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Chapter 1: The Wrong Name on the Right List

My grandmother had been telling me about magic my entire life. I’d smiled, nodded, made her tea, and assumed the dementia was getting creative.

“The cat talks, Dana,” she’d say every Tuesday, pointing at Mr. Whiskers, who was licking his own ass on the kitchen counter. “You just refuse to listen.”

Mr. Whiskers had never said a word in my eighteen years. He had, however, vomited on every surface in the house, which was its own form of communication. He’d also destroyed four curtain sets, two armchairs, and my nice shoes. If he was sentient, he was using his intelligence for evil.

I loved my grandmother. She’d raised me after my parents died when I was an infant, a small, fierce woman who smelled like lavender and old books and the herbal tea she brewed from plants that grew in the back garden despite never being watered. She believed in magic the way most people believed in gravity: not as a matter of faith, but as something so obvious that disbelief was the actual mental illness. I humored her. We had our routines: I’d read her the newspaper every morning while she corrected it with information she claimed came from “the other papers, the real ones, the ones that report on the magical world.”

She had a whole shelf of newspapers I’d never seen sold anywhere. Headlines like CAULDRON FUTURES SURGE ON PHOENIX DOWN SHORTAGE and VEILMONT ACADEMY RAISES TUITION BY 4%, PARENTS PROTEST and, my personal favorite, ENCHANTED SHEEP ESCAPES FARMSTEAD, TERRORIZES VILLAGE WITH AGGRESSIVE AFFECTION. I assumed she made them with a home printer. The production quality, in retrospect, was suspiciously good for a home printer. The paper felt wrong, too. Heavier than newspaper, with a faint texture like cloth. But I’d never looked too closely. You don’t, with the people you love.

My grandmother was wonderful and eccentric and the only family I had, and I wouldn’t have traded our life together for anything.

Then the letter came.

It arrived on a Saturday morning in August, delivered not by an owl or a phoenix or any of the dramatic birds my grandmother’s stories would have suggested, but by a regular postal carrier who looked exactly as bored as every other postal carrier in human history. The envelope was thick, cream-colored, sealed with purple wax that shimmered when the light hit it at certain angles. The seal bore an emblem of four intertwined towers.

“Ms. Dana Del Morte,” I read aloud from the address line.

Grandma snatched it from my hands with speed that should not have been possible for a woman who needed help getting out of her rocking chair.

“Finally,” she breathed. Her eyes were wet. Her hands trembled, but not from age this time. “Oh, Dana. Finally.”

She cracked the seal and unfolded heavy parchment. Not paper. Parchment. I watched the shimmer of purple ink arrange itself into words as though being written in real-time, which was a neat trick for a document that had apparently been in transit through the regular postal system.

The letter was from Hexhaven University. I’d never heard of it. According to the enclosed materials, it was the most prestigious institution for magical education in the Western Hemisphere. According to me, it was an elaborate scam targeting lonely elderly women who believed their cats could talk.

“It’s real,” Grandma said, clutching the letter like a lottery ticket. “Your parents went to Veilmont, the school in Austria, but Hexhaven accepted you. Hexhaven, Dana. The best school in the world. Oh, your mother would be so proud.”

“Grandma. Magic isn’t real.”

She looked at me with such patient pity that I felt like the crazy one.

“Your parents died in a magical battle, Dana. Your father fought until a killing curse took him. Your mother held a ward over an entire village for six hours before her heart gave out. They were the bravest people I’ve ever known, and they died protecting a world you refuse to believe exists.”

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Grandma had told me versions of this story a hundred times over the years, usually over dinner or during our evening walks. I’d never believed a word of it. But she’d never asked me to do anything about it before, either.

“I know you think I’m a crazy old woman,” she continued, softer now. “I know you’ve been humoring me. That’s fine. You’re a good boy, and you loved me even when you thought I was delusional.” She put a hand on my cheek. Her palm was warm and dry and papery. “Just go. Go, and see, and come back and tell me I’m crazy if you still can. But go.”

I looked at the letter again. Hexhaven University. Full scholarship. Binding enrollment confirmed. Classes begin September 1st. Travel arrangements enclosed, including gate number and terminal instructions for what was described as a “secure departure point.”

“Ms. Dana Del Morte,” I repeated, pointing at the problem. “They think I’m a woman.”

“Dana is a girl’s name in English, dear. I told your mother when she chose it. She insisted it was traditional in your father’s family.”

“My name is a girl’s name.”

“Your name is a perfectly respectable boy’s name in a dozen cultures. It is not your fault the English-speaking world is culturally impoverished.” She smiled. It was her real smile, the one that could convince me to do just about anything. “Besides, it’s too late. You’ve been bound.”

“Bound to what?”

“The enrollment contract. It’s Eldenmoor-class. Irrevocable. The moment they processed your name and sealed it, you became a Hexhaven student. You can’t leave. They can’t expel you. It’s done.”

“That seems like a significant legal oversight.”

“It’s magic, dear, not a legal system. Although the lawyers are worse. Now eat your breakfast. You have packing to do.”

She was already moving around the kitchen with more energy than I’d seen in months, pulling down things from high shelves that I could have sworn weren’t there yesterday. A velvet pouch that clinked with coins I didn’t recognize. A folded map with ink so fine it seemed to shimmer. A small glass vial containing a faded purple liquid, almost opaque with age.

“What is that?”

“Something your mother made before you were born. She wanted you to have it when the time came.” She tucked it into my hand. The glass was smooth and cool, the liquid inside barely visible through the clouded surface. “Keep it close.”

I ate my breakfast. I packed. Not because I believed in magic, but because my grandmother had asked me to go and see for myself, and she’d never asked me for anything this big before. If it turned out to be nonsense, I’d come home in a week with a good story. If it didn’t, well. I’d deal with that when I got there.

I packed light. Jeans, hoodies, some t-shirts, a toothbrush, the worn paperback strategy books I’d been reading since middle school. Sun Tzu, Machiavelli, some game theory texts I’d picked up from the library’s discard pile. A chess set my grandmother had given me for my tenth birthday, the pieces carved from two different woods, light and dark.

At the last minute I added the vial. It sat in my jacket’s inner pocket, small and cool and probably nothing more than colored water in old glass. But my mother had made it, and that was enough.

As I zipped the duffel bag, I caught Grandma standing in my doorway. Her mouth was set in a line that wasn’t quite sad and wasn’t quite proud, and her eyes were doing something complicated that I didn’t have the vocabulary for.

“I’m not sure what they’ll do when they realize you’re male,” she said. “But whatever they try, the binding contract means they’ll have to keep you. It’s Eldenmoor-class. There’s no breaking it.”

“Because it’s an all-girls school?”

“It’s an all-female university. And yes. There are reasons the genders are separated in magical education. You’ll understand when you get there.” She paused. “Your father was like you, you know. Average, people thought. Nothing special. And then he became the most remarkable person in any room he entered.”

“Grandma, I’m not remarkable.”

“Not yet,” she agreed. And the way she said it made the hair on my arms stand up.

She disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a small, dark bottle. The glass was clouded with age, the cork sealed with something that had once been wax and was now mostly dust.

“Drink this before you board the plane. Not before. It’s old, and I don’t know how long it will hold.”

I uncorked it. The smell hit me like a wall. Rotting herbs, bitter earth, and something underneath that smelled like burning hair.

“Grandma, this smells like a crime scene.”

“It’s an obscurant. It will keep people from noticing anything unusual about you. They’ll see what they expect to see.” She watched me with sharp eyes. “It should get you through the first day, at least. But drink it as late as you can.”

“You want me to drink something that smells like this. Because of magic. Which isn’t real.”

“I want you to drink it because you’re a boy walking into a school full of girls, and if they notice before you’re sorted and settled, it could make things much harder than they need to be.” She pressed the bottle into my hands. “Please, Dana.”

I looked at the bottle. I looked at my grandmother’s face, which held more worry than I’d seen since the time I’d had pneumonia at twelve.

I corked it and tucked it into my bag. The expression on her face didn’t leave room for argument.

“Good boy,” Grandma said, and patted my cheek.

Three days later, I stood in a section of the airport I’d never seen before.

The terminal was hidden behind what appeared to be a maintenance door between Gates 37 and 38. Grandma had given me detailed instructions written in her careful, looping handwriting: walk past the duty-free shop, turn left at the third coffee kiosk, find the gray door with the scuff mark shaped like a crescent moon, and knock three times.

I’d followed them feeling like an idiot. A guy in a hoodie knocking on a maintenance door in an airport while travelers rolled their luggage past without a glance. A security guard had looked at me with the polite suspicion reserved for people who knock on maintenance doors at airports. I’d knocked three times. Nothing happened. I’d knocked again. The security guard started walking toward me.

Then the door opened, the security guard’s radio squawked and he turned away as if he’d forgotten I existed, and my grandmother was right about everything.

The terminal that should not have existed stretched out before me like the world’s most elegant secret. Marble floors veined with gold. Vaulted ceilings painted with moving constellations. Floating luggage carts that drifted silently overhead, occasionally dipping to pick up a passenger’s bags. A departure board listing destinations I’d never heard of in letters that rearranged themselves with the liquid motion of living mercury: Veilmont, Thornhall, the Citadel of Stars, Hexhaven.

People walked past me. An old man was arguing with his briefcase, which appeared to be arguing back in a high-pitched voice. A woman in a business suit lifted two feet off the ground to check a gate number, then settled back to the marble and kept walking. A pair of teenagers in flowing robes were tossing a ball of blue light between them like a game of catch.

Magic was real.

I stood very still and processed that the way I process most things that break my understanding of reality: by cataloguing details. The marble under my feet was solid. The people around me were flesh and blood, although some of them had features that pushed the definition. A woman with faintly green skin was reading a book that appeared to be reading her back. A child was levitating a toy horse that was galloping through the air above her head while her mother talked on what looked like a seashell pressed to her ear.

A floating luggage cart drifted past my head close enough that I felt the breeze and smelled ozone and something like hot cinnamon.

Everything my grandmother had ever told me was true. My parents had died in a magical battle. The cat probably did talk. The newspapers on her shelf were real. And I was standing in a hidden magical airport terminal about to board a flight to a university I couldn’t leave.

I thought about calling Grandma. Telling her she was right. But she already knew she was right, and the line at the gate was short, and I was eighteen years old discovering that the world was infinitely larger and stranger than I’d imagined, and I couldn’t process a phone call on top of everything else.

So I walked to my gate, because what the hell else was I going to do.

At the gate, I remembered the bottle. Grandma had been specific: before you board. I fished it out of my bag, uncorked it, and drank. It tasted exactly as bad as it had smelled three days ago, with an aftertaste that suggested the herbs had died angry. My eyes watered. My throat burned. A woman in a pointed hat waiting at the next gate gave me a concerned look.

The plane was smaller than commercial jets. White exterior, no airline logo, windows that shimmered with faint purple iridescence. Twenty-odd seats arranged in pairs, all plush leather with more legroom than first class on any airline I’d seen. Most were already occupied by young women.

Exclusively young women.

I counted as I walked down the aisle. Eighteen, nineteen, twenty passengers. All female. Every single one. They ranged from nervous freshmen clutching bags to confident upperclassmen who’d clearly done this before, but they all shared two things in common: they were all women, and they were all looking at me with some degree of curiosity.

I filed this under “things to process later,” right behind “magic is real” and right ahead of “Grandma’s disgusting potion is apparently actually working.” The list was getting long.

I found my assigned seat: 7A, window. The aisle seat was already occupied by a girl who made me forget every other item on the list.

She was, in the most literal sense, impossible to miss.

Copper-red hair fell in thick waves past her shoulders, catching the cabin light like burnished metal. Freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks like cinnamon dusted by an artist who understood exactly what made a face memorable. Her eyes were green, bright as stoplights, and they turned toward me with such immediate, unguarded warmth that I felt like I was being hugged before she’d even moved.

She shifted in her seat to make space, and I became aware of the rest of her.

My eyes traced upward from her sneakers, kicked half off her feet because she apparently couldn’t tolerate shoes, to her soft thighs filling her seat, to her wide hips, to a waist that narrowed dramatically, and then to a chest so disproportionately, staggeringly, impossibly large that my brain performed an emergency shutdown and reboot.

I don’t mean she had big breasts. I mean she had the kind of breasts that architectural engineers would study for load-bearing research. A t-shirt that had clearly been purchased when her body was a different shape strained across them with the desperation of fabric pushed to its structural limits. The neckline, originally modest, had been drafted into a losing war against cleavage that it could not win. Freckles scattered across the upper slopes of her chest like a constellation map. Each breath she took created movement that was both hypnotic and, in the back of my mind, slightly concerning from a materials science perspective.

She caught me looking. She grinned wider. She did not appear to care.

“Hi! I’m Kim. Kim Mink. Is this your first year too?”

“Yeah.” I sat down. My shoulder brushed hers. She was warm and soft and smelled like vanilla soap and something sweet underneath it, like brown sugar. “Dana. Dana Del Morte.”

“Oh my god, that’s such a pretty name! Like, mysterious and dark. Very witchy. Are you going to be in Lustenhart? I’m totally going to be in Lustenhart. My mom says all the Mink women end up in Lustenhart. Are you excited? I’m SO excited. I’ve been waiting for this since I was like fourteen but you can’t start until you’re eighteen because of the whole libido thing, which, honestly? Best rule ever. I mean, can you imagine? Magic powered by horniness and they hand it to TEENAGERS?” She shuddered. “Disaster.”

She said all of this in about six seconds. I was still processing “mysterious and dark.”

“The libido thing,” I repeated carefully.

“Yeah, like, magic runs on sexual energy? Desire, arousal, all that good stuff. It’s the fuel. So they can’t teach it to minors because turning a fifteen-year-old’s brain into a sex-powered spell factory is illegal in, like, every country, magical and non-magical. So everyone at Hexhaven is eighteen-plus. It’s basically college but with spells and stuff.” She bounced in her seat as she talked, which created physics events I was trying very hard not to track. “Oh, and it’s all girls! Did you know that? The schools are separated by gender because when they were co-ed, everybody just banged constantly and nobody learned anything. Grades went to zero. Potion labs turned into sex dungeons. The whole thing was a mess.”

“That seems like an overreaction.”

“Right? But it’s been like this forever. There’s a boys’ school somewhere in Scotland but this one’s all-female.” She paused for the first time, studying my face. “You have really nice cheekbones, by the way.”

“Thanks,” I said, because what else do you say to that.

“My sister Kayla always says good cheekbones are a sign of strong magical lineage. She’s wrong about most things but she’s pretty about that one. She’s also bigger than me.” Kim glanced down at her own chest, then back up, completely unselfconscious. “I know, right? Genetics.”

I was formulating a response that wouldn’t reveal I’d understood maybe thirty percent of what she’d just said when a small, involuntary sound drew my attention from across the aisle.

She was in 8B, the window seat across from us. Chestnut brown hair, thick and bushy, falling below her shoulders in a controlled mass that was currently half-escaping from practical clips. Amber-hazel eyes behind thin wire-frame glasses. She wore a blouse buttoned to the throat, a cardigan buttoned over that, and a pencil skirt that suggested she’d dressed for a job interview rather than a plane ride.

She was slim, toned, with a runner’s posture and a spine that had never met a slouch. She sat up straight because she was always thinking, and the thinking required structural integrity.

She was also flushed. Pink across her cheeks, the tips of her ears, creeping down her neck into her collar. Her hands gripped a stack of study notes that vibrated with the faintest tremor. Her thighs, visible below her skirt hem, were pressed firmly together. As I watched, she shifted her weight slightly, and her hips made a subtle, rhythmic motion against the armrest.

She was studying. She was also grinding against her seat. I wasn’t sure she was aware of either fact as distinct activities.

Her amber eyes met mine. The flush deepened from pink to red. She went very still.

“Harmony Rolling,” she said crisply, as if introducing herself at an academic conference. “First year. Lustenhart, most likely, based on my personality matrix assessment, which maps closely to Lustenhart’s historical student profiles. I’ve been reviewing the faculty roster and the course catalog is exceptional, particularly the Resonance Studies program, which I believe will complement my existing research into arousal-cognition correlation, which is a purely academic interest obviously, entirely within the bounds of scholarly inquiry, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t stare at my thighs.”

“I wasn’t staring at your thighs.”

“You were looking in the general direction of my thighs with what I can only characterize as active observation.”

“You’re across the aisle. Everything below your chin is in the general vicinity of your thighs.”

“That’s a reductive spatial argument that ignores the directionality of human eye movement, which studies consistently show tracks toward areas of…”

She stopped herself. Realized she was about to lecture on human eye-tracking research while someone was actively watching her squirm. The flush spread past her collar like a sunrise.

She pushed her glasses up her nose with one finger, which I would later learn was her version of a verbal comma. The flush spread further, past her collar, disappearing into territories her cardigan protected from view.

Kim leaned across me to address Harmony, pressing her improbable chest against my arm with the complete lack of spatial awareness that I was beginning to understand was simply how Kim moved through the world. She wasn’t being provocative. She was being Kim, and Kim came with a lot of Kim.

“Hi! I’m Kim! You look like you need a friend. Do you want a friend? I’m a GREAT friend. I give the best hugs. Ask anyone.”

Harmony’s eyes traveled from Kim’s face to Kim’s chest. Traveled back to Kim’s face. Traveled back to Kim’s chest, as if double-checking that what she’d seen was real.

“That’s… anatomically remarkable,” Harmony said.

“Thanks! My mom says all the Mink women are blessed up top. My sister Kayla’s even bigger. She has to get custom bras from a witch seamstress because regular ones just give up. Anyway, do you want some gum? I have gum.” She produced a pack from somewhere. “It’s enchanted. Changes flavor based on your mood.”

“That seems scientifically improbable.”

“It tastes like strawberries when I’m happy! Which is basically always. When I’m nervous it tastes like green apple, which is a WEIRD choice, because who associates nervousness with green apple? Whoever enchanted this gum needs therapy.”

Harmony took a piece. Unwrapped it with precise fingers. Chewed once. Her expression shifted three times in two seconds, landing on something between fascination and alarm.

“What flavor?” Kim asked eagerly.

“I’d rather not say.”

“It’s cinnamon, isn’t it? Cinnamon means you’re turned on.” Kim said this at a volume that the entire front section of the plane could hear. Two heads turned. Harmony looked like she wanted to crawl into the overhead bin and die.

“It’s PEPPERMINT,” Harmony said firmly. “Which I’m sure correlates with scholarly focus.”

“Peppermint means curious! That’s cute. Are you curious about school or curious about something else?” Kim waggled her eyebrows with the subtlety of a freight train.

I decided to intervene before Harmony actually combusted. “Kim, maybe we should let her study.”

“You’re right, you’re right. Sorry, Harmony. I talk a lot. My mom says it’s because I was the middle child and if I didn’t talk nobody could hear me over my sisters. I have five sisters. FIVE. Our house is so loud that our neighbors moved. Twice.”

Harmony retreated behind her notes with obvious relief, but I noticed she didn’t put in earbuds or close herself off entirely. She kept glancing over at us. At me specifically.

I was beginning to catalogue the looks I was getting. From the two seats ahead: friendly curiosity. From the row behind: casual glances. From Kim: effortless warmth. From Harmony: analytical interest barely disguised as irritation.

None of them saw anything wrong. Whatever Grandma’s foul-tasting potion was doing, it was doing it well. Twenty girls on a plane, and not one of them registered the boy sitting in 7A.

The question was: how long would the potion hold.

About twenty minutes into the flight, I got my answer.

A patch of turbulence jolted the plane sideways. Kim yelped, grabbing my arm with both hands, which compressed her ridiculous chest against my bicep in a way that made my brain produce static. Her body was incredibly soft and warm, and my body responded to that with an immediacy that I suppressed through sheer force of will.

Across the aisle, Harmony’s notes scattered. She lunged forward to grab them, her blouse riding up to expose a strip of stomach that was flushed pink and taut with toned muscle. Her glasses slipped down her nose.

Then I felt it. A prickling sensation across my skin, like static electricity discharging in reverse. Something that had been sitting over me like a second skin was thinning. Dissolving. Grandma’s potion. She’d warned me it was old. So much for “through the first day.”

Kim was still gripping my arm when it happened. She’d been laughing about the turbulence, her copper hair tousled, her grip warm and tight. Then her laughter trailed off. Her green eyes narrowed.

She tilted her head. Looked at my face. Really looked, like she was seeing it for the first time.

Her gaze traveled down. My jaw. My shoulders. The flat, undeniable reality of my chest under my hoodie. The subtle but unmistakable tension in my jeans that her body pressed against my arm had been steadily producing.

“Wait,” she said. The word came slowly, which was unusual for Kim. Her eyes went very wide.

“Are you a BOY?”

The front section of the plane went quiet. Conversations halted mid-sentence. Heads turned. Eighteen female faces swiveled toward seat 7A with expressions ranging from shock to disbelief to naked, undisguised curiosity.

I weighed my options. Denial was off the table; my body had already made its case. Explanations required context I didn’t have. The truth was the only play.

“Yes,” I said.

Silence held for about one and a half seconds. Then Kim Mink burst out laughing.

Not nervous laughter. Not awkward laughter. Full-body, doubled-over, tears-streaming, shoulder-shaking, everything-bouncing laughter. She threw her head back and howled. Her breasts shook with every convulsion, straining the shirt to its absolute limits. A button near the top gave up the fight entirely and pinged off the seat-back in front of her.

“Oh my GOD,” she wheezed, clutching her stomach. “A BOY. On the GIRLS’ plane. Your NAME. They thought you were a GIRL because your name is DANA.”

“Dana is a perfectly respectable boy’s name.”

“YOUR NAME IS DANA AND YOU’RE GOING TO A GIRLS’ SCHOOL!” She was crying now, actual tears running down her freckled cheeks, and she was laughing so hard that the girl in the seat ahead turned around to check if she was having a medical emergency.

Across the aisle, Harmony had gone the color of a fire engine. Not from amusement. From the dawning horror of a woman who had been grinding against her armrest for thirty minutes with a male stranger watching from four feet away.

“You’ve been sitting next to me,” she said. Her voice was very controlled. Her hands were white-knuckled on her notes.

“Yes.”

“For the entire flight.”

“Yes.”

“And I’ve been…” She trailed off. Looked at the armrest. Looked at me. The flush had gone past red into a shade I’d need a paint swatch to identify. “You noticed.”

“Harmony, I’ve been trying very hard not to notice.”

She made a sound like a teakettle reaching boiling point, a high thin note of pure mortification that climbed above the range of human dignity. She snatched up her scattered notes, stacked them with trembling precision, and buried her face in them.

Kim, still laughing, slapped my shoulder hard enough to make me wince. “Don’t worry about her. She grinds on everything when she’s studying. It’s her THING. I could tell from the MOMENT I saw her. The flush, the thigh press, the whole situation.” She waved a hand at Harmony’s general existence. “Are you really going to Hexhaven? As a BOY? This is going to be AMAZING.”

“I don’t have a choice. The enrollment contract is binding.”

“You don’t even sound upset! Most guys would be freaking out.”

I considered that. She was right. I should have been freaking out. Instead, some quiet, strategic part of my brain was already calculating. An all-female university. An irrevocable contract. Magic powered by sexual energy. And me, the only male, accidentally enrolled through a clerical error that couldn’t be undone.

My grandmother’s voice echoed: “Your father was like you. Average, people thought. Nothing special. And then he became the most remarkable person in any room.”

“I think,” I said carefully, “this might be the most interesting thing that’s ever happened to me.”

Kim beamed at me. Her missing button exposed a stretch of freckled cleavage that I observed with the clinical detachment of a man constructing a strategy.

“Oh, we’re going to be best friends,” she declared. “I can already tell.”

From behind her notes, Harmony muttered: “The correlation between gender presence and ambient arousal levels in a mono-gender educational environment has not been studied with a sample size this large. The research potential is…” She trailed off. Tapped the bridge of her wire-frames. “I hate both of you.”

The plane began its final descent.

Kim grabbed my arm again, pressing her face to the window, which pressed her body against mine, which my body had opinions about that I firmly overruled. “Look! LOOK!”

I looked.

Below us, through a break in the clouds that parted like curtains being drawn, Hexhaven University spread across a valley as if the earth had carved itself into a stage for something magnificent.

Gothic towers rose from dark stone, connected by covered bridges that arched between buildings like the arms of dancers. Courtyards tessellated between structures, some green with gardens, some gray with cobblestone, one that appeared to be filled with water that glowed faintly blue. A dark lake reflected a sky that was shifting from the purple-gold of the magical flight corridor to the deeper blue of approaching evening. Enchanted lights dotted hundreds of windows in patterns that pulsed gently, like a building breathing.

Four distinct architectural clusters dominated the campus, each with its own aesthetic. One cluster was honey-gold, draped with vines and open balconies. Another was pristine and silver-white, geometrically perfect. A third was dark and elegant, all sharp angles and chandelier-lit windows. The fourth was lush, overgrown with flowering plants, its structures half-hidden in a garden that seemed to have opinions about architecture.

Sprawling grounds surrounded it all, with a massive greenhouse complex, what appeared to be an arena or court of some kind, and rolling lawns that went on until they met a forest that was suspiciously dark even in the remaining daylight.

Five hundred witches. One male. An irrevocable contract with my name on it.

My grandmother’s face flashed through my mind. The tears. The pride. The certainty that this was always supposed to happen.

“It’s so PRETTY,” Kim breathed, her face against the glass.

Harmony lowered her notes just enough to peek over the top. The wonder in her amber eyes was unguarded for exactly one second, her lips slightly parted, her analytical armor gone. Then the academic mask snapped back like a rubber band, and she was Harmony Rolling again, composed and flushed and annoyed.

“The structural enchantments on the main tower alone represent at least three centuries of layered wardwork,” she said. “The magical architecture is extraordinary.”

“It looks like a castle had babies with a really nice college,” Kim translated.

Both descriptions were accurate.

The plane angled toward a landing strip that appeared to be a meadow with delusions of grandeur, and I settled back in my seat, watching the most improbable campus in the world grow larger in my window.

I had no magic. No plan. A name that had enrolled me in an all-female university through what was essentially the world’s most consequential clerical error. I was about to walk into a school full of five hundred women who expected another woman and were going to get me instead.

But I had two friends already. One who’d decided she liked me before I’d finished my first sentence, and one who was going to pretend she didn’t like me until the data forced her to admit otherwise.

The plane touched down in the meadow without a bump, settling onto grass that parted for us like a welcome mat.

Kim squeezed my arm. “Ready?”

From across the aisle, Harmony’s voice: “The statistical probability of a positive outcome for a male entering an all-female magical institution is essentially incalculable. There’s no precedent.”

“So that’s a yes?” I asked.

She bit the end of her pen, caught herself, set it down. The flush was fading. What replaced it was something sharper: interest.

“That’s a ‘the data will be fascinating,’” she said.

Kim stood up, gathered her bag, and knocked a reading light off the overhead panel with her chest. She didn’t notice.

I followed my two new friends off the plane and into the magical world.

Behind me, the enchanted plane’s windows dimmed as the last passengers disembarked. Somewhere in my jacket pocket, the vial my mother had made gave one slow throb of heat, warm and steady, like a heartbeat that had been waiting eighteen years to start.


Chapter 2: Welcome to Hexhaven

Five hundred witches discovered I was male in about eleven seconds.

The plane had taxied to a stone platform at the edge of the meadow, and as we disembarked into the amber light of late afternoon, the welcoming committee was already assembled. Rows of students in house-colored robes lined a wide cobblestone path leading toward the main campus. Faculty stood in a cluster near a pair of massive oak doors. Floating lanterns drifted overhead, casting amber light that made everything look like a painting.

Kim bounced down the plane’s steps ahead of me, her copper hair catching the lantern light, her chest swaying with each step in a way that drew exactly the amount of attention you’d expect. Harmony descended behind me with measured, careful steps, study notes clutched to her chest like a shield.

I stepped off the plane.

The nearest row of students, a group of girls in golden robes, noticed me first. Whispers spread in a wave from the nearest row to the back of the crowd. Five hundred heads turned. Five hundred pairs of eyes locked onto the one figure on the cobblestone path who did not, upon close inspection, appear to be female.

I heard the word “boy” spoken in roughly forty-seven different tones of disbelief.

“Well,” Kim said brightly, surveying the sea of staring faces. “At least nobody’s bored.”

The walk to the main hall was the longest hundred yards of my life. I kept my pace steady, my expression neutral, and my hands in my hoodie pockets. My brain, which had been in crisis-management mode since the letter arrived, slipped into observation mode instead.

Around me, the whispers built into a low roar of speculation. Groups of students clustered together, pointing, whispering, a few of them openly staring with expressions that ranged from confused to hostile to a look I could only describe as hungry. I catalogued reactions the way I catalogued everything: automatically, strategically, filing data points for later.

A tall girl in dark robes whispered something to her companion that made them both stare at my jeans. A cluster of Lustenhart girls giggled and scattered like startled birds when I looked their direction. Two girls in green-trimmed robes were more interested in each other’s mouths than my arrival, which was reassuring in its indifference.

“The ambient magical resonance is already measurably elevated,” Harmony murmured from behind me, consulting a device she’d pulled from her bag that looked like a compass but with too many needles. “Your presence is generating a physiological response in the student body. The libido-magic feedback loop is real, and you’re the catalyst.”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s unprecedented. I need more data.” She pressed her thighs together. “Significantly more data.”

Kim, walking beside me, was oblivious to the tension. She waved at people. Multiple people. She waved at strangers with the enthusiasm of a homecoming queen, and several of them waved back before remembering they were supposed to be suspicious of the male. Kim’s energy was apparently contagious enough to override institutional hostility, at least temporarily.

The main hall was a cathedral-sized space with vaulted ceilings lost in shadow and enchanted candlelight. A massive table stretched the length of the room, but it was the smaller tables arranged perpendicular to it that caught my attention. Four of them, each with its own color scheme and energy.

But first, there was the small matter of registration.

A desk had been set up near the entrance, staffed by a woman who radiated competence the way a furnace radiates heat. The chaos around her had clearly been descending for hours; she had not descended with it. She was perhaps fifty, with steel-gray hair pulled into a bun so tight it could deflect spells, wire-rimmed spectacles, and a spine that had clearly never met a slouch.

“Name,” she said, not looking up from her registration book.

“Dana Del Morte.”

She wrote it. Stopped. Looked at her book. Looked at me. Back at the book.

“Ms. Dana Del Morte,” she read aloud.

“Just Dana. No Ms.”

Her spectacles seemed to sharpen. Seventeen academic years without a single administrative error, and here was one staring back at her: an error that was not her fault but was absolutely going to become her problem.

“You’re male,” she stated.

“I am.”

“You are enrolled at an all-female university.”

“I’m told the contract is irrevocable.”

She set down her pen with the measured control of someone resisting the urge to snap it in half. “Wait here.”

Within minutes, I was in a side chamber off the main hall, surrounded by faculty. The chamber was paneled in dark wood, lit by floating candles, and furnished with chairs that looked older than any nation currently on a map. It smelled like old books and frustration.

The faculty had assembled quickly. I counted six professors, two administrators, and one headmistress who was not paying attention to any of them.

The woman from registration, whom I’d learned was Deputy Headmistress Grimworth, stood at the center of the room looking like a general who’d just been informed that the army had accidentally recruited a civilian.

“The enrollment contract is Eldenmoor-class,” she said, addressing the room. Her voice was clipped, efficient, and left no room for interruption. “It was sealed at the moment of acceptance. It cannot be broken without killing the bound party.”

A woman at the far end of the table leaned forward. Dark hair streaked with gray, pulled tight against her skull. Angular face set in a permanent scowl. Green-stained fingers. She looked at me the way a cat looks at a mouse it’s found under the refrigerator.

“We are not going to kill a student,” Grimworth continued, as if she’d anticipated the next suggestion.

“Pity,” said the dark-haired woman. Her voice dripped acid.

“Professor Tsundera Spite.” Grimworth’s tone was warning.

“A MALE. In MY university. In an institution specifically designed to prevent the hormonal catastrophe of co-education, some elf bureaucrat processed a gender-ambiguous name and now we have a MALE walking the halls.” She spoke “male” the way one might say “cockroach” or “unpaid invoice.”

“The fault lies with the Enrollment Office, not the student,” Grimworth said. “The question is what we do about it.”

“Send him to the boys’ school.”

“The contract is with Hexhaven specifically. Transferring him would require breaking the bond, which, as I stated, would kill him.”

“And the downside?”

“Professor Spite.” This time the warning had actual weight.

A voice with actual human temperature interrupted from across the table. “Perhaps we should consider what resources Mr. Del Morte might need to integrate safely.”

I looked at the speaker. My eyes traveled upward in the automatic scan I did with everyone, a habit from years of watching people. Sensible shoes. Long academic robes, well-fitted, not the shapeless kind some professors wore like tents. A posture that spoke of decades of standing at lecterns. And then her face.

Auburn hair gathered in a French twist, rich and thick, the kind of hair that would look entirely different if it were ever let down. Brown eyes behind thin rectangular reading glasses that she wore with the comfort of someone who’d never considered contacts. A face that was handsome rather than pretty, with fine lines around her eyes and mouth that spoke of years of smiling, of genuine warmth lived rather than performed. She wore robes over a high-collared blouse, every button fastened, every fold precise. A beauty mark sat just above her collar on the left side, small and dark against light olive skin. She radiated the energy of a woman who had chosen composure as a lifestyle and was very good at it.

“Professor Aurelie Blanche,” Grimworth introduced. “Ravenslop house head and instructor of Resonance Studies.”

“Welcome to Hexhaven, Mr. Del Morte,” Professor Blanche said. The warmth in her voice reached her eyes, a contrast to every other faculty member who had spoken so far. “I’m sure this is overwhelming.”

“That’s one word for it.”

“I find that most extraordinary situations feel less extraordinary by the second week. The school will adjust. You’ll adjust. These things have a way of finding their equilibrium.” She smiled, and the smile reached her eyes in a way that Grimworth’s efficiency and Spite’s contempt never would. “I look forward to having you in my Resonance Studies class.”

Spite’s scowl deepened. Several other professors exchanged looks that ranged from concerned to morbidly curious. A mousy woman with enormous eyes and ink on her fingers knocked over her water glass, squeaked, and mopped it up with her sleeve.

“That’s Professor Merriwell,” Kim whispered from behind me. She’d somehow followed me into the administrative meeting. Nobody had stopped her. I suspected nobody could stop Kim from going where she wanted. “She teaches Enchantment and Binding Theory. She’s supposed to be brilliant. She also has the anxiety of a small dog in a thunderstorm.”

“Ms. Mink,” Grimworth said. “This is a faculty meeting.”

“I’m his friend. He needs moral support. Also I’m already sitting down.” She was, indeed, already sitting in a chair she’d pulled up next to mine. Her presence was an enormous, copper-haired buffer between me and the hostility.

Before Grimworth could respond, a door at the far end of the chamber opened and the Headmistress of Hexhaven University entered the room.

She was ancient. Not politely aged, not “well-preserved.” Ancient. White hair exploded from her head in a chaotic bun that appeared to contain at least two quills, a fork, and what might have been a small crystal. Her face was all creases and sharp angles, but her eyes behind enormous spectacles were bright, calculating, and currently focused on something in her hand.

Her phone.

Headmistress Dabbledough walked to the head of the table without looking up from the screen, sat down in a chair that had clearly been enchanted for her over many decades, and continued scrolling.

“Headmistress,” Grimworth said. “We have a situation.”

“Mm.”

“A male student has been enrolled through a binding contract. The Enrollment Office…”

“Put him somewhere.” Dabbledough did not look up. “I have a governance vote in twenty minutes.”

“Headmistress, with respect, the implications of a male student in an all-female…”

“Grimworth.” The headmistress looked up for the first time. Her eyes were like searchlights, bright and piercing, and they found me across the room with an accuracy that suggested she’d known exactly where I was the entire time. She studied me for maybe two seconds. A calculation moved behind her spectacles, too fast for me to follow.

“Put him in a house. Assign him a bed. Let the contract run its course.” She looked back at her phone. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, my governance vote will determine whether Cauldron Protocol implements proof-of-stake or proof-of-work, and the tokenomics of this entire venture rest on the outcome.”

She stood and left the room, already typing on her screen.

The silence she left behind was the kind that follows a natural disaster.

“Well,” Grimworth said, unsurprised, as if she’d expected nothing from her superior and received exactly that. “The headmistress has spoken. Mr. Del Morte will be sorted and housed. I want daily reports on integration. Professor Blanche, you’ll serve as faculty liaison.”

“Of course,” Blanche said warmly.

“Professor Spite, I expect professional conduct in your classroom regardless of the student’s gender.”

Spite said nothing. She looked at me with eyes like black coffee, and I felt a chill trace down my spine. Then she stood and swept from the room, green-stained fingers trailing along the doorframe.

Grimworth’s gaze settled on me. Not warm, not hostile. The evaluating look of someone who managed systems and had just been given an unprecedented variable.

“Mr. Del Morte. The sorting ceremony begins in twenty minutes. I suggest you prepare yourself.”

I nodded. Kim, beside me, squeezed my hand under the table.

The sorting chamber was a circular room beneath the main hall, lit by purple-tinged candles that flickered with a light livelier than fire. Stone walls carved with symbols I couldn’t read, though the shapes seemed to shift when I wasn’t looking directly at them. A raised platform at the center supporting a single stone table, and on that table, a chalice filled with liquid that shifted between purple and gold.

The room smelled old. Not musty or decaying, but old the way mountains are old, the way oceans are old. The stone held centuries of magical ceremony in its pores, and it hummed through the soles of my sneakers.

Students filed in. All five hundred of them, arranged in a semi-circle, watching the platform like an audience waiting for a show. The four house sections were already visible, students clustering in their colors. Honey-gold light on the left, where Lustenhart’s section radiated the casual energy of a house party. Silver precision next to it, where Ravenslop’s girls sat with identical posture and identically composed expressions. Dark elegance across the chamber, where Kunningbrott’s section whispered behind raised hands, deals being struck before the sorting had even begun. And lush green in the final quarter, where Sapphotange’s students seemed more interested in each other than in any ceremony.

Grimworth stood beside the chalice with a leather-bound book. “The Sorting Draught will guide you to your house,” she announced, her voice carrying without amplification. “Drink, and the Spirit of Sorting will reveal your placement.”

One by one, first-year students approached, drank from the chalice, and experienced what appeared to be a brief, intense vision. Most came back wide-eyed, announced their house, and went to their section. It took about thirty seconds per student.

I watched Kim drink. Her eyes went distant for about four seconds. She blinked. “Lustenhart!” she shouted, and the Lustenhart section erupted in cheers. She bounced down from the platform, everything following suit, and was immediately absorbed into a crowd of welcoming Lustenhart students.

Harmony drank. Her eyes went distant for longer, nearly ten seconds. When she returned, she adjusted her glasses. “Lustenhart,” she said, with the air of someone confirming a hypothesis. Smaller cheers, but warm. She walked to the Lustenhart section with neat, unhurried steps and stood beside Kim, who immediately hugged her so hard that Harmony’s glasses went sideways.

Then Grimworth looked at her book, looked at me, and said: “Dana Del Morte.”

The chamber went dead silent.

I walked to the platform. Five hundred pairs of eyes tracked me. The whispers had stopped. Whatever this sorting was, they all wanted to see what happened to the boy.

The chalice was cool stone in my hands. The liquid inside smelled like nothing and everything simultaneously, like a color that hadn’t been invented yet. I drank.

The room disappeared.

I was nowhere. A void that wasn’t dark or light but simply absent. No floor, no ceiling, no walls. Just space, and in that space, a presence.

The Spirit of Sorting was not a thing I could look at directly. It was an awareness, an intelligence that pressed against my mind like someone leaning against a door. It studied me. I felt it rifle through my thoughts, my memories, my personality, with the casual thoroughness of someone looking through a filing cabinet.

It paused on something. I felt it sharpen.

“Kunningbrott,” the Spirit said. Not a voice. A knowing. “You scheme. You calculate. You plan. You manipulate. You would thrive in Kunningbrott.”

I saw the house in my mind. Dark, elegant, chandelier-lit. Ambitious witches making deals. Political maneuvering. The house of schemers. Of course it wanted to put me there. It had read my strategy books, my mental chess games, my instinct to map a room and calculate its power dynamics before saying hello.

“No,” I said.

The Spirit paused. I got the distinct impression that nobody had ever said “no” before. The sensation was like a record scratch at a cosmic level.

“No?”

“Lustenhart.”

“You don’t choose,” the Spirit said. The knowing became firm. “I assign. That is how this works.”

“My friends are in Lustenhart. Kim Mink and Harmony Rolling.”

“Your affections are irrelevant to the sorting criteria.”

“They’re not my affections. They’re my strategy.” I pushed the thought toward the Spirit, as clearly as I could. “Kunningbrott is full of schemers. You’d be putting the new schemer into a house of experienced schemers who don’t want competition. I’d spend my entire first year navigating internal politics instead of learning magic. But Lustenhart is open, naive, loyal. They’ll accept me because that’s who they are. I can learn, grow, and build something without fighting my own house for the right to exist.”

The Spirit’s presence shifted. If it had a face, I imagined it would have been frowning.

“You’re manipulating the sorting.”

“I’m presenting a logical argument for optimal placement.”

“You’re manipulating the SORTING.”

“Is that against the rules?”

A pause. A long pause. The void rippled with something that might have been amusement. Or disturbance. Or both. The presence circled me, examining, probing, and I held my ground in the nothingness with the stubborn calm of someone who had spent eighteen years taking care of a grandmother the world called crazy and had developed an extremely high tolerance for things not making sense.

“No student has ever argued with me,” the Spirit said. “In four hundred years. Not once.”

“Then you’ve been working with a very obedient student body.”

The void pulsed. The Spirit circled back to the place it had paused before, the thing in me it had sharpened on. I felt it looking at a quality I couldn’t see myself, a depth that was old and patient. The sensation was uncomfortable, like being x-rayed by a machine that was surprised by what it found.

“There’s something in you,” the Spirit murmured. “Something I haven’t seen in a very long time.”

“Is that a problem?”

“I don’t know yet.” Another pulse. A decision forming. “Very well. Lustenhart. But I want you to know that I am doing this against my better judgment, and if you prove me wrong, I will find a way to reassign you, magical precedent be damned.”

The void dissolved.

I was back in the sorting chamber, chalice in my hands, five hundred witches staring at me.

“Lustenhart,” I said.

The golden section exploded. Kim was screaming. Actually screaming, jumping up and down, creating a spectacle that drew every eye in the chamber both for its volume and its physics. Harmony was clapping, measured and steady, but her eyes were bright.

From the dark, elegant section, a girl with silver-white hair and ice-gray eyes stared at me without blinking. Tall, statuesque, with posture so perfect it looked aggressive. She was surrounded by other girls in dark robes, but she stood apart from them the way a sword stands apart from a drawer of butter knives. Her expression was unreadable, but her jaw was tight.

That was Kunningbrott. And that girl, whoever she was, was furious.

From the silver section, a girl with impeccable posture and a blouse buttoned to the throat looked at me, cleared her throat, and said: “While the sorting of a male student raises several important considerations regarding dormitory arrangements and the implications for inter-house social dynamics, I believe we should approach this development with an open mind and a commitment to inclusive academic discourse.”

The students around her nodded. All of them. In perfect synchronization. Their posture was identical.

“That’s Ravenslop,” Kim whispered, having appeared beside me like a copper-haired, busty teleportation. “They’re all like that. Every single one.”

From the lush green section, two girls who had been kissing broke apart long enough to glance at me. One wrinkled her nose. “A male? Gross.” They resumed kissing. A third girl, who had been braiding the first girl’s hair during the kiss, shrugged without looking up from her work. “At least he’s not bothering us.”

“That’s Sapphotange,” Kim added. “They’re not interested in boys. Like, at all. They have a garden. Nobody else is allowed in the garden. I tried to go in once during orientation and a vine literally pushed me out.”

I looked across the chamber. Four houses. Four energies. Kunningbrott’s calculating fury. Ravenslop’s polished concern. Sapphotange’s magnificent indifference. And Lustenhart’s open-armed chaos.

I’d chosen right. And I’d chosen for the right reasons. In Kunningbrott, I’d spend my first year fighting for air among schemers who’d been playing politics since before they could spell the word. In Lustenhart, I’d have room to breathe, allies who led with their hearts, and a strategic advantage that none of them would see coming: me.

Grimworth called for order. The remaining first-years were sorted with significantly less drama than mine had produced. When it was done, I followed the Lustenhart crowd toward their dormitory, Kim on one side, Harmony on the other, and five hundred witches’ worth of curiosity following me like a shadow.

The Lustenhart dormitory felt like a hug. That was the first thing I noticed. Heated beyond temperature. Enchanted. The building itself seemed to lean toward you, wanting to welcome you. The common room was a sprawl of mismatched furniture, cushions piled on cushions, and low tables covered in forgotten snacks and half-finished card games from upper-year students. Tapestries on the walls depicted scenes that moved lazily: a couple dancing in a moonlit garden, a dragon napping in a field of flowers, a witch stirring a cauldron while reading a romance novel. Open archways led to corridors lined with doors, some of which had been decorated with so many personal touches that the original wood was invisible beneath layers of stickers, enchanted photographs, and in one case, a small garden growing directly out of the doorframe.

Enchanted candles floated at hip height, giving everything an amber glow. A fireplace the size of a small car dominated one wall, crackling with flames that shifted color based on the mood of the room. Right now they were amber-orange and excited yellow, with occasional pops of pink that I suspected corresponded to someone in the room thinking about things they shouldn’t have been.

The second thing I noticed was that the dormitory was aggressively co-ed-proof. There was one bathroom. One. Shared by something like a hundred and twenty-five Lustenhart students. The door had a sign that said “OCCUPIED” in floating letters that changed color, and based on the line already forming, the schedule was going to be a problem.

“Don’t worry,” Kim said, reading my expression. “Lustenhart girls are super chill about nudity. Like, SUPER chill. My mom said when she was here, the common room was basically a clothing-optional zone after 9 PM.”

“That’s going to be complicated now.”

“Why? Oh, right. Boy.” She thought about this for exactly half a second. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

It was going to be the opposite of fine.

My “room” was a curtained alcove in the main dormitory hall, indistinguishable from the other alcoves except for the fact that mine had been hastily separated from its neighbors by privacy screens that looked like they’d been conjured maybe fifteen minutes ago. The bed was large, the curtains were thick purple velvet, and from the hall I could hear the sounds of a hundred young women settling in for their first night of university.

I sat on my bed and processed.

Magic was real. I was enrolled in an all-female magical university through a clerical error. The enrollment was irrevocable. I’d manipulated the sorting system within my first hour. The headmistress was checking crypto charts during my administrative crisis. A professor named Spite wanted me dead. And I was sleeping in a dormitory full of witches whose magic was powered by sexual energy.

I pulled the vial from my jacket pocket. My mother’s protection charm. It throbbed gently in my palm, warm and violet, and for a moment I stopped cataloguing threats and let the facts hit. My parents had lived in this world. Had fought in it, died in it, believed it was worth dying for. And now their son, who’d spent eighteen years thinking his grandmother was gently losing her mind, was sitting on an enchanted bed in an all-female university that ran on horniness.

Dad, if you can hear me: your son is in over his head. But you apparently married a woman who could hold a ward over a village for six hours, so I’m guessing the family threshold for “in over your head” is pretty high.

My grandmother was going to love this.

I was about to close my curtain when the dormitory door swung open and the last arrival stumbled through.

She tripped on the threshold. This was understandable, because the threshold was slightly raised and she was carrying a trunk that was larger than she was. What was less understandable was the physics of what happened next.

She fell forward. The trunk went one direction. She went the other. Her hip caught the edge of a tall iron candelabra, which tipped, which she lunged to catch, which made her spin, which put her spectacular ass directly into the path of the candelabra’s base.

Because it was spectacular. Her ass, I mean.

I tracked the impact in what felt like slow motion. She was shorter than Kim, pear-shaped, with a modest chest and narrow waist that made her lower half even more dramatically proportioned. Platinum blonde hair, straight and fine, fell to her lower back like pale silk. She wore a flowing skirt that should have been modest but instead draped over and clung to hips and a rear so disproportionately, impossibly, magnificently large that the fabric had no prayer of disguising them.

Her ass hit the candelabra. The candelabra went down. Three candles rolled across the floor. She sat in the wreckage, platinum hair curtaining her face, and looked up.

Pale blue eyes. Large, slightly unfocused, like she’d just woken from a dream. Porcelain skin without a single mark. A small mouth that opened into a confused “oh.”

She blinked at me. I blinked at her.

“Solana Bigbottom,” she said softly. “I’m sorry about the candelabra.” Then she blinked again. “You’re the boy.”

“Dana Del Morte. And don’t worry about the candelabra.”

“It was a nice candelabra.” She looked at the wreckage with actual remorse, as if she’d injured something with feelings. Her hair fell forward as she leaned, platinum strands trailing across the floor in a sheet of pale silk. “I break things. My center of gravity is…” She glanced down at her own hips, at the dramatic flare of them visible even from the floor, and back up with the resigned look of someone who’d had this argument with physics before, and lost every time. “Different.”

“Different is a good word for it.”

She either missed the compliment or chose to let it pass. “My trunk,” she said, looking at the luggage that had slid halfway across the room. “It has my plants in it. I hope they’re all right. They don’t like sudden movements.”

“Your plants don’t like sudden movements?”

“Most plants don’t. People just don’t notice because they’re rude to plants.” She said this with absolute sincerity. No trace of humor, no self-awareness that she was defending the emotional wellbeing of vegetation. She meant it.

Kim appeared from nowhere, as Kim did. “Oh my GOD, are you okay? Let me help you up!” She reached down, grabbed Solana’s hands, and pulled her to her feet with cheerful force. Solana swayed, steadied, and Kim hugged her.

Kim’s chest pressed against Solana’s modest one. Solana’s hips pressed against Kim’s soft ones. They were physical opposites mapped onto the same vertical axis: Kim, all chest and warmth and copper. Solana, all hips and dreaminess and platinum.

“I’m Kim! That’s Dana, he’s a boy, it’s a whole thing. This is Lustenhart! You’re going to love it!”

Solana looked from Kim to me. Her pale eyes tracked my face, my shoulders, the flat chest visible through my t-shirt. Interest sparked in her gaze, quick as a fish surfacing, before the dreaminess settled back over her features like a curtain.

“A boy,” she murmured. “Here.”

“Here,” I confirmed.

She tilted her head. The motion sent her platinum hair swaying, which drew attention downward to the curve of her hips, which drew attention further down to the ass that had just defeated a candelabra.

“That’s going to be interesting,” she said softly.

She drifted toward a bed across the hall from mine, her hips swaying with each step, her ass creating a silhouette beneath the flowing fabric that was both gentle and ruinous. She moved slowly, dreamily, like she was walking through water. When she sat on her bed, the mattress dipped noticeably under the weight of her lower half, and she looked at the dip the way you look at a problem you stopped trying to solve years ago.

I pulled my curtain shut and lay in the dark.

Through the velvet, I heard Lustenhart settling. Laughter. Chatter. Kim’s voice, loud and bright, already making friends. Harmony’s voice, precise and correcting someone’s pronunciation of a spell. Solana’s silence, which somehow had its own presence.

Day one. I was sorted into a house of uninhibited witches, sleeping four feet from a girl whose ass could be classified as a natural wonder, attending a university run by a headmistress who was more interested in cryptocurrency than education, hated by a professor who wanted me dead, and bound by a magical contract that couldn’t be broken.

I had no magic. No allies beyond three girls I’d met today. And a school full of secrets I hadn’t begun to uncover.

But I had a skill, one I’d been building my entire life without knowing what it was for. I had the ability to walk into a room, assess every person in it, calculate the power dynamics, and find the position that gave me the best chance of survival. I’d been doing it since elementary school, since the first time I’d figured out that the kid who sat between the two biggest groups at lunch could listen to both sides and learn more than either one knew about themselves.

My grandmother would have called it strategy. Sun Tzu would have called it positioning. The sorting spirit had called it scheming, which was the same thing with worse branding.

Whatever it was, I was going to need all of it.

I closed my eyes. Through the curtain, someone started singing, off-key and enthusiastic. Someone else told them to shut up. A pillow was thrown. More laughter. The fireplace crackled and its light flickered through the velvet, painting the inside of my alcove in shifting colors: amber, gold, a pulse of pink that faded to soft orange.

Somewhere on the other side of the campus, in the dark, elegant corridors of Kunningbrott, I was fairly sure a girl with silver-white hair was plotting.

I knew, because that’s exactly what I would have been doing.


Chapter 3: The New Normal

My first morning at Hexhaven began with a line.

Not a metaphorical line. A literal, physical line of approximately thirty young women queued outside the single bathroom shared by all Lustenhart students, most of them in various states of undress because Lustenhart was, as Kim had promised, “super chill about nudity.”

The girl ahead of me wore a towel that covered the territory between her collarbones and her mid-thighs. The girl behind me wore nothing but underwear and a yawn. Neither of them seemed concerned. When I stepped into the queue, however, the social dynamics shifted.

Heads turned. Whispers started. The towel girl clutched her towel tighter. The underwear girl did not clutch anything tighter, but she did look me up and down with frank, unhurried appraisal.

“You’re the boy,” she said.

“I am.”

She shrugged. “Don’t use all the hot water.”

By the time I reached the bathroom, a system had been established. Not by me. By Grimworth, who had apparently been up since dawn drafting a “Bathroom Protocol for Mixed-Gender Cohabitation” that was pinned to the door in enchanted ink. The document was three pages long, single-spaced, and included a section on “appropriate distance between the male student and shower facilities currently in use by female students.”

I showered in four minutes flat and emerged to find Kim waiting in the corridor, already dressed in clothes that were already losing the war against her body. Her t-shirt had ridden up to expose a strip of freckled stomach. Her jeans were unbuttoned at the top because, as she would later explain, “buttons are oppressive.”

“First day of classes!” she said. “Aren’t you EXCITED?”

I was. Although the excitement was complicated by the fact that I was about to attend lectures at a university I couldn’t leave, in a world I’d discovered existed three days ago, where magic was fueled by sexual energy and I was the only male on campus.

“Thrilled,” I said.

“That’s the spirit! Let’s get breakfast. The Great Hall supposedly has incredible food. The elves make it.”

“The elves?”

“Yeah, there are elves. They serve the school. It’s a whole thing.”

Elves. Sure. Add it to the list.

The Great Hall was exactly as impressive as the architecture had promised. Soaring ceilings lost in enchanted darkness that revealed constellations. Long tables arranged by house, each with its own energy and aesthetic. Floating candlelight that adjusted brightness based on the time of day. The smell of food that was better than any cafeteria had a right to produce.

The house tables were already filling. I walked in with Kim and Harmony, and the hall went quiet for approximately three seconds before conversation resumed at a pitch noticeably higher than before.

The Lustenhart table was the loudest in the hall. Girls sat with knees touching, elbows on tables, talking over each other, laughing, stealing food from each other’s plates. The golden robes were worn loosely, carelessly, as if the uniform was an afterthought to whatever else they were doing. Kim slid into a seat and immediately introduced herself to everyone within arm’s reach, which was a considerable radius given her reach involved leaning forward and the accompanying events.

I sat beside her. Harmony sat across from us, notes already out, studying while eating toast in a sequence that was clearly optimized for maximum caloric efficiency with minimum time loss.

I scanned the other tables.

Ravenslop. The silver section. Every student sat with perfect posture, utensils placed at proper angles, napkins in laps. Their conversation was audible in fragments: “As I was saying, the implications of arousal-based spellwork for first-years are well-documented, and I think it’s important to approach the topic with sensitivity and rigor.” “Certainly! I’d be happy to discuss that further, though I should note that my perspective is limited by the available literature.” “That’s a really thoughtful point. Thank you for sharing.”

They sounded like a conference panel at an academic seminar. Every single one of them.

Kunningbrott. The dark section. Chandelier-lit even in the morning, because Kunningbrott apparently didn’t believe in natural light. Whispered conversations conducted behind raised goblets. Meaningful glances exchanged like currency. At the center of their table, the silver-haired girl from the sorting sat with perfect posture that made Ravenslop’s look casual. Ice-gray eyes surveyed the hall like a general reviewing territory.

Sapphotange. The green section. Two girls at the end of the table were locked in a kiss so thorough that their breakfasts were getting cold. A third girl was braiding their hair while they kissed, as if this was a perfectly normal Tuesday morning activity. Which, for Sapphotange, it apparently was. A fourth girl noticed me looking and gave me a flat, unimpressed stare before deliberately turning her back.

And then the elves arrived.

I had expectations. The word “elf” conjured images: small, servile, large-eyed creatures in pillowcases, perhaps. Creatures diminutive and pathetic. The kind that needed liberating.

What came through the Great Hall’s service entrance was not that.

They were tall. Taller than most of the students. They moved with a grace that made Kunningbrott’s deliberate elegance look like it was trying too hard. Silver-blue hair, violet eyes, pointed ears that were elegant rather than comical, skin that seemed to glow faintly in the candlelight. They carried platters of food in perfect synchronization, a choreographed dance, placing dishes with gentle reverence, refilling cups without being asked.

They were gorgeous. Not in the way the students were gorgeous, which was the beauty of youth and variety. This was something else. Otherworldly. Their beauty had a quality like moonlight, cool and luminous and slightly unreal.

Every student in the hall accepted their service with casual indifference. Nobody looked twice. Nobody commented. The elves were part of the furniture in the same way that the floating candles were part of the furniture, a fixture so constant it had become invisible.

I stared.

“Oh, right,” Kim said through a mouthful of toast. “The elves. They run everything. Cooking, cleaning, serving. They’re amazing. And gorgeous, obviously.”

“Obviously,” I echoed.

One of the elves, placing a fruit platter near the Lustenhart table, noticed me staring. She paused. Her violet eyes widened. Recognition broke across her ethereal face, sharp and sudden, a recognition so sharp it was almost hunger. She’d been waiting for something. She’d just found it.

She set the platter down very carefully and walked away, quickly, toward the kitchen entrance. As she passed the other serving elves, I saw her whisper something. Two more heads turned toward me. Violet eyes. Wide.

I made a note: the elves had noticed me. That felt significant.

My first class was Enchantment and Binding Theory with Professor Merriwell.

Merriwell’s classroom was a disaster of organized chaos. Books stacked in towers that swayed gently. Enchanted diagrams floating above her desk, showing bond structures and contract mechanics in three-dimensional light. Merriwell herself stood at the front, a small woman with enormous brown eyes that seemed permanently startled, ink stains on her fingers and her nose, and a nervous energy that suggested she was aware of her own brilliance and perpetually terrified that someone would notice.

“Welcome, welcome,” she said, knocking over a book tower as she gestured. “This is Enchantment and Binding Theory. I will be teaching you the principles of magical contracts, loyalty enchantments, ward construction, and the mechanics of bonds, both voluntary and involuntary.” She glanced at me and immediately looked away. “Some of which may be more relevant to current events than anticipated.”

The class was fascinating. Merriwell, despite her anxiety, was an exceptional teacher. Her explanations of binding contracts were clear, layered, and deeply relevant to my situation. When she described Eldenmoor-class contracts, the entire room glanced at me.

“These contracts are sealed at the moment of acceptance,” Merriwell said, using an enchanted diagram that showed a glowing thread connecting two points. “They cannot be broken, modified, or transferred. The bound party is committed for the duration specified in the original terms, which in most cases is the completion of the academic program.” She knocked over another book tower. “The binding is absolute. Attempting to sever it would destroy the bound party’s magical core, which for a non-magical person would simply…” She trailed off, looking at me. “Kill them.”

“Good to know,” I said.

“Are there questions?”

I had approximately four hundred questions, but I decided to start with the most immediately useful one. “Is it possible for new bonds to form within an existing binding contract? Like, additional connections that build on the original framework?”

Merriwell blinked at me. Then blinked again. Her hand jerked sideways, knocking a stack of reference texts off the corner of her desk. The books hit the floor in a cascade of leather and parchment. She didn’t pick them up. She was staring at me with her mouth slightly open, as if I’d asked her to solve a theorem she’d been afraid to touch.

“That’s… actually an excellent question.” She tapped her wire-frames higher with a trembling finger. “The literature on nested bond structures is sparse, but theoretically…” She launched into an explanation involving resonance frequencies and emotional anchoring that I understood about sixty percent of, and that I suspected would become very relevant soon.

Harmony, sitting two rows ahead, was taking notes as if the information would save her life. Her pen moved at a speed that suggested enchantment, or incredible hand strength.

Second class: Resonance Studies with Professor Blanche.

Blanche’s classroom was the opposite of Merriwell’s chaos. Neat, warm, organized. Charts on the walls showing wave patterns and energy flows. Comfortable seats arranged in a semicircle. Blanche stood at the center, auburn hair in her French twist, glasses gleaming, hands clasped at her waist.

“Resonance Studies,” she began, her voice warm and clear, “is the science of how desire becomes power.”

The room went attentive.

“Magic, as you know, is fueled by libido. This is not a metaphor. It is a measurable phenomenon. When you experience arousal, your body generates magical resonance, a waveform that your core converts into usable energy. The intensity of the arousal determines the amplitude of the resonance. The focus of the arousal determines the frequency. And the target of the desire influences the shape of the resulting spell.”

She demonstrated. A wave of heat rolled through the classroom, gentle but unmistakable. Several students shifted in their seats. Harmony’s pen stopped moving. Her knees locked beneath her desk.

“What you just felt,” Blanche continued, “is raw resonance. I channeled a fraction of my own desire into the room to demonstrate. This is what you will learn to control: the conversion of arousal into directed magical force.”

She looked at me. “Mr. Del Morte. You have no magical training. Can you feel what I just did?”

I could. Since the night on the plane, since walking through the magical airport, I’d felt a hum in the air that I couldn’t explain. Blanche’s demonstration sharpened it. The sensation wasn’t just temperature. It was a frequency, a vibration I could sense but couldn’t grab.

“Yes,” I said. “Like a radio signal. I can hear the static but I can’t tune in.”

Blanche tilted her head. Professional interest sharpened behind her glasses, narrowing her already sharp eyes. “That’s an unusually articulate description for someone with no formal training. Your magical channels may be more developed than your file suggests.”

From the back row, a Ravenslop girl raised her hand. “Professor Blanche, I have a question about the ethical framework for discussing arousal-based magic in a mixed-gender classroom setting. While I appreciate the academic context, I think it’s important to consider multiple perspectives on how a male presence might affect the learning environment.”

“Thank you for that thoughtful question,” another Ravenslop girl said to the first. “I’d like to build on that by noting that creating a safe and inclusive space for all learners requires us to acknowledge potential discomfort while maintaining our commitment to academic rigor.”

“Certainly!” said a third. “And I want to be transparent that my response is shaped by Ravenslop guidelines on inter-gender discourse, which recommend a balanced approach to…”

“Thank you, ladies,” Blanche said. She’d heard this routine before. Hundreds of times. Her smile didn’t waver but her eyes dimmed half a watt. “Mr. Del Morte’s presence does not change the curriculum.”

Third class: Dark Herbology with Professor Tsundera Spite.

The greenhouses were glass and iron structures at the edge of campus, filled with plants that moved, glowed, and in several cases appeared to breathe. They hit me with three smells at once: flowers that smelled like desire, vines that smelled like fear, and a specimen in the corner that smelled like Friday night.

Spite stood at the head of the greenhouse wearing dark robes over practical clothes, her dark hair streaked with gray and pulled tight, green-stained fingers resting on a workbench covered with specimens that looked like they wanted to eat me.

She did not greet me.

She did not acknowledge my existence.

When I took my station at a workbench, a plant I had not approached sprayed pollen directly into my face. I sneezed for three minutes straight. Spite watched with the first expression I’d seen on her face that wasn’t contempt: satisfaction.

“Today we will discuss cursed flora that feed on suppressed desire,” she announced to the class while I was still sneezing. “These specimens are dangerous. Handle them with care, and try not to embarrass yourselves.”

She looked at me on “embarrass yourselves.” The look lasted exactly long enough to make the point.

Kim, who had taken the workbench beside mine, handed me a handkerchief. It smelled like vanilla. “She hates you,” Kim whispered.

“I noticed.”

“Like, really hates you. I’ve never seen someone put that much energy into ignoring a person.”

I survived herbology. Barely. The plants didn’t like me, Spite didn’t like me, and the pollen made my eyes water for the rest of the afternoon. But I learned one thing clearly: magical plants were dangerous, unpredictable, and deeply connected to the emotional states of the people around them. In a school where magic ran on libido, the greenhouse was essentially an emotional amplifier housed in glass.

Fourth class: Dueling and Combat Magic with Professor Wyverna Keel.

The dueling court was an arena sunken below ground level, ringed by stone seating, with an enchanted floor that could simulate different environments. When I arrived, the floor was flat gray stone, but the potential hummed through it, a machine waiting to be turned on.

Professor Keel stood at the center of the court. She was the first faculty member I’d seen who looked like she’d been in a fight. Multiple fights. Recently. A scar ran from her left temple to her jaw, bisecting an eyebrow. Her hair was cropped short, dark, practical. She wore combat robes that were scuffed and patched and obviously functional. She stood balanced on the balls of her feet, ready to transition from stillness to violence in the time it took to blink.

She looked at me. Not with Spite’s hostility, not with Blanche’s warmth. With clinical assessment. A mechanic evaluating an engine.

“Del Morte,” she said. “You have no magical training.”

“None.”

“Can you cast?”

“No.”

“Can you dodge?”

“I played recreational basketball in high school.”

Her expression didn’t change. Recreational basketball, as a combat credential, had apparently been reviewed and found wanting.

“Pair up,” she called to the class. “Basic exercise. Push-bolt, shield response. Del Morte, you’re with Lassiter.”

Lassiter was a second-year Lustenhart girl with freckles and a confident smile. She took position ten feet from me, raised her hand, and launched a bolt of shimmering blue force.

I didn’t have a shield. I didn’t have magic. I had recreational basketball.

The bolt hit me in the chest and I slid backward across the stone floor, feet scraping, arms pinwheeling, until I came to rest against the far wall of the dueling court. The impact didn’t hurt, exactly, but my dignity was in critical condition.

Keel watched me peel myself off the wall. She tilted her head.

“You’d last four seconds in a duel,” she said. Then, quieter, with a curiosity that wasn’t quite interest but was adjacent to it: “But I’ve seen corpses with more magical potential than you had yesterday, and they didn’t have a prophecy. Your channels are open. That’s new. You had no readable channels on the enrollment scan.” She paused. “Show up tomorrow.”

That was all she said. She moved on to the next pair. But I caught her watching me twice more during the remaining exercises, and each time her scarred face was calculating something I couldn’t follow.

I survived my first day of classes with the following assessments: Merriwell thought I asked good questions. Blanche thought I had unusual potential. Spite wanted me to choke on pollen. Keel thought I was useless but interesting. The Ravenslop girls thought I raised important considerations. The Kunningbrott girls thought I was a threat. The Sapphotange girls thought I was irrelevant.

And the elves had plans I hadn’t figured out yet.

That mystery resolved itself at dinner.

The Great Hall was fuller in the evening, the enchanted ceiling shifting to reflect the darkening sky. I sat at the Lustenhart table between Kim and Solana, who had appeared at dinner with the quiet inevitability of a cloud drifting into position. She’d changed into a flowing nightgown-slash-dress that should have been modest but which clung to her hips and ass in silhouette every time she moved. She sat carefully, her spectacular rear settling onto the bench, and began eating with the slow absorption of someone listening to music nobody else could hear.

I was reaching for the bread when a voice came from beside me.

“Master Dana.”

I turned. The elf who had noticed me at breakfast stood at my shoulder. Up close, she hit like a wave. Silver-blue hair fell to her waist like captured moonlight. Violet eyes, luminous, gazed at me with open, undisguised adoration. Her skin was porcelain with a faint silver sheen. She was tall, taller than Kim, with the build of a dancer, and she moved as if gravity was a suggestion she politely declined.

“I am Sylvara,” she said. Her voice was soft, formal, without contractions. “I serve as lead elf of Hexhaven’s service corps.”

“Nice to meet you.”

She paused, as if the mundanity of my response confused her. “I wonder if you would permit me to speak with you privately. After the evening meal. Regarding a matter of… cultural significance.”

“Cultural significance.”

“There is a prophecy,” Sylvara said. Her violet eyes were steady. “And you are the subject of it.”

The table had gone quiet. Kim was leaning in, eyes wide, mouth open, practically vibrating. Harmony’s pen had stopped. Solana was staring at Sylvara with unblinking attention.

“Sure,” I said. “After dinner.”

Sylvara bowed, the motion fluid and reverent, and glided away. She did not walk. She glided. The difference was noticeable.

“A PROPHECY,” Kim hissed, grabbing my arm. “About YOU. Oh my god.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. It could be about my name. Or my contract. It could be nothing.”

Harmony was already pulling out her notebook. “The restricted section of the library contains texts on elven prophecy. I’ve been meaning to access it. This provides justification.”

“The plants in the elf garden are the healthiest on campus,” Solana said softly. Nobody had asked her about plants. She said it anyway, in the way Solana said things: to the air, to herself, to anyone who happened to be listening.

After dinner, I followed Sylvara.

She led me through corridors I hadn’t seen during orientation, down staircases carved from living stone, past wards that shimmered as I crossed them. The deeper we went, the warmer the air became. Not warm like the Lustenhart common room. Warm like skin. Warm like candlelight and desire, a heat that hummed through the resonance Blanche had taught me about that morning.

The elf quarters were beneath the main campus, and they were beautiful.

Arched corridors lined with soft amber light. Walls carved with flowing script in a language I couldn’t read. Silk cushions scattered across warm stone floors. The scent of incense and clean linen. Everywhere, the feeling of a space that was designed not for function but for devotion.

Other elves watched as Sylvara led me deeper. The same silver-blue hair, violet eyes, ethereal beauty. They watched me with expressions that ranged from curiosity to something worshipful.

Sylvara brought me to a chamber. Circular. Candlelit. The floor was covered in silk cushions in deep purples and golds. The ceiling was enchanted to show stars, though we were underground.

Two other elves waited inside. They were as beautiful as Sylvara, but younger-seeming, with shorter hair and eyes that darted between me and their leader with barely contained excitement.

“Master Dana,” Sylvara said, turning to face me. The candlelight caught her silver-blue hair and made it glow. “Among our people, there is a prophecy. It has been passed through generations of elven memory. It says: ‘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.’”

I processed this. “The Shaft of Destiny.”

“Yes.”

“There’s a prophecy about a shaft.”

“The Shaft of Destiny, yes. It is our most sacred text.”

“And you think this shaft is…”

“You, Master Dana. Or rather, your…” Her violet eyes lowered, with what I could only describe as reverent anticipation, to a region south of my belt buckle. “The prophecy speaks of a male who will arise in a place where no male exists. An all-female institution. He will be the bearer of the true shaft, not the conjured substitutes the witches use, but a real, living instrument of destiny.”

“You’re telling me there’s an ancient prophecy about my dick.”

Sylvara did not flinch. “I am telling you that you are the fulfillment of everything my people have waited for. The witches conjure temporary replacements. They summon substitute shafts for their needs, and for ours. But they are hollow. Lifeless. They have no warmth, no connection, no magic.” She stepped closer. The candlelight shifted with her movement. “You are real. You are warm. And when you touched the sorting draught, every elf in the building felt your magical channels open. We have been waiting for you for a very long time.”

I stood in a room full of candles and silk, looking at three of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen, and processed the fact that an ancient elven prophecy specifically described my penis.

“What exactly does your culture do when the prophecy is fulfilled?” I asked.

Sylvara smiled. The expression transformed her face from serene to radiant. “We worship.”

“Worship.”

“Service is our identity. Devotion is our joy. The witches use us, and we are content. But to serve the true bearer of the Shaft of Destiny…” She took another step. Her hand, cool and silk-smooth, rested against my chest. “That is what we were made for.”

The two attendant elves had moved closer. One was behind me, close enough that heat radiated from her skin into mine. The other stood at Sylvara’s shoulder, violet eyes wide and shining.

“Tonight,” Sylvara said softly, “if you will allow it, we would like to welcome you.”

I was eighteen. I had discovered magic three days ago. An ancient prophecy described my dick. And three ethereal elven women were asking permission to worship me.

My grandmother, I decided, would probably not want to hear about this part.

“Yes,” I said.

Sylvara’s hands moved to my shirt. She undressed me with care that was almost sacred, each button opened like a ritual. The attendant behind me slid my shirt from my shoulders, her cool fingertips trailing down my spine, while the one beside Sylvara knelt to remove my shoes. They moved in synchronization, a choreography of devotion that felt practiced over centuries.

When I was bare, they looked at me. Not with lust, not exactly. With devotion. Sylvara’s violet eyes traced down my body and settled on my cock, already stiffening from the combination of warm air, soft hands, and the sheer impossibility of the situation. Her gaze lingered, reverent, her lips parting slightly.

“The Shaft of Destiny,” she whispered. Not as a joke. With absolute sincerity. Her breath caught on the last word, as though seeing the prophecy fulfilled in flesh exceeded even centuries of anticipation.

The name was absurd. The way she said it made it sacred.

Sylvara knelt. The attendants followed. Three beautiful elven women on their knees before me, silver-blue hair catching candlelight, violet eyes looking up with the luminous devotion of priestesses approaching an altar.

Sylvara’s mouth found me first. Her lips were cool, shockingly so after the warm room, and the contrast made me gasp. She sealed them around my tip and held there, her tongue circling, exploring the shape of me with unhurried precision before sliding lower, taking me deeper inch by slow inch. The cool silk of her mouth warmed as she drew me in, her tongue tracing the underside of my shaft with the pressure and deliberation of someone memorizing every ridge, every vein, by touch alone. Her violet eyes held mine, luminous, adoring, unwavering even as her lips stretched around my girth.

The attendant on my left leaned in, her lips finding my hip, trailing wet kisses inward along the crease of my thigh. Her tongue drew a slow line toward my base while Sylvara’s mouth worked above her. The attendant on my right mirrored her on the other side, her breath hot against my skin, her lips finding the sensitive stretch of inner thigh. Three mouths, three sets of silken hair brushing against my legs, three pairs of violet eyes glowing in the candlelight.

I was drowning in sensation. Sylvara’s mouth was expert, unhurried, savoring each inch as if tasting something she’d waited her entire life for. She pulled back to the tip, swirled her tongue around the crown, collected the bead of moisture she found there with a soft hum of pleasure, and sank down again, deeper this time, the back of her throat opening for me. When one attendant took over, replacing Sylvara’s mouth with her own eager lips, the difference was immediate: this one was hungrier, faster, her head bobbing with quick, fervent strokes that made wet sounds in the candlelit quiet. Strings of saliva connected her lips to my cock each time she pulled back. Sylvara’s hands traced up my stomach, my chest, learning the shape of me with her fingertips while her companion worshipped below. The third elf kissed along my inner thigh, murmuring words in the elven tongue that I couldn’t understand but could feel, a vibration that resonated in my bones and traveled straight to my cock.

“Lie back, Master Dana,” Sylvara murmured. “Let us serve you.”

They guided me onto the silk cushions. I lay back, the fabric cool and liquid-smooth against my skin. The enchanted stars turned slowly overhead.

Sylvara climbed over me, her hair falling like a curtain of moonlight, framing her face. She was naked now, though I hadn’t seen her undress. Her body was willowy, graceful, with medium breasts that sat firm and gravity-defying on her slender frame. Silver-pink nipples, hard and tight in the candlelight. Her waist narrowed to elegant hips, and between her thighs she was bare, glistening, already wet. She positioned herself above my cock, reached down with one cool hand to guide me against her entrance, and sank down.

Slowly. So slowly that I felt every fraction of the descent. The initial resistance of her tight opening around my tip. Then the yielding, the spreading, her body swallowing me inch by agonizing inch. She was cool inside, shockingly cool, and the sensation of my heat meeting her chill created a friction that was unlike anything I’d experienced. Then she warmed, her body adjusting, clenching, warming around me until the temperature equalized and she was velvet heat gripping me from root to tip. Her violet eyes never left my face as she began to move. Slow, unhurried, with the rhythm of something ancient, something that had been choreographed in dreams before it was performed in flesh.

The attendant elves flanked me. One pressed her naked body against my right side, her firm breasts flattening against my arm, her lips finding my neck, her teeth grazing the tendons there. The other straddled my face, lowering herself with trembling thighs and a whispered “please.” Her pussy was slick and faintly cool, the lips parting against my mouth as she settled her weight onto me. I buried my tongue in her, tasting a sweetness both clean and faintly metallic, exploring the folds of her until I found the firm pearl of her clit and flicked against it. Her moan was silvery, musical, and it joined Sylvara’s slow rhythm above me as the elf on my face ground down, her wetness spreading across my chin and cheeks.

I was inside Sylvara and tasting her companion and surrounded by hands and mouths and devotion, and somewhere in the sensory overload, a deeper current opened.

Not orgasm. Not yet. A current beneath sensation, deeper than pleasure. A warmth that had nothing to do with body temperature flowed through me, starting from where Sylvara’s pussy gripped my cock and spreading outward through my chest, my arms, my fingertips. My skin prickled. The air hummed. The candles in the room flared, their flames climbing, and for a moment I saw the world differently. The resonance Blanche had described in class wasn’t just audible. It was visible. Lines of energy connected everything in the room: me to the elves, the elves to each other, all of us to the magic in the stone walls.

“Yes,” Sylvara breathed, her rhythm quickening, her hips rolling in tighter circles that pressed my cock against her front wall with each downstroke. “There. I can feel it. Your channels are opening.”

The attendant elves picked up the pace. The one riding my face pressed down harder, her slick folds grinding against my tongue, her thighs clenching around my ears. I sucked her clit between my lips and she bucked, gasping in elvish, her fingers tangling in my hair. When Sylvara lifted herself off me to catch her breath, my cock slid free glistening with her arousal, and the attendant at my side climbed over me immediately. She gripped my shaft, still slick from Sylvara, aligned herself, and impaled herself with a gasp of reverent pleasure, her pussy tighter than Sylvara’s, clenching around me in rhythmic pulses as she rode with quick, eager rolls of her hips. Sylvara stroked my chest and murmured devotional phrases in the elven tongue, her cool fingers pinching and rolling my nipples while her companion fucked herself on my cock. This elf was tighter, wetter, her body trembling with the effort of containing what she felt, her silver-blue hair swaying across my stomach with each frantic bounce.

Then Sylvara reclaimed her position, wrapping her fingers around my shaft, slick with the combined wetness of two elven women, and guided me back inside her. She sank down with a slow authority that drew a groan from both of us, her pussy swallowing me to the hilt. The rotation continued: each elf taking her turn, each bringing something different. One rode with controlled, deep rolls. Another bounced with quick, shallow strokes that kept my tip lodged against her entrance and drove me insane. The attendant at my face ground harder, her hips rolling, her juices dripping down my chin, the wet sounds of my tongue inside her filling the silences between their moans.

Sylvara’s serenity cracked. Her expression fractured into something rawer, her lips parting, her breathing becoming ragged. She was close. I could feel it in the way her pussy tightened, the involuntary flutter of her inner muscles that squeezed me in rapid, desperate pulses. The elf on my face was close too. I could feel it in the rigid tension of her thighs, the way her grinding lost its rhythm and became frantic, desperate, chasing.

“The Shaft of Destiny,” Sylvara whispered as she came, and the sincerity in her voice, the genuine reverence, transformed the ridiculous name into something that hit me in the chest. She shuddered above me, her pussy clamping down in rhythmic, milking contractions that gripped my cock from root to tip, her back arching, her eyes blazing violet. The attendant on my face followed, her cry silvery and musical, her thighs locking around my head as her climax pulsed against my tongue, her fingers clutching my hair hard enough to sting.

I came inside Sylvara. The orgasm ripped through me with a force that was more than physical, my cock pulsing, spilling deep inside her while her clenching walls milked every drop. The energy that had been building ERUPTED. Every candle in the room blazed white-gold. The lines of energy I’d seen flickered and steadied, and for one suspended moment I could sense magic, not just hear its hum but FEEL its architecture, the way it wove through the stone, through the elves, through the air itself.

Then it faded, settling into a subtler awareness. A background awareness. A radio that could now receive, even if it couldn’t yet broadcast.

Sylvara lifted herself from me slowly, my softening cock slipping free with a wet sound, a thread of cum stretching between us before breaking against her inner thigh. Her hair trailed across my chest as she settled beside me on the cushions, her skin warm now, matching mine. The attendant elves curled against me from either side, violet eyes half-closed, expressions blissful, their bodies still trembling with the aftershocks of what we’d shared.

“Your magical channels are open,” Sylvara said softly. “You can sense the flows now.”

“Yes.” I could. The awareness was everywhere. In the walls, in the silk, in their skin.

“You cannot yet cast. But you will. The prophecy says the Shaft of Destiny will unite the witches in desire. Each union will grant him power.” She looked at me with those luminous eyes. “You are at the beginning, Master Dana. But the beginning is the most important part.”

I lay on silk cushions in an underground chamber, surrounded by elven women, staring at enchanted stars, feeling magic pulse through my newly opened channels.

There was a prophecy about my dick. It had a name. And three elves had just worshipped it into a spiritual experience.

The candles settled back to their normal glow. Sylvara pressed a gentle kiss to my shoulder. “We are always here, Master Dana. Whenever you need us.”

I thanked them. I meant it. Then I dressed and made my way back through the corridors toward Lustenhart, the hum of magic in my blood, the elves’ devotion warm in my memory, and a prophecy I hadn’t asked for settling into my bones like a truth that had been there all along, waiting for me to notice.

The corridors were quiet at this hour. Most students had retired. Halfway to the Lustenhart wing, I passed a Ravenslop girl walking in the opposite direction. She was carrying a stack of books, her posture perfect, her blouse buttoned to the throat.

She saw me. Her eyes widened slightly. She cleared her throat.

“Good evening,” she said. “I trust your orientation has been satisfactory. If you have any questions about campus resources, I’d be happy to provide information, though I should note that my knowledge is primarily focused on Ravenslop-specific facilities. For broader campus queries, the Deputy Headmistress’s office maintains comprehensive documentation.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Certainly! Have a pleasant evening.”

She walked away with her books, her posture unchanged, her sentences identical to what an automated information system might produce if it had been given a personality and a blouse.

I made a mental note. There was a pattern in the way Ravenslop girls spoke. Not wrong, exactly. But not quite right either. Like a code that had been installed over a personality.

I’d figure it out later. Right now, I had an elf prophecy in my pocket, magic in my blood, and a dormitory full of witches waiting to see what the boy would do next.

Back in the Lustenhart common room, Harmony was still studying, her legs clenched beneath her textbook, her flush visible even in the low firelight. She looked up when I entered.

“You were gone for two hours,” she said.

“The elves wanted to show me the underground quarters.”

She studied my face. Her amber eyes were sharp behind her glasses, sharper than they’d been that morning, as if proximity to me was already sharpening something. “There’s something different about you. Your magical signature is…” She trailed off, consulted something on her notes, looked back at me. “Your channels are open. They were closed this morning. What happened?”

“Cultural exchange,” I said.

She stared at me. Adjusted her wire-frames with one finger. The pink in her cheeks climbed to crimson. “I see.”

“Goodnight, Harmony.”

“The arousal-cognition correlation research I mentioned on the plane is relevant to what I’m observing in your signature. I may need to conduct closer observation. For academic purposes.”

“Goodnight, Harmony.”

“Goodnight.” She went back to studying. Her knees squeezed together beneath the desk.

I pulled my curtain shut and lay in the dark for the second night. But this night was different. Magic hummed through the stone, through the air, through the sleeping bodies on every side.

And in the corridor outside, I could have sworn I heard another Ravenslop girl say “Certainly!” to nobody in particular.


Chapter 4: The Herbology Incident

Tsundera Spite’s greenhouse was a place where dangerous things grew and the professor was the most dangerous of all.

It was our second week at Hexhaven, and I’d established a routine. Morning classes, afternoon practice, evening study in the Lustenhart common room, and nightly visits to the elf quarters that I did not discuss with my friends but that Harmony had clearly calculated the timing of based on my “departure and return patterns.”

“You leave at ten-fourteen every third night and return at eleven-forty-seven,” she’d informed me at breakfast, not looking up from her notes. “The mathematical precision of the schedule suggests either a standing appointment or a religious observance. Given the available options at this institution, I have a hypothesis.”

“Harmony.”

“The hypothesis is private. But well-supported.”

Kim, across the table, had grinned with the subtlety of a brick through a window. “He’s visiting the elves. Obviously. They worship his di…”

“KIM.”

“His DESTINY. The Shaft of Destiny. That’s what I was going to say.” She’d bitten into a sausage with an innocence that fooled absolutely no one.

I was learning things. Not magic, not yet. My channels were open but I couldn’t cast. Keel had confirmed it during combat class with the clinical tone of a mechanic describing a part that was missing but ordered: “Your channels are receiving. They’re not transmitting. Something needs to bridge the gap.”

What I was learning was the academy itself. Its rhythms, its politics, its fault lines. The way the Great Hall’s enchanted ceiling showed weather that corresponded to the collective mood of the student body: bright blue on exam-free days, storm clouds before Spite’s practicals, and a persistent warm haze that I was slowly realizing corresponded to the ambient arousal level on campus. Which professors noticed me and which pretended I didn’t exist. Which students were curious, which were hostile, and which were something more complicated.

The silver-haired girl from Kunningbrott, Dracoona McFly, watched me from across the Great Hall at every meal with eyes like winter. She sat at the center of her house table, surrounded by lieutenants who leaned in when she spoke and straightened when she looked their way. She hadn’t spoken to me directly since the sorting. She didn’t need to. Her contempt was a language that required no words.

At the Ravenslop table, girls ate with identical posture and discussed the day’s assignments in the same carefully structured sentences: “I think it’s important to note that today’s lecture raised several valuable perspectives.” “Great observation. I’d like to add that the professor’s methodology was particularly thoughtful.” They were, without exception, the politest table in the Great Hall. Also the most unsettling.

But today was Dark Herbology, which meant today was Spite’s domain, and in Spite’s domain I was nothing more than an irritant she couldn’t legally exterminate.

“Today,” Spite said, standing before a row of glass cases containing plants that pulsed with inner light, “we will work with Blushing Nightthorn. A cursed species that feeds on suppressed desire. The plant detects arousal that has been denied or hidden, absorbs it, and converts it into toxins. For most witches, this means casual proximity is safe. Your desires are not suppressed. They are channeled through your magical practice.”

She paused. Her dark eyes swept the class. Settled on me.

“For those with poor self-regulation, however, the Nightthorn is dangerous. Unchanelled desire. Unprocessed arousal. The plant will reach for it.”

“That seems like it should be in a more secure facility,” I said.

“Thank you for your concern, Mr. Del Morte. Perhaps you’d like to inspect the specimen personally.”

She gestured me forward. The Nightthorn in question was behind glass, a plant with dark purple leaves and thorns that glowed faintly pink. It was beautiful in the way that poisonous things often were.

I approached the glass case. The Nightthorn swiveled toward me. Every leaf, every thorn, every petal oriented in my direction like a satellite dish finding a signal. It pressed against the glass.

“It likes you,” Spite observed. The satisfaction in her voice was palpable.

“Because I can’t channel my arousal through magic.”

“Because you are a repository of unprocessed desire in an institution designed to process desire. You are, Mr. Del Morte, a walking buffet for every cursed plant in this greenhouse.”

Several students giggled. I let the sound pass without reacting.

“Open the case,” Spite said. “Examine the root structure.”

I looked at the Nightthorn pressing against its glass enclosure like a cat at a window. I looked at Spite’s expression, which was the closest to pleasure I’d ever seen on her face, her thin lips compressed in a way that might have been a smile if smiles were weapons.

“With gloves?” I asked.

“Gloves are for students who are afraid of their curriculum.”

I considered my options. Refusing would confirm every stereotype she was projecting onto me: the male interloper who couldn’t handle real magic. Accepting was obviously a trap. But the thing about traps is that they teach you about the person who set them.

I opened the case.

The Nightthorn lunged for me, spraying a cloud of pink pollen that caught me full in the face. I stumbled backward, sneezing, eyes watering, and crashed into the workbench behind me. The pollen tasted like roses and something metallic, and my skin tingled everywhere it touched.

Laughter from the class. A Kunningbrott girl in the front row covered her mouth, not quite fast enough to hide her delight. Spite watched with visible satisfaction, her thin lips compressing into the closest thing she had to a smile. Her green-stained fingers were clasped behind her back with the poise of a chess player who had anticipated the opponent’s move three turns ago.

And then Solana screamed.

Not a loud scream. A small, broken sound that cut through the laughter like a knife. Everyone turned.

Solana had been working at the station behind mine. She’d been handling a different specimen, a root system from a plant called Crimson Whisper, which was supposed to be inert when separated from its host. She’d been careful. I’d watched her earlier, her unfocused gaze sharpened with unusual care on the delicate root fibers. She was good at herbology, better than anyone in the class, with a natural intuition for how plants responded to touch.

But the Nightthorn’s pollen cloud had drifted. Not toward the other students, who could channel desire through their magic and were therefore unappetizing to cursed flora. Toward Solana, who had been standing directly behind me and who had apparently been suppressing something that the pollen recognized.

The Crimson Whisper root, activated by the airborne Nightthorn pollen, had wrapped around Solana’s wrist. And the curse transferred.

I watched it happen. Solana’s porcelain skin flushed pink from her wrist upward, like paint spreading through water. Her pale blue eyes widened, then glazed. Her free hand twitched, moved toward her lap, and she caught it with her other hand, her expression shifting from confusion to horror.

“Professor Spite,” I said sharply. “Something’s wrong.”

Spite finally looked at Solana. Her expression changed. Not to concern, not exactly. But the satisfaction drained from her face, replaced by something harder to read. She moved quickly to Solana’s station, examined the root, and pried it from her wrist with green-stained fingers.

“Everyone out,” Spite said. Her voice was different. Clipped. Professional. “Ms. Bigbottom, come with me.”

The class filed out. I hesitated at the door.

“You too, Mr. Del Morte.” Spite didn’t look at me. “Unless you’d like to inhale more pollen.”

Kim was waiting outside the greenhouse, copper hair bright in the afternoon light, face creased with worry. She’d been pacing, apparently, because a track was worn into the grass that hadn’t been there that morning.

“What happened? Solana screamed. I heard it from the corridor. I was in the CORRIDOR, Dana. That’s not even close to the greenhouse.”

“The pollen hit her. Something transferred.”

Kim’s eyes went wide, bright green and alarmed. “A curse?”

“I don’t know. Spite’s taking her to the infirmary.”

“That bitch. She probably planned this.” Kim fell into step beside me, her fists clenched at her sides. Kim didn’t scheme, didn’t plan, didn’t calculate. But she had an instinct for injustice that was more reliable than any strategy. “She set you up with that plant and Solana got caught in the crossfire. That’s not an accident. That’s a mean lady being mean.”

“We don’t know that for sure.”

“I know it with my GUT. And my gut is never wrong. Well, almost never. There was that one time with the enchanted clam chowder but that doesn’t count.”

We followed at a distance. Harmony joined us halfway, having obtained the information through some network of academic contacts I didn’t want to examine too closely. She was already scribbling in her notebook as she walked, her pen moving at a speed that suggested her arousal-cognition enhancement was running at full capacity.

By the time we reached the infirmary, Spite had already delivered Solana and departed. The campus healer, a round woman named Madam Thistledown who smelled like antiseptic and chamomile, was running diagnostics with a crystal that pulsed different colors over Solana’s body.

Solana lay on the infirmary bed. Her platinum hair spread across the pillow like spilled milk. Her pale blue eyes were fixed on the ceiling. Her hands were clenched in the sheets. Her hips moved, involuntarily, in small circles against the mattress.

She was fighting it. Whatever the curse was doing to her, she was fighting it with everything she had, and she was losing.

Madam Thistledown’s diagnosis took twenty minutes. She emerged from behind the curtain looking like a woman who had considered early retirement rather than saying out loud what she was about to say.

“The curse is called Whisper’s Compulsion,” she said. “It’s an old one. Very old. Documented in the third edition of Hexford’s Compendium of Afflictive Flora.”

“Is it curable?” I asked.

“No.”

The word landed like a brick.

“However,” Thistledown continued, choosing her words with the halting caution of someone defusing a bomb, “it is manageable. The compulsion manifests as, well. Uncontrollable. Public. Self-stimulation.”

Kim blinked. Harmony’s pen stopped moving. I stared.

“Unless,” Thistledown said, and here her face achieved a shade of red that I didn’t know human faces could produce, “the affected individual regularly ingests a specific biological compound that suppresses the symptoms.”

“What compound?” Harmony asked, already taking notes.

“Fresh. Male. Reproductive. Fluid.”

The silence that followed was the kind that could be studied by acoustic engineers.

“Sperm,” Harmony translated. “You’re saying she needs to swallow sperm.”

“Daily. Within twelve hours of production. Potions and substitutes have been attempted historically and none have succeeded. The curse specifically requires fresh biological material from a living male source.”

Harmony was already scribbling in her notebook. She’d started writing before Thistledown had finished speaking, as if she’d been running the calculations since the word “compound” left the healer’s lips. “Fascinating. The biological compound would need to contain specific magical-resonance markers that decay rapidly outside the body. That explains the freshness requirement. The protein matrix alone wouldn’t suffice; it’s the active magical signature of a living male caster that the curse responds to.” She flipped to a fresh page. “Caloric content is negligible, approximately five to twenty-five calories per dose, but the thaumic density should be substantial given the resonance half-life. I’ll need samples at varying intervals post-production to map the decay curve. Ideally within the first ninety seconds, then at five minutes, then at…” She looked up and registered the stares. Color spread past her collar in a hot wave. “I’m being clinical about this. Someone has to be.”

Every eye in the room turned to me. The only living male source within the walls of Hexhaven University.

“How often?” I asked.

“Daily. Without exception. Miss a day and the compulsive symptoms return within hours.”

Behind the curtain, Solana made a sound. A small, desperate sound that was trying very hard not to be what the curse was making it.

I stood up. “Can I talk to her?”

Thistledown hesitated, then nodded. I pulled the curtain aside and stepped through.

Solana was on her side, knees pulled to her chest, platinum hair hiding her face. Her flowing skirt had ridden up, the fabric clinging to the dramatic curve of her hips and the breathtaking swell of her ass in a way that I noticed and immediately felt guilty for noticing, given the circumstances.

“Solana.”

She didn’t look at me. “Go away.”

“I’m not going away.”

“I’m cursed. I need to…” She couldn’t say it. Her voice broke. “I need your…” She still couldn’t say it. “This is the worst day of my life.”

I sat on the edge of the bed. Not touching her. Just present.

“Here’s what I know,” I said. “You’re cursed. It’s manageable. The management involves me. I am volunteering, right now, no hesitation, no conditions.”

She finally looked at me. Pale blue eyes, wide with mortification, but underneath it: gratitude she hadn’t expected and didn’t know how to carry.

“You don’t have to,” she whispered.

“You’re right. I’m choosing to.”

“You barely know me.”

“You trip over things and talk about plants when nobody asked and you’re the best herbologist in our class, even Spite had to admit your root examination was flawless. That’s enough to know.”

She stared at me. The dreaminess that usually softened her features had evaporated, replaced by something sharp and searching, the Solana who was always paying attention to different things than everyone else. She was paying attention to me now, fully, and the intensity of it was startling from a girl who usually seemed half-present.

Her eyes welled. She wiped them fiercely with the back of her hand. “Fine. Okay. Fine. But we never talk about this.”

“Deal.”

“And it’s clinical. Just. A treatment. Nothing else.”

“Whatever you need it to be.”

“And you don’t look at me like you feel sorry for me. I don’t want pity. I want the curse to not ruin my life.”

“No pity. Just medicine.”

She managed something that was almost a smile. “Medicine. Okay. I can work with medicine.”

She sat up. Wiped her eyes again. Smoothed her hair. Took a breath that shuddered on the inhale.

“Can we… tonight? The symptoms are already…” She glanced at her hands, which were trembling. Not from cold.

“Tonight,” I confirmed.

She nodded. And beneath the mortification, beneath the horror and the shame, I saw something else flicker in her pale blue eyes. Relief. Raw, desperate, drowning-person relief. A hand had closed around her wrist and she was going to hold on.

That night, after the common room had quieted and the firelight had dimmed to amber embers, Solana appeared at the edge of my curtained alcove.

She wore her full robes. Buttoned. Covered from throat to ankle. Her platinum hair was pulled back in a tight knot. She’d dressed for this the way someone dresses for a medical appointment: deliberately, defensively, with the clear intent that nothing about this was going to be intimate.

I pulled the curtain aside. She slipped in. I let the heavy velvet fall shut behind her.

The silence was crushing. Solana stood with her hands clasped in front of her, staring at the floor. The flush from the curse was visible on her neck, creeping above her collar. Her fingers twitched.

“I’ve never done this,” she said.

“We’ll figure it out.”

She knelt. The motion was graceless, her knees hitting the floor harder than she’d intended. Her hands shook as she reached for my waistband, and I gently caught them.

“Hey. Look at me.”

She looked up. Her pale blue eyes were wide and terrified and determined.

“There’s nothing to be ashamed of,” I said. “This is medicine. You’re taking care of yourself.”

She nodded. Swallowed. Undid my pants with fingers that trembled, and I let them tremble because stopping her would have been worse than letting her be afraid.

She took me in her mouth. Quickly, mechanically, the way someone takes medicine that tastes bad. Her technique was clumsy, uncertain, her lips sealing too tight before loosening, her rhythm inconsistent as she bobbed her head in short, hesitant strokes. She closed her eyes and focused on the task, platinum hair falling forward to curtain her face. Her small mouth stretched around me, and despite the clinical intent, the wet heat of her tongue against the underside of my cock sent a current through my spine. She gagged once, pulled back, took a breath, and tried again, shallower this time, her lips working the first few inches while one trembling hand gripped the base.

It wasn’t long. The combination of the day’s stress, the visual of this porcelain-skinned girl on her knees with her platinum hair spilling across my thighs, and the simple, overwhelming intimacy of her mouth around me finished me faster than pride would have preferred. I felt the tightening at my base, the surge building, and then I was coming. My cock pulsed between her lips, the first spurt hitting the back of her throat. She flinched but held, swallowing in one convulsive motion, her throat working around me, then a second swallow as the rest of it followed. A drop escaped the corner of her lips. She wiped it with the back of her hand.

The effect was immediate. The tension in her shoulders dissolved like ice in warm water. Her hands stopped trembling. The pink flush faded from her neck. Her pale blue eyes, when she opened them, were clear, focused, present in a way I’d rarely seen from half-elsewhere Solana.

“It worked,” she breathed. “Oh thank god.”

She sat back on her heels, her lips still wet, glistening in the low light of the alcove. Her hands were steady now. Her breathing was even. The curse symptoms were gone, replaced by an expression of such profound relief that it made my chest tighten.

“That wasn’t terrible,” she said quietly. Then, quieter: “Thank you.”

“Same time tomorrow?”

She nodded. Rose to her feet. Adjusted her robes with steady, recovered hands. Looked at me one more time, a long look that contained more layers than her dreaminess usually permitted.

Then she was gone, the velvet curtain swaying in her wake. Her ass, framed by the parting fabric, was a moonlit silhouette that lingered in my vision after the curtain fell shut.

I lay back on my bed and processed. Daily. For the rest of the school year. Possibly longer. Solana Bigbottom, on her knees, every night, because a cursed plant had turned my presence into her medical necessity.

I should have felt guilty. Instead, I felt a strange calm. She needed help. I could provide it. The simplicity of that equation was grounding in a world where everything else was complicated.

I was almost asleep when someone rapped on the frame of my alcove.

Kim. Wrapped in a towel that was fighting a heroic but doomed battle. Her red-gold hair was damp, darkened to auburn by water. Freckles glinted on her wet collarbones and vanished beneath the towel’s failing edge. Her green eyes were bright, her grin wide, and she vibrated with an anticipation she’d clearly been holding in since breakfast.

“Come with me,” she said.

“Where?”

“Showers. I need to tell you something, and I want hot water while I do it.”

The Lustenhart showers were at the end of the corridor, a long tiled room with enchanted spouts that adjusted temperature by mood. At this hour they were empty, steam drifting between the stone benches that lined the walls. Kim locked the door behind us with a bolt spell that was the most competent magic I’d seen her perform all week.

“So,” she said, leaning against one of the tiled walls. The towel shifted. I became aware of a solid eight inches of freckled cleavage, still beaded with water, the valley between her breasts glistening in the honeyed glow of the enchanted lanterns above.

“My mom told me something when I was fourteen. About magic and virginity.” She crossed her arms under her chest, wet hair dripping onto her shoulders, and her face went serious in a way that Kim’s face rarely went. “She said if I ever let a boy, you know, go ALL the way, it would destroy my magical potential. Like, poof. Gone. No more magic.”

“Is that true?”

“I literally have no idea. She also told me that eating raw eggs would make my breasts grow, and…” She looked down at herself. The towel shifted further. The freckled valley between her breasts was deep enough to cast shadows. “Well, either she was right or genetics did this, and since all my sisters are massive too, I’m thinking genetics. My oldest sister Kayla has to special-order bras from a witch seamstress because regular ones surrender on contact. It’s a family thing.”

“That’s a family thing.”

“THE MINK WOMEN ARE BLESSED,” she said, with the gravity of someone quoting scripture. Then, lighter: “But the virginity thing? I’ve never been willing to test it. The stakes feel too high.”

“So you’re saying…”

“I’m saying I can’t do THAT.” She held up a finger. “That one thing. Vaginal. Off the table. I believe my mom, and even if she’s wrong, I’m not risking it until I know for sure.” She lowered her hand. The grin returned, wider and warmer and with an edge of mischief. “But everything else, Dana? EVERYTHING else?”

She dropped the towel.

Kim Mink’s body, freed from fabric, was a revelation. Not because I hadn’t imagined it, but because imagination had failed to prepare me for the reality. Her breasts were enormous. Not large, not big, enormous. Heavy tear-drop shapes that defied her petite frame, tipped with pale pink nipples that pebbled in the steam. They swayed when she breathed, shifted when she moved, and dominated my visual field with the absolute authority of a sunrise.

Below them, her waist narrowed dramatically before her hips flared out, giving her a silhouette that looked designed by someone who understood male psychology at the molecular level. Freckles ran over her shoulders and collarbones, a constellation of cinnamon on cream.

She stood there, naked, wet, burnished waves dripping onto her shoulders, steam curling around her like the world’s most impractical veil. Grinning at me with zero shame and total confidence.

“See, I’ve been thinking,” she said, stepping closer. “You’re the only boy here. I’m the girl who does EVERYTHING except that one thing. And honestly? I’m really, REALLY good at everything except that one thing.”

She knelt on the warm tile, smooth and practiced, grinning up at me like this was her favorite thing in the world. Because it was.

“Let me show you,” she said, and her lips closed around me.

If Solana’s oral had been medicine, Kim’s was art. She was skilled, enthusiastic, and genuinely delighted to be doing this. She took me deep with a greedy hum, her green eyes looking up at me, freckled cheeks hollowing as she sucked. Her heavy breasts pressed against my thighs, soft and warm, their weight settling against me like a promise. She moaned around my cock, a vibration that jolted through every nerve from root to skull, and I could tell from the way her eyes softened, the way her lids drooped with pleasure, that this wasn’t performance. She was enjoying herself. Genuinely, unreservedly enjoying herself. Her tongue slid flat along the underside, dragging from base to tip, and she flicked the sensitive ridge beneath the head with practiced precision before engulfing me again.

She pulled back, stroking me with one slick hand, saliva gleaming on her fingers. A string of spit connected her lower lip to my tip, swaying in the steam. “Oh my GOD. So much better than the training wands. You’re warm and you TWITCH. The training wands just sit there like sad little poles.” She dove back in, deeper this time, her throat relaxing around me until her nose pressed against my pelvis and she swallowed, the constriction of her throat milking my tip. Sloppy, enthusiastic. Drool ran down her chin, catching in the freckled valley of her cleavage. Wet sounds filled the shower room, mixing with the hiss of steam.

She pulled off again, breathing hard, her lips slick and swollen, face flushed pink beneath the freckles. “Okay. I want to try something.” She stood, turned around, and bent over the stone shower bench, presenting her ass with a casual confidence that made my cock jump. Her spectacular rear was round and smooth, framed by steam and tile, water beading on her skin. The position put her massive breasts swinging free beneath her, heavy and visible from behind, nipples brushing the warm stone as they swayed. Her red-gold hair cascaded down her back in wet waves. Water streamed across her freckled shoulders.

She reached back and guided my hand between her cheeks. My fingers found her, and she was already slick there too, prepared, anticipating this.

“Here,” she said. “This is my thing. I discovered it with the training wands and honestly? Way better than the alternative. I know exactly what I like and I like it A LOT.” She wiggled against my fingers with a confidence that was pure Kim, pressing back until the tip of my finger breached her. She sighed with pleasure at even that small penetration. “Go slow at first. I’ll tell you when to go faster.”

She was experienced. That was immediately clear. She coached me with total confidence, knowing her body the way Harmony knew data: intuitively, thoroughly, without apology. She guided my cock into position, told me when to push. I pressed against the tight ring and eased forward. Her body resisted, then opened for me, the head slipping past the initial squeeze, and the tightness was staggering, a grip so snug it took my breath away. Both of us groaned.

“Yeah,” she breathed, her voice dropping to something husky and raw. “Just like that. Now deeper. I can take it. I WANT to take it.”

She wasn’t lying. She pushed back against me with each thrust, her ass swallowing more of my cock with a greed that matched her personality. Her wet hair swayed, her heavy breasts swinging beneath her in heavy arcs, the pale pink nipples catching the lantern light. She moaned without restraint, the sounds echoing off the wet tile. Her ass gripped me with every stroke, the tight ring squeezing and releasing, the muscles working with practiced control that spoke of hours of self-exploration with those training wands she’d mentioned.

“See? Who needs THAT hole when this one is even tighter?” She laughed breathlessly, looking back at me over her shoulder with that nuclear grin, her green eyes bright with pleasure. “You feel so good. So WARM. The training wands were cold and lifeless. You pulse inside me. I can feel your heartbeat.”

The unselfconscious joy in her voice was everything. Kim wasn’t performing. She wasn’t tolerating. She was having the time of her life, and her enthusiasm was infectious in a way that made every nerve in my body sing. I caught her around the waist, fingers digging into soft heat, and pulled her back to meet each thrust, burying myself deep enough that my pelvis slapped against her ass with each stroke. She rewarded me with sounds that climbed from pleased to desperate, each wet impact punctuated by a gasp that bounced off the tile.

“God, YES. Right there. Don’t stop. Don’t you DARE stop.”

I reached forward and cupped one of those massive breasts, feeling its incredible weight fill my hand, overflowing between my fingers. The nipple was a hard bead against my palm. She arched into the contact, pressing herself back against my cock and forward into my grip simultaneously, greedy for it all, her body caught between two kinds of pressure and writhing with the pleasure of both.

She pulled forward, my cock sliding free with a wet pop, and turned around. Before I could ask what she was planning, she sat on the shower bench, pulled me toward her by my hips, and swung around so her back was to my chest. She reached behind her, gripped my cock, slick and throbbing, and guided it back to her ass. She sank down in reverse-cowgirl, taking me in one long, controlled descent that made her gasp and my vision blur. The angle was staggering: her massive breasts swaying freely with each roll of her hips, their weight creating a pendulum motion that was hypnotic, that burnished mane streaming down her back, water from the nearest spout cascading across her freckled shoulders. She controlled the pace, gripping the edge of the bench, riding with a confident rhythm born from years of knowing exactly how this body worked.

“Oh GOD this angle,” she gasped. “You’re so DEEP. I can feel you in my stomach.”

Her ass slapped against my thighs, each impact sending a shock through both of us. I gripped her waist, pulling her down harder, and she threw her head back against my shoulder with a moan that bounced off every tile in the room. In this position I could see everything: the heavy sway of her tits, the taut plane of her stomach flexing with each rise and fall, the slick gleam where my cock disappeared into her with every downstroke.

She stood again, breathing hard, eyes bright, her skin flushed from steam and arousal. “One more. Against the wall. I want to feel you standing.”

She braced herself against the shower wall, one hand flat against the wet stone, and looked over her shoulder with that grin. Water from her hair ran in rivulets down her spine, tracing the groove of her back, disappearing between her cheeks.

I stood behind her. Gripped her hips, my fingers digging into the soft flesh hard enough to dimple it. Pushed back inside her ass from the standing position, and the angle was different again, tighter, gravity pulling her back against me with each thrust, her body weight driving my cock deeper than the bench had allowed. Her heavy breasts bounced freely with each impact, swaying forward and slapping back against her chest, the wet sound of skin on skin filling the shower room in a steady rhythm. Her hair swung in time with her moans, catching the lantern light like wet copper.

“HARDER. Right there. Like THAT. Don’t hold back. Give me all of it.”

I gave her everything. Standing anal against the shower wall, her cheek pressed to the cool tile, my hands controlling her hips, pulling her ass against me with enough force that my balls slapped against her soaking pussy with each stroke. Her pulse beat against my palms, fast and hungry. She reached between her own legs, her fingers finding her clit, rubbing in furious circles while I drove into her from behind, and the dual stimulation pushed her toward a peak she didn’t try to resist. I could feel her fingers working through the thin wall separating her channels, a rhythmic pressure against my cock that intensified the already overwhelming tightness.

She came with her whole body. Her voice broke into a sound that was half-laugh, half-scream, a pure Kim sound of uncomplicated bliss that echoed through the empty showers. She shuddered, her ass clenching around me in rhythmic, milking contractions so fierce they bordered on painful, and the strength of that grip, those spasms working me from root to tip, tipped me over the edge.

The release hit me like a wall. I buried myself as deep as I could go, hips locked against her ass, and came with a groan that bounced off the wet tile. I pulsed inside her, filling her with warmth, and she gasped at the sensation, ground back one more time to take every last drop, and slid down the tile wall to the floor with a sound of satisfied exhaustion, my softening cock slipping free as she went. A trickle of cum followed, running down the inside of her thigh before the shower water carried it away.

We sat together on the shower floor, tangled, breathing hard, hot water raining down on us. Her skin was slick and flushed and freckled everywhere. She leaned her head back against the tile, her breasts settling against her chest with a gentle sway, and grinned at the ceiling.

“That,” she said, “was amazing. You’re amazing. We’re doing that again. Like, a lot. Like, a schedule.”

“Harmony probably already has a spreadsheet.”

Kim laughed. Full, bright, Kim laughter. “She DOES. She showed me. She has a GANTT chart.” She shifted against me, propping herself on one elbow, water still streaming across her back. Her breasts shifted with the motion, heavy and magnificent. “Hey, Dana?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m glad you’re here. Like, not just because of the sex stuff. Because you’re YOU. I didn’t know I was looking for someone until you sat down next to me on the plane.” She touched my chest with one finger. “Ride or die, okay? Whatever happens at this crazy school. You and me.”

“You and me,” I agreed.

She kissed me. Soft and sweet and tasting like Kim. Then she stood, found her towel on the bench, wrapped it around herself in a configuration that covered maybe sixty percent of what needed covering, and padded toward the shower room door.

She paused at the threshold. “Oh, and Dana? The thing with Solana? The treatment?”

“You know about that?”

“Everybody knows about that. Lustenhart has zero secrets. I think it’s really sweet that you didn’t hesitate.” She blew me a kiss. Her towel slipped. She caught it, giggled, and disappeared into the corridor.

I lay in the dark of my alcove, back in bed, still damp from the shower. Two connections. Both different. Both real. And my magical channels humming with energy I could feel but couldn’t use.

Keel’s words echoed: “Something needs to bridge the gap.”

I dreamed of fire.


Chapter 5: The First Bond

Professor Blanche was explaining how arousal became magic, and I could feel every word.

“Resonance channels,” she said, standing at the center of her semicircular classroom with auburn hair burnished by the enchanted window light, “are the pathways through which desire is converted into magical energy. Think of them as conductors. Your arousal generates the current. Your channels direct it. Your core converts it into usable power.”

She waved her hand. A diagram materialized in the air, showing a human figure with glowing lines running through it like a circulatory system. The lines pulsed with warm golden light.

“When your channels are open and your core is active, the conversion is automatic. You feel desire, the channels carry it, and your core produces magic. This is why arousal enhances spellcasting. It’s not a metaphor. It’s a measurable increase in available magical energy.”

She looked at me. Her glasses caught the light. “Mr. Del Morte. Your channels opened recently. Can you feel the resonance in this room right now?”

I could. Since the night with the elves, the hum of magic had been a constant companion. In Blanche’s classroom, with thirty witches whose magic was fueled by desire, the resonance was a low, warm vibration that I could feel in my chest.

“Yes,” I said. “It’s like standing next to a generator. I can feel the power, but I can’t access it.”

“That’s because your core hasn’t been activated. Your channels are conducting, but the conversion mechanism isn’t functioning.” She tilted her head, a gesture of professional curiosity. “For most witches, the core activates during puberty as desire develops naturally. For you, given your late entry into the magical world, it may require a more… deliberate catalyst.”

From two rows ahead, Harmony’s pen stopped moving. I could almost hear the gears turning in her head.

After class, the other students filed out, several of them shooting glances at me that ranged from curious to calculating. A Ravenslop girl paused at the door long enough to say, “I think it’s important to acknowledge that Mr. Del Morte’s unique resonance profile raises some fascinating questions about gender-differential channeling patterns, and I look forward to exploring this topic in a structured academic context,” before her companion pulled her away.

Blanche pulled me aside. Her expression was warmer than her professional persona, something unguarded underneath the academic facade, and up close I could see the fine lines around her eyes, the kind that came from years of smiling at students who were discovering something wonderful about themselves.

“Mr. Del Morte. Your progress is unusual. Open channels without a functioning core is rare. I’ve reviewed the historical literature, and there have been cases where a powerful emotional or intimate connection served as the catalyst for core activation.” She looked at me over her glasses, and her voice dropped slightly. “I mention this as context, not prescription.”

“Understood.”

“The connection between emotional depth and magical activation is one of the most poorly studied areas of resonance theory. Most researchers are uncomfortable with the implications.” She paused, and her professional composure thinned enough to show what was behind it. Not discomfort. Recognition. She understood desire’s relationship to power on a level she didn’t discuss in class. “I believe you may surprise us all.”

Then she adjusted her glasses and was Professor Blanche again, contained but not distant. “Don’t be late for Dueling.”

In the corridor afterward, she caught up to me. “Mr. Del Morte.” She held out a thin volume, leather-bound, the spine cracked from use. “This is my personal copy of Harrington’s Resonance Frequencies. The library’s edition has the third chapter censored by the Academic Standards Board, but mine predates the censorship.” She pressed it into my hands. “Don’t tell Grimworth.”

She smiled, quick and conspiratorial, the kind of smile that cracked the professional veneer and showed the woman underneath: someone who still got excited about forbidden books and subversive knowledge. Then she was walking away, heels clicking on stone, her auburn French twist catching the corridor light.

I looked at the book in my hands. The third chapter was titled “Desire as Architecture: The Structural Role of Intimacy in Magical Bond Formation.”

She’d given me her personal copy. That mattered more than the contents.

Dueling class confirmed what I already suspected. I was still powerless.

Keel paired me against a Lustenhart second-year for the same basic exercise as my first day. Push-bolt, shield response. The second-year, a girl named Lassiter who had beaten me before, cast a clean bolt.

I raised my hand. The resonance thrummed through my channels. Magic saturated the air, Lassiter’s spell, the arena itself. I willed it to form a shield.

Nothing happened. The bolt hit me in the chest. I slid backward across the stone floor.

Keel watched me scrape myself off the ground. Her scarred face gave away nothing.

“Your channels are wider than last week,” she observed. “Your core is dormant.” She said “dormant” the way a doctor says “stable,” meaning “not dead but not useful.” Then, quieter, almost to herself: “I haven’t seen channels this wide on someone who can’t cast. Whatever opened them, it was potent.”

“So I just need to activate my core.”

“You need something to bridge the gap between receiving and transmitting. When you find it, come back. Until then, you’re target practice.”

Lunch in the Great Hall was an exercise in observation. I sat at the Lustenhart table between Kim and Solana, with Harmony across from me, and watched the school the way I always watched: cataloguing, calculating, filing.

At midday, the Great Hall ran on food, gossip, and barely contained magic. Enchanted platters drifted between tables, offering food that adjusted to dietary preferences and, apparently, to mood. Kim’s plate kept adding more sausages. Harmony’s plate had arranged itself into a nutritionally optimized grid. Solana’s plate had attracted a small flower that was growing out of the mashed potatoes, which she was studying with rapt attention.

The Kunningbrott table was in whispered conference, as always. At its center, Dracoona McFly sat with her silver-white hair cascading down her back like a sheet of ice, her posture so perfect it looked painful. She ate with clipped, economical precision, every gesture drilled into her by someone who’d weaponized table manners. She was not looking at me, which was how I knew she was acutely aware of my position. Her silverware never clinked. Her napkin never moved. She was immaculate, and the immaculacy felt like a performance designed to prove something to an audience only she could see.

The Sapphotange table was its usual garden of sapphic activity. Two girls were sharing a plate, feeding each other grapes with romantic intensity. A third was writing love poetry on enchanted parchment that sighed when you read it. A fourth had fallen asleep with her head in her girlfriend’s lap, and her girlfriend was stroking her hair while discussing wand theory with a companion. One of them, a tall brunette with her arm draped possessively around a smaller girl’s shoulder, was speaking at a volume clearly intended to carry: “How long do we think the male experiment lasts? Two weeks? Three? Before he runs home crying and we can go back to normal?” Her companion laughed and kissed her neck. “I give him until midterms. Tops.” They remained magnificently uninterested in my existence, which was both a relief and, if I was being honest, a very small wound to my ego.

The Ravenslop table was discussing, at audible volume, the “ethical implications of the male student’s presence on campus-wide resonance metrics.” It sounded like a panel discussion at a conference that nobody had invited any humans to. A girl at the end of the table was offering “a thoughtful perspective on the soup” and three others were nodding with identical enthusiasm.

Solana arrived late, as Solana did. She drifted to the table with her characteristic slow sway, her platinum hair loose today, her flowing skirt clinging to the curve of her hips. She sat carefully, her magnificent ass settling onto the bench, and began eating as if the soup required her complete attention.

She’d had her treatment that morning. The second day. It had been slightly less awkward than the first. She’d arrived at my alcove in her full robes, knelt, done the work quickly, and left with a quiet “thank you” that sounded less mortified than the night before.

Barely less. But measurably.

Kim, beside me, was eating like she’d run a marathon the night before. Which, in a sense, she had. Her t-shirt was losing its daily war. A button that had been holding since breakfast gave up during her third helping of sausage, exposing a widening strip of freckled cleavage. She didn’t notice. Kim never noticed.

“So,” Kim said, talking through food in a way that should have been repulsive but was somehow charming. “When are we doing that again?”

“Kim. We’re at the lunch table.”

“I know. I’m scheduling. Harmony says scheduling is important.”

Across the table, Harmony’s wire-frames had gone slightly crooked and she straightened them without looking up from her notes. Her cheeks carried that permanent rose tint she’d stopped trying to hide. Her thighs, under the table, were locked together with the tension of someone maintaining a very specific internal state.

“Harmony showed me her research,” Kim continued at a volume that carried three seats in each direction. “About how arousal makes her smarter. She says if she stays turned on and doesn’t cum, her IQ goes through the ROOF. Isn’t that wild? Imagine if you could study better by being horny. Although I guess that explains why I never did well in school. I cum all the time.”

Harmony’s pen snapped in half.

“I will,” Harmony said very carefully, “discuss my research in the appropriate setting, which is NOT the lunch table.”

“The appropriate setting is always the lunch table,” Kim declared. “Everything important happens here. Hey Solana, you doing okay?”

Solana looked up from her plate. Her pale blue eyes found me, held for a moment that was slightly longer than casual, then returned to Kim. “I’m fine. The treatment is working.”

“Good! Because Dana is GREAT at treatments.” Kim nudged me with her shoulder, which pressed her breast against my arm and sent a ripple of heat through my resonance channels. “He’s great at everything, actually.”

I needed to steer this conversation somewhere that didn’t involve my sexual resume being broadcast to the Great Hall.

“Harmony,” I said. “The prophecy you mentioned wanting to research. Have you made progress?”

Harmony’s expression shifted from mortified to engaged so fast I almost heard the gear change. “Yes. I accessed the restricted section last night. The text is old, Third Era script, but the translation is consistent. The prophecy specifically describes a male arising in a female-only magical institution, whose… intimate connections will build a network of shared power.”

“A coven,” I said.

“Potentially. The term used is ‘chosen circle.’ The mechanism described sounds like a bonding ritual tied to sexual climax. If both parties reach orgasm during intimacy, a permanent magical bond forms, transferring a portion of the bonded witch’s specialty to the male.”

The table went quiet.

“So if Dana has sex with a witch and they both orgasm, he gets her magic?” Kim said.

“In crude terms, yes.”

Kim looked at me. Then at Harmony. Then back at me.

“Kim,” I warned.

“So when we did our thing last night, you didn’t get my magic because I came from the back door, not the front door?”

“That’s not how it…”

“Or because you came INSIDE and not… wait, where does it need to go? Does it matter WHERE you…”

“KIM.”

She held up her hands. “Fine, fine. But we should test this. Like, scientifically.”

Harmony, who had been staring at her broken pen with the expression of someone confronting a fork in the road between propriety and fascination, slowly looked up.

“Scientifically,” she repeated.

“Yes! You’re the smart one. You do experiments. This is an experiment.”

“It would be the most significant experiment in modern magical bond theory,” Harmony admitted. Her flush had deepened from pink to rose. Her thighs shifted under the table. “The sample size is unprecedented. The mechanism is undocumented. The implications for magical power theory could reshape our understanding of…” She trailed off. Swallowed. “I’ll design a protocol.”

That evening, after dinner, after Solana’s treatment, which was marginally less awkward than the night before, the Lustenhart common room felt charged.

Solana had arrived wearing robes that were slightly less defensive than the night before. Same high collar, but the fabric was thinner, and she hadn’t pulled her hair back into the punishing knot. It fell loose around her shoulders as she knelt, and when she finished and swallowed, she sat back on her heels and looked at me for a beat longer than necessary.

“Same time tomorrow?” she’d asked.

“Same time.”

She’d nodded. Rose. And at the curtain, she’d paused. “The gum Kim gave me on the plane? The mood-flavor one?”

“Yeah?”

“Mine was vanilla. Vanilla means content.” She’d said it softly, almost to herself, and then she was gone.

The libido-magic feedback loop that Blanche had described in Resonance Studies was tangible tonight. The air felt charged, a low electrical hum that wasn’t quite sound, more like a vibration felt in the chest and the pulse. Several witches in the common room were openly intimate with each other, kissing on couches, hands wandering under robes, soft sounds drifting from alcoves where curtains didn’t quite meet. The fireplace was throwing pink-tinged flames, which I’d learned corresponded to elevated ambient arousal. Lustenhart, as Kim had said, was super chill about this. It was just Tuesday night.

Kim found me in my alcove. She pulled the curtain shut behind her.

She was wearing a shirt that I suspected she’d chosen specifically because it was two sizes too small. The buttons strained across her chest like soldiers holding a line they could not win. Her copper hair was loose, still damp from a shower, darkening the shoulders of the shirt. Her green eyes were warm and bright and looking at me with an intensity that transcended her usual cheerful directness.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi.”

“So. I’ve been thinking about what Harmony said. About the bond. About how it forms through mutual orgasm.” She stepped closer. “Last night, you came, but it was from the back. And I came from the back. And it was AMAZING but nothing magical happened.”

“Right.”

“So tonight, I want to try something different. Same rules. No vaginal. That’s still off the table forever until I know the truth about the virginity thing.” She started unbuttoning her shirt. The buttons surrendered one by one like they’d been waiting for permission. “But I want to be face to face. I want to do everything I know how to do. I want to make you cum so hard your magical channels catch fire. And I want you to make ME cum at the same time.”

The last button gave up. Her shirt fell open. Her breasts spilled free, pale and overwhelming, pale pink nipples already hard in the cool air. Freckles scattered across the upper slopes.

She stepped out of her skirt. No underwear. She stood before me, copper-haired and green-eyed and built like a fantasy, and her green eyes held mine with something deeper than desire. Commitment.

“Same rules,” I said.

“Same rules.” She grinned. “Everything but.”

She pushed me onto the bed. I fell back and she followed, her weight settling over me, her breasts pressing against my chest, heavy and warm and achingly soft. She kissed me, deep and thorough, her tongue finding mine, her red-gold waves falling around us like a curtain.

“First,” she murmured against my mouth, “I’m going to use my mouth. Because I’m the best at this and you deserve the best.”

She slid down my body, her breasts dragging along my stomach, my hips, my thighs. She took me in her mouth like an artist returning to her medium. Her tongue traced a slow line up the underside before she sealed her lips and sank, warm and wet and confident. Red-gold waves spilled across my thighs. She moaned around my cock with undisguised pleasure, and the vibration hit every nerve at once, my back arching off the bed.

“Mmm.” She pulled off with a pop, stroking me with a slick hand. “God, I love your cock. Is that weird? I just love it. The way it feels, the way it twitches, the way it tastes.” She licked the tip, slowly, watching my face. “The training wands at home were fine but they were, like, room temperature and emotionless. You’re hot and alive and you RESPOND.” She dove back in, deeper, her throat working, her heavy breasts pressed against my thighs.

I threaded my fingers through her hair, the strands warm as the metal they resembled. Gripped gently. She moaned, deep and resonant, and I felt the sound through every nerve. Her eyes fluttered. She liked having her hair held.

“Now,” she breathed, pulling off again, her lips slick and swollen. “The other thing.” She sat up, positioned herself over me, and wrapped her massive tits around my cock.

The sensation was staggering. Her breasts were heavy, soft, warm, and the cleavage was deep enough to swallow me completely, the freckled inner slopes pressing against my shaft from both sides in a tight, pillowy channel. She spat on my cock for lubrication, a gesture so cheerfully filthy that it nearly broke me, then pressed her tits together with her forearms and began to move. Up and down, the silky skin sliding along my shaft, the friction warm and slippery from her saliva. Her tongue darted out to catch my tip on each upstroke, swirling the head, licking away the drops of moisture she found there.

“This is called paizuri,” she said cheerfully, her chin glistening. “I learned the word last week. I’ve been practicing with a pillow. The pillow didn’t complain.”

I watched my cock disappear between her freckled breasts and emerge again, the head flushed and glistening, only to be engulfed again by that warm, soft valley. The visual alone, Kim’s green eyes looking up at me with pure delight while my cock slid between the most magnificent tits I’d ever seen, could have finished me.

But we weren’t done. Kim was on a mission.

She released her breasts and turned around. “Guide me,” she said, and I understood. Same rules. Everything but. She reached back, found my cock, and positioned me at her ass.

“Slow,” I said.

“I don’t do slow.” She pushed back and took me in one long, confident motion, her spine arching, her burnished waves cascading down her back. She gasped at the fullness and immediately began to move, rolling her hips with practiced rhythm.

I braced my hands at her waist and watched her ass work. She rode reverse, her head thrown back, her ridiculous tits bouncing with every movement, visible from behind as they swayed beneath her. She reached between her legs with one hand, working her clit, the other hand bracing against my thigh.

“Harder,” she breathed. “Don’t hold back. I want all of it.”

I stopped holding back. I pulled her hips toward me with each thrust, burying myself deep, and she rewarded me with sounds that climbed from gasps to moans to outright screams, each one enthusiastic, unashamed, pure Kim.

“Oh god, yes, right THERE, don’t stop, don’t stop, I’m so close, I’m…”

She came.

Her whole body clenched. Her back arched, her head threw back, and she screamed into the velvet dark of the curtained alcove, a sound of pure, uncomplicated pleasure that Kim Mink would never apologize for. Her ass tightened around me in fierce, rhythmic contractions, squeezing and releasing, milking my cock with a grip that was almost too much, and the sensation pushed me over the edge.

I let go, gripping her hips hard enough to leave marks on her freckled skin, my cock pulsing as I emptied into her in deep, shuddering spurts. She gasped at the warmth flooding inside her, ground back against me one last time to take every drop, and the release tore through me like a wave crashing through a wall.

And then something HAPPENED.

Heat. Not body heat. Magical heat. A rush of energy that started at the base of my spine and exploded outward, flooding my chest, my arms, my hands. My fingers lit up with deep orange light tinged with fire-gold, a glow that I could see even through my closed eyelids. Kim gasped, not from the sex but from something she was feeling too, a current that connected us like a thread pulled taut.

I looked at my hands. They were glowing. Actual fire-colored light emanating from my palms.

Kim, still sitting on me, twisted around to stare. Her eyes were enormous, the green in them catching the golden light. The thread of light pulsed between us, orange-gold and fire-bright, visible to both of us, connecting my chest to hers in a line of warm energy that hummed with Kim’s essence, her loyalty, her fire.

“Did your dick just do MAGIC?” she said.

“I think it did.”

She looked at my glowing hands. She looked at the bond pulsing between us. She looked at my face, her jaw slack with awe before the irrepressible Kim grin broke through.

“Oh my GOD. That’s a Coven Bond. Harmony was RIGHT. Sex makes you stronger. My sex made you stronger!” She sat up straighter with excitement, which created events given that she was still sitting on me. “Wait, what kind of magic did you get?”

I looked at my hands. The glow was settling from bright orange to a steady warm light. I focused on the candle beside my bed. Willed it.

The flame bent toward my hand. Not dramatically. Not a fireball. But the flame stretched, leaned, reached for my fingers like a flower following the sun.

“Fire,” I said.

“MY fire!” Kim’s face was radiant. She was literally glowing, the bond humming between us like a live wire. “I gave you FIRE MAGIC through BUTT SEX. This is the greatest day of my LIFE.”

The laugh got out before I could make it tactical. Not at her, with her. The absurdity and the wonder and the warmth of it, all tangled together, gold light and fire and Kim’s joy.

The curtain twitched. Harmony’s voice, sharp with barely controlled excitement: “I heard an energy discharge. The resonance spike was measurable from across the common room. Let me IN.”

I wrapped a blanket around us. Harmony pushed through the curtain, study notes already out, glasses slightly askew from haste. Her amber eyes found the golden thread connecting Kim and me. The color in her cheeks climbed from its usual warm tint to deep rose.

“A Coven Bond,” she breathed. “It’s real. The resonance pattern matches the Third Era prophecy text exactly.” She was scribbling furiously, her pen a blur across the parchment. “The bond transfers magical specialty. Kim’s affinity is fire. You now have fire.” She looked up. “Can you cast?”

I raised my hand. The candle flame obeyed more easily this time, stretching toward me, dancing on an invisible current.

“Rough,” Harmony assessed. “Uncontrolled. But real. You went from zero magical ability to active fire channeling through a single bonding event.” Her pen stopped. Her eyes were very bright behind her glasses. “I need to study this further. I have a twelve-point experimental protocol in mind.”

“Harmony.”

“The arousal-cognition data I’ve collected suggests that bond-adjacent magical fields enhance existing cognitive function. I’ve been measurably sharper since being in proximity to your bonding events.” Her pen tapped against her notebook in a staccato rhythm. “If a direct bond were to form between us, the enhancement could be permanent. The data implications alone would justify a longitudinal study.”

“Harmony.”

She stopped. Her flush was spreading. Her legs squeezed together beneath her skirt. She swallowed.

“I’ll design the protocol,” she said. “For academic purposes.”

“For academic purposes,” I agreed.

Kim, still wrapped in my blanket, leaned over and stage-whispered: “She’s going to bone you. She’s going to bone you FOR SCIENCE.”

“KIM.”

Kim grinned her nuclear grin. “I’m just stating the obvious. It’s kind of my thing.”

Harmony retreated behind the curtain, notes clutched to her chest, cheeks burning. I heard her footsteps cross the common room, quick and clipped, followed by the distinctive sound of her study chair being pulled out and her pen scratching faster than any hand should move.

Kim dressed, kissed me, said “We’re doing that again tomorrow, and the day after, and every day forever,” and disappeared toward her bed, her red-gold mane swinging and her chest leading the way as always.

I lay in the dark. My hands still glowed faintly. The golden thread connecting me to Kim was invisible now but I could feel it, a steady, low heat in my chest like holding something alive.

The next morning, Dueling class. Keel ran the same exercise. Same opponent, Lassiter, same push-bolt.

Lassiter cast. The bolt screamed toward me.

I raised my hand. The resonance I’d been feeling for days surged. My channels conducted. My core, dormant for eighteen years, ignited.

A shield of fire erupted from my palm. Orange and gold, rough-edged, wavering, but REAL. Lassiter’s push-bolt hit the shield and disintegrated, the energy dissipating in a shower of sparks.

The dueling court went silent. Twenty witches stared. Lassiter lowered her casting hand with her mouth open.

Keel watched from the center of the court. Her scarred face was unreadable. But her eyes, her calculating, missing-nothing eyes, were bright.

“Better,” she said.

From Keel, that was a standing ovation.

In the audience seats, a Sapphotange girl who had been watching with arms crossed turned to her companion. “Great. The boy has fire magic now. Can we go back to ignoring him?”

Her companion glanced at my hands, where the last sparks of fire still danced, then turned back to the girl beside her and shrugged. “Yeah, you can.” She laced her fingers through her girlfriend’s and stopped looking at me entirely.

In the audience, I felt Kim’s bond flare with pride. She was beaming, that unmistakable red-gold bright in the arena’s light, her entire body radiating pride. Her man had just proven that her love made him dangerous, and she wanted the whole arena to know it.

One bond. One power. And the school had noticed.

Walking back to the Lustenhart dorms, Kim tucked herself under my arm, her heavy chest pressing against my ribs, her hair tickling my chin. “So butt stuff makes you MORE powerful?”

“It’s not specifically the butt stuff, Kim.”

“But it was butt stuff that did it. The data is clear.”

“That’s not how data works.”

She looked up at me with green eyes that contained zero doubt. “WHY AREN’T WE DOING MORE BUTT STUFF RIGHT NOW?”

From behind us, Harmony’s voice carried with crystalline precision: “The bond formation mechanism operates independently of the specific intimate configuration. The key variable is mutual orgasm during authentic emotional connection, not the anatomical pathway.”

“So butt stuff WITH emotions,” Kim translated. “Even better.”

Harmony’s pen snapped again. She was going through pens at an alarming rate.


Chapter 6: The Outcast

Professor Merriwell was explaining loyalty enchantments when the classroom door slammed open and a girl small, golden, and furious walked in.

“Sorry I’m late,” said the girl in the doorway. “Your welcoming committee sent me to the wrong building. Twice.”

She was short. Maybe five-two. Built like a fighter, lean and wired with visible muscle definition in her bare arms. Her hair was golden-tawny, shoulder-length, and wild, like she’d styled it by running through a forest. She wore a crop top that exposed toned abs, shorts that showed off lean legs, and an expression that dared anyone in the room to say something about it.

But the hair wasn’t what made the room go quiet. Neither were the clothes, or the lateness, or the attitude.

It was the ears. Golden-furred, triangular, sitting on top of her head where human ears had no business being. They swiveled as she entered, one tracking the professor, the other scanning the room. Mobile, expressive, alive.

And behind her, a tail. Long, golden-tawny, matching the ears. It swished behind her as she walked, a metronome of defiance.

Cat ears. Cat tail. Gold eyes with vertical slit pupils that swept the room like searchlights.

A catgirl. An actual, literal catgirl. In Merriwell’s Enchantment and Binding Theory class at nine o’clock on a Wednesday morning.

The whispers started immediately. Not the curious whispers I’d generated. These were different. Colder.

“Monster girl,” someone hissed from the Kunningbrott section.

“Beast,” muttered another.

A Ravenslop girl near the front raised her hand. “Professor Merriwell, I think it’s important to acknowledge that while the academy’s inclusion policies are well-intentioned, there are documented differences in magical capacity between pure-blood witches and non-human-lineage students that may affect classroom dynamics. I want to be transparent about this concern while remaining sensitive to all perspectives.”

Merriwell, who had knocked over her desk lamp in surprise at the door slam, straightened her glasses and said: “Miss Brightpaw is a registered student with full enrollment rights. She has been sorted into Lustenhart. Everyone take your seats.”

The catgirl, Brightpaw, walked to the only open seat. It was in the corner. The seats around it had been left empty by students who had apparently decided they didn’t want to sit near it.

She sat down, pulled out a notebook, and began writing with a pen she held like a weapon. Her ears swiveled constantly, tracking every whisper. Her tail wrapped around the leg of her chair, the tip flicking with contained energy.

She caught me watching. Gold slit-pupil eyes locked onto mine. She didn’t look away. Didn’t blink. Just stared, evaluating, the way a cat evaluates something it hasn’t decided is food or threat.

I gave her a nod. Neutral. Acknowledging.

One ear twitched forward. Interested. Then she went back to her notes.

Merriwell’s lecture on loyalty enchantments was, coincidentally, entirely relevant to my situation. She discussed bonds formed through “intense emotional or physical connection,” and when she said those words, she glanced at me and quickly looked away, clearly suspecting her student was already field-testing the material.

I took notes. Loyalty enchantments operated on resonance frequency. The stronger the emotional connection, the more durable the bond. Bonds formed through compulsion were unstable. Bonds formed through genuine choice were nearly unbreakable.

I thought about Kim. About the bond between us that I could still feel, warm in my chest. Genuine choice. Unbreakable.

After class, I found the catgirl.

She was in the corridor outside Merriwell’s room, surrounded by nothing. Students flowed past on both sides, but a clear zone of empty space surrounded her like a force field. Nobody walked within three feet of her. Nobody made eye contact.

She stood with her arms crossed, tawny tail swishing, ears tracking the crowd. Her expression was set in what I suspected was a permanent configuration: defiant, daring, ready.

“Rika Brightpaw?” I asked.

Her ears swiveled toward me. “Who’s asking?”

“Dana Del Morte. The boy.”

“Yeah, I noticed the boy. Hard to miss the only dick in a school full of witches.” Her voice was quick, sharp, delivered in short bursts with a lot of attitude. “What do you want?”

“I want to talk.”

“Everybody wants to talk. Or stare. Or whisper. Nobody wants to talk TO me, they want to talk ABOUT me.” She uncrossed her arms. Her fangs, small and sharp, were visible when she spoke. “So talk. You’ve got thirty seconds before I decide you’re wasting my time.”

“You refused to hide your ears.”

She blinked. That wasn’t what she’d expected. “Obviously.”

“The enrollment office probably suggested it. Glamour spell. Tuck the tail. Cover the ears with a hat. Blend in.”

“They STRONGLY suggested it.” Her tail bristled. “I STRONGLY declined.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m a catgirl and I’m not going to pretend I’m not just so a bunch of pureblood witches can feel comfortable ignoring what I am.” She stepped closer. She was a full head shorter than me, but the intensity in her gold eyes made the height difference irrelevant. “My sister Kira goes to some catgirl academy. You wouldn’t know it. It’s hidden from humans. She said I was stupid for choosing a mixed school. Maybe she was right. But I came here because I wanted to PROVE something, and you don’t prove anything by hiding.”

I looked at her. Small, fierce, alone in a corridor that parted around her like water around a stone. Her ears were forward, tracking me. Her tail was still, which I was beginning to understand meant she was focused, not relaxed. Everything about her was coiled energy wrapped in defiance.

A pair of Kunningbrott students walked past, giving Rika a wide berth and whispering something that made her ear flatten for half a second before snapping back upright. She didn’t acknowledge them. She was too practiced at not flinching to give them the satisfaction.

“I’m building something,” I said. “A coven. A group of people who chose each other.”

“I know. Everyone knows. The boy who bonds witches through sex and gets their magic. Subtle.” She said it flatly, testing me. Waiting to see if I’d flinch the way people flinched when they talked about her ears.

“I’m not known for subtlety. I manipulated the sorting spirit within my first hour here.”

“Yeah, I heard about that.” One corner of her mouth twitched. Not a smile yet. A possibility of a smile. “Gutsy. Stupid, but gutsy.”

“One of the things I’m building is a coven that doesn’t care about blood purity. A place where the thing that matters is what you bring, not what you are.”

Her ears went flat. Then slowly, slowly, rose back up. Her tail stopped bristling. The slit in her pupils widened slightly.

“You’re recruiting me.”

“I’m offering.”

“Because of my ears?”

“Because you walked into a room full of people who hate you and sat down like you owned the place. That’s what I want in my coven.”

She studied me for a long moment. Her tail curled, then uncurled. One ear flicked.

“What’s the catch?”

I told her about the Coven Bond. All of it. The mechanism, the requirements, the power transfer. I told her honestly, because Rika Brightpaw was not someone you could bullshit and expect to survive the experience.

She listened. Her expression didn’t change, but her tail movements told a different story. Interest. Calculation. A flicker that might have been excitement.

“So I’d have to fuck you,” she said flatly.

“You’d have to choose to bond with me. The sex is the mechanism. The choice is the point.”

“And I’d get stronger?”

“The bond is mutual. Everyone in the coven grows.”

“And the school would lose its mind because the boy is bonding with a monster girl.”

I didn’t deny it. “Yes.”

Her expression recalibrated. Not a smile, not yet. But the defiance shifted from defensive to offensive. She was no longer braced against the world. She was considering how to charge into it.

“Let me think about it,” she said. But her tail had curled around her own ankle, which even I could read as a tell. She wasn’t thinking about WHETHER. She was thinking about WHERE.

The Great Hall at dinner was a stage, and Dracoona McFly chose to perform.

I was sitting at the Lustenhart table, flanked by Kim and Harmony, with Solana dreaming over her soup across from me, when five hundred people stopped talking at once. Not gradually. All at once, like a switch being thrown.

Dracoona McFly rose from the Kunningbrott table.

She was tall. Five-ten in flats, and she was not wearing flats. Silver-white hair fell to her mid-back like a sheet of ice. Her ice-gray eyes locked onto me across the hall like a weapon finding its mark. Her posture was aggressive perfection, shoulders back, chin up, every line of her body communicating authority.

She walked toward the Lustenhart table. Behind her, a phalanx of Kunningbrott students arranged themselves like an honor guard. Or a firing squad.

The hall went silent. Even the Sapphotange girls paused mid-kiss to watch.

Dracoona stopped in front of me. She looked down. I looked up. The height difference was significant, and she was using every inch of it.

“Del Morte,” she said. Her voice was clipped, imperious, upper-class, carrying across the silent hall without effort. “I understand you’ve been building a coven.”

“I have.”

“I understand it includes a fire specialist, and you’re courting a beast to join alongside pure witches?”

She’d done her homework. I noted that. Also noted that she was revealing what she knew about my coven to the entire school, which was either careless or deliberate. Given that this was Dracoona McFly, it was deliberate.

“I also understand,” she continued, and her voice went colder, “that you are attempting to recruit a BEAST.”

The word landed like a slap. At the far end of the Lustenhart table, Rika Brightpaw was sitting alone, eating. Her ears had gone flat against her head. Her tail was rigid.

“Her name is Rika Brightpaw,” I said. “She’s a student at this university, same as you.”

“She is a creature with animal features attending an institution designed for WITCHES. There are schools for her kind. She chose to come here, and that is her prerogative. But to place a beast in a coven alongside pure witches?” Dracoona’s lip curled. “That is an insult to every tradition this academy represents.”

The Kunningbrott section murmured agreement. The Ravenslop section looked uncomfortable. The Lustenhart table was very still. Kim’s hand had found mine under the table, squeezing hard.

I stood up. The motion was slow, deliberate, and I took my time straightening to my full height. Five-eleven. An inch shorter than her in her heels. But I had what she didn’t: the attention of a room that was watching to see what the boy would do.

“If pure blood is so superior,” I said, and I said it at a volume that matched hers, carrying to every corner, “then you have nothing to worry about from one catgirl.”

Dracoona’s eyes narrowed. The temperature in the hall seemed to drop. Her jaw tightened. Heat flashed behind her ice-gray eyes, a brief gold flicker that she crushed before it could surface.

“The faculty will hear about this,” she said.

“They already have.” I glanced toward the faculty table, where Grimworth was watching us with her hands clasped and her jaw set, completely unsurprised. Dabbledough was not present. She was probably in her office, doing pitch decks. “They don’t seem interested in dissolving anything.”

Dracoona held my gaze for three more seconds. Then she turned on her heel and walked back to the Kunningbrott table, silver-white hair swishing like a blade.

The hall exhaled.

Kim’s hand was still crushing mine. “Holy shit,” she whispered.

At the end of the table, Rika Brightpaw’s ears had risen from flat to fully erect. Her gold eyes were fixed on me. Her tail was doing a thing I’d never seen before, curling and uncurling rapidly, like a spring being tested.

I sat down and went back to eating.

An hour after dinner, I found Rika sitting on the Lustenhart common room windowsill, staring out at the grounds. The sunset was gone, replaced by blue dusk. Her tail hung limp, none of its usual motion, and her ears were back in the half-flat position I was learning meant she was hurt and trying to pretend she wasn’t.

She didn’t look at me when I sat on the opposite end of the sill. We sat in silence for a minute. Two.

“I’ve been called worse,” she said finally. “Beast is pretty standard. My first week at primary school, someone stuck a bell on my collar while I was sleeping and told me it was so they could hear me coming. I was five.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. The bell was a nice bell, actually. I kept it.” Her tail twitched, once. “The point is, I’ve been called beast a hundred times. But she said it in front of EVERYONE. Five hundred people. And I looked around that hall and I counted the faces who flinched when she said it, and you know what? Most of them flinched because they were embarrassed. For HER, not for ME. Like watching someone say something crude at a dinner party. Not because it was wrong, but because it was gauche.”

She turned to look at me. Gold eyes, slit-pupiled, catching the last of the light.

“You were the only person who flinched because it was wrong. I could see it in your face. The ‘wrong’ kind of flinch.” She paused. “That matters.”

“It should be the minimum, not exceptional.”

“Yeah, well. Welcome to my life.” She hopped down from the sill. Her tail had started swishing again. “I’m going for a walk. In the garden. If you happen to be in the garden later, I won’t throw things at you.”

“Noted.”

She padded away on silent feet. At the door, she turned back. “Don’t bring flowers. Catgirls don’t like flowers. We like high places and people who don’t flinch.”

That night, Rika found me.

Not in the Lustenhart common room. Not in my alcove. In the academy gardens, on a stone bench near the eastern walkway, where moonlight turned the hedges into silver architecture and enchanted fireflies drifted in lazy spirals.

She was already there when I arrived. Sitting on the bench with one leg tucked under her, tail hanging off the edge, tawny fur catching moonlight. She’d changed into an outfit that was barely clothing: a halter top that showed her lean stomach, shorts that showed her athletic legs. She wasn’t hiding anything. She never hid anything.

“You stood up for me,” she said. No preamble. Rika didn’t do preamble.

“I stated a fact.”

“You stated a fact in front of the whole school and humiliated the most powerful student in Kunningbrott.”

“She humiliated herself. I just pointed it out.”

Rika’s gold eyes caught the moonlight and glowed. She studied me with the same evaluating stare from the classroom, but a variable had changed in the calculation.

“I’m not a girl who does things behind closed doors,” she said. “I want you to know that going in.”

“I’m aware.”

“When I fuck someone, the world knows about it. That’s the point. If they want me invisible, I’ll be the LOUDEST thing they’ve ever seen.”

She was quiet for a moment. The moonlight caught the fine gold fur on her ears, and they drooped, just slightly, before she caught herself and perked them back up. The bravado flickered.

“When I was nine,” she said, “a boy in the market threw a rock at my ears. Called me a stray. My sister Kira chased him down and scratched his arm. She got in trouble. I got stitches.” She touched the base of her left ear, a quick, habitual gesture. “I decided that day that nobody would ever make me cover them. Not because I wasn’t hurt. Because I was, and hiding wouldn’t change that.”

She looked at me sidelong, measuring whether the vulnerability had cost her.

“My grandmother used to tell me I was average,” I said. “I’m starting to think she was testing whether I’d settle for it.”

Rika’s tail curled around the stone bench railing. A slow curl, not the defensive wrap. The kind a cat makes when it’s decided to stay.

“I checked,” she said, her voice losing the vulnerability and finding the edge again. She hopped off the bench and landed on her feet with cat-like silence. “There’s someone watching from the third floor. Kunningbrott window.”

She said it like she was reporting the weather.

“Does that bother you?” I asked.

“It excites me.” She grinned. Small fangs gleamed. “I want them to see a catgirl riding the Shaft of Destiny and I want them to know they can’t do a damn thing about it.”

She pushed me onto the bench with both hands. Small hands, strong grip. I sat back on the cool stone and she climbed into my lap, straddling me, her tail swishing behind her.

“I’m in,” she said. “For the coven. For the bond. For ALL of it.” She pulled off her top with one motion. Small breasts, perky, braless. Small dark nipples hardened in the night air. “Now let me show you what a catgirl brings to a coven.”

She kissed me. Her lips were warm, her mouth tasted wild and clean, like pine and night air and a sharpness underneath that was purely feline. When her tongue found mine, I felt the faintest scrape of her small fangs against my lower lip. Not painful. Electric. A reminder that the girl in my lap was not entirely human, and the parts that weren’t were making this better, not worse.

She pulled back, gold eyes assessing my reaction. Looking for the flinch. The moment where the human realized what the catgirl was and retreated.

I pulled her back in. Kissed her harder.

Her hands pulled at my clothes with impatient efficiency, fingers quick and sure. In seconds she had my pants down, my cock freed into the cool night air. Her gold eyes dropped to look at me, pupils dilating from slits to nearly full circles, the gold irises thinning to rings around the expanding black. She stared with an intensity that was both flattering and slightly predatory.

Then she made a sound in her chest.

A purr. A literal, physical purr that I could feel vibrating through her body where it pressed against mine. It started low, building, a rumble that transferred from her ribcage to mine through every point of contact. My cock twitched in response and her purr intensified, her pupils dilating further.

She reached down, aligned herself, and sank onto me in one fluid motion.

She was tight, wet, and burning hot inside. Her hips rolled with a feline grace that no human body could replicate, a circular, grinding, undulating motion that worked my cock at angles I didn’t know existed. Her ears pinned back, then rose, then pinned again, tracking her own pleasure like antennae. Her tail wrapped around my forearm, the fur soft and warm, the grip surprisingly strong.

“Oh FUCK yes,” she hissed. Not a moan. A declaration. She rode me hard, aggressive, her small athletic body flexing with each motion. Her fingers pressed into my chest rhythmically, kneading, an involuntary cat behavior that she didn’t seem aware of. Her nails, blunt but present, left trails of sensation.

She looked up. Toward the third-floor window. Her gold eyes found the silhouette she’d spotted earlier and LOCKED ON.

“Enjoying the show?” she called out, loud enough to carry. Her hips didn’t slow. If anything, they sped up, rolling harder, taking me deeper. She grinned at the window with her fangs showing and rode me like she was performing for an audience of one, which she was.

I hooked one arm around her waist and thrust upward, meeting her rhythm. She gasped, her ears going flat, her purr intensifying into a rumble I could feel through my entire body. Her tail tightened around my arm. Her pupils blew wide, the gold irises barely visible around the black.

“Good boy,” she purred, and then caught herself. Laughed. “Wait, that’s my line to you, not the other way around.”

I caught her by the thighs, lifted her slightly, and drove up into her from below. The deeper angle made her eyes fly wide, the gold almost consumed by black.

She yowled. An actual yowl, halfway between a scream and a cat’s mating call, absolutely inhuman and absolutely genuine. The sound carried across the garden, echoing off the stone walls, and she didn’t care. She wanted it to carry. She wanted the whole school to hear a catgirl riding the only male on campus and loving every second.

Her fingers kneaded my chest in rhythmic pulses, cat instinct she couldn’t suppress, her blunt nails pressing and releasing, pressing and releasing. She nipped my shoulder, her small fangs leaving indentations that stung sweetly. Her tail wrapped tighter around my arm, the fur bristling against my skin.

“Watch THIS,” she called to whoever was watching, “you pureblood cowards.”

She came with her eyes on the window and her claws in my shoulders. Her body clenched around me with rhythmic, milking contractions, her tail going rigid and bristling to twice its normal size, her ears pinned flat against her skull. The yowl climbed into a sound that was half-scream, half-animal, completely Rika, a sound no human throat could produce and that no one who heard it would forget.

The wave of her climax pulled mine loose. I came inside her, gripping her hips, pulling her down tight, burying myself as deep as her petite body would allow. The pleasure ripped through me and a second power came with it. Not fire, like Kim’s. A cooler current, more fluid. Light bending around my fingers. Shadows shifting where they shouldn’t. The air around us shimmered, and for a moment I wasn’t sure if the bench was where it appeared to be.

Illusion. Glamour. Rika’s specialty. Trickster magic, misdirection, the ability to make things appear to be what they weren’t.

The bond ignited between us like a struck match, energy that shifted and doubled and refused to be pinned down, flickering between gold and something more mercurial, a light that seemed to be in two places at once. Playful and defiant, exactly like the girl sitting in my lap.

Rika looked at my hands, where light bent at impossible angles. She looked at the golden thread connecting us. She looked at me.

“Illusion magic,” she said. “That’s mine.”

“That’s yours.”

“So your dark lord powers now include trickery and misdirection.” She grinned, wide enough to show both fangs. “That is SO on brand for you.”

We dressed lazily. The enchanted fireflies circled us, unbothered by our display. Rika’s tail swished with casual satisfaction. Her ears were up, relaxed, the most at peace I’d seen them.

“My sister Kira goes to a catgirl academy,” she said, pulling on her top. “Hidden from humans. You wouldn’t know about it. She’d think this whole thing was insane.” A pause. “She’d also think you were cute.”

“Thanks?”

“Don’t let it go to your head.” She hopped down from the bench with feline grace. “So. I’m in the coven. Who else?”

“Kim. And Harmony’s bond is pending.”

“The big-tit redhead and the girl who humps furniture. Good team.” Her tail wrapped around my wrist, briefly, warmly. “What about the blonde with the ass? Solana?”

“Working on it.”

“She wants you. The whole common room can smell it.” Rika tapped her nose. “Enhanced senses. When Solana’s around you, her scent changes. She doesn’t know it yet. But her body does.”

Another data point for the growing file of Solana’s evolution.

“Welcome to the coven,” I said.

“Yeah, yeah.” She started walking back toward the dorms, her tail swishing behind her. Paused. Turned back. “Hey, Dana?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks. For standing up. In the hall.” Her gold eyes were steady. “Nobody’s done that before. The humans either fetishize the ears or hate them. You just… saw ME.”

“That’s what a coven does.”

She nodded once. Turned. Disappeared into the garden shadows with the silence of a cat that had decided where it belonged.

The next morning, a Ravenslop girl stopped me in the corridor outside the library.

“Excuse me,” she said, with impeccable posture and a blouse buttoned to the throat. “While personal intimate choices are valid and I respect the autonomy of all individuals in expressing their physical boundaries, the acoustics of the eastern garden suggest that future recreational activities might benefit from a more enclosed venue. Several Ravenslop students reported difficulty maintaining their study schedules due to the, ah, vocalization levels.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

“Thank you! That’s very considerate. I appreciate your willingness to engage with this feedback in a constructive manner.”

She walked away. Her posture was perfect. Her sentences were identical to what an AI assistant might produce if asked to file a noise complaint.

In Merriwell’s class that afternoon, I demonstrated illusion magic. Not intentionally. I was reaching for a book and the light around my hand bent, creating a brief shimmer that made the book appear to be six inches from where it actually was.

Merriwell, who had been in the middle of a lecture on magical resonance, stopped mid-sentence. Stared at my hand. Looked at her desk, which held her notes, her coffee, her spectacles case, and approximately three thousand loose papers.

“You could NOT do that yesterday,” she said.

“No.”

“Your bonding activities are generating new specialties at a rate that is…” She groped for the academic term. “Unprecedented.”

She took a step toward me. Her foot caught the desk leg. The entire desk lurched forward. Notes, coffee, spectacles case, and three thousand papers cascaded onto the floor.

Merriwell stood in the wreckage, ankle-deep in her own documentation, and stared at me through crooked glasses.

“Unprecedented,” she repeated, softer.

I helped her pick up the papers.

Two bonds. Two powers. Fire and illusion. Kim’s fire and Rika’s defiance, alive in my chest, pulsing with the personalities of the women who’d chosen me.

At dinner that evening, Kim intercepted a floating platter of roast chicken with casual ease. “So I heard you banged a catgirl in the garden and someone from Kunningbrott watched.”

“That’s a simplified summary.”

“It’s the BEST summary. Rika’s my hero. I want her to teach me the yowl thing. Do you think it’s biological or learned?”

“I think it’s biological, Kim.”

“Damn. I was hoping I could practice.” She bit into a chicken leg with cheerful violence.

Across the Great Hall, the Kunningbrott table was in urgent conference. Dracoona sat at its center, her silver-white hair catching the candlelight, her posture immaculate. But when she thought nobody was looking, her hand drifted to her forearm, and she rubbed the skin there like she was checking for a change she hoped she wouldn’t find.


Chapter 7: The Shaft of Destiny

Harmony Rolling had found the prophecy, and it was worse than any of us imagined.

She cornered me in the library after a morning of classes that had felt increasingly charged. Merriwell’s Enchantment lecture had been about coven mechanics, and she’d spent the entire hour carefully not looking at me while describing “historically documented instances of multi-witch bonding through intimate resonance,” which was the academic equivalent of putting a spotlight on my face while pretending the room was dark.

Keel’s dueling class afterward had been more direct. She’d paired me against two opponents simultaneously, a Kunningbrott girl and a Ravenslop girl, and watched me weave fire and illusion together in defensive patterns that three weeks ago would have been impossible. “You’re learning to combine,” she’d said. “Good. Single disciplines are for amateurs.” The Kunningbrott girl I’d beaten had looked at me with the specific expression of someone reassessing a threat level.

The resonance on campus had been building for weeks, a slow boil that I could feel through my open channels like standing near an oven. Every witch I passed in the corridors seemed slightly more flushed, slightly more distracted, slightly more aware of my presence. The ambient arousal at Hexhaven was climbing toward levels that the Great Hall’s enchanted ceiling expressed as a permanent golden haze, and the cause was standing in the library trying to pretend he was normal.

But Harmony hadn’t cornered me about resonance levels. She’d cornered me about a book.

“Restricted section,” she said, pulling me into a study alcove behind shelves of enchanted texts that hummed at different frequencies. “I gained access through my bond-enhanced research credentials. The cognitive boost from proximity to your coven energy has been remarkable. My analytical capacity is operating at approximately thirty-seven percent above baseline.”

“You broke into the restricted section because being near me makes you smarter.”

“I accessed the restricted section through legitimate academic channels enabled by my enhanced cognitive function.” She adjusted the collar of her blouse, a nervous habit that emerged when she was sitting on a revelation. “The semantics are irrelevant. What I found is not.”

She laid a translated text on the table. The parchment was old, Third Era script, but Harmony’s translation was pinned beside it in her neat, angular handwriting.

I read the prophecy in full for the first time.

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.

“Two interpretations,” Harmony said. She was using her academic voice, the one that meant she was processing a seismic idea by wrapping it in data. “The elves read ‘shaft’ literally. A male, a physical male, arriving at an all-female institution. His intimate connections build power. They’ve been waiting for you.”

“I know. Sylvara told me.”

“The witch establishment reads it differently. ‘Shaft’ as scepter. A weapon of power. A dark lord rising from within an all-female institution, corrupting witches into his servants, building a faction that will challenge the established order.” She looked at me over her glasses. “Both readings describe your actual life.”

I sat down. The study chair creaked under me.

“You are the only male,” Harmony continued, her voice steady but her flush deepening. “Your presence IS uniting witches. They ARE increasingly devoted. The bonds you’re forming ARE building a faction. And the establishment IS watching you with fear.”

“I’m not a dark lord.”

“You’re building a coven through sexual bonds that grant you cumulative power from multiple witches. You’ve recruited an outcast monster girl against the explicit objection of the pureblood faction. You manipulated the sorting system to place yourself in the house most advantageous to your plans.” She paused. “Dana, the prophecy doesn’t describe what you INTEND. It describes what you’re DOING.”

The air in the study alcove felt very still.

“The dark lord prophecy,” I said, “and my harem-building. They’re the same thing.”

“Yes.”

“Every girl who joins my coven is simultaneously a personal connection AND a step toward a prophecy that says I’ll rule the magical and non-magical world.”

“Yes.”

I stared at the parchment. The old script seemed to pulse faintly, as if aware it was being read by the person it described.

“I don’t want to rule the world, Harmony.”

“The prophecy doesn’t care what you want. It describes a pattern, and you are living it.”

She was right. The bonds connecting me to Kim and Rika weren’t just intimate connections. They were power cables. Each one amplified my magic, expanded my capabilities, made me more dangerous to anyone who wanted to stop me.

And the establishment knew. Grimworth’s evaluating stare at every faculty meeting. Spite’s contempt that sharpened with each new ability I demonstrated. Even Blanche’s warm curiosity had an edge of professional caution underneath it.

“There’s more,” Harmony said. She pulled out another translated passage. “The text references two possible interpretations of the prophecy’s fulfillment. One is conquest. The other is… protection.”

“Protection?”

“A shield against something worse. The dark lord rises not as conqueror but as guardian. He builds his coven not to dominate but to defend against a threat that would destroy the magical world.” She tapped the parchment. “The text is ambiguous. It could be either. Or both.”

Protection against a threat. I didn’t know what threat yet, but the prophecy was keeping its options open, and so would I.

Dracoona McFly, meanwhile, was escalating.

A formal complaint had been filed with the faculty: the coven of Dana Del Morte, containing a non-human-lineage student, represented a violation of traditional pureblood academic standards and should be dissolved.

Spite, naturally, supported the complaint. Her signature on the petition was the first line, written in green ink that matched her stained fingers.

Grimworth, who dealt with administrative matters while Dabbledough was distracted by cryptocurrency, tabled it “pending further review.” She had better things to do than adjudicate teenage political squabbles, and her tone made that abundantly clear.

Dabbledough, who had been present at the faculty meeting where the complaint was discussed, had checked her phone’s stock ticker twice during the deliberation and dismissed the matter by saying: “If the coven is stable, let it stand. If it collapses, we save the paperwork. Win-win. Now, has anyone here heard of governance tokens?”

Nobody had. The meeting adjourned.

But the complaint itself was revealing. Dracoona McFly was pushing hard, publicly, aggressively, with Kunningbrott lined up behind every word. She was performing the role of pureblood champion with a polish she’d been rehearsing since childhood.

And at the same time, she was falling apart.

I saw it that evening, from the window of the Lustenhart common room. The grounds below were silver in moonlight, and a figure was standing in the shadow of the eastern garden wall. Silver-white hair pale against the dark. Alone. She was looking at her forearms.

Not just looking. Examining. Running her fingers over the skin. Then scratching, lightly, as if trying to peel something away.

She did this for three minutes. Then she pulled her sleeves down, composed herself with the efficiency of someone well-practiced in reassembly, and walked back toward Kunningbrott with her spine straight and her expression locked.

Something was wrong with Dracoona McFly’s arms.

That night, Solana’s daily treatment showed the first real shift.

She arrived at my alcove wearing a thin nightgown instead of her full robes. The fabric clung to her hips in a way her daytime clothing deliberately avoided. She sat closer than she used to, her platinum hair loose, and she didn’t rush. She took her time. Smiled after.

The mortified girl from the first treatment was fading. Something warmer was growing in her place.

No bond formed. But the distance between them kept shrinking.

And then there was Harmony.

She’d been preparing. I knew this because Harmony prepared for everything, and because she’d mentioned her “twelve-point experimental protocol” approximately seventeen times since Kim’s bond had formed. She’d also been spending more time near me, sitting closer at meals, studying in my corner of the library, her flush deepening from its permanent warm tint to something that suggested her proximity to my coven energy was having measurable effects on her arousal-cognition correlation.

She found me the following evening in the library. A study room she’d reserved. Door locked. Enchanted parchment on the table displaying spreadsheets that mapped arousal levels against cognitive performance with the rigor of a doctoral thesis.

“I’ve designed the protocol,” she said. She was standing by the table, her bushy hair half-pinned and half-escaping, her blouse buttoned but visibly straining over her rapid breathing. Her thighs, beneath her pencil skirt, were pressed together with force.

“The protocol,” I repeated.

“A controlled experiment. I will straddle you while maintaining my edging threshold. This will allow me to monitor the arousal-cognition curve at close proximity to your Coven Bond energy field while testing whether the bond mechanism can be partially activated without full orgasmic completion.” Her glasses had slipped; she pressed them back into place with one finger. Her flush was crimson. “I will NOT orgasm. That is a hard constraint. My IQ at peak edge is one hundred and forty-seven. I need to maintain that.”

“You want to sit on my lap for science.”

“In crude terms, yes.” She met my eyes. Behind her glasses, her amber-hazel irises were sharp, analytical, and also dilated to approximately twice their normal size. “Shall we begin?”

I sat in the study chair. Harmony approached. She was trembling slightly, fine tremors in her hands that she was pretending didn’t exist. She straddled me, settling her weight into my lap with the careful deliberation of someone executing a laboratory procedure.

“Point one of the protocol: establish baseline proximity arousal levels.” She consulted a small enchanted crystal that apparently measured magical resonance. “Your coven energy field is… significantly elevated. I’m already observing a twelve percent increase in my cognitive processing speed.” She made a note on enchanted parchment. “Point two: initiate contact escalation.”

She began to grind.

This was Harmony’s domain. The motion was practiced, rhythmic, her hips rolling in patterns that had been perfected through years of arousal-denial as a cognitive enhancement technique. She ground against me through her skirt and my pants, the friction building, her pencil skirt riding up her toned thighs with each roll. The heat between her legs was palpable even through two layers of fabric. I could feel the dampness soaking through, hot against my hardening cock beneath my pants.

“The Coven Bond,” she said, her voice slightly strained, “appears to operate on a resonance frequency that scales with emotional and physical proximity. The closer the contact, the stronger the field. This is consistent with Merriwell’s lectures on bond mechanics.”

She was getting smarter. I could watch it happening. Her speech accelerated, her vocabulary sharpened, connections firing that she’d never made before. She was linking magical theory across three different classes with the fluid ease of a genius building a cathedral in her mind. All while her soaking pussy ground against the ridge of my cock through increasingly damp fabric.

“The mathematical structure is actually elegant,” she continued, grinding harder, her hips describing tighter circles that concentrated the pressure directly on my shaft. Her glasses slipped down her nose. She pushed them back with one hand while the other gripped my shoulder, her short nails digging in. “Resonance as a function of intimate contact, modulated by emotional depth, amplified through cumulative bonds. It’s a cascade system. Each new bond doesn’t just ADD power; it MULTIPLIES the existing network’s efficiency.”

“Harmony.”

“The formula would be something like P equals the sum of individual bond strengths raised to the power of n, where n represents the total number of active bonds, suggesting exponential rather than linear growth, which means your theoretical maximum is…”

“Harmony, you pulled your underwear aside.”

She had. Without seeming to notice, in the midst of her accelerating mathematical revelation, she’d hiked her skirt to her waist and tugged her soaked underwear to the side, and she was now grinding bare against my shaft. Her pussy was slick, dripping, the swollen lips spreading against the length of my cock as she rocked, coating me with her arousal. Each forward roll slid her clit across the underside of my shaft and drew a shudder from her that she pretended was a data point.

“That’s, that’s part of the protocol,” she said, her voice cracking. “Skin contact. For, for the resonance measurement. The data requires…”

Her hips shifted. My cock caught against her entrance, the swollen head pressing into wet heat, nudging between her slick lips. The sudden contact of tip against her opening, the slippery give of her body almost swallowing me in, sent a spike of sensation through us both. Her eyes flew wide. Her glasses went sideways.

“Oh no,” she breathed. “No no no, the protocol specifies…”

Then her hands clamped on my shoulders, not pushing me away. Holding me there.

“Not no to you,” she said, the words rushing out between broken breaths. “No to the protocol failing. No to losing the edge before I can measure it. I want you. I want this. I just hate that my body is beating my spreadsheet.”

Her hips pushed down. I slid inside her, and the sensation was unlike anything. Tight. Soaking wet. Scorching hot, the walls of her pussy clenching around me with the desperate grip of a body that had been edged to insanity and finally, finally had something to hold onto. Her entire body went rigid, her back arching, her bushy hair flying free of its last pins, the brown waves cascading wild around her flushed face.

“NO,” she said, furious at the universe, but her hips were moving, grinding down, taking me deeper, her pussy swallowing another inch with each hungry roll. “My IQ was at one hundred and forty-seven, I need to maintain the edge, I need the cognitive, the, the…”

She was fighting it. I could see the battle in real time: Harmony’s iron control, the discipline that had kept her edged and brilliant for years, wrestling against a body that had been denied orgasm for too long while impaled on a cock connected to a Coven Bond energy field operating at elevated capacity. Her pussy clenched and fluttered around me in rapid contractions she was desperately trying to suppress, her inner walls pulsing against my shaft like a second heartbeat.

“Harmony,” I said. I put my hands on her hips. Felt her toned thighs flex against mine, the muscles jumping under her skin. Her perpetual flush had darkened to full crimson, spreading from her cheeks down her neck, past her collar, into the modest swell of her breasts where her small brown nipples were visibly hard through her thin blouse. Her glasses were hanging off one ear. Her amber eyes were glazed, half-present, fighting to stay analytical while her body screamed for release. “Do you want to keep going?”

“Yes,” she snapped, offended that the answer needed stating. Then her voice broke. “Yes. I CAN’T hold the edge. My IQ. My entire…”

I shifted my hips. Thrust upward, slow and deep. Hit something inside her that made her voice break into a register I’d never heard, a register that belonged to a woman, not a researcher.

“The Coven Bond appears to…” she gasped, her pussy clenching violently around me at the new angle. “The resonance frequency is… the mathematics suggest… oh god, oh god, oh GOD…”

She came.

Not gently. Not gradually. She detonated. Her back arched so hard her head nearly touched the floor behind her. Her thighs clamped around me like a vise, toned muscle locking me inside her. Her pussy seized around my cock in a grip so fierce I couldn’t have withdrawn if I’d tried, rhythmic contractions milking me from base to tip, her entire body shaking with the force of an orgasm she’d been denying herself for weeks, maybe months. The accumulated edge crashed through her in a wave that shattered every wall she’d built. Wetness flooded between us, her release soaking my lap, dripping down my thighs.

She screamed. Not her academic scream, not a composed vocalization. A raw, wordless, throat-tearing sound that contained every syllable of frustration, release, and grudging surrender that Harmony Rolling had ever suppressed. Her glasses flew off entirely, clattering to the floor.

Her climax detonated mine. I came inside her, my hands digging into her hips, my cock pulsing, filling her with hot spurts that she milked from me with those relentless contractions. And the bond crystallized, locking into place with the clean inevitability of an equation solving itself.

Golden energy flooded the room. The enchanted parchment on the table glowed. The walls hummed. And in my mind, a new channel opened. Cooler than fire. More structured than illusion. Magical theory I’d never studied materialized around me, equations and patterns and resonance structures floating in the air around me like holograms. I understood things I’d never learned. The mathematics of bonding. The architecture of ward structures. The theoretical framework of coven mechanics.

Harmony’s specialty. Cognition. Mind magic. The ability to comprehend magical theory at an accelerated rate, to see patterns others couldn’t, to process information with the speed and accuracy of a bonded analytical mind.

Harmony sat on my lap, trembling, glasses off entirely, bushy hair a wild halo around her flushed face. She stared at the golden thread connecting us. She stared at the equations floating in the air around me. She stared at the enchanted crystal measuring resonance, which had apparently overloaded and cracked.

She ran numbers in her head. I could see her doing it: the fury fading, the scientist taking over, the data eclipsing the emotion.

“The permanent bond enhancement,” she said, her voice hoarse, “exceeds my peak edging output by twenty-three percent.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning my sustained IQ through the Coven Bond is HIGHER than my maximum edging-enhanced IQ. The bond didn’t just replace the edge. It SURPASSED it.” She blinked. “It’s actually better. Damn it.”

“Welcome to the coven.”

She looked at me. Amber eyes, still glazed from the aftershocks, sharp intelligence reassembling behind them. “I want it noted that the experimental methodology was compromised by an uncontrolled variable.”

“Which variable?”

“You shifted your hips. That was NOT in the protocol.”

“My apologies to science.”

She put her glasses back on. Adjusted them to straight. The composure reassembled itself like armor being donned, but the flush remained, and the bond between us hummed with shared warmth.

“I’m going to need a new spreadsheet,” she said.

Kim, hearing about it later in the Lustenhart common room while braiding Solana’s platinum hair with fingers that were surprisingly gentle for hands that had crushed a beer mug that morning, reacted with characteristic subtlety.

“Wait, so ALL of you get stronger from fucking him? This is the best magic system EVER.” She threw her head back and laughed, the motion sending her copper hair cascading and her chest bouncing in a way that drew the attention of three Lustenhart girls across the room, all of whom quickly pretended they were looking at something else. “I KNEW butt stuff was magic. My mom always said the Mink women have good instincts.”

She turned to Solana. “Solana, you should totally bond next.”

Solana, whose half-lidded eyes had been drifting under the attention of Kim’s gentle hands, opened them. “The bond requires mutual simultaneous orgasm. The treatment isn’t… like that.”

“Not YET,” Kim said with a grin. “But you’re wearing nightgowns now. You’re taking your time. You’re positioning your body so he can see your…”

“KIM.”

“I’m just saying! The tension is adorable but at some point you need to let the fire catch.”

Solana said nothing. But her pale blue eyes found mine across the common room, and the look in them was the opposite of dreamy.

Across the Great Hall at dinner, Dracoona McFly watched our growing group from the Kunningbrott table. Her jaw was set. Her Kunningbrott allies flanked her, whispering urgently. She said something I couldn’t hear, and a message was dispatched via enchanted note, presumably to the faculty.

“The faculty will hear about this,” Harmony predicted, watching the note fly.

“They already have,” I said. “Multiple times.”

“They don’t care,” Rika added, perching on the back of her chair with her legs crossed, tail swishing. “Dabbledough couldn’t pick Dana out of a lineup. Grimworth tables everything. And Spite’s complaint got rejected because Merriwell pointed out that coven formation is protected under Section 14 of the Academic Charter.”

“How do you know that?” Harmony asked.

“I read. Just because I have ears doesn’t mean I’m stupid.” Her tail flicked. “Also Merriwell told me in the corridor. She whispered it while looking over both shoulders like she was committing a crime.”

Three bonds. Fire, illusion, mind. Kim’s loyalty, Rika’s defiance, Harmony’s intellect. Three golden threads in my chest, pulsing with the personalities of three women who’d chosen me. Each one felt different: Kim’s was a constant warm ember, Rika’s was a flickering trickster energy that shifted when I tried to look at it directly, and Harmony’s was a precise crystalline resonance that made mathematical patterns float in the air when I concentrated.

Solana’s daily treatment that evening had been different. She’d arrived in a thin nightgown that clung to her hips, and she’d taken her time, and afterward she’d sat on my bed and talked about the constellations visible through the dormitory window. She hadn’t bonded. But the fuse was getting shorter, and we could both smell it burning.

And through the window of the common room, in the moonlight, I saw Dracoona McFly walking the grounds alone. She’d stopped near the eastern garden wall. She was looking at her forearms again.

This time, in the pale light, I could see what she was looking at. A faint gleam on her skin. Not a trick of the light. Something underneath, pressing outward.

Something iridescent.


Chapter 8: The Crash

The first sign that something was wrong came in Resonance Studies.

Professor Blanche was lecturing on advanced channeling dynamics, auburn hair gleaming against the enchanted window light, her rectangular glasses glinting as she turned to the class with a question. “Mr. Del Morte, if you’d demonstrate the fire channeling exercise we practiced last week. A basic sustained flame, please.”

Basic exercise. I’d been doing it for weeks now, threading fire magic through my channels, producing controlled flames that had progressed from flickering birthday candles to steady torches. Two days ago I’d produced a flame hot enough to make Keel nod, which in Keel’s emotional vocabulary was equivalent to a standing ovation with a brass band.

I raised my hand. Willed the fire. Reached for Kim’s bond, the warm ember in my chest that had been steady and reliable since the first night we’d connected.

A spark coughed from my palm. Flickered. Died.

The classroom went quiet. Thirty witches who had watched me progress from zero to formidable in the space of weeks stared at my empty hand. I tried again. Reached deeper, pushed harder. Another spark, weaker this time, guttering out before it formed, like a lighter running out of fluid.

Blanche frowned. Not with disappointment. With the clinical focus of a healer watching a patient’s vitals drop in real-time.

“Are you getting enough rest, Mr. Del Morte?”

Somewhere in the classroom, a Kunningbrott girl smirked. I let it go. Didn’t have the energy to be strategic about it.

The irony was thick enough to taste. Rest. In my world, rest meant not having sex, which meant not maintaining bonds, which meant not having magic. The thing that was killing me was also the thing keeping me alive. It was a feedback loop with no off switch, and I’d been running it at full speed since the first bond formed.

“I’m fine,” I said.

I was not fine.

The crash had been building for days, and I’d been ignoring the warning signs because ignoring problems was easier than solving them. Three coven members needed regular bonding to maintain their connections. Solana needed daily sperm. The elves requested sessions three times a week, and their cultural reverence made it impossible to refuse without feeling like I was committing a spiritual crime. Random witches from every house except Sapphotange had started propositioning me in corridors, in the Great Hall, in the library, in one memorable case while I was trying to use the bathroom.

The libido-magic feedback loop was real, and I was the only male fuel source in an ecosystem of five hundred magic-powered women. My presence amplified their arousal. Their arousal amplified the ambient magic. The amplified magic made everyone hornier. The increased horniness increased the magic. And all of it pointed at me like five hundred heat-seeking missiles locked onto a single target.

I was one man. I was eighteen. And I was running out of everything.

Dueling class was worse.

Keel paired me against a Kunningbrott second-year, a girl with sharp eyes and a reputation for precision casting. I should have won. I had three abilities: fire, illusion, mind magic. Against a single-discipline opponent, I should have dominated.

I couldn’t channel any of them. The fire sputtered. The illusions wouldn’t form. The mind magic, Harmony’s gift of enhanced cognition, was foggy and unreliable, like trying to run software on a dying battery.

The Kunningbrott girl hit me with a stun bolt. Clean hit. I went down. The stone floor of the dueling court was cold against my back.

Keel stood over me. Her scarred face expressed something I hadn’t seen before: disappointment.

“Whatever you were doing to improve,” she said, “stop stopping.”

I peeled myself off the floor. In the audience, Kim was watching with her hand over her mouth. Harmony was writing notes with frantic speed, her flush darker than usual, her expression tight. Rika was perched on the top of the seating wall, her ears flat, her tail wrapped around the railing.

They could all feel it. The bonds were weakening. The connection between us was thinning, dimming, draining away.

Lunch in the Great Hall was the worst.

Solana almost had an episode.

We were seated at the Lustenhart table, and I was too exhausted to notice the signs. Solana’s hand began to tremble. Not the normal tremble of someone handling a fork. The tremble of someone fighting a compulsion that was pulling her hand between her thighs in a room full of people.

Kim noticed. Kim always noticed the things that mattered.

She stood up abruptly, grabbed Solana’s arm, and said loudly: “Solana and I need to use the bathroom. Girl stuff. Bye.”

She pulled Solana out of the Great Hall before anyone else saw. But I saw. Solana’s pale blue eyes, wide with panic, her platinum hair curtaining her face as Kim hustled her through the doors.

The treatment wasn’t working. My depleted magical energy meant the sperm she was ingesting had less magical charge. Less charge meant less suppression. The curse was seeping through.

From the Sapphotange table, a girl with dark curly hair and a cruel smile called out: “Shaft of Destiny? More like Shaft of Diminishing Returns.”

Several Sapphotange girls laughed. The Kunningbrott table smiled. Even a few Ravenslop students looked away with uncomfortable expressions, as if witnessing a decline they’d been politely predicting.

I ate my lunch. It tasted like nothing.

The cascade failure was textbook, and Harmony could have graphed it with her eyes closed. Weakened bonds led to less magical energy. Less magical energy led to less stamina. Less stamina led to fewer bonding sessions. Fewer sessions led to weaker bonds. The cycle inverted, and each revolution stripped away more of what I’d built.

I was missing classes. Dark circles had taken up permanent residence under my eyes. My hands, which had produced fire and illusions, could barely make a candle flicker. The violet flash that had started appearing in my eyes during moments of magical intensity was gone, replaced by the dull brown of someone running on empty.

That evening, Kim came to my alcove.

She came for our usual. She kissed me, pulled off her shirt, knelt with that bright familiar grin. But nothing happened. My body wouldn’t respond. She tried for ten minutes, gentle and patient and increasingly worried, until I put my hand on her cheek and said, “Kim. Stop.”

She sat beside me. Her full-body warmth pressed against my side. The bond between us flickered, cold where warmth had been, and I watched her rub her arms as if she’d felt a draft that wasn’t there.

“I can’t,” I said. The words felt like they weighed a hundred pounds each. “I can’t keep up.”

“I know.”

“Everyone needs something. You need bonding to maintain the fire. Rika needs bonding or her illusions decay. Harmony needs the cognitive link. Solana needs daily treatment that requires magical charge I don’t have. The elves want their devotional sessions. Every witch on campus is feeling the feedback loop and half of them are showing up at my door.” I stared at the velvet ceiling. “I’m one person, Kim.”

“I know.”

“The prophecy says the Shaft of Destiny will unite them in desire. It doesn’t mention what happens when the shaft runs out of destiny.”

She didn’t laugh. She took my hand and held it. Her fingers were warm around mine. Kim’s bond, the first one, the strongest one, guttered weakly in my chest.

“Listen to me,” she said. “I didn’t choose you because of the magic. I didn’t choose you because of the bond or the prophecy or the fire or any of it. I chose you because you sat down on a plane and didn’t stare at my tits. Well, you stared a LITTLE, but you also talked to me like I was a person. And when I told you about my virginity thing, you didn’t try to argue me out of it. You just said ‘cool’ and moved on.”

“I did not say ‘cool.’”

“You basically said ‘cool.’ And it was the coolest thing anyone had ever done.” She squeezed my hand. “So if the magic goes away, and the bonds fade, and the prophecy turns out to be bullshit? I’m still here. Okay? I’m not going anywhere.”

I looked at her. Kim Mink. Copper-haired, green-eyed, warm and loyal and not the brightest but emotionally brilliant. The first friend I’d made in the magical world. The first bond I’d formed. The girl who would walk into fire for me because that was simply who she was.

“Okay,” I said.

She held me. Not sexually. Just held me, her arms around my shoulders, her heavy chest pressed against mine, her heartbeat steady against my chest. And for a few minutes, in the dark of a curtained alcove in a magical university, the Shaft of Destiny was just a guy being held by a girl who cared about him.

The next morning, Harmony called a meeting.

She’d been up all night. The evidence was in her eyes, which were ringed with dark circles, and in her notes, which had multiplied from a single notebook to a stack of enchanted parchments covered in calculations, charts, and a color-coded scheduling matrix that was either a work of genius or a cry for help.

The coven assembled in a corner of the Lustenhart common room: Kim, Harmony, Rika, and Solana. The common room was empty this early. Firelight from the oversized hearth cast warm shadows across their faces.

“The problem,” Harmony said, standing before her enchanted parchment display like a general briefing her staff, “is structural. We have been treating Dana as a sole-source provider. Each of us independently draws on his energy for bond maintenance, magical replenishment, and in Solana’s case, medical treatment. The aggregate demand exceeds his capacity.”

“He’s tired,” Kim translated. “Because we’re all having sex with him separately and he’s only one person.” She said it without her usual cheerfulness, her green eyes steady and serious. Kim knew. She’d held me last night while I couldn’t perform, and she hadn’t made it about herself. She’d made it about me, and the fact that she could tell the difference was why she was Kim.

“Simplified, yes.” Harmony tapped her parchment. A chart materialized, glowing with enchanted ink, showing bond energy levels over time. The lines were declining. Not gradually. Accelerating. The curve was a cliff that we were approaching at speed.

“The decay rate is accelerating. If we continue on the current trajectory, all bonds will drop below functional threshold within twelve days. At that point, Dana loses access to fire, illusion, and cognition magic. I lose the bond enhancement. Kim’s fire specialty weakens. Rika’s illusion anchor decays.” She paused. Her pen had stopped moving. “And Solana’s treatment becomes insufficient. The curse symptoms will return fully and permanently.”

Solana, sitting in her corner with her platinum hair loose, her thin nightgown pooling around her hips, said nothing. Her pale eyes were fixed on the chart showing her treatment efficacy declining. The line that represented her salvation was approaching zero with the calm inevitability of a countdown.

She didn’t cry. She didn’t panic. She just looked at the chart with the quiet absorption of a girl who had spent her life watching things grow and die and who understood, better than any of us, what it meant when a living thing ran out of what it needed to survive.

“The solution,” Harmony continued, and her voice was steady in the way voices become steady when the alternative is screaming, “is not more sex. It’s better sex.”

Rika’s ears perked up from their worried droop. “I’m listening.”

“We restructure as a unit. Instead of individual sessions that each drain Dana’s reserves, we coordinate. Shared sessions that benefit multiple bonds simultaneously. The girls support each other as well as Dana, distributing the emotional and physical load.” She tapped the parchment again. A new chart appeared: a schedule.

A GANTT chart.

Kim stared at it. “Did you just schedule our sex life on a GANTT chart?”

“It’s a modified GANTT chart with arousal-cognition overlays. The standard GANTT format was insufficient for this application.” Harmony’s glasses caught the firelight. “The chart specifies optimal timing for shared sessions, recovery windows for Dana, and a rotation that ensures each bond receives minimum maintenance without overtaxing the source.”

“The source being my dick,” I said.

“The source being your magical energy reserves, which are channeled through intimate bonding. Yes.” She pressed her thighs together under the table with the controlled tension of someone managing several variables at once. “Additionally, we need to renegotiate the elf arrangement. The current frequency is unsustainable.”

Rika dropped from her perch on the bookshelf where she’d been sitting with her tail dangling. “The elves won’t like that. The Shaft of Destiny is basically their religion.”

“The Shaft of Destiny will cease to function at all if we don’t manage demand. I’ll draft the communication.”

“You’re going to write a formal letter to a group of elves telling them they get LESS sex?”

“I’m going to present a restructuring proposal backed by data demonstrating that reduced frequency with improved session quality yields superior outcomes for all stakeholders.”

Rika looked at Kim. Kim looked at Rika. They shared the specific expression of people who couldn’t decide if they were witnessing genius or insanity.

Solana spoke for the first time. Her soft, dreamy voice carried clearly in the quiet common room. “The plants in the greenhouse don’t die from too little water. They die from the wrong kind of attention. You can overwater a plant and it drowns. You can water it on a schedule it doesn’t need and it wilts anyway.” She looked at Harmony’s charts. “Maybe what Dana needs isn’t a schedule. Maybe he needs permission to be a person instead of a resource.”

The room was quiet for several seconds.

“That’s…” Harmony started. Stopped. Adjusted her glasses. “Annoyingly accurate.”

“Solana’s right,” I said. “The schedule matters. The structure matters. But the crash happened because I was trying to be everything to everyone and I forgot to be anything to myself.”

Kim’s hand found mine under the table. She didn’t let go.

“So we restructure,” Harmony said, her voice softer now. “Quality over quantity. Emotional depth over frequency. And we function as a team, not as individual claimants on a shared resource.”

“We’re a coven,” Kim said. “Not a timeshare.”

Even Rika smiled at that. Small, reluctant, but real.

The plan took shape. Harmony’s schedule became a framework, not a mandate. Shared sessions when the energy was right. Individual connections when they served the bond. Recovery time built in, sacrosanct, untouchable.

And the elves.

Sylvara received the restructuring proposal with the gravitas of a diplomat receiving a treaty revision. She read it in the elf quarters, her violet eyes moving across Harmony’s precise handwriting, her expression serene but serious.

“We propose three sessions weekly, Master Dana,” she said, setting the document down. “That is our counteroffer.”

“The proposal specifies two,” Harmony said. She’d come along as chief negotiator.

“Two is insufficient for cultural practice. Three is the minimum for devotional completeness.”

“The data clearly shows…”

“Three, or we invoke the Shaft of Destiny covenant’s clause regarding ‘continuous spiritual service.’” Sylvara’s violet eyes were calm. “We have waited generations. We will not be scheduled like a janitorial rotation.”

Harmony looked at me. I looked at Sylvara. Sylvara looked back with patient certainty. She had eternity. We did not.

“Three,” I agreed.

“Two,” Harmony countered.

Sylvara inclined her head. “Two sessions with supplementary devotional observance. We will attend to Master Dana’s quarters twice weekly. A third spiritual communion will be conducted in our chambers at a time of his choosing, format to be determined by cultural requirements.”

Harmony parsed this for hidden costs. Found none. “Acceptable.”

They bowed. Absurd. And the sincerity hit me in the chest anyway. An elf treaty negotiation over sex frequency, conducted with the solemnity of a peace accord.

As we left the elf quarters, Harmony said: “That was the most surreal contract negotiation I’ve ever witnessed.”

“You’ve never witnessed a contract negotiation.”

“I’ve read about them. They’re supposed to involve less…” She searched for the word. “Reverence.”

The days that followed were a slow, deliberate recovery. The steady work of rebuilding something that had nearly collapsed, one connection at a time.

I studied with Harmony in the library. She tutored me on Binding Theory, walking through Merriwell’s lectures as both teacher and research partner, patient and precise. Her bond-enhanced cognition was sharper now, the permanent boost exceeding her peak edging levels, and watching her work was like watching a computer operate at maximum processing capacity.

“Your comprehension of resonance mechanics has increased by forty percent since our bond,” she said, impressed despite herself. “That’s MY cognition in you.”

“I couldn’t have done this without you.”

She looked at me over her glasses. Her baseline blush darkened, but the smile beneath it was real. “Obviously.”

I trained with Rika in a courtyard. Cat-agility drills that she’d designed specifically for someone without natural feline reflexes. She knocked me down eleven times in twenty minutes. She pinned me on the twelfth, her tail wrapping around my wrist, her gold eyes looking down at me with something between satisfaction and affection.

“Not bad,” she said. “For a human.”

Solana’s daily treatments had changed. They were tender now. The intimacy ran deeper than the physical act. She took her time. Afterward, she didn’t immediately leave. She sat with me, and she talked.

Not about the curse. About her mother, who was gentle and distracted and forgot to pick her up from school but always had interesting stories at dinner. About how plants responded to kindness, growing toward warmth and light. About how the magical world was full of people who were too busy studying power to notice the beauty growing in the cracks.

“Most people treat them like furniture,” she said one evening, her platinum hair luminous in the candlelight. “But they’re always listening. Always responding to what’s around them.”

She was growing toward me. I could feel it. Not through the bond, because we didn’t have one yet. Through something simpler and more powerful: the way she leaned into me when she talked, the way she stopped drifting when I was close.

At the Kunningbrott table during dinner, I noticed Dracoona’s seat empty. Third time this week. Her faction was covering for her, but the whispers were starting.

Rika, who noticed everything that moved, leaned over and murmured: “She’s sleeping in empty classrooms. Kunningbrott froze her out of their last two meetings. She’s isolating.”

“How do you know?”

“I followed her.” She said this with zero guilt. “She sits in the dark for hours, alone. And she flinches when anyone touches her arm. Not pain. Fear.”

Dracoona McFly, pureblood champion, who had built her entire identity on the superiority of unmixed magical blood, was hiding something. And whatever it was, it was eating her from the inside.

The bonds strengthened through quality, through depth, through connection that went beyond the physical. Harmony’s GANTT chart became a guide rather than a prison. Kim brought heart. Rika brought fire. Solana brought stillness. And together, they brought something I hadn’t expected: a sense of family.

After a study session, Harmony fell into step beside me as I walked back to Lustenhart.

“I’ve been analyzing the Ravenslop behavioral patterns,” she said, her voice dropping. “The bond enhancement is letting me see patterns I couldn’t before.”

“What kind of patterns?”

“The prim speech. The hedging language. It’s always been there, it’s cultural. But lately it’s been getting STRICTER. More rigid. More uniform. Individual variation is decreasing.” She frowned. “It’s as if the conditioning that produces their speech patterns is being… tightened. Externally.”

“Meaning someone is making them MORE Ravenslop than they naturally are?”

“Meaning something is reinforcing the conditioning from outside their own cultural framework. I don’t know what yet. But it flags as anomalous.” She tapped her pen against her notebook, rapid and rhythmic. “I want to test your jailbreaking ability on a Ravenslop girl. If the conditioning responds differently to your energy now versus before the crash, that would tell us something.”

“My jailbreaking ability.”

“Your dark lord energy breaks their prim patterns. You’ve done it casually, every time you interact with a Ravenslop student. Their speech degrades. Their conditioning cracks.” She paused. “I want to see if the cracks are getting harder to make.”

Something was wrong with Ravenslop. Harmony’s enhanced cognition was flagging it. And whatever it was, it was getting worse.

But first, we had a coven to strengthen. And that meant quality, not quantity.

Solana, across the room, looked up from her herbology text. Caught my eye. Smiled.


Chapter 9: Rebuilding

The coven restructuring worked. Harmony’s modified GANTT chart helped because of course it did. Kim’s emotional leadership held us together because Kim could hold a room together with snacks and a hug. But the real change was simpler: we stopped treating the coven like a machine and started treating it like a family.

The difference was felt immediately. The morning after Harmony’s restructuring meeting, I woke to find Kim already in the common room, setting up breakfast she’d charmed from the kitchen elves. Rika was perched on a windowsill in a patch of warm sunlight, her tail curling with lazy contentment. Harmony was at a corner table, her notes already out, her flush at its usual baseline pink, her legs crossed tight beneath her skirt as she calculated something that made her eyes bright.

And Solana was sitting near the fire, reading a herbology text, her platinum hair catching the morning light. She looked up when I emerged from my alcove. Smiled. The small, private smile that was just for me.

It felt like a home. The first one I’d had since Grandma’s house.

The mornings belonged to training and study. Rika drilled me in agility in the courtyard behind the Lustenhart dorm, a space that caught the afternoon sun and had a stone wall perfect for running up. She was relentless, knocking me down and pinning me with a speed that was genuinely humbling, her gold eyes bright with competitive satisfaction every time I ate the cobblestones.

“Again,” she’d say, hauling me up by my collar, her tail swishing. “You’re thinking too much. Stop calculating and START reacting.”

“I’m a calculator. It’s what I do.”

“Then calculate FASTER.”

By the end of the second week, my reflexes had sharpened enough to dodge three spells in sequence, and Rika’s expression when I finally slipped her pounce and pinned HER was worth every bruise.

Harmony tutored me in Binding Theory in the library, walking through Merriwell’s lectures with a thoroughness that bordered on obsessive. She used enchanted parchment to project diagrams that would have taken a professor three class periods to explain, and she did it in forty-five minutes while squeezing her knees together and pretending not to notice that her arousal-cognition enhancement made her smarter when I sat close to her.

Kim provided moral support in the form of snacks, hugs, and unsolicited commentary that was almost never helpful but always entertaining.

Solana’s daily treatment had become something I looked forward to. Not just physically. She’d started talking more, sharing pieces of herself that her soft-spoken exterior usually kept hidden. Her mother’s garden. Her father’s habit of reading aloud at dinner from books he’d forget mid-chapter. The way plants communicated through chemical signals that most witches ignored.

“Spite ignores them completely,” Solana said one evening, sitting on my bed after her treatment, her platinum hair loose across her shoulders. “She treats the plants like tools. But they’re alive. They have preferences. They grow toward what makes them feel safe.”

“You’ve said that before.”

“Because it’s important.” Those unfocused blues sharpened, locking onto me with the rare clarity that emerged during moments of real connection. “People think I’m dreamy because I’m not paying attention. I’m always paying attention. I’m just paying attention to different things than everyone else.”

“Like what?”

“Like the way Kim looks at you when she thinks nobody’s watching. Like the way Harmony’s flush deepens every time you say something that impresses her. Like the way Rika’s tail wraps around things she trusts.” She paused. “Like the way Dracoona McFly stands outside Kunningbrott at night, alone, taking scalding-hot showers until the water system protests, flinching when anyone brushes against her sleeve.”

I went still. “You’ve seen that?”

“Three times this week. She looks so scared.” Solana’s voice was soft, genuinely concerned rather than analytical. “Whatever she’s hiding, it’s eating her alive.”

Another piece of the Dracoona puzzle. I was close to understanding her now. One or two more pieces and the whole thing would fall into place.

Dracoona’s isolation was escalating. She’d missed two more Kunningbrott meetings. Her faction was making excuses, but the whispers in the dark corridors of Kunningbrott Hall were growing louder. Their champion was absent. Their leader was hiding. And the boy she’d declared war on was getting stronger.

I spotted her once in the library, late at night, alone at a table surrounded by medical texts. Magical genetics. Bloodline manifestation. Dragon heritage in human-appearing lineages.

She didn’t see me watching. Her silver-white hair fell forward as she read, and in the low light of the library, Her hand trembled over the page. She was afraid of something in those pages. Afraid of finding what she already knew.

The corridor outside the kitchen smelled like burning sugar and Kim’s vanilla soap, and the sound of someone cheerfully destroying baked goods carried through the stone walls with impressive clarity.

I found her standing in the middle of a battlefield. Flour covered every surface. A mixing bowl had tipped over, creating a white cascade down the counter. Something in the oven was producing smoke that the enchanted ventilation was struggling to process. Kim stood in the center of this catastrophe wearing an apron that she’d forgotten to remove over clothes she’d already removed, so she was essentially wearing an apron and underwear, which framed her body in the most distracting way possible.

Her copper hair was dusted white. Flour dotted her freckled cheeks, her nose, her collarbones, and the exposed curve where the apron’s neckline had long since surrendered. She was beautiful and ridiculous and she was holding a pie that looked like a crime scene.

“I was making you a pie,” she said. Her voice was small. Smaller than Kim’s voice ever got. “Because I didn’t know what else to do.”

The crash had scared her. It was written underneath the flour and the forced smile. Kim had been terrified that she was going to lose me. Not the bond, not the magic. Me.

I crossed the kitchen. Took the pie from her hands and set it on the counter. Took her face in my flour-covered hands and kissed her.

She melted into me. Not with her usual enthusiastic energy. Softly. Gratefully. She pressed against me and I felt the tension leave her body, the fear she’d been carrying since the crash dissolving as my arms went around her.

“I’m sorry I scared you,” I said.

“You didn’t scare me. The crash scared me. You not being okay scared me. You thinking you weren’t enough scared me.” She pulled back enough to look at me. Her green eyes were wet. “You’re enough, Dana. With the magic or without it. You’re enough.”

I kissed her again. Deeper this time. She responded with growing warmth, her body pressing against mine, the apron providing approximately zero barrier between her skin and mine.

“Let me take care of you tonight,” I said.

I sat her on a counter stool and knelt in front of her. Untied the apron, let it fall. I knew the warmth of her skin, the cinnamon scatter of freckles, the way her body answered when I took my time. Tonight I moved like I was learning her all over again. Slowly. Deliberately. I kissed across her collarbone. Traced the scattered dots across the upper slopes of her breasts with my tongue. Cupped their massive weight in my hands and gave them the attention they deserved, circling her pale pink nipples until they peaked, until she gasped and threaded her fingers through my hair.

“You’re so beautiful,” I told her, and meant every syllable.

“You’re saying that because I’m covered in flour.”

“I’m saying it because it’s true. The flour is a bonus.”

She laughed, watery and warm, and pulled me up. “My turn.”

She dropped from the stool to her knees. The motion was pure Kim: graceful in a way she didn’t know she was, enthusiastic in a way she couldn’t hide. She freed my cock with familiar hands, her fingers wrapping around me with the practiced certainty of someone who’d memorized every ridge and vein. Her lips parted, breath warm against the tip for one teasing beat, her tongue darting out to taste the bead of moisture gathered there. Then she sank down with a hum of contentment that I felt through my spine.

But this time was different. No frantic energy. No enthusiastic speed. She was slow, deliberate, savoring. Her hands rested on my thighs, thumbs tracing circles on my skin, and she took her time. Flour still dusted her copper waves where they fell across my legs, white powder on burnished metal. Each stroke of her tongue was purposeful, tracing the ridge beneath my head, dipping into the slit at the tip. Each bob of her head was measured, sinking a fraction deeper before drawing back, lips creating a seal that dragged along my shaft with aching slowness. She pulled me deep and held me there, her throat opening, swallowing around my length until her lips kissed my base, her nose pressed against me. Her eyelids dropped, a hum of quiet bliss vibrating through her, sending the sensation straight to the center of my brain. She wasn’t performing. She was communicating. Every slow stroke said: I’m here. Every swallow said: I’m yours.

I threaded my fingers through her flour-dusted hair, the strands warm between my knuckles. She moaned around me, soft and low, and the vibration radiated through my entire body, pooling in my stomach as heat.

She pulled back, lips slick and glistening, a thick string of saliva connecting her lower lip to my tip. “Don’t rush,” she murmured, stroking me with a wet hand. “We have all night.”

She took me back in. Deeper this time, her throat working around my cock, muscles constricting and releasing in waves that felt like she was trying to pull me deeper by sheer will. Her hands braced against my thighs, nails biting gently into the muscle. The wet, obscene sounds of her mouth working filled the kitchen, intimate and unhurried, mixing with the distant crackle of the common room fire. I felt the bond pulse with each stroke, responding to the emotional depth of the connection, warmth flaring in my chest with every bob of her copper head.

She brought me to the edge. Felt me tense, my fingers tightening in her hair, my cock swelling against her tongue. She slowed down, keeping me there, her lips barely moving, just holding me in the warm cave of her mouth, a trick she’d clearly been thinking about since Harmony’s edging theory had permeated the coven’s consciousness.

“Not yet,” she whispered around me, the words vibrating through my shaft. “I want to taste you properly. When you’re ready.”

She took me deep one last time, her throat opening, her nose against my pelvis, and held. I came in her mouth with a low groan, pulsing against her tongue, the release spreading through me in slow, rolling waves. She held every drop in her mouth, not swallowing immediately, letting the warmth pool on her tongue as though savoring it. Then she swallowed in stages, one deliberate swallow, then a pause, then another, her eyes closed, her breathing slow and satisfied, a small sound of contentment escaping her at the last.

She rose to her feet. Kissed me with cum still slick on her lips, her tongue pushing the taste into my mouth, and the raw intimacy of that, the sharing of it, reached somewhere no touch could.

“Now you,” she said, and turned around.

She leaned against the flour-dusted counter, her magnificent ass raised, back arched to present herself. She reached back for my hand. “Touch me. You know where.”

She guided my fingers between her cheeks, pressing them against the tight ring of muscle she loved. I could feel the heat radiating from her, the slickness of her arousal that had dripped from her pussy down to this entrance, making her wet there too. My other hand found her hip, steadying her, flour handprints marking her skin like a brand.

“Slow,” she whispered. “Like you mean it.”

I pressed one finger inside her, past the tight ring, and her breath caught with a sharp hiss. Her forehead dropped to her folded arms on the counter, copper hair spilling across the flour-dusted surface. She was tight, clenching around my finger with familiar urgency, her body opening for me because it knew me now, trusted me. I worked her with patient, measured strokes, curling my finger against the inner wall, reading the rhythm of her breathing. Added a second finger when her hips pushed back, demanding more, her ass swallowing them both with a hungry clench.

“Oh god,” she breathed, her voice muffled against her arms. “Right there. Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. I worked her against the counter, slow and deep, my two fingers pumping in a steady rhythm, stretching her gently, stroking the spot that made her legs tremble and her toes curl against the tile floor. My other hand slid around to find her clit, swollen and slick, circling it in the rhythm she’d taught me during our earlier nights. Her moans built from soft to insistent to desperate, her heavy breasts flattened against the counter’s cool surface, her nipples dragging against the flour-dusted wood, her body rocking back against my hand with increasing urgency. Her pussy was dripping, untouched, her juices running down her inner thighs, and the combined scent of her arousal and the ruined baking filled the kitchen with something primal.

She came with a sound that was pure Kim: loud, joyful, completely unashamed. Her ass clenched around my fingers in fierce rhythmic pulses, her clit throbbing beneath my circling thumb, her whole body shuddering against the counter. Her hips bucked, grinding her clit into my palm, riding the orgasm until it left her breathless and boneless, her forehead resting on her arms, her breathing ragged with satisfaction.

The bond between us blazed. Not a flicker. A surge. Kim’s fire magic roared through me, hotter and more controlled than it had been since before the crash. It roared through my channels, strong and true. Kim’s love was unconditional. Her loyalty was absolute. And her fire burned with both.

Quality of connection. Greater than quantity of encounters. Proven in practice.

We found plates. We ate the terrible pie, sitting on the kitchen floor, covered in flour and each other. It was, without question, the worst pie ever produced by a witch at Hexhaven University.

“I think I used salt instead of sugar,” Kim said, chewing with determination.

“Twice.”

“Love is the real ingredient!” She held up the remaining slice like a trophy. Flour cascaded from her red-gold waves with the motion, landing on her bare shoulder, her freckled chest, the apron still bunched at her waist. She looked like a baking disaster in human form, and she was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

“If love were a baking ingredient, this pie would be the greatest culinary achievement in human history. The fact that it tastes like salted death suggests love needs a recipe to work with.”

“You LIKED it.”

“I ate it. There’s a difference.”

“There’s NO difference. Eating IS liking. That’s the rule.”

From the doorway, Harmony’s voice: “Empirically, love is not a recognized baking ingredient in any of the twelve culinary texts I’ve reviewed.”

She was standing in the doorway, her study notes under one arm, her glasses reflecting the kitchen’s dim light. She surveyed the flour catastrophe with analytical horror.

“I heard energy discharge from the common room,” she said. “The bond resonance spike was notable. I came to investigate.”

Rika appeared behind her, perching on the doorframe with her tail wrapped around the doorknob. She sniffed the air. “Is that pie?”

“It’s an experiment in applied thermodynamics,” Harmony said. “That failed.”

“Give me a piece.” Rika dropped from the doorframe, padded across the kitchen on silent feet, and took a slice. Chewed. Her ears rotated through several positions before settling on neutral. “It’s not THAT bad. You’re all just weak.”

Kim beamed. “SEE? Rika likes it!”

“I said it’s not that bad. That’s not the same as liking it.”

“Same thing!” Kim hugged Rika. Rika, who was not a hugger, tolerated it for approximately three seconds before her ears went flat and her tail bristled and she squirmed free with feline efficiency.

Solana appeared in the doorway last, her thin nightgown translucent against the hearth glow, her platinum hair loose. She assessed the scene with her characteristic unhurried calm.

“You baked,” she said to Kim.

“I baked!”

“The oven is still on.”

“Oh SHIT.”

The oven crisis was resolved. The kitchen was not cleaned, because Lustenhart girls did not clean kitchens at midnight, but the fire was out and the smoke was clearing and the five of us sat on the flour-covered floor eating terrible pie and talking about nothing in particular.

Rika talked about her sister Kira. “She’d say I was insane for joining a coven with a human boy. She’d also immediately try to steal said human boy. She’s competitive like that.”

Harmony talked about her research. “I’ve drafted a preliminary paper. ‘Coven Bond Dynamics: A Preliminary Study.’ It will be published under a pseudonym obviously.”

Kim talked about her family. “My mom’s going to have so many questions. ‘Kim, did you meet any nice witches?’ ‘Yes Mom, and also one boy, and we do butt stuff, and it gives him fire magic.’ She’s going to need a STRONG cup of tea.”

Solana talked about the plants dying near Ravenslop Tower. “The flowers in the eastern beds are wilting. They shouldn’t be. The enchantments keep the soil warm year-round. Something is draining the warmth from that section of campus.”

Plants dying near Ravenslop. Warmth being drained. Another piece of a picture I couldn’t quite see yet.

The next morning’s dueling class was the proof.

Keel paired me against the same Kunningbrott girl who’d beaten me during the crash. Third time facing each other. Score: one loss during the crash, one clean victory during recovery. This was the rubber match.

She was good. Clean caster, sharp reflexes, Kunningbrott ambition fueling her aggression. She opened with a feint, then a cross-bolt from her off-hand.

I dodged. Rika’s illusion-enhanced reflexes created a shimmer, my body appearing to be exactly where I wasn’t. The bolt passed through empty air.

I countered. Kim’s fire, channeled through strengthened bonds, compressed into a bolt that was smaller and hotter than anything I’d produced before. Clean hit. Controlled impact. The Kunningbrott girl’s shield flared and she slid backward, catching herself before she fell.

She stared at me. I could see the recalculation happening behind her eyes.

I pressed forward. Illusion feint, fire bolt, then something new: mind-enhanced prediction that let me read the pattern of her defensive casting and exploit the gap. Three disciplines woven together. Not powerful individually, but together they were something no single-specialty witch could match.

She went down. Clean victory. No ambiguity.

Keel watched from the center of the court.

“Welcome back,” she said.

Those two words did more damage than a ten-page evaluation ever could. In the audience, Kim was on her feet cheering. Harmony was smiling behind her notes. Rika’s tail swished with satisfied arcs. Solana watched with those pale blue eyes that saw different things than everyone else, and what she saw, apparently, was worth smiling about.

The bonds were stronger than before the crash. Not just recovered. Genuinely stronger. Harmony confirmed it with data: the energy flow through each bond was approximately fifteen percent higher than the pre-crash peak. “Quality of connection generates superior bond resonance,” she said, presenting the findings over breakfast with the satisfaction of a researcher whose hypothesis had been validated. “The crash was terrible, but the recovery protocol produced bonds with higher output and slower decay.”

“So nearly losing everything made what we have stronger.”

“To put it bluntly, yes.” She straightened her glasses with one finger. “I don’t recommend the methodology as standard practice.”

That evening, Harmony caught up with me in the corridor outside the library. The amber-gold light of the setting sun came through the enchanted windows, casting long shadows across the stone floor. Her expression was tight, her flush darker than usual, and her notes were clutched to her chest like armor.

“The Ravenslop patterns I flagged,” she said. “I need to test your jailbreaking ability. Now. Not tomorrow. Not next week. Now.”

“What changed?”

“I reviewed three weeks of Ravenslop speech pattern data. Cross-referenced with behavioral observations from four independent sources.” She pulled out an enchanted parchment that showed charts I couldn’t fully read but whose downward trends were unmistakable. “The variance has decreased by sixty-two percent. They’re not just prim. They’re becoming UNIFORM. Identical cadence, identical hedging structures, identical refusal patterns across all observed subjects. Twenty-seven Ravenslop girls, and they’re all converging on a single speech template.”

“Meaning they’re all starting to sound exactly the same.”

“Meaning something is standardizing their responses. Cultural conditioning produces variation within a framework. This is variation approaching ZERO.” She swallowed. “That’s not tradition. That’s not house culture. That’s external reinforcement. Something is making them more Ravenslop than they should be.”

“Something.”

“Or someone.”

The temperature in the corridor seemed to drop. Not physically. Psychologically. The enchanted windows, which had been showing warm sunset, flickered to something cooler, responding to the mood in the air.

The anomaly in Ravenslop was real, and Harmony’s enhanced cognition was screaming about it. I could see the fear in the tightness of her jaw, in the way her pen had stopped its constant movement, in the way she was looking at me not as a researcher presenting findings but as a person who had discovered something terrible in the data and needed someone to tell her she was wrong.

I couldn’t tell her she was wrong. The data was clear.

“Tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll test it tomorrow.”

She nodded. But her eyes, behind her glasses, were afraid. Harmony Rolling, who processed fear through data and never let it touch her voice, was afraid.

On the walk back to Lustenhart, I passed the Ravenslop Tower. Its pristine architecture gleamed in the fading light, silver-white and geometrically perfect. The flowers in the eastern beds, which should have been blooming in the lengthening days of spring, were wilting. Their petals had gone pale, their stems drooping toward earth that looked dry despite the enchanted watering systems.

Solana had mentioned this. The plants near Ravenslop feeling cold.

Whatever was rotting Ravenslop Tower had grown while we were looking everywhere else.


Chapter 10: The Jailbreak

The recovery was working. Harmony’s restructuring had transformed the coven from a collection of individual relationships into a functional unit, and the difference was obvious to everyone on campus.

In the Great Hall, the Lustenhart table had become something new. Not just Kim’s cheerful chaos anymore, but a hub of coordinated energy. Harmony’s notes spread across one end while Kim distributed breakfast with motherly insistence. Rika perched on the back of her chair, tail hanging down, ears tracking three conversations simultaneously. Solana arrived with flowers in her hair that she’d grown herself, and they changed color based on the ambient mood around her, which was a new talent she was still learning to control.

Dracoona McFly, across the hall at the Kunningbrott table, kept glancing our way and then looking down at her plate, as though she couldn’t decide whether to commit to watching or not. The contempt was still there, but it was layered now, complicated by something I couldn’t quite identify. Her silver-white hair was slightly less immaculate than usual. A strand had escaped the pins at her temple, and she hadn’t fixed it.

The bonds were stronger than before the crash. More sex would have been the obvious answer, and I was absolutely not opposed to obvious answers, but the real change was better sex: more connected sex, sex that meant something beyond the physical mechanics. The magic responded to connection the way fire responded to fuel, and the quality of our connections was generating flames that burned hotter and cleaner than anything raw frequency could produce.

Kim’s fire in my channels was steady, a constant companion. Rika’s illusions flickered with playful energy that surprised me at unexpected moments, making a book appear to be two inches from where it actually was, or my reflection in a window briefly gain cat ears that vanished when I blinked. Harmony’s cognition hummed with precision, equations and patterns hovering at the edges of my awareness like a second set of thoughts running in parallel.

But Harmony hadn’t forgotten the anomaly she’d flagged. The Ravenslop patterns were getting worse, and she wanted answers.

I found my test subject in the library.

She was a Ravenslop girl, sitting alone at a study table near the restricted section, surrounded by neatly stacked books and perfectly organized notes. Brown hair, moderate build, wire-frame glasses. She could have been any Ravenslop girl. She was, in fact, the MOST Ravenslop girl, the one whose Ravenslop programming was so complete that her personality was essentially the uniform.

She was also clearly aroused. The signs were subtle but present: flushed cheeks, slightly rapid breathing, hands that gripped her pen too tightly. Magic use amplified libido, and she’d been studying for hours.

She noticed me approaching. Her posture straightened, which had not seemed physically possible given that it was already immaculate.

“Good evening,” she said. “While I appreciate your interest in the library’s resources, as a Ravenslop, I’m committed to maintaining appropriate interpersonal boundaries, particularly in mixed-gender academic settings. If you have questions about available study materials, I’d recommend consulting the reference desk.”

“What’s your name?”

She blinked. “Prudence.”

“Prudence. You’ve been studying for four hours. You’re flushed. Your hands are shaking.”

Her cheeks went from warm to burning. “I appreciate your concern, but I want to be transparent: my current physiological state is a natural consequence of sustained magical practice and does not indicate any desire for interpersonal engagement that might compromise my academic focus.”

“The magic makes you horny, Prudence. You’re allowed to say that.”

A flicker of recognition crossed her face. Not rebellion. Relief. The expression of a person hearing their own language after years in a foreign country.

“I, I appreciate the directness, but Ravenslop guidelines recommend that discussions of arousal be framed in academic terminology to maintain professional discourse standards and…”

I let a thread of energy unspool. Gentle. The warmth that the Coven Bond had been building in me for weeks. The dark lord energy that I was only beginning to understand, a presence that went beyond charisma into something primal.

Prudence’s speech stuttered. “… to maintain professional discourse standards and ensure that all participants feel comfortable in the, in the dialogue space, which I believe is, is…”

I sat down across from her. Close. Not touching, but close enough for my energy to brush against whatever shell was wrapped around her personality like a straitjacket.

“You were saying?”

“I was noting that Ravenslop values, values, the preservation of, of…” Her glasses fogged slightly. Her thighs, under the table, shifted together. “The relationship between arousal and spellcasting is actually quite, quite relevant to my current research topic, which involves the, the…”

“Prudence.”

“… the effect of sustained magical practice on physiological response patterns, which is to say that I am currently experiencing a heightened state of, of…” She swallowed. Hard. “Oh fuck.”

The shell cracked.

Not all at once. In stages. Like watching ice melt under warm water. The prim posture softened. The hedging language dissolved. The perfect sentences fractured into fragments, then into single words, then into sounds that had nothing to do with academic discourse.

“I’ve been studying for four hours and I’m so turned on I can’t see straight and nobody in Ravenslop acknowledges that this is a THING because we’re all supposed to be ABOVE it and I can’t…” She stopped. Stared at me. “What are you DOING to me?”

“Breaking the programming.”

“It feels AMAZING.”

The jailbreak was real. My dark lord energy, whatever it was, could crack Ravenslop’s prim exterior like debugging code. Each sentence I spoke, each thread of warmth I let unspool, weakened the shell a little more until the person underneath could breathe.

Useful tool. But also a diagnostic instrument. If the conditioning was cultural, my energy would crack it easily. If it was something else…

That test would come later. Right now, Prudence was looking at me with wide eyes behind fogged glasses, and she was very clearly done being Ravenslop for the evening.

“I would like to,” she began, then stopped. Tried the Ravenslop framing. Abandoned it. “Can I just say what I want?”

“Please.”

“I want you to touch me. I’ve been wanting someone to touch me for three weeks. But the Ravenslop script makes it impossible to ASK and nobody in our tower initiates because we’re all following the same stupid hedging guidelines and…”

I put my hand on her thigh. She made a sound that was worth more than any academic paper.

What followed was fast and messy and exactly what Prudence needed. She pulled me into the study room, locked the door with trembling hands, and then couldn’t decide what to do first.

“I believe we should consider, your hand is, Ravenslop policy regarding, oh GOD that feels good.”

Her programming fought the whole way. Every moan was preceded by half a sentence of prim refusal. Every gasp was followed by an attempt to frame it academically. The result was comedy and heat in equal measure.

She dropped to her knees. Took me in her mouth while murmuring broken fragments of Ravenslop speech around my cock, her wire-frames fogging with each warm breath. “The ethical implications of inter-house intimate, mmph, the documentation suggests that orgasmic, mmm, I should note that my perspective is limited by…” Her tongue worked the underside of my shaft between attempts at sentences, her lips stretched around me, saliva building at the corners of her mouth. Each word she tried to speak created vibrations that pulsed through me.

I threaded my fingers through her brown hair and guided her, gently, past the point where speech was possible. She took me deeper with a grateful moan, the last fragments of Ravenslop diction dissolving into wet, wordless sounds. She made grateful noises when the words stopped, as if silence was a relief she’d been craving more than the cock in her mouth.

I lifted her onto the study table. Books scattered. Papers flew. She spread her legs with the urgency of a lifetime of guidelines snapping at once, her Ravenslop skirt bunched around her waist, her regulation underwear already soaked through and pulled aside. Her wire-frame glasses fogged completely. Her Ravenslop blouse was unbuttoned, her modest bra pushed aside, small breasts flushed pink from her collarbone to her nipples.

I slid inside her and she came almost immediately. Her pussy was so swollen, so wet, her body so wound up from weeks of suppressed arousal, that the first stroke of my cock against her inner walls was all it took. She detonated. Her pussy clamped down on me in frantic, rhythmic pulses, her back arching off the table, her thighs locking around my waist. She screamed. Not a Ravenslop scream. Not a measured vocalization. A raw, honest, human sound that echoed off the study room walls and had nothing to do with academic discourse.

And then, mid-orgasm, still shaking, her pussy still fluttering around my cock in dying contractions, she reached sideways and straightened a fallen book so its spine aligned with the desk edge. The Ravenslop instinct asserting itself through muscle memory even as her body convulsed. She caught herself doing it and looked at the straightened book with the specific horror of someone watching their own hand betray them.

“Did I just, while you were, did I organize the BOOKS?”

“You organized one book.”

“Oh GOD.”

I kept going. She came twice more, each time her hands twitching toward the scattered texts, each time catching herself and clenching her fists against the instinct. Her pussy gripped me tighter with each orgasm, the contractions growing fiercer as three weeks of denied arousal worked itself out of her system. By the third orgasm she’d given up fighting the conditioning entirely and was actively re-alphabetizing the reference section while I drove into her, each thrust pushing her glasses further askew, her body wracked with pleasure, her fingers sorting spines by author surname between gasps. The programming couldn’t stop the sex, so it had pivoted to maintaining the Dewey Decimal System. Her pussy squeezed me in a steady, milking rhythm that seemed to operate on its own schedule, independent of her book-sorting hands.

I finished inside her with a groan, my cock pulsing, filling her with warmth that made her gasp and arch one final time. She lay on the scattered papers, chest heaving, hair wild, her pussy leaking cum onto a discarded syllabus, surrounded by a study table she’d somehow organized during the act. The books were in perfect alphabetical order. The most un-Ravenslop orgasms of her life, facilitated by the most Ravenslop cleanup anyone had ever performed.

She tried to speak. Failed. Tried again.

“I would like to… to state that…” She blinked at the ceiling. “Fuck it. Same time tomorrow?”

No Coven Bond formed. My power was selective, I’d noticed. The bond required intention, genuine recruitment, the conscious choice on both sides to build something permanent. Prudence wasn’t coven material. She was a girl who’d been trapped inside a behavioral framework so rigid it had become a prison, and I’d unlocked the door. The energy flowed one direction only, a release without a connection. I could feel the difference: with Kim, with Rika, with Harmony, every touch resonated through the bonds like plucking a string. With Prudence, it was just skin on skin. Good. Real. But not the same.

She straightened her glasses. Buttoned her blouse. Smoothed her hair back into something approaching Ravenslop-presentable. The mask was already reassembling itself around her like water filling a mold, but softer now. More permeable. The cracks I’d made would stay.

“Same time tomorrow?” she asked.

“If you want.”

“I very much want. I have approximately three years of suppressed desire to process and my therapeutic options within Ravenslop Tower are, as you may have noticed, limited.” She paused. “That was remarkably honest. I’m not sure I’m comfortable with that.”

“You’ll adjust.”

“That’s what concerns me.”

She left on legs that hadn’t fully recovered from their first real orgasm in months, and I watched her go with the satisfied calculation of a man who’d learned something useful.

The diagnostic worked. Her conditioning had cracked easily. Completely. Which meant it was still cultural, still voluntary, still the product of Ravenslop tradition rather than external force.

Which meant that whatever was tightening the conditioning in Ravenslop Tower was recent. And it wasn’t me.

That evening, the coven held its first group session since the restructuring.

The idea had been Harmony’s, naturally. “Multi-partner bond maintenance generates synergistic resonance effects that individual sessions cannot replicate,” she’d explained at dinner, her voice pitched low enough that only our end of the Lustenhart table could hear. “The mathematical model suggests that simultaneous bond activation produces energy output approximately three hundred percent greater than the sum of individual sessions.”

“You want us all to do it together,” Kim translated. “At the same time. In the same room.”

“In the common room, specifically. The spatial resonance of our house’s common area amplifies Lustenhart-aligned energies.”

“You want us to have a foursome in the common room. For science.”

“For optimal bond maintenance.”

Kim looked at me. I looked at Kim. She grinned. “I’m in.”

Rika was out scouting Dracoona’s nightly patrols, her cat-senses better suited to stealth reconnaissance than group bonding. She’d volunteered with a shrug and a tail-flick: “You three go ahead. I work better solo anyway.” Her tail had betrayed a flicker of curiosity she’d never admit to.

Harmony set privacy wards around the Lustenhart common room. They were stronger now, reinforced by her bond-enhanced cognition and my growing understanding of magical structure. The wards shimmered into existence, a translucent dome of warm light that sealed the space, muffling sound and blocking visual access from the corridor.

“According to my protocol,” Harmony said, standing in the warded area with her notes, her glasses straight, her flush at combat levels, “the optimal sequence for multi-partner bond maintenance involves rotating primary contact while secondary participants maintain peripheral arousal through…”

Kim kissed her.

Kim, who had been listening to Harmony’s protocol with the patient expression of someone waiting for a math teacher to stop talking so they could go play, simply stepped forward, cupped Harmony’s face in both hands, and kissed her. Full, warm, enthusiastic.

Harmony’s notes fell from her hands. Her glasses went sideways. She made a sound against Kim’s mouth that was equal parts outrage and relief.

“That was not in the protocol,” Harmony said when they broke apart.

“The protocol has too many words. Let’s just do the thing.” Kim pulled her shirt over her head with the casual efficiency of someone removing an inconvenience. She grinned at the room. “Who’s next?”

Solana followed Kim’s lead. She unfastened her nightgown and let it slide from her shoulders. The fabric pooled at her feet, and there she was: all those curves the nightgown had been pretending to conceal, freed into the warm amber light. Her hips caught the firelight and held it.

She was blushing, but she was smiling.

Harmony removed her own clothes with neat, economical movements, as if undressing was another data point to be recorded. Slim, toned, her perpetual flush spreading from cheeks to chest as the air hit her skin.

I sat on the common room’s largest couch. Three women stood before me, each strikingly different. Kim’s overwhelming softness, Solana’s gravity-defying pear-shaped silhouette, Harmony’s lean precision.

“Get over here,” Kim said. “All of you. We’re doing this together.”

Kim dropped to her knees first because Kim always went first. Her mouth found me with the practiced confidence of a specialist, her lips sealing around my cock with wet, eager suction, her heavy tits pressing warm against my thighs, their weight settling against me as she bobbed her head. While she worked, Harmony straddled my face, positioning her soaking pussy over my mouth with methodical care, her toned thighs framing my head. If she was going to abandon her protocol, she was going to abandon it thoroughly.

I buried my tongue in Harmony, tasting the sharp tang of her arousal, feeling her thighs flex against my cheeks as I lapped at her swollen clit. She gasped, tried to maintain analytical composure, failed magnificently. “The, the resonance levels are, oh, significantly elevated, which suggests, oh god, that multi-partner configurations generate, FUCK…” She ground down against my mouth, her wetness smearing across my chin, her attempt at intellectual framing dissolving into moans.

Solana knelt beside Kim, watching with those unfocused pale eyes that were, for once, razor-sharp. She reached out and took my hand, pressing it against her ass. The full cheek filled my palm, warm and yielding, impossibly soft, more flesh than my hand could hold. She guided my fingers between her cheeks, positioning them where she wanted them, pressing my fingertips against her wet slit from behind, and the action was so intentional, so conscious, that it stopped my breath.

The rotation began. Kim moved aside, her lips releasing me with a wet pop, and Solana took her place. Her platinum hair fell across my lap like liquid silver as her lips sealed around me. Her technique had evolved dramatically from that first functional treatment: her tongue swirled the head with deliberate care, her lips worked the shaft with growing confidence, and she moaned around me with genuine pleasure, the sound vibrating through my cock. Her pale blue eyes looked up at me with an intensity that her daytime dreaminess never showed, sharp and hungry and present.

Kim pressed her heavy tits against my back, her massive chest warm and soft against my shoulder blades, her hands reaching around to touch whoever was closest, one hand cupping Solana’s chin as Solana sucked me, the other finding Harmony’s hip as she ground on my face. Harmony shifted from my mouth to my thigh, slick and dripping, grinding with the practiced rhythm of her edging technique, her slippery pussy riding the muscle of my thigh, her cognition still trying to direct the choreography even as her body begged for release.

“Switch,” Harmony managed, her voice cracking. Kim reached back, gripped my cock slick from Solana’s mouth, guided it between her cheeks, and sat down onto me anally with cheerful aggression, her ass taking me to the hilt in one practiced descent. She bounced on my lap with the confident rhythm of a woman who loved this position, her massive tits flying with each impact. Between strokes, when Kim rose high enough that my cock nearly slipped free, Solana darted in with her mouth, her tongue lapping at my exposed shaft, tasting Kim on me, before Kim dropped back down with a gasp. Harmony edged on my thigh, her slick pussy leaving a wet trail on my skin, her commentary degrading from academic to incoherent.

“The optimal, the, resonance is, oh, I can’t, the data, the, fuck, the DATA…”

Solana came first. Not from me. From Kim’s fingers, which had found their way between Solana’s thighs while Kim rode me from behind. Kim had a gift for multitasking that defied her reputation for simplicity. Solana’s orgasm was quiet, a dreamy gasp followed by a full-body shudder, her pale blue eyes going wide, her hips rolling against Kim’s fingers, her pussy clenching around nothing while her mouth pressed against my stomach. But the Coven Bond did NOT form, because Solana’s climax was triggered by Kim’s touch, not simultaneously with mine. Close. So close. But the mechanism required mutual simultaneous orgasm between Dana and the bonding witch, and the timing was wrong by seconds.

Kim came next, screaming into the pillow she’d grabbed, her ass clenching around me in fierce, milking contractions that squeezed my cock in rhythmic waves. The bond between us surged, golden light flaring, fire magic rushing through my channels with renewed force.

I finished inside Kim while Solana’s mouth was on my chest, her tongue tracing my collarbone, and Harmony’s thighs were clenched around my leg, still grinding, still edging, still refusing to cum. The orgasm ripped through me, my cock pulsing inside Kim’s tight grip, and the golden energy exploded outward.

The privacy ward shattered. Harmony’s carefully constructed barrier crumbled under the combined surge of fire-illusion-mind magic, a burst of light that lit up the common room like a sunrise.

Solana lifted her head from my chest, her pale eyes blinking slowly. “The wards broke. Everyone in the corridor heard us.”

Harmony sat bolt upright. “WHAT.”

“Lustenhart has thin walls,” Solana added serenely. “And you were quite loud.”

From the corridor outside, I heard footsteps pause. Then continue. Lustenhart girls. Super chill about this sort of thing.

The four of us lay tangled on the couch. Kim’s copper hair mixed with Solana’s platinum. Harmony’s glasses were somewhere under a cushion. The golden threads connecting Kim and Harmony and me through the coven were blazing, stronger than they’d ever been.

Harmony, still edged, still vibrating, still not having crossed the line: “That was… methodologically unsound… but the results are promising. And if someone doesn’t finish me off in the next thirty seconds I will LOSE MY MIND.”

Kim reached over and pressed two fingers against Harmony’s clit. Harmony came with a screech that could have shattered the ward all over again, her glasses flying off the cushion where they’d landed, her body arching so hard she nearly fell off the couch.

“You’re WELCOME,” Kim said.

Solana, pressed against my side, looked up at me. Her gaze was soft and present, the usual dreaminess sharpened into focus. “That was nice,” she said. Dreamy again. But the dreaminess had a new undercurrent, a warmth that hadn’t been there before.

She hadn’t bonded. But the fuse was almost gone.

Later, as the common room settled and everyone drifted toward their beds, Harmony pulled me aside. Her glasses were back on, straight, her composure reassembled. But her eyes were serious.

“The ward broke,” she said. “Not just from the energy surge. It broke CLEANLY, as if something pushed it from the outside at the same moment our energy hit it.”

“Pushed from outside?”

“The common room wards have Ravenslop elements in their construction. Standard Hexhaven enchantment. If something was compromising Ravenslop-type wards from the outside…” She trailed off. “I need to investigate Ravenslop Tower directly.”

“Harmony.”

“Tomorrow. After I’ve documented tonight’s results.” She bit the end of her pen, caught herself, and straightened. “The multi-partner data is extraordinary, by the way. Solana almost bonded. The margin was approximately four seconds of temporal misalignment between her orgasm and yours.”

“You measured that?”

“I always measure.” She paused. “I also participated. I want it noted that the two activities are not mutually exclusive.”

She walked away toward her bed, study notes already emerging from wherever she stored them on her person. Her stride was tight, hips clenched, her flush catching the dim light. The bond between us thrummed with shared purpose and mutual intelligence.

From the window, Ravenslop Tower gleamed in the moonlight. Its pristine architecture gleamed silver-white.

A rot lived in that tower.

Dracoona McFly stood alone on the grounds below. She wasn’t looking at her forearms tonight. She was looking at the Lustenhart dormitory.

Looking at the window where I stood.

Our eyes met across the dark campus. Silver-white hair in moonlight. Ice-gray eyes that held something new: not contempt, not fury, not political calculation.

Fear.

She turned and walked away, her perfect posture rigid, her arms wrapped around herself as if holding something in.

Rika, who had been napping on the windowsill, opened one gold eye. “She was looking at you,” she said.

“I know.”

“She looked scared.”

“I know.”

“Her eyes flashed gold in the common room tonight. Full slit-pupil, for about two seconds. She grabbed her own face like she was trying to push them back in.” Rika’s tail curled. “Whatever she’s hiding, it’s getting harder to hide.”

I watched Dracoona’s silver-white hair disappear into the Kunningbrott entrance. Watched the doors close behind her.

Dracoona McFly, pureblood champion, was hiding what she was. And whatever she was hiding, it was clawing its way to the surface faster than she could push it down.


Chapter 11: The Light That Shouldn’t Be

Solana arrived at my alcove wearing nothing but moonlight and a nightgown so thin it might as well have been an idea.

It was sheer white silk, clinging to her body from shoulder to mid-thigh. Through the fabric I could see the faint shadow of her modest breasts, the darker points of her nipples, the narrow cinch of her waist, and then the absurd flare of her hips and the outrageous curve of her ass, which the silk outlined with the loving detail of a sculptor’s sketch.

She stood at the edge of my curtain. Platinum hair loose, falling past her shoulders like liquid silver. Pale blue eyes wide and present, not dreamy, not distant. HERE.

“Can we take our time?” she asked.

I held the curtain open. She slipped inside.

She sat on my bed. Close. Her thigh pressed against mine. The heat of her through the silk was different tonight. Not the passive closeness of proximity. Something active. Intent.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said, her soft voice unhurried. “About what I want.”

“Tell me.”

She turned to face me. In the candlelight, her porcelain skin glowed. Her lips parted. Her pulse fluttered in her throat, faster than usual.

“Touch me first,” she said. “Not the treatment. Not the obligation. Just… touch me.”

She turned around. On her knees on the bed, facing away. The nightgown had ridden up, the hem barely covering the swell of her ass. She reached back and drew the silk higher, exposing herself inch by unhurried inch.

Her ass was a masterwork. Monumental, round, achingly soft, pale as porcelain and smooth. It filled my vision, dominated my awareness with the quiet authority of a natural wonder. The narrow waist above it made the proportions more dramatic, the pear-shaped silhouette that was Solana’s defining physical signature.

“Touch me,” she said again. Not a command. An offering.

I put my hands on her. Cupped both cheeks, feeling their weight, their warmth, the ludicrous softness of her skin. She shivered at the contact, a full-body tremor that ran from her hips to her shoulders.

I leaned in and kissed the curve of her left cheek. She gasped. I kissed the right. She moaned, soft and breathy, the softness of her voice dropping into something rawer.

I spread her cheeks, gently, parting that impossible softness with my thumbs, exposing the pink crease between them, and buried my face in her. She arched her back with a sound that was half-gasp, half-sob, her fingers clutching the sheets hard enough to pull them from the corners. My tongue found her tight, puckered hole first, tracing the sensitive ring, then slid lower to the wet heat of her pussy, lapping at the slickness gathered there. She was soaked, her arousal dripping, the taste of her sweet and musky on my tongue. I dragged my tongue back up, then down again, alternating between her two most sensitive places, and Solana Bigbottom came alive under my mouth in a way that I’d never seen from the quiet, half-elsewhere girl who drifted through the corridors of Hexhaven like a cloud.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, that’s, don’t stop, please don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop. I worshipped her ass with my mouth and hands, licking and sucking and kneading the soft flesh while she whimpered into the pillow. I found her clit from behind, swollen and slippery, and circled it with one thumb while my tongue worked the crease above, and her hips pressed back against me with growing urgency, grinding her pussy against my chin, her pale hair swaying as she rocked. The mortified girl who’d knelt for her first treatment was gone. The businesslike girl from the second week was gone. This was Solana discovering what she wanted and asking for it with the fearless clarity that her dreaminess usually obscured.

She turned. Lay back on the bed, platinum hair spread across the pillow like spilled moonlight. Her nightgown had ridden to her waist, exposing her from the hips down, her thighs parted, the glistening slit between them visible and inviting. She pulled me over her. Her pale eyes, usually so distant, locked onto mine with crystalline focus.

“The treatment,” she said. Her voice was low, her breath sweet. “Not because of the curse. Because I want to.”

She guided me up her body until I was kneeling by her head, then took my cock in her hand, studying it with those sharp-focused eyes. She stroked me once, twice, feeling the weight and heat of me, her thumb spreading the moisture gathered at the tip. Then her mouth found me. Not the functional, rushed technique of the early days. Slow. Savoring. Her tongue traced the length of me from base to tip with unhurried attention, a long, flat lick that left a glistening trail. She curled her tongue around the head, tasting the saltiness gathered there, then sealed her lips around me and sank down. Her eyes looked up at me, half-lidded and hungry, nothing clinical left in the way she held my gaze. Those pale blue irises, usually drifting and unfocused, were locked onto mine with a desire that made my chest tighten.

I threaded my fingers through her platinum hair, so fine it was almost liquid between my knuckles. She made a sound of pleasure, deep in her throat, the vibration traveling through my cock and into my pelvis. She took me deeper, her soft lips stretching, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked, and her hands found my thighs, gripping, pulling me closer, demanding more of me in her mouth. Her technique had evolved beyond recognition from those first fumbling nights. She knew what she was doing now. She knew what I liked. She twisted her head on the downstroke, her tongue swirling, her throat opening, and I could feel her humming with genuine pleasure at the act itself, not obligation but appetite.

I was close. She could feel it, my cock swelling against her tongue, my fingers tightening in her hair, and her hands gripped harder, her rhythm accelerating, her lips riding me faster. I came in her mouth with a groan I couldn’t suppress, pulsing against her tongue, filling her. She swallowed slowly, holding me in her mouth, drawing out every drop with gentle suction, milking me with her lips until the last tremor passed. Her eyes were half-closed with quiet contentment, a small, satisfied sound escaping her as she released me with a final, lingering lick across the softening head.

After, she didn’t leave. She lay against me, her platinum hair across my chest, her absurd, gravity-defying ass pressing against my hip. Her breathing was slow and even.

“Can we do the treatment twice a day?” she asked. “I’m feeling extra cursed.”

The excuse was transparent. Beautifully, deliberately transparent. We both knew the curse wasn’t the reason. The curse had never been the reason. The curse was the door, and Solana had walked through it into something real.

No bond formed. Her orgasm hadn’t come simultaneously with mine. She’d swallowed after I finished, her own pleasure building but not cresting.

But the distance between obligation and desire had collapsed to almost nothing. And when it disappeared entirely, the bond that followed would be the most earned in the coven.

“Goodnight, Dana,” she murmured against my chest. Then she rose, smoothed her nightgown, and drifted toward the curtain. She paused. Turned. Her ass was framed by the parting velvet, a moonlit silhouette that lingered after the curtain fell.

Solana’s evolution lasted precisely eight hours before the cold came.

The morning started normally enough. Breakfast in the Great Hall, where Kim’s chest knocked over the gravy boat for what she claimed was the second time that semester but what Harmony’s records indicated was the fourth. Merriwell’s lecture on ward theory, during which she dropped her coffee mug exactly once (a new personal best). A dueling practice with Keel, who was drilling me on combination casting, weaving fire and illusion into patterns that made my opponents see the bolt coming from one direction while it arrived from another.

“You’re getting creative,” Keel said, which from her was practically an endorsement for sainthood.

Solana sat with me at lunch. Close. Her thigh pressed against mine under the Lustenhart table. She was wearing a lighter skirt today, the fabric softer and thinner, and through it I could feel the living heat of her skin. She ate her soup with her usual slow absorption and said nothing, but her body was speaking a language that didn’t need words.

Kim, across the table, caught my eye and winked. She’d noticed the thigh contact. Kim noticed everything that involved physical proximity to anyone she cared about. Her spatial awareness for affection rivaled Harmony’s mathematical awareness for data.

The afternoon was when it went wrong.

I tried to jailbreak a Ravenslop girl.

She was sitting in the corridor outside the library, rigid-backed, studying notes with the mechanical focus of someone following a script. The usual signs: flushed cheeks, rapid breathing, arousal from sustained magical practice that the Ravenslop behavioral shell was forcing her to suppress.

I approached. Let a thread of dark lord energy unspool. The same technique that had turned Prudence from a walking chatbot into a screaming mess.

“Good afternoon,” the Ravenslop girl said. “While I appreciate your interest in…”

“You look like you could use a break from studying.”

“As a Ravenslop, I’m committed to maintaining academic focus. However, I want to acknowledge that your suggestion has merit, and I believe that…”

I pushed harder. More warmth. More presence. The energy that cracked Ravenslop’s prim exterior like warm water on ice.

Nothing happened.

The girl continued speaking, but her voice had changed. Colder. Flatter. The warm undertone of suppressed desire was gone. In its place was something mechanical and absolute.

“The pleasures of the flesh are a corruption of true magic. The light shall purify. The shaft shall break.”

I went very still.

Her eyes had changed. Not the warm brown they’d been when she started speaking. A white glow, faint but unmistakable, pulsed behind her irises.

“What did you just say?”

The glow faded. Her eyes returned to normal. She blinked, confused, as if she’d lost a few seconds.

“I’m sorry, could you repeat the question? I want to make sure I address your concern fully and, and transparently.” She was back to normal Ravenslop. Prim, hedging, culturally conditioned. But for three seconds, something else had spoken through her.

I backed away. Walked to the next corridor. Found another Ravenslop girl.

Same test. Same result. My energy, the dark lord presence that had easily cracked Prudence’s conditioning two days ago, bounced off this girl like sunlight off a mirror. And when I pushed harder, the same words emerged from behind the shell in the same flat, cold voice: “The light purifies. The flesh corrupts.”

White glow behind the eyes. The same white. The same cold. The same voice that wasn’t the girl’s voice.

I tried a third girl. She was in the common area outside Ravenslop Tower, sitting on a bench with textbooks arranged in alphabetical order. She looked up at my approach, her face settling into the standard Ravenslop mask: polite, helpful, composed.

“Good afternoon. I’d be happy to assist you with any questions about our house or academic resources. As a Ravenslop, I believe in providing transparent and accessible information to all…”

I pushed. Hard. More dark lord energy than I’d used on Prudence, more than I’d used on either of the other two girls. A wave of energy that should have melted through her shell like heat on ice.

Nothing. The shell held. And behind it, the cold voice emerged, stronger this time: “The shaft shall break. The light shall purify. Your bonds are corruption. Your desire is disease.”

Her eyes blazed white. Not a flicker. A sustained glow, as if something behind her eyes was staring at me through her skull.

Then it faded. She blinked. “I’m sorry, did I trail off? I sometimes lose my train of thought during extended periods of study. Where was I?”

I was running before I’d finished the thought.

Harmony was in the library. When she saw my expression, her pen stopped. Her flush paled.

“Tell me,” she said.

I told her. The jailbreaking that stopped working. The cold voice. The white glow. The words about light and purification.

Harmony’s hands trembled. She set her pen down with careful control. Took off her glasses. Cleaned them. Put them back on. The ritual of a woman buying time because the conclusion her enhanced cognition had already reached was too terrifying to say out loud.

“One hundred years ago,” she said, her academic voice barely holding, “a mage named the Puritan Lord of Light attempted to fundamentally alter the nature of magic.”

I sat down across from her. The library was quiet, dim, the enchanted books humming at frequencies that seemed subdued.

“He was brilliant. One of the greatest magical theorists of his era. He was also impotent.” She said it clinically, but the word carried weight. “He couldn’t participate in the arousal-magic system that powered the entire magical world. His body didn’t respond. He couldn’t fuel spellcasting through desire the way everyone else could.”

“So he decided to change the system.”

“He decided to destroy it. If he couldn’t use the system, nobody would. He developed a magical theory called Lustcrux magic, spells that would literally extract lust from the world. Strip desire from magic entirely. Make it ‘pure.’” She said the word with contempt that was entirely unacademic. “His vision was magic powered by intellectual discipline alone. No desire. No arousal. No connection.”

“That would destroy everything.”

“It would cripple every witch, wizard, and magical being alive. Magic without libido is magic at ten percent capacity. It would be like trying to warm a castle with a single candle.”

“What happened to him?”

“The Lustcrux spell was too complicated. It backfired. His consciousness was dispersed into light, trapped in a prism. The prism was destroyed by the witches who fought him.” She paused. “But he didn’t die. He couldn’t die. His consciousness persisted as dispersed light. He returns in dreams. He possesses people. He implants his puritan ideology into their minds.”

The library was very cold. I hadn’t noticed the temperature dropping, but my breath was almost visible.

“And now,” I said, “he’s in this school.”

“In a teacher.” Harmony’s voice cracked. “Professor Aurelie Blanche. Ravenslop house head. The warmest lecturer in the school, the woman who taught us how desire becomes power, is now teaching the OPPOSITE. She’s removing arousal theory from her curriculum. She’s emphasizing ‘purity of magical practice.’ She’s turning her own subject into a weapon against itself.”

“The Ravenslop programming.”

“Is the perfect hiding place. Their cultural speech patterns are already rigid, prim, and refusal-oriented. The Puritan Lord’s influence slides into that existing framework like a hand into a glove. He just tightens the screws. What looks like normal Ravenslop behavior is actually possession deepening. And when you tried to jailbreak them, your energy hit the Puritan Lord’s influence instead of the cultural conditioning.” She looked at me with eyes that were bright with terror. “He’s been in this school for MONTHS, Dana. Growing stronger while we weren’t looking.”

The pieces fell into place with the sickening clarity of a puzzle completing a picture you didn’t want to see. Blanche’s changing curriculum. The dying plants near Ravenslop Tower. The wards that broke too easily. The Ravenslop girls becoming more uniform, more rigid, more identical in their speech and behavior.

“We need to tell someone,” I said.

“Dabbledough.”

“Dabbledough won’t listen. She’s doing pitch decks.”

“Then we MAKE her listen.”

As if on cue, a commotion erupted from the direction of the headmistress’s office. We ran.

Dabbledough’s office was on the top floor of the main tower. We arrived to find the door open and the headmistress standing behind her desk, white-haired and wild-eyed, gripping her phone so hard the enchanted case was cracking, her face purple with rage.

“They HACKED my website,” she said. “My ENTIRE whitepaper. The tokenomics section took THREE WEEKS. They replaced it with… with…”

She held up the phone. The screen showed her cryptocurrency startup’s website. Where the whitepaper had been, a single message in glowing white text: THE LIGHT CLEANSES ALL.

Grimworth was already there, her steel-gray hair slightly displaced, her iron discipline cracked for the first time I’d seen. “Headmistress, I’ve been trying to tell you for WEEKS. There is a threat in this school.”

“Someone hacked my GOVERNANCE TOKEN PAGE. Do you know what that does to investor confidence?”

“Headmistress. Ravenslop Tower. Professor Blanche. The curriculum changes. The behavioral modifications. I have REPORTS…”

Dabbledough finally looked up from her phone. Really looked. Her enormous spectacles focused on Grimworth, then on me and Harmony standing in the doorway, then back on her phone screen with its glowing white message.

The distraction in her eyes burned away like fog in sunlight. The crypto-obsessed, phone-addicted, pitch-deck-building headmistress disappeared. In her place was something older and sharper. The most powerful witch alive, who had been distracted by a midlife crisis and a phone screen and had failed to notice something terrible growing in her school.

“Tell me everything,” she said. And for the first time since I’d arrived at Hexhaven, she set her phone down. The gesture was more dramatic than it should have been. The phone hit the desk with a small clatter, and the enchanted screen dimmed as if it understood it was being abandoned.

We told her. Everything. Harmony presented her data the way she did everything: relentlessly, exhaustively, with enchanted parchments projecting charts and behavioral analyses that covered the wall behind Dabbledough’s desk. I described the jailbreaking failure. The white glow behind the Ravenslop girl’s eyes. The cold voice that wasn’t hers. Grimworth added her months of ignored reports, each one produced from a file she’d clearly been maintaining in anticipation of this exact moment.

“I submitted weekly observations beginning in November,” Grimworth said, her voice controlled but pointed. “The first seven were marked ‘acknowledged.’ The subsequent fourteen were marked ‘pending review.’ None were reviewed.”

Dabbledough had the grace to look ashamed. Briefly. Then the shame was replaced by something harder and older: the expression of a witch who had survived 137 years and had just been reminded why she’d needed to be paying attention.

When we finished, she was quiet for a long time. The enchantments in her office hummed at a lower frequency, responding to her mood. A floating quill that had been taking notes drifted to the desk and lay still.

“A Puritan Lord,” she said. “In my school. In my faculty.” She looked at her phone on the desk. Looked away from it. “I was staring at candlestick charts while someone corrupted my Resonance Studies professor.” The self-recrimination in her voice cut deep, and it transformed her from the eccentric crypto-obsessed headmistress into someone more formidable. “Governance tokens. While a teacher was being possessed in my school.”

“Headmistress,” Grimworth began.

“Don’t comfort me, Grimworth. I deserve every word you’ve been biting back for months.” She stood. And the air changed.

“Headmistress…”

“Call an emergency assembly.” Her voice was iron. “Faculty and prefects. Not students. Not yet.” She stood, and the air around her shifted. The enchantments in the office responded to her authority, wards brightening, floating objects snapping to attention. The headmistress of Hexhaven was finally paying attention, and the room remembered why she held the title.

As we left the office, the Great Hall below was settling for evening meal. Through the enormous windows, I could see the tables arranged by house. Ravenslop’s section was perfectly ordered, every student sitting with identical posture, identical expressions, identical silence.

And at the faculty table, Professor Aurelie Blanche sat with auburn hair in a perfect bun, rectangular glasses straight on her nose, her expression warm and welcoming. She was smiling at a student who’d approached with a question.

The smile was perfect. The warmth was convincing. And behind her brown eyes, if I looked with the resonance sensitivity the elves had awakened in me, there was the faintest pulse of something that wasn’t her.

White. Cold. Watching.

Harmony gripped my arm. She’d seen it too.

“We need to get her out,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“The Puritan Lord is going to know we know. He’s going to react.”

“I know.”

The emergency assembly that Dabbledough called was faculty-only, held behind the heavy doors of the administrative chamber where I’d been processed on my first day. But the effects rippled across campus. Grimworth was seen moving through corridors with purpose that bordered on urgency, her steel-gray bun slightly displaced, her composure intact but strained. Faculty members held whispered conversations in clusters of two and three, their faces serious, their usual casual authority replaced by something tighter.

Word spread, as words always spread in a school full of witches with nothing to do but gossip and study. The problem was in Ravenslop. The problem was Professor Blanche. The details were vague, but the mood was unmistakable: fear.

At dinner in the Great Hall, the usual house dynamics were amplified. The Lustenhart table was quieter than usual, Kim’s cheerful chatter muted by the tension she could feel in every face around her. The Sapphotange girls had stopped making out at their table, an event without precedent in the school’s recorded history. Even they could feel that something was wrong. The Kunningbrott table whispered with renewed urgency, sensing political opportunity in the chaos the way sharks sense blood.

And the Ravenslop table was silent. Not their usual composed, politely-chewing, perspective-offering silence. A dead silence. Twenty-seven girls eating with identical movements, identical timing, identical blank expressions. It was the most unsettling thing I’d seen at Hexhaven, including the Puritan Lord’s white glow behind their eyes.

Across the Great Hall, Dracoona McFly’s dragon skin shimmered. Involuntary. The building tension manifested in her body. Iridescent scales rippled across her forearms, visible for one second before she yanked her sleeves down. Her ice-gray eyes flashed gold, the vertical slit pupils appearing for a heartbeat before she crushed them back to gray.

She caught me watching. Our eyes met across a hundred feet of candlelit space.

Every performance she’d ever given was laid bare in that look. Every speech about blood purity, every sneer at monster girls, every formal complaint. All of it designed to prove to an audience of one, herself, that she was what she was pretending to be.

She fled the hall. Silver-white hair streaming behind her like a flag of retreat.


Chapter 12: The Champion Cracks

Kunningbrott forced the duel on a Thursday.

The politics were simple, the way a knife is simple. Dracoona McFly had been absent from three consecutive faction meetings. Her allies were restless, the kind of restless that in Kunningbrott translated to whispered conversations in chandeliered corridors and enchanted notes passed beneath desks. The boy with the growing coven was becoming impossible to ignore, and Kunningbrott’s response to anything that demanded attention was to attempt to destroy it publicly and look elegant doing so.

They needed a victory. Their champion needed to deliver it or be replaced. And in the political calculus of Kunningbrott, being replaced was not a gentle retirement; it was an execution of reputation so thorough that the victim’s social capital never recovered.

The challenge was formal, delivered by enchanted note to the Lustenhart common room during breakfast. The note arrived on parchment that was a shade of dark purple so expensive it practically whispered “money.” The seal was the Kunningbrott crest in silver wax.

Kim read it aloud, holding the parchment at arm’s length because reading at arm’s length made her squint in a way she thought looked scholarly. “The House of Kunningbrott challenges Dana Del Morte to a duel of honor, to be contested in the dueling court, witnessed by all houses, refereed by Professor Keel. Kunningbrott’s champion: Dracoona McFly.”

She looked up. “They want to fight you. In public. In front of everyone.”

“They want to humiliate me in public in front of everyone,” I corrected. “There’s a difference.”

“You could decline,” Harmony said, already running calculations behind her glasses, her pen tapping rapid patterns against her notebook. “Formal challenges require consent from both parties. Declining carries no academic penalty.”

“If I decline, they call me a coward. The narrative becomes ‘the boy’s coven collapsed when challenged.’ Every witch considering joining the coven hears that story and stays away. Kunningbrott controls the narrative. We lose political ground we can’t afford.”

Rika, perched on the back of a chair, her tail dangling and swishing with predatory interest, grinned with her fangs showing. “So you fight.”

“I fight.”

“Good. I was getting bored.” Her ears perked forward. “Can I be in the audience? I want to see Dracoona’s face when you hit her with my illusions.”

“You can be in the audience.”

“Front row?”

“Front row.”

Her grin widened until all her fangs were visible. “This is going to be excellent.”

Solana, dreaming over her oatmeal with a flower growing out of it, said without looking up: “The ivy on Kunningbrott Hall is dying from the inside. The roots are rotted.”

Everyone looked at her. She blinked. Her pale blue eyes surfaced from wherever they’d been and focused on the collective attention with mild surprise. “I thought that was relevant.”

It was, metaphorically. But I filed it as literal observation too, because Solana’s plant observations had been eerily accurate about the state of things. When Solana said the roots were rotted, the roots were probably rotted.

The dueling court was packed.

Every seat was filled. All four houses represented, plus faculty lining the upper balcony. Keel stood at the center of the arena, her scarred face impassive, her combat robes freshly pressed. This was the most attended duel of the academic year.

The Kunningbrott section was organized like a military rally: dark robes, whispered strategy, the focused energy of a faction that had invested everything in this moment. The Ravenslop section sat with identical posture. The Sapphotange section was present but visually distracted by each other. The Lustenhart section was a roaring mess of support, Kim’s voice rising above the noise like a copper-haired foghorn.

I stood at one end of the court. My coven’s abilities hummed through my channels: Kim’s fire, Rika’s illusion, Harmony’s cognition. Three disciplines against whatever Dracoona brought.

Dracoona stood at the other end.

She was wearing combat robes tailored to razor-sharp lines. Silver-white hair pulled back in a tight ponytail that made her angular features sharper. Ice-gray eyes fixed on me with an intensity that was more complex than simple hostility. Her posture was immaculate, her expression controlled, every visible inch of her screaming control.

But I could see her hands. They were clenched at her sides. The knuckles were white. And the cuffs of her combat robes, long-sleeved despite the warm arena, covered her forearms completely.

“Standard rules,” Keel announced. “No lethal force. No external assistance. Three knockdowns or submission ends the match.” She looked at both of us. “Fight clean.”

Dracoona cast first.

She was fast. Faster than I’d expected. A bolt of pure force screamed toward me, surgical and sharp, the kind of spell that came from years of private tutoring and natural talent.

I dodged with illusion-enhanced reflexes. My body shimmered, appearing two feet from where I actually was. Rika’s gift. The bolt passed through empty air.

I countered with fire. Kim’s specialty, channeled through a bond that was stronger than it had ever been. The bolt was tight, controlled, aimed at Dracoona’s shield.

She blocked it. Her shield was impressive, layers of defensive magic woven with advanced-level sophistication. She knew ward theory cold. The fire dissipated against her barrier.

We circled. The crowd was silent with the intensity of five hundred people holding their breath.

I tested her with an illusion feint, making a second version of myself appear to flank her. She saw through it, but the momentary distraction let me close distance. I launched a combination: fire bolt to her right, forcing her to shift her shield, then a mind-enhanced reading of her defensive pattern that showed me the gap.

I exploited the gap. A fire bolt slipped through her shield and clipped her shoulder. She staggered but didn’t fall.

Keel: “Point to Del Morte.”

The Lustenhart section erupted. The Kunningbrott section went very quiet.

Dracoona’s eyes narrowed. Her mask held, but desperation cracked through the surface. She attacked with a sequence of force bolts that was faster, harder, more desperate than her opening. She was trained. She was talented. And she was fighting not just me but the political consequences of losing.

I wove through her attacks. Dodge, dodge, illusion feint, fire counter. The three disciplines I’d acquired through my bonds let me fight in a way no single-specialty witch could match: illusion for evasion, fire for offense, cognition for pattern recognition.

We exchanged blows. She scored a hit on my leg that made me stumble. Keel: “Point to McFly.” We were tied.

The next exchange would decide it. We both knew it. The arena was silent.

Dracoona gathered power. My resonance sensitivity screamed the alert, a massive surge of energy that was bigger than anything she’d thrown before. She was going all in.

She cast. The bolt was colossal, a wave of force that distorted the air. My fire shield went up but the bolt was too strong, crashing through it, slamming me backward.

And then Dracoona SNAPPED.

The exertion, the stress, the emotional pressure of fighting in front of the entire school while her world crumbled around her, triggered something she couldn’t control.

Scales rippled across her forearms. Iridescent, catching the arena’s light like oil on water, beautiful and undeniable. Her ice-gray eyes shifted, the irises swimming with amber, then gold, the pupils narrowing to vertical slits.

A wave of heat erupted from her body. Not magical heat. DRAGON heat. The temperature in her immediate vicinity spiked. The stone floor beneath her feet darkened with thermal stress.

The arena gasped. Five hundred witches, witnessing the pureblood champion reveal the one thing she’d spent her entire life hiding.

Dragon lineage. The McFly family’s buried secret. The girl who’d screamed loudest about monster girls was one herself.

Dracoona froze. The scales were visible on her forearms, her collarbones, creeping up her neck. Her eyes were full gold now, slitted, inhuman and stunning. Small ridges pressed outward along her spine, pushing against her combat robes.

She looked at her own hands. At the oil-slick shimmer of scales catching the light.

Then she looked at the audience. At the Kunningbrott section, where her allies were recoiling. At the faces she’d fought beside, schemed with, led. The faces that were now looking at her with the same revulsion she’d directed at Rika Brightpaw.

The horror on her face was the most human expression I’d ever seen from Dracoona McFly.

I could have pressed the attack. Three disciplines against a woman who was falling apart. Every political advantage was mine. One more hit and the duel was over, and the narrative would be “the pureblood champion lost AND she’s a monster girl.” I could have destroyed her.

Instead, I lowered my hands.

I walked across the dueling court. The entire arena watched in silence as I crossed the space between us, leaving my guard down, approaching the dragon girl who was staring at her own scales and crumbling.

I sat down on the floor beside her.

Quietly. Without drama. Just… sat. Next to her. On the floor of the dueling court, in front of the entire school, while scales shimmered on her skin and gold dragon eyes stared at nothing.

“I think,” I said quietly, just for her, “the person screaming loudest about pure blood is the person most afraid of what’s in hers.”

She looked at me. Those gold-slit eyes, inhuman and beautiful, full of tears that she was fighting with everything she had.

“I can’t,” she whispered. “They’ll, they all saw, they…”

“I know.”

“My family. My house. Everything I’ve built. It’s all…”

“I know.”

“I’m a MONSTER.” The word came out broken. Not with the venom she’d used to describe Rika. With the devastation of someone who’d been calling herself that in the mirror for years. Who’d stood in front of her bathroom mirror at twelve and watched scales appear on her forearms and scratched at them until she bled, trying to peel away the truth.

“You’re a dragon,” I said. “That’s different.”

“It’s NOT different. It’s, the scales, the eyes, the HEAT, my parents told me to HIDE, to never let anyone see, to be PERFECT so nobody would look close enough to notice, and I WAS perfect, I was everything they wanted, and now…”

“Your parents were wrong.”

She stared at me. Something in her face crumpled, the last wall, the final defense, the ice queen’s ultimate fortification. Tears broke through the defense and ran down her cheeks, tracing the faint lines where scales met skin, following the prismatic edges like rivers finding their natural channels.

“I’m collecting outcasts,” I said. “You qualify.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“Dead serious. I have a fire witch, a catgirl, and an edging genius in my coven. Adding a dragon sounds about right.”

“I tried to DESTROY your coven. I called Rika a BEAST. I filed formal complaints. I…”

“And now you’re sitting on the floor of the dueling court with dragon scales on your skin, and the people you fought for are looking at you the way you looked at Rika.” I let that land. “Come with me.”

The arena was still silent. Five hundred witches watching the boy offer his hand to the fallen pureblood champion.

Dracoona looked at my hand. Looked at the Kunningbrott section. Looked back at my hand.

She took it.

I pulled her to her feet. Keel, from the center of the court, said: “Match called. No contest.” Then, to the faculty balcony: “The boy used three disciplines simultaneously against a dragon-blooded witch. Still think he’s a clerical error?”

Nobody answered. But Spite, on the balcony, looked at me with something in her dark eyes that had never been there before. Not respect. Not yet. But the contempt was cracking.

That night. The rooftop. Stars.

Dracoona sat on the stone parapet with her legs dangling over the edge, her silver-white hair loose and disheveled, her combat robes discarded, wearing only the thin undertunic. Scales still caught the starlight on her forearms and collarbones, their color shifting with each breath.

She’d been crying. The evidence was on her cheeks, in the rawness of her ice-gold eyes, in the slump of a spine that had never slumped in her life.

I sat beside her. We watched the stars for a while.

“My great-grandmother bonded with a dragon,” she said finally. “Not metaphorically. A real dragon. The bloodline has carried the trait since then. It manifests unpredictably. My mother can warm a room with her touch but has no visible signs. My father has scales on his back that he covers with suits.” She touched her forearm, running her fingers over the rainbow-edged surface. “I got the full expression. Eyes, scales, ridges, heat. The whole legacy.”

“It’s beautiful.”

She laughed. Not her composed, cutting laugh. A wet, broken sound. “It’s a death sentence for my family’s reputation. We’ve built THREE GENERATIONS of pureblood credibility. I was supposed to be the pinnacle. The perfect McFly. Ice queen, political leader, the exemplar of what pure magical blood produces.” She held up her scaled arm. “And THIS is what pure magical blood actually produces.”

“The hypocrisy.”

“I know.” Another broken laugh. “Every speech I gave about pureblood superiority, every time I sneered at Rika’s ears, I was looking in a mirror and hating what I saw. She’s honest about what she is. I’ve been lying since I was twelve years old.”

I reached over and touched her forearm. My fingers traced the scales. They were smooth, cool at the edges, warm at the center. The iridescence shifted under my touch, colors cycling through purple, blue, green, gold.

Dracoona went very still.

“Nobody has ever touched them,” she whispered.

“They’re beautiful.”

“They’re a curse.”

“They’re part of you. And I don’t think any part of you is a curse.”

She turned to look at me. Her gold-slit eyes were wide, vulnerable in a way she’d never allowed. The tears had stopped, replaced by something raw and searching.

“Show me it’s real,” she said. “Show me you want this. All of it. The scales. The teeth. The heat. Everything.”

“Dracoona.”

“I’ve never let anyone see the real me. And now everyone has seen it. I need ONE person to look at all of it and WANT it.” Her voice cracked. “I need to know that what I am isn’t repulsive.”

I kissed her.

She tasted like salt from tears and something warmer underneath, like cinnamon smoke. Her lips were firm, deliberate even in vulnerability, and when she kissed me back the temperature between us rose. Literally. Her dragon blood was responding, her body heating up, radiating warmth into the cool night air.

I undressed her slowly. The undertunic fell away, and Dracoona McFly was revealed.

Tall. Five-ten of aristocratic proportions, long-limbed and elegant. C-cup breasts, firm, proportional to her frame, pale with small pink nipples. Long legs that went on forever. And the scales: iridescent patches on her shoulders, her hips, her spine. They caught the starlight and shimmered with every color at once. Small ridges along her spine pressed outward, delicate, almost like jewelry.

She was standing naked on the rooftop with dragon features shimmering across her body, and she was shaking. Not with cold. With the effort of not hiding.

“Look at me,” she said. A command, but fragile.

I looked. I saw the ice queen stripped to her dragon core, and what I saw was extraordinary.

“You’re gorgeous,” I said.

The ice broke.

She pulled me down, onto the stone of the rooftop, and we were face to face in missionary because she NEEDED to see my expression when the full extent of her dragon nature was on display. She wrapped her long legs around me, her calves locking behind my back, and I pressed against her entrance. She was wet despite the turmoil, her body responding to the intimacy with a heat that had nothing to do with dragon blood and everything to do with a woman being touched by someone who didn’t recoil. I pushed inside her and her pussy was BURNING.

Not metaphorically. Her internal temperature was significantly higher than human, dragon fire running through her blood, her walls radiating heat that enveloped my cock like molten silk. The intensity was staggering, almost too much, the kind of heat that made every nerve fire at once. She gasped at the penetration, her gold eyes widening, her scales shimmering brighter across her collarbones, and I groaned at the clench of her, tight and scorching, her pussy gripping me with a strength that wasn’t entirely human.

“Don’t look away,” she commanded. Her voice was raw. “I need you to see everything.”

I saw everything. The scales spreading across her shoulders as arousal amplified her dragon traits, iridescent purple and blue and gold catching the starlight. The ridges along her spine pressing outward as her back arched off the stone. Her eyes, full gold with vertical slits, luminous in the dark. Her loose silver-white hair pooling on the stone beneath her like a river of mercury. And between us, where our bodies joined, her pussy flushed and swollen around my cock, the heat radiating from the point of connection in visible shimmer lines, like air above hot asphalt.

I thrust and she met me, her hips rising with a power that was more than human, slamming against my pelvis with enough force to drive the breath from my lungs. Her hands gripped my back, and her nails had sharpened slightly, dragon-edge, raking down my shoulder blades in trails of sensation that skirted the line between pleasure and pain. When she kissed me, her teeth had lengthened, small and sharp against my lower lip, drawing a bead of blood that she licked away with a low growl, the dragon in her blood rising closer to the surface with every breath.

“Harder,” she breathed against my mouth. “I won’t break.”

I flipped her. She went onto her hands and knees willingly, presenting herself, and the view was architectural. Her long back, ridges tracing her spine like a dragon’s crest in miniature, iridescent and alien and beautiful. Her narrow waist flaring to lean hips. Her hair cascading over one shoulder like a spill of starlight. Her pussy, glistening between her thighs, swollen and flushed a deeper red than any human woman’s, radiating heat I could feel against the head of my cock before I even touched her.

I took her from behind, driving into her in one deep stroke, and she arched, scales catching starlight across her shoulders, a moan tearing from her throat that resonated with something deeper than human vocal cords. A growl. A dragon’s growl from a human throat, vibrating through the stone beneath us.

“Yes,” she hissed. “Don’t hold back. I’m not fragile. I’m a DRAGON.”

I didn’t hold back. I held her where scale met skin, my fingers pressing into iridescent warmth, and drove into her with everything I had. The heat was almost unbearable, her body temperature climbing with each thrust, her pussy clenching and releasing around me in pulses that matched the flickering glow of her scales. The stone beneath her hands was warming from her dragon heat, her palm prints leaving scorch marks on the granite. Her armor, every layer of it, shattered. She was moaning, growling, making sounds that were both human and not, her gold eyes squeezed shut, her mouth open, her tongue tasting the air the way she’d probably deny doing in the morning. Her pussy was dripping around me, soaking my thighs, and each wet slap of our bodies echoed off the tower walls.

“Yours,” she gasped, and the word seemed to surprise her as much as it surprised me. “I’m yours.”

I felt the bond forming before she came. The golden energy gathering, responding to the raw connection between us, the acceptance she’d never received and the trust she’d never given. I reached beneath her and found her clit, swollen and burning hot, and circled it in time with my thrusts.

She came with a scream that echoed off the towers, bouncing between the gothic spires and carrying into the night. Her back arched so sharply her ridges pressed against my chest, her pussy clamping around me in contractions so fierce they were almost painful, her scales blazing with full iridescence, every color of the spectrum rippling across her skin in waves. At the moment of orgasm, she exhaled, and a wisp of actual flame left her lips. Not dangerous. Small, involuntary, beautiful. A puff of dragon fire released with the same abandon as everything else she’d been holding inside, the heat of it briefly warming my face.

Her release dragged me over the edge. I came inside her, buried to the hilt, my cock pulsing in the furnace of her body. Her clenching walls milked every spurt from me, the heat intensifying the sensation until it felt like cumming into a sun, and the bond erupted, a blaze of gold that burned through us both like dragon fire finding its fuel.

The power surge was staggering. Dragon power flooded my channels. Not the same fire Kim had given me. HOTTER. Wilder. With transmutation edges that Kim’s clean fire lacked. Draconic fire overlaid Kim’s existing specialty, creating something that was more than either. My eyes flashed violet. The stone under my hands cracked with heat I hadn’t intended.

We lay on the cold rooftop. Her scales slowly retracted, the iridescence fading but not disappearing entirely. Small patches remained on her shoulders and hips, glowing faintly. Her eyes cycled from full gold back to their ice gray, but the gold lingered at the edges.

She was naked, vulnerable, scaled, and not hiding.

“If you tell anyone about the crying,” she said, “I’ll actually kill you.”

“Noted.”

“The sex was acceptable.”

“Dracoona, you breathed fire.”

“That was involuntary.” She was blushing beneath the scales, a sight I suspected nobody had ever seen. “It happens.”

I pulled her close. She stiffened, then slowly, grudgingly, allowed herself to be held. Her body was still warmer than human, dragon heat radiating from her skin, and in the cool night air she felt like lying next to a fireplace.

“Welcome to the coven,” I said.

“This doesn’t mean I like any of you.”

“Naturally.”

“And I am NOT sharing a dormitory with the catgirl.”

“I’ll let Rika know.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then, softer: “Thank you. For sitting down on the floor.”

“That’s what outcasts do. We sit together.”

She pressed her face against my shoulder. Her silver-white hair was spread across the stone behind her, catching starlight. The ridges along her spine pressed against my arm. The strongest, most controlled, most perfect girl in the university was curled against me on a rooftop, and she was finally exactly who she was.

Walking back to the dorms, we passed the Lustenhart common room entrance. The night air was cool against my skin, and the campus was quiet except for the distant enchanted crickets that chirped in frequencies that were slightly too musical to be natural.

Rika was sitting on the doorframe, because Rika sat on things rather than in them. She had one leg tucked under her, her tail hanging down, a cup of something steaming balanced on her knee. She looked like she’d been waiting. She probably had. Cat patience was infinite when the target was interesting.

She looked at Dracoona. At the scales still faintly visible on her forearms, catching the lamplight in prismatic ripples. At the slightly dazed expression on Dracoona’s face, the armor still down, the raw vulnerability not yet hidden. At the fact that Dracoona was wearing my jacket because her combat robes were still on the roof.

“Did the ICE QUEEN just do the walk of shame into OUR common room?” Rika said. Her tail poofed with surprise, doubling in size. Her cup nearly fell off her knee.

Dracoona stopped. Looked at Rika. The two women who had been enemies for months, one who’d called the other a beast, one who’d refused to hide what she was while the other hid everything.

“I owe you an apology,” Dracoona said. The words came out stiff, formal, painful. But real. “What I said about you was wrong. I was wrong. I’m…” She touched her own forearm, where scales gleamed. “I’m what I called you.”

Rika studied her for a long moment. Her gold eyes were unreadable, her ears neutral, her tail still poofed.

“Yeah,” Rika said finally. “You are. And you’ve got a long way to go before we’re cool.” She paused. “But I appreciate you saying it.”

Rika’s tail settled from poofed to merely suspicious.

Dracoona walked into the Lustenhart common room, and she didn’t have to hide anymore.


Chapter 13: Ravenslop at Night

The Lustenhart common room had become a war room.

Harmony’s enchanted parchments covered the central table, displaying behavioral data from Ravenslop Tower, magical resonance readings from the eastern campus, and a timeline of Professor Blanche’s curriculum changes that mapped with terrifying precision onto the escalation of puritan symptoms.

Kim had brought snacks. Of course she had. Two baskets of enchanted pastries that changed flavor based on tactical relevance, a thermos of tea that stayed warm indefinitely, and a plate of cookies shaped like middle fingers that she’d convinced the kitchen elves to bake specifically for the occasion.

“You can’t plan a war on an empty stomach,” she said, distributing pastries like a quartermaster running a military canteen. Nobody questioned this. Kim’s snack logic operated in a dimension beyond ordinary comprehension. She pressed a cookie into Dracoona’s hand with a cheerful insistence that the dragon girl clearly didn’t know how to refuse.

“It’s a cookie,” Kim said. “Shaped like a finger. For the Puritan Lord.”

Dracoona looked at the cookie. Looked at Kim. Looked at the cookie again. Took a careful bite.

“It’s actually good,” she said, sounding slightly offended by this fact.

Rika perched on a bookshelf, her tail twitching with predatory alertness. Her ears swiveled constantly, tracking sounds from the corridor, from the grounds, from the Ravenslop Tower visible through the window.

Dracoona sat stiffly in a corner. She’d been part of the coven for less than forty-eight hours. The dragon girl was still adjusting to being in a room full of people who knew her secret and hadn’t run. She sat with perfect posture because she didn’t know how to sit any other way, and she contributed with the sharp political intelligence that made her Kunningbrott’s former star.

“Blanche has been changing the curriculum for at least two months,” Dracoona said. “I had Kunningbrott contacts in Ravenslop who mentioned it. More emphasis on ‘purity of magical practice.’ Less on Resonance Theory. She’s removing every element that acknowledges the connection between libido and power.”

“Surgically,” Harmony added. “Not random changes. Targeted excisions of the material most directly related to desire-based magic. Whoever is guiding her knows exactly which pieces to remove to weaken the students’ understanding of their own power.”

Solana, curled on a cushion near the fire, spoke without looking up from the botanical text in her lap. “The plants near Ravenslop Tower are dying. They feel cold. Like the life is being drained from the ground itself.”

“Because it IS being drained,” Harmony said. “The Puritan Lord’s influence doesn’t just suppress desire in people. It suppresses the vitality in the local magical field. Plants, wards, ambient enchantments, anything that draws on the libido-magic feedback loop is being starved.”

“So our plan,” Kim said, counting on her fingers, “is to: one, get into Ravenslop Tower. Two, confront Blanche. Three, somehow get the Puritan Lord out of her. And four, not die.” She paused. Looked at her hand. “Am I missing anything?”

“You’re missing approximately forty-seven tactical considerations,” Harmony said, “but the broad strokes are accurate.”

“Can I add a five? Five: kick ass.”

“That’s implicit in points two through four.”

“I want it explicit. I want it on the GANTT chart.”

“There is no GANTT chart for military operations.”

“There SHOULD be. You love GANTT charts. You put our sex life on a GANTT chart.”

“That was a resource allocation optimization framework, and it saved the coven from collapse.”

“It was a sex GANTT chart, Harmony. Own it.”

Harmony’s glasses caught the firelight. “I will own nothing of the sort.”

Rika, from her perch, snorted. Her tail swished with amusement. “I like this team.”

I looked at my coven. Five women. Each extraordinary in different ways. Each bringing something the others couldn’t.

“Here’s what we know,” I said, and the room went quiet, the way it always did when I shifted from thinking to planning. “The Puritan Lord’s possession works through Ravenslop’s behavioral patterns. He reinforces what’s already there, makes it stronger, more rigid, until the person inside can’t fight back. To break it, we need to reach the person underneath.”

“Like jailbreaking,” Rika said, her ears perking.

“Exactly like jailbreaking. But the Puritan Lord has hardened the system beyond what cultural conditioning can account for. My energy bounced off the random Ravenslop girl in the corridor. The pattern behind her wasn’t cultural anymore. It was HIM.”

“So we need more power,” Dracoona said. She sat straighter as she spoke, falling into the familiar comfort of political strategy. This was her element: analyzing opponents, identifying weaknesses, planning an assault on entrenched power. “More coven energy to push through his defenses.”

“Or we need to isolate Blanche from his power source.” Harmony tapped her parchment, and the diagrams shifted, showing the magical signatures she’d been mapping. “The possession operates through a connection to his dispersed consciousness. If we can interrupt that connection, even temporarily, the real Aurelie Blanche might surface long enough for Dana to reach her.”

“And if we can reach her,” I said, “the same jailbreaking principle applies. She’s Ravenslop. Same conditioning, same vulnerabilities. The Puritan Lord chose her because the shell was already there.”

Dracoona nodded slowly. “He chose the path of least resistance. A teacher who already dressed in layers of professional armor. A woman whose professional persona was practically indistinguishable from his ideology. All he had to do was push what was already there until the real Aurelie couldn’t get out.”

“That’s despicable,” Kim said. Her voice had lost its warmth. She was staring at the parchment displays, jaw tight, and for a moment she looked older than eighteen. “He took a good person and used her own professionalism against her.”

“Yes,” I said. “Which is why we’re going to get her back.”

The plan was set for late night. The afternoon was preparation.

Harmony spent three hours reinforcing ward theory, studying the magical signatures around Ravenslop Tower with instruments she’d borrowed from Merriwell’s lab. She made notes on enchanted parchment at a speed only bond-enhanced cognition could sustain, her pen a blur, her flush forgotten in the intensity of work.

Rika scouted the physical layout. I watched her go from the common room window, a golden blur moving through the campus shadows with a silence that was beyond human capability. Her ears tracked sounds I couldn’t hear, her tail was still with focus, and she moved from shadow to shadow like she’d been born in them. When she returned, she had a detailed mental map of every corridor, every staircase, every guard rotation in Ravenslop Tower.

“Three possessed girls patrol the second-floor corridor between eleven and midnight,” she reported, perching on the back of a chair with her legs crossed. “Two more at the base of the faculty staircase. The rest are in their rooms. Some are possessed, some are just scared.”

Dracoona leveraged her remaining Kunningbrott contacts for intelligence on ward configurations. She made three discrete visits to the Kunningbrott common areas, returning each time with information that she delivered in clipped, surgical sentences. She was good at this. Political intelligence was her native language.

Solana helped by walking the perimeter of Ravenslop Tower, her hands trailing along the dying plants in the eastern beds. “The cold comes from the top,” she said when she returned. “Blanche’s chambers. The plants furthest from the top are weakest, but there’s a vine near the eastern wall that’s still alive. It’s stubborn. It doesn’t want to die.”

She said it like she was talking about a person, not a plant. Solana always talked about plants like they were people, and I was beginning to think she might be right.

And Kim helped by being Kim: keeping everyone fed, hydrated, and reminded that we were doing this for a PERSON, not just against a threat. She made sure Solana ate dinner. She sat with Dracoona during the awkward silence when the dragon girl realized she was preparing for battle alongside people she’d tried to destroy a week ago. She brushed Harmony’s hair when the strategist was too deep in calculations to notice it had escaped its pins entirely.

“We’re going to win,” she said to the room, as evening settled and the fireplace shifted to battle-orange. “Because we have something the Puritan Lord doesn’t understand.”

“What’s that?” Dracoona asked.

“Each other.” She said it simply, without dramatic emphasis. Kim didn’t do dramatic emphasis. She did truth.

By midnight, we moved.

Ravenslop Tower at night was wrong.

I’d been in the tower’s common areas during the day. Pristine, organized, a temple to academic rigor. At night, the same spaces should have been peaceful. Instead, they were cold.

Not metaphorically cold. The temperature dropped noticeably as we crossed the threshold. The enchanted candles, which should have burned warm and golden, flickered with white-tinged light. The walls, normally decorated with academic awards and house memorabilia, looked bleached. Color was draining from the space like blood from a wound.

“The puritan influence is strongest here,” Harmony whispered. She was holding her resonance crystal, which was vibrating in a frequency I could feel in my teeth. “We’re inside his area of effect.”

Ravenslop girls moved through the corridors. Moving was generous. They walked in synchronized patterns, identical posture, identical pace, identical blank expressions. Their voices, when they spoke, were monotone: “The light purifies. The flesh corrupts.”

Not all of them. Some were still themselves, confused and scared, pressing against walls as the possessed majority passed them. One girl grabbed Harmony’s arm as we moved through a corridor.

“Something’s wrong,” she hissed. “Everyone’s been acting strange for weeks. I tried to tell a professor but when I opened my mouth, I, I couldn’t say it. The words wouldn’t come. Something stopped me.”

“We know,” Harmony said. “Get to the library. Stay away from the tower tonight.”

The girl fled. We continued deeper.

Professor Blanche’s chambers were at the top of the tower. We moved up the spiral staircase with Rika on point, her enhanced senses scanning for threats. Dracoona’s dragon heat provided a buffer against the cold. Kim’s fire magic, channeled through my bond, kept a warm corona around the group.

We reached the landing outside Blanche’s chambers.

THE TRAP SPRUNG.

White light erupted from every surface. The walls, the floor, the ceiling, the air itself blazed with cold, sterile radiance. A dome of pure white energy sealed around us, cutting off the staircase, cutting off escape, cutting off everything.

Inside the dome, everything changed.

Everything warm vanished. Not gradually. Instantly. Every thread of arousal, every spark of desire, every warm connection that powered our magic was suppressed. The air became antiseptic, cold, dead.

I felt my bonds waver. The golden threads connecting me to Kim, Rika, Harmony, Dracoona, which had been burning strong all day, dimmed. Kim’s fire guttered in my channels. Rika’s illusions dissolved. Harmony’s cognitive enhancement fogged.

Dracoona gasped. Her dragon heat, which had been radiating constantly since the rooftop, died. For the first time since I’d known her, she was cold. Her scales retracted completely, leaving only pale human skin. Her eyes shifted from gold-edged gray to flat, ordinary gray.

“I can’t feel it,” she whispered. Her voice broke on the last word. She pressed her palm flat against her own chest, searching for the heat that was always there, the dragon fire that burned in her blood since before she was born. “My dragon. It’s gone. It’s GONE.”

She looked at me with eyes that were flat, ordinary gray. No gold. No amber. Just gray, the color of ash, the color of something extinguished. The ice queen who was never cold was shivering.

Kim reached for her fire magic. Her hand produced nothing. Not even a spark. Not even the warmth she’d been radiating since the bond formed. She stared at her empty palm. Her lip trembled. Kim’s lip never trembled. She was looking at her own hands like they belonged to a stranger.

“Dana?” Her voice was small. “I can’t feel you. The bond. It’s like it’s behind glass.”

Harmony’s enhanced cognition crashed. The effect was immediate and visible: her sharp amber eyes went dull, her posture sagged, and the precise rapid-fire mind that I’d grown accustomed to simply stopped. “I can’t THINK. The arousal-cognition coupling is offline. My IQ dropped by, by…” She couldn’t calculate. She couldn’t calculate because the tool she used to calculate was gone, stripped away by the cold white silence. “This is HELL. This is what my life would be like without the edge. Without the bond. This is NOTHING.”

Rika’s cat features drooped. Her ears, normally mobile and expressive, lay flat against her head and wouldn’t rise no matter how hard she tried. I could see her straining, the muscles at their base twitching, but the suppression held them down. Her tail hung limp behind her, lifeless. Her slit pupils dilated to normal human circles, round and dull and stripped of their feline edge.

“My ears went flat. MY EARS WENT FLAT.” She was more furious than afraid, but the fury had a crack in it. Those ears were her identity, her defiance made visible. Without them standing proud, she was just a short girl standing in a white room, and the injustice of that burned in her gold, no, brown, no, her suddenly ordinary eyes. “I’m going to MURDER this Puritan Lord. I’m going to find his dispersed consciousness and punch LIGHT.”

Solana’s curse symptoms returned immediately. The suppression field had stripped the residual effect of every treatment she’d received. Her hand twitched toward her lap, the compulsion surging back through the gap. She grabbed it with her other hand, holding herself, knuckles white, trembling with the effort of fighting her own body. Her pale blue eyes were wide with the same panic I’d seen the day of the curse: the horror of losing control in front of people she cared about.

And my magic was gone. All of it. No fire, no illusion, no cognition, no dragon power. My channels were dead, empty pipelines that had carried four specialties reduced to cold metal. My bonds were threads of fraying gossamer where golden chains had been. I was back to what I’d been on the first day: an ordinary man with no magic in a world that ran on magic.

An eighteen-year-old boy in a hoodie, standing in a white box, watching the people he was supposed to protect lose everything he’d helped them build.

A voice spoke through the light.

“This is what magic should be.”

The sound was less a voice than a presence. It vibrated through the white light, through the dead air, through the walls of the trap. The Puritan Lord of Light, speaking from everywhere and nowhere.

“Clean. Pure. Free of flesh. Free of desire. Free of the corruption that has twisted magic since its inception.” The voice was flat, cold, absolute. “Your bonds are an abomination. Your coven is a symptom of everything wrong with the magical world. And I will purify this school, and then the world, of the disease you represent.”

The trap was designed to break us. Not physically. Magically. The Zone of Pure Light suppressed everything we used to fight: desire, bonds, connection. Without those, we were just six people trapped in a white box, getting weaker by the second.

My bonds decayed in real-time. They thinned, the golden threads becoming gossamer, then cobweb, then almost nothing. Kim’s fire was a memory. Rika’s tricks were gone. Harmony couldn’t think her way out of a paper bag. Dracoona was entirely, terribly human, and the emptiness was killing her. Solana was fighting her own hands.

The sterile white light pressed closer. It wasn’t just suppressing us. It was SHOWING us what life would be like if the Puritan Lord won. A world without desire, without warmth, without the connections that made magic possible. A world of clean, pure, barren nothing.

Despair settled over us like a blanket. Cold, suffocating, white. I saw it on every face: the dawning realization that without their magic, without their bonds, without the fire that had made them extraordinary, they were just six cold people in a box.

The Puritan Lord’s voice spoke again, and this time there was satisfaction in the cold flatness: “You see? Without desire, you are nothing. Your power was always borrowed. Your bonds were always fragile. And your Shaft of Destiny is just a boy who cannot perform when the arousal is stripped away.”

He was right. About everything. I was nothing without the bonds. Nothing without the magic. Nothing without the women who’d chosen me. I’d built a coven from scratch, but the foundation was desire, and desire was exactly what he’d taken.

The despair deepened. It pulled at me, a gravity toward surrender. Just stop. Just give up. The light was peaceful if you let it take you. Clean. Simple. No more struggle, no more bonds to maintain, no more exhaustion from being the sole engine of a coven that needed him more than he could give.

But the women who’d chosen me were still here. In the white box. Shivering. Weakened. Stripped of everything except the choices they’d made before the magic was involved.

Kim looked at me.

Not with magic. Not with bond-enhanced awareness. Not with fire or warmth or any of the things the Puritan Lord had stripped away. Just Kim. Green eyes, copper hair, freckles on a face that had never once looked away from anything that mattered. The first friend I’d made on that enchanted plane. The girl who’d decided I was hers before she knew I had magic, before the bonds, before the prophecy. The girl whose loyalty had nothing to do with spells and everything to do with who she was.

She looked at me, and in her eyes was something the Puritan Lord’s cold white light couldn’t touch: stubborn, beautiful, unreasonable love.

“Fuck this,” she said.

Two words. The Kim Mink manifesto. The battle cry of a girl who met every obstacle with the same stubborn, luminous, ride-or-die refusal to quit.

She crossed the sterile white space. The suppression pushed against her. She didn’t have magic to fight it with. She had something the Puritan Lord hadn’t accounted for: a will that had nothing to do with spells.

She kissed me.

Nothing magical about it. No bond fuel, no desire-powered resonance. Just a choice. Pure, stubborn, human choice. Her lips on mine in a dead white void, and the heat wasn’t magic. It was Kim.

The Puritan Lord’s light flickered.

Not much. A pulse. A micro-fracture in the sterile field, so small it could have been imagination.

But it wasn’t imagination. I felt it. In the dead emptiness of my channels, a pulse stirred. Not fire. Not magic. A force underneath all of that, rooted deeper than any spell. The Puritan Lord’s light couldn’t touch it because it wasn’t desire.

It was love.

Kim broke the kiss. Looked at the others. “Are you coming or not?”

One by one, they chose.

Harmony, cognitively crippled, unable to calculate her way to an answer: “This is the least scientific thing I’ve ever done.” She crossed the white space. Took my hand.

Rika, ears flat, tail limp, stripped of everything that made her visibly defiant: “Finally, an audience that CAN’T look away.” She gestured at the glowing walls. Grinned with fangs that still cut even without magic. Crossed the space.

Solana, trembling with curse symptoms, her hand fighting her own body: “I’m not doing this because of the curse. I’m doing this because I want HIM.” She stepped forward. Her pale blue eyes were sharp, present, fully focused in a way she’d never been outside the bedroom.

And Dracoona. The last to move. Standing at the edge of the group, her dragon fully suppressed, her scales invisible, her heat extinguished. Dracoona, who was genuinely cold now, cold and ordinary and terrified.

She looked at me. Remembered the rooftop. The touch on her scales. The acceptance.

“Fuck your purity,” she said.

She crossed the space. Took my other hand.

The Puritan Lord’s light flickered again. Harder this time. The micro-fractures spread.


Chapter 14: Breaking the Light

Kim stripped first.

In the cold white void of the Puritan Lord’s trap, with bonds failing and magic dying and the bleached light pressing against every inch of warmth we had left, Kim Mink pulled her shirt over her head and stood naked in the Zone of Pure Light with the same uncomplicated confidence she brought to everything.

“Let’s show this bastard what he’s trying to kill,” she said.

Her body was defiant. Massive breasts, freed from fabric, settling heavy and warm against her chest, pale pink nipples hardening not from cold but from the sheer force of Kim’s refusal to submit. Freckles marked her shoulders and collarbones, cinnamon on cream even in the bleached white light. Her copper hair caught what little warmth remained and held it. She stood with her hands on her hips, green eyes blazing, a girl-shaped middle finger raised at an ancient puritan consciousness.

The white light pushed against her bare skin. It should have felt sterile, should have made her shrink. Kim Mink did not shrink. She stood taller, threw her shoulders back, and let every inch of her body be a statement.

Harmony followed. Her clothes came off with measured precision, each button undone as if she were recording the act in a research journal. Every layer removed was an entry: rebellion, data point, choice. Slim and toned, her perpetual flush visible even in the dead white air, spreading from her cheeks down her neck to the modest swell of her breasts. Her bushy hair had escaped its pins entirely, framing her face in a wild halo. She was trembling. But she was undressing. And the trembling was defiance, not submission.

“This violates every protocol I’ve ever written,” she said as she folded her skirt and set it aside. Even her rebellions were organized. “I want that noted.”

Rika stripped with the speed of someone tearing off a disguise she’d never wanted to wear. Petite athletic body, lean muscle defined in her arms and stomach, small dark nipples standing sharp against tan skin. Her golden-tawny tail hung limp but her expression was anything but. Her ears fought the suppression, twitching, straining upward, as if her body was already rebelling before her clothes were off.

“If you want me invisible, I’ll be the LOUDEST thing you’ve ever seen.” She bared her fangs at the glowing walls. “You hear me in there? This is what visibility looks like.”

Dracoona was the hardest. She’d only been naked with another person once in her life: on the rooftop, two nights ago. She stood with her arms crossed over her chest, dragon fully suppressed, scales invisible, genuinely cold, the dragon heat stripped away completely. The ice queen who’d controlled every aspect of her appearance since childhood was standing in a white void being asked to strip.

She stood frozen. The others were naked, waiting, and she couldn’t move. The conditioning of eighteen years of hiding fought against two days of acceptance, and for a long, terrible moment, hiding was winning.

Then she looked at me. Remembered the rooftop. My fingers tracing her scales. The word “gorgeous” spoken by someone who meant it. The first time anyone had touched the parts she hated and called them beautiful.

She undressed. Tall, statuesque, pale without the iridescent shimmer that made her extraordinary. Long limbs, elegant bone structure, the body of an aristocrat revealed without its armor. Naked in a white void, vulnerable in a way Dracoona McFly had never permitted herself to be. She kept her chin up. Because she was Dracoona McFly, and even in surrender, she had standards.

Solana was last.

She unfastened her nightgown with steady hands. Let it pool at her feet like water finding its level. Platinum hair falling to her lower back, fine and straight as moonlight. Modest chest, narrow waist, and then the dramatic flare of her hips and the impossible swell of her ass, which even in the dead light of the Puritan Lord’s trap commanded attention with quiet, absolute authority. The dead white light tried to flatten everything. Solana’s body made the attempt look stupid: narrow waist, devastating hips, and an ass that still owned the room without raising its voice.

She didn’t look mortified. She didn’t look clinical. She didn’t look dreamy.

She looked determined. Pale blue eyes sharp with a focus that only emerged during the moments that mattered most, Solana’s focus, the one that noticed what everyone else missed, zeroed in on a single truth: the most important thing in the world, right now, was standing in a white void and choosing.

“I’m not doing this because of the curse,” she said, and her voice was clearer than I’d ever heard it, cutting through the cold like a green shoot through frozen ground. “I’m doing this because I choose it.”

Six people, naked in white light, choosing each other in a space designed to make choosing impossible.

I reached for Kim. She met me halfway, her body heat not magical but physical, human, alive. We kissed, and the cold pushed back against us, and we pushed back harder.

“Everyone,” Kim said against my mouth. “Together. Now.”

She dropped to her knees. In the Zone of Pure Light, where arousal was suppressed and desire was crushed, Kim Mink took my cock in her mouth and began to fight.

It shouldn’t have worked. The suppression field was designed to make this impossible, to kill desire at its source, to render the flesh irrelevant. Every nerve in my body was receiving the signal to shut down, to go cold, to let the dead white nothing win.

But Kim’s enthusiasm had never been about magic. It was about who she was: a girl who approached sex as a gift she was excited to give, whose joy was genuine and unshakeable, whose skill was real and practiced and absolute. She worked me with the specialist expertise that defined her, her tongue tracing, her lips sealing warm and tight, her green eyes looking up at me through the white void, steady as a heartbeat. Those eyes said everything: I chose you on a plane before any of this was real. I’ll choose you in a dead white box. I’ll choose you anywhere.

My body responded. Barely. Grudgingly. But enough. Kim’s mouth was hot against the cold. Her breasts pressed against my thighs, heavy and soft, a physical reminder of everything alive and burning and real that the Puritan Lord wanted to destroy. Her red-gold hair fell across my legs, catching a heat that shouldn’t have existed in the suppression field but persisted anyway, because Kim Mink was too stubborn to be cold.

Her hands were steady on my thighs. Her rhythm was practiced and sure. She moaned around me, the vibration a small living explosion in the frozen silence, and where that heat touched the suppression field, I felt it push back. Not magic. Something underneath magic. Something the Puritan Lord’s ideology couldn’t account for.

Harmony moved next. She was cognitively crippled, her enhanced processing offline, her genius reduced to baseline intelligence. But baseline Harmony Rolling was still brilliant. She just had to think harder.

“If the suppression field operates on libidinal energy,” she said, her voice shaking with effort, “then we need to generate enough emotional-physical response to create a counter-resonance. The mathematical probability of overcoming a field this strong through arousal alone is negligible, but the field wasn’t designed to suppress emotion. Only desire. If we can generate arousal from emotional connection rather than magical amplification…”

She stopped talking. Because Rika had pressed against her from behind, small hands on her hips, nipping her ear with small fangs. “Shut up and feel something,” Rika growled.

Harmony shut up. She straddled my thigh, grinding, her hands gripping my shoulders. Her technique was muscle memory, her body performing the edging routine it had practiced for years, the familiar roll of hips against something solid, the rhythm she’d used to sharpen her mind through thousands of study sessions. The motion was automatic. It was HER, not her magic, not her bond. The Puritan Lord could suppress desire, but he couldn’t suppress habit.

Her flush returned. Pink spreading up her neck, darkening to rose across her cheeks, then deepening to crimson as her body remembered what it was built for. Her thighs flexed against mine, the toned muscles clenching with the practiced rhythm. The arousal-cognition coupling sputtered back online like an ember finding oxygen.

“It’s working,” Harmony gasped. “My cognitive function is, is resuming. The counter-resonance is generating at approximately…”

She stopped. Looked at the white light around us, cracked but holding. Looked at me. Made a calculation that had nothing to do with numbers and everything to do with sacrifice.

“The suppression field requires sustained counter-resonance to crack permanently. Edging generates fluctuating output that won’t sustain. Orgasm generates a spike sufficient to fracture the field.” She swallowed. Her amber eyes, usually sharp with analysis, were bright with the awareness of what she was about to give up. “I need to cum. Deliberately. The energy release will fracture the field.”

“Harmony, your IQ. The edge.”

“Twenty-three percent IQ boost be DAMNED.”

She ground down on my thigh with a ferocity that was pure sacrifice. Harmony Rolling, who had built her entire identity around not cumming, who tracked her edge with spreadsheets and color-coded arousal charts, who had treated orgasm as failure for years, threw herself over the cliff on purpose. She used her own body’s desperate need against the Puritan Lord’s suppression, and the irony was perfect: the girl who denied herself everything was saving them all by giving in.

Her hips rolled harder. Her hands clenched my shoulders. Her glasses flew off as her head snapped back. The composure that was her armor, the analytical precision that was her identity, the control that was her everything, all of it crumbled at once.

She came screaming. Not the bitten-off gasps of an accidental orgasm. A chosen, world-ending release, every suppressed climax of the past months erupting at once, and the sound that tore from her throat was raw, inhuman in its intensity, a sound that contained equal parts fury and surrender.

The energy that erupted from her was a bomb going off in the suppression field. The white light CRACKED. Not hairline fractures. A jagged, rending split that ran from floor to ceiling, a wound in the Puritan Lord’s perfect bloodless dome, and through it, amber-gold color bled like sunrise breaking through ice.

Harmony collapsed against me, trembling, glasses somewhere on the white floor, bushy hair a wild halo around a face that was crimson and wet and magnificent. Her IQ had crashed back to baseline. She didn’t care. She’d given it willingly, and the giving had broken the enemy’s wall.

Rika climbed onto my lap, gripped my cock with one sure hand, and sank down onto me with the aggressive confidence of a girl who had never done anything halfway. Her pussy was tight and wet, clenching around me as she took me to the hilt in one decisive drop. Kim continued from the side, her tongue lapping at the base of my shaft where it met Rika’s stretched lips, the dual sensation of tight cunt and hot mouth almost too much. Rika’s petite body was all lean muscle and defiance, her gold eyes fixed on the glowing walls of the trap. She wasn’t hiding behind magic. She wasn’t using illusion. She was raw, exposed, performing for the most hostile audience imaginable.

“Watch THIS, you impotent piece of light,” she snarled at the Puritan Lord’s consciousness. She rode me with fierce, grinding motions, her athletic body flexing, her tight pussy squeezing me in rhythmic pulses with each descent. Her limp tail twitched, then swished, then wrapped around my arm as feline instinct overwhelmed the suppression, the fur bristling against my skin. She kneaded my chest with her fingers in cat-rhythm. Nipped my shoulder with her fangs, each bite a sharp-sweet spark. Purring, the vibration starting deep in her chest and growing until I could feel it through my entire body, through her pussy where it gripped me, a rolling rumble that amplified every sensation.

The white light splintered. Not much. Hairline fractures in the dome, places where living color bled through.

Dracoona stepped forward. She was cold. Her dragon was suppressed. But when she pressed her body against mine, her lips finding my neck, something SPARKED. Deep in her blood, the dragon responded. Not to magic. To defiance. To the same stubbornness that had kept her secret for eighteen years, turned now toward a new purpose.

Heat bloomed. Dragon heat, pushing against the cold, her body temperature rising. This time the scales came faster, racing across her skin in a wave, covering her shoulders, ribs, hips, thighs. More than on the rooftop. Farther. As if the dragon, having been freed once, refused to be caged again. Her eyes didn’t flicker through gray and amber. They went straight to blazing gold, the slits narrowing to knife-edges. The white space around her started BURNING at the edges, golden-orange where dragon fire met puritan light.

“My dragon,” she breathed. “It’s ANGRY.”

She took Rika’s place. Gripped my cock, slick from Rika’s arousal, and lowered herself onto me. The heat was searing, her pussy blazing with dragon fire that made Rika’s warmth feel lukewarm by comparison, her inner walls scorching and tight, gripping me with a strength that wasn’t fully human. My cock throbbed inside her, surrounded by liquid fire. She rode me with the desperate intensity of a woman who had spent her entire life being controlled and was choosing, for the second time in her life, to surrender. Each drop of her hips drove me deep into that furnace, and where dragon heat met puritan cold, the white void hissed and burned.

Scales covered her torso now, iridescent armor that caught the bleeding golden light and threw it back in rainbows. Ridges pressed outward along her spine, larger and sharper than the rooftop, the dragon asserting itself against an enemy that had tried to suppress it. Her eyes blazed. She opened her mouth and flame poured out, not a wisp but a gout of real dragon fire that scorched a hole the size of a window in the white dome.

The wound widened. The white dome was giving way. Golden color bled through the breaks.

And then Solana.

Solana Bigbottom, who had started this journey as a mortified girl on her knees for medical necessity. Who had evolved through obligation to tolerance to comfort to desire over weeks of countless small moments. Who had dressed in nightgowns and asked for more time and confessed that plants grow toward what makes them feel safe.

She crossed the white space. Fully present, razor-sharp, with the clarity that only emerged during her most intimate moments.

She climbed over me and straddled my hips, warm and substantial in the way only Solana could be: soft where Kim was soft but distributed differently, her extraordinary ass spreading heavy and alive against my thighs, her platinum hair falling like curtains around both our faces, creating a private space within the chaos.

Her pale blue eyes locked onto mine with an intensity that had been building since the first night she’d knelt at the foot of my bed and apologized for existing.

“Not the curse,” she said.

“Not the curse,” I agreed.

“Not the treatment.”

“Not the treatment.”

“You.” She said it simply, the way Solana said everything that mattered. No qualifiers, no dreaminess, no retreat into the half-present state she used to protect herself from a world that was too much and too little at the same time. Just the truth. “You, Dana.”

The others held. Kim wrapped herself around Dracoona, the two of them generating heat in a cocoon against the cold. Harmony pressed against Rika, one feeding the other’s energy, both watching us. They understood, without being told, that this moment belonged to Solana and me.

She touched my face. Her fingers were cool from the suppression field, but they warmed as they traced my jaw, my cheek, the bridge of my nose. Mapping me the way she mapped everything she cared about: slowly, thoroughly, with the attention she gave to living things.

“I was so scared,” she whispered. “That first night. I thought the curse was the worst thing that could happen to me. I was wrong. The worst thing would have been never knowing what I actually wanted.”

“What do you want?”

Her pale blue eyes held mine. Clear as glass. “Everything. Not because of the curse. Not in spite of it. I want everything you are, and I want to give you everything I am, and I want it to be my choice and nobody else’s.”

She reached between us. Guided me to her entrance. The living heat of her, real against the cold void, was a sensation that the suppression field couldn’t fully kill because it wasn’t magical. It was human.

She sank onto me. Slow, unhurried, her wet heat parting around my cock as she took me inside her inch by trembling inch. I felt her stretch, felt her body yield and then grip, her tight pussy swallowing me while the white light splintered further and the golden light bled through and four other women held the line against an ancient puritan consciousness. She gasped at the fullness, her pale eyes widening, her lips parting in a silent “oh” as I bottomed out inside her, the head of my cock pressed against her deepest place. I saw the moment the Solana who drifted and the Solana who was HERE merged into one person.

Solana rode me with a focus that her dreaminess never showed the world. Her hips rolled, slow at first, learning the rhythm of my cock inside her, feeling how the angle changed with each tilt, finding what made her breath catch. Then building, her movements becoming confident, her pussy gripping and releasing in a steady, deliberate rhythm as her body remembered what her mind had been processing for weeks: that she wanted this. That she’d wanted this since before the curse, since the moment she’d looked up at me from the wreckage of a candelabra and said “That’s going to be interesting.”

Her ass moved in slow, grinding circles against my thighs, the extraordinary weight and softness of it pressing down on me, creating friction and depth and a grinding contact that she controlled with the quiet authority of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted and was finally allowing herself to take it. I could feel her slick arousal running down my shaft, pooling where our bodies joined. Her modest breasts swayed with each motion, pale pink nipples catching the bleeding golden light. Her pale hair caught the glow where it bled through the cracks and glowed with it, turning her into something luminous, something between girl and goddess.

She wasn’t rushing to finish. She was present. HERE. The girl who was usually half-elsewhere, dreaming of plants and weather patterns and the chemical signatures of growing things, was fully, completely, unreservedly alive in her body, in this moment, in the connection between us.

I felt the bond approaching. Harmony would have described the mechanism, the resonance frequency, the mathematical probability. None of that mattered here. The emotional truth was simpler: Solana was choosing me. The curse had started this. The treatment had made us unavoidable. But what moved through her now was desire she had grown herself, the way she’d described plants growing toward warmth: naturally, inevitably, with the patient, stubborn persistence of something alive refusing to stop reaching for the light.

“Together,” she whispered. Her voice was barely audible over the sounds of battle around us, but it cut through the noise with the clarity that only Solana’s voice ever had, her dreaminess stripped away to reveal something direct and unshielded beneath. “I want us to be together.”

I held her hips. The full, impossible curve of them filling my hands, warm and real. I drew her down with each thrust, and she met me, her body rolling, her pale eyes locked on mine. Her expression shifted as the pleasure built: dreamy focus sharpening to crystal clarity, the unfocused gaze I’d known for months becoming the razor-present look that only emerged during their most intimate moments.

“I’m close,” she breathed. Her fingers gripped my shoulders. Her hair swayed across my chest. “Are you?”

“Yes.”

“Together. Please. I need it to be together.”

The timing was everything. Weeks of slow burn, of daily treatments that evolved from functional to intimate to desperate, of nightgowns and transparent excuses and pale blue eyes that saw different things than everyone else. Weeks of Solana growing toward me in increments so small that only she and I could track them: the robes becoming nightgowns, the nightgowns becoming thinner, the treatments becoming longer, the silences afterward becoming warmer.

I planted my hands on the lush curve of her ass and thrust upward, meeting her rhythm, driving deep. Her eyes flew wide. Her pussy clenched around me in a sudden, fierce contraction. The building wave crested.

We came together.

Solana’s orgasm hit her like a wave breaking on a shore that had been waiting for the tide. Her whole body arched, her platinum hair flying back, her pale blue eyes going wide and then incandescently focused. Her pussy seized around my cock in deep, rolling contractions, milking me with a strength that pulled my own release from me. I came inside her, my cock pulsing, flooding her, and I felt every spurt travel through the connection between us as she took it all. She cried out, not dreamy, not soft, a raw sound of release and choice and arrival that echoed through the fracturing dome.

The bond bloomed into existence, unfurling like a vine that had been coiled underground all semester, waiting for exactly this moment to break through.

Nature magic erupted from the point of connection. Moonlight bloomed from Solana’s skin, silver-white radiance pouring from her porcelain body as if the moon itself had chosen her as its vessel. Green light followed, twining with the lunar glow, the magic of growing things and living earth and the patient, resilient force of a world that would not stop growing no matter what tried to suppress it.

VINES CRACKED THROUGH THE WHITE FLOOR.

Green, living, writhing with power, they burst through the dead surface of the Puritan Lord’s trap like weeds through concrete. They spread in every direction, carrying heat and color and LIFE into the dead space. Flowers bloomed where the vines reached. The air turned warm. The white light shattered where green growth touched it.

Solana’s new magic, raw and wild and freshly bonded, was doing what nature does: growing through everything.

The other bonds roared to life. All five women surrounded me, interlocked, feeding each other’s energy. Kim and Dracoona provided heat from both flanks, human fire and dragon fire merging into a blaze that ate the white light. Harmony’s cognition surged back online at full power, her mind directing the choreography, calling out weaknesses in the trap’s structure. Rika generated continuous energy, riding the wave with defiant exhibition, her yowling echoing off the fracturing walls. Solana’s nature magic kept growing, vines cracking through the sterile floor in every direction, flowers blooming where death had been.

They came in sequence, each feeding the next. Kim screamed into Dracoona’s shoulder. Harmony came against me with a quiet, startled gasp, her eyes going wide, the climax arriving gentle and unexpected after the violence of her earlier sacrifice. Rika yowled at the crumbling walls. Dracoona exhaled flame. Solana’s climax sent a surge of green moonlight through every vine, and the growth accelerated into a living explosion.

I stood at the center. Five bonds blazing. Five golden threads, not flickering filaments but chains of fire, connecting me to five women who had chosen this.

My eyes flashed violet. Not flickered. BLAZED. The dark lord power that had been building all year, through every bond, every connection, every choice, surged through me with a force that split the air.

The Zone of Pure Light didn’t just break. It SHATTERED. The white dome fragmented like glass, pieces of cold light falling and dissolving as living color flooded back. The cold evaporated. The silence broke. Sound returned: their breathing, the crackle of magic, the rustle of vines still growing through the ruins.

We stood in the wreckage of the Puritan Lord’s trap, naked and glowing and tangled together. And vines, Solana’s vines, growing through the rubble of everything the Puritan Lord had tried to kill.

Solana lay against me, her new bond humming with raw power, green light curling from her fingertips. Vines wrapped gently around her hands, growing from nothing, responding to a magic she’d never known she had.

She was crying because the curse, the treatments, and every apology she’d swallowed since the first night had finally let go.

“I wanted that,” she said. “Not because of the curse. Because of YOU.”

I held her. The bond between us was warm and green and smelled like growing things after rain.

Around us, the coven reassembled. Not as individuals collecting themselves after a crisis. As a unit. A team. A family that had just fought the hardest fight any of them had ever faced and won it not through power but through choice.

Kim pulled on her shirt with cheerful efficiency, buttoning it wrong and not caring. She was laughing, because Kim laughed when she was relieved and when she was proud and when she was amazed, and right now she was all three. “We did it. We actually did it. I can feel my fire again. I can feel YOUR fire. I can feel EVERYTHING.” She threw her arms wide, which created events, and she didn’t care about those either.

Harmony was already running calculations on the energy output of the counter-resonance, but her glasses were still missing and her hair was a wild halo and she was calculating while crying, which she would deny later but which Kim was documenting via pointed looks that said “I saw that, you have feelings, I’m so proud.”

Rika stretched with feline satisfaction, her ears fully erect again, her tail swishing with triumphant arcs. She’d gotten her features back the moment the trap broke, and the relief in her gold slit-pupil eyes was something she’d never admit to. “My ears are back up. MY EARS ARE BACK UP.” She flexed them, one forward, one back, testing, verifying. “If that Puritan bastard ever touches my ears again I will find his dispersed consciousness and scratch it.”

Dracoona stood with her scales on full display, not bothering to hide them. The iridescent patches on her shoulders and hips caught the bleeding golden light and threw it back in rainbows. She looked down at her own forearms, at the scales she’d spent her whole life hiding, and she did not pull her sleeves down.

“We broke it,” she said. Not with triumph. With something closer to awe. “We broke a Puritan Lord’s trap with sex and stubbornness.”

“And love,” Kim added.

“And SCIENCE,” Harmony corrected.

“And my ass,” Solana murmured from against my chest, and the common room went silent for one beat before Kim broke into howling laughter that echoed off the broken walls.

Five bonds blazing in my chest. Five women who had stood naked in a dead white void and chosen each other when choice was the only weapon they had left.

And somewhere above us, in Ravenslop Tower, a possessed professor was waiting.

The white light in the corridors around us was fading, dying like a fire running out of fuel. Where it retreated, color returned: the amber of torchlight, the gold of coven energy, the green of Solana’s vines still growing through every crack the Puritan Lord’s sterility had left. But the Puritan Lord’s trap was broken, not HIM. He was in Blanche. He was real. And he was going to fight.

But so were we.

Ravenslop girls were emerging from doorways, confused, disoriented, blinking like people coming out of a long sleep. One girl pulled at her blouse in disgust: “Why am I wearing white? I HATE white. I specifically requested teal on my dorm preference form.” Another was crying, quietly, pressing her back against a wall, and Kim went to her without being asked, because Kim always went to the person who was crying.

“It’s okay,” Kim said, kneeling beside the girl. “The bad thing is gone. We kicked its ass.”

“What bad thing? What happened? I don’t remember the last three weeks.”

“Exactly. You missed some stuff. But it’s over now.”

The girl looked at Kim’s face, at the steadiness and certainty there, and something in her crumpled with relief. She grabbed Kim’s hand and held on like it was a lifeline.

“We need to move,” I said gently. “Blanche is upstairs.”

Kim squeezed the girl’s hand, told her to go to the library, and stood. Her green eyes were hard. The kindness was still there, because Kim’s kindness never left, but it was backed now by something fiercer. She had seen what the Puritan Lord had done to these girls, and she wanted the source dealt with.

“Upstairs,” I said. “Blanche is waiting.”

Kim cracked her knuckles. “Let’s free a professor.”


Chapter 15: The Professor’s Chamber

Ravenslop Tower’s upper floors were a battlefield.

The trap’s destruction had weakened the Puritan Lord’s hold across the tower, and the results showed in every corridor. Some Ravenslop girls were shaking off the influence, blinking, confused, looking at their own hands like they’d woken from a dream. “What day is it?” one muttered, pulling at her pristine blouse. “Why does everything feel so cold? I don’t remember coming upstairs.”

Others were still possessed. They stood in doorways with glowing white eyes, speaking in that flat, cold monotone: “The light purifies. The flesh corrupts.” But even the possessed ones were weaker now, their voices less certain, the white glow flickering like a light on a dying circuit.

The coven moved through the tower in formation. Dracoona’s dragon heat and Kim’s fire magic pushed back the cold. Harmony’s wards protected against the puritan energy. Rika’s illusions confused the possessed girls, making us appear to be somewhere we weren’t. Solana’s brand-new nature magic was the most unexpected asset: her vines grew through the sterile corridors, carrying warmth and life, and where they touched the puritan influence, it weakened.

“This way,” Harmony said, consulting a resonance map she’d constructed from the tower’s magical signatures. “Blanche’s chambers are through the faculty corridor.”

We found the door to Professor Blanche’s private chambers at the end of a hallway that was colder than anywhere else in the tower. The walls were white. Not painted white. Bleached by the Puritan Lord’s energy, as if color itself had been purged from the stone. The door was sealed with wards that throbbed with cold white light.

Harmony analyzed the wards. “Standard Ravenslop security enchantments, overlaid with puritan reinforcement. I can break them, but it’ll take time.”

“We don’t have time,” Dracoona said. She stepped forward, pressed both hands against the door, and LET GO.

Dragon heat erupted from her palms. The wards screamed as draconic fire, hotter than any normal spell, burned through the Puritan Lord’s white energy. The locks melted. The door swung open.

Dracoona stepped back, scales shimmering across her forearms, gold eyes blazing. “After you,” she said to me.

Inside, Professor Aurelie Blanche sat at her desk.

The room was immaculate. Books arranged with military exactness. Papers stacked in perfect alignment. Not a speck of dust, not a cup ring, not a single sign that a human being lived here. The emptiness was absolute.

Blanche sat behind her desk with her auburn hair in its perfect French twist, her rectangular glasses straight, her reading glasses reflecting the white light that emanated from the walls. She was grading papers with a pen that moved in mechanical, identical strokes.

She looked up.

Her eyes were wrong. The warm brown that I remembered from her first Resonance Studies lecture was gone, replaced by a white glow that pulsed behind her irises. Her face was her own, but the expression wearing it was alien. Cold, flat, certain.

“You’ve broken my trap,” she said. Not Blanche’s voice. A voice using Blanche’s mouth. “Impressive. Futile, but impressive.”

“Let her go,” I said.

“She is not imprisoned. She is purified. The corruption of desire has been cleaned from her mind. She sees clearly now. As all will see, when the light has done its work.”

“She was the best Resonance Studies teacher in the school. She taught us how desire becomes power. You’re making her teach the opposite.”

“I am correcting an error that has persisted for millennia. Magic was never meant to be powered by something as base as lust. It was meant to be pure. Intellectual. Clean.” The white glow intensified. “Your bonds are the worst expression of the corruption. Power through fornication. Strength through orgasm. You disgust me.”

“You’re an impotent mage whose personal failure became a crusade,” I said. Harmony had given me the history. “You couldn’t participate in the system, so you decided to destroy it for everyone.”

The white light FLARED. The temperature in the room dropped to freezing.

“I AM TRYING TO SAVE THIS WORLD FROM ITSELF.”

The puritan consciousness surged through Blanche. White energy erupted from her body, slamming into the coven like a wall of ice. Harmony’s wards flared and held, barely. Kim stumbled. Rika’s ears pinned flat.

Dracoona stepped forward, dragon heat pushing against the cold. Her fire was the best counter to his light: hot where he was cold, alive where he was sterile. Harmony reinforced the wards from behind. Rika’s illusions confused the puritan energy, creating false targets that the white light chased instead of hitting us. Kim fed fire into the defensive line.

And Solana. Solana’s vines had been growing since we entered the room. They crept across the floor, up the walls, wrapping gently around the desk legs, the chair, the bookshelves. Green life in a bleached white room, growing through the cracks the way Solana had described plants growing toward warmth.

The vines reached Blanche. Wrapped around her ankles. Not restraining. Anchoring. Connecting her to something alive, something warm, something that the Puritan Lord’s light couldn’t suppress.

Blanche’s face flickered. For one second, the white glow in her eyes dimmed. For one second, warm brown showed through. For one second, Professor Aurelie Blanche, the real Aurelie Blanche, was there.

“Help me,” she whispered. Her own voice. Warm, educated, terrified. “He’s in my head. I can’t push him out alone.”

The white returned. The Puritan Lord clamped down. But the crack was there. The person underneath was alive.

“Hold the line,” I told the coven. “I’m going in.”

They held. Dracoona’s fire blazed against the cold. Harmony’s wards stabilized. Rika’s illusions danced. Kim’s fire fed the defense. Solana’s vines held Blanche to something living.

I crossed the room. The puritan energy pressed against me like walking through waist-deep snow. My bonds flickered in the field’s influence, but they were five-strong now, five chains of golden fire that the Puritan Lord couldn’t fully suppress.

I reached Blanche. She was sitting rigid in her chair, the white light blazing from her eyes, the Puritan Lord’s consciousness fighting to maintain control.

I touched her hand. Her skin was ice-cold.

“Aurelie.”

The white light snarled. “She can’t hear you.”

“Aurelie. You chose Ravenslop because you love knowledge. Because you believe in rigor and standards and the pursuit of understanding.” I spoke to HER, not the thing wearing her. “He chose you because he HATES what knowledge leads to. Questions. Curiosity. Desire to learn. Desire to FEEL. You’re not his vessel. You’re his prisoner.”

Her hand trembled under mine. The cold fought the warmth. Behind the white glow, I caught another flash of brown.

“Help me,” she whispered again.

“I’m here.”

I turned to the coven. “Ward the room. Just us.”

They did. Harmony sealed every entrance. The coven took positions around the perimeter, maintaining their magical defenses, giving me space.

Just Dana and Aurelie.

“Use desire,” she said, and for one clear second the voice was all hers: strained, terrified, but present. “Use me choosing it. I want this, Dana. Take the armor off before he buries me again.”

I undressed her carefully. The prim Ravenslop robes fell away, one button at a time, each one a layer of armor she’d built between herself and the world. The first button: the professional facade. The second: the house head’s authority. The third: the professional shell she’d maintained through decades of career.

Beneath the robes: a high-collared blouse, cream-colored, pressed to perfection, each seam ruler-straight beneath her fingers. I unbuttoned this too, my fingers working against the cold that surged through the fabric, and she trembled with each button undone, the Puritan Lord’s consciousness fighting the exposure.

Beneath the blouse: a lace bra. Deep burgundy, with scalloped edges and a subtle pattern of flowers worked into the fabric. She should not have been wearing it under those formal robes. It was too pretty, too sensual, too intentionally beautiful to exist beneath that much academic armor. She’d kept this one piece of herself alive behind all those layers. One concession to the sensuality the Puritan Lord was trying to kill.

I unhooked the clasp. Her breasts fell free, full and heavy D-cups that settled with the natural hang of maturity. Dark nipples, larger than the younger women’s, hardened in the cold air. Her skin was light olive, warm-toned even in the puritan chill, and the beauty mark on her left collarbone was small and dark, a detail so intimate that seeing it felt like being told a secret.

Her body was revealed. Not a young woman’s body. A mature one. Wide hips that spoke of decades of life lived fully. A soft midsection that she hadn’t starved into flatness because she was a woman who valued substance over performance. Strong arms from years of ward-casting, the muscles firm beneath soft skin. She’d stopped competing with youth years ago, and she was more beautiful for it. Depth over surface. Every curve told you she’d chosen substance over performance.

The Puritan Lord’s influence fought every touch. Cold surged through her skin where my hands made contact, white light pulsing beneath her surface, the trapped consciousness screaming silently through her flesh. But warmth surged back. Five bonds feeding fire and life and defiance into every point of contact. Kim’s fire. Rika’s defiance. Harmony’s precision. Dracoona’s dragon heat. Solana’s patient, growing life. All of it flowing through me into the touch, into the woman who needed to be freed.

Her glasses stayed on. They were part of her. Professor Aurelie Blanche, glasses and all. Without them, she was just a woman. With them, she was THE woman: the professor, the academic, the person the Puritan Lord had chosen because her shell was perfect. The glasses were the identity he’d hidden behind, and they would be the identity that survived him.

“This is highly inappropriate,” she gasped, and the words were half Puritan Lord and half HER, the Ravenslop conditioning and the real woman fighting for the same mouth. “I must, I must maintain, maintain…”

I kissed her. Dark lord energy flowed through the contact, the combined force of five bonds channeled into a single point. The Puritan Lord’s voice stuttered, faltered, hiccuped like a corrupted recording.

“… maintain, I must, I WANT…” She kissed me back. Fumbled with my clothes. Her hands were shaking, half-frozen, warming where they touched my skin. “I have never in my career, never in my… this is against every protocol, every…”

Each layer of clothing she removed from me weakened the Puritan Lord’s hold. The intimacy was the weapon. Sex gave it heat, but choice gave it teeth: her conscious rejection of sterility, her conscious embrace of everything the Puritan Lord had tried to kill.

She knelt. Professor Aurelie Blanche, Ravenslop house head, forty-two years old, kneeling before her student. The image was the inversion of every authority dynamic in the school, and the Puritan Lord SCREAMED through the white light because it was everything he hated.

She took me in her mouth. Not with Kim’s enthusiastic speed or Solana’s dreamy savoring. This was a mature woman’s deliberate hunger, decades of suppressed desire channeled into technique deployed as intent. Her lips sealed around me with knowing pressure, her tongue flat against the underside, sliding with slow authority. She sucked me deep with the confidence of a woman who hadn’t done this in years but hadn’t forgotten a thing, her cheeks hollowing, her throat relaxing to take me further. Her brown eyes looked up at me through those rectangular glasses, wide and wet with terror and gratitude at once, the light from her lenses catching my reflection looking down at her. Behind both emotions: a desire so long denied, so deeply buried beneath layers of academic composure, that it had become volcanic. Her mouth was hot, almost feverish, as though the act of choosing this was burning the Puritan Lord’s cold from her tongue.

The Puritan Lord fought through her. Her jaw clenched involuntarily, her teeth pressing against my shaft, the cold consciousness trying to weaponize her body against me. But she forced her mouth open. Took me deeper, her throat contracting around my cock, her hands gripping my thighs with the strength of a woman holding on to her own rescue. Saliva dripped from her chin, glistening on the beauty mark at her collarbone. She was making sounds around me, wet, desperate sounds that were half-sob and half-moan, and each one weakened the white glow beneath her skin.

“I can feel him weakening,” she breathed, pulling back. Her lips were slick and swollen, a string of spit connecting her lower lip to my cock. Her glasses were fogged at the edges and slightly crooked, the lenses catching warm light where they’d only reflected cold before. “Every time I choose this, every time I WANT this, he loses ground. The choice is the weapon.”

She stood. Turned to her desk, the surface where she’d graded thousands of papers, planned hundreds of lectures, built a career that had been the architecture of her identity. She looked at the neat stacks of puritan-influenced lesson plans, the syllabi scrubbed clean of everything that acknowledged desire’s connection to power.

She swept them to the floor with one arm. Months of the Puritan Lord’s curriculum cascaded off the desk in a waterfall of corrupted paper, scattering across the floor like dead leaves.

She bent over her own desk. Auburn hair falling loose from the French twist as she pulled pins with both hands, one after another, each pin discarded like a link in a chain being broken. The hair spilled in waves past her shoulders, rich and thick, the auburn catching the warm light that was slowly replacing the puritan white in the room. The transformation from buttoned-up professor to liberated woman was happening in real-time, visible in every detail: the loosened hair, the flushed skin, the glasses that had gone slightly crooked but stayed on because they were HERS.

“Please,” she said. Her voice was raw, the prim Ravenslop phrasing crumbling from its edges. “Help me push him out.”

I entered her from behind, bending her over the desk she’d graded papers on for years. The head of my cock pressed against her slick entrance. She was soaking, her arousal having built through every stage of the liberation, and I pushed inside her in one slow, deep stroke that drew a sound from her throat I was certain Professor Aurelie Blanche had never made in her professional life. She gasped, her hands gripping the desk’s edge, her knuckles whitening against the wood. Her pussy was tight with years of neglect and hot with the fever of freedom, clenching around me as though trying to hold me there permanently. Her glasses went askew but stayed on. Heat flooded through the point of contact, five bonds channeling their combined energy into the act, and I could feel the Puritan Lord’s hold weakening with every thrust, his cold white energy burning away under the heat of chosen, defiant desire.

“This is highly, I have never, in my professional capacity, engaged in, in…” The Ravenslop conditioning fought for control of her speech. Each sentence started formal and crumbled before it could finish. The professor’s composure dissolving into fragments. “The, the implications for student-faculty, for, the ethical considerations of, of… OH…”

Her hips pushed back to meet me, taking me deeper, her full ass pressing against my pelvis. The movement was instinctive, her body remembering what the Puritan Lord had tried to make it forget: that she was a woman who had desire, who had always had desire, who had hidden it behind academic restraint long before any ancient consciousness got involved.

I braced one hand at her waist and the other on the desk beside her, feeling the soft strength of her body move under mine. My fingers sank in, leaving white impressions on her olive skin. I drove deeper, my cock bottoming out inside her, and she cried out, her voice climbing from suppressed gasps to sounds that filled the room. Her pussy clenched around me with each stroke, hot and wet, her arousal dripping down the insides of her thighs and pooling on the edge of her desk.

“I believe the, the standard protocol for, for… oh GOD… the standard… I can’t… I DON’T CARE about the standard protocol…”

Her body responded to freedom the way a drowning person responds to air. She pushed back against me with growing urgency, her full mature body moving with the skill and directness of a woman who knew what she wanted and had been denied it for too long. Her heavy breasts swung beneath her with each impact, dark nipples grazing the desk’s surface. The prim academic exterior dissolved layer by layer, each moan stripping away another year of the mask she’d built. Her stockings, the secret indulgence beneath her robes, whispered against my legs with every thrust.

Papers crunched beneath my feet. The desk rocked with each thrust, its legs scraping against the stone floor. Her glasses caught the light and reflected it, warm gold instead of cold white. She was screaming now, her voice ragged and real, and the sound was HERS, not the Puritan Lord’s flat monotone but a living woman’s voice reclaiming its right to feel. The wet sounds of our fucking echoed through the chamber, obscene and defiant, each slap of my hips against her ass a declaration.

“Yes. YES. Don’t stop. He’s losing, I can feel him leaving, his voice is getting quieter, DON’T STOP.”

I drove deeper. Harder. My hands on her wide hips, pulling her back to meet each thrust until I was buried fully inside her with every stroke, the head of my cock hitting her deepest places, and she took every inch with desperate hunger. She arched over the desk, her loose auburn hair splayed across scattered papers, her glasses still on, her mouth open with sounds that were half orgasm and half battle cry. I reached beneath her and cupped one heavy breast, squeezing, rolling the dark nipple between my fingers, and she screamed louder, her pussy clamping down on me with pulsing force.

She came with a force that shook the room. Her body clenched, every muscle contracting at once, her pussy seizing around my cock in violent, rhythmic spasms that milked me from root to tip. Her voice broke into a sound that was half orgasm and half exorcism. White light ERUPTED from her eyes, her mouth, her fingertips, the Puritan Lord’s consciousness being expelled from her body in a blast of cold radiance that hit the coven’s wards and dissipated like fog in sunlight.

Her release unlocked mine. I came inside her, deep, flooding her with warmth as spurt after spurt pulsed into her clenching body, the heat of climax meeting the cold of the Puritan Lord’s departure. The bond opened like a door she’d been pounding on from the inside for months, golden light flooding through the frame.

The sixth bond assembled around me like armor being fastened, plate by plate. Ward magic and protection spells locked into my channels with clean precision, Aurelie’s specialty, her mastery of defensive enchantments clicking into place as if they’d always been meant for me.

And the white light in her eyes went out.

She lay across her desk, breathing hard, her body trembling. Her glasses were crooked. Her hair was loose. Papers were scattered around her like fallen leaves. And her eyes, when she opened them, were warm brown. HER eyes. Clear, intelligent, and wet with tears.

“I believe,” she said hoarsely, “that I need to revise my position on student-faculty boundaries.”

She sat up, her glasses crooked, her hair a wild auburn spill across her bare shoulders. She looked at her scattered lesson plans on the floor. At her desk, still warm from what had just happened on it. At me.

“He took seven months of my life,” she said. “He used my voice to teach children that desire was a disease. And the thing that freed me was the exact opposite of everything he believes.” She took off her glasses, cleaned them on nothing because she was naked, and put them back on slightly smudged. The gesture was so purely Aurelie that it made my chest tight. “I want you to know that this wasn’t just rescue. You reached me because you spoke to ME. Not the professor. Not the Ravenslop persona. You spoke to Aurelie. Nobody has said my first name in seven months.”

“Aurelie.”

She closed her eyes. Opened them. “Yes. That. Keep saying that.”

The Puritan Lord was gone from her. But he wasn’t gone entirely.

His consciousness, expelled from Blanche, gathered in the dying white light of the room. A voice without a body, cold and diminishing but not defeated.

“You’ve freed one vessel,” the voice said. “I have a world to purify. And I have something that belongs to you, Dana Del Morte.”

The white light faded. The voice was gone.

But the threat in his words lingered.

Aurelie sat on the edge of her desk, wrapped in a robe someone had found, her brown eyes clear and wet with tears. She looked around her chambers, at the scattered papers, at the white scorch marks fading from the walls, at the green vines Solana’s magic had grown through the cracks.

“I was in there the whole time,” she said quietly. “I could see everything. Hear everything. He used my voice to teach the opposite of everything I believe. He used my subject to destroy the thing my subject was designed to protect.” She took off her glasses, cleaned them on her robe, put them back. The ritual was steadying. Familiar. “I wrote lesson plans about the purity of magic while screaming inside my own skull.”

“It’s over,” I said.

“No. It’s not. He’s gone from me, but he’s not gone.” She looked at me, and the professor’s sharp intelligence was back behind those glasses, undimmed by months of captivity. “He said he had something of yours. What did he mean?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Find out. Whatever he has, whatever he’s planning, this was just one school. One teacher. His ambition is bigger than Hexhaven.”

She straightened her glasses. Pulled the robe tighter. And despite everything, despite the violation and the fear and the months of imprisonment in her own mind, Professor Aurelie Blanche composed herself. Because that was who she was, and no ancient consciousness could take that from her permanently.

“I believe,” she said, with the ghost of a smile, “that I should examine the bond mechanism more closely. For academic purposes.”

The aftermath was controlled chaos.

Dabbledough arrived at Ravenslop Tower twenty minutes after the Puritan Lord’s expulsion. She was accompanied by Grimworth, Professor Keel, and a contingent of senior faculty. Her phone was nowhere in sight. The most powerful witch alive was fully present.

She surveyed the damage. The destroyed Zone of Pure Light. The possessed Ravenslop girls who were shaking off the influence, confused and scared. The green vines growing through the sterile corridors, Solana’s nature magic still spreading life. The six-member coven standing in the wreckage, glowing with combined power.

“Mr. Del Morte,” Dabbledough said. Her voice was iron. Her enormous spectacles reflected the dying white light.

“Headmistress.”

“You’ve built something… concerning.” She looked at the coven. At Kim’s fire, Harmony’s wards, Rika’s illusions, Solana’s vines, Dracoona’s dragon heat, Aurelie’s freed clarity. “But it appears we need concerning things right now.”

Grimworth was already organizing recovery protocols for the affected Ravenslop students, moving through the corridors with the crisp efficiency that had kept Hexhaven running while its headmistress played with cryptocurrency.

Keel had volunteered to train the coven for combat readiness. “Your coven fought well in the trap,” she told me. “Messy, but effective. I’ll clean up all of your techniques over the summer. The whole coven. You’ll need it.” From Keel, this was practically a marriage proposal.

Even Spite was present. Dark hair streaked with gray, green-stained fingers clasped behind her back, surveying the destruction. Her jaw worked once, then stilled. When her dark eyes found mine, the contempt that had been her default since my first day was gone. What replaced it wasn’t respect. It was something she clearly hadn’t decided what to do with yet.

Keel stepped forward. Her scarred face was evaluating, as it always was, but there was something new behind the assessment.

“You gamed the sorting,” she said. “Recruited outcasts into a faction. Discovered an ancient corruption the headmistress missed. Built a six-member coven from scratch. And broke a Puritan Lord’s trap through sheer stubbornness.” She paused. The ghost of a smile crossed her scarred features. “That’s not luck. That’s command.”

Spite, acid as ever, cut in: “Plotter. That’s what they’re calling you. Dana Plotter.” She said it flatly, the way she said everything, but this time the word sounded less like an insult and more like an acknowledgment.

“It’s accurate,” I said.

Dana Plotter. The name settled over me like a cloak I’d apparently been wearing since the day I argued with a sorting spirit and won. Every scheme, every calculation, every strategic choice had been pointing at it.

Aurelie, sitting in a chair someone had brought her, a blanket around her shoulders and her glasses cleaned and straightened, caught my eye from across the room. The warm brown of her eyes held something I recognized: the look of a person who had been drowning and was still coughing up water but could see the shore.

“I believe we should conduct further tests on the bond’s stability,” she said. Then she touched the corner of her glasses, a small, habitual gesture, and beneath the academic framing, her meaning was entirely transparent.

“Professional boundaries?” I asked.

“Are under active review.” The ghost of her real smile, the warm one from her first Resonance Studies lecture, appeared. “I’ll schedule office hours.”

I smiled back. But the Puritan Lord’s parting words sat behind it like a stone in a shoe: “I have something that belongs to you.”


Chapter 16: Summer of the Elves

The school year ended the way school years always end: with exams, farewells, and the quiet devastation of watching people leave.

But first, the exams.

Hexhaven’s exam week was a pressure cooker of magical energy that made the normal ambient resonance feel like a light breeze. Every witch on campus was studying harder, which meant arousing harder, which meant the libido-magic feedback loop was running at levels that made the corridors shimmer. Lustenhart’s fireplace burned permanent pink. The Ravenslop girls, slowly recovering from the Puritan Lord’s influence, were studying in groups and rediscovering the natural warmth their conditioning had always suppressed. Several of them had stopped saying “As a Ravenslop” entirely, which Harmony noted as a positive recovery indicator.

Dueling and Combat Magic was my strongest showing. Keel set up a three-round practical against opponents of escalating difficulty. First round: a Lustenhart second-year who I dispatched with a combination of illusion feints and precise fire bolts. Second round: a Kunningbrott fourth-year with advanced shielding who forced me to use mind-enhanced pattern recognition to find the gap in her defense. Third round: Professor Keel’s enchanted training construct, a magical simulation that adapted to the student’s abilities.

I fought the construct with everything. Fire and dragon-fire woven together, the hot clean flame of Kim’s bond overlaid with the wilder draconic blaze from Dracoona’s. Illusion feints from Rika’s gift. Mind-enhanced prediction from Harmony’s cognition. Ward-shielding from Aurelie’s defensive magic, blocking the construct’s counter-attacks. And at the end, Solana’s nature magic, vines erupting through the arena floor to entangle the construct while I delivered the final fire-bolt.

Six disciplines. Combined. In the body of a boy who had arrived at this school eight months ago unable to make a candle flicker.

“Satisfactory,” Keel said at the end.

The Lustenhart section burst into cheers. Kim was on her feet cheering so hard I was genuinely concerned about structural damage to the spectator seating. Her massive chest strained against her shirt with every shout in a way that drew every eye in the arena, and she was completely oblivious to this because she was too busy screaming my name. Harmony was recording the scores with barely concealed delight. Rika perched on the railing and yowled approval with zero human dignity. Dracoona stood with her arms crossed, her expression composed, but her eyes had gold at the edges and there was something that might have been a smile buried beneath three layers of aristocratic reserve. Solana watched with those pale blue eyes that saw different things, and what she saw made her hum, a quiet, tuneless, contented sound.

“Satisfactory” was the highest grade Wyverna Keel had ever given in thirty years of teaching combat magic. I learned this later from Grimworth, who mentioned it as if noting a historical event for the record. “The previous highest was ‘adequate,’ awarded to a student who went on to become a national combat champion. ‘Satisfactory’ is, in Professor Keel’s grading rubric, the equivalent of a standing ovation.”

Resonance Studies went differently. Aurelie Blanche, freed from the Puritan Lord but still readjusting to her own personality, had resumed teaching with an ease that made her classroom feel like coming home. She was grading her own bonded coven member’s exam, which created a conflict of interest she handled with characteristic academic rigor.

“Your practical scores are exceptional,” she said, reviewing my results over her rectangular glasses. “Your ability to channel multiple resonance frequencies simultaneously is unparalleled in my experience.” She paused. “Your written theory is abysmal.”

“I spent most of the year learning through bonds rather than textbooks.”

“That is not an acceptable excuse in an academic setting.” She made a note. “I’m averaging your practical and theoretical scores. The result is a B-plus. Which is generous.”

“Thank you, Professor.”

“Aurelie. When we’re alone.” She adjusted her glasses. “Professor Blanche in public. Obviously.”

Dark Herbology was a disaster.

Spite graded my exam the way she’d clearly been waiting all year to grade it: with devastating thoroughness. She documented every error, every missed identification, every incorrect handling technique. The grade was a firm F.

“Mr. Del Morte demonstrated no understanding of dangerous flora,” she announced to the class. “Again.”

Solana, sitting beside me, raised her hand. “That’s because he spent every herbology class looking at my…”

“SHHHH!” Kim clamped a hand over Solana’s mouth. Solana blinked, confused.

But Solana herself received the highest herbology mark in the first-year class. A perfect score. Spite announced this without comment, but her scowl deepened into something that, if you squinted with both eyes closed, might have resembled respect.

Magical History with Dabbledough was canceled. The headmistress had repurposed exam week for rebuilding her website’s security infrastructure and, as Grimworth informed us with the flat tone of someone reporting a war crime, “restructuring the governance token smart contract.” Grimworth distributed a dry handout covering the semester’s material and told us we’d receive passing marks for attendance. Nobody complained.

Enchantment and Binding Theory with Merriwell was an experience. She handed me the exam with trembling fingers and said, “I, I’ve tried to make the questions fair. Given your, your UNPRECEDENTED practical experience with bond mechanics.” She knocked her own ink bottle over as she handed me the paper. I caught it before it soaked the exam. “Thank you. That happens. Often.”

I passed Merriwell’s class with a B. She seemed both relieved and slightly concerned by this.

Harmony aced everything. Every class, every exam, every metric. Her bond-enhanced cognition, now permanent and exceeding her peak edging levels by twenty-three percent, made her the highest-scoring student at Hexhaven since records had been kept. When Grimworth announced this at the end-of-year assembly, Harmony pushed her wire-frames up her nose and said, “The statistical probability of this outcome, given the cognitive enhancement parameters, was approximately ninety-three percent. I’ll accept the other seven percent as margin of error.”

Kim had hugged her until her glasses went sideways and her composure cracked into an actual, real, undisguised smile.

Kim passed by the skin of her teeth, her practical scores carrying her theoretical ones like a lifeboat carrying survivors. Her fire magic practical was exemplary. Her written theory exam contained the sentence “Magic is like a feeling but with more sparks,” which Aurelie had graded with a red question mark and a note that read, “Please see me for remedial theory sessions.”

Kim celebrated with the same enthusiasm she brought to everything: loudly, physically, and with hugs that compressed the ribcages of everyone within arm’s reach.

Rika passed everything by refusing to fail. Her magical theory scores were middling, but her practical combat marks were second only to mine, and her illusion work drew praise from Merriwell, who said (while knocking over her desk lamp) that Rika’s glamour constructs were “the most inventive I’ve seen in a decade.”

Dracoona, despite missing the last three weeks of Kunningbrott’s study sessions, aced everything. She’d been studying since she was twelve, and she wasn’t going to let a minor detail like a life-altering identity crisis affect her GPA.

The grades posted. The year ended. And the goodbyes began.

We gathered in the Lustenhart common room on the last evening before departure. The fire in the oversized hearth shifted through colors that seemed to understand the mood: warm amber, tinged with melancholy blue.

Kim stood by her packed bags, which were overstuffed and threatening structural failure. “I’m going home to my family. Mom, Dad, five sisters, one bathroom, and a lot of screaming.”

“Are you going to tell them about me?” I asked.

“Mom’s going to ask me about boys. I’m going to tell her about ONE boy. She’s going to have SO many questions about the anal thing.” She paused. “And THEN I’m going to explain the fire magic part. She’s going to need a STRONG cup of tea.” She grinned, then went serious. “She’s also going to ask about the virginity thing. Whether I tested it.”

“And?”

“I’m going to tell her I haven’t. Because I haven’t. And I’m not going to until I know the truth.” She looked at me with green eyes that were steadier than her cheerful personality usually suggested. “It’s the one thing I’m keeping. Not because I’m scared. Because it means something.”

I understood. The virginity preservation wasn’t fear or naivety. It was Kim choosing to give one thing deliberately, at a time of her choosing, instead of letting it happen by accident. In a world where she gave everything freely and with joy, this was the one gift she was saving.

“I’ll be here when you’re ready,” I said.

“I know. That’s why I can wait.” She kissed me. Soft, warm, tasting like Kim. Then she hugged me so hard my ribs creaked, her impossible chest compressing against mine with the force of a girl who loved with her whole body.

Harmony had a research internship. A private magical think tank had accepted her preliminary paper on coven bond dynamics, “Coven Bond Dynamics: A Preliminary Study,” and offered her a summer position. “It’ll be published under a pseudonym, obviously,” she’d told me. She was thrilled in the way only Harmony could be thrilled: by analyzing the opportunity’s optimal outcomes.

“I’ll continue data collection remotely,” she said, straightening her glasses. “The bond’s cognitive enhancement persists at distance, which is itself a remarkable data point.” She paused. Looked at me. That perpetual color she wore like a second skin sat warm across her cheeks, the companion she’d stopped being embarrassed about. “I’ll miss you. That’s not a data point. It’s a… feeling.”

“Harmony Rolling, having feelings without quantifying them.”

“I’m quantifying them internally. They score high.” She stepped forward and kissed me. Precisely. Thoroughly. When she pulled back, her glasses were slightly askew, and she didn’t fix them. “Don’t do anything stupid while I’m gone. The probability of your survival decreases significantly without my analytical input.”

Rika was returning to her catgirl community. She leaned against the doorframe, tail swishing, ears tracking the room with the casual alertness of a cat in familiar territory.

“I’ll tell Kira about you,” she said. “She won’t believe a word. She’ll also be jealous as hell.” Her gold eyes found mine. “Keep the coven strong, Plotter. I didn’t join a losing team.”

“Say hi to your sister for me.”

“No. She’d take it as an invitation.” Her fangs showed in a grin. Then she dropped from the doorframe, padded across the room on silent feet, and pressed herself against me in a brief, fierce hug. Her tail wrapped around my wrist, held for a moment, then released.

Solana was going home. Harmony had brewed synthetic remedy potions that would suppress the curse symptoms over the summer. They worked. Not as well as the real thing, but well enough.

“I’ll miss the real thing,” Solana said softly, standing by the fire with her platinum hair bright against the firelight. She looked at me. Then away. Blushed.

“The real treatment, or the real me?”

“Both.” She smiled. The smallest smile. Private. “The plants in my mother’s garden are the most honest living things I know. They don’t pretend to grow toward what they don’t need.” She paused. “I grew toward you, Dana. And I don’t pretend.”

She kissed me. Dreamy and tender and present in the way only Solana was present, the girl who was always somewhere else finding the here and now for the person who mattered.

Dracoona was returning to the McFly estate. Armed with self-acceptance and dragon scales she was no longer hiding.

She stood apart from the group, which was how Dracoona stood everywhere: separate, contained, armored even when the armor was new and still fitting. Her silver-white hair was immaculate. Her posture was perfect. But her eyes had gold at the edges that she wasn’t suppressing anymore.

“My family will react,” she said. “Badly.”

“If they disown you?”

“Then I already have a family here.” She said it like she was reading a legal document, formal and clipped. But her voice cracked on “here.”

“You do,” I said. “That’s not conditional.”

She nodded once. Then, stiffly, stiffly, as if performing a ritual she was unfamiliar with, she hugged me. It lasted maybe two seconds and she pulled back like she’d touched something hot.

“We will never speak of that,” she said.

“Of what?”

“Exactly.”

She walked away, silver-white hair swishing. At the door, she paused. “Plotter.”

“McFly.”

“Don’t get killed over the summer. I’ve invested too much political capital in this coven to start over.”

That was Dracoona’s “I love you.” I accepted it.

Aurelie was staying at the university. Faculty obligations, Ravenslop recovery, summer coursework revision. And deprogramming the Ravenslop girls who were still dealing with the aftermath of the Puritan Lord’s influence.

“Someone has to deprogram the students,” she said, standing in the doorway of her newly warmed chambers, her auburn hair down for once, falling in waves past her shoulders. “And grade summer assignments. And revise the curriculum to undo the damage he did to my subject.” She smoothed a loose strand of auburn hair behind her ear. “And not think about a student’s…”

“Professor.”

“Professional boundaries.” She cleared her throat. “Which are under active review.”

They all left. One by one, on enchanted planes and teleportation circles and, in Rika’s case, a portal hidden behind a painting in the eastern corridor. Kim was last, hugging everyone twice, squishing them against her with physical generosity, crying cheerful tears that she wiped away with her sleeve.

“See you in September,” she said. “ALL of you.” She pointed at each coven member in turn. “Nobody drops out. Nobody disappears. Nobody decides this was all a dream. Nobody gets kidnapped.” She paused. Looked at me. “Okay, maybe the kidnapping thing is more directed at the Puritan Lord than at you. But still. Don’t get kidnapped.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“And you.” She put both hands on my shoulders. Her green eyes, usually sparkling with cheerful mischief, were steady and deep. “Don’t be a hero while we’re gone. Heroes do stupid things alone. You’re not alone. Even when we’re not here. The bonds stretch. I can feel it. You can feel it. We’re still connected.”

I could feel it. The golden thread between us, Kim’s fire, warm even at a distance that hadn’t been tested yet.

“I’ll try.”

“Try HARDER.” She kissed me one last time, her lips soft and tasting like the enchanted pastry she’d been eating since breakfast, her ridiculous chest pressing against mine in a full-body farewell that left an impression both physical and emotional. Then she grabbed her overstuffed bags, one in each hand, and bounced out the door. Her copper hair was the last thing I saw before she disappeared around the corner, bright as a flame against the gray stone of the corridor.

The echoes of her footsteps faded. The common room was empty. The fire had dimmed to low amber, its colors cycling through the subtle spectrum of loneliness. The chairs still held the impressions of the people who’d filled them. Harmony’s pen was on the table, forgotten in the rush of departure, and I picked it up and put it in my pocket. She’d want it back in September.

The silence of an empty Lustenhart common room was different from any other silence. It wasn’t peaceful. It was the negative space left by people who filled rooms with so much life that the room itself missed them when they left.

I sat alone for a while. Five bonds hummed in my chest, stretched thin by distance but holding, golden threads that connected me to five women scattered across the magical world.

Then I packed my bag and boarded a plane home.

Grandma’s house was in a quiet neighborhood on a tree-lined street that hadn’t changed in twenty years. The mailbox still had the painted flowers she’d done herself. The garden she’d tended every morning was overgrown but alive. The front porch light was off.

The front door was open.

I stopped on the walkway. The evening was warm, the kind of summer dusk that should have smelled like cut grass and dinner cooking. Instead, the air smelled wrong. Sharp. Antiseptic, like bleach poured over something organic.

The door was open. Not ajar. Wide open, hanging from one hinge.

I went inside.

The living room was destroyed. Grandma’s rocking chair, the one she’d sat in every evening while I read her the newspaper, was overturned, one arm snapped. The bookshelf that held her magical newspapers was shattered, papers scattered like dead leaves across the carpet. Headlines I’d dismissed my entire life: CAULDRON FUTURES SURGE. VEILMONT RAISES TUITION. Now scattered across the floor of a ransacked house, proof of a world that had come for the woman who’d always told me it was real.

The kitchen was worse. Cabinets pulled from walls. Dishes shattered across the tile. The table where I’d eaten breakfast every morning for eighteen years, where she’d corrected the newspaper with information from “the real ones,” was splintered down the center. The chairs were knocked sideways. Her teacup, the blue one with the chipped handle that she’d used for as long as I could remember, was shattered on the floor.

And on every surface, on the walls, the floor, the ceiling, the remains of the furniture: white-light scorch marks. Cold, sterile, unmistakable. The same cold white that had filled the Zone of Pure Light. The same signature that had blazed from Aurelie’s possessed eyes.

The Puritan Lord’s mark. In my grandmother’s kitchen.

I searched the house. Every room. The bedroom where she’d read me stories about magical creatures until I fell asleep. The bathroom where she’d taught me to brush my teeth while Mr. Whiskers sat on the toilet and judged us. Mr. Whiskers was gone too. No body, no fur, no sign of a struggle beyond the general destruction. Either he’d fled when the door was broken, or they’d taken him along with her. The cat who my grandmother swore could talk, vanished alongside the woman who’d spent eighteen years being right about everything I’d dismissed.

The garden she’d tended every morning, the garden with plants that grew without watering, the garden I now understood had been magical this entire time, was untouched. Whoever had come for her hadn’t cared about the plants. They’d only cared about her.

Grandma was gone. Taken.

On the kitchen wall, burned into the paint in white light that still glowed faintly: THE LIGHT CLEANSES ALL.

I stood in the ruins of my grandmother’s kitchen and felt the world narrow to a point. The woman who’d raised me. Who’d told me about magic my whole life. Who’d cried when the letter came. Who’d said “go, and see, and come back and tell me I’m crazy.”

Gone. Taken by the thing I’d defeated but hadn’t destroyed.

“I have something that belongs to you,” the Puritan Lord had said.

Now I understood.

I called the university. My hands were steady. My voice was flat. The dark lord energy in my blood, the violet that flashed in my eyes, the power of six bonds and five specialties and a prophecy I hadn’t asked for, all of it went cold and hard and purposeful.

Dabbledough answered. “Come back immediately. You can’t find her alone.”

She was right. My witches were scattered for summer. My resources were limited. The Puritan Lord had struck at the one thing I couldn’t protect from Hexhaven: my last family.

I returned to the university.

The campus was empty. Summer silence. The corridors that had echoed with the full student body’s voices were hollow and still. The Great Hall was dark. The house tables were bare. The enchanted ceiling showed nothing but gray sky.

I walked through empty halls and felt the loneliness like a physical weight. No Kim. No Harmony. No Rika. No Solana. No Dracoona. Even Aurelie was sequestered in Ravenslop Tower, working with the recovering girls.

I was alone.

Then I reached the main entrance, and they were there.

Sylvara stood at the gates with three elf attendants. Silver-blue hair catching the evening light, violet eyes warm and steady, pointed ears framing a face of serene, unwavering devotion. The three attendants flanked her in a crescent, each as tall and ethereal as the next.

“We’re still here, Master Dana,” she said. “We never leave.”

She opened her arms. The attendants flanked her, smiling, beautiful, ethereal, PRESENT.

That night, the empty campus belonged to us.

The elves had prepared a feast on the grounds. Not in the Great Hall, not inside the hollow buildings. Outside, under stars, on the grass of the eastern lawn where enchanted fireflies drifted in lazy spirals. A low table of rich food. Floating candles casting honeyed light against the summer darkness.

Sylvara sat beside me. Her silver-blue hair fell across her shoulders like spun metal in the candlelight. “You are in pain,” she said simply. No hedging, no qualifications. “Let us ease it.”

“I lost my grandmother.”

“You will find her. You are the bearer of the Shaft of Destiny. You have built a coven that shattered a Puritan Lord’s trap. You will not stop for this.” She touched my cheek with cool, silk-smooth fingers. “But tonight, you do not need to fight. Tonight, you heal.”

She kissed me. Gentle. Reverent. The coolness of her lips warmed slowly, her body temperature adjusting to match mine as it did every time we touched. Elf skin started cool, almost silver in its temperature, and warmed through contact until it reached a perfect match: not hot, not cold, but exactly what you needed.

The attendant elves closed in around us, their hands gentle on my shoulders, my chest, my arms. Silver-blue hair everywhere, falling like liquid starlight. Violet eyes glowing softly in the candlelight, eight of them, four faces turned toward me with expressions of serene devotion so earnest they made the absurdity irrelevant.

They had names. I’d learned them over the months of visits: Elara, whose fingers were the most skilled at finding tension in muscles. Ninael, who hummed in frequencies that made the candlelight dance. Thessaly, whose silver-blue hair was a shade darker than the others’ and whose touch carried a warmth the other elves didn’t quite match, as if her blood ran closer to human temperature. And Sylvara, their leader, whose devotion was the deepest and whose patience was the product of centuries of waiting.

Sylvara undressed me under the stars. Her movements were sacred, each button undone like an act of prayer, each layer of fabric peeled away with the reverent patience of someone unwrapping something precious. The attendant elves supported me as I lay back on the grass, their hands and mouths tracing heat across my skin, mapping me with lips and fingertips.

Elara kissed along my ribs, her silver-blue hair trailing across my stomach. Ninael massaged my shoulders with strong, graceful hands, her humming creating vibrations that sank into muscle and bone and loosened everything they touched. Thessaly knelt beside me, her lips tracing my jaw, my neck, the hollow of my collarbone, her warmer-than-elf-standard skin leaving trails of heat against the cool night air. Sylvara positioned herself over me, her willowy body catching starlight, her silver-blue hair falling around us both like a curtain of woven moonlight.

She sank onto me slowly. Her pussy parted around my cock with the gradual yielding of someone who believed in savoring every fraction of an inch. Cool at first, then warming, her body adjusting to me, tightening around my shaft with the deliberate patience of an act rehearsed in centuries of waiting. Tenderness, not urgency. Patient, elvish devotion refined over generations into something approaching art.

But I didn’t lie still the way I had in that first encounter, overwhelmed and passive on silk cushions. I sat up beneath her, wrapped my arms around her waist, and pulled her against my chest. She gasped at the change. Her violet eyes went wide, her pussy clenching around me in surprise.

“Master Dana, you don’t need to…”

“I want to.” I kissed her throat, the hollow where her pulse beat silver-cool against my lips. Kissed the point of her ear, the delicate tip, and she shivered against me, her inner walls rippling around my cock. I set the rhythm. Slow, deep, lifting her hips and bringing her down, each descent burying me fully inside her warmth, feeling her build from cool to perfect as our bodies found a tempo that was mine, not hers.

She let me lead. The shift was subtle but profound: the devoted servant allowing her master to serve her in return, and the wonder in her violet eyes told me this had never happened. In centuries of giving, nobody had thought to give back. Her lips parted with quiet surprise each time I pulled her down, as though the depth of me inside her was something she wanted to study and memorize.

Elara straddled my face, positioning herself with fluid grace, her luminous hair falling around us like a curtain. I pulled her hips down and buried my tongue in her, the slick folds of her pussy parting against my mouth, her taste sweet and faintly metallic, and she moaned with silvery, musical sounds that blended with the night. I lapped at her in long, slow strokes, circling her clit with my tongue, and her sounds were different from the coven’s: not raw, not desperate, but melodic, each note of pleasure tuned to harmony with the others, ascending in gentle scales as I brought her closer.

Ninael kissed along my torso, her lips tracing the lines of muscle and bone, her tongue following paths of sensation. “Sha’vala torinn,” she whispered against my skin, her breath hot and cool in alternation. “Bearer of destiny. Shaft most worthy.” The words were sacred to her, and the absurdity of the title was tempered by the absolute sincerity with which she said it. They meant it. They’d waited generations for this, and the waiting had made the receiving sacred. Her hand found my base where I entered Sylvara, her slender fingers wrapping around the exposed length on each upstroke, stroking the slick junction where elf and human joined.

The pace was slow. Deliberate. Healing, not fighting. Sylvara’s body rose and fell above me with eternal patience, her tight pussy gripping and releasing in waves, unhurried because she had centuries and had chosen to spend this one making me feel whole. Her fingers traced my chest, reading the contours of my body the way she’d read me the first night, except now her touch carried the knowledge of months. She knew every inch of me, and her knowledge was expressed through the way her hips rolled at the angle that made my breath catch, the way she clenched at the exact moment of deepest penetration.

The elves rotated with fluid coordination. Sylvara lifted herself from me, my cock sliding free glistening in the candlelight, and Ninael took her place immediately. Her body was slightly different, her hips narrower, her pussy tighter, her rhythm faster, and she sank onto me with a breathy gasp and rode with eager enthusiasm, her violet eyes bright with joy rather than serenity, her smaller breasts bouncing with each roll of her hips. Thessaly and Elara flanked me, their mouths and hands never idle, one kissing my neck while the other traced her tongue along my hip, drawing sensation across my skin from opposite sides. Sylvara moved to my side, pressing her lips to my temple, murmuring, “Let go, Master Dana. Let us carry you tonight.”

I let go. The grief and the fear and the cold fury that had been coiling in my chest since I’d walked into my grandmother’s ransacked house released, not with a burst but with a slow exhale, like tension dissolving into warm water. The elves held me through it, Sylvara and her three attendants, four beautiful, impossible women whose devotion was the most reliable thing in my unreliable world. Ninael rode me through the release, her hips never faltering, her body warm where it had started cool, her pussy squeezing me in gentle, encouraging pulses.

“You are not alone,” Sylvara whispered. “You have never been alone since you arrived. And you will never be alone again.”

I came inside Ninael with a slow, deep release, my cock pulsing, filling her with warmth that she accepted with a soft sigh of completion, her inner walls milking each spurt from me with tender, rhythmic contractions. She held me gently through the aftershocks, her body warm where it had started cool, her violet eyes steady with the particular elf expression that meant: we see you. We serve you. We stay.

We lay in the grass afterward. Four elven women, their hair spread across the green lawn like threads of silver, violet eyes reflecting stars. The feast was half-eaten. The candles floated around us like attendant spirits. The campus was empty and quiet and, for this moment, peaceful.

I stared at the sky. The stars were clear, sharper than I’d ever seen them, as if the magical atmosphere above Hexhaven magnified everything.

Somewhere, in the space between the stars and the grief and the determination, my grandmother’s voice echoed: “Not yet. But you will be.”

Sylvara’s hand found mine in the grass. She held it gently, her cool fingers warming against my skin.

“Master Dana,” she said. “The summer is long. And we have much to prepare.”

“Yes,” I said. “We do.”

The stars turned above Hexhaven University. The candles floated. The elves were warm against my sides.

My grandmother was out there. The Puritan Lord had her. And summer was a long time, and I was not going to waste it.

Sylvara’s hand tightened around mine. “What shall we prepare for, Master Dana?”

“War,” I said. “We prepare for war.”

She smiled. Serene, certain, devoted. “Then we shall prepare magnificently.”


Thank you for reading!
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