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Chapter 1: Packing for Another Dimension

The portal was sitting on my kitchen table.

Not a full portal. A miniature version — a shimmering disc about the size of a dinner plate, suspended three inches above the wood, crackling faintly with energy that smelled like ozone and old libraries. Through it, I could see a sliver of purple sky and the jagged glint of something that looked like a crystal skyscraper. The image wobbled. Steadied. Wobbled again.

“That’s the Eighth Circle,” Morgana said. Her amber eyes were bright behind her glasses, gold-flecked and slightly feverish — the look she got after sixteen hours straight on the Constellation without admitting it. “Or at least, a direct line of sight through the gateway aperture into the sky above the Crimson Court.”

“You’re showing me the sky above your old courthouse.”

“I’m showing you the aperture is stable enough to resolve a fixed point through dimensional interference.” She took a slow sip of Barolo, because it was nine in the morning and Mr. Okonkwo had set aside two bottles for her, and she was nervous enough about tomorrow’s crossing to abandon her usual noon-or-later rule. “The sky was incidental.”

The little portal flickered. Purple. Purple. A gust of something that wasn’t Chicago wind — warmer, carrying a scent I couldn’t name — drifted out of the disc and across my counter. Kevin, who had been dozing under the table, lifted his head and sniffed. His nose worked. His tail thumped twice. Then he stood up, walked over to the kitchen table, and stared at the floating purple window like it had personally offended him.

“Kevin disapproves,” I said.

“Kevin has excellent instincts.” Morgana reached down and scratched behind his ear. The portal hiccuped. A tiny purple cloud puffed out, hit the stove hood, and dissipated with a faint wet pop. “He is correct to be skeptical. This is only a proof of concept. The real gateway will require all five seals in configuration.”

“And it’ll be bigger.”

“It will be a door, Jake. An actual door. Large enough for us to walk through without having to roll.”

Cherry walked into the kitchen.

Cherry had, at some point during the night, decided that the appropriate preparation for interdimensional travel was a two-piece outfit consisting of pink yoga shorts and a pink sports bra that had given up its structural duties somewhere around the third wash. Her hair was in twin space-buns. Her horns were decorated with tiny rhinestone stickers. Her tail had a small suitcase charm clipped to the spade.

She saw the portal. She shrieked.

“IT WORKS! MORGANA! IT WORKS!”

“It has been working for three days, Cherry.”

“BUT IT’S SO CUTE. LOOK AT IT. IT’S LIKE A LITTLE WINDOW. A PURPLE WINDOW.” She darted closer, leaned in so that her massive E-cups were approximately one centimeter from the shimmering surface, and stared through it with her heart-pupils blown wide. “Is that the SKY? Is that OUR sky? Can I wave at someone? HELLO DEMON REALM!”

“Cherry —”

“HELLO EIGHTH CIRCLE! WE’RE COMING TOMORROW! SAVE ME THE GOOD NECTAR!”

“Cherry, you are shouting into a dimensional aperture that Morgana built with reagents she had to smuggle out of an ancient archive —”

“SHE CAN HEAR ME, MORGANA, I KNOW IT.”

Morgana removed her glasses. Folded them. Pinched the bridge of her nose with the patience of a woman who had spent the last six months learning exactly how much of Cherry she could absorb before needing wine.

It was nine in the morning. She was already on her second glass — wine before noon, which meant Morgana was more anxious about this trip than she’d ever admit out loud.

“She cannot hear you, Cherry.”

“How do you know? Maybe demon realm succubi have better ears.”

“They do not have better ears than you.”

“EXACTLY. So if I have GOOD ears, THEY have GREAT ears. It’s LOGIC.”

I pushed off the counter and caught Cherry gently around her ridiculously small waist before she could lean any further into the portal and accidentally stuff her face into another dimension.

“How about we don’t put your head through the proof-of-concept.”

“But I want to SEE.”

“You’ll see tomorrow. The whole thing. In person. Six feet tall and walking around.”

Her tail swished. The little suitcase charm tinked against the pink spade. She turned in my arms, pressed her face against my chest, and vibrated with a full-body enthusiasm only Cherry could manufacture at a caffeine-free nine in the morning.

“Jake.”

“Cherry.”

“We’re going HOME.”

Her voice cracked on the word. Just a little. Just enough.

I wrapped my arms around her. She smelled like cotton candy and strawberries and, inexplicably, sunscreen. Her heavy chest pressed against my ribs hard enough to put a crease in my t-shirt. Her tail curled around my thigh, possessive and soft.

“Yeah,” I said. “Yeah, Cherry.”

“I haven’t been home in FOREVER. I haven’t been to the Nectar Quarter in FOREVER. I haven’t seen the meat vendors. Have you SEEN the meat vendors? They’re AMAZING.”

“The meat moves.”

“IT DOES! It’s the BEST!”

Morgana closed her journal. Picked up the little portal with both hands, as careful as a woman holding a soap bubble, and carried it toward the spare room Raven had begun calling the war room ever since Raven’s perimeter maps had migrated from the fridge to an entire wall. The portal bobbed obediently in her grip.

“I am going to stabilize this in the anchor field for tonight,” she said. “I suggest we do not disturb it further until the actual departure sequence.”

“Wait —” Cherry said.

“No.”

“I just want to wave ONE more time.”

“No.”

Morgana and the portal vanished into the war room. Cherry pouted against my chest for precisely two seconds before remembering she was excited about something, which was usually how Cherry emotions worked — three second shelf life, maximum.

“Jake. Jake, Jake, Jake.”

“Cherry, Cherry, Cherry.”

“I have to finish packing.”

“You’ve been packing for three days.”

“I have SEVENTEEN OUTFITS. I need to finalize the rotation. Sera is HELPING.” She pulled back, beamed at me, and ping-ponged out of the kitchen toward the living room where I could already hear Sera’s quiet, patient voice saying something like “Cherry, you do not need the swimsuit,” and Cherry’s immediate response of “BUT WHAT IF THERE IS A POOL.”

Kevin looked up at me. His golden eyes were mournful in the way that only a dog who had figured out something bad was happening could manage. His ears drooped.

“You knew,” I said. “Didn’t you, buddy.”

He put his chin on my foot and sighed the sigh of a dog betrayed.

I reached down and scratched behind his ear. His tail thumped once, grudging.

“Yeah, buddy. Yeah. But you can’t come. It’s another dimension. You’re a very good dog, but you’re also a dog, and dogs do not —”

Kevin made a sound. A single low whine that somehow contained the entire moral weight of every time he’d ever saved our lives by barking at a Warden or a Banisher or a door that had opened incorrectly.

“You’re a very good dog who already saved us twice,” I amended. “But we can’t bring you into —”

Another whine.

I crouched down. Got eye level. Scratched under his chin where he liked it. His tail thumped properly. His mournfulness upgraded to wounded.

“Mrs. Peterson is going to spoil you rotten. Voss is going to feed you pizza crust. You’re going to have the best week of your life and we’re going to come home and you’re going to tell us all about it with your eyes.”

He licked my nose. Once. Forgiving, if not pleased.

“That’s my guy.”

My phone buzzed.

Mia: mom asked if you were coming for thanksgiving I said you were busy with work stuff is that still accurate

Mia: also Cherry is doing a tiktok live where she’s packing ‘for vacation’ and I’m watching in real time and she just held up a leather harness and said “first aid” and I need an explanation

Mia: a SECOND harness

Mia: oh god she has a box labeled MEMORIES with like seventeen pairs of boots in it

I sighed. Typed back.

Me: tell mom I’ll call her. Cherry is Cherry. Don’t watch the live, you’ll just encourage her.

Mia: too late already encouraging her she made me co-host for four minutes she called me “her bestie from Earth” on camera

Mia: Jake what is this VACATION

I stared at the phone for a long moment. The little dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Mia: is it illegal

Me: it is not illegal

Mia: is it weird

Me: …define weird

Mia: JAKE

I put the phone face down on the counter.

Mia didn’t know. Not really. She knew her brother had “roommates,” that some of them were “European,” that Cherry was “her favorite person on the planet and probably a genius.” Mia’s Glow Up Era brand had ballooned to a hundred thousand followers, her podcast — the one that had dropped Cherry’s trending episode — kept climbing, and Mia had started introducing herself at parties as “the intern to the internet’s favorite confidence witch,” which was a phrase that had sent Morgana into genuine coughing fits and gotten Cherry a small fan club of college freshmen who had started dressing in pink. Mia adored Cherry. She’d spent hours on our couch filming cutdowns of Cherry’s lives. She’d learned to do her eyeliner from Cherry. She’d absorbed the accent — the weird lilting one nobody could quite place — without ever asking where it was from.

Mia did not know that her brother was an incubus. That his girlfriends were exile demons from a purple-skied city. That Kevin was registered with an interdimensional authority as a tax-exempt familiar. That Voss, the perfectly-chewing-seventeen-times bureaucrat who was coming by this afternoon with more forms, was an inter-dimensional lawyer who had been practicing for four hundred years.

Mia had come close, once or twice. Cherry had nearly slipped six different times. I had caught most of them. The containment circle shadows on the living room floor had been explained away as “art.” The sigil decorations in the hallway were “Raven’s project.”

Morgana’s position was that Mia should know. Cherry’s position was that Mia was already halfway there. Raven’s position was that civilian families got hurt when they knew too much. Lyra’s position was that Mia was family and family deserved truth — but timing mattered.

My position was that I was going to the demon realm in twenty-four hours and I did not have time to come out to my sister as a supernatural entity from Chicago’s Near North Side.

I flipped the phone back over.

Me: it’s a work trip. I’ll be back in a week. Tell mom I’ll call her Sunday.

Mia: work trip to WHERE

Me: out of the country

Mia: WHAT COUNTRY

I stared at the little keyboard. Estonia had been burned. Greenland was worse. Morgana’s advice had been to pick somewhere obscure enough that Mia wouldn’t have a friend who’d been there and specific enough that the lie had weight.

Me: Luxembourg. For a consulting thing. I’ll call you when I’m back.

Mia: JACOB ANDREW MORRISON

Mia: you do NOT do consulting

Mia: you do IT support from your couch

Mia: what

I put the phone down. Picked up Kevin. He was far too large to be picked up, a point he made by going deadweight against my chest, but I carried him to the couch anyway. He tolerated the indignity. He usually did.

“We’re in trouble,” I told him.

His tail thumped against the cushion. Forgivingly.



Raven had the war room.

“War room” was generous. It was the spare bedroom that had been Sera’s until three weeks ago, when Sera had quietly begun sleeping in the main bedroom with the rest of us in a nest of pillows and blankets Raven built for her on the floor next to the bed. The war room was now Raven’s operation — maps on the wall, shadow-written notes that only she could read, three rolls of duct tape, and a large suitcase on the bed that Raven was packing with approximately zero regard for the luggage allowance on the interdimensional transit forms Voss had provided.

She was holding a knife.

“Raven.”

“Hmm.”

“You can’t bring that.”

“This isn’t a knife. It’s a ceremonial letter opener.”

“It’s fourteen inches long.”

“Letters in the demon realm are longer.”

I leaned against the doorframe. She was in black leggings, a cropped black tank top, and nothing else, her thick hips and cinched waist making my eyes do the thing they always did when I wasn’t expecting to see her thick hips and nipped-in waist. Her obsidian horns were freshly polished. Her black-and-purple hair was pushed back off her face with a small metal clip shaped like a raven. Her shadows drifted lazily around the suitcase like they were helping her inventory.

“What else is in there,” I said.

She didn’t look up. “A second knife.”

“Raven.”

“A short knife. For short letters.”

“Raven —”

“Pepper spray. Three flash bangs I borrowed from a friend — don’t ask. My emergency kit. A burner phone that won’t work in the demon realm but which I feel better knowing I have. Floss. Two books. The photograph of you from last summer that I keep even though you don’t know I keep it, which I am now telling you I keep because you’re going to see me pack it and I refuse to explain later. And a pint of mint chocolate chip.”

“A pint of —”

“From the freezer. Sealed. Double-bagged. In an insulated pouch I bought specifically.”

“Raven. It’s not going to survive the transit.”

Her violet eyes lifted. Went flat. Went offended.

“What.”

“Morgana said the temperature differential in the aperture is —”

“She did not mention this.”

“She mentioned it. You were polishing a knife.”

Raven stared at the suitcase. At the insulated pouch already nested carefully between two folded tank tops. Then at me. Her mouth opened. Closed. Opened again.

“Jake.”

“I know.”

“I bought that pint specifically.”

“Yeah.”

“I was going to eat it in another dimension. I was going to sit on a rooftop in the Eighth Circle and eat mint chocolate chip out of the carton with a plastic spoon and look at three moons and it was going to be the best moment of my entire year.”

“Raven —”

“This is a tragedy, Jake. This is a genuine tragedy. I am in mourning.”

“I will buy you a pint the minute we’re back.”

“Two pints.”

“Two pints.”

“And a sundae. A stupid one. With the little umbrella.”

“Deal.”

She removed the pint from the suitcase with the care of a pallbearer, set it on the nightstand, and stared at it for a long second like she was saying goodbye to a friend.

“You have a photograph of me.”

“I have a photograph of you.”

“Which one.”

“The one where you’re laughing at something Kevin did and you don’t know I took it.”

I walked over to the bed. She was still looking into the suitcase, arranging the contents with the focus of a woman who did not want to make eye contact. Her cheeks were faintly pink. Her tail was curled tight around her ankle.

I kissed the top of her head. Right between the horns.

“Bring the knife,” I said.

“Both knives.”

“Both knives. Not the flash bangs.”

“Jake —”

“Not the flash bangs, Raven. We’re trying not to start a war.”

“Fine.” She stabbed the long knife into the side of the suitcase with a theatrical sigh, which told me the flash bangs were coming anyway. Her violet eyes flicked up to me for the briefest moment. “Anything else, idiot?”

“Bring the photograph.”

“I was going to.”

“Good.” I pushed her hair back behind a delicate ear. “I love you, you know that.”

Her tail unwound from her ankle, curled up her leg, and wrapped gently around my wrist. She still didn’t quite meet my eyes. Raven’s walls were down, had been down for months. But she had a particular relationship with the phrase I love you. She’d pretend she hadn’t heard it. Then, forty-five minutes later, in the middle of the night, she’d sigh and roll over and tuck herself tighter against whichever of us she was sleeping next to.

“Yeah. Yeah, idiot. I know.” Her voice was rough. “Go check on Sera. She hasn’t packed anything.”

“On it.”

I left her with her knives and her borrowed contraband and her secret photograph. The shadows in the war room settled affectionately back around her ankles as I closed the door behind me.



Sera was in the living room.

She was sitting on the floor next to an empty duffel bag, cross-legged, a steaming mug of hot chocolate held in both hands the way she always held her hot chocolate. Her silver-white hair was braided in two long plaits down her back — Cherry’s work, neater every week, a ritual the two of them performed in the mornings now. Her oversized sweater had slipped down over one shoulder. Kevin was asleep with his head on her thigh.

The duffel bag was open. Empty.

Cherry was on the couch behind her, folding seventeen outfits into seventeen ziploc bags, and telling a running commentary about the respective advantages of each ensemble for specific demon realm contexts.

“This is the Nectar Quarter daywear. This is the Nectar Quarter NIGHTwear. This is if we go to a pleasure house —”

“Cherry.”

” — this is if we go to a FANCY pleasure house — ”

“Cherry.”

” — this is for the Spire Gardens, pink is very important for the Spire Gardens, the flowers respond to it, I read it in — ”

“CHERRY.”

Cherry blinked up at me, mid-fold, holding what appeared to be a sheer pink bodysuit with strategic cutouts. “Yes?”

“Stop narrating and help Sera pack.”

Cherry looked at Sera. Looked at the empty duffel bag. Put the pink bodysuit down with the respectful care of a woman setting aside a precious artifact.

“Sera. Bug. You haven’t put anything in.”

Sera’s eyes were on the bag. She hadn’t touched her hot chocolate in several minutes. Her knuckles were white around the mug.

“I don’t know what to bring,” she said quietly.

I sat down on the floor next to her. The hardwood was cold. Kevin’s tail whumped against my knee in greeting without him opening his eyes.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

“You don’t have to bring anything if you don’t want to.”

“It’s my —” She exhaled. Slow. Controlled. The muscles of her jaw worked. “It’s my home. I haven’t been home in —” She stopped. Tried again. “In three years. I don’t have a home there anymore. I don’t know what to put in the bag.”

Raven appeared in the doorway of the war room. I hadn’t heard her move. She almost never made noise anymore — her Silent Movement was reflexive, like a cat, something her body did without asking permission. She crossed the living room in two silent steps and sank down onto the floor behind Sera, knees on either side of her sister’s body, arms coming around Sera’s shoulders from behind.

Sera leaned back into her. Just a little.

“You don’t need to bring anything,” Raven said. Her voice was low and rough and careful. “Everything you need is already there, little sister. Your world is waiting for you. You don’t pack for that. You just go.”

Sera closed her eyes.

They stayed like that for a long moment. Cherry had gone still on the couch above them, the pink bodysuit forgotten in her lap. I put my hand on Kevin’s back. The golden retriever breathed slowly under my palm.

Then Sera opened her eyes. Set her hot chocolate down on the floor. Picked up the duffel bag. Walked into the kitchen without a word. Came back thirty seconds later with a single cardboard canister clutched to her chest.

She put it in the bag. Zipped the bag.

“Hot chocolate mix,” she said. “The good kind. From the grocery store. They won’t have it there.”

Raven snorted. It was almost a laugh. She pulled her sister in tighter.

“You’re bringing cocoa to another dimension.”

“Yes.”

“My sister.”

“Yes.”

“I’m proud of you.”

Sera’s eyes watered. She didn’t cry. The almost-smile was there, though — the one that had taken her six weeks to relearn. She reached up and patted the arm Raven had slung around her throat.

Cherry, on the couch, made a noise that would have been a squeal if she’d let it out. She didn’t. She just pressed her hands to her face and vibrated.

“Can I braid your hair again tomorrow,” she whispered to Sera.

“Yes.”

“Can I put a RIBBON in it.”

“Yes.”

“A PINK ribbon?”

“A pink ribbon.”

“OH my GODS —”

“Not loud.”

“Not loud not loud not loud.” Cherry pressed both hands to her mouth. Went perfectly silent. Vibrated even harder.

I got up quietly. Kevin’s head slid off my leg and onto the rug. He did not wake.



Lyra was on the fire escape.

I found her with her elbows on the railing, chin in her hands, staring down at the alley three floors below. She was in one of my hoodies — the gray one, which she had claimed as hers within ten days of moving in and which she still stole back whenever I tried to wear it. Her blonde hair was loose and shining in the late morning light. Her delicate ivory horns were catching it too. Her spaded tail was draped over the railing, swinging gently.

Through the Soulbound bond, she was a tangle of feelings — anticipation, anxiety, wonder, a soft ache I couldn’t immediately identify.

I climbed through the window. Closed it behind me. Stepped up beside her and copied her posture, forearms on the rail.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

Her eyes had gone that particular shade of blue — the one she got when she was holding something back. I waited.

“Are you nervous?” she said finally.

“About going to another dimension with four succubi and a defected Banisher, to talk our way into a living library that might kill us for being rude, while a political faction tries to have us assassinated, in order to investigate a gateway that nobody in history fully understands, without Kevin?”

“Mmm.”

“Extremely.”

She laughed. Just a small one. The spade of her tail brushed my forearm and settled there — automatic, unconscious, the way her body always reached for mine when her thoughts got heavy.

“I felt it through the bond,” she said. “You’re doing the thing where you’re telling jokes about it so you don’t have to feel it.”

“That’s one of my best things.”

“Yeah.” She leaned her head against my shoulder. Her horn pressed gently against my collarbone. “Jake. I’m going home tomorrow.”

I put my arm around her. Pulled her in.

“Yeah.”

“I was standing in the Crimson Court garden when the light took me. I was arranging starfire blossoms for Lady Veraline’s sealing ceremony. I remember the sound my shoes made on the marble. I remember complaining — out loud, to no one — that the pollen was making my nose itch.” Her voice was quiet. Not sad. Just precise. “And then light. Falling. Your apartment.”

“And water,” I said. “Because you looked like you needed water.”

“And water.” She turned her face into my shoulder. “I’m scared, Jake.”

“Of what?”

“Of —” She breathed out. “Of it being the same. And of it being different. I don’t know which would be worse.”

“Yeah.”

We stood there on the fire escape and let the cold Chicago wind move between us for a minute. A bus hissed past down on the street. Somewhere a few blocks over, an elevated train rumbled. The city smelled like late November — exhaust and fried onions from the place on the corner and the distant bite of the lake.

I tried to remember what it had been like, a few months ago, before any of this. Before the first time my kitchen had filled with purple light and an unconscious blonde girl with horns had landed in my apartment and my life had gotten better in ways I did not deserve.

I couldn’t remember it properly. The memory was thin. Theoretical. This life — Lyra’s warmth against my side, Cherry’s voice through the open window, Raven’s shadows in my spare room, Morgana’s Barolo at nine in the morning, Kevin — this life was the real one now.

“You know what you are to me,” I said. Not a question.

She squeezed my wrist. Didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to.

“I’m going to keep you safe.”

She nodded against my shoulder.

Her fingers found mine on the railing. She interlaced them. Her other hand cupped my jaw and turned my face toward her. Her eyes glistened but held steady — blue and certain and close enough to count the flecks of light in them.

“Come inside,” she said. “I want you. Now. If we’re going to another dimension tomorrow, I want you tonight. And I want you this afternoon too. And probably again before dinner.”

“Demanding.”

“Soulbound.”

“Fair.”

She pulled me in through the window.



The bedroom was cool and smelled like honeysuckle and vanilla and the faint lingering pink of Cherry’s perfume — Cherry had gotten into the bedroom this morning for reasons none of us fully understood and had left a glittery trail across the dresser.

Lyra closed the bedroom door with her tail. She didn’t even turn around.

Her hoodie came off first. Mine. Now hers. She pulled it up over her head and the motion lifted her perky, perfect tits free and her tail caught the hem and flipped it neatly onto the chair by the bed. Her blonde hair fell back around her shoulders. Her cheeks were already pink.

I watched her for a second. She noticed — felt my attention land on her the way she always did. Her blush deepened — spread down her throat, across her collarbones, pink bleeding toward the tops of her breasts. Her nipples tightened visibly in the cool air.

“Are you just going to stare,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Jake.”

“You’re gorgeous.”

The pink spread further. She bit the inside of her cheek. Her tail curled shyly at her ankle even now, after everything. That was the thing about Lyra. She could be Soulbound, she could know me down to the marrow, she could feel my thoughts before I’d finished them — and she still blushed when I looked at her too long.

I closed the distance in two steps.

My hands found her waist first. Warm. Her skin was always warmer than mine, a faint degree or two, the succubus thing I’d stopped registering as unusual months ago. I pulled her in against me. She inhaled sharply, pressing closer.

Her nerves fluttered against my awareness — anticipation, a thread of worry about tomorrow, and underneath it all Lyra’s need to reassure and be reassured through contact.

I kissed her.

Slow. Lingering. Her mouth was soft and sweeter than anything Earth made. Her hands came up into my hair, tangled in it, pulled me in deeper. Her leg hooked around my thigh, anchoring herself. Her small horns bumped my forehead and she made a tiny embarrassed sound and tried to angle her head and I caught the back of her neck and tilted her exactly where I wanted her.

I felt her melt — felt it in my own chest, a warm loosening that was hers and mine at once.

“Jake —”

“Shh.”

“I feel everything you’re feeling and you feel everything I’m feeling and the loop —”

“I know, sweetheart.”

” — it makes the whole room — ”

“Let it.”

I stripped her slowly. Hoodie already gone. I peeled her soft cotton shorts down her hips and let them pool at her ankles. No underwear. She’d stopped bothering with underwear at home months ago, something Cherry had lobbied for relentlessly and which had finally won out when even Raven admitted the no-underwear rule made the apartment feel more like home.

She was bare in front of me now. Porcelain pale, pink-flushed from chin to sternum, small perky tits with pink nipples already stiff, the delicate curve of her waist, the little blonde patch of hair between her legs, her spaded tail curled tight around her calf.

I eased her onto the bed.

“Tell me what you want.”

Her blush darkened. “You know what I want.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“You know —”

“Lyra.” I was braced over her now, hand by her head, the other thumb brushing across one of her tight little nipples. She pressed up into my touch, eyes fluttering shut. Her pulse jumped against my awareness. “Tell me.”

“I want you inside me,” she breathed. “I want your mouth on me first. I want — I want you to go slow. I want to cry a little. I want — I want —”

“I love you.”

“I want you to say that exactly like that again afterward.”

“Deal.”

I kissed my way down her body. Her throat. Her collarbone. The sweet pink flush of her upper chest. I took one nipple into my mouth and sucked, slow, and her pleasure punched into me like sunlight — the Soulbound connection carrying every sensation as if it were my own. I felt her sensation doubled — the warmth of my mouth on her nipple and the warmth of her nipple in my mouth, and underneath both, the low thrum of her readiness and the answering ache in my own body.

She was already wet when I worked my way down and pushed her thighs gently apart. Her skin there was softer than satin and warm and flushed pink. I kissed the crease of her hip. She made a small frustrated sound. I kissed the inside of her thigh. She made a louder one.

“Jake — stop teasing —”

“Not teasing. Savoring.”

“There is no DIFFERENCE.”

I laughed against her skin. Her hips jerked. Then I lowered my mouth to her pussy and her whole body lifted off the mattress, straining toward me.

She was sweet. Sweeter than anything. The taste of her hit me doubled, echoed back and magnified — her pleasure at my mouth on her and the ghost sensation in my own mouth of how she tasted to herself, a strange recursive knot I’d learned to ride without losing the thread. I licked her slowly from her entrance to her clit. Her thighs trembled. Her hands fisted in the sheets.

“Jake —”

“Shh.”

“I — I can’t —”

“Yes you can.”

I sucked her clit between my lips and her body jolted. I flattened my tongue and slid it up her entire slit and her tail curled tight around my bicep and squeezed. Her hips lifted off the bed, trying to get more pressure, and I pinned them down with my forearm across her lower belly and kept her exactly where I wanted her.

Her pleasure built against my awareness like rising water. Not a slow curve. A rising staircase, her breath catching on every step. I could feel her rushing toward it faster than usual — the anticipation of tomorrow, the bond loop amplifying everything, the way she’d been thinking about this for three hours already and hadn’t said anything.

“I’m — Jake, I’m going to —”

“Go.”

I flicked my tongue over her clit once, twice, and she came.

Squirting.

She always squirted now. That first shy discovery was months behind us. But this one — this one was harder than usual. A rush of hot wet that soaked my jaw and the sheets and dripped down my chin as her spine bowed off the mattress and her wings spasmed against the sheets and her eyes flew wide and her tail lashed and her voice broke on a small high cry.

The orgasm hit me from inside her — a white-gold burst that echoed back and made my own breath catch.

She collapsed. Panting. Flushed. Soaked. Glowing.

“Jake —”

“Yeah. I felt it.”

“Come here.”

I crawled up her body. She caught my face in her hands and kissed me, tasting herself on my mouth, not caring, pulling me closer. Her legs wrapped around my hips. Her need pulsed hot and immediate against my awareness — now, now, please, now.

I lined up. Pushed in slow. Her pussy was so wet it was almost impossible not to just slide straight to the hilt, but I made myself go slow anyway, inch by inch, letting her feel it, letting her body stretch around me the way she liked.

Her eyes rolled back. I felt her tail cinch around my waist, tight and desperate.

“Oh — oh — Jake —”

“Right here. Not going anywhere.”

I started to move.

Slow, at first. Deep. Her small perfect tits bounced gently with every thrust, pink nipples still stiff, her blush glowing down her chest and belly. Her hands gripped my shoulders. Her legs locked around me, tight and possessive, like she was afraid I’d disappear.

The feedback loop started to build between us. My pleasure at the tight hot grip of her pussy fed back into her, doubled by her own pleasure at being filled, and that doubled pleasure fed back into me, and on and on, building faster than sensation alone could build, a recursive swell that made my breath shorten and my hips speed up without my permission.

“Faster,” she whispered. “Please — I need —”

“I know.”

I braced my forearms on either side of her head and gave her what she needed. Harder. Deeper. Her pussy was clenching around me, already starting to flutter, her second orgasm building fast on the heels of the first. Her head tipped back. Her mouth fell open. Her blonde hair was spread across my pillow like spilled gold.

“Jake — I’m close — again — so fast —”

“Come for me.”

“But — the bond — it’ll take you with me —”

“Good. Let go.”

Her whole body went rigid beneath me. Her pussy CLAMPED around me. She squirted again, hot and wet, soaking both of us, and the bond loop hit me like a wave — her orgasm crashing into mine, her pleasure flooding my nerves, her certainty that she loved me and would love me through every dimension and tomorrow and forever all pouring into me at once.

I came inside her. Hard. Thrusting deep through the aftershocks. My cock pulsed against her walls and I felt every pulse from both sides. Her nails dug into my shoulders. Her tail locked against my hip hard enough to leave a mark.

Her seal flared on her lower back. I couldn’t see it from this angle but I felt it — the warm golden glow of it, radiating through her skin, the Constellation’s quiet acknowledgment that she was mine and I was hers and this was what the pattern wanted.

A soft [System] ping brushed the edge of my awareness.

[Constellation Gateway: Preparation confirmed. Transit window stable. Bond resonance calibrated. Estimated stability: 7 Earth days.]

I rolled carefully onto my side and pulled her with me. She tucked her face into the crook of my neck. Her breath was still shaky. Her skin was glowing faintly, the way it always did right after.

“I love you,” I said. “Exactly like that.”

She laughed into my throat. It was a wet laugh. A little crying, a little happy.

“Thank you.”

“I’m yours.” She nestled closer. “Jake?”

“Mmm.”

“Don’t let me get lost there.”

I tightened my arm around her.

“Never.”



Aldric arrived mid-afternoon.

He knocked. Aldric always knocked, even though he’d been in the apartment a hundred times by now and technically had standing keycard access through Voss’s paperwork. He knocked because he’d been raised in the Crimson Court and because knocking was what a gentleman did when entering another man’s dwelling, and because the one time he’d phased in through the wall by accident Cherry had thrown a shoe at him and he had Learned.

I opened the door. Aldric was in his human glamour — dark wool coat, gloves, the respectable suit he wore when he wanted Chicago to ignore him. His silver hair was neatly combed. His eyes were gray and steady. Under one arm he carried a leather folio embossed with the seal of the old reform council.

“Jake.”

“Come in.”

“Thank you.”

He stepped inside, removed his coat with the careful precision of a man who had never in his life shoved a coat into a corner, and hung it on the peg by the door. He looked faintly uncomfortable. Aldric always looked faintly uncomfortable indoors on Earth, like the ceilings were too low and the air too domestic. He had once described my kitchen as “endearingly small,” which from Aldric was the equivalent of a rave review.

I led him to the kitchen table. Morgana was already there, journal open, the little portal safely stabilized in the war room. Raven drifted in from the hallway on silent feet. Lyra came in from the hallway with her hoodie sleeves pulled over her hands. Cherry bounced in last, saw Aldric, and squeaked “Uncle Crimson,” which was a nickname she had assigned him two weeks ago and which Aldric had stopped fighting.

“Cherry.”

“Aldric.”

“I have come to make the formal case for the trip.”

Cherry blinked. “We already said yes.”

“I am aware. I am making the case anyway. It is a matter of protocol. I have been preparing the argument since Tuesday and I would like to deliver it.”

Morgana poured him a glass of Barolo without being asked. Aldric accepted it with a small, grateful nod, set his folio on the table, and unclipped it with the gravity of a man presenting treaty documents at a summit.

“One. The gateway is stable. Morgana’s anchor field has held for six days without drift. The transit window is the longest we will see this cycle and the next comparable window is not for fourteen months.”

“Two,” Morgana said quietly.

“Two. The reform council has issued a formal invitation. This is significant. A formal invitation grants us diplomatic protection within the boundaries of the Crimson Court. Without it, we would be entering as unregistered exiles and Jake as an incubus of uncertain status, which would expose us to any hardliner who wished to file a grievance under the old statutes.”

“Three,” Raven said.

“Three. The archives. Priya has agreed, in principle, to grant us reading access under diplomatic courtesy. This is unprecedented. No incubus has ever read in the Crimson Court’s archives. The information potentially available there about the Constellation cannot be obtained on Earth, by any means we have attempted, in any amount of time.”

“Four,” Lyra said softly.

“Four. Conscience. There are old files I would like us to be in a position to request, if the opportunity presents itself. I am not yet prepared to be specific, and I may never be, depending on what the archives will let us see. I only mention it because the trip offers a chance that has not existed in a long time, and I would not want us to discover afterward that we could have asked a question and did not.”

The kitchen was quiet.

Aldric turned a page in the folio. Took a careful sip of Barolo. Set the glass down exactly in the center of its coaster.

“Five. Personal. I have not been home in eighty years. I am asking to accompany you not only as your political contact but as —” his voice caught, very faintly, on the word, ” — as someone who would like to see his city again before the hardliners make it impossible. I understand if the personal request is insufficient to alter your plans. I offer it anyway, for the record.”

Cherry, on the counter, was crying silently. She was not making a production of it — for Cherry that meant she was genuinely overcome. Her pink hand covered her mouth. Her heart-pupils were full of water.

Morgana reached across the table and put her hand over Aldric’s on the folio.

“Aldric.”

“Yes.”

“You had us at one.”

He exhaled. It was the closest thing to relief I had ever seen on Aldric’s face.

“Thank you.”

“You did not need to make the case.”

“I needed to make the case. I was raised to make the case.”

“You did. And I am very glad.”

Voss arrived forty minutes later with Form 52-A in triplicate and an oversized envelope tucked under his arm. He chewed his bite of apple seventeen times — I counted — set the core neatly in the compost, and produced the envelope with ceremony.

“Mr. Morrison. Before we process the transit papers, I have one additional document to request your signature on.”

“What is it?”

“Guardianship of Kevin during your absence.” He slid the form across the table. “Mrs. Peterson has already co-signed as primary caregiver. I have signed as the legal sponsor-of-record. The form requires only your countersignature.”

I picked up the pen. Signed.

Voss accepted the form back, placed it neatly into its own folder — a folder labeled, in Voss’s careful handwriting, KEVIN. The next folder over was labeled ALL OTHER BUSINESS. I had never been more moved by filing in my life.

“Mr. Voss.”

“Yes, Mr. Morrison.”

“Thank you. For this.”

His mouth twitched. A very small amount. It was the Voss equivalent of a beaming grin.

“You are most —”

Kevin, who had been lying under the kitchen table through the entire signing ceremony with his chin on his paws and the quiet air of a dog conducting his own parallel meeting, chose that moment to get up. He padded around the table legs with the unhurried dignity of a civil servant on lunch break. He stopped at Voss’s shoe. He sniffed the crease in the trouser. He looked up once, briefly, for permission. Then he licked the back of Voss’s hand — one careful, deliberate swipe, from wrist to knuckle, with the gravity of a seal being stamped.

Voss went very still.

He looked down at the dog. Kevin looked back up at him, tail swishing once against the linoleum, eyes enormous and guileless and patient.

Voss produced a small notebook from an interior pocket. Produced a pen. Wrote, in his careful handwriting, a single line.

“Affection: received,” he said aloud as he wrote. “Filing under — morale.” He closed the notebook. Returned it to the pocket. Inclined his head to Kevin with more formality than most men reserved for heads of state. “Thank you, Kevin. Good day, Mr. Morrison.”

He left.

Lyra, watching him go, said quietly, “He loves Kevin.”

“Voss loves Kevin,” I agreed.

“I am going to cry about that later.”

“I’ll cry with you.”

She slipped down the hall.



I found Lyra in our bedroom twenty minutes later, sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of a stack of books. Old books. Human books — a few I recognized from secondhand stores, most I didn’t, all with cracked spines and dust jackets faded by decades of library circulation. Titles like A Traveller’s Guide to the Infernal Realms and Demonology for the Modern Scholar and Eight Circles: A Complete Geography and one, truly magnificent, simply called DEMONS! in red block letters with an illustration of something that was very clearly a cow wearing a cape.

She was reading with her lip caught between her teeth. Her delicate ivory horns were tipped forward in concentration.

“Lyra.”

“Mm.”

“What are those.”

“Research.”

“Lyra.”

“I went to four used bookshops yesterday. I wanted to know what humans thought the demon realm looked like.” She turned a page. Her expression was somewhere between wonder and mortal offense. “Jake. They are all wrong. All of them. This one — this one says the Eighth Circle is made of ice.”

“Dante.”

“Dante is incorrect.”

“I know.”

“This one says succubi have bat wings and steal men’s vitality in their sleep.”

“Also incorrect.”

“Bat wings, Jake. Have you ever seen me with bat wings.”

“You have tiny useless wings that I love very much.”

“They are vestigial and beautiful and not bats.” She closed the book with a firm snap. “This one is better. This one has a whole chapter about the Crimson Court but it thinks we have two moons. There are three.”

“There are.”

“And this one —” she held up DEMONS! with the cow-cape cover, ” — this one is unhinged from reality but the pictures are charming and I am bringing it.”

“You’re bringing the cow book to the demon realm.”

“I am bringing all of them to the demon realm. I want to show Priya. I want Priya to have them in the archive. I want a shelf in the Crimson Court’s collection labeled Humans, Attempts by. I want it to be possible for a succubus in a thousand years to read DEMONS! and know that we were loved even when we were misunderstood.”

I sat down next to her on the floor. She leaned her head against my shoulder. Her hoodie was still mine. She settled against me with a warm, familiar weight.

“You’re going to give Priya a book with a cow on the cover.”

“I am going to give Priya DEMONS! with solemn ceremony and I am going to watch her read the back jacket and I am going to remember it for the rest of my life.”

“You are a librarian at heart.”

“I was a lady-in-waiting and an attendant and now I am a reader, Jake. The library is the best thing humans and the demon realm have in common, and I want us to have it with them too.”

I pressed my lips to the crown of her head, where her golden hair parted around the base of her horns.

“Bring the cow book.”

“I am.”

“Bring all of them.”

“I am.”



That night, after Voss came by and collected his signed forms (in triplicate, one for each ink color), after Morgana reviewed the Constellation anchor one final time and wrapped three bottles of Mr. Okonkwo’s Barolo in two spare cashmere sweaters and a hand towel with the careful reverence most people reserved for infants or unexploded ordnance — “the demon realm has many wines,” she had said, “and none of them are this one” — the apartment began its long process of settling down. Cherry reduced her packing from seventeen outfits to twelve and then back to seventeen and then finally to fifteen after Raven physically sat on the suitcase. Sera put the cocoa canister into the duffel bag twice just to make sure it was still there. Mrs. Peterson came by with two tins of cookies and a tearful announcement that she would be personally overseeing Kevin’s care. And then, after all of that, the apartment got quiet.

I stood in the living room alone.

Mrs. Peterson had come for Kevin a little before bedtime. She’d crouched in our hallway in her slippers to scratch behind his ears and whisper “come on, sweet boy,” and he’d padded after her without a single look back. She’d carry him across the hall and feed him organic salmon treats and let him sleep on her guest room bed and she would cry a little and he would lick the tears off her cheek because that was his job. The not looking back was the part that got me. Not the leaving. Like he’d already decided this was fine.

I walked into the main bedroom alone and the foot of the bed was empty.

Four succubi were on the bed — Lyra curled under my arm on the left, Cherry sprawled diagonally across the middle because Cherry sprawled diagonally across every surface she occupied, Raven at the edge with her arms folded over a pillow, Morgana on the far side with her reading glasses still on and her journal open on her chest. Sera was in the armchair by the window with her hot chocolate, watching us, her silver-white braids catching the streetlights.

The foot of the bed was still empty. My eye kept going back to it. The mattress was flat where a sixty-pound golden retriever normally made a comma-shaped dent. No comma. No dent. No Kevin.

It felt wrong without the dog.

The ceiling was a ceiling.

I stared at it.

Four succubi. One almost-sister. An armchair full of Sera. A dog who wasn’t going to be at the foot of the bed tomorrow. A world of paperwork in triplicate on the kitchen table. A miniature portal stabilized in the war room. A date with destiny in the morning.

I should have been terrified.

Instead, I was grinning at the ceiling like an idiot.

“Let’s go see where they’re from,” I said, softly, to no one in particular.

Cherry, without opening her eyes, flopped an arm across my chest and said, “finally.”

Lyra’s fingers laced through mine in the dark.

Raven reached back with one hand and found my shoulder.

Morgana, without looking up from her journal, murmured, “The gateway opens at six.”

Sera took a quiet sip of cocoa.

The foot of the bed stayed empty.


Chapter 2: Through the Gateway

The alarm went off at five thirty.

I did not need it. I had been staring at the ceiling since four forty-five, trying to decide if my body was ready to stand up, and by five fifteen the four succubi arrayed around me had decided for me by all moving at once, like a synchronized swim team emerging from a single dream.

Cherry sat straight up and announced, “TODAY IS THE DAY,” at full volume, directly into Raven’s ear.

Raven, without opening her eyes, said, “If you yell again before coffee I’m leaving you in Chicago.”

“YOU’D MISS ME.”

“Statistically unlikely.”

“MORGANA. Morgana, tell Raven she’d miss me.”

Morgana, from the far side of the bed, adjusted her reading glasses, closed her journal, and said, “Cherry, I love you. Please be quieter until six.”

“Love you too,” Cherry stage-whispered, and bounced off the bed like a pink projectile, her tits defying three separate laws of physics on the way to the bathroom.

Lyra was still curled under my arm. I pressed a kiss to the top of her head. She sighed — a specific kind of sigh I’d learned to recognize, the I am awake and I am preparing to be brave sigh — and rolled out from under my arm in a smooth, practiced motion.

“Morning,” I said.

“Morning.” She caught my hand as she stood. Squeezed. Didn’t let go right away. Her pulse was fast against my awareness.

“Hey.”

“I know.”

“We’re doing this together.”

“I know.”

She let go of my hand and walked toward the closet to get dressed.

I sat up.

Raven had already rolled out of bed and was pulling on a pair of black jeans with one hand while the other reached for her choker on the nightstand. Morgana was sitting up, long chestnut hair tangled and loose, her silk nightdress slipping off one shoulder and doing terrible things to my concentration. Sera was already dressed — she had, at some point during the night, gotten up and put on her travel clothes and returned to the armchair.

Kevin was not in the bed.

He was in the living room with Mrs. Peterson, across the hall, probably eating a slice of actual cooked bacon because Mrs. Peterson believed in hearty farewells.

I swallowed the sudden tight feeling in my throat.

“Transit at six,” Morgana said, slipping her journal into her travel case. “Final check at five fifty. Dress for warmth — the Crimson Court is climate-adjusted but the gateway drop-point is outdoors. Cherry, please wear something.”

“I AM WEARING SOMETHING.”

“Something more than that.”

“BUT I’M ADJUSTED FOR THE DEMON REALM.”

“Cherry, you are adjusted for a heat wave on a planet that has three suns.”

“THE DEMON REALM HAS THREE SUNS.”

“The demon realm has ONE sun. The sky is purple. Put on a jacket.”

“FINE.”

I swung my legs off the bed and stood. Naked, incubus-honed, still catching up to the fact that this was real. My reflection in the bathroom mirror across the room caught me for a second — the sharper jawline, the gold flecks in my eyes catching the lamplight, the frame that was subtly more than it had been a few months ago.

Incubus.

Me. Jake Morrison. From Chicago.

Walking through a dimensional portal in twenty-seven minutes.

I grinned at my reflection. My reflection grinned back.

“Let’s do this.”



By five forty-five, the apartment was a staging area.

Six travel bags (one per person; Sera’s small duffel with the cocoa canister tucked in the outside pocket). Three weapons (Raven’s two knives and the ceremonial letter opener she had also decided counted as a weapon). One briefcase full of Morgana’s journals and reagents. One small sealed case of archive-quality transcription supplies Morgana had bullied out of the Chicago Art Institute’s conservation department by claiming academic credentials I was now fairly sure she did not have on Earth.

Aldric had arrived at five forty.

He was in the kitchen, drinking coffee, looking as out of place as he always looked in my apartment. His human glamour was up — brown skin instead of charcoal, a head of short silver hair instead of the hornless scalp, gray eyes instead of silver. He was wearing a long dark coat and travel boots and the expression of a man who had not slept particularly well.

“Is everyone ready,” he said.

“Cherry is trying to pack a second ring light.”

“Of course she is.”

“I told her no.”

“That will not work.”

“It did not work.”

He sipped his coffee. “How is she planning to smuggle it.”

“She has an illusion of a different object over it.”

“Of course she does.”

“Aldric.”

“Jake.”

“Are you ready.”

He looked up at me. His glamour-gray eyes were complicated. “For going home as an exile and a traitor after overriding a hardliner commander in front of my entire faction?”

“Yeah.”

“I am ready to not think about it.”

“Works for me.”

He clinked his coffee mug against the edge of the counter. “The reform council is waiting. They are nervous. They have not seen an incubus in four centuries. They do not know what to expect from you.”

“Neither do I.”

“They will be more comfortable if you do not wear that jacket.”

“Morgana said I should wear the jacket.”

“Morgana is thinking about Chicago temperatures. Not about what the Crimson Court will think when a stranger walks in wrapped head to foot in fabric. In the demon realm, that is the kind of gesture a spy makes. Or an assassin.”

“So you’re telling me to take the jacket off.”

“I am telling you to take the jacket off and also the shirt, if possible.”

“Aldric.”

“They will respect you more.”

“I am not walking into the Crimson Court topless on my first visit.”

“Then they will respect you slightly less.”

“Fine. I’ll lose the jacket.”

“Lose the jacket.”

Voss arrived at five forty-seven.

He came in through the front door without knocking, because Voss had acquired a key sometime in October for “administrative continuity purposes” and had been letting himself in ever since. He was wearing the same iridescent charcoal-blue suit he always wore. He was carrying a briefcase. He was holding a pastry box from the bakery on the corner.

“I brought pastries,” he said.

“Voss.”

“They are not for the transit. They are for me. I will be remaining in the apartment for the duration of your trip and I wished to establish a pastry supply.”

“You bought pastries for yourself.”

“I do not wish to rely on Mrs. Peterson exclusively. Her cookies are excellent. They are not a complete breakfast.”

Cherry emerged from the bedroom in a pink crop top, pink skirt, pink thigh-high socks, and a pink puffer jacket that was, miraculously, a compromise with Morgana. Her twin space-buns had graduated to a single high ponytail. The glittery rhinestones on her horns had been replaced with gold stickers shaped like stars.

“VOSS,” she said. “You brought me a pastry.”

“They are not —”

“Which one is mine.”

“Cherry —”

“The pink one. I claim it. Preemptively.”

“There is no pink one.”

“The one WITH pink. With the pink drizzle.”

Voss looked down at his pastry box. He looked up. His face did the thing where all his features rearranged themselves by two micrometers in a way that meant he was experiencing the closest thing he got to affection.

“Take the one with the pink drizzle,” he said.

“I KNEW IT.”

“Cherry.”

“Yes?”

“Please take care of my jurisdiction while I am gone. I will be administering to yours.”

“I will bring you back a demon realm pastry. It will have teeth.”

“I look forward to cataloguing it.”

He opened the briefcase on the kitchen counter. Removed a stack of forms. Placed a pen beside each stack with the precision of a surgeon laying out instruments. The pen caps were color-coded. The ink was a faint shimmering blue that pooled on the paper in slightly non-Euclidean ways.

“Signatures,” he said. “In triplicate. One for me, one for the Inter-Realm Authority’s archive, one for the Banisher Concordat’s reform council to review on arrival. Form 52-A: Temporary Dimensional Visitor Permits. Form 52-A-Supplemental: Incubus Classification Acknowledgment. Form 77-K: Pre-Approved Cultural Interaction Waiver. Form 89-E: Indemnity for Bureaucratic Complications Arising From Said Cultural Interactions. And Form 114-D: Kevin.”

“Form 114-D is what.”

“Kevin.”

“Kevin has his own form.”

“Kevin always has his own form.”

I signed. Each form in three places. My hand cramped by the third pile. Voss watched me sign with the professional satisfaction of a man whose entire existence was justified by correctly-filled paperwork.

“Thank you,” he said. “Please be careful.”

“I will.”

“If you encounter any unusual regulatory situations during your visit, please document them with my notebook.” He produced a small leather-bound notebook from an inner pocket of his suit and handed it to me. It was the same impossibly uniform handwriting on the cover as his own — though blank inside. “It is keyed to my filing system. Anything you write will be automatically cross-referenced.”

“Voss, this is — thank you.”

“Do not lose it. It is one of only seven in existence.”

“Got it.”

“Also, please do not allow Cherry to write in it.”

“I heard that,” Cherry said, from three feet away, where she was eating the pink-drizzled pastry in three bites.

“You were meant to.”

Mrs. Peterson arrived at five fifty-one.

She was in her good cardigan — the one she wore to funerals and weddings and, apparently, the departures of her tenants for alternate dimensions. Her hair was freshly set. Her glasses were on a chain around her neck. She was carrying a tin of cookies and a small knitted pouch.

“For the road,” she said, and handed me the tin. “Chocolate chip. And the pouch is —” Her voice wavered. She coughed. Patted her chest. ” — it’s a good-luck token. Taught my fourth graders for forty years. I had them make these at the end of the year. I kept a few. You seem like the kind of young man who could use a token.”

She pushed the knitted pouch into my hand. It was pink. There was a little golden bead sewn into the center. It smelled faintly of lavender.

“Mrs. Peterson.”

“It’s silly.”

“It’s not silly.”

“I have Kevin,” she said, and her chin wobbled for just a second. “Don’t worry about him. Kevin and I will have a splendid week. Mr. Voss will be popping in and out. We will be absolutely fine.” She patted my cheek. Her hand was small and warm. “You bring them home. All of them. And you come home yourself, Jake Morrison. You owe me a full explanation of where you actually went, eventually. Not this business trip nonsense.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And don’t let the pink one near anything flammable.”

“I HEARD THAT,” Cherry yelled from the kitchen.

“I said it loudly, dear!”



At five fifty-eight, we gathered in the living room.

The war room was too small for what Morgana needed to do. She had moved the Constellation anchor — a delicate brass frame holding the miniature portal, now collapsed into a dormant pattern of glowing lines — to the center of the living room rug. The coffee table had been pushed against the wall. Cherry’s ring light had been confiscated. Raven’s knives were strapped under her jacket where a pat-down would not find them. Sera stood next to Raven, her duffel bag over one shoulder, her other hand resting in Raven’s grip.

Morgana removed her glasses. Folded them. Put them in their case. Set the case on the kitchen counter.

She took her long hair out of its clip and let it fall down her back. She rolled up the sleeves of her blouse. Two centuries of exile fell away from her posture. She looked exactly like what she was — a Lore Class succubus, coming home.

“Positions,” she said.

We took them.

Lyra stood behind me. Her hand went to the small of my back, palm flat against my spine. Cherry was on my left, her hand on my arm just above the elbow. Raven was on my right, her hand on my shoulder. Morgana knelt in front of me, both hands placed flat on my chest over my heart. Sera stood slightly outside the circle, her duffel bag down, her hands clasped at her waist, the restored seal on her right shoulder covered by her sweater but audibly humming.

“Sera, your position.”

“Here. Yes.”

She stepped into the ring behind Morgana and slightly to the left. Her hand came up and found the back of Morgana’s shoulder.

Five points.

Five seal-bearers.

The Constellation, for the first time outside of a ritual meant to transform me, assembling.

“When I open the gate, we step through together. Do not stop. Do not hesitate. Do not let go of each other until I say so.” Morgana’s amber eyes flicked up to mine. “Jake. The gate will respond to your generative energy. Push when I ask.”

“Push how.”

“You will know.”

“Morgana —”

“You will know, Jake. Trust me.”

She started to chant.

I had heard her chant once before — during the transformation ritual in October. The language was older than anything human, older than the current demon realm civilization, old enough that the sound went around my ears and straight into my bones. The syllables weren’t words. They were instructions, and my body listened to them without asking my permission.

The Constellation anchor at the center of the rug began to glow.

Golden lines, at first. The brass frame lit up. The lines extended — not physically, but in the space of my awareness, reaching out to each of the five points of the circle. Lyra’s seal on her lower back began to glow under her clothes. Cherry’s décolletage glow bled through her pink crop top. Raven’s inner-thigh seal lit up through her black jeans. Morgana’s chest flared gold between her breasts. Sera’s right shoulder burned golden-violet.

Five.

Five points of light. Five lines connecting them through the air, meeting at a central point just above the brass frame. The meeting point pulsed. Pulsed again. Began to rotate.

Morgana’s chanting rose. Her voice split — part of it still in the old language, part of it coming through in accented English that I realized after a second was for my benefit.

“Push now, Jake. Gently. Imagine pouring warmth into the pattern. Imagine it as a cup, and you as the tea.”

Right. Sure. The cup and the tea. No problem.

I reached inside myself for the surplus — the generative hum I’d been living with for three months, the thing Lyra called the spring. I pictured the Constellation as a cup. I poured.

The pattern LIT.

Not just golden lines. Full, three-dimensional, the design of the Constellation unfolding in the air above the brass frame like a blueprint coming to life. Curves, angles, impossibilities. The geometry that Morgana had called “designed by a civilization so advanced that beauty and function were the same thing” — there, in my living room, six feet above my coffee table.

Morgana’s voice rose to a shout. Or what passed for a shout in her voice — clear, precise, unrelenting.

The center of the pattern TORE.

A vertical slash of light opened in the air where no slash should have been. Purple poured through — not as a color, but as light, thick and saturated, a sky that was not Earth’s bleeding into my living room. The slash widened. A hiss of warmer air pushed into the living room and ruffled my hair and carried with it a scent that was sweet and spiced and fundamentally alien.

Through the tear: a distant crystal tower. A strip of purple sky. A curving stone courtyard.

A door.

An actual door.

“It’s a door,” Cherry breathed, her tail rigid with awe. “It’s a REAL door. I get to go first.”

“You get to go third,” Raven said.

“I’ll get LOST.”

“You’ll get lost excitedly.”

Morgana’s eyes were closed. Her chanting softened. The chant’s function shifted — I felt it even without knowing the words, the way you can feel a song modulate from one key to another. She was holding the tear open now. Not creating. Sustaining.

“Jake. Lyra. Cherry. Raven. Sera. Walk through. Do not stop. I will follow.”

“Morgana, we don’t leave you —”

“I am the anchor. I will close the door behind me. Walk through.”

“I —”

“Walk through, Jake.”

I stepped forward.

The tear was close enough to touch. Closer. The air around it thrummed. My skin buzzed. I felt the Constellation in my chest — all five points, lit up, connecting, a network instead of a pattern.

I put my hand through the tear.

It vanished into purple light. I felt warmer air close around my fingers. Smelled something sharper — a spice I couldn’t name.

I stepped forward.

The transition was like falling upward.

For one exact second, I was nowhere. My body stretched thin between two realities. I felt every empty socket in the Constellation at once — not the five we had, but dozens, hundreds, scattered across distances I had no framework for, faint lights pulling at me from everywhere. A map of presences I couldn’t read. One of them was bright and close. One of them was far and dim. One of them felt like it was looking back.

Then I was through.

The crystal courtyard swam into focus around me.

The air was warm.

The sky was purple.

I mean it. I mean the actual, specific, full-saturation color of a deep violet you would paint a bedroom if you were twelve and dramatic. It was noon in the Eighth Circle, or what passed for noon — the sky had one sun, high and small and faintly pink-white, and the rest of the sky was a flat PURPLE that didn’t fade or gradient or do anything a sky should do.

Cherry came through next, and her squeal was audible across what looked like a large open plaza.

“OH MY GODS. OH MY GODS. JAKE. JAKE LOOK. LOOK LOOK LOOK LOOK —”

Lyra stepped through, Raven stepped through, Sera stepped through, Morgana stepped through — and behind her the gateway collapsed in on itself with a soft whuff of displaced air and the smell of ozone and old libraries.

Then the five of them gasped, in unison, and their wings SPREAD.

Lyra’s first. She’d had the most vestigial pair — the small decorative winglets she’d never been able to use for anything other than emotional expression. Here, they unfurled. Unfurled again. Kept unfurling, impossibly, until a span of actual, iridescent, functional wings was beating slowly at her back, pulling her a few inches off the ground.

“Jake,” she whispered.

Her eyes were overflowing.

“Jake, I can FLY —”

Her feet left the ground. She rose two feet, four feet, eight feet, her blonde hair catching the purple light and her tail trailing beneath her and her face cracked open in an expression I had never seen on her before — pure, unmixed, unselfconscious JOY.

She shot twenty feet straight up and let out a sound that was half a sob and half a laugh and her wings caught the air and carried her in a slow circle over the courtyard, and I forgot how to breathe.

Cherry launched after her a second later with a scream that was pure triumph and started looping around a crystal spire, her pink hair streaming, her enormous tits somehow defying gravity even more than they already did. She caught the edge of the spire with a wing, pivoted, and went into a corkscrew dive back toward me that ended with her catching herself three feet above my head and hovering, giggling.

“Jake! JAKE! The gravity’s WRONG here! It’s GENTLER! I feel LIGHTER! Do you feel lighter?”

I took an experimental step and almost launched myself off the plaza. Cherry caught me with a wing, laughing.

“Careful! The ground is gentler here!”

Raven had not flown.

Raven was standing perfectly still, five feet from where she’d stepped through the gateway, her head tilted slightly down. Her shadows had pooled around her feet. They were moving. Not the way her shadows moved on Earth — which was precise, controlled, always deliberate — but the way a pet moves when it sees you come home after being away too long. They were curling up her legs. Brushing against her ankles. Twining around her calves like cats.

Her violet eyes were wide. Her tail was still.

“I swore I would never come back,” she said.

The words barely carried. Sera stepped in close to her. Took her hand.

“It’s okay,” Sera said. “I’m here.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m here, Rav.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I know.”

Morgana had not moved either. She was standing exactly where she had come through the gateway, her chestnut hair loose, her eyes closed, her majestic functional wings spread to their full span and barely moving. Her face was tilted up toward the sky.

She was not crying.

She was breathing.

Two centuries of exile, exhaled.

Slowly, she lowered her wings. Opened her eyes. Put her hair back up into its usual twist with hands that did not quite tremble.

“Home,” she said quietly.

Then, more briskly, the brisk restoring itself like armor: “The Archives first. Sentiment later.”

Aldric came through the gate behind her. His glamour had dropped on transit — his true form was exposed, charcoal skin matte under the purple light, the self-removed horns a pair of smooth scars on his forehead. He dusted invisible dust from his coat. He did not look happy. He did not look unhappy. He looked like a man who had gotten used to not feeling anything about going home.

“Welcome to our world,” he said to me. “Please try not to touch anything.”

“Good advice.”

“I am serious, Jake. Many things in this plaza will attempt to be touched first.”

“Noted.”

Lyra drifted back down to me, her feet touching the stone gently. Her face was still wet. She wrapped her arms around me and pressed her face into my chest and just held on for a second.

“Thank you,” she whispered, “for coming with me.”

I kissed her hair.

“Always.”



I took my first proper look at the Eighth Circle.

The plaza was a ring of smooth, dark stone — obsidian, maybe, or something obsidian-adjacent — set into a vast expanse of pale flagstones. Around us, buildings rose. But rose was the wrong word. They grew. The architecture was organic in the most literal sense — walls that curved in gentle, impossible shapes, windows that looked more like eye-shapes than rectangles, balconies that sprouted out of facades like fungi from a tree trunk. Bioluminescent plants lined the walkways, their leaves glowing a soft green-gold. Vines trailed down from upper stories and dangled above the plaza.

The crystal spires — the things I’d thought were skyscrapers — were even more alien up close. They weren’t buildings around the crystal. They were crystal that had grown and become buildings, with passageways carved (or coaxed?) through the amethyst, windows cut at strange angles, entire districts suspended within the glittering mass like inclusions in a gemstone.

The biggest spire — the one Cherry had just been playing around — was the Crimson Court. It dominated the skyline to the north, its upper reaches lost in a haze that the sun turned faintly red. Red banners hung from its lower galleries. Flags snapped in a breeze I couldn’t feel at ground level.

In the distance, to the south, another district glowed gold. I couldn’t see details — just a blur of warm light, rising spires, gardens.

The Nectar Quarter.

Cherry saw me looking and lit up. “That’s MY PLACE. I GREW UP THERE.”

“We will not visit today,” Morgana said.

“MORGANA.”

“Today we register. Tomorrow we discuss the Nectar Quarter.”

“TOMORROW. IT’S HAPPENING TOMORROW. DID EVERYONE HEAR THAT? TOMORROW!”

“Inside voice, Cherry.”

“TOMORROW,” Cherry whispered.

The air smelled of things I could not name. There was a sweetness under everything — not floral, not fruit, something more like warm honey crossed with burnt sugar and faint smoke. Under that, the sharp green brightness of the bioluminescent plants. Under that, something my incubus senses flagged as alive — a thrum of ambient magical presence, the way a room feels different when you walk into it after a ritual has been performed there, only here the feeling was everywhere, all the time, like walking through a bath of background energy.

I took a breath. My lungs filled easier than they did at home. The air was thicker somehow, denser, more oxygen-rich. My chest opened up. Every inhale hit like the first clean breath after stepping out of a stuffy room.

I felt good.

I felt really good.

Every sense I had was sharper. My skin was tingling. My eyes were picking up colors I wasn’t sure were visible at home — a violet-beyond-violet in the sky, golds and pinks in the stone that shifted as I moved. The five points were lit up like a chandelier, pulsing with a strength I’d never felt on Earth.

“Oh,” I said quietly. “Oh, I like it here.”

Lyra smiled against my chest. “Good.”

“It’s —”

“It’s home.”

“For you. I’m starting to think it might be a little bit for me, too.”

Morgana glanced over. Her gaze was appraising. “The realm is responding to you the way it used to respond to incubi. That will complicate things.”

“How.”

“You will see. In about ten seconds.”

I looked up.

We had been noticed.



The first ones I saw were at the edge of the plaza — a pair of succubi in long robes, walking arm in arm down a side street. They had stopped. They were staring.

Then a merchant at a fruit stall across the plaza. She had turned her head and was no longer paying attention to her customer.

Then a group of three younger succubi near a fountain, who had all simultaneously gone rigid like deer.

Then a tall, dark-horned demon in formal robes, on his way somewhere important, who had stopped walking and was now looking directly at me.

Then a grandmother with a shopping basket. A guard in ornate plate armor. A pair of young demons — teenagers, by the look of them, horned and gangly — who had been chasing each other around a crystal column and had just now skidded to a halt and were whispering to each other.

And then everybody.

Every single entity in that plaza who had line of sight on me had stopped what they were doing. The ambient noise level dropped by half. A ripple of whispers started and spread and grew.

“Is that —”

“An incubus?”

“That’s impossible, there hasn’t been —”

“I can SMELL him from here —”

“Oh.”

“Oh —”

Lyra’s amusement and Cherry’s delight and Morgana’s wry resignation were all landing on me at the same time, a three-part chord of emotion I didn’t need the bond to read but felt it through anyway. Raven’s hand tightened on my shoulder. Sera took a step closer to Raven, instinctively, the way she did around large groups of people.

A tall succubus with copper skin and long auburn hair detached from a group across the plaza and walked toward me.

She walked well. She walked on purpose. Her dress was some kind of draped, layered thing in bronze and gold that looked expensive and was arranged to show off a great deal of long, beautiful, copper-colored leg. Her horns were sculpted upward into two smooth curves. Her tail swayed behind her.

She stopped three feet away.

She inhaled.

And went perfectly still.

I saw the shift happen in real time — her composure, the confident set of her shoulders, the professional ease of a woman who’d navigated this Quarter her whole life — all of it just stopped. She stood there for a full second with her copper nostrils flared and her mouth slightly open, processing something her body understood before her mind caught up.

“You’re an incubus,” she said. Not a question.

“I’m Jake.”

“You’re an incubus named Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Oh.” She took another step closer. Inhaled again, slower. Her tail had started twitching. “Oh, you smell like — like sunrise and sin. I thought that was a poetic expression. I thought my grandmother made it up.”

I had no idea what to say. I looked at Lyra.

Lyra — still with her arms loosely around my waist — let her spaded tail settle pointedly against my free arm, a deliberate claim. Her blue eyes were sweet. Her smile was very sharp.

“He’s bonded,” she said. “To four of us.”

The copper succubus blinked. Refocused on Lyra as if seeing her for the first time. Her gaze flicked to Cherry, to Raven, to Morgana.

“Four?”

Cherry piped up brightly. “Five seals! I mean — four harem plus Sera! The Constellation is at five points!”

A small choking sound came from someone in the crowd. Someone else fanned herself with a hand. A vendor behind me said, very quietly, “a Constellation.”

The copper succubus did not step back. But she also did not step closer. She was visibly wrestling with something — manners, maybe, or restraint, or just the overwhelming biological pull of having smelled an incubus for the first time in her life.

“I — forgive me, I am being —” She swallowed. “My name is Nerith. I own a tea house on the east rim of the plaza. Please — if you ever wish to refresh yourselves during your visit, you are welcome. I will not — I will not —” She swallowed again. “I will not impose.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“You are very kind.” She gave me a small, graceful bow. “Four bonded. Unusual.” Her eyes flickered over me once more, reverent and hungry. “Blessed.”

She retreated, gracefully, back to her companions.

Cherry was vibrating beside me. “JAKE. Jake. They recognize you. They can SMELL you. This is the BEST DAY.”

“Cherry —”

“You’re FAMOUS, Jake, you’re like a CELEBRITY, like a REAL celebrity, like if Kevin were a celebrity and a DOG at the same time —”

“That is not how celebrity works —”

“— IT IS NOW.”

Raven had gone into protective mode. Her tail was flicking. Her eyes were cataloguing everyone in the plaza who was still gaping at me. Her hand on my shoulder had tightened. Her other hand was near her hip, very near the pocket where she was carrying the short knife I had talked her into bringing.

“It’s like being a steak in a wolf den,” she muttered.

“They aren’t wolves. They’re curious.”

“A curious wolf den.”

“Raven, I’m fine.”

“You’re a walking neon sign that says eat me.”

“I —” I looked at her. ” — I mean, technically — ”

“Not helpful.”

Morgana, meanwhile, had finished scanning the plaza with the cool assessing look of a professor evaluating a classroom. She turned to Aldric.

“How bad is it going to be between here and the Crimson Court.”

“It is going to be very bad.”

“Predictions.”

“A crowd of fifty by the time we reach the second plaza. A hundred before the Court. Half the city will know by sundown that an incubus has arrived. By tomorrow morning, all of it.”

“Can we stop it.”

“No.”

“Can we mitigate it.”

“We walk fast and do not stop.”

“Excellent. Jake, you will stay in the center of the group. Lyra on your left, Cherry on your right, Raven behind you, me in front. Sera, you walk just behind Raven. Stay close. Do not answer questions. Do not let anyone touch him.”

“What about complimenting —”

“Do not complement anyone’s horns.”

“Is that a demon realm thing —”

“It is an intimate gesture. You will accidentally propose marriage.”

“Right. Noted. No horns.”

“Not even ‘nice horns.’”

“Not even ‘nice horns.’”

“Not even ‘you have interesting horns.’”

“Noted.”

Aldric raised one hand in a very specific demon realm gesture — a palm tilted three degrees off the vertical, fingers loose, a flick of the thumb — and the small group of onlookers nearest us started moving aside. Not rushing. Just — giving us a path. The gesture apparently meant something formal.

“Follow me,” he said. “Tight formation. We move now.”



We moved.

The walk from the arrival plaza to the Crimson Court was the strangest walk of my life.

I had been in crowds before. Chicago had crowds. Sports events, Loop at rush hour, Taste of Chicago. Those crowds ignored me.

This crowd did not ignore me.

This crowd was riveted.

Every succubus I passed — and there were a LOT of succubi, more per capita than any city on Earth — turned her head. Some of them went still. Some of them covered their mouths. Some of them stumbled. One of them dropped a basket. One of them was clearly having a private internal crisis because her tail was lashing frantically behind her and her hand was pressed to her chest.

A young one — she couldn’t have been more than twenty in whatever counted as succubus years — locked eyes with me, went completely red, turned, and ran.

A grandmother-aged succubus with silver horns made a gesture I didn’t understand, bowed deeply, and whispered something that sounded like a prayer.

The bond with Lyra was feeding me her internal commentary in real time:

she’s never seen one. she’s in shock. she’s going to call her sister.

that one is trying not to cry

that one is trying not to get aroused in public. she is failing.

JAKE. that one is a Priestess of the Flame. look down, do not meet her eyes, she will bow if you meet her eyes and the Priestesses of the Flame do not bow —

too late

The Priestess bowed. Three other succubi around her bowed. A small ripple of bows spread outward from that spot like a wave.

“Morgana,” I hissed. “Why are people bowing.”

“Because they are seeing the first incubus in four hundred and twelve years in the middle of their morning commute.”

“But I haven’t done anything.”

“You are walking around.”

“Walking around is not a —”

“It is, right now. Please keep walking.”

Cherry was delighted. Cherry was waving. Cherry was shouting “HI! WE’RE FROM EARTH! HAS ANYONE TRIED PIZZA?” at the crowd, and the crowd was answering back, startled and polite and clearly not knowing whether the right etiquette was to answer the pink stranger or continue staring at the incubus.

A small brass-horned demon nearby shouted back, “What is pizza!” and Cherry lit up like a firework and started to explain, at which point Morgana reached back and grabbed her tail to keep her moving.

“CHERRY WALK.”

“BUT HE ASKED —”

“Walk.”

A second copper-skinned succubus, emboldened by Nerith’s earlier boldness, stepped toward me with a small crystal vial held out in both hands. “A sample? For the altar of my grandmother? She was alive during the last incubus. She said it smelled like —”

“Do not stop,” Morgana said under her breath.

“— forgive me, my grandmother would weep to —”

“Do not engage.”

I just gave her a little nod as we passed. She pressed the empty crystal vial to her chest, stunned, and I heard her whisper “he acknowledged me” and felt vaguely hysterical about it.

A [System] ping brushed my awareness. The first one since the transit.

[DIMENSIONAL TRANSIT COMPLETE] [System — Demon Realm Status: ALL EXILES] Dimensional Boost: ACTIVE All Adaptation gains: x2 while in-realm All Powers: Enhanced (proximity to origin dimension) Wings: FUNCTIONAL [System — Anchor Update] WARNING: Incubus essence radius EXPANDED in-realm. Current detection range: approximately 200 meters. Recommend: caution in populated areas.

Two hundred meters.

I was a walking nuclear aura of attraction within two hundred meters.

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“The system is telling me every succubus within two football fields can feel me.”

“The system is correct.”

“So the next time we cross a square —”

“The next square has three hundred meters of diameter. Yes.”

“Oh no.”

“Keep walking, Jake. We are almost at the Court boundary.”



By the time we reached the base of the Crimson Court spire, the crowd behind us was approximately — and I am being generous with my estimate — two hundred demons. Succubi mostly, but also a scattering of other demon kinds I did not have names for: tall lean ones with bat wings, short thick ones with tusks, one that was all angles and teal skin, one that looked like a hawk had decided to become a person.

They were not aggressive.

They were curious. They were reverent. They were in several cases openly aroused. A couple of them were being gently ushered aside by friends who were clearly whispering come on, don’t embarrass yourself.

Near the front of the crowd, a succubus in ragged clothing — a worker, maybe, laborer caste, with hands that looked calloused even for a demon — had tears running down her face. She was not approaching. She was just watching.

I caught her eye as we passed.

Her hand came up to her chest, and she bowed her head, and her tail wrapped around her own ankle in the gesture I now recognized as instinctive submission.

I did not know what to do with that.

I looked forward again.

Lyra’s awareness pressed against mine: she’s lost someone. a lover. years ago. she’s praying that your arrival means something for the ones who are gone. you don’t have to say anything. you don’t have to do anything. your being here is the meaning.

My throat went tight.

Lyra squeezed my hand. The pressure of her body against my side was steady, anchoring.

this is what it felt like, her voice slid into my awareness, when I first arrived on Earth. everyone staring. everything strange. everything overwhelming.

how did you handle it?

I found a kind man who gave me water and didn’t ask questions.

smart man.

the kindest. Her smile, soft and golden, blooming in my chest. now it’s your turn to be lost in a strange place. I’ll be your guide, Jake. I’ll be your water.

“Yeah,” I said quietly, out loud this time. “Okay.”

Behind me, Cherry had finally acquired her first demon realm fan club — three young succubi who were walking along behind our group at a respectful distance, listening to her explain pizza with the attention of drama students at a masterclass.

“— and then you put the CHEESE on the SAUCE, and then you BAKE it, and it gets all BUBBLY —”

“Bubbly —”

“Bubbly is like, you know, when the cheese gets the little — the little — OH. Raven. How do you describe bubbly? In demon-realm terms?”

Raven did not turn around. “I’m not helping you explain pizza.”

“RAVEN.”

“You’re the pizza ambassador.”

“I AM.”

“Ambassador Cherry, please focus on walking.”

“RIGHT. Yes. Bubbly is very complex. I will write a treatise.”

Morgana, up front beside Aldric, said under her breath, “She will write a treatise.”

“She will absolutely write a treatise,” Aldric agreed.

We reached the base of the Crimson Court. The great doors — carved from a single piece of dark red crystal and set with gold veining that pulsed faintly in rhythm with something, possibly the building’s own heartbeat — swung open without anyone touching them. Two tall guards in red and gold stepped aside and bowed deeply.

Lyra’s grip on my hand tightened. Her past and her present collided inside my chest like two currents meeting. This was where she had been, the day she fell. This was where she had stood, arranging flowers for a ceremony, before a light had taken her and everything had changed.

“Welcome home,” I said quietly to her.

She pressed against my side.

“Welcome home,” she said back to me.

We stepped inside the Crimson Court.

Behind us, the doors closed, and the cheer of the crowd reached us muffled through the crystal — a long, hopeful, half-ecstatic sound that followed us into the building and then faded as the corridor swallowed us whole.

Aldric glanced over his shoulder. His expression was unreadable.

“Now,” he said, “the paperwork begins.”

Cherry groaned loudly enough to echo off the crystal walls. “Even OTHER dimensions have PAPERWORK?”

Aldric did not break stride.

“Where do you think Voss learned it?”


Chapter 3: Roman Holiday

The registration clerk had been working in the Crimson Court for four hundred and seventy years.

I learned this because he told us. Twice. Without being asked.

He was a lean, grey-skinned demon with small upward-curving horns and the exact face that sits behind every government counter in every dimension in the universe. His robes were formal but frayed at the cuffs. His fingers were long and ink-stained. His eyes were the color of old tea. His name, according to the brass plate on his desk, was Harnik.

Harnik had a stamp.

Harnik loved his stamp.

He had six different ink pads arranged in front of him in a wooden tray — purple, green, red, gold, a shimmering silver-white, and one that looked faintly wet and moved slightly when you weren’t staring at it. He was currently stamping a form in red, with surgical precision, while the seven of us crowded into his small registration chamber and tried not to touch anything.

The chamber itself was carved out of the lower levels of the crystal spire. The walls shimmered faintly. The light was red-tinted and steady, coming from nothing I could see. The ceiling was too far up to see clearly. A long queue of waiting chairs — empty, because apparently nobody else was dumb enough to want registration papers today — sat against one wall. Behind Harnik, a floor-to-ceiling shelf held bound volumes of forms, some of them so old they looked like they might disintegrate if you breathed on them.

He finished the stamp. He inspected it. He nodded, fractionally.

Then he looked up at me.

His pen stopped mid-stroke.

“You are the incubus.”

“I’m Jake.”

“You are.” He swallowed. “You are the first incubus registration in four hundred and twelve years.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“I did not think I would see one in my lifetime.”

“How long is your —”

“It is a long time. Incubi are long. I am not that long. I am only four hundred and seventy. Incubi live longer than I will.” He blinked. He seemed to realize he was rambling. He cleared his throat, audibly. His long fingers set aside the red-ink form, reached for a fresh stack, and began shuffling them into order with brisk, somewhat trembling professionalism.

“Form 47-A: Inter-Realm Diplomatic Visitor Registration. Form 47-B: Bonded Entity Listing. Form 47-C: Dimensional Origin Certification. Form 77-K: Cultural Variance Acknowledgment, which I understand your realm’s Warden Advocate has already pre-signed, but I will need your countersignature in the presence of a Court clerk — that would be me. Form 99-Z —”

“Form 99-Z?” Aldric said sharply.

“Form 99-Z,” Harnik said, savoring every syllable like a bureaucrat who’d been waiting four centuries for this, “is for novel classifications requiring individual assessment by the Lord of Registrations. In this case: incubus. No living clerk has ever filled one out. The form itself is blank. I will have to compose it with the subject’s cooperation.”

“You are going to write a form.”

“I am going to draft a form. Given the extraordinary circumstances. It will then need to be ratified by the Lord of Registrations, and then stamped with —” he reached for the shimmering silver-white ink pad ” — that.”

I stared at the ink. The ink stared back. It shifted very slightly in its pad, the way liquid mercury would move if it had developed opinions.

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s go.”

Harnik reached for his pen. An actual pen. Black feathered quill. He dipped it in one of the ink pads. He cleared his throat again, squared his shoulders, and began to interrogate me with the tender, devoted focus of an accountant at his very best audit of his lifetime.

“Name of subject.”

“Jake Morrison.”

“Full name.”

“Jacob Andrew Morrison.”

“Place of origin.”

“Chicago, Illinois, United States of America, Earth.”

“Which Earth.”

“There’s more than one Earth?”

“There are seven catalogued Earths.”

“There are what.”

“That is not what the form is asking. The form is asking for dimensional identifier. Your home dimension’s classification code. Aldric, do you know it?”

“Earth-Prime-3A.”

“Earth-Prime-3A. Thank you.” Harnik scratched this down in careful runes. “Incubus manifestation status — current state of transformation.”

“Full.”

“Voluntary or involuntary.”

“Voluntary.”

“Date of manifestation.”

“October —” I did the math. ” — October, about three months ago. Earth calendar.”

“I will need the equivalent in realm-standard reckoning. Morgana?”

Morgana stepped forward and provided a date in a numbering system I did not understand. Harnik nodded, wrote it down, and moved on.

“Bonded entities — we have them here as four.” He glanced up. His eyes flicked to each of the succubi in turn and his pupils dilated slightly on each one as he recognized them. “Lyra of the Crimson Court, formerly attached to the household of Lady Veraline. Exiled involuntarily.” He wrote. “Cherry of the Nectar Quarter, formerly associated with the House of the Golden Draught. Exiled involuntarily.” He wrote. “Raven of the Shadow Market, formerly apprenticed to Mistress Kael. Exiled —” His quill hesitated. Then he wrote exiled, no qualifier. “And Morgana of the Lore Keepers. Formerly First Rank of the Forbidden Archives.” He set his quill down. Removed his glasses — which he was apparently not wearing, but his hand went through the motion anyway, a habit of two hundred years. “I was not yet a clerk here when you were expelled, Lady Morgana. But I studied your treatises. As an undergraduate, in secret, under a Lore Keeper who was reprimanded for having copies of them in her office.”

Morgana went absolutely still.

“Your treatises are being smuggled.”

“They are being copied,” Harnik said gently. “By hand. In certain circles. By young researchers who believe that what you wrote was important enough to preserve despite the expulsion.”

A small, wet sound escaped Morgana’s throat.

She did not cry. She had not cried in front of anyone yet on this trip and I got the sense she was not going to start now. But her amber eyes brightened and her chin lifted and she inclined her head very slightly toward the registration clerk.

“Thank you.”

“It was my privilege. Your Constellation theory on the dimensional stability effect of exiled sealed succubi was decades ahead of the published literature. I am —” He collected himself. Put his hand back on his quill. “I am pleased to process your re-entry.”

“Thank you, Harnik.”

“Now.” He looked down at the form. “The fifth seal-bearer.”

Sera stepped forward. Raven moved with her — not blocking, just close.

“Sera,” she said quietly. “Empath Class. Formerly of the Crimson Court lineage. Recently restored from Banisher custody. Not a diplomat. Not a bonded member. I am —” She glanced at Raven. ” — I am traveling with my sister.”

“That is sufficient for the form.” Harnik’s expression softened visibly. “Welcome home, child.”

Sera nodded.

Harnik wrote for a while. The red ink pad was used. The purple ink pad was used. The gold ink pad made a brief appearance for something I didn’t follow. When he finally reached the silver-white pad, he set down his quill, drew out a small wooden tool I had not previously noticed, and approached the pad with the delicate care of a surgeon approaching a beating heart.

He dipped the tool.

He pressed it to the blank page of Form 99-Z.

The silver ink bloomed on the page, slowly, and then resolved into three lines of runes I could not read.

“There,” he said, satisfied. “Your classification.”

“What does it say.”

“Roughly translated: Incubus, generative, bonded, unique. With an additional note: Pattern anchor — historical relevance class one.” He looked up at me with something like professional awe. “I have never in four hundred and seventy years stamped a historical relevance class one.”

“Uh —”

“It is fine. I enjoyed it. Please sign here, here, here, and initial this box. In triplicate.”

I signed three times. Initialed six boxes. My hand started cramping halfway through.

Harnik, the four-hundred-and-seventy-year-old clerk whose life had been quiet until this exact morning, stood up from his desk, straightened his frayed robes, and executed a slow, proper, formal bow.

“Welcome to the Eighth Circle, Jake Morrison of Earth. It is an honor to process your paperwork.”

I bowed back, awkwardly.

“Thank you for — for being thorough.”

“It is all I am, sir.”

Cherry leaned over the desk on the way out, planted a kiss on the top of Harnik’s head between his horns, and said, “YOU’RE ADORABLE.”

Harnik turned a very specific shade of grey-purple that I later learned was the demon realm equivalent of blushing. He sat back down. He picked up his quill with a hand that now was trembling significantly.

“Thank you — young — lady —”

“OKAY BYE.”

Cherry bounced out.

Harnik picked up the red ink pad and pressed it to his own forehead. Firmly. A fresh stamp bloomed there.

“I am going on lunch,” he announced to the empty chamber. “I have earned lunch.”



We spilled back out into a different plaza — the one behind the Crimson Court, designed for official departures rather than public arrivals, with fewer onlookers but with the inevitable contingent of two guards and one minor functionary all trying very hard not to look at me directly.

Aldric led us through an arched walkway into the secondary district. Here, the city felt less grand and more — lived-in. Smaller shops lined the walkway. The crystal spires were still visible but distant. The flagstones were smoother, worn down by centuries of foot traffic. The sky was still purple. The sun was still wrong.

The smells were stronger here. Food, mostly. Spices I couldn’t name, roasting meats I was actively trying not to think about, sweet things baking somewhere nearby.

“Marketplace,” Aldric said. “It is on our way to the diplomatic residence. We will need supplies. Please stay close. Do not eat anything unless Morgana approves it.”

“Not even —” Cherry began.

“Do not eat anything unless Morgana approves it, Cherry.”

“FINE.”

The marketplace was alive.

And I mean that literally.

The first stall we passed was a butcher. The meat on display was wriggling.

I froze.

Lyra’s hand tightened on mine.

“Jake —”

“The meat is moving.”

“The meat is moving.”

“Why is the meat moving.”

“It’s fresh.”

“Meat on Earth is sometimes fresh and the meat on Earth does not move.”

“Earth meat is from animals that have died. This meat is —” She struggled for a word. ” — slower. It hasn’t finished yet.”

“Finished what.”

“Becoming food.”

The butcher — a big broad demon with tusks and an apron stained a color I did not want to identify — had noticed me staring. His face split in a wide tusked grin.

“Incubus! First one in my lifetime! Come, come, you will try the prime rib, my wife will be so JEALOUS —”

“Oh — I —” I took an instinctive step back, which put me directly into Raven, who grabbed my elbow with the grip of a woman who had been expecting exactly this. “I’m not — I’m not really hungry —”

“It is the FINEST —”

“He is a diplomat,” Morgana cut in smoothly, stepping between me and the butcher. “On official registration day. He is not permitted to accept gifts of food until the fifth day of his visit. Thank you for the generous offer.”

The butcher’s face fell. Then rose again, diplomatically. “On the fifth day, then. I will set aside the best cut. The best. You will come, incubus?”

“Sure,” I said weakly. “Fifth day. I will come.”

“EXCELLENT.”

Morgana steered me on.

“There is no such rule about the fifth day,” she murmured.

“I figured.”

“I made it up entirely.”

“I love you.”

Her lips twitched. She squeezed my arm without answering.

The second stall was a vegetable vendor. Vegetable was a generous term. The things on the cart looked broadly plant-shaped, but one of them had what appeared to be a face, and another had a faint pulse visible in its stem. A small root vegetable had unrolled itself from its pile and was inching slowly toward the edge of the cart. The vendor picked it up and put it back without looking.

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“The carrot is trying to escape.”

“It is not a carrot. It is a whispering tuber. They do that. It will stop when you cook it.”

“When you cook it.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to be a vegetarian for the entire trip.”

“No you are not.”

“Watch me.”

“Jake, the vegetables are ALSO alive here. There is no safe category. You are going to have to eat something alive at some point or you are going to starve.”

“I’ll starve.”

“You will not starve.”

A spice merchant was next. The sign above her stall, in runes I could not read, had been helpfully translated into a three-dimensional floating emotion-glyph that Aldric muttered meant emotional spices: add flavor to your grief. She had little jars of powdered things on her counter, each jar labeled with a different glyph — a weeping face, a laughing face, an angry face, a sleeping face.

Cherry made directly for her.

“OH MY GOSH. Are these feelings? You can cook WITH feelings?”

The spice merchant — a short, round, cheerful demon with curling ram-horns and skin the color of warm brass — beamed up at her. “For the flavor of a thing, yes. Sadness for a bread. Joy for a soup. Desire, of course, for a sauce. Incubus!” She noticed me and paused, reverent. “For the incubus I have something very rare. One moment.”

“No,” Morgana said.

“But —”

“No, madam. The incubus will not sample your emotional spices. He has not yet calibrated his essence balance for in-realm stimuli. An emotional spice at this stage could cause a —” She waved a hand elegantly. ” — public incident.”

“Ah.” The merchant immediately grasped this. “Of course. Perhaps when he has acclimated.”

“Perhaps.”

Cherry, however, had already reached out toward a jar labeled with the sad face. “I want to know what sad bread tastes like.”

“Cherry —”

“I PAID.”

“When did you pay.”

“I gave her a shiny hair clip.”

The spice merchant weighed the hair clip in her palm, smiled warmly, and presented Cherry with a small twist of paper containing a tiny pinch of powdered sadness.

“A little on your bread at dinner. A little. It is concentrated.”

“I will respect the dosage,” Cherry said solemnly, like a woman accepting a priceless religious relic, and tucked the paper carefully into her purse.

“I am going to regret this,” Morgana said, to no one, to the universe at large.

“Yes,” Raven agreed.



A few stalls later, I made my first actual mistake.

A tall, elegant succubus in purple robes was walking past us with a woven basket over her arm. She had two long, curving horns that were absolutely beautiful — glossy black with a faint red undertone, sculpted perfectly back from her temples, the points polished to a shine. The light from the bioluminescent vines above the walkway caught on them in a way that made me — genuinely, without thinking — stop and admire them.

“Wow,” I said, out loud. “Those are gorgeous horns.”

The succubus stopped walking.

She froze. Her basket dropped an inch on her arm. Her tail went stiff and then slowly, slowly, curled upward. Her mouth opened. A deep flush bloomed on her cheekbones and spread down her throat as if someone had lit a match behind her skin.

She turned, very slowly, to face me.

“What did you say?”

Sera stepped in smoothly from behind Raven. Her small hand went up to touch my arm in warning.

“I am so sorry, my lady. He is from Earth. He does not know. Please forgive him.”

“Know what?”

“He complimented your horns. He did not understand that it is — that it is —”

“An intimate gesture,” the succubus breathed. Her eyes had not left my face. She took a small step forward. Her basket lowered. Her tail was slowly winding around her own thigh. “He did not understand?”

“He did not understand. He is Earth-born. Horns are not — on Earth there are no horns. A compliment there is just — it is —”

“So he was not proposing.”

Oh.

Oh, I thought. Oh no.

“I — no, I was not proposing, I am deeply sorry, please —”

“He apologizes,” Sera said.

The succubus did not seem to be listening. She was looking at me the way Nerith had looked at me back at the arrival plaza — but with an added layer of this man has complimented my horns in public. Her hand drifted up to touch one of those glossy horns self-consciously.

“A compliment on — on Earth — is just words?”

“Yes.”

“He said — he said gorgeous.”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” She swayed. Her friend — who had been walking beside her and who had been staring at the whole exchange with her hand over her mouth — grabbed her elbow to steady her. “Oh, I need to — I need to —”

“Please breathe, my lady.”

“I am an unmarried succubus of the Second Tier and the first incubus in four centuries just complimented my horns in public.”

“He did not know.”

“That does not matter, sweet thing, he still said it.”

Morgana had noticed. She detached from Aldric and marched back through the group.

“Jake. What did you do.”

“I said her horns were gorgeous.”

Morgana closed her eyes. Took a slow, measured breath.

“I told you.”

“I forgot.”

“I told you, Jake.”

“In my defense, they really are gorgeous —”

“Do not help your case.”

Morgana stepped around me and executed a very formal bow to the purple-robed succubus. “My lady. On behalf of the traveling household of the incubus Jake Morrison, I extend profound apologies. My companion is unfamiliar with Eighth Circle customs. His words were sincere but not — not formally intended. No contract is implied. I will sign an attestation to that effect if you require.”

The purple-robed succubus looked crestfallen. She gathered her dignity. “A — a contract was not what I was expecting. I merely — it was very forward.”

“I understand. He is very forward. He did not mean it in the —”

“It is fine. It is fine.” She looked at me. Hesitated. Then, very softly: “Thank you, incubus Jake Morrison. For the compliment. Even if it was — accidental. It was — it was nice to hear.”

Her friend pulled her away gently.

I watched them go. I turned to Sera.

“I almost got married.”

“You did.”

“In public. Accidentally.”

“Yes.”

“To a stranger.”

“Yes.”

“Sera, Earth is going to be very boring when we go back.”

“Yes.”

She almost smiled.



The next half hour of the marketplace was a series of small catastrophes I would like to forget.

Exhibit A: A clothing vendor realized I was wearing a thick jacket in seventy-two-degree weather and came out from behind her stall visibly distressed.

“My lord, you cannot wear that here.”

“It’s a jacket.”

“It is a shroud. Covering the body in this way is considered suspicious. What are you hiding? Are you wounded? Are you armed? Are you concealing a deformity?”

“I’m not concealing anything, I’m just — cold? I’m from Earth. Our clothing is —”

“Your clothing is for climates. I understand. But here you are insulting the air. Please. Remove at least the outer layer.”

I looked at Aldric. Aldric nodded very slightly.

I sighed, shrugged off the jacket, and draped it over my arm. The succubi around me relaxed visibly.

“And the shirt,” Morgana murmured behind me. “Aldric mentioned it would be prudent.”

“I am not taking off my shirt in a marketplace.”

“You are drawing more attention with the shirt on than you would without. Shirtlessness here is casual daywear. A shirt worn beneath nothing else is an advertisement.”

“An advertisement of what.”

“Of modesty. Modesty is unusual here. It attracts attention.”

“I am keeping the shirt on.”

“Suit yourself.”

The clothing vendor, sensing opportunity, produced a loose, sleeveless wrap in dark red fabric.

“For the incubus. On the house. It is a welcome gift.”

“I really can’t —”

“On the house, sir. It is an honor. I insist.”

I took the wrap. I did not put it on. I thanked her three times. She bowed at least twice.

Exhibit B: A tiny, elderly demon grandmother with silver braids and a walking stick came up beside me and touched my hip.

Just — reached out, placed her palm gently on my hip through my jeans, and held it there for about three seconds. Then she pulled her hand back, patted the back of my hand fondly, and said, “Thank you, my dear,” and toddled on.

I stared after her.

“Raven.”

“Mm.”

“Did that old woman just —”

“Tail-touch greeting. You don’t have a tail. Hip is the substitute.”

“She just touched my —”

“It’s a handshake, Jake.”

“It was —”

“More intimate than you expected. Yes. Relax. She was being friendly.”

“It was like my grandmother hugging me.”

“Your grandmother doesn’t greet you by touching your hip?”

“My grandmother greets me by criticizing my posture.”

“Different dimension. Different customs.”

I pulled myself together. Kept walking.

Exhibit C: Cherry spent the next stall haggling — enthusiastically, loudly, and with absolutely no understanding of the currency system — over a glowing fruit that the vendor called a murmurpeach. She traded what she thought was an Earth quarter (which the vendor accepted with intense suspicion) for half a basket of murmurpeaches. She ate one immediately.

Her tail turned pink. More pink. Glowing, bubblegum, neon-sign pink.

She held her tail up in front of her face, staring at it with delight.

“GUYS. GUYS LOOK AT MY TAIL. GUYS.”

“Cherry.”

“Guys my TAIL.”

“Your tail is pink.”

“It’s glowing.”

“Your tail is always pink, Cherry.”

“IT’S GLOWING, RAVEN.”

Raven looked closer. “Oh. Huh.”

“IT’S GLOWING BECAUSE OF THE FRUIT. THE FRUIT MAKES YOU GLOW IN THE PART YOU ARE MOST YOURSELF.” Cherry was bouncing. “I AM MOST MYSELF IN MY TAIL. I KNEW IT.”

“Eat another one,” Sera said, very quietly.

Cherry ate another murmurpeach.

Her hair lit up pink. Every single strand. Just — glowing pink from root to tip, like a neon halo.

“OH MY —” She grabbed a handful of hair. Pulled it around to look at. “OH MY GODS I AM A WALKING LIGHT SHOW I LOVE IT HERE. I love it here. I am HOME.”

Lyra was laughing into my shoulder. Even Raven had cracked an actual smile.

Morgana, watching Cherry glow in the middle of the marketplace, murmured, “At least she is happy.”

“She is,” I said. “She really is.”

Cherry saw an old acquaintance then — a short, bright-green-horned succubus at a flower stand — and shrieked and hurled herself across the walkway into a hug.

“BRIA! BRIA IT’S ME! IT’S CHERRY!”

“Cherry?! Bright Circles, you are alive! You are ALIVE! I thought — we were told —”

“I am SO alive! Look! I’m glowing!”

“Why are you glowing?”

“Murmurpeach! And also I am an exhibitionist with no shame in a foreign dimension where everyone finally gets me! Bria, Bria this is JAKE, he is the first incubus in four hundred years and he bonded me and three of my sisters and he is AMAZING —”

Bria looked at me over Cherry’s shoulder. Her bright green horns caught the light. Her eyes widened.

I kept my mouth firmly shut.

No horn compliments, Jake.

No horn compliments.

Cherry, for her part, told a breathless three-minute version of the entire last six months, with heavy emphasis on pizza, Kevin, the Michigan Avenue confrontation, her podcast, her 100K followers, the Michigan Avenue confrontation (again), Mrs. Peterson’s cookies, and the triumphant day she was handed a washing machine manual and finally, finally understood what the symbols meant. Bria, bless her, did not understand about two-thirds of this, but she nodded and laughed at the right moments and cried a little at the Sera-restoration part and demanded three promises from Cherry about coming to visit her grandmother.

They exchanged addresses. Cherry wrote hers on a petal — which Bria sniffed, examined carefully, and tucked into a small leather pouch.

Cherry came back to me with her eyes shining.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“My friend is alive. I didn’t know. I didn’t — I thought maybe —” She swallowed. “She’s alive and she remembered me and she’s happy to see me.”

“I’m glad, Cherry.”

“Yeah.” She pressed her face into my chest for a second. Her glowing hair lit up the front of my shirt like a pink flashlight. “I’m REALLY glad.”

Then she yelled “BRIA I’M GONNA COME BACK AND EAT YOUR GRANDMOTHER’S CAKES!” over her shoulder and pulled me forward through the marketplace like a bridle.



Exhibit D: Lyra.

Lyra had been quiet during most of the walk. She had been holding my hand and occasionally, through the bond, reaching out to touch the edges of other people’s emotions as we passed. She was using Heart Reading without making a thing of it — a soft cool gold shimmer across her irises that came and went, her empath senses at demon-realm amplification level now, picking up the entire emotional landscape of the marketplace like a radio tuned to a frequency only she could hear.

She tugged my hand sharply.

“Jake.”

“What.”

“That one. Don’t look directly.”

She tilted her head toward a succubus across the walkway — a tall, regal one in silver robes, older, with three-pronged horns. A minor Council member of some kind, based on the robes. She was pretending to shop at a cloth vendor while very deliberately angling herself to watch us.

“What about her.”

“Corrupt.”

“How corrupt.”

“She is cataloguing us right now. For sale. She is estimating how much information about our arrival she can trade to the hardliner faction for personal gain.”

“Great.”

“She has done this eleven times in the last two years. She is very good at it.”

“She shouldn’t be very good at it. Can you tell Aldric?”

“Already did.” Lyra tapped the side of her head. “Empath-to-Banisher bond isn’t great but Aldric heard the gist. He noted her.”

“You’re amazing, you know that.”

“I have a gift.”

“You have a SUPER gift.”

The silver-robed succubus finished her pretend cloth shopping and drifted away. Lyra’s gold-shimmer faded. She leaned harder into my side.

A few stalls later, Lyra was on Heart Reading again — and this time she made a small sound.

“Oh.”

“What.”

“The one at the end of the walkway. The one in the red shawl. She — Jake, she is —” Lyra’s eyes went wet. “She lost her daughter. To the exile policy. Her daughter had a seal. The Banishers took her. That was nineteen years ago. She has not felt joy in nineteen years.”

My throat tightened.

“She’s seeing us.”

“She’s seeing you. She knows the Constellation is reaching for sealed succubi. She heard from a neighbor. She is hoping — Jake, she is hoping — that it means her daughter might someday —”

“I can’t promise her that.”

“I know.”

“I don’t even know who her daughter is. I don’t know where —”

“Jake.” Lyra squeezed my hand. “You don’t have to promise. You just have to be seen by her. You being here is enough. That’s the thing about hope. It doesn’t need a delivery date.”

I looked at the woman in the red shawl.

She was small. Grey-haired. Her horns were short and dull with age. Her hands were knotted around the edge of a basket. Her face was lined and tired and her eyes were on me the same way Lyra had said — not demanding, not expecting, just hoping.

I stopped walking.

I walked across the walkway to her.

Morgana hissed behind me. “Jake — ”

“Give me ten seconds, Morgana.”

I stood in front of the woman in the red shawl. She looked up at me, and her hands tightened on her basket, and her eyes filled.

I did not know the demon realm gestures. I did not know the protocols. I did not know what a gesture of respect from an incubus to a grieving mother was supposed to look like.

So I did what a guy from Chicago does.

I put my right hand flat on my own chest over my heart.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said quietly. “I promise you that I’m looking. We’re looking. If she’s out there — anywhere — we will find her. I can’t guarantee a time. I can’t guarantee a result. But I can tell you we’re not going to stop.”

The woman in the red shawl did not speak.

She reached up — slow, trembling — and touched my hand where it lay over my heart.

Her fingers were cold.

Then she bowed her head, and touched the back of my hand with her own forehead, for about two seconds, and then straightened, and turned, and walked away into the crowd without looking back.

I stood there for a second.

Lyra pressed close against my side — a quiet anchor in the middle of the crowd.

“You did good,” she whispered.

“I don’t know if I did anything.”

“You did everything. The grief she was carrying — it’s still there, but something loosened. She let herself feel it instead of just guarding it.”

I could not trust my voice. I just nodded.

Morgana walked up beside me, her expression soft and assessing. “That is not how diplomats are supposed to behave, Jake.”

“Sorry.”

“That was not a criticism.” She put her hand briefly on my shoulder. “That was precisely the correct thing to do. The realm has not forgotten how incubi were supposed to treat their communities. You just reminded them.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“I know. That is why it was correct.”

She steered me back into the group, and we walked on.



By the time we reached the diplomatic residence, my brain had gone numb from overstimulation and my jaw ached from smiling at strangers whose names I would never remember and whose customs I had violated at least twice.

Four hours. I had been in the Eighth Circle for four hours and I felt like I’d run a marathon through a funhouse designed by someone who’d been told about humans but had never actually met one.

I was exhausted.

The diplomatic residence was a mid-sized crystal structure on a quiet side street — set back from the main flow, with a small walled courtyard in front, two guards in formal red at the entrance who saluted Aldric with the stiff precision of people who had been told to treat him well and were not sure if they meant it, and a warm brass door that opened onto an interior that looked far larger than the exterior should have allowed.

The walls inside the residence adjusted their temperature as we walked through them. I felt the air go cooler as we passed from the entry hall to the reception chamber. The lighting adjusted too — brighter in one room, dimmer in the next, matching some kind of contextual need.

The windows were blank.

I looked around. “Are the windows —”

“They adjust on command,” Aldric said. “You can set them to show any view you want. The residence has a library of landscapes.”

“Oh no,” I said.

“Oh yes,” Cherry said, and sprinted for the nearest window. “WINDOW! WINDOW, SHOW ME EARTH!”

The window rippled. The blank panel resolved — into a view of Chicago. Lake Michigan in the foreground. The skyline behind it. Light snow falling.

Cherry gasped.

“WINDOW, SHOW ME A VOLCANO!”

The window rippled again. Resolved into an active volcano erupting, bright orange lava spilling down its flanks under a night sky.

“WINDOW, SHOW ME UNDERWATER!”

Coral reefs. Fish. A small curious shark.

“WINDOW —”

“Cherry, enough —”

“WINDOW SHOW ME WHATEVER MAKES JAKE HAPPY!”

The window rippled and resolved into — my apartment.

My actual apartment.

The living room. The couch. Kevin, asleep on the couch, tail curled around one foot. Mrs. Peterson in the armchair knitting. Voss at the kitchen table processing forms, his iridescent suit exactly the right shade of wrong.

We all froze.

“Is that —” I said.

“Not live,” Morgana said quickly. “It’s a projection of a place the window is keyed to. The residence is pulling from your emotional signature. It is showing you the place that registers as home.”

“Oh.”

“It is a function of the Constellation sensitivity.”

“Oh.”

My chest tightened. Kevin, on the window, rolled over in his sleep. Voss noted something on a form. Mrs. Peterson finished a row of knitting.

Cherry looked up at me, at the window, back at me. Her breath hitched and she pressed her fist against her sternum.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s home.”

“Yeah.”

“Our home.”

“Our home.”

Lyra pressed against my side. Raven’s shadow curled around my ankle. Morgana’s hand came to rest on the small of my back. Sera stood behind all of us, her silver-white hair catching the window’s flickering light.

We all stood there for a minute, staring at our own apartment on a window in another dimension, while Kevin snored silently through a pane of crystal on the wall of a diplomatic residence in a city with a purple sky.

Morgana broke the silence, gently.

“Window, thank you. Please show the Crimson Court as a neutral view.”

The image faded. Resolved into a view of the crystal spire to the north.

I breathed out.

“Okay,” I said. “Morgana. The archives. What’s the next step.”

Morgana’s expression had gone professional again. Her glasses were in her hand. She folded them, slid them into her case, and squared her shoulders.

“I will go now. I will present my credentials to the Lore Keeper Council. I will request three days of archive access. You will all stay here and rest. Aldric will stay with you in case of incident.”

“Morgana, I should go with you —”

“The first approach should be formal. Me, alone, at my full weight as a former First Rank. Your presence would change the political calculus. I want them to say yes to me, not to the incubus in my delegation.”

“Okay.”

“I will return by sundown with either permission or a refusal. If it is a refusal, we will have plans by morning.”

She turned toward the door. Paused. Looked back at me.

“Jake. Do not leave the residence without Aldric. The crowd in the marketplace was curious. The crowd at the residence may include people with less friendly intentions.”

“I hear you.”

“Cherry. Do not try to find a demon realm pizza place.”

“I wasn’t —”

“Cherry.”

“I was only going to look.”

“Do not leave the residence.”

“FINE.”

Morgana swept out. The great brass door closed behind her with a heavy, decisive thunk.

I stood in the reception chamber with the rest of the group and tried to process the last four hours.

“Guys,” I said. “Guys, I need to lie down for a minute.”

“Same,” Raven said, sitting on the nearest couch and unlacing her boots. “This city is loud.”

“I thought you were from here.”

“I was. I forgot how loud it was.”

Cherry flopped dramatically onto a wide cushioned bench against the wall. “I am going to put the window on my childhood bakery. No one stop me. I need to see it.”

“Window, please show Cherry’s childhood bakery.”

The window rippled obediently. Showed a small, warm, gold-lit bakery on a street somewhere in the Nectar Quarter. Cherry made a sound that was halfway between a laugh and a sob.

Lyra drew me toward the far corner, where a soft low divan was set near another window. She pulled me down onto it. She curled against my side. Her tail wrapped around my thigh. Her wings — real, functional, absurdly pretty wings — folded against her back and then draped over both of us like a blanket.

“Take a nap,” she whispered. “I’ll keep watch.”

“What did I do to deserve you.”

“You gave me water.” Her voice was soft. “Go to sleep, Jake.”

I closed my eyes.



I was woken, at some point I could not measure, by Morgana coming through the door.

I sat up, disoriented. Lyra sat up beside me, her wings folding neatly away behind her back. Cherry was curled up on her bench watching her childhood bakery on the window, the image now showing a demon realm grandmother kneading dough in the late-afternoon light. Raven was cross-legged on the floor, sharpening one of her knives (she had not been told to put it away and therefore had considered it still a valid thing to hold). Sera was asleep in an armchair under a blanket someone had produced from somewhere. Aldric was reading a book.

Morgana walked in.

Her jaw was tight.

She walked to the center of the room, set her case down, removed her glasses, folded them very deliberately, and set them on a side table.

She said: “The Lore Keeper Council denied my request.”

The whole group froze.

“What?” Raven said.

“Why?”

“Because I was expelled.” Morgana’s voice was clipped. Professional. Absolutely furious underneath in a way only Lyra and I could feel. “My academic credentials were revoked. Officially, I do not have the standing to request access to the Forbidden Archives. I was told to reapply through official channels, which would take approximately eight to twelve weeks.”

“Our gateway doesn’t last eight weeks,” I said.

“It does not.”

“So —”

“So there is one person who has the authority to grant access despite my expulsion. The current head archivist.” Morgana picked her glasses back up and squeezed them once in her fist. “My former student, Priya.”

Raven frowned. “Your former —”

“I taught her for eleven years. She was my most promising student.”

“Okay.”

“She was also one of the three Lore Keepers who voted, ten years ago, to uphold my exile during the decennial reaffirmation. My original expulsion was two centuries ago, but the Concordat requires the council to revisit long-standing exclusions every ten years and decide whether to lift them or keep them in force. Ten years ago, when my research on the Constellation’s seal patterns became inconvenient to the Banisher Concordat, Priya cast the deciding vote to keep me out. She is the reason I have spent the last decade still unable to come home.”

The room was silent.

I reached out and took Morgana’s hand. She squeezed mine. Hard.

“So we need help from the person who kicked you out,” Raven said.

“Yes,” Morgana said.

“How do you feel about that.”

Morgana was silent for a second. Then she looked up at me with her amber eyes — still gold at the edges, still burning with the fury she’d been banking for two hundred years. She’d taken that anger and filed it down into research, into evidence, into the slow grinding construction of a case no tribunal could dismiss.

“I feel,” she said precisely, “like I have been preparing my entire adult life for this conversation.”

“When do we see her?”

“Tomorrow. Morning. She has agreed to meet.”

“Morgana.” I squeezed her hand. “We’re with you.”

“I know.”

Behind her, Cherry was still watching the window. Her childhood bakery was showing the sun going down — the other side of the Eighth Circle’s day, the light going from purple to red to a deep, velvet indigo. Lamplight came up in the bakery’s windows. The demon grandmother inside was shaping a loaf of bread.

Outside our residence, through the ordinary window beside the magic one, the Eighth Circle was settling into evening. Sounds drifted up from the street. Music from somewhere. Laughter. A bell in the distance. The city was going about its business.

On my lap, Lyra was leaning against my shoulder again. Her wings were relaxed. Her weight was warm and settled against me. Her bond with me was a quiet, steady warmth.

we’re going to be fine, she whispered through it.

yeah.

bed soon. a real bed. I can feel how tired you are.

the food —

we don’t have to eat tonight. Morgana brought road rations. They don’t move.

sold.

I kissed the top of her head and looked out the ordinary window.

Above the Eighth Circle, the purple sky was beginning, very slowly, to deepen toward red.

Kevin was three realities and a dimension away.

“Water,” I said out loud. “I am going to drink several glasses of water and then I am going to sleep.”

“There is a jug in the next room,” Aldric said without looking up from his book. “The water is safe. I checked.”

“Thank you, Aldric.”

“You are welcome, Jake.”

Lyra laughed softly against my neck. “Water in the demon realm.”

“Callback.”

“Very nostalgic.”

“You’re mine, you know that.”

“Since the water.”

I stood up, carefully, and went to find the jug.


Chapter 4: The Nectar Quarter

I had expected the morning to feel alien.

It did not.

I woke up in a bed that was too large and far too responsive — the mattress had molded itself around the shape of my body overnight and had then quietly molded itself around Lyra and Cherry and Raven and Morgana and Sera and the blankets and the pillow and all of us, and the whole thing felt a bit like sleeping inside a very polite sentient sponge. The light coming through the window was purple-gold. A crystal wind-chime somewhere outside the residence was playing a note that modulated slowly through three octaves.

Cherry was sprawled across my chest. She was drooling a little.

This, at least, was familiar.

Lyra was curled against my left side. Raven was at the edge of the mattress with one hand tangled in the blanket I was under and her violet eyes half-open, tracking me. Morgana was on the far side of the bed, hair loose, already awake, reading one of the residence’s books. Sera, bless her, had slept on an oversized couch at the foot of the bed, her cocoa canister on the floor beside her.

Kevin was not at the foot of the bed.

I registered that.

I swallowed it.

Lyra felt it through the bond and pressed her face into my shoulder.

“I miss him too,” she murmured.

“Yeah.”

Cherry stirred. She made a small sleepy noise, lifted her head, blinked at me through a curtain of pink hair that had lost its murmurpeach glow overnight, and said, very clearly: “Nectar Quarter today.”

“Good morning to you too, Cherry.”

“NECTAR. QUARTER. TODAY.”

“Cherry —”

“JAKE. You. PROMISED.”

“I promised Morgana I would discuss the Nectar Quarter today. I did not promise we would actually visit it today.”

“Jake.”

Morgana, without looking up from her book, said, “Cherry, let him wake up.”

“I AM letting him wake up. This is me LETTING him wake up. This is waking up energy.”

“Cherry.”

“FINE.”

Cherry rolled off my chest and onto Lyra, who squeaked and then laughed and then petted Cherry’s hair affectionately. Cherry burrowed into Lyra’s neck and started describing, in a low, continuous, conspiratorial whisper, every single place in the Nectar Quarter she wanted to show me.

“The Golden Draught of course. Velvet runs it now. VELVET, Lyra, she’s a legend, she’s been running it for a HUNDRED and FIFTY years and she’s incredible and her tits are — you don’t understand — and then there’s Silvereye’s place — and there’s a tea garden I used to go to — and there’s a —”

“Cherry, Jake has not had breakfast yet.”

“He can eat in the Quarter! They have AMAZING food!”

“Jake does not eat food that moves.”

“They have STILL food. They can make still food for him! They do that for the new ones!”

“Cherry, please let him —”

“I’M BEING RESTRAINED, LYRA. LOOK AT ME. LOOK AT MY RESTRAINT.”

“I see it.”

“IT’S IMPRESSIVE.”

“I’m very proud of you, Cherry.”

Morgana closed her book. Set it aside. Looked at me.

“Jake. About today. I have to be at Priya’s archive meeting at noon. I will need at least two hours of preparation beforehand. The others are free until the afternoon session. If you want to visit the Nectar Quarter this morning —”

“YES.” Cherry’s head shot up from Lyra’s neck. “YES WE WANT.”

” — with Aldric as your guide, it is culturally appropriate. The Quarter is the district Cherry knows best. It will be a safe introduction to demon realm social customs.”

“Safe,” Raven said flatly from the edge of the bed. “You are using the word ‘safe’ about the Nectar Quarter.”

“Comparatively safe.”

“The Nectar Quarter is a series of connected pleasure gardens where sex in public is a social norm and succubi feed on strangers in communal pools.”

“Comparatively safe as in nobody will try to assassinate Jake there.”

“Is there anywhere in the Eighth Circle where nobody will try to assassinate Jake?”

“Relatively fewer assassins in the Nectar Quarter. The Quarter has its own internal rules about violence. It is considered bad manners.”

“So assassins have manners.”

“In the Nectar Quarter, yes.”

Raven dragged a hand down her face. “I hate this dimension.”

“No you don’t,” I said. “You like it here. Your shadows are happier.”

“My shadows are happier. I am conflicted.”

She flopped back onto the pillow and pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. Her tail lashed once, irritable, and then settled again. Through the bond — not the Soulbound bond, which was Lyra, but the ordinary harem awareness I had developed with all of them — I could feel that Raven was actually less conflicted than she was letting on. She was enjoying being in her element. She was also nervous about something she hadn’t mentioned yet, some private piece of Shadow Market business she was working herself up to.

I let it go. She’d tell me when she was ready.

“Raven.”

“What.”

“You want to come with us to the Nectar Quarter?”

“No.”

“Okay.”

“I am going to take Sera to the Shadow Market.”

“Really?”

“We need to see — our old place. I need to see it before I’m ready for anything else. Sera wants to come. It’ll be quiet. It’ll be good.”

“Okay. Aldric —”

“I will escort Jake and Cherry to the Nectar Quarter,” Aldric said from the doorway. He had been standing there for some indeterminate amount of time without my noticing, which was starting to feel like a pattern with Aldric. “Morgana to her meeting. Raven and Sera to the Shadow Market. Everyone with an escort. Except —” His glamour-gray eyes settled on Lyra. “You.”

Lyra stirred against my side. “Hmm?”

“You will stay here and rest. You are Soulbound. Jake will feel safe through the bond. You look tired.”

Lyra sat up on one elbow. Her blonde hair was tousled. Her eyes were still slightly puffy from not enough sleep. Her vestigial — formerly vestigial — wings were folded tidily against her back, iridescent and gorgeous even rumpled.

“I am tired,” she admitted. “The emotions yesterday were a lot. The empathic load in the marketplace — I’m still processing. I need a quiet morning.”

“You’ll be okay?”

“I’ll be wonderful. I’m going to sit here and read Morgana’s books and eat whatever we brought from Earth and only feel my own feelings for two hours.” She kissed my jaw. “Go enjoy yourself. Take Cherry. She’s going to burst if you don’t.”

“I AM GOING TO BURST,” Cherry confirmed. “LITERALLY. LITERALLY BURST. PINK EVERYWHERE.”



Two hours later, Cherry and I and Aldric were walking into the Nectar Quarter.

I had thought — based on yesterday’s arrival — that I was prepared for sensory overload.

I was not prepared.

The Nectar Quarter began at an archway of living amethyst vines. The vines were in bloom, their flowers shifting through pink and gold and deep violet in a slow breathing cycle. Past the archway, the street opened onto a wide boulevard paved with warm, faintly glowing stone. The buildings were not buildings the way the rest of the Eighth Circle had buildings — they were terraced gardens built into the sides of crystal structures, each level open to the air, with draped silks and scattered cushions and low tables and small pools of softly steaming water.

The street was full of succubi.

They were everywhere. Lounging. Walking. Drinking things from crystal cups. Sitting on cushions and talking to one another in small, lazy groups. Several were eating fruit from large shared platters. One was playing a stringed instrument made of what looked like spun glass. Several were being fed — literally, by hand, by other succubi, lounging with the languorous comfort of cats at a sunny window.

Some of them were naked.

Many of them were naked.

A succubus with bronze skin and dove-gray wings was walking past us with absolutely nothing on except a gold anklet, and she was not rushing anywhere in particular, and she was smiling at the sky, and she was completely unselfconscious.

An older succubus on a cushion in one of the terraced gardens was being painted — by another succubus, holding a fine brush, working careful lines across the lounging woman’s bare stomach and thighs — and she was also completely naked, and completely unbothered, and the other patrons of the garden were paying about as much attention to her as a Chicago cafe pays to a guy reading the newspaper.

The light was different. Warmer. Golder. It was still sun-lit but the sunlight was being filtered through strings of golden crystal beads hung between the terraces overhead, which scattered it into a thousand soft warm points on everything below.

The air was different. It smelled of honey and incense and fruit and skin and, underneath all of that, something my incubus senses flagged immediately as pleasure — a kind of ambient arousal, a subtle field in the air that made the hairs on my arms stand up.

And the sound was different. There was music. Not from instruments — from the crystal spires themselves. The spires in this district were differently tuned than the ones at the Crimson Court, and they were resonating with something I couldn’t quite identify. A low, pulsing, layered tone that I only recognized as music after I’d been listening to it for several seconds.

I stopped walking.

Cherry was holding my hand. She stopped too. She looked up at my face.

Her smile was the biggest, proudest smile I had ever seen on her.

“Jake?”

“Yeah.”

“This is it. This is the Nectar Quarter.”

“Yeah.”

“This is home.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you get it now? Do you understand? About me? About why?”

I looked out across the boulevard. At the naked succubus walking past. At the woman being painted. At the communal feeding pool where three succubi were lounging in waist-deep water and feeding each other bites of something that glowed. At the whole, wide, warm, utterly shameless landscape of a culture that had decided, centuries ago, that pleasure and intimacy and beauty and bodies were good and should be celebrated and should be public, and should be normal.

I understood.

Months’ worth of “Cherry, don’t strip in the grocery store.” Months’ worth of “Cherry, please put on underwear.” Months’ worth of “Cherry, the neighbors can hear you.”

She hadn’t been wrong. She hadn’t been broken. She’d been transplanted.

I looked down at her. At her heart-pupil pink eyes. Her candy-pink horns. Her bouncy pink hair that was now fully returned to its normal not-glowing state but was still bright against the golden Quarter light.

“Cherry.”

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry every time I told you to be quieter.”

Her face cracked open.

She made a small, wet sound. Pressed her face into my side.

“You’re the best and you didn’t even do anything wrong, Jake. You were just — being Earth. Earth is weird about things. You were weird about Earth things. That’s okay.”

“I should have gotten it sooner.”

“Nobody gets it until they SEE it. I couldn’t explain. I tried. I tried so many times. I’d say ‘it’s normal where I’m from’ and you guys would just LOOK at me. Like, normal where? How can THIS be normal? And I couldn’t — I didn’t have words. I didn’t have pictures. I just had me.”

“You had you.”

“Yeah.”

“You are the best translation of this place I could have gotten, you know that?”

“STOP, you’re making me cry and we just got here and my makeup is water-resistant not tear-resistant there is a DIFFERENCE —”

She scrubbed her face with the back of her hand. Took a huge shaky breath. Then she grinned — enormous, radiant, the full Cherry wattage.

“OKAY. Tour time.”

“Tour time.”

“First the boulevard — I want you to just WALK it. Just walk and look. Don’t try to process. Don’t try to be polite. Just see it. And then I want to take you to the tea garden where I used to get in trouble for throwing fruit at the fountain. And then I want to —”

“Cherry.”

“Yeah?”

“Lead the way.”

She pulled me forward.



Aldric trailed us at a respectful distance, hands in his pockets, the picture of a man who was used to going unnoticed and was glad about it. In the Nectar Quarter, even his glamour was less important — nobody was looking at Aldric, because everybody was looking at the incubus in jeans and the extremely bouncing pink succubus dragging him along like a boat pulling a water-skier.

I got stares.

I expected stares.

I got specific stares.

In the marketplace yesterday, the stares had been shock and reverence. In the Nectar Quarter, the stares were appreciative. Frankly appreciative. Openly appreciative. A succubus on a cushion made direct eye contact with me, lifted her crystal cup in a little salute, and let her robe slip just slightly off one shoulder. A pair of succubi walking the other direction down the boulevard turned in unison as we passed, like wheat in a wind, and watched me go.

My essence modulation tingled warm, trying to calibrate to the environment. The radius was bigger here. I could feel it stretching out ahead of me and rippling through the Quarter’s ambient field. Every succubus I passed, I felt a small soft flicker — the way my essence touched hers, a brief register of her presence, and then moved on.

“Jake,” Cherry said.

“Yeah.”

“Can you dial it down? Just a little? Otherwise everyone in this part of the Quarter is going to be thinking about you for the rest of the afternoon.”

“I’m — yeah, yes —”

I tried. Dialed it down — the internal volume knob I’d been learning to use for months. My radius compressed about halfway. The ambient tingle softened to something I could ignore.

“Better.”

“Better.”

“I can take it lower if —”

“No, keep it where it is. If you go any lower they won’t feel you at all and then they’ll feel disappointed.”

“Is that something I need to worry about.”

“In the Nectar Quarter, feeling disappointed is a bigger insult than being stared at.”

“Okay.”

A young succubus — not a day over nineteen in succubus years — was lounging on a low cushion by the edge of the walkway. She looked up at me as we passed. Her tail flicked. She smiled, slow and warm, and said, “Welcome to the Quarter, incubus.”

I smiled back. “Thanks.”

She didn’t pursue. She just enjoyed the moment, and then looked back at her friend, and kept talking.

that’s what Cherry meant, I thought. you can just — exist here. You weren’t assigned roles at the door. You weren’t told be demure or be flirty or be available. You just were, and whatever you were got the same warmth back from anyone you crossed paths with.

It was the opposite of a Chicago bar at midnight.

I kind of loved it.



Cherry dragged me into a tea garden — the tea garden, apparently, the one from her childhood where she had gotten in trouble for throwing fruit at the fountain. It was tucked into the side of a terraced building, three levels up, reached by a wide ramp of smooth golden stone. The garden itself was an open-air terrace with low tables, scattered cushions, a central fountain of glowing water that cycled slowly through pink and gold, and a proprietor — an older succubus with silver-streaked hair — who saw Cherry, dropped a crystal tea kettle, shrieked, and flung her arms open.

“CHERRY?!”

“MOTHER LINI!!”

Cherry launched across the garden. Mother Lini caught her. They embraced with the kind of hug that lasts several minutes and includes about four separate bouts of crying.

“I thought — when the exile — we were told —”

“I’m ALIVE, Mother Lini, I’M ALIVE —”

“My child, my wild child —”

“I’m BACK. I’m back for a visit. I have a HUMAN, his name is JAKE, he is SO nice and he is also an INCUBUS —”

Mother Lini’s head whipped around.

She looked at me. Her hand came up to cover her mouth. Tears were streaming down her face.

“An incubus.”

“Hello, ma’am.”

“An incubus. And my Cherry. Cherry —” She grabbed Cherry by the shoulders and looked at her hard. ” — Cherry, child, are you safe? Is he kind to you? Tell me now. In my garden, you can tell me the truth.”

“He is the KINDEST,” Cherry said, with the intensity of a woman swearing an oath on a holy book. “He is the best man I have ever met. He fed me pizza when I did not know what pizza was. He took care of me when I did not know how doors worked. He holds me when I cry and he laughs when I tell my bad jokes. He makes Sera feel safe. He took us out of exile. He loves all of us. Mother Lini, he’s GOOD.”

Mother Lini looked at Cherry for a long moment. Then she looked at me.

Then she bowed. Deeply.

“Welcome to the Silver Fountain, incubus Jake. Your essence is sunrise and Cherry is radiant and I am honored beyond words to host you. Please. Sit. There will be tea. There will be cakes. There will be no charge.”

“Mother Lini, I can —”

“There will be no charge. Sit.”

I sat.

I was shepherded to the best cushions, beside the fountain, and a small low table was placed in front of me, and Cherry plopped down beside me and threaded her arm through mine with the satisfaction of a woman who had just received external validation of her life choices from one of her adult authority figures. Aldric took a cushion at a polite distance and immediately produced a book.

Tea appeared. It was pale gold and smelled like flowers and honey and something gently warming that I couldn’t place. Cakes appeared — small, round, pastel, stamped with delicate patterns. A plate of fruit — which, blessedly, did not move, and which Cherry identified for me one piece at a time: this is a blush-plum, this is a lin-fruit, this is a starmelon slice, this is — oh, this is the one you should not eat because it makes you very — Mother Lini, why do you have those? — oh, a bachelor party last night — never mind, Jake, that fruit is an adult fruit, don’t touch that fruit* — this one, this is the one you should eat, this is a honey-pear.*

I ate a honey-pear.

It was delicious.

It tasted like a real pear but with depth — like three different peaches and a drop of vanilla and a hint of something warm and spiced. I made a quiet pleased sound.

Cherry beamed at me.

“I told you there was still food. Still food is AMAZING in the Quarter. Mother Lini has the best still food. She is FAMOUS for still food.”

“Cherry, you are flattering me.”

“I AM FLATTERING YOU CORRECTLY.”

I ate another honey-pear. A blush-plum. A lin-fruit. Mother Lini poured the tea, which tasted like warm honey and a spice I could not identify and which made my skin prickle pleasantly, in a way I decided was probably just the ambient field of the Quarter and not the tea doing anything.

Three minutes in, I realized it was the tea doing something.

“Mother Lini —”

“Yes, my lord?”

“Is there something in this tea?”

“Spiced honeyroot. Very mild. It sharpens the senses and warms the body.” Her eyes twinkled. “It is what we serve to distinguished guests in the Quarter. It is considered a sign of respect. I am not — I am not trying to —”

“I — no, it’s okay, it’s —”

“It is meant to be a welcome. Just a warmth. It is not a —” She waved a hand. ” — a compulsion. You may stop drinking anytime.”

I nodded. I took another sip. The warmth bloomed a little further across my chest. The sensation was — good. Slightly heightened. A pleasant awareness of everything around me.

Cherry, at my side, had lifted her own cup to her lips and taken a long sip and then closed her eyes and made a small, happy, humming noise.

“I haven’t had Mother Lini’s tea in three years,” she whispered. “I dreamed about this, Jake. I actually had a dream about this tea. And now I’m drinking it. In my tea garden. With my person.”

My chest did a thing.

“Cherry —”

“Don’t make me cry again. I already did it once this morning.”

“Okay.”

We sat in the warm gold light and drank spiced honeyroot tea and ate still food.

Around us, the tea garden carried on with its regular clientele. A trio of succubi in matching silver robes were at the next table, sharing cakes and laughing quietly. Two succubi at the far end of the terrace were sitting cross-legged on cushions with their heads bent together, a single shared cup of tea between them, speaking in low tender voices. A lone older succubus was sketching something in a small leather journal, her elegant tail curled around her ankle.

Nothing was on fire.

Nothing was being thrown.

Nobody was being rude.

It was just a tea garden in the middle of a morning in a dimension with a purple sky, and Cherry was home, and I was drinking honeyed tea, and my hand was resting on her thigh under the table, and the Quarter was humming around me like a great warm animal at rest.

“Jake,” she said quietly.

“Mm.”

“I want to take you to the Golden Draught next. Velvet’s place. I want to introduce you.”

“Okay.”

“And then —” She bit her lip. Looked up at me through her pink lashes. ” — and then I want to find a garden alcove and be LOUD with you.”

“Cherry.”

“JAKE.”

“We’re in public.”

“That’s the POINT, Jake, that’s literally the point of this place, please —”

“I know. I know it’s the point. I’m — it’s going to take me a minute.”

“That’s okay.” She squeezed my wrist with her tail. “I’ll wait until you’re ready. I’ll wait as many minutes as you need.”

“How long is ‘as many minutes as I need.’”

“Probably two. Tops.”

“Cherry.”

“Three. Three if we’re being generous.”

Mother Lini, who had overheard without appearing to, set down another plate of honey-pears with a serene knowing smile.

“The private alcoves at the Golden Draught are the finest in the Quarter,” she said. “I recommend them highly. The wards are excellent. The cushions are divine. The view of the boulevard is optional but delightful.”

I buried my face in my hands.

Cherry kissed my temple.

“I love you, Earth-boy.”



The Golden Draught was a block and a half deeper into the Quarter.

It was spectacular from the outside and overwhelming from the inside.

From the outside: a sprawling three-story structure of warm amber crystal with open terraces on every level. Its façade was carved with delicate reliefs — scenes of banquets, embraces, figures at rest, figures in delighted motion. A wide warm entryway was flanked by living pillars of honeysuckle vines. Inside the entryway, a single gong hung on a braided silk cord, and a sign above it, which Cherry translated for me, read: WELCOME, FRIEND. THE NECTAR IS FINE TODAY.

Inside: warmth. Gold light. Low music. The smell of honey and warm skin and a faint, almost imperceptible hum of ambient arousal — the same field the whole Quarter had, but concentrated, deepened, richer. A public lounge area on the ground floor with deep cushioned couches, where perhaps two dozen patrons were lounging, talking, eating small plates of something glowing, having their hair braided by other patrons, one of them being fed a glass of something iridescent by a woman who was perched on the arm of her couch with the careless attentiveness of a girlfriend on date night.

My essence modulation hummed. I felt the Draught’s warmth resonate against it — a deeper, richer version of the Quarter’s hum, concentrated and intimate. Like walking out of a cold room into a warm bath.

A tall young succubus in silver-and-gold robes approached us at the entrance, bowed, and said, “Welcome to the Golden Draught. How may I serve you?”

Cherry pulled on my hand and practically vibrated.

“I want to speak with the Mistress. Tell her Cherry is here. Cherry of the Third Terrace, the one who used to steal cakes.”

The young succubus blinked.

“Cherry? Cherry the cake thief?”

“That’s me.”

“Oh my — Mistress Velvet will — please, please, come in. Wait — wait right here in the lounge, I will fetch her, please —”

She disappeared up a spiral staircase at a near-run, robes flying.

Cherry pulled me over to one of the low couches and practically vibrated into it, bouncing in place, her tail swishing frantically against the cushions.

“Jake. Jake. You’re about to meet VELVET. She is LITERALLY a legend. She has been running this house for a hundred and fifty YEARS, she is — Jake I don’t know how to — she’s my HERO. Honestly? She was like a — when I was growing up she was already THE PERSON in the Quarter, the one everyone aspired to, and I was a little nobody who snuck in through the back stairs to steal cakes from her kitchen and she caught me ONCE and instead of reporting me she gave me a whole tray of cakes and asked me about my day and I — I don’t know if I ever told her how much that MEANT —”

“Cherry, breathe.”

“I AM.”

“Deep breaths.”

“DEEP BREATHS.”

“In for four, out for eight.”

“IN FOR FOUR OUT FOR EIGHT.”

“Cherry, that is not four and eight, you are just vibrating —”

“I CAN’T BREATHE CORRECTLY I’M EXCITED —”

A door at the top of the spiral staircase opened.

A woman came down the stairs.

And I understood, all at once, everything Cherry had been trying to tell me.

Velvet was beautiful in a way that made the room rearrange itself around her.

She was tall — maybe five-foot-eight, tall for the Quarter. Her skin was warm brown with golden undertones that seemed to catch the Draught’s ambient light and hold it. Her hair was dark — near-black — and braided in intricate long plaits threaded with gold clasps that chimed very faintly as she moved. Her eyes were honey-gold, warm, intelligent, knowing.

Her horns were the most elegant I had seen in this dimension — two smooth curves rising from her temples, dark at the root and lightening to a soft gold at the tips, each carved with fine gold-filigree tracework that looked like it had been done by a master jeweler.

Her wings were small but functional, folded close against her back, covered in the same dark-over-gold pattern as her horns.

And her body —

I usually tried to take a woman in from the ground up — it was the polite thing, the gentlemanly thing, the instinct I had trained into myself after four months of being surrounded by supernatural beauty. Velvet made that instinct impossible. My eyes were dragged, against my will, straight to her chest — because her breasts were that large, straining the thin golden wrap she had on, visibly heavy, the full-and-soft heaviness that came from nature rather than architecture. Her staggering H-cup tits were barely contained by a wrap that had clearly been designed to make a show of them rather than hide them. Dark brown nipples were just barely visible through the silk. The fabric moved with every breath, straining at the point of her bust, and the weight of her breasts made her posture subtly adjusted — a generous woman who had spent a century and a half learning how to carry what she carried with grace.

Her hips were wide. Her waist was nipped in by a narrow belt of gold. Her legs under the wrap were long and smooth and bare to the mid-thigh. A golden anklet with a tiny chime hung on her right ankle.

She glided down the stairs. Her tail — long and elegant and ending in a spaded tip — trailed gracefully behind her.

“Cherry, darling. You’re alive. And you brought —”

She stopped.

Her eyes had reached me.

She went absolutely still.

I watched it happen in real time — she let out a small, involuntary laugh, the kind that comes when your body registers something your mind hasn’t caught up to yet. Her hand, which had been reaching out toward Cherry, lowered slowly to her side. Her free hand went, very slowly, to the doorframe at the bottom of the stairs, and I saw her fingers tighten on the carved crystal until her knuckles whitened.

Then she inhaled.

Her knees buckled.

Visibly. She swayed. Her hand on the doorframe was the only thing that kept her upright. Her tail, which had been elegant and trailing, went abruptly still and then curled in toward her own body like a reflex of protection. Her wings fluttered once against her back.

“That,” she breathed, “is an incubus.”

Her voice had gone low. Quiet. Almost reverent.

Cherry stood up beside me, practically levitating with pride.

“I know, Mistress Velvet.”

Velvet did not take her eyes off me. She took a careful step toward the couch. Then another. Her face was composed — she was a hundred and fifty years of hospitality professional, and she was not going to be the kind of host who lost her composure in front of a guest — but every fiber of her body was giving her away. Her breathing had sped up. A pink flush was beginning to spread across the tops of her breasts and her collarbones.

“I — forgive me. I am a terrible hostess. I —” She shook her head, trying to clear it. ” — I have been running this house for a hundred and fifty years. I have hosted lords. Generals. Three members of the High Council. The Crimson Court’s own Reverent Mother once dined in my second-floor alcove and I poured her tea with a steady hand.” She laughed — a low, dazed laugh. “And none of them made me lightheaded by standing in my entrance lobby.”

I stood up. Because it seemed the polite thing to do.

“Hi. I’m Jake.”

“Hello, Jake.” Her eyes devoured me, without apology, and then she caught herself and executed a small graceful half-bow. “My name is Velvet. I am the proprietor of the Golden Draught. I am —” She paused. Exhaled. ” — I am going to need to sit down.”

“Please sit.”

I gestured to the couch beside me. She glided over and lowered herself onto it with the careful, measured grace of someone whose knees were not going to be trusted. Her wrap fell open slightly as she sat, baring one golden-brown thigh. She did not adjust it. Modesty was not a concept the Nectar Quarter recognized.

Her breasts sat in her lap with a weight that made the silk of the wrap strain.

I was looking at the filigree on her horns, because it was — in a cosmic sense — the only place in the room that did not make my brain short-circuit.

She caught me looking. The corners of her mouth curved.

“Do not compliment them, incubus Jake Morrison. Outside of the Quarter, it would be a marriage proposal. Inside the Quarter, it is a proposition of a different kind. And I do not wish to embarrass you into either.”

“Noted.”

“Thank you for noting.”

Cherry plopped down on the couch on Velvet’s far side and immediately threaded her arms around the older succubus’s neck.

“Mistress VELVET, I missed you so much —”

“Cherry, my bright one —” Velvet pulled her in for a tight embrace, her face pressing into Cherry’s pink hair for a moment. Her amber eyes squeezed shut. ” — we all thought — when they took you — oh, my girl, I lit three candles for you, every year, on the first day of the Moon Feast. I knew you were out there somewhere. I did not want to believe otherwise.”

“I’m alive. I’m VERY alive. I have a PODCAST.”

“A podcast.”

“I will explain later.”

“Please do.”

“For now — Velvet, this is Jake. He is my bonded anchor. He is the first incubus in four hundred years. We have a CONSTELLATION, Velvet, a five-point one with my sister’s seal and Sera’s, and we —”

“Slow down, my bright one, slow down. One thing at a time.”

Cherry took a breath. Organized her thoughts. Delivered them again in slightly less-breathless form: Jake was her bonded anchor. They had come through a dimensional gate Morgana had built from ancient Constellation magic. They were here to research the Forbidden Archives. Sera was Raven’s sister, the fifth point of the Constellation, restored from Banisher custody. They needed answers. Jake was amazing. Velvet had to host them. Properly.

Velvet listened. Her expert face did a very slow evolution from dazed welcome to intelligent attention to careful strategic calculation. By the end of Cherry’s explanation, she was the host of the Golden Draught again — gracious, focused, planning already.

“The Nectar Welcome,” she said.

“YES!” Cherry shouted.

“What is the Nectar Welcome,” I said.

“A formal hospitality rite. A tradition older than the Quarter itself. When a distinguished visitor arrives in the Nectar Quarter — a visitor of significance — the most respected house in the Quarter offers the Nectar Welcome. A cup of nectar, served by hand.” Velvet tilted her head. “You are an incubus. You are the first of your kind in four centuries. This is the most significant visit the Golden Draught has ever hosted.”

“Mistress Velvet,” Cherry said reverently, “it would be my dream.”

“And you, Jake?” Velvet’s warm gaze turned to me. “Would you accept the Welcome? It is — you should know — it is a cultural honor. It is not casual. I would be shamed to offer it without meaning it, and I am offering it.”

“What does the Welcome involve?”

“A cup. Poured by me. Drunk in my presence. That is all. There are —” She paused delicately. ” — optional elements for distinguished visitors. They are not required. They are only offered if the guest wishes.”

“Optional elements?”

“Pleasure. Hospitality of the body. It is considered a gift from the house. Distinguished visitors are welcome to accept or decline. Declining is not an insult. Accepting is an honor.”

I blinked.

Velvet’s expression was composed. There was no pressure in her voice. She was describing a cultural tradition the way a docent describes an exhibit. But her golden eyes were doing their own thing — and her eyes were hungry.

Cherry, on the couch, was staring at me with an enormous pink grin.

“The NECTAR WELCOME, Jake. HERE. From VELVET.”

“Cherry, give me a second.”

“I AM giving you a second, this is my second-giving face —”

Aldric coughed politely from the adjacent couch where he had been pretending to read his book but had, I noticed, not turned a page in several minutes.

“Jake. A word.”

I got up. I walked with him across the lounge to a small alcove by the ambient window. The music of the spires was a soft low pulse around us.

“Aldric.”

“The Nectar Welcome is a genuine cultural tradition. It is not a seduction trap. Velvet is not attempting to manipulate you. However, as a matter of demon realm politics: declining a formal offer from the most respected Nectar house in the Eighth Circle is —” He searched for the word. ” — notable. It is remembered. It is interpreted. Accepting it is a gesture of respect to the Quarter’s culture. Declining it is permitted but it marks you as — set apart. Not of us.”

“So —”

“Nobody will hold it against you, Jake. You are from Earth. Cultural difference is understood. But if you do accept it, you will be welcomed in a way no outsider has been in four centuries.”

“And the — the physical part of the welcome.”

“Is optional. You can accept only the cup. You can accept the cup and decline any further hospitality. You can accept full hospitality. You are the guest. You choose.”

“Okay.”

“I will also mention —” He hesitated. ” — Velvet is not offering the full hospitality to every guest. She offers it rarely. When she does, she means it. She has been — Jake, she is looking at you like a woman who has been waiting a very long time for something she did not expect to ever find.”

I looked back across the lounge. Velvet was sitting on the couch with her hand on Cherry’s knee, smiling at something Cherry had said. Her gaze flicked up to me for just a second and then dropped, polite, respectful of my conversation.

Her fingers on Cherry’s knee were very slightly trembling.

I walked back.

I sat down across from her.

“Velvet.”

“Jake.”

“I accept the Nectar Welcome.”

Her eyes brightened.

“And I would be honored to accept the full hospitality. If that’s something you’re — genuinely offering. Not just traditionally.”

Her gaze held mine.

“I am genuinely offering. I am offering as Velvet, not as the Mistress of the Golden Draught. I have been running this house for a hundred and fifty years, Jake, and I have perhaps half a dozen times offered the full hospitality to a guest. I have never done it to a man I had known for less than an hour.” Her voice was soft, steady, warm. “I am offering because your essence is the most remarkable thing I have sensed in my lifetime and because my body, frankly, has decided for me. I am not in a habit of letting my body decide for me. It has been persuasive this morning.”

Cherry was bouncing in place.

“Mistress Velvet,” I said.

“Yes?”

“I am going to take my succubus — Cherry, not Aldric, Aldric’s just our escort — into one of your garden alcoves, right now, because she has been dying to do this for six months and the Quarter’s ambient field is — it’s not going to wait much longer. After that, can we return to you for the Welcome?”

Velvet’s whole face lit up.

“Of course. The alcove is yours for as long as you need. I will prepare the upper chamber for the Welcome. Take your time.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank YOU, Jake of Earth. For accepting.”

Cherry, beside her, was making a small high-pitched squealing sound and covering her mouth with her hands.



The alcove Velvet led us to was a private terrace garden, three levels up, opening onto the Quarter boulevard through a silken curtain of opalescent gauze that blurred the view without hiding it. The floor was covered in deep cushions. A single low golden lamp burned in one corner. A fountain of warm honey-scented water trickled gently along one wall. The air was already thick with the ambient field of the Quarter, and now, with the privacy wards humming softly to life as Velvet brushed her fingers across a crystal sigil beside the curtain, it deepened further — a warmer, more insulated hum.

“Privacy wards are active,” Velvet said. “You will not be overheard. The alcove is yours. I will see you in the upper chamber when you are ready.”

She glided away. The curtain fell behind her.

Cherry was already getting naked.

Not in a hurry, even. Just — doing it. Her pink crop top came up over her head in one smooth motion and her impossible E-cup tits tumbled free, heavy and firm, nipples already tight. Her skirt was down around her ankles a second later. Her thong — a scrap of pink lace Morgana had threatened her into that morning — went next.

She stood naked in the middle of the alcove, her hands on her hips, pink hair wild around her shoulders, the gentle gold light of the lamp making every curve of her absurd body glow.

“JAKE,” she said, with the absolute satisfaction of a woman who had been waiting all her life for this exact moment. “We are in the NECTAR QUARTER. In a PRIVATE ALCOVE. In a PLEASURE HOUSE. With ACTUAL PRIVACY WARDS. Nobody will hear us. Nobody will call the POLICE. Nobody will knock on the wall. Nobody will tell us to keep it DOWN. Do you understand what this MEANS to me.”

“I understand.”

“I have waited my WHOLE LIFE on Earth to be somewhere this is NORMAL, Jake.”

“I know.”

“I am going to be VERY loud.”

“Wouldn’t expect anything else.”

“I AM GOING TO BE SO LOUD.”

She launched.

She hit me like a pink missile. Her arms went around my neck, her legs came up and wrapped around my hips, and her mouth was on mine before I’d finished catching her. Her kiss was hot and wet and eager and tasted like the honey-pears we’d eaten at Mother Lini’s and the spiced tea and, underneath all of it, pure cotton-candy-and-strawberries — Cherry’s essence, unmistakable.

I stumbled backward two steps, caught myself, and dropped to my knees on the cushions with her in my arms.

Her tail was already wrapping around my thigh. Her wings — small, pink-tinged, fluttering in excitement — were spread behind her shoulders. Those impossible E-cups crushed hot against my chest, her nipples rock-hard through the fabric of my shirt.

She pulled back just enough to shove my shirt up my torso.

“OFF. Shirt. Off. I demand shirt OFF.”

“Cherry —”

“SHIRT OFF JAKE.”

I pulled the shirt off over my head. She sighed dramatically, like a woman receiving a long-awaited parcel, and immediately ran her hands across my chest and down my abs and then back up, catalog-style, the way she always did when we hadn’t been together in more than twelve hours and she was reacquainting herself with me.

“You are so fit, Jake. You are so pretty. I am going to bite you.”

“Cherry —”

She bit me. Lightly, on the collarbone. Her small fangs pressed just enough to leave an impression without breaking skin. Her tongue flicked after, apologetic.

“Mine,” she murmured against my collarbone.

“Yours.”

“MINE.”

“Yours, Cherry, definitely yours.”

She reached between us. Popped the button on my jeans. Unzipped me in one expert motion. Her hand wrapped around my cock — I was already hard, I had been hard since she’d pulled the crop top off, the Quarter’s warm pulse of arousal energy was not helping — and her eyes lit up.

“Jake. Jake. You’re so ready. You’re SO ready.”

“I’m in a pleasure district in another dimension with a naked bombshell on my lap, Cherry, how ready did you expect me to be —”

“BEST ANSWER I HAVE EVER RECEIVED.”

She pushed me back. I went — onto the cushions, flat on my back, with Cherry straddling my waist, her hands already tugging my jeans down my hips. I lifted to help her. She got them off, threw them carelessly into a corner of the alcove, and came back to me absolutely naked and absolutely glowing.

She paused then. Just for a second. Hovering over me.

Her pink eyes were shining.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re everything, Jake.”

“So are you, Cherry.”

“I am so happy to be HOME with you.”

“Come here.”

She lowered herself.

Her pussy was already dripping wet. I felt her slickness against my cock as she lined up, one hand steadying herself on my chest, the other reaching down to guide me into her. Her eyes rolled back as the tip of my cock pressed against her entrance.

“Jake —”

“Take what you need.”

She sank down.

Slowly, at first. The first inch. The second. Her mouth fell open on a silent gasp. Her hips rolled up to meet me. Her tail whipped against the cushions. Her heavy tits swayed forward with the motion, bouncing heavy and soft against her rib cage, nipples pointed and flushed.

Halfway down, she gasped. And the demon realm responded.

It hit me before I saw it. The Quarter’s low hum of arousal energy — that constant warm presence I’d been walking through all morning — responded to her. Cherry’s Glamour Class powers were amplified here. And as she took me deeper inside her, her power flared involuntarily.

Pink light bloomed around us.

The alcove filled with a soft pink glow. Illusory butterflies — the kind Cherry’s glamour loved to manifest — came flickering into existence, fluttering above us and around us, far more detailed and solid-looking than any I’d seen her make on Earth. They were drifting in the warm air, catching the lamp-light, their wings shimmering.

“Oh —” Cherry gasped, as she sank down the last inch and settled fully onto me. “Oh, Jake, I can’t — the power — it’s so strong here —”

Two translucent Cherry copies flickered into existence on either side of us and then dissolved again. Her Mass Illusion was trying to spawn without her active input. She was too distracted, too overwhelmed, too aroused to control it.

“Cherry —”

“I can’t HOLD IT, Jake, it’s just happening —”

I gripped her hips. Her wide, soft, overwhelmingly female hips. Dug my fingers in hard enough to ground her. Her eyes snapped to mine.

“Focus on me.”

“Y-yes.”

“Move.”

She moved.

She rolled her hips — once, experimentally — and her whole body shuddered at the sensation. The tight hot squeeze of her pussy around my cock was electric, amplified by the demon realm’s dimensional boost, amplified by the Quarter’s specific arousal magic, amplified by the fact that she had been dreaming of this moment for six months.

“Oh —”

She started riding me.

Slow at first. Working her hips in slow circles, her tits bouncing heavily with every motion, her pink hair falling forward over her shoulders and across my chest. Her heart-pupil eyes were blown impossibly wide, the pink of them almost glowing in the dim alcove light. Her small pink wings were spread wide behind her, trembling with each motion of her body.

I planted my feet flat on the cushions and started thrusting up to meet her. Hard. Her pleasure ripped out of her in a sharp gasp, then a moan, then a louder moan, then a shout.

“JAKE — oh — oh gods —”

“That’s it. That’s my girl.”

“I can be LOUD —”

“Be as loud as you want. Nobody can hear us.”

“ARE YOU SURE —”

“The wards are on. Nobody can hear. Be as loud as you want, baby.”

Cherry let loose.

I had thought I knew what loud meant with Cherry. I had been wrong. On Earth, Cherry had been restraining herself. On Earth, Cherry had been moderating. Here, in a private alcove in a pleasure house in her home district, with the cultural permission she had been starved of for six months — Cherry got LOUD.

The alcove filled with her voice. Moans, cries, her name for me (“Jake, Jake, Jake, Jake Jake Jake, oh gods, Jake —”), her voice rising to high breathless cries that bounced off the crystal walls and came back to us like echoes.

The pink light pulsed around us with the rhythm of her motion. More illusory butterflies. The shimmer of another brief Cherry copy, this one reaching out to brush phantom fingers across my cheek before dissolving.

Her first orgasm hit her hard. She threw her head back, her tits bouncing wildly, her pussy clenching around me in hard rhythmic pulses. I gripped her hips harder and kept thrusting up into her and she SCREAMED — genuine, full-throated, completely shameless — and came hard.

“YES — oh — YES —”

She collapsed forward onto my chest for a second, panting, her wings trembling. I stroked her back. Her tail was wrapped tight around my calf. Her pussy was still fluttering around my cock.

“Jake — I can’t stop — I need more —”

“I’m here.”

“I need —”

“Whatever you need, Cherry.”

I flipped us.

I rolled her onto her back, keeping myself seated deep inside her, and braced myself over her. Her legs came up and wrapped around my waist. Her hands went up over her head and fisted in the cushions. Her tits spilled sideways across her chest, heavy and gravity-defying and flushed to a dark pink that matched her hair.

I started to fuck her harder. My incubus strength amplified by the demon realm was significant — I had been holding back in Chicago, always a little, aware that I was physically stronger now than I had been a few months ago. Here, with the Quarter’s warm hum supporting her, with Cherry’s own power boosted, I did not have to hold back.

I fucked her the way she had wanted to be fucked ever since I’d known her.

Deep. Hard. Full strokes that pulled almost all the way out and slammed back in. Her tits bouncing with each thrust. Her hands fisted in the cushions, her back arching, her pink hair fanned out around her head like a halo.

“JAKE — JAKE OH GODS — DEEPER — PLEASE DEEPER —”

“You want deeper.”

“DEEPER PLEASE —”

I hooked my arms under her knees and pushed them up toward her chest. The angle changed. I was suddenly hitting deeper inside her, and her whole body curled up toward me, her wings beating twice against the cushions.

“AHHHHH —”

Her second orgasm hit her on the heels of the first. She shrieked. Her pussy CLAMPED around me. The pink light in the alcove flared brighter. A wave of illusory pink light and butterflies rolled outward from us, briefly filled the alcove, and then pulsed back into her.

Her Charm Voice came out. She was too lost to control it.

“MORE —”

The single word echoed. The alcove’s warm presence resonated with it. A small shiver of desire passed through me physically that passed through my body as her power touched it — and I gave her more.

I fucked her through the second orgasm and straight into the third. Harder. Deeper. My thumb found her clit and circled it and she came AGAIN — her third in under a minute — her body shaking, her wings beating frantically, her wings beating frantically against my arms.

I was not close yet. Incubus stamina. Demon realm amplification. I could go like this for a long, long time.

I leaned down and caught one of her nipples in my mouth. Sucked hard. Bit gently. She writhed under me, crying out, her hands coming up to tangle in my hair.

“Jake — you’re going to break me — I’m going to — Jake —”

“You can take it.”

“I CAN’T —”

“You can.”

“I can I can I can —”

The next one started to build immediately. I felt it through the connection between us, through the Quarter’s resonance, through her body’s response. She was starting to tremble continuously now, the orgasms flowing into each other without clear gaps between them. Her pink hair was damp with sweat. Her flush had spread down her chest to her belly. Her breasts were heaving with every breath, nipples swollen and dark.

I pulled out. She whimpered, desperate. I flipped her onto her hands and knees.

Her bubble ass was in the air, round and perfect, her pink-tinted wings folded back, her tail lashing the cushion beside her hip. I gripped her wide hips. Drove back into her from behind.

“OH MY GODS —”

“Like this?”

“LIKE THIS LIKE THIS LIKE THIS —”

I fucked her from behind with her ass in the air and my hands on her hips and her pink hair spilling across the cushions. I could see her seal starting to glow on her décolletage, the golden light of it diffusing across her chest below her. She was close. I was getting there too — the feedback of her power, the Quarter’s resonance, her pleasure, her voice.

I leaned forward over her and wrapped one hand around her throat — not squeezing, just holding, the way she liked — and growled into her ear.

“Who do you belong to?”

“YOU. YOU JAKE. ONLY YOU. ALWAYS YOU. I am YOURS. I am so yours. I am all YOURS.”

“Say it louder.”

“I AM YOURS — I’m your Cherry — your pink — your — your exhibitionist bimbo, your succubus, your — I’m YOURS, Jake —”

“Good girl.”

“GOOD GIRL —”

That one broke her. The orgasm hit her like a hammer. She screamed my name, “Jake!” — and her whole body seized. Her pussy clamped down on me so hard it was almost painful. She threw her head back, spine bowing. Her wings flared WIDE and briefly beat against the air. Her Mass Illusion SPAWNED — a cascade of pink light and translucent butterflies exploded outward from her body, filling the alcove, and for a second I saw three Cherrys in the light, all of them mid-orgasm, all of them crying out in her voice.

They dissolved a heartbeat later. The real Cherry collapsed forward onto the cushions, panting and shaking.

I was right behind her.

I gripped her hips and thrust hard — three more strokes — and felt the pressure build, my balls tightening, the tingling incubus-release at the base of my spine that was different from how orgasm had felt before transformation, different in all the best ways, generative rather than depleting.

“Cherry — I’m going to —”

“INSIDE.”

“Cherry —”

“INSIDE. JAKE. INSIDE. IN ME. PLEASE. PLEASE I NEED IT —”

I came.

Deep inside her. I thrust hard through the spasm, my cock pulsing, my release pouring into her in thick hot waves. Her pussy milked me, fluttered around me, pulled every drop out of me. I felt the energy transfer — the incubus-generative version, where I wasn’t losing anything, where her pleasure and my pleasure and the release between us made more energy rather than less.

Her body went rigid under mine.

Her seal on her décolletage flared — a blaze of golden light that brightened the entire alcove for a full three heartbeats. The Constellation in my chest hummed in response. A new pulse, a new resonance, the other four seals I was bonded to humming back at Cherry’s across three floors and several buildings. Morgana’s seal, wherever she was, flickering. Lyra’s, in the diplomatic residence, waking up. Raven’s, out in the Shadow Market, pulsing. Sera’s, with Raven, answering.

And something — something in the Constellation pattern, something I had not seen before — shifted. A new line of light, a new angle in the geometry, a new piece of the pattern suddenly visible to my awareness.

A [System] ping brushed the edge of my mind.

[Cherry — Bond +25 → 900 (Bonded)] [Adaptation +5% → 35% (demon realm boost)] [Constellation: ambient resonance detected — data fragment acquired through seal activation]

I eased out of her, slow, and rolled her gently onto her back. She was glowing. Literally — her skin had a faint pink luminescence that was slowly fading. Her eyes were half-lidded, glazed, blissed out. Her pink hair was absolutely wrecked. A pink butterfly, the last lingering illusion, drifted across the alcove and landed on her stomach and dissolved gently into sparks.

I lay down beside her. Pulled her against my chest. Her body went soft and heavy against mine. Her wings folded against my side.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Jake I love this dimension.”

“I can tell.”

“Can we LIVE here.”

“We have pizza on Earth.”

“…CAN WE COMMUTE.”

“Cherry.”

“Jake.”

“I love you.”

“I love you too. So much. So, so much.” She tilted her head up and kissed my jaw. Her lips were hot and soft. “Jake. I can still feel you. Everywhere. I think the alcove is permanently pink now. I need a minute. I need several minutes. I need so many minutes.”

“Take all the minutes.”

“Jake my legs are jelly.”

“Okay.”

“Jake my hair is jelly.”

“Your hair is not jelly, Cherry.”

“It IS. It’s pink and jelly and I love it and I’m keeping it like this forever.”

We lay there on the cushions for a while. Outside the alcove’s opalescent curtain, the Nectar Quarter was going about its business. Music from the spires. Low laughter somewhere. The district’s warm thrum of energy, which had, I now realized, gone up. Cherry’s orgasms had pushed the Quarter’s ambient arousal readings measurably higher. I could feel it.

Somewhere across the Quarter, a succubus who had been sitting quietly on her terrace was suddenly looking up, distracted, heart pounding, wondering what she had just felt.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“I think I just broke the Quarter.”

“Mmhm.”

“I am SO PROUD.”



When we emerged from the alcove, about twenty minutes later — after we’d cleaned up with the warm water from the fountain on the wall, after Cherry had managed to get her clothes back on, after I had located my jeans — Velvet was waiting in the main lounge.

She was serving calming tea to a small group of her patrons at one of the low tables.

Several of them — several of them, including a tall male demon in elegant robes, a shorter succubus with silver horns, and a pair of succubi who had been clearly enjoying each other’s company when we’d arrived — were looking flushed. Sweating a little. Fanning themselves with their hands.

Velvet caught my eye as I came down the spiral staircase.

Her expression was pure delighted amusement.

She approached us, carrying a single crystal cup of steaming liquid, and handed it to Cherry.

“Welcome back, my bright one.”

“I may have caused a district-wide ambient spike.”

“You definitely caused a district-wide ambient spike.” Velvet’s eyes twinkled. “My patrons in the main lounge are calming down with tea. The ambient field is still elevated. There will be discussion among the other house mistresses this afternoon. I will tell them it was the new incubus’s first visit and they will understand.”

“Mistress Velvet, I’m so SORRY —”

“You are welcome, Cherry of the Third Terrace. Do you know what people pay to experience an ambient spike in the Quarter? Do you know how much my house’s reputation just gained?” She kissed the top of Cherry’s head. “I am honored. It was a privilege. Next time, let me know ahead of time and I will charge a cover.”

Cherry beamed.

Velvet turned to me. Her smile softened.

“Jake. The upper chamber is prepared for the Welcome whenever you are ready. Tonight, tomorrow — the Golden Draught keeps its own hours.”

I considered it. The alcove had already pulled more out of me than I’d expected, and Raven was going to need me tonight after whatever she’d walked into at the Shadow Market. Cherry was glowing but needed decompression time. Morgana would want a debrief about the archives.

“Tomorrow evening,” I said. “If the house can make room.”

“The house will make room.” Velvet inclined her head, a graceful half-bow. “I will send a formal invitation by runner this afternoon, so that your delegation has it on the record. That is how we do these things. A ribbon scroll. Very old-fashioned. Very serious.”

“I’ll be here.”

“I know you will.” Her golden eyes held mine for a long beat. “I have been running this house for a hundred and fifty years, Jake. Everything I will do tomorrow I have done hundreds of times. But what I will feel — that is new. I have never felt anything like your essence in my life. I wanted you to know I am nervous. For the first time in a century and a half.”

“I’ll take care of you, Velvet.”

“I know. I felt that the moment you caught my wrist instead of letting me fall.”

She stepped back and gestured toward the lounge exit.

Behind her, Cherry was already on one of the couches in the lounge, telling three of Velvet’s other patrons an enthusiastic, completely honest, fully detailed story about her morning.

I could hear her laughter all the way to the front door.

Outside, the afternoon light of the Eighth Circle had shifted to the deep amber that meant late day. Raven was waiting for me on the opposite side of the plaza, leaning against a column the way she always did — arms folded, one boot kicked up, face unreadable. She had walked Sera back to the residence an hour ago before looping here to meet me; Sera was with Morgana now, cataloguing the morning’s finds over a fresh mug of cocoa. Raven did not leave Sera in strange cities alone, and she did not leave me alone in them either, so she ran two patrols stacked inside one afternoon and made it look easy.

As I crossed to her, her eyes moved past me. Just a flick. Quick enough that a normal person would have missed it.

“Don’t turn around,” she said quietly when I reached her.

“What.”

“Two of them. Rooftop across the plaza, and a doorway to your left. They’ve been there since Cherry started making noise in the alcove.” Her tail flicked once against the column. “Same cut of cloak. Same way of standing. They’re not Quarter staff.”

My stomach tightened. “Banisher?”

“I don’t know yet. But they’re watching the Golden Draught, and they moved when we moved. That’s a tail, Jake. Not a coincidence.” She pushed off the column and fell into step beside me, casual, her hand finding mine like she was just a girl walking with her man. Her voice dropped to a murmur only I could hear. “I’ll tell Morgana tonight. For now, walk normal. Laugh at something. We don’t let them know we’ve seen them.”

I laughed at nothing, on cue. Cherry was still glowing three steps ahead of us, oblivious, tail bouncing.

Raven’s thumb pressed once, hard, against the back of my hand.

“Welcome to the Eighth Circle, incubus.”


Chapter 5: The Archivist

The Forbidden Archives were beneath the Crimson Court.

I had assumed this meant a staircase and a cellar door and some dusty shelves with a librarian in a cardigan. What it actually meant was a separate entrance at the base of the Crimson Court’s north face, a massive circular plaza paved in slabs of polished obsidian, a set of silver-chased double doors easily twenty feet tall, and an honor guard of four very tall, very armored demons with curved swords the length of my arm standing at parade rest on either side of the entrance.

The doors themselves were incredible.

They were carved with symbols. Thousands of them. Not one motif but an overlapping mosaic of alphabets and glyphs and geometric patterns, some of which I recognized from Morgana’s journal and others I had never seen before. The carvings moved, very slightly, in ways that were not drafts or imagination — a symbol that had been a curve at the top of the left door thirty seconds ago was now a spiral, and the spiral was slowly unwinding into a new shape.

“They move,” I said, under my breath.

“They are alive,” Morgana said beside me. “The archives themselves, as a whole, are semi-sentient. The doors are one of their expressions.”

“Semi-sentient library doors.”

“Do not try to read them. You will get a headache. And they do not like being stared at.”

I immediately looked away from the doors. Then, after a moment, looked back out of the corner of my eye, because I am weak.

Morgana was not in her usual clothes. This morning she had changed into what she called her “academic regalia” — a long fitted gown in deep slate blue with fine gold embroidery at the collar and cuffs, her hair in an elaborate twist held by a silver pin, her glasses on a fine silver chain around her neck. She looked, for the first time since I had known her, like exactly what she was: a two-century Lore Keeper of the Crimson Court, former First Rank of the Forbidden Archives, here to face the woman whose vote, a decade ago, had kept her expulsion in force.

She was also furious. Only I could really feel it — a tight low thrum of anger beneath her perfect composure — but it was there, and it was fury that had calcified into something load-bearing. Two centuries of patient research had turned that anger into the scaffolding of her career.

She was not going to shout at Priya. She was going to do something worse.

She was going to be right.

I had come with her despite the earlier plan of sending her alone. Priya had agreed to meet, and the meeting was set for the archives entrance, and Morgana had — privately, last night, after I’d returned from the Nectar Quarter and sat with her in the little adjoining study of our suite while she sketched out her opening remarks — admitted that she would feel better with me there. Not as a diplomatic lever. As a witness. As someone whose presence would quietly remind the room that this was bigger than an academic dispute.

Lyra had come too. She was standing on my other side, her gold-shimmered eyes doing the quiet thing where she read the emotional state of everyone approaching without making it obvious. Her blonde hair was loose. She was wearing a simple pale blue dress Mother Lini had provided from the tea garden’s guest wardrobe — please, my dear, you cannot meet the Lore Keepers in Earth cotton, please, a gift, take it — and she looked, in the purple-gold light of the archive plaza, like some fairy-tale princess who had accidentally wandered into the wrong dimension.

Raven and Sera were at the Shadow Market. Cherry was back at the residence, under strict orders from Morgana not to do anything but rest. Morgana had made Cherry swear an oath on — inexplicably — her podcast’s ring light back at the apartment, which Morgana had somehow convinced Cherry was a binding artifact. I was not going to correct this misunderstanding, because it was the only way Cherry would ever actually follow an instruction.

Aldric stood with us, in his demon form, because here at the Court he no longer needed the glamour.

A small, slight figure emerged from between the two honor guards and walked toward us across the obsidian plaza.

Priya.

I saw Morgana’s breath catch. Just once. Then her composure smoothed back over.

Priya was younger than I expected. Morgana had called her a former student, and I’d pictured someone in her forties — scholar-wrinkled, established — but Priya looked, in the purple-gold light, like a small serious young woman. Ninety was young for a Lore Class. She was probably the youngest head archivist in the archives’ history.

I caught myself cataloging her the way I had started cataloging every succubus I met — some instinct I couldn’t shake. She was shorter than Morgana, maybe five-foot-six, with deep brown skin that looked warm even in the cool light of the plaza. Her build was slight but deceptively curvy — I could tell that the Lore Keeper robes she was wearing had been cut to minimize her figure, and I could tell equally clearly that the robes were not succeeding. The fabric was a deep formal charcoal, almost black, with silver piping at the hem and cuffs, and a heavy silver collar that covered her from throat to clavicle. The robes were cinched at her waist with a silver cord, and the cord was betraying the robes’ intentions by emphasizing the narrowness of her waist and the flare of her hips beneath.

Her horns were small, dark, neat — nothing like the carved elegance of Velvet’s or the delicate ivory curves of Lyra’s. They looked functional. Academic.

Her hair was pulled back into a severe bun at the nape of her neck. A few dark strands had already escaped the bun and were framing her face. Her eyes were large and dark behind a pair of ornate silver-rimmed spectacles with a thin chain that looped to an earpiece. Her fingers were ink-stained and her hands were folded in front of her, left over right, the way a trained diplomat holds her hands when she is trying very hard to look calm.

She was approximately the definition of the shy librarian from a book I’d read once in college and never forgotten.

She stopped four paces in front of us. Her eyes went to Morgana first, and something passed across her expression — a flinch, a tightening at the corners of her mouth, a quick blink behind her spectacles.

She spoke carefully.

“Morgana.”

“Priya.”

“You look — well.”

Morgana inclined her head by exactly one degree. “I look two centuries older. You look like you stole my position.”

Priya flinched. Visibly.

I felt a sharp little twinge of sympathy — quickly and forcefully buried. I was not here to feel sympathy for Priya. I was here to back Morgana.

“That is —” Priya began, then stopped. Her hands tightened together. “The reaffirmation vote was —”

“Unanimous. Yes. I was informed.”

“I did not —” Priya stopped again. Straightened her spectacles. Her breath was shaky but she pushed through. “I voted with the council. The resolution was framed as a procedural matter. A decennial review. Ten years to decide whether to lift your exile, or to let it stand. I told myself keeping it in force was the right thing.”

“It was not the right thing.”

Priya looked down. Her hands twisted together.

A beat of silence.

“I have known that for years,” Priya added, quieter still.

Morgana did not respond to this. She was holding her composure very tightly and I could feel that if she let it crack now she would either shout or cry, and both would break the careful structure of the meeting she’d been planning for eighteen hours.

I stepped half a step forward. Not to interrupt. Just to exist in her peripheral vision as a reminder that she was not alone in this.

Priya’s gaze darted to me.

Her whole body reacted.

I had, by this point, gotten used to the dilated-pupil-and-caught-breath response of unbonded succubi in the Eighth Circle. It happened roughly every forty seconds in any public space. I had developed a protocol for it: slight nod, polite smile, don’t linger. It did not make an issue of itself.

Priya’s reaction was different.

Her pupils dilated — yes — but what went with it was something more complicated. Her hands came apart, briefly, as if she was going to reach out, and then she pulled them back and folded them again more tightly than before. She inhaled sharply through her nose. Her cheeks went a darker shade. She swallowed, hard, and visibly made herself lift her chin and meet my eyes rather than look away.

“You are —” Her voice came out thin. She cleared her throat. “You are the incubus.”

“Jake Morrison,” I said. I held out my hand — an Earth gesture, possibly inappropriate, but I wanted to do something normal. “It’s good to meet you, Priya.”

She looked at my hand for a second. Then, with a kind of academic determination, reached out and took it.

Her hand was small and warm. When our palms touched, her pupils went wider. She inhaled sharply. She snatched her hand back about a second later than was polite — and then a wave of embarrassed horror crossed her face at the fact that she’d held on too long.

“Forgive me,” she said quickly. “I have never — I have never actually met an incubus before. I have only read about them. In texts. In very old texts. I —” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear with a trembling hand. “Forgive me. Please.”

“It’s okay.”

“It is not okay, I am a professional, I am the head archivist of the Forbidden Archives, I do not —”

“Priya.” Morgana’s voice was dry. “You will find his essence is considerable. The response is normal.”

“I — thank you, Morgana.”

“I experienced it myself when I first met him.”

“Did you.”

“I believe I staggered for a full second. Jake has the decency to pretend he didn’t notice.”

Priya looked at Morgana with sudden desperate gratitude.

Morgana’s expression softened — just a degree.

“Priya. I am going to step past ten years of your grievance and two centuries of my own for exactly one day, and I am going to ask you for what I came here to ask for. May I have the formal opening?”

“Yes. Yes, of course.”

Morgana straightened her shoulders. Her voice shifted into a formal cadence — the rhythm of a scholar addressing a colleague in a structured setting.

“I am Morgana of the Lore Keeper lineage, formerly First Rank of the Forbidden Archives. I am here on academic business. I request research access to the Constellation records under the provision of scholarly emergency. My work relates to the dimensional stability of the realm and the proper interpretation of the sealed succubi protocols. I have with me supporting documentation of the emergency. I am accompanied by the first incubus manifestation in four hundred and twelve years, whose own presence is independently of interest to the archives’ living archive protocols. I request the minimum standard access — three days, supervised, with rights to copy non-restricted materials for external verification.”

Priya’s hands were trembling slightly. She clasped them tighter.

“Your request has been formally logged. I must inform you that I convened the Lore Keeper Council yesterday upon receiving your initial petition. The Council voted against your access.”

Morgana’s jaw tightened. “I was informed.”

“The grounds for the denial were —” Priya swallowed. ” — the grounds were that you have no active academic credentials. Your credentials were revoked two centuries ago when you were first expelled, and were not restored at the decennial reaffirmation ten years ago. Without active credentials, you do not meet the formal standing required to request archive access. The Council cited the procedural rule without engaging with the substance of your petition.”

“And yet you are here.”

“I am here.”

“Which means you personally believe the Council was wrong.”

Priya closed her eyes. For a second. When she opened them, something had settled behind her expression — a decision, visible.

“I believe the Council was wrong. I believe they were wrong two centuries ago when they first expelled you, and I believe we were wrong ten years ago when we reaffirmed that exile instead of lifting it. I believe they are wrong now to use a procedural rule to prevent you from presenting evidence that your original research was correct.” Her voice was steady now. “Morgana. I am the head archivist. The procedural rule requires active academic credentials. I have the authority — unilateral, by virtue of my position — to grant active academic credentials.”

Morgana stopped mid-breath.

“You are offering to reinstate me.”

“I am offering to reinstate you. Temporarily. For the duration of this visit. With full archive access.” Priya’s hands twisted together. “It is within my authority. It will probably cost me my position. But it is within my authority and it is, I believe, what should be done.”

Morgana did not move for several seconds.

Then she removed her glasses, very slowly, from the chain at her neck. Folded them. Put them back. I watched her fight — literally fight — to keep her gold-flecked gaze dry and her voice level.

“Priya.”

“Morgana.”

“Why.”

Priya’s answer was quiet but unwavering.

“Because you were right. About the seals. About the Constellation. About the dimensional stability implications of the exile policy. I have read every fragment of your pre-expulsion research that I could find. I have read the smuggled copies of your later work. I have read the clerks’ personal annotations, the hidden margin notes in the censored archive editions, the underground corrections made by junior researchers who were not brave enough to say anything publicly.” Her voice cracked briefly. “You were right. The Council expelled you two centuries ago for being right, and then ten years ago — when the decennial review came and we had every chance to correct it — I cast the deciding vote to keep the expulsion in force. I was a new council member and I was frightened and I wanted to fit in with the senior Lore Keepers. I have carried that vote for ten years. I do not expect you to forgive me. I am offering, for the first time, to fix what I can fix, while I still have the authority to do it.”

The plaza was very quiet.

The honor guards at the doors had not moved. A distant wind-chime somewhere in the Court was playing a slow shifting tone. The purple-gold light on the obsidian was shifting very slightly as the sun moved.

Morgana took a slow breath.

“Fine words are easy, Priya. I have been here for fine words before.”

“I know.”

“I am not going to forgive you today.”

“I am not asking you to.”

“But I will accept the reinstatement.”

“Thank you.”

“And I will show you what two centuries of independent research on the Constellation looks like.”

“I —” Priya’s voice caught. She nodded. “Yes. Please.”

Morgana extended her hand.

Priya took it. The two Lore Keepers clasped hands briefly, formally, in the way I now recognized as the demon realm equivalent of a handshake. Then Priya reached into an inner pocket of her robes and produced a small silver disc — thin as a coin, etched with runes.

“My seal of office. For the reinstatement document.” She produced a second thin disc, blank. “If you will accept the credential —”

“I accept.”

Priya pressed the two discs together. There was a soft chime. A brief flare of silver light. Then the blank disc was no longer blank — it was etched with a complex sigil.

She handed it to Morgana.

“Morgana of the Lore Keeper lineage, you are hereby reinstated as Research Scholar, Active Status, for the duration of the emergency petition. Your access is granted. You may begin at any time. The archives will recognize you.”

Morgana took the disc. Held it in her palm. The sigil on it glowed faintly in response to her touch — recognizing her, welcoming her.

A small [System] ping brushed the edge of my awareness.

[Morgana — Academic credentials reinstated (Eighth Circle archival status)] [Adaptation +2% → 21% (homecoming milestone)]

Morgana closed her fingers around the disc.

Her shoulders, for the first time since we’d arrived in the demon realm, dropped an inch.

“Thank you, Priya.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Not today. But — yes. Not today.”



While the two Lore Keepers began to speak more quietly about the access logistics — how many research sessions, how many copying permits, what kinds of supervision, whether Priya herself would act as liaison — I found myself drifting, out of nervous curiosity, toward the great silver doors.

I didn’t plan to touch them. I just wanted to see the carvings more clearly. They were beautiful. I stepped closer, close enough that I was in the arc of the honor guards’ peripheral vision, and tilted my head to look at one of the carved spirals that had been moving a minute ago.

It was still moving. Slowly. The carving itself was shifting within the metal of the door, the way a pond shifts when something moves under the surface.

I reached out — without thinking, really — and brushed the tips of two fingers against the carving.

The door reacted.

I felt it through my whole arm. A deep vibration — not a sound, not a physical motion, but a kind of hum that traveled through the silver into my fingertips and up my bones and into the base of my neck. The carving I’d touched lit up. A soft gold glow spread outward from the point of contact, radiated through the door’s surface, and within two seconds both of the enormous silver doors were glowing gold.

The honor guards snapped to attention.

Everyone on the plaza turned.

And then, with a deep smooth sound I’d never heard before — a sound that was half stone sliding and half a bass note played on an instrument three stories tall — the doors began to open.

They swung inward. Slowly. With dignity. On their own. Without anyone touching the handles, without any of the honor guards activating them, without Priya performing a ritual, without anyone giving them permission.

A wash of warm golden light spilled out from inside the archives.

The honor guards were staring. Priya was staring. Morgana had turned completely around and her mouth was open — actually open, which I had literally never seen on Morgana before.

“What —” Priya took a step forward. ” — what did you do?”

“I touched a carving.”

“You touched —”

“Just with my fingertips. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have —”

“You —” Priya stared at the open doors. Then at me. Then at the doors again. ” — Jake. The archive doors test visitors. They present puzzles. Challenges. Riddles. In four centuries of operation, I have never personally observed the doors open of their own accord for any visitor. They always test. Always.”

“They — they’re open.”

“They are open. To you.”

The great golden light from inside the archives was warm and inviting. I could see, through the open doors, a vast entry hall — a high-vaulted chamber of pale stone and dark wood, shelves already visible at the far end, a faint ambient hum of many, many volumes of books humming contentedly together.

And under the ambient hum, something else. Something I felt more than heard. A kind of low, resonant tone — as if the archives themselves had just sighed. As if a very old thing had just exhaled a held breath.

they remember what I am, I thought, even though I didn’t consciously choose the thought.

they remember that incubi used to walk here.

Morgana was suddenly at my elbow. She gripped my arm, her whole face alight.

“Jake. The archives just recognized your generative energy. They have not sensed an incubus in four centuries. They are welcoming you.”

“So it’s good.”

“It is unprecedented. Priya — the last time the archives opened voluntarily for a visitor was —”

“Two hundred and forty years ago,” Priya said numbly. “During the tenure of Archivist Delan. A visiting scholar from the Fourth Circle. The archives opened because she was carrying a reliquary of the founding scholar. A direct bloodline artifact. That was the last time.”

“So —”

“So.” Priya pressed her fingertips together, her hands trembling slightly. “So the archives consider Jake’s presence to be of equivalent significance to a founding-scholar bloodline relic. The archives have recognized his generative energy as belonging here.”

“Belonging.”

“Belonging.” Priya shook herself. Professional mode. “This changes the access question considerably. The archives have granted access directly. Council approval is no longer strictly required — the living-archive protocol overrides Council procedural rules in cases of direct recognition.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning Morgana’s research access is not a Council question. It is an archive question. And the archives have just voted.”

Morgana was looking at me with something complicated in those warm, gold-threaded eyes. Awe. Gratitude. A quiet, exasperated fondness.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Have I told you today that I love you.”

“Not in so many words.”

“I love you today. I love you very much. You walked up to a piece of sentient architecture and made it like you.”

“I touched it with my fingertips, Morgana.”

“Yes. And it liked you. The architecture liked you. Come here.”

She pulled me down and kissed the corner of my mouth, quick and warm. Her wings, I noticed, were mantling faintly, the way they did when she was feeling protective and possessive at the same time.

From somewhere deeper inside the archives — from a corridor I couldn’t see from the plaza — a soft, resonant, musical tone emerged, and a pale tendril of warm golden light curled outward through the entry hall, moved toward the doors, reached through them, and — I kid you not — gently tapped me on the shoulder.

The tendril was made of light. It had no physical presence that I could feel. But it had unmistakably made contact with me. Then it curled back inside, satisfied, and the ambient hum from inside the archives deepened into something that sounded almost like purring.

Cherry, if she had been here, would have said DID THE LIBRARY JUST BOOP YOU.

The library had, I thought, just booped me.

“Okay,” I said, to nobody in particular. “This is the nicest building I have ever been in.”

Lyra had walked up behind me. She was laughing quietly into her hand.

“Jake. The building is making a sound. I can feel it through my empath senses. It is — it is purring.”

“You can feel buildings feel things?”

“I can feel the archives feel things. The archives are alive enough to have feelings. The archives are delighted that you are here. It is an emotion. It is like — like the emotion a dog has when its person comes home after a long time away.”

Kevin, three realities away, did not know he was being invoked in a compliment to an interdimensional library, but I felt his absence sharply anyway.



Priya, after recovering her composure, walked us into the entry hall.

The hall was enormous. Vaulted ceiling fifty feet up, stone walls lined with dark wood paneling, a long central aisle of polished amber-colored stone leading away toward a massive rotunda at the far end. From the rotunda, corridors branched off in multiple directions. Some of those corridors were — this is going to sound strange, but — differently lit. Each corridor had its own quality of light. Some were warm gold. One was cool blue. One was a deep reddish-amber. One was green. They looked, the way Morgana had described them, like sections of an organism rather than a building.

Books lined the walls.

Shelves grew from the walls like crystalline coral, curving outward in graceful formations, each shelf packed with volumes. Some of the volumes were enormous — three-foot-tall leather-bound tomes — and some were tiny, no bigger than a matchbook. A few were not books at all but scrolls, metal tablets, crystal slabs with runes etched directly into them.

A single book, very small, with a dark red cover, slowly lifted itself off a nearby shelf, drifted across the aisle, and inserted itself into a different shelf on the other side.

Nobody touched it.

It rearranged itself on its own.

“The archives reorganize themselves continuously,” Priya said, catching my expression. “Not randomly. The organization follows a complex schema only the archives themselves understand. We train our clerks to work within the schema rather than against it. Fighting the archives’ organization is one of the fastest ways to lose a research session.”

“Books move on their own.”

“They prefer the term self-organizing.”

“Cherry would love this place.”

“Cherry will not be permitted to enter the archives.”

“Yeah. I figured.”

Priya led us to a reading alcove near the front of the hall — a small circular space set into the wall to the left of the main entrance, furnished with a heavy wooden reading table, four chairs, several reading lamps, and a narrow pedestal with an empty scribing stand.

She gestured for us to sit.

“I will take Morgana through the formal credentials ceremony, which is brief. Then I will show her to the Constellation records section. The section is —” she hesitated ” — complicated. We have had shelves rearrange themselves in that section as recently as last month. The records have been searched and organized many times over the past two centuries, but they always seem to end up in slightly different places than when we left them. I will need to be present to ensure she is accessing the correct materials.”

“You will be the liaison.”

“Yes. For the duration of the research sessions.”

“Three days?”

“The archives have granted general access, so I can extend this to a full week if necessary. But the more sensitive sections — the restricted materials — will still require my direct presence. Those include the Constellation originals.”

Morgana nodded. “Three days is the minimum I need. More would be appreciated.”

“Granted. Full week.”

“Thank you.”

“I will need Jake present for the restricted sections.”

I blinked. “Why me?”

“Because the restricted materials are keyed to security sigils that respond only to specific energy signatures. The sigils were designed to prevent tampering by anyone without scholarly authority.” Priya pushed her spectacles up her nose with a nervous motion. “They are old sigils. They predate current academic classifications. They are attuned to generative energy — which, four centuries ago, meant incubi. Now —” She gestured vaguely at me. ” — it apparently means you. The archives appear to be reclassifying the sigils in real time based on your presence. They are keying to your energy as a valid research signature.”

“The sigils are rewriting themselves.”

“Correct.”

“So I changed the access protocols of an ancient living library by walking into it.”

Priya folded her hands behind her back, rocked once on her heels, and composed herself. “That is an accurate summary, yes.”

“Am I in trouble.”

“You are in the opposite of trouble. You are now, as of the last five minutes, a boon to the archives. You will be welcomed every time you return.”

I rubbed my face.

Lyra was stifling giggles against my shoulder.

“Okay. Okay. When do you need me.”

“Tomorrow morning. First session. I would like you and Morgana both present for the initial review of the Constellation originals.”

“I’ll be here.”

“Thank you.”

Morgana exhaled — a long, slow breath she’d been holding for two centuries. Her hand had closed around the silver reinstatement disc so tightly that her knuckles were pale.

“Priya,” she said. “I would like to begin the administrative ceremony now. I have waited two centuries. I do not wish to wait longer.”

“Of course.”



While Morgana and Priya stepped into a smaller side chamber for the formal reinstatement ceremony — a process that apparently involved a specific set of oaths sworn on a specific set of artifacts that only Lore Keepers were allowed to witness — Lyra and I sat in the alcove and looked at the entry hall.

Lyra was leaning into my side, her head on my shoulder.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Raven.”

“What about her.”

“I felt something. A minute ago. Through the harem awareness. Not through our Soulbound — that one is still just us. Through the general bond network.”

“Felt what?”

“She’s —” Lyra’s eyes half-closed, her gold shimmer coming up. ” — she’s in the Shadow Market. She’s close to a specific place. I think — I think she’s found her mentor’s tower. And I think she’s going to go inside.”

My stomach tightened.

“She’s going to confront her.”

“Yes.”

“Alone.”

“Sera is with her. Not going in with her. Waiting outside.”

“That’s not better.”

“No.”

“Lyra —”

“Yeah. I can reach her through the network if you want me to. I can tell her to wait for you.”

I thought about it for a second.

I thought about what it would feel like if Morgana was about to face Priya alone for the first time in a decade and somebody tried to tell her to wait.

I thought about how much Raven had been holding back since we arrived yesterday. How her shadows had pooled around her feet on the plaza. How she’d said, I swore I would never come back.

“No,” I said. “Don’t reach her. Let her do this. She needs to do this herself.”

Lyra squeezed my wrist with her tail.

“You’re a good partner, Jake.”

“I’m a worried partner.”

“Both.”



While we waited, I walked the entry hall.

I did not touch anything else. I had learned my lesson about touching ancient library doors. I also did not speak to any books. I merely walked.

And the archives walked with me.

I mean that literally. As I moved down the central aisle — idly, hands in my pockets, just looking at the shelves — the light shifted slightly. A lamp that had been on a pedestal to my right moved to a pedestal to my left. A book that had been sitting on a reading table ten feet ahead of me lifted itself and placed itself back on a shelf. A tendril of the warm gold light that had earlier booped me drifted out from behind one of the shelves and wandered alongside me at knee height, like a curious cat.

At one point I passed a small shelf of leather-bound volumes and one of them — a slim green book — detached itself, drifted in front of my face, opened itself to a page I couldn’t read, hovered there for three seconds, closed itself, and returned to the shelf.

“What was that,” I said, to the archives at large.

The archives did not answer. The little tendril of gold light beside me brightened briefly and dimmed again.

“You’re showing me something I can’t read. Thank you. I think.”

The tendril brightened again. Pleased.

I walked back toward the alcove where I’d left Lyra. She was sitting with her legs tucked under her, watching me with a fond smile.

“The archives are flirting with you.”

“The archives are flirting with me.”

“A little bit, yes. They are showing off. They want you to see things. They are sad that you cannot read the demon tongue fluently enough to appreciate what they are showing you. It is like watching a very old librarian with a favorite nephew.”

“Lyra.”

“Yes?”

“This whole dimension is weird.”

“Yes.”

“I love it.”

“Mm.”

“I love you.”

She leaned into my shoulder. “I’m yours.”

Morgana returned.



She was walking differently.

I noticed it the second she came back into the entry hall. Her stride had changed — it was longer, surer, a kind of settled certainty in her hips and her shoulders that had not been there ten minutes ago. Her chestnut hair was still pinned up in its twist. Her academic regalia was unchanged. But she was walking like a Lore Keeper — with the subtle authority of a woman for whom these corridors were home and not a place she was visiting.

Priya followed a step behind her. Priya looked tired and fragile but also strangely relieved.

Morgana came to me and stopped. The gold in her eyes was swimming.

“Jake.”

“Hey.”

“It is done. I am reinstated. It is — it is for the duration of the visit, and I lost two centuries and will never get them back, but I am, as of this morning, a Lore Keeper of the Forbidden Archives again. My name is on the active rolls. I just wrote my own name on the active rolls for the first time since I was expelled. My hand shook.”

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“I’m so happy for you.”

“Thank you, Jake.”

I pulled her into a hug. She was stiff for one second and then melted against me, her face pressed into my shoulder, her hands curled into fists against my back. She was not crying. She was extremely close to crying.

“You were right,” I whispered into her hair. “You were right the whole time.”

“Yes.”

“The whole two hundred years.”

She pressed her face harder into my shoulder. Her breath was shaky.

“Priya just said it out loud in front of witnesses.”

“I need a glass of wine.”

“I’ll find you a glass of wine.”

“I will need several glasses of wine.”

“I’ll find you several glasses of wine.”

She held on for a long moment. Then she straightened up, very deliberately, put her composure back on like a coat, and stepped back.

“Tomorrow morning we begin in the Constellation section. You will need to be present. We have a full week of access. I do not want to waste any of it.” The softness vanished. She was all business again. “Priya — how is the Constellation section currently organized?”

“I —” Priya hesitated. ” — I have not personally visited it in about eleven months. The last research session we ran there was for a junior scholar studying dimensional stability. She reported that several shelves had been rearranged since the previous session. There was also, she reported, a — a discrepancy.”

“What discrepancy?”

Priya’s hands twisted together.

“She reported that certain records she expected to find — records that had been catalogued by her supervisor in a previous decade — were missing. She assumed it was an archive reshuffling. She submitted a query to me about the catalogue update. I dismissed her concern at the time. I thought the archives had simply relocated the materials.”

Morgana’s eyes had sharpened.

“Records were missing.”

“Yes.”

“What records.”

“I do not remember specifically. I can find her query in my files tonight. But —” Priya’s voice dropped. ” — Morgana, the reason I dismissed her concern was that I did not want to investigate. I have been the head archivist for eleven years. There are gaps in the Constellation section catalogue going back further than my tenure. There are gaps going back further than my predecessor’s tenure. There are — ”

“Gaps.”

“Gaps.”

“Deliberate gaps.”

“I — I do not know if they are deliberate. But they are consistent. They are in the same sections. They are in the same topics. They are — they are, in aggregate, always the records that would answer the most important questions about the Constellation’s historical activations.”

Morgana’s jaw was tight.

“Priya. Someone has been removing records from the archives.”

“I do not know, Morgana. I have never wanted to know. I have been afraid to look.”

“Then tomorrow we look. Together.”

Priya closed her eyes.

“Yes.”



We left the archives in the late afternoon.

The doors did not close behind us until we were a good twenty paces away from them. Then, very slowly, with the same deep rumble as before, the great silver doors swung shut — with, I noticed, a brief golden flicker at the lintel, like a wave goodbye.

I raised my hand in a small wave back.

The light flickered twice in response.

Lyra giggled against my arm.

Priya walked us back to the arch at the edge of the plaza.

“I will see you tomorrow morning, just after sunrise. The archives are most cooperative in the early hours. They — they like to show off to guests during the first light.” She tucked a loose strand of hair back into her bun with slightly shaky fingers. “Jake. Please come prepared for — for the possibility that we will find things that do not make sense. The archives have been responding to your presence in unusual ways. I cannot predict what they will do tomorrow.”

“I’ll be there.”

“Thank you.”

She bowed to Morgana. Morgana returned the bow. They exchanged a long look that was half old grief and half new work.

Then Priya walked back toward the silver doors, and we turned to go back to the diplomatic residence, and the archive plaza was left behind us in the warm purple-gold light of the late afternoon sun.

Aldric met us at the edge of the plaza. He had been waiting at a respectful distance with two of the residence’s own guards.

“How did it go?”

“Extraordinarily,” Morgana said.

“Good.”

“We have a week. The archives opened for Jake. Priya is cooperating. We begin tomorrow morning in the restricted sections.”

“And in Priya’s records, there are gaps.”

Morgana’s head snapped toward Aldric.

“You knew?”

“I suspected. The Banishers have long been aware that the Lore Keepers’ own archives are incomplete in certain areas. We always assumed it was natural — records lost to time, volumes damaged, sections reorganized. But —” Aldric’s voice was careful. ” — Thessa has a theory. Well. Had a theory. That the gaps were not natural.”

“Thessa.”

“Yes.”

“Thessa thinks someone has been censoring the archives.”

“Thessa thinks someone has been censoring the archives.”

“And she told you this.”

“She told the inner council. She did not pursue it. It was inconvenient.”

Morgana was silent for several paces. Then: “Aldric. This is information I would have appreciated yesterday.”

“I apologize. I did not put it together until you mentioned the gaps.”

“Tomorrow we will begin to close those gaps.”

“I will come with you.”

Morgana nodded.



Back at the diplomatic residence, Cherry was on one of the couches, being extremely well-behaved by her standards — meaning she was only on her third reorganization of her outfit rotation and had only asked the window to show her the bakery twice — and Raven and Sera were not yet back.

This last bit I noticed immediately.

The residence had a long set of windows that faced the street. I walked up to one of them and looked out into the purple afternoon.

Raven and Sera were not visible.

Through the harem awareness, I could feel Raven — she was a low, careful hum in my awareness, alive, not in combat, not in immediate danger. She was also, however, some distance away. And she was taut. Her emotional signature was coiled tight.

“Cherry.”

“Yeah?”

“You hear from Raven?”

“She said they were taking their time. She said don’t worry.”

“She would say that.”

“Yeah.” Cherry’s voice was quieter than it had been all day. “I almost went to find her. Aldric told me not to. I trusted Aldric.”

“That was the right call.”

“Good call. But I’m worried about her, Jake.”

“Me too.”

I sat down next to Cherry. She leaned against my side. Her pink hair was tied up in a messy knot, a pair of chopsticks she had stolen from the residence’s dining set holding it in place. She smelled like the honey-pears from Mother Lini’s tea garden and a faint lingering trace of the Nectar Quarter’s ambient field.

Lyra curled up on my other side.

Morgana sat across from us and set her academic regalia down on the back of a chair. Her gaze had that specific hollowness of a woman who had been holding herself together professionally all day and was now realizing how tired she was.

“We’ll wait for Raven,” I said.

“We’ll wait for Raven,” Lyra agreed.

Cherry, in the quiet voice that only came out when her usual chaos had gone still, said: “Window, show Raven’s favorite shadow alley.”

The window rippled and showed an image that was just — shadows. A dim twisting alley in the Shadow Market, empty, the purple sky barely visible above the narrow gap between buildings. No people. Just a place that the window’s logic had decided meant something to Raven.

Nobody said anything.

The window slowly cycled through the image as the minutes stretched.

Aldric came in with a tray of bread and cheese and three pitchers of water — one chilled, one warm, one lightly spiced — and set them down on a low table without comment.

“You should eat,” he said.

“Later.”

“Now, Jake. You are an incubus. You used your essence today and then walked for hours. You will regret not eating later. Take a piece of bread.”

I took a piece of bread. It was dense and faintly sweet and had tiny red flecks that Aldric assured me were a spice, not an animal. It was delicious.

Then — sometime around sundown, when the window’s view of the empty shadow alley had started to go darker as the light shifted — the front door of the residence opened.

Raven walked in.

Her shoulders were set tight. Her face was pale. Her tail was very still. But her eyes were clear.

Sera was right behind her, one hand on Raven’s lower back, the other still holding her hot chocolate mug from the morning — apparently she had been carrying it the entire day, like a talisman.

I stood up.

“Raven.”

She walked straight to me. She did not stop to take off her jacket. She walked straight to me and pressed her forehead into the center of my chest and stayed there for a long moment, breathing, her forehead pressed hard against my sternum.

“I saw her tower,” she said, into my shirt.

“Your mentor.”

“Yeah. From a rooftop across the market. I watched her for an hour. I didn’t go in.”

I let out a breath I had been holding since Lyra had first mentioned the tower.

“Good.”

“I wanted to.”

I tightened my arms around her.

“I didn’t,” she said again. “I need to be ready before I walk through that door. Not tonight. But soon. And I picked up other things while I was in the Shadow Market — rumors. Whispers at the edges. They were — they were not the things I expected to hear.”

I wrapped my arms around her.

She was cold. Succubi were usually warmer than me, but Raven was cold right now — the deep chill she got when her emotions were consuming energy faster than her body could generate it. I pulled her closer, let my own body heat seep into her.

She pressed closer.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“There’s a rumor. I couldn’t confirm it — the Shadow Market was talking in half-sentences and side-glances and nobody would say anything out loud — but the rumor is that the Concordat’s secure wing is holding someone. A sealed someone. Hardliner territory, not reform. Nobody would say a name. Nobody would say a year. The people who knew the most were the ones who went quietest when I asked. It could be nothing. It could be anything. But it was the one rumor that made even the Shadow Market afraid to repeat it, and that — that is what I couldn’t stop thinking about on the way back.”

Morgana sat forward.

“Raven. You are saying —”

“I’m saying I don’t know anything. I’m saying there’s a thread worth pulling. And if the Constellation is reaching for more points, I want us to be sure before we assume what it’s reaching for.”

I thought about the too close socket I’d felt when we’d first come through the gate. The one I’d marked as far at the time, because I was comparing it to other empty sockets scattered across dimensions. It was not far at all, in that comparison. It was right here.

“So we chase the rumor,” I said slowly, “before we assume there’s a prisoner at the end of it.”

Raven nodded against my chest.

“Yes.”

“If the rumor is real — we’re going to have to get her out.”

“Yes.”

“Morgana — the archives.”

“Can wait one day, if necessary.”

“No. Both at once. You go to the archives with Priya and Aldric tomorrow and see if the paper trail backs up Raven’s whispers. I stay with Raven and work the rumor from the other side. Lyra —”

“I’ll be wherever you need me,” Lyra said.

“Cherry —”

“Stay at the residence and be good,” Cherry said glumly. “Yes. I know. It’s fine. I had a magical morning, I can handle being grounded for one afternoon.”

“Thank you.”

Morgana was already standing, already moving toward the small study, already reaching for her journals. “I will need to draft an exigent-circumstances research request to expand my search tomorrow to secure-wing detention records. If the rumor has anything behind it — if there is in fact a prisoner with a seal in the Concordat’s secure wing — there will be paperwork. Records of detention. Medical logs. Intake evaluations. Those will be in the archives, or in Aldric’s faction records, or in Voss’s jurisdictional files — and we will find them. Or we will find nothing, and the whispers will have been whispers.”

Raven lifted her head from my chest. Her violet eyes were a little steadier.

“Thanks, Morgana.”

“You are welcome, Raven. Your information is valuable.”

Raven looked up at me.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“I need you. Tonight. I know we just talked about plans and operations and a secure wing prisoner but right now I need to not be thinking about any of those things.”

“I’m here.”

“I also don’t want to talk about my feelings.”

“Okay.”

“I want you to take me somewhere quiet and I want you to hold me. Just hold me. Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Right now.”

“Right now.”

“Please.”

I kissed the top of her head.

“Come on.”

I took her hand and led her toward the back of the residence, to the small reading alcove off the study where a deep couch faced a narrow window overlooking the interior garden. Aldric, without needing to be asked, was already pulling a blanket off the back of one of the couches and carrying it over. Cherry had gone very quiet in the way Cherry only did when someone else in the family needed the oxygen. Lyra was already reaching out through the bond to give me a gentle I’ve got the others, go.

Morgana, on her way through the main room, paused to touch Raven’s shoulder in passing.

“Later,” she said softly. “When you want.”

Raven nodded.

I pulled her down onto the couch with me and wrapped the blanket around us both. She curled into my chest, small and cold and quiet, and let me hold her while the Eighth Circle settled into evening outside the window. The sun was sliding down the sky. The purple was beginning to shift into deeper colors. Somewhere across the city, three moons were already rising in pale formation, each of them a different color — one silver, one rose, one a faint ghostly green.

Raven’s cold hand was tight in mine.

Tonight, I just held her.


Chapter 6: When in Rome

I had been put on notice about the Nectar Welcome the moment we got back to the residence from the archives.

Velvet had, sometime during the afternoon, sent a formal invitation via a runner — a slim young succubus in Golden Draught livery who had arrived at the residence’s gate with a scroll tied with a gold ribbon. Aldric had received the scroll, read it with his usual composed expression, and then walked over to where I was sitting with Raven on the couch (she was still quiet from the previous evening, a book in her lap that she was not really reading; her tail was curled possessively around my calf).

“The Nectar Welcome has been formally scheduled for tomorrow evening,” Aldric said. “Velvet prepared the upper chamber this morning. You were expected tonight based on the tentative understanding from yesterday, but she sent the runner to confirm.”

“Tomorrow evening,” I said.

“Yes. The archives session with Morgana and Priya occupies tomorrow morning. The Welcome is at the sixth bell of evening, which will be approximately —” He did the mental math of the demon-realm-to-Earth time conversion. ” — approximately six-thirty in the evening, Chicago time.”

“Okay.”

Raven, without looking up from her book, said, “She sent you a formal invitation on a ribbon scroll. It’s a very big deal, Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Do not embarrass us.”

“I will try not to embarrass us.”

“Eat before you go. You’ll need the energy.”

“Are you — Raven, are you okay with this?”

She did finally look up from her book. Her violet eyes were clear and tired and affectionate.

“I’m fine with it, Jake. I’m tired. I’m sad about yesterday. I’m processing. But I’m not jealous. You held me last night until I could breathe again. I needed that and you gave it to me and I am currently very cared-for. Velvet is a cultural institution and the invitation is a diplomatic honor. Go enjoy it.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t come back smelling like honey.”

“I am literally going to drink magical breast milk, Raven.”

“Then don’t come back drowning in honey.”

“Reasonable compromise.”

Cherry, across the room, made a small delighted squeal into her hands.



The morning had been spent in the archives.

Morgana and Priya had led me, and a small procession of Lore Keeper clerks, down one of the Archives’ warmer gold-lit corridors to a section Priya called the Gallery of Configurations — a circular chamber with a vaulted ceiling and shelves that curved around the circumference in concentric rings, each ring dedicated to a different era of Constellation research.

The Gallery, Priya explained, contained the original records of every sealed succubus identified in the last two millennia. Morgana had not been in this chamber since before her expulsion. Her expression as she entered was carefully controlled.

The archives, in return, had been generous. One of the shelves had politely produced three volumes for us before we’d even asked, setting them gently on the central reading table with a soft golden tendril of light. The reading lamps above the table had brightened themselves. A small scribe’s set — quills, a pot of ink, sheets of pressed crystal-fiber paper — had assembled itself on a side stand.

Morgana had laughed. Wet and small and delighted. “I have missed you,” she had murmured to the shelves.

The shelves had rustled in a way I chose to interpret as we missed you too.

For about three hours, I had sat in the Gallery of Configurations while Morgana and Priya worked their way through the first few volumes. I could not read the demon language fluently enough to follow the technical content, but Morgana had been translating for me at intervals — reading specific passages aloud in her warm alto voice and then explaining the context.

The first discovery had come at the end of hour two.

Morgana had lifted her head from a heavy dark-green tome with the kind of slow precision that meant she had found something important. Her amber eyes were unreadable.

“Priya.”

“Yes.”

“This volume contains the catalogue references for the original Eighth-Circle seal registry. Do you see this page?”

Priya had leaned over. Her spectacles had slipped down her nose. She had pushed them back up.

“Yes. The seal registry.”

“There should be one hundred and forty-seven entries. I know the number because I committed it to memory before my expulsion. There are one hundred and thirty-nine entries. Eight are missing.”

Priya had gone very still.

“Eight.”

“Eight. Not in a single run. Scattered throughout the centuries. Earliest missing entry: approximately six hundred years ago. Latest missing entry: fifty-three years ago.”

“Someone has been removing entries.”

“Over at least six hundred years.”

“That would require —” Priya had stopped. Her voice had gone quiet. ” — that would require continuous access. Lore Keeper-level access. Across multiple lifetimes.”

“Yes.”

“Multiple archivists would have had to be complicit.”

“Or one very long-lived archivist. Or a single original authority whose access permissions have been inherited down through generations without review.”

“Morgana —”

“Yes.”

“This is not — this is not something I can put in a report to the Council.”

“No.”

“The Council is exactly the body that would —”

“I know, Priya. We will discuss what to do with this later. For now we record what we find. We copy what we can copy. We photograph what cannot be copied.” Morgana had looked up at me. “Jake. Hand me the crystal plate. I am going to etch a record of this page.”

I had handed her the crystal plate. She had pressed her palm to it. She had closed her eyes and murmured a word I did not catch. An image of the open page had resolved on the crystal plate — a perfect detailed copy.

“Old spell,” Morgana had said, in response to my raised eyebrow. “Not particularly well known. Lore Class specialty. I used to etch entire lectures onto these plates for my students.”

“Handy.”

“Yes.”

We had moved on.

The second discovery had come at the beginning of hour three.

One of the shelves — not a shelf we had been working with, just a shelf near the door — had briefly brightened. A tendril of golden light had drifted out of it, wound its way around my shoulder, and gently tugged at my sleeve.

I had looked up.

“Uh.”

Priya had noticed. Her eyes had widened. “The archives want to show you something. Follow the tendril. It will lead you.”

I had followed the tendril of light across the Gallery to a shelf I had not been near all morning. The tendril had hovered in front of a specific book — a slim, deeply worn leather-bound volume with a faded golden inscription on the spine — and pulsed.

“May I,” I had asked the shelf, feeling slightly absurd.

The book had detached itself from the shelf of its own accord and drifted gently into my hand.

I had carried it back to the reading table. Morgana had taken it with reverent hands. Her breath had hitched as soon as she read the inscription on the spine.

“Jake. This is — this is one of the primary fragment volumes on Constellation theory. This is the one I was trying to find when I started today’s session. I did not ask for it. The archives brought it to you.”

“To me?”

“To you. The archives selected this volume for you specifically.”

“Why.”

“I do not know. But I am going to open it now.”

She had opened it. She had read. Her expression had gone slowly grim.

After several minutes of silent reading, she had lifted her head.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“There is something in this volume about Constellation activation. Something I did not expect to find in a primary fragment. I am not going to tell you what it is yet.”

“Morgana —”

“I need to verify it, Jake. Against two other fragments I have cross-references for. If I tell you what this passage says before I have verified the translation, and I am wrong, I will have put a wrong idea in your head that will be very hard to dislodge. Give me a day. Two at most. Then I will show you the full translation and we will decide together what to do with it.”

“Is it bad.”

Her amber eyes had met mine. Steady. Careful.

“It is complicated. And the archives chose to show it to you, specifically. Which means it is relevant to you, specifically. That is all I am willing to say until I have verified it.”

“Okay.”

“Thank you.”

She had closed the book. Set it gently on the table. Her hand had been steady but her shoulders had been tight.

“That is enough for this morning. We will continue tomorrow.”

We had left the Gallery shortly after. Priya, who had read over Morgana’s shoulder and had gone quiet, had walked us back to the entry hall without speaking. At the great silver doors, she had finally turned to us.

“Morgana,” she had said quietly. “The gaps in the catalogue. The passage the archives showed Jake. I — I need to go home and sit with this for an afternoon. I will see you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.”

Priya had nodded. She had almost reached out to touch Morgana’s arm. She had pulled her hand back at the last second.

Then we had left.

On the walk back to the residence, Morgana had been quiet. So had I. Lyra had been a low warm hum of patient waiting at the back of my awareness.

I had not said anything about the Nectar Welcome until Aldric had mentioned it after we got back. I was still absorbing the morning. My chest felt heavy with it.

And now it was evening, and I had the rest of the afternoon to compose myself, and Velvet was expecting me at the sixth bell.



The afternoon passed.

Lyra curled up beside me on the couch and did her quiet thing where she held my hand and shared her calm with me. Cherry, after a while, brought me a plate of the honey-pears she had squirreled away from the tea garden. Sera, who had not spoken much since coming back from the Shadow Market yesterday, sat on the floor with Kevin’s old blanket (she had brought it from Earth; she slept with it most nights) and let Raven braid her silver-white hair.

Morgana worked in the study with her journals. I heard the soft scratch of her pen through the door.

Sometime around the fourth bell, Lyra stood up, tugged me by the hand, and led me to the bathing chamber.

“You should bathe before the Welcome,” she said. “It is considered respectful for guests of honor to arrive clean and prepared. Velvet will appreciate the gesture.”

“How do you know these things?”

“I was born in the Crimson Court, Jake. I know Crimson Court etiquette.”

“Right.”

The bathing chamber was a small stone room with a deep circular tub carved into the floor and a basin of steaming warm water that was always warm because the residence had decided the water should be warm. Lyra sat on the edge while I bathed. She handed me a small bottle of oil that smelled like white flowers and told me to rub a little on my throat and wrists — demon realm guests-of-honor apparently scented themselves with the “virtue of the host” before a welcome.

“I’m going to smell like flowers.”

“You are.”

“Cherry is going to die laughing.”

“Cherry will die laughing. You will still smell nice. It is worth the trade.”

Lyra watched me dry off, her gaze warm and direct.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“I want to say something. For tonight. For the Welcome.”

I paused, towel around my waist, and looked at her.

“Okay.”

“Through the bond, I will feel everything you feel tonight.”

She held my gaze.

“I have been thinking about that all day. I could close the bond while you are there. I could give you privacy.”

“Do you want to?”

“No.” Her eyes did not waver. “I want to feel it. I want to know the woman you are with. I want to share the Welcome with you, through you. I want to know what her nectar tastes like on your tongue. I want to know what her body feels like under your hands. I want to know what it feels like to you to be treated like something rare and sacred by someone who has been waiting her entire life for a moment like this.”

“Lyra.”

“I am not jealous, Jake. I am Soulbound. I am so deep inside you that there is no space for jealousy. What you feel tonight will feel like us, because we are one thing. I am telling you this so that you do not hold back to protect me. Please do not hold back.”

She stepped up to me. Rose up on her toes. Kissed me once, softly, on the mouth.

“Enjoy it. Let her have what she has been waiting for. I will be here, feeling you, feeling with you. Come home to me when you are done.”

“I love you.”

“Always.” She kissed my jaw.

“Also, I wanted to tell you: Velvet is a hundred and fifty years old. She has forgotten what it feels like to want something like this. You are going to wreck her, Jake. Be gentle with her heart. Her body can take anything. Her heart is going to be very, very exposed tonight.”

“I hear you.”

Her tail squeezed my wrist once — confirmation.

She left me to finish dressing.

I pulled on a clean shirt. Not my own — Morgana had laid out a simple dark silk shirt from the residence’s formal wardrobe, which had been provided for diplomatic guests. It was cut close through the shoulders and the waist and had no collar and no buttons — it was a wrap design, crossed over my chest and held in place by a narrow belt of woven gold. I felt a bit ridiculous. I also, looking at myself in the chamber’s mirror, looked pretty good.

Morgana had also left a pair of dark trousers and a pair of soft dark leather shoes. I got dressed. I put the little flower oil on my wrists and the hollow of my throat. I took a long breath.

The mirror showed me Jake Morrison, from Chicago, at twenty-eight years old, in a dark silk wrap shirt and soft leather shoes, about to be ceremonially hosted by a one-hundred-and-fifty-year-old succubus matriarch in another dimension.

“Okay,” I said to the reflection. “Okay.”

The reflection swallowed.



An escort of two Golden Draught attendants arrived at the residence at the fifth-and-a-half bell. They were young succubi in silver-and-gold robes — junior hosts of the house, polite, professional, carrying a small crystal lantern between them to light my walk through the evening streets of the Quarter.

Cherry saw them first and bounced to attention.

“JAKE. ESCORT. OH MY GODS. Escort! The escort is here! Give me a SECOND, I want to —” She whirled on me. ” — you look GOOD. You look SO GOOD. Oh Jake you look like — Velvet is going to DIE — ”

“Cherry —”

“You look like you could be on a BROCHURE, Jake. You look like —”

“I have to go.”

“I know I know I know.” She hugged me fiercely, her impossible chest pressed into my side, squeezing hard enough to crack a rib. “Tell Velvet hi. Tell her I said the Welcome is going to be ICONIC. Tell her I am very, very jealous but also extremely proud. Tell her I love her.”

“I will.”

“Tell her I still think about the cake incident.”

“Cherry —”

“She’ll know what I mean.”

“Okay. Cake incident. Got it.”

Raven did not stand up from the couch. She just raised one hand in a small lazy salute from behind her book.

“Be good. Don’t embarrass us.”

“Already got that one.”

“Eat first.”

“Already ate.”

“Smell like something other than honey when you come back.”

“I will do my best.”

Lyra walked me to the door. She kissed me one last time, quick and tender, and murmured “I’m with you, go,” and I went.

Morgana emerged from the study at the last second.

She looked me over with the clinical thoroughness of a woman who had been evaluating men for two centuries. Nodded once. “You will do well.”

“Any advice?”

“Be yourself. She has not hosted an incubus in her lifetime. She does not know what to expect. Your kindness is your advantage.”

“Thank you.”

“Jake —” She hesitated. ” — one more thing.”

“Yes.”

“She is Nourisher Class. Her nectar will affect your senses in ways that are — novel. Do not resist the sensations. Let them happen. Your incubus body will find the balance.”

“Okay.”

“Enjoy yourself.”

“I will.”

She closed the door behind me.



The walk through the Nectar Quarter at evening was entirely different from the morning.

In the morning, the Quarter had been warm, lazy, open — mid-morning tea and lounging and casual affection. In the evening, the Quarter was brilliant. The crystal spires were lit from within. The ambient field had deepened — richer, warmer, thicker. The music of the spires had shifted into something slower and more resonant, a low rolling tone that seemed to live in my chest more than in my ears.

The boulevard was crowded with succubi and other demons in their evening-finest — elaborate draped silks, shimmering fabrics, hair braided with gold, horns polished to a shine. Music drifted from open terraces. Laughter floated down from the upper floors. The air smelled of a dozen different foods, a dozen different wines, a dozen different kinds of flower.

My escort walked on either side of me, polite and quiet, leading me through the evening crowd. People noticed. People stared. A woman on a terrace above the boulevard gasped audibly and dropped her glass. A group of friends at a sidewalk tea table went silent as I passed.

By the time we reached the Golden Draught, a small crowd of onlookers had formed at a respectful distance, watching me arrive.

Velvet met me at the entrance.

She was alone. Her junior hosts had retreated to the interior. It was just her, standing beneath the arched doorway of golden vines, in the evening light of the Quarter.

She was dressed.

She was dressed, and she was also almost not dressed, in what I was learning was standard Nectar Quarter fashion. She was wearing a long, flowing wrap of thin, translucent gold silk that draped from a simple knot at one shoulder down to her ankles. The fabric hid almost nothing. Her impossible H-cup breasts were barely contained by the wrap’s single knot. Their heavy rounded shapes pressed the silk outward, nipples dark and taut against the sheer fabric. The wrap parted at her hip, revealing a long golden-brown leg. Her feet were bare. Her elegant braided hair was pinned up off her neck with a small golden comb.

Her horns were polished. The fine gold filigree along them caught the evening light.

Her tail, trailing behind her, moved slowly with a kind of controlled anticipation.

She bowed to me.

“Welcome to the Golden Draught, incubus Jake Morrison. I am honored beyond words that you have come.”

I returned the bow, awkwardly.

“Thank you, Velvet. I’m honored too.”

“Please.” She extended her hand. “Will you walk with me?”

I took her hand.

Her skin was warm — warmer than human, in the way succubus skin was, but also warmer than that. Her Nourisher class body heat was more than Lyra’s or Cherry’s or even Morgana’s. It was like taking the hand of a woman who had been sitting too close to a fireplace.

She led me through the entryway of vines, past the main lounge (which was full of patrons who all, as one, turned their heads to watch me pass), and up the smaller staircase at the back of the lounge toward the upper chambers.

She did not speak on the way up.

She did not need to. Her hand in mine was doing the speaking.

At the top of the staircase, she led me down a warm gold-lit corridor, past three closed doors, to a larger door at the end. She pushed it open and stepped aside for me to enter.

The upper chamber was —

I stopped breathing for a second.

It was warm. Deep gold light from a single large crystal lamp. The floor was covered in overlapping rugs of dark wine-red and honey-gold. The walls were draped with layered silks. A broad low bed — not a Western bed, a wide platform layered with blankets and cushions and furs — occupied the center of the room, surrounded on three sides by a low carved railing of warm wood. A small altar to the left held offerings — a bowl of fresh honeysuckle, a crystal bowl of glowing water, a small carved figure of a winged succubus that looked very, very old.

On the far wall, an open archway looked out onto a private terrace — and beyond the terrace, the Quarter at evening, the spires glowing, the ambient field thick in the air above the district.

The room smelled of Velvet’s specific perfume — honey, warm spice, a faint something I recognized now was the scent of her nectar itself, the Nourisher Class signature. The smell hit my incubus senses like a wave of warmth across my whole body.

Velvet stepped in behind me. Closed the door. Activated the privacy wards with a brush of her fingertips on a crystal sigil beside the door.

The wards hummed into place. The ambient field of the chamber intensified.

I turned to face her.

“Jake,” she said softly. “Please. Sit with me.”

She crossed to the bed. Sat on the edge of it, her wrap parting slightly, her golden-brown thigh bared, her heavy breasts shifting with her movement. She patted the cushion beside her.

I sat.

Up close, under the single crystal lamp, in the privacy of her own upper chamber, Velvet was — overwhelming. The warmth radiating off her body. The density of her presence, filling the room like a second atmosphere. The way her honey-gold eyes were reading me. I was keenly aware of her breathing, of the slow rise and fall of that heavy, generous chest, of the way her tail curled around her own ankle as she sat.

She reached behind her on the low table beside the bed and lifted a small crystal cup. The cup was empty.

Then, with a grace that was centuries old and completely unstudied, she let the knot at her shoulder slip. The gold silk wrap parted and fell open down her torso.

Her breasts came free.

They were — I am going to try to do them justice — they were enormous, heavy, beautifully shaped, a deep warm golden-brown, with dark nipples that were already taut in the evening air. They moved with her breath, weighty and soft, their curves catching the warm light of the lamp. A faint, faint bead of pale gold fluid was already visible at one nipple — a tiny drop, shining like a pearl.

My lungs seized. I actually, audibly, forgot how to inhale.

Velvet smiled. Slow. Warm. A century and a half of graceful professional service.

She cupped her own breast in her hand, lifted it gently toward the crystal cup, and — with the light, practiced touch of a woman who had done this countless times — squeezed.

A small stream of pale gold nectar flowed into the cup.

I watched.

The nectar was luminous. Literally luminous — faintly glowing, like pale sunlight in liquid form. It pooled in the crystal cup, warm and translucent and faintly steaming.

She let her breast go, adjusted her posture, and held the cup up to me in both hands.

“The Nectar Welcome, Jake Morrison. It is my honor to offer it. The nectar is fresh. It is from me. It is a gift of hospitality and affection and respect. Please drink.”

I took the cup.

My hands were a little unsteady. My heart was going very fast. I had never in my life held a cup of — I literally did not have a word for what I was holding.

I raised the cup to my lips.

“To the Golden Draught,” I said quietly, because it seemed like I should say something, “and to its Mistress.”

I drank.

The nectar was warm — not hot, just warm, and it slid down my throat like liquid honey with none of the stickiness. The flavor was — I do not know how to describe it. It was sweet, but not cloying. It tasted like flowers. It tasted like her skin. It tasted like a specific kind of warm spiced tea I had never had before and would never have again.

And then it hit.

The effect was immediate.

The nectar landed in my chest and bloomed — a wave of warmth that traveled outward from my sternum to my fingertips and my feet and the back of my neck. Every nerve ending in my body came awake at once. My skin prickled. My vision sharpened. I could suddenly hear more — the low rumble of the spire music, the faint rustle of the silks on the wall, Velvet’s slow controlled breathing.

My incubus senses went into overdrive.

The Constellation flared in my chest. Not just as a pattern but as a landscape — five bright points, spread across the Eighth Circle, each ringing in its own color. Lyra, bright gold, back at the residence. Cherry, pink and bouncy, also at the residence. Raven, deep violet, reading her book. Morgana, amber-wine, still in the study. Sera, quiet silver-gold, resting.

The empty sockets were vivid too — the nearby one, so close, in the Concordat’s secure wing. The distant ones, scattered across dimensions.

And Velvet — she registered like a sun at close range.

Not just as a physical presence in front of me, but as an energy. Her Nourisher signature — warm, generous, patient, lonely. She had spent her entire adult life pouring herself into other people. She was made of giving. And underneath all of that, a deep aching want she had buried for decades: the want to be given to by someone who could match her.

My arousal, which had already been elevated since the nectar hit my tongue, surged hard.

My cock was suddenly rigid in my trousers.

Velvet saw it. She inhaled sharply — a slow, involuntary response.

Then — I watched it happen — she swayed. I had seen her do the knee-buckle once before, at the entrance yesterday. This was different. This was her body reacting to my essence at full amplification, and my essence was at full amplification because her nectar had turned the volume dial all the way up.

She caught herself on the edge of the bed with one hand. Her breath shortened. A flush of deeper gold spread up the tops of her breasts and across her collarbones.

“Your essence,” she breathed. “Oh — oh, Jake —”

“Velvet.”

“I have never — it is amplifying — usually the nectar calms the drinker, but with you —”

I set the empty cup down on the side table, very carefully, with hands that suddenly did not feel like my own.

I reached out. Cupped her jaw with one hand. Turned her face toward me.

Her eyes were wide and dilated and wet.

“Velvet. Are you okay?”

“I — I am more than okay. I am —” She laughed, small and dazed. ” — I am older than your nation and I am nervous. I thought I was ready. I am not ready.”

“Can I kiss you?”

“Please.”

I kissed her.

Her mouth was soft and warm and tasted faintly of the nectar she had just given me. The taste of her was — different from any of the others. Richer. Fuller. Heavier. She opened for me immediately and her hand came up to my chest and rested there, fingers splaying, feeling the beat of my heart.

She made a small sound into my mouth.

I deepened the kiss. Slowly. Let it linger. I did not rush her, because — through the complicated web of my enhanced senses — my enhanced senses told me exactly how much she had prepared for this, how much she had been imagining it since yesterday, and I wanted her to have the moment she had been imagining.

Her free hand slid up to the back of my neck. Her fingers tangled in the hair at my nape.

When I finally broke the kiss, her breathing had gone shallow.

“You’re not what I expected,” she whispered.

“What did you expect?”

“Arrogance. Power displays. The old incubi in the stories — they were feared. They took. They commanded. They did not — they did not ask if you were okay.” Her chin trembled. “You are kind.”

“I didn’t get the memo about the old incubi. Nobody handed me a manual.”

“Then you wrote a better one.”

I laughed softly. She laughed with me, still dazed.

Then I slid one hand to her shoulder, and pushed the gold silk wrap fully down her arms.

It pooled around her waist. Those incredible breasts were fully bare now, heavy and beautiful in the warm lamplight, dark nipples taut. The small bead of nectar was still visible at the one she had squeezed into the cup.

I felt my breath go again.

“Velvet —”

“Yes.”

“Can I touch you.”

“Please.”

I brought my hand up and cupped the underside of her breast.

The weight of her in my palm was staggering. Heavy. Soft. Warm. My fingers did not come close to spanning her fullness. I could feel the faint hum of her Nourisher energy beneath her skin. I lifted, gently, weighing her, and she went still, and her eyes fluttered halfway closed.

I ran my thumb across her nipple.

A fresh bead of golden milk welled up. She pressed into my touch, trembling.

“Oh —”

“You’re beautiful.”

“Jake —”

I leaned forward and kissed the top of her breast. Her skin was warm and soft and smelled of honey and something floral. Her hand tightened in the hair at my nape.

I lowered my mouth.

I took her nipple between my lips and sucked.

The nectar flowed.

It was nothing like drinking from the cup. This was direct. Her milk — her warm sweet luminous magical Nourisher nectar — filled my mouth with an intimacy I hadn’t anticipated, the closeness of being fed directly from her body. The effect was immediate and overwhelming.

My incubus senses, already amplified from the cup, sang. My essence surged in response. A wave of warm energy poured out of me and through the contact between my mouth and her nipple — pouring into her, through the feeding connection.

She GASPED. Her body jolted.

“Jake — what — what is — ”

Her legs gave out. Her hand gripped the hair at my nape, but her arm was shaking. I caught her around the waist with my free arm and held her up.

“Your energy — it’s going into me — through the feeding — oh — oh gods — ”

I kept drinking.

Her milk was warm and steady and full and incredible. My body drank it the way someone coming in from the snow drinks hot chocolate — fully, gratefully, with total attention. And with every pull of my mouth at her nipple, my incubus essence flowed back into her along the connection, filling her with warm generative energy.

She had spent her entire adult life as a giver.

She had never once, in all that time, been received from like this.

She was shaking.

“Jake — I can’t — I need — I need to —”

I switched to the other breast.

Her hips lifted off the bed. Her tail lashed against the silk. Her free hand grabbed my shoulder for support. I suckled the fresh nipple — drinking more nectar, pouring more essence through the connection — and she made a high sound I had not thought she was capable of, a sound that was not professional and was not practiced and was not for show.

“Oh — oh Jake — please —”

I lifted her.

I lifted her off the edge of the bed, because she was starting to slide, and because I wanted to lay her down. I moved her carefully to the middle of the broad low platform and laid her on her back against the cushions. Her wrap was now around her waist and thighs. I reached down and pulled it the rest of the way off.

She was entirely naked underneath.

Golden-brown skin, warm and smooth, faintly glowing in the gold lamplight. Massive heavy breasts spread slightly on her chest from the gentle pull of gravity. A soft rounded belly. Wide generous hips. The delicate dark triangle between her thighs. Long legs. Her ankles were crossed, one foot hooked behind the other, a reflex of sudden modesty.

She was magnificent.

I knelt on the bed between her legs. She looked up at me with dazed, unfocused eyes, her braids spread around her head, her breath coming in soft hitches.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“I am — I am not a young woman.”

“You are beautiful.”

“I have — I have a body that has — that has aged —”

“You are magnificent, Velvet.”

“I —” She swallowed hard, her composure faltering. ” — I have not been nervous about a lover in sixty years. Jake, what have you done to me.”

“Nothing yet.”

“You — you —” She laughed. Wet. Dazed. ” — you are going to be terrible for me, I can already tell.”

I leaned forward. Kissed the soft curve of her belly. Then the underside of one heavy breast. Then the valley between them. Her hands came up and tangled in my hair.

I took her nipple back into my mouth and drank again.

Her body responded immediately. The generative energy feeding back into her through the contact was cycling up. Her Nourisher body was producing more of the golden liquid than I could drink — the excess was welling up and trickling slowly down the curve of her breast.

I licked it up.

“Jake —”

I moved my mouth lower. Down the curve of her breast. Down her stomach. Down her soft rounded belly. She watched me, eyes wide, breath held.

“What are you —”

“I want to taste all of you.”

“Oh — oh, Jake, you do not have to —”

“I want to.”

I kissed the crease of her hip. Her thigh. The inside of her thigh. Her whole body jumped.

Then I pushed her thighs gently apart and lowered my mouth to her pussy.

She had been waiting. She was slick and swollen and ready. I had expected her to taste like the nectar, but she didn’t — she tasted like her, warm and rich and intoxicating, a flavor that belonged to her Nourisher class and to no other woman I had ever been with. I licked her slowly from her entrance to her clit. Her body jolted.

“AHHH —”

She had not made a sound like that in — judging by the shocked reverence of it — probably decades.

I licked her again, slower. Her tail came off her own calf and wrapped around my shoulder. Her hands fisted in the cushions beside her head. Her full, heavy tits heaved with each breath.

I took her clit between my lips and sucked.

Her whole body shuddered. A gush of warm slickness welled up from her entrance. I slid two fingers into her — she was so wet they slid in easily — and curled them upward, finding the firm spot on the front wall of her pussy that women who had been neglected for decades needed the most attention paid to.

Velvet sobbed.

Actually sobbed. A wet cracked sound from the back of her throat. Her head fell back against the cushions.

“I am — I have been doing this for longer than you can imagine —”

“Yeah.”

“I have — I have had thousands —”

“Shh.”

“Nobody has ever — ever put his mouth on me and — and done that —”

“Hundred fifty years of hospitality and nobody eats you out?”

“I am the HOST, Jake, I give —”

“Tonight you receive. Let me.”

She let me.

Not all at once. In stages. First her grip loosened — her fingers stopped pulling my hair and started just resting in it, stroking absently, trusting. Then her hips stopped fighting stillness and began rolling up to meet my mouth in slow instinctive waves. Her breathing changed from controlled to ragged, and sounds started escaping that had nothing practiced about them — rough, startled, honest. Tears welled at the corners of her eyes and ran into her braids, and she did not wipe them away.

Her first orgasm built fast. The connection between us telegraphed it clearly — her Nourisher body cycling up, her arousal amplifying back through the generative feedback, her breath going ragged.

I sucked her clit into my mouth one more time, curled my fingers against her front wall, and pushed her over.

She came SCREAMING.

Not a hospitality-professional moan. A real, raw, full-volume cry that filled the chamber and made the silks on the walls shiver. She bowed off the bed, spine curved violently upward. Her tail whipped tight around my shoulder. Her fingers buried themselves in my hair. Her pussy CLAMPED down around my fingers in hard rhythmic pulses.

And her nectar — her breasts — FLOWED. Actual streams of warm pale gold nectar ran from both nipples, down the sides of her breasts, across her ribs, soaking into the cushions under her.

Her body was responding to the pleasure the way only a Nourisher Class body could: by giving.

I kept going. I did not stop. I worked her through the orgasm and straight into the building heat of a second one. The warm golden milk kept flowing. Her tears kept streaming. Her voice kept breaking.

“Jake — Jake — Jake I cannot — I need you — I need you inside me — please — I do not say please — I am a hostess — I give, I do not ask — please —”

I came up her body. Fast. Kissed her mouth with her own taste on my lips and her warm milk on my chin. She tasted herself on me and made a wrecked sound into my mouth.

I shoved my trousers down.

I had completely forgotten I was wearing trousers.

I lined up at her entrance and pushed in slow.

She was tight around me. Tight and warm and dripping. I sank into her inch by inch, and she made a continuous high keening sound all the way down, and when I bottomed out inside her and my hips met hers, her eyes rolled back in her head.

“Oh —”

“Velvet —”

“Incubus —”

“Stay with me.”

“With you — with you —”

I started to move.

Slow, at first. Long full strokes. Her heavy breasts swayed with each motion, heavy and slick with her own golden milk, her dark nipples taut and dripping. Her hands grabbed at my shoulders. I felt her nails bite into my shoulders, desperate and clinging.

I lowered my mouth to her chest and drank again while I fucked her.

The triple stimulation — my cock inside her, my mouth on her breast, my incubus essence cycling between us through both points of contact — broke something in her.

She came again. Almost immediately. On my cock this time. Her pussy clamped down hard and her whole body shook and she cried out — “Jake! Jake! Jake!” — and the golden warmth flowed harder from her breasts and her hands scrabbled at my shoulders and her wings spasmed wide.

I did not stop.

I kept fucking her through the orgasm and into the next one. And the next one. Her body was wide open to me — she was past thought, past performance, just a woman in the oldest sense — open and unguarded and taking everything I gave her with raw gratitude. The warm golden liquid was pouring down her ribs and pooling in the hollow of her throat and spilling onto the cushions. The gold silk wrap beneath her was soaked.

She was GLOWING. Literally. Her golden-brown skin had taken on a faint luminescence, as if her whole Nourisher class biology was lighting up from the generative energy I was pouring into her.

I pulled out of her — she cried out in protest — and flipped her onto her side, curled my body behind her, and slid back in from behind. My arm went under her upper thigh and lifted it. Her whole generous body was spread open to me. I thrust deeper from this angle, and her breath came out in a shriek.

“Jake —”

“I know. Let go.”

“I am — I am going to —”

“Let it happen.”

She came again. I could not keep count. She was close to sobbing now. Her tail had stopped moving and was just limp against my leg. Her hand was gripping my forearm where it crossed her belly.

I slowed down.

Not because I was close — incubus stamina was holding — but because something in her was reaching for something else. Something she wanted. Something she had been building toward, even through the overwhelming waves of orgasm. Her body had decided about it. Her mind was trying to catch up.

She rolled beneath me on her own — slowly, deliberately, a woman who wanted to see my face for what came next. Her back settled against the silk cushions. Her warm eyes found mine.

“Velvet.”

“Jake —”

“Tell me what you need.”

She looked up at me. Her hands came up and cupped my face on both sides.

Her gold eyes filled with tears.

“Jake. I need to ask you —” Her voice broke. “I need to ask you something I have wanted to ask for — for my entire life.”

“Okay.”

She looked at me directly. Every wall she’d built as a hostess had come down hours ago, but this — this was a different level of rawness. This was her heart being held out in her own two hands.

“Succubi can only conceive with incubi. Do you — do you understand what I am saying?”

I stopped breathing.

“Yes.”

“There have been no incubi in four hundred years. I have been Mistress of the Golden Draught for a hundred and fifty of those years. I have given pleasure to thousands. I have received pleasure in return. I have had lovers. I have had admirers. I have lived a full life.” Her hands trembled against my cheeks. “But I have always wanted — I have always, my whole life, wanted — to be a mother. It was the one thing I could not have. I made peace with it. I built the Golden Draught as my legacy. I told myself a lifetime of feeding succubi was a kind of motherhood. And it was. It is.”

“Velvet —”

“But Jake —” Her words dissolved into a trembling breath. ” — you are here. And I will never — I will never have another chance. There are not going to be more incubi. You are going to leave the Quarter and go back to Earth and I will probably never see you again, and even if I do you will not give this to me twice, and I need to ask you once — ”

“Velvet.”

“Please.”

Her whole body was a held breath.

“Please give me what no one else can give me. Please — breed me. Finish inside me. With intent. I know it is rare. I know it may not work. I am not young anymore. My body is — I do not know if I can even —” She was crying openly now. ” — but if there is any chance at all, I want you to give me the chance. Please. I am begging you.”

I could not speak for a second.

I looked down at her — this powerful, generous, magnificent woman, who had built a legend in the Nectar Quarter and had poured herself into the care of strangers for over a century, and who was now under me, completely undone, asking me for the one thing she had never been able to have.

Through the Soulbound bond, I felt Lyra — a warm, steady wave of love and affirmation and yes, Jake.

I leaned down and kissed Velvet on the forehead.

“Yes.”

Her hands tightened on my face.

“Yes?”

“Yes, Velvet. Yes. I will breed you. With intent. Right now.”

She sobbed. Once. A raw, cracked sound that had nothing to do with performance and everything to do with a lifetime of wanting something she’d been told was impossible.

I began to move again.

Differently this time. Not the pounding rhythm of before — slower, deeper, purposeful. Every stroke was all the way in, deep and deliberate and purposeful. I held her gaze while I moved. Her gaze held mine, unwavering.

“Take it,” I said quietly. “Take all of me. Take everything.”

“Yes —”

“I’m going to fill you up.”

“Please —”

“With my seed.”

“Please —”

“You are going to carry something from me, Velvet. Do you understand?”

“YES —”

“You are mine tonight.”

“Yours —”

“You have been waiting a long time.”

“All those years —”

“Not anymore.”

The buildup was unmistakable. The generative energy had been cycling between us the whole time, but now it gathered. My incubus body was responding to the intent — to the ancient biological purpose I had never before consciously engaged — and it was readying to deliver.

Velvet felt it too. Her body knew.

She wrapped her legs around my hips. Her arms went around my neck. Every part of her closed around me — legs, arms, tail locked at my hip, her full golden-brown breasts pressed against my chest, her milk smearing warm between us. Her gold-filigree horns brushed my jaw.

“Jake —”

“Stay with me. Right here.”

“I love you. I — I barely know you, yes, I am an old succubus who has had thousands of lovers, I do not fall in love, but I love you right now, in this moment, and I will remember this and you —”

“Velvet.” I cupped her face. “I hear you.”

“Give it to me.”

I gave it to her.

I thrust deep — once, twice, three times — and then pressed all the way into her and held myself there. My incubus body surged. My cock pulsed against the deepest part of her and released. Thick hot seed poured into her — more than any release I had ever had, generative in a way my pre-transformation body could never have been, my whole essence focused and delivered with intent.

Velvet arched. Her body went rigid. Her eyes rolled back. Her mouth opened in a silent cry. Her Nourisher body, receiving an incubus’s breeding essence for the first time in four hundred years of demon-realm history, responded with its own peak — her pussy clamped down around me and milked me, her whole body glowing gold now, literally glowing, the nectar from her breasts flowing down in golden waves.

A [System] ping brushed my awareness — not a standard update, something different.

[Incubus Ability: Nourisher Synergy detected — nectar amplification creates unique energy feedback loop. New modality unlocked: Essence Channeling through consumption.] [Note: Breeding attempt registered. Incubus-succubus conception: historically rare. Monitoring.]

The chamber was filled with gold light.

The ambient field of the Golden Draught around us had gone bright — I could feel, distantly, the patrons downstairs all reacting at once, the district ambient readings spiking, somewhere a bell chiming in response.

I held myself inside her. I did not pull out. I stayed buried deep while my incubus release continued, slower now, the generative pulses tapering.

Velvet was sobbing. Openly. Her face was wet with tears. Her hands had come up and clasped my face again, this time to pull me down to her.

She kissed me.

Slow. Long. Warm. Grateful beyond anything I had ever been the recipient of in my life.

“Thank you,” she whispered against my mouth. “Thank you, Jake Morrison of Earth. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“I do not know if it — if it will —”

“Hey.” I pressed my forehead against hers.

“But you gave me the chance.”

“I did.”

“That is — that is more than I dared hope for. That is everything I have ever wanted. Whatever happens.”

I eased slowly out of her and rolled onto my side. I pulled her carefully into my arms, her body still loose and shaking with aftershocks. Her hand drifted down to rest on her lower belly.

She laid her cheek against my chest.

“I have —” Her voice was small and dazed. ” — I have been doing this my whole life. No one has ever — ” She stopped. Tried again. “You are not just an incubus, Jake. You are something else.”

“I’m just me, Velvet. That’s all I’ve ever been.”

Her laugh was wet and broken and real.

“Then you are extraordinary.”

We lay there for a long time.

The ambient field of the Golden Draught around us was still humming. The music of the spires had shifted into something slower. Somewhere downstairs, Velvet’s junior hosts were — I could feel it — serving calming tea to a lounge full of patrons who had all just experienced a district-wide spike.

Velvet’s hand, on her own belly, was gentle and hopeful.

“Nourisher intuition,” she murmured. “I will know in a few weeks whether it took.”

“You’ll let me know.”

“I will let you know.”

“Even if —”

“Even if. Yes. I will let you know either way.”

“Velvet.”

“Yes.”

“Whatever happens. You are remarkable.”

She pressed her face into my neck.

“You are remarkable, Jake.”



The walk back to the residence was strange.

My incubus senses were still dialed up from the nectar. The pattern had changed — something new in the Constellation’s architecture, some new awareness, some new sharpness to the empty sockets. I walked alone this time — Velvet’s junior hosts had escorted me to the front gate of the Golden Draught and bowed me out — and the evening streets of the Quarter were full of people.

They stared, but differently now. Something about the way my essence was radiating had changed. The stares were — awed. Almost reverent. A succubus at a sidewalk table lifted her cup in salute as I passed. Another, outside a terrace garden, bowed her head and touched her hand to her chest.

Word had apparently traveled. The walls of the Golden Draught were not that soundproof.

Lyra was a warm, steady presence at the back of my awareness, patient, loving, with a thread of amused pride running through it. She had felt everything. She had shared it. And she was, right now, waiting for me at the residence.

I also noticed, as I walked, something I had not noticed before.

The empty socket in the Concordat’s secure wing — the nearby one Raven’s mentor had told her about — was sharper. Clearer. Its exact position was suddenly crystal-clear. Not just direction and distance but specificity. The sealed succubus being held there was close. Three blocks west, then two north, then down below street level. I could have walked there with my eyes closed.

The nectar had upgraded my Constellation awareness. My ability to sense the network had gone from general to specific.

The awareness landed like a fist.

There was a sealed succubus two-and-a-half blocks from where I was standing, in a cell, who had been held for seventy years.

I was going to get her out.

I walked faster.

When I got back to the residence, Lyra was already at the door — waiting, wings half-extended, her eyes wet.

She did not ask me anything. She just pulled me inside, closed the door, took my hand, and led me upstairs to the bedroom, where the rest of the harem was waiting in a row on the bed.

Cherry, arms crossed, tail swishing, pretending to pout: “How was it.”

“Cultural.”

Raven, dryly, her book still open in her lap: “You smell like honey and bad decisions.”

“I was warned this would happen.”

Lyra, flushed-hot and still riding the aftershocks of what she’d felt from me: “I felt everything. ALL of it. You owe me a thorough evening.”

Morgana, calmly, sipping the last of her evening wine: “The nectar residue on your energy signature is fascinating. I would like to study —”

“NOT NOW, MORGANA,” Cherry interrupted. “I WANT NECTAR TOO.”

“Cherry.”

“I WANT IT.”

I took off my silk wrap shirt and sank down onto the bed between them.

I pulled Lyra against my side. Cherry draped herself over my chest. Raven, after a second, closed her book and tucked herself under my other arm. Morgana came over and sat against the headboard with her glass of wine and put her free hand in my hair.

Sera, in the armchair, watched us all with her almost-smile.

I closed my eyes for a second.

“Lyra.”

“Yes.”

“The prisoner.”

“In the secure wing.”

“I can feel her now. Exactly. The nectar sharpened my Constellation awareness. I know where she is.”

Morgana’s hand stilled in my hair.

“How close?”

“Walking distance. Three blocks west, two north, underground.”

Lyra sat up on one elbow.

“Jake —”

“We’re going to get her out. I don’t know how yet. But we are.”

Raven pressed her ankle against mine — the tail-less version of her claim.

“Good.”

Cherry, against my chest, whispered, “When?”

“I don’t know. Soon.”

Cherry’s arm tightened across my chest.


Chapter 7: Three Moons

Raven had not slept well.

I had not, strictly speaking, slept well either, but I had slept — curled around her for the second half of the night, her back against my chest, her tail wrapped around my calf — and I had at least achieved a couple of hours of that specific shallow nighttime rest that the demon realm’s gentler gravity seemed to encourage.

Raven had been restless. She had turned three times during the night. She had been warm against me one minute and suddenly cold the next — the chill she got when her emotions were eating her alive. Each time she dipped, I had tightened my arm around her, and each time, her tail had squeezed my calf in acknowledgment, and each time she had murmured something into the pillow that was not quite words.

When I woke before dawn, she was awake already. She was lying on her side, facing me, her deep purple gaze open and steady, her expression composed.

“Hey.”

“Hey, idiot.”

“You’ve been awake for a while.”

“Some hours. Yeah.”

“Raven —”

“I want to go tonight.”

“Okay.”

“I want you with me this time.”

I pushed her dark hair back off her face. She pressed her cheek into my palm.

“I’m with you.”

“I’m not going in unarmed. I’m not going to attack her. I just want to talk to her. But I want you near enough that if something goes sideways, you can pull me out.”

“I’m in.”

“Tonight.”

“Tonight.”

“Before dinner. She’s usually in her tower then — she works her ritual ledger in the evening hours. She doesn’t see clients until the second bell after dark.”

“You know her schedule.”

“I have been here three days and I’ve been casing her tower every waking moment I wasn’t with you or Sera.”

“Raven.”

“I wasn’t —” She sighed. ” — I wasn’t sneaking. I told Sera. Sera knew. I just wasn’t going to tell you until I had a plan, and my plan was get close enough to talk and then see what happens.”

“That’s not much of a plan.”

“Best I had.”

“Do you want me to come up with a better one?”

“I want you to come with me and back me and not let me kill her.”

“Are you going to want to kill her?”

“Probably.”

“Okay.”

I kissed her forehead. She closed her eyes. I felt the pressure at my leg tighten — her tail, gripping harder than before.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“If she says something I cannot handle — if she justifies what she did to me — I need you to stop me.”

“I will stop you.”

“Physically if you have to.”

“Raven, you’re a Shadow Class succubus with two knives and I’m made of muscle that loves you. I will absolutely stop you physically. I will carry you out of that tower over my shoulder if that’s what it takes.”

Her small, tired smile was a minor miracle.

“Good.”

“Good.”

“And after, I want to —” She hesitated. ” — I want you. On a roof. Under the three moons. But I want it to be because we won, not because I’m processing something.”

“I can do that.”

“Promise.”

“Promise.”

She opened her eyes. Her violet gaze was very clear in the pre-dawn purple light coming through the window.

“I love you, Jake.”

“Raven —”

“I know I don’t say it as much as Lyra and Cherry say it. I’m not wired for it. But I wanted to say it now, before tonight, in case tonight is — in case it is not what I hope. I love you. I love you so much that my shadows respond to your voice. I love you so much that I brought a knife into another dimension so that if anyone here tried to hurt you I would be the first one to deal with them. I love you and I would like you to know that.”

My throat was tight.

“I love you too, Raven.”

“Say it like you mean it.”

“I love you, Raven. I love your shadows and your snark and your ice cream obsession and your secret photograph and the sound your tail makes when it unwinds from my ankle in the morning because you’re about to get out of bed and pretend you weren’t clinging to me. I love that little strangled sound you make when Kevin puts his head in your lap and you pretend you don’t care. I love the fact that you call yourself MY idiot and me YOUR idiot in the same sentence. I love how you look at me when you think I’m not watching. I love you.”

Her eyes went wet.

“Don’t — don’t do that, idiot, it’s too early for this —”

“You asked me to say it like I meant it.”

“I regret the request.”

“Too late.”

She pressed her forehead against mine.

“I am going to cry. Just a little. For about thirty seconds. Do not make a thing of it.”

“I will not make a thing of it.”

She cried for about thirty seconds, quietly, into my shoulder. Then she sniffed, pulled back, wiped her face with the back of her wrist, and said, “Okay. I am done. Nothing happened. I am emotionally intact and ready for the day.”

“Emotionally intact.”

“Entirely.”

“Cherry’s going to see right through you the moment we leave this room.”

“Cherry is going to see right through me and she is going to give me a hug that I will pretend to hate and then she is going to cry too and everyone is going to have a collectively horrible morning.”

“So maybe we stay in bed for another ten minutes.”

“Ten more minutes.”

I pulled her against my chest. Her tail wrapped tighter. Her shadows, which had been drifting around the edges of the room during the night, curled back in toward the bed and settled in a faint warm circle around us.

Ten minutes later, Cherry flung the bedroom door open and announced, at maximum volume, “GOOD MORNING, WE HAVE A PRISONER TO RESCUE, ARE WE RESCUING A PRISONER TODAY,” and the ten minutes ended.



Morgana, to her credit, had already done most of the work on the prisoner question overnight.

I came downstairs to find her in the small study off the main reception room with three journals open on the desk, a pot of tea beside her, and dark circles under her eyes. Her chestnut hair was loose — she had been up too late and too early to bother pinning it. Her glasses were on. She had the look I had come to recognize as she is about to tell us something important — leaning forward, pen still in hand, the exhaustion secondary to whatever she’d found.

“Sit,” she said, without looking up.

I sat.

Lyra and Raven came in a moment later and took the other chairs. Cherry wedged herself into the windowsill. Sera stood in the doorway.

Morgana pushed a thin leather-bound folder across the desk toward me.

“Overnight. Detention records. I requested them through Aldric’s faction access as supplementary materials for my archive research. It is a technical loophole — the reform council has granted emergency research authority, and detention records intersect with archival catalogue entries when they involve sealed succubi. Aldric signed off. The records arrived an hour ago.”

“You slept?”

“Briefly. Aldric has slept more. He will be useful today.”

I opened the folder.

The page was covered in the demon-realm script I could not read, but there was a line at the top Morgana had translated in her own careful handwriting in the margin:

Prisoner 7. Intake date: approximately 72 years ago. Classification: sealed succubus, secondary class. Detention authority: Banisher Concordat, hardliner secure wing. Current status: active. Medical logs: restricted.

“Seventy-two years.”

Morgana nodded once. Her expression said everything the repetition would have.

“Name?”

Morgana’s jaw tightened. “Redacted. The intake form does not list a name. The detention continues ‘by order of the secure wing authority’ with no further designation.”

“She’s just ‘Prisoner 7.’”

“That is all they gave her. Yes.”

Raven’s shadows, which had been quiet at her feet, flickered.

“Seventy-two years in a cell with no name.”

“Yes.”

“What about the seal classification?”

“This is the interesting part.” Morgana turned the page. “The intake notes describe her seals — plural — as ‘anomalous, possibly multiple.’ The intake clerk was uncertain whether the patterns were one seal with multiple lobes or multiple seals sharing an origin point. Subsequent medical logs are restricted, so we cannot see how that question was resolved.”

“Multiple seals,” I said slowly. The Constellation in my chest hummed at the words. The nearby empty socket pulsed, not singular — it was a cluster. Three, maybe. I had felt the cluster last night when my awareness had sharpened, but I had not had a framework to interpret it.

“Jake. Can you sense her right now?”

“Yes.”

“Describe.”

I closed my eyes. I reached for the pattern in my chest. The five lit points — Lyra, Cherry, Raven, Morgana, Sera — hummed like a chord. The empty sockets were a scatter of fainter lights across multiple distances. The nearby one was brighter this morning than it had been yesterday — as if the prisoner herself had woken up and was now reaching back.

“It’s not a single point,” I said. “It’s three. Tightly grouped. Maybe four. They feel like — like they’re connected to each other in a way the other empty sockets aren’t connected to anything.”

Morgana’s pen stopped.

“A junction.”

“A what?”

“A Junction. The fragment records I found yesterday mention the term — I dismissed it as speculative. The archives framed it as a theoretical construct: a single entity carrying multiple seal-points that serve as connection nodes within the larger Constellation pattern. I did not expect to find one. I certainly did not expect to find one caged in a hardliner detention cell three blocks from our residence for the better part of a century.”

“A single succubus carrying three seals.”

“Or more. If it is genuinely a Junction, she functions as a multi-point connector. She would be — she is — extraordinarily important to the Constellation network. Whoever holds her holds significant leverage over the entire pattern.”

Cherry, from the windowsill: “So she’s — she’s like a hub.”

“Yes. In the technical sense. A hub.”

Raven: “And they’ve been holding her all this time.”

“Yes.”

“Holding her because —”

“Because the hardliner faction was not wrong to see her as significant. They were wrong about why she was significant and wrong about what to do about it. But they identified a Junction before the reform council even knew the term existed, and they made sure to contain her rather than exile her, because they suspected — correctly — that a Junction scattered to another dimension would have unpredictable effects on the dimensional barriers.”

“So she was a high-value detainee.”

“She was the most valuable detainee in the secure wing’s history.”

“And nobody talks about her.”

“Nobody talks about her because the hardliner inner council keeps her existence on a tight information restriction. The secure wing logs are accessible only to vetted personnel. The detention is deniable at the Council level. It is likely that most of the reform faction — including Aldric — did not know about her until Raven’s mentor mentioned her.”

Raven’s tail lashed once at her mentor’s name.

“We’re getting her out.”

“Yes.”

“How.”

Morgana closed the folder.

“I have been thinking about this since midnight. I have two routes. One is political: we take this information to the reform council, present the case that a Junction has been detained illegally, and demand her release through Concordat channels. This is slow. It will take days we do not have. It will tip off the hardliners that we know, which will almost certainly result in her being relocated or harmed before we can act.”

“The other?”

“The other is — direct. We request a visitation under the Regulation 47.3 protocols that Aldric cited in Chicago. Regulation 47.3 covers the illegal modification of exile markers. A sealed succubus detained indefinitely in a medical-logs-restricted facility is precisely the kind of case 47.3 was written for. We file a remote petition through Voss’s jurisdictional channels. Voss on Earth countersigns. The combination forces the secure wing to permit a formal visitation by the petitioning party. Once we are in the facility, we have — by my estimate — a narrow window to determine her status and, if appropriate, to effect her release under emergency reform authority.”

“We can do that?”

“It is an aggressive reading of the relevant protocols. Aldric will have to concur. Priya may be able to provide archival support to validate the petition’s legal basis. Voss will need to countersign from Earth, which requires a delay of several hours for the inter-realm communication system. If we file this morning, we could have visitation authority by tonight or tomorrow morning.”

“And the hardliners just — let us in?”

“The hardliners will delay, obstruct, and attempt to move her. But the reform council currently holds a majority, and Regulation 47.3 petitions cannot be suppressed without formal Council action, which requires a vote that the hardliners cannot currently command. They will have to comply, grudgingly, while attempting to sabotage our access.”

“Good enough.”

“It is the best I have.”

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“You’re a genius.”

“I know.”

Lyra, who had been listening quietly, lifted her head. “We should file today. Right now. Aldric can help us draft. Voss can process on the other side.”

“Agreed.”

I stood up.

“Morgana, you work on the petition. Aldric will help you with the faction signatures. Lyra — go with her, use Heart Reading on Aldric when he reviews the document. Make sure he’s fully committed.”

“He is fully committed.”

“Make sure anyway. We’re about to ask him to publicly challenge his own faction’s secure wing. I want to know he’s steady.”

Lyra nodded.

“Cherry.”

“YES?”

“Stay with Morgana. If Sera needs anything, stay with her. Do not leave the residence.”

“I AM GOING TO STAY INSIDE AND I WILL NOT CAUSE ANY INCIDENTS AT ALL.”

“Cherry.”

“I will not cause any incidents at all, Jake, I promise, I will sit on this couch and I will re-braid Sera’s hair and I will not go outside and I will not accept any offers of murmurpeaches and I will not make any eye contact with the windows.”

“You are doing great.”

“I KNOW.”

“Raven.”

Raven looked up at me. Her expression was steady.

“We’re going to the Shadow Market tonight anyway. Mentor tower tonight. That’s still on.”

“Still on.”

“But during the day — while Morgana works the petition — I want to do reconnaissance. Physical. On the secure wing. We’re going to need to know the approach. Where the guards are. What the entrance looks like. Whether there are any visible weaknesses.”

“Recon. You and me.”

“You and me. Aldric’s people can help but I trust your eyes more.”

“Done.”

“Morgana —” I turned to her. ” — are we okay to do both in one day? Mentor confrontation plus secure wing recon plus petition filing?”

Morgana looked thoughtful.

“It is a dense day. But the petition will take several hours to prepare and process regardless. If you can complete the recon before dark, and the mentor confrontation before the second bell of evening, we can file the petition before midnight and potentially have visitation authority by tomorrow morning’s second bell. That is acceptable pacing.”

“Okay.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Be careful.”

“Always.”

“More careful than always.”

“Yes, Morgana.”



Aldric, when we presented the plan to him in the kitchen over his morning coffee, did not hesitate.

He read Morgana’s draft of the 47.3 petition — which was, at that point, several pages of dense demon-realm legal script — in silence. He set the draft down. He took a long careful sip of his coffee. He looked up at us.

“You are asking me to publicly use my reform council authority to file an emergency petition against the hardliner secure wing.”

“Yes.”

“Which will be interpreted by the hardliner inner council — and by Thessa personally — as the most provocative act I have ever taken against my former faction.”

“Yes.”

“Which will likely end any remaining possibility that I could ever return to the hardliner faction without violence or censure.”

“Yes.”

“Which will also establish me as a visible ally of the Constellation group in a way that cannot be undone.”

“Yes.”

He set his coffee cup down.

“I will sign.”

Morgana blinked. “Just like that?”

“I have been waiting for a reason to file this petition for three years. I did not have the standing, or the cause, or the cooperation of a Lore Keeper scholar who could support the legal basis, or the jurisdictional ally on Earth who could countersign it. I now have all four. I will sign.” His gray eyes were calm. “Morgana. Please add a section invoking my personal observation of the containment matrix on Sera. That is direct firsthand evidence of Regulation 47.3 violation by hardliner researchers. It will strengthen the petition considerably.”

Morgana’s face lit up.

“That is an excellent addition.”

“I have been in diplomatic service for one hundred and ninety years. I know how to write these petitions.”

“Then help me write this one.”

“I will help you.”

He pulled up a chair beside her at the kitchen table, pulled out a pen from an inner pocket of his dark coat, and the two of them — former hardliner operative and formerly-exiled Lore Keeper — began to write.

I watched for a minute. Then I went to find Raven.



The recon took us the better part of the afternoon.

Raven knew the Eighth Circle’s secure-wing facility by rumor — every shadow-class succubus who grew up in the Shadow Market knew where the hardliner detention facility was, because “don’t walk near it” was a basic childhood lesson. She led me there on foot through a winding route that kept us off the main boulevards and in the narrower side streets.

The secure wing turned out to be a low black-stone building attached to the northwest corner of the Crimson Court, three stories of polished obsidian with no windows visible at ground level and a small heavy iron door as the only entrance. Two guards in hardliner colors — dark gray and silver — stood at the door. A small crowd of petitioners and delivery-runners shuffled through regular intervals, each stopped by the guards, each having forms checked.

We watched from a shaded alcove across the street.

“Two guards at the door. Looks like shift change every three bells. Nothing visible from the street beyond the intake area.”

“Underground.”

“Mostly underground. The building we can see is the intake and administration. The actual cells are below street level — I can feel them. The prisoner we want is down there.”

“How far down?”

“Two levels. Maybe three. She’s at the lowest point of my awareness.”

Raven’s shadow was flickering at her feet — alert, interested, active.

“My shadows are wanting to do reconnaissance. If I let them —”

“No.”

“Jake —”

“Not today. Not without an explicit tactical reason. If the hardliners’ wards catch a shadow class signature near their facility, our cover is blown before we even file the petition. We’re not going in this way. We’re going in through Voss and Aldric. We go in legally. Loud. On the record.”

“Yeah, yeah. My shadows want to do it anyway.”

“Tell them no.”

“They don’t really listen.”

“Raven.”

“Fine. Fine. I am telling them no. I am telling them very sternly.”

Her shadows curled, sulking, back around her ankles.

We watched the intake area for another twenty minutes. I mentally noted: two guards on the door, rotation schedule, petitioners processed in pairs, a secondary door at the back of the intake area that was used for prisoner transport. The alley behind the building was too narrow for anything bigger than a single cart. There were no visible second exits.

The Concordat secure wing was not designed to be escaped from. It was designed to prevent unauthorized access. If we had to extract the prisoner, we would be doing it the same way we came in — through the front door.

“Jake. I’m ready to go.”

“Okay.”

We left the shaded alcove and walked back to the diplomatic residence. Raven was quiet the whole way. Her hand found mine about halfway there, and I squeezed.

Before we reached the residence, she pulled me aside one more time into a quieter street.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Tonight. Kael.”

“I’m with you.”

“Before we go. I need you to kiss me. I need to remember what a good day feels like when I walk into her tower.”

I cupped her face with both hands and kissed her.

Not a quick reassurance kiss. Not a polite kiss. I kissed her slow and warm and full on the mouth in a quiet side street in another dimension, the purple afternoon light on her dark hair, her shadows curling warmly around my ankles.

When I pulled back, her face was a little steadier.

“Okay,” she said. “Okay. That helps.”

“I love you.”

“I know. Let’s go.”



Evening came.

Morgana and Aldric and Lyra had finished the 47.3 petition by the fourth bell of afternoon and had handed it off to an interdimensional runner from Aldric’s reform network — a slim young male succubus whose only job was to carry sealed documents between the Eighth Circle and the interdimensional transit point where he would pass the document to a coursier who would take it to Voss on Earth. The petition was now in transit. Expected to reach Voss in two to three hours. Expected to return with countersignature by early tomorrow morning.

Morgana had also, on her own initiative, begun drafting a parallel petition through Priya’s archival authority — a second, independent basis for visitation access. Belt and suspenders. Priya was currently at the archives reviewing the draft.

The only thing left to do was confront Kael.

Raven changed into her darkest clothes — black leggings, a black shirt with high neckline, her shadow-resistant boots, a black leather jacket she had retrieved from the bottom of her travel bag. Her sharp obsidian horns were polished. Her expression was settled and calm in the way it got before she did something dangerous. Her shadows drifted thicker around her feet than I had seen them since we arrived.

Sera came down to the front hall to see her off.

The sisters stood together at the door for a moment. Sera reached up and touched Raven’s face.

“Don’t kill her, Rav.”

“I’m not going to.”

“I know you’re not going to. I am saying it so that you hear it in my voice and you have something to remember if you start wanting to.”

“Sera.”

“I am okay. I am here. You do not need to revenge anything for me. We are both home and we are both alive and our mother’s lullaby is in your head still, I know it. Don’t trade that peace for a killing.”

Raven’s throat worked.

“Okay.”

“I will wait for you.”

“Okay.”

“I love you, little sister —” Sera caught herself. Corrected. ” — big sister. I forget which of us is which sometimes.”

Raven’s almost-smile cracked through her composure.

“You’re the older one now. You’ve been through more.”

“That is not how it works.”

“It is how it works today.”

Sera kissed Raven’s cheek.

“Go.”

We went.



The Shadow Market at evening was beautiful in a way nothing else in the Eighth Circle was beautiful.

The sky above it was the deep purple of late evening, shading toward the ghostly green of the rising moons. The buildings of the Market — narrow, tall, leaning toward each other across the narrow streets — were carved of dark stone and darker wood, their upper stories almost meeting across the alleys so that the light reaching the streets was thin and cool. Lanterns of pale blue and green and silver flickered in windows and on hooks beside doors. The air smelled of smoke and incense and something faintly metallic, like iron filings.

The Shadow Market was also quiet. After the noise of the Nectar Quarter and the formal hush of the Crimson Court and the bustle of the marketplace, the Shadow Market’s silence was striking. People here moved quietly. Conversations happened in low murmurs. Footsteps were muffled by some kind of soft stone paving I could not identify.

Raven’s shadows were delighted.

I could see it in the way they moved — bounding ahead of her, exploring the alleys, curling up walls and into doorways and back to her feet like excited dogs returning from a sniff. Her Shadow Class energy was at home here in a way I had never seen it be at home on Earth.

“This is where I grew up,” she said softly as we walked. “The shadows here — they’re different. They know me.”

“They know you.”

“Every shadow in this district has met my class at some point over the centuries. They recognize the signature. It’s like — it’s like walking into a room full of old friends.”

“Raven.”

“Yeah?”

“That’s beautiful.”

She almost smiled.

She led me through a narrow winding route that curved away from the main Market and into a residential neighborhood — tall narrow houses, slim towers, private gardens enclosed behind stone walls. The streets here were even quieter. Occasional lanterns. Occasional distant voices from upper windows.

After about ten minutes, she stopped.

We were standing across a small quiet street from a slender three-story tower of dark stone. A single lantern burned beside a narrow carved wooden door at the base of the tower. A faint warm light glowed in a second-story window. The tower was old — centuries old, at a guess — and its stonework was worn smooth at the base by generations of hands touching the same points.

“That’s hers.”

“Yes.”

“You grew up in this tower.”

“No. I trained here. I lived here as an apprentice for eight years. The second-story window you can see — that was my room. My first actual room of my own.”

“Raven.”

“I know.”

“You ready?”

“I am going to knock. I am going to tell her who I am. I am going to ask her questions. I need you to stay in the street. Not inside. Out here. Where I can see you through the window.”

“You sure?”

“She’ll be more honest with me if I’m alone in the room. And I need to handle this on my own. My class, my mentor. I need you close but I don’t need you in the room.”

“Okay.”

“If I scream, come in.”

“Okay.”

Raven crossed the street.

She stood at the base of the tower for a long moment, looking up at the second-story window. Then she raised her hand and knocked on the carved wooden door — three firm knocks that echoed in the quiet street.

A long silence.

Then the door opened.

The woman who stood in the doorway was — old.

Not withered-old. Shadow Class succubi did not wither the way humans did. But there was a visible age to her: grey streaks in her long dark hair, deep lines carved at the corners of her eyes, a slight stoop in her posture. Her horns — swept back from her temples, similar in shape to Raven’s but longer and worn dull with time — were the dim, tired color of old obsidian. She was wearing dark robes with silver-thread embroidery. Her violet eyes — the same shade as Raven’s, which jolted me — were sharp and tired and immediately recognizing.

“Raven.”

“Kael.”

The older woman did not move.

“I felt you in the district yesterday. I have been waiting to see if you would come.”

“I came.”

“Your shadows have been watching my tower for three days.”

“Yes.”

“You brought the incubus.”

Kael’s eyes flicked past Raven and found me across the street. I met her gaze. Her expression did not change.

“He is across the street. He is not coming in. This is between you and me.”

“Then come inside, child. I will not attack you. You have my word.”

“Your word.”

“Yes. My word.”

Raven looked back at me. I nodded.

She stepped into the tower. The door closed behind her.



I stood in the quiet Shadow Market street across from Mistress Kael’s tower for the next twenty-two minutes.

I could have tracked the time more precisely if I had wanted to — my incubus senses gave me a better-than-human sense of passing minutes — but I did not want to. I wanted to watch the window.

The light in the second-story window glowed warm. Occasionally I saw silhouettes moving behind the thin curtains. Two figures. One taller, moving with Raven’s specific wariness. One shorter, more stationary, who had to be Kael.

They were talking.

I could not hear them. I could feel Raven through the harem awareness — her emotional signature was taut and focused but not out of control. She was not raging. She was not in immediate danger. She was doing what she had come to do: asking questions and listening to answers.

I took a slow breath. I let my incubus senses expand, just a little, just enough to feel the district around me. The Shadow Market at evening was — peaceful. The ambient darkness was full of quiet life. Other shadow-class succubi were scattered through the neighborhood, going about their evenings. I could feel the faint signatures of maybe a dozen within a few blocks.

Through my Constellation awareness, I checked the nearby empty socket. Prisoner 7. She was still there. Still reaching — faintly — back toward me. I wondered if she could feel me as clearly as I could feel her. I wondered if she knew the Constellation had arrived.

At about the eighteen-minute mark, the silhouettes in the window moved.

Raven stepped toward the window and pushed the curtain aside. She looked down at me.

Her expression was composed. Her lashes glistened.

She held up one hand in a small gesture: I am okay.

I nodded back.

She closed the curtain.

Four minutes later, the tower door opened and Raven stepped out. She walked across the street to me without looking back.

“Come on. I’m done.”

“You’re okay?”

“I’m okay. Let’s walk. I’ll tell you.”



We walked several blocks in silence before she started to talk.

The Shadow Market was quieting further as the evening deepened. The lanterns in the windows were fewer. The streets were narrower. The three moons were visible now over the rooftops — silver, rose, pale green — casting layered light across the stones.

Raven walked beside me with her hand in mine. Her grip was tight.

“She did not deny it.”

“Your betrayal.”

“Any of it. She confirmed it. She was the one who reported my seal manifestation to the Banishers. She called the Banisher Concordat herself — did it within hours of discovering what my seal was. She held my hand while they dragged me to the exile point because she was afraid that if she let go I would fight and they would kill me.”

“And she thinks that was — saving you.”

“She says that’s what it was. She says she saved my life.”

“Was she right?”

Raven was quiet for several paces.

“Maybe.”

“Maybe.”

“The version of me who was nineteen years old with a newly manifested seal — yes. That version of me, full of rage and terror, would have attacked a Banisher capture team. They would have killed her. Me. They would have killed me. If Kael had let me fight, I would not be walking this street with you right now. I would be a body in a Shadow Market alley that my mentor would have had to cover up. So yes. Maybe she saved my life. And maybe that is the only reason I am here now.”

“Raven.”

“Yeah. Not what I wanted to hear.”

“Did she — did she express remorse?”

“She told me she has thought about that day every single day for the last three years. She told me she did not know I was alive until she felt me in the district yesterday — not my mother, not any of my surviving family, not any of the old Market gossip. The Banishers maintain tight silence about what happens to exiles. For three years, she believed I was probably dead.”

“Jesus.”

“Yeah.”

“How did she react when she saw you?”

“She cried a little. Not in a big dramatic way. Just — her eyes went wet and she had to sit down. She offered me tea. I declined.” Raven’s voice was a little wry. “I did not want to drink her tea. It felt too much like accepting her hospitality. But she was kind about the refusal.”

“What did you ask her?”

“Three things. First: did you know what would happen to me at the exile point. She said she knew I would be exiled to another dimension. She did not know which dimension. She did not know if I would survive. She did not sleep for a week.”

“Second?”

“Did you know about the other sealed succubi being held in the secure wing. She said yes. She said that has been an open secret among the senior Shadow Class for decades — that the hardliners have been quietly detaining sealed succubi rather than exiling the highest-value ones. She said she did not report this information to anyone because she did not trust any authority with it, and because she feared retaliation. She said if I wanted to speak to any of those prisoners, I should know there is at least one being held right here in the Eighth Circle with very unusual seals.”

“The prisoner we’re after.”

“Yes. Kael confirms what Morgana already found.”

“Third?”

Raven stopped walking.

We were in a small courtyard between buildings. A single bluelight lantern burned over a doorway. The three moons were casting their overlapping light across the worn paving stones. No one else was in the courtyard.

Raven turned to face me.

“Third. I asked her if she thought I would ever be able to forgive her.”

“What did she say?”

“She said forgiveness was my choice and she would not ask for it. She said what she hoped for was not forgiveness but understanding. She said she held my hand because in the moment she had a choice between reporting me or letting me die fighting a Banisher team, and neither choice was good, and she chose the one that left me alive but betrayed. She said she would make the same choice again, because being alive and betrayed is better than being dead.”

“Raven.”

“And then —” Her voice splintered. She swallowed hard before she could finish. ” — and then she asked me one question back.”

“What?”

“She asked me if I was loved.”

My breath stopped.

“She said that in three years of thinking about me, the only peace she could find was in hoping that wherever I had been exiled to, I had been loved. She said she could not undo what she did. She could not apologize meaningfully. But if I had found love — of any kind — in the place they sent me, then she could almost accept the thing she had done.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I told her yes. I told her I am loved. I told her I am bonded to an incubus named Jake who loves me so much he crossed dimensions with me to be in this city tonight and is standing outside her tower right now so that I do not have to face her alone. I told her I have a sister — our Sera was alive and has been restored. I told her I have found family — a harem who would, each of them, die for me without hesitation. I told her I have a life. I told her I am happy.”

“Raven.”

“And she cried. Quietly. She did not sob. She just let tears run down her face while she nodded. She said — she said, then I can sleep tonight for the first time in three years.”

I pulled Raven into my arms.

She did not cry this time. She had cried enough this week. She just leaned into my chest for a long quiet moment, her face against my throat, her shadows settling gently around our feet like a second embrace.

“I still hate her.”

I tightened my arms around her.

“I do not forgive her.”

“You don’t have to.”

“But I — I think I understand her now. And that —” Her voice was muffled against my shirt. ” — that is maybe enough. For today.”

“More than enough.”

“She also gave me information. About the secure wing prisoner. Details I did not know. She has old contacts there — Shadow Class succubi who work perimeter security as clerical staff. She told me how the rotation works. She told me what the petitioning process looks like. She told me the name of the hardliner captain currently in charge of the secure wing — Veldros — and she said he is more vulnerable to diplomatic pressure than his predecessor was.”

“That is extremely useful.”

“Yeah. She gave me that freely. She said if I ever wanted to act to free the prisoners, she would — she would sign whatever documents I needed her to sign. She is willing to put her name on the record.”

“Wait —”

“Yeah.”

“Raven. That is — that is huge. A senior Shadow Class Mistress with Market credibility signing a petition in support of freeing the secure wing prisoners. That is —”

“Yeah.”

“It’s a real political act.”

“Yeah.”

“Would she come to the tribunal if we asked?”

“I did not ask. I was not ready to. But I think she would.”

“Raven.”

“Yeah, Jake.”

“She might be — she might actually be on our side now. Not just as somebody who saved your life by betraying you. Actually on our side.”

“I am not — I am not ready to call her an ally. Not yet. Maybe not ever. But the information she gave me is real. And the offer to sign is real. I believe her about those things.”

“Good.”

“I still hate her.”

“That’s okay.”

“I needed to tell someone in her tower how loved I am. That — that was the part I was not expecting. I thought I was going in to get revenge. I walked in with both knives and a shadow tendril primed. I left having told her how much I am loved by you and the harem. Jake. That was — that was the healing part. I thought I was going to destroy her. I ended up — building myself up in her presence.”

“Raven, sweetheart —”

“Yeah.” The word came out rough and thick. “Yeah.”

She lifted her head. Wet-eyed but steady.

“Jake. I need you now.”

“On the roof.”

“On the roof. Like we said this morning.”

“Let’s go home.”

“Let’s go home.”



The walk back to the residence was faster.

Raven’s shadows, which had been restless all afternoon, had calmed. They were drifting easily at her ankles now, unthreatened, unhurried. Her grip on my hand was loose instead of tight. She looked lighter than she had in days.

We reached the residence at the seventh bell of evening.

Aldric met us at the door. His gray eyes were sharp.

“How did it go?”

“It went well,” Raven said. “I got information. I’ll debrief Morgana in the morning. But I need — tonight is a personal night. I am going to the roof with Jake. Please do not disturb us unless the residence is on fire.”

“Understood.”

Lyra appeared behind Aldric. Her sky-blue eyes were soft. She had felt everything through the harem awareness — had been following us from the residence, I realized, not intrusively, but just present, holding us. She held out Raven’s heavier blanket from the upstairs bed.

“Take this. The roof is colder at night.”

Raven took the blanket.

“Thanks, Lyra.”

“Tomorrow we go get the prisoner.”

“Damn right we do.”

Lyra kissed Raven’s forehead. Raven let her.

Morgana called out from the study as we passed: “Petition filed. Voss notified. We should have countersignature by morning. Go enjoy your night.”

Cherry, from the couch, made a loud whistle: “GET IT RAVEN!”

Raven flipped her off without looking.

Cherry cackled.



The roof of the diplomatic residence was a wide flat terrace of warm polished stone, surrounded by a low carved balustrade, with a single small covered alcove against the north wall for stormy weather. The view was spectacular — the Eighth Circle at night, the crystal spires glowing, the three moons spread across the sky, the distant gold of the Nectar Quarter, the cool dark of the Shadow Market, the looming red of the Crimson Court’s tallest spire.

I spread the blanket Lyra had provided on the stones near the alcove.

Raven kicked off her boots. Unbuckled her jacket. Let it drop.

Her gaze caught mine in the moonlight.

“Jake. Last night you took care of me. You gave me what I needed to process everything. Tonight I want — tonight I want to be yours, completely, for no reason other than I love you and I am here and we won a small thing today.”

“Come here.”

She came.

I pulled her into my arms. Kissed her hard — the kiss I had been wanting to give her since she had walked out of Kael’s tower with that steady composed expression. Her hands came up into my hair. Her tail hooked against my hip, pulling me closer. Her shadows rose up around us in a slow protective dome.

Her Darkness Cloak ability activated automatically — a deeper, more complete version than anything she had done on Earth. The ambient darkness of the demon realm responded to her in a way it never had at home. A soft hemisphere of absolute shadow spread outward from her, cutting off the rest of the world. Inside the dome: just us, the warm stone, the blanket, the silver-rose-green moonlight filtering faintly through the dome’s membrane like starlight through water.

“Your shadows are louder here,” I murmured against her mouth.

“They’re HOME.”

“They are happy.”

“They are. Like me.”

I broke the kiss to strip her.

Her black shirt came up over her head. Her small, perky B-cup breasts — smaller than the others’ but tight and responsive and so much hers — came free, pale in the dome-filtered moonlight. Her pale porcelain skin stood out against the dark. The beauty marks on her collarbones and shoulders were little dots of shadow.

Her leggings came down next. Off her thick, soft, curvy hips. Her ass — her defining feature, her pride, the part of her I could never not notice — came into view as the leggings went down. Thick, round, plush, a curve that begged for hands.

I pulled her down onto the blanket.

Raven liked to lead, sometimes, when she was in a specific mood. She did not lead tonight. She wanted to be taken. She lay back on the blanket and looked up at me with those dark, luminous eyes and her black hair spread around her head and waited for me to do whatever I wanted.

I wanted everything.

I kissed her neck. The line of her throat. Her collarbones. I bit gently at the beauty mark at the hollow between her collarbones and she arched beneath me and made a small sharp sound. I kissed down her chest. Took her nipple into my mouth and sucked and she gasped — her nipples were always sensitive, more sensitive than any of the others’, and she loved it when I lingered there.

I lingered.

I sucked and licked and bit gently at both nipples until she was squirming beneath me, her thick hips rolling up to seek friction against my body.

Then I moved lower.

Down her stomach. Down her hips. I kissed the curve of one hip and she made a small frustrated noise. I moved lower. Spread her thighs.

Her pussy was already wet. Raven always ran hot after she had been in her element for a while, and tonight her element was everywhere — the demon realm, the Shadow Market, the shadow-deep darkness of her own cloak around us. She was thrumming with it.

I lowered my mouth.

She tasted like jasmine and smoke and a dark warmth that belonged to no one else. I licked her slowly from her entrance to her clit and she lifted off the blanket, her hips straining toward my mouth, and let out a long quiet moan.

“Jake —”

I worked her with my mouth for a while. Slow. Deliberate. Not trying to rush her to orgasm — trying to savor her. She gripped my hair with both hands. Her tail looped over my shoulder and tightened, holding me in place. Her thick thighs trembled on either side of my head.

When I finally pushed her over, it was with my tongue on her clit and two fingers curled up inside her, and her first orgasm of the night came easy and hard.

She cried out — muffled a little by the dome’s acoustic properties — and her pussy clenched around my fingers and her shadows around us deepened briefly and then settled.

I came up her body. She was panting. Flushed. Her eyes were unfocused.

“More,” she breathed.

“Roll over.”

She rolled.

Her thick curvy ass was in the air in a second. Her knees on the blanket, her chest lowered, her head turned to one side. Her hands braced on either side of her shoulders.

I gripped both of her hips. Hard. My fingers dug into her plush flesh. Raven loved this specific grip — the one that would leave faint marks the next day, the one that said mine.

“Raven.”

“Yes.”

“Who do you belong to.”

“You. Jake. Yours.”

“Say it again.”

“I belong to you. Only you. Always you.”

“Good girl.”

I lined up. She was already wet enough to take me, and I pushed in slowly anyway, watching her thick hips roll back against me, her tail lashing. I bottomed out inside her and held there, feeling her pussy clench hard around me.

Then I started to move.

Not gentle tonight. Not today. Raven needed to feel me, needed to know I was with her, needed the physical certainty of my dominance and my care and my strength all at once. I fucked her from behind on the roof of the residence under the three moons of the Eighth Circle, with her shadows wrapped around us and her thick ass bouncing back to meet every thrust.

“Jake — Jake —”

“That’s it.”

“Harder —”

“Harder.”

I slammed into her harder. Her whole body moved forward with each thrust. Her breath came out in small sharp cries. Her nails raked across my forearm. Her shadows around us brightened briefly — then pulled in tighter, a response to her arousal.

I tried to edge her.

I could feel her second orgasm building — the slow tightening of her pussy around me, the faster breaths, the small catches in her voice — and I pulled back just before she crested. Slowed. Pulled almost out and held still.

She SNARLED.

“Jake — you BASTARD —”

“Easy.”

“Don’t you DARE —”

I held still. One hand on her hip. My cock barely inside her, the head of it stretching her entrance and nothing more. Her shadows around us flickered with frustration.

She went quiet.

Too quiet.

Her shadows moved.

They came off the walls and off the Cloak’s inner surface and wrapped around my hips — not restraining, not pulling, but gripping. Firm. Possessive. Her tail unwound from my thigh and coiled around my wrist instead, yanking my hand off her hip.

“Raven —”

She pushed back.

Hard. Her thick hips slammed backward and she took me to the hilt in one deliberate stroke, and her whole body shuddered with the impact. She didn’t ask. She didn’t wait. She braced her hands on the blanket and fucked herself back onto me — controlling the pace, controlling the depth, her ass slamming against my hips with each thrust, her shadows holding me exactly where she wanted me.

“You don’t get to hold me back tonight,” she growled. “Not tonight.”

She was right. I didn’t.

I let go of the control and let her take what she needed. My hands went to her waist — not guiding, just there. She set the rhythm and it was furious, desperate, punishing. Her body knew exactly what it wanted and her shadows kept me pinned in place like a tool she was wielding.

Her second orgasm hit her thirty seconds later — she hadn’t given herself room to build slowly, hadn’t given either of us time to breathe. She CRIED OUT — a raw, loud, defiant sound — and her shadows around us detonated.

The Darkness Cloak around us pulsed outward suddenly, tripled in size, became absolute — a dome that covered the entire rooftop in total darkness. I could feel, even distantly, the ripple of it extending into the surrounding streets. Somewhere below us in the residence, Lyra would be feeling it through the harem awareness. Somewhere across the Eighth Circle, other shadow-class succubi would be sensing the pulse.

Raven’s seal blazed on her inner thigh — I could feel the warmth of it against the back of my hand where it was gripping her hip. The network of seals answered, five points brightening in response.

I did not stop. I kept fucking her through the orgasm and straight into the next build. Her pussy was clenching around me continuously now, her breath coming in short fast gasps, her voice broken.

“Jake — please — I need —”

“What do you need.”

“More.”

“Tell me.”

“I want — I want —” Her voice cracked. ” — anal. I want you in my ass. Right now. I need you there.”

My pulse jumped.

Raven’s anal was her love language. She said it. I said it. We both knew it. She reserved it for specific moments when she needed the deepest version of yours.

“Okay.”

“Please, Jake.”

“Okay.”

I pulled out of her pussy. She made a small wounded sound at the loss and then leaned back on her forearms, lifting her ass higher, presenting herself for me. I reached for the small vial of oil she had left up here — we had been up here before; she had thought about this before; she had planned it — and I poured a generous amount across her.

Her shadow-cloak dimmed slightly, then settled. Her breath was fast and ragged. She was shaking just slightly — not from fear, from anticipation.

I pressed the head of my cock against her tight entrance.

“Tell me when.”

“Now — now — now —”

I pushed in.

Slow. Gentle at first. She was tight but she was ready and she knew how to breathe through it. I sank in inch by inch. She made a low long sound that was half a moan and half a whimper, her hands fisting in the blanket.

“Jake —”

“I’m here. Breathe.”

“Oh — oh —”

I bottomed out inside her. Held there. Let her adjust.

Her breathing steadied. Her shadows settled.

“Move.”

I moved.

Slow at first. The pace Raven always wanted for anal — deep and deliberate, building gradually. Her body loosened around me as she settled into it. I kept one hand on her hip, guiding her, and let the other slide around her body to her clit.

I started to stroke her while I fucked her ass.

Her whole body went taut.

“Oh — oh — Jake — I’m —”

“Again.”

“I’m coming —”

She came. Hard. Her ass clenching tight around me, her pussy pulsing under my fingers. Her shadows flared again — brighter, more solid. She made a low keening sound that broke at the end.

I was not ready to finish yet. I held my rhythm and kept stroking her clit and she just — kept going. She did not come down from the third orgasm before the fourth one started to build. Her body was wide open. She was sobbing — not in pain, in overwhelmed pleasure — and her shadows around us were flickering in time with her breath.

“Jake — Jake — Jake — Jake —”

“I’m here.”

“Yours — I’m yours — Jake —”

“Always.”

“Come inside me. Please. Come inside.”

I sped up. My thrusts went faster, harder, deeper. Her fourth orgasm hit her and this time I went over the edge with her — my release building fast, my incubus essence surging, my cock pulsing.

I came deep inside her. Thrust hard through the spasm and held myself there. My release poured into her and I felt her whole body respond to the generative pulse — her shadows around us flared gold-violet for a second before settling back to their deep dark.

Her seal on her inner thigh glowed. I could feel it.

The Constellation thrummed low in my chest. Five points, all awake, resonating with each other across the Eighth Circle. The empty sockets in the pattern — including the nearby cluster — reached, briefly, as if the prisoner in the secure wing was listening.

A [System] ping brushed my awareness.

[Raven — Bond +25 → 800 (Bonded)] [Adaptation +5% → 37% (demon realm boost + emotional breakthrough)] [Darkness Cloak: Demon Realm enhancement — area of effect tripled]

I eased out of her, slow and careful. She collapsed forward onto the blanket. I followed her down, wrapped my arm around her waist, pulled her against me, curled my body around hers.

She pressed back against me, fitting herself into every curve and hollow of my body. Her shadows settled around us like a warm blanket of darkness, half-dome, half-embrace.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“I needed that.”

“Yeah.”

“I am okay now. I am really okay.”

“You are.”

“You know.”

“Yeah. I know.”

We lay there for a long time under the Eighth Circle’s three moons, inside Raven’s own shadow cloak, the warm blanket beneath us, the stars of the demon realm visible only as faint smudges through the dome’s edges.

After a long while, Raven spoke again. Her voice was quiet and tired and very soft.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“I hate that she might have been right. About saving my life. I hate it so much.”

“I know.”

“But I — I think I’m going to be able to let it go. Not forgive her. But let it go. I think I can carry it.”

“Yeah.”

“She knew me.”

“Yeah?”

“She knew what I would have done. In the moment. She was right about me. And that — it is strange to have someone who hurt me understand me that deeply.”

“I understand you too.”

“You understand me better. You know me after three years of exile. She only knows the me from before. You know the me from after.”

“Both versions are you.”

“Both versions are me.”

She was quiet for a while.

“Mine,” she said. Not my idiot — not the old shorthand. Just mine.

“Yeah. Yours.”

“Say it properly.”

“Yours, Raven. Permanently.”

“Yes.”

“Forever, Raven.”

She pressed her face into my chest and went still.

She fell asleep against my chest, right there on the rooftop, with the whole city of her childhood sprawled around us and her shadows keeping quiet guard.


Chapter 8: Into the Archives

The petition came back countersigned at the first bell of morning.

Voss had apparently worked through the night on the Earth side, because the inter-realm runner arrived at the residence gate before the sun had cleared the horizon. I came downstairs — still working on my first cup of the spiced-honeyroot tea Mother Lini had sent over the previous day — and found Aldric at the kitchen table with a small silver tube in his hands and an unusual expression on his face.

Unusual for Aldric meant: he was almost smiling.

“Jake. The petition came back.”

“Voss signed it?”

“Voss signed it. He also added three supplementary forms that he apparently prepared on his own initiative. One of them is a demand for medical log disclosure under a Warden Authority provision I have never personally invoked. The other two are precedent-establishing paperwork for future Regulation 47.3 petitions in the Eighth Circle. He has turned our simple visitation request into a miniature case study for the Inter-Realm Authority’s archives.”

“That sounds like him.”

“He also included —” Aldric unrolled a second, smaller scroll from the silver tube, ” — a personal note for you.”

I took the note.

It was written in Voss’s impossibly uniform hand, in the faintly shimmering blue ink he used for informal correspondence:

Jake. The petition is filed. The paperwork is excellent. I recommend you proceed as soon as the countersigned documents reach you, as bureaucratic momentum is at a temporary maximum. Kevin is well. He is currently sleeping on Mrs. Peterson’s sewing chair, which is technically against the rules of the apartment but I have chosen not to cite the infraction because he is a very good dog. Mrs. Peterson’s most recent batch of cookies contains macadamia nuts. I have logged this as indicative of elevated domestic concern and have adjusted the household’s threat assessment accordingly. Your sister visited yesterday. Please advise on how to handle her. She has been asking increasingly difficult questions. I am running out of legitimate forms with which to deflect. V.

I read the note twice.

Lyra appeared beside me, peering over my shoulder. Her blue eyes crinkled.

“Voss wrote a whole paragraph about Kevin.”

“He did.”

“That is the warmest thing Voss has ever put in writing.”

“I think it is.”

Aldric cleared his throat politely. “Jake. The visitation is authorized. We can proceed to the secure wing this morning. I recommend we do so within the next two hours — before the hardliners have time to receive their copy of the countersigned petition and begin obstructing.”

“This morning — Morgana and I are supposed to be at the archives this morning.”

“Priya has been notified. She has agreed that the archive session can begin this afternoon instead. She said — and this is a direct quote — bring me the prisoner’s name if you can.”

“She said that.”

“She said that. I think Priya is — coming around.”

“Good.”

I finished my tea. I set the cup down. I looked up at Aldric.

“Let’s go get her.”



The secure wing was crueler in the morning than it had been yesterday afternoon.

Yesterday, standing across the street in the shadowed alcove, it had looked like a grim administrative building. Now, as Raven and Morgana and Aldric and I walked up to its front door with papers in hand, it looked like what it was: a prison. The obsidian stonework was older than any other building I had seen in the Eighth Circle, and it had the heavy, settled weight of a place where terrible decisions had been made for a very long time.

The two guards at the door were unchanged from yesterday — a tall male succubus and a shorter, broader female, both in dark-gray-and-silver hardliner colors, both armed with curved blades at their hips.

Aldric stepped forward.

His demon form was fully unglamoured today. Charcoal skin. Hornless. Silver eyes cold. He was wearing a formal long coat in the dark gray of the reform council, with a silver pin at the collar that indicated his rank. He carried the silver tube in his right hand and held it up as he approached.

The guards went rigid.

“Halt. State your purpose.”

“I am Aldric, reform council envoy, formerly of hardliner operations. I am here under Regulation 47.3 with a countersigned interdimensional petition for visitation with Prisoner 7.”

He held out the silver tube.

The guards did not move to take it.

The taller guard — the male — said: “Prisoner 7 is under hardliner secure protocol. Visitation requires approval from the secure wing captain.”

“The secure wing captain will be notified by this petition the moment he receives his copy. I am filing this petition with your intake office. I expect visitation to proceed within one hour under reform council authority.”

“One hour —”

“Regulation 47.3, section six, clause three. Visitation must commence within one hour of petition filing when the petition is countersigned by an interdimensional authority. Any delay beyond one hour must be formally justified to the reform council within twenty-four hours or the delay itself becomes an actionable violation of the Regulation.”

The taller guard did not move.

The shorter guard’s hand had drifted to her curved blade.

I stepped forward.

Not aggressively. I just stepped forward so that I was next to Aldric in the guards’ field of view.

Both guards’ eyes flicked to me.

The shorter guard made a small sharp sound — an involuntary intake of breath. Her posture loosened, her hand drifting away from her blade as if she’d forgotten it was there.

I had just experienced my essence radius expanding, I realized, the way it had been doing across the Eighth Circle for three days — but I had not been paying attention this morning to how much I was radiating. And after last night’s petition preparation and the ongoing amplification of the demon realm, I was apparently at a higher baseline than normal.

The taller guard was not a succubus — he did not react to my essence the way the shorter one did — but he was clearly noticing her reaction and rapidly recalculating.

“Let us pass,” I said quietly. “The petition is valid. The countersignature is valid. We are not here to cause problems. We are here to see the prisoner, confirm her status, and determine whether her detention remains lawful under current Concordat policy. If you delay us, you are personally exposed under Regulation 47.3.”

The taller guard’s mouth pressed flat.

“I — I need to check the petition.”

“Check it.”

Aldric held out the silver tube again.

This time the taller guard took it. He unrolled the scroll. He read. His expression went very slowly from defiant to neutral to — resigned. He glanced at the shorter guard, who was still staring at me and visibly trying to recompose herself.

“The petition is in order,” he said flatly.

“Then we proceed.”

“I must notify Captain Veldros.”

“Notify him. He has one hour.”

“Some of the one hour will be spent processing your intake through the standard security checks.”

“Understood. Process us now.”

The taller guard nodded, stiffly, and gestured for us to follow him through the small iron door into the intake area.

Raven, beside me, made a very small noise of satisfaction.

I glanced at her.

Her violet eyes were glittering.

“Veldros is the captain,” she said, very quietly. “Kael said he’s the one who would buckle under diplomatic pressure. I did not expect the name to come up this quickly.”

“Kael was useful after all.”

“A little.”

“A lot.”

“A little. I am still mad at her.”

“Noted.”

We followed the guard inside.



The intake area of the secure wing was small, low-ceilinged, and uncomfortably clinical. Dark stone walls. A single row of wooden benches. A plain desk in the center, behind which a third hardliner officer — a dark-skinned female with long straight horns and tired eyes — was processing paperwork. The air smelled of ink and old stone and something faintly chemical that my incubus senses flagged as a nullification field.

The taller guard handed the petition to the desk officer. She read it quickly. Her gaze lifted to us and widened at me the same way the short guard’s had.

“Reform council visitation. Under 47.3.” Her voice was crisp, professional, but her fingers twitched against the desk. “I will process you now. Please sit.”

We sat on the wooden bench.

Morgana produced her journal and began making quiet notes. Lyra had stayed back at the residence — she had offered to come, but we had agreed that keeping our Soulbound anchor at a distance was useful for tactical awareness; she was monitoring us from the residence. Raven sat with her back perfectly straight, her tail wrapped around her own ankle, her gaze tracking every movement in the intake area. Aldric was composed and quiet.

The desk officer filled out three forms. A page of runes. A series of stamps. She produced a small crystal lens from a drawer and held it up to each of us in turn.

“What’s the lens?” I asked.

“Identity verification. The lens compares your aura signature to the petition’s listed signatories.”

She held it up to me.

The crystal flared bright.

Very bright. Much brighter than Aldric’s or Morgana’s or Raven’s had been. The flare filled the small intake chamber with gold light for a full second.

The desk officer jerked back.

“I —”

“What?”

“The aura comparison is — there is no comparison baseline for your signature in our files.”

“Right. Incubus.”

“I am aware you are listed as an incubus in the petition, sir. I did not realize —” She swallowed. ” — I did not realize what that would mean for the aura comparison. I have never seen a lens flare like that.”

“It’s okay.”

“I will annotate the form that the aura comparison is ‘exceptional but verified.’ Is that acceptable?”

“That’s fine.”

Aldric leaned forward. “How long until Captain Veldros arrives?”

“He has been notified. He is in the captain’s residence two blocks away. He will be here within twenty minutes.”

“We will wait.”

“Yes, sir.”



Captain Veldros arrived nineteen minutes later.

He was a big male demon — tall, broad, heavily built, the hard-eyed look of a career enforcement officer. His horns were thick and curved forward like the horns of a ram. His skin was dark slate-gray. He was wearing the dark gray and silver of the hardliner faction but with the additional silver braid that marked his captain’s rank. His hand rested on the pommel of a curved sword at his hip. His face was carved and unfriendly.

He walked into the intake area with two additional guards flanking him. The temperature in the room dropped noticeably — not because of any ambient effect, but because his presence made everyone tense up.

He stopped three paces from our bench.

His eyes found Aldric first.

“Aldric. Brother. I was told you would be here.”

“Veldros.”

“You have come to my facility with a reform-council petition to visit my most guarded prisoner.”

“Yes.”

“You have filed this petition with the countersignature of a Warden Advocate from Earth.”

“Yes.”

“Which makes this petition effectively unblockable.”

“Yes.”

A muscle jumped in Veldros’s jaw.

His eyes moved to Morgana. Then to Raven. Then — and he paused when they reached me — to me.

He did not react to my essence the way the guards had. Veldros was not a succubus; he did not have the biological response. What he did instead was slowly tilt his head, study me for a long moment, and then say, in a flat professional voice:

“You are the incubus.”

“Jake Morrison.”

“Jake Morrison.”

“Captain.”

“I will be honest with you, Jake Morrison. I do not approve of this visitation. I believe my orders from the hardliner council regarding Prisoner 7 are correct. I believe your petition is a politically motivated attempt to destabilize protocols that have kept this realm safe for seventy-two years.”

“I understand.”

“I am going to permit the visitation anyway.”

“Thank you.”

“I am permitting it because the petition is valid under current Concordat law, because I am a professional and I follow lawful orders, and because —” His eyes flicked briefly to Aldric. ” — because I have been told by my superiors that the reform council currently holds the majority and that obstructing this petition would put my career and my family at risk. I am not protecting the prisoner out of loyalty to her. I am protecting her because my orders say to. If my orders change, I will comply with the new orders.”

“Noted.”

“Do not take this as sympathy. I think you are dangerous. I think your Constellation is dangerous. I think freeing a Junction would be catastrophic.”

“Noted.”

“I am telling you this because I want you to know I am not your ally. I am being professional.”

“Understood, Captain.”

He nodded once. Turned to the desk officer.

“Process them through. I will personally escort them to Prisoner 7’s cell. Visitation duration: forty-five minutes. No physical contact. No objects passed through the cell window. The prisoner may speak if she chooses — she usually does not. Questions regarding her medical status or detention conditions will be deflected to hardliner records.”

The desk officer nodded. “Captain.”

Veldros turned back to us.

“Follow me.”



The walk into the secure wing was long.

We descended two levels. The stairs were narrow stone, lit by pale blue glowstones set at intervals. The air got colder as we went down. The temperature-regulation that the rest of the Eighth Circle’s buildings used did not extend here — the secure wing was deliberately uncomfortable, a place of cold stone and cold light and cold silence.

Morgana, walking beside me, had gone very pale. Her eyes were tight.

I realized after a few steps: this place reminded her of something. Some specific memory. I reached over and touched her hand.

She squeezed my fingers once, hard, and let go.

Later, her eyes said.

We reached the lowest level.

A long stone corridor lined with heavy cell doors extended in both directions. Most of the doors were closed, but three were open — empty cells, dark inside. The corridor smelled of stone and ink and the faint metallic tang of the nullification field that ran through the whole facility.

Veldros led us to the far end of the corridor.

At the very end, a single cell door — different from the others, larger, reinforced with additional silver bindings, with a narrow observation window at eye level that glowed faintly from within — stood isolated. Two more guards were posted at the door. They saluted Veldros as he approached.

Veldros produced a key from his belt. Not a physical key — a crystal disc etched with a complex sigil. He pressed it to the observation window. The window brightened. The silver bindings on the door hummed.

“Prisoner 7,” Veldros said formally. “Visitation from a reform council delegation under Regulation 47.3. You are not required to speak. You are not required to approach the window. The visitation will last forty-five minutes. You may request termination at any time.”

There was no response from inside the cell.

Veldros nodded, as if he had expected no response. He stepped back.

“The window is unlocked for visual contact only. The silver bindings prevent energy exchange. You may speak to the prisoner. You may ask questions. The prisoner will answer if she chooses. Begin.”

He stepped back further, giving us space.

Morgana went to the window first.

She peered through. Her hand tightened on the window frame.

“Oh —”

“What.”

“Jake. Come look.”

I stepped up beside her.

The observation window was about a foot square, made of some kind of clear crystal that let light through but muffled sound. Through it, I could see into the cell.

The cell was small — maybe ten feet square. The walls were the same dark stone as the corridor, but etched with a continuous spiral of suppression sigils that glowed faintly blue. The floor was bare stone. The only furniture was a simple wooden bench along one wall and a small sink in one corner.

Sitting cross-legged in the center of the floor, her back straight, her eyes closed in meditation, was the prisoner.

Prisoner 7. Nia.

I knew her name was Nia before she said it. The Constellation in my chest confirmed it the moment my eyes fell on her.

She was small — maybe five-foot-four, slight build, delicate-boned. Her skin was a deep, striking indigo — unlike any succubus color I had ever seen, darker than Raven’s pale porcelain, richer than any of the demon realm tones I had encountered. Her hair was white-silver, long, held back from her face in a loose braid. Her horns were small and dark and curved back gently, almost demurely.

And her seals —

The seals were visible. Not hidden the way Lyra’s and Cherry’s and Raven’s and Morgana’s had been hidden until orgasm. Nia’s seals were on the surface, glowing softly. I could see them even through the thick crystal window: an intricate network of interlocking patterns that covered her forearms, her collarbone, her temples. Three distinct seal designs, woven together into a single larger pattern, glowing a pale silver-blue through her thin prison shift.

Morgana, beside me, made a small choked sound.

“Jake. The seals are exposed. Someone forced them to the surface. Sera’s seal on her shoulder — remember, it was exposed by Banisher researchers. This is the same process but applied to three seal-points.”

“They forced her seals to the surface.”

“And they have been keeping them that way for seventy years. Her seals are in a state of permanent exposure. That is —” Morgana swallowed. ” — that is a form of sustained harm. Her biology is trapped in a reactive state.”

“Morgana, that’s —”

“I know.”

Raven stepped up beside me and looked through the window.

Her breath stopped.

“Jake. Look at her seals. That pattern on her left temple — that is a shadow-class seal. That pattern on her right forearm — I’ve never seen that one, but the lower pattern on her collarbone is —”

“An empath pattern?”

“Yes.”

“Shadow and empath. In the same person.”

“A Junction.”

I placed my hand on the window.

The Constellation in my chest SURGED.

Five bright points — Lyra, Cherry, Raven, Morgana, Sera — flared all at once, so bright I felt a ping in my chest like a bell. The empty sockets in the pattern that I had been tracking as the nearby cluster lit up — three points, suddenly visible in clear detail, connected to each other and to the rest of the Constellation by dotted lines of light only my awareness could see.

Inside the cell, Nia’s eyes opened.

They were pure silver. Not gray, not pale blue — actual, metallic, bright silver, like polished mirrors.

She turned her head.

She looked directly at me.

The glowing seals on her forearms and collarbone and temples brightened.

She stood up.

Slowly, gracefully, with the careful precision of a woman who had been sitting cross-legged for a very long time. She took three steps across the cell, approached the inside of the observation window, and placed her palm flat against the crystal from her side.

Her palm was directly opposite mine. Our hands were separated by an inch of crystal and the entire inhibiting weight of seven decades of wards.

The Constellation SURGED again.

I felt my knees almost buckle. Morgana caught my elbow.

Through the nullification field — through the silver bindings on the door — through all the protections that had been placed on this cell — the Constellation in my chest and the Constellation in Nia’s body connected. It was a brief, soft, quiet connection. Not a full link. Just — a hello. A recognition.

She held my gaze.

Her lips moved. Her voice came through the window muffled but clear.

“You came,” she said. “I’ve been calling. For so long.”

Morgana made a quiet sound beside me.

I pressed my hand harder against the crystal.

“We’re here.”

“I know.” Her voice was gentle. Measured. Not broken the way Sera’s had been broken when we first saw her — patient, somehow. Like a woman who had been meditating for most of her detention and had used the time to become something the captivity could not erode.

“My name is Jake Morrison. I’m —”

“I know who you are, Jake Morrison. The Constellation told me you were coming.”

Morgana stepped closer.

“Prisoner 7 — do you have a name? A name of your own?”

Her silver eyes moved to Morgana. Her small lips curved into a very faint smile.

“I am Nia. I was Nia before they brought me here. I will be Nia when I leave.”

“Nia.”

“Yes.”

“We —” Morgana’s voice was tight. ” — we believe you are a Junction. Multiple seal-points in a single body. Is that correct?”

“Three.”

“Three.”

“Three seal-points. Woven together. I was born with them. I was brought to the attention of the Banisher Concordat when I was forty years old — I am now one hundred and twelve. I was not exiled because the researchers determined I was too valuable to lose to another dimension. I was placed here instead. My seals were forced to surface so that they could be studied. The surface state has been maintained continuously for seventy-two years.”

“Are you — Nia, are you in pain?”

“Not in the way you mean. The surface state is uncomfortable. I have learned to hold it. The pain is not the issue.”

“Then what is the issue.”

Her expression was very steady.

“The issue is that my seals have been calling for the Constellation for seventy years and there has been no one for them to reach. I have been a node without a network. Do you understand what that is like?”

Morgana’s voice was barely a whisper. “Yes.”

“I did not think so at first. I was held in silence for decades. I meditated. I learned to be still. I let the calling flow through me without grasping for an answer. Then —” Her eyes flicked to me. ” — then, four months ago, something changed. A Constellation activated. Far away. Across dimensions. For the first time in my life, I could feel the network reach for me. Faintly. Like a distant voice.”

Morgana’s hand went to her chest.

“Four months ago. That is — that is when Jake transformed. When the first five points connected.”

“Yes.” Nia’s silver eyes closed for a moment and reopened. “I felt the Constellation wake up. I felt the pattern recognize itself for the first time in living memory. I felt the five points sing. I did not know what I was feeling. I only knew that someone, somewhere, had woken up a Constellation that had been dormant, and that the Constellation was reaching for more.”

“You felt us from another dimension.”

“I felt you. Every day since. Every hour.”

“Nia —”

“And now you are here.”

Her eyes opened wider.

“And I must tell you something very important, Jake Morrison. The Constellation in you is not — not complete in the way you may think it is. The pattern has twelve points at minimum. You currently have five. I carry three more. When I join the network — if I am permitted to join — the network will reach eight. That is an important threshold. But it is not the final one. The Constellation at eight points will begin to reveal itself. The pattern will start to become readable. That is when the real questions will begin.”

“Questions?”

“Questions. About what the Constellation is for. About what it does when it fully activates. About who built it. About why it was built. The fragments in the archives will begin to make sense at eight. The gaps in the archives will become visible.”

Morgana had gone completely still beside me.

“Nia. Did you know there are gaps in the Constellation records in the Forbidden Archives?”

“I know. The gaps are deliberate. Someone has been removing records for centuries. I do not know who. I have suspicions. I have had decades in this cell to form suspicions. I do not know enough to act on them.”

“Who do you suspect?”

Nia’s gaze moved between us.

“I will tell you when I am free to tell you. Not here. Not in this cell. Not where my words might be recorded by wards I cannot see.”

Morgana nodded. “Fair.”

“I will also tell you this, as a gesture of trust: the Constellation guides. That is its most reliable property. It guided you to the first five seal-bearers. It guided you to me. It will guide you to the others. It does not matter how far apart the next seals are — when you are ready, the Constellation will know, and you will begin to feel them.”

“Nia —”

“One more thing.” Her silver eyes sharpened. “The Constellation does not choose anchors by accident. You are the anchor. Not any incubus. You. The Constellation chose you because —” She paused. ” — because of something in you. I do not fully understand what. But the pattern did not activate when the last incubus walked these streets four hundred years ago. It did not activate during any of the brief incubus appearances in the last millennium. It activated when you transformed. The Constellation waited for you, specifically. Four centuries or more. I do not know why. But you should know that you were chosen.”

Something heavy settled behind my ribs.

“Chosen by what.”

“By the pattern. The pattern has something like intention. Not consciousness as we understand it — more like a pull toward a specific shape. A fate, if you want to call it that. The pattern was waiting for a specific configuration. You are the center of that configuration.”

I did not know what to say to that.

Raven stepped closer to the window. “Nia. We are going to get you out of here. Today, if we can. Tomorrow at the latest. I need you to be ready.”

“I have been ready for seventy years.”

“Good.”

“I do not require rescue in the traditional sense. I do not need to be broken out. I need the detention order to be reversed through the proper political channels. The Constellation does not want violence. If you free me through the reform council’s legal process, the act will be stable and the Eighth Circle will not spiral. If you free me through force, the hardliner faction will have grounds to reassert itself.”

Morgana: “We have the legal process running. Today’s petition is the first step. The formal release order will require a reform council vote, which Aldric can expedite but not eliminate.”

“Then wait. I can wait a few more days. I have already waited a lifetime.”

“Nia.”

“Yes.”

“Would you let Jake in to — to directly connect? Through the window, if we could break the wards briefly?”

“No.”

“No?”

“Not here. Not in this cell. The wards are designed to notice unusual activity. If Jake channels through the crystal in a way the wards detect, they will send an alert to the hardliner inner council. Your political process will be compromised. I want you to follow the process. Wait.”

Morgana let out a long breath.

“Wait.”

“Wait.”

I lowered my hand from the crystal. Nia lowered hers. But she did not move back from the window. She stayed close, her silver eyes on mine.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Four months ago I heard the Constellation wake up. For four months I have been hoping it would come for me. Today it came.” Her voice was very quiet. “I do not know how to thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me. You don’t have to thank any of us.”

“I want to.”

“Then thank me by walking out of here with us, whenever the process lets us.”

“I will.”

Behind us, Veldros cleared his throat.

“Visitation time remaining: twenty-seven minutes.”

“Captain,” I said, without turning around, “we will wrap up shortly. Thank you for your professionalism.”

“You are welcome, incubus Jake Morrison.”

The tone was not warm, exactly. But it was less cold than it had been upstairs.

Morgana stepped up to the window.

“Nia. I am Morgana, Lore Keeper. I would like to ask you a question that may be difficult.”

“Ask.”

“The seals on your body. Can you describe the three patterns?”

Nia closed her eyes. Her seals glowed a fraction brighter as she focused.

“Left temple: an Empath-class pattern. Older than current classifications — it predates the Banisher Concordat by centuries. Right forearm: an unclassified pattern the researchers called ‘anomalous.’ I do not know what it is. I have suspected it is a Lore-class variant. Lower collarbone: a Shadow-class pattern. Three different classes interwoven into a single seal network.”

Morgana’s face had gone a very particular shade of pale.

“Three classes.”

“Three classes.”

“That is — that is not theoretically possible. Seal patterns are tied to class. A single succubus cannot carry seals from multiple classes.”

“That is what the textbooks say.”

“That is what my research says.”

“Your research is based on records that may be incomplete. I am evidence of an exception. The researchers here documented my pattern extensively before they lost interest. I can tell you what they concluded: they concluded that I am an outlier whose biology predates the current class system. I am —” She paused. Chose her words carefully. ” — I am perhaps from an earlier era of the pattern’s history. The classes may be a later development. I may represent the original form.”

Morgana’s pen had stopped moving. Her hand hovered motionless over the journal.

“The original form.”

“Perhaps.”

“You are — Nia, if you are correct, you are a living fragment of the era that built the Constellation.”

“Perhaps. I do not know for certain. I only know what the researchers concluded and what my meditations have suggested.”

“Nia, I need you to know — we are going to get you out of here and we are going to protect you and we are going to bring you home and we are going to show you every fragment of every record the archives have, and I want your help interpreting them.”

“I will help you.”

“Thank you.”

“Thank you, Morgana Lore Keeper. For coming.”

Morgana stepped back from the window. Her hand was shaking. She reached for my arm and held it, hard, for a second, just to have an anchor.

I stepped up to the window one more time.

“Nia.”

“Jake.”

“How many others like you are out there? Junctions?”

Her expression softened.

“I do not know. Junctions are rare. I have only ever met myself. The archives may know. The gaps in the archives may know more. I suspect there may be one or two others — but I cannot be sure without more data.”

“Okay.”

“Jake. One more thing.”

“Yes.”

“Your question is about more than Junctions. It is about whether the Constellation is reaching all the way to completion. I can feel the empty sockets through the connection just as you can. There are more than I expected. The network extends across dimensions I have never heard of.”

“Yeah.”

“The Constellation is going to keep reaching. You are the center. You will be pulled toward each new point. Each one will be different. Each one will teach you something about the pattern. And each one will take something from you — not in a harmful way, but in the way that doing a thing always changes the one who does it.”

“Okay.”

“Be ready.”

“I’ll try.”

She almost smiled.

Then she lifted her hand and placed it against the window again, and I placed my hand against it on my side, and for a moment we just stood there, separated by crystal and silver bindings and a captivity longer than most human lifetimes, and let the Constellation between us hum quietly.

“You are the anchor,” she said softly. “Be kind. The pattern is hungry for kindness.”

“I will try.”

“That is enough.”



We left the secure wing at the end of the forty-five minutes.

Veldros walked us back to the intake area in silence. At the door, he stopped us.

“The prisoner spoke at length to your delegation. She has not spoken that much to anyone in my tenure as captain. I have been here for six years and she has said less to me in total than she said to you today.”

“She was waiting for us.”

“Apparently. I do not know what that means for the larger political question. But I will include in my report that the visitation was — cordial, productive, and that the prisoner expressed no distress.”

“Thank you.”

“I am still going to argue against her release.”

“I expected that.”

“I will argue it loudly and through formal channels. I will not obstruct the legal process. But I will make my objections clear.”

“That is fair.”

“Jake Morrison.”

“Yes.”

“I have served in hardliner enforcement for seventeen years. I have seen many exiles. I have held many prisoners. I was taught that sealed succubi were a threat to dimensional stability and that my duty was to contain them. I believed this fully.”

“And now?”

“And now I have listened to a woman who has been caged for the better part of a century speak more clearly about the Constellation in forty-five minutes than any researcher I have ever supervised. I am a professional. I will do my job. But —” His jaw worked. ” — but I will also be paying closer attention to what I have been ordered to do.”

I nodded.

“Thank you, Captain.”

He nodded back.

We left the secure wing. The door closed heavily behind us.



The walk back to the diplomatic residence was quiet.

Morgana was almost vibrating with a kind of desperate academic energy — she wanted to get to her journals, to write everything down, to compare Nia’s words against her archive fragments, to map the implications. Raven was silent but her tail was flicking — she was processing, her protective instincts activated, already thinking about extraction logistics. Aldric was composed but his eyes were calculating — he was planning his next political move.

I was — tired. The conversation with Nia had taken more out of me than I had expected. The Constellation surge had been real. My incubus senses were a little raw from the amplification.

When we got back to the residence, Lyra was waiting at the door.

She took one look at my face and pulled me into a hug without asking any questions.

“Breathe,” she murmured. “I felt it all through the bond. You did well. I’m proud of you. Breathe.”

I breathed.

Cherry emerged from the living room behind Lyra, vibrating with anticipation. “DID YOU SEE HER? DID YOU TALK TO HER? IS SHE OKAY? WHAT IS HER NAME?”

“Her name is Nia.”

“NIA.”

“She’s a Junction. Three seal-points. She’s been waiting for us.”

“OH MY GODS.”

“Cherry, keep your voice down —”

“I AM KEEPING IT DOWN. THIS IS KEPT DOWN.”

Sera appeared from the stairs, her hot chocolate mug in hand. Her eyes were on Morgana.

“Did you learn anything?”

Morgana’s face was incandescent — a woman who had just discovered she was right about everything and also wrong about several things and could not decide which was more exciting.

“More than I can process standing in the entryway. Sera. Jake. Everyone. Come to the study. Now. I need to write this down while it’s fresh.”



We piled into the study. Morgana went straight to her journal and began writing at a speed I had not seen from her before — filling pages with dense runes, diagrams of seal patterns, notes about Nia’s claims, cross-references to her existing research. For almost an hour, she worked in a focused silence while the rest of us sat around her on the study’s couch and chairs.

I ate some bread Cherry brought me. I drank water. Lyra curled up against my side and sent me a steady warm flow of I’ve got you.

When Morgana finally set down her pen, her whole posture had changed. She looked ten years younger.

“Jake. The archives.”

“Yes.”

“I need to go. Right now. Before the afternoon bell. I need to cross-reference Nia’s claim about being from an earlier era of the pattern. I need to find the most fragmentary records — the ones that predate the current class system. I need to look for any mention of Junctions in the pre-Concordat material. And I need Priya there because some of those sections are her personal project.”

“Okay.”

“You should come with me. The archives responded to your generative energy yesterday. I want to see if that response deepens with the pre-Concordat materials.”

“Okay.”

“Now.”

“Let me finish my bread.”

“Finish your bread quickly.”

I ate the rest of my bread at speed.



Priya was already at the archives when we arrived.

She had set up in the Gallery of Configurations with three additional volumes open on the reading table and her spectacles shoved up into her dark hair like she had forgotten they were there. Her severe bun had come partially undone. She looked like she had been reading for hours.

She looked up as we walked in.

“Morgana. Jake. I have been — I have been finding things.”

Morgana’s academic hunger was palpable.

“Tell me.”

“The gaps in the catalogue. I traced as much of them as I could. They are not the signature of one hand. Some of the gaps go back to the earliest archive construction — thousands of years before any living Lore Keeper. Others are more recent. Across all of it, the removals look like a policy that was inherited, not a single authority acting alone. Generations of First Readers appear to have continued the deletions their predecessors began, each of them adding a little more.”

“Generations. Not one person.”

“As far as today’s trace can tell me. I cannot rule out a single living hand behind some of the recent removals, but I cannot produce a name I would be willing to put on the record. The oldest cuts are ancient. The most recent cuts are distributed across enough different First Readers’ tenures that no one signature emerges.”

“So we cannot name a culprit.”

“Not yet. Perhaps not at all. Whoever began the pattern is long dead. Whoever has maintained it has been cautious enough that the tracks are the gap. What I can say is that the office of First Reader has been complicit, across many holders, in hiding specific things from the research lineage. What I cannot say is which of those holders acted in bad faith and which simply inherited a policy they were afraid to question.”

Morgana removed her glasses and pressed two fingers to the bridge of her nose.

“So the archives have been censored by the shape of the office itself. By whoever has held the First Reader’s chair, across centuries, each one choosing to continue.”

“That is my best reading. I am not confident enough to swear to it before a council.”

“Priya — this is —”

“Yes.”

“This is bigger than I thought.”

Priya nodded. She was leaning so far forward over the volume that her dark hair brushed the pages.

“The archives have been —” Morgana’s eyes had gone distant. ” — the archives have been letting me see this. Deliberately. They opened for Jake yesterday because he is an incubus. But the deeper they are drawing us in, the more I am starting to wonder if there is a reason the archives themselves have decided to cooperate with our investigation. If the archives are against the policy of deletion in some sense.”

“The archives cannot be against the Lore Keepers —”

“Can they not? They are semi-sentient. They have preferences. They have been welcoming Jake. They have been showing him fragments. They have been moving volumes that the gaps would not allow them to show me if they were only following their normal protocols.”

Priya pressed her fingers to her temples for a moment, steadying herself.

“Goddess.”

“What.”

“Morgana, if the archives have been deliberately aiding our investigation — if they have been making volumes available that the standard classification system would not allow — then the archives themselves are in active opposition to the First Reader’s deletions. That would mean the archives have been cataloguing the deletions and preserving copies somewhere we have not found yet.”

“Preserving copies.”

“Yes.”

“A hidden archive within the archive.”

“Yes.”

Morgana sat down, hard, in one of the reading chairs. Her eyes had gone wide.

“Priya. That is either the most exciting possibility I have ever encountered in my professional life, or it is the most dangerous. Probably both.”

“I am going to start looking for it immediately.”

“We are going to start looking for it immediately.”

I stood near the reading table, not entirely sure what to say.

Then — because I was not going to sit idle while they were about to do something — I said, “Can I help?”

Priya looked up at me.

“Jake. You have already helped. The archives opened because of you. I —” She hesitated. ” — I would like to ask you to walk with me through the Gallery. If the archives are going to show us hidden material, your presence is the most likely trigger. Walk the rings with me. Touch nothing. Just be there. If the archives want to reveal something, let them reveal it.”

“Okay.”

“Come with me now.”

I walked with Priya around the Gallery of Configurations for the next hour.

We walked in silence. Her hands folded in front of her. My hands in my pockets. The archives glowed warmly around us. The shelves were quiet. The ambient hum was — different. Watchful.

Halfway through the third ring, a book dislodged itself from a shelf we were passing and drifted down to hover at chest height in front of me.

Priya sucked in a breath.

“That is — that is not one of the volumes I have accessed today. It was not on my list.”

The book was slim, dark-bound, with no title visible on the spine.

It opened of its own accord.

The pages turned themselves. Stopped.

I looked down. I could not read the text, but the page was covered in a diagram — a circular pattern with twelve marked points around the perimeter. Inside the circle was a single larger symbol — a pattern I recognized because I had been feeling it, faintly, for months.

The Constellation.

The full twelve-point Constellation.

Priya leaned over my shoulder.

“Oh.”

“What does it say.”

“The text is — this is old. Very old. Pre-Concordat. Pre-class-system. It is a diagram of the full pattern. Twelve points in a circle.” Priya’s finger hovered over the page. “There used to be labels beside each point. Most of them have been — look at the margin — the ink has been chemically lifted. Scraped out. Whoever did this was very thorough.”

Morgana appeared at my other shoulder at a near-run from across the Gallery.

“What.”

“Look.”

The three of us stood over the floating book. Priya’s spectacles were down on her nose. Morgana’s eyes were wet. Where the labels had been, there were now only faint pale traces in the vellum, as if each word had been carefully erased by someone who did not want the diagram to speak.

“The labels have been removed.”

“Removed. Not by the archives. The archives would not do this to their own page. Someone else did it, at some point, before this volume was hidden in the collection we are only now accessing.”

“Can you read any of them.”

Priya tilted the page into the lamplight. Her eyes narrowed.

“The first position. It is — it is mostly scraped but the last two marks survive. The word is old but I can guess at it. Anchor, I think. It is the word used in the earliest ritual texts for a central holder of a ward. That position is the one at the diagram’s center.”

“That’s —” I started.

“We should not map it onto any of us yet. I do not know what the old word really meant. It may not mean what I am guessing. The other eleven labels are effectively gone. I can see that two of them were longer words and three were shorter. That is all.”

Morgana was very still.

“So we have a diagram of a twelve-point pattern. We have a surviving guess at one label. And the rest has been deliberately erased.”

“Yes.”

“Someone did not want us to know what the positions were called.”

“Or what they were for. A name is a function. If you scrape the name, you take the function with it.”

I stared at the diagram. Twelve points in a circle. A single erased word that might be anchor. Eleven more that had been taken from the page on purpose.

Morgana took the book gently with both hands. The page stayed open.

“Priya.”

“Yes.”

“This book. Did you know it was in the archives?”

“I have never seen this book before.”

“It wasn’t on any of your lists.”

“It wasn’t on any of the archive catalogues I have ever seen, Morgana. This book does not officially exist.”

“The archives just gave us a book that does not officially exist.”

“Yes.”

“Which means —”

“Which means the hidden archive within the archive is real. And the book we are holding is the first volume the archives have decided to release to us. From the hidden collection.”

“Priya.”

“Yes.”

“I love you for everything you are doing right now.”

Priya’s cheeks darkened visibly. She looked away for a moment.

“I — I am — I am helping.”

“You are helping magnificently.”

“Thank you, Morgana.”

Morgana turned to me, the book still in her hands, her gold-flecked eyes bright with tears she was not shedding.

“Jake. We are going to stay here all afternoon. We are going to record every symbol on every page of this book and we are going to see how many more hidden volumes the archives will release to us before the day is over. I will probably need to send a runner to the residence for dinner supplies because we are not leaving until the archives stop showing us things.”

“Okay.”

“You should go back to the residence for a few hours. Let me work with Priya. Come back in the evening if you can. The archives — the archives reacted very strongly to your presence today, and I want to see if they continue to show us things when you return later.”

“Okay.”

I kissed the top of her head. She pushed up into the kiss without looking away from the book.

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“You were right the whole time.”

“I was right about part of it. I am about to be right about more of it.” Her gaze flicked up to mine briefly. “Go. Be with the others. Come back later. I have work to do.”

I left her with Priya.

The last thing I saw before the Gallery doors closed behind me was the two of them leaning over the floating book together, their heads close, Priya’s spectacles crooked and Morgana’s hand resting lightly on Priya’s shoulder in the unconscious gesture of a woman who had found, unexpectedly, a colleague again.



I walked back through the archives’ main entry hall alone.

The great silver doors swung open for me, silent and smooth. The golden tendril of light from yesterday emerged from the shelves and drifted alongside me like an escort, warm and unhurried. At the threshold, it paused, brushed my shoulder once, and withdrew back into the archives.

“Thank you,” I said quietly to the doors.

The carvings on the doors shifted slowly. I chose to interpret it as you’re welcome.

I walked back to the residence in the warm afternoon light.

Lyra sent me a quiet steady wave of welcome as I approached the residence’s front gate.

At the door, Aldric met me. His gray eyes were sharp.

“Jake. While you were at the archives, I received word from the reform council. The petition for Prisoner 7’s release has been placed on the council’s emergency agenda. A preliminary vote will be held tomorrow morning.”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Early. I would suggest being present.”

“And the hardliners —”

“The hardliners will oppose. But my contacts on the council indicate the reform bloc is likely to pass a preliminary approval, which will trigger an automatic formal vote within forty-eight hours. If both votes pass, Nia will be released by the end of the week.”

“End of the week.”

“Yes.”

“Aldric —”

“Yes.”

“We need Nia at the archives. Now. Or as soon as she’s free. The archives are releasing hidden material in response to Jake’s presence. If Nia’s presence amplifies the effect —”

“I will make the arrangement.”

I stepped inside the residence.

Lyra was at the bottom of the stairs waiting for me. Her sky-blue eyes were soft and her wings were mantling gently behind her shoulders.

“Jake.”

“Lyra.”

“You felt big all afternoon. I could barely concentrate.”

“Yeah.”

“Come sit with me for a minute before you do anything else.”

I came. She led me to the soft low divan by the window. She curled up against my side. Her wings folded around both of us.

Outside, the Eighth Circle was moving through its second-sun afternoon.

Inside, I pressed my face into Lyra’s hair and closed my eyes.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Nia said you were chosen.”

“Yeah.”

“What does that feel like?”

I was quiet for a long time.

“Big,” I said finally. “It feels big. Like — I’m in over my head but also like I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be. Both at once.”

“That’s how it felt to me when I fell into your kitchen.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Exactly like that.”

She kissed my jaw.

“You’re doing great.”

“Thanks, sweetheart.”

“Take a nap. I’ll watch the Constellation. If anything pings, I’ll wake you.”

“Okay.”

I lay still on the divan in a diplomatic residence in another dimension, Lyra curled against my side, the Constellation humming quietly in my chest.

I slept.



I woke at the sixth bell to Lyra’s hand on my shoulder.

“Jake. Morgana sent a runner. She is still in the Gallery. She wants you back at the archives before dark.”

“The archives again?”

“Her words through the runner were: bring Jake, the archives have been humming at me for an hour and I think they want him present for whatever is next.”

I sat up. My mouth tasted like nap. My neck was a little stiff.

“Okay.”

“Eat first. I put a plate on the low table.”

I ate. I washed my face. I pulled on a fresh shirt from the residence wardrobe, the soft dark one Morgana had been eyeing earlier in the week. I walked the eight minutes through the lamp-lit streets to the Forbidden Archives in the long blue dusk of the Eighth Circle’s second-sun twilight.

The silver doors swung open for me before I touched them.

The tendril of golden light that had greeted me that morning was waiting just inside. It brushed my shoulder like an old friend and then turned down the corridor, leading. I followed it through the rings of the Gallery to a smaller reading room at the back — one Morgana had claimed as her personal workspace years ago, Priya had told me, during her first decade at the archives.

Morgana was alone inside.

Priya had apparently gone home. A crystal lamp burned on a long reading table. Three of the volumes the archives had released were stacked at one end, open to the pages Morgana had been transcribing. Her journal was open in the middle of the table. Her reading glasses were on the bridge of her nose, the silver chain looping down to her collar.

She was seated in a high-backed chair, chestnut hair beginning to come loose from its twist, sleeves rolled to her elbows, ink on the side of her hand.

When she looked up at me, her expression went soft.

“You came back.”

“Lyra said you asked for me.”

“I asked. The archives asked louder. They have been humming at me for an hour. I think they were waiting to see whether you would come back before nightfall.”

“Why.”

“I do not know. The archives do not always explain themselves. Sometimes they simply want certain people present when they release something.”

“And tonight they want me.”

“And tonight they want you.”

I walked over. I stood beside her chair. She tilted her head back to look up at me. Her warm eyes were bright with ink and wine and too little sleep, and she did not care about the sleep.

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“You haven’t eaten.”

“I had something Priya made me at the fourth bell.”

“What.”

“A small thing with cheese.”

“That’s not food. That’s a diplomatic snack.”

“Jake.”

“Yes?”

“I am too close to something to stop and eat properly. I am going to eat properly tomorrow. Tonight I am going to finish this section and then I am going to collapse.”

I reached down and took her glasses off. Gently. I folded them and set them on the table beside her journal.

Her eyes tracked me without the lenses. Softer now. A little more vulnerable.

“Jake —”

“Two hundred years, Morgana.”

Her chin lifted.

“You were right. Not about everything. About the part you could see. You were right.”

“Yes.” Her voice was thick. “I was.”

“You can be right and still rest for a few minutes.”

“Yes.”

She stood up. Slow. Precise. She unpinned her hair with two efficient motions and let the chestnut mass of it fall down her back. She reached for the silver chain at her collar and unclipped it. She undid the top two fastenings of her Lore Keeper overdress.

Her heavy F-cup breasts settled unbound beneath the thin inner layer. Her seal between them pulsed a soft warm amber — visible through the cloth, visible through the archive air, which was denser with generative energy than any room I had stood in since arriving in the Eighth Circle.

“The archives are watching,” I said.

“The archives are always watching.”

“Morgana.”

“I know, Jake.”

“We shouldn’t —”

“We should.” Her eyes met mine directly. “Listen to me. I was expelled from this place. For two hundred years, I was told I did not belong in these rooms. Tonight the living archives have released hidden volumes to me because my research was correct. I am —” she stopped, swallowed. ” — I am going to take a very small moment of me in this room before I go back to being Lore Keeper Morgana. Just a small one. Something quiet. Something the archives can witness. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Sit.”

I sat in the high-backed chair she had just stood up from. The seat was still warm from her.

She knelt in front of me on the woven rug between the reading table and the chair. Her chestnut hair fell forward around her face. Her amber eyes held mine the entire time.

She reached up and undid the laces of my trousers. Slow, deliberate, her scholar’s hands precise with the small fastenings. She freed me. I was already hard — had been since the moment she took her glasses off, since the warmth of those two words — good boy — had started gathering at the back of my head.

“Good boy,” she murmured, low and warm, and the phrase landed differently here than it ever had on Earth. Here it sounded like what it had always been underneath: a Lore Keeper’s blessing.

She leaned forward and drew the inner layer of her overdress open with both hands.

Her breasts spilled free — heavier in the demon realm than I remembered, fuller, the seal between them glowing a clear soft amber in the lamplight. Her dark nipples were already tight.

She cupped them in both hands and pressed them together around me.

The first contact was — warm. Warmer than Earth Morgana. The archive air was denser and her body had picked up some of that density, and the sheer weight of her breasts pressing around my cock was the most concentrated version of this particular sensation I had ever experienced.

“Morgana —”

“Shh. Let me.”

She moved. Slow, practiced, her Lore Keeper precision translated into this specific act she had mastered long before I had ever met her. The soft velvet slide of her skin. The gentle press of her seal against the underside of my cock every time she rocked forward. The warm amber glow that filled the space between her breasts when the seal caught the lamplight.

Her gaze did not leave mine.

“Two hundred years,” she murmured. “Two hundred years of being told I was wrong. Two hundred years of research that was supposed to be punished.”

“Morgana.”

“Tonight I am right. Tonight the archives are showing me I was right. Tonight my incubus is in my chair and my paizuri is working exactly the way I want it to, in the room I was expelled from, in the place I was told I did not belong.”

“Morgana.”

“Shh. This is mine. Let me have it.”

She kept going. The rhythm never accelerated — she was not trying to finish me. She was making a point. To the archives. To herself. To the two centuries of grief. Her hands squeezed her breasts tighter around me and her eyes stayed locked on my face and the seal between her breasts glowed brighter with every slow stroke.

“Good boy,” she said again, and this time it cracked something small in my chest.

“Morgana — I’m —”

“I know. I am not going to let you, yet. Not here. The archives are recording everything. I am not giving them the full moment. I am giving them this moment.”

She slowed. Pressed her breasts tighter around me. Brought me right to the edge and held me there — the deliberate edging Morgana had practiced with me twice before, back in Chicago, with the kind of control I had never managed in her position.

Then she released.

Gave me a long slow final stroke. Drew back. Looked up at me with wet, warm eyes.

“I will take you home to the residence now. I want the rest of this later, in a bed, with no semi-sentient library listening.”

“Morgana —”

“But this —” she gestured at the space between us, at her breasts still exposed, at the seal still glowing, at the reading room she had once called her own ” — this I needed to do here. I needed the archives to see me do it. I needed me to see me do it.”

“Yes.”

She leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss to the head of my cock — almost formal, almost a benediction — and then sat back on her heels and began, slowly, to re-fasten the inner layer of her overdress.

Somewhere in the darker corner of the reading room, a book turned itself around on a shelf. I caught the motion out of the corner of my eye.

Morgana saw me see it. She smiled without looking.

“They are recording.”

“I noticed.”

“Good. Let them.”

I re-fastened my trousers. She finished re-fastening her overdress. She retrieved her glasses from the table and slid them back on. She gathered her chestnut hair into a loose knot and pinned it with the silver pin. She picked up her journal and the topmost transcription sheet and tucked them into her satchel.

She looked, standing in the lamplight of the reading room, exactly like Morgana the Lore Keeper again. Composed. Precise. Completely professional.

Only the faint soft amber afterglow of her seal, still visible through the fabric at her chest, gave away that anything had happened at all.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Take me home.”

“Yes, Morgana.”

I took her home.

[Morgana — Bond +25 → 925 (Bonded)] [Adaptation +5% → 24% (demon realm boost + vindication milestone)] [Constellation: Archive resonance recorded — pattern interpretation: incremental]


Chapter 9: The Proving Ground

The formal challenge arrived with breakfast.

I was in the kitchen, eating something Cherry had constructed out of demon realm fruits and a kind of soft cheese Mother Lini had sent over — Cherry had decided I needed “Earth-style toast” and had not been able to obtain bread, so she had improvised with a pressed fruit cake and insisted I eat it while it was warm — when the gong at the residence’s front gate rang three times.

Three slow, deliberate strikes.

Aldric, across the table, froze mid-sip of his coffee.

“Three strikes.”

“Is that bad?”

“That is a formal gong. Three strikes means an official challenge or announcement. It is the signal used when a message requires a witnessed delivery.”

He stood up. Set his coffee down. Pulled his coat on over his shoulders.

“I will receive it. Stay here.”

I stayed, chewing the pressed fruit cake, which was actually pretty good despite Cherry’s complete confidence that she had ruined it. Lyra drifted into the kitchen from the study and leaned against the doorway, her hands wrapped around a cup of tea. Raven was on the couch in the other room, sharpening her knife — the sound of the stone drifted through the archway.

Cherry was upstairs. I could hear her from here — she was singing at Sera while she braided Sera’s hair, making up lyrics about the Eighth Circle to a tune I vaguely recognized from a Glow Up Era episode.

Morgana was not here. She had stayed at the archives overnight, the way she had told me she would. Priya had set up a cot for her in the Gallery of Configurations. I had received a runner’s note at dawn from Morgana herself that read simply: Archives still releasing material. Five hidden volumes so far. Will report. Love.

Aldric came back after a few minutes with a silver-inlaid wooden box in his hands.

He set it on the kitchen table.

“A formal challenge. From the Proving Ground.”

“The what?”

“The Proving Ground. It is a —” He searched for the right translation. ” — a combat-and-ceremony arena in the eastern quarter. It is run by a Blade Class succubus named Zara. She is — ” He paused. ” — she is not someone you want to have as an enemy. She is also not someone you have the option of ignoring.”

“What does she want.”

“She wants to challenge you. It is a cultural rite. When a new powerful male arrives in the Eighth Circle — particularly an incubus — Zara’s Proving Ground hosts a formal Demonstration of Authority. It is part combat display, part —” He paused again, more careful this time. ” — part sexual display. The newcomer is expected to demonstrate his dominance in both arenas. If he declines, he is marked as weak and the district begins to treat him accordingly. If he accepts and performs well, the Eighth Circle formally acknowledges his authority.”

“Part sexual display.”

“Yes.”

“In public.”

“In public. At the arena. It is the culture, Jake. The Proving Ground has been doing this for centuries.”

“Aldric.”

“Yes.”

“Where I come from, this is not how you settle a disagreement.”

“I am aware.”

“Is there a version of this where I do not accept the challenge.”

“Yes. You decline, formally, and Zara will understand that declining means you are unwilling to demonstrate authority in the traditional manner. Word will spread. Your standing in the Eighth Circle will drop. The hardliners, who are already seeking ways to undermine our position, will use it. The reform council will be weaker in the tribunal negotiations because the cultural heft of the Incubus — your cultural heft — will be diminished.”

“So I have to do it.”

“You do not have to do it. I am describing the consequences.”

“Are the consequences catastrophic?”

“Not catastrophic. Damaging. Your celebrity status as the first incubus in four hundred years has been the single biggest political asset you have in the Eighth Circle. It is the reason the archives opened for you. It is the reason Veldros permitted the visitation. It is the reason the reform council is fast-tracking Nia’s release. If that celebrity is diminished — if you are seen as a polite foreigner rather than a powerful incubus — the political momentum we have built over the last five days will slow.”

I pushed the pressed fruit cake away. Suddenly less hungry.

Lyra, from the doorway, spoke quietly.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“I can’t tell you what to do. But I can feel you thinking about Cherry and Raven and Morgana and what this would look like to them. Let me take that off your plate. Here is what I can tell you for certain: none of us will be hurt if you do this. Succubi culture normalizes public intimacy in ways Earth does not. Cherry would be delighted and loud. Raven would pretend to be irritated and then secretly enjoy it. Morgana would take notes. I would experience every second of it with you. None of us would feel hurt, jealous, or diminished. Succubi see sex as a social act, and the Proving Ground is the most public version of that social act. It is not like Earth. It does not mean the same things.”

“I know, but —”

“I know, Jake. I know you were raised on Earth. I know your instincts are Earth instincts. I am telling you that you can let those instincts guide you if you want to decline, and that is valid. I am also telling you that if you decline because of Earth instincts, you will be sacrificing political ground that we genuinely need, and you will be disappointing a culture that has been waiting four hundred years to see an incubus walk their Proving Ground.”

“Lyra.”

“Yes.”

“What do you think I should do.”

She stepped away from the doorframe and walked over and knelt beside my chair. Her sky-blue eyes were very clear.

“I think you should accept. And I think you should do it on your terms — knowing you are dominant, knowing your partner will consent, knowing the culture will celebrate you. Not because you are afraid to say no. Because you are the incubus and the Eighth Circle deserves to meet you.”

“What about the partner. Who would —”

“Zara herself. It is always the Mistress of the Proving Ground. That is the format. She initiates the challenge because she is the one testing whether you are worthy of the Eighth Circle’s formal acknowledgment.”

“And she — she wants to —”

“She expects to dominate you. She has been the dominant partner in every match she has ever fought. She is a Blade Class. She is accustomed to submission from the males she engages. She will, initially, try to put you in a position of submission.”

“And then?”

“And then you will flip her.” Lyra’s smile was small and private. “I have been Soulbound to you for months. I know what happens when you are in that kind of dynamic with a succubus who tries to dominate you. I know how your incubus authority works. I know you are going to break her composure in about forty seconds.”

“Lyra.”

“I am confident in my assessment.”

“You are smug in your assessment.”

“A little, yes. I love watching you be you.”

I looked at Aldric. Aldric had tactfully been studying the ceiling for the last several seconds. I looked back at Lyra.

“And the Constellation with the crowd watching —”

“Will be fine. The Proving Ground has privacy-adjustment wards. The audience sees the dominance, the power dynamic, the performance of authority. They do not see the intimate details of climax. They see enough to know that the incubus has asserted dominance, and enough for the crowd to react, and not more.”

“That’s almost civilized.”

“The Proving Ground has been doing this for a very long time.”

I rubbed my face with both hands.

Aldric cleared his throat. “Jake. A decision is required within the next several hours. Zara’s challenges are time-limited. If you do not respond by the afternoon bell, it is considered a decline by default.”

“Give me an hour.”

“One hour.”

He left the kitchen, taking his coffee with him.

Lyra reached up and took my hand from across the table.

“Jake. Whatever you decide. I’m with you.”

“I know.”

“And Cherry is going to be absolutely unbearable about this if you say yes.”

“Oh, definitely.”

“Cherry will live at the Proving Ground. She will probably sell concessions.”

“She’ll sell programs.”

“I am not helping.”

“No, you really aren’t.”

She kissed my knuckles.

“I’ll go get Raven. She should be in on this conversation.”

“Yeah. Get everyone. I need to poll the harem.”

“One second.”



Within ten minutes, everyone except Morgana was in the kitchen.

Cherry had pulled on an oversized sleep shirt — one of mine, because of course she had taken one — and was sitting cross-legged on the kitchen counter eating the pressed fruit cake I hadn’t finished. Raven was leaning against the doorframe with her knife loose in her hand. Sera was in the other kitchen chair with her hot chocolate, her silver-white braids freshly redone by Cherry. Lyra was in the chair opposite me.

I explained.

Cherry started vibrating before I finished the first sentence.

“YES.”

“Cherry —”

“JAKE. JAKE. YOU HAVE TO DO IT. JAKE. THE PROVING GROUND. THAT IS — JAKE. THAT IS —”

“Cherry —”

“I AM GOING TO HAVE THE BEST SEAT. I AM GOING TO GET FRONT ROW. I AM GOING TO BRING SNACKS.”

“Cherry — ”

“Jake can I bring snacks —”

“Cherry, I need you to let me finish.”

“RIGHT. Finishing. I am finishing. You are finishing. Finish.” She was still vibrating. “But also yes.”

Raven rolled her eyes. “Cherry, you’re being an absolute menace about this.”

“Cherry is correct,” Raven added, after a pause.

“THANK YOU RAVEN.”

“I didn’t say I approved of your enthusiasm. I said Cherry is correct. Jake should do it. The Proving Ground is a real political asset. And you —” she pointed at me with her knife ” — are going to enjoy it. Don’t pretend you aren’t. You like being in control in the bedroom. You like being watched when you know the audience is into you. You have a competence kink about your own dominance. I have been living in your head through four months of harem awareness and I have opinions.”

“Raven —”

“Don’t argue with me. I am right.”

Lyra, beside me, was trying not to laugh.

Sera, quiet as always, spoke next.

“Jake.”

“Yes, Sera.”

“My sister and Lyra and Cherry are giving you the political reasons. I will give you the personal reason.” Her pale violet eyes were steady. “You are an incubus in a demon realm that has been waiting four hundred years for one. There is a warrior succubus who has never submitted to anyone and who wants to test whether you are real. If you go to her and you flip the dynamic the way I know you will, you will remind the Eighth Circle that incubi are not myths. You will give this realm something it has been missing. You will also —” She paused. Her almost-smile cracked through. ” — you will also give Cherry a story she will tell for the rest of her life.”

Cherry beamed. “SERA GETS IT.”

“I get it,” Sera said quietly.

I looked around the kitchen.

Five women I loved. Well, four plus one sister of a woman I loved. All of them looking at me like it’s okay, we know what we’re telling you, we love you, we trust you.

“Okay.”

“YES,” Cherry shouted.

“I’m going to do it.”

“YESSS —”

“Cherry —”

“I’M SORRY I’M SORRY I’M SORRY. quietly: yes.”

Lyra squeezed my hand.

Raven, in her dry way, said, “Let me know when the arena is going to open. I want to be in the crowd. Not to watch the — the action. To make sure nobody tries to pull anything while you’re distracted.”

“Thanks, Raven.”

“It’s what I do.”

Sera: “I will stay at the residence. I — I do not need to watch.”

“Of course, Sera. That’s fine.”

“But I will be with you through the awareness. I will be the calmest voice in your head.”

“Thank you, Sera.”

Cherry, now dismounting from the counter: “I need to pick an outfit.”

“Cherry, you are not going to —”

“JAKE. JAKE. I am not competing. I just need to look incredible. It is going to be the biggest event of the week. There will be a crowd. There will be other succubi. I am going to represent Earth.”

“You are an exiled demon realm succubus, Cherry.”

“YES, but I live on EARTH now, and I am an EARTHER, and I am going to REPRESENT.”

Lyra, at my side, was giggling.

I gave up.

“Cherry. Pick your outfit.”

“OH MY GODS THANK YOU.”

She bolted upstairs.

Raven, in her wake, said dryly: “She is going to pick seven outfits and then wear the most absurd one.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to go put on my combat clothes. In case anything happens.”

“Raven —”

“I know. I know. Just in case.”

She disappeared.

Sera stayed at the kitchen table. I sat with her for a few minutes. She drank her hot chocolate. I drank water. We did not speak. The quiet was nice.

After a while, I stood.

“Sera.”

“Mm.”

“Thank you for what you said.”

“You are welcome.”

“I love you, you know.”

She ducked her head. Her fingers tightened on my sleeve.

“I know. I — I love you too, Jake. In my own way. Not like Raven does. Like a — like family.”

“Yeah.”

“Go win your fight.”

“I’ll try.”



Aldric returned to the kitchen at my signal. I told him my answer.

He nodded once. “I will send word to the Proving Ground. Zara will set the match for the fifth bell of evening. That gives you the rest of the day to prepare.”

“Prepare how.”

“Eat. Rest. Do not expend energy unnecessarily. If you wish to walk the arena beforehand to familiarize yourself, I can arrange a brief pre-match tour. Otherwise, the protocol is to arrive formally at the fourth bell for preparatory ceremonies.”

“Preparatory ceremonies.”

“The Proving Ground has traditions. You will be greeted, robed, presented to the crowd, and then the match begins. It is —” He hesitated. ” — it is showmanship, Jake. Go into it with the mindset of an athlete at a major event. Treat the ceremony as part of the match.”

“Okay.”

“Zara will probably attempt to rattle you during the preparation. She will say things designed to challenge your composure. Do not engage. The match itself is where the engagement happens.”

“Got it.”

“I will be there as your witness. Raven will be in the crowd providing security. Cherry will be —” He paused. ” — Cherry will be doing whatever Cherry is doing.”

“Cherry will be magnificent.”

“I am sure she will.”



The day passed in a strange, stretched way.

I spent the early afternoon in the residence, mostly in the study, trying to read one of the books Morgana had left behind. My concentration was not good. Every time I thought about the Proving Ground, my stomach tightened.

Around the second bell, Morgana came back from the archives.

She walked into the study unannounced, her chestnut hair in a complex twist held by a silver pin, her warm gold-flecked gaze bright and tired and sharp all at once. She was carrying two leather-bound books and a sheaf of crystal-fiber transcription pages. She set them carefully on the desk.

“Jake.”

“Morgana.”

“I have been updated.”

“About the Proving Ground.”

“Aldric sent a runner. I came because I wanted to see you before the fifth bell.”

She walked around the desk, leaned down, and kissed me firmly on the mouth.

It was a kiss that was mostly about reassurance — a clear, calm, warm kiss from a woman who had been working through the night and had interrupted her own archive session to make sure her incubus was centered before a public performance.

When she pulled back, her gaze held mine.

“You will do well.”

“I hope so.”

“I know so. I have known you for four months. I have seen you in every possible dynamic with every one of us. I have watched you handle a Warden confrontation and an Aldric standoff and a public Michigan Avenue fight and a transformation ritual. I have seen you with Sera when she was healing. I have seen you with me last night in the archives. I know what you do when the stakes are high. You rise. You are going to rise tonight.”

“Morgana.”

“Also —” Her expression softened. ” — I have been thinking about this morning. About what we found in the Gallery. The hidden diagram with the erased labels. I need to tell you something before you go to the arena.”

“Okay.”

She sat on the edge of the desk. Crossed her legs. Her gaze went distant for a moment.

“Priya and I spent the night searching for more hidden material. The archives released several additional fragments to us through the night. Most of them are ritual texts or partial indices. A few of them touch on the pattern’s purpose. The touch is — frustrating.”

“Frustrating how.”

“The fragments disagree with each other. I had been hoping the hidden collection would resolve the frame / door / prison schools of thought into a single answer. It does not. If anything, it reinforces that the three schools were already arguing with each other when the fragments were first written. One passage describes the pattern as infrastructure that lets realms communicate. Another describes it as a safeguard that holds the realms apart. A third describes it as a process that changes whatever civilization completes it. The writers of the original fragments did not agree. We are inheriting their disagreement.”

“So we still do not know what it does.”

“We know it does something. We know it is load-bearing in some sense — the partial pattern has been stabilizing barriers for four months, that we can measure. Beyond that, the records do not let us speak with certainty. They contradict one another as clearly as the three schools already did.”

“And the deletions.”

“The deletions continue to look like a multigenerational policy rather than a single culprit. Whoever began the practice is centuries dead. Whoever continued it did so through successive holders of the First Reader office. I cannot put a single name to the pattern yet and I am not sure I ever will.”

“So nothing got resolved last night.”

“Something got clarified, which is not the same thing. I now know why the fragments felt incomplete. They were not incomplete because we were missing pages. They were incomplete because the original authors themselves could not agree. The archives are not hiding one true answer from us. There may not be one true answer to hide.”

“Morgana —”

“I know. It is not what either of us was hoping for.”

“The archives are teaching us.”

“Yes.”

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“The archives are our ally.”

“Yes.”

“We have a library as an ally in this.”

“Yes, Jake.”

“That is the weirdest sentence I have ever said.”

“Welcome to the demon realm.”

I laughed. It came out shaky. She leaned forward and kissed me again, quickly.

“I am going to go back to the archives now. I will not be at the Proving Ground tonight. I am sorry — I want to be there, but Priya and I are at a critical point and I cannot interrupt the sequence.”

“I understand.”

“I will be with you through the harem awareness. I will watch through the others.”

“Okay.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Do not humiliate Zara tonight.”

I blinked.

“What?”

“Do not humiliate her. Dominate her, yes. Break her composure, yes. Show the Eighth Circle who you are. But do not humiliate her. She is a proud woman with a reputation she has built over two hundred years. Flip the dynamic, but do so with respect. A submissive who is treated with respect becomes loyal. A submissive who is humiliated becomes an enemy. You want Zara to become an ally, not an enemy.”

“Noted.”

“Use her formal title when addressing her. Even when you are breaking her. Do not mock her. Praise her skill. Show the crowd that you are the authority because you deserve to be, not because you can make her look weak.”

“Got it, Morgana.”

She kissed me. Not a quick kiss. A thorough one — two centuries of experience compressed into three seconds of absolute attention — and then she pulled back and left without another word.

She didn’t need to say anything else. Neither did I.



By the fourth bell, Cherry had chosen an outfit that I am not going to describe in detail because words fail me.

It involved pink. It involved gold. It involved a crop top that was mostly a theory. It involved boots that had been in her luggage for a reason I had never fully understood and that were now, in the context of the Proving Ground, completely justified. She had put her pink hair in a high ponytail and braided it with tiny gold threads. Her horns had been polished to a shine. She looked like a goddess of cheerleading.

“Jake. I am PROVING GROUND READY.”

“Cherry, you are a spectacle.”

“I am the CHEER SECTION.”

“You are indeed.”

Raven had changed into her tactical gear — black on black, her knives strapped where she could reach them quickly, her shadow-resistant boots, her short jacket. Her dark hair was tied back. Her dark gaze was sharp.

“Let’s go.”

Sera stayed at the residence. She hugged me at the door — a brief, firm hug, the first unprompted physical affection she had offered me since we arrived.

“Win,” she said, quietly.

“I’ll try.”

We walked to the Proving Ground.

Aldric led us through the eastern quarter of the Eighth Circle — a district I had not been to before. The crystal spires here were fewer and darker, the buildings larger and more heavy-set, the streets wider. The Proving Ground was visible from three blocks away: a massive circular structure of dark stone and gold trim, with tiered crystalline stands curving around a central arena.

A crowd was already gathering.

By crowd, I mean: a crowd. Succubi and other demons were streaming toward the Proving Ground from every direction. Shops were closing early. People were calling to each other across the streets. A vendor was selling pressed sugar cakes to waiting onlookers at one of the side entrances.

Word had spread.

“The whole district knows,” Cherry said in my ear, delighted.

“The whole district is here, Cherry.”

“YES.”

At the main entrance, a tall succubus in crimson livery met us. She bowed deeply.

“Incubus Jake Morrison. Welcome to the Proving Ground. Please follow me to the preparatory chamber. Mistress Zara sends her greetings and asks me to convey that she is —” the tall succubus’s mouth twitched with barely-suppressed amusement ” — looking forward to the match.”

“Thank you.”

She led me through the entryway into a private corridor that curved around the outside of the arena. The sound of the crowd on the other side of the walls was already considerable — a low rumble of voices, occasional laughter, the buzzing pre-event energy of a big audience.

The preparatory chamber was a small stone room with a wooden bench, a basin of warm water, a small table with oils and scented cloths, and a simple wardrobe from which the attendant produced a set of ceremonial clothing.

“For the match, Incubus Jake Morrison. The tradition is to arrive in your own clothes and to change into the preparatory wrap at the fifth bell minus one. The wrap is loose, to allow movement, and it is the only garment worn in the arena by the challenger.”

I looked at the wrap.

It was a simple knee-length dark silk piece — a wrap skirt, essentially, held at the waist by a braided cord. There was no top.

“Aldric.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to be topless in the arena.”

“Yes.”

“In front of the crowd.”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Relax. Breathe. You are in better shape than you were a few months ago and you are an incubus. You are going to look magnificent and the crowd is going to love you.”

“Aldric, are you giving me a pep talk.”

“I am giving you a tactical assessment.”

“Are you blushing.”

“I am not blushing.”

“You are, a little.”

“I am a four-hundred-year-old diplomatic envoy and I am not blushing, Jake.”

“Whatever you say.”

The attendant laid out the wrap on the bench. She then produced a small vial of the same flower oil I had used before the Nectar Welcome. “For the throat and wrists. It is the traditional preparation for combat ceremonies.”

“Thank you.”

“I will leave you to prepare. I will return at the fifth bell to escort you to the arena.”

She bowed and left.

Raven came into the chamber behind her.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“I checked the security. There are Proving Ground guards around the arena in case anything unusual happens. The reform council has an observer in the stands. Aldric’s people are in the second tier. I have identified two possible hardliner operatives in the crowd but neither is moving with hostile intent — they look like spectators.”

“Thanks.”

“I’ll be in the front row on your left side. Cherry will be in the front row on your right. If anything pings, I’ll move.”

“Thanks, Raven.”

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Break her.”

“Raven —”

“Break her nicely, like Morgana said. But break her. The Eighth Circle needs this.”

I nodded.

She stepped up and kissed my cheek briefly, the way she had started doing after last night — quick, dry, affectionate. Then she squeezed my hand once, hard, and left without looking back.

I changed into the wrap.

The silk was cool against my skin. The cord at my waist was loose but held. My chest and shoulders and stomach were fully bare. I looked at myself in the small mirror on the wall.

The mirror showed me — Jake Morrison, in a dark silk wrap skirt, shirtless, with my chest and abs and V-lines and forearms all visible and — I am going to be honest here — actually in really good shape, because incubus transformation had done things for my body that any amount of gym before it would never have accomplished. My gold-flecked eyes were bright in the lamp-light.

I took a slow breath.

You can do this, I thought. You have been doing this for four months with four succubi you love. This is just a bigger room.

I dabbed the flower oil on my throat and wrists.

I stood very still for a moment.

The Constellation in my chest was humming — all five points, warm and bright, Lyra closest through the Soulbound bond, Morgana distant in the archives but present, Cherry and Raven and Sera near. A steady, loving presence. We are with you, Jake.

I was not alone.

I was just about to be watched by several thousand succubi while I had sex with a warrior.

Fine.

Sure.

Okay.

The gong outside rang five times.

The attendant opened the door.

“Incubus Jake Morrison. The arena awaits.”

I walked out.



The Proving Ground arena was — enormous.

I came out of the preparatory corridor into the central floor of the arena, and the space opened up around me in a way that knocked the air out of my lungs for a second. The floor was a large circle of smooth dark stone, about fifty feet across, polished to a mirror shine. The tiered stands rose up on every side in concentric rings of pale crystal, filled with spectators. Thousands of them. Succubi and other demons, all facing the center.

The sky above the arena was — red.

The sky above the Eighth Circle had been purple since we arrived, but above the Proving Ground, the sky shifted with the crowd’s emotion, and the crowd’s emotion was excitement, and the sky above the arena was currently a deep, saturated, burning red.

The noise was staggering. As I walked out onto the arena floor, the crowd roared — actually roared, a low collective sound that shook the crystalline stands. Horns were blown. Bells rang. Voices chanted words I did not understand but which had the rhythmic cadence of a hero’s welcome.

I had been prepared to feel nervous. I had not been prepared to feel — exactly what I felt.

I felt electric.

My incubus body was responding to the arena’s energy the way a tuning fork responds to a bell. The five points flared brighter. My essence radius expanded automatically. Every succubus in the stands within a hundred meters reacted — the ripple spread outward visibly, the shifts in posture, the intakes of breath.

I walked to the center of the arena and stopped.

On the far side, Zara emerged from a second tunnel.

She was —

I had been given a description of Zara in general terms. None of the descriptions had prepared me.

She was tall. Six feet at least, maybe a little more. She had the lean, hard-muscled build of a career warrior — defined shoulders, visible muscle in her arms and thighs and abdomen, the tight waist that came from constant physical training. Her skin was dark crimson — a deep, rich red that was darker than Raven’s pale porcelain and deeper than anything I had seen in the demon realm. Her silver-white hair was pulled back into a tight warrior’s braid that fell to her mid-back. Her scarlet eyes were bright and fierce and hungry.

Her horns were chipped. Each of them — curving up and back from her temples — showed visible battle damage. Pieces missing. Cracks. Old scoring. She wore the damage proudly, the way a veteran fighter wears scars.

She was dressed similarly to me — a dark silk wrap at the waist, nothing on top. Her athletic D-cup breasts were bare, firm, high on her chest. Her dark red nipples were tight in the cool arena air. A long whip-like tail with a pointed spaded tip curled behind her with controlled energy. Her bare feet were silent on the polished stone.

She walked to the center of the arena and stopped three paces away from me.

Her gaze swept me from head to toe with the professional assessment of a fighter sizing up an opponent. She took her time. When her eyes came back to mine, her mouth curved in a small, predatory smile.

“The incubus. I expected someone bigger.”

Her voice was low, rich, projecting to the crowd without obviously being projected.

The crowd laughed.

The warmth of it was unmistakable — they want banter.

Lyra sent me a soft pulse of go get her.

I smiled. Small. Steady. Ready.

“And I expected someone who didn’t need an arena full of witnesses to feel impressive.”

The crowd went quiet.

Then it ERUPTED. Laughter, cheers, hoots, a scattering of applause. Demon realm audiences apparently loved banter.

Zara’s expression narrowed, but with approval, not anger. Her smile widened.

“Well struck, incubus. The Proving Ground welcomes your words.” She raised one long-fingered hand and gestured to the crowd. “Good people of the Eighth Circle. Today, for the first time in four hundred years, an incubus stands in the Proving Ground. Today, also, the Mistress of the Proving Ground —” she tapped her own chest ” — tests this incubus according to the ancient traditions of the arena. We will have two trials. The first is the Trial of Skill. The second is the Trial of Authority. If the challenger performs honorably in both, the Eighth Circle formally recognizes him. If he fails in either, the Eighth Circle will know what to think.”

The crowd roared.

Zara turned back to me. Her voice dropped, lower, so that only I could hear.

“I am going to win both trials, incubus. I have been doing this for two hundred years and I have never submitted to a male. I do not believe you will change that. But I will enjoy the attempt.”

I held her stare.

“I am going to change that, Mistress Zara. I want you to enjoy the attempt too.”

Her smile flickered. Just for a second. Something unfamiliar behind her eyes — he is not what I expected.

Then she stepped back and raised her hand.

“The Trial of Skill begins.”



The Trial of Skill was half an hour of the hardest physical exercise I had ever done.

Zara was faster than me. She was skilled in a way I was not. She had studied combat for two centuries and I had studied it in a gym for six months. Every time I tried to close the distance, she moved — faster than I could follow — and struck me lightly on the shoulder or the arm or the thigh. She was not trying to hurt me. She was pointing out to the audience that she could hit me whenever she wanted.

I took the hits and kept coming.

My incubus strength was greater than hers. My reach was longer. My reflexes were improved. When I actually caught her — once, twice — she felt the weight of it. The second time I caught her by the wrist, I actually held her there for a full half-second before she twisted free.

She rewarded me with a small, surprised smile.

“You are faster than I thought.”

“You’re faster than I thought.”

“Most of my opponents do not catch me once.”

“I’m going to catch you more.”

“Bold. We will see.”

She danced back out of range. The crowd was loving every second of it. The banter was apparently a real component of the trial — each exchange between us increased the crowd’s investment.

For twenty more minutes, we traded — her quick strikes, my slower but heavier catches, her evasions, my pursuits. The crowd cheered each point. Cherry, in the front row, was screaming encouragement at me every time I connected.

At one point, near the edge of the arena, Zara used a move I had never seen — a kind of tight pivot with her tail as a counterweight — and came up behind me. She touched my back with her palm, a clear I could have struck you gesture, and then danced back into the arena center.

I caught up. I was sweating. My incubus body was handling the exertion, but it was exertion.

She stopped.

She dropped her fighting stance.

“Enough. You have fought honorably, incubus. The Trial of Skill is a draw.”

The crowd roared. A draw was, apparently, a generous assessment in my favor — nobody expected a non-Blade-Class to achieve a draw with the Mistress of the Proving Ground.

Zara raised her hand. The crowd quieted.

“The incubus has demonstrated honor and skill in the first trial. We now proceed to the second.”

She turned her attention fully on me.

Her smile was predatory.

“The Trial of Authority.”



The ambient field in the arena shifted.

Up to this point, the trial had been combat energy — sharp, clear, physical. Now, as the Trial of Authority began, the crystalline stands themselves changed their resonance. A warmer, richer tone settled over the arena. The sky above us deepened further in color. The music of the spires became slower and more rolling.

The arena was, I realized, adjusting itself. The Proving Ground was a living space, and it knew how to shift ambient conditions for the different trials.

The privacy wards that Lyra had mentioned came up — I could feel them on my skin, a subtle muting of the air around the arena floor. The crowd could see us clearly but their perception of the intimate details would be — adjusted. Muted. The performance would be visible; the details would be partially veiled.

Zara walked toward me with slow, deliberate steps.

She held my gaze without blinking.

She stopped directly in front of me. Close enough that I could feel the heat of her body — Blade Class succubi ran warmer than most, and hers was definitely warmer than most.

She raised one hand and placed it flat on my chest, over my heart.

“Two hundred years,” she said, low and private between us. “Every male who has walked this arena has submitted to me within the first three minutes. Every one. Not one has ever put me in a position of submission.”

“Noted.”

“I expect to be on top of you within ninety seconds.”

“Noted.”

“I am very good at this.”

“I believe you.”

“I will be gentle with your pride.”

“Thank you, Mistress.”

I caught her wrist with my free hand.

Her push on my chest stopped immediately.

The surprised lift of her eyebrows was very small. She could not understand why she wasn’t pushing me. Nothing about her physical strength had changed — she was still a two-hundred-year-old Blade Class warrior with hands that could crack stone — but something about my incubus energy was preventing the push from having effect.

My essence modulation had activated at full power.

“Mistress Zara.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to tell you what is going to happen. The Eighth Circle needs to see an incubus demonstrate authority. I am going to demonstrate it. I am also going to be kind to you. I will not humiliate you. I will break your composure with respect, and I will make it very clear to the crowd that your submission is not a loss of your warrior stature — it is the recognition of an incubus you did not know existed.”

The fighter’s mask cracked, just a fraction. A flicker of uncertainty she hadn’t worn in centuries.

“You are — talking to me —”

“Yes.”

“You are — negotiating —”

“Yes.”

“In the middle of the Trial of Authority —”

“Yes.”

“I have never —”

“I know. Trust me.”

I stepped closer.

Her hand was still on my chest. I turned her wrist — very gently — so that her palm was now facing upward, an open gesture rather than a push. I kept hold of her wrist. Not hard. Just enough for her to feel that I was not letting go.

“Do you trust me, Mistress Zara?”

“I — I do not know you.”

“Do you trust me for the next half hour?”

Something flickered across her face.

“The crowd is watching.”

“The crowd wants an incubus. I am going to be an incubus. I need you to let me.”

“I —”

“Trust me.”

She let out a long, controlled breath.

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

I turned her.

Very smoothly. One hand on her wrist, the other at her waist. I pivoted her a hundred and eighty degrees so that her back was against my chest. I did not yank. I did not shove. I moved her the way an experienced dance partner leads — with clear, confident authority and full awareness of her body’s weight and balance.

She let me move her.

That was the first thing the crowd saw: the Mistress of the Proving Ground, the warrior who had dominated every male for two hundred years, allowing herself to be led into a new position by an incubus.

A rustle went through the stands.

My free hand came up and wrapped gently around her warrior’s braid. I pulled, just slightly, tilting her head back against my shoulder. Her throat came into view. Her pulse was visible there.

“Breathe,” I murmured into her ear.

She breathed.

I released her wrist. My hand drifted down her arm, over her defined bicep, across her ribs. the warrior’s body was vivid under my palm — hard muscle under her crimson skin, the scar tissue on her left side from some old injury, the heat of her running higher than normal.

My other hand stayed in her braid.

I kissed the spot where her neck met her shoulder. A soft, deliberate kiss that made her whole body shiver.

Her tail, which had been curled with controlled energy behind her, went rigid. Then — as my incubus essence flowed through the points of contact — her tail relaxed, lowered, and wound slowly around her own ankle in the involuntary submission gesture I had now seen on succubi across the Eighth Circle.

Her breath stuttered. The fierce certainty in her scarlet gaze flickered for the first time.

“What.”

“Shh.”

“What is — your energy is —”

“I know. Feel it.”

“I — I do not want to —”

“Feel it anyway.”

I turned her again. Fully, this time, facing me. My hand was still in her braid. I tilted her head up so that she was looking at me. Her scarlet eyes were — overwhelmed. The fierce certainty of a warrior had cracked into something more complicated: confusion, arousal, defiance, wonder.

“Mistress Zara.”

“Yes.”

“You are magnificent. You have trained for two centuries. You have dominated every male who has walked this arena. You are a living legend. Do you understand how I see you?”

Her throat worked.

“You —”

“I respect you.”

“I —”

“I am not going to make you look weak. I am going to break your composure because your composure is not what the crowd needs to see tonight. The crowd needs to see who you are underneath the composure. The crowd needs to see the woman, not just the warrior.”

“You — you are supposed to be arrogant —”

“I am from Chicago.”

Her laugh was startled. Small. Not a performance laugh — an actual real laugh.

“Chicago.”

“Chicago.”

“I do not know what Chicago is.”

“It is a city where people learn to treat their opponents with respect. And also where they eat deep-dish pizza, which is controversial but I will defend it.”

“Deep — dish — pizza — ”

“Focus, Mistress Zara.”

“Focus. Yes. Focus. Gods.”

I kissed her.

Not soft. Not tentative. I kissed her the way I kissed my harem when I was in charge — slow, deep, confident, a hand in her hair and a hand at the small of her back, pulling her fully against me. Her athletic body pressed against mine. Her bare chest against my bare chest. Her tail, still around her ankle, began to flick with new energy.

Her mouth parted under mine. She kissed back — not fighting it, not submitting, just engaging. Her hands came up and clutched at my shoulders.

The crowd, in the stands, made a collective sound — a sustained ohhhhhh of recognition. The Mistress of the Proving Ground was kissing the incubus back.

I broke the kiss and looked at her — flushed, trembling, still fighting.

“Mistress Zara. I am going to take you on the arena floor now. With the crowd watching. With full performance. I am going to demonstrate incubus authority in a way the Eighth Circle has not seen in four hundred years. And I need you, as the Mistress of the Proving Ground, to trust me. I promise I will be respectful. I promise I will be what this ceremony needs. I promise you will be seen as a warrior who chose to be received, not a warrior who was forced. Will you trust me?”

Her gaze was bright and wet.

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“Jake —”

“Yes.”

“Do not go easy on me.”

I almost laughed.

“I won’t.”

I turned her back around. Her back to my chest, her head tilted back against my shoulder. My hand in her braid, the other sliding down her bare stomach. The crowd could see all of this clearly. The privacy wards muted the intimate details but left the dominance fully visible.

I let my hand move lower.

I slid it across her tight abdomen, along the waistband of her dark silk wrap. My fingers brushed the knot of the wrap at her hip. I untied it, slowly, deliberately — letting the crowd see me do it — and let the wrap fall away to the arena floor.

She was completely naked now.

Her athletic body was on display. Her high D-cup breasts. Her defined abdomen. Her narrow waist. Her muscular thighs. Her dark red skin shining with a faint sheen of exertion. Her warrior’s braid. Her chipped horns catching the red-shifted light of the sky.

She was magnificent.

The crowd recognized it. A soft sustained sound went up from the stands — appreciation, awe, anticipation.

I kissed her shoulder again. Then her neck. Then below her ear.

“Mistress Zara.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to taste you now.”

“Here?”

“Here.”

“In front of —”

“Yes.”

She sucked in a breath.

I knelt in front of her.

The crowd roared. The incubus going to his knees was not a submission gesture in this context — it was a sign of appreciation, of worship, of choosing to honor. Zara’s whole expression broke open.

I slid my hands up the backs of her thighs, firm and warm. She was trembling — not from cold, from the overwhelming cycling of my incubus essence through the points of contact.

I kissed her stomach. Then lower. I tilted her hips forward gently. She braced herself with one hand on my shoulder.

I lowered my mouth to her pussy.

Her first cry was — raw. Unperformed. A high sharp sound torn out of a woman who had never been eaten out in public, who had never been eaten out with this much attention, when the sensation hit her with its full weight.

Her tail came undone from her ankle and lashed wildly.

“Jake —”

“Shh.”

I licked her slowly from her entrance to her clit. Her taste was — spiced, slightly smoky, hot. Her body was already responding to my incubus energy in ways she had never experienced. Her hand on my shoulder tightened. Her other hand came down and found my hair.

I took my time. I worked her with patience and skill — the kind I had developed over four months with four succubi who had each taught me something different about what women liked. I found the rhythm that her body was asking for. Her orgasm built against my awareness.

When I pushed her over, it was with my tongue on her clit and two fingers curled inside her, and her first orgasm came with a cry that carried through the entire arena.

The crowd SHOUTED.

Zara’s legs gave way beneath her. I caught her around the hips and held her up. Her body shook through the orgasm. Her eyes rolled back. Her horns caught the sky-red light.

When she came down, she was panting. Dazed. Her iron control had been the first thing to crack — and it had cracked wide open.

“Jake — Jake I am —”

“Good.”

“I have — I have never — in public — like this —”

“There’s more.”

“You are — breaking me —”

“I’m not breaking you, Zara. I’m showing you what you’ve been missing.”

I stood up. I pulled her against me again. Her whole body was pliant now — not submissive in a defeated way, just receptive. She leaned into me.

The crowd was quiet, watching, rapt.

I picked her up.

Simply. Firmly. One arm under her knees, the other under her back. Her athletic body was heavy with muscle but I was an incubus and she was light enough in my grip. I carried her to the center of the arena floor, where a low stone plinth rose up smoothly from the ground at our approach. A ceremonial platform, summoned by the arena itself for this moment.

I laid her down on the plinth.

Her silver-white braid spread across the dark stone. Her crimson skin glowed against it. Her eyes held mine.

I untied my own wrap.

The cord came loose. The silk fell. I was naked on the arena floor in front of thousands of succubi, my cock hard and ready, my gold-flecked eyes on Zara’s.

The crowd MADE A SOUND.

An audible, unified, collective sound of appreciation that made the stands shake.

I climbed onto the plinth. Knelt between Zara’s spread legs. Her knees came up on either side of me. Her hands reached up and grabbed my forearms.

“Mistress Zara.”

“Jake —”

“I am going to take you now. With respect. With authority. With the entire Eighth Circle watching.”

“Yes.”

“Tell me you want this.”

“I want this.”

“Louder.”

“I want this.”

“One more time.”

“I want this, incubus.”

I pushed into her.

Slowly. Deliberately. Letting every inch register. She was tight — Blade Class succubi had warrior-tight bodies and she had apparently not been receiving regularly in recent years — and she went rigid as I filled her. Her head tipped back against the plinth, throat bared. Her hands gripped my forearms hard enough to leave marks.

I bottomed out inside her.

The crowd was silent.

I held still for a moment, letting her feel me, letting my incubus energy cycle through the full connection. Her whole body was listening to my essence now. Her hips rolled up slightly — an involuntary acceptance.

“Mistress Zara.”

“Jake.”

“Breathe.”

“I am —”

“Breathe with me.”

I started to move.

Slow, deliberate strokes. Not the Earth-style fucking. Ceremonial thrusts — each one felt, each one honored, each one an assertion of presence. Her athletic body rose to meet each stroke. Her battle-worn horns scraped lightly against the dark stone of the plinth. Her fingers dug into my hips.

And then I started to edge her.

I brought her to the brink. Three, four deep strokes that had her gasping and trembling. Then I slowed. Pulled almost all the way out. Held still.

She snarled at me.

“Jake —”

“Tell me what you want, Mistress.”

“I — do not —”

“Tell me.”

“Please. I want — I want you to —”

“Say please again.”

“Please.”

The crowd was completely silent now. Rapt. A two-hundred-year-old warrior was saying please to the incubus in the arena.

I gave her three more strokes. Then slowed again.

She cried out — a sound of pure frustration, pure need.

“Jake. Jake. Please, please, please —”

“That’s it, Mistress Zara.”

“I cannot — I cannot handle this — I have never —”

“Good.”

I gave her more strokes. Pulled back. Held her on the edge.

Her whole body was trembling continuously now. Her hands had gone from gripping my forearms to clutching the edges of the plinth. Her eyes were wide and wet. Her composure — her two centuries of unchallenged dominance — was gone. Completely gone.

She was about to come.

I was about to let her.

And then —

It happened.

The thing the whole arena was about to remember for a generation.

A dormant instinct detonated inside her — four hundred years of latent biology, untriggered since the last incubus walked these streets, erupting now without permission or precedent.

Her eyes went wide in shock.

“BREED ME.”

Her voice was guttural. Raw. Animal. The words came out of her mouth before her mind had processed them.

“Jake. Breed me. Now. Fill me. I need — I need — ”

Her hips drove up against me with a force that was not warrior skill, that was want, primal and irresistible. Her body was demanding it. The incubus essence cycling through her had activated something ancestral that had been waiting since the last incubus, and her body — her warrior body that had never once wanted offspring from a partner, had never once wanted anything but her own sovereignty — was now demanding breeding.

The crowd gasped.

Actually gasped. A collective intake of breath. Zara, the Mistress of the Proving Ground, the warrior who had dominated every male for two centuries, was begging an incubus to breed her in public.

Her gaze locked on mine. Wet and shocked and overwhelmed.

“Jake — I did not — I did not plan — I —”

“I know.” I caught her jaw. Held her gaze.

“My body is —”

“I feel it.”

“Do it. Please. Please.”

I grabbed her warrior’s braid. Pulled her head back. Drove deep into her.

I gave her everything. Hard, full, dominant thrusts, the way her body was asking for, my incubus strength pouring into every stroke. Her tail locked around my thigh like a vise. Her spine curved, crimson skin gleaming, her horns catching the red-shifted light.

“Say it again, Mistress.”

“BREED ME.”

“Louder.”

“BREED ME, INCUBUS.”

The crowd was going insane.

I thrust three more times, hard and deep and purposeful. Then I buried myself in her completely and came.

My incubus release poured into her. Thick, generative, intentional. Her body CLAMPED around me. Every muscle in her locked rigid, lifting off the plinth. Her eyes rolled back. Her own orgasm — her third of the match — crashed through her in the same moment my seed flooded into her, and her cry was a sound between a scream and a sob and a moan, a sound I was not sure could be produced voluntarily.

Her crimson skin flushed a darker shade. Her scarred horns scraped the stone.

The sky above the arena, which had been a burning red throughout the Trial of Authority, shifted.

It went gold.

Burning, saturated, celebratory gold.

The crowd was on its feet. Thousands of voices were roaring. Bells were ringing in distant towers. Horns were blowing. The ambient magic of the arena was sending out a pulse that resonated in my bones — incubus recognition, achieved.

I held myself inside Zara for a long moment, through the aftershocks. She was shaking continuously, tears running down her cheeks into her braid.

“Mistress Zara.”

“Jake.”

“You are magnificent.”

“I —”

“You are magnificent, and you are still the Mistress of the Proving Ground, and the Eighth Circle now knows that an incubus has walked this arena and has been recognized, and you are the one who made that possible.”

Her composure cracked — a flash of raw vulnerability across her warrior’s face.

“You — you did not humiliate me.”

“No.”

“You — you kept your word.”

“Yes.”

“I did not — I did not know incubi were — kind.”

“The old stories didn’t have Chicago in them.”

Her laugh was wet and real.

I eased out of her slowly. I sat up on the plinth and pulled her up with me. I wrapped my arms around her. Her head came to rest against my shoulder. Her worn horns pressed against my collarbone.

The crowd was still roaring. The gold sky was still blazing overhead.

A [System] ping brushed the edge of my awareness.

[Incubus Authority: RECOGNIZED — Eighth Circle standing: ESTABLISHED] [Constellation awareness: enhanced (demon realm recognition amplifies network)]

Zara whispered into my ear.

“Jake.”

“Yes, Mistress Zara.”

“I want a rematch.”

“A rematch.”

“Not — not right now. Before you leave the realm. A private one. No crowd. Just you and me. I want to test whether what just happened was the ambient magic of the arena or — whether it was you.”

“It was me.”

“I will believe you when I feel it again.”

“Okay.”

“Jake —”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“You are welcome, Mistress.”

She lifted her head. Her gaze had steadied, though her lashes were still wet. She straightened her spine. Pulled herself together — with some effort, visible to me but invisible to the crowd.

Then she stood, very deliberately, on the plinth, and turned to face the arena.

The crowd went quiet for her.

“GOOD PEOPLE OF THE EIGHTH CIRCLE.” Her voice carried with the full authority of the Mistress of the Proving Ground. “TODAY, I, MISTRESS ZARA OF THE PROVING GROUND, SUBMIT TO THE INCUBUS JAKE MORRISON OF EARTH. I SUBMIT BECAUSE HIS AUTHORITY IS REAL. I SUBMIT BECAUSE HE HAS DEMONSTRATED DOMINANCE WITH RESPECT. I SUBMIT BECAUSE THE EIGHTH CIRCLE HAS BEEN WAITING FOR HIM FOR FOUR HUNDRED YEARS. I RECOGNIZE HIM AS AN INCUBUS AUTHORITY OF THIS REALM. TREAT HIM WELL.”

The crowd ROARED.

It was a sound I had not heard before. Bigger than the roar that had greeted me at the start of the trial. Louder than the sound when I had gone to my knees. This was the sound of a district recognizing something.

Zara turned back to me. Something had shifted in her expression — the warrior’s edge still there, but softer underneath.

“Come. Find me before you leave the realm. I meant the rematch.”

“I’ll find you.”

“Good.”

I picked up my wrap from the arena floor. So did she. We dressed quickly — Zara with the efficient motions of a warrior, me more slowly because my body was still humming.

The crowd was still cheering.

Cherry, from the front row, was screaming her head off.

Raven, from the other front row, was sitting still with a small satisfied smile.

Aldric, from the Reform-Council section, rose to his feet and lifted his hand in formal acknowledgment.

Lyra’s feelings washed over me — overwhelmed. Warm. Proud. And, I realized, extremely aroused. She had felt every second of it through me. I was going to have a very intense evening with Lyra whenever I got back to the residence.

Morgana was a distant but present hum in my awareness — she had felt the recognition ping from the archives and was now laughing quietly to herself, I could feel it. Sera was calm and proud.

I walked with Zara to the edge of the arena floor. At the preparatory corridor, she paused.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“That was — that was the most extraordinary experience of my professional life.”

“Thank you, Mistress.”

“No —” She caught herself. ” — no, Zara. Just Zara. To you. From now on.”

“Zara.”

“I will see you before you leave.”

“I promise.”

She walked back toward her own tunnel on the far side of the arena. The crowd called her name as she went, and she raised a hand in acknowledgment — the gesture of a warrior who had demonstrated a new kind of strength by yielding correctly.

I watched her go.

Then I walked back into the preparatory corridor.

Aldric was waiting.

His gray eyes were — I had never seen this expression on him before. Pride. Genuine pride.

“Jake. That was —” He shook his head. ” — I have been in the diplomatic service for nearly two centuries. I have seen many cultural ceremonies. That was the finest demonstration of incubus authority I could have imagined.”

“Thanks, Aldric.”

“Zara is going to be your ally now.”

“Yeah.”

“The Eighth Circle will be your ally now.”

“Good.”

“You did well.”

“Thank you.”

“Go to the residence. The others are waiting for you. They are all — excited.”

“Yeah.”

“Lyra especially.”

“Yeah.”

“Very especially.”

“Aldric.”

“I am just telling you what I am seeing through the subtle tells of your harem in the arena. Cherry was screaming. Raven was smiling. Lyra was —”

“Stop.”

He almost smiled. “Go home, Jake.”



I walked back to the diplomatic residence in the warm golden twilight of the Eighth Circle.

The streets were full of people. The gold sky that the Proving Ground had caused was still holding across the Eighth Circle — a celebratory sky, the color the demon realm turned when a community-wide event was worth celebrating. People on the sidewalks nodded to me as I passed. Bowed. Smiled. A vendor at a food stall offered me a free skewer of something meat-shaped and I accepted it gratefully.

By the time I reached the residence, I was walking through a soft crowd of well-wishers who had gathered at the gate to see me come home.

Aldric’s people ushered them back.

Inside the residence, it was quiet.

That was wrong. The residence was never quiet when I came back from anywhere. Cherry should have been at the door, vibrating. Raven should have been two rooms away pretending she hadn’t been tracking my footsteps. Lyra should have been —

Lyra was sitting on the bottom stair.

Not standing. Not rushing. Sitting, with her knees drawn up and her chin on her arms and her wings half-spread behind her, watching the door with eyes that were already wet.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey.” Her voice was rough. She had been feeling everything through the Soulbound bond for the last hour and the secondhand arousal had been cycling without relief and she looked like she might vibrate apart if I touched her.

Raven appeared from the kitchen. She was holding a glass of water. She handed it to me without a word, her gaze cataloguing me head to toe with the quick competence of someone making sure nothing was damaged.

“You’re in one piece,” she said. Not a question.

“In one piece.”

“Good.” A beat. Then, quieter, with the small crooked smile she kept for moments she didn’t want to make into a bigger thing than they were: “That was something, Jake.”

Cherry was nowhere.

I looked at Raven. “Where’s —”

“She’s been on the third-floor terrace with Morgana for the last twenty minutes, telling the story to anyone who will listen. There are approximately thirty succubi up there. Cherry has sold six illusory souvenir programs. Morgana is taking notes.”

“Of course she is.”

Lyra stood up from the stair.

She did not say anything. She took my hand, and the bond between us pulsed so hard my vision blurred, and she pulled me toward the stairs without waiting for the water glass to leave my hand.

“FOR HOW LONG —”

“A while.”

“UGH FINE BUT I WANT HIM LATER TOO.”

“Later, Cherry.”

Lyra led me up the stairs without another word. Her grip on my hand was tight. Her Soulbound bond with me was wide open — I could feel everything she had felt during the Proving Ground, the overwhelming cascade of my sensations echoed through her, the arousal she had been sitting with for over an hour without release.

She did not let go of my hand until the bedroom door was closed behind us.

Then she pushed me back onto the bed and straddled me and kissed me — hungry, desperate, hot. Her mouth crushed against mine with a need that tasted like hours of frustrated arousal. Her small body was trembling. Her thighs clamped tight against my hips. Her hands fisted in my shirt and yanked it up my chest.

“I need you,” she whispered against my mouth. “I need you right now. I have been feeling you dominate a warrior for the last hour and I am — Jake, I am wrecked, and I need you to —”

“Come here. I’m yours.”

“I felt everything. I felt her. I felt you. I felt the crowd. And I was here, Jake, I was here and I could not —”

“I know. I know, sweetheart.”

I rolled her under me. Got my shirt off. Got her pale blue dress up over her hips — no underwear, again, she had stopped wearing it at home and apparently that extended to diplomatic residences in the demon realm. She was soaked. I could feel the slickness against my thigh before I even touched her, her pussy wet and swollen from an hour of secondhand arousal cycling without relief.

I freed my cock from my trousers. She grabbed me — both hands, urgent, her small fingers wrapping around my shaft and pulling me toward her.

“Now — Jake, now —”

I pushed into her in one long stroke.

Her whole body surged up against me. Her hands went up over her head and grabbed the sheets. Her pussy was so wet I slid all the way in without resistance, her tight walls fluttering around me, and the double-sensation hit us both at once — her pleasure at being filled after an hour of empty aching want, and my pleasure at how hot and tight and desperately ready she was.

She came within a minute.

I barely had to move. Three strokes — hard, deep, the aggressive thrusts her bond-soaked body was screaming for — and she shattered. Her pussy clamped down around me. Her back bowed. A rush of hot squirting fluid drenched my cock and my thighs and the sheets beneath us. She cried out against my mouth, her voice cracking on my name, her vestigial wings fluttering hard against the mattress.

Her orgasm slammed into me through our connection — white-gold and desperate, the overwhelming relief of a woman who had been edged by proxy for over an hour. My hips stuttered. I gripped her hip with one hand, braced above her with the other, and forced myself not to come yet.

She needed more.

I slowed down. Changed the angle. Pulled almost all the way out and pushed back in with a long, deliberate stroke that drew a low moan from her throat. Then another. And another. Patient. Deep. The kind of lovemaking that the Proving Ground had not been. The kind that was just us.

Her dress was still bunched around her waist. I pulled it the rest of the way off, baring her small perky tits, pink-tipped and flushed. I lowered my mouth to one nipple and sucked gently while I kept the slow deep rhythm. Her hands came down and tangled in my hair. Her tail wound around my waist and squeezed.

“Jake — oh — like that —”

“Like this.”

“Yes — don’t stop —”

I did not stop. I made love to her slowly, with the gold celebration sky still visible through the window and the distant cheers of the Eighth Circle drifting up from the streets below. Her second orgasm built in long waves — I could feel it building in her, a deeper slower swell than the first, her body releasing the tension she had been holding all afternoon. Her pussy rippled around me in long warm pulses. Her seal on her lower back glowed against my palm where I was cradling the small of her back. She squirted again, gentler this time, a steady flow of warmth that soaked into the sheets.

Her third was slower still. I had her legs wrapped tight around my waist, her arms locked around my neck, my forehead pressed against hers. Her blue eyes held mine, luminous, wet, blown wide.

I was thrusting in long full strokes now, each one bottoming out inside her, each one drawing a soft helpless sound from her parted lips. Her perky tits pressed against my chest. Her nipples dragged against my skin with every motion. The feedback loop was cycling between us — my pleasure feeding hers, hers amplifying mine, the shared sensation building toward something neither of us could hold back.

“Don’t hold back,” she breathed. “I want to feel you lose control.”

That undid me.

I drove deep and held myself there. My cock pulsed inside her, my release flooding her in thick hot waves, and I felt her fourth orgasm crash through her at the same instant — her walls clenching tight around me, milking every drop, her body arching up against mine. Through the bond I felt the specific quality of this one — not just pleasure but relief, the deep animal satisfaction of having her partner back safe and whole and inside her after watching him fight.

She pressed her face into my neck. Her breath came in small hitching gasps against my throat.

“You’re okay,” she whispered. “You’re here. You’re okay.”

“I’m here.”

“I watched the whole thing through the bond and I could not touch you and I could not hold you and I —”

“I know, sweetheart. I’m right here.”

Her arms tightened around me. Not letting go. Not for a while.

We lay together afterward in the warm low light of the bedroom. The gold sky outside was slowly shifting back toward the Eighth Circle’s regular purple, and the distant sound of crowds still celebrating drifted in through the window. Lyra’s wings folded around both of us, and in my chest the Constellation glowed — five points awake and bright, the empty socket where Nia should be brighter than ever.

Lyra’s wings tightened around me.

“Stay,” she murmured, already half-asleep.

“I’m here.”


Chapter 10: Mia and the Missing Incubus

I wasn’t there for any of this. I was half a dimension away that morning, in the arena with Zara, getting my entire sense of self reorganized by a crimson-skinned warrior who had never begged anyone for anything. The day before, I’d been in Nia’s cell. This was Earth, fifth morning of our trip, and I missed it the way you miss a fire at your own house while you’re at work.

I got the story in three parts, after the fact.

Voss handed me a typed brief when we got back, sixteen pages, numbered, cross-referenced, with footnotes. Mia gave me the emotional director’s cut over three slices of pizza and two margaritas at the kitchen table. And Kevin gave me what Kevin always gave me — a long stare, a single formal bark, and a weight on my foot that meant I have opinions on this and you will hear them when you are ready.

So I’ll tell it the way Mia told it to me. Her at the center. Because for those five days, that’s exactly where she was.



The fifth morning, Mia Morrison had had enough.

That’s the way she said it, pizza in one hand, the other waving for emphasis. “Jake. Jake. I had HAD it.” She’d come by the apartment the night before, knocked for nine minutes straight, gotten silence, left a passive-aggressive note on the door, and gone home telling herself I was a grown man who sometimes went on vacation without answering my phone.

She woke up the next morning and decided she was done being polite.

“I showed up at nine. Travel mug, laptop, emergency hoodie. I was going to camp in the hallway if I had to.”

She took the elevator up to the third floor. She walked to my apartment door. She tried the handle.

The handle turned.

It was not locked.

Mia had told me, when I bought the place, that my deadbolt paranoia was ridiculous. I had lectured her for twenty minutes about basic security awareness. So she knew, the instant that handle gave, that something was wrong.

She pushed the door open. “Jake?”

No answer.

She stepped inside.

The apartment was, in her words, “off.” There were folded blankets on the couch. Two used coffee cups on the kitchen island. A water bowl on the floor near the fire escape window — and I didn’t have a dog, except I very obviously did. There was a heart-shaped magnet on the fridge holding up a calendar full of color-coded entries in Cherry’s purple gel-pen handwriting.

Mia stepped closer to the living room wall. The sigils were still there from Morgana’s containment-circle work, faded into the paint like old water stains — a full geometric pattern across one wall that she described to me later as “not there the last time I visited and also really clearly not just a weird light fixture shadow.”

Next to the kitchen, there was a framed certificate on the wall. Voss had put it up. I hadn’t had the heart to take it down.

Mia walked over and read it out loud.

CERTIFICATE OF DIMENSIONAL FAMILIAR REGISTRATION KEVIN Species: Canine (Terrestrial Golden Retriever) Registered Guardian: Jake Morrison Jurisdiction: Inter-Realm Authority, Earth-Prime-3A Tax Status: Tax-exempt household familiar Form 114-D-FINAL, signed and dated

She stared at it for twenty seconds, she told me. Then she said, out loud, to the empty apartment: “What.”

Behind her, from the direction of my bedroom, something scuffled.

Mia spun.

The bedroom door opened slowly, and Kevin — a golden retriever Mia had never seen before, who was apparently named Kevin and was apparently my Inter-Realm Authority registered tax-exempt familiar — poked his head out of my bedroom. He was wearing a tiny bow-tie. His eyes were mournful. He saw Mia and immediately broke into an ecstatic sprint across the living room, tail whirring, and crashed into her knees.

“He was wearing a BOW TIE, Jake.”

“Voss puts it on him sometimes.”

“Voss puts a BOW TIE on the dog?”

“For morale. He writes it in his forms under ‘morale.’”

Mia crouched and got a faceful of retriever tongue. Kevin barked once — that single formal woof he does when he has decided you are family — and licked her hands.

“Hi — hi, buddy — hi — are you Kevin? Are you Kevin the certificate dog?”

He wagged harder.

“Where’s Jake? Where’s your owner?”

He tilted his head.

And then, from my kitchen, a voice Mia did not recognize said, calmly, “He is not home.”

She told me she jumped about three feet in the air.

Voss was in the kitchen doorway. Tall, impossibly suited, that too-symmetrical face that looks like someone built it on a computer and decided it was good enough. Charcoal suit that reads blue if you tilt your head. Briefcase in one hand, glass of water in the other. Somehow, she swore, he had been in my kitchen the entire time she had been in the apartment, and she had not heard him.

“Who are you,” she said.

“My name is Voss. I am an acquaintance of your brother and I am currently providing apartment oversight during his absence.” He set the glass down with a precise click. “You are Mia Morrison. I have seen photographs. You are also the producer of a podcast with a demonstrated information security risk, which —” He caught himself. ” — which is not the most important thing to discuss at this moment.”

“Excuse me?”

“Hello, Mia Morrison. I am Voss. Welcome to your brother’s apartment. Would you like a pastry? I have several.”

“I —”

“Mrs. Peterson has provided cookies as well. Would you like a cookie.”

“I — I don’t want a cookie. I want to know where my brother is.”

“Your brother is out of town.”

“Out of town where.”

Voss paused.

“This,” Mia told me, “is where I realized the man was about to lie to me and was not going to be good at it.”

“Your brother,” Voss said finally, “is conducting dimensional business.”

“He’s what.”

“Dimensional business. A routine inter-realm transit for purposes of archival research and diplomatic relationship maintenance.”

Mia stared at him. Kevin sat at her feet and licked her ankle, trying to comfort her. She pressed on.

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“What dimension.”

“I am not at liberty to disclose the specific destination.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Why is there a certificate on the wall that says my brother’s dog is a tax-exempt interdimensional familiar.”

“Because Kevin is a tax-exempt interdimensional familiar. He is registered under Form 114-D.”

“Why is Kevin a tax-exempt interdimensional familiar.”

“Because he accompanied your brother during a transformative event in October and has been recognized as a contributing member of the household for purposes of interdimensional law.”

Mia put her hands on her head.

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to ask you a series of questions. I would like you to answer them honestly. Because if you continue to give me answers like this, I am going to call the police. I am going to call them right now. I am going to tell them that a strange man in a suit is in my brother’s apartment claiming my brother is on a dimensional business trip, and I am going to report my brother as a missing person.”

“That would be counterproductive.”

“Then talk to me.”

Voss considered her for a long moment.

Then he walked back into the kitchen, pulled out a chair, and gestured for her to sit.

“Please. Sit, Mia. I will attempt to explain. I am reviewing my forms for which categories of disclosure are authorized.”

“Your —”

“I am a legal professional from the Inter-Realm Authority. I operate under specific rules about when and how I can disclose jurisdictional information to civilians. Your brother is my client. His privacy is protected by specific rules. I am now examining whether your status as his immediate blood relative allows for expanded disclosure.”

He pulled out his small leather notebook. Made a note with a pen that wrote in faintly shimmering blue.

Mia watched with her mouth slightly open.

“Are you — are you writing in a magical notebook.”

“The ink is not magical. It is a non-reproducible formulation that prevents unauthorized duplication.”

“Is that — is that the same thing as magic.”

“Technically, no. It is a non-reproducible formulation that —”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Is the ink magic.”

“…Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“You are welcome.”

Mia sat. Kevin put his head on her knee. Voss opened his notebook to a fresh page, uncapped his pen, and folded his hands on the table with the precise motion of a man beginning a deposition.

“Ms. Morrison. I am going to share with you, under the expanded disclosure protocol for immediate blood family, a series of facts about your brother’s current situation. I will not share classified operational details. I will share enough for you to understand the general shape of his activities. Is this acceptable.”

“Yes.”

“First fact. Your brother is not in Luxembourg.”

“I knew that.”

“Second fact. Your brother is currently in a location referred to by the Inter-Realm Authority as the demon realm. Specifically, in the Eighth Circle district of the Eighth Circle — the terminology is recursive and I apologize for that. He is accompanied by four bonded associates and the sister of one of them. He is conducting research in a facility called the Forbidden Archives under the authority of a Regulation 47.3 emergency petition, which I personally countersigned.”

“The demon realm.”

“The demon realm.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Is that — like — the hell demon realm?”

“The Christian mythological framing does not map precisely onto the actual demon realm, but it is a sufficient approximation for informal conversation. The demon realm is a distinct dimension populated primarily by —” He paused. ” — ah. Succubi.”

“Succubi.”

“Yes.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Are my brother’s — roommates —”

“Yes, Ms. Morrison.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Cherry is a succubus.”

“Glamour Class. Yes.”

She told me, later, that this was the moment. She put her head down on the kitchen table for six full seconds, and when she lifted it back up her eyes were bright, and not in a bad way. In a way that meant something had just snapped into place.

“Of COURSE she is.”

“I am sorry?”

“Of COURSE Cherry is a succubus. Voss. Voss, I have been getting dating advice from her for four months. Four months. I have dumped one boyfriend and started dating two new guys based on her recommendations. My podcast has ONE HUNDRED THOUSAND followers because of her. I have a spreadsheet she helped me build called the Cherry Score. I have been running my romantic life according to the Cherry Score and the Cherry Score is — the Cherry Score is a succubus-designed system.”

“I am told it has been effective.”

“IT HAS BEEN EXTREMELY EFFECTIVE.”

“The Inter-Realm Authority has noted the success rate.”

“WAIT — IS THE INTER-REALM AUTHORITY MONITORING MY DATING LIFE.”

“Not directly. We have noticed reports of unusually high success rates in the Chicago area correlating with certain —” Voss coughed politely ” — content vectors.”

“Content vectors.”

“Yes.”

“Voss. Am I a content vector?”

“You are a downstream beneficiary of a supernatural influence operation. Classification-wise, yes. But in a benign sense. Cherry is not malicious. The aura that affects you has been growing gradually, over time, as a result of proximity exposure. It is not dangerous. Your decision-making autonomy is intact. You have experienced lowered inhibitions, increased confidence, and a reduced need for external validation. These are all cumulative effects of Cherry’s Corruption Aura.”

“Corruption Aura.”

“It is the technical term. I can assure you it is less alarming than the name suggests.”

“Corruption Aura.”

“Cherry cannot control it. It is passive. It affects everyone in her vicinity over time.”

Mia was nodding very slowly. Her eyes were wide.

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“I am dating two guys simultaneously.”

“I have been informed.”

“I am running a podcast with one hundred thousand followers where I give confidence advice to other women.”

“I am aware.”

“I have an Instagram. I have a TikTok. I have a butterfly logo with cleavage.”

“The butterfly with cleavage is — according to Morgana — ‘symbolic.’”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Am I — am I being turned into a succubus.”

“No, Ms. Morrison. The Corruption Aura affects personality and inhibitions, not biology. You are and will remain a standard human. Your personality has been adjusted. Your body has not.”

“Oh.”

“You will remain Mia Morrison, physically. You will simply have a more confident and assertive disposition than you had prior to the exposure.”

“A more — more succubus-like disposition.”

“In certain ways. Yes.”

Mia leaned back. She rubbed her face with both hands. Kevin, sensing distress, put both of his paws on her knees and gave her his worried-golden-retriever face.

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“I need you to start from the beginning. I need you to tell me the whole story. From the top.”

“Ms. Morrison —”

“From the TOP, Voss. I will take notes. I have a law-student friend who does not ask questions and I will vet everything with her later. I want the whole story. My brother is in another dimension with four succubi plus a sister. He has an interdimensional lawyer sitting in his kitchen. His dog has a federal familiar certificate. There are SIGILS on the living room wall. I am not leaving this apartment until I know what is happening.”

Voss looked at her for a long moment.

Then he reached into his briefcase and produced a thick document.

“Ms. Morrison. If you are willing to sign this confidentiality agreement under Form 221-Q —”

“Give me the pen.”



This is the part I wish I could have watched in person.

When Mia told me this section later, she made the face she used to make as a kid when she’d just gotten away with something — half triumph, half disbelief that the adults had allowed it. Voss’s written brief covered the same ground in six numbered paragraphs with a footnote about cookie inventory. Between the two of them, I got a pretty complete picture.

What followed, according to Voss’s written brief and Mia’s more colorful telling, was the longest and weirdest morning of her life. Three hours at the kitchen table. Voss walked her through:

	Lyra’s arrival in my apartment months ago, through an interdimensional incident she had vaguely heard about from local news and interpreted as a weird street performance.
	Cherry’s arrival two weeks after.
	My initial adaptation to having two exiled succubi in the apartment.
	The first Warden scout and the Michigan Avenue-adjacent confrontation.
	Raven joining the group, her initial hostility, her gradual trust, the bonding.
	The Constellation as a five-point pattern.
	Morgana’s arrival and the transformation ritual that had — Voss paused extremely carefully here — physically altered my biology from human to incubus.


“Wait,” Mia said.

“Yes.”

“Jake is an incubus.”

“Yes.”

“Jake is the male version of a succubus.”

“Yes.”

“Jake sleeps with succubi and gives them energy.”

“Roughly accurate. Energy dynamics are more complex than that.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Is my brother too powerful for regular women.”

Voss, I am told, considered this with real solemnity.

“He is capable of sustaining four bonded succubi indefinitely. In terms of comparative Earth-standard sexual dynamics, yes, your brother would be described as significantly more capable than the human baseline.”

Mia made a specific face. Kevin barked at it.

“Ms. Morrison.”

“I DO NOT WANT TO THINK ABOUT MY BROTHER’S POWER LEVELS, VOSS.”

“I understand. I was answering your question honestly.”

“Stop answering my questions honestly. Censor yourself. Please.”

“I am required under Form 221-Q to answer all questions you pose with full disclosure.”

“Oh no. Oh no. I signed that without reading it. Did I sign that without reading it?”

“You did.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Am I going to regret this.”

“Probably.”

He continued: Voss’s own arrival as the Warden Advocate. Sera’s rescue from Banisher captivity and her gradual recovery. The Michigan Avenue confrontation with Thessa. The tribunal setup. The current trip to the demon realm — the Forbidden Archives, the prisoner known as Nia.

By the end of the story Mia was on her second cookie, and Voss had gone through two glasses of water.

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“So — to summarize — my brother is an interdimensional harem leader.”

“The harem term is commonly used to describe his bonded associates.”

“He has a harem of four succubi. He is currently in another dimension. He is on a research trip. He might also be rescuing a seventy-two-year-old prisoner.”

“Yes.”

“He can also sense interdimensional energy patterns through some kind of Constellation in his chest.”

“Yes.”

“His dog is a federally registered familiar.”

“Yes.”

“And you have been sitting in his apartment since Monday processing forms.”

“Correct.”

Mia stared at him.

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Does he have life insurance.”

“I would need to check the Earth documentation. I do not have access to his personal financial records.”

“Voss, if he dies in another dimension, do we get life insurance.”

“That is an interesting legal question. I would need to consult my Inter-Realm Authority colleagues. Dimensional death is a complicated category.”

“He better not die in another dimension.”

“We share that hope, Ms. Morrison.”

Mia dropped her head back onto the kitchen table.

She stayed there for about thirty seconds. Kevin climbed into her lap — all sixty-five pounds of him — and put his head on her chest and breathed. He was too heavy for the chair to hold comfortably but he did not care.

Mia put her arms around him.

“Kevin.”

Woof.

“Kevin, I am having a day.”

Woof.

“Kevin, you are a very good familiar.”

Woof woof.

She buried her face in his fur and laughed — a small helpless laugh that turned into a full laugh that turned into an almost-cry that turned back into a laugh.

Voss watched her, I’m told, with his too-symmetrical face arranged in an expression of cautious sympathy.

“Ms. Morrison. If this is distressing, I can call —”

“It’s not distressing, Voss.”

“It — it is not.”

“No. It’s the opposite of distressing. Voss, I have been feeling crazy for four months. I have been looking at my own life and thinking why am I like this, and why have I been so confident lately, and why am I juggling two guys with a Cherry Score spreadsheet when I used to be too shy to ask someone out to coffee, and why are my podcast numbers going up so fast, and I have been low-key worried that I was losing my mind.”

“You were not losing your mind.”

“No. I was being corruption-aura’d by a LITERAL SUCCUBUS.”

“Yes.”

“This explains EVERYTHING. Voss, this is the best news I’ve had in weeks. I thought I had late-onset mania.”

“Corruption aura is not dangerous.”

“It is ALSO NOT MANIA. I AM NOT CRAZY. I AM JUST NEAR A SUCCUBUS.”

“Yes.”

When she told me this part — in my kitchen, after we got home — she reached across the table and grabbed my wrist hard enough to hurt. “Jake. Jake. I thought I was losing my mind for four months. Do you understand? I was relieved. I was relieved to find out there was a literal supernatural explanation. That is how bad it had gotten.”

I hadn’t known that. I hadn’t even noticed. I’d spent four months watching Mia glow up and thinking good for her and not once thinking maybe ask if she’s okay with it. That was on me. I was going to have to do better.

Mia at the kitchen table, five days deep, was already past that part of the conversation.

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“First: the podcast. Is Cherry’s Glow Up Era safe? Am I broadcasting supernatural advice to a hundred thousand people? Is the Inter-Realm Authority going to shut me down?”

Voss considered.

“Technically, your podcast is a classified gray area. It promotes behavioral advice that originated with a supernatural entity but it has been, per our monitoring, providing net-positive outcomes for its listeners. The Authority has not moved to regulate it because doing so would require disclosing the supernatural origin, which would violate numerous protocols. As of this week, your podcast is considered an acceptable cultural cover operation. In practice: you may continue to broadcast, you may not disclose the supernatural basis, and you will be subject to soft monitoring by Authority representatives.”

“Soft monitoring.”

“Yes. I have been the primary soft monitor.”

“You listen to my podcast.”

“All episodes. I find the interview with the pharmacy intern particularly compelling.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“You have been a listener.”

“Yes.”

“You —”

“I leave reviews under a pseudonym.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“What is your pseudonym.”

“I would rather not —”

“Voss. Under Form 221-Q.”

He exhaled — a small, exhausted exhale that I would later hear him re-enact for me with total accuracy.

“VossWaldmann14.”

“VOSSWALDMANN14? VossWaldmann14 left the five-star review on Episode 31 that said ‘the author’s vocabulary is adequate and her observations are factually grounded’?”

“Yes.”

“That is the blandest review I have ever received and you are the one who left it?”

“I did not wish to appear partial.”

“Voss, that review has been the bane of my existence. I tell that story at parties. I have been wondering who VossWaldmann14 is for MONTHS.”

“Now you know.”

“I am going to kill you.”

“That would be contractually inadvisable.”

“I am going to emotionally kill you.”

“That is also contractually inadvisable.”

“VOSS —”

“Ms. Morrison. Please. You asked questions. I answered. I am a bureaucrat. I have limited social skills. I was trying to be neutral in my review but not overtly negative because I genuinely enjoyed the episode.”

Mia stared at him.

Voss stared back.

Then Mia started laughing. Full laughing, stomach laughing, the kind of laugh she said had been building up for hours and finally had an outlet. Kevin, in her lap, barked happily and licked her face and thumped his tail.

“Voss. Voss, you are — you are dating-coaching my podcast. You are a soft monitor. You have been reviewing my episodes. Oh my GOD.”

“I am a four-hundred-year-old dimensional bureaucrat, Ms. Morrison. I have hobbies.”

“Your HOBBY is my PODCAST?”

“My hobby is efficient categorization of cultural phenomena. Your podcast is a cultural phenomenon.”

“This is the funniest day of my entire life.”

“I am glad to help.”



Voss’s brief, when I read it on the way back, had a single line under the heading Interaction Anomaly 4: “Ms. Morrison expressed strong emotional reaction to disclosure of pseudonym. Assessment: non-hostile. Recommendation: consider revising future review to three and a half stars.” I read that line twice and laughed so hard Lyra asked me if I was okay.

Mia’s version was louder and involved her reenacting Voss’s face for me at the kitchen table.

Mrs. Peterson arrived around noon.

She came over with a tin of cookies — the Saturday batch, macadamia, which according to Voss meant she had registered an emotional escalation in the apartment’s situation. She let herself in with the key I had given her and stopped short when she saw Mia at the kitchen table.

“Oh! Mia dear! I didn’t know you were here. Mr. Voss, should I —”

“Mrs. Peterson, come in. Ms. Morrison is now fully disclosed under Form 221-Q. You may speak freely.”

Mrs. Peterson’s face went through a complicated sequence of expressions.

“Oh.”

“Yes.”

“So she knows.”

“She knows everything.”

“Everything everything?”

“I am still working through some of the finer points of everything, Mrs. Peterson,” Mia said. “But I know the general shape.”

“Oh, dear.” Mrs. Peterson came around and hugged Mia — a quick, firm, schoolteacher hug. “Oh, my poor thing, you must have been so worried. Has Mr. Voss been explaining?”

“He has been explaining.”

“Has he given you the good pastries from the bakery?”

“He gave me the cookies.”

“Have you eaten anything since breakfast?”

“I — I had a cookie.”

“That is not lunch. Mr. Voss, is there lunch food in the apartment?”

“I am —” Voss examined his notebook. ” — I am ordering pizza at twelve fifteen. The usual Thursday order for the commune.”

“The commune?” Mia said.

Mrs. Peterson patted Mia’s shoulder.

“I call it the commune, dear. Your brother’s apartment. He runs a very affectionate household. The girls are lovely. All of them. I have made them all cookies. I consider them family.”

“Mrs. Peterson, do you know they are — are —”

“Supernatural? Oh yes, dear. I have known for weeks.”

“WEEKS?”

“Raven let it slip one day when we were discussing the postman. There was an altercation at the mailbox and her tail became visible. She is very expressive when she is annoyed. I pretended I did not see. But then at dinner the following Friday I asked her plainly, and she told me the truth, and I assured her it was fine.”

“It was fine?”

“Dear, I taught fourth grade for forty years. I have seen stranger things than a nice young woman with a tail.”

Mia put her head down on the table again.

“You taught fourth grade.”

“Forty years.”

“And you consider my brother’s interdimensional harem to be within your range of weirdness.”

“It is within my range, yes.”

“Mrs. Peterson, I love you.”

“Oh, dear.”

“I love you so much.”

“Well, that is very sweet. Let me get you some water. Mr. Voss, is the pizza ordered?”

“Ordered.”

“Good man.”

Mrs. Peterson filled a glass from the sink and set it in front of Mia. Then she pulled out a chair beside her and sat down, smoothing her cardigan.

“Mia, dear, may I give you some unsolicited advice.”

“Please.”

“Your brother is going to come home in a few days. He is going to be worried about you. He is going to want to explain everything himself. He is going to be very embarrassed that you learned about it from Mr. Voss, who is a very nice man but who is, I am afraid, not quite the ideal person to break sensitive news gently.”

Voss nodded gravely. “My bedside manner is categorized as ‘procedural.’ Ms. Morrison, I apologize if the delivery was abrupt.”

“It’s fine, Voss.”

“When Jake comes home,” Mrs. Peterson continued, “he is going to apologize very earnestly for not telling you sooner. You should allow him to apologize. You should also —” she smiled ” — you should not let him off the hook. A little older-sister guilt never hurt a grown man. But at the end of the apology, hug him and tell him you love him. Then meet his girls properly. They are wonderful. They will love you immediately.”

“Mrs. Peterson —”

“Especially Cherry, dear. She talks about you all the time. She is so proud of you.”

Mia’s throat tightened, she told me. She hadn’t expected that one.

“She talks about me.”

“Constantly. She says you are the reason the podcast is worth doing. She says you are her best friend on Earth.”

Mia did not say anything for a moment.

Kevin, sensing the emotion, licked her ankle.

“Mrs. Peterson.”

“Yes, dear.”

“Can I stay here until Jake comes home?”

“Stay here in the apartment?”

“I don’t want to go back to my dorm. I want to be here when they come through the dimensional gateway or whatever.”

Voss flipped through his notebook.

“You would be welcome. There is no formal objection. The apartment is large enough. I would prefer not to share the master bedroom, however — my paperwork is arranged there.”

“You sleep in Jake’s bed?”

“I work from Jake’s bed. I sleep in the guest room.”

“You work from —”

“The master bed has the largest writing surface once the pillows are removed. It is convenient for multi-form processing.”

“I’ll take the guest room, then. If you’ve been sleeping there, where will you sleep?”

“I do not require regular sleep. I nap briefly on the living room couch every forty hours.”

“You nap —”

“Every forty hours. For approximately two hours. It is sufficient.”

“Voss.”

“Yes.”

“You are not human.”

“I am not. I am a Warden Advocate. My biology differs from Earth-human baseline in several ways. The reduced sleep requirement is one of them.”

“Why didn’t you mention this earlier.”

“You did not ask.”

“What ELSE should I be asking about your biology?”

“I can eat standard Earth foods with the exception of vinegar-based preparations, which are difficult for me to process. I do not require standard vitamins. I chew each bite exactly seventeen times. I have a naturally accelerated circadian rhythm. I —”

“Seventeen times?”

“It is a habit.”

“Okay.”

“I can also — this is perhaps the most unusual detail — I can hold my breath for approximately forty-five minutes underwater if necessary. I have only needed to do this twice in four hundred years of practice, but it is useful.”

“Forty-five minutes.”

“Yes.”

Mia stared at him.

Then she pulled her laptop out of her bag, flipped it open, and said, “Voss.”

“Yes.”

“Will you do a podcast interview with me.”

“A —”

“A podcast interview. For Glow Up Era. About dating as a —” She waved a hand. ” — as a non-human. We will call it an anthropomorphic metaphor for dating across personality types. Nobody will know you are actually not human. It will be the best episode I have ever recorded.”

“Ms. Morrison —”

“It would be so good.”

“I am not —”

“Voss.”

“I am not authorized to participate in cultural broadcast operations as a guest without —”

“Under Form 221-Q.”

“Form 221-Q does not —”

“Under the unwritten good-boy clause of Form 221-Q, which states that if you have been reviewing my podcast under a pseudonym for four months, you owe me a podcast appearance.”

“That clause does not exist.”

“It exists emotionally.”

“Ms. Morrison.”

“Voss.”

A very long silence.

“I will consider it.”

“That’s a yes.”

“It is not a yes.”

“It’s a yes, Voss.”

“It is a yes that is contingent on several forms being processed.”

“Process the forms, Voss.”

“I will process the forms.”

Mrs. Peterson, watching this exchange, patted Mia’s hand approvingly.

“That’s the spirit, dear.”



I want to pause here and say, on the record: I had no idea Mrs. Peterson had been running a quiet cover operation for my entire household for weeks. None. When Mia told me about this part, I set down my slice of pizza and stared at the wall for a solid ten seconds. Mrs. Peterson had been feeding my succubi macadamia cookies and keeping their secret and calling it the commune in her own head, and I had thought she just liked Raven because Raven carried her groceries up the stairs. I had been so wrong about so many things in my own building. Mia, five days deep, had figured more of it out in one morning than I had in four months.

Mia stayed at my apartment for the rest of the week.

I got this part in the director’s cut over pizza. She took the guest room. She spent the first day interrogating Voss on every detail of my new life and cross-referencing everything with her own memories of the last six months. By the end of that first day she had a comprehensive timeline on her laptop titled WHAT I HAVE BEEN OBLIVIOUSLY IGNORING. The timeline had eighty-seven entries. She showed it to me later. It was devastating. Number thirty-seven was Thanksgiving — Jake wouldn’t let me in the kitchen because “Raven was doing something with the oven.” Number fifty-two was October — Jake’s new “gym routine” that somehow added fifteen pounds of muscle in three weeks.

“You were hiding in PLAIN SIGHT, Jake.”

“I know.”

“You are an IDIOT.”

“I know.”

She spent the second day setting up a broadcasting space in my living room for a full Glow Up Era episode. She used my ring light. She used my armchair. She framed the shot to include the containment-circle sigils on the wall as “tasteful modern art.” She recorded a three-hour episode titled Episode 47: When You Find Out Your Brother Was Keeping a Secret that was, classic Mia, entirely about dating confidence with absolutely no reference to anything supernatural. Voss reviewed the transcript and approved it for release.

Kevin became her co-host. He had his own stool. He had the tiny bow-tie. He barked once when Mia asked him if it was okay to date two guys at the same time. The audience interpreted it as endorsement.

She called our mother on the third day. She told her I was on a consulting trip in “Europe somewhere” and that I was fine and that I would call when I was back. She used the confident tone Cherry had taught her for exactly this purpose. Our mother bought it without question.

She did not call our father. Our father would not have bought it.

By the fourth day, she had gotten used to the rhythm of the apartment. Voss at the kitchen table processing forms. Mrs. Peterson coming in at eleven and three with cookies and gossip about the building. Kevin making his rounds and napping in strategic locations. The containment-circle sigils on the wall catching the afternoon light in a way she now found homey rather than unsettling.

This is the part of the story she told me last, after the pizza was gone and the margaritas had hit and her voice had gone soft in the way it only goes when she’s saying something she means. I’m relaying it the way she told it, because I don’t think I could paraphrase it without losing the shape.

On the fifth day, she noticed something.

The apartment felt empty.

Not empty of people. Empty in a specific way she hadn’t been able to articulate before. The apartment had the shape of a home where a family lived, and the family was not home, and the shape of them was missing.

She was sitting on the couch watching Voss process forms with the fascination of a woman who had discovered a new and calming form of live entertainment, when she realized she was looking forward to meeting them.

All of them.

My succubi. Sera. Even Aldric, who Voss had described as “a reformed operative of a disgraced faction who has been, to his credit, genuinely trying.”

She was looking forward to meeting the people her brother had chosen as his family.

She put her phone down.

“Voss.”

“Yes, Ms. Morrison.”

“When they come back —”

“Yes.”

“I’m going to be here when they come through.”

“I understand.”

“I am going to meet them and I am going to hug Jake and I am going to meet his girls and I am going to be — I am going to be cool about it.”

“I understand.”

“I want to be the kind of sister who takes this in stride. I want to be the sister who shows up and says yeah, of course, my brother’s girlfriends are demons, makes sense, let’s order pizza.”

Voss looked up from his form.

His too-symmetrical face arranged itself into what Mia would later recognize as his genuine smile — a brief, slightly unsettling expression he deployed approximately once a day when something met his categorization standards.

“Ms. Morrison.”

“Yes.”

“That is precisely the correct posture. Your brother will be deeply relieved.”

“I know.”

“He has been worried about how you would react.”

“Yeah. I figured.”

“His worry has, in my observation, been the single largest source of his ongoing stress during this trip.”

“Yeah.”

“Your acceptance will mean a great deal to him.”

“I love him, Voss.”

“I am aware.”

“I love him and I am going to accept his whole weird interdimensional family because he is my brother and he deserves it.”

“Yes, Ms. Morrison.”

Kevin padded over from the armchair and put his head in Mia’s lap. She scratched behind his ears.

“Kevin.”

Woof.

“I am going to be the best interdimensional sister-in-law in the history of Chicago.”

Woof woof.

“Cherry is going to love it.”

Woof.

“Yeah.”


Chapter 11: The Prisoner

The reform council vote came in at the first bell of morning on the seventh day.

Aldric brought the word himself. He walked into the residence’s kitchen, where I was drinking my second cup of spiced honeyroot tea and watching Cherry attempt to explain the concept of pancakes to the residence’s living walls (the walls had no opinions on pancakes, which Cherry found insulting), and set a small silver-wrapped scroll on the kitchen table.

“Preliminary vote passed. Forty-one to seventeen. The reform council has authorized temporary custody of Prisoner 7 pending the full vote. Effective immediately.”

Cherry dropped her pancake-diagramming stylus.

“They voted yes?”

“They voted yes.”

“WE’RE GETTING HER OUT?”

“Today. Within the hour. I have already dispatched a runner to the secure wing with the formal transfer order. Captain Veldros is going to be —” Aldric’s mouth twitched ” — he is going to be unhappy.”

“I don’t care about his happiness.”

“Neither do I. But he will slow-walk the transfer as much as the regulations allow. We will need to be present at the secure wing within the next two hours to receive her. Any delay on our part will be used by the hardliner inner council to claim procedural non-compliance.”

I set down my tea cup.

“Let’s go.”

“Jake — one more thing.”

“Yes.”

“The custody transfer is temporary. The full reform council vote for unconditional release is scheduled for three days from now. Until then, Nia is in our custody but is not fully free. Any incidents during the custody period could be used to argue against her final release. Please — please treat her accordingly. Do not let her out of the residence. Do not take her to public places. Do not present her to crowds.”

“Understood.”

“Treat her like — like a recovering witness whose testimony is the key to a trial. Because that is what she is.”

“Understood, Aldric.”

“I will meet you at the secure wing.”

He left at speed.

Cherry was practically vibrating at the kitchen island.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Jake Jake Jake Jake Jake.”

“Yeah, Cherry.”

“We need to prepare a room for her.”

“Yes.”

“The spare room. The small one. Sera slept in it the first week we were here before she moved into the main bedroom. It has a window. It has the soft rugs. Sera said it felt — safe. We should put Nia in there. I will change the bed linens. I will find pillows. I will —”

“Cherry.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s perfect. Thank you.”

“I am going to make it nice, Jake. Nia has been in a cell. For decades. I am going to make it the nicest room she has ever been in.”

“I love you, Cherry.”

“I LOVE YOU BACK. Go get her. I will handle the room.”

She bounced out of the kitchen and up the stairs at speed. I heard her yell SERA! at the top of the stairs and Sera’s calm voice responding from the spare room.

Raven came down from the bedroom, already dressed in her darker clothes, already alert.

“I’m coming.”

“Yes.”

“You’re going to bring her home in one piece.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Let’s go.”



The secure wing in the morning was colder than it had been the day I had visited.

The stone corridors were the same — pale blue glowstones, the faint chemical hum of the nullification field — but the air had a different weight. Captain Veldros met us personally at the intake desk, and his expression was professionally neutral in the way that meant he was very unhappy but was not going to show it.

“Aldric. Jake Morrison. Raven of the Shadow Market.”

“Captain Veldros. We are here to take custody of Prisoner 7 under the reform council’s preliminary authorization.”

“I have received the transfer order. It is valid under current procedural rules. I will comply.”

“Thank you.”

“Please understand that my compliance does not reflect my agreement.”

“Noted.”

He produced the crystal key from his belt and led us back down the two flights of stairs to the lowest level of the secure wing. The cell at the end of the corridor was silent. The two guards stationed outside saluted as we approached. Veldros gestured for them to stand back.

He pressed the crystal key to the observation window. Then to a smaller sigil beside the door. Then to a third, hidden sigil in the lintel.

The silver bindings on the cell door released with a long, slow hum.

The door swung open.

Nia was already standing.

She had dressed herself — in a simple gray prison shift that she had been allowed to wear for decades — and she had braided her long silver-white hair into a single neat plait that fell to her waist. Her indigo skin was the same shade I remembered, deep and striking. Her silver eyes were clear.

The network of glowing seal patterns on her forearms, her collarbone, and her temples was visible again, brighter now, as if they had been anticipating the release.

She stepped out of the cell.

She did not hurry. She walked with the measured pace of a woman who had spent a lifetime meditating and was not going to rush the most important moment of her captivity. She stopped in front of Veldros.

“Captain.”

“Prisoner 7.”

“My name is Nia. It has always been my name. You know that.”

Veldros’s nostrils flared.

“I know it.”

“Thank you for permitting this transfer without obstruction.”

“I did not permit it. My orders did.”

“Either way. Thank you.”

She walked past him. Stopped in front of Aldric.

“Former Banisher.”

“Nia.”

“You petitioned the reform council on my behalf.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“It was —” Aldric caught himself. ” — it was what I should have done ten years ago. I apologize for the delay.”

She inclined her head. Then she stepped past him and turned her attention on me.

I was standing in the corridor in a shaft of pale blue glowstone light, the Constellation in my chest humming brighter than it had hummed since the transformation ritual. The cluster of three empty sockets that were her seals was now not empty at all — I could feel her seals joining the network, slotting into the pattern like keys turning in locks.

Eight points of light in the Constellation, connected for the first time.

My hands went still at my sides.

Nia stopped in front of me.

Up close, without the observation window between us, she was — smaller than I had expected. Maybe five-four. Delicate. Her features were fine-boned. Her skin had the texture of a woman who had been living without sunlight for decades, but her bearing was not diminished by it. If anything she looked sharper — like every unnecessary thing had been worn away from her during the long meditation of her captivity, leaving only what was essential.

“Jake Morrison.”

“Nia.”

“You came.”

“We came.”

“Thank you.”

She raised her hand.

I offered mine.

She did not take it in a handshake. She placed her palm flat against mine, fingertip to fingertip, and held it there for a long moment.

The Constellation surge was immediate and powerful.

I felt it hit me like a wave of warm water — the three seal-points in her body slotting into the pattern, the network of my existing five brightening, the whole design re-forming into a more complete shape. Eight points, connected, alive. The pattern in my chest was no longer an incomplete scatter. It was, for the first time, something that looked like a design.

Nia held my gaze. Steady. Patient.

“It’s —” she started.

“I can feel you,” I said.

“I know. I can feel you too.”

“The pattern just —”

“Yes.”

“It looks different now.”

“Yes.”

“I can see more of it.”

“Yes.”

“Nia —”

“Jake.”

She lowered her hand. Stepped back.

“We should go now. Standing here in the corridor is not good for either of us. The nullification field is dampening what I am trying to feel. Once we are outside the secure wing, the connection will be clearer.”

“Right. Yes. Let’s go.”

Veldros had been watching us with the expression of a career officer who had just witnessed something he was going to have to describe in a report and did not have the vocabulary for it.

He cleared his throat.

“Your signature, please, on the transfer form.”

I signed. Aldric signed. Raven — who had been hovering just behind me, her hand near her knife, her violet eyes on every corner of the corridor — also signed as witness.

Nia did not sign. Prisoners did not sign their own transfers.

Veldros handed me a small silver disc.

“This is the temporary custody marker. It will ping the secure wing if Prisoner 7 crosses the boundary of the Eighth Circle proper. Do not remove it from her person until the full release vote. If it pings, my guards will come for her immediately.”

“Understood.”

“Jake Morrison.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“I will see you again in three days at the release hearing. I will be presenting the hardliner objections to the council.”

“I will see you there.”

“Good.”

He stepped back.

We left the secure wing.



The walk back to the residence was — strange.

Nia moved slowly. She had been cross-legged in meditation most of the time for seven decades and her body, while not damaged, was not used to walking for extended periods. She leaned slightly on my arm, the one I had offered her immediately upon reaching the surface. Her silver-white hair caught the second-sun light in a way that made her whole head glow faintly. Her indigo skin was the darkest thing I had ever seen in daylight.

People on the streets stopped to stare.

This was a different kind of staring than what I had been getting all week. I had been getting reverent stares as the incubus. Nia was now getting — I did not have a word for it. Confused stares. Curious stares. Some pitying. A few fearful. An indigo succubus with multiple visible seal patterns and silver eyes was not a common sight in the Eighth Circle.

Aldric walked on her other side, his presence serving as a kind of official buffer.

Raven walked behind us, scanning every doorway and alley.

Nia did not seem to notice any of it.

Her gaze was on the sky.

“It’s purple,” she said softly, at one point. “I wasn’t sure it was still purple. I thought — I thought it might have changed in seventy-two years.”

“It’s purple.”

“I knew the seasons from the small window in my cell. I knew the light changed throughout the year. I did not know if the sky itself was still the color I remembered.”

“It’s the color.”

“Thank you for walking with me.”

“Of course.”

“Jake Morrison.”

“Nia.”

“I have not walked outside in longer than many of you have been alive. I am going to go slowly. Please do not rush me.”

“Take as long as you need.”

“Thank you.”

We reached the residence at the second bell.

Cherry was waiting at the door.

I had prepared myself for Cherry’s usual greeting — enthusiastic, loud, physical. I had coached myself mentally on how to intercept her if she tried to tackle-hug Nia, who was a newly recovered prisoner who probably should not be tackle-hugged on her first day of freedom.

I did not need to intercept.

Cherry took one look at Nia and went completely still.

She walked up to us slowly.

Not shy. Not quiet. Just — slow. With the careful attention Cherry only ever had when she was meeting a new animal she did not want to startle. She stopped three paces away from Nia.

“Hi,” she said softly. “My name is Cherry. I’m Jake’s. I’m part of the Constellation — I’m the Glamour Class point. Can I — can I welcome you home?”

Nia’s expression crinkled with quiet amusement.

“You can welcome me.”

“Can I hug you?”

“Not yet. Maybe later. I have not been touched for a long time and I need to — I need to acclimate.”

“Okay. No hug.”

“Thank you, Cherry.”

“I prepared a room for you. It is the quiet room with the window. Sera used to sleep there when she first came to live with us. She said it felt safe. I put new linens. I made a pile of pillows. I put a cup on the nightstand in case you want water at night. I — I also put a little picture I drew, if you want to look at it. It is a picture of Kevin. Kevin is our dog. He is on Earth right now. I thought — I thought if you wanted a friend to look at while you slept —”

Nia blinked rapidly. Her jaw worked.

“You drew me a picture of a dog.”

“A golden retriever. His name is Kevin. He is very good.”

“Cherry of the Glamour Class.”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“You are welcome.”

Sera had come out of the residence door behind Cherry. Nia’s gaze moved to her immediately.

The two of them looked at each other for a long moment.

Sera said, very quietly, “Hi.”

Nia said, equally quietly, “Hi.”

Sera stepped closer. “My name is Sera. I’m — I was in a cell too. Banisher researchers. Three years. I was —” She caught herself. “I was restored, four months ago. By Jake.”

“I know of you.”

“You do?”

“I felt your seal light up when it was restored. I have been feeling the Constellation wake up for four months. I heard you. I am glad you are here.”

Sera’s breath caught. She pressed both palms flat against her thighs and held them there, steadying herself.

Nia took a step forward. Not to touch Sera — just to be closer to her.

“Sera.”

“Yes.”

“The first days are the hardest. After a cell. The body forgets how to be in open space. The nervous system mistakes the quiet for a trick. The quiet is real. The quiet is really real. Let yourself believe it, in small pieces.”

“I — I have been. With Jake. And with Raven. And —”

“Yes. I can feel it. You have been held.” Nia’s voice was very soft. “It shows in your posture. You are healing. You are doing well.”

“Thank you.”

“Do you still —” Nia hesitated. ” — do you still hold a mug with both hands?”

Sera let out a wet small laugh.

“Yes.”

“I thought so. The mug is an anchor. It is a way to know the quiet is real and the space is yours and nothing is going to change while you are drinking. I developed the same habit in the cell. I still do it.”

“I — I did not know other people did that.”

“We do. People who have been held. The mug is a little thing that helps.”

Sera’s hand came up. Not to touch Nia. Just — open, offered, the way she might have offered her hand to a small animal to sniff.

Nia regarded Sera’s hand for a moment. Then, very slowly, she touched the back of Sera’s hand with the pads of her fingertips. A feather-light touch. One second, maybe two. Then she withdrew her hand.

“Hello, Sera.”

“Hello, Nia.”

I watched the two of them and felt something sharp and warm in my chest.

“Come inside,” I said quietly. “Both of you. Come inside. Cherry has prepared a room.”



Cherry gave Nia the tour.

She was gentle about it — softer and slower than I had ever seen her. She walked Nia through the main reception room, pointed out the adjustable windows (“You can make them show anything — Nia, if you want to see somewhere, just tell the window”), walked her past the kitchen, past the study where Morgana was still surrounded by her journals, and up the stairs to the spare room.

The spare room was — Cherry had outdone herself.

The linens on the bed were fresh, a soft cream color that caught the purple afternoon light from the window. The pile of pillows Cherry had mentioned was more like an art installation — four different sizes arranged in a graceful arc against the headboard. A small cup of water on the nightstand. A little hand-drawn picture of Kevin, in colored pencil on a scrap of paper, propped up against a small crystal candle. Cherry had drawn Kevin with a bow-tie because of course she had.

Nia walked into the room and stopped.

She looked at the bed. At the pillows. At the picture of Kevin. At the window, which was currently showing the soft purple sky of the Eighth Circle.

“Cherry.”

“Yes?”

“This is — this is the nicest room I have been in.”

Cherry made a tiny, happy, barely-suppressed squeal.

“Really?”

“Really. Thank you.”

“Nia —”

“Yes.”

“Can I ask you something.”

“You can ask.”

“What is your favorite color.”

Nia paused.

Her expression went a little distant. She was actually thinking about the question.

“Pink,” she said finally.

Cherry’s face lit up like a small explosion.

“PINK?”

“I used to grow pink flowers, before the cell. I had a small window garden. I had forgotten about it until just now. You reminded me.”

“Oh — oh, Nia — Nia I am going to get you pink flowers. I am going to find pink flowers RIGHT NOW and put them in this room —”

“Cherry.”

“Yes?”

“Later. For now — just the picture of Kevin is enough. Let me rest first.”

“Of course. Of course of course of course. I will be quiet. I will let you rest. I will —”

“Cherry?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you for the picture.”

Cherry’s lower lip trembled.

“It’s just a picture —”

“It is the first picture I have looked at in all my captivity that was made by a friend.”

Cherry went silent. Her tail was still. Her pink eyes filled.

Then — very slowly, very carefully — she asked: “Can I hug you now?”

Nia considered.

“A small one.”

Cherry hugged her. A small one — the smallest hug Cherry had ever given in her life, both arms wrapped gently around Nia’s narrow shoulders, her face pressed against Nia’s silver-white braid. Nia’s hands came up and rested lightly on Cherry’s arms. For a long second, they just held each other.

Then Cherry pulled back.

Her face was wet. She was trying to smile. Her tail was swishing — not wildly, just gently, back and forth.

“Welcome home, Nia.”

“Thank you, Cherry of the Glamour Class.”

Cherry backed out of the room. She closed the door very softly behind her. She turned in the hallway and pressed her face against my chest and sobbed — quietly, not dramatically, just a soft shuddering release of everything she had been holding in while being the bright calm presence Nia needed.

I held her.

“You did great, Cherry.”

“She liked the picture.”

“She loved the picture.”

“She has been in a cell for so long, Jake —”

“Yeah, Cherry.”

“I want to — I want to put pink flowers in every vase in this residence. I want to find them all. I want her to wake up tomorrow and see pink flowers everywhere —”

“Okay, Cherry. Okay. Let’s — let’s find some pink flowers.”

She lifted her head. Her jaw was set, her expression fierce.

“Aldric will know. He knows the markets. I am going to — I am going to make a pink flower shrine.”

“A shrine might be —”

“A pink flower display, Jake. A display.”

“A display is fine.”

“I am on it.”

She darted downstairs. I heard her accost Aldric in the kitchen with the breathless urgency of a woman on a critical mission. I heard Aldric’s weary, resigned agreement.

I turned and looked at the closed spare room door.

Through the door, I could faintly feel Nia. Not through physical senses but through the Constellation. Her three seal-points were quiet and warm. She was — settling. Sitting down on the bed, I thought. Letting her body adjust to the softness. Looking at the picture of Kevin.

I stepped away and let her have the room.



Morgana came out of the study an hour later.

She had the hollow brightness of a woman who had been working on academic material for two days with insufficient sleep. Her chestnut hair was in a hasty knot. Her glasses were pushed up into her hair. She had a stack of crystal-fiber transcription sheets in her hands.

“Jake.”

“Morgana.”

“Nia is here.”

“Yes. Upstairs. Resting.”

“I felt the Constellation surge when her seals connected.”

“We all felt it.”

“I — I need to sit down for a minute.”

I led her to the divan by the main window. She sat. She set her papers on the low table. She looked up at me.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“The archives released another volume last night. The sixth. I was about to come find you.”

“What did it say?”

“It said —” She took a long breath. ” — it said why.”

“Why?”

“Why the records were deleted.”

“Okay.”

Morgana set a hand on the top sheet of her stack but did not hand it to me yet. She held my gaze, steady.

“Jake. The sixth volume answered the question I have been carrying since Chicago. It also raised three more. I am not going to read you the translation right now. I want to read it once, to all of us, with Nia in the room. I think the archives themselves wanted that — they chose to release it the day after we got her out.”

“Is it bad.”

“It is complicated. It tells us why the records were deleted. It tells us what the First Readers were afraid of. And it tells us that the founders themselves did not agree on what full activation does — that there is more than one interpretation in the preserved fragments, and the records that would have chosen between them were cut out of the archives across centuries.”

“More than one interpretation.”

“More than one. And I do not want to hand you any single one of them before we are all together and I can lay the whole fragment out at once. If I tell you one interpretation first, that interpretation will become the one you carry. I do not want to do that to you.”

“Okay.”

“Thank you, Jake.”

I set my hand over hers on the stack of papers and let that be the end of it for now. The residence around me was very quiet. Outside, the late afternoon light was warm and purple. Cherry was downstairs rearranging pink flowers Aldric had somehow materialized from one of Mother Lini’s acquaintances. Raven was in the war room with Sera. Nia was resting in the spare room. Lyra was at the archives with Priya.

I looked at Morgana.

“We need to — we need to talk about this. All of us. Including Nia.”

“Yes. But not today.”

“Not today?”

“Nia has been in a cell for longer than most of us can imagine. She needs time to — to be in the world again. Before we ask her to participate in a philosophical decision about the pattern. Lyra should be here. She is still at the archives — I will ask Priya to release her this evening. Cherry needs to — she needs to be in a state where she can focus. Raven needs to hear this when she is not also dealing with her mentor. We should all hear this together, with Nia, in the next few days. Not today.”

“Okay.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“I have known this — I have guessed at this — for months. Since the first Constellation surge during the transformation ritual. I had theories. None of them were quite what the fragment says. I will read it to all of us together. I only want you to know, tonight, that the question the fragment raises is large and that I am not going to hand it to you in pieces.”

“Morgana —”

“I am not frightened. I am —” She paused, her gold-flecked gaze searching for the word. ” — I am honored. That the archives chose to release this to us. That the pattern has been waiting for us specifically.”

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“We do not have to decide anything today.”

“No. We do not even have twelve points. We have eight. We have four more to find before any decision even becomes real. That gives us time.”

“Yeah.”

She rested her hand on her stack of papers and kept her eyes on mine.

“Jake. When we tell the others — when we tell Nia — I want to be careful about how we frame it. This is not a light question. But it is not a question for tonight.”

“Agreed.”

“Cherry is going to react strongly.”

“Yeah.”

“Raven will take it internally.”

“She will.”

“Lyra will —” Morgana paused. ” — Lyra will understand it the best. She has the Soulbound bond. She knows how you feel about Earth and about me and about the others. She will help guide the conversation.”

“Yeah.”

“And Sera will defer to whatever Raven decides.”

“Yes.”

“And Nia — I do not know what Nia will do. She has been waiting for the pattern for decades. She may have strong opinions.”

“Yeah.”

I stood up. I pressed my hand to Morgana’s shoulder. She reached up and covered my hand with hers.

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for telling me first.”

“I told you first because — because whatever the full fragment turns out to mean, this is your choice as much as any of ours. You are the anchor. You are the center. You deserved to be the first one I told, even before I was ready to read the whole translation.”

“Morgana. You are remarkable.”

Her hand found mine. She squeezed once, hard.

I kissed the top of her head. She closed her eyes for a second.

“I am going to lie down for a few hours,” she said. “My body is — I have been awake for too long. Wake me at the sixth bell. We should have dinner together. All of us. Including Nia, if she is willing.”

“I will.”

She stood up slowly. She took the transcription sheets with her. She walked toward the stairs and up to the main bedroom.

I stood in the reception room for a long moment.

Outside the window, the afternoon purple was beginning to soften into evening’s deeper colors.

Eight points in the Constellation. Four more to find.

The choice to activate was not today. But it was coming.

Whatever activation meant — leaving the world, opening a door, sealing a prison shut — the fragments had never agreed, and I did not know which reading was the true one.

I put my hands in my pockets and walked to the kitchen to help Cherry with the flowers.



Cherry’s flower display was taking over the ground floor.

She had, with Aldric’s help, secured approximately every pink bloom available in the nearby flower districts. There were vases. Small pink buds. Larger pink blossoms. One enormous arrangement of pink orchid-adjacent flowers that smelled like — I leaned over and sniffed — like the Nectar Quarter, warm and sweet.

Sera was helping her. The two of them were arranging the flowers around the spare room door — the hallway outside Nia’s room was becoming a kind of floral tunnel.

“Cherry.”

“Yes.”

“This is beautiful.”

“I know. I am — Jake, I am being an artist about it.”

“You are being a great artist.”

“Nia deserves it.”

“Yes.”

Sera looked up at me. Her silver-white braids caught the light. Her pale violet eyes were soft.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Do you think Nia is going to like us?”

“I think she already does.”

“I — I want her to feel at home. Like I did.”

“She will.”

“I remember the first week, when I came here. When Raven was singing the lullaby in my room. When Cherry made me pink pancakes for the first time. When Kevin slept on my pillow. When Jake sat on the floor of the living room with me because I could not sit on furniture yet.”

“Yeah.”

“It took me weeks to feel normal. Nia has been in her cell for — for much longer than I was. She may take longer.”

“We have as long as she needs.”

“Yes.”

“Sera.”

“Yes?”

“You’re doing beautifully. You know that.”

She gave me a brief, real smile. Not the almost-smile. A full Sera smile.

“I know.”



Dinner that evening was quiet.

Morgana came down from her nap at the sixth bell, her hair still mussed, her amber eyes a little clearer. Cherry had somehow arranged — with Aldric’s help — a dinner of still-food that would be appropriate for a woman who had been eating demon-realm prison food for seven decades and needed the gentlest possible reintroduction to cuisine.

Nia came down a few minutes after the bell.

She had washed — the spare room had its own small bathing chamber — and she was wearing a simple dark blue robe that Cherry had laid out for her from the residence’s guest wardrobe. Her silver-white hair was out of its braid and fell in a gentle curtain down her back. The glowing seal patterns on her forearms and collarbone and temples were softer in the dimmer light.

She looked, in the main room, smaller than she had in the cell. More like a woman than a prisoner.

She sat at the low table Cherry had prepared. The seating was floor cushions rather than chairs — Cherry’s instinct had been right; Nia had not been sitting in chairs for a long time and the floor was more familiar.

We ate.

Nia ate slowly. She tasted each food with the reverent attention of a woman who had not eaten real food in decades. Cherry had prepared soft things — flatbread, warm rice in a broth, slow-cooked fruit, honey. Nothing alive. Nothing confusing.

Nia spoke very little. She answered direct questions quietly and gently. She asked one question — “Cherry, did you make this bread?” — and Cherry beamed and said yes, and Nia said “It is very good,” and Cherry cried a little while eating her own piece.

After dinner, we sat in the reception room.

Raven produced a mug of hot chocolate from somewhere — Sera had brought the canister from Earth and had taught Raven how to make it — and she handed it to Nia without comment.

Nia accepted it in both hands.

She held the mug the way Sera held her mugs. Both hands wrapped around the ceramic, the warmth against her palms, the steam rising past her face.

She closed her eyes.

“This is wonderful,” she murmured.

Sera, beside her on the couch, smiled.

“Hot chocolate is my survival food.”

“I can understand why.”

“The good kind. From Earth. We brought a canister.”

“I was told about the dog. Kevin. On Earth.”

“Kevin would have liked you. He likes everyone.”

“I would like to meet him.”

“You will. When we go back.”

“When we go back,” Nia repeated softly.

We sat together through the evening. Lyra came back from the archives at the seventh bell — the runner had delivered Morgana’s message about Nia’s arrival, and Lyra had come immediately. She walked into the reception room, took one look at Nia holding the hot chocolate, and her blue eyes went wet.

She did not approach Nia. She sat on the couch opposite and watched quietly for a few minutes. Her sky-blue eyes were doing the Heart Reading thing — the soft gold shimmer — and I could tell she was reading the room.

Finally, she spoke.

“Nia.”

“Yes.”

“I am Lyra. I am the Empath point. I am bonded to Jake through the Soulbound bond.”

“I know. I felt you. You are the bright steady light in the network.”

“Yes.”

“You are also the calming voice. I can feel it from here.”

“I try to be.”

“Thank you.”

“May I ask you a question that is not about the Constellation?”

“You may.”

“How are you holding it?”

Nia’s expression crinkled with quiet amusement.

“Lyra of the Empath Class. You are the first person in all my years of captivity to ask me how I am holding something.”

“I — I hope that is not a rude question.”

“It is not rude. It is — it is the kindest thing anyone has asked me in a very long time.”

“How are you holding it, Nia?”

Nia was silent for a moment. She looked down at the hot chocolate in her mug. She looked at the pink flowers Cherry had arranged around the reception room. She looked at Sera beside her. She looked at Raven standing by the window with her arms crossed. She looked at Cherry curled up at my feet. She looked at Morgana at the low reading chair. She looked at me.

“I am holding it,” she said softly, “with both hands.”

Lyra pressed her knuckles against her mouth. A single tear slipped down her cheek.

“Good.”

“Lyra —”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for asking.”

“Always, Nia. Any time. As many times as you want.”

The room was very quiet for a moment.

Then Cherry, at my feet, very softly, said: “I like Nia.”

Nia looked over at her.

“I like you too, Cherry.”

“Cool.”



Sometime around the eighth bell, Nia set down her empty hot chocolate mug.

“I am going to sleep now.”

We all nodded.

“Before I do — I want to say one thing.”

“Of course.”

“Morgana told me during dinner that the archives released a fragment last night. About the purpose of the Constellation. About what happens when it activates. She said she is going to share it with everyone tomorrow, when we are all rested. I want you to know that I have known this fragment’s content for decades.”

Morgana’s expression sharpened.

“You have —”

“I have long suspected that activation may mean entering the network. I have held that as one reading among several for most of my captivity. I meditated on all three of the surviving interpretations extensively. I had decades with nothing else to think about, and the fragments never agreed with each other, and I do not claim certainty where the records do not. I am only aware of what the shape of the choice might involve.”

“Nia —”

“I am not going to try to convince any of you to activate or not to activate. That is your choice. But I wanted to say: I have been waiting for this choice to become available. I have been waiting for the pattern to reach eight points so that the question could be asked in real terms, rather than in theoretical terms.”

“You want to activate.”

“I do not know what I want. I know that I have wanted the choice to exist. I am grateful to have it now. Whatever we decide.”

“Nia, when we ask the question — when we talk about it — will you sit with us?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“I am going upstairs now. The pink flowers in the hallway are very beautiful. Cherry, thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Nia.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“The Constellation tonight is brighter than it has been in all the time I have been confined. I can feel it as a second pulse in my chest. I imagine you can feel it too.”

“I can.”

“Sleep well, Anchor.”

“Sleep well, Junction.”

She stood, unhurried, and walked up the stairs.

Sera stood a moment later and followed her — at a respectful distance, just making sure she got to her room.

The rest of us sat in the reception room for a few more minutes in silence.

Then Morgana said, quietly: “Tomorrow. We talk.”

“Tomorrow.”



Later, in the bedroom, I lay awake with Lyra curled against my side and the others scattered around the bed in their usual configuration.

Cherry was on the other side of me, snoring gently. Raven was at the edge of the mattress, as always. Morgana was on the far side, her reading glasses on the nightstand, her journal still open in her lap even though she had fallen asleep mid-sentence.

The Constellation in my chest was brighter than it had ever been. Eight points. Four dimensions away: the empty sockets still waiting. One of them flickered — just a little, just briefly. Closer than it had been yesterday. Somewhere, another seal was responding.

Lyra stirred against my side. Her eyes opened a little, sleepy and warm.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“I can feel you thinking.”

“Yeah.”

“About the fragment.”

“Yeah.”

“About what we might choose.”

“Yeah.”

She propped herself up on one elbow. Her blonde hair was loose around her shoulders. Her vestigial — formerly vestigial — wings were folded against her back, catching the faint silver moonlight from the window.

“Jake. Before we talk to the others. I want to tell you one thing. Just me to you. Through the Soulbound bond.”

“Okay.”

“Whatever you choose — I am with you.”

“Lyra —”

“If you choose to stay on Earth and never activate the pattern, I am with you. If you choose to reach all twelve points and activate — whatever activation turns out to mean, entering a network or opening a door or sealing a prison or something the fragments have not yet named — I am with you. If you choose to activate and then refuse whatever the pattern asks of you next, I am with you. My choice is you.”

“You can’t just —”

“I can. I am Soulbound. That is the whole point of Soulbound. You are my center. Wherever you go, I go. Whatever you do, I do. Not because I am obligated to, but because I chose to, four months ago, when we crossed the Soulbound threshold.”

“Lyra, if I choose to leave —”

“Then we leave together.”

“And leave Earth behind —”

“Then we leave Earth behind.”

“Kevin —”

“Kevin too. Kevin would come with us. Kevin is a dimensional familiar. He crosses as part of the household.”

“Mia —”

“Mia is your sister. She is not bonded. She stays on Earth. That part hurts. I am not going to pretend it doesn’t hurt. But Mia has a life. She has friends. She has her podcast. She has a family that loves her but does not define her. She would miss you for a long time and then she would move on, because that is what humans do.”

“Lyra —”

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“I am not telling you what to choose. I am telling you I am with you. Whatever you choose.”

I kissed her. Long and slow, in the dim silver moonlight of the bedroom. Her hand came up to cup my face. The Constellation pulsed quietly between us.

“I love you.”

“I’m yours. Always.”

“Sleep.”

“I will.”

She settled back against my side, her tail finding its usual place at my ankle, her wings drifting over both of us like a soft iridescent blanket.


Chapter 12: Homecoming

The talk happened on the morning of the eighth day.

Everyone was there — the full household, Morgana and Aldric included. The kitchen had been cleared of breakfast dishes. The living walls of the residence had adjusted the room’s lighting to a warm, gentle gold, as if they knew what was about to be discussed. Even the pink flowers Cherry had arranged everywhere seemed to be waiting.

Nia sat on a low cushion by the window. Sera sat beside her — not touching, but close enough that Nia could feel the quiet empath presence at her side. Morgana sat at the head of the low table with her translation sheets. Lyra curled up next to me on the divan. Cherry was on the floor at my feet. Raven stood by the window with her arms crossed, because Raven did not sit for important conversations.

Morgana read the fragment.

She read it slowly, in full, translating as she went. Her amber eyes did not waver.

When she finished, she set the sheet down.

The room was silent for a long time.

Cherry was the first to speak.

“So — if we do the twelve-point thing — something happens. And nobody knows what.”

“That is what the fragment says, yes.”

“Morgana. Say it in my words. Slowly. What does the fragment actually say.”

“It says the question of full activation has three different answers in the surviving records, and that the people who wrote those records could not agree which answer was correct. One fragment says the bearers vanish. Another says the bearers travel. A third says the bearers become part of the pattern itself. The records that would have told us which of those is true were deleted centuries ago, because successive First Readers could not hold the uncertainty.”

“So we — we could vanish?”

“Possibly.”

“Or we could travel?”

“Possibly.”

“Or we could turn into the pattern?”

“Possibly. Or something else none of the three fragments describes, if all three are wrong.”

Cherry’s hands had tightened around her knees. Her pink tail was very still.

“Morgana —”

“Yes, Cherry.”

“So we don’t actually know what happens when the pattern activates.”

“We do not. That is the heart of it. We know the question. We do not know the answer. Anyone who claims certainty — about safety or about danger — is going beyond what the surviving records will support.”

“Kevin.”

“Yes?”

“What about Kevin.”

“Kevin is a registered dimensional familiar. If we activate the pattern and enter the network, Kevin would likely come with us as a member of the household. He has already crossed one dimensional boundary as part of the harem. The second would be a similar procedure.”

“And Mrs. Peterson. And Mr. Okonkwo. And Voss. And Mia.”

“They are not bonded. They would stay on Earth. If we chose to — to enter the network — they would live the rest of their lives without us.”

Cherry’s eyes filled.

“Mia would miss us. If any of the ‘leave’ versions turned out to be the true one.”

“Yes.”

“I — I can’t make this decision not knowing which version is real.”

“You don’t have to decide today, Cherry. None of us do. The question is in front of us. The answer is not.”

“I —”

She buried her face against my knee.

I put my hand on the back of her head. Her pink hair was soft. She was not crying loudly. She was just — processing.

Raven, at the window, spoke next.

“Morgana. The fragment says activate. Does that mean all twelve points have to do it together, or can some of us choose to activate and others choose not to?”

“The fragment is not clear on this. My reading is that activation is a collective act that requires all twelve bearers to participate. If one of us refuses, the pattern does not activate. If we all agree, it does. The network then opens for whoever chooses to enter.”

“So it’s two choices.”

“Yes. Choice one: do we activate the pattern at all. Choice two: if we activate, who enters and who remains.”

“And if we activate but nobody enters —”

“Then the network is open but unused. The door exists. It can, presumably, be entered at any later time by anyone who carries a seal. Or it can be left closed if we never activate.”

“So activating doesn’t force anyone through.”

“Correct.”

Raven uncrossed her arms.

“That changes things.”

“Yes.”

“The question isn’t leave Earth forever. The question is open the door.”

“Yes. With the understanding that once the door is open, anyone who chooses to walk through it will enter the network, and may not be able to return.”

Nia spoke softly from her cushion.

“I can offer what I know. It is not much.”

Everyone turned to her.

“I have carried three seal points inside me for a hundred and twelve years. I have felt the pattern from the inside for all of that time. I can tell you what it has felt like to me. I cannot tell you what the records mean. I never had access to the records.”

“Please,” Morgana said. “Whatever you can tell us.”

“The pattern has been growing more steady, not less, as more points connected. I felt the first five wake up four months ago. I felt my own three slot into place yesterday. From the inside, the pattern at eight feels — balanced. Load-bearing, as your fragment says. Whether that would still be true at twelve, I do not know. Whether activation is a thing the pattern does or a thing the bearers choose, I do not know. I have suspected for most of my meditation that the activation is the bearers’ choice, not the pattern’s command — but suspicion is not knowledge, and I will not pretend otherwise.”

Morgana’s gaze was very steady.

“Nia. Are you saying you believe the partial pattern is stable in itself?”

“I am saying it has felt stable to me. Seven decades of feeling. That is data. It is not proof. The fragments are contradictory enough that I do not trust my own feelings against them. I could be wrong. The pattern could destabilize tomorrow. I have no way to test the belief without running the experiment I cannot run.”

“So we —”

“So we do not know. We have my intuition, which is unverified. We have the fragments, which contradict. We have the missing records, which were deleted by people more afraid than we are. What we have is a question. What we do not have is an answer. And any of us who pretends otherwise — including me — is lying to the rest.”

There was a long silence.

Morgana leaned back in her chair. She removed her reading glasses. Folded them.

“Nia, that is — that is more honest than anything I have heard about the Constellation in two centuries.”

“It is the only honest thing I can offer.”

“I have spent two hundred years looking for certainty. I think I am going to have to make peace with not finding it here.”

“I think we all are.”

“So we do not know whether stopping at eight is safe. We do not know whether finding twelve and declining to activate is possible. We do not know what activation does. We know only that the question exists and that it is ours.”

“Yes.”

“That is — that is not what I wanted to hear. But it is what the records actually say. Or refuse to say.”

“Yes.”

Cherry, at my knee, lifted her head.

“Nia.”

“Yes, Cherry.”

“So we don’t have to decide today.”

“No. We do not. We do not even have all twelve points yet. The question is theoretical for as long as the pattern is incomplete.”

“And when we do — when we find the others — we still don’t know what the answer is.”

“No. We will still not know.”

“So we just — we think about it. We live. We keep being the Constellation. We sit with the question, even if the question doesn’t have an answer yet.”

“Yes. That is, I think, what the founders wanted of us.”

Cherry let out a long breath.

“Okay. Okay. I can — I can hold a question. I am very good at holding things. I will hold this one.”

Raven, at the window, made a small relieved sound.

Morgana’s expression had gone inward. She was processing, re-fitting her two centuries of research to Nia’s reframing.

“Nia. If you are correct about this — which I am now inclined to believe you are — then the First Readers who deleted records from the archives were not merely suppressing dangerous information. They were suppressing a choice. A choice they could have offered to the bearers, and chose not to, generation after generation.”

“Yes.”

“Because they were afraid the bearers would choose to activate. Or because they were afraid the bearers would choose not to activate. Different First Readers had different fears.”

“Yes.”

“Six thousand years of deletions because the choice itself was considered too dangerous to offer.”

“Yes.”

Morgana’s voice was very quiet.

“We have just been offered the choice.”

“Yes.”

“By the archives themselves.”

“By the archives.”

“The archives believe we should be permitted to choose.”

“Yes.”

“The archives have more trust in our judgment than six thousand years of First Readers did.”

“Apparently.”

Morgana’s hand was trembling slightly. I reached out and took it. She squeezed mine hard.

“We do not have to decide today,” I said.

“No, we do not.”

“We do not even have to decide about finding the remaining points today.”

“No.”

“We can take this home to Chicago. We can sit with it for weeks. We can sit with it for years if we want.”

“Yes.”

“The archives have given us the information. They have not given us a timeline.”

“Yes.”

I looked around the room.

Cherry’s face was pink-wet but calmer. Raven was nodding slowly at the window. Sera was holding Nia’s hand, I noticed — at some point during the conversation, their hands had found each other. Lyra was leaning against my side, her gaze warm and thoughtful.

Aldric had been silent the entire conversation. I looked over at him.

“Aldric.”

“Yes, Jake.”

“You’re part of this now too.”

“I am not a seal-bearer.”

“No. But you are one of us. You are here. You are going to the tribunal. You are standing with us. Your opinion matters.”

Aldric’s glamour-gray eyes were complicated.

“I am — I am a Banisher. I was trained for two hundred years to believe the Constellation was a threat. I am still —” He paused. ” — I am still adjusting. What Nia has said today is — it is complicating the threat significantly. Not dissolving it. Complicating it. The partial pattern may be stable or may not be. The gateway’s effect is genuinely unknown. The choice, if one ever has to be made, is the bearers’ to make. These are things I can bring back to the reform council. These are things that will — ” He took a breath. ” — that will reframe the tribunal’s question. The tribunal is no longer about contain the Constellation or let it run wild. It is about who gets to sit with an unanswerable question, and whether the bearers can be trusted to sit with it honestly.”

“Yes.”

“That is — Jake, that is a different kind of argument than I was preparing. It is harder. Certainty is easier to argue than uncertainty. But it is more honest. I will try to make it.”

“Good.”

“I will draft the tribunal’s opening statement with this framing. I will present the archives’ fragment — all three interpretations — as evidence. I will argue for the bearers’ autonomy to live with the question.”

“Thank you, Aldric.”

“Thank you, Jake. For bringing me into this.”

Morgana stood up.

“I — I need a moment. I am going to take a walk in the residence’s garden. I will be back shortly. Please do not wait for me to continue discussing.”

She left the reception room.

The rest of us sat with it.

After a minute, Lyra said, softly, against my shoulder: “Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“I am going to take you to the Spire Gardens today.”

“Okay.”

“I have been wanting to show them to you since we arrived. I keep not doing it because something else is always happening. Today I am going to do it. The Spire Gardens are my favorite place in the Eighth Circle. I want to share them with you.”

“Okay.”

“Cherry — can you help Nia get settled into the day while we are out? Mother Lini will come over if you ask. Morgana wants some time. Raven is going to want to scout the neighborhood. I want Jake to come with me.”

“Yes, Lyra. I’ve got this. I will take care of Nia.”

“Thank you, Cherry.”

“Always.”



The Spire Gardens were, Lyra had explained on the walk over, an elevated district built into the upper levels of the southernmost crystal spire. To reach them, you took a series of ramps that curved around the spire’s exterior — slow, gentle ascents that let you acclimate to the elevation. The ramps were open-air and gave a spectacular view of the Eighth Circle below.

We walked up them together.

Lyra was in a soft pale blue dress Mother Lini had gifted her — loose and flowing, showing her slim arms and the delicate line of her collarbones. Her vestigial wings were out and gently flexing in the warm air. Her blonde hair was loose. Her small horns caught the second-sun light. Her spaded tail was wrapped loosely around her wrist.

She held my hand as we walked.

The ramps spiraled upward. The sky got closer. The crystal structure of the spire itself glowed faintly from within, a deep amethyst light that cast everything in a soft violet hue.

“The Gardens are where I used to go when I needed to think,” Lyra said. “Before the exile. Before all of this. When I was in the Crimson Court’s service and I needed to be alone.”

“So they’re special to you.”

“They are special to me.”

“I’m honored you’re taking me there.”

“I have been wanting to take you there since we crossed the gateway. It was the first place I thought of when I felt the air of the Eighth Circle again.”

The ramp ended in an archway of living crystal — amethyst vines grown through and around the spire’s stone, forming a natural gateway. Beyond the archway, I could see a vast open terrace — a garden suspended at the top of the spire, with the purple-gold sky directly overhead and the Eighth Circle spread out below.

We walked through the archway.

I stopped.

I had been to the Nectar Quarter. I had been to the Proving Ground. I had been to the Forbidden Archives and the Crimson Court. I had thought, by now, that I had seen the Eighth Circle’s most beautiful places.

I had not seen this.

The Spire Gardens were — alive in a way the rest of the city was not.

The terrace stretched for several hundred meters in every direction. The floor was polished pale stone that caught the light. Crystalline trees grew from the stone — actual trees, with branches and leaves, but made of translucent crystal that refracted the sun into tiny rainbows scattered across the terrace. Each tree had fruit hanging from its branches — luminous fruit that glowed in colors ranging from pale gold to soft pink to deep blue.

The trees sang.

Not loudly. A low ambient hum — crystal responding to the air and the light and the presence of visitors. Each tree had a slightly different tone. Together, they formed a layered harmony that filled the terrace like quiet music.

Flowers grew at the bases of the trees — actual flowers, organic ones, in colors I did not have names for. Some of them were pale pink. Some were pale gold. Some were a color I could only describe as moonlight.

Small paths wound between the trees. Stone benches, some of them carved from the same pale stone as the floor, were scattered at intervals along the paths. A few other visitors — two older succubi, a group of three young demons, a single meditative figure in a dark robe — were in the Gardens at various points, but the space was so large that everyone had privacy.

The view from the terrace was — the entire Eighth Circle spread out below us. The Crimson Court in the distance. The Nectar Quarter glowing faintly gold to the east. The Shadow Market in the purple twilight-dimmed west. Thousands of buildings, thousands of streets, the whole city laid out like a living map.

I did not speak for a long moment.

Lyra’s hand tightened in mine.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you like it?”

“Lyra. I — I don’t have words.”

“Good. That is how I felt the first time I came here.”

“When was the first time?”

“I was twenty-eight. Younger than I look. I had just been promoted into Lady Veraline’s personal service. I was nervous about my new duties. I came up here alone, on my first day off, and I sat by one of the trees and I cried because I felt so overwhelmed.”

“You cried?”

“A lot. I was young and scared and I did not think I was good enough for my new position.”

“Lyra.”

“It was a long time ago.”

“How old are you, actually?”

“A hundred and twelve.”

“A hundred and — ”

“I know. I know, I know, I know. We age slower than you. I am emotionally very close to how you remember me — I am not, you know, wise in a way that corresponds to my years. I am a young succubus who has had a long time to read.”

“A hundred and twelve.”

“Yes.”

“Lyra, have I been — how do I —”

“Jake. Relax. Succubi mature emotionally at roughly the same rate as humans. A hundred and twelve-year-old succubus is about the equivalent of a twenty-five or twenty-six-year-old human. I am — I am not old. I am just old compared to a human.”

“Okay.”

“Are you freaked out?”

“A little.”

“Cherry is eighty-five. Raven is a hundred and thirty. Morgana is two hundred and twelve.”

“Right. Two hundred and twelve.”

“You knew that.”

“I knew it. She told me when she arrived. I never quite internalized it. The number sat in my head like a fact about someone else — like knowing a building is a hundred years old. You look at it and you still just see a building.”

“I have told you this before, Jake. We have talked about it. You just do not internalize the numbers because they feel abstract.”

“Fair. Okay. Two hundred and twelve.”

“Does it change how you feel about any of us?”

I thought about it. I looked at Lyra — her twenty-something face, her adoring eyes, her small ivory horns, her hand resting warm on my knee.

“No.”

“Good.”

“Lyra.”

“Yes?”

“Come here.”

I pulled her to me. Kissed her forehead. She leaned into it.

“Let’s find a tree.”

“Yes.”

She led me deeper into the Gardens, along one of the winding stone paths. The trees sang softly around us. The fruit above us caught the sun and cast colored shadows on the ground. Eventually she led me to a specific tree in a quiet corner of the terrace — a large crystalline tree with deep blue fruit and a wide, sheltering canopy. A stone bench curved around its base.

“This one,” she said softly. “This was my tree.”

“Your tree.”

“My favorite tree in the whole Gardens. I came here a hundred times in my old life. It was the place I thought about my future.”

“It’s beautiful.”

“I wanted you to see it.”

She sat on the bench. Patted the space beside her.

I sat.

The crystalline tree above us hummed — a soft deep tone that traveled down through my spine into the stone. The deep blue fruit glowed faintly in the shade of the canopy. A few organic flowers bloomed at the base of the trunk — small pink and white ones that smelled like honeysuckle.

Lyra leaned her head against my shoulder.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“I was standing in the Crimson Court garden when the light took me. I was arranging starfire blossoms for Lady Veraline’s sealing ceremony. I told you this before. I told you the night before we left Earth.”

“I remember.”

“I thought about coming here today before we went to the Court. I wanted to come to this tree first, before I dealt with anything else in the Eighth Circle. Before the politics. Before the archives. Before everything.”

“Okay.”

“But I waited. I wanted to come here with you. I wanted to share my favorite place with the man I love. I wanted — I wanted to have a memory of this place that was not about my old life. I wanted a new memory.”

“Lyra —”

“I am making a new memory right now, Jake.”

I pulled her closer. She tilted her face up to mine.

Her eyes were full and shining.

“I love you so much,” I said.

“I love you so much.”

She said it differently here. Under her tree, in her world, with the sky watching. The words carried a weight they had never carried before — not because they were new between us, but because every piece of context had finally aligned. Her tree. Her sky. Her homecoming. And me, standing in the middle of all of it, feeling the bond amplify every syllable until the words weren’t just heard but lived.

“I — Lyra, I can feel —”

“I know. I can feel you feeling me. The bond is amplified here. The Spire Gardens have a specific kind of ambient resonance that enhances empathic work. I wanted to share this with you here, where it would feel clearest.”

“Okay.”

“I want to make love to you in the Gardens, Jake. Here. At my tree. With the sky above us and the crystal singing and the flowers at our feet. I want to feel every one of my five senses with you, right now, in the place that is mine, in the world I am from.”

“Lyra — is that —”

“Yes.”

“In the open.”

“There is a privacy-adjustment field the Gardens provide for visitors. I activated it as we walked in. The other visitors cannot see this corner of the Gardens. We are private here.”

“You activated a privacy field.”

“Yes. I learned how to activate them when I was eighteen and I came here for my first private tryst with a Crimson Court page. It was terrible. The page had no idea what he was doing. I have been waiting for a long time to come back and do it again with someone who actually knew what he was doing.”

I laughed.

“Lyra.”

“Yes?”

“I am going to take care of you.”

Her fingers traced my jaw.

“With the full power of everything the Spire Gardens have to offer.”

“Yes.”

I kissed her.

Slow. Warm. Full of the gratitude and tenderness that had been building between us all morning since the fragment discussion. Her mouth opened under mine. Her hand came up and cupped the side of my face. Her hand moved from my jaw to the back of my neck, pulling me deeper.

The Soulbound bond opened wider.

I felt her feelings merge with mine — not just surface layer, which is where the bond normally operated, but deeper. Her emotions as if they were my own. Her memory of the Gardens from a hundred years ago, a young girl crying on a bench. Her relief at coming home. Her absolute unwavering certainty that I was hers and she was mine and nothing else mattered.

My feelings flowed back into her the same way. My awe at the Gardens. My love for her. My complex churn about the fragment. My gratitude that she had brought me here.

Her eyes were wet when I broke the kiss.

“Oh — Jake — the bond is —”

“Yeah.”

“It’s — it’s never been this clear.”

“I feel it too.”

“I can feel everything you feel.”

“Good. Just — just let it happen.”

I pulled her gently into my lap.

She came easily, straddling me on the stone bench, her pale blue dress riding up her thighs. Her hands went into my hair. Her forehead pressed against mine.

“Jake —”

“I’m here.”

“Stay.”

A cascade of sensation — her pleasure at being pulled onto my lap doubling through me, my pleasure at her being on my lap doubling back, a recursive loop that was already beginning to spin up.

I reached down and found the hem of her dress. Slid it up, slowly, over her thighs. Her skin was warm and smooth and pale. She was not wearing anything underneath.

“No underwear?”

“I did not want any barriers today.”

“Lyra.”

“I planned this, Jake. I planned this all morning.”

My hand found her between her thighs. She was already wet — not from any particular arousal in the last minute, just from the continuous low burn of being Soulbound to me and being in her favorite place and knowing what she had been building toward.

A small tremor ran through her as I touched her.

“Oh —”

I slid two fingers inside her. She gasped, her whole body jolting against mine. Her tail tightened around my thigh. The bond loop fired — my feeling of her tight wet heat doubling through her own sensation of being penetrated, her responding pleasure flooding back into me.

“Jake — Jake —”

“Shh.”

“The bond is — it’s so much —”

“I know. Stay with me.”

I curled my fingers upward inside her and found the spot she loved. She cried out — a high soft sound. The crystalline tree above us hummed a fraction louder, as if responding to her voice.

Above us, the sky — the sky was shifting.

I did not notice it at first. I was too focused on Lyra. But her eyes went to the sky over my shoulder and widened.

“Jake — look —”

I looked up.

The purple of the Eighth Circle sky was, over our corner of the Spire Gardens, shading toward a deeper violet. And in the deeper violet, small flickers of gold were beginning to appear — like faint stars in a twilight sky.

“What — what is that.”

“The Gardens are responding to us. The ambient field of the Spire Gardens is reacting to strong emotion. It is — it is showing the stars of the demon realm, which are normally invisible during the day. Jake — this is — I did not know it could do this. I have never seen anyone make the stars come out in the Gardens.”

The pattern brightened — all five points flaring in unison.

I looked back down at Lyra.

Her blue eyes were shining with tears. Her blonde hair caught the strange mix of purple-gold-star light. Her small horns shimmered. Her mouth was parted. Her breath was fast.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“I want you to make love to me under the stars.”

“Yes.”

“Here. On my tree. In my Gardens. In my world.”

“Yes.”

I stood up, holding her, one arm under her thighs, the other behind her back. I carried her the three steps to the soft grass at the base of her tree. I laid her down on the grass. The organic flowers around us released a wave of honeysuckle scent as her body pressed against them. The stars above us were brightening, more of them every second.

I pulled my shirt off over my head.

Her eyes tracked me. The bond loop was already spinning — her appreciation of me flowed into me, my appreciation of her being appreciative flowed back into her.

I lowered myself over her.

I took my time.

I kissed her neck. Her collarbones. Her shoulders. I peeled the pale blue dress off her slowly — lifting it over her head in one smooth motion. She was bare underneath. Her small perky breasts were pink-tipped and already tight. Her porcelain skin was flushed down her chest and belly. Her blonde triangle between her thighs was neat and soft.

I kissed down her body. Her chest. Her stomach. The crease of her hip. I spread her thighs gently.

I lowered my mouth to her pussy.

She lifted off the grass, her whole body straining toward my mouth. Her hands fisted in the soft earth beside her head. Her wings — her real, functional, beautiful wings — spread wide against the grass, catching the light of the stars above.

“Jake — Jake —”

I licked her slowly. I took my time. The bond loop amplified everything — every stroke of my tongue felt in both of us simultaneously, my pleasure at tasting her feeding into her pleasure at being tasted, cycling back and forth at increasing speed.

She squirted on my first orgasm.

It came fast — faster than usual. The bond loop had been building from the moment we had walked into the Gardens, and the amplification here had pushed her closer to the edge than she had realized. When I sucked her clit between my lips and pushed two fingers inside her, she shattered — her spine curved off the grass, her wings beat once against the ground, and a rush of hot wet squirting fluid drenched my face and chin.

The crystalline tree above us sang. A loud clear resonant note that vibrated through the grass and into my bones.

Lyra came down gasping.

“Jake —”

“I see it.”

“The tree —”

“Yeah.”

“It’s responding to — to —”

“Come here.”

I crawled up her body. Kissed her mouth with her own taste on my lips. She moaned into the kiss. Her arms came up and wrapped around my neck. Her legs wrapped around my hips. Her tail wound around my waist.

I unbuckled my belt. Got my pants down to my knees. Lined up at her entrance.

Pushed in slow.

Her body welcomed me the way it always did — tight, wet, warm, ready. She stretched around me gradually. Her eyes locked on mine. The bond loop was at full power now — every inch of me inside her was felt in both of us simultaneously, doubled, tripled, fed back through the connection.

I bottomed out inside her.

She gasped.

“Oh — Jake — ”

“I’m here.”

“Every — every nerve —”

“I feel it.”

“I can feel you feeling me. I can feel it doubled. I can feel — Jake, I can feel what it feels like to be you inside me.”

“Yeah.”

“And it’s — it’s —”

“Beautiful.”

“Beautiful.”

I started to move.

Slow deliberate strokes. Deep. Full. Her small body rose to meet every thrust. Her wings fluttered against the grass. Her small perky breasts bounced gently with the motion. Her tail around my waist squeezed in rhythm with my thrusts.

Above us, the stars of the demon realm were everywhere now. The sky had gone fully to a kind of star-scattered twilight-violet, and each star was brighter than it should have been, and the crystalline tree above us was singing louder, resonating with the rhythm of our bodies.

I channeled my essence.

The modulation on Lyra’s specific frequency was — easy. Natural. The Soulbound bond had calibrated us to each other so completely that I did not have to find her frequency anymore. It was always there. I simply opened the connection fully and let my essence pour through it, tuned to her precise resonance.

The effect on Lyra was — immediate and overwhelming.

She gasped, her whole body going taut beneath me. Her eyes flew wide. Her hands gripped my shoulders.

“Jake — the — the channeling — ”

“Yeah — I see it —”

“It’s — it’s going both ways —”

“What?”

“I can feel your — your Constellation awareness. Through the bond. I can — Jake, I can see the network.”

My hips slowed. “You can see it?”

“Yes. I — I can see the eight points. They are — they are like colored lights in my mind. I can see Cherry and Raven and Morgana and Sera and me and — and Nia’s three. I can see them all. They are — they are beautiful, Jake.”

“Lyra —”

“Keep going. Don’t stop. I want to see it. I want to feel the network while you are inside me.”

I kept going.

She wrapped her legs tighter around my hips. Her wings spread wider. Her blue eyes were wide and glowing with the soft gold shimmer of Heart Reading. She was looking at me and through me and into the Constellation in my chest, all at once.

“Jake — I can see the empty sockets too —”

“Can you?”

“Yes. There are — there are a lot of them. Scattered. Most of them very faint. One of them — one of them is a little less faint than the others. Not close. Just — less far. Like a candle you can barely see at the other end of a hall.”

“Less far how.”

“I cannot tell. I cannot tell distance clearly. I cannot tell if it is next door or across a dimension. I only know the pattern is flickering there in a way the other empty sockets are not.”

“Just one?”

“Just one, for now. The rest are silent.”

The bond loop was building. I could feel Lyra’s second orgasm rising. Her body was trembling continuously now. Her pussy was clenching and releasing around me in irregular rhythm.

“Jake — I’m close —”

“I know.”

“Come with me.”

“Okay.”

“Come inside me. Please. I want to feel you.”

“Okay.”

I thrust deeper. Harder. She pressed up into me, her whole body rising off the grass to meet mine. Her seal on her lower back flared — I could not see it but I could feel its warmth against my hand where it was pressed into the small of her back. Her wings spread their full span and beat once, twice, lifting her slightly off the grass.

She came.

Her pussy clamped down around me. Her body went rigid. Her eyes rolled back. A second full wave of squirting hit me — hot and wet, flooding over us both. Her voice cracked on my name.

The crystalline tree above us let out a ringing note that echoed across the entire Gardens.

The bond loop broke open.

I felt her orgasm as if it were my own — the full pleasure of it, the release, the cascade. My own release crashed through me at the same moment. My cock pulsed deep inside her and my incubus essence poured into her in thick hot waves. My release felt like both of our releases at once — hers and mine, fused, cycling back and forth between us in an endless loop.

The sky above us BLAZED.

Every star on the terrace got brighter for a moment. The crystalline tree sang a harmony with every other tree in the Gardens — all of them resonating at once, a massive chord of ambient magical music that filled the terrace from end to end. The organic flowers at the base of the tree opened wider, their scents pouring into the air.

Lyra spoke to me without words — her thoughts arriving in my mind the way warmth arrives against skin, undeniable and close.

the Constellation is watching us right now. it is celebrating. Jake, the pattern knows this is you and me, and it is happy. it is happy, Jake.

yes, I thought back.

I can see it. I can see all eight points lighting up in unison.

yes.

Jake —

yes —

I love you.

I love you exactly like this and I love you exactly always and I love you whether the door opens or stays closed and I love you on Earth and in the demon realm and in any realm we ever walk in together.

yes.

I held her through the aftershocks. Her wings slowly folded around both of us. The stars above us began, slowly, to fade back into the purple sky. The crystalline tree above settled back into its low soft baseline hum. The organic flowers at the base of the tree released one more wave of honeysuckle scent and then quieted.

A [System] ping brushed the edge of my awareness.

[Lyra — Bond: 1000 (Soulbound — REINFORCED)] [Adaptation +8% → 48% (demon realm boost + Soulbound milestone)] [Constellation: Soulbound resonance calibration — pattern interpretation: incremental]

I lay on the grass beside my tree, inside the Spire Gardens, in the warm afterglow of the deepest intimacy of my life, with my Soulbound empath wrapped around me and the whole network glowing warm and satisfied inside us both.

“Lyra.”

“Yes.”

“That flicker you felt.”

“Yes.”

“Still there?”

She closed her eyes. Her face was still flushed. Her wings were folded loose around us. Her hand rested on my chest, over my heart.

“Still there. Less clear now that the bond loop has settled. I cannot tell you anything about it. I cannot tell you what class it is. I cannot tell you what direction. I cannot even promise it is a seal — only that one of the empty sockets is behaving a little differently from the others.”

“Okay.”

“I did not want to make more of it than I felt. I felt something. That is all I can honestly give you.”

“That’s enough for now.”

“Yes.”

Lyra’s blonde hair was spread across the grass. Her gaze was sleepy and satisfied. Her wings were folded and gentle around both of us.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“I love this tree.”

“Yeah.”

“I am never going to forget this tree.”

“No.”

“The tree is now forever my favorite tree in any dimension.”

“Okay.”

“The tree approves of us.”

“I heard it.”

“The whole Gardens approved of us. The stars came out.”

“Yeah.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Let’s lay here for a little while longer.”

“Okay.”

We lay there for a long while, under her tree, in the warm violet light of the Spire Gardens, with the whole of the Eighth Circle spread out below us and the Constellation humming softly in both our chests now.

From somewhere behind us, down the winding stone path of the Gardens, came a voice we both recognized.

“JAKE? LYRA? JAKE???”

Cherry.

Lyra started to laugh.

“Of course.”

“Cherry, we’re — we’re not decent.”

“I can hear you!” Cherry called back. “You are in the most beautiful corner of the Gardens and you are glowing! The whole Gardens is glowing! Everyone is looking over here! It is very romantic! I am going to wait by the archway so that I do not walk in on anything!”

Lyra dissolved into laughter in my arms.

“She followed us.”

“She followed us.”

“Of course she followed us.”

“Cherry is Cherry.”

“I love Cherry.”

“I love Cherry.”

I helped Lyra pull her pale blue dress back on. I pulled my pants back up. I fastened my belt. Her wings tucked themselves back into their usual position — but the way they moved now, the way they caught the light, the way they were still faintly trembling from the resonance — they were different wings than they had been an hour ago. Confidence had entered them. They were fully, permanently, functional.

I kissed her one more time, slow and warm.

We walked back to the archway.

Cherry was there, arms crossed, tail swishing, looking very proud of herself.

“I came to make sure you were okay.”

“We were okay.”

“I FELT the bond loop from the residence. So did Raven. Raven told me not to come. I came anyway. I needed to check on you.”

“Thank you, Cherry.”

“Also I need to tell you something.”

“What.”

“Morgana is back from her walk. She and Nia have been talking in the kitchen. Nia told Morgana something important and Morgana sent me to fetch you.”

“What is it.”

Cherry’s pink eyes were unusually serious.

“Thessa is here.”

“What?”

“In the Eighth Circle. She arrived this morning. She is asking for a meeting with you. Alone. Aldric intercepted the request. He says it is not a combat approach — she is asking for dialogue. She has documents. She wants to present evidence before the tribunal. She says she wants to be heard.”

My stomach tightened.

“When.”

“This afternoon. She is at a neutral tea garden on the west side of the Crimson Court. She has been waiting for several hours.”

“Lyra —”

“I will go with you.”

“No. She asked for me alone. It will be safer if I go alone — Lyra, you track me through the bond.”

“Jake —”

“I’ll be fine, sweetheart. She is asking for dialogue. Aldric vetted it. She is not here to attack. She wants to present counter-evidence before the tribunal. I should hear what she has to say.”

Lyra’s blue eyes were steady.

“I do not like this.”

“I know.”

“I will track you through the bond.”

“Yes.”

“If anything changes, I will be at the residence within minutes.”

“Yes.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Be careful.”

“Always.”

We walked back down the ramps of the Spire Gardens together. The stars above the Gardens had faded. The trees were singing quietly again. The sun had moved another small fraction across the purple sky.

Somewhere on the west side of the Crimson Court, Thessa was waiting for me.

I walked faster.


Chapter 13: Breach

The meeting with Thessa did not happen.

I walked back to the residence from the Spire Gardens, still with Cherry and Lyra, and found Aldric at the kitchen table with an expression I had not seen on him before — the jaw-clenched stillness of a man who was working very hard not to be furious.

“Jake.”

“Aldric. Cherry told me Thessa is here.”

“Thessa was here. She arrived this morning and presented herself at the tea garden with documents. An hour ago, she left. Our watchers report she moved north — toward the direction of the Crimson Court.”

“Where did she go?”

“We do not know. But I have a — a suspicion. I do not want to say it aloud until I have confirmed it.”

“Aldric —”

“I think she is in the archives.”

My stomach dropped.

“Morgana —”

“Morgana is still here. She came back from her walk and took Nia’s earlier fragment revelations into the study to write them up. Priya is at the archives alone right now. Priya was there since dawn. If Thessa has gained entry to the archives —”

“Priya is in danger.”

“Priya is also our only political ally with direct archive authority. If Thessa harms her, or compromises her, we lose our access to the hidden collection.”

“We need to go.”

“We need to go now.”

Cherry: “I’m coming.”

Raven appeared from the war room, already in her tactical clothing, every line of her body sharp and alert.

“I’m coming too.”

“Lyra —”

“I will stay here with Morgana and Nia. The residence needs an anchor. Sera is with Nia in her room. I will keep watch on the bond. If anything happens at the archives, I will know.”

“Okay.”

Morgana came out of the study at that moment, her journals tucked under one arm, her expression already sharp with understanding.

“I am coming too.”

“Morgana —”

“I am coming. This is the Forbidden Archives. If Thessa is trying to compromise the records, she will need to be stopped by a Lore Keeper. I am the reinstated one currently on site. This is my responsibility.”

“Okay.”

The four of us — me, Morgana, Raven, Aldric — left the residence at near-running speed. Cherry had to stay behind, Morgana told her firmly; Cherry’s Glamour Class energy could destabilize the archives’ protections if she entered in a hurry, and the archives were already stressed if Thessa was inside.

Cherry was deeply unhappy. She said so. Loudly. She promised to “provide backup from outside” in a way that I was fairly certain meant she would follow us at a distance and lurk near the archive entrance doing who-knew-what.

I did not have time to stop her.

We ran.



The streets of the Eighth Circle passed in a blur.

I was focused on the Constellation in my chest. I could feel Priya’s energy through the eight-point network — the archives themselves hummed at a frequency I could pick up now that Nia’s junction points had amplified the pattern. I could also feel something wrong. A flicker of violence energy. A subtle disturbance in the archive’s normal resonance.

By the time we reached the obsidian plaza in front of the great silver doors, I knew something was wrong.

The doors — which had swung open for me the day I first touched their carvings — were closed.

Closed tight. Locked. The carvings on their surface had gone dark. The faint golden glow that had welcomed me the first time was gone.

The honor guards were absent.

The whole plaza was empty.

Raven’s gaze swept the scene. “Jake. The guards are gone. That is not normal. There are always four guards at the archive doors.”

“Something is happening inside.”

Morgana walked up to the doors. She placed her palm flat against one of the dark carvings.

Nothing happened.

“The doors are locked from the inside,” she said. Her voice was tight. “Someone has barricaded themselves in. The archives are resisting the barricade — I can feel the struggle — but the barricade is holding.”

“Thessa.”

“Probably.”

Aldric stepped up. “Jake — the doors opened for you the first time. Can they open for you now?”

I stepped up beside Morgana. Placed my hand flat on one of the dark carvings.

I felt — resistance. The carving was cold where it had been warm before. The archive’s welcome to me had been interrupted — not withdrawn, but blocked. Something inside was preventing the doors from recognizing my generative energy.

I pushed harder. Not physically — with my incubus essence. I poured it into the carving, willing the doors to open.

The carving fought back.

Not the archives. Not the doors themselves. Something else. A cold nullification field that someone had layered over the welcome sigils from the inside. The archives wanted to let me in. The nullification was preventing them.

“Morgana —”

“I feel it. Someone has applied a Banisher-grade nullification to the doors from the inside. It is not a permanent seal — it is temporary, but strong. The archives cannot override it without our help from outside.”

“How do we help them?”

“I do not know.”

“Can we break the nullification?”

“A nullification of that grade is normally broken only by another nullifier. Or by —” She paused. ” — or by generative energy at full amplification. Jake. If you channel your incubus essence at maximum, you may be able to overwhelm it. It will cost you significant energy. But I believe it is possible.”

“Let’s try.”

“Jake —”

“Morgana, Priya is in there.”

“Yes.”

“We need to go now.”

“Yes.”

I placed both hands flat on the carved silver door. I closed my eyes. I reached inside myself for the Constellation — all eight points, bright in my chest, each one a source of generative energy — and I poured.

Not a gentle pour. A flood.

My incubus essence surged through my hands into the carvings. The cold nullification field hissed and fought back. I pushed harder. I felt Lyra, through the Soulbound bond, anchoring me from the residence — a steady soft presence, giving me a place to come back to. I felt Cherry, somewhere nearby in the plaza (she had absolutely followed us, I had been right about that), her pink energy holding me up the way only Cherry could. I felt Raven beside me, her violet shadows reaching out to brace against mine. I felt Morgana at my other side, her Lore Class energy threading through my push.

The nullification cracked.

A ripple of cold static resistance — then a snap — and the carvings on the silver doors lit up in warm gold again.

The doors swung open.

They swung fast this time. Not the slow stately opening of my first visit. They threw themselves open as if the archives had been waiting to invite us in.

A wave of gold light poured out of the entry hall. Within the light, I could feel the archives’ presence — urgent, upset, calling for help.

Behind us, in the far corner of the plaza, I caught a flash of pink.

Cherry. She had not followed from a distance — she had sprinted here by another route, and she was crouched behind a low obsidian planter with her hands out and her pink eyes blazing. I felt the pulse of her Glamour Class essence go off like a silent firework.

The plaza abruptly filled with me.

Four copies of Jake Morrison at once. Then six. Then a chaotic dozen — all of them shirtless, for some reason only Cherry understood, all of them gold-eyed and tall and incubus-glowing, all of them running in different directions across the plaza at high speed. Mass Illusion. Demon-realm amplified. Cherry had clearly been saving this for exactly the situation where backup enforcers might come running toward the archives to reinforce Thessa.

“Cherry —”

“GO,” she shouted from behind the planter. “I have got the outside. Nobody is getting through the plaza without fighting six fake Jakes first. GO.”

I went.

We ran.



The entry hall of the archives was in chaos.

Books were flying through the air. Not drifting — flying. The archives’ normal gentle self-organization had been abandoned in favor of what looked like active defense. Books were darting from shelves, arranging themselves in barricades, physically interposing themselves between a figure at the far end of the hall and a figure lying on the ground near the central aisle.

The figure on the ground was Priya.

She was not moving.

Her spectacles had fallen off and were shattered on the stone floor beside her.

I ran toward her.

The figure at the far end of the hall turned.

Thessa.

I had never seen her in person before. I had only heard Aldric describe her. Tall, nearly as tall as Voss. Charcoal skin glamoured to dark brown — the glamour was flickering now from whatever she had been doing. Missing horns. Pale silver eyes that blazed even through the glamour. A militaristic charcoal suit. A small burned pile of parchment in her hands. Three male hardliner enforcers behind her, also with the same charcoal skin, same pale silver eyes, moving like weapons.

Thessa’s eyes locked on mine.

Her expression was — not what I expected. Not triumphant. Not vindictive. She looked tired. And desperate.

“Incubus.”

“Get away from the books, Thessa.”

“I am almost done.”

“Now.”

I reached Priya. She was breathing — shallow, but breathing. A small trickle of blood ran from her temple. She had been struck. I checked her pulse. Steady but slow.

“Priya. Priya, can you hear me.”

She did not respond.

I looked up. Raven was beside me now, her jaw set.

“Shadow Tendrils,” she said, almost to herself. And her shadows — suddenly and at their demon-realm-amplified scale — flowed outward from her feet in dark writhing tendrils that flickered through the air toward the far end of the hall. The tendrils were faster and more precise than anything I had seen her do on Earth. They reached Thessa’s enforcers and wrapped around them — not binding, just grasping, holding them in place.

The enforcers struggled.

One of them managed to tear a hand free of Raven’s shadow and reached for the knife at his belt.

He did not get to the knife.

A small, shy, slightly tattered book — the same nervous little volume that had fluttered around my ankles the first day I had set foot in the archives, the one Priya had warned me not to make sudden movements around — came flying in from one of the higher shelves like a brown-leather missile. It hit the enforcer’s wrist, knocked the knife aside, and then — with a decisiveness I had never seen from a book before — bit him on the ankle. Hard. Its pages snapped shut on the fabric of his trouser and did not let go.

The enforcer yelped. In a very undignified way. For a very large man with glowing silver eyes.

“The book is biting me — ”

“Good,” Raven said flatly, and tightened her shadows.

More books were circling now, sensing the opportunity. A heavy bound ledger the size of a dinner tray drifted into position above another enforcer’s head and hovered there with visible malicious intent. A slim volume of archive ordinances flapped past the third enforcer and smacked him across the face with its covers, open-palm-style. The entry hall had become, very briefly, a kind of aerial library riot.

Thessa, at the back, did not move. She was watching me.

“Jake Morrison. I came here to destroy evidence.”

“I can see that.”

“I came here to destroy the fragments the archives have been releasing to your Lore Keeper. I came here because the reform council is going to vote in two days on Prisoner 7’s release, and the evidence you have gathered will be used to ratify that release, and once that vote passes, the Junction is free and my political window to prevent catastrophe closes permanently.”

“Thessa —”

“I came here to burn the fragments. I am almost done. There are three more volumes I have not yet reached. But the major fragments — the ones about the gateway’s function, the ones about the network — those are already ash in my hands.”

Morgana came up beside me. The look on her face could have set the remaining volumes on fire all by itself.

“You burned the fragments.”

“Yes.”

“You destroyed six thousand years of preserved research.”

“I destroyed evidence I believed would lead to catastrophe.”

“Thessa, the archives chose to release those fragments. The archives themselves decided the truth should be available. You have just —” Morgana was shaking with fury. ” — you have just destroyed knowledge the archives themselves preserved from six thousand years of First Readers who wanted it suppressed.”

“I know what I have done.”

“You are a librarian’s nightmare.”

“I am a Banisher, Morgana. I am the last generation of Banishers who remember why the Concordat was founded. I have done what I was trained to do.”

Aldric stepped forward. His gray eyes were cold.

“Thessa. Stand down. Stop burning. Allow yourself to be detained.”

“Brother.”

“Thessa, stop. The reform council has already reframed this conversation. The fragments Nia has provided independently confirm most of what is in the archives. Burning paper does not change the truth that a living Junction has access to the same information. You have destroyed copies. You have not destroyed the content.”

Thessa went still.

“The Junction — Nia — has the content.”

“Yes. She has been meditating on the fragments for her entire captivity. She has the full theory in her head. She has just shared it with us this morning. What you are burning is duplicate information.”

Thessa closed her eyes for a long moment.

“You are telling me I am destroying —”

“Duplicate paper.”

“The originals —”

“Were already copied in Morgana’s notebooks over the last two days. Morgana has photographic transcription. Priya has her own copies. I have been briefing the reform council with the information since yesterday. Thessa, you are burning nothing that matters.”

Thessa looked down at the pile of ash in her hands.

Her shoulders slumped.

For the first time since she had turned to face us, her expression was — not controlled. Not diplomatic. Just — bare grief.

“I am out of moves.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to be — censured. Removed from the hardliner council. Exiled from my own faction. Possibly imprisoned.”

“Yes.”

“I burned the fragments to give my faction a last weapon. I have — I have only given you more evidence of hardliner obstruction.”

“Yes.”

“Aldric.”

“Yes.”

“Brother of the Order —”

“I am not your brother of the Order anymore, Thessa. We swore the same oaths once, in the same hall, under the same seal. I stopped being that kind of brother the day I watched you order Sera’s restraint matrix tightened. We are not blood. We are not family. We were sworn, and I have unsworn.”

“Aldric —”

“You are the cause of that child’s three years of captivity. You are the reason she could not speak for months after her restoration. Do not call me brother.”

Thessa’s jaw tightened. She looked away.

Behind me, the archives’ books were still circling protectively. Priya was still lying unconscious at my feet. Cherry had just come running through the front door, panting, pink hair wild — she had been lurking outside after all — and stopped short at the scene.

“Oh,” she said quietly.

Thessa opened her eyes.

“Jake Morrison.”

“Yes.”

“I want to tell you something before Aldric arrests me.”

“Go ahead.”

“I am not going to fight anymore. The evidence I brought here today to destroy was not the only evidence I had. I have — I have a second set of documents. Original Banisher records from the early years of the Concordat. They describe the original justification for exiling sealed succubi. They describe the debate within the founding council. They describe the reasons the exile policy was adopted.”

“What reasons.”

“Not the reasons I was taught. The reasons I was taught were that sealed succubi were dangerous instruments of dimensional collapse. The reasons in the original documents are —” She paused. ” — are different.”

“Different how.”

“The original Banishers founded the Concordat because they believed the Constellation was real and they feared it. They feared it because they had access to the full archive. They knew that activation of the twelve-point gateway could result in the host civilization entering the network. They saw this as a threat. Not to the realm. To them. To their own authority. To the social structure they had built.”

“Thessa —”

“The exile policy was adopted not to save the realm. It was adopted to prevent the Constellation from reaching completion. To prevent the choice — the choice you are about to be offered — from ever being on the table. Because the founders of the Concordat did not believe they could trust ordinary succubi and their anchors to make the choice correctly. They wanted the choice to be theirs, forever. And when they could not guarantee that, they made the choice never to exist at all.”

Morgana had gone very still.

“Thessa. You are telling me the Banisher Concordat was founded on —”

“On fear of the choice itself. Yes. The full archive makes it clear. The original Banishers were not wrong that the Constellation was real. They were wrong that the bearers could not be trusted to choose wisely. They chose not to trust you. Six thousand years of exile policy flowed from that single assumption.”

Thessa’s gaze moved to me.

“And there is one more thing. The thing that kept me awake the last three nights. The thing I could not say out loud to my own faction.”

“What.”

“The Constellation has been activated before. Twice. The original documents are explicit about this. Two prior civilizations, across two prior epochs, built twelve-point gateways of the same pattern and brought them to completion. Both times —” Her voice went flat. ” — both times, the host civilization vanished. Not destroyed. Not conquered. Vanished. No ruins. No survivors. No record of where they went or whether they chose to go. The archives of those epochs retain only the approach to activation, then silence. Whatever happened, it was total.”

Morgana’s hand came up to her mouth.

“The founders of the Concordat read those same records,” Thessa continued. “They interpreted the silence as catastrophe. They decided the Constellation was a doomsday device and that no succubus civilization should ever be permitted to approach completion again. That is the other reason the exile policy exists. Not just to preserve their authority. To prevent what they believed would be the end of us.”

“And you believe —”

“I do not know what I believe. I know that the original Banishers were wrong about trust. I do not know if they were wrong about the silence. Nobody knows what those two civilizations chose, because nobody who made the choice stayed to tell anyone. That is the thing I could not unsee, Jake. When you stand at the edge of the twelfth point, you will not have a previous bearer to ask. You will have only two civilizations’ worth of silence.”

The eight-point pattern throbbed once, slow and heavy, like a heartbeat that belonged to something much larger than me.

“Thessa, do you have those original documents?”

“Yes. In a secure cache in the Shadow Market. I will tell you where they are as a condition of my surrender.”

Morgana was shaking.

“Why?”

“Because —” Thessa’s silver eyes filled. Not with tears. With some other specific kind of brightness that Banishers apparently had. ” — because the fragments I burned today contained things I recognized. Things that matched the original documents. And the archives fought me as I burned them. The archives fought hard. The archives are — the archives are semi-sentient, and they were telling me in every way they could that I was wrong to burn them. And I realized, as I was burning, that I was doing the same thing my Concordat’s founders did. I was making a choice for the bearers by destroying the information they needed to make the choice themselves. I was being a continuation of the same thing I had sworn my life to.”

“Thessa —”

“I am out of faith, Morgana. I burned the fragments because my faction’s orders demanded it. I cannot keep serving orders I do not believe in. I would rather stand trial and spend the rest of my life imprisoned than continue to be — to be the shape of the thing I hate about the Concordat.”

The hall was very quiet except for the faint sounds of the archive books still settling back into their shelves. Priya was still unconscious at my feet. Her breathing was steady.

I stood up.

“Thessa. Surrender to Aldric.”

“Yes.”

“Tell us where the original documents are.”

“Yes.”

“Walk out with us. No more evidence burning. No more obstruction.”

“Yes.”

She laid the burned parchment ash down on the floor. Raven’s shadow tendrils released the three enforcers, and the three enforcers — I realized, watching them — were not resisting. They were looking at Thessa with confusion, not with loyalty. Whatever her orders to them had been, she had not given them a reason to die for her cause.

Thessa walked toward us.

She stopped ten paces away and raised her hands, palms out, the formal gesture of surrender in the Banisher tradition.

Aldric walked to meet her. He took a set of small silver binding rings from his coat — the kind used for formal arrest — and cuffed her wrists together.

“Thessa of the Banisher Concordat. You are under reform council arrest. You will be charged with: destruction of archival evidence, obstruction of a Regulation 47.3 petition, unlawful entry into the Forbidden Archives, and assault on a Lore Keeper officer.”

“I understand.”

“You will be held in the reform council’s detention facility pending trial.”

“I understand.”

“You will testify truthfully at the tribunal about everything you have just told us, in exchange for — for reduced charges. I will petition for that reduction personally.”

“Thank you, Aldric.”

“I am not doing it for you.”

“I know.”

“I am doing it because the truth matters more than my personal grievance.”

“Yes.”



Cherry was kneeling beside Priya.

She had not asked permission. She had just gone directly to Priya the moment the situation had resolved. Her hand was on Priya’s forehead. Her face was focused with an attention I had never seen from her before.

“Jake. She’s okay. She took a blow to the head. She is unconscious but not — not badly hurt. She will wake up soon.”

“Cherry, you’re —”

“I have been sitting with Sera through bad dreams for four months. I know how to tell when someone is going to be okay.”

“Yeah.”

Morgana crouched on Priya’s other side. Her hands found Priya’s and held on tight, knuckles white.

“Priya. Priya, can you hear me? Priya, it is Morgana.”

Priya’s eyelashes fluttered.

Her eyes opened — slightly unfocused — and found Morgana.

“M — Morgana —”

“I am here.”

“The — the books —”

“The books are fine. You protected them. The archives say thank you.”

Priya’s eyes welled up.

“Morgana — I am so sorry. I tried to stop her. She came in with — with Banisher overrides I have never seen — the doors opened for her credentials. I tried to —”

“Priya, you did not fail. You slowed her down enough for us to get here. You protected the most important volumes by putting your body between her and the shelves. The archives are telling me about it — they are telling me what you did.”

“The — the archives?”

“They are speaking to me now. I can hear them clearly. They are full of gratitude for you.”

Priya’s face was a wreck of relief and pain and exhaustion.

“My spectacles —”

“I will get you new ones.”

“I — I cannot see properly without —”

“I will get you new ones, Priya. I promise.”

Priya’s eyes closed. She passed out again, gently this time, into sleep rather than unconsciousness.

Morgana looked up at me.

“Jake. We need a medical runner. Someone who can heal head injuries.”

“I will call one.”

Aldric, who was still holding Thessa’s bindings, nodded. “I will have one here within minutes.”

He stepped back outside to summon the runner through the official channels. Raven knelt beside Priya and placed a hand over the small cut at her temple — she had some minor demon-realm first aid skills, which she had demonstrated exactly never until this moment — and applied gentle pressure to stop the bleeding.

I stood up and looked around the entry hall.

The books, which had been flying and barricading, were settling back into their shelves. The small gold tendril of light I’d come to recognize — the same one that had greeted Cherry at the doors, that had walked beside me through the entry hall — came out of the shelves now and drifted toward me. It curled around my wrist, small and contrite.

“I am sorry,” I said softly to it. “We should have been here sooner.”

The tendril brightened. A silent reply — you came. you are here. it is enough.

“The books.”

The tendril pulsed.

“Can you show me what was burned?”

The tendril moved away from my wrist and floated to a small pile of ash on the floor where Thessa had been standing. It hovered over the ash, dimming briefly in what I interpreted as archive grief.

Morgana walked over. Knelt beside the ash. Her fingers hovered over it without touching.

“Jake. The archives are telling me — there are four more hidden volumes that have not yet been released. Thessa did not know they existed. She burned the copies she found, but the originals in the hidden collection are still intact. The archives will release them to us over the next few days. The information is not lost.”

“Good.”

“Morgana —”

“Yes.”

“Thessa said the original Banisher documents are in a cache in the Shadow Market.”

“Yes.”

“We need to get them.”

“Yes.”

“Raven.”

“I am the obvious choice.”

“Can you go? With Aldric, once he’s done processing Thessa?”

“I can.”

Aldric came back inside the hall. “Medical runner is en route. Three minutes out.”

“Aldric — after the medical runner arrives, can you take Thessa to the reform council’s detention facility and then come back to meet Raven? She will need you to access Thessa’s cache in the Shadow Market.”

“Yes.”

“Thessa — will you give Raven the location?”

“Yes. I will write it down. I will provide the access codes. The cache is warded — only I can deactivate the wards personally, or Aldric with my personal authorization.”

“Fine. Aldric, take her personal authorization with you when you escort Raven to the cache.”

“Understood.”

Cherry stood up from where she had been crouching beside Priya. Her expression was bright and serious.

“Jake. Priya is going to need rest when she wakes up. She’s going to need safety. I can stay with her. Back at the residence. We have the spare — wait, Nia has the spare room. We can put Priya in the reading alcove. I will sit with her.”

“Yeah. That’s good, Cherry. Thank you.”

“Priya is family now.”

“Yes.”

“I do not care that she was a Lore Keeper and we just met her a few days ago. She protected the archives. She protected Morgana’s research. She is family.”

“Yes, Cherry.”

“Nobody touches my family.”

I pulled Cherry into a brief hug.

“Nobody, Cherry.”



The medical runner arrived three minutes later — a quiet female succubus in silver-and-green healer robes, carrying a small case of reagents and a soft glowing crystal sphere. She examined Priya quickly, applied something luminous to the cut at her temple, and declared Priya would be fine after a full day of rest and proper hydration.

We got Priya onto a stretcher the runner had brought. The runner and two Reform Council guards (whom Aldric had summoned) carried her back toward the residence.

Cherry walked alongside the stretcher, pink hair bouncing, chattering quietly to Priya even though Priya was unconscious. I could hear her from the plaza — Priya is going to love the residence, Priya will like the pink flowers we put up, I will read to Priya, I hope Priya likes hot chocolate, Morgana I think Priya will like hot chocolate — and I smiled.

Aldric took Thessa toward the reform council’s detention facility. Thessa walked with her head up, her silver eyes steady, her silver-white hair catching the afternoon light. She looked, for the first time, like a woman who had decided her fate and was walking toward it with her chin level.

Before she left, she turned back to me.

“Jake Morrison.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for listening.”

“I was not going to listen at first. I was going to be very angry.”

“I know. I am grateful anyway.”

“Thessa — at the tribunal —”

“I will tell the full truth. All of it. Including what the Concordat’s founders knew and hid. I owe the bearers that testimony.”

“Thank you.”

“Do not thank me. I am doing it because I have lost my faith in my own faction and I need to be clean. I am not doing it for you.”

“Understood.”

“But — I am also —” She hesitated. ” — I am also doing it because I looked at you today and I did not see what I was trained to see. I did not see a corrupt incubus building a weapon. I saw a man who was patient with a Junction, kind to a woman imprisoned for decades, and willing to let me talk my way to surrender when he could have had me struck down. I have been wrong about you specifically. Not just about the Constellation in the abstract. Specifically about you.”

“Thessa.”

“Yes.”

“Rest. When they put you in the detention facility. You look tired.”

“I have been tired for a hundred and fifty years.”

“I know.”

She turned and walked away with Aldric.

I watched them go until they rounded a corner and were out of sight.



Morgana was still in the entry hall with me. Raven had left with Aldric to retrieve Thessa’s authorization, so that she could access the Shadow Market cache after the detention formalities.

Morgana stood in the center of the hall, looking at the small pile of ash where Thessa had burned the fragments.

Her shoulders were shaking.

I walked over to her.

“Morgana.”

She did not turn around.

“Jake.”

“Are you okay?”

“I am — I am relieved. And I am furious. And I am profoundly sad. All at once.”

“Yeah.”

“She burned —” Her voice cracked. ” — she burned paper. The information is not lost. Nia has it. We have it. The archives have copies in the hidden collection that she did not find. And still — and still — I am grieving. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Those were original fragments. From the founders. Physical objects six thousand years old. I have handled some of those volumes with gloves. I have photographed them with reverence. She destroyed artifacts. Even though the content is preserved, the artifacts are —”

“Are gone.”

“Are gone.”

“I know.”

“It is a stupid grief. It is grief for pieces of paper.”

“It is not stupid.”

“It feels stupid.”

“It is not stupid, Morgana. You have spent two centuries loving those fragments. You have a relationship with them. Thessa killed your friends.”

Morgana turned to me.

She had been holding it together since the Gallery. She wasn’t holding it anymore.

“You always — you always say the right thing. Eventually.”

“Only sometimes.”

“Come here.”

I pulled her into my arms. She buried her face in my shoulder for a long moment. She did not cry — Morgana did not really cry, not in the way Cherry did or Lyra did — but she shook with something too big for tears.

When she finally pulled back, her face was composed again. Her academic mask back in place. But I could see, just behind her eyes, the exhaustion.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Take me home.”

“Okay.”

“I have done enough archive work today. I have done enough for a lifetime. I want to go back to the residence and sit with you and the others and drink the Barolo Aldric was saving for me in the study.”

“Okay.”

“I also want you to hold me.”

“Always.”

I offered her my arm. She took it. We walked together out of the archive entry hall. The great silver doors swung shut behind us — softly, gently, with the gentle finality of a building saying thank you. The carvings on the doors glowed briefly as we stepped into the plaza.

I did not look back.



When we got to the residence, Cherry had already set up an area for Priya in the reading alcove.

She had pulled in pillows and blankets from the main bedroom. She had set up a small side table with a cup of water and the medical runner’s instructions. She had — of course — added pink flowers.

Priya was still unconscious on the stretcher. The medical runner and the guards laid her down on the cushions Cherry had prepared. Priya breathed softly.

Cherry sat cross-legged on the floor beside her. She had a book in her lap — a children’s book, in the demon realm language, that Mother Lini had sent over at some point this week.

“I’m going to read to her,” Cherry announced. “Even though she can’t hear me.”

“Cherry —”

“She can feel me reading, even if she doesn’t know the words yet. It is a known thing. Succubi who are waking up from injuries respond to voices. I read this to Sera when she was bad. It helps.”

Sera, who had come downstairs at the commotion, said, “It is true. Cherry read to me for hours when I could not sleep in the first week.”

“Okay, Cherry.”

Cherry opened the book and began to read aloud in a soft, steady voice. The book was apparently a children’s tale about a young succubus learning to control her tail. Cherry’s reading voice was — unexpected. Calm. Gentle. A voice refined by months of reading to a recovering prisoner, polished into something warm and steady and exactly right.

Morgana watched Cherry for a moment. Her expression softened.

“Cherry is —”

“Is growing up,” I said.

“Yes.”

“She has been.”

“Yes.”

Morgana pressed her forehead against my shoulder.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to pour a glass of the Barolo.”

“Okay.”

“I am going to pour two glasses of the Barolo. You are going to drink with me.”

“Okay.”

“And we are going to sit on the couch and watch Cherry read to Priya and we are not going to talk about anything important for a while.”

“Okay.”

She went to the study for the Barolo. I went to the kitchen and got two wine glasses.

We sat on the main-room couch. She poured. We drank. Across the room, Cherry read softly in the demon realm language, and Priya breathed, and the pink flowers in the hallway caught the late afternoon light, and the Eighth Circle hummed quietly outside the windows.

Lyra came down from upstairs. She had been with Nia and was now finished — Nia had been resting through the afternoon, eyes closed, meditating. Lyra sat on the couch beside me and tucked her head against my shoulder.

“How is Priya?”

“Resting.”

“How is Morgana?”

“Grieving and furious and drinking.”

“Sensible.”

Morgana raised her glass. “Thank you, Lyra.”

“Always, Morgana.”

Raven came back in the evening with Aldric. They had been to the Shadow Market cache. They carried, between them, a wooden crate about the size of a travel bag, sealed with silver wax and branded with an old Banisher sigil.

“The original Banisher documents,” Raven said, setting the crate down on the low table. “Thessa’s personal cache. Everything she has been preserving for her own research for the last several decades. The evidence for the Concordat’s founding justification.”

Morgana set down her wine glass.

“Raven —”

“I have not opened it. I thought you should be the one. It is — it is going to take weeks to go through. Probably months. But we have it.”

Morgana stared at the crate.

“The original documents.”

“Yes.”

“That Thessa has been hoarding.”

“Yes.”

“Six thousand years of Banisher founding records.”

“Yes.”

Morgana slowly knelt in front of the crate. She did not open it. She just placed her hands on the lid and closed her eyes.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“I am going to need more Barolo.”

“I will get it.”

“I am going to need much more Barolo.”

“Morgana, you have had two glasses.”

“I am aware, Jake. I am a two-century-old Lore Keeper who has just been handed a crate of documents that represent the foundational evidence for everything I have been researching for two centuries. I require more Barolo. It is a professional requirement.”

“Okay.”

“Pour me another glass. Then I am going to sit with this crate and begin the preservation process for the documents inside it. I will not actually read them until tomorrow. Tonight I will assess their condition and catalogue what is here.”

“Okay.”

I poured her another glass. She took it, saluted the crate with it in an old Lore Keeper gesture, drank it in one long swallow, and then set the glass down and began to work.



That night, after dinner — which nobody had much of an appetite for, given the day’s events, but which Cherry forced us all through anyway because “Priya needs to see us all together when she wakes up, and you have to keep your strength up” — I sat in the main reception room with Lyra and Sera and Nia while Morgana worked at the table with the crate and Cherry read to Priya in the reading alcove.

Nia had come down at Cherry’s insistence. She was wrapped in a blanket, her silver-white hair loose around her shoulders, her silver eyes soft and tired. She held her second mug of hot chocolate of the day in both hands.

“Jake.”

“Yes, Nia.”

“Priya is going to be all right.”

“Yes.”

“The medical runner was correct. I can feel her through the Constellation network now — her connection to the archives has been registered by the pattern. She is —” Nia tilted her head ” — she is a reading adjacent presence. Not a bearer. But the archives have been recording her as an honorary node for years, and the pattern has accepted her as an ally.”

“That is —”

“Priya is in the network’s recognition category. Not a point, but a presence. Like Aldric. Like Voss. Allies who are not sealed but who have been accepted by the pattern as trusted.”

“Huh.”

“She will wake up tomorrow.”

“Good.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Today was harder than I thought it would be.”

“For you?”

“For all of us. But yes, for me. I have been in a cell. I had forgotten that violence happens outside cells too.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Do not apologize. I am only — I am only marking the day. It was hard. It was also — it was the day I saw Cherry kneel beside an unconscious Lore Keeper and read her a children’s book. So it was also the day I understood why your harem is your harem. Cherry is a good person, Jake. Not just a fun person. A good one.”

“Yeah.”

“She is going to be an extraordinary mother someday. If she ever chooses to be one.”

“Yeah.”

“Just mentioning it.”

“Noted.”

Nia smiled into her mug. A real, small, warm smile.

Lyra, at my side, nudged a quiet I feel you getting tired into my awareness.

yeah.

let’s go upstairs soon. sleep. tomorrow is a better day.

yeah.

I set my empty glass on the low table. I stood. I kissed the top of Morgana’s head at the crate-table — she was still cataloguing, focused, half a glass of Barolo away from a full-body swoon. I kissed Cherry’s forehead at the reading alcove — she did not pause her reading but she smiled. I squeezed Sera’s shoulder. I crouched down to Nia’s level and asked if she needed anything, and she said no, thank you, she was content.

Then I took Lyra’s hand and led her upstairs.



The bedroom was cool and dim. Moonlight from one of the three moons spilled across the covers. Lyra undressed and crawled under the blanket and held up the edge for me.

I joined her.

She curled into my side. Her wings wrapped around both of us, soft and light and warm.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Today was a lot.”

“Yes.”

“The Spire Gardens was only this morning.”

“Yeah.”

“And then Thessa, and Priya, and the burning —”

“Mm.”

“And the crate —”

“It’s been a day.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“I am grateful that we are here, tonight, together. In this bed. Alive. All of us. Nia with us. Priya recovering downstairs. Thessa in custody. The crate on the table. The archives safe.”

“Yes.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“I love you.”

“I love you.”

She drifted to sleep against my side.

I stayed awake for a long time, staring at the ceiling, feeling the Constellation in my chest. Eight points. Connected. Steady.

Down the hall, Cherry was still reading softly to Priya.

Lyra’s wings were folded around me.

I let the darkness behind my eyelids take me.


Chapter 14: Recovery

Priya woke up on the ninth morning.

Cherry was the first to know. Cherry had been sleeping curled up on a second cushion Cherry had dragged into the reading alcove at some point during the night — because Cherry had decided, without consulting anyone, that if Priya was going to be recovering in an alcove, Cherry was going to be present in the alcove for it. Cherry had started the previous night reading children’s stories. She had ended it sleeping in a little pink nest on the floor beside Priya’s head.

I came downstairs at dawn to find Cherry sitting up in her cushion nest, her pink hair wild, her tail thumping softly against the floor, whispering.

“Jake. Jake Jake Jake. She’s waking up.”

Priya was stirring. Her dark hair was loose — her severe bun had come entirely undone sometime during the night. Her small horns caught the pale pre-dawn light from the window. Her face was turned slightly toward Cherry. Her hands were curled against her chest.

I knelt down at her other side.

Her eyes fluttered open.

Large, dark, unfocused. She squinted — her spectacles were gone, shattered at the archives. Her brow furrowed.

“Cherry —”

“I am right here,” Cherry said softly. “I am right here, Priya. You are safe. You are in Jake’s diplomatic residence. You were brought here yesterday after Thessa hit you at the archives. You are going to be okay. A medical runner came. She said you were going to be fine after rest. You have been sleeping for many hours. I read you six stories.”

Priya blinked slowly.

“Cherry of the Glamour Class.”

“Yes.”

“You read me children’s stories.”

“I did. I hope that was okay. They are good stories. I read them to Sera when she was recovering. I believe they help.”

“I heard them. I remember some of them. I think.”

“You heard them?”

“Near the end. I was — I was floating in and out of the sleep. Sometimes your voice was clear. I remember the one about the tail learning to catch the moonbeams. That was — that was a beautiful story.”

Cherry’s whole face crumpled.

“You heard me read that one?”

“Yes. And I — I dreamed about it. I dreamed I was the young succubus learning to catch moonbeams with my tail. Then I dreamed the moonbeams turned into books, and I caught the books with my tail instead. It was — it was strange but pleasant.”

Cherry made a small, delighted, choked sound and wiped her face with the back of her hand.

Priya’s eyes moved to me.

“Jake.”

“Hi.”

“Thank you for coming. For me. At the archives.”

“Of course.”

“I lost my spectacles.”

“Morgana already sent a runner at first light to order new ones. She had the correct prescription memorized from your file. She had the runner commission the finest craftsman in the Lore Keeper quarter. Your new spectacles will arrive by the evening bell.”

Priya’s eyes went wet.

“She — she memorized my prescription?”

“Yes.”

“I —” Priya’s voice faltered. ” — I did not know she remembered that.”

“Morgana remembers everything.”

“I — yes. I know that. I just — I did not think she remembered me.”

“She remembers you, Priya.”

“How — how is she?”

“She was up all night with the crate of documents we recovered from Thessa’s cache. She is in the study now, still working. She has barely slept. She refuses to stop. She has been waiting for these documents her entire academic life.”

“I want to see her.”

“Later. When you are a little stronger.”

“I — yes. Later.”

Cherry helped Priya sit up against the cushions. Priya moved carefully — her head was still tender where Thessa had struck her, and the medical runner had left a small pale glowing patch on her temple that pulsed gently in the morning light. But she was steady, and her mind was clear.

Cherry pressed a small cup of water into her hands.

“Drink. Small sips. I am going to get you some bread from the kitchen. Sera makes good flatbread now — she has been practicing. Do you want flatbread?”

“I — yes. Flatbread would be — yes.”

“I will be right back.”

Cherry darted into the kitchen.

Priya looked around the reception room. Her dark, slightly-unfocused eyes took in the pink flowers everywhere, the residence’s living walls, the low table with Morgana’s wine glasses from the night before still sitting on it, the unopened second volume from last night’s crate beside Morgana’s place.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“This is — this is a home.”

“It has been for about a week now.”

“It does not feel like a diplomatic residence.”

“No. It mostly feels like where we live.”

Priya’s voice faltered. She pressed her lips together and looked away for a moment.

“I have not been in a home in a very long time. The Lore Keeper quarters are — they are dormitories. We live in stacked cells with small shared kitchens. I have been in mine for forty years. This is — this is so different.”

“Cherry has been —”

“Cherry has been lovely.”

“Yes.”

“She read to me. She slept beside me. She —” Priya swallowed. ” — she held my hand at some point during the night. I remember it through the haze. She held my hand the way an older sister would.”

“Yes, Priya. That is Cherry.”

“I did not — I did not expect Cherry. I expected — I thought she would be —”

“A chaos agent?”

“Yes.”

“She is a chaos agent. But she is also exactly this. She is both.”

Priya’s mouth curved in a small tired smile.

“I see now.”



Cherry came back with flatbread, a small bowl of warm rice, and a cup of hot chocolate that Sera had apparently taught her to make to Sera’s exact specifications. Sera was not yet awake — she was still upstairs with Nia — so Cherry had made the hot chocolate alone, from Sera’s canister, standing in the kitchen with Raven’s help.

Priya ate slowly. She was hungry in a way that surprised her.

“I have not eaten real food in a day. I had forgotten I was hungry.”

“Eat as much as you want.”

“I am going to.”

She finished the flatbread. She finished half the rice. She sipped the hot chocolate and her eyes closed in a specific kind of wonder I had seen on Nia’s face the first time she drank Sera’s hot chocolate.

“Oh.”

“Yes?”

“This is — this is extraordinary.”

“Sera taught Cherry the exact recipe. It is from Earth. It is called hot chocolate. It has been Sera’s comfort food since she was restored.”

“I understand why.”

“Would you like more?”

“Later. Later, yes.”

Priya set her empty cup down. Her dark eyes turned to me.

“Jake. The archives.”

“Yes.”

“Are they — are the hidden volumes —”

“Intact. Morgana and the archive’s living presence confirmed it last night. Thessa burned duplicates of fragments we already had. The hidden collection is untouched. The archives also released four more volumes to us overnight. Morgana is going through them in the study.”

“Four more.”

“Yes.”

“The hidden collection is cooperating with us.”

“With you, specifically. The archives made it clear they consider you an honorary node in the Constellation network.”

Priya blinked.

“Me?”

“Yes. The archives have been acknowledging you as an ally for years. We only discovered it yesterday through the amplified Constellation awareness. The pattern considers you part of the extended network.”

“I —”

“You are family, Priya.”

Her eyes closed. She pressed one hand over her mouth.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“I cast the deciding vote to keep Morgana in exile ten years ago. At the decennial reaffirmation.”

“Yes.”

“I have been carrying that for ten years.”

“Yes.”

“I do not — I do not deserve this welcome.”

“That is not how this works.”

“Jake —”

“Priya. The vote you cast ten years ago was a mistake. What you did this week was a correction. What you did yesterday was heroic. The archives see the whole pattern. They do not hold your past vote against you. And neither do we.”

“Morgana —”

“Morgana will tell you herself. When you are ready. I think she has been waiting for you to wake up.”

Priya nodded, silent, overwhelmed.

Cherry reached over and brushed a loose strand of dark hair back from Priya’s face.

“Eat more rice.”

“Cherry —”

“Eat more rice, Priya. You need it.”

Priya laughed — a small wet laugh — and ate more rice.



Morgana came out of the study an hour later, looking like a woman who had been reading for fifteen straight hours and was running on Barolo and pure academic adrenaline. Her chestnut hair was in a wild knot. She was practically incandescent. Her hands had ink stains on them.

She stopped dead when she saw Priya awake in the reading alcove.

“Priya.”

“Morgana.”

“You are awake.”

“I am awake.”

Morgana crossed the room in three long strides. She knelt beside Priya’s cushion nest. She took Priya’s hand in both of hers.

“Priya. Priya, I am so — I am so sorry I was not there when Thessa came. I should have been with you. You should not have had to face her alone.”

“You —”

“I was angry at you for ten years. I did not reach out. I let my grievance shape our distance. And then this week you gave me the reinstatement that should have come a decade ago, and I worked beside you for days without being — without being warm to you. And then I left you at the archives alone while I took a walk to process my own feelings. And you were attacked. And you nearly died.”

“Morgana — I did not nearly die —”

“You nearly died, Priya. You protected the books with your body. Thessa struck you unconscious. You had a head injury. Do not minimize it.”

“I —”

“Priya, I am going to say what I should have said a week ago. I forgive you.”

Priya made a small, involuntary sound.

“Morgana —”

“I forgive you for the vote. I forgive you for being too frightened ten years ago, at the reaffirmation, to stand with me. I know now — I know now — that the things you were frightened of were real. The things you were manipulated with were real. You were a new council member, and the senior Lore Keepers pressured you, and you cast the vote you thought was right at the time. And when you realized you were wrong, you worked for ten years, quietly, to fix what you could fix. You inherited a policy of deletion older than anyone still living, carried forward by successive First Readers who never questioned what they were doing. You catalogued the gaps even when catalog them was dangerous. You cooperated with me the moment I came back. You reinstated me. You stood beside me in the Gallery. You read to an unconscious Banisher cousin of yours because you believed in the archives. You are the best Lore Keeper I have ever worked with, Priya. I forgive you, and I am honored to work beside you, and I am not letting you leave the reform-council-era-of-these-archives without me.”

Priya was crying now. Quietly. Tears running down her face.

“Morgana —”

“Priya. Come back to Chicago with us.”

The room held its breath.

Priya stopped crying.

“What?”

“Come back to Chicago with us. I mean it. The tribunal in three days will establish the reform council as the governing body of the Concordat for the next several years. Priya — when the tribunal is over, you do not have to stay in the Lore Keeper quarters. You do not have to go back to the archives. You can — you can come to Earth with us. As our scholar-in-residence. As our colleague. As —” her warm gaze softened ” — as a friend.”

Priya stared at her.

“Morgana — I — I live in the archives.”

“Yes.”

“I have been a Lore Keeper for forty years.”

“Yes, Priya.”

“I — I do not know how to live anywhere else.”

Morgana’s expression softened.

“Earth is —”

“Earth has Kevin.”

Priya’s face did something complicated.

“Kevin.”

“Our golden retriever.”

“The one from the drawing.”

“Yes.”

“You are offering me —”

“I am offering you a home. A real home. With us. Not instead of the archives — you can visit the archives any time; we will maintain the connection. But also a home. On Earth. With people who love you now.”

“Morgana —”

“I am also offering you the work. You are a senior scholar. You have skills and knowledge nobody else in our group has. You have relationships with the archives that nobody else has. If we are going to be figuring out what to do with the Constellation over the next years, we need you with us.”

“I —”

Cherry, beside Priya, took her hand very gently.

“Priya. I want to be clear. I want you to come. Not because of — not because of the Constellation work. Just because I like you. Because last night I sat beside you on the floor and read to you when you were hurt, and I did not want to stop, and when I finally fell asleep in my nest on the floor next to you, I thought this is a person I want to know for a long time. I did not think about the Lore Keeper stuff. I thought about the fact that you have a kind face and a serious-but-curious way of listening, and I want to know what your hair looks like when it is not in a bun for a whole day, and I want to feed you hot chocolate until you know all of Sera’s hot chocolate moods. I want you in my life. Not because of the work. Because of you.”

Priya’s face crumpled.

She did not say anything for a long moment. Cherry held her hand. Morgana held her other hand. I stepped back to give the three of them space.

Finally, in a very small voice, Priya said: “I have never — I have never been asked to come with anyone before.”

“Priya —”

“I have always been the staff. The archivist. The one who is in the room for the research and then stays behind when the researchers leave. I have been in the archives for forty years because that is where I was assigned as an apprentice. I have never left. I have never been asked to come.”

Morgana pressed Priya’s hand against her own cheek.

“Come with us, Priya.”

“I —”

“You do not have to decide now. The tribunal is in three days. The gateway will be stable for another week. You have plenty of time to decide. But I want you to know — I want you to know the offer is there.”

“Morgana —”

“Priya.”

“I am going to think about it.”

“Okay.”

“I am going to think about it seriously.”

“Okay.”

“Morgana —”

“Yes.”

“I do want to meet Kevin.”

Morgana’s face broke into a tired, wet, enormous smile.

“Kevin is going to love you.”

“Is he a very friendly dog?”

“He is the most friendly dog I have ever met.”

“Does he — does he know anything about the Constellation?”

Cherry, grinning: “Kevin is the Constellation. Kevin is part of the pattern.”

“Cherry —”

“Kevin is a familiar, Priya. A federally registered dimensional familiar. He has his own certificate framed on the wall in the living room. I will show it to you when you come visit.”

Priya laughed. A real, wet, surprised laugh.

“A federally registered dog.”

“Yes.”

“Oh my goodness.”

“Come to Chicago, Priya.”

“I am thinking about it.”



Priya slept most of the rest of the morning.

Cherry stayed with her in the alcove, now reading from a Lore Keeper text Priya requested — a gentle historical text about the early period of the Eighth Circle’s architecture — in a soft steady voice that Priya drifted in and out of sleep to. Morgana went back to the study to continue cataloguing Thessa’s cache documents.

Around the fourth bell of afternoon, Cherry carefully left the reading alcove to go find Nia. Nia was still upstairs in the spare room, where she had been meditating all morning. Cherry knocked softly, was invited in, and emerged twenty minutes later with Nia walking slowly beside her.

Nia came down the stairs with visible care. Cherry was walking half a step ahead, ready to steady her if she stumbled, but not touching her unless needed.

“Nia wanted to see Priya.”

“Of course.”

Nia walked into the reception room and stopped at the edge of the reading alcove. Priya was awake again — sitting up, sipping another cup of hot chocolate that Cherry had brought her before leaving to get Nia.

“Priya.”

Priya looked up.

“Oh — Nia — you are — I am so sorry, I did not know you were here, I —”

“Do not apologize. You are recovering. I wanted to see you. I have heard about you through the Constellation awareness. Morgana has described you. I wanted to meet you in person.”

“I — please — please sit with me.”

Nia settled onto the cushions near Priya. The two Lore-Class-adjacent succubi regarded each other in quiet study. Priya’s dark eyes were on Nia’s glowing surface seals. Nia’s silver eyes were on Priya’s tired careful face.

“You have been the caretaker of the archives for eleven years,” Nia said quietly.

“Yes.”

“And before that, the assistant caretaker for thirty years.”

“Yes.”

“You have been protecting things other Lore Keepers wanted to forget.”

“I —”

“I can feel it in your presence. You are a preserver. You are the kind of scholar who saves what others destroy. Even when you do not know exactly why you are saving it.”

Priya’s throat worked.

“I — I have always felt like I was doing something wrong. Preserving gaps that my superiors told me to leave as gaps. Taking notes on texts I was not supposed to notice. Noticing deletions I was not supposed to notice.”

“You were not doing anything wrong. You were doing the work the archives needed doing. The archives have been preserving the hidden collection because they had allies like you among the human caretakers. You have been their hands for eleven years.”

Priya’s hands came up to cover her mouth.

“Nia —”

“Thank you, Priya. For being the archives’ ally. For protecting them yesterday. For being here now.”

“I —”

“You are going to go to Chicago with Jake and Morgana.”

Priya blinked.

“I — how did you —”

“I could feel it in Morgana’s emotions through the network, and I could feel you considering the offer. I am not reading your mind. I am reading the Constellation’s echoes of your decisions.”

“I — I have not decided.”

“You have decided. You are just waiting to say it.”

Priya let out a long breath.

“Maybe.”

“Yes.”

“Maybe I have decided.”

“Yes.”

“Nia — can I ask you —”

“Yes.”

“What do you think of — of everything. Of the archives’ fragments. Of the choice that the pattern is offering.”

Nia regarded Priya without hurrying.

“I think the archives are wiser than any single Lore Keeper ever has been, and I think the archives have been waiting for a Constellation like this one — with a kind anchor and a compassionate group of bearers — for a very long time. I think the archives released the fragments because they believe this specific group can be trusted to make the choice correctly. And I think —” she paused ” — I think not activating the gateway is just as valid a choice as activating it. I think the bearers who choose to stay are just as worthy as those who choose to go. I think the choice itself is the point. I think the founders built the pattern to allow the choice to exist.”

Priya listened, silent.

“Priya.”

“Yes.”

“The Constellation has been waiting for this exact group for a very long time. Whatever the group decides, the pattern will honor the decision. You should feel safe in joining us, if you wish to.”

“I —”

“Morgana loves you.”

“Nia —”

“She does. I can feel it. It is very clear in her emotions. Her offer was not made out of guilt for the expulsion. It was made out of genuine affection. She has been — she has been waiting to tell you she forgives you for a decade. She needed the archives’ cooperation and the tribunal’s framing to give her the space to say it. Now she has said it. The affection beneath the apology is real.”

Priya wiped at her eyes.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Come to Chicago.”

“I —”

“Come to Chicago, Priya.”

“I will come to Chicago.”

A small happy sound came from the kitchen doorway, where Cherry had apparently been eavesdropping with zero shame. She darted back into the kitchen to give them privacy, and then darted out again twenty seconds later to announce “PRIYA IS COMING TO CHICAGO” at maximum volume to the entire residence.

Morgana came out of the study at the sound. She stood in the study doorway, ink-stained and tired and bright-eyed.

Priya looked up at her.

“Morgana. I am going to come to Chicago with you.”

Morgana’s face did a complicated thing for a second. Then she just walked over, knelt beside Priya, and pulled her into a gentle hug.

“Thank you, Priya.”

“Thank you, Morgana.”



By evening, Priya was strong enough to walk around the residence with careful support. Her new spectacles arrived — Morgana had indeed remembered her prescription, and the new ones were a near-match to her old pair, only more elegantly crafted. Priya put them on, and her face brightened as the world came back into focus, and she said, “Oh — oh, that is so much better, thank you.”

Cherry immediately gave her a small bouquet of the pink flowers from the hallway.

“For your first day of being able to see clearly again.”

“Cherry — thank you.”

“They match your eyes.”

“My eyes are brown.”

“The pink flowers make your brown eyes look more brown.”

“Cherry —”

“That is a COMPLIMENT, Priya.”

“Thank you, Cherry.”

Priya accepted the flowers and tucked one of them into her hair — a small pink blossom that caught in the loose dark strands. She looked, in the evening light of the residence, younger than she had looked all week. Lighter. Relieved.

I watched her from across the room with a warm ache in my chest.

This was — this was what it had been like for Lyra, I thought. When Lyra had first come to my apartment six months ago. That same visible easing of someone who had been braced for a long time and was finally being treated kindly in a place they could trust.

Home.



Morgana and I sat together in the kitchen that evening while Cherry fussed over Priya and Lyra read softly to Nia in the reception room and Raven stood at the main window with Sera, watching the Eighth Circle settle into dusk.

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“Priya.”

“Yes.”

“You surprised yourself today, didn’t you?”

“I surprised myself.”

“You didn’t plan to forgive her?”

“I planned to work with her professionally through the tribunal. I did not plan to forgive her until I saw her lying unconscious on the floor of the archives.”

“And then?”

“And then I —” Morgana paused. Her gaze went somewhere far away. ” — and then I saw the last decade from her side. She had been living in the archives alone, carrying the weight of a vote she should not have cast, trying in small ways to preserve the things her council was deleting. She had been doing Lore Keeper work I was supposed to have been doing. She had been — she had been loyal to the archives, if not to me. And she had paid for that loyalty with ten years of isolation.”

“Yeah.”

“The forgiveness was not a choice I made. It was a thing that happened to me when I saw her face. I was not angry anymore. I was just — I was grieved that we had lost the decade together, and I did not want to lose any more of it.”

“Yeah.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“The offer to come to Chicago was also not planned.”

“No?”

“No. I made it on the spot, in the reading alcove. Priya was sitting there with her hair down and her face tired and hopeful and I just — I said the thing I had been wanting to say for a decade. Come with me.”

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“You are going to have four succubi and now a Lore Keeper friend and a Junction and a sister of a sister and a dog in the Chicago apartment.”

“And Aldric.”

“And Aldric.”

“The apartment is going to be very full.”

“Yes.”

“We might need a bigger apartment.”

“Maybe.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“The apartment has a second bedroom I have never seen used.”

“Yeah.”

“We could put Priya there. With a door. Priya is going to need privacy — she has been living in Lore Keeper dormitories for forty years. She will need quiet.”

“Yes.”

“And Nia —”

“Nia can have the spare room. The way Sera first did. And then we can figure out a longer-term arrangement when we see how she’s doing.”

“Yes.”

“Morgana. What about the crate from Thessa’s cache?”

“I will take it to Chicago. It is my research now. I will need secure storage — Voss can probably arrange something. I will be reading it for months. Possibly years.”

“Yes.”

“Jake —”

“Yes.”

“The hardest part of the trip is going to be the transit. Taking all of this back through the gateway. The residence belongings, the crate, Priya, Nia —”

“Yes.”

“And keeping everyone together.”

“Yes. Morgana — we have one more day before the tribunal. Let’s use the day to make sure everything and everyone is ready for the return transit.”

“Yes.”

“And let’s also —” I paused ” — let’s also celebrate a little. Tomorrow evening. Before we depart. Everyone together. A good dinner. A toast. A proper farewell to the Eighth Circle.”

Morgana’s expression softened.

“Yes.”

“And Morgana —”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for forgiving Priya today.”

“It was not a gift to her. It was a gift to myself.”

“Yes. But thank you anyway.”

She squeezed my hand across the kitchen table.

“I love you, Jake.”

“I love you, Morgana.”



That night, I lay in bed beside Lyra with the Constellation humming gently in my chest. Cherry was on the other side of me, snoring softly. Raven was at the edge of the mattress, one hand on my ankle — she slept with the light awareness of a warrior who had been on edge for a week. Morgana was on the far side, her reading glasses on the nightstand for once, actually asleep and not working in her journal.

Sera was downstairs on the reception room couch, where she had decided to spend the night near Nia’s spare room, so that Nia could call to her if she needed anything in the unfamiliar quiet.

Priya was in the small guest annex off the kitchen, which Cherry had insisted on converting into a proper sleeping space for Priya with extra blankets and three different pink flower arrangements.

Aldric was at the reform council’s detention facility, formally processing Thessa’s arrest and drafting her tribunal testimony.

The Eighth Circle was quiet outside the window.

Lyra stirred against my side.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Two more days.”

“Two more days.”

“The tribunal is tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

“And then the return transit the day after.”

“Yes.”

“I have —” She paused. ” — I have been thinking.”

“About what.”

“About how full the apartment is going to be when we get home.”

“Yeah.”

“Nia. Priya. Sera. You and me and Cherry and Raven and Morgana. Kevin. Mia visiting.”

“I am starting to feel like the apartment is going to be very full.”

“Yes.”

“We might need —”

“A bigger apartment. I know. Morgana and I have been talking about it.”

“Okay.”

“Sleep, Jake.”

“Yeah.”

Two days passed.

Priya healed. The medical runners cleared her by the second morning — no concussion, no residual damage, just a fading bruise at her temple that she hid behind her new spectacles. She spent the intervening days in the study with Morgana, translating the final crate of Thessa’s documents, eating three meals a day on Cherry’s cushion nest, and gradually losing the hollow-eyed look she’d had when I’d carried her out of the Gallery.

On the second evening, Lyra was almost asleep against my side when a very soft knock came at our bedroom door. Not panicked. Not urgent. A tentative knock that meant someone polite was on the other side and did not want to intrude.

I slipped out from under Lyra’s wings, pulled on a shirt and loose trousers, and opened the door.

Priya was standing in the hallway in her new spectacles and a simple dark robe the residence had given her to sleep in. Her dark hair was loose around her shoulders. The bruise at her temple had faded to nothing. She looked healthy. Rested. And — nervous.

“Jake.”

“Priya.”

“I — I am sorry for waking you.”

“I wasn’t asleep yet.”

“I know. I could — I could feel the Constellation still humming from this side of the hallway. I knew you were still awake.”

“Okay.”

“Jake. I — I have been thinking. Since Morgana asked me to come to Chicago. Since Nia told me I had already decided. Since Cherry sat beside me and read me stories while I was unconscious.” She swallowed. “Since I watched my archives release hidden volumes to you and the diagram sing for you this morning.”

“Priya —”

“Can I talk to you? Downstairs. In the reading alcove. Where I recovered. I — I do not want to wake Lyra or the others.”

I glanced back at the bed. Lyra was breathing softly, already asleep. I pulled the door closed behind me as quietly as I could.

“Downstairs.”

We walked down the dim hallway to the reception room. The residence’s living walls had dimmed their ambient light to a soft blue-gold — the soft nighttime glow the walls used when the household was mostly asleep. The pink flowers Cherry had arranged everywhere were still faintly luminous in the dim light. The reading alcove where Priya had recovered was empty — Cherry’s cushion nest had been cleaned up and put away, the crate of Thessa’s documents had been moved to the study.

Priya settled onto one of the low cushions. I sat across from her.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“This is — this is going to be difficult to say. I am going to try.”

“Take your time.”

“I have been a Lore Keeper for forty years. Before that I was an archival apprentice for twelve. I have lived in close quarters with other Lore Keepers my entire adult life. I have —” her cheeks darkened slightly in the dim light ” — I have had encounters. A few. In my twenties. One or two in my thirties. Nothing in the last ten years. Being head archivist is not a job that leaves room.”

“Okay.”

“I read about incubi in the ritual texts. Frequently. The Lore Keepers keep very detailed records of demon realm history, and incubi — when they existed — were discussed in those records with a specific kind of academic language I have always found fascinating. Reverent and clinical at the same time. I never expected to meet one. I never expected an incubus to walk into the archives and have the doors open for him on their own.”

“Priya —”

“I am getting to the point. Please let me get there.”

“Okay.”

“When you walked into the Gallery the first day — when the doors swung open and the tendril of light came out to boop Cherry’s horn — I had a specific response. A response I filed immediately under professional interest in an unprecedented phenomenon. I did not let myself examine it any more closely than that. I had work to do.”

“I remember.”

“Every day since, I have been — I have been aware of you in the archives. Not in the way my colleagues would be aware of a visiting scholar. In the way a Lore Keeper is aware of a text she wants to read cover to cover. The archives respond to you and I can feel the response through my own connection to the archives. When you walked into the Gallery this morning and the hidden book floated down for us, I felt the archives’ happiness at your presence as if it were my own.”

“Priya —”

“I have been thinking about you for eight days, Jake. Consistently. Not because you are an incubus and I am a curious scholar. Because you are —” her voice did something small ” — because you are the person I have been hoping the archives would find. For my own reasons. And I did not realize that until I was lying unconscious on the floor of the Gallery yesterday and woke up with Cherry’s voice in my ears and your name in my mouth.”

“Priya.”

“Yes.”

“What are you asking me?”

She met my gaze without flinching — steady, certain, resolved.

“I am asking if I can have — a single night. Not a claim. Not a place in your household, though I am grateful that Morgana has offered me one. A single night, chosen by me, to experience something I have read about in forty years of Lore Keeper texts and have never had the chance to experience directly. I am not — I am not asking you to feel anything in particular about me afterward. I am asking because the hidden collection released a diagram to you today and I am the archivist who catalogued every book in that Gallery and I want one night on record, in the archives that are mine, with the incubus they chose.”

I was quiet for a long moment.

“Priya — are you sure? You were unconscious yesterday. You have a head injury. You just said yes to coming to Chicago in the middle of recovering from —”

“I am sure. My head is clear tonight. The medical runner cleared me. I have been thinking about this specific conversation for two days. I started thinking about it when I woke up this morning and Cherry’s voice was in the room. I have been composing the words since lunch.”

“You composed this.”

“I am a scholar, Jake. I compose everything.”

I laughed, a soft involuntary laugh, and she smiled — small, genuine, relieved that I had laughed.

“The archives,” I said. “You want this in the archives.”

“If you are willing. My desk, specifically. The one I have been working at for eleven years. The one Thessa did not reach yesterday because the bookshelves protected it. I want to — I want to have one memory of the archives that is mine. Something that belongs to me and not to the Lore Keeper lineage or the office of head archivist or the six thousand years of First Readers who inherited the chair before me. Just — one night. My desk. My spectacles on the floor. My archives watching. My choice.”

“Priya.”

“Yes.”

“The archives are going to sing.”

“I know. I have been thinking about that too. I want them to sing. I want the Gallery to resonate. I want the hidden collection to witness me choosing this.” Her dark eyes were wet but steady. “I have spent forty years being quiet. Tonight I would like to be — loud. Just once. In a place where being loud means something.”

I stood up from my cushion. Reached out a hand.

“Let’s go to the archives.”

Her eyes widened behind her spectacles. She took my hand.



The walk to the Forbidden Archives in the middle of the night was very quiet.

Priya held my hand the entire way. The diplomatic residence was asleep. The streets between the residence and the Crimson Court were mostly empty — a few late-shift demons, a single wandering vendor closing up a food cart, no one who paid us any attention. The sun had set fully. The three moons were low in the western sky.

We reached the great silver doors of the archives.

Priya pressed her palm to the center carved sigil. The doors recognized her. They swung open silently.

“After hours?” I asked.

“I am the head archivist. I can enter any time. The archives do not sleep.”

“Right.”

We walked through the empty Gallery. Our footsteps echoed on the stone floor. The ambient crystal lamps brightened softly as we passed — the archives acknowledging us without fanfare. I could feel the hidden collection humming faintly at the back of the Gallery, as if it had been expecting us.

Priya led me past the reading tables, past the circular configurations of the Gallery, to a small alcove at the back where her personal desk was.

It was a modest desk. Old wood, worn smooth. A single lamp. A stack of her personal journals. A small cup for quills. A faded photograph — no, a small painted portrait — of a younger Priya with an older succubus who must have been her own mentor in her apprentice years.

“This is where I work every day.”

“It’s yours.”

“It is mine. And tonight —” she turned to face me ” — tonight I am making it mine in a different way.”

She reached up and took off her new spectacles. Folded them. Set them on the desk beside her journal.

The Morgana parallel was deliberate. I could see her make the choice.

“Priya —”

“Jake. I have never done this with an incubus. The texts describe it in a specific way but the texts are always — clinical. I am going to be nervous at the start. I am going to want to ask questions. I am going to want to analyze. Please — please stop me if I start to analyze. I want to experience this, not research it.”

“Okay.”

“Also — I am not — I am not as inexperienced as a forty-year Lore Keeper might sound. I am not — I am not a first-time anything. I just —”

“You don’t have to explain anything.”

“I know. I just — I wanted you to know. So you did not have to be — unnecessarily careful with me.”

“Got it.”

I stepped forward.

I put one hand on her jaw. Her skin was warm. Without the spectacles, her face was startlingly open — vulnerable and brave and close. Her small horns caught the lamplight.

“Priya.”

“Yes.”

“Stop composing.”

“Yes.”

I kissed her.

She made a small startled sound against my mouth — not because the kiss was unexpected, because the sensation of my incubus essence flowing through the point of contact was more than her texts had prepared her for. Her hands came up, hesitated, then found my chest. Her mouth opened under mine.

I kissed her slowly. Let her adjust. Let her feel what she had been reading about for forty years without needing to catalog it.

When I pulled back, her breath was fast.

“Oh,” she whispered.

“Yes.”

“The — the —”

“The essence transfer. Yes. It does that.”

“Jake —”

“Stop analyzing.”

“Yes. I am stopping.”

She pulled me back down into the kiss.

This time her hands were in my hair. This time her mouth was confident — still a little uncertain about what to do with an incubus specifically, but confident about kissing in general, which she clearly had done before. Her tongue met mine. Her small body pressed against my chest.

Her Lore Keeper robes came off in three efficient movements — she knew exactly which clasps released which layer. Her robes dropped around her feet in a pool of dark fabric.

Underneath, she was — more than I had expected. The robes had hidden a figure that was curved, soft, generous. Her breasts were lush and heavy — smaller than Velvet’s H-cups but larger than Lyra’s and Cherry’s, a full natural D-cup set. Her hips were wide. Her waist was narrow. Her brown skin was warm and smooth and entirely unmarked by anything except the faint old ink stains on her fingertips.

I stepped back for a second, just to look.

Priya, standing in nothing but her undergarments in the lamplight of her own alcove, went pink across her collarbones.

“Jake —”

“You’ve been hiding all of this.”

“Lore Keeper robes are designed to conceal. It is a professional expectation.”

“The robes did their job.”

“Thank you?”

“It is a compliment.”

“Oh. Thank you.”

I stepped back in. I lifted her — just a small lift, her small body surprisingly light, my incubus strength at its demon realm peak — and set her on the edge of her own desk.

She gasped as her bare thighs met the cold wood.

“Oh — that’s —”

“Cold?”

“Cold. And — I have been sitting at this desk in formal robes for eleven years. I am now sitting at it in my undergarments. The cognitive dissonance is —”

“Priya.”

“I am stopping. I am stopping. I am stopping.”

I kissed her again. Harder this time. Her hands went into my hair. Her legs wrapped around my hips. The desk creaked faintly underneath us.

Somewhere in the stacks, a book rearranged itself. I heard the soft thump of a volume moving into a new position. Another book slid. A third.

“The archives,” Priya whispered against my mouth. “They are — they are paying attention.”

“Good.”

“Let them.”

“Yes.”

I kissed down her jaw. Down her neck. Down to the curve of her collarbone. I reached behind her and unclasped the simple band holding her undergarment together and let it fall. Her full D-cup breasts came free — dark nipples already tight, a faint flush across the top of her chest.

She gasped.

I lowered my mouth to one of them.

The moment my lips closed around her nipple, the archives hummed. Not a loud hum — a low, warm, ambient hum that rose from the stone floor through the desk through her body and into my mouth. The lamp brightened slightly. The books in the nearest stacks all shifted position a fraction of an inch in unison.

Priya made a sound I had not heard her make — a soft, wet, surprised moan that was the opposite of every carefully enunciated sentence she had ever spoken in my presence.

“Oh —”

I sucked gently. Switched to the other breast. Her hands gripped my shoulders hard. Her legs tightened around my hips. Her head tipped back.

“Jake — Jake — the archives are —”

“I told you they were going to sing.”

“I did not know they were going to sing this.”

I moved lower. Kissed down her stomach. Knelt on the stone floor of her alcove. Pulled her undergarment down her lush hips and off her ankles and dropped it on the floor beside her discarded robes.

She was — beautiful, in a shy scholar way I had not let myself think about earlier in the week. Her thighs were soft. Her dark triangle was neat. Her skin was warm and flushed with the rush of anticipation.

“Jake — what are you —”

“I am going to use my mouth on you, Priya.”

“I — the texts describe this as —”

“Priya.”

“Right. Not researching. Experiencing.”

I lowered my mouth to her.

She nearly fell off the desk. Her hands scrabbled for purchase, found the edge, held on. Her legs spread wider almost involuntarily. The sound she made when my tongue first touched her clit was — not restrained. Not restrained at all.

The archives sang.

A soft, high, ambient resonance rose through the Gallery, coming from every shelf at once. It was not loud enough to be disruptive but it was clearly present, a layered chord of the hidden collection’s voices, each volume adding its own tone. The sound went straight through my ribs and settled there — layered, alive, impossibly welcoming.

Priya’s small body was shaking.

“Jake — oh gods — Jake —”

I kept going. Slow at first. Learning her responses. She was responsive in the way a woman who had been very deliberately not having sex for ten years was responsive — touch-starved, oversensitized, every stroke landing harder than it should have. I slid two fingers inside her and she arched so hard her spectacles fell off the desk and clattered to the floor.

She came within two minutes.

A small tight shocked orgasm, her thighs clamping around my ears, her small horns scraping the wood of the desk behind her, a high strangled cry that echoed through the Gallery and was answered by a full-stack resonance from the shelves beyond.

I did not stop.

I kept going — soft, slow, through the aftershocks. She was trying to say something and failing. Her hands were pulling at my hair.

“Jake — Jake I can’t —”

“You can.”

“The archives —”

“They’re still singing.”

“I know they’re still singing Jake —”

Her second orgasm came three minutes after the first. Slower build, deeper, her back arching off the desk and a longer, rawer sound that cracked halfway through. Her thighs locked around my head. I held her through it.

When she settled, her whole body was still shaking. But her eyes were clear.

I rose up between her knees. She was watching me from the desk, flushed, hair half-undone, the lamplight gilding her bare skin. She did not look overwhelmed. She looked like a woman who had made a decision and was not finished acting on it.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

She reached for my belt. Her fingers were steady. Practiced. She unfastened the clasp with the same precise efficiency she used on her archive clasps.

“The texts describe the next part in considerable detail,” she said, pulling my trousers down. “I have been —”

“Priya —”

“I have been thinking about this part specifically.” Her dark eyes found mine as she freed me. Held. She did not flinch or go wide-eyed. She studied me the way she studied a rare volume — with respect and immediate curiosity about what was inside. “Sit on the desk.”

“What?”

“Sit on the desk, Jake. It is my desk. I decide who sits where.”

I sat on the desk.

She slid off and stood between my knees, reversed the position entirely, and for a moment she was in complete control — small hands on my thighs, dark eyes looking up at me, her bare body framed by the shelves of her own Gallery.

“I would like to try something the texts describe as oral cartography. It sounds clinical. I suspect it is not.”

“It is not.”

“Good.”

She lowered her mouth to me. And for the next several minutes, Priya the First Rank Head Archivist of the Forbidden Archives approached the task with the thoroughness of a scholar conducting primary research and the enthusiasm of a woman who had been celibate for a decade and had opinions about what she was going to do about it. Her technique was inexact at first, then rapidly better, her academic precision translating into an attention to response that was devastatingly effective.

When I pulled her back up — because I was not going to finish that way, not tonight — she was flushed and breathing hard and she looked proud.

“Good?” she asked.

“Very good.”

“I thought so. I was reading your responses.”

“You were reading my —”

“Research habits, Jake. They transfer.” She kissed me. Then she pulled back and said, with quiet certainty, “Now. I want you inside me. On my desk. I want to sit on you and I want the archives to watch me choose this.”

She pushed me back. I went. She climbed onto the desk, straddled me, and reached down to position me at her entrance.

“Priya. Are you ready.”

“I have been ready for eight days.”

She sank down onto me slow.

She was tight — tighter than her previous experience level would have suggested, because she had not been touched in a decade — and she was wet, the previous two orgasms having prepared her body completely. She took me inch by inch, controlling the descent, her dark eyes never leaving mine. Her small hands braced on my chest.

When she bottomed out, she exhaled.

“Oh — oh —”

“Yeah.”

“The — the energy — it’s — Jake, it’s flowing through me —”

“That’s what incubus essence does.”

“I did not know it felt like this —” Her hips rolled experimentally. Her eyes fluttered shut. ” — I am going to write about this. Eventually. Not now.”

She started to move. Slow controlled rolls of her hips at first, finding a rhythm, her scholar’s precision applied to the mechanics of how her body fit around mine. Then faster. Harder. The desk groaned underneath us. Her journals rattled at the other end. The lamp flickered.

The archives’ hum rose.

It rose and rose and rose. Every shelf in the Gallery was singing now. The hidden collection at the back of the Gallery was singing louder than the rest — a specific set of voices that belonged to the volumes that had been released to us this week. The book that had floated down for me that morning — I could feel it, somewhere behind us, resonating in sympathy.

“Jake — the archives are — they’re celebrating —”

“I can hear them.”

“Every book in the Gallery is — they are responding to me — they are responding to my pleasure —”

“Yes.”

“I did not know I could do this to them.”

“You are their head archivist. You love them. They love you. They are happy for you.”

She burst into tears — not from sadness, from the overwhelming joy of a forty-year archivist realizing her living workplace was celebrating her having pleasure.

“Jake — Jake — I —”

“I know. Come for me, Priya.”

“I —”

I gripped her hips. Shifted her angle. She gasped as the new position found exactly what she needed. Her eyes rolled back. Her small horns caught the lamplight. Her fingers dug into my chest hard enough to leave marks.

“Jake — ”

“Come for me.”

She came.

It was the biggest one yet — her whole small body locking up, her pussy clamping down around me in long rhythmic waves, a cry that was almost a sob tearing out of her throat. Her hair fell completely loose. Her spectacles were somewhere under the desk. Her lamp flickered and the archives roared — a full-Gallery ambient resonance that I was pretty sure could be heard from the street above.

I kept going through her orgasm. The bond loop — not a Soulbound one, but something related, something incubus essence does when it is pouring into a willing receiver — built between us. Her pleasure fed into me. My response fed back into her. She came down from the first wave straight into a second one.

When she came the third time, I let go with her.

I buried myself deep and finished inside her, my cock pulsing, my incubus essence pouring out of me in thick waves that she absorbed as if her body had been starving for exactly this. Her arms wrapped around my neck. Her forehead pressed against mine. Her pussy clenched around me in long slow milking waves.

The archives sighed.

A single long low contented sound that filled the Gallery from corner to corner, and then settled, and then the hum went quiet.

We stayed like that for a long moment.

Priya was crying quietly into my neck.

“Priya —”

“I am not sad.”

“I know.”

“I am — Jake, I am so — the archives sang for me.”

“They sang for you.”

“They have never done that before.”

“Of course they have. You just have never heard them do it from inside an experience this specific.”

“I —”

“You are their head archivist. You are the one who has been protecting them for eleven years. They love you, Priya. They have been waiting to tell you.”

She cried a little harder, then got herself under control.

I stayed inside her until the connection eased. Then I slipped out carefully, helped her sit up, and cleaned both of us with a soft cloth she produced from a desk drawer (her Lore Keeper preparedness was deeply endearing). She retrieved her spectacles from the floor and put them back on.

She did not put her robes back on immediately. She sat on the edge of her desk, bare and warm and quietly radiant, her hair falling loose around her shoulders, her new spectacles slightly crooked.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you. For — for this. For doing this in the archives. For letting me have this specific memory.”

“Thank you, Priya. For trusting me with it.”

“I —” she paused ” — I am going to come to Chicago with you.”

“You already said yes this morning.”

“I am saying it again. Differently. Not as a grateful gesture to Morgana. As my own choice. I am coming because I want to be near the people who helped me find this. I am coming because —” she gestured vaguely at the Gallery ” — because the archives have just told me, very clearly, that they want me to follow the Constellation. And I am going to.”

“Good.”

“Also — I am going to come back here to visit. Often.”

“Morgana already said you could hold First Rank from a distance.”

“Yes. But even if I were not First Rank — I would come back. Just to hear them sing again. Maybe not with you next time. Maybe just to walk through and listen. They are mine and I have not appreciated them properly.”

“I think they know you appreciate them now.”

“Yes.”

She smiled. Small. Soft. Relieved.

Then she reached for her robes and began, slowly, to put her life back on.

[Priya — Non-harem encounter. Archive resonance: enhanced. Lore Keeper First Rank: candidate confirmed.]



We walked back to the residence together in the dim pre-dawn. Priya’s hand in mine. Her hair still loose. Her spectacles catching the moonlight.

At the residence gate, she paused.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Please do not tell the others unless I —”

“I won’t.”

“I mean — they will probably know. The bond. Lyra will have felt something. Cherry can always tell. Morgana is — Morgana.”

“They will be kind.”

“I know. I just — I want to be the one to tell them, when I am ready.”

“Of course.”

“Thank you.”

“Get some sleep, Priya. The tribunal is in the morning.”

“Yes.”

She went to the guest annex. I went back upstairs.

Lyra was still asleep. She stirred when I climbed back into bed, eyes half-opening, smiled faintly, and through the Soulbound bond sent me a warm wave of I know where you were, I felt some of it, I am proud of you both.

I kissed her forehead. She settled back into sleep.

I lay awake for another hour, feeling the Constellation hum quietly in my chest and listening to Cherry’s soft snore on the other side of me and watching the first pale light of dawn begin to touch the edge of the window.



The next morning, the reform council sent a formal messenger to the residence at dawn.

The messenger was a slender young female succubus in silver-and-red council livery, carrying a sealed scroll. Aldric had prepared me for the messenger’s arrival the night before — the tribunal schedule was supposed to be delivered first thing today.

I accepted the scroll at the front door. I broke the seal. I read.

The preliminary hearing had been moved up.

It was scheduled for today. Tenth bell of morning. Effectively: in three hours.

The reason for the expedited schedule was listed in careful formal script: the reform council has received testimony from the hardliner commander Thessa that requires immediate preliminary action; the evidence from Thessa’s cache has been partially catalogued; the Prisoner 7 release must be finalized; and the gateway’s stability window is beginning to degrade. The preliminary hearing will therefore convene at tenth bell at the Crimson Court’s Great Chamber. The full inter-realm tribunal, per established protocol, will be convened at a later date at the Inter-Realm Authority’s neutral dimension.

I read it twice.

Then I walked back inside and announced it to the household.

Cherry shrieked.

Morgana, mid-sip of her morning tea, set her cup down slowly.

Raven immediately began checking her knives.

Sera, on the couch, set down her mug of hot chocolate and straightened up.

Nia, coming down the stairs slowly, paused at the last step.

Lyra, at my side, squeezed my hand.

“Three hours.”

“Three hours.”

“Jake —”

“We’re ready.”

“Are we?”

“We’re as ready as we are ever going to be. Morgana has the evidence. Aldric has the testimony. Priya has the archive citations. Nia will be present. I will speak if called. Thessa will corroborate. We have everything we need.”

“Yes.”

“Let’s go.”


Chapter 15: Rally

The Great Chamber of the Crimson Court could have swallowed my entire Chicago apartment building and had room left over for the parking lot.

We entered at the ninth and a half bell — early, as Morgana had insisted, so that we could take our places without rushing. The chamber was a vast circular hall carved into the base of the Crimson Court’s tallest spire. The ceiling vaulted into darkness above us, held up by pillars of red and gold crystal that rose like enormous trees. The floor was polished obsidian. The walls were tiered with seating for the reform council members, who were already beginning to fill the benches.

At the center of the chamber: a raised dais for the speaker. Around the dais: five long tables where witnesses and evidence holders sat. Behind the tables, a bank of seating for observers.

We were seated at one of the witness tables.

Morgana was at the center. Her academic regalia was on — the deep slate blue gown with the silver embroidery, her silver reinstatement disc pinned at her collar, her glasses folded in their case at her elbow and ready to be deployed when needed. Her chestnut hair was in its most formal twist, held by the silver pin Priya had given her yesterday as a gift. Her eyes were calm and sharp.

To her right: Priya. Priya was wearing her Lore Keeper robes — the formal ones, not the day-to-day ones — and her new spectacles. Her dark hair had been properly bun-ed for the occasion but with a small concession: a single pink flower from Cherry’s hallway tucked into the bun at the back. Priya was still a little pale from her injury, but her dark eyes were focused and her posture was steady. She had spent the morning rehearsing the citations Morgana would need from her.

To Morgana’s left: me. I had been given a formal dark silk tunic from the residence’s guest wardrobe — a Lore Keeper style, because the reform council wanted to present me as a scholar-diplomat rather than a spectacle. I had the Constellation humming in my chest.

To my left: Nia. Nia had dressed simply — a clean gray robe that the residence had provided, her silver-white hair in a single loose braid. Her three seal patterns glowed visibly on her forearms and collarbone and temples. Several of the reform council members who passed our table on their way to their seats stared at Nia — not rudely, but with open awe — people who had only heard about Junctions and were seeing one in person for the first time.

Raven was seated in the observer section directly behind us, between Sera and Cherry. Lyra was sitting at my right shoulder as my Soulbound anchor — council rules permitted one anchor-bond companion per witness-table principal.

Aldric was at a separate table — the reform council side. He was officially a council member now, having been formally reinstated into the reform faction when Thessa’s arrest was announced. He sat with the three-member reform leadership at the head of the chamber.

At another witness table, alone: Thessa.

She was unguarded. Not restrained physically — only by honor and the silver binding rings that I could still see on her wrists. She wore a plain dark-gray suit with no insignia. Her silver-white hair was loose. Her silver eyes were tired but calm. She was looking straight ahead, not at anyone, not at any of the council members who were filing in.

The tribunal was set to begin in half an hour.

The Great Chamber was filling.

Council members took their seats. Clerks in dark red robes moved through the benches, distributing copies of testimony summaries. The ambient sound of the chamber was a low murmur that the vaulted ceiling caught and amplified, making the whole space feel like a cathedral mid-service.

I leaned over to Morgana.

“How are you feeling?”

“Professionally: prepared. Personally: nervous. Morgana the scholar is ready to deliver two hundred years of research in one sitting. Morgana the woman is aware that if today goes badly, Nia goes back to her cell.”

“Today is not going to go badly.”

“No.”

“Morgana —”

She nodded once.

“You have everything you need.”

“I have everything I need.”

“Priya will back you up.”

“Priya will back me up.”

“And you have Nia.”

“I have Nia.”

“And I am here.”

“You are here.”

Her gold-flecked eyes met mine.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“When I stand up in a few minutes to address the council, I am going to be presenting the research of my life. Two hundred years of work, presented in one afternoon, to the body that expelled me and the realm that exiled me. It is the professional moment I have been preparing for since before you were born.”

“I know.”

“I wanted you to know I am not nervous about the content. I know the content better than any living scholar. I am nervous about — about whether I will allow myself to feel what I feel during the presentation. I have been compartmentalizing for two hundred years. Today I am going to present the work with my feelings on. It will be different.”

“You are going to be extraordinary.”

“Yes.”

“And afterward —”

“Afterward I am going home to Chicago and I am going to sleep for three days.”

“Yes.”

“And you are going to bring me wine.”

“Yes.”

“Mr. Okonkwo’s Barolo.”

“I will personally pick up a bottle the moment we get back.”

“Thank you, Jake.”



The hearing opened at the tenth bell.

The presiding reform council member — a tall, elderly succubus with silver-streaked copper hair and the formal robes of a First Seat — rose to address the chamber.

“This session is a preliminary hearing, convened under emergency authority of the reform council. It is not the full inter-realm tribunal the evidence before us will ultimately require. The full tribunal will be convened at the Inter-Realm Authority’s headquarters in neutral dimension, on a date to be set in coordination with the Warden Authority and the other inter-realm parties. Today, this council will hear opening evidence, establish provisional findings, formalize custody arrangements for Nia of the Eighth Circle, and refer the broader questions of Banisher Concordat policy to the inter-realm tribunal for full adjudication. Today is the beginning of the proceedings, not their conclusion. I open the preliminary hearing.”

The chamber went quiet.

“I recognize Lore Keeper Morgana of the Forbidden Archives, formally reinstated Research Scholar, to present the foundational evidence.”

Morgana stood.

She walked to the dais with her chestnut head high and her chestnut-and-silver hair catching the red light of the chamber. She placed her hands on the speaker’s lectern. She unfolded her glasses and put them on. Her gaze swept the chamber.

“Esteemed members of the reform council. I am Morgana of the Lore Keeper lineage, formerly First Rank of the Forbidden Archives, reinstated Research Scholar as of eight days ago. I was expelled from this lineage two centuries past for research that was deemed — at the time — to be in error, and my exile was formally reaffirmed at the decennial review ten years ago. I am standing before you today to present that same research, significantly expanded and corroborated, and to demonstrate that the research was not in error.”

A ripple through the chamber. Not surprise, exactly — most of the reform council members had been briefed on the broad strokes — but a kind of attentive settling.

Morgana began her presentation.

I will not attempt to recount it in full. It was two hours long. Morgana dismantled four centuries of Concordat policy with the surgical precision of a woman who had spent two hundred years preparing her case and finally had an audience worthy of it. Morgana walked the council through:

The history of the Constellation fragment research, from the Banisher Concordat’s founding era through her own expulsion. The specific content of the archives’ fragments, including the new ones released to us this week. The reinterpretation of the Constellation as dimensional infrastructure rather than a weapon. The role of sealed succubi as load-bearing structural points in the pattern. The demonstrable benefit of the partial activation: dimensional barriers had been measurably strengthened since the original five points connected, and strengthened further since Nia’s three junction points joined the network.

She presented the evidence of systematic record deletion across many centuries. She traced the deletion pattern to a multigenerational policy inherited by successive First Readers of the Lore Keeper Council, emphasizing that she could identify no single culprit and that the pattern appeared to be the product of cautious choices made across many tenures rather than one hidden hand. She presented Priya’s testimony — Priya stood at her seat and formally confirmed the deletion pattern she had catalogued during her eleven years as head archivist.

She presented the hidden volumes the archives had released this week. She presented Morgana’s own transcriptions of the fragments, cross-referenced with Priya’s independent transcriptions.

Then she presented the fragment about the Constellation’s activation effect — the one that had caused our full-household conversation three days ago. She read the translation to the council in full: the bearers hold the frame when the frame is loved. The bearers hold the door when the door is meant to open. The bearers hold the prison when the prison is meant to contain. To activate the Constellation is to leave. She was careful to underline, before and after the reading, that the surviving fragments preserved three different readings of what activation did — one that named it a departure, one that named it an opening, one that named it a sealing — and that the fragments had never agreed with each other. She presented the reading above as one of three disputed interpretations, not as the operative truth.

The chamber was silent as she read.

She continued. She explained Nia’s reframing — that the partial pattern provided the load-bearing function without activation. That activation was an optional second function. That the choice to activate remained with the bearers and was not a consequence of the pattern’s presence.

She presented this framing as the reform council’s new understanding of the Constellation question.

Then she presented the foundational evidence from Thessa’s cache.

She held up one of the original Banisher documents — a heavy leather-bound volume with the founding Concordat’s seal on its cover. She opened it to a specific page. She translated the relevant passage aloud:

“The founders of the Banisher Concordat were aware of the Constellation’s function and feared its activation. They adopted the exile policy to prevent activation by ensuring the twelve points would never gather in one realm. This policy was adopted not to preserve the realm from external threat, but to preserve the Concordat’s political authority. The founders wrote openly of this intention. The exile policy was, from its inception, a political decision rather than a safety measure. It served the Concordat by keeping the bearers scattered, and it served the Concordat’s longevity by removing a decision point that the bearers might have used to choose differently than the Concordat preferred.”

The chamber was very, very quiet.

Morgana set the document down.

“Members of the council. The exile policy was founded on a choice — the choice of the original Banishers to take the Constellation question out of the bearers’ hands, because the founders did not trust the bearers to decide correctly. Six thousand years of exile policy has flowed from that single choice. Six thousand years of sealed succubi, taken from their families, sent to other dimensions, or in some cases detained indefinitely in facilities like the secure wing where Nia was held for seventy-two years.”

She paused.

“I submit to this council that the exile policy’s foundational justification does not meet the standard of safety that the modern Concordat has claimed. It meets the standard of political convenience. And I submit that this council — the reform council, which has been reshaping the Concordat for the last several years — has the authority and the responsibility to formally end the exile policy, release all current detainees, and reverse as much of the policy’s historical damage as is reversible.”

“I also submit that Thessa, the hardliner commander seated at the opposing witness table, should be given the opportunity to corroborate or dispute my presentation. Commander Thessa herself has testified — privately to me and to Jake Morrison and to Aldric of the reform council — that the founding evidence I have presented is accurate, and that her own faction’s operational choices have flowed from the founding choice. I invite her to speak to the council now.”

The First Seat nodded.

“The council recognizes Commander Thessa.”

Thessa stood.

She walked to the dais. She did not wear glasses. Her silver eyes were direct. She placed her hands on the speaker’s lectern — the same lectern Morgana had just stepped back from — and addressed the chamber.

“I am Thessa of the Banisher Concordat, currently in reform council custody for charges that I do not contest. I am here to corroborate the foundational evidence presented by Lore Keeper Morgana.”

She paused.

“I have served the Banisher Concordat for over a hundred and fifty years. I have commanded hardliner operations for the last thirty. I was promoted to commander on the strength of my conviction that the exile policy was necessary to preserve the Concordat’s mission and the realm’s dimensional stability. I believed this conviction until — until recently.”

She looked down at her bound hands.

“For most of my career, I rationalized the exile policy as a safety measure. I believed the Constellation was a threat. I believed the sealed succubi were instruments of potential dimensional collapse. I believed the Banisher Concordat was the realm’s last line of defense against a catastrophe only we were equipped to prevent.”

“I was wrong.”

She lifted her chin.

“I did not begin to suspect I was wrong until I read Morgana of the Lore Keeper’s early research. I read the smuggled copies that circulated in my faction’s inner council as — as cautionary examples of ‘dangerous scholarship.’ I was meant to read them to understand what to oppose. Instead, I found myself noticing that the research was internally consistent. Rigorously sourced. Careful. I began to wonder — privately — whether Morgana was correct.”

“Then, over the last several years, I began to look more closely at the Concordat’s founding documents. I had access to archives my predecessors did not. I found the documents you have now seen. I found evidence that the founders had made the exile policy as a political choice, not a safety measure. I found evidence that the founders themselves had acknowledged, in private correspondence, that they were making the choice for the bearers rather than with them.”

“I — I did not act on this evidence for many years. I was — I was frightened of what acting would cost me. I was frightened of losing my command. I was frightened of losing my faction. I was frightened of being wrong in public.”

Her gaze moved to our witness table. They found Nia.

“Nia of the Eighth Circle.”

“Yes, Commander Thessa.”

“You were held in the secure wing for seventy-two years under detention orders my faction maintained. I personally renewed the detention order three times during my command tenure. I was one of the reasons you were not released earlier.”

“I know.”

“I am sorry.”

“Yes.”

“That is not enough.”

“No.”

“I am not asking for forgiveness. I am telling you, on the record, that I was wrong. I am telling the council that I was wrong. I am — I am testifying against my own past decisions because the alternative is to continue being the thing I cannot respect.”

Nia inclined her head very slightly.

“Commander Thessa.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for testifying.”

“You do not need to thank me.”

“I do. A lifetime of silence does not need to be met with more silence.”

Thessa’s expression went very bright for a moment.

“Nia —”

“Yes.”

“When I was being dragged to the archives yesterday by the reform council guards — after I surrendered — I was frightened. I have not been frightened in a very long time. I was frightened because I had lost my faction and I was about to lose my freedom. But I was also —” her voice did something small ” — I was also relieved. I did not have to pretend anymore. I could just say what I had been believing privately for years. That is the first time in a very long time I have felt anything other than duty.”

“I understand.”

“I will serve whatever sentence this council imposes. I will cooperate fully. I will testify at the full trial. I will help document the exile policy’s victims so that the reform council can begin the restitution process.”

The First Seat nodded.

“Thank you, Commander Thessa. Your testimony is formally registered. Please return to the witness table.”

Thessa walked back to her table. She did not look at anyone as she walked.

When she sat down, she let out a long breath I could see from across the chamber.



The council deliberated for an hour.

Morgana, Priya, Nia, Thessa, Aldric, and I all remained at our tables while the council members conferred in low voices. Several of the council members left their seats and gathered in small groups for private conversations. One council member — a middle-aged female succubus in the gray robes of the financial committee — came over to our witness table and asked Morgana a specific question about the dimensional stability measurements Morgana had presented.

Morgana answered in technical detail. The council member nodded, thanked her, and returned to her seat.

Priya, beside Morgana, was trembling slightly.

“Morgana —”

“Yes.”

“They are going to vote against us.”

“No they are not.”

“Morgana —”

“Priya. They are not going to vote against us. I have been reading this council for five days. Aldric has been briefing them. The reform majority is stable. The evidence is overwhelming. The vote is going to go our way. The only question is by how much.”

“Morgana —”

“Breathe, Priya.”

Priya breathed.

Cherry, in the observer section behind us, was practically vibrating. I could feel her pink energy hitting my back. She had promised to stay silent during the tribunal and was mostly succeeding, but every so often a small audible squeak of excitement escaped her.

Raven, beside Cherry, occasionally reached over to squeeze Cherry’s shoulder in warning.

Sera, on Raven’s other side, was very still.

Lyra, at my elbow, was doing quiet Heart Reading on the council members. Her gold shimmer came and went across her irises. Through the Soulbound bond, I could feel her gathering information in real time.

the reform majority is firm, she whispered to me through the bond. the opposition is three seats. some of the moderates who were hardliner-sympathetic have shifted. Morgana’s presentation persuaded them. Thessa’s testimony persuaded more.

good.

the vote is going to pass by a comfortable margin.

how comfortable.

forty or more in favor. maybe six or seven against.

that’s a landslide.

it is a landslide.

The First Seat stood up.

“The council will now vote on a provisional finding: that the evidence presented today is sufficient to refer the exile policy, the detention of sealed succubi, and the foundational justification of the Banisher Concordat to the inter-realm tribunal for full adjudication. This is not a final ruling. It is a referral. The final determinations will be made by the inter-realm tribunal in neutral dimension.”

The council voted.

It was a voice vote — each council member stood when their name was called and said yea or nay. I listened to each response. The yea votes accumulated. The nay votes were scattered and infrequent.

When the First Seat finished the roll call, she announced the tally:

“Forty-three in favor. Five opposed. Two abstentions. The motion passes. The matter is referred.”

The chamber filled with the sound of applause.

Morgana did not move. She was sitting very still, her eyes closed, her hand pressed over her mouth.

I reached over and put my hand on her back.

“Morgana.”

“I —”

“You did it.”

“I did it.”

“You did it.”

She turned and buried her face in my shoulder. Her whole body was shaking. She was crying — not quietly, not in the controlled Morgana way, but really crying, the way a woman who had been holding two centuries of grief together finally let it out.

Priya, beside her, was also crying. Less dramatically but continuously. She reached over and took Morgana’s free hand and held it tight.

Nia sat at my other side, her silver eyes wet but composed. Her three seal patterns glowed softly.

In the observer section, Cherry had started crying. Then Raven. Then Sera.

Lyra, at my elbow, was soft-smiling, her blue eyes bright.

The chamber was full of applause and the low sounds of a reform council acknowledging a major policy shift. Several council members came down from their seats to congratulate Morgana personally. She stood to receive them, her face wet, her eyes luminous, her hands accepting handshakes and embraces.

I stood behind her, my hand on her back, watching her accept two hundred years of vindication in real time.



The second vote came immediately after the first. This one was not a referral — it was within the reform council’s own Lore Keeper jurisdiction and could be decided in-chamber.

“The council now votes on the secondary motion: the formal pardon and honorable release of Morgana of the Lore Keeper lineage, restoration of her full academic credentials, and official acknowledgment that her original expulsion two centuries ago — and the subsequent decennial reaffirmation ten years ago — were based on inadequate evidence and inappropriate procedural standards.”

Morgana sat down fast.

Her face was a confusion of emotions I did not have words for.

The council voted.

Forty-eight in favor. Two opposed. No abstentions.

Morgana was officially, formally, fully reinstated.

The First Seat addressed Morgana directly.

“Lore Keeper Morgana. The reform council extends its formal apology for the events of two centuries ago and for the failure of the decennial review ten years past to correct them. Your expulsion was a mistake. Your academic credentials are fully restored. You are invited to resume your position as First Rank of the Forbidden Archives, or to accept any other position within the Lore Keeper lineage that you choose.”

Morgana stood.

“First Seat. Thank you. I accept the restoration of my credentials. I decline the offer of the First Rank position.”

Murmurs in the chamber.

“I decline,” Morgana continued, “because my home is now on Earth. I am a resident of Chicago. I am part of a bonded household there. My work will continue — I will travel between realms as needed, and I will continue to cooperate with the Forbidden Archives — but my primary residence will remain on Earth.”

“Understood, Lore Keeper.”

“However —” Morgana’s warm gaze found Priya beside her. ” — I would like to make a recommendation to this council regarding the First Rank position. I recommend Priya of the Lore Keeper lineage as my replacement and current First Rank. Priya has served as head archivist for the last eleven years. She has maintained the archives’ integrity during difficult times. She has been their ally when other Lore Keepers were not. She is the right person for the position, with or without my endorsement.”

Priya made a small surprised sound.

The First Seat nodded.

“The council will consider the recommendation.”

Morgana sat.

Priya, beside her, leaned over.

“Morgana — you do not have to —”

“I am doing it because you deserve it and because the archives love you.”

“But —”

“Priya. This is not a gift to you. It is a correction of a gap in the organization.”

“But I — I am coming to Chicago —”

“You can hold the position and be in Chicago. First Rank does not require permanent physical presence. You can come to Chicago with us and still be First Rank from a distance. The duties can be managed with runners and periodic visits.”

Priya’s eyes filled.

“You — you are offering me both.”

“Yes.”

“Morgana —”

“Shh. Let the council finish.”



The third vote was on Thessa’s provisional custody arrangement.

“The council now votes on a provisional motion: that Commander Thessa be held in reform council custody pending the full inter-realm tribunal, that she be granted cooperative witness status in recognition of today’s testimony, and that her final disposition be deferred to the tribunal itself.”

The council voted.

Thirty-nine in favor. Nine opposed. Two abstentions. The motion passed. Thessa was formally placed in reform council protective custody as a cooperating witness. Her final sentence — if any — would be determined by the inter-realm tribunal when it convened in neutral dimension.

She accepted the arrangement with a slight nod.

The First Seat looked down at her from the dais.

“Commander Thessa. You will remain in reform council custody until the inter-realm tribunal. Your testimony today will be entered into the tribunal’s preliminary record. You will be required to attend the full proceedings when they are convened.”

“I will attend.”

“Thank you.”

Thessa stood. A reform council guard approached her and gently guided her back toward the chamber exit. As she passed our witness table, she paused briefly.

“Lore Keeper Morgana.”

“Commander.”

“Your presentation was — it was the finest academic presentation I have ever witnessed.”

“Thank you, Commander.”

“I wish I had read your research properly two centuries ago.”

“I wish you had too.”

“I am sorry.”

“I — I accept your apology, Commander Thessa. Not your forgiveness. Your apology.”

Thessa nodded. She turned and looked at me.

“Jake Morrison.”

“Commander.”

“You will remember what I said at the archives.”

“I will.”

“About fearing the choice itself.”

“I will remember.”

“Do not — do not let fear of the choice control your choice. Whatever you decide. Choose because you want to, not because you fear to.”

“Yes.”

“I wish you well, incubus.”

“I wish you well, Thessa.”

She walked out of the chamber with the reform council guard.



The preliminary hearing formally closed at the third bell of afternoon. The full inter-realm tribunal was announced, in the First Seat’s closing remarks, to be scheduled within the coming weeks at the Inter-Realm Authority’s headquarters in neutral dimension. The formal summonses would be issued through interdimensional channels. Everyone at the witness tables today — Morgana, Priya, Nia, Thessa, Aldric, and me — would be expected to attend.

There were many more procedural motions that followed — interim release orders for sealed succubi detainees in other facilities across the demon realm pending tribunal review, the appointment of investigative committees, the scheduling of follow-up hearings. Morgana participated in the early ones. By the middle of the procedural phase, she was exhausted, and the First Seat kindly dismissed her and our entire witness table to the reform council’s private chambers for rest.

We sat in a quiet side room with comfortable chairs and a silver tray of food one of the clerks brought in.

Morgana did not eat.

She sat in her chair with her glasses off and her chestnut hair beginning to fall out of its formal twist and her eyes very distant.

I sat beside her and held her hand.

“Morgana.”

“Yes.”

“You did it.”

“I did it.”

“Two hundred years.”

“All of them. Every single one of them. On the record.”

“And today, in four hours, you got the reform council to refer the exile policy to the inter-realm tribunal, rewrote the Concordat’s foundational justification on the record, secured Nia’s freedom, got Thessa to testify against her own faction, had your expulsion formally overturned, and recommended Priya for your old position.”

“Yes.”

“And you are going home to Chicago.”

“I am going home to Chicago.”

“Morgana —”

“I want to lie down.”

“Okay.”

“I mean — I want to actually lie down. On a couch. For several hours. And not talk.”

“Okay.”

I helped her up. I led her to a long cushioned bench along one wall of the side chamber. She lay down on it. I took off my formal tunic and folded it and put it under her head as a pillow. She closed her eyes.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for being beside me at the dais.”

“Always.”

“I am going to sleep for an hour. Please wake me before the departure.”

“I will.”

She slept.

Priya, beside me, was still processing the recommendation. She sat in a chair with her new spectacles in her hands, turning them absently.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Morgana recommended me for First Rank.”

“Yes.”

“The council may accept.”

“Yes.”

“I — I do not know how to hold both. First Rank of the Forbidden Archives and a residence in Chicago.”

“We will figure it out. You will travel between. The gateway is stable. Morgana will build you a personal transit authorization. You can be in Chicago five days and in the Eighth Circle two days. Or whatever rhythm works.”

“I — I am going to have a more complicated life than I expected.”

“Yes.”

“I have not had a complicated life in eleven years.”

“I know.”

“I think I am ready for a complicated life.”

“Yes.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“You are welcome, Priya.”



Evening came. The preliminary hearing was fully adjourned. The reform council had dispersed, its summonses for the full inter-realm tribunal already drafted for interdimensional transmission. Aldric came to fetch us from the side chamber with a formal announcement: the gateway transit was scheduled for tomorrow morning at the second bell of dawn, which would give everyone a full night of rest before the journey.

Morgana woke gracefully from her hour-long nap. Her eyes were clearer. Her hair was a mess. She put it back up with help from Lyra, who had a gift for hair-pinning that none of the rest of us shared.

We walked back to the diplomatic residence together — the whole group, plus Priya, plus Aldric.

The streets of the Eighth Circle were — full.

The tribunal’s outcome had, apparently, spread through the city fast. Succubi and other demons lined the streets as we walked. They did not mob us. They did not stop us. They simply — stood, watching, a few of them bowing, many of them silent. Word had spread that the exile policy had been ended. Word had spread that the sealed succubi were free. Word had spread that the incubus and his Constellation were returning to Earth tomorrow.

It was not a triumphal procession. It was quieter. More reverent. The Eighth Circle was seeing us off.

A grandmother near a bakery lifted her hand to me as we passed. The small open-palm gesture I now recognized as a blessing.

A young succubus in a garden archway pressed a flower to her own chest and then to her forehead and then extended it toward me. I accepted it with a small bow. It was a pink flower. I handed it to Cherry, who beamed.

Mother Lini was waiting at the edge of the Nectar Quarter with a small group of her tea garden regulars. She threw her arms around Cherry the moment we got close, then pressed a small wrapped package into Cherry’s hands.

“For the road, my child. A tin of my special still-food. It will travel through the gateway safely. Eat it when you miss home.”

“Mother Lini —”

“Come back to us, Cherry.”

“I will.”

“With him.”

“With him.”

Mother Lini kissed me on the cheek and hurried back into her tea garden before Cherry could properly thank her.



Velvet was at the residence gate when we arrived.

She had come to say goodbye.

She was dressed more modestly than I had seen her before — a longer golden wrap, her generous H-cup breasts more covered, her hair pinned up with only a few of her usual gold clasps visible. She looked, in the warm afternoon light, both radiant and tired.

She met me at the gate with the slight distance of a woman who had thought very carefully about what to say.

“Jake Morrison.”

“Velvet.”

“I heard the tribunal outcome.”

“Yes.”

“I heard you are leaving tomorrow morning.”

“Yes.”

“I came to say goodbye properly. I also came —” She reached into a small pouch at her belt. ” — I came to bring you this.”

She produced a small golden cask — maybe a liter in size — with a cork sealed in wax and a small crystalline label.

“Nectar. From this morning. Fresh.”

“Velvet —”

“For the road. For —” She paused. ” — for Cherry, if she wants some. For you, if you want some. For sharing with Lyra, if you wish. A cask of nectar is not a common gift. Normally we only serve it fresh at the house. This one is stabilized with a minor preservation ward. It will keep for several weeks in your cooler.”

“Thank you, Velvet.”

“I also wanted to tell you —”

She looked down at her hands. Then up at me. Her expression was stripped bare — all warmth, no composure.

“I am not pregnant. Yet. My Nourisher intuition cannot tell this early. It may be another two weeks before I know anything. I wanted to tell you directly — whatever happens, I will send word through Aldric’s official channels within the month. Whatever the result, I will tell you.”

“Yes.”

“And — Jake — I wanted to tell you something else.”

“Yes.”

“Whatever the result. Thank you. I have not been — I have not been held the way you held me. Not in a hundred and fifty years. I have not been seen the way you saw me. You gave me something I did not believe existed. Even if no child comes of it, I have already received more than I had any right to expect.”

My throat tightened.

“Velvet —”

“I am not asking for anything more. I know you are leaving. I know you have your own household. I am not —” She lifted her chin. ” — I am not proposing. I am thanking you. And I am leaving the cask for you and your household. Take it home.”

I took the cask from her. She did not let go of it immediately. Her hands were warm around mine for a long moment.

Then she released the cask and stepped back.

“Jake Morrison.”

“Yes.”

“Go home.”

“I will.”

“If there is a child —”

“I will come back. I promise. However long it takes, however complicated the transit, I will come back.”

“Yes.”

“You are not alone, Velvet.”

“I know.”

She turned and walked back toward the Nectar Quarter.

I watched her until she was out of sight. Then I turned to see Cherry and Lyra and the others all standing behind me, having quietly assembled during the conversation. Cherry was — quietly crying. Lyra had her hand on Cherry’s back. Raven was looking at the sky, pretending not to listen. Morgana was impassive but her expression was soft. Sera was holding Nia’s hand.

“Okay,” I said. “Inside. We pack for tomorrow.”



Zara arrived at the residence an hour later.

She came without an escort. She walked up to the residence gate in her full Blade Class regalia — the leather battle-wraps, the tight warrior braid, her scarlet eyes bright — and she knocked formally on the gate.

Aldric opened it.

“Mistress Zara of the Proving Ground. You are welcome.”

“I am here to see the incubus.”

Aldric brought her into the reception room. She stood at the center of the room, her chipped horns catching the light, her tail curled behind her with the coiled alertness of a warrior who was not here to fight.

“Jake Morrison.”

“Zara.”

“I heard you are leaving.”

“Yes.”

She crossed the room in three long strides and punched me in the shoulder.

It hurt. Blade Class strength. I staggered back a step.

“That is for not telling me before I heard it in the street.”

“Zara —”

“I am angry at you. I have been angry for an hour. I had to hear from a fruit vendor at the east market that my incubus was leaving tomorrow. I then had to walk all the way over here to tell you myself that I am upset.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You should be.”

“Zara —”

“I am also here —” she paused ” — I am also here to say goodbye properly.”

“Yes.”

“I did not get my rematch.”

“No.”

“You promised me a rematch.”

“Yeah, I did.”

“Jake.”

“I will come back.”

“Yes you will.”

“I will.”

“When.”

“I don’t know. Soon. Within a few months. The gateway will remain stable. We can travel between realms. I promise I will come back.”

“I am going to hold you to that.”

“Wouldn’t expect less.”

“Jake —”

“Yes.”

“I am a warrior. I do not — I do not make romantic attachments. I did not make one with you during the Proving Ground, regardless of what my body thought that afternoon. But I —” She paused. ” — I respect you. And I want to see you again. And I want the rematch. And I want — ”

She caught herself. Did not finish that sentence.

“I want — many things. I will figure out what I want when you come back.”

“Okay.”

“Jake —”

“Yes.”

“Did — did the breeding —”

“Zara. I don’t know. It is too early to tell. Nothing is certain.”

“I understand.”

“If there is a child —”

“I will let you know. Through Aldric.”

“Yes.”

“Zara —”

“Yes.”

“I mean it. I will come back.”

“I know, incubus.”

She stepped closer. She put one long-fingered hand on my face for a moment. Her crimson skin was warm.

“Until the rematch, Jake Morrison.”

“Until the rematch.”

She walked out of the residence without looking back.

Cherry, who had been watching from the stairs, came down looking genuinely surprised.

“Jake. Zara came to say goodbye.”

“Yes.”

“Zara came to say goodbye.”

“Yes, Cherry.”

“Zara does not do that.”

“Apparently she did today.”

“Jake. Jake. I — I am processing this. I — I am making a list of all the succubi in the Eighth Circle who love you. It is a long list. Velvet is on it. Mother Lini is on it. Zara is on it. Nerith from the arrival plaza is on it. The woman at the vegetable stand whose horns you accidentally complimented is on it. The copper succubus who first approached you at the arrival plaza is on it. I think we may have to hire a staff to manage your interdimensional correspondence when we get back to Chicago.”

“Cherry.”

“Yes?”

“I love you the most.”

“I KNOW. I am just — I am making the list.”

“Can you stop making the list.”

“Fine.”

She stopped making the list. She hugged me instead.



That night, after a quiet dinner that Cherry had prepared from the still-food reserves Mother Lini had given us, we all sat together in the reception room for the last evening in the Eighth Circle.

Priya was there. Nia was there. Aldric was there. Raven and Sera and Cherry and Lyra and Morgana. Me.

The windows showed views of our favorite places in the Eighth Circle — Cherry had cycled through them one last time. Mother Lini’s tea garden. Velvet’s Golden Draught. The Spire Gardens at night. The Shadow Market in twilight. The view from the Crimson Court’s highest parapet. The Forbidden Archives at evening with the silver doors glowing warm.

Then the windows settled on a final view: a simulated image of Jake’s apartment back in Chicago. Kevin asleep on the couch. Voss at the kitchen table processing forms. Mrs. Peterson’s guest room light visible across the hall. Mia’s Glow Up Era ring light glowing in the living room.

Cherry sighed happily.

“I miss Kevin.”

“I miss Kevin too, Cherry.”

“Tomorrow morning I get to see Kevin.”

“Yes.”

Morgana raised her glass of the Barolo — which Aldric had generously refilled from a bottle he had been saving in the residence’s cellar for this specific moment.

“A toast.”

Everyone raised their glasses or mugs or cups. Cherry had a pink juice she had mixed herself. Sera had hot chocolate. Nia had her second hot chocolate of the day. Priya had a small glass of the Barolo with a drop of water. Raven had ice water. Lyra had the Barolo. Aldric had the Barolo.

Morgana: “To Nia. And to freedom.”

We drank.

Cherry: “To Mother Lini. And Velvet. And Mr. Okonkwo in Chicago who is not here but should be. And Kevin.”

We drank. Cherry added: “TO KEVIN.”

Raven: “To getting through another tribunal without having to burn anything down.”

We drank.

Sera: “To sisters.” She paused. Her pale violet eyes moved between Raven and Nia and around the rest of us. “All of you.”

We drank.

Nia: “To the archives. Who chose to trust us.”

We drank. Morgana made a small pleased sound.

Priya: “To — to coming with you.”

We drank. Morgana squeezed her hand.

Lyra: “To home. On Earth. Waiting for us.”

We drank.

Aldric: “To the reform council. And to the hope of doing better than the last council.”

We drank.

And then, finally, it was my turn.

I raised my glass. I looked around the room at this absurd, remarkable, hard-won, expanded, interdimensional household of mine — five succubi and a Lore Keeper and a Junction and a former Banisher and, waiting on Earth, a golden retriever and a younger sister and a building full of people who had become family.

“To home,” I said. “Both of them.”

We drank.

Cherry leaned over and pressed her face into my shoulder.

“Tomorrow morning,” she murmured.

“Tomorrow morning.”

“Kevin.”

“Kevin.”


Chapter 16: Home Again

The gateway opened in the central plaza at the second bell of dawn.

Morgana had spent the previous afternoon preparing the Constellation anchor for the return transit — a slightly different configuration than the outbound gateway, because we were adding two new passengers (Nia and Priya), and because the anchor had to be attuned to a slightly different pattern of stability than the week before. She had also, at my insistence, added an additional stabilization ward that would allow the gateway to be reopened on the Earth side at intervals for travelers wanting to move between the realms — a semi-permanent transit channel rather than a one-time door.

Aldric walked us to the plaza at dawn.

The Eighth Circle was quiet at this hour. The sun was just beginning to clear the crystal spires to the east. The sky was a soft pre-dawn violet. A scattering of early succubi were already on the streets, going about their mornings, and several of them stopped to watch us pass — the bonded group of the incubus, walking in formal clothing toward the plaza, leaving the Eighth Circle after nine days.

A few of them waved.

Cherry waved back enthusiastically at every single one. She had — despite a firmly-worded request from Morgana to travel light this morning — packed two additional small bags full of demon-realm souvenirs. One bag was pink flowers from the hallway. The other bag was a collection of items Cherry had acquired over the week: a small crystal cup from Mother Lini’s tea garden (a gift), a wrapped package from Velvet (the small golden cask of nectar, plus three individual gift bags for Raven and Morgana and Lyra), a book of demon-realm children’s stories for the Chicago apartment, a murmurpeach (still glowing faintly pink, which would be a customs problem at the interdimensional boundary, but Cherry had not considered this), and three small gold hair clasps she had bought at a market yesterday to distribute among the harem.

Nia walked beside Sera. She was wearing a warm gray traveling robe and carrying nothing at all. Her three seal patterns were glowing softly in the pre-dawn light.

Priya walked beside Morgana. She had her full Lore Keeper regalia on — she would be arriving on Earth as the officially sponsored First Rank representative, per a formal letter the reform council had given her last night — and she carried a small leather bag with her personal belongings. She had formally resigned her residence in the Lore Keeper quarters at dawn and had packed what little she owned.

Raven walked on my right with her hand in mine. Her shadows drifted at her ankles, unusually calm. She was — leaving her old home for the second time in her life. But this time she was leaving by choice, with her sister, with me, to a place she considered her real home.

Lyra walked on my left with her wings half-spread. She had kept her wings out as we walked through the Eighth Circle one last time, enjoying the demon-realm amplification while she still could — they would fold back into their vestigial form when we returned to Earth, and she wanted to feel them fully one last time.

Morgana walked at the head of our group with the Constellation anchor in her hands.

We reached the central plaza.

The plaza was — empty, except for a small group waiting at the arrival point. Aldric had arranged a quiet departure — no crowd, no ceremony, just the formal reform council observer, two guards, and a small delegation of four people who had specifically asked to be present.

Mother Lini was there. Cherry made a small happy sound and ran to hug her.

Nerith — the copper succubus from the arrival plaza on our first day — was there. She bowed to me as I passed. I returned the bow.

Harnik — the four-hundred-and-seventy-year-old registration clerk from the Crimson Court — was there, in his frayed robes, clutching a small scroll. When we approached, he stepped forward stiffly and held out the scroll.

“Jake Morrison. This is your departure registration. Form 52-A-INCUBUS. I created it yesterday. It is now officially on file at the Crimson Court. I will keep a copy. You may have this one.”

“Thank you, Harnik.”

“It is the first Form 52-A-INCUBUS in the Concordat’s history.”

“Yes.”

“I am proud to have processed it.”

“I am honored, Harnik.”

“Come back to us, incubus.”

“I will.”

He bowed, pressed the scroll into my hands, and stepped back.

The fourth person waiting at the plaza was Zara.

I had not expected to see her again this morning — she had said her goodbye yesterday. But there she was, in plain clothing rather than her Proving Ground regalia, her silver-white hair loose around her shoulders, her scarlet eyes tired and clear.

“Zara.”

“I changed my mind.”

“About?”

“About saying goodbye only once. I decided to come see you off too.”

“I’m glad.”

She stepped forward and pressed her forehead against mine for a brief, private moment — the gesture of a warrior acknowledging an equal. Then she stepped back.

“Soon, incubus.”

“Soon.”

“Do not forget the rematch.”

“I won’t.”

She walked back to her position at the edge of the plaza.

Morgana moved to the center of the plaza and set the Constellation anchor down on the dark stone. She called us all into position — the five points of the Constellation around me at the center, Priya and Nia and Aldric outside the five points but close enough to pass through the gateway with us.

Aldric had, at some point during the evening yesterday, decided he was coming with us. He had formally applied for interdimensional residency at our household address in Chicago and had been granted it under Voss’s pre-existing jurisdictional authority. He would continue his reform council work via the interdimensional transit channel. For now, he was a resident of Chicago.

Morgana removed her glasses. Placed them in her case.

She began the chant.

The Constellation anchor began to glow.

I placed my hand on it and pushed my incubus essence into the pattern. The anchor responded immediately — the pattern unfolded above the plaza, lines of gold light forming the now-familiar structure of the gateway. The Constellation in my chest brightened — all eight points, Lyra and Cherry and Raven and Morgana and Sera and Nia’s three — all of them lit up as one. The gateway pattern opened.

A tear in reality formed above the anchor.

Through it, I could see — Jake’s apartment. My living room. The couch where Kevin liked to sleep. The kitchen where Voss sat at the table. The sigils on the wall that Mia had learned to think of as tasteful art. The framed certificate of Kevin’s Dimensional Familiar Registration.

Home.

Cherry gasped.

“IT’S — IT’S THE APARTMENT —”

Morgana, focused on holding the gateway open: “Cherry. Walk through first.”

“BUT IT’S —”

“Walk through first, Cherry. Then pull the others through. The gateway is stable but I want Kevin-adjacent targets on both sides.”

“OKAY OKAY OKAY —”

Cherry bounced through the gateway.

I saw her pink hair disappear into the tear in reality and, a moment later, I saw her land in the middle of the Chicago living room on the other side. Kevin, who had been asleep on the couch, leapt up the moment she appeared and LAUNCHED himself at her, tail whirring. Cherry caught him and went down in a full-body tackle-hug on the living room rug.

Through the gateway, I could faintly hear her voice: “KEVIN! KEVIN! MY KEVIN! I MISSED YOU SO MUCH!”

Kevin’s barking was enthusiastic and echoing.

Mia — Mia was here — appeared from the kitchen with her ring light still attached to a cable and her eyes enormous as she saw Cherry materialize.

“CHERRY?”

“MIA?”

“CHERRY!”

“MIA!”

The sisterhood reunion was getting noisy already.

Morgana kept the gateway stable. Raven went next, then Sera, both stepping through together, Sera with her duffel bag containing her hot chocolate canister, Raven with her two knives. Priya followed them — she looked at the gateway for a long nervous moment before stepping through. Then Nia, slowly, with Aldric at her elbow. Then Aldric himself. Then Lyra, who turned back to look at me with her blue eyes soft before stepping through.

Morgana was the last across before me. She held the gateway stable until she was right at the edge, then she turned, reached for my hand, and pulled me through with her.

The world folded.

For a second I felt every empty socket in the Constellation at once — the nine and the remaining three, scattered across dimensions. I felt the ninth one flare briefly, closer than she had been yesterday, reaching hard.

Then I was through.

Earth.

My living room.

My apartment.

Kevin barking. Cherry sobbing with joy. Mia with her eyes like saucers and her hand clutched over her mouth.

Voss, at the kitchen table, stood up slowly.

“Welcome back.”



The next several minutes were chaos.

Kevin, having finished his Cherry-greeting, ran to me next. I crouched and caught him in a full hug. His whole body was wriggling. He licked my face. He licked my neck. He licked the corner of my mouth — which was weird and I would have stopped him except I was too busy laughing and crying.

“Kevin. Kevin, buddy. I missed you.”

Woof. Woof woof woof.

“I know. I know. I missed you too.”

Kevin finished with me and went to Raven. She crouched down and Kevin put his whole head against her chest. She wrapped her arms around him. She did not say anything, but her shadows curled up around both of them in the same soft gesture I had seen her use exactly once before, the first time Kevin had fallen asleep on her lap.

Kevin moved to Morgana. Morgana, not usually a dog person in expressive ways, dropped to one knee and let Kevin put his head in her lap. Her mouth pressed together hard. “Hello, Kevin. I have missed your French press competition.”

Kevin wuffed at her.

Then Kevin went to Sera. Sera crouched and Kevin sat in her lap completely, all sixty-five pounds of him, refusing to budge.

Mia came out of her initial paralysis and walked across the living room to me.

Her eyes were enormous. Her face was a complicated mixture of shock and anticipation and embarrassment and — most dominant — love.

“Jake.”

“Mia.”

“You — you went to another dimension.”

“Yes.”

“And your girlfriends are succubi.”

“Yes.”

“Voss told me everything.”

“I figured.”

“I am very mad at you.”

“Fair.”

“I am also very happy to see you.”

“I am very happy to see you too, Mia.”

She launched across the remaining space and hugged me. Hard. Her face pressed into my chest. She was trying not to cry and failing a little. I wrapped my arms around her.

“I am still mad.”

“Yeah.”

“But the mad will pass. Probably.”

“Probably.”

“I love you, Jake.”

“I love you too, Mia.”

She stepped back and wiped her face with the back of her sleeve. Then she turned to look at the rest of my extended household, who were all standing in my living room in various stages of taking off their travel clothing and interacting with Kevin and the furniture.

Her eyes caught on Cherry first.

“Cherry.”

Cherry lit up. “MIA.”

“Cherry, your horns — they’re — they’re real —”

“I TOLD you I was from Europe, Mia.”

“CHERRY.”

“I am so sorry I lied. I have been practicing my apology. I am SO SORRY I LIED. I have — Mia, Mia, come here —”

She pulled Mia into a huge Cherry-style hug, impossible chest pressed into Mia’s shoulder, tail wrapped around Mia’s ankle.

“I am — I am a Glamour Class succubus from the Nectar Quarter in the Eighth Circle of the demon realm. I am bonded to your brother. I love you like a little sister. Everything I taught you about dating is real and it works and you are amazing and I am so so so so so so so so sorry I did not tell you sooner.”

Mia, muffled against Cherry’s chest: “Cherry, your horns are touching my ear.”

“I KNOW. I am hugging with full horn contact. That is how much I love you.”

“Cherry.”

“Yes?”

“Let me breathe.”

“Oh — yes —”

Cherry released her slightly. Mia stepped back, touched Cherry’s horns cautiously with one finger, and said, “Cherry. These are real.”

“YES.”

“They feel like — they feel like a horn.”

“YES.”

“Oh my god.”

“I know. I have them all the time.”

Mia started laughing. A helpless, shocked, delighted laugh.

She moved on to Lyra next. Lyra held out both hands.

“Mia. I am Lyra. I — I am the one your brother loves most, in the way of the Soulbound. I am so glad to finally meet you.”

“Lyra. You — you have wings.”

“I do now. They are more functional in the demon realm. On Earth they are smaller. But they are always there.”

Mia touched one of Lyra’s wings, very gently. Lyra let her.

“They are soft.”

“Yes.”

“I always wondered about your accent.”

“I am from the Crimson Court of the Eighth Circle. I was exiled six months ago. Your brother gave me water on my first day here and I knew then that he was the kindest person I had ever met.”

Mia’s eyes welled up.

“Lyra.”

“Yes?”

“You are so — you are so pretty. And sincere. I am going to cry.”

“It is okay to cry. Come here.”

Lyra hugged Mia. A gentler hug than Cherry’s. Mia’s shoulders shook a little.

Raven was next. Raven did not do hugs with strangers. She extended her hand formally.

“Raven. Shadow Class. Pleased to meet you.”

Mia shook her hand.

“You — you and my brother are —”

“Yes. I’m with Jake.”

“Cherry told me you pretend to hate Kevin.”

“I do not pretend.”

Kevin, who had been with Sera, lifted his head at his name and trotted over to Raven. He sat on her foot. Looked up at her with his full pleading-golden-retriever face.

Raven’s hand, betraying her, drifted down to scratch behind his ears.

Mia watched this with her eyebrows raised.

“Pretend, Raven.”

“Do not say another word, Mia Morrison.”

“Pretend, Raven.”

“I have two knives and I know how to use them.”

“You love Kevin.”

Raven’s tail curled around her own ankle.

“Yes,” she admitted. “I love Kevin. Do not tell anyone.”

“Too late,” Cherry called from the kitchen. “I already know. Everybody already knows. Raven loves Kevin.”

“Cherry, I am going to — ”

“I LOVE you, Raven!”

Raven sighed.

Mia met Morgana next.

Morgana had been standing quietly, watching the reunion with her warm eyes bright and a small pleased smile. Mia walked up to her with a specific cautious reverence.

“Morgana. Cherry told me about you. Lore Keeper. Very old.”

“Two hundred and twelve, yes.”

“You are — um — I have — I have questions.”

“Ask them at your leisure, Mia. I am going to be staying in the guest bedroom for the foreseeable future. We will have time.”

“Thank you.”

“You are welcome.”

“Morgana —”

“Yes.”

“Cherry said you drink wine at nine in the morning.”

“Cherry said what.”

“She said you have a specific Barolo that you drink starting at nine AM every day.”

“Mia Morrison. Those are Cherry’s words, not mine. I drink wine at appropriate intervals throughout the day, which happen to include — on certain days — morning intervals.”

“Uh huh.”

“It is a professional Lore Keeper custom.”

“It is a drinking habit, Morgana.”

Morgana’s eyes sparkled. “I like your sister, Jake.”

“I figured you would.”

Mia then saw Sera. Her face softened immediately.

“You must be Sera. Cherry told me about you. You are — you are Raven’s sister. You were a prisoner for three years. I am so sorry.”

Sera smiled. Her full real smile, the one I had been watching develop over four months.

“Hello, Mia. Thank you.”

“Cherry said you have a — a thing for hot chocolate.”

“Yes.”

“I brought the good kind from Trader Joe’s.”

Sera’s face lit up.

“You brought —”

“I thought — I thought Jake would want to come home to the good stuff. I have been stocking the apartment. There is — there is hot chocolate mix in the kitchen.”

Sera moved as if to stand up but Kevin was still in her lap, so she had to wiggle Kevin gently aside. Mia crossed the room and offered her both hands, and Sera took them, and the two of them stood there for a moment.

“Sera —”

“Yes, Mia?”

“Will you teach me to make hot chocolate the way you make it?”

“Yes.”

“Right now?”

“Yes.”

Sera walked with Mia to the kitchen, hand in hand, her duffel bag forgotten on the living room floor.

Nia, who had been very quiet during the chaos, was sitting on the edge of my armchair. She had been overwhelmed by the rush of the introductions. Her silver eyes were tracking everything carefully. I walked over to her.

“Nia.”

“Yes.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. I am — I am observing. I have been meditating in silence for longer than you have been alive, and now I am in a room full of friendly noise. It is — it is much. But it is the right kind of much.”

“Let me introduce you to Mia gently.”

“Yes. Please.”

I walked Mia back from the kitchen. Mia turned off the kettle (Sera had already started the hot chocolate process) and walked over with me.

“Mia. This is Nia. She is — she is a Junction. She was held prisoner in the demon realm for seventy-two years. We freed her four days ago. She is staying with us for — for as long as she wants.”

Mia looked at Nia. Her eyes went to Nia’s three glowing seal patterns. She went very quiet.

“Nia.”

“Mia.”

“Seventy-two years?”

“Yes.”

“Oh. Oh, Nia —”

“I am — I am adjusting. This week has been the first week I have been outside of a cell. Your brother’s household has been very kind. I am — I am taking it slowly.”

Kevin, who had been making his rounds of the harem, chose that moment to notice Nia for the first time.

He padded over, slowly, the way he did when he sensed something fragile. Not the full tackle-bounce he had given Cherry. Not the head-butt he had given Raven. A careful, measured approach, the approach he used on very small puppies and on Mrs. Peterson’s arthritic cat and on Sera in her earliest weeks in the apartment, when she had still flinched at movement.

He sat in front of the armchair. He looked up at Nia. His eyes were patient.

Nia looked down at him.

She did not move for a long moment. Her eyes, which had been overwhelmed by the room of noise, went perfectly still on Kevin’s face. Her hands, folded in her lap, did not move either.

Kevin waited.

Then, very slowly, he lifted one paw and set it on Nia’s knee. Not demanding. Not pushing. Just — here I am. I am a dog. I am present.

Nia’s hand trembled.

Her hand lifted — uncertain, trembling a little — and hovered in the air above Kevin’s head. I realized, with a small ache, that I did not know when Nia had last touched a living creature. All those decades in a meditation cell. Before that, who knew. It had been longer than most people lived since Nia had felt warm fur under her palm.

She lowered her hand.

Her fingers met the top of Kevin’s head.

Kevin’s tail thumped once against the floorboards. Soft. Approving.

Nia’s face did something I had not seen it do yet. Not a smile — something quieter. A kind of slow wonder, as if a piece of the world she had forgotten existed had just come back to her. Her whole face brightened. Her fingers moved, tentatively, through the soft fur between Kevin’s ears.

“Oh,” she said, very softly. “Oh.”

Kevin leaned his head into her hand. Then, with the Kevin gesture reserved for people who needed it most, he put his whole chin in her lap and closed his eyes.

Nia did not speak for a long moment. A tear slid down her cheek, unhurried. She did not seem to notice it. Her hand moved in slow strokes along Kevin’s head and back, learning the shape of him, learning that alive and warm and soft were things that still existed in the world and that one of them was, right now, in her lap.

“I had forgotten,” she said at last, “what this felt like.”

I did not say anything. I just watched.

Mia, who had turned around from the kitchen with a mug of hot chocolate in her hand, had gone very still. She pressed her free hand over her mouth and breathed through her fingers.

“I am so — I am so glad you are here.”

“Thank you, Mia.”

“Can I — can I make you some hot chocolate?”

The corners of Nia’s mouth turned up — a real smile, small but unmistakable.

“Yes. Please. I like hot chocolate very much.”

Mia walked back to the kitchen to start another mug.

Priya was, meanwhile, still standing in the entryway of the apartment with her small leather bag at her feet, looking around like a woman who had just stepped into a dream she had not allowed herself to imagine.

I walked over to her.

“Priya.”

“Jake.”

“Welcome to Chicago.”

“It is — it is so much smaller than I expected. The residence in the Eighth Circle was — enormous. This is — this is a family home.”

“Yes.”

“I like it.”

“There is a spare guest room off the kitchen. Cherry set it up for you during the week before she left — I mean, she said she did. Apparently she’s been planning this since before we left for the demon realm. There are pink flowers. There is a pillow. There is a small bookshelf that Cherry stocked with children’s books.”

Priya laughed wetly.

“Of course there are pink flowers.”

“Of course there are.”

Cherry popped out of the spare guest room two seconds later, vibrating.

“PRIYA. PRIYA. Come see your room.”

Priya was led away to see her room.

Aldric, meanwhile, had walked over to Voss at the kitchen table. The two of them nodded to each other.

“Aldric.”

“Voss.”

“Welcome.”

“Thank you.”

“The paperwork for your interdimensional residency is complete. You are formally registered.”

“I appreciate your prompt work.”

“You are welcome. Please sit. There is coffee.”

Aldric sat at the kitchen table across from Voss. They began a quiet professional conversation about the reform council’s recent outcomes. Aldric’s glamour was fully back up — he was charcoal-skinned in the Eighth Circle, but he had put his glamour back on the moment he stepped through the gateway, because Earth was not ready for charcoal skin.

Mia, who was making hot chocolate for Nia, glanced over and saw the two of them at the kitchen table.

“Voss.”

“Yes, Ms. Morrison.”

“You have company.”

“Yes.”

“Are you — are you being social?”

“I am conducting a professional debrief with a new resident regarding the reform council’s preliminary hearing outcomes and the upcoming inter-realm tribunal schedule.”

“You are being social.”

“I am conducting a —”

“Voss is being social.”

Cherry called from the spare room where she was showing Priya the pink flower arrangement: “VOSS IS BEING SOCIAL?”

“YES.”

“I HAVE TO SEE THIS.”

Voss sighed quietly.

Mrs. Peterson was, at that moment, knocking on the apartment door.



Mrs. Peterson had apparently been waiting for us to come through.

She had, Mia told me later, been waiting at her own apartment across the hall with the door slightly ajar and the latest batch of cookies in her kitchen, listening for the sound of our arrival. When Kevin had started barking, she had given us ten minutes, and then she had come over.

She had cookies. Two tins. Macadamia.

I opened the door for her.

“Oh — oh, Jake dear — you are home.”

“Yes, Mrs. Peterson.”

“And the girls — are they —”

“All here. Plus two new friends. Come in, please.”

Mrs. Peterson walked in and took in the scene: Cherry on the floor of the living room with Mia, looking at demon-realm souvenirs; Sera and Nia at the kitchen island with mugs of hot chocolate; Morgana on the couch with her glasses back on, already pulling a journal out of her travel bag; Raven and Lyra on the other end of the couch with Kevin stretched between them; Priya emerging from the spare room with tear-tracks on her face and pink flowers in her arms; Aldric and Voss at the kitchen table.

Mrs. Peterson’s face went through a specific complex series of expressions. Then she settled on a smile so warm and grandmotherly it could have cured seasonal depression.

“Oh. Oh, this is lovely. It is so full in here.”

Cherry, seeing her, immediately sprinted across the room to hug her.

“MRS. PETERSON. I MISSED YOU.”

“Oh, you sweet thing —”

Cherry was explaining something to Mrs. Peterson that I could not follow from across the room, something about Mother Lini and the tea garden and “the cookies are different in the demon realm but not as good as yours.” Mrs. Peterson was nodding with the patient attention of a woman who had taught fourth grade for forty years.

Then Mrs. Peterson saw Nia.

Her whole body locked.

She walked slowly across the room and stopped in front of Nia, who was still seated on the armchair with her hot chocolate held in both hands.

“Oh, dear.”

“Hello.”

“Hello. I am — I am Elsie Peterson. I am Jake’s neighbor. I live across the hall.”

“I am Nia.”

“Nia.”

Mrs. Peterson’s eyes tracked across Nia’s three glowing seal patterns. Her hand came up to her chest, fingers curling against the lapel of her cardigan.

“Sweetheart. Mia has told me — well, Voss has told me, actually — about what you have been through.”

“Yes.”

“I brought cookies.”

“Thank you.”

“I am going to bring more tomorrow. I am going to bake specifically for you. Do you have a preference? Chocolate chip is standard. Macadamia is for emergencies. Pecans are for very good days. I also do a sugar cookie with lemon glaze that is — well, that is my wedding recipe.”

Nia’s silver eyes crinkled.

“I do not know what any of those are.”

Mrs. Peterson’s face crumpled just a little.

“Oh, sweetheart. I am going to teach you all of them. Starting tomorrow. Welcome home, my dear.”

Nia did not know how to respond to that. She just nodded, very slowly, and sipped her hot chocolate, and let Mrs. Peterson’s kindness wash over her.

Mrs. Peterson moved on to greet the rest of the household. She hugged each of my harem in turn — even Raven, who tolerated it with the weary acceptance of a woman who had learned that Mrs. Peterson was just going to hug her. She met Priya and Aldric. She approved of Priya’s pink flowers. She inspected Voss’s paperwork with a critical eye and declared it “organized.”

She left with the quiet satisfaction of a woman who had just confirmed that her commune was back in one piece.



The afternoon blurred together.

Mia stayed. She did not want to leave. She wanted to sit on the couch and meet all of us properly, to learn names and stories and histories. She was — delightfully, perfectly — in full sister mode: asking questions, making connections, being curious without being nosy, laughing when things were funny, being quiet when things were hard.

She spent a long time with Nia on the armchair. The two of them talked in soft voices about — I only caught fragments — about hot chocolate, about Kevin’s bark taxonomy, about what it felt like to be in a small space for a long time.

Nia visibly relaxed during the conversation. Her three seal patterns dimmed slightly — the way her seals dimmed when she was at peace, I had learned.

Cherry and Lyra and Raven and Morgana and Priya all ate Mrs. Peterson’s cookies and drank hot chocolate or wine or water and took turns holding Kevin.

Sera taught Mia how to make hot chocolate the way Sera made hot chocolate. Mia took notes.

Aldric and Voss had a very long professional conversation that neither of them would later explain to anyone else.

At some point, Cherry — exhausted from the travel, from the reunion, from the accumulated joy of the day — curled up on the living room rug with Kevin and fell asleep mid-sentence. Mia watched her sleep for a moment and then whispered to me, she is such a good person, Jake, and I said, yes.



By evening, I was bone-tired.

The day had been — a lot. The preliminary hearing. The goodbyes. The transit. The reunions. The introductions. The cookies. The sisterhood tears. The brotherly laughter. The new apartment configuration with two additional residents who needed adjustment time.

Morgana, at some point, had assembled the crate from Thessa’s cache on the kitchen table and had begun her ongoing research. She was going to be reading the crate for months.

Priya, in the spare guest room, had unpacked her small bag and was now sitting on the edge of the bed looking at the pink flowers and breathing.

Nia had gone to the guest room off the main bedroom — the one Raven had once used for her war room, which was now reconfigured into a peaceful second bedroom — and was sitting cross-legged on the bed in meditation.

Sera was in the kitchen finishing a slow batch of hot chocolate with Mia.

Raven was in the living room watching Kevin with her tail wrapped around the dog’s entire body.

Cherry was still asleep on the rug.

Lyra and I were on the couch, her head against my shoulder, her wings folded against her back in their Earth-sized vestigial form.

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“We’re home.”

“Yes.”

“This is home.”

“Yes.”

“Jake —”

“Yes.”

“The Constellation is still humming.”

“Mm.”

“That flicker is still out there.”

“Yeah.”

“A little steadier tonight than the last time I checked.”

“I felt it.”

“But tonight we are home.”

“Yes.”

“And tonight is for this.”

“Yes.”

Morgana came over from the kitchen table and sat on my other side. She looked exhausted but — but luminous. Something had loosened in her face.

“Jake.”

“Morgana.”

“I am going to hold my wine glass for exactly one more hour. Then I am going to bed.”

“Okay.”

“I am also going to suggest that the full harem — you, me, Lyra, Cherry, Raven — have a celebration tonight before Morgana-the-two-hundred-and-twelve-year-old-Lore-Keeper passes out.”

“A celebration.”

“We traveled to another dimension. We freed a prisoner. We got the exile policy referred to the full inter-realm tribunal. We recovered foundational evidence that will reshape the Concordat. We brought home new friends. We survived. We came back with everyone we left with, plus two. That is worth a celebration.”

“Yes.”

“Also —” Her gaze flicked to Lyra ” — Lyra has been holding something for several hours and I can feel it through the harem awareness. She needs — we all need — a group scene tonight.”

Lyra flushed.

“Morgana —”

“Lyra. I am calling it.”

“I —”

“The demon-realm amplification is still in our bodies. It will fade over the next day. If we are going to celebrate properly, tonight is the night.”

“Okay. Fine.”

“Wake Cherry.”

Lyra leaned down and gently shook Cherry’s shoulder. Cherry, who had been asleep on the rug with Kevin, blinked groggily.

“W-what —”

“Cherry. Bedroom. Now. Group.”

“OH.” Cherry was awake in two seconds flat. “OH OH OH. I HAVE BEEN WAITING FOR THIS.”

“Cherry, lower your voice.”

“I have been waiting for this,” Cherry repeated in a stage whisper.

Raven, from the couch: “Why does everyone sound like they are organizing a field trip.”

Morgana: “Raven. Upstairs. Bedroom. Group.”

Raven’s gaze flicked up. “Now?”

“Now.”

“Everyone?”

“Everyone.”

“The whole harem.”

“The whole harem.”

“Fine.”

Raven gently displaced Kevin from her lap. Kevin grumbled and moved to the foot of the couch, where he immediately curled up.

The five of us — me, Lyra, Cherry, Raven, Morgana — stood up.

Mia, from the kitchen, made a specific kind of face.

“Are you — are you going upstairs?”

I looked at her. I did not know how to answer. She was my sister and she knew the household now and — well. Yes. We were going upstairs.

Mia held up both hands.

“Do not tell me anything else. I am putting on my earbuds. I am going to watch Netflix with Sera and Nia in the living room. I am going to not think about what is happening upstairs. Please be merciful. I love you but I have to preserve my sanity.”

“Sorry, Mia.”

“It is fine. I will adjust. I will also probably find a hotel room in a few nights if the household is going to be — active. Do not tell me anything else.”

“Got it.”

I walked up the stairs with my harem.



The bedroom was familiar.

My own bed. My own ceiling. My own window looking out at the Chicago skyline, dark with November evening. Kevin’s pillow still on the floor at the foot of the bed, unused during his week with Mrs. Peterson but left there out of optimism.

I stood in the middle of the room. The four of them arranged around me — Lyra on my left, Cherry on my right, Raven in front of me, Morgana behind me.

Cherry was already pulling off her pink crop top.

“Cherry —”

“I AM NOT GOING TO WAIT.”

“Okay.”

Cherry’s pink crop top came off. Her gravity-defying E-cup tits bounced free. Her pink hair fell around her shoulders. Her heart-pupils were blazing.

Lyra reached up and started unbuttoning her pale blue dress. Her small perky breasts came into view, pink-tipped and already responding to the building arousal in the room.

Raven — who normally undressed last, because her specific dynamic was about being wanted — was already stripping off her shirt. She pressed her hip against my thigh, a quiet claim. Her pale porcelain skin glowed in the bedroom’s soft lamplight.

Morgana removed her glasses. Folded them. Placed them on the nightstand. Then, with the slow confident precision of a two-century succubus, she unfastened the silver clasp of her dress and let the dress slide down her body. Her heavy F-cup breasts swung free, heavy and beautiful and perfect. Her chestnut hair fell loose down her back.

On the small table by the window, the cask of nectar Velvet had pressed into my hands on the plaza at the Golden Draught sat waiting — sealed with gold wax, the Draught’s mark burned into the wood. Cherry noticed it at the same moment I did.

“Oh. Oh. Jake. The cask. Velvet said tonight. Velvet said the first night home.”

“Cherry —”

“Velvet said.”

Morgana, naked and calm and authoritative, crossed to the table and broke the wax seal with a thumbnail. The small stopper came out easy. The scent that rose out of the cask was — I had no earthly comparison for it. Honey and wildflowers and something warmer underneath, something that made the back of my throat go soft and my whole body lean toward the source without my permission. A nectar the Nectar Quarter had refined for a hundred and fifty years, aged in Velvet’s private cellar, meant for exactly this kind of night.

Morgana poured four small measures into four of the wine glasses Cherry had already lined up on the dresser. A thin golden liquid that moved like honey but caught the lamplight like liquid gold.

“One sip each,” Morgana said. “Velvet is explicit in her note. More than a sip and the entire bedroom is going to need to be reinforced.”

Cherry took her glass and sipped. Her eyes went wide. Her pink pupils bloomed into hearts. Her whole body shivered once, head to tail, and she made a small helpless oh sound.

Raven sipped. Her whole body went still for a moment — the taste registering, the warmth spreading. Then she gripped my forearm, hard, her nails pressing crescents into my skin.

Lyra sipped. Her expression softened into something warm and private, and the Soulbound bond carried a pulse that tasted — I swear — like honey on the back of my own tongue.

Morgana sipped last, slow and deliberate, and her amber eyes burned.

I sipped mine. Velvet’s nectar hit the back of my throat and opened something in my chest that I had not known was closed. The Constellation in me brightened — all eight points — in direct response, as if the nectar had been formulated specifically to talk to the pattern. Maybe it had. Velvet was a hundred and fifty years old and knew what she was doing.

“Oh,” I said quietly.

“Yes,” Morgana answered.

I was suddenly in the middle of my own bedroom, surrounded by four naked succubi, still in my own clothes.

“Jake.”

“Yeah?”

“Clothes.”

“Yeah.”

I pulled my shirt off over my head. My pants came off next. I was naked in about six seconds, and Cherry made an appreciative sound that was not quiet, and Raven made a low appreciative sound, and Morgana’s eyes traveled my body with frank satisfaction, and Lyra sent a wordless pulse that settled in my chest like a held breath — yours.

Cherry launched first.

“MY TURN —”

“Cherry,” Morgana chided.

“Right, no, sorry, I have been waiting all week to —”

“Cherry, take turns.”

“Fine.”

Cherry resettled. Lyra came to me first, because she was the Soulbound, because the bond loop between us was already spinning up from just the proximity.

I lifted her onto the bed. Her wings — smaller now, vestigial, but still present — spread against the pillow as I laid her back. Her blue eyes were dilated. Her pink nipples were tight. Her fingers traced down my stomach and caught at my hip.

She sent me what she wanted without words: slow, with feeling, with the feedback loop open, with all of them watching so they can feel the intimacy between us.

Yes.

I started with her. I kissed her deeply — slow and tender, my hand cradling the back of her head, the Soulbound bond humming between us like a plucked string. I ran my hands down her small perfect body. Down her sides. Over her hipbones. Back up to cup her perky breasts, my thumbs brushing across her stiff pink nipples. Her breath stuttered against my mouth. Her pleasure echoed back to me, mine to her, the Soulbound loop beginning its familiar upward spiral.

I took my time. Kissed down her throat. Sucked one nipple into my mouth while my hand slid between her thighs. She was already wet — soaking, the nectar and the shared arousal of the room and the bond loop all converging. My fingers found her clit and circled gently.

Her first orgasm came easy and wet — squirting, of course, the way she always did, the way I had come to treat as a basic fact of her body. A hot rush that drenched my hand and the sheets beneath her. Her whole body jolted, her vestigial wings beating against the pillow, a soft broken cry tearing from her lips.

Her second came on my fingers — two of them curled inside her while my thumb worked her clit, slow and deep, her pussy clenching around me in long deliberate waves. This one was quieter, deeper, her face buried against my neck and her fingers digging into my shoulder hard enough to leave marks.

Her third came when I pushed into her and began to move. I sank in slowly — feeling her stretch around my cock, feeling the wet heat of her, feeling the bond loop catch and amplify. I felt what she felt: the fullness, the pressure, the aching satisfying stretch of being filled by me. And she felt what I felt: the tight slick grip of her pussy, the heat, the impossible softness of her body beneath mine. The doubled sensation made my breath catch.

I moved in long full strokes. Deep. Unhurried. Each thrust drew a gasping sound from her that vibrated through the bond into my own chest. Her small perky breasts bounced gently with every motion. Her gaze never left mine. Her seal on her lower back was warming under my palm.

The other three watched.

Cherry was on the edge of the bed, tail swishing, her hand idly brushing across her own abundant chest, her pink eyes luminous with anticipation. Raven was sitting cross-legged beside her, her hand resting on Cherry’s thigh, her violet eyes watching with the focused intensity she brought to sex. Morgana was on the other side of the bed, reclined against the headboard, her wine glass somehow in her hand — she had brought it upstairs — watching with the patient appreciation of a woman who had all the time in the world.

Lyra’s third orgasm crested in a long slow wave, her pussy clamping rhythmically around me, her squirting soaking us both again, her voice cracking on my name. The orgasm hit me like sunlight through a window — warm and vast and certain, her pleasure and mine fused into a single wave.

I kept moving. Slower now. Deeper. Building her toward the fourth while I held my own release at bay. Her legs tightened around my waist. Her arms locked around my neck. Her breath was ragged and beautiful against my ear.

I finished inside her slow and deep — my cock pulsing, my release filling her in thick warm waves while she came around me a fourth time, her body arching against mine, her pussy milking me through every pulse. Her seal on her lower back flared gold. Every connected point in the network answered — a warm, steady resonance.

Yours, she whispered. Not aloud. Just — between us.

I love you.

I eased out of her. She was glowing and sleepy and sated, a warm wet mess between her thighs. She rolled over and curled up against Raven’s thigh, panting softly.

Cherry was next.

Cherry had been waiting — patient by Cherry standards — and she pounced. She launched across the bed and straddled me before I had even fully caught my breath. Her pink hair was everywhere. Her ridiculous tits bounced against my chest.

“MY TURN.”

“Yes, Cherry.”

“I have been waiting since I left the Nectar Quarter.”

“Yeah, you have.”

“I am going to be loud.”

“Obviously.”

“Mia has earbuds.”

“Good.”

She sank down onto me with a dramatic sigh of satisfaction. The demon-realm residue in her was still strong — Velvet’s nectar on top of it stronger still — and her Mass Illusion, which she had last cast in the plaza outside the Crimson Court archives, slipped loose of her control for a heartbeat. Three Cherrys appeared around me. The real one on my cock. A second straddling my chest, pink hair falling forward, gravity-defying tits pressed against my collarbones, giggling. A third leaning over the first from behind, whispering into her own ear, pink eyes luminous. Three sets of pink curls. Three sets of heart-pupils. Three tails winding around me at once.

For a second I could feel all three of them — the real one, solid and warm and riding me, and the two illusion-copies with the half-there pressure of a Cherry-crafted glamour on an incubus who could feel glamours.

Then the two copies dissolved into pink sparks, and there was only the real Cherry again, still riding me, still impossibly pink, eyes hearts.

“Oh — sorry, sorry — the nectar —”

“Cherry, that was —”

“I did not mean to make three of me —”

“Cherry, please never apologize for that.”

“Oh — oh, Jake — I am still a little amplified —”

“I can tell.”

“It is going to be intense.”

“Okay.”

She started to ride me. Hard. No warm-up. No preamble. Cherry at full intensity from the first stroke — her heavy tits bouncing wildly with every downward slam of her hips, her pink hair flying, her hands braced on my shoulders for leverage. She rode me like she’d been starving for it, her tight wet pussy gripping my cock on every upstroke, releasing on every drop, the wet slap of our bodies filling the bedroom.

Her Charm Voice slipped out — “more” — and the Earth version was less overtly magical than the demon-realm version, but it still made the ambient energy in the bedroom shift. Raven, on the edge of the bed, made a small involuntary noise and pressed her thighs together. Morgana, from the headboard, chuckled low.

“JAKE — oh — Jake —”

“That’s it, Cherry.”

“I missed — I missed this bed — I missed this —”

I grabbed her hips and started meeting her halfway — thrusting up hard into her as she came down. The force made her heavy E-cups slap together, her dark pink nipples drawing rapid circles in the lamplight. Her mouth fell open. Her heart-pupils were completely blown.

Her first orgasm hit her like a wave. She screamed — Cherry always screamed — and her pussy clenched around me in hard fast pulses while she kept riding me through it, never slowing, never stopping.

Her second came ninety seconds later. Harder. She leaned back, bracing her hands on my thighs behind her, her tits thrust forward, her head tipping back in abandon. The angle changed and I drove deeper and she shrieked my name so loud the windows rattled.

Her third and fourth cascaded into each other — I pulled her down flat against my chest, one hand in her pink hair, the other gripping her ass, and fucked up into her with fast brutal strokes that had her sobbing against my neck. She came on the third with a high broken cry and the fourth followed before the aftershocks of the third had faded, her pussy milking me in long relentless waves, her whole body shaking.

The fourth one was so loud I was fairly certain Mrs. Peterson across the hall heard her regardless of any earbuds Mia might be wearing. Her fourth orgasm made her Mass Illusion flare one more time — a brief cascade of pink butterflies that filled the bedroom and dissolved into sparks against the ceiling. She collapsed onto my chest, panting, her soft tits pressed flat against me, boneless and glowing.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Best homecoming ever.”

“Agreed.”

She rolled off me with the boneless grace of a woman who had been thoroughly wrecked, curled up beside Lyra, and was asleep within seconds. Her seal on her decolletage was still glowing faintly pink-gold.

Raven was next.

Raven, in her specific way, came up slow. She waited until Cherry settled. Then she approached me on her hands and knees across the bed, her thick curvy ass in the air, her pale porcelain skin glowing against the dim lamplight. Her gaze was hooded, heavy-lidded. Her obsidian horns caught the light. Her tail swayed behind her — not lashing, not nervous, just ready.

She did not say anything. She just presented herself — turned around on the bed, knees spread, her thick gorgeous ass lifted for me, her spine dipped in the exact curve she knew made my mouth go dry. Her love language. Her trust signal. Her way of saying I am yours without needing the words.

I came up behind her. Ran my hands slowly up the backs of her thighs — her skin warm and smooth under my palms, the plush thickness of her curves filling my grip. I dug my fingers into her wide hips, hard, the way she liked. She made a low sound.

Her shadows curled up around us. The Darkness Cloak activated at low ambient — not a full dome, just a deepening of the bedroom’s lamplight, making the space around us dimmer, more intimate. The demon realm had given her shadows a depth that was still lingering, even back on Earth. They pooled around us like dark silk.

I slid my cock between her thighs first, just to tease. She was already wet — slick and hot, her pussy dripping onto the sheets beneath her. She pushed back against me impatiently.

“Jake.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t tease tonight. Take me.”

I gripped her hips harder and drove into her from behind.

Her moan was low and guttural — nothing like Cherry’s volume, but thick with need. I bottomed out inside her and felt her pussy clench tight around me. Her head dropped between her shoulders. Her thick ass pressed back against my hips.

I fucked her hard. Because I knew that was what she wanted tonight. Because we were home, and home meant she did not have to moderate or hold back or perform. I pulled almost all the way out and slammed back in. Again. Again. Her thick curves bounced with every impact. Her nails dug into the pillow she was gripping. Her shadows flickered in rhythm with my thrusts — brightening, dimming, brightening.

My thumb found her clit. I circled it while I drove into her, pressing firm, matching the rhythm of my cock. She dropped her chest to the mattress and pushed her hips higher, taking me deeper. Her hands fisted in the sheets.

“Jake — right there — don’t stop — ”

Her first orgasm hit hard. She cried out — a raw, tight sound — and her pussy clenched around me in fast rhythmic waves. Her shadows flared outward briefly, filling the room’s corners with darkness. Her porcelain skin flushed pink across her shoulders and down her spine.

I did not stop. I kept the rhythm through her orgasm and she rode it, her thick hips grinding back against me, pulling every last wave of pleasure from the motion.

When she came down, her breath was ragged. Her shadows pulled tight around us both, drawing me closer.

“Jake. Now. Like we’re home.”

I knew what she meant.

I pulled out of her pussy. She shifted — spreading her knees wider, arching her back deeper, presenting her ass with the deliberate intention of a woman asking for her love language. The small vial of oil was on the nightstand — it was always on the nightstand now. She had put it there before the trip. She had known this would happen tonight.

I slicked myself. Pressed the head of my cock against her tight entrance.

“Tell me.”

“Yours. All of me. Every part of me.”

I pushed in.

Slow. Steady. She breathed out — a long controlled exhale — and relaxed around me inch by inch. Her shadows wound up my forearms like warm gloves. Her tail stiffened and then went loose. I sank into her until my hips pressed flush against the thick curve of her ass.

I reached around and found her clit again. Began stroking as I started to thrust — slow, deliberate strokes that had her moaning steadily, her face pressed into the pillow, her obsidian horns scraping the fabric.

She built fast. The dual stimulation — my cock in her ass, my fingers on her clit — was the combination she loved most, the one that stripped her completely bare. Her shadows pulled in tight around us, a brief dome of absolute darkness that sealed the bedroom away for just the two of us.

“Jake — oh — Jake — ”

I sped up. Thrust deeper. Her body shook under me. Her thick hips pushed back to meet every stroke. Her moans were getting shorter, tighter, breaking at the edges.

“Come for me, Raven.”

She came. Hard. Her ass clenched tight around my cock. Her pussy pulsed under my fingers. Her shadows erupted — the dome expanding to fill the entire bedroom for a heartbeat, absolute darkness swallowing everything, before collapsing back around us in a warm wave. Her seal on her inner thigh flared violet-gold.

I came with her. Buried deep in her ass, my cock pulsing, my release pouring into her while her body milked me through the aftershocks. The shadow dome flickered and settled.

I eased out of her carefully. She collapsed forward onto the bed, panting, her eyes wet.

“My idiot.”

“Your incubus idiot.”

“Welcome home.”

“I am home.”

She rolled onto her side and curled against Lyra’s back. Her hand found my ankle across the bed and gripped it. Even spent and satisfied, Raven held on.

Morgana was last.

She had been waiting patient — she always did, because she was a Lore Class and she had been dominant in patient waiting for centuries. When I came to her at the headboard, she was still holding her wine glass. She set it down carefully on the nightstand. Her gaze held mine.

“Jake. Come here.”

I came.

She pulled me into a kiss — slow and deep and confident. Her hands came up and cupped my face. Her tongue traced my lower lip. Her full F-cup breasts pressed against my chest, heavy and warm.

“I want to ride you tonight,” she said, low. “My way. I want to conduct the celebration.”

“Yes.”

“Lie back.”

I lay back.

She straddled me. Her gorgeous F-cups hung over my chest, heavy and magnificent, her dark nipples brushing my skin as she settled her weight. She lined herself up — one hand reaching back to grip my cock and position it at her entrance — and sank down onto me with a controlled, practiced slowness that made both of us exhale.

She was wet. Warm. The deep slick heat of a woman who had been watching three other women get fucked for the last forty minutes and had been sitting against the headboard with her wine and her patience and her two centuries of self-control, quietly soaking through to the sheets.

She began to move.

Morgana’s rhythm was different from any of the others’. It was measured. Deliberate. Long controlled strokes that she could adjust in speed and depth with complete precision — rising almost off me, holding at the top with just the head of my cock inside her, then sinking back down in one smooth motion that took me all the way to the hilt. She was riding me with her full two hundred and twelve years of sexual experience, and I was — honestly — a participant more than a partner in what Morgana did when she took her time.

Her pussy gripped me differently than the others. Tighter at the entrance. Softer deeper in. Each stroke was a long slow pull followed by a deep warm swallow. Her hips rolled with practiced precision. Her thick thighs flexed against my sides. Her heavy breasts swayed with each motion, the weight of them hypnotic in the lamplight.

Halfway through, she leaned forward and dragged those impossible breasts across my face. The warm soft weight of them covered me from jaw to forehead. I caught one nipple in my mouth and sucked — hard — and she moaned, low and throaty, her rhythm speeding up briefly before she brought it back under control with visible effort. I sucked harder. Bit gently. She shuddered above me, a tremor running through her thighs.

Her seal between her breasts, just barely visible to me in the valley of her cleavage, glowed softly amber.

“Good boy,” she murmured. And this time the “good boy” was — warmer than I had ever heard it from her. Affectionate. Adoring. Her pride in me, laid bare. Her eyes were glistening.

She picked up the pace. Still controlled, but faster now, her hips rolling with more urgency. Her pussy clenched around me on each downstroke. Her full tits bounced with the increasing tempo, the seal between them pulsing brighter. Her hands found my shoulders and gripped, her nails pressing into my skin.

“Jake —”

“I’m here.”

“Stay with me.”

“I’m here, Morgana.”

She came on me slow and deep. Her whole body locked up above me for a long moment — her pussy clamping tight around my cock in long rolling waves, her wings mantling wide in the bed’s dim lamplight, her eyes squeezing shut, her mouth parted in the silent expression of a woman whose pleasure was too vast for sound. Her heavy breasts pressed together as she bowed above me, the seal between them blazing bright amber.

When she came down, she collapsed forward onto my chest. Her chestnut hair spilled across me. Her heavy breasts pressed warm and full against my ribs. Her hand found my jaw. Her pussy was still fluttering around me in soft aftershocks.

“Home,” she whispered.

“Home.”

I gripped her hips. Thrust up into her — hard, deep, purposeful. Once. Twice. Three times. Her body clenched around me again, a fresh wave rolling through her, and I came inside her on the third stroke — my cock pulsing deep, my release flooding her in thick hot waves while she milked me with long slow contractions. Her seal flared brighter. The Constellation in my chest sang.

And then — for the first time since the Spire Gardens, and brighter here than it had been even there — the whole pattern blazed.

Above the bed, hovering near the ceiling like a small private galaxy, eight points of gold light ignited together. Lyra’s on her lower back, warm and steady. Cherry’s on her décolletage, pink-gold and dancing. Raven’s on her inner thigh, violet-gold and sharp. Morgana’s between her breasts, amber-gold and deep. And from downstairs — from the living room two floors below us where Nia was sitting wrapped in a blanket with Sera and a mug of hot chocolate — three more points bloomed into the constellation above us. Nia’s three interconnected junction seals, lit from a distance, feeding into the pattern through the network she had become. Indigo-gold at her forearm. Indigo-gold at her collarbone. Indigo-gold at her temple. Connected to the other five above our bed as if the walls of the apartment did not exist.

Eight points. All at once. All in the same room, for one impossible moment, even though three of them were downstairs in their own body.

Sera’s single point — the fifth, on her right shoulder — added the missing anchor underneath. It flared too, distant and shy but present.

The bed went gold. The ceiling above us was lit like a small cathedral. The four succubi tangled around me all drew in a breath at the same moment, because all of them felt it at once — Lyra deepest and closest, Cherry and Raven and Morgana through their own seals resonating.

“Jake,” Morgana whispered against my chest. “The whole pattern.”

“I see it.”

“All eight of them at once.”

“Yeah.”

“I can feel Nia. From downstairs. Through the pattern. She is — she is smiling.”

“I know.”

Lyra sent me the clearest picture I had ever received from her: Nia sitting on the living room couch, silver eyes closed, face tilted up, her three seals glowing softly under her blanket, a small warm smile on her face as she felt the pattern reach full nighttime resonance for the first time in her long captivity.

Nia was enjoying this too. From a polite distance. In her own way.

The eight points held above us for one long heartbeat — a private constellation in the ceiling of a Chicago apartment — and then, gently, faded back to their individual quiet hums.



A [System] ping brushed my awareness.

[Final Status Update — Book Arc Close]

Lyra — Bond 1000 (Soulbound — REINFORCED) • Adaptation 48% • Powers Sealed 35% Cherry — Bond 900 (Bonded) • Adaptation 35% • Powers Sealed 45% Raven — Bond 800 (Bonded) • Adaptation 37% • Powers Sealed 50% Morgana — Bond 925 (Bonded) • Adaptation 24% • Powers Sealed 55% Sera — Bond 225 (Familiar) • Adaptation 14% • Seal: ACTIVE Nia — Junction (3 points) • Bond: Structural • Network: 8/12 (+more empty) Jake — Incubus (Full) • Energy: SURPLUS+ • Essence Modulation: ENHANCED Constellation: 8/12 connected. Pattern: EXPANDING. Purpose: DISPUTED (bridge? key? prison?). Gateway: STABLE (Constellation-maintained). Demon Realm: ACCESSIBLE. Reform Council Preliminary Hearing: COMPLETED. Matters REFERRED to Inter-Realm Tribunal. Full tribunal: PENDING (neutral dimension). Exile policy: REFERRED for adjudication. Provisional detainee releases: ORDERED. Banisher Hardliners: CHARGED (awaiting tribunal). Reform faction: LEADING. Warden Authority: SUPPORTING (bureaucratically). Mia Morrison: AWARE. Classification: Family. Reaction: Adjusted. Priya: AWARE. Classification: Scholar-Resident. Location: Chicago. Nia: FREED (provisional). Classification: Junction. Location: Chicago. Aldric: ALLIED. Classification: Reform Council Resident. Location: Chicago. Velvet: Pregnancy status pending. Communication established through Aldric. Zara: Rematch scheduled. Communication established through Aldric.



I lay in bed afterward, with all four of them piled against me — Lyra on my left, Cherry on my chest, Raven at my right, Morgana against my right shoulder. Kevin had come upstairs at some point — we had heard him scratching at the door — and was now curled at the foot of the bed, warm and solid and home.

Sera and Nia and Priya and Mia and Aldric and Voss were all downstairs — somewhere. Voss was probably processing forms. Sera was probably teaching Mia and Nia another round of hot chocolate. Priya was probably in the spare room looking at her pink flowers. Aldric was probably at the kitchen table reading.

The apartment was full.

The Constellation held steady at eight bright points.

I lay in the dark and felt the pattern in my chest, and thought about the empty sockets still waiting. One of them faintly brighter than the others, in the way Lyra had described in the Spire Gardens. The rest silent.

Outside the bedroom window, the Chicago skyline was bright with November lights.

Lyra whispered one last thing — not aloud, but in the space between us where words didn’t need air: Jake. That flicker is still there. A little steadier tonight than it was in the Spire Gardens.

I know.

Whatever it turns out to be.

Whenever it turns out to be.

Yes.

I closed my eyes.

I pulled Kevin closer with my foot. He grumbled and went back to sleep.

That was all I needed to hear.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Leo Thornvale. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Leave a review — Even a quick star rating helps other readers find this book.

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Leo Thornvale are waiting.

Thanks for being here.

Leo Thornvale
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