
Chapter 3

	As Zhair’lo rounded the corner towards the small housing unit his squad had been assigned in the Eastern Barracks, he saw Tara standing primly outside the door, her leathers looking like she’d just given them a thorough cleaning.
	“Zhai!” Tara called out.
	“Ho!” he replied.
	“Where’d Talla go?” Tara asked immediately, before Zhair’lo had even closed to a reasonable conversation distance.
	“Back to her Mistress, probably?” Zhair’lo shrugged.
	Tara grimaced.
	She’s still worried about the two of us repeating our Monogamy thing, Zhair’lo sighed.
	“Well, you’re just in time,” Tara lowered her voice as he finally reached her. 
	“For what?”
	At this, someone at the door behind Tara pushed it open and Bree, Del and Zia came out onto the street, also looking ready for drill.
	“Chief Cameron came in just behind us,” Del explained, “We heard he’s about to announce the commendations. Let’s not be late.”
	“Commendations?” Zhair’lo asked.
	“It’s a thing, you didn’t know?” Zia asked, wide-eyed and bubbling over just a little, “almost anyone who actually participates in a battle gets some kind of recognition.”
	“I guess it’s a bigger thing for us than you,” Del paused thoughtfully. “We have two kinds of promotions after all.”
	Somewhere toward the centre of the barracks, the Summoning Bell started ringing. Not the grating rasp of the bell used for the All Call, the emanations of which reached the Temple, but this one drew everyone’s attention nonetheless.
	The commotion seemed oddly familiar, this gently moving crowd, excited but not anxious.  Zhair’lo couldn’t remember any time in his life that he had felt like this and it took him a moment to realize he had to dig through Talla’s memories to find a time she’d gone to a Bazaar in Form, looking to spend her coins on fancy, custom-made clothing.
	Everyone’s eager, but no one wants to run or appear too enthusiastic, he thought, watching the smiles of everyone around him.
	Chief Cameron waited for them on a central dais in the main plaza of the barracks, every sword-fighting dummy, archery target and other piece of training gear safely removed to make space for the hundreds moving to gather around him.
	This can’t be every Fighter in Gern, Zhair’lo thought, looking around, but probably everybody who came back early from fighting.
	Numerous wounded had already found places nearest the small stage, easily identified by the fact they sported heavy bandages or, oddly amongst all these sturdy Fighters, sat in chairs.  As the density of the crowd increased, those seated became invisible to Zhair’lo.
	They paid the price, Zhair’lo thought. I wonder which of them will be able to fight again.
	“Table’s pretty big,” Tara said.
	Zhair’lo hadn’t even noticed the table next to Chief Cameron.  From his low viewing angle, he could only see its surface edge on, but it looked full of scrolls, papers and metallic items he couldn’t identify.
	With a nod at a woman in orange finery, standing at the back of the dais, Cameron thumped his foot on the stage, bringing silence to the disciplined Fighters before him.
“There are a number of people to commend today,” his thick brogue rolled over the assembly, “So let’s get to it.”
His mild awkwardness drew a laugh from the tense crowd.
“Aye, aye,” he admitted with slight embarrassment, “This sor’ of deal is more Master Kendrick’s thing, long did he wield sword, bu’ I’ll do my best.”
Some good natured hoots and hollers followed this statement, old Fighters remembering their fallen leader.
“Let us begin with the Hearts of Form,” the Chief continued, “These are awarded, in case you didna know, for those injured in battle, fighting for the Temple and the Relief of Beshenna.”
	The woman in orange, clearly an Officer by her clothing, stepped forward, unrolling a scroll and preparing to read from it.
	“Darus Ch’lai,” she called out.
	A cheer went up as people at the front helped a man out of his chair.  Chief Cameron grabbed a red ribbon from the table and held it up to the crowd, dangling a small, silverish heart before their eyes.  He stepped down off the stage and placed it around Darus’s neck.  A few words passed between them, unheard by Zhair’lo at the back of the crowd.
	The Officer continued reading out the list of names, which contained both men and women, and Cameron placed a medal around each of their necks. Once the worst of the wounded, the ones barely ambulatory, had their medals, the Chief returned to the stage and awarded each recipient where everyone could see better and applaud properly.
	Zhair’lo had only a moment to consider why the awards for the injured came first in the list before Talla interrupted his thoughts.  He got a wave of irritation from her, followed by a hurried rush.
	What’s up?
	I don’t know, she replied, Shanata wants to attend this meeting.
	The Officer had unrolled a second scroll by this point and Chief Cameron stepped up again.
	“The following Fighters will receive the Queen’s Recognition of Loyalty,” Chief Cameron called out. “These will be awarded to every Fighter who fought in the Relief of Beshenna.”
	The Officer began calling out names again, in groups that Zhair’lo quickly realized matched up with their squads, pulling four people at a time up onto the stage.  Each man received a red ribbon with a small square medallion on it.  As he squinted, Zhair’lo saw that each square had been embossed with an equilateral triangle and mounted on the ribbon through a small hoop along one edge.
	What about the women, I wonder? Zhair’lo thought, noting how the medal was balanced so that it looked like the square of Form, rather than being allowed to tilt into a diamond aspect.
When it came to his turn, Zhair’lo lined up with his squad, bowed his head to receive the medal and wondered at the irony.
A medal for loyalty, huh? he eyed Chief Cameron, who only quirked an eyebrow in return.
They melted back into the crowd.
“Do you get medals?” Zhair’lo quietly nudged Bree when he returned to the crowd.
“Ours are different because It’s old-fashioned,” Bree whispered back. “In the old days, women and men trained separately, remember? We don’t get med-”
“The following Fighters will receive the Queen’s Grace,” Chief Cameron rolled out.
“The Queen’s Grace?” Zhair’lo asked, but all four of his female squadmates ignored him in favour of staring wide-eyed at Chief Cameron.
The female Officer did her thing again, calling the women up in groups of four so Chief Cameron could hand them each small Red sigils. They looked similar, as far as Zhair’lo could tell from a distance, to the squares that hung from the ribbon around his neck.  But these devices, slightly shinier than what the men received, rested in the female soldiers hands.
“What are those?” Zhair’lo asked Bree when her wide-eyed ogling faded enough that she might notice him speaking.
“For women of Form,” she replied in a low voice, “it means an immediate promotion.”
No wonder they’ve all turned into children who just heard it’s Cake Day.
As the Officer called out the squads, however, Zhair’lo’s fellow Soldiers frowned when they discovered their place in the order of battle skipped.  Even Zhair’lo noticed, remembering the way they had always formed up at the Southern Barracks.
You can’t live in an army and not know your place, he thought, I knew exactly when our turn was up when they were calling out the men.
They kept their chins up, but Zhair’lo could feel, in that way one always knew the moods of one’s closest friends, the pain of their exclusion.  Sure, they had to accept they constituted the newest of Fighters, the least practiced and the least deserving of early promotion, but hadn’t they fought, been hurt and suffered?
The woman in orange called out names of older women, more experienced women, and Chief Cameron handed out more glittering red sigils.  Zhair’lo pressed his lips together, feeling the awkwardness and the hurt as quartets of women heard their names, marched forward, received applause and stepped away.
Sure, I could be biased, but what did all those other women do that Bree and Tara didn’t? Zhair’lo thought, sure they’re younger, but didn’t Zia and Del work and suffer, at their own rank and level and deserve at least that promotion?
The Officer set aside that scroll took up a new one, this with a black ribbon wrapped around it.
“The following Soldiers,” Chief Cameron rolled onward, “for their Service in Beshenna, are called forward.”
Zhair’lo felt a sudden chill as he realized why his squadmates had found themselves excluded.
“Del Ch’lai,” the Officer began reading, “Tara Ich’el…”
And Bree.  And Zia.
They called up Renzi, Kit and Z’rus too, and finally, “Zhair’lo M’han,”
Jerked forward and feeling light in the head, Zhair’lo felt a further shock of surprise when the Officer continued speaking.
“Talla Fo’jinn.”
That startled everyone, Zhair’lo felt the shock in the subtle twitch of every pair of shoulders in the file of his squadmates ahead of him.  He felt it too, from Talla, who rested far closer to the stage than he did.
Awkwardly, he felt Talla crossing into the disciplined file of the four Form girls from his squad.  Something sorted itself out and, when he arrived at the stage, he found they had insinuated Talla into their midst, giving her the middle spot in their squad, taking up stage right next to Chief Cameron.  The boys, perforce, took up stage left.
The Chief eyed them a moment and took a deep breath as if he hadn’t decided exactly what he had to say.
The Officer, nearer Zhair’lo, waited patiently.  Only a few trinkets remained on the table behind them, but Zhair’lo, in his rush, hadn’t taken a good look at them.
“When Beshenna fell,” Chief Cameron spoke slowly, his eyes uncustomarily cast aside, “we were called for aid.  Tha’ responsibility fell to this city, and this Temple, and the lad you see here, Zhair’lo M’han, well…”
The Chief paused and walked over to Zhair’lo, turning his back on the crowd to look him in the eye.  Zhair’lo remembered, right then, how Cameron had tried to reject the idea of using Zhair’lo as the conduit.  He saw, in the giant man’s eyes, looking down at him, a darkness that had nothing to do with the trauma of the battles they’d just fought.
Another deep breath and Cameron abruptly turned around.
“Zhair’lo M’han risked his life,” the Chief boomed out. “A boy this young, taking on a load like tha’.  As he well knows, he ought not to have survived, no ma’er how strong he is.”
Behind him, the Officer let out a strange sort of sniffing sound, a barely contained disapproval.  Zhair’lo looked out at the crowd, full of not just Fighters and Physicians, but Carters, Bakers and Hunters, and watched the shock go through them, a collective gasp and a mass of eyes gone wide.
“Bu’ he lived,” the Chief said. “And I say this because I want you to know tha’, after the Goddess Ascended, after the Temple was restored, Zhair’lo could have died.  But these people you see on this stage with him?  Not only did they protect him all the way through the Relief of Beshenna, they brough’ him back to us after the battle was over.  That’s why they deserve the medals they’re getting today.”
	Chief Cameron inhaled deeply again and Zhair’lo could sense the satisfaction of a man who liked his facts in a row having set everyone else's facts in order as well.
	He moved, smartly as Fighters did, along the line, looking each of them over.  He stopped at Talla, parked there between Tara and Bree.
	“And you, lass,” he spoke just loudly enough that Zhair’lo’s squadmates could hear him. “Commendations from Shanata of Abundance, Gillian of Form, Adjudicate Sonja and the Goddess of Beshenna herself.”
	Talla, quite distinctively in Zhair’lo’s mind, gulped.
	“Consider, lass, that not all Figh’ers come from Form,” he tilted his head, “At least think abou’ tha’ when ye choose your rewards.”
	Nine gods, Talla whispered into Zhair’lo’s mind, I can feel Tara’s eyes boring a hole in the side of my head. Your friends are going to hate me even more now.
	They don’t hate you, Zhair’lo told her. That’s respect. You’ll be fine.
	Chief Cameron pitched his voice a little louder, addressing all of the girls at the end of the line.
	“I heard a strange tale of how hard all of you worked to fix our lad here,” he added with a raised eyebrow. “Might not ‘a followed the Rules precisely, but Master Kendrick, long did he wield sword, put women and men in the same Barracks for a reason.  I’d ‘a liked to believe he’d have approved.”
With a swift nod, the Chief finally moved to the end of the line.
“Lads and Lasses!” he called out to the crowd. “Fighters of Gern!  Women of her Temple!  Those you see before you today? They have earned both the Queen’s Grace and the Blessing of the Goddess!”
The hundreds gathered for the ceremony broke into a roar of approval at this announcement.
I can feel them, Zhair’lo thought, extending his senses towards his squadmates, I can feel all their excitement.
But that enthusiasm had a sour bite that set in as the applause died and Chief Cameron began handing out the pairs of sigils to the girls.  Zhair’lo almost imagined he could hear them speaking in his head, reminding him that the Temples had counted themselves willing to let Zhair’lo die.
Through Talla’s eyes, he saw the sigils handed to Bree, a red Square indicating the Queen’s Grace and the black sigil of the Goddess, the square within the circle within the triangle.  Each fit nicely in the Fighter’s palms, not quite small enough for Bree to hide them if she closed her fingers.
When Talla had her turn, she received the Red Circle for Endowment in place of the Square, but otherwise the same.
The boys, on their turns, received a second, black ribbon to compliment the red one.
What do these mean? Zhair’lo asked Talla.
I don’t know, she beamed back, I missed a lot of lessons, skipping ranks, remember?
When a second round of applause ended, they dismounted the stage and found themselves the victims of hundreds of hugs and handshakes.
The younger people came through ecstatic, enviously eyeing the medals around their necks while the older crowd had darker, grimmer looks on their faces, clearly occupied by the statements Chief Cameron had made.  Nonetheless, he found himself quickly separated from the other members of his squad in the mob of people waiting to get their hands on the Great Conduit who saved Beshenna.
If only you knew what we’d planned to do to Gern, Zhair’lo’s thoughts turned acidic behind his smile, you’d never give me a medal for loyalty.
He couldn’t wait to get back to his own Barracks, hide the medals deep in a bedside drawer and never dig them up again.
When the crowd broke up, Zhair’lo found his squad loosely assembled near the stage as, all around the giant square, various attendants and Fighters had begun lighting torches while the sky turned from orange to grey.
“What are you taking?” Zia’s eyes lit up, holding the black sigil tightly in her fist so only one point of the triangle poked out.
	“Strength, obviously,” Tara said. “Right?”
	“What are we talking about?” Zhair’lo interrupted, cutting in between Tara and Bree.
	“Zhai!” Kit shouted out from across the little circle. “Did you know they get an extra upgrade?”
	“What?”
	“The Red Sigil means they get promoted,” Kit explained, “But the black one, the Goddess’s one?  That means they get any upgrade they want.”
	“So we take Strength,” Tara reiterated, looking around the group to confirm that as the obvious choice. “We’re Fighters, right?”
	“Strength, totally,” Zia nodded.
	Makes sense for the soldier types, I suppose, Zhair’lo thought.
	“Within,” Del pronounced, ticking her chin up.
	“Del’s weird, though,” Tara made a face, “For her in-div upgrade, she took Facial.”
	Del, despite having no height advantage over her sister Fighter, managed to look down on Tara with a scowl.
	“And nine gods, she can make faces,” Tara admitted in a lowered voice, turning away with a wince.
	“There are a lot of ways to be a good soldier,” Del pronounced.
	“Del’s got her eyes on bigger things,” Bree explained to Zhair’lo, casting her voice as non-privately as possible. “She’ll be bossing us all around one day, just you wait and see.”
	Zhair’lo remembered his lessons from Talla.  If they had all just earned promotions to Neophyte, it meant getting their third upgrade in their primary Disciplines - either Iron or Tight for his four squadmates, Abundance for Talla.  That came with one more upgrade, which they could choose, but it had to come from their own Division.
So the Iron girls could choose Tight or Facial, Zhair’lo thought, and the Tight girls could choose Iron or Facial.
	Upgrades outside one’s own Division, however, didn’t come until Keeper, the fourth rank.
	At least normally, Talla beamed into his brain, but I’ve never heard of this ‘Blessing of the Goddess’ thing.
	“What are you going with yours?” he asked Bree.
	This created a pause in the babble of mixed conversations, everyone’s eyes turning to Bree just as Talla entered the circle next to Zhair’lo, cutting between him and Tara.  Startled a little, Bree turned to face her.
	“You fired a bow pretty well, didn’t  you?” Bree asked her.
	“I guess,” Talla’s eyes went wide. “Not like you can, though.”
	“But you killed a ‘somebody’, you said?”
	“Yeah.”
	“Despite, you know,” Bree nodded down at Talla’s cleavage. “Those.”
	“My breasts?” Talla’s lips twisted. “Yes.”
	A slight twitch of Bree’s eyes betrayed her, a bare hesitation toward Zhair’lo, probably not visible in the torchlight and fading dusk to anyone but him, standing so close to her.
	“I’ll take Abundance, then,” Bree said.
	“You want tits?” Tara’s eyes widened in what looked to Zhair’lo like honest shock instead of her usual overdone drama. “They’ll just get in-”
	“They clearly don’t get in her way,” Bree said, turning her nose up almost as smoothly as Del.  She closed one eye and held her black sigil up before the other, tilting it so it reflected firelight across her face. “It’s my reward. I fought for it. I’ll use it as it pleases me.”
	That seemed to settle it, even for Tara, though she rolled her eyes at Bree’s vanity and turned back towards Talla.
	“I suppose you want Within?” Tara asked.
	Careful, Zhair’lo warned her.
	“It’s a long walk to Prima,” Talla said out loud, seeming to ignore Zhair’lo’s caution.
	She placed her left hand on Tara’s right shoulder and gently pushed it forward, leaning back as she did so, her eyes wandering down Tara’s back.
	“That’s two Tight upgrades?” Talla asked, raising an eyebrow.
	Tara’s eyes went wide in shock, reflecting multiple torches from around the square.
	“Maybe I’ll get one of those,” Talla shrugged, releasing Tara’s shoulder and turning back to the group in general. “What do you guys think?”
	“It’s, um,” Bree stammered, “a, you know, good idea.”
	Del nodded while holding in a laugh.
	“You’ll have trouble sitting and walking for a day or two, though,” Zia said, perhaps by way of warning. “So get it done well before we leave.”
	“Right,” Talla said.
	The boys in the squad, perhaps wisely seeing a girl-thing going on, said nothing on the subject.
	You’re going to have to go through with it, now, Zhair’lo called out to her, you realize that, right?
	Yeah, Talla sighed mentally, but I need to make friends with your people, right?
	Zhair’lo couldn’t find fault with Talla’s logic.



	Standing outside the gates of Form the following evening, Talla still winced over her impulsiveness the previous night.
	Of course I’d wanted Within, she thought, if I want to get anywhere in the Temple, that’s absolutely what I should have chosen.
	Next to her, Tina and Illya vibrated with enthusiasm, even as they all felt a little dry chill at the thought of entering Form.
	“You alright?” Tina asked suddenly. “We’re not here to be disciplined, you know?”
	She’s misunderstanding my mood, Talla forced herself to smile. I’ll be back tomorrow for my upgrade, and I won’t get to have my friends along.
	“Oh, I’m good,” she told Tina out loud, watching an unknown Officer in orange approach the gate from the Form side. “Here we go.”
	The thing is, Talla thought, watching the Officer unroll a scroll and start to read off names of those admitted, that Tight upgrade will be useful.  With the Strength upgrade I already have, it’ll make me a little more useful in a fight.
	Hearing her name, she raised her hand and stepped forward.
	Another voice echoed in her head, Are you planning to lead, or to fight?
	Did her little coterie of followers need some arrow-flinging soldier on the battlefield, or someone who could steer them to the right fights in the first place?
	Still, until I’m running a giant army, or my own city somewhere where we’re all free, I’m going to be literally running, so there’s that in favour of a Tight upgrade.
	Zhair’lo’s mind, which had come and gone from her all day as the two of them had moved about their separate tasks and the distance between them had increased, suddenly blossomed for her.  As she entered Form’s gate, bracketed by the calming influences of Tina and Illya, Talla started to feel her man again, soothing his own anxiety as he prepared for Yua’s upgrade.
	“Pretty sure you got this,” she muttered out loud.
	“What?” Tina asked as Illya leaned in.
	Talla shook her head, reminded herself that they couldn’t feel Zhair’lo’s anxiety.
	“Zhai’s nervous,” she smirked. “It comes through.”
	“Maybe don't talk to him out loud,” Illya warned, her eyes pointing out the various members of Form in their ceremonial leathers.
	Talla nodded as they continued walking, all twenty or so of those admitted for this particular evening.  After passing through the giant training area that occasionally served as a Bazaar for Facial’s artistic fashions, they passed the foreboding wooden hall where they punished women.
	Feeling her heart harden suddenly, Talla remembered wanting to burn the entire Temple down for what they’d done to her and Zhair’lo.
	Our crime was wanting to be together, Talla thought, they let us get connected like this, let us have our first night, too, and then told us to stop caring and stop trying.
	The memory of the whip’s sting across her cheeks, cutting through her skin until she bled, made her wince.
	Burn, burn, burn! Talla sneered with anger.
	Talla, please! Zhair’lo begged over their connection.
	Sorry, Zhai, Talla took a deep breath and tried to soothe herself, pushing Zhair’lo away a bit, burning them all will just get a whole lot of innocent people killed.
	But if they couldn’t burn it down, then they had to make it more fair.  And how could they change something as large as the Temple?
	Talla and her fellow guests from Sweetness and Endowment finally stopped outside an entrance to a large, rounded building which served as Form’s Augmentation Chamber, and the Officer turned to face them.  They milled around her in a vague semi-circle, piling up against the building as the Officer frowned.
	She probably expects us to form up in rows or something, Talla thought, here comes a lecture.
	“It is rare for Disciples of one Division to view another Division’s upgrades,” the Officer intoned, looking down on them from the height advantage of someone with multiple Tight and Iron upgrades, “Normally, you would only be here if you received upgrades of your own.”
	Yeah, we know, Talla tried not to roll her eyes, you kick people right out after they get their upgrades.  Go on.
	“Please respect the traditions and adherence to the rules of Form while you are here,” she continued, “We do not permit the type of laxness, noise and chattering you may have become accustomed to in your own triangles.”
	Having, she believed, impressed them with the righteousness of Form, the Officer turned on her heel and led them into the long passage behind her, up a set of stairs and out into an open gallery with seating for hundreds in a semi-circle of rising rows of seats centred around a pair of stone slabs laid on the ground.
	Those are their altars? Talla wondered at the slabs of white marble, I guess it makes sense, given the way they have to do upgrades, but…
	The women of Form had set aside a row of seats for their guests, in the back row, up against the wooden wall that ran around the entire chamber, behind even the white-skirted Virgins and Initiates who “belonged” here and two rows of empty benches.
	We have to sit at the back, even though there’s space?
The Officer led them up the stairs and waved them to their seats. Examining the wall that would serve as her backrest, Talla looked up just above her eye level to see the special, screened off window covering the place where the Goddess could view upgrades in quiet anonymity if she wished.
“I realize you are cramped for today’s festivities,” the Officer explained, “But please do not use the two rows in front of you as they are reserved.”
Reserved for women of Form, no doubt, Talla twisted her lips wryly.
	“I will collect you at the end of today’s ceremonies,” the Officer added, turning away immediately.
	This place is full, Talla thought as she took a seat between Illya and Tina, remembering the times she’d watched upgrades in Endowment’s much narrower, taller Chamber, there must be hundreds of women crammed into the benches here.
	Down in front, between the altars and the front-row thrones, two Sorceresses and a Queen stood facing each other, casually discussing some matter, one of the Sorceresses occasionally looking up into the stands over Talla’s head.  Talla glanced that way as well and noted a screened-in window behind her.
	“I think we’re waiting for the Goddess to show up,” Talla whispered to her friends.
	“What?” Illya asked.
	“They keep looking up there,” Talla nodded toward the screen behind them. “That’s the Goddess’s box.”
	Talla watched the women, gathered into little groups, trying to identify them by their features.
	Even in their fanciest, skimpiest clothes, I can’t tell Iron from Tight, she thought, there’s so much cross-upgrading between their Disciples, and I don’t know a twice upgraded butt from a twice upgraded set of abs anyhow.
	The Facial women, however, Talla spotted easily.  They stretched the rules as far as possible where it concerned fashion over strict obedience to their rank.  They wore the jewels and the toggles and every kind of fancy necklace and earrings they could find.  They also segregated themselves somewhat from their sisters in Iron and Tight.
	Or is it more like Iron and Tight stay away from Facial? Talla thought, remembering the way Tara acted towards Del’s optional upgrade. The Facial girls always seem friendlier to me.
	Thinking back to her encounters with Zoe and Lacy and whoever else, “friendly” barely seemed to cover it.  Most women were too frightened of Temple orthodoxy to attempt to sexually please one another, but the Facial women showed no such compunction once they’d heard Talla could mesh with women as well as men.
	Which brings us around to Yua, doesn’t it?  Who only really joined our conspiracy because she felt attracted to me.
	A commotion at the front caused a rippling wave of silence to spread across the chamber.
	Now you can really spot the Facial girls, Talla smirked, they’re still talking.
	The butt of a spear struck the marble floor a moment later, silencing even the giddiest in attendance and drawing all eyes to Mistress of Ceremonies clad in her ceremonial leathers.
	The Goddess must be here, then, Talla shivered, imagining the occupant of the box behind her.
	“Women of the Temple,” the Officer’s voice rang out in military tones, but with that light touch of persuasiveness that told you she’d taken enough Facial upgrades to twist whatever she wanted out of you with words, “We bring a special guest as our first Conduit.  Zhair’lo M’han, Conduit of the Relief Army of Beshenna, will grace our Chamber this night.  We remind all, including our guests, to mind the Dictates and the Protocols of this Chamber.”
	Talla raised an eyebrow, shared a glance with Tina, who rolled her eyes.
	Rules nerds, Talla interpreted that eye roll, expecting women from Endowment and Sweetness to act like barbarians.
	With a sigh, they listened as the woman read out a highly edited version of the fall of Beshenna, neglecting exactly how the Perfection of Within had been lost, and giving an account of Zhair’lo’s heroic and risky acceptance of the role of Conduit in the Relief Army.
	Yes, he’s the big hero who wanted to burn you all down, Talla winced, trying not to roll her own eyes.



	Zhair’lo stood under the spigot in the Priming Room, the two young women from Form busily attending to their obligation to get him as aroused as possible.  With his eyes closed, he heard a faint creak.
	That makes no sense, he thought, the door to the Chamber shouldn’t open until they’re ready, and there’s always a knocking pattern for that way ahead of time.
	Having done numerous upgrades in every Division, Zhair’lo knew all of their habits and protocols.  No door should have opened.
	He turned his head left to look behind him, but saw that the door back to the waiting room hadn’t opened either.  Twisting to his right side, he realized that the third door, the one that let the Priming girls and the higher ranking organizers in and out of the room lay ajar.
	“Our turn?” a small voice asked.
	Below him, on her knees, her mouth full of his erection and her tongue swirling about his head, the Primer looked him in the eyes with a mild resignation. She slid off him with a slight lurch of a gag and stood up.
	“I only get a little time,” she said, kissed him on the cheek and turned away.
	Her partner, who had been caressing his testicles, slid over and thrust him into her mouth one more time and came off.
	“Whoa,” Zhair’lo gasped, feeling his head bump against her throat.
	She didn’t even gag, he realized, mark of a Facial girl, I think.
	Two more girls, from Tight by the looks of their legs, had already slid into the room.
	They didn’t even bother putting their clothes on, just entering naked straight away.
	Without so much as introducing themselves, they moved their smooth, strong bodies into place and knelt before him.  The first of them immediately sucked on his swollen erection, while the other waited impatiently, biting her lip.  The second one, after only a few heartbeats, nudged her partner who, with some regret, pulled off his erection and stood up and kissed Zhair’lo on the cheek.
	“Nice to meet you,” her eyes glowed at him as she put her arm around his waist and looked down at her friend.
	In a slight panic, Zhair’lo realized two more girls had already entered and moved in behind the one kneeling.  Simply for balance, he leaned on the Tight girl’s embrace.
	“Oh,” she purred softly, “grab a little cheek, hm?”
	Zhair’lo’s left hand slid down from her waist to grip her left cheek.
	“Ooh!” she groaned. “How about a little slap? Would that help you get hard?”
	Always a performance with these people, Zhair’lo thought.
	Not wanting to blow a load in anyone’s mouth, and thus ruin the possibility of Yua’s upgrade, Zhair’lo kept the anonymous girl’s spanking light.
	She’s Tight, anyway, he reminded himself, it would take more force than I can come up with to even annoy her.
	A little sound halfway between a snort and a giggle escaped her mouth and she slipped out of his grasp.  The one on her knees found herself forcefully evicted by the two standing behind her.  She came and stood at Zhair’lo’s side as a new mouth found his erection.  Zhair’lo felt his vision begin blurring.
	More girls entered by the door even as the first ones left.
	How many are there? he wondered.
	Another kiss on the cheek.
	“Well?” a voice whispered in his ear.
	“Huh?”
	“Is it only Taya’s butt that’s worth a spanking?” she mewed at him, “What about me?”
	Nine gods, these girls.
	Zhair’lo slapped her cheek with all the force he could muster while trying to hold back his orgasm.
	“Zhai!” a familiar voice called out.
	Distracted, he turned to see that the next pair of girls, waiting behind the two on their knees, included a familiar face.
	“Zia?” he asked.
	“Of course,” she said, leaning over the girl with his penis in her mouth and watching. “You think I’d miss this?  I signed up as soon as I heard.”
	“No one,” Zhair’lo gasped and restarted, “No one told me.”
	“It’s a surprise,” Zia explained, grinning with delight. “So, of course not.”
	A girl came off his cock and rose before him.
	“Entha?” he asked, only recognizing her right then.
	“Mm-hm,” she nodded, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “Do I get a little slap, too?”
	Zhair’lo sighed and, with a weary smile, smacked her cheek.  She giggled, enough Tight upgrades to make it only amusing, and sauntered out of her room as her partner rose as well.
	“Gods, I just love getting on his cock,” Zia said as she knelt.  Her mouth fell on him voraciously, plunging him deeper inside her than he had imagined she could go.
	She popped off with a wide-eyed gasp, perhaps having exceeded her own limits.
	“I’ll get a Facial upgrade,” she nodded, staring at his erection, “and I can do this even better.”
	Zia impaled herself on him again, working him hungrily as the previous girl lingered on his left side.
	Right, she’s waiting for her smack, now. Zhair’lo thought as he slapped another cheek.
	“Since when,” an imperious voice rang out from the doorway, “did spankings have anything to do with Priming?”
	“Relax, Del,” Zia said as she rose off his erection with clear regret.
	“Since,” Zhair’lo said, and took a deep breath, “Since the first girl in here - Taya, I think - asked for one.”
	“Don’t leave me out,” Zia protested.
	Zhair’lo whacked her ass in instant response.
	“Well,” Del replied, as she and her partner pushed Zia’s partner off of Zhair’lo.
	Whoever Zia’s partner was, and Zhair’lo had already lost his mind, she expected her smack on the butt like the rest of them.
	When it came to Del’s turn, she pursed her lips at him.
	“If it’s the thing to do,” Del said. “You should do it for me, too.”
	Prim and proper, caught between following the rules perfectly and following the standard laid down by her sisters, even Del chose the more interesting of the two.
	After he spanked her, his eyes truly blurred.  The girls came in by pairs, sucked on his erection for a few thrusts, took a little slap on the ass, and moved along.  Another pair always waited.  He recognized a few faces, remembered a few names, but mostly focused on not coming in their mouths as dozens of them took turns on his cock.
	How many girls of the right age could Form have? Zhair’lo wondered in exasperation. And it is just Form. None of them have any signs of Endowment or Sweetness.
	He saw a lot of range in upgrades, from women that seemed to have only one Facial to a few with three Tight or Iron.
	Tara’s face appeared in front of him, having just finished her work on her knees.
	“My spanking,” she declared, “better be louder than the rest.”
	Gasping for breath, he gave her the hardest swat he dared at that point.
	“Nice,” she hissed at him before sucking air through her teeth, “Good luck out there.”
	I need luck in here, thanks, Zhair’lo thought.
	“They must have a lot of faith in you,” Bree said when her turn was done, “thinking you can take all of us and hold on.”
	“Thanks,” he muttered, slapping her cheek though she hadn’t specifically offered.
	“Ha,” she replied.
	Finally, the knocking pattern came at the door.
	Thank the gods, Zhair’lo beamed out at random, opening his eyes to look around and finding only two naked girls remained in the room with him.



	In front of Talla, filing in very neatly, dozens of girls in various white ranks took up the entirety of the two benches in front of her.
	She and Tina looked at each other.
	“What’s going on?” Illya whispered from Talla’s other side.
	The attendants had doused all but the lowest level torches already.  Form, with its adherence to the rules, should never have allowed more women to enter the Chamber after they had darkened the room.
	“I don’t know,” Talla said, her voice covered by the light commotion in the two rows before them, “we’re supposed to be silent, aren’t we? So the Conduit can’t tell how many women are watching and get spooked?”
	Zhair’lo wouldn’t get spooked, Talla reassured herself, reaching out and sensing Zhair’lo in a completely blissed out mental state that had nothing to do with erectile anxiety.
	As the two files of girls sat down, giving Talla a view of the Chamber floor once again, she realized Zia had taken a spot on the bench in front of her.
	“Zia,” she leaned forward to hiss. “Why are you all allowed in late?”
	Zia turned back with a smirk on her face, “We were in the Priming Room.”
	Talla felt her eyes go wide, shared a quick look with Tina, then leaned forward again, “All of you?”
	Another smirk from the triumphant Fighter.
	By a quick head count, that looked like about fifty girls filling those two rows, now crammed cheek to cheek on two long benches.
	“Wow,” Illya breathed, “all of them.”
	“I guess that’s why that Officer was going on so long, singing his praises,” Tina said.
	“It’s fair, I suppose,” Talla said. “We get medals and bonus upgrades. So Zhair’lo gets medals and… that.”
	Tina acknowledged the wisdom of Talla’s words as a spear butt cracked against the marble floor, reminding those who had recently arrived about the requirements for silence.
	The door opened and Zhair’lo appeared, standing between Yua, kneeling on Zhair’lo’s right and H’reena, kneeling on the stone slab on his left.
	He looks steady on his feet, Talla thought, but I can feel how close to the edge he came.
	She gulped, watching Zhair’lo tenuously walk up the two steps, bowing into the darkness toward the thrones of the Queen and the Sorceresses.  Closing her eyes, Talla tried to gently access his mind, to see how far into the darkness Zhair’lo could see.  Zhair’lo, however, fairly blasted out sensation, forcing Talla to shut him out.
	“You okay?” Tina nudged her.
	“Yeah,” she whispered back.
	Letting her mind open only the slightest bit, as if cracking a door open just enough to peer through the revealed slit, Talla let herself catch the dimmest fraction of the light shining from Zhair’lo’s mind.
	Way overloaded, Talla realized.  Glancing over at Yua, she thought, Oh, dear.

	Zhair’lo stepped up to H’reena, eyeing the woman’s fantastic orange outfit, featuring opaque and translucent panels, interwoven with fine slices of gold brocade.  Though he’d already seen her mostly naked, the sight of her on her knees before him still shook him.  As he stepped up to her, she removed first her own earrings, jingling the gold chains hanging down to her shoulders.
	Don’t need those in the way, I suppose, Zhair’lo thought, watching H’reena pass them off to an attendant.
	As she reached for the fur kilt wrapped around his lower body, the drums that had started before his entrance increased their throbbing pace and the choir began an accompaniment.
	Right, Facial, Zhair’lo remembered, they sing all the way through.
	The song made him pause, as he recalled the first time he’d heard it.  It hadn’t come from the sonorous, melodic throats of Facial’s choir, however.  He had heard it inside his head, whenever he’d come close to Talla.  Somehow, the women of Facial heard that song, too.  Whatever went on in the strange link between himself and Talla, Zhair’lo knew that the Facial women had found a way to get in tune with the very nature of the mesh in a way that no one else ever had.
	Zhair’lo shook himself back into focusing on the present as H’reena handed him the chalice full of clear syrup, a clear degree of snark in the way she raised her eyebrow at him.
	Synergist, Zhair’lo thought, understanding the exact source of H’reena’s cynicism, which we had set out to destroy.
	As he held the chalice out, H’reena dipped the fingertips of both of her hands into the liquid and began slowly and delicately applying it to her face.  She started with her forehead, down her cheekbones and across to the bridge of her nose. A second dip served to coat her lips and chin.  The third and last went across her hairline with little streaks into her bronze-highlighted hair.
	The attendant appeared, whisking away the chalice, and H’reena immediately took Zhair’lo’s erection in hand, pulling him closer.
	“There we are,” she whispered conspiratorially, “Nice and comfy.”
	Her hands, one under his testicles, the other stroking his shaft, felt soft and delicate.  Zhair’lo breathed carefully, lest anything jar him into an unfortunately premature action.
	“It’s alright,” H’reena soothed as the choir intensified. “I’ve got you.”
	She began stroking the head of his shaft against her forehead and Zhair’lo, knowing what came for him, spread his legs slightly to brace himself.
	The wave of dizziness struck, tilting the whole world at his feet, but H’reena’s right hand snaked up his thigh to grab his hip, her enhanced strength forcing steadiness upon him while his body Hunted for her Discipline.
	This isn’t really dangerous, Zhair’lo reminded himself, gently laying a hand on her shoulder.  Except that I might fall over, there’s no real danger of synchronizing myself to the wrong Discipline.
	He hung on while his body wobbled and H’reena kept him steady until, finally, the magic coalesced and locked in place.  Thusly Seized, he felt better.  Glancing to his right, Zhair’loi checked his vision, seeing clearly all the way up to the Goddess’s Gallery where - no surprise by this point in his life - a golden woman with blue sparks cascading out of her silken, black hair watched him with a casually piercing gaze.
	I was Served by her, he thought, or had sex with her, or something like that.
	Below her, he spotted Tina, Talla and Illya in the backmost row.  In front of them, his four squadmates sat, smiling proudly and possessively in his direction.
	Nine gods, all of those girls from the Priming Room are here watching, Zhair’lo thought, trying to clear from his mind the memory of all their mouths, taking turns at his erection.
	H’reena, already having sensed his steadiness, started moving the head of that erection around her face, smoothing out the Synergist over the bridge of her nose and her eyes, sweeping it down over her lips, across her jawline and up into her hair.
	Oh, Madra Zen, I don’t know how long I can hold this up.
	As his erection made a pass across her Synergist-moistened hairline, around to the other ear and down her jaw, H’reena gave him one more pass of her lips before her eyes locked on his.
	Oh, right.  Promises, promises.
	Zhair’lo took a deep breath, warding off his orgasm, and watched as H’reena opened her mouth and pushed forward onto him, impaling him.
	Oh, gods, Zhair’lo thought, I didn’t realize she could push it right into her throat. How in the world?
	His thought train cut off as he popped out of her mouth again.
	With a sniff and a gulp, H’reena nodded to him.
	“You’re ready.”
	“I know,” he sighed.
	There followed immediately after the awkward Walk with Extreme Erection from one altar to the other.  Yua, her almond eyes glowing with excitement even while her chin trembled with anxiety, waited.
	The choir began working towards their crescendo the moment Zhair’lo reached the appointed spot on the floor.
	“Don’t. Take. Too long,” Zhair’lo begged.
	Yua nodded and quickly unlaced her little top, dropping it away to reveal the breasts he had once given a double upgrade, what seemed a lifetime ago.  An attendant appeared to take the top away.
They never want to make a mess of their tops, Zhair’lo remembered, in case it drips down.
	She took a chalice from a second attendant, also appearing out of the darkness behind her.  Yua gingerly handed this to Zhair’lo, compressing her lips between her teeth as she watched his expression.
	I have the control to make it through, Zhair’lo told himself as he closed his eyes, I’ve done this before.  Held it for days on the way to Beshenna.  Just one more time for Yua.
	Feeling pressure on the chalice as Yua reached into it, Zhair’lo opened his eyes and found her dipping the fingertips of both of her hands into the liquid, the urgency of her quest evident in her clumsy, jerking haste.
	“Just a momen’, Zhai,” her lilting voice slipped into his ears. “Just you hold on.”
	She coated her forehead and hairline with generous globs of Synergist, quickly smoothing them down her cheekbones and past her ears.  Two more finger loads hit the bridge of her nose to spread down to her chin and along the rounded lines of her jaw.
	Thoroughly glazed over most of her face, she dipped only her right hand in and ran her fingers over her lips.
	She doesn’t have to put it in her mouth, Zhair’lo recalled from previous upgrades, that comes later.
	Lastly, and they almost always worked it in this order, she dipped both sets of fingers in once more and coated her eyes.
	He gave a glance down at her naked breasts, small compared to Talla’s or H’reena’s, but substantial for most women at this end of the Temple.
This time, he knew with considerable certainty, he had enough loaded up inside him for the excess to amount to a problem for that top she had thankfully discarded.
Your breasts are in danger, he thought giddily.
Yua reached out to take the chalice from Zhair’lo and hand it back to the attendant.
The musicians accelerated their rhythm and a new, louder and deeper drum joined the beat.
	Yua pulled him closer by grabbing his erection and dragging him to point blank range.  She ought, by his understanding of the ritual, take care not to actually touch his tip to her body, but the women of Facial generally ignored rules, regardless of how hard the Tight and Iron women might thump their spears in protest.
	One of Yua’s slippery hands cupped Zhair’lo’s testicles while the other stroked his erection.  The lubrication served to allow her to easily slide back his foreskin without causing any discomfort, an act which she followed with furious motions over his swollen head.
	The sensation of her fingers dancing over the back edge of that dark red mushroom drove Zhair’lo to the edge.
	“Madra Zen, Yua,” Zhair’lo gasped, “I-”
	Some fifty mouths in the shower, the back of H’reena’s mouth, coupled with Yua’s ministrations, blistered through Zhair’lo’s mind like a blacksmith’s poker stabbing through a block of ice.  A hissing sounded from the back of Zhair’lo’s mouth and, at long last, he released himself.
	Forcing his eyes to remain open, despite the desperate force seizing his body and trying to make him clench every muscle, he watched his ejaculation blast a well of semen into Yua’s forehead, splashing Synergist in every direction as if she had hosted a pond and he had hurled a rock into it.
	Distantly, he heard sounds of awe and shock from the audience, terrible breach of Protocol.  But the spears did not crack down, perhaps because the spear carriers also found themselves shocked, or possibly because they didn’t want to break the concentration of the players at the altar.
	Yua, her eyes closed and her face already covered in Synergist, probably didn’t realize how much he had sprayed over her forehead, at least until her left hand abandoned its testicular work to start spreading his semen over her face.  As she worked it into her skin, she aimed his second volley lower, at the very tip of her nose.  The stream of semen exited his body as she jerked, spraying a line of white fluid across her face from one cheek to the other.
	“Oh!” she mumbled through her sticky lips.
	The third shot she pointed down at those delicate lips and Zhair’lo watched his erection fire across them, half of the volley wasted as it dripped down onto her naked chest.
	Despite her blindness, Yua appeared to realize how much she had to work with and began recklessly spreading magically reinforced semen and Synergist all over her face, into the wells of her eyes even, and pointed his erection back at the bridge of her nose as she did.  Volley after volley hurled across her forehead and eyes as her skin began to yield the faint blue glow that showed the upgrade had started to take.
	Yua stuffed three fingers into her mouth and Zhair’lo watched her swallow the bitter mix, not just once or twice but three times.
	“Okay, okay,” Zhair’lo gasped, “I’m done. Empty.”
	Yua twitched in apology for her overexuberance as she released her grip on his shaft and ran both hands over her face, sweeping the glowing Synergist mix up and back through her hair, massaging it into her scalp over and over again to get the maximum benefit of the upgrade.
	“Whoa,” Yua’s high pitched voice squeaked out, “I can feel it.”
	She used two fingers of each hand to clear her eyes enough to blink and look up at Zhair’lo.  As the upgrade started to take its toll on her energy level, Yua forced her glowing and glistening face to blearily smile up at him.
	Salaciously, because she had no real reason to do it, Yua carefully inserted her pinky finger in her mouth and sucked the juice off it.  She proceeded to do the same to each and every finger until all ten were clean.
	“Ooh,” she whispered and opened her mouth to draw cool air into her throat, “I-”
	“Don’t try to talk,” Zhair’lo urged, seeing the brightness of the glow across her face and inside her mouth. “Pretty sure they doubled you again.”
	Yua nodded, keeping her mouth open to mitigate the heat rising inside it.
	Attendants lit torches and others arrived with damp towels for both of the actors in the short drama.  With relief, Yua scrubbed her face clean and looked up at him with vaguely focused eyes.
	“Yeah,” she breathed out, “Double. Hoo.”
	


	Talla felt her heart leap as the moment approached, leaning forward to get the best possible view.  Zhair’lo had not disappointed her, or Yua, or anyone in attendance.
	So much semen!
	In front of her, she heard Zia gasp.
	“That’s our Zhair’lo,” Tara whispered, which made Talla twitch just a little.
	I’m not allowed to be possessive, but she is?
	After Zhair’lo finished coating her face, and while Yua licked her fingers clean to the horror of several of the Iron and Tight sticklers who made aggravated little harumphing noises throughout the audience, the torches came on and the mood relaxed enough to allow quiet conversation
	“Del?” Zia asked.
	“Yeah?”
	“Remember when he came on my face?”
	“Yeah?”
	“Was it that much?” Zia wondered.
	“Definitely not.”
	“Oh,” Zia sounded faintly disappointed. “I guess he’s fully hydrated and-”
	“And like fifty of us sucked his cock ahead of time,” Tara rolled her eyes, “Give yourself a break.”
	“Hm, yeah,” Zia sighed.
	I can’t pretend they don’t like him, Talla realized, leaning back to nestle in between Tina and Illya, I just can’t stand the way they think they own him.  He was with me long before they came along.
	The half-squad of Fighters in front of her continued prattling on about Zhair’lo and his qualities.
	Long, long before they came along, Talla frowned.
