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	Zhair’lo and Talla stood leaning on the port side rails of the ship’s forward deck, the Ferry Master having made the bow of the ship off limits to avoid distractions for the lookout employed there, and watched the sunset over the ship’s stern.
	“Shouldn’t we be sleeping?” Bree asked, yawning extravagantly as she joined them.
	Zia followed and, coming up from belowdecks, Del guided a cautious Tara up the stairs.
	“You two,” Del said, addressing Zhair’lo and Talla together.
	“Yeah,” Talla nodded on their joint behalf while Zhair’lo waited.
	A silence followed as they gathered, everyone waiting for someone else to speak.
Tara coughed and looked at the deck. Some colour had returned to her face, but she didn’t look to have returned to her full strength yet.
“They whipped you,” Tara said, her eyes still cast down.
Everyone knew that she spoke of the occasion on which the Temple had punished Talla and Zhair’lo for their monogamous meetings. His squadmates
“They threatened me with a barbed whip,” Talla replied softly. “And used that threat to force Zhai to whip me with a normal whip.”
Tara blinked in surprise, looked up at Talla, then at Zhair’lo, who gave a confirming nod.
“Then they gave me this potion,” Zhair’lo said, his voice made terrible by its slow, flat tone. “Made me so horny I blacked out. Apparently, some girl Served me like that. I don’t remember.”
“They made me watch,” Talla added, closing her eyes. “They took me out first, so I didn’t know about the potion. Nine gods, it hurt to see that. Never mind I was still bleeding from the whip.”
A long silence followed. This didn’t seem like new information to anyone, but the details and the tone of Talla’s voice made it hit everyone differently.
“They strapped us down to the table,” Tara said, her voice as flat as Zhair’lo’s. “Both of us, at the same time.”
Del, Bree and Zia looked uncomfortable, like they wanted to leave. Tara, her sarcastic demeanour stripped away, looked barely able to hold back tears as she tried to keep her voice level. Her upper lip curled up and her chin started twitching as she controlled herself.
“They’d taken our skirts already,” Tara’s voice cracked. “They laid us out on the table, facing each other.”
Del sucked in a breath, then clamped her lips shut as if she had no business embarrassing Tara with her surprise.
“Then the Adjudicate,” Tara’s head tilted and she bit her lips. “She walked around the table, whipping us one at a time, forcing us to see the pain in each other’s eyes. Over and over. Around and around.”
Tara looked up at Talla, who looked straight back at her and nodded.
“Can you imagine,” Tara pleaded. “Looking at someone so beautiful, and watching her face, all twisted up in pain because of something you did?”
The other three girls looked uncomfortable.  It was one thing for a girl to acknowledge the beauty of another girl, but the passion in Tara’s voice spoke of something forbidden.  Only Del weathered the emotion without looking away.
Talla shook her head and Tara looked away.
“Of course, you had your thing,” Tara acknowledged softly. “They never made us hurt each other.”
It seemed like Tara had come to the end of her thoughts, but Talla waited a moment longer to be sure.  A word spoken, even a sigh or a sniff, might break the spell under which had spurred on this honesty.
“I thought I was doing the right thing,” Tara went on. “Obeying for the greater good. Instead of stealing my… my pleasure. Getting pleasure in the wrong way. The Adjudicate made it sound like thievery, like we were bandits raiding Temple stores. And I hated you because you wouldn’t do what I did, wouldn’t get in line for the greater good.”
“But that,” Tara shook her head. “That was wrong. They’re wrong. And I can’t believe any gods told them that this was the right thing to do.”
Tara looked up again and Talla nodded, tight lipped.
“So let’s go to Prima,” Tara said. “Let’s see if the gods will speak to you. Let’s see what they have to say.”
Tara looked around and shrugged.
“I mean, probably nothing will happen,” she admitted. “But let’s see anyway.”
The tone of her voice had changed, relaxing her companions, who quietly sighed with relief.
Tara took a quick visual survey of the deck of the ship.  The lookout, doleful and bored, faced toward the front of the ship.  A few people lingered on the main deck, looking out over the water, and the Master Ferryman stood up on the bridge with a few deck hands.
With a jerk of her head, Tara gave a curt instruction to her squad mates.  Zhair’lo, never having seen it before, didn’t understand, but the other three Fighter girls reacted instantly, moving to stand hip to hip and putting their arms around each other to form a wall of privacy between Tara and any prying eyes.
“Come here,” Tara said to Talla, and pulled the white sashes of her top aside to reveal her slim breasts.
Talla lurched, at least as surprised as Zhair’lo that Tara wanted to perform the ritual here.  But, not wanting to get caught, she leaned over and gave each of Tara’s tiny nipples a peck.  Tara covered her breasts as Talla exposed hers.
“They really are soft,” Tara said.
“Now you like them?” Talla rolled her eyes.
Tara planted two kisses, much deeper than Talla had gone.
“Or should I smother you with them like I did below deck?” Talla asked as she fixed her sashes.
Tara straightened, wiggling with a bit of discomfort.
“Do you really need to use two fingers?”
The three Fighter girls, separating to break up their wall, paused as they finally realised what had happened between Tara and Talla.
“Not for other women,” Talla retorted.
Bree tried to cover and silence her snicker, but failed horribly.
Tara glared back at Talla.
“Fuck you,” she said.
“I’d say ‘fuck you’ back,” Talla said with a shrug. “But I already did, so…”
“Ha,” Tara acknowledged the point. “Next time I’ll stick my fingers in you.”
“Right,” Del said, cautiously looking around. “Maybe don’t say that out here where people can hear you.”
“Whatever,” Tara waved the back of her hand at the others around the deck, “We’re the great Heroes of Beshenna on our Pilgrimage. No one can touch us.”
Zia simply stared at Tara. Bree looked back and forth between her and Talla while Del stammered and tried to find the right question to ask.
“I just - I just,” Del halted, tilting her head to look at Tara. “I don’t get it.”
Tara looked back at her, then at Talla.
“You want to tell them?” Tara asked her.
Talla shrugged, unsure what Tara meant to tell.
Tara turned to the others.
“She meshes with girls,” Tara said, folding her arms.
This provoked shock in all three female faces, but no further understanding dawned there.
“Madra Zen,” Tara cursed, an unusual phrase from her lips. “Damn them all. She meshes with girls.”
“Tara,” Del prodded gently. “Why should that matter? It’s forbidden. You, of all people-”
“Me of all people,” Tara shook her head. “What’s the name of the crime?”
“Wasting Sweetness?” Del replied, quietly but formally.
“Linga Dayee,” Tara picked up a strange accent when she switched to Temple Language.
“Vayblo Sussa,” Del gulped. “I don’t see how.”
“Oh no,” Tara shook her head and waved a finger in Del’s face. “That Adjudicate said it over and over again when she whipped us. Vayblo Sussa Dayee. We translate it as ‘wasting’ but that’s not what it means.”
“Oh,” Zia said. “Yeah.”
“What?” Del asked, looking in bewilderment back and forth between Tara and Zia.
“Theft of Sweetness from the gods,” Tara said. “You left that out. Even masturbating is supposed to be forbidden, never mind two girls giving each other pleasure.”
Zia nodded, but Bree and Del still looked mystified.
“We’re not ‘stealing our pleasure from the Temple’,” Tara leaned forward. “Not from men certainly. We’re stealing it from the gods, right?”
“Right,” Del agreed carefully.
“So why did the gods give her -” Tara pointed a finger at Talla “-the ability to mesh with other girls? Why enable something like that only to forbid it?”
Del jumped back as if stung.
“The Temple made that rule,” Tara glared, pointing a finger not quite in Del’s face. “Not the gods. Why? I don’t know. But meshing with another woman? Being able to mesh with another woman. Kinda makes you question everything, doesn’t it?”
“Unless you think the gods gave her that ability to tempt us,” Zia put in, rolling her eyes. “And that’s stupid.”
“Madra Zen,” Bree whispered. “Yeah. So… wow.”
“Yeah,” Del’s eyes went blurry. “How do we even know what’s right and wrong?”
“That’s why we’re going to Prima,” Talla said. “Maybe the gods will tell us.”
Silence greeted this statement and it occurred to Talla that no one believed the gods would really speak to her.

	For the next day, Tara took only light doses of the special tea and that evening took her place in the rotation of Service.  Through the curtains that afforded them scant privacy, Talla thought it sounded like Tara and Renzi took it pretty easy.
Talla still found it a bit awkward, as she had Served Kit that night with only hanging blankets for privacy, but she’d travelled with the Fighters long enough to get through it.
	On the morning of the third day, she woke early and came up on deck while the cook still slept.  The night shift had the ship well under control, slowly moving east while lanterns shone out over the water in the ship’s path.
	As a consequence, she caught her first glimpse of the twin peaks of Prima as the sun rose between them.
	“Whoa,” Talla said.
	“Impressive, eh?” the Ferry Master slipped up beside her. “I like to get up early myself to catch it when the timing’s right.”
	“Yeah,” Talla said. “I see.”
	She understood, in a way the maps hadn’t made her realise, why the island had served so well as the first safe place for the Temple women of over nine centuries in the past.  The outsides of the basically circular island formed steep, impregnable cliffs except for an opening facing west, allowing their current approach.  The highest peaks of the mountainous structure stood on the north side, sloping downwards around the east so that the southern peak stood much shorter than the northern. The pair of peaks gave the vague impression of an asymmetrically horned animal in the slowly brightening dawn.
	“The Temple sits just off a bay from the inlet,” the Ferry Master went on. “You’ll be able to see it in a bell or two, certainly by noon.”
	Talla nodded, determined to watch the first Temple of Women appear on the horizon.
	The southern peak is much lower than the northern, she noted. And while they’re both steep on the outside, you can see from here that the interior slope of the south side is a lot less forbidding than the north.
	“What’s that?” Talla asked, seeing flashes on the southern peak.
	“The blinking?” the Ferry Master asked. “A watch tower. At night, they light a fire up there, but once the sun’s up, they’ll use mirrors.  Two flashes at a time is letting us know that the port and harbour are safe to enter.”
	Talla nodded again.
	The Ferry Master gave her a polite nod and returned to the raised bridge at the stern of the ship as Talla continued to watch the island of Prima grow slowly off the ship’s bow.

	For six bells, they watched the mountains grow taller, listened to waves lapping at the hull, and waited.
	We’re really here, Talla, Zhair’lo’s thoughts echoed in her head, along with all his worries. It seems a bit arrogant, doesn’t it? To think the gods would talk to us.
	Maybe, Talla said. But are we any less than the first Goddess, starving and wounded, who wandered up these hills as a dying woman and came down with their blessings?
	A mental shrug bounced back at her.
	He’s always had a bit of humility in him.
	They passed into the bay and had their first good look at the Temple.  The sun rose high enough over the southern peaks that the northern slopes of the bay looked warm with sunlight, their modest fields of sheep and various crops basking in the yellow rays.
	The Temple itself, behind a wharf, dominated the eastern slope, placed just far enough north to catch sunlight probably well into the colder season.  A cylindrical tower stood at the triangle’s centre, at least six storeys high.
	“That’s the heliograph,” Del said, looking on in amazement. “It can send messages up to the lighthouse we saw and to another tower on the southern peak.  From there, they can relay to the mainland and over to Salicia. Apparently, they can get a message out and a response back in less than half a bell.”
	“Fantastic,” Bree said.
	“Just imagine,” Zia breathed softly. “The beating heart of the whole empire of Temples, sending out its orders from this one place.”
	If any of the boys had an observation, they kept it to themselves. Tara regarded the approaching scene with little awe.
	“Where’s the Oracle?” she asked tersely.
	“Up on the southern slope somewhere,” Del replied, shielding her eyes from the sun as she looked that way. “I don’t know if you can see it from- wait, is that it?”
	She pointed to the southwest, a funny clearing of sorts in the thick, dark forests.
	No one had any way to know, so they turned back to watch their approach to the docks.  The harbour, unlike Salacia when they had left, bustled with activity.  Buoys in the water kept incoming and outgoing ships in their proper lanes, slowly moving in and out of the bay.  Masts soon blocked their view of the city until it loomed up over top of them on the eastern slope.
	Small rowboats came out to greet them as they struck their sails. Crewmen tossed down lines that were rowed back to shore and shoremen quickly pulled the ship into dock. Immense wooden structures, mostly storage buildings, blocked their view of the rest of the Prima. The wooden walkways swarmed with carts - mostly hand drawn - and people.
	“Gather your belongings,” Mazzen told them. “It’s time for you to disembark.”
	By the time they’d returned to the deck, Mazzen had packed up their armour and weapons and set them aside next to the gangplank.
	“Here,” he said, handing Talla a wooden rectangle. “This is a token from the Wharf Master’s Office. Once you figure out where you’re staying, this will get your belongings sent to you.”
	“They don’t mess around here,” Talla said.
	“No, they don’t,” Mazzen’s eyes went wide. “They’re busy and everyone needs to follow the rules.”
	As easily as that, their names having been checked off a list, they walked down the gangplank to the pier.  With four ships docked at the same pier, they found themselves in a veritable thoroughfare of foot and cart traffic.
	“Prima,” Del said with alarm. “We should find a guide or something.”
	“Or at least get out of here before we get run over,” Tara said. “Fuck, these people are rude.”
	They walked eastward into the city, carefully picking their way between crates and manually pulled carts, to arrive at a wider, cobblestone plaza.
	“There?” Del pointed to a strange sort of counter in the middle of the wide space.
Behind the counter two women in orange stood, shuffling papers as people approached them.  A sign over the counter had been engraved with the square-inside-circle-inside-triangle symbol of the Temple.
	As they approached, they noted the way the women in orange stood out in the general bustle of men in work clothes, moving and hauling, running and walking while the women stood still and let people come to them.  Not until they reached the counter did they see the smaller women in yellow and white darting through the melee.
	“Yes?” one of the frazzled orange Officers asked when Del and Talla approached.
	“We’re Pilgrims?” Talla ventured. “We came from Beshenna?”
	“Yes,” the woman rolled her eyes. “Lots of Pilgrims in late summer and autumn, you’ll just have to-”
	Talla pulled the Goddess of Beshenna’s sigil from her top and showed it to the woman.
	“Oh,” she said. “Beshenna?”
	The other woman in orange paused as well. She looked the group of them over, including the boys.
	“One of you,” she said as she searched the boys’ faces. “Is one of you the Hero of Beshenna?”
	“That’s me,” Zhair’lo pushed forward.
	“Right,” she said. Turning only her head to the girls behind her, she called out, “Zenia!”
	“Mistress?” a harried girl in the short white skirt and tiny top of an Initiate stepped forward.
	“These are the ones I told you about,” the Officer said. “See them to the Oracular Hostel. Get them settled in. Show them where they get food. Rooms are already reserved.”
	The Officer paused and looked them over, then counted them with her finger.
	“There were to be nine of you, I thought,” she said.
	“We are twelve,” Talla said. “But we’ll make do with the accommodations.”
	“Something will be worked out,” the Officer sighed. “Zenia, see to it.”
	The girl in white nodded and waved them through.
	“Much less crowded once we get away from the docks,” she assured them quietly. “Try to stay close. We have to make sure we don’t lose anybody.”
	As hard as it was to believe, the girl proved correct, with the traffic thinning out once she took them through a narrow alley into a wider avenue leading up the hill towards the Temple.  The girl paused there and made sure everyone had followed her.
	“I should apologise for Leesh,” Zenia said, referring to the Officer. “It’s the worst job ever, handling all the visitors, Pilgrims and otherwise, and they’re short people today because of all the work we’re doing to get supplies to Beshenna.”
	“That’s coordinated from here?” Del asked.
	“We’re sending a lot of food and craftsmen down the coast,” Zenia explained. “It means everyone who stays has more work to do than usual.”
	“Wait, what?” Del asked. “There’s an ocean route down to Beshenna? Was that on our maps?”
	Zhair’lo shook his head.
	“It’s not great,” Zenia said. “But it can be faster depending on some things. I don’t know much about it myself.”
	Prima featured the widest variety of architectures they’d seen yet, with the styles getting older as they ventured deeper into the city. The wooden structures at the docks gave way to stone-based structures with wooden second storeys. These gave way to stone buildings which soon surrendered to fortified, castle-like structures.
	“These buildings are so many centuries old,” Talla said. “I studied a bit of this before I left Gern. Nothing in Gern is like this. It’s as if every building is meant to withstand battle all on its own.”
	“It did, in the old days,” Zenia explained as they walked. “It took a long time to build the first Temple, so every structure had to be secure against the bandits that roamed here nine hundred years ago. All the food, tools and weapons had to be secure every night. The first Goddesses couldn’t be everywhere, after all, and it even took the first Goddess a long time to make Queens and Sorceresses to protect her people.”
	That bit of lore communicated, she led them onward and upward towards the southern slopes.
	“Will we be visiting the Temple?” Talla asked. “Will they expect us to Serve at night?”
	“Not right away,” Zenia explained. “It’s three days until the full moon. If you stay after that, yes, you’ll be expected to act like any other citizen here. The gods know we’re short handed, so we can’t take on too many Pilgrims for longer than that.”
	“The full moon?” Del asked. “Why’s that matter?”
	“Oh, that,” Zenia shrugged. “The historians are pretty sure that the gods have only ever come down to visit us when there’s a full moon. They’re not completely certain though as many of the records didn’t specify and - well, look, I’m not a historian, but I know they argue about it.”
	Del frowned, clearly putting this fact in alongside the legendary status of the ‘best positions for getting semen deep inside you and getting pregnant’ stories that some people believed.
	I can see why Del is acting like that, Zhair’lo beamed at Talla. I mean, they’re gods. They can do whatever they want whenever they want.
	And yet they only visit us and give us powers here, in this spot, Talla pointed out. That’s already weird. Maybe it’s more of a choice than a rule.
	We have no idea what the goals of the gods are, Zhair’lo gave Talla a fleeting sense of disagreement.

The southern reach of the city, where the avenue they called “Oracle Road” branched off from some of the oldest buildings they’d ever seen, edged upon a forest.  Oracle Road meandered up the hill, zigzagging through rocks and giant conifers as it  forced through a route passable to a cart.
“I can’t imagine trying to pull anything substantial up this path,” Zhair’lo frowned.
“It’s all hand-carried,” Zenia put in. “Your cabins are up here.”
“Cabins?” Tara asked. “What’s a ‘cabin’?”
Small wooden structures, much like the out-buildings Zhair’lo had maintained back in Gern at Harzen’s farm, appeared out of nowhere amongst the trees.
“We’ve set aside two of the larger ones for you,” Zenia explained. “Although you’re a few more than we expected. We’ll get you a few extra cots.”
“It’ll probably be fine,” Del assured her.
“But there are only nine beds and-” Zenia started to explain.
“We’re Fighters,” Del interrupted her. “We Serve our men. It’ll be fine.”
Zenia raised an eyebrow as she showed them into the first cabin but, with a sort of ‘foreigners are weird’ look on her face, allowed them to stow their belongings as they wished.
“We imagined the five women could stay here,” she warned. “And the four men in the other cabin.”
“It’ll be fine,” Del assured her.
“I was given this token?” Talla held up the small wooden rectangle with its numerical carvings.
“Oh, yes, good,” Zenia said, taking the token. “The rest of your belongings should be here by nightfall. The carters are the busiest of all right now. Store your packs for now and come outside in a few minutes. I’ll show you where you can eat.”
	After Zenia had left, all of them gathered in the small space, surveying the five narrow beds.
	“She didn’t seem too scandalised about the men and women bunking together,” Zoe said. “Maybe they’re a little more open here.”
	“Maybe they’re a little more busy here,” Del said. “This place is nuts. Now I wish one of us had taken the Within upgrade, but listen to me when I say this is crazy and they’re just barely holding everything together. Zenia is just glad to get us stashed away here and we’re weird but she doesn’t care if it means no extra work for her. If we told her that Fighters are so tough we prefer sleeping on floors, she would believe it as long as she could forget about us and get on to her next assignment.”
	“Really?” Tina asked, her eyes lighting up.
	“Yes,” Del said, then eyed Tina warily. “Why?”
	“So we could get away with anything here?” Tina looked over at Zoe. “Because no one has time to watch us?”
	“I can’t imagine Form is fully staffed,” Bree put in. “You can see that much everywhere. There are obvious posts where we should see two or three Enforcers but you only see one. Has anyone even seen a Foot Patrol since we got here?”
	The other Form girls shook their heads.
	“Don’t let it go to your head,” Del warned. “But, yeah, you’re right.”
	“Then let’s stow our luggage, pick our cabins and get Zenia out of our way,” Tina said. “I don’t care who I have to share a bed with.”
	They divided up quickly. Without Tara trying to separate Talla and Zhair’lo, this procedure went far faster than it had on previous occasions. Talla, Illya, Del, Zhair’lo, Kit and Tina stayed in one cabin while Zoe, Bree, Tara, Z’rus, Renzi and Zia stayed in the other.
	The Fighters moved quickly and Talla and her friends had learned to keep up, stowing their belongings quickly without taking extra time to neatly stack or re-fold ruffled clothing.
	“Oh, that was quick,” Zenia said. “Follow me down the hill a bit and I’ll show you the showers and cooking facilities.”
	A short path led to a larger building in a clearing. This place, with its multiple stone chimneys and live flowing aqueduct access, had been built with a greater intention of permanence.
	“Any meals you need, hygiene requirements, whatever,” Zenia said. “You can take care of all of that here. The only other thing I have left to show you is the Oracle itself.”
	There followed a march uphill which, with everyone’s legs by then beginning to protest, proved the hardest of all.  Complaining about muscle aches went against the Temple’s general teachings about whining, however, and the Fighters would never let themselves show exhaustion, so they walked in silence through the dark trees, marching up a stairway rendered half in stone and half in tree-root steps.
	As they drew closer to the southern peaks, the westering sun shone sideways at them until the path took a left hook. They had their first look at the Oracle, with the sun shining directly at them through a pair of fluted stone columns.
	The Oracle consisted of nine stone pillars, each about three times the height of a grown woman.  Fluted, those white columns stood with simple square tops and bottoms, each base a carved plinth adorned with one of the symbols of the Nine Disciplines.  The area in the middle of the columns, at least twenty metres across, stood empty except for the tightly fitted and weathered smooth paving stones.
Just outside of the columns, in every third gap, there stood a small wooden desk with its own covered roof.  At each of these desks sat a woman in a strange full-length violet dress, a wrist-wrap from her dress’s train attached to her right hand, in which held a feather quill.
Talla ignored the women while she examined the pillars.
	No real adornments, Talla observed of the architecture, pillars and a circular clearing of flat stone.
	“How do you… use it?” Del asked.
	“No one really knows,” Zenia explained. “You stand in the middle, usually at night, preferably at a full moon and… you wait.”
	“That’s it?” Tara blurted out, walking into the space between two pillars and turning around. “No ritual? No way to summon the gods? To ask them to come talk to you? You just stand there?”
	“Yes,” Zenia shrugged. “Like I said, we don’t have really solid records. The only reason the first Goddess built the Oracle here was because this is where she remembers the gods first speaking to her. And for women afterwards, we know it worked too.”
	“And men?” Zhair’lo asked.
	“There is no record of the gods ever speaking to men,” Zenia said. “Though many Heroes like yourself have tried.”
	Zhair’lo raised an eyebrow, but Zenia stood unphased. Their group broke up and started wandering around the periphery of the pillars, not quite venturing into its midst.
	“You’d think there’d be more people here,” Bree observed.
	“We’re limiting unnecessary transit,” Zenia pointed out. “For the duration of the emergency. But there are a few others waiting for nightfall.”
	“Right,” Bree said.
	“Right,” Zenia replied. “Now, I do have other work, so if you don’t have any questions?”
	“Who are they?” Renzi asked, pointing to the nearest violet-robed woman. “I’ve never seen that colour before.”
	“Priestesses,” Zenia explained. “It’s important you don’t disturb them. Their sole purpose is to catalog any messages the gods ever send and every visitor who attempts to speak to the gods.”
	“Sounds boring,” Kit said. “I mean, nothing’s happened in centuries, right?”
	“Yes,” Zenia said. “But their positions as scribes were commanded by the first Goddess.  Nothing will ever be missed. It’s important you don’t talk to them. Anything else?”
	“We’re good,” Tina said instantly. “Please, I’m sure you’re very busy.”
	With a nod, Zenia bade them farewell and ran off down the hill.
	“So,” Zhair’lo said. “We just walk into the middle of the circle and wait?”
	“We?” Tara asked. “Who’s this ‘we’? Sounds like men need not apply.”
	“The Goddess of Beshenna sent us both,” Talla said quietly, holding out a hand for Zhair’lo. “Let’s go.”
	“You don’t want to wait for nightfall?” Bree asked.
	“I don’t think they really know anything, do you?” Talla asked.
	“They really don’t,” Zoe put in. “That was the least confidence I’ve ever seen anyone say about anything. This is all myth, legend and conjecture. I won’t say Zenia was lying, but she definitely didn’t believe any of it.”
	“Not all conjecture,” Zia said. “I mean, we watched a Sorceress explode people’s bodies with lightning. I’m pretty sure some of this is real. Just probably not the, you know, full moon nonsense. Whatever.”
	Zhair’lo took Talla’s hand, feeling the small amount of energy that had built up dissipate quickly into their surroundings, and let her lead him into the clearing’s centre.  He kept his eyes on the Priestess directly in front of him, but she clearly had no authoritative role.  Her gaze came up to meet his, slightly bored and mechanically observant. She scribbled something on the parchment.
	Does she already know our names? Did Zenia tell her somehow?
	A circular stone paver, just large enough for them to stand on, clearly marked the exact centre of the Oracle’s pillars. Talla stepped onto it and pulled Zhair’lo alongside her.
	“I was expecting to feel some kind of tingling,” Zhair’lo said. “Like a mesh building up or something.”
	“Nothing,” Talla said, looking up at the sky in disappointment.
	If the Priestesses had any opinion of the situation, they didn’t show it in either their facial expressions or body language.
	They waited for a while, looking around, then started to feel a little stupid, and decided jointly to walk away.
	“We’ll come back later at night,” Talla said when they reached their group waiting by the pillars.
	“Might work,” Tina said. “I mean, anything could happen, right?”
	Tired from the long uphill march, they retired down the hill to the meal hall and gratefully found benches to sit on.  Twelve people could have taken up a lot of space, especially since the eating area sat otherwise empty in the late afternoon, but they crowded around Zhair’lo and Talla anyway. With Zoe sitting cross-legged at one end of the table and Kit at the other, they managed to make a tight circle.
	“Got your legs back yet?” Talla asked Tara, sitting directly across the table from her.
	“Yeah, basically,” Tara said. “Now solid ground feels weird.”
	Tara looked at Talla carefully.
	“It’s alright now, right?” Talla asked.
	Everyone in the group, by this point, knew exactly what that she meant by this.
	“It is,” Tara said. “But this is going to sound weird.”
	Talla rolled her eyes, a circular motion of her head indicating everything else that had happened to them.
	“Yeah, yeah,” Tara said. “I mean that since I think it’s okay for two girls to, you know, do that, I should be okay with any girl, right?”
	“Maybe,” Talla shrugged.
	“But,” Tara said. “You’re not her. It’s not the same.”
	“Believe it or not,” Talla replied, leaning in close. “I understand completely.”
	Tara twitched, suddenly reminded of her longstanding hatred for Talla and Zhair’lo’s stubborn adherence to their monogamous loyalty.
	You never realised that the part of us that you hated was the part of yourself that you hated, Talla thought. You were so obsessed with the guilt of your own desires, you’re only seeing the monogamous part of your crime now.
	Talla left Tara to those thoughts.
	“I suppose the question is how long we stay here,” Talla said.
	“And what do we do if we leave?” Del put in. “What are we supposed to do next if-”
	“You’re giving up way too fast,” Zoe cut in. “We have to at least wait for the full moon, try it a couple of times at night. Try something. Do a silly dance. Whatever. I mean, get serious for a moment. You stood in a stone circle for a few heartbeats and the universe didn’t instantly deliver gods to you? Oh, no! Let’s get all sad and run away!”
	Zoe rolled her eyes and fluffed her skirt.
	“Honestly.”
	“She’s right,” Talla sighed, letting a small smile reach her lips. “It might take time, or a full moon, or something, anything. We’ll keep trying.”
	“Right,” Zoe said. “And don’t get down on yourselves.  We’re still here, at Prima, for the gods’ sakes. You can see the city, visit the Museum, and read an old book from the library.  Do whatever you want. Most people never get a chance to visit.”
	“Is it weird we didn’t get an official welcoming party?” Zhair’lo asked. “I mean, I’m not complaining. I’m tired of being celebrated with all dinners and-”
	Zhair’lo paused, years of programming preventing him from complaining about something.
	“-and all that,” he went on. “But just one Officer who pawns us off on a girl in Whites and then nothing after that?”
	“They do sound busy,” Bree said. “But, yeah, it’s weird.”
	“Quiet, though,” Zia said. “That’s nice. That wharf was a bit nuts with people.”
	“But you’re right,” Del said thoughtfully. “Everywhere else we’ve gone, no matter how big, it’s big dinners and celebrations. And here? Nothing.”
	She’s seeing patterns again, like she always does, Talla beamed at Zhair’lo, I wonder why Prima is so different.
	Maybe we’re just not that big a deal here, Zhair’lo told her.

	They tried again at midnight, just the two of them, but failed to get any response.  Three new Priestesses, holding their posts in shifts, were no more reactive than the others had been.
	“Something should happen,” Zhair’lo muttered as they stood there in the little circle.
	“Let’s try it one at a time,” Talla said.
	But taking the circle one at a time produced no effect.  Neither did sitting, standing with arms outstretched or any of the dozen other ideas they and their company had come up with.
	Nothing elicited a reaction from the heavens.
	After half a bell, Talla and Zhair’lo sat on a backless wooden bench outside the circle of nine pillars. Leaning back to support themselves, their hands touched comfortably.
	“I want a lever to pull,” Zhair’lo said. “A billows to pump or a wheel to turn.”
	“What?” Talla asked.
	“Anything to, you know, turn it on,” he explained. “Light nine fires or line up a bunch of mirrors.”
	“Oh,” Talla nodded with understanding. “Force the gods to notice us. Force them to come down here and explain why they made us like this.”
	“Exactly,” Zhair’lo said.
	They sat in silence, looking between two of the pillars at the centre of the moonlit circle.
	“In that case,” a voice came out of the forest behind them. “You might try something you can actually do.”
	They turned together to watch Del slip quietly through the grass.
	“Like what?”
	“The gods aren’t going to notice fires or a little reflected moonlight,” Del said. “That must happen all the time.”
	“Sure,” Zhair’lo shrugged. “So…”
	Del knelt down on the grass behind the bench, looking right between Talla and Zhair’lo over their touching hands.
	“So stop touching each other,” Del said. “For, like, two days.”
	“Two days?” Talla’s eyes widened in horror. “That will-”
	“Two days until the full moon,” Del said. “And when the full moon is directly overhead…”
	“Oh,” Zhair’lo said, and he looked over at Talla.
	“That will get their attention,” Talla agreed. “If anything can.”

	It made for an interesting pair of days. Del organized the Service the following night. She had concluded, through some investigation of her own that no one had noticed her doing, that the glow between Talla and Zhair’lo grew brighter under two conditions.
	The first condition everyone knew: the two of them had to avoid touching each other to charge it up.
	Only Del had noticed the second factor. The more sex the two of them had with other partners, the stronger it got.
	Tara made a face when Del explained this to everyone the following day after dinner.
	“Being apart makes it stronger,” Tara said. “And being with other people makes them - what? - want each other even more?”
	“Everything lines up tomorrow night,” Del told her. “You want to help or run away? We have seven girls for one Zhair’lo, so we can cover for you.”
	Tara’s nostrils flared and she and Del glared at each other for a moment.
	“I’ll go first,” Tara declared, and promptly grabbed Zhair’lo by the wrist to lead him out of the hall.
	“I suppose we’re all drafted,” Renzi said as they left. “Seeing as there’s only three of us for one Talla?”
	“Yes,” Del told him. “For Zhai, though-”
	Zhair’lo let himself be led for a moment before slowing Tara down.
	“You sure you’re okay?” he asked her. “I mean, just a couple of days ago, you realised what your old friend meant to you.”
	“I still like boys,” Tara said defensively. “Just, I don’t know. I like girls, too. Actually, just one girl.”
	Zhair’lo thought that Tara liked at least two girls, but probably couldn’t confess her attraction to the second one.
	“As long as you’re sure-”
	Tara turned on Zhair’lo and kissed him, her mouth opening to push her tongue past his lips. They had shared a bed often enough that Zhair’lo knew how to respond to her aggression.  Tongue for tongue and one hand on the small of her back, the other on her cheek.
	After a bit more kissing, an extra squeeze on Tara’s intentionally tightened ass cheek signalled that they should move on.
	“I’m still me,” Tara told him. “Let’s go.”
	His erection now straining at his shorts, they darted off to the cabin, choosing hers rather than his. Having sex in an empty room felt strange, as they’d had days of shared accommodations, but the rest of the crew had decided to give them privacy.  Tara pulled her underwear down while Zhair’lo unlaced his shorts. By the time he’d undressed, Tara had turned her back on him and placed her hands on one of the dressers.
	Zhair’lo flipped up her skirt, ducked his hips down and set himself against her slit. Tara spread her legs enough and he slipped through.
	…
	Tara had changed.
	Her body felt eerily similar, the shape of her insides, the hard cheeks that his pelvis ran up against.
But the mind behind that body.
Less pent up rage.
More bitterness realised.
A new kind of anger.
And a refreshing comfort with her own desire.
Yes, she wanted Zhair’lo.
But Tara also knew who she really was.
Zoe had solved the riddle.
Talla had cracked the code.
Tara knew what she was.
She was Form and she was for Order.
She was Tight and knew the value of rules.
But she wasn’t going to obey without reason.
Even if the gods didn’t answer, she knew that much.
But she was Tight and she was proud of what she’d earned.
Proud of those strong legs and those hard cheeks.
And if she pined for another girl, so be it, she still wanted to do her job for Zhair’lo and be proud of it.
And she was Tight.
So she had expectations.
The mesh strengthened, reached its peak.
Zhair’lo’s hand, only partly of his own volition, reared back and struck Tara’s right cheek.
Yes!
Again!
The Tight girls, they had needs. And no one should deny them. No one could. Not in the mesh, when the two minds united for each other’s pleasure.
Zhair’lo hand cracked off her cheek a second time, and a third.
Tara arched her back in ecstasy. Zhair’lo felt it.
He switched hands and got in two spankings before the mesh gave way and he exploded inside her.
Tara shrieked out loud as Zhair’lo pulled on her hips, filling her as deeply as he could with his swollen erection.
…
“There,” she said with a gasp, shifting her body forward and causing him to exit. “There.”
She turned to face him, her skirt falling back into place as she leaned against the dresser.
Heaving with the effort, Zhair’lo sat on the nearest bed.
“Yeah,” he said.
Tara squeaked and lifted her skirt as she realised semen was running down her thigh.
“I just got this one cleaned,” she said, holding it out of the way. “Good gods.”
“You’re okay?” Zhair’lo asked.
“You know it now,” she told him. “The mesh doesn’t lie.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Zhair’lo said. “But you do feel a bit different.”
“You can tell?” Tara took a deep breath. “It’ll take a while to sort out but… bit this is better, don’t you think?”
“Don’t waste any more time being angry,” Zhair’lo said. “Not about things like that. The Temples, they hurt you. Be angry at them. But don't be angry at that girl you liked. And don’t be angry at the friends here trying to help you. And really, really don’t be angry at yourself for liking something the Temple tells you not to like.”
Tara nodded, her eyes gone so soft Zhair’lo thought she might cry.
The moment passed though and she gave another stiff nod and closed her eyes.
“You’re right,” she said, turning her chin up to hide her expression as she inhaled. “You’re right.”
Zhair’lo waited for her to say something else, but when her gaze turned back down to him, she had controlled her face once again.
“You rest up,” Tara said, twisting her lips before adding. “I’m sure Del has a schedule set up by now.”
“You’re in for a fun night,” she said, and darted off out of the cabin.
	Zhair’lo could feel Talla, in the next cabin, getting aroused by someone.
	I hope this works, he beamed to her, but got no reaction. Just as well.
	Zia came in next.
	“Zhai!” she called out as she peaked through the door. “My turn.”
	“Tara just left!” Zhair’lo protested, not even rising from where he sat on the edge of a cot.
	“Whatever,” she said, closing the door behind her. “Let me see.”
	Zhair’lo had barely had time to put his shorts back on and Zia was already pulling them off. With a voracious appetite, Zia knelt on the floor and inhaled his half mast erection instantly.
	“Nine gods,” he said, feeling her tongue.
	“Nine gods,” she echoed, pulling off him. “I can taste Tara on you.”
	If the taste of her fellow Fighter’s fluids on his penis deterred her, Zia didn’t show it, for she went straight back to work.  It took several minutes, but he got hard again.
	Part of it is that I’m getting vibrations from Talla at the same time, Zhair’lo thought, but Zia’s enthusiasm is contagious.
	She took her mouth off him again and surveyed the effects of her efforts, examining his erection from all sides. Setting his tip against her forehead, Zia then began jerking him.
	“I like watching you come,” Zia said, her eyes watching him around his cock. “I mean, coming on me, or someone else.”
	“Oh?”
	“Yeah, but Del said we should mesh,” Zia sighed. “Otherwise I’d be okay with you getting my face. I know you like it.”
	“I - I do,” Zhair’lo confirmed.
	“Another time,” Zia took another breath and kissed the underside of his shaft, right on the sensitive bit of skin under the head.
	She pushed him on his back and straddled him, no underwear in evidence at that point.  Wet as she could be, Zia lined her lips up with his erection, angled her hips, and pushed down.
	Nine gods…
	…
	Zia had sorted her mind out a lot better than their last mesh.
	The pain and the images of war still lingered, but they didn’t haunt her.
	Something had gone on, in all those sessions with the Facial women and their special brand of treatment.
	Zia might not thirst for battle anymore, but she’d figured out how to live with herself, and how to sleep through the night.
	Zhair’lo pushed up into her and realised that, like any woman of Form, she didn’t want to be on top. He nudged her and they rolled over in the tiny cot. It let her spread her legs wider, wrapping around his back and letting him drive more deeply into her.
	Not Tight though, which was something of a relief.
	Zhair’lo had his own issues with spanking, all things considered.
	He’d been surprised, given Tara’s revelations about her own punishment, that Tara still liked it.
	Zia, from Iron, had different focuses, different angles, different needs.
	Grind. Push. Force. Twist. 
Use her body. 
Make her use her own body.
Make her writhe.
“Yes!” she cried out.
She lasted no longer than Tara, once Zhair’lo had her new pattern figured out.
The mesh dissolved and Zhair’lo had to wonder if his body really had anything to give to her.
…
“Oh, thank you,” Zia murmured. “Thank you.”
“For what?” Zhair’lo asked, lying down beside her.
“I,” Zia stammered. “I mean, I wasn’t sure if-”
Zia trailed off, her eyes blurry with confusion.
“It was good,” she said. “I was worried something wouldn’t work, but it was fine.”
“Yes, it was,” Zhair’lo said.
Zia inhaled deeply and then exhaled very softly, the intrepid warrior expanding her chest to take up more space as something awakened inside her.
“I can do it,” she whispered. “I’ll be fine. Thank you, Zhai.”
I’ve missed something terribly important, Zhair’lo thought, something about her healing her mind.
“That helped?” he offered.
“Yeah,” Zia said, looking up at the ceiling in wonder. “That was right, wasn’t it? How we did it? I feel like I’m back to normal. Like I can Serve again like a proper woman, you know?”
“That’s good,” Zhair’lo agreed. “We all want to feel capable.”
“Yeah,” Zia closed her eyes. “Yeah.”
He held her for a while, thinking she might have fallen asleep, but he knew the hour was too early.
“You okay?” he asked.
“We’re going to meet the gods tomorrow,” Zia said, letting her gentle confidence answer his question. “They have some questions to answer.”
“That they do,” Zhair’lo said.
“Alright,” Zia stood up. “I should send in-”
“You should let me have a little break,” Zhair’lo said. “I’ll go for a walk or something. We have all night and I need some water, at least.”
Zia laughed and danced out the door. 
No semen running down her leg, he thought, I gotta be empty for now.
Regardless, by the time he got dressed and left the cabin, he found Tina and Illya waiting outside for him.
“Need a drink?” Tina asked.
When he nodded, they escorted him down the hill.
Not letting me out of their sight, Zhai’rlo noted.

	A bell later, they’d pushed two cots together so Tina and Illya could work on him together.
	I can only mesh with one of them, I’m pretty sure, unless I’ve developed a new superpower.  Do they have a plan?
	The two girls, whatever their long term plan, started with pushing him on his back onto the doubled-up cots and getting his shorts off.  They first went to work with their mouths, one tongue up one side, one tongue down the other, until they got him hard.
	“Is this really necessary?” Zhair’lo asked.
	“We’re trying something new,” Illya said and, seeing him ready, clambered up on the bed. “Del wants to know if it works.”
	An experiment. Wonderful.
	Zhair’lo had lost all sense of where Talla had gone. Wherever they’d taken her, whatever they’d done, he had no sense of her in his thoughts beyond a vague presence in his mind.
	I think they’re keeping us separate somehow. Maybe they’ve found a hostel inside the city.
	Illya straddled him while Tina took hold of his erection and pointed it in the right direction.
	“Here we go!” Illya declared.
	With the expertise of months of practice, she pushed herself down, enveloped him and set their mesh.
	…
	I felt Tina there for a moment, but she’s gone, fleeting away.
	Illya remained steady, probably not even sensing the vague intrusion the way Zhair’lo could, and started grinding him.
	She has no patience. There’s no attempt at enjoying the moment. I wonder why. She’s pushing us straight toward orgasm. Is that Del’s idea? Sheer quantity?
	Distracted by Illya’s attitude, he didn’t even notice Tina sidling up to him, her knees on the floor.  The first sign of her interference came in the form of her nipple pressing against his mouth.
	“Suck on it,” she whispered. “Harder.”
	Tina’s so proud of her breasts, stolen from the Temple, secreted away, a gift from Talla.
	Tina moaned as Illya grinded.
	Illya’s the one really odd one in this bunch, Zhair’lo thought. Her mind is straightforward. She knows what she’s doing. She’s not rebuilding her world like Tara, not beset by battle scars like Zia, not angry like Talla. She’s just… Serving.
	In the background, Illya had some lingering feelings about Talla, about their mission, her loyalty to Zhair’lo himself, but she stayed calm and focused on her tasks.
	She’s… refreshing, Zhair’lo realised.
	Illya twisted as if she wanted to bend him, stretching her insides, forcing discomfort on herself to make him swell larger.
	She’s also in a bit of a hurry.
	Zhair’lo could have decided to fight it, delaying their telepathically linked orgasm, but Illya’s demeanour didn’t invite it.
	Just come along with me, she seemed to say. It’ll be fine.
	“Ready?” Illya asked.
	Zhair’lo nodded before he realised she hadn’t addressed him. Instead, Tina pulled her breast from his mouth and moved down to the bed behind Illya.
	What is she do-?
	…
	The mesh shattered as Illya’s vaginal muscles twitched around him, the telepathic link dragging his orgasm along with hers, lighting up his spine as he felt her insides from the outside. His erection twitched and his hips lifted, penetrating her as deeply as he could.
 	“Now!” Illya said.
	Illya lifted herself up as soon as the mesh allowed it, slipping off his erection as it barely finished its last muscle spasms, and moved her body forward.  Still erect and quite confused, Zhair’lo felt Illya shift, slightly off balance as Tina pushed her out of the way. Without further warning, Tina set her lips against his tip and pushed down.
	…
	Oh, mother of all nine gods, what in the hells?!
	Tina had come in horny, excited by the prospect of this experiment and his work on her nipples.  Zhair’lo, entirely spent, found himself dragged all the way up to her level.
	“Madra Zen,” Zhair’lo croaked out.
	“It works!” Tina cried out in ecstasy.
	Illya carefully dismounted and sat on the floor next to Zhair’lo in the low cot.
	“Gah!” Zhair’lo shouted, turning to glare at her.
	This is not entirely pleasant.
	Blood rushed back into his genitals, hardening once more.
	Tina feels nothing like Illya. She’s hooked on Talla, almost as bad as Tara has it for her special friend back in Salacia. She’s so proud of those breasts.
	Zhair’lo, bidden by Tina’s needs, reached for her chest with both hands, squeezing her breasts hard enough to make both nipples bulge.
	“Yes, yes!” Tina cried out, writhing on his erection.
	At least this won’t take her too long.
	Almost certainly empty, Zhair’lo felt Tina’s twitching vagina around him and his body responded, as the mesh forced it to.
	…
	Thank the gods that’s over, he thought, I’ll have to remind them to never… do… that… 
	Zhair’lo drifted off into unconsciousness before Tina even extricated herself from his body.

	“Ah, Master Sleeper,” Kit said as Zhair’lo roused late the next morning. “Good of you to wake up.”
	Zhair’lo twitched, remembering that childhood insult.
	The last time someone called me that was in the nursery, I think.
	“Did I miss breakfast?”
	“You’re barely in time for lunch,” Kit explained.
	Zhair’lo sat up and cleared his eyes.
	“What did they do to you?” Kit asked.
	“They, um,” Zhair’lo stammered, trying to find the right words to describe what had happened. “Tina went right after Illya.”
	“Right after?” Kit wondered, hearing the emphasis.
	“I mean,” Zhair’lo said. “The mess with Illya ended and Tina got on me right after. Barely a heartbeat between one and the other.”
	“Oh,” Kit grimaced. “That must have felt-”
	“I do not recommend it,” Zhair’lo cut in. He shook his head to clear the shiver out of his spine.  “But, anyway, lunch?”
	“Yeah,” Kit said. “We’ll go to a place farther down the hill, so you and Talla stay separate all day. No accidental touches. No more Service. Gods know I’m exhausted from last night. We’ll let the two of you charge up and see what happens tonight.”
	“Right.”

	Talla’s day, the night having been spent taking two turns each with all three of Zhair’lo’s squadmates, started off just as late.  Del took her to a separate building, a good kilometre away from the Oracular Hostels, for a shower and an early lunch before they made their way down the hill and into the city.
	“How many times have they expanded the Temple?” Talla asked, looking down on it as they approached. “It looks like only once.”
	“They’ve had nine centuries to clean up the traces,” Del reminded her. “The history of Prima, especially in the early days, isn’t well documented. It took almost fifty years just to control the whole island and turn all the bandits into servants of the Temple.”
	“Right,” Talla sighed, adjusting her underwear.
	“A bit much last night?” Del asked.
	“I’m fine,” Talla said. “A lot of friction, but nothing a good wash didn’t fix.”
	As they circumnavigated the Temple, with Del explaining what she knew of its history and Talla commenting on the mixed architectural styles and materials, Talla twitched.
	“Zhair’lo’s awake,” she said. “He’s not really happy about… about whatever happened last night. Something unpleasant.”
	Del explained to Talla the experiment she’d set Tina and Illya to perform.
	“Hm,” Talla murmured. “Well, it probably did the job, but it wasn’t fun for him.”
	“Noted,” Del said.
	“What are we doing today?” Talla asked.
	“Wandering around,” Del said. “Keeping your blood pumping, eating well, learning what we can about the city and, you know, charging you two up.”
	“Right.”

	Talla hadn’t noticed herself dozing off in the evening, but suddenly found Del shaking her awake.
	“Dammit, you’re already glowing,” Del said. “We’ll send Zhair’lo up the hill first.”
	Disoriented, only two candles and the blue glow of her skin for lighting in the little cabin, Talla sat up in her cot and looked for her shoes while Del darted out the door.
	A few moments later, the glow dimmed.
	You’re moving away.
	We don’t want to be obvious.
	Del returned and looked Talla over.
	“That’s better,” she said. “We found a route to take you up the hill around the back of the Oracle.”
	“Sure,” Talla said. “But there won’t be anything subtle about him and me coming back together.”
	“That’s the plan,” Del said. “Come on.”
	They stepped out into the light of a full moon, its blue-white glow filling the small clearing in front of the cabin.
	“Zhai’s already gone up?” Talla asked, looking in the direction of their second cabin.
	“Yeah,” Del said. “Come this way. Everyone’s waiting.”
	Tina, Illya and Zoe were waiting just ahead on a path that curved off to the left.  The five of them travelled a path Talla hadn’t seen before, walking past a dozen other cabins before they took a well worn route up the hill.
	“We’re getting closer again,” Talla warned them.
	“We can see the glow,” Tina assured her.
	“Damn,” Talla said.
	They came out of the forest, Talla first spying the tops of the Oracle’s pillars as she mounted stone steps to get to the level of the clearing. Next, she saw two of the bored-looking Priestesses at their posts, about equidistant on her left and right around the periphery of the pillars.
	Her eyes reached the level of the clearing and she saw it in its eerie moonlit glory.  Across the way, a crowd of her friends waited, their bodies blocking Zhair’lo to hide his glow.
	Our secret won’t be a secret much longer, Talla thought, but this might be the only way. The gods will speak to us.
	“You should probably all sit on the ground,” Talla said. “This can be violent.”
“We will,” Del said. “And we’ll warn the Priestesses.”
“I hope they listen.”
Del moved away while Tina, Illya and Zoe did their best to shield Talla’s body.
Nobody can see me right now anyway, except the Priestess on the far side.  She doesn’t seem to be reacting.
She heard Del speaking to one of the violet-clad women before moving across the circle to speak to another.
They’re not taking her seriously.
Lastly, Del walked over and spoke to the third woman.
“They aren’t doing anything,” Illya said.
“They will,” Zoe said. “The glow will freak them out, guaranteed.”
Del returned to Talla.
“That’s as full a moon and as close to midnight as we’re going to get,” she told Talla.
“Now or never?” Talla gulped.
“Now or never.”
Talla stared across the clearing at Zhair’lo, feeling the strength of the connection between them.
The song, Talla. You can hear the song.
She hadn’t heard it in so long, she’d almost forgotten the way their bond used to sing at them. 
It’s gotten so drowned out by everything else, Zhair’lo thought.
	But not here, Zhai. Not here.  Here, there’s nothing but us and the song.
“Trust to courage,” Talla told herself and strode forward, pushing past Tina and Illya.
Zhair’lo matched her, step for step, their minds synchronized by their illicit mesh, each of them controlling the other’s action, each one surrendering to that control.
The Priestess nearest Zhair’lo sat up straighter, seeing the two glowing bodies marching into the circle.  In the corners of her eyes, she saw the other two becoming alert as well.
Not an Enforcer in sight. No one to get angry. No one to stop us.
Pens dipped in ink, made scratches on scroll paper.
They know. They barely write anything, and they’re writing now.
Shaking as she resisted her desire to run at Zhair’lo, feeling her skin start to burn with the glow it gave off, Talla walked, step for step with man, until they met in the centre.
My vision is tunnelling, she realised, the glow is blurring my eyes. My chest is on fire. My legs. Every part of me that’s upgraded.
“Now?” Zhair’lo asked.
“Now,” she said, opening her arms.
This is going to be hard. We might pass out.
I know.
Zhair’lo opened his arms, extending them around her waist. Talla reached hers around his neck.
They embraced, wrapping their arms around each other’s bodies as quickly as they could.  From their chests the crashing wave of blue ripped out with explosive force, pushing their bodies apart. Zhair’lo’s grip around her waist proved the stronger however, whileTalla barely managed to hold onto his neck. She kept her eyes open, though, and watched the blue wave roar out like thunder towards the pillars and… stop.
It stopped?
The wave crashed with a deafening crack against the pillars, lighting them up as if lightning had struck them, splashing the blue cloud of energy upwards before letting it fall back down as many millions of sparkling points. These rolled inwards in a new wave, surrounding Zhair’lo and Talla in a ring of roaring blue, approaching them with a vague sense of malevolence.
“Oh, shi-” Zhair’lo managed to hiss out before the wave hit him.
Pain struck every nerve in both their bodies, a pain shared by the strange mesh, and both desperately fought to remain conscious as the wave struck their ears and filled both their heads with the screeching of metal on metal, a thousand swords and nails on a teacher’s chalkboard.
The Priestesses, undeterred by their probable deafness, scribbled furiously.
I wonder if we’ll get to read what they’ve written.
The pain abated, the sparkling cloud disappeared, and Zhair’lo and Talla found themselves tightly embracing each other in a silent moonlit clearing.
“Now what?” Zhair’lo called out, hoping Talla could hear him, hoping they weren’t both permanently deaf.
The blue light having gone away, a softer tone had replaced it.
Someone yelled.
A soft tone of pink light filled the space around them.
More voices yelled and Zhair’lo looked behind him to see Tara manically waving her arms.
“Zhai!” she yelled again.
“What?!” he asked her.
“The fucking moon, Zhai,” she said, pointing up.
As one, Zhair’lo and Talla looked up, and suddenly realised why the clearing seemed so softly lit.
The moon had turned a decided shade of red.


