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Chapter 1

My naked body streaked across a low, damp basin some distance outside of the guarded boundary of Sivaraus. Leaping over the odd puddle without a speck of light to go by, breathing in the cool vapor drifting off the weeping stone, I climbed farther up and then down again into a smaller, drier cavern, searching for the path that might lead me home.

I had been allowed one blade, like the first time, to defend myself should I run into a threat other than the one I expected. The largest creature I had encountered so far was a juvenile lizard escaped from a pen or one of the rarer, wild ones. I had paused, decided she was too small to ride, and left.

My time was spent in near-constant motion, traveling upon silent, tough feet. I could have tried for a defensible place to hide, but that would neither get me closer to my challenge line and victory nor did I want to be cornered and dragged out of a hole by my ankle like some furry yuru. Again.

She loves to play when there’s time for it.

It was possible to evade her, to make it back to Sivaraus if I kept moving. If I managed it, it would be another notch upon my novice’s belt.

Inevitably, I became winded and slowed to a walk. The tunnel was too broad and high for comfort once I heard something far off behind me. I scanned the stone, and the flow of Radiants revealed a smaller offshoot, a tunnel just large enough to walk upright if I hunched over.

I listened outside it, my keen hearing in full service as my heart slowed to normal, subtle drips and scurries of small creatures confirmed it wasn’t a dead-end or a den. It may be rather short, at the same time turning me back in the direction I wished to go.

I climbed in, inhaled to gain a sense of what lay ahead. Nothing too different from the moist pathways and tiny caverns I’d been exploring thus far, although I was careful where I placed my feet.

The right environment for pincerworms.

Making it to the end of the passage, I slowly extended my leg down, one long step into the next cavern. Another pause and I spotted an exit tunnel on the other side leading in the right direction.

I smiled in total darkness. Another step closer to home.

Clearing the ceiling and the open floor first, I chose a direction and followed the cave’s perimeter, fingertips lightly touching the wall now and then. My scalp and nipples inexplicably tightened, then the rest of my naked skin followed as a shuddering frisson gripped me. I stopped in front of an oddly placed boulder streaked with exposed quartz, ragged as scars.

I could not fail to recognize the spell laid upon that quartz.

Danger. Threat. Leave.

A direct message. I’d be a fool to discard it.

But it’s a Davrin ward.

Way out here?

Caught in place, I weighed my choices. The Noble I’d been would wisely walk away. That Third Daughter wouldn’t even be out here in the first place. Yet, the Red Sister I was now would be expected to take advantage of an opportunity, any opportunity, and especially those from other Davrin which may threaten the Valsharess.

This is why the Sisterhood exists.

Another Dark Elf had placed this warning here, and I had no way of knowing if my Elder, Varessa D’Shea, knew about it. If she didn’t, she needed a report from me more useful than my saying it was here. She had always expected me to investigate further, to follow my instincts.

She always will.

As a novice starting out, I’d been issued bracers which helped me overcome magical wards. I was trained to break those spells typical of the average Noble and merchant talent should I need to enter where they did not wish me to go.

On the stronger ones set by the Priestesses and a few “top tier” Sorceresses, I’d made progress but disrupting them still came at too high a cost for me. I had passed out and woke later with a crippling headache for the rest of the wake cycle.

No bracers to protect my mind and body or to help me focus, and only a handful of Red Sisters I knew could take on a Priestess ward with their bare hands and naked will. The Lead Sisters, Jaunda and Qivni, were two of those, and my Elders seemed confident that, soon enough, I may become another one.

They think so because of my abnormality.

I was the only Elf in Sivaraus sensitive to the mind mages of the Deepearth, our psionic enemies: the Tragar Dwarves and the Ornilleth thought flayers. I could sense their presence, and I could do a few of the simpler mental tricks: link minds, share memories, detect “loud” thoughts nearby.

One reason I hadn’t run into any problems out here so far.

My Elders kept this warped trait of mine a secret for now, as did I, for I would surely be executed or imprisoned, given to the Priesthood to study. D’Shea and Rausery would protect me from the Prime’s distrust or the Priesthood’s clutches in exchange for new discoveries for use as a defense against these enemies, or for the revival of those minds struck down by them.

I had achieved that second goal by accident. My Sister Reishel had been struck down in the last battle with the Ornilleth. She had come out of her coma and was back with us.

My Elders wanted this, wanted more of it, and I wanted it, too. But eventually, they would also want me pitching stones through the air without hands like a Tragar or searing a mind to incapacitate the body with pain, like an Ornilleth.

In time, they might want me to bend the will of another and command them. To make my own thrall army or control a politically advantageous Davrin like a puppet.

If we went that far, I didn’t see myself having a place in Davrin society ever again, no matter who controlled me: Sisterhood, Priesthood, or the Queen of Sivaraus. But I didn’t see a lot of other options.

I swallowed my apprehension once again.

One cycle at a time. Let’s see what the strength of this ward is. Start there.

Touching the quartz stone with my bare hand hurt, sudden and sharp, but I applied what I knew about magical pain being transient, how it did not damage the body unless one believed it would and held on to it. Any ward like this began as a trick; the magic tried its hardest to convince you the pain was real harm. If you believed this, it became harmful in truth.

~Do not believe it.~

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from making any noise, the surge of magic enfolding my body. A sensation like a thousand moths beating their wings rippled against my thoughts.

~Let the pain pass through. Yes.~

My bare feet grounded me. I could see the flow begin at my hands only to seek a useless mark within the stone beneath me, the power dissipating.

~Perfect. Good. Move the rock. Discover what the Priestesses are hiding.~

My Elders needed to know.

I had managed to get past the first trick of pain; my control was the best it had ever been, with or without the bracers. But the moment I tried to push the stone without breaking the ward, the second stage of the spell arose, and it was far more powerful than the first.

A massive shadow-fear swept over me like a rancid flood, disrupting my calm breath, barreling into my thoughts like a stampede of demons, turning my knees to water as I stumbled.

Leave! Threat! Run. RUN.

~Pain! Fear! Release, release now!~

My mouth opened, though the scream erupted from my mind. I did not know how long I was stuck there, but the boulder had not shifted before I surged to my feet and sprinted several long strides away.

When I stopped, quivering, I fell to my knees and gasped harder than I had in my jog getting here. I came back to myself eventually, I recognized my surroundings and hadn’t pissed myself.

That’s something, at least.

I was still inside the small cavern, and this ward was Priestess level for certain. The compulsion of that spell was to run and not stop, to keep going until my body was unable to take another step, possibly a cycle from now.

I had resisted that punishment somehow, had stopped before I ran blindly into danger I didn’t see coming. I was learning, my will and understanding growing stronger.

But I can’t try again. Can’t risk it.

I kneeled behind a different large stone now, one where I could still see the quartz, and I remained in place for much longer than I should have. I stared at the shock of white crystal in the dark, trying to glean anything more about it as if my Dark Sight could pierce right through to whatever hole it was hiding. I assumed it was a passageway; otherwise, why place a ward there?

Still, I knew no more after the fear and shaking subsided than I had when I first touched it; D’Shea would be disappointed.

I heard a subtle scrape in the dark. Then it went still.

I looked up first. In the wilderness, one should always look up. My eyes adjusted, spotting movement beyond the camouflage.

Spider leg — 

I gasped.

The Dread Spider shrieked as if nine voices of the Abyss sang in disharmony.

Fuck!!

I ran full out then because freezing in place was instant death. Running wasn’t much better — Driders were predators and loved pursuit — but I had to move if I had a prayer of thinking! I ran toward a lower tunnel opposite from where I’d climbed in. My mind flew with my feet, body and will, working in tandem.

She was guarding the ward.

If that was true, there must be set points the monster couldn’t pass, having been placed here by Auranka the Keeper. This, of course, meant the Valsharess had ordered that ward to be set by someone. Probably the Priesthood.

Shit. What did I stumble into?

The creature behind me embodied the clash of Braqth’s Curse and the Goddess’s Blessing, an affliction sometimes viewed as a reward but more often feared as punishment.

Although a Davrin became one of the most potent guardians in Sivaraus, an avatar of our Goddess, and would never age, the Dark Elf’s mind was stripped away by the transformation, reduced to the fundamental instincts of hunting and killing. No self-awareness, no memories, no true will.

A beast of empty thought.

The whispers of Sivaraus said a Dread Spider bore only the lingering sense that it never wanted to be aware of what it had become.

I’d never spoken this blasphemy aloud but had thought for many turns that only a Queen of the Void would try to convince us this was, in any way, a desirable reward for an Elf.

The Drider screeched again, and I shuddered as distilled hunger and rage washed over my senses. I gave in to the urge to glance behind. I was sorry I did, even if the terror helped me gain distance in a surge of speed.

The lower part of the twisted hybrid was the abdomen of an enormous spider; the upper half was mostly that of the Davrin torso, nude from the waist up. Her face was somewhat recognizable as an Elf, except for the glossy mandibles warping the mouth, the extra set of empty eyes, and the deformed hands with fingers that had fused together to form pincers.

Some hair on the head remained, but it was matted, unkempt, coming out in patches while growing back randomly. Veins of tainted Radiants pulsed through both the neck and the malformed waist where it met the hard, bulbous part — a detail which hadn’t been in Headmaster Phaelous’s Drider constructs outside the Wizard’s Tower.

Nor had they that sick, fetid smell.

I didn’t know how far she might follow me out of the cavern, but I repeated to myself — prayed — that she had to stop somewhere! The next scream almost made my ears bleed as I beat her to the next tunnel by several, precious ticks, but soon I heard her squatting down and scrambling in after me.

She had slowed down but wasn’t stopping, and some piss finally dribbled out of my bladder. Maybe I’d only live if I found a small tunnel too small for her to fit before she caught up with me—

Coming around a curve, Jaunda and I slammed into each other. Expelling a lurid curse, she caught her feet while I fell flat on my back. My dagger was still in my grip.

“Lead!” I cried, so glad to see a fully equipped Sister, even as Jaunda roughly hauled me to my feet, cuffed my ear hard, and shoved me forward.

“Move, cait!” she bellowed, spinning around to stand between me and the Drider.

She was already in motion for what happened next; something had been in her hand even before we’d collided. Recognizing the sturdy bottle of alchemist’s fire along with the igniting pouch, I launched into a sprint as she snapped the round top off the bottle and poured the last component into it.

The Drider skittered toward her, and Jaunda pitched it before running to catch me.

Shutting my eyes against the bright flare of light, I heard the whoosh and the shriek simultaneously, the scent of magical fire and a wave of scalding air rushing at my back. The fire would burn upon the rocks for some time and drain the tunnel of breathable air fast. Even if the Drider might approach the light — I wasn’t sure but didn’t dare look this time, only to be blinded — she must retreat to her cavern or suffocate.

Blessed or cursed, she still breathes air like the rest of us.

I coughed more than Jaunda when we reached a larger cavern with more air, my lungs burning. I thought that now the Hunt must have ended.

She caught me.

Well, I’d run right into her.

Regardless, I didn’t make it to the border. I was leaning over, hands on my knees and trying not to puke in a rock-hole somewhere far from victory. Jaunda could do what she wanted with my naked ass, that was the deal.

Even as I thought this, my Lead strode up to me. I expected her to grab my hair — kept longer than hers for a reason — and maybe pull out her Feldeu to force my mouth down onto it. I wished my head wasn’t swimming so I might enjoy it.

But then Jaunda passed by me, left me unmolested for the moment, and reached behind a rock to haul out another Davrin whose hands were bound behind her with a choke rope around her neck.

I stared at the other naked Red Sister.

Reishel.

My peer in the Hunt hadn’t made it, either. In fact, by the looks of her knees, she had been caught a while ago and dragged along while Jaunda next hunted for me.

Part of me waited — hoped? — for our Lead to pull the two of us somewhere safe to receive our comeuppance at the tip of her magic staff, but I got my first hint that I should take the near miss with the Drider more seriously when Jaunda cut Reishel free, both wrists and neck.

*Move, caits,* she signed with her red-glove hand, her strong face hard set. *We return now. Hustle.*

We did, although the fatigue of the long hike started to show.

If Jaunda felt cranky for not getting her playtime, with our twin dirt stars and drooling slits presented before her before going back on duty, she wasn’t letting us see. Reishel and I shared a look, knowing better than to voice any disappointment or apology.

Playtime was over. The Game in Sivaraus continued.





Chapter 2

Lead Qivni met us in the lizard stables of the Cloister. A scowl lasting more than a tick was rare with Jaunda. The Sisterhood’s Warrior Lead, with her short-cropped hair and tall lift to her ears, appeared relaxed when we made it back. Reishel and I were still naked, our uniforms left here.

In contrast, a frown was the resting expression for the Mage Lead, and while the muscular power of Jaunda suited her frame and attitude, I thought Qivni would look better in silk robes of some office like Elder D’Shea.

That wasn’t to say Qivni hadn’t molded her own body to hold her own in combat, but I’d also heard her banish a demonblood back to the Sanctuary with a complicated Abyssal snarl. I wasn’t sure anyone else could do that.

Jaunda and Qivni didn’t even have to hand sign; the latter led us silently to a room where we wouldn’t be observed. My Lead pulled out the black bag she used for captives and put it over Reishel’s head, instructing her to kneel off to the side and wait. She obeyed, and my skin prickled as both Leads looked at me.

What the fuck had I done now?

*I intercepted a message from the Sanctuary,* Qivni signed, her reddish-brown eyes flicking to me. *I am to see the Prime receives it. Sirana needs to stay in the Cloister until then.* Her usual frown deepened in concentration. *Did you discover a lair?*

*Yes,* Jaunda replied. *An accident. We weren’t looking for it.*

*I understood you did some damage.*

*Wasn’t going to let her eat us.*

Qivni nodded, and my stomach tightened up a little more as undefined fears crept into clarity. The Sisterhood had to answer to the Priesthood for the clash with the Drider. Not good for me. I should have left, but maybe it had been too late even before I discovered the ward.

Both Leads appeared as though they had questions for me but refrained. Among Nobles, I’d have assumed this was to prevent juicy details being heard by the other as they vied to get me alone later. Here, it was more mutual discipline respecting the same Elders, adding a touch of self-preservation.

Jaunda slapped me on the back, and I caught myself, wincing at the sting between my shoulder blades.

“You and Reishel, go wait. Don’t talk.”

She pulled Reishel free of the black bag, who took it as a sign to stand, and my Sister and I left with a double, “Yes, Lead.”

Sweaty, dirty, and tired, we stopped by the sluicers for a quick, cold wash and left as soon as possible, drying off with small, thin towels as we walked the curving, strangely lit halls of the Cloister. There was a kit to help the scrapes without wasting healing potions along with our red leathers and equipment locked away in Gaelan’s room.

Once again, I forcibly suspended her ward before jiggering the lock to let us inside.

“You’re getting good at that,” Reishel commented.

“Need to try other rooms or mages,” I remarked. “Nice of her to switch up the effect as she does.”

“Lets you practice without getting your ass beaten.”

I grinned, opening the door to let us in.

I had been a Red Sister for just over a turn now, and I had seniority over two in the Sisterhood: Reishel and Jael, the latter being the true youngest, initiated only in the last turn.

Reishel was technically under me in rank yet had been in the Sisterhood much longer. She had returned first from a coma after a psionic attack and survived both the wilderness and the Prime.

The First Sister had satisfied her own doubts about the youth’s willpower, though Reishel had been tested to within a finger-width of her life. If not for Elder D’Shea and me, she would be dead.

As it was, the Sisterhood had the first Red Sister in our history to come back after being struck down by an Ornilleth. Reishel had dropped down to the bottom rung in exchange for being given a second chance.

Given access to our uniforms, we didn’t put them on yet but tended to superficial wounds from the chase. We relaxed and, having been forbidden to talk about what I had found, soon put our mouths to some other use.

~Suck me … ~

Resting belly-to-belly, our heads between each other’s thighs, we licked to release the tension built up but never satisfied. Our noses nuzzled fur and folds; tongues tasted our scents and juices as we distracted ourselves from the waiting.

I floated in leisured pleasure, stroking and squeezing Reishel’s buttocks above my forehead, tugging her clit with my lips and prodding her pucker with a thumb. Gasping, she served me earnestly in return. A rush of concern accompanied her efforts.

~Are you alright? What happened? What did you find?~

These weren’t words of any spoken language; it was not even a distinct voice. Just a skimming thought or sense of emotion; a hint of her state of being, her current mind. This sometimes happened when we had sex, ever since D’Shea had brought the revived Red Sister back from the brink. The Sorceress had used a mindlink spell with me, my own willpower entwining with Reishel’s, preserving a starving mind while her body struggled to heal.

It was better for both my Sister and me, less frightening, if we let it lie. Allow it to come and pass through.

My crotch was good and hot; I pressed it harder against her sliding mouth. I added a second, lubricated finger to her netherhole, spread them to stretch her ring and make her squeak against my mound. ~I’m alright. I found … ~

What had I found? Something to do with the Sanctuary and my Elder would want to know if she didn’t already.

Threat and opportunity. Never anything else in Sivaraus. Otherwise, the Spider Queen might get bored.

Reishel felt my fear, and she sucked me harder; I felt my intrigue and sucked her right back. The both of us so aroused, we whimpered and writhed in a sloppy, mutual release. Waves of warmth and satisfaction hidden from the other Sisters.

Mostly.

My face sticky from cheeks to chin, I fell back from her humid treasure and drew in a fresh, cool breath. A pair of red leather boots stood on either side of my head, and my gaze followed the long pair of red-clad legs up to the armored bust and smirking expression of D’Shea’s favorite conduit mage.

“Void take me, Gaelan,” I uttered in surprise. “How did you get in so quietly?”

“It’s my room. You’re welcome.” She set down a supply satchel, released her cloak like she intended to rest. “What are you doing back? I assumed Jaunda would still be reaming you two by turns in a stock-lock somewhere. She doesn’t get much time off. Wrings it for all it is worth.”

I grimaced as Reishel climbed off me and we sat up, mirroring expressions of guilt. She spoke first. “Can’t talk about it.”

“Uh-oh.” Gaelan didn’t ask more, deftly changing the subject. “Elder Rausery is out in a ‘no magic’ training exercise with the Prime.”

“Again?” Reishel griped. “Third group this quarter.”

“She’s rotating.” Gaelan sat down in uniform at her workbench, unpacking her satchel. It was all spell components. “I can hardly keep up with the potion demand when they come back, though. Their mock weapons aren’t blunted enough.”

“I heard they’re all pitched skirmishes against each other,” I said. “What does the Prime expect? A bunch of House Guard will turn guerrilla against the Valsharess’s Army?”

“Always possible, I suppose,” Gaelan said, maroon eyes fixed on sorting first, then prepping measurements. “But I don’t see it any time soon.”

“Prime would say we should be ‘ready for anything,’” Reishel said, but I shook my head.

“Only if it suits her taste to be ready for it.”

“Sirana,” Gaelan said, though she did not look over, her face kept placid. “Be careful.”

I exhaled; glad I’d at least hidden my sneer aimed at our absent First Sister. “We use a lot of sweat, blood, and components on exercises better suited to invading and taking over a Noble House, but the Sisterhood has never been for that.”

“Nor do most of us wish it,” Reishel assured.

“Think that’s going to change?” I asked ominously.

“We probably won’t know about it until after it’s decided,” Gaelan said, setting out five empty vials in their tray, methodical enough to remind me of the buas in the Wizard’s Tower. “But if you two can’t say what went down to cut a Lead’s break in half, go somewhere else. I have a lot of work to do.”

“You sound more like a wizard each time, Gaelan,” I teased.

She snorted. “You never knew my Mother. But you didn’t have many mages at home, either.”

We fell into an awkward silence, and I glanced at Reishel, who shrugged and signed for me to get dressed. After wiping down our faces and donning our uniforms, we left the barracks of our ranking Sister, thinking to go to the mess hall.

Gaelan had been a merchant making potions for the Nobles when the Sisterhood grabbed her, yet I knew far less where Reishel came from. It was another aspect of the Sisterhood no one told me, but I’d begun to figure out.

First, the longer a Red Sister survived, the less she spoke of any blood family to those caits beneath her rank; this was expected and enforced to an extent.

So, theoretically, the Elders knew the origins for all but the Prime, but the knowledge did not flow downstream to the rest of us. The more Sisters died, the faster old connections were forgotten; with every new Sister we initiated, that was one more who never told a story.

Reishel was older than both of us and didn’t speak about her family. I hadn’t learned she had some link to the farm and food supply until we were searching for an abducted healer.

Gaelan lay between her and me in age but had only been in the Sisterhood five turns compared to Reishel’s score; the mage seemed to volunteer to me whatever bits she could get away with outside of D’Shea’s hearing.

In contrast, I had studied Jael’s origins firsthand, witnessed her collection and testing, had welcomed her in. I would always remember her roots as the lowest-born Noble, but although she knew which House I came from, I hadn’t been keen to tell her details about my abusive sisters and negligent Matron, or my lonely turns at Court when she had never even been to the Palace.

Jael and I learned about each other by action, and this seemed to suit us, making our early bonds stronger without the fetter of our former Noble ranking.

Letting the past fade held a certain wisdom if one intended to be a true Red Sister, yet I had learned swiftly that this pillar of our foundation clashed harshly with those of the Priesthood, as was revealed in my recent meeting of the Conceiver, Wilsira Tachnathon, Mother of the Sathoet Kerse from my trials.

“It is a false shield the Red Sisters hide behind,” she’d said. “A gap between them and Braqth. It is impossible to erase the first century of upbringing, and, for certain, one can never erase shared blood.”

Perhaps that last part was true, but at the time, I hadn’t dared convey the foul taste in my mouth at her speech.

The Conceiver lusted for her own son and was jealous of his seeming regard for me. Possibly without knowing it — or maybe she did — Wilsira had suggested to me a “divine right” in a would-be Priestess doing what my sister Jilrina had done to me. To explore power and blood and heritage, supposedly, to know what all Nobles were up to.

Davrin ‘passions’ better served to Braqth? Fuck you.

If the Sisterhood was here to forget such rotting blood bonds as a defense against manipulation from the Priesthood, then it was a balance of powers I could live with being where I was. At the same time, part of me did worry at there being pitfalls I couldn’t see just from ignorance.

Maybe I would let go of the bonds but never forget them entirely lest they were used to trap me. I wondered how well that worked for Elder D’Shea, since our Sanctuary Liaison, Tarra Lelinahdara, worked directly with us at times.

Well. You’ve seen her under Priestess-related stress, Sirana. She fucked the Abyss out of you like she believed we were both about to die.

I touched the sapphire pendant I regularly wore beneath my armor. Then, with a requisitioned “gift” from a wizard who hated my guts, I’d proven I could withstand will-bending tactics from one of the highest Priestesses, the Conceiver herself.

“So, your affliction isn’t revealed immediately,” the Elder Sorceress had said, relieved though not entirely on my account. “And the challenge is just beginning.”

My affliction. Indeed.

Threat and opportunity. I had seen this truth gleam in my Elder’s eyes more than once since then when I caught her in deep thought.

What are you planning?

Much as Gaelan had said of the Prime, I wouldn’t find out until the Sorceress had already decided.

“Novice in the hall!”

Mela and Graer launched themselves up from their bench near the door and grabbed Reishel and me, forcibly shoving us toward the storerooms and heating stones to the hoots of four other Sisters, all about equal rank.

“Let me guess,” I groused, “you were still arguing who was going to cook when you heard us.”

“Make enough for second helpings,” Graer chortled, nearly lifting me on my toes to move forward.

“Funny you’d rather eat stock from someone who barely cooked for herself a cycle since birth.”

“You’re a fast learner, Sirana, and Reishel knows a thing or two. So, learn. And you’ll know about it if we all get gut trouble.”

We would be stuck in the mess hall heating up pots of seasoned mash and scooping it on shroom cups for marks. Before Mela, Graer, and the others were finished with huge, double helpings, Rausery’s teams of skirmish fighters stumbled in, the first wave still smelling of blood, sweat, and the deep caverns.

The noise swelled to a startling level across the fiberstalk benches and tables like they all had a lot of thoughts to unload.

Our youngest, Sister Jael, was among them but not part of a group, and she quickly saw refuge joining Reishel and me in the prep of more food. We could use the hands anyway, and she ate bite-by-bite as she hustled between tasks and serving, something which didn’t seem foreign to her as it had been with me early on.

I was impressed by how fast the feisty initiate slipped out of attempts to grab her as she set down large bowls for her superiors, Thena and Suna, of course, with Moria making a weaker attempt. Panagan ignored them and ate first.

“Sack-sucking, festering cunt pockets don’t touch me,” Jael hissed as she returned, and as always, I couldn’t help but smile at the lurid cursing. “My ass is still sore.”

“Victory pile-on?” I murmured.

“Yeah. And not just me. But they didn’t get a turn on me.”

I nodded. “Been there. And you don’t have to go with them. You can say no.”

Jael snorted. “They won’t listen any more than they did when I first got here. I won’t get out of here without bending over.”

“I’ll help you.”

“Me, too,” Reishel whispered. “You’ll leave with us.”

“Three against four,” the youngest said, her hateful snarl far too familiar. “We might put up a show, but we’d all get dragged off, and the others will help.”

“I don’t think so,” I said.

“You got lucky last time,” Jael challenged. “You said so.”

“Call Gaelan,” Reishel suggested to me. “Then it will be even, and we’ll have a mage. They don’t.”

“She’s busy making potions,” I said, trying to think of something else.

“She’ll answer!”

She might.

“Hey!” bellowed Lunent Taney. “Where’s the next pitcher?!”

“Coming!” Reishel leaped in, grabbing two pitchers of untainted water before Jael could reach them.

Glancing out the doorway, I had to admit that Reishel and Jael were right; the ones getting worked up for a post-meal fuck were Thena and her crew, maybe a few others if they could decide who was on the bottom. I caught the sneer as the Corpora leaned to see Jael in the prep space with me then peered after Graer and Mela as they left satiated by the bounty.

Thena is glad.

I frowned in thought. She was still furious with me for humiliating her in front of Graer and her constant partner, for the word of it spread from them. I took it as a sign that Thena preferring they leave might mean another challenge with her was winnable. Even if I didn’t understand the preference, she wasn’t assured of the outcome. Suna and Moria would follow hot on her heels. Panagan didn’t seem as interested.

Three against four.

I used a message pellet for something wasteful. I’d report it to D’Shea later. I could send the message, know she received it, but she’d have to use another pellet to reply. She didn’t.

“Well?” Reishel asked, catching me in a blink a few moments later. Her ruby-red eyes stared into mine.

“We’ll see,” I said, taking out the next round so Jael could hang back, right as some freshly sluiced Sisters entered.

I brought sustenance to a grateful, clean set of five, one of them pulled me down into a kiss, gripping my ass before letting me go with a pat on the rump; then she dug in with the rest. They were far too hungry and glad for the ready meal to be interested in a fight.

By Jael’s count, these would be the last team from the Prime’s exercises as well. There were no Elders or Leads in the room. Lunent Taney was the ranking Sister, and she looked too full and drowsy to care about organizing a mess fight if Corpora Thena started one.

So, when Gaelan entered, only Thena cooed a familiar, contemptuous, “Hai, Gae!”

Suna and Moria snickered, and Panagan smiled as my close Sister came right to me at the washbasin to clean the pots and scraped platters and bowls. No one protested.

*No Jaunda this time?* the mage signed, our bodies blocking others’ view.

I shook my head. Jael was watching as she cleaned up and reset the heat on the stones to dormancy.

*Could get messy.* Gaelan looked behind her again. *A lot of witnesses if we lose.*

*A lot of witnesses if we win,* I corrected, *and they’re full and tired. Panagan’s cock isn’t in it, either. It’s just us and the three.*

The former merchant smiled; I could see the decision made on her face. *Been waiting five turns for this.*

“Alright, good,” I said aloud, loud enough for the diners to hear us as I wrapped up some mash in a mushroom pounded flat and dried. “Think we’re done! Let’s go.”

We exited, and Thena and Suna got up immediately to block the door. I stood in front with Gaelan; Reishel and Jael were behind me. Moria and Panagan stood behind our group.

“Look at all the other bowls and spoons,” the Corpora said with a sweep of her hands across the benches. “They’re not done. You’re not finished cleaning.”

I smiled coyly, lifting my wrap. “You can finish up while we go eat. We got the pots for you.”

“Cute, Blue Eyes.” Her deep red gaze locked with mine, and she took her superior’s stance. “You don’t give me orders.”

“Correct, Corpora. I’m aware of precedent.”

“If you cook,” Reishel said, “cleaning goes to the ones who ate.”

I grinned. “Unless they are as fast as Graer and Mela getting back out.”

A few in my periphery nodded as they shoveled more food in their mouths, some chuckling. None of them stood up from their bench, but one did call out.

“Ai! Thena’s team got here first and loitered longest, they can clean.”

There were a couple woofs and huffs of agreement, and Suna scowled at the one who called. “They have to get past us, first,” she began, but Thena lifted a hand.

“This is really about the recruit, isn’t it, novice?” she said. “You blocking her pucker like you think you’re Jaunda?”

“Learn from the best, they say,” I replied. “Never learned much from you.”

We heard a couple of hisses and coos to the side. The Corpora and I were still staring at each other’s eyes. Her frown didn’t match the sadistic sneer I remembered from my initiation and gave me confidence that I could push us farther away from where we began.

A couple more moments and something shifted inside my mind. It wasn’t a blink or a glance.

It was a shove.

~Remember how it ended last time?~

Thena blinked. Her pupils contracted like a void shrinking in a pool of lava. She took a step to the side. Stopped herself. Suna was uncertain what her superior was doing. Someone behind us moved closer.

“Hey,” Jael said. “Back off!”

Gaelan whirled and pitched her meal-to-go, a thick and harmless paste, to splatter someone’s face — Moria, from the position and bark of annoyance — and I moved in front of my mage Sister so that Thena and I were still eye-locked. Reishel moved up to face off with Suna.

~Fight. Or don’t. But know that we always will.~

Something at my chest felt like it burned a hole in my flesh. Gaelan prepared a spell with more consequence than pasty hair, but no one had yet drawn weapons. The mess hall was silent; even the ranking Lunent was waiting to see what happened next.

My three allies and I had recognized escapes from Corpora Thena’s team among the Red Sisters but plenty more submissions. However, Moria and Panagan had a different view of me after we fought for the Prime’s amusement, the archer even more after she and I went after Jael and the Tragar in the wilderness. The perception wasn’t unified as it had been before I had joined.

My Lead had promised me that things would change.

“Stuff your slits full of egg sacs,” Suna growled, scooting forward and giving her Corpora the opening she always seemed to need.

Thena raised a fist, signaling with reasonable dignity as she wrenched her gaze from me. “Stop, Sister.” Then she looked at Gaelan and Reishel, not me. “Fine, you troop of shit-green ’cruits. I guess you stone heads are finally learning something.”

The other three backed off with little pressure; I could imagine one or two might have been relieved. There was space for us to leave, but Gaelan and I both knew better than to expose Jael’s back as the last one out.

“Come on,” I said, taking the youngest’s arm and pushing her forward and out first, followed by Reishel and then Gaelan and me, together.

Thena’s group let us go, but we watched our backs just the same. As distance and relative safety grew together, our mage looked like she wanted to flex her arm while Reishel looked proudly at me. Jael was cautious and slow to believe that she had walked away with me twice when Thena wanted her instead.

But it worked.

I’d never known strength in numbers before. Never like this.

My chest felt sore and yet filled with something lighter than air. I rubbed at the blue pendant beneath my leathers and realized this was the source of the burning sensation earlier. While I surreptitiously peeked down looking for blisters, seeing none, Gaelan leaned over and sniffed at Jael.

“Mm. You stink, cait.”

“Fuck you,” she growled.

“Sure, if someone else wears the Feldeu.”

“I will!” Reishel volunteered.

“Great! But I’m not eating those holes if they’re gummed up with dirt and cunt juice. Let’s get Jael sluiced.”

“Yes!”

Our youngest looked at me, and I grinned at her, winking.

Still distracted that there might be a burn mark when I stripped down.





Chapter 3

“Well,” the Prime said, her ancient face twisted in a smirk, “that did it.”

Elder Rausery had made it back in time to invite herself into the briefing as Qivni had been required to peel me away from my bundle of Sisters to stand before the Prime.

Lead Jaunda was there, ready and calm with one of her more placid expressions, and I mimicked her. The Prime was the only one relaxing in a chair. We waited for Elder D’Shea, some of us more anxiously than others.

“Did what, Prime?” Rausery asked.

The Elder General’s short, white hair was brushed back in clipped waves, lightly touched by gold strands at her temples. The Prime’s hair was close-cropped and almost entirely gold with age; a light mix of white and silver remained, not unlike Headmaster Phaelous, whose hair was much longer and white at the end. The only venerable Davrin I had seen with all-gold hair were the Valsharess.

“Reminded the Conceiver that our novice exists. She must be bored.”

Both superiors knew why the Drider guard and ward had been there, but neither Jaunda nor Qivni did. My stomach trembled as I wondered if this was a true disadvantage or was there opportunity in it somewhere?

There’s always opportunity in Braqth’s Game.

A favorite saying of the Sanctuary, but many said it was a weighted game, favoring only a few at the top. I couldn’t disagree. My job as a Queen’s Enforcer was to maintain that playground while the city continued as it had for millennia. I stood somewhere above the baseline but, Rausery had made clear, I could easily slide into the Drider Pit or the dungeon if Wilsira Tachnathon or another caught knowledge of my psionic “affliction.”

“What I don’t get,” the Prime said like I couldn’t hear her, “is why this cait didn’t just pass out and end up in the Drider’s web. She ran far enough for Jaunda to hear and come save her lowbie backside?”

“Sirana has talent resisting the effects of wards, Prime,” Elder Rausery explained with confidence. “You heard the Priestess at her trials, she was never easy to wrap around magic fingers. We’ve been testing her since then, D’Shea and I, and Sirana is progressing faster than most her age.”

“Useful,” the Prime granted, glancing at me briefly. She wasn’t impressed but perhaps was glad that a first-turn Sister and former Noble was “tough” at something. “Guess it makes sense, given why the Conceiver noticed her in the first place.”

My cheeks warmed. I wasn’t sure if the Prime knew how it happened inside the Sathoet chamber where I first met Priestess Wilsira, but I recalled it ending with my leathers down, legs apart, being double-tongued by two demonbloods front and back.

Three had ejaculated all over my legs and boots when I’d come. From what I’d heard later, the Conceiver had been trying to probe my mind while I was distracted. She’d failed.

The Elder Sorceress joined us a few moments later, sweeping in wearing a mask of elegant calm which fooled the Prime, yet I could feel her underlying fear still weighing whether the best defense may be an offense. A breath after she was caught up on Lead Jaunda’s report, she had decided.

Not yet.

D’Shea said, “I understand, Prime. I shall prepare my subordinate and send her forward without delay, per the Conceiver’s request. Give us three cycles.”

“Hold on, D’Shea,” the eldest Sister growled, finally rolling up out of her creaking, fiberstalk chair, displaying her full height. “The Priestess specifically requested Qivni as the escort. The Conceiver’s entourage — including Sirana — leaves this cycle.”

“What? That’s —”

“Her due, given the circumstances. No prep, Sorceress, the novice leaves in the next mark on her mission.”

“Understood, Prime, I’ll see it done,” Rausery volunteered and received a curt nod of acceptance.

D’Shea’s pursed mouth failed to reflect her true frustration. I knew my Elder, knew how she hated being made powerless and how her superior delighted in the use of authority like a blunt club. Although, the Prime didn’t know about what Elder D’Shea had done before to prepare me, and I was careful not to tip her off by appearing anything but nervous.

Which is true enough.

“Dismissed,” said the Prime.
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Lead Qivni led me through without pause or distraction. We traveled a combination of under-rock passageways, inner hallways, and above-head spyways to the Sanctuary. Her hair was tied back in its usual severe bun at the nape, every white strand in place, and her intense, brown-red eyes kept forward on her task.

Calling the attention of a powerful Priestess on account of how I’d interacted with her demonblood son was exactly what the Lead had warned me about when Kerse had stalked me in the halls during the last Worship Ball. She neither said nor signed, “I told you so.”

Instead, it was: *Expect more bad dreams.*

My brows lifted in silent comment, inviting her to go on. She looked at me, her frown deepening.

*You touched that Consort after being on the altar,* she reminded me, *and you screamed yourself awake in my room.*

I nodded that I remembered, although I didn’t conflate the two because she didn’t know about the Tragar I’d killed.

*You touched that ward guarded by a Dread Spider,* the Lead continued with confidence, *and you’ll be near those who set it. Expect restless Reverie. My advice? Don’t fight it. Don’t embarrass the Sisterhood by shrieking and sniveling like you did before.*

I acknowledged Qivni’s instruction and opinion by sign, even granted in my head that she had a point, but still turned so she wouldn’t see my eyeroll. Making the Red Sisters look weak was what worried Qivni verbally, perhaps, but I wagered there was more beneath the surface. I looked forward to watching her in the Sanctuary.

Qivni had once said I could ask her no questions about her past or preferences. I figured the Elders and Jaunda respected this because I had heard no gossip about the mage Lead. I had been given no foreknowledge of previous connections, even with this new game arising.

However, I could observe the free tells in a place I bet she knew well. There was a reason the Conceiver had asked for this Lead. There was a reason the Prime kept the Elder Sorceress out of my transfer. I didn’t even expect to see the Liaison.

The Conceiver was setting her pieces into place for some entertainment. Wilsira was old enough to anticipate familiar peers like the Prime and believe a youth like me hadn’t the experience or power to spar with her. Where it came to putting sadistic pressure on younger caits, the two powerful Davrin were farther on the side of allies than not. This was apparent even without hints I’d noticed, such as the open-ended use of the Conceiver’s Sathoet during my trial in exchange for a vague favor later.

“There were many times before as well,” my Elder confirmed.

“Why? Humiliation or temporary control of a new Red Sister?”

“Personal pleasure is always part of it. Before I became an Elder, she often tricked a young Red Sister into pregnancy by a bua in the Sanctuary, to steal our Sisters from us and control them, compromising their long-term loyalty afterward. I put a stop to that. The Prime refused to see it as a pattern. She only saw ‘caits being stupid about poles’ and deserving of punishment if she took seed in the wrong hole.”

Finally. D’Shea had told me. This had been the threat of which Rausery had warned me when I was brand-new in the Cloister.

“Did many come back?” I asked.

“No. Or, not for long.” The Sorceress paused. “A few who could prove themselves again. By then, the Priestesses had a greater number of children by our Sisters than those we got back to stay.”

“The Valsharess has no objection to such use?”

D’Shea shook her head, seeming weary. “All part of the Game. How we beget is not important, so long as we do and earn Braqth’s continued favor —”

Did she really believe that?

” — which the Priestesses do very well.”

I kept my mouth shut. Then, “How did you put a stop to the trickery, Elder?”

“I …” she began, her dark crimson gaze losing focus a moment. Then she sighed. “I cannot say, lest she hears of it.” My Elder met my eyes. “Be ever wary, my clever novice.”

Qivni and I wound our way through the Sanctuary unescorted by initiate or page. We passed the main purple floor, then the gold one on the second floor. Those present and working fell silent and shrank back to hide from the color of our leathers. My ears automatically strained for sounds of children when we passed the third, blue floor.

We skipped the next two floors through a spyway ladder and exited to the sixth floor filled with extravagant painting and weaving decorations, though fewer marble statues or metal sculptures. The walls were warm to the eyes, white tinted with yellow. The sconces held heatless torches glowing a vibrant blue; a few held ember-tipped rods whose only purpose seemed to be to release curls of scented smoke.

Although I enjoyed the scent, I wondered how soon one might become dizzy or drowsy breathing in here.

The doors were far apart compared to other residence floors; only one ornate, double door per Priestess, and their spacing suggested spacious chambers beyond. We walked farther to the Conceiver’s quarters. Her door was recognizable, being the only one with a stylized cluster of beautiful, kneeling Consorts worshipping her wide-hipped grandeur.

Qivni touched the inlaid pebble of jade, announcing our presence to those within. I heard nothing until the left door opened, and I was met with the large, limpid eyes of a bua pretty enough to be a Royal Consort. If that was true, however, he wasn’t ready for the Nobles; he hadn’t been given away at the last Worship Ball.

The servant wore only a wrap around his waist and had a pearl sheen to his simply braided hair when he looked down and wordlessly stepped aside. We entered.

“Goddess Blessing, Red Sisters.”

Wilsira’s voice drifted to us, low and throaty, accompanied by the rustle of silk robes and jingle of jewelry. There she stood with all regalities in the doorway of a private suite.

Now that I wasn’t in an ill-lit prison chamber surrounded by demonic sons, I could see the Conceiver’s curves were more pronounced than most Davrin, her breasts fuller and hips and backside broader. She still wasn’t any taller than me, but I better grasped the sense of her presence, even if I couldn’t see her mage’s aura as my one-time collector could.

“Goddess Blessing, Conceiver,” Qivni said, bowing her head very low at the waist. I followed suit, choosing to stay silent over echoing in a half-voice mutter. “The Red Sister Prime sends me with her regards and your new escort for your journey.”

Journey?

Wilsira waited until we straightened, and her mature face bloomed into a captivating smile I hadn’t thought her capable of. “The novice Sirana. A delight to see you again.”

Uh-oh.

I smiled. “The same, great Priestess.”

“And Lead Qivni. It’s been a long time. I’m glad the Prime granted you as well, albeit only a short time.” The Lead bowed again, not as low and a bit stiff, adding nothing before Wilsira continued as if missing the sound of her own voice. “I still owe a reward earned, and I am content to repay the debt.”

“Priestess?” Qivni asked, her brow furrowed in confusion.

Any kind smile on a matron figure’s face was to be seen with suspicion, yet Wilsira didn’t seem to care as she held that expression without a twitch of a laugh. She nodded toward the Consort-in-training, where he stood with his back to an elaborate tapestry a few steps from the door.

“Take him, Sister,” Wilsira said with a flutter of her dark hand. Fine, silver chains threaded together shifting in delicate song. “He could use the experience. You’d be doing us a service. He’ll lead you to a spare room.”

The youth moved forward without explicit command and sidled up to the Lead Sister, bowing his head to her and displaying willingness without eye contact.

“Uh,” Qivni began. “A generous offer, Priestess.”

My ears felt huge. How eager I was for any hint as to why Wilsira offered this “reward.”

The Conceiver’s gaze remained fixed on Qivni despite the tilt of leisured pleasure and generosity to her lips. Did Wilsira expect a Red Sister would fuck upon any opportunity? Or would it be an insult to the Priestess? Perhaps a bruise to Qivni’s pride, to refuse whether she was in the mood or not?

The best hints would be in the tics on my collector’s face as she made her decision. At first, there were none I could read, but then the Conceiver stepped closer, extending her arm and two fingers straight out, tucking them beneath the bua’s chin to lift his eyes from the floor.

Qivni met his eyes, scanned his face, and swallowed.

She wants him.

I could tell that was genuine, but this wasn’t just her being enamored of an attractive face. This was a test, a temptation, or a reminder. Certainly a taunt. Neither of them gave me anything more, however, before Qivni bowed thanks and motioned for the sensual, barely dressed servant to lead her to another room and close the door.

“There,” the Conceiver said, keeping her voice low and peaceful. “We have a bit of time now.”

“Indeed, Priestess.” I smiled. “Do you require assistance packing?”

Ah-ha. I spotted a touch of annoyance behind the mask.

“I have servants for that. Or I do it myself if such handling is not meant for the Unanointed.”

“Very good, Priestess. What sort of threat do you expect on this trip? Of what should I be most aware?”

“You’re getting ahead of yourself, novice.”

“Apologies, Priestess. My training. The Prime always presented a briefing of the mission.” I paused. “Will your son be with you or staying in the Sathoet chamber with his brothers?”

Something flickered in her maroon eyes. “He shall be attending us. Now, come.”

She spun around as if to free her face from my scrutiny, motioning for me to follow her to the largest suite spilling out into four joined rooms at the back of the short hall. A trunk was open along with a wardrobe, and nearby items lined up upon standing chests and vanities.

I did not know how many cycles’ worth of “supplies” she planned to bring, but all in my sight was ten times the weight that a Red Sister would carry and, on the surface, none of it useful in a fight.

The obvious kind which might shed blood, anyway.

Perhaps much, or all, of the jewelry was magic-imbued and intended for “softer” effects like persuading, spying, and sending one to sleep. Maybe there were sharp tacks hidden in the fabrics and accents which delivered poison of varying levels in a struggle. Priestesses strictly controlled how they were touched.

Inhaling the ritual incense could cause hallucinations and relax inhibition. I’d learned it hadn’t been solely the contents of a small, pink vial I’d drunk which had led to me, as a young Noble, sprawled upon the floor in a mass congregation and mounted by three buas at once. D’Shea had said the air I’d been breathing had mixed with the drug I’d quaffed.

*“**One component may be resisted with your training. Far more difficult are two or three such exposures together. Half of the Sanctuary is illusion as compared to what is real, Sirana. The Priestesses would have you believe standing in their mere presence places you upon the edge of the Abyss, that this power presses the walls, aching for the invitation to be controlled. The realm of the Spider Queen is neither as simple nor as obedient as that.”*

My Elder had been earnest and convincing, and I believed her. Yet Kerse, the Conceiver’s elder Sathoet son, was supposed to be just that: well-heeled and simple-minded. D’Shea had shown her skepticism when I suggested he had acted without Wilsira’s knowledge at the last Worship Ball. I had asked about that well before this sudden change in my fortune.

“Threat outweighed opportunity if you spoke too soon around the wrong ears,” she had said. “So I discouraged you. I’ve not seen those signs yet, but he is the eldest living son. If you cannot avoid being near him and his Mother again, Sirana, try to discover who made the choice to stalk you without making a stupid accusation to the enemy.”

I supposed I was grateful the Priestess and I would be leaving her personal quarters soon. I wouldn’t be kept in these chambers over the next ten or so cycles I could expect to be in service on behalf of the Prime. I still didn’t know what the Conceiver planned, but I did know how long. I always thought better outside on my feet than inside upon my back.

Wilsira began a tedious show of packing her trunk on her own. I looked around for a cait or bua suite keeper; beyond new polish of the surfaces, there were no signs of them. Likely a deliberate choice.

“I am traveling by coach to three Noble Houses and will be checking on my Consorts,” the Conceiver told me as she folded a smooth, shining sash into a perfect square before laying it gently in the trunk. “A surprise inspection for a Matron gifted with a Sanctuary breeder. The newest Houses sometimes need guidance on how one should be treated.”

Good opportunity to snoop around and enjoy some theater outside of Court.

I nodded. “Yes, Priestess. If I may beg your pardon, I’ve heard no stories of a Priestess showing up with her Sathoet at a Matron’s Gate.”

“Then you must have had your ears stuffed with spider silk, infant.” She shook out a kerchief before folding a piece of multi-gem jewelry inside.

“With her Sathoet,” I repeated. “I’ve heard of the visits, of course. Always an excellent opportunity for a Matron to brag if the visit goes well.”

“Hmph,” Wilsira huffed with a smile, glancing at me before slipping the wrapped valuable in a side pocket of the trunk. “Still too young to know what you say, child.”

“Not so. I did not say it was never done, Priestess, only that I have no stories to draw upon. How might I expect the plantations to behave with a Sanctuary Son upon their grounds?”

Hands now empty, Wilsira turned to face me, her hands relaxed upon her hips. Her tits looked heavy inside her robe, especially when she inhaled deeply, letting it out slow with a single eyebrow raised. “With respect. With fear and awe of the direct touch of our Goddess. What else?”

“Perhaps their presence explains the Houses that do not brag after a visit?”

Eyes narrowed. “Are you insulting our divine conceptions, Sirana?”

Both brows lifted high on my forehead. “Of course not, Conceiver! I’ve met yours, and I’ve said your son is smart and well-endowed. That’s genuine.”

My ears picked up a subtle shift somewhere behind me. I paused. Only now did I think that Kerse could be eavesdropping, if not outright spying with the candlelight bent around him like a cloak. Wilsira could see it on my face; she smiled.

You’re quick, Sirana.

At the snap of his Mother’s fingers, I covered my surprise as Kerse seemed to step out of the busy, gilded wall.

Vaporous colors stretched as if to hold him before losing cohesion and vanishing. Taller than either of us with too many features from his demonic sire, the half-Elf crouched down to be shorter than the females in the room, his knuckles lightly touching the colorful rug, white-tufted elbows resting on muscled thighs.

The Sathoet watched me with blank, yellow eyes, keeping his sharp teeth behind his muzzle lips for now. The coarse white hair following his spine seemed puffed up a bit at his thick neck and the back of his bestial head. Like the pretty bua who’d met Qivni and me at the door, Kerse only had a dark green wrap covering his genitals and buttocks. The rest of him was all bulges, sinew, and tough, black skin with a set of white claws on hands and feet.

I couldn’t read his face.

“Well met,” I said, undecided on a name or honorific. I grinned at Wilsira, instead. “And well-fed. I think he’s grown since last I saw him.”

“Interesting that you would notice,” the Priestess said, though she was not displeased.

Her son turned his head from both of us, toward the front of the chambers. Kerse’s nose was more sensitive than a pureblood Davrin, but I wondered about his ears. Mostly Elven — long and pointed and a little ragged along the edges — but were they keener as well?

Then I heard it.

I moved fast, and the demonblood’s entire body flinched as if he would leap in pursuit.

“Red Sister!” Wilsira barked. “Kerse, stay!”

Before she had a chance to utter any such order to me, I was out in the front rooms again, lunging for the door through which Qivni had gone. Inside, I heard her wailing, and I couldn’t tell if she needed help. I’d never heard the sound before.

It wasn’t locked; I went in.

Completely unprepared for what I’d see.

“Aaaa, oh Goddess, no!” the Lead cried, burying her flushed, sweaty face into the bedding. “I can’t — ah!”

Qivni was bent over the bed, kneeling on the floor; cloak and belt off, uniform still on complete with gloves, but bared from hips to knees, pants crammed down to bunching leather. The meek little bua I’d seen before was nude, crouched with a two-hand hold on her wrists crossed behind her at the small of her back.

What the — ?

The bua’s cock was wedged deep and tight in her netherhole, abnormally thick for the youth’s size, and straining it as he humped her backside in short, vicious strokes. The Consort panted and grunted like a rutting animal, quivering, barely in control, his face turned away as he fucked her.

Another male Davrin was in the room, fully dressed, wearing deep blue robes.

Goddess fuck me, I knew him!

The wizard kneeled by the bed, his fingers buried deep in Qivni’s cunt and stroking as roughly as the slender one abused her ass, though in longer, experienced strokes. Tiny arcs of blue light jumped over his knuckles and across her netherlips, and the Red Sister arched her back, lifted her head from the mattress.

“Oh, Braqth, yes!” Qivni cried then. “Aaaa, yes, I’m gonna — !”

I’d never seen this Lead climax before; it’d been hearsay that she even could. Now, I had no doubt.

Her peak set off that of the Consort, who screamed in pleasure as his spear spurted in her rippling anus. The surly wizard from my trials concentrated on enhancing and elongating the Lead’s ride back down, a skill I hadn’t realized he had.

Her climax was more powerful because of him. I was envious, hearing the unfettered moaning, watching her drool onto the blankets from one set of lips and down her naked thighs from the other. In that moment, she did not know where she was.

I had never … never heard of Rausery’s Lead letting go like this!

“Shyntre!” Wilsira bellowed, louder than she had yelled at me.

He and I jumped and spun to face the Priestess. I backed up to gain space, and the wizard pulled his fingers from the Lead’s body, scrambling to his feet.

“What in the Abyss are you doing?” demanded Braqth’s Priestess.

“What she asked, Conceiver,” Shyntre panted, his scowl like Qivni’s, although he kept his eyes on Wilsira’s middle. Not the floor, not her face.

Kerse stood at the doorway behind us, peeking in. I grew a little concerned that Qivni hadn’t lifted her face off the mattress; she seemed too lax. Her cumming like that hadn’t made her pass out, had it?

Even weirder, the Consort still crouched above her ass, gripping her wrists like reins. The bua caught his breath, resting his weight on her, in no hurry to pull out.

“I told you to wait until I summoned you,” Wilsira hissed to the wizard. “Leave this room. You, too, Sirana. Let Qivni be alone with her bua.”

The son of Headmaster Phaelous obeyed readily enough, but I read resistance and hesitation. I didn’t understand why; I only knew I felt the same.

“Lead?” I asked her directly. “Can you hear me?”

Qivni mumbled something but didn’t lift her head.

She’s confused, and the fucking Consort still won’t get off her.

“Sirana. Out!”

The Conceiver seemed about to send Kerse in to drag us out. Reluctantly, I left with the wizard and watched the Priestess firmly shut the door behind us.

Calmly, Wilsira folded her arms, lifting her chin to look down her nose, disapproving of the young wizard. I wagered that he didn’t give two dung-squats about that, but she waited still, and Shyntre was smart.

He took to one knee by her skirts, head down and waiting in silence. Unlike many males, Shyntre kept his hair cut very short, so I could see the back of his neck as he showed Wilsira supplication. The whole of it, including his naked nape, was unusual enough in my experience to seem sexy.

“Your pardon, Priestess,” I asked, wondering if I’d regret it, “but what is he doing here?”

Wilsira exhaled, clearly disappointed with her spoiled surprise. “I always take a Red Sister and a wizard from the Tower with me on my trips. Shyntre is my choice this time. He is coming with us.”

Fuck Braqth’s Tits …  Someone had been doing her research.

Through the door, I could hear Qivni griping, first in a familiar tone but then it grew more desperate. “Get it … out. Just … p-pull it— …aaa!”

I winced. That really hurt her.

“Seems it’s been some time since our Lead practiced with that orifice,” Wilsira chuckled, motioning for us to take a few more steps with her away from the door. “A shame.”

“Well, he loo —” I began.

The sharp look from Shyntre brought me up short. Irritated as I wanted to feel at his attitude, I knew he was right.

Quiet, Sirana.

Since when did I need to blare out everything that I thought I knew, anyway? That had never been the way to survive at Court.

Shyntre held his wet hand curled and slightly away from his body; the Priestess motioned for him to lift it, which he did. I watched as the Conceiver took firm hold of his wrist and studied the cunt juice up close, sniffing lightly, perhaps tempted to take a lick?

“Baby?” Wilsira said, pulling the wizard closer to offer his hand to Kerse. “Would you like a taste of this Sister’s cunt?”

Shyntre tensed and leaned back, his eyes widening like he thought that the Sathoet would chomp off a finger.

“Relax, he won’t bite,” the Priestess teased, missing the nose wrinkle on the demon son’s snout as he had an impulse to refuse.

As if he had a mind of his own.

“Come, spread those precious fingers, mage.”

I acted upon my own impulse, then.

“Wait, allow me,” I said, stepping around Wilsira’s back to the wizard’s outstretched and imprisoned hand. “She’s my Sister.” I winked at him. “I clean up after them all the
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