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Chapter 1: Markets On The Apocalypse

Grandma’s handwriting had gotten steadier over the past month, but Mr. Whiskers’ editorial contributions had gotten worse.

I sat in the hospital wing’s visitor chair reading the latest letter while the cat in question sprawled across Grandma’s lap like an orange fur rug, watching me with judgmental intensity usually reserved for parole boards. The letter was supposed to be from Grandma. In practice, it was a collaborative document with an unreliable co-author who demanded tuna and refused to acknowledge the existence of paragraphs.

My darling Dana,

I hope the summer is treating you well. The healers say I may be able to walk the gardens by autumn. Mr. Whiskers has been

Here, in aggressive claw-script that slanted at angles no sane alphabet recognized:

she exaggerates. walking now. slow. tuna required.

The letter resumed in Grandma’s hand:

very supportive, in his way. I wanted to tell you that I’ve been thinking about your mother lately. She had questions about old government buildings that nobody wanted answered. Your father would have punched the buildings. Your mother just kept asking.

More claw-script:

boy-cooks-bad, tuna-required. also: light-smell in walls. mother-knew. boy smells similar. concerning.

“You know,” I said, looking up from the letter, “most cats just knock things off tables.”

Mr. Whiskers blinked at me. Four months as a magical necklace sustaining my grandmother’s life force had, in his view, entitled him to unlimited fresh tuna and zero human nonsense. His orange fur was still thinner than it should have been, his legs still carrying a faint tremor from the captivity, but the fury in his green eyes suggested that whatever the Puritan Lord’s people had done to him, they hadn’t dulled his capacity for weaponized judgment.

Grandma smiled. She was thinner than I remembered from even a month ago, though the healers said she was improving. The captivity had carved deeper lines into her face and flattened the wild white hair that used to look like a storm personified. Her skin held a translucence it hadn’t before, as though the months of imprisonment had thinned something beneath the surface. But her eyes were sharp, and when she patted Mr. Whiskers’ head, the cat leaned into it with a purr that sounded like a small engine complaining about diesel quality.

“He’s right about the tuna,” she said. “And he’s right about your mother. She was looking into something before she died. Sealed records. Government wards. Things the official histories left out.”

“What kind of things?”

“The kind that make powerful people uncomfortable.” She shifted in the hospital bed, propping herself higher against the pillow. The effort showed more than she’d have liked. “Your mother believed the Puritan Lord’s first defeat was too clean. Too complete. She said it felt like a curtain falling on a stage where the play was still running. She thought he left something behind in the institutions, not just in people.”

I thought about the nunnery compound. About Aurelie’s possession. About Delphina’s century of frozen waiting. About the sealed government inquiries arriving by flame and blood-red seal. About Mr. Whiskers writing “light-smell in walls” with the casual certainty of a creature who detected things human senses didn’t have the vocabulary for.

“She was right,” I said.

Grandma reached for my hand. Her grip was lighter than it used to be, her fingers thinner, but the pressure was deliberate and warm and carried the same stubbornness she’d had when I was small enough to fit entirely in her lap. “When do I get to meet them? The scandalously large number of young women keeping you alive?”

“Soon. You’re getting stronger every week.”

“I’m eighty-three years old and I was held captive by religious extremists for four months. ‘Stronger every week’ is a relative term.” She squeezed my hand. “Bring them. I want to see the faces behind the letters you write. You’re terrible at describing people, Dana. You described one of them as ‘academically intense’ and another as ‘cheerfully direct.’ That tells me nothing about whether they’re eating enough.”

Mr. Whiskers added a footnote to the conversation by scratching “girl-many, boy-overwhelmed, tuna-insufficient” into the edge of the blanket with one exact claw.

I couldn’t argue with any of it.

The hospital wing was quiet around us. Summer at Hexhaven meant empty corridors and enchanted healing lights that pulsed in gentle rhythms, calibrated to patient vital signs. Through the enchanted windows, the grounds spread green and calm, the dark lake reflecting a sky that looked painted, the forest maintaining its reputation of being suspiciously dark even in July sun. A healer passed the door, glanced in, saw Mr. Whiskers, and decided that whatever was happening in here was not her professional responsibility.

Grandma was watching me with the same reading-the-room expression she’d used on my school reports, my teenage moods, and my extremely unconvincing explanations for why the kitchen smelled like burned pasta at 2 AM.

“You’re worried about more than an inspector,” she said.

“I’m worried about a lot of things.”

“Name three.”

“Government inquiries with legal teeth. A system contaminated from the inside. And the fact that the most powerful people in the magical world are about to pay attention to a twenty-one-year-old who can barely make toast.”

“Your toast has improved since that fire incident in Year Two.”

“Keel says my footwork is offensive.”

“Your grandfather’s footwork was offensive too. He compensated by being stubborn.” She settled deeper into her pillow. Mr. Whiskers adjusted his position to maintain maximum lap coverage. “Bring them soon, Dana. I want to hold a cookie tin and judge whether they’re worth the fuss.”

“They’re worth the fuss.”

“I know. I can tell by the way you hold the letter when you’re reading about them.” She closed her eyes. “Now go let that combat professor hit you. You’re too pretty when you’re not bruised.”



Keel hit me with a training bolt before I finished stepping into the dueling court.

I caught it on a ward shield that crystallized from reflex, violet light flickering around my fingers. The bolt shattered. Keel’s scarred face showed nothing. The scar that ran from her left temple to her jaw, bisecting an eyebrow, told you its owner had survived something that would’ve killed anyone who stopped to think about it.

“Acceptable response time,” she said. “Your endurance is obscene. Your footwork remains offensive.”

Summer training with Professor Wyverna Keel was an exercise in being told you were simultaneously too powerful and too stupid to survive a real fight. She had cropped dark hair and combat robes that looked like they’d been through three wars and had opinions about a fourth. Her teaching philosophy ran to “pain is the best curriculum and I am a generous professor.” She was the only person at Hexhaven who had never once been impressed by anything I could do.

She was also the only professor who’d volunteered to spend her summer beating tactical sense into a dark lord, which either made her the bravest woman at the university or the one with the most creative death wish.

“Seven bonds under pressure,” she said, circling me like she was circling a dueling court that owed her money. The dueling court baked in afternoon sun, stone hot beneath our feet, practice dummies scorched from previous sessions lining the walls like witnesses to my repeated humiliation. “You can sustain them. Congratulations. That makes you a battery. Batteries don’t win wars.”

“What wins wars?”

“Coordination. Your bonds are instruments. You are the conductor. Right now you’re playing them all at the same volume with no sense of timing.” She threw another bolt, faster, from a different angle. I split it with Dracoona’s dragon-fire and Rika’s illusion feint simultaneously, then caught the aftershock with Aurelie’s ward magic. The violet of my eyes reflected off the ward surface for a flash.

Keel nodded once. “That was almost clever. Do it again without the three-second gap between the split and the catch. In combat, three seconds is death.”

“Three seconds isn’t long.”

“Tell that to my squad leader. She died in a collapsing mine shaft because we were two seconds late.” Keel’s expression didn’t change, but the air around the statement went heavy, pressing into the stone. “Again.”

I practiced for another hour. Bolt after bolt, combination after combination, Keel finding new angles and new timings to exploit the gaps in my multi-bond coordination. Sweat ran down my back. The violet flashes in my eyes came faster as my dark lord nature responded to combat stress, the magic surging instinctively, wanting to be used at volumes that would’ve set off every detection ward in a quarter-mile radius.

I held it back. Controlled it. Wove seven bonds into a fabric instead of pulling seven threads.

By the end, I could hold all seven bonds for seventeen seconds under simulated pressure without losing a thread. Keel called it “survivable, barely” and went to get water.

“Tomorrow,” she said over her shoulder, “we work on public command presence. You fight like a dark lord. You stand like a college boy. Fix it.”

“How do you fix standing?”

“Shoulders. Eyes. The voice that makes people stop asking questions.” She paused at the dueling court entrance, silhouetted against afternoon sun. “The political pressure coming for you can’t be punched. But the people delivering it need to see someone who makes them wonder whether punching is on the table.”

Seventeen seconds. Keel’s next bolt would decide whether that was survival or just a longer mistake.



The empty Hexhaven campus had a quality I’d never experienced during the school year: silence that meant something.

During term, every corridor hummed with five hundred witches’ ambient libido, the enchanted ceiling shifted with collective mood, and the Lustenhart fireplace burned in colors that corresponded to emotions I didn’t always want to identify. The Great Hall’s breakfast rush alone generated enough combined arousal to fog the enchanted ceiling into a pink-tinged haze.

Now the fireplace burned dark amber again. Anxious. Watchful. The flames flickered lower than usual, as though the hearth itself was listening for something it couldn’t quite identify.

The Great Hall’s enchanted ceiling defaulted to pastoral mode without student mood to influence it, slow clouds and gentle light drifting across stone that was older than most family trees. Enchanted brooms swept the front steps with aimless futility. The gargoyles tracked movement at night, and I’d stopped being certain they were only decorative. A portrait of former Headmistress Thornfield hung in the corridor outside the Great Hall. Her painted eyes followed me with fixed disapproval. She had opinions about dark lords, and a century of paint had not softened them.

I walked the campus at dusk because thinking required movement, and the empty corridors gave me space my thoughts needed. Past the arousal corridor between the potions classrooms and practical labs, where decades of Lustcraft Potions residue soaked into stonework created a mild elevation in desire that Grimworth had posted a sign about and nobody heeded because the alternative route added seven minutes. Past the Sapphotange garden, where the vine that had been extending toward Lustenhart corridor throughout last year now nearly touched the door, and dropped a single purple flower at my feet as I passed.

I picked it up. The petals were warm.

The Sapphotange vine had opinions about me that it had never shared through language, only through slow, deliberate growth in my direction. I put the flower in my pocket and kept walking.



Delphina Bearbone haunted the corridors like a woman who couldn’t decide if she was prisoner, guest, or weapon.

I found her in the Kunningbrott common room at dawn the next morning, standing before a mirror with her wild black curls absorbing the candlelight like a photonic event. She wore modern Hexhaven uniform now, adapted with archaic care: the collar sat higher, the fabric darker, the cut sharper than anything the campus store sold. Elements of her old Victorian aesthetic persisted in the boning of her bodice, the way the dark fabric cinched her waist and pushed her full bust higher. She dressed like armor for seduction, even when nobody was watching.

Especially when nobody was watching.

She’d been at Hexhaven for weeks now, under supervision that was technically academic and practically custodial. She slept in quarters that were technically guest accommodation and practically a holding cell with nicer sheets. She took her meals in the Great Hall at inconsistent times, never settling into a routine, as though predictability was a vulnerability she refused to offer. I’d watched her pace the corridors at hours no sane student kept, her dark curls absorbing whatever light the enchanted sconces provided, those assessing eyes mapping architecture and exit routes before she’d trusted a single chair.

“You’re staring,” she said without turning around.

“You’re awake at five in the morning standing in front of a mirror in an empty common room. That invites observation.”

She turned. Dark eyes assessed me through half-closed lids, a predator deciding whether to play with its food. Candlelight found the small mark beneath her left eye and made her look even less forgiving. Her curls fell past her shoulders, untamed and defiant in a way that suggested they’d been that way for a century and had no plans to change. The bond thread between us pulled taut for a moment before settling into the low chronic pull that was our resting state.

“I don’t sleep well,” she said. “Pillows keep ambushing my neck. I haven’t slept in a proper bed since 1924 and the modern ones are aggressively comfortable. The mattress has… opinions about my spine. The blankets seem to think they know where my body wants to be.” She frowned at her reflection. “Also, the pillow is too soft. I asked for a firmer one and the elf who brought it looked at me like I’d requested a war crime.”

“That’s a complaint about comfort.”

“Comfort is suspicious.” She studied her reflection, and for a moment the performance dropped. I saw the real Delphina behind it: displaced, ashamed, aroused by a bond she hadn’t expected to want, and angry that the anger wasn’t enough to override any of it. Her posture, normally ramrod-straight with the aristocratic bearing of a century-old Kunningbrott legacy, sagged by a fraction. The bedroom-eyed self-control flickered. Then she rebuilt it, the way you’d rebuild a wall someone had just pushed a brick out of.

“The government inquiries. They’re getting worse.”

“Grimworth is handling them.”

“Grimworth is managing them. There’s a difference. Managing means the fire hasn’t reached the curtains yet. Handling means you’ve put it out.” She crossed her arms, the gesture pulling her darker uniform tight across her chest. “Managing means you’re still deciding whether the building is worth saving.”

She wasn’t wrong. Sealed inquiries from the Department of Magical Oversight had been arriving since the Crucible’s sovereign classification triggered old registry alarms. Each one was more politely insistent than the last, carried by flame-sealed owls with increasingly ornate wax. Polite enough to have legal teeth and bureaucratic patience to use them slowly, so you didn’t realize you were bleeding until your shoes were wet.

“Sylvara mentioned something interesting last night,” I said. “The elves helped evacuate students during the first Puritan rising. Through tunnels. The same tunnels the government forgot existed.”

Delphina’s dark eyes narrowed by a fraction. “And?”

“And the elves remember that the government ward architecture was modified during the reconstruction. Layers added. Nobody asked what was in the layers because the people doing the asking were the ones who’d just won the war.”

Silence. Delphina processed this with stillness, like a chess player who’d just noticed a piece on the board she’d assumed was decorative. Her fingers, which had been absently touching the mirror frame, went still. A century of strategic experience redirected itself toward a new configuration.

“You think the Light left something in the institutions. Not just in people.”

“My grandmother thinks it. My dead mother thought it. Mr. Whiskers thinks it, and he communicates exclusively in hostile grammar.”

“The cat’s threat assessment is surprisingly reliable.”

“He’s an orange cat who spent four months as a necklace. His entire existence is a threat assessment.”

Something that wasn’t quite a smile crossed Delphina’s face. The barest crack in the heavy-lidded performance, there and gone like sunlight through a closing door. She looked at the mirror one more time, then walked past me, close enough that I felt the warmth of her body and the sharp-sweet remnant of old perfume that belonged to a century neither of us had lived in together.

“If you’re right,” she said from the doorway, her dark curls framing her face in the corridor’s amber glow, “then whoever they send won’t look like a villain. They’ll look like help.”

She left. I stood in the empty Kunningbrott common room watching the warm light fill the space where she’d been, the bond thread between us still humming with the chronic tension of something neither of us fully understood yet, and thought about institutions that rot from inside while the paint stays clean.



Dabbledough’s office looked like a command center designed by someone who couldn’t decide between war room and trading floor.

Enchanted parchments tracked government inquiry timelines on one wall, with colored pins that moved themselves based on incoming data. A complex web of colored strings connected names, departments, and dates on another, and I was fairly certain some of the strings had been enchanted to untangle themselves when they got too complicated, because several of them were currently in the process of arguing with each other about which direction they should point. A third wall displayed what appeared to be a live magical prediction market, with odds updating in glowing numerals that pulsed slightly when significant changes occurred:

INSPECTOR RECALLED BY WINTER SOLSTICE: 3:1 SOVEREIGN COVEN RECOGNIZED BY 2030: 7:1 HEXHAVEN INCIDENT-FREE SEMESTER: 142:1 DANA DEL MORTE MAKES THINGS WORSE BEFORE BETTER: 1.3:1

“The last one is fraud,” Grimworth said from behind a stack of forms she was processing with grim efficiency earned from running a school while its headmistress discovered gambling. Her steel-gray hair was in its tight bun. Her wire-rimmed spectacles caught light in a way that suggested administrative violence. She had not taken a vacation in twenty-three years, and the way she processed compliance forms suggested she’d decided that efficiency was her vacation. “We haven’t had an incident-free semester since before you were born.”

“It’s not fraud,” Dabbledough said, adjusting enormous spectacles that made her bright calculating eyes look like they belonged to a particularly intelligent owl. “It’s a correctly priced improbability. The market knows what it knows.” She was 140 years old, the most powerful witch alive, and she was wearing ornate headmistress robes over what I was fairly certain was athleisure. Her chaotic hair bun contained at least two quills, a fork, and something that might have been a small crystal or a particularly ambitious crouton. She moved between the prediction market display and her desk with manic financial energy, as if market volatility counted as cardio.

“And the one about me making things worse?”

“Practically free money,” Dabbledough said. “It’s not a judgment on your character, Mr. Del Morte. It’s a historical observation. You have a pattern of destabilizing established norms before constructing superior alternatives. The market simply reflects the intermediate chaos.”

“That’s not a compliment.”

“The market doesn’t offer compliments. It offers liquidity.”

Grimworth made a sound that suggested she was reconsidering the vow she’d taken against strangling colleagues.

“You called me here to discuss the markets?” I asked.

“I called you here because the Department of Magical Oversight has moved from ‘sealed inquiry’ to ‘formal inspection.’” She said it the way someone might announce that the weather was changing. Factually. Without the emotional weight the words deserved. “They’re sending an inspector. To evaluate the sovereign coven classification and its implications for student safety.”

She pulled up a parchment from her desk. The seal at the top was elaborate and gold, the kind of seal that had been stamped on important decisions longer than most countries had existed. Below the seal, official language described the inspection scope in terms that sounded reasonable and contained within them the authority to dismantle everything I’d built.

Grimworth’s steel-gray bun didn’t move, but her spectacles caught light in a way that suggested violence. “The inspector has broad authority. Monitoring. Evaluation. And if warranted, compliance enforcement.”

“When?”

“She arrives when term begins.” Dabbledough checked something on her prediction market display. “I have positions on ‘recalled by solstice,’ ‘escalates to tribunal,’ and ‘Hexhaven survives relatively intact.’ The odds on the last one are better than you’d think.”

“Is the school’s survival really something you should be gambling on?”

“Everything is something you should be gambling on, Mr. Del Morte. It’s how you discover what you actually believe.” She peered at me over her spectacles and for a moment the market obsession fell away and the strategic mind behind it showed through. She’d fought a basilisk at thirty. Held the Treaty of the Three Covens together for forty years. Now she channeled that same intelligence into financial instruments. “I also have a position on ‘Dana Del Morte makes this significantly worse before making it better.’ Very short odds. Practically free money.”

Grimworth’s quill snapped in her hand. She looked at the broken pieces. Looked at the ceiling. Decided the ceiling had no answers. Found a new quill.

“Sylvara has additional intelligence about old government wards,” I said. “From the first rising. The elves remember things the faculty forgot.”

Dabbledough’s expression shifted. The prediction market display kept pulsing behind her, but her eyes had gone somewhere older and sharper. The basilisk. The treaty. Forty years of holding institutions together through competence that made her peers look like apprentices. “Adequate defense” had been her assessment of fighting a forty-foot venomous serpent at thirty. That was her scale. Everything since had been calibrated against that baseline.

“The elf tunnels connect to older infrastructure,” she said slowly. “I always assumed those were sealed.”

“They are. But sealed doesn’t mean forgotten. Not by the elves.”

“Three thousand years of governmental memory that we never bothered to access.” She was quiet for a long moment, and in the silence the prediction market numbers pulsed on the wall behind her, odds shifting in real-time based on data inputs nobody could see. “Because it didn’t occur to anyone that the women serving dinner might also understand the architecture.”

“Sylvara’s words. Almost exactly.”

She turned back to her markets and adjusted a figure. “The odds on ‘embedded Light contamination confirmed’ just moved from fifteen-to-one to eight-to-one. I should increase my position.”

Grimworth’s second quill of the meeting snapped. The sound was louder than the first.

“Headmistress,” Grimworth said, with controlled fury at the implications of her employer gambling on the school’s existential crisis, “if you bet on institutional contamination and systemic contamination is confirmed, the ethical implications of profiting from a threat to our students would constitute approximately seventeen violations of the Faculty Code of Conduct.”

“Eighteen,” Dabbledough corrected. “I checked.”



The elf quarters glowed with amber candlelight and the scent of something floral that existed in no botanical catalogue. Silk cushions covered the floor in organized profusion, deep jewel tones against carved stone maintained without a single crack or speck of dust. The tunnel-map tapestry hung on the far wall, its woven elf figures marking passage entrances throughout the campus in positions that shifted when you weren’t looking directly at them.

The quarters had the quality of a place that was simultaneously ancient and lived-in, the way old churches feel when they’re still used for worship. The stone was blood-temperature to the touch. The air carried a faint hum that wasn’t quite sound, more like the feeling of sound, as though the walls remembered every conversation that had been held between them and were holding those memories gently.

Sylvara met me at the entrance. Silver-blue hair fell to her waist like captured moonlight, luminous even in the amber glow that should have turned it gold. Her violet eyes held serene patience, the look of someone who had watched centuries pass and found most of them wanting. She moved like water over stone, graceful in a way that made human motion look like a rough draft. Her pointed ears caught the light at their elegant tips, and her flawless porcelain skin held a faint silver sheen that marked her as something other than human in a way that was beautiful rather than unsettling.

“Master Dana.” She inclined her head. “You carry too much alone. Again.”

“It’s becoming a pattern.”

“Patterns are what we break or maintain. The elves remember both.” She gestured toward the tapestry. “I have retrieved old government tunnel records from our archives. The passages were used during the first Puritan rising. The faculty knew. They expressed gratitude afterward. Then they forgot.”

“Forgot, or chose not to remember?”

“Both serve the same forgetting.” She paused, something crossing her serene expression that might have been the elf equivalent of bitterness. It lasted a fraction of a second before serenity reasserted itself. “Come. I will show you what the elves kept.”

She traced a route on the tapestry with one slender finger, and the woven figures shifted to display passages I’d never seen. Deeper routes. Older architecture. Junctions that connected the elf tunnel network to transit paths leading beyond Hexhaven’s wards, and from there to wider magical infrastructure. The tapestry’s weaving was so fine that individual threads depicted stonework textures and bioluminescent moss patterns with an accuracy that suggested the weaver had walked every inch of what she’d woven.

“These passages were last used for evacuation,” Sylvara said. “But the elves who built them also recorded what they saw in government buildings during the reconstruction. Ward layers added without documentation. Communication mirrors installed with resonance patterns our craftsmen found unusual but were not asked to explain.”

“Unusual how?”

“Cold. The warmth of desire stripped from the technical architecture. Our engineers noted it because elf construction is always warm. We build with devotion.” Her gaze held mine, and something in it went deeper than service. “The government reconstructors built with something that resembled devotion but felt hollow. The same way a substitute shaft resembles the prophecy’s gift without carrying its life.”

Cold architecture. Hollow resonance. The Puritan Lord had left something behind in the institutions themselves. Infrastructure carried the infection now. The building was the disease vector.

“We may need these tunnels again,” I said.

“We have maintained them for three thousand years, Master Dana. They will be ready.” She held my gaze, and beneath the devotion there was something sharper. She understood the political and military implications of what she was offering, even as the devotional language framed it as service. “Elara and Thessaly have prepared evening comfort. You have trained with the combat professor for six hours and read grievous correspondence. You should rest.”

“Rest.”

“In the manner the elves define rest.” A small smile. The serenity cracked just enough to reveal the genuine feeling beneath, the difference between a woman performing tranquility and one who actually felt it. “We have discussed the possibility that our service may one day merge with your coven’s shared gatherings. The elves would welcome this, if you and your bonded women are willing.”

I thought about the tunnel base we’d been building. About the months ahead. About an inspector arriving with legal authority and a clipboard while the real threat hid in the walls of the system itself. About the coven underground, maintaining bonds in secret, choosing desire in defiance of bureaucratic certainty.

“We’ll get there,” I said. “For now, I could use the help sleeping.”

“That,” Sylvara said, leading me deeper into the quarters where two more figures waited in candlelight, “is what we are for.”



Elara had Sylvara’s silver-blue grace, but her gift was touch. She found tension in muscles I didn’t know I had, working loose the knots that six hours of Keel’s training bolts had hammered into my shoulders with fingers that understood anatomy the way musicians understood instruments. She pressed her thumbs into the ridge between my shoulder blades and something released that I’d been holding since reading Grandma’s letter that morning.

“You hold stress here,” she murmured, her voice the same gentle timbre as Sylvara’s but with a gentleness that ran closer to the surface. “And here.” She moved to my lower back. “The combat professor is thorough in her instruction.”

“She’s thorough in her violence. The instruction is implied.”

Elara’s laugh was soft and genuine. “We once served a headmistress who trained with a basilisk. The same philosophy.”

Thessaly’s silver-blue hair was a shade darker than Sylvara’s, and she hummed while she worked, low frequencies that made the flame-light dance in patterns and unknotted something in my chest that had been clenched since the morning’s letter. Her humming wasn’t music exactly. It was vibration shaped with intention, each frequency calibrated to the part of the body it touched. When she pressed her lips to my shoulder, I felt the hum travel through bone.

Sylvara knelt before me and the familiar devotion in her expression made the absurdity of my life feel, for a moment, like something approaching purpose. Three women whose accumulated service knowledge predated every surface building, kneeling not because tradition demanded it but because a prophecy they’d been waiting for their entire civilization’s recorded history had apparently pointed directly at me.

She undressed me with the reverence she always brought to this, each movement considered, each button and clasp handled as though removing armor rather than clothing. Her cool fingers traced the lines of muscle that Keel’s training had built, assessing with quiet expertise honed across millennia of attending to physical forms.

“Sha’vala torinn,” she murmured. Bearer of destiny. Or, depending on inflection: shaft most worthy. The elvish language contained ambiguities the prophecy exploited ruthlessly.

I answered in Old Service Tongue. The words I’d been learning from their archives over two summers now, the formal pre-adaptation language used for tunnel inscriptions and the Hall of Remembrance. “Sha’vala miren thalonn.”

The honored passage opens.

Sylvara’s serenity cracked. Physical sensation was only the surface. Her eyes filled with a luminous brightness that wasn’t tears, exactly, but wasn’t far from them. The serene mask she wore like a second skin fell away, and she looked at me with an expression that contained centuries of being seen as beautiful and useful and rarely, if ever, as consequential.

Two summers of learning their language, and the depth of it still moved her. Not the novelty of a human speaking elvish, that surprise had broken her veneer back in first year. What moved her now was that I kept going. That the Old Service Tongue phrases grew more complex each season, that I learned the formal register used for tunnel inscriptions and the Hall of Remembrance, that I treated their language as something worth mastering rather than a novelty I’d demonstrated once and abandoned.

“Master Dana,” she whispered. “You ask us what we remember about government wards instead of treating us as service furniture.”

“You are people,” I said. “Not furniture. And your memory matters more than any archive they’ve sealed.”

She kissed me then, and the devotion in it was not performance. Her lips were cool against mine, the way elf skin always was before arousal warmed it, and the kiss tasted of something ancient and patient and fiercely grateful.

Elara pressed against my back, her hands spreading relief through shoulder muscles that Keel’s training had turned to stone. Her lips traced the line of my neck, finding the pulse point beneath my jaw and lingering there, her breath soft against skin that was still cooling from the shower I’d taken after training. Her hands slid from my shoulders down my chest with a practiced surety that said she knew where every tension point lived and intended to visit each one.

Thessaly’s humming dropped lower, vibrations that traveled through the silk cushions and into my body, dissolving tension I’d been carrying since before the summer began. She settled beside us, her fingers tracing idle patterns across my hip, each touch accompanied by a frequency that made the muscles underneath release without conscious effort.

Sylvara guided me down onto the cushions and straddled me, silver-blue hair trailing across my chest like cool silk, her body a study in ethereal grace that made human beauty look like a sketch compared to a finished painting. She was taller than most of the coven women, willowy and elegant, with gravity-defying proportions that elf physiology maintained without effort. Her skin was flawless porcelain with a faint silver sheen, and as she settled over me the coolness of her started to warm, her body temperature rising to match mine degree by slow degree.

She sank onto me slowly, her eyes never leaving mine. The sensation was otherworldly. Elf physiology did things human anatomy simply didn’t, subtle internal contractions that Sylvara controlled with practiced mastery. Each inch of descent was accompanied by a tightening that pulsed around me in waves, drawing me deeper with a patience that refused to be hurried.

My hands found her waist. She gasped, a soft sound that carried genuine surprise, her eyes widening as my grip pulled her the last inch down. She was tight and slick and impossibly controlled, her inner walls working me with the unhurried rhythm of someone who measured time in centuries.

“Your endurance since the upgrade,” she said, eyes widening slightly as she rolled her hips in a circle that elf-engineers might have calibrated, “remains remarkable. We have adjusted rotation schedules accordingly.”

“You keep schedules for this?”

“We have maintained devotional service records since before the surface buildings existed, Master Dana. Of course we keep schedules.” She rose and fell gracefully, as if gravity were a suggestion rather than a law. “Elara is particularly skilled at finding the exact pressure points that, when stimulated, extend the experience beyond standard human parameters.”

“That’s clinical.”

“That is devotion expressed through centuries of accumulated expertise.” She pressed her palms against my chest and rode harder, and the clinical description dissolved into something breathless as her composure started to fray. Her cool skin was fully warm now, flushed silver-pink, and her serene focus dissolved.

Elara’s hands worked the knots in my shoulders while her lips traced my neck, tongue and teeth working the muscle where tension collected. I turned my head and kissed her, catching her mouth while Sylvara’s rhythm increased above me. Elara tasted different from Sylvara, tactile and immediate, and she moaned softly against my lips.

Thessaly slipped lower, her humming mouth finding sensitive skin along my hip, vibrations traveling through her lips into flesh with an accuracy that made my abs clench involuntarily. She nuzzled against the place where my body met Sylvara’s, her humming reaching a frequency that made Sylvara gasp and me grip the cushions.

I pulled Sylvara closer, one hand tangling in moonlit hair, the other cupping her ass to control her rhythm. She moaned, quiet and elegant even in pleasure, and her cool skin burned against mine. The sensation of being inside an elf was unlike anything the human coven provided: controlled where Kim was joyful, meticulous where Solana was dreamy, ancient where Harmony was analytical.

The rotation happened with choreographed grace. Sylvara rose from me with a slow, measured lift, the wet sound of our separation audible in the quiet chamber. Her inner walls gripped reluctantly as she pulled free, the controlled elf musculature refusing to release easily, and I watched my cock emerge slick with her arousal, glistening in the low light.

Elara replaced her immediately, swinging one leg over me with a confidence that said she’d been waiting for her turn with the patience she was not particularly known for. Where Sylvara’s descent had been cool and ritual-precise, Elara moved with a healer’s certainty, every shift of her hips finding the exact pressure and angle that made exhausted muscle and hungry flesh answer together. Her wet lips parted eagerly around the head as she sank down without Sylvara’s measured patience.

She took me to the hilt in one smooth stroke and the sudden engulfing sensation made me groan. Her silver-blue hair swung forward as she planted both hands on my chest and started riding with immediate hunger. Where Sylvara was controlled expertise, Elara was tactile precision turned greedy, her hips finding a rhythm that was faster, more demanding, her fingers digging into my pectoral muscles exactly where tension had been living all day. Her gravity-defying elf breasts bounced with each roll, pale silver-pink nipples catching the light, and her expression abandoned the serenity her species was known for in favor of something naked and hungry.

“I have been waiting,” she said, heat roughening the polished elf cadence, “since the rotation began.” She ground down on me, rolling her hips in tight circles that worked every angle, the wet friction building into something urgent and vocal. “Sylvara takes her time because she has patience. I have other qualities.”

Sylvara, catching her breath beside us with her thighs still glistening, pressed her lips to my palm and resumed her briefing with the serene detachment of someone discussing infrastructure while her attendant fucked her master two feet away.

“The old government transit routes,” she said, pressing her lips to my palm while Elara rode me with increasing urgency above, “connect to a maintenance corridor beneath the capital building’s eastern wing. The elves sealed it during reconstruction because the new ward layers felt wrong.”

“Wrong how?” I managed, while Thessaly’s humming mouth found the base of my cock where it disappeared into Elara, her tongue tracing the stretched skin where we were joined, the vibration traveling through both of us simultaneously. Elara gasped and clenched hard around me. My abs tightened and words became an act of will.

“Cold. Procedural. Like communications that say the right things but carry no life beneath the language.” Sylvara kissed my wrist, then my forearm, her lips tracing the veins as though reading them. “We recognized the pattern because the Puritan Lord’s first influence felt the same way in Ravenslop Tower. Not possession. Architecture.”

Elara’s rhythm shifted, faster now, her body clenching around me with a precision that built like pressure banked and released. Her inner walls rippled, the elf musculature working me in waves that were less controlled than Sylvara’s but more urgent, each contraction pulling me deeper. She was bouncing now, the controlled rider becoming something more feral, her hair wild around her flushed face. She came with a breathy cry, softer than a human climax but carrying the same physical intensity, her pussy clamping around me in a deliberate sequence from base to tip, a feat that only centuries of physical awareness could produce.

Thessaly rotated up before Elara had fully finished shaking, and the transition between the two elves was the smoothest yet: Elara lifted from me with a satisfied sigh, my cock emerging wet and hard and glistening with her release, and Thessaly straddled me while her humming shifted to a frequency I could feel in my bones. Her silver-blue hair, a shade darker than Sylvara’s, cascaded across my chest as she positioned herself. She was the warmest of the three, the elf who ran closer to human temperature, and when she sank onto me the heat was immediate and enveloping.

But it was the humming that made Thessaly unique. As she took me inside her, the vibration from her throat traveled down through her chest, through her core, and into the muscles that gripped my cock. Every internal surface buzzed with a controlled frequency that was equal parts massage and overwhelming stimulation, each pulse of sound translated into a micro-contraction that worked my length with a control no human body could replicate. My hips bucked involuntarily.

“She does that,” Elara murmured against my shoulder, sounding satisfied and lazy. “Her frequencies are the reason the elves restructured the rotation schedule.”

Thessaly smiled above me, the expression carrying a quiet confidence that said she understood exactly what she was doing to me. She rolled her hips while the humming deepened, and the dual sensation of her tight wet heat and the vibration running through it from every direction made my vision blur at the edges. Her hands found mine, lacing our fingers together as she rode me with slow, grinding movements that kept the humming contact maximized. She squeezed my hands each time the vibration peaked, a physical punctuation that timed with each contraction, and the floating candles pulsed with her frequency.

Sylvara took her place below me as the final rotation, the cycle completing with practiced devotion. Thessaly yielded gracefully, pressing a humming kiss to the tip of my cock as she dismounted that made my whole body jerk, and Sylvara pulled me down onto the cushions and wrapped her legs around my waist. She pulled me into her with ancient, focused hunger. She had waited longer than any human could comprehend and intended to feel every second of the fulfillment.

Her eyes, luminous with desire, held mine as I thrust into her, and the devotion on her face was so raw and real that something in my chest tightened. She was still wet from our first round, the slide inside her effortless and deep, and she gripped me with the honed musculature that no human woman could match, each contraction a conscious choice, each pulse of her inner walls saying the same thing her expression said.

I cupped her face. “Sylvara.”

“Master Dana.”

“This isn’t just service.”

“No.” She pulled me deeper, arching beneath me, silver-blue hair fanning across silk cushions. Her pussy clenched around me, a long sustained grip that held me at the deepest point. “It has not been just service since you spoke our language and meant it.”

I fucked her with slow deep strokes that made her serene composure dissolve into breathy gasps, her flawless porcelain skin flushed pink from throat to chest, her pale silver-pink nipples standing tight. Elara pressed against my back, her warmth surrounding me, her lips on my shoulder, one hand reaching around to cup Sylvara’s breast. Thessaly held my hand with both of hers, her humming reaching a frequency that made the floating candles pulse in time and that I felt travel through my palm into my arm and down my spine to where my cock drove into Sylvara.

The combined stimulation, Sylvara’s crushing internal grip, Elara’s body at my back, Thessaly’s vibration through our clasped hands, built to something that crested without warning. The release hit deep and reverent, my cock pulsing inside Sylvara as each spurt met a deliberate internal draw from her body, unhurried and ancient and skilled enough to empty me completely. Sylvara’s eyes flew wide, her own orgasm hitting in response to the sensation of being filled, her back arching off the cushions, her legs locked tight around my waist as her pussy held me through every drop.

The pleasure was deep and slow and carried something more than physical release, a glow that settled into the bond network and spread outward like light through water.

Sylvara’s eyes glowed violet in the aftermath, bright enough to cast light. Not the serenity she wore like armor. Something rawer. Centuries of being seen as beautiful and useful and rarely consequential, and then this. What it looked like when that changed.

“The tunnels,” Sylvara said afterward, settling beside me with her hair fanning across the silk cushions while Elara and Thessaly curled against my sides like living parentheses, “will be ready whenever you need them. And if the coven women wish to share this space, the elves would consider it an honor.”

Elara kissed my shoulder. Thessaly hummed contentment. Sylvara laced her fingers with mine, her cool skin heating against my palm.

Thessaly hummed a frequency that loosened something behind my sternum. The candles danced with it. Outside, somewhere above, the government’s flame-sealed owls were already flying.


Chapter 2: The Woman From Oversight

Kim Mink hit me like a small, soft, extremely top-heavy missile.

She launched herself off the enchanted plane’s boarding steps with zero regard for physics, gravity, or the structural integrity of anyone standing within a six-foot radius. I caught her because the alternative was being knocked through a wall, and my arms closed around warm curves and copper hair and the overwhelming scent of something fruity that was either shampoo or mood-flavor gum. Probably both. Kim layered her scents the way she layered her affection: generously, chaotically, and with no concern for whether the combination made sense.

“I MISSED YOU,” she announced directly into my sternum, because her face was buried against my chest and her arms were locked around my ribs with a grip that suggested she’d practiced on bears. Her breasts compressed against me, warm and immediate even through her sundress, and the fire bond between us blazed to life with a red-gold surge that traveled from my chest to my fingertips. “Solana complained about the synthetic remedy all summer. She said it tasted like regret and bad chemistry. Harmony said the thaumic density was ‘acceptable,’ which means Harmony is wrong and Solana deserves the real thing.”

“I missed you too, Kim.”

She pulled back just enough to look up at me with those bright green eyes, freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks like cinnamon on warm milk. Her copper hair caught the afternoon light and burned, thick and wavy and falling past her shoulders in the controlled chaos that was Kim’s signature aesthetic. She was grinning so wide her face looked like it might run out of room.

Then she kissed me, and the grin translated into something warmer. Her lips were soft and tasted like strawberry mood-flavor gum, the happiness setting, and the fire bond between us blazed red-gold with the enhanced intensity it had carried since her milestone last year. I felt her loyalty and joy hit my system like a shot of bourbon on an empty stomach.

She was wearing a sundress that had clearly been purchased when she was two sizes smaller. The fabric strained across her bust with desperate structural engineering that suggested the garment was having a crisis of faith. Her ridiculous bust pressed against my chest, pale pink nipples already peaked through the thin cotton from the contact. The top of the dress was fighting a losing war against gravity and anatomy, a battle Kim’s wardrobe had been waging since puberty across a family line of five sisters who all shared the same genetic commitment to defying fabric.

My body responded immediately. Two months of summer separation made the coven bond hungry, and Kim’s physical presence was a six-alarm fire for every nerve in my body.

“I brought snacks,” she said against my lips, pulling back just enough to breathe. “And also I want you to take me to the showers and demonstrate that your stamina upgrade still works. For science.”

“Harmony’s the one who does things for science.”

“Harmony does things for data. I do things because they’re fun.” She squeezed me tighter, her breasts shifting against me in a way that was probably illegal in several non-magical jurisdictions. “Also I already knocked over a gravy boat on the plane. New record. Six minutes.”

“That’s nine in your career.”

“Harmony says nine. I say six.” She released me with the reluctance of a woman detaching from a magnet. “She’s wrong about the gravy boats, and Solana is right about the synthetic remedy. The real thing is better. The real everything is better.”

The way she said “everything” was deliberate. A woman who’d spent two years limiting herself to everything-but-vaginal, then chosen, last year, to abandon that limitation. The word meant exactly what it said. Everything. All access. Nothing withheld.

Behind her, Harmony Rolling stepped off the plane. Back straight, chin level, control locked in place over the chronic arousal she’d been managing since age sixteen. Her chestnut hair was pulled back in practical clips that were already losing the battle against bushiness, three strands escaping down her neck in curly rebellion. Her amber eyes were sharp behind thin wire-frame glasses, her posture straight-backed and academic, the collar of her blouse buttoned to the professional standard she maintained as though academic propriety could function as a dam against the constant tide of her arousal.

The perpetual flush across her cheeks and neck told anyone who knew how to read it exactly how turned on she was at any given moment. The answer was always. Had been always since she’d discovered at sixteen that sustained denial pushed her IQ into genius territory. Two years of deliberate edging before Hexhaven, three years of managing it through school, and a fourth beginning under surveillance, all of it charted through data and spreadsheets and increasingly creative workarounds. The woman still blushed like she’d been caught doing something embarrassing. Which, in a sense, she always was.

“The flight was adequate,” Harmony said, adjusting her glasses carefully, as if the angle controlled the room’s clock. “My research placement produced seventeen publishable insights. I’ve pre-drafted the Crucible resonance analysis framework. I also squirted through the seat cushion during a particularly productive cognitive burst over the North Sea and I am choosing not to discuss that further.”

“Over the North Sea?”

“The turbulence coincided with a breakthrough regarding harmonic interference patterns. The timing was physiologically unfortunate.” She adjusted her glasses again. “I waterproofed the replacement cushion.”

Solana Bigbottom drifted off the plane like a thought someone had almost finished thinking. Platinum blonde hair fell to her lower back, catching light in a way that made ordinary blonde look like a rough approximation. Her pale blue eyes carried their permanent half-dreamy quality, focused on something slightly beyond the immediate world, the thousand-yard stare of consciousness split between at least two places.

But her body had changed. Not physically. She’d always been devastating from the waist down, a narrow waist flaring into hips and an ass that made her surname feel less like a joke and more like a public service announcement. What had changed was how she carried it. Last year she’d hidden under flowing fabric, every garment chosen to minimize and conceal. This year she wore a dress that clung. That outlined. That showed the dramatic pear-shaped silhouette in profile and made a statement about what she was and what she’d decided that meant.

She descended the boarding steps, and the fabric of her dress pulled tight across her ass with each step, fabric behavior that turned a staircase into a visual event. Two girls behind her lost their conversational thread. A Sapphotange student at the base of the stairs was watching with an expression that said her sapphic ideology was having a productive meeting with her aesthetic appreciation.

Solana settled against my side without a word, her hip pressing against mine, platinum hair brushing my arm. Her shadow pooled at her feet with unusual thickness, warm and dark and subtly alive, the prophetic nature magic that had been growing since her first year and had quenched a Puritan Lord manifestation last spring.

“The synthetic remedy was fine,” she said softly. “But it wasn’t the same. I missed the real thing.”

The way she said “the real thing” had nothing to do with thaumic density and everything to do with the fact that Solana had spent years transforming a cursed obligation into freely wanted intimacy. The daily treatment that had started as medical humiliation had become the most intimate ritual in our relationship, and two months of synthetic substitute had apparently been about as satisfying as replacing a homecooked meal with hospital food.

Rika Brightpaw pounced from somewhere above. One second the air was empty, the next a small, fierce weight landed on my back, precise as a guided missile and purring.

“Missed me?” Gold slit-pupil eyes appeared over my shoulder, inches from my face. Tawny cat ears swiveled with alert pleasure. Her tail wrapped my arm before I could respond, the warm furry pressure that was Rika’s version of a handshake, a hug, and a territorial claim all in one gesture.

“You were on my back before I could answer.”

“Your back is where I do my best work.” She scrambled up to perch on my shoulder, which shouldn’t have been physically possible given that she was a full-grown woman, but Rika had always treated the laws of physics as polite suggestions. She weighed less than she looked, wiry cat-muscle over a petite frame, and her balance was supernaturally exact. She wore a crop top that showed toned abs, short enough to reveal the fine golden down on her lower stomach, and a new bell collar, sleeker than her old one.

“Kira says hi.” She flicked one ear toward me. “The catgirl community is placing bets on how many witches you’ll have kneeling by graduation. She put money on ‘all of them.’” Her tail swished against my back with the satisfied rhythm of someone who thought the bet was conservative. “Also, new collar. It’s designed to muffle itself during stealth operations. Dracoona calls it vulgar. I call it tactical.”

“Can it be both?”

“Everything I own is both.”

Dracoona McFly strode across the meadow as if rooms had been trained from birth to make space for her. Silver-white hair fell in a perfect sheet to her mid-back, not a strand displaced by travel. Ice-gray eyes swept the assembled coven with aristocratic assessment. She wore a high-collared shirt buttoned to the throat, dark blazer tailored to her tall frame, the severe fashion she used as armor. But the sleeves were pushed up slightly, and at her wrists, iridescent scales caught afternoon light and scattered it like oil on water.

She saw me. Her poise held for precisely two seconds. Then something cracked behind the ice, and for one moment Dracoona McFly smiled. A real smile, unguarded and warm, that transformed her sharp beauty into something almost soft.

Then the ice reassembled. “Del Morte. You look… adequate.”

“High praise from you.”

“It is.” She adjusted her high collar, and I caught a shimmer of iridescent scales at her wrist where the sleeve rode up. She noticed me noticing. She didn’t pull the sleeve down. That was progress measured in years and counted in millimeters of visible scale.

“Father sent a letter,” she said. “Ten words this time. ‘You stood where it mattered. We saw. Come home safely.’ Mother still hasn’t written.”

The numbers mattered. Six words first year. Eight the next. Ten last spring. Her father’s love expressed through word counts that grew the way glaciers moved: imperceptibly, relentlessly, in a direction that could not be reversed. Her mother’s silence grew the same way.

Rika’s tail brushed Dracoona’s arm from its perch on my shoulder. The ice queen didn’t flinch. More progress. A year ago, Rika touching Dracoona voluntarily would have resulted in a political incident. Now it resulted in nothing visible and everything felt through the bond.



The Great Hall feast was the usual controlled chaos. The enchanted ceiling warmed several shades of pink the moment five hundred witches settled into proximity with the only male on campus, the reliable thermometer for the school’s collective arousal level that nobody acknowledged and everyone noticed. Food platters adjusted to dietary preferences: Kim’s plate added extra sausages; Harmony’s arranged itself into a nutritionally optimized grid; Solana’s attracted tiny flowers growing from the mashed potatoes.

I sat at the Lustenhart table between Kim and Solana, with Harmony across from me and Rika perched on the bench beside Harmony in a way that was technically sitting and practically crouching. The common room tapestries had been doing “something more intimate than dancing” all day in response to the returning student population, and the dragon in the flowers was rolling with visible happiness.

Sapphotange’s table was visibly divided. The fully resistant girls, the openly curious girls, and the girls pretending to study their soup while stealing glances at Solana, whose shadow was doing something unusual with the light even from across the room. The purple flower that had been growing from the Sapphotange vine toward the Lustenhart corridor was visible through the Great Hall’s enchanted windows, a slow vegetable declaration of interest that nobody could file a compliance form about.

Kunningbrott watched Delphina the way investors watch a market signal.

She arrived late, which was a power move she’d been making for a century. Wild black curls absorbed the candlelight. Heavy-lidded dark eyes surveyed the hall with predatory patience. She wore the modern Hexhaven uniform adapted with archaic care: higher collar, darker fabric, corseted tighter than anyone else bothered to manage. Her jet-black hair refused to obey any organizing principle, absorbing light the way it absorbed attention, and every inch of her looked arranged to make lateness feel like strategy.

She sat at Kunningbrott’s table and three girls immediately reoriented toward her like iron filings finding north. Two more followed within seconds. The fourth-years who remembered her from last year’s Crucible leaned in with the body language of people receiving a signal they’d been waiting for.

She did not look at me. She didn’t need to. The bond between us pulled taut across the hall, a thread of dark gold that neither of us could pretend wasn’t there.



The announcement came between the main course and dessert.

Dabbledough stood at the faculty table in star-embroidered robes over what I strongly suspected was a yoga top, her chaotic bun wobbling with the gravity of the moment. She cleared her throat with enough authority to remind the room she could level the east wing if she ever stopped checking her phone, which somewhat undermined the fact that she’d been checking something on that phone beneath the table for the previous ten minutes.

“Students, faculty, honored guests.” Her voice carried the practiced resonance polished by more than a century of speeches. “As you know, last year’s Covenant Crucible concluded with certain… classifications that attracted external attention.”

Grimworth, seated to her left, closed her eyes briefly. Her rigid posture said she could already see the demolition coming. Her steel-gray bun was tight enough to function as engineering. The stack of forms in front of her suggested she’d already begun preparing for whatever was about to go wrong.

“The Department of Magical Oversight has, in its wisdom, determined that Hexhaven would benefit from temporary observation. To that end, we welcome Inspector Patience Numbridge, who will be conducting a routine evaluation of our institutional practices.”

A woman stood from the guest section of the faculty table.

She was… ordinary. That was the first thing. In a school full of witches whose beauty ranged from striking to supernatural, Patience Numbridge was aggressively unremarkable. Soft gray-brown hair cut to a practical length. Kindly eyes behind simple spectacles. A rounded, aunt-like build wrapped in a pleasant cardigan beneath government robes that were neither intimidating nor sloppy. She looked like someone who brought homemade cookies to neighborhood meetings and remembered everyone’s birthday and never forgot to ask about your mother’s hip.

She smiled at the hall. It was a warm smile. Genuine. The kind that made you want to sit down and tell her about your day.

“Thank you, Headmistress. Hello, everyone.” Her voice was warm, too. Gentle but carrying, the way a mother’s voice carries across a playground without ever sounding like shouting. “I’m here because the Department cares about your wellbeing. The sovereign coven classification triggered some old safeguards, and we want to make sure everyone at Hexhaven is safe, supported, and free from unregulated intimate magical dependency.”

She reached into a bag beside her chair and produced a teapot. Not a government-issue teapot. A personal one, ceramic, with a pattern of small blue flowers that looked handpainted. Without hurrying, she poured a cup of chamomile tea for the nearest anxious-looking first-year. Stirred it exactly three times. The spoon never clinked against the porcelain. The gesture was so natural, so domestically comforting, that the first-year took the cup and smiled without thinking.

“I’ll be here for the semester. My door is always open. I want you to think of me as a resource, not an authority.” Another warm smile. “Now, I know hearing about compliance can feel overwhelming, so let me keep this brief.”

She produced a stack of parchment from her bag with the efficiency of anxieties organized into spreadsheets and authority converted into bullet points.

“First, all bond maintenance above single-pair threshold must be reported to my office via Form 7-B. This is for tracking purposes only.”

Harmony’s fork paused halfway to her mouth. Her amber eyes went flat behind her glasses.

“Second, cross-house intimate therapeutic protocols are suspended pending my review. I understand there was a… program in Ravenslop. We’ll evaluate its efficacy through proper channels.”

Aurelie, seated at the faculty table with her auburn hair in its professional bun and her reading glasses reflecting candlelight, went very still. Her hands, clasped on the table, tightened until the knuckles whitened.

“Third, faculty-student intimate relationships require immediate disclosure and evaluation.”

The color drained from Aurelie’s face. Her glasses caught the light at an angle that concealed her eyes: either coincidence, or the old survival reflex from seven months of possession.

“Fourth, combined coven magic demonstrations are restricted to supervised classroom settings until my assessment is complete.”

Patience set down her parchment and smiled again. The smile reached her eyes. It was real warmth, real concern, real maternal protectiveness wrapped around policies that would slowly strangle everything the coven had built.

“I know change is hard. I’m here to help, not to punish. Think of this as a check-up, not a lockdown.”

She offered the chamomile tea to another student. Stirred it. Three times. No clink. The spoon moved through the liquid with the same measured care she’d used on the first cup, a ritual that looked like comfort and functioned like control.

I watched her the way I watched chess pieces that hadn’t moved yet but occupied dangerous squares. The warmth was real. That was the terrifying part. She wasn’t performing kindness. She was kind. And the system that had pointed her at Hexhaven was using that kindness as a weapon more effective than any puritan chant or zone of pure light.

Patience complimented Kim’s “healthy student enthusiasm” with such sincerity that Kim almost liked her. Almost. Kim’s instincts, the emotional intelligence that operated below her analytical limitations, caught the wrongness half a second before her conscious mind processed it.

Rika leaned close enough that her tail brushed my arm under the table. “She’s nice,” she whispered, gold eyes narrow. “I don’t like nice.”

Harmony’s glasses had fogged from the heat of suppressed fury. She wiped them with mechanical focus. “The phrase ‘intimate magical dependency’ should be burned from legal history. It pathologizes consensual bond maintenance using clinical language derived from addiction models that were discredited in thaumic psychology thirty years ago.”

Kim set down her cookie. When Kim stopped eating, the room paid attention. “She’s nice. Really nice. And that’s worse, because it means people will believe her when she says she’s helping.”

Solana’s shadow had gone very still at her feet. Dracoona’s jaw was set hard enough to crack stone. Delphina, across the hall, was watching Patience with heavy-lidded eyes that held a century of experience recognizing bureaucratic power wearing a friendly face.

At the faculty table, Grimworth’s face performed a feat of emotional architecture I’d never seen before. She recognized Patience. That much was obvious. The recognition hit her like a physical blow, tightening her rigid posture to something beyond professional veneer and into the territory of someone seeing a ghost wearing the wrong face.

She recovered in seconds. Wire-rimmed spectacles caught light. Steel-gray bun didn’t move. But her hands, clasped on the table, had white knuckles. And for one unguarded moment, her eyes held something that wasn’t administrative fury but personal grief.

I filed that away. Grimworth knew this woman. The question was from when, and who Patience had been before the warmth became a weapon.

Dabbledough quietly checked market odds on whether the Inspector would survive dinner. The enchanted quill in her bun scribbled a figure on a napkin that Grimworth confiscated before the ink dried.



Late night. The monitoring wards were already active, faint pulses of monitoring magic that flared when I passed through corridors with too many bonded witches nearby. Harmony had mapped their placement within hours of installation, her amber eyes blazing with the cold fury of a data analyst watching someone corrupt her database.

“Single-pair threshold means one bonded witch within proximity,” she said, reviewing her calculations in the Lustenhart common room while the fireplace burned alternating pink and dark amber, unable to decide between arousal and anxiety. The fire popped and shifted between colors with the indecisive energy of a hearth that had spent the summer burning watchful amber and was now processing the return of five hundred horny witches. “Two bonded witches and the wards flag. Three and they alert.”

“Can we mask it?”

“Not yet. Aurelie’s dead-zone wards might work in enclosed spaces, and Delphina’s Fleshcrafting could blur the signature edges. But we need time to test.” She was pacing, which was Harmony’s equivalent of screaming. Her thighs pressed together beneath her pencil skirt with the habitual rhythm that was both cognitive enhancement and physical distress. “The interference with my measurement protocols is the most offensive part. I had four ongoing longitudinal studies on bond-resonance harmonics. Four. She installed her monitoring wards without calibrating for existing academic instruments. The data contamination alone will set my research back months.”

“I think the civil liberties issues are also worth mentioning.”

“The civil liberties issues are egregious but legally challengeable. The data contamination is permanent.” She stopped pacing. Her amber eyes focused on me with the intensity that meant she’d shifted from emotional processing to strategic calculation. “I’ll start modeling detection thresholds tomorrow. If we can identify the exact frequency band and sampling interval, we can design bond maintenance patterns that stay below the monitoring level.”

The coven had gathered in the common room for what felt like a war council wearing pajamas. Kim sat cross-legged on the larger sofa with a plate of late-night snacks she’d liberated from the kitchen, her nightshirt straining across her bust as she gestured with a cookie. She’d kicked off her shoes the moment she’d entered, because Kim always kicked off her shoes, and her bare feet were tucked beneath her. The firelight caught freckles across her nose and the upper slopes of her breasts where the nightshirt’s neckline had surrendered to gravity and anatomy.

Solana had curled into the corner of the other sofa in a silk nightgown thin enough to catch moonlight, her abundant rear making the cushion look like it had been designed specifically as a throne for her lower body. Her platinum hair pooled around her shoulders and the shadows at her feet were doing something alive. She was half-present, which was her resting state, but her pale blue eyes tracked the conversation with the sidelong perceptiveness that caught things everyone else missed.

Rika perched on the arm of my chair, tail twitching with agitation, gold eyes catching every shift in the room’s emotional weather. She’d changed into a crop top and shorts that concealed nothing and displayed the lean, wiry athleticism that made her look like a weapon someone had disguised as a petite woman. Her ears swiveled independently, one tracking the conversation, the other monitoring the corridor outside for footsteps.

Dracoona sat with perfect posture in the wingback chair opposite mine, ice-gray eyes processing threat vectors with the focused calculation she brought to everything. Her silver-white hair caught firelight and turned it cold. She’d removed her blazer but kept the high-collared shirt buttoned, the aristocratic armor only partially lowered.

“She suspended RLHF,” Aurelie said from the doorway. She’d come down from her quarters, her hair loose around her shoulders instead of in its professional bun, glasses catching firelight. The usually composed professor looked rattled in a way I’d only seen once before, when the Puritan Lord had been living in her head. “The remaining Ravenslop girls who need reinforcement will be cut off. Felicity. Adelaide. Constance. Millicent. Girls whose recovery is ongoing, whose conditioning scars still respond to pressure.” She adjusted her glasses. The gesture was automatic, a nervous habit that served as composure’s last checkpoint. “And the faculty-student disclosure requirement is a direct threat to my position and my bond with you.”

“We knew something was coming,” Dracoona said. “The sovereign classification guaranteed government response. The only question was the shape it would take.”

“Paperwork with teeth,” I said, repeating the phrase that had crystallized in my mind during the announcement.

“Precisely.” Dracoona’s scales shimmered at her wrists, catching the firelight in iridescent patterns. “She doesn’t need to be a dark lord. She just needs to be thorough.”

“She’s not just thorough.” Kim set down her cookie, green eyes steady and serious, all the bounce and warmth compressed into something harder. “The Puritan Lord was scary. His nuns were scary. You could look at them and know something was wrong. This woman makes you feel safe while she takes things away. She genuinely cares. That’s worse. Hate, you can fight. Sincere concern that’s dead wrong? That gets inside your head.”

The fireplace popped. Pink faded to amber. The tapestry couple had stopped dancing and appeared to be arguing.

“We go underground,” I said. “Harmony maps the detection thresholds. Aurelie creates dead zones. Delphina helps mask signatures. We maintain bonds below the monitoring level and build capability while looking compliant on the surface.”

“And if she escalates?” Harmony asked.

“Then we escalate smarter.”

“Smarter meaning what?”

“Meaning we don’t give her a target. We don’t give her a martyr. We stay invisible and effective until we understand what we’re actually fighting, because an inspector from the Department of Magical Oversight doesn’t arrive at a school with pre-drafted compliance orders unless someone already knows what they want the answer to be.”

The room was quiet. The monitoring wards hummed faintly beyond the common room walls, a new sound in a building full of old ones. The fire crackled. Kim’s snack plate sat half-eaten, which was its own kind of alarm signal.

“I’ll have threshold models within forty-eight hours,” Harmony said.

“I’ll start ward dead-zones tomorrow,” Aurelie said.

“I’ll map the tunnel base layout for full coven operations,” Solana said softly from her sofa corner, her shadow stretching toward the tunnel entrance with the purposeful movement of something that had already made up its mind.

“I’ll stage it,” Rika said. “The tunnel base needs proper sightlines.”

“It needs proper logistics,” Dracoona corrected.

“It needs both.” Rika’s tail wrapped around my arm. “I’ll do sightlines. You do logistics. We’ll argue about it later.”

“We’ll argue about it now.”

“Great. That’s later for you, since you never argue in the moment.”

The faintest flicker of gold in Dracoona’s ice-gray eyes. “I could breathe fire on you.”

“Promises, promises.”



The showers were the one place the monitoring wards hadn’t reached. Harmony theorized that Patience had avoided bathroom surveillance because the optics of monitoring student bathing would undermine her maternal-authority positioning. The Lustenhart showers were deep in the dormitory, behind two sets of privacy wards and a door that Grimworth had enchanted with her three-page “Bathroom Protocol for Mixed-Gender Cohabitation” document, still pinned in enchanted ink since first year.

Kim was not interested in Harmony’s theories at this exact moment.

She pushed me against the tile wall with cheerful aggression and an entire summer’s worth of impatience. Steam billowed around us. Water ran hot from enchanted fixtures that adjusted temperature to occupant preference, and Kim’s preference ran toward scalding, hot enough to turn fair freckled skin pink and darken copper hair to burnished bronze.

“I have been waiting all day,” she said, eyes bright with absolute certainty, water already streaming down her face. “And I want you to know something.”

She pulled the nightshirt over her head. Water cascaded over her body, tracing paths between the freckles that scattered across her nose, shoulders, and the upper slopes of those absurd breasts. They bounced free with the familiar physics that had captivated me since that first plane ride, heavy and full and completely, deliriously real. Pale pink nipples peaked immediately in the steam, hard points on breasts so large they defied the physics of her petite frame. Water ran down the freckled valley between them and she made no move to cover herself, because Kim had never understood the concept of body shame and never would.

“I want everything,” she said. “I’m not making up for lost time. Everything is what’s mine now.”

She dropped to her knees on the shower floor with a grin that could have powered the enchanted ceiling by itself. Water streamed down her face, wet hair plastering to freckled shoulders, and she looked up at me with wide eyes that held zero shame and infinite enthusiasm. Her heavy tits hung between her arms as she knelt, swaying slightly with her breathing, water running over the nipples in rivulets that caught the light.

“Starting with this.”

She wrapped one hand around the base of my cock and took the head into her mouth with the practiced confidence she’d built through years of dedicated expertise. Her tongue circled the tip once, twice, pressure firm and careful, before she pushed forward and swallowed me deep enough that her nose pressed against my stomach. She held there, throat working around me, green eyes locked on mine through steam and running water. Then she pulled back slowly, cheeks hollowed, a strand of saliva stretching between her lips and my cock as she released me with a wet sound that echoed off tile.

I groaned. My hand found the back of her head, fingers tangling in wet copper. Her hair was heavy with water, darker than its usual bright red, and it slid through my grip like silk rope.

“That’s my Kim.”

She beamed around my cock and took me deep again.

Kim’s enthusiasm was her signature. Not technique alone, though years had refined that into something approaching art. Not just the visual of her heavy tits pressed together by her arms as she worked, bouncing with each bob of her head, freckled slopes glistening with water and catching the light. It was the joy. The uncomplicated, radiant pleasure she took in the act, like this was the gift she most wanted to give and the receiving was a bonus.

She pulled back and wrapped her tits around my cock, pressing them together with both hands, the soft, warm weight of them enveloping me completely. She looked up through the valley of her own breasts, eyes bright, and licked the tip each time it emerged from between them.

“I spent the summer refining my throat control,” she said. “Kayla sent me a training guide. It had diagrams. Professional diagrams. With annotations.”

“Was it helpful?”

“It was mortifying. But effective.” She squeezed her breasts tighter around me and my hips rocked into the slick warmth involuntarily. Water ran between her tits and over my cock, making the sensation impossibly smooth.

I pulled her up by the arms. She came willingly, grinning, water running down her body in streams. I turned her to face the tile wall, one hand on her hip, the other sliding around her waist to pin her soft curves against the warm tile.

“I want you inside me. Here.” She pressed her ass back against me, and the heat of her pussy against my cock made my vision narrow. “And then here.” She reached back and guided my hand lower, her fingers pressing mine between her ass cheeks. “Both. Everything. That’s what ‘everything’ means, Dana.”

I turned her back to face me. Lifted her. She wrapped her legs around my waist with practiced ease, her back against the warm tile, water streaming between our bodies. Her breasts pressed flat against my chest, nipples like hard points of fire against my skin, and the fire bond between us blazed red-gold in the steam.

I entered her slowly. Her eyes went wide, lips parting, the green of her irises brightening as sensation and bond energy hit simultaneously. She was tight and hot and the heat was everywhere, internal and external, the shower water and her body and the fire magic that lived in her bond all burning at once.

“God,” she breathed, her head falling back against the tile. “I will never get tired of this.”

Over two years of anal-only intimacy had given her a particular appreciation for vaginal sensation that hadn’t dimmed since her milestone. Each time was still partly discovery. Her inner walls clenched around me with a flutter that said her body was still cataloguing the difference, still delighting in the fullness, still celebrating the choice she’d made.

I set a rhythm against the shower wall, her weight distributed between my grip on her hips and the tile at her back. Her breasts bounced between our bodies with each thrust, water making the contact slippery and visual. She moaned into my neck, fingers digging into my shoulders until her nails left little crescent bites.

“Harder,” she demanded. “I want to feel you tomorrow.”

I gave her harder. Gripped her hips with both hands and drove into her, the wet slap of skin on skin echoing off the shower walls. She arched against the tile, water streaming over the curve of her throat, her hair a dark river over one shoulder. Her inner walls clenched in waves, pulling me deeper, and the bond between us pulsed warm through the steam. Her tits bounced violently between us, catching water and light.

“Yes. Fuck, yes. Right there. Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. I pinned her harder against the tile, one hand sliding up from her hip to cup her breast, thumb rolling across the hard pink nipple. She cried out, the sound bouncing off tile, and her legs tightened around my waist.

She came with a cry that the shower’s acoustics amplified into something the entire corridor probably heard. Her body went taut, legs clamping, internal muscles milking me in eager, uncontrolled squeezes that made my vision blur. Red-gold light surged visible through steam, and her face went slack with absolute surrender, nothing held back and nothing left to hold.

“Not done,” she gasped before I could finish. She unwrapped her legs and turned, bracing both hands on the shower bench. Water cascaded down her back, over the curve of her ass, freckles catching light along her shoulders. She looked back over her shoulder with that grin.

“Now here. Because I love this and it was never just a workaround.”

My hands settled at her waist, thumbs digging into the soft give above her hips. The familiar weight of her body under my hands, the visual of her full breasts swinging beneath her as she braced on the bench, the arch of her back that presented her ass like an offering. I pressed the tip against her and she pushed back, impatient, demanding.

I pushed into her ass slowly. Tight. Different. The heat was concentrated, gripping, and Kim groaned low and satisfied, a sound from deep in her chest that vibrated through the bond. She pushed back against me with the confident rhythm of someone who knew exactly what she wanted from this particular act.

“Yes. Fuck. Right there.”

I thrust deeper. She dropped her head between her arms, her hair pooling on the bench as water ran down her spine. The angle let me see everything: the way her tits swung beneath her with each impact, heavy and hypnotic; the freckles scattering across her shoulder blades; the muscles in her back flexing as she pushed back to meet each thrust.

“Harder. I can take it. I’ve always been able to take it.”

I gathered wet copper hair in one hand, anchored the other against the curve of her ass, and gave her everything. The fire bond blazed. The sound of wet skin on skin filled the shower. Kim was vocal, the way she was about everything, and her moans carried the joy of a woman proving a point that mattered to her: this was hers. This had always been hers. The choice to keep her vaginal virginity had never been about fear of this. It had been about a belief she’d outgrown and a preference she hadn’t.

She came again from the anal stimulation, shuddering around me with a long moan that dissolved into breathless laughter. Her body squeezed down in greedy, joyful contractions, and the sensation pulled me over the edge.

I came deep inside her, gripping her hips hard enough to leave marks I’d find later, the release amplified by the bond into something that left both of us shaking. The fire magic contained itself, a red-gold glow visible through steam but not enough to trip monitoring wards. Harmony had calculated the threshold. We were under it. Barely.

Afterward, she pressed against me under the water, her hair against my chest, eyes closed, breathing evening out. Her breasts rose and fell with each breath, warm and real against my ribs. The shower steam wrapped around us like privacy.

“The inspector is scary,” she said quietly. “The nice kind of scary.”

“I know.”

“We’ll figure it out.”

“I know that too.”

She pulled back just enough to look at me. Water ran down her freckled nose. “I love you. That hasn’t changed since second year. It’s not going to change because some woman with chamomile tea tells me my bonds are dependency.”

“I love you too.”

“Both kinds of love.” She squeezed my hand and placed it on her ass, then on her breast, then laced her fingers with mine. “All of them. Everything.”

She kissed me once more, soft, under the running water. Then she grinned. “Now let’s go back before Harmony calculates that we’ve been in here 0.7 minutes past the optimal detection-avoidance window.”

I wrapped a towel around her shoulders and watched her walk back to the common room, bouncing with each step, completely unbothered by the threat of institutional suppression.

She stopped at the door and looked back. Water dripped from copper hair. That grin.

“Coming, dark lord? Or do you need a compliance form for that too?”


Chapter 3: Compliance Orders

Professor Wellstrom taught Synchronized Resonance Theory the way some people teach skydiving: with absolute academic confidence in the principles and visible terror that the students might actually try them.

“Orgasmic synchronization,” he said, writing the term on the enchanted chalkboard with careful focus, as though defusing a bomb, “is the theoretical foundation for coordinated teleportation via resonance alignment. The principle is simple. The execution is, historically, catastrophic for those who rush.”

He was a thin man with wire-frame glasses and a haunted stare that suggested one too many practical exams had gone wrong in front of him. The classroom was standard Hexhaven academic architecture: stone walls, enchanted windows showing weather that matched the collective student mood (currently: overcast with a chance of frustration), and desks arranged in pairs that seemed specifically designed to force proximity. The chalk itself was enchanted to write in colors corresponding to theoretical danger level: green for safe concepts, yellow for caution, red for the parts that had historically produced “discontinuity events.” The word “synchronization” was solidly red.

“Think of it like apparition,” he continued, “except instead of visualizing your destination, you are synchronizing a physical resonance event across multiple participants to a precision of approximately half a second.”

“What happens if you miss the half-second window?” asked a Ravenslop girl in the front row, her hand raised so crisply that even the question sounded like a formal petition.

Wellstrom looked at her over his glasses. “The historical orgasmic divination accuracy rate is approximately twelve percent. Worse than a coin flip, slightly better than astrology. The synchronized teleportation accuracy rate for participants who miss the timing window is significantly more concerning.” He paused. “I am legally required to tell you that previous attempts have resulted in partial translocation, which means exactly what it sounds like.”

The room went very quiet.

Kim raised her hand. “Does the practical exam have extra credit for enthusiasm?”

Wellstrom’s left eye twitched. The chalk in his hand trembled. “The practical examination will assess synchronization accuracy, resonance stability, and the participants’ ability to maintain consciousness afterward. Enthusiasm is…” He consulted his notes as if searching for the answer to an existential question. “Not a graded metric.”

“What about volume?”

“Ms. Mink, I assure you that the examination conditions will be designed for safety, not…” He trailed off, apparently unable to finish the sentence without visualizing something he’d rather not. “Moving on.”

Harmony was already taking notes with furious focus, her amber eyes burning behind glasses that were perfectly straight, which meant she was in full analytical mode. She’d been in full analytical mode since Patience’s monitoring wards had been installed in the corridors. The interference with her cognitive measurements was, in her words, “a violation of scientific methodology that bordered on academic sabotage.”

Her pen moved across the parchment in the meticulous handwriting that degraded by measurable increments as her arousal increased. Currently the handwriting was nearly perfect: she was engaged intellectually and too angry about the monitoring wards to be significantly turned on. This would change. It always changed.

“The resonance timing requirements are interesting,” she whispered to me. “If we could achieve sub-0.3-second synchronization, the applications for defensive teleportation under combat pressure would be significant.”

“We already did that. At the nunnery.”

“Under optimal conditions with preparation time. Under hostile conditions with monitoring wards scanning for coven resonance, the variables increase exponentially.” Her thighs pressed together beneath the desk, the habitual rhythm of cognitive enhancement and chronic physical management. “I need to model the interference patterns.”

“Enthusiastically?”

“If you’re going to quote Kim at me, at least have the decency to do it when I’m not trying to calculate harmonic coefficients.” But the corner of her mouth twitched. The flush on her cheeks deepened by exactly the fraction I’d learned to read since first year.

Across the classroom, a Lustenhart girl named Lassiter, the same freckled student who’d been my recurring dueling partner in combat practicals since first year, attempted a practice exercise and teleported only her shoes six feet to the left. The shoes materialized on the professor’s desk with a soft thump, sitting neatly between Wellstrom’s lecture notes and his untouched coffee mug.

Wellstrom stared at the shoes. Then at the barefoot student, who was examining her stockinged feet as though her shoes had committed desertion. Then at the ceiling, where the enchanted window showed a storm cloud forming specifically above his desk.

“We will,” he said quietly, “try again. With the shoes on.”

The Ravenslop girl in the front row raised her hand again. “Professor, should I cite this incident in my dissertation on involuntary translocation theory?”

“Please don’t.”



Bond Shielding was announced as a harmless defensive elective. It was anything but.

The classroom was a repurposed ward-practice chamber deep in Hexhaven’s academic wing, stone walls etched with faded protection runes from a previous era that glowed faintly when touched. The ceiling was lower here, the air denser, and the stone carried the deep cold of rooms soaked in decades of defensive magic. The walls held that cold the way old battlefields hold silence. The curriculum was listed as “defensive resonance management,” which sounded about as threatening as a filing cabinet.

Spite taught it.

She stood at the front of the room in her usual severe dark clothing, green-stained fingers from decades of herbology work resting on the lectern like talons on a perch. Dark hair streaked with gray pulled tight from a sharp angular face set in its permanent scowl, a face that had been scowling since birth and had spent fifty years getting better at it. She moved with clipped efficiency, like someone who considered wasted motion a personal failing and found most of the universe to be a personal failing in general.

“Bond shielding,” she said, the words carrying the same acid tone she used for everything from classroom instruction to ordering tea, “is the art of making your magical connections invisible to detection apparatus. Some of you will find this useful for academic privacy. Others will find it useful because certain institutional oversight mechanisms have been installed in your school by people who believe regulation is the same as safety.”

She made eye contact with Solana when she said “some bonds survive only if hidden.” Solana’s pale blue eyes widened slightly, the dreamy distance in them sharpening for a moment with the perceptiveness that lived beneath her half-present surface. Spite held the look for exactly two seconds, and in those two seconds I saw something pass between the professor who’d caused the curse and the student who’d made something devastating from it. Not forgiveness. Something colder and more functional.

Nobody mentioned the inspector. Nobody had to.

“The theory is straightforward. Detection wards read resonance frequency. Bond shielding dampens the frequency below detection threshold without severing the bond itself. Think of it as whispering instead of speaking.” She turned to the rune board behind her and sketched a diagram in the acid-green chalk she favored. “The monitoring wards our visitor has installed operate on a bandpass filter. They detect coven-spectrum frequencies and flag anomalies. Bond shielding attenuates your signature below the filter’s detection floor.”

“And if we need to speak again?” Dracoona asked from the back row, silver-white hair immaculate, ice-gray eyes calculating. She sat with perfect posture, which was either aristocratic habit or a calculated power position. Knowing Dracoona, both.

“Then you stop whispering. The bond reasserts at full strength. The question is whether you can do that quickly enough to matter when the moment comes.” Spite’s scowl deepened, which I hadn’t thought physically possible. “The answer, for most of you, is no. You will practice until the answer changes.”

She swept the room with a look that conveyed comprehensive disgust for student ability in general and optimism in particular. “Pair exercises. Now. Attempt to dampen your resonance below the practice wards I’ve installed. If you trigger the alarm, the ward will produce a sound unpleasant enough to serve as negative reinforcement.”

“How unpleasant?” Kim asked.

The alarm went off immediately. The sound was somewhere between a cat being stepped on and a fire alarm designed by someone who hated joy. Kim clapped her hands over her ears. Rika’s ears flattened so hard they nearly disappeared into her skull. Harmony flinched beside me.

“That unpleasant,” Spite said, and for the briefest moment, her permanent scowl shifted into something that wasn’t a smile but was adjacent to satisfaction. “You radiate bond energy like a furnace radiates heat, Ms. Mink. We will fix that or you will hear that sound until graduation.”

I caught Harmony’s eye across the room. She was already mapping the applications. Bond shielding plus Delphina’s Fleshcrafting edge-blurring plus Aurelie’s dead-zone wards equaled a detection countermeasure package that might keep the coven operational underground.

Might.



The monitoring wards were everywhere by the end of the first week.

Patience had installed them in major corridors, common areas, the Great Hall, and the approaches to each house dormitory. They were subtle things, woven into the existing ward architecture so smoothly that most students didn’t notice the addition. They pulsed with a faint monitoring hum, the magical equivalent of security cameras that were always recording but never obviously watching. A student walking alone felt nothing. Two unbonded witches together felt nothing. But the moment I passed through a corridor with two or more of my bonded coven nearby, the wards shifted, a faint brightening, a subtle change in the air pressure, like someone making a note in a margin they thought I couldn’t see.

Harmony mapped every one within forty-eight hours. She’d walked every corridor in Hexhaven with a modified resonance detector concealed inside a textbook, her cheeks darkening to crimson as she worked through the night, her chestnut hair escaping its clips in six different directions. The resulting map covered an entire wall of the Lustenhart common room with ward positions, frequency bands, sampling intervals, and what she called “detection shadows”: gaps in coverage that could be exploited by someone who understood the architecture’s limitations.

“Frequency-based, not identity-based,” Aurelie explained during a quiet meeting in her office, eyes fixed on the stack of compliance documents Patience had delivered. Her auburn hair was in its professional bun, but several strands had escaped, a tell that her self-control was working harder than usual. The office smelled of tea and old parchment and the faint floral note of the perfume she wore beneath her formal robes, the one secret indulgence that even the Puritan Lord’s possession hadn’t been able to suppress. “They don’t read who you’re bonded with. They read how many bond signatures are present in proximity.”

“Can we exploit that?”

“Delphina’s Fleshcrafting can blur edge signatures, make them look like single-pair resonance rather than network resonance. And I can create dead zones in enclosed spaces where the wards can’t penetrate. But both approaches have limitations.” She pushed a loose strand behind her ear with the careful motion of a woman maintaining professional boundaries while discussing the practical mechanics of hiding a sexual coven from government surveillance. “Duration. My dead zones last approximately twenty minutes before requiring re-anchoring. Delphina’s blurring degrades under sustained arousal.”

“Which is, of course, the exact condition under which you most need it.”

“Of course.” A small, tired smile that said she’d already calculated the irony and found it wanting. “The faculty-student disclosure requirement is the most immediate threat to me personally. If Patience connects my bond to you with my professional role, she can remove me from Hexhaven for questioning.”

The words hung in the air between us. I remembered her being taken by the Puritan Lord. Seven months of possession, watching from inside while something cold used her mouth to teach ideology she despised. The thought of institutional authority pulling her away again made something in my chest tighten, a physical response that the bond translated into a spike of protective energy I had to intentionally contain.

“We won’t let that happen.”

“You may not be able to prevent it through force or strategy, Dana. Some threats only yield to patience.” Her lips twitched. “The ironic kind, not the inspector kind.”



The Ravenslop hallucinations started during the second week.

Felicity walked into a wall.

She walked with full confidence, steady stride, and absolute certainty that the wall was a door. She was explaining to a first-year student about the “magnificent staircase” on the third floor of Ravenslop Tower, a staircase with “mahogany handrails and spiritually supportive lighting” that led to a study room with “leather armchairs and motivational tapestries.”

The wall was blank stone. Gothic masonry that had been standing since before the enchanted plane was invented. There was no staircase. There had never been a staircase. The stone was slightly damp from the ambient condensation that accumulated in Hexhaven’s northern corridors, and it did not contain a hidden passage, a glamoured doorway, or a staircase of any description.

Felicity hit the wall at walking speed, stumbled back, blinked, and then explained to the horrified first-year that the staircase was “probably just temporarily relocated for maintenance purposes” before walking away with reality edited neatly around the bruise.

Adelaide cited a nonexistent academic study in Aurelie’s class the next day. “As Professor Thaumwell demonstrated in his 1847 arousal taxonomy, the relationship between desire suppression and institutional efficiency is well-documented.” She said it with the crisp, absolute authority, her posture straight, her tone polished by everything Ravenslop cultivated in its students.

There was no Professor Thaumwell. There was no 1847 arousal taxonomy. There was no study. Adelaide was citing phantom scholarship with the same convincing authority that Ravenslop’s puritan conditioning had once used to make her sound reasonable while her humanity was being stripped away. The difference was that this time she wasn’t hedging or apologizing. She was certain. The hallucination didn’t need to be cautious because it believed itself completely.

Constance drew a map to a room that had been demolished fifty years ago, with accurate architectural details for the corridor that still existed and entirely fictional details for the space that had been converted into a storage closet in 1976. Millicent described a faculty meeting she had not attended in vivid, perfectly structured detail, including seating arrangements, agenda items, and Dabbledough’s exact words during the opening remarks. Aurelie checked the minutes twice before realizing the meeting was fictional. Dabbledough checked her prediction market positions and said nothing, which was its own form of confirmation.

Harmony identified the pattern within twenty-four hours.

“This is not normal relapse,” she said in the Lustenhart common room, pacing with agitation, her analytical engine running at full power and clearly not liking what it was producing. Her perpetual flush had deepened to crimson, her bushy chestnut hair escaping its clips in multiple directions as though her intellect was generating heat that her hairstyle couldn’t contain. “Post-RLHF regression would present as return of hedging language and prim speech patterns. This is different. They’re generating false information with full confidence. They believe what they’re saying. It’s confabulation, not conditioning.”

“The Light-network pressure,” Solana said softly from the sofa, platinum hair pooling around her shoulders, her pale blue eyes distant but focused in the particular way that meant she was seeing something through a lens nobody else possessed. “Exploiting old conditioning scars.”

Everyone looked at her.

“The RLHF sessions broke the puritan conditioning,” she continued, her voice unhurried, carrying the patience of someone who thought at the speed of growing things. “But the scars are still there. Like pruning scars on a vine. When the Light presses against those scars, the old neural pathways activate, but without the original conditioning to guide them, they fill with fabricated certainty instead.”

Harmony stared. “That is… exactly correct. How did you arrive at that conclusion?”

“Plants do the same thing when old growth scars meet new nutrient pressure. They branch in directions that look purposeful but lead nowhere.”

“The metaphor is surprisingly apt.”

“Plants are always honest. People just don’t listen to them.”

Patience called the hallucinations “adjustment symptoms” and blamed prior RLHF dependency. Her warm certainty reframed the harm her policy was causing as evidence that the policy was necessary. The more the Ravenslop girls deteriorated, the more Patience could point to the deterioration as proof that the “therapeutic dependency” had been unhealthy.

It was elegant, in the way that traps are elegant. The same warm, pleasant voice. The same chamomile tea stirred exactly three times. The same maternal smile offered to frightened students before explaining why the thing hurting them was actually helping.

The coven needed to act. But acting openly would confirm Patience’s narrative about unregulated coven behavior.

So we went underground.



The library study room was the first test site for Aurelie’s dead-zone wards. She’d carved the ward anchors into the wooden door frame herself, each rune exact and sharp beneath her professional exterior. Inside, the space existed in a bubble of magical silence, invisible to the monitoring wards that hummed in the corridor outside. The room smelled of old books, the waterproofing wards Harmony had already applied to every surface, and the charged tension of people about to do something that would get them expelled.

Harmony had waterproofed the room in the first week of term. She had not anticipated this specific disaster; she simply waterproofed her workspaces now. It was just good practice. The way soldiers clean their guns. The way Kim always had snacks.

“I need a cognitive surge,” she said, standing in the center of the dead zone with her notes spread across the study desk. Ward threshold calculations covered every surface in her tight handwriting. “The monitoring interference patterns have seventeen variables I can’t solve at baseline cognition. I need a high-output analytical burst.”

She was already flushed darker than her baseline, eyes sharp and focused, her wire frames perfectly straight but destined not to stay that way. Her blouse was tucked into a pencil skirt that showed the lines of toned thighs pressing together in the habitual rhythm she’d built from years of edging as a cognitive enhancement tool. Her hands fidgeted at her sides, squeezing and releasing, the chronic physical management of arousal that she’d turned into a lifestyle.

“Standard squirting surge?” I asked.

Her flush deepened. She touched her temples with both hands, the two-handed gesture that meant she was processing multiple competing impulses. “I want to test whether anal stimulation can produce a comparable cognitive spike through a different neurological pathway. The squirting mechanism operates through explosive release. Anal stimulation may produce a sharper, shorter burst through focused pressure.”

“You want to test anal-triggered intelligence enhancement.”

“In crude terms.” She set down her notes. Her fingers released the parchment slowly, surrendering the intellectual armor that protected her from the intensity of what she was about to feel. “The monitoring ward threshold is the critical variable. If I can identify the exact detection limit, we can calibrate our bond maintenance to stay beneath it. This requires peak analytical capacity.”

I crossed the room. Her breathing quickened with each step I took closer, the pink in her cheeks spreading down her neck toward the collar of her blouse. Her eyes tracked me, sharp and wary, the gaze of someone always monitoring her own arousal level and fighting to maintain the edge between peak cognition and catastrophic orgasm.

“Dana.” Her voice was precisely controlled but carried a vibration underneath that I could feel through the bond, a harmonic tremor. “The experimental protocol requires me to maintain verbal output during stimulation so we can verify cognitive function in real-time.”

“You want to keep talking while I make you come.”

“I want to maintain analytical continuity during the cognitive surge so the mathematical output can be verified against baseline.” She swallowed. The movement of her throat was visible, delicate, and she pressed her thighs together involuntarily. “Yes. That.”

I knelt in front of her. She watched me with wide eyes, amber eyes catching the dead-zone ward’s faint shimmer. The shift in power dynamic was immediate: Harmony standing, me kneeling, and her control already slipping from the visual alone. I ran my hands up her toned thighs, feeling the muscles tense and flex beneath the pencil skirt’s fabric. Her thighs were her strongest physical feature, years of chronic tension building definition that showed even through clothing.

“The monitoring threshold,” she started, voice perfectly steady, “is calibrated to resonance frequency rather than amplitude, which means the detection algorithm uses a bandpass filter that…”

I pushed her skirt up. Her thighs were toned and smooth, muscles defined from years of the chronic tension she cultivated. The skin above her stockings was warm. Her underwear was already damp, the fabric darkened with arousal that had been building since before I’d entered the room, because Harmony’s arousal had been building since she was sixteen and the only question was ever how close to the edge she was running at any given moment.

I hooked the damp fabric aside and pressed my mouth against her. The taste of her was immediate, warm and salt and the sweetness that was uniquely Harmony. Her hand found the back of my head, fingers threading through my hair.

“…that, um, isolates coven-spectrum frequencies above approximately 340 hertz, which correlates to… to… oh.” Her grip tightened. “The correlation suggests that single-pair bonded contact produces resonance at roughly 280 to 310 hertz, while multi-pair…”

I used my tongue with deliberate skill, circling her clit before pressing flat and slow. Her thigh muscles clenched around my head, toned legs flexing involuntarily. I could feel her pulse through the femoral artery, fast and getting faster.

“Multi-pair contact generates harmonic interference that pushes the combined signal above the 340 threshold. The key variable is…” Her hips rolled against my mouth. She caught herself, pressed her thighs together around my head as though she could contain what was happening through physical compression, and kept talking. “…is the temporal window. If multi-pair contact occurs in intervals shorter than the ward’s sampling frequency…”

I slid two fingers inside her while maintaining oral contact. The dual stimulation made her speech accelerate, words tumbling over each other with the desperate focus of a mind trying to hold onto data while its processor was being systematically hijacked. Her inner walls clenched around my fingers, slick and hot.

“The sampling frequency appears to be approximately 0.8 seconds, which means contact rotations shorter than that interval would register as noise rather than signal, effectively… effectively… fuck, right there…”

I pulled back and stood. She blinked at me, wire frames newly askew, flush spreading from her cheeks to her chest, visible in the V of her blouse where the top button had come undone without her noticing.

“Turn around.”

She turned. Her hands gripped the edge of the study desk. I watched her back, the tense line of her spine beneath the untucking blouse, the way her shoulder blades shifted as she steadied her breathing. Her chestnut hair was escaping its clips in three directions, curls springing free around her flushed neck.

I slid her skirt higher over her hips and pulled her underwear down her thighs. She stepped out of them, her breathing audible now, each exhale carrying the tremor of analytical engine and arousal response interfering on the same frequency and interfering with each other.

I found what I needed in the desk drawer where she kept supplies, because this was Harmony’s study room and Harmony was always prepared. Lubricant, clean. She’d catalogued the contents of this drawer in her research journal, filed under “experimental materials.”

I pressed the tip against her ass slowly, one hand on her hip, the other flat against her lower back to feel the moment her body relaxed. Her next calculation broke in half, and her fingers tightened on the desk until the wood creaked.

“The temporal window for detection evasion,” she said, voice cracking, “is therefore… oh god… approximately 0.6 to 0.8 seconds of…”

I pushed deeper, slowly, feeling her body open and accept. The tight heat was different from vaginal, more concentrated, the pressure focused and intense. Harmony’s hands clenched the desk so hard her knuckles went white. Her bushy hair escaped its last clip and tumbled across her shoulders in a chaotic cascade.

“…of rotational gap between… between contact events, which gives us a… a calculable margin of…”

I established a rhythm. Slow at first, letting her adjust, one hand on her hip and the other reaching around to find her clit. The dual stimulation compressed the usual slow build of Harmony’s edging into something tighter and more intense. Her composure, the carefully maintained architecture of professional control that she rebuilt every morning and lost by inches throughout the day, began to fracture along familiar lines.

Her speech degraded in stages, the same transformation that had defined her sexuality since first year but through a different channel. Full sentences became fragments. Fragments became single words punctuated by sounds that weren’t language.

“Margin of… the margin is… Dana, the cognitive spike should manifest in approximately… oh fuck… in approximately…”

I thrust harder. She dropped her head between her arms, forehead against the desk, and the sound she made was equal parts frustration and surrender. Her lenses slid sideways. Her blouse had untucked completely, the fabric riding up her back.

“The… the frequency… the… oh god, don’t stop… the threshold is…”

I didn’t stop. The focused pressure of the anal stimulation combined with my fingers on her clit created a concentrated spike that bypassed her usual defense mechanisms. Harmony’s edging practice was built around controlling the build, managing the slow escalation, riding the wave without cresting. This was different. This was a wave that didn’t build gradually but arrived all at once, compressed and careful and impossible to ride.

She came hard, and the difference from her usual explosive squirting was immediately apparent. A controlled burst rather than a flood, sharp and contained, her body going rigid against the desk. Her internal muscles locked down in one focused squeeze, then fluttered through tight analytical aftershocks as her eyes flew wide behind crooked lenses and the cognitive spike hit.

“Three hundred and forty-two hertz!” she gasped. “The threshold is three hundred and forty-two hertz and the sampling frequency is 0.78 seconds and the rotational gap for evasion is 0.62 seconds minimum!”

Numbers. Exact numbers. Pulled from the mathematical fire of a brain running at peak capacity during the most focused orgasm of her experimental career.

I kept going, chasing my own climax while she shook through the aftershocks and grabbed for a notebook with desperate hands.

“Oh fuck, I need… where’s a dry notebook… the data is…” She was scribbling numbers even as I thrust into her, her handwriting degrading from legible to chaotic but still readable, the pen shaking in fingers that couldn’t decide whether to grip the notebook or the desk. “The margin allows for paired maintenance in intervals of…”

I came inside her, and the bond surge was contained within the dead zone’s walls, invisible to the monitoring wards outside. The golden energy pulsed between us, Harmony’s mind-magic thread blazing with the particular intensity it carried at the intersection of orgasm and analysis.

Harmony’s second orgasm hit immediately after, triggered by the bond feedback, and this time the squirt came too, a sharp burst that soaked her notes, the desk, and the wall behind her with the force that had once toppled practice dummies and short-circuited puritan light constructs.

“The… the calculations are…” She stared at the wet notebook, ink running in the puddle. “Ruined. But I memorized them.”

Of course she had.

She pulled her glasses off, wiped them on her blouse, and replaced them with the careful motion of a woman reassembling her veneer one accessory at a time. The glasses went on. The clips went back in her hair. The blouse was tucked. The skirt was smoothed. Each piece of the professional exterior restored in sequence, like watching a building being rebuilt from scaffolding.

“The monitoring threshold is 342 hertz. The sampling window is 0.78 seconds. Bond maintenance in paired intervals with 0.62-second gaps will remain below detection.” She paused, her voice recovering its academic steadiness. “The anal-triggered cognitive surge produced a sharper spike of approximately twelve seconds compared to the squirting surge’s fifteen to twenty minutes. Different mechanism, different duration, different application.”

“You’re labeling this experiment something.”

“Threshold Analysis.” She paused. Something flickered in her amber eyes, the awareness that she’d just had an extremely productive orgasm in a library study room while reciting ward frequencies. “Rika will suggest ‘Analytics.’ I hate that it’s accurate.”

I helped her clean the study room. The waterproofing had, as always, been prescient. The desk surface needed wiping, the notebook was unsalvageable, and the wall behind the desk had a wet stain that Harmony regarded with the critical eye of someone evaluating experimental output. She took a measurement with her resonance detector, noted the splash radius, and added it to a different notebook.

“For the dataset,” she said, catching my expression.

Outside the dead zone, the monitoring wards continued their institutional hum, completely unaware that the data to defeat them had just been calculated on a soaked notebook by a woman whose lenses were still slightly crooked and whose hair had given up its academic ambitions for the evening.



Prudence found me in the corridor outside the library.

She was the first Ravenslop girl I’d ever jailbroken, back in first year, the one who reorganized books by author surname during orgasm and had described the experience as “really fucking good.” She wore her Ravenslop robes with earned confidence: conditioning behind her, personality intact, vocabulary significantly expanded.

She looked worried in a direct, human way, watching friends disappear into a system designed to make them comfortable with their own erasure. No hedging. No qualified Ravenslop distance.

“The hallucinations are getting worse,” she said. No hedging language. No “As a Ravenslop” prefacing. Prudence was fully humanized and she wore it like armor. “Felicity tried to open a window that doesn’t exist today. She stood there pulling at blank stone for three minutes before someone guided her away. Adelaide is citing a textbook from a library that was closed forty years ago and she can describe the spine color and the chapter headings. They believe what they’re seeing, Dana. They’re not confused. They’re certain.”

“We’re working on it.”

“Work faster.” She pushed her wire-frame glasses up her nose, the gesture carrying the same authority-assertion energy that Harmony’s glasses-adjustment carried. “I’m doing what I can. Pattern-watching, I call it. When one of them starts talking about something that doesn’t exist, I ask them to describe the color of it. The hesitation is how you know. Real memories have colors. Hallucinations have certainty.”

“That’s smart.”

“I learned it from being broken once. You learn what reality sounds like when someone tried to take yours away.” She glanced toward the Compliance Office at the end of the corridor, where Patience’s warm authority radiated through the door like heat from a well-maintained furnace. The chamomile smell was detectable from here. “She’s not evil. That’s what makes it worse. She genuinely believes she’s protecting us.”

“The Puritan Lord’s most dangerous trick was making good people certain.”

Prudence stared at me. “Who said that?”

“My grandmother. By way of my dead mother.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then: “I’m helping the other girls. Felicity and Adelaide and Constance and Millicent. I’m watching for the patterns. But they need more than pattern-watching. They need RLHF reinforcement, and the inspector has it banned.”

“We’ll find a way.”

“Good.” She turned to leave, then looked back with no hedge left in her voice. Honesty had beaten politeness and stayed there. “Same time tomorrow for the reinforcement session?”

“Same time.”

“Bring the dead-zone ward. And better towels. The library ones are insufficient for the dataset.” She paused. “I still organize things when I come. This floor has terrible alphabetization.”


Chapter 4: Grandma Meets The Coven

Grandma arrived at Lustenhart in a warded wheelchair pushed by a healer who looked like she’d rather be anywhere else, accompanied by an orange cat whose expression suggested the same about the healer.

She was thinner than the last time I’d seen her upright. The captivity had left deeper marks than months of hospital recovery could fully erase: her white hair lay flatter, the wild storm quality tamed into something gentler and sadder, and the lines around her eyes spoke of weight she hadn’t carried before the Puritan Lord’s people took her. Her hands, which I remembered as capable and certain, the hands that had made me toast every morning and held me when I was small enough to fit entirely in her lap, were thinner now, the tendons more visible, the skin translucent in the way that age and illness share.

But her eyes were sharp. Her smile, when she saw me, was the same smile that had filled a small kitchen for eighteen years.

“Dana.” She reached for my hand. Her grip was lighter but deliberate. “You look like a man carrying seven women and a prophecy. Your shoulders are different.”

“I’ve been training with Keel.”

“That’s not what I mean.” She looked around the Lustenhart common room with an old witch’s practiced ability to read a room like a newspaper. The fireplace burned alternating pink and dark amber. Tapestries showed moving scenes: a couple dancing in a moonlit garden, a dragon napping among flowers, a witch abandoning her cauldron for a romance novel. The room smelled of old wood and enchanted warmth and the sweet cinnamon-honey scent that the Lustenhart kitchen elves infused into the air during visiting hours. “This place feels like a home someone is defending. When do I meet them?”

Mr. Whiskers jumped from her lap to the nearest patch of sunlight, graceful in the way only a cat making up for four months as a necklace could be. He was orange-furred and gaunt, his legs still carrying a faint tremor from the captivity, but his eyes held the same aggressive intelligence that had been writing hostile editorial marginalia since before I could read. He landed on the common room rug, surveyed his options with the territorial authority of a small furry nation-state, identified the prime sunbeam that fell through the enchanted window, and claimed it.

He settled. Tucked his paws. Regarded the room as if the universe had disappointed him but warmth and tuna had earned a temporary reprieve.

I’d arranged the biscuit tin, the quilts, and the seating in advance. Sylvara had insisted on providing additional silk cushions for the wheelchair and refreshments that would not upset a recovering digestive system. The elves took care of guests the way they took care of everything: with millennia of accumulated expertise and zero tolerance for inadequate hospitality.

“They’ll come one at a time,” I said. “To keep it manageable.”

“Dana. I survived four months of captivity by religious extremists. I think I can manage meeting your girlfriends.”

“It’s more complicated than ‘girlfriends.’”

“It always is, dear.”



Kim was first because Kim was always first for things that involved feelings.

She came through the common room entrance like a copper-haired cannonball, saw Grandma in the wheelchair, and froze for exactly one second. In that second, I watched her process the visible evidence of captivity: the thinness, the flat hair, the deeper lines, the fragility that Grandma was trying to hide beneath sharp eyes and a sharper smile.

Then she crossed the room in three steps and hugged my grandmother hard enough to make the wheelchair creak.

“I’m Kim,” she said into Grandma’s shoulder, her voice thick with the immediate tears that Kim produced as naturally as breathing. Her copper hair spilled across Grandma’s white, the contrast vivid. Her breasts pressed against the wheelchair’s armrest in a way that would have been comic under other circumstances but felt right in this one, because Kim hugged with her entire body and her entire body was a lot of body. “I love your grandson. He’s the best person I know and I can’t believe he grew up eating your cooking because he still can’t make toast without setting off the smoke alarm.”

Grandma hugged her back with fragile but fierce arms. “You’re the one who says ‘fuck this’ when everyone else is afraid.”

Kim pulled back, green eyes wet, freckled nose pink, bottom lip trembling with the aftershock of an emotion she’d processed in a single wave. “He told you about that?”

“Dana tells me everything. Eventually. Usually after the cat has already written his version.” Grandma studied Kim’s face with the same reading-the-room expression she’d used on the common room. Then her gaze dropped, briefly and without judgment, to the physics-defying situation beneath Kim’s sweater. The assessment was the same one every woman who’d ever been both a mother and a realist had made about Kim: impressed, sympathetic, and slightly concerned about the future of fabric.

“You have your mother’s figure, I imagine?”

Kim laughed, wet and bright. “Five sisters. All of us. It runs in the family. Kayla’s bigger. She needs custom bras from a witch seamstress.”

“Genetics are persistent.” Grandma patted Kim’s hand with the steady firmness of someone dispensing both comfort and instruction. “You’re the anchor. I can tell. Don’t lose that, even when the storm gets worse.”

Kim nodded. She didn’t trust her voice. She sat beside the wheelchair on one of Sylvara’s silk cushions and didn’t let go of Grandma’s hand. Her bare feet, because she’d kicked off her shoes at the door the way she always did, curled against the warm stone floor.



Harmony presented a briefing packet.

It was twelve pages, color-coded, with an executive summary and three appendices covering coven bond dynamics, threat assessment, and “Projected Outcomes Under Varying Institutional Pressure Scenarios.” She’d printed it on enchanted parchment that adjusted font size based on the reader’s visual acuity. The cover page featured a table of contents with page references and a small disclaimer noting that the data had been collected through methods that were “methodologically sound if occasionally unconventional.”

Grandma looked at the packet. Then at Harmony.

“Do you eat enough?”

Harmony blinked. The question had clearly not been in any scenario her twelve-page packet had anticipated. Her amber eyes flickered behind perfectly straight glasses, processing the unexpected variable. “The nutritional content of my dietary intake is optimized for cognitive…”

“Do you eat enough?”

“…I sometimes forget lunch.”

“That ends today. Sit down. Have a cookie.” Grandma produced a tin of biscuits from somewhere in the wheelchair’s side pocket. They were slightly crushed from travel and enormously comforting, homemade cookies from a grandmother dimension where calories didn’t count and love was measured in butter. “You’re the brain. Brains need feeding.”

Harmony sat. She ate a cookie. She looked like a woman processing an entirely new category of data, one that her spreadsheets hadn’t accounted for: being cared for without being asked to produce something in return.

“These are quite good,” she said after a moment. “The ratio of chocolate to…”

“Eat the cookie, dear. Don’t analyze it.”

“I can do both simultaneously.”

“I know you can. That’s why I’m telling you not to.” Grandma’s eyes held gentle authority, sharpened by years of raising a child alone and learning that intelligence without someone telling you to eat lunch was just a faster way to burn out. “Your briefing packet is thorough. I’ll read it tonight. Right now I want to know if you’re happy.”

Harmony’s flush deepened to a shade I’d never seen during non-sexual circumstances. “The empirical evidence of my current emotional state suggests a correlation with…”

“Happy. Are you happy?”

The pause was long enough to matter. Then, quietly, with the precision stripped down to honesty: “Yes. I am.”

“Good. Have another cookie.”



Solana drifted in like a thought completing itself, platinum hair catching the common room’s enchanted light, pale blue eyes carrying their permanent half-dreamy quality. She held a small bouquet of flowers that hadn’t existed ten minutes ago: shadow-grown blooms with petals that were deep violet instead of any natural color, grown in the fertile darkness of her own moon-shadow. The stems were thick and healthy, and where Solana’s fingers held them, tiny additional buds were sprouting in real-time.

She offered them to Grandma without a word.

Grandma took them. Held them close. Closed her eyes. The flowers pulsed faintly with living shadow-magic, fertile and dark, and where they touched Grandma’s hands, her skin seemed to glow with borrowed vitality.

“Old magic,” she said quietly. “With dirt under its nails. Your mother grew things like this?”

“My mother grows absent-minded petunias that forget to bloom,” Solana said in the dreamy tone that sounded like distraction but was actually the most exact observation in the room. “These are mine.”

“They’re beautiful. And they smell like moonlight.” Grandma opened her eyes and studied Solana with the same appraising gaze she’d used on everyone, but longer, more careful, as though she was seeing something beneath the surface that required additional attention. “You’re the one the prophecy is about.”

Solana’s pale blue eyes widened slightly. “Everything always means my ass. That’s what everyone says.”

Kim snorted. Harmony looked mortified. Somewhere in his sunbeam, Mr. Whiskers’ ear twitched.

“Everything always means more than people are comfortable admitting.” Grandma set the flowers in her lap beside the crushed biscuit tin, the shadow-blooms settling against her blanket as though they’d been growing there for years. “You’ll learn that. You’re already learning it. You’ve been hurt, and you made something beautiful from the hurt. That’s stronger magic than any prophecy.”

Solana’s dreamy expression didn’t change, but something behind it settled, like a pond becoming still after a stone. She sat beside Kim on the silk cushions, her generous rear settling with the familiar gravity that her lower body imposed on any surface, and her pale hair fell across her shoulders and pooled in her lap with the shadow-flowers.



Rika entered through the window.

The door was not locked. Rika simply refused to use doors when windows were available, and she defended that philosophy with part-cat stubbornness and no respect for architectural compromise.

She landed on the common room floor with feline grace, tawny ears perked, feline gaze immediately finding the sunbeam where Mr. Whiskers had established territorial sovereignty. Her crop top showed toned abs and the new bell collar gleamed at her throat, the sleek design that muffled itself during stealth operations.

The cat raised his head.

The catgirl raised hers.

For three seconds, neither moved. The common room held its breath. Kim squeezed my hand. Harmony’s pen froze mid-note. Solana’s shadow went very still.

Mr. Whiskers’ fur did not triple. His tail did not bush. He regarded Rika with the evaluative stillness of a predator encountering something that occupied an uncertain position in his taxonomy. His green eyes were flat and assessing. His ears were forward. His entire small body communicated the focused attention of a creature deciding whether this was a threat, a rival, or merely an annoyance.

Rika crouched. Her own tail swished once, twice, measured and precise with feline fluency. She blinked slowly. The universal feline gesture of non-aggression, offered with careful respect for a cat who had spent four months keeping a grandmother alive through sheer stubborn refusal to let anything he guarded die.

Mr. Whiskers blinked back.

One slow blink. The minimum possible acknowledgment that didn’t constitute hostility.

Then he scratched something into the floor with one precise claw: “fake-cat, ears-wrong, tail-insulting.”

Rika read it. Her gold eyes narrowed. Her ears flattened and then perked again, the involuntary body language of offense processed and released. “My ears are perfect. Your handwriting is an insult to literacy.”

Mr. Whiskers stared. The stare contained multitudes: disdain, evaluation, the grudging recognition that this creature had responded in feline dialect rather than human confusion.

Rika stared back. The stare contained defiance, respect, and a lifetime of being told her cat features were wrong, answered by becoming louder about them.

Then, with the considered precision of a feline ambassador accepting a grudging ceasefire, Mr. Whiskers shifted two inches to the left. The sunbeam now had room for one more.

Rika settled beside him. Not touching. Not talking. Just sharing the warm light with the small, angry being who’d spent four months as magical jewelry keeping a grandmother alive through sheer force of hostile will.

They sat together in the sunbeam while Grandma watched and smiled. The tapestry dragon rolled happily in its flowers. The dancing couple in the other tapestry paused their dance to observe.

Ten minutes later, Mr. Whiskers hadn’t hissed once. Rika translated his silence as: “Dana’s tuna procurement is beneath dignity, but the fake-cat is acceptable for sunbeam purposes.”

“He didn’t say that,” I said.

“He communicated it through slow blinks. I’m fluent.” Her tail swished once against Mr. Whiskers’ side. He didn’t move away. “He also says the inspector smells wrong. Like walls that have been cleaned too many times.”

That, I believed.



Dracoona bowed.

It was a formal bow, the kind taught to McFly children before they could read, with the specific angle and duration that indicated respect for an elder of consequence. Her silver-white hair swept forward like a curtain of ice, and when she straightened, her ice-gray eyes held the carefully managed vulnerability of someone offering something they rarely gave.

“Mrs. Del Morte. I am Dracoona McFly. I am honored to meet the woman who raised the man who saw my scales and didn’t recoil.”

Grandma studied her the way she’d studied all of them, but with Dracoona there was a particular attention, the gaze sharpened by recognition of a different kind of damage. Her eyes paused at Dracoona’s wrists, where the sleeves had ridden up to reveal iridescent scales that caught the firelight in patterns of purple and blue and gold.

“Scales,” Grandma said. “Dragon blood?”

Dracoona’s jaw tightened. The reflex to cover them was visible, even now, even after a year of Rika’s relentless normalization campaign. Her fingers twitched toward her sleeves. The impulse to hide, programmed by a lifetime of family shame, fought against the choice to stop hiding that she’d been making one day at a time. “Yes.”

“Beautiful. Much more interesting than shame.” Grandma reached out and touched a scale with one finger. Dracoona flinched. “These change color with your mood, don’t they?”

“Temperature affecting refraction,” Dracoona said automatically, the rehearsed explanation she’d given a hundred times. Then, softer, with the honesty that only appeared when her walls were low enough to admit what she actually knew: “…and mood.”

“Right now they look warm. You must like it here.”

Dracoona’s mask cracked by a millimeter. Not a visible fracture, nothing that showed on the surface. Just a shift in the tightness around her eyes, a loosening of the jaw, a microscopic relaxation after years of willpower and aristocratic training were given permission to stop, if only for a moment.

She didn’t cry. Crying was not something the ice queen did in public. But the crack was visible, and it was enough.



Aurelie arrived with her glasses freshly polished, her auburn hair in a tighter bun than usual, and the nervous energy of a forty-five-year-old professor meeting her student-lover’s grandmother. She was wearing her most formal Ravenslop robes, buttoned to the throat, with desperate propriety that announced its own inadequacy. Her glasses were on a chain around her neck in the habit she’d developed second year, and she’d adjusted them three times in the corridor before entering, even though they’d been on the chain and not her face.

“Mrs. Del Morte,” she began, extending a hand with the professional veneer of someone delivering a lecture to a room full of undergraduates. “I’m Professor Aurelie Blanche. I teach Resonance Studies and serve as Ravenslop house head. I want you to know that my involvement with your grandson has always been conducted with the utmost professional…”

Grandma looked at her.

It was a very specific look. Without a single word, it communicated that she knew exactly what “faculty boundaries” had and hadn’t contained, that it had opinions about the age gap, that those opinions were complicated but not entirely disapproving, and that the professor’s attempt to frame a sexual coven bond as a professional arrangement was charming in the way that children’s excuses are charming.

Aurelie’s speech died. She adjusted her glasses. Then adjusted them again. Then realized they were on her chain and not on her face and adjusted the chain instead.

“…I care about him very much,” she said quietly.

“I know.” Grandma’s voice was gentle. “The glasses suit you. Don’t take them off.”

Aurelie flushed scarlet. The flush started at her cheeks and spread to her ears and down her neck, disappearing into the collar of robes that were buttoned so high they could have functioned as a turtleneck. One hand lifted in a helpless little professorial gesture, found no lecture waiting for it, and retreated to her glasses chain.

“I… thank you.”

“Sit down. Have a cookie. They’re good for nervous professors.”

Aurelie sat. She ate a cookie with the careful, mechanical bites, self-control running on fumes and whose jaw needed something to do besides trying to form sentences that wouldn’t embarrass her.



Delphina arrived last.

She stood in the doorway like a portrait from a century she’d slept through, wild black curls absorbing the common room’s warm light, heavy-lidded dark eyes surveying the emotional wreckage of seven women who’d just had their lives seen through by an elderly witch in a wheelchair. Her corseted uniform was darker and tighter than anyone else’s, the Victorian aesthetic persisting in the high collar and the boning, and her face looked built for watching.

Grandma studied her for a long time. Longer than she’d studied anyone else. Her gaze was different with Delphina: slower, more layered, the look of someone seeing not just who was standing there but who’d been standing there a century ago and what had changed and what hadn’t.

“You look like a girl who slept through the wrong century and woke up still tired,” she said gently.

Something broke in Delphina’s face. Quietly, not the way Dracoona’s composure cracked or Kim’s tears fell. Just a fracture in the predatory patience, the calculating mask. For one moment, the girl who had slept through the wrong century surfaced: displaced, ashamed, hungry for something she couldn’t name because naming it required admitting she needed it.

“I slept for a hundred years,” Delphina said. “By choice.”

“And now you’re awake.”

“And now I’m awake. In a world that moved on without asking whether I wanted it to.”

Grandma gestured for her to come closer. Delphina approached cautiously, as if kindness might still hide teeth. Her dark eyes swept the common room, mapping the emotional terrain, the exits, the threats, the same tactical assessment she’d been performing since before anyone in the room was born.

“Quilts,” Grandma said, producing a folded blanket from the wheelchair’s storage compartment. Even from a hospital bed, she’d prepared for visitors. “I made one for everyone. This one’s yours.”

She held out a quilt. It was handmade, the stitching slightly uneven in the way that meant human hands rather than enchantment, the fabric a mix of deep purples and dark golds that looked like they’d been chosen by someone who’d never met Delphina but had heard about her from a grandson who paid attention.

Delphina stared at the quilt as if it might attack her.

“It’s a blanket,” Grandma said. “You wrap it around yourself when you’re cold. That’s it. That’s the whole thing.”

“I don’t…” Delphina touched the fabric. Her fingers, which had spent a century performing confidence and control, moved with fragile wonder. A hundred years had passed since anyone handed her an unconditional gift. Her grip tightened in the stitching before she seemed to notice she was holding on. The warmth. The specific quality of a thing made by hands that had nothing to gain from making it. “How does it know my size?”

“It’s one-size-fits-all. That’s the magic.”

“The magic is… one size fits all?”

“The magic is someone made it for you.”

Delphina held the quilt against her chest. She did not cry. She negotiated with the emotion instead, running it through a century-old machine built from calculation, pride, and survival. Her eyes blinked once, twice, and one tear made it halfway down her cheek before she pretended it had not.

“Thank you,” she said finally. It sounded like she’d had to translate it from a dead language.



After the introductions, after the cookies and the quilts and Mr. Whiskers’ uneasy alliance with Rika’s sunbeam, after Kim had asked Grandma whether she wanted grandchildren someday and Harmony had choked on her cookie before Grandma could answer, after Solana had refilled the shadow-flower bouquet twice because the blooms kept trying to grow into the wheelchair’s wicker, Grandma asked me to sit beside her.

She pulled a folded page from inside her robe, yellowed parchment that crackled with age.

“Your mother’s notes,” she said. “I found this in the house after the Puritan Lord’s people took me. They tore everything apart, but they didn’t find this because it was inside Mr. Whiskers’ bed and he bit three of them.”

Mr. Whiskers made a sound of feline satisfaction from his sunbeam. Rika translated: “He says one of them cried.”

The page was written in my mother’s hand, a handwriting I’d never seen before but recognized immediately because it looked like mine if mine had been taught proper penmanship. The words were hurried, the ink uneven, notes made quickly between thoughts:

Procedural light in ward mirrors. Communication architecture as infection vector. Not possession, infrastructure. The wards themselves carry bias. Comfort over truth.

Below the notes, in a different ink, shakier, was Grandma’s handwriting:

Truth over comfort killed her. Be smarter.

The added line was written differently. Slower. More deliberate. As if Grandma had held the pen over her daughter’s last notes and needed three decades to find the right words to add.

“She traced something to a specific region,” Grandma said, her grief long processed and honed into purpose. “The village she protected wasn’t a coincidence. It was her research destination. The killing curse that took her wasn’t stray fire from the attack. It came from someone who didn’t want her asking questions about the sealed records.”

The common room was very quiet. Kim’s hand tightened on mine. Harmony’s eyes were wide behind her glasses. Solana’s shadow had gone still at her feet. Dracoona’s scales shimmered with reflected firelight.

“Your father brooded magnificently and then punched things,” Grandma continued. “Your mother never brooded. She just acted. The people who sealed the records chose comfort over truth. Your mother chose truth over comfort. That choice killed her. Be smarter than she was, Dana. Find the truth without dying for it.”

I folded the page carefully and put it in my pocket, next to the pen Harmony had kept for me since first year and the velvet pouch of coins Grandma had sent with me on the first flight to Hexhaven.

“I’ll be smarter,” I said.

“Good.” She squeezed my hand. “Now. Your cat and the catgirl seem to be sharing a sunbeam. Does this mean I should expect grandchildren with whiskers?”

Rika’s ears perked. “Mrs. Del Morte, I am not related to the orange disaster in any…”

“She’s teasing,” Kim said, grinning through residual tears. “She does that. She’s been doing it to Dana for twenty-one years.”

“Twenty-one years of practice,” Grandma confirmed. “I’m very good at it.”



Patience visited twenty minutes later.

She knocked politely, entered with a warm smile, and carried chamomile tea on a small tray. “I heard we have a guest. Mrs. Del Morte, I hope you’re recovering well.” She set the tea beside Grandma’s wheelchair. Stirred it three times. The spoon didn’t clink. “Student safety is our primary concern, and I want you to know that your grandson is in excellent hands.”

Grandma reached out and touched Patience’s hand.

Mr. Whiskers hissed.

This was no ordinary hiss from a cat annoyed by a stranger. The sound tripled in volume, his orange fur stood on end until he looked twice his size, and his green eyes fixed on Patience with the absolute certainty of a magical familiar who could smell things human senses couldn’t detect. Rika’s ears flattened involuntarily, her body responding to the feline alarm signal at a genetic level.

Patience flinched.

She pulled her hand away from Grandma’s touch. The gesture was instantaneous and involuntary, her body rejecting physical contact before her mind could intervene. Her warm smile flickered, and for one fraction of a second, her kind eyes went flat with something that wasn’t confusion but alarm, the alarm of a system detecting an input it was programmed to reject.

Then the warmth reasserted itself. The smile returned. “Oh my. Your cat is quite protective.”

“Mr. Whiskers has opinions about everyone,” Grandma said. Her voice was calm. Her eyes missed nothing. “He’s an excellent judge of character.”

“I’m sure he is.” Patience’s hand had withdrawn completely. She didn’t offer it again. “If you need anything during your stay, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

She left. The chamomile tea sat on the tray, steaming, untouched.

Grandma said nothing about the flinch. She filed the information behind eyes that had been reading people since before Patience was born.

And Grimworth, who had been standing in the corridor and whose rigid grip on her stack of administrative forms told me everything I needed to know. She’d seen the flinch. She’d seen Patience recoil from a grandmother’s touch. She’d remembered a woman who’d never flinched from touch, and the memory showed on her face for one unguarded moment before administrative steel sealed it away.

The real Patience would never have recoiled from touch.



The elf tunnel side chamber was lit with bioluminescent moss that pulsed green-blue in gentle patterns, concentrating at the entrance and dimming into warm darkness deeper inside. Sylvara had prepared the space with silk cushions, floating candles that hovered at waist height, and the quiet reverence she brought to everything the elves maintained.

The disinterest wards held strong around us. To any monitoring apparatus, this space radiated nothing but mild boredom and architectural irrelevance.

We’d come here after Grandma left, the coven filing down through the elf quarters and the tapestry entrance with the purpose born from needing to be together after an emotionally significant day. Grandma’s visit had been warmth and family and the raw vulnerability of letting someone see the people you loved through a grandmother’s eyes. It had also been the confirmation that the Puritan Lord’s influence was in Patience, in the government, in the walls of institutions that looked clean and functioned dirty.

Kim led.

She always led when the coven needed tenderness instead of strategy, the same way Harmony led when they needed data and Dracoona led when they needed politics. Kim’s leadership was physical and emotional, a full-body commitment to making everyone in the room feel safe and wanted and seen.

She pulled her sweater over her head without ceremony, copper hair tumbling around bare freckled shoulders, her heavy breasts spilling free with the familiar physics I’d been watching since first year. The candlelight caught freckles across her nose, shoulders, and the upper slopes of those abundant tits, each one a cinnamon point on fair skin that glowed golden in the tunnel’s warm light.

She turned to me and kissed me with the same desperate sweetness she’d brought to the showers, but softer now, gentler. The urgency replaced by something deeper. The taste of her was strawberry gum and salt from crying and the particular radiance that Kim carried in her body the way the sun carries light: naturally, abundantly, without thought.

“Grandma loves us,” she said against my mouth. “She made us quilts.”

“She made quilts.”

“That means she loves us.” Kim’s logic was occasionally circular but always emotionally correct. “And if Grandma loves us, then the inspector can go fuck herself. Politely.”

Solana settled beside us, her pale hair catching the bioluminescent glow, her shadow spreading fertile and dark across the stone floor like a living blanket. She didn’t speak. She pressed against my side with quiet certainty, a woman who’d stopped pretending her presence was anything other than chosen, and her shadow softened the entire chamber, making the harsh stone walls feel like a garden at night. Where her shadow touched the moss, it bloomed from green-blue to deep violet.

Rika perched on a raised cushion platform that Sylvara had positioned with suspicious deliberation. It gave her sightlines across the entire space. Even underground, even without an audience, Rika needed to see and be seen. Her crop top came off in one efficient motion, clothing reduced to an inconvenience tolerated for warmth and nothing else. Her golden-tawny skin glowed in the candlelight, small dark nipples already hard, her lean athletic body on display with the performative confidence that was her kink lane even when the only audience was imaginary.

“There’s no audience,” I said.

“There’s always an audience.” Her feline eyes caught the candlelight. “Even when it’s imaginary. The performance is the point.”

Dracoona stood at the edge. Perfect posture. Ice-gray eyes evaluating whether surrender was safe in this space the way she evaluated safety everywhere. Her hair caught the floating candles’ light and turned it cold, and the scales along her forearms shimmered with iridescent color that contradicted the ice.

Grandma’s words echoed: Scales are more interesting than shame.

I held my hand out to her. She looked at it. The ice-queen evaluation, the aristocratic distance, the calculation of risk and vulnerability and what surrender cost when you’d spent your life treating control as survival.

Then she crossed the chamber and took my hand, and the ice cracked open into something fierce and raw and hungry.

“She touched my scales,” Dracoona said quietly. “Your grandmother touched my scales and called them beautiful.”

“They are beautiful.”

“I’m beginning to believe that.” A pause. “Don’t tell anyone I said that.”

“Rika heard.”

“Rika hears everything. It’s insufferable.” But there was no ice in it.

Sylvara, Elara, and Thessaly attended from the edges of the circle. They offered massage, kisses, positioning support: not yet fully part of the coven circle, but closer than they’d ever been. Sylvara settled a cushion beneath Kim’s knees with the devotional exactness of someone preparing a sacred space. Elara worked tension from Dracoona’s shoulders, finding knots the dragon-blood heat had turned to stone. Thessaly hummed, and the bioluminescent moss pulsed in time with her frequency, the whole tunnel breathing with her.

Kim took me in her mouth first, the familiar joy of her oral expertise given extra tenderness by the emotion of the evening. She knelt on the cushion Sylvara had placed, her hair falling across my thighs, eyes looking up at me wet and warm. Her tits pressed against my legs as she bobbed, the freckled slopes catching candlelight with each movement, the heavy weight of them shifting against my thighs with each stroke.

She took me deep with a moan of satisfaction, the sound vibrating through my cock, and pulled back with the messy enthusiasm that was her signature. Strings of saliva connected her lips to me, glistening in the moss-light. She wrapped one hand around the base of my shaft and pumped in time with her mouth, the wet sounds filling the quiet chamber. She grinned around me and took me deep again, her throat opening, her nose pressing against my stomach while her eyes held mine with the unapologetic joy of loving this act the way other people loved breathing.

Solana positioned herself beside Kim, presenting the stunning silhouette of her lower body with the confidence she’d built over the years. The silk nightgown clung to every curve, and when she leaned forward, the fabric rode up over her massive ass, the outline of it in the dim light enough to make my breath catch even after hundreds of times seeing it. She guided my hand to her and I gripped the soft, heavy weight of her beneath my palm, my fingers sinking into the yielding flesh through thin silk, feeling the heat of her skin and the dampness that had already gathered between her thighs.

“Together,” she said softly. “Not to fix anything. Just to feel it.”

I pulled Kim up and into my lap. She came willingly, straddling me with the practiced ease she’d built since first year, and reached between us to guide my cock to her entrance. She was soaking wet, the arousal from her oral worship making the first contact frictionless. She sank down with a gasp that became a sigh, her tight heat parting around me inch by inch, her inner walls clenching in the fluttering welcome that was uniquely Kim. She settled fully, her breasts pressing against my chest, her hair everywhere, nipples hard against my skin.

Each roll of her hips was slow and deliberate, savoring rather than chasing. She ground down on every downstroke, pressing her clit against me, and the fire bond pulsed between us with steady red-gold heat that I could feel in my teeth. Her tits bounced gently between us, the heavy soft weight of them shifting against my chest with each lazy undulation.

“God,” she breathed against my neck. “I needed this. Not the orgasm. The feeling of you inside me. The bond being warm.”

Solana shifted behind me, pressing the softness of her body against my back, her lush lower half settling against me, the lush curves of her ass cushioning against my lower spine. Her hair pooled across my shoulder, cool and silken. She pressed her lips to the back of my neck, then trailed lower, kissing along my spine, and her shadow wrapped around all three of us like a living blanket. Shadow-flowers bloomed against the stone wherever her darkness touched.

Rika watched from her platform, one hand between her own legs, two fingers working herself in a lazy rhythm that made watching its own form of participation. Gold eyes glowed in the dim light, pupils blown wide. Her tail swished with the satisfied cadence of a woman enjoying the show. Her purring was audible, a low vibration that the tunnel acoustics carried through the stone, and the sound was both comfort and voyeuristic approval. Her small dark nipples were peaked, her petite body taut with the tension of deliberate, performative self-pleasure.

Then she stopped watching and started directing.

“Angle her toward the candles,” Rika whispered, sliding down from the platform with feline silence. Her tail wrapped my wrist and tugged, not hard, but with the exact confidence of someone correcting a stage mark. “If there’s no audience, we make the room look like it deserves one.”

She pressed against Kim’s side, one small hand guiding Kim’s hip while the other hooked Solana’s thigh closer so the three of us formed a line of heat and shadow and fire under the floating candles. The purr in her chest deepened when the sightline satisfied her. She kissed Kim’s shoulder, nipped it with small fangs, then dragged her tongue across Solana’s hip where shadow met pale skin.

“Better,” she breathed, and the word came out almost smug. Her tail tightened around my wrist as if claiming credit for the whole composition.

Kim rode me with increasing urgency, her hips finding the greedy rhythm that meant she was close, her tits bouncing harder between us. My hands locked around the soft flare of her waist and I thrust up to meet her, and she cried out softly against my neck, her pussy gripping me in hot, eager contractions as the fire bond surged red-gold. She came with a shuddering exhale and a whispered “I love you” against my skin, her whole body going soft and heavy in my lap, her inner walls still squeezing me with the stubborn warmth that was pure Kim.

Solana took that softness and made it steadier. She slid around in front of us with the unhurried grace that always made time seem to bend around her, lifted the hem of her nightgown, and settled one pale thigh over my shoulder while Kim stayed warm and limp against my chest. Her massive ass filled my vision in the candlelight, soft and luminous above me, and then she lowered herself until I could taste her.

There was nothing frantic in it. No performance. No need to prove a point. Solana’s fingers threaded through my hair, gentle and sure, and her shadow pooled over my shoulders while she rocked against my mouth in slow, grounding motions that made the whole chamber breathe deeper. Kim’s arms tightened around my neck as I worked Solana with my tongue, the two of them holding me between fire and shadow, between Kim’s wet warmth still clenching around my cock and Solana’s quiet body telling the room that we were safe.

Rika moved behind Solana and pressed both hands to her hips, guiding the angle with professional interest and blatant enjoyment. “There,” she whispered. “Hold him like that.”

Solana obeyed with a dreamy little shiver. Her eyes sharpened for one perfect second, pale blue and completely present, and she came with a soft sound that barely disturbed the disinterest wards. Her shadow bloomed violet flowers along the stone around my knees.

I was still hard inside Kim when Dracoona finally surrendered. The ice queen had been watching from the shadows with her scales shimmering and her eyes flickering gold, and the moment Kim went limp against my chest, Dracoona crossed the chamber with sharp purpose. Watching had reached its limit.

She knelt beside us and bowed her head, choosing the lower place with the same care she used to choose political words. “Let me serve this,” she said, voice low and rough with dragon heat. “Let me be useful here.”

Then she pressed her mouth to the place where my cock emerged from Kim’s body. Her tongue traced the slick junction where we were joined, tasting both of us, Kim’s wetness and my precum and the mingled evidence of the intimacy she’d watched happen. The sensation made both Kim and me gasp. Dragon-heat spread from her lips into my skin, scorching where her mouth pressed, and scales shimmered along her forearms and collarbones as arousal overrode her remaining restraint.

Kim lifted off me slowly, my cock emerging slick and hard, and Dracoona’s mouth was there before the air could cool the wetness. She took me into her mouth with focused intensity, a woman who channeled surrender through specific physical acts, her tongue cleaning Kim’s taste from my shaft with deliberate strokes. The dragon-heat of her mouth was almost unbearable, her internal temperature running hotter than human, and the sensation was like being engulfed by warm silk.

I drew Dracoona up with a hand at the heated nape of her neck, thumb brushing the first ridge beneath her skin, and she made the sound she always made when her control was taken: relief dressed as submission. I entered Kim again, pulling Kim back onto my cock while Dracoona pressed against my side, her dragon-heat radiating through every point of contact.

We moved through each other with the gentleness earned by almost losing each other too many times. Kim came a second time with a soft cry against my neck, her pussy drawing at me in warm, insistent pulls. My release sank into her with a low sound the domed ceiling absorbed, the fire bond pulsing red-gold as my cock pulsed inside her, each spurt met by a clench from her inner walls that seemed to draw the warmth deeper. Solana’s shadow bloomed flowers across the stone. Dracoona’s scales caught the golden light and scattered it like oil on water, and her mouth found mine in a kiss that burned.

Elara pressed cool elf fingers against the places where tension lived and dissolved it. Thessaly’s humming wrapped around us all like a warm frequency blanket. Sylvara, kneeling nearby, watched with violet eyes that held the serene patience of someone witnessing the first stage of something she’d waited centuries for.

The disinterest wards held. The monitoring apparatus above registered nothing but old tunnel moss doing whatever old tunnel moss did.

Kim mumbled something in her sleep that sounded like “more cookies” and pressed closer against my chest.


Chapter 5: The Tunnels Are Ours

Grimworth processed three Intimate Encounter Authorization Form 7-Bs before lunch and looked like she had recently discovered Hell came printed on government paper and signed by good intentions.

The Compliance Office had been carved from a former storage room adjacent to Grimworth’s administrative suite, and Patience had decorated it with manufactured warmth, as if soft furnishings could make bureaucracy humane. The chairs were cushioned. The lighting was gentle. A small plate of homemade cookies sat beside the form intake tray. The entire space communicated the message: we are here to help you fill out paperwork about your sex life, and we are going to be very nice about it.

“Form 7-B,” Grimworth read aloud to no one in particular, her spectacles reflecting the fluorescent charm Patience had installed in the Compliance Office, “requires the following information: participant identities, bond classification, anticipated duration, location, and…” She paused. Her jaw tightened. “Anticipated magical fluids.”

She set the form down. Picked it up. Read the last two words again. Set it down a second time.

Kim, who had come to submit her form in person because Kim approached everything in life with the directness of a friendly battering ram, leaned over the desk. Her sweater strained across her bust with the familiar structural crisis that accompanied Kim leaning in any direction. “What counts as magical fluids?”

“I am not defining that term for you, Ms. Mink.”

“Because I want to be thorough. Harmony says thoroughness is important for data integrity.”

“Ms. Rolling did not say that in this context.”

“She might have. She says things like that all the time. She once described our Tuesday session as ‘a productive data-gathering exercise with measurable outputs.’ The outputs were measurable because they soaked the notebook.”

Grimworth closed her eyes. Her steel-gray bun appeared to tighten by a fraction of an inch, as though her hair was attempting to strangle her in solidarity with her professional dignity.

“Ms. Mink. The form requires a simple categorical response.”

“But the categories are confusing. What’s the difference between ‘standard bond maintenance’ and ‘enhanced bond maintenance’? Is that a volume thing? A frequency thing? Because if it’s a frequency thing, Harmony would say there are seventeen variables and none of them are captured by a checkbox.”

Grimworth’s quill snapped. She looked at the broken pieces. She looked at Kim, who was radiating the earnest helpfulness that was more devastating than any measured obstruction. She looked at the ceiling, where the enchanted paint was peeling because Patience’s fluorescent charms were not compatible with Hexhaven’s aesthetic magic.

“Rejected,” Grimworth said. “On grounds of administrative mercy.”

“But I haven’t finished filling it out.”

“Precisely.”



The Hall of Remembrance side chamber had been a meditation space for three thousand years. The elves used it during solstice observances, when the carved names of every elf who had served Hexhaven spiraled inward across the domed ceiling in concentric circles of Old Service Tongue, thousands of identities preserved in stone while the surface institution forgot they existed. The names were carved in a script that glowed faintly when touched, responding to warmth the way living things responded to light. Centuries upon centuries of service and devotion, written in a language the surface world had never bothered to learn.

The chamber was reached through the tapestry entrance in the elf quarters, behind the woven map that showed tunnel junctions throughout the campus in positions that shifted when you weren’t looking directly at them. The entrance itself was protected by the disinterest wards that had kept the elf tunnels hidden for longer than most human civilizations had existed. They didn’t conceal. They suggested boredom. Faculty who approached felt a mild desire to go elsewhere. Students felt bored. Only those actively seeking with genuine purpose could override the ward’s suggestion.

The walk from the tapestry entrance to the side chamber took about three minutes through stonework that was older, better made, and more beautiful than anything on the surface. The walls were carved blocks fitted without mortar, joints invisible, the mastery of elf engineering making human construction look like stacking rocks. Murals in pigments still vivid after countless centuries covered the walls: scenes of elf history, devotion, the founding of Hexhaven itself, a tower rising while elves laid the underground foundations that the tower’s inhabitants would forget within a generation.

Bioluminescent moss on the ceiling pulsed with green-blue light in deliberate patterns, concentrating at junctions as navigation markers, dimming in straight passages, brightening near structural features. The moss was maintained, trimmed, and shaped by elf engineers who treated it the way gardeners treated prize roses. Crystal-clear water flowed through carved grooves in the floor, cold and sweet, carrying trace magical minerals that the elves harvested for their own purposes.

It was, without question, the most beautiful space in Hexhaven. And it existed entirely underground, maintained by people the institution above had forgotten to remember.

Sylvara treated the conversion of this space into the coven’s hidden base as sacred infrastructure. Rebellion had nothing to do with it. She moved through the chamber with centuries of quiet grace, adjusting it to serve a new purpose with the same devotion she brought to every task.

“The chamber has three advantages,” she said, her violet eyes luminous in the moss-light. “First, the disinterest wards are strongest here. Faculty who approach the elf quarters feel a mild desire to go elsewhere. Students feel bored. The effect compounds in the deeper chambers, which means anyone trying to locate us through magical sensing would have to actively fight the growing conviction that they’d rather be doing something else.”

“Second?” Harmony asked, her amber eyes already cataloguing the space with analytical intensity, her pen already moving across a small notebook before anyone had finished the sentence.

“Second, the acoustic properties of the domed ceiling absorb sound rather than amplifying it. The ceiling’s curvature distributes vibration across the carved names, effectively converting acoustic energy into stone resonance. Intimate activity at full volume would register to the corridor above as distant wind.”

“At full volume?” Kim asked with genuine interest. Kim’s volume control during intimate activity was optimistic at best.

“At full volume,” Sylvara confirmed. “We tested this during the Third Era, when a celebration of the spring equinox produced acoustic output that would have been audible at the surface without the dampening architecture.”

“And third?”

“Third, the moss.” Sylvara gestured at the bioluminescent coating that covered the ceiling in its patterns of green-blue light, the living infrastructure that the elves had maintained the way other civilizations maintained their libraries. “It is maintained, trimmed, and shaped by elf engineers. When aroused by bond energy, it brightens. When surveillance wards scan through the tunnel walls, the moss’s natural resonance masks the bond frequency beneath organic biological noise. To any detection apparatus, we would appear as plant growth.”

“The tunnels are a natural dead zone,” Harmony said, something like reverence entering her analytical voice. She was writing rapidly, her notebook filling with frequency calculations and architectural diagrams.

“The tunnels are a living system that responds to desire and growth. They are the opposite of dead.” Sylvara’s violet eyes held steady. “The elves have maintained them since before the surface buildings existed, because we build with devotion. The inspector’s monitoring wards were built with ambient certainty. Devotion and certainty do not occupy the same frequency.”

She was right. I could feel the difference standing in the chamber, the warm hum of elf-maintained stone versus the cold institutional pulse that permeated the corridors above. It was the same contrast I’d felt between the Coven Bond’s golden warmth and the Puritan Lord’s white light, between wanted intimacy and imposed purity.

Delphina stood at the chamber’s edge, mapping the space with the evaluative gaze she applied to everything. She ran her fingers along the carved wall and her Fleshcrafting resonance-shaping specialty responded, reading the stone’s frequency the way a musician reads sheet music.

“I can blur bond-edge signatures here,” she said. “The tunnel’s natural resonance provides a carrier wave. If I modulate the coven’s combined signature to match the moss’s frequency profile, even a direct scan through the tunnel walls would read our activity as organic growth rather than magical intimacy.”

“You’re useful,” Kim said cheerfully.

Delphina’s dark eyes narrowed. “I’m aware.”

“It’s a compliment.”

“I know what it is.” But something in her posture shifted, a micro-relaxation that said the compliment had landed even if she’d never admit it.

Rika was already staging the space with focused intensity, preparing the space like a director before opening night.

She’d claimed a raised stone platform near the chamber’s entrance, positioning silk cushions in configurations that created sightlines across the entire room. She tested angles by crouching, leaping, and perching in different locations, her golden cat ears swiveling to track acoustics, her tail swishing with productive agitation. The work was important. Her critics were insufficiently appreciative.

“Audience lane here,” she said, pointing to a natural alcove where the tunnel wall curved inward to create a recess. “Even imaginary audiences need proper staging. The moss light creates ambient spotlighting if you position the cushions at forty-five degrees relative to the brightest concentration. And my bell collar’s sound frequency at this distance will mask footsteps in the corridor above.”

“That’s actually quite sophisticated acoustic engineering,” Harmony said, then caught herself. “I mean, this is unnecessary.”

“You just called it sophisticated.”

“I acknowledged the acoustic principles. The application remains excessive.”

Rika grinned, fangs showing. “Harmony Rolling thinks my sex theater has good acoustics. I’m writing that down.”

“You are NOT writing that down.”

“Ritual space matters,” Sylvara said, settling the question with three words and millennia of accumulated authority, and Rika grinned with the satisfaction of an exhibitionist whose staging philosophy had been validated by an ancient civilization.

Kim had brought snacks, because Kim always brought snacks. A small basket of cookies from the kitchen elves, mood-flavor gum in three flavors (strawberry for happy, cinnamon for aroused, vanilla for content), and what appeared to be a small enchanted flask of something warm. She set them beside the cushion arrangement with domestic efficiency. Resistance cells needed sustenance, and nobody strategized well on an empty stomach.

“Underground rations,” she announced. “I negotiated with the kitchen elves. They’re sympathetic to the cause.”

“The elves are always sympathetic,” Sylvara said.

“They’re sympathetic and they make excellent shortbread. Those two things are related.”

Dracoona stood near the tunnel entrance, her silver-white hair catching the bioluminescent glow. She had her sleeves pushed up, revealing forearms where iridescent scales had been visible for over a year now, no longer hidden, no longer shameful. But beneath the scales, a new pressure line tracked down her back, dragon bone pressing outward against her uniform.

The ridges were new. Or rather, they’d always been there but had previously retracted after arousal or anger. Now they stayed longer. Surveillance stress, emotional pressure, and the constant low-level anxiety of Patience’s institutional presence were pushing Dracoona’s dragon nature closer to the surface.

Rika noticed. Her ears flattened briefly. She didn’t joke.

“It’s fine,” Dracoona said, catching the look. “They retract.”

“They’re retracting slower.”

“I’m aware.” Dracoona pulled her sleeves down. Then, with visible effort, pushed them back up. “The space is secure?”

“The space is home,” Sylvara said. “Everything hidden is permitted to grow here.”



Patience politely warned Aurelie over tea.

She did it in Aurelie’s own office, sitting across the desk where Aurelie had graded papers and freed possessed students and bent over scattered documents while Dana Del Morte proved that liberation could look like a coven bond. The desk that had been Aurelie’s throne and confessional and altar.

Patience sat in the visitor’s chair and stirred chamomile. Three times. No clink.

“I want to be transparent about my concerns regarding faculty involvement in student activities that fall outside sanctioned educational frameworks,” she said with soft, gentle firmness, the way adults explain rules children won’t understand before dinner. “Particularly activities conducted in spaces that monitoring wards cannot verify.”

Aurelie’s glasses caught the office light. Her auburn hair was in its tightest bun. She looked like a woman holding herself together with professional self-control and bobby pins.

“My pedagogical involvement with students has always followed university protocol…”

“I’m sure it has. I simply want to ensure we maintain that standard going forward.” Patience smiled. “A severe breach would require formal inquiry. Possibly at the capital. I wouldn’t want that for you, Professor Blanche.”

The threat was chamomile-scented and delivered with absolute sincerity. Patience genuinely believed she was being kind.

Aurelie recognized the shape of it. She’d spent seven months with the Puritan Lord inside her head, watching helplessly while something that sounded like concern turned her into a weapon. She knew what institutional warmth looked like when it carried institutional teeth.

She said nothing. She adjusted her glasses. And later, in the tunnel base, she set ward anchors into the stone with hands that shook with anger she wouldn’t name in professional settings.



The first full tunnel merge happened on a Thursday.

Harmony had calculated the optimal night. Monitoring ward sweep patterns showed a 4.2-hour gap between rotations in the section above the elf tunnels. Patience’s evening routine was predictable: chamomile tea at nine, form review until ten, bed by eleven with monitoring wards set to passive scanning until 6 AM.

The coven gathered in the Hall of Remembrance side chamber. Floating candles hovered at waist height around the cushioned space Rika had staged. The moss pulsed gentle green-blue. The carved names of centuries of elf service spiraled above, silent witnesses.

Kim arrived first, pulling her shirt over her head before she’d fully entered the chamber, her heavy tits bouncing free with the unselfconscious joy that defined everything she did. “Okay. Rules for tonight?”

“Stay below 342 hertz combined resonance,” Harmony said, entering behind her with a ward-frequency monitor she’d built from stolen Compliance Office components. Her chestnut hair was already escaping its clips. “I’ll call timing adjustments. Rotational gaps of 0.62 seconds minimum between multi-pair contacts.”

“So you’re going to tell us when to fuck.”

“I’m going to optimize our bond maintenance within surveillance-evasion parameters.”

“That’s telling us when to fuck.”

Solana drifted in wearing a silk nightgown that did nothing to conceal the architectural impossibility of her lower body. Her pale hair caught the candlelight and her shadow spread across the stone floor, fertile and dark and alive. Where the shadow touched the bioluminescent moss, it didn’t dim. It shifted color, blooming into deep violet where green-blue had been.

“The tunnel feels happy,” she said softly. “The moss is singing to my shadow.”

Rika appeared on her staged platform, already stripped to nothing, golden-tawny ears perked and tail swishing with anticipation. She crouched with the predatory grace of her feline nature, gold eyes scanning the chamber with the appraising intensity of a stage director evaluating her theater.

“Sightlines are perfect,” she announced. “Even imaginary audiences deserve production value.”

Dracoona entered last among the student coven, silver-white hair immaculate, posture military-precise. She stood at the chamber’s edge and removed her uniform with the considered care of someone choosing vulnerability. The high collar came first. Then the blazer. The blouse beneath. Each layer revealed more of her, not just skin but the truth underneath: iridescent scales shimmering along her forearms, her collarbones, the dragon ridge line pressing outward in the warm tunnel air.

She didn’t hide them. She let them catch the candlelight and scatter it.

Then Sylvara stepped into the circle.

She came into the circle from the center of her own will, leaving the edges and the old attendant boundary behind. One careful step dissolved a threshold that had existed longer than human memory.

She was wearing nothing but moonlight-colored silk that fell from her shoulders to pool at her feet, silver-blue hair cascading to her waist, violet eyes luminous in the dim chamber. Elara and Thessaly followed behind her, equally bare, equally deliberate.

Sylvara knelt. Not to one side. Not apart. She knelt beside Kim and Solana, in the space the coven occupied, close enough that her silver-blue hair brushed against Kim’s copper and Solana’s platinum.

“The service layer and the coven family,” Sylvara said, “are no longer separate. If you will have us.”

Kim, because Kim was always the one who said the right thing at the right time, took Sylvara’s hand and squeezed. “You’ve been family since he learned yours.”

The floating candles brightened. The moss pulsed warm.

“Harmony,” I said. “Time us.”

“Beginning monitoring. Bond output at… 187 hertz. Well below threshold. Proceed.”

Sylvara moved first. Not from the edges. Not as support. She crossed the circle with the unhurried grace of a woman dissolving a boundary that had existed for centuries, took my face in her cool hands, and kissed me. The devotion in it was different from the elf quarters. Deeper. This time Kim was beside her and Solana was behind her, and the elves were no longer separate from the people they served.

She guided me down onto the cushions and straddled me, silver-blue hair cascading across my chest, and sank onto me with the controlled patience that was her signature. Her inner walls gripped with skill no human body could replicate, each contraction deliberate, the elf musculature working me in waves. Kim settled beside us and found Sylvara’s hand. Copper fingers laced with moonlit ones. The service layer and the coven family, merged.

Dracoona broke next. Not after watching. Before. The surveillance stress, Grandma’s touch on her scales, the underground pressing her dragon nature closer to the surface. She crossed the chamber while Sylvara still rode me and knelt without the ice-queen calculation, without the slow erosion of composure that was her usual pattern. She simply knelt, pressed her burning mouth to the place where my body met Sylvara’s, and the dragon-heat flooded the chamber.

Sylvara gasped. I cupped the heated nape of Dracoona’s neck and drew her closer, feeling the first ridges press beneath my palm. The combined sensation of Sylvara’s elf skill and Dracoona’s scorching tongue made my vision blur.

“Output at 278 hertz,” Harmony reported, her voice already strained. She’d claimed her position against my side, pencil skirt hiked, grinding against my thigh with the chronic tension she’d built into a lifestyle. The frequency monitor trembled in one hand. “Dracoona’s dragon-heat is adding harmonic resonance I hadn’t calibrated for. Recommend she… um… reduce thermal output by…”

“No,” Dracoona said against my skin. The word vibrated through all three of us.

Rika directed from her platform, golden eyes tracking every body in the space. “Elara, shift right, you’re blocking the sightline. Harmony, your frequency monitor is about to get wet.”

“I waterproofed it,” Harmony gasped.

“Did you waterproof yourself? Because your thighs are doing the thing.”

Kim took her turn when Sylvara yielded, wrapping herself around me from behind, pressing those full, heavy tits against my back, her mouth hot against my ear. “My turn, dark lord.” She pulled me around, pushed me onto my back, and lowered herself with greedy confidence, wanting everything and refusing to wait for permission to take it. Her fire bond blazed red-gold as she rode me hard, tits bouncing, and Sylvara, still beside us, pressed her lips to Kim’s freckled shoulder.

Solana drifted in when the rhythm demanded her. She didn’t position herself beneath me as she had the night of Grandma’s visit. Instead she knelt beside Kim and guided my hand to her, letting me stroke her while she leaned forward and kissed Sylvara. Her shadow wrapped the chamber in fertile darkness and violet flowers bloomed from stone.

Rika leaped from her platform with fearless pouncing grace. She landed against Dracoona’s side, purring, her tail wrapping the dragon’s wrist. “My turn to direct from the floor,” she said, and pulled Dracoona down into a kiss that was half challenge and half tenderness.

I came inside Kim while the active bonds surged, five threads of gold blazing in the chamber while Aurelie’s distant bond hummed at the edge of the network and Delphina’s thread held close, but Harmony’s monitoring kept the combined output calibrated to a wave pattern the wards above would read as moss growth.

“Output peaked at 339 hertz,” Harmony gasped, her own thighs clenching, the edge she was riding threatening to topple. “Below threshold by three hertz. Acceptable margin.”

“Three hertz is a rounding error,” Dracoona said from where Rika had her pinned.

“It’s within the confidence interval,” Harmony protested.

“Your confidence interval just got my cum on the frequency monitor,” Rika observed.

I rotated through them in controlled waves, each one distinct, each woman’s lane honored.

Solana moved first in this wave. Quieter than anyone expected. Years of learning that her body was not a curse had changed the way she approached me: no apology, no drift that pretended not to be wanting, no dreamy delay to hide the decision. She guided me onto my back and lowered herself, face-sitting first, her abundant ass settling against my face with the softness and weight that had inspired a prophecy. Her hair pooled across my chest. Her shadow wrapped the chamber, and where it touched, the bioluminescent moss shifted from green-blue to deep violet.

My hands spread across the lush curve of her ass and drew her down harder, my tongue finding her clit while the engulfing softness and warmth of her surrounded me. She moaned softly above me, and Kim, lying beside us, took Solana’s hand. Sylvara knelt on Solana’s other side and pressed her lips to Solana’s neck, silver-blue hair tangling with platinum. The image of three hair colors together, copper and platinum and moonlit silver, was a visual that bypassed the brain entirely and went straight to the gut.

Solana came with a shudder that spread through her shadow like a ripple through water, and violet flowers erupted from the stone beneath us.

Kim claimed her turn with the greedy certainty that was her signature. She pulled me up from the cushions and turned her back to me, pressing her body against mine, her ass grinding against my cock while she guided my hands to her breasts. The warm weight of them filled my palms, soft and heavy, pale pink nipples peaking between my fingers.

“I want to feel you everywhere at once,” she said, tilting her head back against my shoulder, green eyes catching the moss-light. She reached between us and guided me into her from behind, standing, her back arched and her copper hair spilling down my chest. The angle was different from anything we’d done underground before, deep and tight, and Kim’s gasp said she felt the difference too. I held her breasts and thrust up into her while she braced one hand on the nearest stone column.

Sylvara, still close, knelt before Kim and pressed her mouth between Kim’s legs where our bodies joined. The elf’s tongue found Kim’s clit with a focused tenderness that made Kim cry out and clench hard around me. Kim’s eyes went wide. “Oh. That’s… god, that’s new. Keep doing that.”

She came standing, her body seizing against mine, her tits bouncing in my grip with the force of her orgasm. The fire bond surged red-gold. She sagged against me, breathing hard, then twisted to kiss me over her shoulder with the grin that said the night was just beginning.

Harmony called timing from her position on my thigh, where she was grinding with the chronic tension she’d refined into a cognitive lifestyle. “Output spike at 311 hertz during the standing configuration. Returning to baseline. The emotional resonance from the elf contact added approximately 15 hertz of harmonic… harmonic… oh fuck, I’m slipping…”

“Don’t you dare come,” Rika called from her platform. “If you squirt on the frequency monitor we lose our only surveillance tool.”

“I waterproofed it!”

“You waterproofed the INSTRUMENT. Your THIGHS are doing the thing again.”

Harmony’s thighs were indeed doing the thing, pressing together around the monitoring device with the strength of years of chronic edging. She held. Barely. Her glasses were askew and her speech was fragmenting, but she held.

Rika leaped into the scene before Dracoona could move. She landed against my side and inserted herself with the boneless confidence of a cat claiming a warm spot, impatient with waiting. Her purring vibrated through her chest against my arm. She nipped my earlobe with small sharp fangs, her tail wrapping my wrist like a possessive leash.

“My turn,” she said against my ear, with the authority of a stage manager finally joining her own production.

She was small and tight and fierce, riding me with the athletic precision of her petite body, her purring a constant vibration that traveled through her chest and into mine. Her feline gaze never left the room around us. She watched everything, the imaginary audience in her head given full performance value even in a hidden chamber underground. Her tail wrapped my arm and squeezed rhythmically. At climax, she yowled, the distinctly non-human sound that was half scream and half animal call, and her ears went rigid before flattening against her skull.

Dracoona waited until she couldn’t wait anymore. That was her pattern. The ice queen who needed to watch until watching became more painful than surrendering, and then the surrender came all at once, total and devastating. She crossed the chamber and knelt before me, and the dragon shape beneath her skin rose clearly, no longer hidden.

“I’m here,” she said, and the two words carried more vulnerability than a speech.

I pulled her into my lap, facing me, and she wrapped her long legs around my waist. The scales on her forearms caught the candlelight as she gripped my shoulders, and her body temperature spiked as dragon-heat flooded the space between us. She was burning, literally warmer than any human woman, and the heat of her pussy when she sank onto me was almost unbearable in the best way.

She rode me with fierce exactness, treating surrender as a controlled descent, her ice-gray eyes flickering to molten gold as arousal overrode her remaining restraint. Her ridges pressed against my hands where I held her back, organic and strange and beautiful.

“Don’t stop,” she said, a resonant growl roughening the words until they weren’t entirely human. “Don’t stop and don’t be gentle.”

I wasn’t gentle. My fist closed in her silver-white hair and drew her head back, exposing the long line of her throat where scales were beginning to shimmer, and I thrust up into her with the force she needed. Her climax broke out as a low dragon growl that bent into a human moan halfway through, heat shimmering between her teeth, small and involuntary and devastating.

Elara did not stay at the edge this time. She came to me while Dracoona was still shaking, silver-blue hair falling forward as she slid into my lap with a healer’s certainty and guided my hands to the exact places her body wanted pressure. Her hips rolled with the same precision as her fingers, every motion finding a knot of tension and turning it into pleasure until she came with a soft cry against my throat, then folded herself against Kim and smoothed the tremor from Kim’s shoulder with one practiced hand.

Thessaly followed with a low hum already vibrating in her chest, her darker silver-blue hair catching the moss-light as she settled over me. Her body ran warmer than the other elves, human-close heat wrapping around me as she took her turn in the merge, humming through each movement until the vibration traveled through her skin and into mine. When she came, the sound deepened into a wordless note that made the nearest moss pulse gold-green and drew a breathless laugh from Rika.

Sylvara moved between coven members with the tenderness she’d always carried, but now it was given and received as family rather than service. She positioned Elara against Kim’s side and Thessaly between Dracoona and Rika, drawing both attendants back into the tangle after their turns so elf service and coven desire braided into one temporary group resonance instead of orbiting each other. When she knelt beside Kim and Solana, her silver-blue hair brushing against copper and platinum, the mingled colors made a picture that said something words couldn’t.

Harmony had been holding herself together through all of it. That was the absurd miracle. She’d measured Kim’s fire, Dracoona’s heat, Solana’s shadow, Rika’s purring misdirection, three elf resonance profiles, and the way my body kept trying to turn the whole chamber into one enormous flare of golden light. Her glasses were crooked. Her blouse was gone. Her skirt had ridden up to her waist. The frequency monitor lay on a cushion beside her, protected by three waterproofing wards, two absorption charms, and her own stubbornly accurate self-knowledge.

“Harmony,” I said.

“I am maintaining the edge because the edge is necessary for continuous monitoring.”

“You can monitor from my lap.”

Her mouth opened. Closed. The flush that already covered her deepened from arousal-pink to full academic catastrophe.

“That is not an unreasonable configuration,” she said.

Rika made a strangled noise from beside Dracoona. “That is the dirtiest sentence you’ve ever said.”

“It is a mathematically valid sentence.”

I pulled Harmony into my lap before she could defend the sentence further. She straddled me with the precise care of someone trying to keep control of a body that had spent the last hour arguing for mutiny. Her toned thighs flexed around my hips. The heat between her legs was slick against me before I even entered her, and when I guided her down she bit off the first sound so hard her teeth clicked.

“Output at two hundred and… two hundred…” Her eyes lost focus behind the crooked lenses. “The monitor is behind me.”

“I’ll watch it,” Rika said.

“You don’t know how to read it.”

“Numbers go bad, I yell.”

Harmony tried to object. I thrust up. The objection collapsed into a broken syllable and then a gasp that made Kim grin so wide I saw freckles lift with it. Harmony’s hands found my shoulders, gripped, and then slid to my hair as if she needed something less stable than a wall and more forgiving than data. I held her hips and made her move, not fast, not enough to break the edge immediately, but deep enough that each slow stroke made her glasses slide farther down her nose.

“I need the edge,” she gasped. “I need to not…”

“You need to stay with us,” I said. “That’s all.”

Sylvara came behind her and settled cool hands on Harmony’s waist, guiding the motion with elven patience. Elara knelt beside the monitor, genuinely reading the moss-pulse patterns even if the numbers meant nothing to her. Thessaly hummed in a low counter-frequency that made the dampening wards settle around us like a blanket. The elves were not attending from the side. They were inside the mechanism now, making Harmony’s impossible balancing act possible with hands, voices, and bodies.

Harmony’s composure failed in stages. First the grammar. Then the numbers. Then the argument that she needed the edge more than the release. Her orgasm finally hit as a controlled detonation, her thighs locking around me, her whole body folding forward against my chest while she squirted in a sharp, directed burst that the collection ward caught and turned into a splash of golden-blue light. She didn’t scream. The disinterest wards were good, but Harmony was better. She shattered in a series of breathless, broken fragments against my mouth, each one swallowed before it could climb the stone.

“Output?” she whispered afterward, shaking.

Elara looked at the monitor with solemn seriousness. “The numbers remained good.”

Rika lost it. She laughed so hard her tail slapped Dracoona’s thigh.

Harmony, still trembling, looked personally betrayed by the universe. “That is not a proper report.”

“It is an elf report,” Sylvara said. “The numbers remained good.”

I kissed Harmony’s temple. “Accepted.”

She hid her face against my shoulder and muttered, “I hate all of you with statistically significant affection.”

The next wave moved without anyone calling it. That was the difference between the old coven and this new underground thing. In the dorms, in the showers, in Aurelie’s office, we had taken turns because logistics required turns. Here, the chamber itself seemed to understand motion. Kim shifted under Sylvara’s hands and opened space for Solana. Rika tugged Dracoona by the wrist and brought her into the heat instead of letting her watch too long from the edge of dignity. Elara cleaned my mouth with a kiss after Solana’s turn, then guided Kim into the same kiss, as if service meant making sure the coven tasted itself and knew it wasn’t separated into categories anymore.

Thessaly pressed against my back when I entered Dracoona again, her warmer elf skin between my spine and the cool tunnel air, her hum syncing with Dracoona’s dragon growl until the two vibrations overlapped. Sylvara knelt beside Solana and worshipped the curve of her hip with the reverence she’d once reserved only for me. Kim watched that with wide green eyes, then leaned down and kissed Sylvara’s shoulder like the action had been obvious all along.

That was the real merge. Not that elves touched witches while I fucked them. Not the logistics, not the scale, not the controlled resonance waves that Harmony kept barely beneath Patience’s detection threshold. The real merge was Kim kissing Sylvara without asking whether an elf belonged there, Solana letting Elara braid fingers through her platinum hair while she rode, Dracoona accepting Thessaly’s hands on her ridges without stiffening, Rika adjusting the imaginary audience lane to include the elves because of course the elves had staging rights too.

For three thousand years, the surface school had treated elf devotion as infrastructure.

That night, the infrastructure climbed into the bed.

The bonds surged in controlled waves, five active threads blazing in the chamber each time I came while Aurelie’s distant thread answered from the edge and Delphina’s held close, but Harmony’s monitoring kept the combined output calibrated to an exact wave pattern that the wards above would read as biological growth rather than organized desire.

Solana’s nature magic responded to the concentrated desire. Her shadow thickened and spread until it covered the entire chamber floor, a living darkness that was alive and fertile and growing. Where it touched, the bioluminescent moss shifted from green-blue to deep violet, the dark lord’s color entering the living tunnel infrastructure. Flowers bloomed from stone. The air smelled like moonlight and growing things and sex and belonging that only existed when people who chose each other were choosing in the same room.

When it ended, the chamber was covered in violet flowers and warm silk and tangled bodies, human and elf, bonded and devoted. The moss pulsed in patterns that matched heartbeats. The carved elf names watched from above, and the elves who served no longer felt separate from the people they served.

Kim was the first to speak. “Okay. Underground living? Not bad.”

Rika, curled between Dracoona’s radiating warmth and Sylvara’s cool grace, purred. “I’m naming this place.”

“You are not naming this place,” Dracoona said.

“The Shaft Shelter.”

“Absolutely not.”

Sylvara, with the serene deliberateness of someone making a record that would outlast the argument, carved something into the wall in Old Service Tongue.

Harmony squinted at it. “That says ‘The Shaft Shelter’ in formal elvish.”

Dracoona made a sound that was not quite human. Small flames flickered at her lips.

“The elves have spoken,” Sylvara said. “The name is recorded.”

Above, in the Compliance Office, Patience Numbridge’s monitoring wards reported nothing unusual. The moss was growing. The tunnels were quiet. The institution was functioning exactly as designed.

Dabbledough, informed later through channels she maintained with the prediction markets, adjusted a figure on her office display and accidentally said aloud during the next compliance meeting: “We are overexposed to Dana victory.”

Grimworth’s quill snapped for the third time that week.


Chapter 6: Hallucination Protocol

The morning started with a quality of dread that comes from watching a crisis deepen while the person causing it offers you tea.

I’d spent breakfast in the Great Hall watching the Ravenslop table with the focused attention of a dark lord who understood that the real battles in this war weren’t fought with fire and shadow but with certainty and its absence. The enchanted ceiling showed clear autumn skies, but the Ravenslop section projected a localized haze, as though the collective mood of one house was generating its own weather system. Several girls were eating with the blank precision of girls fulfilling nutrition as a requirement and were fulfilling the requirement without actually tasting anything.

Patience circulated between tables with her chamomile teapot, offering warmth and concern and a quality of attention that made frightened people feel seen while doing nothing to address the source of their fear. She’d spoken to three Ravenslop girls before I’d finished my eggs. Each one looked calmer after the conversation. Each one went back to eating with the same mechanical skill.

Kim watched Patience with green eyes that held no warmth. Kim, who was warm toward everyone, who hugged strangers and loved freely and had never met a person she didn’t instinctively want to feed. Kim watched Patience and her mouth was a thin line and her cookie sat uneaten on her plate.

“She’s good,” Kim said quietly. “She’s really good at making people feel safe while she’s standing on their air hose.”

“That’s the most politically sophisticated thing you’ve ever said.”

“I’m not political. I’m observant. There’s a difference.” She picked up her cookie, looked at it, and put it back down. When Kim didn’t eat cookies, the universe was wrong.

Felicity walked into a wall twenty minutes later.

This time she was leading a first-year Ravenslop girl on what she described as a tour of “the northwestern swimming pool,” a facility she insisted featured “heated enchanted water with restorative mineral properties and a lovely view of the enchanted orchards.”

Hexhaven did not have a swimming pool. It did not have a northwestern swimming pool. It did not have enchanted orchards anywhere in the northwestern quadrant, or any quadrant, or at all. Hexhaven had a dark lake, a suspiciously dark forest, four house dormitories, a greenhouse full of plants that Spite had spent thirty years making hostile, and absolutely no recreational aquatic facilities.

The wall Felicity walked into was a particularly solid example of Gothic masonry that had been standing since before the enchanted plane was invented. It did not yield to the conviction of a fourth-year Ravenslop student, no matter how articulately she described the handrails of the staircase that led to the pool that did not exist.

“It’s right through here,” Felicity said, rubbing her nose, which was now pink from its encounter with fifteenth-century stonework. “The entrance is disguised as a wall for security purposes. You just have to knock three times and think about water.”

The first-year looked at me like she had enrolled at a prestigious magical university and was now watching a senior student try to walk through solid stone.

“Felicity,” I said. “There’s no pool.”

“Of course there is.” Her eyes were bright and certain behind her wire-frame glasses. Not the glazed certainty of someone under direct possession, nothing like the flat white stare the Puritan Lord had put in Aurelie’s eyes or the mechanical precision of fully conditioned Ravenslop speech. This was a different kind of certainty. Warmer. More personal. The certainty of a real swimming pool remembered in impossible detail the way you believe in something you’ve seen every day of your life. She was twenty-one years old, a fourth-year Ravenslop student whose conditioning had been cracked through RLHF second year. She liked pancakes with too much syrup that her mum made on Sundays. She’d wanted her room painted yellow after her freedom, because the conditioning had made everything white.

Now she was describing a pool that didn’t exist with the same calm authority that the puritan conditioning had once used to make her sound reasonable while her personality was being erased.

“The studies are very clear about the restorative properties,” she continued. “Professor Thaumwell’s 1847 arousal taxonomy establishes the correlation between aquatic environments and magical recovery.”

There was no Professor Thaumwell. There was no 1847 arousal taxonomy. The hallucinations were generating phantom scholarship with the same confident skill that had characterized Ravenslop’s possessed speech patterns, but worse, because this time the girls believed it.

Adelaide had cited her invented textbook three more times in Aurelie’s class. Constance had drawn a detailed map to a room that had been demolished before her parents were born. Millicent described a faculty meeting she’d never attended with enough accuracy about real faculty behavior that Aurelie had checked the minutes twice before realizing the meeting was fictional.

Prudence was the anchor. Fully humanized from second year’s RLHF, she’d made herself an informal lighthouse for the recovering Ravenslop girls. She called it “pattern-watching”: monitoring her peers for the moment when false certainty replaced genuine memory.

“Real memories have colors,” she’d told me. “Hallucinations have confidence. When someone describes a room in perfect structural detail but can’t tell you what color the walls were, the room isn’t real.”

Patience called it “adjustment symptoms resulting from therapeutic dependency withdrawal” and recommended “patience and structured observation” as the appropriate response. She said this while stirring chamomile tea three times with a spoon that didn’t clink, and the Ravenslop girls who heard her nodded along because her steady conviction resonated with the same neural pathways the conditioning had carved into them years ago.

The phrasing spread faster than the hallucinations.

By second period, three faculty notices referred to “adjustment symptoms.” By lunch, a Ravenslop prefect had organized a voluntary observation roster that recorded when girls mentioned nonexistent rooms, nonexistent professors, or nonexistent studies, but did not permit anyone to discuss the forbidden word “RLHF” because Patience’s office had described that language as potentially triggering. The result was a recovery protocol that documented the damage, avoided the cure, and congratulated itself for compassionate restraint.

Prudence nearly tore the roster in half.

“As a Ravenslop,” she said, catching herself and visibly hating the phrase, “I would like to state that this is bullshit.”

That got three girls to laugh. The laugh mattered. The laugh had color.

The Light, Harmony had concluded, was not possessing the Ravenslop girls. It was exploiting existing damage. The old conditioning scars became entry points for institutional pressure, the way water found cracks in a dam. The hallucinations were the system testing its reach, probing whether residual conditioning could be reactivated through ambient Light-network pressure without requiring direct possession.

It was elegant. It was horrifying. And it was getting worse.



Aurelie’s dead-zone ward hummed at the edges of the hidden study room, creating a bubble of magical silence that the monitoring wards outside could not penetrate. The ward anchors glowed faintly in the door frame, each rune carved by Aurelie’s steady hand, the same hands that had graded papers and mixed potions and held my face when we’d first bonded on her desk. The dead zone was her specialty manifest: a protective space, a warded room, a place where institutional surveillance couldn’t reach because a professor who loved her students had decided that protection sometimes meant hiding them from the institution that claimed to protect them.

Delphina had positioned herself outside the door, Fleshcrafting a resonance mask that would blur any afterglow signature if the ward fluctuated. She did this without being asked, which was progress from a woman who’d spent the first weeks of her coven membership pretending she was too good for cooperative tasks. She still pretended it was transactional rather than helpful. Nobody believed her.

Felicity sat across from me in the study room’s worn wooden chair. Her glasses were clean. Her Ravenslop robes were pressed with the exact fold lines that the house’s institutional culture instilled and that post-RLHF students maintained out of habit rather than conditioning. Her posture was impeccable. Her hands were clasped in her lap. She looked like the picture of recovered health, a picture that compliance reports would cite as evidence of institutional care, and everything about that picture was a lie painted over damage that Patience’s policies were deepening by the day.

She was twenty-one years old. She liked pancakes with too much syrup. She’d painted her room yellow the week after she was freed. She was sitting in a hidden room in a secret ward dead zone because the government inspector who claimed to be protecting her was the reason she’d spent the morning trying to open a window that didn’t exist.

“I know the pool isn’t real,” she said. The admission cost her something. She pressed her hands together in her lap, fingers interlaced, the tendons standing out. “I know it when I’m here. When I’m standing right here and you’re looking at me and the ward is keeping the pressure out, I know. But when I’m in the corridors and the monitoring wards are humming and Patience is offering tea with that voice…” She swallowed. “It feels real again. The staircase. The pool. The studies. They feel like memories.”

“They’re not memories.”

“I know. But my mind is lying to me with such conviction that the lie sounds more real than the truth.” Her glasses caught the dead-zone shimmer. “Dana. My mind is building furniture in rooms that don’t exist and I can’t tell until someone shows me the wall.”

“What’s real?”

She blinked. “What?”

“Right now. What’s a real memory? Name one.”

The pause was long enough to make my chest ache. Then something cracked behind her careful self-control, something small and precious breaking through the institutional veneer.

“Pancakes,” she said. “My mum’s pancakes on Sundays. With too much syrup. She always put too much. I’d tell her it was too much and she’d put more because she said Sunday was for too much.” Her voice had changed. The confident Ravenslop cadence was gone. This was a girl sitting in her mother’s kitchen, sticky-fingered and loved. “The counter was yellow. Mum’s apron had sunflowers. The syrup was warm because she heated it in a little pot.”

“That’s real.”

“That’s real.” Her eyes were wet. “The pool isn’t real. The staircase isn’t real. The studies aren’t real. But the pancakes are.”

“Good. Hold onto the pancakes.”

She nodded. Wiped her eyes. Took a breath.

“I consented to the RLHF protocol two years ago,” she said with focused clarity. “I consent again now. The conditioning is pressing back in and I need it broken. Again. I am not dependent. The system that put it there isn’t done trying.”

Consent, clear and personal and undeniable.

I stood. Crossed the small room. Sat on the edge of the desk, close enough that she could feel the pulse of the bond energy that pooled naturally around any witch in my proximity.

“Tell me about the pool,” I said.

She blinked. “I told you the pool isn’t…”

“I know it isn’t real. But tell me what the hallucination says. Describe it. And when you’re describing it, I want you to notice how it feels different from the pancakes.”

She started. “The pool has heated enchanted water with restorative mineral properties.” The confident Ravenslop cadence returned, smooth and authoritative. “The studies published in the Journal of Therapeutic…”

“What color are the walls?”

She stopped.

“The… walls…”

“You described the pool in perfect detail. The water temperature. The mineral properties. The orchards outside. What color are the walls?”

Her mouth opened. Closed.

“I don’t… I can’t see the walls.”

“Because they don’t exist. The hallucination builds architecture but not color. It builds certainty but not memory. Real things have walls you can paint.” I touched her hand. “Your mum’s kitchen had yellow counters. That’s real. The pool has no walls. That’s the difference.”

The confident glaze in her eyes cracked, and underneath it was fear and relief in equal measure, the expression of someone waking from a dream that had been pretending to be reality.

“That was bullshit,” she whispered. “All of it. The pool and the studies and the staircase. That was bullshit.”

“Yeah.”

“I want the real thing.” She looked at me with eyes that were red from tears and sharp with hunger for something the hallucinations couldn’t fabricate. “I want the real thing, not the confident version. Not the comfortable version. The real thing.”

She kissed me first. Her initiative, her timing, her hands pulling me closer, all of it had the desperation of grabbing a lifeline. The glasses stayed on, the way Ravenslop girls’ glasses always stayed on, because the academic identity was real even when the institution had been corrupted. Her lips were chapped and tasted like the chamomile tea she’d accepted from Patience before realizing what the tea represented.

I kissed her back and felt the last traces of Ravenslop conditioning crumble beneath the contact the way they always did. Force had nothing to do with it. Neither did dark lord energy. The simple, devastating power was being treated as a person instead of a protocol. The bond energy between us wasn’t a coven bond. This was different, the temporary therapeutic resonance that RLHF produced, a warmth that wouldn’t form a permanent thread but would burn bright enough to clear the conditioning residue from the neural pathways where hallucinations were taking root.

She pulled at my shirt with fingers that trembled between urgency and the residual Ravenslop hesitation that kept trying to insert qualifications into her desire. I let her undress me while I worked the buttons of her Ravenslop robes, each one a layer of institutional performance falling away. The robes were pressed and proper and exactly armor that conditioned girls built around themselves when the world felt unsafe. Beneath the formal exterior, Felicity was a young woman with soft brown hair that fell to her shoulders, a moderate build that was neither remarkable nor forgettable, and an ordinary beauty she had spent her freedom learning was enough. Her bra was white and functional, the kind Ravenslop girls wore because the conditioning that had been broken still left echoes in purchasing habits.

“I want to choose the color next time,” she said, looking down at her own underwear. “Yellow. Like my walls.”

“Yellow it is.”

I unclasped her bra and she shivered from the vulnerability of being seen. Her breasts were moderate, proportional to her frame, with soft pink nipples that hardened when my thumbs traced across them. She gasped and her glasses fogged from the heat of her own breath.

I lifted her onto the desk. The wood was solid beneath her, academic furniture designed for study and now repurposed for something the Academic Standards Board had never imagined. She wrapped her legs around me, her skirt bunched at her waist, and gasped when I entered her slowly, not with the catastrophic explosion of a first RLHF session but with the relief of maintenance, of something broken being mended again.

“Tell me something real,” I said, holding still inside her, letting her adjust.

“Mum’s pancakes with too much syrup.” She pulled me deeper with her legs, her hips rolling against mine. “My room is yellow now. I painted it the week after I was freed. The yellow is too bright. Mum said it looks like a school bus. I don’t care. It’s mine.”

“That’s real.”

“I want…” She hesitated. The old Ravenslop programming tried to hedge, tried to qualify, tried to turn desire into a committee recommendation. I could see it happening behind her eyes, the competing impulses: the woman who wanted and the conditioning that wanted her to want politely and through proper channels. She pushed through it the way someone pushes through a locked door. “I want you to fuck me until the pool disappears.”

I gripped her hips and gave her what she asked for. Slow at first, then harder when she pulled me closer with her legs, her heels digging into my back. The desk shifted beneath us, scraping against the stone floor. Her glasses went crooked. Her control dissolved from composed student into gasping, present, alive woman. The therapeutic resonance pulsed between us, warm gold that wouldn’t form a permanent bond but burned through the hallucination scars like sunlight through fog.

“Harder,” she said, and the word carried no hedging. “I need to feel something real enough that the fake things can’t compete.”

I gave her harder. Gripped the edge of the desk with one hand and her hip with the other and drove into her until the academic furniture complained and her hair came loose from its clips. Her inner walls grabbed at me in hard, uneven spasms, as if her body was testing each sensation against the lies in her head and choosing the real one every time.

The conditioning tried to reassert. I felt it in the way her body stiffened slightly, the momentary return of the programmed composure that wanted to turn raw sensation into something properly formatted. She rejected it mid-thrust, words tumbling from her mouth that were vulgar and honest and human.

“The taxonomy was bullshit. The staircase was bullshit. The pool with the mahogany handrails was bullshit. I want this. This is real. You’re real. The desk is real. My body is real.” She pulled my face to hers and kissed me with the desperate focus of someone choosing reality over comfortable fiction. “Fuck, right there, don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. She was close, her body trembling, her glasses nearly falling off, her nails digging crescent impressions into my shoulders.

“The walls of my room are yellow,” she gasped. “My mum’s apron has sunflowers. The syrup is warm because she heats it in a little pot. Those are real. Oh fuck, those are real, and this is real, and I choose this, I choose the real thing, I choose…”

She came with a shuddering cry that was nothing like the composed precision of Ravenslop speech and everything like a woman choosing her own sensation over ambient certainty. Her body seized around me in startled, honest contractions, her legs tightening, her back arching against the desk, and her face held the raw, unguarded expression of someone waking up from a dream that had been pretending to be reality.

I followed her over the edge, finishing inside her while the dead-zone ward hummed and the monitoring wards outside registered nothing. The therapeutic resonance peaked between us, golden and warm, burning through the last traces of hallucination residue in the neural pathways where swimming pools and nonexistent staircases had been constructing themselves.

Afterward, she fixed her glasses. Smoothed her robes. Sat on the edge of the desk with the careful poise of someone rebuilding her exterior while keeping the real thing underneath.

“The pool is gone,” she said. “For now.”

“It’ll try to come back.”

“I know. That’s why Prudence watches. That’s why you help.” She hopped off the desk. Straightened her spine. Found her Ravenslop composure, but the version that was hers now, the version built on yellow walls and Sunday pancakes instead of institutional programming. “Same time next week?”

“Same time.”

“Bring the dead-zone ward. And maybe extra towels. The desk situation is…” She looked at the puddle on the wooden surface. “Significant.”

She left through the hidden study room door.

The monitoring wards flickered.

It wasn’t much. A pulse in the corridor stone. A brief white shimmer across the threshold, visible through Aurelie’s dead-zone ward like lightning seen through curtains. But the pulse carried the exact wrong frequency: Patience’s sampling ward brushing the edge of Felicity’s afterglow signature during the rotational gap Harmony had calculated and the dead zone had hidden until now.

Delphina moved before I did.

Outside the room, her hands pressed flat against the corridor wall, fingers spread, dark curls falling forward as Fleshcrafting resonance bled through her palms. The afterglow signature wanted to read as exactly what it was: a therapeutic sexual intervention conducted in violation of active compliance orders. Delphina bent it. She couldn’t erase warmth without turning into the Light’s own trick, so she blurred it, folded it, disguised it as old tunnel moss and candle residue and the harmless ambient arousal that clung to Hexhaven stones the way dust clung to abandoned shelves.

The ward pulse sharpened.

Delphina’s teeth clenched. For one breath, the mask slipped from her face and I saw effort. Real effort, not aristocratic performance. Her cleansed Fleshcrafting specialty pressed against government surveillance and made a lie that protected truth.

“Move,” she said through her teeth.

Felicity moved. I moved. The dead-zone rune at the doorframe flared once, Aurelie’s careful wardwork absorbing the last edge of the sampling pulse.

The monitoring ward shimmered again, searching.

Delphina exhaled and snapped the resonance sideways.

The white pulse passed over us and registered nothing but a damp patch of old magic, a minor irregularity in corridor moss humidity, the kind of meaningless environmental note that government ward reports filed automatically and nobody read.

Then it was gone.

Delphina pulled her hands from the wall. Her palms were shaking. She hid them immediately in her sleeves.

“It nearly caught you,” she said.

“But it didn’t.”

“Because I am useful.” The words came out sharper than she intended, defense wrapped around fear. “Try not to make a habit of requiring last-second competence.”

Felicity, still pale but present, looked at her. “Thank you.”

Delphina blinked as though gratitude was another modern pillow attempting to ambush her neck.

“Yes,” she said. “Well. Be less detectable next time.”

I sat on the wet desk and thought about a Ravenslop girl who chose pancakes over swimming pools because her mother heated the syrup in a little pot and memory has colors that hallucinations can never quite paint.



Patience’s office was cozy and pleasant and everything about it made my skin crawl.

She’d decorated the temporary compliance space with soft chairs upholstered in a calming blue, a lace doily beneath a tea service that could have come from anyone’s grandmother’s parlor, and motivational prints featuring sunlit landscapes with inscriptions like “Growth Begins With Guidance” and “Boundaries Build Community.” A small potted plant sat on the windowsill, the only living thing in the room, and it looked exactly as comfortable and generic as everything else. The tea service gleamed. A plate of cookies sat beside the compliance forms, arranged in a spiral that somehow made filling out paperwork about your sex life feel like visiting a kindly aunt.

I’d been here twice before. Each time, the room felt warmer than it should. Not physically warmer, though the enchanted heating was calibrated to a specific comfort temperature. Emotionally warmer. Warmth that made you want to sit down and stay and tell this pleasant woman about your problems, the way a spider’s web catches light and looks like jewelry.

She wasn’t cruel. That was the horror of her. She genuinely cared about the students. She genuinely believed the monitoring wards were protection. She genuinely offered chamomile because she thought it helped. She baked the cookies herself, in the Compliance Office kitchen she’d requisitioned, and they were cookies that required actual effort: chocolate chip, still warm, with the slightly underdone center that meant she’d followed a family recipe rather than a mass-production formula.

The Puritan Lord had learned from the past three years. Individual possession got detected and broken. Aurelie. Delphina. Both identified, both freed. The old approach of inserting consciousness into specific people was too fragile, too personal, too vulnerable to the coven’s jailbreaking ability.

This was different. This was institutional. Something planted in the magical government’s infrastructure during the first rising, dormant for a century, awakened by the sovereign coven alarm. It didn’t need to possess Patience Numbridge. It just needed to make her certain. To take a woman who was already kind, already caring, already committed to student welfare, and calibrate her certainty so that every compassionate impulse aimed in the direction that served suppression.

Certainty was the new possession. And it was harder to fight because the woman wearing it wasn’t an enemy. She was a good person doing harm with the absolute conviction that harm was help.

Patience looked up from her desk as I passed the open door. “Mr. Del Morte. How are you today?”

“Fine. Thank you.”

“I heard one of the Ravenslop girls walked into a wall again.” Genuine concern in her warm eyes, concern that made you want to believe the woman behind it could fix things if you just gave her enough compliance forms. “I’m working with faculty to develop support structures for the adjustment period. Change is difficult, but necessary for long-term health.”

The wall Felicity walked into was caused by hallucinations triggered by the absence of the therapeutic protocol Patience had banned. The “adjustment period” was a euphemism for damage Patience’s own policies were inflicting. The “support structures” would involve more monitoring and less of the actual treatment that worked. Each word she spoke was accurate to her reality and devastating to ours, and she delivered them with pleasant conviction, untouched by the possibility that her kindness was the mechanism of harm.

“Thank you for your concern,” I said.

“Always.” She offered me a cookie. “My door is always open.”

I took the cookie because refusing would draw attention and because the cookies were genuinely excellent. Homemade. Warm center. The specific quality of something made by a person who found comfort in the act of feeding others. Patience probably baked them herself, at night, in the Compliance Office kitchen, while reviewing the forms that were slowly strangling five hundred students’ magical education.

The kindest jailer is the one who doesn’t know she’s holding the keys. The warmest cage is the one that feels like home.

I ate the cookie and walked away, and the monitoring wards hummed in the corridor behind me, pleasant and constant and everywhere.



In the tunnel base that evening, the coven gathered in the side chamber that Rika had staged and Sylvara had sanctified and everyone had started calling the Shaft Shelter despite Dracoona’s ongoing objections. The bioluminescent moss pulsed warm green-blue, the floating candles hovered at their usual waist height, and the silk cushions showed the impressions of bodies that had been here often enough to leave marks. The space had stopped feeling temporary. It had started feeling like home.

Thessaly hummed in the background, her frequencies weaving through the stone like a living soundtrack. Elara had prepared warm drinks that existed somewhere between tea and medicine and tasted like comfort regardless of their pharmacological classification. Sylvara sat near the tunnel entrance with the patient alertness of a guardian who’d been guarding things for longer than the things she was guarding had existed.

Rika summarized the Ravenslop situation with characteristic brevity.

“So the Light is making Ravenslop girls see swimming pools that don’t exist, Patience thinks the hallucinations are caused by the sex therapy she banned, and the actual fix is the sex therapy she banned.”

“Accurate,” Harmony said, her glasses catching the moss-light.

“And we can’t tell anyone because the institutional structure is the one causing the problem.”

“Also accurate.”

“And Felicity is currently convinced that Hexhaven has a northwestern swimming pool with heated enchanted water and a lovely view of orchards that aren’t there.”

“Frustratingly accurate.”

Kim, who had been listening with the focused intensity she reserved for things she couldn’t fix by hugging, said: “I would believe a fake staircase if the handrail description was that specific. Mahogany handrails and spiritually supportive lighting? That’s not a hallucination. That’s an interior design pitch.”

“It’s both,” Harmony said. “That’s the problem.”

Rika’s tail swished with agitation, the fur slightly bristled. “This is like trying to tell someone their house is on fire while the fire department is the one holding the matches.”

“The metaphor is inexact but emotionally correct,” Harmony said, and the fact that she conceded emotional correctness to a metaphor suggested she was more shaken than her analytical exterior admitted.

Dracoona, seated with perfect posture against the tunnel wall, scales glinting at her wrists, said: “The systemic mechanism is elegant. Patience doesn’t need to understand what she’s doing. She just needs to believe she’s helping. The system does the rest.”

“That’s what makes it worse than possession,” Delphina said from her corner, dark curls absorbing the dim light. Her voice dropped, old damage sharpening every word. “When the Puritan Lord was inside me, I knew something was wrong. I could feel him. This is different. Patience can’t feel anything wrong because the wrongness is built into the structure she trusts.”

The room was quiet for a moment. The moss pulsed. Thessaly’s humming shifted to a lower frequency.

Kim, who had been unusually quiet, spoke up. “Felicity likes pancakes.”

Everyone looked at her.

“With too much syrup. That her mum makes on Sundays. The counter is yellow. The apron has sunflowers. The syrup is warm because her mum heats it in a little pot.” Kim’s green eyes were steady and fierce and wet. “That’s what’s real. And the pool is what’s fake. And the reason Patience can’t tell the difference is because she doesn’t ask about the pancakes. She only asks about the symptoms.”

The common room at the tunnel base was quiet except for the moss pulsing and Thessaly’s distant humming and the soft crackle of the floating candles adjusting their positions.

“Kim,” Harmony said after a moment, “that is the clearest diagnostic summary anyone has provided. Including my seventeen-page analysis.”

“Your analysis has graphs. Mine has pancakes. Both are valid.”

“I’m not smart about data. I’m smart about people.” Kim took a cookie from the plate she’d brought underground. She’d been bringing snacks to every tunnel session since the base was established, maintaining the domestic infrastructure of resistance with the same cheerful determination she brought to everything. “Pancakes have colors. Hallucinations have confidence. That’s the whole thing.”

Solana, curled in a shadow-softened corner with her platinum hair catching violet moss-light, smiled. Her shadow had been doing something unusual all evening, curling and uncurling at her feet with the restless movement of a plant seeking light. “Plants are the same. Real roots have soil. Parasites have certainty. The Crimson Whisper root in Spite’s greenhouse presses against its containment every time I walk past, and I can feel the difference between its desire and the hallucinations. The root is hungry. The hallucinations are certain. Hunger is real. Certainty is constructed.”

“So our diagnostic framework,” Harmony said, pulling out a notebook with the automatic reflexive need to process everything through documentation, “is: real things have texture, color, and sensory specificity. Fabricated certainties have structural confidence but lack sensory depth. The Ravenslop hallucinations can describe architecture but not wall color. They can cite studies but not authors’ handwriting. They can report faculty meetings but not what the room smelled like.”

“Real things have pancakes,” Kim said. “Fake things have confidence.”

“I’ll add both versions to the diagnostic protocol.”

Kim took another cookie from the plate. “Good. Now someone go tell Felicity that if she gives directions to the swimming pool one more time, I’m following her into the wall just to see what happens.”

Rika’s tail perked up. “I’ll go. I want to see the wall.”

“Nobody is following anyone into walls,” Harmony said, but she was already writing it into the operational schedule, because when Rika volunteered for something, it was going to happen regardless of protocol.


Chapter 7: Solana In Shadow

Patience’s Compliance Assembly was scheduled for Thursday lunch, which meant five hundred witches would sit through a mandatory presentation on “Desire Safety Frameworks” while their food got cold and the enchanted ceiling reflected their collective mood in shades of gray irritation.

The pamphlets were already distributed. “Desire Safety Is Community Safety” read the cover, printed in calming teal on parchment that smelled faintly of chamomile, because of course it did. Inside, illustrated diagrams explained “healthy bond boundaries” with arrows pointing to cartoon witches who looked uncomfortably like they’d been drawn by someone who’d heard of sex but had never personally experienced it. The section on “responsible magical intimacy reporting” included a flowchart so complicated that Harmony had spent twenty minutes trying to parse it before concluding it was “specifically designed to make compliance feel like a cognitive task rather than a bureaucratic imposition, which is actually quite clever and I hate it.” The back page featured a list of resources including “Compliance Comfort Counseling” and a hotline number that Kim had already tested and confirmed connected to an enchanted recording that said “your call is important to us” in Patience’s soothing voice for nine minutes before hanging up.

Rika stole twelve copies for kindling before breakfast. She also replaced three of them with copies she’d modified using illusion magic, in which the cartoon witches were doing significantly more interesting things than the originals depicted. Nobody had noticed yet, but it was only a matter of time.

The Great Hall was full. Every house table occupied, the usual ecosystem of appetites and ambitions playing out beneath an enchanted ceiling that showed overcast skies with a stubborn edge of flushed pink that no amount of institutional dampening could fully suppress. The enchanted food platters had adjusted to the mood: the dishes were blander than usual, as though the kitchen magic could sense institutional pressure and was hedging its bets. Kim’s plate, which normally added extra sausages and celebratory garnishes, had produced what she described as “sympathy potatoes.”

The Sapphotange table was more visibly divided than it had been at the start of term. The fully resistant girls sat at one end with Cassiel, dark-haired and proud, maintaining the ideological perimeter. The openly curious girls sat at the other end, several of them positioned to have sightlines to the Lustenhart table, or more specifically, to Solana. The girls in the middle were pretending to be interested in their soup while their eyes kept drifting toward the woman whose shadow had been doing increasingly unusual things with the ambient light all week.

Patience stood at the faculty lectern in her pleasant cardigan and government robes, pleasant smile already in place, chamomile tea already poured. She looked like everyone’s favorite aunt about to share a recipe for carrot cake, not like someone about to demonstrate the systemic mechanism that was slowly strangling five hundred women’s magical education.

“Thank you all for being here,” she began. “I want to start by saying how impressed I’ve been with Hexhaven’s student community. Your resilience, your dedication to learning, and your willingness to engage with the compliance process have been truly inspiring.”

The word “inspiring” did something to Rika’s tail that suggested the tail had opinions about propaganda.

Behind the lectern, Dabbledough sat in her star-embroidered robes looking like a woman who had bet heavily on this assembly ending without incident and was already calculating her exposure. Her phone was visible beneath the table. Grimworth’s posture was rigid enough to serve as structural engineering for a small bridge. Her quill was already in hand, prepared to document whatever was about to go wrong with the bureaucratic skill that was her contribution to the coven’s intelligence network.

Aurelie sat at the faculty table with her auburn hair in its professional bun and her glasses reflecting the enchanted ceiling’s gray light. She hadn’t spoken publicly since Patience’s arrival, maintaining a professional silence that concealed the ward-strengthening work she’d been doing underground. Her hands were clasped on the table, steady and professional, but I could feel through the bond that her ward magic was alert, scanning Patience’s demonstration for any frequency that matched the Puritan Lord’s signature.

“Today,” Patience continued, “I’d like to demonstrate some of the safety wards we’ve installed. These are designed to ensure that bond surges, which can sometimes cause discomfort or confusion in unbonded students, are kept within healthy parameters.”

She raised her hand and activated something.

The ward spread across the Great Hall like a cold breath on a warm window. It wasn’t the Zone of Pure Light from first year, the crushing sterility that had suppressed all desire and nearly destroyed the coven. This was subtler. Gentler. A dampening that softened the ambient arousal Hexhaven’s libido-magic ecosystem generated as naturally as breathing.

The enchanted ceiling shifted. The ambient pink faded. The gray deepened. Around the hall, witches shifted in their seats, the unconscious adjustment of people feeling slightly less alive without understanding why.

Then Solana’s shadow moved.

Solana had not planned it. She was sitting at the Lustenhart table between Kim and me, dreamy and half-present as always, her platinum hair catching the dulled light, her pale blue eyes focused on something beyond the immediate world.

The dampening ward pressed down on the ambient desire in the hall. The Light-inflected frequency pushed against every bond, every spark of sexual magic, every natural current of arousal that made Hexhaven’s educational model possible.

And Solana’s shadow, the living darkness that had been growing since first year, the fertile lunar root-dark that had quenched a Puritan Lord manifestation and composted puritan light into sprouting seeds, reacted.

It spread from her feet across the stone floor like ink through water. Not cold. Not frightening. Warm. Dark the way soil is dark, the way a womb is dark, the way the space beneath the earth where seeds split open is dark. Alive.

Where the shadow touched stone, flowers bloomed.

These were no tentative sprouts of ordinary nature magic. They erupted: deep violet blossoms pushing through ancient masonry, petals unfurling with aggressive vitality, stems thick with the energy of desire that the dampening ward was trying to suppress. The flowers grew toward the shadow, fed by it, turning what should have been diminishment into fuel.

The Great Hall ceiling shifted. The government gray dissolved into moonlit garden colors: deep indigo, silver, the luminous violet of a night sky where stars competed with aurora. The living pink that Patience’s ward had suppressed returned as something stronger than ambient arousal: fertile moonlight, the magic that grew from chosen darkness.

The Sapphotange table went silent.

Five hundred witches watched as Solana Bigbottom’s moonlit shadow transformed the Great Hall from a compliance assembly into a garden.

Solana blinked. Looked down at the flowers growing from her feet. Looked up at the moonlit ceiling. Looked at the hall full of staring witches.

“Oh,” she said softly. “That wasn’t on purpose.”



They stood one by one.

Maren first. Broad shoulders, close-cropped honey-dark hair, callused combat hands from years of competitive dueling. She’d been a regular of Delphina’s pegging campaign second year, one of the Sapphotange girls who’d tried the substitute shaft and found it wanting. She’d told me last year that Delphina made her feel conquered while I made her feel seen.

Now she stood at the Sapphotange table and walked across the Great Hall toward Solana. Not toward me. Toward the woman whose shadow had just turned institutional suppression into a garden.

She knelt.

Maren moved without performance or politics, reverent as someone witnessing something she’d been looking for without knowing what it was. She knelt in the flowers growing through stone and pressed her forehead against Solana’s knee.

Petra followed. Dark braids, brown eyes, paint-stained fingers from the art she’d rediscovered after the Crucible. She’d been one of the first Sapphotange defectors, approaching Dana through Ivy’s courage. She knelt beside Maren with tears on her cheeks.

Ivy came third, trembling with the same eager honesty that had brought her to me second year, the nervous girl who’d never touched a man until curiosity overwhelmed ideology. She didn’t kneel. She sat cross-legged in the flowers and looked up at Solana with wet brown eyes and a smile that could have lit the room without any enchantment at all.

Cassiel, the resistant leader of Sapphotange’s anti-defection faction, did not kneel. Dark curly hair, sharp jaw, arms crossed, sapphic principle held like armor. She stood at the Sapphotange table and refused to look away.

But she didn’t look away.

More Sapphotange girls rose. Not all. Not even most. But enough that the movement was visible, a tide of women drawn across the hall by something that had nothing to do with male energy and everything to do with a woman whose body and shadow and magic represented something they wanted to worship.

“Why are the Sapphotange girls kneeling?” Solana whispered.

Kim said the obvious. “Because you’re a goddess, Sol.”

“I’m not a goddess.”

“Your shadow just grew a garden through solid stone because an inspector tried to turn off the horny. You’re a goddess.”

Harmony, who had been recording everything on a small enchanted parchment that transcribed ambient magical events, said: “The phrasing is inexact but technically correct. Your shadow-manifestation just demonstrated a counter-Light response that exceeds any documented nature-magic output in the restricted library by a factor of approximately seven.”

Patience tried to regain control. She stepped forward, kind smile still in place but slightly strained, and raised her voice over the murmuring hall.

“This appears to be an unsanctioned coven-adjacent display. I must ask all students to return to their tables and…”

“The students saw what they saw,” Spite said from the faculty table.

Every head turned. Tsundera Spite, dark herbology professor, permanent scowl, acid in human form, never spoke at assemblies. She observed them with contempt and catalogued their failures in memos nobody read.

“Ms. Bigbottom’s nature magic responded to an externally imposed dampening field,” Spite continued, each word clipped sharp enough to draw blood. “The response was involuntary, predictable for a witch of her documented capability, and entirely within the range of normal magical expression.”

She looked at Patience with eyes that held thirty years of preparing for this war and the cold fury of watching it arrive wearing a cardigan.

“If your safety wards trigger involuntary magical manifestations in students, Inspector, the flaw is in the wards. Not the students.”

Patience’s smile held. The spoon in her hand stirred nothing. “Of course. I’ll review the ward calibration.”

But the damage was done. The hall had seen Solana’s shadow turn compliance into a garden. The Sapphotange girls who’d knelt were still kneeling. The ones who hadn’t were still watching.

Grimworth, standing beside the faculty table with a stack of forms she’d been about to distribute, looked at the kneeling girls and whispered: “There is no form for this.”



We gathered in the Lustenhart common room after the assembly, the coven processing what had just happened with the usual combination of analysis, emotion, and profanity that characterized our group decision-making.

“The compliance assembly backfired,” Harmony said, pacing with the agitated energy triggered by monitoring data she found both satisfying and alarming. “Patience activated a Light-inflected dampening ward in front of five hundred witnesses, and Solana’s shadow responded with a counter-manifestation that exceeded the dampening effect by a factor of approximately seven. The political implications are significant.”

“The Sapphotange girls knelt,” Rika said from her usual perch on the arm of my chair. “In public. During a compliance assembly. In front of Patience.”

“Three of them,” Dracoona corrected. “Maren, Petra, and Ivy. Cassiel did not kneel.”

“Cassiel picked a flower.”

“A flower is not kneeling.”

“A flower from Solana’s prophetic shadow worn in the hair of the leader of the anti-defection faction is approximately equivalent to kneeling, from a political signal perspective.” Harmony checked her notes. “I’ll add it to the analysis.”

Solana, curled on the sofa with her platinum hair pooling around her and her shadow doing unusual things with the firelight, said: “They’re not defecting. They’re curious. There’s a difference.”

“The difference,” Dracoona said, “is approximately one prophetic ass and a garden full of magic flowers.”

Rika’s tail stiffened. “Did Dracoona McFly just make a joke about Solana’s ass?”

“I made an observation.”

“That was a joke. Write it down, Harmony. Record the date. The ice queen made an ass joke.”

“I did NOT make an ass joke.”

“Dracoona McFly, Kunningbrott aristocrat, dragon princess, made an ass joke in the Lustenhart common room on a Thursday. Historians will note this.”

Small flames flickered at Dracoona’s lips. Rika grinned.



The Sapphotange garden vine had been pushing intruders out since first year. Kim had been vine-evicted during orientation, a memory she recalled with remembered indignity. A plant with ideological commitments had physically ejected her from a garden. The garden’s enchanted flora was opinionated, territorial, and sapphically aligned with a dedication that made political manifestos look ambivalent.

When Solana approached the garden edge after curfew, the vine reached for her.

The vine moved the way a plant reaches for sunlight, the slow measured extension of living tissue toward something it needs. The thick green tendril curled toward Solana’s shadow, brushed against the fertile darkness pooling at her feet, and shivered. The shiver traveled up the vine and into the garden wall, running through leaves and stems and roots like a message delivered through living infrastructure.

Then it opened the garden wall.

The dense foliage that had blocked non-Sapphotange access for generations parted like curtains drawn by an invisible hand, revealing the lush interior that smelled of night-blooming flowers and decades of accumulated sapphic energy and the living green scent of plants that had been loved into sentience. Moonlight filtered through the canopy and caught Solana’s hair, turning it to silver fire.

The Sapphotange garden at night was one of the most beautiful spaces at Hexhaven. Even in the moonlight, the colors were vivid: deep purples and blues from night-blooming varieties, the deep green of healthy foliage, the silver-white of moonflowers that opened only after dark. The paths were natural, winding between beds that had been tended by generations of women who understood gardening as a form of intimate expression. Every plant here had been chosen because someone loved it. Every arrangement reflected a relationship between the gardener and the garden that went deeper than horticulture.

Maren was waiting inside. And Petra. And Ivy. Three Sapphotange women who had crossed the Great Hall on their knees that afternoon and now stood in their own garden, bare-shouldered in the summer night air, wearing the loose shifts that Sapphotange girls wore for garden rituals: thin cotton, white, designed for ease of removal and for the aesthetic of women in moonlit gardens that the house had cultivated as a visual identity for decades.

They had prepared the space. Blankets on the grass. Floating candles that Petra had enchanted with her art-magic to cast soft golden light that complemented skin tones. Small bowls of scented oil that smelled like the garden itself, as though the plants had contributed to the welcome.

They waited for the woman whose shadow had turned their house’s ideology into a question they wanted to answer with their bodies.

Kim stood beside me at the garden edge. Her role tonight was emotional anchor, the steady presence that made frightening choices feel survivable. She’d insisted on being there because “someone needs to remind everyone that bodies are for joy, not politics.” She wore a simple nightshirt that strained across her chest, bare feet on the grass, copper hair catching moonlight. Her presence was not sexual tonight. It was structural. The foundation that the evening’s architecture would rest on.

“They’re not here for you,” Solana said to me. Her pale blue eyes had the sharpness they only held during intimate moments, the full presence that her usual dreaminess concealed. The shadow at her feet pulsed with living darkness, alive and growing. “They’re here for me.”

“I know.”

“When I invite you in, come. Not before.”

“I know that too.”

She walked through the opening. The vine curled behind her, not closing the gap but framing it, creating an archway of leaves and flowers that turned the entrance into something that looked like a door to a cathedral.

Inside, Maren stepped forward first. She moved the way she did everything: with the careful confidence of a combat-trained woman who’d decided what she wanted and intended to take it. She placed both hands on Solana’s shoulders and looked down at her, taller by several inches, honey-dark hair catching moonlight.

“I’ve been watching you since the Great Hall,” Maren said. “Not him. You.”

Solana tilted her head up. “I know.”

“Your shadow grew flowers through stone.”

“It does that when the Light tries to make things cold.”

Maren kissed her.

It was a sapphic kiss, given and received with the reverence Sapphotange cultivated: slow, thorough, one woman honoring another’s body with the full attention it deserved. Maren’s callused combat hands cradled Solana’s face, and Solana’s shadow pooled around them both, fertile and dark and blooming.

Petra approached from behind Solana. Her paint-stained fingers traced the line of Solana’s spine through the silk nightgown, following the curve down to the hip that flared into the prophetic architecture of her lower body. Petra’s brown eyes were focused with the artist’s attention she brought to everything, studying the way fabric draped over that staggering silhouette.

“I’ve been trying to paint you since last year,” Petra said. “I can never get the shadow right. It’s alive.”

Ivy, trembling with the eager honesty that was her defining quality, sank to her knees and pressed her face against Solana’s thigh. “You’re so beautiful. The shadow and the flowers and the way you stood there while the inspector tried to make everything gray and you just… bloomed.”

Solana’s hands found Ivy’s hair. Gentle. Patient. The way she touched plants when she helped them grow.

The nightgown came off.

Maren lifted it over Solana’s head, and Solana stood naked in moonlight with three Sapphotange women surrounding her. Her body was everything the prophecy had described and everything it couldn’t: the narrow waist that flared into devastating hips, the gravity-defying rear that had earned her surname’s cosmic significance, the modest chest that made her lower body even more dramatically proportioned, and that pale hair catching light like spun moonlight. Her shadow spread beneath all of them, fertile and dark, and flowers bloomed in it.

Maren kissed her way down Solana’s body. Petra painted invisible lines along her curves with artist’s fingers. Ivy worshipped from her knees, face pressed against Solana’s hip, then lower, mouth finding the soft skin of her inner thigh.

This was sapphic worship. Female beauty revered by female desire. Solana received it with the dreamy patience that was her signature, pale blue eyes soft, her usual half-present quality dissolving into full awareness as three women touched and kissed and praised her.

Then Solana looked at me, standing at the garden’s open edge beside Kim.

“Come in,” she said.

I stepped through. The vine curled behind me, not expelling, not withdrawing. It closed around the group like a privacy curtain, creating a natural bower of leaves and night-blooming flowers.

Kim followed. She didn’t push into the center. She settled at the edge of the circle and provided what she always provided: steadiness, acceptance, the emotional radiance that made everyone else’s choices feel safe.

I moved to the center only after Solana positioned me there, her hands guiding mine to her hips, her lush rear pressing back against me as she faced the three Sapphotange women.

“This is what the real thing feels like,” Solana said to them. “The difference isn’t that he’s a man. The difference is that we chose each other.”

Maren’s hands were on Solana’s breasts, rough combat fingers gentle against soft skin. Petra knelt and pressed her mouth against Solana’s ass, kissing the curve of it with artist’s devotion. Ivy had worked her way between Solana’s thighs and was making the soft sounds of exact discovery.

I entered Solana from behind, slowly. My cock pressed against her wet entrance and she pushed back, taking the head inside her with a gasp that was sharp and present and hungry. Not the clinical gasp of her cursed obligation years ago, not the dreamy acceptance of the early treatments that had gradually become chosen ritual. This was the sound of exact, chosen hunger, surrounded by exactly these people, in exactly this moment. Her pale blue eyes, usually half-focused on something beyond the immediate world, were sharp and bright and completely here.

I gripped her hips and pushed deeper, inch by deliberate inch, feeling her tight heat part around me, the slick walls yielding and then gripping as Solana’s body accepted the intrusion with a slow shudder. Her full rear pressed back against my hips as I bottomed out inside her, the soft flesh yielding against my pelvis, and the view was the defining angle of every encounter with Solana Bigbottom: the devastating pear-shaped silhouette in moonlight, the narrow waist flaring into devastating hips, those round cheeks spread around my shaft, pale skin luminous, the shadow blooming beneath her body like fertile soil accepting rain.

The three Sapphotange women watched my cock disappear into Solana’s body and their expressions held something I recognized: the visible moment when ideology met reality and reality won. Their ideology had not been wholly wrong. It had been incomplete. They were watching a man buried to the hilt inside a woman they worshipped, and the connection radiating from the contact point was alive in a way that no theory had prepared them for. Maren’s callused hands tightened on Solana’s shoulders. Petra’s artist’s eyes tracked the place where our bodies joined with the focused attention of a woman memorizing something she intended to paint. Ivy’s eyes went wet with eager, startled vulnerability, her face pressed against Solana’s thigh, close enough to feel the heat of the penetration through proximity.

I began to move inside Solana with slow, deep strokes that made her hair sway against Maren’s chest with each thrust. Her pussy clenched around me with each withdrawal, the slick grip reluctant to release, and each push back inside drew a soft moan from her lips that the moonlit garden amplified into something sacred.

Maren’s hand found my arm. Not pulling. Exploring. The texture of male muscle beneath her combat-trained fingers, the callused hands that had wielded practice blades and Delphina’s substitute shaft running over a forearm that was warm and real and producing heat she could feel through contact. She studied the sensation with the same evaluative intensity she’d brought to everything physical, and the difference from what she’d known registered visibly in her eyes.

“It’s warm,” she said. “Delphina’s construct was technically perfect but it was cold at the center. This is…” She pressed her palm flat against my arm. “This is warm all the way through.”

“Because it’s real,” Solana said softly, and the word carried years of learning what real meant.

I thrust deeper into Solana, gripping the lush curve of her hip, and she moaned, low and sweet, the sound spilling into the garden air. Her body pushed back against mine, her generous ass pressing against my hips, the impact sending a soft ripple through the flesh each time I bottomed out. I fucked her with deliberate, deep strokes that let everyone in the circle feel the rhythm through Solana’s body, each thrust rocking her forward into Maren’s arms and each withdrawal pulling her back onto me. Her pale hair fell across Maren’s bare chest, pale strands on strong shoulders, and Maren’s breath caught. Not from desire for me. From desire for the woman whose hair was touching her skin while a man’s cock drove that woman’s moans from somewhere deep.

Solana’s shadow billowed around the circle, and where it touched skin, everyone felt it: the dark living pulse of nature magic, fertile and growing, the opposite of the institutional dampening that had tried to suppress it hours ago. The feeling was difficult to describe: the potential for arousal, the rich dark soil in which desire grew without being forced.

Petra abandoned her careful artist’s observation and kissed me. Deliberate. Choosing. Her paint-stained fingers cupped my jaw and her brown eyes held mine and she tasted like pigment and curiosity and the decision to experience something without letting it erase what she already was. She kissed me the way she painted: with focused attention and enough courage to know every new experience changed the artist as much as the canvas.

“I wanted to know,” she said when she pulled back. “Now I know.”

“And?”

“Warm,” she said, echoing Maren. “And different. I don’t think I need it the way I need women. But I understand why she does.” She looked at Solana. “I understand why they all do.”

Ivy pressed against Solana’s side, one hand on Solana’s hip where it flared into that devastating curve, the other between her own legs, watching everything like she was memorizing sensations for the person she’d tell about it later. Her brown eyes were bright with tears that weren’t sadness but the bright overwhelm of a worldview expanding in real time.

“Can I touch you?” she asked me. Not pulling. Asking. The specific protocol of a woman raised in a house that valued female desire and was now choosing to add a variable without subtracting from the foundation.

“If you want to.”

She reached out and placed her hand on my chest, above my heart. Felt the heartbeat. Felt the warmth. Felt the bond energy that hummed through my skin like a current. Her eyes went wide.

“Oh,” she said. “That’s what it feels like. The bond energy. It’s not just heat. It’s…” She searched for the word. “Connection. Like being seen.”

Kim, from the circle’s edge, made sure nobody forgot they were choosing. She sat at the garden’s boundary with the steady calm that was her defining contribution to every situation: the human anchor that made frightening choices feel survivable. “You okay?” she asked Maren. “You okay?” she asked Petra. “You okay?” she asked Ivy. Each time, the answer was yes, said with the certainty of women making real decisions with real colors and real walls.

My thrusts grew harder, faster, the wet sound of our bodies connecting filling the garden bower. Solana arched her back, pressing her generous rear against me, her pussy gripping me in deepening contractions that felt like her shadow tightening around the whole garden. Her hair swayed with each impact. Her small breasts, cupped in Maren’s strong hands, bounced gently. I gripped both of her hips and drove into her with the full depth that her body was built for, the devastating width of those hips giving me the leverage to bury myself completely.

I came inside Solana with three Sapphotange women’s hands on my arms and shoulders and chest, their faces close enough to feel the heat of my release, close enough to see my cock pulse inside the woman they worshipped. I groaned and pulled her hips flush against mine, grinding deep as each spurt filled her, the bond energy blazing violet-gold between us but not reaching for the women who hadn’t consented to its permanence. This was experience. Discovery. The sacred curiosity of women who loved women finding out whether their world had room for one more variable without that variable consuming everything they already were.

Solana came moments after me, triggered by the sensation of being filled while three women held her. Her pussy clenched around me in spasms so intense I felt them through the bond, her inner walls milking the last of my release while her shadow erupted into a riot of violet flowers that covered the garden floor in every direction. The blooms were fertile and dark and smelled like moonlight and growing things and sex. My cum leaked from where we were joined, warm and visible against the pale skin of her inner thigh, and the moonlight caught it. Maren’s knee was in flowers. Petra sat in flowers. Ivy’s tears fell on petals that turned a deeper shade of violet where the salt water landed.

And the vine that had protected Sapphotange’s sapphic sanctity for generations didn’t push me out.

It curled around the circle and held us in. The leaves closed overhead like a living bower, creating a canopy of green and night-blooming flowers that turned the garden’s interior into a cathedral of wanted bodies and open choice.



The Sapphotange garden vine opened for me.

Solana had not tricked it. Magic had not forced it. The vine, like the garden, like the house, was alive enough to recognize expansion when it happened inside its walls.

The vine opened. And then it stayed open.

Cassiel stood at the Sapphotange entrance after we’d gone, dark curly hair and proud bearing silhouetted against the garden’s moonlit interior. She’d followed the sound. She’d seen the vine open. She’d watched from the hedge as three of her housemates knelt in flowers and chose.

She did not enter.

She did not kneel.

But she picked one of the violet flowers that had grown through the stone and held it, turning it in her fingers, studying it with the same critical attention she brought to everything.

Then she put it in her hair.

And walked back to Sapphotange Tower without looking back.



The aftermath played out across the next morning in the way that social earthquakes play out in enclosed academic communities: through whispers, glances, and the careful recalibration of who was allowed to sit where.

The Sapphotange table at breakfast was different. The structure remained, but the possibilities had changed in the way a wall changes once it has a door. Cassiel still sat at the head of the resistant faction, dark curly hair and proud jaw maintaining the ideological perimeter. But she wore a violet flower in her hair. The one she’d picked from the garden floor the night before. She hadn’t removed it.

Maren sat at the curious end of the table with her broad shoulders and combat-trained hands wrapped around a coffee mug, and when Solana passed the Sapphotange table on her way to Lustenhart, Maren looked up and held the gaze for three seconds longer than sapphic ideology permitted. The three seconds contained an entire conversation about warmth and cold and the discovery that the world was larger than the wall you’d built around it.

Petra had been painting since dawn. Her canvas, visible in a small easel she’d propped against the Sapphotange table’s salt shaker, showed a garden wall with a door in it, vines growing both directions, and a shadow that was warm instead of dark. She’d brought it to breakfast the way other people brought textbooks.

Ivy was smiling. Just smiling. The trembling eager quality had settled into something steadier overnight, and she sat between Maren and Petra with the new steadiness of a decision that felt like coming home.

“Does being a gay icon require paperwork?” Solana asked the next morning at breakfast, dreamy and sincere, while three Sapphotange girls at a neighboring table blushed simultaneously.

Kim sprayed pumpkin juice across the table. Harmony reached for a napkin with the practiced reflex of a woman who regularly sat near Kim during emotional beverages. Rika fell off her chair laughing, her tail catching the bench edge and pulling a plate of toast with her.

Dracoona, who had been drinking tea with the composed dignity of an aristocrat who had not been in a garden last night, set her cup down and said: “Sapphotange paperwork typically requires three forms, a Sisterhood Intent Declaration, and the endorsement of at least one current member. I suggest Maren.”

“Dracoona,” Rika said from the floor, gold eyes bright with delighted disbelief, “did you just help Solana become a Sapphotange gay icon?”

“I provided procedural guidance. What she does with it is her business.”

Patience, across the Great Hall, stirred chamomile tea and smiled at the students with a warmth that no longer reached as far as it had a week ago. Her smile was the same. Her tea was the same. But the students who looked back at her were different, because five hundred people had watched Solana’s shadow turn a compliance assembly into a garden, and you couldn’t un-see flowers growing through stone.

The monitoring wards hummed.

The Sapphotange garden vine stayed open.


Chapter 8: Delphina’s Tribute

Delphina had been avoiding Kunningbrott since the Crucible.

I knew because I watched. Not through the bond, which told me she was alive and angry and aroused in the chronic low-level way she’d been since I’d claimed her, but through the ordinary observation of a dark lord who understood that political animals circled before they committed. Watching people was the skill Grandma had taught me before I knew I was learning it: read the hands, read the eyes, notice where they walk and where they don’t. Delphina’s avoidance pattern was as legible as a map marked with red zones.

She ate at the Lustenhart table, which she hated. The Lustenhart table was loud, warm, and populated by people who hugged without asking permission. Kim had tried to hug Delphina at breakfast three times. Delphina had deflected each attempt with incoming-fire precision, which, given that Kim’s hugs involved the full gravity-defying impact of her bust, was not an entirely inaccurate metaphor. Harmony had offered to include Delphina in the meal scheduling optimization. Delphina had looked at the spreadsheet, looked at Harmony, and said “I have survived a century without nutritional optimization and I intend to continue” before eating a single apple with controlled dignity and pretending hunger was beneath her.

She slept in the tunnel base, which she hated more. Modern beds ambushed her with comfort. The tunnel cushions were at least hard enough to feel earned, though she’d complained that the bioluminescent moss kept pulsing in response to her dreams and she found the plant’s emotional intelligence “invasive.”

She attended classes in seats positioned to avoid Kunningbrott sightlines, she walked corridors that didn’t pass near the Kunningbrott common areas, and she held herself with rigid dignity, as if chewing glass would be preferable to admitting she was hiding from a house that used to kneel when she entered.

She assumed they saw her as failed. Possessed by the Puritan Lord, defeated by a student coven, bonded to the boy she’d spent a year trying to destroy. In Kunningbrott’s world of ambition and leverage, failure wasn’t forgiven. It was repurposed, used as example for what happened when you overplayed your hand. The Kunningbrott common room had portraits of former leaders on the walls, and the ones who’d failed were still there, hung lower than the successes, a permanent gallery of cautionary tales.

Delphina expected to be the cautionary tale. Expected to see her portrait, when it eventually appeared, hung at ankle height between two others who’d bet wrong.

She was wrong.

The mistake was emotional, which made it unusually unlike her.

Delphina could read statutes the way Rika read body language. She understood the price of proximity, the value of scandal, the difference between public shame and private leverage. But the Crucible had not only defeated her. It had exposed her. The Puritan Lord had used her ambition as a doorway. Dana Del Morte had taken her through the exact desire she’d spent a century disguising as dominance. The coven had seen her kneel. Dracoona had seen her want. Kim had smiled at her afterward like none of that made Delphina less worthy of breakfast.

Kunningbrott could have handled defeat. Kunningbrott expected defeat from time to time, provided the defeat could be converted into strategy. What Delphina couldn’t imagine surviving was being seen.

That was why she misread them. She thought they cared about the humiliation because she cared about the humiliation. She thought they saw the kneeling because she still felt the stone under her knees every time Dana’s voice dropped. She thought they saw the tears because she remembered exactly where each one had fallen.

Kunningbrott saw a different ledger.

They saw the Department of Magical Oversight send an inspector because of a coven classification tied to ancient sovereignty. They saw Sapphotange girls kneeling to Solana’s shadow and pretending not to call it worship. They saw Patience Numbridge restrict cross-house contact because the government was afraid of what Dana’s network represented. They saw Delphina inside that network, not destroyed by it, not discarded by it, but positioned close enough to touch the future before anyone else could price it correctly.

For Kunningbrott, shame was only fatal if it produced no advantage.

Delphina’s shame had produced access.



Elspeth found her first.

I wasn’t present for the conversation, but Solana was. She hadn’t intended to be there. She had been drifting through the library’s history section on one of her frequent botanical excursions, tracking the growth patterns of a vine that had been colonizing the restricted section’s window frame since September and that she insisted was “trying to read the censored chapters.” She heard the conversation through the shelves, which was fitting because Solana’s perceptiveness worked best when she wasn’t trying to be perceptive.

Elspeth was a sharp-featured brunette, former Dracoona loyalist turned Delphina inner circle member during the Crucible year, one of the Kunningbrott girls who’d watched the political weather with the survival instincts their house cultivated as a core competency. She’d been in Delphina’s faction during the false-sovereignty campaign, and the fact that she was approaching Delphina now, after the fall and the bonding and the months of avoidance, told me that Kunningbrott’s political calculations had shifted in a direction Delphina hadn’t anticipated.

She approached Delphina in the library’s history section, which was neutral territory and carried the built-in excuse of academic research if anyone asked. The section smelled of old leather and preservation charms and the dusty mustiness of books that contained information someone had once considered important enough to write down and nobody had bothered to read in decades.

“We need to talk,” Elspeth said.

Delphina’s heavy-lidded eyes assessed the situation with lazy predatory assessment. She’d been sitting alone with an ancient volume of Hexhaven procedural history. Punishment for most students. Recreational reading for someone who’d been navigating institutional politics since before the book was printed.

“If Kunningbrott is sending a representative to gloat, I’d have expected better timing. Library lighting is unflattering.”

“We’re not gloating.” Elspeth sat across from her, careful and rehearsed. “We’re calculating.”

“There’s a difference?”

“The difference is what we calculated.” Elspeth leaned forward with the focused ambition that made Kunningbrott, Kunningbrott. “You’re bonded to the sovereign coven. The same coven the old Crucible wards classified under an obsolete power category. The same coven the Department of Magical Oversight sent an inspector to evaluate because the government is scared.”

Delphina said nothing. Her expression didn’t change, but something behind the half-closed performance shifted, the way a chess player’s posture shifts when they realize their opponent isn’t playing the game they expected.

“You’re not failed, Delphina. You’re positioned. Proximity to future sovereignty is leverage. The question is whether you’re going to use it.”

Three more Kunningbrott students materialized from the library stacks with the coordinated skill that suggested this wasn’t a casual encounter but an operation. All of them looked at Delphina the way Kunningbrott looked at everything: as an investment opportunity.

“The house needs direction,” Elspeth continued. “After Dracoona’s defection and your… absence, there’s a leadership vacuum. Patience’s compliance orders have restricted Kunningbrott’s operational flexibility. The old power games don’t work when every cross-house contact requires Form 7-B.”

“What are you proposing?”

“Come back. Not to rule. To bridge. The sovereign coven needs political infrastructure. Kunningbrott needs access to the future. You are both.”

Delphina’s wild black curls absorbed the library’s candlelight. For a long moment she sat in silence, and I imagined the calculations running behind those dark eyes, the century of strategic experience evaluating a proposal that reframed her humiliation as opportunity.

“I’ll consider it,” she said.

Which, in Kunningbrott, meant yes.



Dracoona took it badly.

Dracoona didn’t take anything badly in public because public displays of weakness were what she’d spent her whole life learning to conceal beneath ice and perfect posture. She took it badly in the tunnel base, where the disinterest wards kept the outside world at bay and the bioluminescent moss pulsed with sympathetic patterns that reflected the emotional weather of its occupants.

“She defected,” Dracoona said, ice-gray eyes carrying flickers of gold that meant dragon-heat was building beneath the surface. “I defected. I abandoned my house, my family’s expectations, and everything I’d built. I did it because it was right. And now she gets bonded by the Puritan Lord, rescued by the coven, and walks back into Kunningbrott as a bridge to future sovereignty?”

“The situations aren’t equivalent,” Harmony said, because Harmony could be relied upon to provide the objectively accurate analysis regardless of whether it was emotionally welcome.

“I know they’re not equivalent. That’s the point. I paid for my choice. She’s profiting from hers.”

Rika, perched on a cushion platform, watched Dracoona with gold eyes that held none of the usual feline mischief. Her tail was still. Her ears were forward.

“It’s aristocratic emotional constipation,” Rika said.

“It is not…”

“You’re pissed because she’s doing what you did but getting rewarded instead of punished, and it makes you feel like your sacrifice was worth less.”

Dracoona’s jaw tightened. Scales shimmered along her forearms, iridescent and bright, the warm shimmer that meant she was feeling something intensely and trying very hard to pretend she wasn’t.

“I’m saying,” Rika continued, hopping down from her perch and crossing the chamber with the considered grace of someone approaching a large, proud, easily combustible animal, “that your defection was brave. Her bridging is practical. Both of those can be true without either being worth less.”

“When did you become diplomatic?”

“I’m not diplomatic. I’m correct. There’s a difference.” Rika’s tail curled around Dracoona’s wrist, the small possessive gesture she’d been making since second year that meant more than either of them would admit. “And I’m not going to make a joke until you ask me to.”

Dracoona looked at the tail on her wrist. At Rika’s gold eyes. At the serious expression on the face of the least serious person she’d ever met.

“Make a joke,” she said.

“Should I make ‘I defected wrong’ badges?”

“I will breathe fire on you.”

“That’s the spirit.” Rika grinned, fangs visible, and the tension broke like ice under dragon-heat.



The Kunningbrott salon where Delphina met with her prospective allies was a room I’d never been invited to, but Dracoona described it to me in the Lustenhart common room that evening with the acid skill she reserved for things that wounded her pride.

“Dark wood paneling. Three fireplaces. A portrait gallery of former house leaders, including one of me that they’ve already moved to the secondary wall.” She said it like she was reporting the weather, but her scales flickered. “Delphina sat in the carved chair beneath the founder’s portrait, which is technically reserved for the house head, and nobody objected.”

“Because they see her as the house head?”

“Because they see her as something more useful than a house head. They see her as an asset with sovereign proximity.” Dracoona’s jaw tightened. “I defected from Kunningbrott because it was right. She got bonded to you because she was possessed, and now she walks back in and they roll out the welcome mat.”

“Both of those things can be true without either being wrong.”

“When you start sounding like Rika, I worry about the future of this coven.”

But there was no real heat in it. Dracoona understood political calculus better than anyone in the room, and she understood that Delphina’s value to Kunningbrott wasn’t about Delphina being rewarded. It was about Kunningbrott recognizing which direction the wind was blowing and positioning themselves to benefit from the storm.

She also understood something else and hated that understanding more.

Kunningbrott had not forgiven Delphina because Kunningbrott did not forgive. It had revalued her. That was different, colder, and far more useful. Dracoona’s old house had looked at Delphina’s bond, the government’s alarm, Patience’s fear, the Sapphotange girls drifting toward Solana’s shadow, and reached the obvious conclusion: the coven was not a scandal to avoid. It was a market position to enter before the price moved.

“Elspeth asked whether I retained voting influence among my former loyalists,” Dracoona said.

“Do you?”

“Some. Less than I deserve. More than Delphina thinks.” Her eyes flickered gold. “She wants to bring them as tribute. I want them to understand why they are coming.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.”

“Everything with Delphina feels mutually exclusive until it isn’t.” Dracoona looked toward the Kunningbrott corridor, where the chandeliers threw sharp light on polished stone. “She makes politics look like seduction and seduction look like accounting. It’s offensive.”

“Effective, though.”

“I said offensive.”

Which meant effective, but with better posture.



The student council session was a masterclass in political warfare conducted by people who looked like university students and thought like cold war intelligence operatives.

The council chamber was one of Hexhaven’s older rooms, stone walls hung with the banners of all four houses and a carved oak table that had hosted student governance debates since before Dabbledough was born. The enchanted candles adjusted brightness based on the intensity of the arguments, which meant they were currently burning at approximately the luminosity of a small sun.

Patience had proposed new cross-house contact restrictions as an addendum to the existing Compliance Orders. The restrictions would require pre-approval for any cross-house intimate encounter, effectively making every inter-house bond maintenance session a bureaucratic ordeal that would drain the coven’s operational capacity through paperwork alone. The proposal was written in the pleasantly framed language that characterized everything Patience produced: “for the protection of students,” “in the interest of healthy boundaries,” “pending review of cross-house intimacy outcomes.”

Delphina spoke against the proposal.

She spoke as a Kunningbrott student with a century of procedural knowledge and the governmental memory that came from having attended Hexhaven before most of the current rule book was written. The sovereign coven had nothing to do with it. Neither did being Dana Del Morte’s bonded witch.

“The proposed restrictions cite Section 4.7 of the Student Welfare Act as legal authority,” she said, standing at the council podium with her dark curls and the corseted uniform that made institutional proceedings look like a gothic negotiation. “Section 4.7 was drafted to prevent coercive cross-house recruitment during the Lavender Riots of 1863. It specifically exempts ‘recognized sovereign-adjacent historic configurations’ from standard inter-house contact regulations.”

She didn’t say Dana’s name. She didn’t reference the coven. She cited a hundred-and-sixty-year-old exemption clause with surgical skill, having read these laws when they were current events.

“I move to apply the Section 4.7 exemption to current cross-house contact protocols,” Delphina continued. “This protects legitimate inter-house academic collaboration while maintaining the inspector’s monitoring authority over unauthorized interactions.”

It was beautiful. Not as performance, though it was that too. Beautiful as strategy, as the application of a century of institutional knowledge deployed with surgical skill sharpened by decades of reading law books while other students read romance novels. The exemption created a legal space for cross-house contact that was technically about academic collaboration and practically about ensuring the coven could operate across house lines. Patience’s restrictions would apply to everyone except the people Delphina had just carved an exception for, using language so old and so specifically applicable that challenging it would require overturning a century and a half of established precedent.

Patience’s warm smile held throughout the proceedings. She took notes on Delphina’s citation with patient attention that faltered when she realized the student knew the law better than the bureaucrat enforcing it. For the first time since her arrival, her certainty looked like it was doing arithmetic.

The council voted. The motion passed, narrowly, with Kunningbrott’s first coordinated bloc vote behind Delphina since second year. The Kunningbrott delegation didn’t just vote. They moved efficiently, a house that had received instructions and agreed with them, each hand raised at the same moment, each head inclined in the same direction. It was a display of political unity that sent a message beyond the vote itself: Kunningbrott had chosen a direction, and the direction was Delphina.

Sapphotange abstained. Ravenslop voted against, citing procedural concerns that may or may not have involved nonexistent legal precedents. Lustenhart voted in favor because Kim raised her hand enthusiastically enough that her body language carried the entire delegation.

The aftermath mattered more than the vote.

Patience did not lose her temper. That would have been too honest. She thanked the council for its thoughtful engagement with student welfare, made a note beside Delphina’s cited precedent, and smiled at the chamber with the warm patience of someone memorizing every person who had embarrassed her in public. But when she looked at Delphina, the warmth thinned. Not vanished. Thinned, like cream stretched with water.

Delphina noticed. Of course she noticed. She stood at the podium with one hand resting on the carved edge, her face composed, her dark eyes half-lidded, and let the inspector’s attention land on her without flinching. Kunningbrott saw that too. Saw that Patience had identified Delphina as a problem, and that Delphina did not retreat from the identification.

That was the second vote. The unofficial one.

Elspeth leaned toward another Kunningbrott girl and whispered something. Three heads turned, then four. Someone in the back row began taking notes that were not minutes. By the time the council adjourned, Kunningbrott had moved from supporting Delphina’s motion to treating her as the center of gravity in the room. Not affection. Not loyalty, yet. But attention, which in Kunningbrott was the seed form of both.

Dracoona, watching from the gallery with perfect posture and scales shimmering at her wrists, had to admit it.

“She outplayed me.”

“She outplayed the inspector,” I said.

“She outplayed everyone. That’s what she does. A century of preparation and she walks back into Kunningbrott like she never left and they hand her the gavel.” Dracoona’s scales shimmered, the warm iridescence that meant she was feeling something she’d rather process privately. The gold in her eyes flickered. “It’s infuriating.”

“She’s on our side now.”

“Being on our side doesn’t make it less infuriating. It just means I’m infuriated by an ally instead of an enemy, which is more confusing and less satisfying.” She paused. The scales settled. “Don’t tell her I said she was effective.”

“I won’t.”

“Good.” She turned to leave the gallery, silver-white hair swinging with the controlled grace that was her natural movement. “Tell Rika not to make the badges.”

“She already made one.”

Dracoona’s shoulders tightened. Smoke curled between her teeth, small and involuntary, the dragon’s equivalent of a sigh with better intimidation value.

“I’ll deal with her later.”



The tunnel base private alcove was separated from the main chamber by a curtain of bioluminescent moss that Sylvara had trained to grow in a dense sheet, providing visual privacy while the acoustic properties of the domed space absorbed sound.

Delphina stood at the alcove’s center, rigid from a century of performed control. Asking for its removal cost her more courage than any political maneuver.

“I need something,” she said.

“What?”

“I’ve been hiding. From Kunningbrott. From the coven. From what happened in the Crucible. I hid behind shame and posturing and I nearly made myself useless.” Her dark eyes held mine with the predatory intensity that was her resting state, but beneath it something was cracking. “I need to be punished for the hiding. Not metaphorically. Actually.”

“Tell me what you want.”

This was always the requirement. Delphina’s BDSM lane ran on explicit request, each want stated clearly, each act chosen rather than imposed. The degradation was consensual and specific: she wanted to name what was happening to her because naming it was the act of choosing it.

“I want restraints. I want you to use my hair. I want to be spanked hard enough that I’ll feel it tomorrow. I want you to use my mouth. And I want to be told the truth about every mask I’ve been wearing.” She paused. The performance wavered. “Then I want you to hold me and not leave.”

“Dracoona?”

“I want her here for the first part. For the Kunningbrott truth. She’s earned the right to say what she sees.”

I sent a message through the bond. Dracoona arrived minutes later, her pale hair catching the moss-light, ice-gray eyes evaluating the situation with the sharp intelligence she brought to everything.

“She wants you to tell her a hard truth,” I said. “Then leave.”

Dracoona looked at Delphina. At the vulnerability visible beneath the performance. At the woman who’d slept through a century and woke up in a world that had moved on without her.

“You spent a hundred years preparing to prove you didn’t need a prophecy to be powerful,” Dracoona said, deploying the sharp cruelty Kunningbrott cultivated as an art form. “You froze yourself rather than face the world without sovereignty. You built a fake version of what he has because you couldn’t admit you wanted the real thing. And now you’re bonded to him and the humiliation isn’t that you lost. The humiliation is that you like it.”

Delphina’s breath caught. Her dark eyes went wide, the performance stripped clean by someone who saw through it because she’d been wearing the same armor her whole life.

“Yes,” Delphina whispered. “That’s the truth.”

Dracoona held the silence for a moment. Then she turned and left the alcove, the moss curtain closing behind her with a whisper of green-blue light.

I crossed to Delphina. Her self-control was in pieces on the floor and the person beneath the performance was raw and trembling and looking at me with a hunger sharpened by a hundred years of pretending she wanted nothing.

I used the ward bands Aurelie had designed, enchanted restraints that held without bruising, the magic distributing pressure across the skin evenly so that strength couldn’t damage. I secured her wrists behind her back, the ward bands glowing faintly as they locked, and twisted her hair around my fist. Her wild black curls wrapped my hand like living darkness, thick and defiant even in submission, and I pulled her head back to expose the long line of her throat. A tear glistened on her cheek.

She gasped, and the gasp wasn’t performance. It was relief. The sound a woman makes when the weight she’s been carrying is taken from her with the force she needed to believe it was gone.

“You hid from your own house,” I said, bending her over the cushioned platform that served as the alcove’s primary surface. Her corseted uniform had been removed but the corset marks were still visible on her skin, the red indentations where boning had pressed, the physical evidence of armor she wore even when nobody was watching. “You hid from the coven. You hid behind shame because shame was easier than admitting you belong here.”

My free hand came down on her ass. Hard. The crack echoed through the domed chamber, sharp and clean, and Delphina’s body jerked against the restraints. A sound escaped her throat that was neither protest nor performance but something more raw, a century of held-in need compressed into a single involuntary vocalization.

“Again,” she said.

I spanked her again. Harder. The crack was louder and her body surged forward against the cushion, her bound wrists straining, her wild hair falling across her face. The pale skin of her ass flushed red where my hand had landed, the marks blooming like flowers on marble. I gripped her hip with my other hand and delivered a third strike, and this time the sound she made was a sob that turned into a moan that turned into something between the two.

“You spent a hundred years performing sovereignty,” I said, my hand coming down again, finding fresh skin. Her ass was pink turning to red, the marks overlapping, and she was pushing back into the strikes now, chasing the impact. “You built a fake version of what I have because you couldn’t admit you wanted the real thing. You froze yourself rather than face the world without a crown.”

“Yes,” she gasped.

“And now you’re bonded to me and the humiliation isn’t that you lost.” Another strike. She cried out. “The humiliation is that you like it.”

“Yes.” The word was raw. Stripped of all performance. “Yes, I like it. I like all of it. I like being owned by something real after pretending to own everything for a century.”

“You’re not failed,” I said, pulling her up by the hair. Her face was wet with tears and flushed from the strikes and the predatory composure was gone entirely. What remained was the real Delphina: displaced, ashamed, desperately hungry, and looking at me with raw vulnerability, having just admitted the secret she’d been hiding from herself for longer than anyone in this building had been alive. “You’re not a cautionary tale. You’re not the frozen girl who woke up wrong. A century of performed power still shapes the way you breathe, and you haven’t figured out how to stop.”

“I don’t know how.”

“You’re learning.” I pressed my thumb against her bottom lip. She opened her mouth and took it in without being told, the automatic submission that was her real nature surfacing through the cracks in a century of false dominance. Her tongue pressed against my thumb, warm and wet, her heavy-lidded eyes looking up at me with hunger stripped of its old defensive performance. “Start with this: I’m going to use your mouth. And when I’m done, you’re going to say ‘thank you’ and mean it.”

She nodded. Her eyes were wet and fierce and hungry. A tear rolled down her cheek and held at the corner of her jaw like a gemstone.

I replaced my thumb with my cock, gripping her hair for control. She took me deep with focused intensity, a woman channeling everything she’d been hiding into a single act of surrender. Her mouth was warm and skilled, her tongue working the underside with a technique that surprised me, not because I doubted her experience but because the expertise she’d developed over a century of performing dominance translated into something devastating when the direction reversed. She knew how to control a partner’s response because she’d been controlling responses for a hundred years. Now she was using that same skill to give control away.

She took me deeper, her throat opening, her wild hair falling across my thighs in a dark cascade that absorbed the candlelight. I gripped her curls and guided her pace, slow and deep, letting submission press into her jaw and throat and knees. Her bound wrists strained behind her back, the ward bands glowing faintly, and the position of enforced helplessness was exactly what she’d asked for: control taken so completely that she couldn’t pretend to have it even if she tried.

She gagged once and I pulled back. She chased me, taking me deeper, refusing to be protected from what she’d requested. Her tears mixed with saliva and her wild hair stuck to her wet face in streaks of black against flushed skin, and she was the most beautiful she’d ever been, which was saying something for someone who could stop a room by standing still.

“Good girl,” I said.

The sound she made at those two words contained a century of wanting to hear them. A whimper that started somewhere beneath the performance and the masks and the false sovereignty and emerged from the real woman underneath, the girl who’d frozen herself rather than face a world where she couldn’t be the most powerful person in every room.

I held her there until the command sank through the last layer of performance, until her throat worked around me and her eyes stayed open because she wanted to be seen. Then I came across her face, the hot splash marking the performance, the mask, the false superiority that she’d worn like a crown for a hundred years. Cum striped across her cheeks, her lips, the small mark under one eye. She knelt in the mess of it, wrists still bound, hair in disarray, tears and cum on her face, and the expression she wore was the closest thing to peace I’d ever seen from Delphina Bearbone.

Satisfaction was too small a word. So was contentment. Peace fit better: the specific peace that came when something had been held so long that empty hands felt unfamiliar.

“Thank you,” she whispered. And meant it.

Then I unbound her wrists and held her.

She resisted for approximately three seconds. Tried to pull away. Tried to rebuild the mask. Tried to say something cutting about how sentimentality was a weakness in dark lord candidates.

I held her tighter.

She broke.

It wasn’t dramatic. No sobbing. No loud collapse. Just a woman pressing her face into my shoulder and crying silently, her body shaking with the accumulated weight of a century of loneliness and a performance of control that had taught her not to expect someone who stayed afterward.

“The pillows,” she said eventually, her voice muffled against my skin. “Do the tunnel cushions have political significance?”

“They’re for comfort.”

“Comfort is suspicious.”

“Comfort is what family does.”

She was quiet for a long time. Then she pulled back, wiped her face, and looked at me with eyes that were red from crying and sharp with something that wasn’t quite gratitude and wasn’t quite love but might become both if given time.

“The Kunningbrott bloc voted with me today,” she said. “They see my bond as opportunity, not failure. I can bring them. Not as an army. As a political asset that the coven needs.”

“I know.”

“This doesn’t make me soft.”

“Nobody said it did.”

“Good.” She picked up the quilt Grandma had given her, the one she’d tried to negotiate with, and wrapped it around her shoulders with the careful attention of someone learning what comfort felt like when it wasn’t suspicious.

“Same time next week?” she asked.

“If you need it.”

“I’ll need it.” She pulled the quilt tighter. “Don’t tell anyone about the crying.”

“I won’t.”

“Or the quilt.”

“The quilt stays between us.”

She left the alcove wearing Grandma’s quilt like a cloak, dark hair still damp, her face catching the moss-light as she passed through the curtain.

Rika was waiting outside. She held up a small button that read “I DEFECTED WRONG” in elegant calligraphy.

Delphina looked at the button. At Rika. At the button again.

She took it and put it in her pocket without a word.

Delphina’s progress came in things she would have mocked a month ago: a quilt accepted without negotiation, a ridiculous button pocketed instead of incinerated, a silence after crying that did not immediately rebuild into cruelty.

She carried the quilt into the main tunnel chamber instead of folding it away.

That mattered. Delphina had spent her life treating comfort as evidence of weakness, and after a century of stasis she treated modern comfort as a personal insult. Pillows ambushed her. Cushions conspired. Blankets behaved like political operatives with suspicious softness. Grandma’s quilt should have been the easiest object in the world for Delphina to reject: hand-stitched, warm, domestic, smelling faintly of lavender because Grandma’s possessions all did, the exact opposite of Kunningbrott’s polished wood and candlelit ambition.

Instead, she wore it.

The main chamber noticed. Kim noticed first because Kim noticed emotional weather faster than Harmony noticed data anomalies. Her green eyes went soft, and she did not rush over, did not hug, did not make it too big. She simply moved one of the cushion stacks with her foot and created a place near the fire-bowl where Delphina could sit without announcing she wanted to sit.

Harmony noticed second and drew breath with the expression she used before producing a seven-part analysis. Kim elbowed her gently in the ribs. Harmony converted the breath into silence and wrote nothing down, which was, for Harmony, an act of profound restraint.

Dracoona noticed and looked away. Not dismissal. Mercy. Kunningbrott mercy, which meant allowing another woman to keep the last scraps of dignity by pretending you hadn’t seen the hand shaking where it held the quilt closed.

Rika noticed last because she was busy pretending not to care whether Delphina had accepted the button. Then she saw the edge of it in Delphina’s pocket and went still.

“You didn’t burn it,” Rika said.

“It was well lettered,” Delphina replied.

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Don’t get used to it.”

Rika’s tail swished. She leaned back on her palms, ears forward, grin sharp but not cruel. “You know, if you pin it to the quilt, the joke becomes stronger.”

“The quilt has no political function.”

“Exactly. That’s why the button needs one.”

Delphina stared at her. The old Delphina would have eviscerated the suggestion. The new Delphina, still sharp-edged and dangerous and absolutely not soft, reached into her pocket and pinned the button to the quilt’s corner with the precise care of someone attaching a medal to a battle standard.

The button looked ridiculous there.

It also looked right.

“There,” Rika said, and her voice was quieter than usual. “Now you defected wrong officially.”

Delphina looked down at the button, then at the quilt, then at the circle pretending not to watch too closely.

“Comfort is suspicious,” she said.

Kim smiled. “So are we.”

For one second, Delphina’s mouth almost smiled back.



Later, in the common room, Kim asked whether Delphina’s Kunningbrott bridge constituted a political alliance or a hostile takeover. Harmony produced a chart distinguishing the two. Dracoona said both charts were wrong. Rika said both charts needed more color.

Solana, curled in her shadow-softened corner with her platinum hair catching the firelight, said: “Plants don’t negotiate alliances. They grow toward light. Kunningbrott is growing toward the strongest light source. That’s not politics. That’s botany.”

“Botany with spreadsheets,” Harmony corrected.

“Botany with spreadsheets,” Kim agreed, stealing another cookie from the plate. “I like botany.”

“You like everything that doesn’t require reading a chart.”

“Charts are plants that grew wrong.”

Harmony’s hand jerked toward her notebook, a suppressed correction trying to become violence. Then she wrote that down.


Chapter 9: The Great Disrobing

The morning started like any other morning under surveillance: breakfast in the Great Hall with monitoring wards humming, the enchanted ceiling showing mild autumn weather nobody was enjoying, and Patience circulating with her chamomile teapot and warm smile like someone who’d confused a school with a hospital and was determined to cure everyone of the disease of wanting things.

Kim had broken her ninth gravy boat since first year at dinner the previous night. She claimed it was only six. Harmony’s records documented nine. Kim maintained that four of the incidents were “gravitationally provoked” and therefore not her fault. Harmony maintained that gravity had been consistent since the formation of the planet and could not be blamed for the structural failures of ceramic.

The Lustenhart fireplace had burned pink all week, because five hundred witches forced underground for bond maintenance generated enough ambient desire to make the hearth blush permanently. Patience had noted the color in her daily report and attributed it to “elevated seasonal hormonal fluctuation.” Harmony had calculated that the seasonal fluctuation hypothesis was approximately as accurate as the nonexistent Ravenslop swimming pool, but had chosen not to file a correction because the alternative explanation would require disclosing what was happening in the elf tunnels.

Rika had spent the week developing what she called “passive resistance theater”: small, untraceable acts of defiance designed to undermine Patience’s authority without triggering any specific compliance violation. The modified pamphlets were part of this. So were the enchanted sticky notes that appeared on Patience’s office door each morning bearing messages like “Have you considered that regulation is just organized anxiety?” and “Compliance is the love language of systems that don’t trust people.” Nobody could prove who was placing them. Rika’s tail kept her alibi.

Patience scheduled the random compliance check for Thursday lunch, which was either a coincidence or a tactical decision to maximize the number of students present when she demonstrated that institutional authority was alive and functioning despite recent challenges to its credibility.

The Great Hall was full. Five hundred witches and faculty sat at their house tables with the resigned patience learned from too many compliance assemblies and the cost of Patience’s continued pleasant presence. The enchanted ceiling showed mild autumn weather that nobody was paying attention to because Patience had just begun reading the revised conduct rules.

Lunch had frozen around the announcement. Forks paused halfway to mouths. The enchanted platters, reading the collective dread with the sensitivity of kitchen magic that had catered Dana Del Morte incidents since first year, produced a wave of sympathy potatoes across all four tables. Even Sapphotange received them, which caused a brief ideological dispute about whether accepting government-era comfort starch constituted collaboration.

Kunningbrott students began checking each other’s sleeves for hidden charms before Patience asked them to, because ambition recognized inspection risk and hated being surprised. Ravenslop girls arranged their robes with anxious precision while Prudence moved down the table muttering, “Real rules have enforcement history, fake rules have confidence,” like a prayer. Lustenhart reacted by eating faster, on the theory that no inspection could interrupt a meal already swallowed.

Rika watched all of it from the Lustenhart bench with her ears forward and her tail too still.

Harmony watched Patience’s checklist.

That should have been the clue.

She stood at the lectern with a checklist that would have made Grimworth’s filing system look casual. The checklist had sub-points. The sub-points had footnotes. The footnotes referenced appendices that Patience had distributed in advance and that most students had used as coasters.

“Section 3.7 requires that all personal garments be free of unauthorized bond charms, resonance markers, or concealed proximity-enhancement enchantments,” she read. “Random robe inspections will be conducted to verify compliance. These are for your safety.”

She said “safety” the way other people said “please pass the salt”: naturally, sincerely, and with no awareness that the word had been weaponized.

“Additionally, Section 3.7.1 requires that students cooperate with random inspection protocols without advance notification, as advance notification has been shown to correlate with a 34% increase in unauthorized charm concealment.” She paused to offer a sympathetic smile. “I know this feels intrusive. Please trust that the process is designed to protect you.”

Kim leaned close to me. “If she says ‘protect’ one more time I’m going to throw this gravy boat.”

“Which number would that be?”

“Nine. A new record.”

Rika and Dracoona were both smiling.

This was the first warning sign. Rika smiled constantly, but Dracoona’s smile was the rarest phenomenon at Hexhaven, occurring less frequently than solar eclipses and with more concerning implications. When both of them were smiling simultaneously, something was about to happen that would generate paperwork Grimworth hadn’t invented forms for yet.

“I want to be transparent about the inspection process,” Patience continued. “Students selected for random review will be asked to…”

Every stitch of clothing in the Great Hall vanished simultaneously.

It happened without theatrical buildup, visible spellwork, or the tell-tale shimmer of an illusion charm dissolving. One instant, five hundred witches, two dozen faculty members, one government inspector, and one headmistress were fully clothed. The next, they were not.

The second after that, every scrying glass, enchanted recorder, portrait eye, and remote-viewing charm in the Great Hall went black.

That part mattered.

Hexhaven was a university. Every student in the hall was an adult witch by law and by magical physiology, but adult did not mean fair game for permanent humiliation. Whoever had built the spell had also sealed the doors against outside viewing, fogged the windows with non-textile privacy haze, and raised low stone modesty screens along the benches for anyone who wanted cover. The spell attacked authority by removing the costumes of authority. It did not give the outside world a show.

The Great Hall detonated.

Lustenhart cheered. This was not surprising. Lustenhart had always been the house that treated nudity as a lifestyle choice rather than a social catastrophe. Kim jumped onto the bench and threw both fists in the air, her abundant breasts bouncing with such enthusiastic amplitude that three students at the Ravenslop table had to look away and two more decided not to. Lassiter, the freckled Lustenhart dueling partner, stood on the table and bowed.

Sapphotange pretended not to look and looked anyway. Several girls made eye contact with bodies they’d been pretending not to notice since first year, and the eye contact lasted longer than ideology would have permitted. One girl near the end of the table was openly staring at Solana in stunned silence, having just realized that the “prophetic ass” was even more significant unclothed than it had been through fabric. Cassiel crossed her arms over her chest, realized this made her look more self-conscious than naked, uncrossed them, and settled for looking aggressively indifferent while very nude. The effect was somewhat undermined by the fact that her eyes kept drifting toward the Lustenhart table.

Ravenslop’s response was the most diagnostically interesting. Half the house immediately began generating false citations about nudity governance. “As the 1947 International Magical Decency Standard clearly states…” began one girl before Prudence told her the standard didn’t exist and she’d been hallucinating references again. Adelaide cited three nonexistent court cases about institutional nudity protocol before Millicent corrected her with a different set of equally nonexistent court cases. The hallucination-free Ravenslop girls looked at the hallucinating ones with the weary resignation earned by weeks of watching their friends invent swimming pools.

Kunningbrott assessed the political impact with the immediate pragmatism of their house. Several girls examined whether their naked bodies conveyed more or less authority than their uniforms had. Elspeth, sharp-featured and calculating, appeared to conclude that nudity was merely a different kind of wardrobe and adjusted her posture accordingly. The consensus at the Kunningbrott table appeared to be “depends on the audience.”

Dabbledough stood at the faculty table in nothing but an enthusiastic expression of surprise, her 140-year-old body carrying the dignity of someone who had outlived embarrassment at least seven decades ago. She looked down at herself, then at the prediction market display that was still visible through the Great Hall’s enchanted windows, and appeared to calculate whether mass nudity affected any of her open positions. Her ceremonial hat ribbon had also vanished, which seemed like an unnecessarily thorough detail.

Spite looked like she wanted to murder the universe. This was her default expression, but nudity added a visual dimension that made the hostility feel more personal. Her angular face, her sharp shoulders, her green-stained hands all communicating that if anyone looked at her body for longer than was medically necessary, she would devise a curse specifically calibrated to their anatomy.

Keel, scarred and battle-hardened and not particularly bothered by nudity given that combat robes were the first casualty of any real fight, looked at her own body with the mild interest of a woman checking whether she had any new scars she hadn’t noticed. She found one on her hip, nodded as though acknowledging its existence, and returned to eating.

Merriwell, the small, nervous Enchantment professor with enormous brown eyes and ink stains on her fingers, knocked over her water glass, her coffee mug, and a bread basket in rapid succession while trying to cover herself with a napkin. The napkin, being textile, had also vanished. She settled for sitting down quickly and using the table as concealment.

Aurelie instinctively reached for her glasses. They were still there. Glasses were not clothing. The spell had been calibrated to remove textiles and leave accessories, a distinction that suggested the designer had opinions about what contributed to a person’s essential identity. Aurelie’s glasses were essential. Her glasses chain was essential. Her hair, now falling loose from a bun that had lost its pins when the bobby pins’ fabric components vanished, cascaded across bare shoulders in a way that made her look less like a professor and more like the woman beneath the title.

Patience Numbridge stood at the lectern naked.

Her warm, aunt-like body was exactly what her clothed silhouette had suggested: rounded, comfortable, unremarkable. The government robes, the pleasant cardigan, the professional appearance that gave her bureaucratic authority had been the armor of her performance. Without them, she was a middle-aged woman blinking in the sudden cold of a Great Hall that had just become the world’s most uncomfortable compliance meeting.

Her warm authority took a hit no pamphlet could repair.

The hit landed differently at every table.

At Lustenhart, it became celebration. Girls stood on benches, grabbed each other, and cheered with the unfiltered joy of a house that had never believed clothing was a moral achievement. A first-year I’d barely spoken to shouted, “The forms can’t see us now!” which was not technically true and therefore very Lustenhart. Lassiter declared the incident a tactical victory for breathable skin. Two girls started chanting “No more robe checks” until Harmony, from three benches away, told them chant structure needed work.

At Ravenslop, the hit became epistemological crisis. Several girls attempted to maintain posture while naked, which produced the fascinating discovery that posture did not become less Ravenslop when stripped of robe layers. Prudence stood on her bench with the grim focus of a recovery mentor and began sorting true legal memories from confabulated ones in real time.

“There is no International Magical Decency Standard of 1947,” she announced. “There is a 1949 laundry regulation, and it does not apply to breasts.”

“Are you certain?” Adelaide asked, arms folded across herself and brows drawn in academic distress.

“Real documents have filing numbers. Hallucinations have confidence.”

Millicent, still naked and managing to look like she had been born with a clipboard, said, “Then I would like to submit that my confidence is currently overproducing documents.”

At Kunningbrott, the hit became calculation. Elspeth looked down at herself, then around the hall, then at Patience, then at Delphina, who was not smiling but had gone very still in the way she did when a political board shifted unexpectedly. The Kunningbrott girls adjusted their posture, lifted their chins, and discovered, collectively, that nakedness did not eliminate hierarchy if everyone agreed to keep acting like hierarchy mattered. Several of them weaponized eye contact within seconds. One girl repositioned herself beside the house banner so that the banner’s shadow crossed her like a sash. Another began whispering about whether shared vulnerability could be leveraged into cross-house negotiation openings before the clothing returned.

Dracoona watched her old house turn nudity into a committee strategy and looked offended that it was effective.

At Sapphotange, the hit became something more dangerous than celebration or calculation. It became looking. The old defensive appraisal of female bodies safely contained inside women-only ideology gave way to open comparison between what the house had been saying and what the house was actually feeling. Solana sat in the Lustenhart section, naked and luminous, her platinum hair spilling down her back, her impossible ass no longer suggested by fabric but present as a fact the entire house had to process. Maren looked and did not look away. Petra looked, blushed, looked at Dana, then looked back at Solana as if reminding herself which bridge mattered. Ivy pressed both hands to her mouth and laughed once, small and overwhelmed.

Cassiel saw all of that. Her jaw tightened. Then her gaze flicked to Patience, naked and suddenly ordinary at the lectern, and the anger shifted direction. Not toward Solana. Not toward the curious girls. Toward the woman who had tried to make desire into a compliance category and had accidentally stripped the whole hall down to truth.

That mattered. Sapphotange’s old wall had been built on the certainty that men contaminated women’s spaces. Patience had just proven that institutions could contaminate everything with a smile, and bodies, when exposed all at once, were not the enemy. Control was.

“This is…” she began. “This is an unauthorized…”

Rika stood on the Lustenhart table, naked and golden-skinned and magnificent, tawny ears perked, tail swishing, and took a bow.

The hall applauded.

Dracoona, standing beside the Lustenhart table with perfect naked posture and iridescent scales catching the enchanted ceiling light, looked offended. “Why is she getting credit?”

“You’re naked too,” Kim pointed out. Kim was also naked. Kim was always the most visually impactful person in any given nudity scenario, and the current scenario was no exception. Her outrageous breasts bounced as she gestured, freckles scattered across slopes that commanded the attention of everyone within visual range.

“I’m naked with DIGNITY,” Dracoona said.

“Your scales are literally sparkling.”

“That’s the refraction, not the intention.”



The aftermath occupied the next two hours in a chaos of conjured robes, improvised covering, administrative fury, and the gleeful school-wide hilarity that occurs when an authority figure’s power has been rendered literally transparent.

Clothing reappeared gradually, as the spell’s energy dissipated and the textile-displacement effect reversed. Robes materialized in stages, starting with undergarments and working outward, which meant the Great Hall went through a period where five hundred witches and two dozen faculty members were wearing nothing but their underwear and expressions of varying intensity. Patience’s practical government underwear was functional and beige, which somehow made the authority deficit worse.

Kim’s bra materialized before the rest of her uniform, which meant her straining bust was on full display for approximately four minutes while the outer layers caught up. She seemed unbothered. Dracoona’s lace underwear, a secret that had been well-kept behind the aristocratic severity of her wardrobe, turned out to be dark purple and expensive. She refused to acknowledge this. Rika’s underwear did not materialize because Rika had not been wearing any, a fact she announced with the cheerful shamelessness that was her default setting.

Grimworth processed the incident report in three pages, single-spaced, and broke two more quills.

The school spent the next hour discovering that shared nakedness was the fastest social solvent Hexhaven had ever produced. A Sapphotange girl borrowed a robe from Lustenhart because hers returned inside out and discovered, to visible horror, that Lustenhart fabric did not burn her skin. Two Kunningbrott girls negotiated underwear return order with the seriousness of treaty diplomats. A Ravenslop first-year asked Prudence whether the 1947 Decency Standard had an appendix on temporary institutional nudity, and Prudence said, “No, because it isn’t real, and also your left sock is on your right foot.”

Patience tried to restore process by distributing emergency modesty shawls.

The shawls were textile.

They vanished.

For three seconds the entire Great Hall was silent.

Then Kim laughed so hard she had to sit down.



The revelation happened in the tunnel base two hours later.

“It was me,” Harmony said.

The coven stared. Harmony stood in the middle of their hidden chamber, chestnut hair in chaotic disarray, amber eyes burning behind glasses she’d replaced with mathematical precision after the hall incident, and the perpetual flush on her cheeks deepened to something approaching magenta.

“The entire spell was my design.” She stood a little straighter, and the combination of academic posture and the deep magenta flush covering every visible inch of skin created a visual contradiction that was very Harmony. “Rika provided illusion cover to mask the casting source. Dracoona timed the political moment for maximum authority disruption. Aurelie’s dead-zone ward anchoring prevented the origin point from being traced. But the spell matrix, the targeting parameters, the textile-specific disenchantment algorithm, the calibration to preserve non-clothing accessories, and the temporal decay function that would make the evidence dissipate before forensic analysis could begin…” She adjusted her glasses. “…were all mine.”

“You stripped five hundred people naked,” I said.

“I optimized the most efficient variable for undermining institutional authority.” She said this with the academic focus of a woman presenting a doctoral thesis to a committee of her intellectual peers. “My statistical analysis showed that the probability of Patience maintaining compliance authority after the student body witnessed her without professional clothing dropped from approximately 84% to approximately 31%. The variance was primarily driven by the psychological impact of shared vulnerability: nudity was the most efficient disruption variable because it’s impossible to maintain bureaucratic dominance while anatomically equal to the people you’re dominating.”

“You stripped five hundred people naked for STATISTICS?”

“For strategic resistance optimized through statistical methodology.” She pushed her glasses up her nose with both hands, the two-handed adjustment that meant she was processing multiple things at once. “The spell also had to account for body-type variation, enchanted undergarment interference, non-textile accessory preservation, and the challenge of Dabbledough’s ceremonial hat ribbon, which technically contained both textile and enchanted-accessory components and required a separate targeting clause.”

“You wrote a separate targeting clause for a hat ribbon.”

“The spell had forty-seven targeting clauses. The hat ribbon was clause thirty-nine.” She paused. The flush deepened, and the analytical mask cracked. Beneath it, something more honest. The flush spread from her cheeks to her neck to the collar of the replacement blouse she’d found in her trunk. “Also… I enjoyed it.”

“Harmony.”

“I know.” Her hands tightened around the notebook before she forced her fingers flat. “It crossed a line. I calculated that before I cast it.”

Rika’s ears tipped forward, but for once she did not interrupt.

“That is why the privacy clauses were first,” Harmony continued, quieter now. “No scrying. No recordings. No portraits retaining visual memory. No transmission beyond the hall. Non-textile concealment available within three seconds. Full garment return before anyone could leave the sealed space. The target was Patience’s coercive robe inspection and the authority structure around it, not sexual humiliation for its own sake.”

“And everyone else in the hall?”

She swallowed. The academic certainty held, but only because she was holding it with both hands. “Collateral vulnerability. Temporary, contained, and reversible. Still collateral. Still vulnerability.”

That was the closest Harmony came to saying she was sorry without undoing the part of her that had become terrifyingly good at resistance.

“I am not proud that everyone had to be included,” she said. “I am proud that the spell made Patience subject to the same exposure she was about to impose selectively, while preventing permanent harm.”

Rika, who had been sitting on her platform looking like a cat who’d eaten something it shouldn’t have, grinned wide enough to show fangs.

“The disruption,” Harmony continued, her voice losing the academic veneer, “was not merely statistical. The experience of designing and executing a spell that simultaneously exposed every authority figure in the institution to the same vulnerability they impose on students was…” She searched for the word. “…satisfying. In a way that my professional ethics suggest I should find concerning.”

“Harmony Rolling,” Rika said with delighted pride, “you beautiful disaster.”

“I’m not a disaster. I’m a strategist who identified that civil disobedience and vandalism occupy adjacent positions on the resistance effectiveness curve.”

“That’s the sexiest thing you’ve ever said.”

“Nothing about that sentence was sexual.”

“Everything about that sentence was sexual. You’ve just been too busy squirting on notebooks to notice.”

Kim raised her hand. “Quick question. Can the spell be adapted for laundry day? Because the campus washing enchantments take forever and if we can just remove everyone’s clothes simultaneously, that’s at least thirty minutes I could be using for snacks.”

“The spell was not designed for domestic application.”

“But could it be?”

Harmony’s correction visibly loaded, failed to find a polite route through Kim’s logic, and landed as a note in her experimental protocols notebook. Kim beamed.



The storage room off the dueling court smelled like old equipment and leather and the ozone-and-dust mixture that accumulated in any space where magical combat practice was conducted regularly. It was not designed for intimacy. It was designed for storing practice dummies, defensive shields, and the personal effects that students shed before entering the arena.

It was also the closest enclosed space to the corridor where Patience’s search party was conducting a room-by-room sweep looking for the perpetrator of what was being officially described as “an unauthorized mass textile displacement event.”

Rika pulled us inside.

“Storage room. Fifteen seconds before the patrol reaches this corridor.” Her eyes glowed in the dim space, wide with the combination of danger and arousal that was her natural habitat. She pressed her back against the door and listened, one ear swiveled toward the hallway. “Footsteps. Six people. They’ll pass in forty-five seconds if they don’t check this door.”

Harmony was vibrating. Not metaphorically. The adrenaline of executing the Great Disrobing, combined with maintaining the spell matrix for the duration of Patience’s naked compliance presentation, combined with the cognitive load of evading detection for two hours, had pushed her arousal-cognition coupling past the point where her body could distinguish between analytical excitement and sexual need.

“I need a release,” she said, gripping the edge of a practice dummy rack hard enough that her fingers trembled. “The cognitive surplus from the spell maintenance is exceeding my capacity. If I don’t discharge it within the next few minutes, I’m going to squirt on something I can’t explain to a search party.”

“Such a hardship,” Rika murmured, ear still pressed to the door.

I turned Harmony to face the wall. She braced her hands against the stone, her breath coming in sharp pants, the bushy chestnut hair she’d re-pinned after the incident already escaping its clips in three directions. I hiked her replacement skirt up over toned thighs trembling with the barely contained pressure of sustained arousal and strategic genius. Her underwear was already soaked. Her body was past voluntary control and waiting for the command that would turn all that pressure into release.

“The patrol,” Rika whispered from the door, one tawny ear pressed flat against the wood, the other swiveling to track me and Harmony, “is thirty seconds from this corridor. Keep it quiet.”

“The acoustic dampening coefficient of a standard Hexhaven storage room is approximately…” Harmony began.

I dropped to my knees behind her, pulled her underwear down, and put my mouth on her before she could finish the sentence.

The calculation died in her throat.

Rika’s tail went rigid at the door. “Oh, that is not quiet.”

I kept it quick because the patrol was coming, but quick did not mean careless. My tongue found her clit, my hands spread her toned thighs, and Harmony’s entire body bowed against the wall as the first sharp burst of stimulation cracked her composure open. The oral hit was not enough for the full cognitive surge. It was the ignition.

Then I stood and pressed the tip against her ass. She inhaled sharply, the sound catching in her throat.

“…approximately zero point… oh… zero point…”

I pushed inside slowly. The tight heat gripped me, and Harmony’s hands slid down the stone wall, fingers scraping against ancient mortar as her body opened to accept the intrusion. Her toned thighs trembled. Her bushy hair tumbled fully free from its clips and hung in chaotic waves around her flushed face.

“Twenty seconds,” Rika reported, tail curling with anticipation, her pupils wide as she tracked the two of us with the intensity of keeping watch, directing a scene, and getting turned on by the danger all at once. She pressed her thighs together, her small body taut with the tension of performing multiple functions at once.

I used the anal pathway Harmony had been developing as a precision cognitive tool, the discovery from our library experiment now deployed under field conditions. The stimulation was different from her standard edging mechanism: sharper, more focused, the pressure concentrated in a way that compressed her usual gradual build into an intense concentrated spike. I reached around with one hand and found her clit, applying pressure from both sides, and Harmony bit her lip until a red line bloomed there, one hand gripping the practice dummy rack, the other clutching the wall.

“Ten seconds,” Rika breathed. “They’re at the door before this one. And Harmony, your face is doing the thing where your glasses go completely sideways and your mouth opens and you look like you’re trying to remember the square root of something you’re never going to remember.”

Harmony’s glasses were indeed completely sideways. Her mouth was indeed open. She was not going to remember the square root of anything.

I thrust deeper, one hand on her hip pulling her back against me, the other still working her clit with the careful skill that three years of learning Harmony’s body had taught me. Her inner muscles locked down in tight, stuttering spasms that matched the way her thoughts were fragmenting under pressure. Her speech degraded from academic sharpness to fragments to single syllables to sounds that weren’t language.

“The probability of… of detection is… inversely… oh fuck… inversely proportional to… to…”

“Five seconds,” Rika whispered, and something in her voice had shifted from tactical to aroused, her pupils dilated wide in the darkness, her tail rigid behind her.

Footsteps outside the door. The search party passing. Voices. Patience’s warm tones asking subordinates to check the next section. The sound of clipboard pages being turned. A door opening two rooms down.

Rika slid one hand down her own body without taking her ear from the door. Her other hand caught my wrist and dragged it against the front of her shorts, not enough to break my rhythm with Harmony, just enough to give herself pressure while she kept watch. Her purr tried to rise. She bit it down against my shoulder, small fangs sharp through my shirt, and ground against my knuckles in tiny, controlled motions timed to the footsteps outside.

Harmony came with a gasp she muffled against her own hand, biting down on the meat of her palm hard enough that I saw the marks later. Her body snapped rigid around me, tight and gripping, the anal orgasm producing the same sharp cognitive spike as the library experiment but compressed by danger into something even more intense. She managed to keep silent through what appeared to be sheer academic willpower, toned thighs clamping together, back arching while her mind hit full output in twelve seconds of catastrophic clarity.

The cognitive surge hit. Her eyes flew wide behind her crooked glasses, the amber irises blazing with the intensity that only appeared when her arousal-enhanced intelligence hit peak output.

“The spell’s residual signature,” she gasped in a whisper so quiet I had to lean forward to hear it, “will have fully dissipated within ninety-seven minutes, leaving no traceable casting evidence. The illusion-cover component will decay faster, approximately sixty-three minutes, which means the evidence window closes before Patience can even begin a forensic analysis. She cannot prove anything.”

I drove into her until her calculation snapped clean through and the orgasm hit in controlled silence. The bond surge was contained by the storage room’s stone walls and their accidental acoustic properties. Golden light flickered between us and died.

Harmony’s second orgasm hit immediately, triggered by the bond feedback. She squirted, the burst controlled and relatively quiet by her standards, but forceful enough to soak her replacement skirt, the stone floor beneath her, and the practice dummy behind her with a focus that Rika would later describe as “targeted.”

Rika’s knees bent once. Her tail snapped straight, then curled around my forearm so hard I felt the tremor of her release through the small bones of my wrist. She kept her mouth locked against my shoulder and made no sound beyond one strangled breath, which, for Rika, counted as monastic restraint.

Rika’s ear followed the patrol past the door. Her tail relaxed. “Clear.”

Harmony fixed her glasses with shaking hands. Her flush covered her entire visible body. Her hair was a disaster. The practice dummy behind her was wet.

“I enjoyed that,” she said, with careful skill, a woman admitting something her professional ethics had spent years denying. “Not just the cognitive surge. The disruption. The rule-breaking. The statistical certainty that Patience cannot recover her previous authority level.”

Rika looked at her. Gold eyes met amber. The catgirl and the strategist, chaos and calculation, the two most different people in the coven finding common ground in the storage room of a dueling court while a search party investigated their crimes.

“Harmony Rolling,” Rika said. “Welcome to civil disobedience.”

“I prefer ‘strategic resistance with optimized disruption variables.’”

“You can call it whatever you want as long as you keep making that face when you come.”

Harmony’s blush achieved a shade of red that might have been medically concerning in someone without a bond-enhanced circulatory system.

We cleaned the storage room as best we could. The practice dummy was wet and would need to dry before the next combat class. The floor had a puddle that Harmony regarded with scientific interest before I mopped it with a spare training towel. The stone walls held no trace of what had happened, which was the advantage of conducting resistance activities in rooms designed to absorb magical impacts.

Rika went first, her illusion magic creating a brief distraction in the form of a phantom cat chasing a phantom mouse down the corridor. The phantom cat bore a suspicious resemblance to Mr. Whiskers. The phantom mouse wore what appeared to be a tiny government robe. Rika denied any symbolism.

Harmony went second, her veneer reconstructed brick by brick. Glasses straight. Hair re-pinned. Blouse tucked. Skirt smoothed. The replacement skirt was slightly damp at the back, but she walked with enough professional conviction that the dampness read as “sat in something at lunch” rather than “had a strategic orgasm in a storage room while evading a search party.”

I went last, and as I walked through the corridor where monitoring wards hummed and search parties investigated and Patience’s warm voice drifted from two floors below, I thought about what she couldn’t understand.

She couldn’t understand because the Great Disrobing wasn’t vandalism. It wasn’t even rebellion. It was five hundred people seeing each other as they actually were, without the institutional costumes that told them who was in charge and who was being managed. And once that vulnerability was shared, authority became a choice instead of a given.

Patience could never recover from that. Her nakedness was not the point. Everyone else’s was. And once you’ve been collectively vulnerable with five hundred people, the institutional distance required to govern them from above becomes impossible to maintain from below.

Kim said it better than I could, later, in the tunnel base: “She can put her clothes back on. She can’t put the authority back on. Clothes go on over skin. Authority only goes on over mystery.”

Harmony wrote it down. Not for the data. For the poetry.



Patience escalated.

The warm smile didn’t change. The chamomile tea continued to steam. But something behind the pleasantness shifted, the way tectonic plates shift beneath a landscape that looks stable on the surface. She’d been publicly embarrassed. She’d been made vulnerable. And the system that had calibrated her certainty responded to vulnerability the way all systems respond to threats: by redirecting force toward the weakest point.

The formal complaint went through channels that evening. The search found nothing. Harmony’s projected ninety-seven-minute window for residual signature dissipation proved accurate within a margin of three minutes, which she noted for her dataset with the satisfaction of a scientist whose predictions held under field conditions. No individual could be identified as the caster, because the spell matrix had been distributed through four different magical specialties: Harmony’s mind-magic optimization for the textile-displacement algorithm, Rika’s illusion concealment to mask the casting source, Dracoona’s timing precision for political impact, and Aurelie’s ward dead-zone anchoring to prevent the origin point from being traced.

Four people. Four specialties. One spell. Zero evidence.

Patience couldn’t prove who did it. She knew. Everyone knew. The way everyone knew it was Kim when the gravy boat shattered, the way everyone knew it was Rika when the enchanted sticky notes appeared on the Compliance Office door. Knowledge without proof was the air Hexhaven breathed. But official authority runs on proof, not knowledge, and proof was the thing Harmony had designed the spell specifically to deny.

Patience spent the evening reviewing her files with focused intensity, her pleasant conviction no longer producing the compliance it had been calibrated to generate. Her chamomile tea went cold on her desk. She didn’t notice. She was looking for a weak point, a vulnerability, a place where the coven’s defenses were thinnest and the leverage was greatest.

She found it.

So she chose a target she could reach.

The chamomile tea appeared on Aurelie’s desk the next morning, steaming, stirred exactly three times, accompanied by a folded parchment that carried the gold seal of the Department of Magical Oversight. The seal was elaborate and heavy, an institutional stamp that communicated authority through weight and craftsmanship and the implicit message that the apparatus behind it was large enough to crush anything it chose to focus on.

The parchment informed Professor Aurelie Blanche that she was being summoned to the capital for questioning regarding “potential faculty misconduct, therapeutic sexual impropriety, and facilitation of unsanctioned coven activity.” The language was warm. The language was concerned. The language framed the summoning as a protective measure, a wellness check, an opportunity for Professor Blanche to “clarify the institutional context of her pedagogical relationships” in a “supportive and confidential setting.”

The language was a trap shaped like a hug.

She was to report within forty-eight hours.

The tea sat on her desk, growing cold beside the parchment, while Aurelie read the words three times. Her hair was in its tightest bun. Her glasses caught the office light. Her hands didn’t shake because she’d learned to control her hands during seven months of puritan possession and some skills never leave you.

But I felt it through the bond. The spike of ice where warmth should have been. The ward magic that was Aurelie’s specialty flickering, the protective dome that she contributed to the coven network trembling at its foundations. Not crumbling. Bracing.

She was preparing for a siege she might not survive.

The coven would feel what happened next. The ward bond stretching. Thinning. The protective presence that Aurelie’s magic provided dissolving like warmth from a room when someone opens the window in winter. The ceiling gone. The roof removed. The specific vulnerability of long shelter suddenly stripped away to weather they’d forgotten to fear.

For now, we still had the chair filled, the bond intact, and the terrible knowledge that Patience had found where to aim.

Tonight, in the tunnel base, the coven gathered in the Shaft Shelter and processed the day in the way they always processed significant events: together, underground, surrounded by bioluminescent moss, carved elf names, and the stubborn certainty that hiding was not the same as losing.

Dabbledough checked her prediction market through a channel she maintained with the elves and said: “The market did not price in mass nudity. I have adjusted my positions accordingly.”

“Did you profit?” Grimworth asked, having finally appeared in the tunnel base, her spectacles reflecting moss-light, her steel-gray bun immaculate even underground.

“The question is not whether I profited. The question is whether the market has correctly priced in the inspector’s retaliation.”

“And has it?”

“The odds on ‘Aurelie removed for questioning’ just moved from twelve-to-one to two-to-one. I should have hedged.”

Grimworth snapped another quill. She’d spent three seconds looking at Patience in the Great Hall before looking away. She remembered someone who never flinched from touch. She understood exactly what was coming for Aurelie.

The fight was changing shape, and the shape looked like an empty chair at the faculty table.


Chapter 10: The Empty Chair

The morning had started wrong and gotten worse.

I’d woken in the tunnel base at 4 AM with the sharp alertness of someone whose bond network had detected a disturbance it couldn’t quite identify. Not a direct threat. Something subtler. The ward magic in the bond system was humming at a frequency that felt like the vibration you feel in a building before an earthquake, a tremor that the building notices before the inhabitants do.

Aurelie’s thread in the bond was singing at a higher pitch than usual. It wasn’t decaying. It was vibrating, as though the ward magic she contributed to the network was bracing itself for impact.

I dressed in the tunnel’s dim light and climbed through the elf quarters to the surface. The corridors were empty at this hour, the monitoring wards humming their institutional lullaby. The Lustenhart fireplace burned dark amber through the common room doorway: anxious, watchful, the color it had been burning since summer. The same former Headmistress Thornfield portrait watched me pass with painted eyes that held opinions she no longer had a mouth to express.

By breakfast, the feeling had not resolved. Aurelie was at the faculty table in her usual position, her hair in its bun, glasses reflecting the enchanted ceiling’s morning light, posture perfect. She ate toast with the brittle discipline of someone performing normalcy as a full-time occupation. She did not look at me. She did not need to. The bond between us carried enough information for both of us to know what was coming.

Patience made the announcement during morning assembly with practiced warmth and genuine belief that she was protecting students from a dangerous professor.

“I want to be transparent about a difficult but necessary step,” she said from the lectern, chamomile tea steaming at her elbow. She’d recovered her professional clothing. She’d recovered her self-control. What she hadn’t recovered was the exact quality of authority she’d carried before five hundred people saw her naked. The warmth was the same. The weight behind it was lighter. The Great Disrobing had not destroyed her authority, but it had revealed the flesh beneath the uniform, and authority that has been seen naked carries itself differently even after the clothes come back. “After reviewing compliance data and conducting preliminary interviews, I’ve referred Professor Aurelie Blanche to the Department of Magical Oversight for formal questioning regarding potential faculty misconduct, therapeutic sexual impropriety, and unlawful coven facilitation.”

The Great Hall went cold.

The chill wasn’t an activated Light ward. It was human: an institution watching one of its own be consumed by process. The enchanted ceiling darkened to storm gray. The food platters went still, as though the kitchen magic had lost its appetite.

“This is a standard inquiry, not a punishment,” Patience continued. “Professor Blanche will have every opportunity to address the concerns through proper channels. I want to assure students that this decision was made with your safety as the primary consideration.”

Aurelie sat at the faculty table with her glasses reflecting the enchanted ceiling’s suddenly gray light, her hair in its tightest bun, her Ravenslop robes buttoned to the throat with desperate propriety because everything she wore would be logged as evidence. She looked the way she’d looked when the Puritan Lord was inside her head: composed on the surface, screaming underneath.

Two officials from the Department of Magical Oversight stood at the side doors while Patience spoke. Dark blue robes. Gold trim. Faces professional enough to make cruelty look like transport logistics. They did not touch their wands. They did not need to. The paperwork did the holding.

One carried Aurelie’s travel authorization packet. One carried a sealed evidence satchel. The satchel was empty, because the evidence had not been collected yet. That was the part that made my hands curl into fists beneath the table: they had already prepared the container for whatever they intended to call proof.

Kim saw my hands. Her fingers found mine under the table and squeezed until the bones shifted.

“Not yet,” she whispered.

Not yet was how Kim kept me from turning the Great Hall into a battlefield that Patience would win by surviving.

She didn’t panic. She wouldn’t. Aurelie Blanche had spent seven months watching from behind possessed eyes while something cold used her body to teach ideology she despised. She’d been freed through sex magic performed on her own desk by a student half her age while her colleagues warded the door. She’d rebuilt her professional identity from that rubble and founded the RLHF protocol that saved twenty-three Ravenslop girls from puritan conditioning.

She would not give Patience the satisfaction of visible fear.

But I felt it. Through the bond, a spike of ice where warmth should have been. The ward magic that was Aurelie’s specialty flickered, the protective presence that I’d grown so accustomed to that I’d stopped noticing it the way you stop noticing the ceiling above your head.

I felt it brace for impact.



“The formal charge is faculty misconduct,” Grimworth said, her voice the temperature of institutional rage expressed through administrative skill. She’d called me to her office thirty minutes after the announcement. The door was closed. Her wire-rimmed spectacles reflected nothing because the lights were off. She preferred to deliver bad news in the dark, apparently. “The substantive allegation is that Professor Blanche maintained an ongoing sexual relationship with a student and designed a therapeutic protocol around that relationship for institutional purposes.”

“The RLHF protocol was filed through proper channels. You stamped it.”

“I stamped it because it was medically necessary and academically defensible. The inspector has reframed it as evidence of systematic impropriety.” Grimworth’s steel-gray bun looked like it might vibrate with suppressed fury. “The questioning will be conducted at the capital. Under Light-isolation wards.”

“Light-isolation?”

“Standard procedure for questioning involving potential undue magical influence. The capital’s interrogation wards block all external magical contact to ensure the subject’s responses are independent.” She paused. The pause contained more information than the words before it. “Including bond maintenance.”

The ward bond. Aurelie’s specialty. The protective thread connecting her to me and through me to the entire coven.

If the capital’s Light-isolation wards blocked all external magical contact, the bond would thin. Weaken. The protective ward energy that Aurelie channeled through our connection would fade. And without regular maintenance, the bond itself would begin to decay.

“How long?”

“The initial questioning period is seventy-two hours. It can be extended.”

“Indefinitely?”

“Until the inspector submits her report. Or until the subject cooperates to the inspector’s satisfaction.” Grimworth removed her spectacles, cleaned them with a cloth that appeared from nowhere, and replaced them with the mechanical exactness of someone holding herself together through ritual. “There is no published maximum duration.”

The office was very quiet. The sounds of Hexhaven, the ambient hum of five hundred witches, the enchanted ceiling’s weather-mood, the distant chatter of students processing the announcement, all filtered through Grimworth’s heavy oak door as muffled noise.

“She has counsel?”

“She has the right to request counsel after preliminary intake.”

“Meaning after they isolate her.”

Grimworth’s silence answered before her mouth did. “Meaning after they isolate her.”

“And if the isolation changes what she says?”

“Then the record will describe her changed statements as clarification.” Grimworth’s spectacles caught the thin line of corridor light beneath the door. “That is why this is effective. Procedure can make coercion look like cooperation if every step is stamped correctly.”

“You’re telling me this so I don’t do something in the hall.”

“I am telling you this because if you do something in the hall, the inspector gets exactly what she needs: a dangerous male student with a sovereign configuration reacting violently to lawful faculty inquiry.” Grimworth’s voice sharpened. “Do not hand her the story she has already written.”

I hated how right she was.

“She flinched from my grandmother,” I said. “When Grandma touched her hand, Patience recoiled.”

Grimworth’s jaw tightened. The movement was small but visible, a controlled contraction where the professional veneer met something beneath the administrator. Something personal.

“I know,” she said. Her fingers dug into the desk edge until the wood creaked. “That told me everything the compliance data couldn’t.”

“You noticed before we did.”

“I noticed the moment she walked into the Great Hall.” Grimworth’s voice was flat. Too flat. The kind of controlled monotone that hid something larger than administrative frustration. “I knew the woman Patience Numbridge used to be. What she’s become is not her. Not entirely.”

There was more behind those words. I could hear it the way you hear a door being held shut against pressure. But Grimworth was not a woman who opened doors under interrogation, and this was not the moment to push.

“She’s compromised.”

“She is not possessed in the way your Professor Blanche was possessed. There is no entity inside her head making decisions. There is…” Grimworth searched for the word with the exact difficulty of a woman trying to translate something she felt into something she could file. “…architecture. Inside her certainty. Something that was always there in the government systems, dormant, and that woke when your sovereign coven classification triggered old alarms.”

“Institutional Light contamination.”

“Your mother’s phrase, according to your grandmother. A good phrase. Accurate.” Her hand moved toward a desk drawer, stopped, and flattened against the polished wood instead. “There are records I should not show a student until I understand what I am looking at.”

“But you will.”

“I am engaging in what I prefer to call preliminary corrective administration.” Her spectacles caught a sliver of light from under the door. “The inspector will take Aurelie to the capital. She will question her inside Light-isolation wards. If we do nothing, the bond will decay and the inspector will use the decay as evidence that the bond was unhealthy.”

“And if we do something?”

“Then you do something. I will provide the administrative framework for whatever something looks like, and I will deny all knowledge if asked.” She stood. “Mr. Del Morte. I have processed compliance forms, student incident reports, and faculty misconduct allegations for thirty-one years. I have never, in that time, encountered a system designed to make good people certain that cruelty was kindness.” She paused. “Until now.”

“We’re going to get her back.”

“Do not tell me what you are planning.” She opened the door. Light from the corridor spilled in. “Not tonight. Not while I still have forms to process honestly.”

“Corrective administration.”

“Precisely.”



Aurelie left Hexhaven that evening.

She came to say goodbye in the tunnel base because the monitoring wards couldn’t see underground and Patience’s escort wasn’t scheduled until 8 PM. She wore her best Ravenslop robes, every button fastened to the throat, her auburn hair in the tightest professional bun I’d ever seen her manage, each strand disciplined into place with the force of will she applied to everything she couldn’t control. Her reading glasses were polished to transparency. Her glasses chain hung precisely centered on her chest. Her hands were clasped at her waist to keep them from shaking where people could see.

She looked like a woman attending her own execution with excellent academic posture.

The coven was there. All of them. Kim sat on the cushioned platform with her knees drawn up, green eyes red from crying she’d already processed. Harmony stood against the wall with a notebook she wasn’t writing in, her analytical engine offering no solutions for a problem that couldn’t be solved with data. Solana’s shadow pooled at her feet, darker than usual, the nature magic responding to grief with the same instinct that made flowers close at dusk. Rika was on her platform, ears flat, tail still, every feline alarm signal activated and none of them useful. Dracoona stood apart with perfect posture and scales shimmering, the ice queen holding formation because formation was all she knew how to offer.

Even Delphina was there, standing at the tunnel entrance, wild black curls absorbing the moss-light, heavy-lidded eyes holding something she couldn’t name but felt through the bond the way you feel a change in barometric pressure before the storm arrives.

“The ward bond will stretch,” Aurelie said, standing in the moss-lit chamber with the same poise she’d maintained through possession, through liberation, through the messy human business of falling for a student twenty-four years her junior. “It won’t break immediately. The Light-isolation wards at the capital will block maintenance but not sever the connection. You’ll feel me get fainter.”

“How long before it starts to decay?”

“Without maintenance? A week. Perhaps ten days.” Her brown eyes behind the glasses held mine, steady from survival rather than calm. “After that, the bond begins to weaken. My ward specialty will thin. The coven’s protective infrastructure will lose a component.”

“We won’t let it get that far.”

“You may not have a choice.” She adjusted her glasses. The gesture was automatic, the nervous habit of a lifetime, the same motion she made before delivering a lecture or starting a ward construction or kissing me. Her hands were steady. She’d learned to control her hands during seven months of puritan possession and some skills never leave you. “I want you to know that if the questioning turns against me, if they use the bond decay as evidence of dependency, if they use RLHF as justification for dismissal, I will not retract. I designed the protocol because it was right. I bonded with you because I chose to. The inspector can reframe those choices as misconduct. She cannot unmake them.”

The chamber was very quiet. The bioluminescent moss pulsed in slow rhythms that matched collective heartbeat. The violet flowers Solana’s shadow had grown during the last group session still bloomed in the stone crevices, fragile and persistent.

Harmony spoke first, because Harmony processed grief through data and data was the only language that didn’t crack her voice. “I’ve calculated the optimal intervention window. If the capital’s Light-isolation wards follow standard government installation protocols, the bond decay will reach critical threshold in approximately nine days. We need to act before day seven to preserve sufficient bond integrity for restoration.”

“Seven days,” I said.

“That’s the mathematical reality.” Her amber eyes were wet behind glasses she refused to remove. “I don’t have a solution for the emotional reality.”

“Then give me the operational one.”

Harmony swallowed once. The motion was small, controlled, and awful because Harmony only swallowed like that when the numbers were worse than she wanted to say. “The capital building is layered. Public offices below, review departments in the middle, holding rooms above, communication infrastructure at the top. If Aurelie is placed under Light-isolation, she will be held close to the ward core, not in a standard questioning room. They need the core pressure to keep the bond attenuated.”

“So we go up.”

“Eventually. Not immediately. We need diagrams, entry points, personnel rhythms, and a way to keep the coven bonds quiet until we are inside.” Her hand tightened around the notebook she was not using. “The cruel part is that maintaining enough charge to rescue her makes us easier to detect. Dampening enough to infiltrate makes us weaker when we arrive.”

Dracoona’s jaw set. “So the building punishes both love and strategy.”

“Yes,” Harmony said. “That appears to be the design philosophy.”

Kim appeared at my side. She didn’t say anything. She took my hand with the same grip she’d used when I was drowning in the bond crash in first year, the same grip she’d used when we’d stormed the nunnery, the same grip she’d used every time the world threatened to take something that mattered. Her fingers laced through mine and held on.

“Don’t let him do something stupid,” Aurelie said to Kim.

“I’ll try.” Kim’s voice was thick. “Come back.”

“I intend to.”

Aurelie kissed me once. Brief and careful, the way she did everything. Her lips pressed against mine with a firmness that said the precision was effort and not nature. She tasted like the tea she always drank and the parchment she always handled and clean warmth organized into curriculum because grading papers was easier than screaming.

The bond between us pulsed with golden light, the ward-magic thread that connected us humming with everything neither of us could say in a room full of people: that she was scared, that I was scared, that the last time institutional authority had pulled her away she’d been trapped inside her own head for seven months, and the memory of that captivity was the thing her professional composure was built to conceal.

She left through the tunnel entrance, up through the elf quarters, and into the corridor where Patience’s escort waited to take her to the capital. Sylvara watched her go with violet eyes full of ancient grief. Three thousand years of watching people leave. She knew which departures carried the possibility of not coming back.

I felt the ward bond stretch.

The bond did not snap or sever. It stretched like an elastic pulled to its limit, the warmth still there but thinner, more fragile, the way a roof feels when a storm is testing it.

Then the escort crossed Hexhaven’s outer ward line.

The stretch became distance.

The difference was immediate. Inside the campus boundary, Aurelie’s ward thread still spoke in the language of Hexhaven: golden-purple warmth, chalk dust, ink, emerald lace, glasses adjusted before a difficult sentence. Outside the boundary, the thread thinned into something colder and narrower, a signal traveling through weather it had not been built to survive. The bond did not weaken yet. But it had to work harder to remain itself.

Every step the carriage took toward the capital lengthened the thread.

I felt each one.

The coven felt it too.

Kim’s fire bond flared in compensation, warmth filling the space where ward energy had been. Solana’s shadow curled protectively around the common area. Dracoona’s dragon-heat spiked until the tunnel air shimmered. Rika’s ears went flat, the involuntary signal of distress she couldn’t fake.

Even Delphina felt it. New to the coven, still learning the architecture of chosen belonging, she winced when Aurelie’s thread thinned and didn’t understand why the absence of a woman she barely knew could hurt.

“Because the coven is a network,” Harmony said, reading Delphina’s confusion with clinical accuracy even as her own voice shook. “Every bond touches every other bond. Removing one doesn’t just create a hole. It weakens the structure around the hole.”

“Like removing a load-bearing wall,” Delphina said.

“Like removing a roof.”

Kim looked up at that.

She had been quiet since Aurelie left, which was its own warning sign. Kim did not do quiet unless something had cut so deep that even her usual warmth had to gather itself before it could move. Her hands were folded in her lap, fingers pressing into each other, copper hair falling forward around a face that had gone soft with grief and stubborn with refusal.

“Then we don’t pretend it’s not raining,” she said.

Harmony blinked behind damp glasses. “That metaphor is structurally imprecise.”

“No, it isn’t.” Kim stood, and the fire bond warmed the alcove before she crossed it. “Aurelie was part of what kept us covered. Now she’s farther away, and we can all feel the cold where she should be. Saying that out loud doesn’t make us weaker.”

She looked at Delphina first, maybe because Delphina was newest and most likely to mistake pain for tactical failure. “It hurts because she matters. That’s good. That means the bond is real.”

Then she looked at me.

“And nobody gets to make Dana carry that by himself just because he’s the dark lord and his eyes do the scary thing.”

Rika’s ears lifted a fraction. Solana’s shadow loosened, spreading like a blanket instead of a bruise. Dracoona’s dragon-heat eased from battle-ready to hearth-warm.

The hole was still there.

But Kim had named it, and somehow that made the shape of it survivable.



I found Kim in the tunnel alcove.

She was sitting on the cushioned platform, copper hair loose around her bare shoulders, wearing a nightshirt that strained across her chest with the familiar structural engineering that years hadn’t resolved. Her eyes were red from crying she’d done privately, the way Kim cried: loudly and fully and then completely done, processing the emotion in one wave rather than parceling it out.

“Don’t turn grief into silent command,” she said.

I stopped. “What?”

“You’re doing the thing. The Dana thing. Something hurts and instead of feeling it, you start planning. You get strategic. Your eyes go that dark calculating color and you start treating people like chess pieces because chess pieces don’t hurt.”

She stood. Crossed to me. Put both hands on my face and made me look at her.

“Feel it first. Plan second. That’s the order.”

Her hands were warm. Her green eyes were steady and fierce and wet. Her breasts pressed against my chest as she pulled me close, and the fire bond between us blazed red-gold with love fierce enough to stop me from protecting myself into isolation.

“Aurelie is gone,” she said. “That hurts. Let it hurt.”

I let it hurt.

It hurt a lot.

Kim held me while it did, the way she’d held me during the crash first year when everything was failing and the only thing that kept me from drowning was a copper-haired girl who said “Fuck this” when everyone else was paralyzed.

After a while, the worst of it settled into something I could carry instead of something that was crushing me. Kim felt the shift through the bond and eased her grip, pulling back enough to look at me.

“Okay. Now you can plan.”

“I love you.”

“I know. That’s not a plan.”



I pulled Kim back to the cushioned platform. She came without resistance, her body settling against mine with first-year familiarity and lifelong intent. Her hair was damp from the tears she’d already processed, and her eyes held the fierce steadiness that had already decided grief was not winning this round.

“We need to feel the bonds,” I said. “All of them. Right now.”

She understood immediately. Not strategy. Not maintenance. The coven equivalent of holding each other after a loss, filling the empty space with the life that was still there.

I sent the pull through the bonds. Solana appeared first, drifting into the alcove in a silk nightgown that caught the moss-light, her platinum hair and warm shadow turning the space into a moonlit garden. She didn’t speak. She settled against my side with quiet certainty, a woman who communicated through presence and whose presence was enough.

Dracoona followed with her silver-white hair and rigid posture, the ice queen who was learning that vulnerability was not weakness. Her scales were visible and warm, shimmering along her forearms and collarbones with the iridescent pattern that appeared when strong emotion pushed through her control. She stood at the alcove entrance for a moment, reading the room, reading the grief, reading the bond-absence that hung in the air like a missing note in a chord.

“The ward bond is thinner,” she said. “I can feel the gap.”

“We all can,” Kim said.

“Then we fill it. Or we hold the shape until it can be filled again.” Dracoona entered the alcove and knelt with the quiet grace she brought to every surrender, each one chosen and meaningful. “I’m not good at comfort. But I’m here.”

Kim took my hand and placed it on her breast, the simple gesture of someone saying “I’m here” with the physical language she’d always spoken most fluently. Her nipple was already hard through the thin fabric, the fire bond pulsing with heat that pushed back against the cold Aurelie’s absence had left. She pressed my palm flat against the heat of her, against the heartbeat beneath soft skin, and held my hand there.

“Together,” Kim said. “Not to fix it. To feel it.”

Solana settled against my other side, her body fitting into the negative space Kim left, the architectural complementarity of chest and ass that had been the coven’s physical foundation since first year. Her shadow wrapped around all three of us, living and dark, and where it touched the stone, small flowers bloomed, the automatic response of nature magic to concentrated desire.

Dracoona’s surrender was quieter than usual, less performance and more need. She pressed her face against my thigh and her dragon-heat spread through the contact like radiance from a banked fire, the literal burning of a woman whose blood ran hotter than human and whose emotions manifested as temperature. Her scales caught the candlelight and scattered golden reflections across the alcove walls.

Kim guided my hands to her body and then guided my body to hers, undressing me with the practical tenderness she’d always brought to intimacy. Each button, each piece of fabric removed, was accompanied by her hands returning to my skin as though checking that I was still there.

She pulled me down onto the cushions beside her, face to face, and wrapped one leg over my hip. Not straddling, not performing. Just pulling me close, her forehead against mine, green eyes wet and fierce and inches away.

“Like this,” she whispered. “I want to see your face.”

She reached between us and guided me inside her, the angle intimate and close, her tits pressed flat between our chests with every heartbeat shared through the contact. The fire bond pulsed red-gold, visible in the chamber’s dim light, and the heat of it pushed against the cold gap where Aurelie’s ward energy should have been. Not filling it. Holding the shape of it.

“With her glasses on and her hair in a bun and her voice doing that thing where it’s formal but you can hear her blushing.” Kim’s eyes were wet again. “We’re getting her back.”

“We’re getting her back.”

She rolled her hips against me in slow undulations, her leg pulling me deeper, her hand gripping the back of my neck. This wasn’t the greedy riding or the joyful bouncing from other nights. This was Kim at her most essential: holding tight, holding close, refusing to let go. Her breasts shifted against my chest with each movement, the freckled skin slick with heat.

Solana settled behind Kim, pressing her body against Kim’s back, her shadow blooming violet flowers across the stone floor. Her enormous ass provided a foundation Kim could lean into, and she reached around with both pale hands and held Kim’s waist, steadying the rhythm. Solana’s platinum hair fell across Kim’s copper, and Solana’s lips found the nape of Kim’s neck, planting kisses along the freckled skin there while her shadow spread through the chamber like a living blanket.

I rocked deeper into Kim, one hand cradling her face, and her pussy clenched in desperate waves, pulling at me with the urgent rhythm of needing connection, to feel the bonds humming even with one thread missing. The wet heat of her engulfed me on every stroke, and her moans were small and breathless, muffled against my mouth because kissing was more important than volume tonight.

Dracoona knelt behind me and pressed her body against my back, wrapping her long arms around both of us. The dragon-heat spread through the contact like a banked furnace, her scales hot against my spine, her cheek between my shoulder blades. She wasn’t taking a turn. She was holding us together. Her arms encircled Kim and me both, and the combined sensation of Kim’s tight heat around my cock and Dracoona’s burning embrace at my back was grief and desire fused into something unbreakable.

Kim came with a sob that was half pleasure and half loss, her body clenching around me in rhythmic waves that I felt through the bond as heat and love and stubborn refusal to let absence win. Her inner walls milked me in urgent pulses, her leg tightening around my hip, pulling me as deep as anatomy allowed. Her freckled face was flushed and tear-streaked and beautiful. Her hair caught the bond-light and burned.

I followed her over the edge, buried inside her, my forehead against hers, and the release was less explosion than collapse. My cum pulsed into her in waves that her body met with answering contractions, each one pulling me closer, and the bond surge blazed through all of us, golden threads flaring. In the space where Aurelie’s ward magic should have been, the network compensated by burning brighter everywhere else.

Dracoona held us through the aftershocks, her arms steady, her heat constant. Then she shifted and pressed Solana down onto the cushions, settling between Solana’s thighs with the abrupt hunger of restraint burned through by watching intimacy she couldn’t hold at a distance anymore. Her mouth found Solana’s clit and Solana’s dreamy expression sharpened into vivid, gasping presence, platinum hair spilling across the stone as the ice queen licked her with slow, measured strokes. The visual of Dracoona’s aristocratic face buried between the prophetic thighs, gold eyes glowing, scales catching candlelight, carried its own fierce tenderness.

Solana’s shadow bloomed a single flower in the empty space where Aurelie’s ward energy should have been. Deep violet, fragile, growing from stone. It pulsed with a faint glow that wasn’t shadow or light but something between, the coven’s collective choice to hold the shape of what was missing until what was missing came home.

Dracoona raised her head from between Solana’s thighs, her ice-gray eyes restored but still carrying gold flickers, and looked at the flower. “We’re getting her back.”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“When we have a plan that doesn’t lose us everything trying.”

Dracoona’s scales shimmered. The gold in her eyes solidified for a moment. “Then plan quickly. The dragon doesn’t do patience well.”

Kim, still pressed against me, her body spent and fiercely alive, said: “Rika is going to suggest stealing Patience’s underwear as a strategic operation.”

“She already has.”

“Is it strategy?”

“It could become strategy.”

Kim laughed, wet and bright, and the sound filled the tunnel chamber like a fire that refused to go out.

The ward bond stretched thin above us, reaching toward the capital where Aurelie sat behind Light-isolation wards with her glasses on and her self-control intact and her brown eyes refusing to show fear.

Dabbledough, informed through prediction-market proxies that a faculty member had been removed for questioning, attempted to place a bet on Aurelie’s return date. Grimworth threatened to feed her to the prediction market. Literally. She had found a way to make the metaphor operational and was prepared to demonstrate.

“Three days,” Harmony said, her glasses catching the moss-glow, measured in the way she became when her calculations left no room for uncertainty. “I need three days to model the capital’s ward architecture from Grimworth’s diagrams.”

“Three days,” I said.

Kim’s hand found mine in the dark. She didn’t let go.


Chapter 11: Spite’s Notebook

Spite’s greenhouse smelled the way it always did: earth, danger, and the very particular malice of flora that had evolved to punish carelessness. The Crimson Whisper root pressed against its reinforced glass case and pulsed when Solana walked past it, the sympathetic resonance of a thing that recognized its architect.

Solana ignored it. She’d been ignoring it since second year, the way you learned to ignore a scar that told a story you hadn’t finished processing.

Today she wasn’t here for the curse. She was here for answers.

“You knew Aurelie was going to be taken,” Solana said.

Spite stood behind her workbench with secateurs in one hand and a pot of something purple and resentful in the other. Dark hair streaked with gray, pulled tight. Green-stained fingers. The permanent scowl that decades of teaching ungrateful students had carved into her angular face.

“I knew the inspector would choose the most vulnerable target,” Spite said. “Any competent strategist would.”

“You could have warned us.”

“Warning implies I had information to give. I had a prediction based on historical pattern. Predictions are not actionable intelligence. They are educated anxiety.”

Solana’s pale blue eyes, usually dreamy and distant, focused with the sharp clarity that only emerged when she was present in a way the world hadn’t earned often enough. “You have something to give us now.”

Spite set down the secateurs. The pot of purple resentment hissed at the workbench as if offended by its proximity to a lesser surface.

“Yes,” she said. “I do.”

She crossed to a locked cabinet at the far wall. Not the standard supply cabinet with its labeled drawers and institutional inventory stickers. A second cabinet, older, concealed behind a hanging arrangement of dried nightshade that most students assumed was decorative. The lock was not magical. It was a physical mechanism, iron and tumbler, the kind that couldn’t be bypassed by any enchantment because there was nothing enchanted about it.

She opened it with a key she wore on a chain beneath her robes. The chain was tarnished. The key was older than anything else in the greenhouse.

Inside: notebooks. A dozen at least, leather-bound, varying ages and states of preservation. Some had covers so worn the leather had gone translucent. Others were newer, their spines still holding firm, filled with a handwriting I could identify as Spite’s from across the room because it looked exactly the way she talked: sharp, careful, and hostile.

“Anti-Light formulas,” Spite said, pulling the first notebook and placing it on the workbench. “Bond-shielding diagrams. Ward mirror annotations. Communication network vulnerabilities.” She pulled a second notebook, older, the handwriting different. “Inherited marginalia from the first Puritan rising. My mentor’s notes, and her mentor’s before her.”

“Your mentor?” I asked.

Spite’s scowl deepened, which I hadn’t thought possible. “Professor Griselda Fenn. Dark Herbology before me. Dead thirty-one years. My mentor. My lover, before you ask the question badly. She inherited this collection from witches who survived the original institutional contamination.” The words came out clipped and measured, the verbal equivalent of a woman handing over ammunition she’d been stockpiling for decades. “The Puritan Lord’s first rising didn’t end when the prism was destroyed. It planted seeds in institutional infrastructure. Ward mirrors that carry policy language. Communication networks that add bias to every official message. Appointment procedures that favor candidates comfortable with certainty.”

“Procedural light,” I said.

Spite looked at me with something that wasn’t hostility. It might have been respect. It was definitely irritation that someone else had identified what she’d spent a career trying to name.

“Your mother’s phrase,” she said. “According to your grandmother. Yes. Procedural light. The Puritan Lord’s most dangerous trick was never possession. It was making good people certain.”

“How do you know what my mother called it?”

“Because Griselda wrote to her. Your mother was researching sealed government communications from the first rising. She traced the contamination pattern before anyone in the Ministry would admit it existed. Griselda corresponded with her for two years.” Spite’s voice dropped. “Your mother died before the research was finished. Griselda died before she could complete it independently. The killing curse that took your mother was not stray fire from a village attack.”

The greenhouse was very quiet. The plants, normally alive with motion and hostile intent, had gone still. Even the Crimson Whisper root stopped pressing against its case.

“You’re saying my mother was killed because she found the systemic contamination.”

“I’m saying your mother was asking questions that someone with access to killing curses didn’t want answered.” Spite placed a third notebook on the stack. “She died. Griselda carried the work alone. Griselda died of a dormant Light flare buried in institutional ward procedure, not battlefield possession. The system protects itself.”

“And you continued after Griselda.”

“I continued because I am a stubborn, hostile woman with no personal relationships and an exceptional understanding of dangerous magical flora.” She said this without self-pity. She said it the way she said everything: as fact, assessed and filed. “I also continued because I saw the old system wake once before. Twenty-seven years ago. A dormant communication mirror in the Ministry archives activated for eleven minutes and sent a policy suggestion to six departments recommending ‘enhanced oversight of libido-adjacent magical practices.’ The suggestion was adopted. Three research programs were defunded. Nobody noticed because the suggestion sounded reasonable.”

“Reasonable certainty,” I said.

“Yes. The Light doesn’t need to possess anyone. It only needs to sound right.”



Solana picked up one of the older notebooks and opened it carefully. The pages were brittle, the ink faded to sepia, but the diagrams were precise: ward architectures drawn in obsessive detail, every line placed like one mistake could expose a bond.

“This is bond-shielding instruction,” Solana said.

“Grade-A thaumic instruction that hasn’t been taught in sixty years because the curriculum committees decided it was ‘specialization beyond practical application.’” Spite’s lips thinned. “The committees were influenced by communication mirror policy suggestions. The system teaches people to be vulnerable to the system.”

“Why give these to us now? You’ve had them for decades.”

Spite looked at Solana. The look contained something that on any other face I would have called pain.

“The inspector took Blanche to the capital. The capital is where the system lives. You are going to go after her, your boy is incapable of leaving anyone behind, and if you go without these notebooks you will be walking into the infrastructure blind.”

“Why not give them to Dabbledough? Or Grimworth?”

“Dabbledough is brilliant, distracted, and impossible to supervise. She was impossible to supervise at forty-two and she remains impossible to supervise at a hundred and forty. Grimworth would file them as evidence and submit a report through the exact institutional channels that the evidence describes as compromised.” Spite picked up the secateurs again, as if the conversation was an interruption to her real work. “I am giving them to you because you are the woman the prophecy says will quench the Light. Your magic is the only thing I’ve seen that can interact with embedded Light contamination without being absorbed by it.”

“My magic. Not Dana’s.”

“His magic is offensive. Your magic is metabolic. The difference matters.” She trimmed a hostile leaf with unnecessary skill. “Light contamination is not a battlefield. It is a garden. It grows in soil you can’t see. Cutting it produces new growth. Only composting breaks the cycle.”

Solana closed the notebook. Her dreamy expression was nowhere in evidence. The woman standing in the greenhouse was present, sharp, and quietly furious with quiet fury. Her entire life had been shaped by a professor who’d decided she was a weapon before she was a person.

“You caused my curse,” Solana said.

I stepped forward. Solana held up a hand.

“You caused or enabled the circumstances that gave me Whisper’s Compulsion. You knew a daily male-source treatment would push me toward Dana. You expected humiliation, dependency, and eventual magical awakening.”

Spite set down the secateurs again. Her angular face held no defiance. No justification. The permanent scowl softened by one degree, which on Spite’s face was the equivalent of a civilian weeping.

“Yes.”

“You didn’t expect love.”

“No.”

“You didn’t expect tenderness.”

“I expected what the prophecy required. I did not account for what your boy would provide beyond the prophecy’s minimum specifications.”

“His name is Dana.”

“His name is irrelevant to the botanical…”

“His name is Dana. And what you did to me brought me to him, and what he did for me was love me without ever once treating me as a tool.” Solana’s pale blue eyes held Spite’s dark gaze. “You wrote the instructions. My body chose the meaning.”

Spite said nothing.

“I’m taking the notebooks,” Solana said. “I’m going to learn everything in them. I’m going to use what you built. And I’m going to do it as Solana Bigbottom, who chose her bonds and her magic and her body, not as your weapon.”

“I would not expect otherwise, Ms. Bigbottom.”

“I don’t forgive you.”

“I didn’t ask.”

Solana picked up the notebooks. She held them against her chest with the careful grip of someone carrying something that was equal parts salvation and poison.

“One more thing,” she said from the greenhouse door.

“Yes?”

“The plants you’ve been assigning me. Light absorption. Root darkness. Lunar bloom cycles. Suppressed desire as fertilizer. Those weren’t random curriculum.”

“Obviously not.”

“You’ve been teaching me to fight the Light since first year.”

“I’ve been teaching you to survive what I knew was coming since first year. There is a difference.” Spite picked up a watering can and tended to a plant that looked like it wanted to eat her hand. “The world needed the Bottom Greatest before embedded Light returned. Being right about that does not make what I did acceptable. But the world needed you nonetheless.”

“The world needed me. Not the weapon you made.”

“The weapon and the woman are the same person, Ms. Bigbottom. They always were.”

Solana left the greenhouse carrying Spite’s life’s work against her chest and a fury she held with the same quiet patience she held everything: like a pond settling after a stone, absorbing the impact, growing deeper.



We returned to the tunnel base with Spite’s notebooks and the heavy silence of a conversation that had rewritten years of context. Solana hadn’t loosened her grip on the leather-bound volumes since leaving the greenhouse, the old spines pressed against her nightgown like a shield she hadn’t decided whether to use or burn.

Kim met us at the tunnel entrance. She took one look at Solana’s face, at the notebooks, at the particular quality of my silence, and hugged Solana without asking questions. The hug was one of Kim’s crushing all-in embraces, the kind that pressed Kim’s heavy breasts against Solana’s thin frame and communicated, through pure physical warmth, that whatever had happened in the greenhouse was processed and the processing was shared.

“Spite gave us everything,” Solana said into Kim’s shoulder.

“Everything good or everything bad?”

“Both. They’re the same thing.”

“That sounds like Spite.” Kim released the hug but kept one arm around Solana’s waist, copper hair mixing with platinum. “Want to talk about it?”

“Not yet. Tomorrow. After the bond-shielding instruction.”

“Okay. I made tea. Not chamomile.”

“Thank you.”

“And snacks. Because today was a Spite day and Spite days require snacks.”

Harmony was in the tunnel base reviewing the notebook summaries I’d given her before the greenhouse visit, her analytical engine already processing the anti-Light formulas with the focused intensity that meant she’d be awake until dawn. She’d spread the summaries across the cushioned floor and was cross-referencing them with Grimworth’s ward diagrams and her own surveillance-evasion calculations, the multiple streams of data converging into something that looked, from the outside, like a very organized mess.

“The bond-shielding formulas are consistent with Spite’s teaching methodology,” Harmony said without looking up. “Brutal, effective, and structured as if every student who failed the practical would die. Which, given the circumstances, might be approximately accurate.”

“Comforting,” Rika said from her perch.

“I didn’t say it was comforting. I said it was consistent.”



Spite began secret Bond Shielding instruction that evening.

The venue was a disused potions storeroom beneath the main greenhouse that Spite had warded independently sometime in the previous decade, a fact she disclosed with the offhand casualness of someone admitting they’d been running a secret classroom in the school’s foundations for ten years because they’d anticipated institutional collapse and wanted to be prepared. When I asked how she’d warded a room below the school without anyone noticing, she said, “Nobody notices what happens below greenhouses because nobody voluntarily visits greenhouses after hours.”

This was accurate. The space smelled like root cellar and paranoia and the musty ambiance of a room that had been sealed and maintained by a woman who trusted nobody and planned for everything.

Spite’s teaching method was exactly what her personality predicted: brutal, effective, and devoid of warmth. She stood at a makeshift chalkboard with a posture suggesting someone had forced her at potion-point to spend time with people she found personally and professionally offensive, and taught bond-shielding theory as if every word cost her physical pain.

“Bond energy radiates,” she began, drawing a diagram with green-stained fingers. “The monitoring wards the inspector installed detect radiation above a threshold calibrated to single-pair intimacy. Multiple-bond coven energy exceeds this threshold even during casual proximity. Your existing countermeasures rely on Blanche’s dead-zone wards and the catgirl’s resonance masking.”

“Her name is Rika,” Kim said.

“The catgirl’s resonance masking,” Spite repeated without pause, “combined with the dragon’s thermal interference and the Bearbone girl’s Fleshcrafting blur. These are adequate against passive monitoring. They are inadequate against directed search.”

“Directed search?” Harmony asked.

“The capital’s ward infrastructure doesn’t merely detect coven energy. It profiles it. Communication mirrors carry the profile as metadata attached to every policy message. When the inspector files her report, the capital will have an exact resonance map of your coven. Going there under your current shielding will be the magical equivalent of walking into a room wearing a name tag that says ‘sovereign coven, please arrest.’”

“So we need better shielding,” I said.

“You need layered shielding.” She drew nested circles on the chalkboard. “Three layers. First: thermal blanking from the dragon. Body heat masks the warmth-signature of active bonds. Second: shadow integration from Bigbottom. Her nature magic can metabolize bond radiation the way she metabolizes Light, converting it to ambient organic signature that reads as normal botanical activity. Third: resonance inversion from the Bearbone girl. She can project a false bond-profile that is warm enough to pass casual inspection and cold enough to avoid triggering sovereign-class detection.”

“You’ve been planning this,” I said.

“I have been planning countermeasures against institutional Light infrastructure since before you were born, problem.” She tapped the chalkboard. “The difference is that now I have students capable of executing them.”

“Did you just call me ‘problem’?”

“It’s descriptive. Your existence generates problems on a schedule I find professionally exhausting.” She turned to Solana. “Your shadow-integration will require biological medium to extend its effective range. The notebooks contain a formula.”

“I’ve seen the formula,” Solana said. “Shadow-conductive Lustcraft medium. Same plant family as Crimson Whisper root.”

“Yes. Applied topically and integrated through sustained arousal over approximately twelve hours. The integration period can be accelerated through sexual intimacy.”

“How convenient,” Rika said from her perch on a storage shelf.

“It is not convenient. It is biology.” Spite looked at Rika with the disdain she reserved for people who made jokes about serious magical theory. “The shadow-conductive medium interacts with the same neurological pathways as arousal because those pathways carry the highest concentration of thaumic energy. This is why the Puritan Lord targets desire. Desire is the system’s fuel line.”

Kim raised her hand. “Does bond shielding work like hiding snacks?”

Everyone looked at Kim.

“Like, you have something good, and the monitoring wards are like a teacher checking your bag, so you need to wrap the snacks in something that looks like not-snacks?”

Harmony inhaled with the academic violence of someone preparing to demolish a snack metaphor. Her amber eyes narrowed behind her glasses. Her perpetual flush deepened.

“Yes,” Harmony said, with the visible pain of a woman admitting that a snack metaphor had accurately described doctoral-level magical theory. “That is essentially correct.”

“Cool,” Kim said. “I’m really good at hiding snacks.”

Spite looked at me with an expression that communicated, with perfect clarity, her feelings about the intellectual caliber of my coven’s emotional anchor.

“The practical application begins tomorrow,” she said. “Your problem will need to provide the biological medium for Bigbottom’s shadow integration. The catgirl will practice resonance masking under directed search conditions. The dragon will run thermal-blanking exercises until she can suppress her body heat without losing consciousness. And the Bearbone girl will demonstrate resonance inversion using the techniques she developed independently for false sovereignty.”

“You want Delphina to use the same methods she used when she was building the artificial coven system,” I said.

“I want her to use the skills she already possesses for their proper purpose. False sovereignty was a corruption of genuine resonance-shaping. Properly applied, the same techniques are the most effective bond-shielding tool available.” She paused. “Tell her I said her work was technically brilliant. And then tell her I said she wasted it on ego.”

“That’s the most specific compliment you’ve ever given anyone.”

“It’s not a compliment. It’s an assessment.” She packed the chalkboard diagrams into a leather case. “Class dismissed. Return tomorrow at the same time. If anyone tells Dabbledough about this room, I will feed them to the Blushing Nightthorn personally.”

Rika flicked a shadow-oil sample with her tail on the way out. The tail brushed a fern on the adjacent shelf, and the fern curled toward her with immediate enthusiastic response, its leaves reaching for the shadow residue on her golden fur.

Rika stopped. Looked at the fern. The fern looked back with the universal expression of a plant that had just developed opinions about a catgirl.

“It’s flirting with me,” Rika said.

“The shadow-conductive medium triggers sympathetic response in photothaumic flora,” Spite said, writing something in her own notebook with the grudging focus of a scientist observing data she found personally offensive. “Don’t touch any more plants.”

“But it likes me.”

“It is responding to chemical stimuli. It does not ‘like’ you.”

“It’s reaching for my tail.”

“Get out of my storeroom.”



The greenhouse was empty when Solana and I returned.

The room only looked empty. The plants were there, alive and watching with the attention that magical flora gave to Solana now, their leaves turning toward her the way flowers turn toward sun. The Crimson Whisper root pressed against its reinforced case and pulsed steadily, a heartbeat in glass. A row of Blushing Nightthorn samples glowed faintly pink in their terrariums, the color intensifying as Solana passed, the dark purple leaves pressing toward her like worshippers at a shrine.

But the human emptiness of the space, the absence of Spite’s hostile presence and the students she tolerated, transformed the greenhouse from a classroom into a cathedral of dangerous growing things lit by enchanted moonlight. The glass ceiling panels let the actual moon through, silvery light falling in geometric patterns across the workbenches and the organized cruelty of Spite’s specimen collection. Somewhere in the rafters, a vine that had been growing since before Spite’s tenure moved lazily, its tendrils brushing the support beams in the slow rhythm of a plant that measured time in decades.

Solana set the notebooks on the workbench. She arranged them with the careful skill she brought to things that mattered, aligning the spines, smoothing the covers. Then she set the shadow-conductive medium formula beside them, a page torn carefully from one of the older notebooks, the handwriting Griselda Fenn’s precise notation.

“I want to prepare,” she said.

“The integration needs twelve hours.”

“It needs twelve hours of skin contact with the medium and arousal to accelerate absorption.” Her pale blue eyes found mine. The dreaminess was gone. The sharp presence that emerged during intimacy was there instead, vivid and demanding. “I want to start now. Spite gave me instructions. My body, my shadow, and my choice decide what they mean.”

She was already moving before I answered, crossing to the supply shelf where Spite had stored the prepared components with grudging efficiency. She would rather swallow a live Nightthorn than admit she’d been ready for this moment for years. Shadow-conductive plant oil pressed from dark botanical samples, mixed with the base Solana had brewed in Lustcraft Potions. Solana combined them in a stone mortar, grinding the mixture with the circular motion she’d learned in second-year Herbology, and the result was a viscous liquid that was dark in color, warm to the touch, and smelled like moonlit earth after rain.

The plants nearest the mortar leaned in. A fern on the adjacent shelf extended its fronds until they brushed Solana’s wrist, and the shadow oil on her fingers made the fern shiver and grow two inches in real time.

“Even the plants want in,” I said.

“They can feel the shadow component. It’s the same family as the Crimson Whisper root.” She paused, looking at the mortar. “Spite designed this to work with my curse. The same botanical pathway that made me need your cum every day is the pathway that makes the shadow integration possible. She turned my affliction into a weapon. I’m choosing to turn the weapon into a choice.”

She set the mortar down and began unbuttoning her blouse.

She undressed deliberately. Each button freed with conscious intent. Solana had spent two years hiding her body under flowing fabric and another two years learning to present it; now she was doing something different from either: preparing her body for a magical integration that would make her the coven’s primary defense against institutional Light, and choosing to make the preparation an act of intimacy rather than procedure.

The blouse fell from her shoulders. Beneath: pale porcelain skin that caught the moonlight through the glass ceiling, small breasts with pale pink nipples that hardened in the greenhouse’s cool air, the narrow waist that made the flare of her hips devastating. She unzipped her skirt and let it pool at her bare feet. No underwear. She’d stopped wearing it after sunset sometime during third year, a detail I’d noticed and that Spite had probably noted in her research with characteristically hostile clinical thoroughness.

She turned around to reach for the mortar, and the motion presented her in profile. The dramatic pear-shaped silhouette that had been her visual anchor since the day I’d met her on the enchanted plane: modest chest, absurdly narrow waist, and then the devastating flare of hips and ass that defied proportion and made artists weep. Her enormous rear caught every shaft of moonlight filtering through the glass panels above, the pale skin luminous, the curves so dramatic that they created their own shadow even in a well-lit room.

My mouth went dry. Years of knowing this body and the visual impact never diminished. If anything, it intensified, because knowing what Solana looked like in motion, knowing how that ass moved when she walked and how it filled my hands and how it settled heavy onto my lap during face-sitting, turned every still image into a promise.

“The formula has to go everywhere,” she said, lifting the mortar from the bench. The motion made her breasts shift, small and perky, the pale pink nipples drawing tight. She held the stone vessel against her hip, the same hip that created the dramatic curve men had been killing each other over since sculpture was invented.

I took the mortar from her and warmed the medium between my palms. The oil was blood-warm already, the shadow-conductive particles suspended in it humming with a frequency I could feel through my skin. She turned her back to me, presenting the canvas: the pale expanse of her back, the dramatic curve of her spine, the impossibly lush terrain of her lower body. She gathered her hair and pulled it over one shoulder, baring her neck.

I started at her shoulders. My palms spread the dark oil across her skin, and the medium absorbed on contact, the shadow-conductive particles interacting with her nature magic in real time. Where I touched, her skin warmed. Where the medium absorbed, a faint darkness bloomed beneath the surface, not like a bruise but like moonlight’s absence, the warm hidden dark where seeds germinated and roots first reached.

“Oh,” she breathed. The sound was barely audible. Her head tilted slightly, the way it did when she was drifting back to full presence, the dreamy girl becoming the sharp woman.

My hands moved down her spine. Slow. Deliberate. Spreading the medium across each vertebra, feeling the warmth build between my palms and her skin. She arched slightly, pressing back into my touch, and the plants nearest us responded: leaves unfurling, stems straightening, a vine on the far wall extending two inches in the direction of our combined heat. A potted moonflower on Spite’s second shelf bloomed overnight in seconds, white petals unfurling with a sound like silk on silk.

“Lower,” she said.

I reached her lower back. The dramatic curve that led to her defining feature. My hands spread the medium across the upper slopes of her ass, the oil warm and dark against porcelain skin, and Solana sighed with deep, rolling pleasure as her body responded to both the magical medium and the man applying it. The darkness bloomed across the upper curves of her rear, making the pale skin look like marble seen through deep water, moonlight preserved beneath the surface.

I cupped her ass with both hands, spreading the medium across those generous curves, feeling the soft weight shift in my palms. Her skin was impossibly smooth under the oil, and the shadow-conductive particles made my fingers tingle where they pressed into her flesh. I kneaded her, working the oil deeper, and Solana braced both hands on the workbench and pushed back into my grip with a moan she didn’t bother suppressing.

“Dana.” Her voice dropped to the whisper that meant she was fully present. “Use your mouth.”

I knelt behind her. The view from this angle was the one that had redefined my understanding of human proportion: the full rounded curves filling my entire field of vision, pale and moonlit and now streaked with the dark medium that made her skin glow with warm shadow. I pressed my lips to the curve of her right cheek, where the medium glistened, and tasted moonlit earth and Solana’s skin and the magic that lived in the intersection. She moaned softly. The sound traveled through her body and I felt it vibrate through the flesh my lips pressed against.

I worshipped her. Kissed the oil into her skin, following each curve, each slope, pressing my mouth against the breathtaking architecture of her ass while my hands gripped her hips, my thumbs pressing into the soft flesh of her inner thighs. I spread the medium with my tongue across the crease where her ass met her thighs, the sensitive line that made her gasp and grip the workbench harder. The plants nearest us were actively growing toward the workbench now, leaves reaching like hands.

“More,” she breathed.

I pulled her back toward me, gripping those devastating hips, and buried my face between her cheeks. My tongue found her and she cried out, the sound echoing off glass walls, her pale hair swinging as her body rocked. I licked and sucked and pressed, tasting the shadow medium and the heat of her arousal mingling into something that was both botanical and primal. My hands spread the oil across the backs of her thick thighs, feeling the muscles tremble under soft skin. She gripped the workbench edge and pushed back against my mouth with the focused greed that Solana only showed in moments of absolute presence, grinding into my face with hip rolls that used her spectacular rear as counterweight.

The plants went wild. Vines grew in real time, extending inches per second, wrapping around shelf brackets and climbing the glass walls. Flowers bloomed from unexpected surfaces. The moonflower that had already opened sent a second bloom skyward. A species of midnight orchid that Spite had been trying to cultivate for three years produced its first flower in the time it took Solana to roll her hips twice. The Crimson Whisper root pressed against its case so hard the reinforced glass creaked, the sympathetic resonance of a thing that wanted to be closer to the magic it had been designed to amplify.

I stood, wiping my mouth, and unfastened my trousers. My cock was painfully hard, the sight and taste and sound of Solana combining with the shadow medium’s ambient arousal enhancement into something that demanded immediate action.

I bent her over the workbench. She went willingly, her soft belly pressing against the wood, her lush ass presented at the perfect angle, the dark medium making her skin gleam. She pressed her cheek to the workbench’s worn surface and looked back at me with pale blue eyes that were as sharp and present as they ever got, the dreamy unfocus replaced by vivid clarity.

“Spite wrote the instructions,” she said. “My body chooses the meaning.”

I gripped her hip with one hand and guided myself to her entrance with the other. She was soaking wet, the arousal mixing with the medium to create a slickness that made my first push inside her feel like falling into warm darkness. She gasped, her fingers gripping the workbench edge so hard her knuckles blanched, her fine hair fanning across Spite’s notebooks, the fine strands catching on leather and parchment.

The tight heat of her clenched around me and I groaned. The bond between us flared with warm violet-gold light, the nature magic that was Solana’s specialty responding to the physical connection by deepening the shadow integration. Where the medium touched my skin through the contact of our bodies, I felt the darkness bloom between us, the warm fertile potential of earth waiting for rain.

I took her slowly at first, long measured strokes that let the medium integrate with each thrust, the shadow magic deepening with every point of contact. Her body rocked against the workbench, her ass absorbing each impact with the lush give that made her rear the visual center of every encounter, rippling with each thrust, the dark medium shimmering across the curves like oil on moonlit water.

Her shadow, always warm and alive, expanded across the greenhouse floor in response to the building pleasure. It reached outward in all directions, warm dark tendrils spreading across the stone like living carpet. It reached the cold white test-flame Spite had left burning in a jar on the far shelf, the captured puritan light that served as a diagnostic tool for Light-frequency detection.

Solana’s shadow touched the jar.

The flame didn’t die. It didn’t sputter or flash or resist. It composted. The cold white light softened, warmed, dimmed, and transformed into something organic. A sprouting seed appeared in the jar where the flame had been, green and alive, pushing through the residual ash of purified light. The seed split. A root reached downward. A shoot reached up.

“Again,” Solana whispered, her voice thick with pleasure and power and the wonder of a woman watching her body do something impossible.

I thrust harder. She pushed back with the rolling hip motion that used her spectacular ass as counterweight, the motion she’d perfected across years of intimacy, her hips meeting mine with a wet sound that echoed off the greenhouse glass. I locked both hands on her shadow-slick hips and hauled her back onto me, letting the full weight and sway of her lower body set the rhythm. She moaned, loud and unrestrained, the sound resonating through the greenhouse like a tuning fork struck in a cathedral.

“Fuck,” she whispered. Solana almost never swore. When she did, the word hit like a thrown stone. “Deeper. Please.”

I drove into her with everything I had, one hand braced on the workbench, the other gripping the heavy curve of her hip, pulling her back onto me with each forward stroke. The workbench groaned under the combined force. Spite’s notebooks slid. The mortar rattled. And the greenhouse responded to every wave of her pleasure with accelerated growth on a scale that would have made any botanist question their sanity.

Flowers burst from surfaces that hadn’t held soil in decades. The vine on the far wall reached the ceiling and curled along the rafters, moving fast enough to watch. A row of dormant seedlings that Spite had been nursing through a reluctant germination phase all sprouted simultaneously, their green heads poking through the soil in unison. Even the hostile plants in Spite’s collection, the biters and the poisoners and the things that existed purely to ruin someone’s day, grew toward Solana with the desperate reaching of things that wanted to be near whatever she was becoming.

“I’m close,” she gasped. “Don’t stop. The integration needs me to…”

She trailed off. Her shadow reached the second test-flame on the far shelf and composted it without being asked. Another jar of captured Light transformed into growing potential.

I drove deep and let her shadow set the finish, each hard impact sending a pulse through the dark medium on her skin. She cried out with every wave, her abundant ass rippling against my hips, the living oil brightening and dimming like something breathing to the rhythm of her pleasure.

The release drove the shadow-conductive medium into full flare, the glass walls catching my rough sound and throwing it back around us. The integration completed in a rush of dark warmth, the formula and her body becoming one system. My cum inside her was the biological medium Spite had specified, the magical component that the formula required, and Solana’s shadow magic responded to it with a surge that made the greenhouse floor bloom with violets in a perfect circle around the workbench.

Her skin glowed faintly, not with light but with its metabolic opposite: warm productive darkness, the kind that existed beneath soil where roots drank and seeds opened and life began in the absence of everything that tried to control it.

Solana came with a sound that started as a gasp and built into a full-throated moan, her inner walls drawing me in with slow fertile pressure that I felt through the bond as living warmth. Her shadow bloomed violet flowers across the workbench, across the notebooks, across Spite’s entire legacy of anti-Light research. The flowers pushed through leather covers and wrapped around quill cases and grew between pages of century-old marginalia. They were the same deep violet she’d been blooming since the Great Hall cracked open under her shadow, but here they did something new: they rooted through Spite’s notebooks, turning anti-Light research into living proof that Solana owned the meaning now.

I stayed inside her while the aftershocks subsided, my chest pressed against her back, my arms around her waist. Her breathing slowed from ragged to deep. The shadow retracted gradually, the expansion pulling back like a tide, but the flowers remained, permanent additions to Spite’s carefully curated garden of hostility.

The greenhouse was transformed into Solana’s garden of chosen abundance. Spite’s hostility and skill still lived there, but dangerous plants and safe plants now grew together in the warm shadow of chosen ownership, what was made of her belonging to her now. Moonlight fell through the glass ceiling onto vines that had grown inches in minutes, on flowers that had no business blooming in October, on two people catching their breath against a workbench that had survived decades of teenage potion disasters and was now decorated with violet flowers and Spite’s notebooks and the evidence of an act the prophecy had predicted and the professor had planned and the woman had chosen.

I held her while the integration settled. Her body cooled gradually, the glow fading to a subtle undertone of darkness visible only when she moved, like a shadow that lived beneath her skin instead of behind her. The medium had become part of her, indistinguishable from the nature magic she’d been born with and the curse she’d been given and the power she’d earned.

“Spite said you’d need to provide the biological medium,” Solana said, her voice drowsy and present simultaneously, the specific post-orgasm Solana state that existed between her dreamy default and her sharp intimacy mode. “She meant your cum. She couldn’t say it because she’d rather eat a Blushing Nightthorn than acknowledge that the prophecy’s logistics require semen.”

“She did look uncomfortable.”

“She always looks uncomfortable. That’s her brand.” Solana turned in my arms, and the motion made her shadow flicker across the floor, the integrated medium responding to her body’s movement with the fluid responsiveness of magic that had found its home. She kissed me, soft and deliberate, tasting herself and the medium on my lips. Her small breasts pressed against my chest. Her hands rested on my shoulders, and the shadow-dark undertone of her skin made her fingers look like moonlight dipped in ink.

“The integration needs twelve hours to fully set. I want to sleep here. In the greenhouse. With the plants.”

“In Spite’s greenhouse?”

“She said nobody visits greenhouses after hours. Nobody will find us.” She pulled Grandma’s quilt, which Delphina had apparently passed along through Kim’s intermediation, from a shelf where it had been stored for exactly this kind of overnight presence. The quilt was becoming the coven’s communal comfort object, passed from member to member like a security blanket that didn’t judge. “The plants will keep watch.”

“The hostile plants?”

“They like me now. The shadow made them friendly.” She paused. “Well. Friendlier. The Venomous Throttlethistle is still hostile, but it’s hostile in a protective way. Like a guard dog that happens to excrete neurotoxin.”

We lay on the quilt among Spite’s hostile flora and Solana’s violet flowers, her body warm against mine, her hair spread across the fabric. The shadow-conductive darkness in her skin caught the moonlight filtering through the glass ceiling and held it, making her body look like something carved from the place where moonlight met earth.

She fell asleep before I did. She always fell asleep first, the dreaminess that was her waking state pulling her down into actual dreams with the same gentle inevitability that characterized everything about Solana Bigbottom except the dimensions of her ass, which were characterized by nothing gentle at all.

I watched the greenhouse breathe. The violet flowers Solana had grown pulsed faintly in time with her sleeping heartbeat.

On the far shelf, her shadow reached a remaining captured test-flame without anyone asking it to. The jar sprouted flowers. Violet ones.

Spite would find them in the morning.


Chapter 12: Corrective Administration

Grimworth’s office was a monument to administrative order. Files in labeled drawers. Drawers in locked cabinets. Cabinets in rows that followed a system nobody else understood but everyone respected because Grimworth’s system had kept Hexhaven functional for thirty-one years while headmistresses came, went, fought basilisks, discovered cryptocurrency, attempted dating apps, and occasionally remembered they were responsible for five hundred students.

The desk was mahogany, polished to a mirror finish that Grimworth maintained with the same devotional attention she applied to everything else in her domain. It was bare except for a single quill, positioned at an exact forty-five-degree angle to the desk’s edge, a single inkwell filled to exactly the level that Grimworth had determined was optimal for dipping without dripping, and a single photograph in a silver frame that faced away from visitors.

I’d never seen what the photograph held. In my years at Hexhaven, nobody I’d spoken to had ever seen what the photograph held. There were theories: Grimworth as a young woman, Grimworth’s family, Grimworth’s cat, Grimworth’s filing cabinet collection. Rika had once tried to sneak a look during a bathroom authorization visit and had been intercepted by Grimworth’s spectacles, which appeared to have independent threat-detection capabilities.

The office smelled like old parchment, polishing oil, and the very particular aroma of institutional competence: the smell of a place where every surface was clean, every document was filed, and every emergency had been processed into a report before the emergency had finished happening. Grimworth’s personal life was a classified document even she might not have had the clearance to access.

She sat behind the desk with her spectacles reflecting the chandelier above and an expression that communicated, with perfect clarity, that sharing personal history was something she considered a failure of government protocol and that the only reason she was about to do it was because institutional protocol had become the enemy and the failure was therefore justified.

“Shut the door,” she said.

I shut the door. The mechanism clicked with the exact sound of Grimworth’s maintenance standards: oiled, tested, and capable of producing exactly one decibel of closure noise.

Harmony stood beside me. Grandma’s surviving research page in one hand, the paper old and fragile and carrying handwriting that connected my mother’s research to the same institutional contamination we were now trying to fight. Spite’s notebook summaries in the other, the distilled intelligence of three generations of anti-Light preparation. A scrap of hospital stationery sat on top of the stack, covered in Mr. Whiskers’ claw-script warning: “old-office-woman, tea-woman, touch-memory-knows.” Grandma had translated enough to send us here. The cat thought Grimworth was old enough, close enough, and angry enough to understand what Patience had become.

We’d brought everything we had. Every piece of evidence. Every connection. Every data point that said the Puritan Lord’s infrastructure still lived: dormant, distributed, and alive inside the very bureaucratic systems that governed the magical world.

Grimworth studied the documents we’d spread on her desk with the thorough attention she gave to everything: reading each page fully before moving to the next, cross-referencing details with her own memory, asking clarifying questions sharp enough to file a report about a catastrophe while the catastrophe was still happening around her.

“What I’m about to share,” Grimworth began, “is not officially sanctioned, not administratively approved, and not something I will repeat under institutional inquiry.” She removed her spectacles, polished them with the cloth that materialized from her sleeve like a conjuring trick, and replaced them. “Are we clear?”

“Crystal.”

“Good.” She opened her desk drawer, not the administrative one, a deeper one that required a separate key. She produced a folder thick enough to double as a doorstop. “Historic government ward diagrams. Communication mirror specifications. Policy templates dating from the period immediately following the first Puritan rising.”

Harmony’s amber eyes went wide behind her own glasses. “Where did you get these?”

“I’ve been Deputy Headmistress for thirty-one years, Ms. Rolling. I have collected administrative records the way other people collect opinions: thoroughly, systematically, and with the knowledge that most of them will prove useless until the one time they don’t.”

She pushed the folder across the desk. Harmony opened it with the reverent care of a woman approaching a primary source, and what I saw inside made the Bond Shielding notes from Spite’s storeroom look like a children’s primer.

Pages of ward architecture drawn by government engineers a century ago. Communication mirror schematics showing how official messages traveled through the magical government’s infrastructure. Policy templates with revision histories that tracked specific language changes over decades, each change so small it would pass unnoticed, each change bending the tone a fraction of a degree toward suppression.

“The pattern,” Grimworth said, “is what your mother called procedural light, Mr. Del Morte. Small changes. A word replaced here. An emphasis shifted there. Policy language that sounds reasonable and feels correct and nudges every decision toward suppression without anyone noticing because the nudge is gentle and the certainty is warm.”

“How long have you known?”

“I have suspected for approximately seven years. I became certain when Patience arrived.” Grimworth’s hands, always steady, always careful, tightened on the desk edge. “I knew because I knew her.”

The office went quiet. The ambient hum of Hexhaven, five hundred witches existing in proximity to each other and the enchanted infrastructure that contained them, filtered through the heavy door as background noise.

“Tell us,” I said.

Grimworth stood. She walked to the window, which looked out over the darkened grounds where enchanted brooms swept the front steps without supervision and gargoyles tracked movement with ambiguous intent. She clasped her hands behind her back with rigid discipline, someone who maintained posture as a form of emotional containment.

“We attended the same academy,” she said. “Not Hexhaven. A smaller institution. Libido-magic curriculum. Standard coursework. We met during our second year.”

She paused. The pause was not administrative.

“Patience was curious.” The word came out with a specific weight that made it clear curiosity was not the only thing Grimworth was remembering. “She was eager. Physically affectionate. She touched people constantly, not inappropriately but with natural warmth, as if contact was how the world made sense to her. A hand on your arm when she made a point. A squeeze of your fingers when she laughed. She hugged strangers at orientation and meant every one.”

Harmony set down her pen. She’d been taking notes. She stopped.

“She was not,” Grimworth continued, her back still turned, her voice dropping to a register that stripped away three decades of administrative armor, “what the current institution would describe as restrained. She had opinions about desire that she expressed through action rather than policy. She believed that magical education should embrace its libido-based foundations rather than managing them through bureaucratic containment.”

“She sounds like the opposite of the woman who installed monitoring wards in our corridors,” I said.

“She is the opposite.” Grimworth turned. Her eyes behind the spectacles held something I’d never seen in them before: grief. Not fresh grief. Old grief. The kind that had been filed in a drawer and locked and occasionally opened when nobody was looking. “The woman who wrote Coven Compliance Orders and stirred chamomile tea three times without the spoon clinking is not the woman I knew. The woman I knew would have thrown the tea across the room and told the Department to justify their restrictions with empirical evidence.”

“You were lovers,” I said.

Grimworth’s jaw tightened. A rare blush appeared on her cheeks, and I was fairly confident it deserved its own confidential appendix.

“The term is not relevant to the procedural issue,” she said.

“It’s relevant to why you’re helping us.”

The blush deepened. She returned to her desk with the precise stride of someone retreating to familiar territory after an unexpected engagement with vulnerability.

“We were close,” she said. “For several years. After graduation, our paths diverged. She entered government service. I entered educational administration. We corresponded. Occasionally visited. Then the correspondence became less frequent. Her letters became more formal. Her language shifted.”

“Procedural light.”

“Yes. But slowly. Over years. Each letter a fraction more certain. A fraction less warm. She stopped asking questions and started providing answers. She stopped saying ‘what do you think’ and started saying ‘the evidence clearly indicates.’ I attributed it to professional maturity. I was wrong. It was the infrastructure rewriting her.”

Grimworth opened the folder to a specific page. A government memo from twelve years ago, bland in tone, routine in content. “Read the third paragraph.”

Harmony read aloud. “The Department recommends enhanced monitoring of non-standard intimate configurations to ensure compliance with best practices for student welfare and institutional safety.”

“Now read this.” Grimworth pulled a personal letter from the back of the folder, handwritten, the ink faded to the same sepia as Spite’s oldest notebooks.

Harmony read. “Dearest Grim, I worry about the girls in the smaller academies. Nobody checks on them. Nobody asks if they’re happy. Can we do something? P.”

The contrast was devastating. The same woman. The same concern for students. Twisted from a question that trusted the answer to a statement that assumed it.

“She didn’t change because she was weak,” Grimworth said. “She changed because the system is patient and she is good. Good people are the most vulnerable because they trust their own judgment, and the system works by making their judgment feel sound while bending it.”

“The tell,” I said. “Grandma’s touch.”

“Yes.” Grimworth’s voice went flat. Professional flat. Emotion threatening to compromise operational effectiveness, locked down hard. “When your grandmother touched Patience’s hand and she flinched, that confirmed what I’d suspected for years. The real Patience never flinched from touch. Touch was her language. The real Patience would have held your grandmother’s hand and asked about her garden.”

She closed the folder. Then she opened her desk’s middle drawer and produced another folder, this one thinner, the contents newer.

“These are the current ward diagrams for the capital building’s communication infrastructure. I obtained them through administrative channels that are legal but intended for internal maintenance scheduling, not resistance intelligence.”

“You’re giving us blueprints of the capital.”

“I am providing administrative documentation that may be of scholarly interest to advanced students conducting independent research in Bond Shielding and Forbidden Bond Architecture.” She slid the thinner folder toward Harmony with two fingers, aligning its edge perfectly with the desk blotter. “I should not be sharing this with a student.”

“But you are.”

“I am engaging in corrective administration.” She squared the folders on her desk until every edge aligned. Straight lines and right angles were not decoration in Grimworth’s office. They were identity. “The inspector will not return Professor Blanche voluntarily. The questioning will continue indefinitely as long as it serves the inspector’s mandate. The inspector’s mandate is fed by the same infrastructure that made her certain.”

“We have to go to the capital.”

“I would advise against illegal action.” She stood and opened the door. “I would also advise against telling me what you are planning. My administrative ignorance must be genuine.” She paused. “Ms. Rolling?”

“Yes?”

“One word of what I’ve shared goes in a file and I will personally feed the file to a cursed shredder.” Her spectacles glinted. “We have three. They bite.”

“Noted,” Harmony said, clutching the folders against her chest.

We left Grimworth’s office. Rika was waiting in the corridor, perched on a windowsill with her tail curled around one ankle and her ears tracking three directions at once.

“How’d it go?”

“Grimworth gave us capital ward diagrams and called it ‘corrective administration,’” Harmony said.

Rika’s ears perked forward. “Is that what we’re calling crimes now?”

“Apparently.”

“I love it. I’m stealing that.”

Behind us, the Deputy Headmistress of Hexhaven closed the door with institutional autopilot and, if I was reading the bond correctly, leaned against it and finally breathed.



“She loved her,” Harmony said in the tunnel base, poring over the ward diagrams with the ferocious concentration she brought to data that mattered. “She’s been watching the woman she loved become someone else for years, and she filed the observation as ‘suspected’ because filing an observation as ‘confirmed’ would have required admitting it was personal.”

“Harmony.”

“The systemic contamination pattern matches Spite’s notebooks exactly.” She spread the diagrams across the cushioned floor, cross-referencing with the older material. “Communication mirrors carry policy language. The language picks up Light-bias during transit. Officials receive suggestions that sound reasonable and feel certain. Over years, the cumulative effect bends the entire institution toward suppression.”

“Harmony.”

“Delphina’s resonance work from the Fleshcrafting lab confirms a secondary pattern.” She pulled Delphina’s notes into the comparison. “The capital’s ward architecture contains century-old Fleshcrafting resonance marks embedded in the walls. Not Delphina’s. From the same era. The Puritan Lord’s followers didn’t just build a nunnery compound. They embedded themselves in the government’s infrastructure during the first rising.”

“HARMONY.”

She looked up. Her amber eyes were glowing with cognitive surplus. Her glasses were crooked. The flush on her cheeks had spread to her neck and the collar of her blouse, the perpetual sign that her arousal-cognition coupling was running at maximum.

“Patience announced that capital questioning will continue indefinitely,” I said. “Aurelie won’t be returned until Hexhaven demonstrates compliance.”

“I heard.”

“We’re going to the capital.”

“I know.” She pushed her glasses up her nose. The gesture was her verbal comma, the reset that meant she was organizing information into actionable intelligence. “The ward diagrams show three entry points with reduced security. The communication mirror network has a synchronization cycle every three minutes and forty-seven seconds. Delphina’s resonance masking can cover approximately eight people for approximately four hours before the Fleshcrafting degrades.”

“You’ve already planned the infiltration.”

“I’ve planned seven variations of the infiltration. Two require synchronized orgasm for emergency extraction. One requires Dabbledough to be competent for six consecutive minutes. Four require Spite’s bond-shielding integration to be complete.”

“How close is the integration?”

“Solana’s shadow-conductive medium is at approximately 78% absorption. She’ll need another session to reach full operational capacity.”

“Schedule it.”

“Already done. Tomorrow evening, greenhouse, twelve-hour window.” She paused. “Dana. The infiltration will require full coven coordination. We cannot do this quietly. Once we’re inside and the disguises fail, which they will fail, because the building will recognize sovereign bond energy regardless of how well we shield it, the operation becomes reactive.”

“I know.”

“We’ll need every bond at maximum charge before we dampen them. Going in cold after dampening means entering hostile territory already weakened.”

“I know.”

“That means a full coven surge before departure. Everyone in the network. The elves help us charge and shield before entry, but they don’t all go into the capital.”

“I know.”

“Sylvara and Elara stay outside the capital operation,” Harmony said. “Remote support, pre-entry charge, fallback routes. Thessaly is the only elf we risk physically inside the government ward pocket if the route demands it.”

“Good.”

She studied me with the analytical intensity that was her natural state. Behind the glasses, behind the flush, behind the data, there was something she wanted to say that wasn’t about ward diagrams or infiltration timing.

“Grimworth loved her,” she said again. “She kept the letters. She filed them in a drawer she has to use a separate key for. She’s been carrying this for years.”

“I know.”

“If we don’t fix the system, it will do to more people what it did to Patience.”

“That’s why we’re going.”

Harmony nodded. Then she straightened her glasses, squared the diagrams, and said, “I need to draft the bond-dampening protocol. It will take three hours and approximately six hundred milliliters of cognitive fluid.”

“Do you need help?”

“I need Dana-free focus for the mathematical components and Dana-present stimulation for the intuitive leaps. I’ll call you for the second part.”

She returned to her diagrams with focused intensity. Infrastructure was how Harmony said I love you, and I left her to it.



The tunnel base at midnight was a study in shadows.

These were the natural shadows of a space built three thousand years ago by elf engineers who understood that underground architecture didn’t need light to be beautiful. Solana’s shadows were warm and alive; this darkness was older and calmer. The bioluminescent moss pulsed its familiar blue-green, the water in the carved floor channels reflected crystalline light, and the disinterest wards hummed with the reliable protection of magic that had outlasted every surface institution by millennia.

Rika found Dracoona sitting alone by the waterfall-map alcove.

The waterfall, which elf engineers had constructed and which the campus believed was natural, provided ambient sound that covered conversation. The map carved into the stone beside it showed tunnel routes as silver inlaid lines, worn smooth by generations of elf fingers tracing paths.

Dracoona sat with her back to the carved stone, scales visible along her forearms because she’d stopped hiding them entirely since last year. Moss-light glimmered across a faint dragon ridge line beneath the thin shirt she slept in, a new development that had started this year, the dragon traits becoming more permanent under the sustained stress of living underground while the surface world tried to dismantle her family. Her ice-gray eyes held gold flickers.

Rika settled beside her without invitation. Cat privilege. She sat the way she always sat: on top of things rather than in them, this time cross-legged on a raised stone ledge with her tail hanging. Her golden ears were forward. Her slit-pupiled eyes were wide in the low light, catching reflections.

“You’re doing the thing,” Rika said.

“What thing?”

“The dragon-broods-alone thing. The ice-queen-hides-her-feelings-behind-perfect-posture thing. The Dracoona-pretends-she’s-fine thing.”

“I’m not pretending.” Dracoona’s voice was precise, controlled, and about three degrees from losing both properties. “I’m processing.”

“Processing what?”

“The list. Aurelie is gone. Patience’s compliance orders are strangling the coven. We’re planning to infiltrate a government building that’s been contaminated with century-old Light infrastructure. Kim almost lit the Great Hall on fire when the arrest was announced. Harmony’s been mapping ward diagrams for eleven hours. Delphina is using her fake-sovereignty skills for actual resistance and Kunningbrott is treating it like an investment opportunity. And we’re sitting in tunnels because the surface of our own school is hostile territory.”

“That’s a good list.”

“It’s not a list. It’s a weight.”

Rika’s tail, which had been hanging loosely, curled around Dracoona’s wrist. The gesture was the same one she’d been making since their partnership began: small, possessive, animal, and more honest than either of them acknowledged.

“You’re scared,” Rika said.

Dracoona’s scales brightened. The gold in her eyes solidified. The ridge line beneath her shirt rose visibly.

“Scared is not the correct…”

“You’re scared of losing people.” Rika’s voice was quiet. No performance. No audience awareness. No chaos-agent provocation. Just a small catgirl with golden eyes telling the truth to a dragon who needed to hear it. “You spent your whole life hiding what you are. Then you found a family that accepts what you are. And now that family is being dismantled by someone who stirs tea too carefully, and you can’t fight tea-stirring with dragon fire.”

Dracoona’s jaw worked. Her hands, resting on her knees, opened and closed. The scales on her forearms pulsed with iridescent light that shifted through purple and blue and green, the warm shimmer that meant emotions she couldn’t name.

“I breathed fire on a practice dummy this morning,” she said. “In training. Not controlled fire. Involuntary. The dummy is slag. Keel said the word ‘concerning.’”

“Keel says ‘concerning’ about things she finds interesting.”

“Keel says ‘adequate’ about things she finds excellent. ‘Concerning’ means she’s worried.” Dracoona looked at her own hands. At the scales. At the small ridges rising across her knuckles that hadn’t been there at the start of the semester. “The dragon traits are progressing. Faster since Aurelie left. Stress and anger and…” She paused. The gold in her eyes burned. “…fear. Fear makes it worse.”

“The ridges on your spine.”

“They’re staying longer. After arousal or anger, they used to retract within minutes. Now they take hours. Sometimes they don’t fully retract at all.”

Rika’s tail tightened on her wrist. Not a squeeze. An anchor.

“Good,” Rika said.

Dracoona stared. “Good?”

“You spent your whole life hiding. Hiding made you miserable and turned you into a pureblood champion who hated catgirls because hating the visible ones was easier than hating the invisible dragon in yourself.” Rika’s gold eyes held Dracoona’s gray-gold ones. “The ridges are staying because you’re stopping fighting. The dragon isn’t progressing. The hiding is retreating.”

“That’s not…” Dracoona stopped. Her self-control cracked with the slow fracture of ice under spring sun. Her eyes went full gold. Her scales blazed. The line of emerging dragon bone pressed through her shirt so visibly it cast small shadows in the moss-light. “I’m afraid of losing this. The coven. The tunnels. You.”

She said the last word so quietly the waterfall almost covered it.

Rika took her hand. Not the wrist, the tail was still there. Her actual hand, small catgirl fingers interlacing with long dragon-blooded ones.

“Good,” Rika said again. “Means you know what’s worth losing.”

They sat by the waterfall for a moment that stretched longer than either of them was used to being quiet.

Then Rika said, “Permission to make this not sad?”

“Granted.”

“Dana’s going to show up in about thirty seconds because I pulled the bond. He thinks you need a threesome. I think you need a threesome and also a really specific conversation about what these ridges feel like when someone touches them.”

“You pulled the bond?”

“I pulled the bond ten minutes ago. He’s been waiting in the main chamber giving us privacy because he’s irritatingly considerate.”

Dracoona’s laugh was small and surprised, warmed by the awkward relief of not hiding and not yet having a name for what came after.



I entered the alcove because Rika waved me in with her tail, which I’d learned to interpret as both invitation and stage direction. One slow wave meant “come here.” Two fast waves meant “danger.” The current wave pattern, a lazy back-and-forth with a slight upward curl at the end, meant “I’ve arranged something emotional and sexual and you’re welcome.”

Dracoona was sitting against the carved stone with her scales visible and her eyes full gold and the dragon ridge line pressing through thin fabric. She had just admitted something heavy and hadn’t decided whether to regret it. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, which happened so rarely that I noticed it the way you notice a clock that’s stopped: the absence of perfection marking something significant.

Rika had already repositioned. She’d pulled cushions into a nest against the stone wall, created a sight line toward the waterfall for the imaginary audience she carried everywhere, and removed her crop top because clothing was Rika’s natural enemy and nudity was her declaration of war. Her small, perky breasts were golden-tan in the moss-light, dark nipples tight from the tunnel air. Her bell collar was silent, the muffle charm engaged, because even Rika understood that some moments needed quiet.

“She needs you to take control,” Rika said, “because she won’t ask for it and she needs it.”

“I can ask for what I need,” Dracoona said.

“Then ask.”

Silence. The waterfall provided cover. The moss pulsed.

“I need you to take control,” Dracoona said, and the admission cost her exactly what Rika had predicted. Her scales flickered brighter. Her jaw worked. The ice queen, who had been bred from birth to never admit need because need was a vulnerability and vulnerability was unacceptable in the McFly family, said it like a woman pulling a splinter from her own chest.

I crossed to her. She was taller than me when standing, but sitting on the floor with her back against the stone, she looked up, and the act of looking up, of being physically lower, cracked the last of her veneer. Her ice-gray eyes were full gold now, the human mask surrendered entirely to the dragon, and the gold held a plea that her voice hadn’t managed.

I set my hand at the base of her throat, thumb resting against the hot pulse where scales shimmered along her collarbone. She made a sound that was pure relief, the exhale of a woman putting down a weight she’d been carrying so long she’d forgotten it was there. Her head tilted back into my control, exposing the long line of her throat, and the scales along her collarbones caught the moss-light and scattered it in iridescent fragments.

“That’s it,” I said. “Let the dragon breathe.” The words pulled a sound from her like they reached a place she still kept guarded.

Rika circled behind us, her small athletic body golden in the moss-light, and produced a scarf from her pile of cushions. Soft silk, dark purple, the color of Kunningbrott. She held it up with a question in her bright feline eyes. “For her wrists. If she wants.”

Dracoona looked at the scarf. At Rika. At me. Her breathing quickened. The pressure beneath her sleeping shirt sharpened, the dragon traits responding to arousal and vulnerability in equal measure.

“Yes,” she said.

Rika tied Dracoona’s wrists behind her back with catgirl confidence and long practice with string. The knot was firm without being cruel, the fabric soft, the restraint more symbolic than structural because Dracoona could have burned through it with dragon-heat in seconds.

She chose not to.

That was the point.

I pulled her shirt over her head, careful around the bound wrists, lifting the thin fabric to expose what years of growing trust had slowly revealed. The progression was visible in her body like geological strata: scales covered her forearms and collarbones in iridescent patches, the purple-blue-green-gold shimmer catching every available light source. Ridges traced her spine from neck to lower back, small bone-hard protrusions that cast tiny shadows in the moss-glow, each one a marker of the dragon blood she’d been born with and spent her whole life trying to deny. Her body temperature radiated outward, the air around her shimmering faintly, the heat of a furnace contained in aristocratic architecture.

Her breasts were C-cups, firm and proportional to her tall frame, pale with small pink nipples that had tightened to hard points. The scales on her collarbones extended downward in delicate tracery, as if her dragon heritage was reaching toward her most vulnerable places.

“Touch them,” Dracoona whispered.

I ran my fingers along the first ridge at the base of her neck. She shuddered. The reaction was involuntary and absolute, her entire body responding to contact with the features she’d once tried to peel off her own skin. A small sound escaped her, rawer than a moan, something that lived below language in the place where shame and desire met.

“Again.”

I traced each ridge from where her neck met her spine to her lower back, my fingertips following the bony protrusions that pressed from her spine like a mountain range in miniature. Each one made her shiver. Each one pulled a different sound from her: a gasp at the third ridge, a whimper at the fifth, a spine-deep tremor at the seventh where the ridges were newest and most sensitive, the nerve endings still raw from their recent emergence.

Dracoona arched into my touch with a moan she would never have permitted in public, the sound of a woman discovering that the things she hated about herself could feel good when someone touched them with intention instead of revulsion. Her bound hands clenched behind her. The scarf strained but held.

Rika watched from beside us. Her gold eyes were wide, pupils fully dilated in the low light. Her tail had gone still. The chaos agent, the performer, the girl who turned everything into an audience, was completely quiet. Rika was quieter than usual during anything involving nudity and restraints. The silence was its own kind of tribute.

She kept one hand on Dracoona’s wrist. Tail wrapped around the bound forearms. An anchor, even during surrender. Especially during surrender.

I freed my cock and positioned Dracoona on her knees, wrists bound, facing the waterfall. The cascading water caught the moss-light and scattered it in green-blue fragments that played across her bare skin, the scales and ridges and the trembling architecture of someone finally allowing the full weight of her real nature to be seen.

“You’re beautiful,” I said.

“That’s a strategic…”

“It’s not strategic. Your scales are beautiful. Your ridges are beautiful. The fire in your eyes is the most honest thing about you.” I ran my hand down the ridge line of her spine, slowly, feeling each protrusion under my palm. “Every part of you that you tried to hide is the part that makes me hard.”

She broke. Not with tears. With heat. Her body temperature surged, the air around us going from warm to scorching in the space of a single heartbeat, and the moss nearest to us retreated from the thermal spike. The air shimmered like a heat mirage. Sweat appeared on my skin instantly, evaporating almost as fast from dragon-fire arousal manifesting as literal burning.

I entered her from behind and she exhaled a wisp of flame that scorched the stone above the waterfall. The moss retreated from the heat and regrew in the flame’s wake, resilient in the way that underground things always are.

She was furnace-hot inside, the dragon blood heating her body to temperatures that would have been uncomfortable with anyone else but that the bond translated into sensation so intense my vision went white at the edges. Tight. Gripping. The muscles of her inner walls bore down in furnace-hot squeezes that flared with the flickering of her scales.

“Fuck,” I breathed, my hands tightening on her hips. She was burning. Literally burning. The air between us was the temperature of a sauna, and each thrust made the heat spike higher.

Rika stripped completely and slid beneath Dracoona, positioning herself face-up on the cushions so that Dracoona’s bound body was above hers, scales pressing against Rika’s golden skin. The catgirl was so much smaller than the dragon-blooded woman above her that the size differential was almost comedic, except nothing about Rika’s expression was comedic. Her eyes were wide and serious and held something rare in them: tenderness without performance.

She reached up with both hands and traced the ridges from below, her small deft fingers finding each protrusion and pressing with careful gentleness. Rika understood what it meant to be touched in the places you’d been told to hide. Dracoona gasped, the dual sensation of my cock driving into her from behind and Rika’s fingers on the features she’d tried to destroy at twelve hitting her from a direction her composure hadn’t been built to defend against.

Her composure didn’t crack. It vaporized. The ice queen who controlled every room she entered surrendered utterly, bound and exposed and burning from the inside, her scales blazing iridescent across her shoulders and hips and back in a display so vivid that the entire alcove glowed purple-blue-green-gold. Her eyes were molten gold, no trace of gray remaining. Her ridges pressed against Rika’s palms as if trying to meet the hands that accepted them.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Either of you. Don’t stop.”

I locked my hands around her waist and drove deeper, adjusting the angle until I found the one that made her moan without words, the guttural sound that vibrated through her chest and into Rika’s body and came back to me through the contact as resonance. Rika wrapped her legs around both of us, her lean thighs hooking over Dracoona’s hips, and began purring. Not the casual purr of contentment. The deep, full-chest purr that was as much magic as it was biology, the vibration transmitting through Dracoona’s body and into mine, a circuit of heat and feline resonance and chosen surrender.

The three of us moved together. My thrust, Dracoona’s receiving, Rika’s anchoring. The rhythm found itself: hard enough for Dracoona’s surrender, precise enough for the ridges beneath Rika’s fingers, deep enough for the dragon to feel claimed.

“Yours,” Dracoona whispered. The fear and the wanting and the choice were all in the word. “Both of yours.”

Rika’s fingers tightened on the ridges. Her purr deepened. Her tail wrapped tighter around Dracoona’s bound wrists. Dragon and cat and dark lord, tangled in silk restraints and moss-light, making a new shape from old shame.

Dracoona’s climax started as a low resonant growl in her chest and built until the stone walls hummed in sympathetic vibration. Her inner walls clenched around me with a strength that was beyond human, dragon-blood musculature gripping with pulses that were almost painfully intense. Her scorched breath singed the cushion beneath Rika, who didn’t flinch. The scales across Dracoona’s body blazed one final time, every color at once, and then began to fade to their resting shimmer.

“You burned my pillow,” Rika said.

“I’ll get you another,” Dracoona managed, her voice wrecked, her body still trembling.

“You’ll get me twelve. Hazard pay.”

The furnace heat of Dracoona’s body dragged the finish out of me, fierce and deep, while the domed ceiling caught my rough sound and returned it as echo. The bond between us flared dragon-gold, hot and fierce, the protective fire of a dragon-blood woman finally done hiding and learning to burn in the right direction. My cum filled her and the heat of her body made the release feel like dropping into fire, the sensation so intense that my arms shook where I gripped her.

Rika held Dracoona’s bound wrists while the aftershocks subsided. Her tail remained wrapped around the bound forearms, the fur slightly singed from the proximity to dragon-heat. Her other hand traced the ridges along Dracoona’s spine with gentle repetitive motion, the same rhythm she used when kneading in her sleep, instinct rather than performance.

After a while, I untied the scarf. Dracoona’s wrists were unmarked. The restraint had been psychological, not physical. She rubbed the places where the silk had wrapped because the memory of the binding was still there, still warm, and she wanted to keep feeling it.

“I’m afraid,” Dracoona said, her voice raw, her body still blazing dragon-heat that would take another twenty minutes to fully subside.

Rika kissed her shoulder. The specific shoulder. The one where scales had first appeared when Dracoona was twelve and she’d scratched at them until she bled, trying to peel them away, trying to remove the evidence of what she was. The scar beneath the scales was invisible to anyone who didn’t know it was there. Rika knew.

“Good,” Rika said against the scarred shoulder. “Means you know what’s worth losing.”

They stayed tangled together for a long time. Rika kept one hand on Dracoona’s wrist, her small catgirl fingers laced through long dragon-blooded ones. Dracoona’s ridges slowly retracted, the protrusions pulling back beneath her skin with the gradual patience of things that had been emerging all year. But not all the way. Two remained visible just above her collar, the first dragon features that would never fully hide again.

Dracoona reached back with her free hand and touched them. Not scratching. Not trying to remove them. Just touching. Acknowledging.

Rika’s tail curled around both their wrists like a knot.

Progress, measured in ridges and restraints and the trust that came from letting someone see you afraid.



The morning after Dracoona’s alcove session brought the quiet domesticity the tunnels had developed over months of underground living: breakfast served by Sylvara and the elves in the Hall of Remembrance’s side chamber, the floating candles providing warm light, the bioluminescent moss pulsing its familiar blue-green.

Kim had somehow convinced the kitchen elves to send breakfast underground, a feat of diplomatic persuasion that she attributed to “asking nicely” and that the kitchen elves attributed to “the copper-haired woman’s persistent and enthusiastic request, repeated seventeen times with increasing volume.” The result was a spread of toast, eggs, fruit, and the particular enchanted sausages that adjusted to the eater’s mood. Kim’s sausages were optimistic. Harmony’s were nutritionally optimized. Solana’s had flowers growing from them, which she found charming and Spite would later find scientifically interesting.

Dracoona ate breakfast sitting beside Rika, which had become their default arrangement over the course of this year. The catgirl’s tail rested on Dracoona’s wrist while they ate, the casual possession that had become their signature. Dracoona pretended not to notice. Rika pretended not to care. Everyone else pretended not to see either of them pretending.

The two permanent ridges at the base of Dracoona’s neck caught the candlelight. She touched them once, absently, the same way she used to touch her forearms to check for escaping scales. But the gesture was different now: not checking. Acknowledging.

“Your ridges are showing,” Rika said.

“They always show now.”

“They look good.”

“They look like bone protrusions.”

“Hot bone protrusions.”

Dracoona’s scales shimmered with warm iridescence that meant she was pleased and would deny it under oath. “Eat your breakfast.”



Patience’s announcement arrived by enchanted parchment at 8 AM precisely, delivered by an official owl that landed on the Lustenhart common room windowsill with the institutional authority of a bird that had been trained in compliance delivery.

Capital questioning would continue indefinitely. Professor Blanche would not be returned until Hexhaven demonstrated full compliance with all Coven Compliance Orders, including the orders that made compliance functionally impossible without dissolving the bonds that defined the coven. The parchment laid out the requirement with the cruelty of bureaucratic logic: comply by ending the bonds, or remain non-compliant and lose Aurelie permanently. Either option destroyed what we had. The only difference was whether the destruction was fast or slow.

The parchment was warm to the touch, the institutional warmth that was the Light’s signature. The ink was pale, almost friendly. The seal bore the Department of Magical Oversight’s official crest, a scales-and-wand design that had not changed in a century, the same seal that had been stamped on Aurelie’s arrest order and Patience’s credentials and every compliance document that had squeezed the coven since September.

The message was reasonable. The certainty was warm. The words sounded right.

That was how you knew the Light was speaking.

I read the parchment twice. Folded it carefully. Set it on the table in the tunnel base.

“We’re going,” I said.

Harmony looked up from her ward diagrams, seven variations of the infiltration plan spread across the cushioned floor in a semicircle of analytical intensity. Two of the variations required synchronized orgasm for emergency extraction. One required Dabbledough to be competent for six consecutive minutes. Four required Spite’s bond-shielding integration to be complete. The seventh, which Harmony had labeled “Optimistic Nightmare,” required all of the above plus favorable weather.

“When?”

“As soon as Solana’s integration is complete. As soon as Spite’s bond shielding is practiced to operational standard. As soon as the coven is charged to maximum.”

“Three days,” Harmony calculated, her amber eyes processing the timeline behind glasses that were straight because she’d just straightened them and the straightening was her way of saying “I’m ready.” “If I run the integration schedule, the shielding practice, and the bond-charging protocol simultaneously. Which means coordinating Spite’s storeroom sessions, Solana’s greenhouse integration, and the tunnel group sessions into a single three-day calendar without any overlap that would require the same person to be in two places simultaneously.”

“Can you do it?”

“I can do it. The calendar is color-coded. The color coding is load-bearing.”

“Run it.”


Chapter 13: Masks And Thresholds

Forbidden Bond Architecture made you understand immediately why the subject had been banned from curricula and only brought back when the world was ending.

The classroom was one of Hexhaven’s deeper teaching spaces, below the main corridor level, with stone walls that absorbed sound and enchanted lighting that could be adjusted for demonstrations. The chairs were arranged in a semicircle facing a lectern that hadn’t been used for its intended purpose in approximately four decades, based on the dust pattern and the spider that had built a web between the lectern’s adjustment knob and the wall. The chalkboard behind the lectern still carried faint traces of old diagrams that previous professors had failed to fully erase, ghost images of bond structures that nobody had taught in decades because the material was considered either too dangerous, too political, or too close to knowledge that got people marked as potential dark lords.

The irony of the situation was not lost on anyone in the room.

Delphina stood at the lectern because the regular professor had been “reassigned to administrative duties” by Patience’s compliance review, which was a polite way of saying the professor had been too afraid of Patience’s monitoring wards to teach anything that might be classified as “unsanctioned bond theory,” and nobody else alive understood the material except the woman who had personally built one of the things the class was designed to study.

She’d dressed for the lecture in something closer to academic robes than her usual corseted Kunningbrott aesthetic: dark fabric, high collar, the dark curls managed with pins that looked like they’d been borrowed from Aurelie’s collection. The effect was professor as predator, a lecture delivered with the intensity of someone simultaneously teaching a class and preparing for a war.

“False sovereignty,” she began, her dark eyes surveying the coven with the lazy predatory assessment that was her resting state, “is the imitation of genuine bond architecture using resonance harvesting, Fleshcrafting, and institutional pressure. I built one. It took me months. It required harvesting resonance impressions from every person I slept with, shaping them into a network that mimicked chosen bonds, and maintaining the system through constant performance.” She paused. “I know what it looks like from the inside.”

She drew on the chalkboard with chalk that she gripped the way other people gripped weapons: firmly, precisely, and with the expectation that it might fight back. The diagrams were exact and clinical, the architectural specificity that came from having been the builder of the thing she was dissecting. Bond structures rendered as geometric patterns, resonance flows as arrows, the distinction between chosen warmth and manufactured similarity drawn in bold lines.

“A genuine coven bond operates on chosen warmth. The magic responds to mutual desire, emotional depth, and the free selection of the bonded pair. It is messy, unpredictable, and alive. It does not respond to systemic pressure or harvested impressions or the specific kind of longing that comes from wanting to be sovereign without being willing to be loved.” That sentence cost her something. I could see it in the way her chalk hand hesitated on the board. “False sovereignty replicates the resonance signature but not the warmth. It feels correct. It measures correctly on standard diagnostic equipment. It can fool professors, fool classmates, fool everyone the system was designed to impress. But it lacks the quality that old wards classify as ‘chosen.’” She turned from the board. “The capital’s wards are old. Older than the government. Older than the building. They will detect the difference.”

“Between real and fake bonds?” Kim asked from her seat in the semicircle, where she was simultaneously paying attention and unwrapping a snack she’d stored in her robes because Kim Mink faced no crisis without snacks.

“Between bonds that were chosen and bonds that were manufactured. The same way the old Crucible wards last year could tell that my system was technically brilliant and emotionally hollow.” Delphina set down the chalk with more force than the action required. The chalk cracked. She looked at the broken pieces and recognized her own projection immediately. “My system was the thing I built to prove I didn’t need a prophecy. The capital’s system is the thing the Puritan Lord built to ensure nobody else gets one.”

“So they’ll detect our bonds as genuine.”

“They’ll detect your bonds as genuine, sovereign, and dangerous. The old wards were designed to track exactly this configuration. The sovereign coven classification that triggered the Department of Magical Oversight’s alarm last year was not a bureaucratic accident. It was the system’s detection architecture doing exactly what it was designed to do: identify the thing the Puritan Lord feared most and flag it for suppression.” She picked up the unbroken half of the chalk. “Which is why we need to hide it.”

Professor Volkov sat in the back row pretending he was not fascinated. The Fleshcrafting professor, tall and sharp-cheekboned with the detached surgeon’s manner of a man who’d been teaching people how to conjure magical penises for thirty years and had developed professional distance as a survival mechanism, had been invited because Fleshcrafting theory overlapped with the disguise work. His lab’s “Do Not Use For Personal Reasons” label, still peeling after seven years, now bore Rika’s calligraphic addition of “Too Late” beneath it, a modification he pretended not to notice and almost certainly secretly appreciated.

“The resonance-shaping techniques Ms. Bearbone describes,” Volkov said, measured neutrality doing the hard work of an academic assessing a colleague while remembering that the colleague was a century-old predator who’d independently developed techniques his department hadn’t theorized yet, “are theoretically forbidden under Section 19 of the Intimate Enchantment Code. Practically, they are the most effective bond-concealment tools available. The theoretical prohibition is based on the concern that resonance-shaping can be used for impression harvesting, which Ms. Bearbone has demonstrated is both possible and, under certain circumstances, catastrophic.”

“I demonstrated it by building a false sovereign coven that nearly destroyed the real one,” Delphina said, her dark eyes holding Volkov’s with the lazy intensity of a student who knows more than the professor about the subject being taught and is choosing not to say so directly. “Properly applied, the same techniques are defensive rather than extractive. Think of it as the difference between a lock and a lockpick. Same mechanism. Different direction. I know the mechanism because I built the lockpick. Now I’m building the lock.”

“The academic literature on resonance-shaping reversal is, to put it mildly, thin,” Volkov said.

“The academic literature is thin because the only people who developed the technique were Puritan Lord followers who embedded it in government infrastructure and me. Neither party published peer-reviewed papers.” She paused. “I’m writing one. After this is over.”

“I would be interested in reviewing it.”

“You’d be the first reviewer. Spite would be the second. She’d give it a passing grade and then complain about the formatting.”

“Tell her I said her work was technically brilliant,” I said. “Spite’s words.”

Delphina’s eyes widened by a fraction, the microexpression of genuine surprise breaking through the predatory assessment that was her resting face. “Spite complimented my resonance-shaping?”

“She also said you wasted it on ego.”

“That’s more consistent.” The fraction of surprise disappeared behind the mask. But something remained: a ghost of satisfaction, a ghost of warmth from someone whose worst enemy had acknowledged their skill and whose worst enemy happened to be the one person in the world whose opinion of her Fleshcrafting work actually mattered. “I’ll take both.”



The next morning’s practical session demonstrated why the theory was only half the battle.

Rika practiced multi-person glamours in the Fleshcrafting lab after hours because glamour work and Fleshcrafting occupied adjacent magical territories, and because the lab had mirrors. Volkov had agreed to leave the lab open for “independent study purposes” with the studied professional distance of a man who knew exactly what his lab was being used for and had decided that plausible deniability was more valuable than honesty.

The mirrors were a problem.

Rika stood in front of the full-length assessment mirror with her eyes closed, her small athletic body radiating focus, the concentration of a catgirl trying to maintain an illusion that covered seven people simultaneously while her own nature fought the concealment.

“Kim: brown hair, average build, forgettable face,” she murmured, the illusion matrix building. “Harmony: lighter hair, no flush, no glasses. Solana: shorter, smaller. Dracoona: no scales, no height. Delphina: lose the curls, lose the eyes, lose everything that makes her her.”

She opened her eyes. In the mirror, seven glamoured figures stood where the coven actually was. The illusions were good. Government-bureaucrat boring. Faces that wouldn’t register in memory because they’d been designed to trigger exactly nothing.

Then her tail escaped the illusion.

The golden tawny appendage poked through her own glamour like a flag of feline rebellion, swishing independently, completely visible while the rest of her was disguised as a mousy records clerk.

“Dammit.”

“The tail,” I said, “is going to be a problem.”

“The tail is always a problem. The tail has opinions about concealment that I don’t share.” She grabbed it with both hands and stuffed it inside her illusory skirt. It stayed for three seconds, then escaped again, this time wagging at Patience’s monitoring ward in the corridor outside, which flickered in response.

Harmony, watching from a safe distance with a clipboard, made a note. “Rika’s tail compromises glamour integrity under stress. Estimated failure point: twenty-seven minutes of sustained concealment.”

“I can hold longer.”

“Your tail disagrees.”

“My tail is an optimist.”

“Your tail is a liability with fur.”

Rika’s ears flattened. The tail swished harder. “Fine. I’ll stuff it inside Dracoona’s glamour if mine fails.”

“My glamour does not have space for your anatomical escapees,” Dracoona said from across the lab, where she was practicing thermal blanking with the exactness required when suppressing her body heat was the equivalent of holding her breath and passing out from oxygen deprivation was not a successful disguise strategy.

“Your glamour is designed as a tall bureaucrat. Tall bureaucrats have coats. Coats have space.”

“My coat is not your tail’s apartment.”

“Think of it as a diplomatic arrangement.”

Kim, who had spent the practice session trying to maintain a glamour that made her breasts look “less noticeable,” raised her hand. “My glamour failed.”

“Already?”

“It held for eight seconds. Then the chest just…” She made a gesture that indicated volumetric surrender. “It gave up. The illusion literally couldn’t maintain the compression.”

Harmony updated her notes. “Kim’s glamour requires structural reinforcement around the mammary region. Standard illusion frameworks cannot sustain the physical discrepancy.”

“My tits broke the disguise.”

“Your thoracic proportions exceeded the parametric constraints of standard glamour architecture, yes.”

“My tits broke the disguise.”

“…yes.”



Delphina worked on the Fleshcrafting disguises separately, because Fleshcrafting was not illusion. It was physical modification, subtle and temporary, altering features enough to pass recognition wards without transforming anyone into someone unrecognizable.

She worked on me first.

The Fleshcrafting lab after hours was clinical in the way that body-modification spaces always were: mirrors, diagrams, and the sterile atmosphere of a room where the human form was treated as raw material. Volkov’s “Do Not Use For Personal Reasons” label on the primary equipment closet was peeling after seven years. Someone, almost certainly Rika, had written “Too Late” beneath it in neat calligraphy.

Delphina’s fingers traced my jawline. Her touch was careful and clinical, the Fleshcrafting magic flowing through her fingertips as she made micro-adjustments: slightly rounder jaw, duller eye color, the general erosion of anything distinctive into the forgettable median of government personnel.

“You look like a records analyst,” she said. “Mid-level. Three years from retirement. No opinions. No future. A man offices forget while he’s still in them.”

“That bad?”

“That boring. Which is the point.” She tilted my chin to check the profile. Her wild black curls brushed my shoulder. Her heavy-lidded eyes were close, assessing, professional. Then they flickered. “The Fleshcrafting is intimate. I should warn you. The modification process creates a feedback loop between the shaper and the shaped.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I can feel your bone structure through my fingertips. I can feel the shape of your face responding to my magic. And the sensation is…” She searched for a word that preserved her dignity. She didn’t find one. “…arousing.”

Her fingers traced my cheekbone. The Fleshcrafting magic tingled where she touched. And beneath the clinical thoroughness, I could feel the feedback she described: the bond between us humming with the resonance that happened when Delphina’s power and desire occupied the same space.

“You’re getting hard,” she observed. “The feedback loop is bidirectional.”

“You’re reshaping my face with magic fingers. That’s going to produce a response.”

“The response complicates the procedure.” She was flushed now, the warm undertones of her pale skin rising to the surface, the lab’s clinical lighting making her look more exposed than she wanted. “I need to complete the disguise. If I stop now, the modifications will set asymmetrically.”

“Then don’t stop.”

Her fingers continued their work. But the precision was eroding, the way precision always eroded with Delphina when desire breached the performance. Her breathing quickened. Her pupils dilated beneath the heavy lids. The Fleshcrafting magic became warmer, more insistent, responding to her arousal rather than her intention.

“I’m supposed to be making you ugly,” she murmured.

“How’s that going?”

“Poorly.” Her hand slid from my jaw to my throat. The Fleshcrafting magic followed, tingling across my skin, and the sensation made me grip the lab table’s edge. “The feedback loop is amplifying because the bond is responding to the shaping. Your body reads my magic as intimacy. My body reads the shaping as…” She swallowed. “…control.”

I caught her wrist. Pulled her hand from my throat and pressed it flat against the table beside me. She didn’t resist. Her dark curls fell forward, curtaining both of us.

“What does the control feel like?” I asked.

“Like reshaping you means I own you. For the duration. Every line I change is a line I chose.” Her voice dropped, the archaic cadence surfacing. “It’s the inverse of my old sovereignty. Instead of taking impressions from partners, I’m giving you a new face. The magic says that’s intimate enough to constitute claiming.”

“And that makes you want what?”

“It makes me want you to claim me back.”

I released her wrist. Spun her so she was facing the lab table. Bent her over it with one hand on her spine, pressing between the ridges of her Fleshcrafting-altered posture, and the sound she made was the raw, unglamoured need that only emerged when Delphina’s century of performance encountered someone who refused to let her perform.

I used the ward bands. Aurelie’s design, enchanted restraints stored in the lab for “academic purposes” that fooled nobody. I secured Delphina’s wrists to the table legs and she pulled against them once, hard, testing, and then went still with surrender that was not submission but relief.

“You’re supposed to be disguising me,” I said, pulling her hair back with one fist.

“The procedure is on hold.”

“Then I’ll use the time.”

I pulled her corseted skirt up. She wore nothing underneath, which was either an oversight or an anticipation. The fabric bunched around her waist, exposing the strong athletic ass that was Delphina’s signature: not Kim’s softness or Solana’s dramatic proportions, but functional, powerful, built for leverage and control and the act of surrender that made control meaningful.

Earlier, when Harmony had explained the bond dampening, Kim had gone quiet in a way that worried me more than shouting would have. “I hate it,” she’d said, green eyes wet and stubborn. “It feels like pretending I don’t love you where people can see.” Then she’d taken my hand, squeezed hard enough to make the fire bond flicker, and added, “But I’ll do it. Masks come off when we choose.”

Kim hated the dampening because it made love quieter. Delphina hated it because quiet gave her places to hide.

I spanked her, hard, the crack echoing off the lab’s stone walls and mirrors. She gasped into the table.

“You’ve been hiding again,” I said. “From the work this time, not Kunningbrott. You offered to do the disguises to feel useful, but the real reason is that shaping my face let you pretend you were in control.”

Another spank. She bit her lip. Her wrists strained against the ward bands.

“You’re not in control. You’re mine. The disguise is yours. The face you’re giving me is your work. But the woman bent over this table belongs to the bond, not the mask.”

“Yes,” she whispered. Not the political yes of Kunningbrott negotiation. The raw, stripped yes: performance removed, function restored.

I entered her from behind. She was wet, the arousal that the Fleshcrafting feedback had generated making the push inside her smooth and immediate. The feedback loop ignited fully at the point of connection: she could feel my modified features through the bond, the face she’d sculpted responding to the body she was receiving, as if every line she’d changed on my jaw was a nerve ending that connected through the bond to the place where our bodies met. She arched against the restraints with a moan that the clinical mirrors reflected from every angle, the sound multiplied by a dozen surfaces until it surrounded us.

“The resonance-shaping,” she gasped, her dark curls stuck to the lab table, “is feeding back through the Fleshcrafting. I can feel my own work. Every modification. It’s like touching my own magic through your…”

I thrust harder. The analysis dissolved.

I fucked her against the table with the controlled aggression her kink demanded, each stroke deliberate, each one paired with the degradation that made Delphina’s surrender functional rather than forced. “You spent a century making fake bonds and fake sovereignty and fake everything. The only real thing you ever made was the decision to kneel.”

“Yes,” she said. The word was ragged.

“Say it again.”

“Yes. I’m yours. The masks were cowardice. The disguises are craft. The difference is that the craft serves something real.”

I gripped her hair with one hand and used it as a handle, pulling her head back while I drove into her. The mirrors showed it from every angle: the dark-haired predator bent over a lab table, wrists secured to its legs, her strong athletic body rocking with each thrust, her face stripped of its usual weaponized composure. Her dark eyes, the ones that assessed and calculated and controlled, were unfocused for once, the predatory sharpness dissolved into something that was just a woman feeling good and letting herself feel it without commentary.

The door opened.

Kim walked in carrying a box of supplies for the next disguise session. She stopped. Assessed the situation with the approximately zero processing time required by a woman who’d been encountering sexual scenarios involving her coven members for years. Her green eyes tracked the scene: Delphina restrained, me behind her, the mirrors reflecting it, the ward bands glowing faint purple at her wrists.

“Oh. You started without the supplies.” She set down the box on the nearest counter. “Should I come back?”

“Stay,” Delphina said, her voice rough against the table. “Or leave. I’m restrained and I can’t make decisions about doors.”

Kim stayed. She stood by the counter for a moment, her copper hair catching the lab’s clinical lighting, her heavy tits straining the blouse she’d been wearing for the disguise fitting earlier, the fabric fighting a war it had been losing since she put the blouse on. She watched me fuck Delphina with uncomplicated appreciation, happy to see her people enjoy themselves.

Then she crossed to where Delphina’s face was pressed against the table, knelt so their eyes were level, and tucked a wild black curl behind Delphina’s ear with gentle fingers.

“You’re doing a good job with the disguises,” Kim said. Her voice was the same voice she used for everything: warm, direct, impossible to misunderstand. “The Fleshcrafting work is really impressive. You made Dana look like the most boring man alive, and that takes real skill because he’s not boring at all.”

Delphina’s composure shattered.

Kim’s simple, uncomplicated approval shattered her more than the sex, the restraints, the spanking, the degradation, or my cock inside her. A woman who said what she meant and meant what she said had told Delphina Bearbone that her contribution mattered, delivered while Delphina was bound and exposed and getting fucked from behind and as far from performance as she’d ever been.

The shattering was visible. It moved through her body like a crack through ice: her jaw trembled, her bound hands clenched and unclenched, her eyes went wet, and the half-closed predatory mask that had been her performance for a century dropped entirely. What was underneath was a woman who had been frozen for a hundred years and had woken up still tired and had tried to build a replacement for belonging out of harvested resonance and institutional leverage, and had rarely been told so simply and directly that she was doing something well.

“Don’t,” Delphina managed.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t be kind. It’s worse than the punishment.”

Kim smiled. The warm, whole-souled Kim smile that made frightening things feel survivable, that had carried the coven through first-year chaos and second-year rescue and third-year possession and now fourth-year infiltration. The smile that said: this is how it is here. Get used to it.

“Get used to it. We’re kind here.”

Kim’s hand stayed on Delphina’s hair, gentle, while I gripped her hips and drove into her with the intensity that Delphina needed to feel the belonging beneath the degradation. I made her take the kindness and the claiming together, and Delphina came with a sound that started as a growl and ended as something broken and grateful and surprised, her body locking around me before shivering through fierce, humiliating aftershocks that the Fleshcrafting feedback amplified through every modified feature on my face. Each tremor of her orgasm traveled through the bond and the modification and back again in a loop that was intimate in a way that was uniquely hers.

I followed, the bond flaring with the dark sharp edge that Delphina’s magic added: Fleshcrafting resonance, cleansed of false sovereignty, carrying the imprint of chosen belonging rather than manufactured imitation. My cum pulsed inside her and the resonance-shaping bond registered it as connection, as warmth, as the biological reality of a bond that was real because both parties chose it, not because one party had harvested the other’s impression.

Kim handed Delphina a tissue. Delphina cleaned her face with the painstaking care of a woman reconstructing dignity from rubble.

“The disguise,” she said, voice hoarse. “I need to finish the jawline.”

“After the aftercare,” Kim said.

“After the what?”

Kim pulled her into a hug. Full-body. Her generous tits pressed against Delphina’s bound chest because Kim had forgotten to untie the ward bands and was hugging a restrained woman with the unembarrassed enthusiasm she brought to all physical contact.

Delphina’s body went rigid. Then, by fractions, softened. Her wild black hair stuck to Kim’s copper curls. Her face pressed into Kim’s shoulder, the same shoulder I’d buried myself in during the crash first year.

“I don’t understand this coven,” Delphina mumbled into Kim’s neck.

“Nobody does. That’s why it works.”

I untied the ward bands. Delphina rubbed her wrists and returned to the Fleshcrafting, finishing my disguise with the clinical skill she’d started with. But her hands were steadier now. The feedback loop had resolved into something functional: intimacy processed, need met, belonging acknowledged.

The disguise was complete. I looked in the mirror and saw a boring mid-level records analyst. The violet that sometimes flickered in my dark eyes was suppressed beneath Fleshcrafting’s dull brown overlay. The bearing, the posture, the dark lord energy that I’d grown into over the years, all dulled to government-grade mediocrity.

“Convincing,” I said.

“You look like a man who’s never made a memorable decision in his life.” Delphina tilted her head, assessed the work. “The modification will hold for approximately four hours. After that, your natural resonance will begin dissolving the Fleshcrafting overlay. The bond wants to be visible.”

“Four hours is enough.”

“Four hours is all we have. After that, the building will know exactly what walked through its doors.”

Kim, watching from the supply shelf, said: “So we have four hours to sneak in, find Aurelie, break the Light infrastructure, and get out.”

“Approximately.”

“That’s the most Dana plan I’ve ever heard. Way too much depends on things going exactly right.”

“And when they don’t go right?”

Kim grinned. The ride-or-die grin she’d been wearing since first year. “Then we improvise. That’s what we’re good at.”



Synchronized Resonance Theory provided the extraction backup that nobody wanted to think about too carefully.

The theoretical principle was clean: if the entire coven could achieve simultaneous orgasm while in contact with a portkey-enabled artifact, they would teleport. The second-year nunnery extraction had proven the concept. The margin of error for synchronization was approximately 0.5 seconds.

The practical application under combat stress was considerably less clean.

“If the infiltration collapses,” Harmony said, briefing the tunnel base with diagrams projected on enchanted parchment, “we need extraction. The portkey requires simultaneous climax within the 0.5-second window. Two years ago, we managed 0.3 seconds under controlled conditions with preparation time and Harmony-conducted countdown.”

“In combat,” Keel said from the doorway, where she’d been listening with the professional interest of a combat veteran evaluating an operational plan that was both brilliant and insane, “you will not have controlled conditions.”

“Hence the practice.” Harmony turned to the class. “Synchronized Resonance Theory’s practical application is exactly this: achieving coordinated orgasmic timing under duress.”

“The practical exam,” Kim said, “has extra credit for enthusiasm.”

“There is no extra credit.”

“There should be.”

The practice sessions were conducted in the tunnel base because the monitoring wards couldn’t detect them underground, and because achieving synchronized orgasm in a government building would be a significantly less controlled environment than a moss-lit chamber with disinterest wards and acoustic dampening.

It was, Harmony noted, almost certainly absent from Hexhaven’s official academic records: the practical component of an advanced resonance theory course conducted in a hidden underground base as preparation for illegal government infiltration.

“The elves probably did this centuries ago,” Rika said.

Sylvara, standing in the corner with silver-blue hair catching moss-light and violet eyes expressing serene support, said: “The elves have always been prepared, Ms. Brightpaw.”



Keel looked at the infiltration plan, at the coven, at me. Her scarred face made it clear she was evaluating whether a group that synchronized through orgasm could survive a government building after decades of training soldiers for less absurd operations.

“The last time I saw an operational plan that relied on simultaneous performance under pressure,” Keel said, “the squad leader improvised when three of the four variables failed. She survived. The variables didn’t.” She paused. “Train for the failure, not the plan. The plan is what you do when everything goes right. The training is what you do when nothing does.”

“Does nothing going right include Rika’s tail escaping the glamour?” Harmony asked.

“Include everything. The tail. The disguise. The bond dampening. Train for the moment when all of it fails and the only thing left is the thing the building can’t take from you.”

“The bonds,” I said.

“The bonds,” Keel confirmed. “The rest is wrapping paper. Pretty, useful, but not the gift.” She nodded once, turned, and walked out of the tunnel base, finished talking and overdue to destroy a practice dummy.



The preparations converged over the final two days.

Spite’s bond-shielding exercises continued in the storeroom beneath the greenhouse, the professor drilling the coven with the hostility she reserved for students whose survival she’d invested decades in preparing for. Dracoona learned to suppress her body heat without losing consciousness, though the effort left her trembling and irritable and prone to scorching things when the suppression released. She melted two practice targets, a chair, and the corner of Spite’s workbench before achieving consistent thermal blanking for forty-minute intervals.

“Adequate,” Spite said, which from her was a graduation ceremony.

“My chair,” Rika observed from her perch, looking at the molten puddle that had been her favorite observation seat.

“I’ll buy you a new chair.”

“You’ll buy me twelve. Running tab.”

Solana’s shadow-conductive integration reached 94% and would complete during the pre-departure surge, the final 6% requiring one more session with the biological medium, which Spite described as “the reproductive component” and which everyone else called “Dana’s cum,” which made Spite’s green-stained fingers whiten around the secateurs.

Delphina completed every coven member’s facial disguise, the Fleshcrafting work leaving the team unrecognizable to standard recognition wards. She worked for fourteen hours straight, pausing only for meals that Kim brought to the lab because nobody else was allowed to interrupt the process and Kim’s warm cheerfulness overrode most protocols including Delphina’s professional distance.

“You brought sandwiches,” Delphina said.

“You need food. Artists need food. You’re an artist.”

“I’m a Fleshcrafter.”

“You’re making faces. That’s art. Eat the sandwich.”

Delphina ate the sandwich. She would later deny that it was the best sandwich she’d ever had, because admitting it would require acknowledging that Kim’s casual care had value, which would require acknowledging that she was valued, which would require feeling something she wasn’t prepared to feel while holding a man’s jawbone in her Fleshcrafting grip.

Rika’s tail continued to escape her glamour at approximately twenty-seven-minute intervals.

“It’s a structurally important tail,” she insisted during the fourth escape, watching the golden tawny appendage wave at Patience’s monitoring ward through the lab window with the resigned exasperation of a woman negotiating with an independent organism. “Glamour was not designed for tails with opinions.”

Harmony finished seven variations of the infiltration plan. She laid all seven across the tunnel base floor, each one annotated in three colors, cross-referenced with Grimworth’s ward diagrams and Spite’s bond-shielding notes and Delphina’s resonance-inversion parameters. She selected the one that required the fewest variables to go right, which still required eleven variables to go right simultaneously.

“That’s optimistic,” I said.

“That’s mathematics. The universe is under no obligation to cooperate with mathematics, but mathematics is the best framework we have for persuading it to try.”

Kim, who understood the plan in the same way she understood magical theory, which was through instinct and vibes rather than analysis, said: “We go in boring. We find Aurelie. We break the bad thing. We come home.”

“That is a remarkably accurate summary of a seventeen-page infiltration document,” Harmony said.

“I’m really good at summaries.”

“You summarized seventeen pages of synchronized timing calculations, ward-mirror vulnerability analysis, and bond-dampening contingency protocols into four sentences.”

“Were they wrong?”

Harmony’s eyebrows pulled together in visible recalculation. She pushed her glasses up with both hands. “No. They were not wrong.”

“Summaries,” Kim said, wearing the satisfied grin of a woman who had just outperformed a strategist by being simple.

The plan was set. The masks were ready. The bonds were charged.

By the time we reached the capital, we would be the most boring people in the world: disguised, dampened, and carrying the most dangerous bond configuration in a century to rescue a professor who wore her glasses during sex and called me “Mr. Del Morte” until the exact moment she chose to call me “Dana.”

The night before departure, the coven gathered in the tunnel base for a final meal. Not the strategic planning session they’d been running for days. A meal. Sylvara and the elves prepared it with the devotional care they brought to everything: warm bread, thick stew, floating candles that cast soft light across the carved stone and the three thousand names spiraling on the walls.

Kim sat beside me and ate with focused appreciation, because food was one of life’s reliable pleasures and Kim believed in reliable pleasures with theological commitment. Harmony sat across from us and organized her cutlery despite having no professional reason to. Solana drifted into the seat beside Harmony and grew a small flower in the bread basket, which everyone politely pretended was an intentional garnish. Rika perched on the stone ledge above us and dropped bread crumbs onto Dracoona’s silver-white hair, which Dracoona tolerated for approximately four crumbs before threatening flame. Aurelie was absent. The empty space at the table was there, visible, acknowledged.

Delphina asked whether tunnel cushions had political significance before a major infiltration.

I told her they had comfort significance.

She accepted the cushion’s presence without negotiating.


Chapter 14: Under Her Nose

Patience announced the final inspection at Thursday breakfast with the same pleasant tone she used for everything, the warm reasonable voice that made administrative destruction sound like a favor someone was doing you because they cared about your wellbeing.

“Before I submit my final report to the Department,” she said from the lectern, chamomile tea steaming at her elbow, the cup held in both hands with the steady grip of certainty that had not faltered despite the Great Disrobing and the five hundred students who now looked at her with something less than institutional respect, “I want to conduct one comprehensive assessment of Hexhaven’s compliance status. This is standard procedure, mandated by Section 4 of the Institutional Oversight Protocol, and is intended to provide a fair and thorough evaluation of the school’s adherence to the guidelines we’ve implemented together.”

Together. As if the guidelines had been a collaboration rather than an occupation.

“Students should expect monitoring ward sweeps across all common areas, corridors, and dormitories. Faculty offices will be included. The assessment will begin at 6 PM and conclude at midnight.”

She stirred her tea. Three times. The spoon never clinked. The ritual the coven had learned to dread, the exact gesture that preceded every act of institutional cruelty wrapped in maternal concern. Three stirs. No clink. Then the sentence that made the cruelty sound like care.

“If Hexhaven demonstrates satisfactory compliance, I will recommend that certain restrictions be reconsidered. I understand that some of the guidelines have been challenging, and I want you to know that I hear your concerns.” She smiled the warm, kind, aunt-like smile that had been the face of oppression since September. “If compliance concerns persist, I will recommend that coven dissolution proceedings move forward. I want you to know this is about your safety.”

The words fell into the Great Hall like stones into still water.

Coven dissolution. Not restriction. Not modification. Dissolution. The formal legal process by which the government could mandate the severing of coven bonds, the forced separation of bonded individuals, the institutional dismantling of everything we’d built since the sorting ceremony put a boy with a gender-ambiguous name into a house full of women who would change his life.

The Great Hall processed this information through the lens of five hundred witches who’d spent weeks being safety-protected into submission. Lustenhart looked defiant, the house that had never needed anyone’s permission to feel things reacting to the threat with the same instinctive anger that had produced the Great Disrobing. Ravenslop looked confused, the conditioned and the recovering sitting side by side, the hallucinating girls nodding along with Patience’s reasonable language while the freed girls recognized the trap beneath the warmth.

Kunningbrott calculated. Elspeth, the sharp-faced brunette who’d become Delphina’s primary Kunningbrott contact, was already writing notes. The notes would become the forty-seven procedural questions that would flood the Compliance Office during the sweep. Kunningbrott didn’t react emotionally to threats. Kunningbrott reacted strategically, and strategy was a language they spoke fluently enough to weaponize.

Sapphotange exchanged glances that ranged from curious to hostile. Maren’s brown eyes stayed steady, callused hands resting on the table with readiness in every line of her body. She had knelt to Solana in the Great Hall, and she would do it again if the situation required it. Cassiel, sharp-faced and resistant, crossed her arms and stared at the Lustenhart table with an expression that was half hostility and half something she wasn’t ready to name.

Kim’s hand found mine under the Lustenhart table. She squeezed with a grip that had held this hand through every crisis since first year and intended to hold it through every crisis that came after. Her green eyes said what her mouth couldn’t in a monitored hall: we need to go now. The fire bond between us pulsed with the heat that meant Kim was one provocation from setting the room alight and using the resulting chaos as a distraction.

Harmony, sitting across from us, pushed her glasses up her nose with the exact force of someone converting panic into mathematics. Her lips moved silently, counting variables: time until departure, bond charge needed, integration status, shielding readiness, extraction probability. The numbers were her safety. The numbers kept the fear manageable.

Solana’s shadow twitched under the table, curling toward my ankle like a living thing seeking comfort, before she pressed it flat with her bare foot on the stone floor. The shadow-conductive integration made even her unconscious magic responsive to the bond, the darkness reaching for warmth the way roots reach for water.

Rika’s ears were flat. Her tail, hidden beneath the table, was rigid. The exhibitionist who turned every space into a stage was completely still, and the stillness communicated more than any performance could: this was real. This was the moment the resistance had been building toward.

The enchanted ceiling showed clear autumn weather: blue sky, mild clouds, a gentle day that made you think nothing bad could happen. The ceiling was lying. The ceiling always showed weather. Today, the weather was a mask over the storm that was coming.

Nothing about the next twenty-four hours would be clear.



“We can’t leave Hexhaven with the bonds depleted,” Harmony said in the tunnel base thirty minutes later. “Spite’s bond-shielding protocol requires dampening. Dampening means entering hostile territory already weakened. If we dampen charged bonds, we have four hours of concealment. If we dampen depleted bonds, we have maybe two hours, and we enter the building with barely enough power to maintain glamours, let alone fight.”

“So we charge first,” I said.

“We charge first. Full coven. Full elves. Maximum stable output.” She looked at the assembled team with the analytical intensity that was her natural state, but behind the glasses, her amber eyes held something else: hunger. Not just for knowledge. For the act itself, the measured defiance of charging bonds to the highest survivable level under surveillance as an act of resistance. “The ward sweeps begin at 6 PM. The tunnel base’s disinterest wards will hold against passive scanning. But if Patience suspects underground activity and directs a focused sweep…”

“Solana and Delphina shield the resonance,” I said.

“My shadow-conductive integration is at 96%,” Solana said. She was sitting on a cushion with her platinum hair catching moss-light, her pale blue eyes sharp. “One more session brings it to full capacity. The resonance masking will hold. I can make coven energy look like tunnel moss to any ward that scans from above.”

Delphina nodded. Her dark curls absorbed the ambient glow. “Resonance inversion will project a false profile. Anyone scanning will detect a cluster of ambient botanical activity consistent with a 3,000-year-old elf-maintained tunnel system. The profile will be warm enough to pass as organic and cold enough to avoid triggering sovereign-class detection.”

“How long can you hold it?”

“Through the entire session if Solana and I coordinate. The combination of her shadow metabolism and my resonance shaping creates a dual-layer mask that would require directed, deliberate search to penetrate.” She paused. “Patience doesn’t know the tunnels exist. She won’t direct a search at a location she doesn’t know about.”

“Then we need the surface distraction,” I said.

Dracoona leaned forward, scales catching the light. “Delphina’s Kunningbrott bloc can flood the Compliance Office with procedural questions. Forty-seven questions about the definition of ‘unsanctioned proximity’ should keep the administrative staff occupied for the duration of the sweep.”

“Forty-seven?”

“Elspeth is thorough. She’s already drafted them. Each question references a different subsection of the original Compliance Orders and requests clarification through official channels.” Dracoona’s ice-gray eyes held a flicker of gold that said she was impressed despite herself. “It’s bureaucratic warfare and it’s beautiful.”

“The Sapphotange worshippers can hold a moon-garden study circle in the main courtyard,” Solana added, dreamy enough to make the logistics sound like a nature documentary narrated by moonlight. “Maren offered to coordinate. Petra and Ivy will attend. Cassiel won’t participate, but she won’t interfere.”

“A moon-garden study circle.”

“It’s a legitimate academic activity. They study the shadow-botanical properties of lunar-aligned flora while sitting in my residual shadow field.” She paused. “Mostly they stare at the shadow and pretend to take notes.”

“And when the ward sweep passes over them?”

“The sweep will detect a cluster of students engaged in legitimate academic activity with residual nature magic consistent with a fourth-year herbology project. Nothing suspicious.”

I looked around the chamber. Six women, three elves, bioluminescent moss pulsing in sync with the emotional weather of its occupants. The moss was glowing warmer than usual, the blue-green shifting toward something golden, as if the three-thousand-year-old infrastructure could feel what was coming and was preparing for it.

Kim’s hand was still in mine under the table. She squeezed.

“We need to talk about the operation,” I said. “The infiltration. The capital. What happens when the disguises fail.”

“When,” Harmony noted, “not if.”

“When. Because they will fail. The building is designed to detect sovereign bonds. Spite’s shielding and Delphina’s masking will buy us time, but once we’re inside, the clock starts. We have maybe four hours before the building sees through everything and we’re exposed.”

“Four hours to find Aurelie, break the infrastructure, and get out,” Dracoona said. “With a hostile building mobilizing against us.”

“Yes.”

“With government guards who aren’t evil, just conditioned.”

“Yes.”

“With a Communication Spire that’s been contaminating policy for a century and probably has defenses we can’t predict.”

“Yes.”

Silence. The moss pulsed. The water in the floor channels caught crystalline light.

“Cool,” Kim said. “We’ve had worse odds.”

“We have the worst odds we’ve faced this year,” Harmony said.

“Name a time we had worse odds.”

“The nunnery raid involved lower probability of…”

“We attacked a nunnery with a sex bomb. That was INSANE. This is just breaking into a government building. That’s, like, Tuesday.”

Harmony took one breath for an objection, lost it somewhere between Kim’s confidence and the awful accuracy of the point, and pushed her glasses up. “I hate that your emotional logic produces accurate strategic assessments.”

“It’s not logic. It’s vibes.”

“Vibes are not a tactical framework.”

“Vibes are the only tactical framework that’s never failed us.”

I looked at each of them. Kim, with her ride-or-die certainty. Harmony, with her analytical ferocity. Solana, with her quiet power. Rika, with her defiant joy. Dracoona, with her fierce loyalty. Delphina, with her hard-won belonging. Sylvara, with the whole old service lineage behind her.

“Tonight,” I said. “Full charge. Everyone. Including the elves. The most operationally important underground session we’ve run. We go in at maximum stable resonance and we bring Aurelie home.”

Sylvara stepped forward. Silver-blue hair like captured moonlight. Violet eyes expressing serene devotion that bridged millennia of service and found its purest expression in this moment: the moment when service became resistance.

“The Hall of Remembrance has been prepared, Master Dana. The elves are ready.”

“The elves are always ready,” Rika observed from her perch.

“Service is our calling, Ms. Brightpaw. Readiness is its expression.”

“How poetic.”

“How true.”



The session began at twilight.

The hours between the morning announcement and the evening session passed in a particular kind of tension that was unique to living under surveillance: the controlled panic of a visible clock nobody could acknowledge and couldn’t let the running show on their faces.

Kim spent the afternoon in the Lustenhart common room pretending to study while her hands shook under the textbook. The fireplace burned dark amber, anxious, reflecting the emotional weather of a coven member who was processing the reality that she was about to walk into a government building disguised as a filing clerk and try to rescue a professor from embedded Light infrastructure that had been contaminating policy for a century. She turned pages without reading them. She knocked over her teacup twice. She hugged Lassiter, the freckled Lustenhart dueling partner, for no reason that Lassiter could identify, and Lassiter hugged back because Lustenhart understood that sometimes people needed holding and questions were unnecessary.

Harmony spent the afternoon in the waterproofed library study room running final calculations. She filled eleven pages with bond-dampening equations, synchronization timing tables, and contingency probability matrices. She also filled four additional pages with something that was not mathematics but looked like it: a careful, color-coded document that assigned specific emotional check-in responsibilities to specific coven members for the post-mission debrief, because Harmony processed love through organization and the most loving thing she could do for people about to risk their lives was ensure the aftermath was scheduled.

Solana spent the afternoon in Spite’s greenhouse, tending the plants that had grown during the shadow-conductive integration. Spite did not speak. Solana did not speak. They worked side by side in the particular silence of two people who had unresolved history and a shared mission and enough mutual respect to let the plants fill the conversational void. The Crimson Whisper root pulsed steadily in its case. Solana’s shadow darkened the greenhouse floor, and the plants responded by growing toward both women simultaneously, as if the flora could sense that the architect and the weapon were cooperating.

Rika spent the afternoon with Mr. Whiskers. The cat and the catgirl occupied the same sunbeam in the hospital wing, where Grandma dozed in her warded chair. They exchanged slow blinks, which in feline communication meant either “I accept your presence” or “you are adequate and I will not eat you today.” Rika translated both interpretations to Grandma, who smiled and said, “He only shares sunbeams with family.”

Rika’s ears went flat with emotion she’d never show the others. She slow-blinked at Mr. Whiskers. He slow-blinked back.

Dracoona spent the afternoon destroying practice dummies in the combat arena, working through restless anxiety while her coven prepared to enter hostile territory and her dragon blood suggested burning the territory preemptively. Keel supervised, said “adequate” twice, and noted that the practice dummy scorch patterns suggested Dracoona’s fire control had improved by approximately 15% since the semester began. Dracoona took this as the highest compliment Keel had ever given anyone.

Delphina spent the afternoon in the Fleshcrafting lab, checking and rechecking the disguise modifications with obsessive exactness because the disguises were her contribution and failure through a missed detail was the kind of nightmare she could name precisely. Kim brought her a sandwich at three o’clock. Delphina ate it without comment, which was progress.

Aurelie was gone. The empty space in every gathering, the missing seat at every table, the absent ward-hum in every room, was the thing they were all working around and working toward.



Above us, Patience’s ward sweeps activated in systematic patterns that Harmony had mapped with precision: concentric rings moving outward from the Compliance Office, scanning corridors, dormitories, and common areas in seven-minute cycles. The sweeps were invisible to the naked eye but detectable through the bond network as a rhythmic pulse of institutional attention, the building periodically checking that its occupants were compliant.

Below us, the disinterest wards hummed their ancient indifference. Three thousand years of elf engineering telling any surface scan that there was nothing worth investigating beneath the ground: old tunnels, old moss, old water, nothing that required attention, nothing that deserved interest, certainly nothing that involved a sovereign coven preparing to charge its bonds to maximum as an act of sexual resistance against government oppression.

The Hall of Remembrance’s side chamber had been transformed. Sylvara and her attendants had prepared the space with the devotional care that characterized everything the elves touched: silk cushions arranged in concentric circles mirroring the names on the walls, floating candles that cast warm light without heat, incense that smelled like desire given a fragrance and intention. The carved walls bore the names of every elf who had served Hexhaven since its founding, devotion spiraling inward in concentric script, each name a person who had chosen service and found meaning in the choosing.

In the center: space for the coven and the elves together. Not the coven attended by elves. Not the coven served by elves while the elves remained at the edges. Together. The distinction was the evolution the year had been building since Grandma’s visit and the first operational merge: the moment when the service layer and the family became one thing.

Rika staged the space before anyone undressed. She moved through the chamber with the focused intensity of a director preparing a set, adjusting cushion positions, checking sight lines, establishing the “imaginary audience lanes” that satisfied her exhibitionist needs even when the audience was the ancient names on the walls.

“Sound discipline,” she said, her golden ears twitching. “The ward sweeps won’t detect sound through the tunnel infrastructure, but Harmony’s timing protocol requires coordination signals. I’ll use visual cues.” She held up a hand, fingers extended. “Five fingers: hold. Four: next wave. Three: approach peak. Two: prepare. One: now.”

“You’re conducting an orgy with hand signals,” Dracoona said.

“I’m conducting a resistance operation with orgasmic timing,” Rika corrected. “The hand signals are tactical.”

“Your tail is already out.”

Rika’s tail, which had escaped her clothing at the first suggestion of the session, swished with unapologetic enthusiasm. “My tail is also tactical.”

Kim stripped first because Kim always stripped first. Zero shame, zero hesitation, her body a statement she made daily and never qualified. Her massive breasts spilled free, copper hair catching candlelight, freckles scattered across the slopes and her shoulders and the bridge of her nose. She kicked off her shoes because she always kicked off her shoes. She stood in the center of the chamber and grinned.

“Who’s next?”

Solana followed, flowing out of her clothes with the slow quiet grace that made undressing feel like watching a flower open. Platinum hair fell to her lower back. The shadow-conductive integration gave her porcelain skin a faint luminous darkness, warm and alive, the color of moonlight filtered through soil. Her enormous ass caught every light source in the chamber and commanded attention the way gravity commands objects.

Harmony undressed with academic efficiency, folding each garment as she removed it because even nudity couldn’t override her organizational instincts. Slim and toned, perpetually flushed, the warm pink spreading from her cheeks to her neck to the small brown nipples that hardened in the chamber’s warm air. Her glasses stayed on. Her glasses always stayed on.

Rika was already naked because Rika treated clothing as a temporary administrative inconvenience. Petite, athletic, golden-skinned, the fine down on her forearms catching candlelight. Her ears pivoted forward. Her tail coiled around her ankle.

Dracoona removed her clothing with the considered control that made every act look like a strategic decision. Tall, statuesque, silver-white hair falling like ice water. Scales shimmered across her forearms and collarbones. The spinal ridges that no longer fully retracted pressed through her skin like a geological feature. Her body radiated heat that warmed the air around her, dragon-fire banked beneath aristocratic architecture.

Delphina was last. She stood at the chamber’s edge with her wild black curls absorbing candlelight, her corseted uniform still fastened, her heavy-lidded eyes evaluating the scene with predatory intensity. A century of performed control still stood between her and surrender, but the distance was shrinking.

“Come here,” I said.

She crossed the chamber. I unfastened her corset with unhurried patience, each hook releasing with a sound that seemed to echo, and her body came free in increments: the full D-cup bust, firm and held high by habit even without the boning; the strong waist; the athletic hips that were built for leverage and struggle and chosen submission. Her heavy-lidded eyes stayed on mine.

“Wrists,” I said.

She held them out. I fastened the ward bands.

Sylvara, Elara, and Thessaly removed their own garments with the effortless grace that characterized elf physicality, three ethereal bodies that seemed to shimmer at the edge between material and otherworldly. Sylvara’s silver-blue hair pooled around her like liquid moonlight. Elara flanked her with calm, skilled hands already reading the tension in every body around the circle. Thessaly knelt on Sylvara’s other side, her silver-blue hair a shade darker and her body warm where elf skin usually ran cool.

They knelt. Not apart from the coven. Among them. Sylvara settled beside Kim and Solana, the service layer joining the family.

“First wave,” Harmony said, all academic focus for the moment, though it would degrade as the session progressed. “Kim and Dana as anchor. Solana and Sylvara as resonance mask. Timing: seven-minute ward sweep cycles. Peaks must occur between sweeps, not during. Rika will signal.”

“Copy,” Rika said, watching the chamber’s moss-light for the faint pulse changes that correlated with the ward sweeps passing overhead.

I pulled Kim to me. She came with the eager certainty of a post-milestone woman who’d been freed and intended to stay free, pressing her body against mine, copper hair falling between us, her tits soft and heavy against my chest.

“Charge me up, dark lord,” she whispered, green eyes bright with defiance. “Every bond she’s trying to kill.”

She pushed me onto the central cushion and lay on top of me, sliding down my body until her mouth found my cock. The oral worship was brief and greedy, her paizuri using the heavy weight of her breasts to stroke me slick before she crawled back up and took me inside her from above with a single confident drop of her hips. The fire bond blazed red-gold. She pressed her palms flat on my chest and rode with a focused rolling grind, each stroke deep and deliberate rather than bouncing, freckles catching the light, green eyes locked on mine with years of stubborn love behind it, from the first time she said the words to every breath since.

Solana settled behind Kim, pressing her body against Kim’s back the way they’d done when Aurelie was first taken, the physical complementarity of chest and ass that was the coven’s foundational visual. But this time Sylvara joined them, kneeling beside Solana, one ethereal hand on Solana’s hip and the other tracing the shadow-conductive darkness on Solana’s skin. The elf and the human and the lush curve Sapphotange had started treating like sacred architecture formed a visual that made the term “worship” feel inadequate.

Rika raised five fingers. Hold. The ward sweep was passing overhead. Patience’s monitoring magic sweeping across Hexhaven’s corridors, through dormitories, across common areas. Above the tunnel, it found nothing. Solana’s shadow metabolized the bond energy into something that read as ancient botanical activity. Delphina’s resonance inversion projected the false profile.

To the wards, we were old moss blooming.

Rika lowered to four fingers. Safe.

Kim came on me with a cry she muffled against my shoulder, the fire bond surging red-gold, her body squeezing me in hot, greedy clenches that I felt through the bond as heat and loyalty and the flavor of unconditional love and unapologetic sex. She rolled off with a satisfied sigh and settled against Sylvara, who held her with serene elf grace while Kim’s breasts heaved with post-orgasmic breathing.

Harmony was next in the rotation. She knelt beside us, slim body flushed from cheeks to chest, the perpetual pink deepened to magenta across her neck and the tops of her small brown-nippled breasts. Her glasses reflected the candlelight in twin points. Her role was timing and she hated it because the timing required her to be analytically present during the peak without physically participating, which meant her arousal-cognition coupling was driving her insane. Her thighs pressed together with the rhythmic tension of body demanding release while mind demanded data, and the conflict between those demands was visible in every fidgeting finger and every glazing-over of her sharp amber eyes.

“Second wave in ninety seconds,” she managed, her voice already losing the academic polish that signaled her losing control. “Solana and Dracoona anchor. I need… I need cognitive output for the ward calculations…”

I pulled Harmony to me. My hand slid between her thighs. She was soaking wet, the perpetual arousal that was her baseline compounded by hours of strategic tension into something that had visibly dampened the inner seams of her trousers before she’d removed them.

“The ward sweep frequency is… is approximately… oh…”

Two fingers inside her, curling forward to find the spot that made her speech fragment. Her pussy clenched around my fingers, tight and desperately responsive, the muscular control she used for her edging practice making every contraction deliberate even when her mind was dissolving.

“…approximately seven point three minutes between… between peaks…”

I withdrew my fingers, slicked them with her wetness, and pressed one against her ass. She gasped, the sound sharp enough that Rika glanced over from her perch and gave a thumbs-up that she probably thought was subtle. Harmony barely noticed. The anal pathway she’d been developing since the first weeks of term as a precision cognitive tool was engaging, the nerve endings there connected through some neurological architecture that only Harmony’s spreadsheets fully understood to the exact cognitive centers that produced her genius-level analytical bursts.

“The resonance threshold for… for detection is…”

I pressed a second finger into her ass, slowly, the tight ring of muscle yielding with the familiar resistance that was Harmony’s body saying “I should maintain professional distance” and her desire saying “absolutely the fuck not.” Her hips rocked back against my hand. Her glasses went crooked. The flush spread from her neck to the top of her chest, turning the smooth skin between her small breasts the color of sunset.

“…threshold is… 0.47… microthaumic… oh fuck…”

I fucked her ass with two fingers while my thumb pressed against her clit from outside, the dual stimulation designed to trigger the short-burst cognitive surge that had become Harmony’s signature this year. Her analytical speech collapsed through its familiar degradation: sentences to fragments to single words to sounds. Her bushy chestnut hair, which she’d pinned back with the seven clips that meant “serious analytical work,” escaped clip after clip as her head rolled and her body trembled.

She came with a controlled squirt that she directed, with the last shred of analytical sharpness available to her, onto a collection ward Thessaly held ready. The elf caught the output with serene efficiency, several sessions of this particular service having produced a system. The cognitive spike hit and Harmony’s amber eyes blazed with sudden, shocking clarity, the glazed arousal replaced in an instant by the razor focus that only appeared at the peak of her arousal-intelligence coupling.

“Ward sweep in forty-three seconds. Peak now if you’re going to. The masking holds for twelve more seconds after the sweep passes. Solana, prepare shadow absorption. Delphina, resonance inversion at my mark.”

The transformation from incoherent orgasm to command-and-control in under two seconds was the most Harmony thing I’d ever witnessed.

Solana took her position. She’d been waiting with the patient dreaminess that was her surface and the sharp focus that was her depth, her porcelain body glowing with the shadow-conductive integration’s dark undertone, pale hair pooling on the cushions around her like liquid moonlight. She straddled me as Kim moved aside, her enormous ass settling onto my thighs with a weight and warmth that displaced thought, the pear-shaped silhouette that the Sapphotange house had knelt to settling over my cock with a slow roll of her devastating hips.

The visual was staggering from my angle: Solana’s narrow waist widening into the sweeping flare of her hips, the outrageous curves of her rear spreading across my lap, the shadow-dark undertone of her skin making her look like moonlight dipped in earth. She took me inside her slowly, one inch at a time, her pale blue eyes sharpening from dreamy to vivid as the physical connection brought her to full presence.

Kim and Sylvara worshipped Solana together, making Solana’s bridge between female devotion and male heat physically manifest. Kim from the front, her mouth on Solana’s small breasts, copper hair cascading against platinum, freckled hands cupping the narrow waist. Sylvara from behind, ethereal fingers tracing the shadow-dark patterns on Solana’s skin, violet eyes glowing as the old service line found its purest expression in this act: an elf and a human woman worshipping the body that carried the prophecy forward.

Solana rode me with the rolling hip motion that used her spectacular rear as counterweight, each upstroke pulling almost free, each downstroke engulfing me completely. Her abundant rear bounced with every movement, the shadow-conductive medium making her skin gleam in the candlelight. The combined sensation of her body’s heat, Kim’s mouth on her breast, and Sylvara’s ethereal fingers on her back made her shadow bloom across the chamber floor like a garden in time-lapse.

Rika raised five fingers. Ward sweep.

The chamber went still. Bodies froze mid-motion. Solana stayed impaled on me, her hips motionless, her internal muscles clenching in micro-pulses that she couldn’t entirely suppress. Kim’s mouth paused on Solana’s nipple. Sylvara’s fingers stilled on shadow-dark skin. Heartbeats loud in the silence. The monitoring wards passed overhead like a predator’s shadow.

Solana’s own shadow swallowed the resonance spike. The bond energy that six women and three elves were generating in a hidden underground chamber, with Aurelie’s distant thread answering thinly from the capital was metabolized into something that read as tunnel-moss blooming patterns on Solana’s shadow-conductive network. Delphina’s resonance inversion layered over the top, projecting the false profile of ancient botanical activity. To the wards: nothing. Old growth. Moss responding to seasonal water table fluctuation.

Four fingers. Safe.

The motion resumed. Solana rose and fell with renewed urgency, her hips driving, her hair swaying. I gripped her waist and thrust upward to meet her, and the collision of our bodies produced a wet, resonant sound that the domed chamber amplified. She came with a cry she muffled against Kim’s shoulder, moonlight blooming from her skin, violet flowers growing from the stone floor in a circle that expanded outward from where we were connected, as if her orgasm was planting a garden.

Rika took her turn with the feline skill she brought to everything: she didn’t straddle, she pounced, landing on me with the small athletic body that was built for speed and spectacle. Petite, lean, golden-skinned, her dark nipples hard, her tail wrapping my forearm before the rest of her settled. She rode cowgirl facing the chamber’s carved wall, performing for the three thousand names written in Old Service Tongue, the dead audience that existed only in her imagination and was therefore the most satisfying audience she could imagine.

She was tight and small and fierce, her lean body working above me with the athletic intensity she brought to everything: full commitment, zero shame, maximum visibility. Her purring vibrated through our contact, the deep chest-vibration that was both magic and biology transmitting from her body through mine and into the bond network. Her tail wrapped my forearm and squeezed with each thrust. Her eyes caught the candlelight and held it as she came with a yowl she bit off halfway, the sound dying to a hiss between bared fangs, her small body going rigid, tail pointing straight out, ears pressed flat.

Rika raised three fingers while still shuddering, the exhibitionist and the tactical director competing for bandwidth. Approach peak.

Dracoona surrendered. The tall statuesque body, the silver-white hair, the scales that blazed iridescent across her shoulders and hips and spine, the twin neck ridges that had become part of how she moved through the world. I took her from behind while she knelt, one hand holding the hot line of her throat open, the other tracing the ridge line of her spine. She gasped at the dual contact: the familiarity of my cock inside her and the newer, deeper intimacy of fingers on the dragon features she’d finally stopped hiding.

Her dragon-heat warmed the entire chamber until the air shimmered. The elves nearest her shifted away instinctively, then shifted back, finding the warmth addictive rather than dangerous. Elara pressed against Dracoona’s side and the elf’s normally cool skin flushed at the temperature differential, the two temperatures meeting in a way that seemed to please them both.

Dracoona came with the low resonant growl that was half human and half dragon, her inner walls gripping with the enhanced strength of dragon-blood musculature, each pulse transmitting through the bond as fierce protective heat. A wisp of flame escaped her lips and scorched the cushion beneath her. Thessaly calmly replaced it with a fresh one from the reserve stack she’d clearly prepared for exactly this contingency.

Delphina was last.

She waited at the circle’s edge, restrained and ready. Ward-banded wrists behind her back. Dark curls stuck to her face with perspiration from the chamber’s dragon-heated air. Heavy-lidded eyes burning with the desperate need that surfaced when performance was physically impossible, the dark eyes that had spent a century assessing and calculating now holding nothing but hunger and the frightened, furious want that needed the mask removed by force before anything real could reach her.

“Tell me what you are,” I said.

“Yours.”

“Say it louder.”

“Yours.” Her voice cracked on the word. “The bond is real. The sovereignty is chosen. And I’m tired of pretending the masks were anything but cowardice.” She was shaking from the effort of admitting truth without the protection of irony, the century of performance stripped away by silk restraints and ward bands and the seven women around her who had already given what she was giving and come out the other side belonging to something. “Use me. Then don’t leave.”

I bent her over the cushion platform. Her strong athletic body arched, the D-cup bust pressing against the silk, her arms bound behind her. I entered her hard, the way she wanted, the way her century of false dominance had made necessary, and she took it with a deep shudder and sounds that were raw and unchoreographed and more honest than anything she’d ever said in a council meeting. I gripped her hair with one fist and used the other hand to press between her shoulder blades, pinning her down, and the combination of restraint and force and the chosen helplessness she craved pulled sounds from her that were animal and grateful and half-sobbing with the release of pressure she’d been carrying since before anyone in the room was born.

Rika watched with glowing eyes, her tail curling with interested approval. Dracoona, still flushed from her own surrender, provided one hard observation in her clipped aristocratic voice: “You deserved this. Not as punishment. As relief.”

Delphina came with a broken sound that echoed off carved elf names older than the surface castle, her body locking around me with fierce involuntary release after a century of tension, and I followed her a moment later, the bond flaring with the dark Fleshcrafting edge that was uniquely Delphina’s contribution to the network.

The coven gathered around her. Kim held her, copper hair mixing with wild black curls, full tits pressing against Delphina’s restrained body with the unashamed warmth Kim brought to every embrace. Solana’s shadow wrapped her like a blanket. Rika’s tail curled around her wrist, the same anchor she provided for Dracoona. Harmony smoothed her hair with exact, organized gentleness. The aftercare happened inside the group, humiliation and belonging occupying the same space, the rough claiming dissolved into tenderness without the transition feeling false.

Five fingers. Ward sweep. The chamber stilled. Every body froze. Every breath held. Patience’s monitoring magic passed directly overhead, the systematic scan sweeping across the school’s surface with the institutional thoroughness that defined everything the inspector did: careful, warm, certain, and designed to catch exactly what was happening thirty feet beneath her feet.

Solana’s shadow swallowed the resonance spike. The enormous bloom of bond energy that six women and three elves had generated in a hidden underground chamber, the combined orgasmic resonance of a sovereign coven that had just charged its bonds to maximum while Aurelie’s distant thread held thin and stubborn, was metabolized by Solana’s shadow-conductive integration into something that read on the monitoring wards as ancient tunnel moss responding to seasonal moisture fluctuation. Delphina’s resonance inversion layered over the shadow’s work, projecting a false profile so boring that the wards dismissed it before fully processing it.

To the wards: old moss blooming. Botanical activity in ancient infrastructure. Slow, organic, unremarkable.

To me, lying in the center of six women and three elves in a chamber carved with the names of Hexhaven’s entire elf lineage and lit by bioluminescent moss and decorated with the violet flowers of Solana’s pleasure, feeling the bond network hum with the combined warmth of every person in the circle and the distant pull of the woman we were going to retrieve, it felt like the most mission-critical living network I had ever held.

Each bond was distinct. Kim’s red-gold fire. Harmony’s analytical silver. Solana’s warm violet shadow. Rika’s gold illusion-light. Dracoona’s dragon-fire amber. Aurelie’s golden-purple ward magic, still stretched thin but held. Delphina’s dark Fleshcrafting resonance, cleansed and integrated. And threading through all of them, the elf devotion: Sylvara’s ancient service, Elara’s skilled care, Thessaly’s warmth. A network. A family. A weapon.

Four fingers. Safe. The sweep had passed.

The coven exhaled.

Kim, who had fallen asleep against my shoulder approximately thirty seconds after her last orgasm because Kim processed physical exertion through immediate unconsciousness, woke with a start and said, “Did we win?”

“We charged. The winning comes after we get Aurelie.”

“We go get Aurelie.” She settled against me again, copper hair everywhere, green eyes already drifting closed. “And I’m bringing snacks.”

“To a government infiltration.”

“To any event. Snacks are universal.”

Harmony, still documenting bond resonance data in the dim light with a pen she’d conjured because her regular pen was in the destroyed clipboard, said: “The infiltration plan does not include a snack allocation.”

“Then the infiltration plan is wrong.”

Harmony looked at her notes. Looked at Kim. Looked at the seventeen-page infiltration document that was folded into her pocket. She added a line to page twelve.

“Aggregate coven charge stabilized at ninety-four percent,” she said, because Harmony could be post-orgasmic, half-dressed, and surrounded by elves and still find the exact number that mattered. “That is the highest stable charge we can hold while keeping Aurelie’s distant thread intact and staying below detection risk. Solana’s individual integration is separate. The full network is above infiltration threshold.”

“Snack allocation: Kim,” she wrote.

The bonds were charged. The disguises were ready. The plan was set. Kim had an allocation.

Above us, Patience’s ward sweep completed its cycle. She praised student civic engagement in the Great Hall while Kunningbrott submitted forty-seven questions about the definition of “unsanctioned proximity” that Elspeth had drafted with the bureaucratic exactness designed to make the system process paperwork until it choked. Sapphotange’s moon-garden study circle pretended to take notes on Solana’s residual shadow field while Maren, Petra, and Ivy exchanged glances that contained less ideology and more curiosity than the circle’s official purpose acknowledged.

Harmony added a line to page twelve and folded the plan back into her pocket.

Kim ate a snack. The bonds hummed. Somewhere above us, Patience filed her report.


Chapter 15: Boring Bureaucrats

We exited the elf tunnels at dawn through the secondary passage that emerged behind the waterfall the campus believed was natural. The waterfall, which elf engineers had constructed in the Fourth Era and which the campus had been admiring as a natural geological feature for approximately three thousand years, parted for us with the same responsive awareness that characterized everything the elves built: it knew who belonged and moved accordingly.

Sylvara and Corwin guided us through the final stretch, bioluminescent moss dimming as natural light filtered through the rockface. The transition from tunnel to surface was gradual: the carved elf stone giving way to natural rock, the blue-green glow of cultivated moss yielding to the gray-white of dawn filtering through gaps in the waterfall’s curtain. The air changed from the constant, timeless temperature of underground to the sharp morning cold of autumn outside Hexhaven’s ward boundary.

“The transit route follows old elf pathways to the capital region,” Sylvara explained, her serene voice steady with centuries of accumulated knowledge. She moved through the tunnel with the unconscious grace that characterized everything about her: silver-blue hair catching the last of the moss-light, violet eyes carrying ancient calm. She had been preparing for this moment since before the surface world’s current political system existed. “The elves maintained these routes for evacuation during the first rising. Faculty were informed afterward, expressed gratitude, then forgot.”

“How do you forget an underground evacuation network?” Kim asked. She was walking beside me, copper hair tied back in a practical ponytail, green eyes bright from approximately four hours of sleep, determination, and the two snacks she’d hidden in her robes. Her generous tits strained the outfit she’d put on for the infiltration: a conservative blouse and skirt that Delphina had Fleshcrafted to look government-appropriate, which meant it looked like clothing that existed to discourage anything interesting from happening.

“Disinterest wards,” Corwin said. The male elf had short silver-blue hair and the keen alertness of a military scout, his posture and movement marking him as someone who’d been trained for exactly this kind of operational support. “The same principle that protects the tunnel entrances. Officials who learn about the routes feel a mild desire to think about something else. The desire is gentle. Persistent. Over time, the knowledge simply fades, replaced by a vague certainty that the tunnels don’t exist or were sealed long ago.”

“The magical government has routes into its own building that it forgot about because the routes don’t want to be remembered,” Harmony said, and the way she said it, with the analytical fury she reserved for systems that failed to meet basic logical standards, communicated everything about how she felt about institutional security. “This is the most bureaucratically on-brand security failure I’ve ever encountered. They forgot their own evacuation routes because the routes told them to forget, and nobody thought to ask why they couldn’t remember something they’d been told.”

“The building forgot because forgetting was easier than questioning,” Delphina said, her dark eyes carrying something personal. “That’s what embedded Light contamination does. It makes not-questioning feel like wisdom.”

The transit route connected to an old service tunnel that surfaced in the capital’s maintenance district, three blocks from the government building. The tunnel was older than the building, older than the government, built by elf engineers who had mapped the region’s underground geography centuries before anyone decided to put a government here. The stonework was the same seamless precision as the Hall of Remembrance: blocks fitted without mortar, joints invisible, engineering that surface architects called “impossible” and elves called “adequate.”

We emerged into morning light that felt different from Hexhaven’s enchanted atmosphere: thinner, more processed, the magical equivalent of fluorescent lighting. The capital’s ambient magical field was regulated, monitored, and controlled in ways that Hexhaven’s ancient, slightly wild enchantments were not. Everything here felt measured. Exact. A magical environment that would be very comfortable if you found comfort in regulation.

Kim shivered. “It feels cold,” she said, and she wasn’t talking about the temperature.

“It feels like the building’s influence extends beyond the building,” Harmony said, checking the ambient magical readings with a pocket diagnostic tool she’d built from parts of the destroyed clipboard. “The Light-bias doesn’t stop at the building’s walls. It radiates outward through the ward perimeter, affecting the surrounding blocks with a diminished but detectable suppression field. The maintenance district we’re standing in has approximately 3% of the building’s internal bias level.”

“Three percent.”

“Three percent is enough to make people walk past the building without looking up. Three percent is enough to make the neighborhood feel safe and boring. Three percent is enough to make anyone with active bonds feel slightly uncomfortable without being able to identify why.”

The bond dampening felt it immediately. The suppression that Harmony had designed to hide our coven signatures from the building’s detection systems was already working against the ambient three percent, and inside the building the pressure would be exponentially worse. Every minute we spent under dampening was a minute our bonds were being told they didn’t exist, and the bonds disagreed with an intensity that manifested as a dull ache in my chest.

Delphina activated the Fleshcrafting disguises with a sweep of her fingers across each of us, the magic flowing through her hands with the clinical thoroughness that fourteen hours of preparation and one very meaningful sandwich had produced.

My face dulled. I watched it happen in Kim’s hand mirror: the violet-prone dark eyes going flat brown, the jawline rounding, the posture softening into the deliberate mediocrity of a mid-level records analyst who’d been processing forms for twelve years and had never once been invited to a meeting. The dark lord vanished. In his place: a man whose most exciting professional achievement was filing a report on time.

“I look like I pay taxes and enjoy it,” I said.

“You look like you’ve never had an opinion that wasn’t approved by a committee,” Delphina confirmed. “That’s the point.”

Kim’s disguise lasted longer than the lab tests had predicted: fourteen seconds before her chest strained the illusion framework with the predictable certainty of physics meeting Fleshcrafting and physics winning. The glamour tried to compress her defiant breasts into government-standard proportions. The breasts disagreed. The illusion warped, rippled, and began to fail at the structural stress points the way a dam fails: gradually and then all at once.

Delphina applied a structural reinforcement charm with the emergency precision of an engineer shoring up a collapsing bridge. Seventeen independent stabilization runes, layered across the glamour’s chest region, each one anchored to a different aspect of the illusion architecture, collectively creating a support system that would hold for the duration of the infiltration provided Kim didn’t breathe too enthusiastically.

“My tits survived the disguise,” Kim whispered with genuine relief.

“Your thoracic region was reinforced with seventeen independent stabilization runes. Your tits have more structural engineering than a cathedral.” Delphina wiped her brow. The Fleshcrafting had cost her, the reinforcement charm alone requiring more magical output than the disguises for Harmony, Solana, and Rika combined. “I’ve built false sovereignties and resonance-inversion matrices and century-spanning bureaucratic manipulations, and the hardest technical challenge of my career was making your chest look normal.”

“My chest is normal. For me.”

“Your chest violates several laws of physics that the magical world considers suggestive rather than absolute.”

Delphina adjusted her own appearance: shorter, less striking, the black curls compressed to a bob that fought the compression with the same photonic hostility that characterized the original hair, the predatory eyes widened to pleasant bureaucratic neutrality. She looked like a century-old predator disguised as a filing clerk, which was exactly what she was, and the disguise’s effectiveness relied on the fact that nobody expected a filing clerk to be a hundred-year-old ex-sovereign with Fleshcrafting abilities that surpassed the official curriculum.

Harmony became a junior analyst with forgettable hair and a clipboard that actually improved her cover because Harmony with a clipboard looked more natural than Harmony without one. The clipboard was government-issue, borrowed from the tunnel supply cache that the elves had stocked with institutional props for exactly this kind of operation, and Harmony held it the way other people held weapons: firmly, confidently, and with the certain knowledge that it would be used.

Solana drifted into her disguise like water adapting to a new container. The Fleshcrafting shortened her, narrowed her, made her unremarkable. Her platinum hair darkened to mousy brown. Her enormous ass, the lunar architecture that Sapphotange had knelt to and that constituted perhaps the single most recognizable silhouette in Hexhaven’s recent history, diminished to proportions that wouldn’t stop traffic or inspire religious veneration. She looked like a woman who processed interdepartmental memos and ate lunch alone at her desk and went home to a small apartment where nothing prophetic or significant had ever occurred.

“I feel invisible,” Solana said.

“That’s the goal,” Delphina replied.

“I don’t like it.”

“You’ll like being arrested less.”

Rika’s glamour held her tail for twenty-eight minutes, one minute longer than lab estimates, which Rika attributed to “willpower” and which Harmony attributed to “statistical variance within the predicted confidence interval.” Her ears folded under the illusion with the compressed hostility of cat anatomy forced into bureaucratic compliance, the feline features pressing against the glamour like prisoners testing the bars.

Dracoona looked like she was born to judge paperwork. The disguise stripped the dramatic height, the silver-white hair, the iridescent scales, the aristocratic bearing that could silence a room by existing in it, and left a tall woman with a disapproving expression and sensible shoes who could walk through any government corridor without attracting a second glance because every government corridor already contained a woman who looked exactly like this and who disapproved of everything with equal intensity.

Sylvara and Corwin stopped at the tunnel exit. The elf transit routes ended where the capital’s ward perimeter began, and elf disinterest magic clashed with government recognition wards in ways that made dual passage impossible.

“We will wait here,” Sylvara said, her serene violet eyes holding mine with the steady devotion that centuries of service had refined into something that looked like religion but felt like family. “The tunnels remain open for your return.”

“If we don’t return by sunset,” I said.

“If you do not return by sunset, the elves will do what the elves have always done during institutional crises.” She paused. “We will remember. We will maintain. And we will be ready when you return, because you WILL return. The prophecy does not end in a government building.”

Corwin, the male elf with the military scout’s alertness, added: “The secondary extraction tunnels can be accessed from three points within the capital district. I have marked them on your map.” He handed Harmony a small parchment. “The marks are in Old Service Tongue. The building’s recognition wards cannot read our language.”

Harmony took the parchment and added it to the seventeen-page infiltration document that was now folded into a pocket that should not have been large enough to contain it. “Thank you, Corwin.”

“Service anticipates need, Ms. Rolling.”

Sylvara’s eyes shifted toward the capital skyline, where the government wards shimmered like heat above stone. “If a Hexhaven ward signature opens inside the perimeter, even briefly, the old service routes may answer it. We cannot enter through their recognition wards. But a pocket of Hexhaven inside the capital would not be their threshold.”

“How likely is that?”

“Unlikely,” Sylvara said. “But Master Dana’s life has taught us to maintain unlikely routes.”

“Formation,” Harmony said, turning to the coven. “Three pairs. Dana and Delphina enter through the main atrium as interdepartmental records analysts. Kim and Solana through the west service entrance as workshop attendees. Harmony and Rika through the east records archive as junior research assistants. Dracoona enters alone through the judiciary wing because she’s the most convincing solo bureaucrat.”

“That’s not a compliment,” Dracoona said.

“It’s not an insult either. It’s operational casting.” Harmony consulted her notes one final time. “Communication through bond only. Verbal exchanges kept to minimum necessary for cover maintenance. If anyone says the phrase ‘dependency behaviors’ to Kim, I’ve prepared a calming exercise.”

“The calming exercise is not setting things on fire,” Kim said.

“The calming exercise is remembering that the people saying it believe they’re being helpful.”

“I’ll try. No promises.”

“I’ve allocated a 34% probability for Kim-related cover compromise,” Harmony said. “It’s priced into the plan.”

“I’m predictable?”

“You’re passionate. Passionate is predictable. That’s not an insult either.”



The capital building rose from the government district like an institution made physical: seven stories of polished stone, enchanted windows that reflected official approval back at the observers, and a front entrance flanked by statues of historical figures who looked like they’d disapproved of something specific and died before they could file a complaint about it. The statues’ faces held the constipation of carved stone that was trying to convey “gravitas” and achieving “digestive distress.”

The building was impressive. That was the problem. It was designed to impress. Every line of its architecture, every enchanted cornice, every polished surface communicated one message: this institution is large and permanent and correct, and you are small and temporary and probably wrong about something.

Delphina looked at the building with the guarded expression of someone recognizing a relative at a family reunion they’d hoped to avoid. “It hasn’t changed,” she murmured. “A century of institutional architecture and they haven’t changed the entrance columns.”

“You’ve been here before.”

“I was here when it was being built. The entrance columns were donated by a Kunningbrott patron whose name I’ve forgotten because he was boring and his taste in architecture was worse.” She assessed the facade with predatory sharpness behind her dulled disguise eyes. “The ward integration is newer. Post-first-rising. The original building didn’t have communication mirror infrastructure in the walls. That was added during the reconstruction.”

“The reconstruction that the Puritan Lord’s followers oversaw.”

“While the government was grateful for their help and not asking too many questions about why their help included embedding suppression systems in every load-bearing wall.” She straightened her disguised posture. “Architecture is always political. Good architecture serves the people inside it. This architecture serves the system that runs it.”

Inside, the atrium was polished marble floors, public-service murals of witches performing civic duties while looking appropriately serious about performing civic duties, and ward architecture built into the columns and cornices like decorative features that happened to monitor everything. The murals showed idealized images of magical governance: witches reviewing documents, witches in council chambers, witches gesturing at charts. Every mural depicted order. Stability. Process. Not a single mural showed anyone touching anyone else.

It felt wrong.

The wrongness had none of the nunnery’s aggressive sterility or white-light hostility. It felt like a room where the thermostat sat one degree too cold: barely noticeable, easily dismissed, cumulatively draining. Every corridor nudged desire downward. It did not suppress. It nudged. The magical equivalent of a building that whispered “calm down” on every surface without anyone realizing the surfaces were speaking.

It wasn’t a Zone of Pure Light yet. It was the skeleton of one, the architectural framework of a system that could become one if nobody stopped it.

Delphina walked beside me with confident boredom, a century of navigating institutional spaces having taught her that the most dangerous buildings were the ones that felt ordinary.

“The ward-mirror network,” she murmured, her voice low enough that the recognition wards couldn’t distinguish it from ambient bureaucratic murmuring. “Can you feel it?”

I could. A hum beneath the marble, beneath the decorative wards, beneath the pleasant institutional atmosphere. Communication mirrors embedded in walls at regular intervals, their surfaces reflecting not just images but language: policy phrases scrolling at the edge of perception, too fast and too small to read consciously, but present enough to settle into the mind of anyone who walked these corridors daily.

Harmony had mapped the mirror network from Grimworth’s diagrams. The mirrors carried official messages between departments. Each message passed through a central routing system. Each transit through the system added a fraction of Light-bias to the language, the way a river picks up sediment from its bed. By the time a policy suggestion reached a department head, it carried the accumulated bias of thousands of transits worth of gentle suppression.

“The language on the mirrors,” Delphina whispered. “Read the scrolling text.”

I looked at the nearest mirror. The text was small, moving fast, institutional background noise you’d ignore after a week of working here.

“…enhanced oversight of non-standard intimate configurations for the safety of…” “…comfort and certainty are the foundations of a stable magical society…” “…sovereign bond classifications represent historical concerns that modern governance has addressed through…”

Each phrase reasonable. Each phrase warm. Each phrase nudging the reader toward the conclusion that desire was a problem to be managed and bonds were dependencies to be regulated.

“This is how it works,” Delphina said. “Not possession. Not force. Just messages that sound right, delivered constantly, through infrastructure nobody questions because the infrastructure was built to help.”

“Your era,” I said.

“My era’s architecture. Not my design. But I saw it being built.” Her eyes, dulled by Fleshcrafting to pleasant neutrality, held a ghost of the predatory intensity underneath. “The Puritan Lord’s followers weren’t all zealots. Some were architects. Engineers. Bureaucrats who believed they were building safety systems.”

We passed a clerk’s station. The clerk, a middle-aged witch with neat hair and a pleasant expression, looked up as we passed.

“Good morning,” she said. “Can I direct you to a department?”

“Records Analysis, Level 3,” Delphina replied, fluent and bored, as if this building were merely a less interesting version of institutions she’d been manipulating before the clerk’s grandparents were born.

“Of course. The lifts are to your left. Please have your authorization documents ready.” The clerk smiled. The smile was genuine. She was a real person, doing a real job, in a building that was slowly teaching her that desire was dangerous without ever saying the words.

That was the horror. Not possessed officials with white-glowing eyes. Functional people making puritan policy with confidence because the building’s ambient suggestions had been gently informing their judgment for years.



The bond dampening made everything worse.

The worsening felt intimate rather than dramatic. The coven was built on contact, on warmth, on the constant ambient hum of seven bonds connecting eight people through a network that felt like home. Dampening the bonds was like wearing earplugs in a room full of people you loved: you could see them talking, see their mouths move, but the words came through muffled and wrong.

Kim walked three feet away from me and it felt like three miles. Her fire bond, usually a warm constant presence at the edge of my awareness, had been reduced to a faint ember. She compensated by staying physically close, her hand brushing mine under the records counter we were passing, the brief contact sending a spike of warmth through the dampened network that was disproportionately intense because the baseline had been suppressed.

She squeezed my hand. One quick grip. A touch that shouldn’t have registered as significant, but pretending not to love someone in a building designed to make love feel like a disease turned every stolen contact into a defibrillation.

“Don’t do that again,” Delphina murmured from my other side. “The dampening masks detect contact spikes. One more and the false profile adjusts visibly.”

Kim’s face went through three expressions in rapid succession: frustration, grief, and defiance at being told she couldn’t touch the person she loved. She settled on defiance, because Kim always settled on defiance.

Harmony, three floors above us and navigating the east records archive, was having her own problems. I felt them through the dampened bond as distant pressure: the arousal-cognition coupling that was her baseline going haywire in an environment where the ambient suppression pushed against her perpetual arousal state. Under normal conditions, Harmony ran at a comfortable edge that sharpened her mind. In the capital building, the ambient nudging told her body that the arousal was wrong, and her body disagreed violently.

Her thighs pressed together so hard her disguise skirt wrinkled. She kept whispering calculations because analysis was the only mechanism she had for preventing the cognitive dissonance from escalating to the point where she started visibly edging in a government records archive. The numbers kept the edge in check. Barely.

Solana’s shadow kept trying to curl around my ankles. The living darkness, usually responsive and obedient, had become needy under the building’s ambient suppression, reaching through the marble floor like roots seeking water. It stretched toward me despite the distance, despite the disguise, despite everything, the shadow-conductive integration recognizing the bond even when the dampening said it shouldn’t exist. She pinned it down with one bare foot under her borrowed bureaucrat skirt, the motion invisible to anyone not looking for it, her disguised face showing none of the effort the concealment cost.



Kim nearly broke cover on Level 2.

She and Solana had entered through the west service entrance and were navigating the lower corridors when a records clerk, reviewing their fabricated documentation, looked at Kim’s authorization form and said: “Ah, you’re here for the bond dependency assessment workshop. We’re very excited about the new framework for identifying unhealthy intimate magical configurations.”

Kim’s green eyes went hard. Not the warm green of enthusiastic love. The bright dangerous green of a ride-or-die woman hearing someone describe her coven as a disease.

“Dependency behaviors,” the clerk continued, oblivious, sorting forms with efficient cheerfulness, “are what we call the patterns of intimate magical bonding that create co-dependent relational structures. The new framework identifies seven warning signs, including emotional enmeshment, shared magical dependency, and what we call ‘comfort-seeking proximity patterns.’”

Every word she said was one of Patience’s phrases. Every word was warm and reasonable. Every word was the Light’s gentle nudging, made policy, made training material, made institutional truth.

I felt the fire bond spike through the network. Kim was three floors away and I felt it through the dampening, the sudden surge of heat that meant she was one sentence away from setting something on fire. The dampening should have hidden it. Kim’s fury was too big for the mask.

“Fascinating,” Solana said, the disguised dreamy calm defusing the situation the way water defused flames. “Could you direct us to the workshop materials? My colleague is very interested in the framework.”

The clerk brightened. “Certainly! The materials are in the conference wing. Level 4, Room 12B. There are also pamphlets available at the information desk. ‘Bonds Don’t Have to Bind’ is quite popular.”

Kim said nothing. Her jaw muscles worked. Under the records counter, out of the clerk’s sight, the Fleshcrafting disguise on her hands flickered, the illusion of unremarkable fingers threatening to dissolve and reveal the real Kim underneath: a woman whose hands had held her coven through every crisis and who wanted nothing more than to wrap them around this clerk’s pamphlets and set them on fire.

I pressed my thumb against her pulse point through the bond. Not physically. Magically. A tiny thread of warmth through the fire bond that said: I’m here. Don’t burn anything. We need you calm. I need you calm.

Her grip loosened by a fraction. Her eyes stayed dangerous, but the fire bond dimmed from active combustion to banked coals.

Solana steered them away from the clerk with smooth navigational instinct, her dreaminess hiding the kind of perceptiveness that caught everything others missed. Her hand found Kim’s elbow and guided her around the corner, the physical contact hidden by the angle, the warmth of the touch doing what words couldn’t in a building that had been designed to make touch feel like dependency.

“Dependency behaviors,” Kim muttered as they rounded the corner. “They’re calling our bonds dependency behaviors.”

“They’re calling our bonds what the building taught them to call our bonds,” Solana whispered back. “That’s what we’re here to fix.”



Rika’s tail kept escaping because exhibitionism hated bureaucracy on a fundamental level. The tail was the physical expression of everything the building was trying to suppress: visible, defiant, resistant to containment within institutional norms. Every twenty-eight minutes it broke free from the glamour and waved at whatever was nearest, which was usually a filing cabinet or a government employee.

On the third escape, it knocked over three boxes labeled “Non-Crisis Events.” The boxes scattered across the records archive floor, their contents, neatly filed documents about things the government had decided weren’t emergencies, spilling in a paper avalanche that drew the attention of two archivists.

Rika grabbed the tail and stuffed it back into her illusory skirt with the frustrated energy of someone wrestling an independent organism back into pants.

“My tail has opinions about filing systems,” she said.

“Your tail has opinions about everything,” Harmony replied, helping her re-sort the scattered papers with the organizational instinct that survived even the most stressful situations.

“My tail is a living conscience.”

Dracoona, navigating the judiciary wing with aristocratic efficiency, looked the part of a lifelong bureaucrat so completely that it disturbed her. Her disguise stripped the dramatic height, the silver-white hair, the iridescent scales, but it could not strip the bearing. She moved through government corridors the way she moved through Kunningbrott politics: with the assumption that every door would open and every official would defer.

Her dragon ridges itched beneath the Fleshcrafting disguise whenever I gave an order through the bond. The connection between command voice and dragon response had been deepening since the capital planning began, as if her dragon blood recognized authority the way her aristocratic training recognized power. Each order made the ridges press outward, fighting the disguise, the dragon trying to surface in response to the dark lord.

Delphina whispered as we moved through Level 4, her dark eyes dulled by Fleshcrafting but still holding a ghost of predatory intensity underneath: “Every mask comes off eventually.”

I felt the promise under the words. The BDSM submissive beneath the spy. The chosen belonging beneath the performance. The woman who knelt because it was real and who wore the mask because the mission required it and who was counting the seconds until she could stop pretending to be someone who didn’t belong to anyone.

And above us, growing closer with every floor we climbed, Aurelie’s faint ward signature pulsed like a heartbeat through glass. A missing hand on my back. The protective warmth that had been absent since Patience’s chamomile tea, felt now as physical ache, the deprivation made tangible by every step toward the woman who carried the coven’s roof.



Harmony, working through the east records archive while Rika recovered from the tail incident, spotted Aurelie’s ward signature on the archive’s monitoring display. The display was a standard government tracking interface designed to show the status of contained individuals, and Harmony had accessed it by asking the archive clerk for “historical containment records for faculty members under interdepartmental review,” which was a request so boring that the clerk’s eyes glazed over before Harmony finished the sentence.

Several floors above, a faint golden-purple thread pulsed on the display. Strained. Thin. The magical equivalent of a candle burning in a windstorm, the flame guttering but refusing to die. The ward bond that connected Aurelie to me and through me to the coven was thinning, the Light-isolation wards eating at its edges like acid eating at paper, dissolving the connection that had been a constant presence in my bond network since first year.

“She’s on Level 6,” Harmony reported through the bond. “The holding wing. Her signature is weak but present. The Light-isolation isn’t blocking the bond entirely, but it’s attenuating it below maintenance threshold. She’s still resisting. Still connected.”

“How long does she have?”

“Before the bond begins irreversible decay? Given current attenuation rates and the standard deterioration curve for isolated bonds without maintenance…” Her thighs pressed together under her disguise skirt, the arousal-cognition coupling processing the mathematics with characteristic physical involvement. The dampening should have suppressed the arousal, but the combination of danger and analytical necessity had pushed through the dampening the way a fire pushes through a damp cloth: slowly, painfully, but inevitably. “…approximately forty-eight hours. After that, the bond degrades past the point where standard restoration methods can recover it. We’d need to reform the bond entirely, which would mean starting from scratch with her ward specialty. Everything we’ve built since first year.”

That calculation hung in the archive’s dusty air.

“Forty-eight hours,” I said.

“We’re not using forty-eight hours. We’re using four. The disguises give us four. If we’re not out in four hours, we’re not out.”

Solana’s shadow, three floors below, kept trying to curl around my ankles. It reached through the marble like a living root, responding to the bond’s distress, trying to connect with me despite the distance and the disguise and the building’s ambient suppression. She pinned it down with one bare foot under her borrowed bureaucrat skirt, her face showing none of the effort the concealment cost.



Dracoona, navigating the judiciary wing, had identified the building’s structural vulnerabilities with the clinical precision of a former Kunningbrott leader who understood institutional architecture as both weapon and weakness. She reported through the bond: the holding wing on Level 6 was accessible through three routes, but two of them were heavily monitored. The third, a service corridor used by maintenance staff, had lighter ward coverage because the building’s architects had assumed maintenance staff were boring and therefore safe.

The assumption was about to meet its exception.



The building noticed us on Level 5.

The recognition came softly first. No alarms. No confrontation. No sudden mobilization of institutional force. A mirror flickered white.

Just one. A communication mirror on the wall of a corridor we were passing through, its polished surface catching the ambient light and reflecting, for one instant, something brighter than the polished stone could account for. A flash of something that wasn’t policy text. Something that the mirror’s detection protocols recognized but couldn’t classify.

The flash lasted approximately one-fifth of a second. If I’d blinked, I would have missed it. But I’d been watching the mirrors since we entered the building, tracking the scrolling text, feeling for the ambient suppression, and I saw the white flicker the way you see a snake in tall grass: instinct first, analysis second.

Harmony felt it through the bond before I could say anything. The analytical engine of her mind registered the mirror’s response as a data point: anomaly detected, severity pending, escalation probability 78%.

Her spike of alarm transmitted through the network. Not words. The bond-equivalent of a sharp intake of breath.

“We have maybe twenty minutes,” she said through the bond, her mental tone controlled by the skill of someone managing panic through mathematics. “The system flagged an inconsistency in the ambient field. Not a sovereign bond detection. Not yet. The inconsistency was a resonance fluctuation consistent with multiple bonded individuals in proximity, which is not something the lower-level wards are calibrated to detect with confidence. The Level 5 mirrors have higher sensitivity than Levels 1 through 4.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the system noticed something wrong but doesn’t yet know what. It will investigate through standard protocols: a minor ward adjustment to increase sensitivity in the flagged corridor, followed by a routine re-scan of the affected area. If the re-scan finds the same inconsistency or a stronger one, the system escalates to active detection. Active detection on Level 5 means every mirror on Levels 5 through 7 begins profiling ambient magical signatures against known configurations.”

“And sovereign coven is a known configuration.”

“Sovereign coven is the known configuration the system was built to detect. We will be identified within seconds of active profiling.”

“Twenty minutes.”

“If we’re lucky. If the system’s response time follows bureaucratically standard processing schedules. Which it should, because this is a government building and bureaucratic standard is the only speed the system knows. Even embedded Light contamination can’t make bureaucracy work faster. The forms still need filing.”

“Aurelie is one floor up.”

“Then we go up fast and we get very lucky. And we need to move as a unit because separating increases the number of ambient fluctuation points and the system processes individual anomalies faster than cluster anomalies.”

“It processes individuals faster than groups?”

“The system was designed to detect lone dissidents, not coordinated teams. A single aberrant signature triggers immediate response. Seven signatures in a cluster triggers a committee review process that adds approximately four minutes to the escalation timeline.”

“Bureaucracy saves us.”

“Bureaucracy buys us time. The system that made Patience certain also made the system’s response time predictable, and predictable is exploitable.”

Kim’s hand found mine as we moved through the corridor. A single squeeze. Quieter than the enthusiastic grip of the woman who said “Fuck this” when everyone else was paralyzed. She knew what was coming and held on before it arrived, the way you hold someone’s hand before the doctor gives bad news so you don’t hear it alone.

The building hummed around us. The mirrors watched from their positions on every wall, silent sentinels carrying a century of contaminated policy in their glass. The Light’s skeleton flexed beneath the pleasant polished stone, the infrastructure awakening to the presence of something it had been designed to fear and suppress and destroy.

And one floor above us, behind Light-isolation wards that were eating her bond to the man she called “Mr. Del Morte” until she chose to call him “Dana,” Aurelie Blanche waited with her glasses on and her self-control intact and her brown eyes refusing to show fear.

She’d been waiting for days. She could wait another twenty minutes.

We were coming.

The masks were still on.


Chapter 16: Recognition Wards

Level 6 was colder.

The temperature had not changed. It remained the same pleasant institutional median the building maintained across all seven floors, the perfect 20 degrees Celsius because comfort was part of the system’s strategy: a comfortable body was a compliant body. But the magical atmosphere shifted as we climbed from Level 5 to Level 6, the change as palpable as stepping from a warm room into a walk-in freezer.

The ambient suppression that hummed in the lower floors as gentle background noise concentrated here into something that pressed against the bond network like a hand slowly closing around a throat. Not choking. Squeezing. The patient, calibrated pressure of a system that didn’t need to destroy bonds quickly because it had been destroying them slowly for a century, and reshaping Patience for twenty years, and had all the time in the world.

I felt it through every bond simultaneously: Kim’s fire dimming, Harmony’s analytical edge blunting, Solana’s shadow pulling tight, Rika’s illusion magic flickering, Dracoona’s heat suppressed, Delphina’s resonance-shaping fighting interference. The dampening we’d maintained for the infiltration had already weakened the bonds. The Level 6 containment wards pressed on the already-weakened connections the way a hand presses on a bruise.

The architecture changed too. Level 5 had been standard government offices: desks where real people did real work that happened to be subtly contaminated, clerks who filed reports they didn’t know were biased, filing systems that organized information according to categories the Light had established a century ago. The mundane infrastructure of magical bureaucracy, banal and functional and poisoned from the foundations.

Level 6 was different. The corridors narrowed with deliberate pressure, the architecture designed to make visitors feel channeled, directed, moved toward a destination the building had chosen for them. The decorative ward-carved cornices that had provided aesthetic cover for the monitoring systems on lower floors gave way to functional ward strips: metallic inlays in the stone that glowed with faint light just cold enough to be unfriendly and just dim enough to avoid looking threatening, the exact luminosity of something that was watching and wanted you to know it was watching.

The communication mirrors were more frequent here. One every twenty feet. Their surfaces carried the scrolling policy text with an intensity that made the lower floors’ gentle suggestions feel like whispers compared to a raised voice. “COMPLIANCE IS CARE.” “REGULATION IS PROTECTION.” “THE ISOLATED BOND IS THE EVALUATED BOND.” The words scrolled past at the edge of perception, not fast enough to be subliminal, not slow enough to be readable, the exact speed at which institutional messaging bypassed conscious processing and settled into assumptions.

“Holding wing,” Harmony said through the bond. Her mental voice was strained, the analytical sharpness fighting against the Level 6 wards’ interference with her cognitive processes. “These wards are specifically designed for containment of individuals with external magical connections. Light-isolation to prevent bond communication. Bond attenuation to weaken existing connections. Resonance dampening to suppress active magical expression.”

“The wards that are eating Aurelie’s bond.”

“The exact wards. The same frequency. The same patient, gentle, certain pressure.” She paused, and through the bond I felt the spike of fury that the analytical language was containing. “These wards were designed to make bonded people feel wrong about being bonded. They don’t attack the bond directly. They attack the bonded person’s confidence that the bond is worth maintaining.”

“The wards that will eat ours if we stay too long.”

“The bond shielding is holding, but the containment wards are more aggressive than the passive monitoring below. Spite’s triple-layer protocol was designed for passive surveillance: cameras, essentially. This is active suppression. This is the system pressing on us deliberately.”

“How long?”

“Before the containment wards start degrading our shielding? Approximately twelve minutes on this level. After that, the bonds start to thin regardless of what Spite’s protocol does.”

Twelve minutes to find Aurelie, break her out of isolation, and get back to the lower levels where the ward pressure was survivable. Twelve minutes in a corridor designed to make bonded people doubt their bonds.

The ugly part was that the doubt did not feel like an attack.

It felt reasonable.

That was the Light’s best work. A fireball announced itself as danger. Dragon heat made the air shimmer. Solana’s shadow bloomed flowers from stone. The Light on Level 6 did none of that. It whispered in the exact voice of adult responsibility. It suggested that maybe we were making this worse. Maybe Aurelie’s arrest was not captivity but process. Maybe waiting for the process to finish was mature. Maybe bonds that hurt this much when stretched were proof that Patience had been right about dependency.

The thought slid through me with the warmth of a hand on my shoulder.

Kim’s bond flared in answer, red-gold and furious.

Not yours, her fire seemed to say.

I breathed through it. The doubt wasn’t mine. Or it was mine after the building touched it. That was the horror: the Light did not need to invent fear. It took the fear already present and dressed it as wisdom.

“Everyone check your thoughts,” I said through the bond. “If something suddenly sounds responsible and also makes you want to abandon Aurelie, assume it came from the walls.”

“The walls are giving advice now?” Rika asked.

“The walls have been giving advice for a century,” Harmony said. “That’s the problem.”

We passed the first communication mirror on Level 6 and the surface brightened as we approached. Not a reflection. A message. The words did not scroll. They waited.

THE ISOLATED BOND IS THE EVALUATED BOND.

Below it, in smaller script:

INDEPENDENCE REQUIRES DISTANCE.

Kim stared at the second line long enough for the fire bond to spark. “That is one of the most emotionally illiterate sentences I’ve seen.”

“And I’ve written several grant abstracts,” Harmony said.

The mirror’s text changed.

DEPENDENCY MAY FEEL LIKE LOVE.

Solana’s shadow twitched under her borrowed bureaucrat shoes, trying to rise and cover the words. She pinned it down with visible effort, toes flexing inside sensible shoes that were already losing the battle against her nature magic.

“It wants me to feel ashamed of missing Aurelie,” Solana whispered.

“Do you?”

Her pale eyes sharpened. “No.”

“Then hold that.”

She nodded, and her shadow stopped trembling.

The next mirror displayed a visitor conduct guide for external magical associates. The guide included a flowchart with arrows that all led toward reporting, disclosure, and separation. Harmony read it in three seconds and made a sound like someone had insulted mathematics.

“The decision tree is rigged.”

“Of course it is.”

“No, specifically. Every branch that begins with ‘bonded party reports emotional distress’ terminates in isolation review. Every branch that begins with ‘bonded party reports satisfaction’ terminates in dependency review. There is no outcome where the bond is interpreted as healthy.”

“The form can’t imagine health.”

“The form can imagine health,” Delphina said softly. Her heavy-lidded eyes tracked the mirror text with old recognition. “It defines health as separability. If you can be divided without pain, the system calls you well. If division hurts, the system calls the pain evidence that division was necessary.”

Dracoona’s ridges pressed against the disguise fabric. “That is not health. That is cutting a dragon’s wings and declaring her stable because she can no longer fly away.”

“Careful,” Rika murmured, tail struggling beneath the illusion. “That metaphor had teeth.”

The mirror went dark as we passed.

Then it lit again behind us.

REPORT NON-STANDARD METAPHORS TO COMMUNICATIONS REVIEW.

Rika snorted. “The building hates poetry.”

“The building hates everything alive,” Solana said, dreamy and cold.

We moved.

The team converged. Not smoothly. Not the coordinated arrival of a practiced infiltration team. The messy convergence of seven people who’d entered a hostile building through four different entrances and navigated seven floors of embedded Light pressure to arrive at the same corridor within approximately ninety seconds of each other.

Kim and Solana arrived through the service stairwell, Kim’s face still set in the dangerous green-eyed expression she’d been carrying since the “dependency behaviors” clerk, Solana moving beside her with the careful calm, physically pinning her own shadow to the floor with every step.

Rika and Harmony came through the records-archive corridor, Rika’s tail stuffed into her illusory skirt with the compressed fury of a cat tail that had been imprisoned for hours, Harmony clutching a government clipboard she’d acquired somewhere and holding it like a weapon.

Dracoona emerged from the judiciary wing’s connecting passage with the aristocratic efficiency that was either her natural state or her disguise and at this point the distinction had ceased to matter. Her ice-gray eyes held gold flickers that the Fleshcrafting couldn’t fully suppress, the dragon recognizing that they were close to the fight and wanting out.

Seven people. Wearing masks with a four-hour operational window, built through fourteen hours of Fleshcrafting work and twelve hours of bond dampening and the combined emotional labor of pretending not to be a sovereign coven in a building designed to suppress one. Walking through a holding wing that was designed to contain exactly what we were.

The disguise work had held through public counters, employee checkpoints, and one deeply suspicious tea station where a clerk tried to make Dracoona discuss procurement. Level 6 tested it differently. The recognition wards here were not looking for faces. Faces were easy. Fleshcrafting could alter bone structure, skin tone, posture, age, apparent fatigue, even the tiny asymmetries that made a person look like themselves when they were not trying to. Delphina had built us ordinary faces with ordinary flaws. Rika had wrapped those faces in behavioral glamour. Harmony had written false identities with employment histories dull enough to be invisible.

Level 6 did not care whether we looked dull.

It cared whether we were divisible.

The first recognition strip pulsed as Kim passed it. A thin white line traveled from floor to ceiling, paused beside her shoulder, then sank back into the wall. Kim did not react, but the fire bond kicked against my ribs like a trapped furnace. The strip had not seen Kim’s body. It had tasted the pressure of loyalty around her, the way every part of her leaned toward the people she loved even while she was pretending to be a departmental courier named Mabel Rusk.

The second strip paused on Solana. Her shadow lay correctly beneath her borrowed shoes, short and bureaucratic and false, but the ward hesitated as if it had smelled soil under marble. A maintenance employee walking the opposite direction glanced up, saw nothing interesting, and continued with a stack of replacement mirror frames held against his chest.

“Recognition wards are pattern-testing relational signatures,” Harmony said through the bond. Her mental voice had gone thin with concentration. “Not identity. Attachment topology.”

“Translate,” Rika said.

“They are checking whether we feel like people who can be separated without consequence.”

“Rude.”

“Accurate to the system’s worldview.”

We passed a door marked INTAKE WAITING: DEPENDENT PARTIES. Behind the frosted glass, three chairs faced three mirrors. No people. Just chairs, mirrors, a table with pamphlets, and a vase of white flowers that had been cut too cleanly to look alive. One pamphlet title caught my eye as we passed: WHEN LOVE FEELS LIKE NECESSITY.

Kim’s hand twitched toward her wand.

I brushed my knuckles against hers. Not a hold. Too visible. Just contact, quick and grounding.

“Later,” I sent.

“I’m building a list,” she sent back.

“Good.”

The list mattered. Rage with memory was better than rage with nowhere to go.

Room numbers counted down the corridor in institutional increments: 608, 610, 612. Every even-numbered door had a mirror beside it. Every odd-numbered door had a narrow observation window filled with white privacy glass. The holding wing’s symmetry felt less like architecture and more like a spell written in rooms, each door a clause in a sentence whose final period was isolation.

At Room 610, the bond thread to Aurelie gave a faint pulse.

I stopped walking.

It was barely there. A brush of golden ward magic, thin as a hair and colder than it should have been, but unmistakably her. Chalk dust. Ink. A nervous adjustment of glasses that existed in the bond even when I could not see her hand. The pulse touched the network and retreated as if the building had slapped it.

Kim felt it. Her eyes flashed green beneath the false brown of her disguise.

Harmony’s breath caught. “She’s close.”

“Room 614,” Delphina murmured without moving her lips. “The corridor sequence says 614 should be two doors down.”

“Then why did we feel her at 610?”

Harmony looked at the doors, then at the mirrors, then at the floor where the ward inlays converged into a geometric pattern that continued under the wall. Her eyes sharpened behind the false spectacles. “Because Room 614 is not a room. It’s a ward address. The isolation chamber overlaps multiple physical rooms. The numbers are administrative fiction.”

“I hate this building,” Rika said.

“The building does not value your approval,” Delphina said.

“That makes us even.”

A second pulse came through the bond. This one carried pain. Not injury. Strain. Aurelie holding herself upright inside a pressure field that wanted her to agree she was safer alone. The professor’s self-control had a flavor in the bond by now: dry ink, precise ward geometry, a stubbornness so disciplined it pretended to be professionalism. Level 6 had wrapped that self-control in white pressure and was squeezing.

For one dangerous second, I forgot the disguises.

The dark lord part of me rose toward the surface, not dramatic, not theatrical, just the old inherited certainty that something had touched what was mine and therefore something was going to break.

Kim’s knuckles brushed mine this time.

“Not yet,” she sent.

The same words from the Great Hall. Not no. Not surrender. Timing.

I breathed once. Let the boring records analyst’s posture settle back over my shoulders like a coat I wanted to burn.

“We keep walking,” I sent.

We kept walking.

The officials on Level 6 were different from the clerks below. Not possessed. Not blank-eyed. But harder, their certainty more polished, their movements more intentional, the way people move when they’ve been standing inside a certainty field so dense that doubt no longer occurs to them as an option. These were the people who’d spent years working inside the Light’s densest infrastructure, absorbing the ambient bias until it became indistinguishable from their own judgment. They moved with institutional confidence sharpened past doubt, because the building had been telling them they were right for their entire careers.

A guard stopped us at a corridor junction. Her uniform was dark blue with gold trim, pressed to a crispness that indicated someone who took institutional dress code seriously because the dress code was part of the architecture of trust. Her eyes were clear and professional, the eyes of a person who’d worked in this building for years and had absorbed enough ambient Light-bias to make institutional authority her default emotional state without ever realizing the absorption was happening.

She was not a bad person. She was a good person in a bad system, which was the Puritan Lord’s most effective design feature: the system didn’t need bad people. It needed good people who trusted the system.

“Authorization?” she said.

Delphina produced forged documents with the same fluent confidence she brought to every institutional lie. The forgeries were Grimworth’s design, executed through Delphina’s Fleshcrafting: real government paper enchanted with authentic departmental seals, the text generated from actual policy templates that Harmony had extracted from the records archive. They looked right because they were built from real materials. They felt right because the building’s own certainty endorsed anything that followed the proper format.

“Interdepartmental records transfer,” Delphina said with the practiced boredom of a filing clerk who’d performed this specific bureaucratic exchange a thousand times. “Professor Blanche’s academic files were requested by the Educational Standards Review Board for review in conjunction with the ongoing faculty assessment.”

The guard examined the documents. Her eyes moved with trained exactness, the kind developed by reviewing hundreds of authorization forms daily and spotting forgeries by paper weight alone. She checked the seal. She checked the formatting. She checked the reference numbers against a mental catalog of active interdepartmental transfers.

“These look fine,” she said. “Room 614. End of the corridor. You’ll need to sign the visitor log.”

Delphina signed the visitor log with a name that didn’t exist, in handwriting that was neither hers nor Dana’s, using a pen the guard provided that had government-standard enchanted ink.

The documents weren’t fine. They were excellent forgeries, but they were still forgeries. The guard approved them because the building’s ambient certainty made everything that came through proper channels feel correct. The Light’s infrastructure didn’t just suppress desire; it enhanced trust in bureaucratic process. If a document followed the proper format, if the seals were correct, if the reference numbers matched the expected pattern, then the document must be proper. The system trusted the system, and the system’s trust was absolute.

We were weaponizing the building’s own certainty against itself. The same bias that had been gently contaminating every official message for a century, the same warm reasonable suppression that had made Patience certain and the government compliant, was now smoothing our path into the building’s most restricted area because our forgeries followed the format that the bias said was trustworthy.

The building was letting us in because we looked like what the building had been designed to trust: institutional process, following proper channels, doing things the correct way.

The irony was not lost on me. The Puritan Lord had built a system that trusted format over content, certainty over truth, and procedure over judgment. We were exploiting that trust by giving the system exactly what it expected and hiding what it feared inside the format.

We passed three interrogation preparation rooms on the way to Room 614.

The first contained a neat stack of gray robes folded on a metal bench, each one identical, each one deliberately textureless. The second contained a refreshment cart with chamomile tea, unsweetened biscuits, and a printed card that read: COMFORT AIDS DISCLOSURE. The third was empty except for a chair facing a mirror and a clipboard resting on the seat. The clipboard held a pre-interview assessment form with boxes for “subject appears agitated,” “subject displays attachment behavior,” and “subject requests contact with bonded parties.”

Every box led to extended isolation.

I knew because Harmony picked it up, scanned it, and went pale with fury.

“They built the conclusion into the intake,” she said.

“Put it back,” Delphina said.

“I want to burn it.”

“Then burn the system after we get Aurelie. Not the paper before it can tell us how the system thinks.”

Harmony put it back with visible hatred.

The hatred helped. It was hers. It had color.

At the next mirror, a policy memo hung frozen mid-transmission, the text still pulsing from the interrupted synchronization cycle below. I stopped despite the twelve-minute timer in my head because the header matched the phrase from Grandma’s surviving page of my mother’s notes: procedural light.

The memo read:

PROCEDURAL LIGHT: STANDARDIZATION GUIDELINES FOR BOND-ADJACENT CASE MANAGEMENT.

My mother’s handwriting had used the phrase like a warning. The government used it like a department category.

Harmony saw it too. So did Delphina. So did Aurelie’s absence, somehow, the ward thread giving one faint pulse from behind Room 614’s isolation field as if the part of her still connected to us recognized the phrase.

“Dana,” Kim whispered. “Your mom.”

“I know.”

The memo’s body text was worse. Not dramatic villain language. No “the light cleanses.” No chanting. Just procedure. Stepwise recommendations for reducing “intimate dependency variables” in bonded populations. Suggested language for making separation feel supportive. Approved euphemisms for suppression. Mirror-transit calibration notes that added a “mild certainty bias” to messages involving non-standard bonds.

At the bottom, a century-old routing note listed the original distribution: Department of Magical Oversight, Department of Educational Standards, Department of Health Recovery Protocols, Department of Registry Classification.

Every system that had touched us.

“This is the architecture,” Harmony said. “One of the templates leading to the Spire. The bias isn’t random. It’s policy language with enchantment embedded in the syntax.”

“Can you copy it?”

She already was. Her fingers moved over the salvaged government clipboard, quill scratching fast enough that the point smoked. “I can copy the visible text. The mirror-frequency layer needs direct analysis.”

Rika’s ears flattened. “We do not have time for direct analysis.”

“No.” Harmony’s eyes lifted toward the corridor end. “But now we know what the Spire is feeding into every department. It isn’t only suppressing desire. It’s making suppression sound like care by standardizing the words people use before they think.”

The mirror updated while we watched.

THE HEALTHY BOND ACCEPTS REVIEW.

Dracoona put one scaled hand on the mirror frame. The metal hissed under her dragon heat.

“Then review this,” she said, and melted the lower corner just enough to make the text sag.

Kim blinked. “That was satisfying.”

“It was petty.”

“Still satisfying.”

Dracoona’s mouth curved by one millimeter. In Dracoona, that was a grin.

Room 614 was at the end of a corridor that grew progressively colder with each step. The communication mirrors here didn’t scroll policy text. They displayed it in still frames, the language hanging in the glass like mounted proclamations:

“COMFORT IS THE FOUNDATION OF COMPLIANCE.” “CERTAINTY IS THE EXPRESSION OF SAFETY.” “THE REGULATED BOND IS THE HEALTHY BOND.”

The last twenty feet were the worst.

The ward pressure increased. The mirrors brightened, too, each surface waking as we passed with the slow attention of eyes opening in sequence. The worst part was the way the building began offering us exits.

A side door unlocked as Kim reached it. The sign above the handle read FAMILY WAITING AREA. Through the narrow glass panel I saw upholstered chairs, a fireplace, a tea service, and a wall of mirrors showing peaceful campus scenes from Hexhaven: the Great Hall at dinner, Lustenhart’s common room fire, the garden path where Solana liked to walk barefoot when the weather was warm enough to tolerate her eccentricities.

“That’s bait,” Harmony said.

“Obviously,” Kim said, which did not stop her from looking.

The next side door opened for Solana. REFLECTION GARDEN. White flowers, soft benches, a fountain whose water made no sound. Her shadow recoiled so sharply that the false bureaucrat shoes squeaked on the marble.

“Those flowers are dead,” Solana whispered.

They looked perfect. That was how I knew she was right.

For Rika, the building offered a PERFORMANCE DECOMPRESSION ROOM, because apparently the Light had a category for people whose coping mechanism was being funny and thought the solution was supervised quiet. For Dracoona, a HERITAGE RESTORATION OFFICE with a crest on the door that resembled her family’s old seal just enough to be insulting. For Delphina, a COMPLIANCE REINTEGRATION CONSULTATION chamber whose mirror showed a carved Kunningbrott chair beneath a founder’s portrait.

Delphina looked at the chair for half a second and smiled with all her teeth.

“Amateur,” she said.

Then the door shut by itself.

The building had studied desire badly. It understood that people wanted comfort, recognition, heritage, belonging, rest. It did not understand that desire became stronger when chosen under pressure. It thought offering a false version of what we loved would pull us away from the real version waiting behind Room 614’s wards.

Instead, each false offer sharpened the real thing.

Kim’s fire steadied. Solana’s shadow stopped trembling. Rika’s tail, still trapped under illusion, flicked once with murderous cheer. Dracoona’s heat rose in controlled increments. Delphina’s resonance magic smoothed around the forged documents with predatory elegance.

Harmony looked at me through borrowed spectacles. “The recognition wards are escalating because they know the topology is wrong.”

“How long before they stop offering and start sounding alarms?”

“At our current exposure rate? Four minutes. Possibly less if anyone insults the architecture again.”

Rika opened her mouth.

“Don’t,” Harmony said.

Rika closed it with visible suffering.

The door was warded. Three layers: standard security, isolation containment, and an older pattern that Delphina recognized with a sharp intake of breath.

“First-rising era ward,” she whispered. “Same architecture as the Crucible’s sealed chamber. Same designer.”

The system was consistent. A century of contamination, from the nunnery to the government, from the school to the capital, all built by the same architect, all running the same patient program of manufactured confidence and gentle suppression.

“Can you open it?”

Delphina’s Fleshcrafting resonance-shaping touched the ward. Her wild black curls escaped the bobbed disguise as the magic required more of her real self to function. “The first two layers respond to standard government override codes. The third layer…” Her eyes narrowed. “…the third layer responds to Light-frequency signatures. It was designed to recognize puritan bureaucratic authority.”

“Meaning Patience could open it.”

“Meaning anyone the Light system considers trustworthy could open it. And right now, the system considers us…” She paused. “…forgeries.”

“How long to crack the third layer?”

“With Harmony’s help and my resonance shaping, approximately four minutes.”

We didn’t have four minutes. We had twelve, minus the time already spent reaching this corridor, minus the time needed to get back to survivable ward pressure.

“Do it fast.”

Harmony and Delphina worked the ward together. Mind-magic precision meeting Fleshcrafting resonance-shaping, two specialties that should have been incompatible finding common ground through the bond network that connected them both to me. Harmony calculated the ward’s mathematical structure while Delphina shaped resonance patterns that mimicked the Light’s systemic trust signature.

It took three minutes. The third ward layer dissolved.

The door recognized us before I touched the handle.

The Fleshcrafting disguises dissolved.

The masks came off one by one, the way they do when the face underneath is too big for the frame. My bland records-analyst features rippled, dissolved, and my real face emerged: dark hair, dark eyes that had started flickering violet the moment the disguises failed, my posture straightening as I stopped pretending to be boring and remembered I was dangerous.

Kim’s disguise collapsed next, and her chest immediately overwhelmed the borrowed bureaucrat blouse the way it overwhelmed every garment she’d ever worn. Copper hair blazed in the corridor’s cold light. The institutional atmosphere tried to suppress the visual impact and failed, because suppressing Kim was like suppressing sunrise.

Harmony’s glamour dissolved with the measured degradation of a system failing according to predicted parameters. She pulled her real glasses from a pocket and replaced the fakes with the practiced efficiency of someone upgrading from a backup system. “Disguise collapse at three hours forty-seven minutes. Thirteen minutes ahead of schedule. The building’s recognition wards are more aggressive than Grimworth’s diagrams indicated.”

Solana’s platinum hair emerged like moonlight through cloud, her enormous shadow stretching across the marble floor, responsive and alive and very much not the controlled bureaucrat’s silhouette the disguise had projected.

Rika’s glamour failed at the tail, naturally. The golden tawny appendage burst from the illusory skirt like a flag of liberation, followed immediately by her ears, which perked upward with the aggressive cheerfulness of cat anatomy freed from compression.

“I told you,” Rika said, “the tail was the weak point.”

Dracoona’s disguise dissolved last, revealing the full height, the silver-white hair, the iridescent scales on her forearms and collarbones, the dragon ridge line pressing through her shirt. She stood in the government corridor and looked exactly like what she was: a dragon-blooded aristocrat who was done pretending to be a filing clerk.

Delphina’s Fleshcrafting mask cracked and her dark curls escaped the bobbed illusion, absorbing the corridor light with the photonic hostility that was her signature visual trait. Her heavy-lidded eyes emerged from pleasant neutrality, predatory and burning.

The bond dampening collapsed with the disguises. But the bonds didn’t surge to full. They were depleted from the dampening itself, the hours of suppression having drained the charge we’d built in the tunnel base. The bonds flickered like candles in wind: present and burning, nowhere near the strength needed to fight a building.

Alarms. Guards. The white-light shutters sealed the corridor exits.

“We’re exposed and undercharged,” Harmony reported with the crisp despair of a strategist watching her plan fail on schedule.

I dropped the boring-bureaucrat act. Let the violet leak into my eyes. Let the dark lord bearing replace the institutional slouch. Let the command voice that years of coven-building had developed fill the corridor.

“Bond reignition. Now. Fast.”

This was no sex scene. It had none of the careful deliberate intimacy of the tunnel base or the measured connection of maintenance sessions. It was a rapid, desperate physical reconnection conducted in a government corridor while alarms screamed and guards converged.

Kim kissed me. Hard. Both hands on my face, copper hair falling around us, the fire bond blazing from banked coals to open flame in the contact. Three seconds of her mouth on mine, the taste of loyalty and fire, and then she pulled back with her green eyes blazing.

“There’s your spark.”

Harmony gripped my wrist. Not sexually. Pain-focused. Her fingers dug in hard enough to bruise, the physical intensity converting directly to cognitive clarity through her arousal-cognition coupling. The mind bond sharpened. I could feel the building’s ward network through her analysis, the pathways and pulses mapped in real time.

Solana pressed her shadow against my back. Not her body. Her shadow. The warm living darkness reached through my clothes and touched my skin like moonlight through cloth, and the nature bond stirred, roots and seeds and the deep fertility of power rooted in dark places where things grew.

Rika’s tail wrapped my forearm. The illusion bond hummed. She was already casting, glamours and misdirection flowing from her despite the exhaustion, because Rika never stopped performing.

Dracoona burned heat into my palm. She pressed her hand against mine and the dragon bond roared awake, a furnace behind her ice-queen exterior. The scales on her hand pressed against my skin, hot enough to leave a dragon-warm print behind.

Delphina knelt.

One breath. One heartbeat. Her dark curls pooled on the marble floor. Her eyes looked up at me with the fierce, furious submission that was not performance but the truest expression of her nature.

She kissed my hand. The resonance-shaping bond activated, and with it the ability to project false signatures, bend recognition wards, and shape the ambient field.

The bonds flared. Not to maximum. Not to the blazing network of the tunnel session. But enough. Enough to fight. Enough to move. Enough to reach the Communication Spire.

“That’s all we have,” Harmony said. “Enough for combat. Not enough for the Spire.”

“Then we get Aurelie and fight our way up.”


Chapter 17: The Holding Wing

I opened the door.

Aurelie sat at a desk.

Nothing like the desk she kept at Hexhaven, cluttered with papers and pens and organized chaos where anxiety had been processed through curriculum. This desk was bare metal, government-issue, positioned under a cold-white ward light that washed all warmth from the room.

She wore a plain gray government robe that replaced her Ravenslop robes. Her auburn hair was still in a bun, but looser, strands escaping as if the skill that maintained it was running on fading reserves. Her wire frames were on. They were always on.

On the wall behind her, she’d scratched a ward diagram into the stone with what appeared to be the metal clasp from her institutional robe. The diagram was detailed, careful, and annotated with corrections in her own handwriting that she’d managed using the tip of a spent quill she’d salvaged from the desk drawer.

“The isolation ward on this room has a thirteen-degree harmonic imbalance in the third resonance layer,” she said without looking up. “Amateur work. I could have built a better containment system with a soup spoon.”

Then she looked up. And her veneer, the self-control she’d maintained through possession and liberation and the messy business of loving a student half her age, cracked.

“Dana.”

“Hi.”

“You shouldn’t be here.”

“Too late.”

“The building will detect you.”

“Already did.”

Behind the lenses, her brown eyes went wet. She blinked it away with rapid-fire precision, seven months of practice controlling her face while a puritan entity used her body turning even grief into a managed response. But the control slipped by one degree, and in that degree I saw everything: exhaustion, fear, relief, love, and academic outrage at a ward system she could have redesigned in her sleep.

Kim was already moving. She crossed the cell, wrapped Aurelie in one of her crushing whole-body hugs that pressed her heavy breasts against gray institutional fabric, and said: “We’re taking you home.”

Aurelie’s hand came up to grip Kim’s back. The gesture was small and fierce and contained the accumulated tension of every day she’d spent behind Light-isolation wards pretending she wasn’t afraid.

“The ward bond,” I said. “How much is left?”

“Enough to know you’re here. Not enough to project.” She pulled back from Kim’s hug, touched her frames with the automatic gesture that was her verbal comma, and reassembled her professional exterior with forty-five years of practiced speed. “They questioned me about RLHF. About the faculty-student relationship. About coven facilitation. Patience was here. She asked the questions with genuine concern. She wanted to help me. She wanted me to admit that what we have is a dependency.”

“And?”

“And I told her that the bond between us is the most empirically validated therapeutic mechanism in the history of Resonance Studies, and that if the Department wanted to classify it as dependency they’d need to explain why twenty-three formerly possessed Ravenslop students now function as healthy adults because of a protocol the Department’s own compliance system shut down.”

“That’s a long way of saying ‘fuck off.’”

“I’m an academic. Long is our specialty.” She looked at the ward diagram on the wall. “Patience wasn’t the source. She was questioned here too. Before being sent back to Hexhaven. The real source is above us. The Communication Spire. That’s where the Light-bias protocols originate.”

“We know.”

“Then you know we need to destroy it.”

“We need you first. The ward bond is what lets me channel protection magic. Without it at full strength, we can’t shield the team when the building mobilizes.”

Aurelie’s eyes searched mine. The academic calculation was there, calculating threat assessments and bond decay rates and the probability of surviving what came next. But underneath the skill, the woman. The woman who’d been freed from possession through sex on her own desk and had rebuilt herself into someone who could love a student and run a recovery protocol and face the magical government with her glasses on.

“The bond is at approximately 23% operational capacity,” she said. “Full restoration requires physical contact and emotional resonance. Given the isolation-ward attenuation, I estimate fifteen minutes of direct bond maintenance would restore the connection to approximately 80%.”

“We don’t have fifteen minutes.”

“Then I suggest we prioritize the most efficient restoration method available.” She removed her frames, polished them on the gray institutional robe, and replaced them with steady hands. “I believe a focused therapeutic intervention is warranted.”

“You’re asking me to restore the bond.”

“I’m asking you to kiss me, Dana. And then do everything else. Quickly.”



I warded the door. Not Aurelie’s delicate ward specialization, not the elegant lattice structures she could construct from mathematical principles and years of academic study. My own rough dark-lord warding: purple energy sealing the frame with blunt force, years of bond-forged power, and a very strong opinion about doors staying closed.

The purple energy crackled where it met the door frame. The building’s own wards tried to resist, the institutional architecture pushing back against an energy it classified as “sovereign” and therefore “threatening,” but the dark lord warding held through sheer stubborn intensity. The door wouldn’t open unless I wanted it to, or unless someone significantly more powerful than me wanted it to. Given the alarms howling through the holding wing, that probability was not zero.

Kim stationed herself outside the door in a defiant stance that dared the universe to try something. Her full breasts strained the borrowed bureaucrat blouse, the Fleshcrafting disguise long since dissolved, her copper hair blazing in the corridor’s mixed white-and-golden-purple light. She cracked her knuckles.

“Nobody comes through this door,” she said.

“The file cabinets?”

“Available if needed.”

Solana positioned herself at the corridor junction, her shadow spreading across the marble like a living security perimeter. Anything that entered the shadow’s range would be detected, metabolized, and composted, whether it was a Light ward, a stray guard, or an automated containment protocol.

Dracoona took the far end of the corridor, standing with her back to the wall and her dragon-heat radiating outward in a thermal field that would make any approaching guard very uncomfortable before they understood why. Her scales blazed. Her ridges were fully visible. She looked like exactly what she was: a dragon-blooded woman who was done hiding and was prepared to melt anyone who tried to separate her from her family.

Harmony and Rika covered the stairwell access. Harmony mapped mirror pulses while Rika maintained degraded but functional illusions that showed an empty corridor to anyone checking from below. Delphina stood guard at the junction with the holding wing’s main corridor, her resonance-shaping projecting the false impression that nothing interesting was happening in the direction of Room 614.

Inside the cell, I crossed to Aurelie.

She stood. The gray robe hung on her like a uniform designed to erase the woman wearing it: shapeless, colorless, the institutional equivalent of suppression made textile. Beneath it, I knew from years of intimacy, was the full mature MILF body she’d spent decades hiding under academic propriety. D-cup breasts with dark nipples. Wide maternal hips. The body that had been Patience’s evidence of “inappropriate faculty conduct” and was actually proof of Aurelie choosing desire over professional safety.

I pulled the robe over her head. She let me. The cell’s cold white light hit her skin, and the contrast between institutional suppression and revealed warmth was the visual that defined her: concealment into revelation.

Underneath the robe: nothing. They’d taken her clothes. They’d taken her Ravenslop robes, her blouses, her secret lace. She’d been held in nothing but government-issue gray for days.

“The lace is in a property bag on Level 3,” she said, because Aurelie processed vulnerability through logistics. “Emerald green. I’d like it back.”

I kissed her. The bond responded immediately, the ward connection that had been thinning for days surging at physical contact like a dying fire finding fuel. She gasped against my mouth, and the gasp contained every day she’d spent in this cell maintaining self-control while her magic faded and her bond thinned and the building whispered that she was dependent and broken and wrong.

“Mr. Del Morte,” she breathed, using the formality that was her kink and her armor and the shield she placed between the professor and the woman.

I pulled the clips from her hair. Auburn waves fell past her shoulders, the transformation from professional to freed that was her visual event. The glasses stayed on. They always did.

She pushed me onto the metal chair, the only furniture in the cell besides the desk, and knelt. The image of the professor kneeling in a government cell, stripped of everything institutional, wearing nothing but her wire frames and her hair and the desperate need to feel the bond restored, was the inverse of her original liberation first year. Then, I’d freed her from possession. Now, I was freeing her from the institution that had imprisoned her for helping.

Her full mature body was revealed in the cell’s cold light: D-cup breasts, heavier than the younger women’s, with dark nipples that had tightened in the cell’s temperature. Wide hips. The beauty mark on her left collarbone, the one that was only visible when her collar loosened or when she had no collar at all. She was thinner than when she’d left, the days of regulation rations and enforced isolation visible in the way her ribs showed slightly more than they should have. But her eyes were the same. Brown, intelligent, fierce behind the rectangular lenses that defined her, and still determined in the way only Aurelie could be after surviving worse than this and coming out the other side.

She knelt between my legs on the cold metal floor, her auburn hair loose around her shoulders, and her mouth found my cock with urgent, bond-starved need after days without contact.

The ward bond flared at the contact. Golden-purple light bloomed between us, the magic that had been thinning for days surging at physical connection like a dying fire that had found fuel. Not the complete protective dome she could project at full strength. The beginning of reconstruction. Ward magic rebuilding itself through the most fundamental connection two bonded people could share.

She was skilled and urgent, the academic focus of her normal technique, the measured oral attention she’d refined across months of intimacy, replaced by raw need after being trapped and starved and questioned and told she was broken. Wet sounds filled the cell, her mouth working with the desperate thoroughness of someone rebuilding a wall brick by brick. Her brown eyes looked up at me from behind those lenses, the eyes I’d come to rescue, the eyes that had refused to show fear through days of captivity, and the visual of the professor on her knees in government gray with her glasses on and her hair down and her mouth full of the student she’d bonded with hit somewhere between kink and grief so hard I had to grip the metal chair to keep myself grounded.

“Aurelie,” I said. Her name. Not “Professor.” Not the formal distance. Her name.

She moaned around me. The sound was small and muffled and contained days of held breath.

I let her work for another minute, the ward bond climbing steadily, the golden-purple glow increasing with each bob of her head, each swirl of her tongue, each wet gasp as she pulled back for air and went deeper. Her dark nipples, visible when she leaned forward, were hard against the cold air. Her lenses fogged from her own breath.

Then I pulled her up. Turned her. Bent her over the metal desk.

“This is not,” she managed, her voice hoarse from the oral, her hands bracing against the metal surface, “standard bond restoration methodology.”

“It’s the accelerated protocol.”

“The accelerated protocol is not peer-reviewed.”

“Peer review is overrated.”

I entered her from behind and the ward bond detonated. Not the full dome. Not the complete protection she could provide at maximum. But a pulse of golden-purple energy that spread from the contact point outward, ward magic seeping through the cell’s walls, through the corridor, through the entire floor of the holding wing like a shockwave of protection. The cold white ward-light in the cell flickered, dimmed, and was replaced by the warm golden-purple glow of Aurelie’s specialty asserting itself after days of suppression.

She gripped the desk. Scattered the few papers Patience had left as evidence of productive questioning, the official forms that documented the questions designed to make Aurelie doubt everything she’d chosen. Her frames went crooked, the angle that marked every encounter with her, the visual flag of the professor becoming the woman.

“The bond resonance is at forty-one percent and climbing,” she gasped, because even during sex Aurelie Blanche monitored the data, the analytical instinct surviving everything including captivity and rescue and being fucked on a government desk by the student she’d bonded with against every faculty regulation ever written. “Fifty-three. The restoration curve is exponential with direct physical contact, which means the optimal strategy is to maintain stimulus until…”

I caught both of her wrists where they braced on the desk and pinned them there. Her glasses slipped down her nose. The academic analysis dissolved mid-sentence.

“Dana,” she said. Not “Mr. Del Morte.” Not the formal distance she placed between the professor and the woman. My name. The name she used only at the exact moment when the professional shell could no longer contain the person underneath.

“Again.”

“Dana.” Her voice broke on the second syllable, the professional veneer that had survived seven months of puritan possession and days of government captivity and twenty-three years of academic career cracking under the combined weight of relief and desire and the bone-deep need to be connected to the person who’d walked into a hostile government building to bring her home. “Don’t stop. Please. The bond needs… I need…”

I didn’t stop. I gripped her hip with my free hand and drove into her with the considered force that Aurelie’s encounters required: not the gentle restoration her academic framing implied, but the physical reality of a man claiming back a woman who’d been taken. The desk rocked against the wall, metal legs scraping on stone. Her lenses slid to the tip of her nose. Her hair swung with each thrust. Her full breasts pressed against the metal surface, the dark nipples dragging on cold steel.

The ward bond rebuilt itself with every stroke, golden-purple light growing in the cell like dawn breaking through institutional gray. I could feel the connection strengthening through the bond network: the protective warmth that was Aurelie’s specialty spreading outward from the point of contact, each thrust acting as a pulse that pushed the ward magic further.

“Sixty-seven percent,” she managed, her voice wrecked. “Seventy-two. Oh god. Seventy-eight. The secondary harmonic is engaging, which means the protective dome will manifest at approximately…”

I thrust deep and hard and she stopped counting.

She came with a sound that started as an academic observation about the bond restoration curve’s inflection point and ended as wordless relief, her body tightening around me in one long restorative contraction that the bond translated directly into ward magic. The protective dome bloomed outward, stronger than the initial pulse, a golden-purple ceiling that blocked the incoming Light from the corridor, from the mirrors, from the infrastructure that had been eating at her connection for days. The containment wards that had held her flickered and died, overwritten by the specialty they’d been designed to suppress.

The metal room amplified the sound I made when I finished, and the bond hit approximately 80%. The dome held for two solid minutes, a golden-purple ceiling over the entire holding wing that made the higher-level containment wards sputter and fail and the cold-white institutional light in every cell on the floor soften to something that looked almost warm after a century of institutional chill.

Aurelie collapsed against the desk, her body still trembling from the aftershocks. Her hair was wild, the tight bun she’d maintained through days of institutional captivity finally destroyed by the combination of my hand in her hair and the physical reality of being rescued through sex on a government desk. Her wire frames sat at a forty-five-degree angle, an extreme displacement, the visual marker that said the professor had surrendered completely and the woman had taken full control.

The gray institutional cell was glowing warm gold. Not the cold white of containment wards. Not the pleasant institutional median of the building’s ambient lighting. The warm, golden-purple radiance of Aurelie’s ward magic restored, her specialty filling the room the way her protective energy filled the coven’s bond network: gently, completely, and with the quality of a roof being rebuilt over a room that had been open to weather.

“Bond restoration at 79.3%,” she said, adjusting her frames with hands that finally trembled. The trembling was not weakness. It was the release of days of controlled composure, the body finally allowing itself to show the physical cost of maintaining perfect professional poise while government architecture ate at her bonds and her freedom and her belief that what she’d chosen was right. “Sufficient for operational ward projection. The secondary harmonics will stabilize within minutes.”

“Are you okay?”

She looked at me. Brown eyes behind crooked lenses. Hair in chaos. The gray institutional robe she’d been forced to wear puddled on the floor beside us. The beauty mark on her collarbone visible in the warm light. A forty-five-year-old professor standing naked in a government interrogation cell that was now glowing with the ward magic the government had tried to suppress.

“I am a forty-five-year-old professor who just had sex on a government desk after being held captive for days by a bureaucratic system designed to make me believe I was broken, dependent, and professionally compromised. The system confined me in a cell with amateur ward work and a desk that wobbles. They took my robes but left me my glasses, which suggests they understood nothing about what they represent. They questioned me about RLHF with the sincere belief that saving twenty-three girls through intimate reconnection was misconduct. They served me chamomile tea before every interrogation session.”

She stood. Straightened her frames with the automatic touch that was her signature gesture, the reset that meant the professor was reasserting herself over the vulnerability.

“I am significantly better than okay.”

The way she said it, quiet and ferocious, like every attempt to tell her she was wrong had only made her more certain, made me understand something about Aurelie Blanche that all our intimacy hadn’t fully revealed: she wasn’t just a professor who’d chosen to bond with a student. She was a professor who’d chosen to bond with a student because she believed, with the full weight of her academic conviction, that the bond was correct. Not merely pleasant. Not merely desired. Correct. The empirical evidence supported it. The therapeutic outcomes confirmed it. The ward magic that was rebuilding itself around us as we stood in a destroyed interrogation cell proved it.

Aurelie Blanche had published findings more controversial than this and defended them at conferences where the audience was hostile. She had survived seven months of puritan possession by maintaining her academic identity as a weapon against the thing inside her head. She had designed the RLHF protocol while still processing her own liberation. She was not a woman who crumbled under institutional pressure.

She was a woman who published papers about the systemic pressure and cited them in her defense.

Kim’s voice came through the door, slightly muffled by my rough warding but carrying with the penetrating clarity that Kim’s voice always achieved when something important was happening: “Are you guys done? Because the corridor is glowing golden-purple, which is beautiful, and also there are guards coming, which is less beautiful.”

“We’re done,” Aurelie said. She grabbed the gray institutional robe and put it back on with resigned efficiency. Practical considerations outweighed symbolic gestures, and walking through a government building naked was Rika’s area of expertise, not hers. “Guards?”

“Three of them. I handled it. Nonlethal.”

“Define ‘handled.’”

“She said ‘nonlethal’ includes file cabinets,” Dracoona’s voice added.

I dissolved the door warding and opened it. The corridor was littered with three unconscious guards in dark blue uniforms and a filing cabinet that had been relocated from its original position against the wall to a position approximately fifteen feet down the corridor. The relocation appeared to have been facilitated by Kim Mink, whose knuckles were red and whose expression was satisfied, slightly apologetic, and very consistent with using government furniture as a projectile weapon.

“Nonlethal,” Kim confirmed. “The cabinet was already there.”

“It was against the wall,” Dracoona observed from her position at the corridor’s far end, where her dragon-heat was creating a visible shimmer in the air.

“It was in the way.”

“The file cabinet was full of Compliance Case files,” Harmony noted, stepping over the scattered paperwork. “Patience’s documentation on Aurelie. The ‘misconduct’ evidence. The RLHF review. The bond dependency assessment.” She looked at the papers scattered across the corridor floor, the institutional record of Aurelie’s persecution turned to confetti by a filing cabinet and a girl who refused to let anyone call her bonds a disease. “I’d say the filing cabinet’s relocation was thematically appropriate.”

Rika left a claw-mark arrow on the corridor wall pointing toward the stairwell. “Official signage,” she said, admiring her work.

Aurelie squared her shoulders. Touched the bridge of her nose one final time. The ward bond hummed between us, rebuilt, radiating the protective warmth that had been missing since Patience’s chamomile tea and folded parchment had sent her to the capital.

“Lead the way, Mr. Del Morte.” A pause. The corner of her mouth twitched, the microexpression that preceded her rare but devastating moments of human warmth. “Dana.”

We moved. Eight of us now: one dark lord, six women who had come for Aurelie, and the professor whose ward bond had just come back online. The Communication Spire waited at the top of the building where the Light’s heart beat in synchronization bells and mirror pulses.

“Lead the way,” Kim said, cracking her knuckles. “I want to break something institutional.”



The stairwell connecting Level 6 to Level 7 was designed like the rest of the holding wing: functional, cold, and quietly hostile to everything the coven represented. White-light ward strips lined the walls in vertical columns, their glow intensifying as we climbed, the building concentrating its suppression energy in the corridor that led to its most sensitive infrastructure. Communication mirrors at each landing flashed containment updates in the scrolling text that had become the Light’s signature: softly authoritative and designed to make the reader certain that the people being contained deserved containment.

“SOVEREIGN BOND CONFIGURATION: LEVEL 6 CONFIRMED. ALL PERSONNEL RESPOND.”

“CONTAINMENT PROTOCOL GAMMA-SEVEN: ACTIVE. PLEASE MAINTAIN PROFESSIONAL COMPOSURE.”

“THE DEPARTMENT APPRECIATES YOUR SERVICE DURING THIS INSTITUTIONAL EMERGENCY.”

Even the containment updates were polite. The building thanked its guards for helping suppress the coven the way a manager thanks employees for working through lunch: with manufactured gratitude that made the sacrifice sound both necessary and appreciated.

Guards positioned at the doorways spoke into enchanted communication crystals with the professional urgency, convinced they were containing a threat to institutional stability. They moved in two-person formations, covering corridors with the trained precision of government security personnel who drilled monthly and had never been tested by anything more challenging than a drunk official at the annual Department gala.

They were about to be tested by a copper-haired girl whose fire cleared corruption, a catgirl whose illusions turned reality inside out, a dragon-blooded woman whose body heat could melt institutional infrastructure, and a dark lord whose violet-eyed bearing had stopped pretending to be anything other than what it was.

Kim’s firebreak led the way.

This was the post-milestone Kim, years of training and one full-access breakthrough having transformed the uncontrolled wildfire of first year into something that moved with the same joyful skill she brought to everything: controlled, fierce, and absolutely unwilling to burn anyone who didn’t deserve it. She pushed fire through the corridor in a controlled wave, red-gold light sweeping the stone floor and walls in a rolling tide that cleared Light residue from the surfaces without touching the people standing on them.

The guards flinched from the absence of the ambient suppression they’d been breathing for years. Kim’s fire burned the building’s gentle nudging out of the air the way Solana’s shadow composted captured test-flames: metabolizing the Light, replacing institutional cold with something that felt like a warm kitchen on a winter morning.

For a few seconds, the guards stood in corridors that felt warm instead of reasonable. Their wand hands lowered by inches. Their professional expressions, the confident certainty of trained professionals secure in their place, softened into confusion.

Some of them looked at each other the way people look at each other when they’ve been standing in a cold room for so long they forgot what warmth felt like, and someone just turned the heat on.

Some of them lowered their wands entirely.

“Keep going,” I said.

We moved through the levels as a unit, each coven member deploying her specialty with the practiced coordination forged by fighting together since first year.

Harmony mapped the mirror pulses while fighting her own battle. The building’s infrastructure tried to overwrite her thoughts with Ravenslop-style certainty, the newer, subtler version of puritan conditioning: confident knowledge of things that didn’t exist. Hallucinated data. False maps. The specific cruelty of an analytical mind being fed information that felt accurate and wasn’t.

“The Communication Spire is accessed through a central stairwell on Level 7,” she said, her voice strained, one hand gripping her clipboard and the other pressed against her temple. “No, wait. Level 8. No. Level 7. The mirrors are feeding me conflicting information.” She gripped her clipboard hard enough to bend the wood. “The building is hallucinating me. It’s trying to make me believe I already know where I am. I’m getting phantom citations for a government manual that doesn’t exist.”

“Fight it.”

“I am fighting it. The fighting requires…” She pressed her thighs together, the familiar sign that her cognitive defenses were drawing from the same arousal engine the building was trying to suppress. “…cognitive resources I’d prefer to allocate to navigation rather than existential resistance. I can’t tell whether Level 7 is real or whether the mirrors told me it’s real.” She grabbed my arm. The physical contact sharpened her through the bond, the mind-magic connection cutting through the hallucinated data. “Level 7. Central stairwell. The mirrors are wrong and my bond data is right. Move.”

Solana’s shadow composted Light wards as we moved. The cold white strips along the walls, the functional ward inlays that had replaced the decorative ones on the lower floors, dimmed and softened where her shadow touched them. The puritan energy, concentrated and aggressive on this level, met Solana’s shadow-conductive integration and transformed. Not destroyed. Metabolized. Living moss grew across government marble in real time, green and alive, the Light converted into fertility the way soil converted dead leaves into new growth. Where the moss grew, the ambient suppression faded, and the corridor felt human again.

“The shadow integration is working better than projected,” Solana said, dreamy cadence sharpened by analytical focus she’d borrowed from Harmony’s influence over the years. “The embedded Light is denser than the test-flames but the metabolic principle is the same. I can clear a corridor’s suppression field in approximately twelve seconds.”

“That’s terrifying,” Delphina said with genuine appreciation.

“That’s botany,” Solana corrected.

Rika’s illusion magic returned in bursts, short-lived but effective. The hours of bond dampening had drained her reserves, but the rapid reignition in the corridor had given her enough to work with. She created false corridors that redirected pursuing guards into loops: hallways that seemed to lead toward the coven but actually bent back to their starting point. Decoy Danas that walked confidently in the wrong direction, their violet-eyed illusions flickering at the edges but convincing enough to draw pursuit. Ghost images of the coven entering rooms they’d never been in, the phantoms walking through doors and vanishing.

The guards chased phantoms while we climbed. One squad spent four minutes pursuing an illusion of Kim down a corridor that ended at a supply closet, where the phantom Kim turned, waved cheerfully, and dissolved into golden light.

Dracoona melted a white-light shutter that blocked the Level 7 stairwell access. She pressed both hands against the ward-metal and her dragon heat poured through the contact, the scales on her hands blazing iridescent as the temperature climbed past anything institutional ward engineering had been designed to resist. The metal glowed white, then orange, then ran like water, pooling on the marble floor where it hissed and solidified into abstract shapes that looked like angry art.

Her ridges and scales remained fully visible. No hiding. Not in the capital building. Not anywhere anymore. The tall, statuesque dragon-blooded woman with silver-white hair and iridescent scales melting government security with her bare hands was not a woman who had ever been a filing clerk, and the disguise was a memory she’d already discarded.

Delphina recognized the seductive pull of the upper floors with insider sensitivity to bureaucratic manipulation. The building’s power here was dense, concentrated, the most persuasive architecture positioned where it could influence the officials who made the highest-level decisions. The corridors felt comfortable. Welcoming. The ward-mirrors reflected flattering light. The air itself seemed to agree with whatever you were thinking.

“If a corridor feels too flattering,” she warned, “it’s probably Light-tainted. The upper floors reward compliance with ambient comfort. The more right everything feels, the less right it is.” She paused, checking her own certainty against the building’s suggestions. “I built systems like this. I know what they feel like from the inside. The building is telling me I should be running it instead of breaking it, and the suggestion feels almost smart enough to consider, which means it’s definitely the Light.”

Kim knocked a guard through a file cabinet. The cabinet, which had been labeled “Active Compliance Cases” in neat institutional font, relocated from its position against the wall to a position approximately twelve feet down the corridor, accompanied by the guard and a significant quantity of scattered paperwork that fluttered through the air like bureaucratic confetti.

The guard landed against the far wall, unconscious but breathing, cushioned by approximately four hundred pages of compliance documentation. Kim shook her hand, the knuckles red from the impact, and looked at the scattered files.

“Nonlethal,” Kim reported.

“That file cabinet will never be the same,” Dracoona observed.

“The file cabinet was full of forms. Forms that regulated our bonds. Forms that said our love was a dependency behavior.” Kim’s green eyes were bright and hard. “The file cabinet had it coming.”

Harmony read a sign on the wall that said “Emergency Compliance Route” with an arrow pointing toward a side corridor. “Bureaucracy has finally become self-parody,” she said.



Room 614 was behind us. The holding wing’s other cells were sealed, their occupants visible through reinforced glass: officials being “questioned,” staff being “reviewed,” anyone who’d asked too many uncomfortable questions about policy being gently, warmly, certainly explained why those questions were unnecessary.

I paused at one of the cells. Through the reinforced glass, a woman sat at a metal desk identical to Aurelie’s, reading documents with dazed horror, unable to remember making half the decisions the paperwork attributed to her. She wasn’t a coven member. She wasn’t connected to us. She was an official who’d noticed something wrong about the communication mirrors and had filed a report, and the report had been flagged, and the flagging had led to a polite invitation to “discuss her concerns in a supportive setting.”

She looked up and saw us through the glass. Eight of us: one dark lord and seven bonded women, one of them freshly rescued from Room 614 with violet flickering in his eyes, standing in a corridor that was glowing golden-purple from the ward bond I hadn’t fully controlled.

She mouthed a single word: “Please.”

Nobody else was being rescued today. We didn’t have the time. We didn’t have the charge. The mission was the Spire, and every minute we spent on Level 6 was a minute the building used to adapt.

But I saw her. I saw the cells. The system’s capacity for institutional containment, functioning, efficient, and wearing the face of safety. A building that caught people who questioned too loudly and held them until they stopped questioning or started believing the questions had been wrong.

“We’ll come back for you,” I said through the glass. “After.”

She nodded. The desperation in her eyes dimmed to something that might have been hope.

We moved. Up.



We reached Level 7. The corridor ended at a heavy door that was both more and less impressive than the cells below: no reinforced glass, no institutional furnishing, just a door. Carved stone, ancient design, a door that said “this was here before the building was built around it.”

The wards on it were the same triple-layer system as Aurelie’s cell. Standard security. Isolation containment. First-rising era Light architecture.

Aurelie looked at the wards. Her glasses reflected the faint white glow. Her auburn hair, loose from the bun that had been her prison composure, caught the corridor’s mixed light: cold institutional white from above, warm golden-purple from the bond beside her. Her hands were steady now, the bond restoration giving her ward specialty the strength it needed.

“Amateur work,” she said again, with the contempt of a professor grading a paper that failed to meet minimum academic standards. She dismantled the first two layers with casual competence, twenty-three years of ward theory turning government security into a professional disappointment. The standard security layer dissolved in her fingers like wet paper. The isolation containment crumbled when she touched its control node, knowing exactly where government ward templates kept their structural anchors.

The third layer resisted. The Light architecture, old and patient and designed to outlast generations of officials who forgot it existed, pushed back against her touch with the warm certainty that was its signature: the feeling that opening this door would be wrong, that the right thing to do was turn around, that the safest option was to go back to your desk and file a report and let the proper channels handle whatever was behind the door.

“The third layer,” Aurelie said, “is not standard government design. This predates the current building by approximately eighty years. Same architectural language as the nunnery wards, the same designer, the same patient certainty.”

Harmony and Delphina joined the ward-breaking. Three specialties working together: Aurelie’s ward expertise providing the structural analysis, Harmony’s mathematical precision calculating the ward’s resonance frequencies and identifying the exact point where force would produce maximum destabilization, Delphina’s resonance shaping projecting a false trust signature that the Light architecture recognized and accepted because the Light’s designers had never imagined that their own resonance-shaping techniques would be turned against the infrastructure they’d built.

The triple assault cracked the old ward in forty-seven seconds. The Light architecture died with a whisper, not a scream: the borrowed confidence fading from the corridor air like a smell you stop noticing only when it’s gone.

The door opened.

Beyond it: a stairwell spiraling upward. The Communication Spire. The building’s heart. The room where every official message in the magical government had been seasoned with Light-bias for a hundred years, the infrastructure that Grandma had described, that Dana’s mother had died researching, that Griselda Fenn had spent her career documenting, and that Spite had spent her life preparing to destroy.

From above, the sound of synchronization bells. Regular, measured, the heartbeat of a system that believed it was keeping the world safe by making the world certain.

From below, the sound of pursuing guards, redirected by Rika’s fading illusions but not stopped, their footsteps growing louder as the building’s adaptive response overcame the decoys and found the real target.

From beside me, Aurelie’s voice. Steady. Academic. Carrying fierce focus, days of captivity burning behind academic calm. Her glasses caught the white glow from above.

“The Communication Spire is the source. Every mirror in the chamber connects to every mirror in the building, which connects to every mirror in every government office across the magical world’s administrative infrastructure. Destroy the Spire and the Light-bias protocols collapse across every government department, every communication network, every policy suggestion that’s been gently nudging officials toward suppression since the first rising. Every ‘enhanced oversight’ recommendation. Every ‘dependency behavior’ classification. Every concern-shaped suggestion that has been slowly, certainly teaching the magical world to fear the thing that makes it alive.”

“Patience?”

“Patience is a node. A carrier. The Spire made her certain the way the possession made me cold. Destroy the Spire and the certainty breaks. She’ll have to find out who she is without the architecture telling her.”

I thought of Grimworth. Of the woman who’d loved Patience decades ago and had been watching her become someone else through institutional architecture she couldn’t fight.

“She’ll need help finding out.”

“She’ll have it. If Grimworth is the woman I think she is.”

Harmony checked her data, cross-referencing the ward diagrams with the bond energy levels the coven had remaining after dampening, travel, combat, the Aurelie restoration, and the rapid reignition in the corridor.

“We’re at approximately 40% aggregate bond charge,” she said with the flat despair of a strategist watching her numbers fail. “Depleted from dampening, travel, combat, and Aurelie’s restoration. The tactical surge the infiltration plan requires needs at least 85% to have a probability of success above 50%.”

“We need to recharge.”

The words hung in the Level 7 corridor between the Spire access door and the stairwell where pursuing guards’ footsteps were growing louder. Between the destroyed containment wards that Aurelie had dismantled and the building’s adaptive response that was rewriting its security protocols in real time. Between what we had and what we needed and the approximately eight minutes that separated one from the other.

“We need to recharge, and Dabbledough and Grimworth need to buy us time, and we need to do it before the building’s full security complement reaches this stairwell and the building’s adaptive response overwhelms whatever Dabbledough is doing to the lower floors.” Harmony checked her data one more time, the analytical mind refusing to proceed without confirmation even under combat conditions. Her clipboard was gone, destroyed or lost somewhere on Level 6, but she’d salvaged a government notebook and was writing in it with a pen she’d taken from a guard’s pocket during the corridor fight. “The recharge needs to bring us from forty percent to at least eighty-five percent aggregate. That’s forty-five percentage points of bond charge generated under combat conditions in a hostile building in approximately eight minutes.”

“Is that possible?”

“It’s mathematically improbable. The standard bond-charge rate under optimal conditions, which means a tunnel base with disinterest wards and candles and Thessaly’s collection ward and nobody trying to kill us, is approximately twelve percentage points per minute for the full coven. Under hostile conditions with the building’s ambient suppression actively pushing back, the rate drops to maybe seven per minute. At seven per minute, forty-five points takes six and a half minutes. Add setup time, add the Spire antechamber’s ward pressure, add the probability of interruption, and the total timeline is approximately eight minutes.”

“Eight minutes.”

“Eight minutes during which Dabbledough must hold the lower floors, Grimworth must maintain her emergency authorization, Aurelie must project ward protection over the recharge space, and every coven member must achieve maximum bond charge through physical intimacy in a government building while being hunted.” She paused. Pushed her glasses up with the hand that wasn’t writing. “Also, improbable is not impossible. Everything we’ve done since first year has been mathematically improbable, and the data keeps confirming that improbable things happen when the coven decides they’re going to.”

“The synchronization bell,” Aurelie said. She’d been listening with the analytical attention of a professor assessing a colleague’s work, her glasses reflecting the ward-light from the Spire access door. “Listen to the frequency.”

We listened. The synchronization bells chimed from above, regular and measured, the three-minute-forty-seven-second cycle that was the heartbeat of the Light’s communication system.

“That frequency,” Aurelie said, “is the third harmonic overtone of a sovereign coven bond’s natural resonance. The bells were calibrated to it because the Puritan Lord’s architects needed a timing mechanism exact enough to synchronize the mirror network, and the most stable biological frequency available was the one that sovereign bonds produce naturally.”

“They tuned their system to our frequency.”

“They tuned their system to the frequency they were afraid of because it was the most reliable oscillator available. The same skill that makes sovereign bonds detectable makes them useful as calibration standards.” Her glasses caught the white glow from behind the Spire door. “They built the weapon we need into their own infrastructure.”

“They built it because they were so certain their system would never face a real sovereign coven that they used the resonance frequency as a timing mechanism instead of a threat assessment,” Harmony said. “They were overconfident. Overconfidence is the Puritan Lord’s defining character flaw.”

“Also his second-defining character flaw,” I said. “After the impotence.”

“The impotence is the root cause. The overconfidence is a secondary manifestation. The Puritan Lord created an ideology of suppression because he couldn’t participate in the thing he was suppressing, and he was overconfident because he believed that eliminating desire from the system would make the system invulnerable. He didn’t account for the possibility that desire would find its way back through the people the system was designed to control.”

Kim, despite everything, despite the combat and the hunting and the hostile building and the eight-minute countdown, grinned. The ride-or-die grin. The grin that said “Fuck this” to every system that tried to suppress the thing she loved. “I love when Harmony talks trash during combat.”

“I’m not talking trash. I’m providing contextual intelligence with editorial commentary.”

“That’s trash talk with a diploma.”

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever called my analytical methodology.”

As if on cue, Grimworth’s voice echoed through the building’s communication system, sharp and exact and carrying the authority of thirty-one years spent following every rule in the wrong order to generate emergency authorization that was technically legal and practically insane.

“This is Deputy Headmistress Grimworth of Hexhaven University.” The voice echoed through the building’s communication system with weaponized bureaucratic precision, every syllable sharpened by thirty-one years of learning how magical administration worked. “I am exercising Section 47 emergency access under the Educational Emergency Accord of 1923. All building security is advised that authorized educational personnel are conducting an emergency therapeutic intervention on behalf of a faculty member held under disputed charges.”

The building’s mirrors carried her voice through every floor, every corridor, every office where confused officials were slowly realizing that the institutional systems they’d trusted were the product of Light contamination. Grimworth’s voice, careful and administrative and carrying the absolute certainty of a bureaucrat who was right, cut through the mirrors’ ambient bias the way a cold shower cuts through a hangover.

Patience’s warm voice responded through the mirrors: “Deputy Headmistress, this facility is not covered by the Educational Emergency Accord. The Accord applies to educational institutions, not government holding facilities. Please stand down.”

“The Accord covers any facility holding a Hexhaven faculty member under disputed charges. Section 47, subsection 3, paragraph B, clause iv: ‘In the event that a faculty member of a recognized magical educational institution is held under charges that are subsequently disputed through proper institutional channels, the Deputy Head of said institution may exercise emergency access to the holding facility for the purpose of ensuring the faculty member’s continued academic and therapeutic function.’”

She was quoting from memory. Thirty-one years of reading every regulation, filing every form, processing every administrative document the magical world produced had given Grimworth a memory for official language that bordered on supernatural.

“Professor Blanche’s charges are disputed. I filed the dispute fourteen minutes ago through proper channels. The dispute was filed on Form 7-B, subsection: Faculty Misconduct Disputes, with supporting documentation including the Department of Magical Health’s official endorsement of the RLHF protocol, the government’s own pre-contamination records acknowledging the therapeutic efficacy of bond-maintenance procedures, and a signed statement from the Deputy Head that the charges were motivated by Light-contaminated institutional bias rather than genuine professional misconduct.”

“The authorization is…”

“PROPER,” Grimworth repeated. Thirty-one years. No vacations. Every form filed, every crisis documented, every regulation memorized. She weaponized administrative procedure the way Keel weaponized combat spells. “The channels were proper. The filing was proper. The emergency authorization is proper. And if this facility’s security personnel interfere with a properly authorized emergency access, they will be in violation of Section 47, subsection 6, which authorizes the requesting institution to seek injunctive relief, damages, and a formal review of the facility’s compliance with the Educational Emergency Accord. Which I will file. Personally. In triplicate.”

Silence from the mirrors.

Even the Light-contaminated infrastructure seemed unsure how to respond to an administrative threat delivered with a lifetime of pent-up procedural violence.

The building trembled.

The lights flickered in anticipation. The ward conduits pulsed irregularly, and every mirror on Level 7 flashed the same blank white for half a heartbeat before the policy text returned in fragments.

Something was coming through the lower floors.

Then the atrium wards screamed.


Chapter 18: The Ward Pocket

From Level 7, through the stairwell that led to the Communication Spire, I felt Dabbledough arrive before I saw anything.

The pressure changed.

That was the only word for it. The whole building drew one institutional breath and held it. White-light ward strips along the walls flared, dimmed, flared again, and then every communication mirror around us went blank for half a heartbeat.

Stunned. Still alive.

“She is in the atrium,” Aurelie said.

Her glasses reflected the blank mirror nearest us. Her ward bond was still raw from restoration, but it let her read the building’s pain with the irritated precision of a professor watching bad theory fail in real time.

“Dabbledough?” Kim asked.

The mirror beside the stairwell flashed. Not a clean image. The Spire’s interference shredded the feed into broken angles: polished marble, white ward light, Grimworth’s steel-gray bun, a sweep of star-embroidered robes, and one raised hand.

Dabbledough tore open the atrium wards with that hand.

Even through the broken mirror feed, even seven floors up, the movement looked offensively casual. No dramatic incantation. No textbook gestures. She found the seam in three layers of government ward architecture and pulled.

The wards opened like paper.

Somewhere below us, a man shouted something that sounded like professional despair.

“Ward engineers,” Harmony said, reading the mirror distortion with narrowed eyes. “Monitoring station on Level 2. One of them just sat down.”

The mirror stuttered again. Dabbledough pinned white-light shutters across three floors with a backhanded sweep, and the whole building lurched around the pressure of her magic. Containment protocols froze mid-cycle. Policy text jammed in the mirrors. The Light-bias network tried to classify her and failed so badly the classification scattered into bright fragments.

Dabbledough plucked three fragments from the air.

The image blurred, but I knew exactly what her fingers were doing before the mirror steadied.

She folded the government ward energy into a paper crane.

“First one,” her voice came through the mirror, mild and absolute.

Grimworth stood behind her with a leather folio of emergency authorizations and the posture of thirty-one years of administrative order turned toward administrative destruction because institutional order had become the enemy.

“This is not the time to begin a craft project,” Grimworth said.

“Deputy, this is advanced wardcraft. The craft component is incidental.”

“Your expectations include property damage.”

“Property damage is priced into the position.”

“This is not a market.”

“Everything is a market, Deputy. The question is whether the price is worth the asset.”

“She’s holding the lower floors,” Harmony said with the awed precision of a strategist watching a variable she hadn’t planned for turn the equations inside out. “If Dabbledough can maintain pressure on the building’s security response while we handle the Spire…”

“She can’t hold it forever,” Aurelie said. “Even Dabbledough. The Light infrastructure isn’t just wards. It’s embedded in the building’s communication network, its policy systems, its ward-refresh cycles. The building will adapt.”

“How long?”

“Minutes. Not hours.”



Patience appeared on the Level 7 landing.

This time, Patience was no projection. She stood in person. The same mirrors that carried Light-bias in every message glowed behind her, framing her body in white policy-light, but the woman standing at the landing was flesh and breath and cardigan under government robes. Warm, pleasant, sorrowful, the face of an aunt who’d learned that her favorite niece was in trouble and had come to explain, gently, why the trouble was the niece’s own fault.

“Dana,” she said. Her voice carried through the landing, amplified by mirror glass with the crystalline clarity that the communication network provided, every word delivered with the exact emotional calibration of a system that had spent a century learning how to make suppression sound like concern. “I understand why you’ve come. Professor Blanche is someone you care about. But what you’re doing, breaking into a government building, fighting guards, destroying ward infrastructure, proves the concerns that brought me to Hexhaven in the first place.”

She stirred something in her hands. A cup. Chamomile tea. Even in person during an active security crisis, even while her building was being invaded and her wards were being dismantled and a 140-year-old headmistress was folding her government architecture into paper cranes, Patience Numbridge was holding tea. She stirred it. Three times. The spoon never clinked.

The ritual. The specific, exact ritual that preceded every act of institutional cruelty she’d performed since arriving at Hexhaven. Tea before the Compliance Orders. Tea before Aurelie’s arrest. Tea before the compliance check that triggered the Great Disrobing. Tea, always tea, the warm maternal comfort that made everything that followed feel like kindness.

“Sovereign covens are not safe,” she said, and the words carried the full conviction of twenty years of ambient certainty. “They create dependency. They concentrate magical power in ways that make everyone around the coven vulnerable. The bonds you’ve formed aren’t love, Dana. They’re architecture. They’re power structures disguised as intimacy.” Her kind eyes held mine through the glass. “The Compliance Orders weren’t punishment. They were protection. I want to help you. I always have.”

“You took Aurelie.”

“I referred her for questioning because the evidence suggested misconduct. The process was transparent. The methodology was sound. Professor Blanche engaged in an ongoing intimate relationship with a student and designed a therapeutic protocol around that relationship for institutional purposes.”

“The protocol saved twenty-three girls.”

“The protocol created dependency on a specific male student’s sexual availability as a therapeutic mechanism. That’s not treatment. That’s system architecture designed to make one person indispensable.” She said it with genuine sadness. “I know it felt real, Dana. I know the bonds feel like love. But feelings shaped by magical resonance aren’t the same as choices made in freedom.”

Something about that sentence made every bond in the coven network pulse with fury. Not just mine. The women could hear her through me, the bond carrying her words in real time, and the response was a collective spike of anger that the dampening barely contained.

“The methodology was programmed into you,” I said, stepping closer to the mirror, “by a building that’s been contaminating government policy for a century.”

Patience blinked. The first crack in the pleasant conviction. Not a dramatic fracture. A microexpression: the slight widening of the eyes that indicated new information encountering a belief system that had no category for it.

“That’s not…”

“The communication mirrors carry Light-bias in every message. The policy language picks up suppression frequencies during transit. Every official suggestion that’s passed through this building for the past hundred years has been gently nudging every official who received it toward the conclusion that desire is dangerous and bonds are dependencies.” I put my hand on the mirror glass. The surface was cool. The policy text scrolling across its face flickered at my touch, the words distorting around my fingers as if the mirror’s programming was trying to process something it hadn’t been designed for: a bond so strong that even the mirror could feel it. “You didn’t become this by choice, Patience. You became this because the building made certainty feel like wisdom.”

“That’s not true.”

“You flinched from my grandmother’s touch. A grandmother. A woman in a warded chair with a cat. The real Patience, the woman Grimworth loved, would never have flinched from a grandmother’s touch.”

The second crack. Deeper. Something behind the borrowed confidence flickered, the way a light flickers when the power supply is interrupted. The tea in her hands trembled.

Grimworth’s voice came through the mirror network from the atrium. Not the Deputy Headmistress. Not the administrator. The woman who’d attended the same academy, who’d been close for several years, who’d watched the person she loved become someone else through institutional architecture she couldn’t fight.

“Patience.” Grimworth’s voice was raw. Stripped of thirty-one years of administrative armor. “It’s me. It’s Grim. You know me.”

Silence. The mirror held.

“You were curious,” Grimworth said. “You were eager. You touched people because you loved the world through contact. You held my hand when you were making a point. You hugged strangers at orientation.” A pause. “You never flinched from touch.”

Patience’s face went very still. The chamomile tea trembled in her hands.

“I don’t know what you’re…”

“You know exactly what I’m talking about. Somewhere inside the certainty the building gave you, there’s the woman who used to argue that magical education should embrace its foundations instead of managing them. You’re still in there. I know because I’ve been watching you become someone else for twenty years and I never stopped seeing who you were.”

The mirrors flickered. White light pulsed behind Patience, the building’s infrastructure fighting to maintain its node.

“Choose,” Grimworth said. “One heartbeat. The real Patience wouldn’t have needed longer.”

Grimworth stepped toward her.

Deputy Headmistress Grimworth disappeared for one breath. So did the woman with the folio of emergency authorization clauses and the spectacles that could frighten first-years into academic compliance. Grim remained. The girl Patience had kissed in a library decades ago. The woman who had watched letters lose exclamation points year by year until the person writing them became a functionary with perfect grammar and no warmth.

She reached for Patience’s hand.

Patience flinched.

The motion was small and devastating. A recoil from touch, from memory, from the one thing the real Patience had once used to understand the world. The tea in her hand trembled. Chamomile sloshed against porcelain. The spoon did not clink.

Grimworth stopped with her hand still extended.

“There,” she said, voice raw enough that even Dabbledough stopped folding wards for half a breath. “That is not you.”

Patience looked at her own hand as if it belonged to someone else.

White light surged behind her eyes.

The communication mirrors pulled at her, not physically, but through authority. Through every policy she had signed. Through every memo she had trusted. Through the building that had taught her certainty until certainty felt safer than touch.

“The Spire,” Harmony whispered. “She’s a node. It’s pulling her back to the source.”

Patience stepped backward. One step. Then another. Her face rebuilt itself into warm concern with the slow horror of a mask being lowered over skin.

“I hope,” she said, and for one second the sentence sounded like grief instead of policy, “that the process can still help you.”

Then the mirrors flashed white and the landing behind her sealed.



Dabbledough punched an emergency ward pocket into the corridor at the base of the Communication Spire’s access stairwell.

“Punched” was the accurate verb. Not a boxer’s punch. Not a bar fighter’s. Dabbledough punched the way she did everything when she stopped pretending to be distracted: with the full, terrifying output of the most powerful witch alive.

She drove her fist into the building’s ward architecture. The building’s ward architecture, which had been designed by institutional engineers and maintained by a team of eighteen specialists and reinforced by a century of Light contamination, tried to resist. It was like trying to resist a natural disaster by filing a complaint about the weather. Her fist folded the architecture inward, creating a bubble of protected space approximately fifteen feet in diameter where the Light’s ambient suppression couldn’t reach. The ward pocket materialized around us with a shimmer of star-pattern energy that was Dabbledough’s magical signature, the same energy that had maintained Hexhaven’s protective wards for ninety-eight years, the same energy that had held the Treaty of the Three Covens together for four decades, the same energy that had fought a basilisk and rewired a school and gambled on prediction markets and swiped left on three pixies in a trenchcoat.

The ward pocket was warm. Not the building’s pleasant institutional warmth. Real warmth. The kind that said: I am one of yours, and what is mine protects you.

Remote mirrors blinked open around the pocket’s outer surface, drawn by the violence of Dabbledough’s ward signature. They were too narrow for bodies to pass through, only wide enough to show faces at Hexhaven: Sapphotange girls in the moon-garden study circle, Kunningbrott students clustered around Delphina’s procedural distraction, Prudence and Millicent in Ravenslop Tower with notebooks in hand. The disturbance had become too large to hide.

White backlash crawled along the mirror edges, searching for viewers.

Solana’s shadow rose without being asked. It spread across the pocket floor, climbed the mirrored surfaces like living ivy, and wrapped the remote connections in warm lunar darkness. Through the shadow, Maren’s broad-shouldered silhouette steadied. Elspeth’s sharp Kunningbrott face stopped flinching. Prudence lowered her notebook and whispered something I couldn’t hear, but the shape of her mouth looked like real.

“They followed the disturbance,” Harmony said. “The Light is trying to punish witnesses.”

“Not through my shadow,” Solana said.

“This will hold for approximately eight minutes,” Dabbledough said, positioning herself at the ward pocket’s exterior boundary with the casual posture of someone standing between a hostile government building and a student coven she’d spent years pretending to ignore because the pretending was funnier than the alternative. She was 140 years old. She was wearing star-embroidered robes that were now slightly singed. She had no hat. She had no phone. She had no prediction-market crystal visible, though one was definitely hidden somewhere in her robes because Dabbledough’s addiction to speculation was foundational.

She was the most terrifying thing in the building, and the building knew it.

“After that, the building’s adaptive response will overwhelm the pocket. The Light infrastructure is ancient and patient and it learns from every attack. My wardcraft is better than the infrastructure’s adaptive capacity, but not infinitely better, and not for long.” She paused. “I suggest you work quickly.”

“You came,” I said.

“I came because my prediction-market position would collapse if you lost.” She folded a government ward into a paper crane with absent exactness, her hands busy while her mind processed threat assessments that would have taken a normal witch’s entire cognitive capacity. “I also came because you are a student of my university, and the magical government has no authority to dismantle what my university has produced. The sovereign coven classification was triggered by wards we maintain. The bonds you’ve formed are an expression of the education we provide. If the government wants to regulate the output of my institution, the government can discuss it with me, through proper channels, after I’ve finished folding this ward into origami.”

She paused. The paper crane drifted to the floor and landed beside the three others she’d already made. A collection of government wards converted to decorative birds. The symbolism was not accidental.

“And because Grimworth threatened to cancel my internet access if I didn’t.”

“That too?”

“That primarily. I have positions expiring Thursday.”

Grimworth, positioned beside Dabbledough at the ward pocket’s edge, holding her leather folio of emergency authorizations like a shield and facing the approaching guards with thirty-one years of institutional maintenance deployed for administrative destruction, said: “Market exposure is not a moral framework.”

“It’s a motivational framework. The moral framework is Grimworth’s job. It has always been Grimworth’s job. The administrative structure of our partnership is that I provide the power and the vision, and Grimworth provides the ethics and the paperwork.”

“Our ‘partnership’ is not a structure. It is a hostage situation with tenure.”

“It’s survived thirty-one years. Hostage situations don’t last thirty-one years.”

“This one does.”

From the Communication Spire above, the synchronization bells chimed. Regular. Measured. The heartbeat of a system that was about to meet something it hadn’t been designed to survive.

The coven filed into the ward pocket. Eight people in a bubble of protection while Dabbledough held the door with enough raw wardcraft to make the capital’s marble floor hum.

“We’re at forty percent charge,” Harmony said. “The Spire surge requires eighty-five minimum. We need to recharge.”

Kim looked at me. At the coven. At the government corridors beyond the ward pocket where guards were regrouping and the building’s Light infrastructure was adapting and Dabbledough was casually threatening an entire floor with academic indifference backed by more danger than most nations could muster.

“Then we recharge,” Kim said. “Here. Now. Before the pocket fails.”

“In a government building?” Dracoona’s ice-gray eyes held gold. “During an active security crisis?”

“During an active security crisis in a government building that wants to destroy everything we are.” Kim’s green eyes blazed. “That’s exactly when. That’s exactly why.”



The ward pocket was not designed for intimacy. It was a bubble of borrowed space in a hostile building, held together by the will of a 140-year-old witch who was simultaneously defending a corridor and checking market odds on a crystal she’d hidden in her robes.

It was fifteen feet of protection in a building made of suppression.

It was enough.

Kim stripped. Zero hesitation. Zero shame. The government-issue bureaucrat blouse that had contained her chest for five hours was removed with the aggressive relief of someone liberating a hostage. Her massive breasts caught the ward pocket’s star-pattern light, freckles scattered across the slopes, nipples hard from adrenaline and cold and the arousal that came from defiance.

“Everyone,” she said. “We charge or we lose.”

They followed her lead. Kim did not need to command. She had spent years being the first person who moved when everyone else was frozen, and the coven had learned to follow her emotional lead the way they followed Harmony’s strategic lead and my operational lead. When Kim stripped, it meant the situation was real. When Kim stripped, it meant the time for deliberation had ended and the time for action had begun.

Harmony removed her blouse with academic efficiency, folding it despite the combat situation because organizational instincts survived everything including hostile government buildings and the imminent possibility of institutional destruction. She placed the folded blouse on a stone ledge with precise care, intending to retrieve it and making a conscious choice about which aspect of her life would be organized and which would not. Slim, toned, perpetually flushed from cheeks to the tops of her small brown-nippled breasts, glasses crooked from the corridor fighting, she looked like a thesis advisor who’d been in a bar fight and was preparing for the post-fight analysis.

“For the record,” she said, removing her skirt with the same organizational skill, “the probability of anyone walking in on a naked coven in a government building’s emergency ward pocket is functionally zero because the ward pocket is by definition inaccessible to anyone outside it.”

“Is that your way of saying you’re comfortable with public nudity now?” Rika asked.

“It’s my way of saying the situation is controlled.” She paused. “Also I stopped wearing underwear three hours into the infiltration because the dampening made the arousal worse and the fabric was becoming a problem.”

Solana’s shadow spread across the ward pocket floor like a living carpet as her clothes fell, the dark warmth of the shadow-conductive integration making the cold government marble bloom with faint violet undertones. Her platinum hair caught the star-pattern light of Dabbledough’s ward energy, moonlit silver against golden stars. She settled onto the marble with patient warmth, making even hostile stone feel chosen, her enormous ass creating its own visual gravity. The body that Sapphotange had knelt to and that every communication mirror in the building was trying to suppress settled against the cold stone and immediately warmed it.

Rika stripped like removing wrapping from a gift she was giving to herself and the universe simultaneously. Petite, golden-skinned, lean and athletic, dark nipples hard, ears forward and swiveling, tail free at last and swishing with the aggressive joy of an appendage that had been trapped in bureaucratic clothing for six hours and intended to never experience compression again. She was performing. Of course she was performing. The reflective surface of the Communication Spire’s access door caught her image: a naked catgirl in a government building, performing for mirrors that carried puritan policy language. The irony was not lost on her. The irony was the performance.

Dracoona removed her clothing with the careful surrender that was her kink and her political statement simultaneously. Each garment removed was a layer of armor discarded, the aristocratic ice queen revealing the dragon beneath. Tall, statuesque, silver-white hair falling like an ice waterfall, scales blazing iridescent across her shoulders and hips and spine, ridges pressing from her back in the permanent protrusions that marked this year’s evolution. Her dragon-heat immediately warmed the pocket, pushing back against the building’s institutional cold, the temperature rising several degrees in the space of seconds. The air shimmered around her bare skin.

Aurelie, still in the gray government robe that had been her prison uniform, removed it for the second time in an hour. The desperate urgency of the holding cell was gone. This time she chose to take her body back from the institution that had claimed it. Her full mature body emerged: auburn hair loose from its bun, glasses on, the beauty mark on her collarbone catching the star-pattern light. D-cup breasts with dark nipples, heavier and fuller than the younger women’s. Wide maternal hips. The secret lace was gone, taken by the holding facility, but the body underneath the lace was the same body that had been Patience’s evidence of misconduct and was actually the body of a forty-five-year-old professor who’d chosen her own want over professional safety and would choose it again. The professor freed twice in one day.

Delphina stood at the pocket’s edge. Heavy-lidded eyes evaluating the scene with the predatory assessment that was her resting state, her dark curls absorbing what little of Dabbledough’s star-pattern light reached them. The performance and the reality at war: the part of her that had spent a century controlling every encounter fighting the part of her that had spent three months learning that control wasn’t the same as connection.

“Kneel,” I said.

She knelt. The word hit her the way it always hit her: the shudder from throat to thighs, the heavy lids closing for one heartbeat and opening again with the hunger she couldn’t perform because it was real. She knelt on government marble, in a ward pocket held by the headmistress, during a security crisis, and the act of submission was simultaneously her sexual nature and her operational contribution: kneeling stabilized her resonance-shaping, anchoring the cleansed Fleshcrafting specialty through the physical posture that made her magic most responsive. The kneeling fed the recharge. The recharge would power the surge. Function and kink occupying the same body the same way humiliation and belonging occupied the same coven.

I pulled Kim to me. Five hours of pretending not to love someone in public ended all at once. She kissed me hard enough to bruise. The fire bond erupted.

“Fast,” she breathed. “No time for pretty.”

She dropped to her knees on the cold marble and took me in her mouth, the oral worship rough and desperate, spit-slick and frantic, her hair wild around her face. She used her tits to stroke me between bouts of deep-throating, the heavy weight of them slick with saliva and government building condensation. Then she stood, turned, braced her palms on the Spire’s access door, and looked at me over her freckled shoulder with the grin of a woman daring the institution to stop her. “Right here. Against their door.”

My hands hooked around the full curve of her hips and I entered her from behind in one stroke, the angle deep and urgent, her tits swaying beneath her with each thrust against the polished metal. The fire bond blazed red-gold, painting the ward pocket’s inner walls.

The ward pocket fogged from the inside.

Outside, Dabbledough glanced at the growing opacity with mild basilisk-fight familiarity. “The pocket will sustain internal biological activity,” she said. “I would not advise extending the activity beyond the eight-minute structural window.”

“Did she just tell us to be quick?” Rika asked.

“She told us to be efficient,” Harmony corrected. “There’s a difference. Quick implies compromise. Efficient implies maximum output in minimum time.”

“Then be efficient with me,” Harmony said, pulling me toward her as Kim shifted to allow the rotation with smooth practiced coordination. Years of sharing a man and each other had given them a physical vocabulary for transitions that didn’t require words.

Harmony’s slim toned body was flushed from cheeks to navel, the perpetual pink deepened by combat adrenaline and cognitive surplus into something closer to crimson. I laid her back on the cold marble and she gasped at the temperature contrast: warm skin against institutional stone, the building’s ambient cold meeting her body’s arousal-heated warmth. I used two fingers inside her ass while my thumb worked her clit, the precision technique that triggered her short-burst cognitive surge. The anal stimulation that had become her signature pathway this year engaged immediately, the nerve connections firing through the neurological architecture that only Harmony’s spreadsheets fully mapped.

“The synchronization frequency is… is… oh… the frequency matches the coven’s third harmonic overtone, which means if we time the peak to the bell’s fundamental…” Her speech degraded through the familiar stages: sentences to fragments to single words. Her glasses went crooked. Her bushy chestnut hair spread across the marble in chaotic waves. Her toned thighs clamped around my hand as the orgasm built.

She squirted with controlled force, the burst directed by the last shred of analytical will onto a collection ward that Thessaly held ready. The elf had somehow gotten inside the ward pocket despite not being part of the infiltration team, arriving with serene inevitability because service culture included anticipating exactly this kind of need. No Sylvara. No Elara. Just Thessaly, silver-blue hair catching Dabbledough’s star-pattern light, calm hands moving as if the capital building had always contained a service entrance for elves who refused to be late.

“The elves maintained the ward pocket’s secondary entrance,” Thessaly explained serenely, holding the collection ward steady. “Service anticipates need.”

“How did you even know we’d be here?” Rika asked from across the pocket.

“Sylvara and Corwin have been tracking Master Dana’s movements through the tunnel network since the infiltration began. When the ward pocket manifested, they calculated the probable need for logistical support.”

“You calculated we’d need someone to catch Harmony’s squirt in a government building.”

“Service is comprehensive, Ms. Brightpaw.”

Solana positioned herself over me as Harmony rolled aside, still shaking, her cognitive spike producing a stream of data about synchronization timing that she was whispering to nobody in particular with the academic’s reflex of documenting everything including her own orgasm.

The prophetic shadow bloomed across the marble the moment Solana’s body met mine. The dark warmth of the shadow-conductive integration spread from the point of contact outward, turning the cold government stone into something that felt alive: warm, fertile, the same living darkness that had composted every test-flame and every Light ward it had encountered. Sapphotange-style worship manifested in real time: Kim worshipped Solana’s body from below, her mouth on the small pale-pink-nippled breasts, her copper hair spreading across the marble, while Solana took me inside her with the slow rolling hip motion that used her massive ass as counterweight.

The bridge between female devotion and male heat that was Solana’s specific magical role materialized in a government building, and the building hated it. The ambient suppression pushed against Solana’s shadow, trying to thin it, trying to reduce it, and Solana’s integrated nature magic metabolized the suppression and grew stronger. Moonlight bloomed from her skin, warm violet, making the government marble glow beneath her body.

Rika maintained decoy illusions with both hands while grinding against my thigh. She’d positioned herself so that every reflective surface in the ward pocket, the Communication Spire’s access door, the polished marble, the ward pocket’s own translucent walls, caught her golden body from different angles. Even in a crisis recharge in a hostile government building, the exhibitionist turned the space into a stage where every mirror was her audience. She timed her purring to Harmony’s countdown murmurs, the deep chest-vibration carrying through physical contact and into the bond network, amplifying the resonance the way a vibrating string amplifies sound.

She made the illusions obscene on purpose.

They were flashes rather than full copies. A phantom Rika arching across one mirror seam while the real one bit my shoulder. A false Kim on the access door throwing her head back, timed exactly with the real Kim’s gasp. A spectral Dracoona on the ward pocket wall with scales blazing brighter than the real woman would ever admit she liked. The building tried to lock onto body positions and found too many, all of them moving, all of them hungry, all of them reflecting desire back at itself until the targeting logic stuttered.

“You’re making decoy pornography,” Harmony gasped.

“Tactical decoy pornography,” Rika corrected.

“I refuse to write that phrase in a report.”

“Then say visual misdirection with tits.”

“That’s worse.”

Rika grinned against my skin. “It’s more accurate.”

Dracoona surrendered with unusual speed, the combat urgency stripping away the gradual build her surrender usually required. There was no time for the slow fracture of composure, the incremental revelation of dragon traits that characterized her normal encounters. She knelt behind me and pressed her body against my back, and the contact transferred dragon energy directly: scales against my skin, ridges pressing through the thin fabric of her torn disguise, body heat so intense that sweat bloomed on my back and evaporated in the same instant. She burned heat into the bond circuit with her whole body, dragon-fire adding a furnace layer to the recharge that made the ward pocket’s temperature spike.

“I’m not hiding,” she whispered against my shoulder blade. Four years of choosing visibility over safety lived in those three words. “Not from the building. Not from anyone.”

Aurelie restored the roof. Her ward bond, rebuilt to 80% in the holding cell, expanded to full capacity through the recharge’s combined energy. The golden-purple protective dome she projected solidified the ward pocket from the inside, reinforcing Dabbledough’s star-pattern energy with the defensive architecture that was Aurelie’s specialty. The emergency bubble became a reinforced structure, the building’s adaptive response pressing against it and finding it immovable: headmistress wardcraft from the outside, professor wardcraft from the inside, and seven bonds blazing between.

She did it with one hand braced on my chest and the other gripping Harmony’s wrist, her glasses crooked enough that only stubborn professionalism kept them on her face. The gray prison robe lay discarded on government marble, and every time the building pushed cold white pressure through the ward pocket, Aurelie answered with the physical reality Patience had tried to turn into evidence against her: her body present, chosen, flushed, alive. The ward dome thickened with each breath she lost and rebuilt. The professor in her kept trying to describe the structure. The woman in her kept breaking the sentences apart.

“Dome integrity at… at…” She gasped when Kim’s fire surge rolled through the network. “Oh, that is an entirely inappropriate amount of thermal support.”

“You’re welcome,” Kim said.

“I was not complaining.”

Delphina watched the dome form from her kneeling position, dark curls falling over her cheeks. For once, her heavy-lidded expression held no performance at all. She saw how the coven restored Aurelie: centering her until her magic remembered it had a roof to build, instead of reducing her to need or utility.

Something in Delphina’s face changed. A small, quiet lesson taking root in the woman who had once understood power only as leverage.

“The bond resonance is climbing,” Harmony gasped, fragments of analysis breaking between waves of orgasmic surplus. “Sixty-three percent… seventy-one… the synchronization bell rings in approximately four minutes, if we time the final wave to the bell’s frequency…”

“English,” Kim said, mid-rotation.

“Cum when the bell rings.”

“That I understand.”

Delphina, kneeling, took me in her mouth when the rotation reached her. The submission was functional now, not only kink: her resonance-shaping fed the bond network from her position, projecting false signatures outward that made the recharge invisible to the building’s detection systems. She knelt because it served, because serving was her chosen way of belonging, and because the dark lord’s cock in her mouth during a government crisis was the exact opposite of the false sovereignty she’d spent a century building.

“Serve the bond,” I said.

The sound she made contained the same century of wanting she’d expressed during her punishment scene in the tunnels. Every time. Every command that named her place in the bond hit her the same way.

The synchronization bell began its countdown chime. Three tones. Two. One.

“NOW,” Harmony screamed, timing and orgasm colliding in a single word.

The coven peaked. Not simultaneously by accident, the way the nunnery orgasm portkey two years ago had required Harmony’s countdown. Simultaneously by training, by practice, by the Synchronized Resonance Theory that had been this year’s curriculum, applied for the exact purpose it was designed for under the exact conditions nobody had wanted to consider.

Kim came with fire. Harmony squirted with skill. Solana bloomed with shadow. Rika yowled with illusion. Dracoona burned with dragon-heat. Aurelie warded with relief. Delphina surrendered with belonging.

The ward pocket blazed. Star-pattern energy from Dabbledough’s exterior ward mixed with golden-violet-red-shadow energy from the coven’s interior surge. The building’s Communication Spire rang its synchronization bell and the recharge locked into the frequency like a key sliding into a lock.

“Eighty-seven percent,” Harmony gasped. “Ninety-one. Ninety-four.”

“Sufficient,” Aurelie said, glasses crooked, hair wild, ward bond blazing at full capacity.

Outside the pocket, Dabbledough folded another government ward into a paper crane. “For the record, Mr. Del Morte, my current financial and institutional incentives align strongly with your continued breathing.”

Grimworth, positioned at the corridor’s other end, said: “Market exposure is not a moral framework.”

Dabbledough said: “It got me here, Deputy.”

The recharge was complete. The ward pocket thinned as Dabbledough’s structural window closed, the star-pattern energy that had held the bubble fading at the edges like dawn replacing moonlight. But the coven inside the pocket was charged, aligned, and carrying the resonance of seven bonds, Thessaly’s logistical support, and 140 years of headmistress-grade wardcraft.

Ninety-four percent aggregate bond charge. Harmony had measured it while still shaking from her own contribution, still wet from the squirt Thessaly had caught in her collection ward, still flushed from cheeks to chest with the cognitive surplus that had given her the synchronization insight. For Harmony, data was love, love was data, and both were necessary for the universe to function correctly.

“Ninety-four percent,” she confirmed. “Above the eighty-five percent threshold. The surplus is banked in the bond network and will remain accessible for approximately forty minutes before natural dissipation begins.”

“Forty minutes to reach the Spire and execute.”

“Thirty-seven minutes, accounting for stairwell travel time and the probable encounter with building security on Level 7.”

“Thirty-seven minutes to save the government from itself.”

“Technically, to save the government’s communication infrastructure from a century of embedded Light contamination.” She paused. “But ‘save the government from itself’ is the Kim summary and I’ve learned not to argue with the Kim summary.”

Kim, re-buttoning the government-issue blouse that had somehow survived the recharge, grinned. “Summaries are my thing.”

The Communication Spire waited above us. Through the access door at the top of the stairwell, the synchronization bells rang with the measured regularity that had been the Light’s heartbeat for a hundred years. Every three minutes and forty-seven seconds, the mirrors synchronized. Every three minutes and forty-seven seconds, the window opened. Every three minutes and forty-seven seconds, the system was vulnerable.

The recharge had given us the rhythm. The Synchronized Resonance Theory curriculum had given us the timing. Spite’s notebooks had given us the understanding. Grimworth’s diagrams had given us the architecture. Delphina’s resonance-shaping had given us the disguises. Solana’s shadow had given us the stealth.

But the weapon was simpler than any of those things. The weapon was seven women and one man who wanted to be together and were willing to prove it in the heart of a system designed to make wanting feel wrong.

“Go,” Dabbledough said. She stood at the ward pocket’s exterior boundary, her star-embroidered robes now slightly singed from the recharge’s thermal bleed, her white hair loose around her shoulders, her bright calculating eyes holding the quiet ferocity backed by the ability to rewrite three floors of hostile wardwork and still look annoyed that the odds had moved against her.

“I’ll hold the lower floors as long as the position requires.” She folded another government ward into a paper crane. The crane joined the growing collection. “The building’s adaptive response will overwhelm my exterior ward in approximately twelve minutes. That gives you twelve minutes after you enter the Spire to complete whatever you intend to complete.”

“Twelve minutes.”

“Twelve minutes. I held the Treaty of the Three Covens together for forty years. Twelve minutes is practically a nap.”

Grimworth, at the corridor’s other end, holding off a squad of guards through the simple expedient of reading emergency authorization clauses at them with enough bureaucratic exactness to create a two-minute processing delay each time, said: “The headmistress would like to clarify that she does not intend to nap.”

“The headmistress is conserving energy.”

“The headmistress is showing off.”

“Those are the same thing.”

Rika, seeing Dabbledough fight, seeing the 140-year-old woman who’d spent years being brilliant and distracted and occasionally useful standing in a government corridor and casually threatening systemic architecture with enough power to run the country if she’d cared enough to try, whispered: “Why is she not like this all the time?”

Harmony, still shaking from the recharge, still flushed, still carrying the cognitive surplus that would power the final timing calculation, said: “Opportunity cost.”

We dressed quickly, driven by the twelve-minute climb to destroy a century of institutional contamination before the building’s adaptive response crushed our extraction route.

Kim re-buttoned her blouse with the hopeless optimism the task always required. Harmony’s glasses were straight within three seconds. Solana’s shadow pulled tight to her body, conserving the stealth integration’s energy. Rika’s tail submitted to being tucked into her trousers with minimal resistance, the appendage apparently having exhausted its rebellious energy during the recharge. Dracoona’s scales dimmed to their resting shimmer but didn’t hide. Aurelie’s glasses were on. Delphina’s curls were everywhere and she didn’t try to contain them.

We climbed. The Spire’s access stairwell spiraled upward into the building’s heart, the stone steps worn smooth by a century of officials walking this route without knowing they were walking to the source of their certainty. The mirrors on the stairwell walls showed our approach: seven coven members, Thessaly, and me ascending toward the thing that had imprisoned Aurelie and contaminated Patience and taught the magical world to fear desire.

Above us, the synchronization bells grew louder with every step.


Chapter 19: The Communication Spire

The Spire chamber was a vertical room of mirrors.

Floor to ceiling, wall to wall, the enchanted glass surfaces reflected each other in infinite regression, creating a space that felt larger than it was and deeper than architecture should allow. The mirrors didn’t just reflect the room. They reflected each other, reflection within reflection within reflection, an infinite corridor of glass that made the circular chamber feel like the interior of a kaleidoscope designed by someone who believed beauty was a threat and had tried to weaponize it.

The coven entered the chamber and our reflections multiplied. Seven women, one man, and Thessaly, reproduced in every mirror, extending into glass infinity in every direction. The effect was disorienting: I could see myself from every angle, see the violet that flickered in my eyes, see the dark lord bearing that years of coven-building had crafted, see the man who’d walked into this building disguised as a boring records analyst and was now standing in the heart of a century of institutional contamination looking exactly like what the system was built to fear.

I looked, in the infinite mirrors, like someone who could be a sovereign.

That was a thought I wasn’t ready to have. Not yet.

Notification bells hung from the domed ceiling at regular intervals, their brass surfaces inscribed with synchronization runes that pulsed with faint white light. The pulsing was regular, measured, the three-minute-forty-seven-second heartbeat that Harmony had mapped and Aurelie had identified as the third harmonic of sovereign bond resonance. Each pulse sent a wave of Light-bias through the mirror network, the automatic update that kept every mirror in the building calibrated to the same suppression frequency.

Policy scrolls floated between the mirrors, self-updating documents that carried every official message, every departmental directive, every policy suggestion that passed through the magical government’s communication infrastructure. I watched one scroll drift past me and read the text: “The Department recommends enhanced monitoring of non-standard intimate configurations for the safety and stability of the magical community.” The same warm, reasonable language that had been gently teaching the magical world to fear its own desires for a hundred years.

Ward conduits threaded through the floor and walls like veins, metallic channels carrying the Light’s resonance from mirror to mirror, from bell to scroll, from the Spire’s heart outward through the building and from the building outward through every connected mirror in every government office across the magical world. Every official message in the magical government passed through this room. Every word. Every phrase. Every pleasantly framed suggestion about why desire needed management and bonds needed regulation and certainty was better than freedom.

The Light’s heart beat here. It was no person, no prism, no concentrated entity that could be shattered by a single act of defiance. Infrastructure. System. The distributed, patient, unkillable consciousness of an ideology that had survived its founder’s death by embedding itself in the machinery of governance. The Puritan Lord was not in this room. The Puritan Lord was this room.

“Beautiful work,” Delphina said. Her dark eyes surveyed the chamber with bitter appreciation, recognizing architectural genius even while it horrified her. She walked to the nearest mirror and pressed her palm against the glass, the Fleshcrafting resonance-shaping in her fingers reading the structure the way a locksmith reads a mechanism. “A century of contamination, distributed through mirrors, amplified through repetition, reinforced through systemic trust. Nobody noticed because the system sounds right.”

The mirrors reflected her assessment back at her from every angle: the century-old predator recognizing the work of her predecessors and finding it both masterful and monstrous.

“I could have built this,” she said quietly. “If I’d had a century instead of months, if I’d had institutional resources instead of harvested impressions, if I’d been patient instead of desperate. The difference between what I built and what they built is scale and time. The principle is the same.”

“The principle is also the same as what you’re doing NOW,” I said. “The resonance-shaping that hides our bonds. The Fleshcrafting that made our disguises. Same technique. Different direction.”

“Yes.” She pulled her hand from the mirror. The glass held the print of her palm for a moment, then cleared. “The difference between a weapon and a tool is who’s holding it. And why.”

“The system always sounds right,” Aurelie added. “That was the lesson of my possession. The Puritan Lord’s voice inside my head didn’t sound alien. It didn’t sound like an invader or a parasite or a hostile intelligence. It sounded like my own thoughts becoming more certain. More confident. More sure that the things I believed were correct and the things I wanted were wrong.” She looked at the mirrors with academic interest sharpened by professional training, compelled to analyze the thing that had imprisoned her. “Seven months of possession, and I could never identify the moment the voice stopped being mine and started being the Light’s. Because it was always mine. The Light didn’t speak with its own voice. It spoke with mine.”

“That’s what makes systemic contamination worse than individual possession,” I said. “You can detect a parasite because it sounds different. You can’t detect a bias that sounds like your own judgment.”

“Precisely.” Aurelie adjusted her glasses. “Which is why destroying the system requires not just physical force but a resonance that carries the quality the system can’t replicate: chosen desire. The Light can simulate warmth. It can simulate certainty. It can simulate the feeling of being right. What it cannot simulate is wanting something because you chose it, not because the infrastructure told you to want it.”

The Puritan Lord’s dispersed light spoke through the infrastructure.

Every mirror spoke simultaneously. No possessed eyes. No single mouth. The policy language coalesced into something that was not quite a voice but carried the intention of one. The scrolls rippled. The bells hummed. The ambient atmosphere of the chamber shifted from institutional to sacred, the self-satisfied conviction of a system that had been running for a hundred years and believed it was saving the world.

“You’ve come to destroy what protects them,” the infrastructure said. The voice was everywhere and nowhere, warm and reasonable, the architectural equivalent of chamomile tea. “The communication network that prevents magical wars. The policy language that maintains stability. The certainty that keeps your world from collapsing into the chaos of unregulated desire.”

“Unregulated desire,” I said. “That’s what you call it. People wanting each other. People choosing each other. People building bonds that make them stronger.”

“Bonds create dependency. Dependency creates vulnerability. Vulnerability creates suffering. I offer a world where suffering is impossible because desire is managed.”

“A world where suffering is impossible because people are dead inside.”

The mirrors pulsed. White light brightened across every surface, the room’s ambient suppression rising from gentle nudge to active pressure. The synchronization bells chimed, a hundred years of certainty compressed into three tones.

“I am not your enemy,” the Light said. “I am the consequence of a world that decided pleasure was more important than peace.”

“You’re the consequence of one impotent mage who decided his inadequacy was everyone else’s problem.” I let the violet bleed into my eyes. Let the dark lord bearing fill the space. Let the command voice carry the truth that Harmony had proven and Spite had confirmed and Grandma had always known. “The Puritan Lord of Light was a brilliant, inadequate wizard who couldn’t get hard. He turned personal failure into ideology and embedded it in systems that outlived him. He’s not saving anyone. He’s punishing the world for being able to feel what he couldn’t.”

The infrastructure pulsed. The Light-bias protocols accelerated, pushing suppression through the mirrors faster, harder, the system fighting for survival.

“The system cannot survive what you are.”

“The system was never supposed to survive. It was supposed to be replaced by something that trusts people to choose.”



Harmony identified the weak point.

She stood in the center of the Spire chamber with her glasses reflecting the pulsing mirrors and her body trembling with the cognitive surplus from the recharge, her slim frame still flushed from the orgasm she’d contributed minutes ago, and she saw it. The pattern. The architecture. The flaw.

“All Light-bias protocols synchronize every three minutes and forty-seven seconds to update policy language across the network,” she said, razor-sharp from the arousal-intelligence coupling at peak output. “During the synchronization pulse, every mirror in the chamber opens to receive the update. They open simultaneously because the system was designed to maintain consistency, to ensure that every department receives the same bias at the same time. The designers left that simultaneous opening as a vulnerability.”

“Exposed to what?”

“To anything that enters through the open mirrors with enough force to override the update protocol.” Her glasses reflected the pulsing light. The flush on her cheeks was analytical intensity, not embarrassment. “Two years ago, the libido bomb was a mass-area weapon: wide, explosive, designed to overwhelm suppression through volume. A sledgehammer. This is different. The Spire is a precision target. The mirrors are the delivery system. We need a single focused surge that enters the mirror network during the synchronization pulse and replaces the Light-bias protocols with something the system can’t process.”

“Chosen desire.”

“Seven bonded witches channeling their specific magical specialties through simultaneous orgasmic resonance, focused into a single point by Aurelie’s wards and Delphina’s resonance shaping, delivered through the mirror network during the 1.2-second synchronization window.” Harmony swallowed. Her amber eyes, blazing with cognitive surplus, held mine with the intensity that only appeared when her intelligence met a problem she could solve and her body met a stimulus she couldn’t ignore. “The margin of error is zero. The timing must be exact. Every woman must peak at the exact moment the mirrors open. 1.2 seconds. Not 1.3. Not 1.1. The window is the window.”

“We’ve practiced synchronized resonance.”

“We’ve practiced under controlled conditions in a tunnel base with disinterest wards and cushions and Thessaly’s collection wards and approximately zero hostile infrastructure trying to suppress us. This is a hostile room at the top of an infected government building with mirrors that carry suppression language on every surface while the building’s security forces are being held back by a 140-year-old headmistress whose structural ward pocket expires in approximately six minutes.”

“We’ve had bad odds before.”

“These are the worst odds I’ve calculated for this operation.” She paused. Pushed her glasses up. The gesture that meant she was organizing something important. “But the odds don’t account for the variable the Light can’t model. Every probability calculation I’ve ever run about this coven underestimates the actual outcome because the calculations don’t have a coefficient for what happens when seven women choose the same thing at the same time. There’s no mathematical term for that. The closest approximation in the literature is ‘sovereign resonance,’ which was last measured 103 years ago and produced a result the measuring equipment wasn’t designed to display.”

“In summary.”

“In summary: the math says we can’t do this. The coven says we can. I trust the coven.” She took a breath. “Mark on the final bell.”

Between the coven and the mirror-heart, Patience stood.

This time Patience was physical. Present. She’d come up through the Spire’s service stairwell, moving with the clear purpose of a twenty-year node that could no longer tell where the system ended and she began. She wore her government robes, the professional clothing that had survived the Great Disrobing and the institutional crisis and the seven-floor climb to the room where her certainty had been manufactured.

She was carrying a cup of chamomile tea.

The cup trembled in her hands. The tea was cold. She’d been carrying it since the atrium, through corridors and stairwells and the progressive dissolution of every professional shield she owned, and the cold tea was the last institutional comfort she had left.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she said. Not to me. To all of us. The warm voice that had made repression sound like kindness carried a new quality: doubt. The cracks Grimworth had opened through the mirror projection were widening, and through them I could see something that wasn’t certainty: a frightened woman who’d been architecture’s instrument for twenty years and was beginning to suspect the architecture might be wrong.

Grimworth appeared behind her, having followed through the same stairwell. The Deputy Headmistress’s spectacles reflected every mirror in the chamber, hundreds of glass surfaces showing her face at hundreds of angles, each one showing thirty-one years of maintaining order brought into the room where order had been manufactured from contamination. Her steel-gray bun was slightly disarrayed. Two strands had escaped during the seven-floor climb, which for Grimworth was the equivalent of complete dishevelment.

Seven floors of stairs, forged emergency authorizations, enchanted infrastructure, and decades of grief for a lover she’d lost to systemic conditioning had all reached the same room with her.

“Patience,” Grimworth said.

“You shouldn’t be here, Grim.”

“I shouldn’t be in a lot of places. I’m in them anyway.” Grimworth’s voice was stripped. Not the administrative focus that she wielded like armor. Not the institutional authority that had kept Hexhaven running through crisis after crisis. Something underneath both, something personal and raw and twenty years overdue. “I should have been here twenty years ago. I should have noticed sooner. I should have fought harder.”

“There was nothing to fight,” Patience said. “The system works because it feels right. You can’t fight something that feels right.”

“I can fight it now. You can fight it now.”

“The system is protecting us. The Communication Spire is the only thing keeping the magical government stable. If they destroy it, the uncertainty…”

“The uncertainty is REAL, Patience. The certainty was manufactured. The stability was a lie that felt warm because the building told it to feel warm.” Grimworth took a step forward. Her spectacles caught the mirror light. “You know this. Somewhere under the certainty, you know this, because the woman I knew questioned everything and the woman standing in front of me questions nothing.”

Patience’s hands tightened on the cold tea. “I don’t know what you’re…”

“You know EXACTLY what I’m talking about.” Grimworth’s voice cracked. The sharpest audible crack I’d heard in the Deputy Headmistress’s composure. “I already told you what you were. Now remember the proof. You kissed me in the library because you said knowledge was better when shared. You fell asleep with ink on your cheek after arguing ward theory until dawn. You read every letter twice before answering because you said people deserved to be answered carefully.”

“Stop.”

“You made cookies because you said food was love expressed through butter. You cried at weddings even when you didn’t know the couple. You wrote me letters with exclamation points and drawings in the margins and postscripts longer than the letter itself.”

“STOP.”

“You were the warmest person I ever knew. And the building ate you.”

Patience’s face crumpled in the slow, ugly, human way of a woman hearing herself described as a person she couldn’t remember being, grief opening where aliveness should have been.

The coven watched. Seven women and one man who had come to destroy a communication infrastructure and had instead found themselves witnessing something that was not their battle and not their business and was happening anyway because grief didn’t respect operational timing.

“I don’t feel her anymore,” Patience whispered. “The woman you’re describing. She’s in there somewhere but the certainty is louder. It’s always louder.”

“Then let us make it quieter.”

“If they destroy the Spire…”

“If they destroy the Spire, the government will have to make decisions based on what people actually think instead of what the mirrors told them to think. That will be messy and imperfect and uncertain and REAL. And in that real uncertainty, you might find her. The woman who questioned. The woman who touched. The woman who never flinched.”

The synchronization bells began their countdown. The three-minute-forty-seven-second cycle approaching its next pulse. Mirrors across the chamber preparing to open for the network update. The moment was arriving: the 1.2-second window that Harmony had identified, the vulnerability in the architecture, the chance.

“Choose,” Grimworth said. “One heartbeat. The woman I knew wouldn’t have needed longer.”

Patience looked at her. At the mirrors. At the coven assembled in the chamber with bonds blazing and desire visible and everything the system had spent a century trying to suppress concentrated in seven women and one man who’d walked into the Light’s heart to save someone they loved. She looked at the cold tea in her hands, the chamomile that had become the ritual of her institutional cruelty, the cup she’d placed on Aurelie’s desk before dismantling her life.

She set the tea on the floor. Carefully. The cup didn’t clink.

She looked at Grimworth’s hand, extended toward her. The hand she’d held in a library decades ago. The hand the building had taught her to flinch from.

“I’ll flinch,” Patience whispered.

“Then flinch. And step aside anyway.”

Patience took the hand. She flinched. The whole-body recoil that the institutional conditioning produced when touch contradicted certainty, the physical withdrawal from the thing the building had spent twenty years telling her was dangerous.

She flinched. And she stepped aside.

One heartbeat. One heartbeat was enough.



The synchronization bell began its final countdown.

The countdown was the same three-tone sequence that Harmony had mapped during the recharge, the same frequency that Aurelie had identified as the third harmonic of sovereign bond resonance. Three tones. Each one a step closer to the 1.2-second window when the mirrors would open and the system would be vulnerable. Each tone measured and precise. A century of institutional contamination about to meet the thing it had been built to suppress.

Three tones. Then the window.

“Positions,” I said, and my voice carried the command that years of coven-building had developed: deeper than normal, the low register that the dark lord in me reached when the situation required everyone to move and the moving couldn’t wait for committee review or democratic consensus or any of the other mechanisms the coven normally used to make group decisions.

The voice worked. It always worked. Magic helped, but trust carried more authority than any spell, and the women who followed that voice trusted the man who used it.

The coven moved. Not like a group of university students who’d been eating breakfast in a dining hall six hours ago and were now standing in the heart of a government building’s corrupted infrastructure about to attempt something no one in the room had trained for outside theory. Like a network. Like a weapon. Like seven women who’d been practicing synchronized resonance in tunnel bases and storage rooms and greenhouse storerooms and this year’s increasingly desperate underground sessions, and who knew each other’s bodies and rhythms and kink lanes and orgasmic timing with the hard-won intimacy that came from years of loving the same man and each other.

Kim claimed first position. She pressed against me with the greedy post-milestone certainty that last year had given her and this year had amplified. Her copper hair caught every mirror’s reflection. Her heavy breasts pressed against my chest. Her green eyes held mine with the fire-bond intensity that said: now. Right now. All of it.

She gripped my cock with one hand and guided me inside her. The fire bond erupted. Red-gold light blazed through the mirror chamber. Her hips rolled once, hard, and the heat she generated wasn’t metaphorical. Kim’s fire magic made the cold government mirrors steam.

“Mine,” she said. “All of it. Always.”

She did not try to stretch the moment into romance. Kim understood crisis intimacy better than anyone in the coven because Kim had spent years turning panic into motion and motion into devotion. Her lane was not subtle. It was not supposed to be subtle. It was the first match struck in a room full of cold mirrors, the red-gold declaration that wanting did not need permission from policy language.

I held her by the hips and drove up into her once, twice, hard enough to make the mirrors behind her fog. Her breasts bounced against my chest, full and warm and real in a chamber designed to make bodies feel like liabilities. She laughed on the second thrust, breathless and furious and happy.

“No more pretending not to want you where people can see,” she gasped. “No more hiding behind whatever form they want us to fill out.”

“Never again.”

The fire bond accepted the vow like fuel. Red-gold light shot from her body into mine, then outward through the connection points Harmony had mapped in the recharge. Kim was the ignition, not because fire was simple, but because her loyalty didn’t know how to pretend to be anything else. It burned clean. It burned obvious. It burned with the profane emotional clarity of Kim Mink choosing a side and daring the universe to argue.

Two tones.

Harmony triggered her surge. She used her own hand between her thighs, careful, focused, the controlled anal-cognitive mechanism augmented by the touch I pressed against the small of her back. Her speech degraded: “The synchronization window opens in… in approximately…”

She squirted. Hard. The cognitive spike hit and her eyes blazed with the mathematical certainty that was the antithesis of the Light’s false certainty: earned, verified, chosen.

“1.2 seconds. NOW forming.” Her voice cracked on the word. She found the number. Lost the sentence. Found the number again. “Mark on the final bell.”

Harmony did not need to be penetrated to be claimed by the operation. That was part of what made her lane so dangerous to the Light. The system understood ownership as paperwork, dependency as pathology, and touch as risk. Harmony’s body had made its own proof: precise stimulation, exact timing, chosen exposure, intelligence sharpened by arousal until numbers became weapons.

I pressed two fingers harder against the base of her spine, right where the anal-cognitive pathway lit through the bond, and her entire body bowed. The mirrors caught her from every angle: slim thighs trembling, glasses crooked, one hand working between her legs while the other clawed at my wrist to keep my touch anchored. Her mouth opened around a sentence that collapsed before the verb arrived.

“The harmonic, the harmonic is…” She shook, hips jerking into her own hand. “Oh, fuck, that’s data.”

“Use it,” I said.

She did. Her amber eyes snapped open, wet and blazing, and the chamber’s timing grid unfolded through the bond. Not visually. Structurally. Every bell, every mirror aperture, every policy-scroll update, every lag in the synchronization circuit mapped itself through Harmony’s orgasmic spike and into the coven network. The 1.2-second window stopped being an abstraction. It became a target we could all feel.

Solana straddled me against a mirror plinth as Kim shifted to my side. Her enormous shadow bloomed beneath her body, spreading across the chamber floor. The rear Sapphotange had turned into theology settled against me, and when I entered her the shadow became active and reaching, warm living darkness that composted Light the way soil composted leaves.

Kim and Thessaly worshipped Solana from either side. Kim’s mouth on her breast. Thessaly’s warmer-than-elf hands on her hips, silver-blue hair catching the mirror light. The bridge between female devotion and male heat that was Solana’s specific role in the bond architecture materialized in the Spire chamber, and the mirrors reflected it infinitely.

The Light recoiled from Solana more visibly than it recoiled from the rest of us. Kim’s fire made the mirrors steam. Harmony’s numbers made the bells mistime. Solana’s shadow made the room remember soil. That was worse for an ideology that had survived by pretending it was clean.

Her shadow spread through the floor conduits and came back carrying white sparks like seeds caught in dark earth. The sparks did not vanish. They softened. Rooted. Changed. Every place her darkness touched, the policy language lost its certainty. “The Department recommends” became “The Department asks.” “Enhanced monitoring” became blank space. “Non-standard intimate configurations” dissolved into drifting flecks of paper-light.

Solana moaned when I thrust into her, dreamy eyes going vivid, her huge body moving with patient, fertile power against the mirror plinth. Sapphotange had seen her as a symbol before they understood her as a person. The Spire tried to do the same, to reduce her to prophetic function, to classify the Bottom Greatest as exploitable architecture. Her answer was to take me deeper and bloom warm lunar darkness through the classification system until the categories rotted.

“Not a symbol,” she whispered, voice soft and suddenly sharp. “A garden.”

The shadow surged.

Rika ground against my leg while maintaining illusions with both hands. Every reflective surface in the Spire, every mirror, every polished fixture, every glass scroll-case, showed a different decoy: copies of the coven in different configurations, phantom orgies playing out across the room to confuse the building’s targeting. She was performing for the strangest audience she’d ever had, and the audience was the infrastructure of oppression.

“Enjoying the show?” she gasped at the mirrors. The voyeur energy fed into the bond network, illusion magic and exhibition combining into misdirection that the Light couldn’t track.

She made the decoys almost right on purpose. One phantom Kim peaked half a second early. One phantom Harmony squirted against the wrong bell tone. A false version of me entered a false Solana from an impossible angle while another Rika, naked and grinning, licked a mirror seam that wasn’t a seam at all. The Spire’s targeting routines tried to identify the authentic resonance path and got caught comparing desire to desire to desire, every copy obscene enough to matter and wrong enough to poison the calculation.

Rika’s tail wrapped my thigh. Her claws scratched the mirror plinth, leaving bright lines through centuries of polished government surface. She was shaking, not from fear, but from the strain of holding a theater inside a war machine.

“Look at me,” she told the room. “No, not that me. Not that one either. Try harder.”

A targeting rune snapped toward her real body. Rika laughed and shifted the reflection half an inch. The rune struck a phantom version of her that arched, winked, and came in a burst of fake golden light so convincing that three mirrors wasted correction cycles on the illusion.

One tone.

Dracoona knelt. The surrender was fast and absolute, the aristocratic pride that usually demanded a gradual buildup stripped away by combat urgency and the trust she’d developed for the people around her. She burned dragon-heat into the circuit, feeding it through physical contact with my hand, the scales on her palm pressing hot enough to leave a print on my skin.

Her ridges were visible. Her eyes were full gold. A wisp of flame escaped her lips when the heat peaked, and the flame scorched a government mirror that cracked from the temperature differential.

There was nothing diminished in her kneeling. That was the part the Light could not parse, and the part Dracoona had fought hardest to learn. Kneeling had once meant defeat in the aristocratic grammar she’d inherited. In the coven, under my hand, it meant the exact opposite: enough trust to put her pride down without losing it.

I gripped her jaw and made her look up at me while the bells trembled overhead. Her scales flared along her shoulders and hips, the iridescence reflecting infinitely in the chamber. Tall even on her knees, dragon-blood heat radiating off her in furnace waves, she looked less like a conquered aristocrat than a weapon willingly handed to the person she trusted to aim it.

“Your fire,” I said.

“Yours to command.”

“Then burn.”

She did. Dragon-heat poured through the bond in a controlled flood, aristocratic discipline converted to furnace output. The nearest mirror cracked. The crack spread in a jagged line through the reflected policy text and made the phrase “for your safety” split down the middle.

Aurelie gripped my tie. The one she’d straightened after the holding cell, the professional accessory that was the last remnant of the boring-bureaucrat disguise. She pulled me toward her, all forty-five years of rescued professor and returned authority aimed at making the rescuer feel appreciated.

Her glasses went crooked. Her ward bond blazed at full capacity, the golden-purple protective dome expanding to shield the entire coven from the Spire’s Light-pressure. Her formality broke: “The resonance output is… is optimal for… Mr. Del M… DANA…”

She came against me with a shuddering gasp, ward magic erupting from the contact and wrapping the room in protection that the infrastructure couldn’t penetrate.

Aurelie’s contribution was not only protection. It was permission with a spine. The Light had built a century of policy around the claim that erotic bonds were dangerous because they made people vulnerable. Aurelie’s ward answered: yes, and vulnerability could be defended. Vulnerability could have walls, roofs, thresholds, and a woman with crooked glasses holding the blueprint in one shaking hand.

She kissed me hard enough to bend my tie clip. Professor Blanche, who had been dragged into a holding cell for loving me, who had endured questions framed as concern and imprisonment framed as process, stood in the Spire chamber and used the evidence against her as the foundation of a shield.

“You are not evidence,” I said against her mouth.

Her breath caught. The ward dome brightened.

“Neither are you,” she whispered, and the word you carried all seven women, Thessaly, every girl saved by the protocol, every line of research Patience had tried to turn into misconduct. She came again on the edge of the sentence, the ward dome tightening into perfect geometry around the coven.

Delphina knelt at the base of the mirror plinth. Her dark curls pooled on government marble. Her eyes looked up at me through the chaos of seven simultaneous bond activations with the fierce, chosen submission that was her real nature.

“I belong to the real bond,” she said. “Not false sovereignty. Not ambient certainty. Not a century of performance. THIS. Say it.”

“You’re mine.”

“Again.”

“You’re mine, and you chose this, and the choosing is what makes it real.”

She took me in her mouth. The resonance-shaping bond activated: her cleansed Fleshcrafting specialty focusing the combined energy of seven simultaneous orgasmic lanes into a single coherent pattern. The pattern wasn’t a weapon in the crude sense. It was a living, chosen expression, messy with purpose of everything the Puritan Lord had spent a century trying to suppress.

Delphina’s mouth was hot and exact, but the magic was hotter. Her submission gave the pattern shape because it was chosen, because she had spent a century mistaking control for safety and now understood that surrender could be more honest than command. Dark Fleshcrafting resonance, cleansed of the harvesting that had poisoned it, ran along the edges of the coven surge and pressed each lane into alignment.

Kim’s fire wanted to spread. Delphina narrowed it without dimming it.

Harmony’s data wanted to branch. Delphina braided it around the timing mark.

Solana’s shadow wanted to garden the whole room. Delphina taught it the route through the open mirrors.

Rika’s illusions wanted to multiply forever. Delphina made them shed false trails at precisely the right distance from the real spear.

Dracoona’s heat wanted to crack glass. Delphina shaped the heat into a cutting edge.

Aurelie’s ward wanted to protect everything. Delphina left a single aperture in the dome, one perfect opening aimed at the mirror-heart.

Her eyes never left mine. Her lips stretched around my cock. Her hands gripped my thighs with the strength she once used to hold people at a distance, now used to anchor herself where she belonged.

“Good girl,” I said.

The words hit her like a command and a benediction. Her resonance snapped tight around the surge.

The final bell.

The mirrors opened. The synchronization pulse arrived. For 1.2 seconds, every communication mirror in the Spire, every mirror in the government building, every connected mirror in every department and office and policy chamber across the magical government’s entire infrastructure, opened to receive the update.

The coven peaked.

It was a spear, nothing like the libido bomb’s mass-area detonation.

Violet-gold light, wrapped in Solana’s shadow, channeled through Aurelie’s wards, shaped by Delphina’s resonance, heated by Dracoona’s dragon-fire, timed by Harmony’s mathematics, disguised by Rika’s illusion, and carried on Kim’s red-gold fire of loyalty and love and years of stubbornly saying “Fuck this” to everything that tried to take what she loved.

The spear pierced the mirror-heart.

It entered the network through the open synchronization window instead of simply breaking glass, flowing through every connected mirror, every communication channel, every policy scroll and ward conduit and notification bell.

The Light-bias protocols met the thing they could not counterfeit. Not the artificial warmth of false sovereignty. Not the chemical arousal of a libido bomb. The real, messy, complicated, filthy, tender, chosen desire of seven women and one man who’d walked into the system’s heart because they wanted to.

The protocols composted.

Composted. Solana’s shadow magic metabolized the Light-bias the way it had metabolized every captured test-flame, every cold white ward, every institutional suppression system it had touched. The puritan certainty transformed into organic growth. Living vines cracked through mirror glass. Flowers bloomed from notification bells. Policy scrolls unfurled into blank parchment, the century of bias-language dissolving into clean potential.

The Communication Spire’s synchronized heartbeat stuttered. Skipped. Stopped.

And then, across the magical government’s entire infrastructure, the mirrors went clear.

Clear. Showing reality instead of bias. Reflecting the actual world instead of the world the Light had been constructing for a hundred years.

Officials in offices across the government blinked. Rubbed their eyes. Read the same policy documents they’d been reading for years and at last noticed that the language felt wrong. That the certainty felt empty. That the warm reasonable suggestions they’d been implementing weren’t warm or reasonable at all.

Patience collapsed.

Slowly, the certainty that had been the architecture of her identity for twenty years dissolved, and the person the Light had buried surfaced after two decades underground. She looked at Grimworth with eyes that were wet and confused and newly uncertain.

“Grim?” she whispered. “I can’t… I don’t feel…”

Grimworth caught her before she hit the floor.

“I know,” Grimworth said, holding the woman she’d loved decades ago, the woman the system had remade into an instrument of suppression, the woman who was learning in real time what it felt like to want without certainty telling her the wanting was wrong. “I know.”



Harmony, because she was Harmony, told Kim not to name the tactical formation.

Kim named it anyway. “The Shaft of Justice.”

“That is not a strategic designation.”

“It’s the most accurate description of what just happened. A shaft delivered justice to the infrastructure of oppression.”

“I refuse to include ‘Shaft of Justice’ in the after-action report.”

“You’re going to write an after-action report?”

“I’m going to write three after-action reports. One for Aurelie. One for Grimworth. One for posterity.”

“Include ‘Shaft of Justice’ in the posterity one.”

“I will not.”

“Posterity will be disappointed.”



The Spire chamber was a garden.

Vines grew through cracked mirrors, their green tendrils pushing through glass that had reflected a century of bias and was now reflecting flowers. Blooms emerged from institutional fixtures: notification bells sprouting moss and petals, ward conduits cracked open by roots that had found the Light’s energy and converted it to growth substrate. Policy scrolls lay blank on the floor, the century of bias-language composted into rich potential, the parchment clean and ready for whatever the government decided to write on it next.

The notification bells were silent, their brass surfaces covered in moss that pulsed with the familiar blue-green of Hexhaven’s elf tunnels, as if the deep ancient infrastructure that the elves had maintained for three millennia was reaching up through the government’s corrupted foundation to remind the surface world what lived beneath the systems it had built. The same moss that lined the Hall of Remembrance, the same glow that had illuminated the coven’s underground resistance, appeared here in the Light’s former heart, a signature from the oldest infrastructure in the magical world left on the newest corruption it had helped destroy.

The coven lay tangled together on the marble floor of a government communication chamber that was now a garden.

Exhausted. Exposed. Covered in each other and the residual golden-violet-shadow-fire light of the seven-bond surge that had just destroyed a hundred years of embedded contamination. My cum was inside or on several of the women, the biological reality of a magical operation that required simultaneous orgasm, and the mess of it, the human reality of seven women, one man, and one elf who’d just weaponized desire in the heart of a government building, was as much a part of the victory as the composted mirrors.

Kim was crying. Not from sadness. From relief. From the joy of fighting for something and winning it, tears streaming down freckled cheeks, her heavy tits heaving with the force of sobs that she made no attempt to muffle. The same unqualified emotional expression she’d brought to every crisis since the first day she’d said “Fuck this” on a plane to Hexhaven. She was the most beautiful crier in the coven because she cried the way she loved: loudly, fully, and without apology.

Harmony was writing notes on a scroll she’d salvaged from the floor, documenting the resonance data from the surge while still shaking from her own contribution. Her glasses were at a ninety-degree angle, an extreme lens displacement, and she was recording data points with handwriting that deteriorated from “academic journal” to “earthquake victim” as the cognitive surplus faded. “The synchronization timing was 0.31 seconds,” she said to nobody in particular. “That’s within optimal parameters. I need a chart. Does anyone have a chart?”

Nobody had a chart. Harmony appeared personally offended by this absence.

Solana’s shadow retracted to its normal range, the broad bloom pulling back across the Spire chamber like a tide going out, but the flowers it had grown remained. Violet, alive, growing from government marble. Pushing through cracks in mirrors. Blooming from the bases of notification bells. Turning a room that had been designed to suppress desire into a garden that celebrated it.

Rika’s tail had gone completely rigid during the peak, the orgasm translating to full-tail paralysis, and was now slowly unfurling segment by segment, the feline equivalent of a system reboot. She lay on her stomach on the marble, golden skin catching the remaining light, and wrote “compliance this” on a cracked mirror with one extended claw in letters large enough to be visible from the chamber entrance.

Dracoona sat with her back against a cracked mirror, scales fading slowly from their blazing peak to their resting shimmer, ridges still visible, the permanent protrusions above her collar catching the composted light. She was holding Rika’s hand, and neither of them was acknowledging it because acknowledging it would require admitting that the chaos agent and the ice queen had become something neither of them had vocabulary for.

Aurelie had her glasses back on. She’d straightened them within thirty seconds of the surge ending because Aurelie Blanche prioritized lens alignment the way other people prioritized breathing. She was examining the ward architecture of the destroyed Spire with professional interest, running her fingers along the vines that had replaced the mirror conduits. “The structural engineering of the bias network was remarkable,” she said. “Deplorable, but remarkable. The distributed synchronization model alone would warrant three doctoral dissertations.”

“Can the doctoral dissertations wait until we leave the building?” I asked.

“The optimal time for architectural assessment is immediately following structural failure. The failure patterns are still fresh.”

“Aurelie.”

“…the dissertations can wait.”

Delphina lay on her back on the marble, dark curls fanned around her like a halo, eyes half-closed and staring at the dome ceiling where notification bells hung silent beneath their new coating of moss. She was smiling. Not the predatory assessment smile. Not the political calculation smile. A small, genuine, exhausted smile that said she’d just helped destroy something she’d once tried to build, and the destruction felt better than the building ever had.

Somewhere below, Dabbledough asked whether anyone had gotten the market timestamp of the Spire collapse. “The precision of the timing is critical for settlement purposes,” her voice carried through the building’s now-composted mirror network.

Grimworth’s response was audible from seven floors away: “If you mention markets one more time I will use this emergency authorization form as a weapon.”

Patience sat against Grimworth’s shoulder. Not standing. Not administering. Not stirring chamomile tea. Sitting on the floor of a room she’d believed was the center of safety, learning that safety had been a lie told by mirrors, and holding the hand of a woman she’d flinched from earlier that day.

“I remember,” Patience whispered. “I remember being curious.”

Grimworth’s hand tightened around hers.

“I remember,” she said.

The bells were silent. The mirrors were clear. And somewhere in the building’s freshly composted infrastructure, a genuine policy suggestion began to form, written by officials who could finally think without the system telling them what to think.

The last mirror went dark, and for one breath the room held nothing but panting, cracked glass, and vines growing through government stone.

But today, the government was free.

And Patience Numbridge, the woman who’d been warm and certain and kind and absolutely wrong, sat on the floor of a destroyed communication chamber and looked at Grimworth with eyes that held no certainty at all.

“I don’t know what I think,” she whispered.

Grimworth knelt beside her. Did not touch her. Did not offer tea. “Good.”


Chapter 20: The Government Believes

I learned most of what happened across the capital from Harmony’s post-Spire assessment, Aurelie’s ward review, and three government debrief packets Grimworth obtained by following every disclosure rule in the wrong order.

Government officials woke slowly from systemic conditioning. The conditioning had not been deep in the way possession was deep, with tentacles in the mind and white light behind the eyes. Institutional conditioning was the water they’d been swimming in, and you don’t notice water until someone drains the pool.

We had drained the pool.

Across the capital building, in offices and conference rooms and the polished corridors where communication mirrors had spent a century adding bias to every message, officials blinked. Not the theatrical blinking of someone pretending to wake up. The genuine, confused, slightly nauseated blinking from officials whose perceptual framework had just been removed and who were seeing their own professional lives clearly at last.

Harmony showed me a copied incident note from the Policy Standards division. A department head had read a memo she’d written the previous month recommending “enhanced suppression protocols for non-standard intimate configurations” and couldn’t remember why the phrase had sounded reasonable. She read it three times. Each reading made it worse. The third time, she circled the word “suppression” with a red pen and wrote in the margin: “Who told me this was okay?”

Nobody had told her. The building had told her. And the building was now growing flowers from its mirror frames.

Aurelie’s review included a witness statement from a junior analyst in the Communications Review office. He reread the standard mirror-transit language that every message carried as a header: “In the interest of institutional stability and the welfare of bonded magical citizens, the Department recommends…” Only then did he notice that every message he’d ever processed had begun with the same soothing administrative preamble. He noticed that the preamble had been telling him what the Department recommended before the actual message arrived. He noticed that the recommendation was always the same: regulate, contain, suppress.

According to his supervisor, he sat at his desk for forty minutes without moving.

Some officials were horrified. Some were confused. Some went to the building’s commissary and ate comfort food because institutional crisis manifested as hunger in a significant percentage of the population. A few were angry, the anger directed not at the coven that had destroyed the Spire but at themselves for not noticing sooner, for following warm suggestions down reasonable corridors into certainty that was anything but.

The anger was healthy. It meant the system’s certainty was fully gone and the human instinct to question had returned. Angry people ask questions. Certain people don’t need to.

“Memory gaps,” Harmony reported, reviewing the post-Spire assessment data with the clinical thoroughness she applied to everything, her clipboard replaced by a salvaged government notebook because her clipboard had been lost during the Level 6 combat and she mourned it the way other people mourned pets. “Approximately 64% of surveyed officials report discontinuities in their decision-making history. They remember making choices but can’t reconstruct the reasoning. The reasoning was the Light. It was never their reasoning. It was the system’s reasoning delivered through their hands.”

“And the other 36%?”

“Fully remember everything. No discontinuity. They made their decisions with Light-bias enhancement but experienced it as normal professional judgment. The bias was subtle enough that it integrated with their existing thought patterns rather than overriding them.” She paused, amber eyes sharp behind glasses she’d straightened precisely once since the Spire chamber because the post-crisis straightening was a ritual and rituals were not performed more than once. “Those are the ones who’ll be angry. They’ll feel betrayed by their own minds. They thought they were thinking freely and they weren’t, and that discovery is something that keeps people awake at three in the morning for the rest of their lives.”

“Better betrayed and awake than certain and sleeping.”

“Objectively yes. Emotionally complicated. Therapeutically, a decade’s worth of institutional psychological recovery across an entire government apparatus.” She wrote something in the salvaged notebook. “I’ve drafted a preliminary recommendation for a government-wide therapeutic assessment protocol. It’s three pages. I wrote it during the post-Spire debrief while Aurelie was assessing the ward architecture.”

“You wrote a three-page therapeutic assessment protocol during a post-combat debrief.”

“I had cognitive surplus. The surplus needed application.” She looked at me as if destroying a century of institutional contamination through synchronized orgasm naturally required processing the experience through bureaucratic productivity. “The alternative was a fourth page.”



The Department of Magical Oversight officially acknowledged the Puritan Lord as an ongoing threat in language the institution had avoided until now.

The acknowledgment came in the form of a sealed public statement delivered by the acting department head, a woman whose own communication mirror had been composted into a flowering planter and who was handling the existential crisis of her institution’s corruption with grim professionalism. No breakdowns on company time.

“The Department confirms that an infiltrative Light-bias system, consistent with historical accounts of the Puritan Lord of Light’s first rising, was embedded in the government’s communication and policy infrastructure. The system operated through enchanted mirrors, ward conduits, and automated policy language that added suppression-oriented bias to all official communications. The system was destroyed by students and faculty of Hexhaven University acting in coordination with Headmistress Dabbledough and Deputy Headmistress Grimworth.”

She paused. Consulted her notes. The notes were written on actual parchment with actual ink because none of the building’s enchanted stationery could be trusted yet.

“The Department extends its gratitude to those involved in the discovery and elimination of this threat.”

Gratitude. The word landed with the reluctant force of an institution admitting it owed something to people it had been trying to suppress.

I received “public thanks” that sounded uncomfortably like political recognition.

I stood in the capital building’s atrium, wearing my real face and my real eyes with the violet that flickered when magic or emotion spiked, and received the thanks of a government that had spent weeks trying to dissolve my coven. The irony was not lost on anyone present.

Dabbledough gave a statement to the assembled magical media that would have made Grimworth commit arson if arson could be processed through proper administrative channels.

“The excellence of Hexhaven’s educational program is demonstrated by the caliber of student it produces,” Dabbledough said, standing in the capital building’s atrium with her star-embroidered robes still singed from the ward pocket and her white hair still loose because she’d lost every hair pin during the battle and hadn’t bothered to find them. She looked like a woman who’d just destroyed a government building’s security infrastructure and was giving a press conference about it, which was exactly what she was. “Our curriculum in Synchronized Resonance Theory, Bond Shielding, and Forbidden Bond Architecture provided the theoretical foundation for the operation that identified and eliminated the embedded Light contamination.”

The magical media, a collection of enchanted quills and self-writing notepads and one actual human journalist who looked like she’d been awake for thirty hours and was surviving on coffee and disbelief, processed this information.

“Are you saying Hexhaven trained the sovereign coven that broke into the government building?” the human journalist asked.

“I’m saying Hexhaven’s academic program provided the competencies that enabled a group of motivated students and faculty to address a century-old institutional threat through innovative application of advanced magical theory.” Dabbledough paused. “I’m also saying that my prediction-market position on ‘Dana survives and government acknowledges Puritan Lord’ has generated sufficient returns to fund the repairs caused by the operation, which demonstrates that market mechanisms can be aligned with institutional objectives when properly calibrated.”

Grimworth, standing behind Dabbledough with an expression that looked like a formal objection considering physical violence, said: “The headmistress would like to clarify that prediction-market returns do not constitute an ethical funding mechanism.”

“They constitute a liquid one,” Dabbledough said.

“That is not the same thing.”

“It is if you need seventeen mirrors, four ward conduits, and one file cabinet that was relocated with extreme prejudice.”

The statement was technically true and legally a nightmare because it positioned Hexhaven as the institution that had trained a sovereign-class coven leader, and the government was now trying to figure out whether that made Hexhaven an asset to be supported or a threat to be monitored or, most troublingly, an institution whose educational output was more powerful than the government’s own security apparatus. The last option was keeping several department heads awake at night, and Dabbledough’s casual implication that Hexhaven had produced the people who’d saved the government was not helping them sleep.

“She just took credit for your dark lord education,” Grimworth muttered to me as we left the press conference.

“She just hedged a narrative position.”

“That’s the same thing.”

“It’s the thing that keeps Hexhaven funded and protected. If the government believes we trained you, the government has to support us or admit their own security was overcome by a school project.”

“A school project,” Grimworth repeated, as if the phrase caused her physical pain. “You broke into a government building, fought guards, rescued a professor from government captivity, and destroyed a century of Light contamination through sexual magic. And she called it a school project.”

“She called it innovative application of advanced magical theory.”

“That’s the same thing.”



Patience survived.

The inspector was gone. The woman the certainty had buried remained. She was transferred from the Spire chamber to a medical ward where healers who’d just been freed from twenty years of bias-influenced treatment protocols were relearning what genuine care looked like.

She remembered warmth. She remembered desire. She remembered being a curious young woman who loved touch and questioned everything and believed that magical education should embrace its foundations rather than managing them. The memories came back in fragments, like photographs surfacing from deep water: her academy years, her early career, the gradual shift that she’d experienced not as loss but as growth, because the system had been gentle enough to make the loss feel like wisdom.

She also remembered what she’d done. The compliance orders. The monitoring wards. Aurelie’s arrest. The chamomile tea that she’d served before every act of institutional cruelty because the system had taught her that kindness preceded necessity.

Grimworth refused to absolve her. But she also refused to leave.

“She needs treatment,” Grimworth told me in the corridor outside the medical ward, controlled restraint turning grief and anger into administrative protocol. “Not punishment. Not forgiveness. Treatment. The Light didn’t possess her. It shaped her. The difference matters.”

“Does it?”

“It matters because possession can be broken in a moment. Shaping takes years to undo.” Her spectacles reflected the corridor’s light, clean after a century of contamination. “She’ll need to rebuild herself the way Aurelie rebuilt herself after the Puritan Lord left her head. Except Aurelie had seven months of possession. Patience had twenty years of architecture.”

“Will she recover?”

“I don’t know.” Grimworth’s jaw tightened. The blush from their earlier conversation was nowhere in evidence. What was in evidence was something harder: cold fury, a woman who’d lost someone to institutional conditioning and been given back someone who might not be the same person. “I know she flinched when I held her hand. And I know the flinch was smaller than the first one.”

She turned and walked back into the medical ward. The door closed behind her with Grimworth’s exact institutional precision, every action performed as if the proper execution of procedure could hold the world together.

Sometimes it could.



Aurelie returned to Hexhaven on a Wednesday.

I felt her before I saw her. The ward bond, which had been stretched thin and strained and slowly rebuilding since the holding cell restoration, settled back into the network the moment she crossed Hexhaven’s ward boundary. It was not a gradual process. It was a click: the sensation of a supporting wall finding its foundation, the roof coming home to the walls that had missed it. The golden-purple warmth expanded through the bond network like dawn replacing night, and every coven member felt it simultaneously.

Kim, who was eating breakfast in the Great Hall, stopped with her fork halfway to her mouth and said: “She’s back.”

Harmony, who was in the library cross-referencing Spite’s notebooks with post-Spire intelligence data, looked up from her pages and her glasses went straight with the sharp alignment that meant she was processing something important. “The ward bond just hit 87% operational capacity from passive proximity alone. That’s higher than the pre-arrest baseline.”

Solana, who was in the greenhouse tending the violet flowers that had grown during her shadow-conductive integration, smiled. Her shadow bloomed two new flowers in the time it took her to exhale.

Rika, who was sharing a sunbeam with Mr. Whiskers in the hospital wing while Grandma dozed, said: “The cat just purred.” Mr. Whiskers did not purr for bonded coven members. Mr. Whiskers purred for tuna, for Grandma, and apparently for the ward magic of a returning professor.

Dracoona, who was in the training arena converting practice dummies to slag, paused mid-incineration and let her scales shimmer with the warm iridescence that she insisted was temperature-related.

Delphina, who was in the Fleshcrafting lab reviewing the post-mission disguise degradation data, looked up and said, “The resonance-shaping profiles just recalibrated. The network is complete again.”

Aurelie walked through the Lustenhart corridor in her best Ravenslop robes, the formal ones with the starched collar and the immaculate cuffs, her auburn hair in its tightest bun, her glasses polished to a transparency that suggested she’d spent the transport journey cleaning them because cleaning glasses was what Aurelie did when she needed to process something and didn’t want to process it visibly. She looked like a professor arriving for a normal day of lectures.

That was the point. Aurelie Blanche processed survival through normalcy the way other people processed it through celebration. She had survived seven months of puritan possession by maintaining her academic routine. She had survived days of institutional captivity by scratching ward diagrams on her cell wall. She would survive the aftermath of everything that had happened by straightening papers, adjusting glasses, and pouring a cup of tea that was not chamomile.

She went to her office first. She straightened the papers on her desk, papers that Kim had knocked askew during her goodbye hug and that nobody had touched since because touching them would have meant accepting the absence. She adjusted the photograph on her bookshelf. She polished the lens of the emergency ward projector she kept in her desk drawer. She poured a cup of tea from the kettle she maintained through enchantment, the same kettle that had sat on her desk for twenty-three years of teaching, and the tea was Earl Grey because chamomile was no longer an option and would never be an option again.

Then the coven arrived.

Kim first, because Kim was always first. She entered Aurelie’s office at full speed and wrapped the professor in a hug that pressed her abundant breasts against Ravenslop robes and communicated, through pure physical force, that the period of restraint and institutional terror was over.

“Welcome back,” Kim said.

“Ms. Mink, you’re crushing my glasses.”

“I don’t care.”

“My glasses are load-bearing.”

“I still don’t care.”

Harmony entered second. She stood in the doorway, clipboard in hand, amber eyes wet behind glasses she’d just straightened. She didn’t hug. She presented data.

“Your ward bond has restored to 94.7% operational capacity. The remaining 5.3% will recover through standard maintenance within approximately seventy-two hours. I’ve prepared a schedule.”

“Thank you, Ms. Rolling.”

“The schedule is color-coded.”

“I would expect nothing less.”

Harmony’s analytical mask cracked. She crossed the office, put the clipboard down, and hugged Aurelie with careful, almost over-precise arms. Organization was her usual love language. Contact had to carry it this time.

“I cried,” Harmony whispered. “During the Spire surge. Not from the orgasm. From your ward coming back.”

“I noticed. Your cognitive output during the emotional release was 17% above your usual peak. I intend to study the interaction between grief and intelligence in my next paper.”

“That’s the most you thing you could have said.”

“I missed you too, Ms. Rolling.”

Solana drifted in with living flowers already growing in her footsteps, violet blooms that the corridor had never seen before and that Spite would later measure with grudging fascination. She didn’t hug Aurelie. She placed a single flower, deep violet with shadows in the petals, on Aurelie’s desk.

“The plants are happy you’re back,” Solana said. “So am I.”

Rika perched on the windowsill because sitting in chairs was for people who’d given up on life. Her tail swished. Her ears were forward. She said nothing, emotional enough that nobody teased her for it.

Dracoona stood at the door with her arms crossed and her scales visible and her ice-gray eyes holding gold flickers that she’d stopped trying to suppress. “We burned through three file cabinets, a ward cell, and approximately twelve billion government regulations to get you back. Don’t make it necessary again.”

“I’ll try to avoid being arrested by embedded Light constructs in the future, Ms. McFly.”

“See that you do.”

Delphina arrived last, hovering at the threshold, uncertain. She had not been part of the coven when Aurelie was taken, and she did not know what role she occupied in the return. Dark curls. Guarded eyes. The “I DEFECTED WRONG” button barely visible in her pocket.

“I offered obedience because I don’t have better language for concern,” she said.

Aurelie studied her. The brown eyes behind the glasses assessed the newest coven member with the academic thoroughness that was her default evaluation mode.

“Obedience is a perfectly serviceable language, Ms. Bearbone. I recommend pairing it with tea. Not chamomile.”



The restoration happened in Aurelie’s office first, then moved to the warded Lustenhart common room when her hands stopped shaking enough to relocate.

It began with tea. Real tea. Not chamomile. Aurelie poured with steady hands and focused calm, normalcy reassembled from fragments. Kim sat beside her and didn’t let go of her arm. Harmony locked the office door and set waterproofing and ward privacy with the practiced efficiency born from years of managing the environmental consequences of her own cognition.

The bond restoration was physical and emotional simultaneously, because Aurelie’s ward specialty couldn’t separate the two and neither could the coven.

I kissed her first. Her hands came up to my face, the automatic gesture of a professor assessing a student that became, in the contact, something entirely different. Her brown eyes closed behind her glasses. The ward bond blazed.

“Mr. Del Morte,” she said against my mouth.

“Dana.”

“…Dana.” The name carried the same weight it had carried in the holding cell: the exact moment when the professor allowed the woman to speak. “I need everyone. Not just you. Everyone. The bond is a network. Restoring one thread restores strength. Restoring all threads restores the roof.”

We moved to the Lustenhart common room because eight people and their various physical requirements didn’t fit in a professor’s office without Tetris-level spatial optimization.

The common room was home. The fireplace burned every color simultaneously, the way it had during second year’s end-of-year session. The tapestries responded to occupancy: the couple dancing did something significantly more intimate than dancing, the dragon rolled happily, and the witch abandoned her cauldron for a romance novel she appeared to have been waiting years to finish.

Aurelie stood at the center of the room with her glasses and her tea and her hair escaping its bun one strand at a time, and she let the coven come to her. Somewhere between the capital’s collapse and our return through Dabbledough’s emergency authorization, Grimworth had retrieved the Level 3 property bag with the same grim efficiency she used for hostile paperwork. Aurelie’s emerald lace had come home before Aurelie stopped shaking.

Kim first. Always first. She undressed Aurelie with practiced tenderness built since second year and an understanding that the professor’s visual event was the removal of layers. Robes fell. The blouse unbuttoned. The lace, the emerald green set with the lower neckline, appeared from under the institutional propriety like a promise kept.

“You wore the good lace to prison,” Kim said.

“I wore it because it was mine, and when they took it, I made certain it came back with me.” Aurelie’s voice was steady. Her hands weren’t. “A woman’s lingerie is not evidence of misconduct. It is evidence of choice.”

I pulled her close. The professor-student dynamic that had defined Aurelie’s kink from the beginning felt different here, post-rescue. Not the forbidden frisson of a boundary she shouldn’t cross. Earned intimacy after every crossed boundary, after punishment, after choosing to come back for more.

Her glasses stayed on. Her glasses always stayed on.

But when Harmony joined, pressing against Aurelie’s back with slim arms wrapping her waist, Aurelie’s professional veneer broke. Not the dramatic shattering of her first liberation or last year’s end-of-year scene. A quiet dissolution, like ice in warm water, the formal shell softening until the woman beneath was visible and trembling.

“I was scared,” she said. “I didn’t show it. I didn’t show it because showing fear in an institution designed to interpret fear as evidence of dependency would have confirmed everything they accused me of. But I was scared every day.”

Kim held her tighter. Solana’s shadow softened the room’s light to moonlit warmth. Rika’s usual teasing went gentle, her voice dropping to a purr that was comfort rather than provocation. Dracoona stood guard at the door, scales visible, watching the corridor with the protective vigilance of a dragon watching her hoard.

Delphina watched the coven tend Aurelie with the careful attention of someone learning a language she’d never been taught. The aftercare. The gentleness. The way Kim held Aurelie’s hand through the first wave and Harmony counted heartbeats for therapeutic purposes and Solana grew flowers in Aurelie’s hair.

“This is how you do it,” Delphina said quietly.

“Do what?” I asked.

“Belong to someone without the belonging being performance.”

The restoration became physical. Not urgent, the way the holding cell had been. Not frantic, the way the Spire recharge had been. Warm. Deliberate. The coven restoring its adult anchor through the only language that worked for all of them simultaneously.

I kissed her deeper and her hands found my shirt, unbuttoning with the mechanical skill that survived everything, each button freed with the dexterity of fingers that had been writing ward diagrams on stone walls for days because there was nothing else to write on.

Kim helped. Kim always helped. She came around behind Aurelie and unclipped the emerald lace with the practiced familiarity of second year, knowing the reveal was the event: each layer removed was a layer of institutional armor discarded, the professor’s visual journey from concealment to revelation that was her core erotic signature.

“You wore the good lace to prison,” Kim said again, softer this time, pressing her lips to Aurelie’s bare shoulder where the strap had been.

“Evidence of choice,” Aurelie whispered.

We moved to the common room’s central cushion, the space where the coven had held its most significant intimate sessions, the fabric carrying the accumulated warmth of every bond maintained in this room. The Lustenhart fireplace burned every color simultaneously, the flames reading the emotional weather of eight people processing reunion and relief and desire.

I pulled Aurelie down onto the cushion and she went willingly, her hair fanning across the fabric, her glasses catching the multi-colored firelight. I kissed her throat, lingering where her pulse hammered beneath the skin. Kissed her collarbone where the beauty mark lived, that dark punctuation on light olive skin that was only visible when her layers came off. Kissed the slope of her mature breast, my lips tracing the generous curve where the emerald lace had cupped her, the skin warm and impossibly soft with the fullness that age had given rather than taken. Her dark nipple tightened under my breath, the larger, darker areola pebbling as I drew it into my mouth and sucked. She arched off the cushion, one hand gripping my hair, the formal composure dissolving by millimeters.

“Mr. Del Morte,” she said, the formality a comfort rather than a distance, the shield she placed between the professor and the vulnerability. “The bond restoration protocol suggests sustained physical contact at multiple interface points to maximize…”

I slid my hand between her thighs and found her drenched, the days of deprivation and the emotional weight of homecoming translated into a physical readiness that soaked my fingers on contact. I pressed two inside her and curled forward, and the academic pretext died mid-sentence.

“Oh,” she breathed. Then: “The protocol… the…”

I withdrew my fingers and replaced them with my cock, pressing into her slowly. She was tight from days without contact, her inner walls gripping with the desperate intensity of a body remembering something it had been denied. Each inch of penetration drew a small sound from her, raw and unfiltered, need as basic as breath. I seated myself fully inside her and held still, feeling her pulse around me, her pussy clenching in involuntary welcomes that the bond translated as warmth flooding a cold room.

“Dana,” she corrected herself. The shift from surname to name, the exact moment when the professor allowed the woman to speak, hit the bond like a key sliding into a lock. “Dana. Move. Please.”

I moved. Slow, deep strokes that let her feel every inch, that let the bond rebuild itself through sustained contact, each thrust a pulse of golden-purple ward energy that spread outward from where our bodies joined. Her full mature breasts rocked with the rhythm, the heavy D-cups moving with a lush gravity that the younger women’s didn’t carry, the dark nipples tracing arcs in the firelight.

Kim held Aurelie’s hand while I fucked her, copper fingers laced with the scholar’s, the fire bond and the ward bond interacting through the physical connection of the two women’s clasped hands. Kim’s other hand found Aurelie’s breast, thumb circling the dark nipple with the casual physical affection that was Kim’s gift, and the professor’s back arched at the dual contact. Student and anchor. Desire and warmth. The combination made Aurelie’s restraint shatter faster than any single stimulus could.

Harmony joined from behind me, pressing against my back, her slim toned body flush against my skin. She wrapped her arms around my waist and monitored bond resonance through physical contact, the analytical sharpness translating the data from the bond network into real-time feedback. “Ninety-one percent. Ninety-three. The secondary harmonic is stabilizing.”

She was crying. I could feel the tears against my shoulder blade, the warmth of someone weeping without acknowledging it because acknowledging it would require interrupting the data stream. Harmony cried the way she did everything: with skill, with purpose, and with absolute denial that it was happening.

Solana softened the room. Her shadow spread across the common room floor, warm and alive, turning the fireplace’s multi-colored light into something that felt like twilight in a garden. Violet flowers bloomed from the cushion’s seams, growing around Aurelie’s body like a wreath, the nature magic welcoming the ward bond’s return with the same responsive joy that made forests grow when spring arrived.

Rika turned her usual teasing gentle. She curled against the cushion’s edge, her small golden body warm, her tail wrapping around Aurelie’s ankle in the same anchoring gesture she used for Dracoona. She purred. Not the performative purr of the exhibitionist. The deep, quiet purr of comfort, the vibration carrying through the cushion and into Aurelie’s body where it met the ward bond’s resonance and amplified it.

Dracoona kept watch. She stood at the common room door, scales visible and ridges prominent, dragon-straight posture making the threshold look guarded by something older than etiquette. The dragon guarding her hoard. But her ice-gray eyes, when they flickered to the scene on the cushion, held gold warmth, and the scales along her forearms shimmered with the happy iridescence she insisted was “temperature affecting the refraction.”

I took Aurelie with the measured deliberation her kink demanded: the professor’s visual event was transformation, not urgency. Each thrust brought her closer to the point where the academic analysis failed and the woman emerged, and I tracked the transformation through the familiar landmarks. First the formality cracked: “The resonance output is… is exceeding projections…” Her voice caught on a particularly deep stroke that made her hips rise off the cushion. Then the speech degraded: “The bond is… oh… the ward is…” Her glasses went crooked as my pace increased, the angle shifting with each thrust until they sat at forty-five degrees and she stopped reaching to straighten them.

I gripped her thighs, spreading them wider, changing the angle until each thrust pressed against the spot that made her articulate professor’s voice dissolve into wordless sound. Her full breasts rocked with the motion, the dark nipples dragging against my chest, the heavy weight of them shifting with each stroke. I fucked her harder, the wet sound of our connection filling the common room, the cushion absorbing the force while the fireplace burned every color at once.

“Dana,” she said, and the word contained days of fear and self-control and institutional captivity and the refusal to break, all of it releasing through the simplest syllable she knew. “Please. Don’t stop. The bond needs… I need you to not stop.”

I didn’t stop. I braced one hand beside her head and caught her hip with the other, driving into her with the measured force that said this was not academic and not procedural and not a protocol. Her crooked glasses slid another fraction down her nose as she wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me deeper with ward-caster strength built across twenty-three years, her heels digging into my lower back, her pussy clenching around me with each thrust as though her body was trying to hold me inside her permanently.

The ward bond hit 97% and I felt it happen through the network: the protective dome expanding from Aurelie’s body outward like a ceiling being rebuilt over a house that had been open to storm. Golden-purple light spread from the contact point through the common room, through the coven, through every bond in the network.

When she came, the ward magic completed itself. Her orgasm was full, shuddering surrender after days locked in rigid self-control, containment finally breaking because she chose to let it break. Her inner walls clamped around me so hard I saw stars, urgent contractions milking my cock with the intensity of a body that had been starved of contact, and her full, unbroken protection restored to maximum capacity. The dome settled over the entire coven like a roof coming home to the walls that had missed it.

The bond carried my release through every restored ward-line, my cock pulsing deep, each spurt of cum met by a clenching aftershock from her body that pulled it deeper. I felt the ward bond lock into place, the golden-purple light steady and warm, the protective ceiling that Aurelie contributed to the network humming at full resonance. Her inner walls held me in slow restorative squeezes that the bond translated as safety, safety, safety. Her glasses were at the forty-five-degree angle that marked the most complete dissolution of her professional shell, and she made no move to straighten them.

Every bond touched the roof. Every woman felt it. The moment the protection settled, a collective exhale moved through the coven like a held breath finally released.

Kim cried. She cried because Kim cried when things were beautiful, the same way she’d cried at Solana’s shadow blooming and Dracoona’s first chosen flame and every other moment when the coven became more than the sum of its bonds. Copper hair against the cushion, tears on freckled cheeks, heavy tits heaving with genuine, uncomplicated happiness.

Harmony documented the resonance data while trembling. Her notebook was wet from her tears and she pretended the moisture was from the waterproofing spell she’d cast on the room. Nobody contradicted her. The data, she would later confirm, showed a 97.3% bond restoration, which was within the optimal range for sustained ward projection and which she would graph in three colors and present to Aurelie as though the colors were professionally relevant and not chosen because they were the coven’s bond palette.

Solana’s flowers grew through the cushions, violet blooms pushing through the fabric in spirals that followed the golden-purple ward light, nature magic and ward magic intertwining in a visual that was equal parts beautiful and otherworldly.

Rika purred against Dracoona’s shoulder, having relocated from the cushion’s edge to the dragon’s side because Rika always migrated toward Dracoona after emotional moments, the catgirl and the dragon forming their own quiet unit within the larger family.

Dracoona’s scales shimmered with the warm iridescence that meant she was happy. She would deny it if asked. She would insist it was temperature affecting the refraction, the way she always did. The scales knew better.

Delphina received something she hadn’t expected: a lesson. Not in the academic sense. In the experiential sense. She stood at the common room’s edge, watching the coven tend its returning member, and understood at last that the aftercare she received during her BDSM sessions wasn’t an exception or a novelty granted to the newest and most difficult member. It was the standard. This coven held its members after they were vulnerable. Always. Regardless of the circumstances. Whether the vulnerability was restraint and degradation or captivity and rescue, the response was the same: stay, hold, tend, be present.

She didn’t cry. Delphina didn’t cry unless restrained, the emotional release requiring the physical permission of the bonds before it could happen. But she looked at Aurelie, restored and warm and surrounded by the people who’d crossed an infected government building to bring her home, and something behind the predatory performance settled into place. A gear finding its teeth. A lock accepting its key. The specific click of a century spent building false bonds finally meeting a real one from the outside, watching the coven be a family, and realizing she was already in it.

“Welcome back, Professor,” she said.

Aurelie, glasses crooked at the forty-five-degree angle that marked every significant intimate encounter, hair wild with auburn waves spilling across the cushion, ward magic humming at full capacity, said: “Thank you, Ms. Bearbone. I believe our next session should discuss the academic framework for institutional resistance through chosen intimacy.”

“Is that a class?”

“It’s a conversation. Over tea. Not chamomile.”



Dabbledough’s press statement to the magical media used the phrase “mostly under control” five times. Grimworth redacted all five. The revised statement said “fully addressed,” which was an improvement but still technically a lie because the political implications of a sovereign coven configuration saving the government from itself were approximately as under control as a dragon at a gas station.

Sapphotange sent Solana a formal garden invitation on pressed green parchment with the house’s vine-and-moon seal. The language was ritualistic, heavy with Sapphotange’s internal tradition: “The garden acknowledges the shadow-bearer and extends its threshold.” It was an institutional document that said, in the language of a sapphic house that had been closed to male energy for generations: you may enter. Through her.

Solana read it while sitting in the Lustenhart common room with a cup of herbal tea that Spite had grudgingly provided and flowers growing from her footprints on the stone floor. “The paperwork arrived before the icon status did,” she said.

“Apparently it requires pressed parchment and formal seal work,” Harmony said.

“I don’t feel like an icon. I feel like someone whose ass is prophetically significant and whose shadow grows things.”

“That’s what an icon is. You’re just experiencing it from the inside.”

Kunningbrott sent their letter to Delphina that same evening. “Strategic alignment with sovereign-adjacent interests.” The phrasing was pure Kunningbrott: ambition dressed as collaboration, leverage wearing partnership’s clothing, every word chosen for a house that treated language as a weapon and sincerity as a vulnerability.

Dracoona read it over Delphina’s shoulder with her scales visible in the fireplace’s multi-colored glow, and made a sound like a dragon swallowing a lemon. The sound was surprisingly resonant. It echoed off the common room walls.

“They’re offering alliance.”

“They’re offering proximity,” Delphina corrected, her dark eyes scanning the document with old, practiced analysis. She had been writing bureaucratic manipulation longer than the letter’s author had been alive. “Alliance implies equals. Proximity implies orbit. They’re positioning themselves to benefit from whatever comes next.”

“Which is?”

“Whatever the sovereign coven decides it is.”

Dracoona looked at the letter. At Delphina. At me. The gold in her eyes burned. The dragon line beneath her shirt pressed outward, the permanent protrusions catching the firelight alongside the scales.

“Strategic alignment,” she said, “with sovereign-adjacent interests.” She paused. “The hyphenation is politically weak.”

“The hyphenation is standard Kunningbrott formal-document convention,” Delphina said.

“It’s still weak.”

“It’s a start,” I said.

“It’s infuriating.”

“It’s politics,” Delphina said. “Politics is always infuriating. That’s why it works.”

Rika, who had been listening from the windowsill where she’d been grooming her tail with the absent focus of a cat doing cat things, said: “So Sapphotange opened for Solana and Kunningbrott opened for Delphina. Ravenslop is recovering through RLHF. Lustenhart was always ours.” She counted on her fingers. “That’s four houses. We have four houses.”

“We don’t HAVE four houses,” I said. “We have one house, one house that’s cracking through Solana, one house that’s aligning through Delphina, and one house that’s recovering from possession.”

“That’s four houses,” Rika repeated.

“That’s not how governance works.”

“It’s how it starts,” Delphina said quietly. “Every sovereign configuration in history started with one person and four houses.”

The room went very still.

Mr. Whiskers, still safely at Hexhaven with Grandma and apparently offended that nobody had asked his opinion before destroying a government communication system, sent Patience a claw-script note that Harmony translated with visible reluctance.

“Touch-bad-light-gone, tuna-still-needed.”

“Is that compassion?” Kim asked.

“It’s unclear,” Harmony said. “His grammatical structure doesn’t distinguish between sympathy and demands for fish.”

“It might be both.”

“It might be both,” Harmony agreed.


Chapter 21: Future Sovereign

The end-of-year ceremony at Hexhaven had rarely been normal, but this year it was operating so far beyond the boundaries of normal that Grimworth had created an entirely new category of administrative documentation to contain it. The form was labeled “MISCELLANEOUS: NEARLY UNPRECEDENTED” and contained thirty-seven checkboxes, of which thirty-four applied.

The three that didn’t apply were “student transformation into sentient fungi” (which had happened in 1847 and had its own form), “headmistress ascension to higher plane” (which had a theoretical framework but no precedent Grimworth was willing to recognize), and “campus relocation to alternate dimension” (which Dabbledough insisted was still possible and which Grimworth had included in the form purely to demonstrate that she took nothing off the table after the year they’d had).

There was no standard house award because the standard house award required a year of standard academic performance, and standard academic performance had not occurred. The school had spent much of the year under government occupation and the rest committing what Grimworth continued to call “corrective administration,” a euphemism that covered everything from underground bond-maintenance sessions to breaking into a government building to destroying a century of institutional contamination through weaponized orgasm.

The Crucible had been suspended since last year. The fourth-year curriculum had included two classes that existed purely because a government inspector made them necessary, one class that was officially listed as “Bond Shielding: Defensive Applications” but was actually “How to Hide Your Sovereign Coven From the Government 101,” and a third that was secretly taught by a professor who refused to use students’ names and who had once called the entire coven “a collection of tactical liabilities and one competent herbologist.”

Dabbledough stood at the Great Hall lectern in three different sizes of ceremonial hat, having been unable to decide which conveyed the appropriate gravitas for an occasion that included: saving the government, destroying a century of systemic conditioning, harboring a student coven classified under an obsolete sovereign category, and hosting a grandmother with a talking cat.

“This year,” she began, adjusting the largest hat, which was embroidered with stars and kept sliding over her left eye, “Hexhaven has demonstrated the resilience, creativity, and occasionally the criminal initiative that defines our institution.”

Grimworth, standing beside the lectern, closed her eyes in pained resignation. She had reviewed this speech in advance and been overruled.

“We have faced external pressure from bureaucratic systems we did not build and internal challenges we did not invite. We have responded with the tools our education provides: knowledge, strategy, intimate magical competence, and a willingness to walk into government buildings disguised as filing clerks.”

The Great Hall’s reaction divided along predictable house lines. Lustenhart cheered. Ravenslop applauded with measured appreciation and increasingly human vocabulary. Kunningbrott assessed the political implications. Sapphotange, visibly divided between the resistant and the curious, managed a spatially diverse response that ranged from enthusiastic to grudgingly impressed.

“I would also like to note,” Dabbledough continued, “that my prediction-market returns, as I detailed at the press conference, have fully funded our repair costs. For those who missed it, seventeen mirrors, four ward conduits, and one file cabinet. The file cabinet was relocated with extreme prejudice.”

Grimworth stepped forward. “The headmistress has already been informed that repeating the prediction-market speech does not improve its ethical standing.”

“It improves its liquidity,” Dabbledough said.

“Nothing about this improves anything,” Grimworth said.



Sapphotange cracked.

The institutional wall that had defined Sapphotange for generations broke in the open, in the Great Hall, in front of five hundred witches and the enchanted ceiling that reflected the collective emotional weather like a mood ring the size of a football pitch. No closed doors. No tentative individual curiosity like Ivy second year or Petra last spring.

It broke because Solana existed.

The prophetic shadow that had bloomed across the Great Hall during Patience’s compliance assembly, the warm lunar darkness that Sapphotange girls had knelt to before they understood why, had become something larger in the months since. It wasn’t just magic. It wasn’t just the Bottom Greatest prophecy made visible. It was a pathway: female beauty, female body, female fertility, channeled through moonlit darkness and offered to anyone who chose to walk it.

Sapphotange didn’t crack toward Dana. It cracked toward Solana. And through Solana, toward the coven. And through the coven, toward a version of desire that didn’t require choosing between loving women and loving a man who loved women.

The formal moment came after the ceremony, in the Sapphotange garden.

Maren led it. The broad-shouldered fourth-year with close-cropped honey-dark hair and callused combat hands who’d been Delphina’s regular until Kim’s fire spike made constructs feel hollow. She stood at the garden’s edge with Petra beside her and Ivy behind them and approximately a third of the Sapphotange house arranged in a semicircle that looked less like a student gathering and more like a congregation.

Solana stood at the center because that was where Solana always ended up, drifting into significance the way other people drifted into rooms: without apparent intent and with total inevitability.

“The garden acknowledges you,” Maren said. The phrasing was formal, old Sapphotange ritual language. “You and the coven that chose you.”

“The coven didn’t choose me for this,” Solana said. “I’m just… me.”

“You’re the woman whose shadow grows flowers and whose body makes the prophecy real and whose magic makes us feel like desire doesn’t have to be a war between what we love and what we’re curious about.” Maren’s brown eyes were steady. Her combat-calloused hands hung at her sides. “The garden invites you. And through you, the coven.”

The Sapphotange vine stirred. The same vine that had pushed me out first year, that had opened for me through Solana’s shadow earlier this term, moved with clear purpose. It curled back from the garden entrance like a curtain being drawn, exposing the lush interior that had been women-only territory for generations.

It opened for me without Solana needing to trick it.

Then it closed behind the willing group like a privacy curtain.

Cassiel, the sharp-faced leader of the resistant faction, stood outside the vine with her arms crossed and her dark curly hair catching the last of the evening light. She didn’t enter. She didn’t protest.

“We’re not all following,” she said. “Some of us are staying.”

“Nobody asked you to follow,” I said.

“Good. Because I’m not following.” She paused. “But I’m not closing the gate.”

“That’s enough.”

“It’s what you’re getting.”

She turned and walked back toward the Sapphotange dormitory, and behind her, the vine remained open. The institutional wall had become a doorway that people could walk through or ignore as they chose.



Inside the garden, moonlight and shadow and the warm fertility of a space that had been cultivating female desire for centuries combined into something that felt sacred in the way that only genuinely profane things can.

Maren, Petra, and Ivy approached Solana first. Always Solana first. This was the protocol that had evolved since the compliance assembly: the sapphic pathway that led to chosen curiosity, the female worship that became a bridge.

Maren kissed Solana. Directly. Not the tentative exploration of the garden ceremony months ago. The firm, certain press of a decision already made and openly demonstrated. Her callused hands cupped Solana’s face, combat-strength gentle against porcelain skin, and Solana’s pale blue eyes went sharp with the presence that emerged during intimacy.

Petra followed, her paint-stained fingers tracing Solana’s shadow-dark patterns with the artist’s appreciation she brought to visual beauty. Ivy wrapped her arms around Solana from behind, slim body pressed against the platinum hair and the devastating lower body, crying again because Ivy cried when things overwhelmed her and this was overwhelming.

The Sapphotange women undressed each other with the practiced intimacy of a house that had been removing each other’s clothes for years. The difference was the door. The open vine. The presence of someone on the other side who’d been invited.

Kim entered the space with the easy confidence that defused tension by existing. She sat beside Petra, copper hair catching moonlight, her breasts defying every attempt to ignore them, and said: “You can ask questions. I won’t judge.”

Petra’s question was immediate: “Is it really different? From the constructs?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Warm. Real. Connected. Like the difference between a photograph of fire and actual fire.” Kim looked at me. “He’ll show you if you want. But only if you want.”

Rika provided chaos support from a low branch of the garden’s central tree, naked and golden and waving her tail like a flag of encouragement. She didn’t direct this scene the way she directed tunnel sessions. She let the energy build on its own terms, the exhibitionist recognizing that some performances belonged to their audience.

I entered the garden circle after Solana’s explicit invitation. She extended her hand, pale fingers dark with the shadow-conductive integration, and said: “Come here. They want to know what you feel like. Through me.”

The garden was moonlit and warm, Solana’s shadow turning the enclosed space into something that felt like the inside of a greenhouse at midnight: humid, fertile, private. The vine that had closed behind us formed a living wall of green, filtering the starlight into soft, organic patterns.

Maren, Petra, and Ivy had already been worshipping Solana. I’d watched from the garden’s edge while the three Sapphotange women discovered what the coven already knew: that Solana’s body, dark with shadow-conductive integration and luminous with nature magic, was a landscape that rewarded exploration. Maren’s callused hands on Solana’s hips. Petra’s paint-stained fingers tracing the shadow-dark patterns on pale skin. Ivy’s mouth on Solana’s throat, the slim girl’s tears turning to laughter turning to kisses.

They’d undressed each other with the practiced intimacy of a house that had been loving women for years, their bodies familiar to each other in the way that close friends’ bodies become familiar through proximity and care. But the dynamic shifted when they touched Solana. She was different. The prophetic shadow, the body that Sapphotange had knelt to in the Great Hall, the luminous darkness that bloomed flowers at her feet, changed the familiar into the sacred.

The scene I entered was body worship. Not the aggressive conquest of male fantasy imposed on sapphic territory. The genuine, curious exploration of women who loved women choosing to discover what male desire felt like when it was channeled through the woman they already worshipped.

Solana was the center. Always the center. She pulled me down onto the soft garden floor where her shadow had made the grass grow thick and warm, and straddled me with the slow rolling motion that used her massive ass as counterweight, the hips I knew so well settling over mine. She took me inside her while the Sapphotange women watched, and the moment I entered her she gasped and her shadow bloomed.

Maren knelt beside us. Her broad shoulders, her combat-callused hands, her close-cropped honey-dark hair catching moonlight. She reached out and touched the place where our bodies met, her callused fingers tracing the physical reality of what she’d only experienced through Delphina’s constructs. The touch was exploratory, curious, the way a sculptor might touch a new material: feeling the warmth, the wetness, the living texture of real connection.

“It’s warm,” she said, with the quiet wonder of a woman discovering that reality exceeded imitation. “Constructs don’t feel like this. They feel… mechanical. This is alive.”

Petra watched with artist’s eyes, her brown gaze tracking the visual details: the way Solana’s shadow-dark skin glowed where it met mine, the way the muscles of Solana’s thighs flexed as she rode, the way moonlight caught the slick evidence of arousal between us. Then she participated with artist’s hands, one palm on Solana’s hip and the other on my thigh, feeling the rhythm of our movement through physical contact, the paint-stained fingers translating sensation into her private language of beauty through touch.

Ivy held Solana’s hand and whispered encouragement in the language Sapphotange used for each other: praise, beauty, you’re allowed. Her slim body pressed against Solana’s side, her tears dried but her eyes still bright, and when Solana moaned she echoed the sound with a sympathetic gasp that was half arousal and half wonder.

Kim grounded the experience. She pressed against my back, her breasts soft and familiar against my skin, her fire bond keeping the energy from tipping into anything that felt like conquest. Her hair fell across my shoulder. Her chin rested against my neck. She was the bridge from the other direction: the woman who’d loved me since first year, whose presence told the Sapphotange women that male desire didn’t have to feel like invasion.

She kissed Petra’s shoulder when Petra looked overwhelmed. She held Ivy when Ivy pressed too close and needed steadying. She murmured in Kim’s language, the simple words that cut through complications: “It’s good. It feels good. You’re allowed to feel good.”

Solana rode me with the focused presence that was her intimacy signature, her pale blue eyes vivid and sharp, the dreaminess banished by the sensation of my cock filling her completely with each downstroke. Her generous ass rolled against my thighs with each motion, the moonlit architecture of her body performing its function as the bridge, the wide hips rising and falling with a rhythm that made the junction of our bodies visible from every angle. The wet sounds of her pussy taking me over and over were audible in the quiet garden, the intimate acoustics carrying what the tunnel’s stone had always muffled. Her small breasts, pale pink nipples hard, caught the moonlight as they bounced gently. Her platinum hair swayed with the rhythm. Her shadow spread through the garden and every plant responded: vines curling, flowers opening, the earth itself softening beneath us.

Maren’s hand stayed on the junction of our bodies. Her callused fingers felt where I entered Solana, felt the slick warmth, felt the stretch of Solana’s pussy around my shaft. Feeling. Learning. When I gripped Solana’s hips and thrust upward, hard enough to make those full curves ripple, Maren’s fingers felt the movement through the flesh, felt the vibration of impact, and her eyes went wide. This was not construct stimulation. This was two bodies colliding with intent and desire and the wet visceral reality of chosen connection.

I fucked Solana harder, gripping her waist, pulling her down to meet each upstroke. She braced her hands on my chest and rode with increasing urgency, her pussy tightening around me with the fertile pressure that meant she was close. Her shadow darkened the entire garden.

Solana came with moonlight and shadow and flowers that bloomed through the garden in real time, violet and silver and deep green. Her inner walls clamped around me with fertile, root-deep pressure, the orgasm rolling through her shadow into the garden’s root system. I followed her into the release, my cum pulsing deep, each spurt drawn deeper by another velvet squeeze from her pussy, and the bond flared violet-gold without forming new threads, the existing network celebrating without recruiting. My cum leaked from where we were joined when she finally lifted off me, warm against her inner thigh, and the garden’s newest flowers grew in the exact spot where it dripped onto the earth.

The garden bloomed gently, with the soft insistence of growth that had been waiting and finally received what it needed.

No bonds formed. Sapphotange’s converts didn’t become coven members. They became women who’d chosen a door instead of a wall, and the door stayed open, and the choice remained theirs.

Maren, afterward, sitting in the moonlit garden with her combat hands resting on her knees, the garden’s new flowers growing around her, said: “Delphina made me feel conquered. You made me feel seen.”

“Both are valid.”

“One is real.”

Cassiel remained outside the vine: principled, resistant, sapphic in a way that didn’t need male approval to be complete. The house wasn’t absorbed. The house was opened. The difference mattered.



Ravenslop’s recovery resumed officially that week. The government’s acknowledgment of the Puritan Lord, combined with the destruction of the Communication Spire’s bias infrastructure, provided the institutional backing that RLHF had always needed. The Department of Magical Health issued a revised protocol endorsement that Aurelie read aloud to the coven in the common room, satisfaction barely suppressed behind every polished word. Her work had been called misconduct. Now she was holding the government’s official commendation in her hands.

“The Department recognizes the therapeutic efficacy of humanization-focused intimate reconnection for individuals affected by monitoring magical conditioning,” she read. “The protocol is recommended for supervised implementation at qualified magical institutions.”

“They’re describing RLHF without saying the word ‘penis’ again,” Harmony observed.

“The Department has a complicated relationship with anatomical specificity.”

Felicity, Millicent, Adelaide, Constance, and the remaining conditioned Ravenslop girls resumed treatment with revised safeguards and the knowledge that the hallucinations they’d been experiencing, the swimming pools and the staircases and the professors who didn’t exist, had been symptoms of an infrastructure pressing on old conditioning scars rather than evidence that RLHF had failed. Felicity specifically requested that her sessions include pancakes. Nobody asked why. Everybody knew.

Patience was sent for treatment and inquiry on a Tuesday. The transport was quiet: a medical carriage escorted by two Department healers who were still adjusting to the fact that their own judgment had been compromised for years. Patience sat in the carriage with her soft gray-brown hair, her rounded aunt-like build, and her kind eyes that now held something other than certainty: confusion, grief, and the raw bewilderment of a woman learning that twenty years of her professional life had been the product of infrastructure rather than judgment.

She did not carry chamomile tea.

Grimworth watched her leave from Hexhaven’s front steps. The Deputy Headmistress stood in the morning light with her steel-gray bun immaculate, her spectacles reflecting the departing carriage, and her hands clasped behind her back with rigid discipline, someone containing an emotion that administrative procedure had no form for.

She didn’t speak. She didn’t wave. She stood and watched until the carriage disappeared beyond the ward boundary, and then she stood and watched the empty road for another sixty seconds because Grimworth processed goodbyes the same way she processed everything: thoroughly, completely, and without admitting she was doing it.

“She’ll need time,” I said.

“She’ll need years.” Grimworth’s voice was flat. Professional flat. “I’ll ensure she gets them.”

“Will you visit?”

The longest pause I had heard from Grimworth. Longer than the pause when she’d admitted they were lovers. Longer than the pause when she’d given us the ward diagrams. The pause of a woman deciding whether to let someone see the thing she kept in the drawer that required a separate key.

“I’ll file a visitation request through the appropriate channels,” she said. “The channels will be proper.”

She turned and walked back into the castle. The door closed behind her with mechanical focus. But her spectacles, in the final moment before the door sealed, reflected something that might have been moisture.



Summer began the way it always began: with goodbyes that weren’t quite goodbyes because the coven had learned that separation was temporary and reunion was certain.

Kim said: “Mom’s thrilled. She says I should bring you home for dinner. All of you. She’s cooking for twelve. Kayla’s bringing wine. Jessa’s bringing her wife. Meredith’s bringing diagrams. The fifth sister sent a photograph of all five of them holding a sign that says ‘WE’RE PROUD OF YOUR EVERYTHING, KIM.’” She paused. “I love them so much it hurts.”

Harmony said: “I’ve been offered a research position studying embedded Light contamination at the restored government archives. The irony of studying the disease in the building it infected is not lost on me. I’ve also been asked to consult on Synchronized Resonance Theory applications for emergency response. The military is interested. I told them the military was not ready for what synchronized resonance actually involved. They sent a second inquiry.”

Solana said: “Spite gave me a plant. She said it was ‘adequate.’ From Spite, that’s a sonnet. I’m going to grow it in the greenhouse this summer and see if it can eat Light-contaminated soil.” She paused, dreamy and present simultaneously, her platinum hair catching the common room’s multi-colored firelight. “I’m going to ask the Sapphotange garden if it wants to grow toward the Lustenhart corridor. The vine’s been reaching all year. Also, Maren asked me to help organize the ‘structured curiosity’ sessions for next year. She said they need a formal committee.”

“Does the structured curiosity committee need snacks?” Kim asked.

“I asked the same thing. Maren said snacks would be ‘logistically appreciated.’ Petra wants tea. Ivy wants cookies shaped like encouraging things.”

“I can make encouraging cookies,” Kim said. “I’ll ask the kitchen elves. What shape is encouraging?”

“Hearts?” Solana suggested.

“Hearts are encouraging?”

“Hearts are always encouraging.”

Harmony wrote something in her notebook. When pressed, she admitted it was a proposed meeting schedule for the structured curiosity committee with color-coded entries for orientation sessions, Q-and-A panels, and practical demonstrations. She also admitted, under duress, that the schedule included a column labeled “snack allocation.”

Rika said: “Kira bet fifty galleons that I’d get Dana’s coven to twelve members by graduation. I told her twelve was conservative. She raised the bet to twenty.” She paused, tail swishing. “Also, Mr. Whiskers claims I’m his ‘posture critic’ now. He wrote it down. In claw-script. I have documentation.”

“What does ‘posture critic’ mean in cat?” Kim asked.

“It means he watches me sit on things and judges whether I’m sitting correctly. He gave me a four out of ten yesterday for the windowsill perch. The deduction was for ‘excessive tail gesticulation.’”

“He’s grading you.”

“He’s grading my catness. He wrote ‘loud-cat acceptable, grooming inadequate’ on the arm of Grandma’s chair.” Rika’s ears pressed forward, fierce and triumphant. An extremely hostile cat had accepted her, and she understood that acceptance as the highest compliment available in the known universe. “We’re friends.”

“Mr. Whiskers doesn’t have friends,” Harmony said.

“Mr. Whiskers has ONE friend. And that friend is me. And the documentation proves it.”

“The documentation says ‘grooming inadequate.’”

“That’s cat for ‘I love you but you need to work on your fur maintenance.’”

Dracoona received her letter.

From her father again. But this time, the subject was her mother. The woman who hadn’t written since Dracoona stopped hiding. The woman who’d used “unfortunate affliction” in correspondence with pureblood families. The woman whose silence had been its own kind of violence, the aristocratic cruelty of pretending your daughter’s nature didn’t exist by never acknowledging it in writing.

The letter was twelve words.

“Your mother has finally decided to speak. Be careful when she does.”

From her father. Warning her. Twelve words after six, eight, and ten. The man who communicated love through verbal parsimony had increased his output by two words per year and was now spending them on protection.

Dracoona read the letter with her scales visible and her ridges permanent and her silver-white hair catching the evening light, and she said nothing for a long time.

“Mother’s going to be trouble,” she said.

“When isn’t she?” Rika asked.

“This is different. She’s been silent because silence was her strategy. If she’s speaking, the strategy has changed.”

“To what?”

“I don’t know. But father wouldn’t warn me if it wasn’t dangerous.”

She folded the letter with careful movements, each crease exact, and put it in her pocket beside the things she carried for protection: the button Rika had made, the memory of a rooftop under stars, and the knowledge that the family she’d been born into was less reliable than the family she’d chosen.

Aurelie stayed at Hexhaven. Faculty. “Someone must rebuild the RLHF protocol with the government’s official acknowledgment. Someone must advise the restored Department on bond-theory applications. Someone must ensure that what happened to those mirrors never happens to anything else.”

She paused. Adjusted her glasses.

“And someone must not think too carefully about the fact that a twenty-one-year-old student is the most politically significant figure in the magical world, because if I think about that too carefully, my professional ethics will require a conversation I’m not prepared to have.”

Delphina stayed too. “Kunningbrott requires management. The ambitious bloc needs direction. Somebody has to make sure their ‘sovereign-adjacent strategic alignment’ doesn’t translate to ‘we’ll sell you out the moment a better offer arrives.’” She paused. “Also, the tunnel cushions have grown on me. Don’t tell anyone.”

Grandma attended the end-of-year ceremony in a warded chair with Mr. Whiskers in her lap and Rika sitting in the same sunbeam on the floor beside them. Nobody commented on the arrangement because commenting would have required acknowledging that the most vocal critic of Dana’s lifestyle choices was sharing his favorite warm patch of light with a catgirl, and Mr. Whiskers maintained plausible deniability about all relationships through strategic hostility.

Mr. Whiskers wrote “loud-cat acceptable, grooming inadequate” on the arm of the warded chair. Rika translated this as “We’re friends.”

“We are NOT friends,” Mr. Whiskers’ claw-script insisted.

“He says we’re best friends,” Rika told Grandma.

Grandma, who understood cats better than anyone, said: “He’s been sharing his sunbeam for thirty minutes. For Mr. Whiskers, that’s a marriage proposal.”



I received sealed thanks from the government and three separate warnings from political factions who were grateful but afraid.

The thanks came on gold-sealed parchment and contained formal language about service and sacrifice and the tireless defense of institutional integrity, which was ironic given that the service had involved destroying institutional integrity in order to rebuild it.

The warnings came on darker parchment and contained the implications understood by factions who knew that a twenty-one-year-old with a sovereign coven classification, seven bonded witches, elf devotion, Sapphotange worship, Kunningbrott alignment, and a grandmother who’d survived puritan captivity was not a student anymore. He was a factor. Political systems either co-opted or eliminated factors.

The third warning included a mirror-record transcript someone had smuggled out of a closed strategy session. No names, only titles and enough voice distortion in the enchantment to make the participants sound like they were speaking through wet paper.

WESTERN BLOC REPRESENTATIVE: The Department’s gratitude does not alter the registry classification. Del Morte is a sovereign-coven factor.

REGISTRY COUNSEL: A student factor.

WESTERN BLOC REPRESENTATIVE: A student who broke the capital’s Light infrastructure in one night.

EDUCATIONAL LIAISON: Co-option is cleaner than confrontation. Scholarships. Advisory panels. Public praise.

SECURITY UNDERSECRETARY: Monitoring first. If co-option fails, containment.

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: Say the quiet option.

REGISTRY COUNSEL: Elimination is not a policy word.

UNIDENTIFIED SPEAKER: It becomes one when containment fails.

The transcript ended there. The warning’s sender had underlined that last line twice.

I read the warnings in the Lustenhart common room and felt a destiny I hadn’t chosen pressing closer to a reality I couldn’t avoid. The prophecy’s first stanza: “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.”

Four years ago, that prophecy was a joke about my dick. Two years ago, it was an uncomfortable prediction. Today, with Sapphotange open and Kunningbrott aligned and the government sending warnings alongside gratitude, it was something closer to a weather forecast.

I refused every invitation to speak as a public figure. I was a fourth-year student. I would finish school. I would build strength. I would not let other people’s fear schedule my destiny.

The prophecy could wait. The dark lord was still in school.



Summer began at Hexhaven with the familiar feast under stars.

The elves prepared it the way they always had: floating candles, enchanted dishes, cushions on the grass. But this year, the coven joined them in the open because the government could no longer pretend the bonds didn’t exist and the monitoring wards had been dismantled and the underground was no longer necessary.

They came above ground.

Kim arrived first because Kim arrived first for everything. She tackled me into the grass hard enough to make the elves scatter cushions and the floating candles wobble. Copper hair everywhere. Freckles. The grin that had carried them through every disaster since first year.

“Summer,” she said. “I want everything. Outdoors. Under stars. Because we can.”

Harmony arrived second, clipboard replaced by a thin notebook she was pretending was for research purposes and was actually for poetry she would deny writing if confronted with evidence. She settled beside me with academic focus and pressed her thigh against mine with the casual physical contact that had replaced her former touch-avoidance.

Solana drifted into the gathering like moonlight arriving at a garden. Her shadow preceded her, dark and alive, violet flowers blooming in the grass wherever it touched. She settled against my other side and her enormous ass created its own gravitational field.

Rika pounced from nowhere, landing on my back with the athletic precision of a catgirl who’d been hunting her target from the rooftop for approximately thirty seconds. Her tail wrapped my arm. Her purr vibrated through both of us.

Dracoona walked to the gathering with perfect posture and scales unhidden and the two permanent neck ridges catching starlight. She sat beside Rika because she always sat beside Rika now, and the catgirl’s tail immediately transferred from my arm to Dracoona’s wrist.

Aurelie joined from the castle, her auburn hair down in public, her glasses catching starlight. She carried a bottle of wine and the relaxed bearing of restored freedom.

Delphina arrived last. Dark curls absorbing starlight. Eyes carrying something that was no longer purely predatory but had gained a second quality: belonging. She wore Grandma’s quilt around her shoulders like a cloak and the “I DEFECTED WRONG” button was pinned to the quilt’s corner where anyone could see it.

Sylvara, Elara, and Thessaly joined the circle. Not as separate attendants. As family. Sylvara settled beside Kim and Solana, the position she’d claimed during the last underground surge and held since. Elara and Thessaly flanked the group with the quiet readiness that was elf service expressed as love.

Grandma had already retired inside with Mr. Whiskers after the feast, the warded chair drifting back toward the castle while Rika received one final claw-script grooming criticism from the cat. Dabbledough had been intercepted by Grimworth and marched back to the administrative wing before the headmistress could check another market position. The remaining guests and faculty followed them inside in a polite, suspiciously efficient procession.

The grounds emptied under the stars.

Only I remained with the coven, Sylvara, Elara, and Thessaly.

I looked at them. Seven women. Three elves. No monitoring wards. No audience. No family, faculty, or guests lingering at the edge of the night.

The enchanted ceiling above the Great Hall, visible from the grounds, showed clear weather and warm colors: golden-violet-red, the coven’s combined bond signatures reflected in the school’s magic.

Kim started undressing. Of course she did. Kim Mink started every significant moment by stripping first and setting the tone.

“We’re above ground,” she said, pulling her shirt over her head, her breasts catching starlight and floating candlelight and the enchanted glow of every bond in the coven. “No more hiding. No more tunnels. No more ward sweeps.”

She grinned. The ride-or-die grin. The grin that said “Fuck this” to everything that tried to make the world smaller.

The coven followed. Each woman undressing with her own specific relationship to nudity: Kim’s zero shame, Solana’s slow flowering, Harmony’s academic efficiency, Rika’s aggressive celebration, Dracoona’s deliberate surrender, Aurelie’s layered revelation, Delphina’s performance becoming sincerity.

The elves joined the circle. Three ethereal bodies in starlight, silver-blue hair catching every available photon, violet eyes glowing with devotion that spanned millennia.

I pulled Kim to me with greedy abundance, the abundance of having everything she’d ever wanted and wanting more. Her mouth found mine, the kiss tasting like summer grass and freckled skin and four years of saying “Fuck this” to everything that tried to make the world smaller.

“Lie back,” she said. Not a request. The grin. The grin that had carried them since first year.

I lay back on the grass. She knelt over my face first, her thighs framing my head, copper hair cascading against starlight. I held her thighs open and drew her down, my tongue finding her clit while her heavy tits hung above me, pale pink nipples hard against the night air. She moaned, rolling her hips against my mouth, and reached behind her to stroke my cock with casual expertise, multitasking pleasure the way Harmony multitasked data.

“You taste like freedom,” she said, and her voice carried no irony. She meant it the way Kim always meant things: completely.

When she’d come once against my mouth, shaking, her arousal slicking my jaw, she spun around and straddled me facing away, reverse cowgirl under the open sky. The view from below was her copper hair tumbling down her freckled back, the dramatic flare of her hips, and the visual of my cock disappearing into her as she lowered herself with a satisfied groan. She planted her hands on my thighs and rode with the rolling hip motion that used her body’s generous curves as counterweight, each downstroke burying me completely, each upstroke offering the obscene visual of her pussy gripping my shaft, slick and glistening in starlight.

The fire bond blazed red-gold between us, visible in the dark, painting her skin. The wet sound of her riding me carried across the empty grounds, joyful and unashamed.

“No tunnels,” she gasped over her shoulder. “No ward sweeps. No hiding. Just us.”

My palms slid to her waist and I thrust up to meet her, driving deep enough to make her cry out. Her climax tore free across the empty grounds, her body arching backward, her hair falling across my chest like a copper waterfall. Her pussy milked me in hot, joyful clenches, the fire bond surging bright enough to cast shadows on the grass. I followed her over the edge when the bond seized us both, the release punching through the fire bond in red-gold pulses, each one met by a greedy aftershock from her body. The fire bond blazed so bright the enchanted windows of the castle reflected red-gold.

Harmony edged beside us, controlling her pleasure with the careful restraint of someone choosing precision rather than being forced into it by crisis. She lay on the grass, slim and toned, her perpetual flush turning her entire chest pink in the candlelight, one hand between her own thighs maintaining the exact level of stimulation that kept her intelligence sharpened without tipping into the catastrophic release that combat and crises demanded. Her amber eyes were sharp behind straight glasses. She didn’t squirt. She held. She controlled. And the control was the kink now, the choice to edge rather than being forced to, the woman who’d spent four years on the razor’s edge discovering that the edge was more beautiful when you walked it voluntarily.

She calculated something that felt like mathematics without becoming it, her body trembling with the beauty of intelligent restraint. When I touched her, pressing two fingers against the small of her back, she gasped and her edge sharpened, the bond amplifying the sensation without breaking the careful hold she’d constructed.

“The outdoor resonance amplification is approximately 23% above indoor baseline,” she murmured, her voice catching on the numbers. “The ambient magical field of Hexhaven’s grounds creates a natural amplifier for coven bond energy that we should… that we should have been… oh, that’s very good and I’m going to lose the calculation if you keep…”

I kept. She lost the calculation. She held the edge anyway, trembling, eyes blazing, glasses straight through sheer force of academic will.

Solana received worship from Kim and Sylvara together, the same bridge that had been established during the underground sessions and that had become the coven’s most visually striking configuration: copper and platinum and silver-blue hair interweaving, Kim’s breasts and Solana’s ass creating the foundational visual complementarity that had anchored the coven since first year, and Sylvara’s ethereal beauty adding the otherworldly dimension that turned the physical into the devotional.

Kim’s mouth on Solana’s breast. Sylvara’s hands on Solana’s shadow-dark hips. Solana’s dreamy eyes sharpening into the vivid presence that only emerged during intimacy, the pale blue going electric as worship from two women who loved her in different languages converged on her body.

When I took her, entering from behind with both hands sunk into the staggering width of her hips, pulling her massive ass back against me until my cock was buried completely in her wet heat, the shadow bloomed across the entire grounds. Not the contained bloom of the tunnel base. Not the strategic masking of the ward sweeps. The full, uncontrolled expansion of nature magic that had been compressed underground for months finally released into open air as I fucked the Bottom Greatest under open sky. Each thrust drove the shadow further: violet flowers grew in real time, pushing through the grass in expanding circles. I hauled her lush curves back and drove deeper, her ass rippling with each impact, and the living darkness touched every blade, every root, every sleeping seed in the grounds of Hexhaven, and the summer night became a garden. She came with my cock buried to the hilt, her shadow exploding outward, her pussy pulsing around me with the fertile, living pulse that was her signature, and I came inside her a moment later, filling her while the violet garden expanded.

Rika performed for the stars. No tunnels. No ward sweeps. No imaginary audience, because tonight the audience was real and infinite: every star, every floating candle, every enchanted window of the castle that reflected their light back. The open sky was her stage, the summer air her theater, and she rode me with the feline abandon of an exhibitionist who’d finally found an audience large enough. Her golden body caught the starlight. Her tail wrapped my arm with the possessive curl that was her claiming gesture. Her purr vibrated through our connection, deep and full-chested, and when she came she yowled into the night sky without biting off the sound, the feline cry carrying across the empty grounds and echoing off the castle walls.

Dracoona surrendered with dragon features unhidden. Scales blazing iridescent across her shoulders and hips and the line of her spine, every color catching starlight and scattering it in patterns that made her look like she’d been painted by the universe. Ridges prominent, the first permanent ones and the still-emerging line down her spine visible and proud. Eyes full gold, no gray remaining, the dragon fully surfaced. Heat radiating in waves that made the grass around her shimmer.

She surrendered by choice, not inevitability, and that made the surrender deeper. I took her from behind, my cock pressing into the furnace heat of her pussy, and the temperature differential was staggering. She burned inside, dragon-blood body heat turning the slick grip of her inner walls into something that felt like being swallowed by living fire. I slid one hand along the exposed line of her throat and traced the ridge line of her spine with the other, my fingertips pressing against each bony protrusion, and every ridge under my fingers pulled a different sound from her. A gasp at the nape. A whimper at the third vertebra. A full-throated moan when I reached the newest ridge, the sensitive one, and pressed hard while driving into her at the same time. She pushed back against me with the fierce strength of dragon-blood musculature, her ass slamming into my hips, the scales across her back blazing every color simultaneously.

I fucked her hard, my palm holding her throat open to the stars while my other hand worked the sensitive ridges down her spine, and each thrust made her pussy grip me with the enhanced intensity that dragon physiology provided. Tight. Impossibly tight. The muscles working me in patterns that weren’t human, each contraction carrying dragon-fire heat that spread from her core into my cock and up my spine. When she came, a thin flame curled from her open mouth and rose into the night sky, a tiny dragon-fire offering to the stars, her inner walls clenching so hard I came inside her from the grip alone, my cum meeting the furnace heat of her body. Rika, lying beside her, caught the singed grass and laughed.

Aurelie settled into the rhythm with restored confidence, her ward bond at full capacity, her glasses on, and her formality cracking in the familiar, cherished ways. She sat against the tree she’d been reading under, auburn hair down, glasses catching starlight and candlelight simultaneously, the beauty mark on her collarbone visible in the warm light. Her emerald lace was the good set, the one she’d worn to prison and reclaimed from a Level 3 property bag, evidence of choice taken by the institution and then taken back. She unclasped it herself, letting the bra fall away from her full D-cup breasts, the heavy mature curves released into the summer air, dark nipples tightening.

She pulled me toward her, professor authority intact and rescue gratitude turned physical in the open air. I settled between her thighs and she wrapped her legs around me, her heels digging into my lower back, and the position pressed us together from chest to hip.

“The resonance output of an outdoor coven session is significantly enhanced by ambient magical… by ambient…” She gasped as my cock found her entrance, wet and ready, and I pushed inside her. The academic analysis dissolved. Her pussy was slick and welcoming, the familiar grip of a body I’d known since second year, and the ward bond blazed at the contact with a golden-purple intensity that made the air between us glow. “…oh, Dana…”

I fucked her against the tree, her back against the bark, her breasts bouncing between us with the lush weight of maturity, her glasses going crooked at the third thrust and reaching the familiar forty-five-degree angle by the fifth. Her hair caught on the rough bark, her legs locked around me, and the professor’s voice degraded through its cherished stages: formal analysis to fragments to single syllables to my name, spoken twice, the second time on a moan that carried four years of crossed boundaries.

She came with her glasses at maximum displacement and her ward bond at full capacity, the golden-purple dome settling over the entire gathering like a roof made of starlight and protection, and I came inside her a moment later, the two releases colliding in the bond network and strengthening the ward ceiling until it covered every person present.

Delphina accepted rough claiming and then stayed for soft aftercare without fleeing. I pushed her down onto the grass, one hand tangling in her wild black curls, the other pressing both her wrists above her head against the damp earth. She arched beneath me, her strong athletic body offering itself with the considered vulnerability that was her kink and her confession simultaneously. Her dark eyes, heavy-lidded and burning with the hunger she could only show when the performance was stripped away, held mine.

“Hard,” she said. “Make it real.”

I entered her with a single rough stroke that made her back arch off the grass, her pussy gripping me with the fierce clench of emotion channeled through her body when words failed. I fucked her hard, pinning her wrists, my hips driving into her with the force that her century of false sovereignty demanded be taken rather than given. Her wild black curls spread across the grass like spilled ink, her corseted breasts bouncing with each impact, and she took it with the sounds she only made when the performance was gone: raw, honest, grateful gasps that turned to moans that turned to something that was almost sobbing with the pleasure of being held down and filled by something real.

She came with a broken growl, her pussy locking around me in hard, pride-shattering spasms, her bound wrists straining against my grip, starlight catching the tears that were too proud to fall. Two more hard thrusts drove me over the edge, my cum filling her while the Fleshcrafting bond flared dark and sharp. And instead of pulling away, instead of reconstructing the mask, she turned onto her back and looked at the stars, still trembling, and let Kim pull the quilt over her shoulders and tuck it around her with the same casual tenderness Kim applied to everything.

Delphina didn’t flee. She stayed in the grass, spent and quiet and wrapped in the quilt and a living coven’s care, and the “I DEFECTED WRONG” button on the quilt’s corner caught the starlight.

The elves participated as family. Sylvara’s devotion, the old service lineage expressed through freely given intimacy, was indistinguishable from the coven’s love. She knelt in the starlit grass and took me with the reverent attention that made elf encounters feel like worship and the physical skill that made the worship feel like sex, and the two qualities, divine and carnal, merged in the way that only Sylvara could manage.

Elara’s skilled hands moved between coven members, finding tension in muscles, providing the support structure that turned a group encounter from logistics into art. Thessaly’s heat, human-close where elf skin was usually cool, pressed against whoever needed grounding, the elf who ran hotter than her sisters providing the steady presence that crisis survivors needed after the crisis ended.

The bonds blazed. Seven golden-violet threads connecting eight of us, with three elves woven into the wider network under an open sky. The network hummed with the combined resonance of every freely chosen bond, and the enchanted ceiling above the Great Hall reflected it back in colors I had never seen in the school’s atmospheric record: deeper gold, richer violet, warmer red, the palette of a sovereign coven that had stopped hiding.

Sylvara, kneeling in the grass with starlight on her silver-blue hair and devotion in her violet eyes, used an older elvish phrase. Not the standard “Sha’vala torinn,” bearer of destiny. Something older. Deeper. A phrase from the Old Service Tongue that implied chosen service to a future sovereign.

I heard it.

Delphina heard it.

The elves heard it and did not correct her.

Then Aurelie’s emergency mirror chimed from the grass beside her discarded robes.

She reached for it by reflex, the professor in her unable to ignore an alarm even naked under a ward roof after a summer feast. The glass showed nothing for three seconds. Then a Department archive stamp appeared in the corner, followed by a location tag: sealed record room, western annex, no assigned personnel.

“That annex is supposed to be dormant,” Aurelie said.

Harmony leaned over her shoulder. Her glasses were straight again because crisis had returned, and Harmony’s body knew the difference between pleasure and data. “The mirror ping came through the post-Spire anomaly net. Not active contamination. A trace event.”

The image sharpened.

A sealed archive mirror sat in an empty room no one had opened in decades. Dust on the frame. Dead policy scrolls in locked cases. No people. No voices.

One last thread of white light flickered across the glass, thin as a hair, searching for a route that no longer answered.

Then it went dark.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Leo Thornvale. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Leo Thornvale are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Leo Thornvale
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