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Chapter 1

My Sister and I went still and held our breaths while a solitary House Guardsvrin passed by. She sounded bored and distracted as she grumbled something in her throat. I didn’t catch it; a pair of battling beetles I’d been watching a moment before had fallen off their fiberstalk perch and clacked together in the dirt to my right.

We waited. No one else appeared.

*You hear?* I signed to Gaelan.

*Teasing slut,* she replied.

I frowned. *What now?*

My Sister blinked. Her brows arched. *She said, ‘Teasing slut.’*

*Ah.*

My first thought was that the Guardsvrin must be referring to the Bred Consort from the Royal Court currently in residence here. There could be no bigger tease on the whole plantation, I knew from personal experience. Then again, she could have been talking about another bua who had rebuffed her.

My first feeling was relief.

Gaelan isn’t inexplicably angry with me again.

The enclosed garden of Tenth House Itlaun was crafted with refined rock formations and mushroom rings of all sizes as their bases. Several were large enough to crouch behind. Fleshing it out more were stands of tough, sculpted fiberstalk, many varieties of lichen crawling over any surface. Attractive bits of moss decorated the cobbled pathways, and soft-glowing root-crawlers illuminated them.

It took considerable effort and expense to have a garden like this, and of those I’d seen, I thought they followed this pattern and only varied in size based on wealth and status. The ones at the Palace were the oldest and largest of them, with more enchanted spiders draping reflective veils of intricate design above the walking stone. This one wasn’t that much larger than the one my Mother owned at the Twelfth House.

It wasn’t easy to hide in these gardens, either; not if your target was at all wary. Mages and Red Sisters had the advantage for camouflage and determination over the mundane Nobles and servants, no matter their motivation and care. Here, a combination of Gaelan’s magic and our unique red cloaks aided in blurring our outline and encouraging other Davrin eyes to slide over us without focusing on us.

*Come,* Gaelan ordered, and I followed, a tight ball of tension and excitement nestled in my gut.

We had been briefed before coming here. I had studied the layout and routine of the House for some time. The Sisterhood knew where the single, laughably-termed “Matron only” passage lay, and the wards set upon it were no match for the counter-magic within my new bracers or Gaelan’s honed experience. We silenced any potential alarm, shifted a stone panel used infrequently, and entered the mansion’s secret passage.

My heart beat stronger in my chest as we slid through the black guts of the House, gaining height mostly through dusty, cobwebbed ladders rather than stairs. I imagined the Matron herself squeezing through here and thought it an indication that the Tenth House hadn’t been too long in its coveted place. After another generation or two with Consort blood, however, Matron Itlaun might garner enough favor with those above her to remodel these spyways to be more comfortable.

They already have one such Consort-bred heir on the way.

I recalled too vividly for my own comfort how Tulia, the Third Daughter of this House, conceived upon the altar at the last Worship Ball. The new sire gifted to Tulia’s Matron was the same Priestess Son whom I had discovered alone and unprotected during my trials. He was the one I had attacked in my insanity, in that breeding madness clinging to me after surviving the ritual of Braqth’s Threshold. The Consort had not been willing. I had tied him down, forcing his staff erect before jamming it up my hungry cunt.

Gaelan pulled me off just in time.

I had almost conceived. With Priestess fertility magic saturating my very essence, I would have conceived, if this beautiful bua hadn’t been extraordinary in his climax control. Had I become pregnant, I would not have become a Red Sister. I would have belonged instead to the Priestesses until I birthed the child of a poached male to which I had no right.

After that, I would have had no place at Court or at my House. I thanked pure luck for my narrow escape, my fate now backed by the Sisterhood instead of the Priesthood. I did not like to think about what might have become of me after the Spider Queen’s handmaidens had claimed my own blood from my womb.

My Sister led us to the hidden exit we sought, and I protested nothing, though I double-checked the route. Gaelan signed to me.

*Remember your orders?*

A nod, a sign of my own. *You lead. I observe.*

I spotted a subtle smirk touch her lips. *Excited?*

Fuck my crutch.

*I will observe,* I repeated. *Be aware. His head is not a silk-void.*

*No?*

*No.*

Gaelan grinned. *So clear, was it? As if your eyes weren’t lust-crossed when I caught you straddling him.*

I managed not to huff so one could hear it. *That was Priestess magic! I wasn’t sober!*

*Sure.* A silent snicker. *I bet his pretty face didn’t help.*

*Shut up, Sister.*

Satisfied, Gaelan turned to study the mechanism and chant a soft spell to “see beyond” the wall before we entered. The Consort had to be alone. Two cycles after an indulgent party such as the Matron had just thrown, he usually was.

There had been some Nobles in previous missions, other places, both male and female, who never heard us enter. Gaelan had touched one Davrin’s shoulder before she knew we were there. It always helped start off an interrogation well for us. I hadn’t killed or arrested anyone since my final trial with Kaltra. I mostly shadowed older Sisters, gathering information for Elder D’Shea in what appeared to be a sporadic need. Meanwhile, I learned the tricks and methods of the Sisterhood’s many roles.

My Consort knew the moment we entered. His half-naked back was tense, and he stood up with practiced grace from where he had been sitting. Before my eyes were captured by his face, I glanced at what was in front of him while he sat: a modest meal slowly consumed, several colors of thread bundles, and a half-finished, soft decoration likely intended as a gift for his Matron.

Such slender fingers. Talented in more than one way.

I cursed myself for hesitating one step as the Royal Consort turned around and looked at us, soon lowering his gaze to the floor.

Get a grip on your slit, Sirana. He’s just a bua.

Yet he was the most alluring one I’d ever seen, to the point I questioned if there had ever been a Davrin with his face before. His lean, delicate features seemed sculpted from someone’s dream, surreal and unrevealing of his lineage as if he’d come from no known House or Matron’s family. His pure white hair was loose and thick, his nose straight as a blade, his mouth soft, full, and sensitive. His scarlet eyes seemed larger and as reflective as an ornate mirror, inviting like a warm hearth. I knew many Nobles with this same shade of red to their eyes whose needle-sharp gazes offered only a taste of hard metal or poisoned blood.

This Consort was not recognizable as the son of any Priestesses I’d seen, although I’d not had the opportunity to study them all, and I could not imagine such a sire wandering around the Court without comment. This may be one of the older Consorts, and therefore he had been shared frequently by more females — always a downward trend for a male’s favor with his protectors — but that face was probably why he still held a coveted place as a breeding sire.

Where are they keeping such births? Entirely unseen, revealed only at Worship Balls?

I wanted to know. My Elder had told me I would find out in time. She knew, but as a first-turn novice, I wasn’t worthy of that information yet.

“Look up, Consort,” Gaelan whispered. When he did, she signed, *You remember us?*

His throat flashed as he swallowed, his eyes flicking to me before he refocused on Gaelan and her question. *For certain, Red Sister. I do.*

*You will not tell your current Matron of this meeting. You will not tell any Davrin, servant, or slave of this House, nor any of the same visiting it.*

He nodded. *Exactly as you sign, I will not, Sister.* After a pause, he added, *You do not mention my Priestess.*

His Priestess. Who is she?

*Tell her what you must,* Gaelan replied glibly, a perfect dismissal of his powerful owner, as if she already knew. *I trust you confessed to her your defilement in the kitchen?*

I heard a subtle pulse in the quiet, clean room. Then my eyes widened.

I hear it. I hear your heart.

*I have not told my Priestess of your visit,* he told us.

What?

I held still, determined to give nothing away on my face while my Sister displayed her pleasure clearly to him.

*No? Why not?*

*She is … not merciful,* he answered as his gaze wavered.

An understatement for any Priestess in the Sanctuary.

*And if she finds out?* my Sister probed.

My Consort looked at her face, at her eyes. *The Priestesses do not discover everything. In this event, I leave my fate to the Sisterhood.*

Goddess. I wanted to fuck him. Here and now.

Gaelan turned her ear toward the outside hall; we three were perfectly still. *You have time to talk about Matron Itlaun and her Daughters, Consort?*

*If you wish, Red Sister. Ask your questions.*

It was far easier than I might have guessed, getting him to cooperate. He answered Gaelan’s inquiries while I observed. He and I were always aware of each other, although he never glanced at me. My crotch was warm by the time the first noise warned us of an impending visitor. We left with such insights on the Tenth House from an observant and underestimated plaything, I almost felt proud to have found him.

His head is not a void.

I had learned more than a quarter-turn ago that the Priestesses used their Sons as spies. All Matrons anticipated this but accepted these gifts regardless; the trade in status far outweighed a pair of Sanctuary eyes watching those in the home. It wasn’t a concern if a Matron believed herself faithful already.

The Priestesses also knew that the Sisterhood tried for the same, testing their Sanctuary Sons and their loyalty to their Mother-Priestesses. Our success in compromising them would vary on many factors, including circumstances, and the intelligence and will of the Consort in question.

We had this mature and experienced male under our thumb, thanks to me. Elder D’Shea would be pleased, but I could already imagine the jab in which she might phrase it.

At least something useful came of your Braqth-inspired idiocy.
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I looked forward to giving our report when we passed a rune point outside the Cloister. The mild enchantment responded to a rune fixed on the inside of a Red Sister’s uniform — each in a different place. I wouldn’t have known where to look for this rune on most Sisters.

When the two matched, a spell sent voiceless notice of our approach to the rooms of our Prime, Elders, and Leads. While it was possible to return unannounced, those specific Sisters had to be in their respective quarters or in the Prime’s strategy room at the time, in which case we usually received instructions later.

As if to make a point, the spell responded instantly, deep inside my ear like a buzzing insect delivering the order:

*Every Red Sister collect in the Prime Room immediately.*

“Shit,” Gaelan whispered, glancing at me.

We hustled inside the Cloister and began a smooth run through the dim-lit curves and ramps toward the Prime’s room, aware of the moment we passed the next rune point. The double, dead-end door opened without us touching it, and we entered to the altar room to see the Prime, Elders D’Shea and Rausery, and …

The Priestess Lelinahdara?

A Daughter of Braqth, inside our Cloister. More than that, the one who had wrenched private and bitter memories of my childhood tormentor from me, drawing out the hurt and truth of my barrenness like ancient pus.

At the Prime’s order, Lelinahdara had forced me to go through that same ritual again, and where my elder sister had failed, this Priestess had succeeded. My body was healed and strong, fertile, not as Jilrina had left it. Perhaps something to be grateful for.

I still didn’t like a conflict of interest being here.

In the plain, black-stone room, a score and more of Red Sisters had gathered. Upon the platform were our Red Sister leaders with the Sanctuary Priestess, the table still covered with maps and scrolls, but also an odd collection of materials and objects.

Half of them looked to me as though they’d be used in ritual. Jaunda and half her teams were here, along with Qivni and those subordinate to her. All of them looked ready to tear down half of the Deepearth.

Elder Rausery glanced up at Gaelan and me, joining the other Sisters under Lead Jaunda, and nodded to us. She spoke to the Prime but looked to D’Shea next. “Twenty-seven, more than half.”

My Elder agreed while the Prime smirked like she looked forward to something.

What’s happening?

“I shall need a conduit with experience,” Lelinahdara said to D’Shea, but we all heard. Her voice was powerful yet lyrical, a sharp contrast to the gruff Prime and grounded Elder Rausery.

“Red Sister Gaelan,” Elder D’Shea answered.

This role had been decided before we got here. Now, it was formalized.

The Priestess gestured my age-mate forward onto the platform; only with a definite nod from our Elder Sorceress did Gaelan obey. The Red Sister Prime turned toward the rest of us, her hair streaked with the gilded color of the aged, her eyes and face hard, the lines at the corners of her mouth that much more profound.

“Three Ornilleth have entered our territory. They brought with them powerful thralls numbering over three hundred. The company dispatched a mark ago engaged in the last quarter but is struggling to push them back and starting to dwindle. We believe the Ornilleth are here to capture new bodies, whomever they find, they are not known to be picky. But most certainly they want Davrin, or they wouldn’t have come this far.”

My brows rose high despite my attempt at a still expression like my Sisters. This would be my first pitched battle.

Against thought-flayers of all things.

The only other intelligent race in the Deepearth of which the Davrin were genuinely leery. If only a portion of the Tragar Dwarves were said to be mind-mages, then the entirety of the Ornilleth were precisely this. At even greater ability.

Enough for only three to control three hundred as extensions of their body.

I felt a subtle urge to piss.

“Twenty-seven of you will tip the balance in our favor,” the Prime continued, a rare show of confidence but also a demand. “Elder Rausery will lead in the field. Elder D’Shea is magical support, passing the intelligence between us. You will hear her voice in your head. Act on her orders as if I’m talking straight in your ears. Share information in return, I will need it. Braqth’s Priestess will shield you from mental attacks as she can but use your training.” The Prime seemed to look right at me. “An attack starts with pressure like water filling your head.”

I remembered that feeling, intimately, though no one here knew because I hadn’t claimed it.

We signed as one: *Acknowledged, Prime.*

“Good. Priority is to let our army see you destroy as many of the thralls as possible, rebuild morale. When the power shifts, you’ll know it. Then I want those tentacled mind-eaters filled with poison from afar. Do not engage in melee or attempt a close kill under any circumstances. The last thing our Queen needs is for the Ornilleth Elder to gain the knowledge you all have. Not even one of you is to be captured alive.”

My whole body flushed with a sick fear as I imagined my Lead Jaunda killing me rather than letting me be dragged off. To be subverted, turned into a thrall — a monstrous, entirely different creature — after my mind was stripped and drained of anything useful. Like it or not, a quick death was the preferable outcome. Did that mean I would kill another Sister if necessary?

It must be.

At least Gaelan is staying here.

From atop the platform, Lelinahdara rested both hands on Gaelan’s shoulders, perhaps becoming accustomed to her mage aura. That moment, my Sister glanced at me. Like in the candle-lit chamber of my trials, she was the only one who held an expression I could read. Back then, it had been pitying. Now, she was concerned.

I grinned, offering something she could read in return. Bring it on.

Her mouth twitched.

“Stockroom,” the Prime barked. “Two ticks. Now.”

We moved; Elder Rausery was coming with us, and that tangibly boosted the sense of eagerness in the air. We restocked essential weapons and useful tools if we didn’t already have them, each of us ready in as much time as it took me to run here from that first call. I removed my cloak, rolled it up and set it in the supply room; no other Sister was wearing one.

“Each of you,” Rausery said as she flipped open the lid on a small, locked box bolted to a shelf. “Quaff one.”

Lead Jaunda took one first, breaking the seal and drinking without hesitation, and Qivni after her. The rest of us followed by rank. I was last, and Lawret gave me a hint of what it had been.

*Extended healing,* she signed with a wink. *No pain, no bleed-outs.*

Ah-ha.

I wasn’t sure if the calming warmth was all potion or just my anxiety leaking away, but I saw how we’d help the morale of the army.

No pain. We are unstoppable.

My heart still throbbed in my breast as we regathered before the Prime.

“Into the ring,” she commanded, and Elder Rausery led us within the subtle onyx inlay in the center rear of the room, which I had missed my first few times in here.

“Don’t puke on the Army Commander’s boots, Sirana,” our Elder said, a playful twinkle in her eye. “We want to impress them.”

The other Sisters chuckled, except for Qivni, of course, and I allowed my mood rise with a white grin. “Yes, Elder.”

D’Shea and Lelinahdara cast a spell together from where they stood. We blinked out of the Prime’s strategy room and into the deep passageways. My stomach rose and lurched. The quiet and cleanliness were replaced with the dirt and clamor as I attempted to get to my feet.

My eyesight shifted immediately; all color had faded in darkness but life’s movement and the Radiants all around created the shape and depth I needed navigate without light. We stood on a ledge above a more massive cavern, somewhere outside of Sivaraus.

The noise of battle was intense; the edges of my ears prickled from vibration alone. Elder Rausery signed high while facing the fight; simultaneously, I heard Elder D’Shea inside my head.

*Fan out, avoid clustering together. Quick kills, no taunting or torture. We want quantity.*

The orders matched Rausery’s hand sign commands. As soon as our General gave the signal, tightly bound energy unraveled in every Red Sister, flooded us as one. Novice or not, I felt it, was caught up in it, and I moved on instinct, my fear oddly muted.

We drew swords and daggers, hand crossbows, and barbed lashes. Our shields must be our speed, for every Sister fought with two weapons and changed them as needed. No one pointed out I was a novice; no one told me to stay behind the experienced ones.

I would fight with them.

*Forward, Sisters!*





Chapter 2

Leaping down from our higher vantage point, we could be seen clearly as someone lit a light above. Our uniforms blazed, and a wave of voices rose, a cheer to fill the ceiling. I questioned nothing; my boots flew over the rock.

The thralls of the Ornilleth were bigger than us, heavily muscled, and capable of both tearing through or seizing a body to hold it tight. The bulky creatures possessed the empty, blank eyes and a beak without tentacles, only hinting at a thought-flayer lineage. Bodied grey-skinned and streamlined for swimming, with a tough hide that made quick kills more difficult unless one aimed her thin blade just right, either in a sunken, yellowed eye or in a soft spot beneath the jaw.

*Stab the brains or the thralls keep moving. They feel no pain and are still controlled by their masters.*

As soon as one Red Sister discovered this, we all knew it. D’Shea and Lelinahdara shared that knowledge along with that same sense of elation and power, as though each of us had unveiled this on our own.

I heard Jaunda’s roar as she took out two more thralls in quick succession. Kiren and Lawret shrieked like demons, sending a shiver up the spines of at least two fighters as they joined in the attacks with glee.

The potion’s magic still thick in my blood, my energy seemed limitless, my budding skills unleashed without restraint or boundaries on our targets. Another first time since I’d joined the Sisterhood; something inside me sang with terrible joy at the vortex of violence, threads of all my Sisters quivering through the bond connecting us on the battlefield.

My own battle-hungry cries were answered many times over.

As the enemy bodies at last began to fall faster than the Davrin around them, I heard a new rumble of bloodlust arise from our army as they redoubled their efforts to fight off the invaders. Unlike them, however, the Sisters did not cluster together, nor did we get completely out of sight of one another. I could always see at least one of my Sisters, blurred, spinning, slashing, and stabbing.

We could always sense the presence of one another; if the mind did not become a void, we knew who still stood.

I absorbed the information of many seasoned fighters at once; I knew things which were happening inside the chaos, even if I did not witness them. We knew we were winning.

Qivni and her team blasted a swath in the middle of the thickest pack of thralls, heat and purple light cracking in the cavern, pain and injury breaking up the mass of bodies and allowing parts of our army to flank them and finish them off.

The regular units who’d begun fighting again were female and male. Their mass of defiant bellows blended in a pleasing pitch of fever and rage. One fighter drew my eye for a few instants within the mass of bodies. She was young, even younger than me, dressed in brown and of low rank but she radiated will and fearlessness.

Quick and vicious, precise but making sure she tore as much flesh as she could in each withdrawal. From the damage and splatter on her clothes, from the fixed scowl on her face and the determination stiffening her spine and pushing back fatigue, she hadn’t paused for a long time.

Even when others were falling back, before the Sisterhood had arrived, I could imagine her holding ground. Her snarl shifted to a wild smile when I got close, and without speaking we selected the same pair of thralls to attack. The plunge of her blade took longer to extract because she sawed at the throat. Another thrall noticed.

“Roll left!” I shouted, and she obeyed.

A long-armed swipe of claws narrowly missed us. The cait laughed in challenge and charged as I pitched a fist-sized stone right between its eyes, giving her that opening. My teeth gleamed in the darkness as she leaped onto the abomination, taking it down by herself.

As the dominance of the field shifted inexorably in our favor, the ranged attacks began. I heard a Sister scream, and streaks of red light and fire struck both fighting Davrin and grey mind-slaves alike.

*They know they lose,* D’Shea said. *Those are the reserves. The masters are visible now.*

Panagan had spotted the three Ornilleth at last after climbing a jut of rock to get both the high view and a chance to use her spell-touched arrows. The flayers were on the far side of the cavern, she told us, opposite of where the Sisterhood had appeared.

In front of them was a line of gaunt, spindly thralls capable of releasing heat and fire from their fingertips. Behind the thought-flayers were not only a few smaller tunnels, but Panagan watched her own arrow strike whatever invisible shield protected them.

The rest of us knew. We couldn’t get at them, and they had an easy exit strategy if their forces failed.

*Lunent Agalia, Corpora Cilyan, Sister Moria, Sister Sirana. Defend the battle mages nearest you. They must collapse the tunnels and overwhelm the shields. The rest of your Sisters are nearly in position. They will take any opportunity the mages can give them.*

Elder Rausery dispatched more Sisters to guide several officers and their units to deal with the ranged attacks, but we four were nearest to the mages holding their line in the back yet were under direct threat. The buas were distracted by incoming fire and rays as the melee thralls on the frontline pressed closer with urgent tenacity.

The single Ornilleth standing a quarter-circle around the cavern had focused on our male mages and our soldiers desperately defending them. Among them, I glimpsed a familiar wizard, read in an instant that all four were losing their nerve as less of the army was close enough to help with simultaneous sources of threat. Their choices splintered as some hesitated or alternated between one method of attack or defense and another.

You can’t do everything at once. That’s why we are here.

“Ranged offense, Callitro!” I shouted with force over the din. “I’ve got the fools in front of you, they won’t get through!”

The battle mage I’d met at the last Worship Ball blinked when he recognized me, and he grinned realizing I’d be guarding him personally. I shot one thrall through the eye with my crossbow, and it stumbled, crashing into another and opening a breather for the army. I’d lost track of the young female fighter for a bit, but heard when she cried in a cheer and joined back in, connecting with another unit to fight the same line threatening the mages.

Laughing at the sight, I placed my body between Callitro and the nearest harm. His focus tightened to a pinpoint in his next spell, and the distance was impressive.

The concussive blast centered right in the middle of the fire-thralls opposite of him. It echoed, reverberated, sending more than a handful of the backline to their misshapen knees, clutching their earholes.

“Well done!” Lunent Agalia called, taking up the lead and preparing her own magic stone from a pouch. “Mages! Prepare this spell with your brother! I’ll shield you until you’re ready — !”

Retaliation was swift, and a red line of scorching heat missed me by two finger’s breadth as I withdrew my crossbow bolt from a thrall’s eye. Another seared Moria’s thigh before clipping the Lunent’s ear; another mage jerked and lost his focus, falling to his knees. Obeying nonetheless, the three standing buas became entirely vulnerable, their eyes closing to speak the next words.

“Shit!” Agalia groaned, and that moment my head began to get that pressure inside like it was filling with water. More than one Sister around me shook her head, their eyesight becoming fuzzy as mine.

I stumbled back a few steps, unintentionally opening the way to Callitro. More red streaks incoming. The young cait in the brown uniform hid behind a lurching thrall as it was struck in the back. The flesh smoked a little, and she gripped it like an unwieldy shield until fate decided which way it would fall.

“Hey!” she shouted at the top of her voice. “Sisters, wizards, watch out! You’re dangling in an open web!”

Not only that, but something colorless plucked at those threads, trying to wrap them tighter and tighter around our ankles and hands so we couldn’t move.

~Kill the Self-abductors. Silence the Song. Claim the bodies.~

*What … ?*

I locked eyes with Agalia. I heard a voice her and yet not wholly hers, accusing me: *Novice. Weakest link … affecting us all.*

No.

Terror and truth flared at once at the back of my head.

It’s not true.

Far from it.

*Focus!* D’Shea said to us all, as if she, too, struggled to keep us connected.

I closed my eyes in the center of a battle.

~Noch berte. Itsche craug.~

As fast as it happened, the pressure lifted, the mental manacles came off, and my vision became sharp. My ears were filled to the very tip with the rumble of the rampaging battle. The Lunent shook her head, confused but quickly hiding it in front of those waiting for direction.

“Battlemages!” she ordered, pointing at each Tower wizard in turn as Moria poured a potion down one male’s throat. “One, two, three, four … two flicks apart and equal points above the Ornilleths’ heads!”

The injured wizard wiped his mouth and nodded, rebuilding his spell as quickly as he could; he would be the last to release. Meanwhile, four Sisters and more defended the wizards as the viciousness escalated in our tight space. It would have been easier if the mages could have gotten to higher ground, but that only made them a better target for the rays.

At last, we gained enough time and ground for the magic users to attack the stone above the Ornilleth. If we had had even one less blast or if it hadn’t been timed right, it wouldn’t have worked as well as it did.

Callitro and his brothers all used the same spell, centered side-by-side on the far wall, and each delayed those successive heartbeats, filling my chest and my ears with a threatening earthquake.

Boom. Boom! Boom!

BOOM.

Noise and vibration sent general confusion abounding but, more importantly, masses of stone began to fall, collapsing in a deliberate wave. The crushing weight of rock struck the shields around and above the thought-flayers, weakening it with constant assault while creating an obstruction behind them over which they must climb and hope to squeeze through without being trapped or smashed.

I saw in my mind what I could only describe as “mental sparks” arching around an otherwise invisible dome every time rock struck the surface. I believed I understood how they did it. I almost knew why it was failing.

“Sivaraus Archers!” Rausery bellowed. Her voice sounded far from me but uplifting all the same.”Aim and release at that shield! Do not stop until you run out of arrows!”

Our army’s archers sent arrow after arrow to the dome, the intent not to penetrate but to add to every pebble and boulder wearing down the Ornilleth defense. There seemed a rise in anticipation, as if a dam was about to break. Over and over it happened, and I heard D’Shea’s voice.

*Prepare.*

I held my breath.

*NOW!*

Fifteen Sisters had since gotten in range to shoot poisoned arrows and darts at the Ornilleth. Three seemed overwhelmed, their minds blinking out and they were not able to send a second dart, but the other twelve shot again, and again. I listened and knew each thought-flayer received more than ten doses of our most potent poison.

Meanwhile, I attacked with my thinnest blades, now so slick with life fluids it was harder to grip them. My nearest foe slowed suddenly, then stopped moving entirely. It stood with blank eyes blinking in confusion. The creature possessed not command nor guidance.

Next, it was without breath or heartbeat as well.

“Move in and slit the throats,” Rausery commanded three of our best. “Search them and bind them for transport.”

“Yes, Elder,” Jaunda said, taking a step forward.

~NO! Contact after death is dangerous!~

“Hold a moment, Jaunda,” my Elder ordered next, rethinking her approach.

*Who said that?* D’Shea demanded as the odd, underlying bass faded away.

I waited as if someone else would claim the breach of command, but no one answered. The cavern gradually became quieter as each Davrin unit realized their enemy was not fighting back. About half of them finished off the grey-horror or fire-flinger in front of them while the rest stepped back and regrouped, looking for their officer to instruct them.

Meanwhile, Elder Rausery herself backed by Lead Jaunda and Corpora Kiren finished the Ornilleth by setting them aflame with an incendiary dart each. As the bodies began to burn, I could breathe again, and a cheer began to swell; I couldn’t help but join in.

“We won!!”





Chapter 3

Rarely were there moments of unity such as this, where all Davrin stood on the same side.

I laughed as loud as my lungs could manage, pointed to the ceiling, my next affirmative cry half-shout and half-growl as I turned to see Callitro’s handsome face, his bright eyes watching me. Sweating and disheveled as I was, he was a pure delight to snap into my arms.

He tried to speak.

I claimed his mouth, thrusting my tongue in and grabbing his buttocks through the robes. I pressed our groins together and felt him respond instantly, his staff growing longer and very firm between our bellies as I drank deeply of my stolen kiss. My hand slid toward the front, stroking that gorgeous erection, although I didn’t know what I expected to happen next.

Corpora Cilyan hissed an order at me. “Let him go, Sister.”

I felt the reaffirming command from Elder D’Shea. *No, Sirana. Not where commoners can watch you act common.*

Damn it.

I released Callitro with an internal grumble and stepped back. The battle mage was charmed and dizzy, his robes visibly tented; he was gasping, regretful as well that I’d stopped, but glad to take the attention. He glanced over at his mage companions, his smile filled with bragging rights before he noticed the guts and slime that I’d transferred to his robes.

Then I heard D’Shea’s voice again.

*Kill every thrall. Leave none breathing. Find the field menders. Any with available restorative potions are to tend the wounded.*

Oh, yes. The clean-up.

The order passed through Elder Rausery and the Sisters to each officer. I was surprised to hear one dissenter; she was gesturing to a cluster of the thin, lanky fire-shooters and addressing our Elder as she made her way back to the center.

“We shouldn’t destroy them, Elder Sister, they were once our own mages! Think of their use against our enemies if we can get them back! And if we can’t, surely the Priestesses or sorceresses can find a way to control them —”

The Davrin eyes went wide as we all only just realized that Rausery had moved. Our Elder scowled into the eyes of the dying officer as she slowly sank down to the ground. Rausery held a glistening blade in her right hand. She looked around at those watching, and her voice projected without having to shout.

“Kill. Every. Thrall. No exceptions.”

There were no more dissenters.

Rausery called the Red Sisters closer to her, and I noticed some of us were missing. The spell linking our thoughts had receded, however, and I could no longer be sure if they were alive or not. Lead Qivni hadn’t been one mind to “wink out,” but she also wasn’t here, along with two others. There were six in total not standing with us.

Three fallen, and three still standing to carry them back.

Not the Prime nor the Elders would want a Red Sister’s body and equipment loitering where ally and enemy alike could see it, or worse, loot it.

Rausery next selected us in twos and threes for various tasks. I was instructed along with five others to oversee the healing so those able to march back to Sivaraus would do so on their own two feet.

“Set more lights and watch them,” the Elder grumbled before moving on to her next duty. “Make sure they’re actually healing, not selectively bumping off their wounded rivals.” She paused, focusing on me and answering my unspoken question, the same way the Prime had. “Watch the faces of the wounded. You’ll know.”

I had to admit this was an excellent opportunity to make sure a rival died. If Jilrina and I somehow had been in this battle together, it would have been my high priority. Searching with my Sisters for the army’s brewers and menders, I looked for the patch formed like a small bottle on their back. They were not all together at first, but we located them and called them to our side.

“Very good, Sisters, I’m ready,” one younger brewer said after listening to our instructions. She pointed to a group of collected wounded three clusters away. “I’ll start there.”

“No, you won’t,” Corpora Kiren said, stepping to stand chest-to-chest with her. She took a whiff of the cait with a familiar, leering grin. “You start with the group closest, Number Nineteen. Protect that trade agreement with the Fifteenth House. Careful that I don’t step on your heels.”

The youth swallowed. “Y-yes, Red Sister.”

Kiren pinched her ass on the way over, inciting a yelp, and the rest of us laughed. We followed the Corpora’s lead in the attitude, acting as their escorts and superior officer as I grasped for knowledge D’Shea had required I study.

Identifying to which House each mender or brewer belonged was essential, as none could choose their own patients. Plenty attempted to try but all were stopped, and I was astonished at the frequency of the mismatches.

Elder Rausery was right about watching the wounded.

If they were conscious, a quick glance at them when they laid eyes on the mender told me whether it was a neutral pairing or a deadly one. The healer herself never gave it away.

“Hey, Sister!” one of ours called. “Send me your healer, you can have mine!”

It would become a frequent call among those in the red uniform.

My own damaged armor indicated that I had received a few injuries as well, though it took me this long to realize it. I hadn’t felt them although might have recalled receiving them, and the wounds themselves were already healed.

This was the case for every Red Sister present. We appeared perfectly fit, and we needed none of the resources from the Queen’s Army whatsoever.

I found among the wounded the same feisty cait who’d fought beside me. By chance, I stood in front of her with a mender. I watched her face and the others; they didn’t like this first choice. Some of them looked briefly afraid, vulnerable, but the youth scowled defiantly and spoke for the group.

“Toss off a cliff, Fifth House,” she snarled, holding a bleeding gash on her thigh.

I couldn’t help grinning, looking to the highest-ranked mender in the army — who had yet to heal anyone. “You heard her. Toss off. Send me the Fourteenth House brewer. She’s more competent.”

Pure pleasure it was to watch this much older female try so hard not to sneer at me. Instead, she sniffed at the rejection, muttering, “Gutter fringe,” as she was traded for a third time.

The wounded before me all relaxed as soon as she was gone, some glancing in apparent gratitude at my scrapper, who maintained that winsome scowl.

“Quite a reputation the Fifth must have,” I said.

“Trudin only heals commanding Davrin, Sister,” one soldier volunteered. “The rest get a salve of her choosing, and you’re lucky if it doesn’t burn a hole to cripple you before it heals. Everyone knows it.”

“Commanders find this amusing, I take it?”

“They don’t have much pull to punish her properly, Red Sister. Fifth House.”

“Right.” I looked at my fighter-cait directly. “You’re Noble, aren’t you?”

She glanced around, realized the others would remain silent, and shrugged with a nonchalance reminiscent of when I first arrived at Court. “Barely.”

‘Barely’ Noble. From the Bottom Three, then.

I studied her leg as we waited, and the replacement mender approached. The injury wasn’t life-threatening yet, but the youth wouldn’t be able to walk back to the city with her unit and it would only get worse from here. Her armor was covered with blood and black goo, and the design was common level but reasonably made.

Strands of white hair stuck to her forehead and temples and her hair had been tied in a tight bun before the fighting but was mostly undone now spreading over her shoulders. In the light, she had fierce, red eyes shaped a little like D’Shea’s, but wherein my Elder there was all calm and grace, this one was aggressive challenge and stubbornness.

I made room for the tending female from the Fourteenth House and saw that they approved of her with unanimous, placid expressions. At last, I asked the wounded cait, “What is your name?”

I watched her face heat up when the mender and a few soldiers chuckled, very softly. Then she cleared her throat.

“I am Jael Aurenthietti, Red Sister.”

She was a Noble, yes, but a Fourth Daughter and of House Aurenthin, the bottom rung of the Noble Houses at Twenty-Fourth.

“Jael.” It felt nice on my tongue; a soft, sensual buzz through my teeth and lips before ending on a sigh as my tongue lightly touched the roof my of mouth. Jzahhl.

“Not one to give up easily, are you?”

She withheld whatever opinion she held of my small talk and answered. “No, Red Sister. Only the dead give up the battle, and I’m not ready to hang up my skin.”

It was an odd twist on a common saying, but I liked it.

Activity in the cavern was rising again, and these low-born Nobles were one of the last groups who must get to their feet. I saw they would make do with whatever leftover potions and half-used salves remained. Before too long we’d be pulling out, but I took the time to observe as much as I could of the aftermath of my first real battle.

Logic suggested this cavern and its surrounding area would smell for spans. We had burned the three thrall masters to be safe but could not burn every dead body, or we would pollute and use up our air with results worse than the smell. I knew from simple talk that we depended on the scavengers of the Deepearth to clean up afterward, but it took time.

Before we left it to that fate, scores of able bodies combed the battlefield for interesting objects; they investigated the bodies and checked the area for stragglers.

With thralls such as these, there wasn’t much to loot, and we could only leave the enemy where they fell. We sometimes took our own dead back along with any slaves, but it depended more on if there was a Davrin present who cared enough to do it. They were usually related to the dead but not always.

“Ow,” Jael said, darting a narrow look at the mender even though she cooperated.

“Ah, yes, my favorite of the six signs of life,” the Fourteenth smirked as she tugged a little firmer on the wrap, making the youth grimace.

“What’s that?”

“Complaining.”

Jael muttered something about her Mother — either the mender’s or her own — but I didn’t catch it as I spotted Lunent Agalia signing high to me to reconvene.

*Leave them.*

I did without announcement, consciously resisting the urge to look back. It helped that the “Battle Buas,” as I’d overheard a few say already, were collected with their female captain, waiting behind the reforming Red Sisters.

Callitro perked up, smiling a little but managing not to show his teeth this time. Another wizard leaned over and murmured something to him, and he shrugged as though he hadn’t a care in the world.

I must make time to visit him at the Wizard’s Tower.

Rausery gestured that we were to leave. I assumed all was under control, and it was clear we wouldn’t be walking back with the army. We followed our Elder to the rendezvous point where we had appeared and then past it, heading deeper into the highest tunnel.

Twenty-one of us, healed by the magic in our bloodstream, moved without any appreciable sound, weaving a confusing crawl through another two passages before we came upon a stone wall and a feeling familiar to me.

A Ward. And an opening behind an illusion.

I proved to be correct on both counts as Rausery suspended the Ward with what appeared willpower alone, striding straight through the stone without stopping. The rest of us followed her, vigilant and in formation. After all the torches and glow-stones lit for the healers to do their work, it took time to adjust to a close, still, black space again.

“Any change?” the Elder’s low voice asked, though at first, I knew not to whom.

“Their bodies are healed and whole, Elder,” Lead Qivni answered, sounding tired and a little uncertain. “Deep in Reverie, perhaps.”

“Not natural Reverie.”

“No, Elder.”

“Coma, or temporary mind-sludge?”

“I don’t know, Elder, but there’s no reflex response.”

Several bodies blocked my view, and I moved to glimpse even a little of what I sensed. The three Sisters we knew had fallen were laid out within another onyx-inlay circle, Qivni and two of the other Red Sisters who had some mage ability, Dieri and Nyllel. All three looked baffled and wary, not a good sign.

“Alright, Sisters,” Rausery said, “back to the Cloister. Maybe Varessa and Tarra can put their heads together.”

Who?

I did not have much time to guess as we were ordered to stay still inside the circle and wait for the Elder Sorceress to bring us back. In her time, she did. It was only when we all stood back in the Prime’s strategy room did I recall my Elder’s given name, as I hadn’t heard it since my trials.

Varessa. Does that mean ‘Tarra’ is the — ?

“Congratulations, Red Sisters,” Prime said gruffly, looking just a little proud. “Your skills and your obedience to your Elders, to me, and the supreme communication of the Sisterhood defeated this invasion. This is why we are the best there is at what we do. There are no demons but us.”

“No demons but us,” murmured more than a few Sisters in reverent answer, causing the Priestess to raise a white eyebrow.

“We have three casualties, Prime,” Elder Rausery said, respectful but delaying celebration just yet. “Permission to move them to the cots as soon as possible. We need D’Shea and Lelinahdara.”

“Casualties are inevitable in battle, Elder.”

“I know this lesson well, Prime. They were psionic attacks. We must bring every Red Sister back from a battle, that is our law, but there may be a holdover threat undetermined.”

The Prime’s face lost any trace of pride and became the one of which I had learned to be afraid. “Just kill them, Rausery. Destroy their bodies. Their willpower was too weak to withstand the Ornilleth. We can always recruit more.”

“I agree with Elder Rausery, Prime,” Elder D’Shea spoke then, her voice rich, standing with poise and one palm resting on Gaelan’s shoulder. My closest Sister seemed dizzy and unfocused, kneeling with her legs under her between the Sorceress and the Priestess.

“What’s that, Varessa?” the Prime growled.

“I heard a voice not one of ours within the Priestess’ Weave. It was close to the time these three fell. I must try to determine who spoke to us. Perhaps it spoke to them first.”

“What did she say?”

“She, or ‘he.’ The voice may have been male.”

The Prime bristled. “And?”

“And it warned us not to touch the thought-flayer bodies after we’d poisoned them.”

Other Sisters murmured, some nodding, all confirming their Elder’s claim. I nodded with them; I had heard it, too.

“Davrin male?” the eldest Red Sister said with great suspicion.

No … 

“That is to be determined.”

As D’Shea seemed intent on speaking what the Prime didn’t want to hear, Elder Rausery chose then to break back into the discussion.

“We’ve never tried to wake up those dropped by Ornilleth before,” our battle leader said, taking a step forward to stand before our Prime with a respectful bow. “This fight felt different. We were unified, more than we’ve ever been. I’ve never known so much of what was going on with the battlefield, with my subordinates.”

Rausery motioned toward the mages as she continued. “I think Varessa’s and Tarra’s methods are reaching a pinnacle we shouldn’t shy away from now. I want them to look at our fallen Sisters, see if we can recover them. Even three is a harsh loss to us, Prime. Recruitment and training take time.”

My Sisters around me nodded in agreement. The Prime wanted obedience, and she would get that, but she didn’t miss the fact that nobody seemed to want to celebrate our victory just now as questions hung in the air.

What about our three Sisters? Which of us fell? Can we get them back?

“Move them to the cots,” the Prime commanded Rausery, then looked at the rest of us. “Restock your supplies and see to your equipment. Clean up, go to the Mess. Relax while you can, you’ll know when you’re next summoned. Get out of here.”

We moved in roughly familiar units, although I rolled myself closer to the wall to linger for as long as I could until I determined that Gaelan wasn’t standing up to come with us. I saw when the Prime looked between Rausery and D’Shea and jerked her chin downward, dismissing them and herself officially while offering Lelinahdara a more reverent gesture on behalf of Braqth.

“Report as soon as you have a theory, D’Shea,” our leader said, already walking toward a much smaller doorway at the back. “Or if any of those three ever wake up again.”

“Come on, Sirana!”

Cilyan snagged my arm again, and I caught Jaunda glancing my way curiously, gauging whether she was needed to enforce the Prime’s orders. Rather than disobey in front of her and so many others, I left with my Sisters to restock, repair, and replace, then finally visited the sluicers to clean up—

And spread against the wall for a few who badly needed a release.

“Take it,” she whispered, thrusting her Feldeu in hard. “That’s it, novice, squirm on my pole.”

“Ngh!” I grunted, my cheek pressed to damp stone. I felt tits pushed to my back and the thick phallus sinking into my slit as Thena kicked my ankles wider apart.

I wasn’t the only one penetrated under the cold water; there was a lot of grunting and fucking surrounding me, and this aroused me despite my distaste for Thena in particular. Although, I was the only cunt presumed to be available without verbally volunteering.

Because I’m the youngest. Bottom rung.

I could have tried to refuse her, to fight her off as Rausery and Jaunda had each taught me, but all of us beneath that cleansing water had been in the battle, and no one else had started a fight. No one had rejected another Sister after the serious threat we’d just faced.

Thena wouldn't be the only one, anyway. The endurance potions had worn off, and I hadn’t the strength to fight off four of them. Nor did Thena have strength left for much beyond driving fast between my legs.

She just wants to cum.

Jaunda watched on my other side, her own cock dripping water and being joyfully serviced by Lawret on her knees, but I caught a silent exchange between the Lead and Corpora Thena. Both our tugging exhaustion and my Lead’s hard eye were the likely reasons the Corpora and her favorites — Sisters Suna, Panagan, and Moria — merely took their turns in my cunt, relatively quick and not rough enough to injure.

I managed to cum, crying out nice and loud to let them know that I had.

“Yes! Ahhh, yes!“

I thought Suna might have just finished up, or Panagan had just entered me. I knew it wasn’t with Thena; I heard her chuff in annoyance as I twitched, standing on the balls of my feet, my pelvic muscles milking another Sister’s cock, not hers.

Jaunda purred in approval and murmured to Lawret to suck harder. I was released with a well-ridden twat and a few hard slaps to my wet ass. After that group had left and Jaunda had pulled out of a swollen set of lips, she approached and leaned near my ear to speak.

“Good work getting them all off, Sister. Keep being smart, choose your battles. Things’ll change.”

I smiled a little, only sorry that both of us were too tired to go for a second round or, in my case, a fifth.

After all that, after leaving clean and dressed and taking myself to the Mess Hall, I still wasn’t hungry. While sitting and attempting to eat, more of the battle returned to me in flashes, things that happened too quickly to absorb at the time.

I relived the water-weight in my head, the mental attack on me and Agalia and the others. That feeling like I was the one dragging them down, the belief that I was the rotten part in an otherwise robust body.

Then I had heard the Tragar language, a gruff voice such as D’Shea told the Prime had been there. She and I may not have been the only ones.

Instead of that revolting weight landing even heavier upon my back to defeat me, however, that deep, male voice had instead broken the chains, freeing us to think clearly once again. To fight back. To reinforce the weave of connection between the Red Sisters.

What happened when we were all linked through that spell?

Was the need to understand it enough to confess what had occurred between Kain and me deep in the wilderness tunnels?

Move in and slit their throats, Rausery had said.

~No! Don’t!~

I curled my fingers tighter around my fork, poking uneaten food on my plate.

Contact with dying psions is dangerous.





Chapter 4

Given enough downtime, I might have hovered near Gaelan’s quarters, waiting for her to return. My thought was that she might need a Sister’s help if Elder D’Shea didn’t have time, and I could volunteer as the tender because maybe no one else would.

Gaelan and I were the youngest Red Sisters and far from having earned the benefits of the Leads and Lunents, or even the Corporas. All of them would have — did have — Sisters falling over themselves to offer aftermath care, if for no other reason than status and having valuable ears to oneself for a moment.

I didn’t have the time to volunteer, however. Barely a few marks and a magically mended uniform later, I was running errands for Corpora Cilyan and creeping around Sivaraus as if an Ornilleth invasion had never occurred, even as the Davrin on the streets talked about nothing else.

Bold, noisy spots of celebration had spread at the Palace Court and various Houses, as well as the marketplace, but nothing cohesive. It was too early for the Valsharess to make an appearance and the Priestesses had yet to spin their own pronouncement of their essential role in preventing our populace from being dragged into the thought-flayer’s dungeons.

Wherever that is. The Sisterhood barely needed the help of one Priestess, useful only to our Elder Sorceress.

Yet those two and the Prime had taken my Sister Gaelan away, and I still waited for news from someone, anyone, about this crisis; how it started, what we planned to do next. The Sisterhood had responded as directed, as we’d been trained, and it had felt like I had understood what was happening around me. Within the crisis, within that “mindlink” spell, I had known what was going on as it had been staring me in the face.

Now, a heavier, lonelier thought had settled in, likely enough that I wondered at my own naivety.

Nothing will be explained now, but well done. Continue on, Sisters.

I watched. I reported. Once, I asked my Corpora if the battle mages — the male ones — had returned safely to their Wizard’s Tower.

“Of course,” Cilyan replied, making a face. “If you have time to think about that bua you kissed, you have time to work on a few other things. Follow me.”

I’d expected that. I was given “grunt” tasks: helping to gather food and equipment and cleaning the Cloister. There were no outside servants to do it; we had to be self-sustaining. It was better than acting on my impulses, which might lead to House Itlaun and the Consort again, or perhaps to House Thalluen, to see if my former Matron had given birth yet.

After all that danger and excitement, my mind strained against the feeling that my world was shrinking again, not even a full turn after all I’d suffered in body and mind to enter the Sisterhood. After I had thought the cage of my Nobility had been blown wide open by my trials.

Patience. Opportunity will be there. Just look at Jaunda and D’Shea.

This assumed I wasn’t trapped by another with a grudge against me. It also assumed I wasn’t killed in action. Or punished for insulting a Priestess. Or got on the Prime’s permanent bad side. The truth was that I didn’t know how many Red Sisters died young compared to how many earned rank like my Lead and Elder. We didn’t talk about the dead, and I had not been around long enough to witness it.

But I decided, with Elder Rausery staring at me. Asking me outright. I decided.

It was better to die young as a Red Sister acting under our own agency than live longer by sucking up to Matrons and Priestesses as a Noble. It was better to do my own scrub work than wait for servants; better to serve my Sisters as I had in the sluicers, for pure pleasure and release than to fumble around negotiating for suitable studs, my only important duty being to breed more Nobles.

I reminded myself the only one with true authority over the Sisterhood was the Valsharess. I had risen very high, very young, even doing lower work than I ever had before, even yielding my body to be used in the basest ways by older females. The contrast was an awakening for me, and I would only figure out more of the system the longer I lived.

It must be enough. There’s no going back.

Eventually my mind returned to the three Sisters who had been struck down by Ornilleth.

Sister Feini. Sister Berayne. Corpora Reishel.

Primarily under Lead Qivni’s command. Middling rank, solid fighters as I understood it. Their bodies whole but comatose, their minds injured. According to Elder Rausery, we’d never attempted to retrieve such casualties before. Why now? Do such things heal with time? Did the extraordinary willpower we all possessed reassert itself? Was there anything we could do to help beyond caring for their bodies?

And how long might we perform such a draining duty before the Prime orders their throats cut? Not long. Elder D’Shea must discover something for Rausery quickly.

“There you are.”

I jumped but kept hold of my bristle brush, getting to my feet swiftly and standing at attention. “Lead.”

Jaunda wasn’t smiling as wide as she could when she had distinctly lewd plans for me; she held Gaelan upright by her arm. “Here, got something else you can clean up.”

I scanned her and frowned. “What did they do to her?”

Our youngest mage was awake but exhausted, barely paying attention to her surroundings or the voices talking about her. Gaelan’s disheveled, white hair stuck to her forehead and cheeks from sweat already having dried. I wasn’t sure, but thought I glimpsed a pleading look in her dull, red eyes.

“No point in asking right now,” my Lead said, passing Gaelan over to me, and I dropped my brush to reach out and hold her up with both hands. “Just get her clean and fed, if she’ll eat. And guard her, will ya?” She pulled out a message pellet and came close enough to tuck it in a pouch on my belt. “Call me if there’s trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Do as I say, novice.”

“I apologize, Lead.”

Jaunda left for her next task, whatever it was, and I stumbled with Gaelan to her familiar quarters, laying her down on her pallet. She closed her eyes and didn’t speak while I gathered the water, basins, and cloth I needed to cleanse and dry someone unable to clutch the tools herself. The door could be warded with a finger pressed to a gem embedded in the frame and a word spoken. I tried that, discovering that Gaelan hadn’t changed it since I had slept here more often before claiming my own room in the barracks.

Most of her weapons and armor had already been removed; Gaelan wore just the red leather and boots, easy enough to strip off. I knew what stale sex smelled like, and furious physical effort; the whiff I caught coming off her skin wasn’t either of those. The closest thing I could compare was the unctuous, alchemical odor upon my body after being released from a ritual or being forced to drink a potion not in my best interests.

The ‘real’ ones by the Priestesses, not any my pretentious sister attempted in the back plantation shed. I leaned closer, opening my nostrils to draw in the strange mix of scents as I wrung out the clean cloth. D’Shea’s scent, too.

Our Elder hadn’t left her alone with Lelinahdara but had remained close and presumably called Jaunda afterward. This kept my protective resentment in check while I tended Gaelan. At one point, Gaelan’s eyes fluttered, her head turning on the edge of consciousness as she moaned and reached out with her hand.

“N-Na —” she stuttered before her throat closed and she gripped my forearm like she feared to drown.

I watched her, letting her squeeze my arm as she swallowed desperately, gagging before taking a deep breath to fill her chest.

“Ungh,” she choked again, her eyes rolling up inside her skull. “Tr … ey-guh — !“

What are you trying to say? Why do you strain like this?

I felt tiny bumps rise from my neck all the way down my back and arms beneath my uniform as a thought occurred to me. How well I knew this feeling, of not being able to speak when thoughts and cries rang loud and clear inside my mind. I hoped it was only the shadow of a childhood fear in a helpless Sister who was not well.

What did they do to you?

In time, Gaelan was clean, warm, and resting peacefully, if only because she had used any remaining strength in an imaginary struggle. I stayed to guard but grew bored enough to explore her room, to see what she’d changed since I’d left. It was not much. There wasn’t a lot of furniture to change around anyway, and although her chest of drawers could be locked, they weren’t right now.

I found her Feldeu wrapped in a shiny, black pouch within the second drawer. I paused with my fingers on it, feeling it through the silk. This one was the first Sisterhood phallus I’d felt, first, in my mouth and then parting my slit. Gaelan had been attached to the other end, and I’d made her cum while kneeling on all fours.

I’d since received and serviced many others. Some Sisters swapped places, taking turns wearing it. I knew Gaelan wasn’t opposed to trying this with me, but D’Shea had forbidden it until I passed some unknown test and earned the right.

Thus, I didn’t know the command word to make this one transform from a cold, floppy, unwieldy thing to a warm, rigid, sensitive extension of a Red Sister’s whole cunt.

Sighing, I removed it from its drawer anyway and pulled the bag off, cradling the dark tool in my bare hands. I was already familiar with one end but less so with the bulb at the base, which always disappeared inside the Sister about to fuck me. I imagined it was broad enough to make clamping down on it with one’s belly muscles an effective way to keep it in place even if the command word hadn’t been spoken.

Hm. I could still try it on, see how it looked. Wash and dry it off later.

With my boots already off, I tugged at the leather ties at my hips, loosening the blood red leather enough to push it down my thighs. The act alone made me receptive, and it took only painting a few other lovely cocks in my mind — real ones — that I either had long ago or still coveted and strumming my nub to make me wet enough to work the firm, smooth bulb around in my cleft like a dessert in its sauce.

Oh, yes.

Soon enough, I pushed. My body gave but I was fully aware of every measure of the unusual girth.

Thick as a Dwarf … 

The bulb slipped in, abrupt and startling, as my body clutched down harder than necessary. My face grimaced in disgust and I tossed the flicker of Kain from my head. A stupid comparison to make, as if I wanted to reimagine how that particular cock felt.

Feldeu in place as well as it would get, I settled back on Gaelan’s pallet near her feet while she lay curled up on her side. I explored both my sex and its burrowed lodger with my fingers, briefly caressing and tracing the shape of the unfeeling rod itself. It was turgid enough, and I could press it to my stomach like an erection, but it was far too cool to help my impulsive fancy. I knew it could become even firmer with the arousal of its wearer. Hard and hot.

The faces Jaunda, Gaelan, and the others make when they use it on me … 

I could only imagine the sensual pleasure alongside with the taboo of turning the usual power dynamic on its head. Whatever enjoyment a female could glean from using the pole to scratch her itch, it was secondary to the Red Sister’s magical rush.

Magic I wasn’t feeling this moment.

I sighed again, the initial excitement in donning the Feldeu waning as I reflected that I’d never done this at Court because it would have made me the lesser. The submissive female, the play-acting bua attempting to touch those refined spots inside a “superior” female without ever reaching her own peak. Not unless the unfeeling, awkward phallus was pulled out and more knowledgeable fingers or lips and tongue replaced it.

Jaunda makes it look easy.

My Lead wielded her cock with such confidence and power that sometimes I forgot her tastes were backward from every Matron, Noble, and commoner following them. It only seemed natural to submit and spread my legs to her, for her to mount me and let her ride the pleasure her way.

Elder Rausery, too.

What she told me once in my earliest training still confused me.

“I’ve already seen
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