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Dedication


 



Dedicated to my husband and companion, who did not know on our wedding day he had married a writer.



Dedicated to every fan who wanted more, and to my patrons who have directly supported this new world.



Buckle up, it's going to be a Hell of a ride!






Chapter 1

I can speak. 

I trembled, hidden in a small, dark pocket of the stables, as a nameless, hard sickness broke at last and seeped out of me. I felt my throat loosen as the curse unraveled; tears leaked from my eyes. I opened my mouth with full intent to accuse her. Nausea did not rise in my stomach. No headache threatened to split my head apart.

I could tell someone.

“Your own doing,” I whispered to no one. “You deserved to die.”

The body lay in the barn next to the stables, but I hadn’t lingered there after it remained unmoving long enough. I pictured it now in that awkward sprawl at the foot of the ladder, the neck in an unnatural twist. The chest would never swell with breath. I would never hear her voice next to my ear, would never feel her hot breath on my skin. I would never taste her again.

Half my life ago, I'd been forcibly silenced. Now, I could speak of it if I wished. I could accuse her.

But she’s dead now. The First Daughter is dead.

Speaking wasn’t the wisest thing to do. Not yet.

Someone would find her body soon, and I wanted to live past the next wake cycle.

I wanted to live far beyond the next century without her if I could.
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“Sirana. Where is she?”

My other sister blocked my way. Kaltra Thalluenduv, the Second Daughter of our House, stood with me in the hall leading from the kitchen to the space for lower guests. This wasn’t unusual; I often tested my sisters’ desires to locate me, creeping around the places we Nobles weren’t supposed to dirty ourselves. I glared up at Kaltra in silence, also nothing unusual.

“Where is Jilrina?” she asked again.

“Haven’t seen her,” I said, attempting to slip by her.

My sister wasn’t quick, and I knew I could slip loose if she grabbed me. My eye level was at her shoulder, however, and she weighed more. She used her larger size to pin me against the wall in the tight hallway. The halls of our own quarters would have been too wide for her to achieve that.

“Get off me!” I shouted.

My protest was louder than it had ever been. If this surprised her, she didn’t show it. I wagered she didn’t understand the significance.

“Is she out back?” Kaltra asked.

“I don’t know!”

I struck her thigh with my fist, expecting the retaliatory slap to my sensitive, pointed ear. Kaltra always hit hard, and my head thumped against the wall this time. I groaned, and I sank down to the floor as if suddenly giving up fighting. I tried crawling past her. She blocked me with her legs.

“Get up! You’re going to help me find her. It’s time for more practice.”

“Fuck Braqth’s Tits I will!” I snarled, and her eyes widened in horror.

“How dare you?”

Kaltra looked around us as if the Spider Queen Herself would be there, ready to judge my blasphemous mouth and doom us both to the Pit. I scoffed, straightened up, and took a step back. Subtle footfalls and shifting shadows behind us meant several servants were aware of the conflict and making certain to stay out of it. I could turn around and run toward them, but I already knew how petulant my older sister could be if a poor, fool servant wasn't fast enough to get out of my way. It had never helped me in the end.

“Speak the prayer, Sirana,” Kaltra said. “Show humility.”

Defiant, I pursed my lips. For courage in the face of her fury, I called back my loathing of Jilrina and the sweet memory of our eldest sister’s body in the barn, of the life-heat fading from my Dark Sight.

My calm returned, and I reigned back on my protests and held my ground. This had never changed anything before, but now there wasn't a would-be-Priestess, sitting with legs spread, in front of whom Kaltra could force me to kneel.

The outcome now was anybody’s guess.
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“She did it!” Kaltra screeched. “Sirana pushed her!”

“I did not push her!” I barked back. I shook with rage and fear the same as she, but for different reasons. “We found her like that! You could see as I did that she fell!”

“Lying slit! You found her before I found you, I know it! You treacherous, traitor cu — !”

“Kaltra,” our Mother commanded. “Hold your tongue.”

“Why?” the Second Daughter flung at the Matron. “You know the truth, Mother. Sirana has always threatened at Jilrina’s back! She’s a proven Sister Killer! I hope the Red Sisters flay the skin from her entire body for what she’s done!”

“Enough.”

Matron Thalluen held us both in her office. The door was locked, and a Ward set against the sound carrying into the hall, even though by now the entire plantation knew what had happened.

I was glad that Kaltra had spoiled so much of the barn when we found Jilrina. I relished how she had landed on her knees and shook our sister’s unresponsive corpse, calling her name, before pulling the body up into a wailing embrace. It had taken the Head of the Guard and several Guardsvrin to pull Kaltra away at our Mother’s command, to keep some semblance of order until Matron Thalluen could decide what to do.

Within a mark of the candle, Mother had sent a magic missive to the Palace.

I hadn’t expected her to invite anyone from off the plantation for at least a cycle or two. Barely two candle marks had passed since Kaltra found Jilrina's body, and it scared me now how swift was the Sisterhood’s response. First, to hear they were coming, and then to watch them arrive from out of the darkness of the Great Cavern, their red uniforms the first thing I could make out as they approached the lights of our manor.

Now I worried that I underestimated how much anyone besides Kaltra might care about Jilrina’s death. Even Mother had been at serious odds with her own First Daughter since my earliest memories.

She deserved to die. Don’t panic, or it will show as a confession.

The Guardsvrin of House Thalluen had been confined to the barracks, the servants to their quarters, and our Matron was tasked to keep her two surviving Daughters “secure” and within her sight. Matron Thalluen herself had been commanded to give all search and study over to the Red Sisters.

That my Matron bowed so readily, agreeing to be ignorant of anything the Sisterhood may be doing on her plantation, only reinforced my miscalculation of their power. There had always been the reputation, the gossip and stories meant to scare the young and gullible into fearing shadows. Until now, nothing had happened on this plantation to warrant their direct attention, and I had never set foot outside of our borders.

While Kaltra yelled at me, my Mother and I waited for the Red Sisters to finish in the barn and come to us. They did after only another mark, and then Kaltra and I were separated from our Mother. Each of us was taken to our own bedroom while the Matron Thalluen remained in her office.

I wondered whether all three of us would step out again. I wondered; if one or more of us did not, who would it be? If any female family was taken yet I survived, what would I feel then? I could not decide while I stood in familiar surroundings with a wholly unfamiliar type of female in the room with me.

“Hmph,” she grunted, probably as a laugh, as she looked over my room and gestured for me to sit down.

I obeyed, and I dared not let my thoughts stray from the Red Sister's stance, from every motion or expression she made as she casually handled my belongings. I didn't know her skills or her magic — be it mage-born or magical tools in her possession — so it was best to keep my mind on the present.

This Red Sister was a warrior, visibly powerful in form and reflex. She wore a leather uniform, protective, flexible, quiet, and flattering her shape. Her hair was cut short enough to hide any hint of white beneath a slim, open-face helm fitted just for her. A fine quality cloak with a hood hung from her shoulders, and her boots reached just above her knees; not a buckle glinted in the light to warn others of her movement. Her gloves hid the dark skin of her hands but not the apparent strength and competence I could read in them.

The entirety of her uniform and cloak was dyed the color of fresh blood. This color could not be used by any Noble House in the Deepearth City of Sivaraus. Only the Red Sisters of our Queen could wear it. By design and reputation, it terrified citizens at the slightest glimpse in real light yet appeared black as the rest of the shadows whenever fire or magic glow went out.

Even our Elven ability to see in the dark, it was said, would fail to detect the elite enforcer’s outline or the heat of her body. For now, a smokeless candle burned on my dresser — the only light source in the room, also counting the time — making it impossible to ignore the red filling up space which led to the exit. I couldn’t test the rumor of lightless invisibility, but I also hoped the opportunity might pass me by.

“You don’t care what I touch,” the Red Sister murmured, lifting a hairbrush from my vanity which I thought was too heavy for its ornament. Then she exchanged it for a hand mirror I barely used.

Glancing at me, she saw me shrug. I jumped when she slammed the hand mirror against the edge of the dresser, the candle jostling and dancing, threatening to topple over and plunge the room into darkness.

The light held, barely, and I watched as expensive glass tinkled down over the chair and onto the throw rug beneath, glittering as the candle remained upright. She turned to face me, unmoving, with the broken mirror in her firm grip.

The Davrin Elves all possessed keen hearing. If this Red Sister couldn’t detect my heartbeat before, I was confident she did now as it throbbed in my own ears. She lifted her chin and inhaled the air; whether that was only for show or whether she really could detect a change in my scent, she at least wanted me to see her do it.

“Nervous, not angry,” she noted, walking toward me. “But not pissing your gown.”

Her assessment was accurate enough. I could oblige her my fast heartbeat and the grey-knuckled grip on my seat, but I had firm control of my bladder. I hoped it was enough to satisfy as she stepped up to me and leaned down to meet my eyes. Belatedly I realized she hadn’t asked me to look her in the eye.

Fuck. Well, now you’re there, Sirana, don’t look away.

The Red Sister smirked as she studied me. I expected her to slap or hit me; it was what Jilrina would have done to feel more powerful. This older female didn’t. Instead, another deep murmur eased its way out from her mouth.

“Blue Eyes doesn’t care about her mirror, hm?”

It had been a while since anyone had commented on that. My eye color had become ordinary on the plantation, and I didn't need a mirror to continually remind me when Jilrina had so often. I’d almost forgotten there was a whole city out there which hadn’t seen my eyes yet, and I didn’t know how many other Davrin might have been born with a similar color.

By contrast, the Red Sister’s eyes were a natural color: a bright, coppery red, almost like magma without the glow, or maybe flakes of rust ground into powder.

“No, Red Sister, I don’t care,” I said. “Break any piece you want.”

She chuckled in a way that slid down my spine like a slime. “Careful what you suggest, little Noble. You’re almost the right age.”

I smelled the threat then, a musk coming from her, and I swallowed. I knew she could do as she liked to entertain herself or torment me, and I couldn’t stop her. The helplessness which gripped me was familiar, but I knew I could face it.

If this Red Sister’s tastes were like Jilrina’s, then I wouldn’t be surprised by anything she demanded. The Red Sister would leave House Thalluen at some point, unlike the First Daughter before her death. I’d either be alive when the Sister departed, or I wouldn’t be. But she would leave.

This is a separate test from Jilrina.

I trembled despite myself as the enforcer stared at me unblinking. After some very long moments, she straightened up and stepped away.

We returned to waiting — that’s what we were doing, I realized — and the uniformed female looked through my room, in all corners and drawers and cubbies. I let her do it. She seemed to be gauging my every breath, but there was no possession here in which I placed value over my own self. She touched everything but me, so why should I care about anything else? These were things I used, nothing more, and they all belonged to my Mother, anyway.

I thought I heard Kaltra cry out at one point, and I straightened up, straining my ears to hear more. After that first noise, there was nothing. Silence returned but for the shift of my body in my chair and the careful placement of red boots upon the floor and its rugs. The smokeless candle burned down another two marks, and I was getting stiff, hungry, and thirsty. I neither voiced nor motioned anything about it.

There was a knock at the door, and I was almost relieved at the sign of change. The red warrior let her superior inside the room with us, providing a ritualized gesture of welcome and respect after the door was secured behind her. The gesture seemed genuine, as far as I could tell; habitual, but not reluctant or ironic.

“Sirana Thalluensareci,” the leader said, announcing me before herself. She wasn’t looking at me yet; she adjusted her gloves as if she had recently put them on.

“Yes, Red Sister,” I said obediently.

“I am an Elder, Third Daughter. You will address me as such.”

“Yes, Elder Sister.”

This one wore a uniform slightly different than the warrior but, from a distance, I wouldn’t have known she was the leader. Up close, I could say it had seen less activity, was less worn in places, and something about the cut of the body harness accentuated her breasts, lifted them up instead of flattened them down, without exposing any skin.

Up close and standing beside the warrior, I could also guess she must be a mage, notably when she lifted the thin helm from her head. I saw how much thicker her hair was, bound up off her elegant neck but kept long. I didn't doubt she could use the dagger and sword at her waist; her body looked toned and powerful inside that red uniform, but her hands somehow suggested familiarity with the grace of magic more than it did fists and hand-to-hand combat.

A fundamental rule of the Queen’s City was that the powerful mageborns gained more status than the best of fighters, as long as they were female. I wasn’t sure what happened to those mages born male, but that wasn’t important now.

The Elder Red Sister approached me as the warrior had, although staring down at me without leaning over. Again, I met a Red Sister’s eyes — a much darker crimson than the light copper of the warrior — and I wasn’t punished for it.

Immediately.

The sorceress tilted her head this way and that as she stepped around my chair. Her eyes seemed to scan the air touching my body, my gown, and my hair rather than my physical form. After completing a circle, the Elder stood in front of me once again and reached out with her gloved hand to wrap it around my throat.

My pulse beat like the wings of a panicking moth trying to escape a spider’s web; somehow, I hadn’t expected a direct touch without so much as a question asked. My throat closed as it had whenever I had wanted to speak out against Jilrina, and it hurt. I worried that the compulsion had returned, there was no stomachache or headache or bright lights before my eyes.

“Residual effects,” the Elder commented. “A recent dispelling. What spell, Sirana? And who lifted it?”

I quivered like a tiny burrower beneath a hunter’s paw. I’d already looked down voluntarily. This wasn’t an interrogation I might have imagined in the lengthy time I'd waited in my chair. She never asked me what I thought happened to Jilrina, where I was when she died, who was my witness, and so on. The Elder asked directly about a magical compulsion being gone; one that my own Matron hadn’t known about.

Yet this sorceress could see its recent passing. It was a spell that gave me undeniable motive to murder a First Daughter, and the incentive to assassinate a family member.

A Sister Killer, as Kaltra claimed.

I didn’t kill her. I didn’t push her.

“S-Silence compulsion,” I whispered. “No one lifted it, Elder. The Silencer died in the barn.”

The warrior snorted softly, standing as a bodyguard to her Elder though I was no threat.

“How long since the compulsion was placed?” the Elder Sister asked, her gaze too intense to meet again. She could feel my every twitch and tremor running up her arm as she held me by the throat, yet she allowed me to breathe. She wanted an answer.

“T-Thirty five turns,” I murmured.

The warrior grunted, speaking to her Elder. “This cait can’t be more than, what, seventy-five?”

“Seventy-nine,” the sorceress answered. “She was still a child when the spell was set.”

Unlike the broken mirror, the Elder Sister caring enough to know my age down to the exact turn now brought on the urge to piss. I squeezed my thighs together and stared at her red forearm, swallowing against her palm again.

“What did First Daughter Jilrina Compel to Silence?” When I didn’t respond quickly, she commanded, “Speak, Sirana. Now.”

I gritted my teeth; after a moment my jaw hurt. “The fact that she likes the taste of a child in her bed. A child, and her younger sister.”

Even the residual pain faded now, and I felt so light-headed I almost passed out.

I said it. Braqth tied in Her Web, I said it!





Chapter 2

The few times we glimpsed each other over the next half-span, Kaltra wouldn’t look me in the eyes. For a full four cycles, whenever we saw each other in the hall or were required to share a room, she looked anywhere else but at me.

The infrequency wasn’t unusual. We had barely seen each other without Jilrina between us anyway. Not even mealtime had put us in proximity, as meals were often delivered to an office, to one’s quarters, to the garden, or wherever. The few times we had guests of some status were the only times we sat together as a Noble family in the dining hall.

The consistency of her avoidance, however, was notable.

And enjoyable.

I didn’t know exactly what happened between the Second Daughter and the Red Sisters during her interrogation, but I had been released back to my Matron unmolested but for that throat-grab. This, I had no doubt, was in large part due to my own effort, cooperation, and relative honesty.

The Elder had determined, without physical torture but with a magical will, that I was telling her the truth: I hadn't pushed Jilrina to her death. The sorceress had also pulled just enough of the lurid story of my oldest sister's designs on me to understand why I wasn't upset with the First Daughter's demise.

The Elder had brought me out of my chair after speaking my decades-old secret and made me stand. She inspected my body with magic, lightly touching me with her gloved hands now and then. I couldn’t say what she searched for; I knew she was doing something, seeing things I couldn’t. I felt something tickle or flutter along the edges of my ears or at the back of my teeth, heard her murmur unknown words, watched her hands move with precision.

I had started to sweat, wondering if her casting on me was permanent unto death, as the Compulsion potion had been. Instead, the Elder Red Sister had finished, studied me some while longer in silence, and then she and her warrior escorted me back to Matron Thalluen without another word of my fate.

Mother had been standing in her office, as poised and quiet as when I’d been taken away, bowing gracefully to the Elder. She watched me sit on a chair with her usual impassive expression and those familiar, scarlet eyes which always cloaked her real thoughts. My Mother waited and said nothing.

“Consider yourselves under House arrest until we finish our investigation,” the Elder had told the Matron. “I see no reason to take any of the Noble family away, but leave the grounds before I return, and that one will be hunted and taken, unlikely returned. No matter who it is.”

My Mother nodded, kept her chin high. “What of our business with others, Elder Sister? My liaisons and Guardsvrin must leave House Thalluen to complete our trades.”

“They are to remain here for three cycles, under the same consequence if they leave. After that time, they may conduct regular business on your behalf, no one else’s. The Noble family will remain here until I return, however long that may be. I trust you can work with this, Matron?”

“Yes, Elder.”

As if she has a choice, I thought.

This also wasn’t much of a restriction. I had never left the grounds around House Thalluen; Mother, Jilrina, and Kaltra had on occasion gone to the city or another plantation for political purposes, but I could count those times on one hand in my short life.

As a middle-status House, we were withdrawn from most of society, spending our cycles, our spans, and our quad-spans here doing the same thing through the turns to produce the various mushrooms, fiberstalk, and animals which helped feed all Sivaraus. We worked seeming to hope we’d avoid being noticed by stronger, more militant Houses who might want to claim what we have by force.

We stayed here, taunting and trapping and feeding on each other like too many spiders sharing a single web.

At least there was one less female spider in the web now.

The Elder Red Sister had left with all but one of her Sisters, taking Jilrina’s body plus whatever else of ours they wanted to claim.

One Red Sister remained behind to enforce the edict. She wore the same uniform, cloak, and helm, but it wasn’t the same warrior who had handled every item in my room. We didn’t know this Red Sister’s name, either, but she had asked — insisted — to dine with us in our great hall while she was here. Of course, we obliged her.

Over the first span of the Sister’s residence, I watched her leering at Kaltra across the table and recognized her flustered response, the familiar shame. That was when I thought I might enjoy having a Red Sister as a guest for a while. Anyone would have told me I was insane for thinking that, but at least this even had put a prideful Second Daughter in her place.

"Don't you look at me like you won anything yet, little slit," Kaltra muttered to me after one such dinner when we both left in the direction of our quarters. "They'll come back and condemn you for what you've done, and with your disrespectful mouth, I have no doubt they must have punished you as well while they held you in your room so long."

“As well?” I repeated slyly, narrowing my eyes in triumph. “Mm, no, I don’t think they did. What did the one dining with us do to you? Make you breathe through your mouth with your face in her cleft?”

My bigger bully of a sister shoved me against the wall hard enough that it hurt my shoulder. She said nothing else and stomped off. I sneered at her back.

You deserve that Red Sister’s attention, you dullard, whatever she’s doing to entertain herself. I’m just glad it’s not me for once.

The Elder Sorceress took her time returning to House Thalluen. She finally did nearly eight spans later, and I wagered it had been a long sixty-four cycles for my dullard sister to become familiar with entertaining another superior besides Jilrina. I stayed out of their way and worked the plantation more than I ever had before.

Now back in my Matron’s office, we listened intently as the Elder deemed the First Daughter’s death officially an accident. Our Matron accepted the ruling with grace and requested no further resources; she seemed satisfied that no one else would be taken from her House. Yet even as Kaltra was now the Heir, this covetous status seemed to pass right by her as her first response was denial.

“No!” Kaltra pointed at me, trembling. “Please, Elder, you must know! Sirana did it!”

“Shut that hole before I fill it again, sweetmeat,” growled the Red Sister who had been with us this entire time.

That was the end of that argument, at least until the Red Sisters left our lands. I wished my Mother could shut Kaltra up that readily, but I would hear growling accusation over and over again for nearly five turns until I was eighty-four. Be it alone, in front of servants, in front of Mother, Kaltra just would not let it go.

You are such an idiot. Focused on the wrong source of power, tripping over our dead sister's corpse when you are supposed to take her place. You can't represent us. You aren't worthy to be Thalluendara.

My instincts told me I had only to wait. I had waited for thirty-five turns for Jilrina to die, to be free of her. I could wait a little longer for the unbalanced Second to make a similar mistake, then I could prove myself. Mother may have ignored me, ignored what was happening between her Daughters right beneath her nose for decades, but she wouldn’t be able to continue ignoring me when I was the only Daughter left to inherit our House.

I would prove myself better and smarter than all the females with whom I was forced to live. I would make something of myself beyond the “slutty sacrifice” Jilrina had always told me I was.

I’ll prove it.
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“What?!” I cried, trembling with rage as I heard my Matron’s decision. “You jest! Kaltra tried to kill me! She was so sloppy anyone can see it!”

“Tried and failed, Third Daughter,” my Mother said, staring at me alone in her office.

“You agree, yet you won’t call the Red Sisters? They won’t need nearly the two quad-spans they took last time! It’ll be done in a cycle!”

My Mother shook her head. “It is not required to involve the Red Sisters if the assassination fails. It falls to the Matron of the House to manage her own living offspring.”

“She’ll try again!” I barked. “You know she will! And if she does, I’ll defend myself again no matter what the outcome!”

The Matron nodded in agreement. “I believe you. That is why I am sending you to the Palace Court, Sirana. You will be my representative there while I train Kaltra to focus on our holdings. It will be better without you here to distract her.”

I felt something like a fist slam me in the gut. I stared in disbelief. "You're … sending me away? And keeping her?” I couldn’t stop shaking. “As if I am sabotaging her lessons?”

“You are,” she said plainly. “You provoke her with intent. You wanted her to attempt murder.”

"If you see it that way, then you know I'm smarter!" I shouted. "I've learned twice as much as her about managing the plantation since Jilrina died, and I'm half her age! Dare try to tell me I'm not the better choice for Heir if you must send one of us away!"

My Matron’s icy, formal mask remained in place as she lightly touched the tips of her fingers to her desk, which she kept between us. I’d never forgotten the next words she spoke.

“Kaltra is still fertile,” my Mother said. “She can bear children. Elder D’Shea told me, five turns ago, that you cannot. You are scarred on the inside. I cannot name a barren Daughter as my Heir, Sirana. I regret it, but it is the way it is. You will go to Court, and you need not be near Kaltra ever again if you do not wish it.”
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The coach which hauled me off the plantation of my birth was damaged on the inside by the time it stopped in front of the tallest structure I had known could exist in the Great Cavern. The driver had been ignoring the noise, and she would guide the less-than-perfect property back to return to my Mother.

Damaged inside, like me. She can deal with the coach the same way she dealt with me, I don’t give Braqth two fucks!

I dared not show how angry I remained as I met the liaison who would take me where I was supposed to be tucked away out of my Matron's sight and forgotten. At least if I needed to cover up fury and resentment, the two were too loud for me to worry about covering up fear, also. That would work in my favor.

“Thalluensareci,” was my first and only greeting from the older male.

I nodded confirmation, stared directly at him as he kept his eyes down from mine; he seemed aware of my foul mood all the same. He was my height but easily a century or two older; typical for the smaller Davrin males. His uncovered, white hair was cut straight across at jaw length; his skin was dark and clean, and he wore some powder that kept it dry and smelling sweet. I couldn't tell the exact shade of his eyes in the streetlights but saw a red that was common enough. He seemed competent and respectful for a Doorsvrin.

For appearances, I was surrounded by several trunks set to be carried away by Palace servants. They were all locked by a magical inset that required a specific word to release — a reasonable deterrent for non-mages — but I bore in mind not to take their security for granted. Something unpleasant might jump out at me during the very first cycle or span I was here. Nothing in them was important to me, though I was told I would need the variety of clothes.

There were sources of light which illuminated the dressed pathways and streets around me, even if the lanterns didn't reach very far up the curvaceous, looming architectures of the Palace and the Sanctuary constructed right next to it. What struck me more than any sight, however, were the smells.

The scents were dense and foreign to me. I quickly caught strong fragrances clinging to gowns and robes as any Palace resident walked by. There was a hint of a water-and-web garden somewhere nearby, and for me to smell it from here, I knew it must be much larger than the one we had at home. Clusters of nervous bodies and animals living too close together, and a whiff of the garbage in the city streets, which were only a brief jog on the other side of the Palace Wall.

All this scent and visual movement around me, and I realized I was unsettled. This space didn't seem as loud as it should be. I heard the low drone of murmurs and the shuffling and clacking of work beasts being moved and work being done, but there was no shouting, no raised voices. They were all hushed, stepping light and often silent. Given how much yelling had been going on at my House lately, with far fewer females, this seemed unnatural.

"Allow me to guide you to the quarters set for your House, Thalluensareci," the liaison said when I just stood there watching as the coach pulled away.

“Go ahead,” I said with impatience. I had my own bag of things I didn’t want servants touching over my shoulder; I jerked away in warning when the Doorsvrin silently offered to take it, and his hand dropped again to his side.

A lot of eyes watched me as I entered, most of them common-blood servants but a few slaves of the short races: a well-groomed ketro-slave holding a bucket for some reason and several low pytes polishing the floor clean of dusty footprints. I kept my chin up and never looked down — one of the few bits of advice I let my Matron know I had heard her — and walked deeper into the Palace of the Valsharess.

I was led through wide, opulent hallways made of dark grey stone shaped by magic, yet it was hardly as dark and drab as it looked from the outside. Carved into the stone walls were symbols of spiders, webs, and Abyssal eyes in many places. At least some of them were functional, I wagered.

Those walls not etched with decorative inlays of gold, silver, or another shiny metal were covered with some of the most detailed and finely crafted tapestries I could have imagined, suggesting events and places I had heard about from my tutors. The floor was polished in such a way as to allow candlelight to reflect, seeming to double the number of torches down any hallway I passed.

The Doorsvrin guided me up both straight and curving stairways fixed with plush, woven carpet which absorbed all sound. I paid attention so as perhaps to be able to find my way back to the front door, if need be, although I was starting to get confused already which direction that was. The servants who had taken my trunks weren't coming to my "quarters" through the same route I walked. I'd have heard them ahead of me, or at least seen more than the few little sniffs I got from the other Nobles whose conversation I disturbed by walking by.

Most female Noble Davrin glanced at me then ignored my passing, and if the males watched me any longer than a glance, they were subtle about it. I clenched my jaw and kept it level with the floor, still angry and hiding it.

“These are the same quarters your Matron used when she was last here, Third Daughter,” my guide volunteered as he demonstrated how to disengage the Ward without breaking it.

“Oh, are they?” I said, uncaring.

"They are sometimes let out to other Houses as we cannot afford to have space unused for half-centuries and more, but we are usually able to accommodate the established Houses in intimate spaces for each Worship Ball at least. These should already be clean and ready for you."

The Doorsvrin then turned the handle to open the door, entering first and gesturing for me to wait in the frame while he performed a brief sweep to make sure the place was empty. It took him some time — I counted twelve doors being opened and left open.

When he returned, he smiled in satisfaction and bowed his head to me, indicating without speaking further that my trunks were already here. He was preparing to leave.

What do I do now? I wanted to ask but bit the inside of my cheek rather than show a servant such drifting uncertainty.

“Very well,” I said coldly. “You are dismissed.”

He left me, and I stood alone staring at my trunks in a hollow, quiet, series of rooms intended to contain a visiting Matron and all her children, sisters and brothers together. There would be a lot more noise in any of these suites during the preparation and the seasons of a Worship Ball. Right now, placed neatly where I had been sent, I was the only Noble from House Thalluen in residence at the Palace. By the Abyss, I was the only Davrin from House Thalluen of any kind.

Mother had offered a tender, a tutor, a maid, anything. I had refused and come here alone. Just a worthless Daughter with whom my Matron didn’t know what to do, thanks to my oldest sister’s fanatical delusion and twisted tastes.

I cannot name a barren Daughter as my heir, Sirana. I regret it, but that is the way it is.

She regretted it?

She could have stopped it whole turns of the core ago!

If I could have spoken. If she had noticed.

I got to work unpacking my trunks with my own hands, distracting myself by inspecting every piece I lifted, searching for anything that didn’t belong. My throat hurt, but for a different reason than forced silence. I kept blinking away any blur to my sight, listening to the silence around me, breathing deeply of this new place that was to be my exile while Kaltra struggled to learn how to keep our heritage.

She will fail. And I’ll have to watch it fall. What a waste.

I breathed deep and kept working, unconvinced that I had the privacy I craved to weep my frustration. It felt like someone was watching, and here at the Valsharess’s Palace, someone probably always would be.
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I began my stay at Court cautious and quiet. With no entourage, no announcement, no allies, and no enemies, I had a chance to observe the new rules here and learn my way around the Palace before anyone said or did anything beyond commenting on my blue eyes — always assuming the light was good enough for them to see the actual color.

“Consort’s lineage somewhere,” I overheard someone say. She was talking about me but not to me, and she let me hear her, I was certain. “One of the fashion statements.”

“Indeed? Who is she?”

"I'm not sure. She is very young to be here without an elder female escort, though, isn't she?"

“A little young. Not too young.”

I left before they could call me over and ask whose Daughter I was.

Consort’s lineage, huh?

Not as far as I knew, and my stomach roiled at the thought. Jilrina and Kaltra were both Consort-sired; they made certain I understood. Our Mother had been dubiously Blessed by a Grandson of Braqth during two Worship Balls. She hadn't claimed a third Consort to conceive me; some young pole at House Bovritz had conducted that trade.

The Matron of the Eleventh House was one of our occasional visitors when she deemed Thalluen, of the less-populated Twelfth House, was worthy of her time or the time of one of her many family members. The Davrin who had sired me was one of her cousins, I thought, though I couldn’t even remember what the record had said was his name.

How often had my two sisters described to me their sires? Perfect skin, dark as shadow with flowing hair stark white at both top and bottom. Beautiful, exotic, talented in bed. Bred and trained by the Priestesses to please any female. Each had been kept at the manor for only a few short turns while our Matron entertained herself with him, many decades before I was born.

Mother would never own a Consort permanently; all belonged to the Priestesses and the Valsharess, as the highest studs a Noble could claim. He would always return to the Sanctuary for the next Worship Ball, then he would be given to another Noble who had done enough favors for the right slits in high places.

Unless my sisters had taken after Mother in ways I could not see, I thought the choice of sires was to blame. The first Consort to visit our home must have thought so highly of himself that he could not couple without a mirror in one hand. The second Consort must have been so dumb as to run face-first into things in the dark, and he only found Mother's breeding hole with his prick by accident.

It was only a matter of time before someone here recognized Matron Thalluen in my face. Of her three Daughters, I was the one who looked most like her upon seeing past the odd blue color. Yet my eyes alone seemed to provide me that real distraction, a level of camouflage with no family standing by my side.

That weird anonymity would only last so long, I knew.

Still, I avoided spats and petty squabbles for the first twelve spans — a full quarter of a turn, which I thought was impressive. To be not worth anybody’s time yet still be able to watch their eyes and hands, the tilts of the heads at formal meals, in the gardens, the halls, and the bathing rooms? Beneath the actors’ notices, I started to feel safer, more confident. Bolder … and curious.

I began to meet the eyes of more young, male Nobles. I would catch a drifting gaze, one bored or embarrassed by a public display, and I would hold his eyes for a few moments and share some unspoken, snide comment about our so-called “betters.” As long as the politicking females weren’t hurling toward a known crime or physical conflict with the bua in the middle, he and I could snicker oh-so-subtle behind their backs from the fringe.

More of these Sons smiled when they saw me enter a room, yet they didn’t stumble forward to gain my attention and pull the judging glare of their chaperone. I would prowl behind a few proven able to control himself and do it slowly — usually at a dinner party or in the web gardens — letting him lead the chase no one could see, and the secret game seemed to delight more than one of them.

I was delighted myself, especially when one wiggled his backside suggestively for me, or another adjusted his robe just so, allowing me to see a glimpse of the turgid outline of his staff. The game offered a far better buzz than the wine at dinner, and alone in my too-large quarters, I kept dreaming about what I would do with one of these Noble buas when I finally caught him.

Then one eve, the drink at dinner proved far stronger than the high of my personal game, and many Davrin returned to their rooms early or would be found dozing openly in unsecured places. There would be many and varied accusations awaiting the Court upon sobering up. I had managed to stop before I got halfway through my first glass, and I still felt the dulling of all my senses. I didn’t like it one bit.

In no shape to play the floor now. Return to my rooms. Get safe.

Yet on my way back, I found one of the young, Noble Sons for whom I'd prowled before. He was alone, unprotected, and passed out beneath a tapestry of our Valsharess facing off with some giant, black snake of the Deepearth. I crouched and shook his shoulder, sluggishly trying to think of his name.

“Micraen,” I mumbled.

My head pounded and swirled a moment, and I stopped shaking him, resting my face in one hand, breathing deep. I think someone tampered with the whole cask at this dinner. Who was it? The Priestesses? The Red Sisters? The First House? Bah.

I tried again. “Micraen, wake up.”

The most I got out of him was a groan. The sound was unfamiliar because it was unguarded; I was a little surprised how my heart sped up, a rush of heat passing through my body. I leaned closer, shook him again, and he made that noise again. Annoyed. Confused. Harmless. I could smell his scent, too; the natural one rising from his chest, not the fragrance he wore just behind his ear. It made my mouth water. I'd never been this close to any of the buas with whom I'd been sharing smiles and jests these many spans.

“Micraen.” Another shake.

No response now, not even a grunt.

Well, I could leave him here for his chaperone to find him — she should be looking for him this very moment if she were to do her job — or I could watch over him myself. A few moments' worth of thought, where I imagined leaving him and waking later after an eve’s Reverie, only to hear some drunken group of caits had gotten hold of him and violated him while he was unconscious. I didn’t like it.

Fucking slits would do it, too. My room it is.

Part of me was surprised no one stopped me, or that a servant didn’t report seeing me. It had taken some work, but once I had the young Noble flung over one shoulder, I was stumbling alone toward a quieter side of the Palace. Everyone must have been feeling like dung heaps to ignore this, not just me.

I forgot about that curious thing as soon as I released the Ward and lurched into my own chambers, shouldering the door closed again to reset the Ward with a swipe of my hand. I had so many rooms to choose from, sometimes I rotated between them just to change my routine. I didn't consciously decide this time; I made my way to the nearest one with a bed, which also happened to be the smallest.

Fully clothed and my head swimming, I dumped Micraen onto the well-padded mattress and followed right behind him, shoving the warm body almost against the wall to make room for me.

My head touched down; I closed my eyes and slipped away.
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Waking up in bed next to another Davrin had always been harrowing for me. It almost always meant I was naked, sore, and suffering aftereffects of whatever “ritual tonic” Jilrina had given me. From what I’d seen and heard so far at Court, I wasn’t alone in this desire to wake up alone. Perhaps waking from Reverie in twos and threes on a regular basis was done among the fighters and the servants who had no status to lose or assassination to fear, but the Nobles at Court avoided falling asleep together mainly for those same reasons.

When I opened my eyes in the pitch black, I saw a body so close I couldn’t help but recognize it. Micraen was already awake and staring at me, lying on his side. I sensed the heat of his skin immediately, smelled both him and the rumpled clothing he’d worn to dinner. I read confusion and wariness in him, even as I saw him mostly as an Elvish shape without color.

I bolted upright, identified the room as mine, saw I was still dressed and covered down to my formal slippers. I could breathe. Then I noted sandals on his feet, tiny beads, and decorations tied around attractive ankles. I shook my head, trying to clear it.

“What the fuck?” I said.

“What I was going to say,” the bua murmured ruefully. “And, where am I?”

“Thalluen quarters,” I grumbled, rubbing my face and the grit from my eyes.

“I see. How did I get here?”

I tried to remember. I shrugged and said, “I don’t know. Either you walked here, or I carried you. I doubt you carried me."

He swallowed subtly. “Do you know what mark of the cycle it is?”

I exhaled. The room was dark without candles, smokeless or otherwise. It was barely prepared as a living space because I hadn’t used this one much. I didn’t keep a timepiece in here.

“Nope,” I said, fumbling in a side drawer to light one of those candles so I could begin keeping time at some point. I waited for him to spring up and straighten his clothing in vain, to explain that he needed to rush to find his chaperone or his governess, his sister or cousin. I waited for him to say he needed to leave my rooms.

He didn’t. Micraen just looked at me like he expected something.

I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “Aren’t you going to be punished?”

“Probably,” he agreed.

I watched him shift on my bed as if he was comfortable yet intended to relax further; he tugged up his shirt to show me his taut belly and sickle-shaped navel. Resting his head on one arm and turned so that he was in a suggestive pose, the cup of his crotch hanging heavy. He drew in a breath through his nose and watched me hopefully with wide, pretty eyes.

I huffed a laugh even as my eyes trailed with appreciation over his form in full color. I twisted a handful of my dinner gown in one hand, wiping the sudden sweat off my palm, but then made myself stop.

“You’re offering,” I checked.

“I’m here,” he replied. “You finally caught me, even if I can’t remember how.”

He was hard, too. He wanted it.

Sitting there, I felt like the rat hunter that had stalked and toyed with its prey for far too long. Now I had it under my paw, the rat had gone still and wasn’t trying to get away, and I didn’t know what to do next.

“You’ve been fucked before,” I guessed. “This isn’t your first.”

Micraen was coy and shifted sensually, now pushing down the fine fabric covering one hip. I could see not only more smooth, dark skin but also the contrasting white fur crowning his cock, as well as the base of it. Clearly ready to ride.

Teasing slut.

I shivered involuntarily, and my dark nipples stood up through my pale dress. It had sunk in. The bua was here in my bed, and I had decided.

I was about to lay the first male of my life!

Let’s aim not to let him guess that.

We stripped down and slipped under the covers, and I dove right onto him, wanting to explore all of him with more than just my hands. Goddess, but I did enjoy using my lips and tongue; his skin tasted good! So good, in so many different ways. Every place was new to me, and I loved that he didn't smell female at all, didn't taste or sound like one. I loved the way his phallus fit in my mouth, how I could suck to make him shudder. I enjoyed listening to his whispered submission to me. He didn't once try to climb on top of me.

“Please take me,” Micraen said, eager and willing by the time I finally got to my knees and straddled him. “Oh, yes. Sirana.”

He was good at making sexy, encouraging faces. Pretty masks, practiced for the female's pleasure and ego, of course.

Oh well. Give me that bua-pole.

I was a little too quick and eager myself. My impatience got the better of me as I found myself moist but not as slick as I could get just dreaming about buas. Either my nerves or the drink last night — or both — made me a little dry despite the foreplay. I got the head in but really should have given myself more time to work us both, or just give up and use some spit.

I did neither; I took him most of the way in on the first lunge down, and the searing fire that scalded the entrance of my sex shocked me. I sucked in a breath and emitted what sounded like a roar to my ears; my body clamped down on his, and my torso fell forward into his arms as I bit the pillow, willing the pain to pass.

“A-Are you well?” Micraen asked, sounding afraid. “Mistress?”

Mistress. The first he’d called me that since we woke up. Now I knew he was scared, believing I was about to get violent.

Meanwhile, my needy, fresh-speared slit burned, throbbing a little around the stiff rod I’d jammed into it.

Stupid, stupid … 

I hadn’t put anything in there since Jilrina had nearly killed me on her homemade altar a decade ago. So glad she’s fucking dead. I hope Braqth ties her up in her metal web for playing a fake Priestess.

Sweat dotting my forehead, I lifted my head from the pillow and tasted Micraen’s skin again with my lips, trying to calm myself. I explored his throat and shoulders and collarbone. His tense muscles relaxed a little, my sex seemed to loosen its death grip on him; we made eye contact. He stroked my thighs and, trembling, I nodded, tentatively rocking on him. There seemed more wetness to spread along his length, which had gone slightly soft.

Finally, I nodded again. “I’m well. Whew.”

“Y-You’ve never — ?” he began.

My face flushed. “It’s not my first time, alright? I know what I’m doing. Just wasn’t wet enough.”

Micraen exhaled and accepted without question. He looked down to admire my breasts, touching them, stroking one hand along my flank and over my hip to really reach and squeeze one buttock. I felt him regain what rigidity he’d lost in his fright, and he even thrust his hips up, moving with me as I sorted out my rhythm.

I managed to fuck him properly, working out something familiar in theory but not in practice, using an orifice that I both loathed for it costing me my inheritance and still wanted to reclaim for myself.

If I didn’t, the first century at the Palace would feel even longer than it was shaping up to be.

“Mmm, yes, Sirana, like that,” he whispered, caressing my thighs as I pushed myself up again to regain leverage.

I went faster on him. I listened to the smacking and slapping of my flesh on his; I squeezed his pole tight with my muscles as I got wetter, as the burning eased, but the soreness remained.

Braqth’s Tits. This feels alright but … strange.

A small, childish part of me suggested that now I'd tried it, it was kind of disappointing, and I didn't know what anyone saw in lodging blunt, unwieldy, uncomfortable things up inside like this. Tongues and fingers had more fine control.

You sound like Jilrina.

I growled. If I stopped riding my first cock now and ended on a note of disgust, the cunt's memory would win. I wouldn't let her. I wouldn't give up. I kept going.

I hadn’t figured out how to climax before I was out of time. The candle told me I risked someone knocking on the door searching for their missing Noble Son, and simultaneously the same, slutty Davrin in my bed was now to the point that he might choke if I didn’t let him—

“G-Goddess, please, Sirana!” he wailed.

“Do it!” I commanded. My palms planted on his shoulders to hold him down as I sped up. “Let it loose! Now!”

His naked body was anything but passive beneath me then. I watched his face as he pitched himself over the proverbial cliff. I felt him writhe, and his cock twitched and pulsed deep inside, seeding my sex for the first time. I listened to those genuinely uncontrolled noises through gritted teeth, and I stared at him wide-eyed, my fingers gripping him, my mouth gaping. I may not have climaxed myself, but …

Wow. That was a very close second.

His member softened, and I lifted my soggy sex off him, landed beside him with my crotch buzzing. He had sweated enough as to smell delicious, and I gathered him closer while the bua caught his breath. I meant to rub that scent all over my chest where I could enjoy it after he left. He nuzzled my tits with his face, and I chuckled, touching his back and soft hair while he fell into a light doze.

He was so pretty when he relaxed.

I knew it now. There were qualities in bua I sought to enjoy, despite my never having the chance to explore it until now. I’d always known it.

I’m not like my sister. I’m not like either of them.

I could peak taking a bua this way; I had only to practice. Tracking and catching these eager members on which to practice would be my new task. Tittering with the children behind older female backs was a youth’s game. Now I was ready to play the bigger one.

When I returned Micraen to his female guardians in House Kelnic suites, I realized I had “jumped up” a few levels in stud quality. The less important Daughters of the Ninth House were themselves still bleary from last eve. Since the Matron and First Daughter weren’t present but far away on their own plantation, I enjoyed the bluster and predictable chiding, which failed to hide their personal embarrassment at the blatant filching of a Son from their nest beneath their own noses.

“You should thank me,” I told them after they had run out of hot air, patting Micraen’s bottom while he stood demurely. “The Red Sisters might have gotten to him instead.”

It was a cheap shot to make them pause and give me an out, and I would learn to do better in time. I would finally be noticed and would make the necessary allies alongside the inevitable enemies.

That first early cycle, however, in the hushed, whispering Court of the Valsharess, I remembered laughing out loud before I left.

The new sound of my own delight echoed back at me.





Chapter 3

Spectacle was a regular part of our sustenance at Court.

Within another decade, I would approach that important marker of having survived my first century among the Davrin Elves of the Deep. Over the next five turns, I recognized familiar, mortal wounds in pride, and I observed the arrogance of simultaneously testing and knowing one's place, of playing for better rewards or besting another. I saw, somehow, this often led to inertia after the flavor of victory wore off.

Life at Court was very much as it had been with Jilrina and Kaltra always on my tail. On occasion, Mother did something that made them shrink back and rethink their fantasies of outright killing her or me. But not often enough, in my opinion.

Without an army at one’s back — the reason the members of the House Barracks were banned from Court — there were only the periodic, successful poisonings or "accidents" which changed the status quo. Even when those happened, it did not mean that either the killer or the real hand behind the assassination received precisely what she wanted. There were always females tumbling and stumbling in the wake of the death of another, whether one could argue they should have seen it coming or not.

The Nobles together at Court, all from different Houses, were like home but with far more variables. This was why the Davrin at the Court needed the Valsharess, the Red Sisters, and Braqth's Priestesses. This was why we needed the glimpses of royal purple robes and blood-red uniforms. We required reminders of structure, of order and consequence. Otherwise, the escalation of petty hubris never paused.

This was why I focused my energies on male conquests and bedroom antics for my first turns at Court. I could learn to plot and move at my own pace; I could enjoy myself and never worry about stuffing my gut with an unwanted child. And, perhaps most importantly, no one died. Rarely was anyone even injured.

I built my own reputation, such as it was, as a "safe" cait who didn't lose her temper, who didn't invite other females to humiliate a bua, who didn't tend to brag to others about the details. I kept my mouth shut, most of my bragging held within the smirk on my lips.

From this, I enjoyed popularity among the bored and curious sons wanting sensual indulgence with only mild social consequences for them or me. As a solitary, middle House representative with small actions and plots that mattered not at all in the long run, they soon learned I was there to play.

None of the Top Five Houses got near me, male or not, and the rest sniffed and sputtered a bit as I slipped away with their Sons, but again, my relative discretion saw few elder females seeking more than a snide, public comment or an attempt to slip a purge potion into my dinner as her revenge. I could handle that.

I always made sure these buas were sensually rewarded for their efforts, giving me a sign of their interest. I learned so much of the male form, of their physical limits and mental boundaries. Once naked, they were endlessly fascinating to manipulate.

I was not the only Noble female playing this way, yet this game did not see all that many children conceived and born as far as I could tell. Transactions and alliances of this nature were short-term goals, diversion, and excitement, and any disappointment when conception did not happen was brief and transient.

I barely understood how fertility changed in buas and caits anyway, and I had none of my own to consider. For all I followed, it required a fertility potion to plan for it; otherwise, it seemed to happen at random. This was fine with me. I knew if it worked every time a cock seeded a slit, if many pregnancies occurred all at once, it would throw things out of balance down here. We needed a lot of slaves and Houses working to feed those in the Great Cavern as it was.

This game of mine was pure entertainment, a type of theater that appealed to Davrin nature, and a chance to pretend to be somewhere else for a while. Some of us wanted to be because every cycle indeed was the same, broken only when we received another reminder from the Valsharess that She still held absolute power over us all.

In addition to the numerous chances to seize and ride cock, I witnessed many more formal tortures, executions, and rituals than I ever had at House Thalluen. Not only me and the rest of the Court but many times, much of the common bloods of Sivaraus bore witness as well.

These events all had the intended effect: my fears and emotions were in a whorl at the grating sounds, at the scent and sight of blood, and the shock of such creative or magically inflicted agony. I was afraid, but hiding it from everyone else, and I was fervently glad it wasn’t me on the platform or the altar.

Once was more than enough. Let it never be so again.

By my fifth anniversary residing at Court, I had built a stable of Noble sons I could tick off as knowing the shape of their cock and not once had I returned to see Mother or Kaltra. I had expected to continue in this vein when, upon waking one cycle, I was “selected” to participate in one of the few Priestess rituals that required a fair number of Nobles to complete.

“Take this with you to the eve meal,” a messenger cait from the Sanctuary said at my suite doors, delivering a small, blushing vial sealed with wax and imprinted with Braqth’s Spider symbol. “Do not drink it until after you’ve eaten.”

Uh-oh.

I knew better than to display any reaction but that of thrilled elation, despite the shadow of wariness in my heart after I closed the door.

"Fortunate Pole-Clutcher," remarked Baedit Lospursareci later on, at the formal dining before the ritual. She had noticed the sealed vial near my plate. "Most of us need to be here a decade or more before we were noticed for such honor."

She was an older female, a Third Daughter like me but quite a few steps higher in the Seventh House, yet our similar title was enough justification to be seated next to me if she wished. Baedit was one of those Nobles not at all pleased I had lured her nephew into my arms in the web garden just a few cycles ago, and I knew to be wary of her smirk.

She said, “I dare say you’ve been honing your skills for this moment since you arrived, Envi’s Daughter.”

“Rohenvi’s Daughter,” I corrected, holding my chin up at the name, if only for pride’s sake.

“Oh, I am aware, little Thalluensareci.” Baedit chuckled, sipping delicately at a taste-tested glass which had not left her hand all eve. “I remember Rohenvi when she was here parading around for her own studs. She avoided nursing her haughty mouth on slippery netherlips, too, and from what I heard, she was only interested in the swords going in one particular sheath. She must have been rather modest teaching you the way of things.”

I gave her a wordless look, and she snickered.

“From the way you go at things, I’d say she sent you here to catch as quickly as possible, even from a male at random, and give her a grandchild. Maybe more than one?”

All my effort went into the restraint of grinding my teeth; if I didn't, she would hear it.

The Noble shrugged, sipped from her glass again. “But I understand the Twelfth House needs more children to survive, else I shouldn’t be surprised if it is simply absorbed into another within the next hundred turns. The First Daughter, strangely, seemed neither tempted nor was required to perform her primary duty before she died, and I haven’t heard any happy news in the new Heir. The only female bearing any Nobles at all for the last three centuries is the Matron herself, isn’t it so? One Daughter a century? No Sons? Rather stagnant for a middle House.”

Not the first time I'd endured such talk — threats and insults disguised as curiosities — but this was one of the most precise collections of needles to be jabbed in a tiny area, one after another. Baedit must have been collecting comparison details between my Mother and me almost since I got here.

I had never offered even a hint of my barrenness, however, and I knew my Mother hadn’t shared that detail with any contact upon sending me here. The Red Sisters knew of my condition, though they weren’t known for spreading gossip but instead collecting it into a bottomless, black cave, where it never came out except with a poison dart attached.

“You haven’t taken your tonic yet,” the elder nudged me. “Be certain to quaff it before they come to collect you for the ceremony. Even the novice Priestesses will be able to tell who hasn’t drunk their ‘aid’ for the ritual, and they never treat gently those who delay them.”

Controlling my expression lest someone connected to the Priesthood see it, I glanced at the vial sealed with wax. I thought again of Jilrina's plays at being a Priestess, of her scouring unreliable sources for details of what went on inside the Sanctuary. I thought of all the potions she must have purchased to force down my throat on her little altar at the back of our estate. Most of them seemed to have no real effect beyond sedating me, sometimes leaving a headache or nausea afterward.

Sitting at Court decades later, an ugly, cold fear spread over my stomach as I admitted to myself that I didn't want to break that seal and drink whatever was in that vial.

This one is real.

My mind raced through possible means of evasion, of bowing out of the ceremony and still be blameless. Maybe I could manage food poisoning in a quarter mark.

The tall, main doors opened, and everyone dining now stood at the first flash of elegant, purple robes and novice gowns in black and white. A shudder of terror gripped me which Baedit noted with a raised brow, and I
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