might have missed it if not for the distinctive scent of ritual herbs and midnight flowers. Malibu slipped into the seat Inez had vacated, her violet eyes gleaming behind her feathered mask.
"The carving will bind more than wood," she murmured, her voice low enough that only he could hear. One slender hand emerged from her robes, palming a small vial of amber liquid. "Drink, or the runes won't bind properly. They'll take your soul instead of anchoring his."
The vial was warm against his palm as she pressed it into his hand, her fingers lingering for a moment longer than necessary. There was something in her touch, not pity, which would have destroyed what remained of his pride— but something more complex. Understanding, perhaps. Or possibility.
"Why would you help me?" he asked.
Her lips curved in a smile that revealed nothing. "The goddess needs balance. The god requires... limitation."
Before he could question her further, she was gone, silver hair flashing once in the lantern light before she vanished into the press of bodies. The vial remained in his hand, its contents catching the light like liquid fire, leaving Lysander to wonder if this was salvation or simply another form of subjugation.

      ***Dawn broke like a fever over the workshop, pale light seeping through the smoke hole in the roof to illuminate the block of sacred wood waiting on Lysander's carving table. The tools of his ancestral craft lay arranged with ritual precision: chisels of graduated sizes, polishing stones, small knives for detail work. Lysander stood before them, hands trembling slightly from lack of sleep and the weight of what he was about to create, when the door creaked open behind him. He didn't need to turn to know who had entered; the rhythmic chanting, soft as a heartbeat, announced Malibu's presence like a herald before a queen.
Her footsteps made no sound as she moved to the corner of the workshop, porcelain skin catching the first rays of sunlight, making her glow against the shadows. Her silver pixie cut framed her face like a metallic halo, brushing her collarbone when she tilted her head to observe him. Beneath her feathered mask, those violet eyes fixed on him with the unwavering focus of a priestess at the altar.
Malibu's presence wasn't merely physical; it was a weight on Lysander's conscience, a constant reminder of the choice that lay before him in the form of the small vial now tucked into his belt. Each note of her chant seemed to hook into his skin, tugging him toward decisions he wasn't ready to make.
The workshop door opened again, admitting Inez in a swirl of morning mist and temple incense. She'd changed into a diaphanous robe of ritual blue, the color of the deepest ocean trenches. Beneath it, her naked body was a shifting silhouette, nipples clearly visible through the thin fabric, the dark triangle between her thighs a promise
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