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In the crisp light of Koleko,
the morning sun, Asmara sat cross legged on the floor of the
sanctuary. She faced the new crop of male and female candidates as
they tried to be still. With the rising of the second sun, Anya,
the heat would come. But right now, her buttocks felt chilled from
the cold stone, even through the thin cushion and her thick, soft
robe. The ochre stuccoed walls surrounded her, hung with woven
carpets waving in the cool breeze which blew down the passageway.
She had grown softer in the last year.

Green dust fluttered through the air and the ever
present smell of sanshay filled her nose. She was coming out of a
sanshay cycle, which always left her feeling slightly hung over. A
headache and low on energy.

Except today she had a session with her favorite
guest, Cassidy. The thought made her smile inwardly. She looked
forward to their meeting times. She had been seeing him ever since
he arrived on Paradiso, nearly ten years ago. Her heart sank,
knowing that he’d have to leave soon.

Most of her guests were tourists from the Inner
Planets. People who wanted to experience sanshay with a Priestess
of the Aquila Rift.

One of the young girls in front of her shifted
uncomfortably and groaned. Asmara looked at her and the girl
straightened and focused on her meditation again.

An image of Cassidy’s body drifted through Asmara’s
mind, his dark smooth skin and black hair. The muscles kept strong
by constant work in the mines. Even as a supervisor, he kept his
‘hands in’. That was how he phrased it. Working as a miner, he
never forgot what it was like to be the least senior person on a
dig site, harvesting the sanshay. Most of the miners preferred
simpler sex and went to the less expensive pleasure houses, but
Cassidy had been born and lived on Osago and was very
sophisticated. He saved his money and came to the Aquila Temple. To
her.

She could almost feel his hands on her body as they
performed the great arch, could smell smoke from the candles
mingling with the rose scented oil of abundance and hear the
keening of the tarakai in the foothills beyond the temple complex.
She almost let the smile move to her face.

Almost.

Asmara decided the candidates had had enough for
their first morning on Paradiso.

“Good morning,” she said, rising in one smooth
movement, surprised she could still do it.

“Good morning, Priestess,” they chanted.

She adjusted her robe and took the mug of steaming
tea given to her by an apprentice. Sipping it, she felt the warmth
moisten her throat. An aftertaste of exotic cinnamon and nutmeg was
left, leaving her tongue tingling. She set the mug down on the open
windowsill.

“I am Priestess Asmara and am happy you have chosen
to come here to Paradiso to learn the ways of our order, of the
balance of masculine and feminine and how the cycle of sanshay
spirals in and out of those relationships.”

She nodded at John, standing in a doorway across the
room.

“Priest John will be assisting in your orientation,
as will many of the more experienced apprentices. He comes from Old
Earth and brings a different interpretation of our ways, using the
study of Tantra, as well as lost arts of India, Sumer and the
Ancient Worlds. I, as you can tell by my marbled skin and tattoos,
come from Disan, a small planet in the Aquila Rift. We will be
teaching you both physical practice and a more intellectual
understanding of Balance. You will be expected to attend all
sessions. Ours is a rigorous order, as is necessary. Even when you
are an apprentice and taking guests, it is essential that you don’t
disappoint. Our guest/priestess or priest bond is sacred.”

She sipped tea, feeling the warm comfort of it fill
the void as her body spiraled out of the sanshay cycle. “For most
of you this is your first time on Paradiso. It’s a heady thing to
be surrounded by sanshay simply floating through the air, rather
than taking it in a capsule. While your individual bodies will
differ slightly in their reaction, most of what you feel will be
the same. Your senses will expand. You may notice that butter
becomes richer, wine deeper. Complexities in music you’ve heard a
million times before will stand out. Blues, greens, oranges will
become more vivid. Someone touching your arm will awaken feelings
you’ve never felt. Our perfumed oils of sage, colossa bean and rose
may send you reeling. Let yourself experience all these fully.
Sanshay will take some getting used to.”
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