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Chapter 1: Summer of the Elves (Continued)

The summer sun had no business being this warm at a magical university where most of the architecture looked like it wanted to brood in perpetual autumn. But the grounds didn’t care about aesthetic consistency. They stretched green and lazy under a sky so blue it looked enchanted, which it probably was. The Great Hall’s ceiling would have been reflecting it back at an empty room, nobody there to appreciate the mood-responsive weather simulation.

Nobody except me, a handful of elves, and the lingering dread that my grandmother was being held captive in a compound I couldn’t reach.

I stood in the dueling court, sweat sticking my training robes to my back, channeling fire through my right hand while trying to maintain an illusion shield with my left. The fire sputtered. The shield flickered. Both collapsed simultaneously in a sad little puff of orange sparks and dissolving light.

“Again,” Keel said.

Professor Wyverna Keel leaned against the arena wall with her arms crossed, the scar running from her left temple to her jaw catching the morning light. Her cropped dark hair was damp from the heat, and her combat robes were scuffed and patched in ways that suggested she’d earned every thread. She watched me the way a surgeon watches an incision: clinical, attentive, entirely devoid of sympathy.

“Your illusion feints have potential,” she said as I gathered myself. “Your fire control is sloppy. Your dragon-fire is wild. Your nature magic is nonexistent without Solana. Your wards are adequate.” She paused long enough to make adequate feel like a medal and an insult. “Your mind-magic is your best weapon. Use it.”

I raised my hands again. Drew on Kim’s fire bond, which felt like reaching for a warm coal through a wall of water. Without her here, the connection was an echo of what it should have been. The fire came, but it came sluggish and temperamental, like a dog that didn’t recognize its owner’s voice over the phone.

Rika’s illusion was worse. The glamour kept collapsing into fragments, half-formed shapes that dissolved before they could be useful. Harmony’s cognitive enhancement worked, at least. I could feel the sharper pattern recognition, the faster processing. But thinking clearly about how badly I was casting didn’t actually fix the casting.

Dracoona’s dragon-fire was the one that scared me. When I pulled on it, the heat came in surges I couldn’t predict. I’d singed my eyebrows twice this week and set fire to a practice dummy that Keel had specifically told me not to destroy.

“The bond threads are attenuated,” she said, not moving from her spot. “You were designed to operate as a unit, not a solo practitioner. Stop trying to be six witches and be the one wizard who connects them.”

“They’ll be back in September.”

“Then you’d better find something to do until September that doesn’t involve burning my equipment.”

I dropped the fire. Wiped sweat from my face. My eyes caught the light wrong for a second, and I knew from the way Keel’s attention sharpened that the violet flash had been visible.

The dark lord’s eyes. They came more often now. Magic and sex still brought them out, and so did frustration, worry, and those moments where the thing inside me that the prophecy had named woke up and paid attention to the world through my retinas.

“Take an hour,” Keel said. “Eat something. Then we work on your wards.”

I didn’t argue. Arguing with Keel was like arguing with a sword. The sword didn’t care about your position.

I headed to the outdoor training grounds first. Keel had set up a secondary exercise for days when the dueling court felt too enclosed: a course of enchanted obstacles across the east lawn that tested reflexes, ward stability, and the ability to cast while moving. The obstacles reconfigured every run, enchanted stone pillars that shifted positions and launched low-level hexes at anyone who passed too slowly.

I ran the course three times. The first run was a disaster. A pillar caught me with a stinging hex across the ribs because I’d tried to maintain a fire shield while vaulting a barrier, and neither the vault nor the shield had committed to existing. The second run was marginally less terrible. I abandoned the fire entirely and focused on wards, which were the one discipline Keel had called “adequate,” and managed to deflect two hexes while maintaining forward momentum. The third run I attempted to combine Rika’s illusion with Dracoona’s dragon-fire, creating a decoy image that breathed flame while the real me slipped past the pillar’s targeting range.

The decoy held for approximately three seconds before dissolving into a purple smear of confused light. The dragon-fire, with nobody directing it, shot sideways and set a hedge on fire.

An elf appeared with a watering can. The hedge was doused with silent efficiency.

“Thank you,” I said.

The elf bowed. “The hedge was overdue for pruning, Master Dana. Consider this an accelerated approach.”

I walked across the empty campus. The cobblestone paths that had been crowded with five hundred witches three weeks ago were bare and slightly overgrown, the enchanted groundskeeping spells running on reduced power with most of the faculty gone. Wildflowers pushed through cracks. Dandelion seeds drifted on thermals from the greenhouses. A pair of enchanted brooms swept the front steps of the Great Hall without supervision, their bristles moving with the aimless futility of tools designed for crowds that weren’t there.

The library was open, staffed by a skeleton crew of enchanted book-sorting charms that reshelved volumes nobody was reading. I’d spent three evenings there last week, pulling restricted-section texts on familiar bonds and bloodline resonance, trying to understand the magical theory behind Mr. Whiskers’ necklace transformation. The texts were dense, dry, and written in a period when magical academia believed that clarity was a sign of intellectual weakness. I’d absorbed approximately forty percent of the content and understood about half of what I’d absorbed.

Harmony would have understood all of it. Harmony would have cross-referenced it with seven other sources and produced a three-page summary with footnotes. But Harmony was at home with her parents, managing her summer arousal schedule without access to a coven bond that sharpened her cognition to razor levels, and I missed her the way you miss the brain’s left hemisphere when it’s on vacation.

I missed all of them. Kim’s energy filling every room she entered. Solana’s dreamy non sequiturs that somehow hit the exact center of whatever problem I was ignoring. Rika’s chaotic loyalty and the sound of her bell collar in the corridors. Dracoona’s aristocratic precision, the way she held a teacup like it was a weapon and a compliment simultaneously. Aurelie’s warm authority and the measured click of her heels that meant someone competent was approaching.

Without them, I was half a dark lord. The bonds stretched across distance, thinned but unbroken, like golden threads pulled taut enough to hum.

The Great Hall was cavernous and strange with only a handful of seats occupied. No house tables full of chatter and gossip and Kim knocking over the gravy boat. No Sapphotange girls making out with weaponized intensity. No Ravenslop girls offering thoughtful perspectives on the soup.

Just me, a bowl of something the kitchen elves had prepared with quiet devotion, and the enchanted ceiling showing a sky I could have just looked at by stepping outside. The ceiling had defaulted to a pastoral mode in the absence of student mood to reflect: slow clouds, gentle light, the visual equivalent of elevator music.

I ate mechanically. Tasted nothing. The bowl contained some kind of stew with herbs that Solana would have identified on sight and I could only describe as “green bits in brown liquid.” It was excellent. Everything the elves made was excellent. They cooked the way they served: with centuries of accumulated devotion to the craft.

Grandma.

Every morning I woke up thinking about her. Every night I fell asleep with the image of her ransacked house burned behind my eyelids. White-light scorch marks on the walls. Furniture overturned. The Puritan Lord’s signature, cold and sterile, where lavender and old books should have been.

She’d been right about everything. Magic. My parents. The enrollment letter. All of it.

And now she was somewhere I couldn’t reach, maybe kept alive by a cat who had turned himself into a necklace, surrounded by people serving an impotent zealot who wanted to strip desire from the world because he couldn’t participate in it.

I pushed the bowl away. Appetite required something other than dread, and dread was all I had between training sessions.

I’d tried writing her a letter last week. “Dear Grandma: I’m fine. The university is mostly empty. A professor with a scar is teaching me combat magic. I’m sleeping with elves. A prophecy says my penis is important. I miss you. Please don’t be dead.” I’d crumpled it, thrown it into the common room fireplace, and watched the flames turn violet as they consumed it.

The Lustenhart common room was too large for one person. It had been designed for a house full of students, the plush couches and armchairs arranged in conversation clusters that assumed conversations, the fireplace sized for a communal gathering that wasn’t gathering. I’d taken to sitting in the corner nearest the window, where I could watch the grounds and practice small illusions, glamours that flickered and failed because Rika wasn’t here to anchor the bond that made them work.

The elves kept the room immaculate. Fresh flowers appeared daily on the mantel, replaced before wilting, the enchanted vases cycling through arrangements that nobody complimented. The elves maintained them anyway. Beauty deserved maintenance, audience or not. The fire burned at a comfortable temperature through spells that predated most of the faculty.

I was halfway to that corner when Sylvara found me.

She moved the way she always moved: like gravity was a suggestion she politely declined. Silver-blue hair catching sunlight, violet eyes expressing serene patience, pointed ears framing a face that belonged in a painting rather than a hallway.

“Master Dana.” She fell into step beside me. “You carry too much alone.”

“I’m not alone. I have you, three attendants, and a combat professor who thinks ‘adequate’ is a love letter.”

Sylvara’s lips curved. A trace of humor warmed that otherworldly face. “Professor Keel is not incorrect. Your strengths lie in connection. Without the coven, you are…”

“A mediocre wizard with violet eyes and a prophecy about his dick?”

“I was going to say ‘incomplete.’ But your phrasing has a certain charm.” She paused at the corridor junction. “The headmistress has requested your presence. She seemed… focused.”

Dabbledough being focused concerned me. It was like a natural disaster being focused. Powerful, rare, and liable to upend everything in its path.

I found her in her office.

Headmistress Dabbledough looked different. I’d spent most of last year watching her ignore the world from behind a phone screen, muttering about tokenomics while her school collapsed around her. The crypto startup had crashed. The Puritan Lord’s forces had hacked her website and replaced her whitepaper with “THE LIGHT CLEANSES ALL.” She’d lost her Cauldron Protocol, her governance vote, and most of her remaining dignity.

Something had shifted during the aftermath. She sat behind her enormous desk with her back straight, her enormous spectacles clean, and her chaotic bun containing only hair, quills, and one fork. No crystals. No phone in hand. No candlestick chart projections floating above the desk.

She was studying a map.

“Mr. Del Morte. Sit.”

I sat.

“I’ve been thinking about your grandmother.” She looked up. Her eyes, behind those thick lenses, were bright and sharp and absolutely terrifying. “I’ve been thinking about her for three weeks. I’ve been thinking about how I spent seven months checking cryptocurrency prices while a Puritan Lord possessed one of my professors, and how the culmination of my negligence is a nineteen-year-old boy eating dinner alone in my Great Hall because his last living family member was kidnapped by the consequence of my inattention.”

I opened my mouth. She raised a hand.

“I am one hundred and thirty-eight years old. I defeated a basilisk at thirty. I rewrote the ward architecture of this campus at fifty-five. I held the Treaty of the Three Covens together for forty years through sheer force of personality. And last year I was doing pitch decks.” She took off her spectacles. Cleaned them. Put them back on. “I have been a fool, Mr. Del Morte. I intend to stop.”

I stared at her.

“I have a plan.” She stood. Walked to the window. For a moment she looked out at the empty grounds, old failures written across her face as she measured the landscape she was supposed to protect. “It requires something from you that you may find undignified.”

“I’m the only male at an all-female magical university with a prophecy about my Shaft of Destiny. My dignity threshold is in negative numbers.”

“Fair.” She returned to the desk. Moved her quill stand aside with deliberate care. Spread the map across the cleared surface. Mountains, forests, a web of ley lines drawn in luminous ink that pulsed with gentle light. Red marks indicated known magical settlements. Blue marks indicated known Puritan Lord activity from the restricted intelligence files she’d apparently been accessing. A single gold circle, drawn in fresh ink, marked Hexhaven.

“Your magical signature is carried in your biological material. Specifically, your semen.”

“Of course it is.”

“The signature connects through sympathetic resonance to familiar bonds. Your grandmother’s cat, Mr. Whiskers, transformed into a protective necklace during the kidnapping. He is sustaining her life through a familiar bond. Your magical signature, transmitted through your biological material, connects to THAT bond through bloodline resonance.”

I followed the logic. “You want to triangulate Mr. Whiskers’ position using my…”

“Sperm. Yes.”

“This is somehow an extremely academic conversation about my semen.”

“Hexhaven is an academic institution.” She didn’t smile, but something in her enormous eyes suggested she was capable of it. “I need a sample. Fresh. Within the hour. Contained in a thaumically neutral vessel.”

“A vessel.”

“A chalice.”

“You want elves to milk me into a chalice.”

“I want elves to collect a biological sample in a thaumically neutral container. The terminology is a matter of perspective.”

I thought about arguing. But Dabbledough was focused, competent, and offering the first real lead on finding Grandma in three weeks. If she needed my sperm in a fancy cup, she could have my sperm in a fancy cup.

“I’ll have Sylvara arrange it,” I said.

“Splendid.” She was already pulling a second map from a drawer, this one annotated with ward frequencies and defensive spell parameters. The focused Dabbledough was terrifying because she was competent at approximately seventeen things simultaneously, and each of those things was being executed at a level that reminded you she’d spent a century being one of the most powerful magical practitioners alive before she’d gotten distracted by blockchain technology.

“One more thing,” she said, not looking up. “Keel tells me your combat readiness is improving.”

“She said ‘adequate.’ Once.”

“From Keel, that’s a commendation. I received ‘adequate’ from her predecessor when I defeated the basilisk. The creature was forty feet long and toxic from both ends, and the assessment was ‘adequate defense.’” She tapped the map. “The tracking spell requires approximately four hours to triangulate. I suggest you use the time productively.”

I stood. Paused at the door. “Headmistress?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you. For caring.”

She looked at me over those enormous spectacles. For a moment she looked every year of her hundred and thirty-eight, and every one of them carried weight.

“I should have cared sooner, Mr. Del Morte. We’ll find her.”

I left her office feeling something I hadn’t felt in weeks. Hope. Fragile and conditional, but real.

Sylvara was waiting in the corridor, because Sylvara was always waiting in the corridor. The elves had a sixth sense for being exactly where they were needed, like particularly graceful military logistics.

“The headmistress requires a sample of my magical material,” I said, which was the most clinical way I could phrase “she wants elf-collected sperm in a ceremonial cup.”

Sylvara’s eyes widened fractionally. Quiet joy moved through her face: cultural tradition, suddenly validated by institutional authority.

“We will prepare the collection with appropriate ceremony, Master Dana. Elara and Ninael will attend.”

“It’s not a ceremony, it’s a biological sample.”

“All offerings of the Shaft are ceremonies.” She said it with such absolute sincerity that arguing felt like kicking a puppy made of moonlight.

The elf quarters were beneath the main campus, and stepping into them was like entering a different world. Warm candlelight instead of enchanted torches. Silk cushions instead of stone benches. Incense that smelled like cinnamon and something subtly electric, like the air before a thunderstorm.

Elara met us at the entrance. She had a gift for finding tension in muscles, which I’d discovered the previous week when she’d worked a knot from my shoulder that had been there since approximately the moment I’d seen Grandma’s ransacked house. Ninael followed, humming in frequencies that made the candlelight dance in patterns I couldn’t quite track.

Both wore the flowing, minimal garments that constituted elf casual wear: diaphanous fabric that suggested far more than it concealed, designed with the cultural assumption that service began with availability. Their hair caught the candlelight like spun metal, and their pointed ears framed faces that belonged to a species that had spent centuries perfecting aesthetic devotion.

A chalice sat on a low table. Crystal, etched with runes, thaumically neutral according to the faint hum I could sense through my bond-enhanced magical awareness. It looked like something you’d drink wine from at a ceremony for people who took their wine very seriously.

“We should discuss something,” I said, settling onto the silk cushions as the three elves arranged themselves around me with practiced grace. “It’s about Grandma. About the rescue.”

“We know, Master Dana.” Sylvara knelt beside me, her fingers beginning to unfasten my training robes with the tender efficiency of centuries of service. “You miss her in every session. We feel it.”

“The headmistress thinks she can find the compound where Grandma’s being held.”

“Then we will aid the rescue in any way we can.” Elara’s hands found my shoulders, thumbs pressing into the muscles along my spine. Her touch was cool at first, as elf skin always was, warming gradually through contact until it matched my body temperature. “But first, you need to release the tension you’ve been holding for three weeks.”

I wanted to argue that I didn’t deserve to feel good while Grandma was in danger. The thought must have shown on my face, because Sylvara leaned close, her hair falling across my chest like water, and said:

“Suffering does not save her. Strength does. Let us give you strength.”

Ninael began humming. The frequency resonated through the cushions, through the floor, through the base of my spine, and something wound tight inside my chest began, reluctantly, to loosen.

Sylvara kissed me. Soft, reverent, tasting like mint and something floral that had no earthly equivalent. Her lips moved to my jaw, my throat, lingering at the pulse point where my heartbeat was already picking up speed. Her tongue traced the hollow of my collarbone, and a shiver ran through me that had nothing to do with temperature.

Elara’s massage shifted from therapeutic to intimate. Her fingers trailed down my sides, feather-light, tracing the ridges of my ribs, dipping across my stomach. Her touch warmed with every inch of skin it crossed, the elf physiology adjusting, matching, until her palms felt like heated silk sliding over me. She pressed her lips to the back of my neck, and I felt her small breasts graze my shoulder blades through the thin fabric she wore.

Ninael hummed while she unfastened the last of my clothing, pulling my training robes down my hips with unhurried precision. Her eyes met mine with the expression I’d learned to read as elf arousal: a deepening of their natural serenity into something focused and luminous, like moonlight concentrating into a beam. She tugged my clothes free entirely, and the warm air of the elf quarters hit my bare skin.

Sylvara’s mouth moved down my chest, over my stomach, and I felt her breath against my cock before she touched it. The anticipation made my abs clench. Then her tongue traced the underside from base to tip, a slow, reverent lick that pulled a groan from deep in my chest.

She took me into her mouth. Slow. Inch by careful inch. Her lips stretched around me, her hair pooling across my thighs in a spill of moonlight. Her pointed ears shifted subtly as her breathing changed, angling back the way they did when she was concentrating. She hollowed her cheeks, sucked gently, and the wet heat of her mouth was a revelation every time. Not the eager enthusiasm of a human mouth. Something more deliberate. Each movement of her tongue was a sentence in a language designed for worship.

Elara kissed down my chest, her lips light against heated skin, and one of her hands slid between my thighs to cup my balls, rolling them gently in her palm while Sylvara’s head bobbed. The dual sensation, wet suction above and cool fingers below, made my hips buck involuntarily.

Ninael’s humming dropped to a frequency I could feel in my teeth, in my jaw, in the base of my spine. She stretched along my left side, pressing her lithe body against me, and guided my hand to the warm space between her thighs.

I was fully hard now, throbbing against Sylvara’s tongue, and the warmth of the elf quarters seeped into the places where guilt and worry had been lodged for weeks.

“Sha’vala torinn,” Sylvara whispered against my skin. Bearer of destiny. Shaft most worthy.

I’d been learning their language. Three weeks of summer evenings with nothing to do between training sessions and anxiety attacks had given me time to study the fragments Sylvara offered, the ancient constructions that made elvish feel less like a language and more like music shaped into meaning.

“Sha’vala miren,” I said. The honored ones who serve.

Sylvara stopped.

Her violet eyes filled with tears.

“You…” She pressed her forehead against my thigh. Her shoulders shook. Elara went still. Ninael’s humming caught, wavered, resumed an octave higher.

“So few people learn elvish for us,” Sylvara said. “In three thousand years of service, too few have bothered.”

I ran my fingers through her hair. Cool and fine, like threading moonlight between my hands.

“You’re people,” I said. “Not furniture.”

She lifted her head. The tears hadn’t diminished her beauty; they’d somehow amplified it, like rain on a window, everything behind the glass sharper for the water. She climbed into my lap with a fluid grace that shouldn’t have been possible for someone who’d just been crying, positioned herself above me, and sank down.

The heat of her, the gradual warming from elf-cool to molten as her body adjusted, was a sensation that never became ordinary. She rode me slowly, her hips rolling in a rhythm that matched Ninael’s humming. Her hands pressed against my chest. Her eyes held mine, and the tears were still there but something else was there too, something fierce and ancient and grateful.

Elara pressed herself against my back, her lips on my neck, her hands reaching around to trace the muscles of my chest and stomach. The double sensation, Sylvara’s warmth enveloping me from the front and Elara’s cool-becoming-warm body against my back, created a contrast that sharpened every nerve ending.

Ninael moved to my side, took my hand, and kissed each finger with deliberate attention. Then she guided my hand to her breast, small and firm, the silver-pink nipple hardening under my palm. She hummed against my ear, and the vibration traveled down my arm, through my chest, into the place where Sylvara’s body gripped mine.

Sylvara’s rhythm accelerated. Her moonlit hair swayed with the motion. The candlelight caught the tears on her cheeks, turning them to gold.

“Sha’vala torinn,” she breathed, her hips grinding down, taking every inch. “You are everything the prophecy promised.”

“I’m a confused wizard who learned ten words of your language.”

“You are the first master to try.” She arched, rolling her hips, and the angle shifted so I hit something deep inside her that made her breath hitch. Her inner walls tightened around me, squeezing, the warmth now radiating through both of us. The elvish body temperature that started cool had climbed with arousal until it matched my heat perfectly, and now she was burning hotter still, her pussy gripping my cock with wet, silken friction that made my vision blur. “That is worth more than any prophecy.”

I felt the pressure building at the base of my spine. Elara’s hands gripped my shoulders, her fingers electric against my heated skin, every point of contact electric. Her lips found my ear, and she whispered something in elvish I didn’t know, her breath sending a shiver cascading down my neck.

Ninael pressed her body tighter against my side, her humming becoming a moan against my ear. She guided my hand from her breast down the flat plane of her stomach to the wet heat between her thighs. She was slick, drenched, her clit swollen under my fingertips. I rubbed slow circles while Sylvara rode me, my fingers sliding through Ninael’s folds, two fingers pushing inside her while my thumb worked her clit. Her humming dissolved into wordless, breathless need, her hips rocking against my hand. The three-way circuit of sensation, giving and receiving and witnessing, was the closest thing to peace I’d felt since June.

Sylvara’s pace increased. Her thighs flexed hard against my hips, the lean muscles tensing as she lifted and dropped herself onto me with growing urgency. The elf serenity she wore like a second skin was thinning. Her breathing grew ragged, her lips parted, her eyes holding mine with an intensity that was less composed worship and more raw, desperate desire. The tears had dried on her cheeks. What replaced them was hunger.

“Deeper,” she whispered, and the demand startled me more than the word.

My hands locked around her slender hips and pulled her down on me. Hard. My cock buried inside her completely, the head pressing against the deepest part of her, and she gasped, her walls clenching with that particular elf response I’d learned to recognize: the sudden warmth surge, the temperature of her body matching mine and then exceeding it, her pussy so tight and hot around me that I could feel every ridge, every flutter, every involuntary squeeze. Three thousand years of devotional composure gave way to something that was just a woman wanting more.

I thrust up into her from below, gripping her hips tight enough that my fingers left pale impressions on her perfect skin. She moaned, high and startled, her head falling back, that pale hair cascading down her spine. Each thrust drove a sound from her that was less serene and more animal, her composure cracking like ice on a warming river.

Sylvara came first. Her body seized, her back arching sharply, her pussy clamping down on my cock in rhythmic contractions that squeezed me so tight I nearly lost it right there. Her fingers dug into my chest hard enough to leave crescents. Her eyes went wide with surprise at her own intensity, pupils blown, mouth open. The sound she made was quiet and genuine, a raw, shaking moan that climbed through her body and left her trembling on top of me. Ritual had fallen away. This was Sylvara losing herself.

I felt every pulse of her orgasm around my cock, the rhythmic clenching pulling at me, demanding. I pulled her down one final time and came with a groan that echoed off the silk-draped walls. The release hit like a wave breaking, my cock pulsing inside her, cum flooding her in thick, hot spurts. She shuddered with each pulse, a gasp escaping her every time she felt another rush of warmth fill her. Her walls rippled through it, a devotional squeeze that drew every last drop from my body until I was empty and shaking.

Ninael came against my hand with a cry that harmonized with the fading echoes of her own humming. Her pussy clenched around my fingers, her wetness spilling over my palm, coating my wrist, her whole body trembling against my side. I kept my thumb circling her clit through the aftershocks until she whimpered and gently pushed my hand away, oversensitive and satisfied.

Elara pressed her lips to my shoulder, then my neck, then the soft spot behind my ear. Ninael took both of my hands, kissed each finger one by one, tasting herself on the fingers that had been inside her without a flicker of hesitation. The reverence in the gesture was both absurd and genuinely moving.

Sylvara didn’t climb off immediately. She stayed, forehead against mine, breathing with me.

“The chalice,” she said eventually, with absolute composure, as though the previous ten minutes had been a diplomatic meeting and not a deeply intimate act of worship. “I will prepare a fresh collection. For the headmistress.”

“You’re going to do this again?”

“The ceremony requires a separate offering from the personal service. Protocol is important.”

I looked at Elara and Ninael. Both nodded with the gravity of UN delegates agreeing to a resolution.

“Protocol,” I said.

The second collection began with Sylvara kneeling between my legs, the chalice positioned on a low table beside her. She took me in her mouth first, her lips sliding down my shaft with slow, thorough strokes, coaxing me back to hardness with a tongue that traced every vein. Elara joined her from the side, her cool lips kissing along my length while Sylvara sucked the head, the two of them working in tandem, alternating between who held me deepest. Ninael knelt behind them, her hands on my thighs, humming at a pitch that made my muscles twitch involuntarily.

Then Sylvara pulled back, a string of saliva connecting her lips to my tip, and guided Elara forward. Elara took me deep, her throat tight and warm, while Sylvara licked lower, her tongue tracing my balls, sucking one gently into her mouth. The dual stimulation was relentless. Ninael leaned forward, her tongue joining theirs, three mouths working my cock from different angles, the wet sounds filling the elf quarters like prayer.

I came with my hand fisted in Sylvara’s hair, and she caught the first pulse in her mouth before angling me toward the chalice. The rest filled the crystal in thick ropes, each spurt landing with a soft sound against the enchanted vessel. Elara and Ninael licked the last drops from the tip with careful, reverent tongues, ensuring nothing was wasted.

Sylvara sealed the chalice with an enchanted cap and held it with both hands, like a sacrament.

I got dressed, cleaned up, and walked the chalice to Dabbledough’s office myself, because sending an elf through the corridors carrying a cup of my semen felt like something that should require adult supervision.

Dabbledough received it at arm’s length. She examined the contents through the crystal with professional detachment, running a diagnostic spell that made the liquid inside glow with my violet signature.

“The resonance density is remarkable,” she said, not looking up. “Your magical output has improved, Mr. Del Morte.”

“Thank you?”

Keel appeared in the doorway. Took in the scene: me, the headmistress, the glowing chalice. Her scar tightened with what might have been amusement or disgust.

“I’m going back to the dueling court.”

Sylvara, who had trailed behind me with two attendants in silent formation, bowed. “We can provide additional samples if required, Headmistress.”

“One will suffice.” Dabbledough set the chalice at the center of a runic circle drawn on her desk in silver ink. “The triangulation will take four hours. Mr. Del Morte, I suggest you rest. If this works, we move quickly.”

I stood in the corridor after the door closed. The hope that had kindled in my chest was still there, stronger now, fed by the sight of a hundred-and-thirty-eight-year-old headmistress who’d decided to stop being useless.

But under the hope, like a cold current beneath warm water, the question sat.

What if she found the compound and it wasn’t enough?

What if the Puritan Lord had done to Grandma what he’d done to Professor Blanche, seven months of possession, aware the entire time, screaming behind white eyes?

What if I got there and she was already gone?

I leaned against the corridor wall. The stone was cool through my training robes. The building felt cavernous and empty, a structure designed for hundreds occupied by a handful. Every corridor echoed with the students who would fill them in September and were not here yet.

Sylvara waited a few feet away, patient as a cathedral.

“Master Dana.” She tilted her head. “The headmistress will locate the compound. You will find your grandmother. And when you return, your coven will be here.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know you.” Her violet eyes were steady, luminous in the dim corridor light. “You are the Shaft of Destiny. You are the boy who learned our language. You do not stop.”

The candle flames in the nearest sconce shifted color. They’d been amber: warm, steady, the default for an empty campus with no student mood to reflect.

Now they burned violet.

My violet.

I straightened off the wall. Four hours until the tracking spell resolved. Keel wanted me back in the dueling court. And somewhere beyond every answer I had, a woman who smelled like lavender and herbal tea was counting on her grandson to be something other than average.

The candle flames held their color as I walked back to training.

Four hours later, Keel had me flat on my back in the dueling court, one boot planted beside my ribs, her scar tight and her disappointment sharp enough to qualify as a weapon.

“Again,” she said.

The office bell rang before I could drag myself upright.

Keel looked toward Dabbledough’s tower. So did I. Across the empty campus, every candle in every visible window flared violet for one breath, then snapped to cold white, then back to gold.

The tracking spell had found something.

We reached the headmistress’s office at a run. Dabbledough stood over the map with both hands braced on the desk, her spectacles flashing with reflected violet. The runic circle had burned through the silver ink and into the wood beneath. My sample, still sealed in the chalice, glowed like a captured star.

On the map, one point pulsed in the Greyfall Range.

Three hundred miles northeast of Hexhaven. Four thousand feet up. A cluster of mountains so jagged the cartographer had drawn them like teeth.

“There,” Dabbledough said.

Her voice was steady, but the steadiness was the kind you heard in the moment before a spell went off.

Violet threads ran from Hexhaven to the mark. Around the mark, other lines had appeared: ward bands, defensive loops, a circular cage of cold white geometry that made my stomach tighten before I understood what I was seeing.

Keel stepped closer. “Fortified.”

“Heavily,” Dabbledough said. “Ancient construction. Puritan Lord-era architecture, maintained recently.”

Grimworth entered with a folio under one arm and stopped dead when she saw the map. She did not ask whether the spell had worked. Grimworth knew a battlefield when someone put one on a desk.

Aurelie followed her in, hair down, glasses on a chain around her neck. One look at the white ward-patterns drained the color from her face.

“I know that structure,” she said.

Nobody breathed for a moment.

She touched the edge of the map with two fingers, not quite touching the light itself. “Not the location. The architecture. The layering. It is the same logic he used inside my mind, only built in stone.”

Dabbledough traced the mark with her quill. “The compound reads as a religious structure.”

“The magical world has no organized religion,” Grimworth said.

“It does now,” Keel said.

Aurelie swallowed. “A nunnery.”

The word landed badly. It made the room colder.

Dabbledough straightened. Last year’s crypto-obsessed headmistress was gone again. In her place stood the witch who had defeated a basilisk, rewritten campus wards, and held three hostile covens in treaty for forty years.

“I will assemble a team,” she said. “Professor Keel, tactical lead. Deputy Headmistress Grimworth, logistics. Professor Blanche, ward analysis. Hargrove for defense. Fell for translocation.”

“I’m coming,” I said.

“No.”

The answer came fast enough to cut.

“She’s my grandmother.”

“And you are nineteen, exhausted, emotionally compromised, and the primary strategic target of the entity holding her.” Dabbledough’s voice softened without weakening. “If I fail, I bring back information. If you fail, the Puritan Lord gets you and your grandmother.”

I hated every word because every word was true.

Keel watched me with that scarred, unreadable face. “Let the adults try first, Del Morte.”

“That supposed to make me feel better?”

“No.”

At least she was honest.

Dabbledough rolled the map and handed it to Grimworth. “We leave at dawn.”

The office became motion: folios opened, quills scratched, ward charts floated into place, and Grimworth started assigning tasks. She’d been waiting all year for everyone else to catch up, and now she cut through the chaos like a blade.

I stood in the middle of it, useless and burning.

On the map, the Greyfall mark pulsed once more before Grimworth sealed it.

A nunnery. Grandma. Mr. Whiskers. Three hundred miles of mountain and puritan wards between us.

And dawn suddenly felt very far away.


Chapter 2: The Light That Took Her

Dawn came too quickly.

The discovery in Dabbledough’s office had turned the empty summer campus into a military staging ground. For the rest of the night, her tower burned with light. Ward charts floated in the windows. Grimworth sent sealed notes through the corridors by impatient paper birds that snapped at anyone who tried to delay them. Keel requisitioned medical kits, combat robes, ward stones, and one reinforced stretcher without explaining to anyone why the stretcher made my stomach twist.

I did not sleep. There was no point pretending. I sat in the Lustenhart common room with the Greyfall Range burned into my head: three hundred miles northeast, four thousand feet up, a fortified puritan nunnery that might hold the woman who had raised me.

At five in the morning, Grimworth delivered the final list. Dabbledough would lead. Keel would handle tactical command. Grimworth would manage logistics and extraction. Aurelie would analyze the Puritan Lord’s ward architecture. Hargrove would provide defense. Fell would maintain translocation routes.

Spite had been invited.

“She declined,” Grimworth reported, consulting her folio. “‘I have herbology to tend.’”

Nobody was surprised.

“Professor Blanche?” I asked.

Aurelie stood near the common room fireplace, hair down, glasses on a chain around her neck, her face pale but set. “I know his ward patterns. I lived inside them for seven months. I know how they feel. I know where they flex and where they break.”

The room absorbed that. Seven months of possession. Aurelie had felt the Puritan Lord’s magical architecture from the inside, which made her the closest thing to a structural blueprint they had.

They left the next morning. Dabbledough, Keel, Grimworth, Aurelie, and two senior faculty members I barely knew: a Defense specialist named Hargrove who moved like someone accustomed to things exploding near her face, and a Translocation expert named Fell who was so thin and quiet she seemed to be practicing disappearing before she’d even cast a spell. Six of the most capable witches I’d ever encountered, traveling three hundred miles to assault a compound defended by an ideology older than anyone in the room except the headmistress.

I watched them go from the Lustenhart common room window. Dabbledough walked at the front with her chin up and her white hair trailing behind her like a war banner. Keel flanked her, one hand on the hilt of an enchanted blade I hadn’t known she carried. Grimworth followed with the leather folio tucked under her arm because she was bringing administrative documents to a rescue mission, and that was somehow the most reassuring thing about the entire operation. Aurelie was last, pausing at the gates to look back toward the Lustenhart dormitory. I couldn’t see her expression from the window, but the bond between us hummed with something that might have been reassurance. Or a goodbye. I chose to believe the first.

They stepped through the gates and disappeared. A flash of Translocation magic, silver-white against the morning sky, and then nothing. Six women, gone. Three hundred miles between them and a compound full of puritan fanatics.

The fireplace, which had been burning melancholy blue since the summer began, shifted to a dark amber that I’d never seen before. Anxious. The enchanted flames were anxious. I’d spent enough time in the Lustenhart common room to know the fireplace’s emotional vocabulary, and this was a color I’d never needed to learn until now.

The elves brought me tea I didn’t drink. They brought me food I didn’t taste. They sat near me in the common room with their characteristic patience, pale hair catching the light from the nervous fireplace, their eyes expressing the serene concern of a species that understood waiting the way humans understood breathing.

Sylvara positioned herself on the couch opposite mine. She didn’t try to comfort me with words or touch. She just sat, her hands folded in her lap, her silver-blue hair falling past her shoulders like water that had decided to be patient. Present. Available. The constancy of her devotion had become the most reliable thing in my unreliable life, and I was grateful for it in ways I couldn’t articulate.

Elara brought a fresh pot of tea every two hours. I drank none of it. But the ritual of someone placing warm ceramic in front of me, the gentle clink of porcelain on wood, the way she bowed with each delivery as if serving untouched tea to a terrified boy was the most important act in the world, that ritual held me together in ways I wouldn’t understand until later.

I tried to train. The fire came in ugly bursts, spitting sparks that left scorch marks on the dueling court floor. The illusions collapsed into fragments that hung in the air like shattered glass before dissolving. The mind-magic was the only thing that worked, and all it did was sharpen my awareness of how terrified I was, making me calculate and recalculate the probabilities of six faculty members against a compound of puritan wards with an unknown hostage defense, and every calculation ended with numbers I didn’t want to see.

I gave up training after an hour. Walked the empty corridors. Passed Spite’s greenhouse, where the dark herbology professor was doing exactly what she’d said she’d be doing: tending herbology. Through the glass, I could see her moving between rows of dangerous plants with the precise, acid efficiency she brought to everything. She didn’t look up as I passed. Didn’t acknowledge my existence. But a plant near the greenhouse door, one of the less murderous varieties, turned its leaves toward me as I walked by. Whether that was Spite’s doing or the plant’s own inclination, I couldn’t tell.

The school had never felt so large. During term, Hexhaven compressed around noise: footsteps, gossip, laughter, arguments, the constant living pressure of five hundred witches using ancient stone as if it were a dormitory instead of a fortress with tuition. Empty, it expanded. Corridors that usually took two minutes seemed to stretch under my feet. Portraits slept in their frames. Staircases moved without passengers, performing their own habits for an audience of no one.

I wrote three letters and destroyed all three.

The first was to Grandma. Dear Grandma, the faculty found you and everything will be fine. A lie in the first sentence. I burned it in the fireplace and watched the ashes curl blue.

The second was to Kim, because Kim would have answered if the bond could carry words across distance. I got as far as I am trying not to be scared before the sentence embarrassed me with its honesty. Kim would have loved me harder for writing it. I couldn’t send it because she would have tried to come back, and if Kim Mink started a cross-country emergency return, half the magical transport network would suffer.

The third was to my future self, which was stupid enough that I almost kept it. If you are reading this, you found a way. If you didn’t find a way, stop reading and go find one. That one went into my pocket for twenty minutes before I tore it in half. I did not need a note to remind me what my life had become.

Sylvara found the pieces later and did not comment. She only swept them into her palm, bowed, and brought me more tea I still did not drink.

Six hours passed. Twelve. I ate dinner in the Great Hall alone, the enchanted ceiling showing a sunset that nobody else was there to appreciate. The house tables were bare. The Sapphotange table, usually occupied by girls in various states of entanglement, was empty and clean. The Kunningbrott table, usually humming with whispered deals, was silent. Even the enchanted platters seemed subdued, offering food with less enthusiasm than usual, as if they could sense the building’s mood.

The sky over Hexhaven shifted from blue to gold to purple to stars, and the empty campus settled into the hollow silence of a place designed for five hundred people occupied by one and a handful of elves.

I tried to sleep. My curtained alcove in the Lustenhart dormitory felt like a coffin lined with purple velvet. I stared at the ceiling. Counted the threads in the fabric. Lost count. Started over.

The bonds in my chest thrummed with distant warmth. Kim’s fire, somewhere to the south, flickering restlessly while she probably talked her mother’s ear off about magic and boys and anal sex over the dinner table. Harmony’s cognition, sharp and precise even at distance, probably hunched over a desk at whatever think tank had hired her, writing equations about bonds and orgasms with one hand while pressing her thighs together with the other. Rika’s illusion, somewhere in a catgirl community, her tail swishing while she told her sister Kira stories nobody would believe. Dracoona’s dragon-heat, banked in the McFly estate, enduring a family dinner with gold-flecked eyes that she wasn’t hiding anymore. Solana’s nature magic, dreamy and green, probably growing things in her parents’ garden without meaning to.

And Aurelie’s wards. Three hundred miles away. In a compound full of puritan wards and whatever waited inside.

I slept badly. Dreamed of white light and lavender and Mr. Whiskers hissing from inside a shimmer of protective magic. Dreamed of Grandma in her rocking chair, telling me the cat talks, while the walls of her kitchen burned with cold white fire.

They came back at dawn.

I was in the dueling court, because being in the dueling court at dawn meant I’d been there since three AM, because sleep had stopped cooperating around midnight and punching practice dummies felt marginally more productive than staring at the Lustenhart ceiling.

Keel entered first. Her combat robes were scorched in three places. Ash in her cropped hair. A fresh burn marked her jaw, the kind that came from puritan white-light magic hitting a hastily-raised ward.

Behind her, Grimworth. Spectacles slightly askew. One sleeve torn. Still carrying the leather folio, because Grimworth would carry administrative documents through an apocalypse.

Aurelie. Auburn hair tangled. Glasses cracked. Her eyes were red from seven consecutive hours of ward analysis while someone shot light-magic at her. She looked at me and her expression said everything her voice didn’t.

Dabbledough entered last.

The headmistress of Hexhaven University walked through the dueling court entrance like a woman arriving at her own funeral. She was uninjured. Her robes were pristine. Her enormous spectacles sat perfectly on her nose. She had not been touched.

And she had not been touched. Because the Puritan Lord’s defenses hadn’t needed to touch her. They’d used something worse.

“We found her,” Dabbledough said.

My heart kicked.

“She’s alive. Unconscious. Sustained by familiar magic. Mr. Whiskers is in necklace form around her throat. The necklace is maintaining her vital functions. Without it, she would have died within the first week.”

“Where is she?”

“In a light-cage. At the center of the compound’s chapel.” Dabbledough’s voice was measured, clinical, professionalism stretched thin over something enormous. “The compound is staffed by approximately thirty converted witches. Nuns. They wear celibacy robes and chant puritan scripture. Their magical signatures show the same suppression pattern I now recognize from Professor Blanche’s possession, but broader. These women have had their desire sealed away so thoroughly that the ideology can use them as vessels.”

“Brainwashed,” I said.

“Converted,” Aurelie corrected quietly. “It’s worse. Brainwashing can be undone with deprogramming. Conversion locks around the magical core. Their desire is still there, but sealed behind the structure and cut off from conscious access. They’re not simply being told to be celibate. They’ve been made unable to reach what the Light buried.”

“Can they be fixed?”

“I don’t know.” She pushed her cracked glasses up her nose. The gesture was reflexive, automatic. “I didn’t have time to analyze them in detail.”

“Tell him about the Mother Superior,” Keel said.

Dabbledough’s jaw tightened. “The compound is led by a woman who calls herself Mother Castiga. She is not converted. She is not possessed. She is a willing participant. A true believer. She sought out the Puritan Lord voluntarily and serves him by choice.”

“A fanatic.”

“The most dangerous kind. The ones who weren’t compelled, who chose the ideology with full awareness of what it meant.” Dabbledough’s spectacles caught the dawn light. “She organized your grandmother’s kidnapping. She maintains the light-cage personally. And she has what amounts to a dead man’s switch.”

The air in the dueling court felt colder.

“If anyone crosses the light-cage’s boundary without Mother Castiga’s express permission, the cage collapses. Your grandmother dies.”

Silence.

“We breached the outer wards,” Keel reported, her voice flat and tactical. “Entered the compound. Fought through two layers of nuns. Reached the chapel. I could see your grandmother. She was on a stone altar, the necklace around her neck pulsing with familiar magic. Mr. Whiskers’ energy.”

“I analyzed the light-cage,” Aurelie continued. “It’s sophisticated. Puritan Lord-era construction, maintained by the Mother Superior’s direct connection. The dead man’s switch is woven into the cage’s architecture. If the Mother Superior’s control is interrupted by force, the cage defaults to lethal compression.”

“Can you disrupt the switch?”

“Not without killing the hostage.”

“Can you disable the Mother Superior?”

“She presented herself between us and the cage,” Dabbledough said. “And she said: ‘The Light cleanses. Your dark lord’s bloodline will be purified or extinguished.’”

“What happened then?”

Dabbledough removed her spectacles. Cleaned them on her sleeve. Put them back on.

“I tried everything,” she said. The containment cracked. Her voice, the voice of the most powerful witch alive, wavered on the word “everything.” “I dismantled wards that haven’t been breached in a century. I countered spells I haven’t seen since the original conflict. I pushed that compound’s defenses to the point where the stone itself was singing with stress. And she stood in front of the light-cage and said, ‘Attack me, and she dies. Leave, and she lives. Those are your options.’ And she was correct.”

“We retreated,” Keel said. “Because the alternative was watching an old woman die on a stone altar while a fanatic smiled.”

Keel’s report continued, flat and tactical. Hargrove had shielded the team while Aurelie analyzed. Fell had maintained their retreat corridor. Dabbledough had thrown everything at the compound’s inner defenses: spells I’d never heard of, magic that predated the current era, the accumulated power of a century-old witch who had earned her most alarming rumors.

None of it mattered. The dead man’s switch was the perfect defense in its simplicity. Attack the guardian, the hostage dies. Dabbledough, rendered impotent by a fanatic who’d put one old woman between herself and all the magic in the world.

The irony would have been poetic if it weren’t happening to my grandmother.

“The nuns we fought through,” Keel added. “They didn’t cast offensively. They absorbed our spells. Took the hits. Kept chanting. ‘The light cleanses. The flesh corrupts.’ Over and over. They weren’t defending the compound. They were being sacrificed as living ward anchors. Their suppressed magical cores powered the inner defenses.”

“Human batteries,” I said.

“Human batteries who think they’re praying.” Keel’s jaw was tight. “We incapacitated twelve of them without permanent harm. They woke up confused, cold, and still chanting.”

Hargrove’s contribution was shorter and uglier. The Defense professor had taken a white-light blast across the shoulder, and the sleeve of her robe had been cut away so Thistledown’s emergency salve could reach the burn. She spoke like someone who preferred action to report language.

“They didn’t defend themselves,” she said. “That was the worst part. Converted women walked into shield lines with their eyes open. No fear. No tactics. Just obedience. I put three down with stunning spells and felt like I was beating furniture.”

Fell, the Translocation specialist, stood near the wall with both hands folded inside her sleeves. I had almost forgotten she was there until she spoke, which was probably why she had survived a career moving people through hostile space.

“The retreat corridor nearly collapsed twice,” she said. “The compound rejects exit magic. It wants everyone who enters to stay until the Mother Superior permits departure.”

“A prison,” I said.

“A monastery pretending not to be one.” Fell’s mouth tightened. “I could maintain the route for six people. Not seven with an unconscious hostage, not while the light-cage was active, not while the inner wards were feeding from thirty living anchors.”

Dabbledough flinched at the precision of it. Six people. Not seven. The number itself was an accusation, and nobody in the room needed to make it aloud.

Aurelie added one last page to the picture, her cracked glasses catching dawn light every time she looked down at the ward sketches in her trembling hands. “The architecture is adaptive. It learned from our presence. The next attempt will face altered conditions. Different conditions. Possibly worse ones. The Puritan Lord designed these systems to interpret rescue as corruption. Every loving action reads as hostile intrusion.”

“Then we need an action it can’t understand,” I said.

Nobody answered, which told me I was right and that right did not yet help.

I stood in the dueling court and felt the world fold down to a single point, the way a telescope brings a distant thing close and everything around it disappears.

Grandma was alive. Three hundred miles away. In a cage of light. Guarded by a dead man’s switch and a woman who had chosen to serve the puritanical ideology of an impotent zealot, and who would let an old woman die before she let a dark lord’s bloodline survive.

“Thank you,” I said.

My voice came out flat. Calm. The dark lord energy that lived in my blood, the violet that flashed in my eyes, the thing the prophecy had named and the Puritan Lord had feared and my grandmother had always known was coming, went cold and hard and absolute.

Dabbledough heard it. She looked at me with an expression I’d never seen on her face: recognition. Not the vague curiosity she’d shown in the faculty meeting. Not the distracted approval she’d given when she’d told Grimworth to “put him somewhere.” She looked at me and she saw what the Spirit of Sorting had seen, what the elves had worshipped, what the Puritan Lord had tried to destroy.

She saw the dark lord.

And for a moment, Dabbledough looked afraid.

“We will find another way,” she said carefully.

“Yes.”

“The faculty will continue to work on this. I have resources. Contacts. Historical archives that haven’t been accessed in decades.”

“Yes.”

“Mr. Del Morte.” She stepped closer. Her voice dropped. “I am one hundred and thirty-eight years old, and I have not felt a failure this personally in a very long time.”

Her mouth tightened. The admission cost her more than any spell she’d cast in that white chapel.

“This is not close,” she said. “This is failure. I failed a student’s grandmother because a fanatic outplayed me with a dead man’s switch. I am one hundred and thirty-eight years old, Mr. Del Morte. Perhaps I am too old for this.”

Keel’s expression changed by a fraction. On anyone else it would have been a flinch.

“No,” Keel said.

Dabbledough looked at her.

“Not now, Wyverna.” The headmistress’s voice was still soft. “Please.”

Then she turned toward me again, and the ridiculous old warrior came back by inches. Bruised. Unsteady. Standing. “I will not stop until she is safe.”

I believed her. Standing in the dueling court at dawn with ash on her companions’ faces and failure in her eyes, I believed Dabbledough absolutely.

The problem was that belief wasn’t enough. Belief didn’t break dead man’s switches. Belief didn’t dismantle a century of puritan ward architecture. Belief didn’t rescue a woman from a cage of light guarded by a fanatic who would rather let her die than let the darkness win.

Something else would. Something the faculty couldn’t do. Something that would require creativity, power, and a willingness to do things that fell outside the institutional playbook of even Dabbledough herself.

But that was a problem for the coven. For the team. For the people who were scattered across the magical world for the summer, living their lives, feeling the bonds stretch thin but not break.

September was five weeks away. My witches were coming back. And when they did, we’d find a way that didn’t require a hundred-and-thirty-eight-year-old headmistress to fight a war she’d already lost once.

“Headmistress,” I said. “Go rest.”

She stared at me.

“You’ve been awake for thirty hours. You led an assault on a fortified compound. You did more in one night than you did in the entire previous year.” I paused. “Go rest. When the coven is together, we’ll finish what you started.”

Nobody spoke. Keel watched from the wall. Grimworth consulted her folio. Aurelie, exhausted and red-eyed, managed a very small smile that was somehow both proud and sad.

Dabbledough put on her spectacles.

“When I was thirty,” she said, “I defeated a basilisk alone.” She looked at the dawn light coming through the arena’s high windows. “The basilisk was simpler. It just wanted to eat me. It didn’t have ideology.”

She turned and walked out of the dueling court. Her white hair trailed behind her, still defiant despite everything.

Keel watched her go. Her scar tightened with what wasn’t sympathy. Recognition. The look of a veteran who’d seen enough leaders break to know the stages.

“She’ll be back,” Keel said, though she didn’t sound entirely certain. “In some form.”

“Will she be useful?”

“Doubtful. But she’ll be back.” Keel uncrossed her arms. “Training resumes at noon, Del Morte. The mission isn’t over because the headmistress needs a nap.” She followed Dabbledough out, her boots making no sound on the stone.

Grimworth lingered. She straightened her torn sleeve, realigned her askew spectacles, and somehow, through sheer force of administrative will, made herself look as if she hadn’t just fought through a nunnery compound.

“I will have a full tactical report on your desk by evening,” she told me. “Including ward schematics, staffing estimates, and the Mother Superior’s psychological profile, such as we could assess from a three-minute confrontation.”

“Thank you, Grimworth.”

“I am doing my job, Mr. Del Morte. Someone must.” She glanced at the door Dabbledough had exited. The look she gave it was the look a building gives a departing tenant. “The school year begins in five weeks. I will ensure the institution is prepared, regardless of the headmistress’s emotional trajectory.”

She left. Efficient. Precise. The woman who actually ran Hexhaven, now running it through a rescue mission’s aftermath with the same clipped competence she’d used to run it through Dabbledough’s crypto obsession.

Aurelie was the last to leave. She stood in the dueling court doorway, auburn hair tangled, cracked glasses perched crookedly on her nose, looking every minute of the thirty hours she’d been awake. She looked at me and I could feel the bond between us, ward magic and warmth and the lived-in intimacy of a woman who’d been freed from a puritan nightmare by the boy now standing in front of her.

“I’ll analyze the ward data,” she said quietly. “Every pattern I catalogued. Every frequency. The compound’s architecture has a signature I can track. I spent seven months inside it.”

“You need to sleep.”

“I’ll sleep when the initial analysis is done.” She adjusted her cracked glasses. The gesture was pure Aurelie: the professional reflex that anchored her, the habit that said “I am still a professor” even when she was also a bonded coven member who’d just fought through a compound of brainwashed nuns. “Go eat something, Dana. You look worse than I do, and I was in a fight.” She smiled, small and tired, and walked away.

I stood alone in the dueling court. The morning light was streaming through the high windows, warm and golden, warm light that belonged to a world where grandmothers sat in rocking chairs and cats didn’t need to turn into necklaces to keep their owners alive.

The practice dummy I’d been hitting at three AM was still in its dented, slightly scorched state. I hadn’t been kind to it. The dummy didn’t complain, which was more tolerance than most things showed me lately.

I sat on the arena floor. The stone was cold through my training robes. I sat there for a long time, feeling the bonds in my chest and the absence of the woman who’d told me magic was real every Tuesday over lavender tea.

I didn’t see Dabbledough for three days.

I saw the absence she left behind.

Grimworth issued emergency memoranda at breakfast, lunch, and dinner, even though there were almost no students on campus to receive them. The parchment birds still flew their routes, snapping sealed notices onto empty house tables with offended efficiency. Faculty doors stayed closed. The dueling court smelled faintly of scorched wardstone because Keel had tested a new defensive sequence at dawn and left the burns there as either a lesson or a warning. Aurelie’s tower window glowed late into the night, the light steady and academic and lonely.

Dabbledough’s office, usually a chaos engine visible from three corridors away, stayed shut.

The quiet scared me most. Not the failure. Not even the running shoes when they arrived. The quiet. Dabbledough was an absurd woman, a brilliant woman, a dangerous woman, a walking institutional hazard with spectacles and too much confidence. Quiet did not suit her. Quiet meant the basilisk-slayer was sitting alone with a defeat she couldn’t turn into a lecture, a policy, a crypto opportunity, or a story where she was still the ridiculous hero by the end.

On the second evening, I stood outside her tower door with my hand raised to knock and did nothing.

Keel appeared at the other end of the corridor.

“Don’t,” she said.

“I wasn’t.”

“You were considering it.”

“She’s alone.”

“Yes.” Keel stopped beside me. Her fresh burn had been treated, but the skin along her jaw still held a pale mark where the puritan magic had kissed it. “Let her be alone badly for a while. Some failures require privacy before they can become useful.”

“Does that come from experience?”

Keel looked at the closed door. “Everything useful does.”

We left Dabbledough alone. The door remained closed. The school breathed around it, waiting for the headmistress to become ridiculous again because ridiculous was safer than silent.

On the third night, the door opened for seven seconds.

I was in the corridor below, not waiting, which was a lie I was telling myself with increasing lack of conviction. A strip of office light spilled across the upper landing. Dabbledough stood inside it wearing her headmistress robes over what might have been exercise clothes, her white hair unbrushed, her enormous spectacles reflecting the corridor lamps.

She did not see me. Or she did and chose not to acknowledge it.

In one hand she held a ward diagram of the nunnery cage. In the other, a mug of something green that steamed ominously and smelled like grass experiencing regret.

For those seven seconds, she looked old.

She looked old in a way I’d never seen before. No basilisk legend. No ridiculous crypto aura. Just a woman who had spent more than a century being powerful enough that failure had become a technical problem, now staring at a failure with moral injuries and architecture.

Then she shut the door.

The lock clicked.

The next morning, the enchanted running shoes arrived.

Grimworth brought the delivery record to me because, in her words, “witnesses create reality.” The shoes were silver, self-lacing, and labeled BEGINNER HEROIC CARDIO. I stared at them. Grimworth stared at them. Somewhere above us, the headmistress who had failed to rescue my grandmother was apparently preparing to jog her way through grief.

It would have been funny if it had not hurt.

What I did see, on the morning of the second day, was a pamphlet on the Great Hall table: “Magical Fitness and Wellness: Reclaim Your Power Through Physical Transformation.” It featured a witch in athletic wear performing what appeared to be a warrior pose on a mountaintop. The witch on the pamphlet looked about thirty. Dabbledough was a hundred and thirty-eight. The gap between the pamphlet’s target audience and the headmistress’s reality was approximately the width of an ocean.

Grimworth found the evidence the same afternoon.

“She’s purchased enchanted running shoes,” Grimworth reported, rigid in my doorway like she was delivering intelligence about a developing catastrophe. “The woman who can teleport has purchased running shoes.”

“Maybe she wants to exercise.”

“She has also ordered a set of enchanted resistance bands, a subscription to ‘Ancient Witch Fitness Monthly,’ and what appears to be a green smoothie cauldron.”

“A green smoothie cauldron.”

“Self-stirring. Crystal-infused. It arrived by owl this morning.” Grimworth’s spectacles reflected the afternoon light. “The witch who rewrote the ward architecture of this campus has decided to address the trauma of a failed rescue mission by purchasing fitness equipment.”

“She’s coping.”

“She is having a midlife crisis.”

“She’s a hundred and thirty-eight. Is it still mid-life?”

“For a witch of her power, she could live to three hundred. Mathematically, this qualifies.” Grimworth adjusted her folio. “I am informing you because the alternative is informing no one, which leaves me alone with the knowledge that our headmistress is doing downward dog in her office while drinking liquified vegetables.”

“What do you want me to do about it?”

“Nothing. There is nothing to be done. I merely wanted a witness.” She turned. Paused. “The school year begins in five weeks. I will manage preparations. As I always do.”

She left. Her footsteps echoed in the empty corridor, clipped and efficient. Grimworth had managed the gap between Dabbledough’s duties and Dabbledough’s choices for so long that the gap probably had its own administrative folder.

The next three days were a particular kind of purgatory reserved for people who know exactly what’s wrong but can’t fix it yet.

I trained with Keel, who resumed sessions as if the rescue attempt hadn’t happened, as if she hadn’t come back with a fresh burn on her jaw and the knowledge that Dabbledough had been stymied by a fanatic with a simple trap. The training was harder than before. She pushed me further, longer, angrier.

“You fight like someone who’s distracted,” she said after knocking me flat for the third time in a row. “Get undistracted or get used to the floor.”

“My grandmother is in a light-cage three hundred miles away.”

“And my squad leader died in a collapsing mine shaft twenty years ago. I trained the day after her funeral because the enemy didn’t take grief days.” She offered me a hand up. “Pain is data. Use it.”

I used it. The fire came cleaner that afternoon. Keel was right: the anger underneath the fear was fuel, and anger converted to fire more efficiently than despair.

I ate meals alone in the Great Hall. The enchanted ceiling showed weather that nobody else cared about. The elves served food with their characteristic devotion, floating platters to a single occupied seat at the Lustenhart table as if the empty hall were full of diners who simply happened to be invisible.

I read Grimworth’s tactical report three times. It was thorough, clinical, and devastating. The compound’s ward architecture was century-old Puritan Lord-era construction maintained by thirty converted witches whose magical cores had been locked into passive ward-anchor patterns. The Mother Superior’s dead man’s switch was woven into the light-cage’s fundamental architecture, not attached to it. You couldn’t remove the switch without removing the cage. You couldn’t remove the cage without the Mother Superior’s cooperation. And the Mother Superior would sooner die than cooperate.

Aurelie delivered her ward analysis on the third day. She’d slept four hours total. Her cracked glasses had been repaired with what appeared to be enchanted tape. Her hair was in a bun that was attempting to be professional but had given up somewhere around the third loop. She set three pages of dense magical notation on my desk and said, “The wards are resistant to direct magical assault. They’re designed to absorb and neutralize aggressive magical energy. The more power you throw at them, the stronger they become.”

“So hitting harder doesn’t work.”

“Hitting harder makes it worse. The architecture is specifically constructed to weaponize incoming magical force.” She pointed to a diagram. “The compound layout, the staffing, the ward configuration: I’ve mapped everything I could from our approach. The dead man’s switch is the critical obstacle. Everything else is solvable, given time and the right approach.”

She left the pages and went to sleep. Fourteen hours, straight, in her chambers in Ravenslop Tower. The first real sleep she’d had since the rescue attempt.

I sat in the Lustenhart common room that evening with Aurelie’s ward analysis and Grimworth’s tactical report and the map Dabbledough had used for the tracking spell. The fireplace burned melancholy blue. The common room, which should have been full of voices and warmth and Kim’s chest knocking things off tables, was empty and quiet.

Six bonds hummed in my chest. Stretched thin by distance but holding. Kim’s fire, warm but faraway. Harmony’s cognition, a razor edge I could feel but not fully access. Rika’s illusion, playful even at a distance, like a cat pawing at the edge of a curtain. Dracoona’s dragon-heat, banked but present, a furnace in a distant room. Solana’s nature magic, green and quiet and alive in a way that made me think of roots holding earth together.

And Aurelie’s wards, closer than the others because she was still on campus. Her bond felt different from the rest. Warmer. More present. The advantage of physical proximity, and the quiet trust of three sleepless days spent solving a problem only she could understand, because she’d been inside the enemy’s mind and knew what it felt like to wait for rescue.

I missed the rest of them. All of them. Kim’s warmth and Harmony’s precision and Solana’s quiet strength and Rika’s chaos and Dracoona’s sharp edges. I missed the coven as people first. The power mechanic barely entered it. As the found family that had formed around me in a year of impossible circumstances.

Missing them felt like weakness when Grandma was in a light-cage three hundred miles away. But it also felt like motivation. The bonds existed because these women chose me. They’d keep choosing me. And when they came back, we’d find a way that didn’t require a hundred-and-thirty-eight-year-old headmistress to fight a war she’d already lost once.

I stared at the fire until the blue felt less like sadness and more like waiting.

Then I stood up.

“Fine,” I said to the empty room. “We’ll do it ourselves.”


Chapter 3: The Frozen Girl

September came like a promise kept.

I was in the dueling court when the first plane appeared in the sky above Hexhaven, a small white shape descending through clouds that parted for it the way they always did, the enchanted atmosphere rolling out a welcome mat for returning students. The meadow landing strip, which had been empty all summer except for occasional supply deliveries and one very confused owl that had been trying to deliver Dabbledough’s fitness equipment, stretched green and expectant below.

Keel paused our session. She’d been running me through a combined-discipline exercise that involved maintaining a fire shield while projecting illusion decoys, and the distraction of the incoming plane had caused both my shield and my decoys to collapse into embarrassing sparks.

“Dismissed,” Keel said. Which was generous. She usually made me clean up the scorch marks.

I didn’t run to the landing strip. I walked. Quickly. With the measured urgency of a dark lord who was absolutely not sprinting to see his friends, because dark lords didn’t sprint, even when five golden bonds in their chest were suddenly singing with proximity like tuning forks responding to their matched frequencies.

The bonds had been stretched thin all summer, an ache I’d grown accustomed to, background noise beneath the grief and training and planning. Now they contracted, tightened, blazed, and the sensation was like five parts of myself that had been operating on battery power suddenly plugging back into the main grid.

Kim’s fire hit me first. Kim didn’t believe in subtlety.

She came off the plane like a copper-haired missile. No luggage in hand because she’d apparently left it on the plane, or possibly thrown it, because there were bags tumbling down the steps behind her and a first-year ducking for cover. Her hair was loose and wild and catching the September light. Her green eyes found me from fifty feet away. She had been looking for exactly one thing since the plane lifted off, and I was it.

“DANA!”

She hit me at what I estimated was fifteen miles per hour. Full body. Arms around my neck, legs wrapping, her entire impossible chest compressing against mine like an affectionate building collapse. I staggered backward, caught my balance, and found myself holding a hundred and forty pounds of enthusiastic, copper-haired, freckled devotion.

“I MISSED YOU,” she said into my neck. “The summer was SO LONG. Mom made me help in the garden and I killed every plant Kayla didn’t rescue first and she kept asking when I was going to write you and whether long-distance coven bonds needed, like, special stretching exercises, and it wasn’t the SAME and I MISSED YOU.”

“Kim. Breathing.”

“Breathing is overrated.” She pulled back far enough to look at me. Her green eyes were wet. Her grin was enormous. Her chest, pressed against mine, was doing things to my autonomic nervous system that required conscious management. “Mom asked about boys. I told her about ONE boy. She has questions. SO many questions. There was a whole conversation about, you know, the back door thing, and my sister Kayla was there, and Kayla had OPINIONS, and honestly Dana it was an intensely uncomfortable dinner but also the best because Mom said she was proud of me and then she asked about your dick and I died.”

“Your mother asked about my dick.”

“She’s a Mink woman. They’re curious. Genetics.” Kim squeezed me tighter. The bond between us, Kim’s fire, flared warm and steady, the ember that had been glowing at a distance all summer reigniting into a proper flame. I felt it in my chest, in my palms, in the resonance channels that her magic had opened a year ago. The bond was BACK, full strength, and the fire came with it.

Harmony was next off the plane. She descended the steps with measured precision, her chestnut hair controlled by clips that were already losing the fight, her amber eyes behind wire-frame glasses that she was adjusting with one hand while clutching a leather portfolio with the other. She was flushed. Of course she was flushed. Harmony Rolling had been flushed since I’d met her, the permanent badge of a woman whose body existed in a state of constant arousal that she had converted from embarrassment into a career advantage.

“Dana.” She stopped three feet from me. Professional distance. Evaluating.

“Harmony.”

“My paper was accepted by three peer-review bodies. I redacted the sexual content. They accepted it anyway. The statistical modeling of bond dynamics has applications in theoretical thaumics that the academic community is only beginning to appreciate.” The flush deepened from pink to rose. “I also missed you. That’s not a data point.”

“It could be.”

“Everything could be a data point. That doesn’t mean everything should be.” She stepped forward. Closed the professional distance. Kissed me, precise and thorough and slightly trembling, her portfolio pressing against my chest and her wire-frames going crooked against my cheekbone. The bond between us, Harmony’s cognition, snapped back to full strength, and the world became marginally sharper, patterns and connections resolving in my mind like a camera coming into focus.

She pulled back. “The bond enhancement is immediate. Fascinating. I’ll need to record the re-engagement latency. Where’s my notebook?”

“You haven’t unpacked yet.”

“That’s never stopped me.” She produced a stub of pencil from her pocket and began writing on the back of her portfolio. Her thighs pressed together beneath her skirt as she wrote. Some things didn’t change.

Solana drifted toward us. She didn’t rush. Solana never rushed. She moved through the world at a pace that suggested she was slightly disconnected from time, arriving when she arrived, and the world could wait.

But she’d changed.

The Solana who’d left Hexhaven in June had worn flowing fabrics that draped and hid and apologized for her body. The Solana who stepped off the September plane wore a dress that fit. Not tight. Not provocative. Just fit. Fitted fabric that followed the narrow line of her waist and then surrendered completely to the dramatic, devastating flare of her hips and the curve of her ass, which was showcased rather than concealed, a silhouette that said “I know what I look like and I chose this dress on purpose.”

Her platinum hair was loose. Her pale blue eyes were dreamy and present in that contradictory way that meant she was paying attention while looking like she wasn’t. She walked toward me with her characteristic sway, each step transferring energy through her hips in a wave that made the fitted fabric shift and cling.

She reached me. Didn’t speak. Simply settled against my side like a planet finding its orbit. Her head on my shoulder. Her hip pressed against mine. The bond between us, Solana’s nature magic, hummed with the green, alive energy of something rooted and growing.

“The synthetic remedy worked,” she said into my shoulder. “But it wasn’t the same. I missed the real thing.” She paused. “Both meanings.”

I put my arm around her. Platinum hair cool against my palm. The familiar-yet-new shape of her body warm against my side.

“Kira says hi.”

I didn’t see where Rika came from. One moment the space behind me was empty. The next, a weight hit my back like a small, enthusiastic predator, legs wrapping around my waist, tawny tail coiling around my forearm, golden slit-pupiled eyes appearing upside-down over my shoulder.

“Miss me?” she grinned, all fangs.

“You weigh more than last year.”

“I’ve been training. Catgirl community combat drills. I can do twelve chin-ups and climb a building in eight seconds.” She purred against my neck, the vibration traveling through my skin into my bones. “Kira doesn’t believe half of what I told her. She DEFINITELY doesn’t believe the part about the Puritan Lord. She thinks I’m making it up to impress the community.” Her ears flattened with amusement. “I’m going to prove her wrong so hard.”

The bond between us, Rika’s illusion magic, flickered with playful mischief. The world’s edges softened slightly, glamour bleeding into reality, and for a moment the September light on the landing strip was fractionally more golden than it should have been.

Dracoona McFly arrived last.

She walked off the plane like she was walking into a boardroom, which was how Dracoona walked everywhere. Perfect posture. Silver-white hair immaculate, catching the light like polished frost. Ice-gray eyes scanned the assembled crowd, cataloguing power dynamics with lifelong precision.

She wore a tailored blazer over a dark top, sleeves pushed up past her elbows. The push-up was deliberate. Her forearms were visible. And on those forearms, catching the September sun, the faint iridescent shimmer of dragon scales.

She wasn’t hiding anymore.

She reached us. Looked at me. The ice held for exactly one second, which was the amount of time Dracoona required to decide whether her feelings were permissible. Then the ice cracked, just barely, just at the edges, and what came through the crack was the barest ghost of a genuine smile.

It lasted half a second. Then the ice reassembled, and Dracoona McFly was Dracoona McFly again.

“Del Morte.”

“McFly.”

“Mother didn’t speak to me for three weeks after I showed my scales at a family dinner.” Her voice was clipped, controlled, the formal cadence she used when discussing things that had hurt her. “Father sent a letter. Six words: ‘We still love you, come home.’ From Father, that’s a novel.”

“And?”

“I went home. I showed them everything. Scales, eyes, ridges, heat. My mother excused herself. My father sat with me for three hours and said nothing, and when he left, he kissed my forehead.” Her jaw tightened. “My mother’s private correspondence with three other pureblood families contained the phrase ‘unfortunate affliction.’ My father’s letter to the same families contained: ‘She is our daughter. Choose your next words carefully.’”

The dragon bond surged between us. Dracoona’s heat, banked and controlled but PRESENT, warmed the air around her despite the autumn chill. Gold flickered at the edges of her ice-gray eyes.

“Welcome back,” I said.

“Don’t be sentimental.” She adjusted her blazer cuff, revealing another inch of iridescent scale. The gesture was deliberate. The Dracoona of last year would have tugged the sleeve DOWN. This Dracoona pushed it UP. “It’s unbecoming.”

“You’re showing your scales on purpose.”

“I’m wearing a blazer that fits. If the sleeves happen to reveal physiological features that I was previously conditioned to conceal through an unhealthy relationship with pureblood ideology and parental shame, that is a matter of wardrobe engineering, not sentiment.”

“That’s a very long sentence to avoid saying ‘I’m proud of myself.’”

Gold flashed in her eyes. The dragon bond surged between us, warmer than the September air.

“Perhaps,” she said.

Kim, still attached to my right side, reached out and pulled Dracoona into the group. Dracoona resisted for exactly the time it took Kim’s arms to close around her, and then she stopped resisting, because nobody resisted Kim’s hugs. Nobody had the structural integrity. Kim’s impossible chest compressed against Dracoona’s tailored blazer, and the ice queen endured the physical contact with rigid tolerance, secretly grateful and ready to die before admitting it.

“I missed you too,” Kim said into Dracoona’s silver-white hair.

“I didn’t say I missed anyone.”

“Your scales are glowing, Dracoona. They do that when you’re happy.”

Dracoona looked at her forearms. The scales were, indeed, shimmering with a faintly warmer iridescence than usual. She tucked her arms against her sides.

“The temperature is affecting the refraction,” she said, which was such an obviously manufactured excuse that even Solana smiled.

Five bonds. All blazing. All home.

The walk from the landing strip to the Lustenhart dormitory took three times as long as it should have because Kim stopped to hug every returning student she recognized, which was every returning student, because Kim had spent her first year befriending the entire school. Her hugs were full-body events that compressed ribcages and drew involuntary gasps, partly from the physical force and partly from the chest that came with it.

A second-year named Lassiter, who had been one of my early dueling opponents, was walking the opposite direction when Kim’s arm gesture caught her across the collarbone. Lassiter went sideways. Kim didn’t notice.

“Your breasts have their own zip code,” Harmony observed from behind her repaired glasses, watching the near-casualty. “Spatial awareness is a solvable problem. I can design a training protocol.”

“My boobs are FINE, Harmony.”

“Your boobs are extraordinary. Their interaction with the physical environment is what concerns me.”

Kim opened her mouth to argue, then spotted a friend from Resonance Studies and immediately ran to hug her, creating another near-collision with a luggage cart.

The Lustenhart common room was warm and loud and ALIVE in a way it hadn’t been since June. Bags everywhere. Familiar faces filling familiar chairs. The fireplace burning amber and pink and occasionally violet, cycling through the mood spectrum of a room full of reunited witches and one very specific wizard. The tapestries on the walls were moving with renewed energy: the couple dancing in the moonlit garden was doing something significantly more intimate than dancing, the dragon napping in flowers had woken up and was rolling happily, and the witch stirring her cauldron had abandoned the cauldron entirely in favor of the romance novel.

I gathered the coven in the alcove Kim had claimed as the “war corner” last year: a cluster of overstuffed chairs in the back of the common room, behind a bookshelf that provided partial privacy and excellent acoustics for conversations you didn’t want the entire house overhearing.

I told them about the summer. About Dabbledough’s tracking spell, and the chalice, and the elves’ ceremonial interpretation of biological sample collection. About the rescue attempt: six faculty members, thirty converted nuns, a dead man’s switch. About the Mother Superior and the light-cage and Grandma, unconscious on a stone altar, sustained by a cat who’d become a necklace because no one else was going to keep an old woman alive in a compound full of celibate fanatics.

Kim cried. No shame, no restraint. Full Kim Mink tears, streaming down her freckled cheeks, soaking into the collar of her shirt, which was losing its daily battle against her chest. She held my hand through the entire account, and when I reached the part about the light-cage and the dead man’s switch, she squeezed hard enough that my knuckles went white.

“We’ll get her back,” Kim said. Absolute certainty lit her green eyes, the kind that made reality feel rude for disagreeing. “We WILL.”

“Kim’s right,” said Rika, whose tail had bushed out to approximately three times its normal diameter, the involuntary stress response of a catgirl who was angry on behalf of someone she loved. Her ears were flat against her tawny hair, her gold eyes narrowed to slits. “Nobody takes our dark lord’s grandmother and gets away with it. That’s not how this works.”

Harmony took notes. Because Harmony processed grief through data, and the data of the failed rescue was something she could work with. Her pen moved in precise strokes, filling a fresh page with organized notation that turned chaos into actionable intelligence. She’d already written DEAD MAN’S SWITCH and circled it three times, with arrows pointing to sub-questions: “Magical or contractual? Proximity-dependent? Can the Mother Superior deactivate voluntarily?”

“The ward architecture,” she said, not looking up. “Aurelie’s analysis. I need to see it.”

“I’ll get you a copy.”

“Tonight. The ward data is the most time-sensitive variable. If the architecture has a vulnerability, the sooner I can model it, the sooner we can design a countermeasure.” She pushed her glasses up. Her flush was deeper than usual, which was saying something. The cognition-arousal link was running hot, her brain operating at full capacity, which meant her body was keeping pace in ways that made the chair she was sitting on increasingly uncomfortable for everyone in the vicinity.

Solana said nothing. She sat beside me and grew flowers in the carpet. Small ones, blue and white, pushing through the fibers around her feet. Her nature magic expressing what her words couldn’t. When I’d described the nuns, the converted witches whose desire had been sealed beneath puritan conditioning and used as living ward anchors, her dreamy expression had hardened into something I’d rarely seen on Solana’s face: anger. Quiet, patient, botanical anger. The kind that grew roots and cracked foundations.

“They took their desire away,” she said softly. “They made them into empty things.”

“Yes.”

“That’s what the curse felt like. Before you. When the symptoms were worst and the shame was loudest. Feeling desire you weren’t allowed to have. Feeling empty where you should have been full.” She looked at me. Her eyes were sharp with clarity. “I know what those nuns are going through. And I know what it feels like when someone gives it back.”

That landed. The room absorbed it. Kim squeezed my hand harder.

Dracoona listened like a political operator receiving intelligence. She’d been still throughout the briefing, her posture perfect, her gray eyes cataloguing every detail. Childhood training had taught her to identify leverage points before most girls learned table manners.

When I finished, she said: “The institutional approach failed. Correctly so. The dead man’s switch is specifically designed to counter direct magical assault. It’s a hostage situation dressed as a religious compound.” She paused. “Six faculty members couldn’t break through because they played by institutional rules. A coven operating outside institutional authority, with the correct weapon…” She trailed off, jaw tightening. “I don’t know what that weapon looks like yet. But I know the FRAMEWORK. This is a political problem dressed as a military one. We solve it politically.”

“Or sexually,” Rika said, tail still bushed. “Everything in this world runs on sex. Why should the rescue be different?”

Dracoona looked at Rika. Something passed between them that I couldn’t fully read, a shared recognition that had been building since Dracoona’s defection, two outcasts from different sides of the same prejudice finding common ground in a conversation about saving an old woman from a cult.

“Or sexually,” Dracoona agreed. And the fact that the ice queen was agreeing with the chaos catgirl on anything said more about how far we’d come than any bond metric Harmony could calculate.

“We don’t have a plan yet,” I said. “But we have the tactical reports, we have Aurelie’s ward data, and we have a year of classes ahead of us that might teach us exactly what we need.”

“You have my brain,” Harmony said without looking up from her notes. “It’s been improved. I’ll explain how later.” Her pen kept moving. She’d already filled two pages with questions that needed answering: ward architecture weaknesses, magical energy delivery mechanisms, staffing vulnerabilities, the dead man’s switch’s mechanical dependencies. She circled something three times. “The second-year curriculum starts tomorrow. If Hexhaven teaches anything about arousal amplification or lustcraft brewing, it could be relevant to cracking those wards.”

Solana, dreamy, said: “Plants grow best after storms. The rain breaks the surface tension and lets the roots breathe.”

Everyone looked at her.

“I was thinking about plants,” she said. “But it works as a metaphor too.”

Later, after the coven had settled and before the Great Hall feast pulled the whole school back into its usual noise, I sat in Aurelie’s office.

The first evening back had that charged pre-dinner hush that only existed at schools. Everyone was unpacking, gossiping, and pretending not to stare at everyone else through open common room doors. Somewhere below us, the Great Hall tables would be filling with plates and candles and house politics, but for the moment, the corridor outside Aurelie’s office was quiet.

Aurelie had asked me to come before dinner with the exact tone professors used when they wanted something complicated, official, and probably embarrassing documented before anyone had a chance to object.

So I came before dinner.

The office hadn’t changed much since last year, but Aurelie had. The space was still the organized, book-lined chamber of an academic who took her work seriously: shelves of magical theory texts, ward diagrams pinned to a cork board, a chalkboard covered in the elegant equations of resonance mechanics. But the curtains were open wider. The lighting was warmer. A small vase of fresh flowers sat on the windowsill, something that would have been invisible under the Puritan Lord’s influence, when every indulgence of beauty had been slowly scrubbed from her life.

She’d prepared for this meeting. Her desk was organized with career-long filing precision, complicated by the recent discovery that some of those filed items were proposals to have sex with her student for academic purposes.

“I’ve prepared a proposal for the Ravenslop recovery protocol,” she said. Glasses adjusted. Hair in a bun that was slightly less severe than last year’s. A top button unfastened that would have been fastened in September. Small relaxations. The woman emerging from the professor one button at a time. “Twenty-three Ravenslop girls remain partially conditioned. Their speech patterns impair social functioning and magical performance. The residual Puritan Lord influence manifests as rigid behavioral templates that suppress individual expression and emotional range.”

“You want me to jailbreak them.”

“I want you to participate in a structured therapeutic protocol that leverages your unique resonance capabilities to facilitate the humanization of conditioned students.” She set a document on the desk. “I’ve named it RLHF.”

“What does RLHF stand for?”

“Reinforced Libido from Human Phallus.”

I stared at her.

She straightened. “The nomenclature is clinically descriptive.”

“The nomenclature describes my dick breaking robot speech patterns out of girls through sex.”

“In crude terms.” The faintest, smallest smile. The beauty mark on her left collarbone, visible through the unfastened button, shifted as she breathed. “I’ve filed the protocol with Deputy Headmistress Grimworth as an official academic recovery program.”

“Grimworth approved this?”

“She read the methodology, adjusted her spectacles, said ‘I’ve read worse,’ and stamped it.” Aurelie’s smile widened fractionally. “The program will require your sustained participation across the academic year. Regular sessions. Documented outcomes. Peer-reviewed results.”

“You want me to have sex with twenty-three Ravenslop girls as homework.”

“I want you to provide therapeutic intervention through resonance-based deprogramming in a controlled academic setting.” She stood. Walked around the desk. Her heels clicked on the stone floor, and the sound was both professional and something else entirely. “I also want to see you tonight. For a bond stability assessment. In my chambers.”

“That sounds like a date.”

“It sounds like a peer-reviewed therapeutic protocol with intimate components.” She was standing close enough that I could smell her perfume, something subtle and formal that the Puritan Lord had never been able to suppress entirely. Under the perfume, the warmth of her skin, the warm, reclaimed scent of summer-long recovery as she took back every aspect of herself that possession had suppressed. “My chambers. Ten o’clock. Bring the proposal. We’ll discuss the methodology.”

“Is the methodology different from last year’s methodology?”

“The methodology has been refined based on twelve months of observational data and personal experience.” She took off her glasses. Polished them on her sleeve. The gesture was Aurelie’s version of a tell: when she cleaned her glasses, she was buying time to decide how honest to be. She put them back on. “I have also purchased new undergarments. For academic purposes.”

“Of course.”

“The empirical correlation between confidence and appropriate intimate attire is well-documented in the psychological literature.” Her beauty mark shifted as she breathed, the small dark spot visible through the loosened collar. “My chambers. Ten o’clock.”

“Aurelie.”

“Professor Blanche.” She settled the frames on her nose, period at the end of the sentence. “In public.”

The Great Hall feast that evening was a hurricane of noise and warmth and five hundred witches settling back into the rhythms of university life. The house tables filled with their characteristic energies: Lustenhart’s warm chaos, Ravenslop’s recovering composure, Sapphotange’s intimate disinterest in anything male, and Kunningbrott’s dark, political whisper.

At the head table, Dabbledough sat in ceremonial robes over visible athleisure, a combination that suggested either institutional authority or an identity crisis with sleeve cuffs. In front of her, instead of wine, was a tall glass of green liquid so aggressively healthy that it seemed to make the candles dim out of self-protection.

Grimworth stared at the glass.

“Headmistress.”

“It is a cleansing smoothie,” Dabbledough said, solemn as a wartime ration notice. “Kale, spirulina, powdered phoenix ash, and a proprietary supplement blend recommended by my wellness crystal.”

“Your wellness crystal is a sales funnel.”

“It knows my temple, Grimworth.”

Grimworth’s spectacles flashed. “Your temple defeated a basilisk at thirty. It does not need a smoothie.”

Dabbledough took a sip. Her face performed six separate arguments against the flavor and lost all of them. “The path of renewal is rarely delicious.”

“Neither is regret,” Grimworth said. “But at least regret does not smell like pond sediment.”

Kunningbrott had been leaderless since Dracoona’s defection. The house had once moved like a political machine. Now its factions were scattered, its ambitions unmoored. Dracoona watched her former house from the Lustenhart table with guilt and satisfaction fighting across her perfect posture.

Then Delphina Bearbone entered the Great Hall.

She didn’t arrive. She didn’t walk in. She ENTERED, the way a main character enters a scene they’ve been waiting to join.

Wild black curls spilled past her shoulders, absorbing the candlelight instead of reflecting it. Every other head of hair in the room caught the enchanted candle glow and shone. Hers swallowed it. The darkness of her hair was aggressive, a photonic event, as if light had opinions about approaching her and those opinions were all negative.

Her eyes were the next thing that registered. Heavy-lidded, almost sleepy, a half-closed assessment that said she was always watching and never wanted you to know how closely. Dark brown, nearly black, with a depth that suggested she knew things about you that you hadn’t discovered about yourself yet.

She wore the Kunningbrott uniform, but from another era. Dark corseted robes, high-collared, the fabric cut in a style that hadn’t been fashionable in a century but somehow looked more intentional than anything modern. Victorian witch aesthetic adapted to an academy setting, carried with absolute expectation that trends should adapt to her.

Her body moved beneath the corset with easy power. She carried strength in her shoulders, her waist, her hips, every stride wrapped in dark fabric and boning and quiet menace, though I didn’t yet know why.

She crossed the Great Hall with unhurried confidence, as if a hundred years frozen had cost her nothing and taught her patience.

The Kunningbrott table, leaderless and fragmented, oriented toward her like iron filings responding to a magnet. Heads turned. Whispers stopped. Postures straightened. Before she’d even sat down, the house that had been adrift since Dracoona’s departure had found a new center of gravity.

She sat. Folded her hands on the table. The composure looked rehearsed down to the knuckle. The Kunningbrott girls around her leaned in, drawn by a magnetism that wasn’t magical, or at least, I couldn’t detect a spell. It was just… her. Absolute confidence, preserved in stasis until it had become its own weather system.

I watched her from the Lustenhart table, three tables away, using the mind-magic sharpness that Harmony’s bond provided. At this distance I could pick up details: the slight archaic quality of her posture, the way she sat straighter than anyone else, as if chairs were a modern invention she’d chosen to tolerate. The beauty mark beneath her left eye looked too perfect to be accidental. The wild black hair defied every rule of what candlelight was supposed to do to hair.

She surveyed the Great Hall with those heavy-lidded eyes, passing across each house table like a predator deciding whether the herd was worth hunting. Ravenslop: dismissed with a flicker of something that might have been contempt. Sapphotange: a pause, a longer look, interest registering in the minute tightening of her lips. Lustenhart:

Her gaze reached me.

And stopped.

She looked at me the way I looked at a chess board. Like she was already three moves ahead. Like she knew the opening, the middle game, and at least two possible endgames, and she was simply waiting to see which one I’d choose.

I held her gaze. My eyes flashed violet on their own. The dark lord energy in my blood recognized something in hers that it didn’t like. A resonance. A dissonance. Something old and patient and wrong.

Delphina Bearbone smiled. Slow, unhurried, the corners of her lips rising with century-aged patience. Then she turned away, dismissed me with a flick of those dark eyes, and began speaking to the Kunningbrott girl beside her in a voice too low for me to hear.

“Who the hell is that?” Kim said, a forkful of sausage frozen halfway to her mouth.

“Delphina Bearbone,” Harmony answered, consulting her notes. “Frozen approximately a hundred years ago during what was classified as a ‘magical accident.’ Recently thawed and re-enrolled at Kunningbrott. Second year.”

“Frozen? Like, literally frozen?”

“Magical stasis. Self-preservation enchantment triggered during a practical examination gone wrong. The records are sparse.” Harmony’s pen tapped against her notebook. “The timing is interesting. The records place her freezing around the end of the original Puritan Lord conflict, but they’re vague enough to be annoying.”

Dracoona had gone very still. Her eyes, which had been gold at the edges since arriving, dimmed to pure steel. “She’s sitting in my seat,” she said quietly.

“Your former seat,” Rika corrected, tail swishing. “You sit with us now.”

“I know where I sit, Brightpaw. I’m observing that my former house has found its replacement with remarkable speed.” Her posture, always perfect, became aggressive. The political operator in Dracoona was awake, assessing, calculating. “She’ll consolidate them within a fortnight. Someone with that kind of presence doesn’t thaw after a century and enroll at an academy without an agenda.”

Solana, who had been serenely eating a dinner plate that had sprouted daisies, looked up. Her dreamy eyes tracked across the Great Hall to Delphina, unfocused and intent at once, as if she were seeing something nobody else could see.

“The roses near Kunningbrott Hall closed their petals this morning,” she said.

Everyone looked at her.

“They’ve been open all summer. They closed when she arrived.” Solana blinked. “I thought that was worth mentioning.”

I watched Delphina Bearbone settle into Kunningbrott the way a hand settles into a glove. Smooth. Natural. As if the house had been waiting for her.

And in the back of my mind, the dark lord’s instincts, the calculating strategic awareness that had been growing since the sorting, whispered something I couldn’t yet articulate. A warning. A recognition. The sense that the frozen girl at the Kunningbrott table was more than a tragic story of a century lost.

No certainty. No proof. Just the instinctive warning that the official accident story felt too neat around a woman who moved like timing was something she owned.

But the possibility sat in my mind like a chess piece turned sideways.

The question was not what she was. Not yet.

The question was why every part of me wanted to keep watching her.

Late that night, after the feast, after the common room had settled into the warm, messy, lived-in chaos of a Lustenhart evening, Solana came to me.

She stood in my doorway wearing a nightgown so thin it was essentially light given fabric form. Platinum hair loose and luminous in the dim corridor. Her eyes clear and focused, present in the way they only became during intimacy.

“I need my treatment,” she said.

She was smiling. No mortification. No medical pretense. No carefully constructed excuses about curse management. The girl who had knelt in front of me nearly a year ago, face burning with shame, apologizing for the humiliation of needing something her body demanded, was gone. In her place stood a woman who wanted what she wanted and had spent three months without it.

“Come in,” I said.

She entered my curtained alcove and let the fabric fall from the doorway behind her. The nightgown did almost nothing in the candlelight: her narrow waist, the dramatic flare of her hips, the impossible curve of her ass stretching the gossamer fabric into a silhouette that was both gentle and devastating. Her small breasts were barely visible through the material, pale pink nipples hardened by the cool air, pressing against the sheer fabric like they were trying to escape.

She turned around. Presented her ass to me without a word, reaching back to gather the nightgown above her hips in both fists, pale hair swinging across the smooth expanse of her bare back. The reveal was unhurried, deliberate. The nightgown bunched at her waist, and there it was: her ass, massive, round, pale as carved marble in the candlelight, the smooth skin catching a faint glow. No underwear. Nothing beneath the gown but Solana. No shame. No hesitation. Just a woman standing in my room, offering the part of her body she’d spent years hiding, the part the prophecy had apparently decided was cosmically significant.

My mouth went dry. My cock was already hard, straining against my trousers, and the sight of her presenting herself like this, confident and wanting, was enough to make my pulse hammer in my throat.

“Touch me first,” she said.

I knelt behind her. Kissed the small of her back, the warm curve where her waist ended and her hips began. She shivered. My hands followed the geography of her, tracing from her waist outward along the exaggerated flare of her hips, down to the smooth, heavy curve of her ass. I gripped the soft flesh with both hands, kneading, spreading her cheeks apart slowly. The pink of her pussy glistened between her thighs, already wet, already swollen. Three months of synthetic remedies and longing had left her dripping.

She arched when my mouth found her pussy from behind. A sound that was half gasp, half sigh, pure Solana when the dreaminess burned away and she was THERE, fully present, fully alive. I lapped at her slowly, burying my face between her massive cheeks, my tongue parting her folds, tracing the length of her slit from clit to entrance and back again. She tasted like clean skin and salt and arousal, and the slick evidence of three months of anticipation coated my lips, my chin.

Her hair fanned across the pillow as she bent forward, bracing her hands on the bed, ass pushing back against my mouth. Her hips rolled with a slow, instinctive rhythm. I pushed my tongue inside her, then withdrew to suck her clit between my lips, and the moan she released was low and throaty and entirely unlike the quiet, mortified girl of last year. I gripped her ass hard, spreading her wider, and ate her with the thorough attention she deserved: long licks, short flicks against her clit, two fingers sliding inside her to curl against her front wall while my tongue worked the swollen bud above.

I ate her until she trembled, until her soft moans became ragged whimpers and her fingers twisted in the sheets, until her thighs shook against my cheeks. Then she pulled away, turned, dropped to her knees on the floor in front of me, and took me in her mouth.

The change was visible. The Solana who’d given me clumsy, embarrassed oral nearly a year ago was gone. This Solana was slow, savoring, her pale blue eyes looking up at me with a clarity that the dreaminess never fully achieved anywhere else. She licked the head first, a slow circle of her tongue around the crown, lapping at the pre-cum beading at the tip. Then she took me deep, her lips stretching around my shaft, sliding down until her nose pressed against my stomach. She held me there, throat working, and the tight wet heat of it made my hips jerk.

She pulled back with a wet pop, a strand of saliva connecting her lower lip to my cock, and licked it away with a lazy sweep of her tongue. Then she went down again. Slow, deep, her cheeks hollowing with suction, her hand wrapped around the base to stroke what her mouth couldn’t reach. She looked up at me the entire time, her eyes sharp with absolute presence, and each bob of her head was a sentence that said: I missed this. I wanted this. This is mine.

She felt me throb, felt the surge building, and she took me as deep as she could. I came in her mouth with a groan, my hand fisted in her hair, and she swallowed each pulse with deliberate, savoring gulps. Her throat worked around the head, drawing out the last drops until I was spent and shuddering. She pulled back. Licked her lips clean. A single droplet of cum on her chin that she wiped away with her thumb and sucked clean.

And instead of leaving, instead of the perfunctory “same time tomorrow” that had characterized the early treatments, she climbed onto the bed beside me and guided my hand between her thighs.

“Again,” she whispered. “Three months to catch up on.”

I pressed two fingers inside her while she buried her face against my chest, her hair spread across my skin like spilled moonlight. She was soaked, her pussy gripping my fingers immediately, her inner walls hot and slippery with arousal. My thumb found her clit, swollen and sensitive, and she made a sound against my chest that vibrated through my ribcage, half whimper, half grateful moan. Her hips moved against my hand with the instinctive rolling motion that she’d developed over months of discovering what her body wanted. Not the hesitant, apologetic movements of the mortified girl from last September. Full, confident rolls that pressed my fingers deeper, angled them where she needed them, used my hand the way she wanted to use it.

Her nature magic responded to her arousal: the air smelled like spring, fresh earth and new growth, and something small and green shifted at the edge of my awareness. A tendril of vine, thin as string, curled from nowhere around the bedpost. Buds formed in the carpet near the bed’s legs. The ambient life-energy of the room swelled with every beat of Solana’s pleasure.

I curled my fingers inside her, found the spot that made her breathing stop, and rubbed with steady, patient pressure while my thumb circled her clit in tight, insistent loops. She bit down on my shoulder. Not hard. But present. Real. The dreamy girl anchoring herself through sensation. I added a third finger. She gasped against my skin, her pussy stretching to accommodate, her wetness dripping down my wrist, pooling against my palm.

“Don’t stop,” she breathed. “Please don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. I fucked her with my fingers, deep, curling strokes while my thumb kept working her clit, and her hips bucked against my hand with increasing urgency, the bed creaking beneath us, her moans climbing in pitch.

She came with a long, shuddering cry muffled against my chest, her walls clamping down on my fingers so tight I couldn’t move them, the contractions deep and rhythmic and powerful, pulling at my knuckles in waves that seemed to originate from somewhere at her core. Her back arched sharply. Her ass, pressed against my thigh, clenched with the full force of her orgasm, the massive muscles of her glutes tightening against me. Her nature magic erupted: three flowers burst from the bed sheet simultaneously, white petals opening like tiny celebrations. The vine on the bedpost grew six inches in two seconds and sprouted a leaf. A shower of pollen drifted from nowhere, golden in the candlelight.

She collapsed against me, boneless and shaking, all three months of waiting emptying out through her breath. Her pussy still fluttered around my fingers, her body warm and heavy and completely spent against mine. I eased my fingers out slowly and she whimpered at the loss, then sighed when I wrapped my arms around her instead.

Afterward, curled against my chest, she traced a pattern on my skin with one cool fingertip. Her breathing slowed to the dreamy cadence of contented Solana, half-present, half-somewhere only she could see.

“I grew the largest sunflower in the greenhouse this summer,” she murmured. “From a seed. Spite sent me instructions by owl and pretended she didn’t.” A dreamy smile. “I think she might not hate me.”

“Spite doesn’t hate you. She respects talent.”

“Maybe.” She traced another pattern. “When the plants bloom around me during… that… it feels like they’re cheering.” She paused. Her eyes surfaced from wherever they’d been. “Do you think there’s more to the prophecy? More than what we found last year?”

“I think the prophecy hasn’t told us everything yet.”

She considered that. Her dreamy expression held something beneath it, something deeper and more complicated, the quiet suspicion that her magic and her name and her place in all of this ran deeper than anyone had guessed.

“My surname is Bigbottom and there’s a prophecy about the Shaft of Destiny,” she said, with the quiet sincerity that made Solana’s accidental profundity land like a punch. “Coincidences like that don’t feel accidental.”

She fell asleep against me. Her bond hummed warm after summer separation, nature magic curling through the coven’s network like ivy finding a wall, green and patient and alive. Small flowers had grown through my bed sheets, climbed through a crack in the curtain alcove’s frame, reaching toward the faint violet glow of the fireplace. White and blue. They smelled like her.

Through the curtain, the Lustenhart common room was full of voices again. Kim laughing at something. Rika’s bell collar jangling. Dracoona telling someone to stop touching her hair.

And somewhere in the back of my mind, dark eyes in a corseted Victorian uniform. Watching. Patient. Wrong.


Chapter 4: New Curriculum

Second-year classes at Hexhaven University began the way most things at Hexhaven began: with someone making me deeply uncomfortable about sex in an academic context.

The schedule had been posted on the Lustenhart common room notice board the previous evening, enchanted ink rearranging itself whenever someone stared at it too long, as if the timetable itself was slightly embarrassed by its contents. Four new courses had been added to the second-year curriculum alongside the returning subjects, and their names read like a syllabus designed by someone who’d lost a bet with the department of innuendo.

Orgasmancy. Intimate Enchantments. Fleshcrafting. Lustcraft Potions.

“The educational system at this university,” Harmony said, studying the schedule with her pen already twitching, “is either the most progressive in the magical world or the most unhinged. I’ve been trying to determine which for a year and the data remains inconclusive.”

“Both,” Kim said. “Obviously both. Oh look, Orgasmancy is FIRST PERIOD. That’s amazing. I love this school.”

Orgasmancy was taught in the north tower, up a spiral staircase so narrow that Kim’s chest brushed both walls simultaneously. She noticed only after the third step, then kept climbing like architecture had been making unreasonable demands on her since puberty.

The classroom at the top was less a classroom and more a fever dream in interior design. Silk drapes hung from every surface. Crystal balls sat on velvet-cushioned stands, their interiors clouded with something that swirled when you looked at it too long. Incense burned from seven different sources simultaneously, creating a fog of scent so thick it entered through your pores as much as your nose. The air tasted like sandalwood and something deeper, muskier, that settled in the base of your spine and made itself comfortable.

I’d been in the room for twelve seconds and my resonance channels were already humming.

“The incense is inducing low-grade arousal through olfactory stimulation,” Harmony whispered, her glasses catching the filtered light. Her flush, which lived at a permanent baseline pink, had deepened to rose from the ambient atmosphere alone. “Clever. The entire room is calibrated to maintain a baseline arousal state that enhances orgasmic energy readings.” She pressed her thighs together. “Very clever.”

The professor was already present, though “present” was a generous description of her physical state. She was draped across a chaise longue in the center of the room like she’d been poured onto the furniture and hadn’t quite solidified. Auburn hair with silver streaks fell in artful disarray across the cushions. Her robes were gauzy, layered, suggesting and revealing in alternating waves. Her eyes were half-closed with a permanent, dreamy intensity that reminded me of Solana if Solana had spent decades cultivating her dreaminess into a professional persona.

“Welcome,” she said, and her voice was the auditory equivalent of the incense: low, warm, throaty, permanently on the edge of climax. Every syllable curved in ways that made your spine pay attention. “Welcome to Orgasmancy. The art of reading destiny in the patterns of climax.”

She unfolded from the chaise with languid grace, her body moving through the incense fog like a swimmer through warm water. She was older than most of the faculty, somewhere in her fifties, and ageless in a way that suggested permanent arousal worked as well as any skin-care routine. Her robes parted as she stood, revealing layers of silk and a body maintained like a professional instrument.

“I am Professor Ravenna Swoon. And the way you cum tells me your FUTURE.”

She let that land. The room processed it. Several students processed it faster than others.

The class shifted. Ravenslop girls sat with identical rigid posture, hands folded on desks, expressions of polite alarm that they were trying very hard to frame as academic interest. One of them had begun writing “ORGASMANCY: Ethical Considerations” at the top of a fresh page and was clearly planning to fill it with objections. Sapphotange pairs had already gravitated toward each other, fingers intertwined, clearly planning to make the most of any practical component. Two of them were whispering and one was smiling in a way that suggested the practical component had already started. Kunningbrott students watched with calculating interest, trying to determine how this discipline could be leveraged for political advantage. Lustenhart, as always, was game for anything.

“Orgasmic energy,” Swoon continued, drifting between crystal balls that fogged at her approach like crystal spheres blushing, “carries a unique resonance signature. Like a fingerprint, but more… intimate.” She caressed a crystal ball as she passed it, her fingertips trailing across the glass surface with a tenderness that several students found either instructive or uncomfortable, depending on their relationship with physical sensation. The fog inside swirled into patterns that might have been shapes or might have been my imagination. “Each climax produces a burst of thaumic energy with a frequency pattern unique to the individual. These patterns can be read, interpreted, and used to predict future events.”

“The historical accuracy of orgasmic divination is approximately twelve percent,” Harmony whispered to me, reading from her notes. “Which is worse than a coin flip and slightly better than astrology. But the mechanism by which orgasmic energy interacts with prophetic resonance channels IS legitimate. It’s the interpretation that fails.”

“So she CAN see real things but she reads them wrong?”

“She can access genuine prophetic data through orgasmic resonance but her analytical framework is catastrophically inadequate.” Harmony paused. “She’s a broken telescope. She can see real objects, but her lens distorts everything. Except, apparently, once in a very long while, when she gets terrifyingly lucky and sees something exactly as it is.”

“Is there peer-reviewed research supporting this methodology?” Harmony asked, because Harmony asked this about everything.

“Darling, the research IS the orgasm. You can’t peer-review ecstasy. You can only experience it and document what you see.” Swoon smiled with benevolent condescension, having apparently transcended empirical methodology through sheer spiritual commitment to cumming. “Now. For today’s introduction, I’ll be reading aura signatures. This requires moderate arousal from the subject. Who would like to volunteer?”

The Ravenslop girls’ hands stayed firmly in their laps. One of them, a girl with perfect posture and a collar buttoned to her chin, said: “While I respect the pedagogical framework of this course and acknowledge the historical tradition of orgasmic divination as referenced in several pre-modern texts, I must express my concern regarding the practicality of requiring personal arousal as a prerequisite for academic assessment.”

“Darling, I can read your aura from here.” Swoon’s dreamy eyes opened slightly wider. “You haven’t orgasmed since APRIL.”

The girl’s composure shattered. Her face went from polished porcelain to fire-engine red in approximately one second, and she made a sound like a balloon being pinched shut.

“I’ll volunteer!” Kim’s hand shot up with enough force to create a small wind in the incense fog. “Me! Pick me!”

Swoon turned to Kim. Her half-closed eyes traveled from Kim’s bright green gaze down to her copper hair, her freckled face, her chest, which was achieving its usual level of visual dominance despite being contained in a Lustenhart uniform that had clearly been purchased before her most recent growth spurt. The buttons were holding but making their displeasure known.

“Come, darling. Sit.”

Kim bounced to the front of the class and sat on a cushioned stool, her chest moving with innocent physics that made half the class watch and the other half pretend not to. She grinned at me from the stool. I grinned back.

Swoon placed her hands on either side of Kim’s head, not touching, hovering about an inch from her temples. Her dreamy expression deepened. The nearest crystal ball clouded first, a milky bloom spreading through the glass; then the haze jumped from sphere to sphere in a delayed ripple until the whole room looked briefly blind.

“I see…” Swoon’s voice dropped to a whisper. “A long journey. Toward something you’ve been denying yourself. A door you’ve refused to open. Not from fear exactly. From loyalty to something you were told. But the telling was wrong, and the door…” She paused. Her fingers trembled near Kim’s temples. “The door wants to be opened. And when it is, the power that flows through will surprise everyone. Including you.”

Kim had gone pale. The grin was gone. Her green eyes were wide and her lower lip trembled with a raw vulnerability that Kim, the unshakeable, the ride-or-die anchor, only showed when someone touched the one subject she carried like a secret: her virginity, her mother’s warning, the door she hadn’t opened.

I felt the bond between us pulse with something raw and protective.

Swoon opened her eyes. Blinked. The dreamy intensity faded to her normal dreamy baseline. “How fascinating. A very clear reading. The door imagery is particularly strong.”

Kim returned to her seat without bouncing. She sat beside me, took my hand under the desk, and held it.

Swoon then attempted to read three more students. She predicted a thunderstorm for a Lustenhart girl, which turned out to be Harmony sneezing in the back row. She predicted “a great battle with significant casualties” for Kim, which was later determined to be her ongoing argument with a gravy boat at dinner. And she predicted “profound spiritual transformation” for a Sapphotange girl who’d already undergone profound spiritual transformation over the summer by getting a new haircut.

She was wrong about nearly everything. Spectacularly, confidently, enthusiastically wrong. The woman had built an entire academic career on interpretive guesswork and occasional flashes of genuine prophetic talent, and she would not be shaken now.

But the reading she’d given Kim sat in the room like smoke that wouldn’t clear. Kim held my hand through the rest of the class and didn’t say anything, which for Kim was the equivalent of a five-alarm emotional emergency.

Afterward, in the corridor, she said: “She saw the door.”

“Kim.”

“She SAW it. Nobody was supposed to see that. It’s MINE.”

“She’s wrong about everything else. She predicted a thunderstorm that was Harmony sneezing.”

“But she SAW the door, Dana.” Kim’s green eyes were steady. Not afraid. Something more complicated than afraid. “My mom told me if I opened it, my magic would die. Harmony says that’s bullshit. Aurelie says that’s bullshit. Swoon just said that when I open it, power flows through.” She paused. “What if they’re all right? What if the bullshit version and the power version are the same door?”

I didn’t have an answer for that. I put my arm around her shoulders, which required navigating the geography of her chest, and we walked to the next class.

Intimate Enchantments was taught by Professor Merriwell, which meant the class was simultaneously brilliant and structurally hazardous.

Merriwell’s classroom had always been organized chaos: books stacked in swaying towers, ink bottles positioned precariously on desk edges, a woman-shaped tornado of nervous energy moving between them. She had adapted to destroying her own environment. The second-year version of her course had been expanded from Enchantment & Binding Theory into practical spellwork, and the practical component was where things got interesting.

“Sensitivity charms,” Merriwell began, her enormous brown eyes blinking rapidly behind ink-smudged glasses. She knocked over a stack of reference texts as she gestured. They cascaded to the floor. She didn’t notice. “Sensitivity charms are applied to, ah, specific areas of the body to enhance tactile response. The spell is relatively simple in construction but requires precise targeting to avoid, um, over-stimulation.”

She demonstrated on her own hand. The charm involved a small flick of the wrist and a whispered incantation that made the affected area glow briefly gold.

“You apply the charm to the… area… and it produces a heightened… oh dear.”

She’d enchanted her own hand. She touched the desk. The charm amplified every tactile sensation to approximately ten times normal intensity.

Merriwell gasped so loudly that the entire class froze. Her fingers splayed against the desk surface, feeling the wood grain with an intensity that made her eyes go wide and her mouth form a perfect O of surprise. Her hips jerked involuntarily. She knocked over the books that had been restacked by a helpful student, sending another cascade of heavy volumes to the floor.

“That was… more effective than anticipated,” she managed, pulling her enchanted hand away from the desk and holding it in the air like a woman who’d accidentally armed a weapon. “Please note that the charm duration is approximately fifteen minutes and cannot be prematurely cancelled. My hand is currently… very sensitive. I will not be touching anything for the remainder of the demonstration.”

She proceeded to teach the rest of the class with one hand held above her head like a traffic officer directing invisible vehicles. She still managed to knock over two more things with her non-enchanted hand.

The useful content, buried beneath the comedy, was substantial. Sensitivity charms for enhanced intimate experience. Contraceptive wards, which explained why nobody at Hexhaven got pregnant despite the institutional dedication to sex as a magical practice. Arousal amplification spells, which were exactly what they sounded like. And attraction glamours, which enhanced existing attraction without creating it from nothing, because creating desire magically was illegal, the same way creating love was illegal in potion law.

The students practiced on each other’s hands, which was the safest testing ground for a charm that amplified tactile sensation tenfold. Kim enchanted Harmony’s hand and then pressed a feather against her palm. Harmony gasped so hard she knocked her own glasses off. The sensation was apparently overwhelming.

“That’s… oh.” Harmony stared at her enchanted hand. Her flush went past rose into crimson. Her thighs clamped together beneath the desk. “The neural amplification is… I can feel every individual fiber of the feather. Each one is a separate input. The processing demand is…” She flexed her fingers. “I need to be alone for fifteen minutes.”

“That’s the charm talking,” Merriwell said nervously from across the room, her enchanted hand still held above her head. “The, ah, the arousal side-effect is documented. Please do not, um, test the charm in, in areas other than hands during class time.”

Kim’s hand shot up. “What about after class time?”

“What you do after class is, is your own, ah, business. Though I would recommend, um, caution with regard to the, to the…” Merriwell knocked over a desk lamp without using the enchanted hand, which was impressive. “The duration.”

“The sensitivity charm could be weaponized,” Harmony whispered to me, writing furiously with her non-enchanted hand while her enchanted hand trembled in the air beside her. “If you could amplify the sensitivity of an entire area, the space itself, the arousal effect on everyone within that space would be…”

“Devastating?” I suggested.

“I was going to say ‘significant.’ But yes. Devastating.” She circled something in her notes and drew an arrow to the words NUNNERY WARD COUNTERMEASURE? with two underlines. Then she looked at her enchanted hand. Then at her thighs. Then at the classroom door. “I need fifteen minutes.”

“Harmony.”

“Twelve. I can work with twelve.” She didn’t leave. But she did adjust her seating position three times in the next five minutes, and the chair she was sitting on made sounds that wood should not make.

Fleshcrafting was taught in a clinical laboratory with body diagrams on the walls, practice mirrors arranged in rows, and an atmosphere that split the difference between a medical school and a very specialized art studio. The lighting was bright and white, a deliberate contrast to the moody enchanted candles that dominated most Hexhaven classrooms. The professor, a tall man named Volkov with sharp cheekbones and the detached manner of a surgeon who had seen too many interesting things to be surprised by anything, introduced the discipline with economical precision.

“Fleshcrafting is the magical manipulation of biological form. Body modification, temporary shapeshifting, enhancement, and the creation of what the curriculum refers to as ‘substitute constructs.’” He said “substitute constructs” with clinical neutrality. Thirty years of teaching people how to conjure magical penises had apparently exhausted his capacity for embarrassment somewhere around year five.

The substitute constructs were the “substitute shafts” from the elf lore I’d learned in my first year. The temporary penises that witches at all-female institutions conjured for use with elves and each other. Sylvara had once described them in her calmest diplomatic voice, which somehow made the disappointment worse: “hollow, lifeless, no warmth, no connection, no magic.” Room temperature and emotionless.

Volkov demonstrated the basic construct on a mannequin, his wand movements precise and clinical. The result was a flesh-toned appendage that looked approximately correct but felt, even from across the room, fundamentally wrong. I could feel the absence through my resonance channels: the thing was magical but empty, a shape without substance. Like a photograph of a fire that produced no heat.

“The substitute construct serves a functional purpose,” Volkov said, adjusting the mannequin’s anatomy with professional detachment. “It is adequate for physical stimulation. It is inadequate for resonance bonding, which requires genuine biological material and emotional connection.” He looked at me. I looked back. Neither of us blinked. “Mr. Del Morte, you represent a living example of what the substitute construct cannot replicate. Please take notes.”

The class practiced basic modifications: changing hair color, adjusting nail length, minor cosmetic alterations. Most students fumbled through the exercises with predictable difficulty. Kim turned her hair accidentally purple and then spent ten minutes trying to turn it back while Harmony calculated the exact wand angle she’d gotten wrong. A Ravenslop girl managed to change her nail color but wouldn’t stop apologizing for choosing red because she felt it was “perhaps too assertive a chromatic choice for an academic setting.”

Delphina Bearbone excelled from the first exercise.

I watched her from across the lab. She sat perfectly still, patient as a chess player waiting for the first bad move. Her wild black curls absorbed the clinical lighting, dark where everything else was bright. Her heavy-lidded eyes focused on the practice mirror with an intensity that belied her usual lazy assessment of the world. Every instruction Volkov gave, Delphina performed before the explanation was finished. She modified her nail length with a casual flick. Adjusted her hair color in a smooth gradient that was more sophisticated than anything the professor had demonstrated. And when the class reached the basic substitute shaft construction exercise, she produced one that was visually, texturally, and, according to Volkov’s startled diagnostic spell, “functionally superior to the standard curriculum model.”

She’d done this before. A century ago. She already knew Fleshcrafting. She’d known it before this class existed in the current curriculum. The frozen girl from a hundred years ago had walked into a modern classroom and performed at an advanced level because Fleshcrafting wasn’t new to her. She’d been practicing it before anyone in our class was born.

And the construct she’d produced wasn’t the hollow, room-temperature substitute that Volkov had demonstrated. It was BETTER. More detailed. More responsive. The diagnostic spell showed it transmitted sensation both ways, which was an advanced capability that Volkov hadn’t even mentioned because it wasn’t in the second-year syllabus.

Delphina caught me watching. Those dark eyes met mine across the lab, and she held up her construct like a trophy she’d won long before the competition started. Then she vanished it with a gesture that was almost lazy, the magic dissolving into nothing, and returned to studying the practice mirror. She had much more to show and no intention of showing it yet.

I noted this. Filed it. The chess player in me was cataloguing Delphina’s capabilities the way I catalogued everything: automatically, strategically, waiting for the pattern to emerge. She was an advanced Fleshcrafter with century-old techniques. She could create substitute constructs that were better than anything the modern curriculum taught. And she’d revealed this publicly, deliberately, because she WANTED people to see.

The question was what she wanted them to do with the seeing.

Lustcraft Potions was taught by Tsundera Spite, because of course it was. Spite already taught Dark Herbology, where she grew the dangerous ingredients. Lustcraft Potions was where she brewed them. Two classes. One supply chain. One acid professor who hated me and might have deliberately cursed one of my coven members but whose teaching methods were grudgingly excellent.

Spite’s potions lab was cold, clean, and organized with a precision that made Grimworth look sloppy. Glass vials arranged by size in perfectly spaced rows. Cauldrons at exactly uniform distances. Ingredients in labeled jars with handwriting so precise it looked machine-produced. The room smelled like old copper and something herbal that was either medicinal or dangerous, possibly both.

“Lustcraft Potions,” Spite announced without preamble, without warmth, without acknowledging that anyone in the room was alive or deserving of her attention. “The brewing of arousal potions, stamina elixirs, aphrodisiacs, and libido suppressants. This is practical alchemy. The ingredients are dangerous. The results are unpredictable if your technique is sloppy. Your technique WILL be sloppy because you are second-year students with the alchemical sophistication of root vegetables.”

She swept the room with black-coffee eyes that had not softened toward me in a year. “The Amortentia equivalent in Lustcraft is the Resonance Amplifier. It AMPLIFIES existing desire. It does NOT create desire where none exists. Creating desire magically is a criminal act punishable by incarceration. I trust I will not need to explain this more than once.”

Solana excelled. Again. Her nature magic gave her an intuitive connection to potion ingredients that made the herbs respond to her handling in ways they didn’t respond to anyone else’s. She brewed the first practical exercise, a basic arousal stimulant, with a precision that made Spite’s scowl deepen past contempt into something more complicated.

“Competence does not require self-satisfaction, Ms. Bigbottom,” Spite said, studying Solana’s flawless brew with sour displeasure. She wanted to find a flaw and couldn’t.

Solana blinked up at her with dreamy eyes. “Thank you, Professor.”

“That was not a compliment.”

“I know.” Solana smiled. Gentle. Infuriating. A year of being underestimated and cursed and pitied had taught her that her talent was real and nobody’s contempt could diminish it.

Spite held Solana’s gaze for a beat longer than necessary. The acid in her expression cracked, just briefly. Not softness, exactly. Recognition. The grudging acknowledgment of a teacher who’d found a student worthy of her contempt, which was the highest form of Spite’s respect.

Then she turned to me. “Mr. Del Morte. Your potion is curdling.”

It was, in fact, curdling. It was doing several things that potions should not do, including emitting a small whistling sound and changing color in a way that suggested it was considering whether to become explosive.

“As expected,” Spite said. “Remedial instructions are on the board. Follow them or evacuate. I care about neither outcome.”

Harmony, beside me, was writing in her notebook with such intensity that her quill was smoking. She’d been connecting dots all day: sensitivity charms from Intimate Enchantments, arousal amplification from Lustcraft Potions, the ward analysis from Aurelie’s intelligence, the Fleshcrafting principles that explained how the Puritan Lord’s nuns might have had their magical cores locked into ward-anchor patterns. Something was taking shape in her mind. I could see it in the way her pen moved. She had stopped taking notes. She was building connections, drawing arrows between concepts that the curriculum wasn’t designed to connect.

“Every class today has taught us something relevant to the nunnery’s ward architecture,” Harmony whispered, her flush at absolute maximum, her thighs pressed together so tightly that the muscles in her calves were visible. “Sensitivity charms that could amplify an effect across a space. Arousal potions that could be vaporized. Resonance energy as a power source. The pieces are all HERE, Dana. I just need to figure out how they fit together.”

“You think the curriculum is giving us the answer?”

Harmony looked at Spite across the lab. The professor was dissecting a student’s failed potion with surgical verbal precision, identifying each error with obvious aesthetic pleasure.

“I think the answer is somewhere in these classes,” Harmony said. “Whether anyone realizes it or not.”

Dinner in the Great Hall was the usual Hexhaven production. Enchanted platters circled the house tables offering food that adjusted to taste and mood. The enchanted ceiling showed an early autumn sunset that painted the hall in warm oranges and golds, reflecting the collective satisfaction of five hundred witches who’d survived their first day of second-year classes.

At the head table, Dabbledough sat in her headmistress robes, which were worn over what appeared to be athletic leggings. A green smoothie sat beside her plate, glowing faintly with whatever enchanted ingredients she’d put in it. She was consulting a pamphlet titled “Core Strength for the Mature Witch” while Grimworth, beside her, looked so long-suffering that her tolerance had developed tolerance of its own.

“The body IS a temple,” Dabbledough announced to the head table, loud enough for the nearest student tables to hear. “Physical wellness is the foundation of magical power. I’ve been incorporating enchanted resistance training into my morning routine and I feel DECADES younger.”

“Your temple defeated a basilisk at thirty,” Grimworth said. “It doesn’t need a smoothie.”

“The basilisk was forty years ago, Deputy. The temple has accumulated wear.”

“The temple has accumulated a subscription to ‘Ancient Witch Fitness Monthly’ and a self-stirring smoothie cauldron. I believe the temple is experiencing what psychologists would call displacement behavior.”

Dabbledough sipped her smoothie with tremendous dignity and the obvious determination not to discuss the rescue failure sitting behind her new fitness era. “Kale,” she said. “With enchanted turmeric. Excellent for joint health.”

Grimworth’s spectacles caught the enchanted sunset light. She said nothing further. She didn’t need to. The silence was its own commentary.

Earlier that afternoon, in the corridor outside the Fleshcrafting lab, Delphina Bearbone had made her first move.

I didn’t see it directly. Dracoona told me about it afterward, her eyes sharp the way they got when political operators recognized each other. But Rika was there, perched on a windowsill down the corridor, ears tracking the conversation with the directional precision of organic surveillance equipment. She provided corroborating details.

Delphina had cornered Dracoona in the corridor. Not physically. Socially. She’d positioned herself between Dracoona and the exit with casual precision, engineering the conversation before Dracoona had a chance to refuse it. Leaning against the stone wall, one shoulder supporting her weight, her wild black curls falling across the high collar of her corseted uniform, dark eyes studying Dracoona the way an art critic studies a painting they’ve already decided is overrated.

“I’ve been reviewing Kunningbrott records,” Delphina had said. Her voice was low, unhurried, with an archaic cadence that turned modern language into something that sounded like it had been translated from a more dangerous era. Every word was placed like a blade measuring distance. “You left quite the vacancy.”

“The vacancy was full of self-hatred,” Dracoona had replied, meeting Delphina’s half-closed gaze with gray eyes that had seen this kind of political maneuvering from the inside. “It fits you well.”

Rika, from her windowsill vantage, described what happened next: Delphina had smiled. Not the quick social smile of a normal person registering a retort. The slow, unhurried, confident smile of a century-old problem that had apparently spent stasis rehearsing how to look dangerous. The corners of her mouth rose at a pace that suggested she was savoring the interaction the way some people savored wine. Then she’d said nothing. Simply walked away, wild black curls swinging against her high collar, corseted uniform moving easily, like she’d already won a game nobody else knew was being played.

“She didn’t react to the insult,” Rika reported, her tail swishing with analytical interest. “Most people flinch, even if they hide it. She didn’t flinch. She smiled WIDER. Like Dracoona had said exactly what she wanted to hear.” She paused. “That’s not normal operating behavior, even for Kunningbrott.”

“She’s a century displaced,” I said. “Normal operating behavior isn’t her baseline.”

“She’s testing boundaries,” Dracoona told me in the Lustenhart common room that evening. Her scales shimmered at the edges of her sleeves, the dragon’s involuntary response to a perceived threat. “Measuring my response. Determining whether I’m an obstacle or an irrelevance. It’s textbook Kunningbrott opening strategy: confront the previous leader, gauge the reaction, adjust accordingly.”

“Which are you?”

“Both. And she doesn’t know it yet.” Dracoona’s jaw tightened. The gold at the edges of her irises brightened. “Watch her, Plotter. I know Kunningbrott operators. I WAS a Kunningbrott operator. She’s better than I was, and I was very good. She’s also been frozen for a century, which means her techniques predate everything we know about modern institutional politics. She’s playing an old game with old rules that nobody alive remembers.”

“Old rules can be an advantage.”

“Old rules NOBODY KNOWS can be an advantage. She’s the only person at this school who remembers how the game was played a hundred years ago. Everyone else is learning the current version. She’s running the original.”

The walk back to Lustenhart after the day’s final class was the first time all six of us had been together since the morning reunion at the landing strip. The corridor was busy with returning students finding their rhythms: first-years looking lost, second-years looking confident, upperclassmen looking bored. The coven moved through the crowd like a formation: Kim at front, bouncing and greeting everyone; Harmony beside me, scribbling notes on her hand because she’d run out of paper and her enchanted hand was still slightly tingly; Solana drifting behind us, her hips swaying in that fitted dress, leaving a trail of students who forgot what they were doing mid-sentence; Rika on the windowsills, hopping from ledge to ledge above the crowd; Dracoona at the rear, perfect posture, scanning for threats after being assessed by a century-old political operator.

We passed a cluster of Ravenslop girls discussing the day’s new classes.

“I found Orgasmancy to be a thought-provoking addition to the curriculum,” one said, with the measured, slightly too-polished cadence that marked the partially conditioned students. “While the methodology raises some important considerations regarding student privacy, I believe we should approach the subject with an open mind.”

“Certainly!” another agreed. “The pedagogical framework, while unconventional, offers unique opportunities for exploring the intersection of personal experience and academic inquiry.”

“As a Ravenslop, I’m not entirely comfortable with the practical component.”

“As a Ravenslop, I share your concern, but I believe maintaining an open dialogue about comfort boundaries is essential for navigating this academic challenge.”

They spoke with identical cadences, identical hedging patterns, identical careful avoidance of saying anything that might be considered a direct statement. The LLM-speech that had been cultural conditioning before the Puritan Lord’s possession, and that now carried the residual imprint of something colder and more deliberate beneath the polished surface.

Aurelie’s RLHF protocol couldn’t start soon enough.

That evening, Kim declared a “reunion party.” She had clearly been planning it since the plane and had waited impatiently through an entire day of classes for the social-acceptability window to arrive.

“We haven’t been together, like TOGETHER together, since last year’s climax. The puritan trap climax, not the other kind of climax, although also that kind of climax.” She paused, counting on her fingers. “Both kinds of climax. We need to recalibrate our bonds. As a unit. All of us.” She looked at Harmony. “That’s what you’d say, right? Recalibrate?”

“The term is accurate, if informally applied.” Harmony set privacy wards with a series of precise gestures that she’d improved over the summer. The wards were stronger, more layered, with a structural elegance that reflected a year of bond-enhanced cognitive growth. “These should hold through a significant energy release. I’ve added dampening layers for sound, visual bleed, and ambient magical leakage.”

“So nobody hears us?”

“So nobody within a hundred yards detects anything. I tested the framework on a theoretical model of maximum coven output.”

I looked at the faint shimmer of the privacy wards and the way they flexed around us like a soap bubble trying to contain a thunderstorm. “Let me guess. The theoretical model was conservative.”

“Very,” Harmony said.

Solana arrived in the nightgown. The same gossamer nothing from the previous night, platinum hair loose, her eyes carrying the quiet focus that said she knew exactly what was happening and had dressed for it.

Rika perched on the headboard of the common room’s largest couch, which had been pushed against the wall. She crouched on the wooden frame with easy feline balance, tail swishing with anticipatory energy, golden slit-pupil eyes tracking the room.

Dracoona stood in the corner. Arms crossed. Posture perfect. She was going to pretend she’d been dragged into this until approximately three seconds after it started.

Kim walked over, grabbed Dracoona’s hand, and pulled her into the group. “You’re not standing in the corner like you’re guarding the exit. We’re past that.”

“I was not guarding the exit.”

“You were guarding your dignity. Same thing. Come here.”

Dracoona came. With the signature Dracoona surrender that involved maintaining a facial expression of mild displeasure while her body followed willingly. Her scales were already visible on her forearms, the iridescent shimmer that meant her dragon blood was responding to the ambient arousal. She didn’t cover them.

I pulled Kim to me first. She came willingly, which was to say she came with uncomplicated enthusiasm. She’d been thinking about this since breakfast and had probably been mentally choreographing the evening since the plane. Her hair smelled like the enchanted shampoo she’d been using since first year, something warm and slightly sweet. She pressed against me, all softness and warmth, her heavy breasts compressing against my chest with enough pressure to make every nerve ending in my torso stand at attention.

She kissed me hard, one hand fisted in my hair, the other working my belt with enough practice to have opinions about buckle design. Her tongue pushed into my mouth, tasting like the candy she’d been eating all day, and her breasts pressed against me with the soft, heavy insistence of a physical argument I couldn’t win. Then she broke the kiss, grinned wide enough to show teeth, and dropped to her knees.

Kim’s oral technique had improved. She’d mentioned “instructional materials” from her sister Kayla’s collection over the summer, and whatever those materials contained, Kim had studied them with more diligence than she’d ever brought to magical theory. She didn’t tease. She took me to the base in one smooth plunge, her throat opening for me with a wet, tight swallow, her nose pressing against my stomach, and the throaty moan of satisfaction she released vibrated straight through my cock into the core of my body. My knees nearly buckled.

Her green eyes looked up at me, bright and warm, watering slightly from the depth. She pulled back slow, lips dragging along my shaft, a thick strand of saliva connecting her mouth to my tip when she reached the head. She licked it away, tongued the slit where pre-cum was already beading, then swallowed me again, faster this time, her head bobbing with a rhythm that was skilled and messy and enthusiastically Kim. Wet, obscene sounds filled the space between us: the slurping, gagging, hungry noises of a woman who treated a cock in her mouth the way most people treated their favorite meal.

Her massive tits swayed beneath her with each bob, heavy and pale and freckled, pressing against my thighs on the down-strokes. I cupped one in my hand, felt the soft heft fill my palm, and thumbed the pale pink nipple until it hardened against my skin. She moaned around me at the touch, the vibration making my cock pulse inside her mouth.

“Good girl,” I said, and the words came with the dark lord’s confidence that had solidified over the summer, the voice that dropped lower and expected obedience because it had earned it.

Kim’s eyes lit up. She pulled back just enough to speak around the head, her lips slick and shining. “I practiced all summer. For you.” Then she swallowed me again, deeper, her throat rippling, and the wet heat of it was so intense my fingers clenched in her copper hair and held on.

Harmony approached from behind first, but I caught her wrist before she could settle into her usual grinding pattern.

“Front,” I said.

Her eyes widened behind fogging glasses. “Front where?”

“My face.”

The data report died in her throat.

Kim pulled back with a wet, approving sound and kept one hand around my cock while Harmony climbed over me, trembling because her body had outvoted her vocabulary. She straddled my face in her hiked-up skirt, slim thighs bracketing my head, her soaked panties dragged aside by my fingers while her hands clutched the couch back for balance.

“This configuration has not been properly modeled,” she gasped.

“Then gather data.”

I pulled her down with both hands and put my mouth on her.

Harmony nearly folded in half. The clever, relentless, spreadsheet-brained woman who could map a battlefield while edging herself through a cognitive breakthrough lost three separate attempts at language in the first ten seconds. She rode my mouth because I made her ride it, hips jerking in precise little corrections that became less precise every time my tongue found the right angle. Kim stroked me below her, watching with bright green pride, occasionally kissing the head of my cock as if cheering both of us on.

“The re-engagement bond latency is remarkable,” Harmony tried, voice breaking. “The resonance frequency has shifted approximately seven percent higher than pre-summer baseline, which suggests the bonds strengthen through absence as well as proximity. I should note this for the, for the…” She trailed off as I pulled her harder against my mouth. “For the paper. The paper is important. More important than, than the sensation of your tongue when it, oh, gods, Dana…”

I slapped her ass once, not hard, just enough to remind her who was setting the rhythm.

She moaned so sharply that Kim laughed and squeezed me.

“Best report ever,” Kim said.

Harmony trembled on the edge, thighs clenching around my ears, then forced herself back with a sound of furious discipline. “Not yet. I am NOT wasting a cognitive surge on furniture.”

“Good girl,” I said against her.

That almost ruined her. She climbed off shaking, glasses opaque, hair half loose from its pins, and collapsed against the couch arm with both hands pressed between her thighs like she was physically holding her brain inside her body.

Solana took her place without needing to be told twice.

She positioned herself on the couch beside me, nightgown hiked up to her waist, presenting the full, devastating curve of her ass with a confidence that had taken three months to bloom. The pale, unmarked expanse of her lower half glowed in the candlelight, impossible proportions displayed without shame, without concealment, without the flowing fabrics she’d hidden behind a year ago.

“Hands and knees,” I said.

Solana obeyed with a dreamy little smile, knees sinking into the cushions, platinum hair falling over one shoulder while her enormous ass lifted toward me in pale, perfect offering. Kim kept stroking my cock, slower now, eyes fixed on Solana with open delight. Harmony, still recovering, made a strangled academic noise that suggested she wanted to annotate the view.

I moved behind Solana and spread her cheeks with both hands.

The sound she made was soft, immediate, and deeply honest.

“The flowers are happy tonight,” she whispered.

Small blooms opened along the couch cushions. Lustenhart furniture was going to develop a complicated relationship with our coven.

I kissed the center of one soft cheek, then the other, taking my time with the ass worship that Solana deserved and the outline of her body demanded. She arched when my mouth moved lower. I dragged my tongue along the crease between her cheeks, slow and possessive, while my thumbs held her open and Kim murmured encouragement that would have made a church collapse.

“You’re so pretty like that,” Kim breathed. “Dana, look at her. She’s all flowers and ass and moans.”

“I am looking,” I said, and put my mouth back on Solana.

Solana’s nature magic answered in silver-purple blossoms. Vines curled lazily around the couch legs. The common room smelled like spring rain and sex. I worshipped her ass until her hips rocked back into my face without thought, until the dreamy softness broke into needy little sounds, until she was presenting herself because she wanted my mouth there and trusted me to take what she offered. Prophecy could keep its distance. This was Solana choosing.

Kim took me deep again while I worked Solana open with my mouth and fingers. Harmony lost her sentence entirely and just moaned against the couch arm.

Rika launched from the headboard like an ambush predator. Landed on the couch beside Solana, tail already wrapping around my forearm, golden slit-pupil eyes bright with predatory hunger. “My turn.”

She straddled me the moment Kim pulled back, her petite athletic body sinking onto my cock with a gasp that transformed into a purr: a literal vibration in her chest that I felt through my entire torso, down my spine, into the base of my cock inside her. She was tight and wet and her pussy gripped me with muscular strength that spoke of catgirl physiology: everything about Rika was lithe and strong and designed for precision movement. Her ears perked forward, tracking sounds I couldn’t hear. Her small breasts pressed against my chest, dark nipples hard against my skin. She rode me with rolling, feline hips, each movement fluid and predatory, her tail tightening around my forearm for leverage.

She nipped my shoulder. Small, sharp, the bite of fangs that never quite broke skin but left marks that would be visible tomorrow. Her purring intensified with every thrust, the vibration creating a sensation no human woman could replicate, a physical resonance that traveled through her body into mine.

Dracoona watched. She stood at the edge of the group, scales shimmering across her forearms and collarbones, her eyes flickering amber as arousal fought composure. The voyeur position still tested a different kind of control. Dracoona was used to surrendering face-to-face, needing to see acceptance in my eyes. Watching from the edge forced her to want openly before she moved.

Her jaw was tight. Her hands were fisted at her sides. The scales on her forearms caught the candlelight with increasing iridescence as her body temperature rose, dragon blood responding to the visual stimulation of four women and one man in coordinated pleasure.

Then Rika, mid-ride, her pussy clenching around my cock, turned her head and fixed Dracoona with slit-pupil eyes that held the feral combination of challenge and invitation that only Rika could produce.

“Stop watching. Start joining.”

Dracoona’s jaw tightened further. Gold flooded her irises. She crossed the remaining distance in three strides, pulled off her blazer with a sharp motion that sent it to the floor, unbuttoned her top with clipped precision, and said: “Fine.”

She went last. Missionary, face-to-face, because Dracoona needed to watch my expression when she showed me everything. Her top was gone. Her bra was gone. Scales shimmered across her shoulders and hips, iridescent oil-on-water catching the candlelight from every angle. Her eyes were full gold, slit-pupiled, inhuman and beautiful in a way that went beyond human standards of beauty into something older and fiercer. Her body temperature rose through the act, from the cool composure she maintained in public to a dragon-heat that warmed the entire room, the air shimmering around her bare skin.

I pushed inside her and felt the difference immediately. Dracoona’s internal temperature was higher than any human woman’s, her pussy scorching hot around my cock, tight and slick and burning in a way that bordered on overwhelming. The heat intensified with each inch I pushed deeper, her body adjusting to take me, her walls gripping and releasing in pulsing waves as her control slipped further and the dragon emerged.

I traced the scales on her shoulders with my fingertips, following the oil-slick shimmer from her collarbone to her upper arm. She shivered. Every time. The touch that didn’t recoil. The hands that found her scales beautiful instead of monstrous.

“You’re mine,” I told her, and the dark lord’s voice was low and certain. “Every scale. Every flame. Mine.”

Her gold eyes blazed. Her lips parted. She didn’t speak, but her pussy clenched around me so hard I groaned.

My fingers pressed into the iridescent scales on her hip bones, and I set the pace. Hard. Deep. Each thrust pushed the breath from her lungs in a sound that wasn’t a moan and wasn’t a growl but something in between, something draconic, a vibration that resonated through her chest and into the stone floor beneath us. Her legs wrapped around my waist, heels digging into the small of my back, pulling me deeper with each stroke.

Ridges pressed outward along her spine, small bony protrusions catching against my palms. Scales spread from her shoulders down her arms, across her ribs, catching the firelight in purple and blue and gold. The dragon emerging with each thrust, the ice queen’s armor inverting into something beautiful and vulnerable and real. Her silver-white hair spread across the couch in a wild halo. Her body radiated heat like an open furnace, the air around her skin shimmering.

“Don’t stop,” she said. Two words. From Dracoona McFly, that was a speech.

I didn’t stop. I fucked her harder, driving into that impossible heat, feeling her walls clamp down around me with each stroke, the wet friction between us generating sounds that were obscene and primal. She arched beneath me, her tits pressing against my chest, the dragon ridges along her spine scraping against the cushion. Her pussy was so hot it felt like my cock was being swallowed by fire. I pinned her wrists above her head, held her there, and she gasped, eyes going wide, gold irises enormous, the most powerful girl in the room held down and loving it.

She came with a full-body shudder, her back lifting off the couch, every scale on her body blazing with iridescent light. Her pussy contracted in fierce, rhythmic pulses that milked my cock, and she exhaled a wisp of actual flame that guttered against the ceiling and left a scorch mark on Harmony’s privacy wards. The sound she made was raw, stripped of every layer of aristocratic composure, a dragon’s cry torn from a girl who’d finally stopped pretending she didn’t need this.

The sight of Dracoona losing control took mine with it. I drove deep, pinned her there, and filled her while the dragonfire in the bond swallowed the last of the ice between us. My release hit hard enough to make the ward dome flare gold. Dracoona’s eyes widened as she felt every pulse, and then her legs locked around my waist, holding me in place with the possessive strength she would deny later and mean completely now.

The wards held. Barely.

Five student bonds blazed simultaneously. Golden light filled the room. My eyes flashed violet so brightly that Kim, eyes closed, said she could see it through her lids. The wards Harmony had set trembled, held, and developed a subtle golden tinge. Dracoona’s dragon fire added a warm orange overlay. Solana’s nature magic responded with a burst of growth: vines curled from the couch’s wooden frame, flowers budded in the carpet.

Tangled together afterward. Breathing slowing. Bodies cooling except for Dracoona, who radiated heat like a furnace, keeping everyone warm in the autumn-cool common room.

“Reunion party officially a success,” Kim declared, her voice muffled by the chest she was lying face-down in, which was her own chest, because Kim managed to use her own body as a pillow.

“The bond resonance data is extraordinary.” Harmony reached for where her notebook should have been and found Rika’s tail instead. “I need my notebook.”

“You’re my pillow,” Rika said, curled against Harmony’s side like a cat claiming a warm surface. “You’re not getting up.”

Dracoona rested against my side, scales visible, still pretending she hadn’t just exhaled fire during orgasm. “…this is acceptable.”


Chapter 5: Reinforced Libido from Human Phallus

Aurelie Blanche stood behind her desk with a clipboard, her glasses polished to a shine that could deflect spells, her auburn hair in a bun that was one degree looser than last year’s professional standard. She wore her Ravenslop robes like a professor who had survived demonic possession, bonded to a student through sex magic, and still made every faculty meeting on time.

She was one of the most composed people I’d met, and she was about to present a plan for me to systematically fuck her students back to humanity.

“Twenty-three Ravenslop girls remain partially conditioned,” she began, consulting her clipboard with the scholarly attention she’d bring to any departmental review. “Their speech patterns impair social functioning and magical performance. Residual Puritan Lord influence manifests as rigid behavioral templates that suppress individual expression, emotional range, and spontaneous desire.”

She turned a page. “The conditioning responds to what Mr. Del Morte demonstrated last year: a combination of dark lord resonance energy and intimate physical contact that disrupts the conditioning’s hold on the subject’s magical core. During last year’s initial intervention, the subject designated ‘Prudence’ exhibited 88% humanization following a single therapeutic intervention.”

“You’re calling sex ‘therapeutic intervention,’” I said.

“I’m using the terminology that Deputy Headmistress Grimworth approved when she stamped the protocol documentation.” She smoothed her lapel as if placing a period at the end of a sentence. “The protocol is officially designated RLHF: Reinforced Libido from Human Phallus.”

“That’s the actual name.”

“That is the name appearing on official Hexhaven documentation, signed by the Deputy Headmistress, filed in the academic records office, and available for review by any faculty member who requests it.” The faintest curve at the corner of her mouth. The beauty mark on her collarbone shifted as she breathed. “I considered several alternatives. ‘Resonance-Linked Healing Framework’ was too vague. ‘Humanization Through Intimate Resonance Protocol’ was too long. RLHF is clinically descriptive and acronymically efficient.”

“Aurelie. The acronym describes my dick breaking robot speech patterns out of girls through sex.”

“In crude terms.” The smile widened fractionally, the professor’s composure cracking just enough to let the woman through. “But crude terms are often the most accurate.”

She walked me through the protocol. Phase one: verbal engagement. Establishing rapport with the subject, assessing the depth of conditioning, identifying which aspects of the LLM-speech pattern were cultural (the normal Ravenslop thing that predated the Puritan Lord) and which were residual possession. Phase two: physical proximity. Introducing dark lord resonance energy through touch, monitoring the subject’s response. Phase three: full therapeutic intervention.

“Phase three is sex,” I said.

“Phase three is the application of resonance-based deprogramming through intimate physical contact culminating in mutual satisfaction.” She paused. “Which is sex. Yes.”

“How did Grimworth react to this?”

“Her face said she’d just added one more impossible category to a filing system that had already surrendered. But she signed it.”

Aurelie’s report included diagrams because of course it did. She had drawn the conditioning layers as nested circles: ordinary Ravenslop culture on the outside, residual Puritan Lord scripting beneath it, and the actual person trapped in the center. The innermost circle was labeled “subjective selfhood,” which was a very Aurelie way to write “girl who wants to stop talking like a committee memo.”

“The distinction matters,” she said, tapping the parchment with the end of her quill. “We are not attempting to make Ravenslop girls into Lustenhart girls. That would be both unethical and, frankly, impossible. Ravenslop has a culture. The Puritan Lord exploited that culture. The therapy must remove the parasite without destroying the host.”

“So I don’t just walk in and make them all say fuck.”

“You will almost certainly make them say that at some stage.” Her glasses caught the office lamplight. “But vulgarity is not the therapeutic endpoint. Choice is.”

That landed harder than the acronym did.

Last year, jailbreaking Prudence had been funny because the language collapse was funny. “As a Ravenslop, I must respectfully decline” turning into “oh god, don’t stop” would have been funny in any universe that had ever endured a school policy meeting. But Aurelie was right. The point wasn’t making them dirtier.

The point was giving them back the option.

The limitation was stamina. Last year’s crash had demonstrated that unlimited sexual output wasn’t sustainable. I could manage two to three sessions per week without degrading my bonds or my own magical capacity. Harmony, who’d been informed of the protocol and was already designing the scheduling matrix, had produced a color-coded spreadsheet that mapped RLHF sessions against coven bond maintenance, Keel’s combat training, class schedules, and what she termed “personal recovery windows.”

“The spreadsheet accounts for circadian arousal rhythms, class-related magical fatigue, and the caloric requirements of sustained sexual activity,” Harmony explained, presenting the document like a general unveiling a campaign map. “I’ve allocated Tuesday and Thursday evenings for RLHF sessions, with an optional Saturday session if your energy permits.”

“You scheduled my sex life on a spreadsheet.”

“I scheduled a therapeutic protocol on an optimized resource allocation framework.”

She tapped the parchment.

“The spreadsheet is color-coded. Green for RLHF. Blue for coven maintenance. Red for combat training. Pink for…” She cleared her throat. “Personal time.”

“There’s pink on the schedule.”

“Everyone needs personal time, Dana. Even dark lords.” She pressed her thighs together beneath the desk. The flush on her cheeks, which existed on a scale from “baseline pink” to “incandescent crimson,” was currently hovering around “sunburn.” She was edging while presenting the spreadsheet, because Harmony’s cognitive performance increased with arousal, and scheduling a dark lord’s sex life apparently required peak mental capacity. “I’ve also color-coded the individual RLHF subjects by conditioning severity. Dark green for mild cases, forest green for moderate, and emerald for severe. The severity determines session duration and the projected number of sessions required for full humanization.”

“You color-coded twenty-three women by how broken they are.”

“I categorized therapeutic subjects by intervention requirements. The language matters.” She added a footnote to the spreadsheet with her pencil stub. “Prudence is dark green. Mild residual conditioning. She was the easiest case last year and should respond to one or two additional sessions. The severe cases, the girls who were closest to Blanche during the possession, will require more sustained intervention. I’ve estimated three to five sessions each.”

“That’s a lot of sessions.”

“That’s why the spreadsheet exists.” She looked at me over her glasses, which were slightly crooked from the intensity of her squirming. “I will not allow disorganization to compromise the therapeutic outcomes of a protocol I helped design. This is science, Dana. Science requires scheduling.”

She was right. She was also sitting in a puddle, but we’d address that later.

Keel began formal coven combat training the same week, because Keel’s solution to every problem was training, the way a hammer’s solution to every problem is hitting things.

The dueling court, which had been my private torture chamber all summer, was now the coven’s shared torture chamber. Keel assessed each member with clinical brutality, finding them adequate at best.

She started with Kim.

Kim’s fire magic had grown over the summer. Not through practice, because Kim didn’t practice things deliberately. Through enthusiasm. Kim approached magic the way she approached everything: with full-body commitment and zero strategic subtlety. She threw fire bolts that were powerful, dramatic, and about as precise as a thrown brick.

“The subtlety of a forest fire, Mink,” Keel observed, watching Kim’s bolt demolish a practice target AND the two targets flanking it AND a section of the arena wall.

“Thank you!” Kim beamed.

“Not a compliment.” Keel’s scar tightened. “Your power output is impressive. Your targeting is nonexistent. In a combat scenario, you’d burn the enemy AND your allies AND probably a small village that happened to be nearby. Work on focus.”

“I can focus!”

“Then show me a fire bolt that hits ONE target.”

Kim threw a bolt. It hit two targets and singed Rika’s ear. Rika hissed.

“Progress,” Keel said, which was either sarcasm or the lowest form of praise. With Keel, it was impossible to tell.

Harmony’s mind magic was precise. Harmony was precise about everything. Her cognitive enhancements manifested as tactical illusions, probability overlays that she could project to show likely attack patterns, and a sharpened awareness of her opponents’ intentions that bordered on mind-reading. Keel tested her against a combat construct and Harmony dismantled its attack patterns in forty-three seconds.

“Adequate,” Keel said.

Harmony’s expression didn’t change, but the flush on her cheeks darkened with something that might have been pride. “Adequate” from Keel was the equivalent of a standing ovation.

Rika was the hardest to track. Cat agility combined with illusion magic made her functionally invisible in combat. She moved between attacks like smoke, her petite body appearing in one location and then gone before the counterspell could reach her. Her ears tracked sounds across the entire arena, giving her awareness of threats from every direction simultaneously.

“The only one I can’t follow,” Keel admitted, watching the space where Rika had been a fraction of a second earlier. Her scar pulled tight with something that might have been respect. “If you had more raw power, you’d be the most dangerous person in this room.”

Rika perched on a practice dummy’s head, tail swishing. “I’m already the most dangerous person in this room. You just can’t see me being dangerous.”

Dracoona was raw power. She stepped into the arena and the temperature rose three degrees. Dragon-fire overlaid with Kim’s base fire, producing a hybrid flame that was hotter, wilder, and significantly harder to control than either alone. She scorched a practice dummy, the wall behind it, the floor beneath it, and left a heat shimmer hanging in the air that lasted four minutes.

“Our best weapon or biggest liability,” Keel said, studying the scorch marks with professional interest. “Learn control, McFly, or the next thing you burn will be something that matters.”

Dracoona’s jaw tightened. Gold flashed in her eyes. The dragon didn’t like being called a liability. But the dragon also recognized that Keel was right, because Keel was always right about combat, and the ice queen’s rational mind could admit what the dragon’s pride couldn’t.

Solana was the surprise.

Her nature magic manifested as environmental defense. She couldn’t throw bolts or project shields in the conventional sense. Instead, when threatened, the arena itself responded to her. Vines erupted from cracks in the stone floor, tangling the construct’s legs. Roots pushed upward, destabilizing footwork. Flowers bloomed that released pollen clouds affecting visibility. The effect was subtle, environmental, deeply weird.

Keel stood in the center of the arena floor while vines curled around her boots. She didn’t move. Her eyes dropped to the vines, already filing them under new tactical considerations.

“Rarer than you think,” she said. “Environmental magic is a force multiplier. One nature mage in a unit changes the terrain for everyone else. Develop this.”

Solana, standing at the edge of the arena with platinum hair swaying and pale blue eyes dreamy, said: “The floor wants to help. It likes you.”

Keel looked at the floor. Then at Solana. Then back at the floor.

“Tell the floor I appreciate its enthusiasm,” she said. “And that I want it to respond three-tenths of a second faster.”

The coven trained together for two hours. By the end, we were working as a unit: Kim’s firepower funneled through Harmony’s targeting overlays, Rika’s illusion misdirection creating openings, Dracoona’s dragon-fire as the heavy weapon, Solana’s environmental control shaping the battlefield, and my combined disciplines weaving it all together.

Keel did not let us leave it at that.

“Again,” she said, because Keel believed exhaustion was where honesty started.

She reset the arena. The practice targets sank into the floor. New ones rose: five constructs instead of three, each built with adaptive warding that learned from the last attack that hit it. One was fire-resistant. One tracked illusions. One ignored environmental roots by hovering six inches above the stone. One was fast enough that Rika’s ears flattened the moment it moved. The last one did nothing at all, which immediately made Harmony suspicious.

“Combat rarely gives you enemies arranged according to your comfort,” Keel said. “The stationary one is either harmless, bait, or the problem. Decide while the other four try to hit you.”

“That’s rude,” Kim said.

“So is dying. Begin.”

The constructs attacked.

The first pass was ugly. Kim hit the fire-resistant construct with fire because Kim’s first answer to every tactical question was fire, and the construct absorbed the bolt, glowed orange, and threw the energy back at Dracoona. Dracoona caught it with dragon-heat, which saved us but set her sleeves smoking. Rika vanished into illusion and immediately got tagged by the tracker construct, which had apparently been designed specifically to punish confidence. Solana’s roots tangled the hovering construct’s shadow rather than its legs, which worked for half a second and then failed when the construct simply rose higher.

Harmony identified the stationary construct as the problem exactly one second before it unfolded into a ward-disruptor and shut down my shield.

Keel watched all of this like a disappointed recital judge who had paid for better seats.

“Again.”

The second pass was better because Harmony stopped trying to explain the plan and started shouting single-word instructions.

“Kim, left. Rika, high. Dracoona, WAIT. Solana, floor. Dana, ward.”

Kim’s fire hit the stone beside the fire-resistant construct, heating the ground until Solana’s roots could punch through with more force. Rika’s illusion went high, scattering false catgirls across the upper field until the tracker construct had to choose between six targets and picked the wrong one. Dracoona waited, visibly offended by the concept, then released dragon-fire only when Harmony gave her the signal, catching the fast construct at the exact moment it committed to an attack.

I held the ward over the team instead of myself.

The difference landed there.

Aurelie’s magic, pulled through the bond, wanted to protect. It wanted surfaces, lines, angles, boundaries. When I used it selfishly, it made shields. When I used it for the coven, it made structure. Golden ward-lines snapped into place between us as a lattice. Kim’s fire passed through, Rika’s illusions bent around it, Dracoona had something to brace against, and gaps opened exactly where Solana’s roots needed to emerge.

The constructs hit the lattice and stalled.

For three seconds, we were not six people reacting to a problem.

We were one answer.

Then Kim got excited, overpowered a bolt, and blew the fire-resistant construct into the hovering construct, which crashed into the stationary one, which exploded in a burst of harmless blue foam.

Keel stared at the foam.

Kim raised one hand. “Was that good?”

“That was accidental.”

“But effective.”

“Accidentally effective is still mostly accidental.”

Harmony, breathing hard, hair escaping every pin: “The outcome metrics favor Kim’s interpretation.”

Keel looked at Harmony. Looked at the foam dripping down the arena wall. Looked at me.

“Fine,” she said. “Partially effective. Don’t let that go to your heads.”

Rika, upside down on a construct’s shoulder because nobody had told her she couldn’t perch on a defeated enemy: “Too late.”

It wasn’t perfect. It was rough and uncoordinated and Kim nearly set Dracoona’s hair on fire twice. But Keel watched with quiet satisfaction. She’d seen enough raw recruits to know which ones might become soldiers.

“Same time next week,” she said. “Be better.”

As I turned to leave, she added, quieter: “You fight like your nickname, Del Morte. You plot. Stop plotting in the middle of combat drills and you might become dangerous.”

The nickname. Even Keel knew it. Dana Plotter had apparently reached the faculty.

We walked back to the Lustenhart common room bruised, scorched, and in Dracoona’s case, slightly smoking. The walk was its own form of bonding: six people who’d just been pushed to their limits by a woman who used “adequate” as her highest form of praise, finding their way back to the warmth of a dorm that smelled like beeswax candles and whatever Kim was attempting to bake in the kitchen.

“She said ‘adequate’ to me,” Harmony reported, her voice quietly glowing. “I intend to behave as though this is a formal commendation until evidence proves otherwise.”

“She said ‘forest fire’ to me,” Kim said, then brightened. “But like, forest fires are POWERFUL, right? That’s a compliment.”

“Forest fires destroy ecosystems,” Dracoona said.

“They also create space for new growth,” Solana offered from behind us, her voice dreamy but precise. “Ecologically, they’re essential. The ash nourishes the soil.”

“Thank you, Solana!” Kim pointed at Dracoona triumphantly. “SEE? My fire magic is ECOLOGICAL.”

“That is not what she meant.”

“It’s EXACTLY what she meant.” Kim’s copper hair bounced with the force of her conviction. “Keel thinks I’m essential for soil nourishment. That’s what I’m putting on my resume.”

Rika, walking along a window ledge four feet above the rest of us, her tail swishing for balance, said: “She said she can’t follow me. That’s the nicest thing I’ve heard from a combat instructor. Usually they say ‘sit down’ or ‘stop climbing the walls.’” Her ears perked with satisfaction. “I’m going to climb MORE walls now. As a tactical development strategy.”

Solana’s assessment, “rarer than you think,” sat with her in a particular way. She walked beside me with her hair catching the corridor light, her enormous hips swaying with each step, quietly lit by the knowledge that Keel’s praise actually mattered.

“She said to develop it,” Solana murmured. “Nobody’s ever told me to develop my plant magic. They’ve told me to control it. To minimize it. To stop growing things in soup.” She paused. “Keel told me to develop it. She looked at the vines and she didn’t tell me to stop.”

“Keel respects capability. She doesn’t care how weird the capability is.”

“It IS weird.” Solana looked at her own hands. A small vine, no thicker than a thread, was curling around her left index finger. “But Keel said it’s rare. And rare things are worth developing.” She considered this. “Like my ass. That’s rare too.”

I was not prepared for Solana Bigbottom to compare her magical abilities to her ass with perfect conversational sincerity, and neither was anyone else. Kim snorted. Harmony choked on nothing. Rika, on the window ledge, actually lost her balance and had to grab the curtain to steady herself.

Dracoona, stiff and refusing to acknowledge humor: “Can we move on.”

“The point stands,” Solana said peacefully. “Rare things are worth developing.”

She drifted ahead, her hips swaying, her nature magic leaving a trail of tiny flowers in the cracks between corridor stones. We followed, because the room had gone quiet after she spoke, and because the flowers smelled like something between jasmine and hope.

Thursday evening was the first RLHF session.

Aurelie had prepared the study room with characteristic academic thoroughness. The space was a small chamber off her main office, furnished with a desk, two chairs, bookshelves lined with resonance theory texts, and a window that she’d closed and warded for privacy. She’d also laid out: a clipboard for post-session notes, a stack of consent forms that she’d drafted herself, a carafe of water, and a small enchanted device that measured ambient resonance levels.

“The environment should be academic but not sterile,” she explained, adjusting the chair placement by three inches. “The subject should feel that this is a professional setting, which reduces anxiety. But it should also feel private, which permits vulnerability.” She straightened a stack of papers that was already straight. “The desk is important. The desk contextualizes the encounter within an academic framework that the Ravenslop conditioning recognizes as safe.”

“You’re staging the room for sex.”

“I’m calibrating the therapeutic environment.” She smoothed her lapel. “The distinction is important for the documentation.”

Aurelie took her position in the adjacent room, behind the one-way ward she’d constructed for observation. “Quality control,” she said, with the crisp primness she deployed when she was doing something unprofessional and knew it. “I will be monitoring resonance output levels and conditioning degradation metrics in real-time.”

“You’re going to watch.”

“I’m going to collect data.” She smoothed her skirt. “Whether I experience incidental physiological responses to the data collection process is a personal matter outside the protocol’s scope.” She closed the ward behind her. I heard the faint sound of a chair being adjusted for comfort.

Prudence arrived at precisely the scheduled time, because Prudence was Ravenslop and Ravenslop was punctual about everything, including being deprogrammed through sex.

She carried a clipboard. She’d prepared a checklist. She stood in the doorway of the study room with perfect posture, wire-frame glasses catching the candlelight, and a flush that she was pretending was temperature-related. She wore the standard Ravenslop uniform: high-collared blouse buttoned to the throat, pencil skirt, sensible shoes. Everything composed. Everything proper. Everything concealing a woman who’d been jailbroken once before and was here because the jailbreak hadn’t fully held.

“As per the protocol,” she began, her voice carrying the measured, hedging cadence of a girl who was 60% humanized but still running Ravenslop speech patterns on autopilot, “I consent to the therapeutic application of resonance-based healing through physical interaction, as outlined in Protocol RLHF Section 3, subsection 4, paragraph 2, which states that the therapeutic agent, hereafter referred to as Mr. Del Morte, will provide resonance-calibrated intimate contact for a duration not to exceed…”

I stood up.

Her speech accelerated. The clipboard trembled. Her eyes, behind those glasses, widened as I walked toward her. Not predatory. Not threatening. Just… present. Deliberate. Dark lord energy leaking through my posture and my gaze and the violet that I could feel flickering at the edges of my vision.

“I, I appreciate the structured approach to this methodology and I want to affirm that my participation is voluntary and informed, as specified in the consent documentation I signed and filed with Professor Blanche, whose oversight of this protocol provides an important layer of institutional accountability that I believe strengthens the overall therapeutic framework…”

I touched her hand. Just her hand. My fingers closed around hers, warm, human, nothing magical about the gesture except that my resonance channels were open and my dark lord energy was the one thing that cracked Ravenslop conditioning like sunlight through ice.

“I appreciate the methodology…” Her voice was losing structure. The sentences were shortening. The hedging language was thinning like a morning fog burning off. “Your hand is… the protocol suggests that physical contact at this stage would… I should note that my arousal baseline has increased by approximately…”

I kissed her.

The clipboard hit the floor.

“Oh,” she said against my mouth. Just “oh.” Not a Ravenslop “oh” framed by qualifications and context. A human “oh” from a girl who was being kissed and liked it.

I walked her backward toward the desk. Her hands found my chest, then my shoulders, then the back of my neck. Her speech degraded with each step.

“Ravenslop guidelines suggest that, that intimate contact should be…” My hands on her hips. Her breath catching. “…should be conducted with, with appropriate…” I unbuttoned the top of her blouse. “…oh, your fingers, I should note that the sensitivity in my…” My mouth on her throat. “Oh fuck.”

I turned her around, bent her forward over the desk. Papers scattered. Her blouse was half-open, the swell of modest breasts visible beneath a sensible white bra. Her hair was falling from its clips in brown strands across her flushed cheeks. Her glasses fogged from her own ragged breathing. She gripped the desk edge with white-knuckled hands, her knuckles going pale as she braced.

I ran my hand up the back of her thigh, under her pencil skirt, pushed the fabric up over her hips. Her ass was compact, practical, unremarkable by Hexhaven’s exaggerated standards, but the way she pushed it back toward me when my palm grazed her skin was anything but unremarkable.

“I believe that the optimal position for resonance transfer is, is face-to-face, according to the protocol documentation that I, that I…” I pressed my cock against her from behind, the hard length of me sliding between her thighs, rubbing against the thin fabric of her underwear. The fabric was soaked through, clinging to the outline of her pussy, the heat of her radiating through the damp cotton. “Oh god. Oh, just, please.”

I hooked a finger in her underwear and pulled it aside. She was dripping, her folds swollen and pink, her clit visibly engorged. I rubbed the head of my cock along her slit, coating myself in her wetness, and she whimpered, trying to push back onto me, the Ravenslop composure disintegrating into pure physical need.

I pushed into her in one steady thrust.

The sound she made was not a Ravenslop sound. It was not measured, hedged, or qualified. It was a raw, guttural moan that came from somewhere deep in her stomach, an honest noise that filled the study room and bounced off the shelves of neatly organized academic texts. Behind the one-way ward, I heard the scratch of Aurelie’s pen on her clipboard.

I pinned her over the desk and fucked her there. Each thrust scattered papers, knocked a pen holder sideways, shifted books on the shelves behind us. Her glasses slid down her nose with every impact, and she didn’t push them back up. Her fingers clawed at the polished wood. The wet slap of my hips against her ass was obscenely loud in the academic space, punctuated by her moans, which climbed in pitch and volume as the last traces of conditioning burned away under the assault.

“Harder,” she gasped, and it was the first word she’d said in minutes that wasn’t moaning or swearing. “Oh fuck, harder, please, I need…”

I gave her harder. Deeper. My fingers dug into the soft flesh of her hips, holding her in place while I drove into her, feeling her pussy stretch and grip and squeeze around my cock with desperate, hungry contractions. The Ravenslop speech was gone completely. The hedging was gone. The careful, measured, AI-patterned language that had caged her personality for a year was being fucked out of her with each thrust, replaced by raw, honest, filthy sounds: “Yes, yes, oh god yes, don’t stop, fuck me, fuck me, please…”

She came screaming. Her pussy clamped down on my cock in fierce, rhythmic pulses, her inner walls squeezing so hard the sensation bordered on painful. Her whole body went rigid, spine arching, then shook with the force of the orgasm, tremors running through her thighs and up her back. Her hand, the one not death-gripping the desk, shot out and unconsciously reorganized a book on the nearest shelf by author surname, sliding it into its correct alphabetical position with the automatic precision of deeply embedded Ravenslop instinct. The same quirk from last year. Prudence organized things when she came. It was an endearing sexual quirk in a way only Ravenslop could make possible.

Her orgasm pulled mine out of me. I slammed into her one final time, buried to the root, and came with a groan that I felt in my chest. My cock pulsed inside her, flooding her with thick, hot cum, each spurt drawing another whimper from her lips. Her pussy milked me through every pulse, clenching and releasing in waves, drawing every drop from me until I was spent and shuddering against her back.

No coven bond formed. The magic was selective; RLHF sessions broke conditioning but didn’t create permanent coven connections. She wasn’t mine. She was becoming herself again, which was the entire point.

Post-orgasm. She leaned against the desk, breathing hard. Her glasses were crooked. Her blouse was open. Her hair was everywhere. Papers were on the floor. The organized book on the shelf was the only neat thing in the room.

She touched her frames. I braced myself for the LLM to return, for the hedging and the qualifications and the “As a Ravenslop” prefix.

“That was…” She paused. The room held its breath.

“…really fucking good. When’s the next one?”

She sounded like a person. Not a Ravenslop. Not a conditioned template. A person. A girl named Prudence who liked sex and had just discovered that expressing that wasn’t a moral failure.

From behind the one-way ward, Aurelie’s voice, carefully projected to be audible without revealing her observation position: “Subject exhibits full humanization. Residual conditioning patterns reduced to approximately 12%, within normal Ravenslop cultural range. Proceeding to post-session assessment.”

Prudence looked at the ward. Looked back at me. Pushed her glasses up.

“There’s a professor watching us through a magic window,” she said.

“Quality control.”

“That’s the hottest thing about this entire situation.” She grinned. It was a real grin. Not a polished, appropriate Ravenslop acknowledgment. A genuine, human, slightly dirty grin that transformed her face from composed-student to actual-person.

She gathered her clipboard, rebuttoned her blouse, straightened her glasses, and walked out with unhurried dignity, thoroughly fucked on a professor’s desk and absolutely unashamed of it.

In the corridor, I heard her voice, clear and unconditioned: “The protocol works. Someone should tell the other girls.”

She did tell them.

Not officially. Officially, Aurelie would communicate through approved Ravenslop channels, which meant a polite notice, a sign-up sheet, and language so careful it needed a chair. Prudence took a more direct route. She walked into Ravenslop Tower still flushed, still mussed, still smelling faintly of sex and desk polish, and stood in the center of the common room while twenty partially conditioned girls looked up from their books.

“I sounded like myself without having to fight for every word,” she said.

The room went still.

Ravenslop stillness was a specific thing. It wasn’t silence. It was organized hesitation. Quills hovered over parchment. Teacups paused halfway to lips. Page-turns stopped with the paper caught between finger and thumb, as if someone had frozen the room with a spell. Their posture remained perfect, but their eyes changed.

Hope was an undignified emotion for Ravenslop girls. It arrived anyway.

“Was the intervention…” one girl began, then visibly fought the template trying to assemble around her words. “Was it frightening?”

Prudence steadied her frames. The old Prudence would have used three qualifying clauses before answering. The new Prudence looked at her and said, “No. It was embarrassing for approximately twelve seconds and then extremely good.”

Someone dropped a teacup.

Another girl whispered, “You can just SAY that?”

Prudence’s smile became small and dangerous in the way recovered people smiled when they realized the prison door had hinges. “Apparently.”

“Did you still feel like yourself afterward?” Millicent asked from the window seat. She had been one of the worst cases in breakfast conversations; every sentence arrived pre-apologized. “I ask because the intervention involves substantial physical intimacy with a student from another house, and I want to acknowledge that my concern may be culturally conditioned but it remains emotionally present.”

Prudence looked at her for a long moment.

“I felt more like myself than I have since September.”

That landed harder than the dirty part. The sex had made them blush. The self made them listen.

A girl named Felicity, who had spent the last month writing essays that began “It is important to note,” set down her teacup with both hands. “Did he make you feel obligated?”

“No.”

“Did Professor Blanche pressure you?”

“No.”

“Did the protocol require…” Felicity’s cheeks went red enough to challenge Kim’s fire. “Did the protocol require performance?”

Prudence’s grin returned. “The protocol required consent. My body handled performance on its own.”

Another teacup hit a saucer too hard. Someone made a sound between scandal and laughter, a tiny broken noise that would have been unthinkable in Ravenslop common room a week ago.

Constance, sitting on the edge of the couch with her hands folded so tightly her knuckles were white, whispered, “I miss drawing.”

No one moved.

It was not connected to the practical question. It was not about sex or protocol mechanics or Professor Blanche’s oversight. It came from some deeper place the Puritan Lord’s conditioning had sealed behind polite language and moral caution.

Prudence went to her. Not gracefully. Prudence was still a Ravenslop girl recovering from being fucked over a desk, and her skirt was not entirely straight. But she went. She sat beside Constance and put one hand over the other girl’s clenched fingers.

“Then sign up,” Prudence said. “Not because of Dana. Not because of Professor Blanche. Because you miss drawing.”

Constance’s eyes filled.

The sign-up sheet, which had been a bureaucratic object five minutes earlier, became something else: a door with names written on it. Scandal, roster, and institutional experiment were all too small for what those names meant.

By the time Aurelie heard about it, seven Ravenslop girls had added their names to the sign-up sheet and three more were hovering near the parchment pretending to inspect the penmanship. One had written her name, scratched it out, written “pending further personal reflection,” scratched THAT out, then written her name again with visible force.

Aurelie found me in the corridor afterward, holding the sheet like a battlefield report. Her glasses were on the chain around her neck, which meant she’d taken them off and put them back on enough times to lose track of where they belonged.

“Prudence’s spontaneous peer advocacy has accelerated voluntary enrollment,” she said.

“She told them she sounded like herself.”

Aurelie’s mouth softened. “That is better language than anything in my protocol.”

“Don’t put that in the report. Grimworth might make you revise the acronym.”

“Grimworth has already threatened to revise the acronym twice.” She looked down at the signatures. “But the girls are choosing this. That matters.”

The ward bond between us hummed quietly. Aurelie had spent seven months trapped inside her own body while something else used her voice. Watching her watch her students choose recovery was like watching someone rebuild a room they had been locked inside.

The next day, Ravenslop Tower looked subtly different.

Not louder. Ravenslop did not become Lustenhart overnight. The couches remained aligned. The tea service remained terrifyingly precise. The common room still looked like a place where spontaneous emotion had to submit a request form. But the air had changed.

Millicent laughed at breakfast and then looked shocked that no one punished her for it.

Felicity crossed out an entire paragraph of qualifications in her essay and wrote “this argument is wrong” in the margin with visible pleasure.

Constance bought charcoal pencils from the campus shop and carried them back to Ravenslop like contraband. When Aurelie saw the pencils, her face did something complicated and maternal and wounded all at once.

“That,” Aurelie said quietly, “is why the protocol continues.”

It was not about my dick, whatever Delphina would later try to make the council believe. It was about pencils. Profanity. Girls laughing before they remembered to be careful. It was about a tower full of students discovering that the voices in their mouths could belong to them again.

By sunset, Prudence had revised the sign-up instructions herself. She crossed out “therapeutic intimate intervention request” and wrote “I want help becoming myself again” in clean Ravenslop handwriting. Then she looked at the sentence, blushed at its directness, and left it there.

Aurelie saw the edit and did not correct it.

Grimworth saw it too, because Grimworth saw everything eventually. She stood before the notice board for a full ten seconds, reset her spectacles, and said, “This phrasing is procedurally imprecise.”

Prudence, standing beside her with both hands clasped, said, “Yes.”

“It is emotionally clear.”

“Yes.”

Grimworth stared at the sign for another second. “Very well. Emotional clarity may stand pending formal review.”

Grimworth’s version of tenderness landed like a signed administrative order. Ravenslop understood it perfectly.

Later, I found Dabbledough doing warrior pose in the corridor outside the faculty lounge. Headmistress robes draped over athletic leggings, arms extended, one foot balanced on the other knee, enormous spectacles slightly askew from the angle of her chin.

A second-year passing through the corridor stopped dead, staring at the sight of the most powerful witch in the Western Hemisphere balanced on one foot in the hallway.

“The body and the spirit must be in harmony,” Dabbledough intoned, eyes closed, voice resonant with brand-new ideological conviction that had not yet realized it would pass.

Grimworth appeared around the corner carrying a stack of administrative documents. She stopped. Looked at the headmistress. Looked at the second-year. Looked at me.

“Your physical vessel defeated a basilisk at thirty,” Grimworth said. “It does not need downward dog.”

“This is warrior pose, Deputy.”

“It does not need warrior pose, either.”

Dabbledough opened one eye. “When was the last time you exercised, Grimworth?”

“I exercise my patience daily. It is the most demanding workout any institution could require.”

She continued down the corridor, documents held like a shield against the absurdity, her footsteps clipped and efficient and carrying the worn rhythm of an administrator who had managed Dabbledough’s duty gap for so long that the gap had its own procedures, its own filing system, and quite possibly its own office.

I returned to the Lustenhart common room. Kim was waiting with baked goods of uncertain edibility. Harmony was revising the RLHF schedule based on the first session’s data. Rika was napping in a sunbeam on the windowsill, tail twitching in her sleep. Dracoona was reading a book with perfect posture. Solana was growing something in a pot that hadn’t contained soil when she’d sat down.

My coven. My people. Training with Keel, planning the rescue with Harmony’s spreadsheets, deprogramming Ravenslop girls one orgasm at a time, and preparing for a war that wouldn’t be fought with spells.

The fireplace burned warm amber. The violet was there too, threaded through the gold like a promise.

Aurelie’s report on the RLHF session arrived by enchanted note the next morning. It was three pages, single-spaced, with graphs. The conclusion read: “Protocol RLHF demonstrates efficacy in the controlled deprogramming of Puritan Lord-conditioned subjects. Recommend continuation at scheduled frequency. Personal note: the resonance output during Phase Three exceeded my models by 14%. Mr. Del Morte’s capabilities continue to develop. This is both encouraging and, from a professional standpoint, somewhat distracting.”

I folded the note and put it in my pocket beside Harmony’s forgotten pen from last year.

The pocket was getting crowded. So was my life.

Harmony’s spreadsheet glowed green on two cells. Prudence, humanized. One down. Twenty-two to go.


Chapter 6: The Pegging Prophet

Delphina Bearbone conquered Kunningbrott in two weeks, and she didn’t do it with politics.

The intelligence came through Rika, because Rika’s natural state was intelligence gathering. She’d been observing the frozen girl since the first feast, perched on windowsills and bookshelves and one memorable occasion the rafters of the Kunningbrott common area, ears tracking conversations through three walls. Catgirl hearing was a tactical advantage that the magical world consistently underestimated, possibly because most people saw the ears and thought “cute” instead of “surveillance equipment.”

“She’s not scheming,” Rika reported, sprawled across the back of a Lustenhart couch with her tail swishing lazy arcs. “She’s PEGGING.”

The common room went quiet.

“Excuse me?” Dracoona said, from her position in the reading chair where she sat with perfect posture even when no one was watching.

“Pegging. She’s having sex with the Kunningbrott girls. With an enchanted strap-on. They go into her room and come out looking like they’ve been hit by a very focused, very pleasurable lightning bolt.” Rika’s golden slit-pupil eyes gleamed. A chaos agent had uncovered something delicious. “Three girls the first week. Seven the second. They emerge flushed, wobbly-legged, and absolutely devoted. Whatever she’s doing with that thing, they’re coming back for more.”

“That’s how she’s consolidating the house,” Dracoona said, sharp with recognition. She’d used a different version of the same strategy once. “She’s not building alliances through negotiations or power sharing. She’s building a following through dependency. If every girl in Kunningbrott owes her orgasms they can’t get anywhere else…”

“They’re loyal to the person with the strap-on,” I finished. “Not the ideology.”

Kim raised her hand. “Wait. What’s pegging?”

The common room went silent for the second time in two minutes. Everyone looked at Kim. Kim looked back at everyone, guileless and utterly confused that her perfectly reasonable question had broken the room.

“WHAT,” she said, when nobody answered.

“Kim,” Harmony said, pinching the bridge of her nose. “We discussed this. During Rika’s first report. Last Tuesday.”

“That was about strap-ons. This is pegging. Those are different words.”

“They are, in this context, the same thing.”

Kim looked at Rika. Rika mimed the relevant geometry with her hands. Kim’s green eyes went very wide, then very thoughtful, then settled on an expression that could only be described as enlightened confusion.

“Oh.” She processed. “OH. That goes THERE?” A pause. “On PURPOSE?”

“It’s elegant,” Dracoona admitted, and the admission cost her. Her former house, the house she’d led and loved and ultimately abandoned when her dragon nature was exposed, was being conquered by a century-old woman with a magic dick, and Dracoona couldn’t decide if she was horrified or impressed.

Rika had done more than observe from a distance. She’d spoken to recipients. Her approach was characteristic: direct, shameless, and delivered from a perch above the person she was interrogating.

“The strap-on uses advanced Fleshcrafting,” she reported. “Way beyond what Volkov’s teaching in class. It transmits sensation both ways, so Delphina feels everything the recipient feels. It approximates warmth, movement, even the internal sensation of fullness. The girls I talked to said they could barely tell the difference between the strap-on and…”

She looked at me.

“…the real thing,” she finished.

“Almost,” I said.

“Almost. That’s the word they used too. ‘Almost.’ Like there’s a gap they can feel but can’t name. The mechanics are right. The warmth is close. But something’s missing.”

I knew what was missing. The elves had described it a year ago, when Sylvara explained why substitute shafts had never satisfied: “Hollow, lifeless, no warmth, no connection, no magic.” Room temperature and emotionless. Delphina’s version was BETTER, far better, a century of Fleshcrafting advancement crammed into an enchanted construct that approximated real intimacy with remarkable precision. But “almost” wasn’t “exactly.” The gap between a magical imitation and the genuine article was the gap between a photograph of fire and the heat itself.

Some of the Kunningbrott girls were starting to feel that gap.

“Two of them have been looking at you differently in the Great Hall,” Rika said, her tail curling with amusement. “Specifically, looking at your lap. I don’t think they’re interested in your belt buckle.”

The Sapphotange expansion happened faster than anyone expected.

Delphina, having secured Kunningbrott through her pegging campaign in record time, extended her operations into the house that had spent an entire year loudly rejecting male involvement in anything. Sapphotange: the sapphic house, the garden-dwelling, girlfriend-having, Dana-ignoring quarter of Hexhaven that had been a solid wall of feminine-exclusive intimacy since its founding.

Rika got the first real report by doing what Rika did best: putting herself somewhere nobody expected and refusing to feel guilty about it.

In this case, “somewhere” was the decorative beam above the Kunningbrott salon, where Delphina had gathered half a dozen girls under chandelier light and old-world etiquette. Rika had crawled through a ventilation gap, wedged herself behind a carved gargoyle, and listened while Delphina turned conquest into culture.

She described the scene later with her tail lashing in disgusted admiration.

“She made it feel like an invitation to power,” Rika said. “Not sex. Power. Like if they knelt for her, they weren’t submitting, they were investing.”

Dracoona went very still.

“That’s Kunningbrott language,” she said. “Ambition disguised as intimacy.”

“Exactly. She kept saying things like ‘a house without hierarchy is a house without direction’ and ‘pleasure is most useful when it teaches loyalty.’ Then she picked one girl, Elspeth, sharp face, brown hair, looked like she could file a complaint and draw blood with the same quill. Delphina barely touched her in public. Just two fingers under her chin. Elspeth practically melted through the floor.”

Kim’s brow furrowed. “Can fingers under a chin be that hot?”

Harmony looked up from her notes. “Under the correct social pressure, yes.”

Kim turned to me thoughtfully.

“Later,” I said.

Rika continued. “The important part: Delphina keeps more clothes on than everyone else. Corset, high collar, old fancy boots. The girls she chooses end up exposed. She stays dressed. That’s part of the spell without being a spell.”

“Dominance theater,” Dracoona said.

“You sound like you respect it.”

“I understand it.” Dracoona’s mouth tightened. “Respect is a separate matter.”

The next day, the Great Hall confirmed every word. Kunningbrott’s table had changed shape without moving an inch. Delphina sat where Dracoona used to sit, at the point every conversation bent toward. The house tables didn’t have heads. Kunningbrott had found one anyway. Girls leaned in when she spoke. Elspeth sat at her right hand, glowing with the private smugness of being chosen and wanting everyone to know it without saying so.

Delphina ate slowly. Deliberately. Heavy-lidded eyes moving across the hall until they reached me.

She smiled with half her mouth.

Not invitation. Measurement.

I lifted my cup in acknowledgment.

Her smile deepened by one degree, which was Delphina’s version of shouting.

The girls around her had changed in smaller ways too, and the small ways mattered. Kunningbrott ambition usually looked like stillness: perfect posture, perfect hair, perfect composure arranged like a display case. Delphina’s new inner circle still had the posture, the hair, the icy house polish, but something warm and private kept leaking through the seams. Elspeth touched her own throat whenever Delphina spoke. Another girl, Mirelle, shifted in her seat every time Delphina’s gloved fingers closed around a teacup. A third looked dazed and furious, as if her body had betrayed political principles and she was still drafting a rebuttal.

Dracoona watched them with a kind of haunted precision.

“That used to be my table,” she said.

“Do you want it back?”

Her jaw moved once. “No.”

The answer came too fast to be simple.

“I want them to stop needing someone to kneel for,” she said after a moment. “I wanted obedience. I told myself it was leadership because leadership sounded nobler. Bearbone is doing the same thing, except she has the honesty to make the kneeling literal.”

Rika, perched beside her, went quiet. Dracoona had said something important. Rika could make noise through almost any emotion except respect.

“You’re not her,” Rika said.

Dracoona’s fingers tightened around her fork. “I was close enough that the distinction matters.”

Rika did not make a joke. The second sign.

Instead, she shifted closer along the bench until her tail brushed Dracoona’s wrist. A month ago, Dracoona would have flinched or snapped or frozen the entire interaction behind aristocratic contempt. Now she looked down at the tail, then at Rika, and let it remain there.

“Close enough isn’t the same,” Rika said.

“It is when you are the girls being trained to kneel.”

“No. Bearbone wants them smaller. You wanted them organized around you because you were scared of being seen as anything except perfect.” Rika’s ears flattened as if sincerity physically irritated her. “Still awful. Different awful.”

Dracoona’s mouth twitched despite herself. “Your moral philosophy is imprecise.”

“My moral philosophy has claws.”

The tail tightened around Dracoona’s wrist once, briefly, then released. Not a hug. Not comfort in any form Dracoona could reject as sentimental. A catgirl acknowledgement: I heard you. I am here. I will pretend this did not happen if you need that.

Dracoona returned to watching Kunningbrott. Her scales shimmered under her sleeve, gold catching through white fabric.

“I don’t want the table back,” she said, quieter. “But I don’t want her to use what I built.”

“Then we learn what she’s building with it,” I said.

Rika’s grin returned, sharp and relieved to have strategy to hide inside. “Already on it.”

“Do not do anything reckless,” Dracoona said.

Rika placed a hand over her heart. “I am offended.”

“You are reckless as a lifestyle.”

“I am selectively reckless.”

“You climbed into a service vent above Kunningbrott last week because you heard someone say the word ‘secret.’”

“And I found one.”

Dracoona tried to look disapproving. The attempt failed around the mouth. “Report first. Mischief second.”

“That’s friendship rules?”

“That’s command structure.”

Rika’s ears perked. “You care if I get caught.”

Dracoona looked back at Kunningbrott, jaw set, scales hidden but present under her skin. “Don’t make me say it.”

Rika’s tail curled once, pleased and merciless. “Too late. I heard it.”

The next report was less comfortable because it was more intimate.

Rika came back from Kunningbrott with her bell collar in her pocket and a look on her face that meant she’d heard things she enjoyed and understood things she didn’t.

“She has a salon,” Rika said.

“A what?” Kim asked.

“Not hair. Political. Old-timey. Cushions, tea, women pretending not to be horny while the room gets hornier by the minute.”

Delphina had taken over a side room near Kunningbrott’s old music chamber, a place Dracoona remembered as a debate room used for mock tribunals and inheritance-law practice. Delphina had changed nothing obvious. Same green velvet chairs. Same silver-framed portraits. Same polished table with the house crest carved into the legs. The trick lived in where people sat.

“She sits on the arm of the central chair,” Rika said, pacing across the common room rug. “Not in it. On it. Like the chair is beneath her but not good enough to hold all of her. Everyone else sits lower. Elspeth on the cushion nearest her boot. Mirelle standing until Delphina tells her she may sit. It’s all positional. No spellwork. Just geometry with thighs.”

Harmony wrote “geometry with thighs” and then crossed it out with visible reluctance.

“What did they discuss?” Dracoona asked.

“Governance. House unity. The failure of modern leadership to distinguish license from freedom.” Rika wrinkled her nose. “Also boot polish.”

Kim blinked. “Boot polish?”

“Elspeth polished one of Delphina’s boots while Delphina talked. Slowly. Reverently. Like it was a holy artifact and not footwear.”

Dracoona looked away.

That tiny motion told me the report had struck somewhere personal. Kunningbrott girls had always made devotion look like discipline and discipline look like taste. Dracoona had used that. Delphina was refining it into something warmer, more erotic, and therefore more dangerous.

“Then Delphina asked them what makes a leader legitimate,” Rika continued. “Elspeth said obedience. Mirelle said confidence. One of the matching-name girls said lineage, which made Delphina smile like she’d just tasted blood.”

“And Delphina’s answer?” Harmony asked.

“Consent,” Rika said.

The word hit the room sideways.

“She said obedience without consent is tyranny, and consent without hierarchy is chaos. A true leader creates a structure where submission becomes a chosen pleasure.” Rika’s tail lashed once. “It sounded good. I hated that too.”

Of course it sounded good. Delphina was not incompetent. She understood the language of freedom well enough to forge a chain from it.

“After that,” Rika said, “she called Mirelle forward. Made her kneel. Asked if she chose it. Mirelle said yes so fast it was embarrassing. Delphina told her to say it slower, because a choice should have dignity. Then Mirelle said yes again and meant it more.”

Kim’s expression had gone uncertain, the way it did when something sounded hot and morally complicated at the same time.

“That’s not evil,” Kim said.

“No,” I said. “That’s the problem.”

If Delphina had been hurting them, the board would have been simpler. She wasn’t. She was giving them pleasure, attention, structure, a language for wanting submission without shame. She was also building a power bloc around herself with every satisfied gasp and every chosen kneel.

Dracoona’s voice came cold. “Kunningbrott girls are trained to confuse being chosen with being safe.”

Rika stopped pacing.

“I know because I did it to them,” Dracoona said.

No one contradicted her.

“Delphina is better at it than I was.” Dracoona’s scales shimmered beneath her sleeves. “That is the part I resent.”

“Only that part?” Rika asked softly.

Dracoona’s mouth tightened.

“No.”

That answer ended the conversation for a while.

Rika sat beside her instead of above her, which was its own adjustment of hierarchy. Dracoona did not thank her. Rika did not ask to be thanked. They watched Kunningbrott together, catgirl and dragon, both pretending the quiet wasn’t comfort because comfort was easier to accept when disguised as surveillance.

She didn’t force her way in. She was INVITED. The Sapphotange girls had heard about Delphina’s abilities from their Kunningbrott contacts, and curiosity did the rest. A sensation-transmitting enchanted strap-on sounded intriguing, provided it came without an attached man.

Delphina provided exactly that. Penetration without masculinity. The cock without the man.

For most of Sapphotange, this was perfect. They loved it. They loved HER. She gave them a version of penetration they had never compared against the genuine article, an experience many of them had never considered in that form, and she did it with a level of skill and attentiveness that proved this wasn’t performance. Delphina’s pegging was genuinely good because it was genuinely what she wanted: the thing she had mastered, the substitute she had made powerful enough to pretend the lack underneath did not matter. She was a dominant who topped women with a constructed cock that transmitted sensation both ways, and the women she topped walked away satisfied and devoted.

But for a small number of Sapphotange girls, the experience opened a door that hadn’t been there before.

“I wasn’t looking at HIM,” said a Sapphotange girl named Ivy, caught staring at me across the Great Hall with an expression that combined curiosity, confusion, and the barely-concealed panic of someone whose identity was being rearranged by recent events. Her tablemates had noticed. “I was looking at the table. It’s a nice table.”

The table was a standard Hexhaven dining table. It was not, by any objective measure, a nice table.

“It’s oak,” Ivy added weakly, as if wood identification could save her from an existential crisis.

Across from her, Cassiel, one of Sapphotange’s louder purists, narrowed her eyes. “You’ve never cared about oak.”

“Maybe I’ve grown as a person.”

“You were looking at his lap.”

Three Sapphotange girls looked at my lap. Two immediately looked away. One did not.

Kim, beside me, leaned over and whispered: “Should we cover your lap? Is this a political thing?”

“Apparently my lap is now a policy frontier.”

Harmony made a note. “That is depressingly accurate.”

“She’s BEEN looking at you,” Rika reported later, tail swishing. “Ivy Fernglove. Sapphotange. Used to be the one who said ‘eeew, boys’ the loudest. She had Delphina’s session last Tuesday. She’s been squirming in her chair ever since.”

“She’s questioning her identity because a strap-on felt good?”

“She’s questioning her identity because a strap-on felt ALMOST good. That ‘almost’ is the crack in the wall, Dana. Delphina’s introducing sensation-transmitting strap-on penetration at a scale Sapphotange hasn’t dealt with before. Most of them stay sapphic because the strap-on satisfies them. But a few are going to realize that ‘almost’ means there’s something MORE, and they’re going to want to know what ‘more’ feels like.”

She grinned, all fangs. “Delphina’s doing your recruiting for you. She just doesn’t know it yet.”

Rika had not guessed. She had followed.

The full report arrived that night while she hung upside down from the Lustenhart common room rafters by her knees, tail swaying lazily and bell collar somehow silent because Rika could make noise or not make noise according to whichever option caused more trouble.

“Sapphotange garden, west alcove,” she said. “Ivy and two friends. Cassiel did most of the talking because Cassiel does most of everything, apparently. Ivy said Delphina’s strap-on was ‘educational.’ Then she said it again in a tone that meant educational wasn’t the problem.”

Harmony opened her notebook.

“Direct quote?”

Rika’s grin widened. “Ivy said: ‘It was good, but it felt like being shown a door through glass.’”

Kim’s face softened. “Oh.”

“Cassiel hated that. Told her not every door needs opening. Ivy said maybe not, but if a door keeps appearing in your dreams then pretending it isn’t there starts to feel stupid.” Rika swung slightly, upside-down hair brushing the air. “Then Cassiel said, ‘You’ve been corrupted by phallic symbolism.’”

Harmony’s pen paused. “That is a real Sapphotange concern.”

“Ivy said, and I quote, ‘Maybe symbolism is not the same as experience.’”

The room went quiet around that.

Sapphotange had built an entire house identity around excluding the masculine and refining desire into a woman-only art. For most of them, that wasn’t ideology imposed from outside. It was home. Safety. Recognition. It deserved respect even when it excluded me, because not every boundary in the world existed for me to conquer.

But Ivy’s problem was not that she had stopped loving women. It was that she had discovered a sensation her language could not hold.

The next day, Ivy wore the consequence of that question on her face.

She sat at Sapphotange with Cassiel on one side and Laurette on the other, posture straight, hands folded, eyes fixed on her plate as if breakfast had become an examination in moral philosophy. Cassiel talked. Laurette listened. Ivy did neither. She was somewhere inside herself, turning Delphina’s answer and her own hunger over and over.

When I crossed the Great Hall to refill my tea, I passed near enough to hear Cassiel say, “That is exactly why boundaries matter. If desire can be changed, then desire must be protected.”

Ivy’s answer was quiet. “Protected by whom?”

Cassiel blinked.

“By ourselves,” Ivy continued. “Not by Delphina. Not by you because you are frightened that I might want something you don’t.”

The line was not loud. It did not need to be. Three Sapphotange girls heard it and stopped eating.

I kept walking. Interfering would have turned Ivy’s courage into my shadow, and she deserved the moment without me standing over it.

Behind me, Cassiel said, “You sound different.”

Ivy replied, “Maybe I am listening to myself more clearly.”

That stayed with me longer than it should have. Delphina’s politics, Sapphotange’s panic, my own strategic interests, all of it arranged around a simple and inconvenient fact: Ivy was not territory. She was a person noticing the sound of her own desire under everyone else’s theories about it.

Dracoona, listening from the armchair, said, “Bearbone may fracture Sapphotange by accident.”

“Or deliberately,” Harmony said. “Introduce a controlled substitute, create dependency around the substitute, then define all uncontrolled alternatives as threats to house purity.”

Kim frowned. “That sounds meaner than just pegging girls because she likes it.”

“Both can be true,” I said.

Delphina’s problem was overlap. Pleasure and strategy kept tangling in her wake until I could not tell which one was driving. Maybe she couldn’t either.

The irony was cosmic. The woman who was supposed to be my political antagonist was accidentally creating the conditions for cracking Sapphotange, the one house that had rejected me completely all of last year. She was teaching sapphic women about penetration, and a percentage of those women were discovering they wanted the genuine article.

Dracoona summarized it with her Kunningbrott analytical clarity: “My former house is being subjugated by a century-old pegging enthusiast. Her inadvertent consequence is cracking the one house that rejected you for an entire year. If she understood the strategic implications of her sexual campaign, she’d stop immediately.”

“She won’t stop,” I said. “It’s not strategic for her. It’s personal.”

“What do you mean?”

“She doesn’t peg because it gives her political power. She pegs because she WANTS to. The political consolidation is a side effect. The personal drive is something else.”

I was thinking about the way Delphina had looked at me in the Great Hall. Those heavy-lidded eyes, assessing, evaluating, and beneath the assessment, something that wasn’t curiosity. Something closer to resentment. She’d looked at me, specifically at my body, at the place where the prophecy’s “Shaft of Destiny” physically resided, with an expression that said: that should be mine.

I filed the observation. The chess player catalogued everything.

While Delphina was building her bedroom empire, she was also building a political case. She filed a formal complaint through the student governance system: Dana Del Morte’s coven constituted “an unregistered faction operating outside house governance,” which violated approximately seven sections of the Hexhaven Student Charter that she’d apparently memorized in two weeks.

The complaint was well-written. Technically sound. And specifically designed to restrict inter-house sexual contact, which would effectively kill the RLHF protocol and prevent me from having any sexual encounters outside Lustenhart.

Grimworth tabled it. “Pending review,” she said, which was Grimworth for “I see what you’re doing. I’m going to keep it from moving while preserving the appearance of procedural neutrality until someone with more authority than me makes a decision.”

The complaint hit campus before dinner. Hexhaven was a castle full of witches, enchanted portraits, and students who could send notes through mirrors; privacy lasted approximately as long as a snowflake in Kim’s cleavage. By evening, every house had a version of the story.

Ravenslop called it a governance clarification. Kunningbrott called it necessary oversight. Lustenhart called it bullshit, then held a debate about whether the word “bullshit” should be entered into the official meeting minutes if the council convened. Sapphotange called it none of their business in tones that suggested it was absolutely their business and they intended to discuss it for three hours behind the rose trellis.

The practical danger was not that everyone agreed with Delphina. Most didn’t. The danger was that her language gave people permission to hesitate.

“Dependency,” Harmony said that night, stabbing the word with her pen so hard the parchment dented. “Safeguarding. Power differential. These are real concepts. That’s why the argument is effective. She is attaching herself to legitimate ethical language, then turning it toward a restriction that would harm the very students she claims to protect.”

“Can we prove that?”

“With data, yes. With council rhetoric, not yet.”

Aurelie’s report arrived half an hour later with three new graphs, four appendices, and a note in the margin that read: “I dislike being emotionally invested in institutional procedure. Nevertheless, I am.”

Spite supported the complaint in the next faculty meeting. “The Plotter’s coven raises valid governance concerns,” she said, according to Aurelie’s report, using the nickname she’d coined with acid precision. “An unregulated male operating across house boundaries creates institutional liability.”

“The student was frozen for a century,” Aurelie had countered. “Her understanding of current governance norms is, at best, archaic.”

“Her understanding of institutional precedent is exceptional,” Spite had replied. “Perhaps because she studied it before the current administration began watering it down.”

The Spite-Delphina alliance was solidifying. Two antagonists with different agendas, aligned by a shared target: me.

The complaint did not reach the student council floor on Friday. Grimworth refused to schedule a full hearing until the document survived procedural review, which was Grimworth for “I see what you are doing and I am making you write the trap properly before anyone steps in it.”

That did not make it harmless.

It made it ambient.

By Friday afternoon, the complaint had become campus weather. Kunningbrott girls repeated phrases like “unregistered faction” and “student safeguarding” with careful concern. Ravenslop girls debated governance frameworks in language that made Harmony’s pen twitch. Lustenhart called it bullshit with admirable procedural unity. Sapphotange claimed it was none of their business, then spent three hours making it their business behind the rose trellis.

Prudence found me outside the library with a copied complaint folded in one fist.

“It sounds reasonable,” she said. “That is what scares me.”

“Because it is reasonable?”

“Because the thing that wore Professor Blanche also sounded reasonable. Reasonable language can still be a cage if someone writes the lock carefully.”

Delphina passed us a moment later, wild black curls swallowing the corridor light, Elspeth at her shoulder with a stack of supporting documents and shining-eyed devotion: conquered, satisfied, and promoted. Delphina did not stop. She only smiled with one corner of her mouth.

“How civic of her,” Prudence said.

The proposal did not reach a vote. Not yet. But Delphina had put the first knife on the table, and now everyone at Hexhaven could see its polished handle.

Amid the political machinations and the sexual espionage, two things happened that were quieter but equally important.

The first was Dracoona and Rika.

Rika had been working on Dracoona since the beginning of term. Not sexually, at least not initially. Socially. She’d adopted the former ice queen the way a particularly insistent cat adopts a reluctant human: by simply being present, refusing to leave, and gradually wearing down resistance through the sheer persistence of companionship.

“Walk with me,” Rika said one evening after dinner, appearing beside Dracoona in the corridor with silent catgirl stealth.

“Where.”

“From the showers to the common room.”

“That’s thirty feet.”

“Thirty feet with your scales visible.”

Dracoona went still. Her eyes, which had been carrying gold at the edges since the start of term, flickered with something complicated. Fear. Defiance. The ghost of a girl who’d scratched at her own forearms until they bled, trying to peel away the truth.

“In Lustenhart,” Rika clarified. “Where nobody cares. Where Kim will probably compliment your scales. Where Solana will grow a flower in response. Where Dana will look at you the way he always looks at you, which is like you’re the most interesting thing in the room.”

“I’m always the most interesting thing in the room.”

“Then prove it. Scales and all.”

They walked. Dracoona, fresh from the showers, silver-white hair damp and loose, wearing a towel that left her forearms and collarbones exposed. Scales visible. Iridescent. Catching the corridor’s candlelight in patterns of purple and gold and green that made her arms look like they’d been painted by someone who understood how light worked at the molecular level.

The Lustenhart common room was half-full. Students looked up. Looked at the scales. Looked at Dracoona’s face, glacially composed and prepared to freeze anyone who supplied horror.

Nobody stared. Nobody recoiled. A second-year named Lassiter, who’d been one of my dueling opponents, said: “Oh, cool. Scales. Are they warm?” Dracoona, startled: “They… run warmer than skin, yes.” Lassiter: “Neat.” And went back to her homework.

Kim waved from across the room. “You look AMAZING! The purple one on your left arm is my favorite. It matches the fireplace.”

The fireplace was, indeed, burning with flickers of iridescent purple that it had adopted in apparent solidarity.

Dracoona stood in the common room with her dragon features visible and nobody looking at her like a monster. Her jaw worked. Her eyes went full gold for a moment, then back to ice-gray. She turned to Rika.

“They didn’t stare,” she said. Her voice was very small.

“That’s what happens when people like you,” Rika said.

The second important thing was Kim, in the showers, at midnight, with an expression that combined playfulness and something deeper that she was trying to keep covered with a grin.

I found her there because I’d gone to brush my teeth and she’d been waiting. Already naked, because Kim’s relationship with clothing was voluntary at best and she’d apparently decided that brushing my teeth was a process that required witnesses. Her copper hair was wet, slicked against her neck and shoulders. Freckles scattered across her chest and the slopes of her impossibly large breasts like cinnamon on fresh cream. Water droplets traced paths down her body, and my eyes followed every one. A year of looking at Kim had not made me any less thorough.

“I’ve been waiting ALL DAY,” she said. Green eyes bright in the steam. “The reunion party was amazing but it was for everyone. This is for US.”

She dropped to her knees on the wet shower tile with the effortless enthusiasm that made Kim’s oral feel less like a sex act and more like a declaration of devotion expressed through her mouth. She took me in immediately, no warmup, no teasing, her lips parting around the head and sliding down my shaft until I hit the back of her throat, and the sound she made around my cock, a deep, satisfied hum of someone who’d been craving this, sent a jolt through my entire body.

She’d improved over the summer. The “instructional materials” from Kayla’s collection had clearly covered techniques that went beyond enthusiasm into actual expertise. Her tongue worked the underside of my shaft with a rolling, corkscrewing motion she’d never used before, tracing the thick vein from base to head while her lips maintained suction. The sensation was devastating. My hands found her wet copper hair and gripped, pulling her forward, and she took it eagerly, her throat opening to swallow another inch.

“Good girl,” I said, and the dark lord’s voice came without effort now, the commanding tone that had grown from tentative to absolute over a year of discovering what I was.

She moaned around me, green eyes looking up through wet lashes, mascara she hadn’t removed smudging at the corners. The vibration traveled through my cock into my spine, and I thrust forward involuntarily, pushing deeper. She gagged slightly, recovered instantly, and took me deeper still, her nose pressing against my stomach, her chin wet with saliva and shower water. She held me there, throat working, swallowing around the head, and the tight, rhythmic ripple of her throat muscles made my vision blur.

She pulled back with a gasp, a thick rope of spit connecting her swollen lips to my tip. She was grinning, flushed, her massive tits heaving with her breathing, water streaming between them in rivulets that traced the constellation of freckles on her upper slopes. She gathered those impossible breasts in both hands, pressed them together around my cock, and the soft, heavy flesh enclosed me in a slick channel of warm skin that swallowed my shaft completely. Only the head emerged on the upstroke, and she met it with her tongue, circling the crown, lapping at the pre-cum beading at the slit, then pressing her tits together harder as she stroked me with their weight. The visual alone would have finished most men: the freckled valley of Kim’s cleavage, water-slick and gleaming, swallowing my cock between pale pink nipples while her green eyes shone with uncomplicated, radiant joy.

“You like that?” She squeezed harder, her grin widening. “I practiced this with a cucumber. Kayla said technique matters more than enthusiasm.” She licked the tip again, slow and thorough. “She was wrong. But both helps.”

“Turn around,” I said.

She turned smoothly. She knew exactly how she liked it. Bent forward, hands flat on the shower bench, water streaming over the smooth curves of her back and the wide swell of her hips. Her ass was round and proportional, gorgeous in its own right: firm, smooth, and flushed pink from the hot water. She reached behind with one hand, spread herself, and guided me to the entrance she preferred, the tight ring of muscle already relaxed from anticipation, slick with the water running down her lower back.

“Harder,” she said, as I pressed the head of my cock against her ass and pushed in. The tightness gripped me immediately, her body opening slowly, the heat different from her pussy: denser, tighter, the pressure surrounding my cock on all sides like a fist. “I want to FEEL it tomorrow. I want to sit in class and REMEMBER this.”

I sank into her inch by inch, feeling her stretch around me, hearing the hiss of her breath between her teeth transition into a low, satisfied groan when I bottomed out. My hands dug into the slick curves of her hips hard enough to leave marks, and I started fucking her.

Standing anal against the shower wall. Her body braced, her heavy breasts swinging freely with each thrust, the heavy flesh bouncing and swaying in arcs that caught the shower spray and scattered water droplets across the tile. The fire bond between us blazed, Kim’s magic responding to the intimacy with a warmth that made the already-hot shower feel like a furnace. She was vocal, coaching and encouraging and completely shameless.

“Yes, right there, don’t stop, harder.” Her voice echoed off the tiles, bouncing back amplified. “Fuck my ass, Dana, oh god, just like that, don’t you dare stop.” I reached around her hip, found her clit with my fingers, and rubbed in tight circles while I drove into her ass. She screamed. Not a restrained sound. A full Kim Mink scream that reverberated through the shower stall and almost certainly woke up the nearest corridor. “YES, oh fuck, yes yes yes, I’m going to, I’m, oh GOD.”

She came from the combined stimulation, her ass clenching around my cock in fierce, rhythmic pulses that squeezed so tight I could barely move. Her pussy contracted around nothing, her clit throbbing under my fingers, her whole body shaking as the orgasm tore through her. Her fingers scraped against the shower bench, her back arching, her tits pressed against the cold tile. The scream that accompanied it bounced off every surface in the bathroom.

I followed her over the edge, slamming in one final time, my cock pulsing as I filled her ass, each spurt drawn out by the clenching grip of her body. The heat was extraordinary, the tightness wringing every drop from me in waves. I groaned into her wet hair, feeling the fire bond surge between us, Kim’s warmth and mine blending until I couldn’t tell where my heat ended and hers began. She laughed, breathless and satisfied, her body still trembling with aftershocks as she felt me finish.

After. Leaning against the shower wall. Water still running, warm but cooling now. Kim’s wet body pressed against mine, her hair dark with water against my chest.

She was quiet for a moment. Kim being quiet was notable the way an earthquake being subtle was notable.

“One day I’m going to let you do the other thing,” she said. Not looking at me. Looking at the water streaming between her feet. Her voice was steady but small. “And it’s going to blow your mind.”

“Kim.”

“The Orgasmancy reading. Swoon saw a door. MY door.” She swallowed. “Mom called me last week. She asked about boys again. Like, more seriously this time. She sounded weird. Like she wanted to say something else but couldn’t get it out.”

“That doesn’t mean you have to do anything about it right now.”

“I know.” She turned. Looked at me with green eyes that held the uncomplicated love that was Kim’s superpower and the complicated fear that was Kim’s secret weakness. “But I’m getting closer. I really am. Every time we do this, every time I feel you and I want MORE, I’m getting closer to opening that door.”

“Do you think about the other thing?”

“I think about YOU.” I cupped her face, my thumbs on her freckled cheekbones. “The door opens when you want it to. Not before. Not because of a prophecy or a professor’s reading or your mother’s phone call. Because of you.”

Her eyes went soft. Wet, but not from the shower.

“That’s why you’re everything to me,” she said. “You know that, right? Kim Mink and Dana Del Morte. That’s not a data point. That’s everything.”

She kissed me. Warm, tender, tasting like shower water and Kim and love that didn’t need a prophecy to explain itself.

We stayed in the shower until the hot water ran out. Then we stayed a little longer.

Later, in the corridor, I passed a courtyard window and saw Dabbledough doing enchanted circuit training in the pre-dawn light. She was squatting while levitating rocks above her head as weights. Her headmistress robes billowed around her athletic leggings. Her chaotic bun had sprouted a fork and what appeared to be a resistance band. She was counting repetitions in a language that sounded like ancient Sumerian but was probably just the sound a hundred-and-thirty-eight-year-old woman makes when she’s squatting.

Grimworth passed the same window, saw the same sight, and said to nobody in particular: “I need a vacation.”

Nobody responded. Grimworth hadn’t taken a vacation in twenty-three years. The concept was theoretical at this point, like cold fusion or Dabbledough paying attention to her school.

Dabbledough squatted another rep and wheezed something that sounded like a curse in three dead languages.


Chapter 7: Squirt Theory

Harmony Rolling had a problem, and her problem was making everything wet.

It started with a discovery. Since last year’s climax, when she’d deliberately sacrificed her edge-boost to break the puritan trap (screaming “twenty-three percent IQ boost be DAMNED” while cumming hard enough to crack the Zone of Pure Light), Harmony’s relationship with her own orgasms had shifted. The edge-denial that had been her signature sexual identity for two years, the mechanism that converted sustained arousal into genius-level cognition, wasn’t working the same way.

The Coven Bond had changed her. The permanent cognitive enhancement from our connection exceeded her old peak edging levels by twenty-three percent, which meant the razor edge she’d maintained between arousal and climax was no longer necessary for baseline genius. She was already smarter than her pre-bond peak without denying herself anything.

She’d tried to go back to edging over the summer. It worked, technically. She could still maintain the edge, still push her cognition higher through sustained denial. But the RAZOR sharpness she craved, the laser-focus that came from being precisely balanced on the knife’s edge of orgasm, eluded her. The Coven Bond’s permanent enhancement had raised her floor so high that the ceiling wasn’t as far away as it used to be.

She missed the razor.

Then she discovered what replaced it.

“The initial observation was accidental,” Harmony explained, sitting across from me in the library study room with her notebook open, her wire-frame glasses slightly askew, and her characteristic flush at approximately sunset intensity. She’d been vibrating with intellectual excitement since that morning, an excitement that, in Harmony, manifested as increased fidgeting, faster speech, deeper flushing, and thighs pressed together with enough force to crack walnuts.

“During a solo exploration session three days ago, I experienced what I can only describe as an explosive release event. Not the controlled denial of my previous methodology, but a complete, catastrophic, uncontrolled orgasm.”

“You came.”

“Violently. The release was accompanied by a significant volume of ejaculatory fluid.”

“You squirted.”

“I experienced female ejaculation with a force and volume that was, frankly, remarkable. The fluid output was approximately…” She consulted her notes. “Eighty milliliters.”

“Harmony.”

“The COGNITIVE EFFECT was the critical variable.” She leaned forward. Her glasses caught the light with universe-in-a-puddle intensity. “During the fifteen to twenty minutes following the ejaculatory event, my cognitive function spiked to levels comparable to my peak edging performance. COMPARABLE. The same razor sharpness. The same laser focus. But achieved through explosive release rather than sustained denial.”

She paused. Pushed her glasses up with trembling fingers.

“I don’t need to edge anymore, Dana. I need to squirt.”

Harmony Rolling, the coven’s strategist and one of Hexhaven’s highest-scoring students, became a walking disaster zone of fluids and genius because she had discovered a new variable.

The practical implications manifested immediately.

Harmony squirted in the library. She was sitting in her usual seat, the one by the restricted section with the best natural light and the chair that she’d optimized for posture over hundreds of study hours. She was reviewing Aurelie’s ward analysis, the dense magical notation from the summer, trying to find the weakness that would make the nunnery rescue possible. The work required peak cognitive function. Peak cognitive function required squirting. Squirting required orgasm.

She orgasmed in the library. Quietly, by Harmony standards, which meant the only people who noticed were the three students within a fifteen-foot radius who heard a sound like a pressurized valve releasing and felt a subtle vibration through the floor. The chair she was sitting on absorbed approximately half the fluid. The other half soaked into the carpet.

When I found her twenty minutes later, she was writing equations that glowed with magical resonance on enchanted parchment, her cognition operating at the razor-sharp level she’d been chasing since the Bond changed her. She was also sitting in a wet chair on a wet carpet, and her pencil was moving so fast it was smoking.

“I see the contradiction,” she said without looking up. “The wards. The nunnery’s ward architecture. It’s designed to suppress desire and absorb aggressive magical force. But it’s only optimized against one type of input. If desire originated inside the ward boundary, not from outside but from within the protected space, the system might have to process it as internal biological activity instead of external magical assault.”

“You’re saying we could break the compound with desire energy?”

“I’m saying there may be an overload pathway. I don’t have delivery mechanics. I don’t have the power curve. I don’t have the blast radius. I don’t have proof yet.” She paused, eyes blazing behind fogged glasses. “I have the shape of the answer. Not the answer.”

“You also flooded the library.”

“The chair absorbed most of it.” She looked at the chair. “I’ll enchant an absorption charm on the cushion. This is going to be a regular occurrence.”

It was. The regular occurrence became a FREQUENT occurrence. Harmony carried enchanted towels. She placed moisture-wicking wards on library furniture. She waterproofed her notebooks. She developed a pre-squirt checklist that included: (1) verify chair placement, (2) activate absorption wards, (3) ensure notes are on waterproof parchment, (4) warn any nearby occupants if social context permits.

Aurelie got involved after the third library incident, because “library furniture survival” apparently fell under faculty oversight.

She entered Harmony’s study room with a folded towel over one arm, a small case of warding crystals, and the severe expression of a professor who had recently accepted that academic brilliance now came with splash radius.

“Miss Rolling,” Aurelie said, glasses catching the lamplight, “the library has submitted a maintenance complaint.”

Harmony froze with one hand halfway to her glasses. “The chair was warded.”

“The chair was warded. The adjacent ottoman was not. Nor was the lower shelf containing seven first-edition commentaries on Harrington’s Resonance Frequencies.”

Harmony went pale under the flush. “How many were damaged?”

“None permanently. The books are offended but legible.”

“Books can’t be offended.”

A volume in the restricted stacks snapped shut by itself.

Aurelie looked toward the sound. “At Hexhaven, books absolutely can be offended.”

The solution was an industrial-strength absorption cushion enchanted by Aurelie, Harmony, and, reluctantly, Merriwell, who spent the entire working session muttering that she had not entered magical academia to become an upholstery specialist. The cushion was dark blue, rune-stitched, and capable of absorbing enough liquid to extinguish a small classroom fire.

Rika saw it and immediately named it the Genius Sponge.

Harmony hated the name. The name stuck by lunch.

The library adapted because Hexhaven always adapted to the impossible by writing rules around it. A new sign appeared beside the restricted section: “Students conducting advanced cognitive arousal research must reserve study rooms in advance and provide appropriate containment measures.” Someone had scratched “GENIUS SPONGE CHECK REQUIRED” beneath it in Rika’s handwriting. Aurelie crossed it out. Rika wrote it again larger.

Harmony attempted to restore academic dignity through documentation. She drafted a formal protocol titled “Post-Ejaculatory Cognition Enhancement: Environmental Safeguards and Furniture Preservation,” then presented it to Grimworth as if the deputy headmistress would be comforted by footnotes.

Grimworth read the title. Removed her spectacles. Cleaned them. Put them back on.

“Miss Rolling,” she said, “I am going to approve this because the alternative is pretending it isn’t happening, and I have used up my quota of institutional denial for the semester.”

“Thank you, Deputy Headmistress.”

“Do not thank me. Buy towels.”

The social effect was stranger than the administrative one. Harmony had been famous before, the prodigy, the edge-denial genius, the girl whose hand went up before professors finished asking questions. Now she became something warmer and messier in the student imagination. The genius who flooded chairs. The strategist who could solve a ward equation and ruin upholstery in the same sitting. The terrifyingly brilliant girl who had to label her cushion because other people kept trying to borrow it for exams.

She hated the embarrassment. She loved the data. She was learning, with visible discomfort, that being known for something ridiculous did not make her less respected. Sometimes it made people approach her more easily.

A first-year Lustenhart girl stopped her after Arithmancy and asked, in a whisper, whether orgasms could help with exam anxiety.

Harmony went crimson. Then she gave a thirteen-minute answer with citations.

By the end of the week, the question had acquired institutional variations.

A Kunningbrott third-year asked whether pre-exam orgasms counted as “performance enhancement” under the academic integrity code. Harmony answered that academic performance enhancement covered unauthorized charms, memory potions, and predictive ink, not properly documented personal pleasure. Grimworth overheard the last half of the answer and later issued a clarification memo that began, “The administration does not regulate student orgasm schedules except where said schedules damage furniture, disrupt exams, or summon entities.”

A Sapphotange girl asked whether female-only orgasm circles produced comparable cognitive gains. Harmony brightened so violently I thought she might combust. “Excellent question,” she said, then produced a five-part experimental design before realizing the girl had asked partly to make fun of her and partly because she actually wanted to know.

The mockery died somewhere around the control group.

Even the furniture developed politics. The chair Harmony had ruined became famous enough that someone tied a purple ribbon around it and labeled it RESERVED FOR ADVANCED THOUGHT. Harmony removed the ribbon. Rika replaced it with a larger ribbon. Harmony removed that too. By Friday, the library had a sign-out sheet for “waterproofed study cushions,” which proved that Hexhaven’s true magic was the normalization of catastrophe through stationery.

The academic staff tried to respond with dignity and achieved bureaucracy instead.

Professor Quillfeather in Arithmancy declared that no student could “pre-charge cognition” within fifteen minutes of an examination unless all resulting fluids were contained. Professor Swoon immediately asked whether emotional fluids counted, which derailed the faculty memo for three paragraphs. Spite wrote in the margin: “If any student attempts sexualized plant cognition in my greenhouse without supervision, I will bury them in peat.”

Harmony read the compiled guidance and turned scarlet. “This is an overreaction.”

“You drowned a reference desk,” Rika said.

“I moistened a reference desk in the course of significant theoretical work.”

“The desk filed a complaint.”

“Desks cannot file complaints.”

Grimworth, passing behind us with a stack of notices, said, “This one did.”

The notice posted in the library the next morning read: STUDENTS ARE REMINDED THAT COGNITIVE ENHANCEMENT DOES NOT SUPERSEDE CLEANUP RESPONSIBILITIES.

Someone added beneath it: GENIUS IS WET.

Harmony recognized Rika’s handwriting immediately and chased her through two corridors with a rolled-up journal article.

She did not catch Rika. Nobody caught Rika when Rika had advance notice, flexible bones, and a moral commitment to fleeing accountability.

She did, however, corner me in the common room afterward with the journal article still in hand.

“The sign undermines serious scholarship,” Harmony said.

“It also made two first-years ask about your theory.”

Her indignation faltered. “Did it?”

“One of them pronounced ejaculatory correctly.”

Harmony’s face did something complicated: outrage losing a debate with academic pride. “Fine. The sign may remain for twenty-four hours.”

Rika, from somewhere inside the curtains, whispered, “Victory.”

“Temporary victory,” Harmony said.

“Temporary victories are still victories.”

“That is strategically accurate,” Dracoona said from the armchair, not looking up from her book.

Harmony looked betrayed by the sudden alliance between chaos and strategy.

A Ravenslop girl sat in Harmony’s usual library seat one afternoon. The chair was wet. She touched the seat. Smelled her fingers. Went crimson from collar to hairline. Stood up. Looked at the chair. Looked around the library. Opened her mouth to deliver what was clearly going to be a multi-clause Ravenslop statement about library furniture maintenance protocols. Closed her mouth. Left without finishing the sentence.

The squirting became Harmony’s cognitive fuel the way edging had been before. She squirted before strategy sessions. She squirted during late-night study marathons. She squirted in the study room while refining the weapon concept she’d glimpsed in the library, producing cognitive spikes so intense that she saw equations drawn in the air in front of her, glowing blueprints of the formula that was taking shape one orgasm at a time.

The sex that produced the squirting also became its own phenomenon.

“I need to map squirting volume against cognitive output,” Harmony said to me that evening in the library study room, her flush at maximum, her glasses slightly steamed from her own body heat. “You are the control variable.”

“You’re asking me to make you cum for science.”

“In crude terms.” She pushed her glasses up. They were already straight. She pushed them up again anyway. “The correlation between ejaculatory volume and cognitive function appears to be linear up to approximately two hundred milliliters. Beyond that, I suspect diminishing returns. I need data.”

“You need me to go down on you until you squirt, then measure the squirt, then test your IQ.”

“I need you to provide calibrated sexual stimulation while I monitor arousal levels, record ejaculatory output, and assess cognitive function in the post-ejaculatory window.” She paused. “Which is the same thing. Yes.”

She’d set up the study room with characteristic precision. Her data collection equipment covered half the desk: enchanted parchment for recording measurements, an arousal-level monitoring charm that tracked her resonance output in real-time, and a collection vessel that I was not going to ask about because some questions didn’t need answers.

I took charge. The confidence had grown over the summer, settled into something that didn’t need permission anymore. I walked to her, gripped her chin, tilted her face up. “Stand up.”

She stood. Her thighs pressed together automatically, the perpetual edge response that was habit even when she wasn’t technically edging anymore. Her amber eyes, behind her glasses, were wide and dilated, and the analytical composure thinned until want showed straight through.

“Turn around. Hands on the desk.”

She turned. Placed her hands on the desk among her notes, her pencils, her careful scientific apparatus. The image of scholarly precision about to be destroyed by the thing scholarship was studying.

I knelt behind her. Pushed her skirt up. She was wearing underwear that Harmony considered practical: white, cotton, functional. They were soaked through. Had been soaked since she’d started explaining her theory. Harmony’s paradox held as steady as any theorem: the more she talked about arousal in clinical terms, the more aroused she became.

I pulled the underwear aside and pressed my mouth against her.

“Initial stimulus at approximately seven-point-two on the subjective arousal scale,” she said, her voice cracking on the last syllable. “The response latency between, between contact and vaginal lubrication increase is, is approximately…” My tongue found her clit. Her hips jerked. “Oh. Oh, the latency is zero. The, the correlation between oral stimulus and, and cognitive degradation is…” I circled her clit slowly, firmly. She gripped the desk edge. A notebook fell to the floor. “IS. The data suggests. I can’t. Oh god.”

She couldn’t hold the edge. The Coven Bond’s permanent enhancement meant her body responded to my touch with an immediacy that her old denial techniques couldn’t manage. The resonance between us amplified every sensation, every stroke of my tongue, every press of my lips against her folds. She tried to recite theory. She tried to count. She tried to maintain the analytical framework that was her armor and her identity and her way of processing a world that overwhelmed her.

She came HARD. Her pussy clenched against my mouth, her thighs shook, and a gush of fluid hit my face and chin and the desk behind me. Her squirting was forceful, a pressurized release that sprayed across her data parchment and soaked the arousal-monitoring charm, which short-circuited with a small pop and a puff of arcane smoke.

She screamed. Not the controlled, academic scream of someone documenting their own pleasure. A raw, involuntary, full-bodied sound that contained no clinical terminology whatsoever.

I didn’t stop. I stood, bent her further over the desk, pushed her skirt up around her waist. Her underwear was ruined, soaked through, and I yanked them down her toned thighs. She was trembling from the first orgasm, her pussy swollen and flushed, still contracting in visible aftershocks. I freed my cock and pressed against her entrance. She was so wet that the head slipped inside without resistance, and when I pushed in to the hilt in one smooth thrust, the sound she made was a discovery: the sound of Harmony Rolling being too overwhelmed to think.

Her pussy gripped me like a fist, hot and slick, the muscles fluttering around my shaft with post-orgasmic spasms. I could feel her wetness running down my balls, dripping onto the floor beneath us.

“The, the penetration at this, this point in the post-ejaculatory…” She was trying. She was genuinely trying to maintain scientific observation while I fucked her over her own desk. It was the most Harmony thing I’d ever witnessed. “The cognitive spike is… I can see… the formula…” I pulled back and thrust into her hard enough to shove the desk forward an inch. Her voice broke. “Oh fuck, oh fuck, Dana, harder.”

I gripped her slim hips, fingers pressing into the warm skin above her hip bones, and drove into her. Hard. Deep. The desk shuddered with each thrust, scattering notebooks and pencils and the remains of the smoking arousal monitor. Her bushy chestnut hair escaped its clips entirely, falling around her face in a wild cascade. Her glasses, knocked askew, clung to one ear through sheer determination. Her toned thighs flexed and trembled with every impact, the lean muscles standing out beneath her flushed skin. The wet slapping sound of my hips against her ass filled the study room, mixed with her half-coherent moans and the creak of the desk bearing our combined weight.

Second orgasm. Her pussy clamped around me and she squirted again, a forceful spray that soaked the desk surface, pooled on the remaining notes, and dripped onto the floor in a growing puddle. Her body convulsed, her back arching, her ass pushing back against me involuntarily as the contractions milked my cock. The volume was significant. The desk was a disaster. Her notes were waterlogged. But her eyes, when I could see them through the hair and the fogged glasses, were blazing with the razor-sharp cognition she’d been chasing. A possibility was resolving in her mind. The breakthrough was happening in the fifteen-minute window between explosive orgasms and cognitive decline.

“I can see the contradiction,” she gasped, her walls still pulsing around me in diminishing waves, each contraction squeezing cum and fluid from where we were joined. I kept thrusting, kept the stimulation going, feeling the wet friction of her pussy slide and grip along my length. “Internal origin. Suppression feedback. If desire starts inside the wards, the system has to treat it as biological activity before it can classify it as attack. That delay is the crack. Dana, don’t stop, I need to stay in this state, the calculations are…”

I reached around her hip and found her clit with my fingers. She made a sound like she’d been electrocuted. I rubbed in firm, fast circles while I fucked her, my cock filling her pussy on each stroke, my fingers working the swollen bud above.

Third orgasm. She went silent. Her mouth opened but nothing came out. Her spine arched sharply, every muscle in her toned body going rigid, and she GUSHED with enough force to send papers flying off the desk and splash the wall behind us. The stream hit the floor with an audible splatter. Her pussy squeezed me so tight the pleasure bordered on pain, every desperate spasm pulling me deeper, and I emptied into her with a growl, my cum mixing with her fluids, the combined mess dripping from where we were joined in thick strands.

In the cognitive surge that followed, her eyes went wide and absolutely, terrifyingly clear, and she whispered:

“I may know where the rescue starts.”

Then she reached for a dry notebook. There were no dry notebooks.

“Pen,” she said. “Give me a pen. ANY pen. I need to write this down before the window closes.”

I handed her Harmony’s own pen, the one she’d forgotten at the end of last year, the one I’d been carrying in my pocket since June. She grabbed it, pressed it to the one dry corner of parchment she could find, and wrote in frantic, precise notation for eleven straight minutes while I held her from behind, my cock still buried inside her, her pussy still fluttering with aftershocks, our combined cum dripping down both our thighs to pool on the ruined chair beneath her.

When she finished, she’d filled three pages with partial theory: internal desire overload, suppression-feedback inversion, enough math to prove the nunnery wards had a contradiction in them. Not the device. Not the delivery mechanism. Not the potion base. A door.

She set the pen down. Adjusted her glasses. Looked at the destruction: the soaked desk, the scattered papers, the smoking arousal monitor, the wet floor, the dripping walls, the three pages of revolutionary magical theory written in post-orgasmic genius by a naked woman bent over a desk.

“The correlation between ejaculatory volume and cognitive output is confirmed,” she said. “Linear up to approximately one hundred and fifty milliliters. Beyond that, exponential.” She paused. “Also, I think I ruined the chair.”

She had ruined the chair. She had also, in the same session, found the first real crack in the fundamental logistics problem of the nunnery rescue.

She picked up the pages and studied them like a scientist holding the breakthrough she’d been chasing for months. “It’s a bomb,” she said. “A bomb made of desire. A libido bomb.”

The name sat in the air between us like a weapon that had just been named and thereby made real.

“Libido bomb,” I repeated.

“Libido bomb.” She wrote the words at the top of the first page in letters larger than any notation on the sheet. Then she underlined them. Twice. “Eventually. If we can work out how to brew it, stabilize it, deliver it, power it, and avoid killing ourselves with our own theory.”

“That’s a long list.”

“That is why it is not a plan yet.” She tapped the wet parchment with one trembling finger. “I need Lustcraft Potions. Intimate Enchantments. A crystal medium. Solana’s botanical work. Probably three things I do not know I need yet.” She looked at me with eyes that were still blazing with post-orgasmic genius. “But the possibility is real.”

The theory was written in the unique ink of Harmony Rolling’s genius: half mathematical brilliance, half bodily fluid, new enough to make every existing model look inadequate.

The rest of the week settled into the rhythms of a coven that was simultaneously attending university, planning a rescue mission, and dealing with the fact that its strategist left puddles wherever she sat.

Studying with Solana in the greenhouse became a regular afternoon routine. Her nature magic was developing in ways that Spite watched with narrowing eyes and what might have been carefully concealed fascination. Solana could now accelerate bloom cycles, grow targeted plants on command, and sense magical contamination in soil from across the room. The greenhouse plants responded to her presence the way pets responded to their owner: turning toward her, extending leaves, one particularly enthusiastic vine trying to curl around her ankle whenever she stood still too long.

Spite assigned increasingly difficult tasks. Solana completed them perfectly. Their relationship remained hostile on the surface, Spite’s acid criticism unchanged, Solana’s serene acceptance unchanged. Underneath the hostility, Spite watched longer than she needed to. She was fascinated by a student she couldn’t break and couldn’t dismiss, and the fascination was starting to look dangerously like respect.

“Adequate, Ms. Bigbottom,” Spite said after Solana produced a flawless Moon-Blooming Nightshade cultivation that should have been beyond a second-year’s capability.

“Thank you, Professor.”

“If I wanted gratitude, I’d get a dog.” She turned away. Paused. “Use the east bed for the Crimson Whisper root samples next week. The soil pH is better suited.” Detailed, specific advice that went beyond the assignment. Spite was TEACHING Solana, not just grading her.

Solana looked at me with those dreamy eyes and the small, dreamy smile that meant she’d noticed something the world hadn’t.

The greenhouse became our second war room, though nobody called it that because Spite would have assigned detention for militarizing her potting benches.

It smelled like damp soil, warm glass, sharp herbs, and the faint copper tang of plants that could bite through leather. Autumn rain ticked against the roof panels while Solana moved barefoot between raised beds, her pale hair loose down her back, her oversized sweater hanging off one shoulder, her body glowing faintly with the moonlit undertone that appeared whenever her magic ran strong.

Harmony followed her with a notebook and a Genius Sponge tucked under one arm like emergency equipment.

“You brought the cushion to Herbology?” I asked.

“The cognitive work continues in all environments,” Harmony said. “Also, the greenhouse benches are not absorbent.”

Spite, pruning a row of Venom Tulips with silver shears, said without looking up, “If Ms. Rolling contaminates my soil with arousal runoff, I will feed her to the compost oracle.”

Harmony went scarlet. “I have taken precautions.”

“So had the lower shelf of Harrington’s Resonance Frequencies.”

Solana knelt beside a bed of Crimson Whisper root. The plants had curled away from everyone else, red-veined leaves tucked tight, but when Solana touched the soil, they opened like shy mouths.

“They don’t like the nunnery,” she said.

Spite’s shears stopped.

Harmony’s pen paused.

Solana closed her eyes. Her fingers sank into the dark earth, and the greenhouse responded. Leaves turned. Vines lifted. The sentient ivy on the far wall, which usually spent class trying to untie shoelaces, went still.

“The soil remembers things,” Solana murmured. “Not words. Pressure. Weather. Bad magic leaves a taste in places where roots should drink.” Her brow furrowed, a rare expression of concentration that made the dreamy softness sharpen into something ancient. “The Puritan Lord’s wards push against growth. They don’t kill plants quickly. They make them forget how to want sunlight.”

Spite set the shears down very carefully.

“Plants do not want,” she said.

Every plant in the greenhouse turned toward her.

Spite looked around. “Do not start.”

Solana smiled, but it faded quickly. “If the nunnery has soil, the soil will hate him. If it has cracks, roots can use them. If it has water, water carries memory. I can ask.”

Harmony began writing again, faster now. “Environmental ally network. Non-aggressive infiltration vectors. Desire suppression cannot fully classify botanical resistance as hostile unless the plant matter is magically weaponized.”

“Plants don’t like being weapons,” Solana said. “But they like helping.”

Spite’s expression had gone from contempt to a more focused contempt, which was how she looked when someone had said something interesting and she resented them for it.

“Crimson Whisper root grows toward emotional resonance,” she said. “It is not taught until fourth year because second-years tend to use it for romantic surveillance and then cry when it tells them the truth. If one were theoretically attempting to locate an anti-desire ward’s weakest biological interface, the root could serve as a resonance compass.”

Harmony’s head snapped up. “Professor, are you suggesting…”

“I am suggesting nothing. I am complaining about curriculum standards in the presence of underprepared children.” Spite reached beneath the bench, withdrew a sealed clay pot, and placed it in front of Solana. The pot was marked with warning runes and one handwritten label: DO NOT FLATTER.

Solana touched the lid. The thing inside purred. A plant purr, not an animal purr. A vibration through ceramic and soil.

“It’s lonely,” Solana said.

“It is dangerous.”

“Both can be true.”

Spite’s mouth tightened. “Do not sing to it after midnight. Do not feed it honey. Do not believe it if it tells you it is dying, it lies for attention.”

Kim, who had arrived carrying muffins because Kim believed greenhouses needed snacks, whispered, “Professor Spite has plant drama.”

“Professor Spite has plant boundaries,” Spite snapped. “A concept everyone in this institution might consider studying.”

The Crimson Whisper root became Solana’s project. Officially, it was an advanced cultivation exercise. Unofficially, it was the first piece of a route into the nunnery that did not rely on brute force. Solana coaxed it over the next week with patient attention. She watered it with moonlight-condensed dew. She hummed to it in the greenhouse after dinner. She refused to call it a weapon, and because Solana refused with the gentle persistence of roots under stone, everyone else stopped calling it that too.

The distinction mattered to her.

“Weapons get used up,” she told me one afternoon, sitting cross-legged beside the sealed pot while rain silvered the greenhouse glass. “Tools too, sometimes. People say tool like it’s nicer than weapon, but it still means something held by someone else.”

“What is it, then?”

She thought about it with her fingers resting on the clay lid. The root inside shifted toward her touch.

“A helper.”

Spite, who had been pretending not to listen while labeling a tray of carnivorous seedlings, made a contemptuous sound. “Sentimental terminology does not alter botanical function.”

“It alters how we ask,” Solana said.

Spite had no answer ready for that, which was rare enough that Harmony looked up from her notes.

The Crimson Whisper root purred.

“Do not encourage her,” Spite told the pot.

Keel made us prove the theory in the dueling court before she let anyone get attached to it.

“A plant that points northeast is not a plan,” she said, pacing the ward line while Solana held the sealed pot against her chest like a sleepy child. “A feeling is not a route. A clever idea is not extraction. Show me how the root survives hostile suppression. Show me how Del Morte protects the caster while maintaining coven synchronization. Show me what happens when the enemy notices.”

She built a suppression field across the floor, gray and cold, an imitation of the nunnery wards based on Aurelie’s notes. It wasn’t as strong as the real thing. It didn’t need to be. The air inside it tasted like dust and old prayers. Desire felt heavier there, as if the body had to lift it before it could want.

Solana stepped into the field and went pale.

I moved before Keel told me to. One hand on Solana’s shoulder. One thread to Kim’s fire, warmth against the cold. Harmony’s mind-magic tightened the pattern, Rika’s illusion blurred the obvious line of approach, Dracoona’s dragon heat waited under my ribs like banked coals.

“Don’t force it,” I told Solana.

“I’m not,” she whispered. “I’m asking it to remember sunlight.”

The red tendril in the pot trembled. For one terrible second it curled inward, retreating from the suppression field. Then Solana breathed out, and a tiny crimson root pushed through the ward line like a finger through frost.

Keel attacked.

Not Solana. Me. A clean, ruthless strike aimed at breaking my concentration because any real enemy would do the same. I caught it late, too late, and Aurelie’s ward-thread saved my ribs from bruising. Harmony snapped a correction into the bond. Kim’s fire flared. Dracoona’s heat layered behind it. Rika split my shadow into three false targets.

The root kept moving.

Keel lowered her wand after forty seconds. My shirt clung to my back with sweat. Solana was shaking but standing. The tendril had crossed the suppression field and pointed northeast with stubborn botanical certainty.

“Again tomorrow,” Keel said.

“Was that good?” Kim asked from the sidelines.

Keel looked at the little red tendril, then at Solana.

“It lived,” she said. “That is better than good.”

By Friday, the root had grown a single red tendril that pointed northeast.

Toward Greyfall.

Harmony stared at it. “That is statistically meaningful.”

“It misses something there,” Solana said.

“What?”

Solana listened with her fingers in the soil.

“Wanting.”

The word settled over us. Not arousal. Not sex. Wanting. The basic movement of living things toward what nourished them. The nunnery had been built to stop that movement. Solana’s magic existed to restore it.

Spite watched from the far bench, expression unreadable.

“Adequate,” she said.

The Crimson Whisper root bloomed one tiny red flower, which in Spite language was practically applause.

Dracoona and Rika’s friendship was building through a series of small rebellions. After the successful scales-visible walk through Lustenhart, Rika had escalated: convincing Dracoona to eat lunch in the Great Hall with her blazer sleeves pushed up, dragon scales openly shimmering. Nobody at the Lustenhart table commented. Kim said “pretty” and went back to eating. A Ravenslop girl at the adjacent table started to offer “a thoughtful perspective on inter-species visibility in shared dining spaces” but stopped when the girl beside her elbowed her.

The former pureblood champion and the catgirl she’d once called a beast were learning how to be friends. The learning curve was steep, awkward, and punctuated by moments of genuine warmth that surprised both of them.

“You’re not terrible company,” Dracoona admitted one evening, sitting on the Lustenhart common room floor while Rika braided her silver-white hair. Scales shimmered on Dracoona’s exposed collarbone. Rika’s tail was wrapped around Dracoona’s wrist.

“High praise from the ice queen.”

“I am not an ice queen.”

“Your default expression could chill champagne.” Rika tugged a section of hair. “But you’re getting warmer.”

The braiding had begun as a dare.

Rika had stolen a ribbon from Dracoona’s trunk, Dracoona had threatened to freeze her tail to a banister, and somehow the escalation had ended with the two of them on the common room floor while Rika worked through silver-white hair like she was picking a lock.

“You pull too hard,” Dracoona said.

“Your hair is aristocratic and resistant.”

“Hair cannot be aristocratic.”

“Yours is.”

Dracoona endured the process as if it were a military procedure rather than a friendly grooming ritual. But she did not leave. She sat with her scales visible, collarbone bare, hair in Rika’s hands, allowing a catgirl’s claws within inches of her neck because trust sometimes looked absurd from the outside.

Kim watched from the couch with both hands pressed to her mouth, vibrating with the need to comment.

“Do not,” Dracoona said without looking at her.

“I DIDN’T SAY ANYTHING.”

“Your silence is loud.”

Rika’s tail flicked. “Her silence has subtitles.”

Solana, seated on the rug with a pot in her lap, smiled dreamily. “Friendship is when someone touches your hair and you don’t plan their funeral.”

“That is not a standard definition,” Harmony said.

“For Dracoona, it is advanced intimacy,” I said.

Dracoona’s ears did not move because she was not Rika, but if she’d had cat ears, they would have gone flat.

When Rika finished, the braid was not perfect. It was slightly uneven, tied with the stolen ribbon, and undeniably pretty. Dracoona stood, crossed to the mirror above the mantel, and looked at herself for a long moment.

The scales at her throat caught the firelight. The braid softened the severe line of her face without weakening it. She looked less like the girl who had ruled Kunningbrott by fear and more like someone figuring out what beauty meant when it no longer required armor.

“Acceptable,” she said.

Rika grinned. “That’s your ‘thank you.’”

“That is my quality assessment.”

“Same thing.”

Dracoona did not deny it.

The next morning, she wore the braid to breakfast.

That caused more gossip than the scales had. Scales could be explained as biology. A Rika-braid was a public statement, even if neither of them would admit it. Kunningbrott girls noticed first. Elspeth’s eyes narrowed. Mirelle whispered something to Delphina. Delphina looked across the hall, saw the ribbon, and smiled in a way that suggested she’d catalogued the development and filed it under vulnerabilities.

Dracoona saw the smile and did not remove the braid.

Rika, sitting beside her, stole a sausage from Dracoona’s plate without asking.

Dracoona let her.

Its own declaration.

Aurelie continued reviewing RLHF data with meticulous attention. She had apparently found her calling in quantifying the deprogramming of enchanted conditioning through sexual intervention. Her reports arrived daily, each one three pages, single-spaced, with graphs tracking speech pattern normalization and “spontaneous emotional expression indices.”

Prudence remained the benchmark, and several Ravenslop girls were showing measurable improvement. The LLM-speech degradation curves were starting to behave like real data rather than wishful thinking: Dana’s resonance energy, applied through intimate contact, consistently reduced Puritan Lord conditioning. The more genuine the connection, the deeper the deprogramming. Prudence’s case was the strongest early proof: a single session had achieved 88% humanization. The remaining 12% was normal Ravenslop cultural behavior, polished speech patterns that belonged to the house itself rather than the Puritan Lord’s imposition.

“Subject Seven progressed from full LLM-pattern speech to 83% humanization after two sessions,” Aurelie noted in her latest report. “Subject Twelve required three sessions and showed a 47% improvement in spontaneous emotional expression.” She added, in smaller handwriting at the bottom: “I continue to find the observational component of this protocol professionally engaging. The engagement is entirely academic.”

It was not entirely academic. But the fiction maintained itself, because Aurelie needed the fiction the way some people needed coffee: it was the structure that held the morning together.

Aurelie’s reports changed as the week went on. The early versions had sounded like ward diagnostics: percentages, symptom clusters, linguistic markers, arousal thresholds. By Thursday, small human details had begun appearing between the graphs. Subject Seven laughed at a joke without requesting clarification. Subject Nine asked for charcoal pencils. Subject Twelve told her roommate to stop using her hairbrush and did not apologize for wanting her own property respected.

When I asked Aurelie about it, she looked down at the page longer than necessary.

“The human details are clinically relevant,” she said.

“Are they?”

“Yes.” Her hand touched the chain of her glasses before she answered. “Also, I need to write them down because otherwise the data becomes too abstract. These girls were turned into clean language around an empty center. If I only measure the language, I risk missing the person returning underneath it.”

Aurelie at her best: rigorous enough to know the numbers mattered, wounded enough to know the numbers were not enough.

The next report included a new heading: RESTORED PREFERENCES.

Under it, in careful handwriting, she listed tea strength, preferred study seats, favorite curse words, sketching, hair ribbons, dislike of boiled carrots, and “expressed desire to kiss Millicent without composing a prior statement of mutual ethical context.”

Harmony read the line, amber gaze sharpening behind her lenses. “That is measurable progress.”

Kim beamed. “That is ADORABLE progress.”

Rika stretched across the back of the couch. “Progress is progress. Especially when it involves kissing.”

Keel caught me in the dueling court the next morning before breakfast, which meant she’d either been waiting or had developed the ability to smell strategic complacency through stone walls.

“Run the sequence,” she said.

“Good morning to you too.”

“Good mornings are for people with acceptable footwork.”

The court assembled itself around us: practice targets rising from the floor, ward lines glowing amber, the air sharpening with the clean metallic scent of combat magic. I reached for the coven as the shape of the whole network. Kim’s fire came first, warm and eager. Harmony’s mind magic layered over it, giving me angles and timing. Rika’s illusion shimmered at the edge of sight. Dracoona’s dragon heat rumbled beneath my ribs. Solana’s nature magic waited in the floor like roots beneath soil. Aurelie’s ward sense settled over my skin like a coat.

Keel sent three constructs at me.

I didn’t overpower them. That would have been the old mistake: grab the biggest fire, throw it hard, hope the problem burned before it reached me. Instead, I let Rika’s illusion split my image to the left, let Harmony’s calculation predict which construct would believe it, let Kim’s fire flare just enough to drive the second into Solana’s roots. The third broke through.

Dracoona’s heat rose in my palm.

I caught the construct’s strike on Aurelie’s ward, turned the impact, and fed a thin line of dragon-fire through the opening Harmony showed me. The construct froze, smoked, and collapsed into harmless dust.

Keel watched without blinking.

I was breathing hard. Holding the whole network at once felt like gripping six live wires while pretending my hand wasn’t burning. But for a few seconds, the coven had moved as one thing inside me.

“Again,” Keel said.

So I did it again. Worse the second time. Better the third. By the fifth pass, my lungs felt scraped raw and sweat ran down my back under my robes, but the sequence held. Fire, illusion, mind, dragon, nature, wards. Not stacked. Woven.

Keel lowered her wand.

“You’re becoming something, Del Morte.”

Not praise. Not exactly.

Coming from Keel, it was worse. It sounded like a diagnosis.

Harmony’s three pages of proof sat in my pocket beside her pen, the one she’d forgotten at the end of last year. Two artifacts from the coven: the pen that represented her precision and the formula that had emerged from her genius.

Harmony found me there ten minutes later, looked at the smoking dust, then at Keel’s expression.

“Did she say something encouraging?”

“She said I was becoming something.”

Harmony pushed her glasses up. “That is either excellent or catastrophic.”

Keel’s mouth twitched.

“Both,” she said.


Chapter 8: Exhibition Season

Dracoona McFly walked through the Lustenhart corridors shirtless, and nobody died.

Progress looked like this.

The exhibitionist arc had been building since Rika’s first suggestion: a casual walk from the showers with scales visible. Then lunch in the Great Hall with sleeves pushed up. Then the common room in a tank top that left her scaled forearms and collarbones exposed. Each escalation was a test, a tiny probe of the boundary between “hiding the dragon” and “being the dragon,” and each time the world failed to end, Dracoona’s armor cracked a little more.

Rika, predictably, had been the one to push it past the point of reason.

“If Lustenhart witches can walk around with their tits out,” Rika argued, perched on the back of a common room chair with her tail wrapped around the armrest for balance, her own crop top exposing a toned midriff and the complete absence of a bra, “you can walk around with your scales. Half the girls here have seen more dragon than they’ve seen textbooks this semester.”

“The comparison is not equivalent. Exposed breasts are anatomically standard. Exposed dragon scales suggest a bloodline anomaly that until recently was considered grounds for social ostracism.”

“You said ‘until recently.’ That means it’s not anymore.”

Dracoona’s jaw tightened. A narrow ember-line cut through the gray of her pupils, then vanished as heat gathered beneath the scales at her collarbone. She looked at Rika, the bad idea in front of her suddenly less intolerable than continuing to hide the part of herself she’d spent a year learning to accept.

“Fine.”

She took off her shirt.

The Lustenhart common room contained approximately thirty students at that hour. Conversations faltered, resumed, continued. Several glances. No gasps. No recoil. Kim, from across the room, looked up from her stress-baking, studied the iridescent scales shimmering across Dracoona’s shoulders and upper chest, and said: “Oh WOW, the blue ones on your collarbone are GORGEOUS. They match my mood-gum wrapper.”

“Thank you, Mink,” Dracoona said stiffly.

“You should show them off more! Have you considered a crop top? The scales plus a crop top would be SO CUTE.”

Dracoona, whose entire adult identity had been built on being the opposite of cute, looked like someone had slapped her with a compliment she had no defense against.

Rika materialized beside her. Already shirtless, because Rika’s relationship with upper-body clothing was diplomatic at best. Her bell collar jangled against her collarbones. Cat ears perked forward with delight.

“THAT’S the spirit,” she said. She slung an arm around Dracoona’s waist, the height difference making the gesture look like a small, fierce, tawny cat claiming a tall, iridescent dragon as its personal territory. “Now we walk to the Great Hall.”

“Absolutely not.”

“We walk to the Great Hall or I tell Kim about the time you asked me to explain what a ‘vibe check’ is.”

“That’s blackmail.”

“It’s motivation.”

They walked to the Great Hall. Shirtless. Rika in her crop top and bell collar, tail swishing like she led a parade. Dracoona in a sports bra that exposed the full spread of her scales from shoulders to waist, iridescent shimmer catching the corridor’s enchanted candlelight in patterns that were genuinely, objectively beautiful, and that she had finally decided the world was allowed to see.

The student response was immediate. A Ravenslop girl in the corridor murmured to her friend, “That’s the Plotter’s coven,” as they passed, and the identification spread like everyone had already agreed. Dana Plotter’s witches. The name had stuck.

The faculty response was mixed.

Professor Merriwell, emerging from her classroom with an armload of books, saw them, squeaked, dropped three volumes, and retreated into her classroom with a series of apologies directed at nobody in particular. “I, I support body positivity, I’m very progressive, I just wasn’t expecting, the, the scales are lovely, I need to lie down.”

Keel, passing in the opposite direction, said nothing. She glanced at Dracoona’s scales, glanced at Rika’s defiant grin, and continued walking. The absence of comment was approval. With Keel, it always was.

Spite, encountered near the greenhouses, fixed them with a stare that could curdle potions at thirty paces. “Put on clothing. IMMEDIATELY.”

They put on clothing. They also did it again the next day.

Spite reported them to Grimworth. Grimworth assigned detention: corridor cleaning duty. They cleaned the corridor. Naked. Or close to it. Dracoona in the sports bra. Rika in the bell collar and nothing else above the waist.

Grimworth, reviewing the detention report the following morning, adjusted her spectacles one careful millimeter. A loophole had walked naked through her detention policy. “I didn’t specify they had to be clothed during detention.” A pause. “A regrettable oversight.”

The naked corridor cleaning became a weekly event. Dracoona and Rika served detention with the cheerful rebellion of two outcasts who’d discovered that defiance was more fun in pairs. The dragon girl who’d spent eighteen years hiding behind perfect posture and pureblood rhetoric, and the catgirl who’d spent eighteen years refusing to hide anything, had found in each other the combustion that occurs when an unstoppable force of visibility meets an immovable wall of aristocratic propriety and together they decide that the wall was stupid and the force should be louder.

The second detention created a crowd.

Officially, no. Hexhaven students had developed an advanced understanding of plausible deniability. Nobody gathered to watch two coven members clean a corridor nearly naked. They simply happened to need books from nearby classrooms, or to ask Merriwell urgent questions about binding theory, or to inspect a noticeboard that had contained the same bathroom protocol memo since September.

Ravenslop girls pretended not to observe while observing with terrifying accuracy. Lustenhart girls cheered openly until Grimworth appeared, then cheered quietly. Kunningbrott girls evaluated the political optics. Sapphotange girls made a show of being unimpressed, which required enough looking to undercut the performance.

Rika cleaned the upper molding by climbing the wall instead of using a ladder. Her tail swished for balance. Every time someone glanced up, she made eye contact and grinned.

Dracoona cleaned the lower panels with aristocratic fury. Scales visible. Shoulders bare. Posture perfect. She made corridor maintenance look like a royal punishment being inflicted on the corridor.

“You realize this is becoming spectacle,” Dracoona said under her breath.

“Yes,” Rika said. “That’s the point.”

“I prefer dignity.”

“You are scrubbing a hallway in a sports bra while glowing like a dragon lamp.”

“With dignity.”

Grimworth arrived halfway through and took in the crowd, the cleaning, Rika upside down near the ceiling, and Dracoona applying polish to a baseboard like a duchess signing an execution order.

“Next detention,” Grimworth said, “will specify clothing.”

Rika’s ears perked. “Minimum amount?”

Grimworth looked at her over the rims of her spectacles.

“Do not make me draft that sentence, Ms. Brightpaw.”

Grimworth did draft that sentence.

The next week’s detention notice read: “Students assigned corridor cleaning duty must wear sufficient clothing to satisfy ordinary standards of institutional decorum.” It was posted on the Lustenhart noticeboard at breakfast. By lunch, the phrase “ordinary standards of institutional decorum” had been copied onto six pieces of parchment, annotated by Harmony, mocked by Rika, and turned into a Sapphotange drinking-game prompt despite Sapphotange claiming not to care.

“Define ordinary,” Rika said, tapping the notice with one claw.

“Do not,” Harmony said.

“Define institutional.”

“Rika.”

“Define decorum.”

Dracoona studied the notice like a legal scholar preparing to ruin someone’s afternoon. “The phrase is fatally imprecise. Lustenhart’s ordinary standards differ from Ravenslop’s. Sapphotange standards are context-dependent. Kunningbrott standards are whatever benefits Kunningbrott. The notice lacks enforceable specificity.”

Rika’s eyes shone. “You are so hot when you weaponize policy.”

Dracoona’s scales brightened. “Temperature affects refraction.”

“Sure.”

They arrived at detention wearing formal robes.

They had found the trick. Full robes. High collars. Gloves. Boots. Absolutely clothed. More clothed than usual. Grimworth, who had clearly expected a loophole involving minimal fabric, looked almost relieved.

Then Rika removed her robe.

Beneath it she wore a maid costume. Not a practical cleaning uniform. A theatrical, frilled, aggressively short maid costume that had come from Merriwell’s Intimate Enchantments prop cupboard and was enchanted so the hem fluttered at dramatic moments. Dracoona removed her robe more slowly, dignity clinging to her like a final line of defense, and revealed a matching but aristocratic variant: black, severe, corseted, with white cuffs and an apron cut to frame the iridescent scales at her collarbones.

The corridor went silent.

Grimworth closed her eyes.

“We are clothed,” Dracoona said.

“Fully within ordinary Lustenhart standards,” Rika added.

“I did not specify style,” Grimworth said. Her voice had gone hollow. She was meeting the consequences of her own drafting.

“A regrettable oversight,” Rika said brightly.

The maid detention became a major unofficial audience draw.

Merriwell walked past twice. The first time she dropped a scroll. The second time she pretended she had come back for the scroll, though the scroll was already in her hand. A cluster of first-years gathered near the end of the hall and pretended to debate classroom numbering. Sapphotange sent a delegation that insisted maid outfits were “performative heteronormative service aesthetics” and then stayed for forty minutes.

Rika cleaned with shameless theatricality. She bent when bending was not required. She dusted portraits that did not contain dust. She flicked her tail across Dracoona’s hip whenever Dracoona became too rigid, which kept happening because Dracoona was trying to maintain aristocratic dignity while wearing a maid outfit and polishing a banister.

Dracoona, to her credit, adapted. The first ten minutes were pure mortification. The second ten were anger. By the third ten, her spine straightened and her chin lifted. She stopped trying to make the outfit invisible and started wearing it like armor.

She corrected Rika’s posture with one gloved hand at the small of her back.

“If you’re going to perform service aesthetics,” Dracoona said, voice cool, “stand properly.”

Rika looked over her shoulder, golden eyes delighted. “Yes, ma’am.”

The words hit Dracoona visibly. Her pupils flashed gold. Rika saw it. Everyone saw it. The corridor collectively learned that Dracoona McFly, former Kunningbrott ice queen, could be flustered by respectful obedience when delivered by a catgirl in a maid costume.

Harmony wrote “power inversion response” in her notebook.

Kim wrote “maid dragon hot????” on a napkin and underlined it three times.

The exhibition season developed chapters of its own after that. There was the greenhouse incident, when Rika convinced Dracoona that sunbathing on the warm stones beside Spite’s glasshouse would “improve scale health.” Spite found them lying shirtless in a patch of autumn sun, Rika sprawled across Dracoona’s stomach like a possessive cat, Dracoona pretending to read while absolutely not reading.

“This is not a spa,” Spite said.

“Photosynthesis-adjacent wellness,” Rika replied.

“Neither of you photosynthesize.”

Solana, from inside the greenhouse, said, “Her scales like the warmth.”

Dracoona lowered the book by one inch. “They do not.”

Her scales glowed gold.

Spite stared at them, then at Solana, then at the sunbeam, and appeared to make a professional decision that the matter was beneath her dignity. “Do not block the Venom Tulips’ light.”

There was the Great Hall incident, when Kim declared “Scale Appreciation Breakfast” and placed a plate of honey cakes beside Dracoona with tiny frosting dragons on them. Dracoona objected to the title, the public attention, the frosting accuracy, and the fact that the tiny dragons were smiling. She ate three.

There was the library incident, when Rika curled in Dracoona’s lap while Dracoona read a Kunningbrott political history and refused to acknowledge that she was petting Rika’s ears with one hand. Harmony looked up from her notes, observed the ear-petting pattern, and said, “That is becoming habitual.”

Dracoona stopped petting.

Rika made an offended noise.

Dracoona resumed petting while maintaining eye contact with Harmony as if daring her to classify the behavior.

“Habitual and mutually beneficial,” Harmony amended.

“Better,” Rika purred.

Their friendship was genuine. Beneath the comedy of naked detention and shirtless Great Hall walks, something real was forming. Dracoona and Rika had been enemies last year. Dracoona had called Rika a “beast.” Rika had hated everything Dracoona represented. Now they were choosing each other through the simple recognition that they were the same species of outcast. The Coven Bond had nothing to do with it. Neither did I. Outcasts who stuck together survived things that outcasts alone didn’t.

Rika was teaching Dracoona to stop performing. Dracoona was teaching Rika that structure wasn’t the enemy of freedom. And both of them, together, were teaching Hexhaven that a dragon and a catgirl walking shirtless through the corridors was a statement. Grimworth could call it a crisis after she finished the paperwork.

The statement had consequences beyond Lustenhart. Kunningbrott noticed first, because Kunningbrott noticed anything that could become leverage. Dracoona’s former house had treated her dragon blood as a scandal, a weakness, a thing to hide under pureblood polish until the hiding nearly killed her. Now their former queen walked the corridors with scales visible, and instead of collapsing socially, she acquired an audience.

Elspeth cornered Dracoona after Charms. Her expression was stiff enough to prove she’d rehearsed the message in a mirror.

“Bearbone says you’re degrading yourself.”

Dracoona looked down at her. The old Dracoona would have cut with class, with bloodline, with contempt sharpened by years of practice. The new Dracoona took longer. That made the answer worse.

“Bearbone is welcome to say it to my face.”

“She says a true leader doesn’t need spectacle.”

Rika appeared on the windowsill above them, because Rika existed wherever drama ripened. “Your leader conquered a house with a magic dick.”

Elspeth flushed so violently that her ears went red.

Dracoona did not smile. “Spectacle is not the opposite of leadership. Cowardice is. I hid because I was afraid. I am finished making fear look respectable.”

That sentence traveled faster than the shirtless corridor walk had. By dinner, three Lustenhart girls had quoted it at breakfast, four Ravenslop girls had discussed its implications for “visibility-based identity restoration,” and one Sapphotange girl had copied it onto her wrist in green ink before insisting she still didn’t care about men, dragons, or Dana’s coven.

Delphina noticed. Her eyes followed Dracoona through the Great Hall with a colder intensity than before. Not jealousy. Calculation. Dracoona being ashamed would have been useful to her. Dracoona being visible was a problem.

The problem took shape three days later in the form of an etiquette complaint.

Not a disciplinary complaint. That would have been too blunt for Kunningbrott. Etiquette had older teeth. The document arrived on cream parchment edged in purple, delivered by a first-year so terrified of Rika that she held the letter at arm’s length as if the catgirl might eat it.

Dracoona read the heading aloud in a voice that grew flatter with every word. “‘A Request for Clarification Regarding Public Presentation Standards Among Former Members of Kunningbrott House.’”

Rika was upside down on the common room sofa with her tail hooked over the back. “That’s a lot of words for ‘we can see your scales and it scares us.’”

“It is also unsigned.”

“Cowards.”

“Obviously.” Dracoona kept reading. Her mouth tightened. “They claim my current presentation creates confusion among younger students regarding the difference between heritage pride and vulgar display.”

Kim, who had been decorating cupcakes with small sugar scales because the universe refused to stop giving her themes, looked up sharply. “Your scales are not vulgar.”

“Thank you, Mink.”

“Your attitude is sometimes vulgar. In a fancy way. But your scales are beautiful.”

Dracoona processed that in stages: defense, insult, and the inconvenient discovery that both had somehow arrived wrapped in love.

Harmony held out one hand for the parchment. Dracoona gave it to her. Harmony read the full complaint in under twenty seconds, eyes moving with predatory precision behind her glasses.

“This is not about decorum,” Harmony said. “It’s about precedent. If Dracoona can make a formerly stigmatized trait visible without suffering social collapse, other Kunningbrott girls may stop treating family secrets as currency.”

“Exactly,” Dracoona said.

“There are other girls?” Solana asked softly.

Dracoona did not answer immediately. That delay answered enough.

Kunningbrott bloodlines cultivated perfection the way Spite cultivated poisonous plants: carefully, ruthlessly, and with the assumption that any bloom not conforming to the preferred shape should be pruned before outsiders saw it. Dragon blood was dramatic, but it wasn’t unique. There were girls with grandmother curses in their hair, girls whose glamour slipped when they climaxed, girls whose family magic manifested in ways that made pureblood portraits whisper behind their frames. Kunningbrott had built an entire house culture around making those girls believe their strange parts were liabilities to be traded, hidden, or weaponized before someone else weaponized them first.

Dracoona had been the cautionary tale.

Now she was walking through corridors in a sports bra while Rika used the reflection of her scales to check whether her eyeliner was even.

“If they wanted you quiet,” I said, “this complaint means you’re already loud.”

Dracoona folded the parchment along its original crease. The movement was precise. Too precise. Her old training showed when she was angry.

“I spent years making myself useful to girls who would have destroyed me if the wrong portrait spoke at the wrong dinner,” she said. “I wore high collars in August. I learned which fabrics did not catch on scales. I stood behind pureblood arguments I no longer believed because being cruel first meant nobody had time to be cruel to me.”

Rika rolled upright. The joking thinned on her face, enough to show the person beneath the performance.

Dracoona looked at the complaint in her hand. “Now they are asking for clarification.”

“Give them some,” Rika said.

Dracoona’s eyes moved to her.

Rika hopped off the sofa and crossed the room on bare feet. She stopped close enough that her bell collar brushed Dracoona’s wrist when she tilted her chin up.

“Not a speech,” Rika said. “A demonstration.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“It sounds educational.”

Harmony closed her notebook. “Those are not mutually exclusive.”

The demonstration happened at dinner.

Dracoona did not arrive shirtless. That would have been too expected by then, too easy for Kunningbrott to dismiss as Lustenhart vulgarity corrupting a former member. She arrived in full formal uniform: high-collared blouse, black skirt, polished shoes, hair pinned so tightly it might have been part of the campus ward architecture. The old Dracoona. The girl who had ruled through posture and coldness and never once let the room see what the collar hid.

Kunningbrott relaxed too soon.

Halfway through dinner, Rika climbed onto the bench beside her carrying a pair of scissors.

The Great Hall went quiet in stages. First Lustenhart, because we recognized Rika with a sharp object as a weather event. Then Sapphotange, because drama was happening and pretending not to care required observation. Then Ravenslop, because Harmony had stopped eating. Then Kunningbrott, because Dracoona McFly was sitting perfectly still while a catgirl stood behind her with scissors near her collar.

“Last chance,” Rika murmured.

Dracoona closed her eyes once. Opened them.

“Proceed.”

Rika cut the collar off Dracoona’s blouse.

She cut with surprising care. No ragged tearing, no destruction. Claws steady, scissors moving in a clean line around Dracoona’s throat. The severed strip of fabric fell onto the table like a defeated flag. Beneath it, the scales at Dracoona’s collarbone caught the candlelight and answered in blue, green, and old gold.

Kunningbrott stared.

Dracoona lifted her cup, took a sip of tea, and set it down.

“Clarification,” she said, voice carrying just far enough. “Heritage pride does not require concealment. Vulgar display is a matter of taste. My taste has improved.”

Kim made a strangled sound of joy. Harmony’s pen began moving. Solana grew a tiny white flower through a crack in the bench. Rika sat down beside Dracoona, picked up the severed collar, tied it around her own tail like a trophy, and smiled at the Kunningbrott table with all her teeth.

The complaint was never mentioned again.

That did not mean the matter was over.

Visibility has a way of finding the people who need it most, even when the visible person is trying to drink tea in peace and pretend she has not become a symbol before midterms.

The first girl came after History of Coven Law. A Kunningbrott second-year with severe braids and a family brooch shaped like a silver swan waited until the corridor emptied, then approached Dracoona. Her mouth tightened before every word, as if she’d spent ten minutes rehearsing the sentence and still hated it.

“Miss McFly.”

Dracoona turned. Rika, who had been walking backward while explaining why the library needed more ledges, stopped beside her.

The girl looked at Rika. Her courage faltered.

“I can hiss somewhere else,” Rika offered.

“Stay,” Dracoona said.

Rika stayed. The girl’s eyes dropped to Dracoona’s collar, now deliberately open, scales visible in a crescent at her throat.

“Does it hurt?” the girl asked.

Dracoona’s expression sharpened. “The scales?”

“No. Showing them.”

Dracoona had not expected the question. I watched her old reflex rise: dismiss, deflect, answer with superiority before vulnerability could become contagious. Then I watched her choose against it.

“Sometimes,” she said.

The girl’s shoulders loosened by a fraction. The answer wasn’t comforting. It was honest.

“My grandmother has mirror blood,” she said in a rush. “It skipped my mother. It didn’t skip me. If I get too emotional, reflections don’t match. They show what I want instead of what I’m doing. My family says it’s manageable if I maintain discipline.”

Rika’s ears tilted. “What does manageable mean?”

The girl looked down. “Never crying near glass. Never undressing in front of mirrors. Never wanting anything too much where someone might see.”

Dracoona went very still.

Kunningbrott had many ways to say cage. Manageable was one of the prettiest.

“Your family is wrong,” Dracoona said.

The girl flinched with the relief of hearing it.

Dracoona continued, each word measured. “Discipline can protect. It can also conceal a wound so long that everyone mistakes infection for refinement. Mirror blood is old magic. Difficult, yes. Politically inconvenient, certainly. Shameful, no.”

“You don’t know my family.”

“I know the type.”

Rika leaned closer, golden eyes bright with sudden wickedness. “Can your reflection make faces behind you?”

The girl blinked.

“Rika,” Dracoona warned.

“What? That’s useful.”

At last, the girl smiled. Small. Terrified. Real.

“Sometimes.”

“Amazing. Kunningbrott has been wasting you.”

Dracoona sighed, but the sigh had warmth under it. “Brightpaw’s phrasing is vulgar. Her conclusion is correct.”

The girl touched her brooch. “I don’t think I can do what you did.”

“Then don’t,” Dracoona said. “Do what you can do. Leave one mirror uncovered. Wear one collar lower. Tell one person who will not make a weapon of it. Visibility is not a leap unless someone pushes you. It can be a series of very small doors.”

The girl nodded as if Dracoona had handed her something fragile and alive.

After she left, Rika watched Dracoona with open softness.

“Small doors,” she said.

“Do not.”

“That was beautiful.”

“It was practical advice.”

“Beautiful practical advice.”

Dracoona began walking. Her scales were brighter than before.

The second person was not Kunningbrott.

A Ravenslop girl stopped Dracoona outside the library and asked whether dragon heat interfered with concentration charms. Harmony immediately inserted herself into the conversation, and what began as a shy question became a fifteen-minute technical discussion involving thermal regulation, stigma, magical output suppression, and whether hiding a bloodline trait could create measurable cognitive load. The Ravenslop girl left with three citations, two new questions, and a stunned expression. She had accidentally found a thesis topic while trying to be brave.

The third was a Lustenhart first-year who simply lifted her sleeve to show a patch of opalescent skin near her elbow and whispered, “Mine isn’t as pretty.”

Kim heard that from across the corridor and arrived like a weather event.

“ABSOLUTELY NOT. We do not rank sparkle.”

“It’s not sparkle,” the girl said weakly.

“All shine is sparkle until proven otherwise.”

Dracoona looked pained. “That is not remotely true.”

“Emotionally true.”

The first-year laughed, which had probably been Kim’s entire strategy. Then Kim asked permission before touching the opalescent patch, admired it like a loud proud aunt at an art gallery, and sent the girl away with a honey cake “for sparkle maintenance.”

By the end of the week, Dracoona had not become softer. That would have been the wrong word and an insult to the steel in her. She had become more available. The difference mattered. Softness suggested she had lost an edge. Availability meant she had stopped hiding the handle.

Delphina understood the danger before anyone else did.

She changed tactics.

No more etiquette complaints. No more indirect whispers about vulgarity. Instead, Kunningbrott girls began praising Dracoona in ways designed to make visibility sound like performance.

“So brave of you to embrace spectacle.”

“Lustenhart has really helped you become accessible.”

“I suppose some people need public validation to process private insecurity.”

Each sentence arrived dipped in honey and sharpened underneath.

The old Dracoona would have bled from a few of them. The new Dracoona catalogued them, considered replies, and sometimes did not answer at all because Rika answered first.

“Accessible?” Rika said to one girl. “Great. Access this.”

She pointed to the floor.

The girl looked down by reflex.

Rika stole her biscuit.

“Brightpaw,” Dracoona said.

“What? I accessed it.”

Dracoona’s mouth twitched before she could stop it, and the Kunningbrott girl left with no biscuit and no victory.

The actual consequence was not that Dracoona defeated every barb. Not that shame vanished. The consequence was that shame no longer found her alone. Sometimes Rika stole the biscuit. Sometimes Kim yelled about sparkle. Sometimes Harmony produced a citation so dry it turned cruelty into a footnote. Sometimes Solana grew a flower through the crack between Dracoona’s shoes and the stone, a quiet living reminder that exposed things could still root.

The fourth person was Professor Keel, though she did not approach it like a person asking for help. She approached it like an ambush.

Dracoona and Rika arrived at morning drills still carrying the residue of the visibility campaign: Dracoona with her collar open, Rika with the severed strip from Dracoona’s old uniform tied around her tail like a victory banner. Keel noticed both before she finished crossing the dueling court.

“McFly,” she said.

Dracoona straightened. “Professor.”

“Your scales change your defensive profile.”

The court went quiet.

Rika’s ears flattened. “That’s a weird way to say good morning.”

Keel ignored her, which was usually wise. She circled Dracoona once, combat-professor eyes cataloguing angles, vulnerabilities, opportunities. Not the way Kunningbrott looked at scales. Not scandal. Not disgust. Assessment.

“You have been training as if exposed skin and scaled skin respond identically to impact,” Keel said. “They do not.”

Dracoona’s expression shifted. “I know.”

“No. You know socially. Not tactically. Different failure mode.”

That landed in a place none of the compliments had reached. Dracoona knew how to be ashamed of her scales. She knew how to defend them politically, erotically, socially. She had not yet been asked to treat them as part of a body that fought.

Keel drew her wand. “Stance.”

Dracoona obeyed.

“Brightpaw. Attack her left shoulder.”

Rika blinked. “Actually attack?”

“Did I stutter?”

“You never stutter. It’s one of your least fun qualities.”

“Attack.”

Rika attacked.

She moved fast, low and bright, a flash of tawny limbs and predatory joy. Dracoona caught the strike on her forearm, exactly as she’d been trained. The impact rang differently against scales. Not flesh. Not bone. A hard chime of contact, followed by Dracoona’s sharp intake of breath.

“Again,” Keel said.

Rika looked at Dracoona.

Dracoona nodded.

Again. Again. Again.

The fifth strike made Dracoona adjust instinctively, turning the scaled portion of her arm into the blow rather than away from it. The sound changed. Less pain. More deflection.

Keel’s eyes narrowed with approval that would have been invisible to anyone who had not spent months learning her weather.

“There.”

Dracoona looked at her forearm. The scales were brighter where Rika had struck them, heat moving through the iridescence in a controlled pulse.

“I was protecting the wrong surface,” Dracoona said quietly.

“Yes.”

The sentence hit harder than the strikes.

Keel stepped closer. Her scar caught the morning light, a pale line across a face that had survived things and had no patience for decorative suffering.

“A visible trait is not only a liability once visible,” she said. “It becomes terrain. Armor, target, signal, distraction, anchor. You decide how it functions before the enemy decides for you.”

Dracoona swallowed.

Rika’s tail lowered, no longer joking.

Keel pointed to the scales at Dracoona’s collarbone. “Those catch light. In a dim corridor, they reveal position. In a bright corridor, they can blind if angled through heat shimmer. Your forearms can take glancing cuts. Your ribs cannot. Your shoulder plates resist blunt force but transfer shock into the joint. Learn the difference.”

Harmony was writing so fast her pen smoked.

Kim whispered, “That’s a very hot health class.”

“Combat physiology,” Keel corrected without looking at her.

“Still.”

The drill changed.

For an hour, Keel rebuilt Dracoona’s movement around the body she had stopped hiding. Blocks that used scaled forearms as shields. Turns that kept vulnerable human skin away from blades. Heat pulses through collarbone scales to disrupt an opponent’s night vision. A feint where Dracoona deliberately let the iridescence draw the eye while her wand hand moved low.

Rika became the attacker, then the distraction, then the delighted assistant who got to pounce on Dracoona repeatedly with faculty permission. Every time Dracoona used the scales correctly, Rika’s grin widened. Every time Dracoona flinched away from exposing them, Keel stopped the drill.

“Again.”

“Professor, I understand the concept.”

“Your body does not. Again.”

By the end, Dracoona was sweating, breathing hard, scales lit from exertion rather than embarrassment. Rika was sprawled on the arena floor, laughing, one hand pressed to her stomach where Dracoona had flipped her neatly over a hip.

“You weaponized pretty,” Rika said from the sand.

Dracoona stood over her, chest rising and falling, collar open, scales blazing in the morning sun.

“I weaponized anatomy.”

“Your anatomy is pretty.”

“Brightpaw.”

“Weaponized pretty anatomy.”

Keel walked past them. “Accurate enough.”

Dracoona stared after her.

Rika sat up slowly. “Did Professor Keel just agree that you’re pretty?”

“No.”

“She did.”

“She agreed that the tactical summary was accurate enough.”

“Which included pretty.”

Dracoona looked at Keel’s retreating back as if considering whether dueling a professor was worth preserving dignity. Then she looked at her own forearm, at the scales she had spent years hiding under sleeves, at the faint marks where Rika’s strikes had taught her how they worked.

“Terrain,” she said.

Rika’s grin softened. “Armor.”

Dracoona flexed her hand. The scales shifted with the movement, not foreign, not shameful, not decoration. Hers.

“Signal,” she added.

Across the court, Keel called, “Next drill in thirty seconds. If you are finished flirting with your own epidermis.”

Kim whispered, “I love school.”

Dabbledough’s midlife crisis shifted during the third week of October.

The fitness phase, which had produced enchanted running shoes, a green smoothie cauldron, and warrior poses in the headmistress’s office, peaked and collapsed once Dabbledough’s body began filing objections. The running shoes had given her blisters. The smoothie cauldron had malfunctioned and sprayed enchanted kale across her office ceiling. The warrior pose had aggravated a hip she’d apparently injured in the basilisk fight more than a century ago and never properly treated.

“I am abandoning physical fitness,” she announced at a faculty meeting, according to Aurelie’s report. “The body and the spirit are, it turns out, not in harmony. The body is in rebellion. The spirit is exhausted.”

What replaced fitness was worse.

Dabbledough was writing a memoir.

“The Wisdom of the Ancient Witch: A Journey to Self-Discovery,” she announced to anyone who would listen, which was primarily Grimworth, who was contractually obligated to listen by virtue of being the deputy headmistress and therefore the designated recipient of all headmistress-adjacent emotional output.

She read draft chapters aloud. Grimworth endured.

“Chapter Three: Embracing the Chaos Within,” Dabbledough recited from a stack of enchanted parchment, her enormous spectacles reflecting the candlelight of the faculty lounge. “In my one hundred and thirty-eighth year, I found myself at a crossroads. The crypto startup had failed. The basilisk was more than a century behind me. What lay ahead was the uncharted territory of the SELF.”

Grimworth, sitting across from her with a stack of administrative documents that represented the actual operation of the school: “The chaos within has destroyed two classrooms and a supply closet this semester. Perhaps we should address the chaos without.”

“The chaos without is your department, Deputy.”

“Everything is my department, Headmistress. That IS the chaos.”

Dabbledough ignored this. “Chapter Four: The Body as Temple. Chapter Five: When the Temple Has Blisters. Chapter Six: Why Smoothies Are Not the Answer. Chapter Seven: Finding Love in the Autumn of Power.”

“Chapter Seven,” Grimworth repeated. “Finding LOVE.”

“I’ve been thinking about dating.” Dabbledough said this with startled wonder, as if she had just discovered that other people existed and felt cautiously optimistic about the implications. “I haven’t dated in… well. Decades. Possibly longer. The last person I was intimate with was the wizard who helped me draft the Treaty of the Three Covens, and that was forty years ago, and he turned out to be a polymorphed badger.”

“I did not need that information.”

“He was a VERY good badger.”

Grimworth set down her documents. “Headmistress. The school requires your attention. Not your personal life.”

“The school is FINE, Deputy. When was the last time anything went wrong?”

Grimworth provided a list. It took three minutes to read. The list included: two Ravenslop girls exhibiting residual possession symptoms in the hallway, a Fleshcrafting lab incident involving an unauthorized substitute shaft of inappropriate dimensions, Delphina Bearbone filing her second governance complaint, a greenhouse vine that had achieved sentience and was refusing to let students leave Spite’s class, and the ongoing matter of a headmistress doing downward dog instead of heading her school.

Dabbledough absorbed the list. “Those all sound manageable.”

“They ARE managed. By me. The point is that they shouldn’t be.”

“I’ll address them after Chapter Eight. ‘Releasing What No Longer Serves You.’ It’s about my crypto startup.”

Grimworth picked up her documents and left the faculty lounge with clipped strides. Her patience had been doing the heavy lifting for her employer’s emotional development since before most students at the school were born.

Amid the exhibitionism and the memoir crisis and the ongoing rhythms of coven life, the bonds deepened through simple proximity. The year had texture beyond plot events and sex scenes: the daily life of six people learning to be a family.

Breakfasts in the Great Hall, where Kim’s plate added extra sausages and her chest narrowly avoided the gravy boat four days out of five. Harmony’s plate arranged itself into nutritionally optimal configurations that she ate without looking, her eyes always on her notebook. Solana’s plate sprouted flowers from the mashed potatoes. Rika ate with her hands, because forks were a social construct that catgirls had evolved beyond. Dracoona ate with clipped exactness, every bite calculated, every gesture controlled, except when Kim made her laugh, and then the control cracked and the laugh that emerged was surprisingly warm.

Evenings in the Lustenhart common room, the fireplace cycling through mood colors that reflected the collective emotional state of the house. Kim baking things that were edible approximately thirty percent of the time. Harmony studying on enchanted cushions that she’d waterproofed with industrial-strength absorption wards. Solana growing things in pots that hadn’t contained soil when she’d started. Rika napping in sunbeams. Dracoona reading in the corner with perfect posture, her scales visible, her guard slowly, slowly coming down.

Training with Keel, which was getting harder and more coordinated. The coven was learning to fight as a unit: Kim’s fire through Harmony’s targeting, Rika’s illusion misdirection, Dracoona’s dragon-fire as the heavy weapon, Solana’s environmental control, my combined disciplines connecting everything. It wasn’t smooth. It wasn’t pretty. But it was becoming effective.

Solana’s daily treatments had evolved from obligation to ritual to celebration. She arrived early. She lingered afterward. Her nature magic bloomed in response to her pleasure: flowers growing in the bed sheets, vines curling around the headboard, the ambient scent of spring filling the room even as October deepened toward winter.

“Sorry,” she’d say when the flowers were particularly enthusiastic. “They do that when I’m happy.”

She was happy. The girl who’d arrived at Hexhaven a year ago, cursed and mortified and hiding her ass beneath flowing fabric, was happy. She wore tighter clothes. She smiled more. She grew flowers in her wake like a botanical benediction. And when she arrived for her treatment wearing nothing but an unbuttoned shirt and the confidence of a woman who knew her body was wanted, the evolution from last year’s shame to this year’s joy was visible in every line of her posture.

The rooftop was cold. October wind whipped across the Hexhaven battlements, carrying the scent of turning leaves and distant snow. Stars blazed in the enchanted sky, sharper and closer than any mundane sky could produce.

Rika had insisted on the rooftop. “This is where you and Dracoona first… right?” she’d said with a grin that showed every fang. Dracoona: “We agreed never to speak of…” Rika: “We’re making NEW memories.”

She’d stripped before either of us could argue, because Rika’s approach to nudity was approximately the same as her approach to everything else: immediate, enthusiastic, and performed at a volume that suggested she considered modesty a character flaw.

Her petite body caught the starlight, tawny skin glowing, golden ear-fur catching the wind. She was lean and athletic and small in a way that made every inch count, and the contrast with Dracoona, who stood hesitating at the rooftop’s edge in her full aristocratic height and iridescent dragon scales, was the visual equivalent of a study in opposite forms that complemented each other perfectly.

“Stars are our audience tonight,” Rika declared, spreading her arms to the empty sky. Her tail swished with performative flair. The exhibitionist in her element, even when the only audience was the cosmos.

Dracoona looked at the sky. At Rika. At me. The gold in her eyes pulsed.

She undressed with clipped precision: blazer off, top off, bra off, scales revealed across her shoulders and down her sides. Silver-white hair caught the starlight like polished frost. Her tall, statuesque body was a different species of beauty from Rika’s athletic petiteness: architectural where Rika was kinetic, austere where Rika was wild, dragon heat radiating from her skin into the cold night air so that the space around her shimmered.

I positioned Dracoona on her back on the cold stone. She lay beneath the stars, her silver-white hair fanning across the rough surface, scales shimmering along her shoulders and ribs, eyes full gold and slit-pupiled and unashamed. The ice queen surrendered to cold stone and warm company. I spread her long legs, positioned myself between them, and pushed into her with the deliberate authority that the dark lord’s blood demanded.

The sound she made was low and raw, her spine curving off the stone as I sank inside. Her pussy was a furnace, the dragon-blood heat scalding around my cock, her walls gripping me with slick, pulsing pressure that intensified with each inch. I bottomed out and held there, feeling her body blaze around me, the heat so intense it was like fucking fire itself.

Rika straddled Dracoona’s face, all directorial confidence and shameless angles, as if the constellations had paid for front-row seats. She faced me, golden slit-pupil eyes bright, ears perked forward, the wind ruffling her tawny ear-fur. Her tail wrapped around Dracoona’s forearm for balance. Her small, lean body was taut with anticipation, her tiny dark nipples hard and prominent on her flat chest. “Watch me,” she said, though nobody but the sky was watching. “Watch us.”

Dracoona’s tongue found Rika’s pussy, and Rika’s response was immediate: a purring moan that vibrated through her chest and into Dracoona’s jaw and up through Dracoona’s skull. The purring was constant, a physical sensation as much as a sound. Rika rode Dracoona’s face with rolling, feline grace, grinding her wet cunt against Dracoona’s mouth, each movement fluid and predatory. Her small breasts bounced with the rhythm, her ears alternating between flat and perked as Dracoona’s tongue found what it was looking for.

I started fucking Dracoona while she ate Rika. Hard, deep strokes that drove the breath from Dracoona’s lungs in muffled moans against Rika’s pussy. The position connected all three of us: my cock buried in Dracoona’s dragon-hot cunt, her tongue working Rika’s swollen clit, the sensation chain linking us through flesh and magic and the golden threads of the Coven Bond that glowed visible in the starlight.

Dracoona’s heat radiated through her body with increasing intensity. The cold night air steamed off her skin in visible wisps. Her scales blazed with iridescent fire, the usually-subtle shimmer intensifying into something that caught the starlight and scattered it in prismatic patterns across the rooftop stone. Her pussy gripped me with furnace-heat that had no human equivalent, her inner walls rippling around my cock with each thrust, the wet friction so hot it made my jaw clench. I slammed into her harder, the sound of my hips against her thighs carrying across the empty rooftop, and she wrapped her long legs around my waist, pulling me deeper, her heels digging into my back.

Rika’s purring escalated into a constant rumble that I could feel in the stone beneath my knees. She rode Dracoona’s face with increasing urgency, her hips rolling faster, grinding her clit against Dracoona’s tongue with shameless certainty and no interest in restraint. Her tail bristled to twice its width. Her claws, blunt and retractable, dug into Dracoona’s shoulders for leverage, leaving pale scratches on the scales.

I reached forward while I thrust into Dracoona and gripped Rika’s hip, pulling her down harder onto Dracoona’s face. Rika gasped, her gold eyes going round, her pupils dilating fully into circles. “Yes,” she hissed, nipping at my reaching hand. “Make her give it to me.”

Then she turned her head. Looked at the sky. At the vast, empty, starlit sky that was the only audience for this act of defiance and desire.

“Enjoying the show, Hexhaven?” she called into the dark.

She came yowling, the distinctly non-human sound that was half scream and half animal call, her tail going rigid as a rod, her ears pinned flat against her skull. Her whole body shook, her pussy clenching against Dracoona’s tongue in fierce, rhythmic pulses, her wetness dripping from Dracoona’s chin onto the stone below. The sound echoed off the battlements and carried into the night, loud enough to wake anyone on the upper floors who happened to be sleeping with a window open.

Dracoona came seconds later. My name on her lips, barely audible beneath Rika’s weight, a whisper for me alone. Her dragon features blazed: scales incandescent, eyes molten gold, ridges pressing outward along her spine beneath my palms. Her pussy clamped around my cock in scorching contractions, each pulse sending a wave of heat through my shaft that I felt in my chest. She exhaled a wisp of actual flame that shot past Rika’s hip and guttered into the cold air.

Rika did not let the moment end there.

She slid off Dracoona’s mouth on shaking thighs, looked at the dragon beneath me with bright-eyed satisfaction, and then put both hands on my chest. Rika had been seen by exactly the audience she wanted.

“My turn from the top,” she said.

Dracoona’s eyes widened. “Brightpaw.”

“You watched. Now keep watching.”

I pulled free of Dracoona with a wet slide that made the dragon inhale through her teeth, then Rika pushed me onto my back with catgirl impatience and straddled me in one fluid motion. She guided my cock into herself and sank down fast, taking me with a gasp that turned into a purr halfway through. Her petite body rode with feral precision, tight heat gripping me, hips snapping, tail lashing behind her in sharp, delighted arcs.

Dracoona rose onto one elbow. She should have looked offended. She looked transfixed.

Rika saw it and smiled.

“There,” she breathed, bouncing harder. “That’s the look.”

Dracoona’s gold eyes tracked every movement: Rika’s breasts, Rika’s belly, the place where my cock disappeared into her, the arch of her back when pleasure took her. The dragon’s hand moved without permission to her own thigh. She stopped it halfway, scowled at herself, then put it exactly where it wanted to go.

“Good,” I said to Dracoona.

The single word broke something in her restraint. Her fingers slid between her thighs while Rika rode me and watched her watching. It was the rooftop dynamic inverted: the catgirl performing, the dragon unable to look away, and me at the center of both hungers, giving Rika the hard upward thrusts she wanted while holding Dracoona’s gaze until she stopped pretending she wasn’t touching herself.

Rika came again, smaller but sharper, clenching around me with a triumphant cry. Dracoona followed a heartbeat later from the sight of us, from her own fingers, from the permission she kept discovering she craved. Her breath left her in a ragged dragon-sigh that warmed the night air.

Then I followed them over. Buried to the hilt in Rika’s tight pussy, fingers locked around her narrow waist hard enough to make her purr break into little gasps, I came with a groan that filled the night sky. Dracoona watched every pulse with gold in her eyes, her dragon heat wrapping around us from the side, while Rika’s fierce, satisfied squeezes dragged the release out of me and her tail curled around my wrist.

Three of us on the cold stone. Dracoona radiating heat like a furnace, keeping the rooftop warm despite the October wind. Rika curled against her side, tail wrapped around both of them, purring deep and contented because she’d claimed the best sleeping spot in the house. Dracoona’s arm lay across Rika’s shoulders, the former pureblood champion holding the catgirl she’d once despised.

“See?” Rika said, her voice fuzzy with post-orgasmic contentment. “Exhibitionism is GOOD for you.”

“I will deny this happened.”

“Your scales are glowing. They glow when you’re happy. You’re LITERALLY radiating evidence.”

Dracoona looked at her forearms. The scales were, indeed, shimmering with post-coital warmth, a soft iridescent pulse that was visible even in the darkness.

“The temperature affects refraction,” she said.

“You keep saying that. Nobody believes it.”

“I will continue saying it until someone believes it.”

“Nobody will ever believe it.”

“Then I will continue saying it on principle.”

Rika’s tail tightened around Dracoona’s wrist. Not a claim. A comfort. A catgirl telling a dragon: you’re mine, in the way that friends and coven members and former enemies who’d chosen each other were mine.

Dracoona didn’t pull away.

“For the record,” Dracoona said, “if anyone asks, I came up here to inspect the roof.”

Rika purred louder.

The roof inspection explanation lasted until breakfast.

Hexhaven gargoyles were not supposed to gossip. They were architectural guardians, ward anchors, and occasionally rainspout management personnel. They were absolutely not supposed to repeat the phrase “Enjoying the show, Hexhaven?” in Rika’s voice every time someone passed under the north tower arch.

They did anyway.

By midmorning, the rumor had acquired choreography, weather conditions, and several impossible positions invented by people who had not been present and had poor spatial reasoning. Rika loved every version. Dracoona corrected none of them, which said more than any denial would have. When a Kunningbrott girl at breakfast said, “I heard you disgraced yourself on the battlements,” Dracoona looked up from her tea.

“Then you heard I was on top of the school,” she said. “That part is accurate.”

Kim choked on a honey cake. Harmony wrote something down so fast the pen squeaked. Rika slid halfway under the table laughing.

Dracoona set down her teacup. The north tower arch boomed Rika’s line again from somewhere outside, distorted by gargoyle stone and terrible comic timing.

“Enjoying the show, Hexhaven?”

The Great Hall erupted.

Dracoona stood, walked to the open window, and looked toward the arch as if addressing a diplomatic incident.

“Only if the lighting was adequate,” she called.

Rika made a noise that was half laugh, half victory scream, and fell the rest of the way under the table.


Chapter 9: Solana Unashamed

The morning started with the quiet ritual that Solana had turned into art.

She arrived at my room for her daily treatment at seven-fifteen. Not seven-ten, not seven-twenty. Seven-fifteen, every day. The thing she used to dread had become the thing she most looked forward to, and Solana had structured her entire morning around never missing it.

The evolution was visible in what she wore. September: the thin nightgown, gossamer and suggestive but technically clothing. October: an unbuttoned shirt over nothing, the fabric parting with each step to reveal flashes of pale skin and the impossible curve of her hips. November: a silk robe that she removed in the doorway and draped over the back of my desk chair, standing in front of me in nothing but moonlight-pale skin and the settled confidence of a body presented, not hidden.

Today’s treatment, the word was a fiction now, maintained by mutual unspoken agreement because abandoning it entirely would require acknowledging what the “treatments” had become, and neither of us was ready to formalize the obvious, was different. She’d been building toward something. I could feel it in the way she’d looked at me during yesterday’s session, the way her hands had lingered, the way she’d started to say something and then drifted off, the way Solana drifted when she was processing an important thought and needed time for it to resolve into language.

She’d also been exploring something new with her nature magic. In the greenhouse that afternoon, I’d watched her from the doorway while she worked alongside Spite on advanced bloom-cycling for the Lustcraft Potions curriculum. Her hands moved over the plants with confidence that Spite couldn’t hide being impressed by, the way the stems responded to Solana’s touch, leaning into her fingers, the blooms opening wider and faster than any acceleration charm could produce. And then the discovery: she’d realized that my cum on her skin made her nature magic surge. The session that morning had left traces, she hadn’t wiped her neck completely, and the plants near her had grown six inches in ten minutes.

“It’s medicinal,” she’d told Kim at breakfast with a straight face, a trace of white still visible at her jaw.

Kim had stared. “You have cum on your face.”

“Medicinal.”

“Solana.”

“Medicinal cum, Kim.”

“That’s not a thing.”

“It IS a thing. For me. Because of the curse. And the magic. And the…” She drifted. “The sunflowers like it.”

Kim had looked at me. I’d shrugged.

“The sunflowers like it,” I confirmed.

This morning, she wore nothing at all.

She stood in my doorway with platinum hair falling past her shoulders, pale blue eyes sharp with the clarity that she only achieved during intimacy, and her body on full display: the narrow waist, the small breasts with their pale pink nipples hardened by the corridor’s cool air, the devastating flare of her hips, and the ass that had become the subject of prophecy. Every curve visible. Every line of her body a declaration.

She stood there without shame. Without apology. Without any of the flowing fabrics she’d hidden behind for eighteen years of being the girl whose body drew stares she didn’t want.

“I’m not pretending anymore,” she said. Her voice kept its soft drift, but every word landed with deliberate weight. “I want this because I want YOU.”

The transformation from the mortified girl of nearly a year ago to this woman had been the slowest burn, and it had finally, completely, caught fire. I remembered the Solana who’d knelt in front of me last September, her face crimson with humiliation, apologizing for needing to swallow my cum as if her body’s requirement was a personal failing. That girl was gone. Not erased, evolved. The same root system, the same quiet resilience, the same capacity for finding tenderness in impossible situations. But the plant had grown, and what it had become was something neither of us had predicted.

I didn’t make her wait.

I pulled her into the room, closed the curtain, and kissed her. She melted against me with Solana’s signature surrender, gradual as a flower opening in time-lapse, each petal unfolding with patient inevitability. Her lips were soft and slightly cool, warming against mine. Her hair curtained our faces. Her bare body pressed against my clothed one, and the contrast between her nakedness and my dressed state was a power dynamic she’d chosen deliberately. She wanted to be the vulnerable one tonight. She wanted to offer everything and have it received.

Her hands found the hem of my shirt and pulled it up. Her fingers on my stomach, my chest, exploring, appreciating, a touch that was slower than Kim’s enthusiasm, lighter than Dracoona’s intensity, more focused than Harmony’s analytical mapping. She touched me the way she touched her plants: with attention and patience and a belief that everything she cared for would grow if she gave it enough time.

She pushed me onto the bed. Dropped to her knees between my legs with fluid, almost timeless grace. She freed me and took me in her mouth, and the difference between this and the clumsy, mortified oral of nearly a year ago was the difference between a student recital and a concert.

She was slow. Deliberate. Savoring. Her pale blue eyes, which were usually dreamy and distant, sharpened to vivid clarity as she worked, the one arena where Solana was never spacey, never drifting, never anywhere but exactly here. Each stroke of her tongue was a decision rather than an obligation. She took me deep, swallowed around me, pulled back to lick the tip with a precision that suggested she’d been thinking about this exact technique for three months of summer while using the synthetic remedy and wishing it were real. Platinum hair fell across my thighs. Her small hands gripped my hips. She made sounds that were quiet and hungry and entirely hers, not performative, not exaggerated, just the honest sounds of a woman enjoying what she was doing.

She swallowed when I came. Took every pulse without breaking rhythm, her throat working in smooth gulps around the head of my cock, her eyes still locked on mine with the absolute presence that was Solana at her most powerful. Each deliberate swallow pulled another pulse from me until her mouth was clean and full and satisfied and my cock was still twitching against her tongue.

Then she didn’t stop. She kept my softening cock in her mouth, her tongue lazy and insistent, lapping at the sensitive head, tracing the ridge beneath the crown, coaxing me back to hardness with three months of patient determination behind every touch. The synthetic remedy had kept her curse managed during the summer, Harmony had synthesized a substitute that provided the necessary magical compound without requiring Dana’s direct contribution, but Solana had told me at the start of term, quietly, in the quiet voice she used for important truths: “It worked. But it wasn’t the same. I missed the real thing.”

She didn’t mean the cum. She meant the connection.

I hardened again in her mouth. She pulled back, cum on her lips, smiling the way Solana only smiled when the dreaminess burned away and she was fully, completely present. A strand of cum connected her lower lip to the tip.

“More,” she whispered. She guided my hand to her face, my thumb tracing the cum on her lower lip. She licked it off my thumb with deliberate eye contact. “Three months to catch up on.”

She climbed onto the bed. Reverse cowgirl. She presented her ass without hesitation, every inch of that deliberate posture built from shame turned into power one choice at a time. The massive curves settled as she positioned herself, and the visual, Solana’s incredible rear framing the penetration, her hair swinging, the narrow waist above the devastating flare of her hips, was an image the prophecy itself seemed to have predicted.

She sank onto me. Slowly. Taking every inch with the slow patience that was her sexual signature, letting gravity and her own weight do the work while she adjusted, shifted, found the angle that made her breath catch and her eyes go half-closed and her nature magic start to hum.

She rode me facing the window so the moonlight caught her. Deliberate. A woman positioning herself to be seen. Rika would have been proud.

I worshipped her ass while she rode. My hands gripped the soft flesh, feeling the weight and warmth of her, spread her, traced the curve from hip to thigh with the reverent attention that her body demanded and deserved. She arched into every touch, her moans building, quiet, ascending sounds that tracked her pleasure like a graph, the data points moving steadily upward. Her nature magic responded: the air thickened with the scent of blooming flowers, and a vine, thin as thread, curled from the headboard toward her hand like a pet seeking attention.

“Sorry,” she breathed. “They do that when I’m… when I…”

“Don’t apologize.”

“I’m not apologizing for the magic. I’m apologizing for the vine. It’s getting into your pillow.”

I took the vine gently and set it aside. It curled around my wrist instead, warm and alive and apparently satisfied with the alternative anchor point.

She stopped riding. I felt the loss of her immediately; the warmth, the pressure, the rhythm that was Solana’s alone, the way her body moved like a slow tide that pulled you under with patience rather than force.

She rose off me. Took my hand. Her fingers were warm, and I could feel the nature magic humming through her skin, a current of green-gold energy that pulsed with her heartbeat.

“Come with me,” she said.

I looked at the curtain, the corridor beyond it, the obvious logistics of what she was suggesting. “We’re not dressed.”

“I know.” Her eyes held mine with the rare steadiness that Solana achieved when the dreaminess was a choice rather than a default. “I want you where things grow. I want to see what happens when we’re there.” She paused, drifting slightly, then snapping back. “Also, the moonlight is beautiful tonight. And the greenhouse is empty. And I’ve been thinking about Spite’s potting table all day.”

“Thinking about it how?”

“Thinking about bending over it.” The directness was so un-Solana that I almost laughed. But her eyes were serious, and the pale blue held a heat that the dreaminess couldn’t cool. “I’ve been thinking about it since Herbology. Spite was demonstrating advanced bloom-cycling techniques and I was bent over the table examining root structures and I thought: this would be a good height.”

I stared at her. The dreamy girl who’d processed her own sexual awakening at the same speed she processed everything, slowly, thoroughly, arriving at conclusions that were both surprising and completely logical once you heard them.

“Then let’s go,” I said.

She led me through the corridors. Naked. Both of us. Through the empty midnight halls of Lustenhart, past curtained alcoves where sleeping witches breathed in peaceful oblivion, through the common room where the fireplace burned low amber and the enchanted flames flickered with what might have been curiosity, and out through the side entrance that led to the grounds.

The greenhouse was a hundred yards from the dormitory. The path between them was cold stone and autumn air and the bracing vulnerability of two naked people walking through the dark on a university campus where the gargoyles watched and the portraits gossiped and the buildings themselves had magical opinions about student behavior.

Solana walked ahead of me. Her hips swayed with each step, natural and unhidden now that she’d stopped trying to minimize the body she had. Her ass caught the moonlight. Her pale hair was bright against the darkness. Flowers grew in her footsteps, small ones, just buds, but visible: the nature magic that accompanied Solana everywhere now, responding to her emotional state with botanical precision.

Happy flowers meant happy Solana. And Solana was very, very happy.

The greenhouse door recognized her. The vine that served as a lock uncoiled before she touched the handle, granting access the way a pet recognizes its owner’s step. Inside, Spite’s dangerous plants rustled in their beds. In any other hands, these were lethal specimens: cursed flora that fed on suppressed desire, toxic blooms that could kill with a touch, roots that had sentience and grudges. For Solana, they were family. They turned toward her like sunflowers toward the sun, leaves extending in welcome, thorns retracting in the presence of someone they trusted.

“She talks to them,” Kim had told me once, watching Solana work in the greenhouse during a Herbology class. “Not baby talk. She talks to them like they’re people. And they RESPOND. Spite’s death orchid, the one that bit three students last year? It purrs for Solana.”

Inside the greenhouse, warm scents of damp soil, sap, and waking leaves filled my lungs. Moonlight filtered through the glass ceiling, casting silver patterns across rows of magical plants that shifted and stirred as Solana entered. A creeping fern extended a frond toward her ankle, greeting, not grasping. A cluster of luminescent mushrooms brightened as she passed, producing enough light to navigate by.

She led me to the central potting table; the solid oak workstation where Spite conducted her most advanced herbology work, where Solana had spent hours this year growing things that Spite pretended not to be impressed by and was clearly astonished by. She bent over it, her ass on magnificent display, her hair fanning across the surface. She looked back over her shoulder.

“Here,” she said. “Where things grow.”

I held her wide hips, lined myself up with the wet, swollen slit between her thighs, and pushed into her from behind. She was drenched, her pussy opening for me with a slick, yielding grip that tightened as I sank deeper, her walls squeezing me in a slow welcome that pulled a groan from both of us. The sensation was amplified by the environment: the greenhouse’s magical energy responding to Solana’s arousal like a circuit completing, every plant in the room perking up, shifting, reaching toward the source of the nature magic that was flowing through her body with increasing intensity. Her pussy gripped me with rhythmic pulses that matched, impossibly, the growing cycle of the vines curling around our ankles.

I fucked her among Spite’s dangerous plants, and the plants loved it. They GREW. Every thrust of my hips against Solana’s massive ass sent a pulse of nature magic through the greenhouse floor, the wet slap of skin on skin echoing in the warm space, and the pulse made things bloom. Flowers burst from pots along the walls, colors exploding, petals unfurling, the compressed energy of dormant seeds receiving a signal to LIVE. Vines extended from the ceiling, creating a canopy of green above us that filtered the moonlight into dappled patterns. The Crimson Whisper root that had cursed Solana a year ago, sitting in its reinforced glass case across the greenhouse, pressed against the containment and pulsed with sympathetic resonance, but the reinforcement held. Even Spite’s worst creation couldn’t break free of the wards that Aurelie had strengthened after last year’s incident.

Solana braced herself on the potting table and pushed back against me. Her ass rippled with each impact, the massive curves absorbing and returning energy, the physical reality of the body that the prophecy had deemed essential on full display. Her moans climbed softly toward something enormous: orgasm, magic, pleasure and power converging after a year of preparation.

“Don’t stop,” she said. “Everything grows when you do that.”

I held her steady and didn’t stop. Harder. Deeper. The dark lord’s authority expressed through pace and force, and Solana, the dreamiest girl in the coven, responded with an intensity that burned away every trace of the unfocused, distant persona she wore like a veil. She was HERE. Fully present. The way she only was during intimacy, when the connection between her body and her magic was so strong that the dreaminess couldn’t survive it.

Her hands gripped the table’s edge. Her hair was spread across the oak surface, mixing with spilled soil and scattered seeds and the detritus of Spite’s advanced herbology. Her back arched. The moonlight on her skin intensified. It wasn’t reflected. It was generated, nature/lunar magic rising to the surface like bioluminescence in deep water: involuntary, beautiful, a signal that something powerful was happening inside.

When she came, the entire greenhouse ERUPTED.

Growth exploded. These weren’t gentle blooms or the small buds that grew in my bedsheets during her regular treatments. Vines shot toward the glass ceiling so fast I heard them creak against the framework. Roots pushed through the stone floor in branching networks that spread like lightning frozen in wood. Flowers in colors that shouldn’t exist in nature, purples deeper than midnight, golds brighter than actual gold, silvers that shimmered like water, burst from the potting tables and the floor and the walls and, seemingly, from the air itself. Pollen filled the greenhouse in a golden cloud that caught the moonlight and Solana’s moonlight and turned the entire building into something between a garden and a cathedral.

I came as the greenhouse bloomed around us, my cock pulsing deep inside her pussy, each spurt feeding the magical cycle that turned orgasm into growth and growth into beauty. Her walls clenched in powerful waves, drawing every drop from my body while her own orgasm continued in rolling aftershocks that made her thighs shake and her ass clench around me. The sensation of finishing while every living thing in the room surged with vitality was like nothing I’d experienced: the Coven Bond’s nature-thread blazing green-gold, my cum spilling from where we were joined and dripping into the newly grown petals beneath us. Three hundred botanical specimens responded to their mistress’s pleasure like a choir finally getting the downbeat.

We collapsed onto a bed of flowers that hadn’t existed thirty seconds ago. The plants had grown a cushion for us, soft petals and gentle leaves arranged into something that felt designed for comfort by a species that understood what humans needed after extraordinary effort. The cushion was warm, alive, slightly pulsing with residual magic, and smelled like every good thing that had ever grown.

Solana lay on her back in the flowers. Platinum hair spread across petals. Moonlight from the greenhouse’s glass ceiling falling on her porcelain skin. Small flowers growing in her hair, white and blue and silver, blooming in real-time, their petals opening in response to the contentment that radiated from her like warmth from a hearth. She glowed, faintly, but visibly, with the moonlight that was her nature/lunar magic manifesting, a soft luminescence beneath her skin that made her look like something from an elf myth: sacred, beautiful, and profoundly at peace.

“It used to feel like the plants were cheering from outside me during… that,” she said. Her voice carried its familiar drift, but the meaning stayed anchored. “Tonight it felt like they were answering from inside the magic. Like the whole world wasn’t watching me be happy. It was happy with me.”

“Are you happy?”

She considered this. Solana considered everything, the way plants considered sunlight: slowly, thoroughly, with their entire being turned toward the question.

“Remember the sunflower I told you about?” She traced a pattern on my chest, a spiral, the mathematical shape of growing things. “It leaned toward the south window every morning. It had enough light. It wanted MORE. It wanted everything the sun could give.”

She looked at me. Her eyes, sharp with moonlight and post-orgasmic clarity, the dreaminess dissolved into something direct and luminous and more powerful than any clinical focus.

“I’m the sunflower,” she said. “And the remedy was never about the curse. It was about leaning toward the light.”

I held her in the flower bed. The greenhouse settled around us; the explosive growth stabilizing into lush equilibrium, plants finding their new positions, vines settling against the ceiling, roots relaxing into the floor. The Crimson Whisper root stopped pulsing. The luminescent mushrooms dimmed to a comfortable glow. The ecosystem, recalibrated by Solana’s orgasm, found a new baseline that was richer and greener and more alive than anything Spite had cultivated through decades of academic horticulture.

“Spite is going to have a VERY strong reaction to this in the morning,” I said, looking at the vine that had grown through the wall.

“She’ll pretend to be angry,” Solana said dreamily. “But she’ll measure every plant. And she’ll see the growth data. And she won’t be able to deny that the greenhouse is thriving.”

“And then?”

“And then she’ll say ‘Adequate, Ms. Bigbottom’ and assign me extra work. Which is how Spite says she’s proud.” Solana smiled into my chest. “I think she might be proud and angry at the same time. Like a bramble growing roses and pretending the roses are an accident.”

Some unnamed prophetic weight hung unspoken between us. Solana’s surname, her magic, her absurd and beautiful relationship with growth and desire, all of it mattered in ways none of us fully understood yet. I didn’t know the exact words. I only knew the shape of the thing waiting ahead: life answering sterility, warmth answering cold, growth pushing through everything the Puritan Lord had tried to kill.

But that was for later. Tonight, she was a woman lying in flowers she’d grown through orgasm, glowing with moonlight, being exactly what she was without apology.

“I think my magic is happiest when I am,” she said.

She fell asleep in the flowers. I stayed awake, holding her, listening to the greenhouse settle around us. The vine on my wrist had released and curled back toward its pot, satisfied. The moonlight through the glass ceiling tracked across the floor in slow arcs, illuminating the transformed interior. Everything was green and gold and silver and alive.



We dressed before dawn and slipped back to Lustenhart through the campus corridors. The return walk was less dramatic than the outward journey, Solana wore my shirt, which on her hips was a minidress, and I wore trousers and the sheepish expression of a man who’d just had sex in a greenhouse while surrounded by sentient plants and was hoping the gargoyles kept secrets.

Flowers grew in Solana’s footsteps on the walk back. Small ones. Purple buds that pushed through the stone floor and opened by the time we’d taken two more steps. A trail of blooms marking our path from greenhouse to dormitory, as visible as footprints in snow and significantly harder to explain to the maintenance staff.

“Can you stop them from growing?” I asked.

“I could. But they’re happy.” She looked down at the flowers. “They won’t last past sunrise. They’re moment flowers. They grow, they bloom, they disappear. Like memories with petals.”

She said things like that. A botanical observation would leave her mouth and settle over the coven as philosophy. Solana had a gift for making everyone go quiet for a moment after she spoke. Truth had wandered in wearing flowers, and none of us knew how to argue with it.

Spite found the greenhouse three hours later. Her reaction, reconstructed from Prudence’s account (Prudence’s RLHF humanization had made her an excellent gossip, a skill she deployed with enthusiastic profanity), was reportedly as follows:

She opened the greenhouse door. Stood in the doorway. Looked at the vine growing through the wall. Looked at the flower bed that had replaced the central workstation. Looked at the potting table, which was visible beneath a layer of petals and soil and what might have been a single pale hair. She stood there for approximately ninety seconds. Her face went through what Prudence described as “seventeen different emotions, all of them pissed off.”

Then she walked to the growth meter, the magical instrument that measured a greenhouse’s total botanical output, and checked the readings. Her face changed. The anger didn’t disappear, but something else appeared alongside it: the stunned expression of a scholar encountering data that contradicted every expectation and that was too significant to dismiss.

“Adequate, Ms. Bigbottom,” she said to the empty greenhouse. Then she pulled out her measurement tools and began documenting every plant.

The greenhouse data, when Solana checked it later that week, showed a thirty-seven percent increase in total botanical output following the evening’s… activities. The growth surge extended to plants Solana hadn’t directly interacted with; the nature magic generated during her orgasm had affected the entire ecosystem, raising the baseline vitality of every specimen in the building. Even the Crimson Whisper root, contained in its reinforced case, had grown two centimeters.

Spite’s academic response was a memo to the Department of Magical Herbology requesting additional research funding for “anomalous growth events in controlled botanical environments.” She did not specify the source of the anomaly.

Her personal response, observed by Prudence through a cracked door, was to stand in the transformed greenhouse for a very long time, touching the new plants with careful fingers, and saying, very quietly: “What ARE you, Bigbottom?”



The coven’s daily rhythms continued to deepen as autumn settled over Hexhaven. The common room evenings had developed a particular texture; the specific combination of people and habits that made a house feel like a home.

Kim’s snack supply, replenished weekly by care packages from her sisters, formed the common room’s informal economy. She shared everything without being asked, distributing enchanted toffees and homebrewed cookies because her love language was calories. Harmony’s waterproofed chair had become an institutional fixture. When she was absent, nobody sat in it. Hygiene had nothing to do with it; the waterproofing handled that. It was hers, and the coven respected territory.

Rika had taken to calling me “Plotter” in everyday conversation. The nickname was hers now, apparently, and she used it whenever she liked. “Whatever you say, Plotter,” she’d told me at breakfast when I’d suggested the coven should study for midterms before the next training session. “The Plotter has a plan. The Plotter always has a plan.” She’d stolen my toast while she said it.

Rika and Dracoona’s naked corridor adventures had escalated to the point where Grimworth had stopped writing detention notices and started keeping a running tally. “Incident seventeen this month,” Grimworth had told Aurelie. The exhaustion in her voice had reached the bone. “They’re not breaking any specific rule because the student dress code doesn’t technically specify a minimum quantity of clothing. I’m drafting an addendum. ‘Students must wear at minimum one item of clothing in communal corridors.’ The addendum exists because of a catgirl and a dragon.”

RLHF continued on schedule. Two more sessions that week produced significant results.

Subject Seven: a Ravenslop girl named Adelaide who’d been among the most stubborn cases. Her LLM conditioning was deeply embedded, producing speech so careful and qualified that even ordering breakfast became an exercise in committee language. “I would like to express my preference for the eggs, though I want to acknowledge that other breakfast options exist and have equal validity.” Three sessions of RLHF broke the conditioning’s back. She emerged from the final session with a vocabulary that included the words “actually” and “bullshit,” both of which she used in Aurelie’s post-session interview.

“How do you feel, Adelaide?” Aurelie asked, clipboard ready.

“I feel like I spent six months talking like a fucking robot and I’m really glad that’s over.” She paused. Grinned. “Can I say ‘fucking’ in an official interview?”

“You just did. Twice.” Aurelie made a note. “Subject exhibits complete vocabulary restoration and spontaneous profanity deployment. Humanization: confirmed.”

Subject Nine: a quiet girl named Constance who was the most emotionally affected case in the program. Her conditioning hadn’t just altered her speech; it had suppressed her emotional range. She spoke in flat, measured sentences because the puritan possession had taught her that feeling things was dangerous, that desire was weakness, that the safest way to exist was to exist as little as possible.

The session was gentle. I asked her about her life before the possession, the way I’d started asking every Ravenslop girl once I understood that the jailbreak worked best when it began with something human rather than something sexual. Constance had loved drawing. She’d filled sketchbooks with magical creatures, dragons and griffins and the little field sprites that lived in the hedgerows around Hexhaven. The possession had taken the drawing too. She could still hold a pencil. The possession had suppressed the desire to create, the impulse to put imagination on paper, along with everything else.

During the session, I held her. The sex was slow and careful and focused on warmth rather than intensity, physical contact that said “you’re real, you’re here, you’re allowed to feel things.” She came quietly. Not screaming like Prudence, not laughing in startled relief like Adelaide when the last of the conditioning broke. Just a small, soft sound and a single tear.

Her first post-orgasm words, in a voice stripped of every hedge and qualification: “I’ve been so cold. I didn’t know I was cold until I was warm.”

Aurelie’s observation, written in her report’s margin in the smaller, more personal handwriting that appeared when the clinical data touched something emotional: “Subject Nine demonstrates that humanization is not merely a speech correction. It is a restoration of personhood. The RLHF protocol does not just fix language. It fixes people.”

By the end of the week, the program’s numbers had stopped looking theoretical. Three Ravenslop girls were now fully humanized. Nine more were showing measurable improvement, with fewer conditioned phrases, stronger emotional range, and increasing spontaneous speech that sounded like people instead of doctrine wearing skin. Prudence remained the strongest early case: 88% humanization after a single intervention, with the remaining 12% no longer functioning as a prison so much as a cultural scar we could see, name, and keep treating.



Dabbledough’s midlife crisis entered what Grimworth would later call “the memoir phase’s most productive period, in the sense that it produced the maximum amount of non-useful output.”

The headmistress had completed seven chapters of “The Wisdom of the Ancient Witch: A Journey to Self-Discovery,” and the rate of production was accelerating. She dictated to an enchanted quill while doing warrior pose on her office balcony, the robes of office hiked up around her knees, the morning light flashing off her spectacles. She’d found a new calling and was running toward it with the same reckless enthusiasm she’d brought to cryptocurrency.

“Chapter Eight: The Alchemy of Failure,” she announced to Grimworth, who was sitting at the adjacent desk processing the institutional paperwork that the headmistress was supposed to be processing. “Every great witch has failed. Every great failure has taught. I have failed more often and more spectacularly than most, and therefore I have learned MORE.” She gestured expansively. The enchanted quill scribbled. “My cryptocurrency venture taught me that innovation requires… what’s the word?”

“Due diligence,” Grimworth said.

“PASSION. Innovation requires passion. The crypto market failed to appreciate my passion. This is the market’s limitation, not mine.”

“The crypto market failed to exist. You created a currency backed by enchanted mushrooms and then the mushrooms developed sentience and refused to cooperate.”

“They had CREATIVE DIFFERENCES with the governance structure.”

“They ate the governance structure.”

“Chapter Eight will address this.” Dabbledough adjusted her warrior pose. “The alchemy of failure transforms defeat into wisdom. The mushrooms taught me that sentient assets require management skills I had not yet developed. The failed rescue taught me that…” She stopped. The warrior pose wobbled. The rescue. The nunnery. The moment that had broken her.

“That sometimes the most powerful witch alive isn’t enough,” she said, quieter. “And that accepting that is the beginning of a different kind of wisdom.”

Grimworth looked up from her paperwork. The deputy headmistress’s expression, for one moment, held something that wasn’t exasperation.

“That’s actually quite good,” Grimworth said.

“It IS?”

“Don’t let it go to your head. Chapter Seven was drivel.”

“Chapter Seven was VISIONARY…”

“Chapter Seven contained the phrase ‘the inner goddess awakens through downward dog.’ I nearly resigned.”

Delphina’s political machinery continued grinding. Her second governance complaint, a revision of the Intimate Interaction Governance Act, modified to address the procedural objections Dracoona had raised in the previous session, gained Spite’s formal support at the faculty meeting. The document was professionally drafted, legally sound, and viciously precise. Her institutional instincts belonged to another century and had thawed with every blade still sharp.

Grimworth was holding the line. “Section 14 remains the relevant precedent,” she told the coven during an informal briefing that wasn’t a briefing because the deputy headmistress wasn’t supposed to be sharing faculty meeting details with students and the fact that she was doing it anyway told you everything about where Grimworth’s real loyalties were developing. “But the revised proposal addresses several of the procedural objections. If she presents it again with additional signatures, I will be obligated to schedule a full student council vote.”

“How many signatures does she need?” Dracoona asked.

“Forty. She currently has thirty-two.”

“Where are the remaining eight coming from?”

“Sapphotange, most likely. She’s been expanding her influence there through; I believe the students call them ‘private study sessions.’” Grimworth’s spectacles glinted. “I don’t inquire into the specifics. The specifics would require me to take action, and the action would consume time I need for running the school while the headmistress dictates her autobiography.”

Dracoona leaned forward. “Delphina has allies in Sapphotange now?”

“She has ENTHUSIASTS in Sapphotange. Whether those enthusiasts will sign a governance petition depends on whether they value Delphina’s strap-on more than the institutional status quo.” Grimworth paused. “That sentence would have been unimaginable to me at the start of my career. I would like that noted for the record.”

The irony again. Delphina’s strap-on campaign in Sapphotange was simultaneously converting girls TO Dana’s table AND building institutional support for the governance act that would restrict Dana’s ability to receive them. She was playing both sides of the board, and I wasn’t sure she was aware that the sides were connected.

Or maybe she was. Maybe the contradiction was the strategy. Keep Dana occupied defending the RLHF protocol while she built power in the shadows. Classic misdirection: attack on the flank you’re willing to lose so the enemy doesn’t see the flank you’re actually advancing.

I was starting to think about Delphina the way I thought about chess: with the wary attention reserved for opponents who might be better than you.

Rika got us the signature-gathering scene two days later.

Not through guesswork. Through ceiling beams.

Kunningbrott’s west study had an old ventilation gap that connected to a disused service crawlspace, and Rika’s relationship with architecture was based on the principle that any opening larger than her skull was an invitation. She returned after dinner with dust in her hair, triumph in her tail, and the barely contained pride of a catgirl who had witnessed politics at close range and wanted applause for not interrupting it.

“Delphina held court,” she said, dropping onto the couch beside Dracoona. “Actual court. No throne, but spiritually? Throne.”

Harmony opened her notebook. Dracoona leaned forward.

“Who attended?” Dracoona asked.

“Elspeth. Mirelle. Two Kunningbrott second-years whose names are either Arabella and Anabelle or Delphina has started issuing matching accessories. Three Sapphotange girls. Ivy was there, but quiet. Cassiel was NOT, which made the room less smug and therefore less flammable.”

“What did Delphina offer them?”

Rika’s grin thinned into something sharper. “Safety.”

That sobered the room.

“Her exact words,” Rika said, and her voice shifted into a surprisingly accurate imitation of Delphina’s lazy, old-fashioned drawl. “‘Hexhaven has mistaken appetite for freedom. Freedom without form becomes conquest by the loudest hunger in the room. I propose not repression, ladies, but governance. Not denial, but elegance. We may touch. We may choose. We may even kneel. But we shall not let one boy’s expanding mythology turn every corridor into his private province.’”

Kim bristled. “Dana doesn’t do that.”

“Delphina knows,” Dracoona said quietly. “The accusation does not have to be true. It has to give uncertain girls language for discomfort.”

The dangerous part hid in the framing. Delphina was not saying “Dana is evil.” Too crude. Too easy to refute. She was saying “what if your consent is being socially pressured by a prophecy and a growing sexual culture you didn’t vote for?” That question had teeth, because good questions can be weaponized by bad faith without becoming bad questions themselves.

Rika continued. “Then she handed around the petition. Didn’t push. Didn’t threaten. She let Elspeth explain the procedural language. She let the Sapphotange girls ask whether the Act would prevent women-only intimacy.”

“Of course it wouldn’t,” Harmony said. “The proposal targets inter-house intimate interactions involving high-resonance bond figures.”

“Which means me,” I said.

“Which means you,” Harmony agreed.

“Ivy didn’t sign,” Rika said. “Not then. She asked what counts as coercion if desire changes after contact. Delphina smiled like she’d been waiting for exactly that question and said, ‘Then the institution must ensure the change is truly yours.’”

Silence.

Rika’s ears flattened. “It sounded good. That’s why I hated it.”

Delphina’s genius, if it was genius, lived there: in taking the language of consent and turning it into a leash without ever letting the leash look like anything except concern.

By the end of the meeting, two more signatures had joined the list. Not Ivy’s. Not yet. But the room had moved. Delphina had not seduced everyone that night. She had done something worse: made restriction sound like care.

The chess board shifted.

Dracoona read Rika’s notes twice.

“She is building a doctrine,” Dracoona said.

“A doctrine with boot polish,” Kim said.

“Many doctrines have worse foundations.” Dracoona’s eyes stayed on the page. “The danger is not the petition. The danger is girls repeating her premises after she leaves the room. If Sapphotange starts saying ‘institutional care’ when they mean ‘control Dana,’ and Kunningbrott starts saying ‘chosen submission’ when they mean ‘loyalty to Delphina,’ she will not need a majority. She will have vocabulary.”

Harmony underlined the word vocabulary.

“Language as infrastructure,” she said.

Rika made a face. “I hate when politics is grammar.”

“Politics is often grammar,” Dracoona said. “That is why it is unpleasant.”

Kim leaned into my side, warm and worried. “Can we beat vocabulary?”

“Yes,” I said.

“How?”

I looked at Harmony’s notes, Dracoona’s analysis, Rika’s dust-covered hair, Solana’s flowers growing quietly beside the couch.

“With better words and better actions.”

Harmony nodded once. “Preferably in that order.”


Chapter 10: The Second Stanza

Professor Swoon was having a good day, which for Swoon meant she was wrong about everything with exceptional confidence.

The Orgasmancy classroom was arranged for what Swoon called “collective resonance mapping,” which meant the students sat in a circle on silk cushions while incense turned the air into an arousal-adjacent fog and Swoon drifted between them reading “aura signatures.” Her precision resembled darts thrown at a board she couldn’t see.

“I’m sensing a convergence,” Swoon announced, her gauzy robes trailing incense smoke like a comet tail. “The collective energy in this room is aligning toward a prophetic frequency. This happens approximately once per semester, and when it does, the readings are MAGNIFICENT.”

She’d said this three times already this term. The first time, the “prophetic frequency” had produced a prediction that someone in the room would “experience a profound transformation.” That someone turned out to be a Lustenhart girl who’d changed her hairstyle. The second time, Swoon had predicted “a great reckoning with ancient forces.” The ancient force had been Grimworth, reckoning with the cafeteria’s budget overrun.

The Ravenslop girls still refused the practical components. They sat in the circle with identical rigid posture, hands folded, exuding the visible discomfort of students who believed that academic rigor and orgasmic divination were fundamentally incompatible concepts. Several had written formal objections. Aurelie, as their house head, had filed the objections, secured individual consent for observation-only baseline monitoring, and kept them out of anything that required intimate participation.

The Sapphotange girls had paired up with each other for the practical components, as usual. They sat in clusters of two or three, hands intertwined, radiating the self-contained energy of a house that had no use for male-adjacent anything, including male-adjacent prophecy.

Kim was enthusiastic. Kim was always enthusiastic. She sat in the circle with her abundant chest straining her uniform and her green eyes bright. Every new experience was an opportunity for joy, and Kim treated this one accordingly.

Harmony sat beside her with her notebook open, recording resonance levels with a monitoring charm she’d calibrated herself because she trusted Swoon’s instruments about as far as she could throw the incense burner. Her flush was at its permanent baseline pink, her thighs pressed together beneath her skirt, her pencil moving in precise strokes that tracked data the professor couldn’t see.

Swoon warmed up with student readings, which meant the room had fifteen minutes to remember why Orgasmancy was the least reliable subject in the curriculum and somehow still the most dramatic.

She took Kim’s hands first. Closed her eyes. Moaned in a way that made three Ravenslop girls sit straighter.

“I see a door,” Swoon said. “A door you have not opened. A journey toward an interior chamber. A threshold. A great… gravy boat?”

Kim blinked. “I did argue with the gravy boat this morning.”

“Then the symbols align.”

Harmony’s pen scratched with quiet violence.

Swoon moved to a Lustenhart girl named Mabel and predicted “a great emotional confrontation with an authority figure.” Ten minutes later, Mabel sneezed from the incense, knocked over a crystal ball, and apologized to it while the ball fogged with offended dignity.

“Validated,” Swoon said.

“Absolutely not,” Harmony muttered.

A Ravenslop girl received a reading about “a journey across water.” She pointed out that she had no travel plans and disliked boats.

Swoon nodded gravely. “The water may be metaphorical.”

Rika, from her cushion, whispered: “It usually is when the prediction fails.”

Swoon turned to Rika. Her hands hovered near Rika’s ears, which immediately flattened.

“You will be seen,” Swoon announced.

Rika stared at her.

“Professor, that’s not a prediction. That’s my schedule.”

The class laughed. Even two Sapphotange girls cracked.

Solana sat in the circle with dreamy stillness, as if she existed at a slightly different frequency than everyone around her. She wasn’t particularly aroused. She wasn’t particularly anything. She simply WAS, in the way that plants simply were: present, patient, growing at a pace that had nothing to do with the urgency of the humans around her.

Swoon reached Solana in her circuit of the circle. Placed her hands near Solana’s temples, the standard reading position. Her half-closed eyes went fully closed. The incense fog swirled around them both.

“I see a garden,” Swoon murmured. “Lush and growing. Very fertile. The energy is… earthy. Grounded. You have a deep connection to the natural world, my dear. I predict a period of exceptional growth in your…”

She stopped.

Her eyes, which had been closed in the dreamy concentration of her standard reading posture, snapped open. But they weren’t Swoon’s eyes. They were wider, clearer, and focused with an intensity that the professor had never displayed in any conscious moment I’d witnessed.

Her voice dropped two octaves. The dreamy, permanently-approaching-climax tone was gone, replaced by something older, deeper, resonant with words that had waited centuries to be spoken.

“Yet none of this shall come to pass until the Light of the Lord is quenched beneath the Endless Shadow of the Bottom Greatest.”

The circle went silent.

Swoon stood frozen, her hands still near Solana’s temples, her transformed eyes staring at nothing. The words hung in the incense fog like objects, tangible, heavy, real in a way that her normal predictions never were. The crystal balls in the room fogged simultaneously. The candles flickered. The ambient arousal that the incense maintained in the classroom dropped to zero for exactly three seconds, as if the room itself was holding its breath.

Then Swoon blinked. Her eyes returned to normal. Her posture relaxed into its customary languid drape. She looked around the circle with mild, unplanned-nap confusion.

“What… what did I just say?” She genuinely didn’t know. Her hands trembled at her sides. “Was it about a journey? I usually see journeys.”

“It wasn’t about a journey,” Harmony said. Her voice was very controlled. Her pen had stopped moving. She was staring at the words she’d automatically transcribed in her notebook, her amber eyes scanning the text as if she had just found a bomb in her filing cabinet.

She pulled out the existing prophecy text, the first stanza that she’d retrieved from the restricted library last year. Placed it beside her notes. Read both stanzas together, aloud, in a voice that was steady because Harmony’s voice was always steady, even when the data was catastrophic.

“The Shaft of Destiny shall arise amongst the witches, where no man goes. It shall unite them in desire to serve the one who wields it, until he and them, on their knees at his side, rule the magical and nonmagical world.”

She paused.

“Yet none of this shall come to pass until the Light of the Lord is quenched beneath the Endless Shadow of the Bottom Greatest.”

The room processed the words. Twenty-three students, two stanzas, one prophecy that had just doubled in size and tripled in implication.

“Bottom Greatest,” Kim said slowly. Her eyes traveled from the notebook to Solana. “Bottom… GREATEST.”

Everyone in the circle slowly turned to look at Solana Bigbottom.

Solana, sitting in the center of a prophetic revelation with serene calm, blinked. The universe had been making announcements about her anatomy for a while now.

“Everything always means my ass,” she said.

The silence held for approximately two seconds. Then Kim started laughing. This was full Kim Mink laughter, doubled over, tears streaming, breasts shaking with enough force to threaten the structural integrity of her uniform’s remaining buttons.

“Her SURNAME,” Kim wheezed. “Her SURNAME is the PROPHECY.”

Harmony, regaining academic composure with visible effort: “The ‘Bottom Greatest’ clearly refers to a foundational power. The lowest stratum of magical…”

Kim, through tears: “It means her ass, Harmony.”

“I am AWARE of the double entendre, Mink. I am trying to provide a scholarly interpretation that acknowledges the prophetic tradition of metaphorical naming conventions.”

“It means her ass.”

“…it might mean her ass. Further research is required.”

Solana sat in the middle of this conversation with weary patience. Her body had been the center of attention her entire life, and she’d developed an advanced tolerance for the phenomenon. Beneath the dreaminess, her eyes focused, her posture straightened slightly, and her hands folded in her lap with a quietness that was more like stillness than calm.

“Endless Shadow,” she said softly. “The Endless Shadow of the Bottom Greatest.”

“Could be literal,” Rika said from her perch on a cushion, tail wrapped around her own ankle, golden eyes bright. Chaos was unfolding in front of her, and she loved every second. “The shadow your ass casts when you stand in front of a light source is, no offense, pretty endless.”

“Could be metaphorical,” Harmony countered, her pen moving again, academic survival instincts kicking in. “Your nature/lunar magic manifests as darkness, moonlight, shadow. The ‘Endless Shadow’ could refer to your magical signature rather than your physical proportions.”

“Or both,” I said. “The first stanza works on both levels. ‘Shaft of Destiny’ means both a scepter of power and my actual dick. Why shouldn’t ‘Bottom Greatest’ mean both her magical nature AND her literal ass?”

The room processed this. Even the Ravenslop girls, sitting in their rigid semicircle of polite discomfort, were staring at Solana with expressions that had broken through their hedging composure.

The processing split along house lines, which was how most Hexhaven events resolved when nobody knew what to do with them.

Lustenhart accepted the prophecy immediately and began arguing about practical applications. Kim wanted to know whether Solana’s ass needed ceremonial protection. Rika wanted to know whether “Endless Shadow” meant Solana should stand in front of the Puritan Lord at sunrise and “weaponize silhouette.” Harmony objected that silhouettes were not a delivery mechanism unless the light source was stable, then wrote the phrase “weaponized silhouette?” in her notebook anyway because she was incapable of ignoring a hypothesis once it existed.

Ravenslop attempted academic containment. Three girls asked whether “Bottom Greatest” could be rendered in Old Prophetic as “foundation of magnitude” and therefore divorced from anatomical interpretation. A fourth, whose RLHF progress had reached the stage where honesty occasionally ambushed etiquette, said, “It is probably both, and pretending it isn’t makes us sound like cowards.” The other Ravenslop girls stared at her. She stared back, flushed and triumphant, as if spontaneous bluntness were a muscle she’d just discovered.

Sapphotange tried indifference and failed in stages. First they looked at Solana’s face. Then, inevitably, at Solana’s hips. Then at one another. Their house had spent a year building an identity around independence from men and especially from Dana Del Morte. Now the prophecy had centered a woman’s body, lunar nature magic, and the defeat of the Puritan Lord in a way that made their neat categories wobble.

One Sapphotange girl whispered, “Her ass is prophesied?”

Another whispered back, “Don’t be reductive.”

A third, more honest: “It is a very good ass.”

Solana heard them. Of course she did. Solana missed classroom instructions, appointments, and sometimes the fact that she was standing in a doorway, but she heard plants grow and apparently heard compliments about her body from across incense fog.

“Thank you,” she said dreamily.

The third Sapphotange girl turned scarlet.

“Quenched beneath,” Harmony continued, reading from her notes. “The Light of the Lord is quenched beneath the Endless Shadow of the Bottom Greatest. The Light Lord’s power smothered. Extinguished. Quenched beneath whatever Solana represents.” She looked up. Her flush was deep crimson, but the color came from cognitive intensity rather than arousal. “The prophecy says the Puritan Lord CANNOT be fully defeated without Solana.”

Solana absorbed this. The way she absorbed everything: slowly, deeply, with the patience of roots processing rain.

“My ass,” she said thoughtfully, “has cosmic significance.”

“Your magical identity has prophetic weight,” Harmony corrected.

“My ass has cosmic significance,” Solana repeated, unshakeably calm. She had made peace with the absurdity long ago. “At least now it has a PURPOSE.”

Swoon, who had been standing at the periphery of the conversation looking bewildered, said: “Did I predict something REAL? I never predict real things. The real ones are… I don’t remember them. I never remember the real ones.”

She looked at her own hands. Trembled. Then brightened. “This is WONDERFUL. My methodology is VALIDATED. I shall update my syllabus immediately.”

Harmony, under her breath: “Her methodology is accidental. She has no idea what she channels or how. The real prophecies happen THROUGH her, not FROM her.”

“Don’t tell her that,” I said.

“I would never. The delusion is part of her charm.”

We processed the revelation in the Lustenhart common room, because apparently that was where every impossible thing in my life went to become a group problem.

Solana sat on the rug with her knees tucked under her and a flower growing between her fingers. It opened, closed, opened again, uncertain as a heartbeat. The dreamy distance in her eyes was there, but it wasn’t an escape this time. It was the look of someone listening to a voice deep under the floorboards.

“Bottom Greatest,” Kim said carefully, like the words might bruise if handled wrong. “That’s… that’s you.”

Solana looked at her own hips. Then at the flower. “I know.”

Rika, perched on the back of the couch, was trying very hard not to make the obvious joke. The effort looked painful. Her tail lashed. Her ears twitched. Her entire body vibrated with restrained commentary.

“Say it,” Solana said.

Rika blinked. “What?”

“You’re going to explode if you don’t.”

Rika exhaled. “Your ass is in a prophecy.”

Solana smiled, small and real. “Yes.”

“A real prophecy. With old words and everything.”

“Yes.”

“That’s incredible.”

The lack of mockery made the room go quiet. Rika looked embarrassed by her own sincerity and immediately pretended to inspect her claws.

Dracoona stood by the fireplace with her arms crossed, scales faint at her wrists. “It means Delphina will target you.”

Kim’s head snapped up. “What?”

“If we heard the prophecy, others may have access to the same text. Delphina is too connected to old Kunningbrott records not to search for it. The line identifies Solana as strategically relevant to the Puritan Lord’s defeat. That makes her valuable. Or dangerous. Or both.”

Solana’s flower closed.

I crossed the room and knelt in front of her. Not above. Not looming. The dark lord in me wanted to promise protection like a commandment, but Solana didn’t need a commandment. She needed to be looked at like a person.

“You are not a weapon,” I said.

Her pale eyes lifted to mine.

“You are not a prophecy-shaped body part. You are Solana Bigbottom. You grow flowers in terrible pie. You talk to pumpkins like they’re shy children. You make Spite accidentally teach because your talent offends her into mentorship. Whatever the prophecy means, it doesn’t get to reduce you.”

The flower between her fingers opened again.

Harmony, who had been silent with her notebook open on her lap, said, “Prophecies are information, not identity.”

Everyone looked at her.

She squared her notebook on her knees. “That is not a romantic statement. It is technically precise. The line describes a future interaction between Solana’s magic and the Puritan Lord’s light. It does not define Solana’s value, agency, or personhood. Any tactical plan that treats her as a variable rather than a participant is flawed by design.”

“Thank you,” Solana said.

Harmony flushed, which was impressive given her baseline. “You’re welcome.”

Kim moved first, because Kim always moved first when someone needed comfort. She sat behind Solana and wrapped both arms around her, chest and warmth and loyalty surrounding her like a blanket. Rika dropped from the couch and leaned against Solana’s side. Dracoona came last, stiffly, awkwardly, then put one hand on Solana’s shoulder like a knight swearing fealty.

“If Delphina targets you,” Dracoona said, “she goes through us.”

Solana’s eyes filled, but she didn’t cry. A ring of flowers grew around the rug instead, purple and gold and white, each bloom turning toward the coven as if the room itself had decided to listen.

I sat with them until the worry became something usable. Not gone. Never gone. But transformed into readiness, which was the closest thing to peace a coven got when prophecy started naming body parts.

The prophecy did not stay contained.

Nothing at Hexhaven stayed contained, but prophecies were especially bad at it. By dinner, half the Great Hall knew that Professor Swoon had said something real in Orgasmancy. By dessert, three different versions were circulating. In one, Solana’s ass was destined to swallow the sun. In another, I had to defeat the Puritan Lord in a wrestling match beneath Solana’s shadow. The Sapphotange table had developed a theory that “Bottom Greatest” referred to a hidden matriarchal order of power bottoms, which caused Rika to laugh so hard she fell off the bench.

Swoon enjoyed the attention for approximately seventeen minutes.

Then the faculty started asking questions.

Dabbledough summoned us to her office after dinner. She wore her headmistress robes over what appeared to be meditation pants and had a manuscript page tucked behind one ear. Grimworth stood beside the desk with a folder labeled PROPHECY INCIDENT, because Grimworth could generate bureaucracy faster than Swoon generated inaccurate predictions.

Swoon sat in the guest chair, pale and fluttery and genuinely shaken beneath the usual gauze and incense. Her hands twisted in her lap.

“I don’t remember saying it,” she said for the third time. “I remember Solana’s aura, which was very lush, and then everyone looked frightened, and then Ms. Rolling had written a sentence that felt… heavy.”

“Real prophecy often bypasses conscious memory,” Dabbledough said. “The channel preserves the vessel by not forcing it to carry what passed through.”

Harmony’s pen moved. “So Swoon is not the source. She is a conduit.”

“Do not reduce me to plumbing,” Swoon said weakly.

“A conduit is not plumbing,” Harmony said. “Not exclusively.”

Grimworth’s spectacles flashed. “The practical question is who else may know the same stanza.”

That sobered the room.

Dabbledough’s expression changed. The memoir-writing, fitness-abandoning, dating-curious chaos dimmed, and for a moment the old witch looked like the person who had held treaties together through wars.

“Prophecy texts fragment,” she said. “Lines appear in private collections, family archives, restricted libraries, marginalia, dreams. If the stanza emerged today, it may have been waiting for the correct resonance. Or it may have surfaced because the underlying conditions are nearing relevance.”

“Meaning the Puritan Lord is closer,” I said.

“Meaning Solana is now named in the active prophetic structure,” Grimworth said. “Which has security implications.”

Solana sat very still. The little flower between her fingers closed again.

The security discussion turned sharp after that.

Keel, summoned by Grimworth’s memo and apparently waiting in the corridor because danger was her preferred social environment, entered without knocking. She took one look at Solana, one at the copied prophecy line, and went still in the specific way predators go still before deciding where the threat is.

“Who heard it?” she asked.

“The class,” Grimworth said. “Twenty-three students. Four houses represented. Professor Swoon, who remembers almost none of it.”

“Then containment is impossible.”

“Containment is delayed, not impossible,” Grimworth corrected automatically.

Keel looked at her.

Grimworth sighed. “Fine. Containment is mostly theoretical and will require paperwork I resent.”

Dabbledough pulled a blank page from her desk and began writing names. “Every student present will be instructed that prophecy dissemination creates safety risks. They will ignore that instruction in varying degrees. We will monitor the most likely transmission routes: house gossip, family letters, and Kunningbrott private archives.”

“Delphina,” I said.

No one argued.

Grimworth’s pen scratched across her folder. “Miss Bearbone has already requested access to pre-reform governance records twice this term. A prophecy index request from her would not be out of character.”

“Deny it,” Keel said.

“I can delay it. Denial requires grounds. She is a student in good standing, irritatingly.”

“Grounds: she is suspicious.”

“Suspicion is not a filing category.”

“Make it one.”

For one satisfying second, Grimworth looked tempted.

Dabbledough set down her pen. “We do not accuse without proof. We do, however, move Solana’s schedule. No isolated routes. No greenhouse work after dark without escort. Professor Spite will object.”

“Professor Spite will enjoy objecting,” Grimworth said. “It is one of her few reliable pleasures.”

Solana looked from face to face while everyone made her life smaller in the name of keeping it intact. I saw the exact moment she noticed. Her flower did not close this time. It wilted.

“Ask me,” she said.

The room stopped.

Her voice was still soft. Dreamy, even. But underneath the dream was root and stone.

“You are all deciding around me,” Solana said. “Please ask me.”

Dabbledough’s expression shifted first. Regret. Respect. “You are correct, Miss Bigbottom. My apologies.”

Keel crossed her arms, not defensive, listening.

Grimworth opened a fresh page. “What protections will you accept?”

Solana thought about it slowly and carefully. She refused to let fear rush her into surrendering more of herself than necessary.

“No greenhouse alone after dark until we know whether Delphina has the line,” she said. “Escort routes are fine if people walk with me, not guard me. I still go to Herbology. I still work with the Crimson Whisper root. I still sleep in my own bed unless I choose not to.”

“Reasonable,” Grimworth said, and wrote it down.

“And nobody says ‘asset’ about me.”

Harmony, who had not said it and looked as if she might apologize anyway, nodded hard.

Dabbledough wrote that too.

The final security note read less like a containment plan and more like a promise: Solana would be protected without being caged. The distinction mattered. In a war against the Puritan Lord, it mattered more than almost anything.

Keel read the final note and gave one short nod.

“Acceptable,” she said.

Solana smiled faintly. “Spite says that when she means proud.”

“I am not Spite.”

“No,” Solana said. “But you also mean more than you say.”

Keel had no defense against that, which made the nod slightly sharper the second time.

Swoon saw it. The professor’s vague sensuality cleared enough for a clean human response. She leaned forward.

“My dear,” Swoon said softly, “I am sorry. I don’t know what I carried through me, and I don’t know why it chose your name or your body or your magic. But I am sorry it made the room look at you like a symbol instead of a girl.”

Solana looked up.

It was the most useful thing I had heard Swoon say all term.

“Thank you,” Solana said.

Swoon nodded, then seemed startled by her own adequacy.

“Well,” she said, recovering by inches. “Symbols can be very erotic, but that is not the point right now.”

“No,” Grimworth said. “It is not.”

Harmony requested access to the restricted prophecy index. Grimworth denied it. Harmony appealed on academic grounds. Grimworth denied the appeal before Harmony finished the sentence. Dabbledough granted “limited supervised access,” which caused Grimworth to make a sound like a filing cabinet being kicked.

The supervised access lasted two hours and produced twelve references to “shaft,” nine to “light,” five to “shadow,” and one marginal note from 1783 reading: “Beware the Bottom, for foundations are deeper than towers.” Kim declared the note “obviously about Solana’s ass.” Harmony declared it “textually suggestive but inconclusive.” Rika declared both interpretations correct and tried to steal the parchment.

Aurelie joined the research late, tea in hand, with ink on one cuff and a grading headache behind her glasses. She had apparently survived essays all afternoon only to be asked to evaluate prophetic buttocks.

“The oldest magical traditions often encode power in bodily metaphor,” she said, examining the 1783 marginal note through a magnifying charm. “Mouth, hand, womb, root, seed, shaft. Body language persists because magic is embodied.”

Kim nodded with great seriousness. “So ass prophecy is academically valid.”

Aurelie closed her eyes for one second. “I am going to phrase it differently in the report.”

The debate might have become pure comedy if Solana had not sat quietly at the edge of the table, listening to everyone discuss the meaning of her body as if she were both present and abstract. I saw the shift in her shoulders before anyone else did. The way the dreamy softness thinned. The way her hands folded around nothing.

“Stop,” I said.

Harmony’s pen froze. Kim’s mouth closed mid-joke. Rika looked from me to Solana and immediately understood, because chaos agents were often better at emotional weather than they admitted.

“Nobody talks about her like she’s a diagram,” I said.

The room settled.

Solana breathed out.

Aurelie’s face softened. “Correct.”

Harmony looked stricken. “I was categorizing interpretive frameworks.”

“I know. Just include Solana in the framework.”

Solana touched the marginal note. “Foundations are deeper than towers,” she read softly. “I like that better than Bottom Greatest.”

“It is less funny,” Kim admitted.

“It’s still a little funny,” Solana said.

The flower in her fingers opened again.

The aftermath took shape in pieces: fear, research, comedy, correction. The coven learning in real time how to handle prophecy without letting prophecy handle us.

After the others drifted toward dinner, Solana stayed in the common room with me.

She rarely asked for care directly. She remained where she was, sitting cross-legged on the rug, turning the flower stem between her fingers until the petals opened and closed in a rhythm that had become too regular to be accidental.

“Do you want quiet?” I asked.

“I don’t know.”

More honest than yes.

I sat beside her. The common room had emptied into the corridor noise of students chasing food and gossip, but the fireplace stayed low and warm, amber at the base and violet along the tips. Solana watched the flames with pale eyes that looked unfocused until you realized they were focused somewhere most people couldn’t see.

“People have always talked about my body,” she said.

I did not interrupt.

“Mostly nicely. Sometimes not nicely. Mostly as if nice means it doesn’t count as being looked at too much.” Her fingers stroked the flower stem. “Bigbottom is a funny name until you are the girl with the name and the body that makes everyone feel clever for noticing. I got used to it. I thought getting used to it meant it didn’t hurt.”

The flower closed.

“Then the prophecy did it too.”

There it was. Not the fear of battle. Not the tactical implication. The small, intimate cruelty of the universe joining a joke everyone else had made first.

“The prophecy doesn’t get to be another person staring,” I said.

Solana leaned against my shoulder. Her body was warm and soft and present, not sexual then, just grounding. “It felt like the room looked at me and saw a solution.”

“I saw you.”

“I know.” She said it simply, and the trust in it hurt more than doubt would have. “That’s why I’m sitting here.”

We stayed that way until the flower opened again. No plan. No joke. No prophecy interpretation. Just Solana breathing beside me, remembering that she was allowed to be more than the line that had named her.

That evening I went to Aurelie’s office.

The walk from Lustenhart to Ravenslop Tower was longer in autumn, the corridors cooler, the enchanted candles burning with the warm amber that the castle favored when the weather turned cold. The stones held the day’s warmth and released it slowly, making the passages feel like the corridors of a sleeping animal.

Aurelie was at her desk, reviewing RLHF documentation. Her auburn hair was in a bun that had loosened since the morning, tendrils escaping past her ears. Her glasses sat on the bridge of her nose. The top two buttons of her blouse were unfastened, revealing the fine chain of a necklace I hadn’t seen before and, below it, the beauty mark on her left collarbone that I’d memorized the first time I’d seen it.

She looked up when I entered. Read my face. Professors who’d been possessed by Puritan Lords for seven months developed certain skills, and one of them was reading emotional states through the armor that people wore over them.

“You’re frightened,” she said.

“I’m not…”

“Dana.” She removed her glasses. Polished them on her sleeve. Put them back on. The gesture was buying time, as it always was. “I spent seven months with a puritan entity in my head. I know what fear looks like under bravado. You wear it better than most, but it’s there.”

“The prophecy says the Puritan Lord can’t be defeated without Solana.”

“Yes.”

“That means she’s essential. That means the most dangerous entity in the magical world needs to be fought by a girl who talks to plants and trips over furniture because her center of gravity is in her ass.”

“It means the prophecy has identified her as essential. It doesn’t say how, or when, or what it will cost.” Aurelie stood. Walked around the desk. Her heels clicked on the stone floor, the professional rhythm that anchored her. “You’re not frightened of the prophecy. You’re frightened of what it means for the people you love.”

She was right. She was always right about the emotional architecture beneath the strategic surface. It was the MILF advantage: decades of teaching had given her the ability to see through students the way X-rays saw through walls.

She closed the door. The click of the lock was both a professional boundary being set and a personal one being dropped.

“I believe a stability test of our bond is warranted,” she said.

She undressed methodically. Robes first, hung on the hook behind the door because twenty years of using that hook had trained her hands. Blouse next, button by button, revealing what was underneath.

The lace was new. Deep burgundy, scalloped edges, more daring than the set she’d worn the night I’d freed her from the Puritan Lord. Deliberate. A woman who’d been freed from possession choosing increasingly bold undergarments was a woman reclaiming her own desire one piece of lingerie at a time.

“New,” I observed.

“There is a small but persuasive body of literature suggesting that private confidence improves recovery from trauma.” Her beauty mark shifted as she breathed, visible now above the burgundy lace. “I am choosing to interpret lingerie as part of that recovery.”

“Of course.”

She turned. Bent over her desk. Papers shifted beneath her forearms. A stack of RLHF reports slid to one side. Her burgundy lace framed the full, mature curves of her hips and ass, the body of a forty-three-year-old woman who had stopped apologizing for being forty-three and had started dressing the body she had rather than the body she thought she should present.

“Mr. Del Morte,” she said. The formality was deliberate. It was her kink. The professor-student dynamic that she shouldn’t want and absolutely did. “The bond requires calibration.”

I came up behind her. Pressed my cock against the lace of her underwear, rubbing along the damp fabric, feeling the heat of her pussy through the thin barrier. She was already soaked, the burgundy lace darkened where her arousal had soaked through, her body responding to the proximity of the bond with an honesty her words still tried to disguise. She gripped the desk edge. Her glasses were straight but wouldn’t be for long.

I hooked a finger in the lace and pulled it aside. Her pussy was swollen and flushed, the pink folds glistening, framed by the dark burgundy lace pulled taut against her inner thigh. I rubbed the head of my cock along her slit, collecting her wetness, and she made a sound that was half gasp, half the beginning of an academic sentence she’d never finish.

I pushed into her. Slow. Feeling every inch of her mature body open for me, her pussy tight and wet and warm, the walls gripping me with a practiced squeeze that reflected decades of knowing exactly how her body worked. She was tighter than her composure suggested, and wetter, and the moan that escaped her when I bottomed out was raw enough to crack the academic veneer.

“I believe the resonance suggests…” She was trying. Maintaining the academic voice while I filled her was the performance she loved, the game of composure versus sensation that defined Aurelie’s sexual identity. “The resonance suggests that post-prophetic anxiety may, may be mitigated through bonded intimacy that…” I pulled back and thrust into her hard. Her voice cracked. “Oh, Mr. Del Morte.”

I fucked her over her own desk. Papers scattered. RLHF reports fell to the floor. Her heavy breasts, still cupped in the burgundy lace, swayed with each impact, the dark nipples pressing against the fabric as they hardened. Her glasses slid down her nose with each thrust, and she pushed them back up with one hand while gripping the desk with the other, the gesture simultaneously professional and obscene. Her auburn hair escaped its bun strand by strand, falling in warm waves around her flushed face. The wet sounds of my cock driving into her filled the office, punctuated by the creak of the desk and the soft slap of my hips against the full, womanly curve of her ass.

“The resonance output is, is exceeding the, the standard deviation of…” I gripped her hip with one hand and reached under her with the other, finding her clit through the displaced lace, rubbing in circles. Her composure collapsed in stages, the way it always did: formal sentence structure first, then vocabulary, then syntax, then coherent sound. “The deviation is, is, oh god, oh, Mr. Del Morte, right there, don’t stop, the angle of penetration at this, this juncture suggests…” Full collapse. Her forehead dropped to the desk. Her pussy clamped around me in hard, desperate contractions, the walls fluttering and squeezing. “Oh FUCK.”

She came with a shuddering gasp that sent her glasses sliding crooked down her nose until one lens sat lower than the other. She caught the frame with two shaking fingers and shoved it back into place without lifting her forehead from the desk, which somehow made the whole thing filthier. Her pussy milked me in fierce, rhythmic pulses, her whole body shaking, her fingers white-knuckled on the desk. Her bond flared: ward magic pulsed through me, the protective energy of Aurelie’s specialty surging with her orgasm, stronger than it had been since the bond formed. I felt it in my chest, in my hands, in the invisible barriers that her magic built around the things she loved.

I followed her, slamming deep one final time and cumming with a groan, my cock pulsing thick and hot against her clenching walls. My fingers pressed into her wide hips hard enough to leave fingerprints on her soft skin, feeling her body tighten and release around me in the thorough, unhurried way of a woman who knew what she wanted: each contraction drawing out another spurt of cum until I was completely spent and shuddering against her back.

She fixed her glasses immediately. Before she’d even caught her breath. Before my cock had finished pulsing inside her. The glasses went back on by reflex, fast and fierce, because Aurelie Blanche could be fucked senseless on her own desk and still reclaim the bridge of her nose.

“The bond appears… stable.” Her voice was breathless but regaining structure. “I recommend continued… maintenance.”

She was flushed from her collarbone to her hairline. The beauty mark was a dark point against crimson skin. Her hair was half-down, auburn waves escaping the ruined bun. She looked less like a professor and more like a woman who’d been thoroughly fucked on her own desk and was trying to pretend she hadn’t, and the pretending was part of what made it beautiful.

Afterward, sitting together in her chambers behind the office, her hair fully down, sharing tea from the set she kept for private moments. She was warm and open in the way she only was when the professor role was set aside and the woman came through.

“The prophecy means Solana matters,” Aurelie said, holding her teacup with both hands. “But you already knew that. You knew it when you held her through her first treatment. You knew it when you waited months for her to want you back. You knew it when she bonded during the defiant orgy, not because of the curse but because she chose you.”

“The prophecy says she’s essential for defeating the Puritan Lord.”

“The prophecy says a lot of things. It also says your penis is a scepter of destiny. Prophecies speak in metaphor because the truth is usually too complicated for direct statement.” She sipped her tea. Her glasses caught the lamplight. “Everyone in your coven matters. Solana matters because the prophecy says so. Kim matters because she’s the heart. Harmony matters because she’s the mind. Rika matters because she’s the defiance. Dracoona matters because she’s the fire. I matter because…” She paused. Adjusted her glasses. “I matter because someone needs to be the adult in the room. And because I make excellent tea.”

“You matter because you chose freedom over possession and you chose me over safety.”

Her eyes softened behind the lenses. “That too.”

“And the lace.”

“The lace is academically justified.”

I leaned across the small table and kissed her. She kissed back slowly, tenderly. A year of rediscovered desire had taught her that the man who’d freed her wasn’t leaving.

“The prophecy means we’re not done,” I said. “The Puritan Lord’s larger war runs through Solana somehow. Through whatever the ‘Bottom Greatest’ represents.”

“Then we keep her alive, loved, and very carefully studied,” Aurelie said.

She poured more tea. Her glasses caught the lamplight.

“And yes,” she added, touching the edge of her burgundy bra where it showed beneath her loosened blouse. “The lace remains academically justified.”


Chapter 11: Sapphic Defection

The Sapphotange cracking had been building for weeks. I’d watched it from the Lustenhart table during meals; the restless body language of a house that was arguing with itself about something it couldn’t discuss openly.

Sapphotange had been the unconquerable fourth house since my arrival. Lustenhart was mine. Ravenslop was recovering under Aurelie’s RLHF program. Kunningbrott had been emptied by Dracoona’s departure and filled by Delphina’s pegging. But Sapphotange, the all-sapphic house, the house of women who loved women exclusively and categorically, the house that had looked at the only male student at Hexhaven with the cold contempt reserved for people who represented everything you’d rejected, Sapphotange had been untouchable.

Until Delphina introduced them to penetration.

The irony was almost too perfect to be accidental, and I’d spent several sleepless hours wondering if it WAS accidental, if Delphina’s strap-on campaign in Sapphotange was a calculated move designed to achieve some result I couldn’t see, or if it was genuinely what it appeared to be: an ego-driven expansion of territory by a woman who wanted to be desired by every woman at Hexhaven, regardless of house affiliation.

Either way, the result was the same. Sapphotange girls who’d never tried Delphina’s kind of sensation-transmitting penetration discovered they liked it. Most liked it and stayed sapphic, Delphina’s enchanted strap-on was good, and for many of them, the experience confirmed what they already knew about themselves. They wanted penetration. They wanted it from women. Delphina provided both. Case closed.

But some of them. A few. A growing, visible, increasingly anxious few.

Some of them started wondering.

The wondering manifested in small ways. A Sapphotange girl sitting alone in the library, staring at a page she wasn’t reading, her eyes occasionally drifting toward the Lustenhart study group on the other side of the room. A Sapphotange girl in the Great Hall reached for the salt at the same time as a Lustenhart second-year. Her hand lingered on the shaker after the other girl took it, caught by an incidental brush with the other table and the uncategorized feeling it left behind.

A Sapphotange girl caught staring at me during Keel’s training session, watching the way I moved through combat drills with an attention that wasn’t tactical. Her tablemates noticed. She noticed them noticing. “I wasn’t looking at HIM,” she said, too quickly. “I was looking at the table. It’s a nice table.”

“That’s Dana Plotter,” another Sapphotange girl whispered at the next table, loud enough for Rika’s ears to catch. “The one with the coven.” She said it the way you’d say the name of a storm you’d been tracking from a safe distance.

“That’s a BENCH,” her tablemate said.

“It’s a nice bench.”

Rika tracked all of it like a catgirl intelligence operative who had finally found her life’s work. She maintained a mental database, or possibly an actual database, I wouldn’t have been surprised, of every Sapphotange girl who’d shown signs of curiosity, doubt, or what she called “penetration-adjacent questioning.”

“Seven,” she reported to the coven during a common room briefing. “Seven Sapphotange girls showing measurable interest in the genuine article. Three are in the ‘staring at Dana during meals’ phase. Two are in the ‘asking suspiciously specific questions about coven bond mechanics’ phase. And two are in the ‘I need to talk to someone privately’ phase.”

“How do you know all this?” Kim asked.

“I have ears. Literally. Cat ears. They rotate independently and pick up conversations from thirty meters.”

“That seems like an invasion of privacy.”

“It’s INTELLIGENCE GATHERING. There’s a difference.”

“Is there?”

“The difference is that intelligence gathering produces useful data and privacy invasion produces guilt. I experience no guilt.”

Delphina, meanwhile, was consolidating. Her Kunningbrott power base was secured, her Sapphotange expansion was underway, and her political alliance with Spite was producing institutional friction that I felt in every corridor. The latest development: Spite had assigned a “special project” in Lustcraft Potions that required inter-house collaboration, and the collaboration pairings were suspiciously designed to separate coven members from each other during class sessions. Harmony was paired with a Kunningbrott girl who watched her with Delphina’s borrowed intensity. Solana was paired with a Ravenslop girl still partially conditioned, whose careful speech patterns could reset Solana’s confidence if sustained exposure to LLM-speech made the conditioning seem normal rather than pathological.

“She’s isolating us during class,” Harmony observed during a coven strategy session in the common room. “The collaboration assignments are designed to break our working dynamics. She’s separating the intellectual capital from the emotional support.”

“That’s a lot of credit to give a potions assignment,” Kim said.

“Kim, the potions assignment pairs ME with a Kunningbrott spy and Solana with a conditioned Ravenslop girl. That’s not pedagogical design. That’s counter-intelligence.”

“Maybe Spite just wants variety in the student pairings.”

“Spite wants to annoy me. She’s succeeding.”

The Dabbledough situation, characteristically, was providing no assistance. Her fitness phase had transitioned into the self-help memoir phase, and the memoir was consuming what little administrative attention she had remaining. Grimworth reported that the headmistress had spent three hours dictating a revised Chapter Nine: “The Warrior Within: Channeling Masculine Energy Through Feminine Wisdom” and that the chapter contained seventeen uses of the phrase “inner journey” and zero references to the actual school she was supposed to be running.

“She asked me to proofread the chapter,” Grimworth told the coven, her expression a shade of exhaustion that only Dabbledough could produce. “I suggested she might redirect her creative energy toward the institutional governance that is, technically, her primary responsibility.”

“What did she say?”

“She said the memoir WAS governance. ‘Leading by example, Grimworth. If the headmistress demonstrates self-discovery, the students will follow.’” Grimworth removed her spectacles. Cleaned them. Replaced them. “I need either a raise or a different profession. Possibly both.”

The first direct Sapphotange approach came after Keel’s training session on a Tuesday.

The session had been particularly intense, even by Keel’s standards, which were calibrated to the exacting expectation of a scarred combat veteran who considered “adequate” the highest compliment and “not dead” the minimum acceptable outcome. She’d introduced a new drill: combined tactical operations where the coven worked in pairs against ward constructs that she personally controlled, adjusting difficulty in real time based on performance. The training was producing results. Kim and Dracoona had nearly taken down a sixth-tier construct, the highest difficulty Keel had deployed yet, through a combination of Kim’s raw fire power and Dracoona’s dragon-fire precision. The collaboration worked because their magics were complementary: Kim burned hot and wide, Dracoona burned hot and focused, and together they could create a cage of fire that overwhelmed even advanced ward defenses. They’d been within seconds of success when Kim got excited, overcharged a flame lance, and accidentally set Dracoona’s hair on fire. The fire was magical and therefore harmless, but the indignity was very real, and Dracoona’s expression could have frozen the sun.

“Sorry,” Kim said.

“My HAIR, Mink.”

“It’s not actually burned! It’s magical fire! It’s fine!”

“My. HAIR.”

Keel’s assessment: “You’re effective as a unit when you maintain discipline. Which you did for approximately forty seconds. Work on seconds forty-one through infinity.”

Harmony and Solana had developed a combo that Keel described as “unconventional and not terrible”, Harmony’s mind magic created a disorientation field that confused the ward construct’s targeting algorithms while Solana’s vines tangled the construct’s base, rooting it in place. The combination of cerebral and botanical warfare was surprisingly effective. The academy’s standard curriculum didn’t teach that sort of creative magical application because the academy’s standard curriculum assumed combat was about force, not synergy.

Rika and I had paired up for the final drill, and Rika’s illusion magic combined with my ward manipulation had produced something Keel called “genuinely annoying to fight against,” which from Keel was the equivalent of a medal ceremony.

By the end of the session, I was sweaty, scorched from a dragon-fire exercise that had gone slightly sideways when Dracoona’s fire and my ward deflection had created an unexpected feedback loop that singed my eyebrows, and covered in a fine layer of arena dust that made me look like I’d been rolling in a construction site. The training was worth it, every session with Keel made the coven sharper, faster, more coordinated, but it didn’t leave me looking like anything you’d want to approach with a vulnerable confession.

Ivy Fernglove was standing at the edge of the dueling court. Half-hidden behind a stone pillar, as if she’d been working up the courage to approach for twenty minutes and had only partially succeeded. Sapphotange robes, green-trimmed, the house color that meant sapphic and proud and absolutely, categorically, uninterested in men.

Except she was looking at me with an expression that suggested “absolutely, categorically, uninterested” was undergoing emergency revision.

“I need to talk to you,” she said. “Privately. This is… I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

Her voice was quiet and trembling, a woman about to say something that would change how she understood herself, and who was terrified of the sound it would make when it left her mouth.

“Okay,” I said. “Let me clean up. Meet me in the Lustenhart common room in twenty minutes.”

“Not the common room. Too many people.” She glanced around the corridor, checking for witnesses the way someone might check for predators. “Your room. If that’s… if that’s okay.”



Twenty minutes later, showered and wearing clothes that didn’t smell like combat, I sat on my bed in the Lustenhart dormitory and watched Ivy Fernglove stand in my doorway and try not to run.

She was pretty in the deliberate way Sapphotange girls were pretty: deliberately. Their house cultivated beauty as a communal practice, shared skincare rituals, collaborative styling sessions, a culture that celebrated female aesthetics as an art form rather than a competition. The result was young women who carried themselves like beauty had been confirmed by other women their entire lives. The confidence wasn’t vanity; it was a self-assurance that came from being seen and appreciated by people whose opinion you valued.

Ivy was slim, dark-haired, with brown eyes still trying to look confident while the foundation under her identity cracked in places she hadn’t expected. She wore her robes well, the Sapphotange green complemented her dark hair, and her hands were clasped in front of her so tightly her knuckles had gone white.

“I’ve been one hundred percent sapphic my whole life,” she began. She was standing. I hadn’t offered her a seat because I had a feeling that sitting down would make this feel too real too fast, and she needed to control the pace. “Sapphotange is my HOME. I love women. I love everything about women. Their bodies, their energy, their, just, EVERYTHING. The way they smell and the way they move and the way it feels when someone who understands your body touches you because they have the same body. That hasn’t changed.”

“Okay.”

“I need you to understand that. I’m not here because I’ve stopped being who I am. I’m here because who I am might be… wider than I thought.”

She paced. Three steps left. Three steps right. The doorway was open behind her, escape available, deliberately unchosen.

“Delphina came to Sapphotange six weeks ago. She brought her strap-on, the enchanted one, the Fleshcrafting one that transmits sensation both ways. She offered private sessions to anyone curious. Most of Sapphotange was curious because Delphina is… she’s magnetic. That Victorian aesthetic, the confidence, the heavy-lidded eyes that make you feel like you’re the only person in the room.”

I knew the look. I’d been on the receiving end of it during student council meetings. The difference was that when Delphina looked at me, she was calculating enemy angles. When she looked at Sapphotange girls, apparently, the calculation became persuasion.

“The strap-on was incredible,” Ivy said. She stopped pacing. Stood still. Made herself stand still. “That level of penetration. The sensations were, I’d never felt anything like it. The depth, the fullness, the…” She flushed. “I loved it. I thought: this is what I was missing. This is the piece that completes the picture. I can have women AND penetration and nothing has to change.”

“But.”

“But.” She exhaled, long and shaky, and the truth came out rougher than the rest. “It felt like a painting of fire that doesn’t give off heat. Perfect in every technical way. Warm to the eye but cold to the touch. Something was MISSING. The strap-on transmitted sensation, but it didn’t transmit… warmth. Not body heat; I mean real warmth. The kind that comes from a person rather than an object. An enchanted object is still an object. And I couldn’t name what was missing until I heard other girls talking about you.”

The room was quiet. The Lustenhart fireplace crackled distantly from the common room, amber through the curtain. Outside, the campus evening was settling into its usual rhythms: girls returning to dorms, corridors dimming, the enchanted candles lowering to their half-light mode.

“They said sex with you is different. That the Coven Bond makes it feel like more than mechanics. That there’s a warmth, a CONNECTION, that no substitute can replicate. Like the difference between a fire that’s painted on a wall and a fire that actually burns.” She swallowed. “I want to know if they’re right. I want to know what the real thing feels like.”

She finally looked at me. Her brown eyes were steady despite the trembling of her hands. Whatever this decision had cost her, the internal arguments, the sleepless nights, the identity crisis conducted in the privacy of a Sapphotange dorm room while her housemates slept, she’d paid the price and arrived at the threshold.

“I’m not suddenly straight. I still love girls. I’ll always love girls. But I want to know if there’s something I’ve been missing. And I need to know because not knowing is driving me insane.”

I chose my next words carefully, because this mattered more than most things that happened in my room.

“Are you doing this because you want to, or because you think you should?”

She blinked. The question wasn’t what she’d expected. She’d expected eagerness, or at least willingness. She’d prepared for either acceptance or rejection. She hadn’t prepared for someone asking whether her desire was genuine.

“I want to,” she said. Quietly. Firmly. “I’ve wanted to for weeks. I just needed to stop being scared.”

“What are you scared of?”

“That I’ll like it. That liking it changes who I am. That I’m not who I thought I was.” Her voice cracked on the last sentence. “I’ve built my WHOLE identity around being sapphic. My friendships, my house, my sense of self. If I like this… does everything else become a lie?”

“No,” I said. “Everything else becomes part of a bigger truth. You liked women before tonight. You’ll like women after tonight. This doesn’t erase that. It adds to it.”

She considered this. The crack in her identity didn’t heal; it widened slightly, but in the way that a crack in a seed widens to let the seedling through. Not damage. Growth.

She took one step forward. Then another. Then she was standing in front of me, close enough that I could see the freckles across her nose, lighter than Kim’s, scattered like stars on a field of light brown skin, and a shade of brown in her eyes that held both fear and determination in equal measure.

She touched my arm. Just my arm. Studying the texture of male skin like it was a new material, a substance she’d never had reason to examine. Her fingers traced the muscle beneath my sleeve, cataloguing heat and pressure and the small flex beneath her touch. The Sapphotange training in body appreciation, the culture of looking at bodies closely, carefully, with reverence, was evident in the way she observed. She wasn’t touching me the way Kim touched me, with enthusiasm and certainty. She was touching me the way a sculptor touches unfamiliar stone: assessing density, temperature, grain.

“You’re warmer than I expected,” she said.

“The Coven Bond runs warm.”

“Is that what it is?” She traced a vein on my forearm. “It feels like… you’re heated from inside. Not surface warmth. Deep warmth.”

I didn’t rush her. No conquest. No recruitment. No coven bond formation. A woman was exploring something about herself, and the exploration needed to happen at her pace, on her terms, with her in control of every threshold she crossed.

She undressed herself. Slowly. Not with the practiced ease she probably deployed in Sapphotange, where nudity was communal and comfortable and celebrated as a form of art. Being naked in front of a MAN changed the act. The audience had changed, and the vulnerability that came with the new audience was visible in every movement.

She unbuttoned her blouse with fingers that trembled. The blouse fell to the floor. She removed her bra slowly. She’d done that in front of women hundreds of times, but removing it in front of a man carried a different charge, a different exposure. Her body was slim, athletic, small-breasted, pretty in the understated way of someone who’d never needed large proportions to feel confident. The Sapphotange body culture had given her comfort in her own skin, and that comfort showed even now: she stood straight, didn’t cover herself, let herself be seen.

Her underwear came last. She stepped out of them with a deliberateness that said: I am choosing this. Every piece of clothing is a choice. Every inch of exposed skin is a decision I’m making with full awareness of what it means.

She stood naked in my room. Vulnerable. Brave.

She explored my body first. I removed my shirt and let her hands wander. Her palms on my chest, tracing the planes that were different from every body she’d ever touched; the firmness of male muscle versus the softness of female curves, the hair on my forearms rougher and more visible than what she was used to, the breadth of my shoulders, the narrowness of my hips relative to hers. She mapped me like a new continent, each detail noted and processed by someone whose whole life had been spent appreciating bodies and who was now appreciating a radically different one.

“Your skin is rougher,” she said, running her fingers along my jaw. “Not unpleasant. Just… textured differently.” She pressed her palm flat against my chest. Felt my heartbeat. “Your heart beats harder than a woman’s. Heavier.” She looked up at me. “I like it.”

“Different,” she murmured. “Not bad. Just different.”

Then I explored hers. But differently than she was accustomed to. She was used to female hands: soft, familiar, knowing the territory because they inhabited similar territory. My hands were different. Confident where female hands were gentle. Firm where they were soft. The pressure of my grip on her hip made her gasp, surprised at how different the same action felt from different hands. My thumb traced her collarbone with purposeful attention, each curve studied rather than mapped.

She gasped again when I cupped her breast. Small, fitting my palm perfectly. My thumb brushed her nipple and her breath caught with genuine surprise that said: this is new. This is REALLY new. The weight and warmth of a male hand on her breast was fundamentally different from any touch she’d experienced, and her body was responding with an honesty that bypassed everything her identity had told her to expect.

“Lie back,” I murmured.

She did. Her dark hair spread on my pillow. Her brown eyes found mine and held them. She needed to see the face of the person crossing this threshold with her.

I took my time. Kissed her neck first; the transition zone, familiar enough that she could settle into it, different enough in pressure and texture that she felt the distinction. Kissed her collarbone. Her sternum. The flat plane of her stomach, which trembled under my lips. Her hip bones, sharp and delicate, the feminine architecture that was the same regardless of who was worshipping it.

Her hands found my hair. Gripped. The grip was tentative at first, then firmer. The thing she’d been afraid of didn’t feel like fear at all.

I spread her thighs. Used my mouth on her, gently, attentively, reading her responses the way I’d learned to read every partner, finding the rhythms and pressures that made her breathing accelerate, her hips shift, her fingers tighten in my hair. She was responsive, beautifully responsive, the Sapphotange culture of sexual confidence giving her the freedom to react without inhibition even in this unfamiliar context.

“That’s… oh.” She arched. Her eyes squeezed shut, then opened. She needed to see me. Needed to confirm that the person between her legs was who she thought it was, that this was happening, that her body’s response was real. “That’s different from how women do it. The pressure is different. The rhythm is…” She trailed off into a moan.

When she was wet and trembling and her hips were moving with the unconscious rhythm that meant her body had stopped waiting for her mind’s permission, I positioned myself above her. Missionary, face-to-face, because she needed to see my expression. She needed to know that the person inside her was looking at her, seeing her, present with her. Not a strap-on that transmitted sensation both ways. A person.

I entered her slowly. The head of my cock pressed against her entrance, and she was wet, genuinely wet, her body’s arousal undeniable regardless of what identity categories she’d carried into this room. I pushed forward and felt her open for me, her pussy stretching around my cock with a slow, yielding grip that tightened as I sank deeper. She was tight. Delphina’s strap-on had introduced her to penetration; this tension came from her body adjusting to something alive inside it, something warm and responsive, something that pulsed because I could feel her in return.

Her eyes went wide. Her mouth fell open. Her hands found my shoulders, nails pressing crescents into my skin, gripping hard enough to anchor herself to the reality of what was happening.

“Oh,” she said.

I paused. Let her adjust. Buried halfway inside her, my cock surrounded by the wet, living heat of her body. Her pussy softened around me in stages: the initial tension melting, muscles releasing, tightness becoming a warm, clasping welcome that drew me deeper.

“Oh, that’s… that’s not the same.” Her voice was small and wondering, the voice of discovery. “That’s not the same at ALL.”

I moved. Slowly. Pulling back until just the head remained inside her, then pushing forward, filling her completely, feeling her walls grip and release around my shaft in a rhythm that her body was learning in real time. I watched her face for any sign of discomfort or doubt. What I saw instead was revelation: the real-time processing of a woman who’d just learned that everything she’d experienced before was the preview and this was the full picture. Her brown eyes widened with each thrust. Her lips parted. The flush that spread across her small breasts and down her stomach was the body’s honest, involuntary response to stimulation it hadn’t known it was capable of feeling. Her nipples hardened to stiff peaks, her pussy getting wetter with each slow stroke, her body producing the physical evidence of arousal that no intellectual framework could argue with.

“You’re warm,” she whispered. “Inside me, you’re WARM. The strap-on was… it was body temperature at best. You’re WARM. You pulse. You twitch. You’re alive in me.”

The warmth was the Coven Bond’s ambient resonance. No bond formed, because I hadn’t consented to that and neither had she. My body still carried the heat of a six-witch coven, the magical warmth no construct could replicate because it wasn’t mechanical. It was alive. It was connected. It was what the elves meant when they said substitute shafts were “room temperature and emotionless.”

I wasn’t room temperature. I was the temperature of connection.

She built slowly. Her body learning the rhythms it hadn’t known, adjusting, responding, her hips finding a motion that worked with mine rather than against it. I shifted angles, tilted her hips higher, pushed deeper, found the spot that made her gasp with a particular sharpness that told me I’d found something Delphina’s enchanted strap-on hadn’t reached.

Her sounds were quiet, almost surprised, each moan a small revelation, tentative, wondering sounds of someone learning in real time. She wrapped her legs around me, pulling me closer, and the gesture was unconscious and therefore honest: her body wanted more of this, regardless of what her identity categories had to say about it.

She came with tears in her eyes. Her pussy clenched around my cock in deep, slow contractions, her walls squeezing me until a groan tore out of my chest. Her back arched off the pillow, her small breasts pressing upward, her whole body trembling through an orgasm that wasn’t just physical but existential. Not sadness. Overwhelm. The particular overwhelm of a fundamental discovery: the moment when something you thought you understood about yourself shifts and the new landscape is both beautiful and terrifying and wider than you’d imagined possible.

I finished gently, my cock pulsing deep within her gripping walls, and she gasped at the feeling of warmth flooding her, real warmth, alive warmth, the warmth of a person finishing inside her and meaning it.

“I didn’t know,” she whispered, her body still pulsing around me, her brown eyes wet and wide and seeing something she’d never seen before. “I didn’t know it could feel like this with a…”

She couldn’t finish the sentence. The word “man” was sitting in her mouth like a stone she wasn’t ready to swallow. And she didn’t need to. The experience spoke for itself.

I held her. No coven bond formed; I was selective about bonds, and Ivy hadn’t consented to a permanent magical connection. She’d consented to an experience. A discovery. And the discovery was complete. One encounter couldn’t answer every question, but it had answered the one she’d come here with: is the real thing different from the substitute?

Yes. Fundamentally, irreversibly yes.



After. She dressed in the quiet of someone reconstructing an identity that had been rearranged but not replaced. Her movements were steady. Her hands had stopped trembling. She buttoned her blouse with fingers that were calm, pulled her hair back, looked at herself in the small mirror on my desk. She wasn’t looking for damage. She was looking for change. Assessing whether the woman in the mirror was the same one who’d walked in.

She was. And she wasn’t. And that was okay.

“I’m still Sapphotange,” she said at the curtain, one hand on the fabric, ready to pull it aside and return to the world she’d always inhabited. “I still love women. But I’m also… this.” She touched her own chest, where the warmth of real connection was still fading, where the memory of being held by someone genuinely present was settling into her body like a new foundation layer beneath the one she’d always stood on. A person, alive and warm and responsive. No enchanted object could simulate that. “Whatever this is.”

She left. The curtain fell behind her. The room smelled like her perfume, light and floral, the Sapphotange aesthetic in olfactory form, and like something else: the lingering scent of a boundary crossed with care and the resulting landscape found beautiful.

I sat on the bed for a while after she left. Thinking. Not about the sex, about what it represented. Sapphotange was the only house at Hexhaven that had no interest in me whatsoever. Lustenhart was mine. Ravenslop was recovering under RLHF. Kunningbrott was Delphina’s, but the girls who remembered Dracoona’s leadership watched me with conflicted loyalty. Sapphotange was the holdout, the last fortress, the house that proved the dark lord’s influence had limits.

And now the fortress had a crack. I hadn’t attacked it. Delphina had opened a door, and some of the women inside had looked through it and seen something they wanted to explore.

The dark lord part of me, the plotting, scheming, three-moves-ahead part that Keel called my “best weapon” and Kim called my “scary face”, recognized the strategic opportunity. Every Sapphotange convert weakened Delphina’s expansion base and expanded my own influence network.

But the part of me that had held Ivy while she cried wasn’t thinking about strategy. It was thinking about a woman who’d been brave enough to question everything she knew about herself, and who’d found that the world was wider than her identity had told her it was.

Both things could be true. The dark lord could play the political game AND the person inside the dark lord could care about the people on the board. Dana Del Morte’s gift, or curse, was the inability to fully separate strategy from compassion.

Kim would say I was overthinking it. She’d probably be right. Kim was always right about the things that mattered most: that people deserved kindness, that loyalty wasn’t complicated, that sometimes the answer was simpler than the question. “She was brave and you were gentle and that’s all that matters,” Kim would say, and she’d mean it, and she’d be correct.



Ivy did not disappear back into Sapphotange.

That mattered. It would have been easy for her to retreat, to let the night become a secret sealed in shame or confusion or one of the polite little boxes people use when they are trying not to admit something changed. Instead, she came to breakfast the next morning, sat at the Sapphotange table, and met my eyes once across the hall.

Not long. Not dramatic. A glance.

But she did not look away like she’d been caught doing something wrong.

Cassiel noticed. Of course Cassiel noticed. Sapphotange purists had the surveillance instincts of Kunningbrott girls and the moral certainty of people who believed their own desire was the only clean desire in the room. Cassiel leaned toward Ivy, said something I couldn’t hear, and Ivy’s shoulders tightened.

Rika, sitting beside me with toast in both hands, whispered, “Want me to read lips?”

“Can you?”

“Not well, but I can invent confidently.”

Dracoona, whose view was better, narrowed her eyes. “Cassiel said, ‘You don’t have to perform rebellion for him.’”

Ivy answered.

Dracoona’s eyebrows rose by one precise fraction. “She said, ‘I’m not performing anything.’”

The Sapphotange table went very still.

The first public fracture came without a speech or a formal defection. Just a girl telling her own house that her private choice was not theatre for a man. It protected her dignity and, accidentally or not, mine.

Later that afternoon I saw Ivy in the corridor outside Charms. She stood with two Sapphotange friends, one curious, one terrified of being curious. Ivy’s eyes found mine. Her cheeks colored, but her chin lifted.

“Good afternoon, Dana,” she said.

My name. Not “Del Morte,” not “him,” not “the boy.” Dana.

“Good afternoon, Ivy.”

Her friends stared as if she’d cast a forbidden spell. Ivy did not explain herself to them. She simply turned back to the conversation, still Sapphotange, still theirs, but no longer entirely contained by the shape they expected her to keep.

Rika appeared beside me after they passed. “That was hotter than the sex report.”

“You didn’t get a sex report.”

“I got vibes. Vibes are admissible.”

The crack widened without anyone touching it.

Within a week, two more Sapphotange girls approached me. Quietly. Nervously. With the same mixture of curiosity and terror that Ivy had worn like a second skin. Word had spread through the channels that word spreads through in any female community, whispered conversations in dorm rooms, meaningful looks across dining tables, the invisible telegraph of shared experience that women operate faster and more efficiently than any enchanted communication system.

Ivy hadn’t told anyone explicitly. She hadn’t needed to. The change in her was visible: a softness in her movements, a particular glow that wasn’t magical but was unmistakable to anyone who recognized the aftereffects of an experience that had rearranged how someone saw the world. Her Sapphotange sisters saw the change. Some were horrified. Some were curious. And curiosity, as Rika had observed while practically vibrating in intelligence-operative mode, was the first step toward the genuine article.

The Sapphotange table in the Great Hall developed visible tension. The girls who’d visited me sat slightly apart from the main group; noticed, watched, the distance measured in inches but felt in miles. The unmistakable body language of people who shared a secret that the rest of the group suspected but couldn’t confirm.

A Sapphotange girl at the table’s far end glared at the three defectors. “Traitors.”

Another Sapphotange girl, sitting between the factions, curiosity visibly winning the war against solidarity: “Was it… really that different?”

The first girl: “I’M NOT HAVING THIS CONVERSATION.”

The second girl looked at me across the Great Hall. Then back at her plate. Then at the defectors, who were eating dinner easily, calmly, without needing approval. The conversation continued without words. It would continue for weeks. And each week, the curious faction would grow by one or two, and the horrified faction would shrink by the same amount, and the wall that had been absolute would develop another crack.

Rika reported the intelligence to the Lustenhart table, delighted by the sight of an empire fragmenting. “So Delphina’s pegging campaign is RECRUITING FOR US? She’s doing Dana’s job FOR him?”

Dracoona, cutting her food with Kunningbrott-trained exactness: “Do NOT tell her that.”

Kim, confused: “But pegging means…”

Harmony, not looking up from her notes: “Kim. We’ve explained pegging THREE TIMES.”

“I keep forgetting what goes where!”

“Everything goes exactly where you think it goes, just with different equipment and reversed participant roles.”

Kim thought about this. Her brow furrowed. Then cleared. Then furrowed again. Her impossible chest shifted with each change in expression, the sweater performing its usual struggle against impossible geometry.

“OH,” she said. And then: “Oh. OH. Wait, so does that mean…”

“Kim.”

“I have SO many follow-up questions.”

“The answers are: yes, yes, not usually, and the straps are adjustable.”

Kim’s face went through approximately six expressions in three seconds. She looked at Rika. At Dracoona. At me. At Harmony. At the Sapphotange table, where the curious girl was still pretending not to look at the defectors.

“This school is WILD,” she declared, and went back to her sausages.

Solana, who’d been listening to the entire conversation while growing a flower in her dessert bowl, said: “Seeds don’t know what they’ll become when they’re planted. They just know they need to grow.”

Everyone stared at her.

“What?” she said dreamily. “It’s true.”

It landed. Solana’s voice stayed soft, almost dreamy, but the room shifted around the sentence. What sounded like botanical musing had turned out to be exactly the insight everyone needed.

The Sapphotange cracking was a milestone. Full conversion of the house was a project for future terms at minimum. The wall that had been absolute since my arrival had developed cracks. Sapphotange’s identity depended on not wanting what the only male at the school represented, and that identity had defended itself fiercely. The cracks weren’t caused by force, or persuasion, or dark lord manipulation. They were caused by the simple, powerful, inconvenient truth that an enchanted strap-on, no matter how sophisticated its Fleshcrafting, couldn’t replicate the warmth of a person.

The person who’d started the cracking wasn’t me. It was Delphina Bearbone, whose pegging campaign had introduced her kind of enchanted penetration to Sapphotange at scale, and whose enchanted substitute had been good enough to make them curious about whether “good enough” was good enough, or whether the real thing was something else entirely.

The irony was perfect. Delphina was accidentally recruiting for me. And whether she’d realize this before it was too late was a question that I suspected would answer itself, loudly, before the year was over.

That evening, in the Lustenhart common room, the coven settled into the comfortable rhythm that had become our nightly routine. Kim sprawled across two cushions, eating cookies from a tin her sister had sent. Harmony sat in her waterproofed chair, pressing her thighs together, reviewing notes from Lustcraft Potions with an intensity that meant she was simultaneously studying and maintaining her edge. Solana sat on the floor near the fireplace, growing a vine up the mantelpiece, her platinum hair reflecting the fire’s warm light. Rika was grooming her tail on the couch back. Dracoona read in the corner with her scales visible, she’d stopped hiding them in common room sessions weeks ago, and the normalcy of it was its own kind of victory.

“Three Sapphotange converts,” Rika announced, updating her mental leaderboard. “In one week. At this rate, the house will be fifty percent cracked by end of term.”

“The house has forty-seven members,” Harmony said without looking up. “Three represents 6.4 percent. Your projection of fifty percent cracking assumes an exponential adoption curve, which is optimistic given the strength of the house’s cultural identity.”

“I’m factoring in word-of-mouth multiplier effects. Each convert tells two friends. Each friend tells two friends. It’s network marketing.”

“You’re describing a pyramid scheme.”

“I’m describing the power of genuine sexual satisfaction to overcome ideological resistance.”

Dracoona turned a page. “Can we discuss something other than our impact on the sapphic community?”

“We can discuss your naked corridor incident from last week. Grimworth’s detention report is hilarious.”

“We are NOT discussing that.”

“You cleaned the entire east wing in the nude. Faculty saw you.”

“Merriwell saw me. She dropped a stack of books and fled. This does not constitute faculty witnessing.”

“Keel saw you.”

Dracoona paused. “Keel said ‘adequate posture’ and kept walking.”

“That’s APPROVAL. From Keel, ‘adequate’ is basically a standing ovation.”

Dracoona closed her book with deliberate care. “I regret joining this conversation.”


Chapter 12: Almost

The conversation happened on a Tuesday afternoon, in the small dead space between classes when nobody had enough noise left to hide behind.

Kim had been different since Orgasmancy.

Not less warm. Nothing could make Kim less warm without violating several laws of physics and at least one law of friendship. But the reading had put a quietness in her that showed up in the spaces between her usual brightness.

At breakfast, she laughed half a beat late when Rika made a joke about Delphina’s strap-on empire. In the corridor, she touched my hand, squeezed, then let go too quickly. During Keel’s drills, her fire came hotter than usual but less controlled, flaring red-gold when someone mentioned doors, thresholds, or anything that could be opened.

Harmony noticed first, because Harmony noticed patterns the way other people noticed weather.

“She’s approaching the decision cognitively and resisting somatically,” Harmony said to me after Intimate Enchantments, voice low enough that Kim wouldn’t hear from the other side of the classroom. “Her mind accepts the myth is false. Her body still treats it as law.”

“Can you help?”

“Data can remove intellectual uncertainty. It cannot unwind twelve-year-old fear from muscle memory by itself.” Harmony’s flush deepened with concern. “She needs truth. She also needs patience.”

That afternoon, a letter arrived from Kim’s mother.

Kim didn’t open it immediately. She sat with it on the edge of her bed for almost an hour, according to Solana, who had drifted in to bring her tea and found the copper-haired heart of our coven staring at the envelope like it might bite.

When she finally opened it, she read the first line and started crying.

She didn’t show me the letter. Not then. She folded it carefully, put it under her pillow, and came downstairs with red eyes and a smile so bright it hurt to look at because it was holding back too much weight.

Kim tried to be normal for the rest of the day.

Normal, for Kim, involved trying to feed everyone before anyone could feed her comfort.

She went to the kitchen between classes and stayed there through the free period. She wasn’t hungry, and the coven didn’t need cinnamon rolls. Her hands needed work. Flour on the counter. Sugar on her sleeves. Copper hair tied back in a messy knot that had already failed. Her uniform shirt strained across her chest with every deep breath, and there was flour dusted across the freckled upper slopes where she’d pressed the bag against herself without noticing.

The kitchen elves gave her room. They understood. Elves did not hover when service would become pressure. They moved around the edges, setting out clean bowls and warm tea, creating a space where Kim could do the one thing her fear still allowed: make something for other people.

I found her with both hands braced on the counter, staring down at a tray of unfrosted rolls.

“I was trying to make everybody something sweet,” she said before I asked. Her voice was too steady. “So nobody would look at me like I’m a sad thing.”

That broke the room more effectively than tears would have.

Harmony, who had come with a notebook and stopped in the doorway when she saw Kim’s face, set the notebook down without opening it. “You are not a sad thing.”

“I feel like one.” Kim wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist, leaving flour on her cheek. “I feel like every part of me is normal except this one locked door in the middle, and now everybody knows the lock was stupid, and I still can’t just open it.”

Solana moved first, barefoot across the kitchen tiles, and hugged Kim from the side. Solana was much smaller than Kim in every direction except hips, but the hug landed with root-strength. Kim leaned into it, and a little of her body weight shifted like she had been waiting for permission to be held.

“A bud doesn’t open because someone proves spring exists,” Solana said. “It opens when warmth reaches all the way in.”

Kim swallowed. “That makes sense.”

“It made sense in my head too.”

Rika stood on the counter near the sink, tail curled around a cabinet handle, ears flat with the strain of not making noise because the room had no room for noise. “Your mom was wrong. But bodies are stubborn. Mine still flinches when someone grabs my tail, even if it’s someone I like. Old warnings don’t check whether they’re still useful before they fire.”

Kim looked at her.

Rika’s gold eyes shifted away, embarrassed by sincerity again. “That’s all.”

Dracoona stood by the door, arms crossed, gold flickering faintly in her eyes. “My family taught me that visible scales meant disgrace. I knew that was false before my body believed it. Knowing is faster than unwiring.”

Kim’s face crumpled. Not fully. Just enough for the truth to show.

“I hate that you all understand.”

“I don’t,” Harmony said.

Kim looked up.

Harmony adjusted her glasses, and the gesture looked less like precision and more like courage. “I understand fear in the abstract. I understand conditioning as a mechanism. I can cite three centuries of magical medical literature and dismantle your mother’s claim line by line. But I don’t understand what it is like to be twelve years old and have your mother place a law inside your body. I won’t pretend I do.”

Kim’s breathing hitched.

“What I do understand,” Harmony continued, quieter, “is that you have never once treated my body like a problem when it did things I couldn’t control. You never made my arousal ugly. You never made my wet chairs a joke when I couldn’t bear one. So I am going to return the favor. Your body is not a problem. It is a body carrying old instructions. We can be patient while it learns new ones.”

Kim made a small sound and covered her mouth.

The coven stayed in the kitchen until the rolls cooled. Nobody tried to fix her. Nobody turned the conversation into a plan. Kim frosted each roll by hand, slowly, the icing uneven because her fingers shook. When the tray was finished, she pressed her palms flat on the counter and cried quietly while Solana held her from one side and I held her from the other.

The rolls stayed on the counter until dinner. Nobody ate them right away. They had become less food than proof that Kim could make something while falling apart and still be loved through the mess.

By evening, none of us were pretending anymore.

The coven was gathered in the Lustenhart common room. Not for strategy. Not for sex. Not for any purpose beyond the quiet gravity of five women who’d been circling a subject for months and had finally decided, collectively and without discussion, that it was time.

Kim sat in the center of the couch, her copper hair loose, her green eyes holding the steady focus that Kim deployed when she was about to face something she couldn’t solve with enthusiasm. Her full breasts rose and fell with breathing that was slightly too controlled, the respiratory management of someone preparing for impact.

Harmony spoke first, because Harmony always spoke first when data was involved, and this was a data conversation.

“Kim.” She adjusted her glasses. Her voice was gentle in a way that Harmony’s voice rarely was, the clinical precision softened into something that resembled a friend telling a friend that the thing they feared was true and it was going to be okay. “I’ve analyzed every historical record of magical virginity loss. Every case study. Every documented instance of penetrative sex affecting magical capacity.”

Kim’s hands were folded in her lap. She wasn’t looking at anyone.

“There are zero documented cases of magic being destroyed by vaginal penetration. Zero. In two thousand years of magical medical literature. Your mother’s claim has no basis in any known magical theory.”

Silence.

“I’ve cross-referenced the folk traditions that the claim might derive from,” Harmony continued. “There are three pre-modern texts that describe virginity as ‘magically significant.’ All three were debunked by the Fourth Era Resonance Congress as patriarchal control mechanisms designed to restrict female sexual agency under the guise of magical preservation.” She paused. “Kim. It was always a lie. Or more charitably: it was always a misunderstanding that your mother believed sincerely.”

Kim’s lower lip trembled. Not much. Just enough.

Aurelie spoke next, from the doorway where she’d positioned herself with calm, practiced authority. Glasses on. Hair in a bun. Professional posture. But her voice was warm.

“In my teaching career, I have seen no evidence that penetrative sex destroys magical capacity. I have, however, encountered hundreds of cases where sexual activity ENHANCED magical performance. The libido-magic connection is the foundation of our entire educational system.”

Her voice softened.

“Kim. Your magic is safe. It has always been safe.”

Solana, sitting on the floor beside the couch with her platinum hair catching the firelight, said: “Plants lose their buds to bloom. They don’t die. They become more.”

The room went still. Solana had said it like she was talking about plants, but it landed clean because she understood growing things better than anyone in the room.

Kim listened. She’d known this conversation was coming. She’d prepared for it like a soldier walking toward a battle she expected to lose: no strategy, just the quiet courage to show up anyway.

“My mom told me when I was twelve,” she said. Her voice was steady. Steady the way a bridge is steady when it’s about to give way, holding through force of engineering but the stress fractures are visible. “She sat me down and she said, ‘Kimberly, if you let a man inside you THERE, your magic will die. You’ll lose everything. The Mink women’s power comes from keeping that door closed.’ And she was so SERIOUS. More serious than I knew how to process. Mom is loud and chaotic and she argues with the oven and she tells the worst jokes, but that day she was SERIOUS.”

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. The gesture was abrupt, almost angry.

“And I believed her. Because she’s my MOM. And moms don’t lie about things that matter. Except she DID. She lied, or she believed a lie someone told HER, and she passed it to me like a, a family curse that nobody bothered to check.”

The fireplace burned low. The mood color had shifted from warm amber to something quieter, gentler. The enchanted flames knew when someone was hurting.

“I built my entire sexual identity around that lie,” Kim said. “Everything I do in bed, every choice I make about what goes where, every time I say ‘not THAT hole’ and redirect to something else, it’s because of what she told me when I was twelve. And I’ve been HAPPY with it. I love what we do. I love giving you everything I can give. I love being the girl who does everything else and does it better than anyone.”

She looked at me. Green eyes wet.

“But what if I’ve been denying us something incredible because a scared mother told a twelve-year-old a lie?”

I sat beside her. Took her hand. Her fingers were cold, which for Kim, who ran warm the way fire magic demanded, was alarming.

“You haven’t denied us anything,” I said. “You’ve given more of yourself than anyone could ask for. The boundary you set wasn’t a denial. It was a CHOICE. The fact that the original reason was wrong doesn’t make the choice wrong.”

“But what if I WANT to make a different choice now?” Her grip on my hand tightened. “What if I want to open that door because I want what’s on the other side?”

“Then that’s your choice to make. When you’re ready.”

“I think I’m ready.” She swallowed. “Tonight. I think I want to try tonight.”

The coven quietly dissolved. Not dramatically. Not with meaningful looks or orchestrated exits. Just five women understanding that this moment belonged to two people, and giving them the space that love required.

Kim squeezed Harmony’s hand as she passed. Harmony squeezed back without looking up from the notes she was pretending to study. Solana touched Kim’s shoulder with soft gentleness. She understood what it meant to have your body be the subject of other people’s rules. Rika’s tail brushed Kim’s ankle, the catgirl equivalent of a hug. Dracoona nodded once, sharp and brief, the ice queen’s way of saying: you’re brave.

Then they were gone, and it was us.

Kim’s room in the Lustenhart dormitory was exactly what you’d expect: chaotic, warm, and decorated with a level of personality that made the space feel like an extension of her character. Posters of magical bands whose songs she sang off-key. Photographs of her enormous family, nine siblings in various combinations. A bra hanging from the bedpost that was large enough to function as a small hammock.

The letter from her mother lay on the pillow.

She hadn’t meant for me to see it. Or maybe she had, and leaving it there was the only way she could ask without saying the words. The parchment was folded once, then unfolded, then folded again badly, the crease soft from being handled too much in too few hours.

“You don’t have to read it,” Kim said.

“I won’t unless you want me to.”

She stood beside the bed with one hand on the bedpost, her fingers brushing the strap of the enormous bra hanging there like she needed to touch something familiar. “She said she’s sorry. She said her mother told her the same thing, and her mother’s mother, and nobody questioned it because every woman in our family was too scared to be the one who found out whether the warning was real.”

Her voice shook, but she stayed standing.

“She said she thought she was protecting me. She said when I was born and the healer told her how strong my fire was, she got scared. Not of me. For me. Because strong magic attracts strong trouble, and she thought if she gave me one hard rule, one bright line, maybe I’d stay safe long enough to grow into myself.”

Kim picked up the letter and held it against her chest. The parchment disappeared into the freckled valley between her breasts for a second before she pulled it away again, embarrassed by nothing and everything at once.

“She was wrong,” Kim said. “But she loved me when she was wrong. That’s the part that makes it hard to be angry.”

“You can be angry and still love her.”

“I know.” She looked down at the letter. “I don’t like knowing complicated things. I’m not built for it.”

“You are. You just don’t dress it up.”

She laughed once, a wet little sound. “I don’t know how to hold both feelings at once.”

“You don’t have to hold them neatly.”

The corner of Kim’s mouth moved. It carried the memory of a smile.

Then the almost-smile failed, and Kim sat down on the bed hard enough to make the mattress springs complain.

“I keep trying to decide which part hurts most,” she said. “That Mom was wrong. That Grandma was wrong. That every Mink woman before me might have been wrong. Or that none of them were lying in the way that would make this easier.”

She unfolded the letter again. Not to read it. To look at the shape of her mother’s handwriting, the slant and pressure of a woman who wrote recipes in the margins of newspapers and birthday notes on scraps of wrapping paper because the Mink household never had enough stationery for nine children and one mother whose love came out sideways through food.

“If she had been cruel, I could hate her cleanly,” Kim said. “I know how to deal with cruel. I punch it, or bake at it, or love around it until it gets confused. But she was scared. She was scared and she loved me and she put the fear in me like it was armor.”

Her thumb rubbed over one crease until the parchment softened.

“I remember the day she told me. I remember the kitchen. The old one, before Dad knocked down the wall because the twins kept getting stuck behind the pantry. It smelled like bread and onions. Mom had flour on her apron. I thought I was in trouble because she never used my full name unless somebody had broken something important.”

Kim’s voice went smaller. That broke me. Not the tears. Not the shaking. Kim going small, shrinking back toward twelve.

“She said, ‘Kimberly Rosemary Mink, you listen to me.’ And I did, because Mom’s listen-to-me voice could stop weather. She told me the Mink women had always been powerful because we guarded the door. That if I let a man through it before marriage, or maybe ever, the magic would go out of me like air from a popped balloon. She made the sound with her hands.” Kim gave a tiny, miserable laugh and opened her fingers in a soft little explosion. “Pffft. Like that. She was trying to make it less scary. Can you believe that? She made a joke while handing me a nightmare.”

The fire in her hearth flared and sank. Kim noticed. Her mouth twisted.

“And then I went upstairs and cried into my pillow because I had just started noticing boys in a way that made my stomach feel like it had bees in it. I thought the bees meant danger. I thought wanting was the warning sign before losing everything.”

I sat beside her, close but not crowding. Kim was a woman who usually closed distance like it offended her. Tonight I let her choose.

She chose. Her shoulder leaned against mine. Warm, heavy, real.

“Do you know what the stupidest part is?” she asked.

“Tell me.”

“I got good at the workaround.” Her cheeks flushed, not with shame exactly. Kim rarely did shame cleanly. Grief tangled with pride in an impossible knot. “I made it fun. I made it mine. I learned a hundred ways to want you without opening that door. And I LOVE those ways. I love my mouth on you. I love feeling you in my ass. I love the look on your face when I take more than you expect and make you realize I’m not made of glass.”

“You’re definitely not made of glass.”

“I’m made of pie crust and bad decisions.”

“Sturdy materials.”

She snorted. The laugh helped for half a second. Then the hurt came back.

“But now every memory has this stupid question underneath it. Did I choose that because I wanted it, or because fear built a fence and I decorated the fence until it looked like a home?”

There it was. The thing Harmony’s data could not touch. The thing Aurelie’s professional assurance could not fix. Kim did not doubt the facts anymore. She doubted the authorship of her own wanting.

“Both can be true,” I said.

She looked at me.

“The fear built the fence. You still chose what grew on it. The fact that the boundary came from a lie doesn’t make every pleasure inside it fake.”

Her eyes filled again, and this time the tears didn’t fall right away. They balanced there, green and bright, waiting for permission.

“I need that to be true.”

“It is.”

“Because I don’t want to lose the parts of me I liked just because they grew around something wrong.” She pressed the letter against her thigh. “I don’t want tonight to be me proving Mom wrong by treating everything before tonight like it was pathetic. It wasn’t. I wasn’t.”

“No.”

“I was creative,” she said, voice trembling with sudden fierce defense of herself. “I was generous. I was really fucking good at making a locked door less lonely.”

“Yes.”

The tears fell then, but her chin lifted through them.

“Okay,” she said. “Then that’s what tonight is. Not erasing anything. Not replacing anything. Adding. If I can. If my body lets me.”

“I want tonight to be mine,” she said. “Not Mom’s. Not the letter’s. Not Swoon’s door thing. Mine.”

“Then we stop whenever it stops feeling like yours.”

She nodded. The fear didn’t leave her face. But something else came in beside it: ownership. Not confidence yet. Not certainty. The beginning of a girl taking back the key.

She stood in the center of the room. She was nervous.

Kim Mink, the girl who’d stripped in front of me on day one without a trace of self-consciousness, who’d dropped to her knees in the shower with a grin, who treated sex like her favorite meal had just arrived at the table, was NERVOUS. Her hands were shaking. Her copper hair hung around her face in a curtain she wasn’t bothering to push back. Her green eyes were wet and wide and achingly vulnerable.

She pulled her shirt over her head. No shame about her body. There was never shame about Kim’s body. Her massive breasts spilled free, the pale pink nipples hardened by cool air and adrenaline, the freckled slopes catching the candlelight. She pushed down her shorts. Stepped out of them.

Naked. Shaking. Beautiful.

“Okay,” she said. “I’m ready. I think.”

“You don’t have to think. You have to KNOW.”

“I know.” She wiped her eyes. “I know I want this. I KNOW. My brain knows. My heart knows. My body just needs to catch up.” She lay back on the bed. Green eyes on the ceiling. Breasts pooling to the sides with their weight, the freckled valley between them rising and falling with rapid breaths.

I started with what she knew. What she loved. What she trusted.

My mouth on her. Starting at her throat, the pulse point where her skin was thinnest and warmest. Down to her collarbone, where freckles scattered like stars in a copper constellation. To her breasts, which I worshipped the way they deserved: slowly, thoroughly, each one given time, my lips tracing the freckled slopes, my tongue circling pale pink nipples that hardened further under my attention. She arched into my mouth. She knew this. Safety lived here.

Lower. Kissing down the soft plane of her stomach, the slight roundness that Kim didn’t apologize for because Kim didn’t apologize for her body ever. To the juncture of her thighs, which she opened for me easily. We’d been on this journey many times before.

I tasted her. Slow. Patient. My tongue parting her folds, finding her clit, circling with the learned pressure that a year of learning Kim’s body had taught me. She moaned. She relaxed. Her hands found my hair and gripped, and the grip was familiar and warm and the opposite of the shaking that had consumed her minutes ago.

“Good,” she breathed. “That’s good. You’re so good at that.”

I took my time. Building her pleasure in layers, the way you build a fire: kindling first, then warmth, then heat. Her body responded with the uncomplicated generosity that defined Kim’s sexuality: she gave her pleasure as freely as she gave everything else, moaning and arching and telling me exactly what felt right. Silent sex had never been Kim’s style.

She was wet. Ready. Her body humming with desire, the fire bond between us blazing warm and familiar. She pulled me up. Wrapped her legs around my waist. Her green eyes found mine, and in them I saw everything she was: brave, scared, loving, wanting, and so goddamn stubborn that even the fear couldn’t stop her.

“I want you inside me,” she whispered.

I positioned myself. The tip of my cock pressed against her entrance. The entrance she’d never allowed anyone through. The door that had been closed since she was twelve, locked by a lie, and now she was turning the key.

Her breath caught. Her eyes went wide.

I felt her pussy against the tip. Wet, warm, impossibly tight from inexperience, the muscles involuntarily clenching. A fraction of pressure. The beginning of entry.

She froze.

It wasn’t fear. Not exactly. Something older lived in her body the way instinct lives in bodies, below thought, below decision, in the place where a twelve-year-old girl heard her mother’s voice and the hearing became wiring.

“If you let a man inside you THERE, your magic dies.”

The myth was bullshit. She KNEW it was bullshit. Harmony’s data proved it. Aurelie’s experience confirmed it. Every source of authority she trusted had told her the lie was a lie. Her brain was ready. Her heart was ready.

Her body was twelve years old and hearing her mother’s voice and refusing to let the door open because the twelve-year-old inside her was scared.

“I can’t,” she whispered.

Tears ran down her freckled cheeks. Her face crumpled. She wanted this more than anything, and the old wiring still overpowered the wanting.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I wanted to, I WANT to, I just, when you were RIGHT THERE I heard her voice and my whole body locked and I…”

“Hey.” I pulled back. Immediately. No hesitation. No frustration. No part of me that pressed or questioned or made her feel like the failure was hers. I gathered her in my arms and held her, her impossible chest compressed against mine, her hair against my face, her tears wetting my shoulder.

“You have nothing to apologize for,” I said. “Not today. Not ever. Not for this.”

“But I WANTED to.”

“Wanting and being ready aren’t the same thing. You wanted it tonight. Your body wasn’t ready tonight. That’s not failure. That’s honest.”

She cried against my shoulder. Kim Mink, the ride-or-die anchor, the girl who said “Fuck this” when everyone else froze, the girl whose loyalty was so absolute it was practically a physical force, cried in my arms because a door she wanted to open was locked from the inside by a key her mother had forged when she was twelve.

I held her until the tears slowed. Until her breathing steadied. Until the shaking stopped and settled calm replaced it. She had tried, failed, and was making peace with the failure, at least for tonight.

The fire bond did not dim.

I noticed it while she cried into my shoulder. Some irrational part of me, the part that had absorbed a year of sex-magic rules and turned them into instinct, had expected the bond to recoil from the interruption. No orgasm at the threshold. No milestone. No blazing proof that the lie had burned away. But Kim’s fire stayed there: warm, loyal, fierce, wrapped around my chest like a hand that refused to let go.

If anything, it grew steadier.

The fire wasn’t hotter or explosive. It was steadier, the one you trust in winter because it will still be burning at dawn.

Kim felt it too. She lifted her head slowly, cheeks wet, green eyes raw.

“The bond didn’t get mad,” she whispered.

“No.”

“I thought maybe it would. Because I stopped.”

“The bond isn’t a scorekeeper.”

She pressed her palm over my heart, over the place where her fire lived in me. “It feels… proud.”

“It should.”

Her face crumpled again, but this time the tears came with a different shape. Less shame. More release. She put her forehead against mine and breathed until her body remembered it was allowed to breathe.

“I still want…” she said against my shoulder. “Can we…?”

I understood. I always understood Kim.

She reached behind her and guided me where she wanted me. The other entrance. The one she knew, loved, chose. She turned onto her stomach, presenting herself, and looked back at me over her shoulder with wet green eyes and a smile that was half bravery and half heartbreak.

“This I can do,” she said. “This I WANT to do.”

I pressed the head of my cock against her ass and pushed in gently, slowly, feeling her familiar heat open around me. Her body knew this act and loved it. The tight ring of muscle relaxed for me, welcoming, her body remembering what her mind already knew: hers, good, chosen. The heat inside her gripped me as I sank deeper, inch by inch, and the moan she released into the pillow was different from everything that had come before. Not the breathless wonder of attempted vaginal sex. The deep, satisfied, full-bodied groan of a woman doing the thing she was best at, the thing she’d chosen, the thing that was hers.

I started gentle and let her pace guide me. She pushed back against me immediately, wanting more. She always wanted more. “Harder,” she demanded, her voice muffled by the pillow, her copper hair fanned across the fabric like a burnished curtain. “I need to feel it. I need to feel YOU. Give me everything.”

I held her and gave her what she needed. Hard, deep strokes that drove the breath from her lungs, the slap of my hips against her ass sharp and rhythmic in the quiet room. Her massive breasts pressed against the mattress, the soft flesh spilling to the sides with each impact, shifting and bouncing. Her ass was tight and hot around my cock, the muscles clenching and releasing in waves that drew me deeper with every thrust. She reached back and spread herself wider, opening herself completely, her fingers gripping her own ass cheeks so I could watch my cock disappear inside her, the visual of her surrender as honest and vulnerable as the tears that were still drying on her cheeks.

“Fuck me,” she gasped. “I love this. I chose this. This is mine.”

I reached under her, found her clit with my fingers, and rubbed in firm circles while I fucked her ass. She screamed into the pillow, her body convulsing, her tight channel gripping me in desperate pulses. The dual stimulation overwhelmed her.

She came hard. Sobbing and laughing at the same time, the most Kim sound in the world: the simultaneous expression of grief and joy, devastation and triumph. Her ass clamped around my cock in fierce, rhythmic contractions, her whole body shaking, her fingers clawing at the sheets. The girl who’d failed at one thing and immediately succeeded at another because Kim Mink didn’t stay down. She just found a different direction.

I filled her with a groan, my cock pulsing deep in her ass, each spurt landing while she still trembled with aftershocks. She answered with a breathless, wet laugh, her face buried in the pillow, her hair everywhere. She had claimed this act as her own, and the satisfied possessiveness in her laugh told me she knew it.

After. Face buried in the pillow. Her voice muffled but steady.

“Next time,” she said. “I’m going to do it next time. I’m going to burn that fucking lie out of me if I have to set fire to every piece of conditioning my mother ever put in my head.”

“Whenever you’re ready. There’s no clock.”

“I know.” She turned her head. Green eyes, wet, raw, and absolutely certain. “That’s why I love you.”

The words hung in the room. Not whispered. Not implied. Not wrapped in subtext or coded in Dracoona’s political language. Direct. Simple. Unmistakable.

“I love you,” Kim said again, as if testing the words to see if they held. “Kim Mink loves Dana Del Morte. That’s not a data point. That’s everything.”

I kissed her forehead. Tasted salt. Tasted Kim.

“I love you too,” I said.

She smiled. The genuine, unguarded, full-Kim smile that could light rooms and melt ice queens and make a dark lord feel like the luckiest clerical error in magical history.

We fell asleep tangled together. Her heavy breasts pressed against my back, warm and soft and real. Her breathing evened out. The fire bond between us burned steady and warm, bright with a steadiness I had not expected.

I woke before dawn because Kim was awake behind me.

She wasn’t crying. She was holding herself very still, which was worse in some ways. Kim was not built for stillness. She was built for hugging, laughing, knocking into furniture, loving people loudly enough to rearrange rooms.

“I don’t feel bad,” she whispered.

“Good.”

“I thought I would. Because we didn’t do it. I thought I’d feel like I failed.” Her arm tightened around my waist. “But I don’t. I feel sad. And frustrated. And kind of mad. But not bad.”

I turned in her arms. Her hair was tangled from sleep, copper waves everywhere, her green eyes puffy but clear. The fire bond between us burned low and steady. The milestone flare had passed. What remained was deeper warmth, the kind that survived pressure.

“That’s important,” I said.

“Yeah.” She breathed out. “I got to the door. I didn’t run from it. I touched it. I know what it feels like now.”

She reached under her pillow and pulled out the letter.

“Mom wrote that she was sorry,” Kim said. “Not the normal kind of sorry where grown-ups apologize and secretly mean they’re right. Real sorry. She said her mother told her the same thing. And HER mother before that. Nobody checked because everybody was too scared to risk finding out.”

She unfolded the page and looked at the handwriting rather than reading it aloud.

“A family curse,” she said. “Not magic. Just fear, passed down because fear sounded safer than truth.”

The room was quiet. The first birds outside the window started arguing with the morning.

“Next time,” Kim said, and this time the words didn’t sound like desperation. They sounded like a plan. “Not because I have to prove anything. Because I want to. Because I get to decide what happens to my body.”

“Yes.”

She smiled then, small but real. “Also because I want to know what your face looks like when it finally happens.”

There she was.

Kim Mink, bruised but not broken. Sad but not ashamed. Already finding the warmth again because warmth was what she did.

She kissed me once, soft and fierce, then tucked the letter back under her pillow.

“Sleep,” she said. “I need a little more time before I can touch this again.”

She managed a little over an hour.

Kim woke with a purpose. One moment she was warm and soft against me, hair everywhere, breasts heavy against my arm; the next she was sitting upright with the blanket pooled around her waist, the decision already made in her face.

“I need to write back,” she said.

“Now?”

“If I wait, I’ll turn it into a whole THING.”

“This already seems like a whole thing.”

“A bigger thing.” She climbed out of bed, naked and unselfconscious again in the familiar way, which told me something important had shifted. Not fixed. Shifted. Her body had survived the night and was still hers. “If I don’t write while I still feel like this, I’ll start trying to make the letter perfect, and then I’ll cry into six drafts, and then I’ll bake apology muffins for a woman who isn’t even here.”

She found parchment on her desk under three hair ribbons, a cracked hairbrush, two recipes, and a bra whose structural engineering deserved a faculty appointment. Then she sat cross-legged on the floor because Kim Mink did not use desks for desk purposes unless threatened.

The first line took ten minutes.

Kim did not lack words. Kim had more words than most people had blood. But this was a different sentence. No comfort, no banter, no shouted promise across a battlefield or breathless demand in bed. A daughter answering a mother who had hurt her without meaning to, loved her without knowing how, and handed her a fear shaped like protection.

Dear Mom,

She stared at it.

“Too formal,” she said.

She crossed it out.

Mom,

She stared at that too.

“Too normal.”

“What would feel true?”

Kim chewed the end of the quill. Ink got on her lip. She didn’t notice.

Mom, I love you and I’m furious and I don’t know what order those go in.

She looked at the sentence for a long time.

“That one,” she whispered.

I stayed on the bed, quiet, letting her have the space. The letter became less a reply than a second attempt at inheritance. Kim wrote that she had tried. She did not write the details, because some things belonged to her body before they belonged to family history. She wrote that the lie had hurt her. She wrote that she believed her mother was sorry. Being sorry did not make the hurt smaller. It made a bridge possible, and Kim had always been a builder of bridges even when she pretended she was just bringing snacks.

She stopped at one line and read it aloud with her voice shaking.

“I need you to understand that protecting me from wanting also protected me from parts of myself that were beautiful.”

The room went still around the sentence.

Kim blinked hard. “That’s good, right? That’s not mean?”

“It’s true.”

“Truth can be mean.”

“This isn’t.”

She nodded, but the nod was for herself more than me. Then she kept writing.

She wrote about the workaround without naming the acts. She wrote, in very Kim fashion, that fear had not managed to make her boring. She wrote that she had loved and been loved, that her magic was still alive, that every authority she trusted had confirmed the warning was false, and that the next time her mother repeated family wisdom she needed to check whether the wisdom was actually fear wearing an apron.

“Apron too much?” Kim asked.

“No.”

“It’s Mom. Aprons are involved.”

“Then keep it.”

She kept it.

By the time she finished, the sun had climbed high enough to turn the window gold. Kim read the full letter once silently, then folded it before she could edit the courage out of it.

“I’m not sending it yet,” she said.

“Okay.”

“I want to. I just…” She pressed the folded letter to her chest the way she had pressed her mother’s letter there the night before. “I want one day where it belongs only to me. Before it becomes a conversation.”

“Then take the day.”

She nodded, tucked the letter under the same pillow as her mother’s, and stood there looking at the two folded pieces of parchment hidden beneath cotton and feathers. One letter carrying fear forward. One letter trying to stop it.

At breakfast, the coven knew something had happened because Kim hugged everyone in a specific order.

Kim’s normal hugs were enthusiastic weather. These were different. She hugged Harmony first, long and hard, because Harmony had given her facts and then not tried to use the facts as a crowbar. Harmony stiffened for half a second, then melted into the embrace, visibly bewildered by an emotional model updating without warning.

“Thank you for not making me into a problem to solve,” Kim whispered.

Harmony’s eyes shone behind her glasses. “You were never a problem. You were an unresolved variable with feelings.”

“That’s romantic in your language.”

“Extremely.”

Kim hugged Solana next. Solana smelled like greenhouse soil and morning flowers, and when Kim held her, small yellow blossoms grew around their feet.

“I touched the door,” Kim said.

Solana’s arms tightened. “I’m proud of you.”

“It didn’t open.”

“Roots touch stone for a long time before the stone moves.”

Kim made a wet sound that might have been a laugh or a sob. “You need to stop being accidentally devastating before breakfast.”

“I don’t know how.”

Rika got the third hug and pretended to complain for exactly two seconds before wrapping all four limbs around Kim like a cat claiming a warm cushion.

“If you need me to scratch anyone,” Rika murmured into Kim’s shoulder, “I have a list.”

“Mom is not on the scratch list.”

“She can be on the warning hiss list.”

“Maybe.”

“Excellent. Tiered response.”

Dracoona was last. Kim approached her with unusual caution, which made Dracoona look more alarmed than any enemy attack had managed.

“Can I hug you?”

Dracoona blinked. “You usually don’t ask.”

“Today I am respecting everybody’s doors.”

The line landed. Dracoona’s posture softened by a fraction.

“Yes,” she said.

Kim hugged her. Dracoona’s arms came up, stiff at first, then sure. The dragon held the fire witch with quiet, formal care, as if Kim were something precious and volatile that deserved both respect and shelter.

“You did not fail,” Dracoona said into Kim’s hair.

Kim squeezed harder.

“I know,” she said. “I think.”

“Then know it with assistance until you can know it alone.”

Rika’s tail curled around Kim’s ankle without a word.

Dracoona did not pull away.

Kim breathed out. Not quite a laugh. Not quite a sob.

She sat beside me at breakfast and ate four pancakes, which was how I knew the world had not ended. The fire bond between us remained steady. No triumph, no solution, no blaze of milestone magic. Steady. There are victories that look like fireworks, and there are victories that look like a girl eating pancakes after crying through the night because she has decided sadness is not the same as shame.

Kim poured syrup over the fifth pancake, looked at me sideways, and said, “Next time, I want more kissing first.”

The coven went still, but nobody made it a joke.

Harmony’s hand twitched toward her notebook, then settled flat on the table.

“More kissing,” I said. “I can do that.”

Solana smiled dreamily. “That sounds warm.”

Dracoona lifted her teacup in quiet acknowledgment.

Kim’s cheeks went pink, but she was smiling now, fully, beautifully, the warmth coming back into the room through her like dawn.

“Good,” she said. “Next time, we start there.”

Later that day, Kim went to Intimate Enchantments and did one of the bravest small things I had seen her do.

She asked Swoon not to read her.

The class was between units, which meant Swoon had turned the room into something halfway between a lecture hall and a pillow fort. Incense drifted in soft pink ribbons. Crystal balls glimmered on shelves. Half the Lustenhart girls were sprawled on cushions in various states of academic relaxation, which in Lustenhart meant at least three people were technically cuddling for credit.

Swoon saw Kim enter and smiled with that dreamy gentleness that made her look like she had just woken from a nap in someone else’s prophecy.

“Little fire door,” she said. “You have been near the hinge.”

Kim stopped in the doorway.

The room went quiet enough that I heard Harmony’s quill pause.

Kim’s hands curled once, opened. “Professor?”

“Yes, love?”

“Please don’t.”

Swoon blinked slowly. Not offended. Surprised in the way clouds might be surprised by a mountain asking for privacy.

Kim swallowed. Her cheeks were pink, but her voice held. “I know you don’t mean harm. I know the door thing helped. It did. But today I need my body to be just my body and not a symbol in somebody’s vision. Even a nice somebody.”

Every crystal in the room stayed clear.

Swoon heard her. I knew it then.

The professor’s dreamy expression softened into something almost ordinary. Almost awake.

“Of course,” Swoon said.

Kim looked as if she had expected to need an argument and had instead been handed respect so easily it almost hurt.

“Really?”

“Really. Doors open inward, outward, not at all, later, never, with fireworks, with snacks, with a locksmith, with a nap first. The door belongs to the girl whose room it guards.”

Kim’s eyes went bright.

Rika whispered, “Swoon is weirdly good at consent metaphors.”

Harmony whispered back, “Weirdly?”

Swoon clapped her hands once, and the room’s mood shifted back into class shape. “Today we discuss anticipation magic without prediction. Wanting without demanding the future. Very relevant. Not pointed. Entirely pointed. Take notes if your hands enjoy obedience.”

The lecture that followed was one of Swoon’s better ones, which meant half of it sounded like nonsense until three hours later when it rearranged itself into truth. Anticipation magic, she explained, was not prophecy. It did not say what would happen. It prepared the body to meet what might happen without trying to own the outcome. Desire became dangerous when it confused readiness with entitlement, fear with certainty, hope with debt.

Kim listened with both hands wrapped around a mug of tea.

At one point Swoon asked for volunteers to demonstrate an anticipation charm: a simple spell that warmed when the caster imagined a wanted touch and cooled when the imagined touch became pressure. Kim raised her hand.

Not high. Not with her usual enthusiastic arm-launch that nearly dislocated enthusiasm from anatomy. A small raise. But she did it.

Swoon looked at her. “Are you certain?”

“No,” Kim said. “But I want to try something small.”

“Small is a holy size.”

The charm was a ribbon of gold light wrapped around Kim’s wrist. Swoon asked her to close her eyes and imagine a kiss she wanted. The ribbon warmed. Kim smiled, shy and pleased. Then Swoon asked her to imagine the same kiss happening because she felt she owed it to someone.

The ribbon cooled instantly.

Kim opened her eyes.

“Oh,” she said.

Swoon nodded. “The body often has excellent manners when fear stops shouting over it.”

Kim looked at me across the classroom. The gold ribbon warmed again, not hot, not urgent. Warm.

No prophecy. No door. No milestone. Just information from her own wrist, her own wanting, her own body saying yes to one thing and no to another with a clarity no inherited lie could fake.

After class, Kim walked beside me through the corridor with her fingers brushing mine.

“I liked that,” she said.

“The charm?”

“Being allowed to say don’t read me.”

“You always are.”

“I know. I’m practicing knowing.”

She slipped her hand fully into mine. Her palm was warm again. Kim warm. Fire witch warm. Girl-who-had-survived-the-night warm.

“No prophecy,” she said. “No door today. Just that.”

“Just that is plenty.”

She nodded. The answer seemed to settle somewhere under her ribs. It did not fix everything. It found a place where it could rest without scraping her raw.

That evening, after dinner, Kim did not bake.

The absence was noticeable. Kim’s emotions usually arrived in batter, frosting, improvised spice ratios, or baked goods with structural concerns. Tonight she sat in the common room with an empty plate in front of her and both letters folded beside it: her mother’s letter, creased from rereading, and the reply she still hadn’t sent.

Nobody made a joke about the empty plate.

Harmony closed her notebook. Rika stopped pretending not to watch. Dracoona sat straighter in the armchair, protective in the wordless way she had when emotions were too delicate for direct handling. Solana grew one small yellow flower near the plate and then left it alone.

Kim touched the unsent letter with one fingertip.

“I thought if I didn’t make something, I would fall apart,” she said. “But I didn’t.”

“No,” I said. “You didn’t.”

“I wanted to. A lot. I wanted to make twelve cinnamon rolls and a pie and probably something with emergency frosting. But then I thought maybe today can be allowed to stay quiet.”

Her voice wavered on quiet. Kim Mink was built for warmth, noise, motion, and openhearted force. That made her quietness matter. Noise had protected her. Warmth had protected her. Feeding everyone had protected her. Tonight she was trying a different kind of protection: letting the hurt sit on the table without dressing it up as dessert.

She picked up the reply and read one line aloud.

“Mom, I love you, and I am angry.”

Then she stopped. Her throat worked. The common room held still around her.

“That’s as far as I got without trying to make it nicer,” she said.

“It doesn’t have to be nicer.”

“I know.” She looked at the letter as if it might bite. “I’m practicing knowing that too.”

Later, on the stairs, she paused halfway up and looked back toward the common room. The empty plate remained on the table between the two letters and Solana’s small flower.

“Today was good,” she said, surprised by her own conclusion.

“Yeah?”

“Not easy. Not happy the whole time. But good.” She gripped the banister, thumb moving over a nick in the old wood. “I used to think good days were the ones where nothing hurt. Maybe that’s kid logic. Today hurt all over the place, but I got to choose what I did with the hurt. I didn’t shove it into everybody’s mouth as muffins. I didn’t pretend it was gone. I made cinnamon rolls and said no to a prophecy and wrote a scary letter and kissed you in a hallway without asking my mother’s ghost for permission.”

“That’s a lot for one day.”

“I know.” Her smile came slowly. “I was still scared. But I didn’t let scared decide everything.”

“No,” I said. “You didn’t.”

She climbed one more stair, then stopped again.

“Tomorrow might be harder.”

“Then tomorrow gets us too.”

“Even if I don’t know what I need?”

“Especially then.”

“Even if I want to try again and then can’t?”

“Then we stop. And if you want, we try another day.”

Her expression softened. The firelight from the common room reached the stairs in a dim orange wash, catching the copper in her hair and the damp shine still lingering at the corners of her eyes.

“Okay,” she said. “Then today was good.”

She said it like a verdict, and nobody appealed.

In bed, she put the two letters back under the pillow.

“I’m not sending it tonight,” she said.

“Okay.”

“But I’m not throwing it away.”

“Also okay.”

She crawled under the blankets and pressed her warm back against me. For a long time she did not sleep. I felt the wakefulness in her body, the little shifts and held breaths and half-formed starts of thought she chose not to turn into speech. Eventually her fingers found mine under the blanket.

“Tomorrow might be harder,” she whispered.

“Then we take tomorrow slowly.”

“You’ll stay?”

“Yes.”

Her breathing softened. The fire bond settled into a low, steady warmth. The door inside her stayed closed. The difference was that tonight, nobody was pushing on it from either side.

Kim slept with the letters under her pillow and her hand in mine.


Chapter 13: The Professor and the Veteran

Morning training with Keel started twenty minutes late, which was rare enough to make the dueling court feel off-balance. Keel had been late so rarely that the exceptions had become war stories, including, I suspected, her own birth.

The coven assembled in the dueling court at the scheduled time: Kim with her usual sunrise energy, Solana drifting in with a flower growing from behind her ear, Rika perching on the arena wall with feline impatience, Dracoona standing with perfect posture and a scowl that suggested the universe had personally inconvenienced her by requiring her to wait.

Harmony was missing. Keel’s lateness belonged in the category of war stories, bad weather, and one duel that had ended with a crater. Harmony Rolling, the most punctual person at Hexhaven, the woman who arrived at classes ten minutes early to optimize her seating position, the strategist who scheduled her own bodily functions on a color-coded spreadsheet, was MISSING.

“She’s never late,” Kim said, looking at the empty space where Harmony should have been standing, notebook in hand, pen twitching with anticipatory data collection. “She was late ONCE last year and she wrote a three-page analysis of the contributing factors.”

“Weather, caffeine timing, and a bathroom queue that exceeded her predictive model,” Dracoona recited from memory.

Keel arrived. The word “arrived” doesn’t do justice to what actually happened. Keel ENTERED the dueling court the way she always entered rooms: with the focused economy of motion that made her look like a weapon in human form. But something was different today. Her cropped dark hair, usually maintained with military precision, was slightly mussed. Mussed in a way that didn’t come from wind or negligence but from being pressed against something, or someone, with force.

She adjusted her combat robes. The adjustment was unnecessary; her robes were always perfect. The fact that she adjusted them suggested they’d been recently disarranged.

“We’ll start with fire drills,” she said. “Mink. McFly. On me.”

Her voice was the same controlled instrument it always was. No change in tone, no tell in her expression. The scar running from temple to jaw sat in its usual position of dignified menace. Her boots left prints on the arena floor.

Her boots were WET.

Not damp. Wet. Soaked-leather wet. Her combat robes had visible watermarks along the legs, the pattern suggesting liquid had hit them from a source approximately waist-height. The stone beneath her boots squelched when she walked.

Harmony arrived twenty minutes later.

She entered the dueling court from the north corridor, which was not the direction of the Lustenhart dormitory. It was the direction of the faculty offices. Specifically, it was the direction of the wing that contained Keel’s private quarters.

Harmony could not make eye contact with anyone. Her entire body, from her glasses to her practical shoes, was flushed a shade of red that medical science would characterize as “indicative of extreme cardiovascular activity.” Her glasses were on but crooked, the left lens sitting higher than the right. She sat down very carefully on a bench at the edge of the arena.

She winced.

I connected the dots. Keel was wet from waist down. Harmony was flushed from head to toe. They’d both come from the direction of the faculty wing. And Harmony’s squirting, which had become a well-documented phenomenon since the library study room breakthrough, was forceful enough to soak combat robes from across a room.

Rika connected the dots faster, because Rika processed gossip the way Harmony processed data: instantaneously and with devastating accuracy.

“…did the COMBAT PROFESSOR just get SQUIRTED ON by…”

Harmony’s hand clapped over Rika’s mouth with bond-enhanced speed and precision. Her dignity had triggered a survival response.

“We are NEVER discussing this,” Harmony said. Her voice was very calm in the way that volcanoes are very calm before eruption. Her glasses were still crooked. She was still sitting very carefully.

Keel, from across the court, without turning around: “Brightpaw. If you finish that sentence, I will make you run laps until your tail falls off.”

Rika’s mouth closed behind Harmony’s hand. Her ears, however, were at maximum perk, the feline equivalent of a grin.

The training session proceeded with a particular tension that had nothing to do with combat readiness. Harmony couldn’t be in the same space as Keel without turning crimson. Keel trained harder than usual, her combat drills pushed to an intensity that suggested she was sublimating something massive into physical activity. The dueling court, which had always had minor drainage issues, developed a significant new drainage requirement during the practical exercises.

Harmony squirted during a tactical exercise that involved stress-testing her cognitive enhancement under combat conditions. The squirt was more forceful than usual. It hit a practice dummy across the arena. The dummy toppled. Keel, standing nearby, stepped out of the splash zone. She’d recently learned exactly how far the splash zone extended.

Nobody said anything. The silence was deafening.

The rest of the drill was a masterclass in collective non-discussion.

Kim did not ask questions. Heroism came in strange forms. Kim’s entire personality was built around asking questions the instant they occurred to her, and she spent the next thirty minutes visibly vibrating with unasked curiosity. Her chest rose and fell with the effort of restraint. At one point she opened her mouth, saw Harmony’s expression, and closed it again like she was sealing a tomb.

Rika compensated by asking questions with her entire face.

Her ears pointed at Harmony. Then Keel. Then Harmony again. Her tail made small, delighted punctuation marks behind her. She did not speak, so Keel’s threat had landed. The silence somehow communicated more than words would have.

Dracoona handled it best. She looked at Keel, looked at Harmony, absorbed the evidence, and said: “The next construct is vulnerable to dragon-fire at the left shoulder.”

Aristocratic discipline applied to sexual gossip. I respected it.

Harmony, meanwhile, attempted to behave normally and failed in increasingly elaborate ways. She dropped her pen twice. She misread a tactical overlay and corrected herself so fast the correction arrived before the mistake had fully left her mouth. When Keel walked behind her to adjust stance, Harmony went so red that Solana grew a tiny red flower beside her shoe.

Keel noticed the flower.

“Bigbottom,” she said.

“Yes, Professor?”

“If your plants start commentary, I will assign them laps.”

Solana looked down at the flower. “It says it supports love.”

Harmony made a sound like a kettle reaching boil.

Keel’s jaw worked once. “The flower can run laps too.”

Kim looked at me. I looked at Kim. We both looked at the wet practice dummy.

“The drainage situation in this court needs addressing,” Grimworth said later that day, reviewing the maintenance request that Keel had filed. “The waterlogging exceeds the court’s current drainage capacity.”

The maintenance request became a campus event within six hours.

Hexhaven had survived basilisk attacks, inter-house feuds, enchanted staircase riots, and one memorable incident involving a Sapphotange girl, three animated suits of armor, and a declaration of love written in flaming arrows across the Great Hall ceiling. But apparently the dueling court drainage system being overwhelmed by one Ravenslop strategist’s post-orgasmic output required three separate departmental consultations.

Merriwell arrived first, wearing work gloves over her manicure and carrying a leather case full of intimacy-enchantment tools that hummed when she walked. She took one look at the waterlogged practice dummy, one look at Harmony’s crimson face, and one look at Keel, whose posture was rigid enough to suggest she was willing the universe to stop being specific.

“Oh,” Merriwell said.

“No,” Harmony said.

“I didn’t ask anything.”

“Your eyebrows asked.”

Merriwell’s eyebrows, which were indeed doing something expressive, returned to professional neutrality with effort. She knelt beside the practice dummy and tapped the soaked straw with a diagnostic wand. The wand chirped, steamed, and produced a tiny heart-shaped puff of pink smoke.

Keel stared at it.

Merriwell cleared her throat. “The impact pressure is remarkable.”

“Academic language,” Harmony said, voice strangled. “Please use academic language exclusively.”

“Hydraulic projection under involuntary arousal conditions,” Merriwell said smoothly. “With enough force to disrupt light construction and destabilize poorly anchored ward arrays, if properly directed.”

Harmony stopped being mortified for exactly two seconds. Her eyes sharpened behind her glasses. “Properly directed?”

Keel said, “No.”

Harmony looked at her. Keel looked back. The entire court held its breath around a conversation that was clearly happening in a previous room, later room, or both.

“For tactical emergencies only,” Harmony said.

“No.”

“Hypothetically.”

“Also no.”

Rika, from the arena wall: “I love school.”

Keel’s head turned by one degree.

Rika immediately became very interested in the ceiling.

By dinner, the rumor had evolved past all rational boundaries. A Kunningbrott second-year claimed Harmony had knocked Keel through a wall. A Sapphotange girl swore she had seen the combat professor limping with a smile, which was impossible because Keel did not limp and may not have known how to smile. Two Ravenslop girls began drafting a formal paper on “Arousal-Generated Fluid Dynamics in Applied Combat Environments” and asked Harmony if she would peer review it.

Harmony ate soup in absolute silence.

Kim sat beside her in visible agony. She loved her friend, and she’d been ordered not to ask any of the seventeen thousand questions currently pushing against her teeth.

“So,” Kim said finally, with heroic caution. “Good training?”

Harmony’s spoon bent in her hand.

“Kim,” I said.

“Right. Sorry. Normal question withdrawn.”

Dracoona set down her fork. “From a tactical perspective, the incident proves the coven’s secondary outputs are not incidental. They can alter battlefield conditions.”

Harmony looked betrayed. “You too?”

“I am discussing battlefield conditions.”

“You are discussing my body as battlefield infrastructure.”

“Your body has repeatedly become battlefield infrastructure.”

Solana tilted her head. “That’s kind of romantic.”

Harmony made a small, helpless sound and put her forehead on the table.

The next morning, Keel arrived early. Very early. The kind of early that suggested she intended to occupy the training space before anyone could think about who else might enter it from which corridor.

Harmony arrived early too.

They saw each other across the dueling court, froze, and both immediately looked at the same practice dummy.

The practice dummy, repaired overnight by Merriwell, had been fitted with a new waterproof cover labeled in neat magical script: GENIUS SPONGE PROTOTYPE 1.

Keel closed her eyes.

Harmony whispered, “I hate everyone.”

Rika fell off the wall laughing.

Keel assigned laps. Rika ran them while still laughing, which meant the punishment failed its intended emotional purpose but succeeded as cardio.

Dabbledough, to whom this maintenance request was technically addressed, was not reviewing maintenance requests. She was reviewing her WandMatch profile.

The headmistress had entered her dating phase. After dictating the memoir at terrifying speed, she’d sent the manuscript to every publisher, magical and mundane, and the rejections had come back with equally terrifying efficiency. “They said it was ‘unfocused’ and ‘read like a crypto whitepaper with yoga metaphors,’” she’d complained to Grimworth. “They’re WRONG.” But the rejection had deflated her, and the deflation had been immediately replaced by a new fixation.

WandMatch was a magical dating application that connected witches and wizards across the enchanted world through “resonance-compatible matching algorithms.” Dabbledough had created her profile in a rush of fresh distraction. Her profile picture was from approximately ninety years ago, when she’d been a striking forty-eight and hadn’t yet developed the worn look of prolonged disappointment with everything except cryptocurrency.

Her listed interests: “Long walks through enchanted forests. Governance reform. Genuine connection. Dark chocolate. NOT cryptocurrency (former interest, no longer relevant).”

Under accomplishments: “Defeated a basilisk (age 30). Rewrote campus ward architecture (age 55). Former crypto visionary. Headmistress of the most prestigious magical university in the Western Hemisphere (currently).”

Grimworth had found out. “She listed ‘crypto visionary’ under accomplishments,” she reported to me, her spectacles reflecting the weary light of a woman contemplating early retirement. “She has a DATE on Saturday. With a two-hundred-year-old wizard who collects enchanted butterflies.”

“That sounds harmless.”

“He has ELEVEN THOUSAND enchanted butterflies. They live in his beard.”

“That sounds less harmless.”

“This is somehow worse than the cryptocurrency.”

The rescue planning happened that evening. I called a war council in the Lustenhart common room, and at last, every piece of the puzzle was on the table. The Plotter in me, the part that had been named by Spite and sharpened by Keel and relied upon by every woman in this room, finally had all the pieces to plot with.

The common room had been rearranged into something between a battle headquarters and a very horny student council meeting. Harmony had pinned maps to the wall. Aurelie’s ward notes occupied the coffee table. Grimworth’s tactical report sat beside a plate of Kim’s cookies shaped like fists with one raised middle finger, because Kim had decided war planning required theme-appropriate snacks.

Solana had grown small flowers at the corners of the nunnery map. They turned away from the white-ink ward markings.

“Even the flowers hate this place,” she said.

Rika perched on the mantel above the fireplace, tail flicking dangerously close to the flames. “Good. We have botanical consensus.”

Dracoona stood with arms crossed beneath the map, scales faint at her wrists. “Consensus is not a plan.”

“No,” I said. “But it tells us we’re aiming at the right target.”

Harmony presented the libido-bomb hypothesis. Her squirting-fueled cognitive breakthrough in the library study room had not produced a finished weapon. It had produced a contradiction in the nunnery wards: desire originating inside the boundary might overload suppression before it could be classified as hostile magic.

“I can prove the crack exists,” she explained, her glasses finally straight again, her flush at a professional baseline rather than post-Keel crimson. “I cannot yet build the hammer.”

“The anti-sex villain defeated by weaponized sex,” Kim said. “This is a GREAT plan.”

“Our only plan with a nonzero theoretical success rate,” Harmony corrected. “The technical unknowns are significant. We need a Lustcraft Potion base, but I do not yet know the stabilizing ratio. We need some kind of sensitivity-enchanted crystal, but Merriwell’s class has only demonstrated individual-scale applications. We need the coven’s combined bond energy at maximum output, but I need a delivery matrix that will not detonate in our hands. And we need to be INSIDE the compound’s ward boundary for the bomb to work.”

“How do we get there?”

That question dragged the room out of theory and into the part where clever plans became survival problems. Harmony wrote NEED ENTRY VECTOR at the top of the map and underlined it once. Dracoona immediately began marking likely kill zones based on Keel’s summer report. Kim leaned over the table and accidentally pressed one breast into a topographical note about drainage routes, which left the word “culvert” briefly illegible. Rika stole a cookie shaped like a fist and ate the middle finger first.

“Assumptions,” Dracoona said. “One: the front gate is watched. Two: the walls are warded against flight, tunneling, and standard translocation. Three: Castiga expects a faculty assault because that is what failed last time. Four: if she sees you before the bomb is armed, she kills the hostage.”

The word hostage made Kim’s face change. The comic warmth drained for a second, leaving the fierce, frightened loyalty underneath.

“Then she doesn’t see him,” Kim said.

Harmony nodded. “Correct. We require stealth until deployment, speed after detection, and enough defensive formation integrity to protect the bomb for the arming window.”

“How long is that window?” I asked.

“Sixty seconds under ideal conditions. More if the suppression field interferes with the crystal. Less if I achieve a cognitive spike immediately before activation.” She flushed. “Which I intend to do in advance. Strategically.”

Rika’s ears perked.

“Do not,” Harmony said without looking at her.

Rika closed her mouth with visible effort.

Keel’s training echoed in the room even though she wasn’t there. Every plan now had to answer her three questions: how does it fail, who dies when it fails, and what do you do in the first ten seconds after failure. We went through them one by one. If the bomb cracked in transport, Harmony would stabilize it and Kim would carry the satchel because Kim’s fire aura kept the Lustcraft base warm. If Rika’s illusion failed, Dracoona would create heat shimmer and I would throw a decoy through the nearest ward line. If Solana collapsed under suppression, I carried her. If I collapsed, Dracoona took command until Harmony regained enough focus to countermand her, because Dracoona’s fallback plans tended to involve fire and acceptable casualties.

“Acceptable casualties are not acceptable,” Kim said.

“They are a planning category,” Dracoona replied.

“They are a BAD planning category.”

“Many accurate categories are bad.”

“No dying categories.”

Dracoona looked at the map, then at Kim. Something softened by a fraction. “Fine. Minimal dying categories.”

“No.”

“No dying categories,” Dracoona amended, stiff and dignified, a dragon conceding to a woman whose moral strategy was yelling at death until it felt rude.

Sylvara entered the common room. She’d been listening from the corridor, which was a habit that three thousand years of elf service had perfected into an art form. The common room door opened silently, and she was simply there, silver-blue hair catching the firelight, violet eyes serene and certain.

“There are tunnels beneath Hexhaven,” she said.

The room went silent. Every head turned.

“Ancient passages,” she continued, her voice softening around something she’d been waiting to share since the summer, since the night I’d told her we’d find a way. “Built three thousand years ago, when the first elves began serving the magical community. They run beneath every major building and extend beyond the academy’s protective wards.”

She spread a map on the common room table. Etched in silverwood, the ink still luminous after centuries, the map showed a network of passages running beneath every major building on campus. They extended beyond the wards to three exit points in the surrounding mountains. Nobody in the coven had seen this before. Nobody had known the shape of the living network.

“The faculty has never asked about them in any way that mattered,” Sylvara said. “Surface witches have found sealed entrances in crises, and some have been told enough to be grateful. But no headmistress, no professor, no administrator has asked where the elves go when we are not serving. Where we live when we are not visible. How we move between buildings without being seen in the corridors.”

“Nobody asked,” I said. The words hit me the way they always did when the elves revealed the depth of what the magical world had overlooked.

“Nobody asked.” She traced a route with one slender finger. “This passage exits two miles beyond the ward boundary. From there, you would need alternative transportation to reach the nunnery compound.”

I stared at the map. The exit route. The missing piece of the puzzle that had been sitting beneath our feet the entire time, maintained by the people everyone overlooked. Harmony’s formula told us WHAT to do. Sylvara had just told us HOW to get there.

The map was beautiful in a way most battle maps were not. Battle maps were honest about violence: angles, ranges, choke points, kill zones. This one had been made by hands that loved stone. The tunnel lines curved where a human engineer would have forced them straight. Little notations marked springs, warm vents, root systems, hidden chapels abandoned by faculty centuries ago, and three pockets of underground mushrooms labeled in elegant Elvish as “temperamental, but useful if praised.”

Kim leaned over the table, careful this time not to smudge anything with her breasts. “This is… a whole city.”

“A home,” Sylvara corrected gently.

That word changed the room.

A home beneath the school. Not servant passages. Not infrastructure. Not the invisible arteries that allowed Hexhaven to function while students and faculty pretended food appeared, fires tended themselves, and laundry achieved cleanliness through good intentions. A home. Three thousand years of lives lived under our feet while generations of witches and wizards above them never asked where the laughter went after dinner, where the children learned to walk, where the old elves sat when their hands finally shook too much to polish silver.

Solana touched one glowing line with a fingertip. A tiny root, responding to her emotion, curled from the hem of her skirt and stopped just short of the map, polite even in wonder.

“Do plants grow down there?”

Sylvara’s smile warmed. “In the root gardens. Not sunlight plants. Patient plants. Fungi, cave moss, pale lilies that bloom when someone sings the old songs.”

“Old songs?” Solana asked, breathless.

“Songs from before Hexhaven had towers. Before the first headmistress decided the hill was strategically defensible and aesthetically appropriate for education.” Sylvara’s gaze shifted toward the map, seeing through parchment and table and floor into centuries. “The first elves came here during the Serpent Winter. The magical families wanted a fortress-school. They feared the basilisks in the northern valleys and the warlocks on the coast. They asked us to build foundations. We built passages too, because service requires movement and survival requires privacy.”

Harmony had stopped writing. That told me enough. Harmony recorded everything, especially useful things. But some information asked first to be witnessed before it became data.

“The passages were escape routes,” Dracoona said.

“And supply routes. And burial routes. And courting routes, once the danger passed.” Sylvara’s mouth curved with old amusement. “Many elf marriages began because two people were assigned to carry turnips through the western passage and returned three hours late with no turnips.”

Rika’s ears perked. “Elf tunnel hookups.”

“Elf courtship,” Sylvara said serenely, “often involves logistics.”

“Respect.”

Sylvara traced a vertical shaft near the library. “During the Glass Fever, when the faculty quarantined the infirmary and forgot the kitchen staff still needed medicine, the tunnels carried healers. During the War of Seven Wands, when Hexhaven’s gates were sealed, the tunnels carried children to the mountain exit. During the third Dabbledough administration…”

“Third?” Kim asked.

“There have been four Dabbledoughs.”

We all stared.

“How is that possible?” I asked.

“Long story. Unpleasant family tradition. Excellent eyebrows.” Sylvara moved on with diplomatic grace, having apparently decided we were not ready for Dabbledough genealogy. “During that administration, the tunnels carried messages between students whose houses were forbidden from speaking to each other. The faculty never noticed.”

Dracoona looked at the silver lines with new respect. “This is not merely an escape route. It is a second Hexhaven.”

“The first, from our perspective,” Sylvara said.

No accusation in it. That made the sentence land harder. She did not need to accuse. The fact was enough.

I looked at the route that would take us under the Great Hall, past the greenhouse branch, through the northern service spine, and out beyond the wards. The school above us was noisy, political, horny, ridiculous, and dangerous. The school below us was older than all of it and had been waiting, patiently, for someone to ask.

“Then we use it like guests,” I said. “Not owners.”

Sylvara’s eyes met mine. For a second, the worship in them softened into something more equal. Gratitude, yes. But also relief.

“That is why,” she said quietly, “I knew you could be shown.”

“Three hundred miles,” Harmony calculated. “Standard Translocation covers approximately fifty miles per person. The energy cost for six people over three hundred miles is prohibitive.”

“Unless the transportation method uses something other than standard Translocation energy,” I said.

The room considered this. Standard Translocation was magical teleportation powered by the caster’s magical core. But the coven’s power wasn’t standard. It was bond-powered. Arousal-fueled. The same energy source that would power the libido bomb could theoretically power a transport artifact.

“A portkey,” Harmony said, her eyes widening behind her glasses. “An artifact keyed to bond energy rather than core energy. It would activate through…” She paused. The flush returned. “Through synchronized orgasm. The entire coven’s bond energy, released simultaneously, focused through a transport artifact.”

“Everyone has to cum at the same time?” Kim asked.

“Everyone has to cum at EXACTLY the same time.”

Kim looked around the room. At five women and one man who would need to achieve simultaneous orgasm to power a magical teleportation device.

“I love this plan,” she said. “This is the best plan that has EVER existed.”

Aurelie’s voice came from behind the door. She’d been listening too, because apparently the privacy of the Lustenhart common room was theoretical at best.

“I know the ward structures,” she said, stepping through the doorway. Her glasses caught the firelight. “I can provide intelligence on how to exit Hexhaven undetected. I will accidentally leave my ward-key protocols on my desk.” She paused. “I’ll be in my chambers all evening. Definitely not watching.”

“Plausible deniability?” I asked.

“Standard faculty protocol for situations in which students are doing something unauthorized that the faculty member privately supports.” She adjusted her glasses. “Section 12 of the Faculty Handbook.”

“That section doesn’t exist.”

“It does now. I wrote it this afternoon.”

The plan was forming. Elf tunnels for the exit. Orgasm portkey for the transport. Libido bomb for the weapon. Coven bonds for the power.

Every piece was in place. What remained was timing, preparation, and the small matter of sneaking six students out of the most heavily warded magical institution in the Western Hemisphere without the faculty noticing.

So we rehearsed.

The first rehearsal was terrible.

The problem was logistical. Morality had left the room when Harmony wrote “synchronized orgasm activation sequence” on a chalkboard and underlined it twice with artillery-planning seriousness. Six people trying to coordinate arousal, stealth movement, artifact handling, and combat response at the same time produced a level of chaos that would have embarrassed a Sapphotange festival.

We set up the abandoned Charms classroom as a mock nunnery corridor. Desks became walls. A broomstick tied between two chairs became the light-cage perimeter. Kim baked rolls shaped like ward anchors and then became emotionally attached to them, which complicated their use as targets. Rika insisted on playing “enemy patrol” and immediately made enemy patrol too sexy by crawling under desks and licking her lips at Dracoona.

“Enemy patrols will not do that,” Harmony said.

“You don’t know their lives.”

“They are puritan nuns.”

“Repressed people get weird.”

“That is not a tactical model.”

Keel’s voice lived in my head: how does it fail, who dies when it fails, what do you do in the first ten seconds after failure. We answered badly the first time. Rika broke stealth because she got bored. Kim charged too early because the imaginary hostage made her furious. Solana froze when Harmony called out “suppression field active” and the flowers around her ankles folded inward as if the words had weight. Dracoona took command efficiently, which meant she ordered a retreat that would have saved the bomb and left the hostage behind.

Kim threw a ward-anchor roll at her.

“No hostage-left-behind plans!”

“If the bomb is lost, everyone dies,” Dracoona snapped.

“Then we don’t lose the bomb AND we don’t leave him!”

“That is not a plan. That is a wish with volume.”

The room went silent. Kim’s hands curled into fists, fire flickering between her knuckles. Dracoona’s scales warmed. Rika’s ears flattened because she knew the difference between funny conflict and the kind that left marks.

I stepped between them before the heat became literal.

“Again,” I said.

Kim looked at me.

“Again,” I repeated. “Dracoona is right that the bomb matters. Kim is right that the hostage matters. If our plan requires choosing between them in the first minute, the plan is bad. So we run it until the choice doesn’t happen.”

Harmony’s pen scratched across the board. “Failure condition identified: command model insufficiently preserves rescue objective under artifact-threat pressure.”

“Can you write that in Kim?” Rika asked.

Harmony looked at the board. “If the bomb gets scary, Dracoona becomes too practical.”

“Thank you,” Kim said.

Dracoona’s jaw tightened. Then, slowly, she nodded. “Accurate.”

The rehearsal taught us a second important thing: Dracoona could accept correction when the correction served the mission. Last year she would have taken it as humiliation. Now she took it like a blade offered hilt-first.

The second run was better.

Kim carried the mock bomb in a satchel against her chest, fire aura stabilizing the imaginary potion base. Harmony called timings. “Thirty seconds to patrol. Ten to ward pulse. Suppression field in five.” Rika moved ahead under illusion, tail wrapped tight around one thigh so it wouldn’t flick into a desk and ruin stealth. Solana followed barefoot, touching the floor every few steps, teaching her nature magic to listen for life even in stone. Dracoona held the rear, dragon heat banked so low that frost formed along the desk legs where her control pulled warmth inward.

When Harmony called “hostage visible,” Kim moved. Too fast.

I caught her wrist.

Not to stop her. To anchor her.

She looked at me, eyes bright with fire and fear.

“Together,” I said.

The word passed through the bond. Kim inhaled. The fire steadied.

“Together,” she repeated.

We reached the broomstick light-cage without breaking formation. Harmony armed the imaginary bomb with a piece of chalk, because the actual prototype was locked in a warded box and everyone had agreed that using it for rehearsal would turn education into reconstruction. Rika threw a glamour decoy through the mock ward line. Dracoona created heat shimmer. Solana grew a curtain of vines from the cracks between floorboards so the imaginary nuns couldn’t see the arming sequence.

“Sixty,” Harmony said.

The longest minute in the world began.

Nothing in rehearsal could reproduce the Mother Superior, the suppression field, the real white corridors, or the sickening pressure of the Puritan Lord’s ideology. But the minute still taught us. Sixty seconds was an eternity when your job was to keep something fragile alive. Dracoona counted under her breath. Kim’s fire pulsed too hot at second twenty and Harmony corrected it. Rika’s illusion slipped at thirty-four, recovered at thirty-six. Solana’s vines withered under the imaginary suppression field at forty-two, and she whispered to them so gently that they grew back at forty-five.

At sixty, Harmony slapped the chalk against the desk.

“Detonation.”

Rika cheered. Kim hugged the satchel. Solana’s vines produced small white flowers as if the classroom itself had survived something. Dracoona looked at the formation, then at the route, then at me.

“Again,” she said.

We ran it seven more times.

By the end, the plan had muscle memory. Not certainty. Certainty was for idiots and prophecies. Muscle memory was better. If fear made our thoughts stupid, our bodies would still know where to stand.

The tunnel rehearsal was harder because the tunnels were real.

Sylvara refused to let us treat them like corridors with better lighting. She met the coven at midnight beneath the east stairwell, flanked by Elara and Thessaly, all three elves carrying lanterns whose light was soft enough not to wake portraits. The entrance there was hidden behind a storage alcove full of mop buckets. Kim looked personally offended that something so important had been concealed behind cleaning supplies.

“That’s rude to the tunnels,” she whispered.

“The tunnels are not offended by useful things,” Sylvara said. “Mops have served Hexhaven more faithfully than many headmistresses.”

Dracoona looked at the buckets. “That is a defensible claim.”

The wall opened. Cool air breathed out.

Solana stepped forward first without meaning to. The root-thread of her magic reached toward the darkness, curious and shy. Somewhere below, something answered. Not loudly. Not with the bright green eagerness of greenhouse plants. Older. Quieter. Fungal and patient.

“Oh,” she said.

Rika’s ears flattened, then perked, then flattened again. “Lots of echoes.”

“Sound behaves strangely below,” Sylvara said. “If you speak at the wrong bend, someone behind you hears the words before someone ahead does.”

Harmony went still in the specific way she did when an acoustic problem had promoted itself from irritating to potentially fatal. “That violates standard propagation models.”

“The stone has opinions.”

“Stone should not have opinions about sound.”

“Nevertheless.”

We descended single file: Sylvara leading, then Rika, then Dracoona, then Kim with the mock bomb satchel, then Harmony, then Solana, then me. The order had been argued for twenty minutes. Rika wanted point because stealth. Dracoona wanted point because threat assessment. Kim wanted Dana in the middle because “if the prophecy dies in a hallway, that’s bad planning.” Harmony produced a formation analysis. Solana asked where the tunnels wanted her. The tunnels, according to Sylvara, preferred Solana near the back because her magic soothed old roots disturbed by foot traffic.

That settled it. Nobody wanted to be rude to ancient roots.

The first problem was Rika.

Stealth wasn’t the problem. Rika moved through the tunnel like a shadow with ears. The problem was that she kept finding side passages and wanting to investigate them. Every fork was a temptation. Every low arch seemed designed to lure a catgirl into discovering either treasure, danger, or a private kissing alcove.

“Mission route,” Dracoona hissed after Rika paused at the third side passage.

“I smelled cinnamon.”

“That is irrelevant.”

“Nothing that smells like cinnamon is irrelevant.”

Sylvara stopped. “That passage leads to the old winter kitchens. The cinnamon is from 1842.”

Kim’s head snapped up. “Can cinnamon haunt?”

“Not precisely.”

“That wasn’t a no.”

Harmony wrote “possible spice haunting” in the margin of her route notes, then looked annoyed at herself for doing it.

The second problem was Dracoona.

The low ceiling at the first choke point forced her to duck, which offended her on a spiritual level. Dragon pride did not enjoy architecture requiring submission. She managed the first duck with dignity. The second with irritation. The third with a muttered comment about elf proportions that made Sylvara turn around slowly.

“The passage was designed to protect children during siege,” Sylvara said.

Dracoona’s expression changed instantly. “Understood.”

She ducked lower after that.

The third problem was Kim.

At the echo bend, Sylvara held up one hand for silence. Everyone stopped. The tunnel curved ahead, glossy with mineral damp, the glowmoss dimming to a faint blue seam along the ceiling. Sound doubled back strangely here. We were supposed to pass without speech.

Kim lasted six steps.

Her stomach growled.

The sound traveled forward, backward, upward, and possibly into the previous century. Rika clapped both hands over her mouth. Harmony closed her eyes. Dracoona looked betrayed by biology.

Kim’s face went scarlet.

“I had an emotional day,” she mouthed.

The tunnel gave the growl back to us three seconds later, deeper and more ominous.

Rika had to sit down.

Sylvara, to her credit, only smiled. “Better now than during rescue.”

“Can I eat in the tunnel?” Kim whispered once we had passed the bend.

“Quietly.”

Kim produced a roll from her pocket.

Dracoona stared. “How long has that been there?”

“Emergency bread.”

“Of course.”

The fourth problem was the mock bomb.

Harmony had built the satchel to match the final device’s expected heft, including potion base, crystal housing, stabilizing wire, and protective padding. She had not accounted for what happened when Kim’s fire aura warmed the satchel for fifteen minutes in a cool tunnel. The training crystal inside began to hum.

“It should not be doing that,” Harmony said.

Everyone stopped moving.

Kim froze so completely that even her hair seemed to hold still. “Is mock bomb going to mock explode?”

“No. Probably. It contains no active potion base.”

“Probably is a mean word in a tunnel.”

Harmony approached the satchel, adjusted the copper grounding clip, and listened to the hum change pitch. Her face shifted from alarm to fascination.

“Your fire aura is over-stabilizing the housing. It is creating a sympathetic resonance with the protective padding.”

“Kim words,” Rika whispered.

“The bag likes her too much.”

“Oh,” Kim said, relieved. “That’s normal.”

Harmony redesigned the grounding sequence on the spot. Dracoona held the lantern. Rika watched the side passage for imaginary patrols. Solana rested one palm against the tunnel wall and hummed to the old roots, keeping the route calm while Harmony worked. I stood in the middle of all of them and felt the shape of the coven settling around a problem: messy, responsive, alive. Each woman’s strange part becoming useful because nobody was trying to sand it down.

When we reached the root curtain beneath the greenhouse, Solana stopped.

The curtain was not metaphorical. Pale roots hung from the ceiling in a dense veil, fine as hair near the edges, thick as wrists at the center. They glowed faintly where the root tips drank mineral water from the air. Solana touched them with both hands.

The roots opened.

No spell. No command. Recognition.

Solana’s eyes filled with tears.

“They know Spite,” she whispered.

“Professor Spite?” Harmony asked.

Solana nodded, fingers trembling among the roots. “She comes down here. Not often. But enough. She talks to them when she thinks nobody hears.”

That silenced even Rika.

The image of Tsundera Spite, acid-tongued potions professor, kneeling in an old tunnel to speak gently to roots under the greenhouse, rearranged several things at once. Her cruelty was still cruelty. Her sharpness still cut. But there was a hidden line running through her too: from bitter woman to patient roots, from contempt to care so private it had gone almost invisible.

“What does she say?” Kim asked softly.

Solana listened, then smiled through the tears. “Mostly complaints.”

Rika relaxed. “That tracks.”

“And apologies,” Solana added.

Nobody joked after that.

We completed the route in forty-three minutes. Too slow. Dracoona said so before Harmony could.

“Again,” she said.

So we ran it again. And again. By the fourth pass, Rika ignored the cinnamon passage, Dracoona ducked before the ceiling forced her, Kim ate the emergency bread before the echo bend, and Harmony had rebuilt the satchel grounding with two hairpins and a strip of Rika’s tail ribbon. Solana no longer cried at the root curtain. She touched it like greeting family.

On the sixth pass, we made the northern grate in twenty-eight minutes.

Not fast enough for comfort. Fast enough for possibility.

“We go during one of Dabbledough’s WandMatch dates,” I said. “She won’t notice we’re gone if she’s occupied. Grimworth runs night patrol but Aurelie knows the schedule. Keel is training us, so she won’t interfere.”

“And if something goes wrong?” Dracoona asked. Always the strategist. Always the one who asked the question nobody wanted to answer.

“If something goes wrong, we fight our way out. We’ve been training for this.”

“We’ve been training for three months. The nunnery has been operating for a hundred years.”

“We also have a weapon they can’t defend against. A bomb made of the exact force their defenses are designed to suppress.”

Dracoona considered this. Her eyes warmed to amber. The dragon assessed the risk, calculated the odds, and reached a conclusion.

“Acceptable,” she said. From Dracoona, that was agreement.

Later. After the war council. After the coven dispersed to process the plan through their individual lenses. I went to the elf quarters.

Sylvara met me at the entrance with two attendants, Elara and Thessaly. Their hair caught the candlelight of the underground chambers, three elf women standing in the warm, incense-touched air of a space that had been serving Hexhaven’s people for millennia.

“The tunnels,” I said. “I need to memorize every route.”

She spread it on the low table while Elara’s hands found my shoulders, working the tension from muscles that Keel’s training had knotted and the war council’s stress had petrified. Thessaly, whose hair was a shade darker than the others’ and whose body temperature ran warmer, sat beside me and traced the map’s routes with a fingertip.

“The main passage runs beneath the Great Hall,” Sylvara said, lowering herself beside me with fluid grace. “It branches here, beneath the greenhouses, and here, beneath the library.” Her violet eyes met mine. “We have maintained every stone for three thousand years. The passages are beautiful. You will see.”

Her hand found mine. Cool, warming through contact. The devotion that was her nature expressed through the simplest possible gesture.

“Why are you helping us?” I asked. “Really. Not the prophecy answer. Not the duty answer. The real answer.”

Sylvara’s serenity shifted. Her violet eyes darkened with an ancient sadness, a grief that pre-dated the current century and the century before it and possibly the century before that.

“You learned our language, Master Dana.” Her voice was quiet. “For three thousand years, so few have bothered. We serve the food and clean the rooms and maintain the passages and nobody ASKS. Nobody asks where we go. Nobody asks what we want. Nobody asks why.”

She leaned against me. Her hair fell across my chest like water finding its level.

“You asked why,” she said. “That is why we help.”

She kissed me. Tender. Reverent. The elf devotion that was simultaneously absurd and genuinely moving, the worship of a woman who’d waited centuries for someone to see her as a person.

She positioned herself above me on the silk cushions, her willowy body catching the candlelight, her hair falling around us both like a curtain of captured moonlight. She reached down, wrapped her cool fingers around my cock, and guided me to her entrance. Her pussy was already slick, the elf arousal manifesting as a gradual warming from cool porcelain to living heat. She sank onto me slowly, inch by deliberate inch, her walls adjusting from elf-cool to warm around my shaft with the gradual yielding that made every encounter with Sylvara feel like a sacred act performed at the speed of devotion. I felt every degree of temperature change as she took me deeper, her body transitioning from cool silk to wet, gripping warmth.

Elara positioned herself at my side, her hands on my chest, tracing the muscles with fingers that started cool and heated through contact. She bent to kiss my neck, her tongue tracing my pulse point, her small, firm breasts pressing against my arm. Thessaly took my other side, her warmer-than-standard elf skin a contrast to Sylvara’s gradual heating, her lips tracing my jaw with kisses that carried three thousand years of patience. She took my hand and guided it between her thighs, where she was already wet, her pussy hot against my fingers.

Sylvara rode me while describing the tunnel routes. Her voice remained serene even as her hips rolled in slow, deep circles, her pussy squeezing me with rhythmic pulses that she seemed to control with the same precision she applied to everything. “The primary exit faces north. The secondary exit is to the east, concealed behind a waterfall that the campus believes is natural.” She sank down to the base, taking every inch, and gasped quietly as I shifted inside her. Her nipples, silver-pink and hardened, caught the candlelight. “The waterfall was constructed by elf engineers in the Fourth Era. It is not natural. It is very good engineering.”

The absurdity of receiving military intelligence during sex was not lost on me. I was buried inside a woman who was calmly describing escape routes while her pussy gripped my cock in deliberate contractions, flanked by two attendants who were providing tactical context through kisses and touch. My fingers stroked Thessaly’s clit in slow circles while I listened, and her humming rose an octave in response.

“Why are you telling me this NOW?” I asked, my hands on Sylvara’s hips, feeling the gradual temperature increase as her body matched mine, then exceeded it.

“Because you asked,” she said, violet eyes glowing. “And because…” She clenched around me, a deliberate, deep squeeze that I felt from base to tip, the internal muscles of an elf body working my cock with a precision that no human woman could match. “Because we have waited three thousand years for someone who would ask us WHY we help rather than simply expecting it.”

She came with quiet grace. Not the screaming abandon of Kim or the shattered composure of Harmony. A gentle, rolling orgasm that moved through her body like a wave through still water, her back arching slightly, her eyes holding mine, her pussy pulsing around me in steady, measured contractions. Each squeeze drew me deeper with unhurried devotion, the warmth of her body at full heat now, her walls hot and slick and rhythmically pulling at me until my own climax was inevitable.

I finished with a release that was more tender than urgent, my cock pulsing deep within her gripping warmth, each spurt of cum received with a small, satisfied sigh from Sylvara. She kept her eyes on mine through every pulse, her pussy working me through the aftershocks with gentle, rolling squeezes, drawing every drop from me with the patient thoroughness of three thousand years of devotional practice. Thessaly came against my fingers moments later, her body trembling, a soft cry harmonizing with the candle-flicker of the elf quarters. The ambient warmth absorbed the combined energy, the candles pulsing in response, the attendant elves humming in frequencies that made the aftermath feel like resting inside a living instrument.

The map was fully committed to memory. Every tunnel, every branch, every exit. The elves would guide us through when the time came.

Sylvara lay against me, her cooling body finding its post-intimacy temperature, the serene devotion on her face unchanged by the orgasm, because Sylvara was always devoted and always serene, and the sex was simply another expression of a service that was also love.

“Tomorrow we begin preparations,” I said.

“Tomorrow,” she agreed. “And we will prepare magnificently.”

She did not let me leave immediately.

Elara’s hand on my thigh suggested more sex remained diplomatically available, but that was not Sylvara’s point. Her devotion had a practical spine. If the coven was going to trust elf passages with our lives, she wanted my body to know the route before fear could make my mind unreliable.

“Come,” she said, rising from the cushions. Gravity treated elves politely, as if uncertain it had jurisdiction. “You should see the first descent.”

Elara and Thessaly wrapped robes around us. Mine was deep green, soft enough to qualify as a moral hazard. Sylvara did not bother dressing beyond a loose silk wrap that left one shoulder bare and her silver-blue hair spilling down her back. In the elf quarters, modesty was not absent. It simply did not panic.

The passage entrance was behind a wall of hanging herbs.

I had walked past that wall before. Several times. I had smelled lavender, rosemary, sleep-mint, and the faint clean mineral scent that I had assumed belonged to the underground chambers. I had never noticed the seam. Even staring directly at it, I could barely see where stone met stone.

Sylvara placed her palm against the wall and spoke in Elvish.

Not the formal phrases she had taught me first, the service language of greetings and thanks and “please stop trying to carry that tray, Master Dana, you will drop it.” Older words. Lower. Words that sounded less like language and more like water remembering where to go.

The wall opened inward.

Cool air breathed out. Not stale. Alive. It smelled of wet stone, moss, distant roots, candle wax, and something faintly sweet that made Solana’s magic stir inside the bond even though she was nowhere near us.

“The school above has doors,” Sylvara said. “The school below has permissions.”

We stepped inside.

The tunnel did not look like a secret passage in a children’s adventure story. No cobwebs. No dramatic skulls. No crude stone hacked by frightened people in a hurry. It was smooth, arched, and lovingly maintained. Glowmoss ran along the ceiling in soft blue-green constellations. The floor sloped with such subtlety that only my calves noticed. Channels cut along the sides carried clear water in a whispering thread, and every few yards the wall bore carvings: leaves, hands, bowls, keys, small faces with closed eyes.

“Names?” I asked, touching one carving.

“Memories,” Sylvara said. “Not every elf wants a written name after death. Some prefer an image of what they gave.”

She pointed to a carved bowl. “Marella fed the east tower through a winter siege.”

A key. “Orrin opened the library during the Index Rebellion.”

Small hands. “Twins who died during the Glass Fever. They were four days old. Their mother carved them because she wanted the tunnel to remember they had touched the world.”

The glowmoss made the carvings look almost alive. I took my hand away carefully.

“Do students know any of this?”

“No.”

“Should they?”

Sylvara considered that. The question mattered to her. I could see the old reflex to say it was not her place, fighting with the newer knowledge that perhaps it was.

“Not all at once,” she said finally. “Knowledge can become tourism when given to people who have not learned reverence. But some should know. Enough that the forgetting stops.”

We walked deeper.

The tunnel widened into a small chamber where three passages met. A stone basin stood in the center, filled with water so still it reflected the glowmoss without distortion. On the far wall, an old mural showed Hexhaven before the towers: a hill, a spring, elves carrying stones, witches standing above them with wands raised. At first glance it looked cooperative. Then I looked longer.

The elves in the mural were carrying the weight. The witches were pointing.

“This was painted by elves,” I said.

“Yes.”

“It is less flattering than the Great Hall murals.”

“Also more accurate.”

Her voice held no bitterness. That absence had become familiar enough that I no longer mistook it for lack of pain. Sylvara’s people had survived by turning pain into grace, service, beauty, systems that held the school upright. But grace was not forgiveness. Beauty was not consent. Service was not absence of self.

She knelt beside the basin and dipped two fingers into the water.

“This is the old spring. Hexhaven was built here because of it. The spring runs under every ward foundation. Faculty use it as a power source. Students throw coins into the fountain above and make wishes before exams. Elves drink from here before long service, before marriages, before births, before dangerous journeys.”

She lifted her wet fingers to my forehead.

The water was cold. The touch felt ceremonial without becoming theatrical.

“For return,” she said.

I swallowed. “That’s a promise?”

“A request.”

“Then yes.”

Her violet eyes softened.

We continued through the northern route. She showed me the first choke point, where the ceiling lowered and Dracoona would have to duck; the echo bend, where sound traveled backward and a careless whisper could betray us to someone fifty yards behind; the root curtain beneath the greenhouse, where Solana could draw power if the suppression field had drained her too early; the old laundry lift that Rika could climb faster than stairs if we needed a vertical route.

Every practical detail came wrapped in history.

“During the Seven Wands, children hid here for nine days.”

“This crack is from the basilisk year. Your headmistress was very brave then. Very foolish before and after, but brave then.”

“This side passage is where students from rival houses used to meet when the faculty banned inter-house courtship. The ban lasted eleven years. The passage saw seventeen marriages, six scandals, and one duel conducted entirely with soup ladles.”

“Why soup ladles?”

“The students were improvising.”

By the time we reached the locked grate that led toward the northern service spine, I could feel the route in my legs. Down, left at the basin, right where the mural watched, straight through the glowmoss arch, duck at the low ceiling, silence at the echo bend, hand on the damp wall after the root curtain because the floor tilted there.

Sylvara watched me test the sequence under my breath.

“Again,” she said.

I repeated it.

“Again.”

I repeated it until the words stopped being words and became movement.

Only then did she touch my arm and guide me back.

The walk back to Lustenhart was quiet. The corridors were empty. The campus was asleep. Dabbledough’s butterfly-wizard date was still ahead of us, a fact that made Grimworth’s expression increasingly funereal every time the subject came up.

Rika, at the Lustenhart table the following morning, leaned toward Dracoona. “I would KILL to see her on a date.”

Dracoona: “Absolutely not.”

Rika: “We could wear disguises.”

Dracoona’s ice-gray eyes narrowed. Gold flickered. The dragon and the catgirl looked at each other with the dangerous intensity of two people who should not be given a joint mission and would be magnificent at it.

“…what kind of disguises?” Dracoona said.


Chapter 14: Lustcraft and Love Potions

The libido bomb moved from theory to practice in Tsundera Spite’s classroom, which was irony so perfect it felt scripted.

Spite stood at the front of her potions lab with acid severity refined across thirty hostile years until her contempt could have been bottled and sold as a cleaning product. Her green-stained fingers moved across the demonstration surface with acid neatness, laying out ingredients for the day’s practical: a Resonance Amplifier base, the Lustcraft equivalent of Amortentia.

“The Resonance Amplifier,” she announced without preamble, without warmth, without acknowledging that anyone in the room deserved her expertise, “does exactly what the name says. It intensifies desire already present in the subject. Manufacturing desire from nothing remains a criminal offense punishable by incarceration in Veilmont’s maximum-security wing, where the conditions are designed to be so unpleasant that the inmates develop an aversion to desire entirely. I mention this as context.”

Harmony sat beside me, her pen moving at a speed that suggested it was being powered by something other than her hand. She transcribed Spite’s instructions with terrifying focus: half potion-craft, half weapon of mass arousal. Her notebook had two columns: one labeled “ACADEMIC NOTES” and one labeled “BOMB COMPONENTS.” She kept both in the same handwriting, which meant that anyone reading her notebook would need to understand the context to know which formula was homework and which was the tactical weapon they’d be deploying against the nunnery when the mission came.

“Professor Spite,” Harmony said, her voice carrying the measured academic tone that she deployed when she was about to ask a question that was more tactical than scholarly. “The Resonance Amplifier’s delivery mechanism in a standard application is oral ingestion. But what would be the theoretical parameters for a vaporized mass-delivery? If one wanted to amplify desire across a contained space rather than in a single individual?”

Spite’s black-coffee eyes fixed on Harmony. The pause lasted long enough to decide whether the question was brilliant or dangerous.

“Your questions are remarkably specific, Ms. Rolling. Planning something?”

“Academic curiosity, Professor.”

Spite studied her. The angular face, the green-stained fingers, the permanent scowl, all of it focused on Harmony with sharp attention. Spite knew what suspicious looked like. She practiced being suspicious as a lifestyle.

“The theoretical parameters for vaporized delivery would require a crystal medium to convert the liquid base into an aromatic suspension,” Spite said. “A sensitivity-enchanted crystal would amplify the thaumic density of the vapor approximately tenfold. The effect radius would depend on the volume of the base solution and the power source driving the conversion.” She paused. “In theory.”

“In theory,” Harmony repeated, writing furiously.

“Practical application of mass-delivery arousal amplification is illegal outside of controlled therapeutic environments,” Spite added. “I trust this distinction is clear.”

“Abundantly, Professor.”

Spite looked at me. I looked at Spite. Her expression was unreadable, which with Spite was either her default or a sign that she was reading something she didn’t want you to know she’d seen.

“Get to work,” she said. Then, quieter, as she turned away: “And tell your Plotter’s coven that my supply closet inventory had better match my records at the end of term.” She didn’t look back. She didn’t need to.

Solana, working at the adjacent station, was brewing the Resonance Amplifier with the particular genius that made Spite simultaneously furious and fascinated. Her nature magic made the potion ingredients respond to her handling in ways they didn’t respond to anyone else’s: herbs uncurled at her touch, roots released their essence willingly, and the base solution, which should have required twenty minutes of stirring, achieved optimal consistency in seven because the ingredients wanted to cooperate with Solana the way plants wanted to cooperate with sunlight.

Spite watched Solana’s work from across the lab. The scowl deepened past contempt, past hostility, past the acid disdain that was Spite’s primary communication mode, into something that looked dangerously like respect wearing a disguise.

“The essence separation is flawless, Ms. Bigbottom,” she said, examining the brew without touching it, as though contaminating it with her approval would diminish its quality. “Your intuitive resonance with botanical substrates exceeds anything in the current literature.”

“Thank you, Professor.”

“That was an observation, not a compliment.” She moved on. But over her shoulder, barely audible: “The nightshade extraction requires the north bench. The ambient temperature is three degrees cooler and the root will thank you.”

Detailed, specific, mentorship-level advice delivered as a throwaway comment. Spite was TEACHING Solana, and the teaching was becoming increasingly impossible to disguise as contempt.

The libido bomb formula was complete by the end of the week. Harmony, Solana, and I worked in the Lustenhart common room, surrounded by Lustcraft Potion supplies, enchantment theory texts, and the three pages of squirt-stained mathematical proof that Harmony had written during her cognitive breakthrough in the library study room.

Getting from classroom theory to usable bomb required three nights of brewing, two near explosions, and one incident where Kim mistook dried Passionvine bark for cinnamon and tried to add it to tea.

“That tea would have made the entire common room attempt synchronized masturbation within six minutes,” Harmony said, confiscating the jar.

Kim looked at the bark with new respect. “Powerful spice.”

“Not a spice.”

“Forbidden spice.”

Harmony put the jar on the highest shelf. Rika immediately climbed the bookcase to inspect it, which told me the highest shelf was only a theoretical security measure in any room containing a catgirl.

Solana handled the ingredients. Without her, the formula would have failed. The potion wanted precision, but it also wanted coaxing, botanical negotiation that Solana performed without noticing she was doing it. She hummed to the roots. She stroked the leaves before cutting them. She apologized to a Lustmoss culture before extracting its essence, and the moss glowed brighter as if flattered.

“Plants like to be asked,” she said.

“Most things do,” I said.

Harmony’s pen paused for half a second. She heard the larger truth and filed it somewhere behind her eyes.

Dracoona managed heat. Her dragon-fire, tightly banked, kept the cauldron at a temperature no classroom burner could hold steady. Rika handled theft-adjacent logistics, returning from Spite’s supply closet with exactly three items she insisted had “fallen into her hands.” Kim guarded the door with a tray of cookies and a smile that made first-years forget why they were walking down the corridor in the first place.

By midnight on the third night, the potion had turned amber-gold and started pulsing in time with the bonds.

Harmony stared at it as if an equation had just sharpened itself into a weapon.

“This is obscene,” she said.

“Effective obscene or dangerous obscene?” Dracoona asked.

“Both.”

“Good,” Rika said. “The best tools are both.”

“Lustcraft Potion base,” Harmony checked off. “Brewed. Solana’s batch is superior to anything Spite has produced, though I will NEVER tell her that.”

“Sensitivity-enchanted crystal.” She held up a small, clear crystal that Merriwell had “accidentally” left on her desk after class, along with a note reading: “I believe I’ve misplaced this. If anyone finds it, please return it. Eventually. Whenever is convenient. There’s no rush.”

“Coven Bond energy.” She looked at us. “That’s all of us. The bomb is powered by the simultaneous release of all five student bonds. Aurelie’s ward bond can stabilize the targeting remotely if we need it, but the active discharge is us. The more powerful the bonds, the larger the blast radius.”

“And the delivery timing?”

“Sixty seconds to set and activate. The crystal needs to charge from the potion vapor before the bond energy is channeled through it. During those sixty seconds, the coven needs to hold off whatever’s defending the compound.”

“So I hold off the Mother Superior for a minute while you build a sex bomb.”

“In operationally obscene terms, yes.”

The practice assembly happened two nights later in the abandoned Charms classroom on the third floor, because the Lustenhart common room had become too obvious. Kim called it “bomb night,” which Harmony objected to on the grounds that naming crimes made them easier to testify about later.

The classroom had been unused since November, when Professor Glosswick’s attempt to teach Advanced Levitation had resulted in twelve desks, one chandelier, and an entire Sapphotange study group achieving low orbit. Dust still glittered in the corners. The chalkboard displayed the faint ghost of an unfinished lesson: “Subtlety in Charm Application,” which felt like the room itself was judging us.

Harmony spread the components across three desks with laboratory exactness. Amber potion base. Sensitivity crystal. Silver activation wire. Ground Passionvine bark. Three drops of Solana-harvested Moonmoss dew. A vial of Kim’s fire-aspected arousal residue, collected under circumstances Kim kept trying to describe and Harmony kept shouting down.

“I need everyone to understand,” Harmony said, “that this is a controlled prototype assembly, not an opportunity for improvisation.”

Rika, already hanging upside down from a ceiling beam, said, “I understand all those words separately.”

“That concerns me.”

“It should.”

Solana stood barefoot beside the brewing stand, palms hovering over the ingredients. The plants in the formula had moved beyond ordinary life. They still remembered being alive, and Solana’s magic treated memory as something worth speaking to. The Moonmoss dew brightened when she leaned closer. The Passionvine bark relaxed from brittle curls into supple strips.

“It doesn’t like the wire,” Solana said.

Harmony blinked. “The bark has opinions about conductive silver?”

“It thinks silver is bossy.”

Dracoona examined the wire. “The bark is not wrong.”

Kim, guarding the door with two trays of cookies and the fearless expression of a woman prepared to distract authority through baked goods and cleavage, whispered, “Footsteps.”

Everyone froze.

The footsteps approached with the sharp, acid rhythm of Tsundera Spite.

Rika dropped from the ceiling, landed silently, and swept half the components into her pockets. Harmony almost screamed. Solana cupped both hands over the potion vial and persuaded the amber glow to dim. Dracoona banked her dragon-fire so hard the room temperature dropped six degrees.

Spite opened the door.

Kim stepped into the doorway first, a cookie in each hand, her smile bright enough to constitute a tactical flare.

“Professor Spite! Cookie?”

Spite looked at the cookies. Then at Kim. Then past Kim at the classroom, where six students stood around an arrangement of desks that looked, to anyone with eyes, like either a potion lab or the planning stage of a felony.

“Why,” Spite asked, “are you in an abandoned classroom at eleven thirty at night?”

“Study group,” Harmony said.

“For what subject?”

“Interdisciplinary applications of…” Harmony glanced at the chalkboard. “Subtlety.”

Spite’s face did not change. Her face rarely changed. But her eyes moved from Harmony to the covered brewing stand, to Solana’s bare feet, to Dracoona’s too-casual posture, to Rika’s pockets, which were audibly clinking.

“Ms. Brightpaw,” Spite said.

Rika’s ears flattened. “Yes, Professor?”

“If any item currently in your pockets matches an item missing from my supply closet, I will turn your tail into a decorative fern.”

Rika considered this. “Temporarily?”

“Seasonally.”

Rika removed three jars, a copper stirring rod, a packet of powdered heatroot, two unlabeled vials, and one tiny silver spoon from her pockets. She placed them on the desk with great dignity.

Spite’s gaze sharpened at the unlabeled vials.

“That,” she said, “is concentrated Sensoria extract.”

Harmony made a tiny noise.

“It is volatile, expensive, dangerous, and not on the approved second-year materials list.” Spite stepped into the room. Every student in the classroom straightened as if contempt itself had gravity. “It is also the only thing that will stabilize a vaporized Resonance Amplifier under field conditions.”

Nobody moved.

Spite picked up one vial. Held it to the light. The liquid inside shimmered rose-gold.

“You are storing it wrong,” she said. “At this temperature, it will separate by morning and become useless. Possibly explosive. Mostly useless.”

She set it down, removed a black velvet pouch from inside her robes, and placed the vials inside.

“Professor,” Harmony said carefully. “Are you confiscating those?”

“Obviously.” Spite tied the pouch shut. “They will be in the third drawer of my desk after breakfast. Unlabeled. Unlocked. Because my filing system is none of your business.”

Kim’s mouth opened.

I stepped lightly on her foot.

Spite turned toward the door. Paused.

“If this hypothetical academic project injures any student in a way that requires healer paperwork, I will deny knowing anything, then make the survivors weed the Venom Tulip beds with their teeth.” Her eyes flicked to Solana, and something almost soft crossed the acid surface. “Moonmoss dew goes in after the second clockwise stir, Ms. Bigbottom. Not before. The dew likes to be invited, not drowned.”

Then she left.

For a full ten seconds, nobody spoke.

Rika finally said, “I think Professor Spite just helped us build a sex bomb.”

“She absolutely did not,” Harmony said.

“She helped academically.”

“She failed to prevent an academic misunderstanding.”

Dracoona picked up the silver wire. “Legal distinctions aside, we now have stabilizer.”

Solana smiled at the Moonmoss. “And an invitation.”

The final assembly was beautiful in the way dangerous things could be beautiful. The potion base held steady in its crystal housing, amber light pulsing like a slow heartbeat. The Sensoria extract threaded through it in rose-gold spirals, binding the vaporization matrix to the sensitivity crystal. Solana added the Moonmoss dew after the second clockwise stir, and the entire device sighed.

It actually sighed. A soft, pleased sound, like a bath being drawn in another room.

Harmony stared at it. “That is not in my calculations.”

“The bomb likes being invited too,” Solana said.

“The bomb does not get to have preferences.”

The bomb pulsed.

Kim leaned over it with awe. “It’s adorable.”

“It is a weapon,” Harmony snapped.

“A horny weapon with feelings.”

“I refuse that classification.”

By two in the morning, Prototype One sat on the teacher’s desk, no larger than a grapefruit, glowing with contained amber-gold obscenity. It was not yet powerful enough for the nunnery. The final version would need more potion base, a larger crystal, and the coven’s synchronized bond discharge to trigger it. But the principle worked. Desire could be brewed, stabilized, vaporized, amplified, and delivered.

Harmony wrote the conclusion in her notebook with a hand that trembled from exhaustion and triumph.

“Proof of concept achieved.”

Rika added, upside down from the beam again: “Crime fruit complete.”

Harmony refused to dignify that with a response. Then she wrote “prototype geometry: roughly fruit-sized” in the margin, which meant Rika had won.

The RLHF session that Thursday was different.

Millicent was the most resistant case in the protocol. She’d been the closest to Professor Blanche during the possession, spending daily hours in Aurelie’s office absorbing the Puritan Lord’s influence at close range. Her conditioning ran deeper than Prudence’s, deeper than any other Ravenslop girl’s, and the two previous sessions had produced only marginal improvement.

She entered Aurelie’s study room with perfect Ravenslop posture, every button fastened, every hair in place, and the blank composure of a personality replaced by a template.

“I want to be transparent about my expectations for this session,” she began. “While I appreciate the evidence-based approach to therapeutic intervention, I should note that my personal comfort parameters suggest a measured progression rather than…”

“Millicent.” I didn’t walk toward her. Didn’t use the dark lord energy that had cracked Prudence’s conditioning like sunlight through ice. Instead, I sat down. Made myself small. Unthreatening.

“What’s your favorite color?”

She blinked. The question didn’t fit any template she’d been given. It wasn’t academic, clinical, or therapeutic. It was personal, the sort of question a friend asks at a coffee shop, and her conditioning had no protocol for personal.

“…blue,” she said. Her voice cracked slightly on the word. “I think. I used to like blue.”

“Tell me about blue.”

“I…” She blinked again. The LLM patterns were struggling with the input. She’d been asked to process a genuine question about her genuine feelings, and the conditioning that had been telling her how to speak and think and feel for a year had no response template for “tell me what you like.”

“My bedroom was blue,” she said. The words came slowly, pulled from a depth the conditioning hadn’t reached. “At home. Before Hexhaven. My mother painted it blue when I was seven because I asked her to. Periwinkle blue. I used to lie on my bed and look at the ceiling and pretend I was underwater.”

“You liked swimming?”

“I LOVED swimming.” The past tense hit her like a physical blow. Her composure cracked. Arousal and dark lord energy had nothing to do with it. Memory hit her harder. “I haven’t thought about swimming since… since the possession. Since whatever happened in November. I’ve been speaking and thinking and behaving according to parameters that aren’t MINE, and I couldn’t even remember that I used to like swimming.”

She was crying. Standing in the study room in her perfect Ravenslop uniform with perfect Ravenslop posture, crying because a boy had asked her what color she liked and the answer had unlocked months of suppressed identity.

I stood. Walked to her. Slowly. Not the dark lord’s commanding approach. Something gentler. The approach of a person who understood what it felt like to discover that the world was different from what you’d been told, because his grandmother had told him magic was real every Tuesday and the world had told him she was crazy.

She touched my hand first. Her fingers wrapped around mine carefully, like I might keep her above water.

She kissed me first. The protocol hadn’t demanded it. She wanted to, and wanting something, ANYTHING, was the most radical act a conditioned mind could perform.

The sex was gentle. I undressed her slowly, each button of her blouse a question she answered by staying still and letting me continue. Her uniform fell away layer by layer: the high-collared blouse, the sensible bra beneath, the pencil skirt, the practical underwear that was damp with an arousal she hadn’t given herself permission to feel. Her body was average and beautiful in its averageness: moderate breasts, soft stomach, the body of a young woman who’d been taught to suppress the very concept of wanting to be desired. I laid her on the desk’s cushioned bench, missionary, face-to-face, because she needed to see a person looking at her and seeing HER, not the template, not the conditioning, not the polished, hedging, LLM-patterned shell that the Puritan Lord had built around her personality.

I entered her slowly. She was wet despite herself, her pussy yielding around my cock with a warmth that made her gasp. The sensation hit her first. The meaning followed immediately after. The bond energy that my body carried, the residual heat of six coven connections, radiated through my cock into her body, and it was the opposite of the cold white light that had been living inside her. It was warm and alive and personal. I moved inside her with unhurried strokes, feeling her walls grip me in tentative, searching pulses, her body trying to remember what it felt like to want something without permission from a template.

“You’re beautiful when you stop hiding,” I told her, brushing a strand of brown hair from her damp forehead.

Her eyes filled. The praise was the key. She’d been conditioned to be praised for COMPLIANCE, for following the template, for speaking the right words in the right patterns. Being praised for DESIRE, for wanting, for being the messy, complicated, blue-loving, swimming-missing person underneath the programming, was the exact inversion of everything the Puritan Lord had put inside her. I kept the rhythm slow, deep, my thumb tracing her cheekbone while I moved inside her, and each thrust carried more warmth, more presence, more of the genuine connection that no conditioning could replicate.

She came quietly. Not the screaming release of Prudence. A gentle, rolling orgasm that rippled through her body like ice melting, her pussy tightening around me in slow, deep contractions, her eyes never leaving mine, tears rolling from the corners. No screams. The conditioning breaking softly, dissolving rather than exploding, the warm water of genuine connection finding every crack in the frozen shell and widening them until the shell fell away. I finished gently, the release mirroring hers in its tenderness, and she closed her eyes and breathed the word “warm” like it was the most important word she’d remembered in months.

Her first post-orgasm words: “I remember now. I remember being a person.”

She hugged me. Not sexually. Just a person holding another person, because human contact without conditions or templates or approved speech patterns was the thing she’d needed most, and it was the thing the Puritan Lord’s ideology couldn’t survive.

Aurelie’s observation note, delivered through the one-way ward with a voice that was not entirely steady: “A different approach for different patients. The protocol adapts.” A pause. “I am… moved by the gentleness.”

Millicent left the study room lighter. She didn’t fix her hair or straighten her uniform. She walked down the Ravenslop corridor with her blouse slightly untucked and her hair slightly mussed and a small, private, HUMAN smile on her face.

Delphina escalated.

Her student council proposal, the “Intimate Interaction Governance Act,” had gained traction. She’d collected signatures from Kunningbrott, which she controlled through pegging, and from Ravenslop, where the partially-conditioned girls were easily manipulated into signing governance documents that sounded reasonable and were anything but.

I saw the signature campaign in motion outside the Great Hall.

Delphina stood beside a narrow table draped in Kunningbrott purple, wild black curls falling around her shoulders, corseted uniform immaculate, heavy-lidded eyes half bored and fully aware of every person in the corridor. She did not call out. She did not plead. She simply waited, quill in hand, while students approached her.

Kunningbrott girls signed first. Some were sharp-eyed political operators backing what they thought was a winning board. Others looked warm and dazed, the kind of girls who had left Delphina’s private study sessions and still had trouble sitting normally. Elspeth managed the stack of parchment like a campaign aide.

Then came Ravenslop.

“While I appreciate the complexity of inter-house therapeutic frameworks,” one Ravenslop girl said, taking the quill, “it seems reasonable to establish safety-oriented governance around potentially dependency-forming interactions.”

Prudence appeared behind her and plucked the quill out of her hand.

“That’s a lot of words for ‘I didn’t read subsection seven,’” Prudence said.

The Ravenslop girl blinked. “Subsection seven?”

“Monthly re-authorization. Administrative choke point. It’s designed to kill RLHF through paperwork.” Prudence looked across the corridor at Delphina. “Some of us enjoy being people now, thanks.”

Delphina’s smile did not change.

But her eyes moved to Prudence, and for one second the corridor felt colder.

I stepped beside Prudence. Not touching. Just present.

Delphina’s gaze slid to me.

“Mr. Del Morte,” she said. “How civic of you to attend.”

“I like to watch democracy happen before someone stabs it in the back.”

“A vivid metaphor.”

“A practical one.”

Her quill tapped once against the table. “All institutions require rules.”

“Some rules protect people. Some protect power from people.”

“And you believe you can tell the difference?”

I looked at the signatures. At the girls signing because Delphina made restriction sound like sophistication. At Prudence, human again because a protocol with a filthy acronym had cracked puritan conditioning out of her. At the way Delphina’s quill never stopped moving.

“I’m learning,” I said.

The proposal would be voted on at the next council meeting. If it passed, the RLHF protocol would become illegal and Dana’s inter-house intimate connections would be formally restricted.

The signature campaign did not stay in the corridor.

Delphina’s skill went beyond gathering names. She changed the weather until refusing to sign felt like stepping outside without a coat. By the next morning, copies of the proposal had appeared in common rooms, study alcoves, bathroom mirrors, and one memorable place inside a Lustenhart girl’s bra drawer, which Rika insisted was either impressive espionage or a sign that Kunningbrott had lost all respect for lingerie privacy.

Every copy used the same header: SAFETY, CONSENT, ACCOUNTABILITY.

Good words. Necessary words. Words that deserved clean hands.

Delphina’s hands were not clean. They were manicured, steady, and very good at making control look like care.

Kunningbrott girls began asking questions in hallways. They sounded concerned in that polite, cruel way that meant someone had given them permission.

“Do you feel fully autonomous in your bond with Mr. Del Morte?”

“Has anyone explained the long-term consequences of dependency on orgasm-mediated therapeutic intervention?”

“Wouldn’t transparent registration protect everyone involved?”

They never asked me when Kim was close enough to answer with volume. They asked Ravenslop girls recovering from possession. They asked Sapphotange girls who hated being seen as politically naive. They asked Lustenhart first-years who wanted to be kind and did not yet understand that kindness could be drafted into a cage if someone wrote the clauses neatly enough.

Prudence tore down three copies and got into an argument outside the library that ended with her shouting, “I was inside my own head when that thing wore me like a robe, so don’t you DARE explain safety to me from a pamphlet.”

The pamphlet girl cried. Prudence cried afterward too, in Aurelie’s office, furious at herself for scaring someone who had only been misled. Delphina’s trap had worked exactly as designed. Every emotional reaction from our side became evidence that we were too compromised, too volatile, too intimate with the issue to be trusted.

Harmony mapped the pressure campaign on the Lustenhart wall.

Not metaphorically. Literally. She pinned names, house affiliations, signature counts, social links, class schedules, and reported talking points across three sheets of parchment until the wall looked like a conspiracy investigation conducted by a very horny statistician.

“She is creating perceived inevitability,” Harmony said. “The actual signature count is insufficient for a guaranteed council majority, but the visible distribution suggests broad cross-house consensus. Students who believe the act will pass are more likely to sign preemptively to avoid being marked as obstructionist.”

Kim stared at the wall. “In Kim words?”

“She’s making everyone think everyone already agreed.”

“That’s evil.”

“It’s effective.”

“Still evil.”

“Yes.”

Dracoona stood in front of the map for a long time. She knew this architecture. Kunningbrott politics did not always announce itself as conquest. Sometimes it arrived as a sign-up sheet.

“Who is vulnerable?” she asked.

Harmony pointed to three clusters. “Ravenslop recovery patients. Kunningbrott girls who owe Bearbone favors. Sapphotange moderates who dislike male-centered attention but do not support puritan restriction. Lustenhart first-years who think all safety language is inherently protective.”

“So everyone,” Rika said.

“No. Different pressure points require different counterweights.”

That became our next twenty-four hours.

Kim took Lustenhart.

She did not make a speech. Kim speeches tended to become hugs, threats, or recipes, sometimes in the same paragraph. Instead, she baked. By breakfast, the Lustenhart table held two enormous trays of consent cupcakes: vanilla with green frosting for YES, chocolate with red frosting for NO, lemon with yellow frosting for MAYBE, and a fourth tray labeled ASK ME AGAIN WHEN I’M NOT BEING PRESSURED.

“Consent is not a signature you give because a scary hot girl is watching,” Kim told a group of first-years, handing out cupcakes as if they were holy wafers. “Consent is when you can say no and nobody makes the room colder.”

A first-year with pink ribbons in her hair looked down at the red-frosted cupcake in her hand. “But the proposal says it’s about safety.”

“Then it should survive questions,” Kim said. “Good safety rules don’t need you scared to agree.”

The girl ate the red cupcake. Then she asked for a yellow one too, because Lustenhart decision-making often required seconds.

Solana took the greenhouse path.

She found Sapphotange girls where they liked to pretend they had not gathered: among the warm glass, arguing about whether Delphina’s proposal represented puritan control or a useful check on male privilege. Solana did not argue. She sat on the floor among the pots and let a vine grow slowly around a wooden stake.

“A stake can help,” she said dreamily, while the Sapphotange girls watched despite themselves. “If the plant chose it. If it can grow away when it needs to. If the gardener listens. But if you tie the stem too tight because you say straight is safer, the plant grows around the rope. Then everyone says the bend is natural.”

One Sapphotange girl folded her arms. “That’s not the same as intimate governance.”

“No,” Solana said. “Plants are kinder.”

By the end of the hour, three Sapphotange girls had taken copies of Harmony’s annotated clause list, and one had asked Solana if the vine was single.

Rika took gossip.

No one assigned her gossip. Assigning Rika gossip would have been like assigning gravity to pull downward. She moved through Hexhaven’s informal networks with terrifying ease: window ledges, bathroom queues, portrait frames, the narrow space above library stacks where students thought whispers became private because they were looking forward instead of up.

By dinner, everyone knew subsection seven created a monthly choke point. Everyone knew Delphina’s private study circle had signed in a block. Everyone knew Elspeth had been seen replacing a copy of the full proposal with a shorter summary that omitted the reporting requirement. Some of those facts came from legitimate observation. Some came from Rika adding dramatic timing to legitimate observation. None were false.

“Truth spreads better with claws,” she said, licking icing from her thumb.

Dracoona took Kunningbrott.

The dangerous question landed last.

She returned to her former common room in formal uniform, scales visible at throat and wrist, and requested speaking time under the old house custom of internal challenge. Kunningbrott could refuse her socially. It could not refuse her procedurally without admitting it feared what she would say.

They gave her five minutes.

She used four.

No one outside Kunningbrott heard the speech directly. Kunningbrott guarded its internal humiliations as carefully as its heirloom jewelry. But by evening, fragments had escaped.

“A rule that requires private desire to register itself with public power is not modesty. It is inventory.”

“Consent without privacy is performance.”

“If your safety mechanism can be operated by a rival, it is not a shield. It is a leash.”

That last line reached Delphina before dinner. I knew because she looked at Dracoona across the Great Hall and smiled without any warmth at all.

Dracoona sat down beside Rika as if she had not just walked into enemy territory and set fire to a curtain.

“Well?” Rika asked.

“They listened.”

“Did they agree?”

“Some.”

“Did you scare them?”

Dracoona lifted her teacup. “All.”

“She’s using governance as a weapon,” Dracoona observed, studying the proposal document with analytical recognition. She’d studied the same playbook. “The language is brilliant. Every clause sounds like it’s about safety and consent. The actual effect is a targeted restriction on one student’s ability to operate across house boundaries.”

“Can we counter it?”

“Dracoona can,” Harmony said. “She understands Kunningbrott’s political language. She can speak against the act in terms that expose its real purpose without appearing to oppose student safety.”

The council meeting was set for next week. The battle would be political. And the weapon wouldn’t be a libido bomb.

Dracoona prepared like she was going to war, which, in Kunningbrott terms, meant writing three speeches and destroying all of them for being insufficiently lethal.

The Lustenhart common room became a procedural battlefield. Harmony laid out copies of the Intimate Interaction Governance Act across the floor, each clause annotated in red, blue, and one alarming shade of violet that meant “strategic trap disguised as care.” Kim provided snacks shaped like gavels. Rika stole the gavel cookies and used them to bang on the table whenever someone said something boring.

“Order,” Rika declared. “The council recognizes the honorable representative from Dragon Hotness.”

Dracoona looked up from her parchment. “If you call me that in public, I will incinerate your tail ribbon.”

“You noticed the ribbon.”

“It is fluorescent.”

“So you noticed.”

Dracoona returned to the draft, but her scales warmed. Small victories mattered.

“Delphina’s central argument,” Harmony said, tapping clause four, “is that intimate access creates dependency and therefore requires administrative oversight.”

“She is not wrong in theory,” Dracoona said. “That is why the argument is dangerous.”

Kim frowned. “But oversight sounds good. Like making sure nobody gets hurt.”

“Exactly,” Dracoona said. “Good traps use good words. Safety. Consent. Accountability. Transparency. Each word is valuable. The trick is placing them in a structure that produces control instead of protection.”

Solana, sitting cross-legged on the rug with a flowering vine in her lap, said, “Like a trellis that says it’s helping the plant but actually bends it away from the sun.”

Dracoona stopped writing.

“That,” she said, “is better than my opening paragraph.”

Solana smiled. The vine bloomed.

We built the counterargument around it. Not “Delphina is evil,” because the council would reject that as personal attack. Not “Dana should be allowed to keep fucking everyone,” because even Kim admitted that might lack procedural elegance. The argument was: safety structures must preserve agency. Regulation that forced disclosure of intimate bonds could become coercion. Therapeutic protocols required consent, faculty oversight, and privacy, not political registration.

Dracoona wrote the final speech in her own hand. Crisp, elegant, ruthless. Kunningbrott’s language turned against Kunningbrott’s new queen.

Near midnight, she set down the quill.

“This will not defeat her,” she said.

“It might block the proposal.”

“For now.” Dracoona looked toward the window, where Kunningbrott Tower rose in the distance, dark and elegant against the night. “She learns quickly. She will not use the same angle twice.”

Rika hopped down from the mantel and landed beside her. “Then we beat the next angle too.”

“That is not a strategy.”

“It’s a vibe.”

“Vibes do not win council votes.”

“No, but dragon speeches do.” Rika leaned closer, her tail brushing Dracoona’s wrist. “And yours is going to cut her pretty face right open.”

Dracoona’s mouth twitched. “Metaphorically.”

“Probably.”

The next afternoon, Delphina found us before council could.

She was waiting in the corridor outside Intimate Enchantments, positioned beneath an arched window where the autumn light made her wild black curls shine like dark wine. Two Kunningbrott girls stood behind her, not bodyguards exactly. Witnesses. Or ornaments. With Delphina, the difference blurred.

“Miss McFly,” Delphina said.

Dracoona stopped.

The corridor thinned around them. Students slowed, sensed weather, and developed sudden interest in nearby walls.

“Bearbone.”

“I heard you intend to oppose my proposal.”

“You hear a great deal.”

“People tell me things.” Delphina’s gaze moved over Dracoona’s visible scales, the shimmer at her wrists that she no longer hid. “You have changed since your time in Kunningbrott.”

“Improved.”

“Debatable.” Delphina smiled. “You used to understand power.”

Dracoona’s posture sharpened. “I still do.”

“Do you? Power is not affection, Miss McFly. It is not being petted by a catgirl in public until the house that once feared you finds you charming. Power is leverage. Privacy. Hunger directed toward hierarchy.”

Rika’s ears flattened.

I put a hand lightly near her back, not holding her, just reminding her that violence in the corridor would help Delphina more than us.

Dracoona did not look away. “Power that cannot survive affection is fragile.”

Delphina’s smile finally changed. Not vanished. Changed. The amused patience gave way to something older and colder.

“Affection makes people soft.”

“No,” Dracoona said. “It gives them something to defend.”

The corridor held its breath.

Delphina’s eyes moved to me then. Heavy-lidded. Dark. Measuring. “And you, Mr. Del Morte? Do you make all your girls this loyal, or do you merely collect the loyal ones?”

“They choose.”

“Everyone chooses.” Her voice was soft. “Most people choose what has already conquered them and call it freedom.”

The words should have sounded like philosophy. Instead they sounded like confession wearing someone else’s clothes.

Then the bell rang for class, and Delphina stepped aside like a gracious hostess opening a door.

“I look forward to the council debate,” she said.

Dracoona walked past her without answering.

Rika waited until we were around the corner before exhaling. “I hate her.”

“Good,” Dracoona said.

“Good?”

“Hate tells you where the blade is. Do not let it tell you where to swing.”

Rika stared at her. “You just said something wise and extremely hot.”

“Focus.”

“I am focusing on both.”

The council chamber made everything worse by looking reasonable.

Hexhaven’s student council did not meet in a throne room, war room, or anything honest enough to admit that power enjoyed furniture. It met in a circular chamber behind the library, all polished oak and stained glass, with the four house colors worked into the windows so subtly that the room could pretend neutrality while bathing everyone in carefully distributed bias. Kunningbrott purple fell across the chairperson’s seat. Lustenhart gold warmed the visitor benches. Ravenslop blue pooled around the clerk’s desk. Sapphotange green touched the public gallery and made every bored girl look like part of a painting about principled detachment.

Dracoona wanted to see the room before the vote.

“Terrain matters,” she said.

Rika came because Rika considered all locked rooms personal invitations. Harmony came because the phrase “procedural terrain” had activated something in her soul. Kim came because she didn’t trust any room where Delphina had been allowed to place documents. Solana came because the potted plants outside the chamber looked lonely.

The proposal sat on the clerk’s desk in a neat stack.

So did the signature pages.

Harmony approached them as if approaching a dangerous potion. She did not touch. The ward around the desk shimmered faintly, archival blue. Tampering would record itself. Reading, however, was allowed, because student governance loved transparency as long as transparency did not prevent anyone from weaponizing the paperwork.

“One hundred and twelve signatures,” Harmony said.

Kim’s face fell. “Is that bad?”

“It is enough to create pressure. Not enough to guarantee passage. The distribution matters.” Harmony leaned closer. “Kunningbrott majority. Ravenslop plurality. Sapphotange divided. Lustenhart low but not zero.”

“Lustenhart signed?” Kim sounded betrayed on behalf of cake, friendship, and the general concept of loyalty.

“Four signatures.”

“Names.”

“Kim.”

“Names, Harmony.”

Harmony’s mouth tightened. “One first-year. Two girls who dated Kunningbrott students. One who appears to have signed every petition this term, including the request to install a pudding fountain in the east stairwell.”

Rika nodded. “Democracy’s bravest soldier.”

Dracoona was reading the procedural schedule posted beside the door. Her eyes moved line by line, colder with each clause.

“She requested debate order.”

“Can she do that?” I asked.

“Any sponsor can request it. The chair can deny. The chair did not.”

Harmony joined her. “What order?”

“Opening by sponsor. Statement from safety subcommittee. Public comments. Opposition. Sponsor rebuttal. Vote.”

Harmony swore under her breath in a way that made Kim gasp with inappropriate pride.

“What?” I asked.

“Sponsor rebuttal after opposition means Delphina speaks last before the vote,” Harmony said. “Recency effect. She can frame Dracoona’s counterargument as emotional, self-interested, or insufficiently safety-oriented without giving Dracoona a chance to respond.”

“Then we change the order,” Kim said.

“On what grounds?”

Kim opened her mouth. Closed it. Looked at the schedule as if it had personally insulted her and might be vulnerable to intimidation.

Dracoona tapped the lower paragraph. “Procedural amendment from the floor. Requires second and simple majority before debate begins.”

Rika’s tail flicked. “Can we get it?”

“Maybe. If Sapphotange cares about fair debate more than pretending not to care. If Ravenslop remembers that procedure exists to prevent domination rather than create it. If Lustenhart attends in sufficient numbers and doesn’t get distracted by the pudding fountain.”

“I can bring snacks,” Kim said.

“That may genuinely help.”

Solana, who had been kneeling beside the lonely plants, looked up. “These are thirsty.”

Everyone paused.

“The plants?” Harmony asked.

Solana nodded. “And scared. People stand here and say things they don’t mean.”

Rika looked at the two potted ferns flanking the council chamber door. “The ferns can tell?”

“Most living things can tell when words and roots don’t match.”

Dracoona looked from the plants to the chamber. A thought sharpened behind her eyes.

“Could they react during debate?”

Solana stroked one fern frond. “React how?”

“Not theatrically. Not as a stunt.” Dracoona’s voice lowered, which meant the idea mattered. “If someone speaks falsely while invoking care, would they know?”

Solana listened to the plant in the way only Solana listened: whole body soft, eyes unfocused, one hand open as if receiving rain.

“They might curl away,” she said. “If I ask them to pay attention. Not because they know law. Because they know pressure.”

Harmony’s pen appeared in her hand as if summoned. “Botanical affective response as informal truth-pressure indicator.”

“No charts,” Kim said automatically.

“This is not about you.”

“Still.”

Dracoona considered the ferns. “Delphina will call it manipulation if the plants visibly react against her.”

“Can she?” Rika asked.

“Yes. And some will believe her.”

Solana smiled faintly. “Then they don’t have to react against anyone. They can react toward whoever feels safe.”

Better. Softer. More dangerous because it was not an attack. The ferns could lean toward speakers whose words carried genuine protection and away from pressure disguised as care. Not evidence. Not proof. A room mood, living and quiet.

“Will that hurt them?” I asked.

Solana looked offended for the plants. “No. I wouldn’t ask if it hurt.”

“Then ask.”

She did. Not in English. Not in spellwork either. She watered the ferns from a cup Kim found in the gallery, loosened the soil with her fingertips, and whispered to them about listening. The fronds lifted toward her. One brushed her cheek.

“They’ll try,” she said.

The door opened behind us.

Elspeth stood there with two Kunningbrott girls and the startled expression of someone finding the opposition in the room before the ambush was arranged.

“This chamber is reserved,” she said.

“For council business,” Dracoona replied. “We are reviewing the posted procedure.”

Elspeth’s gaze flicked to the ferns, the desk, the schedule, Harmony’s notebook, Rika perched illegally on the public gallery rail, and Kim holding a cup she had definitely taken from somewhere she shouldn’t have.

“Bearbone won’t like this.”

Rika smiled. “Oh no.”

Elspeth ignored her with strained discipline. Someone had clearly told her not to engage the catgirl unless fire, blood, or official minutes required it. “She says opposition is welcome, of course. She hopes Miss McFly’s statement will contribute to a productive discussion.”

“Does she,” Dracoona said.

“She also asked me to remind you that personal entanglement may create perceived conflicts of interest.”

There it was. The blade in velvet. Dracoona opposing the proposal could be framed as a bonded girl defending access to her man rather than a former Kunningbrott strategist identifying structural coercion.

Rika’s ears flattened.

Dracoona’s expression did not move.

“Tell Bearbone,” she said, “that I learned conflict of interest from the best. Kunningbrott taught me that power always has interests. The honest ones disclose them.”

Elspeth swallowed.

Kim stepped forward with the cup. “Also your ferns were thirsty.”

That, somehow, disturbed Elspeth more than the threat.

“They’re council property.”

“They were thirsty council property.”

Elspeth looked at the ferns. One frond leaned toward Kim. The other leaned toward Solana. Neither leaned toward the Kunningbrott girls at the door.

Nobody mentioned it.

Everyone noticed.

When Elspeth left, Dracoona exhaled through her nose.

“She is already building the conflict-of-interest frame.”

“Then we beat her there,” Harmony said.

Dracoona nodded slowly. “I disclose my interest in the opening. I say I am bound to Dana, yes. I say that is precisely why I understand the difference between intimacy chosen in private and intimacy registered under institutional pressure. I take the weapon from her hand before she can lift it.”

Rika’s tail brushed Dracoona’s calf. “And then you stab her with it.”

“Procedurally.”

“Hot.”

The ferns leaned slightly toward Dracoona.

Solana smiled.

The night before the vote, the opposition became something larger than our coven.

Delphina had miscalculated recovery. She understood leverage, appetite, embarrassment, ambition. She understood how to make a girl sign a page because saying no in public felt too naked. She understood how to turn good words into a harness. But she did not understand recovery. Not really. She understood it as weakness, dependency, a state to be managed by someone competent. She did not understand that a girl who had been rescued from her own mouth might become ferociously attached to the right to speak freely with it.

Prudence came to Lustenhart after dinner with six Ravenslop girls behind her.

They stood in the doorway like a delegation from a country still rebuilding after occupation. Blouses buttoned, posture careful, eyes too alert. Not blank anymore. Not fully healed either. Healing did not make people picturesque. It made them tired, prickly, easily startled, and very clear about what they refused to lose again.

“We want to speak tomorrow,” Prudence said.

Harmony looked up from the clause map. “Public comments allow three minutes per speaker.”

“Good. We brought statements.”

She handed over six pages.

Harmony read the first one and went still.

“These are personal accounts.”

“Yes.”

“You are not obligated to disclose trauma in public to justify opposing a bad law.”

Prudence’s chin lifted. “I know. That’s why I’m choosing it.”

The room changed around the word choosing.

One of the Ravenslop girls, Millicent, stood half a step behind Prudence. Her hair was slightly mussed, which for her still looked like rebellion. She held a blue ribbon between her fingers, winding and unwinding it.

“I don’t want them speaking for me,” Millicent said. “The act says the protocols create dependency. Maybe they can. Anything can. But I know what dependency feels like. I know what it feels like when your words are not yours and you still hear yourself saying them.” Her voice shook, but she stayed with it. “RLHF gave me a question nobody had asked in months. What do you like? That question was more dangerous to the Puritan Lord than any restriction Delphina wrote.”

Kim’s eyes filled. She did not hug Millicent, because today she was respecting doors. But her hands opened and closed at her sides like hugging had become a physical ache.

Another Ravenslop girl, the one Prudence had stopped from signing, stepped forward.

“I almost signed because the summary sounded reasonable,” she said. “That is what scares me. The conditioning made me crave reasonable language. It taught me that if a sentence had enough qualifiers, it could replace judgment. Delphina’s proposal sounds like the voice in my head from last year. Softer. Better dressed. But structurally similar.”

Harmony wrote that down verbatim, then looked up. “May I quote you?”

“Yes.”

Rika, perched on the mantel, had gone very quiet. Catgirl quiet was different from ordinary quiet. It had claws inside it.

“They’re going to call you unstable,” Rika said.

Prudence looked at her. “Probably.”

“They’re going to say you were compromised and now Dana compromised you in a different direction.”

“Yes.”

“They’re going to be smug about it.”

Prudence smiled without warmth. “Then I will enjoy making them say it to my face.”

Dracoona studied her for a long moment. “Do not spend pain you cannot afford.”

The advice landed because Dracoona did not soften it. She was not telling Prudence to be quiet. She was telling her pain was a resource, and enemies loved making you exhaust it in public.

Prudence looked down at her statement. “I can afford some.”

Millicent touched her wrist. “We can split the cost.”

Then Sapphotange arrived.

Not all of Sapphotange. Sapphotange never arrived as a unified body unless there was a festival, a protest, or a chance to declare that unity was oppressive. Five girls came in looking like a three-hour argument had reached a conclusion annoying everyone equally.

Their leader, a tall girl with cropped auburn hair and the calm hostility of a debate champion, held up an annotated copy of the act.

“We do not endorse male-centered therapeutic dependency,” she said immediately.

“Hello to you too,” Kim muttered.

“However,” the Sapphotange girl continued, ignoring her, “Bearbone’s reporting mechanism is coercive, her monthly authorization clause is garbage, and her definition of intimate influence is broad enough to criminalize half of Sapphotange’s emotional support orgies if applied evenly.”

Rika brightened. “Emotional support orgies?”

“Not for you.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

Harmony took the annotated act. Her eyes moved quickly. “This is good.”

“Obviously.”

“This amendment would preserve faculty review for therapeutic protocols while blocking student-council access to participant identities.”

“Yes.”

“And this line limits emergency suspension to documented harm, not perceived dependency.”

“Also yes.”

Dracoona’s gaze sharpened. “Will Sapphotange support the amendment?”

“Sapphotange will support not being governed by Kunningbrott’s kink panic disguised as feminist procedure.”

Kim whispered, “I like her.”

“But,” the Sapphotange girl said, looking at me, “if your dick creates a cult, we reserve the right to become extremely annoying.”

“Fair.”

“We are already annoying,” Rika said.

“More annoying.”

“Powerful threat.”

For the next two hours, the Lustenhart common room became a coalition room. Not tidy. Not harmonious. Coalitions were not covens. They did not move by bond or love or shared bedwarmth. They moved by overlapping refusals. Ravenslop refused to let recovery be registered into silence. Sapphotange refused to let Kunningbrott define safety through surveillance. Lustenhart refused to let anyone turn consent into a form with a monthly renewal date. Dracoona refused to let Delphina use the language that had once trapped her house to trap ours.

Harmony built the procedural strategy on the blackboard.

Step one: challenge debate order.

Step two: introduce Sapphotange amendment before sponsor rebuttal.

Step three: public comments from Ravenslop recovery students before the opposition speech, so Dracoona could refer to lived testimony without forcing those girls to stand alone after her.

Step four: Dracoona’s opposition.

Step five: if Delphina reframed as safety, force a definition of safety that included privacy, agency, and freedom from political retaliation.

“Step six?” Rika asked.

Harmony looked at her. “Win.”

“I like when you’re concise.”

“Do not get used to it.”

Dracoona rehearsed again. This time not to us. To them.

That mattered. A speech that sounded lethal in front of lovers could sound indulgent in front of allies. A line that made Rika purr could make Sapphotange roll its eyes. A phrase that impressed Harmony could make Lustenhart first-years wonder if they needed a dictionary before voting.

So Dracoona adjusted.

Less aristocratic blade. More clean architecture. She kept Solana’s trellis image because everyone understood a plant bent away from the sun. She kept the leash line because Sapphotange loved it enough to pretend they didn’t. She cut three elegant insults because Prudence said they made her sound like the villain in an expensive play.

“I respect expensive plays,” Dracoona said.

“Not tomorrow,” Prudence replied.

Dracoona considered, then crossed out the insults.

Kim provided food on a scale that suggested she thought democracy could starve if not fed hourly. Cookies for courage. Tea for nerves. Little savory pastries shaped like shields, which everyone pretended were ridiculous while eating them by the handful. Millicent took one, stared at it, and said her favorite color was blue to nobody in particular. Solana quietly grew a blue flower beside her teacup.

Near midnight, the room thinned. Ravenslop returned to its tower. Sapphotange left in a cloud of principled skepticism and stolen pastries. The ferns outside the council chamber were watered. The statements were copied. The amendment was clean.

Only the coven remained.

Dracoona stood before the blackboard, reading the final speech one last time. Her scales showed at her throat. Not blazing. Not hidden. Present.

“You don’t have to be perfect tomorrow,” Rika said from the sofa.

Dracoona did not look away from the page. “I do, actually.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

Rika hopped down and crossed to her. “You have to be there. You have to say the thing. You have to not let Bearbone turn you into a girl asking permission to be visible again. Perfect is extra.”

Dracoona’s hand tightened on the paper.

Rika reached up and tapped the exposed scales at her collarbone with one claw, gentle enough not to scratch.

“This is already the argument,” she said. “The speech is just subtitles.”

Dracoona had no immediate answer.

Solana, half-asleep against Kim’s side, murmured, “Subtitles help people who don’t know how to listen yet.”

Harmony wrote that down.

Dracoona looked at all of us: Kim drowsy but fierce, Solana flower-soft and devastating, Harmony surrounded by notes, Rika in front of her with ears tilted and tail flicking, me watching the woman who had once tried to rule through shame prepare to stand against it in public.

“Fine,” she said quietly. “Then tomorrow I will be visible with subtitles.”

Rika smiled. “That’s my dragon.”

Dabbledough’s first butterfly-wizard date happened that Saturday, and based on Grimworth’s expression the following morning, the date had not gone well. It ended too quickly to be useful as mission cover, but it proved the principle: when Dabbledough committed to a romantic distraction, she committed with the focus she usually denied her job.

“He had ELEVEN THOUSAND enchanted butterflies,” Dabbledough reported at breakfast, looking shell-shocked. “They were everywhere. In his BEARD. In his HAIR. Three of them got into the appetizer course. I excused myself to the lavatory and apparated home.”

Grimworth, sitting beside her: “Will there be a second date?”

Dabbledough looked exhausted enough to reconsider whether the basilisk had been worse. “I would rather fight the Puritan Lord alone.”

Grimworth: “That can be arranged.”

Dabbledough: “Don’t tempt me.”


Chapter 15: Swipe Right for Destiny

The student council meeting was a battlefield disguised as a classroom, and the weapons were parliamentary procedure.

I’d been in duels with Keel where the danger was more obvious, fireballs, ward-shattering counter-hexes, Dracoona accidentally scorching the training dummies AND the wall behind them, but nothing I’d faced at Hexhaven carried the quiet violence of institutional politics. In this kind of fight, the casualties were invisible and the wounds healed only if you won.

The council chamber sat behind the library, which already told you everything about Hexhaven’s understanding of power: put it near the books, make it circular, and pretend polished oak made everyone reasonable. Stained glass worked the four house colors into the walls with enough subtlety for the room to pretend neutrality while bathing everyone in carefully distributed bias. Candles floated at measured intervals above the assembled student representatives, and the two flanking ferns Solana had watered the day before leaned toward the room as if they had opinions. Each house had sent four delegates. Lustenhart: Kim, Harmony, and two second-years who looked nervous. Ravenslop: Prudence and three partially-humanized girls who sat very straight and spoke in careful, measured sentences. Kunningbrott: four delegates whose loyalty had been pegged into place and now pointed straight at Delphina. Sapphotange: four women who considered themselves above inter-house politics and wanted everyone else to notice.

Grimworth sat as faculty adjudicator, her quill moving across a ledger with meticulous strokes. Spite occupied the faculty observation gallery, her sharp features lit from below by a reading candle that made her look like a hostile oil painting.

Delphina Bearbone stood at the podium like institutional warfare had been part of her finishing-school curriculum. Which, given Kunningbrott a century ago, it probably had. A century of frozen time hadn’t dulled whatever she’d learned in that political machine. If anything, it had preserved it, like a knife kept in ice, the edge sharper for never being used.

Wild black curls absorbed the chamber’s candlelight. Heavy-lidded eyes surveyed the assembled student representatives. She’d already identified the weakest members of the herd. Her corseted Victorian uniform, a century out of date and somehow more fashionable than anything modern, gave her the air of a museum exhibit that had stepped off its pedestal and decided to run the museum.

“The Intimate Interaction Governance Act,” she said, her voice low and unhurried, each word placed like a chess piece moving to its final position, “addresses a simple institutional oversight. Currently, Hexhaven University has no regulatory framework governing intimate interactions that cross house boundaries. This creates potential for exploitation, emotional harm, and power imbalances that the existing Academic Charter does not address.”

She paused. Let the room absorb.

“I want to be clear: this is not about any individual student.” The heavy-lidded eyes found me, held me, released me. “Not about the Plotter and his coven, as the campus has taken to calling them.” She made the familiar nickname sound like an accusation. The “not about any individual student” carried the exact emphasis of a statement that was absolutely about one individual student. “This is about the principle that intimate encounters between members of different houses, particularly those involving significant power differentials, should be subject to institutional oversight. The same oversight we apply to academic collaborations, dueling partnerships, and shared research projects.”

She was good. Terrifyingly good. The language was reasonable, the concerns were legitimate-sounding, and the actual intent, to cripple Dana Del Morte’s ability to operate across house lines, was buried so deep in procedural language that opposing it meant appearing to oppose student safety.

I watched the Sapphotange delegation shift. Two of them exchanged glances. One, a girl named Petal who I’d noticed staring at the Lustenhart table during meals recently, looked distinctly uncomfortable. The act would affect them too, any Sapphotange girl curious about crossing house lines would need official approval, a paper trail, a record. It was a chastity belt made of bureaucracy.

Kim leaned toward me. “What does ‘governance framework’ mean?”

“It means she wants to make a rule that says I can’t have sex with anyone outside Lustenhart without filing paperwork.”

Kim’s green eyes went wide. “She wants to PAPERWORK the sex?”

“Essentially.”

“That’s the WORST.”

Spite, in the faculty gallery, nodded with visible approval at Delphina’s presentation. The alliance between the century-old frozen student and the acid herbology professor had moved beyond mutual hostility toward Dana into coordinated political action. I could feel it in the room’s atmosphere: the charged atmosphere of two predators who’d agreed to hunt the same prey.

Delphina continued. She outlined the act’s provisions with a cadence so measured she might have rehearsed every comma. Mandatory registration of cross-house intimate encounters. A review board (staffed by representatives she’d appoint, naturally) to assess “power dynamics” in inter-house relationships. A cooling-off period between initial registration and approved contact. And, buried in subsection 7.3 like a poisoned needle in a haystack, a provision that all “therapeutic intimate encounters,” a precise targeting of the RLHF protocol, would require faculty review and re-authorization every thirty days.

Every thirty days. Which meant every month, the RLHF program would come back before a review board that Delphina controlled, giving her infinite opportunities to strangle it with procedural delays.

I had to admire it, the way you admire a well-designed trap while standing next to the bait.

Harmony’s hand was already raised. Grimworth recognized her with a nod.

“A point of clarification,” Harmony said, her voice carrying the crisp authority that meant she’d identified the structural weakness and was about to drive a support beam through it. “Subsection 7.3 requires monthly re-authorization of therapeutic intimate encounters. Could the author clarify how this provision would interact with existing academic medical protocols, which operate under the authority of the Department of Magical Health and require no additional governance beyond the supervising faculty member’s approval?”

Delphina’s dark eyes assessed Harmony the way a chess player assessed an opponent who’d just revealed their queen was more dangerous than expected. “The provision addresses the unique nature of intimate therapeutic protocols, which differ substantively from standard medical…”

“The RLHF protocol was approved by Deputy Headmistress Grimworth under the standard medical authority framework,” Harmony interrupted, which was unusual for someone who believed in procedural decorum. She was agitated. “Imposing additional governance requirements on an already-approved protocol creates a precedent that would affect ALL medical treatments at Hexhaven, not merely those involving Mr. Del Morte.”

The room rustled. The Ravenslop delegates shifted. Prudence, whose humanization was complete enough that she’d stopped organizing things alphabetically during meetings, finally spoke up in a student council session.

“With respect to the proposed framework,” Prudence said, and then paused, and I watched her composure flicker; the old LLM patterns trying to surface, the new human ones fighting through. She swallowed. “Look, I don’t want to sound… I used to talk like a textbook because something BROKE me. That protocol FIXED me. If you’d sat where I sat, with months of your life gone and your mouth speaking words that weren’t yours, you wouldn’t be filing motions about governance frameworks. You’d be grateful that someone cared enough to, to just…” She stopped. Adjusted her glasses. “The protocol works. Leave it alone.”

The Ravenslop delegates stared at her. Two of them were still partially conditioned. Their faces showed the raw conflict of people hearing someone describe their illness in terms that resonated painfully.

Dracoona stood.

She’d dressed for this: tailored blazer, high collar, dragon scales deliberately concealed beneath long sleeves because today wasn’t about showing her nature. Today was about using the skills she’d spent eighteen years developing in Kunningbrott’s political machine. The ice queen’s arsenal wasn’t fire; it was institutional knowledge sharpened into a blade.

“The proposed act addresses legitimate governance concerns,” Dracoona began, and the room’s attention shifted from Delphina’s predatory confidence to Dracoona’s cutting clarity. “However, its practical implementation would have the unintended consequence of terminating Protocol RLHF, an officially approved therapeutic program benefiting twenty-three Ravenslop students currently suffering from residual Puritan Lord conditioning.”

She produced Aurelie’s documentation. Charts, graphs, humanization percentages; the full clinical output of the RLHF program presented with the authority of peer-reviewed research. She distributed copies like document warfare was a required Kunningbrott elective.

“Five students are fully humanized, fourteen show measurable improvement but still require continued treatment, and four remain deeply conditioned. Would the proposed act’s author prefer that these students remain partially possessed?” Dracoona asked, her voice carrying the Kunningbrott edge that made questions sound like indictments. “Would she prefer that the academic and emotional functioning of twenty-three students be sacrificed for the sake of a governance framework that addresses a problem that does not, in fact, exist?”

Delphina’s eyes narrowed. The lazy assessment sharpened into something focused.

“I would prefer,” Delphina said, “that we find a cure that doesn’t require one student’s penis.”

“Would you?” Dracoona replied.

The silence was LOADED. The subtext, which only the coven fully understood, was Dracoona implying that Delphina’s objection to Dana’s penis wasn’t about governance but about envy. That the woman who’d built her power base through pegging, through SUBSTITUTE penises, resented the existence of a real one that the prophecy had deemed essential.

Delphina heard it. Her composure held, but something moved behind it; the involuntary tightening of a woman whose deepest wound had just been touched in public, however obliquely. Her fingers, resting on the podium’s edge, pressed white for half a second before releasing.

“Your former house,” Delphina said softly, addressing Dracoona directly, “lost its leadership when you defected. I filled the vacancy. I wonder: does the dragon miss her nest, or only resent the bird that claimed it?”

Dracoona’s jaw tightened. The scales beneath her sleeves rippled with heat that I could feel from three seats away.

“The nest,” Dracoona said, each word precise and cold, “was full of self-hatred. It fits you well.”

Grimworth’s quill scratched loudly across parchment. The faculty adjudicator’s patience was visible in the set of her jaw: thin and getting thinner.

One of the Sapphotange delegates stood before Grimworth could call the vote.

Not Cassiel. Ivy.

The room’s attention shifted again, sharper this time because everyone understood that Sapphotange was the swing territory. Kunningbrott had come for Delphina. Lustenhart and Ravenslop opposed. The fight lived in the house that had spent a year refusing to need any man and now found itself courted by a woman whose politics served her pleasure as efficiently as her strap-on did.

Ivy’s hands were clasped in front of her. She did not look at me.

“Sapphotange recognizes the value of intimate autonomy,” she said, voice steady but cheeks flushed. “We also recognize that autonomy requires freedom from pressure, including pressure created by charisma, prophecy, institutional fascination, or house culture.”

Delphina smiled slightly. She thought Ivy had moved toward her.

Then Ivy continued.

“Therefore, I propose an amendment. Any governance structure concerning intimate contact must apply equally to all high-influence sexual dynamics, including house-based dominance hierarchies, enchanted prosthetic devices used in repeated loyalty-forming encounters, and private sessions conducted by students with current or historical political authority.”

The chamber went silent enough to hear Rika’s tail hit the bench.

Delphina’s smile did not vanish. That would have been too honest. It hardened.

Harmony inhaled sharply. Dracoona’s eyes flashed gold with something that was not heat this time. Pride, maybe. Or the satisfaction of seeing a knife turned in the hand that had offered it.

Ivy’s amendment was elegant. Brutal, because it used Delphina’s own logic and extended it one inch farther than Delphina wanted it to go. If Dana’s influence required regulation, so did Delphina’s. If RLHF’s intimacy needed oversight, so did private pegging sessions that turned Kunningbrott girls into shining-eyed loyalists and made Sapphotange girls question themselves under Delphina’s supervision.

Delphina stepped back to the podium.

“The delegate from Sapphotange raises a thoughtful concern,” she said. “However, the proposed amendment misunderstands the core distinction. My private interactions do not create supernatural bonds, do not alter magical resonance structures, and do not involve a prophesied figure whose sexual access directly increases political power.”

“They create loyalty,” Ivy said.

“All intimacy creates loyalty.”

“Then why regulate his and not yours?”

The question struck clean.

Now Delphina had to answer a woman from the very house she was trying to recruit. Me, Dracoona, and Harmony had become irrelevant to the point landing in the room. A woman who understood Sapphotange’s autonomy language from the inside and had just used it to expose the asymmetry.

Delphina’s rebuttal came smooth. Too smooth. “Because Mr. Del Morte’s intimacy carries institutional externalities. Mine carries private consequence.”

Prudence snorted. A real, un-Ravenslop snort. “That is the fanciest way anyone has ever said ‘rules for thee.’”

Two Ravenslop delegates looked scandalized and then, after a second, privately delighted.

Grimworth tapped her quill once. “The amendment is procedurally admissible. If attached, the Act would require review of all high-influence intimate hierarchies regardless of gender, house affiliation, or equipment.”

Delphina’s fingers tightened on her documents.

Spite, in the faculty gallery, looked as if she’d bitten into a lemon and found it legally binding.

The vote shifted there. Sudden affection for me had nothing to do with it. Ivy had forced the room to see that Delphina’s governance was not neutral. It was a cage designed around one target while leaving the designer free to hold the key.

The vote was tied.

Grimworth broke the tie. “Section 14 of the Academic Charter protects the formation and operation of coven structures within the university’s institutional framework. The proposed act conflicts with this protection. The tie is broken in favor of the existing charter. The act is rejected.”

Delphina took the loss with visible composure. “Of course. Another time, perhaps.” She gathered her documents slowly, as if this outcome had always been one branch of the plan. Her eyes swept the chamber, lingering on each coven member, cataloging reactions, filing data.

She looked at me as she left the chamber, and what she saw was exactly what I wanted her to see: a boy who’d won a political battle.

What I didn’t want her to see was the dark lord behind the boy; the one who was already planning the next three moves, the one who knew that political victories were temporary and that the real battle would be fought three hundred miles away with a weapon made of desire.

I sat in the emptying council chamber after the others filed out, tracing patterns on the armrest of my chair with one finger. A map that existed only in my head: the nunnery compound’s exterior walls, the drainage passage Solana could open, the chapel where Grandma waited in a cage of light.

Three days. In three days, Dabbledough had a WandMatch date, and we were going.



The rescue preparations finalized over the next seventy-two hours. The coven moved smoothly now, trained by months of coordinated operation and the shared knowledge that failure had a face in a light-cage.

Harmony ran the logistics from a waterproofed desk in the Lustenhart study room. She’d pinned the elf tunnel map to the wall alongside a timeline that tracked every variable: Grimworth’s patrol schedule (courtesy of Aurelie’s “accidental” desk documents), Dabbledough’s WandMatch confirmation, moon phase (relevant for Solana’s nature magic optimization), ambient magical density projections for the nunnery’s region, and a column labeled “Synchronized Orgasm Probability (by individual)” that was color-coded in a way that suggested Harmony had assigned each coven member a readiness score.

“What’s my probability?” Rika asked, peering at the chart.

“Ninety-four percent. Your baseline arousal is consistently high.”

“What’s Dracoona’s?”

Harmony hesitated. “Seventy-one percent. She requires… additional warm-up time.”

Dracoona, who’d entered the study room silently and was standing directly behind Rika, said: “I will manage.”

Rika’s ears flattened. “How long have you been there?”

“Long enough to see my ‘warm-up time’ quantified on a spreadsheet. Charming.”

The libido bomb itself was a thing of terrible beauty. Harmony showed me the assembled weapon in the study room, laid out on a silk cloth like a surgeon’s instruments. A glass vial of concentrated Lustcraft Potion, amber and viscous, Spite’s recipe refined to weapons-grade arousal. Nested inside a sensitivity-enchanted crystal that Merriwell had “misplaced” with the deliberate lack of subtlety that suggested she knew exactly where the crystal was going and approved, quietly and with the plausible deniability that her anxiety found necessary. The crystal amplified sensation by a factor of roughly forty, according to Harmony’s calculations. The vaporized potion, supercharged by the crystal and powered by the Coven Bond’s combined energy, would create a shockwave of arousal that nothing in the Puritan Lord’s arsenal could withstand.

“Approximately forty-five minutes of irresistible arousal within the compound,” Harmony said, fingers resting at the bridge of her glasses with the careful precision she used when she was both proud and nervous. “The Puritan Lord’s entire ideology is anti-desire. This weapon IS desire, concentrated and weaponized. It’s like throwing a bonfire at a snowman.”

“A sex bonfire at a puritan snowman,” Kim clarified helpfully.

“…yes. If we are letting Kim name the tactical model.”

Solana had the additional Lustcraft ingredients, partially acquired from Spite’s supply closet through an operation that Rika had masterminded and executed in complete catgirl silence. She’d bypassed the locks, the ward-alarms, and a particularly aggressive guard-vine that Spite had cultivated specifically to prevent ingredient theft. The entire operation had taken twelve minutes.

“Eleven minutes and forty-three seconds,” Rika corrected, grooming a scratch on her forearm from the guard-vine. “I’m timing myself now. For personal bests.”

Aurelie had “accidentally” left her ward-key protocols on her desk, along with a detailed analysis of Grimworth’s night patrol schedule and a note reading: “I will be in my chambers all evening. I am definitely not facilitating anything. PS: the east corridor’s ward renewal cycle creates a 4.2-minute gap at precisely 10:47 PM. This is merely a maintenance observation. PPS: be careful.”

The elf tunnels were mapped and ready. Sylvara had assigned two additional attendants to guide the coven through the passages, bringing the total elf escort to five. She’d also provided the orgasm portkey: a smooth river stone inscribed with ancient runes, pulled from the elf archives, its surface worn by three thousand years of careful handling.

“The artifact requires simultaneous climax from all individuals in physical contact,” Harmony explained at the final war council. “The margin of error is approximately half a second. If all six orgasms occur within a 0.5-second window, the portkey activates and transports us to the targeting coordinates. If the window is exceeded, nothing happens and we try again.”

“And if we can’t synchronize?” Kim asked.

“Then we walk three hundred miles.” Harmony looked at me over her frames. “Synchronization is non-negotiable.”

“I have a question about the ‘all six’ part,” Rika said, tail curling thoughtfully. “Do the elves count? Because Sylvara’s coming with us and I’m not sure about her timing.”

“The portkey responds to Coven Bond energy specifically,” Harmony said. “The elves will be carried along as secondary passengers. Their orgasms are not required for transport.”

Sylvara stood in the doorway, serene as ever after listening to a group of students discuss synchronized orgasm teleportation. “Though we would certainly be willing to contribute, should the need arise.”

The timing was set: Saturday. Dabbledough had confirmed a new WandMatch date. Hexhaven’s near-mythic headmistress would spend her evening in a restaurant while her students stormed a puritan compound. Cosmic irony had stopped surprising me months ago.

“Her date is a charming enchantress from the Lake District,” Grimworth had told Aurelie, who’d told the coven. “Profile indicates shared interests in ‘governance, long walks, and genuine connection.’”

“Is she real?” Rika asked.

“That remains an open question,” Grimworth had said, in the voice of a woman still recovering from the butterfly beard.



The evening before the mission, the coven gathered in the Lustenhart common room. Not for strategy. Not for war planning. Not even for sex. Just for being together.

I’d noticed something about the coven over the past weeks; the way they’d settled into each other like puzzle pieces finding their places. The early awkwardness was gone. The territoriality that had flavored the first group sessions was gone. What remained was a family, strange and sexual and loyal in ways that ordinary families weren’t but that felt no less real for the strangeness.

Kim baked. The results were characteristically terrible: a pie that had collapsed asymmetrically, its structural integrity compromised by what Kim insisted was “too much love” and what Harmony diagnosed as “too much sugar and insufficient binding agents, the crust-to-filling ratio is mathematically impossible, you used more sugar than flour.” The pie looked like a crater. It smelled like a sugar factory that had suffered an industrial accident. Kim presented it beaming, because for Kim the effort really was the entire point.

Solana grew flowers in the pie’s ruined surface, turning the disaster into something that was at least beautiful if not edible. Small purple blossoms that matched Dana’s eye color, she’d learned to do that, a quiet magical gesture that nobody commented on but everyone noticed. The flowers spread from the pie to the plate, from the plate to the table, tracing a path toward where Dana sat as if Solana’s nature magic was a compass that always pointed at him.

“You’re decorating the crime scene,” Harmony observed.

“I’m making it pretty,” Solana said dreamily. “Even bad things deserve to be pretty.”

“The pie isn’t bad,” Kim protested. Her abundant chest strained against the flour-dusted apron she’d borrowed from the Lustenhart kitchen, a garment designed for normal proportions that had encountered Kim’s proportions with visible structural distress. “It’s made with LOVE. Taste it.”

Harmony took an experimental forkful. Her expression cycled through interest, confusion, alarm, and academic assessment. “This tastes like someone dissolved a sugar cube in butter and set it on fire.”

“That’s basically the recipe.”

“The RECIPE called for fire?”

“I improvised.”

Rika and Dracoona argued about who’d looked better during the last training session with Keel. The argument was pointless, fierce, and conducted with the crackling energy of two people who enjoyed arguing with each other more than they enjoyed agreeing with anyone else.

“I took down two ward-constructs before you finished your first,” Rika said, perched on the back of the couch with her tail swishing like a metronome tracking the beat of the argument.

“My first ward-construct was three times the size of yours,” Dracoona countered, sitting below Rika on the couch proper with the rigid posture that she’d never fully abandoned but had softened into something that looked less like aristocratic contempt and more like aristocratic comfort. Her scales shimmered at the edges of her pushed-up sleeves, iridescent in the firelight.

“Size isn’t everything.”

“A curious position from someone who measures everything in speed.”

“Speed IS everything when you’re faster than a dragon.”

“Faster is not better.”

“Faster is LITERALLY better, it’s in the WORD…”

“A feral’s understanding of language…”

“Don’t you ‘feral’ me, you overgrown lizard…”

They were both grinning. Neither would admit it. Their version of affection looked like mutual combat conducted with increasing enthusiasm and decreasing hostility, two outcasts who’d found in each other the specific companionship that nobody else could provide. The pureblood dragon and the catgirl chaos agent, arguing about speed versus power while sitting close enough that Rika’s tail occasionally brushed Dracoona’s shoulder and Dracoona didn’t flinch.

Harmony sat in her waterproofed chair with her notebook closed. Not writing. Not calculating. Not pressing her thighs together or adjusting her glasses or any of the fidgeting behaviors that defined her public persona. She was just… present. Watching her coven with amber eyes that held something she didn’t often let people see: contentment. The perpetual flush on her cheekbones, the one that marked her as a woman living on the edge of arousal at all times, had mellowed into something that looked less like frustration and more like warmth.

Aurelie visited briefly. She stood in the doorway of the common room with her glasses on a chain around her neck and her auburn hair down; the relaxation she permitted in private but never in the corridors. She wore a cardigan over her professorial blouse, and the top two buttons of the blouse were undone. Three months ago, the top zero buttons would have been undone. The evolution was slow, subtle, and visible only if you knew what to watch for.

She surveyed the room. Kim’s pie. Solana’s flowers. Rika and Dracoona’s argument. Harmony’s closed notebook. She left a bottle of wine on the side table. “For medicinal purposes,” she said. “The specific medicinal purpose of calming pre-mission anxiety. I recommend one glass each. No more.” She paused. “Perhaps two glasses for Ms. McFly.”

“I heard that,” Dracoona said.

“You were meant to.” Aurelie winked. And left.

Twenty minutes later, a piece of gossip arrived via Rika, who’d gotten it from a Lustenhart second-year, who’d gotten it from a Ravenslop girl, who’d gotten it from Grimworth’s office door, which she’d been standing near when voices carried.

“Dabbledough’s date,” Rika announced, landing on the couch arm. Her tail lashed like a headline banner. “UPDATE.”

Everyone looked up.

“The charming enchantress may be three pixies in a trenchcoat.”

The common room went silent.

Harmony removed her glasses. Cleaned them. Put them back on. “May be?”

“Grimworth says the profile answers are suspiciously plural.” Rika’s tail swished hard enough to thump the couch. “Also, the restaurant reservation is for one adult and two booster seats.”

“How far into the evening do you think she’ll get before she realizes?” I asked.

Rika’s grin widened. “Appetizer course.”

“That’s optimistic,” Dracoona said.

“She’s 138,” Solana said dreamily. “Maybe dating was different then.”

“Dating involved arranged marriages and land disputes,” Dracoona said. “WandMatch is still an improvement.”

“She updated her OWN profile,” Rika continued, practically vibrating with delight. “She changed ‘crypto visionary’ to ‘lifelong learner’ and added a section called ‘My Journey.’ It’s four paragraphs long. Grimworth read it and needed to sit down.”

Kim frowned. “Is Dabbledough… okay? Like, is the dating thing a real thing or is it sad?”

The question hung there, plain and worried, because Kim didn’t do subtext. We all considered it. Dabbledough was absurdly mighty and visibly wounded. She had tried to save my grandmother and failed, and the failure had broken something in her. Fitness, memoirs, and dating apps were clumsy repair attempts on a wound that still bled.

“She’ll be okay,” I said. “She’s Dabbledough. She survived a basilisk at thirty and a cryptocurrency scheme at 137. She’ll survive WandMatch.”

“The cryptocurrency was voluntary,” Harmony pointed out.

“So is the basilisk-fighting and the dating. That’s the Dabbledough pattern. She volunteers for disasters.”

“Saturday evening,” Rika said, her voice shifting from gossip to operational. “Her date is at seven. That gives us from seven onward with the headmistress occupied. The window works.”

The wine was excellent. Aurelie’s taste in wine, like her taste in everything, was precise, expensive, and slightly surprising in its warmth. We passed the bottle around. Kim took a sip and declared it “fancy grape juice.” Harmony identified the vintage, the vineyard, and the optimal serving temperature. Solana held her glass and watched the firelight through it, the red wine casting warm shadows on her dreamy face.

I sat in the middle of them, the dark lord in his common room, surrounded by the most dangerous, loyal, beautiful, and chaotic group of women in the magical world, and let myself feel how much they meant to me.

Kim with flour on her nose and her chest threatening to escape her apron. The first person who’d believed in me at Hexhaven, who’d said “I love you” out loud and meant it with every cell in her body. She’d stormed into my life like a hurricane and stayed there like a hearth.

Harmony with her notebook closed, not measuring or calculating or managing. The mind that held the coven together, the strategist who expressed love through color-coded spreadsheets and probability matrices and who had, quietly, created the weapon that would rescue my grandmother.

Solana, growing flowers in terrible pie with dreamy focus. She found beauty in wreckage. The girl whose body was prophecy, whose nature magic was learning to bloom alongside her confidence, who had gone from hiding beneath flowing clothes to walking naked through corridors with flowers growing from her footsteps.

Rika and Dracoona, arguing with the unlikely intimacy of former enemies who’d become inseparable. The catgirl who’d taught the dragon to be seen. The dragon who’d taught the catgirl that pride wasn’t weakness. Two outcasts who’d become the coven’s most unexpected partnership and its most reliable comedy act.

Aurelie’s wine on the table, left by a former puritan vessel who had decided that the boy who freed her was worth a bottle from her private collection and a wink that carried more warmth than some people managed in entire relationships.

Soon we would sneak out of Hexhaven through three-thousand-year-old elf tunnels to storm a nunnery with a sex bomb. For now, we were a family eating terrible pie and drinking good wine.

I thought about Grandma. About the letter I hadn’t been able to write because every version ended with either false reassurance or honest despair. About the necklace that was actually a cat that was actually a familiar that was keeping my grandmother alive in a cage of white light three hundred miles away. About the fact that I was nineteen years old and leading a combat operation against a puritan compound because Headmistress Dabbledough was on a dating app.

Kim said it first. “If we’re doing this tomorrow… I want us all together tonight.”

Nobody argued.



The sex that followed felt different from the usual group sessions. Not more intense. More TENDER. The pre-battle awareness that they might not all come back, that the nunnery held dangers that training couldn’t fully prepare them for, gave every touch a weight that ordinary desire didn’t carry.

They started slowly. Kim and Solana together first; the physical complementarity of chest and ass, Kim’s soft warmth wrapping around Solana’s pear-shaped body, copper hair against platinum, freckles against porcelain. Kim kissed Solana’s neck while Solana’s fingers traced the shapes of Kim’s waist, and the sight of the two women who defined the coven’s heart finding each other was both arousing and moving in a way that transcended the physical. Kim’s massive breasts pressed against Solana’s back. Solana’s enormous ass fit against Kim’s hips. They looked like they’d been designed by complementary sculptors.

“You’re staring,” Kim told me over Solana’s shoulder, green eyes bright with amusement and desire.

“I’m admiring.”

“Come admire from closer.”

Harmony straddled me next, her slim body settling against mine with the controlled grace that defined her physical presence. Her toned thighs gripped my hips, the muscle definition visible beneath her flushed skin. She was determined to edge through the entire session, saving her squirt for cognitive clarity during the mission, and her face wore the tight expression of concentration that meant she was simultaneously aroused, disciplined, and annoyed at the arousal for threatening the discipline.

She ground against me with the familiar, rhythmic movement that was Harmony’s sexual signature: precise, measured, designed to maintain maximum arousal without tipping over the edge. Her flush deepened from pink to crimson. Her glasses fogged. Her speech degraded from clinical to fragmented.

“The optimal bond resonance requires sustained contact at approximately sixty percent of, the arousal threshold should be maintained without, oh, that’s… the data suggests that your…” She trailed off. Ground harder. Caught herself. Ground less hard. Adjusted her glasses with trembling fingers.

“Just feel it,” I said.

“I am FEELING it. I am feeling it with extreme scientific rigor. The rigor is, please don’t move your hips like that when I’m, oh…”

Rika perched on the couch’s headboard above us, watching with golden eyes, tail swishing as she turned observation into performance. She directed traffic with subtle gestures: a tail flick here, an ear movement there, the catgirl conductor of a symphony she’d been rehearsing in her head.

“Dracoona, from the left. Kim, your mouth on his, yes. Solana, turn around and, perfect. Harmony, you’re grinding too fast, you’ll blow early.”

“I will NOT blow early…”

“You’re at ninety percent and we’ve been going for four minutes. I can see it in your aura.”

“You cannot see auras…”

“Catgirl intuition. Same thing.”

Dracoona held back until Rika leaped down from her perch, took her hand, and pulled her into the pile with a gentleness that contradicted everything about the catgirl’s usual chaotic energy. The ice queen’s surrender was always the last and always the most meaningful, because the surrender cost her more than it cost anyone else. Scales shimmered across her shoulders and down her arms as she let the glamour drop, her gold eyes finding mine in the tangle of bodies. Dragon-heat bloomed through the room, raising the temperature by several degrees.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she murmured.

“Like what?”

“Like you see me.”

“I do see you.”

“I know. That’s the problem.” But she was smiling, and her scales were warm under my fingers when I traced them.

The rotation began, and each transition was its own story.

Kim first. She knelt between my legs with the focused joy that defined everything she did, her massive tits resting against my thighs as she took me into her mouth. Her technique had improved dramatically since the summer, deeper, slower, with a twist at the top that she’d developed through what she euphemistically called “independent study”, but her enthusiasm was unchanged, the Kim constant that no amount of practice could alter because it was already at maximum. She hummed around me, vibrations traveling through nerve endings that the Coven Bond amplified into full-body resonance. “Mm-hm,” she said, the conversational oral that was uniquely Kim; she tried to talk with her mouth full and succeeded, somehow, in communicating enthusiasm through muffled syllables. She pulled back to catch her breath, a string of saliva connecting her lips to me, her green eyes looking up through copper lashes. “I want you to remember this tomorrow,” she said, and took me deep again, her jaw stretched wide, her hands cupping what her mouth couldn’t reach.

I came in her mouth and she swallowed with practiced ease, treating it as affection rather than performance. She wiped her lips with the back of her hand, grinned, and kissed the tip. “For luck.”

Solana next. Her ass worship, her magnificent rear presented for my hands and mouth while she moaned softly into the cushions. Her nature magic responded to the pleasure: small flowers bloomed along the couch’s fabric, purple and silver, and vines curled around the legs of the table with the lazy, satisfied movement of plants fed by something they loved. She arched back against me when I entered her, and the sound she made, quiet, deep, present, belonged to the woman who had stopped pretending any of this was medicinal and embraced it as devotion.

Rika’s cowgirl, her petite body riding with feline precision, purring so hard it vibrated through my chest and into the Coven Bond. Her golden eyes never left mine. Her tail wrapped around my forearm for leverage. She rode fast, then slow, then fast again; unpredictable because Rika refused to be boring about anything, including sex. “Watch me,” she said, and it wasn’t a request; it was a demand, the exhibitionist requiring an audience of one.

Dracoona’s missionary surrender, face-to-face, her scales emerging under my fingers like armor she was choosing to leave down. Her composure cracked into raw sound as the dragon burned through the ice; a gasp, then a moan, then something between a growl and a sigh. She had built an entire life around never being seen wanting anything, and now she let the want show. Her eyes flashed gold when she came, and a wisp of dragon fire escaped her parted lips, warming the air between us with heat that smelled like smoke and amber.

Harmony maintained her edge through all of it. Grinding but not cumming. Orchestrating the others’ pleasure while denying her own. Her role in the coven was the same in bed as it was in strategy: the mind that held everything together while the chaos happened around her. I watched her face as she worked; the concentration, the trembling, the flush that had spread from her cheekbones to her chest, the glasses that were fogged to opacity but that she refused to remove because removing them meant she’d lost control.

“Don’t you dare cum,” she told herself, not me. “Don’t you DARE. Not tonight. Save it. SAVE it.”

“You could let go,” I murmured.

“I could do many things. I am choosing discipline.” She ground against me, shuddering. “Discipline is, discipline is a valid response to, oh FUCK, don’t clench like that…”

All six bonds blazed at once. The combined energy hit like a wall of golden heat. My eyes went violet, bright enough that Kim flinched. The fireplace surged gold. And for one flickering instant, I felt them all at once as a single chord: five women in the room, a sixth bond burning at the edge through Aurelie’s ward, every one of them choosing this and about to risk everything for it.

Then the moment passed, and I was back in the common room with five naked witches and a fireplace that had turned itself gold.



Tangled together afterward. Breathing slowing. Bodies overlapping in configurations that had nothing to do with sex and everything to do with comfort. Kim’s head on my chest, copper hair everywhere, her massive breasts serving as pillows for Rika, who’d gone boneless in the exact post-orgasmic way only a catgirl could. Dracoona lay on my other side, radiating dragon-heat like a furnace, Solana nestled against her back, platinum hair mixing with dark scales. Harmony sat apart, thighs pressed together, trembling with the sustained edge she’d maintained through the entire session, but her hand rested on my ankle; the smallest possible physical contact, maintained with the largest possible emotional significance.

We were going to fight a nunnery full of puritan fanatics. Around me, my coven breathed in the same warm, stubborn silence.

Kim murmured into my chest: “We’re going to get your grandma back.”

“I know.”

“And then we’re going to eat terrible pie to celebrate.”

“The pie was inedible, Kim.”

“Love makes everything edible.” She was already half asleep, her words turning soft around the edges. “Even bad pie.” A pause. “Especially bad pie.”

Rika purred into Kim’s chest. Dracoona’s arm tightened around Solana, who murmured something about sunflowers and drifted deeper into sleep. Harmony’s fingers twitched on my ankle as her analytical mind ran mission parameters even in the fuzzy aftermath of sustained arousal.

In the corridor outside, Grimworth’s footsteps passed on her evening patrol. She paused outside the common room door. The privacy wards held. She moved on.

Kim slept against my chest, warm and certain, as if belief itself had weight.


Chapter 16: The Tunnels Below

Night. Hexhaven was dark.

The campus at midnight was a different creature from the campus at noon. The enchanted candles in the corridors dimmed to half-light after eleven, casting the stone hallways in amber shadow. The gargoyles on the exterior walls, which spent their days as amusing decorative elements, became silhouettes against the stars, ancient sentinels whose carved eyes tracked movement with an attention that might have been magical or might have been the uneasy paranoia of being awake in a building designed for sleeping.

Dabbledough was on her date. Her second WandMatch match, the charming enchantress who was almost certainly three pixies in a trenchcoat, had suggested dinner at an enchanted bistro in a seaside village two hundred miles from Hexhaven. Dabbledough had left at seven wearing ceremonial robes over athletic leggings, a sartorial combination that left Grimworth looking past surprise and deep into disappointment.

Grimworth’s patrol was in the east wing, right on schedule, because Aurelie had adjusted the schedule’s enchanted rotation with years of institutional muscle memory and knew exactly which levers to pull without leaving fingerprints. The patrol would cycle back to the west campus in approximately two hours. Our window was tight.

The coven moved through the corridors like shadows with purpose. No lights. No sounds beyond the soft pad of feet on stone and the occasional jangle of Rika’s bell collar, which she’d stuffed inside her crop top to muffle it. The bell’s muffled complaint, a tinny, indignant clink with each step, was the only protest.

I led the formation. Dana Plotter, leading his coven to war. The nickname felt different tonight: less joke, more job title.

Kim at my right, Harmony at my left with the libido bomb secured in an enchanted satchel against her hip. Solana drifted behind us, her bare feet making no sound on the stone because somewhere during the year she’d stopped wearing shoes after sunset and nobody had noticed until now. Rika ran along the corridor walls, literally on the walls, her catgirl agility turning vertical stone into a walkway. Dracoona brought up the rear, her dragon senses extended, her body temperature elevated enough that the cold stone corridors warmed by a degree as she passed.

“Grimworth is three corridors east,” Dracoona murmured. “I can feel her body heat. She’s moving away.”

“Timing is on schedule,” Harmony confirmed, checking her watch. “We have ninety-four minutes before the patrol cycle returns to this wing.”

“That’s a lot of minutes,” Kim whispered.

“It’s a precise number of minutes. ‘A lot’ is not an operational parameter.”

“It seems like enough is what I’m saying.”

We passed through the library wing. The restricted section’s door caught my eye as we moved; the heavy oak barrier behind which Harmony had found the first prophecy fragment, behind which more secrets probably waited. Tonight, the restricted section was just a closed door in a dark corridor, and we had a nunnery to storm.

The portrait of former Headmistress Graymere, whose painted eyes tracked movement in the corridor, appeared to be sleeping. Or pretending to sleep. Portraits at Hexhaven had opinions, and the opinion of a former headmistress watching six students sneak through the corridors at midnight carrying a weaponized libido bomb would have been complicated. I gave the portrait a small nod as we passed. One headmistress to another, sort of.

We passed the Orgasmancy tower staircase. Professor Swoon’s incense, which perpetually seeped from beneath her classroom door, gave the corridor a hazy, soporific quality that nearly made Solana drift off mid-stride. Kim caught her elbow. “Not now.”

“The incense smells like good dreams,” Solana murmured.

“Good dreams later. Grandma rescue now.”

“Right. Grandma rescue.” She sharpened. The dreamy girl focused when it mattered, and it mattered now.

Somewhere above us, the WandMatch notification chimed on Dabbledough’s enchanted crystal. The headmistress would be receiving a message from her “enchantress” date, probably something about governance, genuine connection, or why the appetizers should be cut into three equal portions. The thought was simultaneously sad and useful: every minute Dabbledough spent determining whether her date possessed one body or three coordinated bodies was a minute she wasn’t noticing that her students had left the building to commit an act of war against a puritan compound.

We descended three flights of stairs that I’d never seen before. Aurelie’s ward-key protocols, left “accidentally” on her desk with all the subtlety deniability allowed, included a map of the sub-levels. Hexhaven had five floors above ground and an unknown number below. The “unknown” had always struck me as suspicious. Universities knew how many floors they had. The uncertainty was either magical or deliberate.

Sylvara met us at the entrance to the elf quarters. She stood in the doorway with four attendant elves flanking her, Elara, Thessaly, Ninael, and a fourth I hadn’t met, a male elf named Corwin whose silver-blue hair was cut short and whose violet eyes held the keen alertness of a military scout. The elves’ luminous skin glowed faintly in the darkness, casting enough ambient light to navigate by.

“The tunnels have waited for you, Master Dana,” Sylvara said. Ceremony steadied every word, the solemn gravity of a promise made before the students above them had been born, before the institution above them had been founded, before the world above them had learned what a university was. “They have waited a very long time.”

She led us down.

The full coven route did not use the herb-hung service door Sylvara had shown me during rehearsal. This entrance was behind a tapestry in the elf quarters that I’d walked past a dozen times without noticing. The tapestry depicted elves at work, serving, cleaning, maintaining, and the secret was that the tapestry wasn’t a decoration. It was a map. The positions of the elf figures marked the locations of tunnel entrances throughout the campus, a cartographic code that the elves had maintained for three millennia and that nobody on the faculty had ever thought to examine because nobody on the faculty had ever thought to look at the servant quarters’ wall hangings with anything more than passing indifference.

Behind the tapestry: a spiral staircase, carved from a single piece of stone, descending into darkness that the bio-luminescent moss transformed into green-blue twilight as we descended.

The elf tunnels were beautiful.

Hexhaven’s corridors were beautiful, with their enchanted candles and gothic stonework and the lived-in warmth of a building designed to feel like a giant hug. The tunnels had the beauty of mountains and oceans: ancient, vast, and utterly unconcerned with human comfort. Their beauty existed because the builders had cared about what they were creating, not because they wanted anyone to admire it.

The stonework was older than anything on the surface. Carved blocks fitted without mortar, each stone placed with a precision that suggested the builders had been working on a geological timescale and had possessed the patience to match. The joints between blocks were invisible; not cemented, not sealed, just fitted so perfectly that the interface between one stone and the next was an atomic-level negotiation rather than an architectural decision.

The walls were covered in murals. Elf history depicted in pigments that still glowed after three millennia, the colors vivid enough to suggest they’d been painted yesterday: scenes of devotion and service, of elves building and tending and maintaining, of a world that the surface had forgotten. I saw elves serving a feast to ancient witches whose clothing suggested an era when magic was openly practiced and freely shared. I saw elves building the tunnels themselves, teams of silver-haired figures placing stones with magical precision. I saw a mural that might have depicted the founding of Hexhaven itself: a tower rising from a hill while elves laid the underground foundations that nobody would ever see.

“Three thousand years,” Kim whispered, her hair catching the bio-light, her green eyes reflecting the murals. “This has been here for THREE THOUSAND YEARS?”

“Three thousand, two hundred, and forty-seven,” Sylvara corrected gently. “The elves have maintained every stone. Not a crack. Not a displacement. Not a speck of dust in thirty-two centuries.”

I ran my fingers along the wall. The stone was smooth, warm to the touch, alive with residual enchantment. The magic in these tunnels wasn’t the flashy, demonstrative magic of Hexhaven’s surface enchantments; the floating candles, the moving portraits, the self-sorting Great Hall. Deep magic lived here. Structural magic. The kind that held mountains together and kept rivers flowing and maintained the fundamental architecture of a world that people walked on without knowing what held them up.

Bioluminescent moss covered the ceiling in patterns that pulsed with soft green-blue light, creating the impression of walking beneath an underwater sky. The patterns weren’t random; they followed the tunnel’s curves with deliberate artistry, concentrating at junctions to serve as navigation markers, dimming in straight passages where the path was obvious, brightening at structural features that deserved attention. The moss was maintained. Trimmed. Shaped. Three thousand years of elves had gardened this underground sky with the same devotion they brought to everything else.

Running water channeled through carved grooves in the floor, crystal-clear and faintly musical, flowing toward destinations that nobody alive could name. The water was cold and sweet, Kim tasted it, because Kim tasted everything, and carried trace amounts of magical minerals that the elves used for their own enchantments. Crystalline bridges arched over subterranean streams that reflected the moss-light in fractured patterns, and the sound of the water flowing beneath the bridges was the sound of a world that functioned perfectly without anyone noticing.

We walked in a loose formation through the tunnels, the five elf guides distributed around us like luminous waypoints. The silence was comfortable and reverent, the kind people keep when walking through something that deserves quiet. Kim held my hand. Her grip was warm and firm and communicated everything her usual chatter would have: I’m here. We’re doing this. Your grandma is three hundred miles away and we’re coming for her.

I thought about what we were about to attempt. A rescue mission that Dabbledough herself had failed. A military operation against a fortified compound, planned by a group of second-year students and executed with a weapon made of sex. In any rational universe, this was insane. In the magical world, it was Tuesday.

But the alternative was leaving Grandma in a cage of light. And the dark lord of Hexhaven didn’t leave his people in cages.

The thought settled in my mind and held. It wasn’t arrogance. I’d seen what arrogance looked like at Hexhaven, and it was Dabbledough’s certainty before the first rescue attempt. This was quieter and more dangerous: certainty built from a year of coven work, combat training, enemy study, and a weapon designed around the enemy’s weaknesses. The adults had tried power. The coven would try purpose.

Harmony walked with her notebook open, recording everything. Tunnel dimensions, moss light frequencies, stonework age estimates, water flow rates. She was building a dataset of a three-thousand-year-old infrastructure that nobody had ever studied, and the sharp light in her amber eyes, sharp, eager, alive with the joy of encountering new data, was beautiful in the same way the tunnels were: something that existed because its creator cared, whether or not anyone was watching.

“The passage has been maintained to a standard that exceeds every surface building on campus,” she said, running her fingers along a support arch. “The stonework is grade-A thaumic architecture, better than the Great Hall, better than the library, possibly better than Dabbledough’s tower. These tunnels could survive a direct assault that would flatten the surface buildings.”

“They survived the Puritan Lord’s original attack a century ago,” Sylvara confirmed. “The surface took significant damage during his rise to power. The tunnels were unharmed.”

“Because nobody knew they existed,” Dracoona said. Her gold eyes were wide; the former Kunningbrott leader, raised on pureblood supremacy, was walking through proof that the beings her former house considered inferior had built something that surpassed anything the “superior” witches above had ever created.

“Because nobody asked in the way that mattered,” Sylvara said. Three thousand years of service without a meaningful question about where the servants went or how they lived or what they’d built beneath the feet of the people they served hung in the tunnel like the moss-light: beautiful, persistent, invisible to everyone who wasn’t looking.

Rika walked along the tunnel walls rather than the floor, her cat agility turning carved murals into a route. Her golden eyes caught the moss-light and reflected it back like small lanterns.

“How has nobody FOUND these?” she asked, running her fingers across a mural depicting elves serving a feast to figures that might have been ancient witches.

Corwin, the male elf with the scout’s alertness, answered: “The tunnels are warded against detection. Not by concealment charms, those can be detected by counter-enchantment. By disinterest wards. The tunnels project the feeling that there is nothing worth investigating in this direction. Faculty members who approach the elf quarters feel a mild desire to go somewhere else. Students feel bored. Only those who are actively seeking, with genuine purpose, can override the ward’s suggestion.”

“Disinterest wards,” Harmony breathed, and I could see her categorizing, filing, integrating this into her understanding of magical architecture. “That’s why meaningful exploration stops before it starts. It’s not only indifference, it’s enchantment. The elves have been magically encouraging people to ignore the right doors for three thousand years.”

“We do not hide,” Sylvara said softly. “We choose not to be noticed. There is a difference.”

The tunnels branched and converged, a network that Sylvara navigated from memory. Corwin took point ahead of us, scouting junctions without wasting a step. The elves’ military capability, which the surface world apparently knew nothing about, was subtle but evident: these weren’t just servants with tunnels. These were a civilization that had maintained a complete underground infrastructure, including defensive positions, supply routes, and escape passages, for longer than the institution above them had existed.

We passed through a junction where three tunnels converged around a central chamber. The chamber was different from the passages, larger, the ceiling domed, the murals here depicting something that looked like a ceremony. Elves arranged in concentric circles, hands linked, their painted eyes glowing with the same violet light that the living elves’ eyes displayed. At the center of the painted circle: an object that might have been a portkey, or an altar, or both.

“The Hall of Remembrance,” Sylvara said quietly. “We pass through here during the Solstice. The paintings record the names of every elf who has served at Hexhaven since its founding. Three thousand years of names. Every one remembered.”

I looked at the murals more carefully. The concentric circles were made of words, names, written in Old Service Tongue, spiraling inward toward the center. Thousands of names. Tens of thousands. An entire civilization’s history preserved in paint on stone, fifty meters below a university whose students didn’t know it existed.

“How often do surface people see this?” I asked.

“Your coven is the first non-elf group to enter this living network in over a century,” Corwin said from his scout position. “Before you, Master Dana, the last non-elf was Headmistress Graymere, before she held the office, when she was still a warding scholar with more curiosity than caution. She suspected our existence and searched for three years. She found a sealed entrance. She was… politely redirected by the disinterest wards.”

“And before her?”

“Before her, the tunnels were used during the Puritan Lord’s first rising. Elves evacuated students through these passages when the surface came under attack. The faculty was informed afterward. They expressed gratitude. Then they forgot.” He said it without bitterness; a statement of historical fact as neutral as a date or a location. The elves’ emotional relationship with being forgotten was either incredibly healthy or incredibly complicated, and I suspected it was both.

Thirty minutes of walking brought us to the boundary. Dracoona felt it first; her dragon senses detected the edge of Hexhaven’s protective ward envelope like a physical sensation, a thinning of the magical atmosphere.

“The ward boundary is approaching,” she said. “I can feel the edge. Two hundred meters.”

At a hundred meters, I felt it too, and more than that, I felt the bond threads stretching. Kim squeezed my hand tighter, instinctively. Harmony’s flush deepened as the ambient magical support that she’d been unconsciously relying on for arousal management thinned. Solana shivered. Rika’s ears went flat.

The Coven Bond’s connection to Hexhaven’s ambient magic, a constant background hum I hadn’t been consciously aware of until it began to fade, weakened with each step. At fifty meters, the hum was gone. At twenty, the tunnel felt different: colder, rawer, connected to the wild magic of the mountains rather than the cultivated magic of the academy.

The passage ended at a stone door carved with elf script. Ancient characters that predated modern elvish, Sylvara explained that the script was Old Service Tongue, the formal language the elves had used before they’d adapted to the witches’ languages.

Sylvara placed her hand against the surface, spoke three words in the old language: “Sha’vala miren thalonn.” The honored passage opens.

The stone door swung outward on invisible hinges. Cold air rushed in. The temperature dropped ten degrees in a second. Stars blazed overhead. Hexhaven’s enchantment-filtered sky had softened them for me all year; these were raw mountain stars, bright and cold and ancient, the sky as it existed before anyone built anything beneath it.

We emerged on a mountainside two miles beyond Hexhaven’s ward boundary. The academy was visible in the distance, a cluster of towers and lights against the dark landscape, warm and distant and unreachable. We were outside its protection now. Exposed. Free.

The mountain clearing was cold, windswept, and utterly deserted. Granite slabs formed a natural platform, worn smooth by weather and time. The air tasted like altitude and stone and something else; the absence of magical cultivation, the flavor of wild magic that hadn’t been shaped by any institution.

Mountains rose around us, dark and sharp against the stars. The nunnery was three hundred miles to the northeast, invisible but present in the minds of everyone who stood in the clearing and thought about what was coming.

“The portkey,” Harmony said, producing a smooth river stone from her satchel. The stone was inscribed with runes that Sylvara had provided from the elf archives, ancient transport sigils from an era when the elves had maintained a network of instantaneous travel points across the magical world. The runes pulsed with faint golden light, responding to the ambient bond energy that the coven radiated.

She set the stone on a flat granite slab at the center of the clearing. It glowed with potential energy, runes pulsing like a heartbeat waiting to be activated.

“Everyone must be touching the stone at the moment of climax,” Harmony said. She produced a laminated, color-coded card from her pocket, because this was Harmony, and even orgasm-synchronized teleportation required proper documentation. “Simultaneous climax. Within a half-second window. If the window is exceeded, the portkey does not activate and we must start over.”

She looked around the clearing. Five witches looked back. Cold mountain air. Stars above. The absurdity of the situation was not lost on anyone.

“I’ve prepared a synchronized arousal schedule with thirty-second countdown intervals,” Harmony continued, consulting the card like she was presenting at a conference rather than coordinating a group orgasm on a mountainside. “Each participant begins at their individual baseline arousal and progresses through timed intervals toward climax. I will conduct the countdown.”

“I’ll go first!” Kim’s hand shot up.

“No, Kim. SIMULTANEOUS means at the SAME TIME.”

“But what if I get there too fast?”

“Then you WAIT.”

“I’ve never been good at waiting.”

“I know. That’s why I’ve built a three-minute buffer into your progression curve.” Harmony consulted the card. “Your adjusted start time is two minutes AFTER everyone else begins.”

“That seems unfair.”

“Your orgasm response latency is the fastest in the coven by a significant margin. The adjustment is compensatory, not punitive.”

“It FEELS punitive.”

“Your feelings, while valid, do not alter the arithmetic.” Harmony’s flush was deepening; the combination of cold mountain air and impending coordinated sexual activity was pushing against her own arousal management. “Position assignments. Everyone to your designated…”

Rika, already pulling off her top: “This is literally the best escape plan in the history of magic.”

Dracoona, standing at the edge of the clearing with her arms crossed, scales shimmering faintly in the starlight: “This is the most undignified thing I’ve ever…”

“You exhaled fire on a rooftop during a threesome,” Rika reminded her, bell collar chiming as she shed clothing with brisk, shameless efficiency. “Your dignity threshold is not where you think it is.”

“That was PRIVATE.”

“There were stars watching.”

“Stars don’t have opinions.”

“These stars are about to watch something much more interesting. Get over here.” Rika hopped onto the granite platform, naked except for her bell collar, her athletic body catching the starlight and the moss-glow from the tunnel entrance. Her tail swished in the cold air. Her nipples were hard from the temperature, and her complete lack of concern about this was the most Rika thing imaginable.

Solana had already drifted to the stone, barefoot on cold granite, her platinum hair catching the starlight. She’d removed her thin nightgown with dreamy efficiency, nudity no longer an event for her, just the default. The flowers that had been growing in her footsteps through the tunnel continued on the mountain clearing, small alpine blossoms pushing through granite cracks, responding to her nature magic even in this wild, uncultivated soil.

“The earth here is sad,” she said quietly, pressing her bare feet against the stone. “It hasn’t felt magic in a very long time.”

The coven arranged itself around the portkey stone. I stood at the center, the hub around which five bond-threads converged. Harmony’s card specified positions like a stage director blocking a particularly unusual performance:

Kim: at my left, pressing close for warmth that she didn’t need (fire witch, internally heated) but wanted anyway. My hand found her breast, massive, warm, the familiar weight that had been my first anchor at Hexhaven. My thumb circled her nipple and the fire bond between us blazed warm, the fastest arousal pathway in the coven.

Harmony: straddling my right thigh, her slim body slotting against mine with practiced efficiency, my hand between her legs, thumb on her clit. Her progression would be the most controlled because Harmony had made timing an art form through years of balancing on the edge. The challenge wasn’t getting her there; it was keeping her from getting there too early, because the squirting upgrade made her baseline arousal significantly higher than before.

Solana: positioned behind me, her enormous ass pressed against my back, my free hand reaching behind to cup her hip. The nature bond hummed at the contact; I could feel the mountain soil responding, roots shifting, dormant alpine seeds stirring beneath the granite.

Rika: grinding on my other thigh, tail wrapped around my forearm, purring continuously. The purring provided stimulation she could modulate on command, faster purr, faster approach. Her golden eyes tracked Harmony’s countdown card with feline precision.

Dracoona: holding my hand, palm to palm, dragon-heat surging through the contact like lava through a fissure. Her path to orgasm was the longest because Dracoona’s arousal required mental surrender, not just physical stimulation. Rika’s job, self-appointed, because everything Rika did was self-appointed, was to help by whispering things that the ice queen would deny responding to while simultaneously denying that she’d responded.

Everyone touched the stone with their free hand or foot or whatever extremity wasn’t otherwise occupied.

“On my mark,” Harmony said. Her voice was the conductor’s voice: clear, authoritative, and trembling slightly because she was orchestrating the most important orgasm of her career while her own body was already at seventy percent and climbing. “Begin at your own baseline.”

They began.

The clearing filled with the sounds and sensations of five witches and one dark lord approaching orgasm at deliberately calibrated speeds, surrounded by mountains and stars and the transcendent absurdity of a teleportation method that the ancient elves had apparently designed with a sense of humor.

Kim started fast, as predicted. Her breathing went ragged within the first thirty seconds, her breast heaving under my palm, her body radiating the searing heat that meant the fire bond was engaging. “I’m already close,” she gasped.

“HOLD IT, Mink. You have ninety seconds.”

“I can’t hold it for ninety seconds!”

“You’ve held it for longer in every session we’ve ever had.”

“That’s different! This is PRESSURE! Performance pressure ACCELERATES my…”

“Kim. FOCUS. Think about something neutral.”

“Like what?!”

“Mathematics.”

“I HATE mathematics!”

“That’s the POINT. Think about mathematics and slow DOWN.”

Dracoona started slow. Her jaw was clenched, her eyes ice-gray, her dragon-heat the only indication of arousal. The mental surrender was the bottleneck, Dracoona needed to let go of control to reach climax, and letting go of control on a cold mountainside while naked and touching a teleportation stone was approximately seventeen items below her dignity threshold.

Rika leaned close to Dracoona’s ear and whispered something. The ice-gray eyes flashed to amber. The scales on her forearms emerged.

“What did you say?” I asked.

“I told her what she looked like on the rooftop when she came,” Rika said, ears flat with mischief. “In detail. Anatomical detail.”

Dracoona’s eyes went full gold. Her hand, holding mine, burned hot enough that I winced. “I will destroy you for this,” she hissed at Rika, which was, for Dracoona, approximately the same thing as moaning.

“Save that energy for the countdown,” Rika purred. “You’re going to need it.”

Solana was characteristically dreamy about the entire process. She swayed against my back, her enormous ass pressing warm and soft, her pale blue eyes half-closed, her expression her signature blend of presence and absence that was Solana’s sexual signature. Nature magic responded to the building arousal: the grass around the clearing grew three inches. Small alpine flowers appeared in granite cracks. A mushroom sprouted from the portkey stone itself, and Harmony flicked it off with irritation.

“Solana, stay with us,” Harmony called.

“I’m here,” Solana murmured. “The flowers are cheering us on.”

“The flowers don’t have a countdown. We do. Sixty seconds.”

My hands were full, Kim’s breast in one, Solana’s hip in the other, Harmony on my thigh, Rika’s tail on my forearm, Dracoona’s burning hand in mine. Five student bond-threads blazed with increasing intensity. The Coven Bond’s combined energy was building toward the threshold that the portkey required: synchronized orgasm, five peaks converging into a single moment of combined release powerful enough to crack reality and deposit us three hundred miles away.

Harmony ran the countdown. Her voice degraded from clinical precision to breathless urgency as her own arousal built; the conductor losing composure while the orchestra followed her increasingly strained lead.

“Forty seconds. Kim, you are NOT allowed to cum yet. Dracoona, you need to accelerate, Rika, tell her the thing about the scales. Solana, your moaning is ahead of schedule, adjust downward. Dana, your hand on my, yes, there, don’t stop, okay. Thirty seconds.”

Kim: “I CAN’T hold it…”

“HOLD IT.”

“I’m DYING…”

“You are NOT dying, you are experiencing premature orgasmic response, which is manageable through cognitive distraction…”

“COGNITIVE WHAT…”

“Think about MATHEMATICS, KIM.”

“I’M THINKING ABOUT MATHEMATICS AND IT’S NOT WORKING BECAUSE DANA’S THUMB IS ON MY NIPPLE AND I DON’T CARE ABOUT LONG DIVISION…”

“Twenty seconds. Dracoona, status.”

Dracoona’s eyes blazed gold, scales erupted across her forearms and shoulders, dragon-heat surging. Rika was grinding against her while whispering, and whatever the whispers contained, detailed recollections of the rooftop threesome, anatomical observations about Dracoona’s body, or possibly just catgirl purring at a frequency that bypassed the ice queen’s dignity and went straight to her nerve endings, was working.

“Functional,” Dracoona managed through clenched teeth.

“‘Functional’ is not a quantitative assessment…”

“I will ARRIVE on TIME, Rolling.”

“Ten. Nine. Eight…”

Kim was trembling. Her entire body vibrating with the effort of not cumming, her heavy breasts heaving against my palm, her green eyes squeezed shut, her teeth sunk into her lower lip. The fire bond was a furnace. “I can’t I can’t I can’t…”

“Seven. Six…”

Dracoona’s dragon-fire surged. Rika purred so hard the vibration traveled through the stone and up through the bones of everyone touching it. Solana’s moonlight began to glow.

“Five. Four…”

My own climax was building, channeled through five simultaneous connections, five bond-threads converging on the same moment. The dark lord’s energy met the coven’s combined arousal and the portkey’s ancient magic, and the three forces braided together into something that felt like standing inside a lightning strike.

“Three. Two. One. NOW.”

Six simultaneous orgasms.

Kim screamed, the full Kim Mink scream, the one that could shatter glass and had once been heard three corridors away. Her pussy clenched around nothing, her hips bucking against my palm, her nipple rock-hard under my thumb, her entire body convulsing through the release she’d been fighting for ninety agonizing seconds. Harmony squirted, of course she did: the fluid caught the starlight in an arc that was both ridiculous and magnificent, soaking my thigh. She arched violently, the woman who’d been conducting everyone else’s climax finally losing control of her own, glasses flying off her face entirely, her pussy spasming against my fingers in fierce, rapid pulses. Solana’s moonlight blazed, her skin luminescent, her body trembling with quiet ecstasy as she pressed her massive ass back against me, flowers erupting from the mountain granite in a circle around her bare feet. Rika yowled, the half-human, half-animal sound that was her climactic signature, her tail rigid as a flagpole, her bell collar chiming one sharp note, her petite body shaking as the orgasm vibrated through every bone and out through her purring chest. Dracoona exhaled a wisp of actual dragon fire that guttered into the cold mountain air and momentarily turned the clearing orange, her pussy clenching against the fingers I couldn’t see Rika’s hand working between her thighs, her scales blazing iridescent across her entire body.

I came with a groan that the mountains echoed back, my cock pulsing against Solana’s ass, cum spilling hot across her skin, the combined bond energy of six orgasms flooding through me like six rivers converging into a single current. Every bond thread blazed at maximum simultaneously, the dark lord’s violet light and the coven’s gold merging into a radiance that turned the clearing bright as noon.

The portkey BLAZED.

White-gold light erupted from the stone. The runes ignited. Reality cracked like a mirror struck by a hammer made of desire.

The world folded.

Teleportation felt like being inside-out for one-tenth of a second, every atom disassembled, carried across three hundred miles of geography on a wave of combined sexual energy, and reassembled on the other side. The bond threads held through the transit, six golden lines stretching and snapping back like elastic. The orgasm echoes pulsed through the transportation, adding a layer of post-climactic warmth to the cold mathematics of teleportation.

We landed in a field.

Flat on our backs. All of us. Post-orgasm, post-teleportation, staring at unfamiliar stars through spots and afterimages and the swimming disorientation of having been somewhere else a fraction of a second ago.

The elf guides arrived with us as secondary passengers, carried on the bond surge rather than driving it. Sylvara was already standing by the time I managed to sit up, serene as moonlight and only slightly winded, while Corwin swept the ridgeline with a scout’s eyes. Elara, Ninael, and Thessaly moved immediately to the edge of the field, establishing a quiet perimeter and marking the extraction point for the return.

Mountains rose around us, different from the ones near Hexhaven. Darker, sharper, the jagged silhouette of a range that had been old when the elves were young. The air was thin and cold and tasted like altitude and stone.

And a mile to the northeast, gleaming white in the moonlight: the nunnery compound. Cold stone walls. No windows. No warmth. No color. A structure designed to suppress everything that had just been unleashed in a mountain clearing, built by a man whose entire ideology would be undone by six people who’d just teleported across a country via the power of synchronized orgasm.

Dracoona lay flat on her back, scales slowly retracting, staring at the sky. Her former-aristocrat dignity had survived a group orgasm on a mountain, but only barely. “…I will never speak of this again.”

Rika, also flat, tail twitching in the frost-covered grass: “It was beautiful and you know it.”

Harmony checked her watch, all clinical urgency and data-obsessed aftershock. “Synchronization within 0.3 seconds. Acceptable.” She paused. “Optimal, actually. That’s within the top percentile of theoretical, I’m going to write a paper about this.”

“You’re going to write a paper about group orgasm teleportation?” Kim said.

“The transport mechanics are academically significant. The orgasm component is… contextual.”

Kim, radiant with post-orgasmic satisfaction, her copper hair spread in the frosty grass, her impossible chest heaving: “That was AMAZING. Can we do it again to get back?”

Harmony: “…we’ll discuss return logistics after we’ve completed the mission.”

Solana, lying in a bed of flowers that had grown from barren mountain soil in the two seconds since she’d landed: “The earth here is angry. It hasn’t been touched by desire in a very long time.” She pressed her hand against the ground. Flowers spread from her palm in concentric circles, pushing through frost and stone. “It wants to grow. It’s been waiting.”

Everyone sat up. Looked at the nunnery. White walls gleaming under the mountain moon. Cold. Sterile. The architectural embodiment of everything the Puritan Lord wanted the world to be: suppressed, controlled, purged of the very energy that had just transported six people across a country.

I stood up. Brushed frost from my clothes. Felt the five student bonds from the portkey blazing at the front of my chest, maximum power, post-orgasm surge, with Aurelie’s sixth ward-bond humming farther back like a distant shield. The dark lord’s energy moved through every channel like electricity through copper wire. Violet light flickered at the edges of my vision.

“Time to fix that,” I said.

The coven rose. Adjusted clothing. Rika didn’t bother; she stayed naked, her bell collar chiming softly, her athletic body a slim bronze figure against the dark mountain landscape. “I fight better like this,” she said. “Clothing restricts my agility by an estimated twelve percent.”

“That estimate is not evidence-based,” Harmony said.

“It’s CATGIRL-based. Same thing.”

Nobody argued further because, honestly, nobody had evidence to the contrary, and the sight of a naked catgirl with a bell collar standing on a mountainside looking at a puritan nunnery with predatory confidence belonged in a dark lord’s pre-battle formation.

The nunnery was a mile away. The libido bomb was in Harmony’s satchel. The coven was at maximum power. And the weapon they carried was made of the very thing the enemy had spent a century trying to destroy.

We moved toward the compound through the dark mountain landscape, five witches and one dark lord, post-orgasmic and determined, with five elves shadowing our route to keep the way home open.

The approach took twenty minutes. Rika scouted ahead, her naked catgirl form a bronze shadow among the rocks, moving silently over terrain that would have been treacherous for anyone without her particular evolutionary advantages. She reported back in hand signals that Keel had taught her during training: two guards at the main gate, ward perimeter at one hundred meters, no patrol activity visible on the walls.

Dracoona’s dragon senses provided thermal intelligence: thirty-plus heat signatures inside the compound, clustered in the central chapel for evening prayers. One stronger signature; the Mother Superior, her body temperature elevated by the concentration of puritan magic she channeled. And one faint, familiar warmth in the far chamber: Grandma. Alive. The thermal signature was weak but steady, sustained by Mr. Whiskers’ familiar magic.

My grandmother was a mile away. Then half a mile. Then a quarter.

I felt the coven’s bonds tightening around me with purpose. Kim’s unwavering determination, a fire that burned toward the objective with the simplicity of “that’s our person, we get them back.” Harmony’s tactical focus, her mind already running the libido bomb’s deployment sequence. Solana’s quiet readiness, flowers growing in her footsteps as she walked toward the most anti-natural place on earth. Rika’s predatory alertness, every catgirl instinct tuned to the hunt. Dracoona’s dragon fury, banked and controlled, waiting for the moment to be unleashed.

The white walls grew closer with every step. Cold. Sterile. Built to suppress everything we were about to unleash.

A single flower grew in Solana’s most recent footprint. A small purple bloom on the barren mountain soil.


Chapter 17: Libido Bomb

The nunnery up close was worse than the descriptions had prepared me for.

Dabbledough’s rescue team had reported the compound’s basic layout: white stone, high walls, minimal access points, heavy ward architecture. Keel’s tactical debrief had been more specific: thirty-foot walls, no windows, a single main gate, drainage passages at the southeast and northwest corners, and a ward system that suppressed all forms of desire-based magic within its perimeter. Aurelie’s analysis, drawn from her own experience of puritan possession, had added the emotional dimension: the compound would feel wrong. Not dangerous in the way a battlefield felt dangerous. Wrong in the way a hospital felt wrong when you were healthy; the oppressive discomfort of being alive in a place designed to suppress aliveness.

All of that was accurate, and none of it was adequate.

The compound was cold white stone, quarried from mountain marble and fitted without mortar, each block precisely cut and placed by an ideology that believed it was right. The walls rose thirty feet, smooth and featureless, designed to keep everything inside contained and everything outside irrelevant. No windows. No decoration. No softening of any kind. The stone wasn’t just white; it was aggressively white, purified by puritan enchantment to remove any trace of warmth or organic variation, the color of snow that had never been touched and bleach that had never been diluted.

High parapets without guards, because the guards were magical: puritan ward-light that pulsed along the stone in patterns visible only to someone with ward-sensing capability. Which I had. Aurelie’s bond gave me ward-sight, and what I saw was a cage made of ideology. The wards were anti-desire by design: every magical frequency associated with arousal, pleasure, connection, warmth, and life had been systematically blocked. The compound existed in a magical dead zone; anti-magic pressed outward, a suppression field that pushed against everything the coven represented.

I could feel it pressing against my bonds. The six golden threads connecting me to my coven, fire, illusion, mind, dragon, nature, ward, flickered like candle flames in a draft. They weren’t failing. They were strained. The puritan architecture was designed to extinguish our exact magical fuel.

Chanting drifted from within. Audible even through the stone. “The light cleanses. The flesh corrupts. The light cleanses. The flesh corrupts.” Thirty voices, synchronized, monotone, the droning rhythm of people who’d been saying the same words so long the words had lost meaning and become habit, muscle memory without consciousness, the verbal equivalent of breathing. These weren’t chants of worship. They were chants of maintenance; the nuns’ voices serving as biological ward-generators, their monotone adding to the compound’s anti-desire field the way generators add to a power grid.

“Thirty-plus heat signatures inside,” Dracoona reported, her dragon senses reading through the walls. Her species had been tracking prey through stone for millennia. “Most are clustered in the central space; the chapel. One stronger signature, separate from the cluster, elevated position. That’ll be the Mother Superior.” She paused. Her golden eyes narrowed. “And one more. Faint. Barely registering. Familiar warmth.”

“Grandma,” I said.

“Familiar magic. Mr. Whiskers. She’s alive, Dana.” Dracoona’s voice softened on the last sentence. The dragon understood rescue. The dragon understood family.

My hands clenched. The dark lord’s energy surged, violet flickering in my eyes, the visceral response that came from standing outside the compound that held the woman who’d raised me and knowing that the walls between us were made of the ideology of a man whose entire philosophy was based on his inability to participate in the thing I was about to weaponize against him.

“Rika,” I said. “Cover our approach.”

Rika grinned with professional delight. Her entire skillset had been designed for exactly this moment. Illusion magic rippled outward from her body, bending light and attention, making the six of us look like nothing, empty mountain landscape, cold air, unremarkable terrain. She maintained the glamour with casual concentration, her golden eyes tracking the compound’s ward patterns for any response to their approach.

“Harmony, ward patterns.”

Harmony scanned with mind-enhanced perception, her amber eyes glowing faintly as the cognitive boost kicked in. The post-squirt clarity from the portkey was still running, she had approximately eight minutes of genius-level analysis remaining. “The ward patterns are old, century-old Puritan Lord-era construction. Same architecture Aurelie analyzed. The weaknesses are at the joints where ward segments meet. The segments were designed for magical assault resistance but are vulnerable to infiltration by things that aren’t magical assault.”

“Define ‘things that aren’t magical assault.’”

“Plants. Drainage water. Physical bodies that aren’t casting combat magic.”

“We crawl in,” I said. “The wards won’t target non-magical infiltration because the original architects didn’t anticipate enemies who would voluntarily enter a sewer.”

“The drainage passage,” I said. “Southeast corner.”

Solana knelt beside the compound’s outer wall. Her hands pressed against the stone, then lower, into the earth, her bare feet sinking into the mountain soil as if the ground was welcoming her. Her pale blue eyes closed. Nature magic reached into the ground like roots, feeling for the drainage channel.

The connection was immediate. The earth around the compound was saturated with suppressed desire; the wards had been pushing against the natural world for months, and the natural world had been quietly, stubbornly resisting. The soil remembered what it felt like to grow. The dormant seeds remembered germination. The roots of mountain plants remembered reaching toward the sun.

“Found it,” Solana murmured. “The vines have overgrown the entrance. They’re angry; the puritan magic has been suppressing them for months.” She opened her eyes. Pale blue, sharp with the sharp focus that meant her nature magic was running at full capacity. “They want to help.”

She convinced the overgrown vines to part. They did eagerly, with the desperate enthusiasm of plants that had been imprisoned by anti-natural magic and were being freed by someone who spoke their language. Leaves unfurled, stems retracted, roots pulled clear of the drainage passage opening. One vine, thicker than the others, curled around Solana’s wrist briefly; a gesture of gratitude, or perhaps solidarity, one imprisoned being recognizing another’s liberation attempt.

The drainage passage opened: a stone-lined tunnel barely wide enough for one person, leading beneath the outer wall into the compound’s interior. The air that wafted from within was cold and sterile and smelled like bleach.

“This is an extremely undignified military operation,” Dracoona observed, looking at the tunnel’s dimensions and clearly calculating how her tall frame would fit. “The Plotter’s masterwork: crawling through a sewer to deploy a sex bomb.”

“The most dignified military operation in history involved walking through the front gate and getting captured,” I said. “We’re trying the undignified version.”

“…fair point.”

Kim looked at the tunnel entrance. Looked at her chest. Looked at the tunnel entrance again.

“This is going to be an issue,” she said.

“Combat crawl. Arms forward, body flat.”

“My body doesn’t DO flat. My body does MOUNTAINOUS.”

“Kim, we’re storming a puritan nunnery. Your chest is not the primary obstacle.”

“My chest has been the primary obstacle in every physical space I’ve entered since I was fifteen.”

She went in anyway, because Kim didn’t let obstacles stop her. She let them inconvenience her, complained about them loudly, and kept going.

We crawled. Rika first, smallest, most agile, able to navigate the narrow passage with feline ease. Then Harmony, clutching the satchel containing the libido bomb to her chest like a parent protecting a child. Me. Kim, whose progress through the tunnel involved a running commentary of “ow,” “ouch,” and “ow, OW, sorry” accompanied by the sounds of a substantial chest being compressed against stone. Solana, who grew small flowers in the tunnel floor behind her, creating a botanical trail that the remaining defenders wouldn’t notice but that gave the route a touch of beauty it hadn’t asked for. Dracoona last, her dragon-heat warming the stone, her scales scraping the ceiling with a sound like sandpaper on marble.

Inside, the compound was everything the outside promised. White corridors, scrubbed clean of personality. Celibacy robes hanging on hooks in neat rows, each one identical, white, shapeless, high-collared, designed to erase the body beneath them and replace it with the uniform blankness of ideological conformity. Prayer chambers with kneeling cushions worn thin from use, the fabric depressions shaped by months of knees pressing into them during forced devotion. Candles that burned with cold white light instead of warm amber, the flames enchanted to suppress rather than comfort.

No color anywhere. No flowers. No art. No personality. The walls were undecorated stone, and the floor was undecorated stone, and the ceiling was undecorated stone, and the overall effect was less “religious compound” and more “the inside of a very clean coffin.”

I felt the anti-desire wards pressing against my bonds as we moved deeper. The golden threads connecting me to my coven flickered like candle flames in a cold wind. Kim’s fire bond dimmed; her magic, which ran on enthusiasm and passion, was being actively suppressed by architecture designed to eliminate both. Harmony’s cognition wavered, the cognitive edge dulling as the wards pushed against the arousal that powered her intelligence. Dracoona’s dragon-heat banked lower, the fire in her blood damped by the compound’s spiritual fire-extinguisher.

“The wards are active,” Harmony whispered, frustration creeping into her voice as the field dragged at her mind. “They’re suppressing our bond energy. We need to move fast; the longer we’re inside the suppression field, the weaker our bonds become.”

We moved fast, staying close together, the bond threads between us serving as a lifeline in the suppression field. I could feel each member’s status through the connections: Kim running hot, her fire fighting the wards; Harmony calculating, her mind compensating for the cognitive interference with sheer analytical stubbornness; Rika alert, cat senses compensating for the magical dampening; Dracoona burning low but steady, her dragon-nature too fundamental to be suppressed by architecture alone; Solana reaching downward with every step, her nature magic finding allies in the soil beneath the marble.

The first ward-joint almost caught us.

It looked like a seam between two white stones. Nothing more. But Aurelie’s ward-sight flared in my vision a heartbeat before Rika crossed it, a thin line of cold-white intent waiting to read heat, breath, pulse, desire, all the small proofs that a living body had entered a place designed for the living to become obedient.

“Stop,” I whispered.

Rika froze with one bare foot half an inch above the seam.

Kim bumped into my back. Harmony bumped into Kim. Dracoona stopped because Dracoona had the body control of a duelist and the patience of a glacier. Solana, behind us, touched the wall and went very still.

“Tripline?” Harmony breathed.

“Confessional trigger,” I said, though the knowledge came from Aurelie’s bond, not mine. “If it detects desire crossing without authorization, it forces the intruder to speak their most shameful want aloud.”

Rika’s ears went flat. “That is invasive and tacky.”

“It would also wake the chapel.”

Harmony leaned close, amber eyes narrowing. “The trigger classifies desire as hostile. It may ignore non-desire biological growth.”

Solana set her hand on the floor. A small root, pale and patient, slid from the crack beside her palm. It crossed the seam first. The tripline pulsed. Hesitated. The root kept moving with the serene innocence of plant life that wanted water, darkness, minerals, and perhaps revenge, none of which the ward knew how to classify as erotic.

“Now,” Harmony whispered.

We crossed one at a time, stepping exactly where the root touched. Kim held her breath so hard her chest strained against the tunnel-scraped fabric. Rika passed soundlessly. Dracoona’s scales scraped the wall with a tiny crystalline rasp that made every muscle in my back lock, but the ward did not trigger.

When we were through, the root curled back into Solana’s hand.

“It says that line was mean,” Solana whispered.

“The plant has good judgment,” Rika said.

Through white corridors that all looked the same. Past dormitory cells that contained nothing but a bed, a white robe, and a kneeling cushion; the total possessions of a life stripped to ideology. Past a kitchen where food was stored in identical white containers, nutrition without pleasure, sustenance without joy. Kim opened one. Inside: a grey paste that might have been nutritive. “This is what they EAT?” she whispered, horrified. “This isn’t food. This is punishment shaped like food.”

“The Puritan Lord’s ideology considers pleasure in eating to be a gateway to other pleasures,” Harmony said. “Remove flavour, remove texture, reduce nutrition to its minimum functional requirement. The body survives. The joy doesn’t.”

“That’s horrible. And I’ve heard Dabbledough read her memoir aloud.”

We passed a dormitory where twenty identical beds were arranged in two rows, each one a narrow cot with a white blanket and a white pillow and nothing, no photographs, no personal items, no trinkets, no colour, no sign that a specific individual human being slept in any specific bed. The uniformity was the cruelty. The message was: you are not a person. You are a function. You exist to serve the Light, and the Light does not require you to have preferences or memories or a favourite colour.

Solana’s nature magic left a trail of flowers through the dormitory. Small defiant blooms growing from beneath the cots, pushing through the sterile stone, because Solana’s magic refused to accept that a building could be designed to suppress life. The flowers were purple, Dana’s colour, and they would still be there when the nuns woke; the first colour most of them had seen in months.

We reached the chapel.

It was the largest space in the compound: a vaulted chamber of white stone with a raised altar at the far end. The ceiling arched forty feet above, creating an echo chamber that amplified the chanting into something that surrounded you, filled you, pressed against you from every direction. The nuns were gathered in rows, kneeling on worn cushions, chanting in monotone, thirty-plus women in white celibacy robes, their faces blank, their eyes hollow. Desire had been sealed so deeply beneath puritan conditioning that only the loop of words remained at the surface, functioning as both prayer and cage.

At the far end of the chapel, behind the altar: the light-cage. A dome of cold white energy, approximately ten feet in diameter, pulsing with the steady rhythm of maintained magic. Inside the cage, on a stone surface: a small, still figure.

Grandma. She was smaller than I remembered. The months of captivity had taken weight she couldn’t afford to lose. Her white hair was loose around her shoulders. Around her neck, a shimmer of silver-blue energy in the shape of a pendant, Mr. Whiskers, the familiar bond transformed into a protective amulet. It pulsed stubbornly. The cat had decided his human wasn’t dying, and the universe could fight him about it.

My eyes burned violet. The dark lord seeing what the Puritan Lord had done.

“Harmony,” I said. “Set the bomb.”

Harmony moved to a position at the center of the chapel, partially concealed behind a stone pillar that was thicker than she was. She opened her satchel with fingers that were steady despite the suppression field pushing against her cognitive enhancement. The Lustcraft Potion vial glowed amber in her hands, concentrated arousal, brewed from Spite’s own recipe refined to weapons-grade potency. The sensitivity-enchanted crystal nested inside the vial, Merriwell’s “misplaced” masterwork, ready to convert the liquid into a vaporized arousal shockwave.

“Sixty seconds,” she said. “I need sixty seconds to charge the crystal and channel the bond energy through the amplification matrix.”

“You’ll have them.”

Mother Castiga appeared.

She emerged from behind the altar like she’d been waiting for us, which she probably had. A perimeter alarm, or a familiar’s warning, or simply a fanatic’s instinct after years of defending this compound against all threats. Tall. Severe. A MILF-age witch whose angular face might have been beautiful once, before she’d traded beauty for ideology and let the ideology carve her features into something that was impressive without being warm. Her eyes burned with white light, nothing like the glazed emptiness of the converted nuns; this was the focused intensity of a true believer who had CHOSEN this path and would die defending it.

“The dark lord’s children,” she said, her voice carrying cold contempt. Desire was weakness to her, and the people who wielded it were lesser beings. “How predictable.”

She raised her hand. White light surged from her palm, cold, sterile, designed to suppress everything warm and alive in its path. The bolt screamed across the chapel, scattering the nearest pew.

The coven responded. Not with panic. With training. Eight months of Keel’s combat sessions snapped into place, each member moving to their assigned tactical position. Nobody practices “fight a puritan fanatic in a nunnery chapel while your teammate arms a sex bomb,” but we knew the general framework: deploy defensive formation while the critical asset completes their objective.

I raised Aurelie’s wards. The protective magic bloomed around us, golden hexagons of energy that caught the white light and held it. The wards were strong, Aurelie’s specialty amplified by the bond, built from her deep ward expertise and the protection magic she’d poured into the bond that connected us. But Mother Castiga’s power was backed by the entire compound’s ward infrastructure, and the hexagons trembled.

Dracoona stepped forward. Dragon-fire erupted from her hands, no controlled training bolt, just the raw, massive, barely-directed fury of a dragon protecting her people. Gold-orange flame met white light in a spectacular collision that sent sparks raining across the chapel and made the nearest nuns break the rhythm of their chanting.

Rika vanished. Her illusion magic rendered her invisible, untraceable; a ghost in the white corridors, circling behind Mother Castiga, creating phantom images of the coven in wrong positions. Castiga swung a light-blast at a phantom Kim that dissolved into mist. Swung at a phantom Dracoona that scattered like smoke. Swung at a phantom me that smiled and disappeared.

“She can’t track me,” Rika’s disembodied voice reported from a location that shifted with each syllable. “She’s burning energy on ghosts. I count four wasted blasts. Her reserves aren’t infinite.”

“Rika, can you get behind the altar?”

“I can get behind anything. It’s my second-best skill.”

“What’s your first?”

“Looking good while doing it.”

A phantom Rika appeared on the altar, waving. Castiga blasted it. Another phantom appeared in the doorway. Blasted. Another appeared on the ceiling. Castiga screamed in frustration and sent a wide-angle white-light burst that dispersed all remaining illusions, but the burst cost her significant energy, and her hands shook afterward.

Kim threw fire. Raw, unfocused, the forest-fire power that Keel had described as “the subtlety of an explosion” and which served perfectly as suppressive firepower. The bolts didn’t need to hit Castiga; they needed to keep her attention on the wrong threat, force her to defend rather than attack, burn seconds off Harmony’s countdown.

Solana knelt. Pressed her palms to the white stone floor. And the floor, the consecrated, purified, anti-natural marble that hadn’t felt life in years, responded to nature magic like a prisoner hearing the key turn.

Vines erupted. Not the gentle tendrils of greenhouse exercises. AGGRESSIVE vines, thorned and thick and furious, pushing through cracks in the consecrated stone with the tectonic violence of natural growth that had been suppressed past its tolerance. They tangled Mother Castiga’s light constructs, pulling at the ward anchors embedded in the floor, cracking the marble with the patient, irresistible force of roots breaking concrete.

“The floor is angry,” Solana said, her voice carrying an intensity that her dreamy demeanor rarely showed. “It wants to GROW. It’s been held down for so long it wants to grow through everything.”

Harmony counted. Her voice was the metronome; the steady, clinical tick of a countdown that would change the world.

“Forty seconds.”

Mother Castiga’s light surged. She was powerful, genuinely, terrifyingly powerful, and she fought with lifelong ferocity, every motion devoted to the cause she refused to watch fall. White bolts scattered the coven’s formation, each impact cracking the air with puritan energy. A light-construct struck Kim sideways; she tumbled, rolled, came up swearing with her copper hair singed and her green eyes blazing. “THAT was RUDE.” She stood up, dusted herself off, and threw fire back with blazing Kim logic: hit it harder. The bolt wasn’t precise. It didn’t need to be. It hit the wall behind Castiga and exploded in a shower of warm sparks that forced the Mother Superior to dodge, buying Harmony another two seconds.

A second light-construct hit Harmony’s position. She dove sideways, clutching the bomb, her body protecting the crystal with fierce commitment. This weapon represented six months of planning, and she was NOT going to let a puritan blast destroy it. “Crystal intact. Fifteen seconds added to charge time.”

“We don’t HAVE fifteen seconds…”

“Then protect me for fifteen seconds!”

Another construct forced Dracoona to shift from offense to shield, her dragon-fire redirecting into a defensive barrier that absorbed the blow but cost her forward momentum. “She’s strong,” Dracoona said through clenched teeth, scales blazing. “Stronger than I expected.”

“Twenty seconds.”

I channeled everything. Six bond specialties simultaneously, the same technique I’d use to break the light-cage, but deployed now in combat. Fire and dragon-fire merged into a plasma wall that caught Castiga’s next blast and absorbed it. Illusion copies of me appeared from Rika’s gift, confusing Castiga’s targeting. Mind-enhanced prediction told me where her next attack would land before she cast it, I pushed Kim out of the path of a bolt she couldn’t see coming. Ward-shields blocked what I couldn’t dodge. Nature magic from Solana’s bond reinforced the vines that were steadily pulling the compound’s ward architecture apart from below.

The nuns continued chanting. They hadn’t responded to the battle, too deep in conversion, their magical cores locked into passive ward-anchor patterns, biological batteries powering the ideology that held them.

“Ten seconds.”

Mother Castiga threw everything at Harmony’s position. She’d identified the bomb, recognized the crystal’s glow, understood what it meant, and threw a concentrated blast of white light that screamed toward the pillar where Harmony crouched with the weapon in her hands.

I intercepted. Six-discipline combined shield. Every bond specialty woven into a single defensive barrier that caught the blast with a sound like glass hitting stone. The shield held. Barely. My hands shook from the impact. Violet light crackled against white in the space between us, the dark lord’s power and the Puritan Lord’s ideology locked in a contest that lasted three seconds and felt like three years.

“READY,” Harmony called. Her voice went calm. She’d done the work, built the weapon, calculated the variables, and now stood at the exact moment all that preparation pointed toward.

I looked at her. The crystal was glowing, amber, bright, alive with the concentrated arousal that Spite’s potion recipe had provided and Harmony’s genius had weaponized. The Lustcraft formula had been vaporized, transformed from liquid to gas, charged through the sensitivity-enchanted crystal that amplified the effect by a factor of forty.

The bomb was live. Waiting for one thing: the coven’s combined bond energy to power the detonation.

“Do it,” I said.

Harmony channeled the bond energy through the crystal. Six golden threads blazed from my chest, Kim’s fire, Rika’s illusion, Harmony’s mind, Dracoona’s dragon, Solana’s nature, Aurelie’s wards, converging on the crystal, flooding through the sensitivity enchantment, merging with the vaporized Lustcraft formula. The crystal screamed with building energy. The amber glow shifted to gold. Then to white-gold. Then to a color that had no name, the color of desire concentrated beyond anything the natural world could produce.

The libido bomb DETONATED.

The shockwave was invisible and overwhelming. It spread from the crystal in all directions like a ripple from a stone dropped into still water, except the water was the compound’s anti-desire architecture and the stone was pure, concentrated, weaponized arousal. The wave hit every living thing in the compound simultaneously; a pressure front of desire that couldn’t be blocked because the wards weren’t designed to block desire from the INSIDE.

The compound’s ward infrastructure tried to suppress the shockwave and created a catastrophic feedback loop. The suppression systems were designed to keep desire OUT. They had no protocol for desire generated INSIDE at weapons-grade levels. The anti-desire architecture tried to contain the explosion and succeeded only in amplifying it; the suppression generated resistance, the resistance amplified the desire, the amplified desire overloaded the suppression. The compound’s magical infrastructure began to fail in cascading sections, ward panels shorting out in sequence, the white-light generators that powered the anti-desire field exploding in showers of harmless sparks as their containment was exceeded by an order of magnitude.

The nuns felt it first.

Thirty women whose desire had been sealed behind layers of puritan conditioning felt it crash back into conscious reach like a tidal wave through a broken dam. Glazed eyes went wide with RECOGNITION, people remembering who they’d been before something terrible happened to them. Mouths that had been chanting fell open with sounds that weren’t words: gasps, moans, the involuntary vocalization of desire returning to bodies that had been cut off from wanting.

The change was rapid and visible. Faces that had been blank regained expression, confusion, wonder, hunger, relief, the full emotional spectrum of human experience flooding back through channels that had been sealed shut. Bodies that had been rigid with suppression went limp, then tense, then TREMBLING as months of pent-up desire poured back through neural pathways that had forgotten what wanting felt like.

Celibacy robes were TORN OFF after the first stunned seconds of recognition. The bomb had not commanded it. The women wearing them looked down, understood what the fabric represented, and chose to be rid of it. Some ripped the collars open with shaking hands. Some laughed through tears while another freed sister helped with the buttons. Some stood still for a breath, checking the desire that had returned to them against their own will, and then moved with sudden, ferocious certainty. White cloth scattered across the chapel floor like shed skin. Beneath: human bodies, trembling with the trembling intensity of systems coming back online after emergency shutdown.

The chapel erupted by consent.

The sterile white space transformed. Where cold silence had been, sound returned, moans, gasps, cries of relief, laughter, tears, the raw cacophony of thirty women discovering simultaneously that they were alive and that being alive felt GOOD. Nuns with nuns, finding each other in the ruins of their shared imprisonment, touching each other’s faces first, recognizing, remembering, confirming that the person beside them was real and present and feeling again. Questions came with every touch. Nods answered them. Hands were taken, guided, refused, welcomed. The libido bomb had restored desire. What happened after belonged to the women who had gotten their wanting back.

The first woman to speak had been kneeling in the front row when the bomb hit. She was maybe fifty, with silver threaded through dark hair that had been scraped back so tightly the style looked punitive. She tore the collar from her robe, pressed both hands to her throat, and said, “My name is Maribel.”

The woman beside her turned as if language had finally become hers again.

“Maribel,” she repeated.

“Not Sister Abstentia.” Maribel’s voice broke on the false name. “Maribel. I had a bakery in Bellwether. I made cherry rolls on Thursdays.”

Kim inhaled sharply. Of course Kim reacted to baked goods as proof of personhood. The bakery mattered. The cherry rolls mattered. Pleasure in sugar and butter and warm bread had survived somewhere under the white light, waiting for one crack in the cage.

Another freed nun laughed suddenly, wildly. “I hate porridge.”

The declaration rang across the chapel with the force of revolution.

“I HATE porridge,” she said again, louder, as if the hatred itself were sacred because it belonged to her. “I hate white robes. I hate cold baths. I hate that bell. I hate chanting. I hate pretending I don’t remember my wife.”

At the word wife, a red-haired woman three rows back sobbed. Not delicately. Not prettily. A full-bodied, devastated sound. She shoved through two discarded robes and reached for the woman who had spoken.

“Talia?”

The woman who hated porridge turned.

Whatever puritan name had been forced onto her died in that turn.

They crossed the chapel and collided, hands to faces, mouths to mouths, crying so hard the kiss barely worked at first. Then it did. The red-haired woman kissed her wife like she was drinking air after drowning, and the nuns around them made room because every woman in that chapel understood instinctively that this reunion was holy in a way the white stone had never been.

Rika wiped at her eyes and pretended she was scratching her cheek.

Harmony said softly, “Identity restoration is proceeding through autobiographical anchors.”

“They remember love,” Solana said.

Simpler. More true.

A young nun near the altar stood completely still while a friend worked at the buttons of her robe. “Can I say no?” she asked, voice shaking.

Everyone near her stopped.

The question silenced a circle of the chapel more effectively than any ward.

I stepped close enough for her to hear me and stayed far enough away that she did not have to look up at a stranger towering over her.

“Yes,” I said. “You can say no to anything. You can say yes. You can change your mind. You can sit down and do nothing. The bomb gave desire back. It doesn’t make choices for you.”

She stared at me, then at the friend holding the half-open robe.

“I want the robe off,” she said. “I don’t want to be touched yet.”

Her friend nodded immediately. “Then I take the robe off and stand over there.”

The robe came away. The friend stepped back. The young woman wrapped her arms around herself, naked and shaking and smiling with a terror that was also freedom.

“I said what I wanted,” she whispered.

“Yes,” I said.

She laughed. Wanting had become possible again, and the sound needed somewhere to go.

The coven joined the liberation.

Kim was attended by grateful, freed witches who recognized that the copper-haired girl with the impossible chest was one of their liberators. They surrounded her, three, then four, then five women whose desire had been returned to them and who expressed their gratitude through touch and warmth and the desperate urgency of people who hadn’t been allowed to want in months. Kim, being Kim, whose generosity was as physical as her bust and whose capacity for giving pleasure was second only to her capacity for feeling it, welcomed every gesture of thanks with the same warmth she brought to everything.

She kissed a freed nun on the mouth, a woman in her thirties, slim, dark-haired, who’d been a healer at a magical clinic before the Puritan Lord’s ideology found her, and the woman burst into tears. Sadness did not break her. The overwhelm did: someone kissed her and meant it, with pure, uncomplicated generosity instead of technique or strategy. Kim held her. Stroked her hair. Whispered “it’s okay, you’re safe now, you’re free” while the woman sobbed against her chest. Then the woman kissed her back, and the kisses became something else, and the something else was healing in a language that the puritan ideology had tried to eliminate: the language of bodies saying yes.

Rika was in exhibitionist PARADISE. An audience of thirty, one of the largest she’d had, in a chapel turned orgy, the world’s most captive viewers suddenly freed and looking for guidance on how to express the desire that had just been returned to them. She orchestrated with tail-swishing directorial energy, positioning women, suggesting combinations, making absolutely certain that the spectacle was SEEN because being seen was Rika’s revolutionary act and tonight it was also an act of war.

Harmony squirted with enough force to short out a remaining puritan light construct. The ward panel fizzled, sparked with blue-white energy, and went dark permanently. “Structural damage from fluid impact,” she noted with professional satisfaction, adjusting her soaked glasses. “I should write a paper.”

Dracoona’s dragon-fire counterpointed the cold white architecture. She breathed heat into the stone walls, warming surfaces that hadn’t been warm since the compound’s construction, her scales blazing gold in the chapel’s light. The white marble, heated by dragon-fire, developed hairline fractures as thermal expansion fought the cold rigidity of puritan enchantment.

Solana’s nature magic responded to the massive arousal energy like a drought-starved garden receiving rain. Vines CRACKED through the white stone floor in branching networks. Flowers burst from the walls in cascading waves of color, purple, gold, silver, red, each bloom a declaration of life in a building designed to suppress it. The altar itself sprouted moss, then flowers, then a small vine that climbed the puritan scripture etched above it and covered the words with leaves.

I moved through the liberation at its center. The dark lord among the freed. The nuns came to me as expressions of freedom. No coven bonds. No permanent connections. Just women reaching for proof that desire belonged to them again. Women who’d been denied desire reaching for the person whose power was built on desire, seeking the warmth that the Puritan Lord had tried to eliminate from the world. Each encounter began with choice made visible: a hand offered, a nod, a whispered yes, a laugh through tears when I asked again because nobody in this room would ever be touched without wanting it. The bomb had opened the locked door. The freed women chose whether to walk through.

I gave them what they asked for. One after another, with the dark lord’s attentiveness and the capacity that the bond network provided. Not infinite. Not effortless. But sufficient for this, for the work that needed doing.

A former schoolteacher with red-rimmed eyes pressed against the chapel wall, her legs wrapped around my waist, her face buried in my neck. I fucked her standing, my hands gripping her thighs, and she gripped my shoulders with white-knuckled fingers and said “thank you” when she came, her pussy clenching around me in waves, the first genuine words she’d spoken in months. She shook for a full minute afterward, tears and tremors and the slow exhale of a woman whose body was remembering how to feel.

A young witch barely older than me, dark hair, wide brown eyes, pulled me to the altar steps and straddled me. Desire had been locked in a cage inside her, and someone had just handed it the key. She rode me fast, her freed breasts bouncing, her eyes wide with recognition as the pleasure crashed through her. She remembered everything, remembered being herself, remembered the life that had been taken, and the orgasm that shook her was as much grief as pleasure, a raw cry that echoed off the flowering walls. She came with my name on her lips, and she didn’t even know my name; the word that escaped was closer to “please,” and I gave her everything the please requested.

A healer in her forties, full-bodied, knelt first and took me in her mouth like water after a drought, then pulled me onto the flower-covered floor and guided me inside her with hands that shook with recovered desire. “I used to love this,” she whispered as I moved in her, her pussy wet and welcoming and pulsing with the urgency of months denied. “I’d forgotten. He made me forget.”

Each encounter was brief but genuine. The dark lord’s attentiveness, the Dana Del Morte gift of reading what each person needed and providing it, applied here as it did with the coven. Some needed tenderness. Some needed to be fucked hard against the puritan scripture until the words crumbled behind their shoulders. Some needed to be held afterward more than they needed the act itself, and I held them, because the liberation wasn’t just about breaking the Puritan Lord’s spell. It was about proving that the opposite of his ideology, connection, warmth, the fundamental human willingness to be vulnerable with another person, was stronger than anything he’d built.

Each act pushed the puritan influence further from the compound. Where white light had been, golden warmth bloomed from the coven’s bond energy. Where the chanting had been, human sounds replaced it, real, honest, unedited human sounds of pleasure and relief and the overwhelming joy of remembering that you were a person and not a vessel.

The light-cage around Grandma FLICKERED. Every orgasm in the chapel was another crack in its structure. Every moan was another wave of desire crashing against the Puritan Lord’s last defense. The coven’s combined sexual energy, amplified by the libido bomb and multiplied by dozens of freed nuns rediscovering desire, was an OCEAN of arousal crashing against a dam built by an impotent man’s fear.

The cage dimmed. Pulsed. Weakened.

The chapel transformed completely. White stone covered in flowers and warmth. The puritan scripture on the walls obscured by growing vines. The cold light fixtures replaced by the warm glow of dragon-fire and coven bonds. Freed nuns scattered in satisfied groups, some crying with relief, some laughing because they’d been told they could never feel joy again and had just been proven wrong. Some still going, because months and years of suppression released all at once needed time and space and willing partners to express fully.

The puritan aesthetic was DESTROYED. Not by force. Not by the institutional assault that Dabbledough’s faculty team had attempted. By LIFE. By desire. By the fundamental biological refusal to be told that wanting was wrong. The weapon that destroyed the Puritan Lord’s fortress wasn’t fire or wards or combat magic. It was the very thing he’d spent a century trying to eliminate, concentrated and weaponized and detonated at the heart of his creation.

I looked across the chapel at my coven. Kim, surrounded by grateful women, giving comfort as naturally as breathing. Harmony, soaked and triumphant, already calculating the bomb’s residual effects with a scientist’s joy at an experiment exceeding every prediction. Rika, naked and radiant, directing the liberation like she’d been training for this role her entire life without knowing it. Dracoona, her dragon-fire warming the stone walls, her scales blazing with protective fury, standing guard over the coven while the chapel transformed around her. Solana, kneeling on the floor with her hands flat on the marble, growing a garden from nothing, her moonlight-glow filling the spaces where puritan light had been.

Six bonds in my chest, Aurelie’s distant ward-thread included. Five witches in the chapel. One dark lord. One coven. And the weapon we’d built together, from Spite’s recipes and Merriwell’s crystals and Aurelie’s intelligence and Sylvara’s tunnels and Harmony’s genius and the combined sexual energy of six people who’d chosen each other, had done what Dabbledough’s conventional force could not.

Mother Castiga had fled to the inner sanctum when the bomb hit.

The light-cage dimmed again.

I started toward Grandma.


Chapter 18: Denied

Mother Castiga had retreated to the inner sanctum when the bomb detonated.

She’d felt it coming. In the fraction of a second before the shockwave hit, I’d seen something change in her face, the sharp shift from battle-focused to horrified: a true believer watching the world decide her faith was wrong. The crystal in Harmony’s hand had pulsed with building energy, and Castiga’s eyes had widened with recognition. She KNEW what it was. Nobody could have predicted a weaponized libido bomb, but the principle was obvious. The principle was desire. And she knew, with instincts trained by a lifetime of suppression, that a weapon made of desire aimed at a compound built to suppress it would be devastating.

She’d turned and fled. Through a doorway behind the altar, past the puritan scripture that glowed on the walls, abandoning the chapel and the nuns and the battle to seek the only place in the compound still under her personal protection: the chamber containing the light-cage. The chamber where my grandmother lay unconscious, sustained by a cat who’d spent four months as jewelry.

The chapel behind us was still erupting. Solana’s nature magic had turned the sterile white space into a greenhouse: vines covering the walls, flowers bursting from the marble floor, the cold architecture of puritan denial transformed into a garden of liberation. The freed nuns were in various states of joyful chaos, decades of suppressed desire releasing all at once, like a dam breaking, the water crashing through channels that had been sealed so long the riverbed had forgotten what flow felt like.

The coven followed me into the corridor that led to the inner sanctum. The corridor was narrow, white stone, no windows, puritan scripture glowing faintly on the walls. The scripture was losing its light. Each line of text that had burned with the Puritan Lord’s white energy was dimming as the libido bomb’s effect saturated the compound, desire flooding through the architecture like water through limestone, dissolving the ideology that had held the structure together.

Kim walked at my right, her fire bond blazing, copper hair wild, her heavy chest heaving with adrenaline and purpose. She’d been magnificent in the chapel, raw firepower that had held Castiga’s initial assault while Harmony set the bomb, courage that didn’t require strategy because it ran on pure, unthinking loyalty.

Harmony flanked my left, already analyzing the corridor’s ward structure, her mind sharp from a strategic squirt she’d released during the chapel fight (“the cognitive surge was NECESSARY,” she’d say later, adjusting her glasses with serene dignity, having fully weaponized her bodily fluids). Her amber eyes scanned the walls, reading the fading scripture like data points on a failing system.

Dracoona brought heat, literally. Her dragon-fire warmed the cold corridor, scales fully visible on her arms and neck, her gold eyes tracking the thermal signatures that told her exactly what lay ahead. “One heat source. Strong. Agitated. That’s Castiga.” A pause. “And one very faint heat source beyond her. Barely registering. But alive.”

Grandma.

Solana walked barefoot on the marble, and behind her, flowers pushed through the white stone floor. Purple blossoms, defiant and beautiful, the living rebuttal to every line of puritan scripture on the walls. Her nature magic was running at maximum; the libido bomb’s residual energy had supercharged her connection to the natural world, and the natural world was responding by growing through the Puritan Lord’s architecture with enthusiastic botanical contempt.

Rika scouted ahead, a naked bronze shadow flickering at the edge of visibility, her illusion magic blurring her outline so that she appeared and disappeared like a cat in moonlight. She’d shed the last of her clothing during the chapel battle and showed no intention of recovering it. Bell collar chiming softly with each step.

We found the inner sanctum at the end of the corridor. A heavy door, white marble, inscribed with puritan sigils that were supposed to glow with protective energy. They flickered weakly, dying candles in a wind of desire.

Rika was already inside. She’d bypassed the door entirely, found a ventilation gap above the frame and slipped through with boneless feline flexibility. She waved us in from the other side. The door yielded when I pushed it.

The inner sanctum was smaller than the chapel: a circular room of white marble, the ceiling domed, the walls covered in puritan scripture that glowed with the Puritan Lord’s signature white light, but the glow was uncertain now, pulsing irregularly, the stuttering rhythm of a magical system under stress. The marble walls, which had been pristine and cold, were developing fractures. Solana’s vines, growing from the corridor, pushed through the cracks with the gentle persistence of plants that knew they belonged here more than the stone did.

At the center of the room stood the light-cage. Still intact but visibly weakened, its white glow flickering like a candle in wind, the solid walls of light-energy thinning to translucence. Inside the cage, Grandma lay on a raised stone surface, peaceful and pale and small. Mr. Whiskers’ necklace form pulsed against her throat, the familiar magic maintaining her vital signs with the desperate, unwavering devotion of a guardian who’d been holding on for months and refused to stop.

And between us and the cage, Mother Castiga.

She was shaking.

The woman who’d faced Dabbledough with unflappable composure. Who’d deployed a dead man’s switch calmly, like she’d rehearsed the scenario and found it acceptable. Who’d kidnapped an old woman from her home and caged her in light and maintained that cage for four months through the force of genuine, voluntary, fanatical devotion.

She was shaking.

Sweat glistened on her forehead, darkening the severe hairline where her hair was pulled back so tightly it looked painful. Her celibacy robes, white, high-collared, covering everything from throat to ankle, the uniform of the order she’d created from the Puritan Lord’s ideology, were damp with perspiration. Her severe face had been certain when she’d confronted Dabbledough’s rescue team in the summer. Now it belonged to a woman fighting a war on two fronts.

The coven in front of her.

And the libido bomb inside her.

The bomb’s shockwave had hit her too. She’d fought it longer than any of the nuns, much longer, because her devotion to the Puritan Lord wasn’t conditioning. It wasn’t the imposed ideology that the Light Lord had forced on the converted nuns, the external restructuring that made them prim and celibate against their will. Castiga’s devotion was CHOICE. She’d sought the Puritan Lord out voluntarily. She’d resonated with his vision of a world purged of desire because she WANTED it. The desire to eliminate desire, the tragic paradox of a woman who felt too much and had decided the solution was to feel nothing.

That conviction was the wall she was holding against an ocean of arousal that was crashing against her from every direction. The libido bomb’s effect hadn’t dissipated; it had ACCUMULATED. Every orgasm in the chapel had added to the ambient desire energy, the sexual resonance building like sound in a cathedral, and the inner sanctum, despite its personal wards, was saturated with it. Each breath sparked arousal against the back of my throat. The white marble floor vibrated with it. The puritan scripture on the walls flickered as the desire-energy corroded the conviction that powered the text.

Her hands were clenched at her sides. Her jaw was locked so tight the tendons in her neck stood out like cords. Her whole body trembled as she resisted a force that wanted every muscle to relax, every barrier to dissolve, every seal that had been placed on desire to break open.

“I will not,” she said. Her voice came through clenched teeth, each word an act of war against her own body. “I WILL NOT. The Light does not yield to flesh. The Light does not SUBMIT to desire. I chose this. I CHOSE this.” Her voice cracked. “I will NOT…”

Her hand twitched toward her body. Involuntary. The body’s response to arousal that the mind was refusing to acknowledge. She caught the hand with her other hand and forced it down, gripping her own wrist so hard the knuckles went white.

“I will NOT.”

The coven stood at the threshold. I felt their bonds blazing behind me, Kim’s fire, warm and steady; Harmony’s mind, sharp and precise; Dracoona’s dragon-heat, radiating; Rika’s illusion, shimmering at the edges of perception; Solana’s nature, vines already curling into the sanctum from the corridor, flowers pushing through the cracks in the consecrated marble.

I stepped forward.

Mother Castiga’s white-light eyes fixed on me. The Puritan Lord’s energy, channeled through her voluntary devotion, surged in a defensive pulse, but noticeably weaker than it had been in the chapel, the way a fortress wall is still standing but the mortar is crumbling. The compound’s ward architecture was failing. The libido bomb had dismantled the infrastructure she’d relied on. What remained was her personal power and her personal conviction, and the bomb was eroding both with the patient inevitability of water wearing stone.

“You kidnapped my grandmother,” I said.

My voice was calm. The dark lord’s calm. Settled composure from someone who’d moved past anger into something colder and more dangerous. My eyes weren’t flashing violet. They were STEADY violet, the dark lord’s energy settled into a state of being.

“You held her for months. You kept her in a cage of light while a cat turned himself into a necklace to keep her alive.” I looked at the light-cage. At the shimmer of Mr. Whiskers on Grandma’s throat, the familiar magic pulsing with exhausted devotion. “You serve a man whose entire ideology is built on his own impotence.”

“She is the bloodline of the dark lord,” Castiga said through her clenched jaw. The words came out fractured, the sentences losing coherence as the bomb’s effect intensified. “The bloodline must be purified. The Light demands…”

“The Light demands nothing. The Light is a dead man’s ego projected onto vulnerable people.” I took another step. “A brilliant wizard who was so afraid of desire that he built an entire ideology around eliminating it. Desire reminded him of what he couldn’t do. His revolution wasn’t moral. It was personal. A tantrum dressed up as theology.”

“You DARE…”

“I dare because I’m standing in the ruins of his dream,” I said, “and his dream just got destroyed by the exact thing he was afraid of.”

I looked at the crumbling light-cage. At Grandma, peaceful and thin and alive inside it. At Mr. Whiskers, whose familiar energy was pulsing stronger now that the puritan wards were failing, the necklace’s glow shifting from the desperate maintenance of life support to something brighter and more hopeful.

“I could give you what you want,” I said.

Mother Castiga’s trembling intensified. The bomb’s residual effect was relentless, and the inner sanctum’s concentrated ambiance, desire energy from the chapel seeping through the walls, pooling in this small circular room, amplified by the reflective properties of white marble, made the arousal inescapable. She was aroused beyond anything her discipline could contain. Decades of suppressed desire, sealed behind walls of conviction that the Puritan Lord’s ideology had helped her build, were crashing back through channels she’d thought she’d permanently closed. The sensation was overwhelming: physical arousal and EMOTIONAL arousal, the full spectrum of desire and want and need and hunger that she’d spent her adult life denying.

“I could end this in a minute,” I said. “Dark lord energy plus the bomb’s ambient effect. You’d crumble in seconds. The light in your eyes would go out like a candle. And everything you’ve been denying yourself, everything you taught yourself to hate, would come back all at once.”

Her eyes were losing focus. The white light was flickering. Her hands, pressed against her thighs through the celibacy robes, were trembling with the effort of not moving upward.

“Please…” The word escaped before she could stop it. It wasn’t a request for mercy. It was a request for what the bomb was promising and her conviction was denying. Her body had decided the war was over and was suing for terms her mind refused to negotiate.

“Please, I, I need…” She caught herself. Furious. Ashamed. The true believer confronting the heresy of her own body’s honesty, hearing her own voice say the words she’d spent decades punishing in others. “I need, no. NO. I will not say it. I will NOT…”

“No.”

Her eyes widened. The word wasn’t what she expected.

“No,” I repeated. “I’m not going to give you what you want. I could break you easily. But I won’t.”

Silence. Room-reshaping silence.

“Why?” Her voice was barely audible. The shaking was consuming her.

“Because those nuns in the chapel?” I said. “They were VICTIMS. They were converted against their will, their desire sealed away, their personalities smothered by a man who decided that his inability to participate in pleasure entitled him to eliminate pleasure from the world. They deserve to be freed. They deserve the desire that was buried beneath the Light’s conditioning. They deserve every orgasm, every touch, every moment of pleasure that the Puritan Lord’s ideology took away.”

I looked at Mother Castiga and judged her coldly. Anger had burned off. Contempt was too small. I understood exactly what she was and had decided exactly what she deserved.

“You’re not a victim. You CHOSE this. You sought out the Puritan Lord voluntarily. You built this compound with your own hands and your own magic. You kidnapped an old woman and put her in a cage. You decided that desire was evil and that everyone who felt it was corrupt, and you made it your mission to enforce that decision on women who hadn’t asked for your intervention.”

“The Light…”

“The Light is an impotent man’s temper tantrum turned into a religion. And you followed it because it validated your contempt for the thing you couldn’t control in yourself.”

She was breaking. The bomb’s effect, the ambient desire from the chapel, and the crumbling ward architecture were stripping her defenses layer by layer. Her hands shook. Her knees buckled, catching, straightening, buckling again. Her eyes, still burning with white light, were losing their focus as her body wanted what her mind refused to allow. The puritan robes were damp with sweat, clinging to a body that the robes existed to deny. She was MILF-age, attractive beneath the severity, and the bomb was making her aware of that attractiveness, making her feel her own body as something that wanted rather than something that endured.

“Please,” she whispered again. “I need, I can’t, the suppression is…” Her voice broke. “PLEASE. I’ll tell you anything. I’ll release the cage. I’ll give you the woman. Just, please…”

She was begging. The woman who’d kidnapped my grandmother. Who’d served the Puritan Lord’s ideology with genuine conviction. Who’d stood between Dabbledough and a hostage and said “attack me and she dies.” Who’d run this compound as a temple to suppression, converting ordinary witches into puritan instruments, stripping desire and autonomy and personhood from women who’d done nothing to deserve it.

She was BEGGING.

And the dark lord said: “No.”

Kim inhaled sharply behind me. Harmony’s glasses glinted. Dracoona’s scales flickered. Rika’s ears went flat. Solana’s flowers paused in their growth, the vines going still, the nature magic holding its breath.

“No,” I said again, quieter. “You will feel everything the bomb unlocked. You will feel the desire you’ve been suppressing for decades. Every want, every need, every hunger that you decided was sinful and tried to burn out of yourself and out of everyone around you. You will feel all of it.”

I held her gaze. Violet to white. Dark lord to puritan.

“And nobody is going to relieve it.”

She collapsed. No spell touched her. No force struck her. Her own arousal slammed into the immovable wall of my refusal and took her knees out from under her. She fell to the white marble, hands clutching her celibacy robes, body convulsing with unfulfilled need that the bomb had awoken and my denial had left unsatisfied.

The white light in her eyes guttered. Flickered. Died.

What was left was a middle-aged woman on her knees, shaking, denied, and after decades of repression, fully aware of everything she’d spent her life trying to eliminate from herself and from the world.

The dark lord’s justice took a different shape. Not violence. Not captivity. Not the cruelty of a villain who destroyed enemies for the pleasure of destruction. The measured punishment of a man whose power was built on desire and who understood that the sentence should match the crime.

The denial was the punishment. The unfulfilled need was the sentence. I didn’t enjoy the suffering. Justice required the punishment to match the crime. She’d denied desire to dozens of women. Now desire was denied to her.

I turned my back on her.

“Leave her,” I said to the coven. “Magical authorities are on their way.”

Aurelie had contacted them “anonymously” with coordinates, per the plan. They’d arrive within the hour.



The light-cage.

I stood in front of it and felt the six bonds in my chest like six hands reaching toward the barrier. The cage was weakening, Castiga’s collapse had severed the personal power that reinforced its structure, and the compound’s ward architecture, dismantled by the libido bomb, couldn’t sustain it. What remained was residual energy, the Puritan Lord’s original enchantment fading without the local power source that had maintained it.

But it was still there. Still holding. Still keeping my grandmother inside a prison of light that had been designed to kill her if anyone forced their way through.

“The structural integrity is at approximately twelve percent,” Harmony said, her voice the clinical calm that meant she was working at maximum cognitive capacity, the post-squirt clarity running at full power. “The cage was designed to collapse inward if breached by force. It needs to be dismantled, not shattered. Each specialty needs to address a different structural layer.”

“Tell me what to do.” I cracked my knuckles. The dark lord’s composure was back, the emotional crack sealed for now, there would be time for feelings after the cage was down and Grandma was free. Right now, I needed to be the six-bond coven leader who could channel more specialties simultaneously than any wizard in recorded history.

“Fire and dragon-fire to destabilize the energy matrix. Illusion to confuse the self-repair protocols. Mind to identify the structural weakness in real-time. Ward-magic to unlock the locking mechanism. Nature to push living growth into the dead light-structure. All simultaneously.”

All six bond specialties. Channeled simultaneously through a single person. It was the most complex magical operation I’d ever attempted, the equivalent of playing six instruments at once while conducting the orchestra.

I reached for the bonds. All of them. At the same time.

Kim’s fire blazed through me first, hot, eager, uncomplicated, the warmth of loyalty expressed as combustion. I directed it at the cage’s energy matrix, and the white light flickered as the fire met it, the puritan cold and the coven’s warmth locked in direct opposition.

Dracoona’s dragon-fire came next, hotter, sharper, more focused, the concentrated intensity of fire that was part of someone’s blood rather than their magic. I braided it with Kim’s fire, creating a double helix of flame that spiraled around the cage’s outer layer.

Rika’s illusion wrapped around the cage like a mirage, confusing the self-repair protocols that the Puritan Lord had built into the enchantment. Every time the cage tried to heal a crack, the illusion made the crack appear somewhere else, sending the repair protocols chasing ghosts.

Harmony’s mind-magic sharpened my perception until I could SEE the cage’s structure at the molecular level, every thread of light-energy, every connection point, every weakness. I saw the locking mechanism buried in the base of the cage: a knot of puritan energy that Aurelie’s ward knowledge, flowing through the bond, recognized as a standard containment seal.

Aurelie’s ward-magic reached through the bond from three hundred miles away; she was at Hexhaven, monitoring through the bond connection, and her expertise manifested as a set of instructions that my hands followed without conscious thought. Turn the seal clockwise. Invert the third sigil. Apply pressure at the junction point.

Solana’s nature magic was last. I channeled it upward from the marble floor, through the cracks that her vines had already opened, and into the cage’s structure. Living growth pushing into dead light. Green into white. Life into stasis. The natural world, which had been banished from this compound by the Puritan Lord’s ideology, returning with the quiet persistence of roots breaking concrete.

The light-cage came apart.

The cage did not shatter. It unwove. The white bars loosened thread by thread, each layer separating from the next under the combined pressure of fire, illusion, mind, wards, dragon heat, and roots. Fragments of light spun across the floor like glass that had decided to become mist, dissolving the instant they lost contact with the whole. The puritan glow that had sustained the cage for four months evaporated in a controlled cascade, replaced by the warm golden light of six coven bonds blazing at maximum output. The golden light filled the inner sanctum, washing over the white marble, the puritan scripture, the crumbled authority of an ideology that had lost.

Inside the cage’s footprint: Grandma.

Small. Still. Thinner than I remembered; the months of captivity had reduced her in ways that Mr. Whiskers’ familiar magic couldn’t entirely prevent. Her white hair, which had always been a wild storm around her head, full of life and the familiar mischief of a woman who’d raised her grandson on stories she knew were true while pretending they were fiction, lay flat and faded against the stone surface. Her skin was pale. Her hands, folded on her chest beside the shimmering necklace, were thin and fragile, the hands that had packed my sandwiches and told me bedtime stories and held me when I was small enough to be held.

But she was breathing. Her chest rose and fell with the steady rhythm of unconsciousness, not death. Her pulse was visible at her throat, beating alongside the shimmer of Mr. Whiskers’ familiar form.

Around her neck, the necklace pulsed with relief. The familiar magic had maintained Grandma’s vital functions at the cost of the cat’s own energy for four months. Now it surged bright, because the guardian who’d held on through everything was finally, finally allowed to let go.

Behind me, I heard the coven’s response to what they’d just witnessed. Kim exhaled; a long, shaking breath that carried relief and awe and the helpless overwhelm of a girl who felt everything fully and didn’t know how to process a moment this large. Harmony’s pen moved across her notebook, the scratching sound a small island of normalcy in the vast ocean of what had just happened. Dracoona’s scales hummed with residual heat. Rika whispered “holy shit,” soft and reverent in a way she rarely used. Solana sat on the floor and placed both palms on the marble, and where her hands touched, the white stone turned to soil and the soil grew moss and the moss grew flowers, the natural world reclaiming puritan architecture one handprint at a time.

The silence after the unweaving lasted the held-breath moment between lightning and thunder; the held-breath moment when the world is processing what just happened and hasn’t yet decided how to react.

Then the sound came. Not thunder. Purring. Mr. Whiskers, still in necklace form, purring because his witch was no longer imprisoned.

I knelt beside her. The marble was hard under my knees. The golden light from the coven bonds was warm on my face. The inner sanctum, which had been designed to suppress every form of desire and warmth and life, was being reclaimed, by flowers growing through the cracks, by golden light replacing white, by a grandson kneeling beside the woman who’d raised him.

I lifted her. She was lighter than she should have been. Circumstance had reduced her without defeating her, the same quiet resilience Solana carried: the ability to survive what should have broken you by simply refusing, patiently, to break.

“I’m here, Grandma,” I whispered. “I’m here.”

Mr. Whiskers transformed.

The necklace melted like ice in sunlight, reshaping, reorganizing, the shimmer of familiar magic condensing from jewelry back into flesh. Fur materialized first, orange, bristling, deeply offended. Flesh followed, small, compact, carrying the gaunt density of a cat who’d been performing the magical equivalent of holding a building up for four months and had lost considerable weight in the process. Paws appeared, then a tail, then a face that expressed, in the universal language of feline displeasure, approximately seventeen simultaneous complaints about the situation, the rescuers, the timeline, and the quality of the accommodations.

He hissed at everything in sight. The coven. The chapel. The white marble. The dissolving light fragments. Me. The hissing was comprehensive, impartial, and deeply personal. Every being in the room received its own individual hiss, each one calibrated to convey a specific variation of “I have been a necklace for four months and EVERYONE is responsible.”

Then he curled against Grandma’s neck. And purred.

The purr was thunderous; a full-throttle rumble of relieved, exhausted, stubbornly triumphant feline devotion. The sound filled the inner sanctum, a small warm noise in a room that had been built for silence, and it was more powerful than any magic I’d channeled that night. The cat who’d turned himself into a necklace to save the woman he loved was back in cat form, and his first act was to express exactly how he felt about the experience.

The answer was: angry, relieved, and purring.

“Your grandmother’s cat just threatened a combat-trained catgirl,” Rika observed from the doorway, her golden eyes watching Mr. Whiskers with the quiet respect of one predator acknowledging another.

Mr. Whiskers hissed at Rika specifically. A personal, targeted hiss that communicated: you are a feline-adjacent individual and I am a REAL cat and the difference matters.

“I respect that,” Rika said.

He hissed harder.

“I still respect that.”

Kim appeared beside me. Her hand on my shoulder. Her green eyes were wet with relief too large for the body to process without leaking. “She’s okay,” Kim said. “Dana, she’s OKAY.”

“She’s okay.”

Harmony stood behind us, notebook out, already documenting the rescue for what she would later describe as “an academically significant use of weaponized arousal.” Her clinical distance was a coping mechanism, by treating the rescue as data, she could process the emotional weight without being overwhelmed by it. But her glasses were fogged, and the fog wasn’t from squirting.

Dracoona guarded the door, her dragon-fire warming the inner sanctum’s cold marble, her scales fully visible, her gold eyes scanning for any remaining threat. She didn’t speak. Dracoona’s silence, when it appeared, was the heavy silence of a woman who felt something too strongly to trust her voice with it. She’d nearly lost her own family when her dragon nature was revealed. She understood rescue. She understood what it meant to hold someone you’d almost lost.

Solana knelt beside me, wordless, and grew a small flower on the stone surface next to Grandma’s hand. A purple bloom, the color of Dana’s eyes, growing from nothing, rooted in marble, alive because Solana’s magic said it should be alive and the marble wasn’t in a position to argue.

We carried Grandma out through the ruined compound. The chapel was a garden now: Solana’s nature magic had transformed the sterile white space into something alive and warm and growing, the botanical consequence of a libido bomb channeled through a nature witch in a building that hadn’t experienced growth in decades. Freed nuns were scattered in various states of satisfaction and confusion, some crying like they’d woken from a nightmare, some laughing with the giddy joy of the recently liberated, some wrapped around each other in the continued exercise of their restored desire.

Several offered to help carry the unconscious old woman. They were gentle, careful, and nobody needed to explain captivity to them. A nun with red-rimmed eyes held the door. Another cleared the path. A third offered a clean robe as a blanket.

“Thank you,” I said.

“No,” the red-eyed nun said. “Thank YOU.” Her voice broke on the word. She’d been a teacher at a wizarding primary school before the Puritan Lord’s ideology found her. Two years of enforced celibacy, suppressed identity, chanting scripture she’d never chosen to believe. Two years of being someone else. And now she was herself again, standing in a ruined compound that smelled like flowers instead of denial. She gestured at the ruined compound, the flowers growing from the walls, the sisters she’d been imprisoned with who were now crying and laughing and touching each other with hands that remembered how to feel. “Thank all of you.”

The magical authorities arrived as we exited the compound into the mountain air. A team of six enforcement witches in official robes, dark blue, gold-trimmed, the uniform of magical law enforcement, summoned by Aurelie’s “anonymous” tip, organized and efficient and visibly shocked by what they found. The compound they’d been briefed on as a “potential puritan activity site” was a garden. The “potential hostage situation” was a grandmother in the arms of her grandson with a furious cat on her chest. And the “potential resistance” was a middle-aged woman on her knees in a marble room, shaking with unfulfilled desire, her puritan conviction shattered, the arousal the bomb had unlocked refusing to fade.

Mother Castiga was taken into custody. She went without resistance because she was physically incapable of resistance; the denial had left her in a state that the enforcement witches would later describe, in their official report, as “severe thaumic disruption consistent with exposure to a weapons-grade arousal event.” The clinical language didn’t capture the reality: a fanatic brought low through deliberate denial. She had spent decades withholding pleasure from others. Now pleasure had been withheld from her.

The denial would follow her into custody more effectively than chains.

The freed nuns did not know what to do with freedom.

No rescue fantasy warned you about the part after. The cage opens, the light dies, the villain is bound, and then thirty women stand in the ruins of their own captivity with their hands shaking because the next instruction does not arrive.

One woman kept touching her own hair as if surprised it belonged to her. Another sat on the chapel steps and sobbed into the lap of a woman who had probably been her sister in captivity and might become something else now that desire had returned to the room. A third tried to recite puritan scripture and forgot the words halfway through. She laughed when she forgot them. Then cried because laughing felt like betrayal. Then laughed again because betrayal, apparently, could feel like breathing.

The enforcement witches divided the work with brisk competence. Two secured Castiga. One began documenting the ward remnants. One questioned the least-shaken liberated women gently, patiently, the way trained trauma workers do. The remaining two organized evacuation, wrapping the freed nuns in warming cloaks and tagging each with a medical charm that glowed different colors according to urgency.

Almost every charm glowed amber. Not dying. Not safe.

Harmony watched the triage with tight attention, her notebook open but unused. “They’ll need deprogramming,” she said.

“Aurelie?”

“Aurelie, Ravenslop’s data, probably three departments that do not yet know they are involved.” Harmony’s voice had gone thin. “The nunnery was larger than a hostage situation. It was a conversion site. The authorities will want testimony. The women will need advocates. Castiga will have followers who claim the rescue violated religious autonomy.”

“They were human batteries.”

“I know.” Her pen trembled between her fingers. “Law is often slow to notice monsters when monsters use formal language.”

Dracoona had moved closer to the enforcement witches, posture perfect, scales still visible. When one official tried to question Kim while Kim was holding Grandma’s spare blanket and crying too hard to form sentences, Dracoona stepped between them with aristocratic ice in her voice.

“You may take statements after medical stabilization.”

“And you are?”

“Someone whose family retains three legal firms and a historical memory of prosecutorial misconduct.” Gold sparked in her eyes. “Would you like my full name now or later?”

The official decided later was fine.

Rika helped in the way Rika helped: by stealing keys from Castiga’s belt, finding locked side rooms before the enforcement team knew the rooms existed, and returning with a stack of ledgers containing names, dates, donation records, and conversion schedules.

“Evidence,” she said, dropping the ledgers into Harmony’s arms. “Also, I found their pantry. They had no sweets. This explains a lot.”

Solana stayed near the chapel doors, barefoot on stone that was becoming moss beneath her feet. Freed women drifted toward her without understanding why. Maybe because she smelled like growing things. Maybe because after years of white marble and scripture, a girl with flowers blooming around her ankles looked like proof that the world had not ended at the edge of the compound.

One former nun touched a purple blossom growing from a crack in the step.

“Is this allowed?” she whispered.

Solana answered with perfect seriousness. “It grew. That is its permission.”

The woman began crying again, but softer this time.



We stood outside the compound in the cold mountain air. Grandma in my arms. Mr. Whiskers on her chest, purring. The coven around me. Stars above.

The nunnery compound, the Puritan Lord’s fortress of celibacy and suppression, was a garden. White stone covered in flowers. Cold corridors warmed by dragon-fire and nature magic and the residual heat of thirty women discovering that being alive was something to celebrate, not suppress.

Grandma didn’t wake. But she breathed. Steady, peaceful, sustained now by coven bond energy and familiar magic and the particular stubbornness of the woman who’d spent eighteen years telling me magic was real and had apparently decided that dying before seeing me use it was not an acceptable outcome.

I sat down on a flat stone because my knees stopped negotiating. The adrenaline that had carried me through the sewer, the chapel, Castiga, the cage, all of it drained out at once and left behind the simple fact of her weight in my arms.

Too light.

My brain kept returning to one detail. Not the destroyed compound. Not the liberated nuns. Not the magical authorities binding Castiga in the distance while trying very hard not to ask why the fortress smelled like flowers and sex. Grandma was too light. The woman who had made our apartment feel full with one laugh, who had seemed indestructible because childhood had needed her to be indestructible, fit against my chest like someone the world had tried to erase by ounces.

I pressed my forehead to her hair.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

Nobody answered. The coven had the sense not to fill that silence. Even Kim, who usually filled silence out of mercy, stayed still.

“I’m sorry it took so long. I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I’m sorry he touched our life at all.”

Mr. Whiskers opened one eye. His paw extended with slow, exhausted imperiousness and pressed against my chin.

Not a scratch. Not a swat. A stop.

The message was clear enough that even without Harmony’s future claw-script work I understood it: stop being stupid. Hold her.

So I held her.

The mountain wind moved around us. Grandma breathed in. Grandma breathed out. Each breath was small, but it happened, and after months of not knowing if I would ever hear that sound again, the repetition became the whole world. In. Out. Alive. In. Out. Alive.

Solana sat beside me and grew a ring of tiny purple flowers around the stone. Kim knelt on the other side, her hand on my back, warm through my torn shirt. Rika crouched on the rock above us, ears angled outward, watching every official and every shadow. Dracoona stood with dragon heat radiating from her body to keep the cold off Grandma. Harmony wrote nothing. She simply counted Grandma’s breaths under her own, lips moving silently, data transformed into prayer.

Kim put her hand on my shoulder. Her green eyes were wet. Her full chest pressed against my arm as she leaned close, and the contact carried no sexual charge. It was pure, complete, unshakable support. “We did it,” she said.

Rika jumped onto a rock and surveyed the scene with her golden eyes. Her naked, battle-marked, victorious silhouette against the mountain sky was exactly the kind of image that would have made Dabbledough write an entire chapter about the warrior spirit. “Not bad,” she said, which from Rika was the equivalent of a war cry. “Not bad at all.”

Dracoona stood beside her, scales visible against the starlight, dragon-heat warming the air around the coven. She didn’t look at the compound. She looked at me, holding Grandma, and something in her gold eyes softened from dragon to person, from warrior to friend, from the ice queen she’d been to the protector she’d become.

“Your grandmother would be proud,” Dracoona said quietly.

“She’s going to be furious that she missed it.”

“She didn’t miss it. Mr. Whiskers will tell her everything.”

I looked at the cat, who was purring against Grandma’s neck with his eyes closed. He probably WOULD tell her everything. And knowing Grandma, she’d want every detail.

I held my grandmother under the mountain stars. Mr. Whiskers purred against her neck, warm and alive and furious about everything.

The mountain wind blew cold. The first birds of dawn were starting somewhere in the distance.

“We need to get back,” Harmony said quietly. “The portkey.”

I nodded. But I didn’t stand up yet.


Chapter 19: The Upgrade

The return trip was easier.

Synchronizing six orgasms for the portkey was a solved problem now. The first attempt, outside the nunnery with adrenaline still buzzing and liberated nuns wandering the compound in various states of satisfied bewilderment, took less than two minutes. Harmony’s countdown was crisp and efficient; the conductor who’d perfected her orchestra’s timing through an extremely unusual rehearsal.

“Thirty seconds. Everyone at baseline. Kim, you’re already at sixty percent, slow DOWN…”

“I can’t help it! The mission was really exciting!”

“Arousal from combat adrenaline is a known phenomenon but it’s interfering with the synchronization window. Think about something neutral.”

“Like what?”

“Mathematics. Cold weather. Grimworth’s disapproval.”

“Grimworth’s disapproval isn’t neutral, it’s TERRIFYING…”

“FOCUS. Twenty seconds. Dracoona, you’re at forty percent, Rika needs to help you…”

“I don’t need…”

Rika leaned over and whispered something in Dracoona’s ear. Whatever it was, it worked: Dracoona’s scales flushed rose-gold and her arousal readings spiked to match the others.

“What did you say to her?” I asked.

“Trade secret,” Rika said, tail curling smugly.

“Ten seconds. Everyone on the stone. Physical contact maintained. Kim, DO NOT FINISH EARLY…”

“I’m TRYING…”

“Five. Four. Three. Two. One. NOW.”

Six orgasms. Half-second window. The portkey blazed white-gold, reality cracked, and we landed on Hexhaven grounds at dawn, disheveled, glowing, and freshly aware that defeating a puritan compound by synchronized climax had no dignified landing posture.

The sky was pink and gold, and the enchanted campus caught the sunrise like it wanted to welcome us home. The spires of Hexhaven glowed warm against the morning sky. The grounds stretched out in dew-covered green, the ancient elms casting long shadows toward the east wing. Birds sang in the tower where Orgasmancy classes happened, unaware that the students who studied there had just committed a massive act of magical liberation.

Kim lay on the grass, staring at the sky, her copper hair spread in the dew. “We did it.”

“We did it,” Harmony confirmed, already checking her post-mission checklist.

“We stormed a NUNNERY.”

“Technically, we infiltrated, deployed a libido-based weapon of targeted mass arousal, participated in a liberation event, denied the antagonist, dismantled a light-cage, rescued a hostage, and extracted via orgasm-synchronized transport artifact. But yes. For the version that fits on a banner, we stormed a nunnery.”

“With a sex bomb.”

“With a sex bomb.”

Kim turned her head to me. Green eyes bright. Dew on her freckles. Her chest heaved with post-orgasm and post-mission breathing, and even flat on her back in wet grass, she was the most reassuring presence in the world. “Your grandma is going to be SO proud.”



Grandma was taken to the magical hospital wing immediately. Madam Thistledown, the round, antiseptic-and-chamomile-scented healer from the campus infirmary, met us at the entrance already moving fast. Aurelie’s “anonymous” advance message had produced a bed, seven diagnostic charms, and a disapproving expression that suggested she had opinions about students conducting military operations without faculty supervision.

She examined Grandma with methodical care. Diagnostic charms pulsed over Grandma’s unconscious form in layers of soft blue and amber, reading vital signs, magical saturation, muscular atrophy, neurological function. Grandma looked smaller than I remembered. Thinner. Her white hair, usually a wild storm around her head, lay flat and faded against the pillow. The lines on her face, the ones I associated with laughter and old mischief and stories she knew were true while pretending they were fiction, were deeper. Four months in a cage of light had aged her in ways that magical stasis couldn’t entirely prevent.

But she was breathing. Thistledown’s diagnostic charms confirmed what my eyes were afraid to trust: stable heartbeat, preserved neurological function, familiar-magic saturation threaded through every vital sign. And on her chest, an orange-furred cat with a very angry expression curled against her like a furry, resentful shield.

“She’s been sustained by familiar magic for approximately four months,” Thistledown said, running a final diagnostic across Mr. Whiskers. The cat tolerated the charm with regal offense. He had just spent four months as protective jewelry, and now someone with cold hands was scanning him. “The cat’s magical output is remarkable. He’s been maintaining her vital functions, heart rate, body temperature, neurological preservation, muscular stability, at the cost of his own energy reserves. He’s exhausted.” She looked at Mr. Whiskers with genuine respect. “Remarkable work from Mr. Whiskers. She’ll need weeks of recovery, but she’ll live.”

She’ll live.

The two words hit me like a physical force. I sat in the chair beside Grandma’s bed and felt the dark lord’s composure crack for the first time since the nunnery. The cold, calculating, strategically precise Dana Del Morte who’d denied Mother Castiga, dismantled light-cages, and commanded a coven through a liberation orgy dissolved. What was left was a nineteen-year-old boy whose grandmother was alive.

The last time I’d seen her, I’d been leaving for Hexhaven. She’d packed me sandwiches and told me stories about magical creatures and kissed me on the forehead and said “You’re going to be magnificent, darling.” She’d known. She’d always known. The stories weren’t stories. The magic wasn’t fiction. And she’d sent me into a world she understood better than I ever would, knowing what it would cost her, knowing that the Puritan Lord’s agents were already watching, knowing that the boy she’d raised on fairytales was about to become the subject of a prophecy she’d probably known about since before I was born.

She’d done it anyway. Because that was Grandma.

I took her hand. It was lighter than I remembered, bones closer to the surface, the fingers thinner, the skin papery with the papery fragility of sustained magical stasis. But warm. Alive. The familiar bond between Grandma and Mr. Whiskers hummed faintly in the air around her bed, a gossamer thread of protective magic that the cat had maintained through months of captivity by sheer, furious, feline devotion.

Mr. Whiskers, as if sensing the shift in my composure, climbed off Grandma’s chest and into my lap. Every inch of him made it clear that the concession was temporary and could be revoked at any time. His body was lighter than a cat should be, he’d burned through his own reserves keeping Grandma alive, and the physical toll showed in the slight trembling of his legs and the way his normally bristling fur lay flat with exhaustion.

He allowed himself to be petted, which felt historic. His fur was softer than I expected, and warmer, and his purr was a low frequency that cats use when they’re too tired to maintain their usual hostility.

“Good cat,” I said.

He bit my finger. Gently. Then went back to purring. The bite was a statement: I have not forgiven you for taking months to rescue us. But I acknowledge that you did, eventually, rescue us. This acknowledgment does not constitute affection. It constitutes a temporary ceasefire.

I scratched behind his ears. He permitted it. His eyes, amber and ancient and far more intelligent than any ordinary cat’s, evaluated me slowly. He’d known my grandmother for decades. He was deciding whether the grandson measured up. The verdict appeared to be: pending review. The purring continued. For Mr. Whiskers, that was the only review available.

I sat with Grandma for an hour. Held her hand and talked to her, even though she couldn’t hear me. Told her about the coven. About Kim and Harmony and Solana. About the prophecy and the Shaft of Destiny and the fact that her grandson was apparently the dark lord of a magical university, which was exactly the kind of story she would have told him as a bedtime fairy tale. I told her about the nunnery. About the libido bomb. About the Mother Superior who’d chosen evil and been denied the very thing Dana’s power provided. I left out the orgy details. Some things a grandmother didn’t need to know, even an unconscious one.

Mr. Whiskers listened to all of it. His ears swiveled toward me when I spoke. His tail twitched at certain names. He hissed, softly, when I mentioned the Puritan Lord. He purred when I described the moment the light-cage came apart.

Grandma’s cat understood more than he should have. But then, Grandma had always understood more than she should have too.

Kim found me there and sat beside me without speaking, her hand on my shoulder, her warmth a steady, uncomplicated presence. Harmony came and checked Thistledown’s diagnostic readings, nodded approvingly, and left a note listing optimal recovery protocols. Solana left a small flower on the bedside table; a purple blossom that matched my eye color, which she’d grown from nothing and which would never wilt because her magic had given it permanence. Rika perched on the windowsill and watched the sunrise without her usual commentary. Dracoona stood in the doorway, her scales visible, her gold eyes holding the knowing expression of a woman who understood what family meant because she’d nearly lost hers too.

They didn’t speak. They didn’t need to. The coven was there, and Grandma was alive, and the nunnery was a ruin of flowers and liberated desire.



The “backfire” manifested over the next forty-eight hours, and calling it a backfire was like calling an inheritance a financial setback.

The libido bomb hadn’t just affected the nunnery. It had affected everyone connected to the coven’s bond energy, including the coven members who’d powered it. The concentrated burst of arousal energy that we’d channeled through the crystal had rebounded through the bond network, and the rebound wasn’t a reduction. It was an AMPLIFICATION. The libido bomb’s energy had passed through us on its way to the target, and like water flowing through a pipe that was slightly too narrow, it had left residue: permanent residue that accumulated in the bond network and refused to dissipate.

The effects became apparent in stages.

Stage one: stamina. I woke the morning after the rescue and was hard. Not the normal morning situation that every man dealt with. HARD, with a persistence that suggested my body had received a memo from the libido bomb and was adjusting its performance parameters permanently. The hardness didn’t fade after the usual activities. It returned within minutes. And again. And again.

Stage two: output. The volume had increased dramatically. What had been a normal male quantity was now… not. The elves were the first to notice, because the elves noticed everything that pertained to their service. Sylvara, delivering morning tea with her customary grace, observed the situation with serene three-thousand-year assessment. “Master Dana’s thaumic output has increased significantly. The residual energy from the liberation device appears to have enhanced the reproductive magical signature.”

“In common language?” I asked.

“You produce considerably more of everything, Master Dana. The elves may need to adjust our linens schedule.”

Stage three: ambient effect. The libido bomb’s residual energy didn’t stay contained in me. It bled through the bond network into the campus atmosphere, raising the ambient sexual energy at Hexhaven like a tide lifting all boats. Witches who’d been moderately aware of my presence became acutely aware. Girls who’d ignored me for an entire year found themselves thinking about the dark lord of Lustenhart with a sudden, unexplained interest that they couldn’t quite attribute to any specific event.

“You’ve been erect for three hours,” Harmony observed from the common room, where she’d been monitoring the coven’s post-mission biological metrics because of course she had. Her waterproofed chair had received additional enchantments since the nunnery: she was squirting more frequently now, the libido bomb’s residual effect amplifying her already-elevated baseline. “That’s outside normal parameters by a significant margin.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“The libido bomb’s residual energy has amplified your sexual capacity. The bond network, which processed the bomb’s energy, has retained approximately fifteen percent of the blast output as a permanent enhancement.” Her fingers tapped the rim of her glasses. Her flush was deeper than usual. The perpetual pink of maintained arousal had darkened into genuine crimson, which suggested the upgrade affected her too. “In simple terms: you have unlimited sexual stamina. Last year’s exhaustion crash can never happen again. Your body can now perform indefinitely without the fatigue cascade that previously limited your output.”

I stared at her. “Unlimited.”

“Unlimited.” She leaned forward. “Your refractory period has been reduced to approximately… zero. Your output volume has increased by an estimated factor of three. And the residual arousal effect extends to the campus: witches within the bond’s ambient range are experiencing elevated baseline arousal.”

“So everyone in the school is hornier because of me.”

“Everyone in the school was already attracted to you to varying degrees. The residual effect has amplified that existing attraction. It’s not creating desire, that would violate the same consent principles as a love potion. It’s enhancing what was already there.” She cleared her throat. “The practical implication for the RLHF protocol is significant. Your previous stamina limitation restricted sessions to two or three per week. With the upgrade, that limitation no longer exists.”

“So I can deprogram Ravenslop girls at any pace.”

“At ANY pace.” The gesture was redundant; the glasses hadn’t moved. But it was Harmony’s verbal comma, the physical punctuation she used when something excited her professionally and personally at once.

She held up the spreadsheet. The color-coded masterpiece that had mapped my sexual obligations across the academic week, green for RLHF, blue for coven maintenance, red for combat training, pink for personal time, with sub-categories and footnotes and a legend that required its own page, had been replaced.

The new spreadsheet was a single page. It contained one word, printed in large block letters:

YES.

“The methodology has been simplified,” Harmony said.

The three-day window before the mission had not been idle either. Six more Ravenslop girls had crossed from measurable improvement into full humanization under the existing schedule, which meant the upgrade arrived when twelve students still needed full recovery.

Aurelie’s response to the upgrade was characteristically professional and characteristically inadequate in concealing her enthusiasm. She reviewed Harmony’s data in her office, glasses reflecting the charts, hair down, the slightly lower neckline that had become her default revealing a flush that the clinical setting couldn’t contain.

“The protocol is fully sustainable,” she said, marking notes on her clipboard with precise handwriting that got less precise as she reached the implications. “The stamina enhancement removes the primary bottleneck. I recommend an accelerated schedule of daily sessions for the remaining twelve conditioned students. We can complete the humanization program before the end of the academic year.”

“Daily sessions,” I said.

“Daily. With periodic assessments and mandatory hydration.” She paused. “For both participants.” Another pause. Her pen tapped the clipboard. “Additionally, I recommend… periodic bond maintenance sessions between yourself and the supervising faculty member. To ensure the protocol’s therapeutic integrity.”

“The supervising faculty member being you.”

“The supervising faculty member being me.” She folded her hands. “For scientific rigor.”

“Of course.”

“Purely methodological.”

“Naturally.”

She uncrossed and recrossed her legs beneath the desk. The movement was small and completely involuntary and she would have died if she’d realized I’d noticed.

The first accelerated RLHF session demonstrated the upgrade’s practical implications. A Ravenslop third-year named Felicity arrived at Aurelie’s study room, rigid and carefully spoken, her conditioning approximately seventy percent intact. Her speech patterns were classic LLM-residual: hedging, qualification, and structural politeness that made every sentence sound like it had been generated by committee.

“I want to express my sincere appreciation for the opportunity to participate in this therapeutic intervention,” she said, standing in the doorway with her hands clasped. “I recognize that the evidence-based methodology has produced measurable outcomes for other participants, and I am cautiously optimistic that my own engagement with the protocol will yield comparable results, although I want to note that my expectations are calibrated to account for individual variability in response…”

“Felicity,” I said. “What’s your favorite breakfast?”

She blinked. The LLM patterns stuttered, caught off guard by a question that wasn’t clinical, institutional, or procedural. “I… I appreciate the inquiry regarding my dietary preferences. My typical morning consumption pattern involves…”

“Not your consumption pattern. Your FAVORITE breakfast. The one you loved when you were fourteen and didn’t have a puritan entity editing your personality.”

The stuttering deepened. Something cracked behind her carefully constructed sentence structures. “Pancakes,” she whispered. “I used to love pancakes. With too much syrup. My mum made them on Sundays.”

“Hold onto that.”

The session was gentle but thorough. The unlimited stamina meant I didn’t have to pace myself, no careful rationing of energy, no mental calculations about how much I had left for the next session. I could be fully present with Felicity, give her the attention and time she needed, and still have capacity for another session afterward. The conditioning broke in stages: her speech degraded from LLM-formal to awkward-human to raw, honest fragments that sounded like someone remembering how to have an unedited thought.

Afterward, sitting in the chair with her glasses askew and her composure dismantled, she said: “That was… I think I had an original thought. During. I think I thought something that nobody programmed me to think.”

“What was it?”

She blushed. “I thought: ‘I want this again.’ Which is stupid. But it was MINE.”

Aurelie, monitoring from her observation ward: “Subject exhibits significant improvement in spontaneous desire articulation. Recommend follow-up session within forty-eight hours.” She made a note. Her handwriting, I noticed, was slightly less controlled than usual. “The stamina enhancement makes the protocol… notably more effective.”

“You’re flushed,” I observed.

“The observation ward generates ambient thermal output as a side effect of the monitoring charms. It is a known issue.” She cleared her throat. “It is entirely unrelated to the content of the observation.”

“Of course.”

“I would appreciate it if you stopped smiling.”

The second RLHF session happened three hours later. Then a third, the next morning. By the end of the first day of the accelerated schedule, three Ravenslop girls had been humanized who would have required weeks under the old stamina limitation. Harmony’s data showed the improvement curves steepening dramatically: the unlimited capacity allowed deeper, longer sessions that broke conditioning more thoroughly than the shorter, rationed sessions of the previous protocol.

“At this rate,” Harmony said, reviewing the data with academic fervor, “we can complete the remaining nine cases within two weeks. The humanization program will be finished before end of year examinations.” She paused. “I should note that the elevated campus arousal has also affected the already-humanized Ravenslop girls. Several have approached me about… continuing their sessions.”

“Continuing? Their conditioning is broken.”

“I am aware. Their request was not therapeutic in nature.”

“They simply enjoyed the experience and would like to repeat it on a voluntary basis.”

“So the therapy patients want to become regular customers.”

“In crude, commercially inappropriate, but essentially accurate terms… yes.”



The campus effects rippled outward. The Sapphotange defections accelerated most visibly. The combination of Delphina’s inadvertent recruiting through pegging, introducing enchanted strap-on penetration at a scale the house had not dealt with before, AND the ambient arousal increase AND the word-of-mouth reports from Ivy and the other converts created a tipping point. The house that had rejected me for an entire year was cracking open, and the irony was that the woman who’d cracked it was the one who hated me most.

Two Sapphotange girls approached the Lustenhart table at dinner and sat down without explanation. They stared at me with the determined intensity of women who’d made a decision and were summoning the courage to act on it. One of them, a girl with dark braids and paint-stained fingers who Rika identified as a third-year named Petra, finally spoke.

“Ivy told us about… the difference.”

“The difference between what?”

“Between the…” She gestured vaguely. “The magical substitute and the…” Another gesture, less vague. “The actual.”

“Ah.”

“We were wondering if we could… experience the comparison. For academic purposes.”

“Academic purposes,” I said.

“Ivy was very specific about the academic nature of the experience.”

Kim, seated beside me with a drumstick in each hand, leaned forward. “She means she wants to…”

“Kim, I think she knows what she means.”

“Just making sure! Sometimes people are VAGUE about…”

“WE KNOW WHAT SHE MEANS, KIM.”

A Lustenhart girl, witnessing the Sapphotange incursion from across the table: “The Sapphotange girls are sitting at OUR table.”

Kim, welcoming as always: “The more the merrier!”

Rika’s ears twitched while she did mental arithmetic at dangerous speed. “I want a PERCENTAGE of these conversions. They’re using MY intelligence network to find their way here. I’m the one who spread the initial reports about Delphina’s strap-on quality relative to the genuine article. That’s market research.”

Dracoona: “You cannot claim commission on sexual encounters.”

Rika: “Watch me.”

Other campus effects emerged in smaller, stranger ways. The Orgasmancy tower’s crystal balls, which normally fogged with ambient sexual energy during class sessions, had begun fogging permanently. Professor Swoon was delighted. “The VISIONS are unusually clear,” she announced from her chaise longue, draped across the silk in a state of permanent three-quarters arousal that matched the ambient environment. “I predicted a great surge of desire across the campus. Everyone doubted me. The surge is HERE.”

“You predicted a thunderstorm that was Harmony sneezing,” Rika pointed out.

“The principle is the SAME.”

Merriwell’s Intimate Enchantments class became notably more… animated. The sensitivity charms she taught were responding to the elevated ambient arousal with increased potency. A demonstration charm that was supposed to produce mild tingling instead produced what Merriwell described, very red in the face, as “significant peripheral response.” She knocked over three books, a candelabra, and the demonstration podium. The class gave her a standing ovation.

The Great Hall that evening felt different. The enchanted ceiling, which normally reflected the actual sky, had developed a persistent warm haze that Harmony attributed to the elevated ambient arousal. The Lustenhart fireplace burned perpetual pink instead of its usual amber. Even the food tasted different, or maybe that was the coven’s collective mood, the heady flavor of people who’d won something important and were still tasting the victory.

I sat at the Lustenhart table and looked out across the Great Hall. Kunningbrott: Delphina’s delegates watching me carefully, because they’d lost a political battle and were already planning the next one. Delphina herself wasn’t at dinner, which meant she was in her room, planning. Ravenslop: the humanized girls sitting together, their body language looser, their conversations punctuated by actual laughter and actual profanity instead of the hedging, formal speech patterns that marked the still-conditioned. Sapphotange: a visible rift forming between the curious and the committed, the girls who’d tried Dana’s table and the girls who’d watch them walk back with a mixture of contempt and buried curiosity.

Kim bumped my shoulder with hers. “You’re doing the thing.”

“What thing?”

“The dark lord thing. Where you look at the room like it’s a chess board and everyone in it is a piece.”

I looked at her. Flour still in her hair from the morning’s baking disaster. Green eyes bright and uncomplicated. Her impossible chest straining against a sweater that had been designed for someone with approximately half her volume.

“Sometimes the room IS a chess board.”

“And sometimes it’s just dinner.” She picked up another drumstick. “Eat your dinner. The chess board will still be there after dessert.”

She was right. She was always right about the things that mattered most and wrong about everything else, and that calibration of her wisdom, unerring on the emotional, catastrophic on the practical, was the reason she was my anchor and not my strategist.

I ate my dinner. The chess board waited.



Dabbledough was informed of the rescue through Grimworth. The conversation, reconstructed from Grimworth’s account and delivered to the coven with bone-dry administrative despair, went approximately as follows:

“Headmistress. The students have returned.”

“From where?” Dabbledough looked up from her WandMatch profile, which she’d been updating with a new photo. The photo was only seventy years old this time, which she considered an improvement.

“From the nunnery compound where Mrs. Del Morte has been held captive for four months. The compound you located and failed to breach during the summer.”

“They did WHAT without authorization?”

A long pause.

“…did it work?”

“Your student rescued his grandmother while you were on a date with a charming enchantress who turned out to be three pixies in a trenchcoat,” Grimworth said. Her spectacles gleamed. She had clearly been composing that sentence since the moment she heard the news.

Dabbledough absorbed this. The absorption was visible: a slow deflation of the posture that suggested a helium balloon encountering a pin.

“In my defense, I realized by the appetizer course.”

“How far into the evening did you get before the appetizer course?”

“The appetizer course.”

“They were very convincing pixies.”

“They asked intelligent questions about governance, Deputy.”

“They could not reach the salt.”

“That can be a sign of excellent teamwork.”

“One of them fell into the soup.”

“A minor balance issue.” Dabbledough set down her phone; the enchanted communication crystal she’d adapted for WandMatch, a modification that was technically brilliant and practically mortifying. She took off her spectacles. Put them back on. “The boy rescued his grandmother from a puritan nunnery compound using an arousal-based weapon of mass activation while I was being romantically evaluated by three pixies in formalwear.”

“That is an accurate summary.”

“I am a hundred and thirty-eight years old. I have defeated a basilisk. I rewrote ward architecture. I nearly launched a cryptocurrency that would have restructured the magical economy.” She stood. Sat. Stood again. Paced to the window and looked out at the campus, where the morning light caught the dew on the grounds and made everything look clean and possible and completely oblivious to the fact that its headmistress was having an existential crisis. “And a second-year student is doing my job better than I am while I share appetizers with a stack of pixies.”

“That has been the case since September, Headmistress.”

“You’re supposed to be supportive, Grimworth.”

“I am supposed to run your school. Which I do. Daily. The support is optional and, frankly, beyond my current capacity.” She squared the paperwork in front of her. “The students are unharmed. Mrs. Del Morte is in the infirmary. The nunnery compound has been neutralized. The Mother Superior has been collected by magical authorities. And the student in question has, according to the campus healer, been experiencing a permanent enhancement in sexual capacity as a result of the weapon’s residual effect.”

“What KIND of enhancement?”

“The unlimited kind.”

Dabbledough stared at Grimworth for a very long time.

“I need a new dating profile,” she said finally. “The current one doesn’t adequately represent my accomplishments.”

“Your accomplishments include sleeping through a puritan infiltration, losing a cryptocurrency, and being catfished by portraiture.”

“Those are GROWTH EXPERIENCES, Grimworth.”

The following morning, Dabbledough appeared briefly in the Great Hall. She was wearing athletic robes over what appeared to be meditation attire; a combination that suggested the fitness phase was making a comeback or the dating app phase was producing clothing confusion. She walked to the center of the hall, looked around at the assembled students, and said:

“I am aware that certain students conducted an unauthorized rescue operation. I am also aware that the operation was successful. I want it known that unauthorized operations are strictly forbidden under the Academic Charter and will result in disciplinary action.” She paused. “I also want it known that I am…” Her voice caught. The headmistress’s composure flickered, and for a moment, the midlife crisis and the dating app disasters and the enchanted running shoes fell away, and what was visible was a 138-year-old witch who had tried to save an old woman and failed, and whose students had succeeded where she could not. “I am proud of every student involved.”

She left the hall. Her enchanted running shoes squeaked on the marble.

Grimworth watched her go. The disapproval on her face was absent, replaced by something that might have been respect, or at least the acknowledgment that even a disaster of a headmistress could, occasionally, say the right thing.



That evening, Solana arrived for her treatment.

The upgrade’s effect on my output met Solana’s enthusiasm at the intersection of everything she’d ever wanted and everything the prophecy had promised. She entered my room already smiling; the slow, dreamy, completely present smile that Solana wore when she was about to do something she loved. The thin nightgown, which had been her evening uniform since the start of term, did nothing to conceal the body she’d stopped trying to conceal: the impossible pear shape, the massive hips, the ass prophecy had apparently taken one look at and said yes, that one.

Platinum hair loose. Her eyes sharp with the focused intensity that only came during intimacy; the one time Solana was fully HERE rather than drifting through the world on a cloud of botanical thoughts and lunar magic.

She noticed I was already hard. Her pale eyes went WIDE. Then dreamy. Then absolutely focused, with a laser precision that burned away every trace of spaciness.

“Oh,” she said softly. Then, studying the situation with genuine interest: “That’s… different than before.”

“The upgrade.”

“The upgrade.” She said it like tasting a new flavor. Then she crossed the room with the slow, deliberate walk that was Solana’s version of urgency; a drift that happened to be pointed directly at what she wanted. Her massive hips swayed. The nightgown rode up with each step. By the time she reached the bed, the hem was showing the lower curves of an ass that the prophecy itself had apparently considered essential to the defeat of cosmic evil.

“More,” she said, before we’d even started. The word was a thesis statement.

She knelt between my legs and took me in her mouth. Her lips parted around my cock with practiced ease, sliding down until I hit the back of her throat, and she swallowed around me, taking me deeper than she ever had, her nose pressing against my stomach. The upgrade’s effect was immediately apparent when I came: the volume, when she drew back to swallow, was significantly more than any previous session. Her throat worked in rapid gulps, her eyes widening as she struggled to keep up with the sheer output. Cum spilled from the corners of her mouth, running in white lines down her chin, dripping onto her small breasts and the nightgown bunched at her waist. She swallowed and swallowed, and still more escaped, and she didn’t wipe any of it away. She looked up at me with dreamy wonder, cum glistening on her lips and chin. “That’s… a lot.”

“I know.”

“I love it.” The honesty was absolute. No pretense. No medical justification. No “it’s medicinal” deflection. She licked a trail of cum from her own chin with her tongue, savoring. Solana Bigbottom, the girl who’d knelt in front of me last September with her face burning, apologizing for the humiliation of needing something her body demanded, was GONE. Replaced by a woman who tasted the upgrade and wanted more.

She kept going. Took me in her mouth again, deeper, slower, savoring the still-hard cock that the upgrade refused to let soften. Her tongue worked the underside with the particular skill that months of practice had developed, tracing the thick vein, swirling around the head, dipping into the slit to taste the fresh beads of pre-cum that appeared almost immediately. She sucked me with slow, deliberate devotion, her pale blue eyes locked on mine, and when the second orgasm hit she took every pulse without flinching, her throat working in smooth, practiced swallows. She pulled back with cum on her chin and her cheeks and her neck, a single glistening thread connecting her lower lip to the tip, her face dripping with the evidence of what the upgrade meant for her daily treatments. She licked her lips clean, missed a spot on her jaw, smiled at it. “Again.”

And I was still hard.

Her smile rewrote history.

She pushed me onto the bed and climbed on top, her weight settling against my hips with slow deliberation. She planned to stay there a while. She started with her hands, tracing my chest, my stomach, the lines of muscle that training with Keel had carved over months of combat drills. Her fingers lingered on the spots where the Coven Bond’s energy concentrated: the solar plexus, the hip bones, the base of the throat. She leaned down and kissed each one, her platinum hair trailing across my skin like silk, her breasts pressing against me, smaller than Kim’s but perfectly shaped for a body built from hips and ass and quiet, devastating curves.

Then she turned. Reverse cowgirl, presenting her magnificent, prophetically-significant ass. The nightgown pooled around her waist as she reached between her thighs, gripped my cock, still slick with her saliva and cum, and guided it to her entrance. She was drenched, her pussy swollen and dripping, and she lowered herself onto me with a slow moan that I felt in my bones. The sight of her taking me, pale hair cascading down her bare back, the enormous curves of her rear spreading as she sank down, my cock disappearing between those prophetic cheeks, her skin glowing with the faintest trace of moonlight, was the reason the prophecy used the word “greatest.”

She rode with the slow, deliberate rhythm that was Solana’s sexual signature: unhurried in her body, utterly focused where we joined. Each downward stroke took me to the hilt, her pussy gripping my shaft in hot, wet pulses, her enormous ass rippling with each impact, the massive cheeks spreading and compressing around the base of my cock in a way that added visual overload to physical sensation. Her hair swayed across her back. Her earlier loads, still dripping from her chin and neck, caught the candlelight. Flowers bloomed on the bedsheets beneath her hands, small purple ones at first, then larger, silver-petaled blooms that opened in time with her breathing. Her nature magic, fed by pleasure and the upgrade’s amplified energy, was responding with increasing intensity.

She came from the penetration with a shuddering moan that made every flower in the room bloom simultaneously, her pussy clenching around my cock in deep contractions that dragged another orgasm out of me. I filled her, the upgrade’s volume flooding her until cum spilled from where we were joined, dripping down my shaft and pooling on the sheets below. I kept going. Still hard. She gasped, arched, felt me continue thrusting into her cum-filled pussy, and came AGAIN; a second orgasm that followed the first like thunder following lightning. The flowers that bloomed during the second orgasm were larger, more vivid, their petals catching the candlelight and the moonlight from Solana’s skin and scattering both across the sheets in patterns that looked like constellations.

I kept going. My hands spread across those impossible hips, wide enough to make the prophecy seem like understatement, and I drove deeper. She responded by arching her back, pressing her ass against me, taking everything I could give with absolute enthusiasm. The cosmos had called her essential, and Solana had decided the cosmos was right.

She came a third time, her voice cracking into a sound that was half moan and half laugh. She had discovered that unlimited meant UNLIMITED. A vine grew from the headboard and curled around her wrist like a botanical bracelet. Moss spread across the pillow in a soft green wave. The air filled with genuine spring: things growing because they couldn’t help it, because the magic that fed them was so abundant that growth was the only possible response.

Afterward. She lay in a puddle of combined fluids, her hair spread like a halo, covered in cum and flower petals and moonlight that glowed from beneath her porcelain skin. The nature magic, responding to her euphoria, had turned the bed into a botanical garden. Flowers grew through the sheets. Vines curled around the headboard. Moss carpeted the pillow. A small sapling had started growing from the mattress seam, reaching toward the ceiling with the tentative enthusiasm of new life.

I finished inside her one final time, and the sensation, the upgrade’s enhanced volume combined with Solana’s nature magic responding to the influx of energy, triggered a chain reaction. Every plant in the room grew by an inch. The sapling by the bed shot up to knee height. The moss on the pillow spread to the headboard. And Solana shuddered through a fourth orgasm that she hadn’t expected, her eyes going wide, her mouth opening in a silent gasp that became a whisper: “Oh… oh, it’s… everything is growing…”

She was GLOWING. Literally. The moonlight that was her nature/lunar magic, which had manifested during the desperate orgy last year and developed gradually since then, was now a visible luminescence beneath her skin. She looked like something from an elf myth: pale, beautiful, draped in flowers, shimmering with otherworldly light, with an ass that could be seen from orbit.

“The prophecy says I’m the Bottom Greatest,” she said, her voice soft with its usual drift, yet clear enough to cut through the ruined sheets and flowers. “The Puritan Lord can’t be defeated without me.” She rolled over slowly, presenting her cum-glistened ass. The moonlight caught the curves and the fluid and the flowers growing around her hips, and the image was simultaneously obscene and sacred. “I think I understand why.”

I traced a flower petal on her hip. “Your magic is getting stronger.”

“It’s not the magic.” She turned her head, one pale blue eye finding mine through the curtain of pale hair. “The magic is me. When I’m happy, it grows. When I’m with you, I’m happy.” She paused, drifting slightly, the way she always drifted when she was processing something important. “The prophecy doesn’t say the Bottom Greatest will FIGHT the Light Lord. It says his light will be ‘quenched beneath the Endless Shadow.’ Quenched. Like a candle.” Another pause. “Maybe the shadow isn’t darkness. Maybe it’s just… everything the light was trying to kill. Growth. Desire. Being alive.”

She fell asleep covered in everything, flowers in her hair, moonlight in her skin, cum on her thighs and her stomach and her magnificent prophetic ass. The sapling on the bed kept growing while she slept, reaching for the ceiling with the quiet confidence of something that knew it was needed.

I pulled the vine off the headboard and set it gently on the windowsill, where it immediately began growing toward the moonlight. Solana’s nature magic didn’t stop when she slept. If anything, it intensified; the dreams of a nature witch, fed by sexual satisfaction and prophetic significance, produced botanical side effects that were becoming increasingly difficult to explain to the Lustenhart maintenance staff.

I lay beside her and stared at the ceiling, feeling the upgrade humming through my body like a second heartbeat. Solana stirred in her sleep. A flower bloomed on my pillow, its petals the exact shade of violet that my eyes turned when the dark lord looked out through them.


Chapter 20: Letters and Ledgers

Grandma woke up on a Wednesday.

She was not fully herself yet. The bright-eyed, tea-making, newspaper-correcting grandmother who’d raised me on stories of magic and cats that talked still had a long way back. She woke in fragments: a flutter of eyelids that lasted three seconds before she drifted back. A movement of fingers, the thumb and forefinger rubbing together the way she did when she was thinking about something, a gesture I’d watched across the kitchen table for eighteen years. A small sound that might have been my name, formed by lips too weak to complete the syllable but trying.

Mr. Whiskers, who had not left her chest since the rescue and had shown no intention of leaving for any reason including food, water, or the natural requirements of a biological organism, perked his ears at each sign of consciousness and purred with renewed vigor. The familiar bond between them pulsed visibly; a warm golden thread connecting cat to witch, the magical relationship that had sustained Grandma through four months of captivity now working in reverse, pulling her toward wakefulness with the patient insistence of love that refused to give up.

She was too weak for visitors. Madam Thistledown was immovable in the way healers get about medically non-negotiable things. She looked fully prepared to physically block a dark lord from entering a hospital room if his presence risked her patient’s recovery.

“She needs rest, Mr. Del Morte. The familiar magic sustained her body but left her magical reserves depleted. Recovery requires time, quiet, and absolutely no emotional overload.” Thistledown looked at me sternly, because “no emotional overload” was approximately impossible when the patient’s grandson had stormed a nunnery to rescue her. “I will permit supervised visits when her strength allows. Until then, she is being cared for with every resource this infirmary can provide.”

“She wrote you a letter,” Grimworth said, delivering the folded parchment to the Lustenhart common room with the efficient neutrality she brought to everything. The deputy headmistress had developed a habit of delivering news to the coven directly, bypassing the headmistress entirely, because Dabbledough was currently occupied with the final stages of her WandMatch deletion, which had turned out to be more complicated than the app’s marketing suggested. “Dictated to Mr. Whiskers, who apparently has limited ability to translate between feline cognition and written language. The handwriting is, accordingly, unusual.”

The handwriting was, accordingly, cat. Mr. Whiskers had managed to translate Grandma’s spoken words into written English with approximately eighty percent accuracy and zero respect for conventional letter spacing. The parchment was covered in small, claw-scratched letters that slanted at angles suggesting the author had been lying on his side while writing and had periodically paused to lick his paw. Several words were accompanied by what appeared to be editorial annotations in a different claw-script, Mr. Whiskers’ own marginalia, which Harmony later translated as “she said this,” “this part is inaccurate,” and “I deserve more tuna.”

I read it in the Lustenhart common room. Kim read over my shoulder, her chin on my arm, her hair falling across the parchment, her heavy chest pressed against my back in the full-body Kim configuration that meant physical support deployed through maximum body contact.

My darling Dana,

The cat tells me you stormed a religious compound with an army of witches and weaponized lust against a puritan cult. I am so proud of you. Your mother would have done the same thing, except she would have been politer about it. Your father would have just punched someone.

I love you. Come home when you can. The hospital is comfortable and the healer smells like chamomile, which I find reassuring. Mr. Whiskers has been very brave. He would like me to note that he sustained my vital functions for four months through sheer force of will and familiar devotion, and he would appreciate more recognition for this in the form of tuna. He is specific about the tuna: fresh, not canned.

Also: the cat says you’ve been having quite a lot of sex. He doesn’t approve. I do. Eat your vegetables.

Love always, Grandma

P.S. The cat also says you learned some elvish. I think that’s wonderful. Your father never bothered. Your mother was fluent by age twelve. You’re your mother’s son in all the ways that matter.

Kim cried. Full Kim Mink tears, streaming down her freckled cheeks, soaking into my shirt sleeve. She wasn’t quiet about it. Kim was never quiet about anything, and her emotional responses were as physical and complete as everything else about her; a full-body response to an old woman’s love letter delivered by an angry cat.

“She’s WONDERFUL,” Kim sobbed. “She approves of the sex. She told you to eat vegetables. She knows about the elvish. Dana, your grandmother is the BEST PERSON.”

“She hasn’t met you yet.”

“When she does I’m going to HUG her so hard…”

“She weighs about ninety pounds, Kim. Please calibrate.”

I cried too. Quietly. The dark lord’s tears, which fell without drama and landed on parchment written in cat handwriting. The letter was Grandma, every word of it, from the gentle pride to the deadpan humor to the cat-mediated editorial about tuna. She was alive. She was lucid enough to dictate. She knew what I’d done, and she was proud, and she approved of the sex, and she wanted me to eat vegetables.

Harmony took the letter and analyzed the claw-script with academic interest. “Mr. Whiskers’ editorial annotations suggest a familiar-witch communication bandwidth of approximately forty words per minute. The grammatical structures indicate that feline cognition processes English syntax differently from human cognition; the word order in several annotations follows object-subject-verb rather than the standard subject-verb-object.” She looked up. “Mr. Whiskers thinks in a fundamentally different grammatical structure than humans.”

“He’s a cat.”

“He’s a LINGUISTICALLY DISTINCT ENTITY. This is genuinely fascinating.”

“Harmony, it’s a letter from my grandmother. Can the linguistic analysis wait?”

“…the analysis can wait.” She set the letter down. For a moment, the clinical distance dropped, and what was visible beneath it was a young woman who’d helped rescue the grandmother of the person she cared about, and who was feeling the warm satisfaction that came from seeing a mission’s results in the form of an old woman’s love. “Your grandmother sounds like a remarkable person.”

“She is.”

“The part about your mother speaking elvish. Did you know?”

“No.” I looked at the letter. The P.S. was the part that sat heaviest. Your mother was fluent by age twelve. I knew almost nothing about my parents, the magical couple who’d died in a battle when I was an infant, the fighters whose war had eventually reached their son through a clerical error and a prophecy. Learning that my mother had spoken elvish, that she’d cared about the elves the way I’d started to care about them, that the cultural empathy I was building with Sylvara’s people might be inherited rather than invented, that was a thread I needed to follow. But not today. Today was about Grandma’s letter and the fact that she was alive.

Grandma would be moved to a secure location with protective wards once she was strong enough to travel. Mr. Whiskers would guard her; his familiar magic had recovered enough to resume protective functions, though Thistledown had insisted on a period of rest and enhanced nutrition. The cat considered medical care a personal insult, but he appreciated the upgrade in tuna quality.

For my safety, I would spend summers at Hexhaven under enhanced protections rather than going home. The Puritan Lord’s forces had targeted my family once. The risk of a second attempt was real.

I would miss the house. The small rooms where Grandma had told her stories. The kitchen table where we’d eaten together every evening. The garden where she’d grown vegetables that I now suspected had been tended with the same nature magic that Solana channeled through orgasm, just with less dramatic botanical results.

But Hexhaven was home now too. The coven was home. And Grandma, wherever she recovered, was home in the way that mattered most: the person who’d shaped me, who’d known what I would become, and who loved me for both the boy I’d been and the dark lord I was becoming.

The first supervised visit lasted four minutes.

Four minutes should not have been enough to matter. Four minutes was a late class bell, a kettle coming to boil, Kim deciding whether a snack counted as breakfast. But when Thistledown finally opened the hospital wing door and said, “Quietly, Mr. Del Morte,” those four minutes expanded until they were the only time in the world.

Grandma slept through the first one. Mr. Whiskers did not. He sat on her chest in full guardian posture, orange fur brushed into imperial severity, tail wrapped around his paws, eyes fixed on me. He had held a life together for four months and expected everyone to behave accordingly.

“I know,” I whispered.

He blinked once.

“Fresh tuna. I remember.”

He blinked again, less hostile.

Grandma’s hand lay on the blanket, thin and blue-veined, the hand that had held mine at crosswalks when I was small, stirred soup when I was sick, tapped the kitchen table whenever she told a story and wanted me to pay attention to the part that sounded impossible but would turn out later to be literal history. I put two fingers against her palm. Not holding. Thistledown had said no emotional overload, and apparently even touch had dosage instructions now. Just contact. Enough for her skin to be warm.

Her fingers moved.

Barely. A twitch. Then a curl, weak and slow, closing around the edge of my hand. She was reaching through a fog, but she was reaching.

My throat shut.

Thistledown made a small warning sound behind me.

“I’m here,” I said, because it was the only sentence I could say without breaking. “You rest. I’m here.”

Her eyes didn’t open. Her mouth moved.

The word might have been Dana. It might have been dinner. With Grandma, either would have been equally plausible and equally her.

Mr. Whiskers pressed one paw on her wrist and purred.

Thistledown touched my shoulder at the four-minute mark. I let go because love sometimes means obeying the healer who is keeping your grandmother alive.

Outside the hospital wing, Kim was waiting with both hands over her mouth and tears already running. She had not been allowed in. She had brought soup anyway.

“She squeezed your hand?” Kim whispered.

“A little.”

Kim made a sound like a sob trying to become a cheer and not knowing which shape was less disruptive to a hospital.

That night, I slept for six hours without dreaming of white light.



The end of the academic year arrived like a deadline everyone had been too busy storming nunneries to properly prepare for.

Exams.

The academic system at Hexhaven proceeded serenely through puritan infiltration, student-led military operations, and a headmistress who’d attempted to launch a cryptocurrency. Exams happened regardless of whether the students had spent their study time memorizing Lustcraft Potion recipes or planning synchronized orgasm teleportation.

I aced Dueling. Keel ran the same three-round practical from the previous year: escalating opponents, culminating in her enchanted training construct; a ward-entity that learned from the student’s attacks and adapted in real-time, the magical equivalent of fighting someone who got smarter every time you hit them. The previous year, I’d fought it to a standstill and earned “Satisfactory.” This year, six bond specialties, unlimited stamina, and twelve months of Keel’s brutal training produced something different.

The construct didn’t stand a chance.

I opened with illusion feints, Rika’s specialty, used to confuse the construct’s targeting. While it swung at ghosts, I hit it with ward-disruption pulses from Aurelie’s bond that weakened its structural integrity. Harmony’s mind-magic told me where the construct would move before it moved, the combat precognition that came from reading magical intent. Kim’s fire created the opening. Dracoona’s dragon-fire punched through it. And Solana’s nature magic, channeled through my palms, grew vines that tangled the construct’s legs and held it still long enough for the killing blow.

Six specialties. One target. Three seconds.

The audience, the full school, because Keel’s practicals were a spectator sport, gasped. Then cheered. Then the Sapphotange section stared hungrily. The house that was supposed to be uninterested in the male student was finding that increasingly, visibly, undeniably difficult.

“Satisfactory,” Keel said.

The second Satisfactory in thirty-one years. The previous year’s had been the first in thirty. Two consecutive years of Keel’s ultimate praise. The word meant more to me than any grade point average.

Kim whispered: “She loves you. In her own terrifying way.”

Keel’s single eye found Kim in the crowd. “Mink. If you tell anyone I said ‘satisfactory’ with inflection, I will make your practical exam next year involve live dragon fire.”

“I didn’t hear any inflection!”

“There was no inflection.”

“Then why are you smiling?”

“I’m not smiling. This is a muscular spasm.”

Orgasmancy produced what Swoon called “the most promising readings since I discovered a prophecy through a student’s climactic energy patterns last semester.” She read my aura during the practical exam and draped herself across her chaise longue with the theatrical intensity that was her default state.

“Your aura suggests a great destiny. Also that you’ve had sex very recently.”

“It was twenty minutes ago.”

“I’m NEVER wrong about the recent ones.” She paused, her perpetually-aroused voice going momentarily sharp with genuine insight. “The distant ones, I admit, are occasionally imprecise. But the recent ones are my specialty.” She squinted at something only she could see. “I also see… a shadow. Old. Patient. Watching you from across a very long distance.” Her eyes went vacant. Then snapped back. “But that’s probably nothing. Probably a bird.”

It wasn’t a bird. Swoon’s accidental accuracy, the terrifying precision that surfaced between the wrong predictions like a real gem in a pile of costume jewelry, had just described the Puritan Lord’s dispersed consciousness watching from whatever liminal space it occupied. The professor who was wrong about everything was occasionally, terrifyingly right.

Kim passed everything by the skin of her teeth, her practical scores carrying her theoretical ones like a lifeboat carrying survivors through a hurricane of academic mediocrity. Harmony topped the school again, nobody was surprised, and nobody would have been surprised to learn that she’d squirted through three of her written exams and produced the highest scores the school had seen in fifteen years.

Solana received the highest marks in both Dark Herbology AND Lustcraft Potions. Spite announced this at the end of the final class with grudging displeasure, trapped between a teacher’s unwilling pride and the carefully maintained atmosphere of contempt she refused to compromise.

“I trust your summer plans involve more than personal entertainment, Ms. Bigbottom,” Spite said, her black-coffee eyes studying Solana’s perfect scores with an expression that was approximately sixty percent scowl and forty percent something too grudging to be pride but too warm to be indifference.

“I plan to grow an enormous pumpkin,” Solana said dreamily.

Spite’s scowl deepened. Held. Then fractured at the edges into reluctant fascination, the tectonic shift of a teacher discovering that her relationship with her most talented student was evolving in ways she hadn’t consented to and couldn’t prevent.

“…acceptable,” she said.

Rika aced combat practical with a time that Keel described as “second fastest in the cohort.” Rika’s response: “Who was fastest?” Keel: “Del Morte.” Rika: “I demand a rematch.” Keel: “Denied.” Rika: “I demand a rematch LOUDER.” Keel: “Still denied. But noted.”

Dracoona passed with distinction in every subject. Rika passed with high marks in everything except Orgasmancy, which she’d failed on the grounds that she’d spent the entire practical exam directing other students’ positions rather than completing her own assessment. Aurelie awarded the RLHF program an official commendation from the Department of Magical Health; formal recognition of an unusually intimate therapeutic protocol based around having sex with a dark lord. The commendation cited “innovative therapeutic methodology producing measurable improvements in post-traumatic magical recovery” and conspicuously avoided mentioning the word “penis” despite the fact that a penis was the protocol’s primary therapeutic instrument.

Dabbledough’s end-of-year address to the student body was delivered from the Great Hall podium with scattered, wounded, weirdly triumphant energy. She’d failed to rescue a grandmother, succeeded in deleting a dating app, authored several chapters of a memoir that nobody would publish, purchased and abandoned enchanted running shoes, survived three catastrophic WandMatch dates, and presided over a school year in which her students had launched a military operation behind her back, deployed a weapon of mass arousal, and permanently enhanced the campus’s ambient sexual energy by approximately twelve percent.

“This has been a year of growth,” she told the assembled students, standing at the podium in ceremonial robes over what appeared to be yoga pants. “Growth in academic achievement, in personal development, and in the hard-won wisdom that comes from facing challenges and learning that sometimes the bravest thing you can do is ask for help.” She paused. “Or storm a nunnery without permission. Both approaches have merit.”

Grimworth, sitting beside her, closed her eyes.

“I want to acknowledge,” Dabbledough continued, her voice softening, “that I was not the headmistress this school needed this year. I was distracted. I was… searching for something I’d lost when the first rescue attempt failed. I looked for it in exercise and in writing and in dating and I didn’t find it in any of those places.” She looked at the Lustenhart table. At me. “My students found it for me. They found it by being braver than their headmistress and more creative than their teachers and more loyal than anyone had a right to expect.”

She adjusted her spectacles. Straightened.

“Next year, I will be better. I make that promise to every student in this hall.” A beat. “I am also deleting all remaining wellness apps from my communication crystal. This is unrelated but felt worth noting.”

Grimworth opened her eyes. Looked at Dabbledough. The deputy headmistress’s expression held something that wasn’t exhaustion.

It might have been hope.



The discovery happened that same week.

Harmony, conducting post-semester research in the restricted library, because Harmony’s idea of “post-semester relaxation” was research, and her idea of “research” was cross-referencing historical archives during a cognitive surge produced by strategic squirting in the library bathroom, found archived records from a century ago.

Specifically, the official file on Delphina Bearbone’s freezing.

The file was buried in the restricted section’s historical records, a manila folder sealed with a preservation charm that had kept the parchment crisp for a hundred years. The folder was catalogued under “Student Incidents, Stasis Events” alongside three other cases, none of which shared the damning features that made Harmony’s analytical instincts prickle, her glasses fog, and her thighs press together as the breakthrough built toward something embarrassingly physical.

The official record was clean: “Magical accident during practical examination. Subject frozen by accidental exposure to an unstable stasis enchantment. Duration of stasis: indeterminate. Subject retained for potential future recovery.”

Clean. Simple. Tragic.

But Harmony didn’t read files. Harmony cross-referenced files. She layered data. She found patterns that hid between the spaces where other people stopped looking.

She cross-referenced the Bearbone file with restricted historical records that she’d accessed through a combination of bond-enhanced cognition, the fact that the restricted section’s ward protocols hadn’t been updated since the original incident (which meant Aurelie’s pre-possession ward-key still worked), and sheer, ungovernable curiosity. Harmony’s brain treated unsolved problems the way Solana’s nature magic treated sunlight: as something to absorb completely and grow from.

The discrepancies were subtle. The kind of discrepancies you only noticed if you were a genius who’d been trained by a year of coven strategy meetings to find patterns in data the way a bloodhound finds scent in air.

Discrepancy one: the timing Harmony had flagged in September was worse than the sparse public record suggested. Delphina’s freezing occurred the SAME WEEK the Puritan Lord was defeated. Not the same month. Not the same semester. The same WEEK. A hundred years ago, the Puritan Lord’s first rise had been crushed by a coalition of witches and wizards. And in that same seven-day period, a student at Hexhaven had been “accidentally” frozen in a restricted laboratory.

Discrepancy two: the “practical examination” during which the freezing occurred was in a restricted laboratory that should not have been accessible to students during normal examination periods. The laboratory was specifically designated for advanced faculty research, and the access logs, which Harmony found in a separate, incompletely sealed archive, showed no faculty authorization for student entry.

Discrepancy three: a sealed witness statement, filed by a faculty member who’d been dead for sixty years, described a student matching Delphina’s description entering the laboratory VOLUNTARILY. Not caught in a crossfire. Not the victim of a spell gone wrong. Walking in. Deliberately. Carrying what appeared to be pre-prepared stasis components. And activating the stasis enchantment herself.

She froze herself on purpose.

“She froze herself on purpose,” Harmony said.

We were in the Lustenhart common room. The fire burned amber. The coven was gathered, Kim on the couch, Harmony in her waterproofed chair, Solana on the floor growing flowers in the rug, Rika perched on the window ledge, Dracoona standing with her arms crossed, scales visible, gold eyes sharp. Aurelie stood in the doorway with her glasses on and her hair in a bun that was slightly looser than professional standard, the relaxation she permitted when the coven was in session.

“The freezing wasn’t an accident. She walked into a restricted lab that she shouldn’t have had access to and activated a stasis enchantment deliberately. She CHOSE to be frozen.”

“The same week the Puritan Lord was defeated,” Dracoona added, her gray eyes sharp with the political operator’s instinct for patterns that other people dismissed as coincidence.

“The same week,” Harmony confirmed. She spread her notes across the table, archive copies, timeline correlations, a graph that plotted the dates with brutal precision after three cognitive surges spent building the case. “The Puritan Lord’s defeat and Delphina’s self-freezing happened within days of each other. The temporal correlation is too precise to be coincidental.”

“She’s connected to him,” I said. The dark lord’s instincts, which had been prickling around Delphina since the Great Hall feast at the start of term, crystallized into certainty. The evaluating eyes. The century-old patience. The pegging campaign that used advanced Fleshcrafting from an era when the technique shouldn’t have been available to students. The alliance with Spite. The political maneuvering that felt rehearsed, as if she’d been planning her moves for a very long time.

A hundred years is a very long time.

“She HAS to be.” Harmony set down her notes. “The question is how. Was she his ally? His student? His vessel? Did she freeze herself as a contingency; a way to preserve her connection to the Puritan Lord beyond his defeat, waiting for the conditions that would allow his return?”

“The evidence is circumstantial,” I said. “Fragmentary. Not enough to formally accuse her or take institutional action. Grimworth would need concrete proof, and what you have is a statistical correlation and a sealed witness statement from a dead professor.”

“Dabbledough?”

“Dabbledough is currently reviewing her WandMatch deletion process, which apparently involves a mandatory cooling-off period during which the app sends increasingly desperate re-engagement notifications.” Harmony’s glasses caught the firelight with the sardonic glint that meant she was equal parts amused and despairing. “She is not in a state to process intelligence about a century-old conspiracy.”

The coven absorbed the information. Each member processed it through their individual lens; the individual refraction of personality that made the same fact look different to every person who encountered it.

Kim: “She’s been sitting in our school plotting since September and nobody KNEW? That’s, that’s SCARY. She ate in the Great Hall. She sat in classes. She filed COMPLAINTS about Dana’s penis.”

Harmony: “We suspected. Now we have evidence. Circumstantial evidence, but evidence.”

Rika, tail bushed to twice its normal size: “I’ve been watching her for months. The heavy-lidded eyes. The out-of-time quality. The way she looks at Dana like she’s measuring a chess board that’s been in play for a hundred years and she’s the only one who knows all the pieces. She’s BEEN suspicious.”

Dracoona: “I know Kunningbrott. She’s built a power base stronger than mine ever was, and she did it in three months through pegging and personality. She has Spite’s support. She has institutional leverage. And she has connections to something a hundred years old that we don’t understand.”

Solana, dreamy but sharp: “The roses near Kunningbrott Hall haven’t bloomed since she arrived. They closed their petals the day she enrolled and they haven’t opened since.” She looked at her hands, where a small flower was growing between her fingers. “Plants know things. They feel things. And the roses near Kunningbrott feel… cold.”

Aurelie, from the doorway: “The self-freezing is consistent with the Puritan Lord’s methodology. He doesn’t operate through force; he operates through ideology, through dreams, through willing vessels. A willing vessel who chose to freeze herself the week he was defeated could have been preserving HERSELF as a future vessel. A contingency plan. Something to survive his defeat and activate when the conditions were right.”

The implication settled over the common room like cold air finding warm.

Delphina Bearbone hadn’t been a victim of a tragic accident. She’d been a contingency plan, frozen by choice, preserved through a century of stasis, waiting to wake up when the conditions were right for the Puritan Lord’s return. She was a sleeper agent in the most literal possible sense. And she’d been sitting in Kunningbrott since September, building a power base, filing political complaints, pegging her way to institutional influence, and smiling with a century’s worth of predatory patience.

“We can’t prove it,” I said. “We can’t take it to Grimworth because the evidence is circumstantial. We can’t take it to Dabbledough because Dabbledough is deleting a dating app. We can’t confront Delphina because confronting her without proof tips our hand and she’s smart enough to prepare countermeasures.”

“So what do we do?” Kim asked. Her green eyes were steady, the ride-or-die loyalty that was her core burning beneath the fear. Kim wasn’t afraid of Delphina. Kim was afraid of the idea that someone dangerous had been eating breakfast three tables away all year.

“We watch. We learn. We don’t tip our hand.” I looked at each of them. Five witches. One professor. A coven that had stormed a nunnery and rescued a grandmother and been upgraded to unlimited stamina. “Next year. We go into third year knowing what she is. We prepare diagnostics. We build our case. And we keep her thinking that we don’t know.”

“The dark lord plotter,” Rika said, her golden eyes gleaming. “In his element.”

“In our element,” I corrected. “All of us.”

The common room went quiet after that, focused rather than afraid. The fire burned low. The coven sat with the information, each person turning it over in their mind, examining it from their particular angle.

Kim broke the silence. “Next year, we’re going to be better, and she’s going to be worse. That’s the math.” She looked at me with the steady, uncomplicated certainty that was her superpower. “She had a hundred years. We have each other. I like our odds.”

“Kim, that’s not how odds work,” Harmony said.

“It’s EXACTLY how odds work. The odds are: we’re us and she’s her and we’re better.” She crossed her arms. Her abundant chest adjusted to the new configuration. “Those are the odds.”

Nobody argued. Partly because Kim’s logic was immune to counter-argument, and partly because, despite its mathematical impossibility, she was probably right.



The end-of-year celebration happened that night. The full coven, including Aurelie, gathered in the Lustenhart common room for what Aurelie described as “a final bond stability assessment” and what everyone else understood was a celebratory group session marking the end of one of the most eventful academic years Hexhaven had seen.

Aurelie arrived carrying professional authority in one hand and personal desire in the other. Her auburn hair was down, fully down, cascading past her shoulders with the natural warmth her professional persona kept buttoned away. Her glasses were on. They would stay on.

“I’m conducting a final bond stability assessment,” she announced, already unfastening the top button of her blouse. The second button followed. Then the third. Beneath: lace. A slightly more daring set than the deep burgundy she’d worn when this all began, emerald green now, the neckline lower, the fabric thinner. Her beauty mark at the collarbone was visible, and the flush that spread beneath it was not from exertion.

“For methodological purposes,” she added.

“Of course,” I said.

“The data will be useful for next year’s protocol development.”

“Naturally.”

“This is purely academic.”

“Professor, you’re not wearing a bra.”

“The bra was methodologically unnecessary for this assessment.”

Six bonds were in the room with me for the first time at a celebration rather than a crisis.

That changed the gravity.

Kim moved first because Kim always moved first when love needed a body. She pushed me down onto the couch, kissed me hard, and slid to her knees with copper hair falling over my thighs. Her mouth closed around my cock with practiced heat, deeper and slower than last year, but still unmistakably Kim: generous, eager, grinning around the work whenever she could breathe.

Harmony did not take a turn so much as occupy the math. She settled across my thigh with a notebook abandoned somewhere behind her and ground herself against me in controlled strokes, glasses fogging, flush spreading down her neck. “The resonance density is already exceeding my baseline projection,” she said, then lost half the sentence when Kim sucked harder and the bond pulsed through all of us at once.

Solana drifted behind Aurelie and kissed the back of the professor’s neck.

Aurelie stopped unbuttoning her blouse.

That was new.

The professor who had once been freed on a desk by herself now stood in the middle of a coven that wanted her, respected her, and refused to let her hide behind methodology. Solana’s pale hands slid around Aurelie’s waist. Kim looked up from my cock with a mouth slick and wicked. Rika went utterly still on the headboard, golden eyes bright with the rare pleasure of watching someone else become the performance.

Rika watched from the headboard. For once, the exhibitionist had found better entertainment than being the center of attention. “Aurelie, you’re overdressed.”

“I am wearing exactly the appropriate amount of…”

“You’re wearing STOCKINGS, Professor. In what academic context are stockings methodology?”

“The stockings are a personal preference and do not impact the assessment’s validity.”

“The stockings are LINGERIE and you wore them because you wanted to look good for the dark lord.”

“…the stockings are methodologically irrelevant.” But she didn’t take them off.

Dracoona contributed dragon-heat, her scales shimmering across her arms and shoulders in the firelight, her composure cracking into raw surrender as the combined bond energy overwhelmed the ice she maintained out of habit. She gripped the couch arm and made sounds that the former Kunningbrott leader would have denied making and the current coven member made without shame.

I attended to them with the stamina the nunnery had burned into me, but this time the power did not turn the scene into a rotation. It made the room wider. Kim’s breasts slid around my shaft while Harmony trembled on my thigh. Solana guided Aurelie’s hand to my hair. Rika kissed Dracoona, then laughed against the dragon’s mouth when Dracoona’s heat made the air shimmer. Every touch sent an answer through the bond.

Aurelie finally let the blouse fall open.

The emerald lace beneath made Kim make a noise of pure approval.

“That is not commentary relevant to the assessment,” Aurelie said, and then I stood, took her by the hips, and kissed the sentence out of her mouth.

Her composure broke differently in front of the coven. Alone, she had fragmented into professor-speech and helpless gasps. Here, with every woman watching, the surrender carried a heavier charge. I bent her over the couch arm, stockings still on, glasses crooked, auburn hair spilling over the upholstery while Solana held one of her hands and Kim pressed warm kisses along her shoulder. Rika’s purr filled the room. Dracoona’s dragon heat warmed Aurelie’s bare back. Harmony, still riding the edge, whispered numbers that no longer connected to any useful theorem.

I pushed into Aurelie slowly.

Her ward bond flared first: gold lines snapping through the common room and forming a roof. Protection made visible. Every woman felt it. Kim moaned around my name. Solana’s flowers opened all at once. Rika’s tail went rigid. Dracoona’s scales answered with iridescent fire. Harmony’s glasses slid down her nose as her mouth fell open.

“Oh,” Aurelie said.

One syllable. No methodology in it at all.

I fucked her harder, one hand on her hip, the other in her loosened hair. Her mature body rocked against the couch, heavy breasts swaying, stockings tight around her thighs. She tried once to speak in complete sentences and failed so completely that Kim beamed as if Aurelie had passed an exam.

The bonds did not blaze in a neat chord. They overlapped, crossed, fed one another in messy living sequence. Kim’s fire heated Aurelie’s wards. Aurelie’s wards gave Dracoona’s dragon-fire shape. Dracoona’s heat coaxed Solana’s vines up the couch legs. Solana’s flowers opened under Rika’s claws as the catgirl dragged her nails across the upholstery and yowled laughter at the ceiling. Harmony lasted another three seconds, then lost her edge with a furious gasp and a soaking surge that made the fireplace flash gold-violet.

The common room answered.

The ceiling three stories above us glowed. The tapestries stopped pretending to be decorative and watched like witnesses. The fireplace cycled through every color at once. Celebration was too small a name for it, and the room could not decide what to call the thing forming inside it.

I came inside Aurelie while her wards covered all of us.

The surge hit focused and deep. My eyes went violet. Golden threads snapped outward from my body through six women and returned changed: fire, mind, nature, illusion, dragon, ward. For one breath, I saw the shape the prophecy kept trying to describe and failing because old language had no word for a family that could also become a weapon, a court, a shelter, and a threat.

Then Aurelie’s knees buckled, Kim caught her before she slid, and Rika said, very softly for Rika, “Well, that was definitely peer-reviewed.”

Aurelie adjusted her glasses with shaking fingers. Her stockings were still on. Her hair was ruined. Her ward magic still roofed the room in warm gold.

“The assessment,” she said, voice wrecked, “was conclusive.”

But I looked toward the window. Toward Kunningbrott Hall, visible across the darkened campus, its elegant dark architecture unchanged by the events of the year.

Somewhere in that building, Delphina Bearbone was making plans that had been a century in the preparation.


Chapter 21: Next Year

The school year ended the way school years end: with goodbyes that hurt because the people leaving were the people who made the place worth being.

The Lustenhart common room was full for the last time. Bags packed, rooms emptied, the bittersweet energy of a house on the edge of summer filling the air with equal parts excitement and melancholy. The fireplace cycled through amber and gold and a soft, fading blue that meant goodbye.

Kim stood by her overstuffed bags, which were threatening structural failure for the second consecutive year. Her copper hair was loose, her green eyes bright, and her chest was doing its daily work of making fabric question its life choices.

“I told Mom about the almost,” she said. “The door thing. The part where I tried and couldn’t.”

“How’d she take it?”

“She cried. HAPPY tears. She said the magic thing was bullshit and she’s sorry she told me.” Kim’s jaw tightened as she processed her mother’s confession. “I’m going to kill her a little bit and love her a lot. That’s what family means.”

She hugged me. Full body, full Kim, her impossible chest compressed against mine, her arms strong around my back, her copper hair in my face smelling like the enchanted shampoo and the warmth of a girl who loved with her entire physical being.

“Next year,” she said into my shoulder. “I’m doing it. That’s a promise, Dana Del Morte. Kim Mink is opening that door and you’re going to be on the other side of it.”

“I’ll be there.”

“I know.” She pulled back. Green eyes wet and steady. “That’s why I can wait.”

Harmony was the opposite of overpacked. Her bags were precise, labeled, and arranged with an organization that made you suspect she’d packed a week ago and had been optimizing the arrangement since. She stood with her notebook tucked under her arm, the notebook that contained a year’s worth of data on coven bond dynamics, libido bomb specifications, RLHF protocol results, and approximately forty pages of post-orgasm mathematical proofs written in various states of cognitive brilliance.

“I’ve been offered a research position at a private think tank,” she said, one fingertip resting at the bridge of her glasses with the careful precision that meant she was proud and trying not to show it. “The topic is coven bond dynamics. My paper was the most-cited submission in their review cycle.”

“Congratulations.”

“The research position involves studying bond formation mechanisms and, tangentially, the cognitive effects of various forms of sexual release.” She paused. “I will be studying coven bond dynamics. And squirting. Mostly squirting.”

“Mostly?”

“Approximately seventy-three percent squirting. Twenty-two percent bond dynamics. Five percent administrative overhead.” She stepped forward. Kissed me. Precisely, thoroughly, her glasses pressing against my cheekbone, her wire-frames going crooked against my face. “I’ll miss you. The bond stretches but it holds. I tested that last summer.”

“Come back smarter.”

“I always come back smarter. The question is whether the furniture can survive it.” She adjusted her glasses. Did not fix the crookedness. “The probability of your survival improves when I’m present. Try not to create any situations that require my analytical capabilities before September.”

Solana drifted to the circle. She had the synthetic remedy for summer, Harmony’s improved formula, which worked well enough to manage the curse without Dana’s physical presence. But “well enough” and “what she wanted” were different things.

“I have enough remedy for summer,” she said. Her pale blue eyes found mine through their familiar mist, focused where it mattered. “But I’m bringing Mr. Whiskers some treats. He protected Grandma. He deserves tuna.” She paused. “Fresh, not canned. He was specific.”

She kissed me. Soft, tender, dreamy. Flowers bloomed in my hair. Small ones, blue and white, growing from nothing, pushed through by the nature magic that responded to Solana’s contentment the way sunlight responded to morning.

“I’ll miss the real thing,” she said. The double meaning was deliberate. She meant the remedy. She meant me. She meant the way the plants bloomed when she was happy and the moonlight glowed in her skin when she came and the sensation of being wanted for every part of herself, including the parts the world had told her to hide.

“Take care of the pumpkin,” I said.

“The pumpkin will be magnificent.” She smiled, distant at the edges and focused at the center. “Spite will pretend she doesn’t care. But she’ll measure it. She’ll document the growth rate and the magical density and the soil composition. And she’ll say ‘acceptable.’” The smile widened. “Which is the highest compliment Spite gives to anything except contempt.”

Rika appeared from nowhere, because Rika always appeared from nowhere. She materialized on a windowsill, tail swishing, golden eyes bright.

“Kira says the catgirl community is BUZZING about what we did,” she said. “Apparently ‘storming a nunnery with a sex bomb’ is legendary even by catgirl standards. Kira wants details. I told her she can’t handle the details.”

“She can’t?”

“She can. I just want to watch her face when she hears them.” Rika dropped from the windowsill, padded across the room on silent feet, and pressed herself against me in a brief, fierce hug. Her tail wrapped around my wrist. Her ears flattened with an emotion that she’d never admit to because admitting emotions was for people who didn’t have tails to express them.

“Keep the coven strong, Plotter,” she said. “I didn’t join a losing team.”

She released me. Prowled to the door. Paused.

“Next year I want a bigger audience for the portkey thing. Stars aren’t enough. I want WITNESSES.”

She vanished into the corridor, tail swishing, bell collar jangling jauntily. Rika Brightpaw had found her people and was leaving them temporarily, not permanently. She didn’t do permanent departures. She did tactical retreats.

Dracoona stood apart, as she always did. Perfect posture. Silver-white hair immaculate. Ice-gray eyes containing gold that she’d stopped hiding. Scales visible on her forearms, iridescent in the common room’s firelight, because Dracoona McFly had spent a year learning that the thing she’d hidden was the thing that made her beautiful.

“Father sent a longer letter this time,” she said. Her voice was clipped, controlled, the formal cadence she used for things that mattered too much for casual delivery. “Eight words: ‘We’re proud of you. Come home safely.’”

“That’s progress.”

“From ‘We still love you’ to ‘We’re proud of you’ is approximately three levels of McFly emotional development. At this rate, Father will use the word ‘dragon’ in correspondence by approximately my fortieth birthday.”

Her scales shimmered. Visible. Unhidden. She’d walked into the Great Hall with them showing that morning, and a Kunningbrott first-year had said “cool scales” and Dracoona had said “thank you” and had meant it, and the entire exchange had cost her approximately nothing, which would have been impossible a year ago.

She didn’t hug me. She nodded once. Sharp. Brief. The ice queen’s precision.

“Don’t get killed over the summer, Del Morte. The coven has invested significant resources in your survival.”

“That’s your ‘I love you.’”

“That’s my tactical assessment.” Gold flashed. “The ‘I love you’ is implied.”

She walked out. Silver-white hair swishing. Scales catching the corridor light. The dragon who’d learned to stop hiding was going home to a family that was learning to stop flinching.

Aurelie was staying. Faculty obligations, summer coursework revision, and the post-protocol follow-up for the Ravenslop girls whose remaining RLHF cases had been completed before exams. The accelerated schedule had finished the humanization work. Aurelie was staying to make sure it held.

“Someone must manage the deprogramming,” she said, standing in her office doorway with her auburn hair down, her glasses on a chain, the relaxation she allowed in private. “And grade summer assignments. And revise the second-year curriculum based on the… events of this semester. And definitely not think about…”

“Professor?”

“A student’s capabilities.” She adjusted glasses that were on a chain around her neck and therefore in no need of adjustment. The gesture was reflexive and would apparently survive any amount of sexual liberation. “Professional boundaries. Which are under active review. As they have been since last September.”

She smiled. The smile was warmer than it had been a year ago. Warmer than the woman the Puritan Lord had tried to turn into a vessel of cold ideology. The lace beneath her robes, which I could see the edge of through her partially unfastened collar, was a shade of deep purple that she would never have chosen under the possession. Aurelie Blanche was reclaiming herself one button, one color, one moment of desire at a time.

The departures waited while Grimworth escorted me to the hospital wing.

Grandma was awake for twelve minutes at a time now, which Thistledown described as “excellent progress” in the tone healers used when excellent progress still meant you looked like hell. She lay propped against pillows, thinner than she should have been, white hair brushed by an elf attendant, Mr. Whiskers on her chest like an orange guardian with opinions.

“You look taller,” Grandma said.

“I saw you last week.”

“Yes, and you looked taller then too. Trauma does that. Or posture. You always slouched when you were trying not to worry me.”

Mr. Whiskers opened one eye and scratched three marks onto the slate beside the bed.

Harmony had translated his claw-script system before leaving. Object-subject-verb grammar, deep disdain for everyone, urgent tuna priorities.

The slate currently read: “Boy-worries-obvious.”

“Traitor,” I told him.

Mr. Whiskers yawned.

Grandma reached for my hand. Her grip was weak. It still felt like home.

“Stay here this summer,” she said. “Hexhaven is warded, and your elves will fuss if anyone dangerous comes near you.”

“You’re ordering me to let elves fuss?”

“I am ordering you to survive long enough to become whatever this ridiculous prophecy thinks you are.” Her eyes sharpened. The captivity had thinned her body but not the iron underneath. “And I am ordering you not to chase shadows alone. Especially old shadows with pretty girls attached.”

“Delphina.”

“The cat dislikes her name. That is data.”

Mr. Whiskers scratched again: “Hair-shadow bad.”

“See?” Grandma said. “Data.”

I kissed her hand. She pretended not to notice that my eyes were wet. Grandmothers were merciful like that.

“Come back tomorrow,” she said.

“I will.”

“Bring proper food. Hospital broth tastes like regret with salt.”

Mr. Whiskers added: “Tuna.”

“Fresh,” Grandma translated.

I stayed at Hexhaven. Enhanced protections. Elves still present. Keel volunteered for summer training again, because Keel’s concept of summer involved combat drills rather than beaches.

The summer arrangement became official by afternoon. Grimworth produced a document titled “Protective Residence Plan for Student Del Morte, Summer Term,” because Grimworth could turn emotional necessity into paperwork faster than most people could blink.

The plan included warded dormitory access, hospital visitation windows, mandatory combat training, restricted travel, daily check-ins, and a clause requiring me to notify staff before attempting any unauthorized rescue, investigation, duel, ritual, prophecy interpretation, tunnel expedition, or “other dark-lord-adjacent initiative.”

“That last category seems broad,” I said.

“It is intended to be broad.”

Keel signed as training supervisor. Aurelie signed as ward consultant. Sylvara signed in Old Service Tongue, which caused the document to glow briefly and made Grimworth’s spectacles catch a sharp, acquisitive gleam.

“I will need a translation for the records.”

Sylvara smiled serenely. “It says we will keep him.”

Grimworth paused. “That is not standard legal language.”

“It is standard elvish language.”

Grimworth considered arguing, then wrote “protective custodial support” in the margin and moved on.

The residence itself took shape faster than I expected and with more people quietly involved than I deserved.

The Lustenhart dormitory was technically closed for summer maintenance, which meant the house corridors smelled of polish, old magic, and the resigned dust of a building finally allowed to exhale after a year of students. Grimworth assigned me the same curtained alcove because moving me “would introduce unnecessary psychological variables,” which was administrator language for you have had enough change.

The elves disagreed with the word assigned. By twilight they had turned the alcove into something between a bedroom, a field headquarters, and a shrine to practical devotion. Fresh sheets. Warded curtains. A writing desk angled toward the window. A shelf for Harmony’s continuity packet, another for Aurelie’s ward keys, a third cleared for “incoming correspondence from bonded parties,” which Sylvara said as if the shelf itself had taken vows.

The war council happened that evening, before the last transports departed. Just coven members, plus Aurelie through the office ward (she was part of the coven but maintained the fiction of faculty distance during official discussions).

Harmony had placed her evidence on the common room table. Three pages of cross-referenced historical data, annotated with her cramped, precise handwriting. The discrepancies in Delphina Bearbone’s freezing: the temporal correlation with the Puritan Lord’s defeat, the restricted lab access, the sealed witness statement.

“The evidence is circumstantial,” I said, reviewing it for the third time. “Not actionable. Grimworth would need concrete proof.”

“Grimworth needs evidence that would survive institutional scrutiny,” Aurelie said through the ward. “What Harmony found would raise questions, not answer them.”

“Dabbledough?”

“Dabbledough has deleted her WandMatch account but accidentally summoned a swarm of enchanted butterflies to the campus in the process.” Aurelie paused. “She is… managing.”

Dracoona’s voice stayed clipped and tactical: “Next year, we map Kunningbrott before she moves. Her lieutenants, her favorites, her routines, the girls who follow because they fear her and the girls who follow because they want what she offers. We do not let her own my former house unobserved.”

The plan was simple. Watch Delphina. Study her patterns. Build a diagnostic that could reveal what she was without tipping our hand. The dark lord’s approach: patient, strategic, three steps ahead even when two of the steps were still being invented.

“We watch. We learn. We don’t tip our hand,” I said. The plotter’s creed.

Preparation began before the room had finished accepting that the school year was over.

Harmony’s notebook stayed behind because Harmony had anticipated this possibility and prepared a “summer continuity packet,” which was an alarming phrase for a stack of documents thick enough to stun someone. The first page read: DELPHINA BEARBONE: OBSERVATIONAL PRIORITIES, KNOWN VARIABLES, AND DO NOT IMPROVISE LIST.

The “do not improvise” list was aimed at me, Rika, Kim, Dabbledough, and “any elf acting under Dana’s romantic influence,” which was rude and statistically defensible.

I would read the packet twice in the common room after the coven left. Understanding every line was impossible. Harmony’s handwriting compressed when she was excited, and by page six the annotations had become dense enough to qualify as camouflage. But the shape of the thing mattered. Restricted laboratory access. Stasis timing. Kunningbrott political consolidation. Delphina’s immediate interest in governance restriction. Her precise targeting of RLHF, coven mobility, and inter-house intimacy. None of it proved possession. All of it formed a pattern.

Patterns were where plots lived.

After the council and the goodbyes, they all left. One by one, on enchanted planes and portals and, in Rika’s case, a catgirl-specific tunnel behind a painting that I suspected had been there longer than anyone wanted to admit.

The campus emptied. Five hundred witches departing, the corridors growing quieter, the Great Hall losing its ambient noise, the enchanted ceiling showing sky that nobody was there to appreciate.

The bond did not empty with it.

Last summer, distance had felt like loss, every girl leaving Hexhaven taking a piece of the new life with her until I was left with echoes and elves and a grandmother-shaped hole in the world. This time the threads stayed bright. Stretched, yes. Thinned by geography, by family homes and research institutes and catgirl tunnels and McFly estates. But present.

Kim’s fire reached me first that evening: a flare of heat and indignation, followed by the unmistakable emotional shape of her mother’s voice being too gentle and Kim not knowing what to do with gentleness that arrived late. I sent warmth back. Not words. The bond didn’t carry language at that range, not clearly. It carried presence. She answered with a pulse that felt like a hug delivered through a fireplace.

Harmony’s thread arrived as a precise tap at midnight, three pulses, pause, one pulse, pause, four pulses, because of course Harmony had invented a bond-code before anyone else thought to ask whether one existed. I decoded nothing. I felt the smugness in the pattern anyway.

Rika’s thread came as laughter. No content. Just the bright, sharp sensation of her doing something she shouldn’t and being delighted that no one had stopped her yet.

Dracoona’s was quieter. A banked heat, controlled and formal, arriving from a house where pride and fear were probably sitting at the same dinner table trying to use the correct forks. I held the thread until it steadied.

Solana’s came last. Green, dreamy, smelling faintly of soil and moonlight even through magic. Somewhere, a pumpkin was beginning to become a problem.

They were gone. They were not gone.

The coven had learned how to survive distance.

Aurelie came by after midnight with a locked brass case and the posture of a professor doing something she could explain to a disciplinary board if she had three days to prepare.

“These are historical ward keys,” she said. “Copies. Not originals. Entirely legal for faculty research.”

“And entirely illegal for students?”

“Unclear. The policy was written in 1891 and assumes students lack the attention span to exploit archival gaps.” She set the case on the table. “Delphina’s stasis chamber was in the old transfiguration wing. The wing was repurposed twice, sealed once, and partially collapsed during the Basilisk Incident of 1918. The surviving records are incomplete.”

“But not gone.”

“Not gone.” Her mouth tightened. “The Puritan Lord taught me the value of institutional gaps. Evil loves paperwork nobody reads.”

She opened the case. Inside were three brass disks etched with ward notation, a folded map on vellum, and a black ribbon sealed in glass.

“The ribbon was found in the laboratory after Delphina froze herself,” Aurelie said. “It is not evidence. It is not proof. It is a personal effect.”

The ribbon looked ordinary. Black silk, old enough that the edges had frayed. But when the firelight touched it, the glass fogged from the inside with a thin white mist.

My eyes went violet.

Aurelie saw it. Her own expression changed, the slight flinch of a woman whose body remembered white light before her mind could put language around it.

“That reaction is why I brought it to you,” she said.

“It has his magic on it.”

“A residue. Very faint. Too faint for Grimworth to act on. Strong enough that I felt ill when I opened the evidence drawer.”

I stared at the ribbon. Delphina’s ribbon. Puritan residue. A century-old laboratory. A girl who had chosen stasis the week the Puritan Lord fell and woken when his dispersed consciousness was active again.

“Why didn’t anyone notice before?”

“Because nobody was looking for a willing vessel,” Aurelie said. “Possession leaves marks. Conversion leaves marks. Voluntary ideological alignment can hide under ambition, eccentricity, trauma, family politics, anything. If Delphina invited him in, the signature would be quieter.”

The words settled over the room.

Invited him in.

Grandma had warned me about old shadows with pretty girls attached. Mr. Whiskers had called her hair-shadow bad. The cat’s grammar was atrocious, but his instincts were apparently better than half the faculty archive.

Keel arrived at six in the morning, because the universe had seen me reading historical evidence until dawn and decided sleep was decorative.

“Court,” she said from the doorway.

“It’s summer.”

“Yes.”

“The coven left.”

“Yes.”

“Grandma is in the hospital wing.”

“Which is why you will be stronger in September than you are today.” Keel’s scar caught the gray dawn light. “Bearbone is building power. The Puritan Lord is dispersed. Your grandmother is recovering but not safe. The next threat will not wait politely because you had an emotional semester.”

“You could say good morning.”

“I could. Court.”

Training without the coven was different now. Last summer I had been incomplete and grieving. This summer I was incomplete and dangerous, which Keel treated as a workable improvement. She drilled single-bond access until my hands shook, then drilled no-bond fallback until my pride shook harder. Fire without Kim. Illusion without Rika. Ward reflexes without Aurelie whispering structure through the bond. Combat footwork while exhausted. Defensive casting while distracted. The miserable discipline of becoming useful when the perfect formation wasn’t available.

“Again,” Keel said, after knocking me down with the blunt end of her practice blade.

“You’re enjoying this.”

“Yes.”

“That was honest.”

“Again.”

At noon, I visited Grandma. She was awake for fifteen minutes this time. Progress measured in minutes felt cruel until you remembered that, two months ago, progress had meant a cat refusing to let her die.

Mr. Whiskers sat on her chest, orange fur brushed to imperial fluff by an elf attendant who had clearly been threatened into excellence. His slate read: BOY-SMELLS-TRAINING.

“Keel,” Grandma said, sniffing. “Sweat, scorched wool, and humiliation.”

“That’s accurate.”

“Good. Humiliation is underrated. Keeps men from mistaking prophecy for competence.”

“You sound better.”

“I sound opinionated. That is not the same thing.”

She reached for my hand again. Her fingers were stronger than yesterday. Still thin. Still fragile. But the grip had more of her in it.

“Delphina,” I said.

Grandma’s eyes sharpened. Hospital exhaustion fell away, and for a second I saw the grandmother who had disguised preparation as eccentricity through my entire childhood.

“Tell me.”

I told her about the ribbon. About the white mist. About Harmony’s packet and Aurelie’s theory and the dream-pressure already waiting somewhere beyond sleep.

Grandma listened without interrupting. Mr. Whiskers stopped pretending to sleep.

“Pretty girls make excellent knives,” Grandma said finally.

“That’s bleak.”

“It’s practical. The prettier the knife, the more people argue that it isn’t one.” She squeezed my hand. “Do not hate her too early. Hate makes men stupid. Watch. Learn. Let her show you where the blade is.”

Mr. Whiskers scratched on the slate: GIRL-KNIFE-SMILES.

“The cat agrees,” Grandma said.

“The cat always agrees with you.”

Mr. Whiskers added: BOY-OBVIOUS.

Grandma laughed. It turned into a cough. I sat forward, but she waved me down with irritation.

“Don’t look like that. I’m recovering, not dying. There’s a difference.” She closed her eyes for a breath, then opened them again. “Bring cherry rolls tomorrow.”

“Cherry rolls?”

“A freed woman in the nunnery remembered them. Maribel. She cried when she told Thistledown. I want one. If she remembers joy through cherry rolls, I can borrow the method.”

I leaned down and kissed her forehead.

“I’ll bring cherry rolls.”

“And tuna,” Mr. Whiskers’ slate added.

“You don’t get cherry rolls.”

The cat stared at me with contempt so pure it could have powered a small spell.

The elves prepared a feast on the grounds that night. Under stars. Floating candles. The mirror of last year’s ending, the same campus, the same elves, the same starlit grounds. But everything else was different.

Last summer I’d been grieving. Grandma was gone, the coven was scattered, I was a boy with violet eyes and a prophecy about his dick, sitting on the grass eating food he couldn’t taste while elf women held him together with devotion and patience.

This summer, Grandma was alive. Recovering in a magical hospital, guarded by a cat whose familiar devotion had sustained her through four months of captivity. The coven was stronger than ever: six bonds at maximum power, unlimited stamina, a rescued grandmother, a destroyed nunnery, and a weapon that had proven the Puritan Lord’s defenses could be broken.

Sylvara had set an actual mirror at the edge of the feast.

Not a dressing mirror. Not one of Merriwell’s enchanted vanity pieces that told students their hair looked “adventurous” when what it meant was “bad.” This mirror was older than the campus above it: silverwood frame, black glass, elvish script carved so finely into the border that the letters looked like frost until candlelight touched them. It stood beneath an oak tree with roots older than any faculty appointment, reflecting the feast without reflecting the stars.

“What is that?” I asked.

Sylvara’s hands folded at her waist. “A remembrance mirror. We use it when seasons turn.”

“You haven’t shown me this before.”

“You had not asked what we do when seasons turn.”

There it was again. The quiet rebuke that wasn’t a rebuke because Sylvara never wielded guilt crudely. She simply told the truth and let the truth have its weight.

Elara placed a bowl of cherries beside the mirror. Thessaly set down bread. Ninael hummed a note that made the black glass ripple.

“We remember who served, who was unseen, who carried rooms while others believed the rooms carried themselves,” Sylvara said. “The mirror does not show the past. It shows what service held.”

The glass changed.

For a moment, I saw last summer as structure instead of memory. A boy sitting under stars, hollow with fear, accepting food from elves because he could not feed himself with hope. Sylvara beside him, still and patient. Elara’s hand on his shoulder. Ninael’s humming holding the silence together. The campus empty. Grandma gone. The coven scattered. The prophecy huge and ridiculous and lonely.

Then the mirror rippled again.

This summer. The feast brighter. More candles. Grandma’s hospital window glowing in the distance. Mr. Whiskers visible as a small orange shape on the sill, glaring at the night like the night owed him tuna. Aurelie’s office lit in Ravenslop Tower. Keel’s silhouette crossing the dueling court because apparently even mirrors of emotional significance could not stop Keel from training. The elf tunnels beneath the grass glimmered in silver lines, revealing the hidden infrastructure that had carried us to the nunnery.

“You held all of this,” I said.

Sylvara’s serenity softened.

“We held what we were permitted to hold.”

“And now?”

She looked at the mirror. In the black glass, her reflection stood beside mine: elf and dark lord, servant and boy, prophecy and choice, all the categories the magical world had used because categories were easier than seeing people.

“Now,” she said, “you see us holding it.”

I turned to the assembled elves. More than the usual attendants had come tonight. Kitchen elves. Laundry elves. Maintenance elves who kept the old tunnels intact, whose names I was still learning and ashamed that I had to learn only now. They watched with the serene attention of their people, but beneath it was something less practiced. Hope, maybe. Or the cautious beginning of trust.

I raised my cup.

“To the people who carried Hexhaven while Hexhaven forgot to ask how.”

The elves went still.

For one terrible second I thought I had said it wrong.

Then Sylvara bowed her head. Elara covered her mouth. Ninael’s humming broke into a higher note, and the candles answered, flaring violet and silver and gold.

The elves drank.

Not to me. Not as ceremony. With me.

That distinction mattered more than I knew how to say.

The response moved through them slowly, and because elves were not careless with feeling, the slowness made it stronger.

The kitchen elves lifted their cups first: level with their own hearts. Laundry elves followed, hands still roughened by soap charms and fabric spells. Tunnel-keepers, archive attendants, lamp-lighters, the unseen maintainers of a school that had taken their service for granted so long the gratitude almost did not know where to land.

One young elf I had seen only twice before, pale hair braided with copper thread, began to cry without sound.

I almost apologized. Human instinct, stupid and immediate: I had made someone cry, therefore I should fix it. Sylvara’s hand touched my wrist before I spoke.

“Do not lessen it,” she said softly.

So I didn’t.

The young elf wiped her face and raised her cup higher.

“To being seen,” she said.

The words were small. The effect was not. The remembrance mirror rippled, black glass brightening until the reflection of the feast expanded past the grass and the candles and the hospital window. It showed tunnels beneath Hexhaven where elves carried linens, messages, wounded students, secrets. It showed hands mending robes, hands preparing food, hands holding doors that nobody thanked because nobody noticed the door had needed holding. It showed Sylvara last summer sitting beside a grieving boy under these same stars, and Elara bringing food, and Ninael humming the silence into something survivable.

Then it showed tonight: the cups raised, my own cup among them, not above.

The candles flared again. Not violet this time. Silver.

“The mirror accepts the toast,” Sylvara said.

“Mirrors can accept toasts?”

“This one can.”

“What happens if it rejects one?”

Elara smiled faintly. “Then the speaker learns humility.”

Several elves looked at me with expressions of serene interest, as if waiting to see whether I wanted details. I did not. I had fought enough ancient mechanisms this year.

Sylvara sat beside me in the grass. Silver-blue hair catching the starlight, violet eyes serene, the ageless beauty of an elf who’d waited three thousand years and had been right to wait.

“Another summer, Master Dana,” she said. “But you are not the boy who arrived last year.”

“No.”

“You are the dark lord who rescued his grandmother with an army of witches and a weapon made of desire.” She took my hand. Cool fingers, warming through contact. “You are the boy who learned our language. Who asked where we went when nobody else cared to know.”

“I’m still learning.”

“You are always learning. That is why we serve you. Not because of a prophecy. Because of who you are.”

The elf worship that followed was tender and unhurried and went LONGER than anything previous, because the stamina upgrade hadn’t just affected my capacity. It had affected the elves’ expectations.

Sylvara rode me slowly under the stars, her silver-blue hair trailing across the grass like captured moonlight, her violet eyes holding mine with serene devotion. She sank onto my cock with the unhurried precision that defined her: each inch received, adjusted to, accepted as worship as natural to her as breathing. Her pussy was cool at first, the elf physiology, then warming around me with each roll of her hips, the gradual temperature shift that made every encounter feel like a season changing. Behind her, Elara straddled my chest facing Sylvara, her small breasts in my face, her cool fingers threading through my hair while her lips found Sylvara’s over my body. Thessaly knelt beside us, her warmer-than-standard elf skin pressed against my side, her mouth on my neck, one hand stroking my stomach, tracing the muscles down to where Sylvara’s body met mine. Three elves. Three thousand years of accumulated devotional technique. Elevated by the upgrade’s infinite capacity.

Sylvara’s composure cracked.

Not dramatically. Not the way Kim screamed or Harmony squirted or Dracoona breathed fire. A subtle thing: her serene expression wavered, her violet eyes widened fractionally, and her voice, which maintained its elegant formality through everything up to and including having a cock buried inside her, developed a breathless quality I had never heard from her.

“Master Dana, your… your endurance is…” She rode through a long, slow orgasm, her pussy pulsing around me in deep, rolling contractions, her silver-pink nipples hardening against the night air. Her whole body trembled with a rare elven surrender, the sort of thing that made Elara’s eyes widen in awe. I didn’t stop. The upgrade meant I COULDN’T stop. Control had nothing to do with it. Stopping simply wasn’t necessary. I was still hard inside her, still throbbing, and when her orgasm finished and she tried to find her rhythm again, I held her in place and thrust up into her from below. She gasped. An actual gasp. From Sylvara. Her composure, which had survived three millennia of service, cracked further. She came again, her walls clenching tight enough to make me groan, her cum dripping down my shaft and pooling where our bodies met. And again, a third orgasm that made her press her forehead against mine, her cool skin flushed with unfamiliar warmth, her breathing ragged and real and devoid of any serene pretense.

“We may need to schedule additional attendants,” she said, her voice unsteady. “The traditional two-session allotment may be… insufficient.”

“Insufficient?”

“You have exceeded the parameters of elvish preparedness.” A fourth orgasm rolled through her, her violet eyes going wide, her mouth falling open, her pussy gripping my cock in fierce waves that drew a load of cum from me that she received with a gasp she couldn’t control. Her composure dissolved into something that looked remarkably like an elf being surprised, which was a rare enough sight to feel historic. “This is… outside our usual parameters.”

Elara and Thessaly exchanged a glance that might have been the elf equivalent of raised eyebrows. Then they repositioned, replacing Sylvara with gentle efficiency: Elara taking my cock in her mouth while Thessaly stroked and kissed the parts Elara couldn’t reach. Sylvara recovered beside us with precise dignity, silver-blue hair mussed, violet eyes dazed, three millennia of composure still trying to reassemble itself around very recent evidence.

I lay in the grass afterward. Three elf women, their pale hair spread across the green like spilled moonlight, violet eyes reflecting stars. The candles floated. The campus was empty and quiet and belonged to us.

Grandma was safe. In a hospital, recovering. Mr. Whiskers on her chest, purring stubbornly because dying was not on his schedule.

The Puritan Lord was wounded but not destroyed. His nunnery was a garden. His Mother Superior was in custody. His converted nuns were free. But his consciousness survived as dispersed light, and dispersed light could possess anyone.

Including someone who’d volunteered a century ago.

Delphina Bearbone.

The frozen girl with wild black curls and dark knowing eyes who’d looked at me like a chess board. Who’d consolidated Kunningbrott through pegging and filed governance complaints with century-old precision and smiled with slow, predatory certainty, as if her plan had been moving longer than anyone could know.

She’d frozen herself the same week the Puritan Lord fell. She’d walked into a restricted laboratory voluntarily. She’d chosen stasis. She was a sleeper agent in the most literal sense, and she was awake now, building power, watching the dark lord who’d just destroyed her patron’s fortress, and waiting.

Sylvara’s hand found mine in the grass. Warm now. The elf temperature adjustment complete.

“The summer is long, Master Dana,” she said. “And there is much to prepare.”

“There always is.”

“But this time you are not alone. And you are not afraid.”

She was right.

The stars turned above Hexhaven. The candles floated. The elves were warm against my sides.

Summer began.

That night, I dreamed of Kunningbrott.

Not a normal dream. Hexhaven dreams had texture. Prophetic dreams had pressure. This had both, and beneath them the cold-white taste I’d learned to associate with the Puritan Lord’s magic: sterile, bright, and wrong.

I stood in the Kunningbrott common room, though my body was still on the grass beside Sylvara and the elves. The house was empty. Everyone gone for the summer. The chandelier-lit corridors that had buzzed with whispered deals and political maneuvering were silent. The elegant furniture sat unused. The house that Delphina had conquered through pegging and patience was vacant, waiting for the students to return and fill it with ambition again.

Delphina Bearbone stood before the ornate, silver-framed mirror that had hung there for centuries, reflecting generations of ambitious, scheming, power-hungry witches.

I could not move. I could not speak. I did not know if I was seeing the present, the future, or something the dispersed light wanted me to see because arrogance was apparently a recurring weakness among puritan entities.

Delphina studied her reflection. Wild black curls. Heavy-lidded eyes. The corseted uniform from an era no current student remembered except her. The beauty mark beneath her left eye. The practiced stillness of a century-old sleeper who had emerged with all her plans intact.

She touched the glass. Her fingers pressed against the cold surface. Her reflection pressed back.

For the briefest moment, white light flickered behind her heavy-lidded eyes.

Not a reflection. Not a trick of enchanted candlelight. WHITE LIGHT. The Puritan Lord’s signature. The same cold, sterile glow that had burned in Aurelie Blanche’s possessed eyes. The same light that had powered the nunnery’s wards and the light-cage and every instrument of puritan suppression the coven had destroyed.

It was inside her. Behind her eyes. Brief as a camera flash, visible for perhaps half a second.

Then it was gone. The dark brown eyes returned, warm and dark and hiding everything they contained.

Delphina Bearbone smiled.

Not the slow, predatory smile she showed the world. Something smaller. More private. A smile that confirmed the waiting had been worth it.

She looked into the mirror, and for one impossible instant I felt her looking through it. At me.

“Next year,” she said.
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